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      PROLOGUE
    

    
      The Night Everything Changed
    

    
      
    

    
      There were a lot of things I wanted to tell Simone Chen on that freezing, butt-numbing Friday night in October. In my head, I made a list of things I would rather say than what I knew I was about to say.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like how her "casual supernatural peace summit" had turned out to be a black-tie affair at a mansion that probably cost more than my student loan debt. Which was saying something, considering I'd spent six years getting my nursing degree while working full-time at a diner that smelled permanently of burnt bacon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like how the invitation had said "plus-one optional" when it really should have read "plus-one mandatory unless you want to spend three hours being stared at by people—creatures?—who could smell that you didn't belong here."
    

    
      
    

    
      Like how every single person in this ballroom had secrets behind their eyes. The kind of secrets that had teeth and claws and came out under a full moon.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop being so dramatic," Simone hissed, linking her arm through mine as we walked through the entrance of what she kept calling the Thornwood Estate. Her sleek black hair was twisted into some kind of complicated updo that probably required a YouTube tutorial and the dexterity of a surgeon. "You look beautiful. That dress is perfect on you."
    

    
      
    

    
      I glanced down at the emerald green number she'd forced me into. It hugged every curve I had—and a few I didn't know existed—before flaring out at the knees. The neckline was just low enough to make me self-conscious, just high enough to be tasteful. My long dark hair hung loose down my back in waves I'd spent an hour creating with a curling iron, and my brown skin looked almost luminous against the jewel-toned fabric.
    

    
      
    

    
      Perfect. Sure. I felt like an imposter at a costume party where everyone else had received the memo about what to wear, and I'd shown up in the wrong decade.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Remind me again why I agreed to this?" I muttered, accepting a glass of champagne from a passing waiter who moved with an inhuman grace that made my nurse brain immediately catalog as neurologically impossible.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you're my best friend and you love me," Simone replied sweetly, her amber eyes twinkling with mischief. "And because I told you there'd be hot guys here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You didn't mention the hot guys would be werewolves."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shifters," she corrected, lowering her voice. "Werewolf is considered derogatory in some packs. And I'm a witch, remember? We're very politically correct about these things."
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd only known about Simone's witchy heritage for three months. Three months since she'd accidentally-on-purpose let me see her levitate a coffee mug during a particularly heated argument about whether Ross and Rachel were really on a break. The mug had been the least shocking part of that conversation. Learning that my best friend since college was a hereditary witch who came from a long line of magical badasses had required a significant recalibration of my understanding of reality.
    

    
      
    

    
      Learning that the supernatural world was real—that shifters and vampires and fae and God-knows-what-else walked among us—had required an even bigger adjustment.
    

    
      
    

    
      I still wasn't sure I'd made that adjustment.
    

    
      
    

    
      The ballroom was stunning, I had to admit. Crystal chandeliers hung from a vaulted ceiling painted with some kind of historical mural involving wolves and warfare. Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over manicured gardens that probably looked less creepy in daylight. Round tables draped in ivory linens filled the space, and a string quartet played something classical in the corner.
    

    
      
    

    
      It looked like a wedding reception. It felt like a powder keg.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Ironclaw Pack is over there," Simone whispered, nodding toward a group of intimidatingly attractive people clustered near the bar. "And Nightfang is on the opposite side. See? They're literally keeping the room between them."
    

    
      
    

    
      I followed her gaze and understood immediately what she meant. Two distinct groups occupied opposite ends of the ballroom, and the space between them felt charged with an energy that made my skin prickle. The people—shifters, I corrected myself—moved with a predatory grace that was beautiful and terrifying in equal measure.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This peace summit is supposed to ease tensions between the packs," Simone continued, sipping her champagne. "They've been rivals for generations. Like, since-the-founding-of-this-territory generations. But the new Ironclaw Alpha wants to establish better relations."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How progressive," I said dryly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't be dismissive. This is a big deal in the shifter world."
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth to reply when I felt it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A pull. Low in my belly, insistent and utterly foreign. Like someone had hooked a line around my spine and was slowly, inexorably reeling me in.
    

    
      
    

    
      My champagne glass slipped from my fingers. I watched it fall in slow motion, watched the golden liquid arc through the air before the glass shattered on the marble floor.
    

    
      
    

    
      The sound echoed through the ballroom like a gunshot.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every conversation stopped. Every head turned.
    

    
      
    

    
      And two pairs of eyes locked onto mine from across the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first pair belonged to a man standing with the Ironclaw group. Tall—God, he had to be six-foot-four at least—with dark blonde hair styled in a way that looked effortlessly perfect. He wore a charcoal suit that probably cost more than my car, and his face was all sharp angles and aristocratic features. Beautiful in a cold, untouchable way. His eyes were pale gray, the color of a winter sky, and they were staring at me with an intensity that made my breath catch.
    

    
      
    

    
      The second pair belonged to a man with the Nightfang pack. He was equally tall, but where the first man was all controlled elegance, this one was raw power barely leashed. Black hair that looked like he'd run his hands through it repeatedly. Olive skin. A jaw that could cut glass. He wore his suit like he was barely tolerating it, like he'd rather be in jeans and nothing else. His eyes were dark amber, almost gold, and they were looking at me like I was the only person in the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both men moved at the same time.
    

    
      
    

    
      They walked toward me with purpose, cutting through the crowd like sharks through water. People moved out of their way without being asked. The pull in my belly intensified with every step they took, splitting into two directions, yanking me toward both of them simultaneously.
    

    
      
    

    
      What the hell was happening?
    

    
      
    

    
      "Simone," I whispered, but she was staring at the approaching men with an expression I'd never seen on her face before. Horror. Awe. Disbelief.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh shit," she breathed. "Oh shit, Thea, I think—"
    

    
      
    

    
      But I never heard what she thought, because the pale-eyed man reached me first.
    

    
      
    

    
      Up close, he was even more devastating. His face was expressionless, but his eyes burned with something fierce and primal. When he spoke, his voice was deep and controlled, every word precisely enunciated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're mine."
    

    
      
    

    
      I blinked. "Excuse me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your scent. The bond. You're my mate."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words didn't make sense. I opened my mouth to tell him he was insane, that he'd obviously mistaken me for someone else, when the second man arrived.
    

    
      
    

    
      He didn't speak immediately. He simply stared at me, his amber eyes traveling over my face like he was memorizing every feature. Then his gaze cut to the other man, and something dangerous flickered across his expression.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Back the fuck off, Thorne," he growled. "She's mine."
    

    
      
    

    
      The pale-eyed man—Thorne—didn't even look at him. "Hale. You're mistaken."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not mistaken. I know my own mate when I smell her."
    

    
      
    

    
      "As do I."
    

    
      
    

    
      They were talking about me like I wasn't standing right there. Like I was a prize at a carnival, something to be won and claimed and possessed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The pull was unbearable now. I felt it reaching for both of them, felt some invisible thread trying to tie itself between the three of us. My heart was racing, my skin too hot, and I couldn't think past the roaring in my ears.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop," I said, but my voice came out too quiet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You need to come with me," Thorne said, finally looking at me. "We need to talk. There are things you don't understand about—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's not going anywhere with you," Hale interrupted. "She's Nightfang's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "STOP."
    

    
      
    

    
      This time, my voice carried. Loud enough that conversations around us halted again. Loud enough that both men fell silent and stared at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was shaking. From anger or fear or the weird energy crackling between us, I couldn't tell.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know what you think is happening here," I said, proud that my voice didn't waver, "but I'm not yours. Either of you. I'm not anyone's."
    

    
      
    

    
      Thorne's expression didn't change. "The mate bond isn't a choice—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything is a choice," I cut him off. "And I choose not to be claimed like I'm some kind of property."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't understand what you're rejecting," Hale said, and there was something almost pleading in his rough voice. "This bond is—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't care what it is." I took a step back, needing distance from both of them, from the pull that was trying to drag me forward. "I don't know you. I don't want to know you. And I'm sure as hell not interested in being fought over like a bone between two dogs."
    

    
      
    

    
      Hale's eyes flashed gold. Actually glowed, like there was fire behind them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thorne went very, very still in the way that predators do before they strike.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I reject this," I said clearly, speaking to both of them. "Whatever this bond is, whatever you think I am to you—I reject it. I reject you both."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words left my mouth and something happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air pressure changed. A sound like rushing wind filled my ears. The chandeliers swayed overhead and the windows rattled in their frames. Every shifter in the room turned toward us, their eyes wide with shock.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thorne staggered slightly, his hand coming up to his chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hale's face contorted with pain, a muscle jumping in his jaw.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I felt it too—a snapping sensation, like a rubber band stretched too tight had broken. The pull vanished, leaving a hollow ache in its wake.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What..." Simone's voice was barely a whisper. "What did you just do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't know. But every shifter in that ballroom was staring at me like I'd just detonated a bomb.
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned and walked toward the exit on legs that shook with every step. I didn't run. Some stubborn part of me refused to run.
    

    
      
    

    
      Behind me, I heard Thorne's cold, controlled voice: "This isn't over."
    

    
      
    

    
      And Hale's rougher one, edged with something that sounded like a promise: "Not even close."
    

    
      
    

    
      I kept walking. Out of the ballroom, through the marble foyer, into the freezing October night.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd just rejected two Alpha wolves who thought I belonged to them.
    

    
      
    

    
      I had a feeling I was going to regret that.
    

    
      
    

    
      But not as much as I'd regret surrendering my choice.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER ONE
    

    
      She Refuses to Be Anyone's Prize
    

    
      
    

    
      There are two kinds of people in this world: the ones who can work a twelve-hour shift in the ER and still look like they stepped out of a medical drama, and the ones who look like they've been run over by the ambulance that brought in the last patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was definitely in the latter category.
    

    
      
    

    
      A quick glance at my reflection in the bathroom mirror of County General confirmed what I already knew. My dark hair had escaped its bun hours ago and now hung in a tangled mess around my face. My scrubs had mysterious stains I didn't want to identify. There were shadows under my brown eyes that no amount of concealer could hide, and I was pretty sure I had a smudge of something on my left cheek that could've been chocolate from the vending machine or dried blood from the GSW in Trauma 2.
    

    
      
    

    
      Probably blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look like death," my coworker Jennifer announced, breezing into the bathroom with her perfect blonde ponytail and suspiciously fresh mascara. "Rough shift?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is there any other kind?" I muttered, scrubbing at my face with a paper towel.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fair point. You heading out?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Soon as I finish my charting. You?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Already done." She grinned at me in the mirror. "I have a date with Dr. Martinez from Cardio."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The one who looks like he does cologne commercials in his spare time?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the one."
    

    
      
    

    
      I shook my head, unable to stop the small smile. "Have fun. Try not to violate any hospital fraternization policies."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No promises," she called over her shoulder as she left.
    

    
      
    

    
      I stared at my reflection for another moment, thinking about dates and doctors and normal relationship problems. Things like "Does he like me?" and "Should I text first?" instead of "How do I deal with two supernatural beings who think they own me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Two weeks. It had been two weeks since the disaster at Thornwood Estate, and I still couldn't wrap my mind around what had happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      You're mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      She's mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      The memory of their voices—Kade Thorne's controlled precision, Darius Hale's rough demand—made my stomach twist. Not with fear, exactly. With something I refused to examine too closely.
    

    
      
    

    
      I left the bathroom and headed back to the nurses' station to finish my documentation. The ER had finally calmed down after a chaotic Friday night that had included two car accidents, a kitchen fire victim, and a guy who'd decided that 2 AM was the perfect time to find out if he was allergic to shellfish. Spoiler alert: he was.
    

    
      
    

    
      My fingers flew over the keyboard as I completed my notes, muscle memory taking over while my mind wandered to places I'd been trying to avoid for fourteen days.
    

    
      
    

    
      The gifts had started three days after the summit.
    

    
      
    

    
      First, it was flowers. Not a normal bouquet you'd get from a grocery store, but an arrangement so elaborate it had required two deliveries to fit through my apartment door. White roses, dozens of them, with a simple card in precise handwriting: We need to talk. —K.T.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd thrown them away. Well, I'd kept them for two days because throwing away perfectly good flowers felt wasteful, but then I'd thrown them away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The next day, a handwritten note had appeared under my apartment door. No flowers, just words scrawled across expensive paper in a masculine hand that looked like it had been written too fast, with too much pressure:
    

    
      
    

    
      You can't run from this. From us. We need to see you. —D.H.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd crumpled that one up and tossed it in the trash immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      But they kept coming. Flowers from Kade every three days like clockwork—always white roses, always with a brief message. Books from Darius, which had surprised me. First editions, rare volumes, things I'd mentioned loving in passing to Simone and she must have somehow told him. Poetry by Rumi. A leather-bound collection of Maya Angelou. A signed copy of Toni Morrison's Beloved that probably cost more than my monthly rent.
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't want to be touched by the gesture. I especially didn't want to keep the books.
    

    
      
    

    
      But I had. And I hated myself for it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea, you got another delivery," Marcus, the night security guard, called from the desk. He held up a familiar white box with a smirk. "Your secret admirer is persistent, I'll give him that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Them," I corrected, taking the box with a sigh. "Secret admirers, plural."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Damn, girl. Living the dream."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Living the nightmare," I muttered, but he just laughed.
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't open the box. Just shoved it into my bag with the others I'd received at work over the past two weeks. I'd stopped bringing them up to my apartment because it was starting to look like a florist shop had exploded in my living room.
    

    
      
    

    
      Simone kept telling me I needed to respond. That the supernatural world didn't work like the human world, and ignoring an Alpha's claim was dangerous.
    

    
      
    

    
      I kept telling her that I didn't care how their world worked. I wasn't part of it.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the dreams suggested otherwise.
    

    
      
    

    
      Every night since the summit, I'd dreamed of them. Of pale gray eyes and amber gold. Of strong hands and heated skin. Of two voices, so different but both saying my name like it was a prayer or a curse.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd wake up aching and furious, hating that my subconscious was betraying me.
    

    
      
    

    
      My ex-boyfriend, Tyler, had been controlling. Not physically abusive—I'd never have tolerated that—but controlling in subtle ways that had taken me too long to recognize. He'd needed to know where I was at all times. Had opinions about what I wore, who I talked to, how I spent my money. Had made me feel guilty for having a life outside of our relationship.
    

    
      
    

    
      Breaking up with him had been one of the hardest and best decisions I'd ever made.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I'd be damned if I let anyone—human or supernatural—put me in that position again.
    

    
      
    

    
      You're mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      The memory of Kade's words still made anger burn hot in my chest. I wasn't anyone's. Not his, not Darius's, not any man's. I belonged to myself, and I'd fight tooth and nail to keep it that way.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You okay, Monroe?" Dr. Chen—no relation to Simone—asked as I nearly walked into him outside the break room.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine. Just tired."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go home. Get some sleep. You're off this weekend, right?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank God."
    

    
      
    

    
      He chuckled. "Enjoy it. Rumor is we're getting a full moon crowd next week."
    

    
      
    

    
      I paused. "Full moon?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah. Always gets crazy in the ER during a full moon. Don't know what it is, but people lose their minds." He shook his head and walked away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Full moon. Right. When shifters were at their strongest, according to Simone. When the pull of their animal sides was hardest to resist.
    

    
      
    

    
      Perfect timing.
    

    
      
    

    
      I finished my charting, grabbed my bag, and headed for the exit. The parking garage was mostly empty at 2 AM, which I normally didn't think twice about. I'd worked night shift for two years and had walked to my car alone hundreds of times.
    

    
      
    

    
      But tonight, something felt different.
    

    
      
    

    
      The air was too still. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead, flickering slightly. My footsteps echoed in the concrete space, and I found myself walking faster, my hand digging into my bag for my keys.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn't afraid. I refused to be afraid.
    

    
      
    

    
      But I wasn't stupid, either.
    

    
      
    

    
      My car was on the third level, tucked into a corner spot because I always arrived late enough that the good spaces were taken. The ancient Honda Civic I'd bought used during nursing school looked particularly pathetic under the harsh lights, but it was mine and it ran—most of the time—and that was enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was ten feet away when I felt it.
    

    
      
    

    
      That pull. The same one from the summit, but different now. Singular instead of split. Coming from one direction instead of two.
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned slowly, my keys clutched between my fingers like a weapon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade Thorne stepped out of the shadows near the stairwell.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked different than he had at the summit. No tailored suit tonight. Just dark jeans that hung low on his hips and a black henley that did criminal things to his shoulders. His blonde hair was slightly mussed, like he'd been running his hands through it. But his eyes were the same—that pale, piercing gray that seemed to see straight through me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've been ignoring me," he said, his voice that same controlled precision I remembered. "That stops now."
    

    
      
    

    
      My heart was hammering, but I kept my voice steady. "I don't owe you a response."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need to talk, Thea. Whether you want to or not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pretty sure that's not how conversations work," I shot back. "Mutual participation and all that."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something flickered in his eyes. Amusement, maybe. Or annoyance. With a face that controlled, it was hard to tell.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You rejected the bond," he continued, moving closer. I held my ground, refusing to back away. "Do you have any idea what that means?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It means I said no. That's what rejection means."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It means you created a political crisis between two of the most powerful packs in this territory," he said, and there was an edge to his voice now. "It means both packs are questioning their leadership. It means younger wolves are challenging authority because they don't understand how a human could refuse an Alpha's claim."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then maybe your world needs to update its policies," I snapped. "This is the twenty-first century. Women aren't property."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I never said you were."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You said I was yours. Same thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not." He was close now, close enough that I could smell him—pine and winter air and something wild underneath. "The mate bond isn't about ownership. It's about recognition. About finding the one person in the world who completes you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Completes you?" I let out a harsh laugh. "I'm a whole person all by myself, thanks. I don't need completing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not what I—" He stopped, jaw tightening. "You're twisting my words."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you're stalking me in a parking garage at 2 AM. Pretty sure that's illegal in both the human and supernatural worlds."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I waited for you to respond to my messages. You didn't. This is me being patient."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is you being creepy."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes flashed, and for just a second, I saw something not quite human looking back at me. Something with teeth and claws and the patience of a predator.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You feel it, too," he said quietly. "The pull. Don't lie to me, Thea. I can hear your heartbeat. I can smell—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't." I held up a hand, heat flooding my face. "Don't finish that sentence."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The bond doesn't care that you rejected it. It's still there, trying to complete itself. And the longer you fight it, the harder it becomes for all of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "All of us?" I raised an eyebrow. "You mean you and Darius Hale?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's expression went carefully blank at the mention of the other Alpha. "The Nightfang heir is not your concern."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He seems to think I am."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's wrong."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So are you."
    

    
      
    

    
      We stared at each other in the fluorescent light of a hospital parking garage, two stubborn forces refusing to yield. The pull was there, just like he'd said. Humming between us like a live wire. My body wanted to step closer. My mind was screaming at me to get in my car and drive away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not doing this," I said finally. "I'm not having some supernatural bond forced on me because biology or magic or whatever says I should. I make my own choices. And I choose to walk away."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You already tried that," Kade said. "At the summit. It didn't work."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I'll keep trying until it does."
    

    
      
    

    
      I moved past him, shoulder brushing his arm. The contact sent electricity shooting through me, and I hated that my breath caught.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea."
    

    
      
    

    
      His voice stopped me, but I didn't turn around.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He won't be as patient as I am," Kade said quietly. "Darius Hale doesn't understand restraint. When he comes for you—and he will—he won't ask nicely."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I'll tell him the same thing I'm telling you," I replied. "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      I got into my car, started the engine, and drove away without looking back.
    

    
      
    

    
      But I felt his eyes on me the entire way out of the parking garage.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I knew, with a certainty that made my stomach drop, that this was only the beginning.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER TWO
    

    
      The Alpha Doesn't Take No for an Answer
    

    
      
    

    
      I made it exactly three blocks before I had to pull over.
    

    
      
    

    
      My hands were shaking on the steering wheel, my heart racing like I'd just run a marathon instead of walking across a parking garage. The logical part of my brain—the part that had gotten me through nursing school and knew how to stay calm during a code blue—was screaming that this was just adrenaline. Fight or flight response. Completely normal physiological reaction to a threatening situation.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rest of me knew it was a lie.
    

    
      
    

    
      That pull. That damned pull toward Kade Thorne hadn't disappeared when I'd driven away. If anything, it had gotten worse, like a rubber band stretched too tight, protesting the distance I was putting between us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is insane," I muttered, pressing my forehead against the steering wheel. "This is completely insane."
    

    
      
    

    
      My phone buzzed in my bag. I didn't need to check to know it was Simone. She'd been calling every day, sometimes twice a day, asking if I'd heard from "them" yet. Asking if I was okay. Warning me about things I didn't want to hear.
    

    
      
    

    
      I ignored the call and started driving again.
    

    
      
    

    
      My apartment was in a converted warehouse building on the east side—the kind of neighborhood that real estate agents called "up and coming" which really meant "still sketchy but getting expensive." I'd lived here for three years, and I loved it despite the questionable plumbing and the fact that my downstairs neighbor practiced his electric guitar at 3 AM.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was mine. My space. My sanctuary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or it had been, until white roses started appearing with alarming frequency.
    

    
      
    

    
      I trudged up the four flights of stairs—the elevator had been broken for two months—and stopped dead when I reached my door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another note. This one wasn't slipped underneath. It was taped directly to the door, impossible to miss.
    

    
      
    

    
      I recognized the handwriting immediately. Not Kade's precise script, but Darius's aggressive scrawl:
    

    
      
    

    
      You can't hide forever. I'm not as patient as Thorne. We need to talk. Soon. —D
    

    
      
    

    
      "Patient," I said to the empty hallway. "Right. Because stalking is the definition of patience."
    

    
      
    

    
      I crumpled the note and shoved it in my pocket, unlocking my door and stepping inside. My apartment was dark except for the streetlight filtering through the windows. Small—a studio with a kitchen that was really just a corner with appliances—but it was organized exactly how I wanted it. Books lined every available wall space. My bed was pushed against the far wall with the sky-blue comforter Aunt Stacy had given me for my twenty-first birthday, back when she'd still been alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Back when my life had been normal.
    

    
      
    

    
      I dropped my bag by the door, kicked off my shoes, and headed straight for the shower. Maybe hot water could wash away the feeling of Kade's eyes on me. The memory of his voice, low and controlled, saying my name.
    

    
      
    

    
      You feel it too.
    

    
      
    

    
      Damn him for being right.
    

    
      
    

    
      The shower helped, but not enough. I pulled on an oversized T-shirt and sleep shorts, braided my damp hair, and was seriously considering whether I had the energy to make toast when someone knocked on my door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not a polite knock. A demanding one. Three sharp raps that echoed through my small space like gunshots.
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew who it was before I looked through the peephole.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade Thorne stood in my hallway, one hand braced against the doorframe, looking like every dark fantasy I'd been trying not to have. His head was down, blonde hair falling over his forehead, shoulders tense beneath that black henley.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked up, and even through the distortion of the peephole, I could see his eyes were no longer gray. They were glowing faintly gold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you're there, Thea," he said, his voice carrying clearly through the door. "Open the door. We're not done talking."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pretty sure we are," I called back. "And it's 3 AM. Go away before I call the cops."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The human police won't help you." Not a threat, just a statement of fact. "And I'm not leaving until we have this conversation."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I hope you like hallways, because I'm going to bed."
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned away from the door, determined to ignore him. I made it exactly five steps before he spoke again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your rejection is killing me."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words were quiet. Flat. Delivered without emotion, which somehow made them worse.
    

    
      
    

    
      I stopped walking.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not metaphorically," he continued. "The mate bond, when rejected, causes physical pain to the shifter. It's a biological imperative, Thea. My wolf recognizes you as mine, and every moment you deny that bond, it feels like something is clawing its way out of my chest."
    

    
      
    

    
      My hand went to the deadbolt before I could stop myself. I turned the lock, opened the door just enough to see him clearly.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked terrible. No, that was wrong—he looked devastating. But there were shadows under his eyes that hadn't been there in the parking garage. A tightness around his mouth that spoke of pain being carefully controlled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not my problem," I said, but my voice lacked conviction.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." He straightened, letting his hand fall from the doorframe. "I'm not telling you this to make you feel guilty. I'm telling you this so you understand what you've done. What we're both dealing with."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What we're dealing with?" I crossed my arms over my chest, suddenly very aware that I wasn't wearing a bra. "You're the one who showed up at a summit and declared I belonged to you. I didn't ask for any of this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither did I." For the first time, there was heat in his voice. Frustration. "You think I wanted this? You think I wanted to find my mate at a peace summit, only to have her be claimed by my pack's oldest enemy at the exact same time?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not claimed by anyone—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius Hale felt the mate bond too. That shouldn't be possible. One woman, two Alphas from rival packs?" He let out a harsh laugh. "There's no precedent for this. No rules. No protocols. Just chaos."
    

    
      
    

    
      I stared at him, my mind trying to process what he was saying. "You're telling me this is as weird for you as it is for me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Weird doesn't begin to cover it." He ran a hand through his hair, and I watched the muscles in his arm flex. Traitor body, noticing things like that. "The mate bond is sacred to shifters. It's supposed to be simple—you meet your mate, you recognize them, you complete the bond. But this? This is unprecedented."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. Then maybe I'm not the problem. Maybe your biology is just broken."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes flashed gold again, and this time they stayed that way. "My biology is working perfectly. It's found my mate. You're just refusing to accept it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because I don't want it," I said, forcing steel into my voice. "I don't want to be anyone's mate. I don't want some magical bond making decisions for me. I want my own life, Kade. My own choices."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what about what I want?" He took a step closer, and I should have backed away. Should have slammed the door in his face. Instead, I stood my ground as he filled the doorway, six-foot-four of controlled power and barely leashed frustration. "What about my choice?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't get one. That's the point."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither do you. That's what I'm trying to tell you." His voice dropped lower, almost intimate. "The bond doesn't care about what we want. It doesn't care that you're human, or that you have a life you love, or that I have a pack to lead. It exists. And the more you fight it, the more it tightens."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was close enough now that I could smell him again. Pine and winter and something that made my mouth water. The pull was stronger than ever, urging me to close the distance between us, to touch him, to—
    

    
      
    

    
      No. Hell no.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I'll keep fighting it," I said. "I'm pretty stubborn."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've noticed." The corner of his mouth lifted in something that might have been a smile on anyone else. On Kade Thorne, it looked almost dangerous. "But stubbornness won't change facts. And the facts are simple: You're my mate. The bond exists whether you acknowledge it or not. And every day you deny it, the consequences get worse."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Worse how?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "For me, pain. Physical pain that will eventually become unbearable." He said it matter-of-factly, like he was discussing the weather. "For you, the pull will intensify. You'll dream about me. Think about me constantly. Your body will ache for mine in ways you can't ignore."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded my face. "That's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Already happening," he finished, and there was something knowing in his gold eyes. "You've been dreaming about me, haven't you? Waking up frustrated and angry because even your subconscious wants what you're denying."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get out of my head."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not in your head. I'm in your blood. Just like you're in mine." He lifted one hand, slowly, giving me time to pull away. When I didn't, he touched my cheek with his fingertips. The contact was electric, sending sparks racing down my spine. "You feel that? That's not magic or manipulation. That's recognition. Your body knows what your mind refuses to accept."
    

    
      
    

    
      I jerked away from his touch, and the loss of contact actually hurt. "Stop it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't." His hand fell to his side, but his eyes never left mine. "Don't you understand, Thea? I don't want this either. I don't want to feel like I'm dying every time you walk away. I don't want to lose sleep knowing you're out there, unprotected, refusing the one thing that could keep you safe. But I don't get a choice. Neither of us do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everyone has a choice," I said fiercely. "That's what makes us human. Or, you know, whatever you are."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shifter. Wolf. Alpha." He listed them off like job titles. "And yes, I'm all those things. But right now, I'm just a man standing in front of his mate, asking her to listen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm listening. I just don't like what I'm hearing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let me be clear." He leaned against the doorframe again, casual, but I could see the tension in every line of his body. "I don't need you to love me. I don't need you to accept the bond right now. I don't even need you to like me. I just need you to understand what you've done. What we're dealing with. Because this doesn't just affect us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The political crisis. You mentioned that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both packs are unstable right now. Younger wolves don't understand how a human could reject an Alpha's claim. They see it as weakness. As failure." His jaw tightened. "I've already had three challenges to my authority in the past two weeks. Darius has had more. If this continues, if you continue to reject the bond publicly, one of us will eventually fall."
    

    
      
    

    
      Guilt tried to worm its way into my chest. I shoved it down. "That's not my responsibility."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Isn't it?" His gold eyes bored into mine. "You made a choice at that summit. A choice that had consequences. You don't get to pretend those consequences don't exist just because you don't like them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what, I'm supposed to just submit? Just accept being claimed by you—or Darius—because your pack politics demand it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. I'm asking you to think beyond yourself for one damn minute." Heat finally bled into his controlled voice. "I'm asking you to consider that maybe, just maybe, this is bigger than your fear of losing control."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not afraid—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're terrified." He pushed off the doorframe, and suddenly he was in my space, close enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. "You're terrified of being hurt again. Of giving someone power over you. I can smell it on you, Thea. Fear and stubbornness and beneath it all, want."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't know anything about me," I said, but my voice came out breathless.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you've been hurt before. I know some man made you feel like your choices didn't matter, and now you're so focused on maintaining control that you can't see when you're the one causing harm." His hand came up, cupping my face, thumb brushing my cheekbone. "I know you work double shifts because you can't stand being idle. I know you drink your coffee black with two sugars. I know you collect first-edition books and that you cry during Pixar movies. I know you, Thea Monroe. Even if you don't want me to."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to push him away. Wanted to tell him that knowing random facts about me didn't mean he knew me at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      But I couldn't move. Couldn't breathe. Couldn't think past the heat of his hand on my face and the way his eyes had gone from gold back to gray, like he was wrestling his wolf into submission.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The bond doesn't care about your resistance," he said quietly, echoing his words from the parking garage. "It only grows stronger. And eventually, something's going to break. Your will, my control, or the fragile peace between our packs." His thumb traced my lower lip, and I felt that touch everywhere. "I'm trying to prevent that. That's all. I'm not your enemy, Thea."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then what are you?" I whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yours. Whether you want me or not."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped back, breaking the contact, and I almost—almost—reached for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Think about what I've said," Kade told me, moving toward the stairs. "And be careful. Darius Hale won't approach this the way I have. He's fire where I'm ice. Passion where I'm control. When he comes for you—and he will—he won't ask nicely."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can handle Darius Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade paused on the first step, looking back at me with something that might have been pity. "No, Thea. You really can't."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he was gone, disappearing down the stairwell, leaving me standing in my doorway with my heart racing and my body aching and the taste of his touch still burning on my lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      I closed the door. Locked it. Stood there in the dark of my apartment with my back pressed against the wood.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bond doesn't care about your resistance. It only grows stronger.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll see about that," I said to the empty room.
    

    
      
    

    
      But I was very afraid he was right.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER THREE
    

    
      Fire Meets Gasoline
    

    
      I didn't sleep
      .
    

    
      
    

    
      How could I, when every time I closed my eyes, I felt the ghost of Kade's thumb on my lower lip? When my traitorous body kept replaying the heat of his hand on my face, the intensity in his gray eyes as they'd shifted back from gold?
    

    
      
    

    
      Yours. Whether you want me or not.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Screw that," I muttered into my pillow at 6 AM, giving up on the pretense of rest.
    

    
      
    

    
      I spent the day doing aggressively normal things. Laundry. Grocery shopping. Reorganizing my bookshelf by author instead of title because apparently I was that person now—the one who reorganized things when stressed. I avoided Simone's calls. Ignored the text from Jennifer asking if I wanted to grab drinks. Pretended that I couldn't feel a constant hum of awareness under my skin, like my body was waiting for something.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or someone.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time evening rolled around, I was exhausted from doing nothing and wound tight as a spring. I'd just settled onto my couch with leftover Thai food and a documentary about ocean life—because nothing killed inappropriate supernatural attraction like watching sea cucumbers reproduce—when my apartment door exploded inward.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not metaphorically. The door actually flew open, the deadbolt I'd carefully locked ripping free from the frame with a crack of splintering wood.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius Hale stood in my doorway like a vengeful god, chest heaving, eyes blazing amber-gold, and looking like he'd rather burn my building down than knock politely.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What the hell?" I shot to my feet, pad thai forgotten. "Did you just break my door?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You weren't answering," he growled, stepping inside like he had every right to be there. He was bigger than I remembered from the summit—six-foot-four of raw muscle barely contained in a black T-shirt and jeans that hung low enough to be illegal. Dark hair stuck up like he'd been running his hands through it. Scruff shadowed his jaw. He looked dangerous and feral and completely unhinged.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked like everything Kade Thorne wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So you break down my door?" My voice climbed. "Have you heard of texting? Calling? Basic human courtesy?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not human." He kicked the door shut behind him. It didn't latch properly anymore, just swung crookedly on its hinges. "And I'm done being patient while you hide in here like a coward."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded my face. "Excuse me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You heard me." He prowled closer, and that was the only word for it—prowled. Like a predator circling prey. "You reject the mate bond, then refuse to face the consequences. That's cowardice, Thea."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's called having boundaries, you Neanderthal." I held my ground even though everything in me was screaming to either run or close the distance between us. "And breaking into someone's home is called a felony."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sue me." He stopped just out of reach, amber eyes raking over me with an intensity that made my skin burn. I was wearing yoga pants and an old nursing school T-shirt, nothing remotely seductive, but the way he looked at me made me feel naked. "We need to talk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Funny, Kade said the same thing last night."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something dangerous flickered across Darius's face. "Thorne was here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "None of your business."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like hell it's not." He moved faster than should have been possible, suddenly in my space, one hand planted on the wall beside my head. I hadn't even seen him move. "Did he touch you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      My heart was hammering, but I tilted my chin up defiantly. "What if he did?"
    

    
      
    

    
      A low growl rumbled from his chest. Actual growl, not human, and I felt it vibrate through my bones. "Did. He. Touch. You."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He cupped my face," I said, because some self-destructive part of me wanted to see what would happen. "Put his thumb on my lip. Told me I was his."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius's eyes flashed pure gold. The hand beside my head clenched into a fist, and I heard the plaster crack. "That cold-blooded bastard—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "At least he knocked," I cut him off. "At least he tried having a civilized conversation instead of breaking down my door like some kind of—of—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Beast?" Darius finished, his voice dropping to something low and rough. "That's what I am, beautiful. A beast. Fire to Thorne's ice. Passion to his control." He leaned in, close enough that I could see gold flecks in his amber eyes, smell whiskey and night air and something wild. "He probably told you I wouldn't be patient. That I'd come at you with everything I have."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Something like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He was right." His free hand came up, but instead of touching me, he gripped the wall on my other side, caging me in. "I'm not patient. I'm not civilized. And I sure as hell am not going to stand by while you play games with both of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not playing games—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are." His breath fanned across my face, and I realized he was close enough to kiss me. Close enough that I could feel the heat radiating off his body. "You feel it too. Don't lie to me, Thea. I can smell the truth on your skin."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Smell—" Indignation warred with something darker, hotter. "That's creepy. You know that's creepy, right?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shifters can scent emotions. Fear. Anger. Arousal." His eyes dropped to my mouth. "And right now, you're terrified and furious and so turned on you're practically shaking with it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're delusional."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I?" He shifted closer, not quite touching but near enough that I could feel every breath he took. "Your pulse is racing. Your pupils are dilated. You're leaning toward me even while you're telling me to back off."
    

    
      
    

    
      I realized with horror that he was right. My body had tilted forward without permission, drawn to him like a magnet. I forced myself to press back against the wall. "Physical reaction doesn't mean consent."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know that." Some of the heat left his eyes, replaced by something that looked almost like respect. "I'm not going to touch you without permission, Thea. As much as every instinct I have is screaming at me to claim what's mine, I won't force you into anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then what do you call this?" I gestured at our positions—him caging me against the wall, his body a hairsbreadth from mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Desperation." The word came out raw. Honest. "I haven't slept in two weeks. Can't eat. Can't think. My wolf is tearing me apart from the inside because his mate is rejecting him, and I don't know how much longer I can keep him leashed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not my problem."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Isn't it?" His jaw clenched. "You think you can just walk away from this? Pretend the bond doesn't exist? It doesn't work that way, beautiful. This is pack law. Supernatural law. You can't logic your way out of it with your human reasoning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Watch me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're being a coward."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you're being an entitled jerk who thinks biology gives him the right to claim a woman he doesn't even know." I shoved at his chest. It was like shoving a brick wall, but he stepped back anyway, giving me space to breathe. "I don't care about pack law or mate bonds or any of this supernatural garbage. I care about my choice. My autonomy. And I choose not to be involved."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are involved." Frustration bled into every word. "The second that bond snapped into place, you became involved. You can reject it all you want, but it's there. A living thing connecting the three of us whether we like it or not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three of us," I repeated. "You're admitting it then? That both you and Kade felt this bond?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I'm admitting it." He dragged a hand through his hair. "Why the hell do you think I'm losing my mind? It's not supposed to happen like this. One mate per shifter—that's how it works. But somehow, you're bonded to both me and that Ironclaw bastard."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't call him that."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes narrowed. "Defending him now?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. I just—" I stopped, frustrated. "I'm not choosing sides between you two. I'm not choosing at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have to choose." Darius moved to my couch, dropping onto it like his legs couldn't hold him anymore. He looked exhausted now that the initial fury had burned through. "That's what I came here to tell you. The bond—it can't stay rejected. Not long-term."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why not?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because it will drive us insane." He said it flatly, matter-of-fact. "A rejected mate bond, if left unresolved, leads to madness. Sometimes death. The wolf inside can't handle the rejection. It tears at you, day after day, until there's nothing left but animal."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ice slid down my spine. "You're lying. Trying to scare me into—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not lying." He looked up at me, and there was no manipulation in his amber eyes. Just weary honesty. "Ask your witch friend. She'll confirm it. Hell, ask Thorne—I'm sure he was too controlled to mention the fun parts, but he knows. We're both living on borrowed time here, Thea. Every day you keep rejecting the bond, we get closer to the edge."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly cold. "How long?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Depends on the shifter. Could be months. Could be weeks." He leaned back, spreading his arms across the back of my couch like he owned it. "And that's not even accounting for the pack politics."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kade mentioned those."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did he mention that I've had six challenges to my authority in two weeks? Six wolves who think I'm too weak to lead because I can't even claim my own mate." Bitterness laced every word. "Or that Thorne's Second is pushing for him to forcibly complete the bond, with or without your permission?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He wouldn't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He wouldn't," Darius agreed. "Kade Thorne is a lot of things, but he's not a rapist. Neither am I. But our packs don't care about consent the way humans do. They care about strength. About stability. And right now, both Ironclaw and Nightfang are fracturing."
    

    
      
    

    
      I sank into the chair across from him, my legs suddenly unable to hold me. "This is insane."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Welcome to my world." He studied me for a long moment. "You want to know the really fun part? There's no precedent for this. One woman, two Alphas from rival packs? It's never happened. Not in recorded shifter history."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what does that mean?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It means we're making this up as we go." He leaned forward, elbows on his knees. "It means that even if you wanted to accept the bond, we wouldn't know how. Do you choose one of us? Both of us? Is that even possible?" He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "The council is losing their minds trying to figure out what to do with us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The council?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Supernatural governing body. Think Congress, but with more teeth and less democracy." He rubbed his face. "They've called an emergency session. Want all three of us to appear and explain how we're going to resolve this without starting a war."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A war," I repeated faintly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Between Ironclaw and Nightfang. Over you." His eyes met mine. "That's what's at stake here, Thea. Not just our lives or our sanity. But potentially hundreds of shifters going at each other's throats because neither pack will accept their Alpha being bonded to the same woman."
    

    
      
    

    
      The weight of it crashed over me. This wasn't just about me and my autonomy anymore. It was about packs, politics, lives.
    

    
      
    

    
      But that didn't change the fundamental problem.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't ask for any of this," I said quietly. "I didn't ask to be your mate, or Kade's mate, or to be caught in the middle of some supernatural crisis. All I wanted was my life. My job. My choices."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." Darius's voice gentled. "You think I wanted this? I had plans, Thea. Was going to take over as Nightfang Alpha next year. Was going to find my mate on my own terms, in my own time. Then I walked into that summit and saw you, and everything I thought I knew went up in flames."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what do we do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know." He stood, crossing to where I sat, and crouched down so we were eye level. "But I know we can't keep going like this. Something has to give. Your resistance, our control, the peace between our packs—something's going to break."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're trying to scare me into accepting the bond."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm trying to make you understand the stakes." He reached out slowly, giving me time to pull away, and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers lingered on my neck, thumb brushing my pulse point. "I don't need you to love me. Hell, I don't even need you to like me. But I need you to acknowledge that this is real. That it matters. That we can't just ignore it and hope it goes away."
    

    
      
    

    
      His touch burned like a brand. Different from Kade's controlled precision. This was all heat and barely restrained passion.
    

    
      
    

    
      I should have pulled away. Should have told him to leave.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead, I leaned into his hand, just for a second, before I caught myself.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius noticed. Of course he did. His amber eyes darkened, and I watched his throat work as he swallowed hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You feel it," he said roughly. "Same as you felt it with Thorne. The pull. The need."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Feeling something doesn't mean I have to act on it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. But it means you can't keep lying to yourself." He stood abruptly, putting distance between us like he didn't trust himself to stay close. "You started this fire, beautiful. The moment you rejected us both in front of two packs, you set something in motion that none of us can stop."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't mean—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Doesn't matter what you meant. Only matters what you did." He moved toward my broken door, then paused. "Council meeting is in three days. You'll receive a formal summons tomorrow. Don't ignore it. They won't be as understanding as Thorne and I have been."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Understanding? You broke down my door!"
    

    
      
    

    
      He flashed me a grin that was all teeth and danger. "Could've been worse, beautiful. Could've broken something else."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Get out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Going." He pulled the door open, examined the splintered frame with something like satisfaction. "I'll send someone to fix that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't bother."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Too late. Can't have my mate living somewhere unsafe." He looked back at me one last time. "Three days, Thea. Figure out what you want before someone else figures it out for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he was gone, leaving me alone in my apartment with a broken door, a racing heart, and the terrible knowledge that he was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd started this fire.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now we all had to burn.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER FOUR
    

    
      The Packs Start Circling
    

    
      
    

    
      The door guy showed up at seven the next morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not just any door guy—a massive shifter with arms like tree trunks and eyes that flashed yellow when he caught my scent. He mumbled something about "Alpha's orders" and had my door fixed, reinforced, and equipped with a deadbolt that looked like it could withstand a battering ram in under an hour.
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't ask which Alpha had sent him.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was pretty sure I didn't want to know.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're being followed," Simone announced three days later, sliding into the booth across from me at Murphy's Diner. We'd agreed to meet for breakfast before my shift, neutral territory where I could pretend my life wasn't imploding.
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't look up from my coffee. "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You know?" Her amber eyes widened. "And you're just okay with this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do I look okay with this?" I gestured at my face, which probably looked as exhausted as I felt. "I've got shifters camped outside my apartment building. Two guys followed me to work yesterday—one had an Ironclaw tattoo, the other had Nightfang colors. They literally stood on opposite sides of the hospital entrance glaring at each other for my entire shift."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Jesus." Simone flagged down the waitress, ordered something complicated with egg whites, then turned back to me. "This is getting out of hand."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You think?" I took a long gulp of coffee, burning my tongue. "I can't go to the grocery store without an 'escort' appearing. Can't grab gas without someone pulling up beside me. I went for a run yesterday and counted four different wolves shadowing me through the park."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's because unmated wolves are drawn to the scent of a rejected mate bond," Simone explained, keeping her voice low. "It's like catnip to them. You're broadcasting a signal that says 'available' even though you're technically bonded to two Alphas."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not bonded to anyone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your biology disagrees." She reached across the table, squeezing my hand. "Thea, you need to take this seriously. The supernatural world doesn't work like the human one. You can't just file a restraining order and—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Already tried that." I pulled out my phone, found the email from the supernatural council's legal department, and showed her. "See? They laughed. Literally. There's a laughing emoji in the response."
    

    
      
    

    
      Simone read the email, her expression darkening. "They're not taking you seriously because you're human. They think you're Kade and Darius's problem to handle."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Well, I'm not anyone's problem to handle," I snapped, louder than intended. A couple at the next table looked over. I lowered my voice. "I'm a person with rights, Simone. I have autonomy. I have—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You have two Alpha wolves who would burn down this entire city to keep you safe," she interrupted. "And about a hundred other wolves who see you as either a prize to be won or a threat to be eliminated. That's your reality now."
    

    
      
    

    
      The waitress brought Simone's egg white situation and my usual—pancakes with extra butter, because if my life was going to hell, I was at least going to enjoy carbs. We ate in silence for a few minutes, the weight of everything unsaid hanging between us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The council meeting is tomorrow," I finally said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. I'm coming with you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't have to—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes, I do. You need someone there who understands how this world works." She pointed her fork at me. "And you need to prepare yourself. They're going to push for a resolution."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Meaning they're going to try to make me choose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or choose for you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The pancakes turned to ash in my mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I met Marcus Kade's Second, entirely by accident at the hospital that afternoon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Well, accident was probably the wrong word. Nothing involving shifters seemed to be accidental anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was waiting outside the ER when I arrived for my shift, leaning against a black SUV with his arms crossed over his chest. Tall, though not quite as tall as Kade or Darius. Built like a linebacker. Dark skin, close-cropped hair, and eyes that assessed me like I was a potential threat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea Monroe," he said as I approached. Not a question. A statement.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's me. You are?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Marcus Webb. Ironclaw Second." He pushed off the SUV, and I noticed the tattoo on his forearm—a wolf's head surrounded by iron chains. The pack symbol. "We need to talk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does everyone in the supernatural world lead with that line?" I moved past him toward the entrance. "Because it's getting old."
    

    
      
    

    
      He fell into step beside me, easily keeping pace. "I'm here on Alpha Thorne's behalf."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell your Alpha I'm not interested in talking to him through intermediaries."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not here to deliver messages. Here to deliver facts." We stopped outside the automatic doors, just out of earshot of the security guard inside. "You're causing problems for my Alpha. For my pack."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I've heard."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Have you heard about the three challenges Kade's faced in the last week? All because lower-ranked wolves think he's weak for not claiming you?" Marcus's voice was level, but there was steel underneath. "Have you heard about the fights breaking out in pack territory? The fractures forming between the older wolves who respect tradition and the younger ones who think tradition is bullshit?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not my fault—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Isn't it?" He stepped closer, and I saw his eyes flash yellow. "You rejected an Alpha's claim in front of two packs. You humiliated him. Humiliated both of them. And now you're walking around like nothing's wrong while the entire supernatural community watches to see what happens next."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't ask for any of this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Doesn't matter what you asked for. Matters what you got." His jaw clenched. "I've known Kade since we were kids. He's the strongest Alpha Ironclaw has seen in three generations. Smart, strategic, never lets emotion cloud his judgment. Then you walked into that summit and turned him into someone I barely recognize."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He hasn't slept in weeks. Barely eats. Spends half his time tracking your movements to make sure you're safe, and the other half fighting off challenges from his own pack." Marcus's voice dropped. "You're killing him, Ms. Monroe. Slowly, but surely. And I don't know how much longer he can hold on."
    

    
      
    

    
      Guilt twisted in my gut, sharp and unwelcome. "What do you want me to do?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Accept the bond. Complete it. Or reject it formally through the council and leave the territory permanently." He said it like those were simple options. Like uprooting my entire life or submitting to a supernatural bond were reasonable choices. "What you can't do is keep stringing him along while you figure out what you want."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not stringing anyone along—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are. You and that Nightfang bastard's mate—" He stopped himself, jaw working like he was biting back words. "This situation is unprecedented. Dangerous. And the longer it goes unresolved, the more likely it ends in bloodshed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you threatening me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm warning you." He pulled a card from his pocket, pressed it into my hand. "You're in danger, whether you realize it or not. When—not if, when—something happens, call this number. I'll come."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why would you help me? You obviously hate me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't hate you. I hate what you're doing to my Alpha." His expression softened slightly. "But you're still his mate. Which means you're pack, whether you accept it or not. And Ironclaw protects its own."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left before I could respond, climbing back into the SUV and driving away.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked down at the card. Just a phone number, no name. I shoved it into my pocket and went inside, trying to ignore the way my hands were shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I met Raven Hale under much different circumstances.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was waiting in my apartment when I got home from my shift, sitting on my couch like she owned the place, examining her nails. Long black hair with a streak of silver on one side. Sharp features that reminded me of Darius. She wore leather pants and a crop top that showed off defined abs, and there were tattoos running down both arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How did you get in?" I demanded, too tired to be properly scared.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lock picks. Also, I'm really good at breaking and entering." She looked up, amber eyes—the same shade as Darius's—assessing me. "You're shorter than I expected."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're Darius's sister."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Raven. And yeah, guilty." She stood, all lean muscle and predatory grace. "We need to talk."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's what your brother said before he destroyed my door."
    

    
      
    

    
      She grinned. "He told me about that. Said you were more worried about the door than him." The grin faded. "He's not doing well, you know. The rejection—it's eating him alive."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I've heard. Marcus gave me the same speech this afternoon."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Marcus Webb?" Raven's expression turned disgusted. "That Ironclaw lapdog came to see you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's protective of his Alpha. Same as you're protective of yours."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius isn't Alpha yet. Won't be if this bond situation doesn't get resolved." She moved to my kitchen, helped herself to a glass of water like we were old friends. "The pack elders are pushing for him to step aside. Say he's too unstable to lead."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because of me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because of the rejected bond, yeah." She leaned against the counter. "But also because lower-ranked wolves are getting aggressive. They see you as a prize, Thea. Something to be claimed. And if neither Darius nor Kade can claim you, well..." She shrugged. "There are plenty of wolves who think they can."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ice slid down my spine. "Are you threatening me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm warning you. There's a difference." She set down the glass. "You need to be careful. Don't go anywhere alone. Don't trust any shifter who approaches you, regardless of which pack they claim."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why are you telling me this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you're my brother's mate, which makes you pack. Even if you're too stubborn to accept it." She studied me for a long moment. "I don't like you. I think you're selfish and shortsighted and you have no idea what you've done. But I also think you're scared, which I get. And I think maybe, if you understood what was really at stake, you'd make a different choice."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't know me—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you're a nurse. Know you care about people, about helping them." She pushed off the counter. "So help my brother. Help Kade. Hell, help yourself. Stop fighting this and figure out a solution before someone gets killed."
    

    
      
    

    
      She headed for the door, then paused. "Oh, and Thea? When the rogues come—and they will—run. Don't try to fight. Don't try to reason with them. Just run and call for your Alphas. They'll come."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're not my Alphas."
    

    
      
    

    
      Raven's smile was all teeth. "Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The attack came two days later, in the parking lot of a grocery store at dusk.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd been careful. Had waited until full daylight, had parked close to the entrance, had my keys in my hand like a weapon. But apparently, careful didn't matter when you were being hunted.
    

    
      
    

    
      He came out of nowhere—a wolf I didn't recognize with wild eyes and a smile that made my blood run cold. Grabbed my arm before I could scream, yanked me toward a van with blacked-out windows.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pretty little mate," he growled, his breath hot on my neck. "Going to show those Alphas what happens when they can't protect what's theirs."
    

    
      
    

    
      Training kicked in. I slammed my elbow into his ribs, drove my heel down on his instep, twisted out of his grip just like the self-defense instructor had taught me. Ran toward the store, toward people, toward safety.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was faster.
    

    
      
    

    
      Caught me again, slammed me against a car hard enough to knock the air from my lungs. His hand closed around my throat, squeezing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Should've accepted the bond, sweetheart," he hissed. "Now you're fair game."
    

    
      
    

    
      Black spots danced in my vision. I couldn't breathe, couldn't scream, couldn't—
    

    
      
    

    
      The weight disappeared. Air rushed into my lungs as I collapsed to the pavement, gasping.
    

    
      
    

    
      When I looked up, Kade had the rogue pinned against a car, his hand around the other wolf's throat. His eyes were pure gold, no gray left. Every line of his body screamed violence barely controlled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You touched what's mine," Kade said, his voice completely flat. Which somehow made it more terrifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't know—" the rogue choked out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You knew exactly what you were doing."
    

    
      
    

    
      Another blur of movement, and suddenly Darius was there too, materializing from the shadows. His eyes were also gold, his face twisted with fury.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is she hurt?" Darius demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bruises. Scared. Otherwise intact." Kade didn't take his eyes off the rogue. "What do we do with him?"
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the first time I'd heard them speak to each other without hostility. The first time they'd worked together, moved as a unit.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Council law says rogues who attack an Alpha's mate face execution," Darius said coldly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait—" the rogue gasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or banishment," Kade continued. "Territory limits, never to return."
    

    
      
    

    
      They looked at each other, some silent communication passing between them. Then both looked at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your choice," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He attacked you. Tried to take you. You decide his punishment." Darius's voice was rough with barely leashed violence. "Death or banishment."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I—" My throat hurt. My body hurt. My brain couldn't process what they were asking. "I'm not—I can't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Choose," they said together.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Banishment," I whispered. "Just...make him leave."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade nodded once. Leaned in close to the rogue, said something too low for me to hear. The other wolf's face went pale, and then Kade released him. The rogue ran, disappearing into the gathering darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then both Alphas turned to me, and the concern in their eyes was almost harder to handle than the violence had been.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you okay?" Darius asked, reaching for me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade got there first, his hands gentle on my face, tilting my head to examine my throat. "He hurt you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm fine," I managed, but my voice shook.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not fine." Darius's hand settled on the small of my back, steadying. "You're shaking."
    

    
      
    

    
      They were both touching me. Standing so close I could feel the heat coming off them in waves. And instead of fighting, instead of arguing about who had the right to comfort me, they were just...there. United in their concern.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is what Raven warned me about," I said faintly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "My sister came to see you?" Darius's voice sharpened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Marcus," Kade added. "I smelled him on you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everyone's coming to see me. Everyone has an opinion about what I should do." I pulled away from both of them, needing space to think. "I'm a prize to be won. A problem to be solved. A crisis to be managed. But none of you—none of you—see me as a person who gets to make her own choices."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not true," Kade said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Isn't it?" I looked between them. "You just made me choose whether someone lives or dies. That's not a choice I should have to make."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But it was still your choice," Darius pointed out. "We gave you that."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was right. They had. And somehow, that made everything more complicated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to go home," I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll follow you," Kade stated. Not asking. Telling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both of you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      They exchanged another look. Something had shifted between them in that parking lot, some understanding I wasn't privy to.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both of us," Darius confirmed. "Like it or not, Thea, you're in more danger than you realized. And until this is resolved, you don't go anywhere without protection."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Non-negotiable," they said in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      I should have fought it. Should have asserted my independence, my autonomy, all the things I'd been fighting for.
    

    
      
    

    
      But my throat hurt and my hands were still shaking and I kept seeing those wild eyes, feeling that hand on my neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," I whispered. "Just for tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      They nodded, satisfied, and I realized with a sinking feeling that I'd just agreed to let them into my life.
    

    
      
    

    
      Whether I wanted them there or not.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER FIVE
    

    
      She's Given an Ultimatum
    

    
      
    

    
      The supernatural council met in a building that looked like a courthouse had mated with a medieval castle and produced something vaguely threatening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stone walls. Vaulted ceilings. Stained glass windows depicting wolves and other creatures I didn't want to think too hard about. The whole place smelled like old wood and older magic, and every instinct I had was screaming at me to turn around and run.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're going to be fine," Simone whispered, her hand tight on my arm as we walked down a corridor that seemed to stretch on forever. She'd dressed me that morning like I was going to war—black pants suit, white blouse, hair pulled back in a severe bun. Professional armor. "Just remember: be respectful but firm. Don't let them intimidate you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Too late for that," I muttered, watching two enormous wolves—actual wolves, not shifters in human form—padding down a side hallway like it was perfectly normal.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And whatever you do, don't show fear. They can smell it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That is literally the opposite of helpful, Simone."
    

    
      
    

    
      She flashed me an apologetic smile as we reached a set of massive double doors carved with intricate wolf designs. Two guards flanked the entrance—both shifters, both armed, both looking at me like I was personally responsible for ruining their day.
    

    
      
    

    
      One of them pushed the door open. "The council will see you now."
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber beyond was designed to intimidate. Circular, with tiered seating rising up on all sides like a gladiator arena. About thirty people—shifters, I corrected myself—sat in those seats, all of them watching as Simone and I entered. At the far end, on an elevated platform, sat five figures who practically radiated power.
    

    
      
    

    
      The council elders.
    

    
      
    

    
      And standing in the center of the room, like two rival statues, were Kade and Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      They weren't looking at each other. Weren't speaking. But the tension between them was thick enough to choke on. Kade wore another one of his perfect suits, this one charcoal gray that made his pale eyes look like ice. Darius was in black jeans and a leather jacket, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both sets of eyes locked onto me the second I entered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The pull hit me like a physical force. Two directions, two impossible needs, trying to split me down the middle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ms. Monroe," one of the elders said, her voice carrying across the chamber with supernatural clarity. She was ancient—white hair, lined face—but her eyes were sharp as razors. "You've been summoned before this council to address the matter of your rejected mate bond with Alpha Kade Thorne of Ironclaw Pack and Heir Darius Hale of Nightfang Pack."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I gathered that," I said, then winced when Simone elbowed me. "I mean, yes, ma'am."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This council has convened three times in the past two weeks to discuss the unprecedented nature of your situation," another elder continued, this one male with silver hair and a scar bisecting his face. "Never in recorded history has one individual been bonded to two Alphas from rival packs."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't do it on purpose," I pointed out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Intent is irrelevant," a third elder snapped. This one was younger—maybe fifties—but no less intimidating. "The bond exists. You rejected it. And now both packs are destabilizing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Destabilizing," I repeated, the word tasting like ash in my mouth.
    

    
      
    

    
      The female elder gestured to someone in the gallery, and a man I recognized as Marcus stood. "Ironclaw Pack has experienced seven challenges to Alpha Thorne's authority in three weeks," he reported, his voice professional but laced with anger. "Pack cohesion is at an all-time low. Younger wolves are questioning traditional hierarchy. Three families have requested transfers to other territories."
    

    
      
    

    
      Guilt twisted in my stomach.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another person stood—a woman with the same silver streak in her hair as Raven. "Nightfang Pack reports similar instability. Heir Hale has faced nine challenges. Two training sessions have devolved into actual combat requiring medical intervention. The pack is splitting between traditionalists who support the heir and progressives who believe he's too compromised to lead."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is what your rejection has wrought," the scarred elder said, his voice cold. "Two of the strongest packs in this territory are tearing themselves apart. All because you refused to accept what fate decreed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fate didn't decree anything," I shot back, my own anger rising to meet his. "I didn't ask for this bond. I didn't ask to be fought over like some kind of prize. And I sure as hell didn't ask for two packs to lose their minds over supernatural biology."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your wants are irrelevant—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Her wants are the only thing that should matter," Kade's voice cut through the chamber like a blade. He hadn't moved, hadn't looked away from me, but every eye in the room turned to him. "She's not pack. She's human. You have no authority to force her into a bond she doesn't want."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The hell we don't," the scarred elder snarled. "She's bonded to two of our Alphas. That makes her our problem."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's not a problem to be solved," Darius growled, and the fact that he was agreeing with Kade seemed to shock everyone present. "She's a person with the right to choose her own fate."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Her choices affect hundreds of wolves—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then maybe those wolves need to figure their shit out," I interrupted, done with being talked about like I wasn't standing right there. "Maybe they need to question why their entire social structure falls apart the second one woman says no."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence descended like a hammer.
    

    
      
    

    
      The female elder leaned forward, studying me with those razor eyes. "You have courage. I'll give you that." She glanced at the other elders. "Perhaps that's why fate chose her for these two."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Courage won't stabilize our packs," another elder said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," the female agreed. "Which is why we're here to provide Ms. Monroe with her options." She folded her hands, and I knew whatever came next was going to be bad. "Option one: You complete the bond with Alpha Thorne. You become his mate, join Ironclaw Pack, and the bond with Heir Hale is formally severed."
    

    
      
    

    
      Beside me, I felt more than saw Darius tense.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Option two: You complete the bond with Heir Hale. You become his mate, join Nightfang Pack, and the bond with Alpha Thorne is formally severed."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's jaw clenched so hard I heard his teeth grind.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Option three: You formally reject both bonds through this council, leave the territory permanently, and never return. The Alphas will be free to eventually find new mates, though the severing process will be...painful."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Painful how?" I demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Imagine your soul being ripped in half," Kade said quietly. "Then imagine living with that wound for the rest of your life."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But you'd survive?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Eventually."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Darius, who nodded grimly. "It's survivable. Barely. But yeah, we'd live."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Those are your options," the female elder said. "You have until the end of this session to choose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's it?" My voice climbed. "Choose one, choose neither, or run away? Those are my only options?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "What did you expect?" the scarred elder asked. "A fairy tale ending where everyone gets what they want?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I expected basic human rights," I snapped. "I expected autonomy. I expected to not be forced into a life-altering decision by a council of people who don't know me, don't care about me, and view me as nothing more than a problem to be managed."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are a problem—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a person!" The shout echoed through the chamber. "I'm a twenty-six-year-old trauma nurse who was perfectly happy with her life three weeks ago. I didn't ask for this bond. I didn't ask to be fought over. I didn't ask for any of this. And now you're telling me my only choices are submit, submit differently, or disappear?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Those are the only choices that preserve pack stability," the female elder said, not unkindly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then your system is broken," I shot back. "If two packs can't survive one person exercising her right to choose, then maybe the problem isn't me. Maybe the problem is a social structure that's so fragile it shatters the second someone steps outside the lines."
    

    
      
    

    
      More silence. I could feel every eye on me, judging, assessing, some hostile and some—surprisingly—thoughtful.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's not wrong," a voice called from the gallery. I looked up to see an older woman with gray braids standing. "Our laws are ancient. Perhaps too ancient. The world has changed, yet we cling to traditions that no longer serve us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Blasphemy," someone else shouted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Truth," another voice countered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber erupted into argument. Shifters on their feet, shouting at each other, the carefully maintained order dissolving into chaos. The elders called for silence, but no one was listening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through it all, Kade and Darius stood perfectly still, watching me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want a fourth option," I said, not shouting, but somehow my voice carried. The arguments died down. "I want time."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Time?" the female elder repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thirty days. One month to figure this out without a council breathing down my neck, without packs pressuring their Alphas, without everyone treating me like I'm some kind of political crisis." I looked at Kade, then Darius. "One month to actually get to know these men. To understand what this bond means. To decide—on my own terms—what I want my future to look like."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not one of the options—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then make it one," I interrupted. "You're the council. You make the rules. So make a new one."
    

    
      
    

    
      The elders exchanged glances. More arguing, this time whispered between themselves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not enough time," the scarred elder finally said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's the only time I'm asking for."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what happens at the end of thirty days?" another elder asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I choose. One, both, or neither. But it's my choice, made with full knowledge instead of under duress." I crossed my arms. "Or you can force me to choose now, and I guarantee you I'll choose option three out of pure spite."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You would condemn both Alphas to a severing—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I would condemn myself to a lifetime of resenting whoever forced my hand," I finished. "Is that what you want? An unwilling, resentful mate causing problems for whichever pack she ends up in?"
    

    
      
    

    
      More silence. More exchanged glances.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I support her request," Kade said suddenly. Every head swiveled to him. "Thirty days is reasonable. It allows time for exploration without the pressure of pack politics."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can't be serious—" Marcus started.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I am." Kade finally looked at his Second. "She's right. We've been handling this all wrong. Treating her like a problem instead of a person. If thirty days gives her the space to make an informed decision, then that's what she should have."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thorne's lost his mind," someone muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what about you, Heir Hale?" the female elder asked. "Do you also support this...unorthodox request?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius was silent for a long moment, his amber eyes boring into mine. I could see the war playing out behind them—instinct versus reason, wolf versus man.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he finally said, and my heart sank. "I don't support waiting thirty days."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius—" Kade started.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I'll agree to it anyway," Darius continued, cutting him off. "Because she's right. We've been treating her like property instead of a partner. And if we want any chance of this working—however the hell it works—we need to start respecting her choices."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Even when her choice is to delay," Kade added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Even then."
    

    
      
    

    
      The elders huddled together, arguing in whispers. The gallery erupted into fresh debate. Simone squeezed my hand so hard I thought my bones might break.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, the female elder raised her hand for silence. "Very well. The council grants your request, Ms. Monroe. You have thirty days from today to explore the bond with both Alpha Thorne and Heir Hale. At the end of that period, you will return before this council and make your final choice."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief flooded through me, so intense I thought I might collapse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "However," she continued, and the relief evaporated, "there are conditions. You will spend equal time with both Alphas. You will not attempt to leave the territory. You will attend mandatory counseling sessions with our supernatural mediator. And you will keep both packs informed of your progress."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not giving anyone progress reports on my dating life—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Those are the terms," the scarred elder cut me off. "Accept them or choose now."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Kade. At Darius. At the thirty pairs of eyes watching me from the gallery.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," I said. "I accept."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then this session is concluded," the female elder announced. "Thirty days, Ms. Monroe. Use them wisely."
    

    
      
    

    
      The chamber emptied slowly, shifters filing out while shooting me looks that ranged from curious to hostile. Marcus stopped to speak with Kade in hushed tones. Raven appeared from somewhere to grab Darius's arm, her expression furious.
    

    
      
    

    
      Simone was practically vibrating with excitement. "You did it. You actually got them to bend the rules."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I bought myself time," I corrected. "Not freedom."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Time is freedom. It's a chance to figure out what you really want without everyone else's agenda clouding your judgment."
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe. Or maybe I'd just delayed the inevitable.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade approached first, his expression unreadable. "That was either very brave or very stupid."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why can't it be both?"
    

    
      
    

    
      His lips twitched. Almost a smile. "Thirty days."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thirty days," I confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll pick you up tomorrow. Seven PM. Wear something comfortable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that an order, Alpha?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a request." He leaned in, close enough that I could smell pine and winter. "From a man who wants to court his mate properly. If she'll let him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Before I could respond, he walked away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius replaced him immediately, his amber eyes searching mine. "You actually did it. Got the council to back down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Temporarily."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Still counts." He reached out, tucked a strand of hair behind my ear that had escaped my severe bun. "I'm taking you out the day after tomorrow. Midnight. Dress warm."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Midnight? That's not a date, that's a kidnapping."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Trust me." His grin was all danger and promise. "It'll be worth it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he was gone too, leaving me standing in an empty chamber with Simone and the weight of thirty days pressing down on my shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is either the best or worst decision you've ever made," Simone observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thirty days to figure out if you can love one, both, or neither of them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And at the end of it, you have to choose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," I said again, my voice barely a whisper.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because I'd bought myself time.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the price was a decision I still didn't know if I could make.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER SIX
    

    
      The Courting Begins
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade picked me up at exactly seven PM in a car that probably cost more than my annual salary.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sleek, black, German engineering—the automotive equivalent of the man himself. He got out to open my door, dressed in dark slacks and a charcoal button-down that made his pale eyes look like liquid silver. Every hair was perfectly in place. Every movement was controlled precision.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked at my simple black dress and heels like I was wearing a ballgown.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look beautiful," he said simply.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look like you're about to negotiate a corporate merger."
    

    
      
    

    
      That almost-smile played at his lips again. "Is that a bad thing?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Jury's still out."
    

    
      
    

    
      He helped me into the car—an unnecessary gesture that I should've found patronizing but somehow didn't—and we drove in comfortable silence through the city. I watched the buildings blur past, hyperaware of his presence beside me. The way his hands rested easily on the steering wheel. The subtle scent of his cologne mixing with something wild underneath.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where are we going?" I finally asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Somewhere we can talk without interruption." He glanced at me. "Unless you're uncomfortable being alone with me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Should I be?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Flat. Certain. "I told you before, Thea. I won't touch you without permission. That includes pushing you into anything you're not ready for."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Even though every instinct you have is probably screaming at you to claim me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      His hands tightened on the wheel, just for a second. "Especially then. Control is what separates Alphas from animals."
    

    
      
    

    
      The restaurant was on the top floor of a building downtown, all floor-to-ceiling windows and soft lighting. The kind of place where people spoke in hushed tones and the menu didn't have prices. Kade had reserved a private corner table that overlooked the city, twinkling lights spreading out like a blanket of stars.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is..." I searched for words.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Too much?" he supplied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I was going to say fancy. I've never been anywhere like this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." He pulled out my chair, waited until I sat before taking his own seat across from me. "I wanted to give you something you hadn't experienced before."
    

    
      
    

    
      A waiter appeared immediately, rattling off specials in French. I stared at the menu, recognizing maybe three words.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Would you like me to order for you?" Kade asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      My feminist hackles rose. "I can order for myself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you can. I'm asking if you'd like me to, given that the menu is deliberately pretentious and half the dishes are unpronounceable." He caught my eye. "It's not about control, Thea. It's about wanting to take care of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      The sincerity in his voice disarmed me. "Okay. But nothing with snails."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Noted."
    

    
      
    

    
      He ordered in perfect French—of course he spoke French—and the waiter disappeared. We were left alone with expensive wine I pretended to understand and a silence that should've been awkward but wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me about your work," Kade said, leaning back in his chair. "What made you want to be a nurse?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are we doing the getting-to-know-you thing?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Would you prefer to sit in silence?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a sip of wine, considering. "My mom was sick when I was young. Cancer. The nurses who took care of her were the only people who made me feel like everything might be okay, even when it wasn't." I traced the rim of my glass. "She died when I was twelve. Dad checked out emotionally shortly after. I bounced between relatives until I was eighteen, then put myself through nursing school."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's why you're so independent," Kade observed. "You had to be."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And why I don't like people making decisions for me," I added pointedly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I understand that more than you think." He paused as the waiter brought our first course—something with scallops that looked like art on a plate. "I lost my parents young too. Fifteen. They were killed during a pack raid."
    

    
      
    

    
      I nearly dropped my fork. "I'm sorry."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was a long time ago." But his jaw was tight. "I became Alpha at seventeen. Too young, too inexperienced, inheriting a pack that was fracturing from grief and fear. Everyone told me I'd fail. That I was too young to lead."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But you didn't fail."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. I learned to be harder than anyone else. Colder. More controlled. Because control was the only thing keeping my pack from falling apart." He looked at me, and something vulnerable flickered in his gray eyes. "It's also the only thing keeping me from completely losing my mind over you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded my cheeks. "Kade—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not saying that to pressure you. I'm saying it because you deserve honesty." He set down his fork. "You asked me once what I wanted. The truth is, I want you. I want to wake up beside you every morning and know you're safe. I want to show you my world, introduce you to my pack, give you everything you've ever wanted. But more than that, I want you to choose me. Not because of the bond. Not because of pack politics. But because you can't imagine your life without me in it."
    

    
      
    

    
      My throat was tight. "That's not fair."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why not?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you're making this about emotion when we barely know each other."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let's change that." He leaned forward, elbows on the table. "Ask me anything. Whatever you want to know."
    

    
      
    

    
      We talked through four courses. About his pack, his duties as Alpha, what it meant to lead. About my work, my friends, my dreams of eventually going back to school for my nurse practitioner degree. He asked questions like he genuinely cared about the answers. Listened like every word mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      He told me about pack structure—how it was built on loyalty and strength, but also on family. How shifters weren't the mindless beasts popular fiction made them out to be, but people with jobs and mortgages and Netflix subscriptions.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're not that different from humans," he said over dessert—something chocolate that melted on my tongue. "We just have another form. Another side to our nature."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A side that demands I be your mate," I pointed out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A side that recognizes you as the person I've been waiting for my entire life," he corrected. "There's a difference."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is there? Because from where I'm sitting, it still sounds like biology making choices for me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The bond identifies compatibility. It doesn't create love. That's still a choice." He reached across the table, not touching but close. "I could force the bond. Press my advantage. Use pack law to pressure you into submission. But I won't. Because I don't want a mate who resents me. I want a partner who chooses to stand beside me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if I can't make that choice? If at the end of thirty days, I choose neither of you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      Pain flickered across his face, gone in an instant. "Then I'll respect that. It'll destroy me, but I'll respect it."
    

    
      
    

    
      The raw honesty in his voice made my chest ache.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is a lot," I whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." He finally took my hand, his palm warm against mine. "Which is why I'm not asking for an answer tonight. I'm just asking you to keep an open mind. To let me show you what being my mate could mean."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what does it mean?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything," he said simply.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drove me home in that same comfortable silence. Walked me to my door—the new, reinforced one—and stood there like he was trying to memorize my face.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you for tonight," I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you for giving me a chance." He lifted my hand to his lips, pressed a kiss to my knuckles that sent electricity racing up my arm. "I'll see you in two days?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius gets tomorrow night," I reminded him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something dark crossed his face. "Right. Of course." He released my hand. "Goodnight, Thea."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Goodnight, Kade."
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched him walk away, tall and controlled and perfect, and wondered how I was supposed to resist falling for him.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius showed up at midnight like he'd promised, but not at my door.
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard the howl first—long, mournful, beautiful. Stood at my window and watched a massive wolf materialize from the shadows below. Black fur with silver markings. Amber eyes that glowed in the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      My phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number: Come down. I won't bite. Much. —D
    

    
      
    

    
      I should've stayed inside. Should've texted back that midnight wolf adventures weren't my thing. Should've been the sensible person I'd always been.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead, I pulled on jeans, a thick sweater, and boots, and went downstairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius the wolf was even more intimidating up close. Huge—easily the size of a small horse—with muscles rippling beneath that dark fur. He watched me approach with those intelligent amber eyes, completely still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is insane," I told him. "You know that, right?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He huffed—an almost-laugh—and lowered himself to the ground in an obvious invitation.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You want me to ride you? As in, get on your back and—" I gestured helplessly. "Darius, I don't think that's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He growled. Low, impatient.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine. But if I fall off and break my neck, I'm haunting you."
    

    
      
    

    
      I climbed onto his back awkwardly, gripping handfuls of fur. The second I was settled, he stood, and I had to wrap my arms around his neck to keep from sliding off. His fur was soft and warm, and I could feel the power in his muscles as he began to move.
    

    
      
    

    
      Started slow—a trot through the empty streets. Then faster, until we hit the tree line at the edge of the city and he really opened up.
    

    
      
    

    
      Running on the back of a wolf was nothing like I'd imagined. It was speed and power and freedom, wind whipping through my hair as the forest blurred past. Trees became dark smears. The ground disappeared beneath us. I was terrified and exhilarated in equal measure, my heart pounding so hard I thought it might burst.
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed. Couldn't help it. Threw my head back and laughed like a kid on a roller coaster, and felt Darius's body shake with what might have been laughter too.
    

    
      
    

    
      We ran for what felt like hours but was probably only twenty minutes, finally stopping in a clearing deep in the woods. A campfire was already burning—he must have prepared this earlier—casting orange light across the small space.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius shifted behind a tree, and when he emerged, he was human again. Fully dressed, thankfully, in jeans and a Henley that clung to his shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was—" I couldn't find words.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Amazing?" he supplied, grinning. "Terrifying? The best thing you've ever experienced?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "All of the above." I was still shaking with adrenaline. "How fast were you going?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fast enough." He gestured to the fire. "Come on. We're not done yet."
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd set up a blanket near the flames, brought sandwiches and beer and chocolate bars for s'mores. We sat side by side, close enough that our shoulders touched, and ate in comfortable silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me about being a wolf," I said eventually.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do you want to know?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything. What it feels like. If you lose yourself to the animal. If you remember being human when you shift."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not losing myself. It's becoming more myself." He stared into the fire. "The wolf is always there, just under my skin. When I shift, it's like I can finally breathe. Like I've been holding my breath my entire life and suddenly I can let go."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That sounds beautiful."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It is. But it's also dangerous." He turned to look at me. "The wolf doesn't think like a human. It's instinct and emotion and pure feeling. No logic, no control. Just need and want and hunger."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that why you're less controlled than Kade?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thorne's control isn't natural. It's learned. Forced. He pushes his wolf down so hard I'm surprised it doesn't tear him apart from the inside." Darius leaned back on his elbows. "Me? I let my wolf out regularly. Let him run, let him hunt, let him feel. It's healthier. But it also means I'm more volatile. More likely to lose my temper. More likely to do stupid shit like break down your door."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You did apologize for that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did I?" He grinned. "Must've slipped my mind."
    

    
      
    

    
      I shoved his shoulder, and he caught my hand, held it. His palm was rough with calluses, warm against mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm terrified of you," he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      I blinked. "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of what you make me feel. Of how badly I want you. Of what I'd do to keep you." He brought my hand to his chest, pressed it over his heart. I could feel it pounding beneath my palm. "My wolf wants to claim you. Mark you. Make it impossible for you to ever choose Thorne. And the man in me wants that too, but he also wants you to be happy. To have a choice. And those two things are at war every second I'm near you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm scared I'm going to lose control," he continued. "That one day I'll push too hard and you'll run. Or that I'll hurt you trying to claim what my wolf thinks is his. That's why I came to you like this tonight. As a wolf. To show you that I can be trusted, even in my other form. That control doesn't have to look like Thorne's ice. Sometimes it's fire that's carefully contained."
    

    
      
    

    
      My throat was tight. "You're not what I expected."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What did you expect?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Someone more like Tyler. My ex." The name tasted bitter. "Someone who'd use the bond as an excuse to control me. To take away my choices."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fuck Tyler," Darius said bluntly. "And fuck anyone who made you think you don't deserve to be chosen just as much as you choose them."
    

    
      
    

    
      He leaned in, slowly enough that I could pull away. His amber eyes searched mine for permission.
    

    
      
    

    
      I didn't pull away.
    

    
      
    

    
      His lips brushed mine, feather-light. Asking, not taking. When I didn't retreat, he deepened the kiss, his hand coming up to cup my face. It was heat and hunger and barely leashed need, but also something tender. Something that made my chest ache.
    

    
      
    

    
      I kissed him back, lost in the taste of him—whiskey and wildness and want.
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled away first, breathing hard, resting his forehead against mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should stop," he said roughly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because if we don't stop now, I won't be able to." His eyes were pure gold when he looked at me. "And you need to be sure. About this. About me. About what you want."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know what I want," I admitted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we wait until you do."
    

    
      
    

    
      He kissed me once more, quick and hard, then pulled back. We spent the next hour talking by the fire—about his pack, his sister, his dreams of making Nightfang different than generations past. About pack politics and expectations and the weight of leadership.
    

    
      
    

    
      He drove me home on his motorcycle—because of course he had a motorcycle—and walked me to my door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tomorrow Thorne has you again," he said, something dark in his voice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was the deal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. Doesn't mean I like it." He tucked hair behind my ear. "Just remember that ice might look pretty, but fire keeps you warm."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he was gone, disappearing into the night, leaving me aching and confused and more conflicted than ever.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're falling for both of them," Simone observed over coffee the next morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not—" I stopped. Sighed. "Okay, maybe I am. A little."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A little?" She raised an eyebrow. "Thea, you have that look. The one women get when they're completely gone on someone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But there are two someones. That's the problem."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or the solution." She stirred sugar into her latte. "Have you considered that maybe this isn't about choosing between them? Maybe it's about choosing both."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not how the world works, Simone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Says who? Your world, sure. But their world?" She shrugged. "Shifters have different rules. Different possibilities."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The council wouldn't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The council bends when Alphas push hard enough. And if both Kade and Darius wanted you enough to share..." She let the sentence hang.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's insane."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So is a mate bond between one woman and two rival Alphas." She looked at me seriously. "I'm just saying, keep an open mind. Because the longer this goes on, the harder it's going to be for all three of you. The bond is trying to complete itself. And fighting it just makes the pull stronger."
    

    
      
    

    
      That night, I dreamed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's hands on my skin, cool and precise. Darius's mouth on my neck, hot and demanding. Both of them touching me, wanting me, needing me.
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke up gasping, aching, my body screaming for something I couldn't name.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bond doesn't care about your resistance.
    

    
      
    

    
      It only grows stronger.
    

    
      
    

    
      And God help me, I was starting to think they were both right.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER SEVEN
    

    
      Jealousy Becomes a Third Presence
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade was waiting outside my apartment when Darius dropped me off.
    

    
      
    

    
      I saw him immediately—impossible not to, standing under the streetlight like some kind of avenging angel. Arms crossed. Face carved from stone. Eyes locked on Darius's motorcycle pulling up to the curb.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is going to be bad," I muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Want me to stay?" Darius asked, his voice low in my ear. We'd spent the evening at a Nightfang bonfire, and I could still smell woodsmoke in my hair, still feel the heat of his hand on my lower back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. I'll handle it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You sure? Because Thorne looks like he wants to rip my throat out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He always looks like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius chuckled, but there was tension in it. "Be careful, beautiful. And call me if you need me."
    

    
      
    

    
      He waited until I was off the bike before roaring away, deliberately loud, deliberately provocative. I watched him disappear into the night, then turned to face the music.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade hadn't moved. Hadn't blinked. Just stood there radiating controlled fury.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's eleven-thirty," I said, climbing the steps to where he stood. "What are you doing here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Waiting for you." His voice was flat. Dangerous. "You smell like him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded my face. "We were at a pack gathering. Of course I—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not the bonfire." He moved closer, and I realized his eyes weren't gray anymore. They were shifting between gray and gold, like he was fighting his wolf. "Him. His scent is all over you. On your clothes. In your hair. On your skin."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We didn't—" I stopped. Took a breath. "Not that it's any of your business, but we didn't sleep together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But he touched you." Not a question. A statement laced with barely leashed violence. "I can smell his hands on you. Here." He gestured to my waist. "And here." My lower back. "Did he kiss you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kade—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did. He. Kiss. You."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," I said, because I refused to lie. "He kissed me. At the bonfire, in front of his entire pack. And I kissed him back."
    

    
      
    

    
      Something dangerous flashed across Kade's face. His hands clenched into fists, and I heard his knuckles crack. "You're mine."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not anyone's—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The hell you're not." He was in my space suddenly, backing me against the building's brick wall, one hand planted beside my head. "That bond says you're mine. My wolf knows it. My pack knows it. And somewhere deep down, beneath all your stubborn human logic, you know it too."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't own me," I said, but my voice came out breathless. Because he was so close I could feel the heat radiating off him. Could smell pine and winter and rage. Could see every muscle in his body coiled tight with the effort of staying controlled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I never said I owned you." His other hand came up, fingers wrapping around my throat. Not squeezing, just holding, his thumb pressing against my racing pulse. "But that doesn't change what you are to me. Mine to protect. Mine to care for. Mine to claim when you finally stop fighting what we both know is inevitable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what about Darius?" I demanded. "He says the same thing. That I'm his. That the bond is real. So what, I'm supposed to be both yours and his?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're supposed to choose." His thumb stroked along my jaw, and I hated how my body responded, leaning into the touch despite my anger. "That's what these thirty days are for. To choose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let me choose without punishing me for considering both options!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not punishing you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aren't you?" I shoved at his chest. He didn't budge, but he did drop his hands, giving me space. "You show up here, smelling Darius on me, getting territorial and possessive and acting like I've betrayed you somehow. But this was YOUR idea. The council's idea. Time to explore the bond with both of you. But apparently exploring means I'm only allowed to want you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not what I—" He stopped. Ran a hand through his hair, messing up that perfect style. "You're right. I'm being irrational."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're being jealous."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I'm jealous!" The controlled mask cracked. "I have to watch you drive away with him. Smell him on you when you come home. Know that he's touching you, kissing you, making you smile the way I want to make you smile. It's killing me, Thea. Literally. The wolf wants to hunt him down and end this threat to our bond, and it's taking everything I have not to let him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius isn't a threat—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's claiming you right in front of me," Kade growled. "Taking you to his pack gatherings, marking you with his scent, showing the entire supernatural world that you're his. That's not exploring the bond. That's staking a claim."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what do you call tonight? Waiting outside my apartment, getting in my space, putting your hand on my throat?" I crossed my arms. "That's not staking a claim?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He was silent for a long moment. "Fair point."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can't have it both ways, Kade. You can't tell me I have a choice and then get angry when I exercise it. You can't say you want me to choose you freely while simultaneously trying to intimidate me into it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." He leaned against the wall beside me, suddenly looking exhausted. "I'm trying, Thea. Trying to give you space, trying to be patient, trying to let you figure this out on your own terms. But it goes against every instinct I have. My wolf wants to claim you. Lock you away somewhere safe where no other male can touch you. And the man in me knows that's wrong, knows you'd hate me for it, but wanting and knowing are two different things."
    

    
      
    

    
      Some of my anger deflated. "This is hard for me too."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm attracted to both of you. In different ways, for different reasons. And every time I'm with one of you, I feel guilty about the other. Like I'm betraying someone no matter what I do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not betraying anyone," Kade said quietly. "You're exploring your options. That's what we agreed to."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then why does it feel like I'm hurting both of you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you are." He looked at me, and there was raw honesty in his gray eyes. "Every time you kiss him, it hurts. Every time you smile at him the way you smile at me, it hurts. But that's not your fault. That's the consequence of this impossible situation we're all trapped in."
    

    
      
    

    
      We stood in silence, the night air cold around us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I should go inside," I finally said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait." He caught my hand. "I'm sorry. For ambushing you. For being territorial. For making this harder than it already is."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Apology accepted."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can I see you tomorrow?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's Darius's turn—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. I meant after. Late. Even just for coffee." There was something almost vulnerable in his voice. "Please."
    

    
      
    

    
      I should have said no. Should have maintained boundaries. Should have given myself space to think.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Okay," I heard myself say. "Coffee. Nothing more."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing more," he agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      But we both knew it was a lie.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius showed up at my work the next afternoon, and the entire ER went silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      He stood just inside the automatic doors, wearing jeans and a leather jacket, looking like every fantasy I'd ever had about bad boys who were secretly good. Several nurses stopped mid-step to stare. Jennifer actually walked into a wall.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can I help you?" the triage nurse asked, her voice gone breathy.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm here for Thea Monroe," Darius said, his amber eyes finding me immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      I excused myself from the patient I was with—stable, just waiting for discharge paperwork—and walked over. "What are you doing here?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Picking you up for lunch."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm working."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're on break in ten minutes. I checked your schedule." He grinned at my expression. "What? I'm thorough."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're stalking me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Courting you. There's a difference."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to be annoyed. Should have been annoyed. Instead, I found myself smiling. "Give me fifteen minutes to finish up."
    

    
      
    

    
      We ended up at a food truck near the hospital, eating tacos on a bench in the park. It was casual, easy, nothing like Kade's fancy restaurant. And somehow, that made it more intimate.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You saw Thorne last night," Darius said between bites.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How did you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can smell him on you. Faintly, but it's there." Something dark crossed his face. "He touch you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Did he?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "He put his hand on my throat," I admitted. "Not violently. Just...possessively."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius's eyes flashed gold. The taco in his hand crumpled slightly. "He had his hand on your throat."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't you dare get territorial on me too—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not getting territorial," he interrupted. "I'm getting murderous. There's a difference."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He didn't hurt me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But he could have." Darius set down his food, turning to face me fully. "He's losing control, Thea. I can see it. The ice is cracking, and when it breaks, it's going to be catastrophic."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're one to talk. You broke down my door, remember?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was different. I was angry, yeah, but I was in control. Knew exactly what I was doing." He cupped my face, thumb brushing my cheekbone. "Thorne's control is like a dam holding back a flood. Mine is like fire that's carefully tended. His way is more dangerous because when it finally breaks, there's no stopping it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're trying to scare me away from him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm trying to warn you." His hand dropped. "But you're right. I'm also jealous as hell. Can't stand knowing you're with him. Can't stand smelling him on you. Can't stand the thought of him touching you, kissing you, making you laugh."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This was your idea—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know! And it was stupid. Thought I could handle it, thought I could share thirty days with my oldest enemy and come out the other side sane. But I can't, Thea. Every day is torture. Every time you leave me to go to him, it feels like something's being ripped out of my chest."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then what do you want me to do?" I stood, frustration boiling over. "Do you want me to choose right now? Pick one of you and end this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want you to pick me," he said bluntly, standing too. "Want you to see that what we have is real, that the passion and fire between us is worth more than Thorne's cold control and calculated courtship. But I also want you to be sure. To choose me because you can't imagine life without me, not because I pressured you into it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're contradicting yourself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a walking contradiction." He pulled me against him, and I went without resistance. "Want you so badly I can't think straight. But also want you to be happy, even if that means losing you. Want to fight Thorne for you. Want to work with him to keep you safe. Want to claim you. Want to give you space. I'm a mess, Thea. You've made me a complete mess."
    

    
      
    

    
      I rested my forehead against his chest, feeling his heart race beneath my cheek. "What if I can't choose?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we all lose."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The incident happened three days later at a neutral pack gathering.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some Alpha from a neighboring territory was visiting, and both Ironclaw and Nightfang had been invited to attend a meet-and-greet at the supernatural council building. Kade had asked me to accompany him as his date. Darius had asked the same thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd solved the problem by going alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Big mistake.
    

    
      
    

    
      The gathering was tense from the start. Both packs were there, occupying opposite sides of the room like warring armies at a ceasefire. The visiting Alpha—a grizzled man named Garrett who looked like he could bench-press a car—watched everything with keen interest.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was talking with Simone near the refreshment table when Kade approached.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dance with me," he said, offering his hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's no music—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "There will be." He nodded to someone, and soft jazz started playing through hidden speakers.
    

    
      
    

    
      I let him lead me to the center of the room, hyperaware of every eye watching us. His hand settled on my waist, mine on his shoulder, and we moved in a slow circle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're tense," he murmured.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everyone's staring."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let them. You're beautiful. I'm proud to have you in my arms."
    

    
      
    

    
      My heart did something complicated in my chest. "Kade—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mind if I cut in?" Darius's voice came from behind me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's hand tightened on my waist. "Actually, I do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wasn't really asking, Thorne."
    

    
      
    

    
      The temperature in the room dropped about twenty degrees. I felt rather than saw both packs go on alert, every shifter present suddenly focused on the three of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea is dancing with me," Kade said, his voice level but edged with warning. "You can wait your turn."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's not a toy you get to hoard—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "And she's not a prize you get to claim just because you throw a tantrum," Kade cut him off.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Says the man who showed up at her apartment at midnight—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Says the man who broke down her door—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop it." I pulled away from both of them. "Both of you, stop."
    

    
      
    

    
      But they weren't listening. Weren't even looking at me anymore. They were locked in a staredown, eyes blazing gold, violence crackling in the air between them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This ends now," Darius growled. "You and me. Outside. We settle this like Alphas."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Agreed," Kade said coldly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you insane?" I stepped between them, which in hindsight was probably stupid. "You're going to fight? Here? In front of everyone?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Move, Thea," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This doesn't concern you—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The hell it doesn't!" My voice carried across the suddenly silent room. "You're fighting over me. About me. Because of me. So yeah, it concerns me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then choose," Darius said roughly. "Right now. Him or me. End this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I—" I looked between them. At Kade's cold fury and Darius's wild desperation. At two men who were seconds away from tearing each other apart. "I can't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can't or won't?" Kade demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does it matter?" I could feel tears threatening, but I refused to cry. Not here. Not in front of an audience. "You're both so focused on winning that you can't see what you're doing. You're turning me into the prize in your pissing contest, and I'm done."
    

    
      
    

    
      I walked out. Pushed through the crowd, ignored Simone calling my name, ignored Marcus and Raven both trying to stop me. I made it outside before the tears started, before my hands began shaking with anger and hurt and frustration.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd asked for time to choose. They'd agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      But clearly, they'd both been lying.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus found me twenty minutes later, sitting on a bench three blocks away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're tearing the place apart looking for you," he said, sitting beside me without asking permission.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. Let them tear."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're angry."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm furious."
    

    
      
    

    
      He was quiet for a moment. "I've never seen Kade like this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like what? Possessive? Territorial? Willing to fight his oldest enemy in public?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Weak," Marcus said simply. "My Alpha has always been unshakable. Controlled. Perfect. Then you walked into his life, and suddenly he's making mistakes. Losing his temper. Showing emotion."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And that's my fault?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not about fault. It's about change." Marcus turned to look at me. "Kade has been alone his entire life. Oh, he has his pack, has loyalty and respect. But he's never had someone who makes him feel. Who breaks through that icy control and makes him act on instinct instead of strategy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So I'm ruining him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or saving him." Marcus's expression softened. "A leader who never shows vulnerability is a leader who can't truly connect with his pack. Kade's becoming more human because of you. More real. And yeah, it's messy and complicated and he's handling it badly. But maybe that's what he needs."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What about what I need?" My voice broke slightly. "I need them to stop fighting. To stop treating this like a competition. To see me as a person, not a prize."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They do see you. That's the problem." Marcus stood. "They see you so clearly that they're terrified of losing you. And fear makes even Alphas do stupid things."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left, and I sat there in the dark, trying to sort through the mess of my feelings.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ten minutes later, Raven appeared.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You ditched the drama," she said approvingly. "Smart."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your brother is an idiot."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Agreed. But he's my idiot." She sat where Marcus had been. "He's different with you, you know. More grounded. Less reckless."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Marcus said the same thing about Kade. That I'm changing him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You are. You're changing both of them." Raven looked at me seriously. "Darius has always been wild. Too much fire, not enough control. But with you, he tempers himself. Thinks before he acts—well, sometimes. You make him want to be better."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And what if better isn't enough?" I asked quietly. "What if I can't choose between them? What if trying to choose just destroys all three of us?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then you find a different option." She stood, offered me her hand. "Come on. You're freezing out here, and I'm not explaining to my brother why I let his mate catch pneumonia."
    

    
      
    

    
      I let her pull me to my feet. "He's not—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah, yeah. He's not your Alpha, you're not his mate, blah blah." She grinned. "Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart. Maybe eventually it'll be true."
    

    
      
    

    
      But we both knew it wouldn't be.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because the truth was, I was falling for both of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I had no idea how to choose.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or if I even wanted to.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER EIGHT
    

    
      Lines Are Crossed
    

    
      
    

    
      The panic attack hit at two in the morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd been dreaming about Tyler—my ex, the one who'd slowly, methodically stripped away my autonomy under the guise of love. In the dream, he had Kade's face. Then Darius's. Then both, morphing between them while telling me I belonged to him, that I had no choice, that my wants didn't matter.
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke up gasping, heart hammering, sweat soaking through my tank top. The walls of my apartment were closing in. I couldn't breathe. Couldn't think past the crushing weight on my chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      My hands shook as I grabbed my phone. Scrolled through contacts with blurry vision. I should call Simone. Should handle this myself. Should be stronger than this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead, I called Kade.
    

    
      
    

    
      He answered on the first ring. "Thea? What's wrong?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I—" My voice broke. "I can't breathe. I can't—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm on my way. Stay on the line with me."
    

    
      
    

    
      I heard the sound of keys, a door slamming, an engine roaring to life. 
    

    
      
    

    
      "Talk to me," Kade said, his voice cutting through the panic like a lifeline. "Tell me five things you can see."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Five things. Right now. What do you see?"
    

    
      
    

    
      My therapist had taught me this technique years ago. Grounding. Present moment awareness. "My—my bookshelf. The window. Streetlight outside. My coffee mug from this morning. The clock."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. Four things you can touch."
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached out with trembling hands. "The couch. It's soft. My phone. The blanket. My hair."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three things you can hear."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your voice. Cars outside. My heartbeat." Still too fast, but slowing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two things you can smell."
    

    
      
    

    
      I inhaled shakily. "Lavender. From the candle I burned earlier. And coffee. Still smells like coffee in here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "One thing you can taste."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fear," I whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." His voice was firm. "One real thing. What did you drink before bed?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Water. I taste water."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. I'm two minutes away. Keep breathing for me."
    

    
      
    

    
      I focused on my breath. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. By the time I heard his knock, the panic had receded to manageable levels. Just the usual post-attack shakiness and exhaustion.
    

    
      
    

    
      I opened the door, and Kade took one look at me before pulling me into his arms.
    

    
      
    

    
      I went without resistance, burying my face in his chest. He smelled like pine and winter and safety. His heart beat steady beneath my ear, and I matched my breathing to it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm sorry," I mumbled into his shirt. "I shouldn't have called. I just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't apologize." His hand stroked down my back, soothing. "Not for this. Never for this."
    

    
      
    

    
      He guided me to the couch, sat beside me with his arm around my shoulders. I leaned into him, borrowing his strength.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me what triggered it," he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dream about my ex. Tyler." I pulled the blanket around myself. "He was controlling. Not physically abusive, but he made me feel like I couldn't make decisions without him. Like my thoughts and wants didn't matter as much as his."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you're afraid I'll do the same."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both of you. The bond, the mate thing—it feels like losing control all over again. Like my biology is making choices for me."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade was quiet for a long moment. Then: "When I was seventeen and suddenly Alpha, I was terrified. Had all these wolves looking to me for answers, for leadership, and I had no idea what I was doing. So I built walls. Learned to control every aspect of my life because control meant safety. Meant I couldn't be hurt or abandoned or lost."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kade—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let me finish." His arm tightened around me. "Then you walked into that summit, and every wall I've spent thirteen years building started cracking. Because wanting you means being vulnerable. Means giving you the power to destroy me. And that's terrifying."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked up at him. "Where are you going with this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm saying I understand fear. Understand the need for control. And I'm saying that I will never take your choices from you." He cupped my face with one hand, thumb brushing my cheekbone. "The bond might pull us together, but loving you has to be a choice. Every day, I want to choose you. And I want you to choose me the same way."
    

    
      
    

    
      My breath caught. "Loving me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes." Simple. Direct. "I love you, Thea Monroe. I've loved you since the moment I saw you at that summit, and I'll love you whether you accept the bond or not. That's my choice."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears pricked my eyes. "You can't just say things like that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why not? It's true."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because it makes this harder."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good." He leaned in, his forehead resting against mine. "It should be hard. Important things always are."
    

    
      
    

    
      The space between us was charged with something electric. His eyes had gone from gray to silver, and I could feel the tension in his body—the wolf barely leashed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea," he said, voice rough. "If you don't want this, tell me now. Because in about three seconds, I'm going to kiss you, and I'm not sure I'll be able to stop."
    

    
      
    

    
      I answered by closing the distance.
    

    
      
    

    
      The kiss was different than the one at the restaurant—less gentle, more desperate. His hand slid into my hair, tilting my head back as he took my mouth with controlled precision. Every movement was deliberate, calculated to draw gasps from my throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      I clutched at his shoulders, needing him closer. He obliged, shifting so I was beneath him on the couch, his weight pressing me into the cushions. His mouth moved from my lips to my jaw, down the column of my throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kade," I gasped when his teeth scraped my pulse point.
    

    
      
    

    
      He growled—actual growl—and his hips pressed against mine. I could feel how much he wanted me, hard and insistent, and my body responded with a rush of heat.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand slid under my tank top, palm flat against my ribs. So close to my breast but not quite touching. Teasing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please," I heard myself say.
    

    
      
    

    
      He went completely still. Then slowly, carefully, he pulled back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he said, his voice wrecked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not like this." He sat up, putting distance between us. His eyes were pure gold, and I could see him shaking with the effort of control. "Not when you're vulnerable. Not when you called me because you were scared."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not scared now—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're still recovering from a panic attack," he interrupted. "Your judgment is impaired. Your defenses are down. And I won't take advantage of that."
    

    
      
    

    
      Frustration warred with something else. Respect, maybe. "What if I want you to?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then you'll still want me tomorrow. And the day after. And when you're clearheaded and certain, we'll finish this." He stood, adjusting himself with a grimace. "But not tonight."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kade—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You deserve better than a man who takes advantage of your vulnerability." He leaned down, pressed a kiss to my forehead. "You deserve to be chosen when you're strong, not when you're broken."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left before I could argue. Left me aching and confused and simultaneously frustrated and grateful.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Two days later, Darius and I had our worst fight yet.
    

    
      
    

    
      It started over something stupid—he'd shown up at my work again without warning, and I'd snapped at him in front of patients. We'd taken it outside, voices rising, both of us too angry to care who heard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can't just show up whenever you want," I said for the third time.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why not? I'm courting you. That's what courting means—spending time together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Spending time together requires mutual agreement, not ambush visits to my workplace."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh, but it's fine when Thorne shows up with his fancy cars and expensive dinners?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "At least he asks first!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because he's all about control and permission and proper procedure." Darius's eyes flashed gold. "Meanwhile, I'm just the wild one. The reckless one. The one who isn't good enough because I don't play by human rules."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not what I said—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's what you meant." He stepped closer, and I could feel the heat radiating off him. "You know what your problem is, Thea? You're so busy protecting yourself that you can't see when someone's trying to love you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Love?" I laughed harshly. "You barely know me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know you take your coffee black with two sugars. Know you alphabetize your books by author. Know you bite your lip when you're thinking and that you have a scar on your left knee from falling off a bike when you were nine." He was right in my space now, backing me against the hospital's brick wall. "I know you're terrified of losing control because some asshole made you feel like your choices didn't matter. And I know that every time you look at me, you want me as much as I want you, but you're too scared to admit it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not scared—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Prove it." His hand came up, cupping the back of my neck. "Stop hiding behind logic and rules and thirty-day trial periods. Stop overthinking. Just feel for one goddamn second."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He kissed me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not gentle. Not controlled. Pure fire and hunger and barely restrained need. His mouth claimed mine with an intensity that stole my breath, his tongue sweeping in when I gasped. His free hand gripped my hip, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise.
    

    
      
    

    
      I should have pushed him away. Should have maintained boundaries.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead, I fisted my hands in his shirt and kissed him back with everything I had.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was nothing like kissing Kade. Where Kade was controlled intensity, Darius was wild abandon. Where Kade calculated every move, Darius acted on pure instinct. He kissed like he was drowning and I was air, desperate and consuming and utterly overwhelming.
    

    
      
    

    
      My back arched, pressing into him. His hand slid from my hip to my ass, lifting me slightly so I could wrap my legs around his waist. The new angle had us pressed together in a way that made us both groan.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea," he growled against my mouth. "Need you. Need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He stopped abruptly. Set me down. Stepped back so fast I nearly fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he said, breathing hard. "Not like this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?" I was dizzy, disoriented, aching.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want you to choose me because you can't imagine life without me," he said roughly. "Not because I made you forget yourself in a moment of anger and lust. Not because the physical chemistry between us is so strong you can't think straight."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "When we do this—and we will do this—I want you present. Aware. Certain." His amber eyes burned into mine. "I want you to come to me because you've decided I'm worth the risk. Not because I overwhelmed your defenses in a parking lot."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You sound like Kade," I muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah, well." He scrubbed a hand over his face. "Maybe the bastard has a point."
    

    
      
    

    
      He walked away, leaving me alone against that wall, my lips swollen and my body screaming for something I couldn't have.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      That night, I couldn't sleep.
    

    
      
    

    
      My body was a live wire, aching with need that had nowhere to go. I kept replaying both encounters—Kade's controlled intensity on my couch, Darius's wild passion against that wall. Two completely different experiences that had ended the same way: with me frustrated and confused and more conflicted than ever.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted them both.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not just physically, though God knew my body was making its preferences clear. But emotionally. Intellectually. I wanted Kade's steady presence and intelligent conversation. Wanted Darius's wild freedom and passionate honesty.
    

    
      
    

    
      How was I supposed to choose between two halves of what I needed?
    

    
      
    

    
      At three AM, I gave up on sleep and opened my laptop. Started researching mate bonds with an intensity I usually reserved for nursing journals.
    

    
      
    

    
      Most of what I found was useless—supernatural romance novels that treated the concept like a plot device, forums full of people debating whether it was real, scholarly articles that were too clinical to be helpful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I found it.
    

    
      
    

    
      A digitized historical text from the 1800s, written by someone named Dr. Eliza Thorne—no relation to Kade, probably—who'd studied supernatural bonds for decades.
    

    
      
    

    
      One chapter made my heart stop.
    

    
      
    

    
      Triad Bonds: A Historical Analysis
    

    
      
    

    
      I read it three times, my hands shaking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Triad bonds were real. Or had been, once. Three individuals bound together by mate bonds that formed a triangle rather than a pair. Extremely rare. Often ending in bloodshed when jealousy destroyed the balance.
    

    
      
    

    
      But there was one documented success story.
    

    
      
    

    
      In 1847, a woman named Margaret Chen had been bonded to two Alphas from rival packs. Instead of choosing, she'd proposed a triad. Both men had agreed. They'd built something unprecedented—a three-way bond that made all of them stronger.
    

    
      
    

    
      The packs had eventually merged. The triad had ruled for forty years before dying peacefully in old age.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not likely. Not easy. But possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      I stared at the screen until my vision blurred, Dr. Thorne's words burning into my brain:
    

    
      
    

    
      The success of a triad bond requires three elements: complete equality, absolute trust, and the willingness to rewrite every rule. Most triads fail because one or more members cannot release their claim to exclusive possession. But for those rare few who can share power, share love, share everything—the rewards are immeasurable.
    

    
      
    

    
      Share.
    

    
      
    

    
      Could Kade and Darius share me? Could I handle being bonded to both of them? Could we rewrite the rules and create something new?
    

    
      
    

    
      Or would we just become another tragic footnote in Dr. Thorne's research?
    

    
      
    

    
      I closed the laptop, my mind racing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because I'd just found a fourth option.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I had no idea if it would save us or destroy us all.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER NINE
    

    
      Secrets Surface
    

    
      
    

    
      I spent three days buried in research before I told Simone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three days of reading everything I could find about triad bonds—which wasn't much. Most of the information came from Dr. Eliza Thorne's historical text, and even that was frustratingly vague. Lots of "it is theorized" and "anecdotal evidence suggests" but very little concrete data.
    

    
      
    

    
      What I did learn was this: triad bonds were considered forbidden. Not illegal, exactly, but so socially unacceptable that most shifters pretended they didn't exist. The few documented cases had ended in violence—jealousy tearing the bonds apart until someone died.
    

    
      
    

    
      Except for Margaret Chen and her two Alphas. They'd somehow made it work.
    

    
      
    

    
      I needed to know how.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You want to do what?" Simone nearly spit out her coffee across my kitchen table.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A triad bond," I repeated. "With both of them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Have you lost your mind?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Possibly." I pushed the laptop toward her, showing her Dr. Thorne's research. "But look at this. It's been done before. Successfully."
    

    
      
    

    
      Simone read in silence, her expression growing more troubled with each paragraph. "This was almost two hundred years ago, Thea. The supernatural world is different now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "More rigid. More hierarchical. Pack politics have gotten more complex, not less." She closed the laptop. "Margaret Chen lived in a time when the supernatural community was still figuring itself out. Now? There are rules. Traditions. Expectations that have been cemented for generations."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what, I'm just supposed to ignore a viable solution because it's unconventional?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm saying that even if Kade and Darius agreed—which is a massive if—their packs won't accept it. Neither will the council. You'd be asking them to give up everything. Their leadership, their legitimacy, their standing in the supernatural community."
    

    
      
    

    
      I hadn't thought about that. Hadn't considered that my solution might cost them more than I was willing to sacrifice.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You suspected this might be possible," I said, remembering her words from weeks ago. "When you said maybe it wasn't about choosing between them. You knew about triad bonds."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I suspected. I didn't know." Simone reached across the table, squeezing my hand. "And I hoped I was wrong. Because triad bonds are dangerous, Thea. Even the successful one—Margaret Chen and her Alphas—they faced constant challenges. Assassination attempts. Pack revolts. The supernatural council tried to have them executed twice."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But they survived."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They survived because they were ruthless when they needed to be. Because they killed anyone who threatened their bond. Because they built their power on blood and fear." Her amber eyes were serious. "Are you prepared for that? For what you'd have to become to make this work?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I pulled my hand back. "I'm not becoming some kind of monster."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then a triad bond won't work. Because the supernatural world will see you as a threat, and threats get eliminated." She softened her tone. "I'm not trying to scare you. I'm trying to be realistic. This isn't a romance novel where love conquers all. This is politics and power and centuries of tradition that won't bend just because you ask nicely."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So what should I do? Choose one and break the other? Run away and leave them both to suffer?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know." She looked genuinely troubled. "I just know that whatever you decide, it's going to have consequences you can't predict. And you need to be ready for that."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I called the meeting for three days later, at a neutral location—the same clearing in the woods where Darius had taken me that first midnight run.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both men agreed to come, though their responses were telling.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade: I'll be there. Whatever you need to discuss, we'll face it together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius: This better not be you choosing him.
    

    
      
    

    
      I arrived early, built a fire even though the evening was warm, and tried to prepare myself for what I was about to propose. My hands shook as I fed branches to the flames. My stomach was in knots.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was either the best or worst idea I'd ever had.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade arrived first, dressed in dark jeans and a henley, looking more relaxed than I'd ever seen him. He took one look at my face and frowned.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing. Just nervous."
    

    
      
    

    
      "About what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'll see."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius showed up ten minutes later on his motorcycle, the engine deliberately loud. He killed it and swung off, his eyes immediately finding Kade.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thorne," he said, his voice cold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hale," Kade replied, equally icy.
    

    
      
    

    
      The temperature seemed to drop despite the fire. Both men radiated tension, and I could see them fighting the urge to shift, to fight, to settle this the way wolves settled things.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank you for coming," I said, stepping between them. "Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You called a meeting," Kade said. "We came. What's this about?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I took a breath. Let it out slowly. "I've been doing research. About mate bonds. About why this situation is so unprecedented."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And?" Darius prompted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I found something. A historical precedent for what we're dealing with." I looked between them. "It's called a triad bond."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence. Both men stared at me like I'd just spoken in a foreign language.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A what?" Darius finally said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Triad bond. Three people bonded together instead of two." I pulled out my phone, showed them the research I'd compiled. "There have been documented cases. Most ended badly, but one—one succeeded. A woman named Margaret Chen and two Alphas from rival packs. They built a bond that lasted forty years."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade took my phone, reading with that intense focus he brought to everything. Darius looked over his shoulder, close enough that they were almost touching.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is..." Kade paused. "Unprecedented."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's kind of the point," I said. "Our situation is unprecedented. Maybe the solution needs to be too."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're suggesting we share you," Darius said flatly. "That's what this is. You want both of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm suggesting we explore an option that none of us considered," I corrected. "One that means I don't have to choose. One that means none of us have to lose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Except our dignity," Darius snapped. "Our pride. Our standing in the supernatural community."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your standing matters more than being happy?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It matters more than being a laughingstock." He paced away from the fire, running his hands through his hair. "Do you have any idea what the packs would say? What the council would say? They'd tear us apart, Thea. Make us examples of what happens when you break tradition."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's right," Kade said quietly, still reading. "The political ramifications would be severe. Both packs would likely revolt. We'd lose our authority, possibly our lives."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So that's it?" Frustration burned hot in my chest. "We're just going to give up without even trying?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I didn't say that." Kade looked up, his gray eyes thoughtful. "I said the ramifications would be severe. Not that they'd be insurmountable."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius whirled around. "You're actually considering this?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm considering all options. That's what strategic thinking requires." Kade handed me back my phone. "A triad bond would require complete restructuring of pack hierarchy. We'd need to merge Ironclaw and Nightfang in some capacity, establish new leadership protocols, present a united front to the council."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And kill anyone who challenged us," I added, remembering Simone's warning. "According to the research, that's how Margaret Chen's triad survived. Ruthlessness."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can do ruthless," Darius said, something dark in his amber eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We all can, when necessary." Kade moved closer to the fire, his face illuminated by the flames. "The question isn't whether we're capable of making this work. The question is whether we're willing to pay the price."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The price being?" I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything we've built. Everything we are." He looked at Darius. "Our rivalry. Our pack identities. Our individual claims to power. All of it would have to be sacrificed for something new."
    

    
      
    

    
      "For her," Darius said. Not a question. A statement.
    

    
      
    

    
      "For us," Kade corrected. "All three of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      They stared at each other across the fire, and I saw something shift between them. Not friendship—not yet. But maybe the beginning of understanding.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need time to think," Darius said finally.
    

    
      
    

    
      "As do I," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How much time?" I demanded. "Because I've got twelve days left before I have to give the council an answer."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we have twelve days to figure out if this is possible," Kade said. "And if it's worth it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's worth it," I said fiercely. "I'm worth it. We're worth it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are we?" Darius looked at me, and there was something vulnerable in his expression. "Are we worth destroying everything for? Because that's what you're asking. For me to share you with the man I've hated my entire life. For him to share you with me. For both of us to give up our individual power and submit to something we don't understand."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," I said simply. "You are. This is."
    

    
      
    

    
      He shook his head, but he was almost smiling. "You're insane."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Probably."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'll think about it," he said. "But I'm not promising anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fair enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade approached me, cupped my face with one hand. "This is a dangerous game you're playing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not playing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. That's what makes it dangerous." He pressed a kiss to my forehead. "I'll be in touch."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left first, disappearing into the trees with that predatory grace. Darius lingered, his amber eyes searching mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You really think this could work?" he asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I think it's worth trying."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if it doesn't? If we tear each other apart trying to share you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then at least we tried something instead of just accepting what we were told was inevitable."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled me against him, held me tight enough that I could feel his heart racing. "You're going to be the death of me, Thea Monroe."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or the making of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Same thing," he murmured, then kissed me hard and fast before letting go. "I'll call you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I was alone in the clearing, the fire crackling, wondering if I'd just set something beautiful in motion or signed all our death warrants.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I knew someone had been in my apartment the second I walked through the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      Nothing was obviously disturbed. No broken locks, no ransacked rooms. Just a feeling—that prickle at the back of my neck that said someone had invaded my space.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I saw it.
    

    
      
    

    
      An envelope on my kitchen counter, expensive paper, my name written in elegant script that didn't belong to either Kade or Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      My hands shook as I opened it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Inside was a single card with a message written in the same elegant hand:
    

    
      
    

    
      We know about your meeting. We know what you're planning. A triad bond is an abomination against pack law and natural order. Choose one Alpha or face the consequences. You have 48 hours. This is your only warning.
    

    
      
    

    
      No signature. No pack affiliation. Just a threat delivered to my home, proving that someone had been watching. Someone knew about the triad bond before I'd even officially proposed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Someone wanted me to choose. Or die trying.
    

    
      
    

    
      I pulled out my phone with trembling hands, sent the same message to both Kade and Darius:
    

    
      
    

    
      We have a problem. Come to my apartment. Now.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then I sat on my couch, staring at that card, and wondered if trying to break tradition was worth the price of my life.
    

    
      
    

    
      The answer should have been easy.
    

    
      
    

    
      But nothing about this situation had ever been easy.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I had a terrible feeling it was about to get a whole lot worse.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER TEN
    

    
      Everything Falls Apart
    

    
      
    

    
      They came for me in the parking garage.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three wolves—two from Ironclaw, one from Nightfang, according to the tattoos I glimpsed before everything went to hell. I'd just finished a double shift, was exhausted and distracted, thinking about the threat card and how Kade and Darius had both insisted on posting guards outside my building.
    

    
      
    

    
      Guards who were apparently useless.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Triad whore," one of them snarled, stepping out from behind a concrete pillar.
    

    
      
    

    
      I ran. Didn't think, just reacted on pure instinct. Keys clutched between my fingers like claws, bag abandoned, sprinting for the exit stairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were faster.
    

    
      
    

    
      A hand grabbed my hair, yanked me backward. I screamed, drove my elbow back into someone's ribs. Heard a satisfying crunch. The grip loosened, and I wrenched free, kept running.
    

    
      
    

    
      Made it ten feet before another one tackled me from the side.
    

    
      
    

    
      I went down hard, palms scraping concrete, the impact knocking the air from my lungs. Rolled onto my back just in time to see a fist coming at my face.
    

    
      
    

    
      Training kicked in. I twisted, and the punch glanced off my cheekbone instead of breaking my nose. Pain exploded behind my eyes, but I didn't stop fighting. Kicked out, connected with something soft. Heard a grunt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just kill her," someone said. "Make it look like a mugging."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. Boss said make her choose. She chooses, or we break her enough that she can't refuse anymore."
    

    
      
    

    
      Hands grabbed my arms, pinning me. I thrashed, screaming for help that wouldn't come. The parking garage was empty at three AM. No witnesses. No security cameras in this section—I'd complained about that to building management for months.
    

    
      
    

    
      One of them—an Ironclaw wolf with a scar bisecting his eyebrow—crouched beside me. "You're causing problems. Making our Alphas weak. Making them fight each other over something that isn't worth it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Go to hell," I spat.
    

    
      
    

    
      He backhanded me. My head snapped to the side, blood filling my mouth. "Choose one. Right now. Thorne or Hale. Choose, or we make the choice for you by eliminating you from the equation."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I choose to watch you bleed," I managed through split lips.
    

    
      
    

    
      He raised his fist again.
    

    
      
    

    
      It never connected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something massive and dark exploded into the garage—a wolf so huge it couldn't be natural. Black fur with silver markings. Amber eyes blazing with rage.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      He hit Scarface like a freight train, sending the other wolf flying into a parked car hard enough to dent the metal. The two holding me released my arms, backing away with their hands up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alpha Hale, we were just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius shifted mid-lunge, suddenly human and naked and covered in blood that wasn't his. His fist connected with the Nightfang wolf's jaw, and I heard bone crack.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You touch what's mine, you die," he snarled.
    

    
      
    

    
      Another wolf materialized from the shadows—this one with pale blonde fur and gray eyes that glowed in the fluorescent light.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shifted too, faster than I could track, and suddenly he was there in jeans he must have been carrying, his hand around Scarface's throat as the other wolf tried to scramble away.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Marcus sent you," Kade said, his voice flat. Cold. Terrifying. "Didn't he."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No, Alpha, I swear—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Lie to me again." Kade's hand tightened. "I dare you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He said—" Scarface choked. "Said you were compromised. That the human needed to choose or be eliminated. We were trying to help—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "By attacking my mate?" Every word was ice. "By putting your hands on her? By threatening her life?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's not—"
    

    
      
    

    
      The snap was audible. Scarface went limp.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade dropped the body like trash, turned to where Darius had the other two pinned against a car. They were trembling, eyes wide with terror.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have a problem," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yeah." Darius looked at him, and something passed between them. "Our packs are trying to kill her."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So we remove the threat."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Agreed."
    

    
      
    

    
      They moved in perfect synchronization. Darius took the left one, Kade the right. It was brutal and efficient and over in seconds. I should have looked away, should have been horrified by the violence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Instead, I felt relief that they were on my side.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Can you stand?" Darius was suddenly in front of me, his hands gentle on my face despite the blood covering them. His eyes raked over me, cataloging injuries. "Talk to me, beautiful. How bad?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm okay. Bruises. Split lip. Nothing serious."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your cheek is swelling." Kade was there too, pulling off his shirt and pressing it against my bleeding mouth. "We need to get you out of here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Agreed. My territory. It's closer." Darius scooped me up before I could protest, cradling me against his bare chest.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like hell," Kade growled. "Ironclaw is more defensible."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nightfang has better medical—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop," I said. "Both of you. I don't care where we go. Just get me out of this garage."
    

    
      
    

    
      They looked at each other. Nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ironclaw," Kade said. "But we both go. Both stay."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      The fact that they agreed without arguing told me how serious this was.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke up in the biggest bed I'd ever seen.
    

    
      
    

    
      King-sized didn't cover it. This thing was massive—easily big enough for three people with room to spare. The sheets were soft as butter against my skin, and I was wearing someone's T-shirt that smelled like pine and winter.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pain throbbed in my face. My ribs ached. But nothing felt broken or seriously damaged.
    

    
      
    

    
      I sat up slowly, taking in the room. Masculine. Elegant. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the forest. Tasteful artwork on the walls. A fireplace that wasn't currently lit.
    

    
      
    

    
      And two men arguing in hushed voices by the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—can't keep her locked up here forever," Darius was saying.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can if it keeps her alive," Kade replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not living. That's prison."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Better a prisoner than dead."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't get to make that choice for her."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither do you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop," I said, my voice rough. Both men turned immediately. "Just stop. Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      They crossed to the bed in unison—that synchronicity again that shouldn't have been possible. Kade sat on my right, Darius on my left, both of them reaching for me simultaneously.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How are you feeling?" Kade asked, his fingers gentle on my bruised cheek.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like I got beat up in a parking garage. How do I look?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Beautiful," Darius said immediately. "Alive. That's all that matters."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happened to the wolves who attacked me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dead," Kade said simply. "All three of them."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the bodies?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Handled. The council will rule it self-defense, which it was." His jaw was tight. "But we have a bigger problem. Those wolves weren't rogues acting alone. They were sent by someone in our packs."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Marcus," I said, remembering what Scarface had said before Kade snapped his neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not just Marcus. Others too." Darius's hand found mine, laced our fingers together. "Both packs are fracturing. The traditionalists versus those who think maybe change isn't so bad. And you're caught in the middle."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm done being in the middle," I said. "I'm done being protected. I'm done being fought over like I'm some kind of prize." I looked between them. "Either we figure this out together—all three of us, as equals—or I walk away from both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence filled the room.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You can't walk away," Kade said quietly. "The bond—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Will hurt. I know. But I'll survive." I pulled my hand from Darius's, sat up straighter despite the pain. "I've been letting both of you drive this. Letting the packs and the council and everyone else dictate the terms. But this is my life. My choice. And I'm choosing to either have you both or have neither of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A triad," Darius said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A triad," I confirmed. "Not because it's convenient or because I can't choose. But because I love you both. Because I want you both. Because I refuse to sacrifice half of what makes me happy just because tradition says I should."
    

    
      
    

    
      More silence. Kade's face was unreadable. Darius looked like he was fighting some internal war.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want you safe," Kade finally said. "I want you happy. And if that means sharing you with him—" He gestured at Darius, something pained in his expression. "—then I'll find a way to live with it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just like that?" Darius demanded. "You're just going to agree?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. Not just like that." Kade turned to face him fully. "It'll take work. Compromise. Learning to trust someone I've spent my life viewing as an enemy. But yes. For her, I'll try."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was rough with emotion. "I've hated you my entire life. Hated everything you represent. Control. Order. Cold calculation. Everything my wolf rebels against."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I hate the thought of losing her more." Darius looked at me, then back at Kade. "She's right. This isn't about winning. It's about being happy. And she makes me happy in ways I didn't know were possible. So yeah. For her, I'll share. Even with you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How magnanimous," Kade said dryly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shut up, Thorne."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Make me, Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      They glared at each other. Then, impossibly, both of them smiled. Small smiles, barely there, but real.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is insane," I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Completely," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're going to die," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Probably."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But we're doing it anyway?"
    

    
      
    

    
      They looked at each other. Then at me. Then nodded in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're doing it anyway," Kade confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief flooded through me so intense I thought I might cry. "So what now?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now we make it official," Kade said. "Present a united front to the council. Announce the triad before anyone else can use it against us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And deal with the fallout," Darius added. "Which will be ugly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Define ugly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Challenges. Revolts. Possible assassination attempts." He ticked them off on his fingers. "Death threats. Pack fracturing. Total upheaval of the supernatural power structure in this region."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh. Is that all?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the optimistic scenario," Kade said. "The pessimistic one involves actual war between traditionalists and progressives across multiple territories."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Great. Love that for us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius laughed—an unexpected sound that made something warm bloom in my chest. "You're taking this well."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm in shock. Give me an hour and I'll probably have a breakdown."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll be here when you do," Kade said, his hand finding mine again.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both of us," Darius added, taking my other hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      I sat there, bruised and aching, between two men who'd hated each other for years. Two Alphas who were willing to tear down everything they'd built for a chance at something new.
    

    
      
    

    
      For me.
    

    
      
    

    
      For us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you," I said to Kade. Then to Darius: "I love you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," they said in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, to my shock, they looked at each other and didn't immediately recoil.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is going to be weird, isn't it?" Darius said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Extremely," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Worth it though?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'll find out."
    

    
      
    

    
      They didn't shake hands. Didn't hug. Didn't do anything dramatic.
    

    
      
    

    
      But something shifted in that room. Some understanding passed between them that went beyond words.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were doing this. We were doing this.
    

    
      
    

    
      A triad bond.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three hearts. Three lives. Three people who had no idea what they were doing but were willing to try anyway.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So," I said into the silence. "Now what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now we sleep," Kade said. "All three of us. In this bed. Because neutral ground no longer exists and I refuse to let you out of my sight."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or mine," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at the massive bed. At the two men flanking me. At the future we were about to build from the rubble of tradition.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Okay," I said. "But no one hogs the covers."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No promises," Darius said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Speak for yourself," Kade replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      They started arguing about blanket distribution, and I lay back against the pillows, listening to them bicker like an old married couple.
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe we'd survive this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Maybe we'd fail spectacularly.
    

    
      
    

    
      But at least we'd fail together.
    

    
      
    

    
      And somehow, that was enough.
    

    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER ELEVEN
    

    
      They Try
    

    
      
    

    
      The first morning waking up between them was the most awkward experience of my life.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd fallen asleep with Kade on my right, Darius on my left, both of them maintaining a careful distance. Sometime during the night, that distance had disappeared. Now Darius's arm was draped over my waist, his face buried in my hair. Kade's hand was splayed across my stomach, his breath warm on the back of my neck.
    

    
      
    

    
      And they were touching.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not intentionally—Darius's knee pressed against Kade's thigh where their legs had tangled in sleep. But still. Touching.
    

    
      
    

    
      I held my breath, waiting for one of them to wake up and react with violence.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius stirred first. His arm tightened around me, pulling me closer, and then he went completely still.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thorne," he said quietly. "Your hand is on my mate."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Our mate," Kade corrected, his voice rough with sleep. "And your leg is touching mine. Should I be concerned about your intentions?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're hilarious."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm aware."
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt rather than heard Darius's huff of almost-laughter. Then, slowly, deliberately, both men pulled back. Giving me space. Giving each other space.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good morning," I said into the awkward silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Morning, beautiful," Darius replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How are you feeling?" Kade asked, already cataloging my injuries with his eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sore. But alive." I sat up, immediately regretting it when my ribs protested. "We need to talk about rules."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Rules?" Darius raised an eyebrow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ground rules. For how this—" I gestured between the three of us "—works. Because we can't just wing it and hope for the best."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade was already out of bed, pulling on a shirt. Always controlled, always prepared. "She's right. We need structure."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course you'd say that," Darius muttered, but he sat up too, running a hand through his sleep-mussed hair.
    

    
      
    

    
      We ended up in Kade's kitchen—a massive space with granite counters and top-of-the-line appliances that looked like they'd never been used. Kade made coffee with the precision of a scientist conducting an experiment. Darius raided the fridge and emerged with eggs and bacon.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You cook?" I asked him, surprised.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Someone has to. Thorne here probably survives on protein shakes and spreadsheets."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I eat perfectly adequate meals," Kade replied coolly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Adequate. Listen to him. Food is supposed to be enjoyed, not just consumed for nutrition."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Says the man who burned down his kitchen last year."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was one time."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It made the news, Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched them bicker while Darius cooked and Kade set the table, and something warm unfurled in my chest. This was normal. Domestic. Nothing like the violence and territorial aggression I'd expected.
    

    
      
    

    
      We ate in surprisingly comfortable silence, and then Kade pulled out a notebook—because of course he had a notebook ready.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ground rules," he said, uncapping a pen. "First: honesty. No hiding how we're feeling, even if it's uncomfortable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Especially if it's uncomfortable," I added. "This only works if we communicate."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Second," Darius said. "Equal time. None of this 'I get her on Tuesdays' garbage. We make decisions together about how time is spent."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Third," I continued. "No territorial behavior. You don't get to snap at each other just because one of you spent time with me alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      They both nodded, though I could see the discomfort in their expressions. Fighting instinct was going to be hard.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fourth," Kade said. "We present a united front to the packs. If one of us is challenged, all three respond."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And fifth," Darius added, something vulnerable in his amber eyes. "We try. Actually try. Not just go through the motions but genuinely work to make this succeed."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence stretched between us. Then Kade extended his hand across the table. Not to me—to Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Agreed."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius stared at that hand for a long moment. Then, slowly, he took it.
    

    
      
    

    
      They shook once. Brief. Professional. But it was a start.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The first week was hell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not because of us—the three of us actually managed to find a rhythm. Meals together. Long conversations where we learned about each other. Movie nights where Darius and Kade argued about everything from film choices to whether Die Hard was a Christmas movie.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It takes place at Christmas," Darius insisted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That doesn't make it a Christmas movie," Kade countered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then what is it?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "An action film that happens to be set during Christmas."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're impossible."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're illogical."
    

    
      
    

    
      I let them argue, smiling into my wine glass, noticing how they sat closer together now. How Darius didn't flinch when Kade leaned across him to grab the remote. How Kade's voice had lost some of its ice when speaking to Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      Small progress. But progress.
    

    
      
    

    
      The hell came from outside.
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus showed up on day three, his expression thunderous. "We need to talk. Alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Anything you say to me, you can say in front of them," Kade replied, his arm around my shoulders as we stood in his living room.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine. The pack is fracturing. You have wolves refusing to attend pack meetings. Others are openly questioning your judgment. Three families have requested transfers to other territories." Marcus's jaw was tight. "They're saying you're compromised. That you're choosing her—them—over Ironclaw."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're not wrong," Kade said calmly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alpha—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm choosing my mate. That's what an Alpha does. If the pack can't accept that, then perhaps they're not the wolves I thought they were."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're willing to lose everything for this?" Marcus gestured at me and Darius. "For some experiment that'll probably fail within a month?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not an experiment," Kade's voice dropped to something dangerous. "It's my life. My choice. And if you can't respect that, Marcus, then maybe you're not the Second I thought you were."
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus went pale. "You'd replace me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'd replace anyone who threatens what's mine." Kade's eyes flashed gold. "That includes my oldest friend."
    

    
      
    

    
      They stared at each other for a long moment. Then Marcus nodded stiffly. "I'll convey your position to the pack."
    

    
      
    

    
      He left without another word, and I felt Kade's arm tighten around me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was hard," I said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Necessary."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's your best friend."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you're my mate. The choice was simple."
    

    
      
    

    
      But I saw the pain in his gray eyes and knew it wasn't simple at all.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Raven cornered Darius that same night at Nightfang territory.
    

    
      
    

    
      We'd all gone together—another show of unity—and I watched from across the gathering space as she pulled her brother aside. Her voice was too low for me to hear, but her body language screamed fury.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius's face went carefully blank. Then hard. Then he was yelling—loud enough that everyone stopped talking to stare.
    

    
      
    

    
      "—my birthright? Like I'm some kind of heir to a throne instead of a person with feelings?" His hands were clenched into fists. "I don't care about birthright, Raven. I care about being happy. And she makes me happy. They make me happy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The pack won't accept it," Raven shot back. "The elders are already talking about appointing someone else as Alpha when Father steps down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let them." Darius's eyes blazed gold. "I never wanted to lead wolves who'd rather cling to tradition than embrace change. If that makes me weak, so be it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It makes you foolish," Raven hissed. "You're throwing away everything for a bond that'll probably destroy you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or save me." Darius looked across the room, finding me immediately. "I'd rather have one year of happiness with them than a lifetime of duty without them."
    

    
      
    

    
      Raven followed his gaze, and something in her expression softened. "You really love her."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Them. I love them both." He said it loud enough for everyone to hear. "And if Nightfang can't accept that, then Nightfang can find a new heir."
    

    
      
    

    
      The gathering erupted in argument. Some wolves shouting support. Others demanding Darius be stripped of his position. The elders trying to restore order.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade was beside me suddenly, his hand on my lower back. "We should leave."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We can't just abandon—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're not abandoning anyone. We're making a strategic retreat before this turns violent."
    

    
      
    

    
      As if on cue, two wolves started shoving each other. Darius waded into the fight, pulling them apart with brutal efficiency.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now," Kade said, already steering me toward the exit.
    

    
      
    

    
      We made it outside before all hell broke loose. The sounds of fighting followed us—snarls and screams and breaking furniture.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is my fault," I said, my chest tight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is necessary," Kade corrected. "Change is never peaceful. Both packs are being forced to evolve or die. The traditionalists will fight it. The progressives will embrace it. What happens next will determine which side wins."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if the traditionalists win?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we lose our packs. But we keep each other."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius emerged from the building, blood on his knuckles. "That could've gone better."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Could've gone worse," Kade replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      They looked at each other, and I saw something pass between them. Understanding. Solidarity. The beginning of trust.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Guess we're all in this together now," Darius said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Apparently so."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your place or mine?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mine. Better security."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course you'd say that."
    

    
      
    

    
      They were still bickering as we drove away, and I sat in the back seat, listening to them argue about whose territory was safer, whose pack was more loyal, whose Second was less likely to commit murder.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the most normal thing in the world.
    

    
      
    

    
      And it was perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      That night, we all slept in Kade's bed again.
    

    
      
    

    
      But this time was different. This time, we didn't maintain careful distance. This time, Kade's arm came around me naturally. Darius's hand found mine without hesitation. And when they ended up touching—Kade's shoulder pressed against Darius's back—neither of them pulled away.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mate bond hummed with rightness. Not the pull I'd felt at the summit—that desperate need for completion. This was something else. Something whole. Like three separate melodies had found harmony.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You feel that?" Darius murmured into the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," Kade replied. "The bond is expanding. Including all three of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is that normal?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing about this is normal. But it feels right."
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt rather than heard Darius's agreement. Felt the way both of them relaxed into the bond, into each other, into this impossible thing we were building.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm scared," Darius admitted quietly. "Of losing you both. Of this not working. Of destroying everything for nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Me too," Kade said, his voice stripped of its usual control.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Me three," I added. "But I'd rather be scared together than safe alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Poet," Darius teased, but there was warmth in it.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nurse," I corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours," Kade said simply.
    

    
      
    

    
      And in that moment, that's exactly what I was.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The attacks came at dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Coordinated. Simultaneous. Both Ironclaw and Nightfang territories hit at the same time by wolves wearing no pack colors.
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke to Kade's phone exploding with calls, Darius already on his feet and pulling on clothes, both of them moving with lethal efficiency.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's happening?" I demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're under attack," Kade said, already dressed, already armed with weapons I hadn't known he owned. "Unknown forces. Well-trained. This isn't pack in-fighting."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is someone else," Darius added, his eyes blazing gold. "Someone who wants us destabilized."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or dead," Kade finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      They looked at each other. Nodded once.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You stay here," Darius said to me. "Protected. Safe."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like hell—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea." Kade cupped my face, and there was genuine fear in his gray eyes. "Please. Let us protect you. Just this once."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to argue. Wanted to fight beside them.
    

    
      
    

    
      But the terror in their eyes stopped me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Okay," I whispered. "Be careful."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Always," they said in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then they were gone, moving as a unit, racing toward a battle I couldn't fight.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I stood in Kade's bedroom, the mate bond stretched tight between us, praying they'd come back alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      All of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or not at all.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER TWELVE
    

    
      War Comes to the Door
    

    
      
    

    
      The message arrived two hours after the attacks ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both territories had been hit hard—multiple casualties, significant property damage, but nothing catastrophic. Whoever had orchestrated this wanted to wound, not kill. Wanted to send a message.
    

    
      
    

    
      That message arrived via courier: a young wolf with no pack affiliation, trembling as he handed over a sealed envelope to Marcus, who'd become the liaison between Kade, Darius, and their respective packs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus brought it to Kade's war room—a space I hadn't known existed until that morning. Maps covered the walls. Computers displayed real-time surveillance feeds. It looked like something out of a military thriller, and both Alphas fit right in.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade took the envelope, read it in silence, then passed it to Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shadowpine," Darius growled. "That motherfucker."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Who?" I asked from where I sat in the corner, trying to stay out of the way.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Killian Cross. Alpha of Shadowpine Pack." Kade's jaw was tight. "They hold territory three hundred miles north. We've had a non-aggression pact with them for decades."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Had being the operative word," Darius added, crushing the letter in his fist. "He wants our territories. Both of them. And he wants Thea surrendered to him."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ice slid down my spine. "Surrendered how?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "As a prize. A trophy. Proof that he broke two Alphas and took what was theirs." Kade's eyes flashed gold. "He says if we don't comply within forty-eight hours, he'll burn both territories to the ground."
    

    
      
    

    
      "He can't do that," I said. "The council—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The council is watching to see what happens," Marcus interrupted. "They won't intervene in what they're calling 'internal pack politics.' We're on our own."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not entirely." Raven entered the room, her usual swagger replaced with grim determination. "I've made contact with three neighboring packs. They're willing to stand with us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "At what cost?" Darius demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The usual. Alliances. Territory concessions. Future favors." She looked at me. "They want to know if the triad bond is real. If it's worth supporting."
    

    
      
    

    
      All eyes turned to me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's real," I said firmly. "And it's worth fighting for."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade moved to the largest map, marked with red pins showing attack locations. "Shadowpine hit us simultaneously, which means they have scouts in both territories. They know our numbers, our defenses, our weaknesses."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They also underestimated our willingness to work together," Darius added, joining him at the map. "Killian assumed we'd still be at each other's throats. That he could pick us off one at a time."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Instead, we present a united front." Kade's finger traced a line between the two territories. "We combine our forces. Your tactical aggression with my strategic planning."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your discipline with my unpredictability."
    

    
      
    

    
      They looked at each other, and something clicked. I watched them fall into sync—Kade pointing out defensive positions, Darius suggesting offensive strategies. They argued, yes, but it was productive. Complementary.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were magnificent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need more medical supplies," I said, standing. "If there's going to be a battle, there will be casualties. I can set up triage stations in both territories."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Absolutely not," both men said in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Excuse me?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not getting anywhere near the fighting," Kade stated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're staying protected," Darius agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a trauma nurse." I crossed my arms. "This is literally what I'm trained for. You need me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need you alive," Kade corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And not in Killian's hands," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked between them. "You don't get to sideline me. This affects me as much as it affects you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. Listen to me." I moved to the map, forcing them to look at me. "I'm not some damsel who needs protecting. I'm part of this triad. That means I fight too. Maybe not with claws and teeth, but with what I know. And I know how to save lives."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence stretched. Then Marcus spoke up.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She has a point. We're going to need medical support. Our pack doctor can't handle casualties from both territories alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither can Nightfang's," Raven added. "We need her."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade and Darius exchanged one of their looks—the kind where entire conversations happened without words.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fine," Kade said finally. "But you stay behind the front lines. Protected at all times."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if things go badly, you run," Darius added. "Don't try to be a hero."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deal."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Preparation took thirty-six hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched both packs transform from rival factions into a cohesive fighting force. Ironclaw wolves training with Nightfang. Strategic meetings where Marcus and Raven actually agreed on tactics. Joint patrols protecting both territories.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was unprecedented. Historic.
    

    
      
    

    
      And it might not be enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shadowpine has superior numbers," Kade said during one of our rare quiet moments. We were in his office, maps and reports scattered everywhere. "But we have home territory advantage."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the element of surprise," Darius added from where he sprawled in a chair. "Killian thinks we're still fractured. Thinks he can walk in and take what he wants."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Instead, he's walking into a trap." Kade's smile was cold. Predatory. "The question is whether our trap is strong enough to hold him."
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched them work, these two men who'd spent their lives as enemies and were now building something beautiful from that hatred. They still argued—would probably always argue—but there was respect now. Understanding. The beginning of something that looked almost like friendship.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need to complete the bond," I said suddenly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both men looked at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?" Darius asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The triad bond. We've established it, but it's not fully complete. Not yet." I stood, moved to where they both could see me. "If we're going into battle, I want it finished. I want us fully bonded."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea," Kade said carefully. "Completing a bond requires—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know what it requires." Heat flooded my face, but I held my ground. "I'm saying I want it. All of it. With both of you. Before we face Killian."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Why now?" Darius asked, though his eyes had gone molten gold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because if something happens tomorrow, I don't want to die with regrets. I don't want to wonder what we could have been." I looked between them. "I want to know. Want to feel. Want us to be complete before we fight for the right to stay that way."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence. Heavy. Charged.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Kade stood, moved toward me with that predatory grace. "Are you sure?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've never been more sure of anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      He cupped my face, searched my eyes for any hesitation. Found none.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we do this right," he said. "All three of us. Together."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius was behind me suddenly, his heat enveloping me. "Last chance to back out, beautiful."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not backing out."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good," he murmured against my ear. "Because I've been wanting this since the moment I met you."
    

    
      
    

    
      What happened next was fire and ice meeting in perfect harmony.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's mouth on mine, controlled and demanding. Darius's hands on my hips, pulling me back against him. The three of us moving together toward the bedroom, shedding clothes and inhibitions with every step.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mate bond hummed, pulling tighter with every touch.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's fingers traced patterns on my skin, learning every curve, every sensitive spot. Darius's mouth followed, hot and hungry, leaving marks that declared ownership.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mine," Kade whispered against my throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours," Darius corrected, his hands everywhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," I gasped. "Ours."
    

    
      
    

    
      They worked in tandem—Kade's calculated precision and Darius's passionate intensity creating something transcendent. Every touch was worship. Every kiss was promise. Every moment built toward something inevitable.
    

    
      
    

    
      When we finally came together—all three of us, tangled and desperate and perfect—the bond snapped into place with an audible crack of power.
    

    
      
    

    
      Light exploded behind my eyes. Gold and silver and white, blazing so bright I thought I might go blind. The mate bond didn't just complete—it transformed, expanding to encompass all three of us in a triangle of power that pulsed with each heartbeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt Kade's steady control and Darius's wild passion and my own fierce determination all flowing together, becoming something greater than the sum of its parts.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Holy hell," Darius gasped.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is this—" Kade's voice was wrecked. "Is this normal?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing about us is normal," I managed, looking down at my hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were glowing. Faintly, but definitely glowing with silvery-gold light.
    

    
      
    

    
      So were theirs.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The bond," Kade said, wonder in his voice. "It's visible."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everyone will be able to see it," Darius added. "Both packs. The council. Every wolf within a hundred miles."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good," I said. "Let them see. Let them know this is real."
    

    
      
    

    
      We lay tangled together, catching our breath, feeling the bond settle into something permanent and unbreakable.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you," I said to both of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you," they replied in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, hesitantly, Kade looked at Darius. "I don't hate you anymore."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius laughed. "That's the most romantic thing you've ever said to me, Thorne."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't push it, Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wouldn't dream of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      But they were both smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Dawn came too quickly.
    

    
      
    

    
      We dressed for battle—me in tactical gear Marcus had provided, Kade and Darius in clothes designed to tear away easily when they shifted. The mate bond hummed between us, visible as faint lines of light connecting our wrists.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both packs had gathered in the clearing between territories. Ironclaw on one side, Nightfang on the other, but the divide between them was shrinking. Wolves who'd been enemies yesterday stood shoulder to shoulder, united by common cause.
    

    
      
    

    
      United by the glowing bond their Alphas shared.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're staring," I murmured to Kade.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let them stare," he replied. "Let them see what we've built."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius addressed both packs, his voice carrying across the clearing. "Shadowpine is coming. They think we're weak. They think the triad bond makes us vulnerable. They're wrong."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The bond makes us stronger," Kade continued. "United in purpose. Stronger together than we ever were apart."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We fight as one pack today," Darius said. "Ironclaw and Nightfang. One purpose. One goal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Protect what's ours," Kade finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      The wolves erupted into howls—not just one pack, but both, their voices rising in harmony.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was beautiful and terrifying and perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus approached with a radio. "Scouts report Shadowpine forces approaching from the north. ETA fifteen minutes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Medical station is ready," I confirmed. "Supplies staged. Triage protocols established."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You remember the plan?" Kade asked me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stay back. Don't be a hero. Run if necessary."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good girl," Darius said, then kissed me hard. "Stay alive. That's an order from your Alpha."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both your Alphas," Kade added, taking his own kiss.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then they were shifting—Kade into his massive blonde wolf, Darius into his equally huge black one. They stood side by side, alphas united, the mate bond glowing between all three of us like a beacon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian Cross thought he could break us.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was about to learn exactly how wrong he was.
    

    
      
    

    
      The first Shadowpine wolves broke through the tree line.
    

    
      
    

    
      And the battle began.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER THIRTEEN
    

    
      Blood Is Spilled
    

    
      
    

    
      The first wave hit like a tsunami of fur and fangs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shadowpine wolves poured through the trees—dozens of them, maybe more, all shifting mid-run into their human forms to fight with weapons as well as claws. They'd come prepared for war, and they weren't holding back.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched from my medical station fifty yards back, my hands already bloodied from the first casualty—a young Ironclaw wolf who'd taken a blade to the shoulder. Survivable, but he'd be out of the fight.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Apply pressure," I told him, pressing gauze to the wound. "You'll be fine."
    

    
      
    

    
      Another wolf crashed through the trees, bleeding from a gash across his ribs. Then another. Then three more.
    

    
      
    

    
      So much blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      I worked on autopilot, the way I did in the ER during mass casualty events. Triage. Prioritize. Stop the bleeding. Stabilize. Move to the next patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through it all, I felt the bond. Kade and Darius, fighting at the front lines. I couldn't see them through the chaos, but I felt every blow they took, every victory they claimed.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were magnificent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea!" Raven appeared, supporting Marcus who was limping badly. "Need you!"
    

    
      
    

    
      I rushed over, assessing the damage. Marcus's leg was mangled, bone visible through torn flesh. "Compound fracture. Possible arterial damage. I need—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do what you can," Marcus gritted out through clenched teeth. "Then get back to the others."
    

    
      
    

    
      I worked fast, stabilizing the leg, packing the wound. Raven hovered, her usual confidence replaced with raw fear.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He'll be okay," I told her.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't know that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a trauma nurse. I absolutely know that." I met her eyes. "He'll walk again. Might have a limp, but he'll survive."
    

    
      
    

    
      She nodded, blinking back tears. "Thank you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thank me by staying alive."
    

    
      
    

    
      She flashed me a bloody grin. "Yes, ma'am."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then she was gone, diving back into the fight.
    

    
      
    

    
      I turned to grab more supplies and froze.
    

    
      
    

    
      A massive wolf stood ten feet away, russet fur and amber eyes that weren't Darius's. Too big. Too menacing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Alpha energy rolled off him in waves.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian Cross.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shifted, and suddenly I was facing a man who looked like he'd been carved from violence. Scars crisscrossed his bare chest. His face was all hard angles and cruelty. He smiled, and it was the smile of a predator who'd cornered his prey.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There you are," he said, his voice like gravel. "The little human who started a war."
    

    
      
    

    
      I reached for the scalpel I'd left on the supply table. "Stay back."
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed. "You think a blade will stop me? I'm an Alpha, sweetheart. You're just a—"
    

    
      
    

    
      I threw the scalpel. It wasn't a killing throw—I'm a nurse, not an assassin—but it embedded in his shoulder with satisfying accuracy.
    

    
      
    

    
      He looked down at it, more surprised than hurt. "Well. You've got spirit. I can see why they want you."
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he moved faster than should have been possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      His hand closed around my throat, lifting me off the ground. I kicked, clawed at his arm, couldn't breathe.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Here's what's going to happen," Killian said conversationally. "You're going to call out to your Alphas. They're going to come running. And then I'm going to kill them in front of you before I take their territories and their packs."
    

    
      
    

    
      Black spots danced in my vision.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the bond, I felt Kade and Darius's sudden terror. Felt them turn, searching for me, realizing I was in danger.
    

    
      
    

    
      No, I thought desperately. Don't come. It's a trap.
    

    
      
    

    
      But they were already moving. I felt them running, abandoning the front lines, desperate to reach me.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian smiled. "Good. They're coming. Now we—"
    

    
      
    

    
      I drove my knee up between his legs with every ounce of strength I had.
    

    
      
    

    
      His grip loosened. I fell, gasping, rolled away, grabbed another scalpel from the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You little—" Killian started.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two massive wolves exploded into the medical clearing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade hit Killian from the left. Darius from the right. The impact sent all three of them crashing into the trees. The sound of snarling, snapping, tearing filled the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      I scrambled to my feet, watching as my Alphas fought as a single entity. Kade's calculated strikes combined with Darius's wild aggression created something unstoppable. They moved in perfect synchronization, anticipating each other's attacks, covering each other's weak points.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mate bond blazed between us, visible even in broad daylight—silver and gold threads connecting all three of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian fought well. He was older, stronger, more experienced. But he was alone.
    

    
      
    

    
      And we were three.
    

    
      
    

    
      More Shadowpine wolves emerged from the trees, rushing to their Alpha's aid. I saw Marcus dragging himself up, saw Raven leap into the fray, saw both packs converging on the medical clearing where their leaders fought.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea, run!" Darius's voice in my head, clear as day through the bond. "Get out of here!"
    

    
      
    

    
      Like hell.
    

    
      
    

    
      I grabbed a medical kit and ran toward the fight, not away from it. Found a young Nightfang wolf bleeding out from a neck wound. Applied pressure. Called for backup.
    

    
      
    

    
      Around me, the battle raged. Ironclaw and Nightfang fought side by side against Shadowpine, and we were winning. Slowly, bloodily, but winning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian realized it too.
    

    
      
    

    
      He shifted back to human, blood streaming from multiple wounds. "Fall back!" he roared to his wolves. "Regroup!"
    

    
      
    

    
      But Kade and Darius—both in their wolf forms—blocked his escape route. They stalked forward, perfectly coordinated, cornering him against a massive oak tree.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wait," Killian said, hands up. "We can negotiate. I'll withdraw my claim. Leave the territories. Just let me—"
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's wolf snarled. Darius's echoed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were going to kill him. I could feel it through the bond—their rage, their need for vengeance, their instinct to eliminate the threat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop!" I called out.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both wolves turned to look at me, amber and silver eyes questioning.
    

    
      
    

    
      I approached slowly, aware that I was walking into a situation that could turn deadly in a heartbeat. "Don't kill him."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you insane?" This from Marcus, limping over. "He tried to kill you. Tried to take our territories."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if we kill him, his pack will never stop coming after us. But if we defeat him—if we humiliate him and let him live—we make a statement." I looked at Killian. "That mercy is strength. That the triad bond makes us powerful enough to spare our enemies."
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian spat blood. "I don't want your mercy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't get a choice," I said coldly. "Just like I don't get a choice about being dragged into your power games. But I'm choosing to be better than you. To show that strength doesn't require killing."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at my Alphas. "Please. Trust me on this."
    

    
      
    

    
      Through the bond, I felt their resistance. Their wolves wanted blood, wanted to end the threat permanently.
    

    
      
    

    
      But slowly, reluctantly, they stepped back.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both shifted back to human. Kade spoke first, his voice flat. "Killian Cross, you attacked our territories, threatened our people, and attempted to kidnap our mate. By all rights, you should die."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But we're choosing mercy," Darius continued, though the words clearly tasted like ash in his mouth. "You and your pack leave. Now. You never return. You never speak our names. You fade into nothing, and you remember that we were strong enough to let you live."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the price of mercy," I added. "Living with the knowledge that you lost to something you thought was weak."
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian's face twisted with rage and humiliation. But he nodded. Slowly. "We leave. You'll never see Shadowpine again."
    

    
      
    

    
      "See that we don't," Kade said coldly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian limped away, calling his remaining wolves. They retreated into the forest, carrying their wounded, leaving their dead.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence descended over the clearing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, impossibly, someone started howling. A Nightfang wolf, celebrating victory.
    

    
      
    

    
      Others joined in—Ironclaw and Nightfang together, their voices raised in triumph.
    

    
      
    

    
      We'd won.
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at Kade and Darius, both of them covered in blood and dirt and God knows what else. Both of them staring at me like I'd done something incomprehensible.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You showed mercy," Kade said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You changed us," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." I moved to them, took both their hands. The mate bond flared, warming, settling. "We changed each other. All three of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      Around us, wolves were cheering, tending to wounded, celebrating survival. Marcus was being carried to proper medical care. Raven was coordinating cleanup. Both packs were working together like they'd always been one unit.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We did this," I said. "Together."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade pulled me against him, and Darius wrapped his arms around both of us. We stood there, bloodied and exhausted and victorious, feeling the mate bond pulse with power and love and unbreakable unity.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you," Kade said. "Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you too," Darius replied. "Even you, Thorne."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Especially you, Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed, the sound slightly hysterical. "We just survived a war."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We survived because we're stronger together," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three hearts, one bond," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forever," I finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bond flared with golden-silver light, visible to everyone present. Both packs watched in awe as the triad bond settled into something permanent, something unbreakable.
    

    
      
    

    
      We'd won the battle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now we just had to win the war for acceptance.
    

    
      
    

    
      But looking at the wolves around us—Ironclaw and Nightfang standing together, united by what they'd witnessed—I thought maybe, just maybe, we'd already started winning that too.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come on," Darius said, pressing a kiss to my temple. "Let's go home."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Which home?" I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Does it matter?" Kade replied, taking my hand. "We're together. That's home enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      And as we walked through the clearing, three people bound by an impossible bond that had just proven itself in blood and victory, I realized he was right.
    

    
      
    

    
      Home wasn't a place.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was them.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was us.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was this imperfect, impossible, beautiful thing we'd built from the ashes of tradition.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I wouldn't trade it for anything in the world.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER FOURTEEN
    

    
      The Packs Must Decide
    

    
      
    

    
      The battle had lasted four hours and cost us seventeen lives.
    

    
      
    

    
      Seventeen wolves who'd fought and died defending a bond most of them didn't understand. Seventeen families who'd lost fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters. Seventeen reasons why what happened next mattered more than anything.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd spent those four hours in the medical station, elbow-deep in blood and trauma. Stitching wounds that would heal in hours because shifter biology was incredible. Setting bones. Stopping bleeding. Holding hands of wolves who were terrified and in pain.
    

    
      
    

    
      Saving lives while Kade and Darius fought for all of ours.
    

    
      
    

    
      Now, three days later, both packs had been called to an emergency meeting. Not at the council chambers—neutral ground had proven dangerous. Instead, we gathered in the clearing between territories, the same place where the battle had begun.
    

    
      
    

    
      Where Killian Cross and twelve of his wolves now lay buried in unmarked graves.
    

    
      
    

    
      I stood between Kade and Darius on a makeshift platform, the mate bond glowing faintly between us. Every wolf present could see it. Could feel the power radiating from the completed triad.
    

    
      
    

    
      Some looked awed. Others looked disgusted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is unprecedented," Elder Sonja—the female council member who'd shown us the most sympathy—announced to the gathered packs. "A triad bond completed between two Alphas and one human. A combined force of Ironclaw and Nightfang defending against a common enemy. We are in uncharted territory."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Uncharted or unholy," someone shouted from the Ironclaw side. An older wolf I recognized as one of the traditionalists. "This bond goes against everything our ancestors built. Against pack law. Against nature itself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nature created the bond," Kade replied, his voice carrying across the clearing. "Who are we to question what nature decrees?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not bonded to nature. You're bonded to a human and your worst enemy." The wolf spat on the ground. "You've made us weak. Made us a laughingstock."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Weak?" Darius's laugh was harsh. "We just defeated Shadowpine—a pack with superior numbers—because we worked together. Because the triad bond made us stronger, not weaker."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You got seventeen wolves killed," another voice called out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We saved hundreds," I heard myself say. Every eye turned to me, and I fought the urge to step back. "Killian Cross would have slaughtered everyone if we hadn't stood united. Those seventeen wolves died heroes. Defending their packs. Defending this bond. Don't dishonor their sacrifice by calling it weakness."
    

    
      
    

    
      Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Some approving. Others hostile.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The human speaks out of turn," an elderly Nightfang wolf said. "She has no authority here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's my mate," Darius growled. "That gives her authority."
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's our mate," Kade corrected. "And she has every right to speak."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is madness," the traditionalist from Ironclaw said. "Two Alphas cannot share a mate. Cannot share power. It's against every law we hold sacred."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then maybe our laws need updating," a younger voice called. I recognized her—Sarah, a Nightfang wolf who'd fought beside me, helping with medical care during the battle. "The world changes. We change with it or die."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The world doesn't change fundamental truths," another elder argued. "Pack structure exists for a reason. Hierarchy exists for a reason. Start tearing that down and chaos follows."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Chaos followed tradition," Marcus said, stepping forward. I almost fell over in shock. Marcus—Kade's loyal Second who'd argued against the triad from the beginning. "I've watched Ironclaw fracture over the past month. Watched wolves fight each other over something none of us understood. Tradition didn't save us. They did."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gestured at the three of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alpha Thorne made hard choices. Chose his mate over his comfort. Chose cooperation over centuries of rivalry. And when Shadowpine came, those choices saved lives." Marcus looked at the gathered Ironclaw wolves. "I was wrong. About the triad. About what it means. And I'm standing here admitting that because if I've learned anything, it's that being wrong isn't weakness. Refusing to evolve is."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell. Then Raven stepped forward from the Nightfang side.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I said the same things Marcus said. Questioned my brother's judgment. Thought he was throwing away his future for something impossible." She crossed to stand beside Marcus. "But impossible things happened. And we're all here because of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      She and Marcus looked at each other, and something passed between them. Understanding. Respect. Maybe the beginning of something more.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The question isn't whether we approve of the triad bond," Elder Sonja said. "The bond exists. It's completed. What we're deciding today is whether our packs can accept it. Whether we exile three of our strongest wolves or evolve."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Exile them," the Ironclaw traditionalist demanded. "Send them away before they corrupt more of our young with their perversions."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Embrace them," Sarah countered. "Show the supernatural world that we're strong enough to adapt."
    

    
      
    

    
      Arguments erupted. Wolves shouting at each other. Ironclaw against Ironclaw. Nightfang against Nightfang. The divide wasn't between packs anymore—it was between generations. Between those who clung to the past and those willing to risk the future.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Enough." Kade's voice cut through the chaos like a blade. He didn't shout. Didn't need to. Alpha authority rolled off him in waves. "You want to know what we're proposing? I'll tell you."
    

    
      
    

    
      He stepped forward, and I felt Darius move with him. Felt the bond pulse between us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not giving up my Alpha position," Kade announced. "Neither is Darius. We've both earned our places through blood and sacrifice."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But we're proposing something new," Darius continued. "A merger. Not of packs—Ironclaw and Nightfang maintain their identities, their territories, their traditions. But of purpose."
    

    
      
    

    
      "An alliance," Kade explained. "Formalized. Permanent. Where both packs work together, train together, face threats together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where the triad bond isn't a weakness but a bridge," I added. "Connecting two packs that have been enemies for generations."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're asking us to give up our rivalry," someone said. Not hostile, just uncertain.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm asking you to evolve it," Darius replied. "Competition doesn't have to mean hatred. We can push each other to be better without tearing each other down."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the leadership?" an elder asked. "How does that work with two Alphas?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Co-leadership," Kade said. "Major decisions made jointly. Each pack maintains autonomy for internal matters. But external threats, territory disputes, anything affecting both packs—we face together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "With her as what?" The Ironclaw traditionalist pointed at me. "Some kind of Luna over both packs?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "With her as our equal," Kade corrected, steel in his voice. "Not beneath us. Not above us. Beside us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not here to lead your packs," I said clearly. "I'm a nurse. That's what I do. What I am. But I am bonded to both your Alphas, and that bond saved lives three days ago. So yes, I'm asking for respect. Not worship. Not submission. Just respect for the choice we made and what it's accomplished."
    

    
      
    

    
      More murmurs. More arguing. Elder Sonja raised her hand for silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We will vote," she announced. "All wolves of age. Accept the triad bond and the proposed alliance, or reject both and exile all three. No middle ground. We decide together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if the vote fails?" the traditionalist demanded. "If we vote to exile?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we leave," Kade said simply. "We take anyone who wishes to follow us and start new packs elsewhere."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You'd abandon Ironclaw?" The traditionalist looked genuinely shocked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'd honor my pack's decision while maintaining my bond." Kade's jaw was tight. "But I won't lie—I'd grieve for what we lost."
    

    
      
    

    
      "As would I," Darius added. "Nightfang is my family. My home. Leaving would destroy me. But staying without Thea would destroy me more."
    

    
      
    

    
      The weight of that admission hung in the air.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we vote," Elder Sonja said. "All in favor of accepting the triad bond and the proposed alliance, howl once."
    

    
      
    

    
      The clearing erupted in howls. Loud, defiant, but not universal. I could hear gaps. Silence from patches of the crowd.
    

    
      
    

    
      "All opposed, howl twice."
    

    
      
    

    
      More howls. Different wolves. The sound layered and discordant.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elder Sonja conferred with the other council members. My heart hammered. Beside me, both Kade and Darius were rigid with tension.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The vote," she finally announced, "is 342 in favor, 289 opposed."
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn't breathe. That was close. Too close.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The measure passes," Elder Sonja continued. "By pack law, a simple majority is sufficient for major decisions. The triad bond is recognized. The alliance is approved."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cheers erupted from some sections. Angry snarls from others. I watched wolves storm away from the gathering—traditionalists who couldn't accept what had just happened.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many left?" Darius asked Marcus quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ironclaw lost about sixty wolves," Marcus replied. "They're requesting transfers to other territories."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nightfang lost more," Raven added. "Close to ninety. The elders are not happy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But we kept the majority," Kade said. "That's what matters."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it?" I looked at the wolves leaving. Families packing up. Homes being abandoned. "We just drove away over a hundred wolves."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We gave them a choice," Darius corrected gently. "They chose tradition over evolution. That's their right."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the ones who stayed chose us," Kade added. "Chose the future over the past."
    

    
      
    

    
      Elder Sonja approached, her expression unreadable. "You've won your vote. But understand this—the supernatural world is watching. Other packs will challenge this. The council itself may still intervene."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let them challenge," Kade said. "We'll face them together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's what I'm counting on." She almost smiled. "History is being made here. Try not to screw it up."
    

    
      
    

    
      She walked away, leaving us standing on that platform, looking out at the wolves who'd chosen to stay.
    

    
      
    

    
      Young faces, mostly. The next generation, ready to build something new. But also some older wolves—Marcus and Raven among them—who'd decided tradition wasn't worth losing what they'd gained.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What happens now?" I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now we govern," Kade said. "Together. Figure out how co-leadership actually works."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now we prove them right," Darius added. "Show everyone that this alliance makes us stronger, not weaker."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now we live," I said simply. "And hope that's enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      That night, the three of us stood on the border between territories—the place where Ironclaw land met Nightfang. Where enemies had glared at each other for generations.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should build something here," I said. "Something that represents both packs."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A monument?" Darius suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      "A home," Kade corrected. "For all three of us. Where the territories meet. Where we belong to both and neither."
    

    
      
    

    
      "A bridge," I said, liking the idea. "Physically and symbolically."
    

    
      
    

    
      We stood in silence, the mate bond humming between us, feeling the weight of what we'd accomplished and the burden of what came next.
    

    
      
    

    
      "342 to 289," Darius said quietly. "That's not exactly a landslide."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's a beginning," Kade replied. "Rome wasn't built in a day."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pretty sure Rome fell," I pointed out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we'll do better than Rome."
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed, leaning into both of them. "No pressure or anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We can handle pressure," Darius said, his arm around my waist.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We already survived a war," Kade added, his hand finding mine. "What's a little political upheaval?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Famous last words," I muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      But I was smiling. We all were.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because we'd done the impossible. Built a triad bond. United two rival packs. Survived a battle and a vote and centuries of hatred.
    

    
      
    

    
      And somehow, impossibly, we were still standing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Exactly where we belonged.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER FIFTEEN
    

    
      They Build Something New
    

    
      
    

    
      Three months after the battle, I woke up in our new home to the smell of burning pancakes and aggressive arguing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're supposed to flip them before they turn black, Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know how to make pancakes, Thorne. Maybe if you weren't hovering over my shoulder like some kind of culinary dictator—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not hovering. I'm supervising. There's a difference."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The difference being you're an controlling asshole?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "The difference being I don't want our mate eating charcoal for breakfast."
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled into my pillow, listening to them bicker like an old married couple. Three months, and they'd gone from barely tolerating each other to this—competitive friendship wrapped in constant antagonism that somehow worked.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our home sat exactly on the border between territories, built with wood and stone from both Ironclaw and Nightfang lands. Large enough for three, with a bedroom that featured the biggest bed custom furniture makers could design. Windows overlooking both territories. A kitchen where apparently neither of my Alphas could cook without supervision.
    

    
      
    

    
      I pulled on one of Kade's shirts—because it smelled like pine and reached my thighs—and padded downstairs.
    

    
      
    

    
      The kitchen was a disaster. Flour everywhere. Something smoking on the stove. Darius wielding a spatula like a weapon while Kade stood with his arms crossed, looking disapproving.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good morning," I announced.
    

    
      
    

    
      They both turned, and the identical looks of love that crossed their faces made my heart squeeze.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Morning, beautiful," Darius said, abandoning the pancakes to pull me into his arms. He smelled like smoke and maple syrup and home. "Sleep well?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Until you two started World War Three over breakfast."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's his fault," Kade said, kissing my temple. "I offered to cook."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You offered to take over," Darius corrected. "Big difference."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is there coffee?" I interrupted before they could restart the argument.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade poured me a cup—black with two sugars, exactly how I liked it. Darius salvaged what he could of the pancakes and presented them with a flourish.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were only slightly burnt.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Perfect," I said, taking a bite.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Liar," Kade murmured, but he was smiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      We ate together at the kitchen table, legs tangling underneath, the mate bond humming contentedly between us. This was my favorite time of day—before council meetings and pack business and the weight of what we represented. Just us. Just this.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's on the agenda today?" Darius asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Joint training session at ten," Kade replied, checking his phone. "Council update at noon. Then I have that meeting with the territory expansion committee."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've got the medical clinic all day," I added. "Sarah's bringing her daughter in for a check-up, and Marcus asked me to look at his shoulder."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong with his shoulder?" Kade's voice sharpened with concern.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Old injury acting up. Nothing serious."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Make sure it isn't," Kade said. "I can't afford to lose my Second because he's too stubborn to get proper treatment."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your Second is fine," Marcus's voice called from the front door. "And he can hear you talking about him."
    

    
      
    

    
      We'd given both Marcus and Raven keys to our home—symbolic of the bridge we were building. They used them frequently, usually to interrupt private moments with alarming regularity.
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus entered the kitchen, Raven right behind him. They'd been spending an suspicious amount of time together lately, though both vehemently denied anything was happening.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have a problem," Raven announced, dropping a folder on the table.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good morning to you too," Darius said dryly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Morning. Problem. Look." She flipped open the folder, revealing what looked like official council documents. "The Continental Summit is in six weeks."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We knew that," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What you didn't know is that you've been formally invited to present your case." She pointed to a paragraph of dense legal text. "The entire supernatural community wants to examine the triad bond. Decide if it's legitimate or needs to be dissolved."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ice slid down my spine. "Dissolved how?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forcibly severed," Marcus said grimly. "It's rare, but the council has the authority to break mate bonds under extreme circumstances."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This isn't extreme circumstances," I protested. "We're not hurting anyone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're disrupting the natural order," Raven countered. "At least, that's what the traditionalists are arguing. They want the continental council to rule the triad bond invalid and order you to choose one Alpha."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Over my dead body," Darius growled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That might be the alternative," Marcus said. "If you refuse a council order, they can issue execution warrants."
    

    
      
    

    
      The pancakes turned to lead in my stomach.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The medical clinic had been my idea—a neutral space serving both packs, staffed by me and two other nurses Kade and Darius had recruited from neighboring territories.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three months in, it was thriving.
    

    
      
    

    
      I spent my morning treating everything from training injuries to childhood illnesses to elderly wolves who just wanted someone to talk to. The work grounded me. Reminded me who I was beneath the politics and bond and weight of being an Alpha's mate.
    

    
      
    

    
      Two Alphas' mate.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sarah brought her five-year-old daughter Lily in for a check-up. The little girl had Nightfang's characteristic amber eyes and her mother's shy smile.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How's she been sleeping?" I asked, checking Lily's ears.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Better. The nightmares have mostly stopped." Sarah lowered her voice. "She saw too much during the battle. Heard things a child shouldn't hear."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Trauma is hard at any age." I smiled at Lily, who was clutching a stuffed wolf. "But kids are resilient. She'll heal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because of you," Sarah said. "The clinic, I mean. Having medical care that doesn't judge, doesn't take sides—it matters. My daughter feels safe here."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the goal."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're good at this. Leading, I mean. Not just healing." Sarah met my eyes. "The pack notices. Both packs. You're becoming more than just their mate. You're becoming something we need."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words sat with me long after she left.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The joint training session was controlled chaos.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ironclaw and Nightfang wolves sparring together, learning each other's techniques. Kade oversaw strategy while Darius handled combat training. They moved through the groups with easy authority, correcting form, offering encouragement, working as a seamless unit.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched from the sidelines, Marcus beside me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're good together," he observed. "Better than I expected."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They complement each other," I agreed. "Kade's strategy, Darius's instinct."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you balance both of them." Marcus looked at me. "You know that, right? You're not just along for the ride. You're the reason this works."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't say you're just a nurse. You're a leader, Thea. Maybe you didn't ask for it, but you are." He gestured at the training wolves. "They look to you. Both packs. You bridge gaps Kade and Darius can't."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because I'm human?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because you see things they don't. Care about things they forget to care about." He smiled slightly. "You make them better. They make you stronger. That's how this works."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to argue, but watching Kade and Darius work together—watching wolves from rival packs laugh and train and build something new—I couldn't deny it.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were building something that mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      That night, the three of us collapsed into bed exhausted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade immediately pulled me against his chest, his hand splaying possessively across my stomach. Darius pressed against my back, his arm draping over both of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is my favorite part of the day," I murmured.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Training?" Darius asked, deliberately obtuse.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Paperwork?" Kade suggested.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Shut up. Both of you." I elbowed them both gently. "This. Us. Quiet."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We can do quiet," Darius said, then immediately ruined it by asking, "Did you see that move I taught the Ironclaw rookies? Perfect execution."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It was adequate," Kade replied. "Though the defensive stance needs work."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your defensive stances are boring."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're effective."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Same thing to you, apparently."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are we really doing this again?" I asked the ceiling.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Doing what?" they asked in unison, then glared at each other for the synchronicity.
    

    
      
    

    
      I rolled over so I could see both their faces. "You know you're actually friends now, right? You can stop pretending you hate each other."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't hate him," Kade admitted. "He's tolerable. Sometimes."
    

    
      
    

    
      "High praise from ice king over here," Darius shot back, but he was grinning.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched them—these two men who'd been enemies and were now something deeper than friends. Brothers, maybe. Partners, definitely.
    

    
      
    

    
      Mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ours.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you both," I said. "Even when you're being idiots."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Especially then," Kade murmured, kissing me softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Love you too, beautiful," Darius added, his mouth finding the spot behind my ear that made me shiver.
    

    
      
    

    
      What started as gentle affection quickly turned heated. Hands wandering. Breath quickening. The mate bond flaring with need.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's control cracked first—it always did with me. His kiss turned demanding, possessive, his hand sliding under my shirt.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius wasn't far behind, his mouth on my neck, teeth grazing my pulse point in a way that made me gasp.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mine," Kade growled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours," Darius corrected, and then there were no more words.
    

    
      
    

    
      Just touch and heat and the three of us moving together like we'd been made for this. For each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's calculated precision knowing exactly where to touch to make me mindless. Darius's passionate intensity consuming and overwhelming and perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bond between us blazed, three separate flames becoming one inferno.
    

    
      
    

    
      When we finally collapsed, tangled and sated and whole, I felt it—the absolute rightness of what we'd built.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know what I did in a past life to deserve both of you," I said into the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Saved the world, probably," Darius murmured sleepily.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Slayed a dragon," Kade added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Cured cancer," Darius continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Invented coffee."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That one's plausible."
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed, warm and safe between them, feeling the bond pulse with contentment.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was home. This was family. This was everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The invitation to the Continental Summit arrived via courier the next morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Official. Formal. Impossible to ignore.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Council of North American Supernatural Territories requests the presence of Alpha Kade Thorne (Ironclaw), Alpha Darius Hale (Nightfang), and Ms. Thea Monroe at the Continental Summit to address the matter of their unprecedented triad bond.
    

    
      
    

    
      Attendance is mandatory. Failure to appear will result in immediate sanctions against both packs.
    

    
      
    

    
      You will be given the opportunity to present your case to the full council. They will determine if the bond is legitimate or must be dissolved.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dissolved," I repeated, my hands shaking. "They can actually do that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "They can try," Kade said, his voice deadly calm. "But they'll have to go through us first."
    

    
      
    

    
      "All of us," Darius added. "We face this together."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked between them—my two Alphas, my mates, my everything—and felt determination replace fear.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we prepare," I said. "We show them what we've built. What the triad bond means."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We show them we're not going anywhere," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if they try to break us?" Darius asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we break them first," I said simply.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both men stared at me. Then smiled identical predatory smiles.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's my girl," Darius said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Our girl," Kade corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," I agreed. "Ours. And we're keeping it that way."
    

    
      
    

    
      The Continental Summit wanted to judge us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fine.
    

    
      
    

    
      Let them try.
    

    
      
    

    
      We'd fought a war for this bond. Survived attacks and votes and centuries of hatred.
    

    
      
    

    
      We could survive one more challenge.
    

    
      
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      
    

    
      The way we did everything now.
    

    
      
    

    
      The only way that mattered.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER SIXTEEN
    

    
      They Face the World
    

    
      
    

    
      The Continental Summit was held in a fortress disguised as a conference center in the Colorado Rockies.
    

    
      
    

    
      Stone walls. Reinforced steel. Enough supernatural security to make Fort Knox look like a daycare. We drove eighteen hours to get there—Kade insisted on driving rather than flying, wanting the time to prepare our presentation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Or maybe just wanting the time together before we faced judgment.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're nervous," Darius observed from the back seat, his hand on my shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Terrified," I admitted. "We're about to stand in front of hundreds of Alphas and defend something most of them think is an abomination."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we make them understand," Kade said from the driver's seat. "Show them what we've built. What the bond means."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if they don't care?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we walk out with our heads high and our bond intact." His gray eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. "Nothing they say can break what we have. Remember that."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wished I had his confidence.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The summit hall was designed to intimidate.
    

    
      
    

    
      Circular, like a coliseum. Tiered seating rising up on all sides. A stage in the center where we'd be expected to present our case while hundreds of supernatural eyes judged us.
    

    
      
    

    
      Representatives from every major pack in North America filled the seats. I recognized some faces from our territory—Alphas who'd visited, wolves who'd heard rumors. Most were strangers wearing expressions ranging from curious to contemptuous.
    

    
      
    

    
      At the far end, elevated above everyone else, sat the Continental Council. Fifteen Alphas representing different regions, all older, all powerful, all looking like they'd rather be anywhere else.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Welcome," the head councilor said, her voice amplified supernaturally to fill the space. She was ancient—white hair, lined face, but eyes sharp as razors. "We are here to address the unprecedented triad bond between Alpha Kade Thorne of Ironclaw, Alpha Darius Hale of Nightfang, and the human Thea Monroe."
    

    
      
    

    
      Murmurs rippled through the crowd at the word "human." Like it was dirty. Wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      My hands clenched into fists.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You will present your case," the councilor continued. "Then we will deliberate and render judgment. The continental council's decision is final and binding. Do you understand?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We understand," Kade said, his voice level.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then begin."
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked onto that stage together, the mate bond visible as faint golden light connecting our wrists. Every eye in the hall tracked it. Some with fascination. Others with disgust.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade spoke first, his presentation polished and professional. Statistics on pack strength since the triad formed. Reduced conflict. Increased cooperation. Evidence that the bond had made both Ironclaw and Nightfang stronger, not weaker.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The numbers speak for themselves," he concluded. "The triad bond works."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Numbers can be manipulated," an Alpha called from the seats. "Show us something real."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius stepped forward. "Real? You want real? Three months ago, Shadowpine attacked our territories with superior numbers. They should have won. We were fractured, fighting each other, barely holding together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But you survived," another Alpha interrupted. "So what?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "We didn't just survive. We crushed them." Darius's eyes blazed gold. "Because the triad bond gave us something Shadowpine didn't expect—unified strength. Kade's strategy with my combat instincts. Two packs working as one. That's real."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's an alliance, not a bond," someone else argued. "You could have allied without this perversion."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Could we?" I heard myself ask. Every head turned to me. "Because before the bond, Ironclaw and Nightfang had been enemies for generations. Centuries of hatred don't just disappear because it's convenient. The bond gave us a reason to try. To trust. To build something new."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The human speaks," an elderly Alpha said, his tone dripping with condescension. "How charming."
    

    
      
    

    
      Heat flooded my face, but Kade's hand found mine. Darius moved closer. United front.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's my mate," Kade said coldly. "Address her with respect or don't address her at all."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Our mate," Darius corrected. "And yeah, she's human. Maybe that's exactly what this supernatural community needs—someone who sees things differently."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Someone who corrupts traditional bonds," another voice called.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Traditional bonds," I repeated, stepping forward. Kade tried to hold me back, but I shook him off gently. This was my fight too. "Let's talk about tradition. About how you define love so narrowly that anything outside your parameters is considered wrong."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Love has nothing to do with this," the head councilor said. "This is about pack law. About maintaining order."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Order built on restricting choice," I shot back. "I didn't ask for this bond. Didn't choose to be mated to two Alphas from rival packs. But it happened. And instead of denying it, instead of choosing one and breaking the other, we built something beautiful."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Beautiful," someone scoffed. "Three people claiming to love each other equally is fantasy, not reality."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it?" I looked between Kade and Darius. "I love them both. Completely. Differently. Kade grounds me with his control and strategy. Darius frees me with his passion and instinct. They complement each other. They complement me. That's not fantasy. That's just love without the limitations you've imposed on it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "This bond is unnatural," an Alpha declared, standing. "Against everything our ancestors built."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your narrow definition of love is what's unnatural," I fired back. "You say there's only one way to bond, one way to love, one acceptable pack structure. But the world is bigger than your rules. People are more complex than your traditions allow. And yeah, maybe that's scary. Maybe it's uncomfortable. But that doesn't make it wrong."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell. I could feel every eye on me, some hostile, some thoughtful.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She makes a compelling argument," a younger Alpha said. "Perhaps we should consider—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Consider what? Chaos?" The elderly Alpha from earlier stood. "If we allow this, what's next? Packs with multiple Alphas? Bonds between natural enemies? The complete dissolution of everything we've built?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe," Kade said calmly. "Or maybe we're starting a new chapter. Evolution, not dissolution."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Show us," the head councilor said. "You claim the bond makes you stronger. Prove it."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade and Darius exchanged glances. Then nodded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What do you want to see?" Darius asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your combined strength. A demonstration of what this triad bond actually provides beyond philosophical debate."
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt the bond pulse, felt Kade and Darius drawing on it. Felt my own strength flowing into them as theirs flowed into me.
    

    
      
    

    
      They shifted simultaneously—two massive wolves, one blonde and silver, one black and amber. The transformation was seamless, synchronized in a way that should have been impossible.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then they moved.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was like watching a perfectly choreographed dance. Kade's calculated precision and Darius's wild instinct merging into something greater than either alone. They sparred, demonstrating techniques that required absolute trust and synchronization.
    

    
      
    

    
      But it was more than that. The bond between them—between all three of us—created visible golden threads of power, connecting them, amplifying their movements.
    

    
      
    

    
      They fought as one. Thought as one. Were more together than separate.
    

    
      
    

    
      When they shifted back, both breathing hard, the hall was silent.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That," Kade said, "is what the triad bond provides. Unity. Strength. Evolution."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or an aberration that threatens the natural order," the elderly Alpha muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The council will deliberate," the head councilor announced. "You three will wait outside."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The waiting room was small and uncomfortable, designed to make supplicants feel vulnerable.
    

    
      
    

    
      I paced while Kade sat with preternatural stillness and Darius wore a hole in the floor with his own restless movement.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're going to reject it," I said. "Did you see their faces?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Some of them," Kade agreed. "But others looked interested. Impressed, even."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Doesn't matter if they're impressed if the council votes against us," Darius growled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we deal with it." Kade pulled me down beside him, his arm around my shoulders. "Whatever they decide, we have each other."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Do we?" I looked between them. "If they order the bond severed—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "They won't," Darius interrupted. "And even if they try, we refuse."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Which means execution warrants. Exile. Both our packs sanctioned."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Worth it," they said in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to argue. Wanted to point out all the logical reasons why dying for a bond was stupid. But looking at them—at the determination in Kade's gray eyes and the fierce love in Darius's amber ones—I couldn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you both," I said instead. "No matter what happens in there."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We know," Kade murmured, kissing me softly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Love you too, beautiful," Darius added, his hand finding mine.
    

    
      
    

    
      We sat in silence, the bond humming between us, waiting for our fate to be decided by people who'd never understand what we'd built.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The summons came an hour later.
    

    
      
    

    
      We filed back into the hall, every seat still full, every eye still judging. The head councilor looked grave.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have deliberated," she announced. "The decision was not unanimous, but a majority has been reached."
    

    
      
    

    
      My heart hammered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The Continental Council recognizes the triad bond between Alpha Kade Thorne, Alpha Darius Hale, and Thea Monroe as legitimate."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief flooded through me so intense I nearly collapsed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "However," the councilor continued, and my relief evaporated, "we do not endorse it. The bond exists, yes. We will not order it severed. But neither will we support it. You are permitted to maintain your territories and positions, but you will receive no aid from the larger supernatural community. No alliances. No trade agreements. No support if challenged by other packs."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're isolating us," Kade said flatly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're acknowledging reality while protecting tradition," the councilor replied. "You wanted recognition. You have it. But don't expect approval."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if other packs attack us?" Darius demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You defend yourselves. As you've done." She leaned forward. "We are not your enemies. But we are also not your allies. You've chosen an unprecedented path. Walk it alone."
    

    
      
    

    
      It wasn't the victory I'd hoped for. But it wasn't the devastating loss I'd feared.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We accept the council's decision," Kade said with dignity.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. This summit is concluded."
    

    
      
    

    
      Wolves began filing out, some shooting us sympathetic looks, others sneering. We stood on that stage, the three of us, watching our judgment become reality.
    

    
      
    

    
      A younger Alpha approached as the hall emptied. "That was brave," she said quietly. "What you did. I have a mate too. She's female. My pack won't accept it, so I've kept it secret. But watching you three..." She smiled slightly. "Maybe someday I'll be brave too."
    

    
      
    

    
      She walked away before we could respond.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One person," I said. "We inspired one person."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's one more than we had yesterday," Kade replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And tomorrow maybe there'll be two," Darius added. "Then four. Then a hundred."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're not asking for approval anymore," Kade said. "We're showing what's possible. Let the skeptics watch. Let them judge. We'll prove them wrong by living well."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Together," I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Always together," they agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The drive home felt different than the drive there.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lighter, maybe. We'd faced judgment and survived. The bond was recognized, even if not endorsed. We had our territories, our packs, each other.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      More than enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You were magnificent in there," Kade said as we crossed into our territory. "Both of you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So were you," I replied. "Ice king came through when it counted."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And fire prince didn't burn the place down," Darius added. "Team effort."
    

    
      
    

    
      We pulled up to our home—the bridge between territories—and I felt something settle in my chest. Peace, maybe. Or just acceptance.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was our life now. Our choice. Our bond.
    

    
      
    

    
      And we'd defend it for as long as we lived.
    

    
      
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Exactly as we were meant to be.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
    

    
      The Bond Is Tested
    

    
      
    

    
      The challenge came exactly one week after we returned from the Continental Summit.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was at the medical clinic, treating a sprained ankle on a teenage Ironclaw wolf, when Marcus burst through the door with an expression I'd never seen on his face before.
    

    
      
    

    
      Pure panic.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Where's Kade?" he demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "At Ironclaw territory. Council meeting. Why? What's wrong?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Victor's issued a formal challenge. Political leadership. He's claiming Kade's judgment is compromised by the triad bond and demanding a war game to prove who's more fit to lead."
    

    
      
    

    
      The ankle I was wrapping forgotten, I stood. "Victor can do that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Pack law allows any wolf to challenge their Alpha's decisions through structured competition." Marcus's jaw was tight. "It's rare, but legal. And Victor's been gathering support from the traditionalists who never accepted the bond."
    

    
      
    

    
      "When?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tomorrow at dawn. Kade's already accepted."
    

    
      
    

    
      Of course he had. Refusing would have been seen as weakness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to see him," I said, already stripping off my medical gloves.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He said you'd say that. He also said to tell you he's fine and you should stay at the clinic." Marcus's expression softened. "He doesn't want you to worry."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Too bad. I'm worrying anyway."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      I found Kade in his office at Ironclaw headquarters, surrounded by maps and strategic documents. He looked up when I entered, and I saw the exhaustion in his gray eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You heard," he said. Not a question.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course I heard." I closed the door, leaning against it. "A war game?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Simulated territory defense. Victor chooses the scenario, I choose the response strategy. A panel of neutral Alphas judges who performs better." He set down his pen. "It's designed to test tactical thinking under pressure."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your specialty."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Which is why I'm not worried." But the tension in his shoulders told a different story.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Kade." I crossed to him, turning his chair so he faced me. "Talk to me. What's really going on?"
    

    
      
    

    
      He was silent for a long moment. Then: "Victor's been undermining me for months. Whispering to the traditionalists that the triad bond makes me weak. That I'm choosing you over the pack. This challenge is his way of forcing the issue."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if you lose?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't lose." Simple. Absolute. "But even winning has consequences. Half the pack supports Victor. They'll see this as me barely holding on to power."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we show them you're stronger with the bond, not weaker."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We?" His lips twitched. "This is my challenge, Thea."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I'm your mate. Which means it's my challenge too."
    

    
      
    

    
      He pulled me onto his lap, burying his face in my neck. "I'm tired," he admitted quietly. "Tired of fighting. Tired of proving myself. Tired of defending what should just be accepted."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know." I ran my fingers through his hair. "But you're not fighting alone anymore."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No," he agreed. "I'm really not."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius's challenge came two days later.
    

    
      
    

    
      Physical combat. Traditional. Brutal.
    

    
      
    

    
      Garrett Wolf—Nightfang's strongest warrior, a mountain of a man who'd never lost a fight—issued the challenge in front of the entire pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You've gone soft," Garrett declared, his voice carrying across the gathering space. "The triad bond has made you weak. Distracted. You're not fit to be Alpha."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then prove it," Darius replied, his voice deadly calm. "In the circle. Tomorrow."
    

    
      
    

    
      The circle was Nightfang's traditional fighting arena—a dirt ring where disputes were settled with claws and teeth and blood. Fights went until one party yielded or couldn't continue.
    

    
      
    

    
      No rules. No mercy.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd watched Darius fight before—quick, fierce, instinctual. But this was different. This was about survival.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He's massive," I said that night, pacing our bedroom while Darius stretched. "And he's never lost. Never."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then I'll be his first loss." Darius caught my hand, pulling me to him. "Stop worrying, beautiful. I've got this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't know that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know I'm not losing you over some traditionalist with a grudge." His amber eyes blazed. "I'll tear him apart before I let that happen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius—"
    

    
      
    

    
      He kissed me, hard and desperate, like he was memorizing the taste. "I love you. And I'm going to win. Trust me."
    

    
      
    

    
      I wanted to. God, I wanted to.
    

    
      
    

    
      But I couldn't shake the fear.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's war game took place first.
    

    
      
    

    
      The neutral Alphas set up the scenario: Ironclaw territory under siege by a larger force with superior numbers. Victor and Kade each had one hour to develop a defensive strategy using available resources.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched from the observation deck with Marcus and Raven, my hands clenched so tight my nails drew blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      Victor went first. His strategy was aggressive—meet the enemy head-on, use brute force to overwhelm them. Traditional. Predictable.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Kade presented his approach.
    

    
      
    

    
      He'd divided the attacking force using terrain advantages. Set traps. Created false weaknesses to draw enemies into kill zones. Used smaller groups to pick off isolated units while the main force held defensive positions.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was brilliant. Strategic. Exactly what made Kade terrifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      The neutral Alphas deliberated for what felt like hours.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The decision is unanimous," the head Alpha finally announced. "Alpha Thorne's strategy is superior in every measurable way. The challenge is decided in his favor."
    

    
      
    

    
      Relief flooded through me. Kade had won.
    

    
      
    

    
      But Victor's face as he stalked away told me this wasn't over.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius's fight was scheduled for dawn the next day.
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn't sleep the night before, just lay between both Alphas feeling the mate bond pulse with tension.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're both going to be fine," I whispered into the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know," Kade murmured.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Damn right," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      But none of us sounded convinced.
    

    
      
    

    
      When dawn came, half of Nightfang had gathered around the circle. Raven stood beside me, her face pale.
    

    
      
    

    
      "He can win this," she said, like she was trying to convince herself.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know."
    

    
      
    

    
      Garrett entered the circle first—six-foot-six of solid muscle, covered in scars from previous fights. He looked like violence personified.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Darius stepped in, and I watched him transform. Not into his wolf—not yet—but into something harder. Sharper. The playful, passionate man I loved disappeared behind the mask of an Alpha prepared to kill.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yield now and save yourself the embarrassment," Garrett growled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Make me," Darius replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      They shifted simultaneously.
    

    
      
    

    
      What followed was the most brutal thing I'd ever witnessed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Garrett was bigger, stronger, using his weight to slam Darius into the ground repeatedly. But Darius was faster, slipping under attacks, going for vulnerable spots—throat, belly, joints.
    

    
      
    

    
      Blood stained the dirt. Both wolves were limping, gasping, refusing to yield.
    

    
      
    

    
      I couldn't watch. Couldn't look away.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's hand found mine, squeezing tight.
    

    
      
    

    
      Fifteen minutes in, Garrett made a mistake—overextended on a lunge, left his side exposed. Darius didn't hesitate. Went for the kill shot, teeth closing around Garrett's throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not killing. Not yet. But the threat was clear.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yield," Darius's human voice came from the wolf's mouth—a trick only the strongest Alphas could manage.
    

    
      
    

    
      Garrett struggled for a long moment. Then went limp.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I yield."
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius released him immediately, shifting back to human form. Blood covered his torso, his face, his hands. But he was standing.
    

    
      
    

    
      He was alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The challenge is won," Raven announced. "Darius Hale remains Alpha of Nightfang."
    

    
      
    

    
      Cheers erupted from half the pack. Stony silence from the other half.
    

    
      
    

    
      Darius's eyes found mine across the circle. Held.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then he collapsed.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Both men recovered—Kade from exhaustion, Darius from his injuries. But something had changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd watched them fight for the right to love me. Watched them bleed and suffer and nearly lose everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I'd done nothing. Just stood on the sidelines, useless.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to train," I announced one evening after Darius's wounds had healed enough for him to move without wincing.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both men looked at me from where they sat on the couch.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Train how?" Kade asked carefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To fight. To defend myself. To be more than just the human they're protecting." I stood, started pacing. "I can't just be your mate. I need to be your equal. That means learning to survive in your world."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea—" Darius started.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. Listen. You both almost died defending your right to love me. And I just stood there, watching, powerless." My voice broke. "I can't do that again. I won't."
    

    
      
    

    
      They exchanged one of their looks.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She has a point," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Agreed." Darius stood, crossed to me. "But you start slow. Build up. No jumping into the deep end."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you train with both of us," Kade added. "Learn different styles. Different approaches."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And pack law," Raven said, appearing in our doorway. "If you're going to be mediator between our packs—which everyone's saying you should be—you need to understand our laws."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mediator?" I repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Makes sense," Marcus added, joining Raven. "You're trusted by both packs. You bridge the gap Kade and Darius can't. And you see things from an outside perspective."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's perfect," Raven agreed. "If you want it."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked at my mates. At Marcus and Raven. At the future they were offering.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I want it," I said. "All of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Training started the next morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade taught me strategy, how to think three moves ahead, how to use terrain and psychology to my advantage. Darius taught me instinct, how to react without thinking, how to trust my gut.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both taught me to fight.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was terrible at first—slow, clumsy, thinking too much or not enough. But I improved. Day by day, week by week, I got stronger.
    

    
      
    

    
      I learned pack law from Raven and Marcus, memorizing the complex hierarchy and traditions that governed shifter society. Learned how to mediate disputes, how to balance tradition with progress, how to speak the language both packs understood.
    

    
      
    

    
      I became more than just a mate.
    

    
      
    

    
      I became pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Two months after the challenges, I sat between Kade and Darius in our living room, exhausted and bruised from training but feeling more myself than ever.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I need to tell you something," I said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      They both turned to me, concern immediate in their eyes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm terrified," I admitted. "Terrified that I'm the reason for all your problems. That without me, your lives would be easier. Your packs would be stable. You wouldn't face constant challenges and judgment and—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop," Kade interrupted, cupping my face. "You're not the problem."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're the solution we didn't know we needed," Darius finished. "Before you, I was reckless. Angry. Heading toward self-destruction."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Before you, I was isolated," Kade added. "Alone in a crowd. Empty."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You gave us purpose," Darius said. "Gave us each other."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You made us better," Kade agreed. "Stronger. More complete."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not our problem, Thea," they said in unison. "You're our salvation."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears pricked my eyes. "You really believe that?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Absolutely," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Without question," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      They pulled me close, the three of us tangled together, the bond humming with absolute certainty.
    

    
      
    

    
      And for the first time since the challenges, I believed them.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wasn't the problem.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was part of the solution.
    

    
      
    

    
      And together, we were unstoppable.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
    

    
      Love Conquers Tradition
    

    
      
    

    
      "Absolutely not. Nightfang tradition requires the bonding to happen at midnight under a full moon."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And Ironclaw tradition requires daylight at the territory boundary. We're not compromising our heritage for—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your heritage? What about our heritage?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched Marcus and Raven argue across my kitchen table, surrounded by wedding planning materials that looked like they'd been through a war. They'd been at this for three hours, and we hadn't agreed on a single thing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe," I interrupted carefully, "we do both?"
    

    
      
    

    
      They turned to stare at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both?" Raven repeated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ceremony at the boundary at sunset. Gets you daylight," I pointed to Marcus, "and transitions into darkness for the full moon." I pointed to Raven. "Best of both worlds."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence. Then Marcus smiled. "That could work."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I hate that I didn't think of it first," Raven muttered, but she was smiling too.
    

    
      
    

    
      Planning the bonding ceremony had brought the strangest alliance I'd ever witnessed. Marcus and Raven—former enemies, now working together to create something that honored both packs. Something unprecedented.
    

    
      
    

    
      Something perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The ceremonial exchange," Marcus continued, making notes. "Ironclaw tradition is for the Alpha to present his mate with the pack sigil."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nightfang has the blood oath," Raven added. "Symbolic binding through shared blood."
    

    
      
    

    
      "So we do both," I said. "Kade gives me Ironclaw's sigil. Darius does the blood oath. Then we create something new for the three of us together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Like what?" Marcus asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      I pulled out a sketch I'd been working on. "A new symbol. Combining elements from both packs. Something that represents the triad."
    

    
      
    

    
      They studied the design—wolves intertwined, creating a triangle, with three points representing the bond.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's beautiful," Raven said softly. "My father's going to hate it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good," I replied. "That means we're doing it right."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The bachelor/bachelorette parties happened the night before the ceremony.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shifter tradition meant separate celebrations—the Alphas with their packs, the mate with hers. Except I didn't have a pack. I had two.
    

    
      
    

    
      So Raven and Sarah organized a joint party at neutral ground—a bar on the territory boundary that both packs used. Wolves from Ironclaw and Nightfang showed up, and to my shock, they mingled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To Thea," Raven announced, raising her drink. "The human who did the impossible—made two rival packs actually like each other."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know about like," someone called out.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tolerate, then," Sarah amended. "Which is basically love for shifters."
    

    
      
    

    
      Laughter rippled through the group. I looked around at faces that had been hostile months ago, now smiling, celebrating, accepting.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Speech!" someone shouted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Oh God, no—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Speech! Speech! Speech!"
    

    
      
    

    
      I stood reluctantly, my drink sloshing slightly. "Okay. Um. I'm not good at speeches."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We noticed," Raven teased.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thanks for that." I took a breath. "A few months ago, I didn't believe in fate. Didn't believe in mates or magic or any of this. I was just a nurse trying to live a normal life."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How's that working out?" Sarah called.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Terribly," I admitted, and everyone laughed. "But also wonderfully. Because normal was safe and predictable and boring. This—" I gestured at the gathered wolves "—this is chaos and challenge and constantly terrifying. But it's also real. Raw. Beautiful in ways I never expected."
    

    
      
    

    
      I raised my glass. "So thank you. For accepting something you didn't understand. For trying when it would've been easier to hate. For becoming something more than just two separate packs. You're my family now. Both of you. And I'm honored to be yours."
    

    
      
    

    
      "To family!" someone shouted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To the triad!"
    

    
      
    

    
      "To love conquering tradition!"
    

    
      
    

    
      We drank and laughed and celebrated, and I felt something shift. These weren't just Kade's pack or Darius's pack anymore.
    

    
      
    

    
      They were our pack.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, at The Wreck, Kade and Darius were having their own celebration.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd asked Marcus to record it—wanting to know what they did without me there. He'd delivered the footage that morning with a smirk.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You might want to sit down for this," he'd said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched it alone in our bedroom, laughing and crying in equal measure.
    

    
      
    

    
      "To Thorne," Darius announced on the video, raising a beer. "The most uptight, controlling bastard I've ever met."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And to Hale," Kade replied smoothly, "the most reckless, impulsive idiot I've had the misfortune of bonding with."
    

    
      
    

    
      They clinked bottles. Drank.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I hated you," Darius said conversationally.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The feeling was mutual."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now I just... tolerate you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "High praise."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Don't push it, Thorne."
    

    
      
    

    
      They argued for another ten minutes—about everything and nothing—before Marcus interrupted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You two realize you're friends, right? Like actual friends. Not just allies or bond-mates. Friends."
    

    
      
    

    
      Both Alphas looked genuinely shocked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's... disturbing," Darius said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deeply," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then they looked at each other and smiled—real smiles, warm and genuine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Could be worse," Darius offered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Could be much worse," Kade confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      They drank to that, surrounded by wolves from both packs who'd become something more than enemies.
    

    
      
    

    
      Brothers, maybe.
    

    
      
    

    
      Family, definitely.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The bonding ceremony took place at sunset on the autumn equinox.
    

    
      
    

    
      The boundary between territories had been transformed. Flowers from both regions—Ironclaw's white roses and Nightfang's black dahlias—created an aisle leading to a raised platform. Torches surrounded the space, ready to be lit when darkness fell.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both packs gathered on their respective sides, but the division was softer now. Blurred. Some Ironclaw wolves sat with Nightfang. Some Nightfang with Ironclaw.
    

    
      
    

    
      Progress.
    

    
      
    

    
      I wore white—traditional—but the dress was anything but. Custom-made, it featured silver embroidery representing Ironclaw and black lace representing Nightfang. A fusion. Like everything about this bond.
    

    
      
    

    
      Simone helped me get ready, her eyes suspiciously wet.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You look beautiful," she said, adjusting my veil.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I look terrified."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That too." She squeezed my hands. "But you're doing this. Actually doing this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "No backing out now."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Would you? If you could?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I thought about it. About Kade and Darius and everything we'd built. "Not for anything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let's get you married. Bonded. Whatever the supernatural equivalent is."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The ceremony was everything and more.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elder Sonja officiated—neutral ground even in this. She spoke about bonds and tradition and the courage to build something new from the ashes of old hatred.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then it was time.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade approached first, devastating in a black suit that made his gray eyes look like polished steel. He took my hands, his touch steady and sure.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea Monroe," he said, his voice carrying across the gathered packs. "You walked into my life and destroyed every wall I'd built. Made me feel when I'd perfected not feeling. Made me want when I'd convinced myself I needed nothing."
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm a problem like that," I managed through tears.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're my salvation." He pulled a silver chain from his pocket—the Ironclaw sigil, a wolf's head surrounded by thorns. "I give you my pack. My protection. My heart. Everything I am and ever will be."
    

    
      
    

    
      He clasped the necklace around my throat, and I felt the weight of Ironclaw's acceptance settle on my shoulders.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I accept," I whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Darius stepped forward, wild and beautiful in dark jeans and a black shirt that clung to his shoulders. No suit for him—too controlled, too Kade.
    

    
      
    

    
      Perfect.
    

    
      
    

    
      He took my hands, his amber eyes blazing. "Thea Monroe, you crashed into my world like a storm I never saw coming. Made me want to be better. Made me believe I could be better. Made me understand that strength isn't just about passion—it's about having something worth being passionate about."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Darius—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm not done." He pulled out a ceremonial knife—the Nightfang blood oath. "I give you my pack. My wild heart. My absolute devotion. Everything I am, including the parts I'm still figuring out."
    

    
      
    

    
      He drew the blade across his palm, then mine, pressing our bleeding hands together.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I accept," I said, feeling Nightfang's fire join Ironclaw's ice in my blood.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Elder Sonja spoke. "The individual bonds are made. Now comes the unprecedented part."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade and Darius moved to flank me, each taking one of my hands.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We three," Kade began, his voice steady.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bound by fate," Darius continued.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Choose this bond," I added. "Not because we have to. Because we want to."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We choose love over tradition," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Unity over division," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Each other over everything," I finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      The mate bond blazed between us, visible gold light connecting our joined hands. Then it spread—up our arms, across our shoulders, settling over our hearts.
    

    
      
    

    
      When the light faded, marks remained. Tattoo-like symbols etched into our skin—the three intertwined wolves forming a triangle, exactly like the design I'd sketched. Permanent. Visible. Undeniable.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The triad bond is complete," Elder Sonja announced. "May it bring strength, unity, and love to both packs."
    

    
      
    

    
      The gathered wolves erupted in howls—Ironclaw and Nightfang voices rising together in harmony.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was the most beautiful sound I'd ever heard.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The celebration lasted until dawn.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both packs mingled freely now, the invisible barrier between them finally, truly gone. I watched wolves who'd been enemies dance together, laugh together, build friendships that would have been impossible months ago.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Look at them," Kade murmured, his arm around my waist as we swayed to music. "Actually getting along."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Miracles happen," I replied.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You happened," Darius corrected, cutting in to steal me from Kade. "That's miracle enough."
    

    
      
    

    
      They shared me for the rest of the night—trading dances, stealing kisses, making sure I felt cherished by both.
    

    
      
    

    
      When we finally escaped to our home, the bond marks still glowing faintly, I was exhausted and exhilarated and so full of love I thought I might burst.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Finally alone," Darius growled, already working at the laces of my dress.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Patience," Kade chided, but his hands were on me too, helping, neither of them actually patient.
    

    
      
    

    
      The dress fell away. Then their suits. Then everything between us.
    

    
      
    

    
      What followed was fire and ice meeting in perfect harmony. Kade's controlled intensity and Darius's passionate surrender and me caught between them, overwhelmed by sensation.
    

    
      
    

    
      Hands everywhere. Mouths tasting skin. The bond singing with completion.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mine," Kade whispered against my throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours," Darius corrected, his teeth grazing my shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes," I gasped. "Yours. Both of yours. Always."
    

    
      
    

    
      We came together in a tangle of limbs and need, the bond blazing so bright I saw stars.
    

    
      
    

    
      After, we lay in our massive bed—built for three, always for three—catching our breath.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're married," I said wonderingly. "Bonded. Whatever."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forever," Kade confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No take-backs," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wouldn't dream of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      I fell asleep between them, safer and happier than I'd ever been, the bond marks on our skin glowing softly in the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Morning came too soon.
    

    
      
    

    
      I woke to sunlight streaming through windows and the solid warmth of my mates on either side. Kade's hand splayed possessively across my stomach. Darius's arm draped over both of us.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was my life now. My future.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three hearts. Three souls. One bond.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was smiling into my pillow when Kade's phone buzzed on the nightstand.
    

    
      
    

    
      He groaned, reaching for it without opening his eyes. "This better be important, Marcus."
    

    
      
    

    
      His eyes snapped open. "What?"
    

    
      
    

    
      I felt him tense, felt Darius wake immediately, both of them going into Alpha mode.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're on our way," Kade said, already out of bed and pulling on clothes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?" I demanded.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was Marcus." Kade's face was grim. "There's been an attack. Not on our territories—on the Continental Council itself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "What?" Darius was dressing too, moving with lethal efficiency.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Someone just declared war on the entire North American supernatural community." Kade looked at us, his gray eyes hard. "And they're claiming they did it in the triad bond's name."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ice flooded my veins.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our bonding night. Our celebration. Our moment of peace.
    

    
      
    

    
      Shattered by someone using our bond as an excuse for violence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We need to go," I said, already reaching for clothes. "Now."
    

    
      
    

    
      Because our fight wasn't over.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was just beginning.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER NINETEEN
    

    
      The Final Test Arrives
    

    
      
    

    
      The attack on the Continental Council had been surgical and brutal.
    

    
      
    

    
      No casualties—deliberately. Just enough damage to send a message: We can reach you anywhere.
    

    
      
    

    
      And that message had been delivered with a calling card featuring three intertwined wolves.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our symbol.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's Killian," Marcus said, spreading intelligence reports across Kade's war room table. "He survived the battle. Went underground. And he's been busy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Busy how?" Darius demanded, pacing like a caged animal.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Building a coalition." Marcus pointed to names on the list. "Twelve traditional packs. All opposed to the triad bond. All willing to fight to preserve 'pack purity.'"
    

    
      
    

    
      I stared at the names, my stomach sinking. "That's hundreds of wolves."
    

    
      
    

    
      "682, to be exact," Kade said, his voice flat. "Against our combined forces of 412."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And they're not coming for territory," Raven added, entering with more documents. "They're coming for the bond itself."
    

    
      
    

    
      She dropped an official-looking scroll on the table. Sealed with the mark of the old council—the traditionalists who'd opposed us from the beginning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade broke the seal, read in silence, then passed it to Darius.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Trial by Combat," Darius read aloud. "Ancient rite. If we lose, we break the bond and separate permanently."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They can't enforce that," I protested.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They can if it's witnessed by the entire supernatural community," Kade replied. "Trial by Combat is binding. Older than the council itself. We agree or we're branded oath-breakers and exiled."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we don't agree," I said simply.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And lose both our packs." Darius crushed the scroll in his fist. "Every wolf who stood with us would be sanctioned. Exiled. Forced to choose between us and survival."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We can't let that happen," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "So we fight," I finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      They both looked at me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We fight," I repeated. "The three of us. Together."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Absolutely not," Kade said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not happening," Darius agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yes happening." I stood, planting my hands on the table. "You don't get to protect me from this. The bond is mine too. If they're challenging it, they're challenging me. And I'm fighting."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Thea—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No. Listen to me." I looked between them. "We're equals, or this doesn't work. You've both said that. So either you mean it, and you let me fight beside you, or you're liars and this whole thing was just about you owning me after all."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hung in the air like a weapon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade's jaw clenched. Darius's eyes flashed gold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's not fair," Kade said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Neither is you deciding I'm too weak to defend my own bond."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not weak," Darius growled. "You're human. Fragile. Breakable."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And trained by two Alphas for the past six months," I countered. "I'm not the scared woman from the parking garage anymore. I'm not defenseless. And I'm sure as hell not sitting on the sidelines while you two risk your lives for me."
    

    
      
    

    
      They exchanged one of their looks—the kind where entire conversations happened in silence.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's right," Kade finally said. "We've been treating her like something to protect instead of someone who stands beside us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We have," Darius agreed reluctantly. "Doesn't mean I like it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You don't have to like it," I told them. "You just have to trust me."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We do trust you," Kade said. "It's everyone else I don't trust."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we train harder," I said. "All three of us. Become a unit. Show Killian and his coalition what the triad bond really means."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And if we lose?" Darius asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We won't," I said with more confidence than I felt. "Because losing isn't an option."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Training consumed the next three weeks.
    

    
      
    

    
      Dawn to dusk, the three of us worked until we moved as one unit. Kade taught me to anticipate attacks, to use strategy even in the chaos of combat. Darius taught me to trust my instincts, to react without thinking.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both taught me to fight dirty.
    

    
      
    

    
      "There's no honor in losing," Kade said, showing me how to use an opponent's momentum against them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And there's definitely no honor in dying," Darius added, demonstrating how to go for vulnerable spots—eyes, throat, joints.
    

    
      
    

    
      We practiced until my muscles screamed. Until I could take down wolves twice my size through speed and strategy. Until Kade and Darius stopped pulling their punches and treated me like an equal.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's good," Marcus observed one afternoon, watching me spar with Raven.
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's terrifying," Raven corrected, rubbing her ribs where I'd landed a solid hit. "Who knew the quiet nurse had this in her?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "She's always had it," Kade said, something like pride in his voice. "She just needed to let it out."
    

    
      
    

    
      The bond between us grew stronger with every session. We learned to communicate without words—a glance, a gesture, a subtle shift in stance. We became more than three individuals fighting together.
    

    
      
    

    
      We became one weapon with three parts.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Trial by Combat was scheduled for the next full moon.
    

    
      
    

    
      Neutral ground—a massive clearing in unclaimed territory. Every major pack in North America sent representatives. Some to support us. Most to watch us fail.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian Cross stood at the center of the space, flanked by his two strongest warriors. He looked healthier than the last time I'd seen him—before Kade and Darius had nearly killed him. Someone had been taking care of him. Training him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Preparing him for this.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The rules are simple," Elder Sonja announced to the gathered crowd. She'd been appointed neutral arbiter—one of the few council members who didn't actively hate us. "Three challenges. Individual combat, paired combat, and triad combat. Winners are determined by yield or incapacitation. Death is permitted but not encouraged."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How civilized," Darius muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "First challenge," Elder Sonja continued. "Individual combat. Each member of the triad will face one opponent."
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian smiled, cold and calculating. "Ladies first."
    

    
      
    

    
      He gestured, and a female wolf stepped forward. Massive. Scarred. Looking at me like I was prey.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Her name is Sasha," Marcus whispered. "Former Special Forces. Undefeated in forty-three fights."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Great," I muttered. "No pressure."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade caught my face, forced me to look at him. "You're faster than she is. Use it. Don't let her pin you. Go for the throat."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And remember," Darius added, "you don't have to win pretty. You just have to win."
    

    
      
    

    
      I nodded, stepping into the fighting circle.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sasha shifted immediately—a huge gray wolf with yellow eyes and teeth like knives.
    

    
      
    

    
      I stayed human. Strategy. She expected me to shift—to meet her as an equal wolf. Instead, I used weapons Kade had given me. Silver-coated knives. Blessed for shifter combat.
    

    
      
    

    
      She charged. I dodged, rolled, came up slashing.
    

    
      
    

    
      First blood was mine—a slice across her shoulder that made her howl.
    

    
      
    

    
      She was stronger. But I was faster. Smarter. And I'd been trained by the two best Alphas alive.
    

    
      
    

    
      The fight lasted eight brutal minutes. She landed hits that would bruise for weeks. I landed cuts that made her think twice about charging.
    

    
      
    

    
      Finally, I saw my opening. She overextended, left her throat exposed for just a second.
    

    
      
    

    
      I took it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Knife to her throat, not killing but close enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yield," I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      She yielded.
    

    
      
    

    
      The crowd erupted in shock. A human had beaten a trained warrior.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's my girl," Darius called.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Our girl," Kade corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Next was Kade's fight. Strategic. Brutal. He dismantled his opponent—a tactical genius from another pack—through pure calculation. Never wasted a move. Never gave an opening.
    

    
      
    

    
      Victory in six minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then Darius. Raw power against Killian's strongest fighter. It was violence personified. Darius fought like the wild thing he was—instinct and fury and barely leashed rage.
    

    
      
    

    
      Victory in four minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Paired combat," Elder Sonja announced. "Choose your pairs."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade and Darius stepped forward together.
    

    
      
    

    
      They faced two of Killian's best. Former allies who'd turned on their own packs to join his coalition.
    

    
      
    

    
      What followed was a masterclass in synchronized fighting. Kade's strategy and Darius's instinct combining into something devastating. They moved like they shared one brain, anticipated each other's moves, covered each other's weaknesses.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was beautiful and terrifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      Victory in three minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Final challenge," Elder Sonja said. "Triad combat. All three against all three."
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian stepped forward with his two warriors. All shifted. Three massive wolves, battle-hardened and furious.
    

    
      
    

    
      We didn't shift.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now?" Darius asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now," Kade confirmed.
    

    
      
    

    
      The bond blazed to life—visible gold light connecting the three of us. Not just connecting. Amplifying.
    

    
      
    

    
      We moved as one organism. Kade called strategy. Darius executed with brutal efficiency. I filled the gaps, struck where they couldn't, provided the unpredictability that kept our opponents off-balance.
    

    
      
    

    
      Killian separated me from the others, thinking I was the weak link.
    

    
      
    

    
      Big mistake.
    

    
      
    

    
      I'd been fighting wolves for six months. Training with Alphas. Learning to turn my human fragility into an advantage.
    

    
      
    

    
      I was faster than him. More flexible. And I knew exactly where to hit to make shifting painful.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade and Darius took down his warriors while I danced around Killian, cutting, dodging, never staying still long enough for him to land a killing blow.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're just delaying the inevitable," he snarled.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Am I?" I grinned, bloody and wild. "Because from here, it looks like I'm winning."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade appeared behind Killian. Darius in front.
    

    
      
    

    
      Three on one.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yield," Kade said, his voice cold as death.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Never."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then we end this," Darius growled.
    

    
      
    

    
      They moved in perfect synchronization. I stepped back, letting them work.
    

    
      
    

    
      It was over in seconds. Killian on the ground, both Alphas' teeth at his throat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Yield," they said together.
    

    
      
    

    
      For a long moment, Killian didn't move. Pride warring with survival.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then: "I yield."
    

    
      
    

    
      They released him immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      Elder Sonja stepped forward. "The Trial by Combat is complete. The triad bond has proven itself through individual strength, paired unity, and combined power. Any who question its legitimacy may challenge in formal council. But this rite is satisfied."
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence fell over the gathered packs.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then, impossibly, someone started clapping.
    

    
      
    

    
      Then another. And another.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not everyone. Not even most. But enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      Enough to matter.
    

    
      
    

    
      We stood in that circle—bloody, exhausted, unbroken—and I felt the shift. Not acceptance. Not yet. But acknowledgment.
    

    
      
    

    
      The triad bond was real. We'd proven it with blood and strategy and refusing to break.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We did it," I whispered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We did," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Together," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      We walked out of that circle as we'd entered it—side by side, bonded, unbreakable.
    

    
      
    

    
      And for the first time since this began, I believed we might actually survive this.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not just survive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Thrive.
    

    
      
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Always together.
    

    
      
    

    
      The only way that mattered.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      CHAPTER TWENTY
    

    
      They Write Their Own Fate
    

    
      
    

    
      Six months after the Trial by Combat, I stood in the medical clinic's new wing and tried not to cry.
    

    
      
    

    
      "This is ridiculous," I muttered, wiping my eyes. "It's just a building."
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's not just a building," Sarah said gently, handing me a tissue. "It's proof that what you built matters. That the triad bond created something bigger than any of us expected."
    

    
      
    

    
      She was right. The clinic had started as one small space serving two packs. Now it sprawled across three buildings, staffed by nurses from six different territories, treating wolves from across the region.
    

    
      
    

    
      All because we'd proven that bridges could be built. That old hatreds could become new alliances.
    

    
      
    

    
      That impossible things were only impossible until someone made them real.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Alpha Thorne is looking for you," one of the younger nurses called. "Said it's important."
    

    
      
    

    
      I found Kade in his office—our office, technically, since I split my time between both territories now. He was staring at his computer screen with an expression I couldn't quite read.
    

    
      
    

    
      "What's wrong?" I asked, closing the door.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Nothing's wrong." He turned the screen toward me. "The Continental Council just issued a formal statement. They're recognizing triad bonds as legitimate supernatural relationships. Not just tolerating. Recognizing."
    

    
      
    

    
      I stared at the official document, my heart hammering. "Because of us?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because we proved it works." He pulled me onto his lap, burying his face in my neck. "Six months ago, they wanted to break us. Now they're using us as precedent."
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many triads have formed?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Four that we know of. Maybe more that are keeping quiet until they're sure." His hand splayed across my stomach. "We changed the world, Thea. Just by refusing to break."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We changed our world," I corrected. "The rest just watched and learned."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Still counts."
    

    
      
    

    
      I was about to respond when my stomach lurched. I bolted for his private bathroom, barely making it before I threw up everything I'd eaten that morning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade was there immediately, holding my hair, rubbing my back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's the third time this week," he said quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Food poisoning. Or stress. Or—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or you're pregnant."
    

    
      
    

    
      The words hung in the air like a bomb.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I can't be pregnant," I said, but even as I spoke, I was counting. Remembering. "We're careful. Usually. Mostly."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're bonded," Kade corrected. "And shifter bonds increase fertility. It's actually surprising it took this long."
    

    
      
    

    
      I sat back against the cool tile, my mind racing. Pregnant. With a baby who could be Kade's or Darius's and there was no way to know—
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey." Kade cupped my face, forcing me to look at him. "Whatever you're thinking, stop. This is good news."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it? I don't even know whose—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours," he interrupted firmly. "Doesn't matter who contributed what biology. It's ours. All three of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No buts. We're a triad. That means any children are the triad's children." His gray eyes were fierce. "You think I'm going to love this baby less if it has Darius's eyes instead of mine?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't know. Will you?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "No." Simple. Absolute. "I'll love this baby because it's yours. Because it's ours. Because it's proof that what we built is real and lasting and creating new life."
    

    
      
    

    
      Tears pricked my eyes again. "Damn hormones."
    

    
      
    

    
      He laughed, pulling me close. "We should tell Darius."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tell me what?" Darius's voice came from the doorway. He took one look at us on the bathroom floor and his expression shifted to concern. "What's wrong? Are you hurt?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm pregnant," I blurted.
    

    
      
    

    
      Silence. Darius went completely still, his amber eyes wide.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Say something," I begged.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're having a baby?" His voice was rough, thick with emotion.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I'm having a baby," I corrected. "And I don't know if it's yours or Kade's, and there's no way to tell, and—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours," Darius interrupted, dropping to his knees beside us. "It's ours. Stop trying to divide what can't be divided."
    

    
      
    

    
      "But biologically—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I don't give a shit about biology." His hand joined Kade's on my stomach. "This baby is part of you, which makes it part of us. End of discussion."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked between them—my two Alphas, my mates, both staring at my still-flat stomach like it contained the entire universe.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're sure?" I asked. "Because once this baby is born, it'll be obvious who—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Will be obvious that it's ours," Kade said firmly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours," Darius agreed. "Forever. No question. No doubt."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're having a baby," I said wonderingly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hell yes we are," Darius said, grinning like a maniac.
    

    
      
    

    
      And then we were all crying and laughing and holding each other in Kade's bathroom, celebrating the impossible thing we'd created.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The pregnancy announcement went public two weeks later.
    

    
      
    

    
      Reactions were mixed—some packs saw it as beautiful proof of the triad bond's legitimacy. Others saw it as another abomination. Most just shrugged and moved on with their lives.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The world is changing," Marcus observed during a joint pack meeting. "And we're leading that change."
    

    
      
    

    
      He said it while sitting beside Raven, their shoulders touching in a way that seemed unconscious but definitely wasn't.
    

    
      
    

    
      "When are you two going to admit you're together?" I asked after the meeting ended.
    

    
      
    

    
      They both jumped apart like I'd electrocuted them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're not—" Marcus started.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Together?" Raven finished. "That's ridiculous."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're holding hands under the table."
    

    
      
    

    
      They looked down, saw their interlaced fingers, and quickly separated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "It's complicated," Marcus finally said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Former enemies from rival packs falling for each other?" I smiled. "Yeah, I can't imagine how that works."
    

    
      
    

    
      Raven actually blushed. "We're just—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Figuring things out," Marcus finished. "Taking it slow."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sure you are." Darius appeared behind me, his hand settling on my shoulder. "That's what Thea and I said too. Right before I broke down her door."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I showed up at her apartment at midnight," Kade added. "Taking it slow is overrated."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You two are terrible influences," Raven muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We prefer 'groundbreaking pioneers,'" I corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus and Raven exchanged glances. Then smiled—small, private smiles that spoke volumes.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Maybe we'll start our own triad," Marcus joked. "Really shake things up."
    

    
      
    

    
      "With who?" Raven asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That new council liaison. She's been making eyes at both of us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Has not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Has too."
    

    
      
    

    
      We left them arguing, and I felt a surge of satisfaction. The triad bond hadn't just changed us. It had opened doors for others. Shown that love didn't have to fit into neat little boxes.
    

    
      
    

    
      That different could be beautiful.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Six months pregnant, I stood on the deck of our home—the bridge between territories—and watched the sun set over both Ironclaw and Nightfang lands.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our territories now. Both of them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're thinking too loud," Darius said, coming up behind me and wrapping his arms around my considerable belly. "Disturbing the baby."
    

    
      
    

    
      "The baby's fine." I leaned back against him. "I'm just... reflecting."
    

    
      
    

    
      "On?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Everything. How far we've come. How much has changed."
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade appeared on my other side, handing me herbal tea that was supposed to help with pregnancy nausea. "Changed for the better."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mostly," I agreed. "Still have packs that hate us. Still face challenges. Still have traditionalists who'd rather see us fail."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Let them hate," Darius said. "We're too busy living to care what they think."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are we though?" I set down the tea, turning to face them both. "Happy, I mean. With how things turned out?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Are you seriously asking that?" Kade cupped my face. "You're pregnant with our baby. Our packs are thriving. We've inspired other non-traditional bonds to form. We changed supernatural law. And we get to wake up next to each other every morning. How could we not be happy?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "I rejected you both," I said, remembering that freezing night at the summit. "Publicly. Dramatically. Started this whole mess."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Best decision you ever made," Darius said immediately.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How do you figure?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Because it meant we had to choose you back," Kade explained. "Not just accept fate's decree, but actively decide we wanted you. Wanted this."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And we do," Darius added. "Every damn day, we choose you. Choose us. Choose this impossible, beautiful, chaotic thing we built."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Even when it's hard?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Especially when it's hard," Kade said. "The easy things aren't worth having."
    

    
      
    

    
      I looked between them—Kade with his controlled intensity, Darius with his passionate fire. Two halves of a whole that somehow made space for me in the middle.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you both," I said. "More than I thought I could love anyone."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We know," they said in unison, then glared at each other for the synchronicity.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Stop that," I said, laughing. "It's weird when you do that."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're bonded," Kade said. "It's going to happen."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deal with it," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      The baby kicked—strong enough that both Alphas felt it. They went silent, hands moving to my stomach, eyes wide with wonder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's our kid," Darius said, his voice rough.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Strong," Kade observed. "Good."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Gonna be a fighter," Darius agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or a healer," I countered. "Could have my temperament instead of yours."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Poor thing," they said together, then glared at each other again.
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed, feeling full—of love, of life, of absolute certainty that this was exactly where I belonged.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Come to bed," Kade suggested. "You're exhausted."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And the baby needs rest," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "The baby is fine. You two are being overprotective."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We're being Alphas," Kade corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Your Alphas," Darius specified.
    

    
      
    

    
      They flanked me, guiding me inside our home—the physical manifestation of the bridge we'd built. One house, three bedrooms that were never used because we all slept in the massive custom bed in the master suite.
    

    
      
    

    
      One home. One bond. One family.
    

    
      
    

    
      We settled into bed, Darius pulling me back against his chest, Kade facing me with his hand on my belly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I still don't believe in fate," I said into the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We know," Kade murmured.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But I believe in choice," I continued. "And I choose this. Every single day, I choose us."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good," Darius whispered, his hand covering Kade's on my stomach. "Because we choose you too."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forever," Kade added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No take-backs," Darius finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled, feeling the bond hum between us—gold light connecting three hearts, three souls, one unbreakable unit.
    

    
      
    

    
      Outside, wolves from both packs patrolled together. Inside, Marcus and Raven were probably still arguing about whether they were dating. Across the territories, other triads were forming, inspired by what we'd proven possible.
    

    
      
    

    
      The world was changing.
    

    
      
    

    
      And we'd changed it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Not through force or tradition or demanding acceptance.
    

    
      
    

    
      But through love.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through refusing to break.
    

    
      
    

    
      Through choosing each other, over and over again, no matter what the world said.
    

    
      
    

    
      I fell asleep between my Alphas, our baby growing beneath their joined hands, and knew with absolute certainty:
    

    
      
    

    
      This was only the beginning.
    

    
      
    

    
      Our story—the rejected bond that became a revolution—would inspire others. Would show that love didn't have to fit prescribed molds. That different could be beautiful. That impossible was just a word people used before someone proved them wrong.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were the triad that rewrote the rules.
    

    
      
    

    
      And we'd spend the rest of our lives showing the world what that meant.
    

    
      
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Always together.
    

    
      
    

    
      The only way that mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The only way that ever would.
      

    

    
      
    

    
       
      EPILOGUE
    

    
      Five Years Later
    

    
      
    

    
      There were a lot of things I wanted to tell my younger self—the skeptical woman who'd walked into a supernatural summit five years ago thinking the entire thing was elaborate role-play.
    

    
      
    

    
      Like how those monsters she didn't believe in? They were real. And two of them were currently arguing in my kitchen about whether four-year-old twins should be allowed to shift before breakfast.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They need to learn control," Kade insisted, his voice carrying through our home. "Structure. Discipline."
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're four," Darius countered. "Let them be wild while they can."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Being wild doesn't mean shifting in the house and knocking over furniture."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That was one time—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Three times this week, Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      I smiled into my coffee, listening to them bicker while our twins—Lily and Ash—giggled somewhere nearby. They'd inherited Darius's amber eyes and Kade's strategic mind, along with my apparent inability to sit still for more than five minutes.
    

    
      
    

    
      Whose biology had actually created them remained a mystery. Both men had the same coloring in their wolf forms. Both had similar enough features that the kids could belong to either.
    

    
      
    

    
      It didn't matter. They were ours. All of ours.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mama!" Lily appeared in the doorway of my home office, her small face scrunched in concentration. "Ash shifted again and now he's stuck under the couch."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Of course he is." I set down my coffee, following her to the living room where a small black wolf puppy was indeed wedged under furniture, whimpering pitifully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I've got him," Darius said, reaching under and extracting our son with practiced ease. "Come on, buddy. Shift back."
    

    
      
    

    
      Ash shifted—a process that still looked wrong on someone so small—and immediately started crying.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hey, hey." Kade was there instantly, scooping him up. "You're okay. Just breathed wrong during the shift. It happens."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Hurts," Ash sobbed into his father's shoulder.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I know. But you're getting stronger every time." Kade rubbed his back, and I watched our controlled Alpha melt into softness for our son. "Next time, remember what I taught you about breathing through the change."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Or just wait until you're in the yard like a civilized wolf," Darius added, ruffling Ash's hair.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not civilized," Ash declared, even while seeking comfort. "I'm wild. Like Dad Darius."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That's my boy," Darius said proudly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Great," Kade muttered. "Just what we need. Two Darius's."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You love it," Darius shot back.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Tolerate it."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Same thing."
    

    
      
    

    
      I watched them parent our children—two Alphas who'd been enemies and were now partners in everything. Including chasing down toddlers who shifted at inopportune times.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mama, I'm hungry," Lily announced, tugging my hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Me too," Ash added, recovered from his traumatic furniture experience.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Then let's feed the little monsters," I said, herding everyone toward the kitchen.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      After breakfast—during which Lily tried to shift three times and Ash succeeded twice—I drove to the hospital.
    

    
      
    

    
      The Ironclaw-Nightfang Medical Center sprawled across five buildings now, serving supernatural communities from six territories. What had started as my small clinic had grown into something that saved lives daily.
    

    
      
    

    
      Sarah met me at the entrance, her daughter Maya—named after me, which still made me tear up—bouncing at her side.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Morning, boss," Sarah said, grinning. "Ready for the chaos?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Is it ever not chaotic?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Fair point."
    

    
      
    

    
      The hospital was busy but organized. Nurses from different packs worked seamlessly together. Ironclaw and Nightfang wolves shared waiting rooms without hostility. Children from rival families played together without knowing they were supposed to be enemies.
    

    
      
    

    
      This was what we'd built. Not just a triad bond, but a blueprint for cooperation.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Dr. Chen wants to see you," one of the nurses called. "Something about the new wing expansion."
    

    
      
    

    
      I found Marcus in the administrative office, buried under blueprints.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Please tell me you're not planning another expansion," I said.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Just a small one. We need more surgical suites." He looked up, grinning. "The board approved the funding. Construction starts next month."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're insane."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Learned from the best." He stood, and I noticed the silver ring on his left hand. "Speaking of which, Raven and I set a date. June. We want you three to officiate."
    

    
      
    

    
      My throat went tight. "Marcus—"
    

    
      
    

    
      "You started this. The whole 'non-traditional bonds are beautiful' thing. Now Raven and I are following your lead." He smiled. "Plus, we figured if anyone understands complicated relationships, it's you three."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We'd be honored."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Good. Because Raven already designed invitations and if you said no, I'd never hear the end of it."
    

    
      
    

    
      I laughed, hugging him. Marcus and Raven had fought their bond for two years before finally accepting it. Now they were thriving—proof that what we'd started had lasting impact.
    

    
      
    

    
      "How many triads are there now?" I asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Official? Twelve across North America. Unofficial? Maybe double that." Marcus returned to his blueprints. "You three changed the world, Thea. Whether you meant to or not."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We just wanted to be happy."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And you showed everyone else that happiness doesn't look the same for everyone." He glanced at me. "That's revolutionary."
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      That evening, I stood on our deck watching the sun set over both territories.
    

    
      
    

    
      Five years. So much had changed.
    

    
      
    

    
      Ironclaw and Nightfang had merged councils, shared resources, trained together. The boundaries between territories still existed but felt more symbolic than real. Wolves moved freely between both, carrying elements of each pack's culture with them.
    

    
      
    

    
      We'd created something new. Something that honored tradition while embracing change.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Deep thoughts?" Kade asked, joining me with a glass of wine.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Reflective thoughts," I corrected, taking the glass. "Thinking about how far we've come."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We've come pretty far," Darius agreed, appearing on my other side. "From enemies to... whatever this is."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Family," Kade said simply. "Pack. Home."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Mushier than I expected, Thorne."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Age has made you soft, Hale."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Take that back."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Make me."
    

    
      
    

    
      I tuned out their bickering—a constant in our lives—and watched the twins play in the yard below. They were teaching themselves a game that involved shifting mid-run and trying to tag each other. It was chaotic and beautiful and perfectly them.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I have a confession," I said suddenly.
    

    
      
    

    
      Both men went quiet, attention focused on me.
    

    
      
    

    
      "When I walked into that summit five years ago, I didn't believe in any of this. Shifters, bonds, fate—all of it seemed like fantasy." I turned to face them. "I didn't believe in monsters in the woods."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And now?" Darius asked.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Now I know monsters are real. I live with two of them." I smiled at their mock-offended expressions. "But I also know I became one myself."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're not a monster," Kade said firmly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Aren't I? I fight. I lead. I make decisions that affect hundreds of wolves. I'm not the scared woman from that parking garage anymore. I'm not even the nurse who just wanted a normal life." I looked between them. "I'm something new. Something that wouldn't exist without both of you pushing me to be more."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You didn't become a monster," Kade corrected gently. "You became our mate. Our equal. Our everything."
    

    
      
    

    
      "And we became better men because of you," Darius added. "I was a reckless asshole before you."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You're still a reckless asshole," Kade observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "But now I'm a reckless asshole with purpose," Darius finished, grinning.
    

    
      
    

    
      "And I was a cold, isolated control freak," Kade admitted. "You taught me to feel. To let go. To trust."
    

    
      
    

    
      "You both taught me to be strong," I said. "To fight for what I want. To not settle for half of what makes me happy just because tradition says I should."
    

    
      
    

    
      "We taught each other," Kade said. "That's what bonds do."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Ours especially," Darius added. "Since we basically wrote the book on impossible relationships that work."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Wrote the book and then set it on fire," I said, laughing.
    

    
      
    

    
      "While dancing around the flames," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Sounds about right."
    

    
      
    

    
      We stood in comfortable silence, watching our children play, our packs mingling in the distance, the sun painting both territories gold.
    

    
      
    

    
      "No regrets?" I asked quietly.
    

    
      
    

    
      "None," they said in unison.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Not even the Continental Summit thing? Or the challenges? Or the Trial by Combat?"
    

    
      
    

    
      "Especially not those," Kade said. "They proved we were worth fighting for."
    

    
      
    

    
      "That we were stronger together than apart," Darius added.
    

    
      
    

    
      "That love doesn't have to look like everyone else's to be real," I finished.
    

    
      
    

    
      Lily and Ash came running up the deck stairs, both shifted into small wolf pups, both yipping excitedly about something only they understood.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Bedtime, monsters," I announced.
    

    
      
    

    
      They whined in protest but shifted back, accepting defeat.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Story time?" Ash asked hopefully.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Two stories," Lily negotiated.
    

    
      
    

    
      "One story," Kade countered. "And only if you brush your teeth first."
    

    
      
    

    
      "Both brush," Darius added. "Not just wave the toothbrush near your mouths."
    

    
      
    

    
      They scampered inside, already arguing about which story they wanted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "They're just like us," I observed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "God help them," Kade muttered.
    

    
      
    

    
      "God help us," Darius corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      We went inside, putting our children to bed—a process that involved two stories, three glasses of water, five bathroom trips, and one emergency blanket fort construction.
    

    
      
    

    
      By the time we collapsed into our own bed, I was exhausted.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Another successful day of parenting," Darius announced.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should get a medal," Kade agreed.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We should get therapy," I corrected.
    

    
      
    

    
      They laughed, pulling me between them in our familiar formation. Five years, and this still felt right. Perfect. Home.
    

    
      
    

    
      "I love you both," I said into the darkness.
    

    
      
    

    
      "We know," they replied together.
    

    
      
    

    
      I held up my hand, letting the moonlight catch the mate marks on my wrist—the three intertwined wolves that had appeared during our bonding ceremony and never faded.
    

    
      
    

    
      Kade and Darius raised their hands too, pressing them against mine. Three marks, glowing softly in the darkness, proof of our bond.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forever?" I asked, like I had a thousand times before.
    

    
      
    

    
      "Forever," they confirmed, like they always did.
    

    
      
    

    
      And I believed them.
    

    
      
    

    
      Because we'd fought for this. Bled for it. Rebuilt tradition and created something new and refused to break no matter how hard the world pushed.
    

    
      
    

    
      We were the triad that changed everything.
    

    
      
    

    
      The rejected bond that became a revolution.
    

    
      
    

    
      The impossible love that proved nothing was impossible if you wanted it badly enough.
    

    
      
    

    
      And we had forever to keep proving it.
    

    
      
    

    
      Together.
    

    
      
    

    
      Always together.
    

    
      
    

    
      The only way that ever mattered.
    

    
      
    

    
      The only way it would ever be.
    

    
      
    

    
      I fell asleep between my Alphas, our mate marks glowing softly, our bond unbreakable, our future bright with possibility.
    

    
      
    

    
      And somewhere in the darkness, I swear I heard Sharon Ford's voice—my almost-mother who'd started this whole thing with a letter and a dying wish.
    

    
      
    

    
      Make me proud, Jacob. Give me something to brag to all the angels about.
    

    
      
    

    
      We had, Sharon.
    

    
      
    

    
      We really had.
    

    
      
    

    
      THE END
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Rejection That Stirred the Pack's Desire is complete, but the story of Ironclaw and Nightfang continues...
    

    
      
    

    
      Marcus and Raven's story coming soon in The Second Who Claimed His Enemy's Heart.
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