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Prologue





They’ve come onto our patch, under our noses, and our alpha male hasn’t even reacted.  What an idiot!  He hasn’t even noticed, being too busy swaggering and being flirty with those stupid metamorph females whose only dream is to share his bed in the hope he’ll choose one for a mate.  Pfft.  Pathetic, really.  They’re insignificant and useless, only good for satisfying our primary urges. I am furious because of his stupidity.  There he is, on his throne like a king, telling me it didn’t matter they escaped and that these children were no use to us.  Fatel children, for fuck’s sake! Of course they had value! You couldn’t put a price on them.  I had great plans for that snivelling redhead.  After a show of strength this evening, she’d have been eating out of my hand.  I’d have done with that as I saw fit.  The thing is, the unknown pack of this afternoon has taken them, her and her sister, from us and we’ve no way of finding them again since our imbecile of an alpha has always refused to let me dig my fangs into their appetising flesh.  Anyway, our alpha has absolutely no intention of heading out to look for them.  He’s grown weak, complacent about his position.

— Put your fangs back in, Finn.  We’ve got this one left.

He wrapped a lock of dull hair around his finger, taken from the Fatel at his feet.  Yes, the woman is still alive.  She’s also the last we’ve got.  However, with the rhythm at which he’s beating and biting her, this won’t last indefinitely and his prominent midriff gives me an idea.  I’ll be able to finally bring my plan to fruition.  This will only take a few more years.  What’s a few years in the face of immense power over decades?  Nothing serious in the grand scheme of things with my plan.  Provided, that is, the alpha doesn’t get in my way.  To solve the problem, I know exactly what’s left for me to do.  By the way, I should’ve reacted sooner, when he began proving he was negligent.  I stand my ground before this dumbass, sure of myself and of the pack supporting me.  They know everything of which I’m capable, respecting my strength and ferocity.  Within a pack, the might is right and the strongest of the Tank pack is me!

— I challenge you for Alphadom!

Now I have his full attention.  He leaves the Fatel’s hair undisturbed and looks at me unfavourably, belligerent of face.

— Do you dare question my judgement?  You think you’re better than me, do you?

Oh yes, that I am and I’m wasting no time showing him.

— You’re an incompetent.  It’s high time the Tank have an alpha as powerful as they are.  I’d know how to lead the pack to a higher level of society and no longer will anybody even dare thinking about fooling us around.

He gets back on his feet, believing he’s impressing me at his height of two metres.  He’s taller than me; however, this is where his advantage ends.  What he isn’t aware of is that I gorged myself on Fatel blood to teach the runt a lesson.  I killed its mother in a frenzy, the power flowing through my veins like molten lava.  I’m at my peak now it’s been a few hours since his last magical meal.

— So be it.  I accept your challenge.

I waste no time, seizing him by the throat and sending him flying to the other end of the room.  His back breaks on hitting the stone wall and the fierce groan of my alpha is music to my ears.  Is this what you call an alpha?!  He’s worth no more than a wreck now, only good as a rag for wiping up my muddy rangers.

— You’re pathetic and bring shame to our kind.  You don’t even deserve to be part of our clan.

He grunts and sets in motion his metamorphosis; however, his broken spinal column prevents him from completing this process.  He remains stuck between his bear form and his human form in a grotesque medley.  I don’t feel like playing with my prey.  He’s already had too much time wasted.  I produce my sharp bear claws, sink them into his chest and rip his heart out in one single move to brandish it in triumph before the few dominants there present.  The Fatel is sobbing behind me.  I’m giving her nothing to be afraid of.  I don’t want him dead, far from it.  For now, anyway.

— Easy does it, Fatel.  I won’t harm you if you keep quiet.

I’ve kept my word.  I’ve not mistreated the Fatel, beyond a few bites every so often to maintain her form and today, I’m receiving my recompense.  She’s giving birth.  Her lowing annoys me, but I forget it all when the baby at last comes out.  A perfectly healthy Fatel baby, the source of my future.  The woman Tank gives me the information I was hoping for.

— It’s a girl, Alpha.

Perfect.  Exactly what I wished for.  The woman Fatel brings her arms out to hold the little pink thing, but I take hold of the wriggling baby before she can.  Leaving him was always out of the question.  This thing is my property now.

— Tsk, tsk, tsk!  She’s mine.

— No.  I beg you, don’t do this.  Don’t take my daughter from me.  She’s innocent.

— Nothing will happen to her as long as you’re alive.  Your call.

The Fatel starts crying. I hate people who cry.  They are weak and unimportant.

— Let me look at her.  I beg of you.  I’ve not even given her a name.

— She has one already: Slave.

 

	







	
Chapter 1





Greg

That look… I recognize it instantly.  It’s a certain somebody called Nate, Sam’s kindred spirit.  My Sam. She’s my friend.  My significant other for as long as I can remember.  My leopard appears before my eyes when Nate draws near me to feel the young woman asleep in my arms.  Stunned, rather.  The sedatives Peter administered are potent and worked through the whole journey leading us into Guardian Angel patch.  In the main, I left my original pack, the Treats, to follow Sam and Ashley.  How could it not have been?  Those two are my family, the sisters I never had and who’ve made my life unthinkable without them.  Within the pack, they were my everything, my anchor, and I wasn’t ready to lose them, so I simply accompanied them.

I remember when, one night, Peter had left on an expedition with some leopards for a rescue mission.  I was only young, scarcely two years older than Sam and three younger than Ashley.  All the grownups were nervous, with the pack at boiling point and ready to leave, fast and far.  All I knew was that the pack who’d set up nearby could get us into trouble and that it was better to disappear quickly without leaving traces.  

On the morning of the following day, when I woke up to the first glimmer of sunrise, our pack had two more of their number: Ashley and Sam. I remember finding Ashley pretty with her blonde hair and green eyes that were a little too serious, but Sam … Sam has touched my heart since I was a little boy.  Her long red battle hair and beautiful green eyes, just like Ash’s, that used to contain so much hatred and sorrow, got the better of me and awoke my protective instinct, my male metamorph instinct.  That day, I promised myself I’d defend her, no matter what, and to stay by her side until the end of my days, whatever happened and whatever she’d do.  It was by no means easy to keep my word.  

Sam’s character is not easy to contend with and has hardly improved as the years have gone by.  When her power was revealed, panic swept through the pack.  A traumatised little girl who was angry at the metamorphs was now capable of killing one of our members as they slept without their even realising it.  That said, I was never afraid of Sam, and I took protecting her to heart all the more, including reprisals from the shapeshifters who began fearing for their lives.  Our alpha, Peter Browling, who’d taken them under his wing as an adoptive father, therefore chose to have the pack moved to the four corners of the country for good.  Sam needed stability, so we secured for ourselves a vast patch, away from prying eyes, where both young Fatels could bloom and evolve in total freedom whilst still hiding them from the world’s sights.  Nonetheless, if Ashley has understood this existence more serenely and with astonishing open-mindedness, Sam was quite another matter.  

My friend withdrew more and more, beset by nightmares and traumatising flashbacks, so much so that she chose a house on our patch’s border as soon as she was old enough to live by herself.  Society living was neither her forte nor her priority.  Luckily, I’m one of the rare people whose presence she accepts.  There aren’t many of us with this privilege: just Peter, Ashley ─ of course ─ and me can see her without risking our lives or, at least, a massive haemorrhage draining us of our blood in a matter of seconds.  

With my parents having died a few years prior, nothing was keeping me tied to the Treats and I dearly wished to stay close to those sisters.  In the end, the cause defended by the Guardian Angels is only an added bonus to my change of pack.  As much is true.  For such a metamorph as me, with the history I have, it was obvious I wished to invest myself more fully in protecting the few Fatels who’ve been able to survive the genocide visited upon by the dissident packs with a thirst for power.  

It’s therefore out of the question for me to allow this Nate to come between Sam and me.  I have no intention of abandoning my place beside her.  I accepted Seán because I had no choice, given his links with Ashley and even though she mattered in my eyes, it’s nothing in comparison to what I feel for Sam.  I’ve been in love with her since puberty, if not earlier, and my ambition is not to give my place up to this bear, now or ever.  I’m not one of these animorphs whose only aspiration is to meet their soulmate through missing out on happiness living with a woman who loves them.  Finding the one destined to be ours is like playing the lottery: a risky bet where the gain is far from certain.  I’m no player.  I’ve therefore made a different choice, a more rational one, and I hope that Sam, being isolated amongst strangers, will at last cling onto our relationship and give me my chance, the one that never materialised itself when I was with the Treats.

Okay, enough of this.  Since our arrival, I’ve been relegated to surveillance at the entrance and I’ve had my fill of it.  Fuck me, I was a Treat lieutenant and now, I’m nothing but an underling on observation duty at the portal and nearby!  This isn’t what I came here for.  I’m here for the Fatels, for Sam in particular, but I’ve got the impression I’m kept away from everything and, especially, from her.  I don’t know if this is intentional, but I’m not planning on staying away from Sam any longer.  I brighten up a little when I approach the pretty redhead’s chalet, taking care not to make noise as I’m walking for her not to bloody my nose because I would’ve surprised her.  She hates being surprised!  Not that this really bothers me when she lets her power take over, but I take care of my T-shirt.  I wouldn’t want the haemoglobin to stain it; it doesn’t look at all good on white. 

— Hello Greg.  What’s new?

I’ve never seen Sam this way.  She has a certain je ne sais quoi … She isn’t as she usually is.

— You okay, Sam ?

— Course. Why d’you ask?

I’ve no idea why and this disturbs me.  My sense of smell tells me nothing.  She smells the same as blackberries, just as usual.

— There’s something different about you.

I put her under my attentive microscope to understand what has changed and it then comes jumping out at me.

— You’re smiling.  You have a very beautiful smile, as it happens, but you haven’t got me used to a welcome this warm.

— I could deviate your septum if that’s all it takes to reassure you and keep you sweet.

A smile and a joke.  I’m curious to learn where this 180-degree turn has come from.  She seems happy here.  I'm also a bit disappointed to know I’m not the mastermind as I’ve not seen him since we arrived several hours ago.

— No thanks; that should be good.  I’m going to get used to it.

— Now we’ve reached an understanding as to this point, what are you doing around here?  It seems I’m very far away from the pack, so unless you’ve got lost …'

I show all my teeth in a smile.  I’ve always appreciated Sam’s prickly side.  She’s not the kind to beat around the bush or pretend.

— I just wanted to make sure you were getting used to the change of pack.  They wouldn’t let me come last night, saying you needed to rest, and this morning, I was very busy.

Or rather, by “busy”, we mean stuck on a promontory waiting to time to pass by as we scan a desert horizon or, according to my partner, nothing ever happens, but you still have to keep watch, just in case.

— Taking care of what?  Are you also a lieutenant for the Guardians?  Have they brought you into their team?

I can’t stop myself from grimacing.  I’d truly like for it to be so simple, but …

— Yes and no.  Connor promised me he’d integrate me into the lieutenants’ team as there’s only those working for the governor and I came into this pack for that reason.

That’s just one of the reasons, the official one at any rate and the only one Sam needs to know at the moment.  As to the unofficial one, … I’ll talk to her about it later, when I feel she’s ready to hear and accept it.  Sam looks at me intently, seeming to show genuine concern at my response.  This is also new.  Normally, she isn’t patience personified and is rarely interested in anyone other than Ashley.  Even Peter never managed to arouse her curiosity.

— First of all, he wants to put me to know so he knows which ones I’m most compatible with in combat.  They tend to form in pairs when they fight.  In the meantime, I’m on guard duty at the entrance with other dominants to teach me how it works in the pack.  I suddenly feel as I’m a child learning their lessons’,

Sam bursts out laughing and I am that surprised, my eyes widen.  Hers is a fabulous, frank laugh that lights up her usually dark and tortured face.

— I don’t think I’ve ever heard you laugh.  Not for years, anyway.

She must’ve laughed once or twice when young and I was clowning around to amuse her, but this hasn’t happened since her power came to light and, to me, never seemed as spontaneous as it did today.  Her talent has done nothing but feed her poor humour.

— I’ve had a good morning of it.  Excellent, actually.  I don’t think so either; this hasn’t happened to me for years.

I’m curious to know as to the reason for this.

— Haven’t you had nightmares last night.

— Let’s not exaggerate, either!

I also told myself as much.  She relives her life in captivity amongst the dissidents over and over again.  Rather, I suspect she does.  She’s never wanted to discuss it with me.  She’s never opened herself up to me about what she went through in dissident hands and I’ve always been too afraid of losing her to ask her about it.

— Anyway, I’m happy for you.  You spent the morning with Ashley, I take it.  There’s only her to relax you that much.

— If truth be told, no.  I’ve still not seen her today.  I’ve been in training with Seán to learn how to control my power, then I explored the south of the patch with Nate.

Of course they have.  I might’ve known he’d try something on.  He dominates and Sam is his soulmate.  This isn’t why I’m not appreciative, particularly as Sam is clearly not indifferent.  A sudden surge in jealousy compresses my chest.

— You should be wary of this lieutenant.

— He’s very nice to me.

I can’t stop myself from replying.

— You surprise me.  He’s not as you think he is.

Sam doesn’t like me to contradict her. She clenches her fists and her tone grows in its menace like the rumble of thunder.

— What do you mean by that?  He’s devoted his entire life to defending the oppressed and helps the young in the pack.  Nate is a man to trust.

I can’t bear the admiration coming through in her voice.  I’ve been waiting some years for her to use that tone with me, for her to wax lyrical when thinking of me, instead of considering me just a meddling bodyguard that she doesn’t even wish for, and when that time finally comes, it’s because she’s talking about another man!  I can’t let this lie.  I’m not having it.
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