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 CURSED HEARTS BY SIREN ALLEN 
 
      
 
    He’d long yearned for a mate. Instead, Fate gave him an enemy. 
 
      
 
    When Yung Yoshida caught a whiff of his mate’s scent, he thought his dreams had come true. When she smiled, he’d thanked the Fates for her. Until he saw her fangs. 
 
      
 
    That’s when he realized the Fates hadn’t given him a mate, they’d given him an enemy. Pack rules state wolves and vamps aren’t allowed to be together. But the more time he spends with his mate, the more he thinks about breaking those rules. 
 
      
 
    Will Yung choose to follow his heart, or will he follow his pack? 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CALL OF THE OCELOT BY SAPPHIRE WINTERS 
 
      
 
    I have two talents in life. I can make a cheesecake that you'd fight your mama over. And I can shift into a badass ocelot. 
 
      
 
    You can guess which makes my mama proud. It's the cake. I didn’t get the ‘real’ leopard gene, I got stuck being the ‘baby leopard’ and I’m a disgrace to my family. 
 
    But Everett Fawkes likes my ocelot as much as he likes my cooking, and in a sleepy little town where big secrets might as well be national news, that's gonna be a problem.  
 
    Because no one outside family and pack are ever supposed to know about us. And violating that rule means forever being rogue, cut off from all you've ever known. So now I gotta keep Everett happy and quiet and keep the pack off my back.  
 
    But no one said I had to play fair... 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 WILD SPRINGS BY MELISSA BELL 
 
      
 
    His growl was so forceful it almost brought her to her knees. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer is running from her past. If only she knew what she knew now back then about the handsome and debonair bachelor Rick Aspley, she wouldn’t be in the mess she was in now. She’d only ever read about things like this happening, but now it was her life, and she had nowhere to go and nobody to help her. 
 
      
 
    Declan Chase is a man who follows the law. He is the Wild Springs wolf pack leader, and he’s all about following the rules. What happens when Declan finds his true mate is human, and she is on the most recent list of wanted felons. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 HIS TREASURE BY AMANDA KIMBERLEY 
 
      
 
    Nothing’s fair in love and war. 
 
      
 
    Takoda, alpha of The Shoshone Tribe, knew the laws were clear when you came upon a lone pup during the rebellion. You either take the babe in as one of your own or banish them to a part of the country where they could do no harm. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t have been more than 14 or 15, young enough to train in The Shoshone ways, but old enough to give the young Omegas in his pack reason to hate her. And because of that reason alone, he couldn’t take this girl called Treasure into his fold. So he did the next best thing. He entrusted her upbringing to his friend, Nayati, alpha of the Cheyenne tribe. 
 
      
 
    All was supposed to fall into place until the Cheyenne tribe had a falling out with his Shoshone one. He’d have to fight against the one person he wanted to save unless he made her his Treasure. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 BITE ME ANOTHER DAY BY ZOE FORWARD 
 
      
 
    There’s a reason vampires don’t do friends with bite benefits. 
 
      
 
    One kiss and a bite between friends... now there’s all kinds of awkward, which is a big problem for Ivy Martens. Sure, she and Ty Ferro broke a handful of antiquated vampire society rules when he had his teeth in her neck. Bigger issue is her parents affianced her against her will to someone not Ty. Now there’s a bounty hunter paid to bring her to the unwanted fiancé. The best person to help her out of this mess is Ty.  
 
      
 
    Ty wants no one like he wants Ivy, but he slammed on the brakes. He needs her as the friend that helps him handle the darkness his life as a vampire fixer entails. That means not rocking the boat by reenacting the hottest moment of his life, which happened before her parents arranged her to mate someone not him. He must remain cool-headed and detached to keep her alive. But nothing shakes him to his core like her. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 HIDDEN SHIFTER BY N GRAY 
 
      
 
    A Hardened heart, a chance encounter, and forbidden love. 
 
      
 
    I planned a weekend getaway, doing what I love, taking pictures of wildlife and being surrounded by nature. Nothing could go wrong. 
 
    Until I got lost and stumbled upon Tyler in one of the most embarrassing ways and injured myself. Now I’m unable to leave until I can stand on my own two feet, but being in close proximity to Tyler isn’t good for my health. 
 
    My body betrays me, my mind confuses me, and my hardened heart started to thaw.  
 
    But lurking in the shadows is something dangerous that could destroy us all... 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 SUN-BURNT BY LORI KING 
 
      
 
    Shifters forced to unite, or risk exposing each other. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian Jameson has secrets he doesn’t want the world to know, but his career as an artist is taking off making the world want to know everything about him.  
 
    Paige Harth has her own secrets she’s keeping, but she can’t seem to keep them from the devastatingly handsome Sebastian.  
 
    An art heist will bring these two shifters to the forefront of the news media, and whether they’re forced to unite, or risk exposing each other. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 BORN WILDE BY LIA DAVIS 
 
      
 
    Nyla Walker is half soul demon, half witch. She doesn’t fit in with large groups of people. And she definitely isn’t the right person to rule a pack with. Why would anyone willing tie themselves to demon? 
 
      
 
    The Wilde Wolf Pack Alpha, Kasen Wilde. That is who.  
 
      
 
    To avoid her fated mated she spends months working as hired killer, tracking down the evil big bads of the paranormal world. But she can’t run forever. When a rebel family is found dead not far from Kasen’s home, the Alpha wolf calls Nyla home to track the killer. The catch is, he will be there every step of the way. 
 
      
 
    The more she learns about her future mate, the more she wants him. When secrets are spilled is love enough? 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 PROMISED TO THE PACK BY LANEY POWELL 
 
      
 
    I’m done being the good girl. 
 
      
 
    If I’ve learned anything in my almost twenty-one years, it’s that always doing what I am told has got me absolutely nothing and nowhere. Exhibit A: my cheating fiancé. Not only do I catch him red-handed on the night before our wedding, but he’s sleeping with Exhibit B: my supposed best friend. This leads to Exhibit C: the part where I take off the blinders, take off the gloves, and take control.  
 
      
 
    I kick Exhibit A where it hurts, steal his prized bike, and make a beeline down the road of revenge straight into the arms of Exhibit D: Bran Blackwood. To call the Blackwood wolf pack rivals is the king of all understatements. As a Darkbane myself, I shouldn’t even be near him. I know better than to set one toe on enemy territory. I should have kept on riding, but one touch of Bran’s hand, and I’m unwilling to deny myself. And that’s before I meet Exhibits E and F, his brothers Alec and Conan. Once I met Bran, I was lost. Add in Alec and Conan, and I can neither yield nor let go. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t expect it to mean anything. I didn’t expect it to last. I certainly didn’t expect it to start a war.   
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 DRAGAN’S FATE BY SKYE JONES 
 
      
 
    When your fated mate is also your mortal enemy, things become complicated. 
 
      
 
    Dragan has lived for over a thousand years, and thinks he’s seen everything, but when a shifter gets brought to the fortress where he rules the vampire Legion, he believes she might be his fated mate. Except…shifters are the enemies of vampires, not their mates. 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth is running away from her pack when she is found by the very last people she’d ever wish to see, a team of vampire hunters. They take her to their palace home to auction as a servant, but a tall, dark, and surprisingly handsome vampire claims her instead. 
 
      
 
    Dragan wants to make Lisbeth his, but to do so he must get the permission of his Queen. More, he must overcome his own prejudice to be able to recognize his true fated mate. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 ROCKY MOUNTAIN RAPTURE BY P. MATTERN 
 
      
 
    Arcadia Aspin Pines believes she is on her way to purchase a popular resort lodge, the Winterborn Cascades, nestled in the Eastern Rockies.  
 
    She meets with the owner, Echo Winterborn, a man that she finds simultaneously charismatic and exasperating.  
 
      
 
    He informs her that she’s been duped—the Lodge is family owned and has never been on the market. Furious (mostly with herself), a blizzard forces her to spend time getting to know the current owners, including Echo, who seems amused by her situation.  
 
      
 
    Wolfshifter Echo has a mystery to solve, a scent he picked up on when first encountering the curvaceous Aspen.  
 
      
 
    He isn’t the only one who is puzzled. His Beta Largo and his Delta Smoke are also confused by the curvaceous human Hottie and wondering ‘WHAZZUP’?  
 
      
 
    Could she possibly be the fated mate of them ALL? 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 BLACK HEART BY L.A. MCGINNIS 
 
      
 
    To save everything she loves, Tessa will marry a monster. 
 
      
 
    He thinks he owns me. 
 
    He thinks he’s won. 
 
    He has no idea what he’s up against. 
 
    In the Darkfell clan, my life isn’t my own—not until I turn twenty and the King claims me for his. Once I’m blood bound to him, I’ll never become queen, which is the whole twisted purpose of this. 
 
    Insurance I’ll never rise up against him. 
 
    But when he threatens my men, my family, in exchange for my obedience, I discover there are four reasons for me to fight him. A warrior in exile, a poet with the face of a god, my very best friend and the man I once betrayed. 
 
    I’m told to choose, but I want them all.   
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 CAPTURED BY WOLVES BY FIONA STARR 
 
      
 
    A hacker witch with a price on her head, three wolf princes without a throne, and a destiny none of them expected. 
 
      
 
    Tonight’s the night. One last job and I am out of here. After years of being an indentured witch, hacking and stealing for the mob, I am done. But I won’t be leaving empty handed… I’ll be taking a large portion of my boss’ cash while also relieving him of my magical marker that he’s held over me for years.  
 
      
 
    And I won’t be leaving alone, apparently, because when I break into his secret dungeon, I discover a man in chains. He’s tall, dark, and tragically wounded, and based on the security around him, he’s pretty valuable, so I take him too.  
 
      
 
    Imagine my surprise when he opens his eyes and shouts, but not in fear—he’s carrying on about how he’s found the one. I think he might be crazy because I think he might mean me. I’d leave him behind if not for his eyes… they are full of deep pain and raise a longing within me like I’ve never known.  
 
      
 
    I should be long gone but abandoning him is not an option. Then his brothers arrive, and I find that I am leaving, only now I’m in the back of a van with my wrists and ankles tied. Not exactly what I had planned. 
 
      
 
    I’m not supposed to be here, but when I look at them, I feel like they are exactly what I ordered—my appetizer, dinner, and dessert. All I wanted was my freedom. But there’s something about the three of them that holds me here. Something I can’t ignore. Something I can’t deny.  
 
      
 
    I never expected this. I never expected them. 
 
      
 
    Captured by Wolves is the first book in a new Reverse Harem urban fantasy series from bestselling author Fiona Starr. Fall into the world of Shifter Moon where magic reigns, wolves run wild, and prophecies foretell the destiny of all. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 MOON CLAIMED BY CECILIA LANE 
 
      
 
    A woman hiding from destiny. An alpha hunting his fated mate. A bloody challenge to reclaim a throne. 
 
      
 
    Wolf shifter Abel is the pack prince. After the murder of his father, he is nothing but fire and fury. To claim vengeance and his place as alpha, he must heed his father’s cryptic final command. 
 
      
 
    Find his power in Yellowstone. Find Dakota—his fated mate. 
 
      
 
    And once he finds her, seduce her into taking her place at his side. Love her into risking everything for his pack. Protect her from the uncle determined to see her dead. 
 
      
 
    Yellowstone is park ranger Dakota’s refuge. There she hides from a lifetime of pain, and from a strange prophecy that her future lies with wolves. 
 
      
 
    Injured and alone, she sees feral eyes pierce the gloom and braces to meet death—only to watch a wolf shift into a man. A man insisting she belongs to him, and is key to saving his pack. 
 
      
 
    Love convinces Dakota to follow her destiny with Abel. Danger teaches her the consequences of being an alpha hero’s mate. Strength teaches her to transcend destiny to help the man she loves save a people from ruin. 
 
      
 
    Moon Claimed is a steamy paranormal shifter romance featuring pack politics, family betrayal and the fight to claim a fated mate. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 FERAL PROTECTOR BY AMY PENNZA 
 
      
 
    He’s the most savage of them all. A shifter who takes what he wants. And now he’s my best hope for surviving the dangerous journey between the fortified cities. 
 
      
 
    After the Lykos-D virus ravaged the world, the survivors were left with a choice: suppress the virus with drugs and retain your humanity, or give in and embrace the shift. 
 
    My forebears chose the former, which means I grew up behind the wall, where I was safe from the warring lycan shifters and their animalistic appetites.  
 
    No one leaves the cities. Step outside and you can expect to get killed or claimed.  
 
    But now I have to leave. Lives depend on it. So I’ve made a dangerous bargain. Rurik will escort me between the cities. He’ll keep me alive and fight off any lycans who try to claim me.  
 
    But bargains have two sides. And Rurik’s protection comes at a far higher price than I imagined. Because he doesn’t want to keep me safe.  
 
    He just wants to keep me. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 BLOOD FORTUNE BY JULIE MORGAN 
 
      
 
    Visions can lie…but, the truth can kill. 
 
      
 
    By the 1770’s, the glory of and power of Venice have faded, leaving the crumbling city vulnerable to conquest from without and irrational fear from within. A glimpse. A rumor. A whisper. That is all it takes for one ambitious man to bring the proud city once known as La Serenissima to its knees, terrorized by the evidence of plague and the thought of witchcraft. 
 
      
 
    Sophia Marivic struggles to hide in plain sight, afraid of the ancient Slavic blood that runs through her veins and gives her the ability to foretell the future. Her deepest secret is about to become her greatest weakness when she has a vision of a dark, mysterious man approaching Venice on a strange ship. The plague she fears the man brings is nothing she could have ever imagined. Death follows in his wake as he haunts and hunts her—heart, body, and soul.   
 
      
 
    As the body count rises, the calls for retribution against witches grow louder, and Sophia is caught in the crosshairs, trapped between the danger before her and the desire for the man who will be the death of her.  
 
      
 
    For Sophia, there can be no escape from her…Blood Fortune. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 SACRED SHIFT BY THERESA HISSONG 
 
      
 
    Sacred vows are to be followed at all costs. 
 
      
 
    Maverick Quinn opened his pride to two new members, knowing they were in dire need of a new alpha, but what he didn’t expect was for his mate to arrive alongside her elderly grandmother. When he scents her for the first time, not only does he know she’s his mate, but it’s obvious the female was a born an alpha.  
 
    Sora Weston had never learned to use her powers as an alpha, because of her father’s denial that she would follow in his footsteps. After an infection takes out her entire pride, she moves to Missouri with her grandmother, looking for a new home and an alpha to pledge herself. The instant connection with the pride’s alpha sets off a chain of sacred events with Sora and Maverick once they finally accept their fate.  
 
    When the news comes from Sora’s old home that vandals have destroyed the land where she was raised, her mate sends her back to Washington with Guardians to investigate. 
 
    What they find there will change everything.  
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 GARRIDAN’S MATE BY REBECCA HEFNER 
 
      
 
    Book #6.5 in the Etherya’s Earth series 
 
      
 
    General Garridan has lived for centuries without a bonded mate. Born an aristocrat, he chose to forgo his family’s wealth and privilege to fight in the Vampyre immortal army. After the centuries-long War of the Species ended, a new foe emerged, reaffirming his vow to protect his people. Although his father wants him to bond with an aristocrat and settle down, Garridan only has eyes for one woman. 
 
    Siora is a natural warrior. When the immortal army finally allows women to join, she pledges to become the first battalion leader as conflict consumes the realm. Once they defeat Bakari, she can settle into a security role at Lynia and help her father at his farm. Dreams of the amber-eyed Vampyre who relentlessly pushes her during training have no place in her world, even if the general is the only man who’s ever made her long for a bonded mate. 
 
    Consumed by her skill and effort, along with her inherent natural beauty, Garridan offers to help Siora secure a leadership position as they near the final battle. Although she swears they have no future, Garridan finds himself longing to claim the stubborn woman as his mate, no matter the cost. Can two warriors from different paths find love amid their blazing desire, or will fear douse their spark before it’s barely begun to burn? 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 HER DRAGON MATE BY ELLE BOON 
 
      
 
    A Forbidden Love. A Broken Bond. A Secret That Could Destroy. 
 
      
 
    Belle was the only child to aristocratic parents, but she wasn’t like the other dragons. However, Belle held her head and snout high, finding acceptance in the most unlikely place. 
 
      
 
    Nikai was the first-born son of the King, and although he was a twin, their personalities were complete opposites. He has compassion for his fellow dragons, especially one pink dragon who has attention, and his heart. 
 
      
 
    When Belle found herself in an unattainable position, there weren’t many options given to her. Get rid of the precious child growing within her or be exiled from the only home she’s ever known. Nikai may be the future King of all the dragons, but she would never choose him over their child.  
 
      
 
    Get ready for an exciting return of some of your favorite characters in an all-new story from Elle Boon’s Iron Wolves and her fierce dragons. You just might hear from the Fey Queen and the bad boy alpha Kellen. And what would a reunionish story be without #dontlookdown aka Creed. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 ASSASSIN BY JULIA MILLS 
 
      
 
    When the family business is justice and your Mate’s in your sights, it may be time to look for a new job.  
 
      
 
    Destiny demands she finish what she started. 
 
      
 
    Fate refuses to be denied. 
 
      
 
    Caught between losing her head or being with the one the Universe made for her, Alex has seven seconds to make the ultimate decision – defy all she’s ever known or save her Mate’s life. 
 
      
 
    Karma's demanding her pound of flesh. The Reaper's knocking at the door. But this Black Fairy’s got one last trick up her sleeve. Can she pull off a miracle before it’s too late? Or will all be lost to The Crow's blade? 
 
    Make sure you delete ALL our text when you are putting your blurb here. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 SHIFTING FATE BY CARRIE PULKINEN 
 
      
 
    He'll cheat fate to save the one he loves. 
 
      
 
    Noah L'Eveque is a werewolf who can’t shift. Only the eldest offspring of the pack have that ability, and his twin was the lucky one to be born first. 
 
      
 
    But Noah refuses to accept his fate. 
 
      
 
    As the alpha's sister, Amber Mason has six months to find a mate or the consequences for her family will be dire. 
 
      
 
    Noah has been in love with Amber since they were kids, and he’s determined to awaken his dormant wolf and help her fulfill her duty to the pack. 
 
      
 
    But achieving his dream comes at a cost he never considered. A new demonic threat has been awakened, and it's reigning terror on New Orleans. 
 
      
 
    If he can't vanquish the demon and keep his pack from discovering the truth about the fiend's appearance, it could mean the end of the Crescent City Wolf Pack. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 Hunter Moon by Erzabet Bishop & Gina Kincade 
 
      
 
    Dearly departed... 
 
      
 
    Zoe is tired of seeing ghosts, but when you connect with the dead, it’s just one long party. When she gets invited to go to a weekend retreat at Mercer Cliff House to help her friend Vie determine if it’s really as haunted as they say, she reluctantly goes, her ghostly tagalong, Randall, along for the ride. But when she encounters a familiar face among the dead, her weekend is about to get more interesting and she may just have more at stake than her heart. 
 
      
 
    Lowell has been trapped on the earthy plane since he was murdered over a century ago. Tied to his family’s estate and holdings until the deed is found, he spends his nights making the new so called owners of Mercer Cliff wish they’d never set foot in the place. When an unexpected guest shows up for a weekend event, he realizes time is of the essence and the woman he loves could be in grave danger unless he finds a way to save her first. 
 
      
 
      
 
   

 

 SHIFTER MOUNTAIN BY C.D. GORRI 
 
      
 
    Even the hardest heart has its weakness. 
 
      
 
    Keeton Grey is an Eastern Mountain Lion Shifter with a serious people problem. As in, he hates all of them. In his experience, they’re just a bunch of liars. 
 
    Betrayal is a bitter pill to swallow for most, but for Keeton, it’s damn near impossible. Choosing instead to live in a secluded cabin far off the beaten path, he finds his peace of mind disrupted when an injured hiker stumbles onto his property. 
 
    After she catches her fiancé cheating, Marilena Sorelli needs a break from life. What better place to do a little soul-searching than New Jersey’s own Panther Mountains? Not much of an outdoor girl, camping alone proves unwise after Lena takes a tumble and twists her ankle.  
 
    She meets her rescuer in a nearly seven-foot-tall giant with piercing green eyes and a beard that makes her fingers itch to run through it. Can Lena keep her desires in check? Or will she risk making a fool of herself? 
 
    Keeton doesn’t know what to do with the totally gorgeous, totally off-limits female. Well, that’s not exactly true, but it is impractical. She needs his help, but his beast needs her even more.  
 
    Will the beautiful interloper crack this rugged Shifter’s heart of stone, or will self-imposed isolation be his future? 
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    Cursed Hearts 
 
      
 
    He’d long yearned for a mate. Instead, Fate gave him an enemy. 
 
      
 
    When Yung Yoshida caught a whiff of his mate’s scent, he thought his dreams had come true. When she smiled, he’d thanked the Fates for her. Until he saw her fangs. 
 
      
 
    That’s when he realized the Fates hadn’t given him a mate, they’d given him an enemy. Pack rules state wolves and vamps aren’t allowed to be together. But the more time he spends with his mate, the more he thinks about breaking those rules. 
 
      
 
    Will Yung choose to follow his heart, or will he follow his pack? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Yung’s nostrils flared as he inhaled. Damn, what was that? It was the sweetest scent he’d ever smelled. Scanning the smoke-filled club, he searched for the creature whose scent sent tingles up and down his spine. His hand tightened around his beer. His nails elongated, puncturing the aluminum can. 
 
    He tried to tune out all conversations in the bar. That was hard to do with his loud-ass brother and cousin in the corner discussing the legs on a red-head seated at a table across from them. The red-head, who happened to be a witch, was daring one of her red-headed friends to take another shot of vodka. 
 
    The witches reeked of magic and trickery. However, their scent was not the one causing him to mangle a perfectly good can of beer. He inhaled deeply again. With the stench of alcohol and sweat in the air, he couldn’t pinpoint where the aroma was coming from. 
 
    Yung stood up, causing his chair to scrape against the floor. The troll seated at the bar next to him frowned as Yung towered over him. Having a seven-foot wolf shifter abruptly stand up next to you would cause any creature to frown. Yung smiled stiffly at the troll before starting in the direction the mind-numbing scent was coming from. 
 
    Sniffing, he strode across the club. He was confident his nose would lead him right to her. As he walked, he realized it wasn’t only her scent that was luring him in. It was her energy. He could feel her presence. He’d never experienced anything like this before. The hairs on his arms were standing up. 
 
    His mouth was watering just from the thought that tonight, he would finally find his mate. Her scent grew stronger. Yung walked faster. She was close. So, fucking close. He rounded the corner and came up short. The sign read: Ladies Room. 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    Was he really about to let a simple sign keep him from the woman he’d been waiting so long for? Yung looked both ways, making sure he was alone. Then he leaned forward until his nose almost touched the door to the ladies’ room and inhaled. The beast inside him roared, screaming for him to claim his mate. 
 
    The sound echoed through his skull. Yung swallowed, trying to stay calm, trying not to wolf out in the middle of the club. But calmness was hard to achieve when both man and beast wanted their hands on the woman who belonged to them. Yung inhaled again and caught the scent of something else. 
 
    He leaned closer to the door and sniffed again. A shiver raced down his spine as this new scent washed over him. Heat – pure and hot. A fragrance so decadent it almost brought him to his knees. Yung smiled. The beast inside him growled. His mate was in heat. 
 
    Unable to contain the beast any longer, Yung pushed open the door, causing it to slam against the wall. He hadn’t meant to shove it that hard. He told his beast to be calm. But there was no denying the fact that his mate was going through the change and she needed him. He stalked the scent to the last stall and shoved it open. Just like that, the scent was gone. The tiny stall was empty. Impossible. 
 
    “What the hell?” Yung muttered as he walked into the bathroom stall, feeling irritated and very frustrated. He could have sworn she was in there. His nose had never failed him. He would recognize the scent of his mate anywhere. Yet, there he stood, alone. Was his mind and nose playing tricks on him? 
 
    “Damn it!” 
 
    Yung slammed his fist into the wall. It cracked. He’d have to pay for that. Sighing, he turned to leave but stopped when he noticed a tiny wallet beside the toilet. He bent to pick it up. Once again, the sweet smell of his mate filled his nose. Like a pervert, Yung held the wallet to his nose and inhaled. 
 
    It was hers. Had this accessory really drawn him to the bathroom? How could something that small get him so worked up? The wallet couldn’t be the reason. His mate had been there. If she hadn’t, how could she have left the wallet behind? So many questions, so few answers. 
 
    The one thing he did know was this wallet belonged to the woman who belonged to him. What he needed to do now was open it and find her address so he could return it to her and claim her. Yung opened the wallet. There was nothing in it. Absolutely nothing. 
 
    No I.D. No cash or credit cards. Nothing at all. What woman carried a wallet that held nothing in it? Yung turned the wallet upside down and shook it, dislodging nothing. He was right back to square one. His beast growled his disapproval. 
 
    “Calm down, boy. I’m pissed too,” Yung muttered, talking to his inner wolf. A shriek sounded behind him, pulling his attention to the ladies’ room doorway. 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” Myra screamed. 
 
    Busted! 
 
    “If my dad finds you in here, he’s going to skin you alive.” 
 
    “Sorry, Myra. I know this looks bad. But... I… um... was looking for someone!” 
 
    “Really, Yung? You were looking for someone? In the ladies’ room? That’s the lie you’re going with? You know what, forget it,” she said, shaking her head. “I don’t care what you were doing. Just leave before someone else sees you in here. Come on. Hurry! Hey.” She paused. “Why do you have a hot pink wallet? You know what? Never mind. I don’t care. Just go.” 
 
    Yung tried to explain that he was looking for the owner of the wallet. But Myra was too busy pushing him out of the bathroom while telling him what the owner of the club, her father, would do if he ever caught Yung being a perv. Though small in stature, Myra was strong like all cheetahs. 
 
    On more than one occasion, he’d witnessed her and her sisters tossing someone out of the club without asking security for assistance. Yung walked ahead of Myra out of the bathroom. 
 
    Myra’s light-brown eyes seemed to glow once they were back in the darkness of the club. The spots on a cheetah shifter’s skin only showed when they were pissed off or extremely aroused. Yung doubted Myra was the latter. Yet, her dark brown spots were definitely showing up on her light brown skin. 
 
    Yung stuffed the wallet into his back pocket as Myra walked past him, shaking her head while muttering about how she hadn’t pegged him as a perv. He hoped she wouldn’t tell her dad about this minor incident. Jakob would probably ban him from the club if she did. 
 
    “Thought we’d lost you, buddy,” Hyun said, slapping Yung on the back. “Your brother just brought another round of drinks for those hot witches at table three. Join us.” 
 
    Yung was barely listening to what Hyun was saying. Yung’s nose flared and his body tensed. The beast in him scraped its claws against Yung’s back, begging to be set free. It was her. Not the damn hot pink wallet, but her in the flesh. He could almost taste her she was so close. 
 
    Scanning the room, he spotted his brother, Jihun. The scent was coming from the woman standing directly in front of Jihun. Yung ignored Hyun and strode toward his brother and his woman. He vaguely heard Hyun asking him if he was okay. Was he okay? No. No, he wasn’t okay. 
 
    Yung frowned as he watched his brother talk to his mate. Right before his eyes, Jihun reached out and touched the mysterious woman on the elbow. Fuck no, Yung wasn’t okay. The beast in him growled. Apparently, so did the man. Jihun turned toward him with a huge grin on his face. 
 
    “I figured it was you when I heard that growl, Yung,” his brother called out. “I’ve got someone I want you to meet. I knew you’d want to get to know her–” 
 
    Before Jihun could finish his sentence, Yung had crossed the room and slammed his fist into his brother’s nose, knocking him out of his chair. The witches jumped up as Jihun fell onto the table, causing their drinks to spill. Before Yung could ram his fist into his brother’s nose again, Hyun was there holding him back. 
 
    “Man, what the hell are you doing?” Hyun yelled. 
 
    What was he doing? This wasn’t like him. Yung tried to calm down. He opened his mouth to speak but was hit with a scent of arousal so strong it made his knees buckle. Hyun caught him before he hit the floor. That scent! Yung stared straight at the woman who belonged to him. He could hear the witches helping his brother up. 
 
    One was saying a spell to fix his brother’s broken nose. Another was asking his brother why was Yung so violent. Normally, Yung wasn’t like this. Tonight, he didn’t give a damn about any of that. Tonight, he couldn’t take his eyes off the dark-haired, brown-skinned beauty with the dark eyes who was standing before him. 
 
    She seemed unable to take her eyes off him also. Did she feel the mating pull too? She had to. For a moment, it was as if time stood still and the two of them were the only people left in the club. Fuck that! In the world. Even in his wildest dreams, he couldn’t have conjured up a more beautiful mate. 
 
    There were so many things he wanted to say to her. So many things he wanted to do to her. All of a sudden, she licked her lips and he was lost. His beast took over. Yung knocked Hyun’s hands off of him and leapt towards the woman whose scent was driving him mad. 
 
    He needed to touch her, hold her, claim her. He reached for her but ran into an invisible wall that damn near knocked him on his ass. Growling as he regained his footing, Yung tried again. Something wrapped around his wrists and pulled him back. 
 
    He glanced down at his hands and saw nothing. Yet, when he moved, he felt ropes biting into his wrists. He tried to break free of the invisible hold. The more he struggled, the tighter the ropes got. Damn it! 
 
    “Let him go, Valera. Please,” his mate said to one of the witches who stood giggling beside his brother. 
 
    This was his first time hearing his mate’s voice. It was like the sweetest melody. More surprisingly, it calmed his beast, a little. Yung ceased struggling to break free and simply stared at her. Mine. He’d finally found his better half. Now if he could only go to her. 
 
    “I can’t let him go, babe,” the witch called Valera replied. “He seems hell-bent on getting his hands on you. I don’t think you’re ready for what he’s ready for. Then again, maybe you are!” The three witches started laughing at their inside joke, while his woman blushed. 
 
    “No, no, I don’t think I’m ready for that,” his mate replied. Her gaze darting from him back to the witches. “Um, maybe we should just leave. I’ll go first while you’re holding him.” 
 
    Don’t go! 
 
    Yung growled and pulled against his invisible restraints. He didn’t want her to leave. He hadn’t had a chance to talk to her. He hadn’t had a chance to tell her he was so fucking glad he’d found her. Tonight, he would get that chance. Or he’d destroy this entire fucking club. His beast wouldn’t be denied. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    How did he have this kind of power over her? Staring into his brown eyes, she caught a glimpse of the wolf he was barely holding in. Iris liked what she saw. Being part wolf herself, she felt her inner beast begging to be released. This was a feeling she’d never felt before. Normally, her wolf was dormant, even lazy, for a better word. 
 
    But lately, Iris had been feeling a plethora of new emotions and her wolf had been acting strangely. For the past two days, she’d been feeling sick to her stomach. Her whole body ached. Her best friend, Val, said it was because she was going through the change. 
 
    The change was something all female shifters went through once they reached their primeage; the age where their body was the healthiest and the strongest. From then on, they would cease to age the same way humans did. Iris turned twenty-four a few months ago. 
 
    She would stay looking twenty-four for about five years if the 5:1 ratio was correct. To celebrate her primeage, her friends had suggested coming to the club as a diversion to her problems. However, the only thing coming to the club had done was make matters worse. She did a mental recap of her night so far. 
 
    Once inside the club, she’d been hit with a need so strong, she hadn’t known what to do. Racing to the bathroom to keep her friends from noticing, she’d rushed into the last stall, slammed and locked the door, then stood against the wall, trying to catch her breath. 
 
    But the bathroom wasn’t the haven she’d hoped it to be. Not even a minute later, she’d caught another whiff of the scent that had sent her racing to the bathroom. Only that time, it was closer. And that time, she’d felt herself getting wet because of it. 
 
    She’d felt close to losing control of her body. She’d felt close to giving that control up to her inner wolf. Her, the woman who was praised for her amazing amount of restraint and self-control, was finally losing her mind. Her body was betraying her. 
 
    Hiding in the tiny stall, she’d felt horny, unsatisfied, needy. Then the door to the lady's room had burst open. And that’s when she’d heard him growl. At that moment, she’d known exactly what it was her body, her wolf, needed. Him! His scent had been so strong, so powerful, so sexy. 
 
    When he sniffed then growled, she’d known he’d come in there specifically to look for her. That had frightened the woman but riled up the wolf. Her friends had warned her of this. She’d been told that once her wolf found the person she wanted to spend her life with, she’d attempt to take over. 
 
    And once her wolf took over, the next few days would be nothing but a fuck-fest. Val’s words, not hers. Iris wasn’t ready for that. She was pretty sure her body wasn’t ready for that also, no matter how much her wolf growled in disagreement. 
 
    Iris had heard the man her wolf wanted nearing the stall she’d been hiding in. The need growing inside of her had increased. She could feel the energy coming off of him. From that energy, she could sense that he needed her just as much as she needed him. 
 
    But she wasn’t used to needing anyone. And there was no way in hell she was going to risk having her wolf take over her in that club. Nervous and confused, she’d weighed her options. She could stay and see if the stranger wanted to have a friendly talk over a nice cold beer. 
 
    Or, she could let her wolf out and she could hump a stranger in the bathroom of a shifter club. Her wolf had growled her approval at that option. Out of time, the stall door had burst open just as she’d decided to go with option C and teleported herself to her bedroom. 
 
    She’d done the one thing she’d been told not to do at the club, teleport. But no one had been there to see it. He definitely hadn’t seen her teleport. Once in her bedroom, Iris had been able to breathe again. Taking a deep breath, she’d sensed her mom downstairs watching T.V. 
 
    But she could no longer sense him. Perfect. What she’d truly needed at that moment was a cold shower. Iris kicked her heels off. Pulling her shirt over her head, she’d headed to the bathroom. Once she’d entered the bathroom, she’d taken her pants off then started pulling her panties down. She’d groaned as the fabric slid from between her legs. 
 
    What is wrong with me? Getting undressed should not arouse me? 
 
    Just yesterday, she’d turned over in bed and the feel of her sheet rubbing across her nipples had made them harden. If this change didn’t end soon, she’d truly end up screwing a stranger in a club bathroom. Her wolf perked up at that thought. 
 
    “Quiet, girl,” Iris had chided her beast. “If left up to you, I’d be getting bent over a toilet seat right now.” 
 
    Her wolf howled. Iris grew still when she heard her mother’s footsteps coming up the stairs. Damn it. She’d wanted a shower to cool herself down. Now, she didn’t have time for that. Trying to avoid her mother, Iris teleported into her closet. 
 
    She grabbed the first outfit and pair of heels she saw then dressed quickly. Her goal was to be out of the house before her mother burst into the room. Much like the stranger in the club, her mother wouldn’t knock before entering. Iris paused. He hadn’t knocked before entering! 
 
    He’d come into the lady’s room and burst into a stall like he’d owned the place. Perv! Her wolf growled her approval. Shaking her head, Iris slipped her heels on and told her wolf, “Alpha assholes are not on our to-do list. I prefer nice guys.” Technically, Iris shouldn’t have been in the shifter club at all. 
 
    Her mother hated for her and her sister to be around supernatural beings outside of those who lived in their village. She feared if they spent too much time with outside supes, their secret would be found out and certain factions would try to harm them. 
 
    Tonight, she’d snuck out for a night of fun. She blamed it on her wolf. And her friends. Just as her mom turned the doorknob, Iris teleported herself back to the club. That was close, she thought as she walked to the front. Looking down at herself, she realized she’d grabbed the skin-tight black backless dress her friend, Sasha, had left at her house. 
 
    It had been part of Sasha’s discard pile, outfits she hadn’t wanted to wear out last weekend. As usual, her discard pile had been left on Iris’s floor and had ended up in Iris’s closet. Now, one of those discarded pieces had ended up on Iris. Damn it. 
 
    Iris ran her hand through her dark hair falling loosely over her shoulders. She walked over to the club window and stared at her reflection. She looked like a partier. This look was much different from the jeans and crop top she’d sported earlier. It wouldn’t have been her first choice, or second, but it would have to do. 
 
    Iris stared at the club door and hoped the wolf who’d spooked her earlier was nowhere in sight. She whispered a prayer for strength then pushed open the doors and entered the club. Quickly, her friends spotted her and waved her over. Once she reached the group, the scent of her male hit her again and she barely managed to calm her nerves. 
 
    Act natural, she told herself. It wasn’t surprising that her friends were no longer alone. One of the guys at their table introduced himself as Jihun or something like that. Iris had been too busy searching for the wolf she knew was coming for her. 
 
    There he was. He’d been talking to another guy. As soon as he spotted her, he started in her direction. Act natural. She started fiddling with a pack of peanuts on the table. She had no idea who they belonged to. Maybe she should order herself a drink. 
 
    Oh, no, she’d forgotten her wallet. Well, it didn’t matter anyway. She’d left home before switching her cards and money from her old wallet to her new one anyway. The pink wallet was empty. 
 
    “Hey,” Jihun, her friends’ tablemate, called to her. 
 
    Iris’s gaze returned to him. “Uh, hi.” We’ve already spoken. Your weirdness is making me more nervous than I already am. The scent was getting stronger. What to do? Acting natural wasn’t helping. 
 
    Jihun smiled, as he leaned closer, gently grabbed her elbow, and whispered, “Welcome to the family.” 
 
    This club was full of pervs! Confused, she’d taken a step back just as Jihun turned to introduce her to the one whose scent was causing her to mess up a new pair of panties. Wait! She’d forgotten to put on panties. And it was too late to run. He had arrived! Suddenly, Jihun was being knocked across the table. 
 
    Iris stood face to face with the man who’d just punched a seven-foot shifter and sent him flying over a table without even breaking a sweat. Their eyes connected. She damn near got lost in his gaze. A hot flash sizzled across her body, igniting every nerve ending she possessed. 
 
    Her mother had always told her she would recognize her mate by his scent and by the feeling that came over her the first time she looked into his eyes. Being a hybrid, she thought she’d never find a mate. Boy, had she been wrong. She’d found one. 
 
    A big one. Now that she’d finally found him, she didn’t know what to do with him. Well, she knew what to do. But the things her wolf wanted to do were probably illegal in a few states. Also, they might hurt. Boy, was he tall. Iris thought she and her sister were tall with them both being five foot nine. 
 
    In front of her stood the most gorgeous seven-foot-tall man she’d ever seen. His dark brown eyes held her mesmerized. His tan skin looked like it had been kissed by the sun, the heavens, and everything in between. Everything except her. Her gaze roamed over him, taking him in. 
 
    It was hot and humid tonight. Which was probably why he was dressed in a muscle shirt and camouflage shorts. Even in something as casual as that, he still stood out in the club. She watched his muscular chest rise and fall with each breath he took. 
 
    He was simply breathing, simply existing, yet, he was driving her wolf wild. Iris licked her lips and heard him growl. She glanced back up at his face in time to see him rush towards her, leaping over the table to get to her. Her wolf cheered him on. But Iris took a step back as he collided with an invisible wall. Valera laughed. Iris’s gaze jerked to the witch. 
 
    Val winked at her. So, she was the culprit behind the invisible wall and she was the reason Iris’s mate was fighting against invisible ropes. She glared at her witch friends. They knew she was going through the change and that he could scent her. 
 
    From the looks on their faces, they also knew she was his mate. Damn sneaky ass witches. They’d probably set this entire thing up. They were always telling her to get laid. Now, they were taking action. What was the use of having enemies when you could have witches as friends? 
 
    The beast inside of her was screaming to be released. Her wolf was driven by desire, by emotion. Iris wasn’t. The logical side of her knew she couldn’t be the mate of a wolf. Not tonight. Not ever. If he found out what she was, he would probably rip her in half. 
 
    Of course, the witches knew what she was. They’d been a part of her family for as long as she could remember. They accepted her and her sister for who they were, mainly because they too had secrets. They were like family and would not let anything happen to her. 
 
    Not that she couldn’t defend herself. Her mother had made sure her daughters could protect themselves in any situation. Yet Iris didn’t know if she could protect herself from him or not. The way he was growling, fighting an invisible hold on him, let her know he was too much wolf for her. 
 
    The way his muscles flexed let her know he was too much man for her. But the wild side of her wanted to test him out, to see if her theory was correct. Iris licked her lips again then immediately regretted it. Her mate growled louder, drawing the attention of people in the club. 
 
    “Stop it, wolf,” Iris begged. “We can’t have him. No matter how badly we want him.” Her wolf wasn’t listening to her. It was still calling out to his wolf, getting him riled up. It would be best if she left. 
 
    “I’ll meet you guys back at home,” Iris told her friends. 
 
    It was hard to turn her back on the male who her heart and wolf said was her mate, but her mind said was her enemy. Everything in her screamed for her to stay with him. She couldn’t. Turning away from him, she fled the club. Onlookers lost interest in the little show and went back to dancing and drinking. 
 
    Once outside, she inhaled deeply, breathing in the fresh air that wasn’t tainted with the spicy scent of her mate. There were too many cars pulling into the club’s parking lot. If she went to the back of the club, some perv might follow her. So, she headed to the woods. 
 
    It wasn’t safe for her to teleport in front of others. Standing behind the cover of a tree, Iris calmed her mind and focused on her bedroom. As her body began to dematerialize, she heard the club door burst open. That spicy scent she’d probably dream about for the rest of her life filled the air. 
 
    Her mate called out for her. The amount of longing she heard in his howl broke her heart. She wouldn’t be swayed. Her disappearing was for the best. It was better he lost her now, before getting to know her. Rather than lose her in the future by his own hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    The witches let him go after his mate rushed from the bar. He growled at them as he raced for the door. When he made it outside, his mate was nowhere in sight. He followed her scent to a nearby tree but she wasn’t there. It was like she’d disappeared into thin air. He raced through the forest, trying to pick up her scent. 
 
    But there was no helping it. She was lost to him, again. Frustrated, Yung returned to the club. The witches were still there, drinks in hand, smiling at him. His brother and cousin were seated at the table with the witches. They were also staring at him. 
 
    Yung walked up to the group of idiots and demanded, “Who is she?” 
 
    The witches ignored him and continued drinking their drinks. 
 
    “Maybe if you asked them nicely brother, they would be more inclined to answer.” 
 
    Yung glanced at his brother and growled. 
 
    “Now, that’s even worst, bro. You’re gonna have to do better than that.” 
 
    The witches laughed. Yung’s anger was rising. His brother turned to the redhead called Valera and whispered something in her ear. 
 
    The witch laughed and smacked his hand before saying, “None of that mister, or I will have to tell your girlfriend.” 
 
    “I don’t have a girlfriend, yet. And if I did, there’s enough of me to go around.” 
 
    Jihun winked at the witches, who in turn looked at each other and burst out laughing. Yung didn’t have time to stand there watching them flirt. His eyes began to glow. His beast was climbing its way to the forefront. It wanted his mate. So, did Yung. 
 
    Valera must’ve sensed this change in him and decided it was time to stop toying with the wolf. Because she stopped flirting and told him what he needed to know. 
 
    “Her name is Iris,” Valera said. 
 
    The other witches gasped and faced her. Yung pulled up a chair in front of Valera. The other two witches rolled their eyes at him. Clearly, they felt as if Val was betraying their friend. He could understand their sense of loyalty. He was happy his mate had friends like them. But they didn’t have to worry about him hurting their friend. She was his mate. He’d protect her with his life. 
 
    “How do I find her? You obviously know what she is to me.” 
 
    Val toyed with the straw in her beverage. For a while, he’d thought she wasn’t going to reply. When she did, disappointment washed over him. 
 
    “I can’t tell you that,” she told him before taking a sip of her drink. “I’m truly sorry. Look on the bright side, if she ever wants to see you again, she knows where to find you.” Val laughed, along with her sisters. 
 
    He didn’t find a damn thing funny. But, he’d already gotten off on the wrong foot with them and with his mate. He needed to show them that he wasn’t normally this aggressive. 
 
    “Please,” he said. “I’ve waited so long for her. I can’t bear to lose her already.” 
 
    “Awww,” the witches replied in unison with dreamy expressions on their faces. 
 
    Yung didn’t know if they were being serious or joking again. 
 
    “How sweet,” one of the witches said. Around her neck was a gold necklace with the name Victoria on the charm dangling from it. 
 
    “How adorable,” the other witch added. She too wore a necklace with her name on it. Hers had Venetia etched into the charm. 
 
    His gaze flew to Val’s neck. She too wore a gold necklace with her name on the charm. Interesting. His gaze met Val’s. He hoped she could see the desperation in his eyes. He hadn’t given anyone the puppy dog eyes since his mother was alive. Would they work on this witch? Desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
    The witch sighed. “Cease with the puppy dog eyes,” she told him. “I truly wish I could help you. But I can’t betray the confidence of a friend. Iris is like a sister to me. My loyalty lies with her, not you. And since she ran away from you, it wouldn’t be right for me to tell you where she ran to.” 
 
    Damn. Her reasoning made sense. Still, damn. 
 
    “But,” she continued. “I will give you some advice.” 
 
    He’d take whatever he could get. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Iris is innocent in all ways.” 
 
    Hyun and Jihun laughed. Yung growled at them. They stopped and the witch continued. 
 
    “She is also very different from you.” 
 
    “Do you mean because she’s African American and I’m Asian American? None of that matters to me. Love is love.” 
 
    Again, the other witches said, “Awww,” as if he’d just said something astounding. Love was love. Everyone had a right to love who they wanted to love. It wasn’t up to others to decide who a person should love. 
 
    “I’m glad you said love is love,” Val told him. “Remember you said that. And if Iris does one day give you a chance to woo her, take things slow with her. You seem kind of… animalistic.” 
 
    Yeah. He blamed it on his wolf. Plus, this was their first time scenting their mate. The next time, he would be more of a gentleman. He hoped. He prayed. 
 
    “That’s all the advice I have for you. With that said, we must go.” 
 
    The three witches got up to leave. They all seemed to move at the same time, like synchronized swimmers. 
 
    “Wait! How can I find her?” Yung yelled to the witches as they neared the exit. “Where does she hang out?” 
 
    “I got this one,” the witch called Venetia said, before glancing over her shoulder at him. “Our Iris does not hang out. She spends most of her time with her family. The rest of her time is spent picking berries in the forest or swimming in the lake, training, or sleeping. She sleeps a lot.” 
 
    The other two witches turned to her with startled expressions on their faces. 
 
    “Well,” Venetia said with a shrug. “It’s best he finds out sooner than later. Plus, if he becomes a problem, I will just erase his memory.” 
 
    Erase my memory? 
 
    “Wait, you can do that?” His friend, Hyun, asked. 
 
    Ignoring the question, the witches turned and left the club. Onlookers watched them leave. Some guys whistled at them. Others made suggestive noises at the three of them. They ignored the clubbers and continued out the door. Yung couldn’t help but wonder if that was the same impression he’d made on his mate. 
 
    Had he come across as a club perv to her? His wolf growled, this time in shame. “We have to do better next time,” Yung told his beast. “We can’t have her afraid of us. We can’t have her thinking we’re like these jerks.” He stared around the club. 
 
    His gaze stopped on the door the witches had just exited. He was tempted to follow them. But his instinct told him they would not tell him anything else about his mate. Patience, he told himself. He had to be patient. 
 
    “I think you owe me an apology, bro,” Jihun said, causing Yung to stop his daydreaming. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For punching me.” 
 
    Yung could feel himself getting angry all over again. “You were touching my mate. I haven’t even touched her yet.” Yung's eyes began to glow again. 
 
    “Calm down,” Jihun told him. “I was just kidding. I knew from the moment she walked into the club that she was your mate. Her scent hit me also. Oh, stop growling and let me finish. Her scent hit me too, but it didn’t make me want to claim her. So, I figured she was yours. You know siblings can sometimes feel when their brother’s mate is nearby. I was preparing to tell you that when you went all Hulk smash and punched me in the nose. If it wasn’t for those lovely witches saving me, you may have killed me.” 
 
    Hyun laughed at Jihun’s joke. Yung shook his head. His brother was always making jokes. This was no joking matter. What if his mate had confused his brother’s scent for his? He and his brother were only fraternal twins, not identical. Could she still confuse their scents? 
 
    She’d seemed less nervous with his brother. Did she want Jihun instead of him? Was that why she’d allowed him to touch her? Yung shook his head trying to clear his mind. She was his mate. And no one, not his brother or those witches, would stand between him and what was his. 
 
    Yung looked over at his brother and cousin. Both men were staring at him with huge grins on their faces. They were enjoying his discomfort. Neither of them was interested in finding their mates anytime soon. They didn’t know how long he’d secretly yearned for a mate. 
 
    They didn’t know that he stayed up some nights, wondering what she would look like, wondering what she’d sound like, wondering what she’d think of him. Now that he’d seen her, smelled her, there was no way he was letting her go. He’d always assumed he and his mate would have an instant attraction to one another. 
 
    He could tell from her scent that she’d been aroused by him. Or had that been the change causing her to want him? When a female wolf went through the change, her need for sexual release was her top priority. It was all she could think about at the time. 
 
    In most packs, during the change, an unmated female could choose whoever she wanted to see her through the change. As long as the person she chose was unmated also. If the female was mated, then her mate was the only person with the right to aid her. 
 
    A female wolf needed to have a release every few hours when she was going through the change. Sometimes it took more than one male to aid her. The change was something that could not be avoided. Therefore, it wasn’t frowned upon when a female took more than one lover during that time. 
 
    However, to avoid problems with future mates becoming upset knowing that their mate once slept with their best friend, most females were aided by wolves from other packs. He refused to let anyone else aid his mate through her change. 
 
    Now that he knew her name, all he had to do was ask around to find out what pack she belonged to. Someone had to know of the tall, shapely, brown-skinned she-wolf who kept company with three mischievous red-headed witches. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Iris teleported herself to her bedroom, but her thoughts were still on the wolf she’d left behind. Before tonight, she hadn’t known what her type of man was. She’d stayed up some nights with her sister, Erin, and their best friends, talking about what they liked in a man. She’d always remained quiet and listened to what the others had to say. Her sister wanted her mate to be a vampire. 
 
    Sasha, their friend, wanted her mate to be a cheetah. Neither of them wanted wolves. In fact, Sasha, a beautiful cheetah shifter; hated wolves just as much as Erin hated did. Sasha’s mother was the daughter of an alpha and she’d been disowned by her parents when she refused to mate with the guy of their choice. 
 
    Her mother had already known who her mate was. She’d even been pregnant by him when the alpha tried to force her to marry someone else. She’d ran away with him when her father disowned her. The witches of Iris’s village had come across Sasha’s parents in the woods. 
 
    The cheetah couple was wounded after being attacked by wolves. Sasha’s mother had been bruised, but her mate was badly beaten and barely alive. The witches had formed a circle around him and for three hours, they’d chanted a healing incantation. 
 
    At the end of the third hour, the wounded cheetah finally showed signs of healing. An hour later, Sasha’s mother gave birth to her. The witches helped with the delivery then invited the young family to make their home in their village, where no one could ever hurt them again. 
 
    The witches hadn’t asked the couple why they’d been attacked by wolves. It was just another secret that members of their village had. Iris had a feeling the witches knew everyone’s secrets. No matter what the secret was, Sasha believed that all wolves were vicious animals. 
 
    They would be shocked to find out that Iris’s mate was a wolf shifter. And he was just her type. She was so preoccupied with her thoughts that she didn’t sense her sister entering her room and sitting down on her bed. 
 
    “Is there a reason your clothes are all over the floor in here and your hair is a hot mess?” Erin asked. 
 
    Iris spun around and stared into a pair of eyes almost exactly like her own. Though her sister was a year older than her, they looked a lot alike. Same dark eyes. Same curvy figure. Same long hair. Only Iris wore hers straight and her sister liked hers curly. 
 
    “Erin, don’t you have something, anything, better to do than bother me?” 
 
    “Not tonight.” Erin laid back on Iris’s queen size bed and examined her recently manicured nails. “I was just in my room on my phone, talking to three lil witches, and guess what they told me. Come on, guess.” 
 
    “I’d rather pretend you weren’t in here.” Those little snitches! 
 
    Erin rolled her eyes. “Actually, they didn’t have to tell me. I can smell it for myself. You smell like a wet dog. How could I not know that you’ve been around some of their kind.” 
 
    Iris shook her head. She was not about to let her sister upset her. Despite their mother being a wolf, despite them being wolf-vamp hybrids, Erin refused to accept her wolf side. Their mother was the only wolf Erin was willing to be around. 
 
    And this wasn’t something that had just started. Erin had always been that way. When they were younger, they used to leave their small cottage and go down to the training area of the village to watch the cheetah warrior’s train. When they got older, they asked if they could train also. 
 
    When their mom saw their eagerness to learn to fight, she began teaching them how to protect themselves. Erin trained with a vengeance. She would sometimes say she was preparing herself for the war with the wolves. Erin was too filled with hatred to notice how upset it made their mom. 
 
    It made their mom feel as if she’d failed in teaching them to embrace the wolf half of their heritage. Unlike most wolf shifters, Iris and Erin didn’t turn into their wolf form when the moon was full. They only turned when they were extremely angry. Well, extremely emotional, period. 
 
    Erin thought that was a blessing since she hated being in her wolf form and hated seeing her sister in hers. Iris didn’t blame all wolves for the death of their father. But Erin did. There was nothing Iris could do to change her mind. She’d long given up trying. 
 
    “How can you enjoy being in the club with them around? Ugh. Their scent alone would drive me crazy. They’re all perverts, you know,” Erin told her. “They try to blame it on their inner beasts. But you and I both have inner beasts and you don’t see us acting all hot and bothered all the time.” 
 
    Iris didn’t bother telling her sister that she was going through the change and feeling pretty hot and bothered right now. She didn’t want to hear the nonsense that Erin would spew. She was having a hard enough time trying to deal with her own emotions. 
 
    She didn’t feel like dealing with her sister’s also. Erin had not yet been through the change. According to her sister, if you were strong enough, you could fend off the change. And if she happened to get it, she felt she was strong enough to suppress it. 
 
    Iris stared at her sister as she went on and on about why she couldn’t go to a club with wolf shifters. Right now, Iris could really use a little girl talk. She needed someone to confide in. 
 
    However, she knew Erin wouldn’t understand. The thought of being turned on by a wolf-shifter would disgust her sister. For now, Iris would keep her thoughts to herself and figure this out on her own. 
 
    “There’s no way you were able to relax with those beasts breathing down your neck.” Erin shuddered. “I can’t even imagine.” 
 
    “If you must know, I had fun. There were only a few wolves there and they all kept their paws to themselves.” Iris began laughing at her own joke but Erin rolled her eyes and leapt off the bed with the quickness of a wolf... Or vampire. 
 
    “Your humor bores me.” Erin faked a yawn. “I’m heading out to meet Sasha at the lake for a swim. Maybe you should come take a dip in the lake with us, wash that stench off.” Erin laughed at her own joke. “I’m funnier than you, sis,” she said before teleporting out of the room. 
 
    Iris yawned. Though she was feeling tired, she still had a few hours before her death nap took hold of her. Maybe she should take a swim before she slept. Swimming usually helped clear her mind. Problem was, she wasn’t in the mood to listen to Erin and Sasha bash wolves. 
 
    If she swam on the north side of the lake, past the trees, she wouldn’t have to see them at all. No one ever swam on the north side of the lake. Most of the villagers didn’t like the fact that there was a trail there and outsiders passed there often. 
 
    Iris didn’t see what the problem was. Thanks to the shroud that surrounded their property, no one could see into their village. The witches had even placed a compulsion spell over the area that caused anyone who considered coming too close to turn and leave. 
 
    Only creatures of the Lore who felt abandoned and who truly needed help could enter onto their property. Despite knowing this, some of the beings in their village were still nervous about hanging out in that area. That was the major reason why no one had built their home there. 
 
    That was fine with Iris. She was already in the process of working on the blueprint for her cabin. And she knew exactly where she wanted it built. Ever since she was a child, the northern area had been her go-to spot when she wanted to be alone. And right now, she definitely wanted to be alone. 
 
    Iris teleported to her favorite secret spot on the lake. She walked to the edge of the water and stuck her toe in. The water was cold but it felt so good. Though she knew no one else was there, she still glanced around to make sure she was alone before pulling her dress over her head. 
 
    The fabric glided across her skin, causing her to shiver in the night. She tossed her dress onto the ground then stretched her arms over her head. She loved the night. The moon was still out and she could feel it calling to her. Iris walked out into the water, delighting at how good it felt. 
 
    Once she was waist deep, she dove under and swam out farther then turned over to float on her back. The cool water was helping. It cooled her fevered skin down a little, but not much. She knew from talking to Val, that the change would only get worse if she didn’t find someone to help her through it. 
 
    Most wolf-shifters her age were already having sex on a regular basis, therefore it meant nothing to them to take a lover or two during their change to help make the transition easier. Iris had never enjoyed being touched. Though she fantasized about it a lot, the actual act had never been anything like her fantasies. 
 
    However, the wolf from the club had her thinking about changing her views on sex. Just thinking of him had her heart pounding erratically. How could she possibly be getting wet when she was surrounded by water? Floating on her back still, she lifted one hand and placed it between her legs. 
 
    Yep, she was wet and not from the water in the lake. Iris couldn’t resist rubbing a finger over her tiny bud. She felt herself getting wetter. If it wasn’t for the change, she wouldn’t be feeling like this. She was the Ice Queen. The Unfeeling. 
 
    In school, she’d been voted the least likely to find a mate because of how frigid she was. If only her classmates could see her now, floating naked in the lake while touching herself. She may only reveal her cold side to the world, but in her fantasies, she was always the dominant one. 
 
    Her thoughts drifted back to the wolf from the club. If he was there, alone with her, would he behave as big and bad as he had in the club? Would he growl at her in that way of his that made her knees weak and her mouth water? Or would she, the former Ice Queen, tame him and have him begging for her touch? 
 
    If she licked him the way she ached to, would he growl for her? If she rode him the way her beast was pushing her to, could she make him howl for her? Fantasizing about him was causing her to hear things because she could’ve sworn she heard a wolf growl followed by a splash of water. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Yung left the club early. His brother and cousin were still talking and drinking beers. Yung couldn’t enjoy himself because he couldn’t get his mind off his mate. Tomorrow, he would have to find her. He would not be able to rest until he did. There were so many things he had to get in order and soon. 
 
    He would have to find a place for them to live. He doubted she wanted to live with him, his playboy brother, and their bitter father. He had to buy her jewelry. All women loved jewelry. What else did he need? Shit. He didn’t know. Truth was, he didn’t know how to properly take care of a mate. 
 
    But he’d learn and fast. With his thoughts full of his mate, Yung knew he wouldn’t be getting any sleep anytime soon. But, when his cousin and brother invited him to hang out longer, he passed on the offer. The two of them had found a couple of fox-shifters to party with. 
 
    The only woman he wanted to party with was the shifter whose scent was now imprinted in his memory for eternity. Since he’d rode to the club with Hyun but didn’t want to hang out any longer, Yung was forced to walk home. Which was alright with him. It was a nice night. 
 
    A perfect night for a midnight stroll. A perfect time for him to figure out how he was going to woo his skittish mate. Caught up in his thoughts, Yung decided to take the long way home. Halfway home, he came to a fork in the road. Normally, he would turn right and continue on home. 
 
    The other road simply led to a dead end and a bunch of trees. This night, however, he felt drawn to those trees. Yung stopped and stared at the trees. They were just regular trees, nothing special about them. So, why the hell was he so enchanted by them? 
 
    A gentle breeze blew. The leaves swayed. His nostrils flared. A shiver crept over him. That scent! It was her. She was there, behind those trees. Instead of going right, for the first time in his life, he took the path to the left. 
 
    He came upon a trail and followed it. To his surprise, it ended in front of acres of trees. Yet, he could still smell her. Yung followed her scent into the forest. The woods thickened. He was scratched by leaves and figs. No matter how hard he tried to avoid the tree stumps, he still managed to trip over them. 
 
    He didn’t let that deter him. As a child, he’d been told that these woods were haunted and that those who entered never came out. Most people stayed away. Even the supernatural beings tended to avoid the area. What was his mate doing there? Yung continued walking. 
 
    There was no clearing in sight and neither was his mate. Only trees and more trees. Once again, he’d lost her. He was beginning to think he’d never have her and that he would forever be deprived of the one woman who was made solely for him. Yung turned to leave. 
 
    Out of nowhere, the scent of arousal hit him so hard that he had to hold on to a tree for support. It was his mate. And she needed him. But why the hell couldn’t he find her? Desperate, he decided to keep searching. He’d search all damn night if he had to. 
 
    Yung spun around, determined to search for however long it took him to locate her. He came up short at the change of scenery before him. Well damn. Am I dreaming? The trees that had been there seconds ago were gone. They’d been replaced with a lake. 
 
    Floating in the water, with the moonlight illuminating her naked body, was his mate. He knew neither the lake nor his mate had been there just a second ago, but he didn’t care. Yung pushed bushes out of his way and stepped out into the clearing. 
 
    He didn’t want to frighten her. Would she be alarmed if he decided to join her? To his amazement, Yung realized that his mate was pleasuring herself. Her moans filled the air. His wolf growled low. Yung couldn’t help but wonder whether or not she was thinking about him as she touched herself. 
 
    Or maybe she already had a lover and was waiting in the lake for him to show. His beast growled louder at that thought. He would just have to kill whoever her secret lover was. After tonight, no one else would ever touch his mate. Only him. Stalking closer to his floating beauty, he scanned his surroundings. 
 
    The lake she was floating in was huge. He wondered why he’d never seen this lake before. Further in the distance, smoke rose from behind the trees. He assumed that back there was where his mate and her pack lived. Why had he never heard of this village? 
 
    His mate groaned. A growl escaped him as his attention returned to her. The water splashed as he strode through it, making his way to her. She must’ve heard him because after he pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it behind him, he saw that her eyes were on him. She looked shocked. 
 
    She no longer floated but stood facing him with her hands covering her breasts. He knew it was rude to stare, but he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her. His gaze slowly roamed over her. Her hands were too small to contain her voluptuous breasts. 
 
    Her waist was narrow and her hips flared out perfectly. She was perfection. Glancing back up at her face, he noticed that she was trembling. Damn. He was making her nervous. First in the club, now, in the lake. She had to think he was a perv by now. 
 
    “Tonight is a perfect night for a swim,” he said, trying to calm her and himself. 
 
    She didn’t respond, not with words at least. She licked her lips. He hardened. The beast in him was begging for him to touch her, but he didn’t want to scare her. To his surprise, her hands fell from her breasts and dropped to her sides. She began playing with the water on either side of her glorious body. 
 
    If it was possible, Yung’s body hardened even more. With her head lowered she spoke softly, “Every night is a perfect night for a swim. I come here all the time. What I want to know right now is, how did you get here?” 
 
    Yung was mesmerized by her voice. “I followed the path here when I smelled your scent. I followed it to you.” 
 
    His mate looked up at him and smiled. If she hadn’t already stolen his heart, she would’ve done so with that one smile. 
 
    “Ahhh,” she whispered, nodding. “That’s how you got here. You smelled my… scent and wanted me.” 
 
    “Yes, I did. It’s strange because I couldn’t find you at first. Then out of nowhere, there you were, like magic.” 
 
    It hit Yung all of a sudden. Those witches must have placed a spell on their village to keep outsiders out. 
 
    “I take it your village only allows some people in.” 
 
    “Very perceptive,” she said, before lowering her head again. 
 
    Unable to help himself, he took a step closer to her. She looked up but didn’t move away. He took another step in her direction. Her gaze returned to the water. Still, she didn’t move away. 
 
    “I guess you’re not going to tell me much about yourself or your village,” Yung stated, trying to fill the silence. 
 
    Once he stood toe to toe with her, he stared down at his mate. His wolf screamed for him to touch her. He wanted to, so badly that his hands shook slightly. But he couldn’t rush her into anything, no matter how wild he was for her. Her fingers danced over the water, creating tiny ripples. 
 
    She came close to touching him as she played with the water. He held his breath as he watched her fingers, wondering if she’d touch him. Hoping she would. Her fingers neared him, paused, then retraced their steps back to her. She glanced up at him and smiled then stared back down at the water. 
 
    Was she teasing him? If she knew how close he was to losing it, she wouldn’t do that. Still, he couldn’t help but smile. Her teasing him meant she wasn’t afraid of him. He hadn’t scared her off. Great! Moving slowly, he reached up and gently caressed her cheek. 
 
    She tensed briefly then leaned into his touch. Trailing his fingers down to her chin, he gently lifted her face so she would stare into his eyes instead of at the water. His mated friends had told him what to expect when he came face to face with his mate. 
 
    They’d told him about the instant attraction. They’d told him he’d end up wanting to stare into her eyes forever. They’d told him his inner beast would recognize her inner beast as his other half. Yung had felt it happening at the club. 
 
    But now that he was close to her, touching her, it was like lightning striking his body. Every nerve in his being, some he didn’t even know existed, were coming to life. It was like she was awaking another part of him. A part that had been dormant and was rising because its other half was now present. 
 
    He could tell she felt it too from the way she was staring at him. She shivered. Not out of fear, out of need. A need for him. A growl rumbled through her chest. It was a soft sound that set his body on fire. Unable to stop himself, he leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    Not a soft kiss. He was too far gone for that. It was a hard kiss, a demanding kiss that made him even harder. As he deepened the kiss, he felt her fingers threading through his hair, pulling him closer. Her scent of arousal hit him full force. Yung lost himself in her kiss. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Her body was going through the change. His kiss had kicked it in into over-drive. Iris held on to him as if her life depended on it. She was on fire and his rock-hard body was exactly what she needed to extinguish her blaze. Before she knew it, she had her legs wrapped around his waist. His hands gripped her butt and pressed her closer to his body. 
 
    Still, she felt like she wasn’t close enough. She could feel his cock through his shorts, big and hard. With no panties on, she felt his hardness rubbing against her slick heat as she rubbed against him. A part of her brain was telling her that she would regret this in the morning. 
 
    But her inner beast wanted to be pleasured and refused to be denied. Look at her! Blaming it on her inner beast. Iris wanted it just as much as she did. If his kiss had made her feel this good, she couldn’t help but wonder what else he could do with his tongue. 
 
    Maybe for the first time ever, she could get that big O the others spoke so highly of. Perhaps he was the one who could put an end to her losing streak when it came to sex. She was ready to find out. Yung tore his mouth from hers. She growled, wanting him to return to kissing her. 
 
    “I want you so bad,” he said hoarsely. “But the witches told me you were innocent. I don’t want to hurt you. I never want to hurt you.” 
 
    Ahhh, he thought she was a virgin. Those wicked witches had told him she was innocent. They were so funny. He’d taken it to mean she was a virgin. Not true. She’d had sexual encounters before. Both instances had left her feeling that sex was pointless. 
 
    Putting Part A into Part B didn’t always lead to the big O. After trying sex a couple of times and not enjoying it, she’d decided that maybe she really was an Ice Queen – frigid and unfeeling. She could heat up a fantasy, she just couldn’t bring it to life. 
 
    Yet, tonight, with him, maybe the outcome would be different. Maybe the star of her latest fantasy was just who she needed to show her what the witches insisted she was missing out on, mind-blowing sex. It was cute that he wanted to take things slow with her. 
 
    But her body wasn’t having that. She needed him now, inside her. The change had her body on fire. Iris was surprised the water around them wasn’t sizzling. She didn’t know how to tell him what she wanted. So, she’d show him. Taking control of the situation, she unwrapped her legs from around his waist. 
 
    She hopped off him and began unbuttoning his shorts. The shocked expression on his face let her know he had not expected that from her. Iris yanked his shorts down and paused when his manhood sprang forth. He didn’t have on any boxers. 
 
    They were both part of TNU: Team No Underwear. She was all for no underwear, but now they had a new problem. Her eyes took in his cock. It was impressive. Long, hard, even better than she’d imagined. But... Iris glanced up at him. Her expression was one of worry. 
 
    Yung grabbed her hand, placed it on his cock, then whispered, “Don’t worry, it will fit.” 
 
    She stared back down at his length. If these feelings she experienced when near him were real, that meant he was her mate. He was made for her. They were destined to be together. Which meant, this cock was made for her. It was all hers. It had to fit. 
 
    Guided by his hand, Iris began to stroke him. Up and down. Up and down. Once she got the rhythm, Yung removed his hand and let Iris explore his body. With one hand, she stroked him. With the other, she caressed his abs. His body felt marvelous. 
 
    She could feel him watching her. Suddenly, nervousness kicked in and she started to overthink things like she always did. Was she gripping it tight enough? Was her grip too tight? Was she hurting him? Should she stroke faster, slower? She didn’t know. 
 
    It wasn’t like there was a dick stroking manual out there for her to study. Or was there? She would search the internet tomorrow to see if there was. Then again, maybe she wouldn’t because all of her worries faded away when he started moaning. His eyes drifted shut as another moan escaped him. 
 
    Iris smiled as she stroked him up and down. Knowing that she was bringing him pleasure made her feel naughty. It made her want to find ways to make him moan louder. Continuing to stroke him, she used her other hand to cup his sack. His cock jerked against her palm. Her smile widened. 
 
    His breaths were coming in short gasps. Iris stroked him harder and faster. A tiny drop of precum appeared on the tip of his cock as he began to grind his body against her palm. Iris rubbed her thumb over the tiny drop of moisture causing his entire body to jerk. 
 
    She couldn’t resist tasting the next drop that appeared. Leaning forward, she stuck her tongue out and licked the tip of him. Yung threw his head back and growled. The beast within her roared. Iris wrapped her lips around his cock and took him into her mouth. 
 
    She’d never done anything like this before. She’d never wanted to. The animalistic sounds he was making spurred her own. His taste on her tongue was driving her beast wild. They both wanted more of it, all of it. And she knew how to get it. Lowering her hand, she pleasured him with her mouth only. 
 
    His cock throbbed against her tongue. She couldn’t believe she had the ability to make him react this way. Her hands caressed his muscled thighs as her mouth moved up and down on his cock, taking him in as deep as she could. Eyes closed, she didn’t see it, but she felt it when he bunched his fingers up in her hair. 
 
    Yung thrust forward, fucking her mouth and Iris loved it. Her beast wanted even more of him. Iris sucked up every drop of moisture that came from his body. He began to ride her mouth faster and harder. Iris wrapped her arms around his waist and sucked him harder. His body jerked again and he cried out. 
 
    There was that more she and her beast craved. Cum filled her mouth. She continued sucking, reveling in the taste of him, her mate, her lover. She kept sucking until she’d taken in all he had to give. Even then, her beast begged for more. She leaned back and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. 
 
    Staring up at him, she whispered, “I love the way you taste.” Another shiver wracked his body. 
 
    “Your turn,” her mate growled. 
 
    Yung lifted her out of the water and walked with her to the tree where his shirt had landed. After lying her down on the shirt, he slipped his shorts off then joined her on the ground where he spread her legs apart and stared down at her sex. Iris knew she should be embarrassed at having a stranger stare at her so intimately. She wasn’t. 
 
    The only thing she felt was excitement. He’d said it was her turn. Yet, all he was doing was staring at it and licking his lips. The hungry look in his gaze had her lifting her hips. She eagerly offered her pussy to him. Her mate inhaled deeply and smiled. Then he lowered his mouth to her sex and proved that he was nothing like the men of her past. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Yung couldn’t believe how passionate his mate was. The way she’d run from him at the club earlier had led him to believe she wasn’t attracted to him. But the way she’d just sucked and swallowed him let him know she wanted him just as badly as he wanted her. 
 
    He’d wanted to take things slow with her due to her being a virgin. But the change was making it impossible for either of them to suppress their inner beasts. He just hoped she didn’t regret their lovemaking in the morning. His plan to lick her long and slow flew out the window when she began gyrating her hips against the air. 
 
    Yung lowered his mouth and twirled his tongue around the bud of her sex. Iris jerked and grabbed a hand full of his hair, pressing his face deeper. Yung sucked and licked her more. Placing his hands under her, he grabbed her ass and lifted her closer to his face. 
 
    He ground his mouth against her sex, drinking in the nectar that flowed from her. She was so fucking sweet. He’d never tasted anything as delicious as his mate. Fuck desserts. From now on, her chocolate was all he needed. His mate trembled. Yung flicked his tongue faster. Her moans filled the air. 
 
    Still sucking her bud, he slid one finger into her. She quivered. Yung placed another finger inside. She groaned and began riding his fingers, lifting her hips up and down on them. He moved them in and out slowly, careful not to hurt her. She rode his fingers faster, so he too picked up the pace. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” he muttered between licks. He could’ve paused and said what he had to say. But he didn’t want to miss one drop of her wetness. 
 
    “You can’t hurt me,” she told him as she moved her hips. “I’m not that experienced. But, I’m far from innocent.” 
 
    This time he did pause and raise his head. 
 
    “But the witches said…” They’d said she was innocent. He’d assumed she was a virgin. 
 
    “Are you disappointed?” she asked, looking nervous. 
 
    Yung shook his head. “Nothing you do could make me disappointed in you.” 
 
    She smiled. His heart flipped over in his chest. 
 
    She nodded to her body. “You haven’t finished eating.” 
 
    No, he hadn’t. Grinning, he told her, “I promise to finish it all and lick my plate clean when I’m done.” 
 
    She giggled. The sweetest sound he’d ever heard. He lowered his mouth to her sex. She wasn’t a virgin. He didn’t have to be gentle. He could devour her the way he wanted to. Yung fingered his mate harder, deeper, licking and sucking her pussy as she rocked against his mouth. 
 
    Already he was growing hard again. Iris’s body began to jerk uncontrollably. Her thighs trembled against his face and he knew she was close to coming. She fucked his mouth faster, harder, and he drank in the sweetness that poured from her. With one last jerk, she cried out. 
 
    Her body tightened around his fingers as her orgasm crashed over her, sending wave after wave of pleasure beating against her shores. He continued licking as she rode those waves of pleasure. Pleasure he’d delivered. Pleasure he wanted to spend the rest of his life delivering to her. 
 
    Spent, Iris fell back against the ground. Aftershocks caused her body to quake slightly as he withdrew his fingers from her. Refusing to part with any drop of her, he licked his fingers clean before leaning down to rain kisses from her navel up to her mouth where he kissed her deeply. 
 
    She kissed him back and sighed in contentment when he pulled away to stare down into her eyes. They both could feel the bond between them growing. Yung’s hunger for her was rising. He could also feel the sun beginning to rise. He wondered if his mate would let him make love to her until the sun rose. 
 
    She was staring up at him in awe. He was sure the same expression was reflected in his gaze. Cupping her breast, he bent down and kiss her again. Iris rubbed her hands up and down his back as she ground against him. 
 
    The tip of him pressed against the entrance of her sex. Sliding one hand between their bodies, he rubbed the tip of his cock against her wetness, drawing a moan from her. Slowly entering her, just a little, he felt her body tighten. He wasn’t a small man. 
 
    He wanted to prepare her so that he wouldn’t hurt her. Hurting her was the last thing he wanted to do. However, the way she was pressing her slick heat against his cock was making it hard for him to go slow. 
 
    “Slow down, love,” he whispered. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Iris ceased moving. Yung pressed forward, going a little deeper. He captured her lips in another kiss. Her hands caressed the sides of his face as their tongues danced together, teasing, tasting. He’d never felt this relaxed, this content with any woman. 
 
    Was he in love already? This wasn’t simply lust. He knew how that felt. This was different. He needed this woman just as much as he needed his next breath. Her scent was driving him mad and his inner beast wanted out to play. 
 
    “Can I make love to you until the sun comes up?” Yung asked, voice hoarse with restrained desire. Staring down at her, he watched her expression go from a look of pleasure to one of confusion then fear. Iris pushed hard at his chest and she struggled to get up from under him. 
 
    Confused, he told her, “No one’s coming. I would’ve let you know if I’d heard any footsteps.” 
 
    His mate pushed at him again, hard. Letting her up, he watched as she searched frantically for her clothing. Muttering to herself, she looked up at the sky a few times. 
 
    “Why are you looking at the sky?” He asked, dumbfounded. He could have sworn he heard her mutter ‘fucking sunrise’. But that was ridiculous. Why would the sun rising make her act this way? It had to be something he’d done. Fuck! He knew he should’ve gone slower. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” Yung’s voice held a note of concern and fear. 
 
    Iris ignored his question and slipped on her dress. He got up and walked over to her. Her wet skin made it hard for her to pull the dress down over her curves. But, she managed. She was about to leave him again. He wasn’t ready. He at least wanted to know what he’d done to make her afraid of him again. 
 
    He’d change. He’d do anything to keep her from feeling this way. Grabbing her by the waist, he turned her towards him as a hint of the sun’s rays streaked across the sky, creating a soft orange glow above them. In his arms, Iris’s skin began to pale, turning from a beautiful brown color to almost gray. 
 
    Gray wasn’t even the right word for it. She was almost translucent. That wasn’t the only change coming over her. Her eyes slowly turned from dark brown to red. Shocked, he released her and took a step back. Her gaze never strayed from his. Yung’s chest ached at the hurt expression she now wore. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered, before disappearing right before his eyes. 
 
    One minute she was there. The next she was gone. Still in shock at her transformation, all Yung could do was stand there, staring at the spot where his mate had once stood. What was she? His head began to hurt like hell. Yung closed his eyes, trying to relieve the pressure building behind his eyes. 
 
    She couldn’t be what he thought she was. She couldn’t. Opening his eyes, he was shocked to find the lake and the clearing he’d just been standing in gone. A sudden need to leave this area came over him. In a daze, he walked back through the forest from which he had come. 
 
    Small branches scratched his legs and arms as he numbly walked back to the fork in the road. The sun was now halfway up. Yung stood in the middle of the road staring at the trees he had just emerged from. Was his mate a vampire? He had just watched her eyes turn from brown to red. 
 
    But her skin turned paler. Leeches' skin burned in the sun. Hers hadn’t. She couldn’t be a vampire. Maybe she was a witch. Yung felt compelled to turn and leave, but he fought it. The more he fought the compulsion, the more his head ached. He couldn’t leave without knowing the truth. 
 
    Was his mate a vampire? That question was on repeat in his mind. He tried to think of reasons why she couldn’t possibly be a vampire. For starters, leeches were pale, always. They didn’t turn pale when in the sun. Plus, she smelled like a wolf shifter. 
 
    He could sense her inner beast whenever they stared into each other’s eyes. He knew she was going through the change. Vampires didn’t do that. Head pounding, Yung glanced down at his naked body. Damn. His clothes were still in the clearing. 
 
    He took a step forward. A wave of nausea came over him. It worsened with every step he took toward the forest. Forget it. He couldn’t fight the witches’ spell over their village. He also couldn’t walk home naked. 
 
    Shifting into his wolf form, he stared longingly at the trees. He would return there tomorrow night and prove to himself that his mate was a wolf. Anything else was unacceptable. Wait, he’d never met a wolf who could disappear. 
 
    Damn! 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Iris teleported to her bedroom. The pull of the moon was gone. The push of the sun was taking over. Her body felt heavy. She knew she should lie down, but there were things she had to do first. Like, find Valera. Iris teleported to the cottage on the far end of the village where Valera and her sisters lived. 
 
    On the cottage door hung a large sign that read ‘those who enter uninvited will be eaten’. The sign usually made Iris laugh. Today, she felt like ripping it off the door. Iris knocked loudly then began pacing back and forth on the porch. Her mind was racing. None of her thoughts were good ones. 
 
    Her mate had seen her vamp out. As he’d stared at her, disgust and hatred had been etched into every line of his face. How could she have been so stupid? She should have never let him see her in the sunlight. She knew what he’d seen. Her skin had turned ashen. 
 
    If she would’ve stayed out any longer, it would’ve turned translucent. Her eyes had gone from brown to blood red. Unlike full-blooded vamps, she and her sister didn’t burn in the sun. They didn’t spend the entire day sleeping either, all they needed was a few hours and they were back up. 
 
    However, they did have to wear shades if they were out in the sun. Too many hours in the sun and their eyes would begin to ache. Her thoughts drifted back to her main concern. Yung. He’d looked at her as if she was a monster. Iris knocked again on the witch’s door. 
 
    She heard Valera screaming that she was coming. Hurry up. Val opened the door and the two friends stared at each other. Iris tried to hold it together. She failed. A sob escaped her and she burst into tears. Val rushed to comfort her. As they hugged, Iris told Val everything that happened between her and her ‘mate’. 
 
    “The way he looked at me made me feel like a monster. Like I was the one thing on earth he despised the most.” 
 
    Val rubbed Iris back as she cried. “There, there my friend. At least you had your first orgasm for free. We thought we were going to have to hire someone to come in and do the job for you.” 
 
    Both friends laughed. 
 
    “That’s not funny, Val,” Iris said. It was a little funny. 
 
    “I know. I know.” Val ushered Iris into the cottage and closed the door behind them. 
 
    Val said a quick protection spell over the home then she and Iris sat down on Val’s white couch. Every piece of furniture in Val’s home was white. Iris was sure there was a reason for that. No matter how many times she asked, the witches would never tell her the reason. 
 
    “Did he say anything to you after he saw your change?” Val asked. 
 
    “No. He just stared at me. I teleported home to get away from the disappointed look in his eyes.” Iris started crying again. 
 
    Val looked worried. 
 
    Iris wiped her eyes. “I knew I should have left the moment he came into the clearing and saw me in the lake. But the moon was out and my body was humming. I felt like I would die if I didn’t touch him. Is this transitional period ever going to end?” 
 
    “Well,” Val said. “The few wolves that I know always said that sex made it easier on them. Those who had lots of sex said the change usually lasted about a few days. A week tops. Those who didn’t have much sex claimed it was the most uncomfortable two months of their lives.” 
 
    “Months?” Iris yelled. “This shit could last for two months?” 
 
    Val shrugged. “Change takes time. I don’t know what else to tell you, hon.” 
 
    Iris flopped back onto the couch and rested her head against the soft cushion. 
 
    “At least your skin is returning to its normal color,” Val pointed out. “Your eyes are no longer red.” 
 
    The vamp out period never lasted more than an hour after she was first exposed to the sun. Well, it could last longer if she was weak and hadn’t eaten. It could last all day, even days, if that was the case. But as long as she ate properly, it never lasted long. The vamp out phase? Why didn’t she just call it what it really was? The curse. 
 
    “I fucking hate this curse.” 
 
    “Your curse isn’t that bad,” Val told her. “The witch who cursed you wanted to make sure your enemies could tell that you were different. She knew as a hybrid, you’d be able to walk in the sun. Her goal was to give your enemies time to notice that you weren’t a normal shifter. Luckily, the effects of the curse don’t last long as long as you feed on animals only and don’t kill humans.” 
 
    “Thanks for figuring that out for us. Not that we would’ve killed humans anyway.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. See, you have one good thing going for you today. You’re back to normal in less than an hour.” 
 
    Iris chuckled sarcastically. “There’s nothing good about today. I mean, what had I expected, huh? Did I really think a girl like me would be able to find a mate that easily? What wolf would want to be mated to a vampire? And what vampire would want to be mated to a wolf? I’m the worst of both worlds. And I’m cursed to look like a freak in the sun. Fuck my life.” 
 
    Iris closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt Val’s hand on hers and opened her eyes. 
 
    Val smiled at her. “I see happiness in your future, Iris. I don’t know yet if it’s with this wolf. And I don’t know if it’s soon or if it’s coming later. But I do know that it’s coming. In my vision, I see you smiling and being held by someone you call your own. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more, my friend.” 
 
    “That’s ok, Val. You’ve told me enough. Thank you. It just sucks that it couldn’t have been this particular wolf. I kinda liked his growl.” Iris blushed. 
 
    Val jumped off the couch and clapped her hands. 
 
    Startled, Iris asked, “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “My sisters aren’t awake for me to tell them that you’ve found a wolf whose growl you like. They don’t even know you’ve had your first big O.” 
 
    Iris rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you done enough snitching? Erin told me that you called her.” 
 
    “Did she say I called or that a witch called? Because I’m not the only witch in these parts, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. It’s time for my nap.” Iris stood up and stretched. She could no longer fight it. She had to go to sleep or else she’d pass out soon and no one would be able to wake her until the death nap ended. 
 
    “I’m leaving.” 
 
    “Same time, same club, tonight?” Val asked. 
 
    “Uh, you must want to see that wolf kill me. Count me out. I think I’m staying in tonight. Bye.” 
 
    Iris teleported home. However, she could have sworn she heard Val say, “Staying in? That’s not what my vision showed me.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Yung sat at the breakfast table staring at the empty bowl in front of him. He should have been thinking about filling his bowl with cereal. Instead, his mind was on his mate. His mate? He was no longer certain she belonged to him. Maybe she was Jihun’s mate. Maybe the mating scents got crossed or something. 
 
    Yung lowered his head to the table and bumped it twice. What was he thinking? The mating scents didn’t get crossed. Iris was his mate. His beast had responded to hers. That only happened between mated couples. Besides, the thought of her being with someone else made his chest ache. 
 
    And he didn’t want anyone else either. Now that he’d finally touched her and kissed her, he knew he wouldn’t be able to be without her. The next full moon was in two nights. That didn’t give him much time to figure out exactly what she was. Once the moon was full, his inner beast would take over. 
 
    The decision of whether or not he wanted to be mated to a vampire would no longer be up to him. When his wolf took over, it would go looking for her. Yung would have little control of himself then. Now that he’d scented his mate, his beast wouldn’t rest until she was marked as his. 
 
    Yung pushed the empty bowl away from him. He couldn’t mate with a vampire. His family despised leeches. They had every right to hate the blood suckers. A few years ago, his uncle was murdered when his home was attacked by vamps. 
 
    His aunt had been in the home also. She’d been bled dry by her attackers; her head ripped from her body. Yung’s dad and other uncles had gone on the hunt, killing all vampires they came across after the incident. The old man had been devastated. 
 
    He’d already lost too many family members in the vamp-wolf war that had been going on for centuries. The most devastating lost was that of his mate, Yung’s mother, Yuki. Yung and Jihun had been in elementary school when their mother died. 
 
    After much convincing from their mother, their father had decided to let them go to school with humans so that they could fit in better with them. Their pack lived in a secluded village away from humans. They had a school that young pack members attended. However, Yuki had wanted her children to one day go to college. She’d wanted them to be more than just shifters. 
 
    She’d wanted them to see the world and experience all the things they couldn’t experience due to their pack’s rules. To do that, she’d known they would need to learn how to control themselves around human while they were young. The morning that she died was like any other. 
 
    She got the boys ready for school and their father dropped them off in his old pick-up truck. According to his father, on his way home, he’d felt his beast becoming restless. The only time a wolf’s beast took over outside of a full moon or during a couples’ initial mating, was when a shifter was extremely angry or if the beast sensed its mate was in danger. 
 
    His dad stopped his truck in the middle of the dirt road that led to their village. He’d gotten out, shifted into his wolf form then raced home. His mate hadn’t been home. And there’d been nothing out of place inside their home. Following her scent, he’d searched the woods for her. 
 
    He’d found her body by the creek outside their village. She sometimes went there to pick flowers, which she used to decorate their home. Her body was covered in puncture wounds as if multiple vamps had fed off her. His father had become enraged. 
 
    His beast had completely taken over as the man retreated and mourned for his wife. The beast had hunted. He’d caught the vamps’ scent on his mate’s flesh. He’d known exactly who’d done that to her. In fact, his father had firsthand experience with the vamps who’d killed his mate. 
 
    They were a den of vampires that most creatures feared. They went by the name, the ancient ones. No one knew exactly how long they’d roamed the earth. But his father and his uncles had come across them years before and they had battled. 
 
    The wolves had defeated them and his father had pierced the heart of an ancient one’s bride. The attack on Yung’s mother had been an act of revenge. And his father had blamed himself for her death. His dad had followed the stench of the ancient ones and hunted them down to a cave where they’d slept inside. 
 
    His father would never tell him how many vamps he killed that horrible day. He would never tell him if there were any young vamps in that cave. His father rarely talked about that day at all. When Yung and his brother had gotten out of school that day, their dad hadn’t been there to pick them up. 
 
    Instead, their uncle Rory was there. It was their uncle who broke the news to Yung and his brother of their mother’s death. They’d called their uncle a liar and raced away from him, heading to the woods. Once in the woods, they’d changed into their wolf forms and ran all the way home. 
 
    Their dad had locked himself in the room he once shared with their mother and refused to see even them. The boys had grieved for their dead mother and their heartbroken father. It was months before their father returned to a fraction of the man they’d once knew. 
 
    Even now, he was still just a shell of the man he once was. He’d always despised vampire. Now, his father hated them with every fiber of his being. Because of that day, because of their father’s teachings, Yung had developed the same hatred for leeches. 
 
    And whenever he caught whiff of some near his territory, he and his pack members hunted them down and destroyed them before they could do the same to his pack members. His father taught him to never allow a vamp to escape. Doing so wasn’t an act of mercy, it was an act of stupidity. 
 
    Because vamps always returned to scents they knew. If they got hungry enough, they’d follow the scent of someone who’d saved them to their home and kill everyone in it. Never suffer a vamp to live, that was their pack’s motto. If Yung found out that Iris was a vampire, there was no way he could mate with her. 
 
    If she was a vampire, he would have no choice but either end her or have her imprisoned. If he didn’t, his father would. Yung shook off the feeling of guilt that came over him. There was no need to think along those lines. His mate was a wolf. He would prove it to himself in just a few hours. 
 
    He would return to her secret village in the woods. He would search every damn cabin in that village until he found her. And when he did, he’d confirm that she was like him, a wolf shifter. With his thoughts now on a more positive note, he poured his cereal. 
 
    Yet, he couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. After breakfast Yung met his brother and cousin at the training site where they trained young wolves. It was only nine in the morning. The young members of the pack wouldn’t be down to the training site for another thirty minutes. 
 
    The three teachers usually met up and went over their agenda for the day. But today, as Hyun and Jihun stated their concerns for certain headstrong and stubborn young pack members, Yung stared off into the distance. Ironically, it was in the direction of his mate’s secret village. 
 
    “Earth to Yung! Dude, have you heard a word I’ve said?” Hyun asked as he wrote something down on his notepad and passed it to Jihun. Jihun laughed then wrote something on the pad. As Jihun went to pass the pad back to Hyun, Yung jumped between the two and snatched the pad. 
 
    The notes read… 
 
    “Do you smell something funny going on with Yung?” 
 
    “Yeah. I smell her on him. I guess he hung out with her at some point!” 
 
    Yung threw the pad down. “Remind me why I hang out with the two of you, because right now, I don’t know.” 
 
    He could hear them laughing as he walked away. Yung strode up to the edge of the pond. Today, he would be teaching the young ones to track and retrieve. Tracking was very important to wolves. Bad tracking could lead to death. Good tracking could save lives and let you know who or what you were dealing with. 
 
    Yung squatted down and dipped his fingers in the water. Thanks to his mate, he would never be able to look at water the same. Laughter drifted his way. The kids were coming. He took a deep breath and released it slowly. It was time to focus on the task at hand. He would deal with his mate later. Right now, he had to teach his young pack members how to track down vampires. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Iris sat up in bed. The dark curtains in her room kept the sun out; but her body knew that it was still high in the sky. She felt sluggish but she couldn’t sleep. Her mind was too active with thoughts of her mate. Rising out of bed, she stretched and walked to her dresser to find a t shirt and jeans to put on. 
 
    Iris walked to the bathroom where she bathed and then showered. Once she was done, she threw on her t-shirt, undies and jeans and walked barefoot out her room and downstairs to the kitchen. Her mother was frying eggs. 
 
    Without turning to look at Iris, her mother asked, “So, who is he?” 
 
    Iris stopped mid-stride and stared at the back of her mother’s head. Iris sniffed. She didn’t smell Yung on her still. She’d soaked for an hour this morning to make sure Erin didn’t smell him on her. 
 
    “Stop smelling yourself,” her mother laughed and faced her. Auna put some eggs on the empty plate and gestured for Iris to have a seat. “Don’t worry. Erin won’t be able to smell him on you. She hasn’t even noticed that you were going through the change.” 
 
    Iris blushed. This was the conversation she’d been trying to avoid having with her mother. 
 
    “So, my baby is not a baby anymore.” Auna said. 
 
    “Ma!” Embarrassed, Iris shoveled a fork full of eggs into her mouth. 
 
    Auna cradled her coffee cup in her hand and stared at her. 
 
    “What?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Nothing. It’s just that you and Erin teleport around this house trying to hide things from me. Well, I hope you know it doesn’t work. I know more than what you girls think I do. No point in blushing. Going through the change happens to all female shifters. I admit that I thought your vampire side would suppress it. It seems to be doing so in Erin, but not in you.” 
 
    Iris felt uncomfortable talking about this with her mom. Usually, when she had questions like this, she went to her friends. Right now, she needed her mother’s advice. 
 
    “Ma, why do wolves hate vampires so much and vice versa?” 
 
    Auna stopped drinking her coffee and stared at her daughter. “Has someone done something to you?” Her mother asked. “Who was it?” 
 
    Iris could feel the anger rising from her mother. “No mom. No one has done anything. It’s just that, I know wolves and vamps don’t get along. Erin and I look and smell like wolves, so we are accepted without question. I just wanted to know how much would people hate us if they found out we were half vampire?” 
 
    Her mother calmed down a little. Her mother had lost her mate to the wolf-vamp war. Iris knew she was determined to make sure they didn’t get caught up in that hatred. 
 
    “It depends on who found out, honey. Your friends here in the village know you. They know how kind and loving you and Erin are. They wouldn’t hurt you. But, honestly, you never know what outsiders will do. It’s hard for me to truly answer your question.” 
 
    Iris sighed. Her mother took another sip of her coffee. She must’ve sensed that Iris was disappointed in her answer. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sweetie. Even though I go out and teach others about the vamp and wolf war, and even though I work with both vampires and shifters from other areas, it’s still hard for me to talk about the war with you and Erin.” 
 
    “I know, mom.” 
 
    Iris ate her breakfast in silence. She knew that her mother did not like her discussing the wolf-vamp war because it brought back too many painful memories. Half of which Iris had managed to block from her mind. But how could she know what she was up against if she didn’t know what to expect. 
 
    She knew wolves had killed her father because he was a vampire. She knew the wolf who’d ordered the hit had been her grandfather. He hadn’t wanted her mother to be mated to a vampire. For years, her family had lived in hiding. They’d moved from town to town, careful not to stay in one spot too long. 
 
    Erin and Iris had only been allowed to go outside when it was dark because they couldn’t risk others seeing them. Their father had taken on night jobs to provide for the family. He’d endured a lot of cruelty trying to live in the human world. In the end, all of his efforts had gotten him nowhere. 
 
    Iris’s grandfather had still hunted them down and killed him. He couldn’t bring himself to kill Iris and Erin directly. So, he hired a witch to do it for them. Her mother had defeated the witch. But the woman had uttered their curse before she died. And now they were the cursed hybrids. 
 
    For this reason, Erin should hate wolves, not vampires. Her own grandfather, a wolf, was the one who’d killed their dad. But Erin blamed their father’s side for starting the problem. If their uncle hadn’t kidnapped their grandmother and killed her, their grandfather wouldn’t have ever gone after their father. 
 
    Erin had loved their grandmother dearly. Her death was what started her sister’s hatred of vampires. Losing their vampire father only made her blame vampires more. Their father would be alive if their uncle hadn’t done what he’d done. 
 
    On both sides, there was so much hurt and despair. Would when it ever end? How could it end, when neither side was willing to forgive and move on? Not forget. The ones lost on either side should not be forgotten. But they had to forgive and move on if any of them ever wanted to heal. 
 
    Iris ate her breakfast as her mother stared off into the distance with a pained expression on her face. They all had been hurt by the vamp-wolf war. If she was willing to be with her mate despite what had happened to her family, there was no reason he shouldn’t be able to be with her also. 
 
    Iris felt hope blooming in her chest. She knew from watching the mated couples in her village that mates would rather hurt themselves than hurt their life partner. Once Yung got to know her better, there was no way he would be willing to destroy her or anyone she loved. 
 
    Destroying her would be like destroying himself. The moments they shared by the lake let her know that he desired her. In time, love would bloom between the two of them. All she had to do was show him that she wasn’t like other vampires. 
 
    Her heart told her that he wasn’t like the wolves that attacked her family. Iris got up to put her dishes in the sink. Her movements drew her mother out of the daydream she was in. 
 
    “Iris, be careful.” 
 
    Iris turned to stare at her mother. “I will, ma.” 
 
    “Mating is exciting. I understand that you want to believe in your mate and trust that he would never hurt you. But you just met him. His pack loyalty may mean more to him than the loyalty of a hybrid mate.” 
 
    Iris cringed at the word hybrid. She hated being called that, but her mother didn’t know it. 
 
    “Don’t let him know what you are until you are sure of him. Please promise me that, honey.” 
 
    Iris could tell that her mother was worried for her. So, she nodded her head. She couldn’t tell her mother that her mate already knew. She would have to deal with this on her own. Iris walked over and hugged her mother. 
 
    “Everything will be okay, mom. I remember everything you’ve taught me. You’ve taught me how to be strong, how to fight, how to survive.” 
 
    “But I didn’t teach you enough about mating, about love, about…” 
 
    “You’ve shown me love, mom. I saw how much dad loved you. I saw how he treated you. I won’t accept anything less. Okay?” 
 
    Her mom nodded. 
 
    “I’m going back up to my room now.” Iris teleported to her room, leaving her mother with a worried expression on her face. 
 
    Iris stared around her room. A pink sticky note on her calendar caught her attention. Right. Tonight, was the night of Sasha’s birthday party. The girls were all going to hang out at the witches’ place and eat cake then go to the club. The club part was out of the cards for Iris. 
 
    But she could handle the house party. She needed to head to town to get decorations for Sasha’s surprise party. Iris slipped on her flip-flops and donned a pair of brown shades. Iris teleported to woods near the dollar general store. All she needed was a few cheap decorations and some candles for the birthday cake. 
 
    Iris entered the store and began searching for the things she needed. They had a general store in the village. But this store had a better variety of items than theirs did. Once done shopping, she teleported to her room. She spent the rest of her evening helping the others get the witches’ cottage decorated for Sasha’s party. 
 
    Afterwards, Erin agreed to trick Sasha into coming to the party. The others went and got dressed. Tonight, was a dress to impress affair, according to Val. For the party, Iris chose to wear a black mini dress that her sister had gotten her last year for her birthday. 
 
    The back straps were silver and crisscrossed over her back, leaving more of her skin uncovered than she normally liked. But tonight, Iris felt daring, even sexy. Maybe it was due to the change she was experiencing or maybe it was due to the sexual encounter she had experienced last night. 
 
    Maybe it was a combination of both. Thinking of the encounter by the lake forced her to think of her mate. Iris was sure he had a million questions for her. She made up her mind then and there that she would answer them truthfully. Enough thinking about her mate with his sexy growl that made her shiver just from the thought of it. 
 
    Tonight, was about Sasha and her party. Iris glanced at herself one last time in the mirror before leaving for the party. Val, Vena, and Vicki were all dolled up in their party dresses. They all had their red hair down, which floated to their waists. 
 
    “You three look lovely,” she told them, which prompted them to begin posing. 
 
    Iris shook her head as Vena handed her a glass of champagne. Though she was a light weight when it came to drinking, tonight she would let loose and drink a glass or two. When Sasha arrived, she was so surprised to see the set up that she started crying. Of course, that led to a group hug. 
 
    It wasn’t every day that a girl turned twenty-three. Like her, soon Sasha would be going through the change. Soon she’d find a mate and move out of her parents’ home. While humans moved out as soon as they got grown, Iris and the other villagers didn’t leave home until they mated or turned twenty-five. 
 
    Living alone was dangerous for their kind. It was best to live in groups. That night, they ate cake, drank champagne, and danced. Iris was having so much fun, that she even had a third glass. They danced to the latest songs and played card games. By midnight, the others were ready to take the party to the next level. 
 
    “What are we doing next?” Sasha asked. 
 
    The others began shouting ideas. Iris stood against the wall, still swaying her hips to the music. So, this is what being drunk feels like, wow. If felt good, as long as she didn’t move around too much. Why hadn’t she done this sooner. Oh, right! She was the Ice Queen. She always tried to do what was right. 
 
    Little Miss Prim and Proper. If only others knew the thoughts that sometimes went through her mind, they wouldn’t call her Miss Prim and Proper. Iris’s attention was pulled back into reality when Sasha suggested going to this new club she’d heard about. 
 
    They all agreed to go then got upset when Iris told them she was sleepy. She wasn’t sleepy. But she didn’t want to go to a club. What if she ran into Yung? She wanted to see him. But she wanted to be alone with him, so they could talk. 
 
    She didn’t want others to witness it if he rejected her or treated her like she was a monster. As the others left for the club, Iris headed home then stopped. She wasn’t sleepy. She wasn’t ready to go inside. Smiling, she decided to go to her favorite spot. 
 
    She teleported to the lake. Sliding her heels off, Iris walked over to the water. Dipping one toe in, she recalled what happened the last time she was at the lake. Iris wondered if her mate would come looking for her again. Did he crave her badly enough for the shroud protecting their village to let him in again? 
 
    She’d soon find out. Iris walked over to the tree and sat down. If he showed up, that would be great. If he didn’t, well, she didn’t want to think about that. Iris yawned. He would show up. He had to. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    By the end of the day, Yung was frustrated and sore. After teaching his young students how to track, he aided his brother and cousin in teaching the older students how to defend themselves when attacked by multiple attackers. Of course, he ended up playing the role of the one being attacked. 
 
    He held his own against his attackers until they started fighting unfairly. Hyun hit him over the head with a large rock and Jihun threw a handful of dirt in his eyes. Yung called it cheating. Jihun explained to the young pack members that it was up to them to protect their families and future mates. 
 
    He told them they should do whatever it took to get the job done. Yung hated to admit it, but his brother was right. Before he found his mate, he was all about honor and fighting fairly. But now, he would do whatever it took to make sure a certain she-wolf stayed safe. 
 
    After classes were over, Yung didn’t even bother attempting to eat dinner with his family. Showering and dressing, he headed to the wooded area in search of his mate. He spent hours walking through the woods trying to find the clearing he’d went to the previous night. 
 
    He searched until after midnight. Just when he almost gave up, her sweet scent drifted to him. Yung retraced his steps, going deeper into the forest to where the clearing was the previous night. Just like the night before, there it was, the lake. 
 
    However, this time his mate was not floating in the water, she was propped up against a tree, sleeping. Walking over to the tree, Yung stared at her. She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and she was all his. Yung sniffed around her, picking up a strand of her hair and inhaling deeply. 
 
    She had the scent of a wolf. He could smell the heat from the change that was going on in her body. Basically, his mate smelled glorious and she smelled wolf enough for him. Lifting the corner of her lip carefully, he looked for fangs or even the indention in her gums that would prove that she had fangs. 
 
    There was none. Sighing with relief, Yung sat on the ground and stared at his sleeping beauty. She wasn’t a vampire. But she wasn’t just a wolf. She was something else. What was she? Iris moaned and turned over in her sleep. How did she disappear right before his eyes last night? 
 
    Why did her skin pale in the sunlight? What creature does that? Yung sat for an hour or two and just watched her sleep. He enjoyed hearing her snore. The sound of her snoring was a comfort to his beast. Just having her with him, knowing she was okay, was a comfort. 
 
    Yung moved to lie beside her. After staring at her a little longer, he too drifted off to sleep. A light touch on his lips caused him to open his eyes and stare into his mate’s. Iris jumped back when he woke up, landing on her butt. Yung stretched and yawn then reached out for her hand to help her up. 
 
    Taking her hand, he pulled her into his lap where surprisingly she laid her head on his chest and snuggled up against him. She felt like heaven. With her head tucked under his chin, he inhaled deeply. Her hair smelled like berries and cream with a hint of something else he couldn’t pinpoint. It was a lovely scent. 
 
    Iris twisted in his arms, repositioning herself to be more comfortable. Her movements were waking his beast and his body up. Neither of them had spoken yet. Just to be in each other’s presence seemed to be all they needed at the moment. Finally, Iris broke the silence. 
 
    “I was wondering if you would show up,” she said in that sweet husky voice of hers. 
 
    Yung smiled lazily. “I’ve been sitting here watching you sleep.” 
 
    A blush crept up her cheeks as she smiled. Her smile caused all thoughts of vamps to leave his mind. All he could think of was ways to keep that smile on her face. Yung traced the outline of her lips with his finger. A sexy sigh escaped her lips and he caught it with his own, searing her with a kiss that he felt all the way down to his toes. 
 
    When he pulled away, he stared down into her eyes. He could literally feel her beast bonding with his beast. It was a sensation he couldn’t describe but was beginning to crave. Iris once again repositioned herself between his legs, turning so that she was on her knees in front of him. 
 
    She cradled his face between her hands and gently rubbed her fingers through his hair. Yung closed his eyes and enjoyed the feel of his mate massaging his scalp. Her fingers gripped his hair tighter as she brought his face closer to hers. Yung opened his eyes and was surprised by the look of lust he saw in hers. 
 
    The smell of her arousal enveloped him. Yung pulled her onto his lap roughly. Straddling him, Iris grinded on him as she leaned forward and nipped him on his ear. His beast roared. Yung raised his hips to meet hers as she continued to ride him. Her dress had risen up to her waist. 
 
    The only thing preventing him from entering her was his shorts and her flimsy panties. Iris's hands were still in his hair, holding his face to hers. Yung placed both hands at the small of her back and pressed her as close to his body as he could get her. 
 
    Through all this, their kissing never stopped or slowed down. Yung could feel the fire building inside her. If he didn’t hurry up and get her inside somewhere private, he would be pushing into her right there where passerbyers could see. Yung calmed himself enough to pull back from the kiss. His mate whimpered. 
 
    Laughing, he nipped her on the neck, at the exact spot where he planned to mark her later. Standing and pulling her up with him, he dusted both of them off then wrapped his arms around her waist. His mate stared up at him with so must trust in her eyes that it made his heart ache. 
 
    He couldn’t believe that he’d even considered turning her over to the alpha. There was no truce between vamps and wolves. Iris would have been killed if he’d turned her over to the pack, there would have been no questions asked. 
 
    Though his father didn’t talk about it, Yung knew the vampire prison camp was just a ruse. He knew the vampires that entered never left alive. When he asked his father about it, he only reminded Yung that one day he’d be alpha, and everything he needed to know about the camp would be told to him then. 
 
    “I think I’m falling in love with you a little bit,” his mate whispered. “I just can’t seem to stop thinking about you.” 
 
    Man and beast both stilled at those words. The urge to bite her and mark her was so strong he had to clench his jaws shut to keep from doing it. Instead, he pulled her closer and placed a chaste kiss on her forehead. Life with his mate was going to be wonderful, he could tell from how open she was with him physically and emotionally. 
 
    “I think I’m falling in love with you a little bit too,” Yung said, his voice filled with raw emotion. His mate smiled and lifted up on her tip toes to kiss him. He deepened the kiss and let his tongue roam lazily around her mouth. 
 
    Yung felt a sting on his tongue and pulled back from the kiss, tasting blood. Iris swallowed and looked at him with fear in her eyes. When she opened her mouth to talk, Yung caught a glimpse of her fangs that had elongated. How? 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    Yung released her and slowly moved away from her, unable to take his eyes off her fangs. He couldn’t believe it. His mate was a vampire. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Iris felt like her heart had stopped beating. She could barely breathe due to the fear that was suffocating her. She couldn’t believe she’d allowed her fangs to slip out. She blamed it on the alcohol and the fact that her mate just admitted to being a little in love with her. 
 
    The excitement from that caused her to let her guard down. She was just as much vampire as she was wolf. Though she didn’t drink blood to survive like full-blooded vamps did, every now and then her inner vamp craved the taste of it. Just now, her inner vamp craved a taste of Yung. 
 
    Iris stared at her mate and he stared back at her in shock. Her head was starting to spin again. Apparently, she was still a little tipsy. 
 
    “I need to sit down,” she said as she stumbled over to a large rock and sat down. 
 
    Her mate didn’t follow; he stayed rooted to the spot where she’d left him. Slowly Yung turned to her, his face void of any emotion. He began walking towards her and Iris felt a little nervous. He wouldn’t hurt her though, he may be shocked and have questions, but mates couldn’t hurt each other. 
 
    Iris smiled up at her mate as he towered over her. Yung didn’t smile back at her. That nervous feeling grew and her instincts kicked in, telling her to run. Her inner beast wouldn’t let her leave her mate. Suddenly a pair of handcuffs was on her wrist. Her instincts screamed danger and Iris tried to teleport but found that she couldn’t. 
 
    “These handcuffs are made of copper and contain an electrical current that keeps leeches from teleporting,” Yung said harshly. 
 
    Iris tried to jerk out of his grasps but he held on tighter. Yung jerked her to her feet. Her head spun more and Iris felt like throwing up. Instead, she passed out. She watched him watch her fall as darkness pulled her under. As her head hit against a rock, her last thought before darkness claimed her, was that her mate hadn’t even reached for her, he hadn’t even tried to catch her. 
 
    Iris came to feeling more horrible than she had before she fainted. She didn’t know what time it was but she could still feel the pull of the moon which let her know that sunrise was still a few hours away. Glancing around at her surroundings, she realized that she was no longer in her village and her mate was nowhere in sight. 
 
    Her head was pounding. Oh, right, her mate hadn’t caught her before she fainted. That hurt more than the fall had. She stared down at herself. Her clothing was dirty and torn as if she’d been dragged through mud. The pain she felt all over her body let her know that she had definitely been drug there. 
 
    He hadn’t even had the decency to carry her as he’d kidnapped her. On top of everything else, he had the nerve to handcuff her to a tree. Well, she wasn’t actually handcuffed to the tree, there was a rope tied to her handcuffs and then tied around a tree. Did he think she was so weak that she couldn’t break a rope? Of course, she couldn’t get out of these electrical copper handcuffs, but she could definitely break a rope. 
 
    It took her two hours to break the rope, which wasn’t actually a rope. It too had copper entwined in it. However, it did not have any kind of electrical current so eventually, she was able to break it. Who knew that copper could weaken a vamp? Then again, she didn’t know much about vamps. 
 
    Apparently, she didn’t know much about mates either. Here she was dirty, weak, and alone all because of her mate. Then it dawned on her, soon the sun would be rising and she still would have been tied to that tree. Yung thought the sun would kill her, and he’d left her to die. 
 
    Her mate had left her to die. Tears welled up in her eyes. Her mate planned to kill her. Too weak to stand, Iris slumped to the ground. Her sister was right, wolves were animals. She should have listened to her mother and stayed away from outsiders. 
 
    Wiping her eyes, Iris forced herself to stand up. Each step she took hurt but she continued walking. She had no idea where she was going but she knew she had to move. Her mate would be surprised to find his weak little vampire gone when he came back. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Yung sat on his front porch, his mind in turmoil. His mate was a vampire. She’d bit him. But she did apologize which meant that she didn’t mean to bite him. She passed out and he didn’t even try to catch her. He’d wanted to. Had almost reached for her. But everything he’d been taught about vamps came rushing back to him. 
 
    Never suffer a vamp to live. That was his pack’s motto. It had been his duty to end her. Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to do it with his own hands. It would be better to turn her over to the prison camp. He’d carried her from her village to a spot where many didn’t go. He’d damn near broken his leg trying to get to the location. 
 
    He’d slipped down in the mud with her three times. By the time they’d arrived, both of them had been covered in mud. As he’d tied her to the tree, he’d realized he wasn’t so sure if he could turn her in or not. She’d looked so peaceful, passed out against the tree. 
 
    Guilt kicked in as he stared at her torn and dirty clothes. His had been torn and dirty too from the trek. Worse than hers. Knowing that didn’t lessen the guilt. What kind of mate did something like this? His inner beast was furious with him. Yung didn’t know what to do. 
 
    He couldn’t mate her. There was a law in his pack against aiding or helping vampires. Mating with one was downright forbidden. He’d been taught at a young age to kill leeches. Vampires killed his mother, uncle, and aunt. Not to mention all of the pack members who’d died in the wolf-vamp war. 
 
    His anger began to rise. There was no way he could mate with a vampire. If he’d known she was a vampire the night he’d first met her, he would have killed her right then and there. Vampires were not allowed in that club. If Myra had known she was a vampire, she too would have been ready to kill her. 
 
    Yung had never heard of any creature that was part vampire and part wolf. He didn’t know of any wolves that would want to sleep with a vampire to create such a creature. Female vampires were known to be vicious killers. However, his little mate was timid and weak. He couldn’t picture her hurting anyone. 
 
    Guess that was what happened when you mixed wolf blood with that of leeches. You got a weakling. Yung couldn’t mate with a weakling. He had to turn her in. It would anger his inner beast, but there was no getting around it. Unfortunately, a part of him would die when she died. 
 
    He would have to spend the rest of his life mateless. There would never be another mate for him. Did he even want anyone else? Ugh! Why was his mind so confused right now? The sun was starting to rise. He had to get back to his mate. No, not mate. Back to Iris. He had to stop thinking of her as his mate. 
 
    It would make what he had to do even harder if he kept thinking of her that way. Yung raced back to the spot he’d left her. Trekking there was easier when he wasn’t carrying someone. When he arrived, he was shocked to find that his mate… that Iris wasn’t there. 
 
    The rope he’d tied her up with lay broken on the ground. Turns out, she wasn’t as weak as he thought she was. Where ever she was, she still had the handcuffs on. There was no way she could break out of them. They required a security code to unlock. Yung leaned down and examined the ground for footprints. 
 
    She couldn’t teleport, so she had to be walking. Was she in pain? The trek had been hard. Shit. Yung hardened his heart. He couldn’t dwell on her pain. She was a vamp who drank blood. She lived off the pain of others. She had probably caused plenty of pain in her time. 
 
    There was no need to feel sorry for her. Following her footprints was easy. It led him to a creek not too far from a park where local human kids played. He couldn’t believe she had made it that far. There was that guilt again. He pushed it aside. He was more worried about the humans she’d encountered. 
 
    Iris was weak and had to be hungry. He had to find her before she killed someone. No kids should be in the park at that hour. But there could be people walking on the walking trail. Yung didn’t have to go as far as he’d thought to find her. His mate was on the other side of the creek, leaning against a tree. 
 
    Her eyes were closed and she was taking deep breaths. Her face was no longer dirty. She must have cleaned it in the creek. His beast whimpered. His instincts screamed for him to go to her and protect her. 
 
    But his first loyalty was to his pack. He couldn’t give his loyalty to a vampire. Striding over to her, he ignored how beautiful she looked in the sun. Even though her skin was damn near translucent, she was still the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen. 
 
    He knew her eyes would be red when she opened them. That should disgust him. Perhaps it would when she finally opened them. Yung stood in front of her, waiting for her to open her eyes. She did so slowly as if even that slight movement pained her. 
 
    Yung couldn’t describe the inner turmoil he was experiencing. He felt as if his beast was hiding in shame. Even he wanted to hide from her. When their eyes met it wasn’t the redness that stole his breath. It was the look of resigned sadness they held. 
 
    Tearing his gaze from hers, Yung grabbed her by the handcuffs, intending to pull her up. Instead, he landed on his butt in the creek. Angry, Yung stared at his mate in disbelief. She stood up slowly. 
 
    “Don’t ever touch me again,” she growled, hair falling into her face, making her look like a wild woman. 
 
    Yung rose to his feet. Had she really just pushed him that hard and that far, even with the copper handcuffs on? Slightly embarrassed, Yung strode to her again. He’d like to see her try that again. When he was a few inches away from her, she kicked him in his shin. 
 
    When he doubled over in pain, she wrapped her handcuffed hands around the back of his neck forcing his face into her raised knee. Fuck! Blood poured from his nose and he dropped to his knees as his mate tried to run. Grabbing her by her ankle, he pulled her to the ground then drug her to him. 
 
    She hissed, a sound that vampires made when they were angry. That made him even angrier. Straddling her, he turned her onto her back and lifted her hands above her head. 
 
    “Don’t ever do that again,” he warned. 
 
    Iris laughed bitterly then tried to knee him in the groin. He lifted his lower body out of the way but made the mistake of leaning his face closer to hers. Iris took advantage of this position and sank her fangs into the side of his neck and sucked. 
 
    Yung jerked from the sting of her bite, and then he jerked again for an entirely different reason. He lowered his lower body back to hers and forced himself not to grind on her. He sat as still as a stone as his mate sucked him. 
 
    He didn’t attempt to free himself or to stop her. The beast inside him relaxed for the first time since he’d taken her from her village. Both man and beast enjoyed the feel of her feeding from him. Even the bite itself felt good. The feel of her sucking his blood was almost as good as the feel of her sucking his manhood. 
 
    How was that possible? Then she moaned and ground against him. Yung lost the ability to think. He lifted his hand to her breast as she tore her mouth from his neck and his lips found hers. He could taste his blood on her tongue. It didn’t disgust him as it should. 
 
    It turned him on. Yung ground against her. She spread her legs wider for him. A gasp made them break apart. A jogging couple had spotted them, the female looked furious but the male gave Yung a thumbs up before they jogged off. 
 
    Yung looked back into his mate's red eyes. The color of her eyes should have angered him; instead, they excited him. Everything about her excited him. Her expression hardened and he knew she had just remembered that she was mad at him. 
 
    “Get off me you animal,” she screamed. 
 
    Yung got up and pulled her up. “Was I an animal a moment ago when you was grinding and sucking on me?” Yung asked, dusting the dirt from his knees. 
 
    “Yes, you were. I-I only did that to distract you so you wouldn’t hurt me.” His mate took a step back away from him. 
 
    Could she really have been faking? Did she know her bite would affect him the way it did? Of course, she did. She’d probably been doing that to men for years. Her gaze jerked to the ground. She was avoiding making eye contact with him. That’s when he realized something, his mate found it hard to look at him after she lied. 
 
    “So that kiss meant nothing?” he asked. 
 
    “Of course, not,” she told him, gaze darting to a tree behind him. 
 
    “Look at me,” he told her. 
 
    Her gaze met his. 
 
    “What about at the lake? That meant nothing also?” 
 
    “I don’t even remember it.” She stared at her handcuffs. 
 
    A vampire who couldn’t lie. A vampire who’d managed to make it to a creek near a park where humans hung out, yet, she hadn’t killed a single soul. A vampire who’d bit him yet stopped on her own and didn’t try to kill him. What type of vampire was she? 
 
    Yung smiled at her causing her to turn and walk away from him. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re smiling for,” she muttered. “I even lied when I said I was starting to fall in love with you.” 
 
    She was just saying that to piss him off. Yung followed behind her. She wasn’t like the vampires that had attacked his family. He couldn’t picture his mate killing and feeding off entire villages. 
 
    Even as angry as she was with him, her bite hadn’t been vicious. Maybe if he explained to his pack, maybe if he told them that she was different, they wouldn’t object to them being together. 
 
    With his decision to keep her made, Yung walked faster to catch up with her. When he got closer to her she tried to run but tripped and almost fell. Yung caught her before she hit the ground. Iris struggled to get out of his grasp. 
 
    “Oh, now you catch me,” she yelled. “You could have done that earlier when I fainted. Maybe I wouldn’t be in the pain I’m in now. Oh wait, I’m also in pain from you dragging me for miles.” 
 
    “I didn’t drag…” 
 
    “Good thing I heal quickly thanks to my vampire side,” Iris screamed and tried to fight her way out of his grasp. “Yes, I’m a vampire. There. I said it.” 
 
    She was going to draw attention to them. Yung picked her up and tossed her over his shoulder. She would never know how guilty he felt. He would spend the rest of his life trying to get her to forgive him for all the pain he’d caused her this day. First, he had to get her somewhere safe. 
 
    Since he no longer planned to turn her over to his pack, he couldn’t take her home. He had to think of a way to make them understand that she wouldn’t hurt others. Turning and going in the opposite direction, he decided to take her to his secret cottage. 
 
    Of course, it would take them all day to get there if they walked. What choice did he have? It wasn’t like he could catch a cab. Not with his mate handcuffed, and dirty. Consumed with guilt, Yung decided that walking was the best option. If he had to carry her all the way, so be it. 
 
    His secret cottage was the only place safe for her. There, the two of them could talk and possibly get past what he’d done to her. No one knew about his cottage. He’d purchased it a few years ago from a farmer who’d aided him when he was wounded. 
 
    The man had no family and had recently learned that he had cancer. He’d wanted to spend his last days with friends in Montana. That’s why he’d sold his cottage to Yung and used the money to cover his travel expenses. The cottage was located off the beaten path. No one even came that way. 
 
    He and his mate would be safe there. They would have time to get to know each other. He would have time to figure out how he would protect her from his family. He hardly noticed her tiny fist beating on his back. He was too focused on their future. 
 
    “Put me down you jerk,” Iris yelled. 
 
    Yung ignored her and continued walking through the forest. They would have to stop at some point to find food. His cottage was stocked with food. But they wouldn’t make it there till morning at the earliest. 
 
    Yung hadn’t even fed his mate breakfast yet. Setting her onto her feet, Yung grabbed her by the handcuffs and pulled her behind a tree. Iris's hair had fallen over her face. Yung pushed her hair out of her face, then cocked his head to the side, revealing his throat to her. 
 
    “Feed,” he told her. Would her bite be as glorious as it was earlier? 
 
    “What?” Iris wore a confused expression on her face. 
 
    “Feed,” he repeated. “You haven’t had breakfast. You must be starving. I know I am.” 
 
    “Well, what do you plan to eat?” Iris asked. 
 
    “I will catch a fish later after I’ve taken care of you. There’s a river a few miles from here.” 
 
    Iris face soften a bit, apparently what he had just said pleased her. 
 
    “I want fish also,” she told him. 
 
    So, it was the thought of fish that pleased her. 
 
    “Preferably cooked,” she told him. “Preferably on my stove, in my kitchen, where my seasonings are. If you would just untie me, I can go to the fish market then go home and cook. We can forget this incident ever happened. In fact, we can forget we ever met each other.” 
 
    This time, her eyes remained glued to his. He’d angered her enough for her to want to forget him. But he didn’t want to forget her. Yung shook his head no. 
 
    “No?” she asked. “No to which part?” 
 
    “All of it. You are going home, to my home. You can cook for me when we get there. But if you are hungry now, I freely offer you my neck. Bite me.” 
 
    Please. He thought it but didn’t say it. He’d felt closer to her when she’d bit him earlier. He needed to feel that closeness again. Because the look in her eyes told him he angered her to the point that she was willing to ignore the mating bond and move on without him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Iris stared at Yung. She simply stared at him. Was he truly offering her his neck? What type of trick was this? She didn’t feel like playing games with him. She was tired and she was hungry. Not necessarily for blood. Fish truly did sound better. Yung stepped closer to her, offering her his neck again. 
 
    “Listen,” she told him. “I want food! Just because I’m half vampire doesn’t mean I want blood all the time. Can I have a taco? Some pizza? Fish?” 
 
    Yung stepped back. “You don’t drink blood to stay alive?” 
 
    Iris rolled her eyes. “No. I don’t. When I do feel the need for blood, I just eat my steak half done or bloody. I don’t actually sneak out into the night and bite peoples’ necks.” Iris blushed. “You are my first bite.” 
 
    She knew her face had to be flaming red because she was extremely embarrassed. 
 
    Yung moved closer to her. She took a step back. He followed, backing her up against the tree. 
 
    “I like that I’m your first bite. That pleases me a great deal.” 
 
    Had she stepped into the Twilight Zone? He’d gone from murderous to flirtatious in record time. Yung picked up a strand of her hair and rubbed it between his fingers. Iris watched his movements as if in a daze. Why was he acting so strange? 
 
    How could he be so charming now when a few hours ago he was ready to let her burn in the sun? The memory of how disgusted he’d looked at her hours ago angered her. He was probably taking her to his pack to be burned at the stake. Wait, that only happened to witches. He was probably going to try to drive a stake through her heart. 
 
    “Let’s just stop this right now.” She swatted his hand away from her hair. “First of all, I don’t like people touching my hair. Second of all, I want to go home. You seem less murderous now.” She didn’t miss the look of guilt that passed over his face. “You can go home and we can forget any of this ever happened.” 
 
    Why was he looking at her like that? Like he’d eaten a regret sandwich? It was too late for regrets. 
 
    “Listen here, buddy.” Iris began but was cut off. 
 
    “Call me mate,” Yung told her. 
 
    Iris stared at him as if he had lost his mind. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Yung nodded and had the audacity to wear a slight smile on his face. 
 
    “You dragged me through mud…” 
 
    “I carried you. I just slipped a few times and…” 
 
    “You tied me to a tree.” 
 
    “I did. But I came back to free you and you had already done it yourself.” 
 
    “You threw me over your shoulder and walked miles with me.” 
 
    “We couldn’t catch a cab. And I couldn’t go home and get my car. Walking was our safest bet.” 
 
    “You did all of that, now you want me to call you my mate?” 
 
    Maybe he was crazy Iris thought as he stood smiling stupidly at her. Maybe he was clinically insane. He could even be missing from some mental institution for all she knew. She didn’t care. She was tired, she was hungry, and he was the reason she was dirty. 
 
    “Fuck you,” Iris told him, ignoring the shocked look on his face. 
 
    “Okay. Maybe you don’t have to call me mate. You should at least call me by my name. Don’t you think?” Standing with his hands folded over his chest and his feet a few inches apart, he looked relaxed and calm. 
 
    But Iris had seen that stance many times while training with the cheetahs in her village. He was anticipating her every move. Iris took a step to the left, talking to distract him. 
 
    “So, if I call you mate will you be nicer to me?” 
 
    Yung smiled and took a step to the left also then relaxed back into his ready stance. “I apologize for my behavior earlier. I was surprised by what you are but that is something we will talk about after we arrive at my cottage.” 
 
    Iris had expected him to say something more but he didn’t. She took a step backward, absently twirling a strand of her hair. Why did he have to look so sexy in his khaki cargo shorts and white tee that clung to his biceps nicely. 
 
    “What if I admit that I’m thirsty and want to drink from you right now? Would you be nicer to me if I did that?” 
 
    Surprise then anger flickered in his eyes as he took three steps forward to stand right in front of her. “If you’re hungry, feed. You don’t have to be embarrassed. I will not have my mate starving.” Turning his head to the side he whispered, “Drink.” 
 
    Iris took a step toward him closing the distance between the two. She wasn’t thirsty at all but being closer to him calmed her beast and made her less nervous. She didn’t understand it, since he was the cause of her nervousness in the first place. 
 
    But being near him and touching him eased the fire she felt building in her. She was still going through the change and having him near kept her from feeling the negative effects of it. Placing her hands on his chest, she felt his body tremble slightly. 
 
    Iris slowly brought her lips closer to his neck and exhaled slowly. She was taking her time and could feel that her mate was on edge. Iris grazed his neck with her fangs, reminding him of what she was, then pulled back. Yung grabbed the back of her head and brought her lips closer to his neck. 
 
    Teasing him, Iris licked his neck at the exact spot she had bitten him earlier. Yung’s fingers bunched up in her hair as he tried to control himself. Iris bit into him gently and slowly sipped. Yung brought her body as close to him as he could and exhaled the pent-up breath he’d been holding. 
 
    Iris sipped for three seconds then sealed the bite close with her saliva and stepped away from her trembling mate. Licking her lips, she smiled and rubbed her stomach. 
 
    “That hit the spot. Now I’m able to walk on my own. Lead the way, mate.” 
 
    Now I know what to do to get away from you. Formulating her plan, Iris smiled innocently and waited on Yung to turn and lead the way. Yung just stood staring at her. Then he turned angrily and walked off. Iris followed behind him, trying to keep up. 
 
    She’d caught a glimpse of the bulge in the front of his pants. She knew her bite affected him just as much as it affected her. That excited her, but she wouldn’t let him know it. She would use it to her advantage. When the time was right, she would escape him. They walked for hours. Every time Iris would fall too far behind, her mate would stop and wait on her to catch up. 
 
    Then he would continue walking, almost jogging, forcing her to run behind him. Four hours later he finally stopped and allowed them to have a break. Iris rested against a tree, trying to catch her breath. She refused to complain about how tired she was. 
 
    When she got home, she would focus more on endurance training. When food got scarce, or when the humans were out for their hunting season and the shifters didn’t want to be seen, the hunters in their village would trek for hours to find wildlife and avoid the human hunters. Every time they went, she thought about going. It was a good thing she hadn’t. She would’ve embarrassed herself. 
 
    Yung came and rested beside her. “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    Ignoring his question, Iris sat on the ground in front of the tree. “Where are we?” she asked. 
 
    Yung looked around at their surroundings.  “This area is called Viodore. If you look for it on a map you won’t find it. Just like I’m sure if I look for your village on a map, it won’t be found.” 
 
    Iris nodded and said, “All of this is new to me. I don’t know much about life outside of my village and the surrounding areas. We have everything we need in our village, so there usually isn’t a reason for us to go out unless we need something unique. We have a school there and everything. The only time I ever leave is to go to the grocery store.” 
 
    “You don’t have grocery stores?” 
 
    “We do. But, we don’t have chocolate cookies and fizzy sodas.” 
 
    “Ohh.” 
 
    “I also leave the village sometimes to hang out with my sister and friends. We try to stay away from humans and other supernaturals.” Iris realized she was saying too much and stopped. 
 
    “So, you have a sister. Is she half vampire and half wolf like you?” 
 
    Iris turned her head away from Yung, ignoring his question. There was no way she would ever tell him about her sister or the others in her village. 
 
    “I understand if you don’t want to tell me about your family.” 
 
    “I’ve witnessed first-hand your hatred for vampires. I have no intention of ever telling you about my family or my village.” 
 
    For a long time, he didn’t say anything. She thought he was going to leave it at that. Then he spoke again. 
 
    “A long time ago, before I was born, there was a war between vampires and wolves,” he told her. 
 
    She’d heard about the war. Still, she found herself curious about what he had to say about it. Would he blame everything on the vamps, as if the wolves were innocent? 
 
    “Other supernatural beings didn’t get involved,” he continued. “They were afraid of both vamps and wolves alike. They knew that if they sided with one and the other won, they would face the consequences. Unfortunately for the vamps and the wolves, no one truly won. There were deaths on both sides and a lot of innocent lives were lost.” 
 
    Iris turned to stare at him. He was right. There was no winner. There never would be. Only death and more deaths. 
 
    “When I was born, the war was still raging,” he said. “Even more lives were lost. I… lost a lot of people I cared about.” 
 
    So, did I. I lost my dad. 
 
    “After things quieted down some, some wolves here starting boasting that we’d won the war because we drove all the vamps out of this area. We haven’t heard of any vamp attacks near here for a few years now. Some council leaders of different packs tried to team up with witches to keep vamps away. But the witches didn’t need our help. And none of them wanted to take sides. But some were okay with taking our money. If we paid the right price, we could find a witch or two to secretly aid us.” 
 
    Like the one who’d cursed my sister and I. 
 
    “Some packs paid the witches to curse some vamps that their pack found hard to kill. Our pack wanted to pay them for their powerful enchantments. They couldn’t enchant our villages because that would be taking sides, and their covens wouldn’t allow it. However, they did enchant a few areas in the woods that would provide a place to escape to if we were ever attacked. But, to remain impartial, the enchanted area doesn’t only provide safety and mask the scent of wolves. If vamps or other supernaturals come here to hideout, their scents would be masked also.” 
 
    Sort of like her village. All supernaturals were allowed in, if they had no ill will in their hearts and if they truly needed help. 
 
    “Is this one of those enchanted areas?” Iris asked. 
 
    Yung nodded. “It was enchanted so many years ago that most of the wolves who knew about this area are dead or have forgotten about it. My father told me and my brother about it when we were young. My brother wasn’t interested in it. As future alpha, I’ve always been interested in anything related to our pack.” 
 
    Future alpha? Wow. That meant there was no hope for them. Not that she wanted there to be now. She was beyond pissed off with him. Still… alpha…wow. 
 
    “I would come here all the time to get away from my brother and my cousin when I was young. They sometimes teased me for being too serious.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Iris said, causing him to smile. “Who named this place?” 
 
    “The witches named the enchanted areas according to the flower that grew there. Here, violets grow. So, this place is called Viodore or Vio for short.” 
 
    It seemed all witches had a habit of naming places they enchanted after flowers. 
 
    “My cottage,” Yung told her. “Is located in Rosadore or Rose. I brought it from a dying man a few years ago.” 
 
    “Was he human?” 
 
    “Not fully. He seemed to be human, but for him to even see this place he had to have some type of supernatural being in him. I could never figure out what he was exactly. After he moved out, I went through some the stuff he’d left. I found a lot of books on wolves. I assumed that somewhere in his genes lived a wolf so diluted through human mating that his beast never emerged. However, part of him still felt connected to our kind. That’s why he was so interested in them. That’s just my thoughts. I could be wrong.” 
 
    “How did you even find the cottage to begin with?” 
 
    “Like I said, I would come to Vio as a kid. I had never been to Rose until I got attacked. The old man saved me and took me to his cabin. I have never told anyone about him or Rosador because they would learn about my cottage and I never wanted anyone to know about it. Until now.” Yung glanced over at her. 
 
    So caught up in his story, she had slowly inched her way back over near him. He didn’t know how much she longed to learn more about the wolf and vamp war. Or to hear more about enchanted safe areas. 
 
    Her father had been lost to the stupidity of that war and Yung had lost people to the war also. Knowing that he’d also directly been affected by the war softened her to him. A little. Just like her sister, he was bitter because of the war. 
 
    “So, you and I will be the only people at your cottage?” Iris asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Iris was confused. She’d thought he was taking her to his pack to let them know that she existed. 
 
    “I thought you were taking me to your pack to be slaughtered?” 
 
    Yung flinched at her choice of words. “Initially, I’d planned to take you to my pack to be judged.” 
 
    “What right do you or your pack have to judge me or anyone else?” 
 
    “Iris, vamps are not allowed here.” 
 
    She knew that. That’s why she lived in an enchanted village. “Still, your family…” 
 
    “Are the authority over this area. It would have been up to them to decide your fate. That’s the rules for this city.” 
 
    “I’ve heard those rules.” Everyone in her village learned them in school. That’s why she and her sister didn’t leave the village much. “That doesn’t mean your rules are right. Have you ever heard that rules are meant to be broken?” 
 
    “Not around here.” 
 
    Iris sighed. “Talking to you is like talking to my sister sometimes. Listen, Yung. Just because someone decided a rule should be the law and got others to believe it, doesn’t make it right. Slavery didn’t use to be against the law. That didn’t make it right.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “Then why are you so upset at me for being a vampire? Why am I here and dirty and hungry…” 
 
    “I was wrong,” he told her. “I know it now. Before… I… was just going off what I’d been taught. I… it’s hard to not hate something after you’ve been taught to hate it.” 
 
    “So, you were willing to hate me without even getting to know me?” 
 
    He swiped his hand over his face. “Vampires and wolves have a long history of hatred. My mother was killed…. My mother was killed by a vamp.” 
 
    She could hear the tears in his voice. Her voice shook when she told him, “My vampire father was killed by a wolf.” 
 
    Yung looked at her. “I’m sorry, Iris.” He lifted his hand and wiped away her tears. She did the same to him. “We’ve both been hurt by this war,” he told her. “But I’m the only one of us who let that pain fester into something horrible. I’m sorry, Iris.” 
 
    Yung pulled Iris closer to him. The fact that she didn’t resist surprised both him and her. 
 
    “Now that I’ve gotten to know you…” he started. 
 
    Iris sensed that he was about to say something sweet, so she stopped him. She couldn’t handle him saying anything nice or loving to her right now. Her emotions were shot and she was extremely confused. Since he wasn’t turning her in did that mean he planning on hiding her in his secret cottage away from the world? 
 
    “What do you plan to do with me in your cottage?” 
 
    Yung smiled a seductive smile that sent a tingle from her navel to her toes. 
 
    “I plan for us to get to know each other.” 
 
    That was not the answer Iris had expected. However, it was the one she needed. If he could let the past go, so could she. Of course, she would have to get even with him for the things he’d done to her. She was petty as fuck. 
 
    “You dragged me…” 
 
    “I carried you, but I fell. A few times. You should’ve seen my clothes.” 
 
    “You tied me to a tree.” 
 
    “You pushed me into a creek.” He stared down at his clothes. “I’m wet and dirty.” 
 
    “Serves you right.” 
 
    He nodded. “It does serve me right. I deserve that and more.” 
 
    “You deserve to feel my wrath,” she told him. 
 
    “I do. Yes, mate, I do.” 
 
    And he would. But he didn’t need to know that yet. Iris straddled him. Yung rubbed her thighs as she got comfortable on him. She laid her head on his chest. Yung wrapped his arms around her. 
 
    “So, you plan on keeping me huh?” Iris asked. She felt his nod. “At some point in time you’re going to have to ask me if you can have me or not, don’t you think?” 
 
    He laughed and hugged her tighter. “Iris. Wait, I don’t even know your last name?” 
 
    Iris knew he was waiting on her to tell him her name, but she couldn’t. Knowing her name could possibly lead him to her sister or he could use it to discover who her father was. She didn’t know her vampire family, but she didn’t want them harmed. 
 
    Her mother had always told her to be careful. Resting in his arms, trusting him this easily, it wasn’t considered being careful. But this was what her beast wanted. And Iris wanted it too. If it ended up being the wrong choice, then she’d be the only one who got hurt. 
 
    She’d never do anything that could lead to her family or the villagers getting hurt. For that reason, right now wasn’t the time to tell her mate more about herself. So, she rested against his chest, and let her silence be her answer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Iris silence let Yung know that she didn’t fully trust him yet. Trust had to be earned and he had yet to earn hers. Given time, he would gain her trust. Until then, he would just have to show her how much he cared for her. 
 
    He truly could not imagine his life without her. She snuggled closer to him. How could he have ever thought this female was capable of being like those who’d killed his family members? From day one he’d known that she was sweet, kind, innocent. 
 
    He’d let hatred cloud his judgement. Never again. No, he wasn’t ready to trust all vampires. But he was ready to put his trust in the vampire in his arms. Problem was, what if he wasn’t able to protect her from his family? What if they found out about her and tried to take her from him? 
 
    His train of thought caused his beast to become restless. Don’t worry, I’ll protect her, he told his beast. There was no way he was going to let his mate be taken from him. With his love came his loyalty. His first loyalty now lay with his mate. His beast growled his approval. Iris lifted her head and stared at him. 
 
    “Hungry?” Yung asked. 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    “We don’t have any fish yet. Will I do?” 
 
    She giggled. “I guess you’ll have to do.” 
 
    Yung laid his head back against the tree and guided her head to his neck. 
 
    Pulling back, Iris asked, “Maybe I should use the other side. This side may still be tender from earlier.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Yung assured her, eager to have her lips on him again; same spot as before. 
 
    Iris leaned in and licked the spot she’d sealed closed a few hours earlier. He shivered. She sank her fangs into his throat and sucked greedily. He didn’t understand why this turned him on so. Even his wolf was growling, enjoying the feeling of her drinking from him. She gyrated her hips as she fed. 
 
    Unable to control himself, Yung slid his hands under her dress and cupped her breasts. She moaned against his neck when his thumbs grazed her nipples. She sealed the bite then lifted her head and leaned back. She guided his head to her breast. Once again, she surprised him with her passion. Yung flicked his tongue over her nipple before sucking it into his mouth. 
 
    Iris continued to grind on him. Yung knew if they continued like this, he would be taking his mate against a tree. A noise to his right caught his attention. Yung lifted his head as he quickly pulled Iris dress back down. He stood up, pushing her behind. 
 
    Someone was nearby. He could sense them. Listening closely, he still almost didn’t hear the light footsteps approaching. He sniffed. It was two male wolves approaching. He looked back at Iris. The sun was no longer high in the sky and her skin was no longer as pale. 
 
    Actually, it hadn’t remained that way long at all. He hadn’t even noticed when her eyes changed back. Yung sniffed her. She smelled like wolf and wolf only. Good. 
 
    “There are two male wolves approaching. I can’t smell your vampire scent on you, but I can smell that you are in heat. The heat is probably what drew them to us.” 
 
    “Do you think they want to…” 
 
    “Never,” Yung growled. “When they arrive, let me talk. If we were officially mated, they would be able to sense that you were not available. Right now, all they scent is a female wolf in heat. And they know that sometimes unmated females need more than one male when going through the transition.” 
 
    “I only want you,” she told him. 
 
    Pride filled him. “And I only want you too, mate.” 
 
    He pressed a quick kiss to her forehead. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Her mate started to say something else to her, but the shifters were already within view. Yung faced them and stood in front of her, shielding her from them. Iris glanced over Yung shoulder at them. They were handsome, but not as handsome as her mate. 
 
    She tried to get a better view of them. Standing on her tiptoes to see over his shoulder caused her breasts to rub against his back. The sensation caused Iris to moan. She tried to hold it in. She really did. But the change was wreaking havoc on her body. Plus, she was still wet and desperately aroused from their foreplay moments ago. 
 
    Yung growled and looked back at her. “No one but me will see you through your change. Stand behind the tree.” 
 
    The anger in his voice startled Iris. Even his eyes blazed with anger. Did he think she was moaning because of those guys? He turned away from her and faced the approaching men. Iris slowly made her way to the other side of the tree. She could hear the conversation taking placing between the males. 
 
    “Hello,” One of the men. 
 
    Before the man could utter another word, Yung said, “My mate and I would like some privacy.” 
 
    Iris glanced from around the tree. drawing the attention of the males. Yung growled at her, so she shrank back behind the tree. 
 
    Male number two spoke. “All I smell is the heat coming off that female. I don’t smell any mate scent.” 
 
    It was just as Yung said it would be. All they cared about was her heat. They didn’t care that she was with Yung. Iris sighed. They weren’t going to be easy to get rid of. 
 
    The first male spoke again. “I think it’s the female who has the right to choose.” She heard the guy sniff, then she heard the perv growl and say, “From the sweet heat rolling off her, you aren’t getting the job done.” 
 
    Male one and two laughed. Her mate growled, not finding their words humorous at all. His growl started to change. It became different, more beastly. Coming from behind the tree, she saw that he had switched into his wolf form. His clothing lay shredded in a pile at his feet. 
 
    The other two males were also shifting into their wolf forms. Iris watched helplessly as the two males circled her mate. In his wolf form, Yung stood a few inches taller than the other males. Her mate’s fur was a golden-brown color. He was beautiful in his wolf form. 
 
    Iris was so caught up in the majestic appearance of her mate, that she almost didn’t see one wolf attacking him from behind. Thankfully, Yung was more focused than she was. He turned in time to swipe the male across the face; ripping skin from the wolf’s cheek and nose. 
 
    The shifter howled in pain but did not go down. Both males attacked her mate ferociously, but he managed to hold his ground. Iris grew angrier and angrier as she watched. She could tell her mate was growing tired and knew that she needed to help. 
 
    Not only were the handcuffs keeping her from teleporting, it was also keeping her from switching into her wolf form. Iris struggled to get out of the handcuffs. Her efforts were useless. Frustrated, she watched her mate grab one attacker by his jugular and sling him a few feet away. 
 
    Yung turned to face off with the other attacker. Iris noticed that Yung was limping. Blood was seeping from his right hind leg. She refused to lose her mate like this. This was all because of her and the change her body was going through. The attacker that Yung had slung a few feet away was slowly getting up. 
 
    Iris watched as he limped back to the fight. This wasn’t her fault. She had a mate and he was the one she wanted to see her through this change and any other changes that occurred in the future. These men had no right to challenge him for her. She was rightfully his and nothing would change that. 
 
    Even if she wasn’t his, they still had no say over her body. No one did but her. This patriarchal shit that existed in Lore didn’t fly in her village. All girls were taught to make their own decisions. They were taught that their destiny was in their hands, no one else’s. 
 
    This entire fight was pointless because no matter who won, she was the one who decided what she wanted. And she wanted Yung. Iris refused to stand by while her mate was fighting to protect her. She could protect her own damn self. Her fangs elongated. So did her claws. It was a great feeling. 
 
    She felt her eyes turning red. For the first time in her life, she felt like a true vampire. Now it was time to see if she could tap into those vampire abilities she’d avoided all her life. Eyes fixed on the attacker limping back to the fight, Iris attempted to force her way into his mind. 
 
    Come on. Come on. I can do this. I can do it. I command you to stop! Stop now, she pushed the command into his thoughts. I order you to stop. The copper cuffs were making it even harder for her to use her abilities. She tried again. 
 
    The limping attacker stopped just like she’d commanded him to. Yes! He turned to face her. Iris smiled. 
 
    Switch back into your skin form, she ordered. The attacker quickly shifted back into his human form. Naked and wounded, he stared at her with a blank expression on his face. Iris attempted to read his mind. It took her a few tries, but she finally got in. 
 
    What she found shocked and angered her. He and his friend had planned to kill Yung and rape, then kill her. Iris shook her head at the attacker as she walked closer to him. 
 
    “Shame on you,” she said. “Neither you or your friend, who my mate his ripping apart, had any intention of letting us live, did you? You didn’t care if we were mates or not, did you?” 
 
    The wounded male took a step back. His face was still void of emotion. He was still in a trance as she weaved her way through his thoughts. He took another step back. She followed, backing him up against a tree. She could feel him fighting her push into his mind. 
 
    She was too angry to back down. And he knew it. The fear in his eyes excited her, making her thirsty for his blood. The adrenaline pumping through her was enticing. The attacker stared at her in fear and shock. He mouthed the word, vampire. 
 
    Iris laughed as he sank to the ground in front of the tree. She’d covered the distance between them and was now crouching before him, staring down into his eyes, the eyes of a killer. 
 
    “Yes. Yes, I am a vampire.” 
 
    More of his thoughts filled her mind. He was thinking of how much money he could get if he turned her over to one of the prison camps. But first, he wanted to fuck her. He’d never fucked a vampire before. And he wanted to keep one of her fangs as a souvenir. 
 
    Iris growled. The attacker opened his mouth to scream. Iris put and end to that thought by ripping his throat out with her fangs. She spat his flesh out, not wanting to drink the blood of someone as vile as him. He clutched his hand to his throat. 
 
    She watched the light faded from his eyes. His hands fell away from his neck and his head slumped to the side. She no longer heard his heart beating. Wiping her mouth with the back of her still handcuffed hand, Iris realized there was no longer any noise coming from behind her. 
 
    Turning around, she saw Yung standing in the middle of the forest, staring at her. He was no longer in his animal form. The second attacker was dead at his feet. Blood covered Yung’s body. Iris could only imagine how she looked to him. Her hands and mouth were covered in blood. He had to have witnessed what she’d done to her victim. The angry look on his face told her everything. 
 
    He thought she was a monster. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Yung didn’t know who he was mad at the most. Himself for leaving his mate handcuffed and unprotected or her for ripping the throat out of the other attacker. If he would have taken her cuffs off, she would have been able to teleport somewhere safe until he finished with the attackers. 
 
    Yet, he’d feared she may not have returned once she was freed. That fear could’ve cost Iris her life. But he was also angry. Angry at her for tasting the blood of another man. He’d watched as she’d ripped the attacker’s throat out. 
 
    He’d seen the smile that crossed over her features as she’d done so. He was no longer the only male she’d ever tasted that way. Yung motioned for her to come to him. Iris shook her head no. 
 
    “Come here, Iris.” 
 
    Again, she shook her head. He watched her fangs recede. Her eyes returned to their normal color. Yung called to her again. To his shock and dismay, she burst into tears. 
 
    “I know you hate me,” she cried. “I’m a monster. Look what I did to him.” 
 
    Yung rushed to her side and pulled her close. “I don’t hate you. Why would you think that?” 
 
    “Because I’m a vampire and I just killed a wolf.” 
 
    Yung shook his head. “You just protected your mate and yourself, Iris. Any wolf would be proud of his mate for doing such a thing.” 
 
    Iris hiccupped. “But I fought like a vampire. I ripped out his throat with my fangs and drank some of his blood.” Iris burst into tears again. 
 
    Yung picked her up. He had planned to burn the bodies so that no one found them. Once the pack the attackers belonged to realized they were missing, they would send out a search party to find them. Yung didn’t want anyone finding them near him and his mate, it was too risky. 
 
    First, he would calm Iris down, and then he would burn the bodies. Iris cried on his shoulder as he walked a half a mile to the river separating his land from the land of Vio. They were close to his cottage, but still had a few hours of walking ahead of them. 
 
    Because of the fight and the fact that Yung now had to get rid of the bodies, they wouldn’t make it to his cottage until sometime in the morning. However, once they crossed the river, they would be on his land and that made him feel a little better. 
 
    Once he reached the edge of the river, he placed Iris on her feet. Her tears had subsided and her blood-stained face was now tear stained also. She was still the most beautiful creature Yung had ever seen. 
 
    Yung smiled at her. “We should get cleaned up.” He dipped his hand in the water then proceeded to wash the blood and dirt off his mate’s face. Iris stood still as he took care of her. Out of nowhere, the tears began to fall again. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. “Did I hurt you?” 
 
    His question only made her cry harder. Yung was at a loss for words. He didn’t know what to do in these kinds of situations. Not knowing what to say, Yung continued to clean his mate’s face, arms and legs. Iris cried the entire time. 
 
    When he was done, he quickly cleaned himself. He’d shredded his clothes when he shifted. He’d just have to sleep naked on the grass. It would be night soon and his mate hadn’t had much sleep. He watched more tears drip from her eyes. He grabbed her hand and pulled her over to the grass. They laid down and he pulled her close. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Yung asked. 
 
    “I’ve never killed anyone before.” 
 
    Oh, that’s why she was crying. “It was either us or them, love.” 
 
    “I know. Still. When I was… doing it, it felt good.” 
 
    “That’s your beast side. It’s a natural hunter. Your attacker was your prey.” 
 
    “I don’t like that feeling.” 
 
    “From now on, I’ll make sure you never have to suffer that feeling again.” 
 
    “You can’t.” She told him. “In this world, there will always be someone who hates me. Vampires, wolves. I’m what they both hate.” 
 
    She was right. “Then from now on, I’ll be what they both hate also,” he told her. 
 
    “You can’t do that.” 
 
    “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect you, Iris.” 
 
    “What about your pack?” 
 
    “I’ll deal with them.” 
 
    “That doesn’t answer my question.” 
 
    “It’s all I’ve got for now, Iris. I’m sorry.” 
 
    She didn’t reply. 
 
    “We should get some rest before heading on. Are you hungry?” Yung asked desperately hoping she would say yes. 
 
    Instead, she got up and walked over to a tree farthest away from him, sat down, and continued staring off into space. He needed sleep but he couldn’t take his eyes off his mate. She still hadn’t looked his way yet. Frustrated with her and the whole situation, Yung growled. 
 
    She still didn’t look his way. Fuck! He closed his eyes, determined to get some rest. Not even a minute later, he opened his eyes and sniffed. His gazed jerked to her. She was staring up at the sky, biting her lower lip. The change. His mate needed him. He could smell her heat in the air. How could he resist such a sweet calling? 
 
    But she wasn’t talking to him and though she needed him, he refused to make the first move. If she needed him bad enough, she would come to him on her own. Yung closed his eyes again and fought his instinct to go to her. His wolf howled, demanding he go to her. 
 
    He couldn’t. Not now. He understood why she wanted to be alone. She’d had her first kill. That was hard on anyone. She’d killed a wolf in front of her wolf mate. How could she not feel torn about it? And, he’d seen how she’d controlled that wolf. 
 
    She’d used her vamp powers. He’d have to tell Hyun that his copper cuffs didn’t stop all vampire abilities. Yet, he was thankful for that this time because that saved his mate. From the looks of it, it had been her first time using her abilities. 
 
    She was confused and afraid. And she wanted to be alone. He would not force her to accept his presence just so he and his wolf could feel better. If she needed him, she’d let him know. He hoped. 
 
    Yung turned away from her, giving her some privacy. Though he told himself he wouldn’t, he couldn’t help turning back over to stare at her. She was no longer crying, but he could tell she was still torn up. 
 
    “This is all my fault,” Yung said. She didn’t look his way. “If I’d never taken you, if I’d never gotten upset about you being a vamp… fuck, Iris. I’m sorry. I should’ve been the one who killed that wolf. I should’ve uncuffed you so you could leave. I have no excuses. In fact….” He stood and walked over to her. She still didn’t look his way. His wolf whimpered. 
 
    I know, beast. I know. I’m disappointed in myself also. 
 
    He grabbed the cuffs and pressed the code into the side panel. They clicked. He pulled them from her and checked her wrists for bruises. Thankfully, there weren’t any. He tossed the cuffs onto the ground. 
 
    “If you want to leave me, you can. If you never want to see me again…” Yung sighed. “I understand.” 
 
    “I never want to see you again,” Iris told him. 
 
    He felt like he’d been punched in the gut. She stood up. Her gaze met his. 
 
    “Goodbye, Yung.” 
 
    He wanted to reach for her. His beast screamed for him to do so. He didn’t. He couldn’t. She had every right to hate him. She had every right to leave. 
 
    “Goodbye, mate.” Before she disappeared, he told her, “I’ll never want anyone but you. But I’ll never force you to want me.” 
 
    And then she was gone. And he was all alone. Yung stared around him. Something wet dripped onto his collarbone. He touched his cheek. He was crying. Fuck. His wolf howled. He had no one to blame but himself. Yung walked over to the grass and sat back down. 
 
    For years, he’d yearned for a mate. Then the Fates had given him one, one who was perfect in every way. But he’d mistreated her because she was different from him. He’d mistreated her because she was a vampire. 
 
    Just like he’d suffered because of vamps, she’d suffered because of wolves. Yet, her heart was still pure. But his, his was tainted. She deserved better than him. She would have better than him. And he would have…nothing. His chest began to ache. He rubbed the area over his heart. 
 
    “Fuck,” he said out loud. “I miss you already.” 
 
    “I wasn’t gone long.” 
 
    He turned around. There his mate stood, carrying a blanket, some clothes and two sandwiches. 
 
    “Iris, I thought…” 
 
    “You thought I was leaving you?” 
 
    Yung nodded. 
 
    “I should.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered. Please don’t. 
 
    “But, I want this vamp war animosity to end. And I think it can. I think we can bring it to an end. You and I can be the ones who start to bridge the gap between vamps and wolves.” 
 
    Yung pushed himself to his feet. “Does that mean you will stay with me? You’ll be my mate?” 
 
    “I will. But, I’m petty. So, you will suffer my wrath.” 
 
    Yung smiled. “You can do whatever you want to me, mate.” 
 
    “You do realize that we have a lot of work ahead of us?” 
 
    “I do. Starting with my pack, with my father. But I believe in us. I believe we can bring forth a change. Can I hold you now?” 
 
    “Hold? I’m going through a change.” She sat her items on the ground then motioned for him to come closer. “I need you to do more than hold me, mate.” 
 
    His wolf growled. “Your wish is my command,” Yung told her as he approached the woman who’d taught him that if you loved someone enough, then nothing else mattered. Tonight, they would celebrate that love. Tomorrow, they would work on spreading it to others. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! 
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    Hi, my name is Siren Allen. I'm a writer and lover of all things erotic and romantic. I reside in southern Mississippi where I write steamy romances that are guaranteed to make you blush. When I'm not listening to the characters in my head and jotting down their adventures, I am busy working as a Clinical Laboratory Technician. 
 
      
 
    I love to travel, preferably with my husband, so he can do all of the driving. I enjoy time with my family, who are just as silly as I am. I have no children...yet, wish me luck! My hobbies are reading, writing and shopping, though I hate trying on clothing. If I wasn't a writer or a Laboratory Professional, I would probably be a Secret Agent. But that's the beauty of being a writer; you can create your own world and be whoever you want to be. In my imaginary world, I am Queen and my siblings are my minions. 
 
      
 
    I don't cook, I tried it once, didn't work out for me. My husband however, loves to cook. Which is one of the qualities that drew me to him. My weekends are spent writing and having sleep-overs for my wonderful nieces and nephews. I don't know the feeling of motherhood but if it's anything close to what I feel for my nieces and nephews then I know it is an intense unbreakable bond that can never, ever be severed. Yep, I love those kids that much and more. You can find out more about me on my website ~ http://sirenallen.com 
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    Call of the Ocelot 
 
      
 
    I have two talents in life. I can make a cheesecake that you'd fight your mama over. And I can shift into a badass ocelot. 
 
      
 
    You can guess which makes my mama proud. It's the cake. I didn’t get the ‘real’ leopard gene, I got stuck being the ‘baby leopard’ and I’m a disgrace to my family. 
 
      
 
    But Everett Fawkes likes my ocelot as much as he likes my cooking, and in a sleepy little town where big secrets might as well be national news, that's gonna be a problem.  
 
      
 
    Because no one outside family and pack are ever supposed to know about us. And violating that rule means forever being rogue, cut off from all you've ever known. So now I gotta keep Everett happy and quiet and keep the pack off my back.  
 
      
 
    But no one said I had to play fair... 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    There’s a dead body in my yard, and it looks like it was killed by an ocelot. 
 
    It. 
 
    I should be saying she. 
 
    Well, what’s left of her. 
 
    I call the cops because that’s what you do when there’s a dead body in your yard and I sure as hell didn’t kill her.  
 
    They send a new sheriff - Everett Fawkes - who has brown hair, brown eyes, and a jaw line that can cut diamonds. I’m glad he doesn’t immediately suspect me even though I wouldn’t blame him if he did. But the way his eyes linger on me, he knows more than what he’s letting on. It’s almost like he can see into what I really am - but that would be impossible. 
 
    “Did you know the victim?” His voice has a natural husk to it, setting my entire body on edge. I can’t tell if it’s a good thing or a bad thing. I just know I respond to it in a way I’ve never responded to a voice before. 
 
    “No.” I shake my head, crossing my arms over my chest. A breeze makes its way through the trees overhead and I glance around. Something isn’t right here, and it’s not just the murder. 
 
    “Have you ever seen her around town?” There’s a sincerity to his brown eyes too pure to describe. It’s hard for me to look at. 
 
    I shake my head. “Not that I recall.” 
 
    I wait for him to make a noise that says he doesn’t believe me. But it doesn’t come. I’m surprised. I shift my weight, cross my arms over my chest, and glance up at him as he writes notes in his notebook. 
 
    “You know how she wound up in your yard?” he asks, finally meeting my eyes. 
 
    This, I can answer. 
 
    “I saw marks by my fence,” I tell him, hitting my chin in the direction of the back end of my fence. “Seems like someone dragged her here, lifted her over the fence, and dropped her inside my yard.” 
 
    “Why?” He seems to ask himself this question, so I choose to say nothing. 
 
    I don’t know why, but something tells me it’s a warning. Something tells me that they know all about me - which is not something I can allow. There are rules about that sort of thing, especially when it comes to my pack. I could die if someone found out what I am. Even if I’m supposed to be ashamed about my baby gene, no one’s supposed to know about it. 
 
    “You think of anyone you might have pissed off that bad?” he asks. There’s a teasing going on his eyes and my heart skips seeing it. 
 
    “Sir,” I say. “I piss a lot of people off. But none I can think of this bad.” 
 
    He grins and nods, taking his leave. 
 
    I let out a breath I don’t realize I’m holding and finally collapse on my couch when I’m alone. 
 
    Until someone knocks on my door. 
 
    Apparently, peace is fleeting. 
 
    When I get to the door and peek out the peephole, I frown. It’s not a person I want to see right now. Or ever. 
 
    It’s my mama. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I’m not happy to see my mama. She’s kind of a bitch. Also, she’s not happy with me either. There’s no other reason for her to be here other than to tell me that I’ve done something wrong, something else I’ve done to bring shame to my pack. 
 
    Former pack. 
 
    Even though I can’t control my DNA, someone needs to be blamed and apparently, I’m the lucky girl. 
 
    I guess I’m just glad to be away from them. Toxic doesn’t even begin to describe my pack. 
 
    But I digress. 
 
    My mother’s fingers twitch by her side. I’m surprised she doesn’t have her usual cigarette hanging from her long fingers. I want to assume it’s because she knows I hate smoke but I don’t think she cares about me to change her behavior for me. 
 
    “Yes?” I ask. I don’t care that I’m rude to my mama. If you knew her, you’d understand. It’s the only way I can talk to her. It’s the only way she responds. 
 
    “They find a body on your property?” My mama is not one for small all. She keeps looking past me in the doorway, waiting for an invitation in. It’s an invitation I don’t intend on giving. 
 
    “I found it,” I correct. Any chance I get to correct her, I’m going to take advantage of. 
 
    “And?” She reaches in her jacket for a cigarette, pulls one out, but doesn’t light it, doesn’t even bring it to her lips. 
 
    I blink. “And?” I ask. “And what?” 
 
    She shifts her eyes to the side and then kicks up with her foot. How her WalMart flip flop hangs on, I’ve got no idea. It’s a special talent. 
 
    “You going to invite me in?” she asks, deciding to change tactics. 
 
    “Nope.” I don’t bother trying to be polite about it. It’s a waste of time. 
 
    She huffs out a breath. “You’re a pain in the ass,” she remarks. She finally lifts her sunglasses, pushes back her bottle-blonde hair as she rests the sunglasses on top of her head. I’m still shocked by the color of her eyes. They’re like this white-blue that’s unnatural for humans. 
 
    It’s an indicator my mama ain’t like everyone else. 
 
    “What do you want?” I shift my hips again. I don’t have time to waste, trying to guess why she’s here. I’ve got things I need to be doing - like figuring out who the hell left a body in my yard. 
 
    “You talk to people ‘bout what you are?” she asks, locking eyes with me. “Is this why some girl winds up dead and scattered in your yard?” 
 
    “How the hell should I know, Mama?” I ask. I press my lips together. “Is that the only reason you came here? To see if the pack secret is still a secret?” 
 
    “Why else would I come?” 
 
    Why else, indeed? 
 
    “I don’t know anything, Mama,” I say, not bothering to hide the edge in my voice. 
 
    She points her fingers at me, cigarette stuck tightly between them. “Well, you better figure it out,” she says. “‘Cause if they know about you, you’re as good as dead.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    I want to slam the door in my mama’s face. 
 
    I don’t. 
 
    I wait until she’s in her car, and then I slam the door. 
 
    I’m not sure why she even showed up to warn me about anything. It’s not like she cares. Not really. 
 
    My hands shake as I shove them in my pockets. I need something to do, something that will keep me busy. I decide to start a cheesecake, but my ocelot refuses to comply. She wants to run. 
 
    I’ve always been wary of running, especially around here. I just don’t trust that someone won’t see me. My mama isn’t wrong. Not when it comes to someone trying to kill me because they found out about what I was. 
 
    At the same time, my shifter needs regular running or it’s hell. Exercise, freedom, everything that goes into that. And it’s my job to let her be. Suppressing my shifter is a sure fire way to let my shifter overtake me, and I can do that. 
 
    I glance through my window at the sky. It’s going to be dark soon. It’s the perfect time to run, if only for a bit. 
 
    I press my lips together and decide to do it. I strip off my clothes - I can’t afford to rip clothes with my shifting - until I’m stark naked in my home. Then, I shift.  
 
    I probably should have shifted outside, now that I think about it. My ocelot is young and clumsy, even if she means well. I need her out of my house so she doesn’t mess it up in any way. If I can’t afford clothes, I sure as shit can’t afford to replace furniture or repair my home. 
 
    Carefully, I ease out the back door. My house is just against the forest. If I can leap over the fence, I can reach the forest with no one even knowing. 
 
    I let out a little grunt as I try. My back legs hit the top of my fence but I manage to make it over without issue. Thank goodness. 
 
    Once I hit the forest floor, I run. I run hard and fast. There’s a breeze that pushes against my face, combs through my hair. I close my eyes and take it in. There’s something about running as an ocelot - even a baby one - that’s incomparable. 
 
    The stress from earlier fades. My mama fades. Even Everett and his knowing eyes fade away. It’s just me and my shifter, running through the forest without a care in the world. It’s moment like these when I realize I need to put more effort into caring for my ocelot. Just because my pack rejected her doesn’t mean I should. She is, after all, an extension of me. 
 
    She is me. 
 
    By the time I get back to my home, I’m ready to eat a frozen dinner and take a long bath. I want to get rid of the day. 
 
    Just as I slip on my clothes, however, there’s a distinct knock at the door. It’s no one I immediately recognize. 
 
    I head downstairs and look through the peephole. 
 
    It’s Everett. 
 
    I step back, my heart lurching in my throat. What is he doing here? Could he have seen me shift? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    To be honest, I have no idea why I invited Everett in. Just because I’m making cheesecake doesn’t mean I need to share it. However, he’s been nice to me, even though he doesn’t have to. More than that, he’s willing to look at me like I’m innocent rather than attempt to look for evidence to prove my guilt. 
 
    I appreciate that. 
 
    I know he can make my life a living hell, but he doesn’t, and I want to thank him for it in some way. 
 
    The cheesecake will do it. 
 
    While we wait for it to cook, I invite him to sit at my dining table. 
 
    “It won’t be ready until tomorrow,” I point out, teasing my hair with my fingers. My heart pounds against my chest, but I ignore it. Hopefully, he can’t hear it. I know humans can’t hear that sort of thing but I’m still unsure about what Everett really is. There’s something there, something he’s keeping from me. 
 
    “I’m willing to wait,” he says. When he smiles at me, a dimple pops up in his cheek, and I blush at it, like I’m some doe-eyed middle school girl with a crush. 
 
    “How’s the investigation?” I asked casually. I’m trying not to get too invested in this. I feel like the more I stay out of it, the less of a suspect I am. However, I can’t help my curiosity. I blame my shifter for that, being a cat and all. 
 
    “We notified next of kin,” Everett says. He shifts in his seat, clearly uncomfortable. “They were particularly curious how their daughter died. It was difficult to explain.” 
 
    I swallow. “I can’t imagine,” I murmur. 
 
    “That didn’t look like an animal I know who lives out in the forest,” he continues. I don’t ask him to, but I’m also not going to stop him either. Any information I can get out of him is only going to help me with the investigation in the long run. “I’m waiting on results from the lab to confirm, but I have a sneaking suspicion it’s going to come back that something else committed the act.” 
 
    There’s something about the way he’s looking at me, something about the tone of his voice. 
 
    There’s no way he knows what I am, is there? 
 
    It almost sounds like he’s waiting for me to say something, to admit something intentionally or otherwise. And yet, his face is gentle, as though he doesn’t think it’s me. 
 
    At this point I don’t know what to believe. 
 
    “What else could have done something like that?” I dare to ask, and then hold my breath. 
 
    My kitchen light flickers on and off, but neither of us respond to it. 
 
    “That’s what I intend to find out,” he says, leaning back in his chair. “There are secrets in this small town. I know that. And I’m going to unravel them one by one.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I pack him up a piece of cheesecake and try not to think about it. I don’t want to draw any unnecessary attention to myself, not when he already seems suspicious. Instead, I wait for him to go before I take the information he’s given me and plug it into my computer. There’s something to be said for getting gorgeous detectives to talk over homemade cheesecake. 
 
    Apparently, the victim’s name is Violet Rutherford and she’s from two towns over. She’s what they might call a good girl, from a good family. She graduated high school a few years ago and is – was – working at some diner, trying to save up and pay for the local community college. It’s a sad story if you think about it. Why’d she deserve to die? 
 
    I decide to start investigating who she is, and the next logical step is to check out her social media. I head to my kitchen where my old, ten-year laptop hangs out. After a long boot-up, I type in the different social media accounts and search for her. 
 
    I find her almost instantly. 
 
    She’s pretty in this earthy sort of way, and her smile is full of life. My heart pangs with sympathy as I start to click through her pictures. Why would someone kill her? 
 
    She’s young, maybe a college kid, and there are a bunch of pictures of her with plastic red cups in her hand, dancing. Not my scene, but she seems to enjoy it. 
 
    I scroll down her main page, reading her thoughts and chuckling at her memes. Clearly, she had a sense of humor and there didn’t seem to be passive aggressive comments about friends or ex-boyfriends. It’s like she could have been someone I would have hung out with. 
 
    I click into her tagged pictures and explore those. Some of these are more formal – I think one is of her at prom. 
 
    Until I get to one that makes my heart stop beating completely. 
 
    Next to her is someone I am painfully familiar with. The sharp blue eyes inherited from Mama, that twisted grin he got from daddy. 
 
    My brother is next to her. 
 
    Why the hell Patrick is with her, I have no idea. Mama would never allow a leopard to date a human. It is unheard of. And the way he’s looking at Violet… that fool is more in love than he probably realizes. 
 
    I need to talk to him. Immediately. I shoot up and grab my coat. The second I open the door, I nearly run into Everett, who has his fingers curled into a fist, poised to knock. 
 
    “Hey,” he says with a smile. “Wanted to share something with you.” He glances at me. “You leaving?” 
 
    “What’s up?” I ask, dodging the question. 
 
    Luckily, he doesn’t push. “Well,” he says. “Strangest thing. There was hair found on the body. But not just any kind of hair. Leopard hair.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    My heart skips a beat at the news, and the way he looks at me, it’s like he knows there’s a chance I may know why there’s leopard hair at the scene. The question is – is that my hair since she was found on my property, or is it someone else’s – like the killer’s? Could it be Violet Rutherford’s? 
 
    “You wouldn’t happen to know why hair might be on your property would you?” Everett asks, shifting his weight. 
 
    As per usual, there’s no accusations in his dark eyes, which almost makes this all worse. If he accuses me of something, I had a reason to lash out. As it is, he’s being polite. There’s nothing much I can say except no. 
 
    “You mind if I check the property for more hair?” he asks, perking his brow politely. 
 
    I want to tell him no, but what good what that do? Instead, I say nothing, but I step back from the doorway and let him in. 
 
    “You know,” he says as he walks through. “I couldn’t stop thinking about that cheesecake. You’re really very good. Most people I know who bake cheesecakes can never get it right, but you?” He kisses his fingers as we head to my backyard. “Perfecto.” 
 
    I refuse to acknowledge the warmth that spreads through my chest. Honestly, I shouldn’t care. So what if he likes my cheesecake? How does that help me? 
 
    I’m just glad he can’t read minds because all I can think about is my brother holding onto Violet like there was something between him, romantic-like. It’s hard for me to picture my baby brother with anyone at all because I’ve always seen him as an obnoxious cretin, but clearly he has something going for him if he and Violet used to date. 
 
    I wonder if she knew what he is. 
 
    I wonder if my mama knew about them together. 
 
    Suddenly, I get an eerie feeling deep inside my gut that I try not to think about. 
 
    Humans aren’t supposed to know about leopards. That’s always been the most important thing. Secrecy is how we’ve managed to survive. The pack always comes first. If Violet knew about my brother and my mama knew that she knew… 
 
    I can’t finish my thought. I just know that she got rid of me all because I don’t have the proper genes.  
 
    I’m lost in my thoughts as he searches my backyard. He comes back a few minutes later, frowning. 
 
    “I don’t see anymore,” he says. “That’s so strange. You wouldn’t happen to know why leopard hair would be on her, would you?” 
 
    “I didn’t know her,” I remind him. 
 
    He gives me that long knowing look before nodding his head once. I walk him to the door and follow him out. After a quick thanks, I head to my car. I don’t care what Mama thinks when she sees me pulling up. I need to see Patrick immediately. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Patrick lives in a nice trailer on an acre of land in a more rural part of Winter Town two counties over, which means I’m driving for about an hour. As I drive, I realize I haven’t seen my brother in almost a year. Part of me is upset with myself because I should make more of an effort. Part of me is upset with him because he hasn’t made the effort. 
 
    When I get to his place, I’m relieved to see his pickup sitting on the street. He should be home. And since there are no other cars around, he should be alone. 
 
    I doubt he’d want to see me, because regardless, my scent will linger, and if anyone in his pack comes over, they’ll know I was there, which might get him in trouble. 
 
    I don’t really care. 
 
    I just want answers. 
 
    I have a piece of cheesecake – my way to bribe him to let me in – and I grab it from the passenger seat, careful not to tip the plate any which way and have it fall off. I’m pretty sure he’d still eat it though, which describes Patrick in a nutshell. 
 
    But the time I get to his door, it’s already open. He’s standing there in a cut off denim vest and sweatpants, looking at me with hooded, suspicious eyes – the same eyes I have; the same eyes Mama has. 
 
    “You know you can’t be here,” he says, more to the cheesecake than to me. 
 
    “If you want me to leave, I will,” I say. “Just thought I’d talk to you about Violet.” 
 
    His eyes narrow when I say her name. Good. He needed to understand I’m serious. He sighs, taking the plate from my hand without another word and stepping back. I take that as an invitation and let myself in the trailer. We both head to his dining kitchen area, and he shuts the door behind me. 
 
    “How do you know Violet?” he asks. I can already hear him chewing on the cake, which means he’s picking it up with his hands to eat it. The boy has no manners. How he got a girlfriend in the first place is beyond me. 
 
    “How do you?” I shoot back, taking a seat. 
 
    He releases a sigh of annoyance, pinching the bridge of his nose as he takes a seat across from me at his dining table. 
 
    “If you’re here then you already know,” he says around a bite of cheesecake. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” I snap. I cross my arms over my chest, and then remember he may not know what happened to her. In a more gentle voice, I say, “You know what happened to her?” 
 
    He growls, cheesecake temporarily forgotten. “I do,” he says, his voice clipped. “And I have an idea about who might have killed her, too.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I nearly fall out of my chair at his dining table, partly because the thing is so cheap, but also partly because I’m floored. This tells me two things: he thinks he knows who killed her, but also, he knows that she’s dead. Which kind of pisses me off. 
 
    “Do you know where she was found?” I push, arching a brow. My elbows are on the surface of the table and my palms are cupping the back of my neck, pinching my skin. I’m trying to keep my tone in check. I’m not upset with my brother. Not really. 
 
    Patrick glances over at me, and suddenly, he’s not this powerful leopard shifter. He’s not this grown man. He’s simply a boy who’s guilty of something. 
 
    “Yeah,” he admits. He rubs the scruffy part of his jaw, looking sheepish. “I wanted to reach out, to check on you, but…” 
 
    “But you didn’t,” I finish for him. 
 
    “I just –“ 
 
    “Didn’t want to draw suspicion?” I finish again, dropping my hands into my lap. 
 
    “Will you stop that?” He reaches over and flicks my nose.  
 
    I growl at him. Even though he’s older, he’s been bigger than me since he was in middle school. Every time I annoyed him, he would flick my nose. It isn’t a violent gesture but it hurts like a bitch. 
 
    “Stop that, would you?” I shoot back. 
 
    “I could never kill Violet,” he tells me, and I actually detect sincerity in his voice. He’s not lying, even if it’s hard for me to believe. “I loved her.” 
 
    “I bet Mama didn’t like that,” I comment without putting much thought in it. I watch as Patrick takes another bite of cheesecake, contemplating my smartass comment. 
 
    “Mama don’t know,” he responds, lifting up a shoulder. “At least, I don’t think she does.” 
 
    I blink at him, sitting up. “You just said you knew who killed her,” I point out. “If not Mama, then who.” 
 
    “Violet had a boyfriend,” he says, not looking at me. He begins to lick his fingers like an animal, which, I guess, he is. As he speaks, he doesn’t look at me, and I know he’s ashamed. “He knew about us. I guess the more accurate expression would be to say that he stumbled upon us.” He drops his hand. “He was so mad. So, so mad. Not at me. But at her. Called her so many names. I got into a tussle with him. Scratched him a bit.” He shakes his head. “Shouldn’t have done that, though.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “My inner leopard came out and he saw,” Patrick says. “Saw the yellow eyes. The fangs. He rightly got scared and left.” He blows out a breath. “That’s the last time I ever saw her.” 
 
    “There must be more to this, Patrick,” I push. “She’s dead now.” 
 
    His shoulders sag. “I told Mama what happened,” he says. “I was worried the boyfriend would put us at risk.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The last thing I want to do is visit my mama. I know she doesn’t want to see me, but this is a big deal. I’m not here to try and get Patrick in trouble, but if someone attacked him and there’s no way to figure out who it could be, they may target my mama too. 
 
    First, Patrick’s human ex-girlfriend winds up in my yard. Now, me and my brother are affected. We both have targets on our backs – but why? 
 
    I curl my fingers around the wheel. I know why I’m not liked. But to throw a dead body on my property? Is it supposed to be a warning? I don’t understand. Or maybe it has nothing to do with me. Maybe the warning is directed to my brother, and my yard is where they needed to deposit the body to make a point. 
 
    There are too many questions, and I’m not sure how to resolve them all. 
 
    I suck in a breath, release it. 
 
    My mama lives about two miles away with the pack. They own twenty acres of land and there are six trailers on it. When I park the car, two lanky men with no shirts on start to walk towards me. I don’t recognize them, but I know they don’t want me here. Leopards are more private than even wolves, and I get a weird feeling of foreboding. 
 
    I send a quick text to Everett, letting him know where I am. Probably not my smartest idea, but at least someone knows where I am. 
 
    I tilt my chin up and get out of the car. I’m not going to let the shifters intimidate me, even if I am. 
 
    “You Vivian’s daughter?” one of the men says when he reaches the sidewalk. 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest. “So what if I am?” 
 
    “You ain’t supposed to be here, baby,” the other one says. He doesn’t use baby as a term of endearment. Rather, he uses it as an insult. 
 
    “I need to see her,” I say. “You don’t want me on your land, fine. Can you get her for me, then?” 
 
    “We ain’t your messenger bitches either,” the first one snarled. 
 
    The second one rests a hand on the first man’s shoulder. “We’ll get her for you. You sit tight, though.” 
 
    I’m not sure if they’re going to get my mama or if this is some kind of trap. Trash leopards can’t be trusted. They’re slippery, like eels. 
 
    I shift on the sidewalk, the hot sun beating down on my neck. I don’t want to fight, but I’m not sure if that’s going to be helped or not. 
 
    After a moment, my mama makes her way over to me and she looks rightly pissed. When she gets to me, she bares her teeth. 
 
    “What the fuck you doing here?” she asks. 
 
    “I gotta question for you,” I say, “and you better tell the truth. Did you kill Violet Rutherford after you found out she and Patrick started dating?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “I should slug you for that,” she says through a growl. 
 
    “Well, if the shoe fits.” Mama doesn’t scare me anymore, not like she used to. Ever since she kicked me off the territory, I’ve been on my own, and the space and distance away from her is a revelation to me. “There’s hair on the body, Mama. Leopard hair. Someone – someone from here – dumped the body of Patrick’s girlfriend –“ 
 
    Mama growls at the phrase I used to describe Violet, and I know I’ve touched a nerve. 
 
    “- in my backyard,” I finished. “I don’t think that’s a coincidence.” 
 
    “And you think I’m responsible?” she asks, crossing her arms over her chest. There’s a tilt to her lips, curling them upwards, but she’s definitely not smiling. It’s like she’s amused, but at the same time, not. I don’t know how to describe it, but shit like that is what intimidates me, not the fact that she can turn into a leopard and tear my face off. 
 
    “I think you make sacrifices for the good of the pack,” I say. I shift my weight. The sun teases the back of my neck and I realize I want to get home before it’s night. I don’t trust this place. I don’t trust the people in this place, especially not my mama. “I think you do what you have to do in order to maintain order and protect what’s yours. And by yours, I mean the people you care about, not your biological children.” 
 
    “That bitch’s death protects you and Patrick,” she points out. Her entire demeanor is casual and I still can’t tell if she’s behind this or not. I hate that. I should know how to read my mama, but I can’t. Whether it’s because she’s that good at lying or because I wasn’t around her very often to pick up on the signs she gives off when she does lie, I don’t know. 
 
    “How does it protect me when the body was found on my property?” I ask. 
 
    “Maybe locking you up would do you some good,” she snaps, leaning towards me. 
 
    I read her eyes and I can tell she genuinely believes this. 
 
    “Let me tell you something here, girlie,” she snarls. “Maybe you don’t live with me, maybe I’m ashamed of you, but that don’t mean I don’t care about you in my own way. You being in jail right now when death is demanded from this pack might be a good thing.” 
 
    “How would I shift?” I ask, keeping my voice low. “I need to shift.” 
 
    “Well, maybe not shifting will do you good,” she spat. “I know your little friend at the jail likes you. That new detective. He’s shady as shit, if you ask me. He’s come up here a time or two. He knows something. It’s within my right to protect my family, to protect my pack.” 
 
    Her words sent a chill down my spine. “It was you, wasn’t it?” I ask. “You killed her. You put her on my property.” 
 
    My mama surprises me when she grabs my face and brings her close to me. She kisses my cheek, then the other. 
 
    “I did what needs to be done for the good of the pack,” she says slowly. “I will always put the pack first. You should know that.” 
 
    I swallow. “And the boyfriend?” I ask. “I know Patrick told you.” 
 
    “What boyfriend?” But she smiles and I know she knows. 
 
    She killed him too. 
 
    “Now, get along,” she says, dropping my face and flicking her wrist. “And don’t come back here. Ever.” 
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    Desperate for money. A dark opportunity. The sacrifice of freedom. 
 
      
 
    I’m desperate. I need money to help with my mom’s medical bills and I need it fast. We aren’t part of our wolf pack anymore so we can’t go to them. But...My friend tells me I can make quick money being a companion at an underground club for the elite supernatural. Easy, right? 
 
    Until I realize how dark and insidious this club is. But I’ve already signed a contract. I’ve already suppressed my wolf. I’m trapped. 
 
    Until I meet Callum. 
 
    He wants to buy my contract. He wants to buy ME. I should be angry. I belong to no one. But the money and the freedom...It’s hard to turn down an offer like that. And honestly, I don’t think I have a choice. 
 
    Pet is the first book in a steamy paranormal romance series by Sapphire Winters. Scroll up and 1-click your copy today. 
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    Wild Springs 
 
      
 
    His growl was so forceful it almost brought her to her knees. 
 
      
 
    Jennifer is running from her past. If only she knew what she knew now back then about the handsome and debonair bachelor Rick Aspley, she wouldn’t be in the mess she was in now. She’d only ever read about things like this happening, but now it was her life, and she had nowhere to go and nobody to help her. 
 
      
 
    Declan Chase is a man who follows the law. He is the Wild Springs wolf pack leader, and he’s all about following the rules. What happens when Declan finds his true mate is human, and she is on the most recent list of wanted felons. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Jennifer punched in her PIN and withdrew the balance of her bank account. If she was going to do this, she needed to pay with cash only to pay for her expenses. She was aware that under the circumstances, she couldn’t afford to leave a paper trail. If she knew back then, what she knew now, she would have made so many different choices. 
 
    As she walked back to her car, she glanced at her watch, 3:15 am. Jennifer reflected on how she had gotten into this mess, to begin with. 
 
    She had loved her job working at the art gallery, but now, it was time for her to move on. Things were never as easy as they should be, she sighed, knowing that everything had become so complicated. In college, she had been the top of her class, and when she’d been offered a job at the top gallery in the city, she jumped at it. Almost ten years later, she was the head curator and still managed to find time to paint and sculpt on her days off. Every so often, she had even been able to sell one of her pieces which she hung in the new artist section of the gallery. Sure they might not have been sold for thousands but knowing they were hanging on someone’s wall made it exhilarating. 
 
    Everything had taken a turn for the worse on the wheel of fortune the day that Rick Aspley had walked into the gallery. Since that day, ‘If only,’ seemed to be her motto. It had been a rainy day when he’d sauntered in with an air of arrogance. He’d waved his hand around purchasing three of the most expensive paintings on exhibit as well as a sculpture worth more than a high-end luxury car. He also offered a ridiculous amount of cash for Jennifer to personally assist with hanging the paintings in his mansion. Rick had played her like a finely tuned concert piano, and she fell for his act hook, line, and sinker. 
 
    In the beginning, he’d been romantic and caring. He’d treated Jennifer as though she were a princess, and he was her Prince Charming. Before she’d known it, he had woven his way into her heart, and she let him. She shook her head, wondering how she’d missed the signs. 
 
    Another glance at the clock on the dash of her car and Jennifer felt as if she was living between the pages of a mystery novel. She started the engine and put the vehicle into gear as she pulled away from the curb. She set the stereo to play her iPod playlist and headed to the only place she would feel safe. When she cast her thoughts back, she could now recognize that there were times when Rick was doting. Unlike other times when he would give her the cold shoulder before coming on strong again when she pulled back from him. 
 
    In hindsight, it had been as if she’d been dating two different people. One minute he was charming, and the next, he was standoffish, cool, and reserved. She now knew it was Rick’s true personality overshadowing the character he was playing. 
 
    Jennifer had decided to break things off with Rick because he was a dick in reality, although he seemed nice. 
 
    Jennifer became suspicious of Rick when they returned from a drive in the country to discover someone had stolen the paintings he’d purchased from the gallery. She was shocked, but he waved it off as if it were nothing. He said he had insurance and that they were covered. 
 
    She was puzzled, they were well-known paintings, but she didn’t understand how anyone knew where the art was hanging. It was odd. Rick had called the police to report the theft and advise that the artwork was the only thing stolen without even checking the rest of the mansion. Jennifer felt that he was taking things a little too calmly, considering someone had been inside his residence. He neglected to check where the thieves had gained entry, saying he didn’t want to disturb anything. Jennifer also frowned at the elaborate security system on the wall just inside the door. ‘Why hadn’t the alarm gone off?’ she’d wondered at the time. 
 
    Rick Aspley was smooth, but that just made him slippery. To Jennifer, it was just off, in a not normal kind of way. From that date on, he’d become weirder and weirder. He’d asked countless questions about the gallery. Sure it was an elite display of artworks, most with expensive price tags. Still, with the ability to buy art from around the world via the internet and have it shipped directly to your home address, she couldn’t understand his fascination for the one she worked at. Jennifer had excused herself to go to the ladies’ room only to turn back to collect her purse, the one that Rick had been busy looking through. He’d made excuses, but she wasn’t buying any of them. That was a contributing factor for why she decided not to see him again. He’d made things awkward by turning up on her doorstep unannounced and didn’t seem to be pleased by her rejections. He’d stopped at the gallery a handful of times but had only been making things more difficult. He’d even resorted to making a scene in front of visitors at the gallery; it couldn’t get any worse. 
 
    That meant that Rick’s inability to accept their breakup just made him look like an even bigger dick, which was another reason not to have a relationship with him. 
 
    The wind blew the rain onto the windscreen at an angle that made it impossible to see. Jennifer pulled off the side of the road and waited for the downpour to ease enough for her to continue safely. She still couldn’t believe she’d managed to get away without Rick’s knowledge. Staring at the rain as it pelted against the glass, she felt stunned by her discovery. 
 
    Rick had lied to her all along. He’d led her to believe he was interested in her romantically, but now she wasn’t even certain that his name was Rick. She was worried that he would come looking for her, and so she kept on moving. She’d driven from one side of the country to the other and was currently halfway up the coast. Jennifer figured that if she made it to her grandmother’s house, it would be a fresh start for her. She could then make some phone calls to the authorities and notify them of the deceptions Rick or whoever he was, had planned. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Declan Chase ran his fingers through his hair before tying it up at the base of his skull. He’d followed all the leads his males had provided, and now it was just a waiting game. He sipped his coffee and found that it was just hot enough to burn the tip of his tongue and the roof of his mouth. Lucky for him, being a wolf shifter meant that it would be healed as good as new within three to five minutes. Still didn’t mean he wanted to repeat the process with every sip, so he sat the cup down. 
 
    His phone pinged to say he had a new message, and he didn’t need to read it to know that his bounty had just walked into the café. Bronco walked in as though he owned the place and looked around for his ex-girlfriend Ruth Holiday. As the felon walked past Declan’s booth, he slid it out, creating a convenient trip hazard. The big guy was so busy looking for his meal ticket that he didn’t see the shit kicker. He went down hard. Declan landed on his back even harder. It was as if Bronco was true to his name as he started kicking and cursing at Declan. 
 
    “Dude just stay down if you know what’s good for you,” Declan suggested knowing that his shifter strength was no match for the idiot trying to get free of his hold. He quickly disarmed the oversized fool and put him in cuffs. Declan assisted the guy to his feet only to have the moron try to run. A well-placed kick to his ass sent him straight to the floor in a face plant that had to hurt. Declan had no time for men who took out their frustrations on the fairer sex. If you want to use up that sort of energy, then you go a few rounds in the ring with someone who is trained and can fight back. The female that Bronco was there for came out to the front counter. Her hand fluttered near her throat as though she felt Bronco’s hand there, and Declan knew that if he hadn’t been there to pick Bronco up, it was most likely he would have been reading about the young female’s death in the newspaper tomorrow morning. That is what made his job worth it. The money wasn’t bad either, but getting the likes of Bronco off the streets and into a jail cell where he belonged was the ultimate reward to Declan. 
 
    He had a team that was made up of the males of his pack. He dealt with both human and shifter laws in the same fashion. The law was the law as far as he was concerned, and those who didn’t abide by it needed to be locked up. To Declan Chase, it was that simple. He walked Bronco out of the café and into the waiting Escalade. 
 
    “Let’s get rid of this drain on society?” Declan prompted his second, “I want to get an early night.” 
 
    “Yeah I know what you mean,” Maddox replied, starting the engine and putting the vehicle into reverse, before pulling out of the parking space in front of the café. His wolf was wanting out, “Looks like it was an easy catch, let’s hope the release is just as easy.” 
 
    “I doubt the judge will let this one out any time soon,” Declan thumbed over his shoulder towards the apprehended felon sitting in the back seat. 
 
    On the way to drop of their felon, Declan’s phone buzzed with a new bounty. He gave the info a quick once over to see if the job was worth them taking a look at it. It wasn’t the type they normally took on, but he would have a better look at it after having time to shower and eat. He hoped there was even enough time for him to shift and go for a run. His wolf was antsy with the coming of the full moon. They were only two days away from the peak of the moon’s cycle, and the pull was incredibly tough to fight. So, tonight he and his pack would run. 
 
    Declan arrived home a little after eight only to notice lights on at the place next door. He’d lived on Seymour Avenue for the best part of five years, and since the older woman had gone eighteen months ago, the place had been empty. He didn’t remember seeing a ‘For Sale’ sign in the front yard. 
 
    Well shit, looks like he had a new neighbor. Although the car must have been parked in the garage as there wasn’t one parked in the driveway. He wondered if it was one person or a family? His wolf quickly provided the answer to that question with a whine. ‘We are not looking for a girlfriend,’ the wolf chuffed in response as if it were unfair of Declan to speak for the both of them. It was pure animal instinct to find a mate, and it was unrealistic to think he could avoid it forever. His pack would want him to take a mate to continue the linage. It seemed in recent years as if there were fewer of the younger generations talking about settling down and having young ones of their own. As pack leader, he supposed he should consider leading by example, but he just hadn’t met a female that captured the eye of both his wolf and him. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Jennifer scrubbed the laundry washtub in an attempt to remove the stains from the hair dye. She’d gone from blonde to brunette in thirty-five minutes, which she seemed to be rocking even though it was still damp. Jennifer felt bad for tarnishing her grandmother’s place, but she had to remember it belonged to her now. She felt even worse for not visiting before her grandmother had passed away, but then she thought she still had years left to do that. Who knew that a virus would strike her down without a cure. Her hair dried into the same Hollywood-looking curls that her grandmother had worn, and she felt melancholy about not visiting more frequently. It had been unbelievably hard once her father died and her mother moved them to the other side of the country for work. Jennifer had always carried a sketchpad with her and a charcoal pencil. She packed away the meager groceries she’d bought from the store on the way to Seymour Avenue. Jen removed the protective covers on the couches and rolled them up before placing them in the corner of the room. She made a mental note to wash and treat them with that smelly stuff to stop them from getting moths and silverfish. She wrinkled her nose from the remembered smell of nepheline flakes. She spent the next couple of hours settling into her new home. She packed away her grandmother’s closet into bags and loaded them into the car. She would donate them to goodwill tomorrow. She finally made a cup of tea and sat at the kitchen table to unwind. She opened the page of her sketchbook to the piece she’d been working on and smiled. The eyes that looked back at her looked so familiar, yet she had never seen one in real life. The wolf in the image was sad about something, and Jenn felt that it was because she didn’t have a pack. Sometimes she did pictures of a single wolf; other times, it was a pack. After about an hour or so. Jennifer yawned, glancing at her watch.  
 
    It was only early, but she’d had a monumental few days. Between the long drive and the unpacking of her things, she was exhausted. As she folded down the covers on the bed, she could have sworn she heard a wolf howl. She waited several minutes, but it didn’t happen again, so she thought maybe she had imagined it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Jennifer opened her eyes to find that it was the next morning, and she'd slept soundly throughout the night. It was the first time in weeks that she had, and she felt somehow revived and refreshed. She went about washing the dust covers and hanging them on the line. As she turned, she glanced at the house next door to find an occupant watching her. "Well that's not creepy at all, Norman Bates," she said to herself, dropping an extra peg back into the basket. The wind picked up, and the sheets made a slapping sound drawing her attention to what she was doing. She picked up the empty basket and rested it on her hip before turning back towards the house. It was rather unsettling that the male standing at the window didn't move. He just continued to watch her with a sly look on his face as though he were summing her up at a glance. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Declan stood at the kitchen sink, with the last mouthful of coffee in his cup. He downed it quickly but then paused as he caught sight of a movement in the next-door neighbor's backyard. Large sheets were flapping around in the breeze, and a beautiful brunette with the hips of a well-bred female stood beside them with a look of satisfaction on her face. The wind picked up, and his wolf caught her scent on the draft coming through the open window. His wolf growled, 'Mine!' 
 
    'No she isn't,' Declan told his wolf, but he knew that he would not be that easily appeased. He rinsed his cup and left it to stand in the dish drainer without taking his eyes off the female. Regardless of what he thought, Declan wasn’t happy with the way his body reacted to her scent. Even when the single females in the pack were in heat, he was able to control himself. It was most likely thanks to his wolf not being attracted to any of the females in his pack, but then he wasn't interested in any of them in their human forms either. The female standing under the morning sun turned and looked straight at him, and he refused to turn away from her gaze. He had no idea how well she could see him as he was standing inside, and the kitchen was slightly shadowed. Something sparked inside him, and he narrowed his eyes on her as if she knew how she affected him. It wasn't possible. Declan was a wolf, and she smelled human. That in and of itself should have been enough to tell his wolf that they could be friends, but that was as familiar as they would ever get with the new neighbor. Again, his wolf chuffed at him from the back of his mind as though the human side of him didn't know his head from his ass, which was rich coming from an animal that chased its own tail out of boredom. Declan blinked after having a mental argument with his wolf to discover the female was long gone. He would deal with her later. For now, he had a job to do, an overnight bounty had been posted for one of the coyotes from the other side of the Wild Springs Reserve, and he knew the wildlife sanctuary like the back of his hand. He'd called it in this morning to the rest of the team, and those available to assist were currently preparing to get their hands dirty. Some of the others had their own bounties to hunt down. 
 
    Three hours later, he had found the coyote shifter's prints in the soft mud along the edge of the freshwater riverbank that ran through the protected forest. Only, this wasn't a coyote. It was a coywolf or whatever they were calling it this month. Hybrid was probably the most accurate under the circumstances. This fact was generally the only thing that changed the outcome of the bounty. It all came down to the parentage of the kid and whether they were a member of Declan's pack or formerly a member of the Wild Springs pack. On the rare occasion, they were cousins to one of his pack, and because they'd lost their family elsewhere, they would find their way to Declan's patch of the country to ask for sanctuary. None of those things had happened with young Colin Feral, but that didn't mean that hadn't been the young man's intentions. Being unfamiliar with the lay of the land meant he might have found the Coyotes by mistake. The youngster had to be lost inside the reserve boundary, yet there were no signs of a fire. He picked the paw prints to be that of a seventeen-year-old's, bigger than a coyote but smaller than a wolf's. The coyotes might have perceived him as a threat, whereas the wolves would still see him as a youngling who needed to be protected. The human laws would see him as a juvenile delinquent who needed to be placed into the system where he would be out of the way and forgotten. 
 
    Declan had read through the younglings file and knew that he'd been arrested for hacking into the D.O.T. database in search of something the young criminal Colin Feral wouldn't admit to. He'd taken off after an anonymous citizen had posted his bail through a bondsman on Smith Street. The 'Bonds, Bonds and Bail Bonds' owner was a member of Declan's pack. The pack was a diverse group of men and women who had effectively integrated with the human population. 
 
    Declan's parents had retired after being the leaders of the pack for more than two hundred years. He'd seen them last, on the day that they had passed the leadership over to him. He hadn't been ready but, his parents had argued that a pup was never ready to fill the shoes of their father. 
 
    Devlin had been a fierce leader and an unrivaled wolf. Declan had his father to thank for everything he was and all that he knew. He was the strongest wolf. The best male fighter, whether in skin form or fur. All of the pack respected his decisions, and they would understand his choice about the young coywolf. Declan was about to bring him in out of the cold, into the Wild Springs Pack, whether the kid wanted to be or not, because Declan wouldn't accept any other outcome. He refused to lose a youngling to the system. 
 
    He contacted Drew, who had contracted his services for the bounty, and told him there would be no collection today. Declan instructed Drew to reach out to the courthouse and advise that the youngling had taken sick and could not attend court. He requested an adjournment through Sue-Ellen, the pack's solicitor who was at court for some dumb human who'd been charged with stealing women's underwear off of clotheslines. The fool was a known offender who had no option other than to plead guilty as this was the third time he'd been caught running around his living room with a pair of Leanne the librarian's sparkly G-strings on his head. Sue-Ellen was successful at requesting an adjournment, and she sent a brief text to Declan to tell him he owed her. 
 
    He dreaded that thought. For a male to owe one of the females meant that Sue-Ellen could ask for him to service her when she next went into heat. The only way for him to avoid that was if he had a mate. Mated males were not available to bed anyone except their soul mates. Even after one of them passed away, the bond was seen as something that transcended death. Without a mate, Declan was pretty much fucked with a capital F. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Declan followed the prints to a cave-dwelling hidden amongst the boulders. He moved with the gracefulness of his wolf even though he was in his skin. In the back of the cavern was the outline of Colin Feral. He’d curled up and fallen asleep. To Declan, he appeared to be pre-pubescent, which meant he hadn’t matured enough to control his shift. It was obvious from the paw prints in the soft mud that he could shift. Colin appeared to be one of the ones who could shift, but not all coywolves possessed the ability to wear their fur. 
 
    Colin jerked awake and snarled at Declan. He pushed himself up off the dirt floor of the cave. “Easy kid,” Declan soothed the youngling. “I’m not here to hurt you. I’m here to help.” 
 
    “What if I don’t want anything from you?” Colin growled, making Declan’s hackle raise at the back of his wolf’s neck. He was ready to shift if he had to, but he didn’t believe the kid was stupid enough to take on an alpha. 
 
    “Well I guess that means we are at an impasse,” Declan sighed. “You see my pack owns the bounty on your head and there’s only two options. The first being that I cuff you and take you in. They will lock you up and call it a day.” 
 
    “Yeah and what’s the other option?” It was obvious that Colin had authoritarian issues. 
 
    “The second choice is that you and I go for something to eat while we have a chat to see how I can help you. So what’s it gonna be kid?” 
 
    “I could eat, but the name is Feral if you expect me to answer any questions.” 
 
    “I can work with that. You can call me Declan,” he announced before smoothly exiting the cave, not wanting to make any sudden moves. The youngling followed two steps behind for most of the way. Declan led them back towards where he had parked his truck. By the time they reached he’d parked, Colin was walking beside Declan, and Declan had to reframe from getting caught with a smirk of satisfaction on his face. Inside his mind, though, he was doing a fist pump. He pulled the keys from his pocket and pressed the button to unlock the doors. Colin paused as if having second thoughts, but it was only a fleeting gesture as his hand reached for the door handle, and he opened it before climbing in. “So are you going to lecture me on how I shouldn’t break the law to find my family when nobody wants to help me?” he asked Declan expecting a journey to wherever they were going to be consumed with blah blah, blah. Colin figured he’d just stare out the window and let the guy run out of hot air. Only, after several minutes Declan hadn’t said a word. He just sat with his hands on the steering wheel, looking straight ahead. He hadn’t even started the engine. 
 
    “Are you saying that you have family in the area?” 
 
    “Yes,” Colin replied. “My grandmother lives somewhere around here.” 
 
    “Do you have any details that could help us find her?” 
 
    “I have an old photograph and I know her first name was Lillibet,” The youngling expressed in a defeated manner. 
 
    “What if I told you that we may be able to help you find your family. As the leader of the pack I can offer you sanctuary with us. Would you be willing to abide by our rules and our laws. One of which is that family always comes first and sometimes the air we share is stronger than the blood that runs in our veins.” 
 
    “But I’m coyote,” Colin admitted lifting his chin as though he were not afraid of the wolf sitting beside him even though he knew that Declan could deliver a killing blow just on instinct alone. 
 
    “Do you know anything about your heritage, your beginnings?” Declan shook his head as he discovered this young man could have so easily slipped through the cracks. 
 
    “No, I found a couple of letters amongst my mother’s belonging that were given to me after she died. That was fourteen months ago. Since then I have been doing everything I can to find my grandmother. The only thing is that my grandmother doesn’t possess a digital fingerprint. She doesn’t even have a driver’s license.” Colin stared straight ahead as if trying to find the reason behind Declan’s not starting the truck. “Might be faster if we walk,” he told Declan in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    As if someone had clicked their fingers in front of Declan, he started the engine and put it into gear, “Let’s go to Clarissa’s Café. We can get something to eat. When was the last time you ate something decent?” 
 
    “Last night,” Colin replied defensively. “I can catch and kill for myself when I I need to.” 
 
    “You are a conundrum that’s for sure,” Declan puzzled. “Was your mum wolf or coyote?” 
 
    Colin frowned, “She died before she could tell me anything. I was placed into foster care. But, there was a letter from my father amongst the stuff my mum was carrying when she died. It said that he was not willing to risk his place as future leader of the pack. There was no name, only the initial ‘D’. I figured he obviously didn’t care for my mother or he would have found us. I won’t lie, I’d love to dish him up some grief but he isn’t worth it. I would like to find my mums family though. I have no idea if they know about me or that she’s even dead.” 
 
    Declan parked out the front of the café, “Come on, let’s get something to eat, and you can tell me more about how we can find your family.” 
 
    “Wait! What about court?” Colin panicked. 
 
    “I had the pack’s lawyer request an adjournment,” Declan told him, trying not to shiver with the reminder of being indebted to Sue-Ellen, and his mind shifted to thoughts of the curvy female hanging sheets on the line in the next backyard. 
 
    Declan tried to prioritize his thoughts so as to help Colin figure things out. They sat over a coffee and soft drink, pancakes, and an all-day breakfast, which managed to feed their ravenous beasts. As the full moon drew closer, their appetites always grew along with the pull of the moon. The night of the full moon, they would hunt as a pack, and they would slate the beast within, leaving their wolves appeased until the following month. 
 
    “How many full moons?” Declan asked so softly that only Colin could hear him. 
 
    “This one will make it,” he paused, chewing the mouthful he shoved in. “Fourteen or fifteen,” shrugging, he admitted. “I freaked out the first time it happened, and I almost got hit by a car. Since then, I have been on the run. I started out couch-surfing with friends. Always making sure to go into the woods around the full moon. A few times, I was almost caught by illegal trappers. If I’d been a wild animal, I probably would have been.” 
 
    They finished their food while the conversation moved easily between both males, and Colin was beginning to feel like he may have found someone who could teach him about himself. That was before the next sentence came out of Declan’s mouth, and everything changed the entire atmosphere inside the café. It went from warm and cozy to subzero in three seconds flat. 
 
    “So here’s where we are at,” Declan began cautiously. “You are not fully coyote and not fully wolf. You’re a hybrid created by one parent who was a wolf shifter and one that was a coyote shifter.” 
 
    Colin’s top lip curled above the left side, and he bared his teeth, “I am not a bastardized shifter.” He took offense at the implication that he was less than a coyote or less than a wolf. He pushed to his feet and was about to leave when Declan stood and stared at the youngling. Colin reacted quickly to the authority of Declan’s wolf as his eyes shimmered to the ice blue of his wolf’s eyes, and Colin bowed his head. 
 
    “Sit,” Declan commanded. When Colin’s lips parted as though he were about to argue, Declan growled, “Don’t say it.” 
 
    Colin slowly lowered himself back down to his seat, he didn’t look very happy about it, but he wasn’t about to make a scene. He had no idea how many of the people in the café were humans or shifters. The overpowering smell of ground coffee beans was enough to cover the scent of anything except for coffee and freshly baked muffins in the air. 
 
    “Before you say anything, at least hear me out,” Declan raised an eyebrow waiting for a sign that the kid was going to do as he was asked. 
 
    Colin gave a sharp nod of his head, and Declan began. “When we were kids there was no segregation between the packs as there were limited resources for education. Our parents made the most of the situation and our numbers were integrated with other shifters as well as the humans who lived in the area. Your parents may have grown up together. They may have even dated in their early teen years. Things would have changed though when they began to shift. It would have been expected that they would find a member of their own packs to mate with. Our parents knew that sometimes we would need to travel to other packs to find a mate as it’s not fair to expect any of us to mate with someone we are not bonded to. Some of the wolf shifters in our pack have imprinted on humans and gone on to mate them. Your parents may have imprinted on one another before they reached adolescence only to have their parents deny them the love match. If either of them were born of a pack leader then it would have been extremely hard for the son or daughter to go against their pack’s leader. If they were together while your mother was on heat then she would have conceived. There would have been no way to avoid it. It is most likely the reason your mother was not with her pack if she was from this area. Regardless of the way you came to be, you are not less because you are a coywolf. If anything you are more. In your fur, you are bigger than a coyote but smaller than a wolf. There aren’t really that many things known as each case is different depending on parentage and the strength of the genetics on both sides.” 
 
    “What we can do is get my pack to start looking into it and see if anyone might know who your mother is and then we might be able to identify your father by association. I believe your father was coyote, because my father was pack leader before me and he would never stop myself or my brothers and sisters from taking a true soul mate, no matter who they were.” 
 
    “I wish I could have that conviction about my parents. It sounds like it would have been nice growing up knowing that your pack was interspecies friendly. The couple of packs that I encountered on my way here were not so open to me being in their area. I was hunted out by the packs within a day or two of arriving.” 
 
    “Although we are open minded we are still strict when it comes to pack rules and regulations. We also respect and abide by human laws. The last thing we need is to draw attention to our existence. The only human’s that know about us are those who have been sworn to silence by their mating.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Jennifer pulled the cord to the attic and watched as the stairs slowly lowered to the floor. With the folded coversheets packed in a plastic bag, she tried to throw them up through the opening in the roof. Yeah, that didn’t go so well, she thought as she grunted. 
 
    “Screw you Isaac Newton,” she snarled as she pushed herself back up from the floor. She supposed it was probably her own fault for not maintaining her gym membership after the first three visits. She’d managed to figure out pretty quickly that she was not built to run. Hell, she wasn’t even built for a brisk walk unless it was to get from point ‘A’ to point ‘B’ because she was running late for something important. 
 
    Sure she had curves, but at least she was authentic. She didn’t lie about her addiction to all the white things you weren’t supposed to eat. She loved potatoes no matter which way they were cooked. Oh, and those delicious things that came from fresh bakery’s, cakes, muffins, sweets and all other stuff and things, were heaven on a good day. Absolute bliss on a bad day. She supposed that was why she failed at relationships. Most of the men she’d dated were overly picky when they saw how she didn’t care about being a gym bunny. It wasn’t in her nature to be a kale-eating, grass-eating juicer. That stuff in the blitzars looked like sewage. How that fad became a multi-million dollar business for a Shark Tanker baffled her. She liked her carrots cooked and served with honey, a side of beef, and green beans. Throw in some corn on the cob, and that shit’s the bomb diggity. 
 
    At thirty, she was resigned to the knowledge that she hadn’t met mister right, and she wasn’t into swiping left on her phone to find a brief encounter with someone looking to get laid without building something together. An Ikea bookcase would be a good start. Getting a man to follow those instructions would definitely bring out his true colors. 
 
    All things aside, she was at a point in her life where she was okay about being single. Her mother had taught her that if nothing else. Her mother never returned to the dating world after her father died. She would say that he was her everything and that when he died, he took an enormous chunk of her heart with him, only leaving enough for Jenn. 
 
    Jennifer knew the day her mother called by the tone in her voice that she was done. Her mother had called her a month after Jennifer turned twenty-one to tell her that she’d been to the doctor, and they had diagnosed her with stage four lymphoma. Jennifer had tried to convince her mother to fight, but Carolyn was already defeated. She told Jen that she was tired and ready to spend forever with Jennifer’s father. It had poured the day Carolyn Taylor-North was buried. The only person to attend the funeral other than Jennifer was her grandmother from her father’s side of the family. 
 
    Jennifer remembered that her grandmother had eyes the same as her father’s, and she cried even harder for the loss of both of her parents. Sobbing so hard, she failed to notice her grandmother move, and suddenly she was wrapped in the warmth of someone she barely remembered. The last time she’d seen her grandmother had been at her father’s funeral. Jennifer still didn’t understand how her father had died. It was as though nobody wanted to tell her. Maybe it was because she was so young at the time. 
 
    Jennifer sighed, then feeling like an intruder, she climbed the ladder into the attic. She sneezed three times as the dust in the air danced around her. Shocked at what was hidden in the attic, she slowly turned in a circle. There must have been somewhere between ten to twenty boxes stacked against the perimeter walls of the attic. Some of them were large and some smaller, there were tags on a few to indicate what was in them, and the others were a mystery. There was a desk scattered with papers on the other side of the space, and Jennifer was drawn to a photo on the wall where her grandmother had utilized the area like an office. 
 
    She lifted it down off of the wall to take a closer look at it. There was a group of seven men, all of them wearing no shirts and sporting a distinct wolf tattoo on their left pectoral muscles. They resembled a team of some sort with their camouflage pants, army-issue-looking shit kickers, and top gun sunglasses. The man standing second from the right was her father, and he looked happy with a shit-eating grin on his face. His arm around the shoulder of the guy next to him. Below the photo was a list of names with the heading ‘Alpha Team.’ Jennifer never knew her father was enlisted. He was just her father, and then he was gone. She really didn’t understand how he had died, and perhaps now she never would unless there was information amongst the things in the attic. She made a promise to herself that she would work through at least a couple of boxes a day. In doing so, she hoped to reduce the clutter in the house and maybe even learn a thing or two about her family. 
 
    Jennifer started with the desk, and she quickly lost track of time completely until she watched a paperclip disappear into a hole in the bottom of the draw on the left-hand side. She felt for the bottom of the drawer from underneath and placed her hand inside the drawer simultaneously. There she discovered a hidden depth in its construction that would easily go unnoticed if not for the paperclip falling through to find the secret compartment. She followed the edge of the interior compartment to establish a way to remove the false bottom. Inside the hidden section, she found pieces of paper that looked really old. Due to age, some were so old that it was almost impossible to read the writing or print on them. There were a couple of stacks of bonds in mint condition, and Jennifer stared at the information on them. If they were authentic, then they could be worth a small fortune. She carefully sat them to one side and lifted what looked to be a birth certificate. It was her grandmother’s name etched on it. Only the date had to be wrong. There was no way it could be correct because that would make her grandmother two hundred and seventy-nine years old. Elizabeth May North was the name on the birth certificate, but then Jennifer didn’t know what her grandmother’s full name was, and she came from an era where children were named after grandparents and so on. Jennifer felt foolish for even thinking it could belong to her grandmother. She’d obviously been reading way too many paranormal romance books or watching too many seasons of Supernatural. 
 
    She did find some other interesting paperwork that was also been hidden in the secret compartment. One of those was an old copy of a family tree, complete with their family members' names and dates of birth. She found her father’s name and traced it to where her mother’s name was listed and then down to where her name was printed. She skimmed her fingers sadly over both their names several times before noticing the smallest of details that could have been scuffed with wear and tear with opening and closing the folded parchment. Her father’s date of birth would make him almost a hundred and twenty-eight years old when he died. Things were just weird, and she remembered hearing a heated discussion between her parents when she was only a small child. It had something to do with raising her with the knowledge of his people because Jennifer was one of them. Her mother had argued that he had no idea whether she would possess enough of her father’s genes to fit into his world. 
 
    She remembered thinking, why would she want to wear her father’s jeans? They would be way too big, and besides, he was a boy, and girls didn’t wear boys’ clothes. She’d much rather wear her pretty pink dress with the frills around the hem that billowed outwards when she spun in circles. The fleeting memory of her father made her heart ache. He had been the one to kiss her knee better when she fell over. He’d always placated her mother when she made a mess or broke something, saying it was replaceable. He’d say, “Things can be replaced, but people can’t.” A tear rolled down her cheek, and she could have sworn she heard a wolf howl. The sound was so close she spun on her heels to confirm it wasn’t right behind her inside the attic. 
 
    The sense of being watched was enough to draw her attention to the small attic window. Looking out from it she saw the guy from next door, only this time he wasn’t alone. He had a young male with him, and she presumed them to be father and son. She quickly dropped the dusty curtain as he seemed to instinctively look straight up to where she was standing behind the sheer lace. She cursed the creepy handsome guy that lived next door, and she pacified her racing heart with the knowledge that there was probably a Suzie Homemaker attached to a man that looked that good. She returned her attention to the boxes and opened the first one of many to see if there was anything worth salvaging. Inside were a pile of drawings and penciled images of mostly wolves. They had her father’s initials on them, and she instantly knew her father had drawn them. She hugged them as if hugging him. They were a missing piece of him that she knew he’d passed down to her in the way she was drawn to sketching wolves. He’d been the one to show her how to see an image and capture it on paper. He’d explained shading techniques, and she had gone on to use them whenever she had time to sketch. Other than a few random pictures here and there, the bulk of them seemed to of wolves. Resigned to spending time going through the images slowly because she wanted to appreciate her father’s talent. She lifted the box to sit on her hip so she could climb down the ladder. Setting the box down on the kitchen table, she put the jug on to boil for a cup of tea. She was startled when suddenly a loud musical tune came from the front door, and she dropped the teaspoon on the floor.  
 
    “Coming!” she called out as she picked up the spoon and set it down in the sink. 
 
    She spun the deadbolt and pulled the door open only, feel as though she were about to choke on her tongue. 
 
    “Hi,” Declan said. Well, at least that was a good start, he thought. 
 
    “Hello,” Jennifer said, mentally patting herself on the back for not stuttering. 
 
    “Hi, um.” Declan said nervously, “I live next door. I wanted to introduce myself in case you need anything. You can call me Declan.” 
 
    “Jennifer,” she slipped her hand inside his offered one. Instantly she felt an unusual feeling of energy shoot along the back of her hand and up her arm all the way to her chest, where it bloomed into something she couldn’t describe and didn’t want to even try. Her immediate reaction was to quickly pull her hand back from his hold. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Declan’s wolf howled at a deafening range as their hands touched and her smaller one settled into his, ‘Mate!’ What’s more was that he knew she felt it too. She’d stared at where their hands were touching, one inside the other, and then as if struck by a bolt of lightning, she’d pulled away quickly. This was not good at all. He wasn’t worried about the people of his pack mating other species, but for him to take a human as a mate could potentially result in a massive clusterfuck. 
 
    She was beautiful in the morning light through the kitchen window, hanging a sheet out on the line. But up this close, she was stunning in the light of the setting sun. His fingers itched to tuck a wayward strand of hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe you and your husband would like to have a bar-b-que once you get settled in?” Declan held his breath, waiting to hear whether she was alone. 
 
    Jennifer crossed her arms, looked down at her bare toes, thought about painting them, and mentally added the task to her, ‘To Do List.’ 
 
    “Oh,” Jen bit her lower lip. “Thanks but um, there’s no….” 
 
    “Look it’s no trouble, I have a guest staying with me for a few days. I just figured if I was cooking for one extra, I could throw on a couple more steaks and make it worth the effort.” Declan took her reluctance to divulge too much information as being that she wasn’t married. 
 
    “That would be nice. I would normally offer to bring something but I haven’t had a chance to do any shopping yet.” Jennifer apologized. 
 
    “That’s fine. What do you say, seven?” Declan hoped she would accept. 
 
    “Will your wife and son be there?” she smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 
 
    Declan’s smile went from pleasant to a triumphant power grin in three seconds flat. “I don’t have a wife, and I definitely don’t have any children, not yet anyway. Probably has something to do with having a wife.” He winked. 
 
    Jennifer blushed at the avalanche of information Declan was providing. She wondered if it was wrong of her to be relieved that there was no Mrs. Declan. 
 
    “What time did you say?” Jennifer asked, wanting to make sure she had time to be presentable. 
 
    “How’s seven tonight?” Declan glanced at his watch to calculate the time it would take to prepare the food and get ready for his guest. 
 
    “Sounds good, I’ll see you then,” Jennifer smiled. Okay, so it wasn’t going to be as bad as she thought making new friends, especially when they looked like Declan. 
 
    As soon as he’d left her front yard, she closed the door and raced to the kitchen. She finished making herself the cup of tea she had planned to have, and then she was off and running upstairs to shave her legs and underarms. A little landscaping down below helped her feel more feminine and sexy, even if nobody got to see it. 
 
    She painted her toenails while her hair dried around the large volume rollers she’d put in. She flicked through the clothes she’d hung in the wardrobe a couple of times looking for something to wear and then finally selected a summer dress that wrapped around and draped to accentuate her curves. The color was a dark plum red, and it matched the nail polish on her fingernails and toenails perfectly. 
 
    As she looked at herself in the mirror, she wondered if it could all be that easy to leave her old life behind. She had her savings which would keep her going for a little while. She was hesitant to touch the inheritance her grandmother had left her as she had hoped to keep it for a rainy day. “Oh and it’s just blazing days with no gloom and doom in sight,” she said with a note of sarcasm to her reflection. 
 
    With a shrug of her shoulder, she grabbed a shawl off the bed and walked out of the bedroom, turning the light off on her way out the door. 
 
    Giving it some delayed thought, Jennifer pondered returning to her art, signing it Jennifer Taylor by using her mother’s maiden name. She would also look into other things after dinner with the hunk of handsome next door. She pulled the front door closed behind herself and confirmed it was locked. She supposed that came from living in the city, but there were still criminals living all over the place nowadays. As she walked across the lawn, moving towards Declan’s place, she felt as if she were being watched, and she paused long enough to glance around. Unsuccessful in identifying the reason for the feeling, she walked the remainder of the distance to her neighbors front door. 
 
    The evening began with a little awkwardness as Jennifer wasn’t sure of the relationship between Declan and Colin. Although it didn’t take long for them to be seated at the table, things quickly went from murky to crystal clear in the time it took to open the cans of Coke Declan passed out to everyone from the fridge. With a Tsssk-pop, it felt as if her heart had exploded in her chest. 
 
    “Are the both of you related?” Jennifer asked them. 
 
    “Yeah Declan are we related?” Colin probed, taking the opportunity to find out if Declan could be the ‘D’ from his mother’s letters. 
 
    “You know we aren’t,” Declan narrowed his eyes on the youngling as he took a slurp from his can. He returned his attention to Jennifer and explained how the young male came to be at his dining table. “I’m a bounty hunter and this young troublemaker skipped on his bail. So I tracked him down and now he’s my responsibility until we can clear things up with the bondsman.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jenn knew her eyes were as wide as an anime doll, but she didn’t seem to be able to convince her brain to tell her eyes to blink. 
 
    “And you said you’d help me find my grandmother Lillibet,” Colin added, taking the toilet brush upside Jennifer’s head to that of being a wet one. 
 
    Jenn choked on her mouthful of soft drink, coughing as her throat spasmed while trying to control the traffic jam happening in her esophagus. Jenn’s eyes watered as oxygen became an issue, and she slapped herself on her chest while Declan patted her back. As the episode passed, Declan’s hand settled in the middle of her back, and he rubbed circles which made it feel like she had a storm brewing inside her. She was so messed up, but then she’d always been a bad judge of character when it came to men. 
 
    “You okay?” Declan asked with honest concern. 
 
    “Yeah. It just went down the wrong way,” Jenn admitted. Declan served the steaks with whole baked potatoes, baby carrots, and beans. Although it was simple food, it was delicious. While chewing her food, it gave her time to think. The trouble was that she didn’t know either of these men from Adam. Jenn had no idea how long Declan had lived next door to her grandmother, and she had no information about any of her father’s side of the family. 
 
    She must have zoned out as she became lost in her thoughts until Declan’s hand zapped her back to reality as he touched her forearm. “Sorry,” she jumped. 
 
    “I was wondering if you’d had enough to eat, there are still some potatoes left,” Declan offered. 
 
    “God no,” she laughed. “I’ll be in a carbohydrate coma if I eat anything else.” 
 
    “I’ll have another if you’re offering?” Colin said without any remorse for cramping Declan’s style. 
 
    “Sure, help yourself, they’re in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Not worried I’ll sneak out the back door and hoof it?” 
 
    “I have faith that you’d be in custody within the hour.” Declan stood to gather his and Jenn’s plates and to clear the table. 
 
    Jenn noticed that although Colin seemed to be baiting Declan, he wasn’t biting. 
 
    “Just for that you can do the dishes,” Declan chuckled. 
 
    “Dude what did your last slave get locked up for?” Colin replied, throwing in an exasperated “Argh!” for good measure. 
 
    Jenn laughed at the both of them, “On that note I think it’s time for me to run for the door without paying the check.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Declan placed his hand on his heart and was genuinely sad to see the night draw to an end. He walked Jennifer to the front door and held it open while he helped her put her shawl on. The air outside had become crisp, and the chill indicated that maybe there was fresh snow somewhere west of the range. Declan’s hands lingered on Jennifer’s shoulders, and she couldn’t ignore how great he smelled. She turned to thank him for an amazing evening with delicious food and fantastic company. Their eyes met, and it was as if time stood still. There was no way of knowing how long they stood there until Colin’s voice broke the spell, “Bra got game! Get a room.” 
 
    Declan looked at the ceiling in a token effort to find strength, and Jennifer blushed, “Thanks again.” Her hand touched the center of his chest, and Declan’s hand captured it and held it there. His wolf howled inside his head, savoring the touch. The gesture accepted by his wolf as one of familiarity. It was because Jennifer recognized him as her mate, and secretly, Declan hoped that were true. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Jennifer unlocked the front door and leaned back against it as she pushed it closed. It was too much of a coincidence that Colin had a grandmother named Lillibet because that’s the name she had called her grandmother when she was only three. The story her mother had told her was that she wasn’t able to pronounce Elizabeth, so Grandma Lillibet was the name that stuck. 
 
    Even as an adult, she had sometimes fallen back on her pet name for her grandmother in conversation. 
 
    Jennifer pinched her bottom lip between her thumb and forefinger while considering the possibilities. She raced upstairs to the attic to find the family tree and see if Colin’s name was on it. 
 
    After studying the parchment several times, even though his name wasn’t on it anywhere, she knew it was true in her gut. There were three possibilities. The first being that a child was born without her grandmother’s knowledge. The second being that her grandmother had forgotten the family tree was hidden in the secret compartment. And the third being that perhaps it wasn’t her grandmother’s desk with the secret compartment. All she knew was that there was something about Colin that told her they were related to each other. Jennifer wished she could put her finger on it, but for now, it was a mystery for another day. 
 
    Downstairs on the second level, she got ready for bed. Jennifer eagerly climbed under the covers and fluffed them around her. She plumped up a second pillow and placed it behind her back. She unlocked her iPad and scrolled through her unread library of eBooks. Eventually settling on a Shifter’s Unleashed anthology, she heard a wolf howl, and she froze to listen carefully for the direction it was coming from. Only it didn’t happen again. She flicked through to the first one in the collection and began reading. She became so engrossed in the story that she’d finished it before she knew it. Jennifer raced to the toilet and then climbed back into bed. She thumbed through a few emails, unsubscribing from some and others that looked important, she filed to read later. In the end, she decided to put her iPad down and turn off the light. She snuggled down under the covers and easily fell asleep. 
 
    She had wild dreams of being chased by a wolf. She was barefoot, and the mud was wet and cold as it squished up between her toes. She didn’t like it, She tried to hide, but the wolf always knew where to find her. The moon was full, and it sat proudly in the night sky. As she lay on her back behind a fallen tree trunk, she could see it directly above. It looked surreal that she felt as if she were to reach her hand out, she would be able to touch it. The wind picked up, and the top branches began to sway, obscuring her ability to see the moon. She sneezed and rolled to stand. Wait! What the hell? She looked down at her feet. Only they weren’t feet anymore. They were paws, and she had four of them. The wolf that had been following her was gone, and she was the wolf. She still thought like she was human. The dry leaves to her left rustled, and her ears perked up. Her body tensed in preparation for chasing something. Great, she thought; next, she’d be eating roadkill. Even in wolf form, she threw up a little bit in the back of her throat.  
 
    The sound of other wolves in the distance captured her attention more than chasing rabbits or furry little critters, and she raced off in their direction. She knew her mouth was open, and her tongue was hanging out the side, but the sense of freedom made it all okay.  
 
    She found a group of wolves, but the alpha was fierce, and she was an intruder in their terrane. Even so, she felt an unexplainable pull towards the alpha, and she heard her wolf take ownership, ‘Mine!’ 
 
    The alpha’s nose lifted to the air as though he could scent her, and she cowered. Not ready to be confronted by the leader of the pack. As she was about to stand, the weight of the alpha held her down, and his muzzle took hold of the back of her neck. His growl carried so much force her knees almost gave out. Wait! Did wolves have knees? It didn’t matter because she did, and she was kneeling in front of him, as naked as the day she was born. No longer a wolf with fur to protect herself. His chest was firm, and his arms were holding her gently even though she knew he was strong enough to hurt her. Her head bowed down because she didn’t know if she wanted to know who the alpha was when he wasn’t a wolf. He cooed in her ear, trying to calm her, but her heart was still racing, and her body had already been ignited by the alpha’s display of strength and dominance. 
 
    “Are you mated?” the alpha softly asked as he sniffed her neck to familiarize himself with her scent. 
 
    She shook her head, “No.” 
 
    “Then I suggest you run away little wolf,” the alpha snarled. “Or you will be.” 
 
    Jennifer had always wanted what she shouldn’t have, and the alpha had called her little wolf. She took a deep breath and turned her head to meet the ice blue eyes of the alpha. She tilted her head as if to object. His beast rose to the challenge as she disobediently glared at him over her shoulder. He found that he’d never wanted any female more than he wanted this little wolf. He bared his canines in a warning, and she wiggled her naked bottom back against his thickness. “I will claim you with my cock if you do not shift to your fur and run away now my provocative intruder,” the alpha gave a final warning. 
 
    Jennifer’s body was ignoring her brain and doing whatever the hell it wanted to do. Her pussy was wet and slippery and ready to be taken. If he was going to play hard, then so was she. 
 
    She turned in his lap and straddled his hips. She wanted to feel the alpha’s size buried deep within her vault. Jennifer rotated her hips and stroked the alpha’s shaft with her juices. The alpha possessed great strength, but when it came to this female, he had none. She was his mate, and he could not resist her forever. The alpha tilted his head back to the full moon and howled. Jennifer reached down between them, and her hand circled his cock. Lifting up, she positioned herself to take him. He was thicker and longer and bigger than any other male she’d been with, and as she lowered her body down, working his manhood between her lower lips and into her cave, she couldn’t believe how good it felt to be filled. The alpha placed his hands on her hips and pulled her down onto his length, filling her so totally.  
 
    He rocked her hips back and forth, creating a friction that burned all the way to his soul. The alpha wanted to claim her mind, body, and soul, only she was not fully aware of what she was offering him by initiating intimacy. She was claiming him as her mate. No female would dare to dominate the alpha in such a manner without first mating with him. Jennifer welcomed their passionate interlude, and her head fell with unbridled satisfaction to the alpha’s shoulder after having the most climactic orgasm of her life, even if it were just a dream. She felt the alpha’s hot semen pumping into her vessel as her eyes fluttered closed. 
 
    Jennifer woke to feel a sense of relaxation like she had never experienced before. Eager to start the day, she threw the covers back and found mud all over the sheets, and it looked to have gotten there from her feet. Both of which had mud caked on them as though she’d been a three-year-old playing in mud puddles. Lost for words, she raced to the bathroom and jumped into the shower to wash it off. After fifteen minutes in a hot shower, she was clean. Walking out of the bathroom in nothing but a towel, she stripped the bedding and put it into the bathtub to soak. She hoped that the mud didn’t permanently mark the white sheets. However, if the worst happened, she would bleach them. Lastly, she cleaned up the patchy marks on the floor rugs and the polished timber floors. She dropped the towel into the wash basket and dressed in some comfortable clothes. She thought it odd how her muscles ached as if she’d had a raunchy night of passion. The moment only temporarily sidetracking her mind from wishing she knew what had happened, but the only answer she could think of was that she’d experienced a sleepwalking episode. 
 
    It was strange that she would have one of those incidents as she hadn’t had one since she was a child. Even then, she hadn’t remembered anything from it. The account she recalled was one her parents had told her about. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Declan stretched and wished he was waking up to find his mate in the bed beside him. He was pleasantly surprised by the previous night’s events. Declan finally had to admit that his wolf had been right. Jennifer was perfect in every way. She was absolutely the only female he wanted to spend his life with. His thoughts quickly turned to Sue-Ellen, and he smiled to himself. As far as the entire pack knew, Sue-Ellen had always kept an eye out for the opportunity to become the Alpha’s mate. He would need to sit Sue-Ellen down as soon as possible and explain that he had already imprinted on his mate and that although their bond had only just begun, it was a solid beginning in the eyes of the Alpha. 
 
    Declan called a meeting with Sue-Ellen for the earliest time he could arrange. He needed Sue-Ellen to understand there would never be any change to the way he felt about his female. 
 
    He heard the knock at his door and knew it was Sue-Ellen by her scent. It made his nose burn and not in a good way. “Come in,” he gestured with his hand for her to take a seat on the opposite side of his desk. When she paused, Declan put some growl into his voice, “Don’t test me Sue-Ellen you won’t like how it ends,” his hand tightened around the arm of the chair, and the timber winced under his strength. 
 
    “I call you here to prepare you in private,” Declan started, then changed his tactics when Sue-Ellen gave him what she obviously thought was a sexy smile. It induced shivers up and down his spine. “I wanted to forewarn you that I have found my mate and I won’t be available for your coming heat.” 
 
    Sue-Ellen jumped up from her seat, “Impossible!” she snarled. “You have made it very loud and clear that there are no women in the pack that you’d consider mating, so where is this female from?” 
 
    “She has just moved to the area,” Declan explained. “And I would appreciate it if you would keep this between us until I announce it to the pack.” 
 
    “So you won’t mate me and now you want me to keep your dirty little secret?” Sue-Ellen stood up and walked towards the door. “Fuck you, Declan.” 
 
    “Are you really going to disobey your alpha?” Declan questioned for absolution. Depending on what the female shifter decided to answer, it would be whether he would tell her she was no longer part of the pack or not. The Alpha always had the ultimate last word. He would call for the council to decide if he would have her charged with being a sycophant. Declan was almost a hundred percent sure that she would be removed as a pack member because of how she treated the rest of the pack. Declan removed his phone from his pocket and began to dial the first in the chain for the council. 
 
    “Alright,” Sue-Ellen surrendered. Her shoulders fell forward, and she lowered her head for her eyes to look at the floor. “I am sorry Alpha. Your announcement took me by surprise and it was a knee-jerk reaction. I hope you can forgive me?” 
 
    “I will give you a pass this time Sue-Ellen. However it will be the only free pass you get. Defy me on this and I will see you removed from the pack and blacklisted from every other pack within my reach.” 
 
    “I understand Alpha,” Sue-Ellen acknowledged Declan’s threat. “May I leave now Alpha?” 
 
    “Yeah, we are done here.” 
 
    As Sue-Ellen opened the front door to leave Declan’s house, Jennifer was about to knock on the door. She couldn’t explain what was happening, but the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, and she instantly took a dislike to the female leaving her neighbors place. 
 
    Jennifer knew she was acting bitchy, but she couldn’t seem to stop herself. Sue-Ellen lifted her chin defiantly, wanting to let Jennifer she wasn’t afraid of her, when in fact, she was wary of the unknown female. It was impossible to tell if she was a shifter or not and for Sue-Ellen to presume this woman was to be the Alpha’s mate was just that…a guess. Sue-Ellen knew if she shifted and the other female wasn’t a fellow shifter, she could be put to death for exposing their kind to the outside world. She knew that if she were a human mating their Alpha, then she would be sworn to secrecy, but that wasn’t today. So, Sue-Ellen plastered a smile on her face, which failed to reflect the dislike and distaste she would have like to exhibit towards the female standing at her Alpha’s door. 
 
    “Thank you Sue-Ellen,” Declan’s voice resonated with authority. “Let me know if there are any changes to Colin’s case.” 
 
    Sue-Ellen didn’t bother to turn towards her Alpha. She knew the tone in his voice was one of dismissal. 
 
    “Hi Jennifer,” Declan smiled, the timbre in his voice being of a male speaking to his mate. “It’s a pleasant surprise to see you again.” 
 
    Jennifer smiled, but her eyes returned to watching the other woman as she walked away toward her vehicle and climbed in. She knew her behavior wasn’t normal, but again she couldn’t seem to control her reaction to finding another female at her neighbor’s house. Shaking her head, she put it down to hormones and shook it off. 
 
    “Hi,” Jennifer finally gave Declan her full attention after the other female’s car had left the property. “I’m not sure but I think my grandmother might also be Colin’s grandmother.” 
 
    Declan’s eyebrows lifted in utter surprise at the suggestion. “Really?” Declan considered the connection. “What makes you think that?” 
 
    Jennifer went on to explain how her grandmother got her pet name and that there was a partial family tree in the attic. Jennifer also said that she hadn’t had much time to go through the remaining things stored in the attic. Jennifer had no idea why she wanted to be wrapped in Declan’s arms as they’d only just met. She heard the sound of a wolf in the distance and turned to see if she could spot it amongst the tree line, but there was no movement. “Did you hear that?” she asked Declan. 
 
    “Hear what?” he asked, puzzled by what she might have heard. 
 
    “I heard a wolf,” she said. “It came from that way,” she pointed. 
 
    Declan looked in the direction she was pointing but knew there was nothing out there. He would have seen and heard it long before Jennifer. “Do you want to come in or would you like me to come to your place and we can take a look at the stuff in the attic?” 
 
    “I’d really appreciate someone helping with the stuff in the attic,” Jennifer admitted. “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    Declan and Jennifer spent the next couple of hours going through boxes. Declan opened one that was quite tattered, and after removing the baby blanket from the top of it, he found a photo album. He glanced at Jennifer, who seemed to be occupied with her own search. He opened it to discover that the first image was of his father standing beside another male, one he remembered well from. He could remember this male growing up, and it was strange he couldn’t remember when he left. It was another puzzle to be solved. There were a handful of other photos with his father in them, and then there was one with a blonde woman and a baby standing with the same male from his childhood. It was the same male from the first picture. It had to be Jennifer’s parents, and Jennifer must have been the baby. That would explain the unbelievable attraction that possessed him. His cock was hard, and even if Jennifer didn’t know it, her body was scenting of being ready to receive him. Without hesitation, he approached her from behind and placed the photo album in front of her. He moved closer, and her breath hitched. He knew she could feel his thickness. Jennifer leaned into his body as though they had been together before. Jennifer thought that maybe dreams really do come true on Seymour Avenue. Her hormones were driving her sex drive through the roof. She’d never wanted anyone more than she wanted Declan right here, right now. The thing was, he seemed to be up for it too. 
 
    Was it wrong to sleep with your next-door neighbor in less than a week of being neighbors? Declan sniffed her neck and growled, “God you smell so good.” 
 
    “So do you,” Jennifer whispered. 
 
    Declan slipped his hand up her leg and under her skirt, his fingers twisted in her underwear, and they tore without resistance. It was a turn-on, and she moaned to let him know how aroused she was. She pushed her buttocks back towards him, challenging him to take what he wanted because she wanted it to. It was easier being taken from behind. As it meant, she couldn’t see his eyes because the eyes were the window to the soul. And even if it was only for the here and now, she wanted the fantasy to keep her warm at night. His hand caressed the globe of her ass cheek, and he unzipped his pants to free his shaft that was engorged with heat for his female. His mate. This time he would not let her go. This time they would be joined as one. He would bite her and claim her as his. 
 
    He held his cock to position himself at her entrance and slid through her wetness to nudge her clit. Several strokes over Jennifer’s little love button, and she was panting for more. The head of his shaft settled at her opening, and she looked back over her shoulder with the same look of challenge as she’d had in the woods the night before. She rocked her hips, trying to encourage him to push into her. She needed to feel him, hard and fast. He had pushed her to the edge of climax, and now she wanted him to make good on his promise of fulfillment. She felt the shift of something inside her. It was unfamiliar, and it made her feel uncomfortable. She whined with a sudden onset of insecurity, but almost as though Declan sensed what was happening to her, he wrapped his arms around her as he slammed into her, filling her so completely. There was no way for her to tell where she ended, and he began. Their hearts were beating as one, and she offered her throat to him as if instinctually she knew he was her male. Declan trailed his tongue up her neck and nibbled on her ear, “Easy my little wolf,” he whispered. 
 
    Her head spun as though she’d been drinking and was intoxicated. It was as if she were dreaming, and she wondered if she’d fallen asleep in the attic. “Am I dreaming?” she asked, herself or Declan; she wasn’t certain. “Oh God you feel so good,” at this point, she didn’t care if it was real or not because she was going to cum so hard. It just kept building and building. It was as if she were made just for him, and he was made for her. Declan’s hand moved under the front of her dress and between her lower lips. He found her swollen clit, and with his middle two fingers, he circled hit with the same rhythm as his pumping penetration. 
 
    As she threw her head back, her body wracking with ecstasy, Declan bared his fangs and bit down on the area between her neck and her shoulder. His semen pulsed into the depths of her pussy. Her cervix opening and closing to receive his fertile seed deep into her core. Any idea of using protection, not even an afterthought. The first stage of the mating is completed. Declan felt a satisfaction overwhelm him with the knowledge that he had placed his mark on her. Any other male who went near her would know that she was someone’s mate. 
 
    “Hey guys, you up there?” Colin called out. 
 
    Jennifer and Declan quickly recovered as though someone had thrown a bucket of iced water over them. 
 
    “Yeah!” Declan responded. “We’ll be down in minute, put the kettle on will you?” 
 
    So after a lot of questions and answers, they confirmed that Jennifer’s grandmother was also Colin’s grandmother. There was no mention of Colin being a coywolf as Declan shook his head when Colin attempted to go down that route. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Declan had no idea why Jennifer didn't know she was a wolf, but it seemed as if she was estranged from it. She'd mentioned hearing a wolf howl when there wasn't one in the woods. Her behavior was that of a wolf in heat when they were in the woods the night of the full moon and in the attic a couple of days later. She obviously didn't remember the time they'd shared in the woods, or she would have known they were mated, and she would have responded according to the mating ritual and returned his bite with one of her own. 
 
    There was more than just Colin's heritage to be investigated. He needed help from his pack to find out about Jennifer's family and how she came to be detached from her inner wolf. It was as though Jennifer had no idea her wolf even existed. His mate was experiencing some serious denial, resulting in a split personality disorder of sorts. But that was okay. He could work with crazy because that's what mates do. He couldn't help but smile to himself at the challenge of getting to know both sides of his female better. 
 
    Colin had already mentioned that his grandmother didn't have a digital fingerprint, but that could have been because he didn't have her correct name, only the pet one given to her by Jennifer as a child. 
 
    Declan concluded that Jennifer was the daughter of his father's second. He could recall a time when his father became reserved and didn't seem to be his usual self. Declan went back through the packs' journals and found entries of a mating between a human and the pack's beta, Braiden North. A side note advised of the human female leaving the area as the memories were too painful for her to stay, and she needed to raise her daughter without a father. It was put to the council at the time, and they agreed that it was highly unlikely that any offspring would result in the ability for them to shift. 
 
    Declan went back through the previous entries to find out what happened to Jennifer's father. He became so engrossed in the history of the pack that he almost missed the entry. 
 
    Today we lost one of the good ones. Braiden North fought with a member of the coyote pack. It is believed that it was not a fair fight as he seemed to be intoxicated even though Braiden didn’t drink. It was a fight for his sisters’ honor, making it a fight to the death. Cynthia North was denied mating with the son of the coyote pack as any offspring would be neither full wolf nor fully coyote. The leader of the coyote pack believed in keeping the purity in the line. He refuses to permit mutant hybrids to taint their pack, were the words he used. Cynthia felt she couldn’t stay after her mate’s rejection and because she also believed she had caused her brother’s death. 
 
    The information supported the relationship between Jennifer and Colin, making them cousins. It still didn’t provide the name of Colin’s father, but Declan figured that shouldn’t be too difficult to check out. 
 
    The history between the coyotes and wolves wasn’t great, but now he knew what could have put the rift between their packs dating back to this episode. He understood from Colin’s perspective that his father had failed his mother and him seeing as the dynamics in a pack can be so volatile depending on the quality of the pack’s leader. In the case of the coyotes, Colin’s coyote grandfather was a purist. There was nothing more vicious than someone believing that breeding is more important than happiness or a love match. 
 
    Colin was let off with a warning from the judge as it was strike one on a juvenile record. It was still a blemish on his record, but at least he wasn’t getting locked up for it and the records were sealed. Declan had raised his hand to take him under his wing and provide suitable housing. Colin was placed on a good behavior bond and released into Declan’s custody. 
 
    Declan spoke to Colin, so they were both of the same understanding when it came to Jennifer. Colin knew that his upbringing was messed up, but it didn’t mean that Jennifer’s was any less traumatic than his. It had to have been enough for her to be separated from her fur. He couldn’t imagine not being able to run wild to clear his head. He smiled to himself, feeling like he was home for the first time since he could remember. He had yet to be introduced to the pack, but that was fine by him. He’d decided he wasn’t going anywhere. Declan set him up in one of his spare rooms, and he was sitting at the kitchen table throwing together a baloney and cheese sandwich. Overall it was great to put down some roots, maybe find a girl, and… 
 
    “We are looking for someone to help with the cyber section of the packs business, would you be interested?” Declan walked into the room and leaned back against the kitchen bench. The leather of his jacket creaking as he folded his arms. 
 
    “Yeah! Hook me up,” Colin replied, not wanting to bust a grin too quickly. 
 
    “I have another guy, Killyon who does a lot of stuff on the dark web, but his time is expensive and his mate has just had a pup so I want someone who can give the guy a break.” 
 
    Colin stalled with his sandwich halfway between his plate, and his mouth wide open about to take a bite. His eyes flicked from left to right as though his brain was attempting to process something Declan had said. Finally, it got the better of him, and he sat his sandwich back down, “Look I know about where babies come from but you said she gave birth to a pup. Does that mean she was in wolf form when she gave birth and the baby was born a wolf pup? Bra I’m so confused.” 
 
    Declan realized that because Colin hadn’t been raised as part of a pack and he didn’t have any brothers or sisters, it was something he wasn’t versed in. Declan understood because he’d been part of the pack from the start, and he was the bigger brother to his siblings. He’d been horrified at the age of five when his sister Selena was born, and his father said their new pup was a girl. He’d been even more disappointed when they showed him his baby sister, and she wasn’t a wolf pup at all. He’d spent days pouting because he was big for five and smart too, and he didn’t comprehend why his father had lied to him about bringing home the new puppy when he’d only came home with his baby sister. Colin hadn’t been a part of that kind of family upbringing. So, when it came to things to do with the pack, he was no different than Declan had been when he was five. 
 
    “It’s a pet name for a new born baby that’s born into the pack. It’s like you and I. We weren’t able to shift until we hit pubity and they will be the same.” 
 
    “Oh,” Colin stared at his sandwich as he pulled the crust off. 
 
    Declan sensed that Colin was feeling a little insecure, so Declan told Colin about the memory he’d just replayed in his mind. Colin ate the sandwich he’d pulled the crust off and then another two in the time it took Declan to finish the story. He washed it down with a can of soda from the fridge before cleaning his dishes and clearing the kitchen table. 
 
    Colin understood that he and Jennifer were cousins but that she didn’t know him well enough to offer him a place to live in their grandmother’s house. However, she had mentioned that he was free to go through the stuff in the attic when he had spare time. Declan and Jennifer both thought it would be good for Colin to register at the local high school, and he was set to start on Monday. Jennifer had been to the local electronics store and purchased a new computer and a phone for Colin because she was certain that if her grandmother had known about him, she would have included him in her Will. 
 
    Jennifer knocked on the door and waited for someone to let her in. As it turned out, it was Declan, and her heart sped up just at the sight of him. They’d had a small handful of times to be alone since their time together, and she understood he was busy trying to do right by Colin as his guardian. It seemed that there was something else about Declan that she couldn’t quite put her finger on, but given enough time, she was sure she would figure it out. It wasn’t like she was going anywhere. She was in hiding with nowhere else to go. 
 
    Declan’s phone beeped as he opened the door for Jennifer to enter. “I bought something for Colin. Is he here?” she asked. 
 
    “Ah yeah,” Declan answered, letting Jennifer walk past him. “He was in the kitchen.” Declan replied pre-occupied with flicking through his phone to read the message from his second. He clicked on the link and read the news headlines. His guts dropped as though he’d eaten a belly full of gravel, and it was brewing like a volcano inside his stomach. His back teeth clenched, and his jaw painfully zinged as he read the information in the article. 
 
    Declan wanted to howl. How could a mate be so perfect but then not be the person you want them to be? His wolf didn’t care one way or the other, but then he was all about animal instincts, unlike Declan, who, as the leader of the Wild Springs pack, couldn’t afford to be a bounty hunter and have a mate who was a wanted felon. He knew the information had to have come along the pipeline via Sue-Ellen. Declan should have known the female wouldn’t give up easily. 
 
    “Something’s come up. We need to talk,” Declan called Maddox. “Yeah I can’t do this over the phone at the moment but can you come over?” he hung up before his second replied. 
 
    Maddox had been Declan’s best friend for as long as he could remember. If there was anyone he wanted to help him with this, it was Maddox. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Declan paced back and forth. “Have you even asked her about it?” Maddox looked at him inquisitively as though he had grown an extra head or that his head was up his ass. 
 
    “No,” Declan replied, wondering if Maddox really knew what he was talking about because, at the moment, he seemed to be pointing out the obvious, which wasn’t what Declan had gone with under the circumstances. 
 
    “Okay,” Maddox picked at the leather fandugal thing on the end of his shoelace and wondered what that bit was actually called. Maddox would look that up later when he wasn’t in the presence of his best friend, the alpha of their pack and the mate of the latest local felon. As if Declan had noticed his attention was sitting at a deficit, Declan growled.  
 
    “Sorry, you were saying?” Maddox acknowledged his leader’s frustrated growl. He was about to wave his hand at Declan but then thought that would probably come across as condescending and followed through with his hand to rub at the back of his neck. 
 
    “Oh you really think you’re a wiseass don’t you?” Declan snarled at Maddox. 
 
    “Does a wiseass wear a size thirteen boot? If so then you’re looking at Cinderella,” Maddox laughed. “Look there are usually two sides to everything, the story and then the truth. Maybe you should see which one your girl is going with and then support her if you think it’s the truth. If not,” Maddox shrugged with nonchalance, “Then pick a prison with conjugal visits.” 
 
    “Oh you’re a regular Jimmy Fallon,” Declan scrunched his nose and curled his lip at his best friend, who was evidently looking for a career change. 
 
    “In all seriousness, I’d be more than happy to sit in on the grilling. Just let me know am I good cop or bad cop?” 
 
    “I’ve had a headache since receiving the message about my mate but your bullshit has efficiently turned it into a migraine.” Declan stared at him with a deadpan look on his face. 
 
    “Mission impossible accomplished,” Maddox grinned, knowing that Declan was only taking the piss. “Should I run around with my t-shirt over my head like the soccer players do when they win The World Cup?” 
 
    “Only if you want me to knock you out cold, wrap you up in the rug and toss you in the river with some handmade concrete boots on. I can start interviewing for a new Beta tomorrow.” 
 
    “Ouch!” Maddox placed his hand on his heart as though injured by Declan’s words. “My mum always said you didn’t play fair.” 
 
    “Yeah and mine always said you were as sly as a jackal,” Declan smiled. 
 
    “Hey now, that’s too far. You know jackals have that out of proportion thing going on. Their heads are too small for their ears and their body’s. Besides I’m better looking,” Maddox winked. 
 
    “You realize we are all from the same family of canines don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah but I’d rather be a wolf any day than a jackal.” 
 
    There was a brief knock at the office door before it opened, “Hey did you see this stuff?” Colin raced in with his new computer under one arm and an iPhone in the other hand. 
 
    “How good are you with research?” Declan looked at Colin with the belief that Maddox was right. He wanted all the information about Jennifer, and then he wanted to hear what she had to say in her defense. 
 
    “Hey kid, while you’re at it can you look up what the things on the ends of shoelaces are called?” Maddox put his own request for information in amongst the mix. 
 
    Colin glanced over at Maddox, then replied with a single word, “Aglet.” 
 
    Maddox blinked as though someone had just throat punched him, and Declan, the motherfucker laughed as if it had been him who’d thrown the blow. 
 
    “Seriously kid? What kind of a word is that?” Maddox asked in disgust with the naming process. 
 
    “We can hash that shit out until it’s dead and dust after I speak to Jennifer and get some clarity on the current situation we find ourselves in. I want things cleared up before the next council meeting in three days,” Declan announced as he headed for the front door. “Maddox fill Colin in while I go and ask Jennifer to join us over here, will you?” 
 
    “Sure,” Maddox did as the alpha instructed and provided a brief outline of what was happening. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Jennifer felt another wave of nausea flip it and reverse it as she walked to answer the front door. She felt as if the saliva building in her mouth was getting harder to swallow, and she threw the door open to race outside. She fell to her knees and heaved so hard she suspected her socks were over the edge of the veranda in a patch of dirt behind the bushes. No, she wiped away the tears straining so hard had created and thought they’re overgrown weeds, right before a set of strong arms picked her up and started to carry her inside. “Not done,” she somehow managed to say. 
 
    Declan spun around and returned her to her previous position as it seemed to work fine for the first barrage. He walked inside to fill a glass of water and quickly returned to where he’d left his mate so she could rinse her mouth out. 
 
    He pulled his phone from his pocket and called Maddox, “Change of plan, I’ll need the both of you to come over here. Jennifer isn’t well and I can’t leave her while she’s like this.” 
 
    He hung up the phone and then took a second go at getting Jennifer inside and comfortable. 
 
    Within a matter of five minutes, Colin and Maddox could be heard walking up the steps complaining of the sour smell coming up from the garden. 
 
    “Keep it down guys, she’s just fallen asleep.” Declan advised the pair of them as they walked through the open front door. 
 
    He placed a wet washcloth on her forehead and moved into the kitchen. “I haven’t been able to speak to her yet. Colin can you go zero to a hundred on researching everything in the article?” 
 
    He nodded, then opened his laptop and went at it hard.  
 
    “Maddox contact everyone and let them know we have a high priority case that means we may call on others for help, otherwise we can’t afford to be disturbed.” 
 
    Jennifer suddenly jumped up and raced for the toilet, once again emptying the contents of her stomach. When she returned, she sat down and commenced shivering as if she were a wet dog. 
 
    Things began to click into place, and Declan asked, “Jennifer did you eat any chocolate?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jenn responded through her chattering teeth. She looked at him in a dazed and confused manner. “I’ve always been able to eat chocolate.” 
 
    “How much did you eat this time?” 
 
    “That’s a question you never ask a woman. It’s right up there on the list, next to her age or weight,” 
 
    “You’re going to think you’re crazy or that I am, but I don’t know of any other way to tell you.” Declan looked at Maddox, who shrugged and made a noise that resembled a mumble, ‘I don’t know.’ He looked at Colin, who was already standing with his hands in the air as if someone was pointing a loaded gun at him. 
 
    “Great! Just great!” Declan stared at the ceiling as if there might be some sort of blueprint on how to tell your mate that she’s a wolf shifter. Oh, and that you’re mated to the leader of the pack. In the end, it just kept coming back around in a circle. He was going to have to be blunt and to the point. That was something he was good at. Him being the alpha and all. He took a deep breath and just opened his mouth and let the words flow unfiltered, “You’re a wolf shifter and some of us can’t eat chocolate.” 
 
    Jennifer started with a soft giggle, and it just kept growing, stronger and louder. Not unlike one of those snowballs in cartoons that chase things downhill and collect debris along the way. She even threw in a couple of snorts for good measure. Finally, she noticed that she was the only one practically pissing herself laughing. At which time it eased off to a couple of ‘Ohhh’s’ as she struggled to regain her ability to breathe. 
 
    She wiped under her eyes to get rid of the tears of laughter, and it simmered further down to a giggle. “Oh,” she looked from Declan to Maddox, then to Colin and back to Declan. “You’re actually serious?” 
 
    Declan clicked his fingers and pointed his finger to the ground beside him. “Man, come on?” Maddox attempted to protest but shifted anyway and walked across the living room to sit beside the pack’s alpha. He tilted his to the side as if to ask Jennifer if that was good enough. 
 
    “What the actual fuck!” Jennifer asked, scrunching herself up onto the couch. Then as if things weren’t strange enough, she tried to focus on Declan, but he was moving toward her, and there was a wolf growling, only there was no wolf in the room now as Maddox was Maddox again but without clothes on. The sound echoed inside her head, and she whined at the same time the wolf winced from the pain. 
 
    The memory of the dream surfaced, and Jennifer closed her eyes as the images flashed through her mind as if watching a movie. Even though she thought it was a dream, deep down, she knew there was something different about it. 
 
    “No! it’s not possible,” Jennifer put fragments of memories together from when she was a child along with things she’d found in the attic. “Please tell me this is really happening and that I’m not certifiably crazy?” 
 
    “There’s some other things I need to tell you,” Declan crouched near her. “There’s a warrant out for your arrest in relation to stolen paintings.” 
 
    “Don’t forget to tell her that you two are mated,” Maddox grinned. 
 
    Jennifer’s expression told Declan she was going into shock. Not sure if she would accept him in her human form, he knew that as a wolf, she would recognize him not only as her alpha but also as her mate. Declan gently took hold of Jenn’s face, and he stared into her eyes. When his eyes flashed ice blue, she tried to pull her head away. “Come to me my little wolf,” Declan called for the mate to his wolf. 
 
    Again Jennifer heard a wolf howl, and suddenly she felt something brush up against her from the inside. Without warning, her body morphed into that of a wolf, and she yelped. 
 
    “Easy little wolf,” Declan still held her, and she struggled with him to release her. “We can take things as slow as you want my little shewolf, but at the end of the day, we are mated.” Declan’s own wolf wanted to make an appearance so he could reassure her that everything was how it was meant to be, but Declan wanted to keep that just for themselves, and at the moment, they had more pressing matters to deal with. 
 
    “Jenn can you change back for me?” Declan hoped that now Jennifer’s wolf was out that she would go back into the box. He didn’t want to force her to shift as that could be painful at the best of times. 
 
    Luckily Jennifer’s wolf wasn’t experienced enough to hold the shift for very long, and she was once again in her own skin. “Turn around,” Declan barked at the other two males in the room. He leaned closer towards Jennifer and whispered, “Don’t ever feel you need to hide from me. I think you’re beautiful.” 
 
    Jennifer blushed and moved so that she could meet his eyes. The sincerity in them told her he was speaking the truth, and she hesitantly brushed her lips against his, then began to get her clothes back on. Declan stood and turned his back to give her the privacy she would be used to, unlike the pack who had no issue with nudity as it is the most natural way to shift and not ruin your favorite pair of jeans. 
 
    She was amazed that she managed to accomplish the simplest of tasks, given that less than five minutes ago, she was a freaking wolf. The emotions racing through her covered at the very least the six basic ones - happiness, sadness, fear, anger, surprise, and disgust. If anyone asked her to describe any of them, she would say they resembled that brown sludge in the bottom of the coffee pods from an espresso machine. 
 
    None of it mattered because she would become some science experiment for the government if she shifted after being arrested for something she didn’t do. She couldn’t help but think, “Wow! Her life had become so incredibly complicated and she hoped it would settle down soon.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Declan listened to his mate speak about the male that had put her in the position of being wanted by the law. Colin teamed up with Killyon, and in just under an hour, they’d tracked the guy Jennifer had known as Rick Aspley. He’d surfaced three more times after Jennifer had arrived at her grandmothers. The most recent being only two days ago. He’d used a stolen credit card to pay for his accommodation at the Nivaro and was presently awaiting arraignment. Declan contacted the Office of Public Prosecutions and advised that he knew a witness who could help his case, but Jennifer needed immunity. The District Attorney verified the information provided by Jennifer, and she walked out of the courthouse with her name intact and her record clean. 
 
    Four other women came forward to report they’d been swindled out of large sums of cash and expensive jewelry by the grifter. When the detectives spoke to Declan, they informed him Victor Crump, otherwise known as Rick Aspley to Jennifer, would be going away long enough to be a very old man by the time he was up for parole. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Declan stood at the front door of Jennifer’s house after they’d been out on their first official date together. He’d had all good intentions of letting her come to him at her own pace, but when it came to his mate, she wore his patience thin. Even though he wanted to go slow, it seemed much to his delight that his mate was more invested than she was letting on. 
 
    “Colin is old enough to take care of himself,” Jennifer argued.  
 
    “Yes but I’m not a fan of your less than king size bed,” Declan countered. 
 
    “Well I don’t want Colin to hear us,” Jennifer blushed. 
 
    “I know a place we can go,” Declan offered. “Do you like camping?” 
 
    “Ah… Hell no!” Jennifer responded, scrunching up her nose. “I don’t do dirt and spiders.” 
 
    “Luckily you have a big bad wolf to protect you,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    For my family. You are a pack that gives me much pride. 
 
    

  

 
   
    His Treasure 
 
      
 
    Nothing’s fair in love and war. 
 
      
 
    Takoda, alpha of The Shoshone Tribe, knew the laws were clear when you came upon a lone pup during the rebellion. You either take the babe in as one of your own or banish them to a part of the country where they could do no harm. 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t have been more than 14 or 15, young enough to train in The Shoshone ways, but old enough to give the young Omegas in his pack reason to hate her. And because of that reason alone, he couldn’t take this girl called Treasure into his fold. So he did the next best thing. He entrusted her upbringing to his friend, Nayati, alpha of the Cheyenne tribe. 
 
      
 
    All was supposed to fall into place until the Cheyenne tribe had a falling out with his Shoshone one. He’d have to fight against the one person he wanted to save unless he made her his Treasure. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Prelude 
 
      
 
    It was the bloodiest battle he’d seen in all of his existence as a born shifter. They lost more pride members during this now deemed Civil Were War than they had in any other war, including the Were Rebellion in the 14th century. The war that every animal shifter was now involved with was started by the wolves, as usual, hence, they got to name the war. And that never rested well with the pride nations, nor Takoda.  
 
    Sure, he’d been in squabbles among the shifter packs in the Americas before, and some of them were damned near close to being called an all-out war. But they were nothing compared to this. Nothing where thousands of shifters died at the hands of other shifters. 
 
    As he peered out into the dense forest, he couldn’t hear any signs of life. Not even a cricket was singing. 
 
    “So much death.” He found himself saying this out loud to the gods while he shook his head. Nayati nodded in agreement as the two of them continued their trek through the thickly dense forest. 
 
    Takoda and Nayati were appointed by the council to comb the territory for survivors now that the war was coming to an end. Sadly, most of their hunts lead to more of a recovery mission as they witnessed countless lifeless bodies in the mountains of Wyoming. It seemed almost everyone left chose to join one of their prides. There were just two small cougar prides living in their general area of Wyoming in this current day. Takoda’s Shoshone Pack grew by the numbers daily. Because he was the strongest and oldest alpha in Wyoming, the shifters that found themselves prideless joined him or Nayati’s pride. He was the alpha of the Cheyenne Pack and was the second largest in all the intermountain region.  
 
    “Do you think we got them all, Takoda?” Nayati asked him as he turned over some brush that was placed strangely around a cave entrance.  
 
    “We can’t be too sure. Lenox’s New England pack grew in strong numbers once he was able to reverse his son Gavin’s spell over him. It’s hard to believe that a werewitch could find such a spell to be able to shift again. I’m surprised at most of his pack, though. I was certain they’d remain loyal to Gavin and Fallon and stay up in the Northeast rather than follow Lenox here.” 
 
    “Well, I guess none of them did, and from what I hear, Lenox managed to survive this war, even though most of his pack did not. That werewolf’s got as many lives as us cats.” 
 
    Takoda removed some more of the brush from the cave entrance and went in. To his surprise, he encountered a girl. She couldn’t have been more than 15 kitten years, as his best guess. Her long hair spread around her shoulders and shielded most of her face from him as she coward from the sight of him entering the cave. Her almond-shaped eyes widened as he stepped closer to her. 
 
    “Please! Don’t hurt me! I’ll do anything you say. I swear. My alpha is dead, and I may be young, but I know the laws.” She scurried away from him, towards a corner in the cave. 
 
    Her cognac-colored eyes darted in every direction as she spoke. Clearly, she was looking for a quick escape from him. But when Nayati entered the cave, the girl curled back up into a ball and proceeded to sway back and forth in the tiny dark corner she retreated to in the cave. Her eyes and face appeared to be in a fixated, catatonic state. She must have realized she had no way to escape and fell into a panic. Takoda felt a tremendous weight forming deep within his chest for the poor girl. Because of everything he’d seen in this war, sympathy was a fleeting feeling for both him and Nayati. Too many times he’d come across a field, praying to the gods that at least one of them from the massive amount of bodies could be saved. Most of the time there were either no survivors or a shifter who refused to be saved. 
 
    The pain grew heavier and deepened as he inched closer. It was becoming harder for him to breathe.  
 
    “I’ll be your slave if I have to. That won’t bother me. I just don’t want a sentence of banishment. Please!” Her eyes fixated on the cave wall in front of her. 
 
    Once Takoda was close enough, he kneeled down beside the teen and brushed her wavy and unruly hair away from her eyes. She shuttered at the gesture. 
 
    “It’s okay, nüttüühai ~ nittüühai.” He started.  
 
    Her eyes suddenly locked onto his. Something he assumed wouldn’t happen so easily. He then noticed she searched his for the meaning behind his words. 
 
    Crap! She doesn’t speak our language! I was so sure she did! 
 
    “I’m sorry. I said, dear. It was silly of me to assume you spoke Shoshone. I have no intention of hurting you. What’s your name?”  
 
    “Treasure.” 
 
    “That’s a pretty name. I’m Takoda, Alpha of the Shoshone pride here in Wyoming.” 
 
    “I know of you.” She said as she swallowed hard and concentrated her gaze back towards the wall. “You are a very powerful alpha warrior. I’d be honored to be taken into your pride and work for you as you see fit.” 
 
    Treasure.  
 
    It was a beautiful name for a beautiful girl. Takoda was in awe of this girl’s essence that seemed to drip from within every word she spoke. Her speech, though calculated, unsure of trust, also seemed to radiate throughout the cave, giving him a sense of warmth in the dank surroundings.  
 
    All his thoughts were about protecting her from any more harm that would come to her in this god-forsaken war. He hated to see someone so young having to make such hard decisions. And though he felt lucky to have stumbled onto her so he was able to protect her, sadly, that meant he needed to protect her from his own pride of Omegas.  
 
    Takoda hadn’t chosen a Luna Queen yet. He didn’t want to mate with any of the Omegas in his pack, but they all still tried to vie for the position, kicking and swiping at each other to win his affection. To have another female in the mix, especially one so young, could make things hard for Treasure.  
 
    All the Omegas beat on each other. It was an unfortunate standard in prides to show dormancy over the other Omegas. And Takoda couldn’t bear to see this Treasure go through any of that. The mere thought of her hurt made him want to pummel the rocks in front of him.  
 
    His only choice would be to ask another alpha to take her in. Nayati already had a Luna Queen, making him the most logical choice to take in a young Omega. Treasure would be safe in his pride.  
 
    “Take me with you? Please? I can’t survive on my own. I’m not strong enough.” The girl said as she latched onto his arm and let out a breath. 
 
    A sense of warmth washed over him, and Takoda smiled at the girl. In all the split decisions he had to make about rogues in this war, this one seemed to be the easiest of all. Her touch was gentle, soft. She wouldn’t hurt any of their prides. If anything she’d be a great asset as he and Nayati trained her for adulthood. 
 
    “Hang tight, dear. We will fix this. I need to talk to Nayati over here, first.” He said to her in a faint whisper while patting the back of her hand that latched onto his arm.  
 
    She released her grip as Takoda turned to face his lifelong friend. The warmth that he felt from the seemed to dissipate all too quickly, making Takoda mourn for the loss of the moment with her.  
 
    “I already see where this is going. I get what you are thinking, but is that really a good idea?” He said with outstretched palms. 
 
    “Nayati, you, more than anyone I know, have come to understand how my Omegas act. They’d try to kill her the first chance they got. The only way to protect her is to place her in a pride that already has an established Luna Queen.” 
 
    Nayati let out a long breath and crossed his arms.  
 
    “You do realize we wouldn’t be having this conversation if you took on a mate.” 
 
    “I’m not into any of the Omegas—you get that—right?.” Takoda said as he shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    “The forever perpetual bachelor,” Nayati said, as he shook his head and chuckled. “Alright, fine. I’ll take the kid in. But with two conditions. One, I can tell that you have some sort of protectorate bond with her so you will have to be in her life in some capacity while she is in my pride. Two, once she becomes of age, she should become a part of your pride. This is non-negotiable because, in all honesty, I’ve never seen you want to take on such a protectorate role with a female before. I am certain some time with this girl will help you figure out what you want in a fated mate. The gods know you haven’t been successful looking for just a mate.” 
 
    Takoda let out a long breath before answering his friend. He was right. There was something about the girl that was different, and Takoda couldn’t figure out why he had such an affinity to want to keep her safe. None of the other casualties meant anything to him before, but this girl did. He was completely compelled to keep her safe from all the blood and gore of this horrible war that will not solve anything among the shifter race. It was in their innate nature to fight for territory, and his heart sank at the thought of this Treasure being caught in the middle of it all. 
 
    “You are right. There is something different about her. But she’s only a cub. I couldn’t possibly take care of a kitten of her age. I don’t know the first thing. That is why I’m asking for your help.” 
 
    “And I am offering it so long as you take her back into your fold once she becomes a full-fledged adult. The law has always stated that whoever comes upon the lone first—”  
 
    “Is the one that must take them in. I know. I remember.” Takoda said as he let out a sigh. “Fine, deal.” He clasped his best friend’s forearm with his hand. Nayati returned the clasp with his own as a symbol of the agreement being solidified by them both. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    A decade passed since the Civil Were War. The war, led by the werewolves, extended into all the shifter race and nearly decimated the entire shifter community. Prides and packs that once boasted thousands of members before the war were reduced to a mere hundred almost overnight once the fighting began.  
 
    Takoda didn’t want to see such devastation again in his existence and often prayed to the gods that peace would remain for a lot longer than the ten years that already came to pass. Living in peace proved to be a goal he always wanted to spread in his community. But as far as others in neighboring packs or prides, he knew he lacked the authority and control over even the slightest of bickering that ensued.  
 
    Shifters lived decades, sometimes centuries longer than normal humans. And like humans, they doted on their family with love, affection, and also showed a great sense of dedication. But shifters had one huge character flaw. They are prone to squabbles. This recent one he was now having with his lifelong friend, Nayati, threw Takoda for a loop. The growing rift between them seemed to come out of nowhere because no matter how much the prides and packs around the two of them argued, Nayati always seemed to have Takoda’s back. That is, until now.  
 
    Nayati led an argument that all of Wyoming should be his territory. He thought this partly because his pack had grown in numbers over the past six months, something most prides or packs still struggled with even 10 years after the war. But his primary reason for wanting all of Wyoming was because his tribe was indigenous to the land, whereas Takoda and the lone wolf known as Donovan, settled here sometime after.  
 
    At first, Takoda assumed the great council would dismiss Nayati’s claims. And simply because Takoda’s ancestors lived on half of the Wyoming territory so many centuries ago that it became too difficult to distinguish in the Shoshone and Cheyenne tribes which pride had settled on the land first. The land, especially Mount Sacagawea, remained a shared and neutral living territory to the Shoshone and Cheyenne tribes.  
 
    Unfortunately, the meeting with the council didn’t work out the way that Takoda had hoped. Nayati convinced a good many of the elders that Takoda and Donovan should either be banished from the state or submit to Nayati. Some of the council even went further and suggested that if Takoda and Donovan wanted to stay in Wyoming, they should fight the now newly deemed Ultimate Alpha Nayati for the territory.  
 
    Of course, Takoda thought this was crazy, and he had been trying to reason with Nayati and the elders of the council for the last six months. The talks, however, grew less and less peaceful—and to no one’s surprise. Once Lenox, a powerful alpha from the Northeast deemed the Absolute Alpha among his tribe and territory, took up refuge within the state of Wyoming, Nayati changed.  
 
    The decision of allowing such a shifter into Wyoming proved to be something both Takoda and Donovan now regretted making. Ever since the bloody battles of the Civil Were War a decade ago, both Takoda and Donovan took in refugees—something that Lenox proposed he and what little of his tribe he had left had been at the time.  
 
    Lately, Lenox began filling Nayati’s head with lies since he’d come to Wyoming. And it seemed all Nayati spoke of in the past six months was about being the Ultimate Alpha of the prides and packs of the Equality State. He became obstinate and spoke as if drunk on power. This would be something Takoda never considered Nayati to do when they’d been good friends for decades. Nayati, the always calm one, the one more at peace with the pipe at council meetings, had a gift for being the least strong-headed of the bunch in Wyoming. 
 
    Takoda tried to sober Nayati’s thoughts, but everything seemed to come to a head when the day came to bring Treasure into Takoda’s fold, as he had promised he’d do so many years ago to his friend.  
 
    That day, Takoda began reminiscing about the girl Treasure that they both saved a now decade ago and how much he still had an intense urge to keep the girl, now a full-fledged woman of 25 human years, protected. The feud made Takoda contemplate strange things that never crossed his mind before. He didn’t want Treasure in such a toxic situation where both Nayati and Takoda grew at odds with one another. If it were up to just him and not the pride, he’d skip the formalities, take her in, and flee Wyoming just to keep her safe.  
 
    Perhaps those thoughts had something to do with him still remembering their first meeting as a young teen, and perhaps it also had to do with the growing bond they began to share with one another over the course of the past decade. Either way, he needed her safe and protected from Nayati and his wrath.  
 
    Each time Takoda brought up taking Treasure into his fold, Nayati seemed to keep making excuses. It had gotten so bad that Takoda only saw Treasure a handful of times in the past six months, and Takoda began to worry that Nayati wouldn’t keep his promise. The idea of losing her all-together hallowed out his stomach and made his chest ache with a pain he never experienced in all of his 30 human/shifter years of existence.  
 
    The friendship that Takoda had with her bloomed into something a lot different now that she became a full-fledged adult shifter. It was customary that the alpha leader of her pack takes her on her first hunt as an adult. Both Takoda and Treasure planned date after date for this hunt in the past six months, but every time the night was to arrive, Nayati came up with some council meeting that Takoda, as an Alpha, needed to attend. Therefore, both Treasure and Takoda became forced to constantly reschedule the sacred event. 
 
    Tonight was supposed to be the night, as far as was planned between just the two of them. He’d been looking forward to taking Treasure out for her first hunt for months. But now, with this huge rift between him and Nayati, Takoda told Treasure to keep their first hunt a secret from Nayati and the rest of the pride. The plan was that she’d sneak outside Nayati’s compound and meet him on the other side of the mountain to hunt.  
 
    A strange feeling shot through Takoda’s body as he tried to button his shirt for this momentous occasion. He never raised a litter of his own and figured that what he experienced was just nerves for the night to come. He assumed every father has this experience when letting their children out to face the big bad world. But the fact was, he didn’t raise her, and the experience coming over him seemed more like what he experienced on a first date. Though they’d never done more than hug each other, the feeling coming over him seemed more than anything he had experienced in his short and relatively boring, inexperienced life.  
 
    Sex with a couple of the Omegas in his pride wasn’t foreign to him. He occasionally needed to scratch that itch. But an itch wasn’t anything like what his father once told him about love. During Takoda’s first council meeting when he wasn’t more than the age he first met Treasure, his father explained to him about fated mates.  
 
    Son, being with your fated mate is as easy as breathing. I’m not saying that everything will come easy between the two of you, but when you squabble, it will be nothing like the fights over territory. You will both be at peace once you’ve each had time to express your own peace within you. 
 
    He shook his head and tried to eradicate the thoughts creeping into his mind. He wasn’t on a date with her. THIS hunt wasn’t a date. She was a lone cat he was taking in as part of his own pride. 
 
    His? 
 
    The thought didn’t cross him until now. And maybe it was because he never looked at the Omegas as his. They were just part of the pride he accepted—part of the pride he inherited from his father.  
 
    But Treasure? 
 
    She seemed different to him. A true treasure to the pride. She brought him so much joy and wisdom when they’d talk for long hours about the pride members and the roles they played in Takoda’s compound. He ran his pride far different from Nayati, and Treasure was always eager to learn the different nuances between the two prides that were the closest to a family she had known in the last decade. He couldn’t wait to introduce her to the fold as part of his pride and share her vast knowledge and skill. 
 
    Takoda took a look in the full-length mirror in front of him and sucked in a breath as he fussed with his hair to get it to look good. It was the first time he ever wanted to impress a girl. He had never done this with the Omegas in his inherited pride. Never. And now this girl—who wasn’t even officially in his pack—she was still considered part of Nayati’s, was making him entertain ideas he’d never thought of before. 
 
    Am I falling in love with Treasure? 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    After four more attempts with passing his fingers through his hair, he finally made his way outside to meet with Treasure. 
 
    “Hey, Takoda! I finally broke free. I gave Nayati a bullshit story that I was going out to dinner with my cousin that just flew in to see me. He agreed to let me go, but he didn’t want me to be more than a couple of hours. I doubt that will be enough time to hunt.” 
 
    “It is traditionally supposed to take up the whole evening,” Takoda said with a slight frown. 
 
    “Well, how about we go out for dinner and try to reschedule again?” Treasure said with a sigh before continuing. “I really don’t think he wants to let me go.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder the same thing. But that doesn’t mean we can’t have a little fun. Come on. There’s this large rock up ahead near the trails. It’s the perfect place to leave our clothes once we shift. Race you!” 
 
    He took off as quick as the words came from his lips. 
 
    “Hey, no fair! That’s cheating!” She said with a thunderous giggle.  
 
    He reached the rock in a matter of minutes but tripped on a root that protruded from the ground of a nearby tree. He quickly tumbled to the earth. Treasure was on his heels and tripped over the same root, causing her to fall on top of him. 
 
    “Serves you right that karma took a bite out of you.” Treasure said while giggling once more. 
 
    Her lips were a breath from his, so inviting, so tempting. He tried to reason with his cougar, making the animal fully aware of the fact that he shouldn’t kiss her. It would complicate matters further with Nayati. But his cougar, body, and mind betrayed him as he cupped her cheek and crashed his lips onto hers.  
 
    She tasted like vanilla, a flavor he now craved. Until now, he never realized how parched he was. His tongue parted her lips to drink in her essence. 
 
    The woman’s muscles and lips tensed to his touch at first. But as he began to skillfully suck on her bottom lip, her body softened into the kiss. A guttural growl came over him as she made small circles on his chest with her thumbs. 
 
    Her hands slinked up to his hair and laced behind his head as her kisses began growing needy, possessive. And his inner cougar purred to attention once she ground her hips into his manhood that was straining at the zipper of his jeans. She rained kisses along the side of his jawline until her lips met the lobe of his ear. Goosebumps littered his skin as she gave the lobe a lick before sucking on it. The palm of her hand trailed down the length of his body and cupped his shaft. His erection continued to thicken with desire with each of her strokes.  
 
    “Oh, Treasure,” he managed to say before a moan escaped his lips, “I want you.” 
 
    “I want you too, Takoda.” Her voice was silky and soft, like her lips.  
 
    She started to fumble with the button and zipper on his jeans. Treasure released his manhood from its confined compartment and proceeded to stroke and suck on his growing erection. The wonderful sensations she was making with her tongue made him gyrate in unison with her movements.  
 
    He was just about to come to a happy release when a rush of thoughts about Nayati hit him.  
 
    FUCK! We shouldn’t be doing this. What have I done? 
 
    He quickly pulled her towards his chest. 
 
    “Treasure, wait. Baby,” He cupped her cheek before continuing, “We shouldn’t be doing this. You still belong to Nayati. Even if we want things to be different, I still have no right to claim you.”  
 
    Every word he spoke shattered him. He wanted to make her his so much, but he couldn’t—not without Nayati’s permission at least. And the worst part of it all was laying witness to her eyes wettened with the sting of rejection. He hadn’t seen the same expression from her in ten years. 
 
    “It’s just he’s already upset and I don’t want to make things worse. He’s involved the council with all of this. And he is doing that because he wants me out of this territory.” 
 
    “I don’t want that! You have to stay here in Wyoming, please!” She practically screamed the words, and tears now made a constant stream down her face. “You can’t leave me. I can’t handle that!” 
 
    He found it hard to believe what she had said. And part of it was because he was feeling the same way. The thought of her feeling similar shocked him. His heart pounded heavily in his chest and it seemed like it would explode. It continued to beat in such a way as if to prove the point that he couldn’t be without her. There’d be no way to leave her behind now. Not when they were becoming this close. He’d soon become her alpha, at least that is what he hoped because that was what was agreed upon so long ago. At least that was how all of this was supposed to be.  
 
    “I never took on a mate in Nayati’s pack because I always knew that my heart belonged to you. Even at a young age, I had an inkling I’d one day be with you. It was the sole reason why I didn’t flee from the cave you discovered me in. At first, I thought my feelings merely stemmed from being promised to your pride. But now that I’m older, I’ve become more attached to you. Our bond is growing. Don’t you agree? I mean, I was daydreaming about kissing you tonight.” She said as she buried her head on his chest. 
 
    “I understand you may not want that, Treasure. I don’t either, but Nayati isn’t leaving me with many choices. He’s been trying to pick a fight with me for the past six months. And I refuse to engage. If I do, I’d lose my best friend.” He said as he lifted her chin with his index finger and deepening his gaze upon her. 
 
    “I get it. You’ve been friends for such a long time.” She pulled away from him and lowered her gaze. 
 
    His eyebrows knitted. 
 
    “No, I didn’t mean Nayati, Treasure. Yes, he has been a friend, but I meant you. In fear of causing you harm, I won’t fight him—not when you are still in his pack. I’d rather die.” 
 
    “Don’t say that either!” She said as she pounded his chest with her fist. Her tears glistened in the moonlight and left a large wet pool on the top portion of his bare chest. “I can’t lose you, Takoda. I can’t.” 
 
    She buried her head in his shoulder and continued to sob uncontrollably. Takoda wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head. He wanted nothing more than to take her pain away. None of what Nayati was doing made sense. He held her tighter. But it was impossible to console her. 
 
    “Baby, why all the tears?” He found himself asking, even though he already knew the answer. 
 
    “Because I want to be with you. The more time I spend with you, the more I realize you are my mate. This isn’t about lust with me.” She said as she swallowed hard and pulled away from him. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything, but I can’t keep this to myself any longer. Ever since I met you, I’ve known that you are my fated mate, Takoda. If Nayati wants to pick a fight with you and your pride,” her voice trailed slightly before continuing, “I can’t be a part of it. You all mean too much to me. I’d leave first. I couldn’t hurt you or any of the pride. All of you took me in. How could he even fathom harming any of you?” 
 
    “You think we are fated mates?” His eyes searched hers as he palmed her shoulders. 
 
    It’s not like that idea didn’t cross his mind on more than one occasion, but he had no idea that she was perceiving the same thing. 
 
    “I shouldn’t have said anything. Really, I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry. But just understand that if this rift comes down to another Civil War, I will go rogue and leave Wyoming myself. I get you can’t leave your pride. You have to protect them. But I’d rather leave than hurt any of you.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek. 
 
    “We will figure out something. I promise. But for now, let’s get dressed and get something to eat.” He said in a silky tone while stroking her cheek with his thumb and wiping the tears that stained her face. 
 
    “Promise?” She said as she rested her head on his cheek. “Because I’m pretty sure I can’t live without you. I am certain that would break me.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Once they were dressed, Takoda wrapped his arm around Treasure, and the two headed towards his car from the thick of the forest near his side of the Wyoming compound territory.  
 
    “Where would you like to go?” He asked as he opened the passenger’s side of the Nightfall Mica colored Lexus LS. 
 
    “I’m the wrong person to ask. Nayati hasn’t really let me out of the compound much. This was the first time in forever. So, I’m pretty sure the places I remember are long gone.” She palmed the buttery leather as she slid in. 
 
    “When was the last time you’ve gone out?” He asked after sliding into the driver’s seat and turning on the car. It purred to attention. 
 
    “When you took me to that pizza place.” 
 
    “Alibi Pub? That was at least eight months ago—maybe more. He hasn’t let you out of the compound in that long?” 
 
    “No, he hasn’t. But let’s not talk about him. Let’s take this time to enjoy some dinner.” 
 
    “What do you feel like having?” 
 
    “Honestly, pizza and a beer sounds good right about now.” 
 
    “Well, Alibi it is then.” 
 
    It was a short drive down the mountainside to get to the pub. He put his arm around her once they were out of the car and led her in. They sat over at the bar where there were several Flatscreen TVs playing various games of baseball and soccer. The bartender came over and placed a napkin in front of each of them as they were getting into their seats.  
 
    “What can I get you?” 
 
    Treasure scanned the draft beers quickly and smiled. 
 
    “I’ll have the Pakos IPA.” 
 
    “Certainly. And for you, sir?” 
 
    “The Easy Street Wheat, please.” 
 
    “Alright. coming right up.” The bartender said as he grabbed two chilled mugs from the freezer and began to pour the beer. He quickly returned and placed them both on the cocktail napkins. “Would you like a menu?” 
 
    Takoda looked at Treasure. 
 
    “I’m fine with a Margherita pizza. I’m not all that fancy. Cheese is good for me.” 
 
    “A purist. I like it.” He turned to the server, “The Margherita pizza, please.” 
 
    “Wonderful choice.” The bartender said as he grabbed the menu from their hands and went over to the cash register to type in their order. 
 
    “So, about earlier,” Takoda cleared his throat before he started, “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I just don’t want to do anything that could put you in harm’s way. You are important to me, Treasure. Very important.” 
 
    He branded a half-smile in her direction, but she lowered her eyes in retort. 
 
    “Takoda, I was serious earlier. If Nayati wants to pick a fight, I will go rogue and leave Wyoming. I’m not fighting Nayati’s craziness, nor do I wish to help contribute to another Civil Were War.” 
 
    “But that’s if you can escape. The laws are quite clear. If he—” 
 
    “I’m well aware of the laws. If he announces the fight before I’ve had the chance to announce my going rogue, I will have no choice but to fight. Unless—” her voice trailed. 
 
    Takoda’s brows knitted. 
 
    “I’ve already told you, marking you at this point in time is too risky. That will most definitely send Nayati over the edge.” 
 
    “It’s not risky according to the gods or the council.” 
 
    “But the laws of betrayal are also clear,” Takoda said as he placed a hand on her thigh. “He could kill you.” He pressed circles onto her exposed skin right above her knee as he continued. “I can’t be in a world without you. I love you too much.” 
 
    He screwed his eyes shut and let out a breath. 
 
    “If only I wasn’t so protective of you. And if only I wasn’t such a stickler for the laws, I could have taken you into the fold sooner.” 
 
    She cupped his hand that was on her thigh. 
 
    “Takoda, your thoughtfulness about law and how you rule as alpha over the pride is one of the reasons why I fell in love with you in the first place. Besides, even if you weren’t such a stickler, your pride is. No Omega would have taken me seriously until now. You know that.” 
 
    He let out a long breath, kissed her cheek, and then pressed his head against her forehead.  
 
    “You are right. And I did all of this to protect you, but all of this abundance of caution seems to be biting me in the ass. The gods are toying with us. Allowing us and our cougars to know we are fated mates and then denying us the blood right to be together.” 
 
    “It’s not fair, it isn’t.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    They finished their pizza and drafts within a short hour. Being careful not to bust curfew for Treasure, they headed to the car shortly after paying the bill.  
 
    “We should head back so Nayati doesn’t get suspicious,” Takoda said as he opened the car door for Treasure. “The thing is, I don’t want the night to end just yet.” 
 
    His lips were a breath from hers.  
 
    “What did you have in mind?” Treasure said with a teasing chuckle as her palm brushed Takoda’s extended arm that was still holding the car door.  
 
    “This.” He said as his lips met hers.  
 
    The heat rushed her as she wrapped her arms around him. In fear of none of this being real, she opened her eyes to see his face, and that’s when she saw Nayati come up from behind the densely wooded area surrounding them, heading for Takoda’s car.  
 
    “I allow you the privilege of trust and this is how you repay me, Treasure?” 
 
    His voice was dark, his eyes wild with hatred as he spat out the words.  
 
    “Nayati, brother, it is not what you think.” 
 
    Takoda said as he turned on his heel with outstretched palms as if to signify a truce. Nayati shot a disdainful look in Takoda’s direction.  
 
    “Do not call me your brother. Brothers do not betray one another and neither does an Omega of my pack.” He then turned to Treasure. “As your Alpha, I forbid you to see anyone from this day forward. I can’t trust you, therefore I will confine you to the compound from here on out until you learn obedience. Do I make myself clear?”  
 
    Nayati grabbed Treasure’s arm and yanked her into the woods before Takoda or she had a chance to protest. Treasure screamed and tried to break free from Nayati’s grasp as Nayati pulled her further and further into the wooded area. 
 
    Takoda shot after them and was at their heels. He tried to reach for Treasure while trying to shift. But before he could, four of Nayati’s pride jumped out from the dark shadows of the forest and surrounded Takoda.  
 
    “Takoda!” 
 
    “I’m coming, Treasure!”  
 
    The four closed in on Takoda, snarling and snapping at him. One lunged for his throat and the other three forced him to his knees.  
 
    “You will never have her. Never! You understand me?” Said the one whose fingers were tightly wrapped around Takoda’s throat. Takoda struggled with the shifter’s hands, and then another one from behind him knocked him over the head. Takoda’s knees buckled, and he fell to the ground. The smell of soil mixed with copper filled his nostrils as the four of them continued to beat on him. Takoda struggled to gain the upper hand, but try as he might, he could not coax his cougar to come out. He could not understand why this was happening. He had heard of other shifters having problems with releasing their animal side, but those were always halves—they weren’t born with the innate skill like he was. Something was wrong, terribly wrong. He continued to block each kick, punch, and bite, but within a few more moments, his eyes grew heavy.  
 
    The last thing his eyes fixed on before everything went black was how tightly Nayati’s grip was on Treasure as he led her further into the woods towards their pride’s compound.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Takoda awoke and found himself back at his own compound with a fire burning in his fireplace and a blanket wrapped around him. He palmed his forehead as a rush of pain came over him.  
 
    What happened? The last thing I remembered? 
 
    A rush of the evening’s event come over him. 
 
    Oh, no! Treasure! 
 
    He shot up from his lying position on the couch, and a sudden pain hit him from what seemed like his entire body all at once. He let out a whimper. 
 
    “Careful, Takoda! You took a pretty bad beating! Lay back and drink some tea. The boys and I found you, and just in time, too. You had lost a lot of blood. What happened?” 
 
    Takoda let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding in. “He took Treasure.” He let out another breath that was followed by a sigh. “I don’t understand it Viho, why would he renege on his promise to me? This goes beyond his quarrel with me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he’s doing it to keep Treasure as his own Omega concubine.” 
 
    “Honestly, Takoda, at this point I wouldn’t put anything past the man. I’ve been worried about him just as long as you and I think it’s time we either take the fight to him or leave Wyoming.” 
 
    “You get I trust you with my life, Viho. Despite everything you’ve been through, you chose to be my Beta instead of Nayati’s, and I can never thank you enough for that loyalty and trust. But you are Cheyenne and according to current council law, you have rights to this land.” 
 
    “Don’t go soft on me! Stop it with this crap! I am in your pride because I wanted to be. And I go where this pride needs me. You are my Alpha and I will do as you wish, but if your wish is for me to go with Nayati, I’m afraid I cannot fulfill that wish for you. He’s changed. We both get that, and the longer we stay here, the longer we keep this pride in danger.” Viho said as he passed some herbal smelling tea to Takoda. “I understand you love her, and I, like you, sense that she is your fated mate and our pride’s Luna Queen. But we must think of the entire pride’s safety—first and foremost. I’m sorry, my Alpha, but you know I am right.” 
 
    “Yes, I do, and the decision is simple. The pride must leave Wyoming for safety. Take the pride with you and protect them.” 
 
    “You are not coming with us?” Viho said with widened eyes. 
 
    “Not when he still has her.” 
 
    “You can’t fight his pride alone. That’s suicide!” Viho said with knitted brows. 
 
    “He’s not alone. He has me.” A voice projected from the kitchen. 
 
    Viho peered in the general direction of the voice, and Donovan appeared 
 
    through the threshold. 
 
    “Donovan, forgive me, I know you are a powerful alpha in your own right, but it’s just the two of you against his fleet of Omegas.” 
 
    Donovan patted Viho on the shoulder. 
 
    “We will do just fine, especially when the pride and my Sonya are safely away from Wyoming. Once the battle ends, or God willing, we come to a truce, we will send for you all. But honestly? I’m hoping we won’t need to fight. I’m hoping we can drive a wedge between Nayati and Lenox. That’s the key to solving this whole problem.” 
 
    “My Alpha, I beg of you to let me stay behind as well to aid you in your fight with Nayati.” 
 
    “No Viho. You must lead our pride to safety. Should we not be successful, you will become our pride’s alpha. And that is a direct order. You have no choice but to obey me.” 
 
    “Yes, Alpha, I understand.” Viho nodded. “I don’t like it, but I will prepare the pride to leave at dusk.” 
 
    “Very good,” Takoda said as he patted Viho on the shoulder. “I am certain you will not let me down.” 
 
    Viho got up from the couch and walked towards the front door in a slouch, signifying defeat.  
 
    “Do you honestly think we’ve got a snowball’s chance in hell of breaking into that compound and rescuing Treasure without alerting Nayati?” Donovan asked Takoda. 
 
    “No. He has a sixth sense and might be alerted to me coming. This will more than less likely be a bloody battle if you ask me. And that’s honestly fine by me because I want to pummel him for hurting her.” 
 
    “I figured this wouldn’t be easy, but maybe we should focus on Lenox? He’s the real reason all of this is happening.” 
 
    “Donovan, this is not your fight. I will understand if—” 
 
    “The fuck it isn’t! He wants me out, too—or did you forget that? I’m not backing down from this fight. As far as I’m concerned, he is the sole reason that you and I have had to fight to protect who we love. Now, his ancestors may have once lived off of this land, but he forgets that a pack was here long before he personally set foot on these mountains. And might I remind you they are mountains both you and I welcomed him to? Our packs and prides all used to coexist together well before Lenox came around to cause trouble. This is Lenox’s third strike as far as I am concerned. It’s now a full-on fight.” 
 
    “In all the squabbles over the past six months, I forgot about your problems with him and Ocean.” 
 
    “I didn’t,” Donovan said with a dark chuckle. 
 
    “Yeah, listen, for all it is worth, I’m sorry I got you into this mess. I should have never pushed you to allow Lenox to stay here in the mountains, to begin with. Frankly, if some members of the council weren’t blood-related to members of his pack back east, we wouldn’t be in as much trouble as we are now.” 
 
    Donovan shook his head.  
 
    “If I thought it was a horrible idea, I would have never agreed. The fact is, it had been a couple of years and, like you, I thought he had changed. So that makes us both in this same messy boat.” Donovan said as he patted Takoda’s shoulder. “Let’s just make sure that you and I wipe the floor clean—if you catch my drift. I’m not ready to die, and I know you aren’t either. But before we do this, I need to ask you a favor, my friend.” 
 
    “Of course! Anything!” 
 
    “Please see to it that Sonya goes with your pride. If anything were to happen to her while we are fighting Lenox and Nayati, I’d never forgive myself.” 
 
    Takoda clasped Donovan’s forearm with the palm of his hand and gave it a good shake. 
 
    “Consider it done, my friend. I will let my right hand know to take her kicking and screaming if he has to. Care to join me in a smoke?” Takoda asked as he pulled out a peace pipe that was wrapped in ivory-colored leather and had a turquoise bear carved on the end to hold the tobacco. He pinched in some kinnikinnick into the circular bowl and then lit it up. Rings of smoke intermixed with the swirls of smoke coming from the fireplace. 
 
    “I’d love to. It’s been a long time since I’ve been invited into a sacred circle. Being rogue, I haven’t been with a pack in a long time.” 
 
    “What made you want to come to Wyoming, anyway? I mean, there was like a population of one when you first settled in the town that you’re in—right?” 
 
    Donovan shrugged his shoulders.  
 
    “Didn’t trust myself around humans. Ocean didn’t exactly take me under her wing once she bit me. I mean—not that I left her a choice. I basically broke up with her the instant she broke skin with her bite. It wasn’t until a few days later that I realized what I had become.” 
 
    “You,” Takoda’s voice trailed for a moment before continuing, “you were human?” 
 
    “Yes! Why are you so surprised?” Donovan said with a raised brow.  
 
    “Because no half has the strength to control their shifter side like you did at first. It can take decades for a pup to grasp its powers fully. But you? You’ve been so in control since I’ve known you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, Ocean wasn’t exactly a garden variety werewolf either.” 
 
    “She’s a dire?” 
 
    “Your guess is as good as mine—though that would make the most sense, I guess. I just know I wanted nothing to do with her or humans after she bit me. Of course, Sonya changed my mind on all of that.” Donovan said with a smile. 
 
    “Right. Can I ask you something? I mean, you can totally not answer if it’s too personal.” 
 
    “Spill it, Takoda.” 
 
    “Did you know right from the start that Sonya was your mate?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say within the first minute or anything like that, but yeah. I knew on the first day of meeting her that something was different about her. My wolf did, too. Why are you asking me this? Is it because the perpetual bachelor has finally found Treasure as someone to tame those unruly wonton ways of yours?” Donovan said as he palmed his chest for a dramatic effect before letting out a hearty chuckle. 
 
    “Stop!” Takoda said with a chuckle. “But—yeah. I guess she always has had a pull on me. The thing is, I didn’t realize it until now. Sure, my cougar always wanted to protect her, but my human side only saw her as a child back then.” 
 
    Donovan shrugged. 
 
    “We don’t get to choose really, man. It’s fate. Fate—like shit—happens.” Donovan said with another chuckle before continuing. “Like you, I really thought no woman would get on my radar. I was too busy shielding them all from the monster I’d become.” 
 
    “But I was born a shifter. There’s a difference there.” 
 
    “I get that. And that gave you an advantage in taming that cougar of yours—something I never thought I had.” 
 
    “Not from where I’m sitting,” Takoda said as he took in a long drag from the pipe before handing it over to Donovan. “To me, you are a natural-born shifter. It’s in your blood. I’m telling ya—I’ve never seen a newb as in control as you are.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Donovan also took a long drag from the pipe and then passed it back to Takoda.  
 
    “If she isn’t a dire, there’s another explanation for all of this. Some people are born shifters and don’t have the capability to shift. I suspect that might be what happened to you and you just weren’t aware of it.” 
 
    “Wait, so it’s possible that my powers had laid dormant all of my life until Ocean bit me?” 
 
    “Yes. And that might also explain why it was so easy for you to reject her as your fated mate. No newb can resist a Queen—even Alphas have a hard time with that unless they are born into the role.” 
 
    “I recall Morgan rejected Keme,” Donovan said as he shrugged his shoulders before continuing. “Wasn’t that a similar thing? The packs in the northeast talk a lot, so I got a lot of info on them and Lenox before he showed up here.” Donovan said as he took another puff from the pipe. “But the thing is, Morgan wasn’t Keme’s fated mate. He found his fated as Chepi reincarnate—right?” 
 
    “He did. I think that was about a year ago now. Her name is Arizona now. But Morgan is also a werewitch dire and was Alec’s soulmate in a prior lifetime.” 
 
    “Yeah, um, shit like this makes my head spin. It’s hard enough navigating through this lifetime, so perhaps I’ll just quit while I’m ahead. But I’m merely bringing it up because maybe Ocean just wasn’t meant to be my fated mate. It could be as simple as that too.” 
 
    “Well, it’s not that simple. Remember, we all have free will too. We shifters don’t have to choose the same partner throughout every lifetime—unlike the witches—but even they have a bit of leeway when it comes to the gods.” 
 
    “I always wondered why Raine and Skye found each other in each and every lifetime they have managed to reincarnate. Guess that’s no mystery anymore.” 
 
    Donovan shrugged his shoulders. 
 
    “They have an epic love that’s not much different from fated mates,” Takoda said as he took another puff from the pipe before continuing. “What if we fail, Donovan? What if I lose her?” 
 
    “Let’s not think about that right now. Plus? It might not come to that. Like I said—we can either try to pin Nayati against Lenox or we devise a brilliant plan to bust her out of there undetected and no one will get hurt.” 
 
    “This is true. It could happen, I guess. But we’d need a layout of the land. Anyone happen to have the blueprints of his compound lying around somewhere?” Takoda said with a chuckle.  
 
    “As a matter of fact, I do, but they’re at the house. I’ll stop by first thing tomorrow morning, and we can look for weak points to enter his compound undetected. Then tomorrow night I’ll bring my night vision cameras and we can look for areas less guarded by the Omegas. It’d be ideal if an entrance had little to no guards.” 
 
    “Perfect.” 
 
    They took the last few puffs from the peace pipe as the embers disappeared from the dying fire in the fireplace. Donovan got to his feet.  
 
    “Get some rest so those bones of yours recover,” Donovan said as he opened the front door to leave Takoda’s.  
 
    “Will do, my friend.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Takoda paced back and forth in his living room with a cup of coffee in his hand. He was so deep in thought he really didn’t realize he probably wore out the floor with his constant pacing since three this morning. But this was something he couldn’t help. His heart squeezed as thoughts of Nayati’s grip on Treasure raced through his mind for the hundredth time this past hour. He needed Treasure safe and as far away from Nayati and Lenox as possible. Nothing else was more important to him. Not even his own safety mattered.  
 
    He tossed and turned most of the night, going over every likely scenario to get Treasure out of there undetected. Many of the scenarios that crossed his mind had too many flaws, but a handful of them might work if they were executed properly. He wasn’t certain of anything, though, and grew anxious for Donovan’s arrival so he could run them by the man. As he was about to start on cup number four of coffee, he heard Donovan knocking at the door. Takoda opened the door to see Donovan sporting an enormous smile on his face. 
 
    “There’s a great way to get into the complex undetected on this map, and since it’s a national forest reserve that leads to his compound, I’m hoping that it’s not heavily guarded by his Omegas.” 
 
    He laid the map out onto the coffee table and pointed at a large forest area on the map.  
 
    “It’s butted up against the mountains here. We should be able to get in and probably out with no problem.” 
 
    “I never noticed that he was so close to the national forest before,” Takoda said with widened eyes. 
 
    “Me neither. It’s better if we wait till nightfall, and then we can scout this pathway out before we go in and get her. Being the photographer I am, I have plenty of night vision cameras we can work with.” 
 
    “This really looks like it might work.” Takoda rubbed the area of the mountains with his index finger in hopes that the motion would bring Treasure some comfort. 
 
    I’m coming for you, baby. I’ll be there soon! 
 
    “My guess is that he’s keeping her in the community building located in the center area of the compound,” Takoda said as he pointed to one building on the map. “There’s always one house where they have pride meetings held. It would also be the one place that would have a room they can hold rogues in. I’ve never had to detain any of the members of my pride. They were all born shifters, so there was no need. But given the war 10 years back, Nayati had to, once. It was a newly bitten shifter and struggling with his new powers. He had trouble controlling himself the first time he shifted. I had to help Nayati bring that shifter to the lockup area.” 
 
    “I can’t say that I can relate to his situation because I moved here out of fear of losing it. But I can sympathize. Was he better after that first time?” 
 
    “We had to call in Zhang.” 
 
    “Well, that was probably for the best. That old man knows what he is doing. I’ve never met a sorcerer with such control over the elements. Very wise and powerful.” 
 
    “Indeed. I mean, if he could tame Keme—he could tame any shifter.” 
 
    “No wonder the council appointed him as the trainer for all the shifters of the world.” 
 
    Takoda got up and headed to the kitchen. 
 
    “Since we’ve got a bit of a wait and I’m already 4 cups of coffee in for the day, how about a beer? It’s 5 o’clock somewhere—right?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    The two sat and made idle small talk over a couple of beers and leftover takeout that was in Takoda’s fridge until the sun lowered on the horizon, dipping down into the tree line. Once dusk turned into nightfall, they packed up Donovan’s night vision cameras and headed out of Takoda’s compound toward’s Nayati’s. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a good idea to shift. If they see us in our animal form, they will take it as a threat.” Donovan said as he slung his backpack over his shoulder. “In fact, I’m going to hide the night vision cameras until we absolutely need them because the last thing we need is for them to think we are spying on them.” 
 
    “No, exactly. We can’t risk them moving Treasure. We may never find her then.” 
 
    “I will not let that happen. If we can avoid a war—I’d rather do that. But getting her out isn’t going to be so easy.” 
 
    “No, you are right, and once she is out, Nayati will be gunning for me.” 
 
    “Let’s hope we can convince him otherwise, my friend,” Donovan said as he patted Takoda on his shoulder. 
 
    The forest was thicker than Takoda remembered. Part of it had to do with the fact that he was hiking in human form—something he rarely does these days. It was just so much easier to hunt the woods in his cougar form. To run through the trees with the wind bristling through his thick reddish tawny coat gave him a sense of freedom he knew he didn’t have with the females of his pride. The Omegas fawned over him constantly. All of them wanting their piece of his crown. And not only did Takoda have no feelings other than protecting his people, but he also wanted nothing to do with the Omegas that thought of him as nothing more than a change in status.  
 
    In all of his years of being a born shifter, he never felt like the prey until he came of age and the females wanted the prestige of being the queen of the pride. Not one of them loved him—all they loved was the power. A lack of love suited him just fine since the feeling was mutual. But the thing that bugged him the most was that feeling of having to pick one of them the queen of his pride. He couldn’t stand the idea of being in a loveless union. It wasn’t uncommon for a leader of their pride to take on a mate for the sake of the people. His grandfather had done so, but his grandmother was a strong leader. Something that none of the Omegas vying for the position of Luna understood. All of them lacked the responsibility of being a true leader.  
 
    To wield any kind of power means that it comes with responsibility. He knew that firsthand when his father groomed him to become king alpha. But these girls didn’t know the first thing about being a queen. They all thought of the position as sipping tea and eating crumpets. The title of a queen of a shifter pride was far more complicated than the human’s dignitaries that mostly threw charity balls.  
 
    The title of a queen was hard work. The woman had to be a powerful leader—if not a naturally born one. And Takoda didn’t have the time or the patience to make them understand that with the title comes the responsibility of protecting and providing for the entire pride in his absence. His mother would have been more than willing to train any woman he wanted to have as his mate, but she died too early in his adolescence to train anyone. Any woman he took on as his mate would be his responsibility alone to train to fight in his absence.  
 
    A memory of discovering Treasure in that cave so many years ago rushed through his mind as he passed some thick brush. 
 
    I can’t survive on my own. I’m not strong enough. 
 
    The words stung him then. They were full of innocence, full of fear. But now? They were killing him. What if those same thoughts were running through her mind now? She was, no doubt, being beaten for loving him. His heart squeezed at the thought of Nayati holding her against her will. All because of him, she wasn’t safe. The one thing he tried to protect her from all of these years, and he couldn’t keep his promise. The thought that he failed her, shattered him.  
 
    Most women in his pride were fearful of another civil war among the shifters. None of them fought by his side, nor did they take on the responsibilities of hunting for the pride during the Civil Were War. They only took care of the children and the elders of the pride, thinking all the while that a man was supposed to protect them. Takoda, Nayati, and a few of the other male beta warriors protected the parameters and fought in the war by his side. Takoda never knew what it was like to have a Luna as his equal. One that would protect him and his people during a war. But something was telling him that he had found that Luna in Treasure and nothing was more important than her safety.  
 
    If stealing Treasure back would cause enough unrest where Nayati declares another war, Takoda would fight him. He wouldn’t like fighting his brother, but he would for Treasure and for his people. 
 
    The closer they came to Nayati’s compound, the more determined Takoda became. He wouldn’t fail his Treasure this time around by being complaisant. He’d fight for her and her rights as a shifter—even if it meant that the pride must leave Wyoming. But he wouldn’t leave until she was where she belonged, with him.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Nayati raised his hand to Treasure and slapped her cheek. The sound clapped through the main area of the community house of the compound and echoed into the depths of every corner of the tiny room he had her in. 
 
    “You will obey me, Omega! I am your Alpha!” 
 
    Treasure was shackled in a cubical of a room that she had come to know as a dungeon where they housed many of the pride that first came into their powers. It was utilized only once when a young shifter was unable to control his animal half when she was a young kitten herself. But within the past six months, Nayati had been using it more and more to gain control over the members of his pride that were doubting his orders.  
 
    She was in fear of this room because she was witness to Nayati breaking many a shifter’s will into submission. The pride members who were unlucky to come into this room eventually learned to seek permission for everything, including the ability to shift. 
 
    The act seemed like something barbaric to her. Her former alpha, and father, would have never done such a thing. But then again, everyone in their pride was born a shifter, and they were fully aware of their animal side. One of the first things that drew her to Takoda at a young age was him not having holding cells on his compound as Nayati did.  
 
    Takoda’s pride was like her old pride—they respected one another, and they taught each shifter how to come into their own well before that first shift came over them. Nayati used to be the same. But now that Lenox was basically running Nayati’s pride, everything changed. 
 
    Another sting came upon her cheek. 
 
    “You will also look at me when I am talking to you, Omega! I expect to be treated with the respect I deserve as your Alpha.” 
 
    His tone disgusted her, so did his breath, which made her even more complacent about his demands. Her body began to vibrate, starting within her gut and pulsated out through to her extremities. She had felt this sensation once before. It was the day her father the alpha of her pride died in battle. She remembered her father explaining the sensation when she was the tiniest of kittens and the war wasn’t even a thought. 
 
    He explained that it comes over every shifter that is born to lead a pride. But when she lost her entire pride at such a youthful age during the Civil Were War, she had no one to lead. And before Takoda discovered her, the thought of going rogue terrified her. It was the only reason she agreed to have Nayati take her as part of his pride until Takoda welcomed her into his own fold. She hoped by the time she was of age, she’d feel differently about leading a pride of her own.  
 
    The vibration humming inside of her stirred something in her she never thought she had the power to do—which was resisting the Alpha that was currently slapping her in the face. Treasure locked her eyes on Nayati and spit in his face as soon as he came within close enough range. She knew that would earn her another slap from the man, but as far as she was concerned, it was worth it.  
 
    “You are not—nor will you ever be my Alpha!” Her eyes narrowed as she gave him a smug grin. 
 
    Nayati slapped her again, but this time harder. Heat radiated from her cheek as if a bruise was forming the instant his hand left her face. 
 
    “You will learn to bow down to me sooner or later,” Nayati said as he wrapped his hand around her throat. 
 
    Treasure still had her eyes locked on his. She refused to glance away, and she refused to show weakness in her voice from his grip. 
 
    “I’m unbreakable, bastard.” She shot another smug grin in Nayati’s direction. 
 
    “You should take heed,” Lenox said as he stepped into Treasure’s view before continuing. “He’s very good at making Omegas submit like the bitches they are.” He said as he leaned into her ear.  
 
    Nayati released his grip from Treasure’s throat and slapped the side of her face again. Something sticky and wet began to roll down her chin from the corner of her lip. From the copper scent that now permeated the room, Treasure could assume with certainty that Nayati broke skin. 
 
    “Scout Kimana, guard this door and make sure the Omegas do not feed this traitor to her people.” Nayati barked as he backed away from Treasure. 
 
    “Yes, my Alpha.” Said the scout as she bowed her head to him. 
 
    They all left the tiny cubical of a room and he slammed the door on Treasure. The bang echoed through the small chamber they shackled her in. The echo reminding her of the sharp change within Nayati. Not one ounce of warmth remained in the hollowed eyes that glared at her now. Nothing about him reminded her of the caring person he once was.  
 
    All was wonderful until this past year. Nayati’s attitude towards his people, Takoda, and she had changed on a dime. All of it changed the minute that Lenox became one of the Elders of their pride. At any other point in shifter history, no werewolf would have been accepted into a cougar pride—let alone become an Elder of one, but the Civil Were War had changed all of that. Prides and packs were decimated and the only way to gain strength in numbers was to break the 14th Century Peace Treaty and allow all the shifters to become one large proverbial melting pot of a race.  
 
    In theory, there wasn’t much of a foreseeable problem with that, especially when Alphas, Lunas, Betas, and Deltas all agreed to train any rogue they came across as an Omega of their tribe. A sorcerer, known for founding the treaty, was living out the second half of his life in New England. He was called Zhang, and according to the legends Nayati told her, Zhang agreed to teach the shifter community how to train the newbies so they would be less threatening to the magical community once the war was over.  
 
    Zhang helped in eradicating the old treaty because he had a part in creating it in the first place. Magic back then was far less understood. Back then, any mixing of magical races was prohibited under law. No shifter or witch could marry a vampire. Such a union was punishable by death. But now, with the advancement of culture, even shifters had a better grasp of their powers. To the rest of the magical community, shifters were considered the most barbaric out of any magical race, but no one saw this coming.  
 
    Not one part of the old or now new treaty helped when it came to Lenox’s betrayal of council law. At first, she was in the dark, like Takoda. She just thought that Nayati was becoming just as power-hungry as the werewolf alpha. But now that she was a prisoner in her own caretaker’s pride, she now knew the truth. Lenox appeared to have learned more than just a spell to reverse his son’s magic.  
 
    Lenox was always at Nayati’s side—no matter what the task was in the pride. Even for something as trivial as her being locked up, Lenox was there. And he was never without his staff. At first, Treasure thought it was just a walking stick, but once Lenox leaned into her ear, she was able to get a closer look at it. The thing contained red feathers, the shell of a small turtle, and bones from what appeared to be a small animal in nature at the top of the stick. This combination only meant one thing, the stick wasn’t a stick at all. It was a shaman staff. 
 
    Most shifters, especially werewitches, used shamanic magic for healing. But in Lenox’s case, it was more than less likely used for the dark arts. And she was convinced the staff was to blame for Nayati’s complete 180. She had to figure out a way to escape her cubical confines, find the staff, and then destroy it.  
 
    Another vibration hummed through her body. But this one differed from the first. It was warm, comforting, protective. Her eyes widened the minute her brain connected the feelings with the person she always experienced them with.  
 
    Takoda! 
 
    She sensed his essence approaching the compound, and a pang hit her gut as her heart pounded out of her chest. Beads of sweat formed on her back, and the cool night air made her shiver as she came to a deadly realization. If she could sense his presence, Nayati most likely did too, and that horrified her. She was grateful that Takoda was coming for her, but it would kill her if anything happened to him. For the first time in her life, her heart tugged for another. She needed to protect him from Nayati and the spell he was under.  
 
    She looked at the shackles they had put her in and they appeared to be magical in nature. Which meant only one thing. She wouldn’t be able to shift to get out of them, but she had been blessed with small wrists. If she could make her thumbs tighten into her palm enough, she’d be able to escape the shackles and cause a diversion with the pocket lighter she’d always carried with her. She was like a boy scout, always carried one along with sage and bay leaves for an emergency smudging. Burning the combination could sedate the guard long enough to escape before Takoda set foot on the compound.  
 
    She quietly started to tighten her thumbs into her palms, and within a few short moments, she was freed from the shackles. Treasure then fumbled around in her jean pockets and pulled out the bay leaves and lighter. She lit one end of a large bay leaf and fanned the smoke underneath the crack in the door. After burning five or six leaves, she heard a loud thud, signifying the guard was thoroughly sedated. She slowly opened the door and saw the guard out cold. Treasure tiptoed over the guard’s body and peered around the corner into the hallway. Surprisingly, no one else was in the main compound. She quickly when out the door and snuck into the shadows to avoid being seen. 
 
    After she double-timed it into the thick of the forest, she let out a breath she’d been holding in for what seemed like forever. 
 
    Now I just have to find Takoda! 
 
    She closed her eyes to concentrate on his presence and sucked in a deep breath in the process. Once her mind was clear enough, a faint hint of Italian bergamot and Sichuan pepper hit her nose.  
 
    Takoda! 
 
    She immediately shifted into her cougar form and followed the scent for several miles until she came upon a clearing. The cologne was distinct, but all she could see from her vantage point was a man unfamiliar to her. She sensed he was a shifter, so she remained hidden in the shadows until she could determine whether the dark-haired man was a friend or foe.  
 
    It did, however, seem odd to her that he was taking pictures at such a late hour in the evening and so close to Nayati’s compound. After a few moments of observing the man, Takoda came into view. Her cougar immediately resonated to his essence, and a hum came over her body once more before she shifted back into her human form.  
 
    Takoda looked in the general direction of where she was hiding in the shadows, and Treasure took that as a sign of being able to show herself. 
 
    “Takoda!” She hissed in his direction, hoping the louder than normal whisper would alert none of Nayati’s Scouts who were most likely patrolling the parameter of the compound.  
 
    She could see his head snap towards the large boulder she was hiding behind. His face softened from harsh undertones once she peeked out from behind it. 
 
    “Treasure!” He hissed back as he rushed towards her. 
 
    His arms wrapped around her before she could take even one step towards him. 
 
    “My gods!” He said as he raised her chin towards the moonlight. “I’ll rip his heart out for harming you!” 
 
    She splayed her palms over his chest and took in his Sauvage scent to calm herself before answering him. 
 
    “It’s not his fault, Takoda. I’m now certain of it. He’s under some sort of spell. I think Lenox is using the dark arts on Nayati. Some sort of persuasion spell, perhaps? It’s got him brainwashed into thinking that we are the enemy. Lenox has this staff—we need to destroy it to break the hold it has on Nayati!” 
 
    “That would explain why he’s done a 180 in the past six months, and that would also explain the council agreeing to a lot of what Lenox wanted.” Said Donovan as he came over and extended his hand. “Hi. I’m Donovan, I’m a—” 
 
    “Wolf-shifter. I have heard of you.” Treasure said, as she took his hand and gave it a shake.  
 
    “Well, since we got what we came here for and the introductions are done, can I suggest we leave before they discover she is gone? We can then figure out what to do with all of that staff stuff once we are back at my place. I’d say let’s go to yours, Takoda, but yours would be the first place Nayati looks for Treasure. And at least with my place, I have the porch where I can see them coming.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good idea, Donovan.” Said Takoda before his eyes fixed back on Treasure. “Can you walk or do you need me to carry you?” 
 
    “I’m okay—really. It looks worse than it really is, and you know my shifter powers will have me heal quick.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Once they reached Donovan’s place, Takoda turned on a light in the living room.  
 
    “Let me get a better look at that bruise on your face.”  
 
    “Takoda, really—I’m fine.”  
 
    He peered at her face and then looked at her neck.  
 
    “There are bruises on your neck too. How could he?” His voice trailed slightly before he drew her into his arms. “I won’t ever let him hurt you again.” His voice grew more shaky with each word he uttered.  
 
    “Really, Takoda, I’m okay. I promise.”  
 
    “This is all my fault.”  
 
    She pushed back from him slightly to meet his eyes.  
 
    “How can you say that? You couldn’t possibly know that Lenox was going to put Nayati under a spell. Besides, if his pack hadn’t jumped us, I’m sure you  
 
    and I could have taken him on.”  
 
    “With all due respect, Treasure, only another Alpha or a Luna could have helped Takoda take on that pack. And from what I know, you weren’t the Alpha of your pack.” Said Donovan as he crossed the threshold and closed the door.  
 
    “I may not have been the Alpha, but I am the daughter of one.” She said as she pulled away from Takoda’s embrace.  
 
    Donovan and Takoda locked onto her gaze, mouths slightly agape and eyes widening at each word.  
 
    “Don’t act so surprised! Why would I have told any of you when you first came across me? We were in a Civil War. You would have killed me on the spot if you found out I had Alpha blood running through my veins. I had no choice but to protect myself by making myself look weak.”  
 
    “Okay, I can understand that back then when I had Nayati take you in, but why wait until now to tell me?”  
 
    Treasure shrugged her shoulders before responding.  
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t think about it all that much for the past decade. I’m basically an orphan and I thought it was normal to not feel an allegiance to Nayati’s pride. But something strange happened to me when I was in that tiny cell. It’s hard to explain—it felt like an energy was coming over me. Kinda like I was gaining new self-confidence or something. I mean, the young me would have been terrified and probably wouldn’t have tried to escape on my own.”  
 
    “The Awakening!” Takoda said with widened eyes.  
 
    “What’s that? I’ve never heard of it before.” Treasure asked with a knitted brow.  
 
    “Well, most of the packs and prides are established these days—at least around here. There hasn’t been a need for the next generation to come into their rightful power as a ruler.” Said Takoda.  
 
    “Except till now.” Donovan interjected.   
 
    Treasure and Takoda’s eyebrows knitted at Donovan’s response.  
 
    “Isn’t it obvious to the two of you?” Donovan asked with a chuckle as he gestured a hand between the two of them. “She’s your Luna, Takoda.”  
 
    They still had a puzzled look on their faces as they searched Donovan’s eyes for clarification.  
 
    “Oh, come on! Her father was an Alpha!”  
 
    “I still don’t think we follow, Donovan.”  
 
    “Takoda! If her father was an Alpha, that means she has royal blood! And this is our way out of a war with the council—well, once we can break the spell that Lenox has over Nayati, of course.”  
 
    “Still not following.” Treasure said as she shook her head.  
 
    “It’s simple. You are a mateless Luna. As a royal, you must mate with an available Alpha—it’s in your blood and in your nature to do so. Therefore, you can’t stay in Nayati’s pride because he already has a Luna he has mated with. By law, once a Luna comes into her powers, she must bond with her fated mate by the first full moon. Thankfully, we already know who that fated mate is.” Donovan said as he patted Takoda on the shoulder. “The council will have no choice but to accept that you are Takoda’s mate and will force Nayati to hand you over to Takoda.”  
 
    “Okay, but he’s Shoshone and I have Cheyenne blood.”  
 
    “Exactly, and that’s why this is the perfect solution to our problems! What’s the one tribe the council is recognizing right now in Wyoming?”  
 
    Treasure’s eyes widened.  
 
    “Donovan, you are a genius!”  
 
    “I know.” He said with a toothy grin. “Why don’t you both get some sleep. The guest room is just down the hall and to your right. Fresh towels are in the adjoining bathroom and I’ll grab you one of my tees for you to sleep in, Treasure. Think I’ll take first and second watch since you both have some catching up to do.” Donovan said with a wink.   
 
    Treasure’s cheeks flushed, and her eyes immediately darted towards the floor.
 “Sorry, Treasure! I’m merely trying to get Takoda’s goat. I shouldn’t have said anything.”  
 
    Her lips curled up slightly in Donovan’s direction. “It’s okay.” She said before she headed towards the guest bedroom.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The last thing on his mind was to share a bed with her. Those bruises, though almost fully healed, still looked painful. He still found it hard to fathom that Nayati hurt her like that. The man didn’t have a bad bone in his body, nor did Takoda. All he wanted to do was take her in his arms and protect her from all the negative of the world. 
 
    Just barring witness to the bruising made his own face flush with anger. His body shook, and he tried to steady himself as he pressed his palms into the countertop of the sink in the bathroom. After a few deep breaths, he turned on the faucet and splashed some water on his face. It was a weak attempt to try to calm his anger. As he toweled off the droplets, he heard the door to the bathroom open. 
 
    She sauntered into the bathroom and turned on the shower. The water pelted the shower wall and steam began to roll from above the glass and nickel framed door. She started the process of removing her clothing. It was a sight he found hard to break his eyes away from. He gazed at her reflection in the full-length mirror and swallowed hard as each article was removed in a deliberate fashion. With each piece of clothing she removed, she began to fold it carefully and placed it all in a small pile on the floor next to the shower stall. His cock strained against his pants and he found himself tearing his eyes away from her reflection, busying himself with placing toothpaste on his toothbrush. He couldn’t continue watching if he had any hopes of keeping his wits about him this evening.  
 
    Each of her motions became more deliberate than the prior one as she removed her shirt first, followed by her shoes and pants. The last thing to come off was her socks before she was stripped down to only her black bra and matching panties. Toothpaste dribbled from his mouth as he watched all of her fluid motions of unhooking her bra from behind her back. Her hips swayed as she shimmied out of her undies.  
 
    She caught a glimpse of him gawking at her as she stepped into the warm shower. 
 
    “What? It’s not like you haven’t seen me naked before.” 
 
    A drip of paste fell onto the counter. He quickly spit out the rest of what was in his mouth and wiped the remaining paste from his lips and chin with a nearby hand towel. 
 
    “Well, yeah, I know, but?” 
 
    “Shut up and join me—will ya?” She said with a wry smile plastered across her face.  
 
    “But?” 
 
    “But nothing! I promise I am fine, but I won’t be if you become just as complaisant as you were before when it comes to making me yours.” 
 
    His brows knitted as he looked at her through the glass. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time before Nayati knows that I’m missing. It’s better for all of us if you claim me now. Because by law as it is now,” her voice began to trail as she placed her head under the shower and let out a sigh before shaking her head. “Look, I can’t bear the thought of losing you. Take me, Takoda. I need you more than anything in this world.” 
 
    Her face looked like it was about to fall, and that made his heart sink south. No matter what—even if their world was crashing around them, he couldn’t disappoint her. Especially since she was right about council law. He began to peel his clothing off and while he placed each article next to her own, her eyes darkened. Once he was fully naked, he got into the shower and brought her close to him. Her pert nipples pressed into his chest, and the sensation alone made his rod thicken with desire for her sex wrapped around his cock. He cupped her backside and pressed his manhood against her inner thigh. A moan escaped his lips before he crashed them upon hers.  
 
    His kisses started out as soft, but they grew needy as she palmed his shaft. She moaned into his mouth as she stroked him up and down, teasing the tip with her thumb. She then wrapped her mouth around the tip, causing his shaft to pulsate in response to her expert hands and mouth. She released her hands and mouth from his shaft, and the absence of her touch instantly made him ache for more. Her fingernails glided over his back, sending waves upon waves of electricity throughout his body. His skin instantly littered with goosebumps. A low growl vibrated in his chest. 
 
    “Bed. Now, woman!” He found himself saying as he shut the water to the shower. 
 
    He led her out of the stall and began gingerly towel-drying her body. He then did the same for himself before leading her to the bedroom. Takoda tugged out the covers and gently guided her onto the bed before straddling her. 
 
    “You’re my Treasure and I want nothing more than to explore each and every inch of you.” He said as he plunged his shaft within her slick folds.  
 
    He worshipped her sex until she writhed beneath him. Her core pulsating with desire excited him, but he wanted to hold his passion for her back until he was certain she was thoroughly satisfied. As he slowed his motion down, she took hold of his backside and thrust his hips towards her. The sensation made him want to spill his seed inside her. But he still found a need, a want, to wait a few moments longer for his own blissfully sweet release.  
 
    “That’s it, baby.” He said as he stroked her hair and kissed her forehead. “Come for me.” 
 
    She let out a loud moan, signifying her coming release. It was music to him and his cougar’s ear. As he continued to match her fast-paced rhythm, he found his muscles growing tight with excitement. His lips sucked at the crux of her neck and then her shoulder as her center pulsated with pleasure tightly around his swelling shaft. The sensation blew his mind, and he found himself biting at the flesh of her shoulder until a faint tinge of copper touched his lips. 
 
    “Oh, Takoda!” She wrapped her legs around his waist and dug her manicured nails down his back. 
 
    He matched her rhythm in response to each of her thrusts as she road out the after waves of pleasure. It was only until he began to pant, spent from pleasing her, that he pulled her on top of him and she collapsed in his arms.  
 
    “You are amazing, Treasure.” 
 
    He kept his sex inside her as she rained kisses down his neck and chest. The feather touch of her lips made him drift into a relaxing state. He wrapped his arms tighter around her, trying to brand this moment in time with her scent, her touch, and the fire in her eyes, to memory. 
 
    She smiled at him and kissed his cheek before she settled her head on his chest. The sound of her heartbeat lulled him in and out of consciousness for the next several minutes. When he began to almost completely drift, his cougar took over, and he blinked his eyes open. 
 
    Lenox was still a threat, and he could not rest until his Treasure was safe. He looked at her as she lay on top of him in peaceful bliss and caressed her hair. 
 
    “No one will ever hurt you again, my love. I promise you that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    A loud knock ran through the room, causing Takoda to stir.  
 
    “Takoda, it looks like they’ve discovered her as missing. They are almost at my perimeter. Get dressed.” Said Donovan. 
 
    “Be right out.” 
 
    Treasure stirred in the bed as he tried to get out without stirring her awake. She awoke fully once the warmth of his body left her.  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “They’ve come.” He said to her in a whisper. “Wait here.” 
 
    Treasure jolted upright in bed.  
 
    “Oh no, I’m not! He’s not hurting my mate!”  
 
    She rushed towards the bathroom and started putting on her clothes. 
 
    “Treasure,” Takoda started as he pulled on his pants, “I understand you want to stand by me, but things are different now.” 
 
    “Yes, they are different. You are my mate and I must protect you.” 
 
    “You’ve got a pride to protect now, as well.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare get all technical with me! You haven’t announced me as their Luna. Therefore, by law I’m not their Luna at the moment—I’m just your mate,” 
 
    “Even that is in the loosest sense of the law because you didn’t technically mark me yet. Please, I can’t face him if I think that you aren’t safe.” 
 
    “This isn’t up for a discussion.” She said as she headed out the bathroom door. “They outnumber you and Donovan. If I come out with you, we will have the element of surprise.” She opened the door to the bedroom. Donovan was leaning an arm against the threshold. 
 
    “Takoda—she’s right and you know it. If you’ve laid claim to her—even in the loosest sense, Nayati by law will have no choice but to take up his grievances with the council. He can’t touch her, you, or even me until the council has their say. By then we should be able to figure out a way to get that staff away from Lenox and destroy it.” 
 
    Takoda let out a breath.  
 
    “Fine, but if there is even so much as a slight indication that Nayati will not honor the law, you need to promise me that you will run and head off towards the pride. They are in Montana—just outside the border. And Donovan, you have to promise me you’ll get her there safely.” 
 
    “Man, stop talking half-cocked! I’m not letting you go up against his entire pride by yourself, for fuck’s sake. No—the plan is that you are going to let us help you! You know, you act more like a lone wolf than an Alpha.” 
 
    “I want to protect you both—how is that bad?” 
 
    “And I thought I was bad!” Donovan said while shaking his head. “Come on. Let’s get out there before they are on my doorstep.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The three headed out the front and sat down on the barker lounges on Donovan’s front porch. It didn’t take long for Lenox, Nayati, and Mika to reach Donovan’s porch. All three shifted into human form the instant they saw Donovan, Takoda, and Treasure.  
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be so civil with your visit and shift back to human form. We’ve been expecting you.” Donovan said as he crossed his arms. 
 
    “We have no beef with you, Donovan. Well, at least right now since the council has not spoken about who leads this territory. All we want is the girl and we will be on our way.” Said Nayati. 
 
    “I’m afraid that is not possible.” Said Takoda as he stepped off of the porch and walked towards the three of them. Donovan and Treasure followed. 
 
    “You have no business in this matter. She is the property of Nayati!” Lenox touted while tapping his walking stick three times. Each time it made a large thud when it contacted the earth beneath their feet. He directed the staff towards Nayati as he addressed him. “Are you going to let Takoda do this? He is violating the law. We’ve now got provocation to attack.” 
 
    “No laws were broken. The girl was promised to me if you recall. Therefore, she is staying with me and as my fated mate.” 
 
    Lenox’s eyes widened. 
 
    “You can’t claim her. You—you can’t claim a mate who is not of royal Alpha blood! The law is clear.” 
 
    “I am well aware of the law, Lenox, and I can assure you that I am within the right to declare her as my Luna!” 
 
    “She is part of my pride! I did not release her. Therefore—” 
 
    “Are you challenging the law of the council, Nayati? You cannot keep a mateless Luna in your pride. You already have a mate and that is why I am claiming her as mine.” 
 
    “I see no marks on this woman, therefore I may take her back to wed someone of my choosing.” 
 
    “First, she is marked, and second, if she were not from royal Alpha blood, she could be wed to an Omega. That is not the case, however. Her father was the Alpha of her pride.” 
 
    “I want the girl, and I want her now! She must be punished for her crimes against my pride!” 
 
    “What crime? Refusing to submit to you? What royal blooded Alpha or Luna would?” Takoda asked. 
 
    “I do not have to explain myself to you! Do not test me.” Nayati said, as his body started to show signs of a half-shift. 
 
    “Is that a threat?” 
 
    Takoda’s voice was now a low growl. 
 
    “It is a promise!” 
 
    Nayati tried to take a swipe at Takoda with his claws. 
 
    “Enough!” Shouted Mika, Nayati’s Beta that remained silent through most of the squabbles these past six months. “The law of the council states that once a cougar has laid claim to a mate, they have 24 hours to take the matter up with the council—in the meantime, we are not allowed to touch her or them. Am I the only one that understands this law?” 
 
    “He has no right, Mika!” Lenox said as he tried to direct his staff towards the man, but Mika stepped further away. 
 
    “I have been against your treatment of Treasure and Takoda from the start, my Alpha. Let it be known that I will not be a part of breaking council law.” He said as he continued to back away from Lenox. He then turned his head towards Takoda, Treasure, and Donovan before continuing. “I promise no harm will come to you by my own hands. I cannot say the same for my Alpha.” 
 
    “I appreciate that, Mika.” Said Takoda. 
 
    “My alpha, Nayati, I don’t know what has come over you, but if you do not want me speaking to the council about you breaking the law, I suggest you retreat with me. The same can be said for you too, Lenox. And my guess is that the council will not be as lenient with you as they will be with Nayati. You are a werewolf, after all.” 
 
    With a guttural growl from them both, they backed away from Takoda and followed Mika back into the woods. 
 
    “This isn’t over, Takoda! We will take this up with the council at first light!” Said Lenox as he backed from the three. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Takoda tossed and turned most of the night while waiting for dawn. He then headed out to meet with the council. He wanted to face the council alone, but Treasure and Donovan insisted on coming with him.  
 
    “I have a good feeling about this. I think we will get the council to see things our way.” 
 
    “Well, I’m glad you do, Takoda. But just in case things go south, I want us there as your backup. One against a pack and the council isn’t exactly a fair fight—should one ensue.” 
 
    “I guess you are right, Donovan, but I just didn’t want to go in there and make them all feel on the defensive.” 
 
    “Well, you aren’t talking us out of this. We are coming with whether you like it or not.” Said Treasure as she patted Takoda on the shoulder. 
 
    The three walked through the forest a bit of a way down the path that led away from Donovan’s house and towards the council’s place, which was northeast of Nayati’s compound on the other side of the mountains. 
 
    The trio were about to enter the council’s quarters when they were greeted by Nayati and Lenox. 
 
    “Honestly, I didn’t think you’d show,” Lenox said as he opened the door to the quarters and motioned for them to enter. “Figured that you’d bail.” 
 
    “You know that isn’t our style, Lenox.” 
 
    “You couldn’t face becoming a shifter when Ocean first claimed you. That’s why you ran here to Wyoming in the first place, Donovan. I don’t think you have any room for talk.” 
 
    “Enough! We, the council, will decide the fate of these prides! And we will do it in your silence, Lenox!” Spat the highest member of the council, Motavato. “You will speak when spoken to. Do we make ourselves clear?” His eyes grew as dark as his inky black pin-straight hair.  
 
    “Yes, your grace.” Said Treasure as she bowed before them. 
 
    “Ms. Treasure, I’m glad you understand the severity of this situation. It is a huge accusation of a crime that has been cast on you and the shifter that is stealing you from your pride. What have you to say about this?” 
 
    “Your graces, it is true. Takoda is my fated mate.” 
 
    “But Takoda is not a member of your pride, nor can just anyone be his fated mate. You do understand the laws. Alphas, especially one as old as Takoda can only mate with royal blood.” Said Motavato with knitted brows. 
 
    “Yes, and if your graces allow me the chance, I can prove to you all that I am Takoda’s rightful mate.” 
 
    “Very well, you may speak.” 
 
    “During the Civil Were War, my entire pride was killed, including my father, the alpha of our Cheyenne pride just south of the mountains. My father was Avonaco.” 
 
    Motavato gasped. 
 
    “He was your father?” 
 
    “Yes, your grace, Motavato.” 
 
    “And you kept it from us all. Why?” 
 
    “Because upon seeing me during the war, it was law to kill the alpha and any family members who could rightfully become an alpha.” 
 
    “Yes, that was the law during the war, but it is different now. Why did you wait for so long?” 
 
    “I was a child and put the horrible memories from my head. And since I was promised to Takoda’s pride once I was a full-fledged adult, I thought of Nayati’s pride as a foster one. It wasn’t until Nayati detained me as a punishment for seeing Takoda that I realized The Awakening had occurred. I was able to renounce him as my alpha—something only a true alpha of royal blood can do.” 
 
    Motavato’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Is this true, Nayati?” 
 
    “Well, yes, I mean,” Nayati’s voice trailed slightly as he stepped away from Lenox to address the council.  
 
    As he did, Lenox took a few steps closer to Nayati and placed his staff within Nayati’s view. He lightly tapped the staff on the wooden floor. The sound made a chant-like vibration that echoed the four walls of the chamber. 
 
    Donovan, seeing this, stepped around everyone until he was in back of an unknowing Lenox.  
 
    “Nayati, the law is very clear about this. Once you discover a shifter you’ve taken into the fold from the war is of alpha blood, they must mate. You don’t have an available alpha to mate within your entire Cheyenne pride.” 
 
    “Yes, I understand,” Nayati started again. His voice shook along with his head. “forgive me, your grace. My head is a little, I’m not sure?” 
 
    Another light tap from Lenox’s staff shot through the room. Donovan reached from behind Lenox and grabbed the staff out of his hand. 
 
    “Just what do you think you are doing, Lenox? You know it is illegal to be practicing the arts in council chambers.” Donovan said as he moved the staff out of Lenox’s reach. 
 
    “What do you mean? This is an outrage, your graces! I demand that you make Donovan give me back my staff at once! I’m an old man and I need it for walking!” 
 
    Before the council could protest, Donovan broke the staff in half and a visible dark mist dispels from the staff. Nayati blinks several times and then shakes his head. 
 
    “What is going on? Why am I here at the council chambers?” Nayati asks as he rubs the back of his neck. “And why does my head feel like it is about to explode?” 
 
    “Do you not remember bringing up charges against me?” Asked Treasure. 
 
    Nayati shook his head again and screwed his eyes shut before responding. 
 
    “The last thing I remember clearly is the day we were planning your initiation into Takoda’s fold.” Nayati’s eyes widened. “And that was the first day you showed up!” Nayati said as he pressed his index finger into Lenox’s chest. 
 
    Motavato’s expression hardened. 
 
    “Lenox, what do you have to say for yourself?” Motavato said as he raised a hand to Lenox before continuing. “And choose your words carefully! But from that dark mist dispelling from the staff it is clear you have broken more than one law of this council. No one—not even an elder may perform magic on alphas without permission of the council! It is how we got into the mess with the Civil Were War with your shifter kind, to begin with!”  
 
    A low growl formed within Motavato’s throat as he spat each word.  
 
    “You are going to take the word of a lone wolf and an alpha of a Shoshone pride over mine? I’m the true ultimate leader of the Cheyenne ancestors of this land!”  
 
    “Clearly, your intent is malicious. I know what magic is. Especially when I see a spell breaking before my own eyes. Do you have anything relevant to say before this council passes down a judgment on your actions here today and those of the past six months by deceiving our good intentions of taking you in as a refuge?” Spat Motavato. 
 
    Lenox reached inside his robe and pulled out a vial. Donovan tried to grab it from Lenox, but Lenox threw it to the ground before Donovan had the chance to retrieve it. A large gray cloud appeared and enveloped Lenox. Once the cloud dissipated, Lenox vanished from the council chambers. 
 
    “Damn it!” Nayati said. “Where did he go?” 
 
    “I’m not sure, but we are going to find out. We must stop him before he causes any more trouble to the packs and prides. Where he is, wars follow and the shifter community can’t have that any longer. Motavato, will you send word to Lenox’s son Gavin and his mate Fallon about what has happened here?” Asked Donovan. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” Donovan nodded and let out a long breath. 
 
    “Motavato, your grace,” Nayati said as he bowed his head before continuing, “I am deeply sorry for my actions and I am willing to take full punishment for my crimes.” 
 
    “Nayati, you were under the influence of a dangerous spell. You cannot be held accountable for what Lenox did to you. Please, just go in peace and prepare for this Luna’s Awakening because I expect to be invited to the Mate Bonding—once it is official, of course.” Motavato said with a smile.  
 
    “Thank you, your grace. We will prepare at once.” 
 
    The four left the council chambers and were about to start to head back to their compounds before Nayati stopped them. 
 
    “Takoda, Donovan, I owe you both an apology, and, Treasure, I can’t tell you how sorry I am for everything I’ve done. Bits and pieces are coming back to me now that the fog is lifted and I can’t believe I hurt you.” Nayati said with glossy eyes.  
 
    “Nayati, none of this is your fault. That’s why I’ve been so adamant about not wanting to fight you. Both Treasure and I knew Lenox was up to something we just didn’t know what until we started to piece everything together. We weren’t certain until Lenox started banging that stick around.” 
 
    Nayati’s eyes widened. 
 
    “Where is that staff now?” 
 
    “The council has it, Nayati—well, what’s left of it, anyway. I’m sure they will dispose of it properly. Everything will be fine—you’ll see.” 
 
    “I hope you are right, Donovan. But I still can’t help but worry.” Nayati said. “Let’s all head home. We have a Mate Bonding to prepare for!” 
 
    Treasure started to follow Nayati off to the left as Donovan and Takoda went towards the right of the path. 
 
    “Treasure, when I said, let’s all go home—I meant you as well. You should be with Takoda today so you can prepare for your first hunt with him tonight.” Nayati said with a smile as he patted Treasure on the shoulder.  
 
    Treasure smiled back and headed over to Takoda, who enveloped her in his arms. 
 
    “Nayati, thank you.” Said Takoda. 
 
    “No, it is I who should be thanking you all. If it weren’t for the three of you, I’d still be under Lenox’s spell. And once he’d gotten what he wanted with all of you, he’d kill me and destroy my pride. It would have been devastating if you didn’t stop him.”  
 
    Nayati nodded his head in their direction, waved, and turned on his heel to head towards his compound. Donovan, Treasure, and Takoda watched him walk until he disappeared into the thickness of the forest.  
 
    “It’s over, right?” Treasure asked as she let out a breath the instant that Nayati disappeared in the woods.  
 
    Takoda pulled her into his chest and gave her a squeeze as he kissed the top of her head. 
 
    “Let’s hope.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Both Takoda and Treasure said their goodbyes to Donovan, who was greeted by Sonya with open arms fifty feet from the line of his property. They then walked down the short path to Takoda’s Shoshone pride compound. He wasn’t surprised by all the cheering as they entered because he had already given word to Viho that all was safe and that they could come home. What he was surprised to hear were the cheers for him to present their Luna to the pride. 
 
    “Viho, what is all of this?” 
 
    “You didn’t expect me to withhold the fact that someone is finally going to make an honest man out of you—did you?” Viho said with a chuckle as he clasped his alpha on the shoulders with both palms. 
 
    “I guess not.” Takoda chuckled back and smiled deeply. 
 
    Takoda turned to Treasure and palmed her shoulders, guiding her towards the center of the pride now forming a circle around them. 
 
    “My pride, allow me to introduce you to your Luna, Treasure.” 
 
    The crowd roared in response. 
 
    “Hi, everyone.” Treasure said while waving a hand in front of the crowd.  
 
    Once she waved, the crowd began to disperse towards the main area of the compound. Some of them started a sacred fire.  
 
    “Takoda, why don’t the two of you get some rest before the ceremony tonight. I’m sure the two of you haven’t had much sleep in the past few days.” 
 
    “Yes, that sounds like an excellent idea. We will meet all of you back out here around nine in the evening.” 
 
    Takoda took Treasure’s hand and led her to his place in the compound. As he opened the door, Treasure’s mouth was agape. 
 
    The living room was decorated in leather and wood decor. It didn’t look sparse like she typically saw a bachelor’s space; it looked more sophisticated. Almost as if he’d had help from a Home and Garden show designer.  
 
    “I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink. White or red?” 
 
    Treasure smiled as her eyes darted all around the room. There was so much to take in.  
 
    “Wine? Ah? White would be good.” She said as she caressed the buttery soft dark brown sofa. “You have a beautiful place.” She continued. 
 
    “Thanks. Though I must admit, I watch far too many of those home shows—hence why my living room doesn’t look like a bachelor pad. The kitchen isn’t as nice as this, though. Kitchen’s next month’s project.” 
 
    “So, are you like a designer?” 
 
    Takoda shrugs his shoulders. 
 
    “Contractor. It keeps me busy, but yeah, sometimes I flip houses. I’ve got to do something to feed this pride, well. Hunting in a state forest is generally frowned upon during certain times of the year.” He said with a wink.  
 
    “Well, you are really good at this. Lots of subtle pops of color and lots of texture.” 
 
    “Thanks. Come on, the wine’s in the fridge in the kitchen.” 
 
    Treasure followed him into the kitchen. He pulled two wine goblets from his cupboards.  
 
    “You were right about the kitchen.” Treasure said as her eyes darted to the stovetop and wall oven that were screaming the decade of 1960 in all of its avocado glory. The wine fridge seemed to be the only thing in the space that was from this millennium. “I take it this place hasn’t been renovated in this century yet.” 
 
    Takoda laughed as he opened the bottle of wine and poured a heavy-handed helping for them both.  
 
    “Yeah, we came here about a year after Donovan settled in. It was a good place to stay away from humans since the population had dwindled down to one. Not that we need to avoid them because all of my pride are born shifters, but it’s just so much easier to keep to ourselves to avoid exposure. An older couple owned this ranch previously, along with all the land surrounding the place. So, once they passed away, and it was on the market, I bought it to make it into a compound for the tribe. Been living here ever since. But I will say that the others’ quarters are more up-to-date than mine.” 
 
    “You are really talented! I wouldn’t know the first thing about building a house.” 
 
    “It’s rather easy once you understand what you are doing. But enough about that! Let’s have a toast to us!” Takoda said as he brought his glass towards Treasure’s.  
 
    The pinging sound between the glasses filled the kitchen. Treasure smiled and brought the glass to her lips.  
 
    “This is really good wine.” She said after downing the entire first drink in one gulp. “I know I should sip it, but after the past couple of days, I’m sure you can’t blame me.” She said as she snatched the bottle and poured herself another glass. 
 
    “No, I can’t blame you for that, but I do hope you aren’t that quick with the rest of the night’s festivities.” 
 
    Treasure raised one of her brows.  
 
    “What are you talking about? I thought we had a ceremony with the pride tonight.” 
 
    “We do. But I meant before that,” His voice trailed as he inched closer to her and slipped an arm around her waist. “I planned on some alone time with you.” He pulled her waist to his. 
 
    She felt the hardness of his erection pressing against her inner thigh. It sent shivers throughout her body. Goosebumps littered her skin as he traced a line from her cheek down to her neck with his index finger.  
 
    “I want to kiss every inch of this gorgeous body of yours, Treasure. I’m starting with here.” His words were a faint whisper before his lips grazed her neck just below her earlobe.  
 
    He slipped the spaghetti strap off of her shoulder and pressed light kisses down her neck and on her exposed shoulder. 
 
    “Then I’m going to move to here.” Takoda continued as he slid the cup of her bra off of her breast and kissed the exposed skin. “And I’m going to pay extra attention to this.” His lips hovered over the tip as his warm breaths teased her nipple to attention. 
 
    She let out a soft moan as she pulled him closer to her chest. Her fingers then fumbled at the button and zipper of his jeans. He shimmied his hips to help her quickly pull them down his thighs, exposing his fully erect manhood. She took the large mass into her palm and stroked it as he continued to suck on her taunt breast. 
 
    “I’m going to get the tub going.” He said after a few short moments. “You relax here with your glass and I’ll bring the bottle into the master suite for us.”  
 
    She let out a sigh from the ache her body made the minute his heat shifted away from her. 
 
    “I’m gonna follow you. I don’t think I can stay away from you for that long.” She said with a wry grin and a wink. 
 
    “Okay. Follow me, if you wish.” He said as he grabbed the bottle and they went down a long hallway off of the kitchen that led to the opposite side of the home.  
 
    He opened the door to his master suite which was also handsomely decorated with muted off-white and royally hued gray tones. Her gaze became fixed on the French doors that appeared to lead out into an area flanked by a covered hot tub. Her eyes widened as he opened the doors leading out to the tub. A garden oriental in nature surrounded the tub with beautiful green and red hues sporting the ornamental grass and leaves of the Japanese maple. 
 
    Her mouth was slightly agape as he pressed a button on the tub to remove the cover. 
 
    “When you said you were going to get the tub ready, I didn’t think you were talking about a hot tub.” 
 
    Takoda shrugged. 
 
    “I figured since I don’t like being around humans all that much that I’d make my backyard into the oasis I always envisioned in my head. Plus? I like the bubbles.” He said with a wink. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure. It’s just I figured we’d be in the bathroom.” Her face began to flush. “This is outside where we are naked,” She swallowed hard, “and exposed.” 
 
    He put his arms around her. 
 
    “Treasure, no one can see us, but if you’d rather, we can go back inside—” 
 
    “No—no! I’m fine with being here with you. I just didn’t know if the pride bothers you while you are out here or anything.” 
 
    Takoda laughed. 
 
    “They know better than to bother me, especially today.” 
 
    He cupped her cheek and claimed her lips. The kiss was deep, urgent, and seemed to brand her very soul with his. She had always known that he was her mate, but it wasn’t until now that she was certain her love and passion for this man were as in sync as her cougar was with wanting him as hers, and hers alone. 
 
    He slid her shirt off while not taking his eyes off of hers. As he removed the shirt off of her shoulders, his lips kissed her collarbone, hitting the one sweet spot that always made her knees buckle and her body shiver with pleasure. He pulled his lips away and instantly Treasure felt a chill from the absence of his heat. When she finally opened her eyes, both he and she were completely naked. 
 
    He scooped her into his arms and lowered her into the hot tub. Warm bubbles surrounded her legs as she glided her body onto one of the seats by the edge of the tub and reached for her wineglass to take a sip. The jets massaged her sore back and eased her tension into a relaxation she had never known until now. He sat next to her with a glass in his hand. 
 
    “I propose another toast, to us.” He said as he tipped his glass towards her. The clinking sound resonated within the backyard as the bubbler continued to make calming, gurgling sounds.  
 
    They both took a sip and placed their glasses on the edge of the tub. Takoda cupped Treasure’s cheek and kissed her forehead. 
 
    “You are so beautiful, my Treasure. I want you, baby, right now, and more than anything in this world.”  
 
    His voice lowered to a guttural growl as he pulled her into his arms and trailed kisses down her neck to her chest. He palmed one of her full breasts and took it in his mouth, sucking on the nipple to make it peak from his attention. 
 
    She let out a soft, almost inaudible moan, and then bit her lower lip as she put some distance between the two of them to gain her composure. 
 
    “Babe, you can be as loud as you want here. Everyone else in the pride is at their own place, which isn’t within earshot of here.” He said with a chuckle while running his fingers through her hair. The sensation made her relax into the touching gesture. He kissed her cheek before whispering over her ear. “I like it when you scream my name.”  
 
    His other hand glided down the length of her body and rested in her lap only briefly before he plunged a couple of fingers in her feminine folds. She pulled his body over hers and ran her fingernails down his back. Another low growl stirred in his chest. He arched with pleasure before he thrust his manhood deep within her core and he continued to worship her sex until they both came undone and spent from pleasure. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    She woke to a loud bang coming from directly outside Takoda’s bedroom. Still blurry from sleep, she squinted her eyes to try to get her vision to correct itself. 
 
    The backyard was secluded from the others, Takoda had assured me. 
 
    When they made love in the hot tub earlier, she couldn’t see any weakened entry point—something she’d grown accustomed to looking for during the war.  
 
    The sound came again, this time voices followed the loud banging.  
 
    “Takoda, I will not rest until you face me, you coward! Come and fight me for this land and territory!” 
 
    The voice was all too familiar to Treasure. It was Lenox, and he had apparently come to fight Takoda. Treasure placed her palm on Takoda’s chest. She was going to shake him awake gently. But before she could, Takoda shot up out of bed.  
 
    “Stay here.” He said to her. His lips brushed her forehead before he peeled the covers from his body. 
 
    He didn’t bother putting on clothing. Instead, he immediately shifted into his cougar form.  
 
    Treasure had seen him in this form many times before, but this time, his coat seemed to glisten more in the early moonlight. His eyes, which were normally a greenish-yellow hue, seemed to take on a bit of a blue tone that matched the color of the craters of the moon at night. She didn’t know Takoda when he was a kitten, but given this hue, she assumed his eyes were this gorgeous even back then.  
 
    Takoda, I can’t let you fight him alone. As your mate, I want to stand by you. 
 
    Her cougar was the one who was talking at this point—even though she agreed. Treasure wouldn’t ever back down from a fight, and she had an innate need to protect her alpha mate.  
 
    A twinge rose deep within her belly. It was a sensation she hadn’t ever before experienced. She clutched her stomach as if she was instinctually protecting it from harm. Takoda palmed the hand that held her stomach with his paw. He then began kneading her palm and then tummy that was covered by her PJs in gentle strokes. 
 
    No! Please stay here and protect yourself, our pride, and the child that grows within you. I know you felt my seed take root; I felt it too. Please, Treasure! Stay here. It’s the only way that I can face him. Because I will then know that you are safe.  
 
    “I’m here, my Alpha.” Said Viho as he knocked on the bedroom door.  
 
    Guard our Luna with your life. She’s now bearing our future alpha! 
 
    Treasure could hear the words, but they sounded as if they were coming from a muffled microphone. Everything was completely surreal to her at this point in time. She felt the shot of energy surge through her as Takoda released his semen within her when they made love in the hot tub, but she wasn’t completely positive yet that she was, indeed, pregnant. It would take at least two weeks for a test to conclude all of this was true.  
 
    A shiver rushed her spine—regardless. She didn’t want her Takoda facing Lenox—regardless of her circumstances. 
 
    Takoda! NO! Can’t we just run? 
 
    He nudged her cheek with his head while purring. 
 
    We can’t this time, nüttüühai ~ nittüühai. He would kill anyone who tried to escape the compound, including Nayati and his tribe. I must face him. I have no choice.  
 
    “What is your decision, Takoda? Almost sounds like you are going to be a coward!” 
 
    Takoda leaped out the door. His long legs landed within 2 feet of an unshifted Lenox. 
 
    “You know the laws! Why do you come to me fully shifted!” 
 
    You are the one that challenged me, Lenox! And on my land! I have every RIGHT to face you in my cougar form! That is LAW! 
 
    Takoda was hissing and growling. 
 
    “Only cowards face an opponent in shifter form!” 
 
    Are you going to talk your way out of this fight or are you actually going to fight? 
 
    Takoda knew Lenox was stalling, but he wasn’t sure why. 
 
    “FINE! I will shift just as soon as we make the ground rules! If I win, your Luna, your pride, and your land are mine!” 
 
    Is that all? 
 
    “What else would there be? This land is prime real estate to own the territories in the middle of America! Why wouldn’t I want it? And as far as your Luna goes, she has power and I enjoy aligning with power. She’d make powerful babies too.” 
 
    Let’s discuss if I win, then. 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    If I win, you become rogue and banish yourself into exile. You are never to bother with any established packs or prides. This is the law stated in the war treaty and you will have to abide by it! 
 
    “You can’t be serious! That law hasn’t been enforced in almost a decade.” 
 
    It hasn’t because shifters like you are now fewer and farther between. Contrary to what you believe, shifters really do want to get along with one another. Oh! And so we are clear, this is a fair fight! You and me only—no one from our prides can intervene. So, do we have a deal or not? 
 
    Lenox shifted before answering the last question—which to Takoda only meant one thing, Lenox wouldn’t be playing fair. Lenox’s tawny fur began to bristle as he growled and snapped in Takoda’s general direction. Lenox still appeared to be stalling. Takoda lunged into the air, baring his sharp teeth, aimed straight at Lenox’s throat.  
 
    Before he was able to connect with Lenox, Paco and Sahale, members of Lenox’s pack from the north, came at Takoda from both sides. Their teeth pierced his flesh. He tried to shake them off but wound up in a tumbling scuffle with them both. The two kept scratching and biting him in all directions, and Takoda found it difficult to keep a focus on Lenox.  
 
    As the two pulled him on his back, he saw Lenox enter his bedroom. Lenox, now in human form, wrapped his palms around Treasure’s throat.  
 
    “If you won’t be mine, then I’m going to make damned sure that he can’t have you either!” Lenox spat. “Say goodbye to your Treasure, Takoda!” 
 
    “Treasure! No!” Takoda squirmed to get away from both werewolves, but they held on tighter and forced him to watch Lenox as he was slowly squeezing the life from the love of his life. 
 
    Suddenly, Nayati’s large cougar leaped over the fence and into Takoda’s backyard. He knocked both dogs off of Takoda. Lenox’s eyes widened at the blitz attack and released his grip slightly around Treasure’s neck. She, still in human form, kicked Lenox in the groin. Lenox stumbled backward and cupped his family jewels, freeing Treasure completely from the chokehold he had on her.  
 
    Treasure shifted into her cougar and joined Takoda and Nayati. All barring their teeth in the intruders’ direction. Behind them was a growing number of both Nayati and Takoda’s prides climbing and jumping the fence leading to Takoda’s backyard. Now knowing they outnumbered him, Lenox took to his shifter form, jumped over the fence, and ran off with his tail between his legs.  
 
    Cheers roared through the crowd as each tribal pride member shifted back into human form.  
 
    Takoda ignored the cheers and rushed to Treasure’s side. 
 
    “Are you hurt? I should hunt him down and kill him for touching you!” 
 
    “Takoda, I am fine.” She said as she cupped his cheek. “There’s no need to chase after him. Let him go. He knows he’s defeated.” 
 
    Takoda pulled her into his arms and held her tight.  
 
    “Let’s head back into the house so I can tend to your wounds.” Treasure said to Takoda.  
 
    “Considering what happened tonight, perhaps we should hold off tonight’s ceremonies and have the handfasting in a couple of day’s time.” Said Viho to Takoda. 
 
    “That might be best.” Said Takoda as he guided Treasure back towards the house. 
 
    Viho opened the gate to the fence leading out of Takoda’s backyard so the others could disperse throughout the compound to prepare for the handfasting.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    She glanced at the mirror again to make sure everything was real. It had felt that sometimes this day would never come, but here she was in the bathroom getting ready to marry Takoda in front of the entire pride. She took a deep breath to try to squelch the tears of joy welling in the corner of her eyes before she opened up the door to head out to the front courtyard of the compound.  
 
    Gardenias and fairy lights lined a makeshift metal arbor that Takoda was standing under with Zhang, a sorcerer from the northeast that they called over to perform the handfasting.  
 
    She walked, as they had practiced, slowly towards the arbor. Treasure was never great with heels and since her bump was getting bigger by the minute; she felt even more awkward in them. She couldn’t wait to fling them off the first chance she got after the ceremony.  
 
    She finally reached a smiling Takoda. 
 
    “You look beautiful.” He mouthed to her while moving closer to her and taking her hands in his.  
 
    Zang smiled before starting. 
 
    “Dearest friends and family, both Takoda and Treasure have brought us together on a joyous day. We’ve come here to show these two beautiful people our love and support today! To celebrate them as they join their lives together in marriage and mating. 
 
    Marriage and the mate bond aren’t something to be entered into lightly. The uniting of two paths into a single journey asks us to be thoughtful, intentional, and honest. Marriage brings with it a deep realization of our responsibility and commitment to our partner, and the understanding that love, loyalty, compassion, and compromise are the foundations of a happy and enduring home.” Zhang looks towards Takoda before continuing. “Takoda, do you come here today to marry Treasure, and to join your path with hers?  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Treasure, do you come here today to marry Takoda, and to join your path with his?”  
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Takoda and Treasure will now exchange rings, and the words they’ve written for each other. These words are promises they make to each other, to keep each day of their lives together.” 
 
    “Treasure, the first day that I met you I knew you were special. You were someone that I wanted to protect and teach the ways of the pride. At first glance, I knew then that I needed you in my life and in any form that you’d have me. And now, now that we have grown in love together, I can’t think of being without you for any longer than taking a breath. You have made me the happiest man in the world today by becoming my mate, my Luna. I promise to cherish and respect you, always. I promise to care for you and protect you. I promise to comfort you and encourage you. I promise to be with you for all of eternity.” Takoda said as he placed the platinum band on Treasure’s ring finger.  
 
    “Takoda, I too knew right from the start that I needed you in my life. I am so lucky to declare that you are mine in front of our pride family. Ever since the first day you came across me in that cave, your love and trust have made me a stronger and better person. And that love and trust grows and deepens each and every day I get to spend with you. You were there for my greatest challenges and all of my greatest achievements. You encouraged me to grow as not only a person but also as your Luna of this pride. You helped me believe in myself and become the person I am today. In your arms and by your side, I know I can do anything. I’m proud to call you my husband and my Alpha.” Treasure said as she placed the platinum textured band around Takoda’s ring finger.  
 
    “And now, both Takoda and Treasure have asked us to join them in a handfasting to symbolize that their union takes place on a spiritual as well physical level.” 
 
    Zhang takes the ribbon from the gold plate next to him and wraps the cord around their clasped hands.  
 
    “Handfasting is an old tradition. With each wrap of the cord, you deepen your commitment to each other, vowing to respect and support one another, to grow with each other, to offer each other compassion and understanding, and to take each new challenge and adventure as it comes, together. Let this bond be strong and loving! By the authority vested in me by the Shifters Council, and the State of Wyoming, I now pronounce you the Alpha and Luna of your pride! Takoda, you may kiss your bride.” 
 
    Takoda claims her lips. Cheers and hollers can be heard from all around them. They break from the kiss and walk down the make-shift aisle, hands still held together with the rope. Once they make it to the end of the aisle, Takoda turns to the pack. 
 
    “What are we waiting for? Let’s get this party started, shall we?” 
 
    Takoda picks up a glass from a table set up with wine flutes on it and raises it to the crowd as the pack is handed glasses of their own. 
 
    “To a new beginning!” Takoda said. 
 
    As the glass touched his lips, an all too familiar wolf leaps in front of Takoda and strikes him down. 
 
    Since she is now married to you, I guess she will die by your side. I don’t take leftovers.  
 
    Treasure dropped her glass of cider in shock that she can still hear Lenox. Lenox shot her a look.  
 
    What’s the matter? You thought the telepathic bond between us would be broken the minute you decided to leave? I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that with a practicing werewitch! Now fight me Takoda! 
 
    Takoda remained in his human form. 
 
    “Bite me.” 
 
    That can be arranged.  
 
    “You can’t be serious, Lenox. You are completely outnumbered and not even the council will back you up. You’ve lost, rogue. Face the facts that Wyoming is not your home.” 
 
    Lenox leaped into the air and outstretched his paw to take a swipe at Takoda. Takoda stepped to his left and Lenox’s body hit a nearby tree. 
 
    “I don’t wish to kill you, Lenox. Go back to Connecticut and leave our pride alone.” 
 
    Lenox got up from the ground, shaking his head, and turned back into human form. 
 
    “You will regret not fighting me now, Takoda.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Takoda said with a chuckle. 
 
    “It’s a challenge! Killing you later will bring me great joy.”  
 
    “You know better than to cause trouble, Lenox!” Said Zhang as he finally reached the group. 
 
    “Zhang, I should have known that you’d put in your two cents. I don’t have to answer to you—none of you!” 
 
    “You have no power here, lone. Leave Wyoming or we will force you out!” Said Donovan. 
 
    “You will all regret this day. Mark my words.” Lenox reached into his robe and pulled out a vial before continuing, “Even my son will fear my wrath!” He said as he smashed the vial at his feet. Smoked billowed from the vial and consumed Lenox. Once the smoke cleared, Lenox was gone.  
 
    Takoda faced Zhang and Donovan. 
 
    “Is this something we should take up with the council?” 
 
    Zhang patted Takoda on the shoulder.  
 
    “Not today. He isn’t strong enough to be a threat. His pack is far too small to take us all on. Besides, we have a union to celebrate!” 
 
    Takoda smiled and pulled Treasure into his arms.  
 
    “You are right, my friend. You are right.” 
 
    Music began to play and Takoda and Treasure found themselves surrounded by the pride. Takoda took Treasure in his arms and started to sway his hips to the music that was playing.  
 
    “I love you.” Treasure said as she placed her head on Takoda’s shoulder. 
 
    “And I love you. You will be my Treasure always and forever.” 
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    Bite Me Another Day 
 
      
 
    There’s a reason vampires don’t do friends with bite benefits. 
 
      
 
    One kiss and a bite between friends... now there’s all kinds of awkward, which is a big problem for Ivy Martens. Sure, she and Ty Ferro broke a handful of antiquated vampire society rules when he had his teeth in her neck. Bigger issue is her parents affianced her against her will to someone not Ty. Now there’s a bounty hunter paid to bring her to the unwanted fiancé. The best person to help her out of this mess is Ty.  
 
      
 
    Ty wants no one like he wants Ivy, but he slammed on the brakes. He needs her as the friend that helps him handle the darkness his life as a vampire fixer entails. That means not rocking the boat by reenacting the hottest moment of his life, which happened before her parents arranged her to mate someone not him. He must remain cool-headed and detached to keep her alive. But nothing shakes him to his core like her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Ty Ferro’s finger hovered above the green “answer” button on his cell phone. He slowed from a run to a walk and wiped sweat off his forehead. As a vampire fixer, he specialized in resolving other vampires’ interpersonal disasters, like finding lost family members. This call would be about the one mess he hadn’t resolved.  
 
    His own.  
 
    “Hello?” The unleashed German shepherd at Ty’s side slowed as well and glanced up as if sensing his stress. He rubbed Alfie’s head, although the reassurance was more for himself.  
 
    “This is Marcel.” 
 
    “I know.” Your sister is the reason I’m out here running in twenty-four degree weather. What did he learn? That he couldn’t outrun his problems. He’d crossed a line with Ivy. Their friendship had imploded. And now they weren’t speaking. Six weeks…the longest time without speaking in two decades. 
 
    “Did you find Ivy?” Marcel asked. 
 
    Annnd…kaboom!  
 
    He knew where Ivy Martens was. He’d known her location twelve hours after she’d gone  “missing” five weeks ago. Had he spoken to her in that time? No. He’d left her three phone messages the day after their interpersonal disaster, which was a week before she’d disappeared. She’d never called back. Not even a text. Pretty clear it’s over message. 
 
    He sure as hell hoped Marcel didn’t know he and Ivy had broken all kinds of vampire rules, that they’d kissed and almost torn each other’s clothes off. Although one of the hottest moments of his life was when his were teeth deep in her neck while she came against his fingers. It’d shattered both of them. And, apparently, it had also obliterated the friendship he’d relied on for more than a quarter century. 
 
    Ty managed to ask in a cool tone, “Am I supposed to be looking for her?”  
 
    “Don’t know if you’re in town, but I’m at Aunt Nana’s across the road from your place in Germany.” It came out Nuh-Nuh since the old German preferred the address. 
 
    Marcel was here in Brandenburg province, an hour from Berlin? Ivy was in town. So was Ty. If Marcel was in the neighborhood then where had Ivy gone? Damn it, now he’d need to track her down again. 
 
    “Ivy’s not here now,” Marcel announced. “She was at some point. I found a half-finished painting she’d been working on, but the paint is dry. We both know she’d never give up her art. Nana’s not here. She’s gone south for the winter, but when I phoned her, she had no idea if Ivy’s been here recently. I can’t rely on her to tell me Ivy’s location since she’s into girl solidarity. I’ve looked everywhere. It’s like she fell off the planet. Why haven’t you located her?” 
 
    “You haven’t hired me to find her,” Ty said. He’d refused many jobs in order to stay near her here in Germany. To protect her in case her arranged fiancé got frustrated and sent someone to retrieve her. His mind whirled through possibilities on where she could’ve gone tonight. He clicked through security images on his watch of Nana’s place in the past few hours. She’d left on foot thirty minutes ago. How could he have been so careless? He should’ve put a camera near her car, which she kept parked about a mile away.  
 
    Marcel said, “I find it hard to believe you don’t know where she is. You and she have been inseparable for years. Hell, you’ve been going on those insane trips several times a year for a long time. I can’t believe you went heli-skiing in France last year. And that great white shark dive last summer? Insane. I don’t get why you two would suddenly stop speaking. Why would you stop caring about each other?” 
 
    Ty grunted something incoherent in reply. He’d hated every moment of their radio silence. Too much had happened in the past few weeks—her parents had decided who she was going to marry, and she’d gone on the run to avoid the pronouncement ceremony where she’d be pledged to spend the rest of her life with someone who wasn’t him. 
 
    He’d put his name forward for her and offered her parents well above the standard monetary “donation” for such a pledge. Hugo was Ivy’s choice, her mother had said. Inconceivable. But Ivy hadn’t called to dispel his disbelief and betrayal. Furious, he’d stayed away from her. Sure, it was juvenile to be passive aggressive and not confront her. But he felt he’d tried, and it was her move at this point. He recognized if she’d been so gung-ho about Hugo, she wouldn’t have run.  
 
    Marcel said, “I guess we all grow up eventually, and she’s about to be pronounced… Whatever.”  
 
    Their friendship breaking up and her choosing someone other than him were the most painful and crushing incidents of Ty’s life—more than his parents dying and more than failure on the job—and Marcel blew their relationship off with a whatever? Ty ground his molars. 
 
    “You in town?” Marcel asked. “I’ll stop by, grab a beer or something, if so.” 
 
    “No.” Last thing Ty wanted was a beer with Ivy’s perceptive brother when his mind wasn’t tight on how he felt about her. 
 
    “Her future fiancé went a little nuts. No one knows if she was kidnapped—although there’s been no ransom note—or if she’s just being crazy Ivy and this is her way of her rejecting our parents’ decision. I love her, don’t get me wrong, but she’s always done things to extremes. We’ve held off Hugo as long as possible, but he hired Garian Rigo a week ago bring her home.” 
 
    Ty held back a quick reply. Alfie nudged his hand, offering support. Garian, a notorious vampire bounty hunter, was effective, but he led with brutality. Ty could handle Garian. Ivy could probably hold her own against him to some extent, but she’d force Garian to do something violent to bring her in. 
 
    “I won’t let Garian hurt her.” That was the truth. “What do you want from me, Marcel?”  
 
    “Luca and I want our sister found and brought home. Before Garian gets to her. You know we’re not unreasonable about this pronouncement mess. Well, I’m reasonable. If she can give us a legit reason for running before facing the guy our parents want her to mate, then we can work to get her out of it since I think that’s what she wants.” 
 
    “Your mother said Hugo was her choice.” 
 
    Marcel barked out a laugh. “Can you see her and that control freak who thinks himself a mafia boss? Why they chose him is unclear, but obviously, he charmed Mom. We both know he’s rich, but shady.” 
 
    Hope beat down the betrayal in his chest. Hugo might not be her choice. He said it again in his head. 
 
    Marcel said, “If Garian finds her and takes her in, Hugo could kill her out of pure spite since those are society rules. I don’t know Hugo well enough to know how much he values Ivy staying alive. We need your help. Do it for your friendship with her, or I’ll pay you. At this point, we don’t care how much it costs to find her.” 
 
    Ty’s watch vibrated with an alarm. His house security system had been breached and deactivated. Whoever was there had also turned off the cameras. Impossible. The system was top of the line, unhackable. Garian, perhaps? He picked up a run again, tearing up the last half-mile to home with Alfie hot on his heels. 
 
    “You there, Ty? I think I hear you breathing.” 
 
    “I can’t find her for you.” It came out breathless. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Marcel groaned. “Don’t answer that if you’re in the middle of it with a girl.”  
 
    “I’m running.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” It came out sarcastic. Ty didn’t deserve the implication of manwhore. Sure, he’d had his fair share of human hookups long ago, but not in ages. “Why can’t you find her?” Marcel asked. 
 
    “She doesn’t want to be found. If she contacts me and she wants to be found, I’ll let you know.” He ended the call. He hoped he’d made clear she came first. He’d protect her against Garian, and even against her brothers, if she needed.  
 
    He retrieved a gun from its hidden vault under his front porch stairs and pushed into the front door. No one attacked. 
 
    He sniffed the air. Familiar. The smell of a specific flowery shampoo made in a small town in southern France. 
 
    Sitting on his kitchen counter, Ivy swung a hiking-boot-clad foot in a slow pendulum movement. Her long legs were covered in soft, pink pajamas, and a matching silken bathrobe floated loosely around her. The pink matched the colored ends of her long, dark hair. 
 
    “Coming in guns blazing. That’s kind of hot, Ty. But don’t shoot.” Ivy held up her hands. “I’m unarmed.” 
 
    He lowered the gun and placed it on the counter. Fantasies starring her spiked. Not that he had the right to act on them ever again. Unreal to think this exquisite woman who he’d wanted to be his for more than half his life might soon belong to someone else. When he’d kissed her those weeks ago, he’d confirmed he loved her as far more than a friend. Perhaps he always had, but he’d never let himself consider it. She was a Martens, and that meant her parents would choose someone rich and with a deep bloodline for her—which they had.  
 
    “Why are you on my counter?” It came out a lot crankier than intended. 
 
    Without answering, she reached down to pet Alfie’s ears. The dog had rushed her to put his head on her legs. Traitor. Not that he blamed the guy. He’d give his left nut to do the same. 
 
    “Hey, Alfie,” she said with a soft smile and petted the dog’s head. “You taking care of Ty?” 
 
    “Hier,” he commanded gruffly. Alfie returned to him and sat obediently at his side. “Ivy, are you over here because you’re afraid of Marcel finding you?” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of my little brother. I’m avoiding him. Why aren’t there any chairs in here?” She waved at the lonely kitchen table.  
 
    “Why are you here? I thought we weren’t talking.”  
 
    “It’s below freezing outside, and I got cold waiting for you to get back.” She had the audacity to sip tea from one of his Berlin Coffee Haus mugs that he’d picked up when he went into the city. Out here, good coffee could be found, but not like there. Based on the smell of what she’d brewed, it was the expensive tea he’d purchased a few months ago in Mumbai. Maybe he’d bought it with her love of tea in mind.  
 
    She toasted her mug toward him. “Want me to make you a cup?” 
 
    “You broke into my house.” Had she gone through his stuff? Which of his things interested her?  
 
    “A girl’s got to do a little B and E sometimes.” She shrugged. 
 
    “No woman I know does that on a whim.” 
 
    “Your hookups are generally less exciting than I am.” 
 
    He hadn’t actually “hooked up” in so long that he barely remembered what the phrase meant, unless what the two of them had done last time qualified. 
 
    “Seems you’ve been having more hookups recently, haven’t you?” There was an edge to her tone. Sounded almost jealous. His heart lurched with hope, but he remembered Hugo. Maybe not her choice. 
 
    Over the past few weeks, he’d met human women and invited them to his place thinking he should “hook up.” It’d help him forget Ivy. Never worked out. One touch, one almost-bite, and he’d fought back instant nausea. Every. Single. Time. He only wanted Ivy. Who he couldn’t have. 
 
    “How’d you get past the security system?” 
 
    She glanced toward the keypad by the front door. “Got the code on the first guess.” She beamed. “The date of your dad’s death. I mean…duh?” 
 
    Of course, she’d figured it out. She knew him that well. Actually, better than anyone, despite the fact they’d never crossed the full-on sex boundary. She’d helped him survive when his father had been murdered four years ago. The only reason he hadn’t fallen apart and had been strong enough to assume the mantle of his father’s vampire fixer empire sat in a sexy-as-hell outfit on his counter.  
 
    She’d been a stabilizing part of every milestone that had carved him into the person he’d become. His dream of them having a life beyond friends had crashed and burned weeks ago. He had to heal the divide. He missed her. He still wanted her. Hell, he always would, but he’d stuff his lust if it meant they could resume some part of their friendship.  
 
    “You turned off the cameras. Why?” 
 
    “Must’ve been an accident. It was beeping. I was stressed. I hit a couple of things. What’d you do with the chairs?” She arranged her hair into a messy bun.  
 
    What he wouldn’t give for her to be here to announce she’d planned their next wild trip.  
 
    Buuut…nowhere frozen again. He’d almost lost three toes to frostbite while mountain climbing in Nepal last year.  
 
    Ty forced himself to break free of the intensity of her green-blue gaze to glance at the oblong kitchen table devoid of chairs where she’d tossed a winter jacket. “I decided they’d look better with a different stain. I’ll get to refinishing the table once I decide on the color.” 
 
    “Oh.” The word didn’t come out judgmental, but in a tone filled with understanding of his complex need to refinish furniture as a mindless outlet during his infrequent spare time. As a fixer, he often ripped apart vampire lives or attempted to repair what had been damaged. Bad outcomes happened often, whether it was emotional or financial loss, injury, or even death. Not that he was an assassin—at least, not all the time. He could dole out death, but it didn’t solve problems. The hardest deaths happened when he failed to protect someone. He was good, but he wasn’t perfect. Working with furniture, he had control. He’d never met a damaged piece he couldn’t fix. 
 
    “You think it’ll look good?” Her subtle inflection suggested interest in seeing what he’d make. A jolt shot through him, giddy for her opinion. 
 
    He shrugged.  
 
    She said, “You’re sweaty.” 
 
    “Just ran five miles. It happens.” 
 
    “I’m surprised your sweat didn’t freeze your nipples off out there. Or that you didn’t get frostbite on your legs. How do you survive half-naked outside? They’re calling for some sort of ice storm insanity to hit later tonight.” 
 
    Frozen nipples? Naked? The fact she’d even thought of sweat on his… 
 
    Not taking his mind there. But it went there anyway.  
 
    I’m stone cold, clear-headed, and vicious. Except when it came to Ivy. He’d survived being shot, knifed, beaten, and buried alive, none of which killed a vampire, but it hurt a lot. Through all of it, he’d remained steady and cool-headed. Nothing shook the detachment that kept him alive and made him exceptional at his job. Except her. 
 
    He swallowed hard against his suddenly dry throat. “Why are you hiding out at your aunt’s guest house across the street?” 
 
    “You keeping tabs on me over there?” Her eyebrows shot up. She stretched her shoulders and tossed back her head, exposing her long neck and pulsating jugular. “It’s kind of a turn-on to think you might’ve watched me over there. Let me clarify. I’m not turned on by just anyone stalking me. But you…”  
 
    “Ivy…” He tugged a hand down his face. A woman never exposed her neck to an unmated male vampire and talked about being turned on, especially when he was ramped up on a post-run endorphin high and experiencing erotic flashbacks. “Are you saying you think I’m hot?” 
 
    “That’s a rhetorical question, right?” He must’ve given her a funny look. She rolled her eyes. “Good Lord, Ty. I never understood why you don’t notice that women of all species lose the ability to think let alone speak around you. Your whole dark-and-deadly aura mixed with tight muscles is a killer look that makes women lose their minds. I’ve had moments… Like that time you lost your shorts in the hot springs.” She fanned her face. “But I’ve learned how to handle it.”  
 
    Not losing focus. He needed to figure out why she’d broken into his house. But she thinks I’m hot. Did she want to pick up where they’d left off after he’d bitten her? Oh, Christ. His ability to resist her if she continued on like this would be reduced to zero in minutes. They couldn’t. The vows may not have come out of her mouth to pledge herself to Hugo, but her parents had given her to that guy. In the eyes of vampire society, she was as good as mated to him. 
 
    To kiss down the soft skin of her neck with his tongue on her jugular vein would be exquisite.  
 
    No more breaking rules. She’s promised to someone else.  
 
    All desire for her needed to die a swift and immediate death.  
 
    “Did you touch my stuff? Other than the tea?” he asked harsher than intended. 
 
    “What does it say about you that you fold your underwear and organize it by color?” Her lips suppressed a grin, but her eyes laughed. 
 
    His pulse picked up. “How dare you go through—” 
 
    “Relax.” She held up a hand. “Wild guess, Mr. Neat Freak. I’ve seen how you pack your suitcases. They’re disgustingly organized, unlike mine. I didn’t paw through your undies tonight.” She rolled her tongue against her cheek. “The idea turns you on, though. The thought of me rifling through your unmentionables, maybe burying my face in your shirts just to get a whiff of you… Oh, for God’s sake, close your mouth. Just wanted to give you the imagery to keep you company while you’re taking care of that when I leave.” She pointed to his shorts, where there was no hiding how much he wanted her. 
 
    He shuffled to put the kitchen island between them. “You’re dangerous.” 
 
    “Always was, baby. But you were the one who decided not to notice me. Then when you finally did, it was you who threw on the brakes. I won’t lie to you, Ty. We promised that to each other. No lies. I would’ve gone the whole way without regrets that night.” 
 
    He gritted out, “You belong to someone else.” 
 
    “I didn’t that night.” All playfulness dissolved from her face, which smoothed into granite. Her lips thinned. 
 
    “Why’d you break in tonight, Ivy?”  
 
    “I got cold while Marcel was poking around.” 
 
    “Your brothers are right to be worried about you. Go home and deal with this. I’ll escort you there. It’s about to get life-threatening. Your fiancé hired Garian Rigo. He’ll stop at nothing to accomplish the job.” 
 
    She hopped off the counter and pulled the edges of the silky bathrobe tight around her. “A bounty hunter?” 
 
    “Why are you running? You chose to spend your life with…Hugo, didn’t you?” He choked out the name. “At least, that’s what your parents said.” 
 
    “Did I say that? I don’t recall those words ever coming out of my mouth.” She met his gaze but didn’t back up as he approached. He loved that about her. She gave him pure fierceness when he could back down or eviscerate just about anything alive, be it with words or weapons. His job fixing vampire fiascos, which usually meant oopsies with humans, whether it be an accidental death or pregnancy or exposure, ran the gamut of ethical limits to make things right. Most people and vampires fled from him if he so much as glared. Not her. Never Ivy. 
 
    “Your parents told me you chose Hugo.” Over me. Had he wanted to stop that night? Hell, no. He’d halted because he wanted what they had sanctified by vampire society so she was his without question. Too many times he’d seen those who got involved without elder permission get ripped apart or killed. He’d expected that approval to happen within forty-eight hours. And then they could finally do everything, but her parents chose Hugo. 
 
    “My parents have proven three times now that they suck at choosing partners for their kids. You remember last year they arranged for Marcel, not Luca, to marry Jasmine? Totally got the wrong brother. I fought with them for Marcel to be free of that misadventure. Everyone knew Marcel loved Hans, except my parents.”  
 
    Hugo wasn’t her choice. He’d known it in his gut but needed to hear it from her. He couldn’t think beyond the noise of his heart pounding inside his head. 
 
    She asked, “Did you hear about Luca and Jasmine? It all happened so fast. Went through the mating ceremony and everything. I told you they were right for each other.” 
 
    His lips twitched. “You did call it a long time ago that the two of them would end up together. Are you still good friends with Jasmine?” 
 
    She shrugged noncommittally. “Refinishing furniture means you’re spiraling. About what?” 
 
    Why should she even need to ask? Between their friendship explosion and the most recent disasters of his work, he was hurting. But so was she, it seemed. “You never finished the painting you started last year over at Nana’s. Why? That’s what Marcel saw. Are you doing other stuff?” Painting came from her soul. She was known worldwide under a fake name for her contemporary concepts. When she didn’t answer, he asked, “Did you stop painting?” 
 
    “Lack of inspiration.” She cleared her throat. “It’s not like I’m sitting around on my ass doing nothing. I’ve been knitting sweaters for injured penguins in South Africa.” 
 
    Sweaters? 
 
    “Taught myself how to knit.” She compressed her lips. “I never said I wanted to be with Hugo. You don’t believe me? Seriously?” She hit him lightly in the arm. “That was all my parents. Did Marcel come to my defense to point out that Hugo was wrong for me? Did Luca? Did you?” 
 
    Ty stayed silent, but air tightened in his chest. Hope buoyed upward. This was why she’d run. 
 
    “No. No one did. So what was I to do? I’m not going to spend my life with that guy.” She was gorgeous when furious. The way color rose on her face, her breaths coming hard enough that her breasts pumped against the silky top, her pale eyes flashing. 
 
    Alfie was sitting next to her, choosing her over him to lend support. And that’s why he loved this dog. 
 
    “Just like you, Marcel deserted me. Everyone left me in my moment of need when I was faced with my parents’ ridiculous choice.” Her eyes narrowed on him as she took a step forward and poked him in the chest. “Eyes up here.” She pointed at her face. “I’m not wearing a bra. Mystery erased. Get over it. I had to leave Nana’s in a hurry when Marcel surprised me.” 
 
    “No bra,” he muttered. His gaze didn’t stay on her face but returned farther south, to the pointed nubs of her spectacular breasts. 
 
    “Are you listening to me? This is my life we’re talking about. Not my tits.” She put a finger on his chin to lift his head. 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. “It’s distracting, but I hear you.” 
 
    “I refuse to be used as a pawn for power moves or become someone’s breeding factory. Beyond that, what’s most important is you broke our promise. Freaking broke it.” 
 
    “Promise?” His heart thrashed against his ribcage as his mind rewound that night like it had done every day since the second his lips had touched hers and they’d both nearly wound up naked. He’d gotten a taste of her blood—sweet, rich, and absolute perfection. Needed to keep his head in this, even though it was tough when his mind stalled out on her braless state. 
 
    “We promised to always have each other’s back. Pinky swore when we were eighteen. Remember?” She held up her pinky finger. “I called you. I left a message, begging you to meet me when they said I had to make vows to Hugo. All I wanted was a few minutes with you to figure out why where my head should be. But you poofed out of my life.” She snapped her fingers. 
 
    Message? What message?  
 
    “Ivy—” 
 
    “You deserted me,” she said. “Then, Hugo…he…” 
 
    A protective surge raised his hackles. “Did he do something to you?”  
 
    The bottom dropped out of his stomach. His jaw tingled with the pain of clenching his teeth. He’d kill Hugo if the beast had laid a single hurtful finger on her. He’d rip the vamp apart, regardless of his status as the one her parents wanted to affiance her to. Didn’t matter. No one would ever find his body. 
 
    “Why should it matter to you? You didn’t care when I was told I was going to spend the rest of my life with that guy. I suppose whatever you and I had, be it friendship or lust, died weeks ago. Actually, the second after you bit me. Guess I tasted bad or something.” She shook her head and stepped away from him. “I’m going back to Nana’s. Don’t know what I was thinking coming over here.” 
 
    She’d run because she refused to go through the pronouncement betrothal ceremony. Refused to be forced. It wasn’t the best move, but it was Ivy. Unlike the male vampire in an arranged mating who could walk away from her, divorce her, or kill her, female vampires had no rights. Was it fair? Hell, no. Was it antiquated? Yes. But her parents were old school. They did things by the book. Not that it’d worked for their other two kids. 
 
    Ty caught her as she brushed past and spun her, backing her into the counter. One hand gently traced her jaw. “You don’t taste bad. Far from it. You tasted so good I’ve thought about it every goddamned second since I had my mouth on you. Did Hugo do something to you?” 
 
    “My life was auctioned to the highest bidder. If he murdered me, no one would hold him accountable. If I say the vows, I’ll officially be his property, so he can do whatever the hell he wants with me. No one cared that I said no. No one gave two shits what I think. But if he decides he doesn’t want me, he can get rid of me without a second thought.” 
 
    “Did he threaten you?” Ty smoothed a hand over her shoulder, talking softly and trying to tone down the fury in his voice to avoid scaring her. “Tell me he didn’t use death as a way to try to control you.” 
 
    “Don’t pretend it matters to you.” 
 
    “It matters a whole lot, Ivy. 
 
    “He didn’t hurt me or do anything physical. Calm down. He plans to control me…my life.” 
 
    In a blink, she stiffened, snatched her jacket off the table, and marched past him. At the front door, she paused to turn around, the dog on her heels. She patted Alfie’s head, took a deep breath, and her eyes closed. “Ty…” The soft tone sent chills down his back. “The furniture…the hookups who you don’t touch…you’ve relapsed to what you were doing after your dad died. It never helped you then. It won’t help you now.” 
 
    Her eyes fluttered open. Damn, he’d missed her and this look, the one filled with understanding and lacked judgment. 
 
    He said, “You’ve been spying on me like I was you. It’s kind of hot.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed. “You’ve been down this path before.” 
 
    She was right. Even if he never slept with them, he contemplated meaningless sex as a way to lose himself. It’d never helped when the stress in his work life spiraled in the past. Only she could help. Talking, silence, or doing mindless activities together like a movie…simply her being here helped. It was why he let her drag him on insane trips where they went spelunking or snowboarding or fishing in the Baltic Sea. He’d messed up the best thing in his rather unstable and rocky life with one kiss and a bite. Now he had nothing to keep him steady while he dealt with the darkest evils of their species. In the past few months, he’d skidded way off the rails. 
 
    She said, “Remember, you’re enough. You do the best you can at everything. You can’t save everyone. Whatever happened at work…whoever died, it’s not your fault. Yet, still, you beat yourself up over the bad things you’re forced to do and the ones who’re lost. Well, you’re the best at almost everything except friendship, but that’s an issue for another time.” 
 
    “Stay, Ivy. Please. We can be friends only again.” I need you. I need you safe from Garian. He was seconds away from getting on his knees to beg. He’d never force her to stay. 
 
    “I can’t be friends with you anymore.” She drew in a shaky breath. “We crossed a line, and I can’t go back.” Pain filled her eyes. “Why do you think I dragged you to all those places over the years? Why didn’t I take someone else?” 
 
    “I assumed no one else could keep up with you.” 
 
    She glared. 
 
    “I assumed you liked my company,” he said. 
 
    “You’re the only one I wanted to do it with. I wanted to be sure we were seen together by everyone. I wanted to compromise my reputation with you on purpose so when it came down to it my parents would have no choice but to pronounce me with you. Deep inside, I thought you’d agree, but I was wrong.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ivy had left him a message weeks ago?  
 
    Ivy had phoned him when she’d needed him most, and he’d missed it. A message would’ve come in twenty-five days ago—the exact amount of time since Ivy’s parents almost managed to affiance her to Hugo. Over six hundred hours since he’d made the decision he wouldn’t try to speak with her. Because he was jealous as fuck and tried to play gentleman for her by staying the hell out of her life. 
 
    He could barely hold his life together without her stabilizing influence, although that statement seemed ironic. Ivy should come with a warning label. Her spontaneous craziness drove him nuts, like the breaking and entering or that sudden weekend balloon trip she’d forced him on last year to see the aurora borealis in Greenland. He liked organization and control. She brought chaos, which he grudgingly accepted and sometimes enjoyed. Okay, he often got a kick out of her trips, like the time they’d heli-skied in Alaska or canyon jumped in France. He died a little on the inside each time he thought about never going anywhere with her again. Sure, he’d been terrified for his life more than once, especially on the great white shark adventure—the last time he’d agreed to do anything in the ocean.  
 
    He searched for her number on his phone, coming up with not a single message since the night things went a little too far. Maybe she hadn’t use her phone to call him?  
 
    He got dozens of messages every day and did his best to delete the done and useless. This was the problem with working alone. Everyone wanted his services, and he was too controlling to allow an assistant to handle the onslaught of messages from both active, past, and future clients. He slid against the wall in the hallway to a sit as he continued scrolling through his voicemail inbox. 
 
    Nothing from her personal phone, but he listened through every voicemail message on the day he’d been told she disappeared, the day Marcel had phoned him. Forty-five messages. 
 
    In a hushed, stressed voice, she said. “Ty, they took my phone. I’m sorry about the other night. I freaked. You freaked. It was a mess. We’re better than that, and this phone silence…hate it. But bigger problems. I don’t want to be with Hugo for the rest of my life. Not with how I feel…with you and me. If you think this is what I should do, maybe I’ll try. But I have to hear it from you. I need you to say this is what you want, too. I need to hear you say you don’t want me because it sure as hell felt like you did. Ty, I don’t know what to do without you to talk to, and I don’t think Hugo would let us be friends. He gives me chill creeps every time he touches me. Then he said… Wait. Someone’s coming. I borrowed a phone to call. Don’t call me back on this. I need to talk to you. I’ll be at the tree house in twenty-four hours.” 
 
    He slammed his fists against the floor. 
 
    He hadn’t been there. 
 
    Damn it. He buried his face in his hands.  
 
    That message had come through when he’d been in Russia dealing with a sticky situation with an illegitimate half-vampire, half-human baby that needed smuggling out of the country and then had to disappear. He would’ve dropped all of it had he heard this message. 
 
    His chest felt numb and his limbs too heavy to lift. 
 
    There wasn’t a way to win this situation. He wanted to take her into hiding with him right now, but she wasn’t his to have. Hiding solved nothing, especially with a bounty hunter tracking her. 
 
    He picked up his discarded phone and dialed Marcel. The moment he answered, Ty demanded, “Tell me about her pronouncement. What exactly happened?” 
 
    “I wasn’t there. I’m not welcome in my parents’ house.” 
 
    “What did you hear happened?” 
 
    “You should call Luca. He was there.” Marcel hung up. 
 
    Ty compressed his lips and stared at the phone. With a resigned inhale, he scrolled to Luca’s number. He glanced heavenward and cursed. The last time he spoke with Luca, last year, Ivy’s big brother had accused him of enabling Ivy’s addiction to life-threatening adventures. Her trips weren’t that bad. They simply allowed them to see the wildest parts of the world.  
 
    When Luca answered he said, “It’s Ty. What happened at Ivy’s pronouncement ceremony?” 
 
    “You must’ve colossally fucked up to get on her bad side.” Luca said loudly. 
 
    Ty pulled the phone away from his ear. “Who said Ivy and I aren’t getting along?” 
 
    Luca snorted. “How could you let her disappear for this long? It’s dangerous for her. And for you. I know she helps you work out your psychological bullshit. We all know she’s going to end up on your doorstep eventually.” 
 
    “We’re talking about the same woman, right? The one who does whatever she wants, consequences be damned?” 
 
    “But you are the voice of reason in her life.” Luca sighed and lowered his tone. “You’re the only voice she might listen to at this point.” 
 
    “She might listen to me, but she’ll still do what she wants.” 
 
    “Then convince her it’s in her best interest to deal with Hugo now. Did Marcel let you know Garian was hired to collect her? Assholish thing for Hugo to do, but he hasn’t handled being jilted well.” 
 
    “What exactly happened that day?” 
 
    “My parents tried to force Ivy to accept their choice. Ivy did Ivy, which means she freaked out. There was a lot of yelling and things breaking. She was shoved into a room with Hugo before the ceremony. Fifteen minutes later, she was gone. I don’t know what Hugo said to her.” 
 
    “Hugo doesn’t deserve her. He’ll never understand her.” 
 
    “No one understands her.” 
 
    “I do. Some of the time.” 
 
    “Tell her why she should come in on her own before Garian finds her. Hugo told Garian he doesn’t care if she’s breathing or not at this point. He just wants her back because she belongs to him.” 
 
    “You agree with this?” 
 
    “Whether I agree or not is moot. I can’t try to fix things until she reappears.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Ivy’s eyes streamed with tears by the time she made it back to her aunt’s guesthouse. After circling the perimeter of the small house set a quarter mile off the road to be sure Marcel had gone, she stood in the entryway, resting against the closed door. The heat of the furnace blasted from the vents, but it wasn’t warm enough to ward off her chill. 
 
    Bad mistake to have faced Ty. Seeing him so jagged and with the haunted look in his eyes made her sick to her stomach. She recognized the signs he was hurting—the long runs, the almost hookups, and the extra hours in his garage working on furniture projects—the past few weeks of watching him from afar.  
 
    Sobs racked her chest the more she replayed the devastated look in his eyes when she refused to stay. To talk and be the friend he needed. He’d cried out for help in his own silent way and, for the first time in her life, she’d denied him. Over the years, whenever he’d called, she’d dropped everything to spend a few days with him to get him propped back up. Both her parents and her brothers chastised her for spending time alone with an unmated vampire, especially someone as borderline shady as Ty. The reputation came with his profession. Sure, he could kill, bribe, torture, or whatever it took to get a job done, but beneath it all lay a good soul. Not pure or saintly. Just solid. Sometimes, Ty would tell her stories of what made him lose his moral compass. Sometimes, he refused and told her the reason was too dark.  
 
    She cried harder until she couldn’t breathe.  
 
    This crying wasn’t just for his pain. It became more about hers. How much she loved him. And how much his horrified look after he’d bitten her all those weeks ago haunted her thoughts. 
 
    But he said I didn’t taste bad. It must’ve been guilt, then, that had put the look on his face. Despite all their talks, all their rebellious trips, and them spending time alone, deep down Ty was as wrapped up in societal rules as any other vampire. They couldn’t act on their feelings unless some old-ass vampires gave them the thumbs-up.  
 
    Stumbling, she made it to the bedroom in the small house and buried her head in her hands. Her reasons to deny him the help he needed were selfish. Because she couldn’t be around him as his best buddy anymore, not after he’d shown her that he could rock a woman’s world—hers.  
 
    You’re stronger than this. When she’d needed him most, he hadn’t been there. Years of being his rock and then in the moment when she’d needed him… Crickets. 
 
    A few deep breaths and the tears stopped, even if the choking sobs continued to come in spasms so strong her shoulders ached.  
 
    He hadn’t followed her here. 
 
    In the past, any time they’d fought or ended things on a down note, he would’ve pounded at the door by now in order to make it right.  
 
    Crickets again. 
 
    All that they’d had together was lost. 
 
    It was her alone in this new reality. She’d discovered over the past weeks she didn’t handle solitude well. She’d begun talking to Aunt Nana’s cat. The orange tabby usually gave her the hairy eye, but he tolerated her ramblings. 
 
    She stayed on the floor for a long time until she felt strong enough to reach for her phone on the nightstand. 
 
    She texted Jasmine, Luca’s mate, who’d been her biggest sounding board through the past few weeks in isolation. 
 
    Ivy: I faced him. 
 
    Jasmine: What?! You’re talking about Ty, right? 
 
    Ivy: Had to. Marcel was here looking for me at Nana’s. Had to go somewhere. 
 
    Jasmine: Did you jump that mass of hotness and let him blow your mind before you’re stuck with that tool for the rest of your life? 
 
    Ivy: He did some boob staring, but it ended there.  
 
    Jasmine: He never promised to pine for you. Boob staring means he’s not immune. That’s a first step. 
 
    Ivy: Whose side are you on? 
 
    Jasmine: I’m on the side that has you not running anymore. And gets you hooked up with some Ty action. Lord, that one’s hot... Don’t you dare tell Luca I said that. 
 
    Ivy: Luca knows you’d never seriously look at anyone else. I could go for some Ty action. 
 
    Jasmine: If it’s not happening, come stay with us. Come home.  
 
    Ivy: Luca would be forced to send me to Hugo. 
 
    Jasmine: I won’t let him. Trust me, I can be persuasive. He’s worried about you. I am too. Hugo said some things to your parents… He implied this has gone on long enough. I’m not sure what he’s going to do, but it won’t be good. 
 
    A bounty hunter was after her. She shuffled over the wall panel to arm the house alarm. There weren’t any effective weapons here to defend herself with. Maybe she should march back over the Ty’s and ask him for a gun. But the thought of facing him again wasn’t something she could handle. This time, she’d break down and provide him the emotional support he wanted from her to prop him back up.  
 
    She unhooked the nineteenth century sword from its decorative space on the wall over the unused fireplace in the parlor and propped it next to her bed. Best to take it out of its scabbard. Damn, the thing weighed a ton. With an eye roll, she wiped ineffectively at a few rust spots. She’d make it work. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Ty’s eyes popped open.  
 
    He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. The lure of day sleep was difficult when he hadn’t let himself rest in days. He’d meant to go watch over Ivy, maybe even convince her to come back to his place where she’d be safer from Garian. Definitely needed to clear the air between them. 
 
    Alfie yanked on his arm again, his teeth digging in, almost breaking skin. That’s why he’d woken up. Once a vampire fell into day sleep, little could wake him unless he had a persistent dog trained not to give up until Ty woke and dealt with whatever in his environment was off. In his line of work, assassins often came at him during his weakest moment—while sleeping. 
 
    “Stehen still,” he ordered. 
 
    Alfie froze. 
 
    Ty’s watch read 8:05. Twenty-eight new voicemail messages. He listened to them. None from Ivy. Their fight left a sour taste in his mouth. They’d never not fixed things between them after an argument. Hell, he’d felt off for a month with everything wrong between them. 
 
    He couldn’t see the daylight outside, not with the metal shutters on his windows to prevent one hundred percent of the light from entering, but he felt it.  
 
    Everything was too quiet. No refrigerator whir. No furnace blowing air. The electricity was off. Damned ice storm and overhead power lines. 
 
    “Thanks, bud.” He gave Alfie a solid pat on the side, which was the dog’s signal to be free. A few camera scrolls on his cell phone showed ice covered every surface outside. If his power was out, guaranteed it was out at Nana’s house too. That meant the alarm was off there. Nana’s state-of-the-art security system, which he’d helped choose and install, had battery backup but that wouldn’t last long. 
 
    Getting to Ivy involved trekking in daylight. Not ideal. 
 
    Sun wouldn’t turn him to dust like in movies, but it’d hurt a lot if it hit his skin. Most urban myths about vampires weren’t true. A bite couldn’t turn a human into a vampire. You were either born into the species or you weren’t. Religious artifacts did nothing to them. They could survive off regular food and without blood for long periods of time. Although blood kept them strong. Human blood sufficed, but vampire blood was superior. He hadn’t taken blood in far too long. Not since that night he’d taken from her. Irresponsible. Made him weaker with longer than normal healing times if he got injured. 
 
    He grinned. Of course, he’d go and save her ass from freezing. She’d be deep asleep and might not know he was there. Once asleep, little woke her. If he brought her back, he could finish their conversation and make things right. He’d find out what had happened at the pronouncement ceremony and why she thought she’d needed to run.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later, wearing dark shades and with every exposed inch of his body covered, he cranked on his house generator and left Alfie on guard duty at home. He walked and skidded his way down the driveway on the inches of thick ice that had rained down overnight. Power lines dangled where tree limbs had fallen across the road. Fortunately, Brandenburg repair crews worked fast. The roads would be restored to passable condition by the end of the day. 
 
    The short walk to Nana’s guesthouse took twice as long on ice. He only fell twice, almost crushing an iced-over gnome on the front lawn. He used his key to get him into the house, the one Aunt Nana had given to him long ago. Once inside, the air was already cold. This would make Ivy sleep like a turtle that goes into pseudo-hibernation. 
 
    The backup battery had kept the alarm on, but the countdown clock read it only had twenty minutes left. He knew the master code since he’d installed it last year. 
 
    She was in the bedroom at the end of the hall, shades drawn tight. Nana’s ancient family sword sat against the bed. She’d put on a knit hat and gloves before going to sleep. Maybe she’d anticipated the electricity would go out, but the pink-striped knit hat with small animal ears made him chuckle. Completely idiotic, but adorable. His smile was so wide it hurt and made him realize how much he had genuinely missed her version of crazy. 
 
    She didn’t stir when he touched her.  
 
    He gave her a gentle shake. “Ivy?” 
 
    Her eyes blinked. She stared at him for several seconds before muttering, “Dream Ty?” Dramatic sigh. “I can’t do this anymore. We discussed this last time. If you’re going to haunt me every night in my head, then finish what you start. This being left on a cliffhanger is annoying.” 
 
    Dream Ty? Him starring in her fantasies was hot, but he’d find out what he wasn’t finishing. 
 
    “Ivy? Are you awake? This is real Ty, not dream Ty.”  
 
    Her eyes shut as she burrowed into the covers. “Kiss me and go away unless you’re finally ready to put those ten inches you brag about to good use.” 
 
    He stared at her luscious lips, thinking about how soft and inviting they seemed. Would they taste like toothpaste, or would they be sweet like the cherry lip balm she loved? Would they open easily for him, or would she make him work for it again? He guessed she’d make him work for it. 
 
    Whoa. Now he was turned on despite the freezing air and talking with someone still asleep. 
 
    “What do you want me to finish?” he asked. 
 
    No answer. 
 
    Well, he sure as hell wasn’t leaving her here now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ivy snuggled into the warmth. Her brain alerted her the sun had set. She rolled, her head colliding with something solid. And hot. And freaking amazing smelling. 
 
    Slowly, she opened her eyes and stared into Ty’s deep brown gaze. Was she dreaming? He often visited her in dreams where they argued or he got her so worked up without ever giving her relief.  
 
    The dark hair falling over his forehead and the beard shadow along his pale jaw gave him a rugged look far more realistic than her fantasy version. He was far too handsome for his own good.  
 
    She blinked. 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    This wasn’t a dream. The genuine Ty, in bed, was so much hotter than the one from her imagination. 
 
    “How’d I end up here?” A glance around confirmed she definitely wasn’t at Aunt Nana’s place. “Did we…” She lifted the covers. Still dressed. They were the same clothes she’d gone to bed in yesterday morning. “Thank God. If we do anything without clothes, it’d be totally unfair not to remember all of it.” 
 
    “Power went out during the day with the ice storm. Got cold fast. I brought you over here.” He dropped his head, eyes shut. “I want to clarify about the women, the seeming hookups. You were right about me thinking I needed that kind of thing. But I never touched them. At least not in years. Honest. Not one of them, not even for blood.” 
 
    “I was kind of judgy. Sorry. It’s not really my business.” She bit her lip to keep from grinning as tension seeped out of her. 
 
    He didn’t respond.  
 
    She watched his T-shirt-clad chest rise and fall a few times. His breaths slowed right before he lifted his head and rolled to face her. Sincerity filled his eyes. “I’m sorry, Ivy. So fucking sorry. I didn’t get your message weeks ago when you wanted to meet at the treehouse. Took me a long time to find it last night in the archives of voicemail, but I did. I was in Russia when you called and had a lot of phone messages over that job. Most were junk so I didn’t listen. When I didn’t recognize the number you phoned with… It’s my fault. I was on alert for you to call. You have to know if I’d heard it I would’ve flown home. I would’ve been at the treehouse.” 
 
    Her breath caught. 
 
    “I’d never abandon you,” he said. “I believed Hugo was your choice, but that you had your own reasons for running. Your mother told me you chose him. I figured if you needed me, you’d call. I thought you didn’t want me to be a part of your life anymore because I fucked up that night when we—” 
 
    “Ty…” 
 
    “I’d never hurt you.” He swallowed hard. “I… You’re my best friend.” 
 
    He friend-zoned her, which hurt. But his admission undid her. 
 
    She felt the burning need to kiss him. To show him how much she loved him and that it wasn’t a friend-zone thing for her. Would he withdraw like he’d done before? Or kiss her back? 
 
    She was scared. But she also needed him to see her as more than a friend.  
 
    Heart pounding so hard her ears throbbed, she closed the distance between them.  
 
    She wrapped her arms around his wide chest and buried her face in his neck. “You’re my best friend too, Ty. But I feel more.” 
 
    She shifted to straddle his hips and could feel his hardening erection. She wanted him. She didn’t think she’d ever stop wanting him. Her hands moved over the curves and divots of his muscles, but her full attention was drawn to his neck vein.  
 
    Focus. No biting. Not yet.  
 
    “What’re you doing?” he asked hoarsely. 
 
    “You want me, don’t you?” 
 
    “More than anything I’ve ever wanted in my life. But if I start, I’m going to strip you and keep you here until you’ve come so many times you can’t move. There’s not a thing I haven’t dreamed of doing with you. But we can’t. This is simply attraction, which we’ve always had. There are some megashit things we have to deal with, starting with the fact you’re not mine to have.” He traced a finger over her lips. “If I do any of those things, you need to be mine officially. If we break the code and do this now, we give Hugo the right to execute both of us. You may not have spoken the vows, but your parents gave you to him. You’re as good as his.” 
 
    He moved away and scooted to sit on the edge of the bed.  
 
    “Do you love me, Ty, or just love me?” 
 
    He buried his face in his hands. “You’re my person. But…you don’t belong to me. Do you know how crazy that makes me?” He craned around for a quick look her way. “This is the kind of fuck-up I fix for other vampires. Too many times I’ve been asked to pull a mated female out of another man’s bed, be it human or vampire or some other species, and force her back to her mate. Back to the asshole that owns her but doesn’t value her.” 
 
    “But you don’t force them back.” She compressed her lips. She wasn’t going to cry over the impossibility of them. 
 
    “I don’t because I think of you…and me. I feared something like this would happen. Is it fair society rules favor males over females? No. I think it’s why vampires are so messed up. It’s why I see so many vindictive, angry women who’re scary as hell.” He gave her his back again. “You have to stop running. Like most of my clients, the two of us can’t disappear. I warn my clients that disappearing only delays their problems. I help them do it, if that’s what they want, but in the end, they’ll be found. They’ll have to face their pursuers, and more often than not they die in that faceoff.” 
 
    “How many of those you helped disappear thought the risk of death was worth it for them to be together?” 
 
    He released a choppy breath and rolled his tongue against his cheek. “All I helped vanish believed every moment together was worth it, be it a day or a year or a century. But, Ivy, for us… Hell, there is no us. Hugo isn’t a monster. I researched him. He might be entitled and raised old school, but if you put your mind to it, you could turn him around.  
 
    “I don’t want him.” 
 
    “What happened between you and Hugo that made you run?”  
 
    She swallowed hard against the lump in her throat and sat up. She reached out to rest her hand against his tense back. “Hugo wasn’t my choice, Ty. My parents chose him. I thought you’d put your name in the choice bucket when they were making my decision. I thought I did my best to make sure we had to be the best bet, but I guess you didn’t put forth a pledge. Did you? Turn around and look at me.” 
 
    He rotated, his eyes glassy and haunted. But didn’t answer. 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    She put a fist against her mouth. “Oh, God. That you did and they…” 
 
    He didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Obviously, I had nothing to do with who they chose. I don’t even know how they selected. Probably used a combination of money, bloodline, and family pull. I had zero input. Do you believe me?” 
 
    He blinked. 
 
    “Ty?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he croaked out. 
 
    “Like that was believable. I didn’t. You’re my person, too. I’d rather spend the rest of my life sitting on counters and helping you renovate furniture than be with Hugo.” 
 
    “Ivy, I want so much more than sitting on counters.” 
 
    “Me, too.” A grin split her face. “You just inspired an art project, maybe a sculpture.” 
 
    “Good, but Hugo... It doesn’t change things. We have figure out how to make what’s been forced on you to work.” 
 
    “It’ll never work.” She rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. “My mom dressed me in one of those lacy ritual dresses. It was ridiculous. She recited the lines I’d have to say to vow my life away and tried to force me to learn them, but I couldn’t say them. When I looked Hugo in the face, I realized he saw me as a possession, a thing to own and use. He didn’t see me. He’s not interested in my thoughts or playing a real part in his life.”  
 
    “You could’ve changed Hugo’s mind about that. What specifically did he say to you that made you run?” 
 
    “That dress was horrendous.” 
 
    “Ivy…” 
 
    “My mother threw me into a room with him. He informed me I’d live at his English estate. The only male I could ever touch for the rest of my life would be him so that he would know all children were his. If I allowed another male to touch me…hell, be near me, he’d kill him. That included my brothers and any friends. If I didn’t give him children within two years, he’d dispose of me and find a new mate. Pretty sure that meant kill me and disappear my body.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That’s kind of standard for this kind of arrangement. For someone like him to want a woman solely based on bloodline means he only cares about offspring, but the deal breaker—” 
 
    “That wasn’t enough?” Ty interrupted. 
 
    “He said I had to give up my foolish painting. He wasn’t into contemporary bullshit. I had to do classics like oil still lifes as only a vampire of proper upbringing would be inspired to do. I like rolling in paint and flinging myself at a giant canvas or painting an abstract. So, I was out.” 
 
    Ty’s face mottled red. 
 
    “Calm down,” she said evenly. “It’s within his rights to try to dictate everything about my life. It’s the way this works. But I won’t take that kind of narrow-minded bullshit and deal with it. I won’t accept life-long enforced social isolation and having what I love ripped from me without a fight.” 
 
    “But you’re socially isolated right now.” 
 
    “On my terms. Not his.” She leaned forward to cup his cheek. The words she wanted to say wouldn’t come out because she feared rejection: I lost my heart a long time ago to the only guy I trust, the only person I think I might be able to vow fidelity to for the rest of my life. You might be messed up and damaged, but that’s kind of perfect I want.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    This was why Ty loved her so hard—her independence, stubbornness, and spirit. That was why he’d helped the clients who had no one else to turn to, but he’d only assisted the ones who had deep love and could prove it. 
 
    “This thing with Hugo needs resolving.” He sighed. “I’ve never gotten anyone out of their union once it’s done unless both partners want it dissolved. We have to convince him to let you go.” 
 
    Alfie jumped up and stared at the door. He held his tail straight out in line with his body. Intruder alert. Yet, he didn’t bark. Didn’t make a single noise. He’d been trained to only vocalize on command. 
 
    Ty put a single finger over his lips as he pulled on a shirt, shoes, and a fully loaded tactical vest from beneath his bed.  
 
    To Alfie, he ordered, “Pass auf.” Guard. 
 
    “Alfie will keep you in this room as much as he will keep others out. Don’t try to leave.” 
 
    “Don’t do that to me. I have to help you.” 
 
    “No. This is my fight.” He removed a gun from the vest and put it into her hands. “If he gets through me, I’m dead. Shoot him in the head and the heart like I taught you. Then do it again.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Ty scanned through security feeds of the past twenty minutes of the interior and exterior. His three-bedroom cottage wasn’t large or cluttered, but all entrances were secure. 
 
    Where are you, asshole? 
 
    Little more than a shadow, Garian Rigo had slipped in through the attic and disabled the alarm. Ty respected the move. Slick and professional, especially given the level of ice on the roof. Add in the fact he had that small window wired with the alarm, which Garian must’ve deactivated, demonstrated upper echelon skill. 
 
    He detected no movement as he tiptoed down the hall toward the stairs, but Ty could hear Garian breathe. He picked up his heart beating, the same as Garian could hear his. He planned to draw him away from Ivy. Garian would know she was here. He’d probably tracked her from Nana’s guesthouse. 
 
    An impact jolted Ty backward into the wall. His hip slammed against a doorknob. Garian yanked him forward and smashed him into the doorknob again. Bastard. Ty’s head whacked into the doorframe. While his mind struggled to clear itself, he twisted off the doorknob. He grabbed the hand with the knife headed for his jugular.  
 
    Garian’s large bore head with its hooked nose and heavy brow encompassed his whole vision. He gritted out in his raspy Russian accent, “She goes with me.” 
 
    Waste of energy to contradict him.  
 
    With a surge of adrenaline, Ty pushed Garian away from him. In a flash, Garian jabbed. Ty’s roll to avoid the blade wasn’t quick enough. The knife embedded deep under the tactical vest into his stomach. He was better than this. Faster. More lethal. Note to self: If I survive, drink blood today. 
 
    The bastard might have gotten one hit in, but he wasn’t getting a second chance. 
 
    Garian headed in for another stab.  
 
    Ty kneed him in the nuts.  
 
    With a grunt, his attacker stepped back, which was all Ty needed. He excavated a syringe from his tactical vest pocket. It in one hand and knife in the other, Ty stabbed the syringe into Garian’s thigh and depressed the plunger. A sweep of Garian’s legs sent the other vamp to the floor.  
 
    Garian was back on his feet before Ty could pin him, charging. Ty prepared for impact, focused solely on the knife headed back toward his stomach, and on placement of his own blade. He avoided knife contact but ended up back to the wall again. Score. His blade now sat deep in Garian’s right side. He yanked it out. With a swipe, he cut Garian’s face, not that it slowed him.  
 
    The dilation of Garian’s eyes was the only indication the drug Ty had injected affected his attacker. 
 
    He pounced to pin Garian and pressed his knife against Garian’s throat. The vampire stilled. 
 
    Garian said, “Injecting me is cheating.” 
 
    “No less that what you did with the knife. Poison? Asshole move. Do I need to kill you, or is this warning enough?” 
 
    Seconds ticked by while Garian’s resistance lessened. 
 
    “We’re good,” Garian finally said and slid down the wall to a slumped sit. 
 
    “Remember, you owe me for not killing you.” 
 
    “Heir.” He called to Alfie.  
 
    Ivy followed. “You okay?” She stared at where he’d been knifed. “You’re not okay.” 
 
    He scrolled through outdoor images on his phone, seeing no other person or vampire. He didn’t expect Garian to have an associate. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll be back in a minute.” Ty lifted the bounty hunter and lugged him back to his car up the street. The guy wouldn’t wake up for hours, if he didn’t freeze. With a sigh and an eye roll, Ty found some extra clothes in Garian’s trunk that he draped over the vampire to keep him warm.  
 
    He jogged back to his house. 
 
    “Ivy?” he called out. 
 
    She emerged, gun in hand with a determined and somewhat terrifying expression. 
 
    He held up his hands. “Don’t shoot. He’s out of the house.” 
 
    “Was that Garian?” 
 
    He nodded. “Garian is good. He won’t stop.” 
 
    “Did you kill him?” She’d lowered the gun and chewed on her lip. 
 
    “Probably smartest if I had. But he’s just doing his job.” 
 
    “Sounds like it’s time for me to leave, to move on from here, so you can get back to your life.” 
 
    “Give me the gun.” He held out his hand. “We’re in this together. We’re leaving right now. You can’t go back to the other house. If Garian’s smart, he set up cameras or some other monitoring to see you. If it was me, I’d booby trap it to capture you. Let me pack a few things. We’ll get you new clothes later. Can you put some of Alfie’s food in a few plastic bags for us? Grab his bowls, too.” 
 
    “How are we going to travel on the iced-over roads?” she called as he jogged to his bedroom. 
 
    “We’ll take my truck. It’s got snow tires. I’ll manage.” 
 
    “You’re bleeding. I’m feeling like it’s bad.” 
 
    “No need to worry. Vampire healing, right?” The moment the knife pulled out, he recognized the burn of poison. Bad news. He hoped he could make it the few hours of driving required.  
 
    While Ivy packed Alfie’s items, he grabbed one of his go-bags from the closet and loaded it with a few extra weapons. The bag already had high-energy foods, water, and medical supplies to last a few days. He grabbed some old clothes Ivy had left years ago out of a drawer, hoping she wouldn’t ask why he’d held onto them. He could’ve given them back at any time, but having a small piece of her gave him comfort. As if even if all was lost between them, she might someday return for the old sneakers and tatty sweatshirt. 
 
    A few minutes into the drive, Ivy asked, “Where are we going?” 
 
    “West.” He waited for her to lay into him about the nonspecific answer. It was coming. But she didn’t. 
 
    Instead, she tipped head back to rest it on the headrest, exposing her long, beautiful neck. His stomach clenched as a deep craving dug its claws into his brain. Too long without blood. Each mile that passed, more blood leaked out of him, and his drive to bite her worsened. He shifted his weight to get in a position where his side didn’t shoot pain with each of the truck’s jolts. If he’d taken care of himself and been in top condition with a daily blood meal, as he should’ve been doing, then he’d be fine. His body would be able to deal with the poison. That was unless it was the new stuff out of Singapore by a black-market witch. He’d heard of the serum. It wasn’t his style to use it on his client’s targets or to solve their problems. 
 
    She rolled her head to the side so her eyes connected with his. “Go to Bulgaria. It’s a few hours from here.” 
 
    “Luca’s place? That’s a shitload of complicated.” 
 
    “He’ll help us.” 
 
    “Can you guarantee that? Or will he turn you over to your fiancé?” 
 
    “Maybe I need to face Hugo and point out how he and I will never work.” A chill shook her. 
 
    Without a second thought, he turned up the heat and yanked a blanket out of the back and managed to get it over some of her with one hand. “Better?” 
 
    “Yes. Thanks.” She snuggled into the warmth.  
 
    Alfie poked his head between the seats. 
 
    “You have strong breath,” she said and gave the dog a pat.  
 
    “The vet said he needed a dental cleaning at his last visit. Didn’t look that bad to me.” 
 
    Alfie lay down again. 
 
    Ty asked, “You think Hugo will walk away at this point since he hasn’t already? You’ve been missing for weeks. He’s hired a damned expensive and efficient bounty hunter to find you and drag you back. I think you in a one-on-one with him ends in Hugo imprisoning you for a long time, if not forever.” 
 
    “That’s what I was thinking.” 
 
    “Is that you saying I’m right about something?” 
 
    “That’s not what I said.” 
 
    “You did.”  
 
    “You’re annoying. I said it’s what I was thinking. As in I’m concerned it’s a possibility.” 
 
    “I’m right.” 
 
    “Why do you need to be right so desperately?” 
 
    “I don’t,” he said softly. “It’s a miracle when I’m right and you admit it.” He shifted in his seat. Pain shot up his side from the knife wound which he hid. But Alfie was up again. The dog knew Ty wasn’t doing well. 
 
    She rotated in her seat toward him. “I smell fresh blood. You sure you’re okay? I’d think it shouldn’t still be bleeding. You want me to drive?” 
 
    “I’m fine right now.” 
 
    “How bad was whatever it was that made you spiral? Did something you set up or someone you helped fall apart or get caught?” 
 
    He kept his gaze fixed on the road as the car crawled its slow pace along the icy highway. The baby he’d help smuggle out of Russia had been found and killed by its biological father a week later. The mother had also been murdered. Although it hadn’t been his job to protect them for the rest of their lives, he’d been invested. “It was bad. Not something to talk about.” 
 
    She watched him in silence for many long moments. Then finally said, “So, I taught myself to knit. It’s relaxing and let me catch up on a lot of streaming shows.” 
 
    “For injured penguins?” He sighed out all the tenseness that thoughts of the baby brought on. 
 
    “Doing it for kittens seemed so last year. If someone asked it of me, though, I’d make kittens little sweaters, too.” 
 
    For endless miles, her voice soothed him as she chattered about the penguin rescue groups in South Africa and Australia for whom she knitted and sent sweaters.  
 
    He pulled into an open petrol station, not that the car needed gas, but he needed to clear his head. He was dizzy and on the edge of falling asleep or passing out. 
 
    “I’ll get snacks,” she offered. “But I need some cash.” 
 
    “In that?” He once-overed her silky PJs, knit hat, and one of his jackets she’d snagged out of his closet. She’d had an old pair of shoes at his place with a broken lace but still better than no shoes. 
 
    “Sweetie, I rock this outfit, braless and all. Bet I can get the guy behind the counter to give me a free soda.” 
 
    “Don’t flash him boobage.” Ty handed her money out of his wallet. 
 
    “It’s my boobage to flash if I want to.” 
 
    “Then put it to good use and get me a soda, too.” He hadn’t smiled this much in weeks. God, he’d missed her. 
 
    As she trotted off, he tried to get out of the car but found he didn’t have the strength. He couldn’t even unclick his seatbelt. Alfie put his head on his shoulder.  
 
    “It’s bad, bud. Real bad.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “I got chips, chocolate and…” Ivy dumped her haul into her seat and jammed the sodas into the cup holders. Alfie barked and rested his head on Ty’s shoulder. 
 
    She jumped, shocked to hear the dog make a noise. “Ty?” 
 
    He sat slumped in his seat.  
 
    Her heart pounded so fast she felt winded and unable to move air.  
 
    His chest moved up and down. Once. Twice. 
 
    He’s breathing. Not dead. But not recovering like he should. She’d smelled his blood for miles but assumed it’d been old blood on his clothes. 
 
    She scooted around to his side and shook him. “Ty? Wake up.” 
 
    Not one grunt or grumble came out of him. No change in his fast pulse or shallow breaths. 
 
    She lifted his shirt above his waistline. Oh, holy shit. The skin around a bloody laceration had turned blackish purple over his side in a huge area that seemed to spread in size as she stared at it. What did that mean that he wasn’t healing? 
 
    She stepped back when the smell of his blood assaulted her. Teeth tingling to bite into the source of the exquisite richness that blood teased, her mind hazed with blood craze. 
 
    Definite no. He’s hurt, possibly dying. He’s got none to spare. 
 
    She swatted the snacks to the floor and struggled to move him to the passenger seat. A vampire came with more strength than a human, but a vampire with this much muscle mass weighed a ton. Once she had the blanket he’d used earlier securely tucked around him, she grabbed his phone off the center console and texted Jasmine: I’m coming to you. Guessing two hours. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    She raised her hand to knock on the front door of Luca’s Bulgarian castle that he’d purchased off a marquis trying to offload it a century or so ago, the door swung open. Her older brother towered over her in his holey designer jeans, dark T-shirt, and signature pendant necklace. His model good looks with the shaggy blonde hair and sculpted features drawn into a disapproving scowl had brought him international acclaim. Not as a model, but as a rock-and-roll violinist, as a musician who bridged the gap between rock and classical music. Stupid for him to become international superstar famous when eventually people would wonder why he never got a single wrinkle or bit of a potbelly. He’d be forced to fake his death. It was why she, in her own art pursuits with painting, had kept herself relatively anonymous. Easy to change names in another few decades and fake the other persona’s death. Maybe she’d make her new persona an apprentice of hers so no one would question the similarity of the work. 
 
    Luca squinted at the car parked down the stone path. “You brought the guy you’ve been shacked up with?” 
 
    “You can stuff the attitude right up your ass. I do not shack up. If I was to have an illegal affair, it’d be a soul-searing relationship far beyond a one-off shack.” 
 
    Luca’s mouth quirked upward. “So…you disappeared to do a soul-searing sex-a-thon with Ty the past few weeks?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “If he wasn’t dying in the car right now, he’d kick your ass for the stupidity of that statement. We’ve never. We’re friends.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Luca leaned in and said low, “Maybe you haven’t shacked up yet, but you and that kid have been circling each other like cats in heat for years.” 
 
    “Sorta like you did with Jasmine when you acted like a dumb idiot for years?” 
 
    Luca’s face flushed. 
 
    She smacked him in the arm. “Stop being an ass, say hello, and help me get him out of the car. He’s hurt and might be dying.” 
 
    Luca sobered. “I missed you, Ivy.” 
 
    “I know you did. Now, help me. He got stabbed while protecting me from the bounty hunter Hugo hired.”   
 
    “Only because this happened protecting you…” 
 
    “Stuff it. You like Ty. I know you do.” She hugged herself against the biting wind as she stalked back to the car. 
 
    “Go on inside, Ivy. You’re cold. I got him.” As Luca leaned in to open the car, Alfie lunged, barking. “Can you control the dog?” 
 
    She opened the door and said, “Platz.” 
 
    Alfie sat and stayed quiet while Luca scooped Ty out of the passenger seat and led her inside to a guest bedroom on the first floor. Alfie padded by her side, following Luca. 
 
    As Luca set him down, Ty stirred. Alfie nuzzled his hand, which Ty reactively scrunched into the fur on his head. 
 
    “Ivy…” Ty’s eyes met hers, so filled with agony.  
 
    She died a little bit on the inside. It hurt to swallow against the nausea rising from her stomach. This wasn’t how he’d want to go out, if this is what took him to the afterlife.  
 
    Immediately, she scored her wrist and moved it toward his mouth. Survival instinct would kick in. He couldn’t resist drinking. When he didn’t latch on, she moved her wrist right against his lips.  
 
    Ty stared into her eyes. He had a choice. Take what she offered and live, or die right here and make her suffer alone, without him, for the rest of her life. In a rush of resolve, she ordered, “Do it, Ty, or so help me, I’ll force feed you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t do that. It’s not right for you to feed him,” Luca said. “Move over. I’ll do it.” 
 
    “No,” she gritted out. “Back off.” 
 
    Ty cradled her wrist to keep it against his mouth as he licked the blood that had dribbled into a smeary mess and latched on. With greedy pulls, he took from her. And she gave willingly until he had his fill and released his seal with a weak effort. His eyelids closed. 
 
    “Ty?” She shook him, but he didn’t respond. “Don’t die, you stubborn ass.” 
 
    Her lungs seized up, and she felt as if she couldn’t get in enough oxygen. Her vision tunneled into a black void. 
 
    Luca… How’d he end up with holding her? Everything around them sounded far away. 
 
    “Hiram, what do you think will get that to heal?” Luca asked his butler, who also doubled as his chief of security. Luca had an imposing security group that guarded him, given his international superstar status. He had not only vampire hunters on his tail, but also crazy fans of all species hounding him. 
 
    More mumbling and the consultation of several voices. 
 
    Focus. She had to focus on what they were saying. Something about poison. 
 
    Her sharp inhale caught the scent of Ty’s blood. She blinked and then pushed out of Luca’s hold to see. They had Ty’s shirt off. His entire abdomen and torso had now turned into an abnormal purple bruising. 
 
    “Oh my God.” She held a hand against her mouth. 
 
    A warm hand with blue-painted fingernails took hers. “Luca’s going to try something. We don’t know if it’ll work.” 
 
    She stared up at her only friend during her weeks of isolation. Jasmine’s large blue eyes were filled with compassion and worry. She had her long black hair with red highlights wound into a loose bun. 
 
    “What kind of something?” she asked in a small voice. “Can we do anything?” 
 
    Luca said, “I’m going to see if my blood can help him if I put the blood directly in the wound. It might delay it for a while. We need time for Hiram to get an antidote from a witch he knows. He’s taking the helicopter right now to get it, but it’s going to take a few hours.” 
 
    Luca opened the vein in his wrist with his teeth. Watching another do this always made Ivy wince, although when she’d done it herself she’d barely felt anything. Looked so violent. He let his blood run into and over the wound. 
 
    The aroma of her brother’s blood did nothing for her. Not like Ty’s. She didn’t feel compelled to want to taste. There was simple recognition that his was good blood, wholesome like a turkey sandwich on wheat bread might be. 
 
    The bruising on Ty didn’t change over the next few minutes. Didn’t worsen, but also didn’t seal shut. 
 
    Luca squeezed her shoulder. “It’s the best we can do until Hiram returns.” 
 
    She mouthed, “Thank you,” and stretched out next to Ty. 
 
    “Stay here,” Luca said. “You being here might keep him fighting for this life. I’ll be back.” 
 
    Based on the look passing between Luca and Jasmine, she planned to feed him and replenish what he’d lost. Maybe more. The two of them burned hot for each other, not that Ivy had been able to see it in person since their whole relationship had developed over the short time she’d been missing. The deepness of their bond was evident in every little look and touch. Ivy liked that they’d finally accepted it, but it made her wonder if she’d ever have that. 
 
    She waved at them as they left.  
 
    Sitting beside the bed sucked. She stretched out next to Ty but found he hogged the whole pillow. Typical. With a shove, she moved him. She was as gentle as she could be against almost two hundred thirty pounds of muscle. Once she gained a few inches on the pillow, she lay down again with a hand on his chest. “Hold on. You’re going to be okay.” Unable to help it, she began rambling. “Sorry I had to do some shoving, but you were hogging the pillow like you always do.” 
 
    In silence, she listened to him breathe. Air in. Air out. Words bubbled up, desperate for freedom. “I went through a phase earlier this year right before we…you know. I dabbled in realist painting, but as you know I’m most fascinated by sexual desire and self-identity. Manifesting that as a realist painting or sculpture was a shitfest. My ideas work better as an abstract. I hope you’re asleep so you don’t hear this. I kept rendering men who always looked like you. Naturally, they were gorgeous and well-defined in all areas, but seeing you larger than life in my work turned out to be too painful. I couldn’t have you in real life and manifesting you from my soul scared me. So I went back to playing with colors and light. Much safer subject. Someday, maybe I’ll show you some of the things I made during that time period. They’re exquisite and more real than anything else I’ve done, but not intended for human eyes. Or vampire, for that matter. Without you, even for the few weeks you’ve been gone from my life, I discovered I didn’t have any inspiration,” she whispered. “You’re my muse.” 
 
    His breathing normalized so long as she prattled on about all the things she’d never admitted to him when it came to her art. 
 
    Her fingers traced circles over the muscles of his exposed chest. Breathing deep, she inhaled Ty’s scent and concentrated on the steady beat of his heart near her ear. “I wasn’t so much scared about the medium when Hugo declared I’d have be normal if I continued to paint. To him that meant to do traditional oil painting in realism. I like oils, and I’m good with realism. But I was terrified anything I tried to make would turn into you. How’s that for warped? I like painting you. It’s never a challenge to remember everything about you since I’ve been memorizing you since I was nineteen. Ever since that first moment I saw you swimming in the lake up the road from Aunt Nana’s place.” 
 
    “I remember seeing you that first time,” Ty said hoarsely. 
 
    She shot to a sit. “How much did you hear?” 
 
    “Enough.” He blinked and sat up straight and stared at something across the room. “Come near her and I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Nothing but a few shadows sat on that side of the room. “Are you with me, Ty? Do you know it’s me that’s here with you?” 
 
    He thrashed as if fighting off something invisible. She dodged one of his flying fists. He grunted as if something hit him and then fell back against the bed. His laceration was bleeding again. 
 
    She smoothed the sweat-soaked hair away from his forehead. “Whatever you’re trying to fight, it’s not real. I’m real. I’m here. Do you get that?” 
 
    “Ivy,” he sighed out. “I like it when you babble. Talk to me. Makes the horrors go away.” 
 
    “I do not babble.” 
 
    “Soothes me. Chases away all the demons. There are a lot of demons. So many. They all want me.” 
 
    She rested her head on his shoulder and resumed the circles on his chest. “In addition to knitting, I’ve taken up some decoupage. Both are quite time consuming, although ridiculous. I’m not sure I have time in my creative schedule to fit in my old stuff when I’ve got a pile of wooden boxes to decorate.” She paused, expecting a snarky comment. But he breathed deeply as if he’d fallen asleep. “Don’t judge me. I needed an outlet. Gluing animal images onto boxes is perfect.” 
 
    His eyelids opened, and his gaze held the weary redness of someone in misery. 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” she said, unsure if he was coherent. “It’s okay to sleep. An antidote should be here soon. I’ll keep babbling.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    The instant Ty awoke, his flesh crawled with warning that the sun hadn’t set. He didn’t need to see it to know. Seeing was impossible with the shutters over the windows, hidden beneath the curtains. The greater the sun’s glow, the higher the risk for a bad burn.  
 
    Yet, he was wide awake. Ivy lay next to him with one arm thrown over him. No longer was she in the pajamas, but in jeans and a T-shirt. She’d never been an elegant sleeper—limbs thrown every which way and emitting small snores from time to time—but he still thought her beautiful. Slowly, he removed her arm. Her breathing hitched, but she didn’t wake. Typical. Once out, little woke her. 
 
    A glance around the ornate bedroom and one sniff… Luca and Jasmine. Figured she’d bring him to her brother’s castle—cliché to be an old as hell vampire who lived in a castle, but it worked for Luca.  
 
    Alfie stood and put his head on Ty’s lap. He gave the dog a pat. “They let you stay inside, huh? Nice of them.” 
 
    The poisoned stab wound was healed. Still ached, but the fact it’d sealed meant they’d gotten the antidote, which couldn’t have been easy. He’d been hit by one of Garian’s blades before. It sucked. The cure involved paying a powerful witch to concoct a specific potion. The downside of the potion was it zapped his energy for days. 
 
    Luca stood in the doorway, legs planted, and glared. His alert pose and big-ass body could do serious harm if he wanted, especially considering Ty was only operating at about sixty percent. Alfie would be little deterrent. Guess if Ivy was his sister, and she was almost engaged to someone not Ty, he, too, would have a serious case of the cranks. 
 
    “Shower.” Luca pointed to an attached bathroom suite. “Then you and I will speak down the hall.” With a pivot, he left. 
 
    He and Luca had never been on the same page when it came to Ivy. You’d think with Luca as an artist, a world-famous violinist, he’d understand his sister’s creative drive that often inspired her to do impulsive things. But he’d been the brunt of Luca’s lectures more than once after Ivy had dragged Ty on another wild adventure that almost killed both of them. He’d gotten a one-hour sermon after the time they’d trekked across Zambia. He chuckled remembering the elephant bull that had charged them, but it wasn’t the animal that had posed the life-threat. The beast had destroyed their SUV, and they’d had to walk for hours in daylight with no shade. Bad sunburns.  
 
    As if he had any control over stopping Ivy. 
 
    He scrubbed in the shower for long minutes, desperate to erase the evidence of the stab wound and the poison. He caught himself by grabbing the handles of the shower when his mind wobbled. The world righted itself after what seemed like a long time. Once done with the shower, he couldn’t put on his blood-soaked clothes. The clean clothes on the counter… Oh, hell. He threw his head back and stared at the ceiling. 
 
    His preferred outfit was tactical pants and a dark T-shirt, usually long-sleeved. Not this. 
 
    What choice did he have? It was them or a towel. 
 
    Ivy would never let him live this down. His thighs were exposed in three places from the holes and tears in one of Luca’s signature designer jeans. The dark T-shirt had a picture of Luca in the dead center of his chest, his hair flying as he played his violin. 
 
    Kill me now. 
 
    Nothing like being dressed in a fan shirt while being interrogated by an angry brother. Maybe the image of himself on the shirt would distract Luca. 
 
    Up the hall in a large sitting room, Ty landed on the stuffed sofa harder than intended and slouched to stare at Luca. 
 
    “You’re a problem,” Luca said. His pulse was up, and he ground his teeth. 
 
    “Am I your problem?” Ty asked with dead calm. For a split second, he wanted Luca to attack him. A good fistfight might dissipate some of his frustration. But Luca would never do something that stupid. If Luca had wanted him dead, he would’ve done it while Ty was sleeping.  
 
    “What are your intentions with my sister?” 
 
    “The fatherly approach doesn’t work on me.” 
 
    “I’m about to stick my neck out for her to fight this mating. If I’m about to get singed, I want to know what you plan to do if I’m successful.” 
 
    “She’s my best friend.” 
 
    Luca snorted and rolled his eyes. “I need to know you’re invested in this for far more than friendship. The way Ivy fell apart when you almost took a walk with the Grim Reaper a few hours ago says there’s a hell of a lot more than friendship on the line from her perspective. What’s in this for you?” 
 
    “Whatever’s going on between us, let’s just say I’m not going to fuck up the only good thing in my life by admitting I want anything more. If she wants to keep it friends only, then I’ll follow her lead.” 
 
    Luca’s eyelids drifted closed. “That’s your problem. You always let her take the lead. Nothing gets resolved if I get her current union disbanded and she resumes dragging you on her insane, adrenaline-fueled trips.” He massaged his forehead. “I’m glad you go. I know you’ll at least try to keep her safe. That shit you two did last year mountain climbing in Russia…” 
 
    “It was Nepal, not Russia. That was a good trip. Cold as hell, but the actual climb was one of the safer ones we’ve done. What are you asking of me?” His ribs tightened and heart pounded. 
 
    “This is a mess from every angle. If she hadn’t run, maybe this could be dealt with. But she did and now we have a hunter trying to reclaim her who almost killed you. She’s got her heels dug in as a big fat no on the idea of mating. And Hugo has had weeks of stewing and social humiliation. If he gets her in his grasp as his mate, she will feel every moment of his shame and exasperation, if he doesn’t kill her outright.” 
 
    “What do you want me to say? That I’ll kill him if he hurts her? Because I will. No hesitation. I fully expect you to help me burn the body. You want to hear that I’d die for her? I almost did. I would again.” 
 
    “Have you two hashed out how you two feel?” 
 
    His leg popped up and down. “She feels the same hesitancy to mess up what we have. I don’t want to lose her, and she doesn’t want to lose me. We’re each other’s support system. Problem is I can’t ignore how I feel about her for much longer. We had a…” He leaned forward and buried his face in his hands. “We kissed once. A week before the pronouncement ceremony with Hugo. It totally mind-fucked us.” 
 
    Luca slapped his hands simultaneously on the leather sofa.  
 
    Ty jumped. 
 
    “Damn it, Ty, can you man up enough to mate her or not?” 
 
    “This is Ivy we’re talking about. You don’t tell Ivy to do anything. If she’d have me, then yes. I won’t force her into anything. I don’t think she’s big on the together forever thing.” 
 
    “Then you better figure out in your head how to convince her why it’s to her benefit to mate you. This is so frustrating. You love her. She loves you. What the hell is the problem?” 
 
    They both heard the bedroom door open and sat straighter. 
 
    Ivy put her hands on her hips and glanced between the two of them. Her lips quivered and a snort laugh escaped. “That’s quite a shirt, Ty. Didn’t know you secretly fan-boyed over Luca.” Her gaze fell to his legs. “You going commando? Because I think I’m seeing some upper thigh verging on butt cheek action from my angle?” 
 
    He waved at his crotch. “Kinda scared the boys might get a flash in, but so long as you’re looking…” 
 
    “TMI, darling.” She fanned her face dramatically. “I expect Hugo to show up within the next hour or so.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t surprise me if Garian got a tracker on us,” Luca muttered. 
 
    “Or he’s got people monitoring Luca’s place. We should expect Garian to be with him when he shows up. Ty, it’d be nice if you could weapon up before he gets here so at least one of us is ready.” 
 
    “Why did you disappear?” Luca asked. 
 
    “I need some time to figure things out,” Ivy said. 
 
    Ty muttered, “Your figuring required knitting for penguins and decoupage?” 
 
    She stalked to Ty and lightly whacked him in the arm. “You said you didn’t hear what I said last night.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Might’ve lied because…decoupage. Seriously? You do big art—paintings and sculpture. You’re internationally renowned for abstract masterpieces. Yet, you found yourself by gluing pictures and stickers to boxes?” 
 
    “You’re being an ass. So I lost my inspiration to paint or sculpt? It slipped out of my life. I binged streaming TV and glued. It was exactly what I needed.” She and Ty stared at each other for a few long minutes. 
 
    She was saying he was her inspiration. He liked that. 
 
    She said, “I’ve already booked us for a Yukon dog sledding week next month.” 
 
    “I never agreed to that.” Ty sat straighter. “Plus, there’s all this mess about Hugo.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. “The trip is already paid for. It’s perfect because we can be dressed in warm clothes that cover everything for the daylight hours.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. “Are you going to knit the dogs little sweaters?” 
 
    Her lips thinned, and hell if her aggravated didn’t make him want to poke her harder. How dare she sign them up for another frozen venture?  
 
    “If the dogs want sweaters, I’ll get to work on them.” She pointed at him. “You’re scared you’ll get constipated again like you did in Nepal. I’ll bring tea this time to keep things moving.” 
 
    “I wasn’t the only one who got blocked up eating that salty meat shit they fed us. I’m more worried about almost losing another toe or freezing my dick off climbing some ridiculous mountain so you can mark it off your bucket list.” 
 
    She stalked closer to him. “Hello? Vampire super healing? Stop being a drama king. So your wee little toe got a little frostbite? It healed. Or do you have other problems…” She eyed his crotch. “Trouble being fully functional?”  
 
    He scowled “I guarantee everything is operational.” 
 
    “I also put down the deposit on the Cape of Good Hope sail I mentioned last year. It’s scheduled for July. Definite bucket list item for me.” 
 
    “Hell, no. I’m not doing that.” Ty shot to a stand and stepped toward her. “You know I have a thing about the ocean after that shark dive. There are a lot of storms down there in South Africa. They don’t call it the most dangerous passage in the world for no reason. I refuse to die by sunburn or getting eaten by sharks.” She hadn’t backed up an inch as he approached. The pulse in her neck called to him. 
 
     “You watched one too many left-at-sea diving movies. No one’s going to dump you in the middle of the stormy ocean and leave. We’re going.” 
 
    “Are not.” 
 
    “Tyler Barret Ferro.” She stabbed a finger into his chest. “You only live once, and you either live big or you don’t exist.” 
 
    He glanced heavenward. “Fine. I’ll plastic wrap my sat phone and duct tape it to my goddamned body.” 
 
    She held up her hands. “Problem solved. If the ship goes down, we’ll swim for a buoy and you can call for help.” 
 
    “You’re impossible,” Ty swore. 
 
    Luca snort-laughed. 
 
    Hiram appeared, wringing his hands. 
 
    “Guess he arrived,” Ivy muttered. 
 
    “Show them to the parlor in the west wing,” Luca said before Hiram had a chance to speak. “We’ll be there in a moment.” He rose and stalked out of the room. 
 
    She held out her hand to help Ty up. As he stood, she whispered, “You feeling okay?” 
 
    He wobbled his head back and forth. “I kinda feel like that time we rented motorcycles and you wanted to see if we could do stairs in like they do in the movies, and I had the epic fall.” 
 
    “We almost lost you yesterday. Do you remember everything I talked about last night?” 
 
    His forehead furrowed as he shook his head. “Did you say something important beyond decoupage?” 
 
    “Nah, mostly a long discussion of my current craft project. You’re still holding my hand.” 
 
    “I am.” He lifted her hand to his lips and laid a kiss on top of her knuckles. “I won’t let them take you.” 
 
    “You’re adorable, but we got this.” She beamed her scary smile, the one that meant she had big plans.  
 
    His stomach tightened. That was the look she got right before they jumped into one of their ventures. About this time, he second-guessed his choices as the possible failure outcomes swamped his mind, but he’d already committed.  
 
    She marched down the hall, her high-heeled boots clicking on the stone floors, leading the way into a huge parlor. Inside, she froze and pointed at the gigantic painting over the fireplace. Splashes of brilliant colors and hints of body parts in passionate positions filled the oversized canvas. “You bought that?” 
 
    Luca glanced up. “It’s on the wall, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It wasn’t for sale.” 
 
    “It went up at auction from the Mumok in Vienna. I wanted one of your pieces so I bought it. Figured when the artist dies it’ll become valuable.” 
 
    She smiled softly at Luca. “I always liked that one. Someday, perhaps, I’ll tell you what inspired it.”  
 
    Her eyes met Ty’s for an instant, flashing something that suggested the thought of the two of them inspired this. 
 
    Ty viewed the painting through new eyes. The reds and blues. The entangled bodies. Nah, the piece was too abstract. He’d read too much into her look. 
 
    Her smile disappeared as she faced Hugo and Garian. 
 
    “Get her and let’s go,” Hugo ordered Garian. Hugo stared, transfixed at her, his sunglasses long since forgotten where he’d pushed them up into his short-cut, dark hair. Ty never understood vampires who wore sunglasses at night. The sleeves of Hugo’s white shirt were rolled up over his muscled forearms. His eyes were narrowed with such intense focus on Ivy that Ty wondered if the sunglasses might be corrective lenses and not just for show. But that would be the only chink in his mafia-king attitude. 
 
    Garian glanced between Luca and Ty. 
 
    Ty crossed his arms and glared.  
 
    Garian’s eyes went wide. He gave a subtle nod of understanding of the fact he owed Ty for not killing him before. “Let’s see what they have to say first.” 
 
    “That’s not what I pay you to do.” Hugo’s face flushed. “Get her.” 
 
    Ivy paced forward until she stood a few feet in front of Hugo but out of his grasp. “I’m sorry for disappearing and for any embarrassment I may have caused you. I needed to figure out exactly what I was capable of committing to with you, if anything. And who exactly you are. I do hope you spent this time doing the same.” 
 
    “I don’t give a fuck who you are other than you’re a Martens.” Hugo’s jaw ticked. His lips pursed forward as pure hatred seethed from him. “You belong to me.” 
 
    Her eyes turned frosty.  
 
    Bad move, man. A chill skittered through Ty’s shoulders. The hairs on the back of his neck rose. He tensed, ready to move if Hugo lifted a finger to hurt her. A side-glance caught Luca equally prepared. 
 
    She said, “I appreciate that you think I might be the right life partner for you. It’s remarkable how utterly mistaken you are.” 
 
    Based on Hugo’s wince, life partner wasn’t he word for what he planned to have with Ivy. 
 
    She said, “I’m not the person you want. I’m not the person you think I am. If you lock me up in some sort of prison to serve as broodmare for your next generation, I’ll escape. I excel at getting out of cells, prisons, and restraints.” 
 
    “I don’t care. You made vows.” Hugo caressed the gun in his side holster. 
 
    Warning bells rang in Ty’s head. He’d read that kind of resolve in people many times over the years. Hugo was going to kill her.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Ty knew a fresh kind of terror, which was saying a lot as he watched Hugo, who behaved as if waiting for the right moment to strike. Ty forced rage and fear into the back of his mind. This was like any other job. Protect the asset. 
 
    Only, the asset was freaking Ivy. His emotions were all over the place and anything but focused. She was unpredictable. Couldn’t she read her own peril? 
 
    Ivy said, “I recall saying no vows. I remember saying a pretty loud no, though.” A smile crossed her lips. “I’m never going to play hostess for your socially correct politician friends who keep score. My style sense is too rebellious for your people.” She held up her pink-tipped hair. “I can’t plan a party or do small talk or anything that you value as necessary for a mate in your world. If you’d spent ten minutes trying to get to know me before you paid for the right to have me based on my bloodline, then you’d know that. I like to get naked and roll in paints to make crazy art with bold colors. I’m not going to stop my adventure trips.”  
 
    Hugo placed the muzzle of his gun into her forehead. “You’re right. You’re useless in society, but you’ll be fine for breeding. You and I are leaving because you’re mine. Bought and paid for.” With his free hand he snapped his fingers. Six of his men appeared from the hallway to stand next to Garian. 
 
    In a blink, Ty had his knife against Hugo’s throat. “Pull the trigger and you’re dead. Then both she and you die. Lower the gun, then she lives, and you might get less hurt.” 
 
    “Kill me, and you’ll be gunned down by my people,” Hugo said without an ounce of fear. 
 
    Ty’s eyes met Luca’s. In a blur of speed, Luca used his knife to decapitate two of the six vampires who worked for Hugo. Three of the remaining four stared in shock at their lifeless colleagues. The fourth moved fast to strike. Luca caught him with a direct chest stab before the vamp fired his gun, and knocked the pistol to the ground. 
 
    “You really want to die today?” Luca asked.  
 
    The vampire backed away clutching his chest, shaking his head. “Run now and don’t return or I’ll kill you. All of you,”  Luca shouted. 
 
    The remaining four backed toward the exit and disappeared. 
 
    That left Garian. 
 
    Luca raised his eyebrows while fisting his knife. 
 
    Ty had his knife out as well. 
 
    Garian’s cheek twitched, odds seemingly being calculated. He held up his hands. “I’m out, Hugo. This is not what I was paid to do. I brought you to her. My contract is complete.” He left. 
 
    Hugo head-butted Ty, landing a solid hit to his nose that sent stars floating through his vision. Smart.  
 
    Hugo’s gun fired. 
 
    “Ivy!” Ty yelled. 
 
    But it was Luca who gripped his side.  
 
    Ivy kneed Hugo in the nuts and grabbed his gun hand as he grunted, even if only momentarily stunned.  
 
    More of Hugo’s guys funneled in, at least seven, through the front door. How many did this guy bring with him? An army? Luca had his hands full between steady bleeding from his side and the new hostiles. The second wave wasn’t as stupid as the first.  
 
    Hugo wrested the gun from Ivy and whacked her across the head with the muzzle of the weapon, which sent her to the floor. 
 
    Rage clawed through Ty’s mind. He threw a right hook at Hugo. The cracking blow knocked him to the ground, but not out. Ty drew his arm back and aimed his blade right for the chest— 
 
    One of Hugo’s vampires crashed into him, sending both of them to the floor. He grabbed the thick wrist to take control of the knife headed for his neck. A stab upward with his opposite hand caught the guy under the ribs. He pushed the vampire off and finished the job by separating the head from the body. 
 
    Ivy. 
 
    Hugo had found his legs and was lunging for Ivy again. Not one to go out without a fight, she scrambled for the discarded gun. Hugo caught her before she reached it. Before Ty could get to them. She sent her pointed booted toe straight into his calf. 
 
    With a curse, Hugo spun her and fisted her neck. 
 
    Ty couldn’t get to her. Two of Hugo’s heavies were so far up his ass he was seeing their eyebrows. Funny how when your female was in trouble, it gave you a burst of energy. 
 
    Not that she was his. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    Knife swiping wildly, finally, he hit the neck of the vampire in front of him, blood spraying across Luca’s umpteen-thousand-dollar carpet. Number two vice locked around his neck as if suffocation might be the key. Ty surged upward, sending the guy backward. They slammed onto the ground with Ty on top. In a smooth move, he detached the vamp’s head with his knife. More blood. Luca might have to burn the area rug. 
 
    Quick hop and he was up and after Hugo, who had dragged Ivy toward the exit. 
 
    Ivy had managed to get herself free and did a face-palm hit that threw Hugo backward and broke his nose. With a jump, she landed with her knee against his neck. It was the most spectacular move he’d ever seen.  
 
    “You ready to back the fuck off and call off this farce of an engagement?” she asked. 
 
    “I never give up what’s mine,” Hugo rasped out. 
 
    She drew her arm back, obviously intent on killing him with a heart plucked out of the chest move. Disgusting, but effective, if she had the guts to pull it off. It was the aftermath, the memories that were the killer with the move. The nightmares. The feel of the broken ribs against your fist that never seemed to go away. 
 
    With a slap, Ty caught her wrist. “Let me finish it.” 
 
    She rolled off Hugo. Ty positioned himself between them with a knee on Hugo’s chest. “She’ll never be yours. She’s mine. Always was. Always will be.” He locked eyes with Hugo, pushed off him, and finished it with his knife.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Ivy stared at the blood bath and carnage. Weight lifted from her even though she stared at the Hugo’s decapitated body. 
 
    Luca massaged his forehead, which left bloody marks from his hands. “Jasmine is going to kill me. She loved this rug.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Ivy said.  
 
    “My people will handle this mess. You two go clean up,” Luca said with a wave as he stalked off.  
 
    Ivy and Ty silently walked back the bedroom and said nothing as they both washed off in the side-by-side vanity sinks. Surprisingly, there wasn’t a lot of blood on either of them, considering the disaster in Luca’s parlor. 
 
    With a sigh, she sat hard on the edge of the bed and waited for Ty to touch her. To tell her how much she meant to him. To explain what he meant by she was his and always would be. 
 
    Seemed pretty obvious he was intent on them being for real. And she wanted it. 
 
    Ty said nothing as he sat at the opposite edge of the bed.  
 
    She turned carefully to face him, her calf angled up on the bed. She gathered her words, trying to sort them in her head as he watched her. “You’re my best friend. I’ve been so lucky to have you in my life, but you don’t…” 
 
    “I don’t what?” His eyes locked onto hers. The post-fight wildness  still stirred inside them. 
 
    “You know what.” 
 
    “No. I don’t. Honestly, I don’t.”  
 
    “It’s okay. What you said…we can still be friends.”  
 
    His face tensed and eyes narrowed. “I don’t understand what you’re saying. You saying that you want to remain just friends?” 
 
    Panic flooded her. She shook her head. 
 
    He said, “I just staked my claim and cut off your fiancé’s head. Pretty sure that goes way beyond something friends do.” 
 
    She opened her mouth and closed it. “But before…when you bit me you stopped.” 
 
    “I didn’t want to. Believe me, I didn’t want to. I lost control and let it go a bit too far. Like an idiot, I thought I’d play gentleman and wait until your parents gave us permission. After twenty years, I figured they’d understand you and I belong together. I worried you’d fight being forced into a pronouncement with me, but I was sure I could win you over eventually. Then they chose that asshole instead of me.” 
 
    “Why would you think I’d fight it?” 
 
    “We both need this friendship. It’s scary to rock the boat.” He lifted her hand and rubbed his fingers over hers. “I want to be more than friends and you forcing me to experience life in ways I often question and sometimes regret.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Okay, I haven’t had many regrets.” 
 
    She loved this vampire for thinking he’d have to win her over as if she hadn’t already given him her whole heart ages ago. 
 
    “You done talking and ready to kiss me again?” Her lips trembled as his fingers continued to rub against hers. 
 
    His breathing picked up, and she could hear his heart race.  
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes.” She traced her finger along his lips.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Heat tore through Ty at the thought of being able to explore her glorious body at leisure. He’d trace his fingers over every curve and divot. The idea of peeling off the silky top and running his mouth over her abdomen… 
 
    “Why are you doing the Ty-thinking-fest instead of acting?” she asked. 
 
    “This isn’t a one-off thing for me, Ivy. This is the most important thing in my life. The idea of you getting mated to someone else again… I don’t like it. I don’t want to be forced to move on and pretend you and I don’t have a connection. You mean too much to me.” 
 
    “You say that as if you expect me to find someone else. Seriously, after all we’ve been through?” 
 
    Uncertainty skittered through his eyes. 
 
    “You have no idea how I feel about you?” She took one of his hands between hers. Her face was so intense, goose bumps raced up his arms. “There’s no gray zone where you’re concerned. I love you. I don’t share. But I meant what I said to Hugo. I’m not cut out to be some society mate, which might be who you need to excel at your business.” 
 
    He swallowed and stared at the messy bun she’d arranged her hair into, and the clarity of her eyes. She was the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen. Plain and simple. “You’re you. That’s what matters to me. That’s what I want. Anyone I work for doesn’t care who I’m with. They want my skills to handle their crisis. What’s ironic is my own personal crisis is harder to fix than any other I’ve been hired to resolve. And I almost lost the most important thing in my life.” 
 
    She said, “I was dying inside not to be able to call you.” 
 
    “I missed you. And your insane trips and crazy art. They’re all gifts I will protect until the day I die. That I promise you. I haven’t done a single thing in my life to deserve you, but I will never give up on you. I hope you won’t give up on me.” 
 
    Ty pulled her onto his lap. His mouth dropped to hers, hoping if he did it fast enough she couldn’t focus on anything else like wrangling him into the Antarctic trip. He was still going to lobby against that one. Maybe somewhere tropical next year.  
 
    Who was he kidding? Them going to the Antarctic was a foregone conclusion, but he wasn’t about to make it easy for her to convince him. 
 
    Her mouth was warm and supple. As their kisses got deeper, rougher, she crushed him to her. 
 
    He scooped her up and moved her farther onto the bed. 
 
    He and crawled over her, resuming the deep kisses, both of their mouths greedy to the point nothing was enough. All that mattered was she was still his friend above all else, and she made his blood scorch like no other in the world. He couldn’t get enough. 
 
    He tugged impatiently at her shirt until she removed it, and he pulled away enough to look at her breasts. Sure, he’d seen them before while traveling, but he’d never had permission to touch. His breathing hitched. He swallowed against his dry throat.  
 
    She was giving him permission to touch. She was giving him her heart. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    She reached between them into his briefs to run her hand up and down his length. Wow, he was bigger than she expected. She’d dreamed of this moment when he finally broke and couldn’t believe it had finally happened. 
 
    “Aww fuck, Ivy,” he said when she rubbed her finger over the head of his dick, playing with the tip.  
 
    “I want you. All of you.” She glanced up and saw so much desire in his gaze.  
 
    He pushed up on his arms to look down at her. “Let’s get one thing straight. In here, in the bedroom, we’re going to do this on my terms.” He nipped her over her neck while simultaneously pinching one of her nipples.  
 
    “Oh God, Ty.” 
 
    With his free hand, he stroked her core through her pants. 
 
    “Do you feel that, Ivy? Do you feel how wet you are for me? Do you feel how hard I am for you? Whenever you’re around, you do this to me. You make me so goddamned hard. It’s driven me insane, but right now…” He ran his thumb over her lip, pausing her move to kiss him, and lowered his forehead to hers.  
 
    “Ty?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed out. 
 
    “Please…don’t stop again. If you do, I’m kicking you out of my life forever.” 
 
    He let out a grunt she took as acceptance, but he didn’t move to comply. His mouth claimed hers again, consuming and so easy to get lost in. He pulled away to kiss down her neck and pressed his teeth into the sensitive skin, but not a real bite. More of a tease. 
 
    She arched toward him, her entire body scorching with need of him to be inside her when he bit. 
 
    “I need to hear you say four magical words before we take this step,” he said. 
 
    “I’ve already said I love you.” 
 
    “I already know that. This is more.” He kissed and nipped along her collarbone and moved his mouth to one of her breasts. He sucked harder than he should have, not that she acted as if she minded as her body shot off the bed toward him. He needed her on the same page about where they stood. 
 
    “I need you, please,” she said hoarsely. 
 
    “Not the right words. Good ones, though.” His mouth covered her other breast, sucking it in as his finger grazed the material of her panties. A groan escaped him as he slipped one finger beneath her panties to stroke her with the back of his digit. Then he slid his finger out of her underwear. 
 
    Gaze on hers, he put his finger to his mouth and slowly licked. “I need those magical four words. Because if we take this all the way, I need you to understand what you’re getting into.”  
 
    He leaned in and nipped her neck again, which caused her to shake. 
 
    “Clues are good. Can’t you be specific? Nothing will ever be the same. Is that it?” 
 
    He lowered his head dragged his tongue and teeth across each breast. One little nip, and he accidentally drew blood. Stupid move, one he’d avoided. His mind hazed with need to be deep inside her and bite. 
 
    Control. 
 
    Fuck control. 
 
    He dragged her pants and panties over her legs and shimmied out of his pants. With a tug he pulled off the shirt with the image of her brother. “I need to hear you say you’ll mate me. This is a forever deal, Ivy.” 
 
    “Is this you manning up like Luca said?” Her hands ran over the muscles of his abdomen and up around his butt. 
 
    “Heard that, did you?” He aligned himself at her entrance and groaned out, “Ivy, I’m done playing games about this. The whole idea of Hugo and you almost killed me…” 
 
    “Ty, I already said I would mate you. I don’t want anyone else. Never have.” 
 
    His hips surged toward hers, rubbing his length along her entrance. She arched into him and wrapped her legs around his waist to pull at him with a strength difficult to counter. 
 
    “This, in the bedroom, goes my way,” he gritted out. 
 
    “Uh-huh. And you’re going too slow.” She arched upward and bit his neck. Fucking bit him. The erotic sting and feel of her latched pushed his restraint. He pressed into her, inch by inch a bit faster than he should’ve.  
 
    “Ivy…damn…” He groaned out loud as he worked himself into her. He glanced down to where they were connected.  
 
    She released him and licked his neck closed before whispering, “Take my neck when you come.” 
 
    His hand cupped her cheek. His hips surged against her, pounding, filling. Her small gasps were the most erotic sound in the world. Her eyes were locked onto his. 
 
    He stroked faster as tension built, sweat dampening his body. Then she was coming hard and powerful around him. She cried out so loudly, everyone in the house probably heard. White-hot tingling curled up his spine and lower body. He leaned in and bit into her neck as the orgasm rushed through him, and she continued to milk his length. 
 
    He released her neck and licked the bite marks closed, but stayed there, inside of her. Everything was perfect. She pressed her lips to his shoulders. When he pulled away, she was smiling. He didn’t know he could love her more, but he did. No more letting fears get in the way. 
 
    “You haven’t always loved me the way I have you,” she said as if reading his mind. They’d always had this weird mental connection even though neither was telepathic. 
 
    “You’re a better person than me. Smarter. I’ve needed you every day of my life since I first met you. For your honesty, your impulsiveness, your loyalty, and your understanding.” He grinned and punctuated each trait with a kiss to a different part of her face or neck. “I would do anything for you. Anything. You understand?” 
 
    She nodded. “Me too for you.” 
 
    “You’re my best friend and the one I love.” 
 
    Her smile stayed strong and the emotion in her eyes doubled. “You’re taking me to Antarctica next year.” 
 
    He snorted. “Didn’t agree to that.” 
 
    The slight narrowing of her eyes made him laugh. His chest tightened with excitement. 
 
    She whispered, “Give me a chance. Let me convince you.”  
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
    *.*.*.* 
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    Hidden Shifter 
 
      
 
    A Hardened heart, a chance encounter, and forbidden love. 
 
      
 
    I planned a weekend getaway, doing what I love, taking pictures of wildlife and being surrounded by nature. Nothing could go wrong. 
 
    Until I got lost and stumbled upon Tyler in one of the most embarrassing ways and injured myself. Now I’m unable to leave until I can stand on my own two feet, but being in close proximity to Tyler isn’t good for my health. 
 
    My body betrays me, my mind confuses me, and my hardened heart started to thaw.  
 
    But lurking in the shadows is something dangerous that could destroy us all... 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t explain it. This place was where I preferred to come and expel all the bad I’d gone through. I’d hike one trail at least once a week and hoped to catch an animal in its natural habitat and hopefully snap a picture. Then I’d watch the sunset, the sky painted in bright colors as the air cooled my warm skin, the tension I’d clung to dissolving. It was better than therapy, for me of course. I’d sit on the ground, surrounded by nature and absorbed the sounds, smells and everything my eyes saw. 
 
    Some thought I was antisocial, but I was selective of who I brought into my life. I had to be. 
 
    I sucked in a deep breath of air, closed my eyes and allowed the cool breeze to caress my cheeks. My cellphone vibrated, snapping me out of my thoughts. I hated cellphones, but it was a necessity; for emergencies. I didn’t have social media and used my phone only to make calls for work. I glanced at the name displayed on the screen and unfortunately; I had to answer the call. 
 
    “Hi.” 
 
    “Ava, where are you?” Derek asked. He was one of the nicest bosses I’d ever had, but painfully forgetful. I’d tell him I was grabbing lunch, and he’d phone asking for the writeup for the picture I’d taken. Sometimes I had to leave sticky notes over his desk to remind him which story went with which picture. 
 
    “I’m hiking this weekend, remember. I want to take photos for next week’s wildlife piece.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Derek said. I heard him scratch his head. He had a nervous tick where he scratched the back of his head, leaving red welts on his skin, and sometimes his hair fell out. When he did this, he knew he’d forgotten something. 
 
    “It’s an important piece. You know it’s my dream to work for National Geographic. If I get the shots I need, I’m sending them my portfolio.” I already had my degree in photography and journalism, and my portfolio was almost complete. I needed this weekend to get some of my best shots to package the portfolio for them. Ever since I was a little girl, I’d wanted to work for National Geographic. All it took was their show on the ocean to get me hooked for life. I did everything I could to help my chances. They received many applications, which meant they only selected the best. And I had to be the best. 
 
    “Yes, yes, of course. It slipped my mind. I take it you will stay the weekend?” 
 
    “Yes!” I reeled in my irritation; Derek paid my salary, and I needed to play nice if I wanted to stay in his employ. “You know I can’t get the best shot in only a day. I need to stay here and blend in, wait for the animal to come to me.” 
 
    Silence filled the air, and I rolled my eyes. I shouldn’t lose my temper with him. He was actually an amiable person; it was just… sometimes… I needed a break. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked delicately. It sounded like he was having another bad day and I shouldn’t take my frustration out on him—he had enough of his own issues. 
 
    “Nothing, there’s a dinner with my folks this evening and was wondering if you wanted to join me. But if you’re there, then that’s your answer, I guess.” 
 
    I knew he shrugged to accompany that loud sigh. 
 
    “Perhaps next time.” I lied. I always said, ‘next time’. Besides, he wasn’t my type, he led an unhealthy lifestyle, and he was my boss. 
 
    “Okay.” Silence filled the space again. “I’ll see you Monday then.” 
 
    “Yes, I’ll see you first thing on Monday. Enjoy the dinner and your weekend.” I hung up before he said anything else. 
 
    I switched off my cellphone and pocketed it. I pressed the fob, my car’s alarm sounded and locked. 
 
    During the time I was speaking with Derek, three more cars had parked with the occupants going to the various trails they’d be hiking. Two people headed toward the one I was taking. 
 
    Once my backpack was on, I headed toward the start of the tough trail; I hadn’t hiked it yet, and the ranger assured me the views were breathtaking and the best this time of year. It was also their busiest weekend and she was expecting at least two hundred hikers to come and go. The ranger had pointed out I’d be able to see most of the animals, which were scarce on the other trails. 
 
    I’d been coming to Sterling Meadow Forest for a few months and hadn’t hiked the harder path because it took much longer and I’d have to spend the entire weekend completing it. The other paths were quick trails and completed in a day. But I needed the trail where the animals were to get spectacular shots for my portfolio. I kept changing the photos in the portfolio because I didn’t think they were good enough and I needed to finish it. My clock wasn’t ticking, but I had to stop over analyzing my work, get it done, and send it off. And this weekend I had to get it sorted. 
 
    An animal cried, stopping me. I glanced over my shoulder and still saw my vehicle in the parking lot. The cries sounded again, reminding me of a wounded animal, and I couldn’t continue until I knew the animal was safe. If it was a predator, I hoped I could run faster. 
 
    Pushing through bushes, I came to a clearing where a deer fawn was sitting beside its mother’s carcass. My heart broke staring at the poor baby, taking me to the first time I watched Bambi. There was no way I’d allow the fawn to remain on its own and dialed Ruth, a wildlife veterinarian I’d befriended when I needed to understand animal biology. 
 
    I didn’t approach the fawn for fear of it running off, instead I waited in silence nearby for forty minutes. When a loud noise sent birds flying, I stood slowly from my spot, kept my eye on the fawn and sauntered to the path. The fawn didn’t budge, but she watched me. 
 
    Ruth approached with her equipment and two assistants. 
 
    “Thanks for coming. I didn’t want to leave her on her own. She looks to be a few days old and suspect the mom died soon after giving birth.” I didn’t say I suspected something with large teeth had attacked the mother. When I’d first seen the fawn, I noted the mother had a bite on her neck but couldn’t get closer for fear of scaring the baby away. Whichever predator did that had bitten the mother and left, which was incredibly cruel. 
 
    “Hi, Ava.” Ruth handed her equipment to the girl on her left and hugged me. “You did the right thing. I’ll check her out to see if she’s healthy, then hand her over to the sanctuary for rehabilitation.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Ruth had shocking red hair and blue eye shadow. She wore a pink blouse, dark green pants, and green Crocs. Each wrist bound with leather bracelets and a crystal pendant hung around her neck. She was eccentric, easygoing and a loving veterinarian. 
 
    “Do you mind if I continue?” I pointed toward the path. 
 
    “Oh heavens, yes, of course. When you’re done, you must visit me. I’d love to see your portfolio.” She winked. 
 
    “Will do.” We hugged, and I left them to do what they did best. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The winding path took me around one of the largest mountains in the area and the sights were breathtaking. I stopped near a spring and sat on a fallen log. The spring water was cool and drinkable. I splashed water on the back of my neck and wiped the sweat away with my bandana. I glanced at my watch and found I’d been walking for two hours. The sun would set soon and I needed to find a place to set up camp. I picked up my backpack and continued on my way. 
 
    The sky painted in bright colors and within twenty minutes the blues and blacks had taken over, bathing the path in dark shadows. I stopped at an area not used in a while, but it would have to do. The ground was level enough for my tent, with sand and an old log for a fire. Since some animals came out at night, I decided against hiking in the dark, and I didn’t want to spook them. The ranger had mentioned the first main campsite, but it was much farther up the trail. I’d started on the path late because I’d waited for Ruth but I’d do it again, I couldn’t leave the fawn on her own. Anyway, I hardly mingled with other hikers anyway, so the thought of camping out here alone was fine with me. 
 
    I removed my backpack and set up camp. The tent was up with a flick of my wrist; I unrolled the sleeping bag and placed it inside. I gathered enough firewood to make a decent fire for warmth and made some tea. For dinner I’d already prepared a chicken wrap at home, followed by a packet of chips. 
 
    I connected my cellphone to the portable charger and switched it on. Derek had left messages. He was sweet, but no. I vowed never to date my boss again. My previous boss/lover owned one of the larger wildlife magazines, and I was his star photographer—or he had made me believe. I travelled the world getting the best pictures, but when his possessive streak worsened, I saw less of him. The result was fewer travels, but frequent visits to the ER. I knew I’d made a mistake getting involved with him. He was not a nice man. Instead of trying to go through the legal battles with the proof I had, I packed my bag. Naturally, he didn’t approve and tried to win me back by stalking me. I’d gotten away one late evening, and he didn’t have a clue where I was. I found a small town, Krystal Creek, near Sterling Meadow, which I now called home. After a while he’d stopped calling me, and I didn’t need to look over my shoulder everywhere I went. Needing to know where he was, I’d learned he started dating another girl, who was just as crazy as he was. And exactly a year later I hadn’t heard from him again. 
 
    Once I’d arrived in Krystal Creek, I took a six-month sabbatical, then when I was ready I found a job at the local newspaper/magazine in Krystal Creek. There were two reporters, myself, and Derek, who was the owner and Editor-in-Chief. Derek came from a long line of heirs to the oil industry, but he preferred to spend his inheritance on the Krystal Creek newspaper and seemed to manage the advertising just fine. I got paid per photograph; animals, features, or anything worthy of the space. 
 
    I read the text messages Derek had sent, and they were the usual ones; ‘Let me know if you change your mind’, ‘I’ll send my driver to fetch you’ and ‘Wish you were here’. He really wanted me with him, but I couldn’t. I didn’t have the heart to say ‘No’, but I wondered whether it was for the best. Then again, I might lose the only income I had if I told Derek I wasn’t interested. 
 
    I sighed and deleted his texts. It was better to avoid. I would deal with it on Monday. Right now, I wanted to enjoy nature in all her splendor with only myself to keep me company, which I preferred. It wasn’t as if I didn’t want anyone in my life, I did, but the next guy would have to be worth it. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Splashing from waterfalls and swimming woke me, and my bladder ached. I unzipped my tent, crawled out and grabbed tissues and a disposable bag. 
 
    I didn’t want to go near my tent or the path. I ventured a short distance farther into the dense vegetation with the silver moon as my guide. Once I found a spot void of thorns and bushes, I squatted and relieved my bladder. 
 
    When done, I covered the wet spot with sand and packed the used tissue in the disposable bag I’d throw away when I reached a trashcan at the main campsite. 
 
    Glistening water caught my attention, and I turned in the direction of the rushing river. I’d never seen it so clear before. The other hiking trails seemed to miss the views of the river completely. 
 
    When I turned to retrace my steps, I couldn’t figure out which way to go. I traversed through brushes on my left and when I didn’t reach my tent; I backtracked. I came to the same spot I’d seen the river and walked straight up the mountain. Again, my tent was nowhere in sight. I turned around to get to the area near the river, but when I didn’t find it, panic settled in. I closed my eyes and pinched my nose. I tried to steady my breathing and when that didn’t work; I carried on walking. Somehow I’d gotten lost when I’d thought I’d only gone a short distance away from my tent. Next time I’d pack string to find my way back. 
 
    When bright light caught my attention, I exhaled thinking it was the fire at my campsite but then I remembered I’d killed the fire before I went to sleep. Someone else was here. 
 
    I carefully rounded a thorn bush, but my shirt hooked on it. I tugged, got free, but ripped the material. 
 
    Sounds caught my attention, and I neared. 
 
    Peering around a tree I saw a fire blazing, the red, orange and yellow flames hypnotizing. But that’s not what caught my attention. I watched him lean on his elbows, kissed the woman’s neck and thrusted inside her. His ass cheeks clenched as he moved above her. He kissed her gently yet passionately down the slopes of her breasts. She moaned and writhed beneath him. 
 
    Oh, my gods. 
 
    I felt my cheeks heat and crossed my legs. My jaw slackened as I stared at their sensual lovemaking. 
 
    It was not right to watch. I should feel guilty and a little dirty, but I didn’t. There was something beautiful watching this couple—it was raw and sensual. She lay on a blanket, her long dark hair pooled beneath her, her arms clutching onto him as he drove himself into her; over and over. The man was tanned and much bigger than his partner. He had short, neat hair, with muscles in all the right places; they moved with such dexterity—like liquid metal. My core tightened as I watched him. 
 
    His rhythm quickened, she whimpered in pleasure. I watched with bated breath. 
 
    I couldn’t look away; I didn’t have the willpower to leave. I only regretted not having my camera with me—they were irresistible, their heavenly bodies entwined as they made love. 
 
    I bit my lip as my inner muscles clenched, seeking my release. 
 
    My hand slipped down the front of my shirt and into my shorts. I was so turned on it wouldn’t take me long. It had been months since I’d had stimulation by my hand, and a year by another. It was by choice. If I ever dated again, it would be different. It had to be. 
 
    I leaned my shoulder against the tree to free my other hand and pinched an aching nipple. 
 
    I bit my lip again as the man grunted his satisfaction while she writhed and moaned, but he didn’t stop—he brought her to the edge then slowed as he eased himself out of her then slipped back inside. He sucked on her nipple and I pinched mine. I wanted to feel his hot breath against my skin, his teeth grazing my nipple, and I pinched the other one. I wanted his weight to crush my body, limiting my movement as he drove deeper. 
 
    The man quickened his thrusts, and I pushed a finger inside my wet slit as I imagined his large member pushed deep inside me. 
 
    Their grunting and moans were music to my ears as I neared the edge of my release. 
 
    When silence filled the air, my eyes fluttered open to meet his deep blue gaze. 
 
    My veins filled with ice. My heart thundered in my chest. He continued staring. 
 
    He’d seen me. He knew I’d been watching. He caught me with my hands in my pants. 
 
    Oh, my gods. What have I done? 
 
    He sniffed the air and grinned. His dark gaze penetrating mine and I felt as naked as the woman beneath him. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” asked the woman as she peered over his shoulder. 
 
    I had to get away. I had to find my tent, pack and leave. 
 
    I dashed from the tree before the woman saw me. 
 
    The forest was dark. The silver moon hiding behind black clouds. A thorn bush pricked my face, causing me to cry out. I staggered away from the thorn bush and into a copse—one I’d never noticed before. Somehow I’d gotten turned around and was moving in a new direction. The faster I ran, the farther I went away from my camp, I was sure of it. 
 
    Leaves crushed behind me. 
 
    He followed me. 
 
    He was catching up. 
 
    The sounds of grunts and a low growl as he neared. 
 
    An animal? 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at two glowing yellow eyes. I yelped, running faster, my ankle twisted, then I collided with something hard. I saw darkness, something snapped, and a weightlessness seeped into my bones. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    After last night’s excitement and finding that girl in our forest, our clan was on high alert. Then Blaze cornered me to let me know he’d found something. The last thing we needed was something else to set everyone on edge. Fortunately, he’d come to me first and not our chieftain or all hell would break loose and they’d blame the girl. 
 
    I followed Blaze to the spot where he’d seen the carcasses of five deers. Their remains were scattered as if trying to flee the chaos. Each animal had their guts ripped out by sharp claws; the ground beneath their bodies a mess of organs and blood. One deer had their eyes gorged out. 
 
    “Jesus,” I breathed as I crouched near the carcass. “We needed these animals for our full moon feast.” 
 
    “Whoever is doing this is messing with our food.” Blaze combed his fingers through shaved hair, I think he did it out of frustration or habit. He’d shaved his head when he struggled to get the knots out of his hair. “Do you think one of us did it or another were-animal hunting this side?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we need to find out before Ash hears.” 
 
    Blaze growled. 
 
    “Don’t worry, we’ll find out who did it. In the meantime, clean this up?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    I left Blaze to sort that out and pushed down the images of the grotesque scene. It sent my imagination running. 
 
    I headed toward the huts when Windtalker waved me down. He was our healer within the clan and spiritual advisor. 
 
    “Tyler, what have you been up to?” he asked. His one eye narrowed down on me while the other remained large and unmoving. He’d had an accident when he was young and hadn’t seen out of it since. His tanned skin leathery, and his silver hair cascaded around his shoulders. 
 
    “I thought you already knew?” I arched an eyebrow. He usually came to us before we did something foolish, pointing a crooked finger, warning us not to do it. 
 
    “Something happened last night,” he said hoarsely, like he’d been screaming at dancers all night. 
 
    “Did you finally get laid?” 
 
    Windtalker slapped my shoulder and shook his head. “Silly boy, not me… You.” He slid his crooked fingers around my bicep and squeezed. “Come see me when you feel it,” he said cryptically, let go of my arm and hobbled away on his walking stick. 
 
    Unsure which plant Windtalker had smoked, I ignored the strange conversation for now, and headed toward the hut where last night’s voyeur was sleeping. As much as I loved someone, especially a beautiful someone, watching me have sex, I needed to understand what she was doing here. If this woman was part of a group of hunters in our part of the forest, I needed to find out, and if not, what was she doing off the hiking trail? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Everything ached. I couldn’t be certain of the location of the pain, my ankle, my hip, or my head—or it was my entire body. 
 
    The last thing I remembered was running in the dark. 
 
    I jackknifed out of bed, but when a surge of pain shot through my hip and neck, I stopped moving. My vision blurred and pressure built up in my head, forcing me to lie back down. I kept my eyes open as my head spun and slowly the ceiling came into focus. 
 
    I stared up at a wooden roof, with a wooden wall to my right. The bed beneath me felt soft and furry. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” said someone with a deep baritone. 
 
    My arms pebbled at the sound of his voice. I coughed to clear my throat, swallowed hard, and slowly turned my head. I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
    My heart stopped when I saw him; his honed body, his hair cut short and piercing blue eyes. His face was pleasant with a sharp nose, kissable lips and defined jaw. My heart skipped a beat as his dark gaze raked over my body, and my cheeks heated. Flashes of his naked ass as he pumped into that woman heated me from my core. His eyes held a hint of humor, as if knowing I’d just thought about him. 
 
    Oh, crap. 
 
    He knew I’d watched him having sex, and he saw me touching myself. I’d die from embarrassment if I wasn’t already in so much pain. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” he grumbled in that deep baritone that could set women’s panties on fire. He sounded exotic and scary at the same time; a lethal combination for any woman. 
 
    “I take pictures… I got lost… and I stumbled upon…” I swallowed hard and blinked slowly. I sounded like a blubbering idiot. I swallowed and tried again. “I’m a photographer and was camping in the area. I lost my way after using the… you know… toilet,” I said, keeping my eyes closed for fear of losing track of my thoughts. 
 
    He grunted. I didn’t think he believed me. 
 
    Wood creaked. I opened my eyes and glanced in his direction again, and he sat back in the chair. He was naked from the waist up and wore tattered jeans, and no shoes. His body thrummed with power I couldn’t imagine, leaving me wondering if he was a shifter or something else. My insides twisted; I was strangely afraid and aroused at once. 
 
    I caught glints of silver in his dark hair, which meant nothing. An old school friend had been grey since she was in her early twenties. 
 
    “We couldn’t locate your camp.” His statement a silent question. I didn’t understand what he was alluding to, but I would try to talk my way out of it. I meant no one harm. 
 
    I pushed up on my elbows and slowly sat up, leaning my back and head against the wooden wall. My vision tunneled, when I focused again I paid attention to my surroundings. The small room had a bed, a fireplace in one corner, and a small shower/toilet area. Everything made from wood. The bedding was animal fur. It was primitive and beautiful. 
 
    I focused my attention on the man again. “I don’t even know where we are. There’s no way I can tell you where my tent is. I camped near the path—” 
 
    “The hiking trail?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You’re way off course.” 
 
    “You’d think.” 
 
    A growl escaped his lips. 
 
    I shot a frightened glance his way, blinked, and then he stood beside me. I hadn’t heard or seen him move from the creaking chair, yet he now stood awfully close to me; so close I could smell him; musk, soap, and a hint of sweat. 
 
    He pointed a finger, inches from my face. “We don’t like wanderers. And I don’t trust you.” He stood taller and his chest heaved; as if controlling his anger. “If it wasn’t for your injuries, I would’ve walked you to the trail myself. But—” 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll just be on my way.” I didn’t want to stay here, anyway. I’d much rather leave. I swung my legs off the bed, and tried to stand. Pain seared through my body causing me to sway. 
 
    “Clearly you’re not fine.” He clenched his jaw. 
 
    “I’m okay. Do you have a stick I could lean on?” I wanted to get back to my campsite, pack and leave. “I have pain medication in my backpack.” 
 
    I felt powerful hands on my shoulders as he pushed me back onto the bed, picked up my legs and gently set them on the bed. 
 
    “You can leave when you can stand without swaying. Get some rest. I’ll send someone to give you food.” 
 
    His mood confused me, one moment he sounded ready to rip my head off, the next he sounded caring. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I asked, but he had already left. 
 
    I didn’t know where I was or who they were. I didn’t know anyone even lived in this forest. I’d known about the various shifter territories where the forest split equally for each shifter animal. But this part of the forest was for hikers only. No were-animal lived here. Or so I’d thought. 
 
    At least they didn’t hurt me or leave me in the forest to suffer from my injuries. Knowing my luck, I’d probably stay lost. 
 
    I eased myself to a seated position to assess what hurt. I stared at my legs; they’d bandaged my right ankle with a type of brown banana leaf. I’d either twisted or broken my ankle; it was swollen and blossomed a lovely shade of purple. I still wore the T-shirt I’d torn and shorts but they were dirty, and on my right hip mud caked. I wiped away the dirt and winced, I must’ve fallen on something hard when I’d hit my head running into something. I felt the large egg-shaped bruise on the right side of my forehead, wincing. Served me right for watching them have sex. 
 
    Slowly I swung my legs off the bed and stood, but my weight was too much for my ankle. I wanted to see what I looked like, but the tiny mirror was on the other side of the room. I had nothing to help me cross the room with. I’d look when I got there. For now, I’d have to live with my current state. Nobody cared what I looked like out here, anyway. 
 
    I sighed and climbed back onto the bed. I needed at least a day to recover; the bruising to come down and able to stand without the dizziness. It was possible I had a concussion, but unless I saw a doctor, I wouldn’t know. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    I pointed at Miles, who ran to assist me. 
 
    “I need you to give her food. Some pieces of meat, bread, and water should be fine.” 
 
    “Okay, sure. Anything else?” 
 
    “Make sure she doesn’t leave. I don’t want her wandering around.” 
 
    “Yes, Tyler.” Miles darted in the opposite direction toward the kitchen area. 
 
    Ash stood outside his hut with his arms folded, wearing a grim expression. Claw sat near his feet like the sniveling bastard he was. I knew what Ash was going to say. I raised my hand as I approached, and he closed his mouth. 
 
    “I know, Father. I shouldn’t have brought her here.” 
 
    “Then why did you?” 
 
    I didn’t know why I brought her here. She had injured herself. If I had left her where she’d fallen, she would either succumb to her wounds or the wild animals would’ve gotten to her. I didn’t have to bring her here… yet I did. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the hut she was in and my saber fought for release. He’d smelled her arousal last night, and he loved her sweet scent. He almost ripped Cheryl to shreds when he smelled the other female. I didn’t even get to finish, and it left me frustrated. But my saber wanted to chase the other woman; he ached to run free now. Easy cat. My beast shuddered beneath my skin. I pushed him down, ensuring I kept in control. 
 
    “She injured herself and I couldn’t leave her out there. What if the bears got to her?” 
 
    “So, what? We don’t care about humans, Tyler, and you know this,” Ash grumbled. 
 
    It was the same conversation Father and I always had. He hated humans, while I encouraged interaction. If we wanted to increase our numbers, we had to look for mates outside the pack. We only had three single females and six single males, and none of the females wanted any of the men as partners. No mate meant no kittens. But the couples weren’t producing offspring either, and nobody knew why. There was one other saber pack, but they were too far and didn’t want to join us. Our only viable alternative included human women, but my father didn’t approve. He wanted nothing to do with them. Hence we had a problem nobody could fix, and until then, our pack stayed small. 
 
    “Her being here is going to cause trouble within our pack,” Ash stated, bringing me out of my thoughts. 
 
    If I smelled her scent, so would the other males. She was human, beautiful, and ripe for the picking. The moon would soon be at its fullest which made our beasts savage animals and having a woman, like her around, resulted in fighting between us. But it spelled trouble for her; she’d have males crashing through the door trying to claim her. The next two days were going to be a nightmare, but Miles and Blaze would help me. 
 
    “What are you going to do, Tyler?” He continued like a broken record. As our fearless leader, he hardly had answers. 
 
    “This weekend is their busiest, and there’s no way I can take her to her car without being seen. Give her a couple of days to heal, then I’ll escort her to the trail. And I’ll keep the others away.” 
 
    “Until then, she stays inside. Miles keeps watch and I don’t want her walking around. And I don’t want her seeing our people.” 
 
    I nodded my understanding. 
 
    “In the meantime, find her camp and bring her things here. She couldn’t have been too far when she stumbled upon you.” Ash’s lips quirked in amusement. He’d laughed so hard when I’d told him how she saw me. Cheryl wasn’t pleased when I returned with another woman in my arms. She hadn’t spoken to me since last night. 
 
    “And take Claw with you.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at the bastard on the ground and grunted. The best was to ignore him. 
 
    “The last thing we need is a rescue party searching the forest for her,” I said, ignoring Ash’s request. 
 
    “Exactly.” Ash turned on his heel and entered his hut. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    I approached the hut where Miles stood like a security guard; he scowled at nothing with crossed arms over his broad chest. 
 
    “Don’t look so serious.” It was hard seeing him as a serious person without a shirt on, torn shorts, and barefoot. 
 
    He shook out his arms and shrugged. “Only doing my job,” he said with a lopsided grin. 
 
    “Did she eat?” 
 
    “She’s busy now.” 
 
    I slapped his shoulder and knocked on the door. I didn’t want to intrude if she was in the bathroom. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    I opened the door slowly. She sat on the bed with her back against the wall; her injured leg straight on the bed while the other tucked beneath her. She had the plate propped on her lap and I’d caught her mid-bite. 
 
    I stared at her; long, curly hair the color of chestnuts, porcelain skin youthful and chocolate-colored eyes that glistened in the dim light. She was absolutely breathtaking. 
 
    My beast pushed to the front for a taste, and I shoved him back down. Not yet, you animal. 
 
    She eyed me suspiciously as she slowly nibbled on the bread. She squeezed her hand around the knife handle, I should’ve told Miles not to give her any cutlery. 
 
    “I want to find your campsite and bring your things here. Can you think of any markers?” 
 
    She unclenched the knife in her hand, her shoulders dropped slightly and she exhaled. 
 
    Did she think I was going to hurt her? I ignored the thought. 
 
    She was quiet for a moment, chewed, then finally answered. “I’d hiked about six miles yesterday and came to an area where the ground was flat enough for my tent. I don’t remember any other markers. It’s before the main camp area. Sorry, it’s the first time I’d hiked the route and don’t remember anything else.” 
 
    I knew the area she referred to and nodded. “I know the place. You wandered off quite a distance. We’re about two miles from there.” 
 
    “Two miles? Jeez, I don’t know how I got so lost. All I did was use the bathroom and then somehow... But how on earth could I have walked two miles. It felt like a short distance.” 
 
    I chuckled, remembering the look on her face when I’d caught her gawking at me with her hand in her pants and the other under her shirt. I thought of her sweet arousal as it flooded my senses last night, and I felt my cock grow thinking about her touching herself. 
 
    “You stumbled upon me only a mile away,” I grinned. 
 
    Her brows furrowed, then her cheeks blossomed a healthy shade of pink when she remembered how we’d first met. 
 
    “Oh, my gods.” She buried her face in her hands. “I’m sorry about that, I didn’t mean to stare. I hope your girlfriend isn’t angry?” she asked sheepishly. 
 
    “No-one is angry, and she’s not my girlfriend.” 
 
    “Oh,” she glanced at her hands as she fidgeted with the knife. “My name is Ava.” She proffered her hand. “I would stand but,” — she shrugged, — “you know.” 
 
    The moment I touched her hand, my body warmed. “Tyler.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    I’d told Claw we’d meet him at his hut so he could come with us, but we didn’t. I didn’t want the bastard near my father or me, and I certainly didn’t want to include him in anything I did. Claw was not my brother, no matter how many times Ash said so. 
 
    I left Miles to watch over Ava while Blaze and I headed toward her campsite. It would only take us about thirty minutes to get there, so we didn’t think it necessary to shift into our saber beasts. We headed in the direction of the hiking trail we usually avoided. 
 
    They had sectioned most of the forest in Sterling Meadow for each of the various were-animals to hunt in. No shifter wanted to get into another’s territory and create an unnecessary war. 
 
    When they had driven us from our home, we quietly moved here. We’d heard Sterling Meadow had one of the best Master Vampires and they had formed the Were-Animal Association, WAA, that included all the different were-animals. 
 
    We knew our kind would be safe, but remained on high alert. Most had thought our were-animal extinct. We were hunted and killed for our fur and large elongated canines. Although hunting was now outlawed, we didn’t want to chance it. 
 
    There were only two clans left; one was west, the other east. The human population had grown and in need of space, and had driven us apart and out of our land. 
 
    We didn’t know what would happen if we approached the WAA, or Léon—the Master Vampire. We’d been living undetected on their mountains for two years until last night. We wanted to remain hidden for the safety of our clan, even though we desperately needed females. 
 
    “Cheryl’s still pissed at you.” Blaze pushed branches out of his face, the moment he let go they would’ve smacked me in the face if I hadn’t caught them. 
 
    “She’ll get over it,” I grumbled. 
 
    “You need to choose, Tyler. You’ve gone back to her too many times. You know she wants you.” 
 
    “I need to find someone I see myself settling down with, unfortunately she’s not that person. You know how it goes.” 
 
    He nodded. “You’re playing with fire, and Cheryl will scratch your eyes out.” 
 
    “She can try,” I chuckled nervously. He was probably right, but I couldn’t see myself bonding with her. She was uptight and complained too much. And my father was our clan’s chieftain and I his only son. He’d taken over from his father and they expected I would be next in line. And Cheryl hoped to be my partner. But there was no spark between us. I loved her body, and her mind, but there was no earth shattering moments between us. I needed a little more before I settled with only one person. And, for the most important part, my saber didn’t want her either. 
 
    “You know Ash can’t hand his crown over to you unless you’ve found your mate.” 
 
    “He will never give up his power.” 
 
    Ash had become addicted to his seat at the top, and even if I found someone, he wouldn’t approve of her just so he didn’t have to relinquish his power. 
 
    “You know you need to fight him.” Blaze eyed me, his way of hinting what I already knew. His sparkling blue eyes sent at least one female swooning, but they did nothing to me. 
 
    “You know I can’t.” 
 
    “Because you’ll kill him.” 
 
    I swallowed my answer and continued up the mountain. Ash was a pain in everyone’s side, but he was my only family. There’s no way I could fight him—and yes, I would kill him. 
 
    “Well, here’s the path.” Blaze broke the awkward silence as we stepped onto the hiking trail. 
 
    “She said we’ll be able to see her tent from the path.” 
 
    We still had a short distance before we reached the area I thought she had set up camp. The path was void of hikers, and I silently thanked the gods. 
 
    In the distance I saw part of an orange tent behind leafy bushes. I pointed. Blaze stepped off the path, and I followed. Her campsite was where she’d said. Blaze dismantled her tent while I packed her belongings in her backpack. 
 
    “She really got lost, didn’t she? The moon was bright enough last night for her to see, but she was way off course.” Blaze lightheartedly chuckled. 
 
    “I don’t know what she was doing,” I grinned. 
 
    “It’s as if she’s meant to find you,” Blaze said and winked when I looked at him. 
 
    “I’m all for a voyeur. The kinkier the better, but I doubt she meant to find me. It was just an accident.” I picked up a pen and book, leafed through the pages and realized it was her diary. I slammed it shut and quickly stuffed it into her backpack. The last thing I wanted was her screaming because I’d invaded her privacy. The irony was not lost on me as I smiled at the bag in my hand. 
 
    “Here’s her phone,” Blazed said, reading whatever was on the screen. “Christ, someone has been trying to get hold of her.” Blaze removed the portable charger and handed both items to me. 
 
    “She doesn’t have a screen lock on her phone?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Either she didn’t care who read her messages or she didn’t care for the phone. It wasn’t an expensive phone, but still. Most people locked their phones. 
 
    I read all twenty-five text messages; a guy named Derek seemed to pester her. I rolled my eyes. The dude was desperate. “Either Derek is an old flame who can’t get the hint, or they’re together and he wants to see her the weekend.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t he be with her if they were an item?” 
 
    “Dunno, maybe? Humans are strange creatures with shortcomings, but we’re going to need them if we’re to survive. It’s just a matter of when and not if.” I placed the items in her backpack, zipped it closed, and slung it over my shoulder. “Let’s get out of here.” I glanced at the site one last time, but we’d picked everything up. “Let’s head down there. She said she went this way when she needed to… you know. I want to ensure she dropped nothing someone could find.” 
 
    We traversed through rough terrain and doubted she’d come this way down. She would’ve stumbled and knocked herself out long before she’d found her way to me. We headed down a slope, passed an area where one could see the river, and headed home. I couldn’t see any disturbance apart from our footsteps. 
 
    I didn’t know how Ava wound up so lost and so far from her camp. At least we had her stuff and nobody would be looking for her. 
 
    We hoped. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    The air inside the hut was stifling, and I fanned my face. The dark wooden walls seemed to breathe as they closed in on me. I wiped sweat from my brow and tried to focus on my breathing. 
 
    One… two… breathe… three… four… breathe… 
 
    There was no way I could stay cooped up inside this tiny hut while I recovered. I craved the freedom to sit and rest somewhere else and at least have a view of the outside world. Staring at these four walls, and the tiny bathroom, was not entertaining but bland and depressing. The bed had become uncomfortable and my body ached. And I couldn’t sleep. 
 
    The walls crept closer as the dark shadows moved. 
 
    Five… six… breathe… 
 
    I needed out. 
 
    Slowly, I dropped to my knees on the ground and winced. I rested my injured foot on my left ankle and crawled on the floor. They made the hut of wood and on short stilts. I wondered if they did that for the rainy season; the last thing I wanted was mud through my hut. I took another slow creep toward the door and my hip ached from leaning on my right knee. Every part of my right-hand side hurt, and I wondered what I’d hit when I fell. A rock? 
 
    The swollen egg on my forehead throbbed as I stared down at the floor, taking one slow crawl at a time. My right shoulder felt like it was being pulled out of the socket and my elbow strained to keep my upper body from crashing to the ground. 
 
    I felt silly but the dark colors in the hut were depressing; I needed to see some greens and blues. Maybe some orange. 
 
    Finally, when I reached the door, I pulled myself up and opened it. The man who’d given me breakfast stood like a security guard. He twisted his body and stared down at me. His blond hair hung in his youthful face, his narrowed green eyes the color of fresh grass with flecks of bright yellow; reminding me of a cat I once owned as a kid. His eyes were a beautiful color and strangely mesmerizing. It took willpower not to gawk at the guy, his honed body hard and beautiful. But I felt nothing for him. I tried to peek around his broad shoulders at the rest of the area, but he blocked my view. 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, his deep baritone made me swallow my words. 
 
    I sucked in a breath of the fresh air and smiled, hopefully I’d put him at ease and myself. “I need fresh air. Please, I’m begging you. Can I sit over there?” I pointed at the chair against the side of the hut. “There’s even a chair for me to use.” 
 
    The man glanced around nervously. When he turned to face me his dark demeanor left my blood chilled. 
 
    “No. If my chieftain finds out you are outside the hut and looking around, he will ask me to bury your corpse. Do you want to die today?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, I’m sorry I’m a pest, but that room,” — I thumbed behind me, — “is depressing. I need to see something else. Do you think if you asked permission from your chieftain I could sit somewhere I won’t see anyone? You can even blindfold me and lead me out to an area I can sit by myself. I promise I don’t mean anyone any harm.” My voice broke at the last few words, surprising me. I wasn’t usually emotional and rarely cried, but somehow I felt a little teary today. I blamed the injury and that I couldn’t do what I wanted to do. I felt frustrated and caged. 
 
    My eyes stung from the moisture, but I didn’t want to bring that fact to his attention. Hopefully, he would just ignore it. 
 
    He exhaled audibly and shook his head. “Go inside and I will find out, but I can’t leave you unattended. I need to wait for Tyler.” 
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it. I really do. And, sorry again.” I turned back onto my hands and knees and crawled back to the bed. 
 
    “Let me help you.” 
 
    I yelped when powerful hands picked me off the floor and carried me like a sleeping child to the bed. He did it with ease, which was a relief. No woman wanted a man picking her up, carrying her like a child, grunting as he complained about her weight. 
 
    I giggled as he set me gently onto the bed. “Thanks. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Miles.” 
 
    “I’m Ava, and nice to meet you, and sorry again.” I groaned inwardly, I had to stop apologizing. 
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    “I will, but please don’t forget to ask. My body hurts from lying all the time. I’m very active and sitting still kills me.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask. Thank you.” 
 
    After my ex had used me as a punching bag, I vowed not to let that happen again. I attended self-defense classes, built enough muscle to defend myself, and kept active and healthy. I attended gym classes every day and on my off days I snapped shots of animals. I preferred the company of wild creatures to humans. Some people were cruel while some animals loved you, regardless. When approaching an animal, one had to first assess the situation before closing the distance. An animal was still wild and might hurt you. If you thought you were in danger, it was best to leave the beast alone. One couldn’t do that with humans. If you sensed danger and tried to get away, the human would still pounce and hurt you. 
 
    I sighed. I still couldn’t believe I was in this mess. That’s what I got for taking a stroll, getting lost, and spying on a couple having sex. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
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    We’d just reached the edge of the village when Miles ran up to us. Something in his face made me uneasy. 
 
    “Tyler!” he yelled as he jogged. “She wants to sit outside—” 
 
    “What? I hope you told her no.” 
 
    “Yes, but she asked for permission. We can blindfold her and take her to a spot away from the village.” 
 
    My brows furrowed. It was a strange request. “Did you ask Ash?” 
 
    Miles closed his mouth and averted his eyes. 
 
    Chicken. 
 
    “Fine, let me speak with her first before I go to him.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I stormed into the hut. She shrieked. I dropped her backpack on the bed. She stared with wide eyes but without fear. Her gaze penetrating me—inside me. An uneasiness spread throughout as my beast rippled, trying to get out. 
 
    “Why do you want to sit outside?” The words sounded harsh, I only did it for my beast. He wasn’t listening to me and needed to understand who was in control. Easy kitty, we didn’t know her. 
 
    “I don’t want anyone getting into trouble. It’s just I can’t stay here all the time. My body aches from lying and I need to be outside.” She pleaded with misty eyes. “You can blindfold me and lead me somewhere away from your people. I have no clue where I am.” She sounded defeated. “I don’t know who you are or why you’re here, nor am I interested in telling anyone. Please.” Her honey-colored eyes silently begging. It was hard to resist her as I pictured her blindfolded, naked, and on me. 
 
    I snapped out of it, pushing my beast where he belonged. 
 
    “I can’t promise anything.” 
 
    I left before she answered while Miles stood guard. I didn’t want to speak with Ash, but I felt for her. I understood. I needed to be in nature and hated the claustrophobia of walls and the concrete jungle. I needed to surround myself with the outside world. As much as I didn’t want to, I related to her need. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    I found Ash cleaning fish he’d caught in the river. 
 
    Who said cats didn’t like water? Technically, we weren’t cats in today’s sense, like leopards or lions, even though we were much bigger than them. We closely related to different families of cat-like carnivores, comprising hyenas and mongoose. It’s strange but true. Our bulkier sizes shadowed were-leopards and were-lions; even in our human form, we were bigger than our human counterparts. 
 
    “What now?” he asked without looking at me. 
 
    He had such a way with words, it still amazed me he was our chieftain. 
 
    I cleared my throat. “If I blindfold and carry her a distance away from the clan, would you approve?” 
 
    Ash turned and stared at me through irritated and bushy eyebrows. He knew nobody appreciated this look, and I fought the urge to laugh. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “She wants to sit outside for a bit. She prefers the company of nature to four wooden walls.” I raised my hand to stop him from interrupting me. “I will watch her myself.” 
 
    “You’re too soft, Tyler. I don’t know how you’re ever going to take over,” he grunted, turned around and continued scaling the fish. “If I wasn’t your chieftain, they would slaughter everybody because you’re too kind. Perhaps someone else needs to take over when I’m gone.” 
 
    A growl tore from my lips, and my teeth elongated. My saber was as sick as I was of his taunting. He ignored us and continued cleaning his fish. 
 
    “Sometimes kindness is a sign of strength.” 
 
    Father made a strange strangling noise from the base of his throat. “It’s your hide if she escapes and blubbers her big mouth to the others about our existence and whereabouts. Then everybody will know how weak you truly are.” 
 
    I didn’t bother answering him; he knew I was right but would never admit it. He, much like me, loved nature and would stop no one from going outside. Yes, she was human, and yes we risked her dashing off to tell the others about us, but she didn’t know our species nor did she know exactly where we were. 
 
    “Why didn’t you take Claw with you?” he asked as I started walking away. 
 
    I’d forgotten about him. I should’ve known he’d complain to my dad. 
 
    “I looked for him, but he must’ve been hiding away, again.” 
 
    “Next time, look harder. The poor boy was in tears because you didn’t fetch him.” 
 
    I didn’t respond. It was a moot point—and no matter what I said, I’d lose. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
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    I approached Ava’s hut, but Blaze intercepted me. He wore an expression I’d seen before and without words I knew what had happened. 
 
    He pointed, I nodded, and we walked in silence. 
 
    Once we were outside the perimeter, Blaze spoke. “It happened again.” He pointed to a bush. “While you with speaking with Ash, I came across this.” 
 
    We rounded the bush to a grisly site; two severed deer heads, their guts gouged out, and their eyes and tongues missing. 
 
    “What’s this white stuff?” I pointed at the hole in one head. It looked like… “Christ, is that what I think it is?” 
 
    “Someone masturbated in it. Yeah, I thought the same.” 
 
    I glanced at the huts and my shoulders tensed. I jerked my chin in that one particular hut’s direction, and Blaze followed my line of sight. 
 
    “Do you really think it’s him?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, we didn’t take him with us—” 
 
    “To fetch the girl’s stuff?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So it’s true?” 
 
    I gave Blaze a curt nod. 
 
    “We need to monitor him and Darla, I want to know where they are at all times. And Ash cannot know.” 
 
    It would be my fault if Ava got hurt. I’d brought her here instead of taking her back to her camp. I could’ve walked with her in my arms looking for her tent, yet I didn’t, I brought her here. Somehow I wanted her with me, my beast wanted her, without understanding why. The moment I saw her standing beside the tree I knew I wanted her. We wanted her. When I caught her scent, it was a shot of adrenaline, something I hadn’t felt before. 
 
    And I would protect her. If Claw approached Ava, I’d kill him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    The door flew open, hitting the wall. I flinched, almost falling off the bed. I’d been going through the shots I’d taken on my hike yesterday and noted I’d taken a few great shots of trees and birds. I managed not to drop my camera and winced from the sudden movement; wanting to scream, instead I stared daggers at Tyler. His hair hung in his eyes. His naked chest rose and fell as if he was running or trying to control his anger. Either way, I was nervous seeing him like that. I didn’t know him or his moods, and perhaps he’d decided he’d had enough of me and was here to kill me. 
 
    Yet, something within me wasn’t afraid of him. I trusted him to care for me. I was most likely concussed and feeling emotions that weren’t real. I’d only just met him, there was no chance I had any feelings for him. 
 
    But, every time I saw him, I pictured his naked body and wondered what he felt like as he pumped into me. To have his powerful hands roam over my body. The mere thought of him made me burn with desire. 
 
    These thoughts were wrong, obviously, but I couldn’t help it. His magnetism pulled me toward him like no other. It wasn’t only his physique and demanding tone, but how I felt when he was near. Or perhaps how my body reacted, like I was about to burst into desirable flames. 
 
    I had to get these thoughts out of my head. He was not the person for me. 
 
    He had said the woman from last night was not his girlfriend, that told me he played around and unfortunately I was not a toy. If he only liked me that way, I would not give in to him. 
 
    I stared at his muscular body, then my eyes flitted to his face; to his piercing blue eyes that held concern. I realized he’d done nothing but care for me. And it wasn’t as if I could blurt out my thoughts, he’d think I’d lost my marbles. That didn’t mean I couldn’t fantasize about the forbidden fruit. 
 
    His steady gaze raked up my body from my legs then back to my eyes, unsettling me. 
 
    Again sensing a shift in his demeanor, I shuffled to the top of the bed and waited. 
 
    We stared at each other. The silence thundered in my ears. He didn’t move. 
 
    I flinched when Tyler raised his fist; something dangled from it. Material? 
 
    “Can you stand here,” — he pointed to where he stood, — “or do you need help?” 
 
    His deep voice warmed my body and shot straight to my core. I shifted uncomfortably. 
 
    “I can try.” I climbed off the bed and carefully tested my ankle. Pain shot up my shin and I quickly lifted it. 
 
    His hands abruptly gripped my upper body and carried me to the middle of the room. Tyler let go, I tried to stand still but swayed slightly. It was then I realized I was inches away from his chest. I felt heat radiate from him and it was oddly comforting. His dark gaze a heavy blanket against my chest. I glanced up to meet his deep-blue eyes. They were so pretty, yet I couldn’t help but think he was warning me—to stay away from him. 
 
    He cleared his throat, and I averted my gaze… to his chest—which was also wrong. I stood so close I smelled him; he had an earthy undertone, a hint of sweat and something else I couldn’t distinguish. He smelled so good I wanted to lean forward and press my cheek against his hot skin. 
 
    Snap out of it! I blinked and pushed the desire away. 
 
    His naked body flashed before me and my neck heated, followed by my face—not just my cheeks, my entire face was fiery. I saw his body rock into that woman and I craved it was me beneath him; feeling his strength and impaled by him, repeatedly. I wanted to touch every inch of his body, and he to touch me. 
 
    Stop it. 
 
    I had to control myself. 
 
    I needed to remember I didn’t know this man. He most likely had a new woman every night at his disposal. I needed to remind myself I would not be that person. I wanted something meaningful. Something permanent. 
 
    If I had to compare myself to the beauty from last night, I was the complete opposite. My hair was dark and naturally curly, my skin pale and my eyes dark. She was tanned, toned, and sexy. I wore cotton underwear, and I doubted she wore any. 
 
    “Can you stand still?” he asked with amusement. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” My eyes raked up his body and met his eyes again, I smiled. 
 
    He moved to stand behind me; I felt the loss of heat from my front and felt it beat against my back. I wondered if I could lean back into his front and stick my ass out. 
 
    What is wrong with you? I bit my lip to stop the wanton thoughts. 
 
    There was something wrong with me. I’d never had these thoughts about anyone before, let alone a man I’d just met and lived in the forest. It was strange they did that, and I surmised they were shifters, hiding from everyone. 
 
    Without warning, the soft material touched my face as he tied it over my eyes, rendering me sightless. 
 
    The action was erotic and left me a quivering puddle. My heart thundered in my chest. I couldn’t see but felt his heat envelope me. It was uncomfortable, yet strangely alluring. With my senses muddled, I tried to stand on my injured ankle without falling over. But what threw me was the need to touch him, to feel him beneath me. 
 
    Gods, something’s wrong with me. I had hit my head extremely hard to think of him this way. 
 
    “I can smell your desire, Ava,” he breathed near the shell of my left ear and I loved how my name rolled off his tongue. 
 
    A shudder ran through. Yes, my underwear soaked with my juices. I dared not move and suspected I’d already given myself away. His sense of smell was highly acute—whichever animal he was. I clenched my ass cheeks, but it didn’t help either; I ached for his touch. 
 
    “Do you want me to touch you?” he asked near my right ear. 
 
    Curse him. I moved my face in that direction and felt his hot breath against my cheek. 
 
    Yes, I want you to touch and lick every inch of my body. I thought. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said instead. 
 
    He chuckled, low and throaty. 
 
    “You’re lying. Do you want my hands on your body?” Without waiting for a response, he placed his hands on my shoulders and they seared my skin. I felt heat beat against my back as he moved closer. 
 
    Oh gods, I could die right now. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    I was a complete trembling mess. To want attention from him was uncouth, but he sent all my senses ablaze as if my body knew what it wanted while I was only the passenger. 
 
    Did I want him to touch me? Hell, yes. 
 
    “Your body responds to me, Ava,” he whispered against the back of my neck and it sent all my hair to attention. Again he said my name in such a way it tightened my core. I shivered in anticipation. 
 
    His hands burned down my arms, then he gripped my ribs and rubbed the sides of my aching breasts. My core muscles clenched, and I whimpered. 
 
    “What if I moved my hands lower?” 
 
    Tyler moved his hands down the sides of my body in a painstaking slow pace. My skin burned with desire. What I wanted him to do was rip off my clothing, fuck me with his fingers, then fuck me with his cock. 
 
    He pushed my legs apart, and a yelp escaped my lips. I lost balance and gripped his shoulders; it was an odd position and my shoulders strained as I held onto him with my arms behind my back. My ankle ached and stars flashed before my dark vision. 
 
    “Should I feel what’s between your legs, Ava? I know you have something I haven’t seen before and I can smell your arousal, and you smell divine.” He purred. 
 
    Oh gods, I’m going to orgasm right here if he continues. 
 
    He stood back, giving me space. I exhaled and let go. He held onto my hips again to keep me from falling. I felt his chin on my shoulder and I leaned into him. 
 
    “How long has it been since anyone touched you?” 
 
    A year. 
 
    “A few weeks,” I whispered. 
 
    “You’re lying,” he chuckled against my shoulder. 
 
    His right hand moved from my hip and slithered down the front of my body to the apex of my legs. I moaned and melted into him. I didn’t want him to stop. He trailed his fingers down my shorts, under my panties until he found my slick folds. He grunted his pleasure at finding what he was looking for. He rubbed the swollen bud, sending a thousand volts through my body. 
 
    I couldn’t believe this was happening. I wanted no one as much as I wanted him. 
 
    I moaned as he played with me and I rocked into his hand. I couldn’t control my need as I sought release. I gasped when he shoved two fingers inside my heated sheath. He swore and pumped his fingers into me. His other hand snaked around the other side of my body and played with my pert nipple then the other, alternating between the two; ensuring each breast got the attention they deserved. 
 
    Tyler pumped his fingers inside me, sending me over, and I flexed around him. I gripped his powerful arm, feeling the corded muscles move beneath his skin. The orgasm hit me so hard the dark room spun and my legs gave in. Tyler caught me in his arms and I felt his rock hard body against my side. 
 
    “Do you want me to fuck you, Ava?” 
 
    “God, yes.” 
 
    I heard him smile. 
 
    “Finally, you’re telling the truth,” he said while kissing my forehead. He gently lay me on the bed and settled between my legs, removed the blindfold and hovered above me. 
 
    “Are you sure you want this?” He pushed his body against mine and I felt the hardness of his cock through his jeans. 
 
    I wanted this, I wanted all he offered. Him, his body, his hard cock. I wanted it all. If this moment was the only time I had with him, I’d take it. I stared at his face, his kissable lips and I’d never wanted to kiss someone so badly and reached for him. 
 
    “Kiss me?”  
 
    It was the wrong thing to do.  
 
    He sat up as if I’d slapped him and shook his head. 
 
    “Get up,” he ordered. “Forget it. Let me take you outside. I have stuff to do, anyway.” He yanked on my left arm, I moaned but that didn’t deter him. He tied the blindfold tightly over my eyes and in one swift motion I was in his arms and out the door. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    I sat on the chair and stared off at nothing. I was dumbstruck at what had happened and how my body felt against his. I enjoyed how his hands burned against my skin, sending volts of sensual lightening throughout my body. And every time he neared, I couldn’t think of anything else. 
 
    At least I was outside. I raised my chin like a flower and basked in the sun. The sounds of birds and insects calmed me, and the smell of the earth eased my busy mind. But not for long. 
 
    Instead of enjoying nature, the only thing I had on my mind was Tyler. 
 
    Tyler was very different compared to others I’d gone out with and even my ex. Although Tyler scared me he excited me; leaving me a trembling mess. And he frightened me in ways, the good thrilling kind I’d never experienced before. But. There was always a but… If he went further than what had happened, was I just another notch on his jeans. I didn’t want that. I’d promised myself the next guy would be different. 
 
    Then, what threw me completely off guard was what didn’t happen. Knowing it was a mistake to try to kiss him. I’d never do it again. But was it a mistake to want him to touch me? Perhaps we were both in the wrong. In the end it was a good thing he didn’t go any further because I wasn’t thinking straight. He didn’t want a girlfriend, only a girl-for-right-now. 
 
    I needed him to understand I’d never put him or his pack in harm’s way, then he wouldn’t have to blindfold me, and never have to touch me again. I didn’t know which flavor animal they were, and I wasn’t that type of person to hurt others. I’d been on the receiving end to know what not to do to others. 
 
    While he’d carried me, I’d tried explaining I wasn’t here for them, but he ignored me. He’d stopped walking and set me down gently, it was very caring of him. I tried to say sorry about trying to kiss him and that I wouldn’t do it again, but he had already left by the time I removed the blindfold. 
 
    A lump formed at the back of my throat, and I swallowed the tears. It was stupid to be so emotional. I felt bad and didn’t know how to let him know I meant no harm. And I’d never touch his face again. 
 
    Tyler had placed my camera on the grass beside the chair and had left me at an area where I could see the river and the mountains; the view was magnificent, and I took a few landscape shots. 
 
    To get over what had transpired, I kept myself busy. I watched out for any insects, small animals or birds to take pictures. I’d even taken a few decent photos, all the while trying to ignore the voice at the back of my mind, but it was difficult. 
 
    Why did my body react to his? And so quickly? Why was I so emotional? A flurry of questions I had no answers to. 
 
    Then anger settled in. His reaction wasn’t necessary. I crossed my arms and stared at the view. The rushing water didn’t calm me like always. He got me hot and bothered then dumped me like trash; I was overreacting, but still. It was rude. I wanted him and he just threw me away. That was his one and only chance at having any part of me. I wouldn’t allow him near me again. It was pleasurable in his embrace, but never again. 
 
    I was still grumpy by the time the sky graced me with its bright colors at dusk. Nobody had checked up on me and I was hungry. From where I sat, the view of the mountain showed none of the huts, and I had no way of knowing which direction they were in. They had most likely built their huts between the trees and had made the roofs of branches as camouflage. The walk here was quick, which left me confused. 
 
    Perhaps leaving me here was on purpose and Tyler wanted me to leave, but I only had my camera bag. I needed my backpack to get home as my car keys were inside. And I hadn’t had time to take any painkillers because he distracted me. I grumbled. The right side of my body throbbed and my stomach made strange gargling sounds. 
 
    “Are you ready?” 
 
    I jumped in the wooden chair, spinning around, knocking my knee against the armrest. I whimpered. I hit the armrest so hard a bump had already formed—another one to add to the collection. 
 
    “Yes, where have you been all day? I’m hungry.” 
 
    “I was busy.” Tyler approached with purpose. The shadows played against his face and naked chest. My heart raced at his sudden mood change. He ripped the material out of his jeans pocket and forcefully tied it over my eyes. “You need to stay in your hut tonight, do not come out. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded. “Yes.” My voice broke, feeling suddenly nervous again. 
 
    He handed me my camera, and I clutched it to my chest when he picked me up. The heat from his body was comforting, and I relaxed in his arms. 
 
    After a while, I cleared my throat to apologize again. “I didn’t mean—” 
 
    “Shh.” 
 
    “Get her out of the way. We need to finish,” said another man I hadn’t heard before. He sounded older and grumpier. 
 
    “Give me five.” 
 
    A door opened and hit the wall. Tyler stomped into the hut and dropped me on the bed. My ankle hit the side hard enough to draw a cry from me. He yanked off the blindfold so violently a piece of the material stung my cheek. 
 
    “Jeez, what’s wrong with you? You don’t have to hurt me,” I moaned and tried to sit comfortably but no matter how I sat my body ached. On a table that wasn’t there before, was a plate with meat, bread, and an apple. A bottle of water stood beside it. “Thanks for dinner,” I mumbled. 
 
    He glowered down at me with conflict in his eyes. Without replying, he slammed the door shut, and I heard something tighten against the door, locking me inside. 
 
    Never mind, I didn’t want to go anywhere, anyway. I didn’t want to see their stupid clan or whatever they were doing. It was probably stupid anyway. All I wanted to do was eat, take painkillers, then sleep. I might shower, but I’d see if I had energy. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    I spent the entire day miserable. When she lay beneath me, I stared at the delicate slope of her nose, her fair skin and wild, curly hair, I had to have her—not only her body but I felt the need to claim her. But then something stopped me. I couldn’t continue until I knew for sure. Was it something she even wanted? Did she even want me that way? If I claimed her, would she want to live with me, here? It frustrated me, but that wasn’t the primary reason. 
 
    After I’d left Ava at her secluded spot, I helped with preparations for the evening. Cheryl wordlessly slapped me then draped herself over Blaze, who shrugged. He knew the deal and besides; I wasn’t the jealous type, and not over Cheryl—she was welcome to go for any guy who’d have her. And I’d accepted the slap—I deserved it, I really did. She was trying to make me jealous but I ignored them. 
 
    My mind raced as I chopped wood. Miles felled five trees and dragged them for me to chop into usable chunks for the fire tonight. With so many hikers the weekend our fire wouldn’t be detected. Miles only glared at me, but knew better than to ask why I axed the wood with violence. 
 
    All I thought about was Ava. How her body reacted to mine, and I hadn’t even done anything to elicit that type of response. And her smell, oh my gods—I was rock hard just thinking about her. And her warm slick slit begging for me to plunge into. But then she had to ruin it by wanting to kiss me. I overreacted, I should’ve just kissed her and every inch of her body, but then I stopped because my mind raced. I wanted to claim her lips and claim her body. My beast roared inside my head. He wanted her too. 
 
    And besides, Ash would’ve skinned me alive. She was not like our kind; she had no flavor animal to bond with; she was human. 
 
    I wanted to trust that she’d been hiking to take pictures of the wildlife. My gut told me it was the truth, yet I needed to remain vigilant. We couldn’t sacrifice the clan because of one female or how I thought I felt about her. 
 
    My mind ached from the confusion and I hated it. The axe smashed through the wood, splintering it. 
 
    “Easy.” Miles dropped a felled tree. “What’s got you so riled up?” 
 
    “Nothing.” I glanced in the direction she was in, lifted the axe above my head and struck the wood, cutting a sizable chunk. 
 
    “Man, I’ve never seen you like this before. You like her don’t you?” 
 
    “Shut up.” 
 
    “I call it as I see it. You might be my future chieftain, but right now we’re friends and I know your moods. You’ve never acted like this before. Why don’t you claim her before you break the axe?” 
 
    “I can’t. It would be pointless. Ash wouldn’t allow it.” 
 
    “So what, ask for forgiveness after.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at Miles. He may be the runt of the litter, but he spoke wise words. 
 
    A low guttural sound came from the base of my throat. 
 
    Miles raised his hands. “I’m just saying. Claim her before someone else does. You know once the moon is above us someone will sniff her out, then you’ve lost your chance. And I guarantee you Claw will try his luck with her.” 
 
    I stared at Miles for a heartbeat. Knowing Claw, he would. And if he knew I liked her, he’d do it just to spite me. I glanced in her direction again and my beast pushed to the surface. 
 
    “There’s one last tree then you can go fetch her.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    I doubted she’d run off, and hadn’t bothered asking a youngling to watch over her. And after Miles had said that about Claw, I was glad I didn’t—they’re would be inclined to tell Claw everything about her. 
 
    When I neared the area, I leaned against a tree and watched her. She sighed and fisted her hands. Then she rubbed the bridge of her nose as if counting to ten. 
 
    I chuckled, it was mean to laugh at her expense, but I was glad I wasn’t the only one having a bad day. 
 
    Unfortunately, the moment I remembered Ash’s words, my anger flared just below the surface. He wanted her gone. He wanted nothing to do with humans. I should’ve asked Windtalker how I should approach the issue with Ash. Perhaps he had a magic potion I could use. 
 
    And if Claw wanted to claim her, he would rip her apart shortly thereafter, like he did to his other play-things. 
 
    I needed to protect her. I needed her healed and gone. I couldn’t claim her, I couldn’t keep her here—she wouldn’t be safe. I’d have to leave the clan, or I’d have to fight. The others might not accept her if I won, then what would I do? 
 
    It wasn’t worth the risk; I’d rather remain alone than to risk her life. 
 
    Ash was a mean bastard, but Claw was evil. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    I was still angry when I fetched Ava and ended up being a little rough with her. I felt bad but I had to. It was better for her if she hated me, but her body responded to mine which drove me crazy. 
 
    After I locked Ava in her hut, the sun had already started to set. My beast pushed to the surface, eager to run. ‘Down Boy. You’ll get your chance soon.’ 
 
    He sniffed the air—smelling the female. 
 
    ‘I want her, and I know you do, too,’ Beast moaned in his saber voice inside my head. He rarely did that since I sensed his emotions and thoughts. We were part of the same being. It was only when he thought I was stubborn would he speak to me—like now. 
 
    ‘Ash would kill her. Claw will abuse her. We need to protect her by claiming her.’ 
 
    I grunted, ignoring my saber voice. 
 
    ‘If anyone tries to stop you, you fight. We’ll kill Ash. Then we’ll kill Claw. You know you’re better. Besides, Ash has had his time. It’s your turn to take over the clan. And you know, once you do, the clan will grow. We need fresh blood, and you’re the one to get us there.’ 
 
    ‘I know…, I know…,’ I mumbled in my mind, hoping to calm the saber down. He was right, but Ash was my father. I could kill Claw without thinking about it, but then Darla would be on my case along with Ash. They’d force me to leave and they might still go after Ava. I couldn’t allow that. 
 
    “Tyler,” Miles jogged toward me. “Ash is calling you.” 
 
    “Speak of the devil.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. Where is he?” 
 
    “His hut with his mate.” 
 
    Darla was Ash’s lover and Claws mother. She was nothing of mine. My mother had died giving birth to me and it didn’t take Father long to find a replacement, but I’d never called her anything other than Darla and her bastard son was not my blood brother. She also had the squeakiest voice I’d ever heard—which meant she was utterly and completely annoying. 
 
    I found Ash sitting on the ground with Darla hanging on his back like a monkey. I didn’t want to know what she was doing with her hands in his pants. I saw her naked flesh and cringed. 
 
    Something to the side caught my eye, and Claw sat against a tree. His gloomy gaze told me he was unhappy—and most likely plotting something. When things didn’t go his way, he lashed out. And usually at my expense. And they never allowed me to fight back as hard as I wanted to. I shot him one of my meanest stares to put him in his place. He flinched and averted his eyes. Just as I thought, he was still a whipped little boy trying to play with the big cats. Claw was only a year younger but very immature. And although he was nowhere near as strong as me, he was devious and evil. With each passing day he was giving in to his thirsty animal side, and losing more of his humanity. He was not only a danger to humans, but to our clan as well. He needed to be managed carefully. 
 
    “You wanted to see me?” I stood in such a way I couldn’t see Darla’s naked body. 
 
    “I’m giving the human two days, Tyler. She needs to leave first thing Monday morning before the humans exit the trails. It will be quieter. Do you understand? The others are complaining.” 
 
    My brows furrowed. I shot daggers in Claw’s direction, but he’d left. Nobody had mentioned anything to me. The ‘others’ Ash referred to, was most likely Darla or Claw—or both. 
 
    “What are they saying?” 
 
    “None of your business. I’m chieftain and they come to me with their problems.” 
 
    That was code word for Darla had complained, she always had issues. 
 
    “I’ve heard others say they can smell her. The males will fight trying to get to the female. We can’t have that.” 
 
    Ah, there it was… Claw had been sniffing the air; wanting a taste. After his last girlfriend, Darla had forbidden him from looking at other women, never mind touching them. 
 
    I twisted my body to see where he was. Miles stood guard outside Ava’s hut and some tension eased. But I needed to find Claw. If our numbers weren’t small, I’d have had him killed long ago. But things could change tonight. 
 
    “And it’s the full moon.” Ash glanced up through his bushy eyebrows. 
 
    “I heard you the first time. She has her stuff and her medication. In two days I’ll take her back.” Perhaps I needed to get her out of here tonight before the full moon festivities began. This was a silent warning I couldn’t ignore. 
 
    As if sensing my thoughts, Ash added. “There isn’t a way around the trails without the humans seeing you. And it’s the weekend, all the trails are busy, if you leave now they will see you. Even at night. And there’s no way you can go through the leopard’s territory. They will kill you.” 
 
    “Fine, I won’t go now.” He was right. We couldn’t leave now, even though I wanted to. 
 
    He grunted and kissed Darla’s cheek. He shooed me away, and I rolled my eyes when my back was to them. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Claw was hiding somewhere. I walked past the tree he always sat under and found broken pieces of a branch, caked with dried blood. I walked the outer perimeter of our hidden village and couldn’t pick up his scent. 
 
    Once back inside the village, Miles remained outside Ava’s hut and I nodded at him. 
 
    I called Blaze over to assist me with a few things for the feast. 
 
    As the chieftain’s son, I needed to fulfill a role which included the full moon feasts, assist those young fledglings who were yet to change into their sabers, and ensure everyone’s safety within the village. 
 
    When we’d arrived two years ago, we found a spot on the mountain with flat ground and hidden within the tall trees and thick vegetation. We’d built our huts between the trees and ensured nobody saw our village from the sky, or the hiking trails. We had roughly thirty small huts scattered in the vast area, with two sabers circling the perimeter hourly. 
 
    Ash still hadn’t found out about the deer mauled by someone. And if I was correct, it was Claw doing this. 
 
    Even though I was busy, I thought of Ava. No matter what I thought was right, my heart wanted her. I should’ve kissed her, but when her hand reached for my cheek so tenderly, I recoiled. Perhaps I wasn’t used to someone so breakable and fragile wanting me. The way she reached out for me with that look in her eyes told me she wanted more than just my body, even if she didn’t know it herself. I wanted to make her mine. I should just claim her and ask for forgiveness afterward. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    By eleven o’clock Miles had said he’d heard her move around, then finally settled down. It eased my nerves. 
 
    When the moon’s power struck at its highest, those who were younger couldn’t control their saber and shifted into their beasts. They grunted and groaned, followed by hissing and clawing of trees. They wanted to hunt. They wanted to kill; they wanted the taste of blood and flesh. 
 
    I glanced at her hut and hoped she was asleep by now. The last thing we needed was a human distraction. I was grateful I couldn’t smell her as I stood outside the hut, which meant none of the other males could either. 
 
    The lock was still in place—I the only one holding the key. 
 
    Windtalker came out of nowhere and latched onto my arm. 
 
    “Have you felt it yet?” he said in his quiet, calm voice. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I feigned ignorance and smiled slyly. I had felt it, like a jolt into my sternum; I couldn’t miss it. 
 
    “You know.” He glanced at me, narrowing his good eye. He patted my forearm. “The girl, you idiot. How does your chest feel whenever you are near her?” He slapped my chest. “Does she make you feel any different? I know you feel it foolish boy.” 
 
    I glanced at the hut. “I have,” I smiled at him. “I have an overwhelming need to protect her.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding. “And you’ve never felt that way over anyone before?” He let go of my arm. “Open your heart to her, Tyler, and you’ll see much more than meets the eye.” 
 
    I pictured the way her body responded to mine and in a way no other had before. 
 
    “Trust me, she’s the one for you. I can feel it,” he said. “And don’t worry about Ash,” he mumbled cryptically and continued walking in the river's direction. 
 
    My beast wanted her, and so did I. 
 
    My beast rippled beneath my skin, and I didn’t hold him back. I arched my back and roared. My joints pulled and twisted. My fur spread over my skin and my beast was out; and he was hungry. He sniffed the air. Claw emerged in his smaller, yet bulkier saber and stared at me. His bright yellow eyes darted to the hut and back to me. He wanted to go there—he wanted to hurt Ava. I saw the warning in his eyes. 
 
    We couldn’t allow it to happen and would fight him if he went anywhere near her. 
 
    We hissed and roared at him, sending him away with his tail between his legs. 
 
    My beast headed toward her hut, I tried to pull him away but he wouldn’t listen. His vision tunneled, and we moved forward. We wanted her. 
 
    He sniffed under the door, and she moved off the bed. 
 
    When in this form his/my vision was darker while the brights were brighter, our sense of smell and hearing superb. I smelled her while my saber made that rasping, coughing sound. We hissed when another saber neared, but my warning was enough to deter him. I lifted my leg and pissed against the door. My scent stained the wood, and I growled my satisfaction. 
 
    She gasped and jumped onto the bed when my urine seeped under the door. 
 
    Now I was hungry. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    When the beast hissed and growled outside my door, I suspected it might be Tyler. Then when he’d marked his territory, I knew it was definitely him. I smiled, although mildly disgusted. I didn’t know what his plans were, but he’d already staked his claim and almost bit into another male who’d neared. The overwhelming stench of urine left me sick to my stomach; I was just glad my dinner hadn’t repeated on me. 
 
    From the calls, roars, and growls from the pack, I surmised they were tigers or lions. Although I’d never heard of a pack hiding on the outskirts of Sterling Meadow and in the forest reserved for humans. They couldn’t have been leopards, as they already had their own territory in one part of the forest, and so I doubted they were rogue leopards. I’d heard the leap in Sterling Meadow was one of the best, and there was already an established pride of lions. If I thought about it, it was possible they were a streak of tigers, or even ligers. 
 
    That could be why they didn’t want anyone to know they were here. I hadn’t heard of many streaks of ligers. But then again, it didn’t sound like they enjoyed the company of humans. 
 
    Whatever the reason, I would not provoke them and would gladly keep to myself. 
 
    Grateful they separated me from the outside while they did their thing. I stayed in the hut and responded to Derek’s text messages. I didn’t mention what had happened; I didn’t want him getting on his high horse rescuing me. It was none of his business. 
 
    I washed in the small shower; it was one of those portable camping types I used on longer camping trips. The water was warm, and I’d cleaned the dirt off my body, changed into clean underwear and clothing. My ankle still ached even after rubbing ointment everywhere and taking two painkillers. 
 
    I was in desperate need of sleep, but the raucous feast outside kept me from my slumber. It was only after the third painkiller did Mr. Sandman steal me away. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Scratching against wood brought me out of my dream; whatever it was, I couldn’t remember, anyway. I blinked rapidly as I took in the room's darkness. Dark shadows played in every corner, with no light from the silver moon, nor a light from outside. The feast was no longer happening, and the silence filled the night. 
 
    The bed moved, and I held my breath. A low, raspy cough left me cold and too numb to move. When I found the confidence, I slowly turned in the sound’s direction. A cloud moved bathing the hut in silver moonlight. I saw the front paws of an enormous cat perched at the end of the bed with its hind legs on the ground. He was a mountain of a kitty; his piercing green/yellow eyes staring at me, into me and piercing my soul. I moved my arm and touched his closest paw; soft and fluffy with dangerous claws. 
 
    “Tyler?” I reached for his face. I didn’t know if it was him, but I doubted any other would dare try. 
 
    He growled, and I pulled back my hand. 
 
    The cat climbed off. I reached for the oil lamp beside me. The moment bright light touched the hut, the cat hissed. I stared in wonder at the marvel of a beast. I had been completely wrong. He wasn’t a liger nor a tiger. He was absolutely beautiful with his elongated canine teeth, stunningly deadly. 
 
    I sat up, throwing off the blanket as heat swirled around me. 
 
    My heart raced as I took in his size. 
 
    “Tyler?” I reached again. 
 
    He neared and pressed his enormous head against my hand. I scratched his cheek, then behind his ear, and he purred. 
 
    I cupped his massive head in my hands and pressed my head against his. He smelled like earth, animal, and raw meat. When I pulled away, the giant saber-tooth morphed into the honed man. Tyler stood before me, his chest rising and falling, his yellow eyes glowing. He was beautiful. 
 
    He stood tall and imposing. His body a work of art, every muscle defined, and I ached to touch every curve. I raked my eyes over his body and heat pooled between my legs. A soft whimper escaped my lips, eliciting a sly smile on Tyler’s face, highlighting his sharp jaw and heavenly features. 
 
    For some strange, unknown reason, he attracted me like no other, my entire body wanted him. I thought of him adding me to his list of women he had his way with, and I actually resigned to the notion that it was just a one-night fling. Who cared if he was using me? Perhaps I was using him, too. I’d get rid of my frustration, forget about the crappy men I’d had before and I’d use his body and then I’d get on with my life. I could handle that. That’s all this was, anyway. 
 
    Tyler approached with purpose and all my thoughts evaporated into thin air. 
 
    All I thought of was him. 
 
    He reached for my top, and I allowed him to remove it. He helped me to stand. He stood so close and with nowhere to go I pressed up against his hard body, his erection digging into my stomach and without thinking I grabbed his cock as he pulled down my shorts. He stilled and waited; I had him where I wanted him and lowered my face until my lips surrounded him and I sucked teasingly. I licked up his shaft, forcing him to groan in pleasure. I smiled. I took him in my mouth going as far down as I could handle. When he reached the back of my throat, he grabbed my hair and kept me in position. My eyes watered as my tongue played with him and my hand squeezed gently. 
 
    “Ava?” he moaned my name, filled with unspoken meaning, and I wanted to please him. 
 
    I came up and licked around the tip and tasted him; slightly salty and musky. It was his taste, and I enjoyed it. I continued moving down and up his shaft, licking and sucking. 
 
    “Stop, or I’m fucking your face.” He pulled me off him and motioned me to lie on the bed. 
 
    He kissed the nape of my neck and worked his way down my body. His tongue teased my nipple, he sucked and nibbled before moving on to the next one. He kissed my stomach and nibbled my hip bone. My hands mussed his hair and when he found what he was looking for, I pulled. His tongue parted my moist folds and darted inside my heat. His purr vibrated against my pert bud, sending a wave of sensual energy throughout my body. I bucked beneath him, my hands still in his hair, keeping him between my legs. He chuckled and continued licking and sucking. 
 
    “You taste just like I imagined.” His dark gaze raked up my body and all I could do was smile and my eyes rolled back into my head. I could die right now. 
 
    He teased a finger near my opening and I gasped when he entered; he grunted, pulled his finger out and in a second hovered above me. 
 
    “I don’t want to wait anymore.” He lowered himself on to me. “I should’ve done this earlier,” he said and kissed me. His soft lips gentle against mine, his tongue teasing me to open for him, and I did. We kissed with passion and a deeper need that went beyond our bodies. And I loved it, I wanted more. 
 
    He broke our kiss and worked his way down my neck with soft caresses with his lips, making my arms pebble in delight. 
 
    I wrapped my legs around his waist and rocked into him, wanting more, eagerly needing. 
 
    “Be patient,” he said teasingly. 
 
    With one hand, he positioned himself near my opening and slowly eased the tip inside. When I moaned, he pulled out. I cursed. I opened my mouth to say something else when he thrusted slowly, forcing a gasp from my lips. He groaned low in the back of his throat as he backed out, but before leaving completely he eased inside, filling every part of me. Slowly he inched out, then thrusted back in until he found his rhythm; skin slapping skin filled the silence. 
 
    He licked my neck as he crushed me to the bed, pumping in long deep strokes. He claimed every part of me with every powerful thrust, both lost to the passion as lust consumed us. He brought me to the edge then slowly backed down, leaving me wanting more, needing more, needing him. 
 
    I rocked into him, meeting him half-way with each deep thrust as I sought release. My back arched as the helpless desire crushed into me. I lowered my hand, but he pushed it away, replacing with his hand instead. He thrust slowly and purposely, rubbing my clit with his hand, pushing me over the edge. My head spinning, my vision tunneled as the orgasm smashed into me and I flexed around him. 
 
    Tyler maintained his rhythm as each deep plunge had him grunting, sweat peppering his face. With each thrust of his cock, my nails dug into his back and I writhed beneath him. 
 
    His hips jerked and his thrusts became uncoordinated. His cock throbbed and pulsed as he pumped his hot seed into me, sending me over the edge with him. 
 
    My thighs trembled, sweat glistened off our bodies as I clung to him. I was thoroughly fucked and exhausted. 
 
    Slowly he slid out, his cock still large even when flaccid. 
 
    We shared no words. Our actions spoke for us. Tyler pulled me into the curve of his body, kissed my neck and I relaxed in his embrace. For the first time in a long time, I felt comfortable and secure. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    She felt so warm in my arms it hurt letting go. I needed to secure the perimeter of the village like I did every morning. But with her in my arms, I struggled. 
 
    Last night was the first time I’d slept longer than just a couple of hours. I pulled her into the front of my body and fell asleep—the best I’d had since forever. 
 
    Even my lazy saber stretched and yawned like he had all morning to wake up. He liked our female and loved what we did to her body last night. My cock stiffened thinking about her. I’d love to ravage her again, but she seemed so peaceful. We had time. 
 
    I kissed her cheek, and she stirred, pulling my arm closer to her. I nestled into her neck, my front pressed against her back, and she fit perfectly against me; as if made only for me. 
 
    I was a stubborn fool. I kept thinking about what Ash wanted for the clan instead what I wanted—and I wanted Ava. Yes, she was human, yes she was fragile, but she had me to protect her. I could only hope she wanted me as much. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    I stretched lazily and smiled. I felt rejuvenated, not remembering the last time I’d slept so well. My eyes flitted open when I realized I was the only one in bed. I sat up and scanned the room; he’d left sometime during the morning. 
 
    A cool breeze caressed my naked skin. I pulled the blanket tighter over my body, remembering I’d fallen asleep in his arms with only his body keeping me warm. My smile stretched wider and my cheeks heated as butterflies fluttered in my core. I felt like a schoolgirl with a crush. I was thirty-something, only had one serious boyfriend who had almost killed me, and to think I’d vowed never to love again so soon. But this wasn’t love—it was something else. It was far too soon for love, anyway. 
 
    Then, my usual thought process began; when something went well, it was bound to explode and end badly. I wondered how he’d react to me during the day, if at all. Last night was just a one-night stand, and I expected nothing else. It was safer that way. To protect what’s left of my scarred heart, I wouldn’t dream of anything else. It was just a onetime thing, nothing else. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Once dressed, I sent Derek a text message letting him know I’d be staying for a few more days. I couldn’t leave yet; my ankle still ached and doubted I could walk a mile on it. And I didn’t want him to worry come tomorrow morning when I didn’t show up at work with the pictures I’d promised. 
 
    A soft knock on the door brought me out of my thoughts. Before I answered the door it opened. It wasn’t Tyler. 
 
    “Morning.” Miles entered with a plate of food; bread, meat, and an apple. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    I smiled. “Good, how was the festivities last night.” 
 
    Miles froze and stared with wide green eyes. “What did you hear?” 
 
    “Don’t worry so much. Your secrets are safe with me.” I winked and took the plate from him. I started picking at the meat. “Where’s Tyler?” 
 
    “Busy, he asked me to drop this off quickly.” He twitched nervously. 
 
    I frowned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Miles left before I responded and locked the door behind him. 
 
    Not knowing what that was about, I ignored it and enjoyed breakfast. 
 
    My phone lit up with messages from Derek. 
 
    ‘Did something happen?’, ‘Are you okay?’ and ‘Do you need me to bring a rescue?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes and started texting back, ‘I’m fi—’ when the door opened and Tyler stood in the doorjamb, cocked his head to the side and scowled. 
 
    “What are you doing?” His mouth twitched. I didn’t like his expression. 
 
    “What? This?” I raised my phone. “I’m just letting my boss know I’m okay?” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’m here on assignment—” 
 
    “Show me.” 
 
    I offered him my phone, which he grabbed and read. 
 
    “My people are at risk if anyone else knows about us. Please,” — he handed back my phone, — “we can’t risk it.” 
 
    “I know, let me send the message and then I’m all yours.” My cheeks heated, and I glanced up at him. “I mean… let me just put this man’s mind at ease. If I don’t calm him down, he will send someone to look for me, or he’d come himself.” 
 
    I quickly finished the text, ensuring it had sent before plugging it into my portable charger. 
 
    I ate the last morsel of meat, grabbed my camera bag, added my first aid kit and stood. 
 
    Tyler produced the blindfold from his pocket and my heart skipped a beat, thinking of yesterday and how my body reacted to his slight touch. A sly smile stretched across his face as he stared at me. He pointed to the centre of the room. I stepped toward him and glanced up. I sucked in air, breathing in his scent. Flashes of him on top of me last night heated my neck, I fidgeted with my camera bag and closed my eyes. 
 
    I felt him move behind me, curled his fingers around my neck and moved my head to one side. Soft lips touched my skin, burning the spot. I leaned back, one hand grabbed my waist and pulled me closer. He licked up my neck then behind my ear, sending a cascade of goosebumps everywhere. 
 
    “I love how your body responds to me.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” I couldn’t concentrate on anything but his lips and hands on my body. At least it answered my question about how he’d react to me when he saw me. 
 
    A low guttural moan came from the base of his throat, I whimpered in delight. He was tender yet firm. He was everything I didn’t know I wanted. And in the back of my mind I thought that perhaps it wasn’t a onetime thing after all. 
 
    “I need to go,” he whispered near my ear. “I need to take care of a few things today. Miles will watch over you. Try not to get hurt,” he chuckled and tied the blindfold. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Tyler left me at a different spot. The same chair waited for me, only this time it was closer to the river. The scenery was beautiful as I snapped a few landscape shots, woodpeckers, Monarch butterflies, and a wildcat. 
 
    Tyler had left a bottle of water which I’d already finished, used the bathroom and dressed my wounds. My ankle still throbbed but the swelling had gone down, and I took two painkillers. At least I should be able to walk unaided tomorrow. 
 
    When Miles hadn’t arrived by lunch time an uneasiness settled in my bones. Tyler had said Miles would arrive shortly after I arrived, but he hadn’t. 
 
    I had no way of knowing which direction to go back and had to wait. 
 
    Twigs snapped in the distance and I spun around, narrowing my eyes at something moving near the trees. Unsure of the animal and therefore whether to be loud or remain quiet; I hid behind the chair and waited. 
 
    Whichever animal it was, it hadn’t revealed itself. It had most likely left, and the tension between my shoulders relaxed. I stood, turned around to take a picture of the river when something big caught my eye. A saber stalked. Its bright blue eyes trained on me. I froze. It had different markings on its body. And Tyler had yellow eyes in his beast. This was another saber. 
 
    “Miles?” 
 
    The saber shook its head, understanding me. 
 
    “Who are you?” 
 
    It made a rasping sound, hissed and closed the gap. I backed up, collided with the chair and climbed over it. The saber pounced, landed on the chair and hissed at me through the bars. 
 
    “I don’t like you,” it said through its large jaw but I understood the warning. 
 
    I glanced at its magnificent body and frowned. 
 
    “Are you the girl I saw with Tyler two nights ago?” 
 
    If this was the same woman I’d seen having sex with Tyler, then she had reason to be pissed. But Tyler had said she wasn’t his girlfriend, and I wondered whether they had an open relationship—if so, why was she stalking me? 
 
    She roared and jumped over the chair, landing softly on her paws. 
 
    “Why are you doing this?” I put my camera bag between us; doubtful it would protect me from her, but I had to try something. As much as I didn’t want to hurt her, if she attacked, I would do everything to protect myself. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Miles nursed a head wound. “Get back, Darla. I won’t tell Ash what happened if you back away. Now!” 
 
    My eyes flitted from Miles to Darla, but she kept her dark gaze on me. 
 
    “Darla! If you attack her, it forces Tyler to fight Ash. You know that would be bad.” 
 
    Darla hissed and retreated. She bared her sharp teeth, another warning, and dashed into the forest behind her. 
 
    “I think I wet myself.” I laughed nervously and glanced down. My pants felt wet, but I didn’t piss myself completely. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “No… yes… I don’t know. She scared the bejeezus out of me. Are you okay?” I placed my camera bag on the chair and picked up my first aid kit. “You’re bleeding.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, I’ll heal just fine.” He lowered my hand when I wanted to touch the gash in his forehead. 
 
    “Did she do this to you?” 
 
    He nodded and glanced over his shoulder in the direction Darla had gone. 
 
    “Is she the one I saw having sex with Tyler?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why then? I don’t even know her.” 
 
    Miles cleared his throat. “She’s our chieftain’s lover.” 
 
    “Okay, but that doesn’t explain why she wanted to rip out my throat.” 
 
    “It’s not my place to tell you. Tyler can.” 
 
    “I’ll do what?” Boomed his voice from somewhere in the forest. Tyler emerged, chest heaving as if he sprinted here. “What’s going on?” 
 
    Miles shot me a warning glance before turning around. “There was a misunderstanding—” 
 
    “Did she do that to you?” 
 
    Miles glanced over his shoulder with pleading eyes. I didn’t know what was going on, who Ash and Darla were, or why she attacked me. What puzzled me the most was why Tyler would fight Ash. What I knew, I wouldn’t say anything, especially after the look I got from Miles. 
 
    “It was an accident.” I raised my camera bag. “He gave me a fright.” 
 
    Tyler smirked and slapped Mile’s shoulder. “You can head back so long,” Tyler said to Miles while he stared at me. 
 
    Miles nodded and headed back. 
 
    Tyler’s glare sent a shiver down my spine, striking my core. His hungry eyes stared at me as if I alone made everything worthwhile. He literally took my breath away as I struggled for air. Heat rose within me and if I hadn’t injured my ankle, I’d run to him, wrap my legs around him and have my way with him; Miles or no Miles. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” He took my camera bag and placed it gently on the ground. “And I’ll know if you lie,” he said with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    His warning spoke of carnal promises; if I told him what I wanted to do to him would he allow it, but if I lied, he’d have his way with me. I guessed either way he’d be leaving me breathless and wanting more. 
 
    I smiled up at him, his heat beating against my chest. From the expression he wore I surmised he enjoyed last night as much as I did. 
 
    My breathing labored as our eyes met, the connection sealed. 
 
    “What I wanted to do if I wasn’t in pain.” I glanced at my swollen ankle. 
 
    He pressed his index finger under my chin and raised my face so I looked in his eyes. 
 
    “You don’t need to catch me, Ava, I’ll lie right here for you to do as you please,” he whispered gruffly, pressed his lips against my cheek. He moved down to my neck, his lips hovering there, waiting. I felt his hot breath against my chilled skin, leaving me shivering. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around his neck, rocked onto my toes and winced when pain shot up my leg. He picked me up, and I wrapped my legs around his waist. He sat on the chair while I straddled him. His jeans buckle pressed against me, I undid it and zipped him free. 
 
    Ripe with excitement, I knew I wouldn’t last long. I climbed off and slowly slipped out of my shorts and panties; giving him a twirl. Once naked, I stalked him without hurting myself, which made him smile. His dark gaze caressed my body as if his hands were on me and I knew then that’s all I wanted; him. 
 
    I hadn’t wanted to be with anyone as much as I did with Tyler. We’d only known each other a few days, yet I felt at peace and at home. I wanted to make him happy, as I knew he’d make me happy. 
 
    Tyler pulled his jeans down to his ankles, and his cock stood at attention, waiting. I placed my left knee beside his thigh first, then my right knee next to his other thigh while my hand rubbed up and down his steel shaft. He slid down slightly in the chair to get comfortable and his rock hard cock throbbed in my hand. 
 
    He reached for the apex of my legs, rubbed my moist folds, and hummed when he licked his fingers. 
 
    “I can’t get enough of your taste.” 
 
    I blushed. Then slowly, teasingly, I lowered myself onto him. He grunted when I sat up and right before he slipped out, I slowly sat down again. I gave him some of his own medicine and did this a few times, slowly, riding his cock up and down, coating his shaft with my juices. 
 
    He gripped my hips, controlled my movements and using my body pumped hard, deep thrusts. 
 
    I clutched his neck while my legs strained, hovering over him. His lips twitched into a smile. Sweat peppered his face, and he pulled me to his body. He kissed down my neck, and all I thought of was his hands on my body while riding his cock. He stretched me wide and deep as he drove into me, filling me. 
 
    Tyler grunted in animal-like fervor when I pushed my palms into his chest and shifted my hips, grinding my pussy in a circular motion, maintaining a delicious rhythm. My core tightened and contracted around him. I screamed his name. He threw his head back, letting out a low groan. I continued rocking in slow movements when his cock throbbed, filling me with his hot seed. In a wave of paradox sensations, chills shot up my spine as my fiery heat engulfed him. 
 
    I collapsed against his chest, spent and hot. 
 
    His heart thundered in his chest, beating against my own. He wrapped his arms around me, gently kissed the top of my head. 
 
    His cock twitched within me, sending another flurry of electricity through my core.  
 
    “Feel like going for a dip in the river?” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    I dived under the water and came up behind Ava, forcing a scream from her lips. 
 
    “You gave me a fright,” she said, slapping my shoulder. She couldn’t stay angry for long and burst out laughing as she clung to my neck. “Tell me about yourself.” She leaned forward, her sensual lips locking onto mine. Her face was so much smaller than mine, delicate and beautiful. Her lips were just the right plumpness and soft. I could kiss her all day. 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Duh! Everything. When did you get here? Do you work or live off the land? I want to know it all.” 
 
    I told her someone had sold our land, the new owner had even showed us the title deed he’d purchased, and they transferred the money to an untraceable offshore bank account. My father hadn’t known this happened until they showed up chasing us away from the land. He was the only one who knew where the title deed was kept. He claimed they had stolen it, had changed the information and sold the land as if it were theirs. When the developer brought bulldozers to our land, we had to leave or risk arrest and exposure of our kind. 
 
    This was another reason Ash hated humans, but I didn’t tell her this. I didn’t want her fearing him, or the clan. 
 
    I explained how we travelled aimlessly in search of a place to live and remain hidden, but it was difficult since most of the land had humans occupying them. We eventually came across this forest and stayed. We’d been here for over two years and hadn’t crossed paths with other were-animals, or humans. Until Friday. 
 
    Ava smiled sheepishly and pulled me closer. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I really am. But not sorry at the same time. I’m glad I met you.” Her honey-colored eyes shone golden in the sunlight. Her pale skin glowed and her smile was contagious. 
 
    “To be honest, I’ve been thinking about that,” — I squeezed her waist, — “and I’m glad you watched me have sex with another woman. Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    She slapped me playfully. “Pig!” Her cheeks glowed a healthy shade of pink. 
 
    She may have said I was a pig, but I saw the twinkle in her mischievous eyes when I asked if she enjoyed watching. I saw in her expression remembering and brushed my thumb against her cheek. 
 
    “You still haven’t told me what you do.” 
 
    I wanted to curl my lips in disdain, not for her but the question. I hated explaining what I did for a living. I always got mixed comments ranging from ‘that’s outstanding’ to ‘you’re a pig’. I ripped off the proverbial bandaid and told her. 
 
    “I’m a financial consultant and trader.” 
 
    “Oh, okay, that’s not so bad. Do you have many clients?” 
 
    Ava may have said it wasn’t so bad, but I saw the flicker of contempt cross her face before she asked her next question. Everyone had their own opinion on financial traders. Some were unscrupulous and deserved to be strung up by their necks, but I wasn’t like them.  
 
    “I have my own business, and my clients are well off. My client lists consist mostly of vampires and they have old money and I help them build their businesses in today’s markets. And I do everything online.” 
 
    She stared with glazed over eyes, blinked, then asked. “This is going to sound terrible and sorry for asking, but are you rich?” 
 
    I grinned. The question was bound to come up, eventually. 
 
    “Let’s just say my great grandchildren will want for nothing. And if invested wisely, neither would their kids.” 
 
    “Just so you know, I’m not a gold digger.” She started letting go, but I pulled her closer. It was as if she thought by just holding on to me, I’d think those were her intentions. “So does that mean you could buy any land you want?” 
 
    I nodded. “I could and I looked. But there wasn’t anything big enough at the time, and it would mean revealing ourselves; and right now, under Ash’s leadership, we’re staying put. But when things change, who knows what would happen.” I smiled reassuringly and nipped at her jawline. I meant what I said. If I became chieftain things would change and I might move us out of the shadows. There was an entire world to discover and nothing to be afraid of anymore. 
 
    Ava told me about herself. She grew up on a farm in Illinois, named all their farm animals to keep her dad from slaughtering or selling them. How she loved animals and wanted to work for National Geographic. She had a wonderful childhood even though they were not wealthy, but her parents loved her and that’s what counted most. When she told me her parents had died in a car accident, her eyes misted. I asked whether she’d had any serious boyfriends, and she replied only one. When she relayed how he’d almost killed her, my blood boiled. I wanted to know everything about this useless piece of shit to rid the earth of his corpse. 
 
    “Calm down, Tyler, please.” She planted soft kisses over my cheek. “He is worthless and doesn’t deserve another thought. Please, forget I said anything.” 
 
    An overwhelming sense came over me; that I wanted to protect her and harm those who had hurt her. My feelings for Ava were different to what I felt for Cheryl. I didn’t understand them, but I liked how it made me feel. I liked to have purpose, and she gave that to me. 
 
    “You know I can’t, Ava—” 
 
    “But you must. Only if he comes after me again, do you have my permission to do with him as you please. He deserves no more of my attention. Until that day happens, can we forget about him and only concentrate on us?” Her words slipped out, and she gasped, realizing her mistake. I smiled at her, which made her smile, and it brightened her face. She recovered quickly by adding. “I really don’t want to waste time speaking about him. I want to know more about you.” 
 
    “You can’t possibly know everything about me in an hour.” 
 
    “I know that,” — she bit her lip, — “I like you, Tyler. At first I wasn’t expecting much, didn’t want to, but… I want to see more of you, you know? If you want to see more of me?” she shrugged; the genuine question hung silently on her lips. She struggled to get the words out, and I thought I’d help. 
 
    “Are you asking me to be your boyfriend?” I smirked. 
 
    “We’re not in grade school.” 
 
    I laughed, which prompted her to join me. 
 
    Did I want this? Did I really want this human female? I enjoyed her company, the way she spoke about animals and how she preferred to sit among nature. 
 
    Since I found her Friday night, she had been all I thought about. She clouded my mind and filled me with hope. My stomach ached when I wasn’t near her, and my chest fluttered when I was. The confusion of it all only settled once she was in my arms. 
 
    It left me frustrated, irritated, and confused; she was human. Other shifters had human mates before, and this would be no different. But did she want me as her mate? It was meant to be forever and not something I could just blurt out and ask; I needed to wait until the chance presented itself. It may be too soon and I didn’t want to scare her away. Besides, I wanted to know more about her. And if we were to spend more time together, I couldn’t have her blindfolded. She needed to see my world to decide for herself. To decide whether she wanted to be with me, here. 
 
    “I’d like nothing more.” I kissed her temple, pulled her closer against me and felt her heart racing against my chest. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Once dressed, I didn’t see the need to blindfold Ava. She had expressed her desires to continue seeing me, meaning she’d need to know everything about me and the rest of the sabers. And to do that, she needed to see us. 
 
    I needed to speak to Ash about this. I didn’t need the clan’s blessing for the partner I chose but I needed to inform Ash; Ava was human, and she’d be sticking around for much longer. I’d have to make Ash accept this somehow. I wanted her to feel comfortable around the other sabers and not have to blindfold her. I wanted to show her my world, and she needed to see it all. 
 
    “Oh, my!” Ava said as we neared the huts. She opted to walk on her own, using me as a walking aid, and we traversed at a slow pace. “There are so many. No wonder I couldn’t find any when I looked. You camouflage your huts well. Which one is yours?” 
 
    “You’re sleeping in mine. I’m bunking with Miles at the moment.” 
 
    “Well, you can always bunk with me,” she said, batting her eyelashes. 
 
    “I just might.” An uneasiness settled between my shoulder blades, and I stopped us walking any farther. The hairs on my forearms rose. I didn’t like it. “Hey, listen, can I blindfold you and carry you to your hut. I need to speak with Ash before I bring you out of the closet as my girlfriend… so to speak.” 
 
    “Sure,” she giggled as I tied the material around her head, covering her eyes. 
 
    Once Ava was safely in the hut, I locked the door, pocketing the key. I called Miles over, who had healed from his head wound. I didn’t like how he and Ava had lied to me—I’d seen Darla slink back to the clan and I’d known she was up to something. Her and Claw. Then when I saw Mile’s cut on his head, I knew Darla had done it. And I knew Darla wanted to hurt Ava. 
 
    “Where’s Claw and Darla?” 
 
    Miles nervously scanned the area. “I don’t know. Your dad is looking for them too.” 
 
    “Where is Ash?” 
 
    “He’s gone back to his hut. He’s sent five males to look for them and is waiting for her at his hut. He’s pissed.” 
 
    I hated speaking with Ash when he was in a mood, but this couldn’t wait. I needed him to know about Ava, and the sooner the better. 
 
    “Stay here. I don’t want either of those two coming near Ava. I’m telling Dad I’m claiming her.” 
 
    A broad smile stretched across Mile’s face. “You, dog you. Go!” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    A storm of emotions swirled around Ash; he paced in front of his hut, deep in thought. 
 
    “Father, can we speak?” 
 
    “Not now, Tyler, can’t you see I’m busy.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed,” I said with sarcasm laced in my words. “It’s important.” I didn’t bother waiting for his reply. I stood in his way so he didn’t have an excuse to ignore me. Before the words escaped me, he pushed me out of the way. My beast roared, forcing a growl from my lips, and I pushed him back. Ash punched me in the face, and I elbowed him. That day had finally arrived, forcing my hand. I would kill him if he pushed me too far. 
 
    “Stop, I’m trying to talk with you.” 
 
    He didn’t stop. He launched in the air; I backed away from him, the moment he landed I kicked his hip and he fell to the ground with a grunt. 
 
    “Stop,” I pleaded. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You can’t hurt me.” 
 
    Ash was taking his frustrations out on me, instead of Darla. I wondered what he’d found out about her. 
 
    Ash ran to me, raised his fists and swung. I side stepped, punching him in the jaw. His head knocked sideways, something crunched, and he collapsed to the ground. He moaned, unmoving. 
 
    “Christ, I didn’t want to fight you.” I gripped him under his arms and pulled him near his hut. “What I wanted to tell you before this pissing contest is, I’m claiming Ava. The right thing to do was inform you before you heard it from someone else.” 
 
    Ash narrowed his dark green eyes, and I expected a flurry of cuss words, but he said nothing. He exhaled deeply and wiped blood from his mouth. He nodded, his eyes misted and swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. 
 
    My shoulders dropped, and I relaxed my fists. I expected him to fight again, but he said and did nothing. 
 
    He hung his head, then finally glanced up with tears in his eyes. “Your mother said you would fall for a human. I didn’t want to believe you were as weak as me,” — he nervously glanced around whether anyone else heard, — “she said you would be like me.” 
 
    My brows furrowed. 
 
    Ash nodded. “Your mother was human, Tyler.” He raised his arms, and I pulled him to his feet. He kept hold of my upper arms. “She died giving birth to you—” 
 
    “Oh shame, is daddy-dearest telling the sad, sad story.” 
 
    I ignored Darla’s remark. She was trying to provoke me. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Ash asked Darla. His tone sent a chill to my bones. 
 
    “I told you I was going for a walk.” 
 
    “She’s lying. She attacked Miles and Ava earlier.” 
 
    Darla turned her vicious glare my way, but it did nothing. I closed the distance between us and glowered down at her. 
 
    “I’ve never liked you, Darla. Stay away from my mate and my friend.” 
 
    “Your mate?” she said through a sarcastic laugh while glancing at Ash, confirming whether it was true. 
 
    Ash nodded. 
 
    “Well, well, well. It seems the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.” She glared daggers at Ash, then snaked her arm around his waist. “Let’s go inside—” 
 
    “Did you attack them?” Ash gently unhooked her fingers from his body and kept her at arm’s length. 
 
    “I was hungry and went hunting. It’s not my fault she’s in the wrong place at the right time. It must be her human stench.” Her eyes flitted in my direction. 
 
    “We don’t attack our own, Darla. You know this.” 
 
    “She isn’t like us. And besides, it was an accident.” She walked past Ash and entered the hut. “I’m lying down. Call me if there’s any excitement.” 
 
    I didn’t appreciate her attitude, and from my father’s expression, neither did he. 
 
    “Where is your son?” I called after her. I had to tell Ash about Claw. When Darla didn’t answer, I said in a low voice Darla couldn’t hear. “Claw is killing animals again, and I’m concerned he might go for Ava.” 
 
    Soul piercing screams filled the air, and I knew it was too late. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    Running toward Ava’s hut, I found Miles lying unconscious on the ground with his head bleeding. I blasted through the door, ripping it off its hinges, but the hut was empty. There’s blood on the floor, her camera smashed, and a piece of her clothing soaking in blood. 
 
    Panic settled in and for the first time in my life, I was scared. My chest ached at the thought of losing her. I needed her by my side, and wouldn’t stop until I found her, and when I did, I’d kiss every inch of her body. My saber wanted her, but I wanted her more. We had to find her. And we’d kill to get her back. 
 
    My saber rippled through my body; he was furious. Claw had taken our mate. I didn’t have time to stop him. He smashed through me and roared loudly, ensuring Claw heard. I stretched my saber body as I readied to hunt Claw. My sense of smell was better in my beast, and I would ensure Claw got what he deserved. 
 
    Ash dashed into the hut with wide eyes upon hearing my call and shook his head. “We’ll find her, son.” 
 
    The others were out of their huts, seeing the commotion and crowded near the hut. I told Ash I was going to look for her. 
 
    Ash helped Miles to his feet. 
 
    I couldn’t wait for Ash to coordinate the search with the others, I needed to leave now. 
 
    As if knowing what I wanted, Ash nodded his understanding, and I was off. 
 
    I knew her smell, but Claws stench was stronger. I followed the trail leading me down the mountain toward the river, only to go back up again. I stopped when I no longer smelled Ava, yet Claw’s scent was overwhelming. I didn’t know whether to continue on or search for her here. It was a wild goose chase, and I wanted to make Claw bleed. I ran toward his scent. 
 
    In the distance I heard the others; some had changed into their sabers and I heard their calls. 
 
    I followed Claw’s scent to the forgotten cemetery, but I’d lost her scent completely. I didn’t know if she was here or if Claw had done something to her along the way. Yet I hadn’t seen her body. 
 
    I approached the first headstone quietly and heard Claw crying up ahead. He moaned and mumbled to himself. My chest ached as I neared. Unsure what I’d find, whether Claw had ripped Ava apart as he had done to his previous girl, and if he did, would there be anything for me to save? 
 
    Claw sat against a headstone, his mouth bloody and partially shifted; his claws rested in his lap with flesh sticking between his sharp nails. 
 
    I swallowed the lump and closed the distance. 
 
    Claw glanced up when he heard me. “I’m sorry,” he cried, sounding defeated. He’d given up. 
 
    My throat closed. My head ached. Had he destroyed her? 
 
    “What have you done?” My voice broke toward the end. 
 
    “I couldn’t help myself,” he whimpered. His dark brown eyes pleading with me. “She didn’t want me. Nobody wanted me.” He wiped his nose. “I just wanted to taste, one little bite. Help me,” he whimpered desperately. 
 
    “What did you do with her?” I roared, my chest tightening and my vision blurring with rage. 
 
    “I… I couldn’t stop…,” he mumbled, blood dripping out his mouth and down his chin. His face shifted into his beast then back. He was fighting over control. 
 
    I didn’t want the rage to consume me, but it did. Anger flooded my senses, and I pounced on the boy. He blocked me and pushed me off. I leaped into the air, pounding his chest with my fists. He stumbled to the ground, his back hitting the headstone, and with all my strength, I hit him in the head. His head hit the gravestone, and I grabbed him, biting down as hard as I could. His blood poured down my throat, but he didn’t push me away. He didn’t fight me. He had given up. 
 
    Footsteps surrounded us. 
 
    Darla shrieked in the background while Ash consoled her. 
 
    I bit harder on Claw’s neck, his body going limp in my jaws. 
 
    Everybody understood we couldn’t allow Claw to continue. He was losing his grip on reality, twisted beyond help, and had brought enough shame to our clan. 
 
    Darla shrieked and growled. Ash asked others to help contain her. 
 
    I opened my jaws and Claw’s body fell to the floor. His claws shifted back to his hands, the gaping wound pulsed blood and his eyes clouded. I lifted my head and sniffed. Ava wasn’t here. 
 
    I searched the grounds and came across three dead deers, all disemboweled, with a trail of blood leading to Claw’s corpse. He had been crying about the deers; confirming it was him hunting them. 
 
    Where was Ava? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    Following Claw’s scent back down toward the river, I stopped at the place where I’d lost her scent. 
 
    Miles had shifted into his saber to heal the nasty wound on his head and stood beside me. He breathed in the air across his teeth and shook his head. 
 
    Ava was not here. 
 
    I glanced around, sniffed the air, and I caught the faint smell of her floral perfume. I dashed in the direction and neared the water's edge. She had somehow gotten free of Claw and swam. 
 
    Miles understood and stepped beside me. 
 
    We had never gone across the river before. The hikers on the trails would see us and everything we’d done to keep our clan hidden would be for nothing. But I had to find her. She was worth the risk. 
 
    We shifted into our human form and jumped into the water and swam across. The rapids were calm enough, and we reached the other side easily. 
 
    Scenting her while in human form wasn’t ideal, but I’d rather have the humans laugh at us because we were naked than having them scream because there were saber-tooth tigers in the mountains. It would cause confusion and the WAA would be on our asses for not disclosing ourselves to them before entering near their territory. 
 
    “I smell her,” Miles said beside me. 
 
    “Yeah, but he hurt her.” I found dried blood she had left on a leaf as she trampled through the rough terrain and doubted she got very far with a swollen ankle. Yet she surprised me and had come this far already. 
 
    I pointed toward the path I thought she may have used, and we headed in that direction. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    Fighting erupted outside my hut, I yelped and jumped on the bed. A man with crazed dark eyes burst through the door, salivating. 
 
    I noticed Miles unmoving outside on the ground, and the man before me had his claws out. 
 
    “You smell better up close, pretty one,” he breathed deeply, not taking his eyes off me. “Make this easy for me or hard,” — he shrugged, — “either way I’m going to hurt you. Just if you come with me willingly, I won’t make you bleed as much,” he said menacingly, sending a nervous jolt through my body. 
 
    When that knucklehead burst through the hut door, threatening me, all I could do was obey. And I hated him for it. 
 
    “I’ll not only hurt you, I’ll hurt Tyler if you don’t do what I ask.” 
 
    In that moment I froze; sending me back to a time when my ex had spoken to me in that similar cold tone. His threats of harm and destruction. I’d come a long way since those days. And even though I didn’t want to get hurt, I didn’t want him to hurt Tyler. 
 
    So I did as he asked and followed. He crushed my camera beneath his enormous foot and I whimpered, he’d just killed my dreams. But I had to think of Tyler, I couldn’t lose him too. 
 
    He told me his name was Claw, which suited him. His jet-black hair stuck up in all directions, he was short and skinny with big brown eyes; I didn’t know where his pupils began or ended. He had a twitch on his left side, either his eyelid would flutter, or his shoulder jerked. It was unnerving. It didn’t take long to figure out why his name was Claw. Whenever he twitched, his hands shifted into large claws; with one of them gripping my upper arm to keep me in place. He needed to steady his breathing before they morphed back into hands. 
 
    He frightened me; he was unstable. I wondered how they allowed him to stay in the village. 
 
    Finally, my kidnapper got distracted by a deer. His shoulder twitched, then his left eye. He made a low whining sound that made my arms pebble. His attention was on the deer. I used the opportunity and pushed away from him; with every ounce of strength, I hobbled toward the river's edge and jumped in without thinking if this was a good idea. My thoughts crashed one on top of the other, and all I wanted to do was get away from Claw. Even though he’d threatened to hurt Tyler, I realized it was Claw who should be afraid—Tyler was much larger and powerful. I doubted Claw would see Tyler coming. I thought I needed to remove myself from Claw’s plan and headed toward the river. That way, Claw couldn’t threaten Tyler, because I’d be out of the equation. Leaving Tyler to sort Claw out. 
 
    My captor didn’t seem to enjoy water and went after the deer instead. I wanted to cry when I heard him attack the animals—guilt ripped through me for allowing him to do this, but I needed to get to safety. I said a silent prayer for the animals and hoped Tyler was okay. Although he was better equipped to fighting than I could ever be. 
 
    The swim across the river was a breeze, and my ankle hardly hurt. But the moment I tried to walk on the other side, I couldn’t. Instead, I crawled up the mountain as fast as I could and found a safe place to rest. 
 
    Now that I was on this side, I wasn’t sure Tyler would find me, but I couldn’t risk crossing the river again. Not until I knew that psycho wouldn’t hurt either of us.  
 
    I heard hikers a short distance away and continued in that direction. My thinking was to ask if I could borrow a phone to call the ranger for medical assistance. I noticed my captor had swiped at my back as I ran away from him; I was bleeding and needed stitches. 
 
    I finally reached the hiking trail and sat there until someone walked by. 
 
    After what felt like an hour, a couple almost had a heart attack thinking I was dead, until I reached for them. All I heard were their ear-piercing screams. Finally, after a fit of laughter, we settled down, and I asked to use their phone. They said we were a mile away from the ranger’s cabin and offered to get me there. They tried their cellphones first but were out of range. 
 
    After every few steps I glanced over my shoulder, but no-one was following me. 
 
    I walked between the two hikers as they helped me to the ranger’s cabin. 
 
    An hour had passed when we finally arrived. I thanked them for their help and sank into the ranger’s soft couch. 
 
    “A man has been calling for you,” the ranger said as she assessed the deep gash on my shoulder. “These butterfly stitches should do the trick. You can be lucky it wasn’t too deep. What did you say did this again?” 
 
    Nice try, I didn’t say. 
 
    “It was a tree branch as I fell into the river. I know, I’m such a clumsy person.” 
 
    “Riiight,” she mumbled, but didn’t push the subject. 
 
    “Did the man say who he was?” 
 
    “A Derek something—” 
 
    “He’s my boss. I take photographs for his newspaper. Did he say what he wanted?” 
 
    “No, but you’re welcome to use my phone.” She handed me her phone and tended to my shoulder. 
 
    I knew Derek’s number by heart and waited for him to pick up. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Derek, it’s Ava—” 
 
    “Are you okay? I’ve been trying to reach you—” 
 
    “I told you where I was, remember? I went hiking.” 
 
    “I remember, Ava, I’m not stupid. A man has been asking about you and I wanted to warn you.” 
 
    Ice filled my veins. When I slouched my wound ached. I sat straighter and asked, “Did he give a name and what he wanted?” 
 
    “No, just that I remember you telling me about your ex when you first started working for me, and I think it’s him.” 
 
    This could not be happening. I didn’t want to think about why he was here, or what he’d do if he found me. This was messed up. 
 
    “What did you tell him?” I finally said once I collected my thoughts. 
 
    “Nothing, I swear….” He fell silent on the other side and my stomach dropped. 
 
    “What did you tell him, Derek? I’m not angry, but I need to know if he’s coming here.” 
 
    I heard Derek swallow. “He introduced himself at golf this morning. He was talking to my parents about the pictures you took for his magazine. I didn’t know who he was at first. We might have said you were hiking this weekend to get your shots for your portfolio.” 
 
    I cringed and silently swore at him. “It’s okay, thanks for telling me. I have to go.” 
 
    “I’m sorry—” 
 
    I ended the call before he finished his sentence. Rage flooded my veins. I was careless and now he’d found me. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    No, my ex found me. I didn’t know what to do. Instead I said, “Nothing I can’t handle.” 
 
    When the ranger finished dressing the wound, she offered me half her sandwich and a jacket she found. She wasn’t pleased when I said I had to go back on the trail. I mentioned that if anyone seemed suspicious and was looking for me; she had to call the police. 
 
    As I exited her cabin, I walked through the parking lot. It was Sunday and most of the hikers would be leaving. Some spots were already empty, with more hikers on the way to their cars. But there was one car I could never miss. The black Lexus parked beside my car. 
 
    My car was old and dirty. I ambled around another car and approached my car suspiciously. I found a card stuck to the window, held down by the wipers. I removed it from the window and read the back; XOXO. I knew it was him, he always ended his notes that way. 
 
    My heart raced inside my ribs and I spun around, searching the parking lot. I peered through the tinted windows of his car. On the passenger seat was an open map book with a shell casing. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    In our naked state, Miles and I followed her bloody trail. It left me concerned for her wellbeing to have lost so much blood. But what left my chest hurting was Claw biting her. We despised those who attacked humans. Were-animal bites left humans either dead, or turned into the animal which bit them. I did not want Ava turning into a saber. This was not how I envisioned our relationship starting. My claiming her should not result in her turning into one of us; especially if she never wanted to in the first place. 
 
    Just thinking about what might have happened left my hands itching, and they morphed into powerful claws. 
 
    “Easy there, tiger,” Miles said as he stepped in front of me. “You’re going to scare the hikers.” He raised his hand to his ear. 
 
    I nodded and pointed to a copse nearby. Carefully, we hid between the trees and dark shadows. 
 
    Miles bumped my elbow, and I followed his line of sight. Lying in the middle of the hiking trail was Ava, giving a couple of hikers a fright when she moved while they assessed her. I smiled and my heart fluttered—she was alive but hurt. 
 
    “He scratched her,” Miles confirmed. “She will stay human.” 
 
    Relief washed over me as I watched the hikers assist Ava along the trail toward the ranger’s cabin. 
 
    We stealthily moved with her, ensuring her safety. I readied to pounce, naked, on top of anyone who hurt her. 
 
    She stayed in the ranger cabin for a while, then just when I itched to storm the cabin she emerged bandaged and her cheeks rosy. But what stopped me from approaching was the expression she wore; she was afraid. She searched the cars, removed a card from one car, and paled when she saw the black Lexus. 
 
    I wanted to go to her, but Miles held me back. There were hikers exiting the trails and heading toward their vehicles. We couldn’t risk exposure. 
 
    We followed along the parking lot but kept to the rough terrain where they wouldn’t see us. Ava removed something from the first car and pulled something out of the trunk. A gun. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    I dusted glass off the back seat and popped the trunk. I needed to break the back window, I couldn’t waste time going back to the village for my car keys, especially since I didn’t know where it was. 
 
    I squeezed the weapon in my shaking hand. After I left Scott, I bought the gun and attended lessons. When I’d found out he was dating someone else, I kept the gun in case. Normally I avoided weapons, especially those that killed quickly, but for him I’d make an exception. I twirled a strand of my dark hair between my fingers, squeezing the gun in my other hand. 
 
    Scott had found me. 
 
    Why couldn’t he have moved on? 
 
    I needed to get to him first. 
 
    I couldn’t allow him to find the sabers. Especially after everything they’d done to stay hidden. 
 
    I slipped the weapon inside the jacket pocket, grabbed the sandals and stepped into them. I’d lost my shoes during my swim and even though my ankle felt better, I couldn’t run on it. 
 
    I glanced around the parking lot and noted a few hikers heading toward their vehicles. I closed my trunk and headed for the path. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    My body ached, but I had to find Scott. As I walked around a bend a short distance from where I had camped on Friday, I heard voices up ahead. I hid behind trees, carefully peering around one of them. Up ahead, Scott leaned against a tree, speaking to two female hikers. They giggled at whatever he said and I rolled my eyes. He was not that charming. 
 
    Un uneasiness spread through me. I felt someone watching me and glanced over my shoulder. A surge of excitement shot through my body. It was Tyler; broad shoulders, slim hips, and butt naked. I felt my cheeks heat watching him, and Miles, but I dared not glance lower. They hurried through the brushes, closing the gap. 
 
    As Tyler neared, my heart fluttered inside my chest and I approached—meeting him halfway. 
 
    “How did you find me?” I whispered, glancing over my shoulder but no-one could see us from our position. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We need to leave, Ava. Miles and I can’t stay out here like this.” 
 
    “Okay, but we have a bigger problem.” 
 
    Tyler arched an eyebrow. 
 
    “Remember when I told you about my ex, and that he wasn’t a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said hesitantly. 
 
    “He’s here.” 
 
    Tyler peered over my head. “Is that him?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Is that why you have the gun?” 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “We saw you. We need to go this way.” He pointed to the side. “There’s no way he can find our village.” 
 
    “What if he finds it?” 
 
    “There’s no way he can find it, Ava. I promise.” 
 
    I followed closely behind Tyler with Miles behind me. It felt strange walking between two naked men. But I wasn’t thinking about that as we hiked away from the path and away from Scott. I wondered how Scott had found me. I hadn’t had my picture in any of the articles I’d given Derek, nor was I listed anywhere. I used my mother’s maiden name for the rental apartment and I paid everything in cash. I no longer used credit cards or anything that he could use to trace me. I’d stopped using contract phones, unless… Scott had managed to get my number from Derek. 
 
    The muscles between my shoulder blades tightened, and I felt on edge. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    By the time we reached their village, the sun had started to set. We had evaded Scott, yet I kept glancing over my shoulder. 
 
    I followed Tyler to his hut, passed a crying woman while others hummed a tune I’d never heard before. I smelled incense burning and in the centre something wrapped in white material. I touched Tyler’s back as he stepped toward his hut. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “I killed the man who took you,” he said nonchalantly, and entered the hut. “He was also killing the deer in the area. We can’t afford to attract the authorities. If any of them found out someone was hunting the wild animals, they’d descend upon us without thinking. We couldn’t have that,” he added gravely. 
 
    I felt bad, but Claw was dangerous. He could’ve hurt me, and he threatened Tyler. 
 
    “We will do a proper send off for his mother.” Tyler jerked his chin toward the crying woman. “Hopefully things will settle down.” 
 
    Tyler stopped near the doorjamb and pulled me closer. He cupped my face. “I should’ve done this when I found you on the trail.” 
 
    His lips touched mine, and I didn’t hold back. I opened my mouth to his, our tongues tangling. An explosion of nerve endings rocked my body as his naked body twitched against mine. I quivered as his hands trailed down my waist, over my ass and forgot about our surroundings. I felt like I was the only person in his world. While he was the only one in mine. Just the two of us, together. I heard no sounds, apart from my beating heart, in tune with his. I only felt the heat from his body as it surrounded me, comforted me. And I kissed him with my heart, and my soul. When he ended the kiss, my eyes flittered open, but his were still closed. When he finally opened them, they glowed yellow, and a smile spread across his face. 
 
    He licked his lips. “That was divine.” He closed the gap for a peck on my cheek and I just stared at him. 
 
    My body felt like jelly. After a moment had passed, I remembered where I was and what we were doing. The sting of Scott being nearby left me cold and slightly bitter. Why did he have to come now? 
 
    I glanced down, the door on the floor, ripped out of its hinges. I stepped over it and entered the hut. 
 
    “I’ll fix it,” he said and pulled on jeans. 
 
    Miles walked past and entered the hut next to ours. 
 
    My cellphone lit up. There were a dozen messages from Derek and double the amount of missed phone calls. That man was impossible. I read the messages and instead of texting him back; I phoned him. When he answered, he wanted to know if I was safe and whether Scott had found me. I put his mind at ease saying I’d be leaving for the police station soon but before I ended the call I asked if Scott had ever held his phone. He’d said their phones were together at the table. He fetched something and had left his phone on the table. 
 
    While I was busy speaking to Derek, Tyler had put the door back, but it hung skew. When I ended the call I laughed, and it put Tyler at ease because he laughed too. 
 
    When my phone lit up again, I frowned. 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I think Scott has my number.” 
 
    The screen lit up followed by a chime, as if someone had a ‘Find my phone’ app installed and was actively seeking my phone. 
 
    I glanced wide eyed at Tyler who understood what it meant. 
 
    “If he’s coming here we need to prepare. We need to ensure he doesn’t find my village,” he said and stormed out of the hut. 
 
    Tyler approached a man, informing him of the situation I had caused. I didn’t like that I’d brought Scott here and didn’t want anyone getting hurt because of me. I pulled on my second pair of hiking shoes and pocketed my pistol and knife. I couldn’t stay here like bait and wait for Scott to enter their village and shoot one of them. I’d rather lead him away and try to take care of this myself. 
 
    Grabbing my phone, I exited the hut and walked around and away from everyone. The phone continued making that sound; I silenced it but kept it in my hand. I tried to reverse engineer the app, but it blocked me—I didn’t know how close Scott was. 
 
    My phone vibrated. I stopped to see what’s going on, but the screen died. Twigs snapped behind me. I spun around and there he stood. 
 
    “Ava, my sweet Ava. Do you know how long I’ve tried to find you.” 
 
    “Get away from me, Scott. It’s been more than a year.” 
 
    “No, you ran away—” 
 
    “Because you hit me more than once.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, babe. I truly am. Please, can we try one more time?” 
 
    I shook my head, pulled out my weapon and pointed it at him. He raised his hands. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk. I thought you hated guns.” 
 
    “I’ve been training.” 
 
    Scott stepped closer. I stepped back. He lunged at me, hitting the gun out of my hands. His shoulder collided with my chest, knocking the wind out of me. We fell to the ground with him on top. He grabbed my head, slamming it to the ground. My vision tunneled and darkness swallowed me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    I awoke upside down. My blood rushing to my head, giving me a splitting headache. I watched Scott’s sneakers as he carried me. My head pounding louder with each painful step he took. I moved my arms, but they felt heavy and cold, he’d tied my arms behind my back, straining my shoulders while my stomach ached colliding with his shoulder with each step. 
 
    “Please untie me,” I breathed. “I won’t run away.” 
 
    Scott stopped. He tugged on my body; the ground moved, then the sky moved above me as he set me on my feet.  
 
    Feeling rushed back into my arms and my feet tingled. 
 
    “You can walk yourself.” He pulled on my upper arm, forcing me to walk beside him. 
 
    “Why are you doing this? You can have any girl…” What I really wanted to say was no girl sane enough would stick with him. He was too possessive and saw women as toys for his enjoyment and whenever he pleased. 
 
    “Yeah, and I had a lot of them. But,” — he shrugged, — “you got away.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I stopped, gave him my meanest look. “I really liked you at first, Scott. But then you tried to own me. If you take me, understand I’ll do everything in my power to get away from you. Please, just untie me, go away, and I won’t call the cops.” 
 
    He slowly shook his head. His menacing expression left my body cold. His haunted stare pierced straight through my face. 
 
    “I can’t do that. You need to be punished.” 
 
    I kicked his shin and ran in the other direction. I ran as fast as I could manage with my aching ankle. It was difficult because of my hands behind my back. I dashed off the path, down the mountain, and just when I thought I got away, a weight landed on top of me. I hit the ground hard. My head smashed into the dirt, tasting the earth. The last thing I thought was he was going to kill me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    “Where is she?” I yelled for all to hear. The hut was empty and her hiking boots gone. She went after him. Alone. My beast rippled under my skin, pleading for release. Soon! 
 
    She didn’t want her ex coming to my village. I loved how she thought of my people, but she was stubborn; we could’ve done this together. 
 
    “Miles,” I called him over and Blaze followed. 
 
    “Help me,” I growled and told them the rest of the story. “I know none of this is her fault, and it’s not our fight. But we need to help her. He’s put her in the hospital before, I don’t want her hurt.” 
 
    My saber growled. He didn’t like that she was with the man who had hurt her before. 
 
    We needed to bring her back. 
 
    Now! 
 
    The three of us shifted into our beasts and followed her scent. We sprinted down the mountain and picked up her scent. We followed the trail and found some blood—her blood. My beast snarled at the discovery. He hurt our woman. We needed to stay focused and continued following her scent until we reached the hiking trail. 
 
    Darkness surrounded us. The smell of the earth and damp leaves around us as the world sped past us. Her scent was stronger the farther we ran on the hiking trail. I didn’t care if there were hikers; I had to find Ava before Scott hurt her. 
 
    The doors of the black Lexus stood open. A man bundled something into the backseat, slamming the door. 
 
    I growled. The man glanced up, frozen to the spot, then fumbled for something behind his back. He turned around, aiming his weapon at us. 
 
    “No!” yelled Ava from the backseat. She squeezed her body between the two seats as she stared at me, shaking her head. 
 
    It was then I realized she saw my true form, my saber. She’d glimpsed me in the dim light of the oil lamp, but now she saw the real me under the bright street light. Would she accept this, accept me? She mouthed the words ‘you’re beautiful,’ giving me the boost to get rid of this guy. 
 
    A deep guttural sound came from the back of our throats, warning him. 
 
    “What the?” Scott said, his hand shaking. He fired his gun. 
 
    It missed Blaze, who snapped his jaws. I lunged at Scott. We tussled. He tried to push me off but I was too big. He managed to move his hand and I felt the steel against me. Shots rang off. I opened my jaw and went for his jugular. I wanted him dead. When another round of shots hit my body, I let go of his neck, staggered to the other side of the car, and fell. 
 
    Miles jumped over me, landing on Scott. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    After my second hospital admission, I’d learned my shoulder could pop out of the socket easily with barely any pain. I needed to get free of Scott. The moment he climbed into the car and started it, I’d be dead. I twisted my arms, my shoulder popped, my arm went limp, and I slipped my arms under my legs and over to have them in front of me again. I slammed my shoulder into the front seat; it popped back in place and I clenched my jaw until the pain subsided. I hadn’t done it in a while and it was a shock to my system. My vision tunneled from the sudden burst of pain while my head throbbed and continued to bleed. I was not having a great day. 
 
    I watched the three sabers approach while Scott aimed at Tyler. I recognized his furry body, but it was the look in his eyes; glowing yellow and filled with concern—for me. He seemed worried about something… I didn’t know why? He shuffled his paws and dropped his head. I caught the despondent line on his shoulders. A flurry of emotions swirled around me, he was concerned for my safety but also worried about what I thought of him in his saber form. 
 
    His yellow eyes stayed on mine and I smiled mouthing the words, ‘you’re beautiful,’ which made him raise his head and turn his dark gaze on Scott once more. 
 
    Shots went off, I focused my attention on Scott and Tyler on the ground. They scuffled. Tyler was huge compared to him but Scott fought dirty. When more shots rang, I freaked, twisted my hands in opposite directions until the cable ties snapped apart. 
 
    I opened the backdoor when Tyler scrambled to the front of my car and another saber jumped onto Scott. 
 
    My heart stopped as my world slowed. Tyler fell to the ground, bleeding. My throat closed, fearing the worst. 
 
    Shots sounded again. I focused on the saber clawing Scott’s hand, ripped it from his arm and it went flying to the other side with the gun landing nearby. Scott swore and cried out as he clutched his bloody stump to his chest with his good hand around his neck—but the neck wound was superficial. The saber stalked Scott, readying to pounce and rip his head off. My eyes flitted to Tyler, who lay motionless. My chest squeezed as I struggled for air. Tears streamed down my face. Scott bumped into my legs as he shuffled away from the other saber. He glanced up at me. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he mumbled, but his eyes were pleading for me to help him. 
 
    I shook my head, stared at the saber, and nodded. 
 
    Scott didn’t deserve my comfort. He deserved so much worse. But I was not like him and never would be. 
 
    “If you want to live, I’d suggest you climb into your Lexus and get far away. If you don’t, my new friends will tear you a new one.” 
 
    Scott climbed to his feet, pushed his bloody stump into my chest as he swayed. I pushed him against his car while I opened his door for him. The saber stood where he was while Scott sat and fumbled with his keys. I grabbed them out of his good hand and pressed the start button, his car roared to life. 
 
    I leaned into his car, grabbed a shirt and ripped it up to make a tourniquet, then continued strapping his stump and his neck so he wouldn’t bleed to death. 
 
    A saber stood and morphed into his human form; a large, well-built and very naked man with piercing blue eyes. He stared at Scott, and I was sure he could kill with that look. He picked up Scott’s severed hand, threw it at me and I handed it to Scott. The other saber pointed and shouted. “If you ever come for her again, you will die.” 
 
    I slammed the door as Scott put his car in reverse and backed up. 
 
    The other saber and Miles darted for Tyler who was now in his human form and struggled to breathe. 
 
    “He took two shots to the chest. Help me carry him,” Miles said. 
 
    “We must go to hospital.” 
 
    “No.” The other man said. “We have a healer within our community. He will know what to do.” He glanced nervously at Miles and they picked up Tyler. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    With every agonizing step we took, Tyler winced. He was still bleeding by the time we arrived at the village. Everyone ran up to us, trying to find out what had happened. 
 
    I received stares that left me chilled, and horribly guilty. If I could make it go away, I would. 
 
    “Bring him here,” an old man said. He was ancient, with leathery skin, and one good eye. His silver hair tied in a low ponytail, wearing a loincloth, and used a stick to aid him as he walked. “Come,” he rambled and entered a hut on the far side of the village. 
 
    I followed Miles into the hut when the other man, I now knew as Blaze, shoved his fingers into my chest and pushed me outside. 
 
    “You are not part of my people. If it wasn’t for you, this wouldn’t have happened.” 
 
    I swallowed the large lump in my throat but stood my ground. “I know, and I’m sorry. If I could take it back, I would. If there’s anything I can do to help, I want to.” My voice croaked toward the end as I swallowed my tears. 
 
    “You’re not welcome here,” Blaze said in a bitter tone that left me shivering. 
 
    Miles ran out to comfort me. “Ignore Blaze, he’s just upset. Allow Windtalker to assess the damage to Tyler first. Wait over there,” — he pointed at a patch of grass, — “and I’ll fetch you.” 
 
    I nodded, sitting down and dusting tears from my face, but they didn’t stop flowing. My heart tugged and ached for Tyler, and I wished I could exchange places with him. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    I succumbed to exhaustion, but the moment someone exited the hut I shot up as if electrocuted. 
 
    The old man crouched near me. “My dear, the bullet stopped too close to his heart and I can’t get it. You need to brace yourself that there’s the possibility he may not make it.” 
 
    I blinked back the tears. “Is there anything we can do?” 
 
    “There is a way—” 
 
    “Anything, if you need me to do something, please tell me.” 
 
    He smiled sincerely and nodded once. “What do you know about the shifter bonding?” 
 
    I frowned at him and shrugged. I didn’t know much. I’d learned a few things at school but they’d said it was different for each were-animal. 
 
    He stood and proffered his hand. “Walk with me.” 
 
    Windtalker curled his bony fingers around my elbow and we ambled around the village while he explained what he meant by shifter bonding. We received stares, well I received stares, some scowled, and one even snarled at me displaying their elongated teeth. I shuffled closer to Windtalker as he described the ceremony. 
 
    When a shifter found his or her true mate and they bonded, it was for life. It was the equivalent of finding your true love—one you’d stay with forever. He spoke of how he had felt something the last couple of days where he suspected Tyler had laid claim to me but hadn’t closed the bonding ritual. He surmised Tyler wanted to make sure I was the right one for him. And possibly if it was something I wanted to do. Windtalker didn’t know how I felt for Tyler. But, as stubborn as Tyler was, Windtalker knew I was the right one for him. 
 
    It explained why my body reacted to Tyler in that way and how I felt at home in his embrace. I wanted to be near him. But being stubborn myself, I thought nothing of it. It felt like an intense crush, which I denied. As Windtalker spoke, I wasn’t sure being bound to someone for the rest of my life was something I wanted. We barely knew each other. I’d only just met Tyler. Was he really the one?  
 
    Then flashes of Tyler lying unconscious as Blaze and Miles had carried him tugged at the deepest part of my heart. He didn’t think twice to help me, to save me. He had searched when Claw had taken me and had even killed Claw. He had cared for me in a way no man had ever. And as much as I tried to deny it, I was falling for him and knew it to be true. I glanced around, took in the magnificent sight before me. It was then when I knew what I wanted. I saw myself living here with him and his clan. 
 
    And if there was a way I could help Tyler, I wanted to do it. 
 
    I swallowed the lump and asked the question. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Windtalker had said there was a way we could speed up Tyler’s healing. He was too weak for us to bond in this world, but there was another way to bond in the spirit realm. If it worked, and we bonded, Tyler could use the power from within the clan and the earth at our feet to heal his wounds. They had managed to remove the second bullet but left the bullet near his heart for fear of further damage. He’d lost too much blood and was too weak to shift into his saber and couldn’t heal himself. His heart had failed to beat steadily, instead it slowed down, weakening him some more. They’d done what they could, now it was up to Tyler to heal himself. 
 
    I offered to call Ruth, but Windtalker shook his head. A wildlife veterinarian wouldn’t know how to help Tyler and there wasn’t enough time to get him to a hospital. Tyler was dying. 
 
    Windtalker offered me a vial of a liquid called Naimoi, similar to Ayahuasca. It would enlighten me and send me to a place where I could find Tyler, bond with him, and hopefully he’d use the clan’s power to heal. It was something shifters took to speak with those long gone; and never meant for humans and the threat of me staying there, or dying, was real. 
 
    If this was Tyler’s only hope, I’d do it. Now that I had the time to think about it—and what I wanted—I didn’t want to live without him. I couldn’t see myself living another day without him and would do all I could to help, even if it meant risking my life. 
 
    Everybody had left Tyler and me alone. I carefully lay beside him, kissed his cheek and a chill went through me; he was in his human form, pale, and his lips were turning blue. His chest barely rose and fell. Blood pooled beneath him, and the wound on his chest covered with medicinal leaves. 
 
    He was on the brink; it was my only chance to bring him back. 
 
    I said a silent prayer for guidance and strength. 
 
    Tears streaked my face. My heart ached seeing him so still, so hurt. It felt like I was part of a tragedy as I lifted the vial and drank it down. The bitter taste left me nauseated and my stomach ached. Fire coursed through my veins as everything burned. My vision blurred, and I nestled against Tyler’s side, holding him tightly against me. If this was my last breath, then I wanted it to be by his side and breathed him in. 
 
    In that moment, I forgot about my pictures and portfolio. I forgot about my TV dinners for one and how my life used to be. I only thought of Tyler, how he made me feel and how I loved being around him. 
 
    My body heated from the Naimoi, then I drifted to sleep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    I ran through the woods; my saber pushing to go farther and farther. The trees blurred past me as I headed toward the water, reflecting the bright light. Others stood around, waiting for me. I glimpsed my mother in the distance and I ran toward her. I saw my ancestors, and I raced to meet them once more. I felt content. I was at home with my people, those who had passed long before me. 
 
    But… 
 
    This didn’t feel right. I wasn’t ready to go to them. Not yet. I stopped, shaking my head. There was something I was forgetting. There was something important I needed to do. I couldn’t remember what had brought me here. Did I fight Claw? Did I fight Ash? Why was I… 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at the forest behind me and my heart tugged and skipped a beat. I smelled her scent. Ava. 
 
    No, I didn’t want to go toward the light—not yet. I needed to find Ava. I needed to see her one last time. 
 
    I felt her presence—here—and I needed to go to her. 
 
    With every part of me, I hoped she wasn’t dead. 
 
    I turned around, ignoring the calls to go to my mother, to go to my ancestors. Instead, I followed her scent. I blurred past trees and bushes until I found her sitting on a fallen log. She seemed peaceful and serene. She sat with her hands between her legs, her eyes were closed and a smile tugged on her lips. The fine slope of her nose, her thin, kissable lips, and her beauty pulled me closer. 
 
    She opened her honey-colored eyes, and smiled sweetly. 
 
    “You came.” She stood and ran to me. She clung to my furry body and scratched my soft fur. 
 
    I rubbed my large head against hers, careful not to cut her with my sizable canines. 
 
    “How are you here?” I asked nervously, afraid of what the answer would be. 
 
    She told me about the injury I’d suffered while trying to get her away from her ex, the bullet striking close to my heart and my body lying in Windtalker’s hut. 
 
    “Windtalker gave me a vial of something gross to drink. He said it was the only way to help you. We needed to bond.” 
 
    The bonding ritual—of course. We hardly used this method amongst our kind, but it had worked before. But she was only human and had risked her life to be here; coming to my aid. My heart swelled with love for this woman and all I wanted to do was embrace her. To pull her into my arms and never let go. To kiss all over her body and make her mine. 
 
    I glanced down at my saber form and knew I needed to change. It felt strange needing to be human in our spirit world, but I had to do it for her. The bonding couldn’t work otherwise. 
 
    Slowly I stood tall, my transition back into my human form felt odd; tendons pulled, bones snapped and reformed. In moments I’m beside her, my arms around her naked body. She clung to me, her legs over mine, her arms around my neck, afraid to let me go. I pulled her closer and kissed her with my heart and my soul. My life bound to hers, forever. 
 
    A thought gnawed on me then, I’d never spoken to her about the bonding ceremony and didn’t know if it was something she even wanted. She had shown she wanted to spend time with me, but mentioned nothing about a lifelong bonding. 
 
    “Now that you know what it means, is this what you really want?” 
 
    She lifted her head away from my shoulder, her honey-colored eyes searching. She smiled. “I’ve wanted nothing more in my life. I’ve barely known you a week, but it feels as though my soul has known you a lifetime. I don’t know how, or why, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized it’s true. I want to spend the rest of my life with you.” She pressed her soft lips against mine and I crushed her against me. 
 
    She was so soft in my arms, leaving me hard against her delicate flesh. 
 
    “So is that a yes?” I asked in between kisses. 
 
    She playfully smacked my shoulder and broke the kiss. Her eyes twinkled with humor. “Of course. I do.” 
 
    I gently crushed her to the soft grass and positioned myself between her legs. Warmth spread through me and into her as I nudged the tip of my cock against her slick opening. She spread her legs wider for me and her warm hands reached for my ass, pulling me toward her. I slipped inside her, so soft, so warm, so mine. The scent of her arousal filled my nostrils, going straight to my heart. 
 
    I felt how she wanted me as much as I wanted her. We may have only known each other for a short time, but our connection was strong. We had that spark I needed. 
 
    I feathered kisses along her neck and opened myself to her. It wasn’t just desire, it was more than love. It was the need to offer myself to her, allowing her into my soul and offering her everything I had. 
 
    She met each long stroke with her own as she too offered herself to me; her warmth traveled through my body and struck my heart—melding us together. 
 
    Ava had given so much of herself and risking her life by being here only made me love her more. 
 
    Our bodies became one; our hearts joined, and our souls entwined. 
 
    How a chance encounter had brought us together, with near death sealing our fate. 
 
    A forbidden love with a human, yet it was a human who saved me. I would spend my days making her happy, and I’d do it gladly. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    Ava 
 
      
 
    I felt every delicious inch of him slide into me, filling me, making me his. I felt his desire swirl around me, his pleasure delighting me, but it was the warmth of his love that bound me to him. 
 
    Tyler offered me his soul, and his heart; the least I could do was give him the same. 
 
    I met each of his thrusts time and time again, clenching my body around his hard shaft. With each stroke, I felt a part of my soul shatter, coming together and made whole with his. I loved the man above me with every inch of my being, and I kissed his soft lips. He bruised my lips with his love and I whimpered in pleasure. 
 
    It was in that moment our bodies joined and we became one; carnal creatures in heat, tangling and writhing in a brutal mating dance. 
 
    He took us over the edge as skin slapped skin and we came together; I revelled in the sensation as his passionate waves knocked me over and he grunted as he poured his heat inside me. 
 
    My hands greedily roamed over his hot, sweaty skin for a last embrace before he left me, collapsing beside me. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    The surrounding air shimmered with the powerful bond, strengthening us. I felt the power swirl around me and coursed through me, giving me strength and vitality. 
 
    I felt stronger, rejuvenated, whole. 
 
    I pulled more of the power within me, the bullet exited, and my wounds healed. I felt my heart grow stronger, and our clan’s power strengthening. 
 
    I reached for Ava, pulling her closer, and we floated away. 
 
    We woke in each other’s arms, in Windtalker’s hut. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Tyler 
 
      
 
    I pulled Ava toward me, her naked body soft against my touch, the calluses on my fingers hard against the heat of her skin. 
 
    “Wow, I didn’t think… but… just wow,” she rambled, licking dry lips and reached for my face. 
 
    I leaned down and crushed myself against her. “Thank you,” I said in our kiss. When I pulled away her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. 
 
    “I’m sorry for everything. I thought—“ 
 
    “Shh,” — I placed my index finger over her lips,— “It wasn’t your fault, and I know. I’m sorry I scared you. I’ll try not to let it happen again,” I whispered. She smiled sadly. There was a question burning on my lips, and I had to know. “Do you regret it?” 
 
    “Oh never,” she said and pulled me toward her again. “Never in a million years. I’m happy to be yours.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The clan were grateful to Ava for saving my life, although one or two didn’t appreciate her bringing the trouble to our clan. But, none of it would’ve happened if I hadn’t brought her to our village in the first place. And then again I’m glad I did, otherwise I wouldn’t have had her by my side, and she would most likely have ended up dead when her ex showed. I thought it worked out perfectly. 
 
    After greeting and introducing her to everyone, we met with Ash. He sat outside his hut with Darla sitting near the body of her son. They had to postpone Claw’s burial till today because they waited for me—for us—to recover. 
 
    The clan were planning everything so they could bury Claw in the cemetery. Darla didn’t look our way but I felt her hatred radiating off her in waves. I ignored her. 
 
    “Ava,” Ash said, pulling her into an embrace. 
 
    I stood with a mouth full of teeth, I was not expecting that greeting from him. His eyes glistened when he turned to me, bringing me into an embrace. I allowed him his comfort and tapped his shoulder to let him know he could let go of me. 
 
    “You saved my boy.” 
 
    “Well, it was my fault, so,”—she shrugged,— “I couldn’t leave him there,” she grinned. 
 
    “Ugh,” Darla moaned and spit near our feet. “You make me sick, you know. She isn’t even one of us. She’s a weak human.” 
 
    “Darla!” Ash yelled, that one word a silent warning. 
 
    “Don’t Darla me, Ash. And when she has your pups,” — she pointed a finger at me, — “she’s going to die. Just like your weak mother.” 
 
    “Darla!” Ash stormed her, picking her up by her upper arm. “This is your last warning.” 
 
    “You know, I’ve always wanted to tell you what really happened that day. Your mom was alive,” she said, glowering at me. “I helped clean her, dressed her wounds. But the moment she carried on about your father and how the three of you were going to live together like one big happy family, I couldn’t take it any more. I’d loved your dad but he chose her. He wanted her. She was so weak, she couldn’t even clean herself. And you know what I did—“ 
 
    “Don’t say it,” Ash said, his voice breaking. He stepped away from her and threw something into the fire. 
 
    Other clan members joined behind us, wanting to hear Darla’s confession. 
 
    “And I smothered her. There, I said it. It’s out.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “Just kill me now.” 
 
    I fisted my hands, ready to give her her wish when Ava caught my arm. I stared into those honey-colored eyes, she shook her head and mouthed, ‘Don’t’. I pulled her into the curve of my shaking body. Rage filled me, gnashing my teeth as I thought of ways to hurt Darla. She’d killed my mother and had stolen those precious years from me. I wanted her dead. 
 
    Blaze and Miles approached Darla, each taking an arm. 
 
    “What do you want to do with her?” Miles asked Ash. 
 
    Ash’s shoulders sagged and wiped away tears. “She doesn’t deserve the easy way out. She needs to suffer for the rest of her life. If she wants to die she can do so by her own hand. But I refuse to be the one offering her death.” Ash approached Darla, stared down at her and added. “Grab your stuff and leave. I don’t want you near our people ever again.” He went back to the fire and removed the branding iron from the flames. 
 
    “No, Ash, please. I’d rather you kill me.” 
 
    Ash shook his head. “Keep her still.” Blaze and Miles did as he asked and he pressed the branding iron with the words, impius, onto her chest, a symbol marking a saber who couldn’t be trusted, was wicked, disloyal, and sinful. 
 
    Darla’s shrill cries echoed around us. Her tears staining her cheeks.  
 
    “And take your son with you.” Ash turned his back on her and entered his hut. 
 
    Everybody turned their back on Darla and went to their respective huts. 
 
    I took Ava by the hand, taking her to her new forever home. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Ava had quit her job and moved her things into my small hut. She would fill her days taking pictures of wildlife and finish her portfolio. 
 
    Now that Ash had accepted her, a human, into our clan we were no longer bound to secrecy. I attended a meeting with Ash with the WAA, where they welcomed us and agreed to us remaining in this part of the forest. But, we had to behave. If any one of us stepped out of line they’d force us out. 
 
    Ash had agreed to step down now that I had bonded, and would live the rest of his life fishing. 
 
    I made Blaze my second in command and head of security, while Miles was content being my third. Now that our presence was known, the rest of the clan were free to go into town without having to mask their true selves. 
 
    I traced my hand down the sides of her curvy body. They were my curves now. I smirked at the thought. 
 
    She pressed her ass against my cock and wiggled. I slapped her right ass cheek, positioned myself behind her, gripped her hips and slammed my body inside. Before I’d been holding back, I was gentle. But now I knew what her body could handle, and I was no longer hurt—or afraid I’d hurt her. I crashed into her over and over with sweet delectable thrusts inside her heated sheath, she coated me in her slick juices and we floated into bliss. 
 
    Her hands pressed against the wall as I brought us over, she squeezed around my cock and I released my seed within. I let go of her hips and trailed my hands up to her breasts and eased my strokes, slowly bringing us back to earth. 
 
    She fisted the walls as she came again with one final thrust. 
 
    “Oh gods,” she mumbled as she caught her breath. “I love them quick and dirty sometimes.” 
 
    I pulled out and she turned around slowly. 
 
    “I love you.” She clutched my shoulders and I kissed her with my everything. 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    Thank you for reading! 
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    Sun-Burnt 
 
      
 
    Shifters forced to unite, or risk exposing each other. 
 
      
 
    Sebastian Jameson has secrets he doesn’t want the world to know, but his career as an artist is taking off making the world want to know everything about him.  
 
      
 
    Paige Harth has her own secrets she’s keeping, but she can’t seem to keep them from the devastatingly handsome Sebastian.  
 
      
 
    An art heist will bring these two shifters to the forefront of the news media, and whether they’re forced to unite, or risk exposing each other. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Trembling, Paige held her breath as her boss pulled up to the valet. An art showing. A simple night out. It shouldn’t have been so stressful, and yet knowing she wore a wire under her elegant red dress had her sweating. She only needed Arnie Glasson to slip up once, and she could escape his creepy leering self forever. Hopefully, tonight would be the night.  
 
    Arnie stood to the side and waited, allowing the second valet to open her car door and usher her out into the sweltering night air. Even in the mountains of Colorado, summer was hot. The art gallery was lit up inside and out, and Paige could see dozens of people milling about through the massive picture windows. So much for keeping a low profile, she thought.  
 
    For two months, she’d been trying to gather enough evidence for the FBI to prove her boss was dirty, but he was slicker than snot and she’d been forced to endure his disgusting presence. As his personal assistant, she was in close proximity, making her stomach turn daily. She just kept praying for a chink in his armor.  
 
    As she shook the wrinkles from her skirt he stepped forward and offered his plump arm. “Did you review the information I sent you regarding the event?”  
 
    She nodded, “Absolutely. Sebastian Jameson is the son of Michael Jameson, land baron and businessman. He owns a significant art collection with several pieces you would like to purchase from him.”  
 
    “Right, and Sebastian’s current position in the art community means he has access to collections I could only dream of. I hope to gain an invitation to the Martinsburg Showing next month via this event.”   
 
    Paige wasn’t big on art or artists, but she knew Arnie’s “keeping up with the Jones’” attitude left him lusting after a massive art collection he could flash about willy-nilly. She had no idea why it mattered so much, but she was attempting to absorb all the information she could, so she could put the pieces together with the FBI.  
 
    For nearly three years, various art vendors in the Midwest had had their collections pilfered, expensive, irreplaceable works of art had been stolen, but not before being carefully reproduced so the fraudulent copies could be left behind in their stead. Until a few months ago, there had been few clues, and no witnesses. Until someone in the FBI realized that Arnie Glasson had attended every art show in every location that was hit by the thieves. Thus, they’d reached out in secret to Paige who’d just hired on as his PA. She’d been on the verge of quitting just days after she began, unable to tolerate the lascivious looks and disgusting sexual comments Arnie made constantly. Instead of escaping the situation as she’d planned, she’d agreed to help the FBI, and found herself walking into an art showing tonight.  
 
    “Head up, tits out. I want everyone to notice we’re here tonight.” Arnie instructed as they stepped into the brightly lit building.  
 
    She had to bite the inside of her lip to avoid rolling her eyes at him. A few steps in and she wanted to stomp on his foot and feed him his balls. Instead, she focused on the nearest display, it was a massive piece of tree trunk carved into a mother bear and her cub. The love that emanated from the piece was nearly tangible as the mother’s paws carefully cradled her child. It was stunning.  
 
    “I should have known his work would be trees.” Arnie grumbled beside her, “Backwoods hillbilly.”  
 
    Paige frowned in confusion. Everything she’d read about the Jameson’s indicated they were wealthy and privileged, not backwoods hillbillys. Moving on to the second piece, she admired the tiny sparrows seated on a nest, three eggs in the basket. The work was so delicate it almost appeared lifelike, and once again it was made from a solid piece of wood. She found it moving and was about to say so when Arnie jolted at her side.  
 
    “There’s Michael. We must say hello.” He pulled her along on his arm as if she were an accessory to his outfit. They promptly approached a massively built man with shocking platinum colored hair and beard, and artic blue eyes. “Michael, it’s wonderful to see you again.”  
 
    “Glasson.” Michael Jameson clearly didn’t feel the same way, as his cold eyes grew even colder, and he shifted his champagne glass into his right hand to avoid a handshake. His scent tickled her nose, and she felt chill bumps on her arms as she realized Michael Jameson was a shifter.  
 
    “Your son’s collection is…inspiring.” Arnie said, his plastic smile growing wider. “Wherever did he get his artistic talent from?”  
 
    “His mother was an artist, so it’s no surprise he is as well.” Michael explained. His eyes bounced to Paige and warmed slightly. “Michael Jameson, father of the artist.”  
 
    “Paige Harth,” she responded, smiling back awkwardly. She didn’t come into contact with other shifters often and she wondered immediately if he would place her scent. “It is a beautiful collection.”  
 
    “You know Michael, I’ve been meaning to set a meeting with you regarding that piece you own, River Frontage,” Arnie said. “I was hoping you would consider selling it to me. I have a particular fondness for landscapes, and it would be perfect in my collection.”  
 
    “Excuse me, I see someone I need to say hello to.” Without another word Michael extricated himself from Arnie’s presence and disappeared into the crowd.  
 
    Arnie’s frustration was obvious. “Damn it. I’m not going to let him avoid me forever. That man knows I want that piece.”  
 
    “When did you take up art collecting?” Paige asked, feigning innocence. She was honestly relieved that Michael hadn’t seemed to notice her own shifter scent—or at least hadn’t acknowledged it.  
 
    “Shut up.” Arnie snapped. “Learn to keep your mouth shut. I want it because I want it. I deserve it.”  
 
    Paige accepted a glass of champagne from a passing waiter and settled in for a long night of listening to Arnie piss and moan while her anxiety tumbled in her chest. She wasn’t cut out for this espionage shit.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    His shoes pinched his toes, and sweat itched under his collar, but Sebastian kept a smile plastered on his face as he greeted fans and critics alike. Each person had something to say, and he tried not to let any of it sink into his psyche. If he let the compliments fill his head, he’d never make it out the door, and if he let the critiques break him down, he’d never create another piece of art. This wasn’t his first showing; he knew the drill. He smiled, and pretended to absorb everything, while letting every word roll off as though it were never spoken. As an artist, he loved seeing people enjoy his work, but he wasn’t naive enough to believe that everyone would. So, he kept his feet firmly planted on the ground, and milled about the audience murmuring thanks to those who would stop and speak to him.  
 
    Halfway through the evening a sweet scent filled his nose and made his palms sweat. It was delicious. Sweet flowers, with a hint of tangy citrus, and an undercurrent of vanilla. It was the scent of another shifter, but it was so mild it could have easily been a child who’d yet to reach maturity and shift for the first time.  
 
    He searched the crowd trying to pinpoint the fragrance. His eyes landed on the back of a female with copper colored hair down to the middle of her back, and an ass that begged to be held in a man’s hands. She was the source of the sweet fragrance. It took several long minutes to weave through the crowded gallery, dodging people who would have delayed his progress.  
 
    She still had her back to him when he closed in on her, but he saw her spine stiffen as though she were cognizant of his approach. When she turned to face him, and their gazes locked, he saw her blue eyes widen slightly with awareness.  
 
    Unfortunately, she appeared to have a date at her side. An old business acquaintance of his father’s, and a man he resolutely disliked.  
 
    “Arnie,” he said politely, holding his hand out to the other man, his practiced smile stretched across his face, “What a surprise to see you here tonight.”  
 
    “Sebastian, you’ve put together quite the show. I didn’t realize the depths of your talents.” Arnie said, holding a hand out in greeting. “Your father put me on the guest list.”  
 
    “I’m glad he did.” Sebastian lied cleanly, “And who is your charming companion?” 
 
    “This is my personal assistant, Paige Harth,” he patted the hand that was cupping his arm in a way that indicated familiarity. It burned in Sebastian like an unquenched flame. No one should be touching Paige but him.  
 
    “Ms. Harth,” he murmured. Holding his hand out was a two-fold gesture. She’d have to release Arnie to shake it, and Sebastian would get the opportunity to touch her. Skin to skin a jolt of electricity slid through his palm and up his arm like he’d stuck his finger in a light socket. Again, her eyes widened, and he knew she recognized the connection. Inhaling deeply, he tried to figure out what type of shifter the pretty woman was, even as she spoke for the first time.  
 
    “Mr. Jameson, your work is exceptional, thank you for sharing it tonight.” Her voice was light and airy as it danced in his ears.  
 
    “Sebastian, please, I’m not a formal kind of man.”  
 
    “Then please call me, Paige.” She smiled as he released her hand finally, and immediately she cupped it with her other, her fingers stroking over her palm as if memorizing where they’d touched.  
 
    A loud pinging sound interrupted their conversation, and Sebastian was forced to turn his attention to his agent, Davos, who was standing a few steps up the stairs, looking out over the crowded room. Sebastian nodded to Paige and said softly, “That’s my cue. I look forward to speaking with you more soon, Paige.”  
 
    Walking to the stairs was embarrassingly hard. Not only did it mean leaving Paige behind, but it also meant standing in front of the crowd. 
 
    “May I have your attention for a moment, please.” Davos called out, “Sebastian would like to say a few words.”  
 
    Climbing the steps, Sebastian turned and gazed out at the people who had come. His family made up a good portion of the crowd, as their numbers were large and they were extremely supportive, but this show was unique in that there were many in the art community from Denver that had come to check him out. “I’d like to thank you all for coming and embracing this collection so warmly. Five years ago, when I carved my first piece, I had no idea it would lead me here, but I’m forever grateful. The artistic community has opened its arms to me, and I couldn’t be more honored. This collection is representative of new love, and opportunity. From the piece “A Child’s Heart,” I started following my muse as she built around new life, and love, and ultimately, she led me to the last piece, “Reception,” which symbolizes the acceptance of changes and transitions in the family. A special thank you to my cousin, Quinn and his wife, Aubrey, along with their young daughter, Samantha for inspiring this journey. I hope you enjoy the collection, and I look forward to bigger and better things in the future.”  
 
     His eyes connected with his cousin’s from across the room and he lifted his glass, even as Quinn matched the gesture. Quinn held his sleeping daughter in his arms, and Aubrey stood close, her hands wrapped around his bicep. They were the picture of happiness, and a pang of longing shot through him. Instantly, an image of the beautiful Paige filled his mind and his inner bear rumbled with pleasure.  
 
    Mate. 
 
    It was a pure sentiment, and Sebastian didn’t argue with his animal. He’d never reacted to a woman like this, and the hunger inside him was growing even now. He had to find her in the crowd.  
 
    Allowing his instincts to guide him, he began to move, stopping every few steps when someone wanted to speak with him. Even as he grew closer to the place he’d last seen her, he knew by her fading scent that she’d moved on. It was as if her delicious fragrance permeated the air completely. Sebastian no longer smelled the perfumes and musk of the crowd, he only scented the one woman he wanted to pull under him for all time.  
 
    She was everywhere and nowhere. He turned the room several times each time growing more frustrated with the search. Where could she have gone? The space was only so big, and her scent was still here, so she must be close.  
 
    Escaping the crowd’s noise, he veered off down the hallway that led toward the bathrooms and the back offices. To his surprise, his prey stood at the end of the long walkway, staring out a window into the night, her back to him.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Paige sensed him the moment he stepped into the hallway. He didn’t make a sound, but his scent enveloped her. Honey and brown sugar with pure virile male. Sebastian Jameson was something very special, but she couldn’t place what. He was most assuredly shifter, a bear perhaps? Could she be so lucky?  
 
    “You’re missing the festivities.” He murmured, as he drew up close to her back, his hands coming up to cup her shoulders, his nose pressing against the side of her throat as he inhaled deeply. “Could it be you prefer the silence over the noise?”  
 
    “When that noise is made by my boss, absolutely.” She said, breathlessly, her body swaying back into his despite her reservations. “Who are you? What, are you?” 
 
    “I was going to ask you the same thing, but I’m guessing your animal recognizes me as someone important, even if your human side hesitates.” He inhaled sharply when she spun in his arms to stare up at him.  
 
    “I feel it, but that doesn’t mean I can act on it. I’m in the middle of something…important. I have no time for feelings or relationships.” She said, swallowing back a growl of dismay from her animal even as she said it. “My other self will just have to accept what is.”  
 
    “You’re in the wrong relationship.” He said firmly, misconstruing her words. “This is a big moment, don’t walk away before you give us both a chance.”  
 
    “I’m not in a relationship at all. I’m just involved in…something. Look, you’re handsome, and charming, and if it were any other time I wouldn’t hesitate, but…”  
 
    “Give me a chance to change your mind.”  
 
    His head bent towards her, close enough they exchanged a breath, and inside her bear begged her to cave and capture his lips with her own. Unable to resist the physical need building inside, she did exactly that, rising on her toes just enough to reach his mouth. The soft brush of their lips turned into an unquenchable fire that roared through her veins from her hair to her toes. He was absolutely the right man for her bear.   
 
    Once they’d connected, it was like nothing else in the world mattered. She’d found her mate. The other half of her whole self. She’d never felt joy so profoundly, even as her libido spiked and she ached to crawl up the man.  
 
    A loud clearing of a man’s throat at the end of the hallway interrupted their interlude, and peering around Sebastian’s wide shoulders, she spied Arnie glaring at her.  
 
    “Excuse me for interrupting, but I believe that’s my date you’re manhandling Jameson.” Arnie grumbled, looking murderous.  
 
    “I’m you’re assistant, Arnie, not your date.” She corrected, patting her hair and brushing at her gown to correct the feeling of disheveledness that surrounded her.  
 
    “You’ll pardon me for stealing her away, won’t you Arnie? After all, she and I have just realized we share a kindred attraction to each other, and I won’t have her slipping away from me on the arm of another man so soon.” Sebastian’s tone was growly, as his bear rose to protect her from the other man. Paige cupped his cheek to calm him.  
 
    “It’s okay, I did come with him, I’ll leave with him too. As I said, the timing isn’t perfect.”  
 
    Before Sebastian could argue, she walked away from him, leaving behind her heart as she took Arnie’s arm and allowed him to lead her from the building. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Six weeks later…  
 
      
 
    Sebastian was running out of ideas. He’d sent flowers, made phone calls, and even popped into Arnie Glasson’s office in an attempt to curry favor with Paige, but each time she rebuffed him saying that she had pressing business that just wouldn’t allow for a relationship.  
 
    It was driving him crazy. They were shifters for God’s sake. It wasn’t like there were dozens of soul mates running around for each person. His bear recognized her as his perfect one and based on the scent she gave off when he was near, her animal did too. How was she able to ignore it?  
 
    Reduced to a frustrating pile of hormones and bear instincts he took one last shot, scoring an invitation to Arnie’s house for a dinner party in the hopes that she would be attending. If not, he’d set himself up for a night of misery as the party was in a place Arnie owned in the mountains. Guests were even invited to stay the night to avoid driving the winding trail of a driveway that crept through a thicket of forest climbing the mountainside.  
 
    Pulling his truck up to the house, Sebastian had to admit he was impressed. It was a modern looking mansion, but it had been built to accommodate its surroundings and it blended nicely. The entrance was centered by two massive carved doors that looked antique, and a uniformed butler answered the door.  
 
    “Mr. Jameson, I presume.” The man said, holding the door open.  
 
    “Yes, Sebastian, please.” He stepped into a massive foyer with a sculpture in the center that tickled Sebastian’s memory banks. He’d seen it somewhere, but he couldn’t place where. It was ornate and clearly expensive, as were the paintings lining the walls.  
 
    “Please allow me to show you to the parlor where the other guests are enjoying cocktails.” The butler said, gesturing for Sebastian to follow him. As he did, he caught a whiff of the purely delicious scent he’d been craving for weeks. Paige was definitely here. Perhaps he’d revise his plans and stay the night afterall.  
 
    Entering the parlor, he was greeted by Arnie who seemed all a flutter to have him there. “It’s wonderful that you were able to attend. I invited your father as well, but he wasn’t able to make it this evening.”  
 
    Sebastian knew his dad was just avoiding being around the slimy man, but he smiled politely and said, “He’s a very busy man. Thankfully, I’m not nearly as occupied.”  
 
    “Let me introduce you to everyone. This is a party of art lovers, so I think you’ll be right in your element.” Arnie escorted him around the room, parading him as though he were a trophy he’d won in some competition. There were art lovers, artists, and art critic’s in the group of about twenty, many he’d already met. The one person he wanted to see was nowhere in sight. 
 
    “And might I ask, is your lovely assistant here tonight?” Sebastian tried to play casual, but Arnie’s eyes flashed with irritation.  
 
    “Paige is around here somewhere. She organizes my dinner parties, she doesn’t attend them.” The way the words tumbled from his tongue irked the hell out of Sebastian, but he managed to nod.  
 
    “She had an interest in one of my pieces and I wanted to speak with her about it. Perhaps a later time would be better.” Sebastian said simply, sipping his drink.  
 
    “Speaking of pieces, you know I have been trying to connect with Michael regarding that piece he has, River Frontage, the De Marnier one, I’m sure you know it.”  
 
    “Certainly. It’s currently hanging in his office because he loves it so much. There’s no way you’ll convince him to sell it.” He couldn’t hold back a chuckle at the expression on Arnie’s face. “Sorry to be a let down. I just know he bid high on that one when it went to auction, and he immediately hung it in a place of honor.”  
 
    “That’s too bad. I really am quite enamored with that piece.” Arnie said, his irritation swiftly transitioning to aloofness. “No bother, I’m sure he has other pieces he’d be more willing to part with. I’m building quite the collection.”  
 
    “I saw the Coleson piece in the foyer. I wasn’t aware it was up for sale. When did you acquire that one? It must have cost a pretty penny.”  
 
    Arnie’s eyes flashed again, but this time a smug smile crossed his face, “A few months ago. It was a private sale, as were most of my collection. I prefer to keep the value of my assemblage quiet so as not to encourage theft.”  
 
    “I see.” Sebastian quietly let the subject drop. Something wasn’t quite right about Arnie Glasson, and his expensive collection, but he couldn’t quite place what. He spent far too much time touting his artwork to be shy about its origins. This was a man who would bend over backwards to ensure the world knew he owned something others coveted. Like the Coleson piece. That stunning oil painting had been hanging in a museum the last time Sebastian saw it. It just didn’t make sense that it was now in Glasson’s foyer as if by magic. Something was definitely off.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Paige knew Sebastian would be at the party. She’d organized the guest list and the seating arrangements. She’d also been hyper aware of him the moment he’d stepped through the front doors. His warm male scent enticing her bear to think about decadent things despite her need to keep a distance.  
 
    It bothered her more than she wanted to admit that Sebastian was friends with her boss. Arnie was such a scuzzbucket, and Sebastian seemed like such a nice guy. They were an odd pairing.  
 
    A quick glance around the dining room assured her that everything was set correctly, and she nodded to Kenneth, the butler, to ring the dinner bell. A soft chime moments later was her cue to disappear into the kitchen for the rest of the evening. Dinner was prepared by a renowned chef, and she was looking forward to it even if she was eating in the kitchen rather than the dining room.  
 
    Before she could settle in to enjoy her meal, she was interrupted by someone clearing their throat at the kitchen door. She didn’t have to look up to know it was Sebastian, but when she did, her body clenched. His eyes were the rich green of new spring grass, and he appeared taller, and more dominating than before.  
 
    “You’re supposed to be at dinner.” She said dumbly, staring at him with wide eyes.  
 
    “I’m going, but I needed to see you first. Do you think we could talk later? Just for a moment?” the plea on his face was too much to deny.  
 
    “Okay.” Did she have to sound so breathless and excited? “But later, after the dinner party has concluded or Arnie will be furious at me for monopolizing his special guest.”  
 
    “After dinner. Perfect.” He turned to leave, and then paused, “You can’t avoid this thing between us, Paige. I know I can’t.”  
 
    She watched his broad shoulders leave in stunned silence. A part of her was thrilled he wanted her so much he was willing to keep chasing her after she’d turned him down multiple times, but another part of her worried that his persistence would kill the case she’d been trying to build against Arnie.  
 
    She had a memory card in her bra with images of four artworks that were currently residing in this mansion, and she had to get it to her handler without Arnie knowing. All four pieces had been stolen recently, and once the FBI had visual evidence of their whereabouts they could obtain a search warrant.  
 
    Her stomach was twisted in knots of anxiety so that she could barely choke down the food in front of her. She just had to avoid Arnie’s constant questions for tonight and then she could be done with him. One more night of that nasty man, just one more.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Sebastian hated lobster. He didn’t like the flavor, or the texture, and he especially hated how pretentious it was. So of course, that’s what was on the menu for the evening. Thankfully, there were several other courses that he was willing to eat. Why didn’t people serve a good old T-bone steak anymore? Who wanted their potatoes au grautin when they could be French fried?  
 
    God he was a simple man, with simple desires. He had no reason to fancify his life, and he hated that he’d agreed to attend this ostentatious party. The guests were uptight and full of themselves, Arnie was boastful and arrogant, and fifty percent of the food couldn’t even be pronounced in English.  
 
    Right now, he just wanted the shenanigans over so he could search out the beautiful Paige again. Her scent tickled his nose, and his cock stayed half mast no matter how hard he tried to think about anything else. Was she feeling the same?  
 
    The woman on his left was an art professor at the local community college, and she was clearly starstruck to be included in the dinner as she barely ate and spent most of the meal staring at her fellow dinner guests. The man across from him was an art critic with little to no personal taste and Sebastian found him vane and obtrusive. That left the woman to his right as the only choice to help keep his attention away from his mate.  
 
    A middle-aged woman with a shocking mane of white hair, Diana Chesapeake was also an artist, and she was particularly well known in the area for her mixed media landscapes.  
 
    “Cardamom in brussel sprouts? Who ever heard of a thing.” Diana muttered under her breath to Sebastian who grinned back.  
 
    “It can’t be worse than the potatoes. Why in the world someone would ruin good potatoes with all of this…” he pointed at his plate, “mush, is anyone’s guess.”  
 
    “The only good thing is the wine, I think I’ll have another glass.” Diana gestured to the staff to refill her glass. “How did you get roped into this evenings affair?”  
 
    “Arnie is a fan and a business associate of my father’s.”  
 
    “Ah, obligation. That’s how most of us ended up here. Glasson cornered me at the Martinsburg show and I couldn’t figure out a way to weasel out of it. This is the fourth dinner party I’ve been invited to and the first I’ve shown up for. Is this cilantro?” She held up a tiny speck of green, examining it closely, “Cilantro and cardamom?”  
 
    “I’m sure you’re used to these pretentious events?” Sebastian said conversationally.  
 
    “No more than you are. I avoid them at all costs. I would have faked the flu, but I used that excuse two invitations ago.”  
 
    Sebastian chuckled, rather enjoying the woman’s feistiness. “Well, I for one am glad you’re here. At least I’m not alone in this cilantro and cardamom hell.”  
 
    A phone rang somewhere in the background as he and Diana became absorbed in a discussion of their various media’s, that was only interrupted when Paige’s gorgeous face appeared at Arnie’s elbow. She whispered something in his ear that turned him slightly gray, before he excused himself from the table and hurried off. Sebastian couldn’t tear his eyes from her as she checked in with the butler and then followed after Arnie.  
 
    “Ahha, now I see what kind of obligation drew you to this dinner.” Diana murmured. “She’s a pretty one.”  
 
    “I’m sorry?” Sebastian tried to paste a confused look on his pout, but his lips curved up in a smile.  
 
    “Are you and Ms. Harth an item?”  
 
    “Not yet.” He felt his face warm, “Although there’s certainly a mutual attraction.”  
 
    “Be careful. Arnie is rather jealous of his toys, and he seems downright fond of her.”  
 
    “They’re only business associates.” He said firmly, trying to reassure himself even as a tiny spike of jealousy burned in his belly.  
 
    “Not for lack of trying on his account, I’m sure.” Diana said with a flat laugh. “He’s had more than his share of assistants.” 
 
    That spike of jealousy ignited into a full-fledged flame and Sebastian pushed his plate away, his stomach turning. “If you’ll excuse me, Ms. Chesapeake, I find myself in need of the facilities.” 
 
    “Of course, of course.” Diana smiled at him knowingly. “Go get’em tiger.”  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Paige had just returned to the kitchen when she sensed Sebastian’s presence behind her. “Dinner isn’t over.”  
 
    “My host excused himself, I think I’m safe.”  
 
    “Arnie won’t be gone long. He just had a pressing business matter to—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about him.” He paused and glanced around at the bustling kitchen staff. “Can we speak somewhere in private?”  
 
    Paige hesitated only for a moment. Despite the danger to her mission, she couldn’t resist the plea in his eyes. As much as she wanted to be stoic, she found herself melting in his presence. “Come on then, but we’ll only have a few minutes.”  
 
    He followed her out of the kitchen and down the hallway to the library. Thankfully, they didn’t run into anyone on the way. It would have been hard to explain what they were doing to her boss. Quietly she shut the door behind Sebastian while nerves danced in her belly.  
 
    Turning back to face him, she was surprised to find him across the room staring at a painting on the wall.  
 
    “What did you want to say?” she asked softly, approaching him from behind.  
 
    “This is The Graduate by Ostian.” He said, drawing her gaze to the painting. “I saw this painting in the Los Angeles Museum of Art several years ago.”  
 
    “It was in a museum?” she asked, wondering if how she could snag a pic of it to add to her flash drive without Sebastian noticing.  
 
    “The original is. This has to be a knock off. There’s no way Arnie could have gotten the museum to sell it to him.” Sebastian stared at the painting, his fingers rising to touch the edge of the frame. “It’s an incredible copy…”  
 
    Anxiety rising as time grew short, Paige reached her hand out to his and drew it away. “Please, Arnie would have a fit if he knew we were in here and you weren’t enjoying the guests at the dinner party. What did you want to say?”  
 
    Sebastian’s eyes turned her way and his pupils expanded as he drew in a deep breath. “What are you?”  
 
    She flushed and dropped her eyes away from him, “I don’t know what you mean.”  
 
    “Yes, you do.” When she didn’t respond right away, he continued, “I’m a bear, polar bear.” 
 
    Her head shot up and her eyes went wide, “Really? I didn’t know there were polar bears this far south. I’m a bear too, a sun bear.”  
 
    Sebastian’s lips parted on a gasp, “I’ve never even heard of a sun bear shifter. Where are you from?”  
 
    “Back East, West Virginia area. I came out here for college and fell in love with Colorado, so I stayed. I have only run into a handful of shifters out here and you’re the first one I’ve spoken to about it.”  
 
    “You’re my mate.” Sebastian said simply, and Paige’s heart did a leap of joy in her chest.  
 
    “I know, or my bear knows.” She agreed. “But that doesn’t change things right now. In a few months we can revisit things, but right now…”  
 
    “Right now, what? I’ve spent the last thirty-six years imagining my future mate. It’s like winning the lottery to find each other.” Hurt filled his beautiful green eyes, and she wanted to cry.  
 
    “I know, and I’m so sorry. It’s killing me to do this to you.”  
 
    “But?”  
 
    “But I’m in the middle of something that’s really complicated, and I can’t risk getting involved with someone right now.” She said firmly, trying to make him understand without truly spilling the beans.  
 
    “You can’t risk it? Are you in trouble? In danger?” Instantly, his eyes flashed, and he glanced at the closed door. “I can help you—” 
 
    Pressing her palm to his chest to slow his movement toward the door, she shook her head. “It’s not that simple. Look, after tonight things should start to settle for me. I’m just asking for a little bit of time before we get involved.”  
 
    “You want me to sit around and wait while you’re with another man until you decide it’s over and you want to be with me?” His hurt and anger bubbled out into a soft growl that did funny things to the bear inside of her.  
 
    “No, I’m not with another man. I swear it.” Frustrated she finally dropped her head and told him the truth. “I’m working for the FBI. We’re investigating Arnie for art theft.”  
 
    The light in Sebastian’s eyes grew brighter, “The paintings. I knew they looked too authentic. They’re real.”  
 
    She nodded silently.  
 
    “So, you work for the FBI?” 
 
    “Not generally. I got pulled in because I was Arnie’s personal assistant. Look, I can explain it all, but not here, and not now. Just know that my bear wants you.”  
 
    He looked pleased and frustrated all at once but before he could respond, the door flew open, and Arnie stood there glaring directly at her. “There you are. We were all wondering where you’d run off to, Sebastian.”  
 
    “I apologize, I mentioned to Paige that I was a huge fan of Ostian, and she brought me in to see your piece. It’s exquisite.”  
 
    Arnie stared at them as if trying to detect the lie for several moments before some of the tension in the room eased and he stepped deeper into the room. “Ah yes, one of my proudest moments was the deal on The Graduate.”  
 
    “Please, excuse me.” Paige said, heading for the door with the intention of putting as much space between her and Arnie as possible until the party was over, and she could contact her FBI liaison.  
 
    “Actually, Paige, I need to speak with you before you leave.” Arnie said, “Sebastian, if you’ll excuse us for a moment?”  
 
    Sebastian’s eyes narrowed before he seemed to catch himself, and a smile broke his lush lips. “Sure, thank you again, Paige, for showing me the piece.”  
 
    “Certainly.” She murmured, watching him step out of the room. Arnie shut the door behind him and turned a glare her way.  
 
    “Did I give you permission to interact with my guests?” He snapped.  
 
    “No, you did not, but your guest seemed to enjoy my input.”  
 
    “If I’d wanted to show Sebastian Jameson all of the pieces in my collection, I would do so. You have no business being in here.”  
 
    “Understood. It won’t happen again.” She said firmly, thinking only about the flash drive in her bra. If Arnie figured out she was working against him, she didn’t know what he’d do. He was absolutely a loose cannon.  
 
    “Now, that phone call was concerning. It appears there’s a serious investigation into someone is stealing art from expensive collections in the area. We’ll have to be vigilant about security. I’d like you to arrange interviews for Monday for more security guards at both the townhouse and here.”  
 
    “Of course, I’ll get to work on it right away. How many are you thinking?”  
 
    He stared at the painting distractedly for a moment and then said, “Two per place should be fine. They can work rotating eight hour shifts with the others. And if anyone asks, you’re welcome to tell them how secure my collection is. In fact, I’d prefer word to get out that I’m taking the threat very seriously.”  
 
    Paige nodded, but internally her bear growled. Arnie was trying way too hard. She couldn’t wait for all of this to catch up to him. Turning away, she scurried out the door of the library and back to the kitchen. She snagged a dessert plate and opened her iPad to get started hiring new security guards.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Sebastian hated leaving Paige behind with Arnie, but he didn’t want to stir the pot either. Paige made it sound like she was already in too deep for him to try and rescue her from this mess, which only left one alternative. He had to help her and the FBI. Arnie was clearly doing something illegal, and that threatened Paige. Sebastian’s bear was not okay with anything threatening his mate.  
 
    Making his way back to the party, Sebastian forced himself to smile and make small talk. It was important to keep up appearances, and he was glad he did when Arnie rejoined the group with an irritating smirk on his face. Alarm bells went off in his head, but he had to trust Paige to know what she was doing.  
 
    “Were you able to spend a little time with that pretty assistant?” A voice asked from behind him.  
 
    Turning, he found Diana Chesapeake grinning at him. He smiled back and inclined his head in answer.  
 
    “Well, good. I’m glad you’re back though, this party is dreadfully dull, and it appears the weather has taken a turn for the worse. I think we’re all stuck here for the night.” She gestured toward the front foyer, and Sebastian frowned.  
 
    “I didn’t realize it was even snowing yet. Surely, it can’t be that bad.”  
 
    “About a foot of snow in the last two hours.” She told him, “If you have something with four-wheel drive you might make it down that drive, but then again…”  
 
    Sebastian did have four-wheel drive, and as a polar bear he could always go on foot, but that didn’t matter. There was no way in hell he was leaving Paige behind to deal with Arnie alone. “Ah, I see, well then I suppose we’ll have to enjoy Arnie’s accommodations for the night. Hopefully, breakfast will be better than dinner was.”  
 
    Diana laughed, “I wouldn’t count on it. Arnie is too proud to serve something like bacon and eggs.”  
 
    “I was thinking Captain Crunch.” Sebastian joked.  
 
    The two stuck together throughout the rest of the evening, and Sebastian was surprised to admit he’d had fun. Diana had a quick wit, and she clearly did not like their host much.  
 
    “I think we can finally slip away.” She said, gesturing to the massive clock on one wall of the parlor. “We’ve done our duty for tonight.”  
 
    “Yes, but I do think I’m going to try and catch Paige one more time before I find my room. Thank you, Ms. Chesapeake for the lovely evening. If you weren’t here, I’d have tried to escape and likely would have wrapped my truck around a tree.”  
 
    “Ah, no, you’re much too pretty and talented Mr. Jameson, to be wasted on a tree.” She laughed and then laughed harder at the pun. “I just realized what I said. Here you are sculpting trees and I—oh god, that was so bad.”  
 
    “Diana and Sebastian, you two look like you’re having fun together.” Arnie said, sidling up to them as they giggled together.  
 
    “It was a pleasant evening, Arnie, thank you.” Diana told him, forcing back her snickers.  
 
    “Yes, I believe we’re both ready to retire for the night.” Sebastian added.  
 
    “Of course, I’ll have Kenneth show you to your rooms, or will be one room?”  
 
    Shock hit Sebastian square in the chest. Arnie was assuming that he and Diana would sleep together just because they’d hit it off at the dinner. He couldn’t believe the audacity of the man.  
 
    “It will be two rooms, Arnie.” Diana said, a hard look in her eyes. “Don’t ever assume a lady is easy because she laughs with someone.”  
 
    “My apologies, dear Diana, I just want to make my guests as comfortable as possible.” Arnie said, spinning away to call for his butler.  
 
    Sebastian apologized to Diana the minute he walked away. “I never intended to make it look like we were becoming a pair.”  
 
    “Don’t fret, there are worse things than being linked to a handsome man.” She told him with a cheeky grin. “Besides, I know your heart is wrapped up in our pretty Miss Harth.”  
 
    After pleasant goodnights to the rest of the party, Sebastian excused himself to use the rest room before searching out Paige one more time.  
 
    Once again, he found her in the kitchen, but this time she was staring hard at her iPad while making notes on a calendar.  
 
    “Paige?” He said softly, trying not to make a scene in front of the kitchen staff.  
 
    “Sebastian. You’re supposed to be in the party.”  
 
    “I know I know. We’ve already had this conversation, but we were interrupted before, and I wanted to say something else.” He told her, moving closer so that he could whisper his next words. “Whatever you need, however you need it, that’s okay with me. As long as I know that you’re my mate and eventually we will be together, I’m happy. Don’t confuse that with patience, because that is not one of my virtues. I just want you to know I’ve got your back with the Arnie situation, and I’ll give you time to finish things before I push you.”  
 
    Her gorgeous blue eyes softened, and she smiled at him, making his bear roll over in his chest happily. “Thank you. I’m sorry it has to be this way, but what I’m doing is important. I have to see it through.”  
 
    He nodded his understanding. “Just don’t make me wait forever, please?”  
 
    When she giggled, he wanted desperately to steal a kiss from her. He had no idea how long it would be before they could be together, but in his heart, he knew he’d wait for her. He’d always wait for her. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Paige checked the guest room hallway one more time for any sign that someone needed something and then made her way to the small room on the servant’s side of the house where she would be sleeping. Unlike the guest suites, her room held only a full-size bed and nightstand. Arnie wasn’t the type of guy to invest in his help’s comfort, so the mattress was likely hard and the sheets scratchy.  
 
    Reaching her room, she pulled out her cell phone and sent a message to her liason’s contact number.  
 
    Coffee tomorrow afternoon would be great. Allendale at four.  
 
    After hitting send, she waited rather impatiently for the acceptance. When a half hour had passed without a response, she began to pace the room. By the one hour mark she was biting her nails, and when it reached two hours with no response she freaked out. Something had to be wrong. Her contact had never left her hanging before.  
 
    Feeling rattled, she patted her bra for the millionth time verifying the flash drive was still nestled in the padding pocket. With a sigh of relief, she turned her phone on vibrate and slid it into the back pocket of her jeans, and quietly slipped out of her room. She made it as far as the library before she heard voices. The door was almost shut but she clung to the shadows on the other side of the hallway anyway.  
 
    “It’s a damn miracle you saw him.” Arnie’s voice drifted on the air. “What did you do with the…” She wasn’t sure she heard him correctly because he whispered the last word, but it sure as hell sounded like body to her.  
 
    Another voice rumbled but she couldn’t make out what the other man said, and then Arnie responded.  
 
    “Good, so long as nothing links anything back to this property. There had to be a leak. Someone is spilling information. If the wrong person sees the wrong thing this whole situation will explode. I want to round up the obvious suspects and grill them. Maybe we can ferret out the mole and put an end to all of this. There’s only one person new to my operation, and she’s down the hallway.”  
 
    A terrible feeling settled in Paige’s gut. She knew this had to be connected to her missing FBI liaison. Hopefully, Sal was okay, and she was just assuming the worst, but if not, she had to find a way to get out of this house as quickly as possible.  
 
    A quick walk through the house again assured her that everyone else was tucked in for the night, and she took a chance. Knocking softly on Sebastian’s door, she held her breath while she waited. Perhaps he was a deep sleeper and wouldn’t hear her knock?  
 
    The sound of something rustling assured her he’d heard her, and when the door opened, she was greeted with the glory that was a shirtless, sleep rumpled, Sebastian. Her mouth dried up and her brain spazzed out for a moment as they stared at each other. Finally, he seemed to gather his thoughts enough to reach out and tug her through the open doorway and into his darkened room. The door shut behind her with a quiet click and the only sound for another moment was their breathing.  
 
    “What’s wrong, sweetheart?” he murmured, his voice rough from sleep. His honey sweet smell filled her nose and she struggled to put two words together. 
 
    “I…um…I…”  
 
    Sebastian ran his hand through his sunkissed locks and all the muscles in his abs flexed. She’d heard of six-pack abs, but his were more like a dozen perfectly formed ridges. She wasn’t even sure she was breathing anymore.  
 
    His eyes flashed in the dark and he inhaled deeply. “You want me.”  
 
    To her shock, she found herself nodding. Never in her life had she felt so wanton as she did when he wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her in for a kiss. His mouth was soft but firm against hers and she relaxed into him as if she’d been made to be in his arms.  
 
    The long length of his body was a perfect match to her softer curves, and she hummed her approval when his tongue slid across the seam of her lips. That slight prod was all she needed to open herself up to him and his tongue was inside her, invading her space, stealing her logic and her heart. She’d never been kissed like her kisses with Sebastian. If she’d doubted their mating before, she certainly couldn’t doubt it any longer.  
 
    Moisture pooled between her thighs and she gripped his shoulders, holding him as close as possible while he led their kiss. She could feel him hardening against her belly and she clenched down on nothing as she imagined him filling her completely. The heavenly thought was also like an ice bath as she remembered where they were and why.  
 
    Jerking backwards she smacked into the closed door and gasped with shock and pain.  
 
    “Shit, are you okay?” he asked, reaching out to rub at her bruised scalp where she’d hit it.  
 
    “I’m fine, I just, I didn’t come here for that.” She gestured to him and then realized he was standing in front of her rocking one hell of a hard on, and she shoved her hands in her pockets.  
 
    Sebastian smirked and then cocked his head, “Oh yeah? What did you come here for then, sweetheart?”  
 
    “I need your help.”  
 
    His eyes flashed again, and he grew serious. “What’s happened?”  
 
    “I can’t get ahold of…my guy at the FBI.” She whispered the last part of the sentence as if they were in a library. “I was supposed to contact him tonight with a meeting time tomorrow, but I’m getting no response from him.”  
 
    “Maybe he just forgot to respond to your message?” Sebastian offered hopefully, “Or he’s busy on an assignment and will respond later?”  
 
    “He’s never not responded. I’ve been working with him for months, Sebastian.”  
 
    “Okay, okay. Don’t panic yet. I’m sure there’s a—” 
 
    “That’s not all, I overheard Arnie in the library with someone. I think they might have killed somebody and I’m just praying it’s not my contact.”  
 
    Sebastian gave her a wry grin, “That sounds dramatic, surely Arnie isn’t the type to…”  
 
    His words drifted off as she stared at him, and he gave a sharp nod. “Okay, yes, you’re right. This is trouble.”  
 
    “I heard them saying they were going to start questioning staff, and I can not be here when they do. I have the evidence of his dirty dealings on me, and if he finds it.” She shivered in response, her stomach twisting into knots.  
 
    “Then we’ll leave. There’s nothing stopping us from walking out the front door.” Sebastian said confidently. “I’m a guest here, not a hostage.”  
 
    “There’s more than a foot of snow outside. My car isn’t big, and I don’t know how I’ll get out of here without making any noise and waking everyone up. Plus, the driveway is scary steep—” 
 
    Her words stopped when she heard footsteps in the hallway outside. Panic filled her chest and her eyes darted all over the room looking for a place to hide. A soft knock sounded on the door behind her. 
 
    “Closet.” Sebastian hissed.  
 
    She darted into the walk-in closet and crouched down in the far corner. The space was nearly empty because it was a guest room, which left her little cover if someone came looking, but it was the best option she had. Bending her head, she began to pray silently that Sebastian could redirect anyone who came looking for her. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Sebastian took his time moving toward the door, squinting his eyes as he pulled it open, and the hallway light filled his vision. He yawned in Arnie’s face and glared at him.  
 
    “Can I help you?”   
 
    Arnie tried to peer around his broad body, but Sebastian made sure to block his view. “Sebastian, I’m so sorry to wake you. I’ve had something serious come up, and I was in search of Paige. I need her assistance immediately.”  
 
    Sebastian paused but continued to stare hard at Arnie. “What does that have to do with me?” 
 
    “Well, you and she seemed to hit it off earlier and she’s not in her room as I would have expected and—” 
 
    “And you assumed she was with me?” Sebastian growled. “This is the second time in less than twelve hours you’ve assumed I was sleeping with or going to sleep with a woman. I’m beginning to think you have a low opinion of me, Arnie.”  
 
    Flustered, Arnie turned a bright red, and shook his head. “No, I didn’t mean…well…er…of course Paige isn’t with you. Why would she be? I’m sure she’s around here somewhere.”  
 
    “I’m sure.” Sebastian said simply, allowing the other man to fumble over himself as he tried to make up for his faux pau.  
 
    “Well, again, I apologize for waking you. Good-night.” Arnie spun away from the door and Sebastian immediately shut it tight behind him.  
 
    He waited, listening for the other man to walk away before he moved quietly to the closet and Paige. She was huddled in a corner, a look of pure terror on her face. It drove his bear wild, and he wanted nothing more than to rip Arnie to pieces for causing her fear.  
 
    “He’s gone.” He reached his hand out to help her stand and found her fingers ice cold. Wrapping them in his grip he rubbed at them to warm them. “Relax, we’re going to get you out of here.”  
 
    “How? We can’t just walk out the front door. There’s no way in hell Arnie is going to just let me leave. And besides that, where do I go? I can’t go home he’ll be looking for me.”  
 
    “We’ll go to my pack until we hear from your contact. They’re crazy, and loud, and obnoxious, but they’ll protect you with every fiber of their being. As for how we get out of here…” he gestured to the window and nearly laughed when her face blanched. “Come on, we’re bears, we can handle a little jaunt through the snow.”  
 
    “I’m a sun-bear. Emphasis on the sun. I do not like the cold.” She grumbled.  
 
    “Well, I’m a polar bear, emphasis on the polar. I can keep you warm if we have to stop at some point.” He moved to his bag and pulled on a shirt before shoving his feet into his boots. Draping his bag over his shoulder he moved to the window, sliding it open and inhaling a whiff of fresh snow. “Besides, we don’t even have to shift if we can get to a vehicle without being seen.”  
 
    “Okay, lets try that.” She agreed with a sharp nod. “I just have to brave the snow long enough to get to my car.”  
 
    She seemed to be talking to herself, psyching herself up for the plunge into the cold, so Sebastian didn’t respond. Instead, he threw one leg through the open window and eased himself outside. The snow was more than a foot deep on the other side of the window, and he couldn’t stop a shiver as the ice-cold moisture hit his human skin. It would certainly help to have his leather coat right now, but it was hanging in the closet by the front door.  
 
    Standing outside the window, he turned back to find Paige’s blonde head poking through. “I’m not tall enough.” She protested.  
 
    “I’ll catch you, sweetheart, trust me.”  
 
    She backed up and then copied his movements, throwing her leg out the window and easing down into his waiting arms. The snow reached her knees and she gasped at the frigid cold. “Holy fucking hell it’s colder than a witch’s tit.”  
 
    Sebastian snickered at her colorful language and then hushed her. “We’re going to have to be extremely quiet and very aware of our surroundings. I’m guessing Arnie is still searching for you inside, but we can’t take any chances.”  
 
    With a nod of understanding, she wrapped her arms tight around her chest against the cold and they set out. Moving through the snow was difficult but not impossible. Sebastian just prayed Paige didn’t get hypothermia before he got her out of there.  
 
    Once they made it around the house to the circular driveway, he realized they had bigger issues. His truck was there, ready to go, except that it was blocked in by other cars. 
 
    “Shit.” He growled.  
 
    “What now?” she asked, her teeth chattering hard. 
 
    “My truck is blocked in. We can’t take it. We’ll have to try your car.”  
 
    Nodding her understanding she lead the way around the opposite side of the mansion to a smaller parking area where she pointed at a black two door car.  
 
    “That’s it, but I just realized I don’t have my purse or my keys.”  
 
    “I could try to hot wire it.” He offered.  
 
    She hesitated and then nodded again, “Okay, lets try it. Anything to get out of here.”  
 
    Sebastian hadn’t hotwired a car since he was sixteen, and there was a ton of pressure on him to get it right on the first try. Creeping closer to the car, he grimaced imagining climbing into the tiny thing. He was not built for miniature cars like this one. He preferred trucks or SUV’s so that he had some room to breathe. Before he could reach the car to open the door a loud banging sound startled them both and he ducked behind another vehicle. Peering around it, he could see Arnie and one of his security men standing at the side door of the house looking his way. He ducked down and prayed Paige was still hiding in the trees.  
 
    “She hasn’t left.” Arnie was saying, “Her car’s still here, and with all this snow, I’d guess she’s somewhere in the house.”  
 
    The security guy mumbled something and Arnie seemed to agree before they both turned and went back in the house. Before Sebastian could move toward the car again, Paige was next to him, grabbing his arm.  
 
    “We can’t take my car.” She hissed, “He’ll know I’m gone the minute they hear it start.”  
 
    “It’s too cold for you out here. We don’t have a choice.”  
 
    “I’m tougher than I look.” She said firmly. “I can handle it.” 
 
    He held his ground for a moment surveying her before he agreed, “Okay then we shift and go on foot.”  
 
    She gave a sharp nod of agreement and they both crept back the way they’d come toward the end of the driveway. Stopping under a thick pine tree where the snow was thinner, he pulled his shirt off and shoved it in his overnight bag, before realizing that she wasn’t moving.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I have a flashdrive in my bra that has the evidence on it. We need to keep it as safe as possible.”  
 
    He took it from her and zipped it into the outside pocket of his duffel bag.  
 
    “Could you, um…turn around? I know most shifters are okay with nudity but…”  
 
    “Understood.” He spun around and began removing his boots and jeans while giving her her privacy to undress and shift. Shoving his gear in his bag, he turned back to find a small darkly colored bear with orangish creamy markings on her chest and snout. She was adorable.  
 
    “You’re beautiful, sweetheart.” He collected her clothes and shoes and forced them into his now bulging bag.  The cold reminded him that he was standing there naked, and he quickly shifted into his own bear.  
 
    Even in bear form he dwarfed her. She was probably no taller than four foot on her back feet, but when she ambled on all fours she was more like three foot. It was going to be a true challenge getting her through the deep snow. 
 
    About a quarter of a mile down the mountain Sebastian realized what they were doing wasn’t working and began looking for an alternative. It didn’t take long before they came upon a neighbor’s property.  
 
    “I want to check around for a vehicle.” He said, shifting into his skin and quickly leaving her huddled in the trees in bear form to check the property. He could see vehicles in the attached two car garage through the windows, but it was risky to break in and try to hotwire something. Luckily, a back shed revealed their ticket to freedom. A snow mobile sat waiting in the darkness of the shed. There were no keys, but he didn’t need them. Hot wiring cars was a trick he’d learned back in high-school to make himself look cool for his friends.  
 
     A couple minutes later he had Paige on the back of the snow mobile and they were coasting down the mountain.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Paige was colder than she’d ever been in her life. They’d been driving through the deep snow down the side of the mountain for what felt like hours before they hit the city limits. Keeping to the outskirts of town to avoid being seen, they made their way to a home that was set off the beaten path. It was a beautiful place but mostly, she just hoped it was a safe place.  
 
    Sebastian seemed to know what he was doing as he parked the snow mobile in the treeline, and shifted into his bear once again. Following his lead, she pulled her clothes off, cursing at the frigid temps again, before ambling along behind him around to the back of the house and up onto a deck. There were sliding glass doors in the back that showed a warm, cozy kitchen inside. Without shifting, Sebastian used his claws to knock on the glass door. A moment later, a petite woman with gorgeous ash blonde hair appeared, her eyes widening when she spotted him. She hurried to the door and flung it open.  
 
    “Sebastian? What in the world?” 
 
    He turned back and gestured to Paige with his head, bringing her forward into the light from the doorway.  
 
    “Oh, my goodness! Please, both of you, come inside where it’s warm.” The woman stepped backwards giving them room to enter the house and Paige dutifully followed Sebastian in. She didn’t know who this was, or even where she was, but she felt safe with her mate next to her.  
 
    Before she could say anything, the woman buzzed out of the room for a moment, returning with a handful of towels and a man in tow. The man smelled familiar somehow and Paige’s racing heart slowed just a bit.  
 
    “Sebastian, what are you doing here?”  
 
    A moment passed as Sebastian shifted into his human skin, quickly covering himself with a bath towel before he began to explain. “This is Paige, she’s my mate.”  
 
    The man’s eyes widened, and the woman gasped. “Mate?” 
 
    “Paige, it’s okay, you’re safe here. This is my cousin, Quinn, and his mate, Aubrey.” Sebastian told her, placing his hand on top of her head for a moment. She liked the feeling of his fingers in her fur, but she wasn’t comfortable shifting in front of strangers. Backing up a step, she tried to convey her discomfort with her eyes. After a moment, Aubrey cleared her throat.  
 
    “Let’s give Paige some privacy to change. Do I need to get you something to wear, hon?”  
 
    Sebastian shook his head, “I have her clothes in the bag I was carrying.” He bent to grab it off the floor, pulling Paige’s stuff to the top and laying it on the counter. “If you guys will give us a moment.”  
 
    Aubrey and Quinn stepped from the room leaving Sebastian and Paige alone in the kitchen. “I swear you’re safe here, sweetheart. Shift and get dressed so that you can warm up. I can feel how sluggish you are from the cold and it’s breaking my heart.”  
 
    Paige shook her bear head at him, and he smirked. “I’m your mate, Paige. I’m going to see you naked for the rest of our lives.”  
 
    He quickly dropped the towel he was holding giving her a killer view of what he was packing. Her mouth dropped open and a small growl of approval slipped from her throat. It was a good thing she was in her fur or she might have jumped him as sexy as he was.  
 
    To his credit, Sebastian didn’t say a word, he just pulled his clothes on and then turned his back to give her privacy. She shifted immediately, reaching for the towels that Aubrey had left behind. Wrapping herself in one, she let out a soft whine as she realized her energy stores were tapped. She could barely stand upright, much less get herself dressed.  
 
    Her whine drew Sebastian’s attention and he turned back to her, a soft smile on his face. “My poor baby, you’re exhausted after everything. Will you please let me help you?”  
 
    She wanted to say no to keep some propriety between them, but the pull on her heartstrings from their rapidly growing mating bond led her to nod her agreement.  
 
    Silently, he reached for her panties, and held them up for her to step into. Without removing the towel, she let him help her get them up her thighs, and then she wriggled the rest of the way into them. Next came her jeans, and while she tried hard to ignore the sparks coming off their skin-to-skin contact, she was melting into a puddle of goo inside. Once her bottom half was covered, he reached for her bra, and she vehemently shook her head.  
 
    “After everything I’ve been through tonight, I’m definitely not putting that back on.” She grumbled. “Just pass me my shirt, please.”  
 
    Chuckling, he did so, but this time he didn’t turn around to give her privacy. He faced her, head on, as if daring her to bare her breasts to him. With a rare dash of bravery, she let the towel fall to the floor, baring her Double D’s to his gaze before she slid the shirt into place and hid them again.  
 
    When she met his gaze again, his mouth was slightly parted, and his pupils were blown. The smell of lust filled the air around them.  
 
    “Damn it, I want you so bad.” He whispered, lifting his hands as though he was going to take her into his arms. He dropped them just as quickly.  
 
    Without considering what she was doing, Paige moved closer, wrapping her arms around his neck and drawing him down for a passionate kiss. Their bodies pressed together and the heat between them built as their mouths molded into one interlocking puzzle piece. Everything in her body clicked into place as she accepted that this man was her one and only.  
 
    The sound of a baby crying drew them apart, but Paige held onto him, staring up into his gorgeous green eyes for several moments. “Who is that?” 
 
    “Samantha Ruth, my God-daughter.” He explained. “Come on, lets go meet everyone before I ravish you in the kitchen.” 
 
    Paige giggled, “I could do with a little ravishing.”  
 
    Sebastian’s eyes flashed and he smirked, “I promise I’ll ravish you as soon as I know you’re safe, sweetheart.”  
 
    He led her out of the kitchen and into a massive living room where Quinn and Aubrey were cooing at a precious little girl with a mop of icey blonde curls on her head.  
 
    “Quinn, Aubrey, Sammie-girl, I want you to meet my mate, Paige Harth.” Sebastian said as they entered. She stepped forward, conscious of the fact that she was braless and shoeless while meeting people who were obviously important to Sebastian.  
 
    Flushing a little, she held out her hand. “Nice to meet all of you. I’m sorry to just barge in like this.”  
 
    “You’re family.” Aubrey said, “You’re always welcome in our home.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Paige whispered, tears filling her eyes.  
 
    “You’d probably better explain how you ended up here though.” Quinn added. “You’re a long way from home, cousin. And last I knew you weren’t mated.”  
 
    “We aren’t, officially.” Paige said. 
 
    “Not yet anyway.” Sebastian added. “It’s a long story…” 
 
    “I’ve got nothing but time.” Quinn told him as they all settled onto the comfortable sofas. Sebastian pulled a blanket down over Paige, tucking her in so that she could get warm before he began sharing. By the time he’d explained the whole sordid tale, she was feeling cozy and relaxed at his side.  
 
    “So, right now we don’t know what’s happened to your contact, but we know for a fact that Arnie is a thief and he’s looking for you?” Quinn asked, looking her way.  
 
    “Right. Or, at least, I assume he’s a thief. He’s got the paintings which certainly look like originals to me, and he’s super protective of them. He just asked me tonight to hire more security guards for both his mountain home and his townhome in Denver.”  
 
    “Clearly, we need to go to the authorities.” Aubrey said, rocking Samantha as she nursed her under a baby blanket. “They’ll know how to reach your FBI contact.”  
 
    “Arnie has friends at the Denver PD. I don’t think we’d get anywhere going that route.” Paige disagreed. “That’s why the FBI was using me, to circumvent the local authorities. I think they were hoping to take down some bad cops too.”  
 
    “Have you tried reaching your contact again?” Quinn asked, “I mean, since earlier tonight?”  
 
    She shook her head, “No, but then, he hasn’t responded to my message either.”  
 
    “Where’s your phone?” Aubrey asked.  
 
    Paige pulled it from the pocket of her jeans. “It was in Sebastian’s bag while we traveled thankfully.”  
 
    “It would be worthless if not,” Aubrey agreed.  
 
    “There’s no messages.” Paige said before groaning. “Shit, my message never went through. It says ‘unsent’ with a little error flag.”  
 
    “That might explain things.” Quinn said with a chuckle.  
 
    “We probably didn’t get enough signal on the mountain.” Sebastian patted her knee, “Try sending it again now that we’re in range of the cell phone towers. Let’s see if we can make arrangements to meet with him ASAP.”  
 
    Paige nodded and quickly shot off a message to Sal. Putting her phone back in her pocket, she snuggled back into Sebastian’s side, inhaling his deep sugared, honey smell into her lungs. Exhaustion was hitting her.  
 
    “Why don’t you try to sleep a bit while we wait to hear from him?” Aubrey offered, “We have a guest room with a really good mattress. You’d sleep like a baby.”  
 
    Paige smiled, but Sebastian shook his head. “I don’t think we should stay. I hate to say this, but I think all five of us should head to pack lands.”  
 
    Quinn nodded his agreement, “Agreed. We’ll all be safer on pack lands than we are here.” 
 
    “I’ll get some stuff together for Sammie, if you want to call ahead and let them know we’re coming.” Aubrey said, jumping to her feet.  
 
    Before Quinn could respond the sound of a car pulling into the driveway had everyone’s hackles rising. The property was set way back from the road, so there was no logical reason for a vehicle to be arriving at this time of night.  
 
    “Oh God, that has to be Arnie or his goons.  How’d he find us so fast?” Paige whimpered her anxiety threatening to take over.  
 
    “He had to have followed the snow mobile tracks.” Sebastian said.  
 
    “Get Samantha,” Quinn told Aubrey, “Everyone to the garage. We’re leaving right now.”  
 
    Car doors were slamming shut outside and the sound of men talking could be heard faintly. Aubrey reappeared with a sleeping Samantha in her arms while Quinn grabbed a diaper bag from somewhere.  
 
    “Should we turn off the lights?” Aubrey asked, worry filling her voice.  
 
    “Too late for that. They’re already circling the house.” Sebastian said, a growl echoing in his words as he held back his bear.  
 
    Paige felt terrible. It was all her fault this family was in danger. If she’d have just told the FBI no, and quit working for Arnie… 
 
    “We’ll take the SUV, it’s big enough and her carseat is already in it.” Quinn directed as they piled into the garage.  
 
    The guys got in the front while the girls climbed in the back and Aubrey buckled Sammie into her seat. Just as they settled the sound of glass breaking from somewhere on the back side of the house made Paige cry out in surprise and fear.  
 
    “I think that was the back sliding door.” Sebastian said.  
 
    “Damn it, I just replaced that.” Quinn grumbled as the garage door lifted way too slowly.  
 
    They backed out of the garage just as two large men came barreling through the doorway with guns raised. They each fired a couple of shots, but Quinn was driving down the driveway backwards so quickly that the shots went wide.  
 
    Paige held onto her seatbelt for dear life as the car flew backwards down the driveway for several hundred feet before Quinn felt safe enough to turn around and go forward. They hit the highway at a high rate of speed and never slowed down.  
 
    “I’m so sorry I brought this to your door.” Paige said, emotions swallowing her up from the inside out.  
 
    “Shush now, it’s not your fault your boss is an asshole.” Aubrey said, “This also isn’t the first time someone has tried to kill us.”  
 
    “Wait, what?” Paige frowned at her new friend in confusion.  
 
    “Yeah, when I met Quinn I was nine months pregnant with this angel, and running scared from her sperm donor. He’d kidnapped me after I found out I was pregnant with the intention of breeding a whole new species of Tiger, Lion half-breeds. Ligers.” 
 
    “I knew you weren’t a bear!” Paige said, feeling proud of herself for picking up on the unique smell of the other woman.  
 
    “No, I’m a tiger.” Aubrey said with a giggle. “Anyway, Alex tracked me to Quinn’s house and did his best to kill me. Quinn was able to protect me, and we headed for the pack lands where things got messier.”  
 
    Paige was captivated by the story and leaned in to hear more.  
 
    “When Alex arrived at the pack lands in an attempt to steal me away again, the pack had my back and Alex was killed in the mayhem. I happened to go into labor and have our Sammie that same night. It was a two for one special on good luck.”  
 
    “Wow, that’s quite the story for the grandkids someday.” Paige said with a laugh.  
 
    “Just like ours will be.” Sebastian said softly from the front seat making her blush.  
 
    “I hope we get to have grandkids someday.” She responded, reaching over his shoulder to stroke the side of his neck. His hand came up to cup hers and kissed her palm.  
 
    “We’ll definitely have them, sweetheart. We just have to clean up this mess with Arnie first.”  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Their arrival at the Jameson family den was chaotic and Paige was feeling overwhelmed as she was ushered into a large home by an enthusiastic woman named Ruth and her husband August.  
 
    “I’m Quinn’s mama, and Sebastian’s auntie. I know there are a lot of folks here, but you’ll catch on to names quickly, I’m sure. Have you eaten anything? I have some leftover roast beef in the fridge from dinner, I could whip you all up sandwiches.”  
 
    “That would be great mom,” Quinn answered for Paige, and she gave him a small smile of appreciation.  
 
    Sebastian took a seat on the sofa next to her, and gently drew her to his side. “I’m surprised my dad isn’t here waiting for us.”  
 
    “He’s on his way,” Ruth called out from the kitchen. “Woke him up from a dead sleep after you guys called us. You know how hard it is to wake a bear.”  
 
    Before they could continue their conversation, the front door flew open and Michael entered. “Bass? What the hell is going on?”  
 
    Sebastian stood and hugged his dad before gesturing back toward Paige. “Dad, do you remember Paige Harth? She was at the art showing with Arnie Glasson a few months ago.”  
 
    “Of course, Ms. Harth, it’s nice to see you again. I think?” Michael’s eyes bounced between them curiously.  
 
    “Paige, please.” She told him, shaking his hand. “I’m sorry to wake you in the middle of the night like this.”  
 
    “Arnie Glasson is trying to find Paige, Dad. He’s the art thief the whole world has been talking about for two years. She has evidence.” Sebastian blurted out. “We have to help her get it to the FBI.”  
 
    “Shit.” Michael said, dropping down to sit in an armchair. “Explain.”  
 
    Sebastian and Paige sat back down, and he took her hand in his, lacing his fingers through hers. “Paige has been working with the FBI for several months as a mole in Arnie’s life trying to obtain documentation of the stolen artwork. Tonight, she was able to put photo’s on a flash drive, but Arnie seems to have caught on. He was trying to find her when we ran from his house.”  
 
    “I don’t understand,” Ruth said, “What were you doing with Paige at Arnie’s house?”  
 
    “He held a dinner party last night and I accepted an invitation.” Sebastian explained. “Not because I wanted to participate, but because I wanted to be closer to my mate.”  
 
    “Mate?” Michael’s eyebrows shot up. “Well, I’ll be damned. Congratulations to you both.”  
 
    Paige felt herself blush under renewed scrutiny. “Thank you, but right now it’s a matter of life or death that I get this flash drive to the FBI.”  
 
    “I can help with that.” Ruth said drawing everyone’s attention. “I have a lot of friends in low places.” She quipped with a cheeky grin. “I’ll reach out right now.” 
 
    “Be careful, Aunt Ruth, if word gets back to Arnie that she’s here, he’ll come looking for her.” Sebastian warned.  
 
    “I dare him.” Michael said, his eyes hardening into an ice cold blue. “What I don’t understand, is why you don’t just reach out to the FBI agent you’ve been working with.”  
 
    “I have. I tried messaging him earlier tonight but the message wouldn’t go through. Then I sent it again while we were in the car heading this way.” Paige pulled out her phone and glanced at it. “Still no response to that message and it’s unread. Something has to be wrong.”  
 
    “What exactly did you hear Arnie say tonight, sweetheart.” Sebastian asked.  
 
    “I only heard bits and pieces, but he said someone was ‘taken care of’ and they would have to start questioning the staff to figure out the leak. My gut told me to get the hell out of there.” Paige explained, her body shivering as she heard Arnie’s cold voice in her brain again.  
 
    Sebastian pulled her into his side, rubbing his hand up and down her arm over her goosebumps. “You did exactly what you should have. You came to me for help.”  
 
    “Okay, I’ve got a connection. He’s supposed to meet us at the Mini-Market on Quail Road tomorrow night at six.” Ruth said, reentering the room with her cell phone in her hand. “No word right now on your particular liaison, but we can trust this guy to get the files to the right person.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you just have him come here?” Sebastian asked.  
 
    “No, absolutely not. We can’t risk the rest of the pack getting caught in the middle of this mess if Arnie tracks you guys here.” Michael said. “Ruth was right in setting up an alternate location. For now, we all prepare for battle just in case.” He rose and headed for the door. “I’ll round up a couple of the Beta’s to join us for safety.” 
 
    Without another word he left, and Paige felt a ball of anxiety growing in her belly. She’d brought this upon a family that she cared about it. It was unfair and wrong of her. A tear slid down her cheek and Sebastian growled.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    “I shouldn’t have come here. There are families and children here.” She whispered.  
 
    “That’s exactly why we did come here. Because this is my family, and soon it will be yours too. Family protects family.”  
 
    “What would your Alpha say?” she asked, jerking her head around when everyone started to laugh. “What?”  
 
    “My Dad is the Alpha, sweetheart. His word is law.” Sebastian explained, cupping her cheek and kissing her gently. “Stop fretting. We’ll get the evidence to the FBI and then come back here and hole up until Arnie is arrested. Everything will be fine.”  
 
    “You’re the son of the Alpha?” she asked, dread filling her belly. She wasn’t an Alpha’s mate. She was much more Beta than an Alpha’s mate should be.  
 
    Sebastian nodded, “Yes, but my brother, Dimitri, is destined to be Alpha next, so stop worrying you’re not good enough.”  
 
    A shocked gasp slipped from her lips, and he chuckled. “You’re perfect for me, Paige. Exactly as you are.”  
 
    She blushed at the compliment realizing that everyone in the room was listening to their intimate conversation. “Um, is there somewhere I can freshen up?”  
 
    “I’ll take you upstairs,” Sebastian said before Ruth could respond. “We should all probably rest for a while before we go. That way we’re prepared for whatever.”  
 
    “Take her up to the blue room, Bass,” Ruth instructed, as everyone else began to scatter.  
 
    Following him from the room, she couldn’t help but worry about the ‘whatever’ he’d mentioned. If there was an actual fight, would these people really have her back? Could she ask that of them? It didn’t seem fair, and yet she felt trapped. She had no vehicle to leave, and besides she truly had nowhere else to go. She was a sitting duck for Arnie if she left their lands.  
 
    “Relax, sweetheart, everything is going to be just fine.” Sebastian told her, as he opened the door to a bedroom and ushered her inside.  
 
    The room was cozy and the bed looked amazing. She wanted to crawl in immediately and hide away from the whole world. She made quick work of using the bathroom before returning to find Sebastian with an oversized tshirt for her to change into.  
 
    “I know it’s not much, but hopefully it will make you more comfortable to sleep for a bit before we go meet this FBI guy.” He told her, brushing her hair from her forehead before placing a gentle kiss there. “Go ahead and change and I’ll be right back.”  
 
    He entered the bathroom leaving her in private to change into the tshirt, and she quickly climbed under the quilted cover of the bed. When he reentered the room wearing only boxer briefs, her heart fluttered in her chest.  
 
    “Are you alright with me sleeping here?” he asked in a soft patient tone. “Because if not, there are other beds, or I can crash on a couch—” 
 
    “No, it’s okay. I want you here.” She told him, holding up the quilt for him to join her.  
 
    It was odd to have someone in bed beside her, but when he rolled her direction and pulled her into his arms, she felt her heart melt. His honeyed brown sugar scent filled her nose and she buried her face into his chest, inhaling deeply. She could hear him inhaling her scent too, and she smiled to herself. This was the first night of the rest of their lives. They were mates. Partners forever. It was unreal. Her eyes drifted closed of their own accord and she fell asleep with the scent of bear in her nose and a feeling of calm in her chest.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    The morning hours brought absolute chaos. Sebastian woke with a start to a loud pounding on the front door.  
 
    “Bass, you’d better get out here.” Quinn’s voice called. “There’s a bunch of reporters on our front lawn.”  
 
    “Reporters?” Paige repeated, her voice squeaking. “Why would there be reporters here?”  
 
    “I don’t know.” Sebastian responded, pulling on a pair of gray sweats over his boxer briefs. He threw on a tshirt but left his feet bare as he headed out into the hallway. “I’ll be right back, sweetheart. Go ahead and get dressed in case we need to jet. I can’t risk reporters catching one of the family shifting into their bear.”  
 
    Quinn’s face was pale, and his jaw clenched. “Arnie’s one step ahead of you.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Sebastian followed Quinn downstairs to the living room where the TV was playing the morning news.  
 
    A flash of the screen showed two photos; one of Sebastian and one of Paige, before the reporter began speaking again.  
 
    “Police are investigating an overnight art heist at local businessman, Arnie Glasson’s property. A painting of significant worth was reported stolen and police are searching for two persons of interest. Local woman Paige Harth and artist Sebastian Jameson. If you have seen either person, or have any information, please contact local Crime-stoppers at…”  
 
    Sebastian’s stomach as twisted in a knot as the reporter went on to the next story and his and Paige’s images disappeared from the screen. Arnie was claiming they’d stolen a painting. He’d tried to throw the investigation off by pushing it onto them.  
 
    “What the ever-loving hell?” He muttered, shoving his hand into his hair in frustration.  
 
    The front door opened and everyone froze as the cacophony of flashing camera’s and questions filled the air. Michael pushed into the room his brows wrinkled.  
 
    “Sebastian, you’ve got to get out of here.” He said, “The police are on their way.”  
 
    “Where are we supposed to go?” Sebastian could feel his world imploding around him. If they stayed they risked exposing the world to their shifter side. If they ran they would look guilty.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter where we go.” Paige’s voice responded from behind him. “The cops will catch us eventually.”  
 
    “Why don’t you just go to the police in the first place? You have nothing to hide.” Quinn offered.  
 
    Paige shook her head, “Arnie has too many of them in his pocket. I don’t know who can be trusted. I have to get this flash drive to the FBI.”  
 
    “Did your contact ever respond?” Sebastian asked, knowing the answer before she shook her head. “Then we go on the run until we can meet with Aunt Ruth’s friend tonight.”  
 
    His gaze clashed with Paige’s for a moment before she nodded her agreement. It was the only way to keep his family safe from this whole mess.  
 
    “How are we going to get you out of here with that gaggle of clowns out front?” Quinn asked, tousling his own hair with his frustration. “We can try sneaking you out the back, but they’ll see you when you get to a vehicle.”  
 
    “We need a distraction.” Michael said, “A bear would be great right about now.”  
 
    Slow smiles crept over faces in the room. They couldn’t shift to play distraction because everyone knew there weren’t polar bears in Colorado. They needed a brown bear.  
 
    “I’ll do it.” Paige said firmly. “If I’m down on my paws no one will know I’m a sun bear and not a small brown bear. They only need to see me long enough to freak them out and send them running.”  
 
    Sebastian’s inner bear growled at the idea, “What if someone catches you somehow?”  
 
    “It’s our only shot.” She replied.  
 
    Michael nodded, “She’s right, Bass. This is our only option. If we can get her out the back door into the woods she can circle around. A bit of clamoring, and growling and we should see those clowns clear out pretty quickly. Then we can get you both out of here without being seen.”  
 
    Ruth gestured to Paige to follow her, but Sebastian wasn’t quite ready to say goodbye. Snagging her by the wrist he pulled her into his arms for a hot kiss. When they broke apart her pale cheeks were flushed and her pupils dilated.  
 
    “Play it safe, sweetheart.” He told her, and she nodded, rising on her toes to kiss him one last time before she followed Ruth through the house.  
 
    Sebastian could only sit back and wait it out now. He hated having no control over their circumstances. If he ever got his hands on Arnie Glasson he was going to make him pay for all of this.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Paige trembled as she slipped out the back door and dashed into the tree line. She anticipated hearing someone call out that they’d spotted her, but all the reporters were in front and she went unseen. Once her heart slowed down for a moment she began pulling her clothes off and shifted into her bear. Shaking out her fur she swallowed hard and began making her way around the big house, forcing herself to move slowly enough that she remained unnoticed until she was ready.  
 
    The crowd of reporters seemed to be growing and there were cars lining the gravel road as far as the eye could see. When she got close enough to smell the coffee on the air they were drinking, she decided it was time to make her presence known.  
 
    Purposely she butted into a tree making it rattle and shake as she let out a loud growl and chuffed. It only took a moment before one of the reporters spotted her in the trees and let out a loud yelp.  
 
    “Bear!”  
 
    That one word sent up a shrill cry of panic and suddenly people were running as fast as they could toward their vehicles.  
 
    Determined to play it up and make sure no one stuck around, Paige ambled a bit closer and chuffed again and again, swinging her head back and forth as if she was aggravated. When all of the reporters were gone, she turned and high-tailed it back through the trees to her clothes.  
 
    She’d barely gotten her skin covered when Sebastian was at her side, checking her over for injuries.  
 
    “Are you alright?” He murmured.  
 
    “Perfect. Just ready to get out of here.” She responded. Ruth appeared behind them with a pair of tennis shoes and a fistful of cash.  
 
    “Figured you might need these if you’re going on the run from the law.” She joked.  
 
    Paige smiled and thanked her, shoving her feet into the shoes before Sebastian grabbed her hand and pulled her toward Quinn’s SUV.  
 
    “Bry said we could use his truck.”  
 
    “Won’t that get him into trouble if we’re caught?” She protested, worrying for her new friends.  
 
    “We aren’t going to get caught. We’re just going to find a place to hide out for a few hours until we can meet the guy from the FBI.” Sebastian explained.  
 
    Together they said quick goodbyes to everyone before climbing into the SUV. Michael moved up alongside the window. He passed Sebastian a cell phone, “I have friends at the PD, give me an hour. I’ll do my best to get this sorted so you can stop hiding from the press.”  
 
    “Thanks Dad. We’re headed to the wildlife reserve. If nothing else we’ll shift and hole up in the caves on the south side.”  
 
    “Good idea. Stay safe, son.” Michael told him, slapping the door before stepping away so they could drive off.  
 
    They turned the truck around and Sebastian told her to duck down just in case anyone was still along the road.  
 
    “Won’t they see you?” she asked, sliding down into the footwell so she was out of sight.  
 
    “Pray no one is on the road.” Was his only response.  
 
    Fifteen minutes later they were on the main highway headed toward the reserve without having been spotted.  
 
    Paige sighed in relief. “I’m so sorry.”  
 
    “Sorry? For what?” Sebastian glanced over before pulling his eyes back to the road. “Sorry your boss is an asshole art thief? That’s not exactly your fault, sweetheart.”  
 
    “No, I’m sorry I brought all of this to your front door. I didn’t mean to drag you into this, much less your whole family. Someone could have easily spotted one of the younger cubs shifting and blown everything up in our faces.”  
 
    “But they didn’t.” He responded. “Something you’ll learn about my family is that we take care of our own. No one would have wanted you to handle this alone, Paige. Quinn and Aubrey were happy to help us. Aunt Ruth and Uncle August were too.”  
 
    “Your dad seemed pretty upset when he showed up this morning.”  
 
    Sebastian shook his head vehemently, “Not at you or I. He was upset that Arnie had brought that down on our head. Trust me, the only reason we left is to protect the pack. Otherwise we’d still be there come hell or high water.”  
 
    Silence fell over them for the next several miles and Paige soaked in the warmth of Sebastian’s hand in hers as they drove. When they made the turn off for the wildlife reserve she grew antsy again.  
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” 
 
    “Are you sure it’s not?” he teased, winking at her. “Stop questioning everything, sweetheart. We’re going to be fine. We’re bears. We can spend a little quiet time today in the caves and then meet with the FBI and turn over the evidence. Everything will sort itself out after that.”  
 
    At least there was no chance of Arnie looking for her here, she thought to herself. Who in their right mind would go to a nature park when there was two feet of snow on the ground? They parked next to an empty ranger station and got out of the truck, Sebastian shoved their clothes in his bag and looped it around his neck before he shifted. Paige felt slightly miffed that he barely seemed to take note of her nudity this time, but her nerves had her shifting into her bear and following him without another word.  
 
    It was harder to move in the snow this time for her because they were going uphill instead of downhill, but Sebastian tempered his movements so as not to leave her in the dust and before long they were entering the small mouth of a cave. The front of the cave was just large enough for Sebastian to get inside as big as he was in bear form, but about thirty feet in, it widened into a massive space. He quickly shifted into his skin and set his bag down.  
 
    This time, Paige took a moment to really look him over from his broad shoulders and wash board abs to his massive penis and long legs. He was an adonis in the flesh. She felt the burn of desire fill her belly and she let out a low rumbly growl.  
 
    Flashing her a grin he crouched and began removing clothing from the bag. “Stay in your fur if you want, but it’s warm enough in here to shift.” He pulled on a pair of sweats and them pushed the bag her way.  
 
    Paige considered remaining in her bear for the duration, but that seemed foolish. They were mates and shifters. He was most likely going to see her naked more often than clothed. Shifting into her own skin, she moved forward, slowed by the tender soles of her bare feet.  
 
    “So….” She cocked her hip saucily, arousal returning to her blood as she watched him light a fire and rise to his full height. “Maybe we can have a little alone time before we have to meet the FBI agent?”  
 
    “That’s the idea.” He turned to face her, his beautiful green eyes taking in her body. Her confidence lifted as his long legs ate up the distance between them and his cock rose as he approached. “I know it’s not the ideal sitation, but I thought we could at least have a couple hours to ourselves.”  
 
    She reached for him, taking his hand and letting him pull her naked body up against his. Her nipples were already hard little pebbles and she could feel her desire on the inside of her thighs. He took her mouth, kissing her deeply as she wrapped her arms around his neck. His taste was as addictive as his touch, and she arched her body, pressing tighter to him. “Fuck me. If you keep that up, I’ll come all over your stomach, sweetheart.”  
 
    She nipped his bottom lip and grinned, “Kinky. We might try that another time, but I really need to feel you inside me. I’ve been dreaming about this moment ever since the night of the art show.”  
 
    He groaned in agreement as she nibbled on the tendon between his throat and shoulder. “I’ve been jacking off to images of your beautiful face for weeks.”  
 
    The fire in her belly roared to life, “You touched yourself to me?”  
 
    “Fuck yeah, I have a hundred fantasies I plan to play out with you now that we’re together.” He told her, sucking her earlobe. “Like the one where I lay you out in the moonlight and taste you.”  
 
    “Taste me?”  
 
    “Every fucking sweet inch of you. I want to taste every part of you until you’re burned into my brain.” 
 
    “Then make love to me. Stop making me wait.” she begged, even as he lowered to his knees in front of her, kissing her bare belly.  
 
    Without another word, he went to work, kissing and licking every inch of her he could reach, and when he couldn’t reach any more, he pulled her down to the ground, stretching her out on the cool rock floor and pushing her legs apart.  
 
    “So sweet. You smell delicious.” He nuzzled the cap of curls between her legs and then used the flat of his tongue to lick the outside of her pussy lips. “And taste even better. 
 
    “Sebastian…” she panted heavily, her knees splaying open to give him access to the most secret part of her. “I’m dying here.”  
 
    “What a way to go.” He replied before he spread her pussy lips wide and slid his tongue through her damp center. “Let me hear how much you want it, baby. Every moan is heavenly.”  
 
    Paige couldn’t hold still as he began to ply his wicked tongue over her delicate pussy. Her clit throbbed, but each time he landed on it, he bounded away, leaving her groaning with need and dripping all over the place.  
 
    “I’m going to drown in all this glorious cream.” He murmured, growling against her. She cried out and dug her heels into the stone beneath her, rocking her hips up to get more of the wonderful vibrations on her body.  
 
    His tongue pushed into her opening, fucking her smoothly, but it was the thumb he used to diddle her aching clit that drove her over the edge of reason. Before she knew it, she was humping his face, crying out his name and pleading for more.  
 
    When she finally calmed, he lifted his head, his wide grin wet with her cum. “I knew that would be fucking incredible.”  
 
    “Did we have an earthquake?” she asked, “Because I’m pretty sure the earth moved for me.”  
 
    Climbing upward, he arched his body over hers and lined the head of his cock up with her flooded pussy. “Just wait, sweetheart, I’m not done with you yet.”  
 
    He rubbed the tip of his dick against her already sensitive clit making her jolt like she’d been electrocuted. Maybe she had been. Her blood was certainly boiling in her veins and her brain felt fried. When he sunk the first inch of himself into her, she cried out as her body stretched to accommodate him. He took his time, his biceps flexing while he held himself above her, concentrating on easing into her. This was nothing like she’d imagined. It was tender and incredibly touching. He wanted to make it special, and as much as she wanted to bounce on him like a fucking bull rider, she understood his need to take his time.  
 
    Wrapping her legs around his lean hips, she felt him ease a few more inches of his length into her and then it was like the dam burst because he pushed the rest of his dick all the way in until his balls were banging against her back door. The full sensation was heavenly, so she wasn’t about to complain.  
 
    When he pulled out and pushed back in, setting up a smooth, pounding rhythm, she matched it, rocking her hips upward into him. Electricity sparked between their bodies, and a steady hum set up in her brain while her body took over and reacted naturally to its mate. Inside, her bear suddenly seemed to push forward and she felt her fangs elongate. The need to mark him again was too strong. She couldn’t keep her mouth away from his shoulder. The tang of his coppery blood spurred her on and she dug her nails into the back of his scalp, pushing his face into her own throat in the hopes that he’d return the favor. He didn’t hesitate, sinking his own fangs deep into the sensitive muscle and then throwing his head back to howl his release into the night as she exploded around him. Something magical happened in that moment. A piece of her locked onto a piece of him, and their souls paired. She felt raw, and powerful as she realized she’d just started a new chapter in her life. This one would be all about being a mate, and raising a family, and she couldn’t wait. If only they didn’t have to face one more major hurdle. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Several hours later, exhausted and sated, Sebastian and Paige returned to the SUV. The sun was setting and the temperature outside was dropping fast. A thin layer of frost covered the windows of the truck and they could see their breaths as they buckled up and prepared to go to their meeting.  
 
    “Are you ready?”  
 
    Paige’s face was pale and Sebastian wanted nothing more than to shield her from the whole thing.  
 
    “Ready as I’ll ever be.” She murmured, hands in her pockets, face drawn. “I just want to get it over with.”  
 
    “We just have to get the evidence in the right hands so that Arnie is shut down completely. That flash drive in your pocket will clear both of our names.” He assured her, pulling onto the highway.  
 
    The drive was slow thanks to slippery, snowy roads, but they reached the Mini-Market—a gas station that served some of the best burgers in the area—and Sebastian backed into a parking stall.  
 
    “This way we can see what’s coming at us.” He explained, his nerves creeping up into his throat as various cars slipped in and out of the parking lot without incident. A few moments passed and a black SUV entered and parked on the far end of the lot, shutting off it’s lights. A moment later Sebastian’s phone buzzed.  
 
    He pulled it free of his pocket and stared at the strange number before saying hello.  
 
    “Sebastian Jameson?”  
 
    The voice on the other end was female and completely unexpected, but he managed to find his voice and respond.  
 
    “Yes, who is this.”  
 
    “Agent Fielding. I understand you have something you need the Bureau to see?” She said, her voice firm but curious.  
 
    “Um…well…I—” 
 
    “I don’t have all day Mr. Jameson. I’m here as a courtesy to Ruth, but I’m not interested in playing games. As I understand it, you’re a wanted man. What’s to stop me from arresting you?”  
 
    “Hopefully your relationship with my aunt.” He glanced at Paige who was literally shaking in the seat next to him, her nerves so tight. “Look, we’re not on the run, we’re just trying to get the evidence into the right hands.”  
 
    “Mine are open.” She said, and then hung up the phone abruptly.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Sebastian slid it back into his pocket and reached for Paige. He took the flash drive from her before giving her hand a squeeze of reassurance. “It’s going to be okay, sweetheart, you’ll see.”  
 
    He pushed open the car door and climbed out, carefully picking his way across the now frozen concrete toward the other SUV. A quick glance back at Paige had his stomach tightening into a knot, but he pushed on. The woman in the black SUV got out and met him a few feet from her car.  
 
    “Seems a bit funny that you just happened upon evidence that clears your name, Mr. Jameson.” She said, holding her hand out.  
 
    He passed her the flash drive and nodded, “Paige was in contact with someone in the FBI for the last couple of months, but he’s gone MIA.”  
 
    The woman’s face grew tight and she paled. “Sal.”  
 
    “I’m sorry?”  
 
    “Sal Winchester was found murdered this morning in his bed.”  
 
    Sebastian flinched as if he’d been slapped. “Holy shit.”  
 
    “Arnie Glasson seems to believe you’re the ones behind the art heist. What’s the chances you’re behind Sal’s murder as well?” she questioned, giving him a hard look.  
 
    “We didn’t steal anything or kill anyone. Paige got tied into this by this FBI guy, Sal, and she wanted out but he told her she had to bring him the proof that Arnie was in possession of the art.” He pointed at her fisted hand where the flash drive sat. “That’s the proof.”  
 
    “I’ll get it to the right folks, but I can’t promise it will clear everything up in an instant.” Agent Fielding replied. “If you’re not guilty your best option is to turn yourselves in.”  
 
    “I’m not letting my—woman, get put in a jail cell because of that monster. You get that to the right people and we’ll take care of ourselves.”  
 
    She nodded as if she’d expected his answer, and then turned away. “Good luck, Mr. Jameson.”  
 
    Sebastian headed back toward his own SUV as Agent Fielding’s pulled out onto the highway and disappeared into the darkness. He felt both lighter and heavier without the evidence in his own hands.  
 
    Climbing back in the truck, he reached for Paige and stole a kiss.  
 
    She shivered as she pulled back from him, “Well? How’d it go?”  
 
    “Good I think. She took the flash drive and now we wait.”  
 
    “Where?”  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that. I don’t see why we have to hide away now. I think we should go back to your apartment and stop hiding period.”  
 
    “Are you sure? Arnie will still be looking for us.” 
 
    He nodded, “I hope he finds us. I’d love a chance to kick his ass.” He paused, considering his next question carefully. “Was your FBI agent’s name Sal?”  
 
    “Yeah, why?”  
 
    “He’s dead. He was found this morning murdered.”  
 
    Paige looked as if she’d been slapped. “Dead? Oh my god. That’s even more reason we should stay in hiding. What if Arnie finds us and tries to kill us?”  
 
    “Short of going back to the caves, we’re out of options. I can’t take you back to the pack because we bring too much attention to them and I can’t risk our secret getting out.”  
 
    She sighed and looked out the front window silently for several moments. “Okay, my apartment it is.”  
 
    He gave a firm nod and then pulled out of the parking lot. “I promise, whatever happens, I’ll keep you safe, sweetheart.”  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Paige’s apartment had been ransacked. Everything inside was topsy turvy and there was police tape across the front door. Clearly the police had been here, the question was, was it trashed before they arrived or by them?  
 
    The tears on Paige’s cheeks tore Sebastian’s heart to bits, but his hands were tied. Until Agent Fielding processed the information to the right people they were still in limbo. Together the pair of them began tidying up the apartment, only to freeze when a loud banging began on the front door.  
 
    “Police! Open up!”  
 
    Sebastian’s heart froze in his chest as he hurried to the door. This was it; they were being arrested. He should have assumed the apartment was being watched. Damn it.  
 
    “Sebastian, don’t!” Paige yelled just as the door flew open into his chest and a large man in black forced himself into the room with a gun in his hand.  
 
    “Get down, on the floor!” the man snapped, his face covered by a ski mask. Behind him a smaller figure entered, also wearing all black.  
 
    Sebastian backed up until he was standing in front of Paige as a shield but he refused to go to the ground. “Who the fuck are you?”  
 
    The second man pulled his ski mask up and with a wicked glint in his eyes, Arnie responded, “Your worst nightmare.”  
 
    “Arnie!” Paige gasped, her hands against Sebastian’s back as he forced her backwards down the small hallway with tiny steps. “You can’t do this!”  
 
    “I can, and I will.” Arnie replied. “You know too much about my operation. I can’t have loose ends.”  
 
    “You’ve already sic’d the police on us…” Paige protested. “I don’t know anything that could hurt you.”  
 
    “You do. I know you do. Why else would I have your little friend Agent Winchester killed.”  
 
    “I knew it was you.” Sebastian hissed. “How did you go from being an art thief to a murderer?”  
 
    “Does it really matter? I’m not the type to go into a monologue about my past deeds. I’m just here to get business done. Now, both of you on the floor.”  
 
    “Fuck you.” Sebastian snapped. He’d positioned Paige close enough to the bedroom door that he felt confident she could reach it before bullets started flying, now he just had to make his move. With one last sharp inhale, he leapt forward at the bigger man holding the gun on them and slammed into his arm, sending him wheeling backward toward the kitchen.  
 
    A scream was followed by a deafening bang, or maybe they were reversed? His brain couldn’t really process which was which because a sharp pain burned it’s way across his shoulder and the large man underneath him was fighting tooth and nail to get back up.  
 
    There was a roaring sound in his ears but he was so consumed with the fight in front of him he wasn’t able to figure out what else was happening. The man released the gun and Sebastian’s elbow hit it, knocking it away from them. That left them fighting hand to hand and while they were about the same size, Sebastian had more to fight for. Getting his hands around the other man’s throat he squeezed like he’d never done before. Cutting off the oxygen until the other man finally went limp, his eyes rolled back in his head, never to see again.  
 
    Shoving the body away from him, Sebastian spun around to find Paige standing over Arnie, in her bear form, growling deeply and baring her teeth as the man pissed himself underneath her.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    When Sebastian jumped forward and the gun went off, Paige stopped thinking and let her instincts carry her. Shifting immediately, she launched herself at Arnie, knocking him to the floor. She fought with herself internally as she saw Sebastian battling for his life on the kitchen floor, but she didn’t dare let Arnie up until she had too.  
 
    Arnie’s eyes were wide, the whites bigger than the irises as his fear overwhelmed him and the acrid smells of gunpowder and human piss filled the air making her want to retch. When Sebastian finally stood, proving to be the victor in his fight, he turned their way and stared at her in shock.  
 
    “Sweetheart, it’s over.” He said softly, approaching her with his hand out. She growled again and Arnie whimpered. “You can back up, he’s not going anywhere.” Sebastian held the gun in front of him, pointing it at Arnie’s head.  
 
    It took a few moments before her human side kicked in again and she was able to shift back into her skin. Naked and angry, she glared down at Arnie.  
 
    “Never again. Take this image to your grave, Arnie Glasson, because you’ll never see another naked woman in your life if I have anything to say about it.”  
 
    Arnie’s eyes bored into hers never even flickering downward to look her over.  
 
    “You’re a bear!” He whispered, fear still permeating the air over the urine and gunpowder. The sound of sirens filled the air and Sebastian pointed down the hallway.  
 
    “Get some clothes on, sweetheart. Before they get here.”  
 
    She barely got herself presentable before the police were outside the door yelling at them to stand down. It was a circus for the next few hours as all three of them were placed in handcuffs until the story was spelled out. Arnie raved and ranted about her being a bear but the police just ignored him and took him away in a police car. She and Sebastian were questioned multiple times, but it seemed the proof of Arnie’s art theft was actually in the right hands because they were released and not arrested.  
 
    Sebastian’s wound was treated and he was released by the paramedics. He’d gotten lucky and the bullet had barely grazed his shoulder. They made their way back to the SUV and headed for the pack lands before they truly spoke to each other again.  
 
    “I’ve never been more proud of you, Paige.” Sebastian said, smiling as she drove them away from the scene. “You kicked his ass.”  
 
    “How are you? You killed someone tonight.” She asked, worry plaguing her.  
 
    “I had to. I know that. He would have shot us both.”  
 
    “That doesn’t make it easier to accept.”  
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know. Right now, I just want to get you home and into bed. I want to sleep off this whole horrible nightmare.”  
 
    “Me too.” She murmured. “I think I’ll wait until Monday to start looking for another job.” She added with a giggle.  
 
    He laughed, “Good idea, sweetheart. Wouldn’t want to get burned again.”  
 
    The darkness enveloped them as they headed home to start their new life with each other.  
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    Born Wilde 
 
      
 
    Nyla Walker is half soul demon, half witch. She doesn’t fit in with large groups of people. And she definitely isn’t the right person to rule a pack with. Why would anyone willing tie themselves to demon? 
 
      
 
    The Wilde Wolf Pack Alpha, Kasen Wilde. That is who.  
 
      
 
    To avoid her fated mated she spends months working as hired killer, tracking down the evil big bads of the paranormal world. But she can’t run forever. When a rebel family is found dead not far from Kasen’s home, the Alpha wolf calls Nyla home to track the killer. The catch is, he will be there every step of the way. 
 
      
 
    The more she learns about her future mate, the more she wants him. When secrets are spilled is love enough? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Well, that isn’t creepy at all. 
 
    Nyla crouched behind the overgrown bushes as she studied the dark, broken-down cabin. The windows had cracks in them, and some looked as though kids had thrown rocks at the glass. The wood of the exterior was weathered, and the paint was peeling off in places. The right side of the house had ivy growing up and over the roof. 
 
    Blood tainted the mountain air, tingling her senses. Her small, sharp fangs—a product of her soul demon half—lengthened. 
 
    The blood came from the mark she’d tracked to the freakshow of a cabin. Bob, she thought that was his name. But his name wasn’t important. He was a demon who preyed on children, and Nyla was there to take him out. 
 
    It was her job now—a hired killer. The human term was mercenary. She didn’t care what they called her because as long as she took down bastards like Bob here, she was happy. It also distracted her from a certain wolf Alpha that ignited a desire deep inside her. 
 
    She didn’t want a mate, especially an Alpha. Kasen Wilde was better off choosing a pureblood wolf for a mate to keep his bloodline strong. No one wanted a demon as their Alpha female. 
 
    Movement in one of the front windows put her on alert. Even though it was dark out, thanks to the blanket of trees that blocked out the moonlight and the lack of light inside the cabin, she didn’t have a problem seeing. She was, however, a monster herself. 
 
    A soul demon and witch hybrid. 
 
    She teleported the short distance to stand in front of the door, waiting. She already made sure the back door and all the windows were sealed with a spell. There was only one way out of the horror movie shack. Bob was not getting away from her again. 
 
    He’d already given her the slip twice. Not again. 
 
    He’d killed for the last time. 
 
    When the door opened, she flashed him a huge smile and waved a hand to freeze him in place. “It’s nice to catch up with you finally.”  
 
    She entered the cabin, pushing him backward as she went. With a wave of her hand, she slammed the door shut. Not that it mattered. No one would hear him scream anyway. That part of the Smokey Mountains wasn’t heavily populated. The nearest cabin was fifty miles south of them. 
 
    “This really wasn’t the smartest thing you’ve done.” She released him from the freezing spell and cocked her head to the side. “I can make your death painfully slow or quick and dirty. I personally like option one.” 
 
    A slow smirk formed on his face, and her awareness tingled. So the bastard had more cards to play. A split second later, all the windows in the place shattered inward, and the front door blew open. Glass shattered all around her. Whirling around, Nyla faced off with two large demons. She laughed. “Looks like it’s a party now.” 
 
    Then she went into action, conjuring a sword in one hand. With her free hand, she shot Bob with a blast of magical energy that made the bastard crumble to the ground. He screamed in pain as she focused on his friends. 
 
    After pulling on the magic that flowed wildly in her veins, she blasted both of them at the same time. Nothing happened. Shit. 
 
    The asshats were charmed against magic. Or maybe it was just her magic? It really depended on the type of demon they were. Many of them looked human so it was hard to tell. Well, it looked like she was going to fight the mortal way. Luckily, she didn’t need her magic to kill. It helped to speed things along but was not needed.  
 
    She rushed forward with her sword in hand. She side kicked one in the gut while swiping her sword at the other—the blade connected with its target, slicing through his neck and taking his head clean off. While the head bounced on the floor and rolled to her mark, who was still screaming in agony, she faced off with the last man…demon standing. 
 
    He looked at her with wide eyes and vanished. “Well, that was disappointing.” 
 
    She turned to Bob and studied him. “I’ve made my mind up. I’m going to make your death quick and not so dirty. I have things to do and places to be.”  
 
    Plus, she needed a snack. She hadn’t fed on a soul in a few months because she was chasing this fuck face around. 
 
    The sword she was still holding vanished with a thought, and she crossed the small living room to Bob. She lifted her hand and said, “Stand.” 
 
    He did because he didn’t have a choice. He was under her complete control. The compulsion was a new ability she’d picked up from a rogue witch with the power of mind control when she ate his soul a few months back.  
 
    Nyla learned early in her childhood that she absorbed their powers when she fed on the souls of magical beings. It was something that never interested her before. She hadn’t wanted more power or abilities. She was born with her strength, speed, and telepathy. The new mind control power was an added bonus to go with her telepathy. The foresight she got by accident when she killed a seer to protect her father. The gift of sight was her least favorite and most painful.  
 
    So, she hadn’t wanted or needed more magic. What she had was enough for her. Right up until she was captured and held prisoner by a lunatic named Faelin. Now she hunts down rogue magical creatures with specific gifts. She would never allow herself to be anyone’s prisoner again. 
 
    Bob had a gift that she wanted. Telekinesis. At first, she thought the poor demon didn’t know how to use it. After months of tracking him and several run-ins with him, she had come to realize that he didn’t know he had the ability. At least he never used it to fight against her. That was interesting. But she wasn’t here to play shrink on him. The fee for killing him was heavy, and she was going to enjoy collecting it. 
 
    He wouldn’t miss what he didn’t know he had. Then again, he wouldn’t be alive long enough to miss it. 
 
    With her supernatural speed, she crossed the space in a flash. She grabbed the demon by the hair and jerked him to the side. Then she bit him, sinking her fangs into his flesh and drinking in his blood, soul, and magic. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Nyla opened her hotel room door and smirked. She sensed her brother when she entered the building.  
 
    Kirk Walters.  
 
    He was a sentry for the Ashwood Falls Pack and half leopard shifter, half-demon. Nyla and Kirk had different mothers but the same father. 
 
    Her brother was in his leopard form, curled up in the middle of the bed closest to the door. When she entered the room, he opened one eye and watched her as she moved to her duffle bag on the desk.  
 
    “Where have you been?” She pulled out a semi-clean pair of jeans and a t-shirt. She really needed to do laundry at some point.  
 
    The large leopard on the bed behind her stretched as he sent a thought to her. “I had something to do. Besides, you can take care of yourself.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she went to the bathroom to shower.  
 
    After a fifteen-minute hot shower, she dressed and exited the bathroom. The smell of food hit her and wrapped around her like an old friend. Kirk was in his human form and dressed in a pair of faded relaxed fit blue jeans and a black tee that said, “I ate my demons for breakfast.” 
 
    His black hair was long enough it curled at the ends. Kirk has more of his mother’s features like hair color and emerald eyes. 
 
    Nyla sat in the middle of her bed with one leg tucked under her and the other dangled over the edge.  Reaching over to take the fast food bag from him, she asked, “Are you going to tell me what was so important that you ditched your own sister to fight a horde of demons all by herself? I could have died.” 
 
    With one brow raised, he finished chewing before saying, “A horde? How many was it? Two plus your mark.” 
 
    A chuckle bubbled up inside her. Of course, he would know. “And they were all idiots. How would you know anyway?” 
 
    “I tracked you to that creepy cabin in the woods saw that you were handling yourself pretty well.” He popped a few fires in his mouth.  
 
    After a brief silence, mainly because they were eating, she swung her foot up and pushed it against his knee. “Why the secrets?” 
 
    They’d spent the last several months together, and she loved every moment. He was only ten when she and Father had to leave. She hated to be parted from her brother for so long, but there was so much he didn’t know or understand. 
 
    “I ask you the same question, sister.” 
 
    Nyla shrugged and unwrapped her second burger. Hey, a girl had to eat. She couldn’t survive on the souls of the evil alone. “If you are referring to why Father and I left, it’s complicated, and you aren’t ready to listen to the whole story yet.”  
 
    He seemed to think about it, so she changed the subject. “I don’t have another job lined up, and we are close to Ashwood. How about we pop in for a visit?” 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing.” He grinned and added, “Even though I know you are just avoiding going back to Willow Glen to face your mate.” 
 
    She took a bite of her burger to keep from replying. Kirk wasn’t wrong, and she wasn’t going to admit it out loud.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Fury raged inside Kasen Wilde as he stood over the bodies of a family that was under his protection. The family was part of the rebel group that lived in Willow Glen. Kasen didn’t know this family intimately, but that didn’t mean he didn’t take their deaths personally. Anyone killed, including the humans, in his territory was a personal attack on him. They were his to protect as much as his wolves were. 
 
    Scanning the wooded area, he scented the air to see if he could pick up on a scent. All he smelled was blood and the faint lingering aroma of fear. And anger rolling off his Beta and enforcers who were there with him. 
 
    The sick and twisted part of the scene that pissed him off most was the children. There were three young—two boys who were eight and ten and a girl who was only two. Babies.  
 
    “Fine out who did this and bring them to me alive.” So I can tear them apart, slow and painful. Kasen could barely hold on to the tight leash he had on his wolf. If the beast took over, he’d track down the killer and not return until the bastard was dead. 
 
    “Already on it,” Tate, one of Kasen’s enforcers, said as he typed into his phone. 
 
    Tate was the playboy of the group. He went through lovers like water. Kasen used to think he was searching for his mate, but Tate had been that way all through high school too. No, the wolf and the enforcer just enjoyed sex. It didn’t matter if it was with a female or a male. 
 
    He didn’t need to go searching for his next lay. His shoulder-length curly auburn hair and pale green eyes were just two features that drew them in. Kasen heard whispers from pack members when he and Tate were together. Words like “build for sex” were said with lust in their tones. Tate didn’t seem to hear it, or he just ignored it. 
 
    He never let his personal life interfere with his duties as an enforcer. And he would put his life on the line for Kasen and his brothers. 
 
    Kasen had grown up with his enforcers, so he knew they had his back and would protect the pack at all costs. He also knew they would take the murder of this rebel family just as personally as Kasen had. 
 
    As much as he was on board with his wolf’s plan to track down and kill the bastard responsible, Kasen had a pack to run. So he tightened the reins on the leash he kept his wolf on and locked in his control. Besides, he knew just the person to assign the track-down job to.  
 
    Not happening. His wolf snared, then went back to growling.  
 
    He’d been doing that since they got the call from one of his sentries. The thought of innocent people slaughtered set Kasen’s wolf on a new level of feral.  
 
    The Wilde family line was one of the oldest Alpha bloodlines across all species of shifters. Each new Alpha took the powers of the ones before him or her. Over time the power grew stronger with each new generation of Alpha. The more generations, the stronger that power would become.  
 
    Most bloodlines died out after thirty generations or so. The Wilde line had over fifty. Kasen was Alpha number fifty and held the power of the forty-nine wolf leaders before him. That amount of power would make the average shifter psychotic. 
 
    It was a good thing Kasen wasn’t the average shifter. 
 
    Kasen lifted his gaze to his Beta’s a few yards ahead of him. Dalton Cross wasn’t just Kasen’s Beta; he was his stepbrother. Dalt’s mom, Megan, mated Kasen’s dad a few decades ago. Luca—Kasen’s biological brother and the pack healer—and he welcomed their new brother and mother the day they all met.  
 
    Soon after Megan and Dax were mated, they had a little girl. Kason and his brother fiercely protected and spoiled their little sister. It didn’t matter that she was twenty-one and an adult. 
 
    Pulling out his cell, Kasen snapped a few pics of the family. He had the unfortunate task of notifying the leader of the rebels. Serenity was a beautiful witch who was also as alpha as they come. But most wouldn’t know that at when they first met her.  
 
    “I need to let Serenity know.” Kasen slipped his phone back into his pocket. 
 
    Dalton nodded and frowned like the mention of the family pained him. Or was it Serenity? “Good luck there. I’ll stay here and help clean up.” 
 
    Kasen shook his head at his brother and walked along the trail to his cabin about a mile east. That was another thing that made him want to commit murder. His private home and the pack circle were so close to the murder scene. 
 
    A large number of the pack also had homes in the mountains, scattered thought out their territory. Others stayed either in Willow Glen or around the outer edges of town. It was easier to keep tabs on who comes to and leaves their property. It wasn’t uncommon for the humans and rebels to camp out in the woods. 
 
    When he reached his two-story, ranch-style cabin, he considered calling Serenity, then decided it would be disrespectful not to deliver the news in person. He dug his keys from his pocket and hit the remote to unlock the Range Rover. 
 
    On the drive down the mountain to the center of town, he called Nyla. As expected, she didn’t answer. The female had been avoiding him.  
 
    Next, he dialed her brother, Kirk. The leopard male answered on the second ring. Kasen did give him a chance to speak before saying, “Tell her I need her home.” 
 
    A chuckle sounded from the other end of the call. “I’m not your mate’s keeper. You know as well as I that no one can make Nyla do anything.” 
 
    Kasen gripped the phone tighter. “A family was found murdered about a mile from my home. I need her to track the killer.” 
 
    “I’m not your personal tracker!” Nyla yelled in the background. 
 
    “Nyla—” Kirk’s tone turned a little serious. 
 
    She was one part demon, one part witch, and all sass. She was also just as alpha as he was. His equal on all counts. Including questionable sanity. 
 
    He heard a familiar voice in the background right before Nyla said, “Hang up the phone, Kirk. Bye, psycho.” 
 
    The line went dead, and he couldn’t help but smile. Too bad he couldn’t enjoy the feeling much longer. He had a killer on the loose. But he knew exactly where Nyla was. That voice in the background was Luna Raines, the Alpha wolf of Ashwood Falls. 
 
    If Nyla wouldn’t come to him, he would go to her. It was time for his mate to come home, where she belonged.   
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “You shouldn’t tease Kasen like that.” 
 
    Luna’s voice held amusement as she stood in the doorway of her home in Ashwood Falls. Nyla grinned and might have squealed in delight a little as she flew at Luna, hugging her tight. When she released her friend, she said, “Kasen will get over it. How are you?” 
 
    Luna laughed while shaking her head. “Good. What are you two doing here?” 
 
    Nyla glanced at her brother, who had already entered the home and was talking to Rafe and Tanner. “We were in the neighborhood. And you would be pissed if we didn’t visit while we were so close to the den.” 
 
    “That is true.” Luna motioned Nyla inside. “Blaine, Graham, and Cam are bringing the triplets over. They need a day to themselves, so of course, I said I’d watch them. Wait until you see all the cuteness. Plus, it’ll be practice for when you have Kasen’s pubs.” 
 
    Nyla stopped in the middle of the living room and closed her eyes. There was no way she’d be having anyone’s pubs. Or babies. It wasn’t that she didn’t want kids. She did. Absolutely would love to be a mom. The problem was she would be passing on her soul demon genes, and she didn’t want to burden her children with that kind of darkness. 
 
    Although there was a possibility that her kids would be like Kirk, and their wolf halves—if she decided to mate with Kasen—would dominate their demon halves. As far as she understood it, there was a slim chance of that happening. 
 
    And Nyla didn’t want to think about it anymore.  
 
    Tilting her head slightly, she studied Luna briefly. “What about you?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Shifters are different. Females have heat cycles once a year.” 
 
    The bright ripple in her aura told Nyla, Luna couldn’t wait. That gave Nyla an idea, which wasn’t always a good thing. “Hey, I could fix that.” 
 
    “Fix it? It’s not broken. It’s just how things are. You can’t control it no more than controlling what color eyes you are born with.” Luna sat on the sofa, and Nyla did the same. 
 
    “It’s not the same. Sure it might have something to do with genetics, but with a little magic, the natural order of things can be bent.” Nyla grinned and sat back. 
 
    Luna lifted her brows and eyed Nyla like she had lost her head. That, of course, was impossible because she lost it somewhere in Faelin’s prison.  
 
    Ignoring Luna’s stare, Nyla explained. “I could go find an incubus and take his powers. Not all of it. Only a little. Sex demon magic is some potent shit. Anyway, after I steal a little of the incubus’s power, I could do a ritual to make your heat cycles come more frequently.” 
 
    Luna froze and stared at her. “Can you really do that?” 
 
    Nyla nodded and looked up when Kirk, Rafe, and Tanner exited the house. “I can. The only trouble would be finding an incubus.”  
 
    Of course, there was a high chance that she’d have to sleep with the incubus to get access to his power. That thought was not as appealing as it used to be before she found her mate. 
 
    Damn Kasen. 
 
    Nyla’s phone rang, and she groaned loudly as she pulled it out of her pocket. It wasn’t Kasen as she thought. It was Serenity, so she answered. “Sup!” 
 
    Serenity didn’t laugh and that set off Nyla’s internal warning bells. “What happened?” 
 
    “We lost a family this morning. Kasen just left with the news. A few of his sentries found them in the mountains near the pack circle.” Serenity’s tone was strong with a slight crack in it from her emotions. 
 
    Nyla knew she was talking about a rebel family, or otherwise, Serenity wouldn’t be calling her. The witch wanted Nyla to track down the killer. She wondered if this was what Kasen had called about earlier when he said he needed her to track down someone. The last she wanted was for him to think he could order her around and use her abilities whenever he wanted. 
 
    Serenity was different. She was Nyla’s friend. Besides, whether they were human, shifters, or mutants, the rebels deserved to live in peace, safe from those who wished to harm them.  
 
    So when Serenity called and needed a tracker, Nyla was on it. “What do you need me to do?” 
 
    “Do you have to ask?” 
 
    No, she didn’t. “I’ll call Dalton and get the details, then start tracking the bastard.”  
 
    “Thank you.” Serenity hung up. 
 
    Nyla stared down at her phone, frowning. She didn’t ask for the family’s name because it didn’t matter. She had grown close to all the families in the rebel camps around Willow Glen. That was where she stayed when she was in between jobs. 
 
    It was there or in the alpha house with Kasen. That was not going to happen. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Nyla pulled her cell out and dialed Dalton. It was Wilde Wolf Pack business, sort of, but it was just Luna her there. And Nyla trusted Luna with her life.  
 
    “Nyla.” 
 
    She giggled. Dalton always answered the phone with that cautious, questioning tone. He wasn’t afraid of her because Dalt feared no one. It was more like he was wondering why she called him instead of Kasen. Easy. Nyla didn’t want to talk to Kasen. 
 
    “Dalton, sup. Tell me everything you know about who murdered the family.” 
 
    He let out a big sigh. “Have you talked to Kasen?” 
 
    “Nope, I called you.” 
 
    “Of course. Well, we know absolutely nothing. Whoever did it was smart enough to clean his scent from the area.” Dalton paused, and then his voice got muffled like he was covering the phone to speak to someone else. 
 
    No scent? Well, that would make tracking the creep down. “He either in a magical being, or he has a witch in his pocket.” She thought about it for a moment before saying, “Search the area for more clues. There has to be something there.” 
 
    And she needed an object with the killer’s emotional signature on it to track him via a locator spell. She ended the call with Dalton and put her phone away. 
 
    Luna asked, “Do you need to go?” 
 
    Nyla shook her head. “Not yet.” 
 
    If her power of foresight were working, she’d just channel that power and see if she could go into the past to see who did it. However, her foresight was not working. It hadn’t since she escaped captivity. She was more than okay with that up until this moment when she really needed it. 
 
    There was a couple of taps on the front door before it opened. Nyla stood and waited for Cameron and her mates, Blaine and Graham, to enter the house. Luna rushed over and took the sleeping bundle from Cameron. Together they were the Alpha triad, representing the big cats of Ashwood Falls. 
 
    Cameron was a black jaguar and moved with the grace of a cat. She had long dark brown hair that looked almost black. Her eyes were gold, and Nyla bet they were the same as her cat’s. And she was tall, maybe six feet. 
 
    Cameron fixed her golden stare on Nyla and headed straight for her. Nyla made eye contact and held it. Even though she had to look up at the Alpha female, she refused to be intimidated by anyone. 
 
    “You must be Nyla.” 
 
    “I am, and you are Cameron.” 
 
    The female Alpha laughed. “Nothing scares you, does it?” 
 
    “Not anymore.” Nyla averted her gaze to watch Luna coo over the tiny blonde girl in her arms. “Can I meet your girls?” 
 
    Cameron beamed and the hard-ass enforcer vibe she was putting off melted away to a proud mama one. “Of course. Luna is holding Paige. We confirmed that she is Graham’s biologically.” 
 
    Just then, Blaine and Graham walked over, each holding the other two, who seemed to be identical with black hair. Blaine bounced slightly as he said, “This is Hope.” 
 
    “And this is Faith,” Graham said, then added, “Would you like to hold her?” 
 
    Did birds fly? Heck yeah! Instead of blurting the words out, she glanced at Cameron, who gave her a nod. Shifters were very protective of their children but deadly when it came to them at this age. Especially Alpha heirs.  
 
    Nyla heard about one pack that wouldn’t let outsiders in the den for the first year after the birth of the Alpha heir. And Nyla was an outsider in a way. Sure her brother was a member of Ashwood, and Nyla herself lived in Ashwood for a period of her early adult life. So technically, she was a member too. She never thought too much about it until that moment. 
 
    Holding her arms like she saw Luna do earlier, Nyla nodded at Cameron’s blond mate. Graham, Nyla knew, was a puma and the brother of the leopard healer’s mate. 
 
    Graham settled the small bundle in her arms, and Nyla melted. Big blue eyes stare up at her. Nyla caressed her cheek with her fingertips. When Faith grabbed hold of Nyla’s pinky, images flashed in her mind of her holding her own little one. And Wilde was there. 
 
    She must have been making a face because Luna said, “Don’t make faces at her.” 
 
    “What? Oh, sorry. I had a vision.” Apparently, her gift of foresight wasn’t broken. It just worked when it wanted.  
 
    She looked up at the as the guys set up a playpen-looking bed thingy. Her thoughts turn to the realization she’d been avoiding. Kasen was her mate. She knew that from the moment they met. She’d just escaped captivity so trusting someone she didn’t know just because the Fates said she should wasn’t high on her priority list. 
 
    Besides, what could she offer his pack as their Alpha female?  
 
    But she wasn’t thinking about Kasen or mating. She was going to enjoy her time with three beautiful babies. 
 
    “Isn’t that right? We don’t need no stinky male.” Nyla sign-songed her words, and Faith laughed, making everyone else laugh as well. There was something about a baby’s laughs that was magical and contagious. 
 
    A few minutes later, she and Luna had all three babies laughing so loud they didn’t hear the front door open. Nyla lifted her head to see her stepmom standing beside her. “Mom!” 
 
    Nyla drew Lisa Walker into a tight hug. “Did Kirk tell you I was here?” 
 
    “He did, and I’m disappointed you didn’t at least call me.” She glanced down at the triplets laying on their backs on a blanket in the middle of the floor. “However, I see what distracted you.” 
 
    “They are so beautiful and adorable.” Nyla sat on the floor, and Lisa followed. “So much has happened.” 
 
    Lisa lopped an arm with Nyla’s, then laced their fingers together. Lisa was the mother Nyla never had. She hated leaving her and Kirk behind. “Dad told you why we had to leave, right?” 
 
    “Yes, dear. I understand. And your father and I are still mated.” 
 
    That was news to Nyla. It also made her sad. The last time she saw her father was the night he forced her through the portal to the human realm and locked it. That was over five Earth years ago. It was hundreds of years in Hell. She’d tried to open a portal many times and failed. Over and over again. 
 
    “He promised me he would come back to me,” Lisa added, giving Nyla’s hand a little squeeze before letting go of it. She leaned forward and babbled to the babies. 
 
    “He promised you? As in said those exact words.” Hope bloomed in her chest as she waited for Lisa’s reply. 
 
    “He said, ‘I promise you that I will return to you and Kirk.’” 
 
    Nyla let out a sigh and smiled a little. Saniel Walker never broke a promise. It was his word, and once said out loud, it became fate. He would be back even if he had to rise from the dead. 
 
    “He’ll be back.” 
 
    Lisa looked at her and smiled. “I know.” 
 
    Faith started fuzzing, so Nyla picked her up and rocked her. It was time for the naps. Nyla could feel their fatigue even though they are too excited to be with Luna and her. Bouncing and walking with Faith, Nyla hummed softly and ran a finger up and down the bridge of her nose.  
 
    Soon her eyes closed. Nyla noticed that the other two were drifting off as well. “Wow. Either Faith is the alpha of the three, or they are all connected on a level I’ve never seen.” 
 
    “I think it’s a little of both.” Luna stood just as there was another knock on the door. She frowned and said, “The pack must know I have the triplets.” 
 
    Nyla let out a sift laugh and walked to the sofa with Faith, not wanting to put her down yet. Before she sat, Kasen’s scent slammed in her, and she jerked her head up, glaring at him. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Kasen hadn’t registered Nyla’s question for a good five minutes. His attention was fixed on the vision of his mate holding one of the leopard Alpha’s triplets. How she cradled the infant like she’d done it hundreds of times. Her aura was a calm lavender and her body was relaxed. The image before him was perfect and it made him want to claim her all the more. 
 
    “Fine, don’t answer me,” Nyla turned her back to him and went back to cooing over the baby in her arms. In a soft, hushed baby-talk tone, she said, “That big stranger wolf can go back home. Yes, he can.” 
 
    Kasen glanced to Luna and then to the other female in the room. He studied her briefly while trying not to appear as if he was a threat. For a moment, he was sure he would fail. After all, he didn’t know this female and his mate was in the room. It didn’t matter that he trusted Luna more than anyone outside his own family. Nor did it matter that Luna adored Nyla and would kill to protect her like a packmate. 
 
    Nyla was his. 
 
    “Kasen.” Luna’s voice snapped him out of whatever that was. 
 
    “Sorry,” He said and nodded at the female he apparently was staring at. At least he hadn’t growled at her. “I didn’t mean to be rude. You must be Lisa Walters.” 
 
     “Yes, and you are?” 
 
    Kasen’s lips twitched. Of course, Nyla wouldn’t tell her stepmom that she found her mate. He glanced at his mate, who narrowed his gaze on him, daring him to say it. Challenge excepted. “I’m Kasen Wilde, Alpha of the Wilde Wolf Pack and Nyla’s mate.” 
 
    Lisa gasped and turned to Nyla. “Why didn’t you say anything? Congrats on finding your mate. This is a big deal. I wish your father were here…Well, maybe not.” 
 
    Nyla worked her jaw before smiling at Lisa. “I would have evidentially. Besides, I’m not sure I’m accepting the mating.” 
 
    He moved to stand next to Nyla and whispered, “Can we talk?” 
 
    She met his gaze then let out a deep sigh before carrying the baby to Luna. “I’ll be back.” 
 
    Luna took the baby and cuddled her close, “You two will stay for dinner, and you can go out in the sunroom to talk.” 
 
    Kasen nodded and followed Nyla through a set of French doors to the glass-enclosed sunroom. “You looked comfortable with a baby in your arms.” 
 
    Nyla folded her arms and leaned against the back of a small sofa. “Why are you here?” 
 
    To bring you home where you belong. He kept that to himself because if he said that to her, she’d get pissed. He needed the stubborn female on his side. “I need your help tracking someone down.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes but didn’t comment. Nor did she give a hint of what she was feeling. That was Nyla, though. She had more walls and shields than he did. 
 
    Kasen knew coming to her wouldn’t be easy. She’d make sure of it. “A rebel family was found murdered. Slaughtered.”  
 
    “When do you make it your duty to avenge the deaths of non-packmates?” Her tone was matter of fact. 
 
    He also noted how she wasn’t surprised at the news. Then again, she was tough to read most of the time. “Everyone who lives and works in my territory is under my protection. I failed to keep this family safe.” 
 
    She closed the space between them, her features softening. “You didn’t fail them. I spoke to Serenity and already told her I would start looking for the killer, so your trip here was a waste.” 
 
    Amusement lit up inside him. The only time he felt true calm and joy was when he was around Nyla. Even with all her brassiness and headstrong alpha female personality. Behind all that was a caring, protective woman. She was a perfect mate for him. 
 
    “I have some enforcers looking for clues and seeing if they can find leads on who killed that family.” Kasen closed his eyes and regrated it. The bodies of the children flashed in his mind, fueling his rage. 
 
    Nyla put her palm on his forearm, drawing his tension to her. They locked eyes, and she said, “I’ll find him.” 
 
    Kasen grabbed her hand before she could pull it away. “We will find him. I said I needed your help, which meant we’ll hunt him down together. I want to be there when you gut the bastard.” 
 
    Jerking her hand from his, she smirked then wrinkled her nose. “Fine, we’ll hunt together, but this is no way the start of the mating dance.” 
 
    He chuckled and stepped forward, evading her space. “The mating dance started the day I met you.” 
 
    She snatched her arm from his grasp and stormed back inside. He was happy to watch her go. The swing of hips as she crossed the room to be near the babies.  
 
    Kasen’s phone chimed. Frowning, he pulled it out of his pocket and saw that it was Dalton. Slipping out the front door of Luna’s home, Kasen walked a few feet from the house, then answered. “What is it?” 
 
    Dalton wouldn’t be calling unless it was important. There was a growl in Dalt’s tone as he said, “We found trail cameras all over the place.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “The pack circle, the road leading to it, and your house.”  
 
    Kasen gripped his phone so tight that he would be surprised the thing didn’t crumble in his palm. “I’m head back home.”  
 
    He ended the call and turned toward the house. When he entered, Blaine, the Ashwood Falls Leopard Alpha, stepped in his path. Kasen frowned, not realizing the Alpha male had arrived. Then again, he was a teleporter, so there was that.  
 
    “What’s up? You look like someone shit in your underwear.” 
 
    Blaine’s statement gave Kasen pause. It also forced him to think of where he was and his own fury. Taking a deep calming breath and pushing his wolf back, Kasen relaxed. “An issue has come up at home. Nyla and I will be leaving.” 
 
    When Kasen walked past Blaine, the Alpha said, “If you need anything, let Luna or I know.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Kasen looked over his shoulder at him and nodded before went in search of his mate. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t get enough of the babies. That was not a good thing because she would want one.  
 
    Not happening.  
 
    Kasen’s scent filled her senses a moment before he placed a hand on her lower back. “We have to go.” 
 
    She was about to tell him to fuck off but something in his tone stopped her. Turning, she met his stare. He tittered on the edge of control. Nyla could sense his wolf within, and the beast was ready to rip someone’s face off. “What happened?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you when we get there.”  
 
    She rolled her eyes at him and turned to Luna beside her. The Alpha female just smiled at her and took little Paige from her. “Go, but don’t be a stranger.” 
 
    Nyla gave Luna a quick hug and kissed Paige on the head before sending Kirk a telepathic thought. “Something came up. Wilde and I are heading back.”  
 
    “You need backup?” 
 
    “Nah. We should be able to handle it, but if I do, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Be careful.” 
 
    Her chest tightened. She hadn’t had anyone tell her that. Father and she had each other’s backs. Dad’s way of showing he cared was, “Don’t die.” 
 
    Meeting Kasen’s stare, she held out her hand. “Teleporting?” 
 
    He nodded and placed his hand in hers. “How do you think I got here?” 
 
    She didn’t think he had the ability of teleportation, but that didn’t mean a packmate or a rebel didn’t. Kasen was the type of man that got what he wanted. Not many people told him no and lived to tell the tale. That was one of the main reasons she wouldn’t cave when it came to the mating thing. She was going to make him work for it. 
 
    She would never give him the satisfaction that he could bend her to his will. The fact that she was a soul demon born and raised in Hell didn’t help matters. The Wilde wolves were among the last pure-bred shifters. That family didn’t need her demon genes to tant the future bloodline. 
 
    Linking her fingers with his, she focused on his home in the northwest section of the Wilde Wolves territory.  
 
    When they materialized in Kasen’s front yard, Dalton stood a few feet from them. One of his hands was partly shifted in his wolf-like he was readying himself for an attack. After a few moments, he relaxed, and his hand went back to normal.  
 
    “Someone is a little jumpy,” Nyla patted him on the shoulder as she walked by on her way to the pack circle. Her intuition told her to head that way.  
 
    Kasen fell in step with her. “There are cameras in the trees. Someone has been spying on the pack.” 
 
    “What would anyone gain from spying on the pack?” She didn’t ask anyone in particular, just thinking out loud.  
 
    Dalton spoke up before Kasen did. “I have two theories. One is he, she, they could be a shifter. Other shifters can tell a lot about a pack from their pack rituals. Two, the cameras could have been put up by humans who claimed the area as their hunting ground.” 
 
    “I don’t like either situation,” Kasen added.  
 
    Nyla didn’t either. Nosey humans could be just as bad as a rogue shifter. She found one of the cameras in a nearby tree. It was too high for her to reach from where she stood on the ground. But she noted that it had a wire, so she followed it along the trees. 
 
    All cameras were linked together. After finding all the cameras in the general area, she spotted a black metal box. That had to be the recording device. 
 
    However, when she reached out for it, a bolt of magical energy shot through her arm, knocking her on her ass.  
 
    Shit. That fucking hurt. 
 
    Kasen was at her side instantly. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Nyla nodded and pushed herself to her feet while waving Kasen to back away. It was hard to think with his sexy ass hovering. “I’m fine. Someone warded the box.” 
 
    “There goes the human theory,” Dalton mumbled. 
 
    “I can break the ward, but I’ll need some things to create the spell to do so.” She pulled out her cell and called Serenity. “Ello! I’m working on the case sooner than planned. I need some things brought to Kasen’s mansion-sized cabin in the woods.” 
 
    Nyla rattled off the ingredients and Serenity, said, “I have all of those here. Why are you breaking a ward?” 
 
    Glancing at Kasen, she debated on whether this was pack business or not. Then again, it was a rebel family killed. Kasen nodded as if giving his permission to tell Serenity about what was going on. Nyla held in her laugh because she had already made up her mind to tell her friend anyway.  
 
    “We found cameras around the area the family was killed. There is a recording box that is warded. I need in there so I can track the IP address to see if I can find the SOB.” Nyla scanned the area again, listening and sending out her senses to see if she could call up a vision. But there was no luck.  
 
    She hadn’t had a true vision since she and Luna escaped Faelin’s captivity. At least not one she conjured up. So, it was no surprise she couldn’t call on that gift at the moment. Damn.  
 
    “I’ll send Colt up with the stuff,” Serenity said.  
 
    “Thanks.” Nyla hung up and pocketed her phone. She didn’t need to repeat what was said to Kasen or Dalton because their supernatural hearing picked up the entire conversation. “We can’t do much until I get into that box.” 
 
    She turned, and Kasen grabbed her arm. When she met his gaze, he said, “Stay here.” 
 
    “I am. I’m waiting for Colt, then mixing up the potion, then breaking in that box.” 
 
    She broke his grip on her and headed to the cabin.  
 
    The cabin came into view, and she smiled a little while keeping her back to Kasen. No way would let him know how much she loved his home. That would only give him more ammo for the mating dance. 
 
    The two-story structure was a cross between a fairytale cottage and a mini-mansion made out of the trees surrounding it. She didn’t see the point of having a house so big, but it understood that Alpha’s home was often overrun with packmates a lot.   
 
    Once inside, she inhaled. Kasen’s scent was everywhere, and it overwhelmed her, making her ache all over. Desires flared to life, not wanting to be dismissed any longer. Damn mating urges. There was no way she was staying the night with him.  
 
    She truly meant that.  
 
    “I meant for you to stay the night,” Kasen said after shutting the front door. 
 
    “I can’t.” 
 
    He was standing in front of her in an instant. “You will stay here tonight.” 
 
    She opened her mouth to tell him he wasn’t the boss of her but never got that far. He claimed her mouth in a raw, hard kiss. Every part of her body heated to the point she thought her skin would ignite into flames. 
 
    He broke the kiss and pressed his forehead to hers. “No more running, Nyla. You are my mate.” 
 
    Damn him. Damn the Fates. 
 
    “I’m too broken to be anyone’s mate.” She side-stepped him, but he hooked an arm around her waist. 
 
    “We are all broken. We learn to cope with our mates at our side.” His lips brushed her ear, and she fought off a whimper.  
 
    As long as she kept her distance from him, she could fight off the desire to claim him. Her body demanded to be touched and pleasured by him. That would be her downfall.  
 
    She closed her eyes. He believed his words. Nyla wasn’t so trusting that the Fates didn’t have other plans. So far, her life had been one battle after another. There was too much blood on her hands, and she would not bring anyone else into her madness. 
 
    Hell, she didn’t want to be in her madness. 
 
    Kasen deserved better. A female who could support the pack and feed it with love and goodness. That female was not her.  
 
    Admitting that hurt a lot more than she wanted to admit. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Kasen knew one thing.  
 
    Nyla was holding back not only her feelings but her past and giving herself the okay to love. To trust. 
 
    He was right there with her on the trust issues department. He didn’t trust easily either. And he fully understood why she didn’t. From what he gathered about her, she was held captive by Faelin for a couple of years. It might have been longer. No one was for sure since Faelin only recently made his existence known. Right before Ashwood Falls took him down. 
 
    Before Kasen could push her any further into facing her fears, Colt showed with the items Nyla requested. 
 
    Colt was a mutant who helped Nyla and Luna escape Faelin’s captive serval months ago. His human family lived in the rebel camp in the old subway tunnels under Willow Glen. 
 
    “Thank you so much for bringing these.” Nyla gave him a quick hug and moved to the kitchen to set the supplies on the island counter.  
 
    Colt followed. “I want to help.” 
 
    Nyla locked gazes with the mutant. “Right now, there’s not much to do. We’re in a hurry up and wait phase. And you know I hate waiting.” 
 
    Colt chuckled and glanced at Kasen before returning his attention to Nyla. “You will call me if you need backup?” 
 
    Nyla patted his arm, which drew a growl from Kasen. “I promise. For now, you can help Serenity protect the camp and your family.”  
 
    Colt gave them each a nod and left. Nyla went to work on her potion. 
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help?” Kasen moved to the kitchen island that Nyla turned into a witch’s ritual table. 
 
    “Nope, almost done.” She added the final ingredient, then sat the pot on the burner to start boiling. “Now we wait.” 
 
    He watched her turn the temperature down to low. “How long?” 
 
    She frowned. “A few hours.” 
 
    He walked around the island straight at her. She stiffened and watched him, not moving. Leaning into her, he opened the cabinet above her head and pulled out a bottle of whiskey and two glasses. “I have wine if you prefer.” 
 
    She glanced at the bottle then made eye contact again. “Whiskey is good.” 
 
    He nodded to the living room. “Join me.” 
 
    It wasn’t a question, but he left the demand out of his tone. At least he tried to. However, Nyla didn’t react to his tone. She just turned and went into the living room.  
 
    They sat in silence for a long while, and it was driving him insane. “I never wanted to be Alpha.” 
 
    His admission snapped her out of the ignore Kasen state. She scanned his face with creases on her forehead. “But it’s who you are. You were born to be Alpha.” 
 
    “That didn’t mean I wanted the job. I definitely didn’t want fifty generations of Alpha power.” He poured his second glass of whiskey and sat back on the couch. “I guess I was afraid of what that power would do to me.” 
 
    She stared at him for a long while before saying, “I’m afraid of not being powerful enough. My time in captivity showed me just how weak I am.” 
 
    Warning bells went off in his head. He was noticed that she was stronger. He assumed that she was healing from her time of being locked up and forced to do magic for a sadist bastard. Maybe that was part of it. But he also knew a little something about soul demons. They don’t only feed on the soul of the prey. They could feed on the magic of other paranormal beings.  
 
    “You were tracking down supernatural bed guys to take their power.”  
 
    She shrugged. “I was picky at who I took powers from.” 
 
    He didn’t press the issue or tell her it wasn’t safe to continue doing it. Nyla knew the risks. Plus, if she did get addicted to the power feeding, he would be there to bring her out of the darkness. 
 
    “You are not weak.” 
 
    There was another stretch of silence between them, but the earlier tension had lessened. He picked up the remote to his TV and turned it on. After flipping through a few movies on his streaming service, Nyla said, “Let’s watch that.” 
 
    He smirked but didn’t comment on her movie choice. “Practical Magic is my sister’s favorite.” 
 
    Nyla smiled. “I know I watch it with her when I’m in town. It’s a great movie.” 
 
    By the end of the movie, Nyla had curled up on her side at the other end of the couch. Her eyes were half-closed. She looked so peaceful and perfect. “Is the potion ready?” 
 
    She nodded and sat up. “I turned the stove off about thirty minutes ago.” 
 
    He stared at her. He hadn’t seen her get up or move from the couch. She stood, rolling her eyes. “Telekinesis. A little gift from my last mark.” 
 
    A second later, she darted off into the kitchen area. He followed and watched her fill amber-colored bottles with the potion. When she was done, she slipped one into her pocket and placed the others in the cabinet. “If you have to move them, make sure they are stored in a dark, dry place.” 
 
    Okay. Did that mean she was staying there? His wolf perked up at the thought. Yes, she is, and we’re going to make sure of it. 
 
    Kasen agreed with the wolf.  
 
    Following her out the door, he watched her walk with grace and lethal strides as she made her way to the recording box linked to the cameras. Once they stopped in front of it, Nyla took out the potion bottle, poured it over the lock, and then chanted softly. A black cloud formed around the box and changed to blue and then white before it disappeared completely. 
 
    “We’re in,” Nyla said with a grin and pulled out her phone. After opening an app, she held it next to the recording device in the box. “Got it. I need a computer to trace the IP from this device.” 
 
    She reached inside and touched one of the wires and gasped, jerking her hand away. 
 
    Kasen’s body tensed and fear flooded him. “Are you hurt?” 
 
    “No.” She rubbed her forehead and stepped back away from him and the box. “I had a vision.” 
 
    “Why do you sound surprised?” 
 
    At first, he thought she wouldn’t answer him, then she sighed. “My gift of foresight hasn’t worked right since escaping Faelin.” 
 
    He wanted to ask more about her confession, but it wasn’t the right time. Plus, she would deflect his questions anyway. She would also reject his comforting words, so instead, he asked, “What did you see?” 
 
     “A man’s face. My intuition tells me that he is the one that put up the cameras and most likely killed the family.” She held out her hand. 
 
    He shook his head. “We can drive down to the Willow Glen.” 
 
    She laughed. “My way of travel is faster.” 
 
    Stepping closer to tower over her, he felt his lips lift in a sensual smile. “Yeah, but I like driving my car.” 
 
    She shrugged and side-stepped him. “Suit yourself.” Then she vanished. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Nyla let out a sigh of relief as she materialized inside of Kasen’s office. It was a good thing that she had been there before. Teleporting was a handy and quick way to travel, but it had its limitations. Like she could only teleport to places she’d been before. Place she’d never been, she had to focus on the area and hoped she got close enough to her destination. 
 
    She walked into Kasen’s large office with a great view over the whole city with the mountains as the backdrop. 
 
    The office had an elegant, rustic feel to it. Black titled floors and dark grey stone walls made it seem like she was in a fancy cave. The furniture carried on the grey and black color scheme. Even the computer was black. 
 
    She was tempted to use her magic and change the color of something just to mess with the Alpha. Maybe another time. 
 
    The door flew open and Nyla whirled around while forming an energy ball in her palm. Dalton frowned at her and advanced toward her. Nyla pulled back her magic and watched the male as she sat behind Kasen’s desk. 
 
    Dalton dropped in a chair across from her, a smirk forming on his handsome face. “Did you kill our Alpha?” 
 
    She snorted. “No, I didn’t kill your Alpha. He just doesn’t like to teleport.” 
 
    After the computer fired to life, she stared at the login screen. “What Kasen’s birthday? Never mind.” 
 
    It took her about three seconds to break into his computer and another few minutes to find what she was looking for—the server with the camera feeds. She traced the IP to the server. The following steps would take a bit longer because there were a lot of files to go through. 
 
    “Grab your laptop and help me search through these files.” Nyla lifted her gaze at Dalton. 
 
    He leaned forward to look at the screen. “What is that?” 
 
    “Files on the server where I tracked the IP from the cameras around the pack circle.” She clicked on one and scanned through the thumbnails. Things would be a lot easier if the damn folders were labeled to hint at what they were. 
 
    Dalton left and came back a few minutes later with two laptops. He sat one of them on the desk beside her, then sat back in the chair he was in moments ago with the second laptop. Once he was settled, she linked both computers to hers, well, Kasen’s, but she was using it.  
 
    “There is a lot of files in here.” Dalton 
 
    A few minutes later, Kasen and two of his enforcers filed into the office. Nyla understood why the space was as big as it was. With all the large male wolves there, the room seemed to shrink.  
 
    Chance Becket was the head enforcer, and Tate Barnes was a senior enforcer. Both men were lethal, charming, and easy on the eyes. But neither made her insides melt like Kasen did. 
 
    After a few moments, a few more enforcers she didn’t know entered and took their places around the room like it was second nature, or they had assigned seating. Kasen locked gazes with Nyla as he crossed the room to her.  
 
    Towering over her, he raised a brow. She grinned, which made her nose wrinkle and pointed to the laptop and chair next to her. “Have a seat.” 
 
    His lips curved into a sexy smile as he sat. He leaned into her, cupped her nape, and pressed his lips to hers. Her body lit up with liquid fire, and she fought off a moan. Even though she knew he was staking a claim on her in front of the enforcer, she couldn’t help be to lash out. She let her tiny fangs extend and nipped his lower lip, making him jerk back. 
 
    “What was that for?” 
 
    She poked him in the chest and pushed. “You didn’t ask for permission.” 
 
    Someone chuckled and then coughed to cover it up. She glanced up and met Dalton’s amused stared. 
 
    The taste of Kasen’s blood on her tongue sparked the wildfire of pleasure. She wanted more, but it wasn’t the time. Damn it. 
 
    After a few moments, her tongue tingled, and a little thread formed in her core. Surely, she didn’t take enough blood to form a bond with him. Then again, Kasen had told her they were fated mates. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Kasen whispered in her ear. 
 
    She waved him off and pointed at the screen. “I need to look through these files to find that guy I saw in the vision.” 
 
    “What did he look like?” Kasen asked as he woke up the laptop.  
 
    “Shaggy brown hair and grey eyes. He’s built like a shifter but not as build as you.” 
 
    Dalton chuckled. “That narrows it down.” 
 
    Nyla picked up a paperclip that was next to the keyboard and threw it at Dalton. “If you find a video or picture of a man show it to me.” 
 
    Dalton caught the paperclip in mid-air. “On it. But we should plan to set up a trap for him.” 
 
    Kasen nodded. “I was thinking the same thing. Since the cameras are still up, we should start a rumor that we will be holding a meeting at the pack circle.” 
 
    “What if the creeper doesn’t do anything except watch?” Nyla closed out the folder she was in and opened another one. “We don’t even know what he wants. Besides, I don’t set traps.” 
 
    “You track them down and kick ass.” 
 
    Nyla glanced up at Chance and grinned. “Damn straight.” 
 
    When she looked back at the screen, she froze. The man from her vision stared back at her from the video feed recording. She turned the screen for Kasen to see. “That’s him.” 
 
    Everyone in the room moved to stand behind her and Kasen to get a good look at the guy. Chance was the first to speak. “I haven’t seen him before.” 
 
    A lot of “me neithers” went around the room.  
 
    Kasen took the keyboard from her and pushed her chair over to give him access to the computer. He backed up the video and paused it at the place where the guy looked directly at the camera. Then he opened up The Network app. 
 
    The Network was a social media site for shifters. It was created by the former Alpha of Hunter Ridge, Travis Hunter, who was mated to Shayna—the sister of the Ashwood Falls’ leopard Alpha. 
 
    Almost all the U.S. packs were on The Network. It was a handy tool to have during times like tracking down a rogue. 
 
    Once he was logged into his pack’s page, he sent out a message to all Alphas registered on The Network, asking them if they had seen the man and to send any information they found to him in a private message. 
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take to get a response?” Nyla asked. She wasn’t one to wait around, but in this case, she had nothing to go one. They didn’t even know the guy’s name. 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “His name is Roz Tran.” Kasen read from the message that came from The Network about thirty minutes after sending out the mass email through The Network. “The last Darin Huston knew Roz was part of the Steelridge Pack.” 
 
    Chase and Dalton cursed at the same time, but Tate said, “That can’t be good.” 
 
    Nyla met Kasen’s gaze. “Steelridge?” 
 
    “We have a history with the pack’s Alpha.” Kasen reached for the keyboard, but Nyla was already typing. 
 
    “They have a profile.” 
 
    Kasen rolled his chair closer to hers to read the screen. “It says here that Talon is the Alpha.” 
 
    Tate growled. “You know that bitch most likely killed her father to be Alpha.” 
 
    Chance nodded. “She is certifiably crazy, but I don’t think she is as crazy as her father.” 
 
    That was true. Balan Brooks was mean, psychotic, and a sadist. Kasen knew Talon hated her father, so Chance’s theory was plausible. He took the keyboard from Nyla and sent Talon a message through the Network asking her if she’s heard from Roz lately.” 
 
    A reply came back a few seconds later.  
 
    Roz Tran is no longer welcome in my pack. He left with the other trash when I won the Alpha challenge. 
 
    Kasen repeated Talon’s message for everyone in the room to hear. 
 
    Dalton shook his head. “I’m not buying it. She’s as crazy as her father.” 
 
    “Maybe, but she isn’t our problem right now.” Kasen stood and looked down at Nyla. “Want to help me take down the cameras? There is no need to leave them up.” 
 
    Nyla jumped to her feet. “Yep. Maybe I can get a read from one of the cameras so we can go hunting.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    To his and his wolf’s joy, Nyla rode in the Range Rover with him. Now her scent would be in there every time he got in the vehicle. He wanted it everywhere.  
 
    “What do you like to do for fun?” 
 
    Her random question threw him a moment, then he chuckled. “You’re not having fun?” 
 
    “I don’t like not knowing. It puts me on edge.” She ran her fingers over the armrest and followed the curve of the handle. 
 
    Kasen snapped his gaze back to the narrow dirt road that led to the pack circle and his home. “Yeah. I’m the same. After we take down the cameras, I’ll shift and search the area to see if I can catch a scent.” 
 
    “I thought the enforcers searched?” 
 
    “They did, but my wolf wants to check for himself.” He parked the Rover in front of his cabin. 
 
    Nyla turned in her seat to face him. “You don’t trust your enforcers?” 
 
    “With my life. Everyone’s senses are different. Something what one person might dismiss, another would investigate more. Plus, I have fifty generations of Alpha magic running through my veins.” Among other things. He reached up and tucked some hair that had escaped her pony behind her ear and let his palm rest on her cheek.  
 
    She watched him closely but didn’t pull away. “So, your wolf needs out to run, and you need to distract him with something to do.” 
 
    Frowning, he drew back a little to study her. “Did you pull that out of my head?” 
 
    She returned his frown and turned back to face the front of the vehicle. “My telepathy and mind control doesn’t work on you.” 
 
    That was good to know. It wasn’t surprising because they were true mates. Instead of reply to admission, he opened his door. “Let take down the cameras.” 
 
    She got out of the SUV and went off to remove the cameras. Giving her some space, he moved in the opposite direction. He sensed her desire whenever they were close and even more so when she bit him. A small link had formed right after that, and he knew it was the mating bond forming.  
 
    Nyla wouldn’t be able to fight him off much longer. He was going to use that to his advantage. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    She watched from the corner of her eye as Kasen moved off in the distance, knowing he was giving her space but for how long? 
 
    Hell, she didn’t even know how long she’d last until she attacked him. That was the reason why she stayed away from him for so long. Now she was paying for distancing herself from her mate. 
 
    She used her magic to rip the cameras from the hiding spots all at once. Kasen cursed from a few feet away, making her laugh. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He stumbled out from behind a tree holding his head. The scent of blood washed away her amusement. She rushed to him and jerked his hand away. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He curled his fingers around her wrist and kissed her palm. “Don’t be. You didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
    Warmth drifted through that small thread between them that she started by biting his lip. She wondered if he felt it. Of course, he did. And she bet her ass that he was going to use it to get what he wanted. 
 
    She was so screwed.  
 
    “I’m still getting used to the telekinesis. It’s a tad stronger than I expected.” Her admission of a moment of weakness drew a smile to his lips. 
 
    There was never a doubt that he was her mate. And she did want to be his more than anything. If only she weren’t a soul demon. The happy, fluffy feelings diminished. Before she could take a step back, He cupped her cheek. 
 
    “You’ll master the next time you use it.” 
 
    His confidence in her blew her away. No one except for her father and brother had shown her they believed she was strong. Kasen believed his own words. She felt it through the newly forming bond. 
 
    He stepped away and stripped. She didn’t look away or even try to hide the fact that she found him gorgeous—every hard, lickable piece of him. Kasen Wilde wasn’t an overly muscular man. He had lean, well-defined muscles, board chest and shoulders, and a trim waist. 
 
    Every inch of his skin looked like he sunbathed nude. If he did, she sure wanted front-row seats. On second thought, she would be the only one there. She’d eat any female who dared looked at him the wrong way. And not in a fun sexual way either. She’d strip the bitch of her soul and feed on her terror.  
 
    Damn. She turned her back on him and closed her eyes. That last thought of hers was why she couldn’t complete the bond with him. Her darkness would pollute each member of the pack through the Alpha bond. 
 
    A moment later, Kasen’s wolf rubbed up against her leg. She patted his head as she knelt down to be eye to eye with the beautiful animal. Kasen’s wolf was pitch black with a diamond shape white patch under his chin. Both man and wolf had the same piercing blue eyes.  
 
    Taking his large head in her hands, she pressed her forehead to his. “Go do your thing. I’ll be okay here.” 
 
    He licked the side of her face, making her laugh and push him playfully away. “Go.” 
 
    After a brief pause, he ran off into the woods. 
 
    Once the wolf was out of sight, Nyla went inside the cabin. She stood in the middle of the living room and inhaled his scent. But he wasn’t the only one in there. Hers was and several of the pack members. The combination of scents reminded her of family. 
 
    Family she couldn’t be part of.  
 
    “You just need to tell him why you hold back.” 
 
    She whirled around toward the female voice and smiled. Erin Wilde entered the cabin. The youngest Wilde sibling was a lethal beauty. She was also the baby, and her three brothers protected her like a princess. In a way, she was.  
 
    “Dalton said you were here.” She crossed the room to Nyla and drew her into a hug.  
 
    “Kasen has been keeping me busy. And what did you mean by telling him? Tell who what?” Nyla played like she hadn’t a clue to what Erin was talking about. 
 
    In a sense, she didn’t know. She figured it had something to do with Kasen, though. 
 
    “Tell Kasen about your fears of mating with him.” Before Nyla replied, Erin held up her hand, indicating that she wasn’t done talking. “I’ll tell you what he will say. That your fears are a waste of energy.” 
 
    “What do you know about my fears?” Nyla crossed her arms and glared at her friend.  
 
    Erin rolled her eyes. “You’re afraid your demon will taint the pack. I’ll have you know dear friend, that is impossible because we already have demon blood that runs through the Wilde family.” 
 
    She winked, then left before Nyla could question her more. Was that true? She pulled out her cell phone and dialed Erin’s number. The female was not ending the conversation that easily.  
 
    Erin answered with, “Not tell you anymore. Ask Kasen. Bye.” 
 
    She hung up, and Nyla sighed, then smiled. She was in Kasen’s house. There had to be something there that would give her some answers. 
 
    Thirty minutes into searching the house, she found the largest bathtub she’d ever seen. It was like a fancy as hell indoor hot tub with stares that seem to down into the floor. The wall was made of black stone. When she turned on the faucet to fill the tub, water also cascaded down the black rock wall. “Oh, cool.” 
 
    She was in love with a bathtub. 
 
    Turning to the linin closet just inside the bathroom door, she found towels and a few of the bath bombs that Serenity makes and sells in her shop. They were all Nyla’s favorite scents. 
 
    On the same shelf with the bath bombs was the shampoo and conditioner that she used. It didn’t fail her to notice that Kasen stocked the bathroom with things that Nyla liked. Gathering all relaxing smells, she set the shampoo on the edge of the tub, unwraps the bomb, and then tosses it into the water.  
 
    Then she stripped and slid into the warm water where she would wait for her mate to return from his run. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Kasen had searched every inch of the northeast quarter of his territory for a scent or a clue to who the hell this bastard was. He caught a scent that didn’t belong to anyone in the pack, but every time the trail went cold. His wolf growled as he moved through the forest on their way back to the cabin where their mate was.  
 
    At least Kasen hoped she was still there and didn’t take the opportunity to bale on him again. 
 
    When he reached the cabin, he inhaled. Nyla stayed. Her scent was fresh, but the house looked too quiet. The sun had started to set, making the forest darker than it was when he went searching for Roz’s scent. There should be lights on downstairs. 
 
    Shifting into his human form, he rushed up the steps and burst through the front door. It hit the wall hard enough to bounce back and slam shut. But Kasen was already up the stairs and following his mate’s scent. Fear rude him hard as thoughts of finding her dead churned in his mind. 
 
    He should have never left her alone. Not with Roz out there and they didn’t know what he wanted. 
 
    As soon as he entered his bedroom, someone jumped him from behind. They barreled into him, knocking them both on the ground. Then the scent hit him—his mate. 
 
    Instantly he took control over the situation so she wouldn’t hurt herself or him. She was obviously protecting her space and was out for blood. Or a soul. Flipping over, he wrapped an arm around the waist and tucked her under him. At the same time, he caught one wrist and holding it above her head. 
 
    She growled and her demon fangs elongated. Her eyes were black. When she went for his face with her free hand, he grabbed and held it above her head with the other one. Then he tightened his thighs against her hips. 
 
    “Nyla. Stop!” He hated putting power into his words, but she had gone completely demon on him. 
 
    She stilled and stared at him. Her hair was wet, and she was wrapped in a large white towel. How the thing stayed put during the scuffle, he didn’t know. Her black eyes changed to blue, and she frowned at him. “What was that loud crash?” 
 
    He relaxed. “The front door. I think I broke the wall.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I didn’t do it on purpose.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and wiggled her wrists. He released her but didn’t get off of her. He liked having her under him. “Were you in the shower?” 
 
    “Nope. I was soaking in the tub with one of the bath bombs. Thank you, by the way. I must have fallen asleep because the next thing I knew, I startled awake with a crash and someone running up the stairs.” She brought her hands between them and faced her palms to him and laughed. “See, raisin fingers.” 
 
    He chuckled and rolled to sit on the floor at her hip. She sat up and faced him, rolled her gaze over him. A sensual smile lifted the corners of her lips. “And you're naked. So tell me again why you broke the wall and raced up the stairs like a demon on fire?” 
 
    “I panicked,” he muttered. “I scented you here but didn’t see any form of life.” 
 
    “So you thought the boogie man got me?” She laughed. “Honey, who do you think they call to keep the boogie man in line?” 
 
    When she moved to stand up, he touched her hand. “This isn’t a joke.” 
 
    “I’m not joking.” She sat back down and locked gazes with him. “I’m going to get dress. I suggest you do the same because what I need to tell you might have you changing your mind on whether I’m the right mate for you.” 
 
    Without another word, she rose to her feet and went to the bathroom, closing herself inside. He stared at the door for several seconds before he got up to put clothes on. Nothing she could tell him would ever change his mind about claiming her.  
 
    She was his. End of discussion.  
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Nyla leaned her back against the bathroom door with her eyes close and her heart hammering. She was much better at voiding major life decisions. But she was adulting and it sucked big time. 
 
    The thought of Kasen rejecting her made her ill because once reality settled in around her, she knew he deserved the truth. 
 
    Pushing off the door, she dressed then used her magic to clean the bathroom. After another pause at the door, she opened it to find Kasen sitting in the armchair near the large picture window on the far side of the room. 
 
    “Whatever you have to tell me isn’t going to scare me off.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” she muttered as she crossed the room to sit in the middle of his large king size bed. 
 
    After a long stretch of silence, Nyla began talking. “My mother was a powerful witch from one of the oldest bloodlines. My father saved her from being burned during the witch trials and took her to his home in Hell.” 
 
    She met his gaze. “I was born a year later, and we lived happy lives until Mom was killed when I was sixteen. An uprising started. I can’t remember why because they happened all the time. Mom was caught in a crossfire because Dad was one of Lucifer’s guards.” 
 
    That was a hundred years ago, and it still felt like it just happened. “I watched as she gutted in front of Dad. I couldn’t control the rage that raced through me like a bullet. Everything happened so fast I didn’t even remember what I did. Dad said my eyes went black and I attacked. I killed the demon who gutted Mom first, then the dozen or so who cheered them on.” 
 
    The bed dipped, making her snap her attention to Kasen as he crawled onto the mattress to sit closer to her. “You were avenging your mother. There’s nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “I didn’t stop. After I slaughtered them, I went searching for others. Anyone who dared cross Lucifer or my family. We’re demons, but we have rules and some mortals.” She sighed and rolled her neck. “Lucifer reward me by making me one of his guards.” 
 
    Kasen stroked her cheek and tucked her damp hair behind her ear. “Not changing my mind.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not finished. Dad and I fought many wars and uprising at Lucifer’s side right up until Dad met Lisa. We left and moved to Ashwood Falls. This was before they merged with Moonriver. Before Felix waged war on the packs.” 
 
    Kasen stared at her with pursed lips. “Still not changing my mind.” 
 
    “I loved living on Earthside and with the leopards. I love Lisa and Kirk. But it all changed. Lucifer called us back home. We left and walked into a full-on civil war. My demon side snapped back like a switch was flipped and broke on the on position. After years of fighting, we thought we finally had a handle on things. We were winning. Then a trusted ally said I was being targeted. Apparently, news had spread that I was Lucifer’s secret weapon. Dad panicked and tossed me out of Hell and sealed the portals. He’s still there, fighting.” 
 
    Kasen picked up her hand and held it. “I’m sorry about your father. But I’m not seeing how this is supposed to scare me away.” 
 
    Staring at him, she asked, “Did you not hear where I killed thousands of demons? My hands are bloodstained. Many of the demons had powers that I absorbed, making my witchy side stronger. I relished in it. Even now, I enjoy working as a hired killer. Who loves killing people?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Kasen gripped her thighs and turned her to fully faced him. Then he tugged her closer, so her legs draped over his. He framed her face in his hands. “Listen carefully. You were surviving the only way you knew how. You killed to protect your home and your family. The marks you go after are cruel people. They deserve whatever you do to them.” 
 
    “I attacked you in your own home.” 
 
    “Because I let the thought that something had happened to you get the better of me. If I heard a crash and someone running up the stairs, I would have killed first.” He took a deep breath and released it slowly. “I have to stay in constant control over my impulses and my wolf.” 
 
    “My demon blood will taint your bloodline and your pack. I can’t bring that darkness to them.” She moved to put space between them, but Kasen wouldn’t let her leave from her spot. 
 
    “My great grandmother was a fallen.” 
 
    Erin’s earlier words drifted back to Nyla.  
 
    “I’ll have you know dear friend, that is impossible because we already have demon blood that runs through the Wilde family.” 
 
    Nyla thought Erin was being metaphorical and not literal about having a demon in their family tree. 
 
    Fallen were one step below Lucifer in the magical scale. It was rumored that the original seven sins were fallen. “I thought the Wilde bloodline was pure.” 
 
    “When the alpha power is transferred, it becomes more and more powerful. That kind of power can make a person go insane. So Great Granddad fell in love with and mated a Fallen. Her blood and magic balanced the alpha power. Sure the aggression and feral personalities are still there, but we don’t run the risk of going rogue or insane.” 
 
    “Isn’t rogue and insane like the same thing?” 
 
    He chuckled and pulled her until she fell across his lap. “Depends on the rogue.” 
 
    “Ah. I see.” She rolled to her back and stared up at him. “So, since you really are a psycho wolf demon, what do you want to do about this mating thing?” 
 
    When she reached up to flip his hair from his eyes, he grabbed her hand. A thrill raced up her spine, spark off the desire she always tried to suppress. Locking gazes with her, he lowered his head and took her fingers in his mouth. The sensation of his lips closing over her fingers and the warmth of his tongue sent a hum through her whole body. 
 
    She rubbed her thighs together and had to force herself not to take control of the situation. The only time she lost control was while she was under Fealin’s. That was a mistake she wouldn’t repeat ever. 
 
    However, with her mate, she’d give him an inch of control. Trust had to start somewhere. 
 
    Kasen released her fingers, then dipped his head so his mouth covered hers in a raw, hungry kiss. Every nerve ending in her body flared to life as if they’d been shocked by electricity. Desire burned in her belly and traveled lower. 
 
    She fisted her hands into his short hair and tugged him closer. Yet, he wasn’t close enough. Kasen cupped a breast, stirring up the ripples of pleasure bouncing between them. She closed her eyes and moaned as he rolled her tight nipple between his fingers. Pinpricks of sensation covered her skin, and her pussy throbbed, begging for his touch, his caress. 
 
    A moment later, Kasen grabbed her ass and lifted her from his lap to stretch out on the mattress. She couldn’t take her eyes off the gorgeous male hovering above her. There was no denying that he was hers. Not anymore. 
 
    His warm fingers caressed her belly as he stared down at her, hunger in his blue depths. 
 
    “You are so beautiful.” His voice came out husky. 
 
    He dipped his head and pressed a kiss to one nipple and then the other before he nipped his way down her stomach to the inside of her right thigh. A half-growl, half-moan escaped her when he gently bit down. 
 
    When he slid a finger inside her, she nearly came. “Fuck, that feels good.” 
 
    He chuckled and held her gaze as he lowered his head and licked her from her entrance to her clit in a slow, lazy stroke. Pleasure overtook her as Kasen closed his mouth over her, sucking her lips as he slid another finger inside and pumped them in and out until she was drunk with pleasure. 
 
    She fisted her hands in his hair and moved against him, riding the wave of passion. Each lick of his tongue sparked the flame within, making it grow brighter and hotter. Her own magic flowed through her, wild. Pleasure built, and she picked up the pace, her body jerking as she climaxed. 
 
    Kasen withdrew his fingers and crawled up her body, stopping to suck on her nipple as he did. Goosebumps covered her body, and her pussy ached, wanting more of him. She grabbed his arms and tugged. “I need you inside me, now.” 
 
    The power was growing. She felt as if she’d explode at any moment. 
 
    Wrapping a leg around him, she flipped them over and sank down on his impossibly hard cock. Fuck, it felt good to have him inside her. She moved her hips and began to ride him. Kasen gripped her hips, squeezing. 
 
    As her pleasure built, so did her magic. When she slowed the tempo, worried she’d lose control, Kasen flipped them once more, so he was on top. He cupped her face, forcing her to meet his concerned stare. “Your mine.” 
 
    She didn’t have time to respond before he thrust inside her and bit her neck. She cried out, scoring his back with her nails and tightening her legs around him. Pain from the bite turned to dizzying pleasure that flowed through her like liquid heat. 
 
    Kasen’s body jerked, and his muscles tightened under her hands, then he roared in release. A moment later, Nyla screamed as the orgasm burst inside her. 
 
    She rode the wave of bliss as Kasen jerked in his own release. 
 
    He gathered in his arms as he rolled to his side, holding her to him. It was like he didn’t trust that she’d stay. 
 
    Oh, she’d stay. She was too boneless to move. Poking him in the chest, she lifted her head to peer down at him. “Our future, like way in the future, kids are going to be demons.” 
 
    “We’re all demons.” 
 
    She laughed, then growled at his phone when it buzzed. He kissed her forehead and rolled over to grab his phone. She had brought it in earlier with his clothes when he sifted. 
 
    A deep frown formed as he read the message. “What is it?” 
 
    “Dana, the Alpha of Huston Reed Pack, said she was in town about five minutes ago and saw Roz. He looked comfortable like he belongs there. Or just hiding out.” He met Nyla’s. 
 
    “Let’s go get him.” 
 
  
 
  
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Nyla used her magic to dress, but before she could teleport to Willow Glen, Kasen grabbed her by the waist. “We go together.” 
 
    The brush of his hot breath against her sensitive skin made the desire that was still racing in her veins to explode in a wildfire. 
 
    She took his bottom lip between her teeth. A growl rumbled from him. She felt his desire through the mating bond. Abruptly, she stepped out of his embrace. “Then hurry up.” 
 
    His eyes burned as he watched her. It took him a few breaths to gain control of his wolf. “We’re not even sure he is still in town.” 
 
    Only one way to find out. She waved her hand and dressed him with magic. “If he isn’t, then someone down there had seen him. All I need is something that had come into contact with him to do a locating spell.” 
 
    Kasen glanced down at his jeans and t-shirt. It was a little out of his style. Too casual, yet he looked hot. “Not my first choice, but it’ll work.” 
 
    Together, they raced out of the house and jumped into Kasen’s Range Rover. Kasen peeled out as he whipped the SUV round to head down the mountain to Willow Glen.  
 
    Once they reached the town, their first stop was Wilde Claw. It was a sports bar that Dalton owned. Rumor had it, the profits of the bar were split with Kasen.  
 
    When they met at the Wilde Claw’s front door, Nyla asked, “Is it true that all business in this town split the profits with you?” 
 
    He stopped with his hand on the handle and stared at her. “The money doesn’t go to me. It’s paid to the corporation—Wilde Wolves, INC. That’s pack money. I’ll explain everything to you after we get Roz.” 
 
    She clamped her mouth shut and waited for him to open the door. Another burst of emotion flooded the mating link. Anger, fear, love… The latter wasn’t only coming from him. She was falling. More like already fell and ignored it.  
 
    “Let’s go kill us a rogue.” 
 
    He chuckled and opened the door. “After you.” 
 
    They approached the bar and waited for the bartender. Erin appeared. “What up?” 
 
    She grinned and looked from her brother to Nyla several times before Kasen held up his phone with the picture of Roz. “Has he been in tonight?” 
 
    Erin tilted her head. “Not since I’ve been here. I’ve only been on the clock for ten minutes.” Then she yelled for some. “Jay.” 
 
    A few moments later, a tall human male moved behind the bar. “Yeah.” He nodded to Kasen and Nyla. 
 
    Erin point to Kasen, who showed him the photo. Kasen asked, “Have you seen him today?” 
 
    Jay nodded and pointed to a table behind them. “Yeah. He just left.” 
 
    Nyla turned and saw a drink glass still on the table. “Was that his glass?” 
 
    She was moving before she finished speaking. Jay said something, but Nyla had already picked up the glass and called to her foresight magic. She hadn’t purposely tried to use it in months so she wasn’t sure it would work. 
 
    With her hands wrapped around the glass, she closed her eyes and focused on Roz. “Where are you?” 
 
    She didn’t always need a map and herbs to do a locator spell. Her gift of foresight along with her magic showed her what she wanted to see. At least she hoped it would. Visions had come to her as easily as they once did. 
 
     Today, however, her powers seemed to be amped. She knew why. Kasen’s alpha power flowed through her now, and it seemed to balance hers out. All the little fragments that broken apart due to her torture and captivity were piecing themselves back together. 
 
    The image of Roz flashed in her mind, and she smirked. Diving deeper into the vision, she focused on his surroundings. Something familiar nagged at her and it wasn’t long until she found what she was looking for. “Gotcha, bastard.” 
 
    When she pulled out of the vision, she locked gazes with Kasen and took his hand. “Ready?” 
 
    He nodded, and she teleported them within twenty feet of where Roz was staying. He was living in a van parked at the base of the mountain just outside of Kasen’s territory.  
 
    Roz was standing outside the van when they materialized. He twisted around and shifted one hand into a claw and bared his teeth with a growl. He rushed forward, and Nyla threw out her hands, sending a blast of magic at him.  
 
    The energy bolt slammed into the center of his chest, sending him flying backward. The van stopped his backward progress. However, the hit didn’t knock any sense into him because the bastard jumped up and charged at them again. 
 
    Something wasn’t right about Roz. He was too strong for a shifter. That was what he was. She couldn’t detect any type of magic in him. He wasn’t a witch or a demon or anything else magical. 
 
    Why the hell was he able to jump back up after being blasted with an energy bolt? 
 
    On the heels of her internal question, four more rogues stepped out of the shadows of the forest. Nyla grinned and conjured a sword as she fell into a defensive stance. “Now we have a party.” 
 
    Kasen chuckled beside her while shifting both his hands in claws. She felt his wolf pace. Emotion from both the man and the wolf vibrated through their bond. Kasen growled low. “I like parties.” 
 
    Ha! So did she. Gathering her power into her core, she used her mind control to connect to the newcomers and found the weakest minds out of the group. There were two out of the four. Perfect! 
 
    She entered their minds and sent them a command. “Fight on our side.” 
 
    They blinked, then turned to the other two rogues and rushed at them. Nyla swung her sword in a circle and met Roz’s shocked gaze. “Now that they are taken care of, I want some answers.” 
 
    She moved closer to Roz with Kasen at her side. He was anxious, and she knew he didn’t like her in harm’s way, but he also trusted her. That deepened her love for him. 
 
    She threw up a magical circle around Roz. he tried to break through it to escape but failed. He might be strong, but he wasn’t magical. He couldn’t break through her barrier. “You know, the funny thing with this barrier is that I can pass through it and you can’t.” 
 
    The look of defeat and fear on Roz’s face told her she had him where she wanted him. So she added, “And oh yeah, Kasen can too since he is my mate.” 
 
    Together, she and Kasen stepped inside the circle. Nyla reached out with her telepathy and mind control, but Roz’s was strong-willed. She was able to pull some thoughts out that were at the surface. One word stuck out to her.  
 
    Dynatoxin. 
 
    What the hell was that? “Tell me about this dynatoxin.” 
 
    Roz curled his upper lip in an evil grin. “A new breed of mutants far more powerful than you.” 
 
    She glanced at Kasen, who held her stare for a long moment before he took the sword from Nyla and swung it. Roz’s head slipped clean off his shoulders. 
 
    “Well, that took care of that.” She dropped the magical circle and made the sword disappear. “I was looking forward to torturing him.” 
 
    A smile curved on her mat’s lips as he pulled her to him, wrapping her in his arms. “I’m not in the mood to toy with the idiot. I have contacts that have labs that could study his remains to find out what that toxin is and how it works compared to the original mutant serum.” 
 
    “And we need to find out who made. I have the feeling they are creating a new army. But why?” She was more thinking out loud. 
 
    Movement from the corner of her eye reminded her they weren’t alone. Glancing at the two rogues she turned into mind slaves, she said, “I’m done with you. You two can die now.” 
 
    She flicked her wrist, snapping both their necks using her telekinesis. They drop to the ground. Lights out. 
 
    “You’re so ruthless.” 
 
    Lifting a brow, she studied her mate. “Is that a problem, Alpha?” 
 
    A low curve of his lips followed by the heat of his desire seeking her out through their bond told her he didn’t mind at all. But he answered her question anyway. “Not at all. Mate.” 
 
    “Who is the clean-up crew?” She threw her arms around his neck and leaned into him. 
 
    “I’ll text Chance to handle it.” 
 
    “Good.” She teleported them back to his home. 
 
    He chuckled. “What about my car?” 
 
    “We’ll go get it after I’m down with you.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yep.” She pushed him back onto the bed and straddled him. Her fangs lowered. “Now it’s my turn to claim you.” 
 
    Then she struck, biting into his tender skin above his shoulder. The bond that was already there snapped and sparked with their combined powers, making it even stronger than it was moments ago. 
 
    When she released him and rose to stare into his eyes, she said, “I love you.” 
 
    He circled her with his arms and flipped them over so he was on top. “I know. I feel it.” He kissed her nose. “I love you too.” 
 
    She groaned as he kissed his way down her throat. “We’ll do whatever it takes to protect our pack.” 
 
    “Damn right.” 
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    Promised To The Pack 
 
      
 
    I’m done being the good girl. 
 
      
 
    If I’ve learned anything in my almost twenty-one years, it’s that always doing what I am told has got me absolutely nothing and nowhere. Exhibit A: my cheating fiancé. Not only do I catch him red-handed on the night before our wedding, but he’s sleeping with Exhibit B: my supposed best friend. This leads to Exhibit C: the part where I take off the blinders, take off the gloves, and take control.  
 
      
 
    I kick Exhibit A where it hurts, steal his prized bike, and make a beeline down the road of revenge straight into the arms of Exhibit D: Bran Blackwood. To call the Blackwood wolf pack rivals is the king of all understatements. As a Darkbane myself, I shouldn’t even be near him. I know better than to set one toe on enemy territory. I should have kept on riding, but one touch of Bran’s hand, and I’m unwilling to deny myself. And that’s before I meet Exhibits E and F, his brothers Alec and Conan. Once I met Bran, I was lost. Add in Alec and Conan, and I can neither yield nor let go. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t expect it to mean anything. I didn’t expect it to last. I certainly didn’t expect it to start a war.   
 
    . 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    What in the unholy hell? If I could shoot daggers from my eyeballs, Zane, my fiancé, and Susan, my best friend, would be impaled, stuck to the headboard of my bed. They would be dead.  
 
    Naked and dead. 
 
    “You’re supposed to be my best friend.” I glared at Susan, wishing for the daggers. “You’re marrying me tomorrow!” I looked at Zane then, watching the facade I’d built around him for years crumble into the bedsheets. My bedsheets. 
 
    “Lena, wait.” Zane put himself in front of Susan as though she needed protection.  
 
    She’s sleeping with my fiancé, and he thought she needed to be protected?  
 
    I had to get out of here. I took a couple of steps back. My hand landed on the dresser, closing around Zane’s keys.  
 
    “Put them down.” Zane’s tone shifted from wheedling to authoritative.  
 
    I’ve never been allowed to just grab his keys. One of the many things I wasn’t allowed to do. 
 
    “No.” I held out a hand toward the bed, not wanting either of them near me. Another step took me outside the door of the room. I wanted to scream, to rip them apart piece by piece, and then beat them with their own limbs—anything to make them hurt like I’m hurting now.  
 
    Instead, I walked down the hallway, keys clutched in my hand. The beginnings of a plan were forming. Voices exploded behind me. I raced down the stairs and wrenched open the front door. I needed to get out of this house. The cool night air hit me, and I filled my lungs, my breath going in and out in ragged, tearing gasps.  
 
    I was halfway down the driveway when I heard the footsteps behind me. 
 
    “Lena, wait.” 
 
    I kept going. 
 
    “Lena, stop right now.” 
 
    I didn’t stop. 
 
    A large hand grabbed my upper arm, yanking me backward, nearly pulling my shoulder from its socket. “You’re not going anywhere. Come inside, and we’ll talk about this.” 
 
    I didn’t have a choice but to face him. I could see Susan leaning against the front door behind him, silhouetted by the light from the house. She looked so innocent. 
 
    Zane’s face, on the other hand, is hard and angry. He wasn’t used to me standing up to him or telling him no in any fashion. “C’mon, Leeny.” His voice dropped, obviously going for gentle. 
 
    “Don’t call me that, Zane.” 
 
    “That’s what I call you.” His voice is still rough, even though he’s trying to throttle down his anger. “We can work this out.” 
 
    “We were supposed to get married tomorrow.” I’m hyper-aware of his hand holding me, not easing up on the pressure. “What were you thinking? How could you do this to me? To us?” 
 
    “We are getting married tomorrow.”  
 
    “No, Zane. I’m done.” 
 
    His hand tightened on my arm again. “You’re not going anywhere.” 
 
    “Let me go, Zane!” I pulled against him, but his grip was too strong. 
 
    He laughed as he pulled me toward him. 
 
    My anger swelled once more, the way I felt when I saw them together in my bed. I called on all my strength, everything I had left. I dragged every ounce of magic I could muster, sending it toward my hands. I reached for his arm and channeled the magic and anger and hurt onto him. I wanted to see him on his ass. Yep. That’s what I wanted—Zane, flat on his ass. 
 
    A feeble flame flickered along Zane’s arm, and he laughed as he looked down at it. “Are you trying to hit me with magic? With your magic?” He doesn’t bother to hide his scorn. “You’re not going to do anything other than come inside with me. We have to be up early tomorrow for the ceremony.” The nervy bastard pasted a smile on his lying McLiarpants face. 
 
    I jerked backward, wanting to be free of his touch.  
 
    He wasn’t expecting me to move in that direction, and he lost his grip. 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. I turned to run away from him.  
 
    His hand gripped the back of my neck again, hard and unforgiving.  
 
    I tried to throw myself back and forth, tried wiggling out of his grasp, and I felt his fingers tighten even more. Small black dots appeared around the edges of my vision, noticeable even out here in the darkness. But I was able to twist and look at him again. I could see the feral glow of his eyes. He was close to shifting. Zane had never been able to fully control his wolf when he was mad. 
 
    I had to get away before that happened. Otherwise, I’d be lost in more ways than one. 
 
    “Let me go!” 
 
    “You’re going to come back inside and do what you’re told.” His fingers punctuated his words by squeezing my neck harder. He pulled me closer. 
 
    What, he was going to kiss me? Bite me? 
 
    I forced myself to relax a little, and his fingers eased up their pressure on my neck.  
 
    Was I really so easy? Did I always give in this easily? He obviously didn’t expect much of me, even now. 
 
    “You’ll do what you’re told and quit making a scene, or I’ll make you wish you’d never been born.” His words came out in a growl. The hand on my neck shook me to drive the threat home. 
 
    Which brought me closer to his head. 
 
    “Zane?” I forced my words to come out in a croak. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    I leaned closer and took the biggest breath I could. Then I screamed into his ear. 
 
    Humans can’t stand this kind of scream so close to their eardrums. It’s even worse for wolf shifters. Their ears are far more sensitive. 
 
    “You…crazy… bitch….” Zane’s words came out in a low, dangerous growl as he stumbled back, clutching at his head. 
 
    “You said you loved me. You said this meant everyone knew you loved me.” I wrenched the necklace I’d been wearing for years away from my neck, breaking the chain. “Apparently, you and Susan missed the memo.” 
“No!” The one word is a tortured shout—almost too much of a protest. 
 
    “This meant nothing. All of it, you, all the shit you told me, it meant nothing!” I tossed the necklace on the ground in front of Zane. 
 
    He took a step toward me, one hand on his ear and the other reaching for the necklace. 
 
    As a broken witch, all I’ve heard for years is how lucky, how amazingly fortunate I am to be chosen as Zane Darkbane’s bride. They’re a strong, large, and powerful wolf shifter pack, and they chose me. Even though I’m broken. Even though I’m damaged. 
I’m lucky to be here.  
 
    How many times have I heard that? From Zane’s parents, his friends, Susan—everyone. I guess putting up with him cheating on me in my bed in my house was something I was supposed to ignore? 
 
    No fucking way. 
 
    A burst of wind passes over me, and I stood up straight. It’s as though the wind had some kind of magic in it because I feel stronger than I’ve felt in a long time. Even now, as a woman cast aside. As a woman who is a broken witch, who’s been told all my life I’m not worth a thing without some man valuing me. My throat will have bruises tomorrow, but getting away from Zane and the rest of the Darkbanes will be worth it. 
 
    “You’re… going to regret…this….” Zane is getting closer to me, one hand clutching at the right side of his head. 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I squared my shoulders as I cocked my foot back and waited. I’d only get one chance. Part of me couldn’t believe I was even going to do this. 
 
    He came a little closer.  
 
    Then my foot shot out, and I kicked him in his center, right in the middle of his pelvic bone, right at the spot where it’s supposed to do the most damage to any male—human, wolf, vampire, or otherwise.  
 
    The shock of the force reverberated up my foot. 
 
    “Ow.” The word came out in a whisper. No one told me this would hurt me. 
 
    Zane threw back his head and howled, the howl of a wolf in pain, the kind of howl that cried out for help from any and all wolves in the area. 
 
    I didn’t have a lot of time. This place would be swarming with the wolves of the Darkbane pack in about fourteen seconds. 
 
    At the sound of the howl, Susan rushed out from the doorway. The sheet she’d wrapped herself in—my sheet, from my bed—billowed around her as though she was some sort of faithless ghost. 
 
    Which she was—a ghost of a friend and totally faithless. 
 
     “Zane!” Susan’s voice was filled with fear and worry. She didn’t even spare a look for me, her friend. 
 
    “He’s all yours!” I yelled. Then I spun on my foot, the one that didn’t hurt, and ran for the street where there were several bikes parked. Most of them were Zane’s. One was Susan’s. I didn’t have a bike of my own. It had been for my protection. At least, that’s what I’d always been told.  
 
    “That changes now,” I muttered even as I knew no one could hear me. May as well make this good. I walked to Zane’s favorite, the Harley Fat Boy, with the custom grey, smoke paint job. 
 
    As I threw my leg over the bike, I turned the key and revved the engine loudly, calling attention to myself. I looked up to see Zane on the ground, one hand on his cheating wolfy bits and one hand stretched out toward me. It was like watching a bad soap opera. Only this mess was my life. Susan was clinging to his shoulder, obviously talking, but he wasn’t paying attention to her. All his focus was on me. He’s pissed. And hurt. And embarrassed.  
 
    For the first time in five, maybe six years, I didn’t care. 
 
    I wheeled the bike around and revved the engine just to make sure he saw me. Without a backward glance, I sped out of the small neighborhood. Out of the cocoon of the Darkbane pack. Out on my own. 
 
    This should be the worst night of my life. I should be curled in a ball, crying and miserable. Instead, I felt almost giddy.  
 
    Liberated.  
 
    Free. 
 
    The tears fell down my face, washing everything away. The lies I’d been told for years. My entire relationship with Zane. All the crap they told me. I knew, as sure as I knew my own name, it had all been a lie. Why hadn’t I seen it before? What was different?  
 
    I didn’t really care. I saw the truth now.  
 
    I let myself cry as I drove into the night. This was necessary. I must do this; I have to cleanse myself of them. As I cried, I started to feel lighter, to sit up taller. I took a firmer grip on the handlebars. 
 
    I’m free. 
 
    Now it’s time to make them all pay. Pay for what—I wasn’t sure. But I knew, as sure as I knew my own name, that everyone knew about Zane. Knew he wasn’t faithful. And they still told me how lucky I was, made sure that I always felt less than, barely good enough. 
 
    The how of making them pay was a question I couldn’t answer. At least not right now. The tears fall down my face, dried almost instantly by the wind. How could I have missed this? And with Susan, my best friend? 
 
    Did everyone know? 
 
    Susan hadn’t even apologized, didn’t try to make any sort of excuses. She just looked at me with what looked like a blank stare, like she couldn’t believe I was there or making a fuss. She was my maid of honor. 
 
    More like maid of dishonor. I choked out a laugh. 
 
    Even with the tears that still fell unchecked, Susan was welcome to Zane. In the moment when he’d moved in front of Susan, taken her side over mine, the woman he pledged to love—in front of the entire pack, I might add—I was done. Done. It hurt. I wasn’t going to pretend it didn’t.  
 
    But I didn’t feel like my life was ending, either. Rather, from the moment I threw Zane’s tacky ass lie of a promise necklace at him, I felt amazing. Like I’d been reborn or just woken up from a long nap.  
 
    I was free. Free to do whatever I wanted.  
 
    What I wanted now was for Zane to feel the hurt that I did. He wouldn’t because if he were capable of that kind of feeling, he wouldn’t have been sleeping with my best friend.  
 
    I’d have to settle for humiliation on the public stage. 
 
    What would make Zane Darkbane clench his hands, teeth, and wolf self in rage? 
 
    My lips curled into a smile as I took the next left and headed for the spot that would make him wish I’d just kicked him in the balls again. 
 
    I knew exactly where I was going. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    I pulled into the parking lot of Blackie’s Bar and Grill. The name sounded innocent, innocuous even.  
 
    It was anything but.  
 
    My heart felt like it might jump right out of my chest. 
 
    To say that I was about to humiliate Zane in front of the entire world wasn’t an exaggeration. In our world, the world of wolf shifters, there were clear lines. You were either pack, or you weren’t. And you didn’t stray into friendships, relationships, or socializing with other packs unless it was approved.  
 
    At least not between the Darkbanes and the Blackwoods. There was some give and take between other packs, but not these two.  
 
    To the rest of the non-supernatural world, the two families were just rival motorcycle clubs. They had the look—leather, the bikes, the poker charity rides, all of it. But the clubs were a cover for a family rivalry that went back generations.  
 
    I’d been born Lena Raff to parents who were shifters. Not every shifter couple had all shifter children, although most of them did. Instead, I had magic. Well, some magic. Not enough to do much with, as my attempts at zapping Zane had shown.  
 
    So to keep me safe, to give me a position and a future—my dad had fostered me with the Darkbane pack, the pack he was allied with. Given that my father drank too much and gambled even more, I didn’t see why the Darkbanes kept him around. But whatever the reason, Yuri and Sofia Darkbane had taken me as a foster in their home.  
 
    The tears welled again. It had been one of my proudest days when Sofia came to me and said they loved me and would love for me to take their name. Like they were the ones who were being honored instead of me.  
 
    And then there was Zane. Three years older, dark blond hair, tall, with blue eyes and a lopsided grin, he’d stolen my heart from nearly the first time I’d met him. When he finally began to notice me as a woman two years ago, I’d thought I would die of happiness. He’d asked me to be his officially, as in sanctioned by the pack, the night he’d given me the necklace I’d just thrown at him. 
 
    From that night onward, my life had been wonderful.  
 
    Six months after I started dating him, Zane proposed. I accepted with smiles and tears and a feeling so strong and powerful that I could barely speak. We decided to get married on the day I turned twenty-one. We would celebrate my majority and the beginning of a new life. 
 
    That was all over. 
 
    Again, the sense of being duped, or played false, was the strongest thing I felt. It was more angry than heartbroken. 
 
    What did that mean? How could I not be devastated? Zane had been my life.  
 
    I turned off the bike and pulled the keys from the ignition. The light in the parking lot caught the sparkle on my left hand.  
 
    The ring.  
 
    I should have thrown that, too. Wrenching it off my finger, I added it to the keyring, then left the keyring, helmet, and bike in the parking lot. With luck, someone would steal it. It didn’t matter. I could get a ride home—if you could even call where I’d lived with my dad home.   
 
    But would Dad even let me in? He’d handed me over to the Darkbanes without even a second of hesitation. Of course, he’d been pretty hands-off with me since my mom died, but I thought he might have shown that he would miss me. 
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I walked back to the bike and took the keyring. I might need to get myself out of here, and I might have to hock the ring.  
 
    Freedom didn’t come for free.  
 
    At the door of Blackies, I stood for a moment. Once I walked through the door, all bets were off. I knew that the people here would know me, know who I was supposed to be. They would also know that tomorrow was supposed to be my wedding day and that my being here, on Blackwood turf, would be making a statement that couldn’t be taken back. 
 
    It wasn’t as though I’d ever even go near Zane again, much less marry his cheating ass. What did it matter if I burned this bridge to the ground? 
 
    I squared my shoulders and walked in the door. 
 
    Music played on a jukebox. The lights were low, with an orange glow. They were brighter over the three pool tables that lined the wall to the right. 
 
    I made my way to the bar, and by the time I slid onto a barstool, the entire bar had quieted. The tension was thick, and I could feel the undercurrent of danger just below the surface. One wrong step on my part, and it would explode, taking me with it. 
 
    I could sense that without any doubt. 
 
    “You lost?” The bartender, an older woman with dark hair, perfect eyebrows, and dark red lipstick asked. She wasn’t unkind, but she wasn’t ready to invite me in and bake me cookies, either. 
She knew who I was and who I’d been connected to. Time to change what people thought they knew. 
 
    “Not at all.” I set my hands on the bar, making sure to splay out the fingers on my left hand, so the lack of engagement ring was visible. 
 
    The bartender looked down, and her eyes widened. Not a lot, but enough that she registered no more engagement ring. Then she looked up at me. “So you’re walking a new path?” 
 
    “That’s for damn sure.” The words came out hard and harsh.  
 
    “You twenty-one?” 
 
    “Not for another—” I looked at my fitness tracker on my right wrist. “Two hours and fourteen minutes.” 
 
    The bartender stared for another moment longer, then came to a decision. “Well, how about a tonic with lime until then? And maybe a big glass of water? Or something to eat?” She leaned forward. “You look like a mix of someone on a high and someone who is all in.” 
 
    “That’s pretty accurate. You could tell that just by looking at me?” 
 
    One side of her lip curled up. “Oh, honey. Yes.” 
 
    “Sounds great. Can I get a burger and fries with that tonic?” 
 
    “Coming up.” Her smile as she left was warmer than when she’d come over.  
 
    As she left, conversation around the bar began again. I wanted to look around so badly to see what had caused it, and I wondered if it was the bartender.  
 
    It didn’t matter. 
 
    She’d seen my hand. She’d heard what I’d said. 
 
    There was no going back now. 
 
    My future, which had, only an hour ago, been planned down to the shoes I’d be wearing for the next month, was completely blank and wide open. 
 
    It was exciting.  
 
    “I’ll start you a tab, Lena Darkbane.” The bartender was back, setting a glass in front of me. 
 
    “Lena Raff.” I corrected her. Not Darkbane. Not ever again. To hell with them.  
 
    Her half-smile showed itself again before disappearing. “Lena Raff. I’ll make a note of it.” Her words carried a promise of more than just a tab. 
 
    I was right. She was a big deal in the bar, which meant she was probably a big deal in the Blackwood pack. What were they called? Oh, right. The Lone Wolves Motorcycle Club. Not that they were lone wolves at all, but it was all part of the charade put on for the human world. I just thought of them as the Blackwoods. The Darkbanes were Bane’s Rough Ryders.  
 
    The clubs allowed the packs to do business with one another formally, without allowing family rivalries to get in the way. The Darkbanes and Blackwoods had been fighting over leadership roles for years, and at the moment, the Darkbanes were on top.  
 
    Zane knew all the Blackwoods. He would have known who the bartender was, as well as most of the people in the bar.  
 
    I didn’t go out with him a lot or make a lot of public appearances with him. He was next in line for leadership of the pack. Zane told me he wanted to keep me safe, keep me close. Zane, his mother, and his father all said the Blackwoods were notorious for going after the women of leaders of other packs. This had always been said with a scowl and much anger. 
 
    But Susan had been free to move around as she wanted, I remembered. 
 
    That had always pissed me off.  
 
    I guess it paid to be the side chick of the next pack leader rather than his soon-to-be wife.  
 
    “Don’t do it.”  
 
    The voice, gruff, aged, like someone who’d smoked three packs a day and regretted nothing, carried down the long bar. “She’s not for you. I dunno what she’s doin’ here, but there’s nothing good that comes of this.” 
 
    Someone replied, but the words and voice were indistinct. 
 
    They were talking about me. 
 
    Heat rose from my chest to my neck. Thankfully, the lighting wasn’t all that bright. Hopefully, no one would see. I needed to look like I wanted; no, I planned to be here, that it was all part of my plan. 
 
    I took a sip of my tonic water and then casually turned my chair one-quarter of a turn to look around the bar. 
 
    While people were talking, and the noise level was moving back toward what it had been when I walked in, they were still watching me. Carefully. Like wolves who weren’t sure what was going to happen. 
 
    I was going to eat a burger, and then I was going to get the hell out of here. I couldn’t go home or back to my dad’s. It had been silly to think that I could. I needed to accept that I was alone. Well and truly alone. But I had a bike and a ring, and I could sell them both and disappear.  
 
    Coming here had been revenge motivated, but now, I saw that I’d also chosen the safest place to be where I could buy myself some time. No one would rush to tell Zane. No, they’d wait and see what I did and then tell him later, to taunt him. 
 
    Which meant I could be hours away and get to a pawn shop before anyone from the Darkbane pack knew where I was. 
 
    The fear I felt at the thought of them coming after me made me start, almost sending me off the barstool and out the door. But I forced myself to sit still, take another sip of my drink, and scan the people at the bar one more time.  
 
    A flash of light? Or something very light in color caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. Someone was walking toward me, or at least toward where I was sitting. 
 
    It’s not all about you, Lena. Zack’s words rang in my head. Yet another thing I’d heard regularly. 
 
    Shut the fuck up, Zane, I told the voice. I don’t have to listen to you anymore. 
 
    But it’s not all about you. You’re nobody without me. The voice was an evil whisper that played on all my fears.  
 
    I shoved Zane’s voice from my head and continued to stare at the crowd, most of whom had stopped staring at me. 
 
    “Would you like to dance?” The blond hair stopped in front of me.  
 
    It belonged to a man, a tall, well-built man who had to be a shifter. He just had that look. After so many years around them, I could spot them even if I wasn’t one myself. His hair was light blond, almost white, and his skin had a faint tan, as though he was outside regularly. His eyes that held mine from underneath unruly bangs were dark. Not black. Gray, or silver. 
 
    Okay, now I was getting fanciful. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” I had to ask because I was too busy staring at him to remember what he’d said. 
 
    He smiled, his full lips curving up and making me wonder what it would be like to touch those lips. “I asked you if you’d like to dance?” 
 
    I blinked. Whatever I’d been expecting, that wasn’t it. “I…” 
 
    “It’s not a trick question. Or a test. Just a dance.” He sounded like he was trying not to laugh. 
 
    I’d come here to humiliate Zane. The fact that I could do exactly what I planned while dancing with one of the most handsome men I’d ever seen was a bonus. “Yes.”  
 
    He held out a hand. 
 
    I slid my hand into his as I eased off the barstool. 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for what happened next. 
 
    As his hand curled around mine, lust, pure, unadulterated lust, raced through me like a wildfire out of control. My mouth went dry, and my legs felt weak, trembly.  
 
    I wanted this man. 
 
    In the worst way. 
 
    My eyes went to his to see if it was just me. 
 
    He was staring at me, the smile gone, his mouth open a little as though in shock. “Who are you?” His words were a whisper. “What are you?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    I tried to reply, but I couldn’t. I was lost in his silver eyes, lost in their depths. I never wanted to leave.  
 
    His fingers tightened on my hand. “We need to dance.” He sounded like it was hard for him to speak. 
 
    Good. I’d hate to be the only one who was struck speechless. 
 
    “People are staring.” He looked around. 
 
    “They’ve been staring since I came in.” My words came out in a croak. 
 
    He looked down at me once more, and then with my hand securely in his, he led me to the small dance floor in front of an even smaller stage. 
 
    The jukebox chose that moment to go silent, and I could hear the silence of those around us. 
 
    Oh, shit.  
 
    This wasn’t good, was it? 
 
    I was afraid to look around because then I’d have to deal with other people, and all I wanted was to be closer to the man who held my hand.  
 
    His hands went around my waist, and he pulled me closer to him, but not as close as I, my body, my entire being wanted to be. 
 
    What in the name of all the gods was going on here? 
 
    Part of me was trying to figure it out, while the other part was wallowing in the way I felt. 
 
    I’d never felt this way with Zane. 
 
    Not ever. 
 
    Not even the night he proposed. 
 
    “Why are you here, Lena Darkbane?” His head came down to whisper in my ear. 
 
    The warmth of his breath made goosebumps break out all over my entire body. JC on burnt toast. I couldn’t even think after that.  
 
    “Raff.” 
 
    “What?” His head dipped even closer.  
 
    If he moved a little more, he could kiss me— 
 
    “Lena Raff.” My voice didn’t sound like my own. “I’m not a Darkbane. I’ll never be a Darkbane.” 
 
    He threw back his head and laughed.  
 
    Everyone stared. 
 
    He glared around at the bar, and they all looked away. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    The jukebox switched songs, something slow that I didn’t recognize, filling the silence.  
 
    We began to move together, not really dancing, but it was something that was bonding me to him, as sure as I was supposed to be bonded to another. 
 
    I should run away right now.  
 
    I moved closer to the man with me. 
 
    Then he looked down at me, and his face was softer. “That’s the best thing I’ve ever heard in my entire life.” His hand picked up a strand of my red hair, loose and tangled from my ride. “Raff, huh? Red wolf?” 
 
    I nodded. That was the translation of my last name.
Wow. Not many people knew that. 
 
    “But you’re not a shifter, are you?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I have magic, but not much.” 
 
    He looked at me. “Oh, I think you have more magic than you give yourself credit for.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because since the moment you walked in, I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you. Then when I touched you… “ He stopped. “You felt it too, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “And now, all I want to do is kiss you. I don’t care that you’re Zane Darkbane’s girl or that my dad will go on a rampage against me like you read about. I just want to kiss you, Lena.” His voice roughened, coming out in almost a growl. 
 
    I shivered. That almost growl promised a world of things. Of pleasure, of long nights and late mornings. Of time together wrapped in white sheets. 
 
    Oh, my gods. What was happening? 
 
    “I can’t handle it. Will you come with me?” His growl deepened, vibrating through my bones and sending waves, actual waves of pleasure to my very core. I felt myself get wet at his words. 
 
    Holy. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The word was barely out of my mouth before he took my hand again and led me off the dance floor and toward the door.  
 
    I could hear people talking around us, and someone called out to the man with me, but he didn’t slow down or even turn his head. Before I knew it, we were out in the night, and the cool air hit my face. 
 
    I shivered again.  
 
    “Are you cold?” He noticed immediately. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then come here.” He turned to me and wrapped me in his arms. 
 
    It felt like coming home. 
 
    “Who are you?” I felt like I could speak normally again. 
 
    “I’m Bran.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Bran didn’t reply, but his lips came down onto mine. 
 
    To say that I fell into something I’d never felt before in Bran’s arms was not giving this moment enough credit. I was on fire again, like I’d been when he touched my hand the first time. I wanted to be alone with him, tangled up naked and sweaty with him, and I wanted to feel his lips and hands all over me.  
 
    His hands moved into my hair, cradling me, holding me to him, all while his lips devoured mine, pulling me deeper into the spell he wove around me. 
 
    I’d always heard of people within the shifter world who met someone and knew instantly that they’d met their mate. Instalove, or instamate, Sofie had called it.  
 
    If that feeling was even a thing, this had to be it.  
 
    I wanted to be with Bran always. 
 
    Oh, my gods. 
 
    Oh. My. Gods. 
 
    “Let’s go somewhere else,” Bran murmured against my lips. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did you drive here?” He pulled away from me. 
 
    My entire body cried out in angry protest. 
 
    “I did.” I nodded toward Zane’s Fat Boy. 
 
    It took Bran a moment to see where I was looking, and then he burst into laughter. “You took his bike?” He had a hard time getting the words out.  
 
    “I did.” The pride in his voice made me almost purr in satisfaction. 
 
    “How in the hell did you get it away from him?” 
 
    “Well, he was holding his balls and crying like a baby, so he wasn’t in a position to tell me no.”  
 
    Bran laughed harder. 
 
    His laugh surrounded me, and I found that I started to laugh with him.  
 
    “Let’s take it with us.” 
 
    “I want to sell it.” My words came out quick. 
 
    “Or we could hold it hostage.” Bran started to laugh again.  
 
    His laugh was so wonderful, so cleansing. How could I feel this good when only an hour earlier, I was driving away from what had been my home for the last nine years with tears running down my face? 
 
    Instalove. 
 
    If this was it, I wanted it. I wanted to grab on with both hands. 
 
    Sofie’s words on the matter rang in my head. “You can’t do anything when you meet your mate. It doesn’t happen to many of us, but when it does, there’s nothing else to be done but allow the couple to be together. It doesn’t matter who they might be engaged to.” 
 
    “What if they’re married?” I remembered asking her. 
 
    “Then allowances have to be made. That’s why you must be sure you and your mate are well-matched. While the mating bond is wonderful, if it happens later in life, it can cause many problems.” Her voice had gone sour then. But she’d recovered and smiled at me, patting my leg. “You’re not to worry, Lena. You’re with the man you’re supposed to be with.” 
 
    At the time, I wondered how you knew. I hadn’t felt this kind of connection with Zane ever. In the beginning, when I’d first come to the Darkbanes, I’d called him a nasty, mean, warty, little toad boy. He’d growled and started to shift, fury radiating from him. 
 
    We laughed about it later. 
 
    But maybe I shouldn’t have been laughing. 
 
    Because it wasn’t like the Darkbanes ever let me go out much so that I could meet people, to make sure that Zane was the one.  
 
    It was after that conversation with his mother that Zane had given me the promise necklace. The night he’d asked me to be officially his. The dark silver chains—two of them—made up of smaller chains twined together that ended in a wolf’s head pendant felt right on my collarbone when Zane had put it on me. And after that, many of my worries went away. 
 
    “You want to?” Bran’s words brought me back to the present. 
 
    “What’s your last name?” I asked. Something he’d said earlier, about how mad his father would be, shot through my brain just at that moment. 
 
    “Blackwood.” He said it slowly, although he didn’t look away. “Is that a problem?” 
 
    “No.” I couldn’t stop the smile. “Not even a little bit.” Of all the guys I could meet and feel this kind of a connection with, I’d done it with a Blackwood. 
 
    There was no going back now. I knew that. 
 
    Bran had known that before he’d even come up to speak to me, I realized.  
 
    Bran made sure I got settled on the Fat Boy and then jogged over to his bike, an Indian Chief. He pulled up next to where I was parked. “Follow me?”  
 
    He was asking if I wanted to.  
 
    He was giving me a choice.  
 
    Something I hadn’t been given in years. 
 
    “Yes.” I smiled broadly at him. 
 
    His face answered my smile. 
 
    Then he wheeled his bike around and rode toward the exit. 
 
    My heart was beating as I followed him. 
 
    It felt like my life was about to begin. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Bran 
 
      
 
    I felt like the little kid who knows Mom and Dad are about to bring out the best present ever on your birthday. The thing you’ve wanted for years, and this time, you know they got it.  
 
    That’s the way I’d felt since I saw Lena Darkbane. Raff. Raff, I corrected myself.  
 
    I didn’t know what happened between her and that smug little prick, Zane. I didn’t care. What I cared about was that this woman, with her flowing red hair—okay, it’s tangled, and all I wanted to do was tangle it more—her blue eyes, her body with the perfect curves, her soft, breathy voice that made my cock hard, and my heart race was with me. 
She was coming with me. 
 
    I took her back to my place. Not the place that everyone knows, where various members of the Lone Wolves and/or the Blackwoods come and go like it’s a diner.  
 
    No, I took her to the place where my brothers and I ran to when we wanted privacy—when we didn’t want to be disturbed. 
 
    When we were younger, we went there often. Now, not so much. We’re all busy with pack and club business. My dad, Xavier Blackwood, while he hates the Darkbanes and wants to kick them off their self-made pedestal and bury them in the dirt, has always wanted the Blackwoods and the Lone Wolves to prosper.  
 
    He’s always been determined to bring the Darkbanes down, but they weren’t his prime focus. He took care of his pack first. If he managed to kick his enemies while he was at it, great. But never at the expense of us, his family.  
 
    He probably knew about the old motel we bought. There were only ten rooms, and it’s off the main roads, more of a hunting and fishing clientele when it was in business. We had planted more trees and let the forest grow up around it. We’d converted it into three apartments and one central room, which became our home away from home. 
 
    A place where we could go and have privacy. Be ourselves. 
 
    I wasn’t lying to Lena. My dad was going to flip the fuck out. But he could be happy at the thought of making problems for the Darkbanes. This certainly would do it. They were determined to have Zane marry her, even though he screwed around all the time. Being part of throwing a wrench in their dynastic plans might make Dad happy. Or not. I didn’t know.  
 
    I didn’t care about that, either. 
 
    Zane Darkbane will never, ever live this down. 
 
    The thought made me grin like a hyena. My smile stretched so wide I felt like my mouth might split in two. 
 
    And that paled in comparison to the thought that this woman was coming home with me.  
 
    She’s my mate. That’s the thing I can’t wait to tell her, to tell my dad, my brothers. I knew it the moment I touched her hand. It doesn’t matter what else is going on in our lives. We will never be able to change this connection. 
 
    I didn’t want to. 
 
    I wanted this woman forever. 
 
    She’s mine.  
 
    I’m hers. 
 
    I’d never thought this—the mating bond—would happen to me. It had, though. Lena Raff was my mate, and I was hers. 
 
    And nothing—not our family rivalries, not any other plans, not prior engagements—would change that. 
 
    I turned off the main road to the dirt road that leads to our place. I could see the headlight of her bike, or rather Zane’s Fat Boy, his pride and joy, bumping along the rougher road. 
 
    The fact that she kicked him in the balls and stole his bike made me love her more. 
 
    Holy fuck. 
 
    Did I just use the ‘L’ word? 
 
    I never used it. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    Not with Nina. There was affection, respect—but love? No. 
 
    This was different, I insisted to myself. It was. Totally and one hundred percent different. Lena was like anyone else, but now there was no one but Lena for me. The ‘L’ word fell into my thoughts without me even cringing. 
 
    Because she was my mate.  
 
    I pushed the thought of Nina away. I’d need to deal with it, with her—later.  
 
    Alex and Conan must not be here tonight. There were no cars or bikes parked in front and no lights on.  
 
    It would be just Lena and me. 
 
    I grinned at the thought. She could be as loud as I made her. And I wasn’t going to stop tonight until she screamed my name over and over. I’d show her how a man treated his mate.  
 
    Then my nosy ass would have to ask her what dumb fuck Zane had done to lose her. I’d seen them together before, and from the outside, it seemed as though she doted on him. Honestly, the way she used to look at him on the few occasions I saw her, I thought they had the mate bond. Or at least, she did.  
 
    I’d also thought she was heads and shoulders above him, too good for him. 
 
    I’d been right. 
 
    But the way Zane behaved, I knew it couldn’t be true. He was a dog, chasing women and screwing around. At the time, because she was a Darkbane, I figured she knew and chose to ignore it. 
 
    Having met Lena, I knew that she couldn’t have known.  
 
    Which meant she must have found out, hence the kick to the balls. 
 
    She was a warrior. 
 
    And she would be my warrior. 
 
    Forever, if I could manage it.  
 
    Which meant I couldn’t screw this up. 
 
    I parked out front, and Lena pulled in next to me.  
 
    She shut off the bike, and the moment her feet were on the ground, she was next to me. I could smell her citrusy scent. 
 
    It was the best thing I’d ever smelled. She smelled like sunshine and lemons and days together in the heat. 
 
    “Where are we?” 
 
    “This is my quiet place.” 
 
    “I like it. It’s like being right in the middle of the forest.” 
 
    “Because it is in the middle of the forest. That’s the draw.” 
 
    She laughed. It wasn’t the same laugh she’d burst out with in the parking lot at Blackies, but freer, more open. 
 
    “Come inside.” I took her hand, pulling her with me. “If you want to.” I wanted to give her all the chances to say no, but if she said no… I wasn’t sure what I’d do. 
 
    I’d be crushed.  
 
    “There’s nowhere else I’d rather be.” 
I could hear the sincerity in her words.  
 
    “You feel it.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “I’ve never felt like this before.” The breathy way she’d spoken when I first approached her was back. 
 
    Holy hell, I wasn’t going to make it with her if she kept talking like that. Her voice was like sex. 
 
    “Good. I don’t want to be the only one.” 
 
    “You’re not.” She didn’t hesitate. 
 
    I unlocked the door and drew her in. As I turned on the lights, I tried to see the room through her eyes.  
 
    Simple furniture in cream and gray. Light gray walls. A well-stocked kitchen and an even better-stocked bar. 
 
    But we wouldn’t need the bar tonight. Just being close to Lena was like the headiest, most intense thing I’d ever experienced. 
 
    I’d kept the bedroom separate, and it was to the bedroom that I led Lena. 
 
    She moved closer to me, walking beside me rather than behind me.  
 
    She was choosing to be here. 
 
    I turned on the lights and closed the door behind us. Then I stood in front of Lena and took her lips with mine once more.  
 
    She tasted as good as she smelled: like sunshine, lemons and limes, and long days at the beach.  
 
    Her arms went around my neck, pulling me closer to her. She kissed me back ferociously, almost as though she teetered on the edge of control. 
 
    I understood. 
 
    I was hanging on by a thread, too.  
 
    My control was tested as her hands left my neck and traveled across my shoulders and down my back to my waist. 
 
    My hands followed the trail hers had blazed, ending at her ass. I cupped her round bottom in both hands. 
 
    This was my woman. 
 
    I knew it like I knew the sun would rise all too early tomorrow. 
 
    Lena Raff was mine. 
 
    I was hers. 
 
    If there were any doubt, tonight would end all questions after all the people in my family and club had seen us.  
 
    I’d seen mate-bonded couples. There was something about them that even the most in love pairs didn’t have, although people could grow into a mate bond. I’d seen it with my parents, and they had barely known one another when they married. 
 
    A lot of shifter families had no problem with arranged marriages. Mine included. 
 
    My dad might make an exception for this, though. 
 
    He’d have to.  
 
    I would never give her up.  
 
    The desire to be closer to her, touch her, see more of her overwhelmed me. I shrugged out of my jacket and then tore my tee-shirt over my head. 
 
    Lena unzipped the fitted purple leather jacket she wore. With far more care than I’d shown, she took it off and tossed it onto a chair by the door. 
 
    Under the jacket, she was wearing an off-the-shoulder cream shirt with ties or something at the bottom. It made her skin glow like a peach, and her eyes and hair shine. Her jeans were fitted and showed all her curves. 
 
    Gods, did she have a great ass. 
 
    She wore worn brown leather boots, scuffed at the toes and far from new. She looked down and, using the toe of her boot and then her foot, she kicked them off.  
 
    My hands came down to her waist, sliding up under her shirt. At the same time, I kissed her again. I’d been apart from her for too long.  
 
    I cupped her breasts, feeling the lacy bra that was barely there. Her nipples hardened under my fingers, and I felt myself nearly lose control. 
 
    My wolf wanted out. He wanted her. She was ours. All ours. All that remained was to take her, to make our claim on her. 
 
    As much as I agreed with him, Lena had to be all in for this. Even with the mate bond. If she didn’t want it, she could refuse me.  
 
    I would walk away. It might kill me, but if she weren’t all in with me, I would walk. 
 
    While these thoughts raced through my head, Lena pulled me closer and then down onto the bed with her. 
 
    “You’re sure?” I had to ask. My mother would kill me if I didn’t. You know, in addition to the legal issues that could arise. No one could force a mate bond, no matter how strong the bond was.  
 
    “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    Okay then. That was not only consent, but that was also enthusiastic consent. I pushed myself up and then off the bed. I was out of my jeans as fast as I could be, and in a few moments, I stood naked before my mate. 
 
    Lena had been pretty fast herself. She tossed her jeans on the floor, and she lay on my bed, gleaming like a pearl against the black duvet. Her breasts were high, with rosy nipples, and her lips were open, one tooth nibbling at the side of her bottom lip. I could see the shadow between her legs, and I could smell not only her citrus scent but her desire. 
 
    My mate. 
 
    My mate.  
 
    When I joined her on the bed again, I settled myself between her legs. The feel of her skin on mine was enough to nearly make me cry out in agony. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I got up. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just a sec.” I went to the bedside table and yanked open the drawer. Thank gods I still had some. I held up the small silver packet. “I can’t wait, Lena.”
“Neither can I. Come here.” Her voice was breathy again. 
 
    Jesus. She would be the death of me with her voice alone.  
 
    Tearing open the packet as I moved back toward her, I rolled it onto my cock.  
 
    Lena pushed herself up a little, then laid her head on my pillow.  
 
    I’d never wash it again.  
 
    She held out her arms, and I lowered myself into them. My cock rubbed against her entrance. She was wet, so wet. And I could tell that she wanted me, maybe even as bad as I wanted her. Normally, I didn’t rush into bed like this, but I couldn’t do anything else.  
 
    As I slid into Lena, the feeling that came over me was like nothing else I’d ever experienced. Ever. 
 
    And I never wanted to lose it. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    The way he felt as he slid between my legs was like nothing I’d ever felt before. As he entered me, I felt myself open. Not just physically because I wanted him inside me, buried to the hilt, bringing me to a place where I forgot my own name. But I wanted to be close with him, close to him, twining our bodies and souls until the lines between us blurred.  
 
    He thrust gently at first, and then as I gasped at the feel of him, the way his body felt over the top of mine, he drove into me harder. 
 
    “Bran!” The word was ripped out of me as though someone else was directing me.  
 
    He stopped as he hit the barrier within me. 
 
    “You’re a—you’ve never—” He stopped, unable to find the words. 
 
    I shook my head, my eyes sliding off to the side. “No. You’re the first.” 
 
    There was a silence, and then his lips were on mine, forcing me to look at him. He kissed me fiercely, and at the same time, I felt cherished and cared for by him. 
 
    How did he do that? 
 
    The light formed a halo behind him, making his hair look even lighter, and he looked like an angel. “I’m your first.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’ll be the last, Lena. I swear it.” 
 
    His angelic look faded as the wolf within took over, eying me as though I were the meal he’d been waiting for all his life.  
 
    His pleasure washed over me. 
 
    Was this what I’d been missing with Zane? Because we’d never—well, he said we needed to keep me pure until we married.  
 
    Which meant that we’d done a lot of other stuff, but not this.  
 
    A white flash of light, coming from somewhere I couldn’t see, blinded me, and I reached out for Bran. 
 
    “I’m here, baby.” His voice calmed me. 
 
    And then he thrust inside me again, taking his time to bury himself.  
 
    I arched against him, trying to get closer, hanging onto his shoulders. It felt like I wanted to crawl inside him.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    I still couldn’t see. Whatever was blinding me was still there. I opened my mouth to try to tell him, but I couldn’t speak, couldn’t find the words. This, all that I felt, was too much for words. 
 
    “Tell me what you want, Lena.” His voice was a soft, low, insistent rumble that went straight to my core.  
 
    I blinked a few more times as whatever it was that blinded me faded. When I could see once more, Bran’s face was close to mine, and his silver eyes searched the depths of mine.  
 
    Oh, gods. He was a lot closer than I thought he’d be, and I made a sound of surprise.  
 
    I mean, I knew he was close. Hello, sex? I just didn’t expect his face to be so close. 
 
    “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I didn’t realize you were so close.” I knew it sounded ridiculous. 
 
    “Do you want me to move?” The laughter was clear in his question. 
 
    “No!” I smiled at him.  
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I want you to love me.” 
 
    His eyes widened.  
 
    The silence stretched on. Any longer, it would be the awkwardness of two people stuck in an elevator who really didn’t want to talk. 
 
    “I will.” His whisper flowed over my skin, infecting me down to my pores. Bran kissed me tenderly, and then he eased himself out of me slowly. There was a moment where his cock was almost out of me, and then he drove himself in hard, firm, and with decision. 
 
    I was his. 
 
    I knew this like I knew my own name. 
 
    He was mine. 
 
    I knew that as well.  
 
    His hands came down to my face to cup it so that he could look at me while propped on his elbows. “Where have you been all my life?” 
 
    “Somewhere I shouldn’t have been.” 
 
    “That is the absolute truth.” He kissed me, the movement of his hips not slowing.  
 
    My hands moved up and down his shoulders, his back, and then to his waist, feeling his muscles as he moved, feeling the welling of my heart.  
 
    Bran kept his eyes on me. It was intense. Even more so than the fact that we were together, having sex. Seeing into his eyes made me feel like he was someone I used to know, and it wouldn’t take long for me to remember him. 
 
    I knew him. 
 
    He was part of me. 
 
    We’d just been apart for a little while. 
 
    His rhythm increased, and his back was slick. The air smelled of us, our coupling, and something spicy and fresh that had to be Bran. 
 
    His hands came over my head, and he reached for my hands, his fingers threading through mine, tightening as he drove into me. 
 
    Harder, faster, my legs wrapping around his ass, not wanting to let him get too far away. Our breath came heavily, mingling as we became one. His lips captured mine, a sort of sloppy, wet, passion-filled kiss. 
 
    “Sweet hell.” His groan tore out of him. 
 
    Something about his voice, the way I could feel it in my bones, made me arch against him even more, and a wonderful heat moved through my body. I felt hot, so hot, and I could feel my face sweat. My hands were tingling, and it felt as though my body was starting to shake. If I couldn’t control it, my legs were going to shake like mad.  
 
    My center felt like it was a clenched fist, waiting to release, and then as Bran continued his loving assault on my body, my head fell back, and I cried out. The clenched fist within my core released, and I thought that I would die of pleasure.  
 
    I mean, I could feel this in my toes.  
 
    My toes. 
 
    Bran was watching me, and his eyes glowed, a sign that his wolf was just below the surface. His fingers gripped mine, and while I didn’t think it was possible, he drove even harder into me. Then his back arched, and he cried out, between a shout and a howl. I felt him pulsing within me, which made me wrap my arms and legs around him, holding him even more tightly. 
 
    Neither of us spoke. 
 
    This was my first time. 
 
    With a man I didn’t love yet, but I knew I would. 
 
    I turned my face toward his chest, overcome. I couldn’t help it, but the tears slid down my face. Trying to be quiet didn’t work with someone who was attuned to you. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Lena?” Bran’s voice was soft. 
 
    There was heartbreak in his words. 
 
    I met his eyes, hoping he could see how happy I was. “I’m happy.” 
 
    “These are happy tears?” 
 
    I nodded, unable to speak. More tears slid down my face.  
 
    His smile could light up a room—a whole lot of rooms. 
 
    “Lena—” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    I couldn’t move. My entire body felt like after I’d orgasmed, I’d started to sink into the bed.  
 
    I didn’t want to move. I wanted to be here with Bran.  
 
    But my legs were still shaking. 
 
    “I only have one complaint.” 
 
    “What?” My head whipped around, and I stared at him. 
 
    I could find the strength to kick another guy right in the wolfy bits, no matter how good those bits had just made me feel if he kept on like this.  
 
    “You didn’t scream out my name and wake the neighbors.” 
 
    I laughed, partly in relief and partly because he was funny. “What neighbors?” 
 
    “The ones about ten miles away.” 
 
    We both laughed then. 
 
    Bran eased off me and then off the bed. He headed for what I thought was the bathroom. I’d need to visit, but not right now. 
 
    I must have been really tense because the back of my neck was killing me. I rubbed at the spot that felt painful. Nothing was there, and after a moment, the pain faded. 
 
    Bran was back, climbing in next to me quickly. “You want to stay the night?” He slid under the covers and held them up so I could join him. 
 
    I managed to turn to look at him. I couldn’t get enough of how he looked. Zane was dark, and… and… ordinary, although handsome. Bran was on an entirely different level. 
 
    His eyes were bright silver, beaming at me.  
 
    For me, I hoped.  
 
    “I don’t have anywhere else to go.” 
 
    His arms slid around me, reaching under me and shifting me closer to him. “You are here with me. You can stay here as long as you want.” 
 
    “You’re a Blackwood.” 
 
    He sighed. “I know.” 
 
    “What about your family?” They had to despise the Darkbanes as much as the Darkbanes loathed them. 
 
    “My dad is going to either be pissed or dancing in the streets.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” 
 
    Bran shook his head. “He hates the Darkbanes, and Zane is a particularly snotty piece of shit. Oh.” He looked down. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Your dad is absolutely right.” I couldn’t keep all the anger and hurt from my tone, even though the gods knew I’d tried.  
 
    “You want to tell me what happened?” 
 
    It was my turn to heave a sigh. “No, because I’d rather just wallow in happiness, here with you. But to pretend that there won’t be something said with my leaving—” 
 
    “Or worse.” 
 
    “Surely not. I’m not that important.” I shook my head. 
 
    “Is that what Darkbane told you? Made you feel?” He used one finger, gently, to turn my face to his. “He’s a fucking moron.” 
 
    “He’s mean.” It came to me then. Zane was mean and small, and he did things that made me feel small.  
 
    I knew without a doubt that he’d always been like this—remembering when I’d called him a filthy little toad when I’d first come to live with the Darkbanes—but for some reason, I hadn’t been able to see it for years.  
 
    “What did he do to you?” Bran’s voice came out like ice. 
 
    “For starters, he was sleeping with my best friend.” 
 
    He sighed. 
 
    “You knew.” 
 
    “I knew he wasn’t faithful.” 
 
    I was about to demand to know why he or someone else hadn’t told me, but I remembered he was a Blackwood. And they were the enemy. 
 
    Were the enemy. I wasn’t a Darkbane. I had never been, and now never would be.  
 
    “It wasn’t like it was a big secret, or he tried to hide it.” 
 
    “He hid it from me. They all did.” That hurt. A lot. 
 
    “I wonder why. What else is there about you, Lena Raff?” He peered at me. “Is your dad Marty Raff?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You don’t look like him. I’ve met your sister, Melanie. You don’t look like her, either.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You must have been really young when you met Melanie. She’s a lot older than I am. Do your brothers look like you? And how old are you?” 
 
    Bran laughed. “I’m twenty-four. So are my brothers. And no, we don’t look alike. We all have different mothers.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “My dad was playing the field, to put it nicely.” 
 
    “That’s one way to put it.” I couldn’t keep the scorn from my words. Not after what I’d seen tonight.  
 
    He laughed, not offended at all. “Hey, my brothers are the best, and so are their moms. I don’t have just one mom. I have three, and every one of them would come after me if I were starting shit.” He laughed, his eyes distant with some childhood memory.  
 
    He looked at me once more. “My dad was playing the field, but he did right by all our moms. Not only my mom, Caroline, but Alec’s mom, Andi, and Conan’s mom, Morena, who scares the hell out of all of us to this day.” 
 
    “Why is she so scary?” I found that his descriptions of his mothers were funny.  
 
    “She’s tall, like Conan, and she has this look. She was the alpha of her pack after her father was killed, and she took down all comers. She still is the alpha of her pack, although they’re aligned with us, and the wolves in her pack will listen to my dad. To Caroline and Andi, too.” He was thoughtful. “It’s like there are four alphas, the three women and my dad. It makes all of them strong.” 
 
    “I didn’t know that.” In all the years I’d been with the Darkbanes, I’d never heard that. 
 
    Of course, I realized practically every second here with Bran that they’d kept me sheltered, away from the knowledge I should have known, considering I was marrying the next alpha.  
 
    “Well, we don’t hide it, but we don’t put up a billboard, either. They’re a team, a force. I think my moms like each other better than my dad sometimes.” 
 
    “What are they going to say about this?” 
 
    “If I’m happy, they’ll be happy. Morena will be plotting. She’s the best plotter, right up there with my dad.” But he didn’t look completely confident when he said it. 
 
    “I’ve heard the Blackwoods are sneaky.” 
 
    “Oh, we are, but that might almost be a compliment if a Darkbane said it.”  
 
    I stared at him, and then we laughed.  
 
    “I’m more like Andi, Alec’s mom. We’re the softies. Alec and my mom, Caro, they’re practical. Like, even when everything is going to shit, they are both all about, ‘Well, let’s get things done.’” His voice changed, imitating either his mom or brother. I wasn’t sure which.  
 
    “So you asked me to dance because you felt sorry for me?”  
 
    “No. I couldn’t stop staring at you. Gavin, my dad’s lieutenant, was hissing at me like a snake, telling me to sit my ass back down. But I couldn’t.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” I kissed him. Gavin must have been the man I heard in the bar, telling someone else to leave me alone. 
 
    “So am I. You’re staying here, with me. You don’t have to go anywhere else. Is there anything we need to get out of your house?” 
 
    A feeling of sadness came over me. No. There wasn’t. Everything I had, all my possessions—they’d all been chosen for me by Sofia or Zane. All my own stuff had gradually been donated or thrown away. I doubted that my dad had kept anything of mine. 
 
    I had nothing. 
 
    “I will get you whatever you want, whatever you need.” Bran’s voice interrupted my thoughts, almost as though he could read my mind. 
 
    “Okay.” I yawned, feeling not just tired but like one of the dead. 
 
    “Before you go to sleep, you know what happened between us, right?” 
 
    I nodded. “This is a mate bond, isn’t it?” I needed to ask, to know, to be sure. 
 
    “I think so. I mean, I’ve never had one before.” 
 
    “It sounds like what Sofia told me about.” 
 
    Bran made a noise that wasn’t flattering, but he didn’t say anything.  
 
    “It’s a good thing that you walked out on the piss ant because it would have had to end.” 
 
    I nodded again. “I know. At least, I think I know. I think Sofia told me the truth. But this is going to cause problems, isn’t it?” 
 
    “For a while. They’ll go away.” He was more confident than he’d been a moment ago. 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    “That’s one thing you’ll learn. I’m eternally optimistic, and I’m often right.” He laughed, seeing the expression on my face. 
 
    “Oh, okay.” I rolled my eyes. 
 
    He laughed again and kissed me. It was a deep, searching kiss, one that sought to know me. 
 
    “Let’s try and get some sleep. We’ll start dealing with things tomorrow.” 
 
    “Okay.” I should feel worried and anxious at his words, but instead, I felt better. Comforted. 
 
    We curled into one another, and before I could even begin to puzzle things out, I was asleep. 
 
    I slept deeply. Until the dark blankness of my sleep faded into something else. Something more. 
 
    Something dangerous. 
 
    I was in a room. There were no lights outside of the moonlight streaming in the large open window off to the left.  
 
    A hooded figure stood in the shadows. Just when I thought this was a picture or something, she moved, coming forward into the moonlight. The hood slid back on her head, showing her hair. It might have been brown or red. It wasn’t dark enough for black hair or light enough for blond. Her face was drawn and pale, and she looked as if her world was ending. I could see the tracks of dried tears on both sides of her face. 
 
    As though she could hear my observations, she rubbed hard at her face. She said something, but I couldn’t hear it. She leaned over—a table? I couldn’t tell what it was, but whatever it was, this was the cause of her sadness.  
 
    Then she drew herself up, steeling herself. She walked over to the right and lit a candle on a long table. The candle was purple, and the flames themselves looked purple rather than gold.  
 
    The woman passed something through the flames and the rising smoke of the candle. Her eyes were closed, making me think she was chanting or praying. Then she brought the thing to her heart, her head bent. 
 
    Her pain was another person in the room. 
 
    She turned back toward the window, both hands still clutched at her heart. Her lips were moving without sound. This was a good thing because I felt sure I would be sobbing if I could hear her. 
 
    Just as I made to step closer to the woman, a door slammed open, my eyes flew wide, and my heart started to race. I was back in the room with Bran, the dark room of my dream gone.
Bran and I both jumped, and Bran was out of bed, crouched and ready to shift, the growl rolling from his mouth. 
 
    “What in the name of fuck have you done?” The roar made the walls shake. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” Bran roared back. 
 
    No one other than me seemed bothered that Bran was stark naked. 
 
    “I’m trying to find you before someone ends you and mounts your dumb ass hide on their wall.” The tall, dark-haired man with light black curly hair and blazing green eyes didn’t ask for permission as he strode in. 
 
    “No one’s coming after me, Conan.”  
 
    This was Conan, the scary brother. Or was it a scary mother? It was early, and I was fuzzy.  
 
    “You haven’t been out since you two came here, have you?” Conan looked at me then, and his eyes narrowed. 
 
    Judging.  
 
    “No. Why would we?” 
 
    “The Darkbanes are on the warpath. They want their girl back.” His head jerked toward me, even as he didn’t look at me, staying focused on his brother.  
 
    “I’m not going back. And since it’s my life, I think my opinion is the one that matters.” 
 
    “What are you going to do, Lena Darkbane? Aren’t they ‘your everything?’” He didn’t even bother to hide the sneer.  
 
    At the same time, he looked just as good as if he were smiling. Not that I knew what such a thing looked like. Conan Blackwood hadn’t smiled since he’d burst in through the door.  
 
    He was a handsome man, but he was the polar opposite of Bran. Dark where Bran was light, angry where Bran was calm. 
 
    Fierce. 
 
    The word came to me unbidden. 
 
    “She’s going to stay here.” Bran was as stone-faced as his brother. 
 
    “She can’t. This is not worth a war.”  
 
    “We have the mate bond.” 
 
    If I hadn’t been stressed and angry, I would have laughed. Conan’s face was something to see.  
 
    He looked at Bran, and his mouth opened and then closed. Then his gaze flew to me, and his eyes narrowed again. His lips thinned. 
 
    I’d bet his arms were going to cross next. 
 
    Conan crossed his arms and leaned against the dresser. “You sure about this?” 
 
    I was about to nod. It seemed like a reasonable question. 
 
    Bran obviously felt differently. He leapt at his brother with a snarl that tore through the room. He was at Conan’s throat and said something so quickly that I couldn’t understand. Then Conan replied, and the air around me felt like it was being ripped apart by their snarling.  
 
    I pulled the blankets up closer to my neck.  
 
    Bran had said that they got along, right? I struggled to remember.  
 
    I needed four cups of strong tea and something to eat.  
 
    “There’s no way, man!” Bran shouted. 
 
    “You. Have. To.” Conan struggled with him. 
 
    It looked like they were trying to get each other to the floor.  
 
    Zane had wrestled with his cousins like this. Most male wolves did. The best thing was to wait it out and hope no one got too hurt. 
 
    “I can’t.” Bran stepped away from his brother, his hands at his sides. “I can’t.” He looked at me, and I could feel the love from where he stood. Love. I could feel his love shining through all the mess of this morning like a beacon. 
I needed to explain. Things didn’t need to be this way. I didn’t want Bran fighting with his brother. I didn’t want anyone fighting over me. “They really don’t want me,” I started off. 
 
    “Oh, they most definitely do. It’s not official yet, but they aren’t going to let you just waltz off without a word. And did you steal Zane Darkbane’s favorite bike?” One eyebrow went up on Conan’s face. 
 
    “After she kicked him right in the nuts.” Bran laughed.  
 
    “Really?” Something that might have been respect showed in Conan’s expression for a moment. Only for a moment, and then it was gone. 
 
    “He earned it.” It was my turn to cross my arms. 
 
    Conan took a step toward me, looking at me intently. 
 
    It made me nervous. 
 
    Bran stepped in front of his brother. “Back up.” 
 
    “I was going to ask why they wanted you back so bad. Sofia Darkbane is crying all over the place to anyone that will listen, privately and behind the scenes, of course, that she wants her daughter home so that they can have the wedding they’ve been planning. The tears even look real.” This last bit was added. 
 
    “I can see that.” Sofia was the most amazingly, terrifyingly practical woman I’d ever met. She wasn’t given to emotional anything, her explanation on mate bonds notwithstanding.  
 
    “But now I can see why.” Conan nodded at me.  
 
    “Why?” I had to be missing something. 
 
    “To begin with, you have magic.” 
 
    I laughed then. How little he knew. “No. I try to have magic. But it’s tiny, flaky, and useless.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. It’s there.” Conan’s response was instant, and he brooked no discussion. 
 
    “What are you, the magic guru?” My hand flew out in a gesture of scorn, or what the hell, or something. Otherwise, I’d have to think about how all I wanted was to be magical, to be capable, and show everyone around me that I was more. So much more. 
 
    It was almost as though Conan had seen that, after only seeing me for a few minutes. 
 
    I didn’t like it. 
 
    “I’m skilled at discerning the abilities of others.” You could ice drinks with the frost in his voice. “I see great magic in you.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’ve been through all the tests. I don’t have magic, no matter how much I want it.” 
 
    “Conan.” Bran’s voice held warning and a lot of things that weren’t being said.  
 
    “How are you still alive in this world?” Conan was impatient. 
 
    “They kept her hidden,” Bran replied. 
“Why? Why did they keep her hidden if she’s just a kinda-sorta magical being? Why the nine-one-one-all-hands-on-deck-we-have-to-get-our-Lena-back drama?” Now it was Conan’s turn to toss up his hands. “There’s more to this. She may be using you. They may have coached her well.” He glared at me. 
 
    “I’m not sensing the things you are.” Bran took his brother’s words calmly. 
 
    “Doesn’t mean it’s not there.” 
 
    “No.” I had to interrupt. “They didn’t know anything about my magic. It’s not from my mom or dad. And if it came from anywhere else, they would have told me!” 
 
    “The way they told you Zane was faithful, all yours, just waiting for your wedding day?” Conan didn’t even bother hiding his scorn. 
 
    “You’re an asshole.” I slid out of bed and pulled the sheet with me, not caring if I messed up the bed. Then I leaned down and scooped up my clothes and marched to the bathroom. 
 
    At least I hadn’t tripped and fallen on my face. 
 
    I’d take the wins where I could. 
 
    It felt good to slam the bathroom door behind me. To hell with Conan.  
 
    Nothing was going to separate me from Bran. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    When I came out of the bathroom, having washed my face and done what I could with my hair, I looked around for my jacket. It was over near the dresser, on a chair. My boots were close by on the floor. 
 
    “We need to go.” Conan headed for the door.  
 
    “Where?” I wasn’t going to be ordered around any longer. 
 
    “To our parents. To our compound. Where we can keep Bran safe.” 
 
    “But not me?” I glared at him. 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” 
 
    Bran had gotten dressed while I was in the bathroom, and he came to slide an arm around my waist, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “Don’t take him personally. He’s kind of a shit when he’s worried. He’s really worried.” 
 
    “And you had to steal the bike.” Conan was already outside, throwing his hands up again as he took in Zane’s Fat Boy. 
 
    “I didn’t have any other way to leave. They didn’t let me drive.” 
 
    Conan turned around and whatever he was going to say died a quick death as he looked at me. Then he focused his attention on Bran. “You might as well bring it. Dad may want to gloat before we give—” 
 
    “Sell.” Bran cut in. 
 
    “Get it back to the Darkbanes.” 
 
    “Is he missing me or his bike?” I had to ask. I was pretty sure I knew the answer. “Zane, I mean. What’s he the angriest about?” 
 
    “You know your fiancé well.” Conan didn’t really answer me. “Yuri and Sofia are upset. They don’t know what happened—” he put the last part in air quotes, “But they are ‘concerned and full of love for you.’ Nothing public, of course. The grapevine, however, is going ape shit.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  
 
    How was it that I would have believed such a statement yesterday, but now, I could hear the insincerity? 
 
    What had changed? Because something had. 
 
    I just didn’t know what it was.  
 
    “Do you have everything? We might not come back here if things get frosty. We may need to leave, get further away.” Bran slid an arm around my waist and kissed my ear. 
 
    “I do.” Although Bran’s actions and words soothed my anger and hurt, I didn’t stop glaring at Conan. 
 
    “Hang on. I’ll be right back.” Bran was gone in an instant. 
 
    Which left me with cranky pants Conan. 
 
    Great. 
 
    I looked away, not interested in conversation. 
 
    Bran’s voice floated out from his apartment, and I could hear the worry in his tone, although I couldn’t hear what he was saying.  
 
    I could feel his worry, his concern. There was something he wasn’t sharing with me. 
 
    Then I let it go. This guy was my mate. I was sensing his emotions. He’d tell me what was up with him when he was ready.  
 
    I could trust him. 
 
    Unlike everyone else in my life. 
 
    Bran came back out, still frowning. As his eyes met mine, he smiled, although it seemed like it was an effort. Something was off. 
 
    “Wait twenty minutes.” Conan walked over to a low-slung black car that looked fast. 
 
    “You took the car?” 
 
    “I’m in disguise, thanks to you.”  
 
    Holy Joseph. Conan was extremely quick, in addition to being extremely tall and extremely handsome. Too bad he was extremely rude. He could make someone a nice husband someday. 
 
    Or maybe not.  
 
    Conan roared off in the car, gunning the engine as he bumped back down the dirt road toward the main road. 
 
    Bran winced as the sound of a rock hitting the undercarriage of the car reached us. “He’s going to regret that later.” He sighed. “I’ll help him fix it, to maybe make up for this.” 
 
    “What is there to make up for?” I demanded. I didn’t mean to get pushy, but he was still putting off massive amounts of anxiety. “You don’t have to do this, Bran. I can leave. I was already planning on taking the bike and my ring and selling them. I could start over somewhere else, where no one knows me.” 
 
    His arms went around me. “No. No way in hell. You’re not going anywhere. But if you find your mate through a bond, and you’re older, sometimes things have to be managed.” 
 
    His tone made my eyes narrow. “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t want to get into it now.” He kissed me. “Because it doesn’t matter. What matters is that we’ve found each other. And I will never let you go, Lena Raff. Not even after you’re Lena Blackwood.” 
 
    The sound of his last name with mine sent a thrill through me. Lena Blackwood. That sounded wonderful. I’d be his wife, but more importantly, his mate. 
 
    He wouldn’t abandon me or give me away when times get hard. 
 
    Like my dad. 
 
    I pushed that thought away. That was old, old family business, and it had no place here. Not now.  
 
    I let him cuddle me for a few moments, and then I stepped away. “Should we get going? Is it time?” 
 
    He checked his phone. “Yeah, let’s go. It’s early enough that we should be able to get there without anyone spotting us.” 
 
    His words were casual, but I felt his spike of anxiety. This was far more serious than I thought. “Are we in trouble?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Conan’s pretty worried, but you can’t always judge by his reactions.” Bran shrugged. He was trying to be at ease, but it wasn’t working.  
 
    “Then let’s go. I’ll follow you.” 
 
    He leaned over to kiss me and then stepped over to his bike. Unlike Conan, we drove slowly down the road, swerving to avoid some of the more pitted areas. 
 
    I found that I was nervous. I didn’t know whether it was what I got from Bran's anxiety or Conan’s hostility—whatever it was, I could feel my own anxiety spike. 
 
    But there would be lots of that.  
 
    I’d changed everything when I left the Darkbane house. 
 
    And no matter how tough things got, it would still be better, less painful, to be here. Or even on my own. 
 
    With that thought, I followed Bran to the main road and hoped Conan’s mother wasn’t around when we arrived. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    It took about half an hour before Bran pulled off the main roads that led out of Cantorville. The woods were thicker, more densely packed the further north we drove. I was wondering what his family would be like when I saw his blinker. He was slowing and veering to the right, and as I came up behind him, I could see an arch, in rusted iron, over a rusted gate.  
 
    It wasn’t rusted out of neglect but by design. The top of the arch had the phases of the moon over the letters ‘LWMC’.  
 
    To anyone not from here or not in the know, it would look like the entrance to a ranch. But here, in Cantorville, we knew. This was the home base of the Blackwoods. 
 
    The Lone Wolf Motorcycle Club. 
 
    Bran punched in the keys of the code pad and gestured for me to come in as the gate slid open. He drove his bike through and then waited, watching the gate. Once it was closed, he pulled ahead. 
 
    “You okay?” He leaned over as he lifted his face shield.  
 
    “Yes. I’m nervous.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you.” 
 
    Thanks, Bran. Not all that helpful. 
 
    “My family is strong and noisy and opinionated. But they love me, and I love them, and we’re going to be all right.” He smiled. 
 
    His phone rang then, and he whipped it out of his pocket. When he saw who was calling, he frowned and declined the call. 
 
    The anxiety—okay, his anxiety—filled the air around us. 
 
    “You’re going to have to tell me what’s up.” I nodded at the phone. 
 
    “What?” His shock was evident. 
 
    “I can feel your worry. Whatever it is, you can share.” 
 
    He bit his lip. “That’s new for me, sharing outside the family.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say. I mean, if we were mate-bonded, didn’t that make us family? Before I could question him further, he stepped on the gas and started down the driveway. 
 
    Well, shit. 
 
    I had a bad feeling. 
 
    But I would sit on it for a little longer. We had just dropped into one another’s lives like twelve hours ago. He might have things to manage. The only reason I didn’t was that I’d run away from my entire life. 
 
    Which maybe I didn’t need to do? I could explain this, try to talk to Sofia. She’d been the one who had told me of mate bonds, initially. And that they had to be honored. You couldn’t ignore them. 
 
    I was sure she wouldn’t feel the same way about me dumping her precious boy. Although if she knew about his screwing around and Susan—she really didn’t have any room to talk. 
 
    No. Any talking I did with the Darkbanes would be on the other side of a table, preferably with Bran and his brothers there.  
 
    The Darkbanes might have called me family, but ever since I’d left, I could see situations where they didn’t treat me like family. As someone who would join them. Someone who was supposed to be a trusted member. 
 
    They treated me like I was… like a… a commodity. That was the word—something of value, to be used for their needs. 
 
    Not as a person with my own wants and needs. 
 
    I hoped the Blackwoods would not hate me on sight. 
 
    All too soon, we were pulling up to the house. It was huge but modern and looked comfortable. It had been built for people to live in, rather than to impress, or for show. It was long, one story, and made of logs. The porch ran along the front of the house. There were rockers, love seats, and a couple of fire pits. 
 
    “How many people live here?” I asked when I turned off the Fat Boy after parking next to Bran. 
 
    His face wrinkled in thought. “There’s always the seven of us. Lately, we’ve had several guests staying for a week or so, and a couple of—well, we’ve had some guests here with us longer.” Something about the guests made him nervous.  
 
    The anxiety around him spiked again. There was nothing to be done about it now. He’d have to tell me—but that would be later, apparently. 
 
    Bran took my hand. “Ready?” 
 
    “I am.” I stood up taller. I wasn’t all that tall, to begin with, and my hair had seen better days. I was here with Bran, though, and we’d chosen each other. That was all that should matter. 
 
    It wouldn’t matter to your family. To either of them. The nasty voice that made me think of Zane whispered in my mind.  
 
    He lifted my hand and kissed the back of it. “Welcome to Blackwood House, Lena.” 
 
    A wave of caring so strong surrounded me, and I felt my anxiety ease.  
 
    Together, we walked in the front door. 
 
    There was no one in the front room, which was like a great room, had lots of sofas, and a large television in one corner. I could see a long dining table near the wall behind the couches. I looked to the left and saw the kitchen. 
 
    Which was filled with people. 
 
    And holy mother of Pearl, Conan the Grouch was at the stove. 
 
    Everyone turned. 
 
    A woman with light hair was the first to rise. “I’m Caro Blackwood, Bran’s mother. Well, his birth mother. We’re all his mothers. Did he tell you that?” She came toward me with her hand out. 
 
    I shook it. It was warm. Caro had a firm grip and kind eyes. I remembered what Bran told me—that she was the practical mom. This was being practical. Bran had come home with a strange girl. May as well welcome her in. 
 
    Her welcome felt sincere, no matter what I might think.  
 
    “You’ve met Conan, and this is Andi. Morena and Xavier aren’t here, and I don’t know where Alec is.” Caro looked around with a frown.  
 
    I noted that she liked to know where people were. Sofia had always wanted to know where I was, what I was doing, but it wasn’t the same. The feeling that came from Caro was totally different.  
 
    Andi got up. “It’s nice to meet you, Lena, is it?” She looked to Bran for confirmation. 
 
    Bran nodded. “Lena Raff.” 
 
    The eyebrows of both women went up. “Not Darkbane?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. I’ve never been a Darkbane.” 
 
    “They treated you like one.” Conan joined in from near the stove.  
 
    “I guess.” Then I clapped my hand over my mouth. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Sofia always told me that I was to always, always keep the family business within the family. 
 
    Andi took a step closer to me. “You can be honest with us. At this point, based on the little Conan has shared, it would probably be for the best. Why don’t you come in and sit down? Conan’s making breakfast, and he’s a good cook.” She smiled, trying to put me at my ease. 
 
    Bran rested his hand on my lower back as we walked to where the women had been sitting at the island in front of the stove. The chairs were large and comfy with handles and well-padded backs. 
 
    Everything in this house that I’d seen so far, including the people (other than Conan), were comfortable.  
 
    Everything I’d learned about the Blackwoods was proving to be a lie. 
 
    “Omelets and hash browns, Lena?” Conan didn’t turn around as he spoke to me.  
 
    It was interesting. Back at Bran’s place, Conan had been vibrating with anger and anxiety. Here, he was a lot less high-strung. Bran, who sat on my right side at the end of the island, was now the one vibrating.  
 
    Something was really off with him.  
 
    “Yes, please,” I replied to Conan.  
 
    “If you’re willing, can you tell us how you met Bran and what happened last night?” Caro settled in and took charge. 
 
    “If you want to, that is. Conan told us a little, as I said, but I’d rather hear it from you if you’re up to speaking about it.” Andi gave Caro a look that I couldn’t decipher. 
 
    “I don’t mind. It’s pretty simple, sadly. The oldest sad story in the book.” I told them about discovering Zane and Susan.  
 
    “In your bed?” Caro gasped.  
 
    “I would have killed him,” Andi stated like it wasn’t a big deal. “Then beat her ass.” 
 
    Bran and Conan laughed.  
 
    “Tell us how you really feel, Andi.” Conan’s shoulders were shaking.  
 
    “Once you’re engaged, that’s it. All the running around stops. It sounds like Zane never stopped.” Andi chose her words carefully. 
 
    “It’s all right. Bran told me that everyone, even the people outside his pack, knows all about him.” Why did that part hurt? Because it did. I didn’t want Zane back. Not at all. Even had I not met Bran. But… it still stung. 
 
    “Nice, Bran. I hope you broke it gently.” Caro glared at her son. 
 
    “As gently as I could.” Bran held up hands in protest. “Wouldn’t you rather know the truth? I know the three of you wanted the truth from Dad.” 
 
    “Your father is nothing like Zane Darkbane.” Andi’s response was prim. 
 
    “We all would have killed him together.” Caro smiled when she saw my face. “But he’d made no promises to any of us at that point in time.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed.” Andi nodded. “But enough about ancient history. Go on, Lena.” 
 
    I shared the whole sad-ass thing, getting angrier as I spoke. “It’s really strange.” I finished with something that had been bothering me when I came up for air with Bran, which hadn’t been much, truthfully. 
 
    “Oh, you were bothered?” Conan broke in. 
 
    “Shut up!” Both the moms said together.  
 
    I nodded. “After I gave him back his necklace, I left—” 
 
    “And kicked him in the balls. Don’t forget that part.” Bran chimed in. 
 
    Andi gave him a look. 
 
    “You didn’t tell him to shut up,” Conan said as he turned to slide an omelet onto a plate. This was obviously an old complaint between the brothers. 
 
    “Hey, that’s never getting old.” Bran laughed. “I would have paid money to have seen that.” 
 
    “Yes, after that, and I took the bike. It wasn’t anything Zane did. It was just me, how I felt. It was when I was riding away. I was crying, but I wasn’t wanting to die or feeling devastated. I mean, I’m hurt. But at the same time, I felt, I feel… free. Like something had lifted off me.” 
 
    Both of the moms looked at one another. 
 
    “Well, there is the relief of finding out before you were legally bound to him.” Caro looked like she was thinking. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s a relief that you could walk away.” Andi was also thoughtful. 
 
    “Is he really that bad? I mean, he was bad as a kid, but I was happy for the last couple of years.” 
 
    Neither woman spoke. They both looked at me.  
 
    “Ah. It was that bad.” I sighed. 
 
    “Do you miss him?” 
 
    “No, not at all.”  
 
    Bran’s hand slid into mine under the counter. 
 
    “It’s just… I feel so stupid, you know? How did I miss who he really was?” 
 
    “Love is blind.” Caro was diplomatic. “Let’s table this and eat. Conan’s omelets are delicious.” She smiled at the tall man who was passing plates around. “Then we’ll need to talk to your father.” She gave her son, my mate, a loaded look.  
 
    One I couldn’t interpret.  
 
    It made me think this was just the beginning of their discussions. 
 
    Once everyone had a plate, he pulled a pan of hash browns from the oven. “Dig in.” 
 
    No one spoke as they ate. Eating around wolves was a serious business. I’d always noticed that. I liked to—well, I used to like to talk and take my time while I ate, but I’d gotten used to eating, enjoying the food, and getting lost in your own thoughts, mostly in silence. I could remember my mom talking and laughing, and when she came to visit, my sister would join in. My dad wasn’t around at dinnertime much. After all these years, I’d gotten used to the quiet. I’d made peace with my desire to commune at the dinner table by trying to talk after dinner was done.  
 
    I might not be a wolf, but I wasn’t ready for any other world. 
 
    A slight ping made Bran pull his phone from his pocket again. He stared at the screen, his face going pale under his tan. “Oh, shit.” The words came out as a whisper. Or a prayer. Then he looked at me. “Lena, can you excuse me for a moment?” 
 
    Caro’s eyes darted to Bran, but she didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Sure.” I was confused. 
 
    “I mean, I’ll bring you into the den. You can finish your breakfast there. Just for a minute.” He was already taking my plate and moving around me. 
 
    “Sure.” I was used to this. I’d been kicked out of the room numerous times with the Darkbanes when it came to pack business. 
 
    Bran, my plate still in his hand, went over to the window. “Shit shit shit. Lena, come on.” 
 
    “Bran, could you be any ruder?” Caro had gotten up. 
 
    Andi was frowning. 
 
    “It’s all right.” I waved a hand. I guessed it would be—at some point. 
 
    Conan had the same look on his face he’d had when I first met him. Hard, set, ready to defend. He set down his plate and came out from behind the island. He was moving fast, faster than I was used to, and I tried to stop so that I didn’t bump him, but it was of no use. 
 
    I crashed into him and pitched forward. 
 
    Conan caught me, his long, capable fingers holding me securely. 
 
    A buzz started where his fingers touched me, and I whipped my head around to stare up at him. 
 
    He was staring at me, his mouth slightly open and a pink color in his cheeks.  
 
    My body started to shake a little. His hands felt… wonderful. How could I have ever thought he was cold or too angry? He was worried and concerned. It was clear that family was everything to him. He wanted nothing more than to make things right for his family. No matter what it took. 
 
    And he was so, so beautiful. 
 
    He was the night to Bran’s day.  
 
    I wanted them both. I needed them both. 
 
    They were both mine. 
 
    “Conan!” Bran’s voice came from behind me. 
 
    There was a slam, and then a woman’s voice called out. “Bran!” 
 
    “What are you doing here now?” Bran almost yelped. “I thought we’d meet later in the week!” There was no mistaking the near panic in his voice. 
 
    “It’s a damn good thing I am! You weren’t kidding about the mate bond!” The woman was obscenely cheerful. 
 
    “Fuck.” Bran’s word was whispered.  
 
    “Sharona, we weren’t expecting you.” Caro’s cool tones interrupted. 
 
    “Bran called me, told me he had to make an appointment, had to see me. Something about a mate bond. So, I came right over.” The woman laughed. “Haven’t seen one of them in a long time, and this one, whoo boy!”  
 
    I felt a hand pat my shoulder. I had no idea who it was. I couldn’t look at anyone but Conan yet. 
 
    How had I missed how gorgeous his eyes were? I wanted to fall into them and never leave. 
 
    “This is strong. We’ll have some work to do, untangling it all, but it can be done. Don’t worry.” The woman didn’t sound stressed at all.  
 
    She sounded almost as good as I felt. 
 
    “I thought I’d see you next week.” Bran’s repeated words were dull and flat. 
 
    “No, sir!” There was a thump. 
 
    Conan finally righted me, and I looked around to see a petite woman with white hair that fluffed around her head, holding a cane. That must have been what thumped on the floor. She had on a pair of lilac pants and a flowered purple top with a white sweater. Large white pearls peeped out of the neckline of her top. 
 
    “Mate bonds are a sticky mess. We need to get out in front of them before maximum offense is taken.” The woman laughed then as she gazed up at Conan. Her eyes were warm and fond. “Finally found the right woman, have you, sour one? Boy, you have made a mess for me!” 
 
    “I didn’t call you about Conan.” Bran’s voice was still deadly flat. “I called you about me.” 
 
    The room went silent. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Bran 
 
      
 
    Fuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuuck.  
 
    That’s the only thing I could think, the only word in my mind, one after another. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck. Why was Conan standing there with his hands still on Lena, my Lena? Why did she have the same look on her face that she’d had when I’d taken her hand last night? 
 
    And why in the fuck of all the fucks did Conan look like I felt last night? 
 
    Like he’d been hit with a mallet and left on the side of the road for dead and didn’t mind one damn bit. 
 
    That’s exactly what it looked like. 
 
    And I knew exactly what it felt like. 
 
    “What?” Sharona looked at me, then Conan, then Lena, and finally back at me. “This is your mate, Bran?” 
 
    “And mine,” Conan said slowly, never taking his eyes off Lena. He looked stunned.  
 
    I knew how he felt. 
 
    Lena was still looking at my brother like he was the greatest thing since… since indoor plumbing. Like he was a miracle. 
Like she’d looked at me last night. And this morning. 
 
    And now I was going to have to share her. 
 
    Everything else aside—I didn’t even want to think about all the things that had to happen, not only for me but now for Conan—I didn’t want to share her. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    It didn’t look like I would have a choice. 
 
    They had a mate bond, as surely as Lena and I did. I could feel it, although not as strong as I could feel Lena’s emotions. She and Conan were connected. 
 
    Forever. 
 
    Just as Lena and I were. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    This was not how I pictured the big reveal to my family going. So far, things had gone well. But now—in fact, I didn’t think I could have come up with anything worse, outside of Zane Darkbane showing up and saying he was her bonded mate. And that included the upcoming conversation with my dad. And Morena. 
 
    I loved my brother. Dearly. 
 
    That didn’t mean I wanted to share the only woman I could ever love with him. 
 
    Fuuuuuuuck. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    After hearing their sons, Andi grabbed Caro’s hand, holding it tightly. There was some kind of communication going on between them, but I didn’t have a clue as to what it was.  
 
    Bran had been right about one thing. The bond between his moms was strong. Really strong.  
 
    Conan’s hand tightened on my waist, and everything went dark.  
 
    Was I in the moonlit room of the dream? Vision? I’d been here this morning at Bran’s place before Conan came in and scared the daylights out of me. The same sad woman was there, and she was holding her hands over her heart. She must still be holding the thing she passed through the candle, I realized. 
 
    It was like picking up in a movie where you’d left off. 
 
    There was noise around me from a distance. It must be everyone still in the kitchen. But I couldn’t pay attention to them. This woman, she was who I needed to see.  
 
    The woman looked up, and her eyes glistened with unshed tears, tiny crystals around her eyes in the moonlight. The hood on her head slipped back a little further. It was like she could see me, as though she were looking directly into my eyes, even though I knew I wasn’t there. Her lips moved, and it was as though she was trying to tell me something, that she wanted to share something with me—
“Lena!” I blinked, and I was back in the Blackwood’s kitchen. 
 
    “What happened?” Bran was cupping my face. 
 
    Conan held me in his arms. 
 
    Oh.  
 
    This was… interesting. Weird. Maybe scary. 
 
    “Did you faint?” Conan asked. 
 
    “Are you pregnant?” Sharona called out. 
 
    “No!” Bran and Conan spoke with me. 
 
    Which could have been funny, and might be, like ten years from now. 
 
    Right now, it was awkward as ass.  
 
    “I can stand up.” I felt like I needed to ease the tension between the brothers first.  
 
    Because I didn’t want them to fight, and they were both giving each other the eye. The one where you know all it would take is a word or even a look, and the firebomb would go off and burn down everything nearby. 
 
    Conan carefully steadied me, and when he let go of me, Bran ran his hand down my arm. I wasn’t sure whether he was reassuring himself or me. 
 
    I positioned myself between them so that my arms were touching both Blackwood men. They both needed something from me. I could feel that. This was the best I could do at the moment.  
 
    Sharona came over, her cane punctuating her progress. “So let’s get this straight. You both have bonded with her? What’s your name, girl?” She peered at me.  
 
    “I’m Lena Raff.” 
 
    “I thought you were Lena Darkbane.” She leaned in closer, and her eyes narrowed behind her shiny metal glasses.  
 
    “I have never been Lena Darkbane.” Although up until yesterday, I was proud to be thought of as a Darkbane. “I just haven’t used my true name all that much.” 
 
    “I’m Sharona Nightstalker. I’m what you’d call the go-between for the Blackwood clan. So none of these hotheads go for a meeting and end up killing someone. They send me in first. Like my name!” She cackled at her own humor. “When stalking is a good thing!” 
 
    Which was dad humor. At best.  
 
    “You’ve got yourself kind of a pickle.” Sharona looked between the three of us, not bothered at all. “But pickles are my specialty. I’ll help you two out of it.” 
 
    “Why would Lena bond with both of them?” Caro spoke from behind Sharona. Caro watched the three of us like we were a bomb that would go off if she moved too quickly. 
 
    Sharona turned. “That I don’t know.” She looked back at me. “But it happened the same way with both of them?” 
 
    “Yes. I felt the same way when I touched their hands, looked into their eyes. Bran last night, and then Conan just now.” I would never forget that. With either of them. Not ever. 
 
    Bran’s hand slid into mine. He squeezed my hand gently, and I felt myself let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.  
 
    One of the moms sighed. I couldn’t tell which one, although I’d put money on Andi. 
 
    “That’s interesting.” Sharona looked as though someone had given her the best puzzle ever. “I’ll have to consider this. But you two, we have some business to attend to. I’ll need to put on my diplomat’s hat.” 
 
    “Sweet hell.” Conan let out a groan. “This isn’t good. How could I forget?” 
 
    “Everything else just fades away.” Bran looked over my head at his brother. “It’s not possible to think about anything else until it shows up.” He glared at Sharona. 
 
    Why was this Sharona’s fault? 
 
    I was missing something, something really big. I felt anxiety spike from both men on either side of me. “What is going on?” I demanded. I’d been ignoring it, but that would stop right now. “You two need to start talking this instant. Between the two of you, you’re making me crazy!” 
 
    “You can feel their emotions?” Andi took a step toward the three of us. 
 
    “Yes. Isn’t that normal?” 
 
    “Not this early.” It was Caro who answered me. 
 
    She and Andi exchanged another one of their looks. This meant something to them. Caro’s frown deepened, the lines between her eyes lengthening.  
 
    “What?” I wasn’t going to be kept in the dark any longer.  
 
    “There are several things. All three of the Blackwood heirs are betrothed.” Andi didn’t want to tell me, but she didn’t shy away from the truth. “Now that two of them have mate bonded with another, Sharona will need to deal with the betrothals and try to keep the other families from getting all bent out of shape.” 
 
    Bran glared. “You mean, end the betrothals.” 
 
    I dropped Bran’s hand and stepped out from between him and Conan. Then I turned, taking a few deep breaths. “You’re betrothed?” The words came out as if they were each their own sentence. “And you couldn’t mention this last night?” I gave Bran not just the stink eye but the if-looks-could-kill-evil stink eye.  
 
    Bran opened his mouth, then closed it. 
 
    It was kind of hard to find a defense. I could give him that. 
 
    Conan snickered. 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t hear you pop up in defense of your fiancée, either.” I rounded on the tall man. “In fact, what you did was put your arm around me and go all caveman, claiming mine, mine, mine.” My anger rose like a wave. “Is there any man who doesn’t lie to me, either right to my face or by omission?” I stomped away toward the front window.  
 
    Everything that had felt wonderful seven seconds ago tasted like ashes. I could feel the anguish from both Conan and Bran. They didn’t want to hurt me, and it hurt them to know they had.  
 
    Neither one liked being yelled at, either, but tough shit.  
 
    You didn’t just forget to mention a fiancée.  
 
    These were my mates. I didn’t want to give them up. But I felt for the other women involved. They didn’t ask for this. To be discarded because another was chosen. 
 
    At least these two unknown women would know that the mate bond was to blame—they weren’t like me. Their fiancé didn’t choose to be with another. Not like me. 
 
    At that moment, I wanted to kick Zane in the balls again.  
 
    “You both suck right now,” I spoke without directing my words at anyone, and I didn’t raise my voice, but it was clear to whom I was speaking. 
 
    The words made my mate bond—with both of them—ache.  
 
    This was really going to suck if it made it hard to argue with your mate. Life was not all roses and rainbows. I’d learned that early on.  
 
    What I’d also learned was those who were supposed to protect me wouldn’t. 
 
    My father. 
 
    Zane.
All the Darkbanes. 
 
    Liars. 
 
    Would it be the same with the mate bond? Learning that the truth had been kept from me right from the start made me worried.  
 
    Bran had been amazing for a couple of hours. Face him with the truth, and he stood there with his mouth opening and closing like a fish who found itself on dry land. 
 
    I had no idea what Conan’s deal was.  
 
    I crossed my arms and stared out the window, not really seeing anything. In the course of twenty-four hours, I’d lost a fiancé. A best friend. Found out I had a mate bond, then lost my virginity in the most amazing sex ever. Sex that promised only to get better. Then I was gifted—because that’s how I saw it—with another mate bond, with another amazing man.  
 
    And both men were already promised elsewhere. 
 
    Neither man had informed me of this fact. 
 
    I sighed. Sofia Darkbane had said that you could get out of it, but she implied it was as messy as hell. This felt messy, and it was very likely things would get worse.  
 
    However, facts were facts. This was my life now. I had a mate bond with not one but two men. They were brothers. I didn’t think that was a negative.  
 
    As long as they could break off their engagements.  
 
    Should I not be intimate with them until they did? Was that the etiquette? I didn’t know.  
 
    The voices of everyone else in the room came back into focus. I could hear Caro’s voice and then Sharona’s, but they were speaking quietly. 
 
    It was time to face whatever was happening. I took a few breaths, inhaling deeply and trying to center myself. I could do this. I would do this.  
 
    This was my life, and I wasn’t going to be a passenger in it anymore, mate bond or no mate bond. 
 
    When I walked back to where Conan and Bran stood, both of them were eying me carefully. 
 
    “How are you?” Bran asked. 
 
    I noted that Sharona, Andi, and Caro were watching us. 
 
    Something had happened, but once again, no one was letting me in on it. 
 
    Fine. 
 
    “I’m not great. I’m happy about the bond I have with the two of you. It feels right. It feels like this is what is supposed to be.” 
 
    The look of relief on both men’s faces wasn’t imagined. 
 
    “But this is a mess. And neither of you were honest with me.” I held up a hand as they both opened their mouths. “No, don’t protest. It’s true. You slept with me without mentioning your other commitment. You should have told me.” I looked right at Bran. 
 
    “You’re right. I’m sorry. I…” He looked away, running a hand through his hair. “I didn’t know what to do. I mean, everyone knows about mate bonds, but no one actually has one. It’s like an urban legend.” 
 
    “You should have told her. I told you that at the apartment.” Conan broke in. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “What about your engagement? Your fiancée?” I asked Conan. 
 
    “She’s a strong woman. She’ll be all right.” His eyes slid away from mine. 
 
    “If she doesn’t beat your ass.” Bran laughed. 
 
    “Really?” I looked between the brothers.  
 
    “Penelope is a match for Conan in every way.”  
 
    “Do you love her? Will this be a problem?” I felt horrible.  
 
    “I like her a lot, actually.” Conan unbent a little. “She is really tough, but she has to be.”  
 
    I wondered if he knew that he glared at Bran as he spoke. 
 
    “She’s going to be pissed. There’s no way around this.” Conan looked over at Sharona. “You’re going to have to work to earn your keep with the Knights.” 
 
    “Penelope Knight?” I gasped. I’d seen her at the last pack meeting a year ago. She was fierce, fighting in contests with male wolves, both as a human and as a wolf. Half the time, she won. “Oh, hell.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Bran said. 
 
    “Who’s your fiancée?” I asked Bran. 
 
    “Her name is Nina Longtooth. I don’t know what she’ll think or do. She’ll be hurt, but we’re not in love. We both agreed on that.” 
 
    “Could you have loved her?” 
 
    Bran hesitated. “Maybe.” 
 
    I knew he didn’t want to tell me, but he did anyway, which was good. He was learning. 
 
    I was done being left wanting for information, being left out of the decision-making. Even half an hour ago, I’d been willing to step out of the room so that Bran could handle something. 
 
    Never again. I promised myself that. I didn’t need to make a big statement about it, but I’d been on the sidelines of my own life for too long.  
 
    It was time to break that habit.  
 
    “I wonder.” Sharona thumped over to where I stood with the brothers. “Mate bonds don’t happen like they used to. It’s even stranger that you have bonded with two of the Blackwood brothers.” She eyed me. I felt like a bug under a microscope. 

“We’re going to need to talk to your father. This isn’t just a simple matter.” Caro walked into the kitchen. 
 
    “You can’t cut off a mate bond. You know that.” Andi was speaking to her—what was Caro to her? Her sister-wife? Co-wife? I didn’t know.  
 
    Sharona turned to Conan, ignoring his mothers. Clearly, she had a fondness for him. “Where’s your other brother?” 
 
    “What?” Conan asked, startled. 
 
    “Alec. Where is he?” 
 
    “Why?” Bran moved closer to me. 
 
    “Because if Lena is mate bonded to two of you, we need to see if it’s just the two of you, or if there is something about you Blackwood boys.” 
 
    “Hey.” I broke in. “I’m right here. You’re talking about me like I’m not part of this discussion, and that is not going to happen. Don’t I get a say?” 
 
    Sharona’s eyes glinted with humor and something else I couldn’t identify. “You can say whatever you like, my dear. But this is a mate bond we’re talking about. No one gets a say. The heart chooses, the bonds and the wolves choose, and we go from there. If it makes you feel better, though, say all you want.” She waved her hand graciously. 
 
    “Why does Alec Blackwood have anything to do with this?” 
 
    “I don’t know that he does.” Sharona was blunt. “It’s better to find out if he does, however. I’ve already got my work cut out for me dealing with the Knight and the Longtooth clans. If I need to add the Firewalkers to the list, I’d rather know now.” 
 
    “What if I’m good with Bran and Conan?” I felt the pleasure from both men at my words. 
 
    “I told you, doll, it doesn’t matter what you want. Mate bonds cannot, will not, be denied. If we’ve learned anything over the years, it’s that if you deny them, they only strengthen, and honestly, create a hell of a mess until all concerned recognize and honor them.” Her words had the air of formality.  
 
    She looked over to Caro and Andi. “Ladies, would you please find your eldest son and tell him to come here immediately?” 
 
    “I’m not sure about this.” I didn’t need another guy. I didn’t.  
 
    “It’s going to be all right.” Bran came close to me, comforting me with his body. 
 
    I wasn’t sure if Conan would do the same. This was too new, and our very beginnings were playing out in front of an audience. 
 
    But Conan didn’t hesitate. He put his arm around my waist and leaned down to kiss the top of my head. 
 
    Having my mates next to me felt… good. Right. They were supposed to be here, with me. 
 
    Meeting Alec was just one more thing to get through. 
 
    We’d do it together. 
 
    Hopefully, it wouldn’t tear us apart. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    Both Andi and Caro had walked to the other ends of the great room, both on the phone. Andi came back first. “Alec was with Xavier, and they’re on their way back.” 
 
    Caro joined her. “I talked with Xavier.” She laughed, but it sounded kind of grim. She was worried. 
 
    That worried me.  
 
    Caro continued. “He wanted to know why I was calling him when he could hear Andi on Alec’s phone just fine. Alec was out and met Xavier back at the real estate office, but they’ll be here shortly.” 
 
    I wondered what they were doing at a real estate office. Yuri, Zane’s father, had groused from time to time—usually when he’d had more than a couple of drinks and wasn’t as cautious about what he said—that that damn Xavier Blackwood seemed to have a golden horseshoe up his ass because everything he did worked out. Yuri also made references to the idea that maybe there was something shady. 
 
    I realized that I needed to take all that I knew from the Darkbanes with a lot of grains of salt. These were the people who were totally fine with me marrying Zane as he screwed around far and wide. 
 
    Not entirely trustworthy. 
 
    Like my tendency to let others determine my life, though, this would be a habit that took some time to break.  
 
    They’d been my family for so long. Why had I been the one with ideas about family that they didn’t share? I thought after my mom died, and my sister was married and in her own life, and my dad realized it wasn’t working and he fostered me with the Darkbanes, that I would find the family that I wanted. That for a time, I had. But my ideas about family weren’t on the same page with the Darkbanes. Or they wouldn’t have kept this crap from me for so long. 
 
    That hurt more than Zane’s betrayal. 
 
    Something wasn’t right. Now, looking at my life with the Darkbanes in a different way for the first time in years, I knew it. Something wasn’t right.  
 
    I just didn’t know what it was.  
 
    It wasn’t merely me being naïve. 
 
    Something was off.  
 
    Another thing I needed to find out. Why was I seeing visions?  
 
    Only when I’d bonded with each of the Blackwood men.  
 
    Did the mate bond trigger something?  
 
    Maybe Sharona could help me? Or knew someone who could? She seemed to know a lot.  
 
    Worse, why wasn’t I able to sit on my own and remember the past twelve hours with Bran? Losing my virginity in the most amazing way was something to mull over in a hot bath with a cup of tea.  
 
    But that wouldn’t happen anytime soon. I could tell that. 
 
    I filed it under ‘Future business.’ 
 
    All too soon, I heard a car come up to the house. With the slam of the car door, my heart began to race. This must be Xavier and Alec. 
 
    Alec-who-might-be-my-mate-along-with-his-brothers. 
 
    I didn’t want another mate. One was overwhelming. Two was… I didn’t even know how to describe it. But three? With these same kinds of feelings? I worried there wouldn’t be enough of me left over for me to be me.  
 
    And those days of me living for others were gone.  
 
    I didn’t want to disappear in a pile of Blackwood men. 
 
    Although, given the looks of the Blackwood men, it might not be a bad way to go. I tried not to giggle as the front door swung open. 
 
    The first guy through the door was obviously Xavier. He was tall, like Conan, and his hair was medium brown. His face was tan, like a man who was outside most of the day, and I could see that his eyes were a brilliant blue. 
 
    Andi and Caro both moved forward when they saw him. 
 
    He bounded up the stairs and kissed first Caro, then Andi. 
 
    I watched this with interest. His care and affection for them were obvious, and he didn’t care who knew it.  
 
    He was proud of his family. That rolled off him as though he were shouting in front of me.  
 
    “Sharona.” Xavier leaned down to kiss the older woman on the cheek. “Dare I ask what brings you here?” 
 
    “That’s why we asked you to come home.” Caro was brisk.  
 
    Then Alec stepped out from behind his father. He was tall but not as tall as Conan. He and Bran were about the same height. He had red hair and a trim red beard. His eyes were nearly as blue as his father’s. 
 
    Okay. Okay, maybe being mated with Alec wouldn’t be the worst thing ever. 
 
    How had these people produced such stunning children? Andi, Caro, and Xavier were all good-looking. But their sons? 
 
    Sweet baby Jee. Hot didn’t begin to describe it. 
 
    “Shit,” Conan muttered from behind me.  
 
    Shit. I thought the same thing. If I could feel their emotions strongly, they could probably also feel mine, which made me retreat to my earlier position. Two mates would be more than enough. No matter how good-looking Alec was. His smile was friendly, but his eyes were watchful and cautious.  
 
    “Okay, then what’s up?” Xavier looked around. 
 
    Andi took the bull by the horns. “Bran and Conan have found a mate bond.” That was all she needed to say. 
 
    “What?” Xavier breathed. A stunned expression settled on his face, and his gaze flew to his other sons. “Both of you? On the same day? Who?” He noticed me, almost for the first time. 
 
    I was pretty sure he’d noticed me immediately, but he played things close to the chest. 
 
    “Who are you? No, wait. I know you. You’re a Darkbane.” His face darkened, and he stood back, taking a protective stance in front of his wives. “Why are you here, on Blackwood land?” 
 
    “I’m not a Darkbane,” I spoke before anyone else could speak for me. “My name is Lena Raff.” 
 
    “Are you the reason that the Fat Boy that looks suspiciously like Zane Darkbane’s is parked out in front of my home?” Xavier did me the courtesy of addressing me, even though his words were so, so cold. “And why is everyone talking about the Darkbanes being in some sort of disarray?” 
 
    I could feel my mates and others in the room dying to burst into this conversation, but they kept silent, whether out of respect for me or, I suspected, respect for Xavier.  
 
    “I am. I had to leave the Darkbane house last night. I don’t have a car. I’ve never been allowed to have one, or a bike.” I shrugged. “I figured it was time I had one. As for the Darkbanes being in disarray, I can’t say. I’d be surprised if they truly were.” 
 
    Xavier studied me. His mouth twitched, but his expression remained solemn and guarded. “Why are you here, Lena Raff?” 
 
    “Because she is mate bonded with your sons,” Sharona answered him. 
 
    “Which one?”  
 
    “Both of them.” Sharona’s eyebrows went up into her fluffy hair, and she nodded toward where I stood with Bran and Conan. “From what I can tell, it happened when she touched them. Bran last night, and Conan this morning.” 
 
    “What?” Xavier breathed, his gaze on the three of us with an expression I couldn’t decipher. “How is that possible?” 
 
    Sharona shrugged. “Who knows? Mate bonds form with no concern for us. But they form for a reason, and generally good reasons.” 
 
    “We cannot end the alliances or the engagements. Not with either of them.” Alec latched onto the practical matters. “To do so would cause so much offense, they would want blood.” He shook his head as he stuck his hands in his pockets and looked at his feet. “Couldn’t have made this tougher if we tried.” He glanced at his brothers. “I don’t know how this will be possible, honestly.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of denying the mate bond?” Andi looked at her mate. 
 
    “Is there any other choice? Plenty of wolves have a wife and a mate.” Xavier nodded, his expression grim. “Alec is right. We cannot break the engagements.” He looked around at his mates, at his sons. “You all know what’s at stake.” 
 
    What was at stake? Clearly, I was missing something big. 
 
    “Oh, there’s more,” Conan spoke. He glanced over at Bran, who made a snorting noise as they both stared at Alec.  
 
    I got the feeling both of them were enjoying what their eldest brother didn’t know. 
 
    “What else?” Alec looked around. 
 
    “It’s very strange that one woman has bonded with two of the three Blackwood brothers. We need to be sure that it’s just the two of them.” Sharona was direct. 
 
    The silence was like someone dropped a bomb. 
 
    Alec looked at his mothers, at his father, at Sharona. He didn’t look at his brothers or me. Xavier’s silent questions were for his wives, who both nodded. 
 
    “What?” Alec finally managed to speak. “No.” 
 
    “No!” Xavier said with far more feeling. “This is not happening.” He strode away out into the great room to stand in front of the window, just as I had. “It’s bad enough to know about the two bonds.” 
 
    Even though I’d just been saying the same thing, I felt affronted. I knew that I had bedhead, but I wasn’t that bad for this outright denial. 
 
    “Yes. Don’t try to argue.” Sharona pointed her cane between Alec and Xavier’s back. “I need to know. It’s going to be enough of a challenge to extricate your brothers. I need to know if I have to manage this for all three of you.” 
 
    After a moment, he strode back, his face set. “This can’t happen. Sharona, there will be nothing to extricate. Boys, how could you do this?” 
 
    “What?” Bran yelped. 
 
    “This wasn’t planned,” Conan responded a lot more calmly. 
 
    “I can’t believe you betrayed me like this.” Xavier looked up at the ceiling, maybe looking for some sort of salvation. “Jesus, do you have any idea what this means?” 
 
    “No, Dad, we haven’t been paying attention at all.” Conan barked. “Bran and I are completely unaware.” 
 
    “Then why are you standing there with her? Like you’re okay with this?” Xavier yelled. “What the hell? Conan, you know what this means.” 
 
    “What does this mean?” I couldn’t take it anymore. 
 
    Xavier’s head snapped like the crack of a whip. “You really don’t know? What the hell were the Darkbanes thinking? You really don’t know?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “The three packs, or clans, that my sons are promised to, are all clans that were part of the uprising against the old king years ago. The uprising failed, but the king, who was a good one, fell. His entire family was lost in the conflict. It wasn’t just him, but his wife and his child. And then, as wolves do, we resorted to fighting with one another. The three families we are allied with were at one time all on the opposite side of the Blackwoods. Through hard work and a lot of sacrifice, we’ve changed that.” He ran his hands through his hair, looking away and stepping out of the kitchen and then back again. 
 
    Pacing. 
 
    Xavier came to stand in front of me. “Even with all our hard work, all three of the families we have made betrothals with are still close with the Darkbanes, who, I am sure you must know, despise me and anyone with the name Blackwood. We walk a thin line—a very thin line. These marriages would be a new beginning, a putting down old grudges, fights, and conflicts. We cannot—our world cannot—have them go to pieces. Not now.” He threw up his hands and walked away from us again. 
 
    Great. Now my mate bond was going to start the next wolf war. 
 
    Not that I really knew about the old one. Xavier was right. I didn’t know anything. And the Darkbanes had made sure of it. 
 
    Why? 
 
    Andi watched her husband, obviously worried. 
 
    “Xavier, we can find a way out of this.” Sharona nodded her head as she spoke. 
 
    “How?” Xavier’s voice rose. “You know how long this took, Sharona! You, of all people, know! You know what this means.” 
 
    “Yes, I know what this means. But you know that fighting against a mate bond is nothing to ignore. When you do, things go straight to the dogs. And you, you’re stupid when you get into disagreements with other alphas—the Knight alpha in particular. You’re worried. I understand. That’s why I’m here. Let me do my job, boy.” Sharona poked his thigh with her cane.  
 
    Then she looked over at the eldest Blackwood. “You, Alec, go over and take Lena’s hand.” 
 
    “Alec.” Xavier’s voice was filled with warning. “Don’t do it. There is no need to—” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” Alec said, his words like icicles breaking from a roof, almost as though they were aiming for people walking below. “I don’t want to be mate bonded with anyone.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Conan whispered in my ear. “Don’t take this personally.” 
 
    Bran tightened his hold on my hand. “Yeah, he’s a big ass baby when he doesn’t get what he wants.” 
 
    “Just because he’s the oldest by nine days and the one who will probably take over the Blackwoods doesn’t mean he’s learned that ‘no’ is an entire sentence,” Conan added. 
 
    Then both of them snickered. 
 
    It made me feel a little better. Not completely, but a little. His brothers knew Alec best of all. I could feel both my mates wanting to know I was all right, so I nodded twice, my movement sharp and jerky. I heard what they were saying, but it was tough. It felt really personal. 
I would, however, try to see the humor in it. Alec wasn’t acting like the oldest and heir apparent right now. He was about four seconds from stomping his foot and crossing his arms, pretending that we weren’t here. 
 
    Leaning into my mates, I let the offense go. Alec was clearly struggling a lot more than I was.  
 
    “No idea why she’s bonded with the other two?” Xavier asked Sharona. His anger had subsided, but he was deadly serious.  
 
    She shook her head. “None at all. I’ve never even heard of it. You four have a bond, and it’s very tight and strong, but it’s not a mate bond. You’ve bonded without that piece of it. You all chose of your own free will. This is different.” She beamed. “It’s a puzzle I’ll enjoy sorting, but later, when we’ve made it through all of this.” Her cane waved a little to indicate the entire situation. 
 
    Xavier’s frown deepened, which looked even more serious in contrast to Sharona’s response. “I want you to see how we can get around this. Bond or not, the marriages we’ve planned, negotiated, and worked for will go forward.” 
 
    “That’s not going to work—” Sharona started. 
 
    “Do not disobey me!” The alpha's command rolled over everyone in the room, and even I, the non-shifter, felt it. It made me want to put my head down and do as I was told.  
 
    Sharona inclined her head. “I’ll see if there are ways to end a bond. There’s a problem, however.” 
 
    “It seems to be the day for it.” Xavier was grim. 
 
    “I don’t know that your sons wish to end the bond.” She folded her hands on top of her cane and gazed at him with a neutral expression. 
 
    “I don’t care what they want. We’ve worked too hard on this.” Xavier looked between his wives. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I think you’re asking for trouble if you fight the mate bond.” True to Bran’s description of her, Caro was brief, to the point, and factual. “There’s no fighting it, Xavier. You can stomp and carry on and yell like the alpha all you want. The bond is the bond.”  
 
    I noticed that Caro didn’t offer her thoughts. Only the facts. 
 
    “You also haven’t considered the distress it may cause them,” Andi spoke. Her tone was softer than Caro’s but no less determined. “We have a strong bond. But it’s not a mate bond. We built this, the four of us, together. Think about if someone told us to separate now.” 
 
    “That’s different.” Xavier wasn’t having it. “We weren’t putting our entire lives at risk, the lives of our entire pack.” 
 
    “No, it’s not. The mate bond is what we have now, but it happens all at once. The intensity, the commitment. You’re dooming our children to unhappiness.” Andi sounded angrier.  
 
    “Better than dooming them and their entire pack to destruction!” 
 
    Andi rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. She’d said what she needed to say. She didn’t plan to argue with Xavier further. 
 
    Which only seemed to irritate him. He looked between the two women. “Is that all you have to say?” 
 
    Neither woman answered him. 
 
    Alec sighed and rolled his eyes. He was every inch the put upon, put out man. “For fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “Alec.” Andi’s tone held a warning. 
 
    “Now is not the time to get on me about my language, Mom. Let’s put an end to this or at least the question of this. What do I do?” He still wouldn’t look at me. 
 
    “Take her hand.” Bran’s voice was cold and steely.  
 
    Before, Conan and Bran had tried to play this down. Now it looked like they felt Alex had crossed some sort of line. They were offended for me.  
 
    That warmed me. 
 
    Alec reached a hand toward me, and slowly, I took it.  
 
    His hand was cool and rougher than that of his brothers. I wondered what he did to get rough hands. 
 
    What would they feel like on me? 
 
    As that thought whirled in my brain, I looked up to see Alec’s bright blue eyes looking down at me. His fingers curled around mine, and I was lost in a sea of deep blue, flying across the ocean, warmed by the sun and this man.  
 
    A warmth filled me. I could feel my face turn up in a smile, and I drifted closer to Alec, finding that the space between us where our hands joined was too far.  
 
    We should be closer. I took a small step toward him, wanting to close the distance between us. 
 
    Alec blinked and dropped my hand. “There’s nothing there.” 
 
    “You’re not telling the truth,” I spoke quickly. “You were with me.” 
 
    “Where?” He shot back at me. 
 
    “Over the sea.” My voice was soft. “We were warmed by the sun.” 
 
    Alec stared, and then his shoulders dropped. 
 
    Without another word, he stormed out of the great room and down the long hallway. A moment later, a door slammed. 
 
    Ouch. Ouch. That really hurt. I felt the sting of his words, his actions. There was no putting a smiley face on things now. 
 
    Bran and Conan both moved closer to me.  
 
    I wondered if they could feel it, too, through our bond.  
 
    “That went well.” Sharona thumped her cane on the floor. “That settles that. All three of your children have a mate bond. So you need to decide what the next steps are, Xavier, and free up your calendar. I think we’ll be seeing a lot of one another for a bit.” She smiled at everyone in general. 
 
    Interestingly, she had neither agreed nor denied Xavier’s request to find out how to end the bond, only noted that the bond was settled. 
 
    Nice that something was. Because I sure as hell wasn’t. Settled, I mean. 
 
    What I was, was bonded. 
 
    To three different men. 
 
    I’d only lost my virginity last night. Last night! That was it. That was my experience with men, in addition to the time with Zane.  
 
    All in all, outside of Bran last night, not really an exciting or in-depth resume in terms of relationships.  
 
    Three men. 
 
    I barely knew myself. 
 
    It didn’t seem fair. 
 
    Last night, I’d felt free and different in a way I’d never felt. Today, I was tossed into a mess that I didn’t want. 
 
    At that moment, I felt both Conan and Bran squeeze my hands. 
 
    Did I really want to give them up? Either of them? 
 
    I didn’t think so. 
 
    All right. That meant I had to deal with what was in front of me.  
 
    “And you, Lena Raff. We’ll set up a time to talk, just you and me, missy. I have questions for you, and I’ll bet you have questions for me.” 
 
    She left, walking down the stairs and then out the door.  
 
    There was a heavy silence after she left. 
 
    “What now?” Andi asked. 
 
    “I think I need a drink.” Xavier sighed, rubbing his face with his hands.  
 
    “Honey, it’s not even noon.” Caro put her arm around Xavier. 
 
    “It’s already been a whole damn day.” Xavier looked at her. “You know what this means. Hey, will you get me a whiskey? I want to talk with Lena.” 
 
    Oh, hell. 
 
    “I’m not going to bite.” Xavier smiled. “Boys, you can stand down. I’m not going to do anything but talk.” 
 
    “We’re fine right here,” Bran spoke. 
 
    Conan nodded. 
 
    Xavier rolled his eyes. “Lena, will you come and sit with me? I’d appreciate it if you would talk with me for a bit.” 
 
    “I will.” I’d almost said, of course. But those days of me just going along were over. “Bran and Conan are welcome to sit with me. We’re a package deal now.” I didn’t ask for permission. 
 
    “Of course.” Xavier inclined his head. 
 
    He treated me as an equal, as someone worth hearing, worth listening to. More importantly, he saw nothing wrong with me telling him how I would move forward in my life, even for something as simple as a sit-down. 
 
    For as long as I could remember, Sofia, Zane, or even occasionally Yuri would shut me down if I’d expressed opinions. At first, after I’d been fostered with the Darkbanes, I’d go home to see my dad. He not only shut me down but also told me not to be a damn fool and take the chance the Darkbanes were offering.  
 
    This, this simple interaction, this was what it was supposed to be like. This was how a family treated one another. 
 
    Xavier wasn’t happy with me, with the changes and potential trouble I brought. Yet, he still treated me right. 
 
    “Come.” Xavier led the way back into the living area, taking a seat on one of the loveseats close to the window where I’d been standing.  
 
    I sat across from him, with Conan on my right and Bran on my left. They were feeling ready to have a go at their dad. I could tell.  
 
    As much as I liked the connection, I thought we would have to find a way to pull a curtain between our emotions. This was too much. It would make me crazy. How did you take care of yourself when others were so much at the forefront?  
 
    There had to be a balance.  
 
    Andi came over and handed Xavier a tumbler with amber liquid. She sat on the arm of the loveseat; her arm draped around his shoulders. Caro sat on the other side of him. 
 
    It felt like a parley between two warring parties. 
 
    “How did this happen, Lena? I’d like to hear from you, not my sons.” 
 
    I sighed and repeated what I’d told everyone earlier. As I talked about why I’d left Zane, Xavier frowned, but he didn’t interrupt. 
 
    When I took a breath, Xavier spoke. “There has been a statement, of sorts, from the Darkbanes.” 
 
    “What did they say?” 
 
    “That someone has taken one of their family, and they would like her back. They are worried. They also spoke in a way that….” He considered. “They’re suggesting foul play. They haven’t named you, only that someone came into their land and took someone away.” 
 
    “That’s not even close to what happened. Didn’t one of you say that they were making a lot of sad noises privately?” I looked between Conan and Bran. 
 
    Conan nodded. “Yes. They are.” 
 
    “Well, let me tell you the truth.” I met Xavier’s gaze and didn’t look away as I finished telling him everything. I stopped when I got to the part about touching Alec. Something was missing here. It was as though I forgot something—what? 
 
    “Wait a sec.” I got up, easing out from between my mates. “Will you guys give me a second?” 
 
    “Why?” Conan asked. 
 
    “I need to speak with Alec again.”
“That might not be the best idea.” Bran’s worry showed all over his face.  
 
    “No, it’s all right. Wait here. You’ll know if it all goes to hell.” I smiled, but my thoughts were already on what was about to happen. 
 
    I had to know. 
 
    I could hear the others talking as I walked down the hall. I let their voices fade, concentrating on Alec and Alec alone.  
 
    I felt him. 
 
    He was angry, upset, and pacing, his energy strong and in motion. I knocked on the door. 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “Alec, it’s Lena.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    Did he realize he was acknowledging our bond even as he paced this room back and forth, seeking to deny it? 
 
    “Will you please open the door? This will only take a moment.” 
 
    The pacing stopped. 
 
    The door swung open hard as though he’d yanked it. “What?” 
 
    “Will you take my hand again?” 
 
    “So that you can lie again?” 
 
    Even though his words were mean, I wasn’t bothered. Not this time. I knew the truth. So did he. A calm settled on me. He was angry for his own reasons. And for the first time, I agreed with something Zane had told me for years. It wasn’t all about me. Whatever was going on with Alec had nothing to do with me. 
 
    “I’m not lying. But I’m not trying to prove anything to anyone other than myself. I need to see if—will you please take my hand?” I didn’t want to try and explain now. 
 
    He made a snorting noise—I’d need to tell him this was not attractive, not even a little bit—and then thrust his hand toward me. 
 
    I took it, bracing for the overwhelming feeling of touching my mate. 
 
    It was as amazing as before. His rough hands gave me a thrill, one I wanted to explore further. But that wasn’t why I wanted to touch him. I needed to see if I saw the vision again. 
 
    Wow, it was difficult to keep my focus on my purpose, and not the warmth and feel of Alec’s hand in mine and the desire that rose in me, like a huge way coming onshore. I wanted to let go and let the wave engulf me. 
 
    There was something I needed to do, to see, first. 
 
    A flash nearly blinded me, and I closed my eyes. 
 
    I was back in the darkened room. The moon shone even more brightly than it had the previous times I’d seen it. The feeling of sorrow that hung over the entire scene deepened and intensified. The woman was passing something through the candle I’d seen before, her hood slightly back on her head. Then she took the thing, whatever it was, from the flame, and she kissed it. 
 
    Her eyes were closed. 
 
    I ached for her. A sense of loss, of unending loss, crashed over me like a tidal wave, and I could feel the tears spring to my eyes.  
 
    What had she lost? 
 
    Whatever she’d kissed, she held it out and leaned forward over a—what was it? It wasn’t a table. She tucked the thing, something small and silver that glinted in the light of the moon, into the basket in front of her. 
 
    Then she looked out the window, and her face was wet with tears. 
 
    I slammed back from the vision with a force that whipped me away from where I stood with Alec and fell into the wall with a thud. 
 
    “Ow!” I rubbed my head. 
 
    A shout came from the living room. Within seconds, I heard two sets of steps running toward me, and before I could even get up, Bran and Conan were on either side of me, helping me up. 
 
    “What did you do to her?” Conan snarled at Alec. 
 
    “You’d better talk fast.” Bran’s growl was even more menacing. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Alec 
 
      
 
    I’d never seen my brothers like this. Not ever.  
 
    I understood. I wanted to reach out to Lena, comfort her, make sure she was all right. 
 
    Most of all, I wanted to kiss her, learn her, make her mine. 
 
    Make me hers.  
 
    Her calm reaction to me calling her a liar earlier and a few moments ago shook me. She knew I was lying.  
 
    She didn’t let it faze her. 
 
    “I didn’t do anything. Lena, what happened?” I didn’t move, not wanting to set off my brothers. 
 
    “I’m okay.” She took both Conan and Bran’s hands. 
 
    Her touch calmed them both. 
 
    I understood. I wanted her touch for myself. 
 
    But I couldn’t. 
 
    I knew what this meant for me, for all three of us. 
 
    For the Blackwood pack. 
 
    All three of us had been betrothed to young women from other packs with whom we had challenging relationships. The Blackwoods needed these alliances, needed the ties these marriages would bring. 
 
    I wasn’t going to let my feelings get in the way of something my family had worked for, for years.  
 
    Twenty years ago, the wolves were ruled by a king. Because wolves fought over everything, the king was chosen from the fae. And for years, he’d ruled all of the wolves well, with fairness. Sounds crazy in this day and age, but that’s how it was set up. The packs spent centuries killing one another, squabbling over lands and hunting grounds and mates and anything else you could think of. Tired of dying, the wolves had called for another solution. 
 
    Thankfully, the fae were ready to step in.  
 
    The ‘king’ idea worked well for nearly two hundred years, and then a faction led by the Darkbanes revolted. I’d talked to my dad about it. He hadn’t gone into the details other than to say that the Darkbanes could never be trusted because of what they’d done to the king and his family. Two of the families we were allied with in pending marriage had backed the Darkbanes, although they hadn’t actively participated. 
 
    Since that time, we’d dissolved into factions, fighting and jockeying for position. My father was part of a faction that was unfriendly to the Darkbanes. Within that faction, it wasn’t all happiness and light. 
 
    Hence our engagements.  
 
    The Blackwoods would be part of leadership if families ever ruled again within the wolf shifter world. It was a good match for us, as well as for the other packs.  
 
    But things were always tentative. My dad did a good job keeping tensions reasonable. He also had Sharona, who was a secret weapon if ever there was one. Watching her work with people was amazing. It was her gift, the ability to calm the waters. I knew for a fact that more than one pack had tried to lure her away to work with them. 
 
    She was a Blackwood by birth, though. She’d die with us.  
 
    “I wanted to touch you again.” She stopped, and her breathing hitched. Our eyes met, and I could feel her longing. 
 
    It mirrored mine. 
 
    “When I was with Bran, and when I touched Conan, I saw something. I didn’t see it when I touched you the first time, and I wanted to see if I could see it again.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s weird, like watching a movie about a fairy tale. And it’s sad.” She brushed at her eyes, which glittered with unshed tears. “But I’m okay. It’s just that whatever I’m seeing, the woman is really unhappy.” 
 
    “But you’re okay?” Conan peered at her. “Alec didn’t do anything to you? He didn’t throw you against the wall?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I touched him, looking for the vision, and when it came to me, it was really strong.” She stopped. “This is so frustrating! It’s like… like I fall into someone else’s memory, and I’m standing off to the side watching. There, but not there. It’s not gentle either. There are strong emotions, a lot of sadness and pain. I think that’s what threw me back.” 
 
    “But you can’t be sure?” Bran glared at me. His intent was clear.  
 
    If I’d hurt her, he’d do his level best to kill me. 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Alec didn’t hurt me. He wouldn’t.” Lena was resolute. “I know you’re itching to pick a fight or something, but this, whatever is happening with me, this isn’t it.” 
 
    “What are you seeing?” I wanted to get this away from things that were making my brothers angry. 
 
    “Conan, Bran, can I speak with Alec alone?” Lena didn’t answer me. 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” Bran didn’t even hesitate. 
 
    And we were supposed to be brothers. 
 
    “I’ll be fine. I promise.” She stood on her toes and kissed Bran. Then, with only a tiny hesitation, she did the same to Conan. 
 
    I saw Conan’s eyes widen in surprise. Which made me wonder just how long ago their bond made itself known. He was right there to protect her—that was kind of his thing in general—but her reaching out to him wasn’t something he’d expected. 
 
    Interesting. 
 
    “You’ll know if something is wrong,” Lena said. 
 
    They walked away, although not before giving me the eyeball that said if I did one thing hinky, suspect, or if Lena so much as stubbed her toe, they’d end my life. I kind of thought I was going to have a fight on my hands as it was.  
 
    Not that I’d hurt her. 
 
    I just couldn’t be with her. 
 
    There was too much at stake. 
 
    Lena waited until they disappeared into the great room. “Why do you deny this? You’re only making it harder on all of us.” 
 
    “This isn’t good for my family.” I wouldn’t lie to her. 
 
    “You don’t know that. You don’t know anything. Sharona said this hadn’t happened before, so who knows what it means, really? We have no reference.  And don’t bonds happen for the better?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “I don’t know anyone who has bonded. My parents may be the closest thing, but it wasn’t the whole instant bond lovey-dovey thing.” 
 
    “They chose it. Is that it?” 
 
    I shrugged again. “Maybe.” 
 
    “I probably know less about mate bonding than you do, but my understanding is that you can’t deny it. I’m sorry, Alec. I can feel that you don’t want this.” She looked away. “I don’t feel the same way. But I respect that you do, even if it hurts.” 
 
    “You can feel that?” 
 
    “Can’t you?” Her head tilted as she gazed up at me. 
 
    “I have a sense of you… but no.” 
 
    Lena inhaled deeply. “I don’t know what to tell you. All I know is that everything I’ve heard doesn’t allow for those bonded to ignore it. You don’t know me, but it’s going to make it hard on me, and maybe your brothers, if you fight this.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I’m already on the outs with my brothers.” 
 
    She smiled then, and the beauty, the sheer, overwhelming beauty of the woman in front of me hit me like a surprise attack in one of the pack competitions. I didn’t expect to find her so gorgeous. Or reasonable. Or… or anything. Hell, I didn’t know what I expected from a mate bond, but Lena Raff wasn’t it. 
 
    She was so much more. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Lena 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what to tell you there. You know them better than I do.” I shrugged, not wanting to laugh at his slightly disgusted expression. 
 
    I knew that both Bran and Conan wanted to kick the crap out of him, to put it plainly. He obviously knew it, too. 
 
    “What, the mate bond hasn’t told you everything?” Alec was more relaxed now, leaning against the door of the bedroom, arms crossed.  
 
    Classic cool guy look. 
 
    Classic hot guy look. 
 
    I stifled the urge to sigh with lust. The lust was hard to manage. Thankfully Alec didn’t seem to be able to sense me as I did him. My raging desire for him, for his brothers, for all of them—was something I could keep sort of private. 
 
    At least Alec wasn’t angry anymore. I’d found it off-putting initially, but after he touched my hand, I knew this wasn’t anger. He was worried. 
 
    Much like Conan had been when we’d first met. 
 
    I wondered if he realized it, that he’d relaxed with me. 
 
    That was absolutely a step in the right direction.  
 
    Maybe there was a way for him to break our bond. I felt that from him. 
 
    At the thought, just the thought of breaking the bond, I felt a sharp pain in the vicinity of my heart, and my hand went to my chest. 
 
    “Are you all right?” He leaned forward, and his hands came out toward me until he realized what he was doing and then pulled them back to his side. 
 
    But he looked awkward, uncomfortable. 
 
    “I’m fine. It’s nothing.” 
 
    “What did you see?” 
 
    I could feel my face move into a frown because I was frustrated. I’d seen this vision in pieces three times now in less than twenty-four hours. Every time after the first time, I’d gotten a little more. 
 
    But it wasn’t enough. “I don’t know. It’s like nothing else I’ve ever seen, and it’s nothing I’m familiar with.” It was my turn to shrug. “I guess I’ll have to wait and see what else I see.” 
 
    He laughed softly, his gaze on his feet. “All that you can do.” 
 
    “I think you should join us. Even if this doesn’t stay, if this whole thing isn’t permanent, I think we need to work together.” 
 
    He sighed. “This is going to be a complete cluster-fuck. Do you realize that?” 
 
    “No. I don’t. I walked out from my old life last night, and every time I turn around, I see how sheltered I was. It’s like I’ve been in a bubble!” The anger welled up in me. 
 
    Alec gazed at me for a moment without speaking. “There’s a reason they did that. Yuri doesn’t do anything without reason.” 
 
    “I’m learning that.”  
 
    “What does your fiancé—” 
 
    “Former fiancé.” 
 
    “Peace.” He held up his hands in a gesture of surrender. “What does Zane say about all this?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since I left last night.” 
 
    Alec pushed himself off the door frame. “We need to keep that side of things calm. Sooner or later, he’s going to learn that not only are you hanging around with Blackwoods but that you’re mate bonded.” 
 
    “He’s going to have a big baby boo-boo tantrum.” I started to laugh. 
 
    Alec laughed with me and then took a step toward me. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting it, but I was glad he was willing to come near me. The bond flared up within me at his presence.  
 
    If he decided to try and break this, I would be heartbroken. I knew that without anyone having to tell me. 
 
    He came closer, and his hands gripped my upper arms. 
 
    Then Alec Blackwood, denier of all things mate bond, laid a kiss on me that made my toes curl within my shoes. 
 
    Reader, even my pinky toe tried to curl. 
 
    He let me go, his face solemn. He stared with those deep blue eyes and then strode down the hall. 
 
    I fell against the wall, needing a moment. Maybe a couple of moments, because wow. 
 
    Alec wasn’t as immune as he pretended to be. 
 
    And I wasn’t going to let him go without a fight. 
 
    Not after that. 
 
    He wanted to fight? 
 
    He was going to lose.  
 
    I pushed off the wall and followed him back to the great room.  
 
    When I came back in, Alec was standing next to his father. His gaze, inscrutable, met mine. 
 
    Fine. There was time to deal with him. 
 
    Bran and Conan stood, both coming closer to me.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Conan asked. 
 
    “He didn’t do anything stupid?” 
 
    Well, Alec Blackwood exposed himself to me and gave me a goal, but I wasn’t going to share that. “No. I’m fine.” I looked around. “Where’s Sharona?” I wanted to talk to her. At least, I thought I wanted to talk to her. The truth of what she might tell me was kind of scary. 
 
    However, I’d been kept from the truth for long enough.  
 
    “She needed to leave. She has a lot to do.” Xavier came around and sat down between Caro and Andi again. “Boys, I want you to stay here.” 
 
    All three of the ‘boys’ groaned. 
 
    “Why? No one knows about any of this.” Alec argued. He wouldn’t look at me. “Except Zane, and he knows less than those of us here. He knows you left after catching him, but you’ve always forgiven him before.” His words were like a blow. 
 
    Totally unnecessary, too.  
 
    Jerk. 
 
    “No, not for this. I never knew he was unfaithful.” 
 
    “Whatever. You put up with him in all his Zane Darkbane glory.” 
 
    I guess the moment of kindness in the hallway was over as far as Alec and I were concerned. 
 
    Xavier gazed at me in the same way that I’d sometimes catch Yuri looking at me. Speculative. Thoughtful. 
 
    Like I was a commodity.  
 
    No. That wouldn’t happen again.  
 
    “I can’t see that Zane will be that upset.” I really couldn’t. “I’m not a shifter. I barely have any magic.” 
 
    “That’s not true. There’s a lot within you, all around you.” Conan wasn’t going to let this go. “I told you. I can sense it.” 
 
    “Conan’s right. You have a lot of power. Why didn’t we know about this before?” Xavier still gazed at me thoughtfully. 
 
    “We’ll see.” I didn’t want to pretend I was more than I was. I wasn’t going to answer him about my skills, or lack thereof. “Zane will be able to marry another shifter. Which is always better for the pack, right?” 
 
    “Not necessarily. Sometimes, new blood is needed. Some alphas have married women, or men, who are a different kind of supe—something that they want for their pack, or their bloodline.” 
 
    “That doesn’t always work out well.” Caro was studying her hand, then looked up at Xavier. 
 
    He nodded. “True, but it works as often as it doesn’t. Regardless, we have to deal with the weddings that are going to be different in our family.” 
 
    “You’re not going to break them off?” Bran was outraged. “I’m not marrying Nina. I won’t go through with it. I don’t care if we have to leave. I’m marrying Lena. End of discussion.” 
 
    “Bran.” Andi’s tone stopped his rant. 
 
    “Of course, we’re not going to break them.” It was Alec who spoke. “You know what happens if we do.” 
 
    “Just because you want to deny the truth.” Bran shot at his brother. 
 
    Alec wisely didn’t respond. 
 
    “Don’t pretend you’re not relieved.” Andi gave Alec a piercing look, one that only a mom could get away with. 
 
    Color rushed across Alec’s cheeks. “That’s not the point. I’m worried about what happens next. I don’t put myself above the pack. Being a leader means the pack comes first.” The accusation that was directed toward his brothers was strong. 
 
    “For now, that’s for me to worry about.” Xavier made it clear he would brook no discussion on this matter. “When you need to worry, I will let you know. Stay in the compound. That is an order.” 
 
    I felt the tremble that an alpha’s order, done in the alpha’s voice, sent through the wolves.  
 
    All three of the Blackwood heirs nodded.  
 
    Xavier got up, holding out a hand to his wives. “Ladies? You want to come with me when I talk to Morena?” 
 
    “No.” Andi didn’t hesitate. 
 
    Caro laughed. “Coward still.” 
 
    “She’s going to be unhappy. Everything was moving along so well.” Xavier sighed. Then he glanced at me. “I know you think this is wrong, but it has to be done.”  
 
    I was still trying to catch up. He wasn’t going to break the engagements. He was going to force my mates to marry another. How could he? 
 
    Yeah, I was stuck. 
 
    Xavier must have seen my face. “But she will want to meet you, so brace yourself.” 
 
    “Mom will be fine.” Conan defended the absent Morena. 
 
    “Says the one guy she won’t fight.” Alec made a snorting noise. 
 
    “Just because she kicks your ass to this day,” Conan smirked.  
 
    Their levity lessened some of the tension. 
 
    “Whatever.” Alec looked at his dad. 
 
    “We need to go.” Xavier, still holding hands with both Andi and Caro, left. 
 
    Leaving me alone with my mates. 
 
    Alec looked between his brothers and me. “I’m not going to go along with this. I can’t.” He held my gaze with his own. “It would ruin my family—our pack. I can’t let my feelings, my wishes—” he stopped, and I could feel the longing through our bond. “I have to do what is best for all of us. Not just myself.” 
 
    “That’s not going to help.” Bran gazed at his brother, his arms crossed, his expression hard. “You know this.” 
 
    “I don’t know anything!” Alec yelled. “When was the last time we knew anyone who was bonded?” He looked at Bran and Conan. “We haven’t. It doesn’t happen anymore. We’re the sons of the alphas. We have responsibilities. You both may decide to be selfish assholes, but I’m not going to.” He turned on his heel, walking down the hallway to the room where I’d found him earlier. 
 
    Bran came to me, wrapping his arms around me. “Don’t let him get to you.” 
 
    “This is one heck of a birthday.” The realization hit me. It was also supposed to be my wedding day. 
 
    Which, in a way, it was. I’d bonded three times. Each time, I knew it was right. I knew that these were the men for me. 
 
    But you couldn’t force a mate bond. It sounded like Xavier wasn’t even going to allow it. 
 
    “Happy birthday.” Bran kissed me.  
 
    I fell into his kiss, wanting to make the pain of the last hour go away.  
 
    When I opened my eyes, it was to see Conan staring at me with hunger, desperation. 
 
    And a great deal of sadness. 
 
    I reached for him. 
 
    He didn’t take my hand. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    His head dropped. “I want you, Lena. I want to honor our bond. But I can’t.” 
 
    “You have got to be kidding me.” As I spoke, I could feel Bran’s anger well up next to me as a feeling of despair formed in the bottom of my belly. 
 
    “No. You need to wake up. If I deny this, it will make things easier. I can’t go against Dad, against Alec, against Mom. I can’t do this to the pack.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I whispered. “This doesn’t make anything easier for me. Not for you.” I didn’t want to lose Conan, too. Alec’s turning away hurt. I hadn’t had time to process it, but I knew this was a hurt that wouldn’t go away. I didn’t want to add Conan to this barrel of naked pain that I could feel with me, like a shadow. 
 
    Conan came close to me. Slowly, carefully, he kissed the top of my head. “It was never going to happen. But thank you for not taking me being an asshole personally.” 
 
    I tried to open my mouth, to speak, but nothing came out. First Alec, and now Conan? “Please don’t.” 
 
    “I have to, Lena.” He stepped back. “Bran, you need to take her and go. It’s better that one of us…” he broke off, and like Alec, he turned and walked away. 
 
    Down the hallway. 
 
    Away from me. 
 
    Away from the bond. Our mate bond. 
 
    How could they walk away from this? 
 
    It hit me, then. They loved their family as much as they could have loved me. The thought made me want to sob. 
 
    “Hey, hey, don’t cry. It’s going to be us.” Bran leaned down and tilted my chin back, kissing my cheeks where the tears fell. 
 
    “It hurts. It’s actual physical pain.” Their leaving was sinking in. It felt like someone tore a piece of my heart out, and I was left, out in the open, with my chest ripped apart and my heart broken and bleeding.  
 
    “I hate admitting that grouchy bastard is right, but we should leave.” 
 
    “What? Why?” 
 
    Bran took my hand and towed me along. Normally, I would protest because my days of being dragged hither and yon by others were done, but he was mine, and he cared for me, and I was in shock.  
 
    Perhaps being toted hither and yon had its purposes. 
 
    “Where are we going?” 
 
    “We’re going to my room. We’re packing, and we’re leaving. We’ll leave the piss ant’s bike here, so no one can say we stole it.” This was a different Bran. Focused, steely-eyed, and ruthless. 
 
    I sat on the bed while Bran moved around, tossing things into a bag. He looked up. “We’ll get you what you need when we get where we’re going.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” I felt numb, barely holding it together. 
 
    This was why mate bonds had to be honored and worked with. Just knowing that two of my mates were choosing a life other than with me was awful. Twenty-four hours ago, I hadn’t known they’d existed. Now, I was devastated that I didn’t exist to them as far as they were concerned. 
 
    “Baby, I know that this is going to be tough. I can feel your pain, and I feel the loss of them.” He looked at the door of his room as though he could see through to wherever it was his brothers were. “But we can make this work. It’s there, for us. And I am never letting you go.” 
 
    I threw my arms around him. “Please don’t. I don’t know if I could stand it. Bran, this is insane. I’ve never felt like this before.” 
 
    He grinned suddenly. “Neither have I, and I hate that it’s so shitty right now. But I can’t wait to take you away. I will love you forever, Lena Raff.” 
 
    “You can’t say that. We’re bonded, but we don’t lo—” 
 
    “I can say it. I mean it. As soon as I touched your hand last night, I knew. It wasn’t just the bond. It was you. I knew that you were the one I was meant for, the one meant to be with me. If Alec and Conan choose otherwise….” He shrugged. “That’s on them, and they’re dumb as hell for it.” 
 
    I kissed him as more tears fell. “Thank you. Thank you for saying that.” 
 
    “I know you’ve been hurt. I know this hurt you more. But I swear to you, I’ll spend the rest of our lives making sure you have nothing but love.” 
 
    His face was so earnest I had to smile. Not only earnest, but fierce, and determined, and hungry.  
 
    He meant every word. 
 
    His strength made me ashamed. If he could pull it together, so could I. “Thank you. You are amazing.” I kissed him again. 
 
    “Then let’s go. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “But your dad told you to stay. Even I felt the alpha tone.” 
 
    Bran shrugged. “I can get around it. All of us can. You have to learn how to do so if you’re the alpha’s kid.” He picked up his bag and held out his hand. “Come with me.”  
 
    Even now, he was giving me a choice.  
 
    “I go where you go.”  
 
    He kissed my hand, held it tightly in his. 
 
    Together, we walked back into the main living area and out the front door. Bran led me to a garage on the side of the house. 
“We’re not taking a bike?” His bike was still parked out front. 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “Too obvious. I’m taking one of the cars. We can pack more stuff, and fewer people will see us.” 
 
    There had to be ten cars in here.  
 
    Bran led me to a forest green SUV and held the door open to help me in. “Buckle up, buttercup.” He kissed my nose. 
 
    Then he was in, and backing out, and heading back down the driveway, away from Blackwood House. 
 
    I couldn’t help but look in the mirror on my door. I was leaving part of my heart behind. 
 
    But they didn’t want to come. 
 
    The front door flew open, and both Conan and Alec came out. Both raised their hands, and I could tell that they were shouting. 
 
    Bran’s jaw tensed. He didn’t look around, or say anything, only pressed down on the gas. 
 
    The house disappeared as we went around a corner. 
 
    Another couple of minutes, and we were at the gate.  
 
    Then out onto the main road, the gate to Blackwood House closed behind us. 
 
    It was done.  
 
    While I didn’t have all my heart, I had the piece that wanted to be with me. We’d build a wonderful life together. 
 
    Best of all, there wouldn’t be a war. It hurt to think about, but I understood. No one wanted a war. 
 
    I knew that tonight, however, when I had a moment alone in the bathroom, I’d cry for them. For Alec and Conan, who sacrificed what they wanted. Who had sacrificed me, sacrificed for Bran. 
 
    I hoped their intended wives would be enough. 
 
    Then I turned my eyes forward, reached over to wrap my hand around Bran’s larger one, and looked to my future. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid anymore, Lena. We’re together now.” 
 
    It’s not the end, I thought. It’s just the beginning. 
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    Dragan’s Fate 
 
      
 
    When your fated mate is also your mortal enemy, things become complicated. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dragan has lived for over a thousand years, and thinks he’s seen everything, but when a shifter gets brought to the fortress where he rules the vampire Legion, he believes she might be his fated mate. Except…shifters are the enemies of vampires, not their mates. 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth is running away from her pack when she is found by the very last people she’d ever wish to see, a team of vampire hunters. They take her to their palace home to auction as a servant, but a tall, dark, and surprisingly handsome vampire claims her instead. 
 
      
 
    Dragan wants to make Lisbeth his, but to do so he must get the permission of his Queen. More, he must overcome his own prejudice to be able to recognize his true fated mate. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    I’m running as fast as I can, the earth kicking up under my boots as I fly over familiar hills and dips, the dark shroud of night almost completely covering the land. Pounding behind me has me pumping my arms faster. I try in vain to outrun the boys I know are probably mere feet behind me. They mean me harm, and if they catch me, I’m in a world of hurt.  
 
    This is nothing new. I’ve always been the odd one out. The runt of the family. The joke of the pack. The punchline at the end of cruel jibes. My wolf never showed herself during puberty like the other shifters, and their teasing accelerated. 
 
    As I reached maturity, and found myself still unable to summon my wolf, the taunts became more serious. Vague sniggers and whispered jokes became outright bullying. Then the bullying became something more sinister. Pulled hair here. Torn shirt there. Tripped up ‘accidentally’ on my way to the market. And it wasn’t only the kids; the adults of the pack began to shun me. This gang of boys behind me are the worst of my tormentors though. 
 
    Those bastards can’t catch me. They can’t. 
 
    The air burns my lungs as I gasp in a much-needed breath. Oh God, they’re going to be on me at any moment now. 
 
    “Hey, runt, don’t run away. We only want to talk, promise.” 
 
    I recognize the voice as that of the leader of the gang giving chase. Marcus. He is my nemesis, and I think this time he really means me harm. 
 
    I’m pumping my arms as fast as I can, but I can sense them right on my tail.  
 
    Ooomph. 
 
    A weight hits me hard in the back, knocking the air from my lungs with an agonizing burn as I’m taken down to the ground. I hit soggy, peaty soil, and send up thanks that at least it’s been raining, and the ground isn’t that hard. The weight at my back moves for one blessed moment, and I can breathe. My relief doesn’t last though, as hands grab me everywhere. 
 
    I flail, hitting out, trying to get them off me. I’m acting on instinct and not thinking this through. 
 
    “Get off me!” I scream. 
 
    Marcus is leaning over me, pinning my arms to the ground above my head. He laughs, his mouth turning up at one side where the scar cuts across his lips. 
 
    “Oh, come on now, precious,” he says. “Don’t be like this. Don’t make it a fight.” 
 
    His hand reaches for my belt, and I freeze in terror. 
 
    His words permeate my mind, and together with what his hands are doing, I realize what these men want. I’ve always thought of them as boys, the same boys that went to school with me and made my life hell. But just as I’ve grown, so have they. I’m surrounded by a group of hungry, angry males, who see me as nothing more than some fun to be toyed with, brutally. 
 
    I don’t know how much I can even blame them. It’s not as if they’re not taking their cue from the rest of our pack. 
 
    I’m the lowest of the low - a wolf shifter who cannot change form. I’m that word that every parent dreads hearing when they bring new life into this world of ours. 
 
    Latent. 
 
    Being latent means being broken. Defective. 
 
    I see the disappointment in my parents faces every day, and if your own parents don’t love you then who the hell else will? 
 
    The world drifts away as I close my mind to what’s happening to me. I float as my mind disconnects from the fingers grabbing and tearing at clothes and pinching flesh. I can’t fight all these males, so instead, maybe I should just try to close my mind to this. Zone out. Go somewhere else. 
 
    Nothing matters now but my survival, and not only my body’s survival but that of my psyche too. I won’t let these young males break me. No matter what else happens, they won’t break my spirit. 
 
    What they are about to do is the ultimate sin in our world, except if you do it to a latent. Females must be pure when they are taken by their mate. They will breed with the male who chooses them and try to increase our numbers. Not us rare latents, though. 
 
    In the traditions of old, we are fair game. Not only can we not change form, but we can’t procreate either. With the wolfpacks so decimated in numbers, any wolf who cannot contribute to furthering the generations is useless. 
 
    “You go first Marcus, then I’ll take a turn with the trash next.” 
 
    I glance to my side to see Roger, the most hated of them all, staring at me with his oily, muddy gaze. I hate him so much it burns in me. The protective listlessness which stole over me starts to recede as a wave of indignant fire burns brightly. I won’t let these bastards do this. I won’t go down without a fight. 
 
    Luckily for me, I know some tricks. I know things that no mere shifter should know. One of which is how to call upon the Fae when you need them the most. I send up thanks to my grandmother, then I start to chant under my breath. 
 
    Fairy light, fairy bright, bring your presence to the glen tonight. 
 
    Oo’er mountains and streams, and forests of dreams, bring your presence to the hills tonight. 
 
    I call upon the wood-folk. 
 
    I call upon the hill folk. 
 
    I call upon the folk of the vale. 
 
    I call upon the water sprite. 
 
    Oh ye of the Magic Kingdom, grant me this wish and show your presence tonight. 
 
    “What the hell is she rambling on about?” Marcus asks. 
 
    “Who cares?” Roger says. 
 
    I close my eyes and squeeze my hands into fists, so tight my nails hurt, as I pray to the gods and goddesses of these ancient mountains to send the help that I need. 
 
    The Fae are whimsical folk, and they don’t always answer even the most desperate pleas for help. 
 
    Something to my right catches my eye, and I turn my head, the wet grass smashing against my cheek as I stare into the distance at the forms dancing in the gloaming, surrounded by halos of faint light. 
 
    Oh, please, gods and goddesses, let this be the help that I need. 
 
    The forms are approaching and getting closer, gliding over the hills. As they near, they morph into four beautiful, nubile women wearing very little indeed for such a cold evening. 
 
    “What the hell?” Marcus says as he stares, aghast. 
 
    “Hello, boys. Why don’t you play with us instead of that scraggy little mess?” The nearest creature asks. 
 
    Her hair is almost white and hangs right down to her curvaceous hips. The Fae are tall and strong, powerful creatures, not tiny fairies like humans believe. 
 
    “We are much more your sort of fun, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Roger stares at them with his eyes narrowed. 
 
    All shifters know about the Fae, and despite our simple ways, we aren’t stupid, none of us, not even odious creatures like Roger. He’s figuring out whether this offer is real - because the Fae really do like to have a lot of sex according to the legends - or a trap. 
 
    “As kind as your offer is, this isn’t about fun,” Marcus says. “It’s about teaching this little runt here her place in the pack.” 
 
    The Fae grins at him. As she smiles, what started as a mere smirk widens and widens, until it becomes something horrific. Her face is almost split in half by the maniacal grin. 
 
      
 
    Oh, gods in the heavens, I think I may have called upon one of the mountain Fae, the kind who wait for the weary traveler to stray from the path, then lure them away and play with them for months as they suck out their life force. What will they do to young, testosterone-filled male shifters? 
 
    As the creatures advance upon the males, I scrabble back in the mud. It squishes into my fingernails, getting inside my jeans too, making my panties cold and wet. Ignoring the discomfort, I keep moving backwards as the women advance and the men from my village start to retreat. 
 
    “Run little runt,” one of the females says. 
 
    I don’t wait to be told twice. I roll over onto my hands and knees and push up onto my feet. 
 
    As I stumble forward, I turn back once to see that the men are all heading back towards our village at a run. The women are following them at a leisurely pace. Those cowards turned tail and ran as soon as the women advanced on them. Utter bullies. 
 
    Part of me knows I ought to stay and make sure the Fae don’t rip those boys limb from limb. I won’t though, because those boys were about to rape me, and I don’t have to do anything to save them. 
 
    I run as fast as I can in the opposite direction from my village. Tears stream down my face as I race towards the dark, foreboding mountains ahead. I’m crying for a life I’m leaving behind, for I will never be safe in my village again. 
 
    Things were bad enough for me before when I was merely the latent. Now, I will be the runt who called the fairy folk out against the males of her own village. To turn against one’s own pack is the ultimate sin in our world. Never mind that my pack turned against me first, a long time ago. 
 
    I have no possessions with me, and no plan, but at least I have my life and my bodily integrity. Maybe I will be able to find a human settlement and make a life for myself there. I’ve heard of shifters doing such a thing. There are stories of those who have shunned our way of life and chosen to live instead with humans in their technologically advanced world. 
 
    Or perhaps, I can find a cabin somewhere in the wilds, abandoned, unloved, and make it my own. 
 
    If all else fails, my cousin lives in a pack in America where, from everything she tells me, they don’t have the same degrading beliefs about latents. She begged me to go visit her a long time ago, and I refused. I regret it now. 
 
    My cousin, Tilly, says that in her pack latents are respected for their other talents. They believe we have the power to foresee certain events and to sense things that full shifters simply cannot. A shifter, from the age of around twelve, is ridden hard by their wolf. They rely heavily on physical senses of scent, sound, and taste. Legends say that in doing this the wolf folk lost more ancient and innate abilities, subsumed by their biological urges. Some packs, like my cousin’s, believe that those abilities still reside in latents. 
 
    If only my birth pack was so forward-thinking. Sadly, the wolf shifters in most of northern Europe are backward looking and insular. 
 
    As my adrenaline recedes, I start to slow down, and it’s then that I realize I’m totally and utterly lost. 
 
    Behind me is my pack and certain punishment, but in front of me there is nothing but dark mountains. They loom against the sky, sparkling with distant, indifferent stars. The air is growing colder, and if I don’t find shelter soon, I might perish out here. 
 
    I could call upon the fairy folk again, but I don’t know how much patience they will have with me asking for their help twice in one night. They will be just as likely to take me to their realm and keep me as some sort of pet as they will be to help me. 
 
    There must be somewhere around here where I can find shelter. These mountains are popular with humans who want to get away from it all and try out the wilderness trails. You must hike in here; there’s no road access. For that reason, there are many basic shelters dotted around. Most are nothing more than four walls and a roof. However, they at least have a door I can close against the elements. 
 
    That’s my plan, I decide. I don’t need to know what I’m going to be doing next week; I only need to know what my plan is for the next few hours: find shelter, rest and wait for morning. 
 
    Everything always looks better in the light of day, something my beloved grandmother used to say. I truly believe if she was still alive, the pack wouldn’t treat me this way. My grandmother didn’t care if I was latent or not. Sadly, my parents do. I think because they gave birth to me, they’ve always felt the shame of producing defective offspring. 
 
    I still and listen. I may not be able to change form, but I do have enhanced senses. Mine might not be as powerful as those a full wolf, but I can certainly hear things much more than any human, and what I’m hearing right now is the sound of footsteps. 
 
    I freeze and glance around me in panic, looking for somewhere to hide. Have the males returned for me? Maybe the Fae reconsidered and let them go? 
 
    If they find me, they won’t only defile me, they will beat me to within an inch of my life. 
 
    Breath coming in ragged gasps, I crouch low and try to find some undergrowth to hide in. There are a few scrubby little bushes nearby, but nothing to really provide cover. My heart pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears above the increasing howl of the wind, I stare around me in wide-eyed terror. 
 
    Cold wetness hits the exposed skin of my forearms, and I glance up at the heavens. It’s raining. Not a shower, but full-on torrential downpour. 
 
    “Oh, come on, let’s go back. There is nothing to see here,” says a female voice. 
 
    Humans? 
 
    “I swear that I saw somebody running ahead of us,” says a different, deeper female voice. 
 
    I sniff the air to try and tell if they are shifter or human, but the rain means it’s hard to catch their smell, and the wind is blowing away from me, carrying their scent with it. 
 
    Should I take a chance? 
 
    Even if they are shifters, they are not of my pack. I know the voices of all our members. For now, it means I’ll be safe with them, until word spreads from pack to pack of my betrayal. Once that happens, I will be shunned, ostracized from all wolf society, but the other packs won’t have heard yet. They’ll offer me shelter, for a short time at least, long enough to get a hot meal and some sleep. If they are human, I can ask for guidance to the nearest road. Mind made up, I open my mouth. 
 
    “Wait. Help.” 
 
    “Who is there?” A male voice asks. 
 
    I can hardly say I’m a shifter. To do so will bring either ridicule from people who believe me crazy or the swift end of my life if these humans are amongst the few who know of our existence. Instead, I step forward and move towards the voices. 
 
    “I’m lost,” I say. “I was with… erm, friends, and I got separated from them, and then the darkness fell.” 
 
    “You must be frozen.” The female that the voice belongs to steps forward, close enough for me to see her clearly for the first time. 
 
    It may be dark, but the moon is risen, and my eyesight is clear on a bright night. She is tall, slender and beautiful. Her clothes are strange and not in the fashion that most humans wear these days. She is wearing what seem to be leather trousers with knee-high boots, some sort of woolen garment and a leather vest on top. She must be cold herself, surely. 
 
    “If you come with us, we can give you some food and warmth,” she offers with a smile. 
 
    My inner wolf whines. She might not be able to show herself, but she guides me still from within. I have seen her in my dreams. She’s white and so beautiful if hurts. Right now, my beautiful white wolf is not happy. 
 
    The woman in front of me is strikingly good looking, but in a chilling way. Her face is strangely inanimate; it’s oddly unlined, too perfect and very pale. 
 
    They have walked close enough for me to scent them now. Three females and two males. 
 
    I take a deep breath. 
 
    Oh no. 
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    I breathe again. 
 
    I’m certain of it. 
 
    Vampire. 
 
    My muscles tense, and I prepare to flee, but a steel grip shackles my wrist as sure as if handcuffs had been slapped on me. 
 
    “Oh no, you filthy wolf. No you don’t. No running for you. You’re in our territory now, and you came so close to our fortress that we were sent out to find you, at great danger to ourselves, I might add. It was barely dark when we set out in search of you. We could have been burned. You need to come and meet your fate. Auction for you, lovely. It might be the Queen who buys you. She can always use more servants.” 
 
    The Queen. This cannot be happening. As far as my understanding of vampire society goes, each nation has a vampire king or queen. Here in Scotland, the vampire queen is ancient and greatly feared by all who know about her. They may keep to themselves in their weird fortress, hidden away from human sight and separate from the rest of us preternatural creatures, but they have an army big enough to defeat any wolfpack. 
 
    If there was one creature I did not want to meet tonight, it would be a vampire. 
 
    “You’re a wolf shifter, aren’t you?” A different female asks. “And yet, there is something not right.” 
 
    She leans in and scents me as if she is wolf herself. Do vampires have a keen sense of smell? Seeing as I’ve spent my whole life avoiding them, I wouldn’t know. 
 
    “Yes, definitely something not quite right with you, Red. The Queen will tell us what it is. The Queen knows everything.” 
 
    I ignore the nickname and frown. I’m pretty damn sure their queen cannot know everything. How can she? These vampires spend their lives hidden behind a fortress; I know that much. They gave up their fighting for supremacy a long time ago. It is rumored that they used to fight against the dragon shifters on the side of the humans. Then they allegedly switched allegiance. Who knows what the truth of the matter is, though, because it’s all lost in the misty passage of time. 
 
    We wolves do not have a written history, so our knowledge is passed down orally from mother and father to young in a never-ending, wonderful chain of knowledge. 
 
    As to what the vampires do to record history, I have no idea. 
 
    The vampires hate us. They see us as nothing more than vermin. Humans at least provide them with something they need, sustenance.  It’s rumored, however, that they cannot drink shifter blood because it can kill them. 
 
    I’ve always known to avoid vampires, but I didn’t know they had a fortress so close to our land. In fact, I do recall my brother being told not to go beyond the stream by the old oak tree, and I crossed that a while back. I should have remembered. Come to think of it, why did my parents never warn me? Maybe I wasn’t worth educating on these things. The thought has a sharp pain piercing my breast. 
 
    As these awful creatures drag me behind them, I get a flash of my future; it’s powerful and haunting. I stagger as the vision blindsides me. It is not the first time I’ve seen something from my future, but this cannot be right. I’m wearing silks and jewels, and young women are waiting on me. A handsome man stands in the corner of the room, watching with a smile as the women cater to my every need. 
 
    I shake my head and blink, trying to clear the vision and focus on the here and now. 
 
    Ahead of me, out of the mists, looms a fearsome site. It’s a broken-down, crumbling old castle. How can they live in this? There are no windows, and no roof. The wind howls around and through the wreck, and I shiver as I instinctively hang back. 
 
    “Don’t drag your feet,” the female holding me says. “This is your new home.” 
 
    “She can’t see it properly,” says one of the males. 
 
    “Ah, of course. One moment my dear.” The female that has hold of my wrist passes her hands over my eyes and whispers something in a language I do not know. 
 
    When I open my eyes again, I gasp. 
 
    In front of me is the most wonderful palace I have ever seen. It’s a pale, gleaming building, jutting high against the sky, dominating all around it. There are fancy, ornate gold tops to the turrets. It’s so opulent and enticing. 
 
      
 
    This is the real vampire home. 
 
    This is their fortress of legend. 
 
    What I saw before was a mirage meant to deter visitors. 
 
    I glance up at it again, and its majestic walls hold a terrible strength despite their beauty. 
 
    The place is resolute and commanding. You can tell by one glance that it has stood here for hundreds if not thousands of years. What magic do these creatures have to make it appear as nothing more than a wreck? 
 
    The vampires clearly have more power than I ever understood. Running away from my pack may have been the worst mistake I ever made. 
 
    I’m about to enter the lair of the vampire. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Dragan 
 
      
 
    I watch the Legion finish practicing their drills. The army I have created grows stronger day by day. The Queen will be rightfully proud come Sunday eve when we celebrate the anniversary of her ascendancy to the throne. The display by the Legion will be the pivotal point of the evening. Twenty of my men will ride their undead, horse steeds, carrying torches aloft as the other warriors form a battle display. 
 
    The battle displays hark from a much earlier time, back when the Legion actually fought. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss those days. Back then I had a purpose. A drive. Now, I, and my men, are reduced to mere showpieces. 
 
    The warriors finish their rehearsal and stand in perfect formation facing me. I give the order for them to retreat to their various lodgings and rooms for the night. 
 
    Our fortress palace is huge and contained in a massive courtyard, surrounded by the square of the protective walls. There is a space in that courtyard the size of a village that houses shops, taverns and spaces for us to gather and socialize. Built within the four walls of the palace itself is a warren of living spaces, much like the German palaces and castles of Bavaria. The building may be ancient, but it is full of modern luxuries within. We vampire have taken full advantage of the advances the humans have made in the technological realm. 
 
    Now, thanks to them, we not only have a plentiful food supply, but we also own electric blinds that close out the light entirely. It may sound like a small thing, but I know several vampires who, in the past, were incinerated when they fell asleep blood-drunk and forgot to close the blinds. 
 
    At the start of sundown every evening, steel blinds all around the fortress windows and doors close as one, locking out any outside light. We also have wonderful electric lighting, again saving many a vampire life, as the use of candles wasn’t always the safest bet. 
 
    There are very few ways to kill us, but fire and sun are two sure-fire methods. 
 
    I stare up at the starry sky above me and blow out a long breath. 
 
    I’m bored, and, if I’m being truthful, jaded with this easy life. My best friend, Sebastian, is curing his boredom by taking a wife. He claims she is his fated mate, which is frankly ridiculous. I don’t believe in fated mates. I’ve been on this earth for hundreds and hundreds of years and never met mine. 
 
    Still, Sebastian is happy, and that is all that matters. Or so I tell myself. 
 
    His fated mate is a vampire from Estonia. She is very beautiful and only fifty years old. She was turned aged twenty-two, and Sebastian was turned aged thirty-five, but is six hundred years old. So my wedding speech is full of jokes about the age gap. 
 
    Most vampire these days were turned, but there are a rare few who are born this way. Those vampires are our leaders, our kings and our queens. True-blood royalty. They tend to live longer than those who are turned. It’s simply not true that vampires are completely immortal. Most succumb to a form of madness by the time they reach two to three thousand years old. Vampire dementia, Sebastian calls it. At this point, most of them take their own life. 
 
    Our Queen is well beyond those years. She is still going strong and a formidable ruler. 
 
    If there were the wars of old for her to fight, then she would win every damn one. As it is, we hide behind these fortress walls and live a life of exquisite boredom. We’re over indulged on every level, our whims catered to by fanatical human fans. 
 
    At some point in the last thirty or forty years, vampirism has become inexplicably popular amongst the humans. It means we have a steady supply of blood from young, naive people who believe feeding us is romantic. 
 
    The fortress is full of these donors. Most of them will go back to their lives unharmed, their memories wiped. However, some end up staying for their whole lives. Some humans have blood so exquisite, it tastes to us like the most famous wine and intoxicates us in the same way. Those humans we can’t bear to let go, but we try to make their lives as comfortable as possible. 
 
    I pull the leather gloves from my fingers and slap them into my left hand, holding them as I storm into the main entrance of the fortress. I need to find Sebastian and make preparation for his feast night before his wedding next week. 
 
    My boots echo off the four walls as I stomp over the paving stones. I push open the heavy main doors and enter into the hive of activity that is the entranceway to our home. 
 
    There is more noise than usual, and I look around me, alert. Have those pesky Fae tried to breach our defenses again? 
 
    I have told the Queen many times that she should let me go and level those meddling fairy folk with my Legion, but she won’t hear of it. She says they are more nuisance than danger, but I don’t trust them one bit. Underestimate the fairy folk at your own peril. 
 
    Unfortunately for us, they seem to have a particular fascination for vampires. 
 
    A howl rents the air outside, and the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. It’s always the same reaction; first, a moment of pure joy as I think the wolves from my childhood home in the mountains are calling to me. Sadly, it’s quickly replaced by a rush of revulsion when I recall that the only wolves around here these days are those filthy shifters. 
 
    I grit my teeth and physically stop myself from going out there to climb the walls and tear them limb from limb. 
 
    The wolfpacks almost eviscerated my fellow vampire, many centuries ago when the wolves were plenty in number. Now they are decimated, and I am the one with an army that is many in number.  They are rebuilding their numbers, though, through a program of intensely promoted procreation. Shifter females are now nothing more than vessels. Even with the shifters trying to create a population surge, however, the Queen won’t hear of us attacking first. She says there’s been a certain peace between the supernatural creatures, a kind of unspoken equilibrium that we have reached, and she doesn’t want to be the first to break it. 
 
    Attack is the best form of defense, but our queen wants to honor the pact we all signed two hundred years ago. Personally, I don’t see the point in holding onto something so old when those wolves and the Fae keep making incursions right within our territory. Most of the time, they stick to the border and play games of dare, but every once in a blue moon, some idiotic shifter will venture too far and near to our fortress, which we cannot allow. Those shifters become our servants, kept by us to serve their term as agreed in the peace treaty. Personally, I think we should simply kill any who trespass. The peace treaty also states that any vampire entering wolf territory is also kept as a servant. None of us bother going into their territory. Why would we? Plus, we’d burn as they’d be very unlikely to give us a safe place to stay. 
 
    On this and all other matters, however, publicly I defer to our ruler. 
 
    “Take her to the great hall, and we will hold an auction,” a female says to my left. 
 
    I turn to see Xenia with a young human in her grasp. 
 
    I stare at the human for a long moment. 
 
    She is beautiful, the most beautiful thing I’ve seen in years… decades, despite being a bedraggled, muddy mess. 
 
    Her hair is red and long, full of waves and wild curls. Her face is petite and heart-shaped, with huge blue eyes. She has rare coloring and a regal bearing, for one wearing such ragged clothes and covered in mud. 
 
    Her gaze lifts, and, for one electrifying moment, collides with mine. 
 
    If I were a lesser male, I would reach out and grab hold of something for support, but I don’t. I plant my feet firmly into the ground and simply stare right back. 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    As we hold one another’s gaze my preternaturally slow heart rate speeds up fast enough for me to be aware of it, and my skin warms. The great clock ticking by me slows, then stops. The hair on the back of my neck raises as if in warning, but my cock swells and pushes against the prison of leather pants I’m wearing. 
 
    My fangs punch through my gums, and I open my mouth, preparing to bite. 
 
    Looking around me, I realize I need to get a grip. 
 
    
The female doesn’t seem to be faring much better. Her skin is flushed, and she’s perspiring. Her breath is ragged, and her heart is beating much faster than it should be, even with her fear. 
 
    What is this? 
 
    The moment is broken when Xenia drags her prisoner harshly behind her, causing the girls head to snap back as they yank her towards the great hall. 
 
    They’re going to auction this human off?  
 
    Why? An auction means someone is here against their will, and we don’t take humans against their will. Not anymore. 
 
    I change my plans there and then. Sebastian and his nuptials can wait, for I’m going to be in the Great Hall tonight to see what is going on with this young female. 
 
    I charge down the hallway and take the stairs two at a time, heading for the very top level. This floor is where the ambassadors, the priests, myself, the mage and the Queen’s closest maids live. Above us is only the turrets, and they are reserved for the Queen and her two permanent maids-in-waiting. Lower levels are for the rest of vampire society seen as important enough to live within the fortress walls but not to have a top-floor room. 
 
    I reach the heavy oak door that is the entrance to my suite of rooms and open it. I never lock my door because to do so would be a sign of weakness. I don’t need to lock anybody out because I am Dragan, the leader of the Legion. Anyone entering my rooms without permission is entering into a death contract. I sit heavily on the sofa in my living space and undo the ridiculous boots I wear as part of my uniform. Gratefully, I kick them off, and then I take off the heavy woolen socks too. 
 
    Standing, I unbuckle the ornate belt holding up the leather trousers. I let them fall to the floor and push my underwear down too. My cock is half engorged still, and I know why. Those blue eyes. The way they saw into my very soul. 
 
    I make quick work of undoing the leather laces on my vest and take that off before discarding the linen shirt underneath. Naked, I walk through my living space and head to my bedroom. I aim straight for my bathroom, turn the shower on and step in, turning it up until the spray is a hot, punishing beat against my skin. 
 
    I reach for the scented body wash prepared for me, the same way as for all the warriors of the Legion, by the maidens. The maidens are vampire females who do not wish to mate and who instead provide services of many different types to the Legion. 
 
    Although unmated males and females regularly fuck human blood donors, they often can’t keep up with our appetites. The maidens don’t wish to be tied to one male forever, and so they spread their goodwill amongst us all. Over time, the role morphed into something prized, and the maidens don’t only provide sex, but they provide clothing, and food, and treats, all lovingly handmade and only for the Legion. In return, they are revered and live in luxurious accommodations. 
 
    Some in our society still see them as nothing more than whores. I never viewed them that way. I understand why they would want to avoid taking a male mate. If a male vampire takes a mated wife, he is the most possessive creature on earth. Any vampire female that doesn’t want to be tied to one male for the rest of her life will do well to avoid such a scenario as becoming someone’s fated mate and wife. 
 
    I glance down at my hard cock and wonder if I should call a maiden up now. I decide against it because things could take a turn for the leisurely, and then I’ll be late for the auction in the Great Hall. I don’t want to miss that for anything. 
 
    Instead, I pour more of the scented lotion onto my hand and wrap my fist around my engorged flesh. Eyes closed, I imagine that instead of my fist, the mouth of the petite redhead is surrounding me, eager for me, taking me down right to the base as her eyes well and she chokes on my length. I’d grip her hair and force her to take it all. 
 
    I’m shocked when that image alone is enough to have me shouting and spraying the tiles with copious amounts of cum. I don’t stop either, but come twice more, hips bucking and cock spasming painfully in my hand. 
 
    “Jesus Christ.” I lean against the wall and rest my head against the cool tiles. What the hell just happened there? Anyone would think I was a teenage human the way I went off. 
 
    Fated mate. 
 
    The word is a whispered threat in the back of my mind. I push it away because no way can one moment of met gazes and a quick fist-fuck in the shower mean that I’ve met my fated mate, not when I was only thinking how ridiculous the whole notion is only moments before. That’s too much of a coincidence. Then again, the fates do like to play with us. 
 
    Despite my personal denials about the mud-covered redhead, I take extra care as I dress that evening. I put on a pair of dark, rich velvet trousers and match them with a loose silk shirt, tucked into my waistband but billowing loosely over my broad shoulders and down my arms. My hair is short, unlike many males of our kind, and I wear a short beard, which is again unusual for vampire males. Many of them wear their hair long and their faces clean shaven. I like to keep myself as I was when turned. 
 
    Unlike many of my brethren, my build is large and muscular. When I was turned, my skin was golden from hard work in the fields as a youth and later my calling as a soldier. It has retained some of that luster and never become quite as pale as many of my kind. 
 
    I probably don’t look too different to the human males the red-haired beauty will have been used to seeing - except perhaps taller and more muscular. I was a soldier already, before I was turned, and I had a powerful build from long days fighting and marching.  The vampire who sired me was a king, which makes me rather unusual. 
 
    Half-blood. Call me what you will. I’m not vampire royalty, but I’m not far off. Not one of the ancient purebloods but turned by one. It means that if there were no one else to succeed, I could eventually become king. The Queen hasn’t turned anyone herself for hundreds of years, and her biological children have all passed before her - some of them in wars and some to accidental death. 
 
    When one can’t die from biological illness or old age, one can become rather cavalier at the risks all around. I know a vampire who died when he fell to his death from a window, impaling his heart on a wooden plinth below. If he’d simply smashed into the ground, he would’ve survived the fall. It’s ironic that most of us meet an untimely end because we’ve gotten ourselves blood-drunk and let the sun burn us, or had an accident with a candle, rather than dying honorably in war…the way it used to be. 
 
    I add a splash of aftershave, again specially prepared by the maidens, and check myself in the mirror. I grin. I’m not big headed, but I know I’m handsome; the maidens tell me often enough. Tonight, I look particularly smart. I wonder if the redhead will think so? I take one last glance and turn away. 
 
    It’s a complete myth that we can’t see ourselves in the looking glass; we most certainly can. How humans think we would manage if we couldn’t is beyond me. We’d spend our lives not knowing how we looked, and there’s nothing vainer than a vampire. Male or female. We warriors of the Legion are less so as we are trained to fight, but good gods above, the rest of them? They love to wear bright colors and beautiful silks and adorn themselves in expensive lotions and potions. 
 
    Vampires are sensual creatures. 
 
    Grabbing my knife in case the Queen needs me to fight, and because a warrior is always prepared for battle, I leave my room and head down the hallway. 
 
    “What are you thinking so deeply about?” Sebastian says as he falls into step beside me, closing the door behind him to his own suite. 
 
    “If you must know, I was thinking about the days when we used to die a glorious death rather than falling accidentally to our death on wooden spikes or burning to death in our sleep because we were drunk on human blood and left the candles too close to the curtains.” 
 
    Sebastian laughs. “We don’t have curtains here anymore, Dragan. The windows are all fitted with state-of-the-art blinds. I believe this points to your deeper malaise. You need a purpose in life, my friend.” 
 
    He’s right. I do need a purpose in life, but it’s not what he thinks, which is getting married and settling down with some vampire wife for the next few hundred years. 
 
    “How is your betrothed this eve, brother?” I ask him, formally in the old language. 
 
    He chuckles and shakes his head. “She has spent the past three days doing nothing but looking at materials for her dress. It will have to be made with alarming speed because she can’t decide what to wear.” 
 
    Vampire females don’t wear white on their wedding day because it would be ruined when the groom takes the first taste of their rich blood. Instead, they choose bright silk colors of deep reds, purples, royal blue, and rich emerald greens. Once married, vampire mates can only take human blood together and only for sustenance, not pleasure. Seems like a lifetime of boredom if you ask me. 
 
    “Where are you heading?” Sebastian asks me. 
 
    “To the great hall. There is an auction for a human female. I want to see what’s going on.” 
 
    He pauses for a moment and turns to me, brow furrowed. “We don’t auction humans anymore.” He states the obvious. “I mean, we don’t need to because they all want to come here and be blood donors. At least the ones that know about us do.” 
 
    We pick the humans quite easily by using their technology against them. We monitor chat rooms and find vampire fan boys and fan girls. Those are the humans that we bring to our fortress, the ones we know already love the myth and legend that surrounds us. 
 
    “The only things we auction these days are the filthy wolf shifters we catch on our land.” Sebastian shrugs as we start to head down the stairs. 
 
    I’d had the same thought, but she definitely wasn’t a shifter because I couldn’t smell her stinky wolf. I wouldn’t have felt the way I did over a shifter. 
 
    “I hate that the only wolves in this damn forsaken country are the shifters,” I tell my friend. 
 
    “They might not be soon,” he replies. “I read that the humans are thinking of re-introducing wolves, eagles, and maybe even bears to this region.” 
 
    Bears? For fuck’s sake, that’s all we need roaming around here. There are already eagles here in Scotland, so unless he means a different species, I don’t quite know what he’s talking about. He is probably correct though because Sebastian reads a lot about the human world. Not me. I can’t be bothered with understanding what those idiots are doing. They’re a food source and nothing more. 
 
    “This is where we diverge.” Sebastian slaps me on the back as we reach the bottom of the stairs. “I’m heading to the kitchens to fetch some blood wine for my beloved. She needs sustenance.” 
 
    I pause and turn to him. “Doesn’t it bother you that once you’re married you won’t be able to take blood wherever you see fit? You’ll have to search around to find a donor that she approves of. And you’ll always have to feed together.” 
 
    “Not one bit. I wouldn’t let her take blood from any male unless I had approved him and I was in the room at all times. We’ve agreed that one month our feedings will be from a male and the next one from a female, and we will get to pick together who we allow into our bedroom. There will be no sexual contact between us and the donors. They will only provide the blood and then leave. If you could understand even a minuscule amount of the depth of feelings I have for Laura, then you wouldn’t ask me this question. I know you have some sort of strange phobia about commitment, Dragan, but it’s the best thing that’s happened to me.” He starts to walk away but then he stops and turns around, facing me with a somber expression on his face. “In fact, the only thing that could make this better would be if my best friend approved.” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t approve,” I tell him. “I suppose I just don’t understand.” 
 
    “No, but perhaps one day you will. You can’t win against biology, Dragan. When you meet your mate, that’s it. Boom. It hits you like a truck, and you can’t walk away from it.” 
 
    His words send a shiver of forewarning down my spine. The redhead’s gaze hit me like a ton of bricks, didn’t it? I ought to turn around right now and go back to my room. Let someone else buy the human and use her as a servant and keep well away from her. She’s human for pity’s sake. If she’s my fated mate, then she’ll be in for a whole world of shock. 
 
    Sebastian stalks off towards the kitchen to gather fortified blood-wine for his betrothed, and I turn in the opposite direction and head towards the Great Hall, despite my own better judgement. 
 
    When I enter the room, the noise is almost deafening. 
 
    There is an excitement in the air, and it tells me something different is occurring this evening. Damn right it is - the auction of a human. 
 
    The Queen isn’t here, which is unusual for an auction. However, the mage is, and he sits in the chair next to the throne of the Queen at the head of the top table. 
 
    The massive table runs almost the full length of the back wall of the room, and it groans with food. The feast won’t provide us with any energy or calories that we can consume and convert, however, we do enjoy the sensual pleasures in life, and food is one of them. 
 
    It makes me laugh sometimes how wrong the human myths about us are. I don’t even understand where the whole thing about garlic comes from. It is true that if a human being eats a meal full of garlic and onions it makes their blood taste sour, however, we can still drink it. And holding up a garlic bulb towards us will do absolutely nothing to protect anyone. Neither will throwing holy water at us. 
 
    The human God is not our God. 
 
    Someone on a table a few feet away guffaws loudly and pulls a human female onto his lap. He bares his fangs and sinks his teeth into her neck. She moans, and her head lolls against his shoulder as her eyes roll back in her head. In about two minutes, she’ll come like she’s never come before. Drinking from the humans always has that effect on them. The males don’t even make it two minutes before they’re spurting in their pants. 
 
    I look away and gaze around the room. 
 
    In front of the large top table there are smaller tables, where the lower members of our hierarchy can sit to eat and drink. Beyond those is a space for dancing, fighting and general merriment. 
 
    Then there lies the centerpiece of the room, the wide marble steps leading up to the marble stage and our altar. 
 
    The altar is a huge bowl made of the finest ancient Jade atop a gold plinth. This is where we used to, many centuries ago, spill the blood of virgins. 
 
    We would drink the blood because our belief then was that it was purer. Now, we know with the advancement of science that was idiotic. The only thing that makes blood taste better or worse is what the person has been eating and drinking, and what their blood type is. For some reason, some of the rarer types taste all the more sweet. 
 
    We still use the marble stage upon which the alter sits whenever we hold an auction. We’ve not had one in ages because no wolf shifters have been idiotic enough to venture near in a long time. 
 
    I take a seat at the head table and wave over one of the serving boys. He offers me a glass of wine, actual wine rather than fortified blood, and I nod my head in a yes. He fills the glass and retreats. 
 
    I sip at the dark red wine, enjoying the feel of it warming my throat and stomach as I stare ahead at the steps, waiting for the moment the woman that I saw earlier appears. 
 
    To my side, the mage is making conversation with Joella, a female that I cannot stand. She’s un-trustworthy and scheming. Still, those are probably the very character traits that make the mage like her so. He’s also untrustworthy and scheming. The only reason he is here is because his magic is what keeps this fortress hidden from human eyes. 
 
    We have a bargain with him. He keeps us safe with his magic, and the Queen keeps him alive with her blood. 
 
    Sipping some more at the wine, I let the raucous laughter and conversation flow over me. I’m lost in my own world when I realize that a hush has fallen over the room. 
 
    I look up and see in front of me the female from earlier. She stumbles as she’s pushed up the steps until she is standing on the marble stage right next to the altar. 
 
    I stare at her as she gazes out into the room, her eyes round and wide, the terror in the depths hard for me to watch. 
 
    I get an overwhelming urge to leap out of my seat and take her away from the room and everyone who is gawping at her. 
 
    What the fuck? Why do I want to save her? This isn’t me. I’m not a rescuer of damsels in distress. Why do I care now? I force myself to stay in my seat. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen. We present a real treat for you tonight,” Xenia begins, her voice full of excitement. “We found this little morsel wandering around on our land, and now she must pay the price for her trespass.” 
 
    She must be a shifter. I shuffle in my seat and lean forward, taking keen notice. I’m confused. They wouldn’t take a human this way, but I scented no wolf on the female. 
 
    The tattered clothes she is wearing do nothing to hide her petite but curvy frame, and my gums ache as my mouth waters. Her top is long sleeved, but muddy and ripped, and her plain pants are splattered in mud. I’ve not felt this level of desire for a long time. I want to devour her. I want to drink her blood, and as I lap at her slender neck, I’ll thrust into her soft wetness with my thick cock. 
 
    She’s a shifter though, one of our mortal enemies and so far below us, it’s laughable. I can’t want her this way. 
 
    The female clasps her hands in front of her, and Xenia rips her shirt from her torso, leaving her trembling in only a thin strappy top. Her nipples harden, and my whole body tenses with desire, swiftly followed by rage at the lewd comments racing around the room. Every male is looking at this female with desire, and she’s mine. 
 
    “Let us start the bidding at say, one hundred gold coins,” Xenia says. 
 
    Excited chatter erupts in the room, and a female vampire stands and shouts, “One hundred gold for the wench.” 
 
    I lean back in my chair and watch as the bidding unfolds. Female after female bids for the young woman on the stage. They will use her as a maid, and she’ll be made to fetch and carry, cook and clean. They won’t drink from her because we see wolf shifters as filthy, but as I stare at the female, I’m quickly reassessing my previous prejudices. I can think of much better uses for her talents than being a mere servant. 
 
    The bidding carries on around me, and, suddenly bored of this, I push my chair back and stand. 
 
    “One thousand gold coins.” 
 
    The room falls into silence as my deep voice booms around it. Even if someone wanted to outbid me, they wouldn’t dare. Only the Queen herself, or perhaps her mage, would have the status to outbid me. 
 
    As I expected, no one says a word. I smile to myself and step around my chair as I stride to the stone steps at the very front of the hall. As I near, the meek female shrinks back as if I’m the devil himself. A surge of anger reverberates within me, and my gums throb as my fangs push their way through. 
 
    This female should be grateful to me, not frightened. I’m saving her from a life of servitude. If she is with me, she will be of great importance. 
 
    I pause midstride and consider my thoughts. All the eyes of the hall are on me, but I pay them no heed. 
 
    With me? 
 
    What do I think I’m going to do with this female? Make her mine? The way that Sebastian has claimed a mate for himself. 
 
    No, it’s a ridiculous idea. 
 
    I’m a warrior. More, I’m the leader of the warriors. There is no place in my life or my world for a female. Their softness, their whimsical ways, and their cares for the fancy things in life are not welcome in the harsh world I inhabit. 
 
    Of course, on the other hand, in my rooms I have many luxuries provided for me as head of the Legion, and I suppose the female will spend her time there. 
 
    But, she’s a wolf shifter. Our mortal enemies. The creatures who nearly brought us to extinction. We might denigrate them now, but deep down, we still fear them. They almost destroyed us. I can’t let a wolf shifter into my world, can I? 
 
    I realize I need to make a decision and move one way or the other. Either I cancel my bid, tell the room I was only joking and humiliate the young female on the stage, or I go ahead with it and claim her as my own. 
 
    Of course, everyone in the hall will think I am merely buying myself a servant. I know, though, that she is something more. 
 
    There’s something special about that girl on the stage, despite her fear, her tattered clothes, and the mud on her skin, she shines more brightly than the best dressed vampire in the room. 
 
    I find myself walking to the stage, propelled as if by some unseen force to move towards the female who is now openly struggling, trying to free her wrist from Xenia’s hard grasp. As I near, I take in a scent, trying to find her wolf, and my world stops. 
 
    If I thought things were bad when I first saw the young female and her blue gaze hit me, this moment pushes everything else into oblivion. 
 
    Gods, her scent. 
 
    Everything about her calls to me. I’ve not even spoken with the creature, and she’s already beguiled me. 
 
    As if in a dream, I keep moving, slowly, as if walking through molasses. I finally reach the stage and extend my arm. The wolf shifter tries to hide behind Xenia, as if she’d be safer with that vicious female than she would with me. 
 
    “Come,” I say. “The transaction is made, and you have no choice but to come with me. You trespassed, and wolves know this is the price to pay if caught on our land.” 
 
    She does not reply, but her eyes fill with glassy tears. I want to taste them the same way I want to taste her blood and the same way I want to taste her pussy. 
 
    “Hand her over.” I order Xenia. 
 
    “Gladly,” she says with a smile. “I know you’ll be good for the money, Dragan. Please bring it to my rooms by six.” 
 
    I nod once, giving her my assurance, and reach farther towards the cowering prisoner. I take hold of her wrist as soon as Xenia lets go and pull her to me. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I command. 
 
    “Lisbeth,” she says, her voice trembling. 
 
    Lisbeth. That’s a lovely name. 
 
    “Come with me, Lisbeth,” I tell her. 
 
    I start to walk down the steps, but she gives resistance, pulling away from me once more. She’s trying to move back towards Xenia and the others that took her in the first place. 
 
    Stupid girl. 
 
    My patience snaps. Who does this wretched creature think she is? She knows the rules; no wolf shifters are allowed on vampire land. By breaking the rules, she put herself in danger, and now she’s ours… Or rather, mine. The damn shifters themselves agreed to it when we signed the peace treaties all those many years ago. They keep away from us and we let them be. It’s as simple as that. Hell, if a vampire were found on wolf land, they’d not auction us off; they’d rip us apart. We’re positively civilized compared to them. 
 
    Bored of the female’s theatrics, I grab her around the waist, haul her up, and throw her over my shoulder. 
 
    Her fists beat down uselessly on my back as she kicks her legs, but I hold her tight. Strolling out of the hall, I grin at my fellow vampire, playing up my part as they cheer me on. 
 
    Climbing the stairs rapidly to my rooms with a struggling wolf shifter in my arms, my mind is screaming at me, what have you done? I can’t take a deep breath in because her scent threatens to floor me. 
 
    When I reach my doors, I set her down for a moment, and she starts to run at a fast sprint down the hallway. I sigh, calmly open my door, and then in a flash, place myself in front of her. 
 
    She screams and backs up, falling on her ass on the stone floor. 
 
    “You didn’t know that about us, huh?” I cock my head to one side, observing her. “I can move faster than you can see, little one. In a flash, I can be on the other side of this castle.” 
 
    I don’t tell her that to do something like that would take great energy and drain me for hours afterwards. Why give away any weaknesses? 
 
    “Please, please, I beg you…let me go. I’m not what you think I am.” 
 
    “Oh, and what do I think you are?” 
 
    “A normal wolf shifter. Do you think I can change? That I can take the form of my wolf? You’re very wrong.” 
 
    I knew there was something off about her, but I still don’t know what it is. I look down at her and consider her words. 
 
    “Are you saying you can’t change into your wolf?” I ask. 
 
    “I’m saying that I’m not what you think I am, vampire.” 
 
    I smile and decide I quite enjoy her sassiness. It’s certainly preferable to her cowering and simpering and trying to get away from us when there is no escape available to her. 
 
    “Come. I bought you, and you belong to me now. You can tell me all about yourself once you are cleaned up.” 
 
    “You can’t simply buy a person with free will and rights.” 
 
    She’s incredulous, and I’m more than a little confused. Wasn’t she told of this? Most shifters are fair warned to stay far away from us. Some young males try to run onto our land at the edges as part of their stupid games of bravado, but we let that go. It’s only if shifters come right into the heart of our land that we take them. To not do so would show weakness. 
 
    “There’s been an agreement for the longest time between our peoples, stating if wolves venture onto our land, we can take you. Vice versa. Except you guys killed us when we returned the favor. Although that was many, many decades ago. For a long time, no vampire has set foot on wolf land.” 
 
    I laugh to myself. “Why the hell would we? There’s nothing there except for wolves and those stupid rundown houses that you build with mud, stone and straw. There is nothing on your land for us. What I don’t understand is why you ventured onto ours.” 
 
    “I didn’t know this rule,” she says. “No one told me that we weren’t allowed on your land. I mean, I know that you have land around here, and I know to avoid vampires all costs - you are dangerous - but I didn’t know about this agreement. I only know that you’re very dangerous to our kind. We are enemies. So, you see, I would never have ventured here on purpose. I was running away. I’m truly sorry, so please would you let me go?” 
 
    Running away from what? I wonder if she’s been shunned by her park. I could consider letting her go. As the head of the Legion, I can do almost whatever I want. If I so wished, I could click my fingers and transport her out of here and back onto those godforsaken, rain-soaked hills and let her fend for herself. 
 
    I won’t though because I frankly want her far too much to do such a selfless thing. I might seem calm on my surface, but inside there is a powerful need raging within me. I bend down and pick up my bounty once again, except this time I hold her in my arms, the way one might hoist a bride about to be carried over the threshold in those schmaltzy human films. 
 
    I walk down the hallway and into my rooms. Placing Lisbeth down on the floor, I hook her chin up with one finger. 
 
    “You need to understand only one thing. You’re mine now. Bought and paid for. Claimed and collected. This is your new world. You belong to me, and you will do whatever I say.” 
 
    She swallows and stares at me as her face pales. 
 
    Welcome to the fortress, baby. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    I stare at the man in front of me in absolute horror. The things he is saying don’t make any sense. He claims that he owns me now because he paid money for me, but I was never for sale. 
 
    “I’m not sure how this works,” he says in his deep, rough voice. 
 
    He’s not the only one. 
 
    “Normally, when one buys a trespassing wolf shifter it is as a servant. Obviously, I don’t want you to clean for me.” He shrugs. 
 
    The thought of what he does want me from me is too terrifying to contemplate. 
 
    I always heard vampires could not drink shifter blood because it made them sick, and that’s one of the reasons they hate us. So, if he doesn’t want to drink my blood, and he doesn’t want me to clean for him, then why would he pay so much money for me? 
 
    It strikes me… this time I’ve leaped from the frying pan and most definitely into the fire. 
 
    This man wants from me exactly what those stupid males from back home wanted from me. I must be cursed. I’m not even beautiful. It’s damn ironic is what it is. 
 
    My cousin Rozzella is stunningly beautiful, and all the men look at her with covetous eyes. But me? I’m quite ordinary. I suppose my hair is nice. Everything else though is very much boring. I have medium height. My build is average. I’m not skinny, and I’m not fat, but I don’t have curves to die for either. My face is heart-shaped and pretty in a kind of bland way. So why, oh why, am I trapped with all this unwanted male attention. 
 
    I’m almost tempted to smell my armpit to see if I’m giving off some sort of strangely seductive pheromones. If I do that though, this vampire will think I’m crazy. 
 
    “Listen, Mister,” I try to sound firm. “You won’t be getting any of that from me. I will die before I let anyone touch me against my will.” 
 
    I expect anger, but instead he smiles. It’s a sexy smile, one-sided, and surrounded with a flash of dimple. My captor really is an astonishingly handsome man. He’s virile, tall, dark and handsome - a walking, talking cliche of male hotness. It doesn’t matter though; I still hate him. 
 
    I do hate him, don’t I? I mean, yeah, I want to go to him and let him hold me for some godsforsaken reason. I might want him to praise me and be pleased by me, but I’ll never let those strange emotional urges win out. 
 
    “Baby, when I take you, you’ll be begging me for it.” 
 
    Baby? I don’t know what to laugh at more, that he is using the term baby, which is entirely not in keeping with him being an ancient vampire of the Scottish Highlands, or his deluded belief I’ll beg him for it. 
 
    He steps close, into my space, and brushes my hair back from my face. I suck in air, about to yell at him to go fuck himself, when his scent hits me. My legs actually wobble. If I were in a Victorian novel, I’d be swooning about now and needing the smelling salts. 
 
    He smells incredible. There’s an almost oceanic surface, with a rich woodsy depth. It’s not the actual various chemicals that make up the smell of him though that has my heart beating so fast. No, it’s entirely the fact that his scent is like coming home. All I want to do is throw myself into his arms and bury my face in his chest where his shirt is open. That’s a smattering of dark hair there, and I want to rest my cheek against it, feeling his warm skin. 
 
    And there my crazy fantasy thankfully comes to a screeching halt. He won’t have warm skin, stupid girl, I tell myself, because he is the undead. His skin will be as cold as marble. His heart will be even icier than the depths of the Antarctic winter. His soul is a non-existent entity. This creature in front of me is not a man, and he’s not a warm-blooded, preternatural being like myself. No, instead he is a walking, talking abomination. 
 
    The man is death animated. 
 
    He reaches out and trails a finger down my cheek. I should try to pull away. I don’t. Curious, I let his warmer-than-I’d-imagine fingers explore. Down my chin. Along my jaw. Onto my neck. 
 
    His hand grasps my throat, then slips around to the back, holding me at my nape as pulls me in close. Warm breath brushes over my ear. 
 
    “You’re scared, little one, but there’s no need to be. I can make you feel things you won’t believe. I can give you ecstasy of a kind you’ll never have experienced before and will never experience after. I can make you fly away until you drift high on a cloud of nothing more than exquisite, never-ending, feel-good hormones.” 
 
    Maybe he can do those things, but it would be nothing more than a lie, a mirage, like this castle. 
 
    I wonder then, which version is real. 
 
    I automatically assumed that the rundown, tattered stone building was the fake. What if all this opulence is the fakery. What if we are standing in a desolate windswept room, and only magic makes me believe it’s anything else. If that is so, this creature opposite me might not even look the way he does. In reality, he might be a horrific thing - parchment-thin skin stretched over bones, with no muscle, no virility - nothing but death and decay. 
 
    I’m going to be sick. 
 
    I need to find a bathroom because my stomach is about to lose every single last part of its contents. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” He asks. 
 
    I start to laugh, and once I start, I can’t stop. It’s bordering on hysterical when he shakes me roughly by the shoulders. 
 
    “What’s brought this on?” He demands. 
 
    “Oh, you mean other than being bought by a vampire as his… sex concubine?” I snarl sarcastically. 
 
    “Yes, other than that. Something happened. I saw it as it came over you… a real terror.” 
 
    I could lie, but I’m curious to find out the truth. Curious to see if he’ll answer me and if it seems like he’s being honest with me. 
 
    “I was just thinking that when I saw your fortress for the first time, it was nothing but a rundown pile of stones with the wind howling around it. Then it became this gloriously beautiful castle. I automatically assumed that the rubble was the mirage, but the castle could just as easily be the mirage. How do I know that you really look this way? How do I know this room is real? The Fae folk can make someone believe that the bottom of the lake is a grand and opulent palace. They can keep prisoners in their watery grave for centuries, thinking that they’re actually playing amongst the royalties of Europe in days gone by. You clearly possess magic, so how do I know that any of this is real?” 
 
    “Let me assure you that this is real. The image you saw of the rundown, empty castle is created by the Queen’s mage. It’s his magic that projects that image, not mine, and not the vampire peoples’. We do have certain abilities, but we can’t create magic like that. The mage does it for us to deter humans. In return, he expects blood and a long life.” 
 
    So, this is real? All this opulence and wonder and beautiful food that I saw in the feast hall, it’s all real. Wow, the vampires live a much better life than we wolves do. Maybe he thinks that will impress me and buy me? 
 
    “I won’t be your whore!” I tell him firmly. 
 
    “Whores gets paid, and I’m not paying you.” He stares at me, his dark eyes flashing. 
 
    I swear to myself there and then that if he tries to take me against my will, I’ll kill myself. 
 
    Why do I feel such a strong pull towards this man? I hate him, and yet all I want to do is step into his arms and let him wrap them around me, keeping me safe and warm. It’s a base, elemental longing, like a baby that needs milk, or when you’re so thirsty on a hot day and you see a glass of iced water. It’s beyond mere craving and is almost a biological need. 
 
    Yet, the tragedy of my situation is…the only person I can ask stands in front of me, the very last person I’d ever request explain this all to me. 
 
    As if he can read my mind, Dragan starts speaking. “You feel a pull towards me that you resent,” he says, scarily accurate. “It’s natural, and I don’t judge you for it. The thing is, little one, you aren’t fighting me; you’re fighting biology and destiny. When it comes to a battle between biology and our higher functions, biology always wins. You are meant to be mine. It makes no sense, and I’m not exactly happy about it either. It is what it is though. Soon, you will stop fighting it.” 
 
    Why is he unhappy about it too? I shouldn’t care, but I do. I thought he wanted me. Now, he’s hinting that perhaps he doesn’t desire this either. 
 
    “If you’re so unhappy about it, why did you buy me?” 
 
    “Because I’m not naive enough, or young enough, or stupid enough, to believe I can fight this. It makes no sense though. Vampires and wolf shifters are enemies. You and me, we shouldn’t be something. Yet we are very much a thing.” 
 
    “What are we?” I ask, finally giving in. 
 
    “If I told you, I’m afraid it would frighten you even more. And truth be told, I’m not one hundred percent sure myself. I need to speak to my Queen. In the meantime, you will be safe here.” 
 
    I bark a laugh at his words. Safe when he wants to strip me of my clothing and do all those things to me that I can see in his fiery gaze? 
 
    He steps towards me once more, and I take a step back automatically. I hit the wall behind me, and my heart rate kicks up. Nowhere else to go this time. 
 
    “Calm yourself. I’m going to make you a promise now. I won’t touch you, in that sense, until you ask me for it. I do need to feed though, just a taste, to ensure that I have all the information I need when I go to speak to my Queen. Will you let me?” 
 
    His words fill me with horror. How can he even ask such a thing? Of course I won’t let him. Won’t it kill me? It could kill him from what I’ve heard, which might be a good thing. 
 
    “A tiny taste is all I ask. A mere sip. It won’t harm you; I promise. It might give us some answers though, both of us.” 
 
    “I’d rather not have any answers, and I’d rather just leave, thank you very much.” 
 
    I hold my breath, and we stare at one another, a silent battle of wills taking place. To my surprise, he storms to the door and flings it open. 
 
    “Be my guest.” He grins at me, then sobers. “Of course, your pack will be looking for you and from what I can gather, they weren’t too friendly towards you. Now, bearing in mind that I believe you have run away, their attitude will probably have worsened.” 
 
    I see my opportunity and grab it. 
 
    “That’s just it. They do hate me because I’m not a full wolf shifter. I’m useless. Latent. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    His brows shoot up, and he cocks his head to one side in a gesture that is already becoming familiar as he watches me. 
 
    “I thought that latents were a myth. Not so, it seems. Interesting. Well, so far as I understand it, you cannot change, so I was correct in my earlier assumption. Do you even have a wolf inside you?” 
 
    His question is hurtful, and my inner wolf mourns at yet another blow against her identity and sense of self. 
 
    “Yes, I have an inner wolf, but I can’t change form.  It means that my wolf senses are muted somewhat compared to my compatriots. It also means something else, something that makes me useless to you.” I send up a small prayer to the gods that what I’m about to tell this man will make him set me free. “I’m barren. I can’t produce young. I am worthless to you.” 
 
    “No, you are not, and vampires don’t have children, anyway.” 
 
    “What? How do you… I mean… How come more of you appear if you can’t create children?” 
 
    “We create new vampires by turning humans. There are some who are ancient, who can procreate in the way you mean, but they are… how do I explain? They are the true-bloods. Our Queen is one, but her fated mate passed from this world a long time ago, and so have her children. The king and queen of Estonia for example, however, have three living offspring. They grow until they reach the age of around twenty-one, and then they stay around that age, looks-wise and health-wise at least, until at some point they become so old the madness descends.” 
 
    Wow. So, vampires increase their numbers by turning humans into vampires, except for a very few who are their royalty. It’s not what I expected. It’s creepy as hell and cold just like they are. 
 
    “Anyway, enough of the chit-chat. What are you waiting for?” He gestures at the open door. “Feel free. Take your chance. Maybe you’ll avoid those of your pack looking for you. You might even avoid the Fae that are out on the hills at night. If you’re really lucky, you might discover a human settlement and find that you can fit in there, for the time being at least. You might not be long lived the way that we are, but you don’t age the same as humans. How long is it most shifters live? A few hundred years? They’re going to notice something strange about you after not too long. And what if you need a medical treatment? You can’t let them take your blood. So, let’s say you decide to live all alone out in the wilderness. You won’t last long. If you can’t change form, how will you hunt? Without human currency, how would you buy food or even seeds to plant to grow your own? I suppose you could try and steal some, but then what if you were caught? Yes, feel free, my little one, to take your chance out there if you so wish. I’m offering you safety, warmth, food, companionship and something I think you’ve never been given in your life.” 
 
    He is so damn infuriating. What is it he’s offering me that I’ve never been given in my life? He wants me to ask but I will not. 
 
    “Well?” He demands. 
 
    I don’t move. I’m stuck, feet rooted to the floor because he is correct in everything he says. There is nothing out there for me. Nothing but danger, hunger, cold and probably death. Here, there is at least a chance. He’s promised he won’t touch me in that way unless I ask him to, which means he never will because I will never ask. All he wants is a sip of my blood. A sip, which is nothing, right? 
 
    “I will stay for now. You may take a sip, and I mean one sip of my blood, no more. There will be no other touching, no caresses. Do you understand? Also, I don’t know what you were alluding to, but there is nothing that you could offer me that I would want.” 
 
    He steps nearer, the closest he has been yet, his big body bracketing mine, his warmth radiating from him. I wasn’t expecting it. I thought he’d be cold. Despite the warmth of his fingers when they touched me, I didn’t expect his body heat to be this high. 
 
    “You’re so warm,” I say without thinking. 
 
    “Yes, I am. I fed before I worked out with the Legion. When we feed, we are warmer. We are never truly cold though, not in the way I think you imagine. You’ve probably been reading human books. Next you’ll be telling me that you can bring me to my death by holy water or garlic.” He chuckles, then his face grows serious. “I’ve taken sustenance tonight, little one, so don’t be scared. I really do only want one taste. One taste to prove to me, and to you, what this thing is that we are both feeling.” 
 
    I may deny it to my very marrow, but I do feel it. I’ll never tell him, but I’m not a liar to myself. I felt safer next to this man, this vampire, then I have with any of my pack for a long time. If I went purely on my instinct, it would be to walk to him and let him hold me. My mind keeps getting in the way. My mind keeps telling me that, surely, I cannot be safe with this vampire. My mind is what tells me to run, to go back to my pack, even though the very thought of it makes me shiver with dread. 
 
    It’s as if, now that I finally got away, I’ve realized how badly they treated me. All those years of intolerance, and bullying, and downright vile behavior that I just normalized - I normalized it because it was all that I knew. I had nowhere else to go. 
 
    I stare at my captor and drink in his handsome visage once more.  
 
    “Just do it,” I say. “Take the blood you want so that it's over and done with.” Will it kill him? 
 
    “How romantic,” he says with a laugh. 
 
    I close my eyes and brace myself for the pain. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Dragan 
 
      
 
    I lean down and brush Lisbeth’s hair from her neck. There are even some splatters of mud on the skin here, and I should order her to take a shower, but I can't wait. My fangs ache with the need for just one taste of her. 
 
    As soon as I've done this, I will send for a maiden to clean Lisbeth. 
 
    I tell myself that drinking her blood will give me the information that I need and that's why I'm so desperate to do it, but it's much more than that. I want to taste her because I know she will be exquisite. Wolf shifters believe we cannot drink their blood, but they are mistaken, we can. It’s simply degrading to do so from something so far below us, but this creature is not below me. She’s incredible. Tempting. 
 
    My gums are sore from the anticipation that I'm feeling and the pressure from my fangs. My lips parts with a tremble as I brush over her throat with my thumb. When I first place my skin on hers, it is with nothing more than a whisper-soft kiss. 
 
    She stiffens, and with my other hand I grab her firmly around the waist. The very first moment I sink my fangs in will hurt. It's nothing but a split second of discomfort before the pleasure will take hold imminently. Still, I don't want her to panic and try to pull away, causing damage to herself. 
 
    Unable to resist, I lick the skin of her throat, and a soft rumbling groan emanates from my chest. 
 
    “Are you ready, little one?” I ask. 
 
    I single hard jerk of her head is all I get as an answer. 
 
    I kiss the soft skin at the juncture of her throat and shoulder twice. My cock is rock hard, and it's tempting to push myself against her, but I won't do that. This, the drinking, she gave permission for, but anything else is off limits. I'm a man of my word, and I made a promise. It's one I intend to keep. 
 
    Of course, I didn't make any promises about not being sneaky. Lisbeth doesn't know what's about to hit her. She is a wolf shifter, and we haven't drunk from one of those in many, many a century. However, if she reacts anything like female vampires or humans do, she’ll be clawing at my clothes before I finished taking a taste. 
 
    The bigger question is, what will drinking her blood do to me? 
 
    It's almost sacrilegious. A vampire, and one who is not that many steps removed from a true-blood, drinking from a lowly wolf shifter.  
 
    I tell myself it doesn't matter because she cannot change form. It's a lie. It does matter because I'm about to cross the threshold that hasn't been crossed in hundreds of years. The Queen could have my head for this. 
 
    And that's another reason for me taking my little one’s blood. If she is my fated mate, once I have drunk from her, nothing can stop us from being together, other than killing me. A male vampire who has tasted his true mate cannot be parted from her. I know only too well that if I spoke to the Queen now, and told her that I have my suspicions, she would probably have Lisbeth thrown from the grounds, or worse, killed. 
 
    She’d tell me that she was doing it for my own good, and in many ways, she could be correct, but now that I've seen this beauty, and scented her, I cannot let her go. 
 
    I could tell her that I'm about to drink her blood to save her life, but it will only terrify her even more. I could also tell her the truth about how it will join us the moment I taste her, if indeed we are fated to be mates. 
 
    Not that I will be disclosing such things, as it will only make my little one try to flee. 
 
    My teeth scrape the vulnerable flesh along the side of her throat. This exquisite moment is always one of the most overwrought in any vampire’s life. That split second before you take the first taste of new blood. This time it's heightened by the knowledge of who and what Lisbeth could be to me. 
 
    I tighten my grip on her waist and wrap my fist in her hair, holding her still, and then I bite down. 
 
    Her body jerks, and she gasps. A second of her trying to pull away from me, and fighting uselessly against my superior strength, is replaced almost immediately by her sagging against me. 
 
    The fight goes out of her just as surely as I knew it would. As I start to suck her life blood into my mouth, she makes this soft mewling sound in the back of her throat. Lisbeth sounds more like a kitten than a wolf right now. My thick length pushes painfully against my pants. 
 
    This will probably be enough to make me come. 
 
    Her too, I'm hoping. 
 
    Carefully, being sure to drink slowly, I take in more of her delicious taste. 
 
    It slams into me so hard it almost knocks me off my feet. I see visions as clearly as if they're playing out in front of me for real. Lisbeth’s been tormented, teased and left out. I rage for my mate because she is mine. These wolves are vile. The scene changes, and I see her in a small kitchen, eating what looks like a plain stew. The sounds and sights of her life assail me as my eyes flutter closed and my heart roars at the taste of my true mate. 
 
    She's wriggling against me now, but not trying to get away. No, she's trying to get closer. 
 
    “Oh, gods above,” she cries. “What the hell is happening to me. Oh my gods.” 
 
    I know what she needs, but I made a promise. I said I wouldn't touch her that way until she begged. 
 
    I do angle myself, however, so that my thigh is right where she can press against it. I brush against her core. The invitation is there, and she takes it immediately. 
 
    Lisbeth moans as I take more from her, much more than I intended. Her pussy presses against my leg, and she rubs herself shamelessly against me, taking what she needs. 
 
    The sounds she's making, and the scent of her arousal have me leaking in my pants. 
 
    Her fingers grasp my collar, and she pulls me tighter against herself as with a loud crying gasp, she comes undone. 
 
    I stop drinking as I release against the material of my pants. My lips stilled against her neck, I pant against the skin there as I come copiously. Shit, I’ll need to get changed. 
 
    Unable to resist, and forgetting all the promises I have made, I grasp her chin, and turn her face to me. 
 
    I claim her mouth in a greedy, punishing kiss. Her lips are soft, but she kisses me back with just as much ferocity. 
 
    Our mouths are engaged in a battle for supremacy, but this is one war neither of us can win. 
 
    Skin tingling and mind racing, I pull away from her. 
 
    She stares at me, her breath coming in ragged gasps. 
 
    “What was that?” She asks. Tears glisten in her eyes, and I want to wipe them away. I also want to wipe out everyone who ever hurt her in the past. The joke is on me because I thought by doing this, and by bonding Lisbeth to me, I would take the upper hand. 
 
    I understood that a vampire male, when he finds his mate, becomes somewhat irrational and possessive. Of course, there is a difference between understanding something intellectually and experiencing it emotionally. I want to tear down that vile wolf village and slay everyone in it. 
 
    I want to kneel at Lisbeth’s feet and beg her to take me as hers. 
 
    I need more of her blood. I need more of her kisses. I need to be inside her right the fuck now. I am so screwed. 
 
    And now, I must go and see the Queen. She might still tell me that I can't keep Lisbeth, but if she does, she's going to start a war with the leader of her own army. I will burn this fortress to the ground if that's what it takes to keep Lisbeth safe. 
 
    When I think of all the crap I've given Sebastian, I feel bad. If only I had understood the immensity of what he was feeling. 
 
    At least Sebastian did things the right way and found himself a vampire bride. I might be about to become excommunicated from the only society I've known for centuries. How would I protect Lisbeth then? She can't return to her wolf pack, and I might be about to get us thrown out of the vampire world. 
 
    That can't happen. If the Queen tries, I will go to war with her. 
 
    Even thinking such a thing is dangerous. Who knows what powers the Queen’s mage has? He may be able to read minds for all I know. 
 
    I decide, before I go to see the Queen, that I ought to speak to Sebastian. 
 
    For the first time ever, I'm about to lock my door. I need to explain to Lisbeth that I'm not locking her in but locking possible danger out. 
 
    “Listen,” I say to Lisbeth. “I need to leave to speak to someone, and I'll only be gone for twenty minutes, if that. Problem is, I don't know how safe you are here. I'm going to close the door and lock it. I'm not doing it to make you a prisoner. I'm doing it to keep you safe.” 
 
    She doesn't say anything. The feisty sass that she showed earlier is gone now. I think I know why. She's probably as shocked as I am about what happened between us just now. 
 
    In one sense, very little happened between us. That's why our reaction to it was so astonishing. I've heard of things like this between fated mates, but I always thought it was myth. After all, how else can you get someone to throw their whole life away into commitment with one person unless you create legends around the wonderful state of fated matrimony. 
 
    There was nothing fake about what happened between us though. 
 
    She is mine now, and if I know anything about a match as strong as ours, I am hers. Yes, Lisbeth might not have realized it yet, but she will be very possessive over me, the same way I will be over her. 
 
    Who would have thought it? A wolf shifter who can't change meets a vampire who rules the Legion – and this is what happens. 
 
    We burn. 
 
    Match meet gasoline. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    He left. He tore my world down around me, and then he left me alone. I stare around the room, wondering what to do to fill my time. 
 
    He said that a… maid, was it? Maiden? I can't recall the exact wording, but he said that a female would come and help me bathe. I don't need help bathing, and I don't want any more of these creatures touching me. I don't want him touching me ever again. 
 
    Liar, liar pants on fire. 
 
    I do want him to touch me. I want him to touch me in all the ways a male touches a female. 
 
    I probably haven't got much time before the female arrives, and I should make good use of my time alone in his rooms. What mischief can I get up to? 
 
    What's the one thing any lover does when left in the room alone? Snoop. 
 
    Never mind that I'm not officially his lover. Never mind I keep telling myself we will never be such a thing to one another. I'm burning with curiosity about him. 
 
    Slowly, I walk around the living space and take everything in, in a way that I haven't done until this moment. When Dragan is in the room, I'm too captivated by him to notice anything else. With him gone, I can take my time to discover the ambience of his living space. 
 
    His furniture is comfortable and surprisingly modern. The sofa is a huge sectional creation in a gorgeous teal blue. His floor looks to be bamboo, and I have to admit that I love it. Everything he has in this room screams of good taste. I know what I want to look at though; I want to see his bedroom. Without him here, I can admit more freely how strong my feelings for him are. 
 
    It makes no sense whatsoever. Amongst wolf shifters, we believe that you can meet your mate at any time and fall in love with them quickly. Sometimes shifters love one another after mere days. I've known Dragan for less than an hour, and whilst I wouldn't say I love him - because, hell, I don't even know him - he has a massive hold on me. 
 
    Excited, and filled with a strange sense of trepidation too, I head to the door that leads into what I expect is his bedroom. As I creep into the space, I realize I was right. There's more of that bamboo floor, but this time a huge, deep-red rug fills much of the space. In the center of the back wall, the biggest bed I have ever seen dominates the room. 
 
    As I stare at that bed, all kinds of strange feelings flutter within me. He made me come. He didn't even touch me, and I came from shamelessly humping his leg like some desperate, needy dog. 
 
    Some strange instinct has me walking to that bed until I'm bending down to sniff at his sheets. The same amazing oceanic sent with that deeper woodsy layer underneath hits me. I'm half tempted to roll around in his bed covering myself in his delicious smell, but that would just be really weird. He's only been gone a few minutes, and I'm already missing his presence. 
 
    I raise my fingers to my throat and gingerly touch the place where he took my blood from me. It's not sore at all, and I can't feel anything. In the corner of the room there's a huge closet, and next to it, a large free-standing mirror. I head to that and crane my neck to the side, looking to see where he bit me. There are two tiny, almost imperceptible, puncture marks. If I hadn't known where to look, one would probably not see them at all. 
 
    I wonder where he's gone. Is he visiting with another woman? Maybe he has a girlfriend here and he needs to go and see her and tell her about me? The thought has a well of rage bubbling within me, burning hot and bright. I gasp in pain and realize that I've been digging my nails into my palms hard enough to cut. 
 
    My gods what is wrong with me? 
 
    I'm turning into a crazy person. 
 
    There's a sharp rap at the door leading into the hallway, and I head to it. I realize that I can't open it because Dragan locked me in. 
 
    There's the sound of a key turning in the old-fashioned lock, and the door opens with a groan. A petite and beautiful woman with long blonde hair walks into the room. She looks at me and gives me a friendly smile. How come she has a key? 
 
    “Hi there, my name is Melissa. I'm one of the maidens, and Dragan has given me the task of getting you all nice and clean for him.” 
 
    For him? Why? Also, how arrogant is he to think that he can get me cleaned up like I'm some sort of doll. 
 
    “I can manage myself,” I say. 
 
    I don't wish to be rude, but I don't want this strange vampire touching me. The very idea of these creatures still gives me the creeps. I know that's really bizarre when I'm craving the touch of one of them, but I think he's worked some sort of magic over me. As for the rest, they can go to hell. 
 
    “I'm sorry, but if I don't do what he requests, Dragan will be angry with me. He's very important here, as he’s leader of the Legion.” 
 
    I stare at her, dumbfounded. I may not know much about the vampires, but I know what their Legion is. It’s the army they use, and it's massive and powerful. Each nation has its own king and queen, and each nation has its own vampire army. It seems that I've managed to claim the attention of one of the most powerful vampires on earth. Only ten countries have a vampire population, which means only ten heads of the Legions. They are second, so far as I understand, only to the kings and queens. My gods, this man commands an army. 
 
    “Okay,” I tell her. I don't want to get this woman into trouble. 
 
    “I presume the bathroom is through the bedroom?” I inquire. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Let me show you the way.” 
 
    I stare at her and suddenly want to smack her across the face. How the hell does she know the layout of his rooms. How does she know where the bathroom is? 
 
    “How do you know where the bathroom is?” I ask. 
 
    She looks away from me, her gaze flitting around the room and landing on objects like a butterfly searching for somewhere to alight. 
 
    “Tell me.” I insist. 
 
    “I'm a maiden,” she says. “That means that we service the Legion.” 
 
    “Service how?” I ask. 
 
    “Well,” she says, biting her lip. “We provide services such as…oh, for example…” She brightens and smiles at me. “I made the shower lotion that Dragan uses. I often come in here to restock. And others, they make clothing… various things.” 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her, convinced that she's not telling me everything, but for now I'll let it go. Dragan is the one who needs to answer my questions when he returns. 
 
    “So, you and him?” She gives me a sly grin. “Dragan always said he didn't believe in fated mates, and yet here you are.” 
 
    “Fated what?” 
 
    Her eyes widen, and she takes a step back. “Forget I said anything. It’s not my place. Let's get you cleaned up, shall we?” 
 
    Reluctantly, I let her lead me into the bathroom where she opens the bag she's been carrying with her and starts to pull out all sorts of bottles of potions and lotions. In the shifter village, we use very plain things. Our soap is made from boiled-down goats’ milk, and it stinks to me. Whenever we had the odd foray into the human towns or villages, I always bought myself a small bar of scented soap. Most wolves can't stand that kind of thing because they find it overpowering, but because I can't actually change form, my sense of scent isn't quite as strong as theirs. 
 
    “So, what sort of smells do you like best?” 
 
    I stare at my helper and think. “I don't know. It's not something I've ever really pondered. I suppose I quite like roses.” 
 
    “Okay, rose is good. Roses are quite... innocent, though, aren't they? I feel maybe we should go for roses but mixed with something else. Something heady, and a little musky maybe. Give me a moment.” 
 
    She opens her bottles and starts to inhale the contents one at a time, smelling them, and making hmmm and ahhhh noises. Some of them are large and filled with a creamy colored lotion, whereas others are tiny and filled with oils. With a smile, Melissa starts to mix things, pouring tiny drops of oil into the cream, mixing them together and adding lotion from another bottle, and then another. Wonderful scents suffuse the air, and I take a deep breath in. 
 
    “Ah,” she says happily. “This reminds me of the smells of my childhood home. Before I got turned, my father was a diplomat, and we lived in Morocco. We could be in the souk right now. Okay, try this.” 
 
    She waves the bottle with the creamy lotion under my nose, and I take a breath. Oh, wow. It's stunning. I can smell roses, another floral scent and something really sexy and dark almost. 
 
    “Are you a trained perfumier?” I ask her. 
 
    “It's one of my talents, yes.” 
 
    I dread to think what her others might be. 
 
    Blithely unaware of my thoughts, she grins at me. “If you wish, you can get into the shower and use this as a lotion to wash all that awful mud from you. While you’re doing so, I will mix up some body moisturizer to match. I have some clean clothes with me too, and we can try those to see what suits you.” 
 
    She pulls piles of well-folded material out of the bag and marches into the bedroom placing it carefully on the bed. 
 
    I stare at the huge, square shower head, and the complicated dials below it, and realize I don't know how to use this shower. I feel stupid, but we don't have such things where I come from. 
 
    My helper comes back into the room. “Do you wish me to turn the shower on for you?” 
 
    “Yes, please, but don't make it too hot.” I cover up my ignorance by pretending I'm letting her wait on me. 
 
    She turns the dials this way and that and keeps sticking her hand under the water until satisfied. She turns to me with a smile. 
 
    “It is ready for you now. Shall I help you undress?” 
 
    “No, that's okay. I can do that bit for myself, thank you.” 
 
    I don't need her watching me undress then getting showered. It seems weird. 
 
    “Good. Well, I'll wait for you in the bedroom. There are towels on the shelf. Just wrap yourself in one when you're finished, and we can get you dressed. Don't forget to use the body lotion.” 
 
    She is so cheerful and committed, it sets my teeth on edge. 
 
    I'm in this strange new world, held against my will, and she's acting as if I'm a guest in her wonderful luxurious hotel. Although, this place is more luxurious than any hotel I've ever been in - not that I've stayed in many. 
 
    Sometimes, when my father went to the human settlements on business, he would take me with him and let me wander around the towns or villages while he peddled the wares that we make in our community. 
 
    We don't use human currency for much, but we do need it for certain things, which is where my father’s role within the pack came in. 
 
    I step under the water and sigh as the powerful spray beats down over my aching body, washing away the dirt and the trauma too. It's as if, as the water caresses me and I use this beautifully scented lotion, the past few hours seem to drift away. 
 
    For one moment, I wonder if it would be so bad to stay here. I could live in this luxury, protected from everything outside and end up being taken care of by Dragan. 
 
    It's such a seductive notion. My whole life, I've never been protected nor cherished. I’ve been abused, bullied, and ignored. 
 
    Angrily, I wipe away a solitary tear and carry on with the task at hand. When I finish washing myself thoroughly, I step out of the shower and grab one of the towels. Wrapping it around myself, I sigh again at the softness and nuzzle my face against the cloth. It's the softest material I've ever felt - fluffy, warm, and smelling of summer meadows. 
 
    Hesitant as to what sort of clothing I’ll find laid out for me, I step into the bedroom. 
 
    “You forgot the body lotion,” Melissa says. “Can’t have you presenting yourself with dry skin.” 
 
    Presenting myself? To whom? 
 
    “Give me one moment.” I turn back to the bathroom but realize she's following me. 
 
    “Allow me,” she says. 
 
    She takes the body lotion and starts to rub it into my shoulders where they are exposed. 
 
    “You can drop the towel, you know? It’s nothing that I've not seen before. And you’re certainly not my type, no offence. I prefer them more masculine to you.” 
 
    Hesitantly, I drop the towel. With brisk, sweeping motions, she rubs the lotion in. When she's finished, I sniff at my skin and wrinkle my nose. I sneeze, and she laughs. 
 
    “Oh no, I hope you're not allergic to my lotion,” she says. 
 
    “Not at all,” I reassure her. “We wolves stay away from scented things because we have a very sensitive sense of smell. I like it though. It’s not too much for me. Just might take a little getting used to.” 
 
    “I heard that you're different to the other wolf shifters?” 
 
    “Is everyone talking about me?” I ask. 
 
    “Pretty much,” she says with a small laugh. “What do you expect? You've grabbed the attention of the most eligible vampire of the whole of fortress. You will be like a movie star to our people.” 
 
    A movie star? Seriously? Melissa was clearly only recently turned if she’s still talking about human preoccupations like movie stars, and I can’t imagine anything worse than being famous. I like to keep myself private and mostly hidden away from prying eyes. 
 
    “Come on, let's go look at the clothes.” She takes my hand and leads me out of the bathroom to the bedroom, where on the bed are placed the most wondrous items of clothing I have ever seen. Long dresses in shades of rich emerald, grape, hot pink, and aqua, all shot through with beautiful threads of gold. “Wow, these clothes are incredible.” 
 
    She smiles at me and dimples fetchingly. “Yes, they are, aren't they? My sister makes them. That's her special talent.” 
 
    “Listen, Melissa, I appreciate everything you've done for me, but I want to ask you something, and I want you to tell me the truth.” 
 
    Her face grows serious, but she nods. 
 
    “You say that you service the Legion, and you know the layout to these rooms, and yes I understand that you said you come in here to replenish the lotions, but... I don't mean to offend you, but have you been with Dragan.” 
 
    She sighs and bites her lip but gives a small nod. “You have to understand that he didn't know you then. He had no attachment to any of us. It's just the way it is in our society. Often, members of the Legion don't take a mate because they are warriors, and even though there hasn't been a war for centuries, they believe that at any moment they could be called up to fight. So, they simply don't look for one. And we maids have chosen never to take a mate because the average vampire male is very possessive. We choose to be free. Now, of course, if one suddenly came across one’s mate, then that would change the whole equation.” 
 
    “Do you guys believe that you have pre-chosen mates?” 
 
    “It's not just a belief; it's a fact. We do.” 
 
    What am I to Dragan then? I mean, I can't be his mate because I'm a wolf shifter. We're fated enemies, nothing more. I've never heard of a wolf shifter marrying a vampire or mating with a vampire or whatever they call it. I am sure I’ve heard females called vampire brides when they get ready for the big day. Some say the human tradition actually morphed from the ancient vampire tradition and then changed heavily with the introduction of Christianity. 
 
    She must see my confusion because she gently places her hand on my forearm. “You'll have to talk to him about all that. I'll tell you something though, you're definitely important to him. He's never brought a female to his rooms in this way and had her dressed and showered for him. And I've heard that he's going to see the Queen. Whatever you are to him, it's something big.” 
 
    My heart rejoices at her words, but then the panic hits me. Is he arranging all sorts of things without telling me? Am I going to find myself bound to him forever? 
 
    Then I think of leaving, and the panic grows even stronger. The idea of leaving here, leaving his side… it's a physical reaction. 
 
    “What's happening to me?” I ask Melissa in a strangled whisper. “I don’t know him, but it feels as if leaving his side would tear me apart. Why?” 
 
    “I don't know exactly, but I think it's something seismic. I think your life is going to change forever.” 
 
    She takes hold of my hand and smiles at me. I swallow hard and try to keep the panic from rising. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Dragan 
 
      
 
    I pound on the door to Sebastian’s room. 
 
    It swings open, and I'm relieved to see my friend is there. I enter the room, take a breath in through my nose and don’t scent his betrothed. Thank the gods. I'm glad I can have a moment alone with him to discuss this. 
 
    “I heard you bought yourself a little something tonight?” Sebastian twists his head to one side and regards me quizzically. 
 
    “You could say that, yes.” 
 
    “What's going on, friend?” 
 
    “I think I've met my fated mate.” 
 
    He gives a holler of laughter and throws his arms up into the air. “Brother, this is too good to be true. After all the teasing and ribbing you've given me, you're telling me that you've also fallen?” 
 
    “I think so, but I can't be sure.” 
 
    He frowns and walks towards the small wet bar he has in the corner. He pours us both a large glass of Brandy and brings mine to me, the amber liquid rich against the cut glass of the heavy tumbler. 
 
    “There is no not knowing. She either is, or she isn't. If it's anything like what I've been through, you wouldn't be second guessing yourself.” 
 
    “I'm not,” I tell him. “At least, I'm not second guessing the feelings. It's just that she's a wolf shifter.” 
 
    “Whoa. Wait a minute.” He takes a sip of his drink as his gaze narrows and his eyes harden. “Are you telling me that the girl you bought tonight is your fated mate? I truly believed you were buying a house servant to woo your vampire bride with.” 
 
    “I wish it were so because I'm pretty sure the Queen is not going to make this easy for me, but yes, the wolf shifter is my fated mate.” 
 
    I stare at him and hold my breath as I wait for him to answer. I sip at my drink as the silence stretches. I thought that he would support me no matter what, but I'm not so sure now. 
 
    His shoulders sag a little as he relaxes a notch. “Listen, if you believe she is your fated mate then it must be true. You've never thought it about anyone else, and you're certainly not the romantic sort to go get stupid notions in your head. It's just, I've never heard of it before.” 
 
    “She's latent,” I tell him. “She can't change. Maybe that's why?” 
 
    “Possibly. Still seems strange. You need to go see the Queen.” 
 
    I take another sip of the drink and let the burn warm my stomach. “I know, and that's where I'm headed next. I’m dreading it though, because if she tells me I can't be with Lisbeth, then I will have to leave here; I can't let her go.” 
 
    Sebastian smiles finally, and it's a broad one. “You've definitely met your fated mate, my friend. I feel exactly the same way about my betrothed. I would leave everything behind for her if I had to. I doubt the Queen will want to lose you though. You're her best warrior, and you lead her Legion. Without you, she's vulnerable. The mage is powerful, and it’s true that his magic protects her. There are no enemies really here for us to worry about, but you know what the vampire kings and queens are like. If one of those other families thought that they could take over this fortress and run the Scottish vampire clan, they would. She needs you. For that, you are lucky.” 
 
    I nod at him, thank him for the drink, and with newfound resolution, prepare to go and see my queen. 
 
    “Dragan.” The Queen greets me at the door of her chambers, which is highly unusual. 
 
    Where are her waiting-maids? Where is the damned ever-present mage? 
 
    She smiles, and as if she’s a mind reader, which she may well be, she says, “I told everyone to leave us.” 
 
    “You knew I was coming?” 
 
    “Word travels. I heard you’d found yourself a highly unusual mate, and I didn’t think we ought to have witnesses to our conversation.” 
 
    I hold a deep and abiding respect for my Queen. She’s old enough to have seen the fall of Carthage. She’s led armies into battles I’ve only read about. Unlike me, my Queen was born a vampire. She’s a true-blood, whereas I am only half. But, if my Queen tells me my betrothed has to go, then I will disobey. 
 
    I have no choice. My body is no longer my own, but simply a weapon my mate can avail herself of when she needs. There are other ways I wish for her to avail herself of me, but I don’t know if she’s untouched. I believe she is. The wolf shifters are not like us vampire. They’re old fashioned, and they control their females until marriage, keep them intact, and then make them produce more damn shifters. Therefore, my latent will need a gentle hand, and a vampire taking his betrothed for the first time is anything but. 
 
    “You look concerned,” the Queen says. “Don’t be. If you think I’m going to tell you to abandon your little latent, I’m not.” 
 
    A huge weight lifts from my shoulders, and I can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips as I think of Lisbeth back in our rooms, waiting for me. Our rooms. Washed, scented and expectant. 
 
    “I’m not sure how to proceed,” I admit. “She’s not one of us. Whilst she isn’t human, shifters are much more vulnerable than vampires. They have nothing like our strength, female shifters especially.” 
 
    Some alpha male wolves do indeed have the strength of a vampire, but they’re rare and become pack leaders through many decades of building that strength. 
 
    My female latent has no fighting experience, and I believe her pack mostly shunned her. I doubt she had the rudimentary physical education most shifters receive. 
 
    “She can take strength from you when you feed her your blood.” 
 
    I stare at the Queen. “Turn her?” 
 
    Why hadn’t I thought of that? It’s so obvious. 
 
    “Take it slow with her, my warrior. Don’t turn her but give her enough to lend her your strength. If you turn her, she can’t have young, can she?” 
 
    I’m utterly lost now. 
 
    “She can’t anyway. She’s latent.” 
 
    The Queen moves deeper into her chambers, gesturing for me to follow. I do so, super aware that this is not typical. A male vampire alone with his Queen without any of her maids-in-waiting – scandalous. 
 
    Her rooms are opulent and scented with neroli and bergamot. Battery-operated, fake candles radiate light on every surface, reflecting off polished wood and gold-veined marble. Many of our kind still love their candles but use ones that cannot catch fire instead. 
 
    The Queen stands tall and resolute, her posture perfect, neck long and elegant. She hasn’t aged much to look at beyond a woman in her mid-twenties, but she’s so old, she probably can’t remember much of what she’s seen. 
 
    “I asked you here without anyone else around, which I am aware is highly unusual, because I wanted to show you something. It’s extremely secret because we, the leaders of the vampire nations, always believed if it were to be public knowledge amongst our kind, it would make every latent a target.” 
 
    What? Has she got something to show me to do with Lisbeth? 
 
    My heart rate quickens. We vampires have heart rates so slow; humans can’t detect them. Mine must be racing at a good ten beats per minute now as dread fills me that Lisbeth may be in danger. 
 
    “There’s a prophecy. Ancient. Powerful. I believe it to be true, and so do many others. It states that one day a latent will appear from the wolven folk, and she will become a vampire queen to a half-blood king, and they will create a new breed who can procreate and re-stock the vampire nation.” 
 
    My mind reels as I try to take onboard what she is telling me. My Lisbeth might be a fulfiller of an ancient prophecy? It can’t be. 
 
    “Of course, it may all be nonsense, or your little red-haired latent might not be the one, but you will know when you take her and drink her blood and give her yours.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    She walks to a large, lacquered wooden dresser and opens the top drawer, using a gold, drop-down handle. Taking out a heavy, ornate book, she turns back to me and goes to sit on the brocade sofa.  
 
    “Come sit with me.” She pats the seat next to her. 
 
    I do so, uncomfortable with this close proximity to my Queen. It’s disrespectful. 
 
    “Dragan, I am about to tell you something which may change your life, so please, forget the hierarchies for one moment.” 
 
    I do as she says and try to let it go. I ensure there is a respectable gap between us, however. 
 
    Opening the book, she turns it to an astonishing, painted plate. 
 
    “This is very ancient. It predates human books. Back in the early dawning of time, we vampire had much more advanced arts and sciences than them. Then, they of course caught us up, and in this they have surpassed us. However, this book is one of the earliest in vampire history. It’s like our bible. There were five made, all identical, all painstakingly recreated from the original, which still resides in the Romanian mountains, our sacred homeland. The book tells of the future, and it has to be said, much of it has come true. The founders of our nations told how we would face a future where our numbers of natural born would recede precariously. Yes, we can keep our overall numbers high because we can turn humans, but you and I both know, a full-blood has twenty times the power of a turned vampire. A half-blood is also very powerful. You, Dragan, you have the blood of kings and queens coursing through your veins. You were turned by a great ruler. But a turned vampire, sired by one themselves only made twenty years ago…” She shrugs and sighs. “This vampire cannot have much power.” 
 
    “So, this prophecy says a latent and a half-blood will create a new wave of born vampires?” 
 
    “Yes. Let us be honest. There are not many true-bloods walking the earth. We all mate for life, and we live for thousands of years. This does not give the nations a chance to re-stock with powerful blood. You, and your latent, might be the key to a new dawn.” 
 
    I take in all she’s said as she turns the thick parchment pages. 
 
    Finally, she stops turning, and points to the elegant script in the old language. “This is where it tells of the new dawn for our kind. A wolf latent will be found by a powerful half-blood, and she will be his one true fated mate. I knew it was the prophecy when I heard the clocks stopped around the fortress, as that is the foretold sign. He’ll take her as his, and she’ll become heavy with his child. The child will be a powerful new breed, with the strength of a vampire, the powers of a latent wolf to know the things they know, and the senses of a shifter. This child will also help bridge the terrible gap between the vampires and shifters, as they will see her as one of them.” 
 
    “Her?” The Queen saying her makes the child suddenly seem real. A rush of feeling overwhelms me as I imagine holding a daughter of my own in my arms, an heir to the vampire throne who could unite us with the wolves we’ve come to loathe. 
 
    “Aren’t wolf shifters looked down upon? Won’t the child always be seen as second best?” I ask the Queen. 
 
    “No. Because her father will be a half-blood and her protector and guardian will be me. She’ll be raised by you and your mate, if the prophecy proves true, but I will give her my blessing and my protection, as will all the other nations. She’d be revered. There may be some who would hate her, as is always the way, but it would be because of jealousy. She’d have more protection than even I myself have, as is her right as the beginning of a new dawn for the vampire peoples.” 
 
    I can’t take it all in. How do I begin to tell Lisbeth? Hell, I might have all sorts of deep, basic biological feelings and urges for her, but I don’t know her. I’m not sure how to start a conversation with her. 
 
    “This must be a shock for you, as it will be for her, but you have biology on your side. If she is or isn’t our savior, she’s most certainly your mate, and that will carry you both through.” 
 
    She stands, holds out her hand and smiles at me. “Go, Dragan, and claim your mate. You may be about to change the future course of vampire society.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Lisbeth 
 
      
 
    There’s a child in my arms, and all around me are boxes wrapped in thick, luxurious paper with satin bows. Presents, nothing but presents, cover the entirety of the bed I am laid in. What is this? My people rarely celebrate my birthday because I am latent. It’s left to my family to give me some basic, ill-thought-out gifts. Then I realize they aren’t for me…or not all for me. Many are for the baby in my arms. Whose child is this? I can’t have children. She can’t be mine. I look around for her mother. 
 
    “A new royal line has been born,” a striking woman with regal bearing says. “Now your children will become kings and queens of the future.” 
 
    “Lisbeth, are you okay? Open your eyes.” 
 
    Dragan. 
 
    I’d recognize his voice anywhere. I might not have known him for any time at all, but he’s already imprinted on me his scent. His handsome, severe face. His deep, rough voice. 
 
    The presents are wondrous, but the greatest gift of all is this precious child in my arms. I realize she is mine. She must be, because when I look at her, I feel nothing but intense love. 
 
    “Lisbeth, wake up.” 
 
    I am awake, and this is all so lovely. Why is he distracting me? 
 
    “Lisbeth?” 
 
    The bed shakes, and the presents start to fall from it. Oh, no. I grab my baby tight. 
 
    “Gods above, Lisbeth.” 
 
    I jolt awake with a gasped cry. I look down at my empty arms, and my heart hurts. 
 
    “What the hell?” Dragan is towering over me, staring down at the bed, where I’m lying, fully clothed in a long silk dress, having fallen into what must have been a truly deep sleep after my shower. 
 
    “I thought you were sick. Why didn’t you wake up?” 
 
    I shake my head, trying to dislodge the sticky residue of the dream. “I dreamed. I had a child. There were presents. I know it’s impossible, but it was wonderful. My people say latents can divine parts of the future, but I know that cannot be such a vision as I cannot have children. I felt such a connection to her though.” 
 
    “Dear gods, maybe the Queen is correct.” His face draws tight. “Lisbeth, we need to talk. I don’t know how to tell you the things I have learned, but I cannot take your blood fully, nor give you mine, and complete our bond until you know everything. It’s wondrous, but terrifying, and so surreal.” 
 
    “Complete our bond?” 
 
    “Lisbeth, you have to know you’re my mate?” 
 
    I laugh. “Dragan, you have to know that is crazy. I’m a barren latent.” 
 
    “You’re much more than that. Even if it were so though, you’d still be my mate, and I’d still want you.” 
 
    I want him, too, but I know I need to hear what he has to tell me first. This is so crazy. Super intense, insanely fast, and frankly, I should be locked up for even thinking of letting him make me his. But I don’t want to be away from him. I crave him, like a drug. 
 
    Is it real though? If I feel this way so fast, surely it’s not real. I might wake up in a year’s time hating him. 
 
    “Do fated matings ever go wrong?” I ask him. 
 
    “Rarely. They can, but it is very unusual. We believe the gods wouldn’t put two people together unless perfect, particularly because it takes hundreds of years often for us to meet our match. I’ve been alone through many lifetimes, Lisbeth. I have to believe this will work between us, and I’ll do everything in my power to make you happy and keep you safe.” 
 
    It’s so tempting - leave behind the abuse and the names, the torment and the constant denigration and humiliation. But first, I need to hear what he has learned. 
 
    Thirty minutes later, and I’m speechless. Apparently, I’m his long-lost mate, and not only that, but the conduit to a whole new sub-breed of vampires. 
 
    I’m nibbling at a piece of fruit brought to us by more gorgeous women, along with wine, bread and cheese. They placed it all on the table in Dragan’s massive living room, and we settled in there to have our conversation. 
 
    I hated the way those women talked to him, so familiar. It made me fume. It made me hot under my skin. As we ate and drank the wine, the heat only built. It’s burning me up inside and out, and I need a release for it before I combust. This man can put the fire out or at least tamper it down. I want to claim him as mine. Rake my nails on him and make him bleed the way he did me. Only my marks won’t be neat and tidy. My inner wolf is het up, and she wants to mate. I might not be able to change, but that doesn’t alter the fact I have an animal inside me. 
 
    I know if I make this final move, there’s no coming back from it. Dragan wants me, I can sense it, but he’s holding back. He has already alluded to me being innocent, untouched, but I know how this works. I’ve seen the films the humans make. My brother’s friend showed pictures to me and tried to touch me that way. I pushed him away, but I saw what happened and then looked at some myself, curious, during my stays in the hotels, using the Wi-Fi there to get onto the internet, which is banned on our lands. I’ve read books too, sneaked out of human libraries, and in the depths of night, touched myself under the covers and imagined a lover taking me. He didn’t look all that different from Dragan, my dream lover. 
 
    The wine, the scent of Dragan, the soft music playing and the low lamps all around the room combine to have me not caring that I’m about to be wanton. 
 
    For the first time in my life, I’m about to be reckless. 
 
    I stand and walk to Dragan, hitching the long dress up to my waist and straddling his lap. His hands come up to hold my waist, automatically, and his brows shoot up high. I smile down at him, lick my lips, tangle my fingers in his thick, slightly wavy hair, and bend down to kiss him. 
 
    For one moment, he stills, mouth half parted and fingers holding me as if to push me off. Then he quickly gets with the program. His tongue licks along the seam of my mouth as he groans into the kiss, the deep rumble of his chest melodic and enticing. 
 
    I let him in and taste brandy, and him. He’s heady, strong and more than I ever could have hoped for myself. I thought I’d spend my life alone and die a spinster, hated and tormented by the pack meant to protect me. Now, I’ve found a man who wants me for his own and will protect me with his last dying breath. I know as much bone deep. I also trust him for what is coming next, to take my virginity and make me his. 
 
    I tell him as much. “Make me yours, Dragan.” I plead. “In every way.” 
 
    The world tilts as he stands, carrying me with him, marching into the bedroom. “I’ll try to be gentle, my little one, but first, allow me to remove this dress in the way I see fit.” 
 
    I nod, swallowing down nerves. His large hands grab hold of my dress, and the thick fabric rips as if only paper as he tears it, literally, from my body. I gasp and my hands automatically go to cover myself. Melissa only dressed me in a slip of a thong, and a lacy, barely there bralette. Poor Melissa’s sister, I think. All that work for this beast to simply rip it from my body. 
 
    “Don’t cover yourself. You are beautiful, my imparateasa.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” I pant. 
 
    “My queen. My empress.” 
 
    Wow, okay. I like his bedroom talk. He kisses me along my collar bone to my shoulder, and then back to my neck. “Hey, stop a moment. You said tasting my blood would tell you all you needed to know. Did it?” 
 
    He gives a solemn dip of his head. “Yes, it did. It showed me some of your life. I saw this because you were made to be mine. The only other time we see someone’s life that way is if we drain them. With you, one sip was all it took. We have a connection. We were meant to be. The gods of old made you for me and I for you. It is written.” 
 
    Oh, to be so sure. I am not sure, and in fact, I am terrified. I’m also excited, turned on beyond belief and living the kind of wild adventure I never thought would be possible. 
 
    As his kisses continue down the column of my throat, down farther towards my breasts, my pulse quickens. He sucks in one hard nipple through the material of the bra covering it. The rough material with the wet soft of his tongue is exquisite, like nothing I’ve ever felt before. 
 
    “Dragan,” I gasp, as I arch my back. I feed him more of my breast, hungry for more of the rasping sucking. He scrapes his teeth along the nipple, and I wonder if he can feed from there, if he ever would. Drinking my blood from my breast seems highly erotic, but all kinds of wrong. 
 
    “One day, I’ll feed here,” he says, answering my unspoken question. “And then from between your legs.” 
 
    I’m not sure I like the sound of that. I’m about to tell him when I lose the ability to speak as a finger brushes right over my clit, through my satin thong, feather light. It’s like a jolt of electricity everywhere he touches me. Heady. Intense. Addicting. 
 
    His lips move back up my body, and he claims my mouth in a deep, warm kiss. My arms wrap around his neck and pull him to me. Our bodies press together as our mouths make love. I want to drown in this man. And then do it all over again. 
 
    I don’t know how it will work. Will he feed from me, and then make love to me? 
 
    As his mouth tears from mine, he moves down my body again, pulling my bralette down and plumping my breasts together. He feasts on them, licking and sucking at me until I’m almost mindless. I’ve come before, from my own fingers, but this is so much more. Almost too much to bear. 
 
    He leaves my breasts exposed, spilling over the material of the bra, and kisses down my stomach, stopping to nip at my hip with his teeth. I know that vampires’ fangs only descend when they’re going to bite, and all I feel is normal teeth on my skin. I relax into his kisses and feather-light touches. Then he’s where I need him the most. He pulls my panties down my legs, roughly enough to give my skin a slight burn. And then in exquisite juxtaposition, kisses my thighs softly, reverentially almost. 
 
    “Open for me, beautiful,” he orders, spreading my legs wide. 
 
    I’m embarrassed, but I do as he says, wanting him to kiss me there, in my most intimate and private place. The first butterfly-light touch of his lips to mine has me sucking my breath in. He uses his fingers and parts my folds. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he growls, his voice guttural and rough. 
 
    Then he licks me right there, right at my center, and I close my eyes as I give in to the sensation, letting it wash over me as every bit of my focus homes in on the wonderful feelings at my core. I thrash my head from side to side as he keeps working me; it is all getting almost too much. 
 
    I feel it threatening, an orgasm like no other, and I try to push his head away, but he grabs my hand and holds it still as he thrashes me with his tongue, and I come hard against his wicked mouth. 
 
    I don’t get a moment to catch my breath before he’s standing and stripping himself bare. I stare at his revealed body in awe. My gods, he’s so big. Alpha male wolf shifters are muscular and fit, but Dragan is massive. He’s all muscles on broad shoulders and powerful limbs. His skin is lustrous with a hint of an olive tan, which I didn’t think vampires could have. When he takes off the final piece of clothing, I gulp. 
 
    He’s big everywhere. I don’t think that will fit. 
 
    I’m about to tell him when he covers me, and the sensation of skin-on-skin short circuits my mind and my worries. 
 
    “I’m going to feed from you. It will be like before, only a little, but it will make this easier. Better.” 
 
    I nod, my anxiety spiking again. Before I get the chance to spiral into a panic, he kisses my throat and neck, and I sigh into the touch, deciding that my neck most definitely is an erogenous zone. Then he pulls back for a moment, and I brace for the pain. It’s swift and sharp but replaced immediately as the time before with a rush of feel-good hormones. I cling to him, crying out as my pussy floods with wet need. 
 
    He uses his thigh to push my legs apart again, and then his thick cock breaches me. He is slow at first, but I need more. I don’t feel pain because all I can feel is mindless, delirious pleasure as he sucks my blood. I try to hitch my hips, but he holds me still and takes his inexorable time pushing his way slowly into me. 
 
    When he’s finally seated fully inside me, I come. I come so hard it hurts. A mix of pleasure and pain has my womb contracting as my entire body shudders at the intensity of what I’m feeling. 
 
    He is still taking my blood, tiny draws with pauses in between, and he begins to move, hitching his hips and hitting me deep inside. This is a whole new sensation. Deep. Raw. Powerful. I’m exposed to this man, and he’s taking everything from me. 
 
    Then, I cry out because suddenly, I’m seeing things. Him in battle armor fighting. Dragan mourning his mother, his father, his sister, his younger brother. They all die. Then there’s some awful disease and bodies littering the night-time streets. I see him looking at the night sky and feel his wish to see the sun again. 
 
    What is happening? 
 
    Fearing I am going mad, I begin to panic, but then the images stop, and something else replaces them. A sense of calm. It’s him. His power is calming me. In taking my blood, he’s somehow calming me, and making it good for me. 
 
    I can feel another release building and try to hold it off because I’m not sure I can take anymore. It sweeps over me though, and I contract around him, screaming out my ecstasy. He lets go of my throat and licks it as he grunts, and his massive cock kicks inside me, filling me with all he has to offer. 
 
    When I come down from it all, I realize he’s not above me anymore. He returns from the bathroom with a warm, damp cloth and wipes my forehead, my neck, and then between my legs. When he puts the cloth to one side, I notice blood on it. 
 
    “You must have left a scar this time,” I slur, touching my throat. 
 
    “That’s not from your throat, little one. Why do you think I went so slowly, even when you wanted to hurry me? Your first time I had to be slow, or I could have torn you apart.” 
 
    It might have been slow, but it was intense and amazing, and I kind of want to do it all over again, except I feel as weak as a kitten. 
 
    He bites his wrist, and blood blooms. He offers me it, and I automatically jerk away. Hurt crosses his face, and I regret my instinctive action. 
 
    “I’ve never taken blood,” I tell him. 
 
    “Just a little, a sip, or two. It will give you strength.” 
 
    I do as he says and take the proffered wrist. When he drank from me, I felt him, his calm strength, but now I really feel him. A rush of power so intense I could rule the damn world races through me, filling me with awe inspiring ferocity. I gasp and drink more, wanting to fill myself up with him, but he pulls away.  
 
    “No, little one, that’s enough.” 
 
    He kisses me, and his lips might as well be drugged because a somnolence washes over me, rendering me replete and happily exhausted.  Now, there is only a sense of peace, of rightness, of belonging. Like warm, thick honey, his blood gives me sustenance and my eyes droop closed. 
 
    I awake with a jolt to find Dragan wrapped around me, his big arms holding me tight. 
 
    There’s such a sense of rightness of being here with him. It might not make sense, it might be crazy to the wolves I know, but I do believe we are fated to be with one another. The way Dragan explained. The way the vampire believe. 
 
    I love him. I know it with every beat of my heart. I wonder if he loves me? Does being fated mean being in love? What if he doesn’t? How can I love a man when I know nothing about him? I do though, don’t I? I saw his life flash before me. I might not know if he likes blue better than red, but I know he lived through a great plague. More, I felt it. I experienced it, the feelings he had in that moment. I lived inside his skin, and time seemed to stretch and contract into nothing linear whatsoever. 
 
    “Do you love me?” I blurt out. 
 
    “Little one, my queen… Lisbeth, I love you more than life itself. More than anything. I waited centuries for you. I want you to be my betrothed and for us to spend a long future together.” 
 
    I snuggle into him and close my eyes once more as a sensation I’ve never experienced before steals over me. I realize it’s contentment. Bone-deep, soul-nurturing, contentment. 
 
    I’ve found my home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    I sneak up behind my bride as she stares out at the moonlit sky. She’s holding her hands folded across her growing belly. The mage says all is well, but I still want the vampire physician to look at her. We’ve never had a vampire and wolf mating result in a pregnancy before. I want to ensure Lisbeth has the best care possible. 
 
    We have been told by the mage that, so long as I live and feed her my blood, I won’t have to turn Lisbeth. Her life span should be matched to mine. He’s been studying our scriptures with great care, and they all foretell that Lisbeth will become one with me, with my life. When I die, she dies. I need not to die, and for a long time, because my mate deserves many years of beauty, fun and love. 
 
    Sex, too. Lots of sex. She’s a demon between the sheets and an angel everywhere else. The gods found my perfect match, and I’ll be forever grateful to them She was worth waiting an eternity for. 
 
    Our wedding was grand, and the Queen gave a long speech about how we were a new hope for our peoples. I don’t care about that. All I care about is that Lisbeth is a new hope for me, and I am for her. 
 
    Here, with me, she’s loved. Cherished. And the thing I promised her I would give her that no one else could? I give her that every day. Respect. Dignity. Her rightful place in the world. 
 
    Lisbeth was born to be put on a pedestal not ground down into the mud. Every night, I have to force myself not to go to her pack and rip them apart. I do so for her as I know it will hurt her. 
 
    The one thing Lisbeth misses is the day. The sun. I can’t protect her in the day, so for now, she’s become a creature of the night, like me. The mage gives her a drink that he says will give her the goodness of the sun for her skin and bones. I want him to somehow work on a spell of protection to keep her safe. I’m also hoping that if the prophecy comes true, our peoples might become closer. If that happens, I can train some of her wolf folk to be warriors and guard her so she can spend some time in the sun and feel it on her skin once more. 
 
    Those things are all for the future though. For now, she is with my child and happy to stay by my side.  
 
    I love her, and I love our unborn child. Lisbeth has seen her in visions and described her to me, and I can’t wait to meet her. 
 
    I never thought I could have this, and it makes me grateful every day for the gift the gods are giving me. 
 
    Lisbeth turns to me, and her eyes drop down my body and back up. I’m wearing only my underwear, having taken off my wedding suit. She licks her lips, and I recognize that expression. 
 
    “The baby,” I say. 
 
    I always worry about the baby, about harm to her, but Lisbeth tells me I am being foolish. 
 
    “Dragan, I’m not even five months along. There’s no way we will hurt the baby. I want you. Now.” 
 
    My bride doesn’t need to ask twice. I stalk to her and take her in my arms. 
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
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    Rocky Mountain Rapture 
 
      
 
    Arcadia Aspin Pines believes she is on her way to purchase a popular resort lodge, the Winterborn Cascades, nestled in the Eastern Rockies.  
 
    She meets with the owner, Echo Winterborn, a man that she finds simultaneously charismatic and exasperating.  
 
      
 
    He informs her that she’s been duped—the Lodge is family owned and has never been on the market. Furious (mostly with herself), a blizzard forces her to spend time getting to know the current owners, including Echo, who seems amused by her situation.  
 
      
 
    Wolfshifter Echo has a mystery to solve, a scent he picked up on when first encountering the curvaceous Aspen.  
 
      
 
    He isn’t the only one who is puzzled. His Beta Largo and his Delta Smoke are also confused by the curvaceous human Hottie and wondering ‘WHAZZUP’?  
 
      
 
    Could she possibly be the fated mate of them ALL? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One: Duped 
 
      
 
    Aradia Aspen Pines, aka Cadie, deftly guided the resisting 2020 Kia Sorento up the snow-covered drive to the top of the hill, where the popular and well-frequented palatial resort, the Winterborn Cascades, ruled over the 5,000-acre landscape that offered amazing skiing, and spectacular views of the mountains and valleys surrounding it on all sides. The SUV was a rental, because after she had landed under deteriorating conditions at the regional airport, she was too impatient to wait for the courtesy shuttle the resort provided every couple hours, and anyway, she wanted to view the resort for the first time under her own power. Now she was glad she had leased the vehicle. It had ranked in the top ten of SUVs that were listed in Newsweek as the top ten snow and ice vehicles. 
 
    As a prospective buyer, and having already wired the earnest money for the acquisition so that the current owners knew she meant business, she was ready to jump right in. 
 
    Her only surviving parent, her father, had recently passed away, and as his only child she had inherited his entire state, which consisted of an Inn in a historic Virginia town, a villa in Boulder Colorado in Boulder County, and a few other real estate holdings. 
 
    She had been raised on the East Coast and had attended Wharton School of Business in Pennsylvania before joining her father in managing his various acquisitions. She had adored her widowed parent, but he constantly frustrated her by refusing to consider branching out into other potentially lucrative enterprises. 
 
    “Why did you bother to send me to the best business schools if you never intended to take my investment advice?” She good naturedly teased him periodically. When Cadie had graduated she had on her agenda a determination to interest her father in some of the trending tech startups. Getting in on the ground floor of some of these organizations founded by genius Gen Xers and targeting Millennials seemed like a forward-thinking option. She was particularly interested in the Cash Apps like loot or micro automatic investment facilitators like Acorn. 
 
    “Because I was hoping you would meet your future husband at school,” he would tease her in a mild tone, teasing that was always accompanied by his trademark wink, “I was, in fact, hoping to be bouncing a grandkid or two on my knee by now! 
 
    I appreciate your suggestions, my darling Cadie, but, like I have always said, land is the single best investment! Why is that? 
 
    Because they aren’t making any MORE of it! It’s a finite quantity, and with the world population growing by leaps and bounds it will always, over time, hold its value!” 
 
    A smile flicked over Cadie’s lips, and her eyes misted over. It was not ironic to her that she had jumped to buy the Winterborn Cascades when she glimpsed their ad in a high-end real estate publication. She thought her father would have approved of her decision to consolidate some of their holdings and sell them off in order to raise funds for the purchase. 
 
    As she crested the steep hill, she could see that business was booming—in spite of the remote locale, or perhaps because of it, many of the rich and famous frequented the Cascades, so called because of the nearby waterfalls which fed into the Chiunga River during the warmer months of the year. 
 
    During the winter months the falls froze, creating a breathtaking version of a spectacular sculpture of a bridal veil over 300 feet in length, pristine and delicate in appearance. 
 
    The local folks called the natural feature, The Bridal Veils, and though there were plenty of falls in the Rockies, The Veils were thought to be the most impressive. 
 
    She pulled into a space in the visitor parking section and picked up her field glasses to look around her. Even with a curtain of gently falling snow she could see beyond the forest to the left of the huge main building of the resort the icy lace of the Bridal Veil Falls. 
 
    As she swept her binoculars across the front of the resort, busy with guests going in and emerging, she paused and back tracked to focus on a figure standing in front of the Cascades that seemingly was staring right back at her, and with an intensity that seemed out of place.  
 
    Before she could react, he stepped down from the large wraparound porch area under the colonnade and began walking toward her. 
 
    Oddly everything seemed to happen in slow motion. 
 
    The first thing she noticed was that he seemed underdressed for the weather. All the guests at the busy resort were wearing thermals and parkas and ski attire. 
 
    He was clean shaven, unlike the majority of the males, with longish dark brown, nearly black hair that was parted on one side so that the longer side curtained over one eye, and he kept sweeping it back periodically with his hand as he walked over. He was wearing just a flannel shirt, with the first four or five buttons open so that his bare, muscular chest was visible. The bare part of his chest was intriguingly tattooed. 
 
    What riveted her attention was the grace and ease with which he walked, as though every muscle and sinew in his body was well oiled, and of course the lock of pure white hair that stood out on stark contrast against the darkness of the rest of his mane caught her eye. 
 
    He was gorgeous, and he was obviously making a beeline for her. 
 
    As soon as he was within talking distance he commented, “You seem to be a little lost—can I help you? The registration desk is just inside the lobby, and we have a hot chocolate fountain, cookies, … 
 
    …and even marshmallows if you’re so inclined!” 
 
    “I am FAR from lost,” Cadie assured him smoothly, emerging from the Sorento and reaching back in to retrieve her huge slouchy Coach bag and her silver Haliburton attaché case, “I’m here on business. I have an appointment to meet with Viri Winterborn!” 
 
    Cadie thought she saw a look of confusion, followed by a look of consternation pass over the handsome man’s face, though he recovered quickly. 
 
    “Allow me to escort you inside, in that case,” he told her, “I am Viri’s son, Echo Winterborn. 
 
    Can I carry something in for you, Miss…?” 
 
    “Arcadia Pines,” she told him, opening the hatchback of the SUV so that he could grab her overnight hard-shell suitcase and matching wardrobe, “I’m running a bit late, because of the weather—I hope I didn’t miss him. Our appointment was for 2 p.m.!” 
 
    “Well, yes and no actually,” the young dark-haired man replied, “but first let’s get you inside where it’s warmer!” 
 
    With her bags in hand, he gave a slight bow and gestured for her to walk ahead of him.  
 
    At least he’s a gentleman. Cadie mused, as she minced up to the porch of the magnificent lodge in her high heeled boots. The asphalt was getting just a bit slick, but she couldn’t help but be blown away by the scenery. On a distant hill she could make out a group of snowboarders, obviously reveling in the weather as they skillfully descended the snow-covered hills in pairs. 
 
    The door to the Winterborn Lodge lobby opened before the man accompanying her could reach for the handle, and standing just beyond was another drop-dead gorgeous male, just slightly shorter than the man who had introduced himself as Echo Winterborn. 
 
    He was obviously related, though—same dark hair, nearly black eyes and full lateral lips. 
 
    “Welcome to the Winterborn Cascades, Smoke Winterborn at your service!” he said, smiling warmly at her, and even extending a hand to help her in. He didn’t seem as aloof as the first man she’d encountered, though he had the same coloring, including the mysterious looking white streak in the front of his hair, and she noticed his eyes drifting down to the peak of cleavage she was showing just below the fur trimmed neckline of her winter white sweater. 
 
    “Thank you,” she told him, looking around as soon as she stepped in, “Is the owner in? We have an appointment. 
 
    I’ve come to finalize my purchase of the Winterborn Cascades as a matter of fact.” 
 
    Immediately the demeanor of the younger man changed as he looked over at the man flanking her. 
 
    “Echo?” He asked, his dark brows knitted in consternation, 
 
    “What the HELL?” 
 
    “Relax,” Echo told him with a wave, “I’ve got this! Would you like to accompany me to my office Ms. Pines? I’m sure that my brother Smoke here will see to your luggage in the meantime.” 
 
    Cadie followed him to one of the hallways on either side of the massive front desk where several employees were engaged in checking guests in and out. In the center of the lobby the water pouring downward from a fountain made musical sounds, contributing to the elegant and serene atmosphere of the lodge. 
 
     As soon as Cadie and Echo Winterborn were inside the nicely appointed office she shrugged off her pink parka and lowered herself into a leather wing chair, looking across the desk at Echo expectantly. 
 
    “So where is the owner?” she asked, “Did I miss him?” 
 
    Cadie noticed a flicker of amusement before Echo looked at her seriously. 
 
    “Actually, you’re looking at the owner, Ms. Pines,” the man told her, “up until a few months ago the Winterborn Cascades was owned by my father, Viri Clayton Winterborn.  
 
    Because of a tragic accident, he is no longer with us.” 
 
    Cadie sat up straighter in her chair, feeling her mouth dropping open involuntarily, 
 
    “But—but I just spoke to him on the phone yesterday!” She protested, “I wired the earnest money for the purchase over a month ago.” 
 
    The distractingly handsome man seated opposite her grimaced, and his dark eyes were sympathetic. 
 
    “I’m afraid you’ve been taken, Ms. Pines—scammed as it were! The family owned Winterborn Cascades Lodge has NEVER been for sale, at any time! 
 
    No doubt you came across a notice in some publication or listing of hotels and inns, placed by some nefarious person posing as the owner. They mislead you. 
 
    I am truly sorry for your inconvenience!” 
 
    For a few seconds Cadie found she couldn’t move. She only snapped out of it when she realized that her jaw had dropped, and her mouth was still open. 
 
    “SO, let me get this straight,” she managed to get out in a brittle tone, “neither you as the owner of the Winterborn Cascades, nor any of your representatives have placed any advertisements announcing that the lodge is for sale?” 
 
    “Correct!” The dark-haired owner told her, “And since quite a storm is brewing outside and I am sorry for your trouble I would like to offer you our hospitality at no cost. Please feel free to at least enjoy our amenities. As you can see the Winterborn has a lot to offer, even in inclement weather, and the piano bar and restaurant are top notch. I highly recommend the prime rib, it is exquisite!” 
 
    Echo became worried as he noticed the young woman had gone a bit pale. Her eyelashes flickered a couple of times and she seemed to have lost her polished composure, though as he continued watching she seemed to shake herself, shooting up from her comfortable seat. 
 
    “I appreciate your offer but that won’t be necessary,” she told him, hoisting her jacket up over her shoulders again and flipping back her hair, “I’m not sure how this happened but since we won’t be doing business I need to get back to my headquarters and figure out who to go after to get my money back!” 
 
    Echo frowned. 
 
    “Ma’am I wouldn’t advise that you try to drive back to the airport this evening,” he told her, “the roads have gotten worse and as you can see a lot of folks who are traveling have decided to stop and wait out the storm here. 
 
    We anticipate filling up soon and having to turn folks away—of course they can shelter in the lobby till the roads are improved, but I would love to offer you a free suite while it’s still available!” 
 
    Cadie sniffed. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she told him, “so sorry to take up your time Mr. Winterborn, and I guess I’ll be on my way!” 
 
    “Well, if you insist,” Echo said, shaking his head slightly, “I’ll have the desk carry your bags back to your vehicle. 
 
    Nice ride by the way! I know the Sorento is great on snow, so you might have a chance there, Ma’am!” 
 
    He came out from behind the huge mahogany desk and offered his hand to her. Cadie took it and the moment his skin touched hers he felt something odd… 
 
    Not electricity exactly. More like a coursing warmth that seemed to radiate throughout his body in all directions at once. Most importantly, he could sense that his wolf was aroused. 
 
    The magnetism was undeniable. But also confusing. Echo was a widower. He had lost his mate Delphine, also a wolfshifter, in childbirth. In all the years following her death he had thrown himself into leading his Timberwolf pack as the Alpha and running operations at the Winterborn Cascades as the executive manager and CEO. 
 
    He was close enough to catch her scent—her REAL scent the unmistakable musk that filled his nostrils and emanated from the enticing secret female place underneath her short leather skirt and between her thighs. He knew two things instantly, both of them surprising. 
 
    She was a regular human, not a Timberwolf or any other kind of shifter. Up here in the mountainous regions he and his shifter buddies and other pack members called them “Otiosis” or “Otis” for short, from the Latin for “Shiftless Ones”. 
 
    The second thing he wasn’t as sure about—but he felt an urgency to explore his suspicions. 
 
    He could feel his inner wolf becoming aroused, and as he forced its retreat by reluctantly letting go of her small white hand, he felt more determined than ever to convince her to stay. 
 
    “Look,” he said, “I’m offering you the finest accommodations and I am sure that you can spare a couple of days—we should still have the Wi-Fi up for the next few hours, and I would love to take you to dinner …”   
 
    “Thank you but no thank you,” Cadie told him. Looking up into his eyes, so dark they reminded her of a starless night, she felt her heart give an unexpected little leap. Echo Winterborn was certainly the most gorgeous man she had ever laid eyes on, but business was business and the idea that she, of all people, had been taken by a real estate scam was unbearable. 
 
    It was her first big “deal” since her father’s passing, and not only hadn’t she made him proud, but she had sent the $100,000 earnest payment ahead. If she acted quickly, she might be able to get it back since it had to go through the Federal Reserve, she might have time to stop it, since they generally held it for 3 days at a minimum. 
 
    “Again, I appreciate the offer, but I have to get going. First, I need to use your office if you don’t mind. I need to abort the transfer of the monies I was wiring… 
 
    In the meantime, could you please have one of your employees take my bags to my car?” 
 
    Cadie offered him her keys, which he reluctantly took from her. 
 
    “Sure will. And if you ever pass this way again, Ms. Pines, the offer is still good. I would love to show you around the place, even if it isn’t for sale!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two: Flat 
 
      
 
    Cadie cranked up the CD player (she liked all music, but she had a secret penchant for heavy metal) and drove along singing with Disturbed. The snow was steady but light, her trusty Kia SUV clung to the curves of the highway that cut through the many hills surrounding the Winterborn. 
 
    She had successfully reversed the wire, reported the deceptive real estate fraudsters every place she could think of reporting them to, and she was feeling triumphant. Even though it might take her up to a week for her money to land back into her business account, she was infused with a great sense of relief. 
 
    Later she had realized that in her state of winner’s euphoria she was going too fast to navigate a particularly tight turn. On either side of the roadway there was only an insignificant few feet of road. Not enough to comprise an emergency lane, to pull over on, and beyond that a steep drop into deeply sloped terrain on either side. 
 
    If there had been another car coming around the curve at that exact moment, she would have most certainly crashed into it. As it was, she slid sideways, first to her left, then overcorrected and slid again to the right. 
 
    She felt something hit her front right tire before she gained control again, gently guiding the now slowed down Sorento to a stop. 
 
    She left it running as her heart pounded in her ears, jumping out to survey the damage. This was not an auspicious beginning to her return trip, she decided. 
 
    She had hit something that looked like a stump that had been hastily cut back but still had enough jagged protrusions so that she had punctured her tire. 
 
    “Great,” she muttered to herself. It was fixable only because her dad had taught her how to change a tire. She noticed that less than 20 feet ahead there seemed to be a decently wide spot to pull over in so that she wouldn’t be blocking any traveling lane. It was wider because of a natural berm on that side going down to what appeared to be a creek. 
 
    It was late enough in the afternoon that daylight was waning, and the shorter days guaranteed that by the time she fixed the flat she would be traveling not only in the snow, but also in the dark. 
 
    For a fleeting moment she wondered if she shouldn’t have taken Echo Winterborn up on his suggestion to stay there until the storm had ended. But then she remembered how good it felt to politely decline his offer. It wasn’t anything that he had said, or done, but somehow his presence made her feel off balance. 
 
    There was something strange about him…creepy even. She decided that she had made the right call. His brother freaked her out a bit also, and she’d noticed a few other employees of the lodge that might have been relatives—they were also males with the dark hair with a shock of pure white in their forelocks, massive and shredded bodies, and that she found odd as well. 
 
    You just didn’t come upon so many perfect looking men in one place, at least she never had. She couldn’t help but get the sense that there was something unspoken going on at the Winterborn Lodge. For all she knew they could be some sort of cult or sex traffickers or something. 
 
    Or cannibals—she could have sworn that at one point, gazing down at her, Echo Winterborn had licked his lips. An unconscious gesture, to be sure—but what kind of fucking body language was THAT? 
 
    She busied herself with changing the flat. It was a special tire and she could have driven more miles on it but the remaining daylight was an issue and it was only getting colder. 
 
    It was a struggle, and she was glad that she had been involved in core weight training with an instructor at her neighborhood gym the previous summer. The tire was ungodly heavy, and she had trouble getting it on at first, taking up more of her valuable time and the daylight. 
 
    She was cursing the entire time as she worked. It was an indulgence she reserved for times when she was alone and it was okay to let off steam. She had had a great role model in her dad, who had a champion level swear word vocabulary. 
 
    Neither of them had ever sworn in front of her mother though. She had been gently born and raised in the south and certainly wouldn’t have stood for it! 
 
    Cadie was finishing up with the tire, making sure the nuts were tight, when she became aware of a discordant note in the quiet of the natural setting around her. At first, she thought she must be imagining it—a low, sinister guttural noise that vibrated in her ears that she could discern over the sweeping sound of the wind as the heavens continued to send down snow like confetti. 
 
    “What the hell is—” she started to say, turning around. The answer was immediately apparent. 
 
    Less than five feet behind her was one of the largest wolves she had ever seen. 
 
    She recognized immediately that it was a Timberwolf, with a jagged visible scar across its maw that made it look even MORE menacing than she would have expected. It continued its menacing growl, its fangs in full view and saliva dripping from its mouth. 
 
    Her mind instantly went into emergency mode—she still had the lug wrench in her hand, the lugs were tightened, the jack released. If it attacked her, she decided to strike it across the eyes (if that were even possible) and make a run for her SUV. 
 
    Time seemed to speed up and slow down at the same time. She saw the huge Timberwolf coil back on its haunches in preparation of launching itself at her. She raised her only weapon, the lug wrench, while at the same time sending up a silent prayer to God that she could summon enough strength to bury it in the predator’s skull. 
 
    And then as it was airborne and her eyes met those of the wolf and she threw her hand that grasped the iron bar forward, the unexpected happened. A huge dark shape came from out of nowhere, cutting off her view of the attacking Timberwolf and knocking her backward before she had a chance to strike. 
 
    The lug wrench fell from her hand as she landed squarely on her butt, hard, on the snow-covered asphalt. In front of her she saw that there were now two wolves, growling and entangled, each snapping at the other’s throat. 
 
    Again, and again, they parted, then leapt up to engage again, meeting first in midair and then rolling on the ground in a death match. 
 
    Cadie willed herself to get up, but it was as if she were frozen in place. The wolf that had warded off the attack was every bit as huge as the attacking wolf. She didn’t know much about wolves, and the thought crossed her mind that maybe they were just fighting over her, and the winner might attack her after killing or chasing off its competitor. 
 
    After what seemed to Cadie to be an interminable amount of time, the wolf that had attacked her gave a strangled yelp and ran off down the steep incline. The other wolf, giving chase. 
 
    Suddenly Cadie seemed to unfreeze. Jumping up she ran to the driver’s side of her SUV and cranked it up. She was aware that she was leaving tools behind, but she didn’t give a rat’s ass—every instinct she possessed was screaming at her to get going. 
 
    But—get going where? 
 
    She hated returning to the Winterborn Lodge, but she had lost time and her nerves were shaking her hands so damn badly that she desperately wanted a drink to calm them. Her rational mind was reeling from her experience with the wolves, and she wondered if anyone would believe her if she told them about it. 
 
    Sighing, and with her fingers still trembling uncharacteristically she started to pull off and turn the Sorento around, back in the direction of the Winterborn Lodge, when she was startled by a rap at her driver’s side window that caused her to jump out of her seat. 
 
    Turning her head, she met the eyes of Echo Winterborn. 
 
    “SO, you’re what? Stalking me?” Were the first words out of her mouth after she lowered the window, even though she instantly regretted snapping at the ridiculously gorgeous young man with the white forelock. 
 
    “Well, you missed the fireworks Mister Winterborn! I was attacked by a WOLF! I mean almost attacked! If another wolf hadn’t gone after it, it might have…might have…” 
 
    To her embarrassment she felt tears starting at the corners of her wide violet eyes. It seemed the aftershocks had worn off and now it was time to have a little ‘boo-hoo’ as her father would have called it. 
 
    But NOT in front of a stranger. She stopped speaking for a moment in order to better compose herself. 
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you,” he told her looking concerned, “but from the looks of it you’ve already encountered some trouble on the road… 
 
    He bent down and retrieved both the jack and the tire iron from the snowy road, handing them to her through the window. 
 
    “With your luck you might want to hang onto these,” he said mildly, in a humorous tone “were you planning to keep going or—and I would highly recommend this second option—are you planning to accompany me back to the lodge and get warm? 
 
    You’re actually shaking, Ms. Pines,” he finished, looking sympathetic. 
 
    “I guess I’ll go back to the lodge,” she replied reluctantly, “at this point I’m so rattled I don’t know how it would affect my driving anyway.” 
 
    “Sounds like you made the right call!” Echo told her, “Need any help turning this rig around?” 
 
    “I can manage,” she told him in a sweet tone, though she felt a flicker of annoyance at his smug tone and obvious confidence he had that she would agree to return to the lodge. In spite of his good looks, there was definitely something about him that rubbed her the wrong way. He was almost TOO confident and self-possessed… 
 
    … ‘COCKY’ was the word she was looking for! He was WAY too pleased with himself! It wasn’t a quality she admired in men.  
 
    “GREAT!” He told her, “See you back at the lodge!” 
 
    She watched in her rearview as he turned and, with his hands in his pockets and his shoulders hunched against the cold, walked the few yards back to the snowmobile/ATV he had been riding on, starting it up. 
 
    She was cautious as she swung the SUV as widely to the edge of the drop off as she could and then finally, after checking to make sure no other vehicles were coming, swung it around so that she was finally traveling in the other direction. 
 
    After the double adrenalin-rush she had experienced, she realized that she was exhausted. Every muscle in her body felt like jelly. 
 
     The snowfall had picked up and the weather deteriorated to the point that she was grateful that Echo was riding in front of her, so that she could tell where the road was. In what seemed like no time they were turning into the long drive up to the majestic Winterborn.  
 
    By that time the last radiant pink, orange, and saffron fingers of a dying sunset provided a dramatic backdrop for the palatial lodge, and the Winterborn, all lit up with the golden glow from the windows and colonnade lights pouring out from the building made it seem more welcoming than ever. 
 
    For an instant she felt that she was home—why she would feel that way she had no clue. But it was at the very LEAST her “home away from home”. 
 
    …And she desperately needed that DRINK!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three: What Big Eyes 
 
      
 
    Finally back at the lodge, with two whiskeys “neat” down Cadie’s hatch, she was beginning to both unthaw and feel a bit better about her recent brush with death. 
 
    She was also finding herself increasingly charmed by Echo Winterborn, against her better judgment. 
 
    “You know it’s pretty rare for wolves to attack,” Echo was saying. They were sitting at the shiny wrap around brass bar inside the Winterborn Cascades, aptly referred to as the ‘Cascade Lounge’. The bar semicircular and long enough to accommodate multitudes of patrons. Not only that but the seats were padded and had high backs to them. As a result, they were much more comfortable. The décor included twinkling lights, a small stage on which a piano man was playing old favorites and light jazz tunes, and was decorated in colors that were drawn from the Rocky Mountains themselves: silver, black, white and purple. 
 
    “There are few attacks and most that have occurred in this century are still unexplained, although admittedly on the rise. An entire pack of Timberwolves attacked a student in Canada, for instance and there have been individual attacks, but it’s a fact that more humans are killed by mosquitoes, snakes and even dogs!” 
 
    “Dogs? Are you kidding me?” Cadie found herself saying with a shake of her head, “I can’t imagine my dogs attacking anyone! Foster is my husky and Daisy is my golden Labrador retriever. 
 
    Foster is a bit high strung, and very protective of me, but Daisy is as gentle as they come. She seems to love everyone and is especially good with my little cousins.” 
 
    He was looking at her with a slight smile playing around his lips, lips a bit too full for a man that she somehow found enticing. 
 
    She realized that between the alcohol she’d consumed without having eaten anything else and the fact that it had been an exhausting day she was ready to climb into bed. 
 
    Besides, the drinks had made her horny. She felt like they had warmly traced a trail right down to her coochie. She blamed the booze for making Echo Winterborn seem so appealing. 
 
    Before she could excuse herself, she noticed two dark haired men coming their way. One she recognized as Echo’s brother Smoke that she’d been introduced to earlier. The other she was sure must also be a relation, since he shared the same muscular build and coloring as Echo… 
 
    Not to mention that telltale strand of white hair in the front. 
 
    “Hi, I’m Largo,” the newcomer said, offering his hand. When Arcadia took it, it was warm. Largo’s hair was slicked straight back from his forehead, but the white streak in the front was still apparent and he also had a curious streak of white midway through one of his dark eyebrows. 
 
    “I’m Arcadia Pines. ‘Cadie’ to most people I know,” she told him. Even as she spoke, she found herself getting lost in his eyes. They were larger than Echo’s or Smoke’s, and strangely mesmerizing. 
 
    “Nice to see you again Ms. Pine—Cadie I mean,” Smoke said nodding to her, “Are you enjoying the bar? Largo here was in charge of the renovation a year ago!” 
 
    “Well, you have excellent taste,” Cadie told him, meaning it as she gazed around her, “it’s beautiful, and even though it’s in a different style than the lobby the colors still remind me of where I am, in the mountains.  
 
    Somehow it all works!” 
 
    Largo’s face flushed slightly at the compliment and since he still had her hand in his he raised it gently to his lips to kiss it before reluctantly letting it go. 
 
    “Thank you so much,” he said, still staring at her. 
 
    Echo, cleared his throat impatiently to get Cadie’s attention, since his brothers were all but blocking his view of her. 
 
    “I’ll go get the keys to your suite if you like,” he told her, “or we can have dinner at the restaurant…” 
 
    “Oh, thank you,” Cadie told him, “can I have a rain check on dinner? I’m not very hungry, but if y’all have room service I think what I want most in the world right now is a hot shower and a bowl of soup in my room… 
 
    You have room service, right?” 
 
    “Of course!” Echo assured her “I’ll be right back!” 
 
    As Echo retreated, Smoke slipped into the seat he’d vacated. 
 
    “So, Echo told us about your run in with a real estate fraudster,” he told her, “I’m sorry that happened to you! I’ve known of other cases, but mostly having to do with the sale of private homes that are not actually on the market… 
 
    These are strange times we live in. And Echo probably didn’t tell you this, but this isn’t the first time someone showed up prepared to buy the Winterborn Cascades!” 
 
    Cadie immediately sat up straighter. 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” She said, “I felt like a horse’s ass—I mean this must be a ring of criminals defrauding folks. I asked for plenty of credentials, copies of driver’s license, etc. from the realtor that I thought was acting as your representative. I thought I was covering my tracks. 
 
    I should have known it wasn’t actually on the market, but I’ve been looking for months for a place to invest in our West, someplace with skiing and hiking and beautiful scenery, especially since I’ve been considering relocating myself.” 
 
    “Well, we have friends in the real estate business,” Largo said at her ear. Turning on her comfortable bar stool she saw that Largo was seated on her other side, “Please take my card and let me know if you are serious and either of us will be glad to hook you up! 
 
    And I guarantee it will be someone legitimate this time!” 
 
    At that moment they noticed that Echo was returning, a look of consternation having replaced his happy and slightly buzzed demeanor from earlier. 
 
    “Uh, we have a slight problem,” he announced in an apologetic tone, “I know you noticed that we were having quite a crowd of folks deciding to stop here because of the blizzard… 
 
    I told the front desk to reserve your suite, and I assumed they had. But when they saw you leave, they took the hold off the suite. 
 
    “I’m afraid it was rented to a family that was passing through, hours ago.” 
 
    Before Cadie could find her voice, Largo spoke up. 
 
    “There HAS to be something!” He commented, “How about the haun—I mean Room 11?” 
 
    As Cadie watched, Echo’s brows immediately knit together as he glowered at Largo. 
 
    “Hells to the NO, Largo—how much have you had to drink?” He thundered. 
 
    Turning his attention back to Cadie he asked quickly, “Would you be interested in staying in a room where no less than four people in the last 15 years have committed suicide? 
 
    …Thought maybe not!” 
 
    “Well, she can bunk in with ME if she would like,” Largo said in a voice that sounds a little too eager, “Mi Casa Su Casa and all that!” 
 
    “She doesn’t want to do that,” Smoke interjected, “when Largo says bunk in he means that literally. He has a bunk bed set, so that would be a choice of top or bottom… 
 
    Knowing Largo as I do, if I were YOU, I would go for the top bunk!” 
 
       Both Smoke and Largo were cracking up and Echo shot a glare in their direction. As they instantly quieted down, he turned his attention back to Cadie. 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse my brothers, Cadie—I can’t take them anywhere! But as far as making you comfortable… 
 
    I have a suite of my own, and its huge. The maids put fresh sheets on the beds every day and I have a master and a guest bedroom. 
 
    You can have your pick!” 
 
    Cadie seemed to consider all the offers, biting her lip, averting her gaze from any of them and looking pensive. 
 
    “Do you happen to snore?” She asked, looking directly up at Echo. 
 
    “No,” he lied, sending a telepathic message to both Smoke and Largo to zip their lips. 
 
    “Okay done deal!” She told him, “I’ll take the master bedroom!” 
 
    Echo made sure that Cadie’s bags followed her to his suite, which was on the main floor level and took up literally the back of the first floor of the Winterborn.  
 
    His quarters even included a private porch area, so he could sit out there in the evening, have a smoke if he wanted to and look up at the moon as its silvery light that tinseled the nearby mountaintops. 
 
    It was just as well that Cadie wanted to turn in early, because he had scheduled a pack meeting later. As the Alpha of the Winterborn Pack, he was the strongest, and it was his responsibility to preserve their territory, take absolute control of the pack, lead them on hunts as well as accepting new members into the pack. Not all the members were his relatives—the three half Ute Indians and Timberwolf shifters had been deserted by their original pack after most of the members, including their parents, were slaughtered in a pack battle. Somehow, they had managed to survive to adolescence, and Echo immediately recruited them into his own pack. They were strong, determined, and ferocious fighters as members of the wolf pack, and during the daytime they were employed by the lodge in various capacities. 
 
     Smoke, his youngest brother, was his Delta, and was scheduled to conduct training exercises including sparring practice that evening. His brother Largo was his Beta, and right-hand wolf. He also took command of the pack and reported any problems directly to Alpha Echo. Cisco, his fourth brother, was Lead Warrior, reporting to the other three. 
 
    After first stealthily letting himself into his suite and checking to make sure Cadie was comfortable (he had to chuckle when he noted that she was snoring softly, especially after asking him if HE snored!). He sent out a seemingly silent, urgent Pack Alert. It was on a frequency above that of human hearing and let all members know that they had less than 15 minutes to convene on their usual meeting place, a hillock that was too vertically challenged to be a proper part of the Rockies, but that was far enough away from the Winterborn Cascades that their howling wouldn’t bother the sleeping guests of the lodge. 
 
    He was not pleased to note that he was the first one to show up. The first thing he noticed as he did a perimeter check was that the snow was only falling lightly, and that the mantle of snow that covered the hillock was pristine. The only prints were that of smaller forest animals—squirrels, raccoons, rabbits and so forth. 
 
    It was a beautiful view, and sacred to the Winterborn Pack. How many generations had enjoyed the same view he wondered? It was a relief to relinquish control to his wolf, enjoy the cool crisp refreshing atmosphere that was as soothing to his senses as it was to his ravaged soul. 
 
    His Alpha Wolf didn’t carry the same sense of hidden gloom and tragedy as his human form did. His past haunted his human, and even though he stayed so busy that his permanent sadness was relegated to background noise, somehow it shadowed all his moments of joy or pleasure. 
 
    It was only here, in the wild of these pristine wide-open territories that he felt a true sense of relief. In this environment he could feel his power. His heightened senses stirred his blood and with the silvery moonlight as his mantle he sensed the magnificence both inside and outside his wolf form. 
 
    Spontaneously he threw his head back and howled. From not too far off he heard the answering howls of his pack members, not only reassuring him that they were on the way to join him, but also declaring the beauty of the night, and the strength of the pack. 
 
    This was their territory. Here they were completely free, ruling both the mountains and the violet shadows that they cast, answerable to no one but themselves and the Regional Council.  
 
    As he watched his pack members approach, their dark and somewhat menacingly large shapes emerging from several directions, a large snowshoe hare scampered quickly over the snow cover several yards away, followed by some smaller versions of itself.  
 
    That reminded him that he should try to reconnect with his raccoon shifter buddies at some point—Rocko and Rubin owned a luxury car dealership in Boulder, and often came by. The brothers were hilarious and the best of drinking buddies as they were easygoing and never got “mean drunk” or tried to start fights. Echo looked forward to the Spring, because that was the time of year that they came to the Winterborn for a week at a time, trying to get in some righteous fishing time. 
 
    A predator scent seemed to waft around him then, heralding the arrival of most of his pack. To his consternation, Smoke arrived last of all, comically shifting into human form as soon as he trotted up to the fat, mesa area at the top of the knoll known as Cobweb Hill. 
 
    “You’re going to freeze your ass off,” Echo told him frowning, “And we need your WOLF to whip the rest of our pack into shape. 
 
     “This is so refreshing!” Smoke told him with a wink, “You should try it sometime big brother! But I guess I will—I don’t want to freeze my cock off before I bang your new girl, Echo!” 
 
    He was still laughing as he shifted, his powerful wolf emerging from his (mostly) non hairy human form, his jaw elongating and his emerging paws and haunches causing him to drop on all fours with a short authoritative bark. 
 
    Echo was pleased with all of his Pack Leaders, and especially surprised at how serious, focused and compartmentalized Smoke could be. In human form he was the least serious and most affable of his brothers, but once his wolf took over, he became a fierce and humorless taskmaster, exactly the kind of trainer the pack needed. 
 
    He never had any trouble with most of them. The newest recruit Kibu had a long way to go and a lot to learn, but Echo could see improvement every week. 
 
    The pack training always began with a quick two-mile run, dodging between trees in the forest and trying to outrun other wolves in the pack in the huge roughly oval shaped circle they make around Cobweb Hill. 
 
    Feeling restless after the training run was over, and still too excited to sleep, Echo fixed a drink and shored up the dying fire in the fireplace until his was blazing again. 
 
    It always took a while for his Wolf to completely withdraw from his human form, even after he had completed his shift, and his still heightened sense of smell brought the loveliest waft of feminine musk to his nostrils. 
 
    Ah yes, Arcadia Pines was here, sleeping in his bedchamber. 
 
    Without even an additional thought he felt his penis hardening and stretching upward. He had tried to keep so busy that he didn’t think about sex since losing his mate two years ago. She had died in childbirth, and so had his son, the one he had wanted to name Fortis, from the Latin word for “strong”. His darling mate had agreed, and they decided they would call him “Fort” as a nickname. 
 
    The day that Delphine went into labor had been both the best and the most tragic of his existence. He had never understood why or how he ended up mated to a human—or as the Wolfshifters called them, “Mollys” a slang term derived from the Lain word for “Soft”. Even though years had gone by before he recognized her as his mate, he had never anticipated hooking up with a Molly. 
 
    He’d always hoped that he would find another Wolfshifter as his mate. It just made more logical sense to him. Why would he want to weaken the family DNA even further by mating with a Molly? 
 
    In the end it turned out he’d been right. Delphine, although she was part Indian and an amazing and strong female, had faded from earthy existence soon after giving birth to their stillborn son. 
 
    He’d been tortured for months. Why hadn’t she fought stronger to stay with him? Although his grief was profound over the loss of the infant, they could have had other children. 
 
    The conclusion that he finally came to was that she hadn’t WANTED to stay—she had died to be with their son in the afterlife, rather than fight to stay on the earthly plane with her mate. 
 
    Although he said nothing to his brothers or any member of the pack, he made a promise to himself that he would never love another full-on human. Humans were too delicate for the harsh realities of shifter life, even if there wasn’t a Pack War going on. Even as a shifter, his wolf knew that only the strongest could hold their territories for centuries, as they were always under threat from other challengers for their territory. 
 
    Celibacy didn’t suit him either, but his wolf got laid a hell of a lot more than he did in the subsequent months. Fucking was actually a wonderful diversion. Whether he was mounting a she-wolf while the envious members of his pack surrounded them, whining for a turn that would never come, or putting one of his drunken female guests to bed and being unable to leave her after she grabbed his huge cock and refused to let go until he fucked her. It was the only time he was able to escape the primal pain of losing both his wife and child in the same day. 
 
    As he swished the Bourbon around in the glass, lost deeply in thought, he didn’t hear Arcadia come up behind him as he lounged shirtless on the leather couch placed before the fire. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, turning around, “I thought you were sleeping! I trust you are comfortable. Can I get you anything?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she told him as she yawned and stretched, “I had the oddest dream—I always do when I am sleeping in strange places, and it woke me up. 
 
    No idea why. The bed is awesomely comfortable, and I wondered if this place is sound proofed? I can’t even tell that we’re surrounded by other guests!” 
 
    “Very cool,” Echo told her, smiling, “I was hoping you would be comfortable.” 
 
    Cadie sniffed the air. 
 
    “Do you have a dog?” She asked, “There’s just a slight smell of dog in here—I have very sensitive olfactory nerves. 
 
    Oh please! Don’t take offense! It’s not overwhelming or anything! I just noticed it!” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, we do, but I made sure to have them taken to Smoke and Largo’s room. Don’t worry, I’ll have the maids give this suite a once over tomorrow!” 
 
    “Seriously it’s not a biggie!” Cadie protested, “See? I wish I hadn’t said anything! I’m still a little hungover from earlier. 
 
    This place is amazing though. I don’t think I thanked you enough for all you’ve done! I’m afraid I’ve been in “bitch on wheels” mode since I was made a fool of. 
 
    You may not believe me now, but I am usually a smart business owner. The high-end realtor I was dealing with claimed to be affiliated with the premier name in the business. He had all the bells and whistles including an impressive virtual tour website and appeared to be totally legit.” 
 
    Echo looked up into her violet eyes, tilting his head. 
 
    “You really need to let it go—you got most of your money back, except for some wire charges, right? And if I don’t know the right people, I certainly know other people who know the right people. 
 
    Don’t worry, you’ll be able to find something fabulous!” 
 
    “Thanks,” Arcadia told him. As she watched, Echo turned around a bit more and then winced, grabbing the back of his neck with his hand. 
 
    “Ouch,” he commented, “I was outside earlier running and caught a tree branch to the side of my neck. I’ve been rubbing it, but it still hurts!” 
 
    “All this luxury and you don’t have a heating pad?” Cadie asked, “I bet it would help. 
 
    Here,” she continued, placing her hands on the top of his broad shoulders, “I used to be pretty good at getting the kinks out of an achy neck, at least my dad always thought so! Let me try!” 
 
    “Sure,” Echo told her turning around to face the fireplace. He wasn’t about to refuse a free neck massage, and as her small but strong fingers dug into his neck deftly, he couldn’t stifle a moan, it felt so good. 
 
    “Told ya!” Cadie said smugly, continuing to knead his overly firm flesh, “You are super tense Echo!” 
 
    Echo could hardly restrain himself from agreeing with her. His cock felt as though it was about to burst through the confines of his clothing.  
 
    Something had to give, and so it did. 
 
    Without premeditation he turned and flipped her over the back of the couch and into his lap. The warmth of her voluptuous bottom seemed to sear through the crotch of his jeans, and before he covered her mouth with his own he groaned as he gave into his feral passion. 
 
    To his complete surprise she put up no resistance, but seemed to fully relax in his arms. She never protested even when he ran his massive hands greedily over her entire body as they kissed. She was only wearing a thin peignoir make of silk, and she felt nearly naked as he touched her. 
 
    When her own moans mingled with his and he felt her nimble fingers at the zipper of his jeans he knew that something momentous was about to happen. 
 
    She only pulled back from their endless kiss to exclaim, “My GOD Echo!” 
 
    It was the most familiar tone she’d ever taken with him, and no wonder—he watched as her eyes widened at the huge appendage she was holding in her small white hand. His penis was throbbing as she stroked it. For a moment he wondered if it might be too much for her. She was short and curvaceous but small boned. In his human existence, when he was in college, he’d had girlfriends who complained that he was too big. 
 
    But when she squeezed his cock hard and said huskily, “Take me to bed, Echo Winterborn!” He obeyed without another thought. 
 
    He carried her to the bedroom, still kissing her as his unzipped jeans, helped by good old gravity hit the floor and he kicked them away. Cadie’s silk nightclothes peeled off easily, and her entire body was on display for his perusal. 
 
    He stood back to admire the scenery. It was everything he desired in a woman. 
 
    Her breasts were a bit too full and her rose colored nipples were stiff and straining toward him. She had a small waist that eventually widened to substantial hips, a soft belly, and a mound of Venus that was plump and felt just perfect in his hand. When not being able to resist he reached between her generous white thighs and grabbed it every bit as hard as she had grabbed his penis. 
 
    As he squeezed her, he lowered himself onto the bed, running his tongue over first one taut nipple and then the other, making slow sensuous circles as she moaned. 
 
    “I love a big pussy,” he told her, “and for such a little girl, you have a big pussy, you know?” 
 
    She looked up into his eyes with her own deep violet ones. 
 
    “Fuck me, Echo,” she said, “please fuck me hard!” 
 
    To his credit, Echo tried to ease himself into her, fearing his girth might be too much, and desperate that she enjoyed him the way he was enjoying her. To his surprise, she lifted her hips to force his shaft further into her. 
 
    He abandoned any previous plan and with a mighty shove rammed his cock into her to the hilt. When she issued a short scream that sounded victorious, he took satisfaction in it. As he shoved himself into her repeatedly, she seemed to be speaking in tongues. 
 
    It was the language of love. Cadie was so wet that he had no trouble pumping away and before he came, he dug his fingers into her softness of her bottom, which he’d been holding with both hands. 
 
    Filling her with the avalanche of his semen was the most glorious release he had ever experienced. He sensed that she was experiencing similar pleasure, and the noises she was making made him come even harder. 
 
    To Echo’s delight she had a voracious appetite for his cock and had barely steadied her breathing from their first go round before she pushed him over from his position spooning her and clambered on top of him again. Riding him for all she was worth, her full round heavy breasts bouncing furiously like twin heliotropes. 
 
    The third time he fucked her it was from behind, and he wet his thick middle finger with her abundant juices and inserted it in her bottom. 
 
    THAT time, she screamed out his name. 
 
    Their lovemaking had left a wet spot in the middle of the huge bed the size of Africa, and he hastily threw an extra comforter over it. Exhausted, both of them drifted off to sleep. 
 
    Echo awakened with a start two hours later, his inner Wolf alerting him that he was almost late to a pack meeting on Cobweb Hill. 
 
    It was all he could do to leave her side. It had been the first time since the death of his mate and son that he had slept dreamlessly and fully at peace. A rediscovered feeling that had blown away like dandelion fronds at the moment of her death and one he was sure would never return to him. 
 
    It was nothing short of a miracle, he thought, and he determined that he must keep this amazing human close to him at any cost. 
 
    He hadn’t had these feeling since he’d encountered his first mate, and he was convinced that for some reason the wolf Gods were smiling on him again, and he’d been given a second chance. 
 
    He was convinced that Arcadia was his true mate. 
 
    Bending over her as she slept, his wolf transitioned in just enough so that he could mark her behind her right shoulder. He felt part of his soul slip into hers as he performed the sacred ritual. He gave no thought that his marking her as his fated mate would awaken her, and though she stirred in her sleep, it did not. 
 
    The mark would be permanent and leave a permanent scar roughly in the shape of a star. She was his universe now. She was HIS, and he would make sure that no harm ever came to her for all of their lives. 
 
    Regretfully, he stood and stretched in the thick cascade of moonbeams coming through the diaphanous curtains of the huge pair of French doors outside his master bedroom that led onto the balconette. 
 
    He had added that architectural feature for one purpose—so that his Wolf could propel itself off of it and onto the ground easily. 
 
    He ran swiftly off into the dark forest, his paws slipping somewhat on the slick, crusty snow-covered terrain. He made it to over a mile away from the Winterborn lodge before he could contain his joy no longer. 
 
    Throwing his huge furry head back, he howled gustily, his wolf cry echoing through the pristine beauty of the snow swept hills. 
 
    It was a cry of joy, relief, renewal and, above all, triumph… 
 
    Echo had found his mate! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four: Stranger Danger 
 
      
 
    By the next morning the snow had stopped. The pack meeting the night before had gone well. All the Winterborn pack was aware that Scar had been sighted in the area for the first time in years. It was not a good portent, and many of the younger members felt he might not have returned alone. 
 
    Had he managed to form his own pack, or joined a pack seeking new territory and perhaps willing to engage in a battle with the Winterborn pack to acquire it? 
 
    There were no easy conclusions to draw, just troubling possibilities. Echo stressed that all of them must remain alert at all times going into the future. 
 
    Echo had ordered a huge room service breakfast be sent to his suite, and as Arcadia moaned and sat up naked in bed, she was greeted by the enticing aromas of freshly brewed French Pressed Sulawesi coffee, freshly squeezed orange juice, croissants, eggs Benedict, thick sliced applewood smoked bacon, and French toast for good measure. 
 
    It was a magnificent feast, and Cadie ate like a longshoreman. She was starving for some reason. 
 
    “Oh, Echo I know I am eating like a prize hog, and the funny thing is that I never eat breakfast. Usually, I only have coffee and Advil! 
 
     I SWEAR this is the most delicious meal I’ve had in decades!” 
 
    Echo laughed at her apologetic tone. 
 
    “Arcadia I would be insulted if you didn’t eat this magnificent breakfast! And I hear that a lot from our guests—it seems the mountain air up here stimulates the appetite. 
 
    Food just tastes better!” 
 
    Their eyes met for a long moment. A desire shown in hers, and her lips appeared slightly swollen from their ardent lovemaking. 
 
    “I’d love to make love to you again, Cadie. But I have meetings this morning,” he said with obvious regret in his voice, “feel free to wander the Winterborn Cascades—staff is aware that you have full run of the place. 
 
    And another thing,I need to speak to the rest of the family, but there is a chance that if you want to invest in the Winterborn—well that might be possible. No controlling interest but as a profit-sharing investor, because we are looking to expand in the future. 
 
    So that could happen!” 
 
    Arcadia’s eyes lit up and she leaned forward so that Echo could kiss her and fondle first one breast and then another, grunting with satisfaction and a sense of possession. 
 
    “Later!” He sang out as he left. 
 
    The bar wasn’t officially open yet, but after exploring all the top floors of the Winterborn and being more impressed than ever at its vastness, Cadie decided she wanted a drink. 
 
    Security let her inside, and she was vaguely aware that another gentlemen was right behind her. She took a seat at the bar where a handsome blonde young man, dressed in the garb of an old-fashioned turn of the century barkeep, was asking her what her pleasure might be. 
 
    “Single malt, neat,” she told him. She had gotten a little chilly in her traipsing around the lodge. She had not only explored all the facilities (indoor pool, gym, small theatre for private concerts and ballrooms one and two for wedding receptions), but she had also explored all the views from the various outside terraces. 
 
    She decided that the Winterborn had everything and “a bag of chips” as the popular saying went. She was getting increasingly excited at the idea that she might be able to invest in it, at least if what Echo had hinted at was a real possibility, she could be a part owner of the enterprise in a few months. 
 
    She’d called her office and made arrangement to stay for a few more days, rearranging her appointments and making sure her office manager had things well in hand. She felt like she was on the best adult vacation of her life, and she was happy that she hadn’t been able to leave. The inconvenient blizzard had turned out to be a blessing in disguise. 
 
    A small voice inside of her whispered that it had to be fate, because she had an overwhelming sense of falling in love, not just with beautiful, studly Echo Winterborn, but also the lodge and… 
 
    She remembered with a blush her interaction with his brothers Smoke and Largo. All of them were handsome in their own way. Smoke at about 6’3” was shorter than either Largo or Echo, but he had twinkling deep set eyes, a dimple in his chin and a sexy laugh. 
 
    Largo had a seductive voice, a personal magnetism and a way of focusing on her that aroused sexual feelings. He had long straight hair which he mostly wore down his back and his features exhibited more of the Arapaho Indian heritage that ran in the Winterborn line. He had straight black brows, mesmerizing eyes and she was fairly sure that the entire time she’d interacted with him her panties had been getting wet. 
 
    Just thinking about it made her cheeks burn, and just as she was allowing the first swallow of her Scotch to warm her from the inside out, she heard a voice at her ear. 
 
    “Do you mind if I join you?”  
 
    Sitting next to her was the gentleman she had only become vaguely aware of earlier as he followed her inside the bar. He was a strikingly handsome and massively built man with silver hair slicked straight back, glacially blue eyes and a well-trimmed salt and pepper beard. 
 
    “I hate to drink alone,” he confessed to her, “do you mind if I join you? 
 
    I’m Richard Scarborough, and I’m just passing through. Are you here on vacation? Or did you get stuck in the storm?” 
 
    Arcadia noticed that the only feature marring the older man’s good looks was a jagged scar that ran from his forehead and across one eyebrow, culminating on his cheek. Oddly enough the silvery scar didn’t seem to detract from his smoking good looks. It added an air of mystery to the man. 
 
    “I’m Arcadia Pines,” she told him, extending her hand, “and I’m here on business actually.” 
 
    “Ah, a businesswoman,” the man said thoughtfully, “I see. May I buy you a drink? 
 
    And may I ask where you got your charming accent?” 
 
    “I hail from the proud Commonwealth of Virginia,” she told him, laughing lightly, “I didn’t know my accent was so obvious—I’m actually from Northern Virginia near Washington, D.C. We don’t think we sound like our country cousins further down state!” 
 
    “What can I get you Arcadia,” the man said smiling, “another of the same?” 
 
    He gestured to the bartender and Cadie noticed he was also drinking Scotch, only with a single ice cube in it and a twist of lime. 
 
    When the second round of drinks appeared, he raised his glass to her. 
 
    “To beauties from afar,” he said in tribute, as they both tilted their heads back and swallowed. 
 
    The stranger that had introduced himself as Richard went on to tell her that he was in land acquisition also, and had had his eye on the Winterborn operation for decades, even though he knew it wasn’t for sale. 
 
    “There are many reasons why this is the penultimate piece of real estate to be had in the region,” he told her, “not only are the views way beyond spectacular, but the waterfalls are breathtaking, and… 
 
    Are you aware that there is a network of caves and caverns that contain hot springs? I mean this location is only half developed into what it might be! 
 
    Have you ever visited any Hot Springs Resorts?” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I have in Vir—”  
 
    Cadie never got to finish her sentence.  
 
    “WHAT THE FUCKING HELL ARE YOU DOING HERE, SCAR?” A familiar voice thundered from behind her. 
 
    Two things happened at once, neither of which she would ever forget. 
 
    The nicely attired gentleman she’d been conversing with growled deeply in his throat, and as she watched, his mouth appeared to extend into a maw displaying dangerous, dagger like fangs. 
 
    His icy blue eyes glowed with a crimson incandescence, she could hear the violent sounds of clothing being ripped asunder, and suddenly she was no longer face to face with a man, but a huge feral beast. 
 
    One that was all too familiar—she had looked into those eyes the day a ginormous silver wolf had attacked her as she was changing her tire. 
 
    She was spun around on her stool as Echo rushed forward from behind her as the Wolf Shifter she’d been conversing with gave a backwards leap, shattering the expensive whiskey glass it had been drinking from to the floor and disappearing into the nearby utility hallway of the lounge. 
 
    Arcadia froze, her eyes blinking and sure that she was going mad—had she really witnessed a man transforming into a giant Timberwolf? 
 
    Echo returned looking red faced and furious. 
 
    “FULL ALERT,” he shouted at the bartender, “Tell everyone to be on the lookout for that character! He is persona non grata and DANGEROUS!” 
 
    Pressing his face close to Cadie’s he immediately changed his tone. He was close enough so that she could see the fear in his eyes. 
 
    “Did he touch you? HURT you? I’m so sorry Cadie! I have no idea how he got in!” 
 
    “What was that?” Cadie managed to squeak out, “WHAT THE FLYING FUCK WAS THAT ECHO?” 
 
    “You’re not crazy Cadie,” Echo reassured her, “What you just witnessed was real, a reality hidden from most people in the modern world but nonetheless a reality that truly exists. 
 
    Come with me darling and stay close—I will explain everything!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five: The Unseen World 
 
      
 
    By the time Echo ushered Cadie back to his suite, she noticed that, curiously, Smoke and Largo had joined them, falling into step as though they had been summoned. 
 
    They had—he had sent a silent alert to them to join him via their telepathic connection. 
 
    As they reached the room Largo secured the doors to the terrace, Smoke banked the fire until it rose up crackling and shooting sparks and Echo sat her down on the overstuffed leather sofa. Wrapping an Indian blanket around her trembling form. 
 
    She was shaking and he enveloped her in his massive arms silently for a few minutes until she ceased shaking, before saying, 
 
    “Okay—who wants to start?” 
 
    “I will”, Largo said smoothly. Kneeling down so that he was on eye level with the still trembling Cadie he continued, “My Darling Arcadia, you are not going mad. Nobody slipped a hallucinogen into your drink. What you saw is part of the world that includes both humans and other beings that live clandestinely among them. 
 
    Generally, we would never speak of this, but given the circumstances you need this knowledge for your own protection. What you witnessed is the transformation of what is commonly referred to as a Shifter. Shifters are humanoids that can take the shape of many things, including all manner of animals and even objects. They possess the natural ability to morph into other forms. 
 
    You just witnessed the gentleman that bought you a drink shifting into a Timberwolf.” 
 
    “You may have recognized him from that day you had tire trouble a few miles from the lodge. You know, when you were determined to leave us! 
 
    And do you remember what happened when the wolf attacked, Cadie?” 
 
    Cadie nodded. 
 
    “Something came between me and that silver wolf. Another wolf, a bigger one. And they were fighting and then the second wolf chased it off! 
 
    And then, and then, YOU were there, Echo!” 
 
    “Yes, well there’s a reason for that,” Smoke interjected, taking a seat next to her on her left side, “We, all of us with you here, are also shifters. Timberwolf shifters to be precise.” 
 
    Cadie looked around at all of them. Echo noticed that she had stopped shaking but she pulled the covers up more closely around her before she spoke again. 
 
    “And you expect me to believe my eyes I guess,” she said, speaking slowly, “Even though I KNOW that I saw what I saw, I still don’t believe it!” 
 
    All of the brothers looked at each other communicating silently, telepathically, in Wolf Speak. 
 
    She needs a demonstration Largo stated, looking pointedly at Smoke. Smoke looked at Echo, who nodded. 
 
    Why is it always ME that has to get naked? Smoke complained when he saw Echo nodding in assent. But aloud he said, “Look Cadie, I’ll show you my wolf if you want. I think in this case a transformation will be worth a thousand words, or however that saying goes!” 
 
    Taking a few steps away Smoke quickly stripped down to his briefs, saving them for last and then shucking them. He was facing away from the group and quipped, 
 
    “I know, I know, cute butt—I get that a lot actually!  
 
    Okay, keep watching—here we go!” 
 
    As Cadie watched, incredulous and slightly distracted by the sight of Smoke’s tight buttocks, he began to change. His already stocky and muscular body widened in some areas and narrowed in others as a luxuriant coat of winter fur sprouted spontaneously all over his body. 
 
    He dropped to all fours when his strong forelegs, massive wolfen paws and haunches appeared and turned to face her. 
 
    His wolf was magnificent and gargantuan compared to any breed of wolf Arcadia had ever been familiar with. It was multicolored, with browns and reds and a huge white ruff below its maw, and lots of soft looking fur. 
 
    Smoke’s wolf lowered its head and approached her, stopping just inches from her drawn up, blanketed knees. 
 
    “Can I pet him? Smoke?” She asked wonderingly. 
 
    “I think that’s what he is waiting for,” Largo said gently, and so Cadie reached out a tentative hand, stroking the wolf between his ears. Lightly at first and then, relaxing and petting him like she would a huge dog. 
 
    “You make a very handsome wolf, Smoke,” she told him, and he made a satisfied sound in his throat and crept forward to nuzzle and then lick one of her exposed knees that had crept out from the blanket as she leaned forward to pet him. 
 
    Cadie laughed because it tickled and when the licking went on a bit too long, Echo said sternly, “SMOKE?” 
 
    Smoke instantly retreated, turning once to look back at Cadie (she could have sworn his wolf winked at her) before he shifted back again. Cadie lowered her eyes, even though she wanted to see his naked torso again. It was impressive indoor scenery. 
 
    As Smoke was redressing Largo continued, “This is as real as real can get, and we realize it is a lot to take in, but know this— 
 
    All of us of the Winterborn pack are committed to your protection. I can’t tell you why Scar followed you tonight, what his motives were, but I can assure you based on our past experience with him he is up to no good. 
 
    Something had changed—usually after being driven away or defeated the disgraced wolf would steer clear of the territory where it happened. My impression is that he must be just as grandiose as he ever was, but now madness has crept in. 
 
    I think he is batshit crazy, but still dangerous. He is smart, I’ll give him that. And he was likely testing our security. 
 
    If he tried it again, he wouldn’t succeed—everyone has been alerted. 
 
    If he DARES to try it again, we will take him out!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six: Peeping Tom 
 
      
 
    The following day dawned bright and cold and was busier than the previous one had been, in spite of all the extra energy that the Winterborns had to extend after the incident with Scar. 
 
    At least it hadn’t been boring. Echo was surprised that Arcadia had seemed to not only accept them as Shapeshifters, but didn’t seem afraid of Smoke’s Wolf. Of course, Smoke being who he was, he just had to get closer to her than he should have. Echo imagined that his little brother was probably getting a nose full of her feminine musk at the same time. 
 
    He heard a fairly close howl, and ascertained that it was a member of his pack on Day Patrol in the woods around the lodge. He stopped for a moment and realized that it was an alert that a member of the pack that had NOT been assigned to duty had been sighted close by. 
 
    That was an oddity. Usually, since their wolves were nocturnal, the regime would complete their assigned tasks in human form during the day and, after a short rest (or not), meet at night to exercise their wolves, hunt, do patrols around the perimeter of the property and chase off any unwanted intruders, i.e., lone wolves that occasionally would show up on the property. 
 
    They hadn’t had a territorial challenge for many years, but you never knew. 
 
    Just to be sure, Echo decided to walk to a particularly thick stand of pines on the edge of the cleared property around the Winterborn, strip off his clothing and shift into his wolf so that he could surreptitiously check out the report. 
 
    After doing so, he began walking as closely to the building, staying in the shadows of the snowdrifts so that he wouldn’t be cited and reported by guests gazing out of their room windows. The weather was more frigid than usual, near zero with the wind chill, so guests were enjoying themselves inside of the lodge, many getting their hair done, massages or manicures and pedicures. 
 
    Rounding the corner to the back side of the Winterborn, Echo’s wolf immediately picked up a familiar scent. As it approached stealthily, his wolf sighted another wolf that had stretched its long powerful frame out vertically against the building so that its eyes were level with the bottom part of one of the room windows. 
 
    The room window happened to belong to the shower room in Echo’s suite. 
 
    Echo didn’t have to guess what Smoke’s wolf was doing. It was obviously peering in at Arcadia as she showered. He would have bet money on it! 
 
    Without a second thought Echo’s wolf charged at the peeping Tom shifter, knocking it over and sending it tumbling down the incline into a drift. 
 
    Before it had a chance to recover, Echoes wolf was on top of it, growling thunderously. 
 
    Their Wolf Speak conversation went something like this…  
 
    What the fuck are you doing spying on Arcadia, you little shit! 
 
    Hell, we’re supposed to be protecting her not molesting her for one. For two, you are violating her privacy!  
 
    What if she had seen you?  
 
    Okay, okay, you win, but there is something you don’t know—can you get off of me so I can tell you, maybe?  
 
    With great reluctance Echo let Smoke up. With an injured air, Smoke’s wolf shook himself vigorously to rid himself of all the ground in snow stuck to his fur coat and returned Echo’s stare evenly. 
 
    BROTHER, MY ALPHA, I need to tell you something, something that I only was able to confirm today, even though it had occurred to me a few days ago.  
 
    At the time I thought, this cannot be—but now I know deep in my bones that it is a fact! AT  
 
    Cut the drama. Echo said to him, and cut to the chase, Smoke!  
 
    Okay, it is this—even though you have claimed Cadie, I recognize that she is my mate also. And there is more… 
 
    Logan believes that she is also his mate! He is as certain as I am!  
 
    I believe, dear brother, what we have to recognize is that we are in a tetrad!  
 
    We need to talk! 
 
    Making sure that Arcadia was otherwise occupied (Echo had encouraged her to seek private ski instruction with one of the professionals that offered such services at the lodge), Echo, Smoke, and Largo convened their meeting in Smoke’s smaller quarters.  
 
    The first thing out of Echo’s mouth was, 
 
    “Can this possibly be true?” 
 
    He was looking straight at Largo, and Largo met his gaze defiantly. 
 
    “It is true, and I am as sure that Arcadia is my fated mate as both of you are!” 
 
    “How long have you known?” Echo wanted to know. 
 
    His second and third in command looked at each other. Finally, Smoke spoke. 
 
    “From the moment of our first meeting,” he said earnestly, and I am sure Largo would agree. It’s like nothing either of us have ever encountered before. 
 
    Time seemed to stop, and that deep recognition that our kind always talks about kicked in. Her scent was beyond intoxicating—so much so that we felt a sense of euphoria. Every time we touched her, or even accidently brushed against her, the electricity from it made our hairs prickle. And not just the hairs on the backs of our necks! Even our pubic hair!” 
 
    Echo snorted and shook his head. 
 
    “I think I was in denial when I first perceived those feelings,” he confessed, “After Delphine died, I thought that I had lost my chance to mate for life, that I would be without a mate for the rest of my days on the planet. 
 
    You can imagine my shock at feeling those feelings again. It was as though a shroud lifted, and all the sensations that I never expected to experience again returned.” 
 
    “You marked her,” Largo stated. There was no reproach in his voice. 
 
    “You mated with her and marked her. Even though she is fully human both Smoke and I could sense it. And now that it is clear that the near impossible has happened, I am sure you understand that Smoke and I are tortured by our own desire to both mate and mark her so that the rest of the pack can recognize our Tetrad.” 
 
    All of them sat quietly as the reality of what was before them sunk in. 
 
    Smoke broke the silence by sighing. 
 
    “Trouble is, how are we going to convince her that she must accept her destiny to be mated with all of us? I know she can sense this magnetic pull. Echo, I think she thinks it is just an ordinary attraction, a magnetism that happens between males and females. 
 
    How do you think she feels, really?” 
 
    “I think she can feel it,” Echo said thoughtfully, staring into the flames of the blaze in the fireplace as they licked along the length of the logs in the grate, “It’s metaphysical, and powerful. 
 
    I saw the way she looked at you two when she was introduced to you both. I noticed that she could hardly take her eyes from Largos. 
 
    I know that you have a special ability with mesmerizing both humans and wolves,” he continued, “I wonder.” 
 
    Largo’s lips twitched at the corners. 
 
    “It needs to happen naturally and be as sacred and beautiful as it is meant to be,” he stated finally. “Sure, I can turn up my little superpower a notch. Smoke has abilities when it comes to pheromone manipulation by either increasing or decreasing. 
 
    What do you think, Echo? You’re the Alpha.” 
 
    Echo smiled. 
 
    “I think when something is destined it will happen no matter what we arrange or don’t arrange—not to say a little persuasion in whatever form could hurt! 
 
    And in case you haven’t noticed, our darling Arcadia loves her single malt Scotch. A lot.  
 
    Did you know her birthday is tomorrow?” 
 
    He crossed his muscled arms over his broad chest. All of them were aware that the intertwining of their fates had redefined and transformed their relationship to one another. 
 
    They had always been brothers, and as far as pack life was concerned, they were the Alpha, Beta and Gamma/Delta, as Largo acted as both the wolf in charge of spars and training and also the pack messenger as he was the fleetest among them if they should need to send a message. 
 
    Now they were something more. They were the fated mates and guardians of one voluptuous human female, Miss Arcadia Pines. They were bound to mate with her, provide for her, protect her and, if necessary, give their lives for her. 
 
    The gravity, and the miracle, of their situation was not lost on any of them. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven: The Outcast 
 
      
 
    It was the same night, and all of the pack with the exception of those that had been left behind to patrol the Winterborn lodge itself were on patrol, on the alert for trespassers and interlopers. 
 
    They communicated through their intermittent swells of howls, some lasting longer than 10 or 12 seconds, reporting that all was clear, with an occasional alert as to available prey to feed on. The lands around the Winterborn were abundant with their favorite ungulates: deer, elk and moose. More than one hunt took place that dark night. The only light over the hills was provided by a huge silver scythe of a crescent moon. 
 
    Echo, Smoke and Largo stayed in constant silent communication, all even their wolves seemed to be preoccupied with thoughts of Cadie—memories of her smell and the way her touch felt. 
 
    Smoke in particular remembered being close to her when he introduced his wolf to her. She was amazing for a human, and her musk was tantalizing even to his wolf. 
 
    He couldn’t wait until their mating, and he hungered to mark her as Echo had. He knew Largo was also looking forward to claiming her in every way possible. 
 
    She would be theirs, no question. Theirs to mate with, theirs to protect from all others. 
 
    Their quieter brother Cisco, the Omega of the Pack, was running West to separate himself from the rest of the pack with a single goal in mind. 
 
    He too was obsessed with his fated mate, but his mate was a female wolfshifter that had been trailing the pack for months, hoping to join it. Echo had been reluctant to offer her membership, but Cisco KNEW that Echo would be forced to, because Cisco had realized, when she had permitted him to at last come close to her, that he had found HIS mate also. 
 
    Her name was Kibu.  
 
    Hers was a heart wrenching story—she had been rejected by an Alpha male that she was desperately in love with, and it wasn’t just the wolf that she had been smitten by, but the wolfshifter’s human form also caused her young heart to skip a beat. 
 
    If he had ever shown her the least bit of attention in either form, human or wolf, she would have devoted the rest of her life to the pack, but the fact that he rejected her across the board had crushed her spirit. 
 
    She had been beautiful, both as a wolf and a woman. Since she had made one last plea to him for his affections, even after he made it abundantly clear that he had found his fated mate in the pack in another wolf shifting female named Nia. 
 
     Kibu was permanently banished. 
 
    In her depressed state she had nearly starved. By the time she had drifted far enough West near the Winterborn Pack she was so downtrodden she was nearly dead. Their territories were extensive even though their pack was not the largest in the region. They had marked their territories with their unmistakable scent to alert any other packs or even lone wolves like herself that they were trespassing and had better move on quickly. 
 
    So bereft of a will to go on by that point that she didn’t care, she abandoned any pretense of even attempting to live part of her daily life in womanly form. She often wondered if she had forgotten how to shift back into human form, though intellectually she knew that was impossible. 
 
    What caused her to stay in the region rather than keep moving until she reached the Pacific Ocean was inexplicable and based entirely on an inner knowing and intuition. All her instincts told her that her destiny was somehow connected to the Winterborn pack. 
 
    And after she had made that decision, a peace that transcended her heartbreak began to flicker in the way that a fire that has been seemingly extinguished is able to relight itself from a single, seemingly inconsequential remaining spark. 
 
    Her hope and strength returned to her. He was out there, her true mate, she was sure of it. If she were patient, she knew that their entwined destinies would bring them together. 
 
    The first time he found her, it was because he had come across her when she was foraging on the remnants of the larger kills that the Winterborn pack made. Cisco knew that Echo had been made aware that she was in their territory before, and had asked him, as Lead Scout for the pack, to keep an eye on her. 
 
    Echo had basically accepted her presence in Winterborn territory as an Omega, the lowest of the low as far as pack hierarchy was concerned. Cisco rarely disagreed with his Alpha brother’s decisions, but from the beginning he had felt drawn to her. 
 
    Her wolf was comely and attractive, which caused his wolf to become alert to her presence. He also picked up on her deep sadness, and wondered why she wasn’t part of a pack and not yet mated. 
 
    The first time he approached her, slowly and carefully and gauging her reaction the entire time, she never growled or even tried to run from him. He found that surprising, because she must have known that as a “fringe” member of the pack she was considered expendable. 
 
    Still, she stood placidly, and when he was close enough to sniff around her and greet her, she allowed him to bow and whine and nuzzle her, returning her own low frequency whining, both of them tentatively escalating the courtship. 
 
    It was only when he went for her nether region that she growled and snapped at him. He quickly retreated. 
 
    Their courtship progressed. Cisco, when he did not have duties to fulfill in human form at Winterborn Lodge, often shifted so that his wolf could seek her out and sleep with her in her makeshift den she had made in a dug out in between the giant roots of an ancient elm tree and spend time with her. He knew she was his mate—but would he be allowed to claim her? 
 
    Echo was the Alpha and made all the decisions. Cisco knew that after the death of Delphine, Echo had been with some of the pack females but only intermittently and so there was currently no designated Alpha female. 
 
    Because the pack hierarchy had changed, he thought that even the High Order of Wolves League (the high Council decision making Board of Wolf Shifters, also known as “H.O.W.L.”, might even approve of his mating with Kibu. 
 
    Cisco meant to discuss the situation with Echo, but Echo seemed to be preoccupied with the most recent breach in the lodge security, and had kept putting him off. 
 
    On one of his visits, Cisco had shifted into human form as he lay beside Kibu, and challenged her to do the same. He was curious as to what her human female looked like. 
 
    At first, she had refused, then seeing the acute disappointment in his eyes, she acquiesced, though she insisted he close his eyes until she told him she was ready. 
 
    Inside the den one afternoon, he waited with his eyes pressed together, shivering a bit because the slits in the canopy of tree root cover that afforded the “roof” of the cave-like shelter were the only source of light, and in human form the dugout space was not warm enough unless his and Kibu’s wolves were wrapped around each other. 
 
    He had never heard her human voice, either, and when she told him, “Ready!” He noticed that her voice came out softly and somewhat weakly, from months of disuse.   
 
    Even though her long straight hair was mussed her appearance both startled and pleased him immensely. She had huge gray almond shaped eyes. She was thin, just as her wolf was on the thin side, but her breasts were surprisingly full. 
 
    He instinctively reached out to stroke her cheek. He couldn’t believe that her human form was real, and he had an overwhelming sense that everything that had come before in the entire course of his life had led up to this one moment in which he was with his fated mate. 
 
    She seemed to recognize that admiration in his eyes, and blushed prettily as her own eyes, hungry with desire, perused his body. 
 
    “Do I please you, my love?” She asked softly. 
 
    “Oh yes!” He assured her brushing her hair back from her shoulders so that her heavy breasts with their distinctive nutmeg brown nipples were in full view,  
 
    “But more importantly, do I please YOU?” 
 
     At her quick nod he continued, “Because I intend to please you, Kibu. I want to love you so well that your heavy burden of sorrow and regret is replaced by the joy we create together. 
 
    Cisco wasn’t cold anymore, even though their shelter was not as snug as it could have been and more suited to their Timberwolves than their naked human forms. He found that his blood was pumping faster as his heartbeat ramped up and he gently reached for Kibu to pull her to him possessively. 
 
    She moaned as his mouth covered hers. It had been so long since she’d been held in human form by another human being that the intensity of the pleasure she felt at his touch was almost painful. 
 
    He flipped her over so that he could enter her from behind as quickly as possible. Doggy style seemed appropriate since they were making love for the first time as mates in her den. He’d hoped that she would be aroused enough to be wet and he was not disappointed as he skillfully guided the engorged head of his throbbing penis along the cleft between her buttocks, down to where her turgid, tumescent vulva seemed to reach out and envelop the head of his cock. 
 
    The sensual and pleasurable sensations galvanized him to action, and he plunged his shaft deeply within her, groaning as he did so, crouched over her backside protectively as he gave himself over to instinct. The desire to fill her with his seed was overwhelming, and it was a declaration that they were bonded for eternity. 
 
     He felt her tremble and shudder as he filled her with his semen, and as soon as he had finished one round of fucking her, he became immediately erect again as desire to lap on top of her overcame him. 
 
    The first time had been a celebration of their feral passions. For the second round he slowed things down a little, taking his time to suckle and tug at her breasts, massaging her exquisitely rigid clitoris and finger fucking her as he kissed her before grabbing one cheek of her buttocks in each of his massive hands before he pressed the full length of himself inside her once more. 
 
    She was eager for his sex, his touch, and his affection. She was as anxious to please him as he was to please her.  
 
    By the time their lovemaking was over for the day, they were thoroughly bonded, and committed to each other. Before he left, Cisco marked her and his love bite on her hip filled her entire body with the sensation of a scatter of electrical impulses shooting through her.  
 
    By the time their tryst was over the den was warm and cozy with the heat of their lovemaking. Both of them shifted before he left, and he promised her in Wolf Speak that he would return as soon as he was able, and that when he did, it would be after informing Echo that she was to be accepted into the Winterborn pack as not only as a pack member, but also his fated mate for life. 
 
    He did not have to add that if for some reason Alpha Echo rejected his request, he would have no choice but to leave the pack with her and search for new territory as Alpha of his own pack. It was not his first choice, but his love for Kibu, his fervent desire to fiercely protect her from harm and provide for her was now the overriding concern of his existence. 
 
    Even after her mate left her side, Kibu’s den stayed warm, and both sated by his fucking and exhausted she drifted off into the first thoroughly relaxing sleep she’d had since she’d started on her journey Westward. 
 
    She slept dreamlessly, knowing that at last she was not only accepted by her mate, but also loved. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight: Distant Thunder 
 
      
 
    Echo had always known since Scar had not only been sighted but had infiltrated the elaborate security surrounding the Winterborn lodge that they hadn’t seen the last of the Timberwolf shifter. 
 
    When he got news from the shifter Alpha known as Redwolf, giving the Winterborn pack a heads up that Scar had somehow amassed his own pack and was intending to return and challenge the Winterborn pack, Echo became preoccupied with making preparations to defend the Winterborn legacy. 
 
    The meetings were numerous as the pack discussed strategy and assessed their weaknesses. One of the obvious ones was that their pack was relatively small compared to some wolf packs. Although the Winterborn Timberwolves were larger and stronger than most wolfshifters, their pack of twenty, including some relatives and also unrelated wolves might be overwhelmed by a larger pack of wolves with strong warrior wolves. 
 
    Echo felt an immense sense of guilt, blaming himself for the pack not expanding in number. He hadn’t planned to have human females as his mate. That had been the case with Delphine and now Cadie, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. 
 
    When Cisco asked to meet with him privately to discuss Kibu’s future, Echo was more than a little surprised at what Cisco had come to tell him. 
 
    They sat opposite each other in Echo’s private study, each holding two fingers of bourbon that Echo had poured. 
 
    Cisco spent a few seconds twirling the amber colored liquid around in the ornate cut crystal glass, before downing the contents abruptly. 
 
    His large dark eyes spoke volumes before he uttered a word. In his eyes he could read desperation, hope, yearning and resignation. 
 
    “I know that you told me to keep a distance from Kibu, the lone wolf straggler that has been following our pack. I know also, that as time had gone on, you have seen that she is no threat and has waited patiently to be accepted as part of our pack. 
 
    As of this date, you have failed to render a decision on the matter. As you are the Alpha, I would like to ask why you have hesitated this long?” 
 
    Echo was somewhat nonplussed. 
 
    “Cisco these matters must be considered very carefully. Every additional member accepted into the pack must augment the pack’s strength in some way.  
 
    In case you haven’t noticed, I have been more than distracted by Scar’s recent attempt at espionage. I was shocked when I recognized him sitting at the Lodge Bar, especially since he was parked next to my fated mate. 
 
    He hasn’t forgotten who gave him that scar he bears—me? He barely escaped with his life. He has been doing reconnaissance, and there can’t be any doubt that he plots revenge. The only question is what form that revenge will take. 
 
    From all accounts, he has gone mad. Nothing but madness would embolden him to return to the place where he nearly gave up the ghost. And the most concerning part is that he may not be alone. 
 
    I am hearing rumors that he has managed to form his own pack and fully intends to launch an attack. All of those matters have rather preoccupied me, and hence the delay in making less important decisions!” 
 
    Echo hadn’t meant it to, but his diatribe had ended on a note of admonition. Alpha Echo was not used to being questioned or pressured, even by his own brothers. 
 
    At the end of his response Cisco could almost discern an unuttered growl of displeasure. 
 
    “I meant no disrespect,” Cisco assured Echo hastily, though his gaze remained certain and steady, “But the matter of Kibu’s pack status has become of great importance, because… 
 
    Because I have determined beyond a shadow of a doubt that she is my mate!” 
 
    In a way that almost seemed comical to Cisco, Echo’s jaw dropped open in surprise. 
 
    “I am coming to you, brother, because I believe the best thing to do, both for the Winterborn pack and for the future of our family as shifters might be for me to separate from the pack and form a new pack with Kibu. Christmas is coming and soon after she will be in Estrus.  
 
    There are territories all around that may or may not already be claimed. My hope is that we can claim a territory not more than 65 miles from here that I have heard of, and when the pups are old enough, grow our own pack and defend it. 
 
    You know that although I have the utmost respect, love, and loyalty to you and my brothers, I have felt for many months now that circumstances would be changing rapidly and they have!” 
 
    Echo rose from his comfortable chair and held out one arm, still holding onto his drink. 
 
    “I love you Cisco,” he told his brother, “and I respect your decision. I would offer you and Kibu a chance to remain within our territory as members of our pack, but I can see your mind is made up. 
 
    We can make a declaration tonight at the pack meeting. Let it be as you have said.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine: Happy Birthday Arcadia 
 
      
 
    On the following day Cadie awakened from a sound sleep to the pleasant half-conscious recognition that it was her birthday, and a shiver of excited anticipation ran through her. 
 
    She started to rise up but groaned when her muscles, aching from the skiing lessons Echo had set up for her, signaled that she had overdone it the day before. 
 
    She was excited to learn to ski, something she had had little experience with on the East Coast growing up. She was determined not only to learn how but to excel in it, as she was aware that Echo, Smoke, and Largo were all expert skiers, as were many other of the employees of the Winterborn Cascades Lodge. 
 
    She plopped back on her pillow for an instant, covering her eyes with her forearm. She was naked under the silk sheets and sumptuous damask coverlet, and though the room was warm, the fire had died down and the cooler air was making her nipples stand at attention. 
 
    At that exact moment the double doors to the bedroom burst open and Echo, Smoke, and Largo entered, all of them grinning, followed by a couple employees of the lodge wearing their lodge attire-black shirts, white ties, black Dockers and a burgundy vest with the Winterborn Cascades Lodge logo embroidered upon it. 
 
    Arcadia scrambled to cover herself but she could tell by the amused looks on the three handsome and powerfully built Winterborn brother’s faces that all present had gotten a good look at her naked breasts. 
 
    She flushed, roses forming high on each of her porcelain cheeks as the invaders began singing, 
 
    “Happy Birthday to you. Happy birthday to you…” finishing with, “Happy Birthday lovely Arcadia, Happy Birthday to YOU!” 
 
    “Oh, thank you!” She managed, with the covers pulled to her chin. As the lodge employees departed, leaving the laden carts, each carrying many domed silver trays that were issuing delicious aromas, aromas that were making her tummy growl as she realized she was famished. 
 
    “We wanted to serve you breakfast in bed,” Largo told her, “How about if we turn our backs as you get something on so we can all have breakfast together?” 
 
    Both Largo and Smoke turned around, but Echo didn’t, and he winked at her as she jumped hurriedly out from under the covers to retrieve the dressing gown that she had draped from one of the pillars at the bottom of the bed, tying it at the waist with the sash and trying to comb through her messy sex tousled hair with her fingers. 
 
    Echo gave her a knowing look, remembering their ardent lovemaking from the previous evening. It was his fault that she wasn’t wearing any bed clothes. It seemed like every time they were in the room together her clothing disappeared with a quickness. 
 
    They all took comfortable seats and Smoke removed the lids of the steaming trays and began serving her Belgian waffles with strawberries and whipped cream, thick sliced peppered bacon, scrambled eggs and a huge tumbler of orange juice. 
 
    She wasn’t in the mood for steak, but the Winterborn’s heaped their own plates with breakfast steak and fried potatoes, chowing down and joking as they ate, washing down the food with aromatic mugs of coffee. 
 
    With so much attention focused on her, Cadie felt a rush of contentment. She realized that she had changed since coming to the lodge, that her laser focus on her business acquisitions and career had somehow taken a back seat to enjoying herself. 
 
    Smoke was in the middle of a hilarious story about a guest who had insisted on skiing nude one winter season when she suddenly blurted. 
 
    “I love you all!” 
 
    They all turned their handsome faces to her. She felt suddenly shy. Had she REALLY said what she had been thinking, and feeling, out loud? 
 
    “Thank you,” Largo said. He was sitting closely enough to her to pick up her hand and kiss it, “Arcadia—Cadie, we were just discussing how having you here has enhanced our lives, ALL of our lives. It’s great having you here, the staff enjoys having you here, and well, none of us can imagine life without you at this point!” 
 
    “We’re hoping you and Echo can arrange something that keeps you here… 
 
    …Indefinitely!” 
 
    Cadie flushed happily. 
 
    “I think we can hammer something out,” she said, “we’ve been discussing options, and I’m excited about his idea of branching out and building some little condo type cabins on the Southern side of the lodge—something attractive and not far from the amenities of the Winterborn, but more private and secluded so that guests who value their privacy and newlyweds can feel more as though they are having a unique experience in this beautiful and wild country.” 
 
    Smoke and Largo nodded sagely, “That sounds awesome,” Smoke said, “but what about today? It’s your BIRTHDAY girl! What’s your pleasure?” 
 
    “Well first I’d like to visit the gym—maybe you all can keep me company as I try to work off some of these calories! Honestly the food here is KILLER! 
 
    After that I thought I’d get a mani and pedi and maybe a massage.” 
 
    Smoke looked at Echo, who said, “Cadie we do have house masseurs but both Largo and Smoke have certifications for massage therapy. Largo also has training in Ayurvedic Massage and healing techniques—he studied in India when he was younger. 
 
    How does THAT sound? What if we all take you out to dinner tonight and then pamper you?” 
 
    “Sounds amazing!” She replied, happily looking around at all of them. She realized that she loved being surrounded by handsome men. Although Echo, Smoke, and Largo all had their own version of the inherited Winterborn Mallen streak on the front of their dark manes of hair, they were all handsome in their own right.  
 
    Echo was divine, clean shaven, even featured and laughing eyes that could change to deliver smoldering looks when he was about to ravage her. And the man KNEW how to ravage a female. He had demonstrated that he had mad skills in bed. 
 
    Smoke always had a scruffy beard going on that made him look even more masculine. His long straight black hair was shiny and seemed to move when he moved, giving the impression of a graceful panther-like big cat. He had a great sense of humor and exuded charisma. 
 
    Largo carried with him an air of mystery. He was the hairiest of the three, with a full, short beard, well-trimmed mustache and the most tattoos of the three Winterborn brothers. He was “smexy”, highly intelligent and seemed to know a lot about everything. Where had they been all her life? 
 
    “We will leave you now,” Echo said with a sigh, “But I hope we can surprise you later! And we DO have presents for you also. 
 
     You can look forward to opening some packages!” 
 
    “Yes, you CAN!” Smoke interjected, “Some BIG packages! Guaranteed!” 
 
    Largo cracked up and all of them were smiling as they left. Cadie watched them leave with a bit of regret. They were so much fun to be around she didn’t want to miss a minute hanging out with them. 
 
    But she DESPERATELY needed a manicure, so first things first! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten: Love Revelations 
 
      
 
    Cadie checked her lipstick for the thousandth time after she had finished up her afternoon errands and preparations in anticipation of her date, her TRIPLE celebration dinner date with the Winterborns. 
 
    She couldn’t figure out why she felt so nervous. She couldn’t shake the sense that the evening would change her life permanently, but she figured that was just craziness. After all, hadn’t she already been exposed to the revelation that she was living in a nest of Wolfshifters? 
 
    She’d seen what they could do with her own eyes. That was the only reason she had to accept it as part of her reality. There was something about it that tantalized and intrigued her. 
 
    She had always loved animals. As a kid she’d had so many pets, both domesticated and wild that her father had referred to her collection of fur babies as “Cadie’s Zoo”. 
 
    There was a raw primitive beauty in Smoke’s transition from a hunky human male to his Wolf. It had been breathtaking to witness, and she had fallen a little in love with him after he revealed his shifting abilities. 
 
    Okay, more than a little in love with Smoke…And head over heels in love with Echo, and finding herself falling for Largo as well. 
 
    Was it even possible to be in love with three men at the same time?  
 
    By the time she heard all three of them entering the suite she was almost too nervous to emerge from the bedroom but forced herself to grab up her silk wrap that she had picked out to go with her pretty lapis lazuli blue semi formal dress and a small evening bag for her makeup and join them. 
 
    She was hoping for looks of approval, but their reactions were more than she could have anticipated.  
 
    “WOW,” Echo breathed, as if her appearance had caused him to go immediately breathless, “You look so beautiful, Cadie!” 
 
    “You clean up really nice,” Smoke teased her with a wink, handing over a huge bouquet of flowers which included Stargazer lilies (her favorite) as well as white tea roses and huge light green and white mums. 
 
    As she took them he continued, “We fought over the flowers to include of course I was personally rooting for the traditional red roses, because in my opinion you are a classic beauty and I think they would suit you. And Largo here wanted to go all Zen modern and Oriental with Calla lilies and orchids… 
 
    Echo was as usual clueless. In some ways he is the least artistic of us, so in the end we just told the lodge florist it had to be as beautiful as the most beautiful woman he’d ever encountered. 
 
    …So, anyway, how did we do?” 
 
    “They are the most beautiful flowers I have ever seen, or received,” Cadie said softly, looking at the profusion of blossoms and greenery that filled her arms, “Thank you ALL so much… 
 
    …is there a vase to put them in?” 
 
    “Oh, staff is coming to do that,” Echo said waving one hand casually, “They will work their magic while we are dining sumptuously on the best that the Winterborn Cascades have to offer. 
 
    So, milady, please come with us!” 
 
    To Arcadia’s amusement there was a slight scuffle between Largo and Echo for her unaccompanied side after Smoke confidently offered his arm to her. It was made more amusing by the realization that she had three escorts and only two sides. 
 
    Echo looked grumpy as he fell in behind Cadie and her two escorts. Cadie turned and blew him a kiss as he trailed the other three and he followed them closely, making sure to “accidently” step on Largo’s heels a few times. 
 
    Cadie just shook her head at their antics, laughing quietly. When she was with the Winterborns she felt as though she had no worries at all. Their exuberance was infectious. Strange also was the fact that she didn’t miss the East Coast like she assumed she would. 
 
    To Cadie’s surprise when they reached the restaurant, they were immediately escorted by the host through the restaurant and down a hallway to the back outdoor terrace of the restaurant, which was usually closed to guests during the snowiest winter months. 
 
    A tent type shelter had been set up which contained twinkling lights and was fitted with several outdoor heaters so that it was warm and comfortable inside. The foursome was seated at a beautifully decorated oval table set with China and crystal and candles. Hanging on the inside of the tent were four crystal chandeliers, and classical music was playing at just the right volume in the background. 
 
    “Oh, how beautiful!” she managed to gasp, as Echo took advantage of the moment to envelop her in a warm hug before pulling out her chair for her. 
 
    The dinner started with a selection of wines and proceeded with many courses, including wild boar jowl, smoked trout and poached quail egg over a fresh salad, duck ragu over handmade pappardelle, shredded bison tacos, macadamia encrusted salmon, filet mignon and other culinary offerings.  
 
    By the time her three-tiered birthday cake was brought in, replete with sparkler type candles, she was too full to have more than a bite. The Winterborns, she thought, did a bang-up job of singing the Happy Birthday song for the second time. 
 
    Eventually she was escorted back to the suite by the three smoking hot men. 
 
    “Let’s have a nightcap and some conversation,” Echo suggested, and after making sure that Cadie was situated comfortably with her shoes off in front of the blazing fire, all the brothers gathered around her. 
 
    “We have more to tell you about our lives,” Largo explained, exchanging significant looks with Echo and Smoke, 
 
    “A lot more actually. We only ask that you reserve judgment and hear us out. We appreciate so much your attitude toward our…our lifestyle, but there is a lot more to it and it is nothing that can wait I’m afraid!” 
 
    “Largo you are scaring me,” Cadie said, sitting up with difficulty. She’d had quite a bit to drink during her birthday celebration and was feeling floaty and rather unfocused. 
 
    Echo, sitting beside her, cradled her right hand in both his own. 
 
    “You know that we are all not only men but also wolves, and therefore–” a flicker of a smile appeared on his lips briefly as he continued, “and therefore multicultural all by ourselves. Let me explain… 
 
    We are human and so are subject to the mores and statutes of the modern human civilization. We are successful hoteliers and businessmen. We are educated and productive and support quite a few charities, mostly wildlife charities. 
 
    We are also wolves, one of the most ancient and magnificent creatures to ever roam the planet. As wolves we are subject to other traditions, some are part of our DNA, and we live in the manner that wolves have lived since ancient times, in packs and following the pack hierarchy. To some, our wolf ways might seem cruel or arbitrary, but nature is the greatest economist. Every single rule is in place for one purpose, to assure the survival of the pack. 
 
    I am the Alpha, Smoke is my right-hand wolf, second in command, my Beta pack leader. Largo is my third in command. It is a position generally occupied by elder wolves, but since our father was killed Largo has shown great wisdom both in advising me and strategic planning for the pack. 
 
    The third culture we are members of is the shifter culture, a culture that thrives mostly unseen in the world of humans. There are different governing and regulatory bodies involved in global shifter and Animagus factions, and we are expected to observe them.” 
 
    Echo looked over at Smoke and Largo, Smoke rolled his eyes and made a winding motion with his hands as if to say, “Get to the point, dude!” 
 
    “What I am trying to say is that when we made love the very first time, I bit you—marked you, Cadie. My human side wanted to explain everything and ask your permission first, but my Wolf had different ideas, and so it happened that night. 
 
    You will find over the course of the next few days that you will be able to transition into wolf form also. You are a wolfshifter now, and there is more… 
 
    Wolves mate for life. I had a mate once before and I loved her dearly, but she died having our child. I despaired of ever finding another mate… 
 
    And then one day, out of the blue, you arrived at the Winterborn Cascades, and it didn’t take my Wolf any time at all to alert me that my fated mate was in the house!” 
 
    Cadie sat straight up, stretching her hands out in front of her. 
 
    “Holy fricking shit—so one day I will go to freshen my lip gloss and discover that I have paws instead of opposable thumbs?” 
 
    “Nothing so dramatic,” Largo assured her, “more like you will start feeling the presence of your own wolf. You will have heightened sense of smell, hearing and vision, as a true hunter and, also, mind you, the Alpha female of the pack.” 
 
    When Cadie didn’t react, he added, “You will be our queen, Arcadia!” 
 
    Cadie collapsed back against the leather cushions. 
 
    “That’s a lot to absorb,” she said after a few seconds, “but the strangest thing… 
 
    I feel like this was my destiny or something—does that make any sense at all?” 
 
    Smoke, sitting on Cadie’s opposite side hugged her and kissed her on the forehead. 
 
    “You are such a little sport,” he said chuckling. Then his expression became serious. 
 
    “The reason we are all talking to you, Cadie, is that something very rare has happened, and we are afraid that the knowledge of it might be too much for you.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he concluded, “We all perceive that you are our fated mate! Echo, Largo, and I all want to claim you, Arcadia, as our mate! 
 
    An unusual situation to be sure, but by now I am sure that you understand this is nothing we have any control over. 
 
    You on the other hand, do have some say! If you choose to reject any of us, with the exception of Echo, of course, we will respect your wishes, even though it would break both Largo’s heart, and my own. It would mean that we would have no choice but to languish in love for you until we die, for we can have no other mate while you walk this Earth. 
 
    But if you will accept us as your mates, the Tetrad that will be formed will be a never-ending source for you of everything human beings want in life. We will all love you. We will all devote ourselves to protecting you, and making sure that all your needs are met… 
 
    …All of them. If you accept us as mates, all of us, we will dote upon you, love you, make love to you, and hopefully, produce offspring with you. 
 
    But, as I said before, it is really up to you!” 
 
    Cadie looked around at the Winterborns. Echo smiled at her, because he knew that his love for her was shared. The other two, Smoke and Largo, had expressions both of longing and hope. They both looked like they were holding their breaths as they awaited her decision. 
 
    “You can breathe now,” she told them, blushing slightly as she spoke and met their dark eyes full of expectation,  
 
    “My Wolf Approves!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven: Tetrad Temptations 
 
      
 
    With a sense of complete wonder, Cadie found herself surrounded by Echo, Smoke, and Largo at the same time, in a celebration of the love and sexual magnetism that was as strong as any force of the universe.  
 
    Stronger than gravity, electromagnetism, or even nuclear force. 
 
    So many mouths to kiss, so many arms to fall into, so many hands caressing her at once. All of it, especially in her inebriated state where all the contact of their bodies with her own had its own mildly electrical sensation. It seemed to run over all of their bodies, connecting them. 
 
    She allowed herself to be picked up and carried into the bedroom with a sense of sexual voracity. She felt wild with desire, greedy because she desired not just one, but all of them. 
 
    Silently and as a unified beast with many strong backs, eager mouths and hands and no less than three cocks between them, they launched on a carefully orchestrated campaign to claim Arcadia permanently as their own mate for all time. 
 
    So much gentle assistance in removing her clothing, all of it dropping off her body and onto the floor on the way to the bedroom. 
 
    “So beautiful, you are so beautiful,” they told her, though Cadie wasn’t sure if they were speaking aloud or only in her mind. 
 
    The sensation of having both her nipples suckled vigorously and simultaneously while her thighs were gently parted and a tongue separated her vulva to dip into her opening teasingly, circling it tantalizingly before sliding upward and capturing her clitoris between two lips, sucking and nipping at it were so pleasurable as to nearly be unbearable. She was so wet, and she was vaguely aware that they were changing position as they continued to explore and pleasure every inch of her flesh. 
 
    Periodically she felt Largo’s silky black straight hair pass over her skin as he trailed his tongue between her breasts, down her belly to her pubic mound and back again. She was aware of Smoke’s beard and mustache tickling her pussy when he and Echo changed positions and Echo alternately kissed her possessively on the mouth while tugging on her nipples with his fingers. 
 
    When Largo brushed against her lips with the head of his cock, she opened her mouth, taking in just the head at first and then strumming the length of it with her tongue. Then somehow, she was taking turns licking and sucking two penises, just as she felt eager hands cup both her buttocks and a third throbbing cock plunge into her. 
 
    “Come for us baby, please come hard for us,” three voices crooned in her head, “we want to make you come hard…” 
 
    And then a crescendo of sensation seemed to roll over her like a tidal wave. She felt a hot rush of semen explode deeply inside of her, a torrent that she arched her back to eagerly receive, at the same instant that Largo came in her mouth and Smoke’s penis that she had held in her hand and been stroking ejaculated between her breasts. 
 
    She heard herself scream as she came, though the sound seemed to come from somewhere distant. She was also aware that she had been twice marked in the process, the marking by Smoke and Largo had a pleasurable warmth and also the sensation of a coursing electrical current as Largo marked her above her left breast and Smoke marked her inner thigh. 
 
    It was a sacred moment, and the bed in which she had received her wolfen shifter lovers became a Sacrificial Font. She had surrendered all that she was to them, and in return had been granted the love and everlasting devotion of three beautiful creatures that were perhaps the best combination of tame and wild, and also new abilities… 
 
    But these would not be evident until the next full moon, and it was coming up fast. 
 
    She slept dreamlessly held in their protective arms, two on either side and one curled around her feet. 
 
    She awakened to a rumble of voices over her head. She reluctantly half opened one eye to see Echo, Smoke, and Largo gathered above her. All of them were already showered, groomed and dressed casually but nicely for their regular workday at the Winterborn Cascades Lodge. 
 
    “Well, hello beautiful!” Echo said cheerfully, “Please don’t bother to get up. I already called to have breakfast sent to the room! We need to get to work, but don’t be in a rush…” 
 
    “I love you so much,” Largo told her, bending down to plant a kiss on her forehead, “I know I speak for all of us when I tell you that we are beyond honored to…” 
 
    “To be your mates and to be allowed to love you, Arcadia! I hope you feel the same way we do, in spite of the rather unusual circumstances…” 
 
    “We didn’t know, you see,” Echo told her, reaching down to gently brush the hair from her face, “This kind of fated mating is rather rare, and I knew at first that I had not only fallen in love with you, but that you were definitely meant to be my mate…” 
 
    “A surprise to all of us, let me tell you,” Smoke told her, placing his hand over one of her feet under the covers, “And even when I was sure that you were my destined mate, I knew Echo had claimed you already, and I thought he might kill me if I told him!” 
 
    “I always knew, from the first moment I set eyes on you, sitting together at the bar lounge,” Largo said quietly, his smoke-colored eyes looking at her with admiration, “I waited my entire life to feel what I had always heard other Wolfshifters talk about—the sensation that somehow everything has changed, that you know your true purpose and that nothing is more important than being with your mate… 
 
    I’m sure it must be overwhelming to wrap your head around, but it is REAL, I swear!” 
 
    Arcadia found herself overwhelmed with emotion. What could she say to them? They were right—it had been a crazy whirlwind of events and revelations during the past few days. 
 
    Her life had changed and so had she. She felt like a different person, kind of like a girl that had been living in a shell that the Winterborns had somehow managed to break open so that she could truly become her authentic self. 
 
    …Wasn’t that what destiny was all about? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve: Her First Full Moon 
 
      
 
    The first time Arcadia shifted into her wolf, she was barely conscious, still in a dreamlike state, and was conscious of being surrounded by the human forms of her fated mates, Echo, Smoke, and Largo. 
 
    They looked like beautiful sleeping wingless fallen angels, and their bodies formed a protective nest around her. 
 
    As she stretched, she saw in her line of vision two soft paws covered with silver fur, a color not unlike her platinum blonde hair she sported as a human. 
 
    Her first reaction was to scream, but her wolf just emitted a sound that was something between a growl and a loud purr. 
 
    Instantly all three of her mates became wide awake, gathering around her, and saying things that confused her. 
 
    “I thought it would wait until tonight,” Echo was saying, “Well fuck me sideways—guess NOT!” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid Cadie,” Smoke was saying, smoothing his hand over the fur on her head, “this is perfectly natural.” 
 
    “We are here, my sweet darling,” Largo interjected, “don’t panic. Just as easily as you shifted, you can shift back… 
 
    Just pull up the human energy from your lower plexus. All of this is controlled by the sympathetic nervous system—the adrenals and so forth. 
 
    Easy peasy, sweetheart.” 
 
    Cadie at once was aware of a tingling in the center of her wolf form, and she watched her pale human skin replace fur, and her vision, hearing, and sense of smell became less acute. 
 
    “THERE YOU ARE!” Smoke chortled, “My you are great at shifting. A real natural. Call the press!” 
 
    “I don’t understand why this would happen just now!” She said, examining her hands to assure herself she was fully human again, “I mean I was just dreaming…” 
 
    “That’s how it happened for me, actually,” Smoke told her with an earnest and equally relieved expression on his face, “I was dreaming of hunting… 
 
    Speaking of hunting tonight is the full moon and we will be hunting—as well as introducing your wolf to the pack formally. 
 
    Your wolf looks amazing, by the way, very unique. I’ve never seen a Timberwolf shifter with a more glorious fur mantle—it’s kind of prismatic—I can’t wait to see it in the moonlight, Cadie.” 
 
    Speechlessly Cadie threw her arms around Smoke, Echo, and Largo. And they moved in to envelop her in their arms also. All of them communicating calm and love and a sense of peace designed to slow her rapidly beating heart. Her first shift had definitely frightened her a bit. 
 
    “I just wasn’t expecting that,” she said by way of an apology, finally letting go of Smoke, “took me off-guard. I don’t mean to be a Snowflake!” 
 
    “It’s all good, really good in fact,” Echo assured her, “Today, per your request, I am setting you up in your own office as the Executive Manager in charge of Special Projects for the Winterborn. I had papers drawn up just to keep it kosher but you don’t need to sign anything if you don’t want…” 
 
    “I think that’s a good idea,” Cadie told him, “It makes it more official somehow and I can’t wait to get started overseeing the projects we have planned.” 
 
    What she wasn’t saying was that she needed a distraction, something that didn’t have anything to do with fucking all of her destined mates. It seemed to be all she thought about lately. Even though she secretly called herself a greedy girl, she loved the sensual attention they gave her. 
 
    …And then there were the group orgasms. They always came together, and the amplified effect of experiencing her own orgasm plus sharing in the orgasms of her mates was the most fantastic feeling she had ever experienced. 
 
    It was, in fact nearly impossible to describe, lasting longer than any single human orgasmic sensation and satisfying not only her body but her spirit and soul. It was transformative. It had established for her a permanent sense of belonging to Echo, Smoke, and Largo, and them to her. 
 
    Nothing was more important. Nothing. Because they loved her unreservedly, she was able to return their love without holding back. 
 
    The trio of her mates quickly helped her strip off her clothes and all of them showered in the huge gang shower with multiple shower nozzles, Smoke and Largo and Echo soaping her down as she playfully did the same for them. 
 
    Even though there was no time for it, they managed to get in a quickie before breakfast—a stress relieving way to start the day. 
 
    By the time she departed the suite for her office, Cadie felt completely relaxed. 
 
    All of them were occupied during the day, in their own pursuits and with a focus on keeping the complex operations of running the Winterborn Cascades Lodge on track. The goal of the Winterborns had always been to achieve balance and harmony. In as much as it was possible, they wanted to delight both their employees and their guests because good vibes and happiness were contagious, especially in a spectacular setting. 
 
    Cadie had noticed that her stamina was increasing since she’d been bitten, marked by all three of her shifter lovers. Her appetite had increased, and even though she hadn’t lost weight, her generous bottom seemed firmer, her bountiful breasts higher and perkier than usual. 
 
    They were so buoyant in fact that she found she was comfortable without a bra most of the time. She felt beautiful for the first time in her life. 
 
    Because she had been born human with human perspectives of having one mate, and now was part of a Tetrad, she often checked to see if she loved any of her destined mates more than the others. 
 
    It seemed impossible, but she loved all three of them. Echo would always have a special place in her heart because he had marked her first, or perhaps because he was the Alpha of the Winterborn Pack, but she felt the same devotion and affection toward all of them. 
 
    The former plans she’d had before becoming a shifter seemed to pale in comparison. And privately, she had decided that EVERY female deserved three lovers… 
 
    One just wasn’t enough! 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen: Moondance 
 
      
 
    Cadie’s big reveal and first run with the pack didn’t turn out anything like she, or her destined mates, had anticipated. 
 
    Echo had installed a special doggie door that went from the back of a large walk-in closet inside his master suite down an incline and into an underground passageway that terminated in a cave near Cobweb Hill. It was created for convenience, so that he didn’t have to lose too many clothing items in his transition from human to wolf form. 
 
    All of the Winterborn Wolfshifters used it. After all, it wouldn’t do for guests to see huge Timberwolves emerging from the balcony of the suite. Even though very few guests were ever in the back of the Winterborn (all the entertaining outdoor activities were held on the Eastern side of the lodge, or the Southern side) they didn’t want to take any chances. 
 
    The moment Echo, Smoke, and Largo escorted Cadie up to the hill where the rest of the pack was waiting a hush fell over all of them, even the youngest and most rambunctious paused stock still to look at her. 
 
    She was so gorgeous many of them wanted to give her the nickname, ‘Angel Wolf’. 
 
    She had a proud full tail, her fur was luxuriant and shone in the moonlight like quicksilver. As the Alpha, Echo introduced her to the pack, and reiterated her status as the female Alpha. 
 
    Cadie’s wolf was treated affectionately by the pack, in particular the males. At first everything was copacetic, and then, without warning, it became apparent that something had occurred. 
 
    Echo silently communicated with Smoke and Largo, announcing, 
 
    “Arcadia is in Estrus, guys. Stay close!” 
 
    Cadie could hear his pronouncement also, though she had no idea what Echo was referring to. There hadn’t been enough time to explain everything before that moment, and above all other concerns Echo didn’t want Cadie to have to go through any kind of commotion. 
 
    When a female Alpha is in heat all the available males who are old enough to breed are alerted through her pheromones. As Echo well knew, he couldn’t stop them from becoming aroused by her current state. 
 
    The other problem was knowing that it was going to get worse. Wolves traditionally mate in the open and often male members of the pack will attempt to hone in on the action, attracted beyond their capacity to resist by the pheromones released by the Alpha female. 
 
    Fortunately, at least in Echo, Smoke, and Largo’s minds, there were three of them, and while the call of their wolves made mating with their Alpha female mate imperative, they were determined to keep it orderly, with two of them keeping control of the pack while one of them mounted Cadie to fulfill the biological imperative demanded by their nature. 
 
    Cadie, though she hadn’t expected any of it that particular night, was a trooper. She was still sorting out the difference between human society and the society of wolves. She discovered that her wolf form was much more matter-of-fact when it came to mating. 
 
    After all, the atmosphere was celebratory. It had been too long since pups were born to increase the pack, and with this immediate onset of Estrus. 
 
    Only occasionally did one of the Winterborn’s wolves need to snap or growl at their fellow pack members to keep them at bay. 
 
    As it turned out it was a very productive pack meeting. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    One gathering of the pack soon afterward was called to say farewell to Cisco and his fated mate Kibu. It was a tradition in which a pack member leaving with the blessings of the acting Alpha wolf was wished good luck and Godspeed by the entire former pack. It took the form of much nuzzling and affectionate play among the wolves with the departing member, followed by howling at their moment of departure, and then throughout the night. 
 
    It was bittersweet. On one hand, Echo was glad for Cisco. The quietest of the Winterborn brotherhood, he had waited a very long time to find his fated mate. 
 
    Since all three of his brothers had found their fated mate in Arcadia, he had been the odd wolf out. Echo, Smoke and Largo realized that this was the only way that Cisco could procreate and increase his line. It was an added bonus that they would always have both family ties and loyalties between them, and, with any luck at all, Cisco might be able to find unclaimed territory not too far away. 
 
    The National Park consisted of over 265 thousand acres. It was rumored that if a wolfpack wasn’t too greedy, they might find some unclaimed territory within it. Of course, they could count on the best areas for breeding and hunting already taken, but turf wars were a normal thing and territories often changed proprietary ownership through skirmishes between packs. 
 
    Long into the night the Winterborn pack communicated with Cisco and Kibu, their howls of goodbye echoing through the valleys and canyons, never fading until dawn came. 
 
    Chapter Fourteen: The Passage of Time  
 
    It was an early spring that year. By then, Cadie had found a buyer for the family offices on the East Coast and no longer had to travel back and forth. This was a good thing because Echo, Smoke, and Largo had all agreed that she should never travel alone without at least one of them acting as her bodyguard. 
 
    It was a true sacrifice on their part, because as it turned out Wolfshifters do not travel well apart from journeying on land. Even in human form their wolves tended to need the airsick bags on takeoff and landing—not only unenjoyable for them but for their traveling companion Arcadia. 
 
    That part of Arcadia’s loose ends tied up at last, it was time to concentrate on the next big upcoming event. 
 
    Her wolf had predictably gotten pregnant, and her wolf was ready to give birth. This event would require a certain amount of time spent in her wolf form, tending to her newborn pups and being waited on hand and foot by pack members, who would be responsible for hunting and providing fresh kills for her to eat as she nursed her young. 
 
    Explaining to the Winterborn human staff that they were going away on hiatus for a few weeks, they made arrangement for the lodge to keep going like clockwork, doubling up on security and relinquishing their human activities for a time. 
 
    They had allowed seven weeks after the birth of the four pups that Arcadia’s wolf gave birth to, for the pups to be slowly weaned. At three weeks the pups’ teeth began coming in and they were able to eat some of the fresh kill that the servant wolves brought to her den. 
 
    During that time, as spring lengthened into late spring and then summer, there was never a single moment when she didn’t have at least two of her fated mates with her. Three of the wolf pups bore an uncanny resemblance in coloring and even the timbre of their howl to Echo, Smoke, and Largo. 
 
    The fourth was a wild card of a shaggy pup, though personality wise it seemed to have Smoke’s sunny and playful disposition. 
 
    They wouldn’t be shifting for the first time until 8 weeks old. All of the Winterborn pack enjoyed watching their antics as they learned to walk, play, and eventually mimic wolf behavior destined to assure their future survival. The wolf pup most resembling Echo was given the name Silver, the one that resembled Smoke was named Singer because of his melodious howl, the one resembling Largo, the one with the darkest fur, had been named Midnight. 
 
    The youngest and smallest would be called Totem. 
 
    Cadie enjoyed her confinement with her pups with a sense of wonderment and awe. Her wolf was very nurturing and patient with the pups and the sense of mutual joy that she shared with her three mates was continuous and fulfilling. 
 
    She became so used to existing in wolf form that she almost forgot how to be human, but when it was time to return to their lives at the Winterborn Cascades and she at last shifted for the first time back into human form both she, and her Winterborn mates were in for a shock. 
 
    It was obvious that she had also become pregnant in human form before her departure to go into the wild to produce the pack offspring. A quick check with the Winterborn Staff Physician estimated her pregnancy to be heading into the second trimester. 
 
    An ultrasound confirmed that she was carrying a girl, and the fetus looked perfectly normal. 
 
    “What were you afraid of?” Echo asked her after the test results came back, “Did you expect to see that the baby had a maw and a tail? My darling Cadie, I think I—I think all of us actually, told you that it would be fine!” 
 
    “Yes, you did, and I should have believed you, but this is overwhelming on top of overwhelming,” she confessed to him, “I miss being in wolf form and I miss the pups. 
 
    How soon will it be before they transition?” 
 
    Smoke came up to her as she sat with her hands resting lightly on her belly and kissed her on the brow gently to reassure her. 
 
    “You know that the pups had to be weaned and are being protected and cared for around the clock. You will always be recognized by them as their mother, Cadie. But it isn’t the same as giving birth while in human Shift. 
 
    When you see your sons next, they will be in their early teenage years as humans. Having been Wolfborn they will always prefer taking the form of Timberwolves. 
 
    By the time fall comes they will be adults, Cadie. Right now they are exploring and learning from other pack adults and hunting for the first time. It will not be any time at all before they make their own first kills. Always a landmark moment in the lives of any young wolf. 
 
    I was hoping this wouldn’t be an issue yet, but because I sense you are missing them and also missing letting your inner wolf emerge, I will arrange for you to have some time with them soon, I promise. 
 
    But I need to warn you about something…” 
 
    Cadie sat up looking immediately animated. 
 
    “What is it?” She asked. 
 
    Echo turned to Largo, “Largo, I think you might be able to explain Wolf Motherhood better than I ever could—mind having a go at it?” 
 
    Largo laughed lightly. 
 
    “So Cadie, motherhood for Wolves is not the same as it is for humans, or even Wolfshifter Mothers,” he told her, “It is much briefer because they grow up before you can so much as blink.  
 
    They will love with you, bond with you, and be your wolf sons. But even as we speak, they are becoming their own wolves. They are currently big enough to howl at the moon with the rest of the Winterborn pack. 
 
    Since you gave birth to them, your status in the pack has risen. You have increased our number from inside the pack, and all of us are grateful. They are progressing quickly into strong warriors, and we will need strong warriors in the future, as we must always be prepared to defend our turf. 
 
    But for all intents and purposes, you must let them go. I have heard the expression used for human babies that parenthood is just “One long letting go…” 
 
    The baby you are carrying in human form is the one you will have more Mommy time with. Remember that if you feel a little wistful over the pups. Right now, they are rocketing into their future as warriors. 
 
    …All of us are grateful to you for having them and being willing to turn your life inside out to be with us!” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen: War Among Wolves 
 
      
 
    It was finally the summer season, and the hunting was easy. 
 
    It was a banner year for abundant populations of large game like moose and deer, and smaller prey like rabbits and mice were practically running up to them, begging to be eaten. 
 
    Cadie’s wolf had given birth to four pups who were now nearly grown and all of them had learned to be proficient hunters. So much so that they often were sent to forage for the older, weaker members of the pack. Echo, Smoke, and Largo were proud of them, and delighted in watching them mature and learn the ways of the pack. 
 
    The rumors were coming in from several sources that challengers for the Winterborn territories were coming in. Some were being discussed in forums that H.O.W.L. uploaded on their private link to the Wolfweb, a global consortium for Wolfshifters. 
 
    Another warning came through more primitive means—the age-old telegraph systems of howls that were heard and transmitted from mountain region to mountain region, the message repeated and passed on from Wolf Pack to Wolf Pack. 
 
    Just like the game of gossip in the human world, often the message would arrive garbled or be partially lost in the process, but it was used prominently in areas where Wi-Fi was spotty or unavailable. 
 
    The gist of the Wolfen messages seemed to be that a fairly recently formed pack was moving from East to West, making territorial challenges along the way, led by an Alpha with cunning and experience that showed no mercy and took no prisoners. 
 
    That information, together with the internet intelligence the Winterborns were able to gather, convinced them that their greatest fears were coming to fruition… 
 
    Their old nemesis Scar was coming, and this time he was no lone wolf. This time he was coming with his own army of offspring and stragglers like himself that had decided to join his ever-growing pack. His pack was rumored to be larger than any pack in the Colorado Rockies, estimates of their numbers running to 30 members and more. 
 
    Nevertheless, the Winterborns were confident that, especially since they had added new members recently, and because their line was physically bigger and more powerful than other pack family lines, they could take on any challengers and defeat them. 
 
    Unfortunately, they were wrong. 
 
    “If war comes, I will fight,” Arcadia declared in front of the entire pack at the next Moonlight Pack meeting, “And we will defeat the usurpers, as we always have!” 
 
    Echo’s wolf felt unsettled, as did Smoke’s wolf, and Largo’s wolf. Their first instinct was to hide Arcadia and their pups away from the conflict, keeping them safe in case the enemy numbers turned out to be too large. 
 
    But that was not the Timberwolf tradition. The tradition called on all members of the pack to attack the enemy and defend their territory, all including females and every male member old enough to leave the den. 
 
    They were shifters, but if their wolf died, so did their human selves. They were nevertheless bound to follow the Wolfen Creed of their Species: 
 
    We are Masters of both Winter and of Wind 
 
    Fearsome Hunters, Loyal Kin 
 
    Pledged to bring our enemies to their ruin 
 
    And sing our praises to Mother Moon 
 
    The day the Winterborn pack knew Scar and his pack were coming, echoes of their impending descent filled the valleys and mountains of Colorado through the Wolfen Telegraph system. 
 
    Echo’s Alpha wolf was anxious, even with Arcadia’s Platinum Alpha female at his side, his brothers and Beta wolf Smoke and Gamma wolf Largo and the nearly grown warriors that Cadie had birthed, Silver, Singer, Midnight, and Totem.  
 
    He was concerned at the reported sheer numbers of Scar’s Pack that had reached his ears through H.O.W.L—even with their superior strength, their territories might still be in jeopardy. 
 
    When the full moon rose and Scar’s army arrived at last, he was astounded by their numbers as they gathered to face the Winterborn pack on opposite ends of Cobweb Hill. 
 
    Even Scar seemed to have bulked up since the last time Echo had seen him. As the two Alphas left the line of their packs that stood snapping and growling across the space between them, the Alphas trotted toward the middle of the expanse for acknowledgement and last words before the battle began. 
 
    Scar shot Echo’s wolf a confident look. 
 
    “We meet again, and under much difference circumstances,” Scar said in a haughty tone, “And I want you to know that this battle might be avoided, if only you would make the right and reasonable decision, though I know Winterborns are not known for being reasonable… 
 
    …I don’t really need or want your territory; I was rather aiming for the territories belonging to the Blufang Clan further West. But there is only one thing I will accept to leave your territory and pack alone, only one bequest I make of you in order to avoid bloodshed…” 
 
    “And what would that be, Scar?” Echo wanted to know. Behind him he could hear the deep timbre of the collective growls of his pack members, now on full danger alert and ready to rumble. 
 
    “I would take your mate Arcadia. My pack and I live by our own rules, and refuse to bide by those of the High Council of Wolves. I would have her as my trophy, proving the superiority of my pack.” 
 
    Echo felt the blood surging more quickly through his wolf veins as he snapped back, 
 
    “Absolutely not! She is MY MATE! She belongs with us, not YOU!” 
 
    “Oh, I would not want her as a mate. I happen to already have one. I would establish her as my Omega WHORE. I know you are aware we heed no ancient statutes! I do as I please! 
 
    So, what say you, Winterborn?” 
 
    “I say THIS!” Echo growled, propelled forward by his fury. 
 
     And that began the battle of wolves that would eventually become the stuff of Rocky Mountain Legend. 
 
    The massive bodies of the two Alphas collided in midair as they engaged, each aiming for the others most vulnerable places on their fearsomely muscular torsos. 
 
    All around them the other members of their respective packs likewise engaged, and the air of the alpine mountainside was ringing with their deep growls, snarls and sharp high yelps as fangs sank into flesh. One after another met their demise defending their pack. 
 
    As preoccupied as he was with countering Scar’s charges, Echo was shocked and elated to see Cisco and his pack of twelve emerge over the crest of the nearby Western ridge. Their fur ruffled by the breeze and their stance indicating that they had come to battle Scar also and were anxious to join the fray. 
 
    The death match between Echo and Scar continued, each one attempting to get the upper hand. What Scar lacked in bulk and strength he made up in speed, and it was all that Echo could do to avoid Scar’s dagger-like fangs as he snapped and roared, trying to find purchase and cause fatal damage to Echo. 
 
    Finally, after one lunge for Scar’s throat, Echo found that he and Scar were belly to belly and rolling down an embankment, turning over and over. Instinct took over and what happened next seemed to happen in slow motion. 
 
    One full roll and Echo thrust himself closer up on Scar’s torso. 
 
    With a second full roll, he gained inches toward his objective, with his wolf still engaged belly to belly with Scar’s Wolf. 
 
    By the third full rotation as they tumbled downward, he managed to thrust forward and position himself strategically so that he could plunge his fangs deeply into Scar’s skull, breaking through and killing the marauding Alpha. 
 
    As their entwined bodies hit the bottom of the hillside, Echo jumped back, the taste of Scar’s blood in his mouth and his maw wet with the crimson liquid issuing from the other wolf. Scar’s body lay motionless in the grass, not even twitching. 
 
    Echo’s wolf threw back its head, howling in triumph. What was left of Scar’s pack tried to flee, their Alpha having been killed. The only two remaining lowered their heads in submission, begging to be taken in by the Winterborn pack. 
 
    Echo, along with Arcadia, Smoke, and Largo greeted Cisco and Kibu with great affection and much head bumping and licking, communicating in Wolf Speak their gratitude and relief that Cisco had chosen the momentous day of the battle to return. 
 
    All of them, Arcadia included, had blood of their enemies on their maws, crimson drips of it spattered on the ruffs of fur around their necks. 
 
    Cisco told his brother that he and his pack had found territory nearby, and would be consistently available in the future. 
 
    In the meantime, he and his pack of Wolfshifters would require rooms at the lodge, so he hoped Echo would put them up for free. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The battle had been decided, the danger vanquished, and all of them headed to the Lodge to shift back into human forms, shower, and rest. All three of her mates commented on Arcadia’s bravery during the battle. 
 
    Sighing blissfully and surrounded by love and fur on all sides she snuggled more deeply into the heat emanating from the huge male forms surrounding her. 
 
    “A girl could get used to this,” she decided. 
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    Black Heart 
 
      
 
    To save everything she loves, Tessa will marry a monster. 
 
      
 
    He thinks he owns me. 
 
      
 
    He thinks he’s won. 
 
      
 
    He has no idea what he’s up against. 
 
      
 
    In the Darkfell clan, my life isn’t my own—not until I turn twenty and the King claims me for his. Once I’m blood bound to him, I’ll never become queen, which is the whole twisted purpose of this. 
 
      
 
    Insurance I’ll never rise up against him. 
 
      
 
    But when he threatens my men, my family, in exchange for my obedience, I discover there are four reasons for me to fight him. A warrior in exile, a poet with the face of a god, my very best friend and the man I once betrayed. 
 
      
 
    I’m told to choose, but I want them all.   
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    I’d always hated my name. I mean, who names their kid after a royal title? 
 
    Traditionalists, I guess, and one thing was for sure: vampires lived and died by their traditions. 
 
    Especially the bastard who’s doomed me to a life of servitude. 
 
    Despite my best intentions, my gaze went back to the open letter on the cushion, scribed in blood on the king’s cream stationery, my heart pounding in my throat as I read it over again. The invitation itself appeared to be innocuous, a formal summoning to the palace, giving me a time and date to appear.  
 
    The threats in the letter were not so innocuous.  
 
    In fact, they were profane and richly detailed. So much so that they clearly showed Viktor, our king, had spent many hours envisioning them. 
 
    My fingers paused, still wrapped in Rafael’s dark curls as he slept in my lap. Some of the fear drained out of me as I focused on the contrast of his long, dark lashes against the gold of his skin, but then I began worrying his hair once more, savoring the silken feeling of it against my fingertips. 
 
    Rafael, at least, had the good sense to be born a commoner. He was still a Vampire Born, instead of a Vampire Made, but his life was thankfully separate from the whims and dangers of being born into one of New Orleans’ royal families.  
 
    Unlike me. 
 
    No, I had the bad fortune to be born a Cormier, and was doubly cursed to be the eldest daughter of Hugh and Lilliana of the Beaumont Cormiers, one of the seven royal houses of the Louisiana Darkfell Clan. Add to that the fact I was nearing my twentieth birthday, and my luck just couldn’t get any worse. 
 
    At least, I hoped not.  
 
    Beneath my hand, Rafael stirred, shifted, then tucked an arm beneath my legs as he slept, my palm resting on his head. If it weren’t for him, I might have lost my mind months ago, as the king’s deadline drew nearer and my options dwindled by the day.  
 
    The letter was just my final warning.  
 
    Outside my room, I heard the quick shuffling of feet, a vendor, perhaps, rushing to put the final touches on my coming-of-age party, or the caterer with his latest meal proposal. Or perhaps the florist responding to another of Mama’s last-minute changes. Whoever they were, thankfully, the sound faded as quickly as it appeared, leaving Rafael and me in peace.  
 
    I was completely exhausted, strung out from too little sleep and too much stress, and I repressed my flare of frustration, because I knew Rafael could sleep through a nuclear blast. 
 
    Because I wasn’t mad at him.  
 
    No, I was mad at myself for being born a female.  
 
    The door pushed open a hair and Mama stuck her head in, not one hair out of place, her dress smooth and unwrinkled. She surveyed the two of us with quiet satisfaction and closed it softly. She, out of everyone, understood exactly why my thoughts were clouded these days.  
 
    Not that she could do anything about it. 
 
    None of us could. 
 
    As Viktor—our cruel, morally bankrupt king—had crudely reminded me in the letter, I belonged to him, and there was nothing, short of death, that would get me out of this.  
 
    In the human world, twenty years old was a glorious time to be alive, the future ripe with possibility, your childhood still so close you could touch it. College and marriage and children were ahead of you, or a grand career. 
 
    Anything else you could imagine.  
 
    But for us—female Darkfell vampires—turning twenty was the most dangerous time of our lives, for that was the night the king claimed you as his own, blood-bonded you to him for life, then threw you away like tomorrow’s trash.  
 
    For me, that night was only two days away, and I felt the seconds ticking away with every shallow breath I drew.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Markus 
 
      
 
    I took the steps two at a time and pushed through the servants’ entrance without knocking. 
 
    I didn’t have time for pleasantries or bullshit, and the rear door into the Cormier mansion guaranteed me I wouldn’t have to deal with either. Striding down the narrow hallway, I ran a hand through my short black hair and straightened my shirt.  
 
    I was a total mess, couldn’t keep my hands from clenching as I stalked the down the hall, knowing that in two days, Tessa would be taken from us. 
 
    And there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it. 
 
    I found her in the drawing room, staring out into space, Rafe dead asleep in her lap. Her brown eyes shimmered with tears; her sunlit hair was an aurora of pale blond around her head. I drank her in, but she was so lost in thought that I didn’t think she even noticed she was crying.  
 
    I didn’t wonder what Tessa was thinking about.  
 
    We were all thinking about it, all of us scrambling to save her.  
 
    I’d flown to Chicago to liquidate all my assets, to do my part to prevent Viktor’s claiming of Contessa, although given our king was a psychopath, our well-laid plan might not work.  
 
    This has to work, I told myself angrily. We have nothing else. 
 
    Tessa and I’d been best friends since we first drew breath. My mother had been Countess Lilliana’s lady-in-waiting, and Tessa and I had spent our entire lives together.  
 
    From womb to tomb, we’d once promised, and I meant to keep my side of the bargain.  
 
    Tessa was the reason my heart beat, why I stayed in New Orleans. As stupid as it sounded, the reason I got up in the morning. Without her… My breath shuddered out of my lungs as more tears spilled down her face.  
 
    She finally woke from her daydream, smiling when she saw me. 
 
    “Markus. I didn’t… I thought you were coming back late tonight?” 
 
    “I couldn’t stay away.” I glanced down at Rafael, still dead asleep in her lap as I leaned in to kiss her. She tasted of jasmine and lemons, and I skimmed a thumb across her cheek to brush away the tears as I kissed her again, deeper this time.  
 
    As if wanting her this badly could save her from the king. 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Viktor’s sloppy, dark scrawl on an open letter, and reached for it, but Tessa got there first, sweeping the damned thing off the seat, where it fluttered beneath the settee, out of sight for the moment. 
 
    Good fucking riddance. 
 
    Contessa Cormier was the most beautiful female born in a hundred—maybe a thousand—years in the Darkfell Clan. My lungs grew tight while I pushed her nearly white hair back from her beautiful face and searched her melted-chocolate eyes. 
 
    Viktor, the bastard king of Darkfell, had set his eyes on Contessa long ago, when we were practically children, and made no secret of the fact. And why should he? 
 
    He controlled everything in our world. 
 
    Everyone except Tessa, and her subtle rebelliousness drove him mad. She’d always defied him, played his twisted court games with enviable ease, was always able to outmaneuver the king. But I was done thinking about Viktor. 
 
    I sucked her tongue into my mouth, her low moan finally waking Rafael, who cursed softly, then shoved me away.  
 
    “Va te faire foutre, Markus. I was fast asleep, thank you very much,” he grumbled, shaking his ridiculous hair out of his eyes and sliding off her lap to settle in right beside her, his face buried in her neck, a protective arm thrown across her waist. “We had a long night.” 
 
    “Good,” I told him, grateful he’d stayed with her and kept her busy. “I flew back from Chicago this morning, and got here as quickly as I could.”  
 
    “Oui, I see that.” Rafael briefly met my eyes. “Good trip, I hope?”  
 
    “Just glad to be home.”  
 
    He nodded, but apprehension filled the air with a sour-sweet tang. 
 
    He was worried as hell, despite his indolent bohemian façade. But he’d protect Tessa, if this scheme went south, if the king reacted badly. Rafe wasn’t a fighter, but he’d give his life for Tessa. 
 
    We’d made a bargain, the two of us. Sworn a year ago, when Tessa turned nineteen. Never leave her alone, never let her out of our sight. Keep her fed, keep her strong, and keep her mind occupied. We couldn’t take on the king and his armies, but we could at least do that for her. 
 
    “I’m right here,” she snapped, her eyes glowing gold. “Don’t talk around me as if I’m not.”  
 
    But when she patted the other side of the settee, I went to her, my fingers already massaging her tense shoulders. Up close, the strain of her coming birthday was evident on her face. I ran a finger up her cheek, bringing out a tentative smile.  
 
    “Sorry, Tessa. I know I left at the worst possible time. But I’m here now.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, licking her lips. “Yes, you are.” 
 
    Kissing Tessa was like coming home for me. I never felt like I was back in New Orleans until I’d seen her, tasted her, had her.  
 
    Rafael pulled back as I wrapped a hand behind her head, practically devouring her as she slid her hands down my shirt and tugged it out of my jeans, then over my head.  
 
    “I’ll leave you two,” Rafael said with a grin, sliding off the couch. 
 
    “No, stay,” Tessa told him, catching his hand as he went to step away, and pulled him down with the two of us so she was sandwiched between us, unbuttoning my jeans as Rafael began to unlace the back of her corset. “Yes.” She sighed gratefully. “Get me out of this damn thing.”  
 
    We turned into a mess of hands and laughing kisses as Rafael and I vied for her lips, turning her face back and forth between us as we undressed her, Rafael stripping himself at the same time. 
 
    “Lock the damn door,” I finally told Rafael, realizing it stood wide open and the house was full of vendors and journeymen readying the manor for the celebration. I was certain the king had plenty of spies around, keeping an eye on his newest bride.  
 
    Rafe sashayed back to us, swung his hips, then leaned in and grabbed a fistful of my hair, tilting my head back as he raked his teeth along my neck while Tessa’s eyes grew veiled.  
 
    We’d let her watch us together before, but right now, she was all that mattered, and Rafael released me with a low laugh, only to steal Tessa back away from me, curving his hand beneath her chin, kissing her thoroughly as I watched the two of them.  
 
    I relaxed, watching her skin flush with desire, the gentleness with which Rafael held her.  
 
    The three of us had been together for years, since we were teenagers just learning about sex, to knowing exactly how to please one another. Now our lives were about to be torn apart, and I wasn’t sure how we’d ever piece ourselves back together.  
 
    “Stop thinking about it, Markus,” Tessa said softly, and I pulled myself out of my dark thoughts to find her watching me intently, the tips of her fangs sticking over her bottom lip. “We still have two days.” Those sharp white points began to worry her bottom lip. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” I agreed, pulling her over to me, shifting so her hand could slide down the front of my jeans and encircle my cock. I’d been gone a week, and the damn thing was engorged to almost painful proportions as she stroked it, sliding her thumb over the head, smearing moisture around as she crawled up onto me, straddling me.  
 
    She stood me up and then mounted herself on my cock, her delicious, wet heat sliding down so slowly that I thought I was going to come right then and there.  
 
    It had been a while, after all.  
 
    Rafael stroked her back as she rode me, the tips of her breasts dragging along my chest with every wave of her body, her hands braced on my shoulders, mine clasped on her waist, my eyes never leaving her face. I came hard and fast, my hips bumping her knees up off the couch, sweat dripping down her back as my hands slid off her waist.  
 
    She moved to Rafael, mounting him in the same manner, and he bared his throat for her, blueish veins sticking out between the tendons. She struck hard, then made tiny little sucking sounds as she fed, him fucking her the entire time, her breasts and curls bouncing with every stroke, never severing her mouth from his throat.  
 
    After a minute, Tessa licked the punctures closed and squeezed her eyes shut, a sure sign she was close. 
 
    I watched her face as she orgasmed, how her body went rigid before her eyes flew open, her mouth working as a string of unintelligible sounds came out. Then she collapsed on Rafael’s shoulder, sated and, for the moment, unworried about her future. 
 
    “God…what would I ever do without you two?” she asked softly, reaching out and stroking my chest. I kissed the top of her head and pulled my jeans up, buttoning them as I searched for my clothes, her sad, dark eyes following my every move.  
 
    “You’ll never have to find out,” I told her fiercely, yanking my shirt over my head. Rafael licked up her neck as she made a sound of agreement, a little growl that made me want to push him out of the way and flatten her to the floor, spread her wide, and take her over and over again. 
 
    Just the thought of Viktor touching Tessa filled me with rage, followed by the inevitable frustration as I reminded myself that we had a plan in place to save her.  
 
    In the meantime, we’d keep her happy, keep her fed, keep her strong for what was coming.  
 
    While trying to prevent a ruthless king from claiming what was ours. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    After Markus disappeared—probably to find Father—I slid off Rafael and went silent when he handed me my discarded clothing then laced me up, planting kisses on the nape of my neck with every pull.  
 
    There was a sense of doom to everything now, as if these next two days were a long, drawn-out walk to the gallows.  
 
    Rafael was slow to dress, and he was first generation, which explained some of his idiosyncrasies, like sprinkling Middle French through his speech. I expected his parents, like most older vampires, still used it as their first language.  
 
    Rafael’s parents had named him well—he was a classically beautiful, perfectly built specimen of our race, nothing but smooth muscle and golden skin, topped off with a tangle of dark curls. Like all born vampires, his eyes were pale, lit from within by an invisible glow, an indescribable shade of blue, almost purple, that contrasted perfectly with his dark brown curls.  
 
    Rafael was a literature major at Cambridge, studying to be a poet. He was idealistic, romantic to a fault, and completely worthless in a fight. I hoped he didn’t do something stupid in these next two days to prevent him going back to school, for I dearly wanted him to achieve his dream.  
 
    But that depended on him staying out of the king’s sights, and Viktor had eyes everywhere. 
 
    All three of us were in danger, and these next two days would be a test of how strong our triad was, and how much we could take without breaking apart.  
 
    “Where did Markus disappear to?” Rafael asked, pulling his shirt down, covering up his deliciously ribbed abs. “He just got here.” 
 
    “Perhaps he’s talking to Father. They’ve been cooking something up between them for months, not that either of them told me what it is.” As Rafael wrinkled his nose, I realized he knew something. “Spill.” I elbowed him hard in the ribs. “What do you know, and will it work?” 
 
    “Aw, Tessa…belle, you know I can’t say anything, mon amour.”  
 
    He drew my name out with a curl of his tongue, and that bit of French thrown in made me want to drag him upstairs and straight back into bed. But the house was full of strangers, and Mama had relegated us to the rear drawing room, where no one would disturb us. 
 
    Having two lovers wasn’t exactly frowned upon in our world, but having two lovers when the king had his sights set on you put them in danger, and my family loved Markus and Rafael nearly as much as I did. Besides, there were sure to be spies among the constant stream of workmen, ready to report our every move back to Viktor, in return for coin or favor.  
 
    Or, most likely, a reprieve from his cruelty. 
 
    In our world, someone was always watching, and I’d learned to be careful. My life might depend on it. 
 
    Heavy footsteps approached in the hallway outside, and Rafael took up position beside the door as I straightened my clothing, smoothing back my hair before the door flew open. Then I didn’t know what to say as a huge form filled the opening, his shoulders practically blocking out the sunlight as he stepped inside, his faded, dirty fatigues dripping dust all over my mother’s immaculate drawing room.  
 
    Caden Gauthier was no stranger to me—in fact, he was Markus’s best friend, or had been, before he disappeared three years ago. I’d heard he was fighting with mercenaries in South America, or hunting down rogue vampires on this continent, but in truth, he could have been anywhere that conflict raged.  
 
    “What is he doing here?” I asked Markus when he stepped into the room behind Caden, meeting my eyes briefly before looking away. Guilty. You are so damn guilty. “He’s a Gauthier,” I said, more vehemently than I’d intended. 
 
    “I’m well aware of that, Contessa,” Markus told me, quietly shutting the door. “All I’m asking is for you to hear us out.” 
 
    Markus only used my given name when he had something terrible to tell me, and my heart fell like a stone as I looked between him, Caden, and Rafael, whose face had lit up the second the warrior stepped inside. Little traitor. He probably was in on this all along. 
 
    “I asked Caden to come back to New Orleans.” Markus didn’t flinch beneath my angry stare, and I sighed, all the fight going out of me. He’s only trying to find a way out of this impossible situation. “To help us, Tess, to see if his father might exercise some influence with Viktor.”  
 
    I let this sink in. It could work. The Gauthiers and the king were close allies.  
 
    Which was also why I didn’t trust them one bit. 
 
    Then again, Caden had been Markus’s best friend for years.  
 
    I didn’t know him well, not when he remained coolly polite, overly formal when he addressed me, and never let a hint of his true feelings show. But…he was Markus’s best friend, and Markus was an excellent judge of character, which had to count for something. 
 
    On the other hand… 
 
    House Gauthier were the warmongers among our kind, providing soldiers, mercenaries, and assassins to the Darkfell throne. Indirectly, Caden’s father had put Viktor on the throne, by organizing a coup and executing our reigning queen almost a hundred years ago.  
 
    Viktor Carpathian had sat on the throne ever since, which meant I had this asshole’s family to thank for my current predicament. 
 
    Caden took in my narrowed gaze with an easy smile. Of course, the asshole wasn’t in danger of being fucked and bonded by the king. If he were, I doubted he’d be quite so merry. 
 
    “Markus called me, and I happen to be in between conflicts. I thought I’d come around and see if I could help a friend out.” He flashed another easy smile, although Caden didn’t fool me one bit. Behind that boyish face was a stone-cold killer, and I never forgot it. Our previous queen had trusted a Gauthier, and look where that got her.  
 
    Dead in a hole. 
 
    “What, exactly, can you do to help?” I asked, wondering if my father had agreed to this madness. “Because to my knowledge, no titled female has ever escaped the king’s summons.” I paused. “Well, not entirely.” 
 
    Some females, of course, resisted. In return, their families were stripped of everything, then killed, and the girls themselves… Well, I had no intention of becoming one of the king’s carved women.  
 
    I liked having my lips, my nose, and my eyelids on my face, not in a jar on Viktor’s mantel, thank you very much.  
 
    “My father is tired of these antiquated games.” Caden’s voice stayed perfectly even. “The throne is hemorrhaging money, and Viktor is stirring up trouble with the royal houses. Father believes he can make Viktor see reason.” 
 
    “Doubtful. Even your father doesn’t have that much influence.” Over a complete psychopath, I wanted to add, but I didn’t trust Caden as far as I could throw him. I had to be careful not to antagonize Viktor right now, and I suspected he was touchy about his mental state.  
 
    “Maybe not, but all of us together”—Caden stepped into the light, where the sun picked out the blond flecks in his long hair—“we might make a compelling argument.” 
 
    I sensed Father materialize, wrapped in shadows before he appeared, his face paler than I’d last seen it and lined with worry. Father was an elder vampire. He had served Queen Lyra, before Viktor killed her and took the throne for himself.  
 
    “Markus came up with a plan, Tess, one that even the king will have to consider carefully.” He looked so expectant, as if this might actually work.  
 
    “We’ll see,” I said, though the mere idea of reprieve was tempting. I’d resigned myself to my fate, but still, just this small glimmer of hope had my heart racing. It’s stupid to get your hopes up when you know there’s no chance of getting out of this mess.  
 
    “As long as it keeps else everyone safe, I’ll consider it.” I pulled in a breath. “If it endangers anyone I care about, it’s no deal.” I looked at them, all these men I loved. And Caden, whom I definitely didn’t trust.  
 
    “One thing is for sure: nobody in this room is dying for me.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Markus 
 
      
 
    I watched Contessa spit out her terms like she was laying down the law, and indeed, she was. All the men in this room would obey her, no matter what she decided.  
 
    “King Viktor is running out of money,” her father, Hugh, explained. “He has exhausted the royal reserves, and word is House Bouderaux has denied him another loan, until he reins in his spending and brings in some revenue for the clan.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “With the state of the Carpathian finances, Viktor is growing more desperate, and according to Caden, he would do anything for a quick influx of cash. Markus has come up with a million; the family will contribute another ten. That’s at least… How many years did you calculate?”  
 
    Hugh turned to me as I answered, “One year, two months. That amount will fund the throne for a little over one year.”  
 
    I held my breath as Contessa considered this. It had taken me weeks to scrape together the million I was contributing, and Hugh had liquidated everything as well. We prayed it was enough to buy Tessa’s freedom from a monster.  
 
    “Where do you come in?” She turned to Caden. “Or do you have a spare million to throw into the pot as well?”  
 
    My old friend shook his head, hiding his grin. “No. My father will ask Viktor to pay for the services we provide. Reciprocity hasn’t been done in decades, but there is precedent for such a request. Our house has a longstanding arrangement with the throne, quarterly payments every century, and that time is approaching. My father will merely remind Viktor of his obligations, should he wish to continue using Gauthier soldiers.” 
 
    “Why?” she asked. “Why help me, when our families have been naught but acquaintances all these years?” 
 
    Caden’s face clouded then, just as quickly, cleared.  
 
    I had to hide my grin. She didn’t see it.  
 
    She never had. 
 
    Caden Gauthier was in love with her, just as much as the rest of us. He’d never displayed his feelings, waiting for Tessa’s hatred of his family to fade. He’d left the country three years ago because of her, confiding in me that he couldn’t stand to be around a female who despised him just for being a Gauthier.  
 
    Now he was back to save her. 
 
    “I just don’t like to see people get hurt,” my friend, the mercenary, said diplomatically, while I wondered what his body count was up to. “And this way, my family will get paid.” 
 
    I didn’t have to guess at Contessa’s opinion of that. The loathing on her face made it perfectly clear. 
 
    She turned to Hugh. “Do you really think this will work?” she asked as her father stooped and picked up the letter from the floor. She snatched it out of his hand before he got a good look at it, then tucked it safely beneath her leg.  
 
    Caden shot me a look, and I shook my head, warning him to silence. Later, we’d find out what Viktor said—later, once Tessa accepted our proposal and I knew she’d be safe.  
 
    “The king is more vulnerable than he’s been in a hundred years,” Caden explained, crossing his arms and leaning against a dainty antique desk, his faded t-shirt and dirty fatigues out of place in the elegant drawing room. “The court is showing signs of rebellion, and without an influx of cash, he will be forced to go to the houses for money, hat in hand.” 
 
    Hugh crossed to Tessa and took her hands until she finally looked up at him. “The other houses are in a wait-and-see pattern. No one will dare make a move, but at the moment, this is the best opening we have, darling.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    I searched their faces, even Caden’s.  
 
    They were telling the truth. After years of fear and hope, there actually might be a way out of this mess. But even so, I couldn’t let them do this. 
 
    If it weren’t for the letter tucked beneath me, I might have let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    I would have, but Viktor is a lunatic.  
 
    If it weren’t for the letter, I’d embrace their efforts for what they were—a golden opportunity to evade the worst thing that would probably ever happen to me. But…Viktor’s damned conditions outlined in his royal missive left me little choice. 
 
    “If you spend all your money getting me free, what about Adalia and Madison?” If Father spent all his money, then my sisters—Mads barely thirteen—would never have a chance at evading the king’s demands. While I knew I was strong enough to endure whatever that bastard had planned, sweet, sweet Madison…she’d never survive him. 
 
    And Adalia… Just the way Viktor looked at her during the quarterly banquets made my skin crawl. 
 
    Father’s face clouded. “We will deal with the girls when the time comes.” 
 
    “Would the king spare all three of us?” I asked Caden, since he seemed to have a line on the inner workings of the court. “If he’s as desperate as you say, would eleven million be enough for all of us?” 
 
    He instantly shook his head, and my heart sank. “Let’s just figure out how to save you, then we’ll worry about your sisters.” His face remained smooth, that careful mask he always had up around me, but in his voice, I heard the answer clear as a bell.  
 
    No, we couldn’t save Mads and Dalia, which meant this whole proposition didn’t work for me. I’d survive Viktor. I’d be damaged afterward, maybe irreparably so, but I’d live. I couldn’t guarantee the same for my sisters.  
 
    “Then no.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “You save your money for Mads and Dalia. Or maybe the bastard will die before they’re old enough for him to taint. Maybe someone will just kill him and we can be done with this travesty.” 
 
    Someone cleared their throat from the door, which had been opened without any of us noticing. On the threshold stood King Viktor, his face glittering with rage as he yanked my sobbing mother into the room by her wrist, his ravenous, red-tinted eyes fixed on me.  
 
    “Come now, wife—that’s no way to speak of your betrothed.” 
 
    His cruel smile twisted into something obscene. 
 
    “Obedience in all things, Contessa. Don’t ever forget it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    King Viktor Carpathian would have been handsome, if he wasn’t a complete sociopath.  
 
    Seeing him here—in my home—his hand banded tightly around my mother’s thin wrist, enraged me. Of course, he would never know that, because along with history lessons and comportment, my tutors had taught me how to hide my thoughts, my every emotion from the royal family. 
 
    It was something all of us—except for Rafael—had learned from a very young age. Out of the corner of my eye I watched Markus spring into action, subtly shielding Rafe from the king’s view. 
 
    Never let them see you sweat was the human equivalent for how we dealt with the Carpathians. In our world, concealment was a necessity of survival. I was praying Rafael kept his shit together, or the king would be sure to make an example out of him.  
 
    My stomach curled in on itself at the thought. 
 
    I curtseyed, my nose practically touching the Aubusson rug beneath our feet. “My king,” I murmured, rising only after the required amount of time. He’d released my mother, and she rubbed the bright red band on her arm like it burned as she went to my father. Markus and Rafael closed ranks around me, as did Caden, to my surprise. 
 
    “I made the trip all the way out to this shithole to bring you a wedding gift,” Viktor told me coldly. “To see my newest bride, in the flesh.” His eyes narrowed until I couldn’t see them at all. “Imagine my surprise when I find her wishing me dead.” 
 
    I kept my mouth shut. The more I tried to hide what I’d said, the guiltier I’d look. Even worse, everyone I loved was in this room, and I’d stupidly put them all in danger. Now it was up to me to keep them safe, which meant making sure Viktor remained focused on me, and me alone.  
 
    His long blond hair was tied back, and his finely made suit was all black, as was his custom. Despite my best efforts, I let my gaze stray past him, to the dark hall, praying he hadn’t brought anything other than royal guards with him tonight. 
 
    “You brought a gift?” I asked, hoping to appeal to Viktor’s vanity. He did so love his little presentations. At every solstice banquet, he made a big show of awarding house loyalty with a token gift. It was never about the gift itself; it was about the attention he received when he bestowed it. He thrived on applause and attention and adulation.  
 
    If I didn’t know he was the eldest, I’d say he was a middle child. 
 
    He rose to the bait, clicking his fingers before a servant carried in a box. I glanced through the windows to see workers scattering, cars fleeing the grounds at an alarming pace, everyone rushing to get away from the king.  
 
    The man set the wooden container on the table, and I brushed my hand over the carved top, taking my time, drawing this out long enough to distract the king. I shot Father a sideways look—get the girls and hide them away—and he took my mother’s arm as they dematerialized in a swirl of shadow while the king kept his greedy gaze upon me, waiting for me to open the box. 
 
    Which could contain anything. 
 
    When I was nine, he’d given a similar box to the head of House Bouderaux, at a grand banquet in the palace, flowers scenting the air, chandeliers casting their golden glow on the attendees. The elder vampire had flipped open the lid to reveal his son’s head in a pool of blood.  
 
    I remember that night so well—the handsome, gray-haired vampire hadn’t so much as batted an eye. He’d closed the lid, bowed, and thanked the king for his generous gift. Then left quickly with his other four sons. 
 
    I’d never forgotten any of it—to this day, the smell of lilies made me nauseated—and my hand shook as I raised the lid, praying my sisters were safely hidden away somewhere.  
 
    On a sheet of red velvet lay a wide collar, forged from gold and set with rubies as large as my thumb.  
 
    Rafael made a noise, which was cut off as Markus elbowed him. 
 
    “Do you like it?” Viktor asked softly as I looked down in horror. “I thought the rubies became you.”  
 
    I hardly even breathed as he came up behind me and picked the odious thing up, his fingers brushing my throat as he slid it around my neck and clicked it closed at the nape of my neck. He made sure to brush his erection against my bottom, and I endured the offense without moving, gripping the edge of the table like it was the only thing keeping me upright. 
 
    “This I keep,” he crooned, showing me the gold key in his palm, before he disappeared it in his pocket. “The necklace is yours, for a time. A reminder of your obligation to your king.” 
 
    I dared glance at Markus, his face frozen in horror, Rafael looking so pale I thought he’d pass out, and Caden, with no expression at all. I prayed none of them did anything stupid right now, because if the king slew them, I’d die here, right alongside them. 
 
    And I still had two days left to live. 
 
    But the only person in the room the king was looking at was Caden. “You are back. I’ll be sure to inform your father of your arrival.”  
 
    Now the king could draw a straight line from us to Caden to Renard Gauthier. Any hope we had of him helping us just went out the window.  
 
    “I must get to the prison.” The king licked his lips, his gaze raking over me. “Tonight is Reaping Night, and I want to watch the culling.” 
 
    Then he swept out, and we watched him leave, the line of black SUVs picking up the dust from the gravel drive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    I worked my finger between the collar and my throat, my nail scratching the sensitive skin before Markus batted it away. 
 
    “You’re already bleeding, Tessa,” he scolded me gently. “Stop fucking around with it.” 
 
    They’d tried everything to get it off me. Caden had tried to pick the lock, but discovered it was sealed with magic. Rafael had suggested a flamethrower, which was quickly voted down, although at the moment, I seriously considered it as an option. Now Markus, Rafael, and I were on the bed, Caden sitting on my dresser, watching us with hooded eyes. 
 
    “I can try again,” he finally offered, his unreadable gaze locked on to the collar around my throat. “If you’d allow me to.” 
 
    “Maybe once more,” I said, untangling myself from my boys and offering him my neck, holding my hair up so he could work unimpeded. His fingers, like before, were gentle, drifting across my skin with a featherlight touch, before he began working the lock. I heard the near-silent scratching of metal inside the collar, Caden’s warm breath on the nape of my neck.  
 
    I leaned back against him, my knees turning shaky as I replayed the king locking this thing around my neck, like I was some kind of dog he could call to heel.  
 
    Caden changed position and moved my head slightly, his huge hand cupping my cheek gently as he positioned me. At my back he was nothing but solid, hard muscle, so unlike Markus and Rafael. My mind began to wander as I noticed just how different he was. 
 
    His spicy scent filled my heightened senses, and I was acutely aware of how calloused his hand was, how tightly I was pressed to him. As if he read my thoughts, Caden put an inch of space between us, cool air filling the place where our bodies had been mashed together, his hard thighs braced against my ass. 
 
    When he let out a grumble of frustration, I dropped my hair, stilling when his hand didn’t leave my face. In slow motion, Caden turned me to him, and emotion flashed in his blue eyes, just before he released me. 
 
    “Thanks for trying,” I murmured, feeling off balance—both from his gentle touch and the sentiments he stirred up inside of me. “It was a good effort.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like it.” His low growl vibrated in my stomach. “It’s sealed with the king’s magic, and only the key will unlock it, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “If that’s the case, then I suppose I’m stuck with this damn thing.” I blew a lock of hair from my face in anger. “I just thought…” I glanced over at Markus and Rafael, lounging on my bed, a dull sense of futility turning my bones to lead. “I thought we’d figure a way to hold him off. But the harder everyone tries to get me out of this mess, the deeper I get pulled in.”  
 
    When nobody said anything, I kept on going. They had to understand how much danger they were in. I wanted to fight Viktor with every ounce of my energy, but he had too much of an advantage. 
 
    “The king saw us together today. All of us,” I told them pointedly, looking specifically at Caden. “Now he knows who to use as leverage. He already had my sisters; now he has all of you.”  
 
    I forced down the sob bubbling up and kept my voice decisive. “I won’t have anyone hurt because of me.” I met their eyes, one by one, to make sure they understood.  
 
    “Are you always this feisty?” Caden broke in. “I mean, I like assertiveness, but I figured this was”—a line appeared between his eyebrows as he looked at the three of us—“more of a group effort.” 
 
    “What Tessa says goes,” Rafael responded with a grin. “We’re just here to do her bidding, n’est-ce pas, mon amour?” 
 
    “When it comes to the safety of my friends”—I pegged Caden with a look—“we don’t take chances. We have our whole future ahead of us. Unless the king decides to change that. Let’s not give him reason to, okay?”  
 
    Markus and Rafael knew me well enough to accept what I was saying as gospel, but Caden began shaking his head before I was even finished. 
 
    “Remember Viktoria Rivette?” I asked him pointedly. “Remember what Viktor did to her, and then tell me we should openly defy the king…and the law.” 
 
    A cloud passed over Caden’s face, although Rafael made a vague sound of agreement. There was silence for a moment as we all remembered what happened to Viktoria, who had the misfortune to defy Viktor’s summons, who decided to go to New York instead, where she thought she’d be safe. 
 
    “I have no wish to spend the rest of my life with no limbs, and I have no desire to watch him murder the three of you in front of me, along with my entire family. Or worse.” I sighed, thinking of Viktor’s monsters. “Trust me, I’ve had lots of time to think this through.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure about this, but I had to sound sure. If I showed the slightest doubt, they’d scoop me up and hide me away, and then we’d all be dead.  
 
    “One night. I only have to survive Viktor for one night, and then I’ll come back to you. After that…” I swallowed the sob I’d been holding back. “After that, we’ll have our entire lives together.” 
 
    They weren’t entirely convinced—Markus looked thunderous, Caden merely looked thoughtful, and Rafael looked… Well, he’d back me up, no matter what I decided. He was also the most sensitive of us, and the one Viktor would choose to break first. Just the thought of my beloved in that monster’s hands made me shiver. 
 
    I ran my finger beneath the collar, and Caden loosely grasped my wrist and pulled my hand down, his gaze roving over my face before settling on my lips. For a second, his mask cracked, long enough for me to glimpse the fury in his eyes, along with something else.  
 
    His eyes flared bright blue, the sort of glow a vampire’s eyes acquired when they were very hungry. 
 
    Or very aroused. 
 
    “I cannot bear for you to have to go through with this, just to save the rest of us,” he muttered so only I could hear him. Why is he including himself in our group? “I swear to God, I will kill that bastard for what he’s done.”  
 
    At his protective, possessive tone, I searched Caden’s face, finally seeing all the things I’d missed these past years. 
 
    How had I never noticed his emotions before? I’d been too busy hating him, I supposed, hating him for his father’s sins, holding his family name against him.  
 
    Gauthiers cannot be trusted, my father always warned me.  
 
    Maybe that was the root of it, but whatever it was, my previous reservations melted away as a shiver went through me, starting at the place where Caden’s fingers were still wrapped around my arm, holding me immobile.  
 
    “Tess,” Caden murmured, though he didn’t seem to realize he’d said my name. “Ah, Tess.”  
 
    There was so much more than regret in those words, so much more than anger. His grip tightened slightly, his fingertips digging in as he pulled me toward him, and I went to him in slow motion, until we were fused together, his lips nibbling at mine, his tongue licking into my mouth, between my teeth. 
 
    It had been a long time since I’d tasted anyone new, not since Rafael joined Markus and I years ago, and a thrill of excitement went through me at the newness of Caden, the utter surprise of his tongue tracing my lips, his spicy, musky flavor.  
 
    I opened wide and let him explore, his kiss more of an invasion than an inquiry, one strong hand on my back, the other never letting go of my wrist, tucking that hand behind me. 
 
    Delicious. It was delicious, this feeling of being dominated. I knew what I liked and usually took the lead in bed, but this unrelenting control… I went damp between my legs as he firmed his grip, holding me immobile. 
 
    My bed squeaked as Markus and Rafael quietly escaped the room, shutting the door behind them. I half wanted to invite them to stay, but Caden… I wasn’t sure how he’d feel about sharing. 
 
    I knew this first time, I wanted him all to myself.  
 
    “They’re finally gone,” he muttered, nuzzling at my throat. “Do the three of you…” He pulled back and raked a hand through his hair, looking sheepish. “Fuck, never mind. It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “It will be, if we continue this,” I told him gently, while turning my head so he had better access. I didn’t know how he felt about Markus, Rafe, and myself, but we could work out the messy details later. Right now…  
 
    Right now I wanted him, and that was all that mattered. 
 
    Caden’s fangs grazed my throat, stopping when he reached that hideous collar.  
 
    “Don’t stop, Caden.” I squeezed my eyes shut, praying he didn’t. “Keep going. This feels good. You feel good.” The bulge in the front of his fatigues was rock hard against my stomach, and he was built like a tank, my exploring hands discovered as they swept down his arms, then back up his chest. 
 
    Arousal perfumed the air around us, and my head swam as the heady scent became almost overwhelming. I wanted this. I needed to lose myself in someone, and Caden—with his big, gentle hands and eyes that saw too much—was right here.  
 
    I was aware of nothing except the strength with which he held me, his plunging tongue, the dampness between my legs, until my butt hit the bed and he laid me down gently, yet firmly possessive when he pressed my hands above my head, our mouths still fused together. 
 
    He was huge, all muscle and bone, far heavier than Markus, but I supposed he needed to be strong to hunt down rogue vampires and fight bloody wars.  
 
    Even with all that power pressed into me, Caden’s lips were impossibly gentle, teasing and nipping, his tongue flicking out every once in a while, to taste me somewhere new.  
 
    He lifted my other hand and pressed them tightly together before sitting back, straddling me, his cock pressing into my belly, my breasts rising and falling above the neckline of the destroyed dress. 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect, which meant my core was tingling with anticipation, my body thrumming like a strung wire. I mean, from the look on his face…he wanted to eat me alive, and was just trying to figure out where to start. 
 
    “Keep those hands up, Tessa,” he ordered me, then frowned, rising so he wasn’t touching me at all. “I don’t know what you usually like, and… Well, hell, sometimes I can get a little carried away. Tell me if anything is too much.”  
 
    I rolled my hips, but he regarded me doubtfully, like he was wondering if this was good idea. 
 
    “I want this,” I assured him. “I like how you make me feel.” He looked skeptical, and I remembered all those times he’d hidden himself away from me. “Don’t ever be afraid to show me who you are, Caden. No masks, no lies, no secrets between us, okay?”  
 
    His face relaxed, those harsh lines smoothing out, his mouth curving upward.  
 
    Not a smile, not yet, but close. 
 
    I grinned, wiggling my fingers to show I was perfectly happy with this arrangement. “No lie, I like you being in control. It’s exciting. Freeing, in a way, though I can’t explain why.” 
 
    Finally, Caden dropped his mask and smiled. A secret, slightly devious smile, like he had grand plans for me, and couldn’t wait to see them through. He settled back onto his knees, his delicious weight pressing me down into the mattress.  
 
    He ran his fingertips across the top of my breast, callouses rough against the thin, creamy skin. “These are quite nice, Contessa.” He purred. “I’ve been waiting years to see them.” His gaze dipped lower. “To see all of you. I’ve imagined you. Quite often.” I shivered as his voice lowered to the barest of whispers. “Let’s see if all my fantasies hold a candle to you in the flesh.” 
 
    He grasped the neck of the dress and tore it straight down, laying both sides out before reaching down and cupping my breasts, his thumbs rubbing slow, deliberate circles around my nipples. “Perfect,” he whispered before leaning down and sucking one into his mouth.  
 
    My lack of freedom seemed to somehow magnify every sensation, though I couldn’t explain why.  
 
    Completely lost in sensation, I kept still, my skin pebbling in the cold air, so at odds with the warm, moist suction on my nipple, his thighs tightening around my hips. Who knew being powerless was such a turn-on?  
 
    But this inability to move… This was doing something ridiculous to my insides. 
 
    Caden slid off me and pulled the dress completely off, tossing it aside as he scrutinized my body, laid bare to him.  
 
    Never had I felt so naked. Never had I felt this much shuddering anticipation, my own gaze dropping to the bulge rounding out the front of his khakis. With another insolent grin, he unbuttoned them, and they dropped to the floor, his erection springing out, a drop of moisture at the tip.  
 
    The first tickle of doubt crept through me. 
 
    Jesus, he was huge.  
 
    My surprise must have shown, because he reminded me sternly, “I told you not to move, Tessa. Keep your hands up high.” When my gaze stayed locked on his face, he must have thought I needed reassurance. “I’ll take things slow, and you can stop this at any time. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I understand.” Where that wispy, breathy voice came from, I didn’t know. All I knew was Caden sucked up all the air in the room, along with all of my hesitation. I mean, I couldn’t pass him up, not now. Not when I was dying to taste him. 
 
    He moved on me, slid a finger beneath my panties, and then ripped them off.  
 
    His mouth grazed a trail up my stomach, then lavished attention on both breasts before he claimed my mouth again. Damn, but he could kiss. And his hands were everywhere, tweaking and petting, his huge body moving against me. 
 
    The air was soaking in his scent, pure pale musk, rich and earthy. I breathed Caden in while he kissed me like he’d never kiss another woman in his entire life, and I couldn’t shake the feeling he was marking me. 
 
    “I dreamed you taste like pomegranate.” He slid back down my body, his tongue circling my belly button. “Let’s see if I was right.” Caden slid his arms beneath my knees, then hoisted my hips until then were draped over his shoulders, my heels resting on his back, my pussy totally exposed to him, and whatever he was planning to do. 
 
    He pushed a finger in, my muscles instantly clamping around it. With a low chuckle, he added another finger.  
 
    My hips began moving of their own accord, pumping against that fullness, then jerked straight into the air when his thumb brushed my clit. 
 
    Fingers and thumb, in and out, my orgasm shimmering just beyond another touch, Caden pressed my legs open wider, and then his mouth fastened on my swollen bud, his tongue flicking and flicking while he feasted on me.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    I drank her down like I was a dying man. 
 
    As it turned out, Tessa tasted more like honeydew, sweet and a little bit wild. I couldn’t stop, not as her hips bucked hard. Not when her moans grew louder and more demanding.  
 
    Not when my name burst from her and my cock hardened painfully. 
 
    Soon, I thought, soon I’ll give you what you’re asking for. But some larger part of me intended to imprint Contessa Cormier on me forever. Or me on her, I wasn’t sure. I wanted to drink her in until I was drunk on her scent. Her taste. 
 
    I’d waited for this night most of my life, and I intended to use every minute of it.  
 
    Tessa still had her hands above her head, but for how long? Her eyes were closed, her body a long, sinuous wave against satin sheets. I couldn’t help but smile, knowing sooner or later, she’d forget and I could tie her up like I wanted.  
 
    But for now, my entire world narrowed down to her glistening folds beaded with delicious moisture.  
 
    Her thrashing grew more insistent, her moans louder when I impaled her with my fingers, finding her tight and slick. Damn, but she was responsive, her body reacting to my every touch. “I want you to come on my hand.” I added another finger, just before I lowered my mouth to her clit and sucked hard. “Now, Tessa, goddamn it.”  
 
    Her eyes widened as her release hit her, her core pulsing around my fingers, her breath turning ragged. I watched it roll through her, the glow in her eyes kindling brighter, her cheeks flushed pink, her body quivering with tiny aftershocks, the white points of her fangs pressed tight into her bottom lip.  
 
    Damn, but I wanted those fangs sunk into my neck.  
 
    I straddled her hips, surveyed her still-raised hands with satisfaction, and pushed my cock into her, deeper than I’d intended, her channel so damn tight I nearly came right then and there.  
 
    You’ve been patient—don’t rush. Savor this female you’ve waited forever to be with. 
 
    I wanted to wait. I wanted to go slow. But every stroke was a tight velvet glove squeezing my cock. Every thrust of my hips had me falling a little deeper in love with her. I’d waited forever for Tessa, and now that I was inside of her, I knew I’d never want another female again.  
 
    “Feed from me, Tessa,” I murmured, and she opened one sex-hazed eye. I exposed my throat and lowered it to her mouth, feeling incredibly vulnerable. I never let females feed on me; the act was too intimate. But with Tessa… “Feed from me while I fuck you.”  
 
    She forgot and tangled her hands in my hair, held me still while she struck, her fangs sinking in with a quick pinch. Then I was consumed by sensation as my cock pounded into her, both of us connected by this unbearable pleasure. I shouted in surprise when my orgasm hit me from behind, tightening my balls, my cock jerking as I filled her up. 
 
    My release was still shuddering through me when Tessa licked the punctures shut, sliding her hands over my sweaty shoulders before she clasped them across the nape of my neck and pulled me down until I collapsed on top of her, her curves melding with my muscle until it seemed like everywhere I ended, she began. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    The next night, we’d barely made it through half of our dinner when the king’s next “gift” arrived. 
 
    Markus sat on my right, while on my left, Caden had displaced Rafael. He didn’t seem to care, chatting it up with Madison, finally making her laugh after she’d spent the day hidden in her room. Adalia, who was seventeen, looked pale as she watched the two of them, though a small smile creased her pretty face as Rafael launched into a lively reenactment of Viktor’s face when he walked in and overheard me wishing him dead.  
 
    “Contessa,” my sister said. “How could you slip up like that? You know there are spies all through the house. Father warned us.”  
 
    Adalia had always been the most serious of us, certainly the smartest, and was the most beautiful, besides. I’d caught Viktor’s eyes following her long before he should have even noticed her, and I hated him for it.  
 
    If he ever got his claws into Adalia… 
 
    “Tessa, you should stop worrying about me—worry about yourself for once.” 
 
    “I know, Adalia, but sometimes it’s easier to worry about someone else when you can’t do anything about your own situation.”  
 
    Mother and Father were subdued, and I caught them shooting me furtive glances when they thought I wasn’t looking. I was sure they thought me crazy for refusing to have them buy Viktor off.  
 
    Hell, at times, I thought I was crazy for refusing. 
 
    “And don’t even think to say you’re doing this for me,” Adalia continued, chopping at her meat angrily. “Because falling on your sword and giving in to the king isn’t going to save me from the same fate.” 
 
    “Of course not, Adalia.” I sighed. “But there might be some hope for you. You have two more years. A lot can happen before then.”  
 
    I hated that we had these horrendous little talks. Without Viktor, maybe we’d be enjoying a family dinner. Maybe there’s be laughter, instead of dread. 
 
    Maybe we could actually just be ourselves. 
 
    “Yes, I know,” she snapped, and turned her fork to her potatoes, hacking at them like a combine. “And after me it will be Mads, and then the king will have ruined all of us. I can’t eat another bite.” She tossed her fork down, followed by her napkin, and went to stand, before falling back into her chair, her chin bowed to her chest.  
 
    Across the table, Rafael and Markus had gone dead silent, and Mother was white as a ghost. 
 
    “Oh, but you should stay, Adalia,” the king crooned from behind us. “I have brought something special for your sister.” 
 
    How he always managed to invade our house without a sound, I didn’t know, but we seriously needed to upgrade our security. Of course, there wasn’t anyone in our clan who would help us out with that, not if they wanted to live.  
 
    He stepped up next to me, brushed my hair out of the way, and ran a finger across the collar, his nail scraping my flesh as he did so. “This looks lovely on you, my dear. I cannot wait to see you in nothing but this.”  
 
    Fear flared hot inside of me as Markus stood up so fast he knocked his chair over. Father pulled him back down, whispering a furious warning in his ear.  
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed, then knocked Viktor’s hand away. “Shall we do this alone, Viktor?” I asked him softly. “Or do you prefer an audience?” 
 
    “Oh, an audience is so much better, isn’t it…Tessa?” His eyes found Markus, and he licked his lips, leaving them grotesquely shiny and red. “I do so love that nickname. I believe I shall take it for my own.”  
 
    I was miserable, and helpless to stop him from baiting my men, knowing he’d simply use anything I said or did to retaliate against them. “Fine, we’ll do it here,” I muttered, shoving my place setting and glasses away, food and drink scattering as I did so, red wine staining the white linen, the floor, soup splashing out of the bowl. “There.” I waved my hand toward the empty spot. “Is that enough room?” 
 
    “Careful, wife,” Viktor said coolly, “My temper is short.” There was a dangerous vibe beneath his teasing voice, and I reined myself in, reminding myself of the stakes.  
 
    “I didn’t want to do this, but you leave me no choice. Bring it in,” Viktor called to someone outside the room, his red eyes glowing as if lit from within. There was a dull scraping sound, a step-scrape-step sound that I couldn’t place. “Now we’ll see how smart your mouth is, Contessa.” 
 
    Everything about me was shaking; everything felt like it was about to break. 
 
    We all froze in place as the dragging sound grew closer—from just beyond the doorway, the sharp sound became the scratch-scratching of claws, the thumping of some heavy and ungainly creature moving toward us. 
 
    We’d all heard the stories. 
 
    But I’d never seen one of Viktor’s monsters—revenants, they called them—in person.  
 
    All we knew was people disappeared and were never seen again. 
 
    All we knew was that only Viktor’s magic, which was as black as his soul, could create something so hideous out of a once-vital vampire.  
 
    I didn’t think anyone in the room, except Viktor, was breathing when the first head appeared, a gray nub with slits for eyes, a mouth with a double row of needle-sharp teeth, and two more slits for a nose. The front legs were odd, moving like a spider’s, disjointed and jerky.  
 
    Its body was an odd, mottled gray, almost pinkish, flecked with scars and raised spots.  
 
    The thing stank badly, like a rotting body left in the sun for too long, cloyingly sweet. It moved into the room, trampling priceless antiques, those black claws gouging deep grooves into the floor.  
 
    A second one loped in, swung its flattened head, and surveyed the table, dragging spittle across the floor from its open mouth, and I winced when Dalia threw up in her lap.  
 
    Please, oh please, make this all disappear, I thought desperately, as Caden shifted in his chair, moving himself closer to me, resting his left arm on his leg as if he was waiting to swoop me away.  
 
    “Get my sisters out,” I murmured, so softly I wasn’t even sure he’d hear me. “If this goes badly, get them out.” 
 
    He pressed his knee against mine, hard, to show he understood, and I relaxed just a little. If anyone could get them past Viktor, past these odious things creeping through my brightly lit dining room, it would be Caden. 
 
    “There is no need for this, Viktor,” I told the king faintly. “No need at all. You know I will comply with the law.” 
 
    “I know no such thing,” he scoffed. “You never responded to my letter. All I required was a simple response, and you denied me that. Now I must make sure you understand the meaning of duty.” He reached out and patted one of the revenant’s heads, and the thing flattened itself to the floor in submission. “This was once the prince of House Rosseau, a weak young man who thought he’d stand up to me when I took his sister. As is my God-given right as king.”  
 
    The second revenant locked on to Madison, crept a step closer, was almost within striking distance. Viktor didn’t even seem to notice, but Caden did, and I felt his muscles tense as he readied to spring to her aid.  
 
    I’m going to throw up. I’m going to be sick and then I’m going to die, and oh my God, can this please all just stop? 
 
    “Duty, honor, obedience,” Viktor murmured, looking eager for the coming slaughter. “Those are the requirements of a Darkfell female. I expect them followed to the letter, but you couldn’t even rouse yourself to write a response.” 
 
    Viktor’s letter had contained many things, but a request for a response was definitely not one of them. My lips flattened out with the effort it took to keep my mouth shut. The revenant whined like a dog denied his food, and Madison began sobbing softly.  
 
    “I was only trying to find the right words,” I assured him, my breaths coming so fast that the words came out choppy. “I was…planning to write to you tonight.”  
 
    Lie better, Tessa. You can lie far better than that.  
 
    “So it is. Well, still, I expected better from you. This can be over quickly, wife,” Viktor said smoothly, spinning toward Markus when he stepped forward. “Stand firm, pup, or I’ll let them have you.”  
 
    Both monsters fixed on him; one snapped those needle teeth. Mads was shaking so hard she sent the glasses on the table clinking.  
 
    “Get on your knees, female,” Viktor said, his greedy gaze skimming over my sisters before resting on me.  
 
    My chest was too tight, the collar was choking me, I couldn’t breathe at all, and yet I fell to my knees and prostrated myself before him, my face pressed against the wine-soaked rug.  
 
    “Crawl over to me, wife.”  
 
    I did it, loathing this bastard with every drop of blood in my body.  
 
    I did it, because if I refused, he’d kill us all. 
 
    “Open your mouth, Contessa.” He bit the end of his finger, dark, almost black blood welling up as every instinct warned me to flee. Once his blood was inside of me, Viktor could find me, anywhere in the world.  
 
    With this, I’d become his thrall. He could call me back to him whenever he wanted.  
 
    In short, I was completely screwed. 
 
    Behind us, Rafael started to protest, and there was a short scuffle, a snarling that could only be the revenants, then everything went still.  
 
    “Taste your future.” Viktor’s face gleamed while insanity danced in his red-flecked eyes as his blood coated my mouth. It was poison, and if his magic had a taste, it would be death. “There,” he murmured, his dark gaze eating me alive, my stomach churning. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    Madison had to be carried upstairs by Father. 
 
    Adalia made it under her own power, but the look she cast me on the way out… 
 
    It was pity. Pity and fear and almost-loathing for putting us in this situation. 
 
    Mother cast me the same look, though hers was tinged with understanding as well. Then it was me and my men. I’d rinsed my mouth out a hundred times, and I could still taste Viktor’s rot. 
 
    I was fucked. Totally and completely fucked. 
 
    I’d just screwed us all. 
 
    I’d publicly drunk Viktor’s blood—the force involved just a technicality—and now there was no amount of money that could buy my freedom. Now I belonged to him. 
 
    The older European clans frowned upon Viktor. His barbaric ways. 
 
    But they were also afraid of him, and now… Well, let’s just say they wouldn’t lift a finger to save any of us, because according to vampire law—archaic, primitive, and backward—once you drank the blood of a king, you, and your entire house, belonged to him. 
 
    His claiming me in two days would have had the same effect, but somehow… I’d always imagined I’d escape this fate. Now there was no escaping, because he’d be able to control me from anywhere. 
 
    “Perhaps you should tell us about this letter,” Markus finally said, a brimming glass of scotch in front of him, his second one, and there were bound to be more. Rafael was puffing on one of the fragrant black cigarettes he smoked when he was stressed, and Caden… Well, he was the same.  
 
    Stoic. Unreadable. Unflappable. 
 
    I went to the drawing room and brought the thing back, the heavy paper folded into a tiny square, and handed it to Markus. Now they’d know how futile all their planning had been. 
 
    Markus scanned it, then handed it to Rafael, who choked, blowing smoke out in a giant cloud, then to Caden, who finally allowed his façade to crack long enough to crumple the letter up and toss it onto the table with a look of disgust. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us, Tessa?” Markus asked. “You should have said something.” 
 
    “And then what?” I replied. “I didn’t know you and Father were amassing a fortune to buy him off, and Caden had an inside track to his father’s influence. If I had…I would have told you.” I dropped sloppily into a chair, uncaring that my dress tore when it caught on the broken leg of a chair.  
 
    But would I?  
 
    No, probably not, I finally decided, while Markus glowered at me from the other side of the table. “You’d already left for Chicago when I received the letter,” I lied, even though it was a lame excuse. “Otherwise…” 
 
    “Bullshit, Tessa. You kept it to yourself because that’s what you always do. You take everything on yourself, and never allow anyone else to shoulder the burden. Sometimes I think you like being a martyr.” 
 
    “She could have told me,” Rafael said softly, pulling up a chair beside me, throwing his arm around my shoulders as the richly scented smoke curled around us. “I never left. I was right here, Tessa.” 
 
    I hated to hear the hurt in his voice, but seriously, what would they have done? 
 
    “Viktor was very clear in his threats, as you can clearly read. He will take your eyes, Rafael, and your hands, so you can’t write. Markus, he will take your tongue so you can’t argue cases. And he will carve my sister’s faces from their skulls.” I paused. “Clearly, he’s had time to study us, to know how to hurt us. Not that it matters, since I…swore fealty to him tonight.” 
 
    “But why, Tessa?” Rafael asked. “You never give in to anyone, on anything.” 
 
    “No, not usually, but this…” I waved at the letter. “Don’t you see? He would leave us all ruined, blaming one another for what happened, hating one another, once he was done with us.” 
 
    They had to understand. I had to make them see. 
 
    I flattened the letter on the table, smoothing out the wrinkles, noting how Viktor’s blood stained through to the back of the paper in places. “It’s not enough for him to claim me. To know I couldn’t rise against him. If he did this to us…we’d have no future, because we’d hate ourselves. Maybe hate each other.” I pursed my lips. “He means to destroy us. Our love.” 
 
    “Well, it fucking worked.” Caden spat the words out like poison. “The bastard got what he wanted. He knew the only way to control you is by threatening those you love.” Caden set his hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “He used your big heart against you.”  
 
    There was no scolding in his tone, and a fair amount of respect. 
 
    “But I, for one, don’t expect you to sacrifice yourself for me. And neither do…”  
 
    The way Caden’s words tapered off and his gaze locked on to the doorway behind me had me spinning in my chair, and for the second time today, I was rendered speechless by whom I saw. 
 
    “What the fuck happened here tonight?” 
 
    The interloper looked battle-worn, dressed in scuffed-up black leathers, a motorcycle helmet under one arm, his dark hair pulled back into a bun. But it was his face that had changed the most.  
 
    Gone was the handsome rogue I’d once known, and in his place… This male looked hard-edged, reminding me of a little of Caden.  
 
    They shared the same cold-blooded, emotionless façade. 
 
    Silas Augustine had disappeared from my life years ago, just after my sixteenth birthday, a night I’d tried to forget ever since. 
 
    But seeing him again? 
 
    Everything rushed back through me, and I was left trembling, just like the sixteen-year-old girl he’d left behind.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Silas 
 
      
 
    “I said, what the hell happened here?” 
 
    Fuck, the Cormier place looked like a bomb had gone off. The room was wrecked, the carpets ripped to pieces, the floors gouged as if by huge, sharp… 
 
    “Was Viktor here?” I demanded, turning to Markus, who chugged down his fine whiskey like it was water. Scanning the room, I noticed Caden Gauthier—we’d been on a few missions together—but the quiet guy, smoking a cigarette…he was a stranger. 
 
    “In the flesh.” Markus walked over and held out a hand. “Thanks for coming, Silas,” he said quietly, then indicated our surroundings, a rueful expression on his face. “Obviously, we could use the help.” 
 
    “He brought his revenants with him,” I said, though I didn’t say more. If they’d seen Viktor’s monsters in the flesh, then I didn’t have to. Fear hung thick in the air, along with the smell of vomit. And blood. 
 
    “Is everyone okay?” It was obvious they weren’t, but Contessa didn’t seem harmed. After her initial look of shock, she hadn’t glanced my way. I didn’t know why that pissed me off…but it did.  
 
    “Fine, for now,” Markus answered. “Look, can we talk?” he asked quietly, and that got Tessa’s attention. Her stare went straight through me, a white-hot laser of disapproval and resentment. 
 
    “You asked him to come?” she asked Markus, still not deigning to look my way. “I should have known. First Caden, now Silas. Any other surprises you want to spring on me?” 
 
    “Any more letters from the king you’d like to withhold from me?” Markus shot back.  
 
    I didn’t know what was going on, and I didn’t need to. All I knew was that we were on a tight deadline. Two days. 
 
    “I had good reason for keeping that to myself,” she muttered, but I didn’t miss the fact her dress was torn, her face was pale, and she had a hideous necklace around her neck like some kind of obscene collar.  
 
    “Tess,” I said softly, and, wonder of wonders, she actually looked at me. 
 
    Well, glared, but at least I could finally see those incredible eyes.  
 
    Like always, her gaze melted me from the inside out, not that I’d let her know that. Her incredible hair was longer, halfway down her back, and the rest of her… I stopped staring, pulled my gaze firmly up to her face, and told my cock to stand down. 
 
    “Silas Augustine.” She bit the end of my name off like a cold snap, her fangs poking down below her bottom lip. “To what do we owe the pleasure?” 
 
    “Markus thought you could use some backup.” I indicated the room around us, no judgment in my voice, only calm understanding. “Viktor’s revenants… The creatures are horrendous, are they not? I’ll never get used to them, not even after seeing them a hundred times.”  
 
    Even though I was beyond furious the king had threatened her with those monsters, I kept my tone level. 
 
    Tess was trying hard to hold it together, and I knew it. 
 
    “There’s no shame in needing a bit of help, not when it comes to Viktor and his revenants, Tess. I know you’re worried for your sisters.” My gaze skimmed over the others. “Your men.” 
 
    For someone who never used to know when to quit talking, Tess’s silence was unnerving, as was the dead-eyed stare she’d locked on me moments ago. 
 
    “I know you, Tess,” I murmured, stepping close enough I caught her flowery scent. “You’re trying to figure out how to play this impossible hand you’ve been dealt, and still keep your family safe. All I want to do is help with that.” 
 
    “Like I said before. Why did you come back?”  
 
    There was a new hardness to her, steel, not stone, flexible, not brittle, and I wondered what she’d gone through these past four years. I knew how much my life—my worldview—had matured. If she was half as changed as me, she would be an entirely different person. 
 
    Besides, her question was perfectly valid. 
 
    I’d walked away from Contessa Cormier. I’d left her standing in the driveway, sobbing her eyes out, Markus beside her.  
 
    I’d left because I wasn’t a Vampire Born, but a Vampire Made, and she deserved better. She deserved someone like Markus, or Caden, or even the guy smoking a cigarette, who was clearly not of the royal houses, but still, had the vampy blood caste system going in his favor. 
 
    But I was back, and now, seeing her… 
 
    Fuck, she was beautiful, and I half forgot why I’d left in the first place. 
 
    “I came back, Tess, because I couldn’t stay away any longer.” I straightened my spine and took her stare, matching it with one of my own. “I came back because there is no fucking way Viktor is going to lay one finger on the woman I love.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    “…and that’s where we are.” Markus downed another glass of whiskey, his fifth by my count, and completely missed the coaster when he slammed down the empty tumbler. 
 
    Not that it mattered.  
 
    The formal dining room—my mother’s favorite—was completely destroyed, and I couldn’t stop my eyes from straying to the furrows carved into the mahogany floor by Viktor’s monsters. If their claws could do that to solid wood, what could they do to a… 
 
    “Tess.” Silas always had such a way about him. He could command a room simply by being there. He could command an audience with just a few words.  
 
    And up until he left, he’d commanded me, bone and flesh, although at sixteen, I’d scarcely imagined more between us than a few scorching kisses and one tight embrace that I’d never forgotten.  
 
    Ten minutes later, he’d been gone. 
 
    Five minutes ago, he’d said he loved me, though that had to just be a slip of the tongue, because Silas Augustine had never loved anyone but himself, that I knew for sure. 
 
    “Yes, Silas?” 
 
    I was sitting apart from the others. Though Rafe had tried to join me on the small couch, I’d sent him back to his chair, where he watched me with hooded eyes, the ashtray in front of him filled with cigarette butts.  
 
    He wouldn’t understand. None of them would. 
 
    I had Viktor’s blood inside me. Only a drop, but a drop of poison was enough to kill someone, a drop of radiation could contaminate an entire city, and right now, I didn’t want to so much as touch any of them.  
 
    Not when I was polluted, inside and out. The heavy necklace dug into my skin, a visible reminder of his ownership, just like the black magic of Viktor’s blood coursing through my veins was an invisible one. 
 
    “Now that Markus has brought me up to speed, is there somewhere we can go?” Silas asked, and I refocused on him. “I’d like an opportunity to talk to you before we decide how to get you out of this.” 
 
    I bit back a laugh. Get me out of this. I was already in too deep. 
 
    “Of course. We can use the morning room.” I stood, smoothed my torn silk skirt, and gestured to the door. “We will be right back—this should only take a moment.” Markus inclined his head in acknowledgement, but Raf… Rafael looked positively angry.  
 
    “I’ll call my father.” Caden pulled out his cell. “Have our lawyer draw up the papers for financial reparation. If he serves them to Viktor’s chief advisor tonight, Hugh can make his offer in the morning.” 
 
    “You’re planning to squeeze him?” Silas stopped on his way to the door, and I turned, halfway through the doorway. “It would have been a good plan,” he said slowly. “But it won’t work. Viktor’s already secured a loan.” Silas scratched the back of his head, his muscles bunching under his jacket. “Let me rephrase that. He’s taken the Rivettes’ eldest son captive, in exchange for half their fortune. Over a hundred million, from what I’ve heard.” 
 
    My shoulders sagged. That was it, then. Eleven million in the face of such wealth meant nothing. 
 
    “You wanted to talk?” I had to keep my feet moving, though hope trickled out of me with every step. I stopped at the small nook we used for tea. “Let’s talk, though I fail to see why you bothered coming back.” I shrugged. “I mean, it’s a done deal now, since I’ve tasted his blood.” 
 
    “Fuck,” he growled softly.  
 
    Silas moved as quietly as one of those big cats, not so much as a hiss of his feet against the floor. But I felt him at my back, unshakeable and steady—two words I never would have associated with the hothead I once knew. 
 
    When I turned around, his eyes told a different story. 
 
    I’d always been captivated by Silas’s eyes. They were the palest violet, unmatched in color or intensity, and there had been a time in my life when I promised myself I’d spend the rest of my life staring into them.  
 
    Foolish promises from a foolish girl. 
 
    “Never foolish, Tess,” Silas murmured before he tipped my face up with his finger. “Never, ever foolish.” And just like that, my heart stopped.  
 
    Silas knew what I was thinking because he could read my mind.  
 
    Because Silas had been my first.  
 
    I’d fed from him, and he from me. Then we’d kissed. Then…he’d left. 
 
    “Why?”  
 
    A look of shame flew across his face, and then it was gone, leaving me to think I’d imagined it. I’d wanted to ask that question for four years, but now that I had? I wasn’t nearly ready to hear the answer. 
 
    “You know why, Tessa.” He shook his head slowly, his hair tumbling out of its bun. He moved to the window seat and shed his jacket, revealing the man beneath, and that man was absolutely gorgeous. “I was never good enough for you. Not my blood. And certainly not me.”  
 
    He pulled his hair loose, and I might have swooned a little.  
 
    “You were better off with Markus, and he loves you. Always has, always will.” 
 
    But we were all meant to be together, why can’t you see that? I wanted to scream. I mean, the three of us… We’d known each other our entire lives. I’d trusted Silas, right up to the minute he broke my heart into pieces. 
 
    “Fine, then. I’ll never be good enough for you. I cannot give you anything like you are used to.” He waved at the opulence around us. “I cannot offer you anything of value.” The look on his face reminded me of how he looked after he’d fed from me. “Including children.”  
 
    The words hung between us, and I wanted to tell him he was wrong about all of it. Except he was right. 
 
    But I didn’t want Silas to give me anything.  
 
    I wanted to share my life with him, which was an entirely different matter. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to say anything, Tess?” He moved closer. “Or are you going to make me do all the talking?” 
 
    In truth, I didn’t know if there was anything to say. Viktor had brought his revenants to dinner. If he’d wanted to let them loose—even on a whim—my family would be dead. Worse, with a touch of his magic, he could turn my sisters into the very monsters we all feared. 
 
    The situation was impossible, and for the first time in my entire life, I’d lost hope, if this dead, empty feeling was any indication. 
 
    But what kind of hope could you have when you were outmaneuvered and outgunned? 
 
    “Tess? Now you’re scaring me.” Silas took my hand, led me to the window seat, and pulled me down beside him, worry written all over his face. “I mean, the last time I saw you, you wouldn’t shut up.” 
 
    I smiled at the memory, despite myself. “Do you remember that hideous purple dress I had on?” I asked, not mentioning I’d picked it because it matched his eyes. What a sap.  
 
    “Oh, trust me, I do. You looked like a wedding cake.” Behind his insolent smile was a hint of the old Silas, the one who filled my bed up with water balloons and accidently set fire to Father’s desk with his homemade fireworks. 
 
    I shut my eyes and leaned my head against the window. I didn’t know if it was the old memories welling up inside me, or the fact I was completely exhausted, but I was tired of playing games.  
 
    I was tired of wasting time pussyfooting around the truth, especially when I only had two days left. 
 
    “I loved you, Silas,” I murmured, my eyes squeezed shut. “I loved you with all my heart, and you broke it. It’s never been quite the same again, no matter how hard I’ve tried.” 
 
    He moved closer, a whisper in the air. “I’ve never stopped loving you, either. But I stand by my decision. I was bad for you then, and I’m twice as bad for you now.” 
 
    “And why is that, Silas?” I asked, my heart hurting all over again while I wondered why he was putting me—us—through this again. “What big, bad secret do you have that makes you think that?” 
 
    “I’ve been working as a mercenary for the throne, along with Caden. I have been for the past two years.”  
 
    I shot off the seat like it was electrified. 
 
    “You see, I figured if I couldn’t have you”—he looked up at me, his eyes a muddy gray—“then the only thing I could do was stop Viktor before he ever got to you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    I left Silas downstairs with Caden and pulled Rafael and Markus upstairs.  
 
    I needed them. 
 
    After tonight, I needed them crushed up against me. I needed to know they loved me, that I loved them back. That our unit could not be broken, no matter what. That we were okay, in this ocean of shit that threatened to drown me. 
 
    I stripped their clothes off like this might be the last time we were together.  
 
    And it might.  
 
    We only had a day and a half left now, and who knew what bullshit Viktor would pull between now and then? 
 
    “Stop thinking about that bastard,” Markus said, pulling me onto his lap and nipping my earlobe, his fangs dragging down my neck, hard enough I forgot everything except how those little pinches made my nipples peak.  
 
    Rafael slid his hand up my back, massaging my shoulders while Markus kissed me deeper. He tangled his hand in my hair then pressed me tighter to his lips, his tongue taking its leisurely fucking time tracing my teeth. 
 
    When he pulled back, Markus’s breathing was as unsteady as mine.  
 
    I knew what he was thinking. What we were all thinking. 
 
    If this is the last time…  
 
    I kissed him even harder, desperate to never let this end. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Hours later, I was sprawled on the bed, Rafe snuggled into my side, my head on Markus’s chest, his heart thumping steadily beneath my head. There was the barest shift in the air, and Caden materialized in the doorway, looking us over with a slow smile. 
 
    “This is what I’ve been missing?” His shirt was already gone, then he kicked his boots against the bed with a thud. My fangs pushed down, elongating painfully, and I went up on my knees in the middle of the bed. Caden quirked an eyebrow, taking his good old time sliding his cargos off.  
 
    Good God, he was huge.  
 
    The bed dipped as he crawled in, elbowing Rafe aside.  
 
    Rafe snarled, showing a fair amount of fang, then shoved Caden onto his back and pulled me against him, winding his hand in my hair until he had a firm grip. He turned my head until I stared straight at Caden. Our gazes locked. 
 
    “You want to join in, there’s rules,” Rafe explained softly. “We take care of Tessa. Nothing else matters tonight.” Rafe slid his finger through my folds, licking his fingers greedily, and Caden’s chest began pumping. When he pinched my nipple, my body jerked, Caden’s eyes following the movement.  
 
    Markus licked up my throat, Rafe plunged two fingers inside me, and the points of Caden’s fangs emerged below his full top lip.  
 
    “Are you hungry?” I asked, almost without thinking, and Rafael bent my head, baring my throat to Caden. Just that one move and an empty chasm opened up inside me. I wanted more than fingers; I wanted Caden pounding into me; I wanted Markus’s familiar kisses; I wanted Rafael’s hands teasing my orgasm out of me. 
 
    “She should conserve her strength,” Markus said, a hint of worry coming into his voice. “For what’s ahead of her.” 
 
    “He’s right,” Caden said, though I saw the hunger in his face. “If you are forced to go through with this…” 
 
    “Shut up and feed from me,” I growled, as Rafe let go of my hair.  
 
    I tumbled forward and went down on all fours, and Caden was on me, his cock pressing against my ass. Markus right in front of me. Rafe’s hands slid down the backs of my calves, then my feet, his thumbs digging into my arches, and I shivered. God help me, but I wanted all of them.  
 
    Caden wedged his knee in between my legs, spreading me wider, pushing aside the horrid necklace to reveal my neck. I licked up Markus’s cock, making him hiss. Rafael continued massaging my feet. God, who knew feet were such an erogenous zone? 
 
    Caden bit slowly, his fangs sliding in, deeper and deeper, suctioning around the punctures. 
 
    In one move I had Markus’s cock in my mouth, tracing the ridges and contours just the way he liked, popping the end out of my mouth. When I pulled away, his eyes shone for a moment, dread bleeding from him for a second before he masked it. 
 
    The fear wasn’t for him, though—it was for me, and it broke my heart. Then he slid off the bed with a regretful sigh and tipped his forehead until it rested against mine. 
 
    “When Caden’s done, make sure you feed from him. Enough so you sleep through the night.” 
 
    “I will,” I promised him, already lost in a wave of desire, Caden timing his pulls at my neck with tweaking my nipple, his knee working its way up to my sex, forcing my legs apart. “I love you, Markus. Never stop kissing me?” 
 
    Then he was devouring my mouth again, one hand holding my hair, stretching my neck tight, right where Caden was suckling. Rafael wrapped his hands around my ankles, then he spread me wide open for Caden, who pushed his head against my swollen folds. 
 
    Rafael pinned my ankles to the bed, and Caden pushed into me, stretching me wide, while Markus held me firm, kissing and kissing me, our tongues battling. Caden settled into a long, slow rhythm, stopping only to seal up the puncture wounds. 
 
    Markus released me and rocked back on his heels, staring deep enough into my eyes that he saw every one of my fears. I closed my eyes, shoving those fears away. 
 
    Tonight was for me. For us. I wasn’t about to let Viktor ruin what little time we had left. 
 
    “Do you need more, Contessa?” Caden asked softly, his warm breath skimming my neck. “We want this to be very, very good for you.” 
 
    I didn’t know if I could handle any more. I mean, three of them… I had many ideas, all of them definitely X-rated, but there were the laws of physics to consider. 
 
    “Roll her,” Rafael said, slipping his hands up to my knees, looking over Caden’s shoulder. “Roll her on top of you, and we’ll make this good, Tess, really, really good.” 
 
    One deft move and I was astride Caden, my palms braced on his chest, my hair covering us like a curtain. Laying his palm between my shoulder blades, Rafael pressed me down, so I lay flat on Caden, my legs straddling him, his cock embedded in me so deep, I was bursting. 
 
    Rafael’s finger traveled down my spine, the top of my ass, then slid between my cheeks until he circled my other hole, the tip of his finger pressing in. I wiggled, and he braced a hand on my lower back to hold me still, pushing Caden’s cock in even deeper. 
 
    “None of that, love. Caden will have to learn to share.” Rafael’s finger pushed in deeper, then he added another one. I tried to push against that delicious fullness, but Caden wrapped his arms around me, holding me still for Rafael’s exploration.  
 
    We’d done this before, Rafe, Markus and I, but Caden was so much bigger. 
 
    “We’ll both be inside of you, Tessa.” Rafael’s wicked promise tickled my ear. “Both of us pounding into you, you’ll be fuller than you’ve ever been before.”  
 
    I moaned, trying to move, frustrated that I couldn’t. I looked to Markus, but he was sitting cross-legged on the corner of the bed, his gaze intense before he leaned slightly forward. 
 
    “And when Rafe’s finished with you,” Markus said, wicked promise in his eyes, “I’ll take his place. And fuck you so hard you won’t remember your goddamned name.” 
 
    I came. 
 
    My body shuddered and my orgasm roared through me with a suddenness that caused my breath to stutter in my lungs, dots to swim in front of my eyes. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can do that again, shall we?” The press of Rafael’s cock against my back entrance had me finding my lost breath, and then he was inside, stretching me with a delicious pinch of pain that was outweighed by the pleasure of having both males inside of me, moving in and out in tandem, neither of them giving too much, Rafe’s fingers reaching around, finding my nub. 
 
    Then it was a matter of me remembering to breathe, Caden’s fullness expanding, Rafe sliding in and out, his breath heating my nape. Rubbing and thrusting and pressure, and my body shook, badly enough Rafe had to steady me, pull out far enough to give me a rest. 
 
    Then he slid back in as Caden softly groaned, his fingers teasing my nub now, harder and harder, his eyes closing, his body going rigid beneath me as he found his release, warm seed spilling out of me. 
 
    Rafe pinched my clit, then bit my shoulder.  
 
    “Come, Tessa.” Rafael bit my earlobe, hard, and goddamn it, another orgasm roared through me, my body going rigid, then boneless, while Rafe finished inside me with a groan. I shuddered deeply, my insides quaking as the climax faded away, leaving me a sweaty, limp mess.  
 
    I was tucked beneath Caden’s chin, closing my eyes as he murmured my name. It almost wasn’t fair, the amount of control these males had over me, and yet… I knew I controlled them just as much. 
 
    With a reluctant sigh, Caden slipped out from underneath me, Rafe’s heat disappeared, and then Markus ran a calming hand down my spine, pressing a kiss to the nape of my neck before he slid into me, long, delicious, and slow.  
 
    Rafe moved to my mouth and licked it open while Caden held me open for Markus. 
 
    The sensation of us all connected, our blood communing, thrummed through me, and I knew I could never lose them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    I was deliciously sore the next morning when I found Silas—the traitor—asleep on the window seat.  
 
    I’d left behind hopeless Contessa from last night and replaced her with kick-ass Contessa, the female who would not go to her fate gracefully or quietly. 
 
    Last night, Silas said he’d been working for Viktor. I wanted to know why. 
 
    His eyes popped open the second I got close, even though I’d been quiet, my bare feet whispering across the thick rugs. He’d gotten big these past four years. His sleeves strained while he pushed himself into a sitting position, the damn thing dangerously tight across his chest. 
 
    I mean, I’d just had three men, all night long—what was I thinking? 
 
    This is Silas. That was what I was thinking. The one who got away. 
 
    “Why are you working for Viktor?” I stopped my impatiently tapping foot as he fixed his penetrating gaze on me. “You know you can’t kill him. His magic is too strong. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “The mysterious everyone, huh?” The sun caught his eyes, turning them iridescent. His eyes didn’t glow, but they were beautiful just the same. “Did everyone tell you what Viktor’s greatest weakness is? Or do they only talk about the bastard like he’s some kind of god?” 
 
    “They talk about him like a god, of course.” I crossed my arms over my chest, because I didn’t know what else to do with them. “Given he can wipe an entire house out, he pretty much is. Or he can turn us into monsters, which is pretty damn godlike, if you ask me.” I shrugged. “That’s what everyone says, anyway.” 
 
    “Still a smart-ass,” Silas said, but there wasn’t an ounce of venom to it. “Glad to see you’re back, Contessa. I was a bit worried last night. I thought you’d turned into a wallflower.” 
 
    “Me? Never.” The laugh burst out of me, a little bit of normalcy in my screwed-up life. “I made a secret pact with myself last night. I will not go quietly. And if Viktor marks me, then I’ll mark him right back.” 
 
    Why was it so easy to slip back into my old self with Silas? Why couldn’t I hold on to my anger for more than a minute, when I’d done a fine job of holding on to it for four whole years? 
 
    “That’s my girl,” Silas murmured, turning his face to stare outside, as if debating how much to tell me. “But back to the subject of Viktor…”  
 
    He rose, towering over me, sucking up all the air in this small space. Then again, he’d always been big, and I was in bare feet.  
 
    “Viktor has a dirty little secret.” He tapped his chin. “Or should I say…Viktor is a dirty little secret.” 
 
    “We have a day, Silas,” I reminded him dryly. “Spit it out.” 
 
    “Let’s wait until… There you two are.” Silas looked over my head, a faint look of concentration tightening his face. “And Caden as well. Good, now I can get down to business.” 
 
    Markus slid his hands over my shoulders, tightening them before he pressed a kiss to my cheek. “Good morning, love.” I laid my hand over his and leaned back against him, thanking the gods I had him by my side.  
 
    “Viktor cannot be killed,” Silas said. “But he can be dethroned, as it turns out.” 
 
    “We were planning on it, but now he’s got the Rivette fortune at his disposal,” Markus said bitterly, tensing up. “When he was scrambling for funds, we had an opportunity. With that huge influx of cash, we’ve lost our leverage.” 
 
    “I killed one of his revenants,” Silas said as if he were talking about roasting hot dogs, and we all shut up. “Not only did I kill it, I dissected it.” 
 
    “That’s just…” Rafael trailed off as Silas shot him a look. “Fine, who am I to judge? Carry on.” 
 
    “I used my magic to dissect how the creature was created, not like an actual dissection—which I agree, would be disgusting, not to mention immoral, since those things were one of us. Once.” 
 
    “What sort of magic do you have?” I was intensely curious about magic. I hadn’t gotten mine yet—perhaps I never would—but Silas had already been showing signs of magic before he left, even though he was a Vampire Made.  
 
    Markus could read minds, and Rafael emotions, and Caden… Well, the Gauthiers seemed to have an affinity for war and destruction, so he probably had chaos magic of some kind. 
 
    “Mine is divination, specifically, the ability to divine the origins of something.” Silas rubbed his arm, the tattoo peeking out from beneath his t-shirt. “I can tell you if something’s a year old, or ten thousand. I can tell you where someone was born.” His face clouded slightly. “Or where they will die.” 
 
    “The revenant?” Markus asked tersely.  
 
    “The revenant was old, an elder from the Old World. His name was Cedric, and he was Queen Lyra’s advisor. He’d been trapped in that form since the massacre, and after that long…” Silas shook his head sadly. “There wasn’t much of the male left.” 
 
    “And what did you discover?” Markus snapped, gripping my shoulders. “We have a day. One fucking day and we don’t have time to waste on elder vampires and revenants. We need a solid plan. We either get Tessa out of the country, or we kill Viktor. Those are our only two options.” 
 
    “I’m good with either of those,” Caden said, slipping his phone back into his pocket. “But why kill the king, when there’s places on Earth that Viktor would never find?” 
 
    My heart sank, at the same time Markus cursed softly.  
 
    “I’ve tasted Viktor’s blood, remember?” I reminded everyone. “There will be no hiding from him. Besides, he’d just kill off Cormier House, one family at a time. I won’t cower and leave my family vulnerable.”  
 
    “The revenant’s blood gave up a secret. I discovered Viktor isn’t who he says he is. He’s a bastard, though I doubt Vane Carpathian knows his wife cheated on him.” A bitter smile creased Silas’s face. “But him being a bastard isn’t what’s going to save you, Tessa. Viktor Carpathian is a Vampire Made, not a Vampire Born.” 
 
    We were all shocked into silence.  
 
    In our world, there were strict rules about who could hold power. Among vampires, blood hierarchy was everything.  
 
    Viktor might as well be a frog. Or a rock. That was how little pureblooded vampires thought of made vampires. If Vane Carpathian knew… No, I dismissed the idea as ridiculous. He wouldn’t abide such a thing, even if it bought his house the throne. 
 
    Silas spoke into the silence. “Viktor has no right to the throne, because there’s no way around the oldest vampire law, Thou shall not crown those of mixed blood.” 
 
    “That law’s, like, a million years old,” Rafael pointed out. “No one believes in that racist bullshit anymore.” 
 
    “The Carpathians do. The old-school Gauthiers.” Silas nodded apologetically to Caden. “Still do. Most of the European clans follow that law to the letter. As a matter of fact, you’d be hard-pressed to find anyone born outside of the nineteenth century who doesn’t believe it.” 
 
    “Outdated and archaic,” Rafael argued. He was like a dog with a bone when it came to equality and prejudice, and I loved him for it. “One of these days, we’ll change things.” 
 
    “But not today, and you should be glad for it.” Silas held out a hand to stop Rafe. “By law, we can have Viktor removed. By law, the Elder Council will demand he be removed.” 
 
    “Can we accomplish this in twenty-four hours?” Markus’s voice, and my own heart, exhibited the same kind of knee-wobbling hope. “Because that’s all Tessa has.” 
 
    “I made contact with the commander of the High Guard for Queen Olivia, in Bucharest. He will deliver the message to her, but yes, he expected her full support, should the accusations hold true.” 
 
    The oldest clan in the world. Having Olivia’s support would seal the deal. 
 
    Despite myself, I felt a huge surge of relief. This, I rationalized, could be a real reprieve.  
 
    “Other than this dead revenant, is there proof of Viktor’s bloodline?” Markus—the lawyer—asked, his tone briskly businesslike. “The old clans aren’t just going to take you at your word. They’ll demand to see the creature, run their own tests.” His hands slid off my shoulders. 
 
    “That could take weeks,” Silas pointed out. “Months, if Viktor’s good at covering his tracks.”  
 
    In the meantime, he’d ruin us. 
 
    “Maybe we don’t have to overthrow him today. Maybe we just have to distract him. Caden?”  
 
    Caden snapped to attention at Markus’s barked command. “What if we threatened to reveal his secret? The threat of being exposed…” 
 
    “Will get us all killed.” Silas finished Markus’s sentence with a growl. “Going head to head with the mad king is suicide. We destroy him from the inside. We get those in positions of power to remove Viktor from the throne.” Silas’s questioning gaze slid over to Caden. 
 
    “You are right—my father will not tolerate a Vampire Made as king,” Caden said slowly. “Nor will he take being duped for a hundred years lightly.”  
 
    “Would he back us up long enough for us to contact clans in the Old World?” Silas asked. “As Markus suggested, we will need solid proof. But would your father’s support tip the power our direction? Would he give us the leverage we need?”  
 
    Or would he kill us all to keep the status quo? From what I’d heard about Renard Gauthier, this could go either way. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Caden murmured. “The only way to know is to ask. Father’s been unhappy with Viktor for decades.” His gaze slid over to Rafael. “And as much as it pains me to say, his support of old-fashioned blood hierarchy will work in our favor.” 
 
    “We have vampire law working in our favor. Old-school thinking.” Markus’s voice was alight with hope. “If even a few of the Old World clans filed protests with the Council of Elders, that alone would give our claim credence.” He offered me a small smile, his first in days. “All we have to do at the moment is distract Viktor. Long enough he forgets all about you. After that…” His shrug seemed careless, but I knew him better than that. “After that, I hope he’s spiked to the palace wall.”  
 
    “I know the older clans hate Viktor,” I said, recalling gossip I’d heard over the years. “They’d jump at any chance to oust him.” 
 
    Caden pulled out his phone again. “I’ll get us into the palace. Convince my father to guarantee our safety.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe my freedom might be as close as a phone call. 
 
    Somehow, I’d imagined someone would have to die in order to get me out of this mess. 
 
    As for whether it would be me or Viktor?  
 
    I’d always given myself low odds. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Silas 
 
      
 
    I didn’t like the idea of Caden involving his father, but Markus was right. We had to get the support of someone powerful. Someone on the inside. Lord Gauthier’s involvement would make certain things easier, if we could trust him.  
 
    “My father promised to open the protective wards and allow us access to the palace,” Caden murmured, but even he looked at the phone like it might explode. 
 
    Watching Contessa’s face change—from absolute resignation to cautious hope—I knew all of this had been worth it. I’d spent months getting close enough to the prison guards to gain access to the dungeons. Another month to find out where they kept the revenants, and even longer before I was able to single one out, kill it, and use my magic to figure out Viktor’s secret. 
 
    Killing that revenant had been horrible. Pulling out its memories, garbled though they were, while it died, even more so. 
 
    And even though I swore there had been a tinge of acceptance and relief in the creature’s final seconds, the act had left a bad taste in my mouth. 
 
    But it had been worth it. I’d burn down the world for Contessa. I’d do anything to hear her laugh again. To know she was safe from monsters. Of all kinds. 
 
    Everyone headed upstairs to change, and I shrugged on my jacket and set my helmet on the table, then picked through what remained of last night’s meal, settling on some grapes and a wedge of dried cheese. I’d rather have my fangs in Contessa’s neck, with her beneath me, but maybe, if this all worked out… It could happen. 
 
    She was the first one downstairs, in yoga pants that showed her every curve, motorcycle boots, and a shiny leather jacket. “I’m riding with you,” she informed me, snagging a handful of grapes and my helmet off the table. “Come on, I want to talk.” 
 
    Just like that, I was following behind, painfully reminded of how things had always been between us. She’d been the confident little queen to my shy stable hand, or maybe kitchen boy, ordering me around mercilessly, while I was far too happy doing her bidding. 
 
    “Have you even ridden a bike before?” I asked, my eyes firmly on her ass. Jesus God, whoever made yoga pants should get some kind of reward. “I mean, you look like you’re heading to a rave.” 
 
    “I’m only riding, which I assume means hanging on to you for dear life while you do stupid things to make me scream.” 
 
    Yep, she pretty much had it down. 
 
    “Here, let me help you.” I fit the helmet to her head and tightened the strap, enjoying the feel of her body against mine.  
 
    “This is stupid. I can’t see anything,” she said. I flipped up the visor. “Oh, okay, that’s better.” 
 
    I threw my leg over the seat and motioned for her to get on while I gathered my hair into a bun. It was stupid, but I’d kept my hair long for four years. Maybe I’d even dreamed of Tessa running her fingers through it. I patted the seat behind me, knowing it would just piss her off. 
 
    “Hang on tight.” My wink got a snarl and a glare in return. 
 
    But Tessa climbed on and wiggled her butt into a comfortable position, and then she was pressed against me, from chest to crotch, while I imagined a thousand things I could do to her. 
 
    The Cormier mansion was only about thirty miles from the Darkfell palace, which was north of the human town of Raceland, on an uninhabitable swath of bayou covering about a thousand acres that had been designated a Wildlife Management Area. 
 
    Magic kept the palace and grounds hidden from prying human eyes; magic kept the king and his court safe from invasion from his own kind. The grounds were guarded by a ring of protective wards, a twenty-foot-high stone wall, topped with razor wire and cameras, and roaming revenants, which would be our greatest challenge. 
 
    After Tess retired last night, I’d had a chance to coordinate with Caden. He’d take out the revenants; I’d breach the wards.  
 
    Then we’d be inside.  
 
    Involving Renard Gauthier was chancy, but Caden had been adamant. His father was tired of Viktor’s bullshit. Tired of working for free. Ready for a change. I believed Caden. At least, I believed his unshakeable faith in his father. 
 
    As far as myself, I knew once the palace High Guard discovered Viktor was nothing more than a half-breed, they’d abandon him. The guard could be added to that list of vampires who wanted to keep the status quo.  
 
    Once they heard the truth, Viktor would have his two greatest crutches—military power and personal power—taken away, and he’d go down flailing. I couldn’t wait to watch. 
 
    I dipped the bike to navigate a sharp turn, and Tessa cursed into the back of my jacket, then hung on even tighter. I shouldn’t be this happy, not when we were heading to the palace, but I was.  
 
    Her warm body was smashed up against me, and I couldn’t remember feeling this free in a long, long time. “Do you want to go faster?” I yelled over my shoulder. 
 
    She squeezed my shoulder, and I sped up, grinning at her little scream, her arms tightening around my waist. My body locked up when she laid her cheek against my back, the scent of her arousal surrounding us before I hit the gas again and the bike shot forward. 
 
    If this worked, and I prayed it would, the next time, we’d ride together just for the fun of it.  
 
    I replayed that fantasy several times, at least until the first palace markers came into sight. The twin gateposts, brick and stone, topped with cracked gargoyle finials marked the outer reaches of the king’s property. I shoved my daydreams away and got down to business, opening up the throttle and flying down the road at over a hundred.  
 
    By the time we reached the inner ring of stone wall, trepidation bled from Tessa.  
 
    She shouldn’t be here. But Tessa was wired differently than most. She’d never stay back and allow us to risk our lives for her. As for me, I was beyond worried. Viktor was as unpredictable as he was cruel, and even though we could ruin him, he wouldn’t back down without a fight. 
 
    Which was why I was banking on Renard’s support.  
 
    Anything short of that… Well, anything other than his full support and it would take a miracle to get us out of there alive. 
 
    Viktor might use his death magic on us, something I’d only heard stories about. Some said he made the revenants with this magic, could turn an otherwise healthy vampire into a drooling monster within a day. I had no wish to find out if this was true.  
 
    Caden’s father said revenants were roaming the grounds, and because it was morning, the king would have a light complement of High Guard surrounding him—ten at most. 
 
    If we could trust Renard.  
 
    We also agreed that should things go wrong, Markus and Rafael would get Tessa to safety, while Caden and I held off any attack. Even if there were revenants, I was confident we could buy them enough time to escape. 
 
    I parked the bike, held my hand out to Tessa, and helped her off. She yanked the helmet off, then swung her hair wildly around. “Ugh, that was awful. I felt like I was deep sea diving,” she complained, but her eyes were brighter than they’d been since I’d arrived.  
 
    “Safety first.” I set the helmet on the seat, leaving us staring at each other like love-starved teenagers. 
 
    “Silas, I…” 
 
    “Tess, if this goes wrong…” 
 
    “You first.” She laughed. “Since, you know, I talk too much.” 
 
    “We should get some things straight. Before the others get here.” I wanted to pull her up against me, bury my face in her hair, but this was more important. “Caden and I’ve worked out the logistics to this little visit, but we could hit a snag. Or two.”  
 
    I didn’t tell her that we all thought she should stay home, knowing how that suggestion would have gone over.  
 
    “Once we’re inside the palace wards, you can’t dematerialize.” I took her hand, noting how damn delicate it was. “I only ask one thing: keep close to Markus. Any sign of our scheme falling apart and he’ll get you out.” 
 
    I pinched the bridge of my nose, not even believing what I was about to say. “Caden set up an escape route for you and Markus. If this falls apart, if Viktor uses his magic, I’ll get you both to safety. Then you’ll go underground.” 
 
    We’d argued over several points in the plan, but never this part. Markus and Tessa had been together their entire lives. He was smart, resourceful, and would protect her with his life. If only one of us could stay with her, Markus was the logical choice. 
 
    “Caden’s got a bolt hole in South America. He’s confident the wards will keep Viktor out.”  
 
    “Even with the blood tie between us?” 
 
    “Even with that,” I assured her, trying to look confident. 
 
    I had my doubts, but this was the best we could do on short notice. I only hoped things didn’t come to that, because if they did, we were all screwed. 
 
    “You know how I feel about this, Silas.” She rolled her eyes. “Oh, wait, no you don’t, because you left me behind four years ago to play the broody hero. Let me make myself perfectly clear. Nobody takes a risk I’m not willing to take myself. No one plays the hero, because we’re a team, and teams stick together. Understand?” 
 
    I let the “broody hero” comment slide. She was under enormous stress, and I was pretty sure she only half meant it. “Agreed.”  
 
    When Markus’s BMW and Caden’s Hummer pulled up beside us, we looked pretty much anywhere but at each other as they all unloaded. 
 
    “Listen up, Tess.” Caden pounded the hood of his ridiculous vehicle, and she did a subtle eye roll. “This thing’s armored and the glass is bulletproof. If things go wrong, you get in and get out.” 
 
    Tessa rolled her eyes again and launched into pretty much the same speech she’d just given me. Caden raised his eyebrows.  
 
    “This isn’t a social visit. We’re about to take everything away that Viktor holds dear, and anything could go wrong. If it does, swear to me you’ll let Markus get you out. I left instructions with your father. Drive straight home, and he’ll handle the rest.” 
 
    Caden and Markus exchanged a terse nod, and I trusted he’d get her out—kicking and screaming, perhaps, but to safety, where she could hate our guts for the rest of time, so long as she was alive to do it. 
 
    Our walk to the protective ward was short and quiet, all of us lost in our own thoughts, Caden and I scanning the edge of the sprawling lawn for signs of movement.  
 
    The only hint the wards existed was the faint distortion in the air, a slight shimmer, like a mirage. Past the wavy barrier lay nothing but deep, brackish brown salt grass and half-dead cypress trees.  
 
    Up ahead, Caden’s father had left us a way in—a sliver of a passage marked by what I assumed was his signature green magic, threaded through the barrier like vines.  
 
    “Anyone have any second thoughts?” I asked. “Once we go through, there’s no going back.” 
 
    Tessa, of course, was the first to answer. “Let’s do this. I mean, what more can Viktor do to me than what he has already planned?” She shuddered. “Not that I don’t take being turned into a revenant seriously, it’s just… We’ve lived in fear of him for years and years. My entire life—every single decision I make—is weighed against Viktor’s punishment. Every solstice, I throw up for days, just knowing I have to appear at the banquet, where he’ll watch my every move.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was that bad,” I murmured, reaching out and squeezing her shoulder. 
 
    “It’s life.” She shrugged carelessly, but there was a sad futility in her next words. “It’s reality, Silas. To survive, we obey a lunatic. I’m tired of living like this. I want something better.”  
 
    She gestured toward the shimmering ward. “Which is what I’m trying to do. Buy us a better future, because I want to do more than just barely survive.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
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    The second we passed through the wards—the process was like being drenched in ice water, but coming out dry—Caden took off running toward the distant woods.  
 
    Silas pointed us toward the sprawling castle looming at the end of the long gravel drive. The curved approach was crisscrossed by the heavy branches of ancient oaks, the gravel crunching beneath our feet as we made our way toward the building.  
 
    I’d been here before, in June for the summer solstice feast. In December for the annual Yule ball.  
 
    Never had I seen the palace so empty. For royal events, Viktor dropped the protective wards, the High Guard were stationed at full capacity, and I usually spent the night staying out of sight.  
 
    I didn’t worry about that now. This place was a ghost town. 
 
    With every step, I grew angrier with Viktor Fontaine. He wanted to subjugate me. He wanted my obedience.  
 
    Well, I’d not go quietly.  
 
    Marching toward the palace, I—silently—declared war on Viktor Carpathian. War on his relentless cruelty. War on his tyranny. 
 
    Caden jogged back into sight, murmuring in Silas’s ear. His worn fatigues were ripped, his face serious as his gaze skimmed over me and went straight to Markus.  
 
    “We’ve got revenants on the grounds. Stick tight,” Caden cautioned us. “Keep Tessa close and don’t make too much noise.” 
 
    Markus’s hand went immediately to my lower back, the familiar contact settling me. “Don’t budge from my side, and I mean it,” he said softly, his voice tighter than I’d ever heard it. “Let’s get into the building. Once we’re there, Caden and I will do the talking.” 
 
    “I guess you and I are just here to look good,” Rafael teased, sandwiching me between him and Markus, his teeth tugging my earlobe. “But seriously, Silas will get you both out of here if this goes badly.” His voice took on a serious tone I seldom heard. “You have to promise me you’ll leave,” he whispered. “The rest of us, we can take care of ourselves.” 
 
    I hid my smile. Rafael wasn’t a fighter, but then again, neither was I.  
 
    I knew the rules of the royal court better than most, knew how to maneuver my way out of most situations, present one excluded. I could flirt my way into any event, and had enough dirt on everyone to keep above the petty court scheming that dragged some females down. 
 
    But I was worthless in a fight, and suddenly, I saw myself in a completely different light.  
 
    Right now, I was their biggest liability, and despite this driving need to change my circumstances, I realized I’d miscalculated. 
 
    “You’ll be fine, Tess.” But tension telegraphed itself from Markus to me, and I wondered if it was too late to turn back. Another minute and we’d reached the barbican, a grand affair that was currently empty.  
 
    “Caden?” Silas looked around, then pulled out a gun. Did he have that on him the whole time? 
 
    “Father will be here,” Caden growled, “He must be running…” 
 
    “Salutations, son.” Renard Gauthier stepped out of the shadow of the arch and embraced his son as unease flickered through me. “Ready to make a deal with the devil?” 
 
    Caden nodded, then motioned the rest of us onward. I’d only seen Renard from afar, and he was even more formidable close up. A huge, burly man, wide-shouldered and still densely muscled, he spoke imperiously, as if his word was law. 
 
    Rumor was it he was who killed Queen Lyra all those years ago, clearing the way for Viktor to take the throne. He moved with the same gait as Caden—they even shared the same dark hair and green eyes—but he lacked Caden’s easy grace. This man was a bulldozer, used to getting his way. 
 
    “Contessa.” His smile didn’t reach his eyes, and the first tingle of warning formed in the pit of my stomach. “Mon Dieu, this grand gesture is because of you, Je suppose?” 
 
    Renard glanced from me to Caden, the fleeting expression on his face so brief I almost missed it. He despised us, and the tingle turned into a flare of fear. 
 
    “Yes, my lord, I’m afraid so.” I sighed slightly, because dismay was exactly what he expected to hear, though there was no tremble in my voice. “But given we’re well into the twenty-first century, I believe it’s time for such archaic customs to change, don’t you?” 
 
    “Using the pureblood law seems like a rather backwards way to bring us into the modern age,” he countered, his tone reproachful. 
 
    “True, but one works with what one has, my lord.”  
 
    Once again, the huge man looked between Caden and I, his expression disapproving.  
 
    But we’d reached the main hall now, too far to think about turning back. Still no guards, which on the surface seemed like a good thing, but still… My skin prickled.  
 
    This wasn’t normal.  
 
    The banquet hall was to the right, but we went left, our footsteps ringing against the bare walls, Renard falling into step beside me.  
 
    I was shifting closer to Markus, hyperaware of my surroundings, the utter stillness in the air, the fact that the castle was entirely empty, and almost missed the flash as a knife dropped from Renard’s sleeve, into his hand, then swung up to my throat, moving faster than a heartbeat. 
 
    Gauthier wrenched me away from my men, pressing the point sharp into my skin, but didn’t cut me. Yet.  
 
    Rafael and Markus charged toward us, but Renard dug the knife in deeper as a warning. “Arrêtez maintenant, s’il vous plaît. We don’t want Contessa to bleed, do we, boys?” That stopped them, Markus eyeing the knife, then Renard, as if calculating the odds before he rocked back on his heels. 
 
    With a roar, Caden was fighting through the guards to reach me, but ten, twenty, maybe more materialized out of thin air, one of them only half-formed and already swinging a club down against Caden’s head. 
 
    The dull, meaty thud almost made me throw up. Rafael and Markus were being dragged apart, one guard lying motionless on the ground between them, and when I looked for Silas?  
 
    He was…gone. 
 
    We were taken into the parlor, where Viktor lounged, his feet up on the glossy table. Renard released me and took up position at Viktor’s right, his smile expectant as a solid wall of guards blocked the entrance.  
 
    “All the little traitors in one room,” Viktor crooned, cleaning his nails with a too-large knife. Overcompensating, much? 
 
    His gaze traveled over us, pausing on each of us in turn, as if he were deciding our fates. 
 
    “Merci, Seigneur Gauthier, for alerting me to this little uprising. As always, you proved there are those I can trust”—the red glow in his eyes intensified—“and those I cannot.”  
 
    

  

 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Silas 
 
      
 
    I was supposed to be our secret weapon. Discharged only when things looked hopeless. 
 
    But between the guards, Renard’s betrayal, and the knife to Tessa’s throat, I was hard-pressed to see where things would get any more hopeless than this. 
 
    I’d promised to get Tessa out.  
 
    There were thirty guards, at least, standing between us.  
 
    I had to neutralize Viktor before he had a chance to use his death magic. The room became a labyrinth for me to navigate and clear a path to the door, hopefully lined with the guard’s dead bodies. 
 
    Behind my veil of shadow illusion, I took up position near the fireplace, where I had the best view of the room, waiting for Renard to release Tessa long enough that I could snatch her away. When he did, strolling over to take his place beside the king, I breathed a little easier. 
 
    I had to hand it him: Viktor looked every inch the ruthless king, although the enormous knife was a bit over the top. With the fire roaring behind them, his booted feet carelessly thrown up on a priceless antique desk, he was savoring this moment.  
 
    Caden and Markus were already disarmed, forced to their knees by three guards each. Rafael didn’t fight, but he watched every move, as if searching for an opening.  
 
    As for me, I’d miscalculated on so many levels.  
 
    I’d relied on obviously faulty intel. I believed Caden’s heartfelt assurances that his father could be trusted, ignoring my own reservations. But most of all, I’d been blinded by my desperation to save Tessa.  
 
    All of which was a recipe for this total clusterfuck, and I wasn’t the only one who thought so. 
 
    “You fucking bastard,” Caden roared, pushing up against the guards holding him down and making some progress. “I fucking trusted you.” 
 
    “Now, pup,” Viktor said, “you didn’t actually think your father was going to help you unseat me? Do you really believe he values the life of his youngest brat more than he values a hundred years of power?” 
 
    Tessa still hadn’t said a word. She remained on her knees staring steadily at Viktor, as though she could kill him with a look. I remained hidden behind my illusion, but I was about to drop the veil and pray I could take out enough of the guards to give Tessa and Markus a clear path out of the room. 
 
    Shadows swirled as I stepped out from behind my magic.  
 
    The two closest guards hadn’t hit the floor when I wrapped myself in magic again and disappeared, moving to the opposite corner. Another jump and two more guards were dead, Viktor swinging his head wildly around, trying to spot me. 
 
    “Fucking find him,” Viktor screamed at Renard. “He’s using illusion magic.” 
 
    “Je vois ça, sire,” Renard replied, scanning the room as if he were looking at a buffet table, not a roomful of dying guards. 
 
    I took out three more guards before I was hit with a stream of magic, my power vanishing, and then all I saw was Renard frowning down at me. His magic coiled around my throat like a noose, tightening and tightening until dark spots swam in my vision. 
 
    Another miscalculation. 
 
    The old man was an abjurist, able to thieve vampire magic as easily as he might take a human’s blood. Worse still, as an elder vampire, his strength was far superior to mine. “Stay down, half-breed,” he said. “Fighting will only make you look the fool.” 
 
    “Tut, tut.” Viktor turned his attention to Tessa. “Fornicating with half-breeds. I thought you were better than that. Perhaps I should have a word with your father?”  
 
    Fighting for breath, I kept my eyes on the knife in Viktor’s hand as he closed in on her. 
 
    “Blood always wins out, as my father says. I must agree, since you are on your knees, exactly where someone traitors should be.” His hand tightened around the hilt of the knife, and Renard’s noose tightened around my throat, holding me still.  
 
    Forcing me to watch. 
 
    The king had almost reached Tessa when someone rapped on the door. Renard went to open it while Viktor paused in front of a still-kneeling Tessa, her brown eyes throwing off flares of light brighter than the sun.  
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself, Tessa?” he said. “I must admit, I’m a bit surprised. Usually, my intimidation tactics don’t initiate an uprising.” He looked us over, seemed to count heads. “A small uprising, but a crime very much against vampire law.” 
 
    “You don’t scare me, Viktor,” Tess told him quietly while my heart threatened to beat its way out of my chest. “I know you’re nothing but a weak male hiding behind the power of the throne.” She tossed her hair for effect, but I saw how pale she was.  
 
    “Defiant until the end, I see,” Viktor said softly, the cruel gleam in his eye turning possessive. “That’s what keeps me coming back to you, Tessa. That fire, that spark.” 
 
    He pointed the knife at her, as if we didn’t know whom he was talking about. 
 
    He grasped her chin with his other hand, forcing her to look at him while we all struggled to get free. “You have everything those other females lacked.” His mouth twisted while he pressed the point of the knife into her cheek. “Defiance…when I demand obedience. A smart mouth when I demand silence.” 
 
    “You’ll get no obedience from me. Nor will you get silence,” Tessa insisted. Fearless. She was so fearless, and I was going crazy, held in check by Renard’s magic, my powers erased.  
 
    Stop being so goddamned brave, I wanted to scream. Stop baiting him before he hurts you and I can’t do a thing to stop it.  
 
    “I don’t even enjoy the claimings anymore, frankly—they’ve grown quite boring.” Viktor backed away a pace, knife in hand, thankfully not pressed into Tessa’s flesh. “But I find I’m looking forward to this one. We’ll see how far you can bend before you break.” 
 
    Just keep quiet, Tessa. For once in your life, just keep your mouth shut.  
 
    “Do your worst, Viktor. But know this: anything you dish out, I’ll give back to you tenfold.” By the look on her face, I knew this wasn’t a threat—it was a solemn promise. 
 
    The king’s face brightened. “See? You see, right there. That’s what I’ve been missing. That’s what I’ve been looking for.” But his hand tightened around the knife handle, enough his knuckles went white and I heaved upward, nearly breaking free of Renard’s magic. 
 
    My eyes never left that knife, those white knuckles, clenching and clenching. He was going to fucking cut her.  
 
    He was going to…  
 
    “Viktor.” Renard’s deep voice boomed through the room, stopping Viktor in his tracks. “They’ve tracked the escaped female north of Pontchartrain.” 
 
    “You found her?” Viktor asked, the knife held loosely in his hand. “Good—we can take care of her quickly and be done with this mess.” 
 
    The High Guard commander stepped into the room, his voice cracking when he saw his dead men on the floor. “We tracked the thrall’s scent to Abita Springs.” His voice cracked slightly when he saw his men spread out over the floor. “A shitty little hovel on a dirt road out in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    “You sure about this?” Viktor asked Renard. “I’d expect her to head north.” 
 
    “It appears the entire property is warded,” Renard answered confidently. “And from early reports, they found Fontaine’s magic woven in to the barrier.” 
 
    “Well, that, at least, is good news.” Viktor sounded relieved while I filed Fontaine’s name away for future reference. “We can scoop them both up at the same time. Put together a contingent of soldiers. Ten revenants should be enough. I don’t want to waste any more resources than I must to bring this situation under control.”  
 
    His gaze skimmed over Marcus, Caden, and Rafael. 
 
    “Of course, if we lose some, I have three bodies just waiting to be changed.” 
 
    “Abita Springs is too far a distance to materialize ten revenants.” Renard checked his phone. “We’ll have to transport the creatures by vehicle.” 
 
    “How long will that take?” 
 
    “Half an hour, maybe more, depending on the terrain.” 
 
    Now we’d have a chance.  
 
    Viktor would take half his guards, maybe more, with him to get this situation under control. I caught Caden’s eyes, then Markus’s. There were three of us, and even though my magic was shit at the moment, once I had a weapon, I’d make short work of the remaining guards. 
 
    Viktor was halfway to the door when he changed his mind, returning to Tessa, as if he couldn’t stay away. 
 
    “Once I have this little mess cleaned up, I’ll have time to play with you.” He tried to cup her face, but she pulled away. When he stepped closer, Tessa spat on his boot while horror spiraled through me and I fought against Renard’s magic.  
 
    Viktor backhanded her, his heavy signet ring cutting a furrow across her cheek. Blood welled up as he pulled her hair back so they were nose to nose. 
 
    “You will learn obedience, wife. You will learn to fear me.” 
 
    “Never going to happen, asshole.”  
 
    God, she was either fearless or suicidal, and right now, I wasn’t sure if I admired her or wanted to kick her ass. 
 
    “The queen, sire,” Renard said quietly. “She won’t stay in one spot for long, and I do not want you to miss your chance.” 
 
    Viktor waved him off, intent on his new toy. “We’ll see how brave you are when I’ve changed your men into monsters. We’ll see how brave you are when I have Silas gutted like a pig and hung on my wall and you watch him rot down to bones. We’ll see how brave you are when your little sisters are in the cells beside you.” 
 
    She blanched a little bit more with every word, and I expected her brave façade to crumble. But my Tessa was made of stronger stuff. Stronger than the king imagined.  
 
    Stronger, maybe, than even I imagined. 
 
    “That is the difference between us, Viktor. You have nothing but blustering threats. None of your posturing will ever change how weak you are, so go right ahead. Threaten away.” 
 
    God, I wanted to throttle her. Of kiss her, if we ever got out of this. 
 
    “I’ll do more than threaten,” Viktor muttered, but you could tell he was off his game. For someone so used to instilling fear in everyone around him, Tessa didn’t fit into his box, not one bit. 
 
    Renard broke in again, his tone growing more urgent. “Abita Springs, my king. If you delay any further, you will miss them. The thrall is already inside the wards, according to those watching. It won’t be long until the escapees are moving again.” 
 
    Viktor reluctantly looked between us and the door. “If this wasn’t so fucking important…” He looked at Renard. “Can you handle this? The half-blood killed five of my guards; I can only leave you three.”  
 
    He cast a contemptuous look over the lot of us.  
 
    “I trust you can handle them?” 
 
   



 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    While an amused Viktor watched, the guards attempted to shackle my men. I was already chained to a bolt hole screwed into the paneling, the heavy chain clinking and clinking while I tested my bonds over and over again, as if I might be able to break iron. 
 
    Caden and Marcus fought like mad dogs, fangs out, snapping at the guards. Rafe practically ripped out one’s throat.  
 
    They fought until one of the guards pinned Markus to the floor, the tip of his sword digging between Marcus’s shoulder blades until blood bloomed up, staining his white shirt. 
 
    “You’ll want to play nice, or your friend will die right here,” Renard said, nodding to the guard, who re-sheathed his sword. Silas was hoisted up, Rafe was still snarling, but one glance at the amount of blood Markus was losing and my heart clenched in fear.  
 
    “That’s better,” Renard said mockingly while Viktor laughed. 
 
    I twisted my hands again. I knew the metal was spelled with abjuration magic, had heard rumors about how these restraints worked. But I hadn’t expected to feel like this. 
 
    Weak. Stripped of my hearing, my heightened sense of smell. My speed. 
 
    “Now, that these pups have been declawed. I would like to suggest a solution to today’s little problem.” Renard looked as if he were choosing his next words carefully. “My own blood approached me to arrange my betrayal.” His gaze grew steely when he looked over at Caden. “And while I refused, there might be those who’d agree to such a proposal. There are many ways to deal with seditionists, but in my experience, if you allow them to live, they will only rebel again.” 
 
    “What about turning them?” Viktor asked softly, his greedy, red-tinted gaze resting on me. “That is our usual solution.” 
 
    “Veuillez comprendre, mon roi, we can’t feed the creatures we have. Not even the Winter Reaping provided enough food for all of them, and the ones on the grounds…” Renard’s gaze turned calculating as he looked us over, as if weighing us out, pound by pound. “Have not fed in un mois…over a month.” 
 
    “What would you have me do, then?” Viktor asked, sounding more like a petulant child than a vampire king. 
 
    “Should this queen prove to be genuine, there are those in the Royal Houses who will rise against you,” Renard said. “The very same people who already watch the throne for signs of weakness. You must show none.”  
 
    Viktor nodded slowly. 
 
    “Disappearances, however…tend to stop people from asking questions.” Renard shook his head. “These pups are just loose ends, but once they’re dead, I will turn them into useful tools. Their disappearance will sow doubt among the masses, keep them under control.” 
 
    Viktor looked us over with new eyes, his gaze calculating. “Dispose of them?” he asked, looking like a child who just lost his blanket. “Seems like a waste, especially the female.” Of course. I didn’t even deserve a name now. 
 
    Renard’s phone buzzed, and he checked the message and smiled. “The guards confirmed the escaped queen is on the property, and the wards…” He chuckled, a deep rumble. “Mon Dieu. It’s Marvelle magic, sire.” 
 
    Viktor looked as stunned as I felt.  
 
    The Marvelle bloodline had died out a century ago, when he killed Queen Lyra. During my lifetime, that bloodline was considered extinct. 
 
    “House Marvelle is dead,” Viktor said, absolute certitude in his voice, while Renard checked his phone again. 
 
    “Not according to the initial scouting party.” Renard showed him the text. “It appears we fait une erreur…missed one.” 
 
    I didn’t know who this poor female was, or if she really was a Marvelle. But I sent her a silent prayer, because the next time Viktor looked at us, his eyes blazed, but his hatred wasn’t directed at us.  
 
    It was focused on this upstart queen. 
 
    I prayed she was smart and fast and got away, that she never had to meet the fate awaiting us. 
 
    “Fine, throw them to the revenants,” Viktor snapped impatiently. “Do it inside the wards, then get rid of anything the creatures don’t eat.”  
 
    The smile he directed at me was little more than a malevolent twist of his lips. “I’m sad to lose you. But your sisters…” Viktor’s grin grew impossibly wide. “Your sisters will be all mine.” 
 
    The shackles cut into my wrists as I tried to reach him, to claw his eyes out, maybe, until the scent of copper bloomed in the air, enough that Caden pressed me hard against the wall so I couldn’t move. 
 
    “Stop, Tessa. Don’t hurt yourself. He’s not worth it,” he said, before Renard yanked him away, making some comment about soft hearts. 
 
    “How can you be this evil?” I screamed at him. “Caden’s your son, for God’s sake.” 
 
    “He chose the wrong side,” Renard responded, as if that explained everything.  
 
    Then Viktor was gone, leaving us alone with Renard and three guards, who looked like they enjoyed their jobs. The elder Gauthier turned to Caden. “Je suis désolé, Caden, but you have to understand. The throne means everything to me. Viktor was right. I’d never betray the crown. This is nothing personal, c’est les affaires…uh…just business.” 
 
    Caden growled and strained forward, Rafe cursing them up and down in French, Silas driving one guard to the floor, despite being shackled and magic-less. My men were fighting, even though it was futile.  
 
    I was numb. We’d relied on everything to go right today, and instead, everything had gone wrong. 
 
    I didn’t blame anyone but myself. If none of these males knew me, they’d be living out their lives somewhere, perfectly happy. 
 
    Instead, we marched through the palace, outgunned and outmaneuvered, me watching blood trail down Marcus’s back, Rafael muttering curses, Silas’s fury increasing with every step. 
 
    Renard stayed to the back of the pack, behind the joking guards. Gallows humor, I assumed, since it involved which of us were the juiciest and which of us would go out screaming. That would most likely be me. 
 
    I’d always believed I was brave. Always hoped that when the end came, I’d face it with my chin up and my eyes wide open. 
 
    Somehow, I didn’t see that happening today. 
 
    All I had to do was reimagine those double rows of teeth, that gag-inducing boggy scent, and my knees nearly went out from under me. 
 
    Caden’s elbow brushed mine hard enough that I stopped worrying about Markus and looked up at him. “Keep it together, Tessa,” he whispered, the words barely audible. “Keep it together just a few more minutes, and trust me.” 
 
    Then he was pulled away, the guard’s meaty fist striking his face with a dull thud. 
 
    What was he talking about? We were about to die. The time for trust went out the window ten minutes ago. 
 
    My bloodless hands tingled and my shoulders ached from being forced together by the restraints. At least my magic wasn’t being drained from me.  
 
    All of us were bleeding, the scent perfuming the air around us. I didn’t know what, exactly, revenants were, but they were predators. They’d hunt by scent.  
 
    When we reached the main lawn, the dense forest was a smudge at the end of the winter-brown clearing. The guards were quieter now, more watchful, and even Renard went silent, falling further behind. 
 
    We marched until the grass grew marshy, my shoes soaked through. 
 
    Ahead of us, the cypresses were stacked together like the bars of a cage, the woods beyond them dark, my imagination going wild at what that darkness contained. 
 
    “You can stop right there,” Renard called out. “This is as good a place as any.” He indicated a spot near the shadows. “We’ll leave them here and pick up the cuffs in the morning. I’ve heard the prison is running low.” 
 
    The moment the guards pushed us to our knees, they began backing away, as something deep within the woods crunched sharply. 
 
    I fought the shackles in earnest now, twisting and tugging, my shoulders aching. 
 
    The air around us changed—shifted, more like it—the woodsy, boggy scent replaced by something more elemental, tinged with electricity. 
 
    I smelled ozone in the air, but how could that be? The ward was far behind us, and this scent was close, burning my nose, searing my eyes until tears turned everything blurry. 
 
    None of us had magic. Renard had seen to that.  
 
    I looked wildly between the tree trunks, searching the shadows for any hint of movement. I thought I heard a far-off growl from the trees, and whimpered.  
 
    One of the guards laughed, the sound impossibly loud against my thudding heart. 
 
    While my numb brain tried to make sense of it, Renard flicked his hand and snapped the guard’s neck, cutting off his laughter with a wheeze.  
 
    Caden dropped his shackles to the grass and launched himself at a second. Within a moment, Silas had the third one pinned to the ground, the guard’s own knife pressed to his throat. 
 
    One more twist of my wrist and the cuff loosened enough that I could slip my hand out. Rafe and Markus were free as well, but the relief I felt wasn’t only for our miraculous reprieve.  
 
    Renard hadn’t sold his son out after all. Caden had been right to trust him.  
 
    I stumbled toward Markus, intending to check the wound on his back, but Rafael caught me around the waist. “Let them finish this, Tessa. Everything has to look perfect, and we only get one chance at this.” 
 
    I didn’t know what he was talking about. Renard had clearly saved us, but shouldn’t we be running? 
 
    “Don’t spill any of their blood,” Renard cautioned us. “Or it will ruin the illusion.” 
 
    Two dry cracks and the guards went limp, their unseeing eyes staring at the sky. Silas hauled them into a pile, the sight so terrible I had to look away. I’d seen plenty of horrors in my lifetime, but never had I been responsible for any of them. 
 
    “You don’t know how fortunate you were tonight,” Renard muttered angrily, rounding on Caden. “If this little situation in Albita Springs hadn’t come when it did, you might very well be sitting in the prison, waiting to be turned into a revenant.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing you were around, Father.” 
 
    “Ne deviens pas intelligent avec moi—this isn’t over yet.” Renard gestured toward the bodies. “Cut your hands. There has to be enough blood to convince Viktor. Keep it to the bodies, not the grass.” 
 
    Caden swiped a knife across his palm, then tossed it to Silas, who did the same. 
 
    “Why are you doing that?” It seemed to me we should be running our asses off across the lawn, not dribbling blood all over everything and leaving a trail for the monsters to follow. 
 
    “Viktor’s connected to his revenants through blood magic,” Renard explained quickly. “Because of that, we must ensure your blood is inside them by the time he returns.”  
 
    Silas and Caden splattered their blood over the guards. Rafe joined them and did the same.  
 
    “He’ll smell the five of you on them, and assume you were dinner,” Renard added. 
 
    “Tessa.” Caden gently lifted my hand. “I need to cut your palm. It will hurt, but only for a second.” 
 
    He sliced me at the same time he said hurt, and then held my hand over the guard who’d made the terrible jokes. After a minute, and more blood than I thought possible, my flesh knitted back together. 
 
    “Head straight across the lawn.” Renard stripped the guards of their weapons and cell phones, surveyed the macabre pile, then strode over, tore the sleeve off my shirt, and tossed it on top. 
 
    Like chum for sharks. A hysterical little giggle bubbled up out of me.  
 
    “Get everything out of your vehicles. When they return, the king will have the High Guard search them—make sure there’s nothing left behind for him to find.” 
 
    “I loved that fucking motorcycle,” Silas growled, looping an arm around my waist for support. I sagged against him gratefully.  
 
    Caden slapped him on the back, so hard that even I felt the reverberation. “You can get another one.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Now that my brain started working again, it was obvious Caden and Renard had concocted some alternative plan, but why lie to the rest of us? “Why didn’t you tell us what was going to happen? They stabbed Markus,” I snapped at Caden. “They were going to feed us to the freaking revenants.” With every word, my anger ramped higher, my voice echoing against the trees before I remembered what was in that forest. 
 
    “Caden wanted to,” Renard said. “But Viktor has cameras everywhere in the palace. If he saw or heard—or smelled—anything on you except adrenaline and fear, our ruse would not have worked.” 
 
    “We’re trained for the court. None of us would have given anything away.” God, I’d thought we were going to die horrible deaths, only to find out we’d been played.  
 
    I was furious. But anger turned to fear as something big crashed through the woods. 
 
    “I see why you like her, Caden. She’s feisty.” Renard did something complex with his hands, and a ward flew up between us and the forest, just in time for the first creature to lope through the trees, its ugly head high in the air, as if chasing down a scent.  
 
    “Viktor is more powerful than you can imagine, Contessa,” Caden’s father explained, glancing over to his son. “He’s stayed alive for a very long time, and that is because he can sniff out a lie a mile away. The best actress in the world couldn’t fool the king.” 
 
    He tossed a set of keys to Caden. 
 
    “Je suis désolé, but your reactions had to be real—it was the only way Viktor would buy our ruse. But all of you got very lucky tonight. Blackmailing the king…” He shook his head as Silas growled, clearly as upset as I was at being lied to. “Mon Dieu. We will talk about how foolish you are another time.” 
 
    He waved us into action. “Transportation is waiting down the road at the small gas well. Follow the plan—don’t stop to pick anything up, just get out of the country.” 
 
    “We plan to.” Caden stuck his hand out and clasped his father’s. “Can’t tell you, or course, where we’re headed. Just in case.” 
 
    “Just in case,” Renard repeated. 
 
    Caden started across the wide lawn, and Silas turned me to follow. I was still shaky, my head fogged from the rush of adrenaline, but I wanted out of here, away from the dead bodies, the snarling trio of revenants held at bay only by Renard’s magic. 
 
    “Encore une chose,” Renard called, and we stopped. “If this queen is real, and from early reports, she may be, Viktor will become more instable. There’s never been a serious challenger to his rule, and paranoïa already drives him. I expect this…” 
 
    “You found her, though,” I muttered sullenly. “You practically handed her over to him, sent Viktor and his pack of guards and revenants to hunt her down, so I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it?” 
 
    “She has powerful friends.” Renard’s inscrutable gaze gave nothing away, but after a pause, he added, “My money’s on her getting away tonight and leading Viktor on a wild goose chase. The good news? The king won’t have time to check into your demise. He’ll sense the trace of your blood in his creatures, and forget this entire affair.” 
 
    One last glance at the horrible pile and we were moving, Silas’s arm my anchor as we made our way to the ward, slipped through the gap Renard created, then headed for our vehicles, my knees wobbling more and more with every step. 
 
    “Are you sure I can’t take the bike?” Silas grumbled. “I mean, who’s going to miss it?” 
 
    “Dead men don’t ride,” Caden said with a twisted smile. “We mess up one small detail, we lead Viktor straight to us. Being smart is how we get free.” 
 
    “Understood, but damn, I love this bike.” With a sigh, Silas ran his hand over the seat. 
 
    “I was so looking forward to taking you on another ride, Tess.” 
 
    Finally, the scared, numb part of me came alive. Silas’s heart thumped beneath my ear, his chest expanding with every breath.  
 
    We were all alive. We weren’t going to die. 
 
    “Yes, that’s it. You’re safe, love,” Silas murmured in my ear. “Safe and soon to be free of all this.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    Contessa 
 
      
 
    Rafael snored softly on his favorite pillow—a.k.a. my lap—while birdsong and the sound of afternoon rain soothed my still-frayed nerves. Caden and Markus were off establishing ties with the Castro vampire clan, and making inroads on drumming up support for our crusade against Viktor. 
 
    Silas stayed behind in the States to “run down some leads,” whatever that meant.  
 
    This time, I watched him drive off, not the other way around. 
 
    After our narrow escape, we’d flown down here, where everyone had a job, except me and Rafe. He’d sacrificed his education, coming with me instead of returning to Cambridge, putting his life on hold. While I was grateful for his company, it also broke my heart. 
 
    I hated I stood in the way of his dreams. Hated that he had to choose. 
 
    But this place… Brazil was as close to heaven as I’d imagined. South America was almost as hot as Louisiana, but in every other way, this place was a different world. 
 
    Colorful birds sang from the tops of palm trees, and the strong ocean breeze brought in the smell of salt air and exotic islands. We’d only been here a week, but the sense of calm I felt was indescribable. 
 
    No death sentence hanging over my head. 
 
    No expectations of obedience. Well, except for Caden, but I quite liked his particular brand of domination. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how long I’d been staring at the archway leading outside, but when I blinked, Silas was stepping through, his clothing travel-worn, his eyes lighting up when he saw me. I carefully slid out from under Rafael, easing him down. 
 
    Then my feet were moving all by themselves as I threw myself at him. 
 
    I buried myself in Silas, drawing in his musky scent—he had been traveling for days—burrowing in until I couldn’t get any closer. “I was getting worried,” I mock-scolded him, though he surely smelled my utter relief. “It’s been seven days with no word.” 
 
    “Took me longer than I thought to chase down my leads,” he whispered into my hair. “Believe me, I wanted to be here sooner. But I had to get answers.”  
 
    Something about his voice made me tense up. When I pulled back to check, his eyes were bright with excitement, despite the fact he looked exhausted. 
 
    “It’s all true, everything Renard said,” he said, clasping my arms tightly. “There is a queen, and she’s from House Marvelle.” 
 
    “But I thought…” 
 
    “So did everyone.” His voice grew stronger. “Especially Viktor, who’s been hunting her all week. From what I’ve heard, he came up empty.” Silas barked out a short, derisive laugh. “He must be losing his mind, knowing she exists and not able to find her.” 
 
    “But will this change anything?” I asked. “I mean, if she’s a queen, she’s powerful, right? But is she powerful enough to defeat Viktor and take over the throne?” 
 
    “Not at first, no. There’s a ritual…” 
 
    “The Sacrifice,” I said, my mind spinning at the implications of having a queen.  
 
    “If she survives that, if she can stay alive long enough for her magic to develop, then maybe…” Silas laughed, caught me around the waist, and spun me in a circle. “But if she manages all those things, then yes, she could challenge Viktor. Maybe kill him.” 
 
    God, a world without Viktor Carpathian in it… My mind spun at what that might mean. 
 
    We could go home. My sisters would be safe.  
 
    Then my rational side wrested back control. We’d had little glimpses of freedom before and none of them panned out. Once, two Bouderaux males tried to poison Viktor, and got his advisor instead. They’d ended up rotting on Viktor’s wall for the next five banquets until they were nothing but bones.  
 
    “If your information is correct, you mean?” 
 
    “It’s true, Tessa,” Silas assured me. “I got my information from the highest source in New Orleans.”  
 
    “Well… I suppose we’ll see.” I laid my head on his chest, savoring the fact he was here.  
 
    We were all finally all together, and Viktor had lost this round. 
 
    I sucked in a breath, then wrinkled my nose. “You really do stink, you know. You could use a bath, Silas.” 
 
    “I definitely could,” he agreed, twining his fingers with mine. “Care to show me where I can clean up?” 
 
    I led him to the back of the house, where an outdoor shower was draped with vines and flowers. “There should be hot water.” I turned on the spigot. “But you have to let it run for a few minutes to get to temperature.” 
 
    This was probably my favorite part of the entire house, feeling the hot water run down my body, surrounded by exotic scents and birdsong. Every shower made me feel decadently sexy. 
 
    “I’ll wait for you on the lanai.” I waved to the stack of towels. “I think Caden may have something that will fit you, until we can get you some clothes.” 
 
    I was turning to go.  
 
    I meant to go, but when his hand brushed against mine… I stopped.  
 
    I still loved Silas.  
 
    Loved him with all of my sixteen-year-old heart, plus my broken heart from the four years he’d been gone.  
 
    “Tessa.” My name was little more than a rumble, and something infinitesimal changed in his face. A deep, raw longing that punched me in the stomach, threatened to drive me to my knees, and then I was moving backward, propelled by his hands on my shoulders, seeing nothing but Silas until my back hit the wall. 
 
    “Four years.” He braced his arms on either side of my head, his muscles tight with coiled strength. With a groan, Silas flattened himself against me, a hard, powerful stretch of muscle. A spike of need went through me, nearly making me whimper. “Four fucking years I’ve waited for you.” 
 
    His beautiful eyes swirled with shadows, the kind he’d used to hide himself in the palace, and my breath shallowed. My skin was too tight, and too loose at the same time. My heart was pounding, fear and desire and anger twisting together to form something wholly new.  
 
    Slightly uncontrollable. 
 
    “I’m still not fucking good enough for you.” His voice grew softer, more insistent, as if he was trying to make me see reason. “Viktor called me a half-breed. He wasn’t wrong.”  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about Viktor.” My voice sounded like it was a mile away, my core aching for him. “I don’t want to talk at all.” 
 
    My hands went to his face, and then I devoured him, swallowing his answering groan, my body moving against his, friction burning between us as we vied for dominance. Finally, I locked my ankles around his back and pulled him tighter to me.  
 
    This was no fanciful, girlish fantasy. 
 
    This was finally—finally—having the man I’d wanted my entire life, the one who matched me in temperament, in stubbornness. 
 
    Me, taking what had been denied to me. 
 
    This was me, giving in to every dark fantasy, every sexually frustrated dream I’d ever had about Silas Augustine.  
 
    Giving in and making them real was my last coherent thought as I twisted my hands in his hair and kissed him harder, my body pulsing with every brush of my sex against his cock.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Good fucking God. 
 
    Tessa felt like heaven wrapped around me, her tongue delving into my mouth, her pussy molded around my throbbing cock, the fabric of my pants the only thing keeping me from thrusting into her.  
 
    When she opened her mouth to breathe, I twisted a hand in her hair, pulled her head back, and ran my fangs up her throat. She was salty, tinged with jasmine and citrus. I pressed my fangs over her artery and bit down, just hard enough to leave indentations. 
 
    “Such a tease.”  
 
    She growled, wiggling enough that I braced a hand beneath her ass, and found her completely bare. Thoroughly soaked. This time I couldn’t help my fangs from sinking through her skin, into her vein, deep enough that blood flooded my mouth and rushed down my throat. 
 
    She was the first I’d ever fed from, and her blood tasted even richer now, if that was possible.  
 
    I trapped her between my body and the wall while I drank like a starved beast, my lips locked on her skin, my hand still firmly twisted in her hair. Shadows danced around us, but I didn’t care—I was going to have her. 
 
    Hard. Deep.  
 
    I would mark Tessa for my own, and then—worthy or not—we’d belong to each other. 
 
    Her blood turned into a roar in my head, power racing through me, my magic growing stronger. Darker. Between Tessa’s rich, exotic flavor, and her body bucking against mine, I was dimly aware we’d moved back to the shower.  
 
    I set her on her feet before spinning her, bending her over the half-wall separating the still-running shower and the dressing area.  
 
    I ripped her dress in half, baring all that creamy flesh, my cock throbbing painfully as I undid my pants and wedged my knee between her legs. 
 
    I spread her wide, one hand pinning her between her shoulder blades, the other… 
 
    I thrust two fingers into her, deep and hard, her sex pulsing around them, contracting tightly as I finger-fucked her, raising my dripping digits to my mouth and licking her off, tasting more salt.  
 
    More citrus.  
 
    More Tessa. 
 
    I drove myself into her, deep, like I wanted, my knees going weak at the wet, tight, pulsing channel that gripped my cock, echoing through me like some kind of homing beacon. Then I was moving, pinning her down, my hips slapping against her backside with every stroke. 
 
    “More, Silas,” she said breathlessly. “Give me more.” 
 
    I was happy to oblige, fucking her as wildly as every one of my wicked fantasies, the head of my cock squeezing tighter with every long, deep stroke. This was not how I’d meant this to go, but goddamn if I could stop. With a muffled scream, she came, clenching hard around me, her body tensing, then relaxing as a long sigh went out of her. 
 
    Fuck, I’m inside Tessa. 
 
    I pumped into her slowly, savoring the feel of her, the idea that after so long, we’re finally been together. 
 
    She felt delicious, her body trembling with small aftershocks, and I smoothed a hand down her spine, her skin velvet-soft beneath my calloused fingertips. 
 
    She’s still too good for me.  
 
    Another long, slow stroke and my balls tightened, pressure gathering in my lower back. One more and I came, filling her up with hot bursts, her swollen folds caressing every inch of me. 
 
    She was too good for me, but she was mine. 
 
    I lifted her, set her on the wall, and brushed tangled hair back from her face, her lips swollen, eyes dazed. Our kiss was sweet, lingering, in total opposition to the firestorm that came before.  
 
    But it was the love in her eyes, the absolute acceptance that melted my heart when she said, “I’d say that was worth the wait, wouldn’t you, Silas?” 
 
    Thanks for reading! 
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    Captured By Wolves 
 
    A hacker witch with a price on her head, three wolf princes without a throne, and a destiny none of them expected. 
 
      
 
    Tonight’s the night. One last job and I am out of here. After years of being an indentured witch, hacking and stealing for the mob, I am done. But I won’t be leaving empty handed… I’ll be taking a large portion of my boss’ cash while also relieving him of my magical marker that he’s held over me for years.  
 
      
 
    And I won’t be leaving alone, apparently, because when I break into his secret dungeon, I discover a man in chains. He’s tall, dark, and tragically wounded, and based on the security around him, he’s pretty valuable, so I take him too.  
 
      
 
    Imagine my surprise when he opens his eyes and shouts, but not in fear—he’s carrying on about how he’s found the one. I think he might be crazy because I think he might mean me. I’d leave him behind if not for his eyes… they are full of deep pain and raise a longing within me like I’ve never known.  
 
      
 
    I should be long gone but abandoning him is not an option. Then his brothers arrive, and I find that I am leaving, only now I’m in the back of a van with my wrists and ankles tied. Not exactly what I had planned. 
 
      
 
    I’m not supposed to be here, but when I look at them, I feel like they are exactly what I ordered—my appetizer, dinner, and dessert. All I wanted was my freedom. But there’s something about the three of them that holds me here. Something I can’t ignore. Something I can’t deny.  
 
      
 
    I never expected this. I never expected them. 
 
      
 
    Captured by Wolves is the first book in a new Reverse Harem urban fantasy series from bestselling author Fiona Starr. Fall into the world of Shifter Moon where magic reigns, wolves run wild, and prophecies foretell the destiny of all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    I watch on the monitors as the six men dressed in black sneak up under the cameras at the location across town. The closed-circuit security system is state-of-the-art as far as tech goes, but it’s still no match for a magic user with hacking skills like mine. 
 
    “Ok, Witch. We’re at the first door.” Dmitri’s voice is thick with his Russian accent, his slow manner, and his contempt for my kind. Contempt I’ve grown used to hearing from him and so many people all of my life. None of these wolves likes working with me, and the feeling is mutual.  
 
    But I’m their best kept secret—a prisoner with magical security-busting skills, a woman-in-the-chair who cracks firewalls, steals data, and opens secure doors for these wolf thieves without tripping alarms. 
 
    They complain to their boss that I talk too much and that I won’t sleep with them, but Malovich takes care with me. He can’t afford for me to lose my edge to risk making me that unhappy.  
 
    I close my eyes and push my awareness forward, reaching through and feeling around inside the bank’s security network until I locate the wire I need. With a flick of my wrist, I send the magical spark through the internet. I can feel it traveling along cable and air, over wireless and wired connections. My spark soars up into the atmosphere where it is bounced along the satellites with so much other digital noise. It dives back down and into the bank, following my guidance to a certain wire where it blocks the signal, effectively killing the sensors and the alarm on the door.  
 
    I open my eyes because I have to see them to keep track of where they are, but it makes it so hard to concentrate on the hack when I have to keep up with all of this visual input.  
 
    “First door is clear,” I whisper into the mic on my headset.  
 
    The team scurries like a bunch of black ants through the door and across the screen where they stop and wait. 
 
    “Second door, Witch.” Dmitri’s breath is slow and steady—the man doesn’t get nervous. He isn’t concerned about getting caught—that’s my job. A job I take seriously, because if anything happens to him or his men, then it’s my life that’s over.  
 
    It’s a slow process breaking them into the vault, because each section of the bank’s security network is separate from the others. The system works like dominoes, one alarm tripped will trigger the rest, so I can only hack one node of the complicated web at a time.  
 
    A few more doors and a few more wires and then it’s the big safe. Sweat trickles down my back as I balance the spells required to disrupt the security system while also unlocking and moving the gigantic steel door to the vault.  
 
    From this distance across town, it’s taking everything I’ve got and pushing me well beyond what I thought were my limits.  
 
    “Vault opening. Step back.” My voice is shaking from exhaustion, but we’re almost there. They’re almost in. 
 
    The huge door swings open and my monitor fills with harsh green light from inside the vault. I squint, watching the men whoop and cheer as they hurry inside and start loading their bags with cash and jewels and priceless art.  
 
    Dmitri strides through the vault to the wall at the back. This is the bonus prize. The thing Malovich wasn’t sure they would find. He lifts the lid of a large wooden trunk, filling the vault with the eerie pastel pink glow that only fae magic has.  
 
    We’ve been planning this job for nine long months. When it’s finished, it’s going to take one of the rival wolf families off the map, making room for Grigory Malovich and his organization to move in and take over as the new head of all the crime families who claw for power and territory in this city.  
 
    I watch on the monitor, waiting, making sure I see all the men. Sweat runs into my eye, making me blink and lose count. I have to start counting again. I touch my screen as I go, careful not to miss one or count the same man twice. I need them all to be completely inside the vault.  
 
    Ticking off the mental list, I name them as I go. Dmitri, Viktor, Stefan, Leo, Volga, and Mikhail. That’s six. That’s all of them.  
 
    Holy shit.  
 
    My pulse explodes in my chest. Sweat runs down my spine and between my breasts and soaks through my shirt under my armpits.  
 
    This is it.  
 
    It’s time.   
 
    My mouth has gone dry. I grab hold of the table to steady my shaking hands and send every ounce of my magic through the network and into the bank.  
 
    The vault door eases closed on silent hinges, coming to rest with a gentle clang that echoes in the empty space like an old grandfather clock. I can no longer see the men. The camera is outside the vault.  
 
    I spin the wheel and send the thick metal bars into their locked position, reconnecting the metal which lets the electric charge course through once again. The door gives off a tiny hum as it locks in place, which is sure to be heard by the men inside.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Stefan sounds confused. The door isn’t supposed to close until they confirm they are clear of the vault. They can’t touch the door once it’s closed because it is electrified and will kill anyone who dares. 
 
    “Open the vault, Witch.” Dmitri’s voice is a growl. 
 
    I slip off my headset and grab my bag, ignoring the sound of their questions that escalate quickly into threats and pleas from the earpiece. I don’t have much time. I have nine minutes, to be exact. Nine minutes to get my marker and grab enough cash and get the hell out of here for good. I have to disappear. There is no going back from this. 
 
    While Dmitri and his team are locked inside, Grigory Malovich and the rest of his crew are not. They are on site, waiting outside the bank. They might as well be on the moon for all the help they can give their team. Without me, they can’t disable the alarms. Without me, they can’t open the vault. Without me, they can’t do anything.  
 
    Well, that’s not entirely true.  
 
    In a moment or two Malovich will hear from his men and understand what I’ve done. He’ll race back here to his headquarters in the old castle on the edge of the city. He will force me to hack back in and free his men. Then he will probably kill me and take his sweet ass time doing it.  
 
    Malovich has owned me ever since he caught me stealing from him. I was sixteen, homeless, and desperate enough to take from the crime boss. It wasn’t my fault his security was shit. I could’ve hacked it in my sleep. But that cocky attitude made me careless, and he caught me fair and square.  
 
    Thanks to some fast talking and his ability to see my value, I managed to keep my head attached to my shoulders, but in exchange I became his indentured servant for life. He owns me, owns everything I do. He ruthlessly put my hacking skills to use for seven years. I’ve been stuck here for seven fucking years doing his bidding. Forced to work my magic, enabling him to lie, cheat, and steal his way to the top of the wolf mafia. 
 
    The failure of this job is going to set him back—a lot—but he will recover.  
 
    When the plan for this job was shared with me and I realized all his men would be together—away from here and away from me—including Malovich himself and his private security detail, I knew it was my only chance to break free.  
 
    But this is a one-shot deal. Because as soon as he realizes what I’ve done, he’ll be coming for me. He’ll race here at top speed. He’ll run red lights and mow down anything in his path. He won’t stop for anything or anyone. And that race across town will take almost exactly nine minutes.  
 
    Nine minutes to get my marker and disappear.  
 
    My part in the endless drama with these wolves who would be kings is almost over. The thought that I’ll never have to smell a roided-out raging wolf ever again means that I could die a happy woman tomorrow.  
 
    I take the stairs two at a time and press my hand to the handprint scanner that calls the elevator. My palm is sweaty, but I have no choice—with everyone waiting at the bank, I will never get this kind of access again.  
 
    The elevator opens and I slip in the keycard I stole from Grigory himself right before he left for the bank. There are no buttons in the elevator, only a card slot. I slip in the card and glance at my watch.  
 
    Eight minutes.  
 
    I can’t tell if it’s the elevator or my stomach that drops as I descend. But when the door opens, I don’t think. I just run. The narrow hall is like a maze, but I have memorized the way. Long hall. Left. Another hall. Left. Halfway down the next hall, then right. Door at the end of the hall.  
 
    I push the door open and step into the darkness, racing across the room to the safe hidden in the stone wall. I spin the dial on the safe, pausing on the combination digits until it unlocks with a solid click. 
 
    Seven minutes.  
 
    “Hello there.” 
 
    My marker sits in the center of the top shelf, on top of all the ill-gotten cash, the boxes of precious stones, on top of all Malovich holds dear, shining in the glow of the tiny light. I laugh at how the heavy bronze coin is given pride of place, revered in a way that I’ve never been. The hunk of metal is the totem that binds my agreement, my indenture, my slavery under the monster called Grigory.  
 
    And now my marker is mine again. Along with a fair amount of cash, which I decide is payment for seven years of services rendered. He wouldn’t have most of what’s in this safe if it were not for me. And this is just a sliver of his riches. I’m merely taking me cut. If a little extra slips into my bag, so be it.  
 
    I’ve earned it.  
 
    I unzip my backpack and drop my marker and the cash and boxes inside, slinging the bag over my shoulders.  
 
    A noise reaches me through the door at the back of the room. An echo of something metal touching metal. It’s small, but there can be no mistaking it, and its coming from the next room. 
 
    I freeze, holding my breath.  
 
    I can’t risk anyone finding me here.  
 
    I remind myself to stick to the plan. Don’t skip a step. Don’t freak. I ease the safe shut and spin the dial then I tiptoe to the door and peer inside the other room, bracing myself for an attack, a weapon, a trap.  
 
    But instead, I find a man cuffed and chained to an iron bar cemented into the floor. He’s covered in grime and blood, and his hair hangs over his face. He’s breathing as he strains against the chains, so I know he’s alive.  
 
    Six minutes. 
 
    I step closer and sense the vibrating pulse of secure energy surrounding this guy. I touch a finger to it, sending a pink ripple through the air. I recognize the zing of fae magic and gasp as I feel my entire body prickle with delicious heat. I lick the magical residue from my finger and fight to keep myself from swooning. Fae magic is as expensive and rare and powerful as it tastes.  
 
    The tattoo spanning across his wide shoulders tells me that he’s a wolf. It’s a brand from a pack I don’t recognize. I let out a low whistle. “Wow. Someone really wants to keep you here,” I say. 
 
    The guy’s arms tense and he looks up at me, straining against the chains. His eyes meet mine and it’s like we’re transported into the ether.  
 
    We’re floating in an abyss of darkness and stars. His chains are gone and he’s watching me, reaching for me across the vastness of the divide. He closes his eyes as if he’s relieved and the absence of his gaze awakens a longing inside me that screams for him to open his eyes. I just need him to look at me again. I need it. I want more. I need more.  
 
    I need him. 
 
    A strange beeping pulls me back into the world. It takes a moment for me to register the sound coming from my wrist. I blink and look at my watch as if it’s an alien thing, an annoyance, a pest. 
 
    Then reality hits.  
 
    Five minutes.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    I shake off the haze and do a quick recon of the room. There’s a control panel on the wall that connects to an array directing the fae magic that surrounds the guy. He’s also bound in shackles on that bar.  
 
    I can’t leave him here. I don’t know who he is or how he ended up here, but I know the monster who is keeping him here, and nobody deserves to be at the mercy of Grigory Malovich. 
 
    “I sure hope you can walk,” I say. 
 
    With Malovich’s card key, the panel doesn’t even need a hacker. I disable the array and watch as the fae magic is reduced to a slow trickle of pale pink smoke leaking from the open valve. Another switch opens the shackles, and as soon as he’s free he slumps over the bar, unconscious and limp.  
 
    Three minutes.  
 
    “Really? Really?” I whisper-shout into the room. I can’t waste any more time.  
 
    I take one look at the little puffs of magic seeping from the array and a tiny little plan hatches into my consciousness. If it’s there, I may as well use it. Because if there’s any hope of me carrying this huge lug out of here, I am going to need all the power I can get. 
 
    I call on the protection of the patron saint of hackers. “Dear Neo, please don’t let the fae magic cause my head to explode like that one guy from the news last month or make me a fae-vape junkie living in a perma-hallucination for the rest of my life. I just want to get out of here and get him out of here. In the name of all the righteous and holy hackers, I pray. Thank you. Amen. Mazel Tov. God save the Queen.”  
 
    I glance at my watch.  
 
    Two minutes.  
 
    It’s now or never.  
 
    I pull the tube from the ceiling and hold it in front of me, bracing myself for the influx of more energy than any human is meant to carry. I close my eyes and inhale as much of the fae elixir as my lungs will hold.  
 
    Hoping it’s enough.  
 
    Hoping it’s not too much.  
 
    Hoping like hell I haven’t just doomed us both. 
 
    I’m thrown back against the wall, my arms and legs like jelly. My pack slips off my shoulders and I slide down, melting onto the floor like all my bones have turned to water. I know this is what happens. I’ve seen it in others. I just have to breathe. 
 
    I inhale once and it’s like the switch is hit. I am on my feet. I grab my pack and move to the guy who is still slumped over the bar. I lift his arm, hoping to get him to move, but he pushes me away, sending me sprawling. He’s very big and very strong. 
 
    “Oh no you don’t. You are not going to get us both caught. This train only moves forward and like it or not, you’re on it.”  
 
    I grab his arm and pull, heaving him onto my shoulders in a fireman’s carry. Thank god for the fae magic that not only gives me the strength to lift him, but also keeps my legs from breaking under his weight. I can’t tell how heavy he is while this fae shit is surging through me, but he’s easily three times my size and I am not a big person.  
 
    One minute. 
 
    I run for the door, and trace backward through the maze of halls to the elevator, hoping that it took Malovich a minute or two or three to get moving once they realized what I’d done. Because I’m cutting it way too close, and I need every second I can get. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    MAX 
 
      
 
    A wadded ball of greasy yellow tissue paper bounces off my shoulder and lands on the dashboard of the van. The hint of mustard and onions wafts around my face. I hate mustard. 
 
    I glance in the rearview mirror. “Cut it out, Noah. I’m trying to think.” 
 
    My brother grins at me from the back of the van, his mouth full of what might be his tenth cheeseburger since we arrived on our stake-out. He shrugs. “What? It helps me think. How long are we going to sit here?” 
 
    “As long as it takes. Why the fuck is this place so quiet all of a sudden? I don’t want us walking into an ambush if they somehow know we’re coming.” 
 
    “But how could they know?” He takes a bite of the new burger. 
 
    “How the hell should I know? All I know is that we’ve been watching this place every night for five days, and the very night we’re planning to bust in there, it’s like a ghost town? It doesn’t make sense. Something feels off.” 
 
    “You think we should wait another few days? Keep scoping it out?” 
 
    “Wait?” I turn in my seat and glare at Noah. “If it were you in there, would you want us to wait any longer than we had to? How would you feel if you knew your brothers had located you, and figured out how to get you free, but they missed their chance because something didn’t feel right?” 
 
    “I know, but you said yourself that it feels off… It doesn’t do us any good if we get caught, or worse…” 
 
    Fucking hell. Every moment he’s in there, we’re losing time. But Noah’s right, there’s no point in any of this if we don’t make it out. I count off all the things for him as if he weren’t already aware. As if he hadn’t helped me with every part of the plan.  
 
    Maybe I’m just trying to reassure myself more than anything else. “We’ve got the fucking tools. We’ve got the fucking means. We have the fucking key to the fucking gate. And we have the fucking van. After all this time, we finally know where the fuck he is. We’re not fucking leaving without him. Got it?”  
 
    Noah lowers his head and looks away. “Got it, Max. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I sigh and try to ratchet down the pressure threatening to make me implode. I didn’t mean to flare like that. The last thing I need is Noah feeling like he’s got to be careful about making his Alpha angry. I’ve been on the edge of losing it for weeks… hell, months. “Just be quiet and let me think.” 
 
    I grip the steering wheel, willing some insight to hit me. The crinkling of a cheeseburger wrapper fills the van and I have to force myself to let it slide. I know he’s thinking of solutions. I know we will find a way. Noah’s the one who figured out the route inside in the first place. But it only works if nobody knows we’re coming. If he needs to eat so he can think better, I can suffer a van full of mustard air and fast-food paper trash. 
 
    We could just go for it. We could stick to the original plan and just tear through the place, a stampede of claws and teeth. God knows I’ve got enough rage inside me to fuel one hell of a battle. But there are wolves in there too. And we’re just two against who knows how many.  
 
    I can’t shake the feeling that something’s wrong. And the feeling that this is going to be our last chance to get Jason out of there alive. 
 
    I close my eyes and do some yoga breathing careful to keep it on the down-low, so Noah doesn’t— 
 
    “See! I told you!” Noah says.  
 
    Oh hell. 
 
    I can tell he’s smiling even though my eyes are closed.  
 
    “I told you those breathing exercises would help you, Max. You are way too tense.”  
 
    I glare at him through the mirror. “You done?” 
 
    “And you were all I’m not doing any of those stupid girly exercises!’” He puffs his chest out and pulls a face, trying to do an impersonation of me.  
 
    “Whatever.” Closing my eyes, I blow out my breath and ignore him, taking a deep inhale in through my nose.  
 
    “Namaste,” Noah whispers. 
 
    I loosen my grip on the wheel and drop my hands in my lap, letting my head fall back on the headrest. We have to get Jason out of there. Of all the things I thought we’d have to deal with, I never thought we would run out of time.  
 
    Ninety-nine years.  
 
    That’s how long we were given when the Roarke clan took everything from us. After destroying their ancestral lands, decimating their kingdom, and letting so many of their own people die, they didn’t try to fix anything. They just packed up and went out into the world, searching for new lands to take. Like a swarm of greedy locusts, eating everything in their path. 
 
    But we didn’t know that then.  
 
    It’s not a surprise that they wanted my family’s home. Teerstone is a beautiful place. It’s vast and lush and has been ruled by my family for so many thousands of years that it never dawned on any of us that we were in danger.  
 
    The Roarkes presented themselves as a nomad clan. There were only about thirty of them, a third of those were women and children. They asked to camp on our lands, seeking a friendly place to live until the harsh northern winter broke and they could continue on their way through the mountain realms and beyond to the glacier ranges.  
 
    They befriended us. We let them in. They ingratiated themselves into our lives and our hearts. And then they killed all three of our kings and our queen—who were also our parents.  
 
    They burned at the stake our Delilah, the woman my brothers and I were meant to bond with. The woman who would become our mate and rise with us to rule when the time came.  
 
    Seventy-three years. 
 
    We thought we had so much time. It seemed impossible that we wouldn’t find her. I think the three of us fell in love with the idea of this quest and this seemingly endless amount of time. I won’t say that we squandered it—I don’t believe that’s true. But I can admit now that we were less than hurried, and that is something I regret deeply.  
 
    “Thirty-four years,” Lady Annika’s voice betrayed her deep sadness and fear.  
 
    I stood before her, my shame weighing on me like a heavy cloak drenched with rain. I couldn’t speak. What was there to say? I was in charge—this was ultimately my responsibility. My duty. I was failing at the one task left to us. The only quest that mattered. My brothers and I had so far been unable to achieve the single goal that was the only hope of our salvation and that of our people.  
 
    “What are you doing to find her?” Lady Annika, my mother’s most trusted adviser and a seer in her own right, was one of the few from court to escape. She was the one who set us on this quest, with the knowledge that the answer could only be found in the human realm.  
 
    What are you doing to find her?  
 
    For thirty-three years, I have listened to her voice in my head asking the same question over and over.  
 
    What are you doing to find her?  
 
    Those words haunt me day and night. I hear then when I wake. I hear them when I drift off to sleep. I hear them in my dreams. Those seven words are the background track of the last three decades. Those seven words bear the weight of a crown that I haven’t even earned yet. I don’t know if I’ll ever be worthy.  
 
    A crown laced with thorns that remind me constantly how much is at stake. How much is riding on my back, on my shoulders. On me. 
 
    Those words have fueled my brothers and me for all these years. And yet here we are. Down to less than a year.  
 
    Three hundred days and counting.  
 
    That’s all we have. That’s it. Less than a year. And instead of looking for the mysterious Her, I am here, sitting in a crappy borrowed van, the kind school children are warned about, surrounded by fast-food wrappers and hideous mustard breath, trying to figure out how to get my brother out of that fucking castle that feels like an ambush just waiting for us to show our faces.  
 
    While I am contemplating the best way to proceed, movement from the previously dark and abandoned-looking castle catches my eye. I lean in trying to make sense of what my eyes tell me I see.  
 
    “Noah.” My tone tells my brother everything he needs to know.  
 
    I hear the cheeseburger hit the floor of the van as Noah’s face appears next to mine. He follows my gaze, squinting to see through the trees and across the little moat that’s filled with who the fuck knows what—probably zombie piranhas judging from what I’ve learned about that freak Malovich.  
 
    “What the…? Is that…?” Noah breathes his mustard words into my face.  
 
    We stare in stunned silence as the figure of my brother comes into view. He’s not moving under his own power.  
 
    “Is that an emu?” Noah asks, and I can tell he understands how ridiculous that sounds. “Or… a really tall… really fast… chicken?” 
 
    Under any other circumstances, I might have laughed, but that’s exactly what it looks like. It doesn’t even seem possible, but my baby brother, Jason McTeer, a guy who stands at six-two, two-eighty, and is all muscle, is sailing across the castle lawn riding on a pair of the skinniest legs I have ever seen. 
 
    Whatever it is, it’s flying.  
 
    I grab the bag on the seat next to me. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We’re out of the van in a second. Noah, who moves faster than anyone I’ve ever known, is already several paces ahead of me. He cuts through the trees, and I follow in his wake, feeling Jason’s energy growing stronger with every step I take in his direction.  
 
    This is the first time I’ve felt Jason’s presence in months. Whatever they were doing to him in that castle, it had the effect of blocking him from our awareness. Part of me feared the worst. But Noah never once doubted.  
 
    I have to fight the tightness rising in my chest and squeezing my throat so I can concentrate on running. I can’t stop now. I can enjoy the relief later. 
 
    Because now we know.  
 
    Our brother is alive.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit holy shit holy shit holy shit.” I say those two little words over and over and over in time with my steps as I run across the uneven grass and down a slight hill. If my head doesn’t pop off my body like a champagne cork, then I’m going to chalk that up to a bona fide miracle. 
 
    It’s like I can feel every cell of my skin, see each dust mote in the air as it collides with my speeding body. My blood courses through me so fast I can feel it ricocheting off the walls of my blood vessels.  
 
    All of this while I’m tracking my path, remembering the map in my head, and trying to remember to breathe. 
 
    I feel like the sheer mass of this guy on my back should send us rolling like a snowball down the rest of the hill. I can imagine us spilling out onto the driveway at the bottom by the gate, just as Malovich and his men pull up in their black tank-like SUVs.  
 
    But that isn’t what happens. The fae shit that’s dancing around in my lungs has turned me into a superhero. All I need now is a cape and some really cool boots. I’m flying through the yard, across the lawn, and through the trees like I’m part of the air.  
 
    Part of me feels like I am made of air. If I close my eyes, I can pretend I am flying over the trees, dragging the guy behind me like a balloon on a string. It’s that easy. That effortless. That insane.  
 
    No. Come back to earth, Dana.   
 
    I fight the euphoria that’s pressing in on all sides. I can see why people lose their minds trying to find fae magic. It’s powerful and amazing and really scary. 
 
    I’m not floating, I remind myself. But I may as well be for how weightless I feel. I bob and weave, avoiding branches and leaves, jumping over puddles and never once losing my footing.  
 
    I have no idea how long this fae-crack rush is going to last, so I can’t stop, and I can’t slow down, and I can’t see my watch because I must hold this guy steady as I run. I have completely lost track of time, but it’s got to be close. I think I had like a minute on my countdown when I finally got moving.  
 
    Not far now.  
 
    Malovich’s castle is part of an old historic area that was here well before the city grew up around it. It’s surrounded by state park land on all sides. Just through the other side of this section of woods, there’s a path that leads to the visitor’s center where there is a bus route, and a restaurant, and one tiny B&B.  
 
    I hacked the inn’s computer earlier this evening and learned that there are six guests. Three couples who all registered their cars for overnight parking. One of the cars is electric, which means it’s not only going to be completely silent when I drive away, but that I can gain access to it with a keycode I bought from a guy on the dark web about three hours ago. 
 
    Gotta love the internet. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    So, when I had the bright idea of stealing the electric car, I wasn’t planning on so much extra… baggage.  
 
    The keycode works the first time, but this car is so small I’m not sure he’s going to fit. I’m on my third attempt to heave him off my shoulder into the passenger seat, when something flashes in the parking lot beside me.  
 
    I have no idea if it was an animal like a bobcat or even a bat and it’s just my new fae-spidey-sense is going into overdrive, or if there’s really something there. I turn back to the task at hand, trying to figure out a way to origami the guy into the tiny car, when a pair of hands grabs me around my waist.  
 
    I’m pulled backward with such force that it’s like I was kicked in the belly. I fly through the air, literally, not part of any drug-induced hallucination, and it’s like time slows down to a crawl.  
 
    I watch the guy on my shoulders tumble forward and slam onto the gravel with a weird soft crunch of pebbles that slide as he lands on his face. He drops like a drunk person, his face mushed and the rest of him blissfully unaware that he should be in pain.  
 
    Then the hands are back on me, but this time they have me by the neck. Correction, it’s only one hand and it’s large enough to encircle my throat completely. I’m on my back. The hand presses me into the gravel, holding me down. 
 
    A tall, blonde guy with a square jaw and a strange smile on his face leans in over me. He’s got me by my neck, but he’s not hurting me or trying to cause me pain. He isn’t choking me. He’s just holding me there and looking at me like I’m from outer space.  
 
    “Well look at you, little Chicken.” His smile spreads across his face. He looks up and his eyes blue eyes flash in the passing of headlights.  
 
    A car door slams and footsteps hurry through the gravel. The fae power has all my senses firing at warp speed. I can feel the blonde guy’s pulse quicken and the muscles in his hand tense around my neck as the person who just arrived comes closer. When he shifts his grip, I catch a whiff of… cheeseburgers? 
 
    “Where is he?” The question is barked by a deep voice that sounds intense and angry. 
 
    “Other side of the car,” blonde guy says.  
 
    I try to wriggle out from under his hold, but it’s like the energy is seeping out of me suddenly, as if crashing onto the gravel has punctured the power bubble and I’m left with the strange, sad yearning as the last of the fae super-steam evaporates and escapes through the spaces between my skin cells. Damn. 
 
    “All right, Chicken. Let’s go for a ride.” The blonde guy grabs my hands together, holding my wrists in one of his enormous hands. He scoops me into his arm like he’s the one flying with drug-induced fae muscles and he places me down gently on the floor of the van, my feet dangling over the side.  
 
    If he lets go of me, I bet I could make a run for it.  
 
    The other one comes over to me at the sliding van door. He has dark hair, dark eyes, a dark scruffy beard, and a scowl that tells me he isn’t in the mood for any bullshit. He’s probably never in the mood for anything.  
 
    He barely even looks at me. He drops his bag next to me on the floor of the van and opens it, revealing all kinds of crazy shit. Ropes, duct tape, zip ties, black balaclavas, and a brick of something that looks like…  
 
    “Holy shit. Is that C4? What the hell? Who are you people?”  
 
    Dark and Angry pulls a pair of plastic handcuffs out of the bag and zips them onto my wrists, pulling them tight and continuing to ignore me, even as I hiss through the pain. He does the same to my ankles, though not as tight, and then he lifts my feet and turns me, pushing me inside the van.  
 
    “What the hell?” I ask as the door slides shut. I turn to look at the blonde guy who is crammed into the van with me and the unconscious one. I have no idea who these guys are or why they are here, but I’m kind of freaked out. Who drives around with a bag full of kidnapping tools?  
 
    “How is he?” Dark and Angry hops into the driver’s seat.  
 
    “He’s seems okay.” The blonde guy taps the unconscious man’s cheek. “Jason. Jase. Wake up.” He lays a hand on the guy’s forehead and checks his pulse at his neck. “I don’t know. I can’t tell anything. It’s like he’s asleep.” 
 
    I glance around, trying to get my bearings. I’m in the back of a panel van. An actual, true-to-life white panel van. I’ve been kidnapped by a rolling cliché. We are heading god-knows-where, and I don’t know what to do. But for the immediate future, I am still okay. I mean, I got out of there with my life and my marker and…  
 
    A zing of terror runs down my back as I notice something is wrong. My hand moves to my shoulder feeling for the strap of my pack. It’s not there. 
 
    “Oh shit.” I feel around the dark van, moving in the limited space that I can reach with my bound hands, hoping it is here, praying that it’s here. “Where is it?” I say, trying to backtrack through the last several minutes.  
 
    My hand mashes into something soft and warm. It’s too dark to see anything so I bring my hand to my nose. “Is that a cheeseburger?” I ask. “Ugh.”  
 
    The blonde guy smiles and lifts up a fast-food bag with the golden arches on it. The bag is full of food. “You want one? I have plenty.” He pulls a cheeseburger from the bag and unwraps it, crumpling up the wrapper in one hand while he takes a huge bite.  
 
    I shake my head, even though I am actually pretty hungry after all the exertion I’ve just endured. But I can’t eat right now because I think I am going to be sick.  
 
    “Where’s my backpack?” I continue feeling around while my mind moves backward to the last time I remember wearing it.  
 
    I took the marker from Malovich’s safe and dropped it in my bag. While my marker is the most important thing, it also came with everything I needed to start a new life, far, far away. I wasn’t just running—you don’t just run from Malovich. I was planning to disappear.  
 
    Think Dana. Think. I want to rub my face, but I don’t want to get ketchup and mustard and whatever else is smeared all over my fingers on my face. I had it on my back when I discovered the prisoner—whose name is apparently Jason. It slipped off me when I took the hit off the fae stream and did the junkie dead-drop, but I pulled it back on when I got up.  
 
    No. Wait. That’s not right. I picked it up, but I didn’t put it on my back. I carried it. I had it looped on one arm while I tried to get the guy to wake up. The first time I roused him he fought me. He knocked me back off my feet and I dropped my bag. I can hear it in my memory sliding across the floor, the metal zipper scraping the tile. 
 
    I was so caught up in the lack of time, so hopped up on fae juice that I must have spaced that my bag wasn’t on my back anymore.  
 
    “Hey, Chicken, are you all right?” the blonde guy says. “Maybe you should eat something. I know that always makes me feel better.” 
 
    “Take me back,” I say, feeling the sweat prickle at the base of my neck. I’m going to puke. Damn it. I can’t believe this is happening. I should never have stopped to rescue this guy.  
 
    I glance at the big dark-haired hulk lying on the floor of the van. His name is Jason. I feel an instant tug for him. I couldn’t leave him. I had no choice. I had to bring him with me. I had to.  
 
    “Can you take me back, please? You can just drop me and I’ll walk. I won’t tell anyone about this. Or tell anyone about your friend. Or anything. I swear it.” 
 
    “Are you fucking crazy?” Dark and Angry flashes me a look through the rear-view that puts his earlier scowl to shame.  
 
    “I have to. I left my…” I can’t tell them about the marker. “I have to go back. You have to take me back.” Panic starts to grip my chest and it’s suddenly hard to breathe. This can’t happen. Malovich won’t let me go. Not after this. And if he still has my marker… 
 
    The blonde guy takes another bite. “Do you know whose castle you just escaped from? You don’t want to go back there. Those guys are animals.” 
 
    I give him a wide-eyed sarcasm grin. “Thanks Cheeseburger Breath. I know. And I don’t care. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters. You have to take be back.” 
 
    “Not gonna happen. Sorry.” Dark and Angry’s tone tells me that he isn’t the least bit sorry and that he knows what’s best and he’s going to tell me how this is going to go down. Wonderful.  
 
    I glance at the front of the van, trying to get a look at the dashboard. It’s an older model, but I can’t tell how much of it is computer controlled. If I can get into the wiring, maybe I can stall us or force him to turn around or something.  
 
    I close my eyes, feeling around for live wires and anything that might lead me into circuitry. I want solder and plastic and chips and tech. But there’s nothing there for me to grab onto. Despair leaks through my muscles and I feel suddenly exhausted.  
 
    “You don’t understand,” I whisper. Because they have no idea what is about to go down. If Malovich finds my bag—correction, when Malovich finds my bag—and realizes that he still has my marker? And that I was planning to steal from him again? There isn’t much I can do to protect myself. Or these guys when he comes for me. Which he most definitely will. 
 
    “Hey, he’s coming to,” the blonde guy says. 
 
    Jason stirs on the floor of the van as we stop at a traffic light. The van fills with the red glow as the big guy opens his eyes and smiles up at me like he’s had several gallons of beer and he’s about to tell me how much he loves me, man.  
 
    I smile back at him—I can’t help it. I feel stupid and dopey, but I can’t help it. He’s hurt and he’s in pain, and when I look at him, I see the wounded and shackled prisoner who couldn’t move without my help. I see the blue eyes that floated us into outer space where we were surrounded by stars for the briefest of moments. I have no idea what that was about, but I couldn’t just leave him behind. 
 
    Well, at least one of us is going to get away. 
 
    Cheeseburger Breath lets out a low whistle. “Damn. Leave it to Jason to pick up a girl while making a jail break. Even unconscious the dude is like a chick magnet.” Then he laughs at his own joke. “But in this case, maybe chicken magnet is more like it.” 
 
    I try not to roll my eyes. The guy on the floor of the van—Jason, I keep reminding myself—rolls over, bumping my thigh. He looks delirious and like he’s half dreaming. I chalk it up to the fae magic. If one hit of that stuff had the effect it did on me, I can’t imagine what it must be like for someone who was practically bathing in it. 
 
    Jason smiles again and paws at Cheeseburger Breath. “She’s the one. You have to. Have to. Tell Max. I found her.” His head lolls back and his mouth drops open and he passes out again.  
 
    Cheeseburger Breath glances at Dark and Angry and then at me. The silence that comes over the van is so huge it practically has its own zip code. A pickle slides off the bun and lands on his knee with a wet plop. The driver flashes him a loaded look.  
 
    Cheeseburger Breath looks at me and leans in, getting really close, like we’re nose-to-nose, and the details of his face are obscured by the red glow from the traffic signal. He eyes me for a long moment, then he shakes his head. “Nah.” 
 
    Dark and Angry gives a half-hearted scoff. It’s part humor and part relief. He shakes his head and glances at Jason. “Dream on, brother. Dream on.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    JASON 
 
      
 
    I found her. I can’t believe it. I can’t wait to tell my brothers. It’s over. We can get on with the rest of our lives now. We can finally go home. Because it’s done. 
 
    I found her.  
 
    But then the world flattens out and I am floating in the dark sea and the sea is made of stars and the stars are full of pain. If it weren’t for the sea I could roar into the heavens. I could shed my skin and become my wolf and howl into the night.  
 
    I could shout my victory on the wind so it would be carried around the world and through the realms to the distant kingdoms that once were called home. And the people would hear it. They would know what it meant. They would know we were coming. Because it’s over.  
 
    I found her. 
 
    I can’t stay here. Not in this place. Not this dark place. Not anymore. Because she is here. I found her. I must tell Max. I must tell Noah.  
 
    I must tell her.  
 
    The lashes come more frequently now. They slice through the clouds and strike against my back, tearing my skin like a thousand wicked knives and drawing blood and making the screams come louder. The screams fill my ears and ripple across the dark sea and I always forget that the screams are coming from me. The screams are so powerful that they make more stars. They fall from my mouth and glitter in the distance. So many stars from such an enormous sound. Enough to create galaxies all around me in this never-ending sea. Galaxies of pain. 
 
    In the sea I float with the stars but they come toward me, one by one. The stars crash into me and then everything is pain. My existence is all about ignoring the pain and managing the pain and trying with everything in me to deny the pain. The pain comes in on a wave of pink smoke, and the pink smoke sends me to the dark sea and the sea is made of stars and the stars are full of pain and around and around it goes.  
 
    But then she is there. She is with me in the sea. When she is there the stars fly away. The stars aren’t there for her. They are my stars but they cannot touch me as long as she is there. And she is there. I know it. 
 
    Because I found her.  
 
    She pushes the stars away. She shows me how to move the sea. She makes me strong enough to push away the pain.  
 
    She was there. I was there. But we are no longer there.  
 
    We are elsewhere. We.   
 
    She is here.  
 
    She is the one. 
 
    She is here with me now. I know it is true because the stars are gone. The dark sea still surrounds me but the stars are gone and without the stars there is no pain and without the pain I can begin to see the world again. 
 
    I open my eyes and wonder if I am dreaming. Because I found her and she is here.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    We drive for almost an hour before Dark and Angry pulls into a warehouse on the south side of the city in the industrial district. He rolls inside and then stops, turning around a nodding at Cheeseburger Breath. 
 
    “Noah, get the door.” Dark and Angry grabs the headrest of the passenger seat for leverage so he can turn around. The edge of a swirly black tattoo peeks out under his cuff and he’s wearing an expensive watch. He has a thick gold ring on his index finger, and I’m struck by how his long fingers grip the leather. It’s like even his fingers are angry and tense too.  
 
    “On it.” Cheeseburger Breath--Noah pulls the van’s sliding door open and hops out, disappearing from view.  
 
    “You can just let me out here,” I say. “I can find my way back. I swear I won’t say a word about anything to anyone. It will be like this never happened.” 
 
    Dark and Angry levels his gaze on me like I am a month-old, moldy cheeseburger he just found under his seat. “Not gonna happen.”  
 
    I plead with my eyes, turning on my witch charm, as if I had the power to hack his emotions the way I hack tech. “But you don’t understand. I have to go back. I really need my bag.” 
 
    His scowl deepens. “What you really need is to be quiet.” His voice is low and menacing, sending a ripple of fear through my chest and into the space between my shoulder blades.  
 
    The sound of a huge metal door slamming closed echoes through the garage. Then Noah is back in the van, squeezing in next to me, sliding the door shut as we drive on. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    They carry us through the building like they have nothing to hide. Like it’s totally normal to get in an elevator with an unconscious giant and a handcuffed and bound woman in your arms. But there’s nobody to see us, and no hint that there’s anyone else here.  
 
    The elevator stops and Noah, who is carrying me with one arm, lifts the gate which makes the outer door open. He walks into the huge loft space and deposits me on a huge leather sofa.  
 
    Noah touches my wrists where the zip ties have cut into my skin. “Oh, man. Sorry about that.” He moves away behind me and I lose sight of him.  
 
    “Where are you going?” Dark and Angry heaves Jason off his shoulders and onto the other sofa.  
 
    “Max? Where’s the first-aid kit?” Noah calls out, his voice muffled and far away. 
 
    “There’s one in my room.” Dark and Angry, whose name is apparently Max, calls out. He adjusts Jason’s limp form lifting his legs and arranging him so he’s lying completely on the sofa. He moves slowly and gently, easing Jason into position, cradling his head while he places a pillow behind him.  
 
    Max touches one of the more prominent wounds on Jason’s shoulder, pressing the skin softly around the edges, as if trying to see how bad it is. He moves gingerly, as if Jason were some frail and delicate creature and not the enormous figure who is taking up every inch of the oversized sofa. 
 
    “Found it!” Noah appears in the living room and gets down on his knees in front of me. He snaps open the plastic lid and pulls out a tube of antibiotic ointment. He squeezes some ointment on a cotton swab and starts dabbing it onto the places around my wrist where the zip ties have broken the skin. 
 
    “What the fuck, Noah?” Max’s scowl is back.  
 
    Noah’s brows shoot up. He freezes mid dab and glances at Max. “What? We don’t want it to get infected.” 
 
    “Your brother is lying here with fucking chunks torn out of him and you’re putting band aids on her?”  
 
    Noah shrugs. “He needs to be cleaned up before we can tend his wounds.”  
 
    “Fuck.” Max gets to his feet and storms off, glaring at the back of Noah’s head as his boots pound across the floor.  
 
    “He’s got a lot on his mind,” Noah offers. “He’s not a bad guy.” 
 
    “You should let me go,” I whisper once Max is out of earshot. “I need to get back to Malovich.”  
 
    Noah just glances up at me and smiles like I have no idea what I’m saying. He continues tending my cuts, trying and failing to slip strips of gauze under the ties. After the third try, he gives up. “Be right back.” 
 
    I can’t believe how badly I messed all of this up. After everything, all the months of planning, all the work, all the courage it took for me to actually execute. My plan was perfect. I should be long gone by now. It would have worked. Except for Jason. I hadn’t planned for Jason. 
 
    I look up and realize that I’m alone in the living room. Jason is unconscious less than twenty feet away, but Noah and Max are in the other rooms somewhere doing other things. They left me alone. I glance at the door, which is really just an old freight elevator with a metal accordion grate and a low wooden gate.  
 
    “Forget about it,” Max says, the edge is back in his voice. “There’s no way to open that without one of us with you.” He places a tub of water on the floor next to Jason and kneels down next to him. He’s got a towel thrown over his shoulder.  
 
    I eye the elevator, looking for a security panel or something that tells me what kind of tech they’ve got installed. But it doesn’t look like there’s anything that would actually prevent anyone from using the elevator.  
 
    Noah returns with a pair of scissors and another set of zip tie handcuffs.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Max asks. He wrings the towel of excess water and starts washing the wound on Jason’s shoulder.  
 
    “You put them on too tight. Don’t worry. I have new ones.” I can feel Noah’s apprehension. He ducks his head a little and I feel like he wants to hide from his brother’s harsh criticism. But then he shakes it off, almost visibly. He straightens up and cuts the ties off me.  
 
    A normal person would have tried to run. But something in me makes me pause. I don’t want Noah to have to face Max’s wrath if I did. I don’t want to give that bully the satisfaction. Dark and Angry won’t get any ammunition from me.  
 
    What the fuck is wrong with me?  
 
    Noah holds my gaze. It’s like he can tell what I’m thinking, and he can see the moment I finish my calculations and decide not to take this chance. He nods once and continues wrapping my wrists in gauze. Then he takes the new zip tie cuffs and locks me up again, careful to make them snug against my skin, but not painfully so.  
 
    “It wouldn’t work anyway,” he whispers.  
 
    “What?” I whisper back. 
 
    He tips his head toward the door. “You can’t get in and you can’t get out on your own. No point trying.” He taps my hands and gathers up all the first aid stuff and walks over to the kitchen. When he returns, he hands me a glass of water and then sits next to me on the sofa.  
 
    “How long until he wakes up, you think?” Noah asks Max.  
 
    “Hell if I know. Whatever they gave him, it’s really fucking strong.” Max runs the rag across Jason’s face. He touches his cheek, holding him still while he cleans him. He’s so careful, so gentle, it’s like he’s a different person. Dark and Angry nursemaid.  
 
    It’s fae,” I say.  
 
    “What’s fae?” Max glances at me as if he forgot I was there. 
 
    “Fae magic. It’s what they used to subdue him. He was surrounded by a constant stream of the stuff.” 
 
    Max leans back on his heels and rubs his hand over his face. “Fuck.” 
 
    He woke up when I first found him. And he came to for a second in the van. He’s got to be coming off it, right? I mean look at the size of him. I took one hit of the stuff and it lasted like twenty minutes in my body, and I weigh about as much as one of his legs.  
 
    “It’ll wear off,” Noah says, nodding. 
 
    Max looks at me. “How often did they drug him?”  
 
    I shake my head. “No idea. He was shackled to the floor and the fae magic was like all around him, he was in a bubble of it. I think it’s how they were keeping him from fighting.” My mind is back in that room. Back at the safe. I had the marker in my hand. I was this close to being free. “I didn’t even know he was there. I was supposed to escape on my own.” 
 
    Max’s brows shoot up. This news is unexpected. “Then why did you break him out?” 
 
    Why did I break him out? I flash back to the moment our eyes met and we were in outer space, and he was looking at me like I was the answer to every question he would ever ask for the rest of his life.  
 
    I tell myself that it was all him, that all the yearning was coming from him, but I felt something too. Part of me wants to blame it on the fae magic. We were delirious and high on the stuff… but the outer space thing happened before I took a hit and turned into Super Dana. 
 
    I look across at Jason and try to get back to that feeling that made me do it. I’d really like some confirmation that whatever that was, whatever I felt, that it actually happened and that I didn’t throw my life away for nothing.  
 
    But nothing comes. Nothing hits me. There are no parting clouds, no outer space. There’s nothing but the memory of it.  
 
    And yet the memory alone is enough to send a little thrill through my body. I don’t know what it was, but it was real, even if only for a second. 
 
    I shrug. “I couldn’t leave him.”  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “I don’t understand why you won’t let me go.” I fumble with my fork in the Chinese food container, trying to skewer a dumpling.  
 
    Noah finishes off his second container of lo mien and reaches for another one. He’s like a bottomless pit when it comes to food, but there’s nothing about him that looks soft or even a little out of shape.  
 
    He catches me looking at him and shoots me a couple of eyebrow pumps. I bet even his eyebrow muscles are ripped.  
 
    Max drops his chopsticks into his container and leans back against the couch. He’s sitting on the floor next to Jason. Aside from ordering dinner and getting me a fork when my attempt at chopsticks while handcuffed didn’t work, he hasn’t left Jason’s side.  
 
    “You’re not going anywhere until I figure out why you’re here.” He takes a swig of beer and lets the bottle dangle from his fingers absently.  
 
    “I told you, I—" 
 
    Max waves me off. “Yeah, Dana. I got it the first three times. Magic hacker. He forced you to do the jobs. So, you’re telling me that you worked for Malovich—against your will—for years, and just let him keep you there?” 
 
    I nod. “Seven years.” I leave off the part about my marker. Nobody needs to know that thing exists. If I live long enough to get it back, I am going to destroy it first thing.  
 
    “Right. Seven years. And you were aware of his whole operation, everything tech. And you chose tonight to make a run for it.” 
 
    I nod. “It was the first time they were all away. I don’t think you understand how rare that is for all of them to be gone at the same time.” 
 
    “And you had no idea my brother was locked up in the basement. He was there all this time until you happened upon him tonight?” 
 
    “Exactly. I was leaving. I heard him and thought he was one of Malovich’s guards. I didn’t know he was there. Why is this so hard to believe? Why would I lie? Wait… you said all this time. How long was your brother down there?” 
 
    “Jason disappeared five months ago,” Noah says. 
 
    Max shoots Noah a dagger-eyed glare and then he turns his gaze on me. His scowl is back. “I need to know why Malovich took Jason.” 
 
    Five months? Holy hell. I glance over at Jason and try to imagine having fae magic mainlined into my body for five months. “I have no idea. I keep telling you that I didn’t even know he was there.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you,” Max says. 
 
    “Well, then I don’t know what to tell you.” 
 
    “You’ll tell me whatever I ask you to tell me. If you’re holding back information, you’re going to be fucking sorry.” 
 
    Noah leans forward. “Whoa, man. Take a breath.” He inhales and closes his eyes like he’s showing Max a technique. 
 
    “Fuck your namaste crap, Noah.” Max gets to his feet and in a flash he’s in my face, teeth bared and his voice like a growl. “Who else is involved with this? It doesn’t make sense for Malovich to have taken Jason. There has to be someone else. So, who?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” I say, and it’s true. But it doesn’t seem like anything I say is going to convince him.  
 
    Max shakes his head, dismissing my defense. “The wolves here don’t have anything to do with us. It’s got to be someone else. Someone with a link to…” His words trail off and he starts pacing, his eyes darting around the room looking at nothing.  
 
    “Was it the Falbors? They know we are here.” Max is talking to himself, running through scenarios and talking in a cryptic, incomplete way that leaves me feeling lost.  
 
    Noah looks at Max like he wishes he could take some of his stress away. “We’ve been over this a thousand times, brother.” 
 
    “I know. I just… There has to be a connection.” He stands before the window overlooking the city, his arm is up and leaning on the floor-to-ceiling glass pane. He steps one bare foot onto the other, his whole body settling into a long, languid line. The city lights twinkle in the distance, and he looks like he’s posing for a magazine photo shoot. I could almost appreciate his stunning form, if I didn’t know he was such a jerk. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    I lie awake on the sofa, unable to sleep. Noah snores on the floor next me, curled up with a pillow and a duvet that looks like it was taken from his bed. Max is on the carpet in front of Jason. He’s pulled a blanket off one of the chairs and it covers his waist and hips.  
 
    Max is on his side, facing me, his arms crossed and his whole body tight. Even when it came time for us to sleep, he was unwilling to go very far from his brother. In sleep, Max’s face is much friendlier looking. I could almost imagine him with a different personality, one that was softer, more open.  
 
    The apartment is dead quiet and the city lights shimmer and every once in a while, a car horn sounds in the distance. Jason stirs on the other sofa. He hasn’t moved a muscle since we got him here.  
 
    For the whole time Max and Noah cleaned him, and even when they stitched up a couple of the deeper wounds on his shoulder and arms—without any numbing for him at all—he never woke up or even opened his eyes like he had in the van.  
 
    I trace the lines of his body, enjoying the way the soft glow from the city plays on his skin. He’s shirtless, just like I found him, and he’s still wearing his black jeans that look like they’ve seen some things and probably just need to go in the trash once he takes them off. His bare feet are big and long, just like the rest of him. I linger a moment at the narrow portion of his waist, which is still wider than I am, but relative to his size, it’s almost slender. Then I move up to where his chest flares out toward his broad shoulders. He’s magnificently built and for a brief moment it’s as if I can conjure that feeling of floating with him, looking into his eyes and feeling his gaze on me. I want to remember how good it feels to have his attention. To know he’s watching me. 
 
    I close my eyes and draw the sensation back to me. I picture us floating in the darkness surrounded by stars. His chains are gone and he’s watching me, reaching for me across the vastness of the divide. He closes his eyes as if he’s relieved and the moment his eyes close, a longing inside me opens. It screams for him to open his eyes. I just need him to look at me again. I need it. I want more. I need more.  
 
    I need him. 
 
    He comes to me, floating in the darkness. When he opens his eyes, all I feel is relief. He’s back. He sees me. He wants me closer.  
 
    We float toward each other, meeting in a weightless embrace. His blue eyes are on me, looking into me, through me. The blue of his looks darker, shadowed by the vastness of this place, but nothing can hide the longing. 
 
    He pulls me to him, his hand moving through my hair and holding the back of my neck, drawing my mouth to his.  
 
    My heart pounds in my chest. I know him. I have always known him. We are finally together and there is nothing I want more than to be here with him in this place.  
 
    Jason.  
 
    His name is like a song in my mind. I hum it and let it fill me. I want him to take up every space inside me. My eyes, my mind, my soul. 
 
    His tongue moves with mine, a director with all the moves. He coaxes me to open my mouth wider, to offer my tongue to him.  
 
    Flames course through my body and lick at my skin. My entire body aches for his hands, his mouth, him. 
 
    My clothes slip off of me like bedsheets. I watch them float away as if on a breeze. When I look back at Jason, he is naked, and his cock is huge and hard. He’s ready for me, and the sight of him sends a rush of heat between my legs that makes me gasp.  
 
    He wraps his arm around me and brings me to him. When I am in his arms he lifts my legs, over his hips, spreading me wide and urging me ever closer. 
 
    I found you. 
 
    His words move through my mind, mingling with my thoughts and making me feel safe. 
 
    He presses his cock against my entrance, slowly, tentatively, waiting. 
 
    It’s you. 
 
    Jason thrusts inside me once and it’s like the world explodes around us. His mouth falls open and his head falls back as he lets the passion take him  
 
    The stars are gone, and there’s only light. The darkness doesn’t exist—did it ever exist? We are floating and we are one and we are together and that’s all there is.  
 
    We move together like we’ve done this a thousand times before. The feel of him inside me is familiar and at the same time it’s new and exciting and complete.  
 
    Jason takes my breast in his mouth, sucking and kissing and biting gently. The sensation courses through me like a thousand tiny shocks. Then he kisses the hollow at my throat and pulls back, holding my gaze with his.  
 
    It’s you. It’s always been you. It’s only you. 
 
    He grabs me by my hips, his fingers pressing into my flesh. He takes control of our rhythm, rocking me up and down his length, filling me and pulling away. I know he pulls away so he can return but even the slightest distance is a deprivation that I can’t stand. I ache for him even though he’s right here and I want more. I need more. 
 
    “More!” I whisper. The word is desperate and needy. I call out to him, my voice drowned out by all the light. So much light.  
 
    Our bodies read each other. We are so close. Almost there. The reward for all this is almost within reach. Jason holds me as I ride him, his face buried in my neck, his mouth sucking and licking as we climb that magnificent peak.  
 
    Every muscle in my body quivers. I pull him to me, spreading myself as wide as I can, ramming myself onto him so I can take all of him in. He fills me to the hilt, stretching me with delicious pain until we buck and writhe and lose control, our mouths searching and our hands clutching and my legs wrapped around him as we continue floating on the bliss of absolute satisfaction.  
 
    I’m home. This is home. He is home.  
 
    “Jason!” 
 
    I gasp as I wake and blink myself back into the room. I look around and stare at Jason on the couch across the way. He is still unconscious, oblivious to his surroundings. Oblivious to me. 
 
    I touch my lips. I can still feel his kiss. I run my finger down my neck where he sucked and licked. My heart is racing and my breathing is shallow from the exertion.  
 
    Wow. Okay then. That was something new. I lay back on my pillow and try to process that little dream. I wonder how accurate my imagination was because holy giant cock. I laugh to myself. A girl can dream, right? 
 
    A green beam of light moves across the ceiling, catching my eye. I follow it, trying to comprehend what it is I am seeing. It’s familiar. I’ve seen this before. That’s right, it’s like one of those new tech cameras with the flashlights that are invisible to infrared and laser security. I’ve never seen it in person, I’ve only ever watched if through a computer screen.  
 
    I bolt upright as the realization finishes rendering in my brain.  
 
    Oh shit! 
 
    Two of the window panels explode into the apartment, sending millions of broken glass shards raining through the room. Four men fly into the apartment from outside on black ropes attached to harnesses around their hips. From the angle of their landing, it appears they must have dropped in from the roof.  
 
    Max and Noah are on their feet almost instantly. They stand up and face the danger, hunched over and ready in a fighting stance. They are both barefoot and all I can think about is that they shouldn’t move, or they will tear their feet apart. 
 
    The black clad men are all holding automatic weapons. They separate and move apart, as they step closer, so they are two targets instead of one. Noah moves across the room next to Jason and in the blink of an eye they transform into a pair of enormous black wolves. They stand guard on either side of their brother, stepping around the sofa so they can keep themselves between the intruders and Jason.  
 
    But the men ignore them. They glance at each other and nod in agreement and then all four of their guns are trained on me.  
 
    I throw my hands up in the air as best I can with the fucking zip ties holding my wrists together. I hoped it wouldn’t happen. I hoped there was some way that he wouldn’t find my marker and I could just disappear. But I know that was a fantasy. There’s nothing I can do with these fucking ties on my wrists and ankles, so I don’t fight. What’s the point? 
 
    The best-case scenario is I go back to working for Malovich, but I’ve never seen him give anyone who crosses him a pass. The more realistic scenario is that Malovich is going to kill me. And I’m kind of surprised at how calm I feel knowing that it’s coming. But I know he wouldn’t send a hit team to blow my head off in the field. Not a chance in hell I’d get off that easy. No, this is a capture mission. They’re going to bring me back and make sure that I learn my lesson before I die.  
 
    I take one last look at Jason, wishing he would open his eyes and give me just one more glimpse of whatever that magic was. I want to remember it. I want to remember him. If I’m going to die, I would love to slip away into outer space and be somewhere else when it happens. 
 
    In a matter of seconds, one of the men grabs me, pulling me to my feet. He wraps his arms around me while the other man backs away toward the window. Then the black ropes the men are connected to snap taut, and the man holding me is dragged toward the window.  
 
    The wolves growl and one of them—I think it’s Max, but I can’t tell because they look identical—leaps across the living room toward me as I am being dragged backward in the man’s arms. The other wolf charges at the men near the window.  
 
    Brilliant golden eyes fill my vision as the wolf leaps at me. All I see are white teeth and black fur and flashes of glowing gold. Automatic rifle fire explodes in the air and the room is suddenly filled with the acrid scent of gunpowder and heated metal   
 
    The wolf crashes into me, knocking me from the man’s grasp. Then there’s a scream and a burst of something warm and wet hits my back like a bucket of hot water. When I turn around, the attackers are gone. There’s a severed arm wearing black tactical gear sitting on the floor, but the person it belongs to and the other three with him are nowhere to be found. 
 
    “What the fuck just happened?” I stare at the severed arm and feel like my blood sugar is just dropped through the floor and into the basement.  
 
    Max morphs back into his human form and as soon as he’s on his feet he’s shouting. “We have to go!” He stands in the middle of the room, totally naked, and then as I watch, clothing morphs out of thin air and he’s dressed in the sweatpants and tee shirt he changed into after dinner.  
 
    Red footprints mark the path Noah took as he ran into the bedroom. He streaked by in a flash of naked skin. Was he bleeding?  
 
    Noah runs back into the living room with three enormous packs slung over his shoulders. He’s dressed in jeans and a tee shirt. His boots are unlaced. He tosses a pair of black motorcycle boots to Max and then he comes for me.  
 
    “We’re out of here, Chicken.” He leans over and grabs me around my thighs and bends me over his shoulder with the packs.  
 
    Max heaves Jason over his shoulder and the two of them hurry through the apartment into a bedroom. They step into a closet and Noah reaches up and slides the fluorescent light housing to the side, revealing a handprint scanner embedded overhead. He presses his hand to the pad and the back wall of the closet slides open, revealing a tiny square room with a spiral staircase leading down. 
 
    Max goes first. He has to turn sideways to maneuver in the narrow staircase with Jason on his back, but he moves like he’s done this a million times and it’s just a bit of an adjustment with a giant on his back.  
 
    The door behind us slides shut and Noah starts heading down. The apartment was on the third floor of the building, but we’re descending so much longer than it seems we should be. There are no windows in this space. It’s like it was carved between the walls just for the purposes of escaping.  
 
    At the bottom of the stairs, Max holds the heavy metal door open for Noah. He steps through and into a dark, dank underground. A single light flickers on overhead as Noah places me on my feet. We’re in a tunnel. It ends at the door and stretches out in the distance so far that I can’t tell if the opening is within sight.  
 
    I glance down at my shirt and realize I am covered in fresh, wet blood. I gasp and try to feel around but the stupid zip ties are impossible.  
 
    “I think it’s mine.” Noah gets down on his knees and does a quick check of my body. He runs a gentle hand over my belly and around my back and then up and down my legs and arms. “No holes, Chicken.” He smiles and stands back up, wincing and bending to favor one side.  
 
    “Wait, are you hurt?” I say, as if there was something I could do for him. 
 
    He lifts his shirt and runs a hand along his side under his ribcage. There’s a thick gouge taken out of him, from a bullet that looks like it came pretty damned close to some serious damage.  
 
    He inhales sharply as he inspects the wound, and then he smiles again. “Flesh wound. I’ll be all right.” 
 
    “Give me a hand here,” Max calls from the SUV where he’s got Jason sitting in the back seat and he’s trying to buckle him in.  
 
    Noah climbs in the other side and buckles Jason’s belt and then climbs out and lifts me into the seat. He secures my seatbelt and then tosses the three packs he was carrying into the back.  
 
    Max gets behind the wheel and turns the key and the engine roars to life.  
 
    He glances back at me and then shakes his head. “Fucking hell.” 
 
    Then he floors it and we’re racing through the tunnel and into the darkness.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    NOAH 
 
      
 
    The wound in my side is superficial, and by the time we get to the cabin, it’s stopped bleeding. One of the biggest pains about living in this realm is that the healing properties of the wolf move a lot slower. But I am not going to die, so that’s good. And our little Chicken isn’t hurt either.  
 
    Little Chicken. I think the name is perfect for Dana. Partly because it’s so funny, and partly because little emu doesn’t have the same feel, but mostly because every time I say it the toughness leaves her face and all that’s left is this confused look that I find adorable. 
 
    It’s almost dawn when Max turns off the two-lane onto the unmarked road to the cabin. We haven’t had to come here in so long, it’s weird to see it looking so overgrown and unused.  
 
    The cabin comes into view and it’s oddly comforting. Of all the places we’ve lived over the years, this one is my favorite.  
 
    Max drives past the cabin and into the woods behind it, following the old trail. A fallen tree blocks us from getting all the way there, but it’s not far so we’ll just have to hoof it.  
 
    “Leave the packs. Get her inside as fast as you can. They are probably still tracking her.” Max opens the door and climbs in to undo Jason’s seatbelt.  
 
    Poor Jase slumps over and falls onto Max. He shifts so Jase basically lands on his shoulders in the perfect position, and then he starts walking.  
 
    I hurry around the other side of the van and unbuckle her seatbelt. Lifting her out of the truck. “You ready, chi—?" 
 
    She shoots me an eyebrow and lifts her wrists so she can point at my face. “If you call me Chicken one more time, I am going to have to hurt you.”   
 
    I shrug. “Little Emu?” 
 
    “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    “Fine. Have it your way. You ready, Dana?” 
 
    She smiles. “Am I getting on your back or are we going for the distressed damsel’s carry?” 
 
    I feel bad because it can’t be comfortable being tossed around and manhandled like she has been, but whatever Max says goes, and until he decides she can have her cuffs removed, there is nothing I can do. 
 
    “Well, I need to run, and there’s a bit of a climb, so…” I lean in toward her, lowering myself so she can get on.  
 
    “I can’t believe I am actually having this conversation.” She lays over my back and shifts a little until her hip is on my shoulder.  
 
    As soon as I start running, a funny thought hits me and I can’t help it. I have to tell her.  
 
    It’s nice to talk to someone who isn’t always angry, always planning, always frustrated and stressed out. Since Jason was kidnapped, it’s been even worse. I love both my brothers. I’d die for them without a second thought.  
 
    But sometimes, I just want to forget about the end of the world stuff for a few minutes. And Dana is that opportunity.  
 
    Even now, when we’re on the run for our lives. When she’s definitely on the run for hers. 
 
    “Hey, Dana?”  
 
    “Noah.” Her tone tells me she is out of patience.  
 
    I start giggling even before I say it. “Why did the chicken cross the road, Dana?”  
 
    She is quiet for a beat. “Dear god. Please tell me this is going to be over soon.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    When we drove past the cabin, I assumed we would end up in another cabin, something smaller and more rustic hidden deeper into the woods. I don’t know what I was expecting, exactly, but it wasn’t a cave.  
 
    As soon as he puts me down, Noah starts gathering wood from a neat stack filling one section of the wall and arranging them in the center of a stone ring. He stuffs some dried grass between the logs and then layers some smaller twigs all around. When he lights it, the whole thing catches immediately, filling the cavernous space with golden light and glorious heat.  
 
    Max arrives a few minutes later with Jason. Noah hurries over to take Jason from him and brings his still-unconscious brother over to the fire. He places him gently down on the ground next to me and then heads back to the cave opening.  
 
    He touches Max’s shoulder. “I’ll get the packs.” 
 
    Max nods and then moves past me, to a pile of boulders. He moves the first couple of stones aside and then reaches his hand into the space between two larger rocks. He pulls out a shiny black stone.  
 
    He comes back to the fire and sits down with the round stone in his lap. It’s almost perfectly round, and there is a small triangle cut into the center.  
 
    “That looks like a magic eight ball,” I say, because it does. The triangle looks like it was chipped from the surface and the rest of it has been polished so it’s perfectly shiny.  
 
    “Is everything a fucking joke to you?” His scowl is back. 
 
    “Is everything always so fucking serious to you?” I scowl back at him.  
 
    He shakes his head and pulls a necklace from under his shirt. The chain is long enough so the medallion hangs down in the middle of his chest. The medallion is a black triangle that looks like it is made of the same stone he’s holding in his lap. He positions the black stone so the triangle cutout is at the top and then he places the medallion in the slot.  
 
    Max closes his eyes and holds his hands out at his sides, palms up. “Acora golantu singitus.”  
 
    Pale blue light shoots out from the triangle and beams straight up to the ceiling of the cave. Hundreds of bats squeal at the disturbance and explode from the back of the cave. They stream out the opening in into the morning light. 
 
    The light fans out and spreads over the cave like a scanner. It keeps moving until it does a full sweep and then the light goes out. Max lifts the medallion from the orb and puts it back over his neck. 
 
    “What was that?” I ask. I’ve seen lots of different kinds of magic in my time, but nothing like that. That was like Merlin-level shit like you read about in fantasy books.   
 
    “That was a protection spell. Whatever they are using to track you won’t find you now.” 
 
    “I saw you evicted the bats.” Noah arrives with the packs and tosses one to Max. Max unclips the buckles and opens the drawstring and pulls out a heavy wool sweater which he tosses to me. 
 
    “Put it on.” A command, not a request. 
 
    I push it off my lap and let it fall next to me. “I’m fine by the fire,” I say.  
 
    He pulls another sweater from the pack and pulls it over his own head. “Don’t be so fucking difficult. The fire feels warm now, but the stone you’re sitting on is cold, and it’s going to stay cold. You need to keep your body heat.” 
 
    I glance over at Noah who is zipping a parka onto Jason. He nods at me. “You’ll be glad you did.” 
 
    I lift my cuffed hands. “You going to take these off? Or should I just drape it over my shoulders?” 
 
    Max grumbles and digs in his pack. He pulls out a knife and leans over and cuts my wrists free. He doesn’t even glance at my ankles. 
 
    “So, who the hell are you?” Another command.  
 
    I rub my wrists, careful not to brush the gauze dressing Noah had done for me. “I told you everything already.” 
 
    He shakes his head. “No dice. Malovich sent a fucking commando team to come get you. I thought they wanted Jase, but no. It was you they were after. So… who the hell are you and how did he track you to our place?” 
 
    “I swear. I’m just a hacker. I don’t mean anything more to him than that. I’ve been with him a long time. I know where all the bodies are buried, you know? Tonight, he was out on a job with his crew. The whole crew, like I told you guys before. It was the first time they ever left me alone like that. And I may have totally screwed him over on the job he was doing tonight, so… yeah, that’s why he came for me.” 
 
    Max isn’t convinced. “How did he find you so fast? Our warehouse has more concealment magic on it than most mages can conceive of. The address doesn’t exist. They shouldn’t have been able to find you like that.” 
 
    I know exactly how he found me, but I can’t tell Max about my marker. That thing puts me in more danger than anything else in this world. I’d rather spend the rest of my life carried around on Noah’s back like one of their packs than tell this guy how vulnerable I am. And if I have learned anything, it’s that people don’t just let you off the hook with things like that. Whoever has my marker owns me, and there is not much I can do about it.  
 
    Max throws a chip of stone against the wall behind me. It shatters on contact sending tiny bits of dust sailing through the air.  
 
    Noah leans toward me and then pulls back when his brother shoots him one of his scowls. “Max. Seriously. It doesn’t help anything to get angry.” 
 
    Max takes a deep breath and then scowls at me from across the fire. “You’re lying about something. And we don’t have time to sit around and play these games. I need to know some things and you’re going to tell me what you know.” 
 
    I am so frustrated I could scream. “I am telling you I had no idea Jason was in the basement. I literally found him when I was leaving. I am supposed to be halfway to London by now, and instead I am sitting in a weird ass cave with a magic eight ball and a bunch of wolves.” 
 
    “You’re lucky we were with you, because you didn’t have a chance without us.” Max says. “You may not know how Jason got there, but you have to know all the people who Malovich was doing deals with, right?” 
 
    I nod. “Yeah. He keeps everything in his server network. If it was there, chances are it crossed my path at some point.” 
 
    Max rubs his hand over his face and beard. “Okay. So earlier you said that you didn’t know the name Falbor, right?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s not a name I’m familiar with.” 
 
    “What about Duranko?” he adds. 
 
    I shake my head.  
 
    Noah peels the wrapper off a granola bar and takes a bite. “How about Pilara?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Max gets to his feet and starts pacing, moving in and out of the firelight. He presses his fingers into his forehead. “Think. Think.”  
 
    “You know, since we’re here, we could call Lady Annika,” Noah suggests this and then looks away from Max. It’s like he doesn’t want to ask but he wants to offer ideas. 
 
    Max shakes his head. “Last time she came through she had to pull all kinds of favors. She said that they were already up to their necks in favors owed to everyone from the Malley clan to the Corvusics. 
 
    Now there is a name that I recognize. My mouth goes dry at the mention of it. Don Corvusic is probably one of the scariest men I have ever seen, and that’s saying something, considering who my boss has been for the past seven years. 
 
    “Don Corvusic?” His name slips out on my breath and hearing it in my voice makes me clap my mouth shut.  
 
    Grigory Malovich is on the FBI’s most wanted list for a litany of things that include drugs, corruption, money laundering, and at least nine of the most brutal murders ever. And he looks vanilla next to Don Corvusic.  
 
    Malovich is a narcissistic, power-hungry crazy man who will stop at nothing to get what he wants. He’s twisted and cruel, and he gets off on violence. But he has a line that he doesn’t cross. It sounds crazy to think it now, but I never feared for my safety while I was working for him.  
 
    On the other side of the crazy coin, Don Corvusic is a psychopath who traffics women and children, in addition to all the other kinds of things that a mafia family without a shred of moral code could do.  
 
    When he came to Malovich’s headquarters, my boss pulled me aside and tried to explain the situation to me. He made it clear that even he couldn’t protect me should Corvusic see me and take a shine to me. The man doesn’t ever stop when there is something he wants. I was told to stay in my room and not to show my face to anyone who wasn’t on Malovich’s payroll.  
 
    Max stops and looks at Noah and then at me. “What do you know about the Corvusic clan? I knew they did business here, but I had no idea they were working with the Russians. It doesn’t make sense. What’s their connection?” 
 
    I shrug. “I don’t know, but if they are working with Malovich, there will definitely be a record of all of it. I can get that for you, if you bring me back to the castle.” 
 
    Max nods. “All right. But as someone who just risked everything to get away from the place, you’re in an awful hurry to get back. So, before we do anything else, I need you to level with me. What did you leave behind?”  
 
    I let his question sit in the air between us for a moment while I toss a mental coin in the air. It spins round and round, hovering on the edge of a choice. A plan starts to formulate in my head, and if there is any hope of success, I need their help. I need Max and Noah to trust me. And I need to trust them in return.  
 
    The biggest risks I have ever taken in my life were allowing that marker to exist and then attempting to steal it back and escape. Revealing the marker to anyone puts me in serious danger. It’s bad enough that Malovich has it. But when it comes down to it, he’s the devil I know.  
 
    The scarier thought is of my marker landing in the hands of someone who doesn’t care about my skills or my mind. Someone who just wants to use my body and then sell the marker to someone else when they grow tired of me. I’ve heard some stories that will haunt me forever.  
 
    There are worse things than death.  
 
    I have to get my marker back, otherwise what is the point of anything? And if there is any hope of that, I need help.  
 
    But I can offer something in return.  
 
    I take a deep breath as the coin in my head lands. My choice is made. I take a deep breath and just let it all out, hoping like hell I am not making a mistake.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    “What the fuck? He’s got a marker on you? A legit, binding marker? What is this, the Dark Ages?” Max’s voice echoes through the cave. He’s furious on my behalf, and for once I have to acknowledge it’s nice that his anger is meant for someone else. 
 
    “Poor Chicken,” Noah shakes his head and looks at me like I just told him I was diagnosed with something terminal, and I have only a few days to live. “It’s not right that he made you do that.” 
 
    I raise my hands like a pair of white flags. I don’t owe them an explanation, but the idea of me being some unwitting victim of Malovich’s evil plan isn’t something I can let stand. I am alive because I fought for myself and stood up to a powerful crime boss. “Stop. You don’t understand.” 
 
    “What’s there to understand?” Max asks. “That man ought to be drawn and quartered for what he did to you. A fucking marker?” 
 
    I shake my head. “Don’t. For all the ways that he’s an absolute lowlife monster, Malovich wasn’t the one who made me do it. The marker was my idea.” The words leave my throat, pushed out on the force of the shame rising inside me.  
 
    A marker is considered the worst possible kind of abasement. A marker means you’re less than a dog. You’re dog shit in the grooves on the sole of a shoe that isn’t worth cleaning, so you just throw the pair in the trash. A marker consigns a person to slavery. You give up your autonomy and place your wellbeing, your will, and your life in someone else’s hands.  
 
    Noah gasps, and if he had a cheeseburger right now, I bet he would be unwrapping one in a hurry.  
 
    Max flinches as if I’d slapped him. “How… How could y—?”  
 
    My shame rises up my throat and I feel my face grow hot. I’m grateful for the glow of the fire that covers all of us in a bronzed glow. “When I met Malovich, I was only sixteen. I was a kid. I was living on the street, and I was desperate. He caught me hacking. I got caught stealing from him and believe me when I say that he didn’t care what happened to me. I was just a thief.” I shiver as the memory of that night slithers back into my head.   
 
    “He was trying to decide whether to give me to his men so they could have some fun before he killed me.” I let that hang there for a moment, so they know exactly what kind of fun I mean. “I know what that man is capable of. I don’t expect you to understand. But offering him my marker was the bravest thing I’ve ever done in my life. I don’t even want to think where I’d be if I hadn’t done it.” 
 
    “Fuck,” Max whispers. He stares into the fire, and I wonder if he’s trying to put himself in my shoes or if he’s just thinking about how he was wrong.  
 
    “I’d really like to get my marker back,” I say, hoping that they will look at my problem differently now that they have all the information. “But I can’t do it alone. If you’re willing to help me, I can get you whatever Malovich has on the Corvusic family.” 
 
    “You mean go back to the castle,” Noah says. 
 
    “I don’t have what I need to hack them from outside. If you get me in, I can access the system and download whatever you want. And I can shut down security long enough for you to go get my bag and get out. You’d be going in blind, but I can draw you a map.” 
 
    Max glances at Noah and then looks up at me, a small smile threatening to ruin his scowl. “We have a map of the castle. I can go get it so we can make a plan, but if you leave this cave, you’ll be outside the protection of the shield. Malovich will be able to track you again.” 
 
    I nod, because that’s the one piece of this that I can’t control, but there is really no other play here. “Then I guess we need to move really, really fast.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    By the time Max gets back to the cave with the maps, it’s midday and the cave is full of bright sunlight. The bats have moved back in, and the fire is still going, and Noah is on his fifth or sixth cheeseburger. 
 
    Not one to judge, I fish my second cheeseburger from one of the bags that Max brought back with him. I unwrap and dig in. The packs they brought with them are go-bags with everything you could think of needing while on the run. They have several pockets full of snacks but there’s only so much granola and trail mix one person can take.  
 
    We spend the afternoon making a plan, much of which entails me explaining what all the rooms on the castle map are used for. 
 
    I flip to the basement map and go over it all again. “Okay. This is where Malovich’s private office is. And here’s the safe.” I trace my finger along the rat-maze of hallways Max needs to memorize in order to get there without getting lost.  
 
    I recite from memory the litany that I drilled into my brain for months while I was plotting my escape. “Long hall. Left. Another hall. Left. Halfway down the next hall. Right. Door at the end of the hall.” 
 
    Max repeats it and then does it again. “Got it. And you’re sure the doors aren’t locked?”  
 
    I slip the card key from my back pocket. It will take days for Malovich to get someone in there to rekey his security. “This key opens every lock in the castle.” 
 
    Noah takes a sip of soda and swallows a mouthful. “How do you know your marker will be in his office?” Wouldn’t he keep it on him after all that’s happened?” 
 
    I shake my head. I know that he found my bag, because he would have needed to use my marker to find me at Max and Noah’s apartment. “He’s meticulous about locking his stuff up. It’s a compulsion. He’s paused meetings to make sure things are secured after the handoff. I think he has trust issues.” 
 
    “Wonder why?” Max arches a brow at me. 
 
    “Was that… Max, did you just make a joke?” I feign surprise and try to inject some levity into the moment.  
 
    He bites back his smile, and pushes his scowl onto his brow, but the grin was there for a moment. And I’ll take it as a tiny win. 
 
    We go over everything another time and when we are sure we’ve got it down, Max banks the fire and sets the alarm on his watch. 
 
    “We’ve got about five hours until dark. It’s going to take an hour to get there. We should try to get some sleep.” 
 
    Noah spreads his sleeping bag out next to Jason, and settles in. Max unpacks his own bag and then digs another sleeping bag from the third pack. I realize with a weird sense of foreboding that I’m using supplies that were meant for Jason.  
 
    Max catches me looking over at Jason and it’s like he’s reading my mind. “He’s unconscious. He won’t miss it for now. Take it.” His voice is almost kind, but the command is still there. 
 
    I spread out the sleeping bag and slip inside, playing the plan out in my head like I am watching it on a screen from headquarters. It’s a good plan. It will work if we don’t run into any issues.  
 
    I’m banking on the fact that half of Malovich’s team—the half with the real tactical skills—is still locked in the bank vault, and that some more are on site, trying to get them out. With any luck, we’ll break into the castle and find a skeleton crew guarding the place.  
 
    Because otherwise this mission is going to amount to nothing more than a glorified death wish. 
 
    I close my eyes and whisper a prayer to Neo that all of this wasn’t for nothing. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    MAX 
 
      
 
    I can’t believe I am back in this van, parked on the park’s maintenance road, scoping out the castle again. The last time we were here I would have given anything to have Noah and his stinking cheeseburger wrappers gone, but without my brother here I feel oddly at odds. We had to leave him behind. Someone had to stay with Jason, and since Dana is a required part of the plan, that left me no choice.  
 
    I glance back at the half-full fast-food bag Noah left behind earlier and shake my head. Well, at least the smell makes me feel like he’s here in spirit. 
 
    Dana sits in the passenger seat and scopes the castle through binoculars. “It looks like someone’s leaving. There are two guys heading down the driveway. That’s good. That’s two down.” 
 
    “Yeah, but how many does that leave inside?” I ask. 
 
    “With any luck, we won’t run into any of them. If we come in through the service entrance, we’ll be right next to the server room. Nobody is ever around there. And you’ll be close to the elevator. Malovich has other keycards, so he could be in his office with some security, but it’s not likely to be everyone all in the same place.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say. Trying not to focus on the fact that I am about to break into a den of wolf shifters by myself. I may be strong and a fierce warrior, but so are they. “Let’s just go. The longer we wait, the more time he has to track you.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    The service entrance is exactly where the map says, and the keycard opens it without setting off any obvious alarms. We hurry through the kitchen and the adjacent hall and when we get to the server room, Dana slips inside. 
 
    She holds the door open. “We’ll meet back at the van. If something goes wrong, you just get out. I’ll figure out a way to find you.” 
 
    “Nothing is going to go wrong. It’s a solid plan. Just focus on your part and I’ll do mine. I’ll see you at the van.” 
 
    She nods once and closes the door, careful to hold the latch so it doesn’t make a sound.  
 
    I head down the hall and inch along the wall at the corner, my mind picturing the location of the elevator. There. Okay. There it is, right where it’s meant to be. I sit for a ten count, making sure the elevator isn’t moving. It would suck to call the elevator only to have it open and I’m standing there staring at a bunch of goons.  
 
    Once I am sure it’s quiet, I press the call button. The doors slide open immediately, which is a good thing because Dana said that it stayed in the last position it was when it was last used. If the elevator is up here, that means nobody is down there.  
 
    I step in and slip the card into the slot and hold my breath as it takes me into the lower level. When I step out of the elevator, I start running, Dana’s voice playing in my head.  
 
    Long hall. Left. Another hall. Left. Halfway down the next hall. Right. Door at the end of the hall. 
 
    The room is dark and there’s nobody here and I find the safe in a matter of seconds. I spin the combination dial and must fuck it up because it doesn’t open. I try again, clearing the tumblers with a spin and going back to the start.  
 
    Eight. 
 
    Eleven. 
 
    Twenty-nine.  
 
    Sixteen. 
 
    Five. 
 
    The latch gives this time and I swing the door open, rewarded with a little black backpack like you’d take along for a day hike. It’s stuffed into the otherwise empty safe. I pull the bag and unzip it, checking to make sure her marker is inside.  
 
    My hands move through boxes and stacks of wrapped cash and a bunch of other loose things that look like jewelry and coins. I know her marker the moment my fingers touch it. I pull it out and hold it under the light shining from the interior of the safe.  
 
    It’s a large bronze coin with a small thumbprint that has been pressed into the metal with magic. Her thumbprint. A ring of strange symbols is etched in a circle around the print. I flip it over and there’s a figure eight on the back. The symbol of forever. Moving it in my hand, I can feel the shifting liquid inside. I know what it is and the thought of it makes me want to rage.  
 
    What kind of man takes this from a woman? What kind of man would agree to do this, even though she was the one who offered? What kind of man could let a young girl open her vein and fill this marker with an ounce of her blood, giving away all of her power?  
 
    I drop her marker into the bag and zip it shut and slip it onto my back. Then I make my way back to the door.  
 
    I take one step into the hallway and freeze.  
 
    Voices.  
 
    Someone’s coming.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    I ease the door shut and inch back into the room, looking for another way out. I recall the map that I spent days studying while we were planning to break in and search for Jason. There’s supposed to be another room off of this one. Dana never said what was inside, but it was there. There was a door. It was… there! 
 
    The voices are getting closer.  
 
    The door is ajar, and the room is dark. I slip inside and press myself against the wall, hoping that the voices keep moving and go inside one of the dozen other rooms I passed on my way here.  
 
    I inhale deeply, hoping to slow my heart and catch my breath. As the air fills my lungs, I feel every hair on my body stand on end.  
 
    Jason was here.  
 
    His scent is everywhere. Now that I know I can’t believe I didn’t notice the moment I stepped into the room. This must be where he was held.  
 
    As my eyes adjust to the darkness, I make out a heavy iron bar embedded into the floor. It’s got shackles and chains and it’s covered in blood. I step closer and I am overcome by the sour smell of sweat and the unmistakable tang of fear.  
 
    “Oh, my brother. What did they do to you?” 
 
    The door to the office opens and light floods into the room where I’m hiding. I peer around the doorjamb and try to see what I am up against. There are three of them. Malovich and two guards. Three wolves against one.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    It shouldn’t come as a surprise that the boss goes right for his safe. Dana wasn’t kidding when she said the man was obsessive. He gets the combination on the first try and when he swings the door open, the look on his face is one that I will never forget.  
 
    That’s right you fucker. You exploiter of little girls. You devil. Take a good look and swallow that bile back down. You’ll never see Dana again. 
 
    “She’s been here.” Malovich turns to his men, and in a voice that sounds like he’s making dinner reservations he says, “Find her. I want to see her face before she dies.” 
 
    The two guards hurry out of the office and into the maze of hallways. Malovich closes his safe and starts moving in my direction.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I glance around the room, searching for a way out. It’s a dead end. It’s like a little torture cell built onto his office so he could enjoy his sickness whenever he wanted.  
 
    Then I see the array that Dana mentioned. The one that showered my brother with fae magic, drugging him into oblivion. The magic they used to subdue my brother was the same magic that helped her escape. That was how she got away with my brother.  
 
    I don’t think. I just move. I stand under the array and check to see that it’s still seeping magic. Tiny wisps of pale pink smoke waft from the end of the tube. Good.  
 
    Once I shift, I can’t carry this tiny pack. And I don’t have time to place it under the morphing spell like I use to make my clothes disappear and return. There’s only one solution. I slip the pack off and fish out Dana’s marker. Then I pull my medallion from under my shirt.  
 
    I picture Lady Annika’s pale face in my mind and tap into the energy I need to conjure her awareness. “Yarhasa pormeena.” Protect this with your life. 
 
    The medallion flashes white, sending a wide beam of light into the tiny room, giving me away for sure. The beam opens up like a disc of light in the air and I drop the marker inside it. The bronze coin falls into the light and the portal closes in a blink. The room falls into darkness.  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Malovich is standing in the doorway, a silhouette against the light from his office.  
 
    “I’m the stuff of nightmares, you motherfucker.” 
 
    I pull one of the array tubes to my mouth and draw the magic into my lungs. One breath. Two. I know it’s going to drop me. But I know that all I have to do is breathe.  
 
    I don’t let myself hit the floor. As soon as my body goes limp, I shift into my wolf. Then I inhale, bringing energy back into my body, like lightning into my limbs. I land on all fours, my claws clicking against the tile. Then I unleash every bit of unholy rage that’s been living inside me since the day my brother was taken.  
 
    Malovich shifts in the doorway, he turns into a silver-gray wolf with blue eyes. He shakes his head and growls loudly, calling the two men back. 
 
    I feel like I’m a thousand wolves in one. My eyes catch everything that’s happening. I feel the air on my fur. Feel every whisker twitch. I can smell every drop of blood and sweat that my brother spilled in this room.  
 
    Spilled for this man.  
 
    For this animal.  
 
    Live by the sword, die by the sword. The old saying rings through my mind and I descend upon Malovich. I tear him apart, fueled by a potent cocktail of pink smoke and every molecule of my brother that fills this space. This man lived to torture. My only regret is that I can’t take the time to return the favor.  
 
    He’s no match for me in my drug-induced power surge. I feel as though I can take on an army. Five armies. Ten.  
 
    The two men stumble into Malovich’s office and gape at me as Malovich’s headless torso drops from my mouth. 
 
    One of them draws his weapon. The other one shifts.  
 
    Bullets careen through the air, but in my state, I can see them coming. It’s like I am in one of those kung-fu movies where the master can bend time. I dodge the projectiles one by one as I fly toward the men. I tear the gun hand off the one, and then I am tackled by the wolf.  
 
    The gunman screams on the floor, clutching his wrist and staring in horror at his disembodied hand. I buck the wolf off of me and shift back to my human form. The wolf turns and lunges at me, but I dive for the automatic weapon. I skid across the floor, my bare skin sliding on the stream of blood. Then I grab the gun, aim, and fire.  
 
    The wolf drops like a bag of bones and shifts back into his human form. I don’t waste any time checking his wounds. I loop the gun over my shoulder and magic my clothes back on so I can get the keycard from my jeans.  
 
    Then I head for the elevator and hope to all the great and mighty gods that the castle basement is far enough away from the rest of the place and nobody heard a sound.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    A huge black wolf explodes through the trees. He stops next to the van and then shifts into Max. He’s covered in blood. He runs for the driver’s door and by the time he gets in, he’s fully clothed and turning the key in the ignition.  
 
    “Where’s my bag?” I ask, because he’s not carrying anything at all. The blood that was on his skin starts seeping through his clean clothes and it’s like he’s sweating blood.  
 
    “I have it,” he says, without looking at me. “I had to leave the backpack, but I got your marker. Don’t worry. Malovich is dead. He won’t ever threaten you again.” 
 
    Malovich is dead? Whoa. Relief floods through me and the tension leaves my body in a wash.  
 
    Max floors the gas and we peel out, tires screeching and skidding on the pavement.  
 
    Tears well in my eyes and I realize I don’t care that Max can see. I let them fall and just bask in the glow of it. We did it. We made it. I’m free. I can admit now that I was afraid it wouldn’t work. That I wouldn’t break away. That they would find us and kill us both and that Noah would spend the rest of his life mourning his dead brother and he would blame me. It would all be my fault.  
 
    And now… now I can look ahead to the future.  
 
    I am actually going to have a future. My own future.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    I pace the cave, trying to process what Max just told me. “What do you mean it’s safe? Safe where? You told me you had it!” I thought he had it in his pocket or something. I didn’t understand. 
 
    He pinches the bridge of his nose and starts again with the story of how he had to shift and that meant he couldn’t hold the pack and that he had no time, so he sent it into his necklace or something. 
 
    “Then get it back! Open the door and bring it back!” I can’t believe how angry I am. I could rip his face off.  
 
    “I can’t. I can’t bring things here. It’s meant for sending messages to my contact.” It’s a one-way thing. 
 
    I throw my hands in the air. I feel like I am going to lose my mind. “Well, then send a message that they have to bring my marker back!” 
 
    “Dana…” 
 
    “No, Max. We had a deal. I held up my end. And you’ve screwed me!” 
 
    “You’re not screwed. Your marker is safe. It’s just not here.” 
 
    “Well, then where the hell is it? Can we go get it?” 
 
    Noah chuckles. “Whoa. Good luck answering that one, Max.” 
 
    Max glares at Noah and then looks at me, his eyes pleading with me. He is really serious. “I’m forbidden to speak of it. I don’t expect you to understand. All I can ask is that you trust me.” 
 
    “Trust you?” I feel like my eyebrows could hit the roof of the cave. “You realize that I just went on a mission to get my marker from a guy and managed to lose it to another guy. I don’t know you. I don’t know anything about you. All I know is that you have the one thing that makes my life meaningless. And you’re playing some kind of hide and seek game with it.” 
 
    “I’m not.” He takes a step toward me. 
 
    “Were you hedging? Were you worried that I wasn’t going to come through with my end?” I pull the stick drive from my pocket and throw it at him. “There. There it is. Now you have what you wanted. I have nothing else for you and I have nothing to bargain with. All I want is my marker so I can get the fuck away from here and get on with my life.” 
 
    Noah looks surprised. “You really want to leave?” 
 
    Max sighs and his shoulders droop. “Look, I can’t give you back your marker yet. But I swear nobody will ever use it against you. I just need some time.” 
 
    I feel like I am going to jump out of my skin. “That’s rich. You know what? You can fuck right the hell off.”  
 
    Max presses his hands together like he’s praying. “Dana. Please. I swear I am being faithful to our deal.”  
 
    “Just stop. I have had enough of men being in control of me.” I grab my sleeping bag and wad it up in my arms. “Give me the keys. I’m leaving.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    JASON 
 
      
 
    Something is wrong. The sea around me ripples with tension as if there’s a huge earthquake coming, and I am about to be caught in a tempest.  
 
    She is here. I know because the stars are far away. Ever since she arrived the stars have grown smaller, and some have blinked out and disappeared. Because I found her.  
 
    She’s here.  
 
    But something is wrong.  
 
    I know that I am not in the place where I was before. I can feel the warmth of the flame on my side and hear my brother’s voice speaking to me, telling me to come back. I wanted to speak. I wanted to say, I hear you, Noah. I’m right here. But the dark sea has a hold on me. It’s like quicksand that has pulled me under and just wants to hold me.  
 
    But something is wrong. I have to tell them. I have to stop whatever they are doing because they can’t proceed with whatever it is they are planning. I don’t know what’s happening. But something is terribly wrong.  
 
    I focus on the warmth. I can feel the flames heating my skin on my left side. I concentrate on the feel of it, coming back into my skin. Pushing the dark sea away and pressing toward the light.  
 
    Noah’s voice reaches me like an echo. He’s worried. He isn’t sure what he can do. He is afraid of Max’s anger. “You really want to leave?” 
 
    Max is shouting. He’s angry. His wolf is surging just under the line. He doesn’t like being doubted. His honor is in question. “I can’t…”  
 
    His words swim through my head, and I lose my focus on them. I pull myself toward the flame. Focus on the fire. The heat. The warmth.  
 
    My eyes fill with the red glow that comes from behind closed lids. It’s right there.  
 
    “That’s rich.” It’s her. She’s shouting, “You can fuck right the hell off.”  
 
    “Dana. Please. I swear… faithful…” 
 
    Dana. Her name is Dana. Her voice is husky and soft and she sounds like an angel.  
 
    I strain for more. I want to hear her again.  
 
    “I’m leaving.” 
 
    No. She can’t leave. I just found her.  
 
    She just came home.  
 
    She’s home. 
 
    She can’t leave.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    DANA 
 
      
 
    “I found her.” Jason’s words cut through the cave, stopping all of us.  
 
    Noah leans over his brother and rubs a hand on his cheek. “Jason. Did you say something? We’re here. Can you open your eyes?”  
 
    Max hurries over to Jason and the two brothers hover over him, waiting, holding their breath.  
 
    I’m holding my breath too. 
 
    Jason’s eyes flutter open. He looks at Max and then at Noah and then he turns and looks directly at me. “Stay.” His voice is hoarse, and he sounds tired, but the look in his eyes is sheer torture. It’s hard for him to stay awake. He’s struggling to catch his breath.  
 
    He closes his eyes and smiles, pawing at Max in the lazy drunk way he did to Noah in the van. “She is here. I found her. Don’t let her leave. She’s the one.” 
 
    Noah shakes his head. “No. That’s not possible. You’re out of your mind.” 
 
    Jason moves his arm like it weighs a thousand pounds. “She’s the one.” 
 
    “The one what?” I ask.  
 
    Max glances over at me, like he forgot I was there. “Nothing. He’s still under the influence of that fae shit.”  
 
    Stay.  
 
    The way he said it. The way he looked at me. It feels like it means more than some fever dream. Whatever he’s thinking, it mattered enough for him to wake up and say something. 
 
    Stay.  
 
    I recall his face from the when we floated in outer space. Was that just some trick he did with the fae magic? Was he so full of the stuff that he was able to pull me into his dream? Or was it something else? 
 
    “What is he talking about?” I ask. 
 
    “It’s nothing, Chicken.” Noah’s tone is reassuring, not dismissive. He seems as convinced as Max.  
 
    But something in my belly tells me that I should listen.  
 
    I should listen to Jason.  
 
    Stay.  
 
    “If you’re so convinced that Jason’s wrong, then why are you both so freaked out?” 
 
    Max sits down next to Jason and rubs his face. “We’re not freaked out. Just confused. Were there other people in that castle that would have seen my brother? Other than the guards. Other women?” 
 
    His question throws me. “What? No. What do you mean?” 
 
    Max sighs heavily. “I can’t explain it.” 
 
    When I start to protest, he stops me.  
 
    “It’s forbidden to speak of any of this to outsiders. All I can tell you is that he’s wrong. I know that much. But given his state and the fact that he’s really convinced, I’d like you to stay. For Jason’s sake.” 
 
    I laugh. “You think I was just going to leave when you have my marker?” 
 
    Max looks confused. “You just said…” 
 
    I feel stupid explaining myself now that the fighting has stopped. Storming off with the keys felt like the perfect move at the time. “I was going to go for a drive.” I cross my arms, feeling petulant and silly. “Maybe sleep in the SUV.” 
 
    Noah takes the sleeping bag from my arms. “Please stay.” 
 
    I want to scream that we’ve come this far, and I still am beholden to someone else. I was so close. I was almost free, twice. And now my marker is completely out of my reach.  
 
    But that means it’s also out of the reach of Malovich’s crew. The man may be dead, but his lieutenant isn’t. Last I saw, Dmitry was locked inside an electrified vault. But without my marker, there’s no way he can find me now.  
 
    I look at Max and Noah, who are watching me, waiting. I look at Jason, who is out cold again, his face peaceful and calm. In the time that I’ve been with these men, these wolves, I’ve been safe. Despite everything that we’ve been through, they never once tried to hurt me. In fact, they protected me. And then Max fought for me.  
 
    I don’t know what the future holds. And until my marker is back in my hands, I don’t know that my future is even mine. But I know that there’s one thing I can do that will give the rest of it time to sort itself out.  
 
    Stay.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
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    Moon Claimed 
 
      
 
    A woman hiding from destiny. An alpha hunting his fated mate. A bloody challenge to reclaim a throne. 
 
      
 
    Wolf shifter Abel is the pack prince. After the murder of his father, he is nothing but fire and fury. To claim vengeance and his place as alpha, he must heed his father’s cryptic final command. 
 
      
 
    Find his power in Yellowstone. Find Dakota—his fated mate. 
 
      
 
    And once he finds her, seduce her into taking her place at his side. Love her into risking everything for his pack. Protect her from the uncle determined to see her dead. 
 
      
 
    Yellowstone is park ranger Dakota’s refuge. There she hides from a lifetime of pain, and from a strange prophecy that her future lies with wolves. 
 
      
 
    Injured and alone, she sees feral eyes pierce the gloom and braces to meet death—only to watch a wolf shift into a man. A man insisting she belongs to him, and is key to saving his pack. 
 
      
 
    Love convinces Dakota to follow her destiny with Abel. Danger teaches her the consequences of being an alpha hero’s mate. Strength teaches her to transcend destiny to help the man she loves save a people from ruin. 
 
      
 
    Moon Claimed is a steamy paranormal shifter romance featuring pack politics, family betrayal and the fight to claim a fated mate. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Abel Blackthorne jerked awake as screams ripped through the pack house.  
 
    One breath focused him. His room, dark and empty, offered no clues. Nothing moved. No foreign scents filtered through his nose. Those four walls isolated him with the creeping sensation that something was wrong. 
 
    He rolled out of bed on a second breath. Howls rose up outside his window, no doubt summoned by the cries. His inner wolf whined to join them in the fight to protect the rest of the pack from any who dared attack them. 
 
    His blood chilled on his third breath. The wails came from his mother. 
 
    Abel raced out of his room on bare feet. Down the hall. Vaulted over the railing and landed in the foyer below. 
 
    The doors of the home were thrown open. Scents drifting in from the night and the ever-present lavender his mother liked were completely obliterated by the sharp, metallic stench of fresh blood. 
 
    His wolf’s hackles rose as his eyes found Adella Blackthorne crouched on the ground, the ends of her long hair dangling in a pool of blood. 
 
    “No,” his mother whimpered. “Conrad, don’t you leave me like this!” 
 
    Shock and fear galloped through Abel as he skidded to his father’s side on his knees. The man who’d fallen just over the threshold was a stranger to him. His father was full of life, offering boisterous laughs and slamming a meaty hand on the backs of pack members and construction crew workers alike. He held his wolves together through love and loyalty, worked fairly with his clients, and never gave Adella a hint that his devotion waned as they left their youth behind. 
 
    The man before him looked small. Pale. His chest rose and fell with uneven breaths. 
 
    And so, so much blood welled between his mother’s fingers. 
 
    Carefully, Abel peeled her hands away to see the damage for himself. She pressed back down on the wound a second later. 
 
    He’d seen the damage from fights between wolves his entire life. Taken and given them himself. Bite marks didn’t leave behind the laceration that marred his father’s side. Knife, more likely. A deep, clean slice turned that larger-than-life father into nothing more than a gutted fish. 
 
    His inner beast howled and raged. The urge to rip and tear rode him hard. He wanted blood. Needed it to soothe the wolf pressing at every inch of his skin. Red washed through his vision as the tips of claws darkened his nails. 
 
    Someone had attacked the pack. Someone had attacked his father. That someone needed to pay. 
 
    “What happened?” he growled, eyes lifting to his mother’s ashen face. 
 
    Adella shook her head. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “I… I don’t know! He called to tell me he would be home late. I heard him come inside—” Her throat worked with a hard swallow, but she couldn’t manage another word through her sob. 
 
    Abel glanced over his shoulder. The driver’s door hung open where his father had stumbled out. Smears of red ran down the length of the truck in a ghastly marking of Conrad Blackthorne’s final steps. He hadn’t even bothered yanking the keys from the ignition; the engine still hummed with life. 
 
    The first enforcer rounded the corner and cut his quick inspection. “Get the healer here, now!” he yelled. 
 
    More faces poked through the door, some with the long snouts of wolves and others belonging to men. Abel glanced at his mother, but she was bent over his father. Whispered words of love and devotion encouraged him to stay on this side of life. 
 
    She couldn’t step into her mate’s shoes. Orders fell to him. “He’s been stabbed,” Abel told the enforcers. “I want to know where he’s been and who he was with. Go over every inch of that truck. Find any scent. Bring me the fucker who hurt my father.” 
 
    “A… Abel.” His father stared sightlessly ahead of him, but raised a shaky hand. “Abel, my boy.” 
 
    Abel clasped his father’s hand. The once-iron grip fluttered against his own as Conrad’s strength failed. Horror tightened his chest, but he kept his voice steady. “I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. Help is on the way.” 
 
    “Claim your power under the full moon,” his father whispered. 
 
    Abel winced and shook his head in denial. “I won’t need to do that. You’re going to make it, Dad.” 
 
    “Yellowstone…” His words faded away even though his mouth still moved. “...Dakota...” 
 
    Abel shook his head again. The two words didn’t make any sense. “Hold on, Dad,” he insisted. “Hold on.” 
 
    His father’s chest stopped moving, and his mother wailed. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Abel stared out the window as water slowly filled a pitcher. Activity outside snared his attention. He’d avoided it all morning, held out against the sounds piercing through the windows and doors, but there was no denying it now. 
 
    Pack enforcers laid the last lengths of wood on the funeral pyre, readying it for his father’s body. 
 
    He closed his eyes and waited for a flinch, a howl, any sign of life from his inner wolf. 
 
    Nothing. The beast had vacillated between utterly disconnected and ready to steal control since his father’s death. He figured he should be grateful for the silence. Better empty and in control than raging for blood and vengeance. 
 
    Sons were supposed to outlive their fathers, but fathers weren’t supposed to be taken so suddenly. Or violently. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” 
 
    Abel blinked and turned to find Harlan leaning against the counter next to him. The man stood with his arms folded over his chest, the same no-nonsense look on his face he’d worn since he’d been born. Agitation clung to him like a second skin, just like everyone else in their entire pack, but he didn’t allow a lick of it on his face. 
 
    The enforcer’s eyes slid from Abel and to the sink. 
 
    Water flooded over the side of the pitcher and wet the cuff of his dress shirt. Abel jerked back with a curse.  
 
    Fucking monkey suit. Fucking funeral preparations. 
 
    Fucking killer still on the loose. 
 
    Excess water sloshed over the edges of the pitcher as he dumped in ice. “I’m going to get through tonight, then find my father’s killer.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” Harlan frowned. “There are several unmated—” 
 
    “No.” He cut his friend off with a quick step away from the sink and through the archway separating the kitchen and great room. 
 
    Most of the unattached females had already approached him, and those who hadn’t still made clear just how far their offers of condolences extended with the hungry eyes that weighed and measured him. Of course, the loss of their alpha upset them, but they wouldn’t mind being the next alpha’s mate, either. 
 
    Dull anger throbbed in his temples. He’d not yet even properly grieved. He was of half a mind to end the whole charade and send them packing. He and his mother could perform the rites themselves. 
 
    Harlan hurried after him. “Someone outside the pack, then,” he whispered fiercely. “Perhaps the Conris?” 
 
    Just what they needed. Wolf royalty meddling in their pack. The Blackthornes had stayed out of the limelight after shifters were outed to the human world. They didn’t even have an enclave to call their own like the sprawling Conri pack. Just normal territory bordering some protected wilderness, no magical protections at all. 
 
    No doubt letting those wolves through the door would bring a whole host of changes, especially after Wolfden joined Bearden in opening their town borders to humans. Conrad made the choice to keep their pack’s existence hidden. Ending the strict law was something Abel wanted, but there were too many stuck in their ways. He needed to secure his rule before he started thinking about changing their long-standing traditions. 
 
    Which involved taking a mate. Pack law also dictated no one could claim the alpha role without a mate at his side. An heir wouldn’t hurt, either. 
 
    Abel had thought he would have years to find a mate. Time to settle down, time to woo her, time to bring her home to meet his folks and find a place within the pack. That time had been cut down significantly. 
 
    “You don’t have much time,” the other wolf voiced his own thoughts. 
 
    Abel whipped around fast enough to force Harlan to a stumbling stop. “Are you going to make a play?” he asked in a low growl. “You’re mated. You already have a pup.” 
 
    Harlan dropped his eyes. “I don’t want it, but I’m not the one you need to worry about. Take a look around. They need someone to look to as alpha.” 
 
    Abel’s focus immediately slid to his mother. Her shoulders shook in silent sobs as another female held her in a tight hug. The pack gathered to mourn their alpha and send his spirit into the ether, not dredge up the next steps of politics. 
 
    Except he wasn’t the only one cranked up with suspicion and unease. Nearly everyone shot glances from the corners of their eyes. Trust faltered when one of their own turned up murdered. 
 
    They needed someone to step up and take control. 
 
    The thought brought him back to his father’s cryptic last words. 
 
    Power was always claimed under the full moon, so no surprise there. That was how the Blackthorne pack had changed rule for as long as anyone could remember. Challenge fights, passing of the older generation to the younger, the full moon saw it all. 
 
    The rest of Conrad’s words had been gibberish. Yellowstone? Dakota? Did he mean North or South? Not that it mattered, since Yellowstone wasn’t in either. 
 
    He rolled his shoulders to cut the tension building within him. “I know,” he told Harlan. “I just need more time.” 
 
    Time he didn’t have. 
 
    “They’ll maybe last the month. Maybe.” Harlan scrubbed a hand down his face. “I don’t like this. Any of it. It feels planned.” 
 
    Tension returned. Or maybe never really left. 
 
    The circumstances of Conrad’s murder were too mysterious for Abel’s tastes. A challenge fight, he understood. Had witnessed several. A mugging or carjacking, those weren’t beyond the realm of possibility. 
 
    His father’s phone was missing. No record existed of who he’d met or where. The best trackers in the pack had gone over his father’s truck and come back only with scents that should have been there. Then there was the knife wound, rather than bite or claw marks, which again, offered no motives or clues. 
 
    And, the cherry on the suspicious sundae, all had been done within days of the full moon, offering him little chance to secure a mate and the pack before they started eating themselves alive. 
 
    Two pack elders, shrouded in black, appeared at one end of the room. “It is time,” one announced. 
 
    Thick silence blanketed the pack.  
 
    Abel set down the pitcher of water and squeezed through the press of bodies until he stood at his mother’s side. The back of his neck itched with all the eyes watching him. Weighing and judging, more likely. Wondering and doubting if he could fill his father’s shoes. 
 
    He held out his arm and waited for his mother to wipe her eyes and place her hand in the crook of his elbow. The silence swelled to a roar when he turned them toward the doors leading outside. 
 
    Three more elders waited with a litter carried between them.  
 
    His mother stumbled against his side the moment she spotted the body wrapped in white. Abel squeezed her hand, his chest tightening. 
 
    The two elders who summoned them from inside took their places, one at the head and the other taking up the last corner of the litter. Without a word, they began the march toward the unlit pyre. 
 
    Abel and Adella followed closely behind, with the rest of the pack joining the procession. 
 
    Too soon, just like the life taken too soon, they reached the pyre. The four bearers lifted his father’s body while the fifth prepared the torches.  
 
    Abel moved to his spot on one side of the pyre and took the flaming torch offered to him. He couldn’t stop staring at his mother across from him. Her face looked haunted in the flickering fire, but she didn’t drop the torch. Tears streamed down her face, but her shoulders stayed straight. She was an alpha’s mate to the end—tough, strong, and proud. 
 
    Together, they stuck their torches into the pyre in their last goodbye to the man who meant so much to them both. 
 
    Someone in the crowd howled. A second joined the mournful cry, then a third. More added their voices to the song. 
 
    Conrad had been a good, fair alpha to them all. 
 
    Murmurings jerked him out of his head and he shot a questioning look toward the gathered pack. 
 
    The crowd parted, shuffling steps pushing others to the side to give way for the man sauntering through their midst. Tall, dark-haired like Conrad, but without the smile in his eyes. 
 
    Abel’s lips peeled back in a snarl. Rasmus had a lot of fucking nerve to enter Blackthorne territory. Too much of it to make his presence known before the pyre was reduced to nothing but ash. 
 
    He shoved forward, not caring who he jostled out of the way. Narrowed eyes stayed focused on his target until he stepped into his uncle’s path. “Leave,” he demanded. “You were banished. You’re not welcome here.” 
 
    His uncle smirked. “Who’s going to enforce that? My brother? His body burns as we speak. You?” That infuriating smirk widened as he drawled, “You have no right to claim alpha.” 
 
    Over his shoulder, Abel spotted others taking up position behind the pack. Big, wide-shouldered, mean twists to their mouths. Zero compassion warmed their eyes or acknowledged the funeral they crashed. 
 
    Rasmus brought backup. 
 
    Motherfucker. 
 
    Triumph flashed in Rasmus’s eyes. His scent roared with impure jubilation. 
 
    Abel’s wolf rushed back into existence. Sendings flashed through his head. The image reel of his wolf’s violent desires layered over his somber reality. The beast wanted to shred Rasmus until nothing recognizable remained. 
 
    His first memory of Rasmus was a screaming match between his father and his uncle, right in the foyer of the pack house. That the last words he heard from his father took place in the same spot was a shitty bookend. 
 
    Rasmus had always been wild. Impulsive. Loud. He didn’t care about attracting unwanted attention. He reveled in it. Humans, especially, were toys to him. Objects to torment. How many times had he been summoned by his father to answer for shifting carelessly or deliberate cruelty? How many angry accusations had Rasmus thrown over Conrad’s sympathies for humans over his own wolf pack? 
 
    Two missing hikers had been the final straw. Outright murder drew too much attention to their territory, their pack. Conrad banished Rasmus the moment the bodies were discovered with evidence of a wolf attack. 
 
    His uncle threw his arms wide. He raised his voice to be heard over the mutterings. “I, Rasmus Blackthorne, claim my right as Blackthorne alpha. Any,” he flicked a dismissive look over Abel, “eligible male can challenge me for control under the light of the full moon.” 
 
    “No!” Adella pushed her way through the crowd. Anger and sadness washed through her scent. “Have you no shame? Conrad burns. My mate burns. And you’re stealing these last moments. He was right about you. You’re not fit to oversee a flea circus.” 
 
    “Careful, Adella,” Rasmus warned. “Deaths happen in threes, don’t they?” 
 
    The cold look he passed between her, Abel, and the burning pyre left little room for interpretation. 
 
    A growl sawed in and out of Abel as a hush descended over the gathered pack. Anticipation hummed in Rasmus’s wolves.  
 
    Abel held the animal side of him by a fraying thread. “You did this,” he snarled. “You killed my father. You killed our alpha.” 
 
    He’d already lost one parent. He wouldn’t allow his mother to be threatened. 
 
    Rasmus stepped nose-to-nose with him and didn’t drop his eyes. “Prove it.”  
 
    No scents. No link showing any communication since Conrad banished Rasmus. He had no proof except the smirk on his uncle’s lips and the glaringly obvious motive of a younger brother taking what he’d been denied. 
 
    Silence wrapped like a noose around the pack. Some dared shift from foot to foot, but most held stock still and refused to meet the gaze he passed over them. They wouldn’t get between them in a challenge fight, and that was what was happening without the fangs and fur. 
 
    He didn’t have a mate. He wasn’t eligible for alpha. Harlan said as much. Those ducked glances repeated the condemnation. Even if he laid his mark on the nearest female, the words had been spoken and the doubt planted. 
 
    Doubt that needed little tending to bloom into a full mutiny in the ranks. 
 
    Rasmus smirked. “You’ll have the same choice as the others. Submit, or accept your banishment.” 
 
    Banishment or death, that was what he truly offered. Leaving the former alpha’s son alive and leashed would be a nice symbol for a time, but he knew how it would end. The fucker would gut him as surely as he sliced into his father the moment he became a genuine threat. 
 
    Dead couldn’t set the world right. Dead wouldn’t bring back his father or dry his mother’s tears. 
 
    Banished couldn’t do those, either, but at least his heart would still beat. Bruised and broken, but still ticking. Still with a shot to tear Rasmus down and see him pay for his crimes. 
 
    Claim your power under the full moon. Yellowstone… Dakota… 
 
    Abel didn’t have the luxury of time. He needed a mate. He needed to save his pack. 
 
    Rasmus would destroy the Blackthornes from the inside out if he didn’t paint targets on their backs for the rest of the world to see. 
 
    Abel wheeled around before his wolf ripped out of him. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Run with the wolves, her grandmother always said.  
 
    Dakota Martin would gladly take wolves over campers on a full moon. 
 
    “Come on,” she said in a soothing voice to the naked woman spinning with her arms out wide. “Let’s get this back on and take you back to the main campsite.” 
 
    She shook the light cotton dress enticingly, but the woman only laughed. “They’re coming. They’re in the light. Can’t you see them?” 
 
    Dakota gave what she hoped was a convincing nod. “Let’s get you to them, then. Just slip this on and hop in the truck with the rest of your pals, yeah?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder and—shit. Another was escaping. She’d spent the last half hour rounding up the trio, dousing their fire, and convincing them to put on their clothes. She didn’t want a repeat. 
 
    “Stay in the truck!” she called over her shoulder, but the order went ignored. 
 
    Groaning, she tossed the dress at the still-spinning woman. At least covering her head stopped the blind twirls, and she hoped it’d maybe knock her out of her drugged reality long enough to get clothed. 
 
    The other, though, made a beeline for the stack of sparklers she’d confiscated to keep them from razing Yellowstone to the ground. 
 
    Dakota stepped into his path with her hands raised. “You want those?” she asked. “You can have them back when we get where we’re going.” 
 
    Lie. Absolute lie, but he didn’t need to know that. She hoped the fireworks would be forgotten by the time she got the group to the ranger station.  
 
    “I know what I saw, man,” he insisted, turning unfocused eyes skyward. “I know where they went, too.” 
 
    “And we’ll get you to them,” Dakota assured him. “Just as soon as you get back in the truck.” 
 
    Ten more minutes of cajoling, soothing, and outright tugging tops into place passed before she had them strapped in and locked down tight. Dakota slid behind the wheel with a sigh and threw a glare into the rearview mirror when she heard the door handle jiggle. No windows or doors would budge until she fiddled with them, and she wouldn’t be doing that until they arrived at the ranger station up the road from the campground.  
 
    Thankfully, the short drive was full of silence. No ranting about whatever creatures they thought they were seeing in the lights or worse, puking up everything they’d ingested in the backseat. They were so happy to gaze in wonderment at the scenery out their windows that they hardly noticed when she pulled to a stop. 
 
    “This way, folks,” she said, grabbing the back of one’s shirt before he wandered off and gently tugging him toward the station. “Everything you need will be inside.” 
 
    She opened the door and ushered the trio into the station, zeroing in on the pair of rangers playing cards at the desk. “You look busy,” she called over the heads of the campers. 
 
    “Someone has to hold down the fort,” Eugene answered. He scowled at the cards in his hand, then laid them down with a warning look to Lucy, his partner for the night. 
 
    Lucy straightened with a stretch while the new arrivals gawked at the rather sparse interior. An enormous fireplace dominated the open room, the desk Eugene and Lucy occupied took up a corner by the entrance, and a handful of chairs circled the window overlooking the valley. 
 
    “Code W?” Lucy asked under her breath.  
 
    Dakota shot the group a look and contained the roll of her eyes. They were too out of their gourds to be wimps. “More like Code Bad Trip. I found them stripped down to nothing and waving sparklers. They’re certain the light trails were messages from the ancient aliens they were summoning. I think. The reasoning got a little muddled.” 
 
    Which, hey, not her deal, but whatever got them through the days and nights. As long as it wasn’t a potential fire risk or confusing a national park with a nudist colony.  
 
    Eugene and Lucy snickered. “Maybe they’ll share,” Eugene added with an elbow to Lucy’s side. 
 
    “You wish, old man,” she shot back. “Why don’t you head back to your MK Ultra lab and let us get to work.” 
 
    “As if you young’uns could handle an ounce of what we were taking back in the day.” 
 
    Dakota snorted, then hooked a thumb over her shoulder at the group pressing their faces to the window. “You got these ones?” 
 
    “We’ll keep an eye on them,” Lucy agreed. “You heading back out?” 
 
    “I’ll do a sweep of the usual spots around the grounds before checking the trails. Hopefully, these will be the most interesting bunch of the night.” 
 
    “Don’t stray too far.” Lucy grinned and added a spooky quaver to her voice. “The moon men might get you.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, she answered, “If the abduction keeps my ears free of Eugene’s ‘back in my day’ stories, I’ll be the first to offer myself up.” 
 
    She chuckled at the offended scoff that followed her out the door. 
 
    Truth was, she’d take the campers and Eugene’s stories over the task she had waiting for her back east. Scheduling time off in the middle of the season wasn’t ideal, but she had no choice. Her fault for shoving the trip aside for two whole years. 
 
    Dakota stopped by the truck to grab her radio and a flashlight before aiming for the dirt path leading away from the ranger station. The full moon was almost enough to guide her way, but the path wasn’t her only destination. Small clearings, places hidden just out of view from some spots and entirely visible in others, those all needed a look to make sure no other moonlit shenanigans needed to be put to an end. 
 
    A lone howl rose up across the valley. Another picked it up, then a third and fourth. 
 
    Dakota grinned. This part of the park was her second favorite. Nothing beat heading off the main roads and into the backcountry where there was little between her, the sky, and the land. But if she had to spend the full moon wrangling tourists, she was glad it was in a spot right on the edge of mountains and valley, where she could look out and forget her duties for a moment. 
 
    Run with the wolves, her grandmother used to say.  
 
    Elementary-aged her always answered the words with a howl and occasionally ran around on all fours in a poor imitation of the majestic creatures. Grams would laugh and laugh, then flick her braid over her shoulder and howl right along with her. 
 
    Preteen Dakota cried too many times to count at the sight of a wolf on television. Puberty and grief made for a heady brew, and the twin blows of losing her mother and grandmother within a year of each other kept that particular pot simmering for a long while. 
 
    Her adult self chose the park service to protect the animals and their land. The role felt as close as possible to honoring her grandmother’s words without going feral. As tempting as it was to think about casting off all trappings of her humanity and let the other rangers deal with the moon men, she doubted any wolf packs would welcome her in their midst.  
 
    Murmured voices caught her attention, and she hurried around the bend. This side of the campground, trees and undergrowth nearly collided with the ground worn down to dirt under countless feet over the years. A handful of private, luxurious cabins dotted the hillside above, the campers there mostly the sort who preferred the sight of the wilderness to actually sleeping in it. 
 
    Didn’t mean they were immune to the insanity brought on by a full moon. Loud parties, bodily fluids, indecent exposure, she’d seen it all, and that was just the first six months on the job. The years she’d put in since left her with little room for shock at the shenanigans of park visitors. 
 
    She swept her flashlight further up the path, but she didn’t spy any other groups attempting to commune with nature through fire or skin. Instead, she saw a mother and child holding hands and making their way up the path. 
 
    Dakota hung back after exchanging a wave of acknowledgment with the woman. A familiar tightness wrapped around her heart at the sight. She’d had that once. Before everything went to shit. 
 
    She made a face into the darkness. Fucking full moon. That was the only explanation she had for dredging up her grandmother’s old words and all the pains that went with them. There was little use in cutting herself on jagged memories when she still had a night of work ahead of her. 
 
    The little girl made a sudden stop and pointed to something off the path. 
 
    “You’re right, sweetie,” the mother murmured. “That’s a little baby. She’s sleeping, just like you’re supposed to be this time of night.” 
 
    Dakota followed where the girl pointed, but there was nothing but darkness. Her steps crunched on the path, alerting the mother who turned with a wary look that disappeared when she noticed the uniform. “Evening, folks,” she greeted, and prepared to answer questions on the wild nightlife of Yellowstone. 
 
    She spotted what they were looking at exactly when the little girl slipped her mother’s grip and ran right for an elk calf bedded down near a picnic table. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Grab her!” Dakota shouted.  
 
    She didn’t wait to be heard or comprehended before bolting after the child. Where there was a calf, there would be a cow. Too many thought the creatures docile and safe, but elk mothers were known to send people to the hospital while defending their offspring from people who strayed too close. 
 
    She made it a handful of steps before the elk’s head jerked high from where she’d been grazing past the tree line. Ears flicked this way and that, and Dakota swore she felt the gathering of muscles before four legs bunched and jumped and ran to fight off the predator attempting to attack her young. 
 
    The girl froze in place, which was better than her full-tilt run for the elk calf, but not as effective as backing away immediately. 
 
    Dakota threw herself in front of the little girl and waved her hands wide and high. “Hey!” her voice boomed.  
 
    Big, she wanted to make herself big. Big body. Big voice. The trick worked sometimes, she’d been told. Sometimes was better than never.  
 
    “Get her out of here!” she yelled over her shoulder.  
 
    The resulting screech of a child and pounding feet was what she needed to hear when she didn’t dare take her eyes off the elk pawing and huffing at the ground. 
 
    She took a cautious step back, only for the elk to jerk her head high with a huff. 
 
    No fucking way she was going to face down hundreds of pounds of pissed-off mother elk now that the danger to the child had passed. 
 
    Dakota turned and ran. 
 
    Down the path put her at a disadvantage. Her human legs just couldn’t outpace the four-legged beast conditioned to run from predators. 
 
    The crashing steps followed closer and closer. Dakota swung to the side and stumbled into the trees, hoping the trunks would give her the distance and time needed for the elk’s attention to snap back to the calf. She dodged left and right, bouncing off trees and trying, trying, trying to stay ahead of the elk. 
 
    Then the trunks gave way to open air. 
 
    Too late, she skidded over the edge and into a gully below. 
 
    She windmilled her arms and tried to catch herself, but her ass still hit the ground. Her shoulders were the next to slam as her feet slid out beneath her. Her ankle caught on an outcropping of rocks, shooting pain from her foot all the way to her hip. Branches and sharp points scratched her arms and sides until she rolled to a stop at the bottom with a grunt. 
 
    Dakota pushed herself upright and took stock. Arms attached. Hair definitely coming out of the braid, but hair tie still holding most of it together. Face not feeling cut up, though bruised remained to be seen. Her flashlight beamed at her from somewhere near the middle of the gully wall. 
 
    And above that, the elk pawed at the dirt before turning back down the path. 
 
    At least one problem was handled. 
 
    She tried to push to her feet, and immediately regretted ever being born as fire shot through her ankle. 
 
    Dakota sank back to the ground. A testing roll of her ankle forced the breath from her lungs. Even drawing her leg close to her chest brought on a grimace. 
 
    “Fuck.” 
 
    The assholes back at the station were going to call her the wimp, she just knew it. Not that they’d do any different. Protecting the tourists from the wildlife was as much part of the job as protecting the wildlife from the tourists. 
 
    She reached for her radio and cursed when her fingers came up empty. 
 
    Dakota glanced down, sure she must have just forgotten how to use her hands, but there was nothing on her belt. 
 
    Double fuck. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Abel drummed his fingers on the steering wheel of his Jeep and tried not to crawl out of his skin. Another inch of space opened between him and the car in front, then a sea of brake lights glowed in the darkness.  
 
    He didn’t know what the fuck he was doing. 
 
    He’d driven aimlessly at first and felt pressure ratcheting up with every hour that disappeared between him and the full moon. Now, sitting in a line of vehicles that refused to budge, that pressure was ready to explode. 
 
    Rasmus would claim the pack tonight. There was nothing he could do about it. 
 
    Anger and suspicion rose hot on his tongue, but there was nothing he could do about that, either.  
 
    He was banished. As good as dead. Very likely dead, if he stepped foot back in the territory without some precautions. Depending on how far Rasmus’s control extended, the enforcers could take a ‘kill first, ask questions later’ approach to his return. 
 
    If he returned. If he wasn’t on some wild goose chase. 
 
    His father’s last words still rang through his head. They’d bounced around and echoed as he drove and drove until, finally, he made a turn east. East, and out of California, away from Blackthorne territory and everything he knew and loved. 
 
    Yellowstone, he’d whispered. Dakota.  
 
    Luckily, one was on the way to the others. Even if nothing came of the trip, the helpless feeling lodged in his chest had loosened. He was doing something. That was better than staring into the middle distance and thinking of all the creative ways he wanted to end his uncle. 
 
    The line moved again. Halted. 
 
    He scanned the darkness outside his window. The boundaries of Yellowstone were so close. So temptingly close. He drummed his fingers on the wheel again and considered simply abandoning keys, clothes, his former life, and making a run for the open land. 
 
    He’d probably get his ass shot up before he made it ten feet on four paws. 
 
    Ahead, the entrance came into view. A fraction of the tension riding him since the funeral eased from his shoulders and his chest. Just a fraction, but the extra space was enough to breathe for what felt like the first time in days. 
 
    Saving his pack, claiming his rightful place as alpha, putting that fucker Rasmus down, all required the one thing he didn’t have. His mate. 
 
    Skies above, he hoped there was something to the old man’s final words.  
 
    His wolf surged to life the moment he crossed through the entrance and into the park beyond. 
 
    Abel rolled his shoulders as the beast howled and paced through his head. He ground his teeth together, fighting back against the wolf lunging for control. The tips of claws darkened his fingernails. His gums ached with the press of fangs.  
 
    The animal wanted out. Now.  
 
    Sendings flashed through Abel’s head. Night. Clouds in the sky. The moon lighting their way. 
 
    The steering wheel creaked under his grip, but he held on. By a fucking thread, but he held on. He wouldn’t let Rasmus win by dying in a fiery wreck states away from where his kin had always had their ashes spread. 
 
    The shove of his inner animal didn’t lessen as the wheels ate through the miles from the entrance to his chosen campground. He passed signs directing to other grounds, other sites, trailheads, and tourist attractions, but nothing pulled at his wolf’s focus. 
 
    The beast let off a howl of victory the moment Abel pulled to a stop. 
 
    Fitting, he supposed. He was in Yellowstone on his father’s word. He should stay where the old man took him as a child. 
 
    He didn’t even take the time to set up his site. One glance around gave him the all-clear, and he hauled his shirt over his head. His wolf stretched under his skin, fur sliding through his pores even before his jeans dropped to the ground. 
 
    His body broke apart in an instant. Bones snapped and reformed, muscles reshaping, arms and legs and face thickening here, slimming there. Familiar pain sliced through him before darkness took hold, and the inner animal took on a physical presence in the real world. 
 
    Abel shook from the tip of his nose to the end of his tail to settle his fur, then inhaled deeply. Everything was clearer in this form. Sharp scents of small prey zipping for cover. The crackling warmth of a fire in a nearby campsite. 
 
    Through it all, a thin thread that sang to his senses. 
 
    He bolted. 
 
    Through trees, down paths only other animals walked, around the groups of humans crowded around their fires, he streaked through the night. Something thrummed through him, some extra sense that guided his paws and led him onward. He needed to go and meet whatever he found at the end of the journey. Needed it as much as he needed to breathe. 
 
    A howl rose up in the night. Abel padded to a stop, head cocked as he listened to the mournful song. A second and third answered the call, weaving their voices with the first’s. 
 
    How many would lift their snouts and let off similar cries back home? How many wouldn’t dare for fear of calling down Rasmus’s wrath? 
 
    Abel added his own voice to the chorus and wished to wake from the nightmare of his last week. 
 
    In the end, the howling faded, and he was left alone in the darkness. 
 
    Something big crashed in the darkness. He pulled his attention from the silence of the valley and turned toward the mountains stretching up into the sky. 
 
    Abel ran. 
 
    That same sense as before seized his heart and added extra speed to his paws. Moonlight filtered through branches and leaves over his head, dappling the ground in front of him. Something inside him had been loosed, and he shot as true as an arrow right for the place he needed to be. 
 
    “Dammit,” a voice swore in the darkness. 
 
    He slowed his run and prowled forward, keeping to the shadows. 
 
    At the bottom of a gully as deep as he was tall, was a park ranger. 
 
    She smelled like nature at its very basics. Wind and dirt and all the life in between. Dew-dappled leaves and tangy oranges. Hazelnuts and sage and mossy footsteps. 
 
    And… human. 
 
    She was human. 
 
    His mate was human. 
 
    Forbidden, despite the recent revelations. If he entered Blackthorne territory with a human on his arm, Rasmus would be sure to use it as the reason why he was the wrong choice for alpha. 
 
    Mate. 
 
    The word ran through him like a lightning bolt, sending the fur lifting down his spine. He gave a great shake to settle the beast, but the feeling returned immediately. Never left. He didn’t know. 
 
    All he wanted to do was lick that woman until she cried out for more, then bury his fangs and cock so deep inside her he couldn’t tell where he ended and she began. 
 
    Bite. Mark. 
 
    Claim. 
 
    Human or not, the wolf wanted her. 
 
    Abel padded closer to the edge of the gully and drank her in. Something was wrong. Pain twisted her full lips into a grimace and brought her thick brows together in a pinched expression. Her uniform had a tear at one shoulder and the black braid hanging down her back had several strands fleeing the sticks and leaves caught in the mess. 
 
    Still, she didn’t let out more than a whimper as she braced her arms behind her and inched her way up the steep slope. Or tried to. The ground—rocks, dirt, he couldn’t make out which exactly—shifted under her hands and sent her skidding down the precious ground she’d covered. 
 
    Not a total loss, he saw. She’d snagged a long branch broken off in some storm. She planted one end into the ground and hoisted herself up a few inches to test if it’d work as a crutch. Satisfied, she sank back down and began stripping off all the smaller bits that would only get in the way. 
 
    Not that he’d leave her alone. Or in pain. Her scent settled around him and lit a fire under his ass to pick her up and tend to her every need. Starting with whatever injury kept her from scaling the side. 
 
    A branch cracked under his paw, and her head whipped in his direction. “Who’s there?” she demanded. 
 
    Busted. 
 
    Abel slowly stepped out of the treeline. He lowered his head, then sank down to his belly. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered. Eyes as dark as night never leaving his face, she lowered the branch to her lap. Her fingers closed around one end, but she didn’t lift it immediately. 
 
    “I don’t want to have to use this,” she warned in a firm voice, “but I’m not going to die tonight. You want something tasty, you can try the elk further up the path, but I’m sure she’ll give you a run for your money.” 
 
    Abel chuffed a laugh. Resourceful and brave. Not many would stare down a wolf in the night without a bit of a tremble. 
 
    He wasn’t just a wolf, though. 
 
    Abel took another step closer and noticed the tightening of her hands around the branch.  
 
    His frame shimmered as his wolf stepped back without a fight. Fur receded and bones reformed, and in a flash, his human form knelt on the edge of the gully. 
 
    “Elk burgers are fine, but I’d rather have a thick steak.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Shit. Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    The wolf had turned into a man. 
 
    “This isn’t happening,” Dakota muttered. 
 
    She squeezed her eyes closed. Maybe she’d taken a harder fall than she suspected. Maybe more than her ankle had taken damage. 
 
    One didn’t simply meet naked strangers in the woods. 
 
    But no, he was still there when she cracked her lids wide. Still crouched, still watching her. 
 
    Bright, near-glowing green eyes latched on her face. His strong jaw was covered in a day or two’s worth of dark stubble, which made her want to pry as to whether he wore it like that on purpose or had simply lost any sense of time as he prowled around on four feet. Dark hair cropped short and left messy on top added to the stylishly unkempt mystery. 
 
    Even kneeling, she could tell he was packed with an ungodly amount of muscles. His arms flexed with every shift and adjustment of his crouch. Powerful thighs concealed sensitive areas, but left nothing to the imagination where his hips and abs were concerned. 
 
    Run with the wolves, her grandmother said.  
 
    More like be eaten by one. 
 
    And from the way he stared, she wasn’t sure there would be teeth and ripping flesh involved. 
 
    Dakota doused those thoughts with every ounce of cold she could muster. “You’re a werewolf,” she breathed. 
 
    He canted his head, eyes catching a shine in the moonlight. A tiny hint of satisfied dimple appeared in one cheek. “Wolf shifter. Werewolves are mostly lies from the movies.” 
 
    Shifter. Okay. She could use that. A more accurate term, anyway. Wolves weren’t the only ones around. Bears were the majority population from that town up north if she remembered correctly. Big cats existed, too. 
 
    If all the apex predators had equivalents in the shifter species, she wouldn’t be shocked to hear about some colony of seal shifters trying to outrun shark shifters. 
 
    Shark shifters weren’t her primary concern. She didn’t even like swimming in the ocean. Wide, open spaces and mountains full of trees were more her speed. 
 
    And wolves. Some that happened to turn into very naked men. 
 
    He opened his mouth to say something, then gave a small shake of his head. “What the hell are you doing down there, anyway?” 
 
    “The moon made me do it,” Dakota mumbled. His eyebrows crawled high up his forehead, and she offered a better explanation. “The full moon tends to bring out the crazies. We always up patrols this time of the month to make sure everyone stays safe. I was doing a sweep when an elk cow got pissed at some campers getting too close to her calf.” 
 
    “So you tagged yourself in, and had to jump out of the way?” 
 
    “I’d prefer to call it an evasive maneuver.” 
 
    He nodded in a very agreeable sort of way, but the eyes he kept focused on her brightened with amusement. “I’m Abel. What do you say we get you out of there...?” 
 
    “That’s not necessary. And you’re—” She cut herself off with a wave in his general, unclothed direction.  
 
    “What?” he challenged, voice suddenly tight. “A shifter? You’re not one of those anti-supernatural people, are you?” 
 
    “What? No. Obviously, shifters exist. You have every right to exist.” Assholes who said otherwise were just that—assholes. “I just haven’t come face to face with one. With anyone outside of work lately, but that’s beside the point.” 
 
    Fucking hell. It was those damn lines at his hips. Flash a few muscles, and her brain suddenly forgot about any sort of filter. 
 
    “You’re just very naked,” she said, far too loud. Before he could do more than grin, she latched onto the nearest excuse to cut the whole awkward meeting short. “I need to get to my radio and call back to the station. The others there will need to know where I’ve been.” 
 
    Not a lie. She’d parked her truck at the station and said she’d do a sweep of the campground before hitting the trails. The path around the fancy cabins and smaller plots didn’t take very long to walk. 
 
    Hell, maybe they were already looking. She hoped that mother called for help as soon as the door slammed shut behind her. Not very polite to leave a child’s rescuer at the business end of angry elk hooves without phoning for backup. 
 
    Abel uncoiled even before she finished her objection and dropped down the side of the gully with hardly a grunt. All those muscles she’d spied before were on full display as he closed the distance. 
 
    “No,” she warned, holding out her hand. Not that it stopped him. She jerked her face skyward to avoid an eyeful of dangling bits. “No, not a step closer. Don’t you—” 
 
    But he bypassed her and crossed through the beam from the flashlight. That, too, he ignored. His head swiveled as he searched the ground, then knelt to retrieve the radio wedged between some rocks halfway up the slope.  
 
    Right. Shifter. He could probably see in the dark as easily as the day. 
 
    “Don’t what?” he asked innocently. He held out the radio, politely shielding himself with his other hand. “Help someone in need?” 
 
    “I was doing just fine on my own.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I’m certain you’d have fought off anything with that branch.” He held out his hand. “I can get you back.” 
 
    She pursed her lips. Really, she should give the emergency signal. She had the radio now. She’d been injured. 
 
    The extra time involved made her want to wince. Dispatch would need to be called, someone with medical credentials would be sent, and she’d be sitting in the dirt until someone fished her out. Or she could ask Lucy or Eugene to come out, leaving the other to wrangle those campers alone. 
 
    Better to make use of the strapping muscles in front of her than put an unnecessary strain on the others. 
 
    “You really don’t need to do this,” she insisted. 
 
    “I… Let me help you. I need to. My wolf needs to.” 
 
    Slowly, almost expecting said wolf to lunge at her, Dakota slid her palm into Abel’s awaiting hand. 
 
    He waited for her nod before hauling her upright. A steadying hand caught her elbow and stayed there as she took a testing step on her injured foot. 
 
    “Motherf—” Pain swelled so thoroughly that it cut off her words. She grit her teeth and tried another step, but wobbled and tipped forward, the ground rushing up to greet her face. 
 
    Abel caught her before she went down.  
 
    Warmth flared to life where his palms met her skin, and zipped through her nerves, sparking little explosions up and down her spine. Her stomach dipped and twisted like she stood on the edge of a cliff, dreading and wanting to take the plunge into the water that waited below. 
 
    She lifted her eyes from his hands on her arms, then scowled at the cocky smirk hitching the corner of his mouth in a perfectly silent and absolutely ringing, ‘I told you so’. 
 
    “Come on,” he said softly. His fingers trailed a path of fire from her arm, down her waist, and around the small of her back as he adjusted his grip. “Let’s get you where you need to go.” 
 
    Her words died with an indignant squawk as he scooped her into his arms. Strong arms. All warm and muscled and delightfully wrapped around her. 
 
    “Put me down,” she ground out. 
 
    “If I do that, I’m fairly certain you aren’t getting back up again.” He turned his head to the edge of the gully, then slowly trailed his gaze down the sharp slope and all the rocks between her and the top. “I didn’t catch your name.” 
 
    So smooth, as if he hadn’t scooped her bedraggled self out of the dirt. “Dakota.” 
 
    “Dakota,” he repeated. He savored the syllables, drawing them out. A slow smile spread over his face at the end. “Dakota in Yellowstone.” 
 
    The last was said almost too low to catch. If she hadn’t been watching his mouth move or felt the rumble of his words in his chest as he bounded to the top, she might have missed them. 
 
    Equal parts awe and confusion coated the words. 
 
    Which matched the thoughts swirling in her own head. Strong man, even if his entire melting out of the darkness routine was a cause for concern. Caring, even if there was more casual skin contact than she’d had in months.  
 
    She felt… safe in his arms. Warm and snug and protected. She didn’t know him from Adam, yet he’d hoisted her up as if helping her was his entire reason for being. 
 
    Probably damage from her ankle. A blood clot cutting off all reasoned thought or something similar. That happened sometimes after a limb crushed in an accident was freed. It was one reason why regular rangers like herself were supposed to wait for medical assistance if they found a hiker in serious distress. The sudden renewed circulation threw all the infectious, deadly junk back into the system. 
 
    She let him scoop her because her very uncrushed, probably sprained ankle messed with her brain. That was all there was to it. 
 
    “I’m not from here,” she said, unable to look anywhere but his face. “I wasn’t born at a ranger station or spat out of Old Faithful.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” he chuckled. “I happen to have a thing for hot-tempered earth sprites.”  
 
    Dakota groaned. “Just put me down. Send the elk back to finish me off. Or one of your wild brethren.” 
 
    “I would never put an innocent creature through that torture.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at his deadpan tone, then stiffened with a look over his shoulder. The lights of the nearby cabins were bouncing further and further away with every step, but Abel swung down a different path than the one they needed to take.  
 
    Worry dragged a finger down her spine. “This isn’t the way back to the station.” 
 
    “You can’t expect me to walk in there without clothes,” he answered as if this whole thing was his typical day. “Besides, I’m not far off.” 
 
    “Perfect,” she smiled with too many teeth. “You can leave me here. Come back when you’re not trying for an indecent exposure charge.” 
 
    Her cheeks warmed at the thought of how close all those truly indecent parts were to her own. 
 
    Abel smirked down at her like he knew exactly where her mind had gone. That damn dimple deepened. “And let you hurt yourself more the moment my back is turned?” 
 
    Dakota scowled, but didn’t say a word. So what if he was right? That branch at the bottom of the gully he effortlessly carried her from wasn’t the only one on the ground. She could make another temporary crutch and hobble back to the station, no stranger involved.  
 
    Possibly hurting herself in the process, too. A risk she’d take if he put her down.  
 
    “So the plan is an attempted kidnapping. Got it.” 
 
    “More of an abduction, I’d say.” He made a show of looking left and right, then grinned down at her. “I see no kid here.” 
 
    “I’m not arguing the semantics of my own abduction,” Dakota huffed. 
 
    “That’s good, as the attempt is going quite well.” 
 
    She shouldn’t laugh. Really. But damn if he wasn’t right. Again. And quick. Inappropriate. Easy on the eyes. All things she shouldn’t be thinking about her possible-abductor. 
 
    He wasn’t really an abductor, though. Or if he was, a really shitty one. He’d found her radio and handed it over immediately.  
 
    Run with the wolves. 
 
    There wasn’t a whole lot of running happening. From, to, or with. 
 
    But a stubborn acceptance? She could manage that. Especially when the alternative was to be dumped on the side of the trail in the darkness. 
 
    True to his word, he wasn’t far off. He’d landed a site on the edge of the tent camping area, though he hadn’t set anything up after parking an ancient Jeep in the spot. 
 
    Abel reached for the handle to pop open the door, then carefully helped her down into the seat. Dakota kept her eyes lifted high when he stepped back and rounded the Jeep. 
 
    The back door opened with a creak, followed by a rustling of clothes. “So,” Abel drew out the word, “you don’t do a lot of dating?” 
 
    She bristled. “That’s not really any of your business.” 
 
    “Just trying to make conversation,” came the muffled response. “You’re the one that said you don’t really get face-to-face with anyone.” 
 
    Dakota glared into the night. “I’m a professional tomboy. Most guys are looking for someone a little more domesticated, which leaves coworkers—big not happening—or tourists, and casual itch-scratching doesn’t really appeal.” 
 
    At least not until he came sniffing around with that perfect jawline and arms that effortlessly snapped her up. 
 
    She glanced behind her and her eyebrows rose. Two duffel bags had been tossed into the back, and a shirt draped over a seat. A small pillow topped a messily folded blanket shoved into one corner. 
 
    “Are you living out of here?” she blurted. 
 
    “Why? Are you going to report me?”  
 
    The words were light and teasing, but for the first time in their brief acquaintance, his expression darkened. Or rather, his features tightened into a scowl. His eyes? They lit up like a firework. Green glared down at the jeans he grabbed off the seat and shook out. 
 
    “It’s temporary,” he said, voice dropping into a raspy growl. “Some family trouble.” 
 
    Oh, there were secrets in his eyes. Secrets that made her curious.  
 
    Secrets that she had no right to know. 
 
    She didn’t know why that bothered her. The scratching need went beyond normal, nosy curiosity. But she couldn’t deny reality. He was a stranger. A park guest. There and gone in the blink of an eye, or as soon as they drove the short distance to the station. 
 
    Dakota twisted back around in her seat. “Got it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    One quick trip to the ranger station was enough to clear Dakota of duty. The campers inside were enough of a handful that relief flashed over the other rangers’ faces when Abel offered to give Dakota a ride wherever she needed to go. 
 
    The moon made me do it. 
 
    Yeah, she hadn’t been joking. He was no stranger to the lunar call, but he hadn’t needed a babysitter to guard him against reckless actions for many, many years. 
 
    Through it all, Dakota was quiet. Not even the quiet that came from holding back winces of pain. Her quiet was distant and cold. 
 
    He’d done that. All those hints and glimpses of who she was—gone. He’d silenced her quips and put a wall between them with just a few words. 
 
    He had to tear it back down. 
 
    Abel pulled to a stop in front of a small trailer at the end of a hidden service road. Half a dozen others were nestled between trees. A few occupants had spruced up the fronts with some potted plants on either side of the steps leading to their doors or tiny gardens flanking either side, all with a healthy amount of late spring growth bursting to life.  
 
    Dakota dragged down a breath and rubbed her hands on her thighs. “Thanks for the ride—” 
 
    He cut off her words by shoving open his door and dropping to the ground. Quick steps carried him to the other side to unlatch her door. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, staring at his outstretched hand. 
 
    “Taking you home. The way I see it, you’re not there until you’re over the threshold. And,” he glanced at his feet, “it’s a bit of a drop to the ground. Which we’ve already established is your weakness.” 
 
    She glowered. Folded her arms over her chest. Glowered harder. “This is ridiculous. I don’t know anything about you. Your full name. Where you work. Nothing!” 
 
    Abel blinked. A slow smile spread over his face as he held out his hand. “I’m Abel Blackthorne. I work as an architect for my family’s construction firm.” 
 
    “The family you’re on the outs with, and reason for sleeping in your Jeep.” 
 
    “The one and the same.” He slashed a look away into the darkness and frowned, wishing everything was a little more normal. “Look,” he said, pulling his attention back to his mate. His mate. The words still rang like a gong and turned his wolf into a hyper little pup. “It’s a messy, complicated situation, and still very raw. Clearing out for a few days seemed like a better choice than doing something stupid and rash that would get others hurt. Now, may I please help get you inside? Because my wolf still needs to make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    He rubbed at his chest, but the motion did nothing to calm the raging beast under his skin. Instincts roared to life. He needed to stay by Dakota’s side. Care for her. Protect her. He hadn’t been there to stop her tumble into the gully, but he’d be damned if he let anything else happen to her as long as they lived. 
 
    Dakota pressed her lips together and watched him for a long moment. He could practically see the wheels turning in her head. Fuck, this would be so much easier if she had a wolf inside her. The truth of his intentions wouldn’t be in question if she could sense the honesty in his words. 
 
    “Inside, then,” she said finally. She dropped her eyes to the ground. “And only because that does seem like a bit of a drop.” 
 
    Abel grinned his triumph before scooping Dakota into his arms. “Keys?” 
 
    “Back pocket. Just put me down when we get to the door.” 
 
    Those short steps passed far too quickly before he carefully let her feet touch the ground again.  
 
    The interior was cozy without feeling cramped and tidy without seeming clinical. Signs of life were everywhere he looked from the small pile of mail unopened on the eat-in counter to the sneakers toed off near the front door. He—and his wolf—liked that the place felt like a home instead of something like a staged set for a magazine. 
 
    There were only a handful of photos in the place, the majority of them of Dakota as a young child. Playing in mud, cuddled in bed with an older woman and a book, wet hair clinging to her face as she flashed a double thumbs up at the beach. 
 
    In another shot, she stood with two women in a desert somewhere, the ground cracked and dry, mountains in the background. The family resemblance was clear with their dark hair, high cheekbones, and identical smiles. 
 
    Abel turned from the pictures and nodded at the suitcase on the floor. Clothes waiting to be folded were piled on the couch. “Going somewhere?” 
 
    “Yeah. Something came up back home, so I’m abandoning my post for a couple weeks.” She scowled, but the irritation on her face didn’t match the hurt in her scent. “Was. Not sure how soon I’ll be able to work the gas pedal now.” 
 
    “Where is home?” 
 
    “Ah, that’s a trick question. Home where I’m from? Home where the heart is? Or the home that currently houses my meager belongings?” 
 
    “I pick where you’re from, but I’m absolutely interested in knowing where that heart belongs.” 
 
    “I’ll save you the suspense. It’s here. Or as close to here as possible. Nature in general, really. My grandmother is responsible for the little feral child that dwells in my heart.” 
 
    She had a life and a family. Plans. Not that he was surprised. He didn’t expect her to be sitting around and simply waiting to come to life with his appearance. 
 
    He wanted what his parents had enjoyed. They’d been so wrapped up in each other and full of love, not a single person ever doubted their devotion to one another. They’d disagreed, too, and challenged each other to be better. 
 
    They’d had time to figure out their lives and how they fit together. And they did, without any complications like their mating going against the laws of the pack or needing a quick completion. He didn’t have the luxury of time, but uprooting Dakota from her place in the world felt wrong. 
 
    If she even believed him. Or trusted him. Or wanted a shifter as a mate. 
 
    She hobbled past him. Or tried to. She made it three steps before losing her balance and tumbling against the back of the couch. 
 
    Abel crossed the space in a blink to steady her before she went down. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. What do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    She shook herself, then waved a hand down her front. “Showering. I’ve been outside all day, not to mention rolling around in the dirt. If I look even a tenth of what I feel, it can’t be a pretty sight.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that at all,” Abel told her softly. “Dirt washes off. Ankles heal. What you did was very brave, and that matters more than a few smudges.” 
 
    “See? You said there were smudges.” She scrunched up her nose. “Shower time.” 
 
    Abel reached out and brushed his thumb against her cheek. “Maybe more than a few.” 
 
    Dakota swatted his hand away, but he only chuckled and winged out his elbow. A calm settled over his wolf when she took it without objection. 
 
    He helped her down the hall and into the bathroom, flicking on the light before turning in the doorway to make room. The tight squeeze brushed her shoulder against his chest as she hobbled past, and he didn’t miss the little shiver that shook through her frame. 
 
    He backed her against the counter, then shuffled to the side and twisted the knobs to start the shower.  
 
    Her eyes latched on him when he turned. “I can do it myself.” 
 
    Abel leaned into her space a fraction more. He couldn’t help himself with her scent filling the air. Tough, strong woman. There was a bite to the intoxicating swirl that clouded his head and made his mouth water. 
 
    His lips brushed against her ear. “Why do it alone when you have a friend willing to help?” 
 
    Her pulse beat like a drum as she leaned back to meet his eyes. “Is that what you are? A friend?” 
 
    “I could be. If you let me.” More, too.  
 
    “I don’t know what you think this,” she twirled a finger in the air between them, “is, but it’s definitely not a game of ‘I’ll Show You Mine If You Show Me Yours.’“ 
 
    Abel grinned. “Well, good. Because you’re losing if it is.” 
 
    “But currently winning.” 
 
    He canted his head. “I like a challenge. Up on the counter with you.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and watched him with narrowed eyes, but scooted back. 
 
    Abel knelt in the cramped space and caught her uninjured ankle in his hands. Quick plucking untied the laces of her boot, and he eased that off before stripping her of her sock. She wiggled her toes as soon as they were free, and he grinned at the soft pink painted on her nails. 
 
    For all her tough exterior, there was a softness at her core. 
 
    “This one might hurt a little,” he warned, glancing upward. Eyes serious, she nodded. 
 
    Abel stayed as gentle as possible as he pulled the laces of her other boot almost entirely free. He cursed the world at her sharp intake of breath when he drew out her foot. 
 
    The damage wasn’t as bad as he expected. Swelled, bruised, but that wasn’t a surprise with her hobbled walk. A few days of rest was likely all she needed. 
 
    He gripped her muscled calves and dragged his eyes higher. His fingertips traced over her pants, rubbing higher and higher until he reached the backs of her knees. Her scent thickened. Sweetened. Wrapped a leash around his neck and called him to heel. 
 
    He wanted to shred the fabric under his fingers and strip her down to her skin, dip his head between those strong thighs, and see if she tasted as good as she smelled.  
 
    “Abel…” 
 
    He lifted his head to meet her eyes, and nearly growled at the desire he found there. 
 
    “Pants next.” Skies above, was that his voice? Rough as sandpaper and heavy with need? “Wouldn’t want you losing your balance in here.” 
 
    Bite. Claim. 
 
    By the Broken, he wanted to sink his fangs in her. 
 
    Questions and doubt broke through her heated look. 
 
    Abel rocked back on his heels and shoved his wolf to the darkest corner of his mind. She didn’t know him. Didn’t know his ways. Probably didn’t understand why she responded so strongly to his touch.  
 
    She was so… human. 
 
    Her throat worked with a hard swallow. “I think I can manage the rest on my own.” 
 
    Right. 
 
    Every muscle in his body straining against the order, he pushed upright. “Give a shout if you need anything,” he said. He added a wink as he backed out the door. “Maybe we can even the score.” 
 
    Her husky chuckle followed him through the door he left cracked. 
 
    Abel braced his hands against the doorframe and let his head hang between his shoulders. His wolf prowled and panted through his mind, restless with the urge to tear down the wood that stood between them and their mate. She was so close, close enough to touch, to cherish, to make howl all through the night— 
 
    His phone buzzed with an incoming call. He squeezed his eyes tighter with irritation before yanking it out of his pocket. Mom flashed across the screen. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “It’s done,” Adella spat without preamble. “Rasmus has seized control of the pack.” 
 
    Abel let go of a harsh breath. Expected news didn’t ease the ache of the blow. “Did anyone challenge him?” 
 
    In his head, his wolf growled. Sendings flashed faster than he could pick up on the images, but the meaning was clear. Red and death, all focused on Rasmus. 
 
    “Two. Lyle and Stephen. He put them both down quickly, then banished their families. He said he didn’t want any traitor’s blood poisoning the ranks.” 
 
    Abel scowled. Death was punishment enough. The pups and mates didn’t need every other aspect of their lives upended, too. “The Conris will take them in. The Redwoods, if they don’t want to move states.” 
 
    “Rasmus is threatening to cull the submissives if they don’t prove their worth by the next full moon.” 
 
    Motherfucker. 
 
    He shoved a hand into his hair and started pacing. His wolf growled in his head, demanding an end to the fucker threatening the pack. Their pack. 
 
    Culling was old, old law. As old as killing any human who discovered their secrets. The twisted idea put survival of the fittest as a pack’s top priority. The resulting wolves were mean as sin, tough as nails, and without a caring bone in their rotten bodies. The constant fights and jostling for position were a threat to everyone that crossed their paths. If Rasmus wanted to remake the pack in his image, a culling would do the violent trick. 
 
    “I’m sure anyone with an objection will be deemed unworthy,” Abel snarled. 
 
    His mother hummed her disapproval. “I can’t take any more death, Abel. They forced me out of the pack house and into the cabin, but I still hear and see everything.” 
 
    The defeated note in her voice cut him to his core. She should be happy. Laughing. Adding more lavender to the vases she kept in every room of the pack house. Mourning her mate and seeing the pack they built destroyed wasn’t the fate she deserved. 
 
    “I know,” he told her. His wolf whined in his middle. “I’ll be home…” 
 
    The words died on his tongue. This full moon had passed, but the next? The one after that? Rasmus would always be looking over his shoulder and wondering when the rightful heir would return. Abel’s blood put a target on his back. 
 
    And his mother was in the thick of it. 
 
    He chose his words carefully while kicking himself for not dragging her out when he left. He doubted she’d betray him willingly, but he knew the power an alpha commanded. 
 
    That was the family he had to show Dakota? She’d run as soon as she knew the fucked up details he wanted to put at her feet. 
 
    Abel stopped in front of another photo. He thought it must have been taken at her high school graduation. If she had others of herself as a teen and an adult, she kept them hidden away. The smiles were gone. As were the two older women. She and a man he assumed to be her father stood close for the shot, but didn’t touch or hug or even seem to exist in the same moment. Dakota’s face was turned to him, but his eyes were distant as he focused on the camera. 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t alone in losing important people from his life. 
 
    “I’ll be home as soon as I can.” 
 
    Abel whipped around at a small sound, nostrils flaring. Nothing was out of place. The door was still cracked. The shower still pattered. His wolf went still and quiet, on alert but not readying for an attack. 
 
    He made another circuit.  
 
    His mother’s voice dropped to a near whisper, and he wondered if someone else truly was listening in all those miles away. “Have you found what your father sent you to look for?” 
 
    Abel bit off all the questions that had been building since his father’s death. He didn’t know how Conrad knew to send him to Yellowstone or Dakota’s name. He’d been too shocked to consider it earlier, too wild with his wolf trying to steal control. Maybe he’d consulted with the fae; some were rumored to see into the future. Or maybe in those final moments before his body gave out, he’d been able to see through the veil. 
 
    One thing he knew for certain, those final words led him to the woman he needed for any chance at taking his rightful place at the head of the Blackthorne pack. 
 
    Abel ran a hand through his hair. Too many wants and needs circled through his head. He needed her. He wanted to care for her. Justice for his father. Protection for his pack. Each new point tied another string around him, and every single one tried to yank him in a different direction. 
 
    Balance was necessary. Finding it seemed impossible. 
 
    “I found someone,” he admitted. “Whether or not she’ll help remains to be seen.” 
 
    He didn’t know how else to answer or what to hold back. He suspected his words would be understood if they were overheard or if Adella was ordered to repeat them to Rasmus. Not that there would be any surprise in them. He had a very clear goal in mind. 
 
    Claim his mate. Claim his throne. 
 
    Human. Dakota was human. While she was willing to throw herself between danger and a child, he didn’t know if she’d be so willing to face down pack politics and the threat of death if his uncle had his way. 
 
    “She?” His mother sucked down a sharp breath. “Is she your mate?” 
 
    “That remains to be seen.” His wolf snarled at the answer.  
 
    “Be upfront with her. Don’t play around with her heart or her head.” 
 
    Abel darted a look to the cracked bathroom door. This wasn’t how finding his mate was supposed to go. She should have been a wolf. Should have stumbled into his life years in the future. Shouldn’t be a necessary step for him to challenge Rasmus. 
 
    What was he even supposed to tell her? Hey, I just met you, and this is crazy, but help me claim my wolf pack, maybe? How very romantic. 
 
    “And if that doesn’t work?” he grumbled. 
 
    “Your father had to ask me out five times before I agreed. I couldn’t let that old wolf win so easily,” Adella chuckled, the noise choked with sadness. “Sometimes, my son, even what’s right for us requires some fighting and convincing.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Dakota slumped against the counter and let go of a long sigh. Every inch of her skin felt on fire.  
 
    Green. His eyes were green. Darker than the bright glow of his wolf, but no less intense. 
 
    Hell, she’d hardly been able to breathe just moments before. That was what it felt like to be caught in those eyes. As if the world had slowed down and faded away, leaving her and him. 
 
    She didn’t know what threatened to consume her more—those gorgeous green eyes or the feel of his fingers stroking and caressing, hinting at what he’d do with a few more layers removed. 
 
    She swallowed hard and gave a shake of her head. Barely any touching involved, hardly any skin shown, and she was ready to combust. 
 
    That instant attraction, that was how her dad always described locking eyes with her mom across the room at some party. He’d always joked about it being lust at first sight, love at first word. She hadn’t truly understood the retelling as a girl, then rolled her eyes and gagged when the words finally clicked. 
 
    Of course, the reminiscing always descended into a strained silence. 
 
    The silence was the loudest part of her teenage years. 
 
    She shook herself out of unpleasant memories before they took hold.  
 
    There wasn’t a possibility of that future because there was no future with Abel. Happy, sad, or anywhere in between. He seemed like a great guy sure to make many, many women stupid with those lines at his hips, but that was where their paths separated. He lived elsewhere in the country. She had her job in Yellowstone. Which was exactly why she didn’t get involved with tourists—nothing lasted when they were gone in just a few days. 
 
    Still. 
 
    Still. 
 
    Those fucking lines. 
 
    Dakota shook her head once more before sticking her hand under the water and fiddling with the knobs to take the temperature down a notch. While waiting for the stream to adjust, she carefully stripped down the rest of the way. The task, she ruefully noted, was made easier by not needing to contort herself to take off her boots. A glance in the mirror when she was done showed her a door that hadn’t latched closed. 
 
    She moved to shut the door the rest of the way, but paused when she heard Abel answer a call on the other side. 
 
    She knew she shouldn’t eavesdrop. Knew, and failed to curb the impolite urge anyway. But he was in her home, after hauling her around all night, and flashing those seductive smiles. Overhearing one half of a conversation in her living room seemed like some harmless snooping on the white knight she’d been forced to accept. 
 
    “Did anyone challenge him?” 
 
    Dakota eased to the side and peeked through the crack. True, hard anger coated his words. 
 
    On the other side, Abel bared his teeth at no one in particular. A hand pushed his hair out of his eyes as he began to pace. Tightness spread over his shoulders and down the rest of his body, throwing agitation into the air with every step. The answers he gave didn’t make any sense, but they grew sharper and angrier until defeat and doubt raced to take hold. 
 
    Those last two made her feel like an intruder. He’d given her smiles full of confidence and charm during their interactions, and she could twist a justification for snooping out of needing to judge if his growly anger was a threat, but the rest felt private. Her low moments weren’t ones she wanted to share. The stranger who helped her out of a tough spot deserved the same space she’d extend herself. 
 
    She made to close the door. 
 
    “I found someone. Whether or not she’ll help remains to be seen.” 
 
    She. As in her. 
 
    The fuck did he want her for? 
 
    The question circled through her head. Every pass gathered up a moment of their night and tilted the encounter on its head. He’d helped her out of that gully, taken her to the station, and offered her a ride home. Going above and beyond, sure, but not exactly sinister. 
 
    Except he’d been looking for her. Her. Not someone else. Dakota Martin. 
 
    The fuck did he want her for? 
 
    Only one way to find out. 
 
    She yanked her towel off the rack and hastily slung it around her body before ripping open the door. Abel spun to face her, eyes widening with surprise. 
 
    “Why did you need to find me?” 
 
    “Mom, I need to go,” he said into his phone, eyes never leaving her face. 
 
    Dakota folded her arms over her chest. If only the tight squeeze would calm the rapid beating of her heart. At least she could hide the shaking of her hands. “What did you mean about whether or not I’ll help? Help with what, exactly?” 
 
    “It’s…” Abel shoved a hand through his hair and turned away with a wince. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Complicated?” she repeated. “Complicated is what you call math the first time you’re confronted with numbers and letters in the same equation. Explaining what the hell you want with me shouldn’t be that damn complicated.” 
 
    “Dakota…” 
 
    She shook her head at his hesitation. “You need to go.” 
 
    “I can’t,” he rasped. “Not now that I’ve found you.” 
 
    “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “You’re my mate, Dakota.” 
 
    Mate. The word rang through her like a gong. Then the alarm bells sounded. 
 
    She wracked her brain for the little she knew about shifters. Most of the tales going around the internet and plastered across magazines in the checkout lane seemed like trashy gossip. Predilections for red meat and brawling didn’t help understand people who’d kept their existence a secret for so long. 
 
    “Explain,” she ground out. 
 
    “Mates are…” he paused, clearly searching for the words that wouldn’t run her off or send her calling for backup. She was three seconds from doing just that when he said in a rush, “It’s as if the whole world, all your dreams and desires, every aspect of what you consider you, all of that reorients. You ever spin around and around until you’re dizzy, then still have some wobble when the horizon finally settles back into place? It’s like that. Everything from before is still there, but something is different. There’s a connection tying us together.” 
 
    That sounded awfully close to how her father described her mother. They were this big, important explosion in their own personal universes. No one else cared, but to each other? There was a before and an after, so completely changed by the other stepping into their lives. 
 
    Nothing but disaster waited once that fire burned out. 
 
    She took a step back. “Thanks for all the help tonight, but you really need to leave.” 
 
    “My father was murdered.” 
 
    The words froze her in place and stilled her tongue. 
 
    Abel matched her step away with one that carried him closer. His eyes brightened and locked on her face. “You wanted to know why I was living out of my Jeep? Because my father was murdered, very likely by my uncle in a bid to seize control of the pack. A bid, by the way, that’s going swimmingly for him, since he also banished me when he turned up to claim the alpha spot.” 
 
    “And you left? Just like that?” 
 
    “Our politics are…” 
 
    “I swear, Abel, if you say ‘complicated’, I will show you the door.” 
 
    “Complicated.” He flashed her a smirk. “There are laws that are more like guidelines now that my world has been blown wide open, and old traditions that are as rigid and unbreakable as the need for air in your lungs. My uncle wielded both when he offered me the choice of banishment or bending the knee. Leaving seemed the sure way of keeping my head attached to my body and the rest of the pack from splintering immediately.” 
 
    “What about the police? If what you said is true—” 
 
    “It is true, but asking for the police—human police—is unheard of. Some would see it as a sign of weakness, needing others to mete out justice. They wouldn’t be trusted at best. At worst, I’d be putting them in danger.” His jaw tightened as his eyes flashed bright. “Rasmus will pay, believe me. How much damage he does beforehand is the bigger worry. Asshole has already faced down two challengers and sent their surviving families packing. Now he’s threatening to cull the pack.” 
 
    “Cull? As in kill?” At his nod, she pressed a hand to the queasy pit forming in her stomach. 
 
    Abel nodded. “He’s dangerous. He already has at least two human deaths under his belt. He’ll twist the pack into something wicked and set them loose on anyone who steps too close.” 
 
    Horrible, horrible creature. He didn’t deserve to be known as a man. Or wolf. Worm? Now, that had a nice ring to it. 
 
    “How does that all connect to me?” she asked. 
 
    Because as troubling as Abel’s problems were, they didn’t belong to her. 
 
    He was quiet for a long moment before turning away. Dakota opened her mouth to demand he give her an answer, but he dropped onto her couch. Fingers steepled, forearms on his thighs, tension thick enough to cut rolled through the room. 
 
    “My father sent me here. To you,” he said softly. “His final words were a jumble, but two were clear. Yellowstone. Dakota.” 
 
    Goosebumps lifted along her arms. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to find anything. He’d lost so much blood by then.” His hands tightened into fists. “Wounds like that, there isn’t much sense in the end. But I had nowhere else to go. My father is dead, my mother is still home and grieving, and my pack has been taken over. What was there to lose by making the trip?” He lifted his eyes to her. “And then I caught your scent.” 
 
    “That’s it? One whiff of, frankly, not the freshest of daisies after my day, and you’re convinced we’re supposed to be together? Where’s the free will? What about my choice?” 
 
      “You have a choice. You absolutely have a choice. If I had my way, this isn’t how you’d be introduced to my world. I’d take you out and make you feel special all hours of the day. We’d have time to learn more than each other’s names and occupations.” A muscle jumped along his jaw. “But I don’t have my way, Rasmus is going to destroy my pack, and I can’t make an alpha challenge until I have a mate at my side. I need you to save the others.” 
 
    Quiet swelled in the room, broken only by the steady pelting of the shower in the background. 
 
    “You need to go,” she said again. 
 
    Not because he had secrets or intruded on her space. Not because he tempted her in all the right ways. He had a life elsewhere. One desperately needing his focus. Instead, he was visibly torn and upset by the news on that call, all while pacing through her living room. 
 
    That sort of devotion was admirable. He saw himself responsible for those left behind. She shouldn’t factor in when the stakes were so high. 
 
    Her life was there. His was with his pack. 
 
    Dakota rubbed the heel of her hand over her heart and the sudden ache that blossomed in her chest.  
 
    Abel scrubbed a hand down his face. Bright eyes shot a look toward her door before returning to her face. “I can’t,” he repeated. “My wolf won’t let me leave you.” 
 
    “Run with the wolves,” she said softly. 
 
    “What was that?” 
 
    “Something my grandmother used to tell me.” Sweet fuck, how many times had she heard them? How many times had she lifted her face to the sky and let off a howl? “Run with the wolves, Dakota. I always assumed it was something empowering, just a phrase to dig deep and find my own wildness. I turned it into a career choice. Running with the Yellowstone wolves, keeping them safe. But now…” 
 
    What if the wolves she needed to run with weren’t the purely animal kind? Clearly, Abel received something similar to put him on his path to finding her. 
 
    Impossible. Absolutely impossible.  
 
    But so were shifters just a few short months ago. 
 
    “I’ll…” Fucking hell, she was an idiot. A complete and total idiot. She didn’t know him. She couldn’t help with any of the problems piling up in his life. But the thought of sitting around her living room while innocent people might be hurt or killed wasn’t one she could live with. “I’ll go with you.” 
 
    He blinked. Opened his mouth. Closed it. Blinked again. 
 
    “What did you just say?” 
 
    “I said I’ll go with you.” Putting the words to air eased that strange tightness in her chest. She didn’t understand it, or him, or her reaction to both. But it felt right. Staying with him felt right. 
 
    “You walked buck ass naked into my life at the right time, it seems.” He barked a laugh, and she continued, “I have the time off. Probably couldn’t drive for a few days anyway, so that’s already a delay in my plans. I’ll go with you.” 
 
    “Not looking like that, you’re not.” 
 
    She glowered at the words until his eyebrows hitched high with amusement and his gaze dropped to her middle. 
 
    Her currently hidden by a very, very short, fuzzy pink towel, middle. 
 
    Lifting her chin, she fixed him with an imperious look. “It’s called a minidress, and is high fashion in some circles.” 
 
    “Ah, yes, can’t wait for the Worn Terry Cloth Collection to hit the runway.” 
 
    She shot him a narrow look and turned to make her way back to the shower. Abel’s hand closed around her elbow before she even cleared the couch.  
 
    Dakota fought not to step closer to the heat blasting off his chest or turn her face to catch a deeper whiff of his scent. Dark spices and evergreens, she thought. Whatever that translated to in the cologne world.  
 
    “And the rest?” he asked, eyes suddenly serious. 
 
    Mates and tipping the whole world on end and orbiting around one another. That was what he meant. And all the damage and silence that came after. The emptiness and never-ending darkness and letting the rest of the world fade away. The problem with those great loves and fiery disasters was the collateral damage that washed through every other life those people touched. 
 
    She put a step between them before she gave in to temptation. “I can’t give you anything else.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Your family has been running things since the beginning?” Dakota’s brows shot together. One hundred years, he said. One hundred years of running their little piece of land and keeping their true natures hidden. They weren’t even the oldest pack. There was one that he made sound like snobbish royalty who held that title. At least in North America. 
 
    Now that was far more interesting than the predilections for red meat and brawling the gossip magazines splashed all over their covers. 
 
    Abel braced his arms on the roof of the Jeep. He shot a quick glance to the gas pump, but the numbers kept ticking away. “We’re the Blackthornes for a reason,” he said. “Less cocky answer, the bloodline is strong but not everything. Most of the time, the alpha role has passed from father to son, but sometimes only daughters are born or a cousin is just a monster of a wolf.”  
 
    “Women can’t hold the spot?” 
 
    He clicked his tongue. “Out of turn question. What’s the worst crime you’ve committed?” 
 
    They’d alternated questions since early in the road trip, after learning they were both unfit for much of anything until after the first cup of coffee kicked in. That was a pleasant surprise. She’d had too many chirpy coworkers take offense that she didn’t bound out of bed with a beaming smile at sunrise. Abel hadn’t expected her to be firing on all cylinders, and she’d been just as accepting of his quiet.  
 
    She’d even found herself imagining other mornings spent in quiet as they slowly woke up. Her topping off their mugs, him frying eggs and periodically shoving his hair out of his eyes. A splash of cream in his, a touch of coffee in her cream and sugar. Both reaching for that last slice of bacon before huffing laughs and splitting the piece, only to insist the other take the slightly bigger portion. 
 
    Which was insane.  
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    “I snuck into the movie theater through a back hallway on several occasions in high school, but have zero guilt because the manager was a dick who only hired pretty blonde girls.” Dakota rolled her eyes and tacked on her earlier question. “Women can’t hold the spot?” 
 
    “It’s not impossible, but it’s rare. Their animals are usually on the smaller side, and challenge fights are brutal. But that’s not to say they’re not respected. Everyone in the pack has a role, be it the alpha or second, mothers, fathers, the poor bastards skilled at healing the worst of our wounds. Relying on strength of body is a shitty habit of shitty alphas.” 
 
    “You make it sound like it’s a job. Like you’re the CEO of Wolf, Incorporated or something.” 
 
    He snickered. “It’s a little more involved than that, but essentially, that’s what it is. A good alpha is in charge of his pack. He makes sure no stomach goes hungry, there’s a roof over every head, and goes to the mat if there’s any danger. Only, there’s no separate HR department, so all the squabbles get booted up to him, too.” 
 
    The clicking of the pump stole his attention, and he disappeared from the door.  
 
    “Now,” he said when he reappeared, “the most important question of all. Incorrect answers get left behind. What road snacks do you want?” 
 
    “Ooh, my fate coming down to candy choices. Not an ending I expected.” Dakota tapped a finger to her lips and made a show of considering her options. “I’m going to pick peanut butter cups and a cherry slushy.” 
 
    “Final option?” 
 
    “Out of turn question,” she shot back.  
 
    He backed away with his hands raised in mock surrender.  
 
    Giggling from the next pump over caught her ear, and she turned to see two teenage girls pressing hands to their foreheads and faking swoons. She couldn’t blame them. Striding across the parking lot, looking like he’d been poured into his jeans, Abel Blackthorne definitely turned heads. 
 
    As if he could feel multiple sets of eyes watching his every move, Abel glanced over his shoulder. The girls squealed and spun away, but he paid them no mind. He tossed her a smirk and added an exaggerated sway to his step before holding the door for another customer and stepping inside. 
 
    Dakota snorted. The man had an overabundance of confidence, but she had a hard time faulting him for it. He came equipped with a talent for peppering in jokes and sarcasm without overdoing it, and hadn’t once made her feel like an idiot for all her questions or a burden with her sprain. 
 
    She flexed her foot. Damn ankle still hurt, but the pain had faded a touch with time and painkillers. She could support almost all of her weight, though the thought of running made her stomach twist with preemptive agony. Not that she’d need to with a hot wolf shifter ready to tend to her every need. 
 
    Care and consideration were never far away with Abel. He hadn’t even questioned when she went to snap a picture of his license plate as a safety precaution. Instead, he’d knelt down and framed it with his hands like he was Vanna White proudly showing off letters in a game show. 
 
    Her phone buzzed. Dakota rolled her eyes as soon as she read Lucy’s message. 
 
    How’s the sexcation going? 
 
    It’s fine. We’re gassing up now. She paused, then quickly added, Also, not a sexcation. 
 
    That’s too bad. You could use one. 
 
    Dakota wrinkled her nose at the eggplants, peaches, and water drops that followed a second later. I’m just helping out a friend going through some stuff. 
 
    Everyone has baggage. His must be small enough to stuff into a handbag if you’re willing to drop everything for him. 
 
    Her fingers hovered over the keys, ready to type in a dismissal. But… she didn’t. What could she say? Any denial was instantly negated by the facts of her situation. 
 
    Fact: She had followed him. Her plans, barring healing time, would have taken her to the opposite side of the country to handle a task she really didn’t want to do. He had a very pressing score to settle. Avoiding one in favor of the other still meant she followed a strange man on his mission. 
 
    Fact: He claimed they were mates. Despite herself, every kind word, snorted laugh, and answered question chipped away at the wall around her heart. She could easily picture not-morning-people mornings followed by fun afternoons and busy evenings. 
 
    Fact: Maybe, just maybe, she wanted those little emojis and accusations of having a sexcation to turn into the real deal.  
 
    Which, again, was insane. 
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    The door cracked open and pulled her out of her thoughts. 
 
    “One giant cherry slushy,” Abel said, passing the drink to her, “and two peanut butter cups because I want you to see how much of a generous provider I can be, and absolutely not because they got me with some flashy buy one, get one half off signage.” 
 
    “Good to know you can be distracted with some bright colors.” 
 
    “I’m not the only one in this vehicle easily distracted by some nice plumage,” he teased. 
 
    Dakota ignored the heat gathering in her cheeks and fixed him with a flat look. Abel chuckled as he turned the key in the ignition. His wide smile didn’t fade until they were several miles down the interstate. 
 
    She took a pull from her straw. “I didn’t expect an architect to drive this busted-up old thing.” 
 
    From what she’d gleaned, he’d lived a pretty charmed life. Born into power, expected to rule, so easy to turn into a little monster in that sort of environment. Not Abel. No, he was the sort to hold doors for random gas station customers and make sure distressed park rangers found their way back to the station.  
 
    “Was that a question? It’s still your turn.” 
 
    “No question. Just a statement.” 
 
    “Well, to explain your statement, she’s not a busted-up old thing.” He caressed a hand over the dash. “Her name is Gloria, she’s a goddess, and has been since me and my dad fixed her up. Back then, before she was Gloria, she was a busted-up old thing. Now, she gets me out of hauling supplies to construction sites. Don’t see a pickup bed back there, do you?” 
 
    “Of course you named her.” 
 
    “Damn right, I named her! Any noble steed ridden into battle deserves a good name. Sure, maybe it isn’t longswords and war cries, but wrangling plans and crews can be just as challenging.” 
 
    Dakota laughed, but a faint pang beat inside her chest. “Must have been nice to have something to work on together.” 
 
    Abel shifted in his seat as the air changed around him. His wolf was close, she’d come to learn. And that thickening of the air was the dominance of man and beast. Humans could sense it, but not nearly as much as other shifters. 
 
    “It was,” he said, voice heavy with emotion. “We spent an entire summer taking her apart and putting her back together. He told me it’s easy to expect a thing to work, but knowing how it’s put together is the only guarantee to know it’s working right.” 
 
    She crawled her hand across the center console and brushed her knuckles against his thigh. Balls. They’d danced around the subject all day, and she’d thrown them right into the deep end. She honestly didn’t know how he was still standing or keeping his cool with everything that waited for him back home. Hell, she doubted he’d even had time to properly grieve. 
 
    She wanted to punch his uncle in the dick for that. Bad enough to be the prime suspect in a tragic death. No, the asshole had to up the evil by crashing a funeral and being a terror in the aftermath.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she breathed. “There’s nothing I can say that will ease the pain you’re carrying, but I know how it feels, Abel. I know how it eats at all the color around you and leaves you feeling empty. I wish I could tell you it fades away gently, but you’ll be slapped with reminders at the most inopportune times. Even now, I sometimes want to scream about the unfairness of it all. ‘I’m sorry’ doesn’t begin to cover what has been forced on you. I hate that you had someone stolen from your life.” 
 
    Abel closed his fingers around hers before she had a chance to draw away. “Your mother and grandmother, right?” he asked softly. He shot a glance her way. “The pictures you have up—I didn’t mean to pry.” 
 
    Dakota nodded. Familiar pain welled to the surface. Loss, anger, guilt. So much of it mixed together. “My dad, too.” 
 
    Abel turned his head slightly, eyes bouncing between her and the road ahead. 
 
    Fuck. The words were out in the open, the same as the questions in his eyes. 
 
    “You said you were going home. I just assumed…” he trailed off with a wince. 
 
    “His home. His town.” She shrugged. “I haven’t been back since it happened. The storage company is being bought out, so I need to clean out the unit I moved his things into after.” 
 
    No one else knew. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to say the words. 
 
    Abel flipped his hand around and laced their fingers together. “What happened?” 
 
    Dakota turned to stare out the window. She’d kept the words bottled up for so long. Habit, she supposed. So much easier to shut down, corral all the messy emotions out of sight, and carry on acting like she was perfectly fine on her own. It was what she knew. All she knew, really. But one glance at the worry and compassion written on Abel’s face took a wrecking ball to the flimsy barriers remaining between them. 
 
    “Cancer took my mom,” she started. That faint pang returned, but it was more bittersweet than the pure sorrow of fresh grief. He wasn’t there yet, but she knew he’d learn how digging into all the memories was a way of keeping his father alive. “There were good days and bad days, then the bad overtook the good. Grams came to stay with us to help, then stuck around after. I think she saw how my father wasn’t coping. I will always be thankful for that final year before she had a stroke. After that, it was just me and him.” 
 
    The sweetness faded, leaving just the bitter behind. “Dad’s grief… It consumed entire rooms until there wasn’t space for anyone or anything else. Grams was there for me after Mom passed, but I had no one when she died. I was alone with this other person living right down the hall. He made me feel like a ghost even while I breathed and ate and went to school.” 
 
    Abel didn’t say anything, but he didn’t pull away or retreat from her baggage. He squeezed her hand tighter and began stroking slow, encouraging circles with his thumb. 
 
    The years played out in her mind. The distance, the handful of words exchanged. The identical monthly phone calls when she went away to college and then when she moved into her first apartment. She always hoped things would get better, but no amount of throwing out a line snared more than a momentary interest in her life. 
 
    “Two years ago, I got accepted for a position in Yellowstone. We had a fight because I couldn’t get the time off for Mom’s birthday. We used to get cupcakes and visit the spot where we spread her ashes, you see. First year I missed it, and he couldn’t accept it. He accused me of not loving her and letting her memory fade. It got ugly after that. All those years of feeling ignored and unimportant and worth less than a woman who died decades ago, all of that bubbled to the surface. I hung up when he wouldn’t deny that he wished I had been the one to die instead of her. 
 
    “A week after that, he had a car crash and died at the scene. I boxed up the house, stored everything, and have been avoiding going back ever since.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have needed to go through that alone. That was your mother. Your grandmother. You were just a kid,” he growled, squeezing her hand tightly. 
 
    Dakota pulled her hand free and rubbed her palms against her thighs. In the side mirror, a frown twisted her mouth. Fitting. The expression matched the twisted, churning anger in her middle. 
 
    It was unfair. And an utterly useless emotion. 
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to… You just lost your father. Dredging up all shit isn’t what’s needed right now.” 
 
    “Hey.” He tucked a finger under her chin and forced her to meet his eyes. “You don’t ever need to apologize for how you feel. Your hurts are just as valid.” 
 
    A snarky response about the proper time and place died on her tongue. He bounced his attention between her and the road, but those quick looks flayed her wide open and saw straight to her very core. He didn’t offer her fake words or pleasantries. He meant every syllable of acceptance. 
 
    “Thank you,” was all she managed. 
 
    He dropped his hand only to give her thigh a squeeze. His thumb stroked over her jeans, warmth spreading under his palm. “We’re not too far from the next town. What do you say we stop a little early? We can find a good spot for dinner, maybe get some drinks. Or retreat to our separate corners until morning. Whichever you prefer.” 
 
    “Dinner,” she said, voice a little shaky. “Dinner sounds nice.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    His wolf was obsessed. 
 
    He wasn’t far behind. 
 
    Abel drummed his fingers against the counter and tried not to stare out the lobby window to where Dakota waited in Gloria. Tried, and failed. Which she graciously pointed out by jabbing fingers toward her eyes, then jamming them in his direction in the universal ‘I’m watching you’ signal. 
 
    He made the same gesture back and turned to sign the bill for their rooms. 
 
    She was an even bigger delight than he could have imagined. Under the flat looks and sardonic jokes was someone with a big heart. From the beginning, she’d been tough and brave. Nothing in the time since showed him different. Injured at the bottom of a gully, she’d been prepared to face down one wolf. Able to stand and an unexpected mate dropped into her life, she was ready to challenge countless others. 
 
    She knew loss, too. Not that he reveled in the shared trait, but she understood what it felt like to have someone important ripped from her life. Multiple someones, in fact. But there, again, her big heart made an appearance. She knew the stakes if he failed. Not just for himself, but all the families Rasmus would tear apart given the chance. 
 
    All of it, her bravery in the face of danger, her willingness to throw caution to the wind for strangers because it was the right thing to do, the take-no-shit and question the fuck out of everything, every last trait would serve her well as the alpha’s mate. 
 
    His wolf stirred in his head. Sendings flashed, each one focused on Dakota. Laughing, glaring, hair loose and blowing in the wind. A hand pressed to her swollen belly. 
 
    The upper curve of a mate mark peeking out from her shirt. 
 
    Mate. 
 
    Could he really blame her reluctance over accepting the mate bond? What she’d described after her mother passed wasn’t unheard of in his world. Losing a mate was like losing a limb. Worse, even. A person could learn to work around the physical change. Learning to live without the other half of their soul was the tougher task. 
 
    Still, she was human. Still an outsider in his world. 
 
    He cared less and less with each passing breath, heartbeat, long drag of her gorgeous eyes over his frame. Her smiles and laughs eased the tightness in his chest and stroked a hand down his wolf’s back. 
 
    Mate. 
 
    Well, his kind had been outed to the human world. They’d already been forced to make changes. Accepting a human as his mate was just one more adjustment to add to the pile. 
 
    If he tore Rasmus down. 
 
    Abel pasted a smile on his face before slipping out of the lobby, back into his Jeep, and drove them to the parking spot in front of their doors.  
 
    “There’s only one bed,” Dakota stated flatly the moment she stepped into her room. 
 
    Abel followed her inside and let their bags slide out of his fingers. “I’ve seen documentaries on this scenario.” 
 
    Her elbow caught his side. “It’s not polite to talk about your porn habits, you weirdo.” 
 
    “I was talking about teams traveling for competitions, filming, that sort of thing. Which is good, since,” he rapped his knuckles on the adjoining door, “this one is mine. Interesting your mind goes straight to porn, though. Anything you want to confess, Miss Martin? Road trip got you a little hot and bothered?” 
 
    The flatness of her voice didn’t hold a candle to the flatness of the look she turned on him. But just like when he called her out on staring at his ass at their last stop, her cheeks flushed a bright red. 
 
    Skies above, the sight of that color. He understood why bulls ran straight for it even with the threat of being stuck like a pincushion. 
 
    Abel leaned against the adjoining room door. As much as he wanted to prowl closer and inhale every complicated note of her sweet scent, he couldn’t. Getting into Dakota’s space would just send her backing away. She had to be enticed to open her gates and let him inside. 
 
    “You were wrong earlier,” he admitted. “When you said this grief sucks all the color from the world? There’s still a bright spot.” 
 
    Her eyes softened. “Oh?” 
 
    “You.” He ran a hand through his hair and tried to piece together words that made sense. Whatever mate spell she had on him twisted him up when he looked at her. “Last night, even with you telling me to leave, I couldn’t. My wolf would have stolen my skin even if I’d been able to force myself out the door. Your safety and comfort are among my top priorities. 
 
    “I know this is quick and we haven’t had much time together, but I feel like the entire world has been tipped over and refocused on you. You can tell me to get fucked, steal Gloria, and leave me on the side of the road. I’ll be hurt and pissed, and I’ll keep my distance once I get that old girl back, but the connection between us will always be there. My only regret would be not treating you well enough to give me a chance. And maybe whatever extra miles you put on my ride.” 
 
    She laughed, the sound wrapping around his heart and tying another string between them.  
 
    Abel pushed away from the adjoining door and crossed the handful of feet between them. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t break their look. Breath hitching in her chest, she tipped her head back and stared him down as he plucked up her hand and pressed a kiss to the back. 
 
    A low growl of appreciation rattled in his throat. Oh, yeah. The physical attraction was there. Had been evident from the beginning. But he wanted—needed—more. He wasn’t some virgin waiting for his mating day; he’d had his share of quick fucks and longer attempts at relationships. 
 
    His mate? He needed it all. Her laughs, her smiles. Every beat of her heart and inch of her body. With Dakota, it was all or nothing. 
 
    “I just—” He dragged down a deep breath and released it, then slashed his eyes away. “I just thought you should know. You’re my mate. You’re the bright spot in my world. And I hope I can be that for you, too.” 
 
    He stepped toward the main door, vowing to go into his room and give her space until she knocked or morning arrived. His wolf whined and growled, not wanting to leave her alone, but he shoved the beast to the back of his head. She wasn’t a wolf. She didn’t understand their connection. He had to let her come to him on her own terms. 
 
    “How are—” 
 
    Abel turned at the choked start of a sentence. 
 
    Dakota’s cheeks were still red as she wet her lips and tried again. “How are mates claimed?” 
 
    His wolf howled in his head. Abel shoved the beast to the very back of his mind as he tried to keep control. 
 
    A good sign. That question had to be a good fucking sign. 
 
    “Most choose to place the mark here,” he said thickly, sweeping a hungry look down her body before brushing his knuckles over her collarbone. “A bite is made. Done at the height of pleasure, you won’t feel any pain.” 
 
    “The height of… Oh.” Realization colored her cheeks. Her eyes dropped, thick lashes not hiding the heat in the dark depths. A moment, that was all, before she lifted them again. “Would that make me a shifter like you?” 
 
    “I was born, not made. But no, a claiming bite would only solidify our bond.” His inner animal rolled through him, fur brushing against his mind. The beast wanted to taste her and run with her on four legs. “A bite from my wolf would change you. If that’s what you want.” 
 
    “If it’s not?” 
 
    “Then you’ll stay as human as you are now. My wolf might be a whiny little bastard about it, but he’ll accept your choice.” 
 
    A small smile lifted the corners of her lips. “Just your wolf?” 
 
    “Well,” Abel hedged with a shrug, “maybe I would be, too.” He met her eyes again. “Can you blame me? I’d love to share that half of myself with you. Streaking through the trees, moon high above our heads, the pack howling and chasing each other in the distance? It’s a big decision, but there’s a bigger one to make before that.” 
 
    She was quiet for a long, loaded moment before slowly, carefully, stepping closer and pressing a hand over his heart. “You never did say what I smell like.” 
 
    Warmth spread through his body, radiating outward from her palm. Underneath, his heart pounded like a drum for her. 
 
    Abel slid his eyes closed. He inhaled deeply and let her scent wash over him. “You smell like the wind blowing through the leaves and out over open grass. Sage and citrus. Moonlight. I could waste the rest of my life looking for something as complicated and delicious because yours is the best scent I’ve ever had the pleasure of inhaling.” 
 
    A second hand joined the first. He braced against the slight pressure and nearly stumbled back stunned when soft lips brushed against his. 
 
    His eyes snapped open, concern rolling through him. “How is your—” 
 
    “It’s a foot, Abel. The other parts of me work just fine.” 
 
    He slanted his mouth over hers with a growl. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    There was nothing Dakota could do. As soon as his lips met hers, there was nothing she could do but wrap her arms around his neck and hold on for dear life. 
 
    Heat flooded through her with every expert stroke and twist of his tongue. One hand latched around the back of her neck, the other closing on her hip, both holding her still and steady as he plundered her mouth. 
 
    He sent her world spinning. Heat blasted off his chest and set her ablaze at every point their bodies bumped and touched.  
 
    Mate. Mate. The word still sounded so alien when applied to her, to Abel, to whatever was supposed to exist between them. What did exist, because holy hell and sweet fuck, did he make her need so thoroughly. 
 
    Which was insane. 
 
    And she was crazy for him. 
 
    Bright spot? He called her his bright spot, but he’d snuck in and claimed that title for himself. 
 
    She didn’t know what waited at the end of the road. She couldn’t predict how the next day would go. Even the next minute was shrouded in mystery. Right then, that moment, touching and being touched was her entire focus. 
 
    The rest was part of a journey that could carry on for decades if she dared believe. 
 
    He backed her up, caging her in his arms until she hit the dresser. One arm snaked around her waist and effortlessly hoisted her to sit on the edge. He stepped right between her legs and—ohhh. One small thrust of his hips was enough to feel how much he wanted her. Not that she needed the evidence. His words were full of the same. His eyes, too. 
 
    She didn’t know who slipped under the other’s shirt first, but it was a race to wrangle their tops off and fling them into the ether of the motel room. She won, barely, and found herself arching into him as skilled fingers worked the clasp of her bra. 
 
    Abel’s large hands closed over her breasts the same instant his mouth found hers again. A low growl rumbled in his chest, clearly appreciative of what his fingers plucked and stroked. She let off a whimper as he pinched just right. 
 
    “Skies above, I love the way you sound,” he groaned. 
 
    He dropped to his knees, eyes seeking confirmation as his hands went to her waist. She dipped her chin and sucked down a breath. Careful, so careful and gentle, he slipped her jeans and panties over her bandaged foot. 
 
    There was nothing careful or gentle in his eyes when he rolled them up to meet hers. 
 
    Bright green stared back at her with the look of a man utterly starving, and she was the feast. 
 
    “This is what I wanted to do last night,” he said, voice thick and decadent, scrambling every last thought she had left. 
 
    Abel buried his face between her thighs and wasted no time in showing her exactly what she missed by kicking him out of the bathroom. 
 
    She curled her fingers in his hair as he licked and stroked, exploring every inch of her over and over. Suckling, tasting, groaning as he brought her right to the edge. Dakota trembled, back arching, and cried out when he slipped a finger into her heat. 
 
    “Fuck, sweetheart,” he growled. “Taste so fucking good.” 
 
    Even if her mind had changed, her body wouldn’t have turned thought into action. Every thrust of his fingers, every flick of his tongue sent shocks tingling up her spine. He lapped and tasted and teased. She watched, utterly entranced, the bob of his head, the flex of his arm. Tension coiled in her middle with every gasp and moan, only to explode with a harsh cry and tightening of her thighs.  
 
    Abel rolled to his feet, and she reached for the button of his jeans as his mouth found hers again. One deep kiss, and the button popped. Another stroke of his tongue, and the zipper slammed down. He broke away long enough to kick out of his boots and shove his jeans off his hips. She had only a moment to drink in the sight of him, from his sculpted chest to those damn lines at his hips before he stepped back into her space. 
 
    His lips found hers once more, then kissed a path over her jaw and to her ear. Sharp teeth caught the lobe. “Want you so bad, sweetheart,” he said, breath hot. “Wanted this since I caught your scent.” 
 
    His thick cock nestled against her entrance, and he rocked forward, coating himself in her wetness before sliding in an inch. He hissed, head dropping back as he eased out and back in. Pleasure etched in the tight set of his jaw and the churning of his eyes. 
 
    A high moan escaped her lips as he thrust inside that final inch. She arched into him, hands wrapped around the edge of the dresser. Legs trembling, she wrapped them around his waist as he dragged back until only the blunt tip remained in her. One glance was all the warning she had before he surged forward again. 
 
    Fuck, she had never felt so full, so thoroughly stretched. There was no escaping the sheer pleasure he commanded. His fingers dug into her hips and thighs, holding her open to take everything he had to give.  
 
    Everything on the dresser shook with the force of his thrusts. The little plastic bucket meant for ice tumbled off the edge. The mirror banked against the wall, and she was glad no one was inside the empty adjoining room. Not that embarrassment would have kept the wicked sounds pouring from her mouth as he continued to fuck her within an inch of her life. 
 
    Bright green eyes met hers, and something sparked in her chest. She smoothed her hands up his arms, over his shoulders. Anywhere she could reach was fair game and absolutely necessary to keep from spinning off into orbit. 
 
    She dragged him down and nipped at his lower lip. His groan vibrated through her as he stole control, obliterating any last lines of defense with his mouth, his hands, his cock. 
 
    Harder. Faster. Their breath turned jagged and sharp. Heat gathered in her core as she teetered right there, ready to tumble over the edge. Into what, she couldn’t say, but she knew, deep in her heart, he’d be there to catch her. 
 
    Terrifying, really. And perfect. 
 
    He tore his mouth from hers, breath coming in short pants. “Fuck,” he growled in her ear. “Dakota, fuck.” 
 
    “Close,” she panted. “I’m close.” 
 
    He pulled back enough to meet her eyes, cocky smirk hitching up a corner of his mouth as he snaked a hand between their bodies. “Come for me, gorgeous,” he ordered. 
 
    She cried out the moment his thumb brushed against her clit. There was no room for thought or words after that, only moans and their bodies crashing together. Fire raced along her veins, burning her down to nothing and leaving pure bliss behind. 
 
    She was still throbbing around him, still reaching her peak, when he stuttered and slammed his hips against her, flooding her with heat. 
 
    With a soft growl, Abel pressed his forehead against her shoulder. Three shaky breaths were all he allowed himself to rest before placing a soft kiss on the crook of her neck. He worked his way higher and higher, nipping at her earlobe, then making his way across her jaw and to her lips. 
 
    Gently, he gathered her in his arms and carried her the short distance to the bed.  
 
    Dakota leaned up on her elbow as soon as he settled next to her. Bright green eyes watched her as she dragged a finger down his muscled chest, to his waist, across his hip, and up one of those sexy, sexy lines. 
 
    “You,” she said, leaning forward until their lips almost touched, “still owe me dinner.” 
 
    Abel threw his head back with a deep laugh. “Had to work up an appetite first, my perfect mate.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    Dakota eyed the tiny cabin where Abel had parked. A curtain near the door twitched aside and settled back into place. That was the only sign of life she could see. No one opened the door to greet them or prowled around the corners. The nearest neighbors were well outside of shouting distance from what she’d seen on the drive. 
 
    Not by accident, as Abel confirmed when she asked. They were on the edge of Blackthorne lands, which bordered a nature preserve. The extra space afforded the pack the privacy they needed to stay off the radar. Any wolf sightings were easily played off as their natural brethren. 
 
    Nerves churned in her gut. The time from agreeing to the trip to pulling to a stop in front of the cabin had flown by, but the end result was always some distant, abstract thing. Now that she faced the reality, she didn’t know what to do with herself.  
 
    Abel’s hand closed on her thigh. Thighs he’d only that morning held open while he feasted on her, bringing her to release until she practically begged for mercy. Thighs that, hours later, still held a slight burn from the night they’d spent together. 
 
    “This isn’t how I would have wanted to do things,” he said quietly. 
 
    “I know,” she answered. “I believe there was talk of taking me out and making me feel special all hours of the day.” 
 
    “That’s unfair. I bought you two packs of peanut butter cups.” He shook his head, mouth pulling up at the corners. “You haven’t even accepted my mate mark, and already with the nagging.” 
 
    “Should have gone with three. Four would have gotten you anything you asked.” 
 
    “You’re here with me,” he said, suddenly serious. “That’s all I need.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered at the words. She wanted to believe in them—and in him—but that meant believing in all the rest. Mates. Destiny. Two totally unconnected people giving them words that would send them on the course to find each other in a gully at the full moon. 
 
    She lived in the real world, where love at first word didn’t exist. And while maybe, maybe, she could picture a lifetime of waking up with his head between her legs and coffee slowly cranking up the ol’ brain machine, they’d still only known each other for a handful of days. 
 
    Which was insane. 
 
    Wasn’t it? 
 
    The question sounded quieter and quieter with every repetition. 
 
    The front door swung open, and she shoved down all her nerves at the sight of the tall woman standing at the entrance. 
 
    Abel tossed Dakota a grin and shoved out of the Jeep. He rounded the hood to yank open her door and help her to the ground. As soon as she was steady, he turned to the woman. Without a word, they closed the distance and wrapped each other in a tight hug. 
 
    Dakota didn’t need wolf senses or the power to read minds to understand their shared grief. They clung to the only other person who truly felt their profound loss. He’d lost his father. She’d lost her mate. Their little family unit wouldn’t ever be the same. 
 
    She’d experienced those hugs with her grandmother. With her father? Never. 
 
    “Mom,” he said, pulling back and reaching his hand out to draw her forward, “I want you to meet someone. This is Dakota. Dakota, this is my mother, Adella.” 
 
    The resemblance was uncanny. His jaw was sharper and his lips not as full, but their noses formed the same curves below the same green eyes.  
 
    “Nice to meet you,” Dakota said and held out her hand. 
 
    Adella’s smile fell as her nostrils flared. She slid a questioning look to Abel. “Human? You brought a human onto our lands?” 
 
    Dakota shot a look at Abel. He’d warned that not everyone would be accepting of a human. They’d spent lifetimes actively hiding their nature from mere mortals like her. His own uncle—not the greatest of characters in the first place—had killed them for sport. 
 
    But his own mother? 
 
    Abel’s eyes hardened. “What she is or isn’t doesn’t matter to me,” he said firmly. “She’s mine. That should be enough.” 
 
    “To you. To me.” Adella shrugged her shoulder. “There are others that will care.” 
 
    “Then they can say it to my face,” Dakota piped in. She stood right there. While she obviously didn’t know every aspect of shifter life, she damn sure would be included in the conversation about her. “And then they can either deal with it or keep their opinions to themselves.” 
 
    Pleasant surprise jumped across Adella’s expression. “Hopefully more choose the former than the latter. Come in, both of you. I put tea on when I saw you pull up.” 
 
    Dakota followed Adella through the front door, with Abel taking up the rear.  
 
    In a blink, her eyes adjusted to the lower light. The interior was as small as the outside suggested. Some standing screens hid the bed, and careful positioning of other furniture separated the living room from the kitchen. One room of living was a far cry from what Abel had told her of the three-storied pack house. 
 
    Abel helped her into a spot at the small, two-seater table. Lavender poked out of a vase right in the middle.  
 
    He dragged a finger along one of the sprigs. “You’re fine? They haven’t done anything to you?” 
 
    “Aside from throwing me out of the home I shared with my mate?” Adella grimaced over her shoulder. “They’ve largely ignored me. I’m just an old woman lost in her grief. Idiots, though Rasmus never was the smart one of the bunch. Conrad took the brains and looks.” 
 
    Fresh pain tightened her mouth to a thin line as she made her way back to the table with a teapot in her hands. Abel gave her shoulder a squeeze in passing and collected teacups and spoons. 
 
    “Idiots,” he agreed. “Everyone knows who really ran the pack.” 
 
    “That’ll be a lesson for you,” Adella turned to Dakota. Grief still welled in her eyes, but she spoke through it. “Disagree for the hell of it. Let him work out the best argument by convincing you of its merits even if you already know it’s the right choice. Making up is just the bonus.” 
 
    Abel scoffed at the salacious wink Adella added to the last. He reached for the teapot. The light scent of chamomile mixed with the lavender decorating the table. His teacup filled, he poured for his mother, then Dakota.  
 
    “Has anything happened since we last spoke?” he asked. 
 
    The brief flash of light faded from Adella’s face. “More of the same. Rasmus installed the enforcers he brought with him in the pack house. He’s keeping a handful of the younger males there for training, he claims. Given enough time and beatings, they’ll turn as rotten as the rest of his wolves.” 
 
    “Stephen and Lyle’s family?” 
 
    “Safe. The mates and pups left as soon as their banishments were announced. They planned to head south to the Redwoods. Publicly, anyway. East toward Wolfden was their true destination. 
 
    “Everyone else has stuck close to home and walked on eggshells. I think they’re collectively holding their breath and waiting to see what happens, given the threats to cull the submissives. Harlan dropped in yesterday and said he knows of two other families looking for safe passage out of the territory. More will follow, especially if the rumors of Rasmus forbidding any mating without his permission turns out to be true.” 
 
    There was that word again. Cull. She’d known things were bad, but threatening death and revoking the right to choose their own relationships was astonishingly evil. Forcing them to accept or flee their homes shrouded in secrecy? She didn’t even know the asshole, and she already hated him. 
 
    Abel was right to come home as soon as possible. Someone had to stop Rasmus before more lives were disturbed. 
 
    Abel scrubbed a hand down his face. “I should go see him. If anyone has a lay of the land, it’ll be him. Knowing who to trust and who’s thrown in with that bastard is going to be vital.” 
 
    He cast a look at her, then the door. The same battle warred as when she tried to kick him out of her home in Yellowstone. Tried, and failed. 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” she offered. 
 
    “It isn’t safe. Not with Rasmus in charge,” Adella objected. Abel nodded. “You can stay here with me.” 
 
    “Is that okay?” Abel turned to her. One dark brow lifted with his question. “We can head back into town and get a room somewhere if you’d prefer.” 
 
    She was aware of Adella watching her. Weighing her, just as she’d tested and approved of her answer about her humanness. Abel, too, waited, but she knew there’d be less judgment from him. Maybe a little disappointment, but nothing that would last for more than a second. 
 
    “Go,” she told him. “This is why we’re here.” 
 
    She slid her palms into his outstretched hands and let him pull her to her feet. A small shiver worked through her when he kissed each of her temples. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon.” His eyes danced with mischief as he nodded toward his mother. “Don’t listen to anything this one says, especially anything concerning my under-five years. If it’s remotely embarrassing, it was her terrible parenting. If it’s adorable, consider it a natural talent.” 
 
    “Got it. You have a natural talent for being embarrassing.” 
 
    “We’ll work on your listening comprehension later.” He leaned in and pecked her lips before striding for the door. 
 
    “Be careful,” Adella warned. “I don’t know where any eyes are turned these days.” 
 
    He dipped his chin in acknowledgment, flashed Dakota a reassuring smile, and disappeared through the door. 
 
    Dakota rubbed absently at her chest and stared at the wall between them. No engine started, and it took her a long moment to realize he must have shifted for his journey. It made sense when she thought about it. He’d have to follow a set road if he took his Jeep. Four legs offered a lot more off-road sneaking behind enemy lines. 
 
    Skies above, as he liked to say, she hoped he didn’t run into any trouble. 
 
    The clink of a teacup settling on the table brought her back to the room and who else was in it—a she-wolf watching her with very interested eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she murmured, taking her seat again. 
 
    “No need to apologize, my dear,” Adella said softly. A sad fondness entered her eyes. “It takes some getting used to, feeling that little pang of heartsickness when your mate leaves the room.” 
 
    “He’s not—” she started. “We’re not—” 
 
    She clamped her mouth closed. Doubt curdled her stomach. Human, not a wolf, not a mate. No doubt his mother wished she could sprout fur and howled at the moon. Hell, she couldn’t even step outside without bringing danger on her head. 
 
    She didn’t fit in with Abel’s world. 
 
    “Oh.” Adella frowned, eyebrows knitting together. “I just assumed… You came all this way.” 
 
    “Didn’t seem like much of a choice at the time. He needed to be here, but he wouldn’t leave me. I’m just an extra piece of luggage.” 
 
    Lies. To herself, to Abel’s mother, to the man himself. The words even tasted like ashes in her mouth. 
 
    Insanity. That was all it was. Pure insanity to hop into a stranger’s Jeep because he called her his mate. Madness to follow him across multiple states so he could mete out justice to his father’s killer and claim his pack. 
 
    What then? He had his life. She had hers. Was she supposed to give up everything she’d worked for to sit at his side? The finer details of what happened after had been tossed aside for the more pressing concerns. 
 
    Sitting in his mother’s cabin, drinking her tea, hearing the assumption she was to be Abel’s mate brought it all into focus. 
 
    “This is all happening so fast.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s the trouble eating at you since you stepped in here.” Adella’s face softened. She drummed her fingers on her cup, the move so like Abel that Dakota knew where he’d picked up the habit. “There’s no easy answer. We don’t live easy lives. All that matters is how you feel and if you can accept this life. Our animals often jump the gun, and it takes some time for our human sides to catch up. But when they do, we’re almost always left wondering what the hell took so long. I know you don’t have a wolf. You have to trust your gut on this. Does he make you laugh?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Good. His father had me in stitches. One time, he—” 
 
    Adella froze mid-sentence, head whipping toward the front door.  
 
    “Run,” she growled. “Crawl, if you need to. Arm yourself to the teeth and do everything you can to survive.” 
 
    Dakota didn’t have a chance to question what the fuck was happening before the door trembled with a fierce blow on the other side. A second ripped through the hinges and sent it descending like an out-of-control drawbridge. 
 
    Two massive wolves stepped through the wreckage, their lips curled back in matching snarls. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Abel streaked away from his mother’s cabin. The scents and sights were all familiar to him, but there was something off. Not just the extra trails he suspected belonged to Rasmus and his trusted monsters. 
 
    It was Dakota. He’d had her in his nose and within arm’s reach for days. He might be in the place he physically called home, but every instinct called for him to stay at her side. 
 
    Impossible. Besides the obvious privacy issues, he was certain Dakota would twist his balls clean off his body if he tried to stick to her like a barnacle. Work, shopping, hobbies, all those little moments of quiet solitude… he couldn’t steal them from her by being an overbearing male. 
 
    Still, an unsettled feeling crawled up his spine and curled up at the base of his neck. His ears twitched in all directions trying to capture any extra footfalls or breaths. He came up with nothing but those unfamiliar scent trails that didn’t make the feeling of being watched disappear. 
 
    He was in enemy territory. Best not to forget that.  
 
    He slowed as he reached his destination. Harlan didn’t live in the center of pack lands, but that didn’t mean he was completely isolated. His neighbors still had eyes and noses Abel wanted to avoid. 
 
    He circled the two-story home twice, then sank down into the late-afternoon shadows near the matching shed. There was no movement at the front of the house, though both Harlan’s truck and his mate Jenna’s car sat in the driveway. Their pup, Sam, didn’t bounce around the swing set in the backyard. 
 
    He made another loop, wider, and found the nearest neighbors just as secluded and quiet. 
 
    “Well, are you coming inside?” a voice called as soon as he returned. 
 
    Abel stepped out of the shadows. Harlan stood waiting at the edge of the back porch.  
 
    His frame shimmered as his wolf stepped back, letting his human half enter the world again. “Wasn’t sure if I’d get an invitation.”  
 
    He reacted fast, catching a ball of something thrown straight at his head. Shaking out the soft package, he tugged on the pair of sweats Harlan tossed at him, then followed the other wolf inside. 
 
    Harlan slid out a chair at the table and took a seat, then gestured for Abel to do the same. He looked… off. Abel couldn’t put a finger on it. His clothes were clean, his hair brushed, no visible signs of injury. But there was still something stiff and unfamiliar. 
 
    Could he blame him, though? He’d lost his alpha and watched two packmates die in a challenge fight against the killer. Those families were summarily banished from their homes while the rest of the pack faced threats to get in line or face the same treatment, if not death. The instability would put anyone on edge. 
 
    Harlan wasn’t the only thing off about the place. The house itself was eerily quiet. Abel was used to seeing Jenna standing at the oven with a fist planted on her hip and a mitt strangled in her grasp, ready for the timer to chime that a fresh cake or tray of cookies had finished baking. Sam would often be underfoot and either playing with his toys or waiting impatiently to taste test the latest batch of treats. 
 
    No one howled a greeting and shot across the kitchen. No scents of baking sweetened the air. Just Harlan, sitting at the table as stiff as a plank of wood. 
 
    He wrapped his hand around the back of the chair, but stayed standing. “Where’s Jenna and Sam?” 
 
    Harlan waved a hand. “They’ll be around soon.” 
 
    Abel tested the air, but the other wolf’s scent didn’t change. Still, his inner animal was on alert. They’d known each other since his first stumbling steps, and the man didn’t trust him enough to know what his mate and pup were up to.  
 
    The insult would have stung, but the hurt claimed all the pain. 
 
    “Why did you come back, Abel? Why come here?” 
 
    “You’re really asking me that?” He shoved a hand into his hair and paced away. “What was I supposed to do, let Rasmus get away with killing my father and stealing my pack?” 
 
    Harlan gave a defeated shrug. “He made his challenge.” 
 
    One he wasn’t there to meet. One he wasn’t even eligible to stop. 
 
    Maybe he’d made a mistake. Maybe he should have walked away. 
 
    His wolf whined and paced through his head. No way the beast would have accepted that decision. No way could he have abandoned everyone to Rasmus’s rule. 
 
    He’d left, but he followed the final words of his father. He’d left, but he now had his mate at his side. 
 
    A mate that still hadn’t agreed to the bond… 
 
    His grip on the chair tightened. No, he had to believe in his father’s words, the words of her grandmother, the looks she shot him, and the beat of her heart when he was near. She was human, that was all. She needed a little more time to accept what sparked between them. 
 
    For that future, he fought. For that same future he wanted everyone in the pack to experience, he’d rip apart every single wolf that stood in his way. 
 
    “I’m making mine,” he told Harlan.  
 
    He didn’t know what he expected, but the blank stare he received was not it. 
 
    “Why come here?” his friend asked again. 
 
    “You have a talent for knowing the way the wind is blowing. I’m going to make my challenge. I need to know if I’m going to find any unpleasant surprises when I do. Who will back me, who will stand against me, the sort of numbers to expect. My mother told me some of what’s been happening. I need to know if there’s more.” 
 
    “More?” Harlan snorted. “He’s killed two of the top enforcers and sent their families packing. Adella tried to hide where they went, but do you think it was that hard for Rasmus’s wolves to track them down? They’re dead, Abel.” 
 
    Sour bile coated his tongue. “Do you know that for sure?” 
 
    Harlan offered another defeated shrug. “Anyone is a fool to think otherwise.” 
 
    Motherfucker. One of his first acts would be to track down the particulars of that rumor. And if Harlan was right, he’d find a way to bring Rasmus back to life just to kill him all over again. 
 
    “There’s no stopping him.” 
 
    He hated the empty tone of his friend’s voice. Hated that it scratched at the back of his head like some ghost digging on the other side of the wall. 
 
    The place was too quiet. Harlan was too broken. 
 
    And Rasmus was willing to do anything to solidify his control. 
 
    “Where are Jenna and Sam?” Silence was his answer. “Harlan, what happened to your mate and pup?” 
 
    “He took them,” the other wolf whispered. He stared at his open palms, then slowly curled them into fists. “He told me this was how I could get them back.” 
 
    “What did you do, Harlan?” He cocked his head. Footfalls. More than one. His wolf whined deep in his head. Again, he demanded, “What did you do?” 
 
    The back porch creaked with the weight of a step. 
 
    Hinges squeaked at the front of the house. The screen door, forever complaining about being used. 
 
    Abel twisted in place as the door at his back swung wide. 
 
    Three wolves crowded inside. Another three rushed in from the other side of the kitchen. Low growls sawed through the air, but the final arrival held Abel’s attention. 
 
    “Hello, nephew,” Rasmus drawled. “I’d welcome you home, but you’re not supposed to be here.” His eyes flicked to the other wolves. “Take him.” 
 
    Abel shoved to his feet and swung a fist for the first one to reach him. A second blow connected with the one of the left’s nose, spurting blood down his face and sending the fucker staggering back. 
 
    Claws sharpened and darkened the tips of his fingers as his wolf shoved forward. There was no need for sendings offering his opinion. They were in total agreement that every last one of Rasmus’s wolves needed fangs ripping through their throats. 
 
    Something looped around his neck, and he was hauled back hard enough to pick him up off his feet. His skin burned at the contact as his wolf disappeared down to a dull, small, unreachable part of his mind. 
 
    Silver. Fuck. 
 
    A sharp kick to the back of his knee sent him to the ground. Panting, he strained against the silver corded around his neck. Four of Rasmus’s enforcers shifted where they stood, but the fifth held tight. The sixth didn’t move from where he’d slumped to the ground. Rasmus leaned against a wall, a sly smile playing at his lips. 
 
    Harlan sat in the exact same spot he had before, shame coating his scent. 
 
    Abel fought against the hands holding him down. A snarl ripped out of him. “Why?” 
 
    Harlan shook his head sadly. “He has the pups, Abel. He has all the pups.” 
 
    And with them, control. What parent wouldn’t compromise everything to give their pup a shot at life? 
 
    The pack was in a worse state than he thought. So, so much worse. 
 
    And he’d brought Dakota right into the thick of it. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Dakota eyed the darkness from the edge of the door. She could see the first set of steps, but not much else. Not that it mattered to the man behind her. The scar running across his face made his sneer all the more twisted and unpleasant. 
 
    “Go,” he ordered. 
 
    At least her hands weren’t tied. Not that she was capable of much. He’d made that clear when he picked her up by the shoulders and slammed her to the ground back at the cabin. 
 
    Over his shoulder, Adella nodded. 
 
    Dakota took her first step into the darkness. She fumbled for the rail as her eyes strained to adjust. One step turned into four, then five, ten, until a jarring final thump rattled up her spine. 
 
    The scarred wolf prodded her back. “Keep moving.” 
 
    She bit back the stream of curses she wanted to unleash. Being popped in the mouth once was more than enough to understand the consequences of backtalk. 
 
    Adella was worse. Or had been. Most of her injuries seemed to have healed, even if blood still marred her skin. Abel’s mother had done her best to stand by her promise of keeping Dakota safe, but she’d been brought down with fangs at her throat. 
 
    Fuckers. 
 
    They were marched to the very end of the basement. The scarred wolf gave them a warning look before drawing out a key. Careful of the silver bars lining the solid wood, he swung open a door and gestured them inside. 
 
    They weren’t the only prisoners. 
 
    She quickly counted the small heads of human children and the fuzzy ones of wolf pups. A dozen cowered against the far wall, each one nearly shaking with fright. 
 
    “Little runts,” the scarred wolf grunted. 
 
    More than one sighed and slumped their tiny shoulders as the asshole slammed the door shut with a taunting laugh. 
 
    Dakota spun around. Horror and shock warred for top billing in her head. Disgust and outright murderous rage joined forces for a sold-out double feature. Abel told her Rasmus was capable of monstrous acts. Seeing them for herself put his need to return in clear focus. 
 
    “Did you know Rasmus took children hostage?” she hissed. Not that it helped. Too many eyes and ears twitched in their direction. 
 
    Adella paled and took a step back. “Not this. Not about this. I’d have told Abel if I’d known.” 
 
    Abel. Shit. He’d left not long before they were attacked.  
 
    How many were gunning for him? The group that captured them were far from the total numbers Rasmus had at his command, that much was clear. And if he held children, how many others would willingly join the ranks? 
 
    “If you let Abel walk into a trap—” 
 
    “He is my son,” Adella snapped back fiercely. “I would never willingly harm him.” 
 
    Dakota eyed her warily. No, she didn’t think so, but unknowingly? That was still on the table. 
 
    What wasn’t seemed to be any sort of escape. They’d been taken to the pack house, which automatically meant Wolf Central. Even if they weren’t right below where Rasmus housed his meanest and cruelest, there seemed to be only one way in or out. Fire hazard aside, there was still the solid door to contend with. Even if they somehow managed to knock down the wood and saw through the bars without twitching an overly sensitive ear, one human, one wolf, and a dozen children weren’t any sort of meaningful army. 
 
    They were stuck until whatever heinous purpose that kept their throats intact presented itself. 
 
    “Miss Adella?” 
 
    They both turned at the small voice. A boy that barely reached her hip took a handful of steps forward before sucking down a breath and staring at Dakota with eyes as round as saucers. 
 
    Adella crouched down. “It’s okay, Sammie. She’s a friend of Abel.” 
 
    The little one perked right up. “Mister Abel is here?” 
 
    “I saw him just a bit ago. You know what he said?” The little boy shook his head. She dropped her voice in a deep imitation of Abel’s. “Tell Sam I bet he can’t do five whole pushups.” 
 
    “Can, too!” 
 
    “Is that so?” Dakota asked. Nearly every eye turned to watch her as she moved through the room and put her back against the wall. Not across from the kids, but not in their space, either. She slid down to the ground and hoped the distance and being closer to their level helped put them at ease. “Can you show me?” 
 
    What happened next was near mayhem. Sam dropped to the ground and made it through three pushups before another boy rushed forward to prove that he could do even more. Then a girl joined the competition, claiming girls rule and boys drool, which prompted another boy and girl to jump in to prove their sides ruled and did not, in fact, drool. 
 
    Three children didn’t join in at all. Not a smile or a laugh brightened their faces. They stayed crouched in the corner until Adella took a seat next to her, then they slowly inched closer. 
 
    The brief flash of normal fun ended all too soon. Dakota’s throat tightened at the heavy silence that descended over them. They should have been running around without a care in the world, not trapped and separated from their families. 
 
    “I miss Momma and Daddy,” Sam said. 
 
    Dakota raised an eyebrow at Adella, but the she-wolf shook her head in confusion. That terrible unknown ate at her stomach and made her wish death on all the assholes upstairs. 
 
    “Can you tell me what happened?” she asked softly. 
 
    “The bad wolves,” Sam answered, fear shaking his voice. “They took Momma and me when we was camping in the backyard. Daddy has to behave, or we won’t see him again.” 
 
    Adella wrapped an arm around Sam and smoothed down his wild hair. “I promise you, Abel is going to do everything he can so you see them again.” 
 
    Maybe it was fast. Maybe it was crazy.  
 
    There was no letting Rasmus win. She didn’t want to know what would happen to any of the children with parents brave enough to keep on fighting. The idea crouched in the dark part of her mind, a mad, hateful grin taunting her with reality. 
 
    Trust her gut? Her gut said Abel was a good man, with a good heart. There was no future where he would cage children to control their parents. She couldn’t even picture it happening in an alternate universe. Abel would fight anyone who tried. 
 
    Run with the wolves. 
 
    This was where she belonged. With Abel, healing the damage his uncle inflicted on the others. The stakes were too great to just walk away. 
 
    She wasn’t sure how long they’d lapsed into silence. There was no helpful way of judging the passing hours like a window or the chiming of a clock. All she knew was some of the little ones passed into a fitful sleep, but boredom and stress were equally as likely as hitting their usual bedtimes. 
 
    Every last one jerked awake before she heard the steps approaching the door. 
 
    Both she and Adella pushed to their feet and put themselves between the pups and whatever bastard stood on the other side. 
 
    The same scarred wolf that threw them into the cell leered from the doorway as soon as he swung it open. 
 
    “You.” He crooked a finger in a summons. “Come here, human.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Abel pushed up on his toes and stretched his arms as high as he could. Pain sliced through him, but at least he worked a little movement back into his shoulder. His muscles barked and groaned, but there was nothing to be done except keep breathing. Even if that also hurt like hell. 
 
    The rattle of the chains when he slumped down drew three sets of eyes. 
 
    Rasmus had ordered him strung up in the foyer of the pack house the moment they arrived. Silver, looped around his wrists, drew his arms up, and the chains were secured to the railing of the second floor. They’d left his feet loose, but he could barely connect with the wood underfoot. Pushing off to land a kick wasn’t in the books. 
 
    Time blurred after the first punch that cracked his head back and made his ears ring. The ones after that landed on his sides, his chest, his back and face. Feet and knees were added when some fucker laughed about using him as a punching bag.  
 
    The silver kept his body from healing, but he was certain even free of the burn at his wrists he’d be black and blue and bleeding after the rough treatment. They seemed to hate that he wouldn’t cry out or beg, even when their biggest and meanest joined the party. 
 
    When Rasmus tried his hand, Abel stared the fucker down and refused to even grunt. 
 
    Late afternoon faded away through the front window, darkening the sky on the other side with the purples and pinks of evening. A scuffed step from the hall at his back had him tensing for a punch that never connected. 
 
    “It’s time,” the voice rasped.  
 
    And elder. The same who’d summoned him and his mother to his father’s pyre. A snarl built in his throat at the betrayal. 
 
    The three wolves set to guard him pushed to their feet. “Keep him chained, but bring him outside. The alpha wants a word.” 
 
    Fury burned through all Abel’s pain as the chains above his head dropped to the ground in a jangling heap. Alpha? His uncle didn’t deserve the title. 
 
    They dragged him through the house and out the back doors. Wood had been erected for a bonfire in the exact spot where his father’s pyre had burned. He doubted it was a coincidence. 
 
    The gathered pack, either. 
 
    Shocked gasps and stunned looks washed over the wolves penned in by Rasmus’s enforcers. Some paled and went silent when his uncle passed, but others blazed hotter with defiance. 
 
    Then there were the ones on the edge of the crowd, not quite slapping backs with Rasmus’s trusted bastards and not quite disgusted with them, either. 
 
    How many were like Harlan, he wondered, with their mates and pups held elsewhere? How many were simply along for the ride? 
 
    Abel didn’t have much time to consider before Rasmus jumped into the twisted festivities. 
 
    He walked to the far side of the pack before turning on his heel and pacing front and center. Every eye turned to him as the moments ticked by until even the most reluctant watched his antics with a wary air. 
 
    “A pack must be strong,” he told them. “Every wolf is a link in that chain. For years, that chain grew and grew, forged by those tough enough to survive. 
 
    “We’ve gotten weak. The bonds in this pack are brittle and ready to shatter. It’s not just us. I’ve seen it everywhere in my time outside these lands. My brother, like those cowards in Wolfden and Bearden, was more than willing to accept human intervention. None of them had the conviction to do what was necessary for our survival. The world might know about us, but they’ve yet to learn not to fuck with us.” 
 
    Howls punctuated the call for violence. From Rasmus’s wolves… and from a handful of the Blackthorne pack. 
 
    Rasmus stopped directly in front of Abel. His mouth took on a cruel tilt as he signaled to someone over his shoulder. “Tonight, we rid ourselves of the first of those weaknesses.” 
 
    He braced himself for the knife or claws or whatever would pierce his skin. A silent prayer was offered to the sky that his mother had been able to keep Dakota safe, that his mate would go on to live a long and happy life. He offered his soul to whatever fiery hell existed to see that Rasmus didn’t know a single second of peace after his final breath left his lungs. 
 
    No pain sliced through his middle. No threats breathed in his ear. 
 
    Rasmus grinned and stepped aside. 
 
    Dakota. 
 
    No. 
 
    Abel ran a look over her as a scarred wolf prodded her forward. She walked easily, even if she still favored her ankle. No torn clothes. His eyes narrowed at her swollen lip, but any blood drawn had been washed away. 
 
    Dakota was there. Unarmed, without a wolf under her skin, without him to protect her with the silver locking down his animal. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking touch my mate,” he snarled. 
 
    Rasmus toyed with her braid and leaned in to give her a sniff. She jerked away, hatred and disgust burning in her eyes. “Doesn’t smell like she’s been mated. Doesn’t smell like wolf, either.” 
 
    In a flash, he pinned her arms to her sides and yanked at the collar of her shirt. Dakota struggled in his grasp, but there was no freeing herself.  
 
    Abel roared. He shot to his feet and made it three steps before the enforcers surrounded him. Fingers dug into his skin; claws drew blood. They pushed and pulled to hold him steady until that fucking chain clinked and tightened, denying him his breath. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Rasmus warned. He stroked a finger down Dakota’s jaw. “Such a fragile little neck. So easy to snap.” 
 
    Dakota breathed hard, but stopped fighting. 
 
    His fault. His fucking fault she was there, in pack territory, in Rasmus’s grasp. He’d brought her home because he couldn’t wait to throw down a challenge at his uncle’s feet. His impatience put her in danger. 
 
    Grinning wickedly, Rasmus turned to the gathered pack. “This is what your prince,” he spat, “brought home. An unmated, human woman. How many of your daughters did he think himself too good for before bedding down this trash? He’d breed weakness into this pack.” 
 
    “Abel is my mate,” Dakota called out. 
 
    Abel stilled. Blinked. Shook his head to make sure he didn’t have anything clogging his ears. 
 
    Those words… She said those words. 
 
    Dark eyes met his, and his gorgeous, brave, powerful mate nodded slightly. Then she swung her attention over the rest of the pack.  
 
    “Abel is my mate,” she said again, louder, “and weakness is caging children to control their parents!” 
 
    Quiet blanketed the onlookers, Rasmus’s enforcers, his uncle. 
 
    “I challenge you,” Abel ground out in that quiet. “For the rights of this pack, I challenge you for alpha.” 
 
    Rasmus scoffed. “Bullshit. A bullshit trick from someone unworthy of the Blackthorne name.” 
 
    Others shifted from foot to foot, murmuring their disapproval. Abel latched on to those voices, meeting their eyes with a steely look. 
 
    “You heard her,” he nodded at Dakota, doing his best to offer her reassurance with his glance. “She is my mate. Not yet marked, but don’t doubt I’ll solve that as soon as possible.” 
 
    A few choked chuckles were quickly silenced with growls from the enforcers. 
 
    “I don’t need to listen to this,” Rasmus dismissed him with a sneer. “Our traditions are clear. Challenges only need to be met at the full moon. If you’re so determined to see out your embarrassment, you can be my… guest until then.” 
 
    “Why? Too scared to face me now? Planning on boosting your odds by starving me for a month?” He clicked his tongue and waved a hand down his bruised front. “Not such a tough old wolf, are you?” 
 
    The taunts landed exactly where he wanted. Rasmus whipped around with a snarl peeling back his lips. More in the crowd perked up with murmured objections. 
 
    “A challenge must be accepted.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do it’s not yet a full moon!” 
 
    “A fight is a fight.” 
 
    “It’s true my father faced most of his challenges during our full moon celebrations, but he never once outright refused a fight.” Abel shrugged. “Only someone unsure of the outcome would need to wait.” 
 
    Rasmus flicked a look to the crowd, but there was no winning them over. Too many had already voiced their opinion. Backing down, especially with the threat of needing him starved and sickly, would just make him look weak. 
 
    A wolf like Rasmus couldn’t tolerate the threat to his ego. 
 
    “I accept your challenge,” his uncle snarled. 
 
    He shoved Dakota hard, sending her stumbling toward the murmuring pack. Abel spotted Harlan snap out his arms to catch her before she went down. The silver around his neck painfully tore away and he found himself pitching forward from a hard push in the center of his back. 
 
    In that split second, his wolf roared to the surface. 
 
    Fur sprouted along his arms and legs. Muscles ripped and reshaped to the bones that popped and cracked. Abel flung himself to the back of his mind and let his wolf rip out of him with a snarl. 
 
    He was just a second too slow. The last tatters of his sweats fluttered to the ground even as Rasmus jumped right for him. 
 
    Abel spun into the attack, narrowly avoiding the sharp fangs and closing jaws aiming to snap a leg. Pain bolted through him from the injuries he’d taken in his human form, but the wolf refused to give them any mind. 
 
    Rasmus threatened Dakota. 
 
    Rasmus needed to die. 
 
    He snarled his death-promise before leaping forward in a flurry of bites. Shoulders, legs, even the fucker’s tail, he went after everything he could reach. 
 
    His uncle held strong. Years of running with his ruthless, savage beasts honed him into a violent killer. Where Abel snapped, he reared back. Any stumble, he immediately pressed his advantage. 
 
    They crashed together again and again, the fight carrying closer to the gathered pack. Too close, and sharp kicks drove Abel away. He snapped at those legs and feet, drawing blood and a yelp. 
 
    No interfering. No shifting from the witnesses. They fought until one of them quit or died. 
 
    Abel refused to quit. Death was not an option when he had a mate ready for him to claim. Rasmus? His uncle didn’t have a future beyond burning on the bonfire he so helpfully erected before his little show. 
 
    He twisted around with another snap, catching Rasmus’s ear. Blood streaked down his face and he flung droplets everywhere when he gave a hard shake of his head.  
 
    The moment was all Abel needed to press in close, then shove again. Fangs, claws, slamming his sore body into his uncle’s, he fought hard to find his opening and Rasmus’s ending. 
 
    The fucker—bastard, asshole, every last curse imaginable roared to the front of his mind—spun around and hauled ass for Dakota. 
 
    Abel bunched his legs under him and arced through the air, hitting his uncle in the side before he made it to where Harlan hauled Dakota away from the fight. She kicked and struggled, snarled as much as any wolf, but any trying to get to her had to go through him. 
 
    Rasmus landed on his side and skidded, but Abel was on him in a second. His jaws closed around the killer’s throat, blood coating his tongue. With a savage shake of his head, Rasmus’s short, terrible reign came to an end. 
 
    Panting, Abel lifted his head and snarled at the wolves his uncle brought into his pack. His animal wanted them gone. Banished. They had no place with the rest of the Blackthornes. 
 
    If that meant more blood running down his throat, so be it. 
 
    A hand brushed down his back, then tightened in his fur. “It’s done.” 
 
    Dakota’s whisper cut through the fire still raging inside him. A blink, and he dropped his attention from Rasmus’s wolves. Another, and his wolf stepped aside and let his shape break apart. 
 
    His mate was there. His mate needed him. 
 
    Abel threw his arms around Dakota’s middle in a back-cracking hug. Her scent rolled over him, through him, washed out the stench of blood and replaced it with everything right in the world. 
 
    Fur brushed against his mind as his wolf surged forward. 
 
    Mate. 
 
    “You’re safe,” he said, a jagged sigh bursting past his lips. 
 
    “You won,” she murmured, hands cupping his cheeks and running through his hair. 
 
    Her. He won her. 
 
    Abel pushed to his feet. Dakota passed a look over the pack, seeing every face and every flinch. She didn’t know their names, where they worked or lived, but she still saw them.  
 
    Dakota stepped back, but he grabbed her hand and kept her at his side where she belonged as his equal. 
 
    “Anyone who disapproves of my mate is welcome to leave this pack. Be gone by dawn or find yourself a fate like this.” He nodded at his uncle’s body. 
 
    Still holding Dakota’s hand tightly, he turned and marched for the pack house. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Dakota jerked upright as soon as she heard the doorknob twist. Her heart thumped in her chest, answering the call of the howls outside. Inside, though, was silent. Had been silent for over an hour.  
 
    After her day, staying on edge was expected. 
 
    Abel trudged through, and she let loose a sigh. He leaned against the door as soon as it clicked shut behind him. Weariness clung to him like a second skin and dulled his eyes when he cracked them open to meet her look. 
 
    He’d stashed her there not long after they’d left the aftermath of the challenge fight behind. One quick crushing hug was all they had before their halves of the story tumbled out. How Harlan turned him over to Rasmus, how his mother had defended her and ultimately fell. A savage snarl rattled out of him when she described the children locked away in the basement—a cell he said was reserved for any in the pack needing time to get their wolf under control. 
 
    Freeing everyone Rasmus placed under lock and silver rightfully became his top priority. She hadn’t objected when he said he didn’t want her anywhere near any wolf that might prefer Rasmus over him, and with his blood still up from the fight, he’d rip out throats and ask questions later if anyone looked at her wrong. 
 
    And now he was back. 
 
    “Is it done?” she asked. 
 
    He shoved a hand into his hair. “As much as can be managed. The pups have been reunited with their parents. Some mates were being held, too, in another location. It’s… Shit was bad, Dakota. At least the adults knew how awful others can be, not that it makes their treatment any better. The pups didn’t need a crash course in terrible bastards.” 
 
    She thought back to the children that stayed crouched in the corner while the others had their brief moment of normal play, and her heart broke. He was right. She didn’t have any particular age in mind for someone to understand the cruelties others could inflict, but she doubted she was the only person in the world to wish that knowledge to come somewhere in the late as possible range. “But they’re safe now.” 
 
    “They’re safe. They’ll need time to believe it, but they’re safe.” He pushed off the door and made his way into the large bathroom. “The last of Rasmus’s wolves have fled. A handful—elders, mostly—are planning to leave as soon as they finish packing.” 
 
    “Because of me?” She followed him into the bathroom. Twin sinks and a giant mirror commanded one wall. In the reflection, she saw him swing open the glass door of the shower and twist the knobs to start the water. 
 
    “Because they can’t accept that the world keeps on spinning despite their best efforts.” He stripped out of his shirt and fixed her with a steady look. “You will not feel any sort of responsibility for them, understand?” 
 
    She leaned against the doorframe and folded her arms under her breasts. “Already giving orders? Is this what being alpha is all about?” 
 
    “Figured I should get some practice in.” A tiny smile hitched one corner of his mouth. “How’d I do?” 
 
    “Points for trying, I suppose.” 
 
    His smile widened and he ducked his face while shucking off his jeans. “Really, that’s on me for expecting at least a little appreciation after winning a challenge fight.”  
 
    “As long as we’re in agreement.” She unfolded from the door, hands going to the hem of her shirt. The heated look clearing away the dull weariness in his eyes made her heart pick up its pace. “You’re absolutely ridiculous for imagining you have any control in this relationship.” 
 
    “That was clear the moment you threatened to knock me around with a giant stick.” He turned to test the water, then slipped inside. 
 
    Dakota slipped out of her jeans and followed him into the shower. 
 
    He flinched slightly when her fingers connected with his lower back. She trailed them higher, noting the pink scratches that had to have been deeper wounds hours before. The quick healing amazed her. “How are you after… everything?” 
 
    He was quiet and still under the water. “I knew stepping into my father’s shoes wouldn’t be easy. He taught me what he knew and gave me the tools to become my own man, but there was always that doubt, you know? That little whisper that I wouldn’t be able to live up to his legacy. 
 
    “Tonight proved that I can’t. His legacy was his own. I have to make my own way. This is my pack. Not his. Not Rasmus’s. Mine. And there is nothing I won’t do to keep them safe.” 
 
    He crushed her to his chest in a tight hug. The move made it very clear where she fit into that statement. She was part of his pack, and if he needed to kick others out for not accepting her, they could join the fuckers Rasmus brought with him. 
 
    Abel fit his chin to the top of her head. Wide, warm hands smoothed up and down her back. They stood under the stream for long, silent minutes. The water lapped over their shoulders, at their feet, and left them simply enjoying the feel of each other. 
 
    He’d fought. They’d survived. The work was far from over, but the hard, first steps to setting the pack to rights were done. 
 
    “Relationship, huh?” 
 
    Dakota smiled into the rumble under her cheek and turned her face upward to meet the bright green eyes of the man who’d so suddenly changed the course of her life. She didn’t need to let her father’s devastation direct how she lived. He’d lived, loved, and lost, and handled it in a messy, destructive way. His mistakes weren’t hers. Where she placed her trust was entirely her own decision. 
 
    Trusting her gut, as Adella said. She trusted Abel with her head and her heart. She could lean on him when she needed help. They worked together. They found time to joke even with the serious shit they faced. Together, they could build a life that fit them. That was all that mattered. 
 
    Abel ran his thumbs over her cheeks and leaned down. Gentle, slow caresses of his lips over hers turned the temperature steadily higher. Harder. He sucked her lower lip between his teeth, then swooped in when she gasped. Stroking, licking, he claimed her mouth as his own. 
 
    His hands ran down her sides and grabbed her waist, hauling her close. She didn’t need much encouragement to wrap her legs around his hips when he lifted her and pressed her to the slick tile. 
 
    Abel broke the kiss and nuzzled his way to the crook of her neck. “Did you mean it? What you said about choosing this? Choosing me?” 
 
    Words caught in the back of her throat as he rocked his considerable length against her. So close, just a slight adjustment, and he’d slip inside. Need coursed through her. For him. His touch. 
 
    His bite. 
 
    “Yes!” she gasped. 
 
    He growled low in his throat. One hand shot out to smack the knob and cut the shower. By some miracle, the glass door didn’t shatter when he shoved it open. 
 
    He didn’t bother with a towel. She didn’t even notice the chill while enveloped in his arms. 
 
    The bed, that she noticed. The soft pressure under her back, the pillows and blankets that smelled like him. The sense that this, in his arms, in his bed, was exactly where she belonged. 
 
    He’d fought to be there. She wanted to see the journey to the end. 
 
    Abel mouthed a hot trail of kisses over her jaw and down her throat. He nipped her shoulder, not hard enough to draw blood or claim her as he’d promised, but the anticipation simmered in her veins. 
 
    He cupped a breast, and with the same hot, open-mouthed kisses, made his way from her neck to the plumped swell. His fingers stroked her as his lips closed around her nipple. Tongue and teeth worked the tight bud before switching to her other breast. 
 
    His free hand slid down her middle, over her belly, and straight between her thighs. 
 
    Dakota arched into him as his fingers delved into her core. Abel growled against her breast, tongue and hands setting her on fire with every lick and thrust.  
 
    She writhed against him, hips seeking his hand on every withdrawal. Gasps and groans poured from her lips. Every inch of her felt screwed down tight. She neared the very edge of pleasure, had it within her fingertips, but it still stayed just out of range. 
 
    “More.” 
 
    His answering chuckle was hot against her skin.  
 
    Dakota groaned at the empty feeling his fingers left behind, but Abel didn’t leave her hanging. He settled between her thighs, his thick cock driving into her with one smooth stroke. 
 
    “Fuck,” he groaned into her shoulder. 
 
    She nodded, fingers twisting in the blankets. Sweet fuck, she loved the feel of him. He stretched her, filled her, on every hard thrust forward. Every drag back left her craving more. 
 
    He was everything. Wild passion and sweet kisses. Soft caresses and a good, hard fuck. His grunts and groans and breaths filled her ears. His touch sent her reeling. She’d never, ever get enough. 
 
    “Say it,” he growled in her ear. “Say you’re my mate.” 
 
    “Abel.” The slam of his hips turned his name into a moan. She dragged her nails down his back, trying to center herself, needing to find a path to clear thoughts that weren’t the jumble of sounds he pulled from her throat. “Mate. Mine. Make me yours.” 
 
    His fingers dug into her thigh. His thrusts sped up. Shorter, harder, bringing them both to the edge. 
 
    And his eyes glowed the bright, inhuman green of his inner animal. 
 
    Pleasure ripped through her body, arching her back and tearing a scream from her lungs.  
 
    “Mine,” he growled. 
 
    The sharp sting of pain against her collarbone was nothing against the onslaught of bliss that rushed over her. She shattered, breaking against him as he slammed into her again and again. 
 
    Dakota dragged down a deep, cleansing breath and cracked open her eyes to find Abel braced above her, staring down with complete, devastating awe written on his face. 
 
    “Say it again,” he breathed against her lips. 
 
    “You’re mine, and I’m yours, and we’re mates.” 
 
    No words ever sounded as true, tasted as sweet, or made her feel as deeply satisfied as she did right then. 
 
    Her mate. Her pack. Her new life. 
 
    Run with the wolves.  
 
    She couldn’t wait. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    “Harlan is going to take second tonight.” 
 
    Dakota tied her braid off and flicked it over her shoulder. A peek out the bathroom door confirmed what she suspected. Abel stood at the window and peered down at the yard below. She didn’t need to stand next to him to know what he watched. The loud guffaws and faint music of the pack painted a clear picture of the gathering that took place every full moon. 
 
    Not that the wolves needed a reason to get together. Every little thing seemed to spark some celebration. But the monthly party followed by a midnight run blew those small shindigs out of the water, she’d been told. 
 
    Tonight would be her first. And technically Abel’s coronation. 
 
    Not that her mate felt any hint of nerves. Nope, not him. She must have him confused with a different wolf. 
 
    Even though he’d defeated Rasmus, even after he’d freed the pups and mates, even after almost a full month of managing everything an alpha had his fingers in, stepping in front of the pack and declaring his claim would be the official start of his reign.  
 
    Tradition, he explained. With a human mate at his side, keeping to one of the least harmful ones was an easy thing. 
 
    She slipped her arms around his waist and rested her cheek against his back. “How do you feel about that?” 
 
    “Honestly?” Abel pushed his hair out of his eyes and reached behind him to draw her to his side. “I’m relieved. He knows this pack. There needs to be a changing of the guard from my father’s choices, but keeping a few around might ease the transition. What do you think about that?” 
 
    She cocked her head to the side. While she had some very bristly feelings over Harlan giving Rasmus a heads up on where to find Abel, she couldn’t deny that he’d had his options ripped out from under him. In his situation, with Abel and their future pup in enemy hands? She wasn’t sure if she’d do anything differently. 
 
    He’d also helped in the final battle. She still found herself feeling the heat of Rasmus’s breath on her leg. Harlan literally hauled her out of a biting range. 
 
    “I think he carries enough guilt that he’s going to be trying to make it up to you for the rest of his life.” Which might not be such a bad thing. 
 
    Abel hummed his ascent, then gave her a once-over. “Ready?” 
 
    At her nod, he linked their arms and led her out of their room. 
 
    They descended the stairs together, the sounds of the evening growing louder and louder until they stepped through the back doors. Lights hung nearly everywhere, climbing up trees and looped around railings. Tables were piled high with treats, and she spotted Jenna shooing away grabby hands and a sneaky pup trying to steal sweets before they were allowed. 
 
    Abel blinked in surprise. “They really went all out.” 
 
    “This isn’t normal?” 
 
    “For the solstices, yeah. But the monthly run? Those aren’t such a big deal.” 
 
    Dakota nudged his side with her elbow. “They are getting a new alpha tonight. Seems like a big deal to me.” 
 
    That brief flash of nerves played out over his face before he stuffed them down deep. Still, he leaned close and asked, “You’re sure you don’t want me to stay?” 
 
    “Go!” she laughed, giving him a little shove. “Someone needs to make sure Adella doesn’t spoil the pups rotten.” 
 
    “You think that’s you?” her mate snorted. “Good luck with that.” 
 
    Dakota shoved him again. Harder. He caught her hands before she could manage a third and dragged her close enough for a too-quick kiss. 
 
    A glance over her shoulder was the warning she needed that they weren’t alone. She turned to find his mother waiting for her moment to cut in. 
 
    Adella had chosen to remain in her cabin, offering Dakota a sly smile when she said she wouldn’t want to get in the way of the newly-mated. Not that the distance was permanent. She’d outright threatened to be an overbearing grandmother simply to hassle Abel when pups came along. 
 
    A year away, at least. She wanted to settle into her new role as alpha’s mate and get her legs under her as a ranger in the preserve bordering the Blackthorne lands. Until then, she and Abel were enjoying their time with just them. 
 
    Adella took his face between her hands. Water swelled, but not a single tear fell. “Your father would be proud.” 
 
    Abel cupped his mother’s hands, and Dakota’s heart cracked wide. The tender moment was everything she wanted from her own father in the aftermath of losing her mother. 
 
    Adella slashed her eyes at Dakota, then opened an arm wide to draw her into the embrace. 
 
    “I hope so,” Abel said thickly. “I hope you are, too. Both of you.”  
 
    “We are,” Dakota promised. 
 
    With a final squeeze, he eased out of the hug. Her wolf gave his mother a nod, kissed her cheek, and walked into the middle of the circle laid out in the center of the clearing.  
 
    Hushed quiet descended over the pack as nearly every eye turned to him. 
 
    Nearly. At a tug on her shirt, she looked to find Sam watching her.  
 
    The small pup whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, “You look prettiful tonight, Miss Dakota. That’s what my daddy tells my momma. Prettiful.” 
 
    Feeling the weight of all those eyes turn her way, she knelt down and gave the pup her biggest smile. “Thank you, Sam. Do you want to watch with me?” 
 
    He gave a very big, dramatic nod. Standing, she maneuvered him in front of her and rested a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    Abel stared at her with glowing green eyes for a long, long moment. She didn’t need any words to know what he was thinking. The warmth in her chest matched what was written on his face.  
 
    She was his, wherever their road took them. Just as he was hers, for as long as they lived. 
 
    He broke their look and swept his gaze over the pack. “I, Abel Blackthorne, claim my right as alpha of the Blackthorne pack. Does anyone challenge me?” 
 
    Silence. Beautiful, glorious silence. 
 
    Abel swung around to fix her with a triumphant grin. “Then join me in welcoming my prettiful mate to the pack!” 
 
    Laughs rippled through the pack, then a clap. Another. Two howls launched into the night as Dakota made her way to Abel’s side. 
 
    Right where she belonged. 
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    Feral Protector 
 
      
 
    He’s the most savage of them all. A shifter who takes what he wants. And now he’s my best hope for surviving the dangerous journey between the fortified cities. 
 
      
 
    After the Lykos-D virus ravaged the world, the survivors were left with a choice: suppress the virus with drugs and retain your humanity, or give in and embrace the shift. 
 
    My forebears chose the former, which means I grew up behind the wall, where I was safe from the warring lycan shifters and their animalistic appetites.  
 
    No one leaves the cities. Step outside and you can expect to get killed or claimed.  
 
    But now I have to leave. Lives depend on it. So I’ve made a dangerous bargain. Rurik will escort me between the cities. He’ll keep me alive and fight off any lycans who try to claim me.  
 
    But bargains have two sides. And Rurik’s protection comes at a far higher price than I imagined. Because he doesn’t want to keep me safe.  
 
    He just wants to keep me. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The fortified city of St. Louis 
 
    Seventy years after The Fall 
 
      
 
    The wind tugged at my hair as I stood on the battlements, my eyes trained on the lightning forking across the sky in the distance. The white bolts lit up the night, illuminating the plain below in bursts. 
 
    I curled my fingers over the rough stone, which was still warm from the day’s sun. The air reeked of ozone, and I found myself leaning forward and inhaling more deeply as I anticipated the next strike. It came a split second later, giving me a brief flash of cracked, barren ground and a cluster of withered trees.  
 
    The Alterlands. Forbidden territory. It stretched as far as the eye could see and then some, its sweeping emptiness a stark contrast to the dense tangle of humanity at my back.  
 
    In the museum in the heart of the city, there was a whole room of books with pictures from the Before Time. That was how my grandmother always referred to the way things had been when she was a girl—before the droughts came and the plagues spread. 
 
    Before Lykos-D changed the world. 
 
    In school, they taught us to call it The Fall, but I always liked Grandma’s phrase better. It seemed more hopeful. Even after everything she’d seen, she never stopped believing we could “set things right” and “go back to before.” That the blue skies and green fields in the museum’s books would return. That we could live without walls and serum.  
 
    Lightning flashed again, revealing the broad, dusty channel where the Mississippi River once flowed. Some years, enough rain fell to puddle in the middle and create a silvery snake that reflected the sun. When the water got deep enough, the city’s children waded in, screeching and splashing while their anxious parents watched from the banks. Occasionally, a frowning mother would call out, reminding the youngsters none of them knew how to swim.  
 
    But St. Louis hadn’t seen rain like that in a long time. And the lands beyond the walls held worse fates than drowning.  
 
    There were also fewer children now.  
 
    The wind gusted harder, its insistent fingers pulling strands of dark hair from my ponytail. On impulse, I yanked out the rubber band and tipped my head back, my gaze trained on the inky sky. The city’s lights behind me blotted out the stars, but I’d long since memorized their locations. Every norm child learned celestial navigation. Maps were only good when you had time to plot a course. If you were outside the walls, you probably didn’t have time. 
 
    Lightning flashed—closer this time. I glanced up at the watchtower with its lookout post and tall lightning rod. When no one emerged to wave me off the wall, I leaned against the stone and sighed. Thunder boomed, its low rumble echoing across the plain and up the wall to vibrate under my hands. The wind howled, and I let my eyes drift shut. Lightning flashed behind my lids. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Boom. 
 
    My heart rate picked up. 
 
    I dug harder into the wall. 
 
    Another flash.  
 
    Boom.  
 
    My lips parted, and my heart went faster. With my head back and the warm wind in my air, it was almost like flying.  
 
    “Eden?” 
 
    I spun at the low, familiar voice. Michael stood a few steps away, his large frame silhouetted by the glowing city behind him. He had an olive-green pack slung over one broad shoulder, and his dark brows were drawn together. “What are you doing up here?”  
 
    As I started to reply, a lock of hair whipped across my mouth. I spat it out and gathered the heavy, dark mass, holding it at my nape with one hand. “Nothing. Just taking in the storm, I guess.” 
 
    He flicked a glance toward the lightning raging in the distance, and his frown deepened. “There’s a storm like this every night.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “So what’s different about this one that makes it worth missing our last dinner together?”  
 
    My heart sank. He still wanted to fight. Tension emanated from his big body like he was broadcasting a signal. He’d been like this since I volunteered to travel overland from St. Louis to Black Rock, another fortified city a day’s journey away.  
 
    I took a deep breath. “It’s not our last dinner, Michael. You make it sound like I’m never coming back.”  
 
    He dropped the pack on the ground. “You know damn well if you leave these walls, there’s a chance you won’t.” 
 
    Irritation rose, but I tamped it down. He was worried. Not everyone had someone to worry over them. On the heels of that thought, love swelled inside me like a balloon.  
 
    I went to him and put my hands on his chest. Looking up at his handsome face, I made my voice soft. “I thought we decided not to argue about this trip.” 
 
    He made no move to reciprocate my touch. Jaw tight, he said, “You decided, Eden. You’ve decided everything. You decided to go in the first place. To put yourself at risk unnecessarily.”  
 
    “It’s necessary.” Some of the irritation rushed back. “I have an ethical obligation to save a life—” 
 
    “There are doctors in Black Rock.” 
 
    “Not surgeons. The governor’s wife is sick with what’s probably appendicitis. She doesn’t have to die from it.” An airship had delivered the message three days ago, its hull smoking from a lightning strike.  
 
    Michael’s eyes glinted. “The governor’s wife isn’t the governor.” 
 
    It took a second for his words to sink in. When they did, I stepped back. “You think I should let her die because she’s a powerful man’s wife instead of a powerful man?” 
 
    For a beat, he just stared, his expression defiant. Almost cold. 
 
    Alarm raced up my spine. “Michael?” 
 
    As fast as it arrived, the hardness fled his gaze. “No.” He reached for me, but I took another quick step back. He dropped his hands to his sides, frustration flaring across his features. “That’s not what I meant. I just… Dammit, Eden, there has to be another way. You’re too important.”  
 
    I held myself rigid as I repeated words drilled into me since I was a child. “There is no hierarchy inside the walls. We’re not ferals. No one’s life is more valuable than anyone else’s. You of all people should know that.” 
 
    “Of course I know that,” he shot back. “Have you forgotten who you’re talking to?” 
 
    “I thought I was talking to the man who supports me and my work. Or does that only apply when it’s something you approve of?” 
 
    His lips compressed in a thin line. “You know that’s not the case. I’ve supported you through everything. I put our wedding on hold while you finished medical school.” He let out a short, bitter laugh. “I’m beginning to think the hold is indefinite.” 
 
    A groan rose in my throat. Not this again. I rubbed my forehead. “I’m leaving in the morning. Is this really how you want to spend our last night together?” 
 
    “I love you, Eden. I want to be with you.” 
 
    “You are with me!” I gestured around. “Do you see anyone else up here?” 
 
    “I want you to be my wife. And before you ask what difference it makes if we’re married, it makes a difference to me. I’ve made that abundantly clear.”  
 
    “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes. “The sarcasm is a little uncalled for, don’t you think?” 
 
    It was, and it wouldn’t help anything. But I was so tired of going round and round with him over his marriage obsession. We already lived together. I didn’t want anyone else but him. A piece of paper wasn’t going to change that. 
 
    But he wanted it anyway, and its absence was a sliver between us that kept burrowing deeper. My decision to make the trip to Black Rock was like a finger nudging it past the skin and into the muscle.  
 
    We stared at each other, three days’ worth of disagreements boiling between us.  
 
    Then he moved fast, seizing my face in his hands before I could react. When I might have pulled away, he crushed his mouth to mine, kissing me with an intensity that stole my breath. He knew what I liked, and he stroked his tongue against mine until my anger receded and my palms found their way back to his chest. 
 
    When my head was spinning and heat gathered between my legs, he broke off the kiss and rested his forehead against mine. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m just scared to death. I can’t lose you.”  
 
    I brushed my fingers over his jaw, desire swirling in all the right places. I resisted the urge to press my body against his, to savor the hard length of his cock against my aching sex. He wouldn’t welcome the contact—not with a watchtower in view.  
 
    So I settled for stroking his cheek. “You won’t lose me. I have an escort, remember? You arranged it yourself.” A smile pulled at my mouth, and I gave his jaw a playful tap. “Who better to guarantee my safe passage than the esteemed Doctor Michael Hessen, global authority on feral behaviors and hierarchies?” It was a title we joked about, considering nothing was truly “global.” He might very well have been the world’s feral expert, but there was no way of knowing. The last of the undersea communications cables failed decades before either of us was born, and airships could no longer safely make transatlantic journeys.  
 
    His huff of exasperation drifted over my lips. “It’s never safe beyond the walls. Even with an escort—even with the serum—you’ll be in danger.” 
 
    “You’ve spent weeks in the Alterlands and survived.”  
 
    “It’s different for women.” 
 
    “You mean like literally everything else in life?”  
 
    He pulled back. “No more sarcasm. Not with this.” 
 
    “Michael—”  
 
    “You’ve never gone farther than a mile outside the walls, and you don’t know ferals. I’ve spent my whole adult life studying them. Strength is all they care about. They embrace the urges we fight so hard to suppress. They’re faster and stronger, and they take what they want. When they shift, not even a bullet will stop them.”  
 
    It was my turn to be exasperated. “I know all that.” It was the reason we stood atop a hundred-foot wall.  
 
    “You don’t, though. Not really. You think the serum will keep you safe, but it doesn’t always work that way. You’ll be a walking target out there—a beacon for any feral male.” His fingers gripped my upper arm, and before I knew it he was pulling me toward the wall. 
 
    I yanked against his hold, my heart rate spiking as the edge loomed. “Michael, what the hell?” 
 
    He stopped at the battlements and pointed down. “Look.”  
 
    “Michael—” 
 
    “Just look!”  
 
    Heart pounding, I followed the direction of his finger, my gaze settling on a pair of figures huddled at the base of the wall directly below the watchtower. They were bundled in dark layers, but a lock of bright red hair spilled over one’s shoulders. As I watched, a pale hand emerged and stuffed the strand in a ratty scarf. 
 
    Refugees. The city got a couple every month or so. They gathered at the base of the watchtowers that overlooked the city’s great iron gate. It was a long process to be allowed inside. Applicants had to prove they responded to the serum. 
 
    Not everyone succeeded.  
 
    Michael murmured at my ear. “It’s only feral females who beg to be let inside the city. Why do you think that is?” 
 
    I faced him, anger hot in my veins. “Maybe they get tired of men.”  
 
    His lips thinned. “They’re helpless when they enter their heat cycle. It may only happen twice a year, but the need is overwhelming. The strongest males take what they want. They take who they want.”  
 
    “I’m not a feral female, Michael. I won’t go into heat.”  
 
    “But you are female. There are two options for women in the Alterlands. Mated or dead.” 
 
    Despite the warm night, goosebumps lifted on my arms. Almost against my will, my gaze was drawn to the women under the watchtower. What circumstances had driven them to abandon their lives for a world totally foreign to their own? A shudder passed through me. 
 
    I turned back to Michael and straightened my shoulders. “I’m spending a day in the Alterlands, not a lifetime. I took an oath to help others, and that’s what I’m choosing to do. The least you can do is respect it.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” I moved away from the wall. It was either that or chuck him over it. “Have you heard yourself the past three days? I’m surprised you haven’t tied me up to keep me here.” 
 
    “That’s not fair, and you know it.” He flung a hand toward the darkened plain. “I risked my own skin to get that escort for you.”  
 
    “Which is why I’ll be fine! I thought this feral friend of yours was an alpha. He promised safe passage.”  
 
    Michael grimaced. “Rurik is hardly a friend. More like an opportunist. I had to pay him a fortune to agree to this.”  
 
    “Well, whatever he is, you said no other feral will cross him.” 
 
    “He’s still just one man, if you can call him that. And you’re…” 
 
    Wind gusted, whistling over the battlements and tugging at my hair.  
 
    “What?” I prompted.  
 
    He stared, his stark gaze roving over my face like he was memorizing my features. A low thrum of anxiety shivered in my gut. Was he really that worried?  
 
    I swallowed. “Michael? I’m what?”  
 
    “Stubborn,” he murmured, almost to himself. Before I could reply, he went to the pack and picked it up. “This is Rurik’s payment. Your serum is in here, too. There’s enough for five days, just in case.” 
 
    I looked between him and the pack. “You came up here to talk me out of going, yet you brought me serum for the trip?” 
 
    He gave me a soft, sad smile. “As I said, you’re stubborn. I knew you wouldn’t change your mind.”  
 
    Out of nowhere, my throat grew thick. It was easier when he fought. I knew how to handle angry, condescending Michael. But this resigned version left me feeling strangely bereft.  
 
    Almost like this was the goodbye he claimed it was.  
 
    He came to me and offered the pack. “Two doses a day, no matter what. You can’t forget.” 
 
    Some of my earlier exasperation returned. I’d been taking serum twice a day since I was a child. I was hardly likely to forget it in a place where missing a dose could mean death. Or worse.  
 
    But his reminder sprang from a place of concern, so I bit my tongue and slung the pack over my shoulder.  
 
    We stood silent, nothing but wind and resentment between us. Never go to bed angry. Isn’t that what everyone told couples?  
 
    I tried for a smile. “Is it too late to get that dinner?”  
 
    His expression didn’t change. I felt my smile falter. 
 
    Before I could say anything else, a horn blasted the air. Its deep, mournful bellow came from the watchtower closest to us, the eerie sound lifting the hairs on my nape. Before the last echo died out, green flame burst from the top of the tower. It shot straight up, sizzling and crackling as it licked at the sky.  
 
    My stomach clenched. That signal only meant one thing.  
 
    Michael and I rushed to the wall. On the plain below, a pair of glowing eyes appeared.  
 
    Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    I held my breath as a trio of shapes emerged from the darkness. At first, I could only see their eyes. Then, as they approached the wall, the shapes became three towering men. They walked soundlessly, their bodies moving with a slinking grace that was both mesmerizing and unsettling.  
 
    My heart pounded. Heat from the warning fire seared my face, and the green flames danced along the edge of my vision. 
 
    But I couldn’t look at them. I had to keep my attention on the threat nearing the wall. The males moved in an arrow formation, with the largest in front and the other two flanking him.  
 
    When they reached the gate, they stopped. Slowly, the man in front lifted his head, his gaze traveling up and up until bright golden eyes locked on me. 
 
    My throat went dry.  
 
    Michael spoke in a grim voice at my shoulder. “It’s too late for dinner. Your escort is here.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I swallowed as the massive iron gate opened, its gears emitting a high-pitched scream that split the night.  
 
    Michael stood next to me. A line of fighters stood at our backs, their weapons trained on the gate, fingers on the triggers in case they needed to take down anything that might try to enter.  
 
    I tried not to think about how the bullets would go through me first if they fired.  
 
    “Control your breathing,” Michael said quietly. “Your heart is racing.”  
 
    Startled, I looked at him. “Can you hear it?” Because it pounded in my ears.  
 
    He kept his gaze on the gate. “No…but they can.” 
 
    The gate shuddered to a stop. It was open just enough to let us pass through single-file, and even then we’d have to angle our bodies sideways to slip outside.  
 
    Michael met my eyes, his expression inscrutable. “They’ll see your pulse fluttering, too. They don’t miss anything.”  
 
    I gave a jerky nod. My hand gripping the pack’s strap was damp with sweat—another side effect of fear. Suddenly, I wished I’d paid more attention when Michael practiced the meditation that kept him calm when he left the walls. Serum masked a norm’s scent, rendering us “invisible” to a feral’s senses. But enough fear or panic could override the drug. And the sound of a racing heart might as well be a drum.   
 
    Behind us, a fighter called out. “Let’s go! We need to close this gate.” 
 
    My pulse spiked. 
 
    Michael walked forward.  
 
    “Wait!” I grabbed his sleeve and spoke in a low rush. “How do you know this Rurik will keep me safe? How much did you give him?” 
 
    He stared at my hand on his arm, then lifted bleak eyes to mine. “Everything he asked for. Let’s hope it’s enough.”  
 
    The fighter at our backs yelled again. “Thirty seconds!”  
 
    “Last chance,” Michael said. “You can still back out, Eden.” 
 
    I looked at the gate. It would be easy to turn and walk away. I could be in my apartment within minutes, where I could curl up in bed and forget all about feral escorts and cloaking my fear.  
 
    And Governor Soo would almost certainly lose his wife. They had three young children. The note from the airship said she taught elementary school.  
 
    “I have to go,” I told Michael. I strode toward the gate without waiting to see if he followed.  
 
    At the opening, a fighter stepped from the shadows and held up a hand. “Just you, Doctor Bradley. Doctor Hessen has to stay inside.”  
 
    “What?” I spun and found Michael. “You can’t go out with me?”  
 
    He put his hands on my upper arms. “Steady. You know the rules. Anyone exposed to a feral has to quarantine for three days before reentering the city.” 
 
    “But you’re just stepping outside! I need you to introduce me—” 
 
    “I don’t make the rules, Eden.” 
 
    The fighter spoke behind us. “I have to close this gate.”  
 
    “Michael—” 
 
    “Doctor Hessen, I need you to move away from the wall.”  
 
    Michael shot the man a stern look. “Give us a second.” He tangled his fingers in my hair and bent so his lips were at my ear. “Rurik is an alpha, which means he’s used to being obeyed. Keep your head down and do as he says.”  
 
    Throat tight, I rasped, “Okay.” 
 
    He tipped my head back and kissed me. Surprised, I gasped and kissed him back. 
 
    “Doctor Bradley, you are out of time.” 
 
    Michael broke away, his brown eyes serious. “Don’t forget the serum. I’ll be here when you get back.” While I was still breathless from the kiss, he spun me around and pushed me toward the narrow opening.  
 
    The fighter gripped my pack and used it to propel me forward and through the gate. I didn’t have time to shrug him off or drag my feet. One minute my shoulder was brushing the gate’s unforgiving iron, the next I was outside the wall.  
 
    And I wasn’t alone.  
 
    The three ferals stood a short distance away. They were utterly still, their bodies bathed in flickering green light from the fire high overhead. Their eyes glowed, the reflective surface behind their retinas letting them see me as clearly as if we stood under a noonday sun. It was the hallmark of an unchecked Lykos-D infection. According to accounts from the early days of The Fall, governments tried to control the plague by raiding homes at night and killing anyone whose eyes reflected the light. 
 
    Then the infected started to shift.  
 
    Behind me, the gate groaned and shook the ground as it closed. The ferals continued to watch me, their faces obscured by the dancing shadows of the watchtower’s flames. The wind had died down, leaving the air stagnant and thick. The only sound was the gate shuddering as it locked in place. 
 
    Sealing me outside with the three towering males. They were dressed in plain but seemingly well-made clothes—cargo pants, boots, and T-shirts that molded to their massive chests. They carried no guns, but ferals never did. 
 
    They didn’t need them.  
 
    I shuffled my feet. Instinct urged me to back up, but I stopped myself. There was nowhere to go. Even if I turned and pounded on the gate, they wouldn’t let me inside. The ferals could tear me to pieces and the guards in the tower would simply watch it happen.  
 
    Abruptly, Michael’s voice ran through my head. “There are two options for females in the Alterlands. Mated or dead.” 
 
    My stomach did a queasy flip. There were worse things than death. Mated males rarely gave up their females. Once they claimed a woman, they kept her unless another male tried to take her. Feral females didn’t have much choice in the matter. And if they went into heat, they had no choice at all. Michael said the drive to mate was so strong it was almost unbearable. Some females hid themselves away during their heat cycles so undesirable males couldn’t scent them and take advantage.  
 
    Mated or dead.  
 
    Those words were just a concept when I was standing on the wall—something I knew but didn’t quite feel. Now, face to face with the embodiment of that warning, my legs threatened to give out. 
 
    The male in front stalked forward, closing on me so fast I let out a strangled scream and stumbled back, nearly dropping the pack as I bumped into the gate.  
 
    He stopped about a foot away—close enough for me to make out his clothes and features. Even with my heart pounding and dizziness sweeping me, I felt a beat of shock. His face was hard but handsome, his square jaw covered in black stubble. The hair on his head was a slightly lighter shade and cut close to his scalp, with a thin scar running up his hairline. His mouth was sensual—his lips full and well-formed.  
 
    “You’re Eden Bradley?” The low voice came in a gruff rumble, and it was accompanied by a flash of white fangs.  
 
    Holy fuck. 
 
    Stop staring at his mouth.  
 
    Pulse fluttering like a trapped bird, I tipped my head back even more so I could meet his gaze.  
 
    Immediately, I was hit with another wave of dizziness, and this time I wasn’t certain it was from fear. His eyes were a deep, molten gold, the irises unmarred by any flecks of black or brown. It was a color usually only found in animals, and my subconscious whispered the word those in the cities were forbidden to say.  
 
    Werewolf.  
 
    “Answer me, female.” The order licked at my skin, its lash like a brush of sandpaper.  
 
    “Y-Yes,” I said, fighting the urge to flinch. “I mean, I’m Eden Bradley.”  
 
    The yellowish eyes flicked to the pack over my shoulder. “You have my payment?” 
 
    “Yes.” Did he want to see it or— 
 
    “Don’t fall behind.” He turned and stalked away, throwing a subtle hand gesture to his two companions. They fell into step behind him, their boots soundless against the dusty ground.  
 
    For a moment, I slumped against the gate, my body trembling. That was Rurik. As far as introductions went, his was direct but effective. There was no mistaking who was in charge. I brushed the bare skin of my upper arm where my T-shirt sleeve stopped. Michael said alphas had a unique way of forcing compliance, but the order had still come as a shock.  
 
    And I got the impression this particular alpha could deliver a much harsher command if he chose.  
 
    He and the others continued moving down the wall, none of them looking back. I hiked the pack higher on my shoulder and hustled after them. By the time I caught up, they neared the watchtower. Its green flames still reached toward the sky, and the city’s glow was a soft halo around the blaze. The guards in the tower wouldn’t extinguish the fire until the ferals were out of sight. Which meant I would be out of sight too.  
 
    I swallowed against a dry throat and kept moving. 
 
    As my escort passed the watchtower, one of the ferals in the rear let out a low growl and broke formation. Rurik and the other male stopped and watched silently as he shot toward the wall and the two figures huddled at its base.  
 
    My breath caught. I’d forgotten about the females.  
 
    I looked at Rurik. “What’s he doing?”  
 
    He ignored me. 
 
    The feral seized one of the females and hauled her to her feet. She fought him, but he overpowered her easily. 
 
    “Hey!” My shout echoed off the stone. The feral gave no indication he heard. He ripped at the female’s clothes, tossing rags and mufflers aside. Rurik and the other male observed, their faces impassive. The female let out a hoarse cry. 
 
    I didn’t think. I just ran toward the wall.  
 
    “STOP.” Rurik’s command hit me in the back, the force of it like a hot whip striking my spine. I stopped and doubled over. The pack hit the ground as my eyes watered. Frantic, I reached around and felt my back through my shirt, expecting blood. But there was nothing. Even as I rubbed my spine, the pain faded.  
 
    A pair of boots appeared beside me, and Rurik spoke. “He won’t harm her.” 
 
    I straightened, my insides trembling, and fought the urge to cower away from him. He gazed at the wall, where the feral held the female by the shoulders. Her red hair streamed around her face. The male pushed it back and forced her chin up. After a second, he let out another growl and released her. Then he shoved her away and started back to the group.  
 
    Confusion swamped me. “What did he want?” I said under my breath.  
 
    Rurik looked at me. I hadn’t really meant to ask a question, but he surprised me by answering. “His mate left him. He searches for her.”  
 
    The male approached, his fists clenched and his expression grim. His actions made more sense now, even if his handling of the female irked me. Ferals were devoted to their mates. According to Michael, those with a particularly strong bond often felt physical pain when separated.  
 
    “He must be hurting without her,” I said.  
 
    “Hurting?” Rurik shook his head. “His mate ran from him. It’s fury he feels, not pain. He won’t stop hunting until he tracks her down.” 
 
    My gut clenched. I shouldn’t ask, but I had to know. “What will he do when he finds her?”  
 
    “Make her wish he hadn’t.”    
 
    Anything else I might have said stuck in my throat.  
 
    The other male reached us, and then walked right past. Instead of taking up his previous position, he just kept going, his strides eating up the flat ground.   
 
    I swung my gaze to Rurik. “He’s leaving?” 
 
    “He’ll return. His anger impairs his judgment. Makes him less likely to sense a threat.” 
 
    So he was blowing off steam? That made him sound almost…normal.  
 
    “You would have intervened when he grabbed the female,” Rurik said. His golden eyes studied me. For a moment, I imagined I saw curiosity in his gaze. But then he blinked and it was gone.  
 
    I started to shrug, then thought better of it. He didn’t seem like the kind of person—feral—who responded well to nonchalance.  
 
    “I thought he was attacking her,” I said.  
 
    Rurik grunted—a short, noncommittal sound. “It’s foolish to get between a male and his mate. You have more courage than sense.”  
 
    Was that a compliment? I dropped my gaze to the dirt and gnawed at my lower lip, unsure how to respond. Or if I should. “Keep your head down and do as he says,” Michael told me. He neglected to give me advice for how to make small talk with a feral alpha. 
 
    Silence stretched. No wind stirred, and the warm air grew oppressive. My hair was still loose over my shoulders. I longed to stuff it back into a ponytail, but I wasn’t about to do it in front of Rurik.  
 
    But standing silent under his regard was harder than I thought. Was he waiting for something? My instinct was to lift my head and ask if he’d looked his fill. But that would have almost certainly earned me another lash of the metaphysical whip he wielded. And as much as my insides seethed at being forced to submit, I needed his protection. 
 
    And yet, he stayed silent. His gaze was like a weight pressing the crown of my head. Sweat trickled down my back.   
 
    I licked my dry lips.  
 
    Unable to stand it any longer, I finally looked up.  
 
    The alpha’s gaze was on my mouth. Even as I processed this fact, he snapped his eyes to mine.  
 
    His expression hardened. In a flash, he bared his fangs. 
 
    I flinched, flushing cold then hot as I anticipated his wrath. 
 
    But there was no lash or strike.  
 
    “Get your things, female,” he growled. “And keep up this time.” As he had at the gate, he signaled to the remaining male and walked away. 
 
    Fear flooded me, but there was also confusion—and anger. I’d bowed my head to the alpha, and his response was a threat? A feral’s fangs were serrated. They could shred skin and veins faster than a scalpel. He might as well have waved a machete in my face.   
 
    I clenched my fists. The bastard moved down the wall, clearly confident I would hurry after him. “Female” he’d called me, the word coated in disdain.   
 
    Recklessness gripped me, and I called out. “Or what? You’ll hurt me again?”  
 
    As one, Rurik and the other male stopped. The watchtower’s flames snapped overhead and bathed the ground between us in a sickly green glow.  
 
    My heart thudded like a drum. Stupid. I was so, so stupid.  
 
    Slowly, Rurik faced me. Even with shadows and distance between us, his golden eyes burned bright. The other male turned, too, his eyes a pale silver. 
 
    I held my breath, frantic thoughts tumbling through my head. Michael was right. It wasn’t safe beyond the wall. And I just put myself in even more danger. Worse, I jeopardized my whole mission. If Rurik killed me, the governor’s wife died too.  
 
    He stared me down, his predator’s eyes pinning me like the dusty, fragile butterflies on the mats in the museum. He said nothing, but his response was deafening all the same.  
 
    Yes. Yes, absolutely, he would hurt me again. Instantly. Effortlessly. I was in his world now, on the wrong side of the wall.  
 
    Somehow, I managed to drag in a breath. “I’m sorry.” Remembering Michael’s speeches and lectures, I bowed my head and added, “Alpha.”  
 
    More silence. It went on forever, leaving me helpless to do anything but stand there and wait. I kept my gaze on the dirt, my eyes burning as I forced myself not to blink.  
 
    Something scraped the ground, and then booted footsteps drifted back to me.  
 
    I jerked my head up. Rurik and the other feral moved into the night. As I watched, the crunch of their boots faded, and their steps became soundless.  
 
    They let me hear them.  
 
    It was Rurik’s reply. And a warning. 
 
    He’d hurt me, all right, and I’d never see it coming.   
 
    As I went to my pack and lifted it with shaking hands, I knew it was the only warning I was likely to get.     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The ferals set a rapid but manageable pace that took us swiftly away from the wall. We passed the remains of the Gateway Arch with its two charred, broken bases jutting toward the sky, and then made our way across the broad trough of fissured land where the river once flowed. Lightning flashed in the distance, thick bolts crisscrossing the sky like a web. Thunder vibrated the ground. Moonlight shone over the burnt and blackened remains of buildings, most of them reduced to a charred outline marking the foundation. As we moved farther from the wall, the rubble became rock, and the land was an open expanse of cracked earth and dead brush.  
 
    Not once did Rurik or the other male check to make sure I followed. They faced straight ahead, never stumbling or veering off course, not even slowing when the third male emerged from the shadows and silently took up his previous position.  
 
    We didn’t see any other ferals, and the males gave no indication of sensing a threat. If I ignored the pack’s strap digging a furrow into my shoulder, I could almost pretend I was on a sightseeing hike. 
 
    Not that there was much to see. The exterminations of The Fall had seen to that. Anything left had been wiped out by decades of wildfires.  
 
    At first, the city’s walls were a constant presence at my back—a reassuring sight I could glimpse with a glance over my shoulder. As time wore on, however, the watchtowers grew smaller, and their soaring lightning rods shrank to toothpicks. After the first hour, the green flame snuffed out. A half hour later, we crested a low hill covered in scrubby grass. I stopped and looked back.  
 
    The city was gone, its walls out of view. 
 
    My chest tightened. I couldn’t go back now—not even if I flung the pack aside and sprinted. The iron gate would stay closed against me for at least three days. But something about standing on the plain with nothing but rocks and barren ground in view made two icy fists squeeze my lungs. My heart raced, and my skin felt tight—like it was stretched thin over my bones. A dull ache had formed between my eyes. Dehydration, probably. Some doctor I was, setting off for the Alterlands without water.  
 
    Although, my escort hadn’t given me much choice.  
 
    Someone shouted behind me, and I swung back around as lightning struck immediately to my right. I flinched and shielded my eyes. When I lowered my hand, blue floaters danced in my vision, and Rurik barreled toward me.  
 
    “A storm approaches. Move!” He grabbed my arm and pulled me into a run so quickly I didn’t have time to protest. The others fell in beside us, their boots pounding the dirt. As if summoned by Rurik’s words, the wind picked up and an eerie pressure filled the air. The ferals ran faster, carrying me along with them.  
 
    There was a burst of light to our left, and sparks and dirt exploded as if someone hurled a bomb. The ground shuddered. Ozone clogged my throat. The storm wasn’t approaching—it was here. I’d seen lightning turn an airship into a ball of fire with one strike. Without the city’s lightning rods, we were fleshy targets.  
 
    Rurik’s big hand gripped my elbow, and he hurtled us forward so fast my feet nearly lifted off the ground. The pack bounced hard against my hip, but I hardly noticed. My chest burned, and a stitch pinched my side. My legs couldn’t go any faster.  
 
    Light flashed again. Another boom, and my ears were ringing. Smoke and fire. Rocks pelted my face. I stumbled.  
 
    Strong hands swept me off my feet, and then I was tucked against a rock hard chest. Rurik put on a burst of speed that snatched my breath, leaving me helpless to do anything but hold on for dear life. My world became smoke and pounding feet. Wind tore at my hair and streamed over my face, making my eyes burn. I clung to his neck and squeezed my eyes shut.  
 
    Rurik slowed, and my eyes flew open. He climbed a hill, his muscles bunching as he carried us upward. Light flashed over his shoulder, showing me brief images of dirt and smoke.  
 
    All at once, we plunged. My stomach pitched, and a scream lodged in my throat. Rurik squeezed me against him and slid, his boots scrabbling over loose rock. On either side, the other males did the same, our descent sending up a plume of dirt.  
 
    Rurik hit solid ground with a jolt that forced a grunt from my lungs. The other males thumped to the ground next to him. 
 
    Everything went still. We were at the entrance of a cave. To our left was the ridge we just slid down. To our right was more open, barren plain. Lightning forked in the distance as the storm passed us. By some miracle, the pack still dangled from my arm.  
 
    Dust swirled and shot straight up my nose, making me cough.  
 
    Rurik tightened his grip. “You’re all right?” His dark brows pulled together as his gaze searched my face.  
 
    “Y-Yes.” I coughed again, then pushed at his chest. Or tried to. It was like nudging a boulder. “You’re holding me too tight.”  
 
    He loosened his arms but didn’t put me down. He just stared at me as dust settled around us.  
 
    I became aware of several things at once. My arms were still twined around his neck. My breasts were mashed against his chest, which heaved as he caught his breath. The tips of his fangs showed between his parted lips. His arm under my thighs was like a band of iron, and his forearm nestled right under my ass.  
 
    Wind howled down the side of the ridge. It whipped through my hair and swirled around the rocks, kicking up more dust.   
 
    The silver-eyed feral growled. His gazed fixed on me, and his lips peeled back from his teeth, revealing white fangs with needle-sharp points. 
 
    The other feral looked at me, too. His nostrils flared. Then his eyes—a glowing blue—narrowed. 
 
    Fear scrabbled down my spine.  
 
    “Her scent,” the blue-eyed feral said.  
 
    Rurik’s muscles bunched, and suddenly I was hoisted up his chest and his nose was buried in my neck.  
 
    I arched away. “What are you—” 
 
    His big palm cracked against my ass. 
 
    Stunned, I stopped squirming. He’d hit me—actually hit me. But I’d have to worry about my stinging backside later, because his lips grazed my neck as he nosed through my hair and breathed deep. My heart pounded, and a flurry of sensations rippled through me.  
 
    Fear, heat, fear, heat. My body flicked back and forth as his mouth brushed the sensitive skin under my ear. At the same time, I tensed, waiting for fangs to pierce my skin.  
 
    A low growl vibrated from his chest.  
 
    The other males echoed it, the eerie sounds trilling up and down. 
 
    The heat fled, and nausea burned my throat. What was their problem? What had I done? 
 
    In a flurry of movement, Rurik set me down, stripped the pack off my shoulder, and dragged me against him. His eyes blazed with anger, and his voice was a snarl that seemed to scrape my skin. “You smell of another male. Didn’t Hessen tell you to wash before you left the city?”  
 
    “Wh-What?” I tried to step back, but his hands were like manacles on my arms. 
 
    “You were aroused recently. A more dominant male catching your essence mixed with another’s will try to claim you.” He jerked his head toward the others. “They’re both mated, but the plain is crawling with enemies.”  
 
    My thoughts whirled. Aroused? The only male I’d been around was— 
 
    Realization hit me, and I gasped. “I kissed Michael before I left.” And desire had stirred low in my belly, but I wasn’t about to tell Rurik and the others that.  
 
    Except it didn’t seem to matter. They could smell it.  
 
    Heat entered my cheeks.  
 
    Rurik glowered at me. “You put us all in danger.” 
 
    “It was a goodbye kiss! I didn’t know this would happen.” That kissing my fiancé counted as mixing my essence with his.  
 
    The silver-eyed male growled again. “She needs to get rid of that scent. She stinks of norm.” 
 
    My hackles rose. “I don’t stink.” 
 
    His glare was like an iron brand that seared my skin.  
 
    Rurik swooped and grabbed the pack. Then he took me by one arm and hauled me toward the cave’s yawning entrance.  
 
    I dug in my heels. “Where are we going?” 
 
    In response, he continued dragging me into the cave. Darkness swallowed us, and panic jumped down my spine. Blind and flailing, I clawed at his hand on my arm. “Let me go!”   
 
    “Silence.” The command scraped my skin.   
 
    Somehow, the stinging flick was worse when I couldn’t see. “Stop doing that!” My voice bounced off the low ceiling as he pulled me through the cave. My boots skidded over loose rock that kept me off balance, and my panting breaths and frantic shuffling echoed off the walls. Meanwhile, he moved with sure, steady steps, his feral night vision letting him see as well as he did during daytime.  
 
    “Stop resisting.” His tone was almost mild, as if he wasn’t dragging a twisting, hissing woman through a pitch black cavern. He spoke like he had every confidence he would get his way. That he would ultimately triumph and I would lose. Badly.  
 
    The infuriating thing was, he was right. I was no match for his strength. Worse, he didn’t have to flex a muscle to enforce his will. How could I fight back when he didn’t even have to touch me to land a blow?  
 
    I couldn’t. At least not physically. And I was wasting precious energy trying.   
 
    Setting my jaw, I ceased struggling and let him maneuver me. If he noticed, he didn’t let on. He just gripped my arm and pulled me along as easily as if we strolled down the St. Louis streets. But we weren’t in the city, and he wasn’t a norm male raised to show a woman courtesy and respect.   
 
    The air grew clammy, and I sensed we entered a larger space.  
 
    At last, he stopped. Something thumped the ground, and then he placed my hand on something solid and rough. “Don’t move.” 
 
    As if I could. The blackness was absolute. I clutched at what was obviously a rock pillar. His boots rang out, followed by shuffling sounds and a loud crack. Light flared, yanking me out of the dark so quickly I gasped and squinted.  
 
    Rurik tossed a blazing flare to the ground. Its flame illuminated a massive cavern with soaring ceilings and thick pillars like the one I clung to. My pack with its precious serum lay on its side on the ground. But that wasn’t what drew my attention.  
 
    Just steps away, a sandy bank led to a deep, clear pool with a surface as still as glass. My jaw dropped, and I stared. It was like a swimming pool. No, a lake. The lakes in books looked like this. Mesmerized, I took a step toward it.  
 
    “Strip and get in,” Rurik said. 
 
    I jerked my gaze to his. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “Now, female.”  
 
    There was that word again—almost as abrasive as his whiplash commands. I lifted my chin. “I have a name.” 
 
    He went to the pack and shook it open. Clothes and foil packets fell to the dirt. Rations spilled out. Tiny glass vials scattered.  
 
    “Stop!” I rushed over and went to my knees. “You’ll destroy the serum!” I scooped vials into my hands. Foil packets rained around me as he continued shaking out the pack. 
 
    He flung it aside, then picked up a foil packet and examined it.  
 
    I stilled, my hands full of serum. Dozens of silver squares spread around me, each one stamped with a serial number from the pharmacy in St. Louis. What the hell? Why would Michael stuff the pack with drug packets?  
 
    Rurik thrust the one he held in front of my face. “This is medicine?”  
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “What kind?” 
 
    Wary of another command, I stood slowly. “Amoxicillin. It’s an antibiotic.” Why was he so interested?  
 
    His gaze sharpened. “It’s good, this medicine?” 
 
    “Yes. It can cure infection.” Not Lykos-D, but there wasn’t an antibiotic—or anything else—that could do that.  
 
    Satisfaction shone in his eyes, but only for a second. He pointed to the pool. “Strip and get in the water. I won’t tell you again.”  
 
    My pulse spiked. He really expected me to get naked and bathe while he watched? If I submitted now, who knew what he’d try next. Bullies didn’t just take a win and move on. They always demanded more.  
 
    I took a cautious step back, shoving the vials in my pockets as I went. “I-I’ll get in, but I’m keeping my clothes on.”  
 
    I didn’t even see him move. 
 
    He had me against the pillar so fast my head spun. One large palm spanned my neck, pinning me to the rock. He held the rest of his body away from mine, but his heat blasted me from head to toe. His big form seemed to vibrate, as if he kept himself in check. 
 
    But just barely. 
 
    His hand squeezed. Not enough to cut off my air. Just enough to let me know he could.  
 
    Fear and outrage seethed in my mind. He could do whatever he wanted, right down to controlling my breath. Instinct screamed at me to lower my gaze—to submit any way I could. But another, deeper instinct hummed below the surface, and it refused to let me cower.   
 
    I kept my mouth shut, but I returned his glare.  
 
    He leaned closer, and needle-sharp fangs showed between his lips as he spoke in a voice just above a growl I felt in my bones.  
 
    “Rid yourself of that scent or you’ll have every unmated male within ten miles vying to rut between your thighs. Female.”    
 
    “Including you?” I croaked, my voice hoarse from the pressure of his hand. As soon as I said it, I realized I had no idea if he was mated. He must be. Alpha males took what they wanted, and they got first choice of women. No wonder he was unaffected by whatever scent I was throwing off.  
 
    The golden eyes dropped to my mouth. 
 
    In a blink, the air between us shifted. Like ozone gathering before a storm, the atmosphere swirled and thickened.  
 
    I held my breath. What was he doing? Trying to throw me off balance? As I pondered his end game, he lifted his free hand and dragged his thumb across my bottom lip.   
 
    A beat of shock rippled through me, jangling all my nerve endings. Pinned between the pillar and his overwhelming mass, I could only stand there, my heart pounding as he rubbed back and forth. I couldn’t move my head with his hand on my neck, which meant I was left studying his face.  
 
    His lashes were long for a man. With his gaze lowered, they were dark, silky fans on his cheeks. His thumb pressed harder, parting my lips. Dipping just a little bit inside my mouth.  
 
    Goosebumps rose on my skin. My heart rate picked up, and the beat of shock frazzled into something stronger and more persistent. I relaxed against the stone, my body softening even as confusion tumbled through my mind.   
 
    He rubbed his thumb in a slow glide, dragging it across my lips. All the while, his gaze never lifted. He stared at my mouth as though he found it fascinating. Like he couldn’t tear his eyes away. Like he didn’t want to. His hand on my neck was hard and unforgiving, but his thumb on my mouth was achingly gentle.   
 
    A rasping sound reached my ears, and I realized it was my own labored breathing.  
 
    He gave me another stroke, dipping inside just a little more.  
 
    My body jerked, more shivers coursing down my neck and chest. He could crush my throat in less than a second, but I could only focus on his callused thumb swiping back and forth in a maddening arc that seemed to drift to other, lower places.   
 
    Heated, golden eyes lifted to mine.  
 
    A low whimper escaped me.  
 
    His palm left my neck and slapped against the rock near my head. Then he grasped my chin in a tight grip and brought his mouth within an inch of mine. The heat in his eyes fled, replaced with something hard and fierce and utterly cold.  
 
    Instantly, the fluttering warmth he stoked turned to ash.  
 
    “Not interested, female,” he said, his voice like the edge of a knife. The switch in his demeanor was so abrupt, it took me a second to realize he’d answered my question.  
 
    The threat of a forced mating didn’t include him.  
 
    “But know this,” he said. “If I wanted a mate, I could have you in a heartbeat. A snap of my fingers, and you’d come running, dripping with need and ready to ride my shaft for as long as I allowed it.” He leaned so close our lips touched. In a rough whisper, he added, “You would beg me for it.”   
 
    All my fear and outrage roared back to the surface. I tried to jerk my face from his grip, but he tightened his fingers. I couldn’t speak, let alone move.  
 
    He spoke again, each word accompanied by a stinging command. “Strip…and…wash.” 
 
    I channeled all my disgust and loathing into my eyes, hoping he could see it as I stared up at him. I wanted to spit in his face—to tell him I’d die before I begged him for anything. 
 
    Our gazes clashed, and for a brief moment his eyebrows pulled together. If I hadn’t known better, I would have sworn he looked bewildered.  
 
    “You meet my gaze,” he murmured. 
 
    I’ll do more than that, asshole. Like bite his fingers off. But all I could manage was a pained grunt. 
 
    The moment passed, and whatever I thought I saw in his face vanished as he released me and stepped back. “Change your clothing when you’re done. You have ten minutes.” 
 
    I leaned against the pillar, my skin smarting from his order. Talking back would earn me worse, so I settled for clenched fists and a steady glare.    
 
    He left, the sound of his booted footsteps fading to nothing before he was out of sight.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I was so worried about Rurik returning before the ten minutes were up, I didn’t linger over the novelty of immersing myself in such a big body of water. Moving fast, I stripped, splashed into the pool, and scrubbed myself with handfuls of sand. I even dunked my head, letting the water carry away any traces of Michael that might have clung to the strands. 
 
    He neglected to pack a towel or brush, so I was forced to dress with damp skin and then finger comb my hair as best I could. As the minutes ticked by, my heart rate accelerated. Any minute now, Rurik was going to appear and growl at me for taking too long.  
 
    But he didn’t. And no one else did, either. Safely clothed once more, I gathered the scattered antibiotics and transferred the serum vials to my pockets. I was due for a dose but thought better of snapping open a vial. Taking the serum on an empty stomach usually led to chills and vomiting. According to Michael, ferals viewed illness as weakness. The thought of enduring sickness in front of Rurik was enough to make me rip open the nearest ration—a bland protein bar that tasted like chalk—and stuff it in my mouth. Then I hefted the pack on my shoulder and moved toward the front of the cave.  
 
    As I neared the entrance, the sound of low, masculine voices reached me, and a flickering glow beckoned me forward. There was no sign of Rurik, but the other two ferals sat on opposite sides of a roaring fire. The bigger male—the one with blue eyes and wavy brown hair—bent over something he held in his lap. His broad shoulders flexed as he busied himself with some kind of task. Whatever fury he felt over his runaway mate seemed to have abated. His face was calm, his posture relaxed.  
 
    I stopped in the shadows, one hand gripping the pack’s strap over my shoulder. The silver-eyed feral was also seemingly calm, with no signs of the anger he displayed after catching my scent. The fire crackled and danced cheerfully, and the two males looked almost peaceful.  
 
    But that didn’t mean they were any less dangerous. And I couldn’t be certain I was totally free of Michael’s scent. If they smelled him on me again, they might not be so calm.  
 
    Suddenly, the protein bar was a lump in my stomach.  
 
    The only surefire way to cloak my scent was serum. I was stupid for delaying my evening dose. I should go back to the pool and choke down a vial. An upset stomach was easier to deal with than a rampaging feral.  
 
    Before I could spin around, the blue-eyed male called out. 
 
    “Come join us. We won’t bite.”  
 
    Was that humor in his tone? His gaze was lowered as he worked, but there was a hint of a smile on his lips.  
 
    Or maybe it was just a trick of the light.  
 
    I went to the edge of the fire and sat. Up close, I could see he was skinning some kind of animal. His hands moved swiftly, a small knife flashing as it caught the light. Blood stained the dirt in front of him, and a small mound of waxy looking flesh was piled at his side. He scooped it up and tossed it into the fire, which sparked and hissed.  
 
    My stomach churned, the protein bar turning to a sour lump in my gut. Norms didn’t consume flesh. As my grandmother used to say, “Only animals eat animals.”  
 
    “I’m Soren,” the knife-wielding feral said, bending over his task once more. “That’s Cain.” 
 
    The silver-eyed feral met my gaze. He was handsome, with black hair and sculpted features. But something about him gave me pause—even more so than Soren or Rurik. There was a flatness in his pale eyes that was somehow more menacing than anger or irritation. I might have held Rurik’s stare without flinching, but I couldn’t do the same with Cain’s.  
 
    Flustered, I looked away, my gaze landing on the cave’s entrance.  
 
    Soren tossed more entrails in the fire.  
 
    “Where’s Rurik?” I asked. I didn’t think too hard about my reasons for wondering.  
 
    “He hunts,” Soren said.  
 
    I swung my gaze back to him. “Hunts?”  
 
    “Dinner. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    My stomach growled.  
 
    Soren raised an eyebrow. “Maybe just thirsty, then.” He definitely smiled this time, giving me a glimpse of his fangs. He put his knife aside and lifted a canteen from somewhere behind him. Then he stood and extended it over the fire.  
 
    “Thanks,” I said, ignoring the blood on his fingers as I accepted it and sat. The metal was ice cold and beaded with condensation, and suddenly I couldn’t get the cap off fast enough. I drank in a long gulp, almost groaning in ecstasy when the water hit my throat. 
 
    “Slow down,” Soren said lightly, working on the carcass once more. “You’ll make yourself sick.” 
 
    I lowered the canteen and swiped my hand across the back of my mouth. “Sorry. I know water is scarce.” 
 
    “Not in the caves. There are underground springs if you know where to look. Remnants of the Mississippi.”  
 
    So that was where the pool came from. I looked around the primitive but comfortable campsite. “Do you live here?” 
 
    Soren stopped what he was doing. Cain pinned me with a hard stare.  
 
    My heart thumped. Oh no. I’d offended them. Without Rurik around, there was no one to stop them from killing me.  
 
    Soren broke the tension with something close to a snort. “Is that what they say in the cities?” 
 
    A low voice growled behind us. “They say a lot of stupid shit in the cities.”  
 
    I turned…and then sucked in a breath.  
 
    Rurik strode from the cave’s entrance. 
 
    And he was totally nude. 
 
    I jerked back around, but not before I got an eyeful of six-and-a-half feet of tan, muscled feral. His shaft swung heavy against his thigh, the thick length knotted with veins. He carried his clothes in one hand and something limp and furry in the other. Blood smeared his chest, and his body was streaked with dirt.  
 
    I ducked my head, my shoulders tense as I waited for him to join us around the fire. But he simply tossed a dead animal at Soren’s feet and walked away.  
 
    Soren picked up the animal, dangled it by its hind legs, and slit down its belly. “Do you like fox?” 
 
    It took me a second to realize he spoke to me. My brain was still muddled with images of Rurik’s powerful thighs and taut abs.  
 
    I cleared my throat. “Um, no, thank you.”  
 
    “Suit yourself.”  
 
    We spent the next few minutes in silence, with Soren and Cain roasting the fox and me forcing down more protein bars. The headache I felt on the plain came back, along with the tight, restless feeling that made me want to jump up and pace the cave. It was probably a combination of hunger and exhaustion—and possibly the first side effects of serum withdrawal. The symptoms were unusual, but it really couldn’t be anything else. The first thing aspiring doctors learned in medical school was to rule things out. I was starving and past due for a dose. Of course I felt off.   
 
    Just as I was about to pull a vial of serum from my pack, Rurik reappeared. He was fully clothed this time, and his hair was damp. I breathed a sigh of relief knowing I wouldn’t have to smell animal blood while we ate.  
 
    He sat across the fire from me and ran two big hands through his hair, pushing the dark strands back so the scar in his hairline stood out. It was as if someone had swiped a single claw from his crown to his forehead, digging a furrow that exposed a narrow streak of scalp. Whoever stitched it did a fine job, because the scar was thin and straight. I followed it down to his eyes— 
 
    —which were fixed on me. 
 
    I jerked my gaze away. Shit. He caught me staring. And now he probably really did think he could snap his fingers and have me begging for him. As if that would ever happen. I didn’t even like him, let alone want to “ride his shaft.” He was an arrogant, abusive asshole who got his way through force instead of reason. In other words, a typical feral.  
 
    But he was also my safe passage to Black Rock, which meant I had to stay in his good graces. The Alterlands were full of ferals just like him, and they hadn’t been paid to protect me. 
 
    That thought made me look at the pack leaning against my legs. What did an alpha want with a bunch of medicine? Michael was one of just a handful of norms to venture outside the city’s walls since airships stopped carrying passengers. He’d written entire research papers on how ferals viewed the cities with suspicion. It made sense, given the bloody history between those inside and outside the walls. Some ferals still referred to norms as the “government” even though it had been fifty years since the continent had states or a president. And in their eyes, government meant weapons and suppression. The fastest way to piss off a feral was to point a gun at one. Pointing serum at them was a close second. They distrusted all forms of norm medicine.  
 
    So why would an alpha—the strongest, most dominant kind of feral—ask for norm drugs as payment? According to the archives in the museum, alphas were tougher and faster than other ferals. There was even some evidence they could heal injuries.   
 
    The fire snapped, pulling me from my musings. The dull ache between my eyes pounded harder. Michael’s warning drifted through my head. “Two doses a day, no matter what. You can’t forget.” 
 
    Rurik and the others tore into pieces of cooked meat. Clearly, we weren’t leaving anytime soon.  
 
    There was no other option—I’d have to take my dose in front of them. If they didn’t like it, that was their problem.  
 
    I moved as slowly as I could, hoping no one would notice me easing back and reaching into my pocket. I snapped the vial and had it halfway to my mouth when all three sets of eyes focused on me.  
 
    I hesitated.  
 
    Rurik wiped grease from his mouth. “Take your concoction, female. No one will stop you.”  
 
    My temper spiked. I never should have told him to use my name. Now that he knew being called “female” bothered me, he’d say it forever. Suppressing a scowl, I tossed back the serum and then waited for the telltale burn. It came a second later—a rush of fire up my esophagus that made my throat tighten and my eyes water. I rode it out, somehow managing not to flinch under the males’ watchful gazes.  
 
    “Put that vial back in your pocket,” Rurik said. “Don’t let me find it on the ground.”  
 
    Now I did scowl. “I’m not in the habit of littering.”  
 
    “Then you’re unique among your kind.” He scooped sand into his hands and dusted his palms. “Your cities are full of garbage.” 
 
    Curiosity rose in me against my will. “You’ve been to cities besides St. Louis?” 
 
    “Plenty,” he said bluntly. “And they all stink.”  
 
    I was too intrigued to be offended. A dozen questions tumbled through my head. What were the other cities? Where had he traveled? Were people different in other places? Did New York still stand, or were its people forced to retreat inland like the rest of the coastal cities?  
 
    Before I worked up the courage to ask him anything, he brushed the last of the sand away and turned to Soren. “We’ll sleep here tonight.”  
 
    Sleep? I sat upright. “We can’t stay here all night. We have to keep moving.” There was no way in hell I was falling asleep around a bunch of ferals. More importantly, time wasn’t on my side. I had to get to Black Rock as soon as possible.  
 
    Rurik gave me a look like I was an ill-mannered child who just spoke out of turn at the dinner table. “I spotted others while I hunted. It’s not safe to continue right now—not with you throwing off scent.” 
 
    Heat rushed up the back of my neck. He said it like it was something foul and disgusting. I heard the tightness of embarrassment in my voice when I said, “I bathed and changed my clothes like you told me. The serum will kick in soon. I shouldn’t be throwing off anything.”  
 
    He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he studied me, that slight frown returning. Just as the silence stretched too long, he said, “Some norms have a stronger scent than others.” 
 
    Soren poked at the fire. “Perhaps it’s her true nature showing through.” 
 
    I barely heard him. All my attention was on Rurik, who began unlacing his boots. “I have to get to Black Rock as soon as possible,” I said. “My patient is dying.”  
 
    He didn’t look up. “You risk death if you set foot outside this cave tonight. If not death, then almost certainly a claiming.” He lifted his gaze. “If your errand was that time-sensitive, female, Hessen himself should have come.”  
 
    Confusion swamped me. “Michael?” 
 
    “He’s a doctor, is he not? It’s a weak male who would send his woman in his place.” 
 
    Understanding dawned. “Michael’s not a medical doctor. He’s an anthropologist. That’s someone who studies—” 
 
    “I know what an anthropologist is.”  
 
    I snapped my mouth shut. His gaze was steady, his golden eyes flickering with reflected firelight.  
 
    Great, I probably offended him again—not exactly a good strategy for convincing him to speed up our journey. But if he knew about science, maybe he was capable of appreciating why getting to Black Rock was so important.  
 
    “You’re an alpha,” I said. “A leader, yes? Good leaders take care of their people when they get sick.”  
 
    “Not always,” Soren said, drawing my gaze. “Sometimes it’s best for the sick to die. Not everyone is worth saving.”  
 
    My blood heated. “It’s worth trying,” I shot back. 
 
    He leaned back on his elbows and stretched his legs in front of him. “This norm you seek to save, they’re some kind of official? Someone important?” 
 
    No one they would find important, considering the governor’s wife was a woman. To them, she was good for mounting and…whatever else ferals did with their mates.  
 
    I shook my head. “No, but that doesn’t—” 
 
    “They don’t have your skills or training?” 
 
    “No.” What was he getting at? I glanced at Rurik, who watched us with an inscrutable expression. 
 
    “And you would try to save this person anyway, even knowing there’s a decent chance you’ll die before you get to Black Rock?” 
 
    A decent chance. Did he have to put it so bluntly? 
 
    Then again, I couldn’t afford to be naive. 
 
    I lifted my chin. “Yes. It’s what I signed up for when I became a surgeon. There aren’t a lot of us. I took an oath to heal whenever and wherever I can. I won’t break it just because the wherever part is inconvenient or dangerous.”  
 
    “Then you would make a poor alpha,” Soren said with a shrug. “As a doctor, you could save many lives if you remained behind your walls. Yet you put yourself in danger on the chance you might save one life of minimal significance. That’s not leadership. It’s a waste of resources.”  
 
    His words dropped around me like stones, and they were somehow worse for being delivered in such a clinical way. He reclined before the fire, casually playing God as if everything was basic black and white. 
 
    In as steady a voice as I could manage, I said, “You’re right. I would be a bad alpha, given that I consider all human beings significant. No one’s life is worth more than anyone else’s.” As I said the last, my final conversation with Michael came hurtling back. Hadn’t he made the same argument as Soren when we stood on the battlements? My fiancé, who prided himself on carrying scholarship and reason into the twenty-second century, thought like a feral.  
 
    Soren made a scoffing sound. “Spoken like a norm. Pure hypocrisy.”  
 
    I frowned. “What’s hypocritical about treating everyone equally?” 
 
    He sat up, his blue eyes sparking with anger. “You think your governors value shifter lives? They’ve been trying to kill us for nearly a century.” 
 
    Was he serious? “We defend ourselves when we’re attacked,” I said hotly. “We’re vulnerable every time we set foot outside the walls.”  
 
    Cain spoke in a low rumble. “You’re vulnerable because you suppress the shift.”  
 
    His voice—a dark scrape of sound that seemed to curl through the air like smoke—stopped me in my tracks. His eyes gleamed, the leaping fire reflected in the silvery depths. His big body was relaxed and still, but it was a waiting stillness. Like a coiled snake ready to strike at the right opportunity.   
 
    I became aware of the broken vial between my fingers and the lingering burn of serum in my throat.  
 
    I had to clear it to reply, and I picked my words carefully, knowing the conversation had wandered onto dangerous ground. “Not everyone wants to fight for dominance or be forced to take a mate. Some of us want to have choices in life.”  
 
    He smiled—revealing a set of sharp-looking fangs—but there was no humor in his eyes. “Nature already chose for all of us, and she chose Lykos-D.” His gaze dipped to the vial in my hand. “You can lie to yourself all you want, but your power to choose is limited to how many of those vials you can stuff in your pockets.” He tilted his head—a wolf-like gesture that lifted the hair on my nape. His voice dropped too low to be completely human, and he added, “Assuming no one takes them from you.”  
 
    My throat went dry. His threat was unmistakable. The fire sparked and popped, but I couldn’t look away. I was rooted to the ground, caught up in the menace that swirled off Cain and wrapped around me like tentacles. Without serum, my body would stop suppressing the Lykos-D virus that sat patiently inside every cell in my body—trillions of microscopic bombs planted the moment I was conceived. They waited for the right moment to explode, biding their time until the serum ran out or I missed too many doses. 
 
    Or someone prevented me from taking them. 
 
    And if that happened, I would cease to be “invisible.” I would become feral, my skin splitting and my bones shifting until another creature emerged. 
 
    Not everyone finished their first shift. Sometimes, Lykos-D killed its host. Other times, the virus raged so thoroughly, no amount of serum would reverse it. If that happened to me, the great iron gate would shut against me forever. I would be stuck in the Alterlands.  
 
    Cain spoke into the malaise of fear that gripped me, his voice cinching it even tighter. “You should run back to your city, female. Your precious serum can’t hide what you are.” 
 
    “Doctor,” Rurik said.  
 
    The spell broke.  
 
    Cain swung toward him. “What?” 
 
    Rurik rose to his feet, his muscled body gilded by firelight. He addressed Cain but he kept his gaze on me. “She’s a doctor, and no one is taking her serum.”  
 
    Speechless, I could only stare. Was he defending me?  
 
    “I’ll get you to your patient,” he said. “You have my vow.”  
 
    My voice emerged as a rasp. “Thank you.” 
 
    He gave me a short nod and stepped over the fire, his long strides ensuring the flame didn’t touch him. As he reached the cave’s entrance, he spoke without looking back. “We’ll stand guard through the night. Cain take the first shift.”  
 
    Cain shot me a dark look. I braced myself for an insult—or worse—but he merely got to his feet and stalked away, moving with the soundless, fluid grace that seemed common to all ferals. 
 
    When I turned back to the fire, Soren watched me with a mix of amusement and curiosity in his eyes. 
 
    “I’m impressed,” he said. “Few people have the guts to banter with Cain.”  
 
    I frowned. I wasn’t sure I had the guts, either. “What’s his problem, anyway? Does he hate women or just norms in general?” 
 
    “It’s probably more accurate to say he hates one woman and all norms. The female he wanted ran off with a male from the cities. Don’t take his vitriol personally. He would have disliked any norm Rurik brought beyond the walls.” 
 
    Wait, Cain loved a woman who mated a norm? Not that norms mated. When ferals entered into an intimate bond, they bit and scratched, marking each other like animals. No wonder Cain’s woman ran. If a man like that pursued me, I’d try to escape, too.  
 
    “Does he know where she is?” I asked.  
 
    Soren’s expression turned sober. “He knows.” 
 
    “Will he try to take her back?” In my mind’s eye, I imagined Cain scaling a stone wall, his eyes burning like liquid metal. 
 
    “Cain doesn’t tell anyone his plans. But you should always assume he has one.” 
 
    A shiver swept down my spine. Wherever that woman was, I hoped her city had high walls. 
 
    Soren studied the fire, all traces of friendliness gone from his face. Was he thinking of his own missing mate? Michael didn’t know much about the mate bond, other than it was strong and, in most cases, lifelong. But did it come with love? Or was it merely about sex and domination?  
 
    Whatever it was, it was clearly powerful enough to drive Cain and Soren to reclaim their lost mates.  
 
    Was that why Rurik didn’t want one? Or maybe he just didn’t want me. He had no problem resisting my scent, even with my essence mixed with Michael’s and my lingering arousal from that brief kiss on the wall.  
 
    And his rejection was a good thing. A fortunate thing. Because being bound to Rurik would be even worse than mating someone like Cain.  
 
    Thank goodness he didn’t want me. The best thing I could do was ignore him as much as possible. He would get me to Black Rock, I’d treat my patient, and then he would escort me home.  
 
    And I never had to see him again.  
 
    Soren stood and caught my eye across the fire.  
 
    “I’d get some sleep if I were you, Doctor. Whatever tomorrow brings, it’s bound to be interesting.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    As far as sleeping accommodations went, the cave left much to be desired. After Cain left, Soren kicked dirt over the fire, plunging me into darkness. He left without another word, his footsteps seeming to head toward the back of the cave.  
 
    So much for saying goodnight. I didn’t exactly expect him to read me a bedtime story, but a little direction would have been nice. Without it, I had to settle for curling up next to the cooling embers with the pack for my pillow. 
 
    The ache in my head blossomed to a full-blown migraine that made pressure build behind my eyes and waves of nausea roil my stomach. Goosebumps rose on my skin even as I felt clammy and hot. It couldn’t be the serum. The side effects never lingered this long. 
 
    It was probably a combination of dehydration and exhaustion. The water from the canteen hadn’t been enough, but I was hardly in a position to go find more. Besides, I wasn’t sure I could keep it down. The best thing to do was get as comfortable as possible and hope to fall asleep.  
 
    Unfortunately, the hard ground and lumpy pack weren’t doing it for me. After what felt like an hour of twisting and turning, I gave up and flopped onto my back. As I stared into the blackness, my thoughts turned to Rurik. 
 
    What made him stand up for me around the fire? And not just once, but twice.  
 
    First he backed Cain down from threatening me, then he sent him out of the cave—almost as if he wanted me to feel safe.  
 
    Didn’t he? What other possible explanation could there be for his actions? He took my side against one of his own. At least I assumed Cain answered to him. Cain and Soren felt like alphas to me, but I didn’t have the ability to sense subtle differences in dominance like ferals could. Michael said a feral could walk into a room full of their own kind and immediately know where everyone fell in the hierarchy. And alphas were always on top.  
 
    That made them somewhat rare. All ferals were more or less dominant, and those who weren’t usually didn’t live long. With so many controlling personalities willing to fight each other for position, a feral had to be extraordinarily dominant to force others to do their bidding. What were the chances of three alphas working together without killing each other? 
 
    It was impossible. If such a thing happened, Michael would have written about it. The Alliance of Cities paid him to study feral behavior, and he took his research seriously. He never talked about it, but I knew he had aspirations of being governor one day. St. Louis was the biggest city in the Plains, and he was ambitious. He’d made a name for himself with his research. If he said alphas ruled alone, I believed him.  
 
    Which meant Rurik had all the traits of the most dominant ferals. Controlling. Possessive. Short-tempered. Domineering. 
 
    Not the sort of people who admitted fault.  
 
    Yet he stopped calling me “female.” And, in his own way, he told the others to acknowledge my profession. Could it be he actually saw me as a thinking, feeling person rather than a feeble-minded female ready to roll over for any passing male? 
 
    Of course, my behavior at the pool gave him plenty of reason to think I’d take whatever he offered. 
 
    At the thought, my mouth tingled as it had when he pressed me against the pillar. In the dark, I touched the spot where he brushed his thumb back and forth. He’d towered over me, making me feel small and almost delicate—not something that happened very often. At almost six feet tall, I was used to looking men in the eye. Michael always complained when I wore heels, since it made us the same height.  
 
    That wouldn’t be a problem with Rurik. He was easily the tallest man I’d ever seen, and he filled out every inch with solid muscle. At the pool, his T-shirt had stretched so tight over his chest it seemed ready to tear. His physique screamed violence, yet he’d traced my lip with featherlight softness. And as much as I hated to admit it, there was something compelling about an otherwise brutal man showing tenderness. Unfortunately, he’d followed it with his insulting declaration. 
 
    My blood heated. What rankled the most was how confident he was when he said it, as if he took it for granted he could command a response from me as easily as he commanded my obedience.  
 
    I rubbed my fingertips over my lips, tracing the path he’d taken. He was a man of opposites, almost as if there were two Ruriks. 
 
    Which was the real one?  
 
    As if I conjured him, his voice rumbled in the darkness. “You should sleep, Doctor Bradley.”  
 
    I jerked my head toward the sound. My eyes must have adjusted to the dark, because I could just make out his silhouette. He leaned against the cave’s entrance with his back to me, as if he stared into the night.  
 
    “How did you know I was awake?” I asked.  
 
    He turned his head enough to speak over his shoulder. “Your heart rate.”  
 
    God, how good was his hearing? Could he tell I’d been thinking about him? About his body?  
 
    Could he read my thoughts? 
 
    As soon as the idea popped into my head, I dismissed it. Of course he couldn’t. His senses were superior, though. It would be a mistake to forget that.  
 
    I waited for him to say something else, but he stayed quiet, his body limned in the weak moonlight gathered around the cave’s opening. Although his posture was relaxed, there was an aura of watchfulness about him—an alertness I couldn’t quite put my finger on. As a child, I had a habit of sleeping with my back to a wall. I knew it couldn’t protect me, but something about that solid presence made me feel safe.  
 
    Rurik was like that wall. He was just a lone figure in the yawning mouth of the cave, but he was big and solid. Anything seeking entry would have to go through him first. 
 
    You have my vow, he’d told me. Coming from anyone else, such old-fashioned words would border on quaint, even silly. When Rurik spoke them, it was clear he meant what he said. He may not have signed a contract, but he wouldn’t break his word.  
 
    I sat up. Immediately, pain flared in my temples, and I stifled a gasp.  
 
    Rurik turned his head again, his profile outlined in silver. “Are you unwell?” There was a beat of silence, and he added in gruff tones, “If you need to relieve yourself, there’s a spot outside the cave.” 
 
    My cheeks heated. “It’s not that. I mean, I don’t have to go.” I sucked in a breath. “I’m fine.”  
 
    He gave a soft grunt and faced forward.  
 
    Nice talk. I watched him warily as I rubbed at my temples. He might be able to hear subtle changes in my heart rate, but as far as I knew he didn’t have eyes in the back of his head. The pressure in my skull increased, and my stomach did a slow, lazy roll. Saliva pooled in my mouth. I swallowed a few times and took shallow breaths. Vomiting was not an option. I had to keep the serum down.  
 
    Suddenly, Rurik swiveled around.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    I had his full attention now. His face was in shadow, but I sensed his frown.  
 
    “You have nothing to fear from Cain,” he said. 
 
    Cain? For a moment, confusion swirled. Then I understood. I shook my head—and instantly regretted it. Pain flared, and the protein bars threatened to come up. A dizzy wave swept me. Quickly, I put my head between my knees. Cold sweat broke out all over my body. I wrapped my arms around my knees and hung on for dear life, willing my head to stop spinning. My hair flopped forward, the limp ends trailing in the dirt.  
 
    A firm hand pressed against the back of my neck, forcing my head down even more. “You need to increase the blood flow to your heart,” Rurik said above me.  
 
    Even with my stomach threatening to revolt, I managed to mutter, “I know that.” Did he think I was sitting this way for fun? Maybe if I puked on him, he’d zap me with another command and knock me senseless. I could pass out in peace, where I wouldn’t have to worry about snarling ferals or overbearing alphas.  
 
    He crouched beside me, and then a second hand touched my head. Gentle fingers pulled my hair away from my face. My eyes went wide as he gathered the tangled mass in one hand and held it at my nape. Cool air drifted across my neck, and I suppressed a shiver.  
 
    As suddenly as it came, the dizziness and nausea passed. I lifted my head.  
 
    Rurik was a muscled boulder at my side, his golden eyes glowing faintly in his rugged face. His fingers threaded through my hair, and his forearm rested across my shoulders. Sitting this close, I could see the lines in his forehead and the spiky lengths of his eyelashes. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm as he breathed, the dark T-shirt impossibly tight over his pecs. One hard, male nipple pressed against the fabric. Thanks to his naked entrance during dinner, I knew exactly what that nipple looked like.  
 
    I swallowed. 
 
    He dipped his head, capturing my gaze. His stare was as penetrating as ever, but it wasn’t the cold, aggressive expression he displayed when he barked out orders. His features were softer, and his jaw had lost some of its hard edge. 
 
    His stubble was darker around his chin.  
 
    Out of nowhere, I found myself wondering what it would feel like to brush my palm across it. 
 
    He tugged ever so slightly at my hair, tipping my head the merest inch. The golden eyes roved over my face.  
 
    “You’re pale,” he said.  
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Some of the sternness returned to his eyes. “You should have told me you were sick.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    His nostrils flared. “Lie.” His hand in my hair tightened. “You should never lie to me. I’ll always know.” 
 
    I should have been frightened. A feral alpha held me by the hair, a sheen of anger in his eyes. Instead, curiosity pushed past any sense of danger, making me ask, “How can you tell?” 
 
    A tiny frown pinched his brow. He released me but stayed in a crouch. We stared at each other in near darkness, the only sound the occasional crackle of dying embers at our backs. 
 
    He took so long answering, I assumed he was going to ignore the question and move on. But then he spoke in a low voice. “It’s nothing and everything. Your pulse, your speech patterns. The way a person holds their head or touches their face. If someone is very nervous, I can smell their sweat. There are many signs. Some people are harder to read than others.”  
 
    “What about me?” As soon as I said it, I regretted asking. Maybe I didn’t want to know if I was a good liar. In my psychiatric rotation in med school, the resident director said lying with ease was a symptom of numerous mental disorders. I didn’t think I was crazy. Then again, I sat inches away from an alpha in a cave in the Alterlands. 
 
    What did that say about my mental state?  
 
    Rurik didn’t reply. He just continued staring, his forehead wrinkled as though he pondered some internal question. Perhaps he wanted to be polite. 
 
    Although, politeness seemed an improbable trait for an alpha—especially this one. More likely, he didn’t want to reveal my “tells.” Assuming I had any. 
 
    My hair had fallen heavy around my shoulders again, and I pushed it back.  
 
    He tracked my movements, his gaze lingering on the dark strands.  
 
    I lowered my arms. Was he analyzing me even now? Picking up hints and signs I wasn’t aware of? 
 
    Without warning, the mood shifted. He surged to his feet and loomed over me, all softness gone from his face. “You’re the same as any norm. Careless with your words and actions.”  
 
    The sudden accusation threw me off. God, did the man always run so hot and cold? I had to crane my neck to look at him. “I’m not careless.”  
 
    “You came to the Alterlands smelling of lust, and you’ve defied me at every turn.”  
 
    My jaw dropped. “Defied you?” 
 
    “That’s what I said, female. Or is your hearing as deficient as your nose?”  
 
    I stood in a scramble that made my stomach pitch. I ignored it, tipping my chin up and planting my fists on my hips. “There’s nothing wrong with my hearing. In fact, your asinine commands are all I seem to hear!”  
 
    His fangs flashed. “That’s interesting, since you don’t follow them unless you’re disciplined first.”  
 
    “Is that what you call it?” My voice rose. “It’s not discipline, it’s assault.”  
 
    “It wouldn’t be necessary if you didn’t question my orders!” His volume matched mine, his shout bouncing off the cave’s walls.  
 
    “I question them because you never explain anything! You just growl like an animal and—” 
 
    He seized me in a brutal grip and yanked me against him so hard the impact forced a soft grunt from my lungs. His eyes blazed bright gold as he snarled a hair’s breadth from my face. “Never call me that.”  
 
    My chest heaved, fear and fury swirling in a potent mix. His fangs had lengthened, the serrated edges on full display. The gold in his eyes was bright enough to cast a shadow. He was beautiful and terrible—a creature that was only supposed to exist in fairy tales. But he was very real, and he could rip me apart with one slash of his fangs.  
 
    I stood frozen, blood rushing in my ears.  
 
    He plunged his face to my neck. 
 
    My breath caught. Oh God. I squeezed my eyes shut, prepared for the hot spray of my own blood. 
 
    Instead, he dragged in a deep breath. “That scent,” he muttered, his tone almost plaintive.  
 
    My eyes flew open. What was he doing?  
 
    He swept his mouth down the pulse thundering in my neck, then nuzzled under my ear. 
 
    Shivers coursed a hot path down my back. My lips parted, a soft gasp escaping. My mind whirled with confusion, but my body wasn’t confused at all. It softened, the tension fleeing my muscles as I fought to stifle a groan.  
 
    His fingers tightened, and he pulled back, his brow furrowed. His gaze searched mine. “What are you doing to make me—” He cut himself off. His frown deepened, and he gave me a small shake. “You’re doing something,” he accused. “Stop it.” 
 
    “What?” He was crazy. “I’m not doing anything.”  
 
    He looked like he might say more, but then he clamped his jaw shut and glowered at me. His fingers bit deeper, and he stared like he was trying to see through to my soul.  
 
    Finally, I had enough. “You’re hurting me.”  
 
    He dropped his hands.  
 
    Immediately, I stepped back.  
 
    “Watch the fire,” he barked, his gaze darting to a spot behind me. 
 
    I stopped but didn’t dare take my eyes off him. My insides trembled, and my knees felt weak. I rubbed at my arms.  
 
    His gaze dipped there, and his jaw tightened. He opened his mouth—then clamped it shut. His brows pinched together. 
 
    I returned his stare. If he wanted defiance, he could have it. 
 
    Just when our standoff grew unbearable, he muttered, “Go to sleep. We leave before dawn.” He turned and walked away.  
 
    That was it? He was leaving with no explanation for his insane behavior? 
 
    I clenched my fists. “Is that an order?” It came out louder than I intended, and my words echoed around the cave.  
 
    He stopped in a shaft of moonlight but didn’t turn around.  
 
    Apprehension zipped down my spine. The last time we had an exchange like this, he made it clear I wouldn’t like his response.  
 
    His shoulders filled my vision. Somehow, he seemed even bigger at a distance.  
 
    I held my breath. Any second, he would spin and hit me with a command or another round of angry bellowing.  
 
    But when his voice floated back to me, it was so faint I had to strain to hear it.  
 
    “It’s advice, Eden. Get some rest. You’re going to need it.” 
 
    He walked through the cave’s opening and into the night. It was only after he was out of sight that I realized he used my name.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    I slept fitfully, tossing and turning while snatches of my encounter with Rurik played through my head. In my dreams, he transformed into a hulking beast with red fangs that dripped blood. When I tried to run away, they sank into my shoulder and ripped away a chunk of flesh, which the beast hurled into a fire made of golden flames.  
 
    I clapped a hand over the wound. 
 
    “Doctor Bradley.” Someone shook me.  
 
    I shrank away from the touch. The beast reached for me again, and I tried to scream. 
 
    “Doctor Bradley!” 
 
    My eyes popped open.  
 
    Soren knelt beside me, his brown hair damp and brushed back from his forehead. Purple light stained the cave’s entrance, and the air was cool.   
 
    I sat up. There was no beast. My shoulder was intact. But I was drenched in sweat, and my temples throbbed.  
 
    So much for sleeping off the headache.   
 
    “We’re leaving,” Soren said. “Do you have something to eat?” 
 
    My stomach lurched. There was no chance of me keeping anything down. I waved a hand. “I’m fine.” 
 
    He set a canteen next to me. “Be outside in ten minutes.”  
 
    He was gone before I could protest. Ten minutes. I knew without asking that was a firm deadline—and I definitely didn’t want Rurik coming to fetch me. Gritting my teeth, I stood and stretched. The muscles in my neck were knotted from sleeping on the pack, and my damp T-shirt stuck to my back.  
 
    But there was no time to change. I pulled a vial of serum from the pack, snapped it in half, and downed it. Seconds later, the burn scalded my throat like lightning striking one of the old power lines that sometimes drooped over abandoned neighborhoods. Nausea rocked me in waves.  
 
    I didn’t have time for that, either.  
 
    After a few deep breaths, I straightened my clothes and finger combed my hair. When I got back to St. Louis, I was giving Michael a piece of my mind about leaving me without a hairbrush. 
 
    I had a toothbrush, though, and I dug it from the pack and brushed my teeth with water from the canteen. The water hitting my throat was ambrosia. Nothing had ever tasted so good. I didn’t even stop to spit out my toothpaste. I just gulped until the canteen was dry. Then I lowered it and frowned. I still had no urge to pee, which meant I was seriously dehydrated.  
 
    It was all the motivation I needed to get outside, where I could ask for more water. Slinging the pack over my shoulder, I went to the cave’s entrance and stepped into the predawn light. Soren and Cain stood atop the ridge.   
 
    Rurik waited at the base, his gaze landing on me as soon as I appeared. As our eyes met, images from the night before flashed through my head. His hands pulling my hair away from my face. His golden eyes narrowed in anger. His hot breath tickling my ear as he murmured into my neck. His fangs flashing as he threatened me.  
 
    At every turn, he flipped from calm to enraged. I couldn’t figure him out, and it wasn’t worth trying. 
 
    Get to Black Rock. That was all I had to do.  
 
    “Give me the pack,” he said. “There are others about, and we need to move quickly.” 
 
    Others? I darted a glance up the ridge.  
 
    He came to me and took the pack. “We need to move.” He wrapped a hand around my arm and urged me up the ridge. When I stumbled and might have slid back down, he lifted me one-handed and tossed me up. Soren caught me at the top and steadied me. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Rurik said, already moving past us. Soren and Cain took their usual positions, leaving me in the middle. The plain stretched in all directions, with nothing in sight but rocks and shriveled trees. Still, Rurik set a grueling pace that carried us swiftly over the cracked earth. It didn’t take long until I was sweating. My throat was sticky with thirst, and the serum was a tight, burning ball in my stomach. Even without the pack, my shoulders ached. Stinging sweat dripped into my eyes. As I wiped it away, my hand shook. I glanced between Soren and Cain, but they were busy scanning the scenery on either side of us.  
 
    We kept going, and my legs seemed to weigh more with every step. The headache pounded in sync with my heartbeat, pulsing in my temples like the beat of a drum. My head went fuzzy, my thoughts coming and going like wisps of smoke. The serum burned hotter. I slung an arm over my stomach, a whimper building in my chest.  
 
    As the first rays of yellow sunlight spread over the land, I focused on Rurik’s back. It tapered to lean hips, where his cargo pants rode low before hugging his ass. 
 
    Out of nowhere, a wave of desire rolled through me. My nipples hardened, and my sex clenched.  
 
    What the hell? I dropped my gaze to the dirt and walked faster.  
 
    Big mistake.  
 
    The crotch seam of my pants rubbed against my most sensitive areas, ratcheting my need higher. Dampness gathered between my legs. My sex throbbed.   
 
    A bolt of pain shot through my head. I stumbled and caught myself. 
 
    The ball of fire in my stomach dropped to my sex. Desire undulated though me in a thick, hard wave, the intensity snatching my breath.    
 
    This isn’t happening. This can’t be happening. I kept walking. I had to. But heat built and built between my legs, my clit throbbing so hard it hurt. There was only one thing that could cause this type of reaction.  
 
    I was in a Lykos-D heat. 
 
    But that was impossible.    
 
    Another wave hit me, followed by a slash of fire in my skull. I clutched at my forehead.  
 
    Cain jerked his gaze toward me. His eyes went wide.  
 
    Need struck like a whip, taking me to my knees in the dirt. I curled over my stomach, my head spinning. My breasts ached. A drum pounded between my legs. Moisture flooded me.  
 
    No, no, no. At some point, I became aware I chanted aloud.  
 
    Male voices rose all around me—shouts and snarls that made me curl up tighter. A big hand touched my back, and the lick of fire between my legs raged hotter.  
 
    My forehead touched the ground, and I sobbed.  
 
    Unbearable.  
 
    “Eden!” A deep voice—his voice. My body recognized it. Rough hands grasped my shoulders and forced me upright. He was a blurry outline, big and demanding. The fingers on my shoulders weren’t enough.  
 
    Need. 
 
    Want.  
 
    I needed those fingers on my body. Inside me. 
 
    I arched into him, thrusting my chest forward.  
 
    His face waved in and out of focus, the tendons in his neck straining as his mouth moved. He must have shouted, but his voice seemed to come from far away.  
 
    “Did you take serum this morning?” His eyes were wide and intense, with white showing around the gold. The question was important, and I had the answer but I couldn’t catch it. It whirled around my brain like a leaf tossed in the wind.  
 
    Fire danced under my skin. Need drenched my sex, wetting my thighs.  
 
    His nostrils flared. His lips peeled off his fangs, and his growl was a low hum that went straight to my clit. It buzzed hard, scraping and stinging like a thousand bees.  
 
    A scream ripped from my chest. The taste of copper filled my mouth.  
 
    More male voices—angry, urgent shouting. The golden eyes loomed, and a hard palm covered my mouth.  
 
    His growl wrapped around me, commands snapping against my skin like rubber bands. “You must be quiet.”  
 
    Then I was up, lifted and tucked against an unforgiving chest. Wind whipped through my hair, and I was jolted up and down. Feet pounded. There were others beside us. 
 
    They weren’t important.  
 
    My world shrank to the chest at my back and the writhing, burning need between my legs. The world flew past, giving me snatches of bleached sky and rolling clouds. He carried me—the one whose voice stroked over my clit like a firm hand. I pressed harder against his chest, need consuming me.  
 
    Something struck us hard.  
 
    He stumbled. I flew.  
 
    The ground reared up, and pain exploded in my shoulder. Dirt filled my mouth as I rolled. The impact knocked the cloudiness from my head, throwing the world into focus again. My senses blazed back to life. Shouts and growls roared in my ears. Unrelenting need blazed in my sex, the desire stoking so high it tripped the edge from pleasure to pain. Agony suffused me, the pain like knives twisting between my legs. But I had to move. I needed to see.  
 
    Sweating and panting, I rolled to my side.  
 
    My heart seized in my chest.  
 
    Rurik grappled with a strange feral. Soren and Cain took on a second. They moved in a flurry of dirt and flying limbs, white fangs bared as they threw punches. The blunt sound of fists connecting with flesh filled the air, making my stomach turn.  
 
    The newcomers were huge and dressed in all black, their arms covered in intricate tattoos. Their eyes glowed, and bloodstained fangs flashed as they snapped at their opponents, hissing and striking like snakes.  
 
    They’re here for me. Another blast of lust rocked me, making fresh sweat break out across my skin. I pulled my knees to my chest, my sex clenching over and over. Wet flooded my lower half, the scent of my arousal thick in my lungs. My nipples were two hard, aching points. Every breath pressed them harder against my bra. 
 
    I needed serum. It was the only way to stop a full-blown heat from taking hold. Gritting my teeth against the need throbbing between my legs, I dug in my pocket— 
 
    —and touched broken glass.  
 
    Panic scrabbled down my spine. I dug some more. Pain zipped through my fingers, and I yanked my hand out. My fingertips were bloody.  
 
    The glass was crushed. The serum was gone.  
 
    My clit pulsed, hungry and needing. I squeezed my thighs together.  
 
    The males continued fighting as I panted on the ground.  
 
    A tremor started deep in my core and worked its way out, until my whole body shook and a low whine wound its way up from my chest. Sweat dripped into my eyes, mingling with tears that streaked down my face to the dirt.  
 
    Rurik shoved his feral away, then backhanded the male across the face, snapping his head around. The male landed hard, sending up rocks and dust. Eyes shimmering with swirling gold, Rurik bent, grabbed the male’s head, and wrenched it sideways. A loud crack split the air, and the male went limp. Rurik reared above him, then stretched his mouth wide and released a roar that shook the ground.   
 
    I squeezed myself into a tighter ball.  
 
    Cain punched the other feral, who stumbled back. Soren attacked from the side, slamming a brutal fist into the other male’s ribs. Before he could recover, Cain struck again. Together, they took the black-clad feral down. Cain plunged his head to the other male’s throat. The male screamed, the sound spiraling up until it soared out of human range. Cain shook his head like a dog with a bone, then turned and spat something wet and bloody onto the ground. Bright red arterial blood pumped from the feral’s neck, arcing through the air like someone turned on a spigot. 
 
    I stared, helpless to do anything but lie there as the knives in my sex twisted deeper. My skull throbbed and my bones ached. Shivers coursed up and down my body even as sweat coated my skin.  
 
    Rurik swung his head toward me. 
 
    Golden eyes burned into mine. His face was different, the bones sharper and more defined. Every muscle was flexed, and his big hands were curled into massive fists. He was a predator—a monster who just snapped a feral’s neck.  
 
    And now I had his full attention. 
 
    A wave of lust crashed through me, bowing my back as damp gushed between my legs.  
 
    He was on me before I could blink, sweeping me off the ground and into his arms. The world flashed by again, but there were no others this time. His arms were iron bands anchoring my body to his. I had a vague sense of pounding feet and blinding speed. His heart thundered under my ear, the beat throbbing in sync with the desire pulsing between my legs.  
 
    Suddenly, we dropped straight down. He leaned back, pinning me harder to his chest as he rode us down a hill of rocks and dirt. Dust filled my lungs and coated my throat.  
 
    We were back at the cave—only this time we were alone. There could be just one reason for that. 
 
    He was going to mate me.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    This can’t happen. 
 
    This won’t happen. 
 
    If I mated Rurik, I would never be free of him. A metaphysical bond would connect us, causing us pain whenever we separated. 
 
    But lust seared my veins and flooded my sex. My inner muscles clenched over and over.  
 
    I squirmed in his arms, my breaths coming in short, harsh pants that echoed off the cave’s walls. “Don’t do this.”  
 
    “It’s already done.”  
 
    “Please. I’m begging.” 
 
    He kept walking, and he spoke without looking down. “You’ll beg more before we’re finished.”  
 
    The low words shot straight to my sex. More heat flooded me. The scent was overpowering, and I would have died of humiliation if I hadn’t been so focused on stopping him. 
 
    “You don’t even like me.” Not interested. Those were the words he’d used. Surely there was nothing worse than being tied to someone you didn’t want. 
 
    So why was he doing this?  
 
    He set me on my feet. My legs collapsed, and he caught me around the waist and stretched me flat on the ground. Immediately, my hips lifted. Fire blasted my core, more moisture seeping from my sex. The knives dug deeper.  
 
    Tears slipped down my temples into my hair. “It hurts,” I said on a sob.  
 
    “I know.” He made short work of my clothes, pulling off my shirt and snapping my bra with one quick twist. He yanked off my boots and stripped my sodden pants down my thighs. They caught on my ankles, and he ripped them free and tossed them aside. With every brush of his hands, I writhed and arched, desperate for something—anything—to ease the lust pummeling my body. My head thrashed, my hair flying into my face.  
 
    He pulled it away from my mouth. Then he stilled.  
 
    No! Protests welled in my throat, and I marshaled enough strength to look at him.  
 
    He sat on his knees, his gaze on my swollen breasts, which trembled as I gulped each breath. My nipples were a lurid red and hard as pebbles. They grew even harder under his gaze, the tips tight and painful.  
 
    A deep growl rumbled from his chest. He reached out and dragged his palm over the stiff peaks.  
 
    Immediately, damp gushed between my legs. 
 
    His nostrils flared, and he ran his gaze down my quivering belly to my drenched panties. I’d been wet for so long the fabric was plastered to my skin. Arousal smeared my thighs. 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered, a muscle in his jaw jumping. 
 
    The knives twisted. I whimpered and lifted my hips.  
 
    In a blink, he was between my legs, his big hands pushing them wide. He bent and snagged my panties with his fangs. One jerk of his head and the fabric ripped from my body, leaving me totally bare.  
 
    His growl bounced off the stone and went straight to my clit. My hips lifted of their own accord, and I could feel how slippery and swollen I’d become. My vision blurred. Pain shot through my fingers, and I realized I clawed at the ground. Blackness gathered at the edges of my consciousness.  
 
    Rurik moved above me, stripping off his clothes and flinging them aside. Boots, T-shirt, and pants hit the dirt, followed by knives and other weapons I hadn’t noticed. They flashed in the cave’s weak light and pinged against the ground.  
 
    Then he was nude, his muscled body tan and marked here and there with scars. His cock jutted from his hips, the thick head purple and tipped with a bead of moisture. 
 
    He might not like me, but he was definitely interested.  
 
    I lay limp underneath him, my breasts rising and falling as I sucked in gasps of air. My body was splayed open, my sex seeping uncontrollably. My mouth watered at the sight of his cock. It was even larger than I remembered, with heavy balls that swung between his meaty thighs. Suddenly, it no longer mattered that he was feral or arrogant, or that sex with him had complicated, long-term consequences. I needed his cock inside me. Anything to stop the twisting, burning desire.  
 
    He gripped his shaft in one hand and squeezed until his knuckles turned white. Then he slid his fist up and down the thick length, pumping and gliding. All the while, his gaze never left mine. 
 
    “Your serum failed you,” he said, stroking up and down. 
 
    Yes. I tried to form the word, but my mouth wouldn’t work. My clit ached, and I knew without looking it stood up between my swollen lips, puffy and glistening. His dick was inches from my opening. I lifted my hips, desperate and dripping for his shaft.  
 
    “You’re in heat.” 
 
    The word flared across my skin, producing another gush of wet. My nipples were tight, itching points set to burst. I tried to speak, but it emerged as a gurgling cry.  
 
    He continued stroking himself. “The other males are dead, but more will come, lured by your scent. They would claim you against your will.”  
 
    Yes, I fucking knew that. So did he.  
 
    So what was he waiting for? 
 
    “You’re slick and ready,” he said. “Eager for a cock to fill you up.”  
 
    “Yes, yes,” I chanted. My gaze fastened on the fat head of his erection teasing at my entrance. I spread my thighs wider and rocked my hips up, pleas hovering in my throat.   
 
    His eyes glinted, and his voice dropped so low I had to strain to hear. “I am alpha. If I take you, I’ll be the last. You understand me, woman?”  
 
    The growls shot to my breasts and opened sex. I writhed naked in the dirt, almost incoherent with need. At the same moment, a different kind of heat built in my chest. It had fangs and claws, and it gave me the strength to lift my head and snap blunt teeth at the male crouched between my thighs.  
 
    “Do it,” I growled.  
 
    He gripped my hips and plunged inside me, seating himself to the hilt in one squelching stroke.  
 
    My orgasm ripped through me like a thunderclap, my back bowing as the universe exploded behind my eyes. Pleasure-pain frazzled along every nerve ending, burning through my veins like flame. I ceased to exist except as a conduit for sensation. My being contracted to a pinprick of pleasure and then spun outward in a million pieces.  
 
    Then I slammed back together, and Rurik was gripping my hips and pumping in and out of my sex. His shaft scraped my clit with each pass, sending sparks shooting across my skin. Immediately, another orgasm built in the wake of the first. 
 
    I moaned, pleasure and frustration suffusing me. “It’s not enough,” I gasped, rocking with his thrusts. “I need more.”  
 
    “Then you’ll get it,” he said through clenched teeth. He jerked his hips harder and faster, impaling me in swift, brutal jabs that inched my body across the dirt and made my tits bounce wildly. His cock stretched me wide open, and I knew he would have split me apart if I wasn’t so wet. Even so, his entry burned, each thrust plundering with bruising force.  
 
    Still, I wanted more. My sex gripped his shaft, squeezing him greedily as he pistoned in and out. Sweat sheened his chest, but he didn’t slow down. He was everywhere, his muscled body covering me like a cage. His harsh grunts filled my ears, along with the wet sounds of my sopping sex. His scent invaded my lungs. Droplets of his sweat hit my skin. 
 
    My cries echoed off the stone, rippling over and over and crashing on top of each other.  
 
    His fingers bit into my ass as he hiked my leg over his hip, changing the angle to let him thrust even deeper. 
 
    But now his cock missed my clit. I squirmed frantically, desperate to reclaim the friction I needed, but he held me fast.  
 
    He went down on one forearm, bringing our faces inches apart. “Beg me.” 
 
    I knew what he wanted, damn him. His hips jerked against mine, his heavy balls slapping my ass. My nipples brushed his chest, but it wasn’t good enough. The desire was greedy and unceasing, and it twisted up from my belly until I was groaning and shaking. Sweat soaked my hair. Tiny rocks dug into my back as he fucked me in the dirt.  
 
    I didn’t care about any of it. I just wanted his cock on my clit.  
 
    “Beg,” he said. “Beg me to let you come.” 
 
    I stared up at him, trembling and needing, his thrusts grinding me into the ground. My voice was weak and ragged. “Please.” 
 
    His eyes blazed, holding me prisoner more effectively than any shackles. They were the eyes of a predator—molten and unblinking. Still thrusting, he spoke in a dark voice that curled around my body like smoke, slipping under my skin to squeeze my heart and steal my breath. “Do better than that. Tell me you need my cock inside your pussy and you’ll do anything for it. Beg me to fuck you, to mark you. Beg me to spread you open and lick the juices you made for me. Because they are for me, Eden. That scent is mine now. I own your pussy, and I own you. Say it.”  
 
    Every word pulled moans from my lips. Consciousness dimmed, and I had only the vaguest sense of my body rocking as he mercilessly pumped my sex, stoking fires that threatened to consume me. Mindless. The word floated in my brain along with the others he put there. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    Own. 
 
    They pressed into my skin like a brand.   
 
    Fingers gripped my chin, dragging me from the haze. His hand was damp, and the scent of my arousal hit my nose. His predator’s eyes glowed so brightly they cast shadows on my face. “Say it, Eden. Tell your male who owns you.” 
 
    “You do,” I gasped. Tremors shook me. Release beckoned just out of reach. Frantic, I babbled between sobs. “Oh God. You own me. Now, please, please, Rurik, let me come!”  
 
    He gave me his full weight, shifting so his cock scraped my clit. “Giving you everything,” he growled, surging into me over and over, pumping my sex so hard our bodies inched across the dirt.  
 
    My sobs climbed higher. 
 
    He buried his face in my neck. “Come,” he said, and then his fangs sank deep.  
 
    I came on a scream, my body flying apart as pain seared my neck. He squeezed my hip and gave a final thrust, biting hard as he shot his scalding release deep inside me. It went on forever, pumping hot jets against my womb. 
 
    I flew into the stars, my body cartwheeling in a timeless void. As I came apart, the sting in my neck faded, replaced with heat that flashed through my body like wildfire.  
 
    Two options, I thought. Mated or dead.  
 
    The fangs slid from my skin. Something hot dripped down my neck. 
 
    The world went black.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    I regained consciousness with a gasp. Sunlight poured through the cave’s entrance, which was mere feet away.  
 
    Everything hurt. 
 
    And I was sprawled nude on top of Rurik.  
 
    An aroused Rurik. His shaft was like a rod of iron under my belly.  
 
    He slid a big palm down my back and gave my ass cheek a firm squeeze. “Welcome back.” 
 
    At once, my sex dampened, and my inner muscles clenched in anticipation.  
 
    Alarm bolted through me. What have I done?  
 
    I scrambled off him, going to my knees in the dirt. More dirt streaked my skin, which was covered in sweat and traces of semen. I was sticky and sore between my thighs, and every inch of my body felt tattered and used. My hair streamed over my shoulders in matted clumps. Quickly, I pulled more forward to cover my breasts. As I did, my neck twinged.  
 
    Memories rushed back. 
 
    I reached up and felt gingerly around the side of my throat. The skin was sore and throbbing, and there were two puncture wounds crusted with blood. 
 
    Rurik sat up and rested an arm across one bent knee. His erect shaft lay thick against his thigh. Aside from a couple smudges of dirt, he looked no worse for wear.  
 
    Ass.  
 
    His gaze moved over me, his expression intense. “How do you feel?”  
 
    “You bit me.” 
 
    “Marked you. There’s a difference.” 
 
    I probed the oozing marks with my fingertips. “This could scar.” 
 
    “Probably.” 
 
    I cupped my hand over the throbbing wound. “Why do you look so smug about it? I might carry this mark for the rest of my life.”  
 
    Satisfaction flared in his eyes. “That’s the point. Any male seeing it will know you’re mated to an alpha. They won’t need to get close enough to catch my scent between your legs.”  
 
    Mated. Oh God, he’d claimed me with the sex and his bite. Worse, I let him. I begged him, exactly as he predicted. Even now, moisture gathered between my thighs.   
 
    My hand on my neck shook, and I lowered it to my lap. “Y-You can undo this, right? Unclaim me?”  
 
    The golden eyes narrowed. In a hard voice, he said, “Your heat is still upon you and will be for several days.” 
 
    “After it’s done, then.” 
 
    He stayed silent.  
 
    “You don’t want a mate.” 
 
    “I have a mate.” 
 
    Panic spiked, making my heart pound. I struggled to keep my voice from trembling. “You said you weren’t interested. That you didn’t—” 
 
    “I never said I didn’t want a mate, Eden. Females are a vulnerability, yes, as well as a distraction. I have enemies who would strike at anyone connected to me. But what’s done is done.”  
 
    A vulnerability? That was how he viewed women? 
 
    Anger surged in my veins, but I pushed it away. What did I care how he felt about me? His Neanderthal worldview gave me exactly what I wanted.  
 
    I licked my dry lips. “Then it’s settled. You can unclaim me once my heat passes.”  
 
    His eyes glowed. Slowly, he moved his hand to his cock and stroked the thick length.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. What was he doing? Even as I thought it, my clit buzzed and heat seeped from my sex. My nipples tightened. Goosebumps lifted across my skin. 
 
    Oh no. No, no, no.  
 
    The incessant need seized me again, taking me in its claws and holding me tight. 
 
    His fist moved up and down.  
 
    I couldn’t look away. My gaze fixed on his luscious cock, the veined shaft hard and ready to satisfy the terrible ache building in my core. A low, plaintive sound filled my ears, and I realized it came from me. The whine vibrated my chest. I swayed forward, my breaths coming in pants. My thoughts grew muddled. Whatever we spoke about before no longer mattered.  
 
    The need mattered. I had to assuage it any way I could.  
 
    “Eden.” 
 
    The low voice made me look up.  
 
    He crooked a finger. “Come here.”  
 
    Without thinking, I crawled forward, my breasts swaying. I prowled to him on hands and knees and mounted his thighs, glorying in the feel of his rougher skin against my smoothness. He settled me on his lap, one big hand supporting my back. Lust sizzled hot in my veins, urging me to take him inside my body and ride until the pain stopped.  
 
    I spread my thighs wide over his, positioning my damp sex against his hardened shaft. 
 
    But he didn’t give it to me. 
 
    His gaze landed on my opening, and approval gleamed in the golden depths. He stroked a finger along my cleft, making me jerk and shudder. 
 
    “You’re bare here.” He made another pass, his wicked finger lingering on my swollen clit. “I heard this of norm women, but I didn’t believe it.” 
 
    “Tradition,” I gasped.  
 
    He lifted glowing eyes to mine, a question in his gaze even as his finger continued to tease.   
 
    My chest heaved, my nipples jutting. “W-We remove our body hair.” I panted a few more times, then added, “D-Distinguish ourselves from ferals.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He painted moisture down one slick labia, then the other. “Well, it’s hard to distinguish you from a feral now, considering you’re filled with one. I can see us mixed together in your pussy.” He slid two thick fingers into my sex and pumped. “You’re dripping what I gave you. Perhaps I should fill you up again.”  
 
    My head tipped back. Pleasure rolled through me, and I humped his hand, whipping my hips forward in quick jerks. The sound of my wetness echoed loudly. Somewhere in my mind, I knew this was wrong. That I should resist the urges compelling me to grip his shoulders and thrust against him. But his rhythmic pumps eased the pain.  
 
    His low growl vibrated my chest. “Look at me.” 
 
    I forced my head up.  
 
    He pulled his fingers from my body and lifted a cream-coated hand to my lips.  
 
    Open. He didn’t need to say the command.  
 
    I took his fingers into my mouth, tasting our mingled essences. His salty semen and my sweeter, headier arousal.  
 
    He watched with approval as I sucked his fingers clean. Then he said, “There will be no more talk of unmating.” 
 
    Out of nowhere, pain shot through my skull. A blast of heat flashed through me. The headache I’d been battling roared back in full force, making me wince. 
 
    “Eden?” Rurik lifted me off his lap.  
 
    The movement made my head spin, and I doubled over in the dirt. The heat blasted me again, as if someone took a blowtorch to my internal organs. I cried out and pulled my knees to my chest. 
 
    Why was the need manifesting this way? This was nothing like lust.  
 
    “Because it’s not,” Rurik said, and I realized I’d spoken out loud. He put a palm on my forehead. “You’re burning up.” 
 
    The inferno licked at my bones. No, this wasn’t lust. It was the thing I’d avoided my whole life.  
 
    Rurik flipped me onto my back and loomed above me, his body blocking the light.  
 
    “You’ve gone feral,” he said. “Now, you either shift or you die.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Terror clutched at me, but I was too weak to move. I stared at Rurik through bleary eyes as my heart raced and pressure built in my skull. Chills coursed through me, making my teeth chatter. My body was trying to cope with its hotter temperature, but it couldn’t keep up. I needed to cool down before I had a seizure.  
 
    I spoke to Rurik in a dry croak. “Get me…to…pool.”  
 
    He shook his head. “You need to shift.”  
 
    “I can’t.” I needed serum. But it was all gone, crushed when I fell. There was no way to stop the Lykos-D from rampaging through my body. I had to shift, but I didn’t know how. Even if I did, I was too sick to try.  
 
    This was how it ended. I was going to die in the dirt, naked and filthy.  
 
    Strong hands gripped my shoulders. Rurik loomed over me, his face haloed by sunlight. His expression was hard, but his lips were sensual. 
 
    He never kissed me. Even as he’d ridden me hard in the dirt, he never touched those gorgeous lips to mine.  
 
    Amusement flowed like a river through my head.  
 
    Except I wasn’t amused. So where was it coming from? 
 
    More amusement, followed by…tenderness.  
 
    Rurik’s eyes stared into mine. He kept his hands on my arms. The river flowed faster.  
 
    Then it became a giant wave. And another and another. A roaring, crashing sound filled my head.  
 
    It was the ocean—something I’d only seen in books in the museum. Yet I saw it now in my mind. Wonder expanded in my being, and I searched my mind’s eye, greedily taking in every detail. It was like looking at a dream—if I focused too hard, the image slipped away. I had to take it as a whole, letting the impression flow to me. When I did, the waves roared back into view. Water stretched to the horizon, its surface sparkling with sun. It was the deep blue of a marble.  
 
    The color of my eyes. Appreciation flowed through my head. 
 
    The same emotion burned in Rurik’s gaze.  
 
    Understanding dawned. The river wasn’t mine.  
 
    It was his.  
 
    He transmitted his thoughts. Except they weren’t thoughts. Not really. They were more like memories or impressions. Yet they were clear and powerful. The scent of saltwater teased my nose, and I could almost hear gulls crying as they swooped through the air.  
 
    The scene in my head changed. Now, fertile soil cracked apart in my hands. Big chunks of it stained my fingers a rich brown so dark it was almost black. 
 
    My hair. When he looked at it, he was reminded of the places he’d been where the earth still produced growing things. 
 
    His fingers on my arms tightened. He stared down at me, his eyes intense.  
 
    I had to shift. The alpha commanded it. His wish was like a hook embedded in my chest. It tugged, warning me he could rip the shift from me if he chose.  
 
    But he was willing to pull it gently if I obeyed.  
 
    Will it hurt?  
 
    The river didn’t answer—and that was answer enough. 
 
    Fear was a lead weight in my gut, but I let the yes slip from my mind and into the river.  
 
    The golden eyes gleamed, and the river dried up. I didn’t have a chance to mourn its loss, because the hook in my chest tugged harder.  
 
    Harder.  
 
    Harder.  
 
    It lifted me up, bowing my spine. The fire in my bones burned higher. Pressure built, and I opened my mouth wide and screamed. Blood coated my tongue. Two gunshots rang out—loud pops that seemed to come from inside my skull. A high-pitched buzzing filled my ears. My teeth throbbed.  
 
    I turned my head and spat blood. 
 
    Fangs sliced my lip. My fangs.  
 
    Shivers coursed over my skin, running down and around and up and everywhere. Sobbing and dripping blood, I pushed to my hands and knees with my palms flat on the ground. The skin on the backs of my hands rippled and bubbled. Vomit surged up my throat, and I opened my mouth to retch. As my jaws unhinged, the bones in my face shifted, snapping with sickening cracks before sliding and reforming.  
 
    The shift sped up. Before one stage finished, another began, until my body moved of its own accord, twisting and changing in a wet, pulpy dance. Shivers turned to fire that seared my arms and legs. My femurs snapped in half. Every vertebra punched through my skin, my spinal column contorting and twisting. White-hot pain shot through my legs as nerve endings severed and repaired themselves.  
 
    Throat gurgling, I collapsed on my side in a heap of bloody flesh and exposed bone. A fierce itch swept me, and then hair sprouted all over my body. Black as night, it rushed across my skin, taking the itch with it. My heart raced. A great drum pounded in my head, the boom so loud it drowned out my choked gasps. My consciousness dimmed.  
 
    The hook in my chest pulled taut, jerking me forward.  
 
    Then it snapped. 
 
    The world blazed into focus, every color sharper and more vivid. Sounds flooded my ears—each one amplified a thousandfold. My heartbeat boomed like thunder, and the gust of wind outside the cave wailed like a hurricane. Something on four feet scurried over loose pebbles.  
 
    But it was smell that got my attention. Scents were everywhere. The cold tang of iron inside the rocks. The damp earth a dozen feet below the ground. The charred remnants of the fire a few paces away.  
 
    And him.  
 
    The alpha’s scent surrounded me. He was earth and male sweat and sex and power. 
 
    He sat beside me, nude and watchful, his eyes like molten amber. His power licked over me, taking my measure.  
 
    I whimpered, instinct urging me to roll onto my back and show him my belly. But my head was too heavy to lift, so I squeezed my eyes shut.  
 
    He spoke, his voice rippling with power. “Look at me.”  
 
    I obeyed, my insides trembling.  
 
    He took me by the ruff around my neck and gazed into my eyes. “Rurik is my name. Hold it in your head. Let your human brain control your beast. Otherwise, you could get trapped in this form.” 
 
    The alpha commanded, so I did as he said. Rurik. As I thought it, a veil lifted away. The rush of wind in my ears quieted. Memories fell into place like puzzle pieces. I was Eden. I was in the Alterlands. I was attacked and lost all my serum.  
 
    I was feral. A beast.  
 
    Panic gripped me, and I tried to jerk from his grasp. I knew what I looked like—an oversize wolf with claws and fangs. The thing that had torn the world apart, killing two-thirds of the population and taking human civilization to the brink of extinction. What if I couldn’t shift back? My life—everything I ever knew—would be gone. I jerked harder, a whine vibrating my chest.  
 
    In a flash, Rurik seized my head and bit my muzzle—a quick press of his teeth that was there and gone.  
 
    Shocked into stillness, I gave him a wary look. My face itched, and I shook my head and sneezed.  
 
    His eyes crinkled at the corners, and then he smoothed a big hand down my flank. As he went, the river entered my mind again, flowing cool and light over my thoughts.  
 
    Beautiful. The word—more of an impression, really—surfaced and fluttered along the current. His fingers stroked my black fur, which was as silky as the long, dark hair he liked to watch when the wind caught hold of it.  
 
    Our gazes met, and his glowed with admiration. In my mind, a dreamy vision of me stood at the base of a wall, my chin lifted as I faced off with him. My brow furrowed, and anger snapped in my eyes.  
 
    He liked that, too. He enjoyed my displays of defiance. No one ever challenged him. He found it…interesting.  
 
    One by one, images flickered in my mind. Me with a hand on my hip, my eyes flashing. Me pressed against a stone pillar, my breasts heaving. Me sitting next to a fire with my hair lying heavy over my shoulder, the black ends curled around a nipple poking under my T-shirt. Me naked and moaning, the muscles in my neck straining as I screamed my release. 
 
    Me in wolf form, my blue eyes glowing like sapphires. Beautiful.  
 
    The visions rippled and faded, leaving me staring at the solid Rurik at my side.   
 
    I held his gaze, my thoughts whirling. He wasn’t indifferent to me. 
 
    He’d found me intriguing from the moment we met. 
 
    Without warning, he gripped my ruff and pulled me halfway onto his lap. Power licked my body, and the hook tugged hard inside my chest. 
 
    “Shift,” he said, his power snapping in the air like a whip.  
 
    The agony began anew, the change sweeping me at once. It moved faster this time, cracking bones and shredding flesh at double the speed. Still, I writhed in pain, my mouth open on a soundless scream. The fur receded. Claws retracted, replaced with short, human fingernails. My snout shortened and reshaped itself to a human nose. My eyes were the last to change, my vision graying out before settling back to the less vibrant human color spectrum.  
 
    Then I was naked and panting in human form, my body sprawled in Rurik’s lap. 
 
    I stared up at him. “I saw your thoughts. Can you do that with everyone?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Only a mate and only through touch. Not every pair can do it. But your beast is strong.” Arrogance entered his voice. “Probably because you’re tied to me.”  
 
    As my desire cooled, my head cleared. The full import of his words sank in.  
 
    Tied to him.  
 
    Little wings of panic beat in my chest. I moved off his lap, ignoring my protesting muscles. “Why did you force me to shift again?” 
 
    He watched me settle gingerly on my knees, his expression unreadable. “The first transition is the most dangerous. For some, the beast takes over, smothering the human half. When this happens, the lycan is usually lost to their wolf.”  
 
    “Lycan,” I murmured. “That’s what you call yourselves.” I remembered Michael speaking of it.  
 
    “Ourselves. You’re lycan now.”  
 
    The panic beat faster. Somehow, seeing his thoughts was more terrifying than thinking he was merely an unfeeling brute who enjoyed ordering people around. He may have resisted the urge to mate me, but now that he had, he considered me his.  
 
    Permanently.  
 
    I made my voice neutral. “Maybe we should think about this. I can reverse the shift. I just need more serum.”  
 
    His eyes went cold. “We settled the question of unmating.” 
 
    The reminder made heat blaze in my cheeks. I could still taste him. Us. As if on cue, the wound from his claiming mark throbbed again. I’d begged him to fuck me. I told him he owned me. But I would have said anything in the frenzy of my heat.  
 
    Didn’t he know that?  
 
    I scooted backwards in the dirt.  
 
    He growled low in his chest.  
 
    Footsteps approached, and Soren’s voice echoed from outside. “Rurik! We buried the bodies, but we should expect a search party.” There was a flash of movement, and then my pack skidded inside the cave. 
 
    I eyed it, allowing the faintest hope to rise in my chest. Maybe I missed a vial of serum when I replaced the medicine Rurik dumped. If I could dose myself soon, I could suppress the virus. No more fangs. No more heat.  
 
    No more Rurik.  
 
    He stood and looked down at me, his features hard.  
 
    A flicker of lust flared low in my belly. I held my breath. Anything to block out his scent and stop the madness from claiming me again.  
 
    I needed that serum. I was not spending my life as a mindless sex zombie or an alpha’s plaything.  
 
    “Go to the pool and clean up,” he said. “I’ll come in a minute.”  
 
    I rose on shaky legs, my gaze on my prize.  
 
    He blocked my path. 
 
    Tension rose all around us. My heart pounded, and now I could hear the valves closing as blood rushed into my aorta. I could hear Rurik’s heart, too, except his was a slow, steady beat.  
 
    Because he had nothing to fear. In any contest between us, he knew he’d be the winner.   
 
    That knowledge gleamed in his eyes now. “Go,” he said quietly. “Unless you prefer to join me outside as you are.” 
 
    I swallowed. He’d do that? Drag me outside naked and covered in the traces of what we’d done?  
 
    Looking into his eyes, I knew he would. He wasn’t a male who made threats. He didn’t have to. He was the alpha. 
 
    Just another reason this mating would never work. Even if I was okay with spending the rest of my life with fur and claws, I would never accept someone trampling over my will.  
 
    My neck throbbed. His gaze bored into mine.  
 
    Retreat wasn’t always cowardice. Sometimes, it was self-preservation in the face of a stronger enemy. But that didn’t mean I was defeated. 
 
    I held his gaze a moment longer. Then I turned and started for the back of the cave.  
 
    “Eden.” 
 
    His soft voice stopped me more forcefully than any shout. 
 
    “If you think to test me, know that I’ll enjoy the outcome far more than you will.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Stupid. 
 
    The word racketed about my head as I scrubbed myself free of Rurik. I was stupid to have sex with him, and I was stupid to think he might actually respect me. His calling me “doctor” around the fire was clearly a momentary blip in an otherwise unblemished record of misogyny. As for defending me against Cain? That was just a male marking his territory.   
 
    Because he liked me well enough. His little mental river made that plain. He was drawn to my scent, and he enjoyed my body. He even liked it when I pushed back against his commands. He thought it was entertaining.  
 
    But only to a point.  
 
    If you think to test me…  
 
    He didn’t have to elaborate for me to know what he meant. If I had any thoughts about breaking our bond or trying to suppress Lykos-D with serum, he would stop me. He’d savaged my neck for all the world to see. 
 
    That wasn’t the action of a man looking for an equal partner.    
 
    Water lapped around my thighs as I rubbed at my arms and legs. Blue finger bruises marred my hips where he held me down. My pale skin had always bruised easily, and he hadn’t done anything I didn’t ask for, but the evidence of his possession was a warning. He could make me want him. Even now, the glide of water on my skin reminded me of his touch. My nipples hardened, and tendrils of lust unfurled low in my belly. 
 
    I scrubbed harder. As I did, I couldn’t help running my tongue over my fangs. They were slightly longer than my human canines, with sharp tips that grazed my bottom lip if I wasn’t careful. I’d have to get used to them. 
 
    Except I wasn’t going to get used to them. I was getting rid of them—and everything else that came with being feral—as soon as possible.  
 
    Including a certain alpha.   
 
    Ferals were ruled by their animal instincts, and animals were driven to mate. When the virus first leapt into the world, there were attacks in the streets. Cameras broadcast the horror into people’s living rooms as the stronger among the infected claimed the weak. Television preachers said it was the apocalypse and urged everyone to pray. Nations blamed each other, citing emissions reports that said glaciers were dying faster than anticipated. As they melted, they released ancient viruses. Infectious disease specialists raised the alarm. This latest virus was unlike anything seen before—at least outside myths and movies. Whispers started and then grew to rumors. 
 
    The virus killed most of its victims. But when it didn’t, it left them transformed. Turned them into something that belonged in the realm of fairy tales.  
 
    Werewolves. Lycans.  
 
    Governments banned those words, but people used them anyway. The virus took its name from one—and from the Dimkov Glacier where scientists first sent out a warning about a highly contagious virus that was spreading faster than they could track. Countries closed their borders. The G-7 nations ceased all vehicle traffic and grounded all flights in an effort to stop the spread.  
 
    But it was too late. The virus rampaged. As neighbors turned on each other and nations went to war, the glaciers melted faster. The weather went haywire and temperatures soared. Vicious storms decimated whole countries. Wildfires took out the American west coast and whole swaths of Europe. Lightning ruled the skies, striking so violently it took down airliners. Crops failed. Cities fell. Then nations fell. 
 
    All the while, Lykos-D decimated every population on the planet. There was no cure for the virus, only a serum that could suppress it. 
 
    In the aftermath of The Fall, humanity shuffled itself into two groups. Those who wished to remain “normal” retreated to what was left of the cities, erecting huge walls around them. Those who shunned the serum claimed what was left of the world. 
 
    And the fiercest among them ruled over the Alterlands, seizing territory and mates by force.  
 
    That was the world I inhabited now.  
 
    Rurik’s world. 
 
    The water teased at my thighs, but the desire was long gone. 
 
    As if I summoned him with my thoughts, he appeared out of the shadows and moved toward me. He was shirtless, but he’d donned his pants, which rode low on his hips.  
 
    I sank deeper in the pool, until water covered my breasts.  
 
    He stopped at the edge. “Can you shift?” 
 
    “I…don’t know.” I frowned. How was I supposed to tell? I’d been feral for less than a half hour. Which was a half hour too long.  
 
    “You have to try. We need to reach The Vale by nightfall, and we’ll move faster on four legs than two.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. The Vale? “You’re taking me to Black Rock.” As I said it, shame washed over me. In the chaos of the day’s events, I forgot why I was in the Alterlands in the first place.  
 
    Impatience flashed across Rurik’s features. “The males we killed didn’t go unnoticed. Even now, their people search for them. And more males will come, drawn by your heat. Even with Soren and Cain, I can’t fight them all. You’ll be safe at my stronghold.”  
 
    My cheeks flamed. “I’m not in heat anymore. It’s over.” 
 
    “Wishful thinking. Now get out of the water. I’ll help you through the shift.”  
 
    Anger made me bold. “I don’t want you to help me shift. I want you to take me to Black Rock.”  
 
    “I’ve told you what we’re doing.” His eyes glowed. “Out.”  
 
    I opened my mouth— 
 
    His power snapped against my upper arm, making me suck in a breath. I lowered my voice—and a thrill tripped through me when it went far lower than I expected. “Don’t do that again.”  
 
    A curious light flared in his eyes. “Would you prefer I enforce your obedience another way?”  
 
    “I don’t owe you obedience.” Even as I said it, I was aware of the air between us shifting. My heart rate sped up, and even the coolness of the water couldn’t stop a flush from spreading over my chest. Under the water, my nipples tightened.  
 
    “Oh, but you do,” he said. “I’m your alpha, as well as your mate. Obedience is part of the package. And I think a little gratitude is in order, as well.”  
 
    My jaw dropped. “For what?”  
 
    “For saving your life. Those males would have mounted you whether you liked it or not. You’re fortunate I chose to take you. I ensured you derived pleasure from our mating.”  
 
    For a second, I couldn’t speak. He wanted me to thank him for having sex with me? “Nothing about that was pleasurable,” I spat. 
 
    “Lie.” His fangs showed as he offered a tight, humorless smile. “You should start using your nose. I can smell your arousal from here.” 
 
    I backed up a step, and now the water lapped at my collar bones. He was right, damn him, and arguing was pointless. Hadn’t he warned me not to lie to him? Better to change tactics.  
 
    “Please,” I said, “I need to get to Black Rock.”  
 
    “I’m not in the habit of explaining things twice, Eden. Get out of the water.” 
 
    “No, I—” 
 
    He splashed in and grabbed me before I even realized he moved. I shrieked and tried to stumble back, and then his mouth came down on mine, smothering my protests. His hot tongue moved boldly against mine, by turns invading and stroking. He tangled his big hands in my hair and held my head still while he claimed my mouth. Our fangs scraped, and a burst of satisfaction flared in my mind. It was a bold, bright red behind my eyes.   
 
    With a start, I realized it wasn’t mine. The rush of emotion was decidedly masculine.  
 
    Rurik transmitted his thoughts. 
 
    He deepened the kiss, and my mind blanked, losing the image he projected. Lust shivered a frazzled path from my breasts to my sex, which clenched hard in needy anticipation. He moved a hand to my ass, squeezing my cheek and pulling me into him. My nipples scraped his bare chest. Water swished between us. I wrapped my leg around his hips, desperate to feel his cock against my clit.  
 
    He growled, and the vibration flowed into my mouth. Something raw and wild inside me rose in response, and I gripped the back of his neck and sank my nails in deep. 
 
    The move seemed to trip a wire in him, and I realized he’d been holding back. He moved his other hand to my ass and yanked my hips into his, grinding my pelvis over his straining erection. His big hands spread my cheeks apart, and his hard fingers delved into the cleft of my ass, grazing my most private place. At the forbidden contact, sparks shot through my sex. I thrust my hips against him, digging my clit into his cock.    
 
    The kiss became a battle of sorts, both of us fighting for control. He nipped my tongue. I bit back, catching his lip and tasting blood. It wasn’t gentle or kind or romantic. It was war. 
 
    And not nearly enough. 
 
    He broke off the kiss and took a great, heaving breath. At the look on his face, my heart skipped a beat. His jaw was tight, his mouth a hard slash in his flushed face. The golden eyes glowed so bright they were yellow—his humanity pushed so deep it was a miracle he didn’t shift. He looked at me like he hungered. Like he would devour me piece by piece, until there was nothing left.  
 
    My heart hammered fast against my ribs. A thread of fear snaked its way through the lust fogging my mind—my brain warning my body this was not a male to trifle with. Run away, it whispered. But another part of me knew he would enjoy the hunt.  
 
    And he would catch me. 
 
    He hiked me higher in his arms and carried me from the pool, water sluicing off our bodies. He put me down but held my gaze as his hands went to his waistband and he unzipped and took out his cock. It was rock hard and nearly purple, with a thick bead of pearly fluid clinging to the tip.   
 
    I tensed even as fresh heat flared between my legs and a moan hovered in my throat. My hands clenched, my fingers curling with need.  
 
    Then he was upon me, spinning me around and pushing me to my hands and knees. There was a rustle of fabric, and then he yanked my hips back, spread my legs wide, and impaled me in a single thrust. 
 
    My sex was already spasming, my orgasm bursting from me in a short, brutal explosion that bowed my spine. I screamed and pushed back, grinding my ass against him.  
 
    “That’s it.” His growls were so low they seemed to shake the ground. “Come back and get it.” I heard the crack before I felt the sting of his slap on my ass. He struck me again, hard, before gripping my shoulder and pushing me down, forcing me onto my forearms. The position thrust my ass high and let him plunge so deep my eyes watered.  
 
    Bent and pinned in place, I was helpless to do anything but receive him, my knees digging into the dirt as he started to thrust. He set a brutal pace, driving his cock into me over and over. My sex grabbed at him with each pass, my muscles squeezing as one orgasm flowed into another. 
 
    “Tight as a fist,” he said, his voice catching in a way that made my sex clench hard. “I can feel your greedy pussy gripping me, drawing the seed from my cock.”  
 
    The dark words burrowed hot into my brain, making me moan.  
 
    He fucked me faster, his thrusts so hard I had to clench my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering. Smacking sounds joined his harsh grunts as my pussy gushed for him, juices wetting my thighs.  
 
    “That scent,” he grated, pumping even faster. He sounded angry. Wrathful. “You’re driving me to madness!”  
 
    With my feral senses, everything was amplified. The heady swirl of my arousal. The blunt slap of skin on skin. Even the soft plop of water droplets flinging from our bodies onto the ground. I heard it all. Smelled it all. 
 
    My world condensed to dirt and sweat and the cock between my thighs. I bowed my back even more, thrusting my ass as high as it would go with his grip holding me in place. 
 
    His thrusts grew frantic and disjointed. My ass jiggled and sweat dripped down my face. “Oh…God…Rurik!” My clit throbbed to the point of pain, my senses scraped raw from the never-ending orgasm.  
 
    He came on a mighty roar, hot jets bathing my womb. I collapsed on the ground, my cheek on smooth rock as he emptied inside me, his balls nestled tight against my ass. I sucked in oxygen in great gasps as my heart tried to pound from my chest. The same beat pulsed between my legs.  
 
    Slowly, I fluttered back to awareness. Rurik released my shoulder and swept my hair aside, baring my nape. His big hand caressed the back of my neck, soothing my knotted muscles. Sweat cooled on my skin, and I shivered.  
 
    Cock still twitching inside me, he leaned forward and spoke in my ear.  
 
    “We go to The Vale.”  
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    “Don’t wash my seed from your body. It’ll help you remember who claimed you.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    The second shift was harder than the first, maybe because I didn’t look at Rurik as he pulled me through it. 
 
    He didn’t seem bothered by the cold shoulder.  
 
    Fortunately, being in wolf form meant I didn’t have to face any questions from Cain or Soren. It was bad enough walking out of the cave and feeling the weight of their stares on me. Knowing they probably heard everything Rurik and I did by the pool. I stood on shaky legs as they and Rurik shed their clothes and stuffed them in the pack. Then they dropped to the ground and shifted in a whirl of flesh and bone that looked nothing like my ungainly transformation. Their shifts were almost graceful—a magical dance of power that lifted the hair on my back.  
 
    When they finished, three hulking wolves stood before me. Ferals were bigger than timberwolves, which still roamed the Plains and gave ferals a wide berth. When Lykos-D first spread, norm scientists speculated it came from extinct dire wolves frozen in the ice. Then the chaos of The Fall reigned, and people were too busy trying to stay alive to study anything. By the time the cities built their walls, researchers only cared about making a stronger, more effective serum. Society forgot about ancient dire wolves. They were too worried about the real wolves just beyond the gates.  
 
    Rurik was the biggest of the three, with a dark brown coat and yellow eyes. Cain was black as night, and his silver eyes were just as flat and menacing in his beast form.  
 
    Soren was most like a regular wolf. His fur was a thick mix of white and brown, and he had a playful dash of black across his rump, as if he’d tried to squeeze through a small opening and scraped against drying paint. His blue eyes were curious as they ran over me, and self-consciousness made me want to dart back into the cave.  
 
    I was smaller than the males, but not by much. I’d caught a glimpse of myself in the pool, so I knew my eyes were a deep blue that glowed almost purple in my black fur. 
 
    Rurik gave a short, soft growl, then tossed his head toward the ridge. Cain took the pack in his jaws and put on a burst of speed that took him straight up the rocks. Soren gave me a final look before following in the same manner. Within seconds, they stood at the top of the ridge looking down.  
 
    My heart pounded. They moved as effortlessly on four legs as they did on two. How was I going to keep up with them?  
 
    Rurik tossed his head again. Let’s go. 
 
    Anger curled through me. I should be on my way to Black Rock right now, where I could get serum and treat my patient. Instead, I was in wolf form and headed to some unknown destination with a man who controlled me through sex. If I balked now, he would just drag me back into the cave and mount me again. Or maybe he would simply shift and take me in broad daylight while the others watched.  
 
    It was enraging. But it was also…titillating. Which was even more enraging—and one of about a hundred reasons I had to escape him as soon as possible. I needed to get far away, where I could be free of the sexual hold he had on me.  
 
    He gave another growl, and I lurched forward before he could follow it with a command. I took the ridge at a run, sliding but digging my claws in hard enough to get me to the top without tumbling back down. Rurik shot past me in a dark blur, and then we were off.  
 
    We ran in the same formation we used the day before, with Rurik leading and the other males at his flanks. Cain carried the pack in his jaws for a bit before tossing it to Soren, who caught it in his teeth without slowing down. Running was easier than I imagined, and the scenery flashed by so swiftly it was almost like…flying. Wind streamed through my fur, reminding me of the breeze catching my hair as I stood on the wall. 
 
    Only now, my claws ate up the earth and my senses spun with new sights and sounds. The world was brighter and more full of life than I remembered. Animals scurried from us as we flew across the plain. As we ventured deeper into the Alterlands, trees sprouted here and there. In one patch of ground, green grass broke through the cracked dirt. The scent—fresh and earthy—hit my nose and made a bubble of joy form in my throat. 
 
    I lost track of how long we ran. Time became a steady stream of blue sky and flat earth. We leapt over crumbling foundations and the occasional remnant of asphalt streets. Soren gave a sharp yip and tossed the pack to Rurik.  
 
    Still we ran. The sun sank in the sky and stained the ground red. We kept going. My legs flew and my head emptied of thought. The beast inside me was powerful and fearsome. It ran and ran, until the vibration of my paws striking the ground became a steady beat in my head, driving me faster and faster.  
 
    When the sun was almost below the horizon, my claws struck softer ground. The change happened so quickly, it jolted me mid-flight. My front legs buckled. I stumbled, and the ground rushed up. Later, I wouldn’t remember the impact or much of what came after. I only recalled a deep voice and gentle fingers stroking my fur. Twin golden flames burned in the center of my vision. I stared, mesmerized and…comforted. The flames were capable of violence. It was part of their nature.  
 
    But they would never hurt me.  
 
    The voice spoke, and I wasn’t sure if it came from inside or outside my head.  
 
    “You did well, little wolf. Rest now. You’re safe.”    
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and stared at a wood-beamed ceiling.  
 
    And it wasn’t the ceiling in my apartment. 
 
    For a moment, I frowned at it, my mind whirling as I tried to figure out when my apartment got remodeled without me noticing.  
 
    Then everything rushed back all at once.  
 
    I sat up and a crisp, white sheet fell to my lap, exposing my bare breasts. I sucked in a breath and lifted it away from my body.  
 
    Yep. Stark naked. And in human form, which was not the way I remembered falling asleep.  
 
    Come to think of it, I didn’t remember falling asleep at all, or how I ended up in a bed smelling very much of Rurik. I was also clean, and someone had brushed my hair. 
 
    At the thought, a hazy memory returned—Rurik propping me up and rubbing my wet head with a towel. I fingered a glossy strand that had fallen over my shoulder. 
 
    The alpha bathed me and tucked me in bed? It had to be a dream. And yet, my hair smelled of shampoo. My thoughts darkened. Probably, he just didn’t want a dirty, sweaty woman messing up his bed.  
 
    I let my gaze wander around a comfortable but rustic room with stone walls and wooden floors covered with woven rugs. There was a huge fireplace and two massive wooden bookshelves stuffed with books. A simple desk and chair sat in one corner, and sunlight streamed through several small windows cut out of the stone. They weren’t ordinary windows, though. Long and narrow, they were too high up the wall for me to see through.  
 
    What was this place? A slender candle sat in a holder on the desk, and some kind of old-fashioned lamp perched on the fireplace mantel. Clearly, Rurik’s “stronghold” didn’t have electricity. I lifted the sheet to my nose and sniffed. But at least it had laundry soap.  
 
    Curiosity tugged at me. I slid from the bed and stood on shaky legs for a second, one hand gripping the rumpled bedding. When I was steady on my feet, I pulled the sheet free and wrapped it around my body like a toga. Then I wandered to the bookshelves and ran my finger along the spines.  
 
    Common Sense by Thomas Paine. Steinbeck’s Grapes of Wrath. The complete works of William Shakespeare. A whole section on agriculture. Several books about law and science. My eyes widened at Gray’s Anatomy.  
 
    I kept trailing along the titles. Rurik’s reading choices were diverse, including everything from engineering to…poetry? My finger paused on a thick book with a gold-lettered spine. Tolstoy’s War and Peace.  
 
    The door swung open, and the male himself walked through.  
 
    I clutched the sheet to my chest.  
 
    After a long pause, he shut the door and came to the middle of the room. His hair was clean, and he’d changed his clothes. The morning sun highlighted the angles in his face, burnishing his high cheekbones and rugged jawline. He seemed even larger inside four proper walls. Once again, I had the unusual experience of feeling dainty next to his muscled form.  
 
    “You look better,” he said. 
 
    “Do you read all these?” 
 
    “No, I use them as kindling in the fireplace.” 
 
    I blinked. Jokes from the alpha lycan? I cleared my throat. “Where are we?” 
 
    “The seat of the Central Territory.” 
 
    “Your territory?” 
 
    “Yes.” His gaze drifted down my body. “There’s a bathroom just outside if you need it.”  
 
    Heat entered my cheeks. “I don’t. Not right now. Thank you.” 
 
    A knock rang out, and he answered without turning. “Enter.” 
 
    The door opened again, and in came a young woman carrying a tray loaded with steaming food and a glass pitcher. She cast me a shy glance, her gaze taking in my makeshift toga as she crossed the room. 
 
    My cheeks grew warmer, and my first instinct was to pull the sheet tighter around me. But as she went to the desk and set down the tray, something thrummed inside me. It wasn’t anything specific. Nothing I could describe or explain.  
 
    Somehow, I just knew she was weaker. The knowledge pulsed in my chest, as sure and steady as my own heartbeat. My shoulders relaxed, and a sense of well-being spread through me. The female wasn’t a threat.  
 
    She turned and addressed Rurik with her gaze on a spot near his chin.  
 
    “Do you need anything else, sir?” 
 
    “Not right now, Caris, thank you.”  
 
    She nodded and left as quickly as she entered, throwing me another covert look before closing the door behind her with a soft click. 
 
    I looked at Rurik, who watched me with an intensity that made my heart rate pick up.  
 
    “Is she a servant?” 
 
    He seemed to think about it before answering. “Not in the way you mean. She’s unmated. She’s under my protection until she decides she’s ready for a mate.” 
 
    “What if she’s never ready?” 
 
    His reply was soft. “She’ll just have to try harder.” 
 
    My blood cooled. I lifted my chin a notch. “Is she under your protection, or is she your prisoner?”  
 
    He moved to the table and lifted covers off the plates. The dishes steamed, and the scent of eggs and charred meat reached my nose. My stomach churned, hunger clawing at my insides.  
 
    At first, it seemed he intended to ignore my question. But then he said, “There are no walls around The Vale.” He spooned scrambled eggs onto a plate and murmured, “Unlike your cities.”  
 
    I dropped the pretense we were talking about Caris. “So I’m free to leave, then? You won’t try to stop me?”  
 
    “We’ve discussed this.” He added toast and bacon to the plate, then dusted crumbs from his fingers. “You raise the subject so often, I’m beginning to think you enjoy the outcome.” 
 
    It was on the tip of my tongue to claim I hated the outcome, but I bit it back. “You should never lie to me,” he’d said.  
 
    He would always know.  
 
    The barest hint of a smile played around his mouth as he poured a glass of water from the pitcher. It turned out I didn’t even need to speak the lie. He could sense it anyway.  
 
    “Come over here,” he said, settling on the chair. His tone was light, almost inviting, with a shadow of a “please” on the end. “You should eat,” he added. “The shift takes a lot out of you.”  
 
    So did marathon sex sessions. I should have been sated after everything we did. I should have wanted nothing to do with him or his cock or his calm gaze that, for some reason, made a restless irritation prick at me. Yet when he leaned back in the chair and crooked a finger at me, my body loosened and my sex grew damp. Before I realized what was happening, I drifted to the desk and stood frowning at him over the plate of breakfast food. 
 
    “There’s just the one chair,” I said.  
 
    He patted his thigh.  
 
    My frown deepened. I was not sitting on his lap. Why not just ask him to hold out his hands so I could play right into them?  
 
    “Food’s getting cold,” he said.  
 
    “I’m not really that hungry.” 
 
    My stomach rumbled.  
 
    He picked up a fork and speared a piece of fluffy egg. “Just try it,” he invited.  
 
    “I’m a vegetarian.” I braced myself for him to bicker over the food or even force me to eat, but he simply turned the fork and shoved the eggs in his mouth. Then he applied himself in earnest, tucking into the eggs and bacon like a starving man. He ate like he fucked—unhesitating and wholly committed to enjoying himself. His sensual mouth worked as he chewed, and his fangs showed as he bit into a crispy strip of bacon. I stood rooted to the floor, transfixed by the way grease glossed his lip. His tongue darted out to catch it, and I swallowed a groan. When he licked butter off the side of a knife, I found myself swaying forward.  
 
    He finished, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and set the fork down. Then he picked up a piece of toast and met my gaze.  
 
    “Sure you’re not hungry?” 
 
    My voice seemed to come from far away. “Maybe a little.” 
 
    He beckoned me forward with his free hand. 
 
    I drew closer. He was right. Shifting burned a lot of calories, and I hadn’t eaten anything since the protein bars. As I neared him, he curled an arm around my waist and guided me to his knee in one smooth motion. Then he brought the toast to my lips. It was just the way I liked it, not too burnt and buttered from edge to edge. The first bite was so good, my eyes slid shut. 
 
    Rurik’s soft growl of approval rumbled against my shoulder. He fed me more, and when I finished the first wedge, he fed me another. There was something sensual and almost decadent about letting another person feed me. His chest was solid and warm at my back, and his big arm anchored me securely to his thigh. When I let him give me sips of the cold water, he let out another approving growl. 
 
    Finally, I was too full to eat any more, and I stayed his hand. “Caris is a good cook.”  
 
    “She is, but I made this. The bacon wasn’t ready, so I asked her to bring it up while I checked on you.”  
 
    I jerked my gaze to his. “You cooked all this food?” 
 
    His smile transformed his face, softening the hard edges and making me catch my breath. “You find that so hard to believe?” he asked.  
 
    “I just…” I licked my lips. He actually got up and cracked eggs in a bowl? I pictured him standing over a stove and buttering toast. “It seems like you would have people to do that sort of thing for you.” 
 
    “I do, but it pleases me to look after you.” He traced his thumb over my mouth. “To make sure my woman is fed and properly tended.”  
 
    I tried to sound irritated, but my voice came out low and breathless. “I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “You can,” he said, making another pass over my lips. “You’ve proven yourself a strong lycan. More than a match for an alpha. I would not choose another as my mate.”  
 
    Calling someone strong was the highest compliment a feral could give. It shouldn’t have affected me, but the look in his eyes was doing funny things to my stomach. My breaths grew short. He was much too close. If I leaned forward just the slightest bit, I could press my mouth to his. 
 
    Which can’t happen. I couldn’t remain as his mate. I had a life, a career… 
 
    He sat quietly, his chest rising and falling steadily against my shoulder. His predator’s eyes were steady. 
 
    Patient. 
 
    “We’re not doing this again,” I said. Except my gaze dipped to his mouth. The air thickened.  
 
    He tilted his head. “What is it we’re doing?” 
 
    Oh God, his fangs. My nipples tightened under the sheet. I had to get up. Sitting on his lap was a mistake. I had to get up and put some space between us right away.  
 
    Slowly, he put a single finger under my chin and tipped my head back. He repeated his question, and his voice seemed to drag at my limbs, making them heavier than usual. “What is it we’re doing, hmm?”  
 
    My response was hoarse. “You’re trying to fuck me. This always ends with you taking out your cock.”  
 
    “Ahh.” He sobered. “Maybe we should try something different, then.” He trailed his fingertips down my neck and captured a lock of dark hair. “Something that doesn’t”—he twined the hair around his finger—“involve”—he gave it a gentle tug—“my cock.”  
 
    Through the haze of lust building around me, I heard myself ask, “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    He leaned around me and pushed the breakfast dishes back. As he did, his arm brushed my breasts, sending sparks shooting through me and making me catch my breath. Then I sucked it in as he picked me up and set me on the edge of the desk.  
 
    “Did you get enough to eat?” he asked, his tone almost conversational. 
 
    What? My thoughts stuttered. “Yes, I—”  
 
    “Well, I didn’t.” He put his big hands on my knees and pushed my thighs apart. Two quick tugs, and he opened the sheet, baring me to his gaze. “I think I could eat a little more,” he said, and licked a bold path from my opening to my clit.  
 
    Every nerve ending in my body caught fire. I sagged backwards, catching myself on my palms. “Oh…God.”  
 
    He hooked his arms around my thighs and went at me like I was feast, nuzzling between my folds and flicking at my clit with his tongue. In between licks, he murmured in a low voice that sent vibrations shivering straight into my sex. “Open up for me a little more. That’s it. My obedient mate, following my orders.” He rimmed my entrance, circling a hot path that made my hips buck. 
 
    He lapped at my core, alternating between soothing murmurs and deep growls, telling me how much he loved how wet I got for him. How soft I felt on his tongue. How pleased he was with my “eager little clit.”  
 
    The table rocked, and the dishes behind me rattled. He made a seal around my clit with his mouth and sucked, pulling the hard bud taut with suction.  
 
    I panted as I looked down my body, my gaze skidding over my heaving breasts and trembling belly to his dark head buried between my splayed thighs. His arms were tan against my paler skin, his muscles flexing as he struggled to contain my squirming. His shoulders bunched under his T-shirt, and the erotic contrast between his clothed state and my nudity ratcheted my lust even higher. His cheeks hollowed, and his mouth made wet smacking sounds as he devoured my sex, his hot mouth searing my delicate folds.   
 
    “Please, keep going,” I gasped. I braced myself on one palm and tangled my other hand in his hair. I held his face against my sex, my hips swiveling of their own accord. Damp surged between my legs, heat flooding me.  
 
    He gave a throaty growl and sucked harder, his tongue working my clit over and over. Just as my orgasm shimmered into being, he lifted his head.  
 
    “No!” I cried out, the sharp crest of my orgasm slipping away.  
 
    He shushed me, softening the rebuke with a kiss right over my opening. Then he pinched my swollen lips apart with his fingers and spread my entrance impossibly wide. Cool air touched my heated folds and throbbing clit. He leaned back and met my gaze, his lips shiny with my juices.  
 
    The expression on his face made my heart skip a beat. His beast looked out from his eyes, staring me down with deadly possession. His voice dropped below human range, the vibration rattling the dishes.  
 
    “You’ll have no secrets from me.” In a slow, deliberate movement, he dipped his head to my sex and lapped a mouthful of cream from my core. His eyes went heavy-lidded. “Do you know how delicious you taste? Like the sweetest honey on my tongue. The scent beckons me, driving me mad.”  
 
    I shivered, ensnared in his gaze, my legs wide and my pussy aching for him. My heart raced so fast I felt lightheaded.  
 
    Mouth inches from my sex, he shook me a little. “This belongs to me. I’ll rip apart any male who touches it.” Before I could draw breath, he plunged two fingers inside me and sucked my clit hard into his mouth. 
 
    I shattered apart. My head went back and my fangs distended. My pussy clenched around his fingers in a violent spasm as wave after wave of pleasure pounded over me. My vision dimmed. He fucked me with his fingers, pumping them fast and deep even as he tongued my clit. Twisting, seething, unbearable release. It went on forever, until the pleasure became too much, and I went under the waves. 
 
    When I came to, I was naked on his lap, my body shivering with aftershocks. His arms encircled me, holding me close.  
 
    I burst into tears.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Rurik went rigid. “What’s wrong?” He turned me in his arms and cupped my face, his eyes dismayed. “I hurt you? Tell me where.”  
 
    “I’m f-fine.” More tears streamed down my face. God, how embarrassing. I shoved at his chest until he released me. The sheet lay crumpled on the floor, and I grabbed it and paced away far enough to wrap it around me. 
 
    He rose and prowled to me, but I took a quick step back.  
 
    “Please, don’t.” I swiped at the tears. “I just need a minute.”  
 
    His brows drew together. “I was too rough. You’re sore from our couplings.” He clenched one hand into a fist at his side. “This won’t happen again, I give you my word.”  
 
    Anger burst through my despair. “Yes, it will!” I flung a hand toward the table. “This will just keep happening. You mated me, and now you won’t let me go. Every time I voice an opinion or try to talk, you sting me with an order or lure me into sex!”  
 
    His brow darkened. “I enforce my commands when it’s necessary, Eden. When a delay puts you or others in danger. You’ve lived your whole life behind walls, and you’ve seen only the barest glimpse of the Alterlands. A few seconds can be the difference between living and dying. You don’t truly understand the danger.” 
 
    “I think I understand it well enough,” I said, my tears drying hot on my face. “In less than forty-eight hours, I’ve lost everything. My career. My freedom. My purpose in life.”  
 
    He shoved a hand through his hair—the most human gesture I’d seen him make. “You accuse me of holding you prisoner, yet you consented to my claim. What do you expect me to do, let you wander the Plains so you can be captured and mounted by any passing male?”  
 
    “I expect you to let me make my own choices!” I shouted. “I’m not some estrogen-driven feral woman looking to latch onto the strongest man I can find. I’m a physician. The whole reason for me leaving the city in the first place was to save a life. But even that’s screwed up. I’m sure my patient is dead by now.” My throat tightened, and more tears slipped down my cheeks.  
 
    He studied me, silence stretching between us. I used the edge of the sheet to wipe my face.  
 
    Into the quiet, he said, “That would make you happy? Doctoring again?” 
 
    I lowered the sheet, frowning. “What?” 
 
    “If you could treat patients. Save lives. That would please you?” 
 
    “Of course. I mean I—” 
 
    He crossed the room and knelt in front of a chest I hadn’t noticed before. The hinges squealed, and he withdrew various pieces of clothing—pants, a shirt, a pair of socks. He flung all this on the bed and pointed to it.  
 
    “Get dressed and meet me outside.”  
 
    “Where are we going?”  
 
    “You need a purpose. I’m giving you one.” He went to the door and opened it. “Your boots are under the bed,” he said, then he was gone before I could say anything else. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    As promised, Rurik waited for me in a long, narrow hallway. Like his room, it was made of stone blocks. Instead of windows, however, it had a line of lit torches mounted along the walls. If his goal was a medieval castle look, he succeeded.  
 
    “Do you have a dungeon in this place?” I asked him, looking around. 
 
    He took my hand and led me down the hall. “I don’t need one. When lycans battle, only one survives.” 
 
    I suppressed a shiver. Forget I asked.  
 
    The hall ended in a steep set of stairs bordered by another row of torches. In the cities, engineers harnessed lightning to power homes and businesses. It wasn’t a perfect system, and there were blackouts a few times a month, but it was better than living with candles.  
 
    We descended the stairs and entered a huge stone room with long wooden tables. As in Rurik’s room, there were windows cut high on the soaring walls. We were in a tower—an honest-to-goodness castle in the middle of the Plains. It was nothing as solid or graceful as the structures inside St. Louis, but it was a far cry from the hovels in the stories norm parents told their children to keep them from wandering beyond the walls.  
 
    A few ferals moved about, carrying food and what looked like bundles of laundry. One male slowed when he caught sight of me. Rurik’s chest vibrated with a warning growl, and the male dropped his gaze and hurried off.  
 
    “He’s just curious,” I said, struggling to keep up as Rurik walked faster. He hustled us forward like we were late for something.  
 
    His jaw clenched. “Which is the only reason he’s still breathing.”  
 
    I didn’t get a chance to reply, because he pushed open a massive set of double doors, and a world of noises and colors bombarded me.  
 
    We stood atop another set of stairs, but these led to a vast courtyard full of activity. There were ferals everywhere. Women hung clothes on washing lines. A shirtless man in a leather apron fed wood into a roaring fire while another held a long, slender pipe and blew into it. As he did, a blob of molten glass expanded from the end. Farther away, a group of young men grappled while others looked on, cheering and calling out what sounded like encouragement.  
 
    And there were children—more than I’d ever seen in one place. They ran among the adults, playing and laughing. A few older boys watched the wrestling match with avid expressions, and a group of little girls jumped rope near the glass blowers. 
 
    “There are so many of them,” I breathed. I looked at Rurik. “How?” 
 
    “We don’t have the population decline common among norms.”  
 
    I let my eyes wander over the throng of people. “Do the governors know that?” 
 
    “I assume so, given their habit of luring lycan women to the cities.” 
 
    That made me jerk my head back to him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    He studied me a moment. “You’ve never wondered why lycan men don’t make it through your gates?” A bitter smile twisted his lips. “The cities promise our women shelter and opportunities in exchange for renting space in their wombs. Except your precious governors neglect to tell them the terms of the agreement are non-negotiable, or that most of the children they carry are their biological offspring.” 
 
    My blood ran cold, the memory of the women huddled under the watchtower springing into my mind. The governors of the cities used feral women as broodmares? I shook my head. “That can’t be true. I’m a doctor. I would have heard about it.” 
 
    Rurik’s eyes lightened, the irises gleaming. “You’ve spent your life subduing your senses. How can you hear the truth when you’re willfully deaf to it?” 
 
    I stared, speechless and trapped in his gaze. He had to be mistaken.  
 
    Or lying. He disliked norms. Had shown nothing but disdain for the cities. Was this just another ploy to convince me to accept my status as his mate?  
 
    “Come,” he said. “I have something to show you.”  
 
    He led me across the courtyard toward the pit where the men sparred. As we passed, one of the fighters backhanded his opponent across the mouth, making him spin and stagger back. Once he regained his footing, he spat a bloodied tooth on the ground. Then he lifted his head and glared at the other male.  
 
    “You dick! You knocked out my molar.” 
 
    One of the young males on the sidelines cupped his hands around his mouth. “Don’t worry, Alec, you were already ugly!” His companions roared with laughter.  
 
    Beside me, Rurik chuckled.  
 
    I looked up at him. “Are they trying to maim each other?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Better a tooth than an eye.”  
 
    Good grief.  
 
    We drew attention as we walked, but Rurik moved us along so quickly no one stopped or attempted to speak to us. People nodded or dipped their heads, according him a casual deference he seemed to accept as his due. I am alpha, he’d told me, but I hadn’t really understood what it meant. There was a difference between knowing he possessed that power and seeing how others reacted to it. 
 
    “Where are Soren and Cain?” I asked. 
 
    The question seemed to surprise him. “They returned to their territories.” 
 
    “You mean they don’t live here? I thought they were your”—I groped for a word—“lieutenants or something.” 
 
    A ghost of a smile touched his mouth. “I’ll tell them you said that the next time I see them. Cain and Soren are alphas in their own right. They control territories adjacent to mine. But there is strength in numbers, and we’ve found it’s better for our people if we ally ourselves.” 
 
    I took a minute to absorb this new information. “It sounds like the Alliance of Cities.” I made my voice light. “Are you trying to raise an army to challenge it?”  
 
    He stopped us in front of a small stone building and regarded me without an ounce of levity in his eyes. “I protect what is mine. No one will take it from me.”  
 
    My throat went dry. There was no question I fell under his definition of “mine.” He said it as a fact—the same way the sky was blue or people needed oxygen to breathe. And, somehow, his calm statement was even more threatening than the possessive declarations he’d made during sex. Those happened in the throes of passion. This was cold, collected Rurik. The alpha who issued commands and expected to be obeyed.  
 
    He pulled open the door and gestured me inside. “The sick are in here.”  
 
    At the word “sick” I managed to break his gaze, curiosity making me slip past him and into the building. I stopped on the threshold, my eyes widening at the sight before me.  
 
    The room was sectioned into cubicles made from curtains hung from the ceiling. In each square was a bed, and most were occupied. Two feral women in white aprons moved around the room with the brisk efficiency common to nurses everywhere.  
 
    I jerked my gaze to Rurik’s. “You set up a hospital?” 
 
    “It’s crude at the moment, but I hope to expand it.” He hesitated, his expression shuttered. Faint color touched his cheekbones, and he seemed uncertain. Almost…shy. He cleared his throat. “Lycans prize strength. When someone falls ill, the territory becomes that much more vulnerable. Many say sickness exists to cull weakness from the pack. That it’s best to eliminate vulnerability.”  
 
    My breath caught. “You put them to death?” 
 
    “No,” he said quickly. “You misunderstand me.” He glanced down the line of crisp curtains. “Lycans have always distrusted medicine. I think it comes from rejecting serum and anything related to norms. Unfortunately, that distrust has led to a lot of unnecessary death and, frankly, some pretty stupid ideas about looking after the sick. Other alphas won’t like what I’m doing.” 
 
    “But you’re just trying to help. What’s wrong with that?”  
 
    “It’s more that I’m using norm medicine instead of letting nature take its course.”  
 
    Puzzle pieces fell into place. “That’s why you agreed to take me to Black Rock. You had Michael pay you in antibiotics.” As I said it, a horrifying thought entered my head. “Did you claim me because you wanted a doctor on staff?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “But you knew why I left the city. You knew I could help you—” 
 
    “I had no way of knowing your serum would fail, Eden, or that you would enter a heat with your first transition. But if you’re asking whether I’m pleased you have the skills you do, the answer is yes. If you want to know if I would have claimed you regardless, the answer to that is also yes.” 
 
    I fell silent, my thoughts jumbled. He was right, of course. He couldn’t have known those things. Even so, doubt burrowed its way into my mind. What a coincidence I went into heat just when he needed a doctor. On the wall before I left, Michael called him an opportunist.  
 
    Had Rurik saved me, or had he set me up?  
 
    He motioned toward the line of beds. “You said you wanted to save lives. You can start with these.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    None of the patients in Rurik’s makeshift hospital had life-threatening illnesses, but I sped up the recovery process for several of them. Like the young male with a dislocated shoulder. After a bit of persuading—and some snarling from Rurik—he let me pop it back into place. However, I had my doubts about whether he’d wear the sling I made for him.  
 
    “He’ll wear it,” Rurik had said from the corner, where he’d stood with folded arms and a glowering expression.  
 
    If the poor kid had been in wolf form, he would have stuck his tail between his legs. I waited until he left before rounding on Rurik. 
 
    “If you bark at my patients, no one will ever come here for treatment!”  
 
    He was unfazed by my scolding. “You coddle them. If you want people to follow your orders, you have to make them fear the consequences of disobedience.” 
 
    “Like threatening them with one of your stinging commands?” 
 
    “You don’t need an alpha’s powers,” he said, his tone irritatingly reasonable. He nodded toward a tray of suturing tools. “Those hooked needles of yours are terrifying enough on their own.”  
 
    He’d watched me stitch a deep laceration on another male’s forearm—even fetching supplies and handing me tools when I asked for them. He seemed curious about everything, and I could almost see him absorbing information and memorizing details. 
 
    I moved through the patients quickly, slipping into my role as a physician as easily as putting on a coat. I could sense the ferals’ curiosity about me, but when I started to explain I was Rurik’s mate, he pulled me into his shoulder and spoke low in my ear.  
 
    “They know who you are. They can smell me on you.” The unspoken inside you lingered in the air.  
 
    My breath quickened, and I slipped from his arms before the lust could rise again.  
 
    When I reached the last patient—a young pregnant woman—Rurik stepped out. At first, she was wary of me, but her anxiety over her baby’s well-being overrode her distrust, and she described unexplained bleeding that came and went.  
 
    Without an ultrasound machine, I told her I had to listen for the baby’s heartbeat with a stethoscope.  
 
    “Oh, I know the baby is fine,” she said. “I can hear its heart.”  
 
    I pulled the stethoscope from my ears. “You can?” 
 
    “Since the beginning.” She smiled, the tips of her fangs showing, and smoothed a hand down her belly. “At first, I thought it was an echo of my own. It sounded like a double beat or a hiccup. It started early, before I even knew I was pregnant.”  
 
    “You hear it all the time?” That would certainly make a pregnancy easier to monitor. 
 
    “I can ignore it during the day because I’m distracted. But at night when everything is quiet, it’s like there’s a tiny drum in my stomach. It’s reassuring, but it’s definitely hard to sleep.” 
 
    When I ducked back around the curtain, Rurik was waiting by the door.  
 
    He straightened at my approach. “The child is well?”  
 
    “I think so. I’m not an obstetrician, but it seems pretty clear it’s placenta previa.” I made a small circle with my thumb and forefinger and lay my other hand flat against it. “Her placenta is blocking her cervix. She might need a c-section, and for that I’ll need a lot more than antibiotics.” 
 
    “Make me a list. You’ll have everything you need.” 
 
    I believed him. If I asked for an operating suite decked out with state-of-the-art equipment, he would somehow find a way to get it. He was sincere about helping his people.  
 
    I just wasn’t sure how sincere he was about his reasons for bringing me here.  
 
    “You’re unhappy.” He frowned, his gaze searching my face like it might reveal answers. “You said you wanted to doctor again. This should make you happy.” 
 
    I rubbed a spot between my brows. He didn’t really think this was that simple, did he? But looking at his expression, it was obvious he did. In his mind, I should be grateful for the opportunity to use my training. Never mind that I was basically his prisoner. Asking him to take me home would produce predictable results. The inevitable argument would lead to sex, which would just bind me even more tightly to him. In other words, exactly what he wanted. 
 
    He stared, obviously waiting for me to admit I was wrong and everything was fine now. 
 
    I tipped my head back and said, “We’ve discussed this. You raise the subject so often, I’m beginning to think you enjoy the outcome.” 
 
    If I imagined he would be angry at me parroting his words, I was dead wrong. Appreciation flared in his gaze, and he murmured, “I chose a clever mate for myself. A female to tangle with me in and out of bed.” 
 
    The mention of “bed” was all it took to make desire flare to life in my sex. I clenched my teeth. “I’m not sleeping with you,” I said, unsure if I meant it as a warning for him or my wayward body. 
 
    “Not at the moment,” he agreed. “I have something else to show you.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Evening sun stained the courtyard crimson as we left the hospital and Rurik led me deeper into his stronghold. 
 
    “What did you want to show me?” I asked.  
 
    “Something you’re unlikely to have seen before,” came his cryptic reply.  
 
    We passed more ferals, who offered more respectful nods. There were homes, too, along with shops and businesses built of wood and stone. Once again, I had the impression of stepping into a medieval village—an atmosphere only enhanced by Rurik striding like some kind of warrior king at my side. I tried not to think about how everyone around us was capable of scenting my lingering heat cycle, along with his claim.   
 
    He took me through an endless maze of streets and buildings, until we reached a clearing dwarfed by a stone tower. 
 
    I stopped. “Another one?” 
 
    Rurik ushered me up the stairs with a hand at my back. “Watch your step. These stairs are narrow.” 
 
    There were also a lot of them, and it didn’t take long for my thighs to start burning. “This better be worth it,” I told him, struggling not to wheeze. Lykos-D was supposed to make people stronger and faster, but it obviously wasn’t doing either of those things for me.  
 
    At last, we reached the top, and he paused while I caught my breath. When I could stand upright, I took stock of my surroundings, my gaze falling on battlements that wouldn’t have looked out of place in any city.  
 
    I swung toward Rurik. “I thought ferals hated walls.” 
 
    “Lycans,” he corrected. He took my hand and led me to the edge. “Look closer. There are no walls here.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat, and for a second I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. Not walls, but a vast, green valley that stretched between two towers. The fertile earth was a burst of color in the middle of the unrelenting brown that surrounded his stronghold.   
 
    “It’s like in the books,” I heard myself murmur. 
 
    Rurik spoke, his voice full of pride. “But this isn’t history. It’s right now. I call it The Vale.”  
 
    I pulled my gaze from the valley so I could look at him. “How did you do this? Nothing grows anymore.”  
 
    He pointed toward the ground, where a long line of wooden poles marched alongside the valley. “During the day, we run tarps over the crops. It’s similar to the design the Romans used in the Coliseum.” 
 
    I stared at him. “You don’t use those books for kindling.” And he wasn’t just some brute alpha who punched his way through the world. There was a cunning mind behind those golden eyes, which burned with ruthless intelligence.  
 
    Out of nowhere, a shiver coursed down my spine.  
 
    He held my gaze a moment, then let his wander over the valley. “There are no new ideas. Only old ideas people have forgotten.”  
 
    There was so much green… A dozen questions ran through my head. “How do you keep all this watered?” In the cities, water was as precious as serum. But vegetation didn’t grow without moisture. All the tarps in the world couldn’t shield the valley from the sun that beat down on the Plains.  
 
    “There are springs under the ground. Most are too deep to tap, but we can get to some of them. It takes a strong nose to scent the water, which is why your governors have never succeeded in drilling a well. Which is for the best. The earth protects itself from those who would exploit it.”  
 
    I leaned against the battlements. “Your norm bias is showing.” I ran my hand over the stone, thinking of the last time I stood in a spot like this. That time, the man at my side was Michael. With a start, I realized he’d barely entered my thoughts at all over the past two days.  
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Rurik asked, suddenly watchful.  
 
    Some inner voice of caution told me it would be foolish to bring up Michael, so I patted the stone. “You say you don’t need walls, yet you have these guard towers.” 
 
    “The towers serve two purposes, allowing us to see which areas of The Vale need tending, as well as projecting strength to our enemies. A wall gives the illusion of safety, and it makes those inside let their guard down. They get soft, and eventually they prefer the cage they’ve made for themselves. They take comfort in having that wall at their back, and they live their whole lives without experiencing the outside world.”   
 
    His meaning was clear, except he missed a crucial point. Facing him fully, I said, “You don’t need walls to have a cage. All you need is a jailer strong enough to keep you imprisoned.”  
 
    Slowly, he pinched my chin and drew my mouth close to his. Against my lips, he said, “I’m not your jailer, Eden. I’m your mate.” Just when I thought he might kiss me, he turned my head so my gaze fell on the valley below. In my ear, he murmured, “And there’s a whole world out there I can show you if you’re willing to open your eyes.” 
 
    To my surprise, he didn’t try to maneuver me into sex. Instead, he threaded his fingers through mine and led me back down the stairs. As we descended, my head spun with the day’s revelations, each one of which had revealed new facets of Rurik. 
 
    And I wasn’t at all sure what to think of him now. It was easier dealing with the possessive alpha who overwhelmed my senses and pummeled me with sexual need. But how did I handle a man whose mind was just as powerful as his body? I was raised to believe ferals were little better than beasts. Yet Rurik kept upending that notion, scraping away layers of my worldview in a way that left me feeling raw and exposed.  
 
    As we moved down the tower, confusion clogged my thoughts. It wasn’t just Rurik that was new and troubling. His claim about the cities using feral women as breeders swirled like poison in my mind. If the governors covered it up, what else had they concealed? Rurik wanted me to take his word for it, but he was asking me to shove aside my whole life and accept a new one. 
 
    Then there was his hospital and his wish for me to run it. We reached the bottom step, and I glanced up at him through my lashes as we left the tower. How could I trust him when he had so many reasons to keep me locked to his side?  
 
    Something struck me hard across the stomach, sending me flying.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I landed hard on my side, my mouth open and gasping for air that wouldn’t come. Pain blazed from my hips to my sternum.   
 
    Shouts went up all around me as ferals pounded toward the base of the tower’s steps. Within seconds, a crowd gathered, forming a ring around me.  
 
    A feral female stood a few steps away, her fists clenched at her sides and her green eyes blazing straight at me. If looks could kill, I would have turned to ash on the spot.   
 
    Rurik stepped in front of her, his posture menacing and his growl deadly low. “An attack on my mate is an attack on me, Hetta. I can have you killed for this.”  
 
    Her gaze darted to me, and she bared her fangs. “Her presence here is an abomination. Really, Rurik? You bring a norm bitch to The Vale?”  
 
    At the word “bitch” I got to my knees and pushed painfully to my feet. My ribs ached, and I wondered vaguely if they were broken. Then I saw her smirk as she took in my arm slung over my middle.  
 
    I dropped it and straightened my shoulders. Injecting as much venom into my voice as I could, I said, “This norm didn’t ask for any of this. I’m here against my will.” 
 
    Rurik turned his head enough to give me a warning look. “Eden.”  
 
    I ignored him, my gaze on the woman he called Hetta. She was beautiful, with long, blond hair and eyes the color of the valley between the towers. Her features were small and even, giving her a delicate appearance that didn’t fool me for a second. She was tall, and the agony across my midsection was all the proof I needed she was more than a pretty face.  
 
    She was also clearly something to Rurik. It was there in the way she looked at him—and the rigid set of his shoulders as he stared her down. Tension sizzled between them.  
 
    Abruptly, I had enough of ferals and fighting. If this Hetta wanted Rurik, she could have him. Gritting my teeth against the pain, I turned and walked away. Ferals parted, letting me pass.  
 
    Hetta’s mocking voice rose behind me. “Good choice, norm. Run away like the weakling you are.”  
 
    Something inside me snapped. A rush of hot energy swept from my toes to my head, and I whipped around with a snarl, already charging. I didn’t think. I didn’t have to. My body moved on its own, and I was on her in seconds, my vision filled with her shocked face and an expression that made my chest hum.  
 
    Fear.  
 
    I swung my arm back and struck her hard across the face. The impact spun her around, and she stumbled, blond hair flying. Before she could recover, I caught it and forced her back around. I stuck my face in hers, and my voice was unrecognizable as I growled, “I’m not weak, you bitch. And you know it, because he chose me instead of you.”  
 
    Blood smeared her mouth. At my words, the fear in her eyes faltered. Her face crumpled, and a single tear slipped down her cheek.  
 
    The crowd around us was silent. In my peripheral vision, Rurik stood silent, too.  
 
    My insides started to shake, probably a combination of exhaustion and adrenaline. 
 
    Retreat isn’t always cowardice. Sometimes, it’s self-preservation.  
 
    I released Hetta and left without another word. 
 
    Rurik followed but said nothing. He stayed a few steps behind me as I made my way back through the buildings leading to his tower.  
 
    A wise move. I’d been ready to sink my fangs into Hetta. Deprived of that satisfaction, my inner beast wasn’t above using him as a substitute, even if I knew I had no hope of besting him in a fight.  
 
    Then again, he’d probably enjoy me trying.  
 
    All the more reason to continue ignoring him. 
 
    I’d only walked through The Vale once, but I had no trouble finding my way back to Rurik’s tower. His scent was like a trail of breadcrumbs scattered on the ground, pulling me forward like a magnet. It led me through the streets and up the tower steps, across the great room and up the narrow staircase to the hall lined with torches.  
 
    Then I was in Rurik’s room and he was taking me in his arms, his hands everywhere at once.  
 
    “Let me look at you,” he said, his features taut. 
 
    “I’m fine. Stop.” I shoved at him, but of course he didn’t listen. He picked me up and took me to the bed, where he stretched me out and pinned my flailing arms above my head.  
 
    I struggled, anger surging. “Get off me!” I lifted my head and glared at him, which was all I could do with his weight holding me down. He did it effortlessly, which just fueled my rage even more. I bared my fangs and snapped at his forearm, grazing him.  
 
    Surprise flared in his gaze—along with lust. He kept an iron grip on my wrists and used his other hand to lift my shirt. “She got you good.” He brushed a light palm over my midsection. 
 
    “I’m fine,” I grated. “Nothing’s broken.” 
 
    He released my wrists and planted a soft kiss on my belly. Against my skin, he said, “Nothing except Hetta’s pride.” He chuckled, his hot breath raising goosebumps. “And maybe her jaw,” he added.  
 
    I propped myself on my elbows, my brows drawing together as I stared at his dark head hovering over my stomach. “What is she to you?”  
 
    He lifted his head. “Nothing anymore.”  
 
    “But she used to be. You slept with her.” 
 
    “I didn’t mate her.” 
 
    “That’s not what I asked.” 
 
    His face grew shuttered, his jaw tight. Clearly, he didn’t want to answer the question.  
 
    “She’s beautiful,” I said, “and obviously strong. She definitely wants you. Why wouldn’t you—” 
 
    “I didn’t choose her,” he said. He left the bed and went to the desk, which had been cleared of food from the morning. He stood over it for a moment, then turned and gestured toward the door. “There’s an exterior staircase off the hallway. I could show you the view from this side of The Vale.” 
 
    I sat up slowly. “Why won’t you answer me?” 
 
    “Eden—” 
 
    “Just answer the question!” 
 
    “Because I didn’t love her like I love you!” He said it on a burst that left his shoulders heaving. Two spots of color stained his cheeks.  
 
    I forgot how to breathe. “You…” I licked my lips. “What did you say?”  
 
    “You heard me,” he muttered. He wiped a hand over his mouth. “And I’m sure you’ll use this against me.” 
 
    “In what way?”  
 
    He gave a bitter laugh. “Because I know you don’t love me back. You would leave me if you could. Will leave me the moment I let my guard down.” His expression turned fierce. “You should know that won’t happen, Eden. And even if you manage it, I’ll find you. You can run to the farthest city with the biggest walls, and it won’t matter. There is no other for me but you. I knew it from the moment I caught your scent. Then you held my gaze in challenge, and your fate was sealed. Run from me and I’ll hunt you down and whip your ass raw. Then I’ll spread you open and make you come so hard you forget every word except my name.”  
 
    I should have been afraid. His predator’s eyes were locked on me, and the things he said were cruel. Unconscionable.   
 
    And yet… 
 
    We stared at each other across the room. Time stilled. Evening light streamed through the windows, burnishing his muscled arms in shades of gold. 
 
    I drew an unsteady breath. “Don’t threaten me.”  
 
    Slowly, he walked to the bed. Instead of stopping, however, he kept on coming, gently tipping me back and covering my body with his. With his weight on his palms on either side of me, he lowered his head and murmured, “Oh, it’s not a threat. It’s a promise.”  
 
    He kissed me with aching gentleness, his tongue sliding in long strokes I seemed to feel everywhere. My body sank into the bed, and I gave a soft sigh that ended on a moan as he slid a hand under my shirt.  
 
    He ran his hand up my belly to my bare breast, squeezing lightly.  
 
    I arched up to meet him as sparks flew across my skin.  
 
    Slowly—almost carefully—he lifted off me and pulled my clothes off, maneuvering me as if I was a child. When I was totally bare, he rose and removed his own clothing in the same unhurried way. It was like he wanted to savor every moment. Like he wished to stop and taste rather than devour.  
 
    His cock jutted from his hips, hard and ready, yet he stretched over me again and took my mouth in another long, languid kiss. All the while, his hands caressed my hair, my neck, my chest. He ran a butterfly touch over the healing mark on my neck, his fingers swirling up to tease at the sensitive spot under my ear.  
 
    Every touch drove me a little bit higher, stoking the flames of passion until I was gasping and moaning. I slid one leg up his thigh, urging his hips closer to my aching center.  
 
    His soft laugh fluttered the fine hairs at my temple. “Are you trying to tell me something?”  
 
    “Yes,” I groaned. “Hurry up.”  
 
    “Greedy female,” he murmured in throaty approval. “With a wet pussy thirsting for my shaft.”  
 
    The dirty talk set me off even more, and I arched harder against him.  
 
    He spread my thighs wide. Then he gripped his cock and dragged the head against my opening, dabbling the crown in my juices. He repeated the movement, teasing the tip around my clit before pushing all the way inside with a slow, rolling thrust of his hips.  
 
    Rapture. I lifted my arms above my head, reveling in the heat and the fullness. Even as soaked as I was, his shaft was a tight fit, and it hit every nerve ending inside me, setting off fireworks across my skin.  
 
    Unlike the other times we were together, he didn’t thrust right away. Instead, he stayed buried to the root inside me as he brushed his lips over my cheek, my lips, the tip of my nose. He tasted the skin under my jaw and around the curve of my ear. The gentle touches raised goosebumps on my skin and drew soft moans from my throat. 
 
    Still buried inside me, he pulled back and ran his gaze down my body. He followed it with his hand, trailing his fingertips from my breasts to the spot where our bodies joined. 
 
    “Look at us,” he demanded, drawing my eyes downward. With his thumb and forefinger, he spread my flaring lips even wider, letting me see how they stretched, shiny and taut, around his thick shaft. 
 
    He splayed his hand across my sex and rubbed my clit with the pad of his thumb, making my hips buck. “Do you want this?” 
 
    I shuddered, my “yes” coming on a breathy exhale. Yet even with desire fogging my mind, I realized this time was different than all the others. My need was strong, but it wasn’t desperate or unrelenting.  
 
    There was no beast hovering in the shadows, ready to sink its claws into my skin if I didn’t get my release.  
 
    My heat was gone, along with the frenzy that had driven me to accept Rurik’s claim.  
 
    This time, my body responded because I desired him in my mind as well as my body.  
 
    He began to thrust, his wicked fingers still slipping over my clit. He moved his hips in a sure, steady rhythm, coaxing us both higher and higher. Our gazes met and held, and I saw my wonder reflected in his eyes.  
 
    This wasn’t a fast, brutal fuck. He made love to me.  
 
    Because he loves me.  
 
    The knowledge curled around my mind, flowing like a warm river. And then it was the river. Rurik streamed into my thoughts, giving me flashes of memory and emotion. Pounding ocean and rich earth and the deep blue well of my eyes staring into his. There was a glimpse of me striking Hetta—and his surge of pride as I bested her. 
 
    Strong. The river echoed with the word. He found me strong and beautiful.  
 
    Incomparable.  
 
    Heat rushed me, and then I was coming, my body arching as I shuddered over and over. Then he joined me, pumping his release in a series of short thrusts, our mingled gasps reaching my ears as I shot beyond time and space. We soared together, his golden stare burning into mine, the river spilling over, echoing mine…mine… 
 
    I love you.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The next time I opened my eyes, it was dark. I lay spooned in Rurik’s embrace, my ass nestled against his softened shaft. His hand rested heavy on my hip, and his breaths had the slow, even cadence of deep sleep.  
 
    As my body came alive, pain flared across my stomach and shot through my ribs. Hetta. Rurik might not want her, but she still wasn’t over him. 
 
    And I had the bruised ribs to show for it. 
 
    I also had a full bladder.  
 
    Moving as little as possible, I slipped from Rurik’s arms and slid from the bed. The sheet lay crumpled at the bottom, and I pulled it free and wrapped it around me before padding across the room. At the door, I looked over my shoulder at the bed. Rurik slept on, his shoulder rising and falling.  
 
    Mercifully, the door didn’t creak when I opened it, and I made it across the hall and into the bathroom without waking Rurik. The bathroom was basic but functional, and I relieved myself as fast as I could before washing my hands and stepping back into the hall. 
 
    Without the pressure of a bursting bladder, I noticed the bright spill of moonlight on the stone floor.  
 
    But that couldn’t be. The hall lacked windows, and its torches had been snuffed for the night.  
 
    Still, the light had to come from somewhere. Casting a quick glance at Rurik’s door, I made my way down the hall, following the silvery glow. For some reason, my heart pounded like a drum, and anticipation rushed through my veins. Maybe my subconscious knew what I’d find, because when I reached the open archway leading to a twisting set of steps, I wasn’t even surprised.  
 
    The exterior staircase. The one Rurik said went to the top of the tower. If I went up there, I could see the stars without the glow of a city’s lights blotting them from the sky.  
 
    On impulse, I gathered the sheet in one hand and started climbing through the night. The stairs wrapped around the stone, with a short wall on the outer edge. Part of me wanted to lean over to see what lay below, but I forced myself to keep close to the tower. Like a kid, I wanted to save the best part for last—to relish the experience until I could take in the view all at once. How many times had I sat atop the watchtowers on the city’s walls, longing to see the stars? It was worth waiting for.  
 
    My ribs twinged as I climbed, making me grit my teeth and clamp an arm across my waist. If Hetta had hit just a little bit harder, I wouldn’t be climbing anything right now. The pain pinched deeper, and I stopped on a step and leaned against the stone. 
 
    Each breath pulled a fresh wave of soreness through my abdomen. With moonlight streaming all around me, I opened the sheet and looked at my stomach. 
 
    A wide, angry bruise bloomed across my midsection. The skin was mottled purple and green. It would probably get darker over the next few days, going through a kaleidoscope of colors that would remind me of the blow each time I changed my shirt. Anger rose in my chest, and my gums ached as my fangs descended. If Hetta was smart, she’d stay well out of my path. 
 
    The air stirred, a light breeze tugging at my hair. I tucked the sheet back in place and continued climbing. I was sweating as I reached the top, my heart pounding from the steep, twisting ascent. Like the other tower, Rurik’s was bordered by battlements. Excitement pumping through my veins, I went to them and braced my hands on the stone.  
 
    Then I tipped my head back and took in the night. 
 
    Stars. They spread over me like a blanket—a million pinpricks of light that pierced the velvety black. Venus was a distant blue marble among the sea of white, and Orion’s belt sparkled as he hefted his club high overhead. I picked out other constellations, tracing the dips and curves with my gaze.  
 
    It was a breathtaking sight. Enough to make my heart skip a beat. I clutched the stone more tightly and leaned farther back. Again, my heart skipped.  
 
    And again.  
 
    I lowered my head, my brows pulling tight.  
 
    Again, my heart skipped.  
 
    Except…it didn’t. I pressed my palm against my chest. Under my hand, my heart thudded like normal, the rhythm steady and strong. I frowned, concentrating. With my feral’s senses, I could hear every swish and thump as my heart worked. And there was nothing wrong.   
 
    Another skip, like a double beat.   
 
    I froze. Like a double beat or a hiccup. The young mother from the hospital’s face swam in my mind. “At first, I thought it was an echo of my own.” She said it started early, before she even knew she was… 
 
    My throat went dry. I opened the sheet, my hands shaking so hard I had to try a couple times to grasp the cloth. The wind picked up, tugging at my hair and snapping the fabric around my legs. I stared at my stomach, then lay a trembling hand over it.  
 
    My heart thumped—and a second, fainter thump skipped under my hand.  
 
    Just under the wide, purplish bruise Hetta gave me. She hit me so hard I flew across the tower.  
 
    She hit me in challenge. Because she was a dominant feral, and that was how they solved their problems. With their fangs and fists. She’d called me a “norm bitch.” Said my presence in The Vale was an “abomination.” How many other of Rurik’s ferals felt the same?  
 
    What would the other alphas do when word got out I was treating ferals—lycans—with norm medicine? 
 
    And now I was pregnant. 
 
    The stars blazed overhead—a vast sea of light shining over me. Under my pale fingers, my skin was swollen and black.  
 
    Wind whipped around the tower, beating harder and faster until the stone seemed to vibrate.  
 
    And then it was vibrating. Great, shivering waves rippled under my feet. A high-pitched whine filled the air, along with a deeper, slower drone.  
 
    Wind screamed in my ears as an airship descended out of nowhere, swooping from behind me to hover next to the tower. Stunned, I could only stare as its massive propellers beat the air. The hull tipped and Michael leaned out, his mouth moving as he shouted something I couldn’t hear. The sheet plastered against my body, and warm air blasted my face, making my eyes water. A hot tear dashed from my eye to my temple.  
 
    Michael shouted, his mouth stretched wide. The wind snatched his words away, but I read his lips. Jump! Eden, jump! 
 
    He tossed a coil of rope to the tower. It landed, thick and heavy, at my feet. 
 
    From the depths of the tower came a mighty roar, the sound one of pure, raw fury.  
 
    Rurik was coming for me.  
 
    Michael’s mouth moved. He was close enough for me to see his white knuckles gripping the side of the hull.  
 
    Jump! 
 
    It was my only chance.  
 
    The roar came again, its force strong enough to shake the stone under my feet.  
 
    I dropped the sheet, grabbed the rope, and jumped.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    The constant beep of machines was going to drive me insane. Funny how the noise never bothered me before.  
 
    But then, I’d never been a patient before.  
 
    I lay propped in the hospital bed with an IV in my arm, my gaze fixed on the white wall. There was a small chalkboard in the center where my night nurse, Kira, had scrawled her name in bubbly handwriting that matched her personality. 
 
    She bustled in now, her brown ponytail bouncing. “And how are we feeling this evening?” She didn’t wait for my response. “It’s good news tonight, Doctor Bradley! Doctor Everson cleared you to take serum, so we can begin suppressing the virus.”  
 
    I pushed myself upright and frowned at her. “He didn’t mention anything about it earlier. I’d like to talk to him first.” In the three days I’d been in the hospital, I only saw him briefly, and we never discussed my pregnancy. He treated the rope burn on my hands from my jump off the tower, and he stitched the minor laceration I suffered when I smacked my head against the airship’s hull as Michael pulled me up. By some miracle, the blow didn’t knock me unconscious—at least not at first. I’d clung to the rope long enough for Michael to yank me onto the deck and into his arms. Darkness had rushed to claim me, but not before I got a look at an enraged Rurik standing on the battlements, his golden eyes seething with fury. He’d stood completely still, the look on his face promising retribution.  
 
    And violence.  
 
    Beside me, the heart rate monitor let out a warning beep, prompting Kira to rush over and punch a button. 
 
    “You okay?” she asked, reaching for my wrist.  
 
    I snatched my hand away. “I’m fine.”  
 
    “But your pulse is—” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Before I could stop it, a growl rumbled in my throat. It happened more and more often, and I knew exactly why. The Lykos-D in my body was replicating, entrenching itself more deeply. Changing me. If I didn’t reverse it soon, those changes would become permanent. 
 
    Assuming they weren’t already. There was no guarantee the reversal process would succeed.  
 
    Kira paled and took a step back. “I-I’m sorry. I just want to h-help.” Her throat worked as she swallowed.  
 
    Dammit. There I went again, terrorizing the nursing staff. If I kept it up, she was going to put a note in my chart. Doctors and nurses always knew which patients were the “problem cases.” 
 
    I rubbed a hand over my face. “I’m the one who’s sorry, Kira. It’s just…” I took a deep breath. “You know what they say about doctors being the worst patients.” 
 
    She recovered at once, her features smoothing. “It’s true, and nurses can be just as bad!” Then her expression sobered, her brown eyes welling with sympathy. “Of course, anyone would feel on edge after everything you’ve been through.” She shivered and added, “Being held captive by an alpha in a den of ferals…”  
 
    A soft knock rang out, and then Michael appeared in the doorway. 
 
    “Oh! Doctor Hessen!” Kira looked between us, beaming. “I’m sure you two have a lot of catching up to do. I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed.”  
 
    Michael spoke without taking his eyes off me. “That would be lovely, Kira, thank you.” 
 
    “Of course.” She faced me fully and mouthed he’s so handsome before heading for the door. As she passed Michael, she patted his arm and lowered her voice to a volume I wasn’t meant to hear. “She’s a little unsettled tonight. Try to keep her calm.”  
 
    “Thank you,” he murmured back. “I will.”  
 
    I clenched my jaw as her footsteps echoed down the hall.  
 
    Michael watched me quietly from the doorway. 
 
    “You can come in,” I said. “I won’t bite.” Immediately, Soren’s invitation around the fire echoed through my thoughts. I twisted the hospital blanket in my fingers.  
 
    Michael walked to the bed. After a long moment, he asked, “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like I’m really tired of people asking me that.” 
 
    A muscle ticked in his jaw. There was another long pause, then he said, “Everson says you can start serum today. That should take care of the pregnancy, so you—” 
 
    “Take care of it?” Instinctively, I put a hand over my midsection.  
 
    Michael followed the movement, and his mouth tightened. “Of course, Eden,” he said, exasperation in his voice. “What, you think you’re going to have a feral’s baby and raise it inside the city?” 
 
    I opened my mouth, then closed it. I wasn’t sure what I’d thought. I spent the past three days being poked and prodded and told how lucky I was to have such a well-connected fiancé. It was Michael who convinced the governor to send an airship to search for me after I failed to turn up at Black Rock. The pilots and Michael put themselves in grave danger to save me. Everyone said so. And I must be so proud to have such a brave man to look out for me.  
 
    But I didn’t feel anything close to pride.  
 
    “The governor’s wife died,” I said abruptly. “They told me.”  
 
    “I know.” He gave the slightest shrug—just the merest lift of his shoulders. “It’s a shame, but there’s nothing you could have done. You can’t blame yourself.” 
 
    I stared at him. “How can you be so dismissive?”  
 
    “Dismissive?” He frowned. “I’m sorry she died, but you can’t save everyone, Eden. You tried and look where it got you.” His gaze raked me. “Kidnapped by an animal and forced to—” 
 
    “He didn’t force me.”  
 
    “I don’t believe that,” he snapped. Color climbed up his neck. 
 
    This again? This same damn fight we’d had repeatedly over the past three days? Maybe it was his wounded male ego, but Michael refused to accept that I slept with Rurik willingly.  
 
    And now he wanted to go to the governor—to tap the anti-feral sentiment always brewing within the city’s bureaucracy and persuade the governor to strike Rurik’s stronghold. It was a supremely stupid idea. The constant lightning made airship travel too dangerous. A land-based assault was out of the question. Norms stood no chance against even a small force of ferals.  
 
    But all my arguments fell on Michael’s deaf ears.  
 
    He stood rigid at my bedside, his expression locked down tight. “You’ve been through a trauma. It’s normal for women in your situation to rationalize things.” 
 
    “Michael—” 
 
    “To tell yourself you wanted what happened.” 
 
    “Michael, I wasn’t forced.”  
 
    He exploded. “You can’t expect me to believe that! Jesus, Eden, have you seen your neck?” His face reddened as he flung a hand toward me. “You were naked on that rooftop! You come back mauled, pregnant, and covered in bruises, and you claim you wanted it?”  
 
    “Rurik didn’t give me the bruises.” 
 
    “Oh, so it was a different feral.” He threw up his hands. “Well, that makes it okay, then.” 
 
    My voice climbed. “I could do with a little less sarcasm.”  
 
    “You could do with some fucking common sense! I thought this experience would finally knock some into you. If you could feel what it meant to be in heat—” He cut himself off, clamping his lips tight.  
 
    My scalp prickled. “What experience?”  
 
    He stared, his face going pale.  
 
    “What experience, Michael?” My voice shook as a horrible awareness spread through me. “What do you mean about me being in heat?”  
 
    Tension rose, and a slimy silence twisted between us. 
 
    But I didn’t need him to speak. I already knew the answers to my questions.  
 
    In a scratchy, trembling voice, I said, “You brought me the pack the night I left. You filled it with serum.”  
 
    He didn’t respond. He just watched me, his gaze wary…but also defiant.  
 
    “It wasn’t serum, was it.” I didn’t make it a question. We both knew I wasn’t really asking.  
 
    “No,” he said quietly. “It was a fertility drug. The cities have been using it to try to boost births.”  
 
    My mind tilted. Or maybe the whole world tilted. There couldn’t be a drug like that. “I would have known,” I heard myself say. “I would have heard about it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “The governors developed it in secret. They’ve been testing it on—” 
 
    “Feral women,” I finished. My face felt flushed, and my heart had started to pound. “They’ve been luring ferals into the cities and using them as incubators after they pump them full of fertility drugs.” I clenched a hand in the sheets as my voice dropped an octave. “And you decided to send me into the Alterlands with a whole fucking backpack of it.”  
 
    His eyes went wide, and he took a step back. “Eden, let’s just stay calm.” 
 
    “Calm?” My outraged response was little more than a growl. I looked down long enough to rip the IV from my arm. When I lifted my head, he was halfway to the door.  
 
    I moved without making a conscious decision to do so. One second I was in the bed, the next I blocked his path.  
 
    He stumbled back. “Your eyes are…” He put his hands out. “Eden, please, let’s talk about this.” 
 
    “Like we talked on the wall before I left?” I advanced on him. “When you told me you love me and want to marry me?”  
 
    “I do want to marry you!”  
 
    “You sent me into the Alterlands to be raped!” 
 
    He cringed and kept shuffling backwards. “It w-wasn’t supposed to be like that. I’ve dealt with Rurik before. I didn’t think he’d claim you. Just—” 
 
    “Just fuck me? You thought he would fuck me? No big deal, right?” My fangs distorted my speech as I hissed, “So I would learn my lesson.”  
 
    “It wasn’t like that!” He stopped, some of his anger returning. “You were always on the wall and in that stupid museum, dreaming of seeing the world. But there’s nothing out there, Eden! Not for anyone and especially not for a woman.” He jabbed a finger toward the ground. “Your world is here, with me, and you’re too goddamn stubborn to see it!”  
 
    My growl echoed around the room as I lunged forward and grabbed his neck. I pinned him to the wall in one sweeping motion, then lifted him onto his toes. His eyes bulged, and a gurgling sound emerged from his throat.  
 
    My fangs throbbed with the need to puncture. To rend flesh.  
 
    He must have seen it in my eyes, because he fought my hold, his heels banging the wall.  
 
    I brought my face inches from his and said, “You’re right, Michael. I’m far too stubborn.” 
 
    His chest heaved as he struggled to get air.  
 
    I tilted my head, my inner predator lingering over the plump veins in his neck. He smelled of fear and deceit—a sharp twang overlaid with smoke. 
 
    It was the fear that saved his life. Deep down, Michael Hessen was a coward. A quick death was too good for him. Better to let him live. He could spend the rest of his life knowing he wasn’t half the male Rurik was. 
 
    Because Rurik would never hurt someone he loved. He would never hurt anyone under his protection. The knowledge surged through me with a certainty so powerful I felt it in my bones. My blood. 
 
    My heart.  
 
    And in the tiny being nestled in my womb. A being I loved already, just as I loved the strong, intelligent, and noble male who put it there. 
 
    Rurik.  
 
    Lycan. 
 
    Mate.  
 
    Michael’s face went from red to purple. The delicate bones in his neck started to give under my grip.  
 
    I leaned in close enough for my lips to brush his ear. “You’re right,” I repeated. “But you’re also wrong. There is plenty to see in the Alterlands, and I liked what I saw.” I dragged one fang along his jugular, prompting another terrified gurgle. I whispered, “I liked what I felt, too.” I dragged my fang again, raising a thin line of blood. “I liked Rurik’s cock inside me. He made me feel more than you ever did.” 
 
    Michael’s body jerked as blood stopped flowing to his brain. He was close to passing out, but I knew he could still hear me.  
 
    “If you ever try to hurt him, you’ll die. Quickly. But if by some chance you succeed, I will hunt you down and make you eat your own balls.” I released him and stepped back.  
 
    He crashed to the ground, his hands clawing at his throat as he flopped and gasped.  
 
    “Just so we have an understanding,” I added.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Leaving the city was much easier as a feral. If I had any doubts about which side would win in a battle between the Alliance of Cities and the Alterlands, my escape settled it. No one tried to stop me because no one saw me moving through the darkened streets. Aided by my night vision, I clung to the shadows, gliding in and out of doorways and alcoves with soundless footsteps. 
 
    The gate presented a bigger problem. My fangs were sharp, but they were no match for two dozen fighters with automatic weapons.  
 
    But I knew another way out. 
 
    All those nights of childhood stargazing and exploring paid off. When the first governors raised walls around the cities, they worried about a siege. Walls kept enemies out, but they could also keep the city’s inhabitants in. As a result, every city had a tunnel running under one of its walls. The St. Louis tunnel was opposite the main gate, which made it easier for me to evade the guards as I pulled open the small metal door cut into the base of the wall.  
 
    When I emerged on the other side, lightning split the sky. I’d have to outrun the storm. But this time I wouldn’t have Rurik and the others to help me.  
 
    For a moment, I pressed my back against the wall, absorbing the sun’s warmth still baked into the stones. My heart rate kicked up, and sweat trickled down my back.   
 
    If I do this, I can never come back.  
 
    But I’d already done it. I made my decision the second I attacked Michael. I was feral now. No city would accept me back within its walls.  
 
    The Plains stretched before me, the land scrubby and broken. The way to Rurik’s stronghold lay on the other side of the city. Before I ran anywhere, I had to make it around the walls without being seen. By now, Michael had probably recovered enough to raise an alarm. If I was caught, I was dead.  
 
    My heart pounded harder…and then a tiny beat echoed it.  
 
    I jerked my gaze down. “At night when everything is quiet…”  
 
    I put my palm over my stomach and whispered, “That’s when I hear you.”  
 
    Lightning struck in the distance. A second later, thunder boomed.  
 
    The top of the watchtower to my right burst into green flame. As it licked at the sky, a deep horn shook the ground. One by one, glowing eyes appeared on the horizon.  
 
    My breath caught.  
 
    More eyes appeared—hundreds of them. They spread in a long line parallel to the wall. Behind them, another row blinked into existence. Then another. And another. I strained forward, struggling to make out bodies and faces.  
 
    A lone figure strode from the center. 
 
    And a pair of glowing golden eyes fixed on me.  
 
    Heart racing—the double beat thumping through my head—I pushed away from the wall and walked toward the figure.   
 
    The green fire sizzled, and the weight of the guards’ gazes pressed into my back. But the danger behind me was nothing compared to the danger I faced.   
 
    He’d threatened to whip me if I left him. He promised to make me come until I forgot everything but his name. Against all logic, my sex grew damp and my breaths became short.  
 
    When I was close enough to make out his features, he stopped. 
 
    For a second, I stopped, too. Then I realized… 
 
    He wants me to come to him.  
 
    Trembling, with my heart hovering in my throat, I forced myself forward. Step by step, I closed the distance between us.  
 
    And then my legs wouldn’t carry me any farther. I came to a halt, my gaze locked with his.  
 
    He was dressed for battle, his chest covered in a Kevlar vest. More armor wrapped around his legs and forearms.  
 
    But it was his expression that struck terror in my heart. His features looked cut from stone, the angles of his face harsh and uncompromising. His eyes burned brighter than I’d ever seen them—his beast hovering just out of reach. He stared at me, raw possession in his gaze. If he touched me, I wasn’t certain I’d survive.   
 
    The double heartbeat pounded harder. In the distance, lightning lit up the sky. Behind him, the army of ferals waited, still as statues.   
 
    He spoke, his fangs so long they mangled his speech. “You left me.” 
 
    I swallowed. “I was coming back.”  
 
    Wind pulled at our clothes and tossed my hair. I hardly noticed. I was too fixed on the beast peeking out from his eyes.  
 
    “I told you what would happen if you ever ran from me,” he said. “Do you remember?” 
 
    My sex clenched. Even now, facing his wrath, I wanted him.  
 
    Slowly, he lifted his hands. He turned them palms up, as if in surrender. His deep voice rumbled when he said, “I’m afraid to touch you. I…ache for you, as if my heart’s been ripped from my chest.” His eyes flashed. “And I would tear that city apart brick by fucking brick to take back what’s mine.” 
 
    Lightning struck a few hundred yards away. An explosion of sparks burst from the ground, sending dust swirling around us.  
 
    My body moved of its own accord, my feet carrying me to him. Slowly, I stepped into his arms.  
 
    His hands hovered in the air on either side of me. As I pressed my body against his, they curled into fists.  
 
    Heart thumping wildly, I said, “I came back to you, and I brought something with me.” With a shaking hand, I grasped his wrist and brought his clenched fist to my stomach. “I brought your child.” 
 
    The golden eyes flared wide. His heart sped up, the beats filling my ears. “You’re pregnant?”  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    His hand flattened against my stomach. “You carry my child,” he said, wonder in his voice. “How far along—” 
 
    “Early. Too soon to know much of anything. Except that I love him…or her.” I hesitated, then took a deep breath. “And I love you.” 
 
    The golden eyes thawed, turning molten. He clutched me to him, his arms wrapping around me as if he’d never let me go. “Say that again.” 
 
    “I love you,” I said at once.   
 
    His shuddering breath fluttered over my face. “I’m a fortunate male.” 
 
    I tipped my head back so I could look into his eyes. “So you won’t destroy the city?” 
 
    He flicked a glance at the walls behind me. “Hessen?” he asked, voice tight.  
 
    “I took care of him,” I said smoothly. “He won’t bother us again.” 
 
    Rurik’s chest rumbled with approval. “It’s a strong mate I’ve chosen for myself. Intelligent, beautiful, and fierce.” He smoothed my hair back from my face. “And mine.” 
 
    Wind streamed around us. Overhead, lightning flashed.  
 
    “We need to move,” he murmured. “Can you shift?”  
 
    My breath quickened, my blood singing in my veins. With him, I was up for anything.  
 
    “Yes,” I whispered.  
 
    Approval flared in his gaze. “Then let’s go, mate of mine. We’re racing the lightning tonight.”  
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    Blood Fortune 
 
      
 
    Visions can lie…but, the truth can kill. 
 
      
 
    By the 1770’s, the glory of and power of Venice have faded, leaving the crumbling city vulnerable to conquest from without and irrational fear from within. A glimpse. A rumor. A whisper. That is all it takes for one ambitious man to bring the proud city once known as La Serenissima to its knees, terrorized by the evidence of plague and the thought of witchcraft. 
 
      
 
    Sophia Marivic struggles to hide in plain sight, afraid of the ancient Slavic blood that runs through her veins and gives her the ability to foretell the future. Her deepest secret is about to become her greatest weakness when she has a vision of a dark, mysterious man approaching Venice on a strange ship. The plague she fears the man brings is nothing she could have ever imagined. Death follows in his wake as he haunts and hunts her—heart, body, and soul.   
 
      
 
    As the body count rises, the calls for retribution against witches grow louder, and Sophia is caught in the crosshairs, trapped between the danger before her and the desire for the man who will be the death of her.  
 
      
 
    For Sophia, there can be no escape from her…Blood Fortune. 
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    To the loves we continue to find, over and over, throughout our lifetimes. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    It was considered bad form for a witch to have a vision during High Mass.  
 
    Therefore, it was most natural and reasonable for Sophia Marvic to feel somewhat put upon at the sudden onset of what promised to be a vision of unusual strength. 
 
    Taking in a long breath, she forced herself to concentrate on the musty smell of the church that tickled her nose. She sat straighter, her corset easing and pulling as she breathed in and out, waiting for something, anything, to begin. Trying to stave off the full impact of the Sight, she exhaled slowly as the priest performed the rites during Sunday’s mass. Crucibles, sins, and forgiveness. She glanced toward the ceiling and stared at the faded, frescoed story of Christ and his sacrifice. Dust and spider webs found their home in the crevices. The muted colors of the paint melted into each other, and the Apostles wavered and grew blurry. She blinked several times and rubbed her eyes, but her vision would not clear. Apparently, contrary to her wishes, the Sight was determined to foist this particular vision upon her in this specific moment.  
 
    Merda, she thought to herself, as the familiar tugging and pulling drew darkness over her eyes and swept her awareness away from the hard wood of the pew and the cold stone beneath her feet. She knew better than to fight the onslaught for fear of drawing attention to herself, and she gave herself up completely to the bleak horizon that rose up around her.  
 
    October winds, strong and full of salt, drove a galleon hard on its keel into the churning, crashing waves. There was something off in her vision, though, for the winds seemed too steadily relentless to be entirely natural. The crew rushed about the deck and crawled along the rigging like frantic beetles, shaken but determined to hold on.  
 
    It was strange to stand on this deck with the merciless wind ripping her hair from its pins and braids, surrounded by chaos and yet untouched and unregarded. She was not troubled by the fact she felt the physical sensations of her surroundings. That was a common enough occurrence in her visions. What caused her heart to pound was the sight of two people standing near the prow, as unmoved and unnoticed as herself.  
 
    She crept closer, careful to hide herself behind the solid girth of one of the masts. Peering around it, she studied the two figures by the railing. One was a childishly petite woman with the palest golden hair, with perfectly rolled curls that bounced and danced uncaringly in the wind, even as the brilliant violet feathers in her velvet hat strained at the stitching. She wore a black lace veil that covered her face and wound an elegant trail around her neck. The veil alone probably cost six months' wages for Sophia, and she could freely admit she envied the rich fur trim on the woman's dark blue woolen cloak.  
 
    The man was no less well attired, though he sported black from head-to-toe, from his faultless beaver tricorn hat to the full-length cape that snapped in the wind, revealing a dark suit with gold buttons and surprisingly worn boots. Whereas the woman's face was veiled, the man had no such disguise. He squinted against the wind, creating small, weathered creases at the corners of his eyes, and his full lips were set and hard. The sharp lines of his jaw and chin reflected just how hard he must have been clenching his jaw.  
 
    He was obviously a powerful man, but just as obviously a dangerous one, too. It wasn't fair that he was also achingly handsome.  
 
    "You are not happy," the woman said softly.  
 
    "Am I ever?" the man replied. 
 
    "You have moments of content." 
 
    "True. But, it is a meager diet, and I starve for more." 
 
    The woman said nothing, and for a few long moments, they both simply stood, looking out over the grey waves as if their line of sight alone could guide the ship to port.  
 
    "We should be there soon," she said. 
 
    "Oh, what joy is mine." The bitter sarcasm in the man's voice bit into Sophia's very skin.  
 
    "Why are we going to Venice if it will not make you happy?" 
 
    He shrugged, but the hand that rested on the pommel of his saber tightened convulsively.  
 
    "You are irascible today." The woman gently prised his fingers from the handle. 
 
    "That is a big word for my little moppet." A ghost of a smile played on his lips. 
 
    "Brooding brutes require big words to get through their thick skulls," she retorted, tilting her face up at him.  
 
    He smiled, and in that instant, his face was transformed. Years fell away, and light came into his eyes. It was a short-lived metamorphosis, though, as melancholia once more tugged his lips down and pulled his straight brows into a frown.  
 
    "Come now," the woman teased softly. "You were almost there. I very nearly had you cheered up." 
 
    "You are too good to me," the man replied sadly, shaking his head. "But, until I find what I seek, I can never truly be happy." 
 
    "What if you never find it?" 
 
    The wooden railing under his hand cracked and splintered with a deafening snap that Sophia heard above the roar of the waves. "I cannot accept that. I will not accept that. If I did, what purpose would I have? What would be the point of my existence? No, I shall follow my ill star until my promise is kept." 
 
    The woman regarded him steadily, then nodded and walked away. Sophia lost her in the periphery of her vision, but she wasn't tempted to turn and follow the figure with her gaze. Everything she thought, saw, and felt was now centered around the man who now crushed the shattered railing with his bare hand. 
 
    Power. Danger. Beauty.  
 
    Three heady poisons now ran through her blood, and her breath caught in her throat. She tried to exhale slowly to calm herself but could only gasp once more as the man turned in her direction.  
 
     And looked right at her. 
 
    Was it possible to drown while standing on a ship above the waves in a vision that could not be real? Because that was the sensation that consumed her. There was no air, no light, no sound. There was only him, and his dark gaze that was locked onto hers. The man did not move as he looked at her, but his eyes grew wider and more wild with every passing second.  
 
    She shrank back, wordless thoughts of fear and flight beating a terrified tattoo in the back of her mind. Yet, she was helpless against the way the shock on the man's face turned to recognition, then once more to something predatory that whispered dark promises in the dead of night. Shadows began to tease the edge of her vision, narrowing it as if she was falling backwards through a spyglass. The last thing she saw was the man run toward her, reaching for her, but he was far away now and growing farther by the moment until she saw nothing at all by the blackness that engulfed her. 
 
    “Signorina!” yelled the man next to her. He grabbed her shoulders and gave her an earnest shake. “Signorina! So help me, I will slap the madness from you!” 
 
    Drawn from her vision, Sophia gasped and looked up to the man standing before her. The priest stared at her in silent horror. No man, woman or child had even a whisper. She glanced around her before she met the gaze of the man once more. She swallowed and a different kind of fear swallowed her heart. 
 
    “Release me, sir,” she insisted as she tried to pull herself free. 
 
    He held onto her firmer. “There is a madness in you, woman! The devil speaks through you! You, sir!” he yelled out and pointed to someone behind her. “Help me remove her from the service before she inflicts the devil upon us all!” 
 
    “What?” she wanted to laugh at the outburst. “No!” Sophia screamed and tried once more to pull away from the man. He pushed her forward and held both of her arms in his hands. As she reached the end of the pew, her feet stumbled one over the other and the other man joined her side and gave her a hard yank up. Each man grabbed a forearm, bracing her under the pits. Sophia thrashed in their embrace as they carried her out, backwards, from the sanctuary. “They are coming!” she screamed. “Be warned, they are coming!” 
 
    “Saints preserve us,” gasped a woman with a long, crooked nose as she crossed herself. “The child sees devils and speaks with their tongues.”  
 
    Sophia knew this woman by sight from the mass they attended together and from sometimes crossing paths in the campo. She had nicknamed the woman Signora Long Nose, a habit from the first days and weeks when she was new to Venice and struggled with the language and bubbly, bobbling names.  
 
    “She is from the mountains to the east,” said Signora Bad Wig. “They are not so civilized there, those Slavs. They live in huts with dirt floors and rut like pigs in shit. I am shocked that she comes to mass. Her kind are more likely to sacrifice a goat than partake of Holy Communion.” 
 
    Signora Bad Wig’s words inspired a chorus of whispers and tittering. The priest, whom Sophia liked to call Father Potbelly, joined the group as they reached the entrance of the church. He signaled for the two men to release her, and Sophia couldn’t hold back her sigh of relief as feeling rushed back into her arms. She eyed the priest warily as he reached out to touch her.  
 
    “Child,” he said gently, resting his hand on her shoulder. “I mean you no harm. But you are young and vulnerable, the very kind of soul that Satan longs to fill with demons and filth. You must pray, pray for the salvation of your immortal soul and the release of your body from the evil that seeks to possess you.” 
 
    Without warning, his grip on her shoulder grew tight and painful as he recited prayer after prayer in Latin. The two men took hold of her arms to keep her from fleeing as the priest became more impassioned in his prayers, grabbing fistfuls of her hair and yanking her head back.  
 
     “Release me,” she insisted. “Release me this instant!” She screamed and thrashed in the grasp of the two men.  
 
    The priest concluded his prayers, calmer now, but gazing at her sorrowfully. “Evil has taken root in the soul of this little one, but there is no possession yet.” He sighed. “It is only a matter of time, though, before the devil claims her for his own.”  
 
    “I am neither evil nor possessed by the devil!” she yelled back to him, the men holding her, and the watching crowd.  
 
    The men grumbled something incoherent. They pulled on her again and a loud bang erupted that resulted in the door of the church being kicked open. The people in the sanctuary crowded the doors, muttering amongst themselves.  
 
    Unceremoniously tossed from the steps, Sophia landed abruptly on her backside, the roughness of the ground scraping her back and bottom, as well as the palms of her hands. She would be bruised later. The men stared down at her, shaking their heads and dusting their hands off. One of them closed the doors, closing her out of the church. She stood and dusted herself off, holding her chin high. A few passersby stopped and stared at her. She glanced at them, then back to the church. 
 
    “Your lot would not know if the devil were sitting upon your face!” She turned and left the edge of the church with a slight limp in her step. She fumed and growled as she shook her head. 
 
    “Are you well, madam?” called someone to her left. She glanced over and found a few men and women standing with their carts for the late-morning post-church crowd. She looked them over and without a nod or answer, she looked away and continued home. 
 
    She glanced down at one of her gloved wrists and scowled at the ripped lace fabric. The cream lace now tainted with dirt and her own blood, she yanked it off and shoved the garment in a pocket in her skirt, pulling her cloak closer around her. She crossed over a few bridges and turned down an alleyway; the corridor typically not a place to huddle in the evening. She worked at a tavern not far from the Rialto and arrived home in the early hours of the morning. Once she reached home, the tiny living area provided her a roof over her head, and somewhere to keep dry and warm. She’d hoped for more in a living space, but for now, this fit her wages. 
 
    She pushed her way through her home and closed the door, then leaned upon it, closing her eyes. The morning’s events continued to unfold, over and over. 
 
    The ship. 
 
    The man. 
 
    The strangling. 
 
    Her screaming. 
 
    The church fools throwing her out. 
 
    She opened her eyes and sighed, then sat her belongings down and made her way for the wash basin. She pulled out a few salves to clean up her hands and hoped her skirts had not torn during the toss-out.  
 
    “Just as well,” she told herself.  
 
    Once she applied the salve and placed a bandage around her palm and wrist, she made her way to her room to clean up herself and her clothing.  
 
    “Gavin should hear of this, and when he does, he will not be happy.” Gavin Girard, her most trusted friend in the city. She thought about how he might react to what had occurred at the church and her vision. He was one of few who appreciated her gifts. 
 
    She loosened the cords of her corset and pushed the busk enclosures together, then removed it. She twisted her skirts around and found the fabric had indeed ripped in a few places, as well as been stained with dirt. 
 
    She growled and forcefully removed the skirts and threw them on the floor. Tears burned her eyes and she covered her face with her hands. After a moment, she shook her head and palmed the tears away. She inhaled and held the breath for a moment, then let it go.  
 
    “I’ve had enough of this,” she muttered, and marched over to her small, battered trunk. Pulling out her needle and thread, she sewed closed the rips made in the fabric of her skirts. 
 
    She’d mended enough lace in her time to know just where to sew to cover the abrasion. She wiped off the evidence of debris and nodded to her work. She did the same to her lace gloves and dressed herself once more. 
 
    She smoothed down her hair, having no idea if it had become disheveled during the altercation. A mirror was an unheard-of luxury, and without the correct angle of light to make the window reflective, she had no way to check herself. Wetting a cloth, she cleaned up her face, and then set forth to find Gavin.  
 
    She would explain the vision using her old, leather bag holding her scry bones to figure out who these strangers were and if the threat of evil fell upon them. 
 
    And why the man in the vision could not only see her, but touch her as well. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Twilight fell over Campo St. Benedetto, and Sophia pulled her cloak tighter around her body as she raced through people walking between bridges. She felt a shiver from the cool air and the fright from church clung to her. These days, people seized on any excuse to find blame. Their anger and fear ran close to the surface. Only two months prior, a small epidemic of cholera had swept through the city, leaving the usual deadly and degrading devastation in its wake. Rumors of restless imperial Hapsburg regiments to the north did nothing to help the general nervousness that clung to the town like a grey miasma. 
 
    She took herself from a brisk walk to a jog as she raced across the city from Cannaregio to the Arsenale, where Gavin lived. She needed to speak with him about her vision, about the possibility of this evil making landfall upon their domain. When she finally arrived, she banged her fist four times against the door and leaned into it, breathless and terrified. 
 
    The building looked like any other worn, stone edifice in the city―unless one looked closer. Heavy shutters sat forbiddingly over the upper-level windows, and there were no windows at all at street level. The door was a single piece of solid oak. Over the lintel hung a small bronze dragon bearing the initials ‘S.M.’ Sophia was one of the few who knew that this stood for Saint Marcellus of Paris, who had slain a dragon as one of his many miracles. 
 
    There was a reason the building bearing the dragon of St. Marcellus was so fortified. St. Marcellus was also the patron of vampire Hunters, and the order of Hunters that had grown up around him needed places of secrecy and security from which to operate.  
 
    The interior of the safe house was spare, with solid but simple tables and benches, and a large hearth that took up a large part of one of the walls. The Hunter who had opened the door waved her inside, and she heard the rattle of lock and chain behind her. A few Hunters sat huddled around the table closest to the fire, nursing tankards of hot wine mixed with honey.  
 
    “Where’s Gavin?” Sophia called out as she stepped further inside.  
 
    Heavy footfalls echoed through the tavern from someone running. The bass pounded the wooden floor and a tall, young, good-looking man with dark, spiky hair cropped short entered the room; Gavin Girard. His auburn eyes widened as he stared into her own. The clothes clung to his thick body and a sweat patch formed on his chest. 
 
    “What has happened, Sophia?” 
 
    She cut him off before he finished his sentence. “No, come closer.” She waved him over. Sophia glanced around the room and found the men watching her. She cleared her throat as he stepped closer. He placed his palms upon her biceps and leaned into her. 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    She nodded, then shook her head no. “I had a vision, Gavin. Something of a fright!” She recounted what she saw; the men with the crates, the premonition of evil that came with their presence. She thought about the man in her vision, and looked at Gavin. As she opened her mouth to speak of it, she changed her mind. “What am I to make of this? Are they bringing a plague?” A chill visibly shivered through her body. 
 
    “Shh,” Gavin told her and pulled her into his embrace. He hugged her close and rested his cheek upon her head. “I won’t let anything happen to you.” He paused for a moment. “When will they arrive?” 
 
    She pulled away from him and dusted down her top as if to dust off debris. “What would your ladies of the evening say, Gavin, if they were to catch you this way with me? Hmm?” She held her chin up and lifted a brow. “Day after tomorrow.” She took another step back, putting space between them. Gavin had made known his intention to court her, but Sophia never returned his feelings; she felt nothing other than friendship. That didn’t stop him from flirting outrageously with other women, but she knew his heart would always be faithful to her. 
 
    She lowered her gaze. She teased Gavin to no end about his dalliances. He presented himself as the worst kind of rake and rogue, and more often than not, never cared what anyone thought.  
 
    One of the older Hunters in the room chuckled. Gavin glared at the man, then looked back to Sophia. He nodded and crossed his thick arms over his broad chest. “Right, then. We’ll meet our newcomers head-on, with Hunters ready to fight, if necessary.” 
 
    She wondered, if she were ever deemed a menace, if the Hunters would be as quick to defend her as they were to protect the people of Venice. They were happy enough to use her ‘gifts’ to their advantage, but it wasn’t so long ago that her kind were beaten and burned in mountain villages and city squares.  
 
    Barely fifty years had passed since the last witches in her village had been accused in the heat of anger, tried in the crucible of ecclesiastical fear, and executed in haste. Some children were told stories of imps and goblins to get them to behave, but all Sophia could remember were the whispered warnings of her grandmother against letting her gifts be known. 
 
    At first, Venice had seemed too sophisticated and forward-thinking to be prey to such foolish fanaticism, but after today’s events in the church, there was little doubt the people of Campo St. Benedetto thought her insane, or one of the devil’s children, if not both. 
 
    Gavin took her by the elbow and pulled her toward one of the candlelit corners. He pulled a seat out for her, then sat next to her. “Tell me more about this vision of yours.” 
 
    She leaned against the chair, slipped her hand into her cloak and ran her fingers over the amethyst stone her mother handed down to her years ago. She pulled power from this stone, recalling her mother’s words. 
 
    Your great-great grandmother’s ashes were forged into this stone upon her death. You can pull power from it, and strength. She slipped her fingers around her neck, gently stroking the skin where she’d felt strangled. “I’ve told you what you need to know.” 
 
    He leaned in closer. “You’re holding something back.” He lightly touched her chin and lifted her gaze to meet his own. “Tell me, let me help where I can, where we can.” 
 
    She pulled away from him and raised her brow once more. She did not enjoy letting Gavin touch her this way. It gave him false hopes, made him imagine a promise she never made. Crossing her legs, she pulled her throwing bones from her cloak. Glancing up and finding no one watching them, she cast her bones across the tabletop. They laid about and she pointed to two that sat near one another. 
 
    “This shows me the plague that is coming. These,” she pointed to another bone, “suggest the plague is not a disease, as such. Something dark, something evil is coming.” She pulled the bones back together and put them into her pocket. “There’s nothing more to tell. They are coming.”  
 
    Gavin nodded and stood from the table, then left her be, and Sophia sighed in relief. The last thing she wanted was for Gavin to play the hero, to attempt to rescue her as if she were a damsel in a fairy tale. She could hold her own in hand-to-hand combat if required; her father at least taught her how to defend herself. Unfortunately, she didn’t have a chance in hell of firing one of the guns. 
 
    Sophia glanced at the pistol at Gavin's waist, and it reminded her of how he had tried to teach her. She shivered with awkward discomfort at the memory of how he had used the opportunity to teach her to shoot, to wrap his arms around her, and make his amorous intentions clear. 
 
    No. She would defend herself her own way, if it came to it. 
 
    As twilight fell to evening, Gavin offered to walk her home. A wind sent a chill creeping across Sophia and she shivered. Gavin removed his coat and hung it over her shoulders. She smiled and accepted the gesture. 
 
    “I was thrown out of church today.” She spoke in a soft voice. 
 
    “What?” he asked and pulled her to a stop. “They did what?” 
 
    She nodded. “I had my vision during service this morning. They threw me out and accused me of doing the devil’s work.” 
 
    He inhaled a sharp breath through his nose. “They will hear from me on this! They cannot presume to think…” 
 
    “Gavin,” Sophia started and placed her hands upon his forearms. “Please, it would only make the matter worse. In time, it will pass and the Signoras will have other topics of gossip to consume them.”  
 
    He shook his head. “No, it is not acceptable.” 
 
    “Oh, I agree with you, but at this moment, there is no point in arguing.” She turned away from him. “I do not care what people think.” 
 
    “Maybe you should,” he countered and stepped in time with her. “People could bring charges against you.” 
 
    “Then let them,” she fumed. “I will pack up and leave before they are able to do anything.” Silence fell between them. As they turned the corner to her alleyway, she looked up to him. “Thank you for walking me home tonight.” She pulled his jacket off and handed it back to him. “It is never a problem, Sophia. I would rather see you home safe than wake up to news of misfortune.” 
 
    She nodded. “Again, thank you, Gavin.” She lowered her gaze and fished her keys from her cloak as a shadow fell across her face. She glanced over to find that Gavin had stepped closer. She closed her eyes, then shook her head. “Please, no. Besides, wouldn’t your ladies of the evening be jealous? Reserve your kisses for them.” 
 
    He frowned. “Just on the cheek,” he whispered and leaned in, then kissed her. “I will take only as much as you are willing to give. And I will wait for you, for an eternity, my Sophia.” He lightly touched her cheek and kissed it once more, then ducked away from her home and headed out toward the main thoroughfare. 
 
    Sophia sighed and entered her home, but not before glancing toward the Doge’s palace. The windows were an open expanse and lights were shining. She wondered if they were discussing politics, or the latest scandal. A chill swept over her body as she thought of the events from church today. 
 
    “Signorina Marivic!” 
 
    Sophia gasped as the landlady’s shrill voice called out into the night air. She furrowed her brows at the woman and stepped back out onto her porch, closing the door behind her. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “Yes!” the elderly woman declared. She walked slightly hunched over and her body looked as if it had not been washed in a month. “I do not run a whore house, Signorina Marivic! I have a good, moral boarding house and I have had it this way for many years! You will not take that from me with the gentleman callers!” 
 
    “I beg your pardon!” she gasped. “For your information, although it is none of your business, the gentleman you saw is a friend, and nothing more. He saw to walking me home tonight so I would not be alone. Now I will bid you goodnight and forget this conversation ever happened!” Sophia turned her back on the woman before allowing her another word. She closed her door as the woman continued to berate her. 
 
    Sophia rolled her eyes and readied herself for the evening. She had a long day tomorrow, working as a barmaid at the tavern by the Grand Canal. She yawned and laid down in her bed, then stretched. She longed for a few ways to burn logs as she shivered. As she began to drift off to sleep, her vision wavered. She thought at first it had to be because she felt tired. Then everything went black, shifting almost immediately to a kaleidoscope of colors. 
 
    As the circling of colors slowed to still forms, the atmosphere felt warm, whereas a moment ago, chill had settled in for the night. Buildings tall and dark stood before her on a dirt paved road. Warmth enveloped her backside and she turned to face it. She gasped to the familiar man with the hat, who stood at a distance, his face turned up to the night sky. Smoke and flames erupted behind him in a fire so vicious, she felt herself step away, not wanting to be burned. 
 
    He stood over the body of a woman, blood on his hands...maybe the woman’s blood? As his face lowered, a callous so pure of hate as he glared at the deceased woman’s body. She felt a longing to embrace the man, thinking, maybe hoping, he could not save her from the fire and he was in torment. Then as she stepped closer, Sophia gasped with her fingers over her lips. She shook her head and her eyes widened. The woman she looked upon...was Sophia herself. She stumbled backwards in her retreat, just as the man in the hat snarled to the night sky once more. 
 
    She scooted across the ground and regained her feet. She inhaled and held her breath for a moment, then stepped closer to the bodies She stood over them, she touched her neck where the man in her vision had attempted to strangle her. She shook her head and took another step. A branch cracked under her feet. She glanced down, then when she looked up, she met his gaze. 
 
    The man did a double-take and gasped, shocked. He lowered the woman’s body to the ground and stood. Did he see her? Recognize her? How could he? She was not there, only in her vision. 
 
    Sophia screamed and sat up in bed, sweating as the chill of the air made her shiver. The vision of the man as clear as if she had just looked upon him. Who was this man in the hat? Did he kill her in the future? Did she just foresee her own death? She swiped her arm across her forehead, laid back down and stared at the ceiling. He would be arriving soon, bringing death with him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Swiping her brow across the sleeve on her chemise, Sophia glanced down at the material clinging to her arm as the heat of the tavern rose. Afternoon meal had arrived and patrons sat at the tables, the bar, anywhere they could find air to possess. She poured goblets of wine for some, and for a few, the ale. She set goblets on the tray she carried and brought it to a nearby table. The air stank of body odor and stale wine. 
 
    A few familiar faces struck her as she nodded toward one, smiled to another. The shipping captains home from whatever journey their ships took them. One of the men she recognized as a somewhat-regular patron. The years and wind had not been kind, gifting him with deep lines on his leathery face. His oilskin coat was worn, and his beard had not seen a good washing in maybe a month. He brought the ale to his lips and took a drink, and she smiled when foam clung to his beard. 
 
    She looked to the man sitting across from the captain and realized she did not recognize him. His small body sat forward in an effeminate sort of way. Dressed in all black, from his hat to his cloak, coat, and trousers. She noted, as her eyes roamed the length of him, his black stockings and shoes. His leather shoes actually appeared to be new, or maybe just well taken care of. She looked up to the stranger and raised her brow. 
 
    New clerk of the Doge’s? she thought to herself. She sidestepped a few tables with a curious ear and leaned in toward the men as they conversed. 
 
    “Your message was urgent,” the clerk said, his hands resting still on either side of his goblet. “At the very least, your messenger boy was quite out of breath.” 
 
    “Aye,” the captain replied. He scrubbed a dirty hand over his leathery face. “I haven’t seen the likes of this ever, Signor Teodotto. Knew you’d want to know.” 
 
    “Perhaps then you might speed your way to my enlightenment. I am a busy man.” 
 
    The captain, who would most likely have given the young clerk a piece of his mind for insubordination had the younger man served on his ship, looked too worried to object to anything at the moment.  
 
    “We arrived this morning.” The captain stared down at the table, his fingernails picking at the grain of the wood. 
 
    “That is rather obvious.” 
 
    “We weren’t due ’til this evening, wha’ wi’ the tides and wind.” 
 
    “The sea is fickle. This is still not surprising.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t say that if you had ever held the wheel of a ship or hung onto the rudder in the face of a storm. But yer lily white hands are showin’ me yeh have no idea what this means.” 
 
    “Enlighten me.” It was surprising how menacing a faint sigh could sound from such thin lips. 
 
    “There warn’t a storm to bring the winds we had, and the tides weren’t in our favor!” The captain brought his fist down on the table, which turned many gazes toward their table, including Sophia’s. “The wind comes out of nowhere, pushing us ’til we’re over on our keel. Then, sure as yeh blow a candle out, the wind stops, and we’re in the middle of the harbor wi’ no place to dock until ’til noon.” 
 
    “So, your good fortune led to an inconvenience. My heart bleeds for you.” Signor Teodotto’s ferret-like face scrunched up in a sneer. 
 
    “My good fortune could just save your city, you beef-witted puttock!” Another blow from the captain’s fists against the table caused his ale to splash over the sides of his mug. Sophia rolled her eyes. That would be sticky to clean up. The captain leaned in and lowered his voice, making her lean in as well, at least as subtly as she could. “There’s a plague comin’ to La Serenissima.” 
 
    The clerk’s expression smoothed, and his eyes grew hard and bright. “Explain.” 
 
    “We’re just in from Pula. People there were dyin’ strangely. Well enough in the evenin’ and dead by mornin’, not a mark on them.” 
 
    “You’re saying this is not a plague of pox?” Signor Teodotto’s voice was so quiet and steady now, it was hard to believe that he was the supercilious bureaucrat of just a few moments ago. 
 
    “I don’t know rightly what it is,” the captain admitted. “But...it ain’t natural. Not a pockmark, not buboe, not even a fever rash. Just dead. Lying in the street dead when they should be sleepin’ in their beds. We took a cargo of healthy nobles fleein’ the city and willin’ to pay, and then, the wind started.” 
 
    Sophia reached into her pocket and she felt the bones against her fingertips. She moved them to and fro as she leaned even further in. 
 
    “You fool! You blind worm!” the clerk hissed, his lips pulling back to reveal oddly small teeth. “You come to tell me of plague, but you may have brought it with you! I should put you and your ship to the flame.” 
 
    Sophia’s mouth opened, agape from the news shared of the possible plague. My visions! No… She continued to listen in and prayed not to be discovered in her eavesdropping while a bead of sweat trickled down her back. 
 
    She lifted a brow as she continued to spy on the conversation, when blackness gripped her vision. She bit her lip to keep from screaming outright from the shock of it.  
 
    It was him, the man in her visions. He ran away from the flames, the burning castle with a sword in hand. Blood dripped from in against the wind. Sophia gasped and felt the heat of the fire, smelled the carnage in the air. 
 
    Then as quickly as she went into the vision, it ended. She inhaled a sharp breath and appreciated the burn it left in her lungs. She eyed both the clerk and the captain and sighed in relief. No one had noticed her odd behavior. 
 
    The captain grinned at the clerk, enjoying the other man’s impotent rage. He gulped down the rest of his ale and wiped his beard. “Too late now, your graciousness. An’ yer the fool if you think I survived this long goin’ port-to-port by not recognizin’ a sick person when I met ’em? Nah, yer graciousness can rest easy that I ain’t brought nowt o’ the plague wi’ me.” 
 
     “If you are that sure of them, then you’ll have no problem giving me their names and the direction for where they shall be staying.” Signor Teodotto was calm again, and it was perhaps the speed with which his demeanor changed that frightened Sophia the most. 
 
    The captain leaned back in his chair, pulling the sides of his coat together over his chest. He scratched his chin and looked up at the ceiling thoughtfully. 
 
    “I don’t know rightly as I could tell you much about ’em, even if I cared to. Polite enough. Quiet. Kept to themselves, mostly in their cabin.” 
 
    “You could hardly expect them to loiter about on deck with the midshipmen,” the clerk snapped. “Who are they? What are their names?” 
 
    “Eh, afraid I can’t help yeh with that.” 
 
    “You won’t tell me their names?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you.” 
 
    The clerk raised a brow. “Can’t, or won’t?” 
 
    The captain smirked. “They paid me more than enough gold not to ask.” 
 
    Signor Teodotto drummed his fingers. “You had best be sailing out with the next tide, captain.” 
 
    “Wasn’t plannin’ on it.” 
 
    “You should, if you wish to still have a boat to sail.” 
 
    Surprised by the turn of the clerk, the power the man thought he held, she looked between both men, shocked, frightened, and fearful for who had arrived on this ship. 
 
    The captain eyed the clerk shrewdly, then nodded. “A toast, then, to my next voyage. Girl!” He looked over at Sophia and waved her over. 
 
    Sophia trembled at what had been said between the captain and this clerk. She stepped closer and made every attempt to not stare the man dressed in black in the eyes. Afraid of what might come from her mouth if she dared, speak, she pressed her lips together. Without checking the contents of the clerk’s goblet, she began to pour the wine, and missed it completely, spilling it on the table and his lap. 
 
    She gasped and stepped back, dropping the tray she had been carrying, then covering her mouth with her fingers. “My apologies, sir!” 
 
    Signor Teodotto shot to his feet, only tall enough to look her in the eyes, but the fury in his gaze was unmistakable. Until it changed. One moment, he gave a scornful once-over, and the next moment, his gaze became riveted to her neck. He leaned in slightly, and Sophia covered the pendant with her hand. 
 
    Dear heavens, did he recognize this? Would he know what it means, the significance of the piece? She took a few steps back and bumped into another patron. She turned around and apologized. The man waved her off as a clumsy woman, and she shifted her gaze back to the clerk. 
 
    He would have her face in memory now, which might not be in her favor. If anything were to take place, causing suspicion, he would have an easy finger to point. Most likely he’d heard of the outburst at church Sunday morning. Yes, one more nail in her coffin. 
 
    “Girl!” Baroli bellowed, muscling his way through the crowd of patrons, heedless of what he caused to be spilled in the process. “I’ve warned ye before to watch yer clumsy hands! Now, look, yeh’ve spilled on a man worth ten o’ ye! Git the soldi you’re owed for the day and git ye gone!” 
 
    Sophia gasped and her eyes burned with the onslaught of unshed tears. She shook her head no and took a step back. “No,” she whispered. “Please, it was an accident!” She glanced to the captain who sat stoically in his seat, though his eyes were bright with outrage. But he could be no help. An unexpected champion then spoke up for her. 
 
    “My good Baroli, ah, si, si, I know of you very well,” Signor Teodotto said smoothly, looking at her thoughtfully. “’Tis of no account. The girl was startled. An innocent accident that could happen to any of us poor, frail mortals. I would take it as a personal...favor...if you would give her the benefit of your mercy.” 
 
    Baroli choked on his own surprise, his eyes bulging slightly with something between shock and fear. “But, but of course, sir,” he spluttered. “As you wish, certainly. As you wish.” He rounded on Sophia. “Thank the gentleman for his graciousness!” 
 
    She wondered if he knew how ironic his use of ‘graciousness’ was compared to the captain’s irreverent version. She turned in a slow movement from Baroli to look upon the clerk. She bowed a low curtsy. “Thank you, kind sir, for your generous mercy. I am not worthy of such a reprieve; however, I thank you for such kindness and will do all I can to deserve it.” She gazed up through her lashes, then lowered them once more. 
 
    Signor Teodotto held his hand out and helped her to rise. “My dear girl, you are most welcome. But your cheeks are flushed, and your eyes are bright. Perhaps you are overwrought. Hmmm,” he tapped his chin as if in deep thought. “Perhaps you might benefit from a breath of air to return some of your composure. Baroli!” The portly tavern keeper shook like a badly-set aspic. “I assume you would have no objection to little Signorina―” he looked expectantly at her. 
 
    “Sophia,” she whispered while keeping her face neutral, not to give any hint that she was shocked at the man’s suggestion, or at how he had handled Baroli. No one ever talked to the tavern keeper this way. No one. 
 
    “Signorina Sophia stepping out for the afternoon. After all, she has had a most trying time.” 
 
    Baroli’s head bobbed like a buoy on a windy day, and he couldn’t give his consent fast enough. Sophia needed no further permission. 
 
    She quickly turned on her heel to rush from the tavern as fast as her feet would carry her. The coins in her apron bounced against one another, sounding like the tax collector when he came to take money from families. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Mila stumbled on the shallow marble steps of Palazzo Fanti, and it was only her vampiric speed that kept her from falling over into the vampire in front of her. Though had she fallen, she felt it would not have been her fault, as the sun was still quite high in the sky, even for October. 
 
    She had a fleeting recollection of a mortal saying once that he had stubbed his toe quite painfully while tripping in the same way she had. He made a funny grimace to imitate the pain he was describing. His grimace when she had sunk her fangs into his neck had been more authentic. 
 
    Yet, this idea of pain was difficult for her. Reason dictated that as a mortal child, she must have experienced the sensation. But, those memories were now no more than strange flashes of fire and straw, burning against the night. She had been eighteen when Dorian turned her, and that had been more than three hundred years ago. 
 
    How ironic, then, that this was her first time in the Serene Republic of Venice, La Serenissima the others called it. The others were equally excited and pleased about this visit, as it had been just as long for them. First the disruptions of Great Mortality of the 14th century, and then the knife’s edge danger of the Ottomans had made travel in this part of the world dangerous for everyone, even vampires. 
 
    “I heard Signor Fanti was made in the 8th century!” Lady Abberley whispered eagerly to Madame Bellefontaine. Mila smiled indulgently. They were really quite new still, being just barely past their first hundred-year mark. 
 
    One had begged the Favor from Dorian when they all had been spending a bit of time in London after the plague of 1666. That had been a good time to hunt. No one questioned dead bodies in the street. Lady Abberley was an aspiring-but-failed royal mistress, and Dorian had felt sorry for her. He had also been more than happy to accept her ‘dowry’ of fifty thousand pounds and her dower estate as a thank you gift. 
 
    Madame Bellefontaine had joined them a decade later, though the ‘Madame’ part was a convenience she had adopted after the Favor. Before that, she had been despoiled and betrayed Mademoiselle Bellefontaine, abandoned by her married lover and more than happy to slaughter her entire disapproving family in order to bring Dorian her inheritance. 
 
    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” Madame Bellefontaine replied, sniffing and curling her lip. “We spin more myths about ourselves than even mortals do.” 
 
    Mila admitted she had a point, at least for most of them. In order to spin a myth, there had to be a seed of truth to start from. For herself, she had always simply been Mila, Dorian’s grateful creation. There was nothing else about her that merited grandiloquent paeans. 
 
    She bumped into Lady Abberley, who turned and snarled, fangs flashing. Mila blinked slowly, keeping her expression even. The day when a fledgling like Lady Abberley became an actual threat was the day she’d hand a priest the wooden stake she always carried with her and beg him to put an end to her. 
 
    “Glad is your arrival, and sad will be your parting!” A deep voice rumbled across the domed ceiling of the foyer. At the top of the stairs stood a figure cloaked in magnificent peacock-colored brocade, only his white hands with their long, spidery fingers visible as he extended them in greeting. 
 
    “Glad we are for the welcome and hope that a parting will speed a return!” Dorian replied, finishing the traditional greeting among vampires granting truce and hospitality to each other. 
 
    Mila was pleased at the dashing figure Dorian cut, with his smart black cloak, stiff black hat, and grey wool traveling suit with snowy white lace at his throat and cuffs. 
 
    Dorian doffed his hat and made a gracious bow to the cloaked figure, who then returned the bow, throwing back his own hood when he straightened. 
 
    A small chorus of gasps erupted around Mila. If she hadn’t trained for decades to maintain her composure, she surely would have screamed. 
 
    Their host, Signor Fanti, was cruelly and gruesomely disfigured. His skin was a sickly white, with half of his face mottled and pimpled with scars from a long-ago fire. The other half bore the image of a cross burned from brow to chin, leaving a brutal scar of blackened blood. 
 
    Signor Fanti giggled, the sound incongruous with his deep voice. “Ah, yes, I am afraid I am rather a pitiable sight, my very dear friends, which is why I prefer to wear this cloak to spare your sensibilities.” 
 
    Something about his words struck Mila as not right. Or, perhaps it was something about this entire circumstance that made his comment odd. Whichever, it was worth remembering and considering later. 
 
    One did not survive three hundred years without learning to be suspicious of everything and everyone. 
 
    Except Dorian, of course. 
 
    There always had to be one person you could trust absolutely and completely. That was both the great strength and the great tragedy of most vampires’ existence, because nothing was surer than at some point, for some reason, that one person would betray you. 
 
    But not Dorian. Mila was sure of it. 
 
    Signor Fanti pulled his hood back up to cover his face. Dorian turned and looked over the coven group assembled behind him. His gaze searched them until he saw Mila in the back, and the cold quirk of his lips warmed a very little bit as he nodded to her. She raised her eyebrows in question. It was not part of established etiquette for him to introduce her or single her out in the first meeting with a coven host. However, knowing him as she did, she knew exactly what he was about, and so, when he extended his hand and beckoned to her, she primly gathered up her skirts and climbed the steps to meet him. It was a small pleasure to deliberately pass close enough to Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine that the drooping black feather in her hat tickled her ladyship’s nose.  
 
    Upon reaching the top of the stairs, Mila gracefully placed her hand in Dorian’s, careful to keep her expression serene. Dorian brought her hand to his lips and kissed it before tucking it through the crook of his arm.  
 
    “Most gracious signor,” he said. “Allow me to present Mila, my most cherished little companion.” 
 
    Oh, how she loved hearing those words from his lips! Those words conjured warmth, safety, and home. Those words were her talisman against fear and fire. Those words gave her a place in the world that was absolutely certain.  
 
    Fanti’s sepulchral grin faltered and flickered for half a blink of an eye. But it was enough. As countless coven hosts had before, he had fallen for Dorian’s trick. A meeting between coven leaders was usually between old, powerful vampires, though on occasion, there was the equally dangerous, hot-headed fledgling feeling proud of his little coup that had placed him in charge. The greeting ceremonies had been prescribed and followed for centuries, designed to avoid conflict. Yet all the politesse in the world cannot change the nature of a hunter, and the nature of a hunter was to compete and establish dominance. Thus, coven leaders had found endless little ways of needling each other during these ceremonies. Peace and truce might be the outward order of the day, but the true order of things was always established by these subtle shows of power. It was all too easy for the predator to become prey if you didn’t constantly fight for your place. 
 
    By dangling Mila before Fanti as something Dorian both cherished and possessed, he had effectively dared the other vampire to steal something from him, violating the most basic and ancient tenet of feudal hospitality. Unless Fanti wished for war, he would not dare touch Mila. But the very fact that he could not have her would drive him mad. 
 
    “I am most profoundly honored to make milord’s acquaintance,” Mila said, keeping her voice soft and sweet as she dipped low in her curtsey. She didn’t have to have vampiric senses to know that Fanti was eyeing the dip of her bodice as well.  
 
    “You are most welcome and will be more treasured than a white-sailed ship full of spice and pepper,” Fanti replied, nodding. Mila could see his gaze flicking between her and Dorian, trying to gauge exactly the depth and nature of their relationship. The true torture that Dorian loved to inflict upon his hosts was not revealing the fact that he and Mila were not lovers and never had been.  
 
    Dorian was her maker, her guardian, and her friend, and she his faithful right hand. It was more than enough, and Mila never hoped or wished for more.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” Fanti said, rubbing his hands together. “My servants shall see your people settled, and then, you may make free of my home and my city.” 
 
    “Most kind of you,” Dorian said, bowing slightly. Perhaps the tiny smirk was ill-advised, Mila thought, but as his words had been correct, no real offense could be taken.  
 
    Her thoughts were lost in the rush of silks, cloaks, and clicking fangs as the rest of their coven rushed up the stairs and greeted Fanti prior to making their way to their chambers. Mila was pulled back from the melee by a cool hand on her arm, and she smiled up at Dorian. 
 
    “Shall we let the chickens feather their nests while we go have a bit of fun?” he whispered, allowing a wicked grin to play on his lips. 
 
    “Best to leave before they lay any eggs,” she replied, struggling to keep a straight face. 
 
    “You’re not too tired? You do not need to feed?” 
 
    “Not at all. With every decade, I can go longer and am stronger in the sun.” 
 
    “You are truly the best of all my creations.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    “My most modest one, too,” he laughed and took her hand, helping her down the steps and tugging her cloak more closely around her before they slipped out the front door. 
 
    The autumn sun was weak, and though three hundred years had given her some resistance to its effects, she suspected it would be another three hundred before she could truly walk in daylight without feeling the sinking slipping of her abilities from full vampiric to almost―but not quite―mortal. At the sight of a passing beggar’s startled expression, she hastily pulled the black lace veil of her wide-brimmed hat down over her face. She had not fed since the night before, and though truly not thirsty in that moment, she knew she appeared preternaturally pale to mortal eyes. The fangs she had learned to hide long ago. 
 
    “A magnificent city,” Dorian said as they strolled along. “She was the finest and fiercest port in all the world when I was young. All that came and went in every land seemed to go through Venice.” 
 
    “Have you been here before?” Mila asked, lost in wonder at the sinuous, sensuous mix of stone and color that made up both palazzos and more ordinary buildings. She was fascinated by the arched windows and bronze lions that adorned many doors. 
 
    “Once, as a very young fledgling. My coven stayed with Fanti.” 
 
    “He recognized you from then? Is that why you played our game?” 
 
    Dorian laughed, careful to modulate the rich sound to a mortal pitch. “There are few vampires older than Fanti, so it is useless to pretend that age can give you power or standing against him. Cunning is what he both respects and fears.” 
 
    Mila drew in a deep breath, carefully separating the scents of salt air, manure, and ash. “Will our game be enough?” 
 
    “I would not bring you here if I were not absolutely certain of my ability to protect you.” 
 
    “I never doubted you. It is Fanti I doubt.” 
 
    “And so you should, moppet. You are growing quite wise.” 
 
    “Soon, I shall be as clever as you.” 
 
    Dorian chuckled again, and Mila’s heart swelled with pride at having amused him. She was the only one who could rouse him from his frequent black moods or bouts of sad, withdrawn contemplation. She’d witnessed the monster inside him throughout their time together, but he had never lashed out at her. The coven always turned to her to smooth things over with him, and then they despised her for being his favorite. She couldn’t have cared less, so long as Dorian was well and happy. It was the only way she could ever hope to repay the great debt she owed him.  
 
    They passed by so many churches that Mila thought morosely there must be one on every corner. They might have been pretty to look at, but the itching, burning sensation under her skin that they triggered kept them ugly and off-limits in her estimation. As they hurried by, she would stop breathing to avoid smelling the incense that tickled her nose but that nothing could relieve. She had seen mortals do something called a sneeze, and she wished very much to sneeze as well, for it looked like it gave much relief and satisfaction. But her attempts at reproducing the action did nothing to alleviate the unpleasant tickle in her nose from holy incense. Therefore, it was easier to stop breathing. It wasn’t as if she needed the air. Breathing was really only good for tracking your prey by scent. 
 
    Mila watched as Dorian strode ahead a few paces, his gait strong with his handsome broad shoulders carrying his cloak well. She was proud to have him as her maker, but she suddenly shivered at the thought of carrying the debt of the Favor to someone like Fanti. Dorian came to a footbridge over a narrow canal, and he held his hand out to her, gesturing for her to catch up. In keeping with the endless teasing between them, Mila refused to quicken her steps and proceeded sedately until she reached him.  
 
    “What a queer little city this is,” she said. “What is the point of having such a skinny canal that requires such a ridiculously little footbridge?” 
 
    “It is uniformly charming,” Dorian said approvingly. “You must appreciate the inconvenience at every turn in Venice to appreciate its beauty.” 
 
    “Then, as a city, it is the most stunning I have ever beheld.” 
 
    “Rascal moppet! Come.” 
 
    All humor left her, and she dug her heels in. Dorian felt the resistance in her arm and turned back. 
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
    “The water.” She recalled the stories Dorian told her of water melting the skins of her kind, the way it would run in streams like candlewax. She held herself firm. 
 
    “So it runs with the tide, there is aught for you to be afraid of. You’ve crossed water before on bridges.” 
 
    “The bridge, it is so small.” 
 
    “It is large enough. You must trust me.” 
 
    Her obedience was as unquestioning as her trust, but that did little to allay her disquiet, and Dorian laughed heartily at her as she took cautious, mincing steps across the bridge. After teasing her about her fear and her fearsome dignity, he brought her around a corner to a nondescript portico. Once through that, she beheld the most incredible sight. 
 
    “Piazza San Marco,” Dorian breathed. “Home to the governing Signoria of Venice and the Doge himself.” 
 
    Mila barely heard his words. She was too busy allowing the full range of her vampiric senses to take in the breadth and magnificence of the square. It looked as if one building formed three sides of the square, with a graceful portico of columns that ran the length of it, providing shelter from the elements to pedestrians. Pigeons flitted and fluttered about, busy picking up the crumbs and bits of straw from the ground in the center of the square. At the far end stood a giant basilica, but at this distance, it did not affect her, and she was free to admire it solely for its aesthetic qualities. To be quite honest, the dome reminded her of a squat onion, but the other sculptures were vital and full of movement in their poses and lines.  
 
    “Are you done gawking, moppet?” Dorian asked, wrapping his arm around her shoulder and tugging her into motion.  
 
    “You brought me here to expose me to such sights, did you not? I am simply exposing myself.” 
 
    “Wicked little creature. When did you decide to become so cheeky?” 
 
    “When did you decide to start noticing that I was?” 
 
    Dorian laughed, and Mila permitted herself a smile, though the question sat oddly within her breast. 
 
    When did you decide to start noticing? 
 
    “Well, I beg you not to expose yourself, as I wish to bring you now to one of the things I wished most to see here in Venice. It’s a curious mortal tradition that I heard has taken root in London and now has shown up here as well.” 
 
    “I cannot be clever if you insist on speaking in riddles.” The curiosity was killing her, metaphorically speaking, of course. 
 
    “It is a coffee house.” 
 
    “That dark bitter drink in little cups?” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “And, they come here to drink it?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    Dorian chuckled and quirked his brow at her.  
 
    “Why would they leave their houses to come to a public room to spend two minutes drinking something that tastes so terrible?” 
 
    Dorian lowered his voice to a whisper that only her heightened hearing could pick up. Mila raised her black lace fan to hide his face as he lowered his mouth to her ear to speak. Perhaps none of the mortals could read lips here, but a healthy suspicion of everything and everyone had been the key to her and Dorian’s survival more than once.  
 
    “It is like making love for them,” he said, restrained laughter in every mocking word. “The two minutes do not matter in the least. It is the ceremony of the arrival, the display of stating their desires, and lingering conversation after that they thirst for. What is the point of finery if it is hidden behind walls at every turn? Mortals crave notoriety and take it in whatever form they can get it―power, sex, politics, wealth. Even coffee.” 
 
    Mila startled herself by laughing, the achingly sweet silvery sound too loud and pure to be natural and unfortunately attracting the attention of several men and women who loitered by the narrow doors of the coffee house. She bit her lip in chagrin at her slip, and Dorian smoothly navigated them away from the confinement of the pavement under the colonnade and into the open square.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said quietly. “I am so very sorry. It is not like me to―” 
 
    Mila looked up to see that she spoke to empty air beside her.  
 
    Dorian was already halfway across the square, his aim clearly centered on a young mortal woman with dark hair. Before he reached her, he ducked back into the shelter of the colonnade, lingering there, his entire being focused on that one mortal.  
 
    Mila stood very still, making herself unnoticeable to passersby as only a vampire could. Her gaze flicked between Dorian and the mortal girl. The girl was doubled over and panting for air. Mila studied her, waiting for her to straighten so that her face was visible. But Dorian didn’t seem to need her face to be enthralled. Perhaps it was her scent? She inhaled deeply, concentrating on only the smells in a straight line before her. Pigeon shit. Dust. Coffee. Cinnamon. Piss. Ah...there it was. The girl. Another deep breath. Lavender, but richer and deeper than the flower. Lavender as if it had been warmed by the sun, sweet and bright. There was another tang, salty and slightly acrid. Her sweat. She had been running.  
 
    The girl’s scent was no better or worse on average than most mortals’. Why then was Dorian entranced? The girl stood up straight and looked furtively about the square, her expression faintly puzzled. She even tilted her head as if she were listening for something. Finally, Mila could see her face, and decided that the girl’s extraordinary dark beauty was most likely the reason for Dorian to chase after her.  
 
    It was not unusual for Dorian to pursue and seduce a mortal, sometimes for the fun of it, and sometimes as part of a feeding.  
 
    Dorian toyed with mortals like they all did. Perhaps he was a shade more tolerant of their foolishness and a shade more daring in his interactions with them, but everyone in the coven was free to do as they pleased so long as the secret of their existence was not exposed.  
 
    Still, for him to be so taken, so quickly, without any obvious intent to feed. He hadn't seemed thirsty. He hadn't had the little nervous tic of drumming his fingers against his thigh when he was thirsty. He had been perfectly fine.  
 
    Mila continued to stand perfectly still, letting the cool, salty breeze from the ocean make her veil and skirts flutter. It was easier to concentrate on watching than to think about the fact that for the first time, Dorian had simply abandoned her, running off after a mortal without a word of direction or farewell. Never in three hundred years had he left her alone. Never had he not made sure that she was safe before attending to his own needs.  
 
    Yet there she was, standing in the middle of a square full of humans in a city she did not know, as forgotten as a pair of stockings with holes left at the bottom of the trunk.  
 
    At last it seemed that the girl had composed herself. She was smoothing down her skirts and her hair. Dorian watched her from behind the columns. Then, he did the unthinkable. He stepped into her line of sight and stared at her, as if compelling her to notice him.  
 
    And notice him she did. The girl's dark eyes went wide, and Mila's nose picked up hints of peppery fear and salty musk as attraction and caution spiked and warred in the mortal's reaction to Dorian. The girl's full pink lips parted slightly, and she looked somewhat dazed. Mila knew that in certain circumstances, vampires as old and powerful as Dorian could glamour mortals. Even Mila was beginning to sense traces of that power in herself. But she knew that he was not doing anything of the sort to the girl. It was the mortal herself who seemed caught in the spell of the moment with him. 
 
    Dorian smiled slightly and gave the barest of nods, inviting the girl to follow him. As if she were a somnambulist, the girl took halting steps forward, matching him step for step as he drew further back. Mila tried to feel relief and tried to think that he was simply luring her away to a more secluded place for seduction and feeding. But there was something in his eyes that she had never seen before. It wasn't only lust or thirst. It was longing. True and deep longing. No matter how she tried, Mila couldn't convince herself that it was anything different. She knew him too well to fool herself.  
 
    The girl was picking up her pace, following after Dorian as he slipped through the shadows under the colonnade and toward the back of the square. Mila felt as if she must be under a spell as well, for she was compelled to go after them. She didn't want to. She simply had to.  
 
    She tracked them out the back of the square where the labyrinth of Venice's streets twisted in nonsensical circles around San Marco. Keeping enough of a distance so neither Dorian nor the girl would notice her, she followed. It was easy now to ignore the slightly seared feeling of passing churches and the dizzying, churning sensation of being so close to the water of the canals. Her entire being was focused on this moment.  
 
    Dorian had abandoned her.  
 
    No.  
 
    No, she shouldn't think that yet. She shouldn't accept that yet. There might still be another explanation for why he had done what he had never done before.  
 
    Yet, as Dorian pulled the girl into a narrow, shaded alley, all Mila could think was yes, yes he could abandon her and had done exactly that.  
 
    And, for the first time since the night before Dorian found her, she remembered what true terror felt like.  
 
    She closed her eyes against the sight of Dorian with the mortal. She didn't need to see any more. Her thoughts were too full and too tumultuous to absorb any further shocks.  
 
    Perhaps it was only this once. Perhaps every vampire must eventually have that moment when they break the habit of centuries. Mortals were inconsistent all the time, changing their choices with every vagary. Still, the danger with deviation for a vampire was greater than for a mortal. The worst that a mortal could do is die. For a vampire, deviation from habit could mean exposure for himself and his coven, and the death of them all.  
 
    Mila tried to be at peace with her decision to watch him and watch over him. If this impromptu departure from his wonted behavior were to go any further, he would need someone to protect him. After all he had done for her by giving her the Favor and caring for her all these years, it was the least she could do.  
 
    Hopefully, he would feed from the mortal girl soon, and all would be as it was before.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Sophia ran until her lungs burned. She came to an abrupt stop and pressed her hands to the wall of one of the buildings, allowing her head to fall lax. She heaved air into her body and expelled it as fast. Pushing against the wall, she turned and relaxed her back against it. Her chest continued to rise and fall from her run. She looked up to her surroundings and had not run far enough. She pushed off the wall and ran farther, down the thin alleys, across two bridges until she found herself in the Piazza San Marco. 
 
    She breathed deeply and bent over, pressing her palms to her thighs. The fear still pumped deep in her chest and her body shook. From the vision to the captain’s ship arriving with passengers no one knew about. This could not be a coincidence. This vision of hers had come to pass. 
 
    Expecting to hear the sounds of people visiting the square, birds chirping, children playing, she found herself surprised by the quiet in the air. She lifted her gaze and gasped. A man stepped out from behind a pillar. The man from her vision stood before her, in front of Café Florian. He stood there and stared at her. 
 
    The same black coat, black hat, hair to his shoulders, and rose-tinted spectacles. He stood here before her as if plucked from her mind. She thought of the strangling, the recognition on his side. 
 
    And now, wait―did he smile? 
 
    He nodded and indeed, he smiled to her. His clothes were elegant and rich. He cocked his head to the side in a way that could either mean nothing or beckon her to follow him. 
 
    She looked down at herself and felt a fool believing anyone of his stature would desire a visit with her. Glancing behind her, she hoped no one was there, as it would explain his attention―perhaps he simply spied someone else.  
 
    No one stood nearby. She turned back to him and imagined a king longing to court a housemaid. She could imagine no reason for it other than those that did not involve marriage but could involve a round belly in nine months. It simply did not happen. Now, he walked away from the cafe, but lingered in the shadows of the columns, still looking directly at her with a sly half-smile on his full lips. 
 
    She blinked and her breathing began to slow. One foot, then another―she felt herself drawn toward him, and she moved. Not quite floating, but almost. A fog began to settle over her mind and she resisted it. The fog slowly crept down her body. She imagined it like warm water spilling over her in a bathing tub. The feeling was exotic, imaginative, something she had never before experienced. 
 
    Sophia shook herself and looked to her feet. She had moved several steps. She glanced back up to the man. Did he beckon her? No, she simply followed of her own will...but the possibility the man had been pulling her forward sent a shock of excitement through her. As he turned a corner and moved out of sight, she quickened her step to find him, discover who he was, and learn why he was in her vision. 
 
    As she turned the corner and found him once more, she breathed a sigh of relief. She felt as if losing this man would be like losing a favorite item, maybe article of clothing. Once it was gone, she would not be able to find its like again. 
 
    She followed him through the backside of the piazza and into the maze of the streets as if an invisible string had been tied to her. He stepped left, so did she. He moved right, she followed. Sophia never lost sight of him. She felt her heart beat steadily, but her mind screamed something was awry. She pushed the threatening thoughts to the side and continued the path against her own better judgement. 
 
    A shadow fell over the square through which they passed. She shivered from the sparse sun. Perhaps the storms that brought in the ships finally arrived. The further they ventured into the maze, the emptier the streets became. Most likely it was due to the oncoming storm; however, her senses spiked with warning. 
 
    Reason dictated running in the opposite direction and seeking shelter, going to locate Gavin and seek his protection. Her reverie came to the forefront of her mind, as if she were hallucinating the event as she followed the man in black. The need to follow, the longing to pursue him, took over all reason. She needed answers to her vision, to this man. 
 
    These thoughts were viscerally shaken from her head when someone grabbed her arm and yanked her with bruising force into a narrow alley filled with shadows. She screamed at the sudden impact and became temporarily blinded in the dark passage. 
 
    Her eyes adjusted to see the man from her vision directly in front of her. Dark eyes stared directly into hers, his lips pressed together in a smirk. A euphoria-inducing scent billowed into her nose and she inhaled. Broad, straight shoulders rose above her, and long arms, their strength evident even hidden by layers of black velvet, braced against the wall on either side of her head, intimately caging her with him. 
 
    He leaned in, closing the scant space between them. The flat light of the stormy autumn afternoon painted angles of alluring menace on his face. The light leached the color from his eyes, leaving the grey sharp and shallow. But nothing could diminish the fierceness and intensity of the way he looked at her. 
 
    He inhaled deeply, registering a puzzling mix of ecstasy and doubt on his classical Roman features. He smiled, the expression spreading with agonizing slowness across his lips, so that it seemed as if one moment, his face was sternly set, and then in the next breath, a vision of holy joy. 
 
    She watched him, unsure if she should push her aggressor back, or consider bringing him closer. Her chest rose and fell with the quick breaths she took, her breasts pressing firmly against the edge of her corset. She flinched as his hand rose quickly to touch her. 
 
    He pressed his gloved finger to her lips, the gesture turning into a caress as he drew his forefinger along her lower lip, pulling it down slightly, then in a movement too fast to follow, leaning in so that his own lips were but a breath away. He inhaled deeply again, as if to suck in the air she expelled, to fill his lungs with it. A low, rumbling noise came from the depths of his throat, and she reached for him by tilting her head up to him as his eyes narrowed to slits of steel. 
 
    He moved ever so slightly so that his lips brushed the corner of her mouth, the tip of his nose touching her cheek. The sound he made turned from a purr to a moan as he drew his nose along her cheekbone, down her jawline, and then finally, further down along her neck. His lips touched her collar bones, and his breath felt cool against her skin. 
 
    When had his fingers crept down from the wall to rub the frayed edge of her blouse where it lay against her shoulder? The leather of his gloves was smooth and soft, softer than anything she had ever felt before. She shivered as he slipped his fingers barely past the edge of her blouse, his thumb caressing her bare shoulder. 
 
    Her head fell back and rested on the wall behind her. She could feel the rise and fall of his chest against her body as he continued to nuzzle her neck, treating each inch as undiscovered country to be conquered. Her lips parted and she inhaled sharp breaths in an effort to calm the rising storm he ignited inside her. Her legs began to tremble and she pressed her back harder against the wall, praying she did not faint. 
 
    He raised his head and looked at her, capturing her gaze and holding it mercilessly. His fingers on her shoulder tensed, digging into her skin on the edge of pain. “You,” he breathed, his voice and seductive, luring her further into the trance of a promise of lust. “It truly is you.”  
 
    She stared into his eyes and as she blinked, she found him looking into her with absolute wonder and longing. She blinked again, and his face had the same expression, only this time there was stubble, soot, blood, and tiny cuts over his face. She blinked once more, and he appeared as he was a moment ago, clean. Hearing his words, her head nodded of its own accord. Whoever he thought she was at this moment was of no consequence to her. She longed to have him upon her, here and now. 
 
    He pulled his other hand from the wall and roughly cupped her cheek, his large hand holding nearly half her face in his palm. “I had not thought…” His words trailed off, and he folded his lips into a tight, grim line. 
 
    She quickly grasped his arm as he held her. She felt herself pulling toward him, wanting his lips upon hers. She wanted him to claim her with a desire she had never felt. 
 
    He pressed her back against the wall once more, the entire length of his body flush against hers, his grip now truly painful. Doubt warred with something darker in his eyes. 
 
    Fearing the sudden change in his demeanor, she closed her eyes as panic took her, the trance quickly lifted and death crossed her mind. Her heartbeat quickened and a whimper escaped her lips. Then the pressure against her vanished, his presence gone before she could breathe twice. 
 
    She blinked, slowly, and stared at the opposite wall before her. She took a deep breath and forced herself to breathe evenly. Her chest burned with fear, and her body longed for the contact that had ceased. 
 
    Yet she felt very much alive. Every sense in her body became alert, as if propelled by an inner light she had not realized she had, until tonight. 
 
    She pushed herself away from the wall and regained her balance, then looked up and down the slender alley. She was alone, but felt surrounded by the man. Even in his departure, he still consumed her. Something about him seemed odd, but as she tried to make sense of it, the thought escaped her. 
 
    Typically, she could concentrate on a person and feel their future. In his presence, he had no future....no present. Every person had a life force that gave evidence of their presence on this earth, but with him, there was nothing. 
 
    She felt a pull and as she glanced over her shoulder, he again stood there, at the end of the alley, watching her. As the sun set, the shadow of his body elongated upon the stone. She took a small step toward him as he turned and he disappeared into the crowds behind him. 
 
    She took another step forward and, as if calling forth the name of a person she could not remember, she realized what she sensed about him. He had a past, she could feel it. Why not a future? Fear crept up her spine and she shivered. 
 
    She longed for this man, this stranger for whom she had no name, of whom she had no recollection, knew nothing about. She wanted him in the worst of ways. She bit her lower lip, then with a heavy sigh, leaned against the wall. This man woke something inside her that had been dormant her entire life. He called forth a sleeping demon inside her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The sound of the girl’s gasp snapped Mila out of her depressing reverie. Instinctively, she breathed in, expecting to smell fresh, hot blood. Why else would the girl make such a sound unless Dorian were feeding from her?  
 
    That first moment fangs broke the skin tended to sting a bit. At least, that is what she had been told. 
 
    Sweat, cinnamon, and sawdust hung in the salty, damp air. But no blood. Mila shifted slightly so she could get a better view of the alley. The girl stood with her back pressed against the wall, eyes closed and breathing heavily. Mila could hear the ragged inhales and forced exhales, but she was instantly transfixed by the sight of the jumping pulse in the girl’s throat.  
 
    Her fangs dug into the tender insides of her lips as she clenched her teeth. It was still some hours yet until it would be safe to feed, and courtesy demanded that Signor Fanti be the one to ‘release’ the hunt, since it was his territory. Mila reminded herself that though she thirsted, she was a civilized being and could certainly control her baser instincts.  
 
    The girl’s pulse slowed as she calmed, and she pushed herself off the wall. She looked around her, but something at the end of the alley caught her attention, and she moved toward it, out of Mila’s line of vision.  
 
    Mila drew back and made herself still once more, watching the bewigged tradesmen, ragged beggars, and ostentatious nobles in curtained sedan chairs cross the small square. Dorian was gone. The girl was gone. All that remained were frustrating questions and brutal doubts.  
 
    Should she follow them? Should she track Dorian? Would he return to Piazza San Marco expecting her to be back there, waiting for him? She had never had to ask these questions before. In all the vastness of her experience, she had no precedent to guide her because Dorian had never abandoned her.  
 
    “A pretty lady ought never frown so fiercely.” 
 
    Mila made sure she jerked slightly at the sound of the man’s voice. She knew that was what mortals did when startled, whereas her own natural instinct would have been to either freeze up or lash out in attack. She pursed her lips and looked up at him obliquely through her lace veil. The man was grinning roguishly, but his gaze was anxiously jumping from point to point in the square.  
 
    “Who are you to judge my frowns, signor?” Mila retorted mildly. She turned to walk away, even though she did not know where she would walk to without Dorian. With astonishing agility and quickness, the mortal man slid in front of her to block her way. He was entirely focused upon her now, and Mila regretted drawing his attention.  
 
    He doffed his tricorn hat and swept her an extravagant bow. She spared him a quick, appraising look. He was extraordinarily tall, with broad shoulders that sat evenly beneath a weather-stained buff leather coat. The rest of his habiliments were equally as worn and world-weary, from his cracked and scuffed boots, to the pilled wool of his pantaloons, the threadbare appearance of his shirt, and his carelessly tied, limp neck cloth.  
 
    In fact, by way of dismissal, she was about to make a pointed comment about the man’s colossal impertinence in accosting her when she noticed hanging from his waist a sword in a scabbard of such exquisite tooling and workmanship that she couldn’t help but stare. 
 
    “Rather long, isn’t it?” the man whispered conspiratorially, boldly winking at her.  
 
    Mila flicked her gaze up to him, drawing back as his face was far too close to her veil. His face was entirely too handsome, with its sharp lines, straight nose, and eyes that expressed far too much of his thoughts for his own good.  
 
    His thoughts in that moment were clearly divided. He wanted to move on from her and continue his search, but, his manly pride would not permit a woman not to respond to his flirtation. It took real effort for Mila to hold in her sigh. It wasn’t that she hadn’t tasted of the mortal pleasure of sex. It was simply that she hadn’t found it to be pleasurable. It was nothing compared to drinking blood. As a result, she had no desire to engage in frivolous mortal dalliances.  
 
    “Have you need of me?” Just because she didn’t care to indulge in the flesh didn’t mean she would waste an opportunity to sharpen her wits.  
 
    The man looked her over with frank admiration. “I have a very great need of you, signora,” he said. 
 
    “Then I pity you, for you are doomed to disappointment.” 
 
    “I am not in the habit of being disappointed.” 
 
    “They say that one should embrace new experiences.” 
 
    “Aye, but it is best to share new experiences with a friend.” 
 
    “I am not your friend, signor.” 
 
    “No, but you could be.” 
 
    Mila drew in a deep breath, committing the man’s scent to memory. The ubiquitous leather that all men sported was present, but there was also cloves, smoke, and the tang of steel. The world around her swayed back and forth for a moment, and she stopped breathing, scared of being dizzied further by his scent. It took a moment or two for her to remember to lift and lower her chest in a simulacrum of breathing.  
 
    The man was too close, and he compounded it by stepping closer, fully closing the distance between them. Too close. Too close. He was too close and too interested. He was going to see how pale she was under her veil. Not only her cheeks, but the exposed skin of her neck and chest would be white as the snows of Russia. The black lace wouldn’t obscure enough. The dark blues and greens of her silk gown would show her skin in stark relief.  
 
    She turned sharply from him, only to find his hand upon her arm, retaining her. She considered the possibility of snapping his neck before another heartbeat of his could pass. But she remembered they were in public, and it was daylight. Her strength was but a fraction of what it was at night. A full snap of his neck was not a certainty, and anything less would leave her vulnerable to his retaliation.  
 
    “What do you truly want of me, signor?” Mila asked, struggling to remain soft, docile, and weak in his grip when every fiber of her being was screaming for her to end his imposition. 
 
    The man’s smirk faded, and a shade of something more thoughtful and curious fell over his features. It was as if the cocky grin had been a mirage, blurry and best seen at a distance. This incisive, intelligent expression was infinitely more natural to him, and it was absolutely more dangerous to her.  
 
    “I want...a name.” His voice was quiet but firm. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Would you believe me if I told you I didn’t know why?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    He let out a surprised chuckle. “I didn’t expect you to agree with me.” 
 
    “No doubt you were ready to reply to my objection with some statement of being irresistibly drawn to me.”  
 
    Now, he laughed, the sound like snapping flames off crackling wood. “You make me out to be the worst kind of rake.” 
 
    “I do nothing of the kind. You have named yourself as such without my help.” 
 
    “See? This is exactly why I must know your name. I must be able to find you again. I could not bear to let such wit slip through my fingers.” He toyed with the edge of her veil, his expression growing serious once more. “Nor such beauty.” 
 
    Mila batted his hand away from her veil, concentrating on keeping her strength in check and making the gesture soft, almost timid.  
 
    “If I give you a name, will you allow me to be on my way?” It was well past the time she should have either fed from this mortal or terminated their interview. 
 
    “Gladly, signora.” Yet his actions belied his words as she felt his hand at her waist, the warmth of his mortal skin penetrating past silk, linen, and whalebone.  
 
    “Then, you may call me ‘Snegurochka.’” 
 
    He looked at her incredulously. Mila permitted herself a small smile as she took advantage of his hesitation and stepped out of his reach. 
 
    “It means ‘Snow Maiden,’” she added. “And, like the snow itself, I melt away, and it will be as if I had never existed.” 
 
    Even as she fled from the square with quick, silent steps, she could hear the man calling after her, “I am Gavin! Gavin Girard! Remember me!” 
 
    And, strangely enough, she found that she could not forget. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The thirst was burning in her throat by the time Mila had found her way back to Palazzo Fanti. It didn’t help that the sun had set, relinquishing the skies to the darkness that both brought the return of her full vampiric strength but also intensified every need and desire―including the thirst.  
 
    “Goodness!” Lady Abberley exclaimed as Mila reached the top of the grand stairs in the entry hall. “Where have you been? You’ll barely have time to change, child. You certainly can’t go hunting dressed like that.” 
 
    Mila paused and turned to Lady Abberley, making sure her ladyship saw the deliberate way she looked her up and down. It was impossible for a vampire to turn pale, but the telltale quiver in the woman’s nostrils was enough. Perhaps it was childish to drive home the point by suddenly smiling widely, revealing her fangs in a barely-concealed display of dominance, but Mila was past caring.  
 
    She skirted the grand salon on the piano nobile, disdaining the others who sought to indulge in grandiosity by lounging about in the most prestigious room on the most prestigious floor in the palazzo. To her way of thinking, it was bizarre and fruitless the way they pursued mortal symbols of status. Why hold onto what you had so gladly relinquished when accepting the Favor? Was this existence, with all its power and beauty, not enough? 
 
    Gavin Girard’s handsome face flashed before her mind’s eye, his expression full of mortal purpose and confusion. Limited as he was by weak mortality, he was still fully engaged in every moment, bent on chasing every opportunity for everything. Mila suddenly realized that through him, she understood for the first time what being ‘alive’ could truly mean.  
 
    Was that what Dorian had seen in the girl?  
 
    Dorian.  
 
    She had to find him.  
 
    The clicks and taps of her shoes echoed through the corridor as she hurried along, breathing deeply to try to catch Dorian’s scent, since she had no idea which room had been assigned to him―or, to herself for that matter. She smelled the perpetual damp buried deep in the red and green marble floor tiles, the ashy scent of the ancient oak doors, and the egg and plaster from the paint on the walls. But there was no trace of Dorian’s distinctive mix of cool pine and sweet earth.  
 
    “You look lost, mi tesoro.” 
 
    There was no need to moderate the swiftness of her reaction in this abode. Mila spun so quickly that her skirts twisted tightly around her before unfurling and swishing out. Signor Fanti, the peacock brocade cloak and hood still hiding his face, stood in front of her, his hands open in a sign of friendship. 
 
    She curtsied tensely. “I am looking for Dorian.” 
 
    Signor Fanti abruptly folded his hands together, as if retracting his gesture of openness. “I have not seen him since he left with you earlier.” 
 
    The sound of insult was heavy in his voice, but there was no denying the reality of Dorian’s insult to their host.  
 
    “The others grow thirsty,” Fanti continued. “We await Dorian so that I may release the hunt.” 
 
    It was unthinkable for the coven leader not to be present to accept the gift of using the host vampire’s territory for hunting. To disregard the courtesy due to the host bordered on sedition and insurrection, both of which would only lead to needless bloodshed. 
 
    “Will you accept my company as a small measure of the apology owed?” Mila cringed inwardly at how she was undermining Dorian’s dominance by offering herself to Fanti despite Dorian’s earlier hinted prohibition. Yet there was no other choice in order to repair the breach and keep peace between Fanti’s coven and her own.  
 
    The inane, gravelly giggle that emanated from the recesses of Fanti’s hood filled her with revulsion and dread. With the speed of a striking snake, he snatched her hand and pressed it to his stark cold lips.  
 
    “It would be a pleasure just this side of il paradiso to escort you on your first night’s hunt in my city.” Fanti, still holding onto her hand, gave her a courtly bow. “Allow me to dress for going out, cara. I shall meet you at the entrance in a quarter of an hour.” 
 
    Mila forced a smile and curtsied again. Once more, she thought of the mortal man, Gavin. She hoped she would not cross paths with him tonight during the hunt. She found that she did not like the idea of him dying, as he surely would if she met him at the height of her blood lust. 
 
    If her heart could beat, it would have fluttered with a strange sadness that had no place in her world. For the first time, Mila realized the true consequences of one, brutal fact: that for every night she walked the earth, one man must die.  
 
      
 
     

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    It felt as if days and nights had passed since Sophia met the strange man from her visions. The way he held her, captivated her, she felt as if she had known him throughout her existence. His lips upon her skin, his hands on her shoulders; she sighed at the delightful warmth between her legs. How could he know her, though? How would that be possible? It couldn’t be. She had lived in Venice for most of her adult life. Prior to this, she escaped from the mountainous terrain where her mother, father, and grandparents had been captured and accused of the devil’s work. She has not known him then. 
 
    Shoving the thoughts away, Sophia bent down to blow out the wick of her candle when she heard a voice yell in the streets outside her wall. 
 
    “Eight bodies, madam, eight! How many more may float up to our shore?” The voice was her landlady’s. “My residents would not do such a dishonor to our noble Doge!” 
 
    Sophia’s brows rose in surprise. Eight dead bodies? Floating? She listened further. 
 
    “Yes,” came another voice, then it faded slightly and Sophia stepped closer to the wall, pressing her ear against the cold stone. For a fleeting moment, she was reminded of the ocean as storms broke against the shore. “Apparently, there was no evidence of wounds or otherwise but the bodies…” the voice softened and Sophia gritted her teeth. 
 
    Speak up, she mentally whispered to the woman talking. 
 
    “The bodies were completely drained of blood!” 
 
    Sophia gasped and took a step back, then covered her lips with her fingers. Drained? No evidence of wounds? Who, or what, would do such a thing? She stood in place for a moment and let her gaze move to the floor. She thought of the man the other night, the ship that arrived carrying an apparent plague, and now the floating corpses. 
 
    She shook her head and straightened herself, then opened the door. She stepped out into the sun's rays, as well as the morning chill. As she closed her door, she heard the women gossiping once more. Pressing her back to the wall, she slowly moved toward them, the voices becoming louder with each step. She felt like a wife who would peek in on the mistress mending the broken heart of her husband. She rolled her eyes at herself and casually peered around the corner. 
 
    She gasped and pulled back, eyes wide. Two women from her church―well, former church. Signora Long Nose and Signora Bad Wig were two of the town’s gossips. It was no surprise to Sophia they were here discussing whatever might have occurred, but she’d had no idea the women knew her landlady. 
 
    “Their bodies showed no signs of violence, but the surgeon who examined them said they did not drown.” Distaste echoed in Signora Long Nose’s voice. 
 
    “Then how did they die?” the landlady asked. 
 
    “No one knows, but as I said earlier, their bodies were drained of blood,” Signora Long Nose said. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” Signora Bad Wig added. “I think, and this is only my speculation, ladies, that the ship that brought the newcomers to our land brought some type of plague with it.” 
 
    “No,” the landlady argued. “A plague that drains the body of blood? It cannot be.” 
 
    Sophia’s heart struck hard in her chest and she pressed her hand upon it, as if to hold the quickness of the beat to keep it from jumping free. 
 
    My vision, the man on the ship, the newcomers to our land, the captain… She paused mid-thought and leaned against her outer wall, closing her eyes. She thought of the man who had her held against the alley. She gasped and her eyes shot open with alarm. 
 
    The man held himself against me, touched my face, my neck, kissed so close to my lips. She pushed off the wall and made her way out onto the main streets of Venice. She came to an immediate stop during her thoughts. She shook her head and her brows furrowed. Yet I am fine. Someone bumped into her and startled her from her thoughts. 
 
    “Watch yer’self!” 
 
    “Apologies!” she called back and continued to walk. She needed to talk to someone she trusted. She needed to find Gavin. She brought herself to a jog as she crossed over a bridge, then quickly turned down the path toward the Arsenale. She hoped Gavin was there. She needed to see him, immediately. 
 
    Not natural… 
 
    She’s the devil… 
 
    He has found her… 
 
    She has no idea.... 
 
    Sophia gritted her teeth as faint whispers floated around her.  
 
    Could it be witchcraft? Possibly, but who would dare to perform such an act? She thought of the clerk from the Doge’s palace. It was possible he knew, but if he did, would he have sought an audience with her by now? 
 
    She grabbed the door to the Arsenale and pulled it open and yelled for Gavin. 
 
    “Signorina Sophia,” called one of the men inside. He made his way toward her in a quickness. “What has happened? What is your fright?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I thank you for the concern, but where is Gavin? Something has happened.” 
 
    “Sophia?” The faint sound of his call grew louder as Gavin entered the room. He took her by the arms, staring into her eyes. “Are you well? Did evil fall upon you?” His auburn eyes grew wide with concern, fear, a little rage. “Tell me.” 
 
    She did not like this closeness he had taken. Her brow furrowed, she took a step back and nodded. “Evil? Absolutely no! And yes, I am fine.” She let out a breath of irritation and explained what had she overheard her landlady and the two Signora’s from church discuss. She shook her head and waved in front of her, as if waving off the possible plague that might descend upon them. Sophia thought of the man she abruptly met; the way he spoke to her as if he had known her. Heat spiked in her body and sex, and she shuddered. 
 
    “Sophia? Your face, are you well?” asked one of the men. 
 
    She lowered her face and made to smooth her hair back, then nodded. “Yes, I am fine, thank you.” She realized she’d been blushing. “Gavin,” she looked back up to him once more. “What do you make of this?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Honestly?” He glanced at the elder hunter next to him, and the man nodded. “Right. We heard of the bodies in the early morning hours. We knew they were drained of blood, but there are no intrusions on the skin. Nothing attacked them physically, and they did not drown.” 
 
    She crossed her arms over her chest and lowered her gaze. “So you knew?” she asked. 
 
    Gavin paced the room for a few moments, falling silent. He did not answer her―not that she needed him to. The answer was obvious. He was a hunter. Of course he’d know. She glanced over to him and he pulled his hands behind his back, then lifted his chin higher in the air, as if about to explain a theory. 
 
    “Gavin, what is it? What are you not telling me?” Sophia reached over and took his arm and he immediately stopped walking. 
 
    “We believe vampires sailed in on the ship that made port the other morning.” 
 
    She gasped and pulling her hand away, she placed it over her neck. “What?” she whispered. She thought of the man in black as he had her pressed to the wall. She did not see fangs, nor did he become a threat. She shook her head. “No, I believe you are mistaken.” 
 
    Gavin tilted his head and gazed at her in disbelief. “Do you honestly believe eight bodies could appear overnight, drained of blood, without any evidence of a struggle and not suggest vampires?” 
 
    She paused and thought of her answer. Had she planned to defend a man she did not know? Someone who possibly recognized her as someone else? Someone who fondled her against an outside wall? She lifted a brow and her chin. “It cannot be vampires. It is ridiculous to even consider such a matter.” 
 
    The elder hunter guffawed and walked away from the two. “She has smoked some of the pipe of the drifters, she has!” He chuckled once more and left the room. 
 
    Sophia gasped in shock and turned away from Gavin. “I will not be mocked.” She pressed against the door of the Arsenale. The sun streamed in as Gavin took her by the arm and pulled her back inside. 
 
    “Sophia,” he said in a lowered voice. He pulled her close and hugged her to him. She pressed her palms to his chest and pushed herself away. 
 
    “Gavin, please do not do that again.” She huffed and smoothed her dressed down. How dare he even assume to touch me in such a way! 
 
    “Please, don’t leave. I am sorry, but I...I can’t have you in danger, Sophia. Trust me on this.” 
 
    She stared at his chest, then raised her gaze and met his. Sorrow emanated from him and her resolve melted, but only a little. “Fine,” she told him then raised her chin once more. “Do not grab me that way again.” 
 
    He nodded and stared at the floor. “Forgive me, but please, I cannot lose you to the vam...to this plague.” 
 
     He could believe whatever he liked. Did she know better? No, but it could not be the man in black. If he were vampire, he could have killed her then and taken whatever he wanted, sex included. 
 
    But he didn’t, and she raised her chin once more. “Gavin, I will be fine. Now, if you’ll excuse me. I must head to the tavern. Do let me know what you find out.” She stepped away from him and pressed against the door. He did not stop her this time, but instead, watched her with sad eyes. If she returned his feelings, she would run to him, kiss him, let him know she would do whatever he insisted to be safe. But she did not love him. She never had, at least not the way he longed for her to. 
 
    The two stared at each other for a moment before Sophia let the door close, then turned down the street and headed in the direction of Campo San Marco. The tavern was up ahead on the right, over a bridge. She stared in its general direction. Instead, and against her better judgement, she turned left and headed to where she’d last seen the man in black. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Mila awoke exactly one breath after the sun tipped over the meridian in the sky.  
 
    Image after image of the hunt rolled through her thoughts, a relentless tide of fear and guilt pulling her awake far earlier than she ever was.  
 
    There had been so much light. Most towns and cities plunged into darkness at night, with people huddled around low-burning hearths and shuttered windows. Wide streets and walls kept any light from spilling into the streets. But Venice? Venice was full of light, even well past midnight. Veritable roulades of light spilled from tall glass windows onto the stones below. Palazzo after palazzo shared the wealth of their candlelight with those walking by below. Even in the poorer sections of the city, the lanes were so narrow that even the feeblest flame had some illumination to offer citizens of La Serenissima as they hurried by.  
 
    All that light had created a set of complications Mila had never experienced before. She reflected sourly as she stretched out under the down and satin quilt that Venice was turning into quite the venue for unpleasant first experiences. Even worse, she was grudgingly thankful to Signor Fanti for showing her the tricks of hunting in a city as unique as this.  
 
    “For every bit of light, there is a shadow twice as dark,” he said, his thumb stroking her hand as he guided her through warrens of stone and stucco. “For every straight line, there is a corner to be turned. That is all you need remember for a successful hunt in Venice.” 
 
    It had turned out to be a bit more complex than that, but the sense that any moment, a mortal could turn the corner and discover her had added an unexpected thrill to the feeding that Mila hadn’t felt in decades. Even thinking of it now made her curl her fingers and toes in a kind of pleasurable, raw anticipation. And the taste of the blood here! Being the port for a thousand ships from a hundred lands had given the Venetians cardamom, cumin, black pepper, cinnamon, ginger, and turmeric. The air from the lagoon had seeped into their skin, adding salt to the palate of flavors she tasted when her lips touched their necks. 
 
    Fanti had made no comment when she chose a woman for her prey, but she could tell he was surprised. Perhaps she would have hunted a man if she hadn’t met Gavin in the open sun and air. Grunting with frustration that she was still thinking of an encounter that had taken no more than a few minutes with a mortal man who was only one among millions, Mila threw off the covers and swung herself out of bed.  
 
    The marble floor was cool against her bare feet, but that was to be expected. She had drunk deeply from the woman, almost to the very last drop of blood in her body. It was natural that, now full of living blood, her skin would now be warm, enabling her to feel sensations such as cold and heat. Speaking of heat, the maid must have been in earlier and stoked the fire, for it burned full and hot. Wrapping herself in the sage green silk dressing gown that Dorian had gifted her the year before, she moved closer to the fire and sat on a heavy velvet divan, absently pulling the brush through her hair. It was such a pale blonde that it was almost white in sunlight, just as her eyes were almost grey. Only shadows brought her colors into relief; the gold in her hair, the blue of her eyes, the way one side of her lips quirked slightly up in a permanent smirk. By moonlight, she was vibrant. By day, she was as invisible as the snow. 
 
    Snegurochka. 
 
    The snow maiden who fell in love with the human boy and loved him until the spring melted her away.  
 
    Mila couldn’t remember who had told her that story or why she remembered it. The same went for how she could speak Russian, spin wool into thread, and grind coarse grain into flour for hard brown bread. She was born, she had lived, therefore, she must have had a mother and a father. There were eighteen mortal years of her existence that were obscured by the smoke and screams of the only mortal moments she could remember―her last.  
 
    One of the doors to her chamber flew open, banging against the wall, and Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine tumbled through, tripping over their shoes, wigs teeteringly askew and only half-powdered. Lady Abberley actually still wore her powdering cape to protect the sickly salmon silk gown underneath. Their giggles grated on Mila’s sensitive ears.  
 
    “Oh, Mila!” Lady Abberley squealed. “You will never believe! Indeed, I should not believe it myself, were it not for the evidence of my own eyes when I―” 
 
    “Dorian still sleeps!” Madame Bellefontaine blurted out. 
 
    “I wanted to tell her!” 
 
    “You were taking too long.” 
 
    “You always tell the news before I do. It’s not fair!” 
 
    “Then speak more quickly. Or think quicker. Either one should be fairly impossible for you.” 
 
    Mila snapped to her feet, the deliberate speed and force of her movement breaking up their squabbling and reminding them exactly who was the oldest, most powerful vampire in the room.  
 
    “Explain yourself,” Mila ordered Madame Bellefontaine. Lady Abberley pouted at them both. 
 
    “Dorian didn’t come back until dawn. No one saw him hunting. No one knows where he went or what he did. He returned after the rest of us and went straight to his rooms. A maid went in a quarter of an hour ago to attend him, and he still slept! Fanti is in such a temper over it!” 
 
    Dread drained into her belly, filling it with the black sludge of nameless fears and irrational anger. Not that she let it show. Not before these fatuous fledglings.  
 
    “You may leave.” Her dismissal of the two women rang with a terrible finality that they didn’t dare question.  
 
    The moment the door was closed behind them, she ripped through dressing herself like a mad fury. Chemise, stockings, garter ribbons, corset, pannier, petticoats. Vampiric dexterity made nothing of hard reaches and awkward hooks. Vampiric speed had the laces of the blue silk gown done in the blink of an eye.  
 
    Scarcely had she slipped her feet into her shoes than she was out the door, resisting the impulse to slam it behind her. Perhaps she would leave that for Dorian’s chamber. He was not difficult to find, even though she didn’t know which way his room lay. It was easy enough to catch his scent. 
 
    A small crowd of vampires gathered before his door, whispering and giggling. Some were from her coven. Other faces were new to her, but she assumed they were with Fanti. No one noticed her as she stormed down the hall, nor did they pay her any heed when she came to stand behind them. From sight and smell, she could tell she was the oldest among them. Rage at their stupidity and disrespect sent shivers of power and pleasure through her body.  
 
    “I beg you...move.” Her words were conventional and polite, but the snap of the whip in her voice was anything but docile. Instantly, the group parted to allow her to pass, a few decade-old fledglings nearly cowering.  
 
    Mila closed the door behind her as she entered Dorian’s room. Heavy drapes of dark brocade and velvet blocked out the miserable sun, allowing Dorian some peace as he sprawled on his back across the covers. He was smiling in his sleep and looked extremely comfortable.  
 
    Well, that would simply have to change. 
 
    Pinching her lips together, Mila marched over to the wash basin, picked up the pitcher, and dumped its contents over Dorian’s head. As he spluttered awake, she mercilessly pulled open the curtains, flooding the room with light. Even though she stumbled a little as the light hit her and turned her sinews from steel to silk, she was glad of her actions. It served him right. 
 
    “Bloody hell, Mila!” Dorian barked. “What the devil are you about?” 
 
    “That, sir, is the question I should be asking you,” she snapped back. “In fact, I should not even have to ask that question. Rather, you should be pouring forth a veritable cornucopia of excuses for your behavior yesterday.” 
 
    He blinked blearily, holding his hand before his eyes to shade them. “Yesterday?” 
 
    “Yes. The day before this one. The twenty-four hours preceding. Monday, since this is now Tuesday.” 
 
    Dorian groaned and flopped back on the bed, only to find himself swept to the floor as Mila yanked the damask covers out from under him.  
 
    “Damn you, woman!”  
 
    “Explain yourself.” 
 
    In an instant, Dorian was on his feet, not even an inch from her face, with fire in his eyes and a snarl on his lips. “Do not presume to question me, Mila. I am the leader of this coven, and you will show me the respect I am due.” 
 
    Age and power added weight to his menace, and Mila felt the full force of his dominance as their leader. But she was no fledgling, and it was for his own good that she did this. The knowledge bolstered her courage, and she took the half-step that closed the distance so that their noses were almost touching. She half-curled her lip, allowing the tips of her fangs to show in a deliberate sign of potential aggression.  
 
    Dorian gasped, his nostrils flaring as he undoubtedly smelled the peppery scent of her fighting instinct...directed at him. 
 
    “I will give you the respect you are due when you have earned it back,” she said, her words calm and deliberate, even though she made sure her fangs clicked in another subtle show of force. Learning to speak clearly without tapping the fangs against the other teeth was what most fledglings spent their first decade doing. Once that skill had been mastered, clicking fangs was only ever to be used as a signal of displeasure and possible enmity.  
 
    Dorian recovered himself from the shock of her challenge and straightened up to look down at her, a pose that demonstrated confidence and unconcern about her as a threat. “I should be forever grateful if Madame would condescend to explain to me in what way I have offended her.” 
 
    “Not. Me.” Mila ground out. “Fanti.” 
 
    Seeing Dorian’s start and moment of shamefaced recognition was a relief in that perhaps now he would come to his senses. Yet it did not take away the sting of his belittling sarcasm. She had heard it ten thousand times directed at others. But this was the first time he had used it on her. 
 
    A part of her heart crumpled like paper that had been blotted and discarded.  
 
    The doors were thrown open with a force that sent them slamming into the walls, and Fanti charged in. The flush of last night’s fresh blood made his skin look feverish. The scar of the crucifix seemed to pulse lividly as his fang-baring snarl stretched its corners.  
 
    “Well, the boy-prince is awake finally. How nice. Perhaps we might chat, if your most serene preciousness could spare a moment?” Fanti’s sneer twisted his words into ugly, menacing shapes.  
 
    Dorian did not draw himself up to his full height. He did not glare down at Fanti. Nor did he seize him by the cravat and throw him across the room. All of these might have been within the scope of accepted responses to his host’s insulting words, but that would have ignited a fight between the two covens. In such close quarters, it would be a slaughter. 
 
    Instead, Dorian remained exactly as he was, easy in his posture and guarded in his expression. He offered an elegant half-bow to Fanti. “I am at your service, signor.” 
 
    “Hmmm, are you?” Fanti clicked his fangs as he spoke. “Then perhaps you can tell me exactly what kind of service you offered last night when you did forsake your host and abandon your coven.” 
 
    Mila blinked in place of flinching at the snap in Fanti’s words.  
 
    “It was a grievous oversight on my part,” Dorian admitted, though he hardly sounded sorry. In fact, Mila thought he sounded nearly smug. “I was drawn off earlier by a promising opportunity, and it kept me enthralled until the morning sun forced me back to shelter.” 
 
    “Opportunity?” The air was full of Fanti’s doubt, and his rage smelled of water and rust. 
 
    “I came to your fair city to pursue a long-held quest of mine. Until now, every lead has been an empty promise, and every clue elusive. But yesterday, I came across that which has convinced me I am close to finally succeeding.” 
 
    The girl? That was Mila’s first thought, but, it confused her. Why would the mortal girl be part of Dorian’s quest? Moreover, what was this quest? It was the first she had ever heard of it. Another tiny fissure snaked its way in cracks across her stony heart. Was she, who was the closest to him and the one he trusted most, to be the last to know of this quest? Could she not have helped him? Comforted him in his disappointments?  
 
    “Ohhh, a quest,” Fanti drawled. “Of course. By all means, let it be a noble quest that led you to disregard the most basic courtesies due to your host.” His voice turned colder, sharper. “But know this, young prince. While you were chasing ghosts, your coven fed without you. They fed without me. Now, this morning, the streets are ringing with the cries of those who claim a plague has come upon the city as dead bodies are being turned up on corners and in the canals!” 
 
    Dorian glared at Mila. She frowned. Why did he look at her like that? Did he expect her to assume his role and shepherd them along under Fanti’s wing? It was not her place, nor would the others―some of whom were older―tolerate her dominance. Did he think she was the one who drew the others on in a merry dance of chaos? Could he really believe that she was capable of such wanton excess and willful carelessness? 
 
    “Your negligence has put us all at risk,” Fanti hissed, drawing Dorian’s attention back to him.  
 
    “Then, I give you full leave to circumscribe their steps tonight.” Dorian’s tone implied that he was done with the matter. Indeed, his actions spoke even louder, as he began to dress, righting his shirt and breeches, donning his vest and cravat, and tying back his hair. 
 
    “Is that all I am to expect from you?”  
 
    Mila could not feel cold as mortals did, but dread could still make her shiver.  
 
    “Is there more that you want?” Dorian continued to dress himself, moving with a languid grace that was somewhere between foppish and insulting.  
 
    Fanti remained silent, watchful. Watching Mila more than Dorian. He turned, the stiff shuffling of his brocade banyan flaring out behind him. Mila followed him to the door and closed it, blocking out the curious stares of the other vampires. She froze at the roar that that erupted outside in the hall, and only her vampiric hearing allowed her to catch the faint sounds of shoe soles and silk skirts as the coven members fled.  
 
    Dorian was pulling on his coat, adjusting his shirt cuffs and cravat around it. He caught up his black cloak and black tricorn hat and started for the door. His gaze met hers, and he stopped, his lips thinning. 
 
    “Stand aside, Mila,” he said with deceptive calm. 
 
    “What is your quest?” It was painful to ask about something he had deliberately withheld from her. 
 
    “It is none of your concern.” 
 
    “Do you not trust me to help you?” 
 
    “You cannot help. In fact, you can only hinder me. Now, step aside.” 
 
    His words stabbed her, each one a small slice of pain. “At least pay heed to Fanti,” she begged.  
 
    “He has no dominion over me.” 
 
    “But you have dominion over us!” she cried. “Will you abandon us for your quest?” 
 
    Dorian’s face contorted into a frightening mask of rage. “If I must.” 
 
    He had shoved her aside and sped through the doorway before she had a chance to react. The front doors of the palazzo slammed in the distance, and the sound sent Mila sinking to her knees.  
 
    Vampires could not cry. She had a vague memory of wetness on her cheeks from the time of smoke and fire. Salt. She had shed the ocean from her eyes. Then, Dorian had found her, turned her, saved her, and she had never wept again.  
 
    That did not mean she couldn’t feel pain. It simply meant there was no way to release it from her body. She realized that vampires were selfish things. They could only take in, never give out. She took in blood, but could not give back tears. What she would have given to be able to cry in that moment.  
 
    Tears for her broken trust, her broken heart. Tears for her fears for herself, for Dorian, for their coven. As it was, she could only heave dry sobs and release grinding, primal moans. Cold, gentle hands pressed down on her, grasping her shoulders and arms, drawing her in against a chest where no heartbeat. 
 
    “Hush.” The voice was gentle and kind, and she was too stunned, too lost to do more than notice that she was being held and rocked. Exactly as Dorian had done in those first months after he turned her, when her world was upside down and wild. 
 
    “Calm, mi tesoro.” It was Fanti’s voice. She blinked. She was being held by Fanti, who crouched on the floor beside her. “You, of all sweet things in this world, should not be made to grieve by one man’s foolishness.” 
 
    She clenched her jaw tightly to keep all the words she wanted to say from spilling out. No matter what Dorian did, she would never betray him by confessing her fears to another, certainly not to Fanti. 
 
    “I have lived long enough to see such things happen,” he said with a sigh. “It seems that we immortals are not immune to the foolishness of the mortal heart.” 
 
    Mila closed her eyes, thankful he had not guessed the true reason for her pain. 
 
    “I have also seen good, strong coven leaders unknowingly led astray. I have seen them grow too confident of their status, too assured of their prowess. Such pride becomes a sickness, weakening them, year by year. They ignore those who would counsel them well. They chase after impossible things. They forget their duty, their obligation to the covens that depend on them.” 
 
    She went still in his arms. A memory from another life flashed before her eyes. Two figures, a man crouching beside a woman, holding her. Their skin was blue, and icicles hung from their noses. The haystack they had huddled against had not protected them from the creeping death of ice and frost of winter on the steppes.  
 
    Fanti’s embrace was no protection against the cold truth of his words.  
 
    “What becomes of them?” she asked unwillingly. 
 
    He sighed and stroked her hair, careful not to disarrange any of the curls or pins. “Many things can happen, few of which are good.” 
 
    Mila pulled away from him and studied his expression. His scarring made it nearly impossible to discern any one emotion. Fanti’s eyes were dark and serious, but there were too many possible motives for such a look.  
 
    “Why are you telling me this?” It was time to be blunt.  
 
    “Because, there is always a chance for things to be put to rights.” 
 
    “What do you get from such a...happy...conclusion?” 
 
    Fanti stood and brushed down his banyan before holding out his hand to help her up. “It means, cara, that I do not have to deal with a leaderless coven wreaking havoc in my city. I prefer discretion to cleaning up messes.” 
 
    She could see he spoke the truth, so far as it went. It was clear, though, that he was giving her one chance to bring Dorian back in line before he took matters into his own hands. She nodded curtly and curtsied before pushing past him.  
 
    One chance to save Dorian. 
 
    One chance to save them all. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    A long day of searching in the sun had left Mila weak and full of fear.  
 
    The shadows of evening were falling now, easing some of the strain on her senses, but she was growing restless from the Thirst. Hints of blood were everywhere in the healing scabs of beggars, women who bled with the moon, and butchers heedless of their heady work. It was easier to ignore the smell of blood when she was full from the night before and weak in the sunlight. She had simply focused on sifting through scents to try to catch Dorian or the girl, straining to listen for the patter of his footsteps or catch a glimpse of her.  
 
    But now? Now, twilight was waking the beast that demanded blood. She needed to return to Fanti’s palazzo. If Dorian was not there, she would have to cajole and browbeat the coven into submitting to Fanti for tonight’s hunt. She was indifferent to the idea of God, if not a little resentful since all His houses were forbidden her. Still, she prayed that Dorian had come to his senses and resumed his place as head of their coven.  
 
    Mila knew the exact moment the sun slipped below the horizon. She flexed her fingers and rolled her shoulders at the sensation of preternatural strength and speed returning to her. The skin of her wrist exposed between her glove and sleeve glowed a ghostly white in the intense blue light of twilight. Mortals hurried past her, their breath coming in icy puffs. Her breath would do no such thing, for there was no life to it.  
 
    It was time to go back to Fanti. She slipped along the shadows of narrow passages of wet stone, skirting the grand campos and keeping to side streets with their prowling cats and leering journeymen. Neither frightened her. After all, she was the one they should truly fear. 
 
    “Snegurochka!” 
 
    Mila froze. She heard pounding steps behind her, and Gavin Girard caught up, coming to stand before her. He doffed his hat and offered a mocking, elaborate bow. Straightening up, he grinned. 
 
    “You haven’t melted away,” he said. 
 
    “Not yet,” she conceded. He looked much the same as the day before, but she noticed additional items tucked into his sword belt and boot tops.  
 
    “It’s getting colder.” Gavin closed the space between them. “I think you’ll be staying around for a while, Snow Maiden.” 
 
    His smile promised sin. From a nearby tavern, the song of a plaintive violin dressed the air in a rush of desire. A deeper shade of darkness fell over them, and Mila found herself wanting something she could not name.  
 
    Or perhaps she could. 
 
    Time. She wanted time to stay and unravel Gavin Girard’s meaning. But the Thirst was rising, and the throb of the vein in his throat stoked a different, more deadly desire in her.  
 
    He raised his hand to touch her face, and she jumped back. Reality, with its damp, chilly streets and taunting street urchins, blasted away the blue, shadowy idyll of the moment. She couldn’t let him touch her. By now, her skin was too cold. It would feel smooth and hard like stone under his fingers. He would know instantly that it was unnatural, that she was unnatural. His touch had the power to unleash the hunter in her, and she did not want to drink his blood. She did not want to kill him. She didn’t even want to frighten him.  
 
    Then, she saw the set of three wickedly sharp wooden stakes tucked into his belt and everything changed.  
 
    Now, he was the one who frightened her. 
 
    He was a Hunter of the Order of St. Marcellus.  
 
    Gavin Girard’s entire existence had one purpose: to hunt and destroy creatures like her. Vampires. He would not hesitate to plunge one of those stakes into her heart, or use the sword at his side to slice off her head.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Snow Maiden?” Gavin frowned down at her, confusion and the suspicious instinct of a hunter in his eyes.  
 
    “It...it is not proper,” Mila said, grasping at the first excuse she could think of.  
 
    “Is that all?” He laughed, relaxing. “Well, my little snowflake, if you were truly a proper lady, you would not be wandering the streets unattended, and certainly not in the dark.” 
 
    “You presume to know quite a bit about me.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I know nothing at all about you. It is precisely that which I seek to remedy.” 
 
    “Do any women truly fall for such drivel?” 
 
    Gavin twisted his face into an expression of mock hurt. “You wound me, signora. I would have you know my romantic nature is a bit of a byword in Venice.” 
 
    “You say that as if it were a good thing.” 
 
    “Isn’t it?” 
 
    Mila couldn’t help the sly smile that slid over her lips. The moment before sinking the stiletto between the ribs of arrogance was always the sweetest. “Let me ask you which is coveted more? That which is freely shared to the point of being commonplace, or that which is elusive, exclusive, and forbidden?” 
 
    Gavin stepped into her space once more. She fought the urge to move back or even turn and run. All of this was a very bad idea, but she simply could not let this rake walk away with the idea she found him attractive at all. Because she did not. Not at all. 
 
    “Are you forbidden, then?” he asked, snaking his arm around her waist with lightning speed and pulling her to him. As she had the day before, Mila made herself soft and pliant in his grasp. Every fiber of her being was screaming for her to break his arms and crack his spine. She was a wild thing, not to be caught, not to be held prisoner, especially not by a mortal consumed with lust. 
 
    “I am more than forbidden,” she replied, ducking her head so that he could not study her cold, hard, alabaster skin too closely. “I am impossible.” 
 
    “Never issue a challenge like that to a man, my dove. He will move heaven and earth to prove you wrong.” 
 
    “What care I that he moves anything for me? You assume that because you want me, I must want you in return.” She nearly bit her tongue in half with her fangs when he tangled his free hand in her hair, careless of her coiffure. This was too much, too close. Dangerous. Deadly. She had to leave. Now. “Let me be clear, signor. I have no interest in you or your silly games of seduction. You had best move on from me and chase after easier prey.” 
 
    “And if I do not care to take your advice?” 
 
    Mila shrugged, testing the strength of his grip on her by trying to pull away. He was unyielding. “Then, I would say you are a twice a fool. Once for not heeding me, and once more for rushing in where angels fear to tread.” 
 
    She tried once more to extricate herself from his grip, but he was strong for a mortal. No doubt due to his training as a Hunter for the Order.  
 
    “I fear no angels,” he countered, his dark eyes crinkling as he smirked.  
 
    “Then fear the Devil,” she whispered, using only enough of her strength to wrench herself from his hold.  
 
    Without any hesitation, she turned and ran, literally as fast as humanly possible...or rather humanly plausible. For his part, Gavin seemed inhumanly fast, catching her and spinning her so that he could back her against a building.  
 
    “You’re no Snow Maiden,” he panted. “You’re a bloody gazelle!” 
 
    If she hadn’t been so desperate to get away, she might have smiled. As it was, she had to bow her head once more to try to keep him from studying her too closely, but it was to no avail. He frowned and cupped her cheek before she could do anything to avoid it. He pulled his hand off as if it was burned, though she knew it was the opposite.  
 
    “Your skin is ice!” he exclaimed. 
 
    She ducked and twisted away from him, taking advantage of his momentary hesitation. “I told you. I am a Snow Maiden, and I have a heart of ice. Now, leave off!” 
 
    He frowned, his body now still in the way a hunter would hold himself when sighting prey. She pushed him without warning, using an approximation of a mortal woman’s strength and sending him stumbling back a few paces. The few moments it would take for him to regain his balance were enough for her to take off running again, putting on a burst of vampiric speed once she was unobserved. 
 
    Mila lost herself in the streets, blindly crossing bridges and praying she was not simply going in a giant circle that would bring her back to Gavin. How could her day have gone so terribly wrong? From the moment she awakened, everything had been a disaster. Now, she hadn’t been able to find Dorian, the hunt would be beginning without her, Fanti would be furious, and her heart hurt from too many unkind words, unsaid threats, and unintentionally frivolous seduction. 
 
    She slowed to a quick walk, trying to get her bearings. But in the darkness, one campo looked much like another, and the narrow streets were as tangled as her thoughts. She was almost grateful when she was seized by the arm and dragged into a foul-smelling alcove, coming face-to-face with Fanti. 
 
    “Where have you been?” Fanti’s voice was rich, but his words were cold.  
 
    “Doing what you asked me to do,” she replied, hoping this small nod to submission would placate him. “Trying to find Dorian, but I have not come across him at all.” 
 
    “Your fellow coven members began the hunt without me once again.” 
 
    Mila wanted to sink into her shoes for shame, mentally berating their abject stupidity.  
 
    “We know how this ends. They will be sloppy. There will be more bodies to find in the morning. And I will be inconvenienced.” 
 
    A hysterical laugh rose up in her throat, but she swallowed it back. How could such a poncy word sound so very menacing?  
 
    Fanti’s grip on her arm softened, and he patted her cheek. “You poor, sweet dear. Look at you, frozen and hard. The Thirst must be terrible by now. Come, hunt with me again tonight. At least I know that you may be trusted.” 
 
    Another laugh threatened to escape. Her world was upside down.  
 
    Fanti trusted her. 
 
    Dorian didn’t. 
 
    Could she even trust herself? 
 
    The fact she could not answer that question was by far the most frightening revelation of the day.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Twilight fell upon the darkening sky and Sophia shivered as the chill of the wind enveloped her. She drew her arms around her waist, running her hands up and down her arms for warmth. She needed to find this man, the one who barricaded her the other night. Feeling as if she had been drawn into a terrifying game of cat and mouse, she had questions that warranted answers.  
 
    After she crossed one of the many bridges in Venice, she turned a corner down a darkened alley. She headed toward an area she presumed he would frequent, close to the site of their prior meeting. At the thought of his lips as they teased her cheek and neckline, the way he held her to him, Sophia shivered now for a different reason. Letting out a long breath, she pushed away the thoughts and continued her hunt. 
 
    The alley grew darker still as the shadow of the buildings blocked any remaining remnant of the setting sun. Shoes, possibly boots, struck the stone. The footfalls continued and a figure appeared in the shadows. The person continued to close the distance, then the steps ceased...and the figure came into view. She paused for a moment and as she opened her mouth to excuse herself and pass him by, the cloaked, hooded figure turned. She froze as she realized the person wore a mask. 
 
    Red eyes glowed through the eyes of the mask, staring at her. Her heart skipped a beat as she gasped and took a few steps back. The chill of the wall behind her stopped her and she quickly turned back the way she came. Taking a quick turn down another alley, feeling as if she had fallen into a maze, she heard quickened steps behind her. Sophia turned and looked, but no one was there. She quickly turned back and ran into a strong frame. She screamed as the cloaked figure stood before her. 
 
    “Who are you?” she whispered hoarsely, before fear claimed her voice and she backed away one step, eyes closed. Fool, she thought to herself and opened them once more. The cloaked figure had disappeared. She blinked and furrowed her brows. She looked to her left and right, finding herself alone. Taking in a deep breath, she started down the alley once more. 
 
    Had she been followed or had she imagined the figure? She felt tired, but not so deprived of sleep she would hallucinate. Sophia hurried down the alley toward stores. 
 
    She thought of the man from her visions and their brief encounter. She needed to find the man from the other night. Maybe he held answers to the plague, her visions, and now the cloaked person with red eyes. She felt drawn to him, but why? She barely knew him, if at all. He had an essence that pulled her to him, like a moth to flame. As she turned yet another alley corner, she abruptly stopped. The cloaked figure quickly made his way toward her. The mask glowed with the red of his eyes. 
 
    She screamed again and ran back the other direction. Sophia stopped once more as another figure approached, also with red eyes. 
 
    “What is this madness?” she screamed. Her heart hammered and she cried out once more. Looking behind her, she realized that the first cloaked figure had again disappeared. Picking up her skirts, she ran in that direction, taking herself away from whoever these cloaked figures were that appeared to be pursuing her. Had she lost her mind? Had someone cast a spell upon her to drive her mad? 
 
    As she ran, her vision clouded once more and she groaned. “Not now!” Coming to a stop, she pressed her hands against the wall for balance, heaving in breaths. Fear escalated like a running spike up her spine. Her sight blackened as the vision took hold.  
 
    As the image in her mind cleared, a woman ran past her through stone corridors. Sophia looked in the direction the woman had fled, but found no one pursuing. She turned toward the fleeing woman and found men shouting inaudible claims as she sped past. Sophia inhaled the smell of smoke. She turned back to the woman running, only to realize that it was Sophia herself. 
 
    How could this be? she thought to herself. How...me? No. She shook her head as the vision had an abrupt ending. She blinked as the darkness of the alley settled around her. Glancing behind her, then in front, finding herself alone, she exhaled the breath she had been holding. As she fisted her hands, her fingertips tingled. She looked down to her gloved hands and opened them, closed them, then opened once more. Typically, a tingle in the fingers like this would be a precursor to manifestation of powers, or so she had been told, especially during moments of extreme stress. 
 
    And this would constitute extreme. 
 
    She thought back to her earlier childhood as she began to come into her powers and recalled the tingling sensation, then the sound of a footfall brought her back to the present. 
 
    She took off running once more and turned another corner and ran into the strength of a solid wall. But this was no wall, this was a man. She looked up and gasped as red eyes stared down into her own. Sophia turned and as one foot planted to run, arms as strong as ten men wrapped around her slender frame. 
 
    “NO!” She kicked her feet into the air and struggled against the brute force. She threw her head back and connected with something, but the blow caused her vision to see spots. The man who held her backed up into something, a door? He walked them inside and kicked it closed with his foot. 
 
    Sophia looked around as she struggled and found masks of all shapes and sizes, from jesters to horror stricken, beautiful to grotesque. The masks lined the walls so thickly it sent a sensation of dread through her. Fear spiked adrenaline through her body and she screamed out, “RELEASE ME!” 
 
    The man finally released her and she took steps away from him. Her fingers felt along the wall in hopes of a weapon, only to find the guises. She dared not take her eyes from his for he might disappear again, then reappear behind her, beside her, somewhere, and when he’s had his fun, kill her. 
 
    “What do you want of me?” she cried out. 
 
    In a slow movement, the man held his hands out in a position of surrender, maybe peace. “I do not wish to harm you,” he said in a lowered tone. 
 
    Her eyes widened. She recognized his voice. Could it be him? The man from the other night? He brought a single hand up and removed his mask, then raised his eyes to hers.  
 
    She still could not see him clearly as the cloak covered his head. She tilted her head slightly. “Who are you?” 
 
    He pushed the cloak cover back and she gasped. It was him! Her heartbeat quickened in his presence and her lips opened slightly. She gazed at him, her eyes lingering on his for a long moment. Were they not ablaze with fire? She slowly drifted down his body to his chest, to his stomach, to the area below his pelvis. She felt this part of him press into her the other night. She would be a fool to not admit it thrilled her. She continued on to his feet, then back up to his eyes once more. 
 
    The man took a step toward her as she, in turn, stepped back. As she did a moment ago, his eyes drifted down her body, then back up to her once more. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    She raised her brow and lifted her chin as if in defiance. “No. I need answers first.” 
 
    He reached for her but she ducked from his grasp. His footfall brought him closer and she sidestepped him once more. It was almost as if they were dancing. Well, that would be the case if they were mutual to the task, but herein, no. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked once more. 
 
    “Who I am should be of no consequence to you. But pray tell, who might you be?” She backed from him once more. The man lifted the corner of his lips in what appeared to be a smirk. He glanced to the ground, then back to her once more. He held himself in a grace that made him appear superior to other males; even Gavin and the elder hunters. 
 
    He quickly darted toward Sophia and pressed his palms to her shoulders, thrusting her against the wall of masks. She gasped and stared into his eyes. Neither blinked. Both panted for air as if the tension between them were that of humid air, quickly turning into water. 
 
    She looked away first and her sight landed on a grotesque guise that sent a chill up her spine in the most unpleasant way. She bit her lip and closed her eyes. Opening them once more, she glanced to the man in the cloak. He began to lean into her and finding space under his arm, she quickly ducked away, removing herself from between him and the wall. 
 
    He leaned into it, then looked to her over his shoulder. He grinned, and it was magnificent. She found herself wanting to smile, though instead, she lowered her gaze. As she looked up once more, he moved toward her and she sidestepped. He lunged with a grin, she ran to the side and let off a small giggle. 
 
    Never would she consider this cat and mouse game fun, but he did not appear to be a threat. At least not yet. She bounded once more to the side and as she did, the man moved fast, inhumanly fast. Before she realized what had happened, he caught her in his arms. They faced each other, her breasts pressed firmly against his own chest. 
 
    “You still have not answered me,” he told her. Longing flashed his features so quickly, she wondered if she had imagined it. 
 
    She tried to wiggle herself free to no avail. “Release me, please.” 
 
    “No, not until you answer my question.” 
 
    She sighed. “At least, please, tell me your name first?” 
 
    Sadness touched his eyes then, and his lips quivered. The strength around her body loosened, and he released her. He took a step back and reaching with a hand, he rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    Confused, she took a step forward, then hesitated. “Please,” she whispered. “What is your name?” Should we know one another? Had we met once upon a time? No, surely I would remember this man. 
 
    “Perhaps,” he began and looked up to her with a devilish stare, “this will help you remember.” He lunged for her once more and captured her face in his hands. He tilted her head up and pressed his lips to hers. She pushed against his chest and tried to pry him away. She pressed harder and harder, then he growled. She gasped against his lips and one of his arms circled around her waist, thrusting her closer, his other hand grasping her by the back of her neck. 
 
    She curled her hands around his biceps and allowed herself to give into this man, give into the passion. She whimpered against his lips and moved her hands to his neck. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. 
 
    Feeling the push against her body to move back, Sophia followed his lead until the wall found her and they stopped. He moved his hands to her waist and he lifted her up, thrusting her body against the wall. The force of it sent masks falling to the floor in a clatter. She sighed into his mouth as his tongue traces her lips. She lifted and wrapped one leg around his waist. The man reached for the other and wrapped his hand around her knee, then used his body weight to hold her. 
 
    The kiss broke long enough for her to gasp for air. She stared into his eyes, then to his lips, those amazing lips, ready to kiss her once more. 
 
    He took her chin in his hands and stared at her for an even longer moment. “What was I thinking? Paint and cloth could never capture your essence.” He tilted her head to the side. He kissed her jawline to her ear, then to the neck. His tongue teased the area between her collarbone and earlobe. She hissed and her legs tightened around him. The man pressed his erection into her and a soft moan emitted from his lips. 
 
    “What?” she whispered to his statement. She closed her eyes as his tongue slipped up the side of her neck. She bit her lip to keep herself from moaning as heat pulsed between her legs that longed for the man to be inside her. 
 
    Then as quickly as it began, it ended. He pulled away abruptly and set her down, then took a step back. He growled and quickly turned toward the door. 
 
    “What,” she whispered and cleared her throat. Her heart wanted to beat out of her chest and her sex, my gods her sex throbbed in a way she had never experienced. She squeezed her legs together in an effort to extinguish the fire he managed to light. “What is it?” She wanted him back to her, wanted him to continue to kiss her, and more, yes, she wanted more. 
 
    Then she looked to the ground, to the masks that had fallen. A few were still in one piece, and a few others did not survive the impact. Someone would surely come looking… 
 
    “Will the maker be returning?” she asked in the silence of the room. She half expected an answer. Would the man throw them on the streets? Surely not a man of his nobility. No one would have the audacity… 
 
    Then as if the moment slapped her in the face, she looked up to the man as he turned to face her. She could not believe she allowed herself to be taken advantage of in this way. She had no idea who he was, yet, here they were. He took a few steps toward her and she held up a hand. 
 
    “No! You shall remain your grounds, sir. I will not be taken advantage of in this way! If you refuse to answer one simple question, then I refuse to have any more of this…this moment with you.” 
 
    She raised her chin high and held her ground. 
 
    He sighed and lowered his gaze, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Dorian. My name is Dorian, but,” he looked up to her. His gaze somber, saddened. “This is all I can give you.” 
 
    She stared at him, the sadness in his eyes pulling at the strings of her heart. But why? “Well, it is good to have a name, but, I am afraid, my dear Dorian, it is not enough.” She lowered her gaze and hurried past him, out the door and into the rapidly-falling night. Fear gripped her, although it had nothing to do with the burning eyes she saw earlier, but more with the burning of her heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Fanti was cunning in the hunt. 
 
    He was so different from Dorian. His careful handling of victims was nothing like Dorian’s indulgence in a debauchery of blood, feeding in a ruthless, ecstatic frenzy. He became a magnificent god of destruction, smeared in living scarlet with ruby eyes. 
 
    Dorian and Fanti did share a sense of caution that bordered on paranoia. Mila appreciated it as the only thing that kept them safe from discovery. She emulated their watchful carefulness in her own hunting, whether she was alone or with another vampire. Constant vigilance had saved her more than once, and she was loath to trust anyone else to be as attentive as herself. 
 
    Fanti had proven himself the exception to her rule. If anything, he was a shade more fanatical than her in taking precautions, and he was unfailingly considerate and courteous to her. Mila gave herself over to his care and guidance for the hunt that night. It was an unheard-of indulgence for her, but she couldn’t help luxuriating a little in having both a guide and guard who had a vested interest in protecting his territory. 
 
    “Do you see anything you like, my sweet?” he asked as they drifted along the shadowy edges of a campo where a boisterous celebration in a tavern spilled over into the square. 
 
    She lifted her face and took in the scents on the air. Heavy wine, sharp cheese, and drippings from roasted meat. Sandalwood oil, sweat, piss, and rose water. 
 
    “That one.” She tucked away her thoughts and let the hunter’s instinct wash over her. She didn’t want to dwell on the fact she had chosen a young one tonight. Only madness came from trying to imagine the lives of victims. She didn’t want to know if the youth was an apprentice to some trade, or if he had a sweetheart, or if he believed in the Blessed Virgin and all the saints. 
 
    All she knew is that she wanted the smooth skin and liquid eyes of either a woman or a youth. No one with a beard or stubble. Not a man in his prime, either, with muscles to fight her and a cock to press against her hips as she sent him into a final paroxysm of pleasure immediately before draining the last drop of blood. 
 
    No one that could remind her of Gavin and the way he would hate her if he truly knew what she was. 
 
    “He is quite sweet,” Fanti commented approvingly, nodding in the youth’s direction. “Fresh-faced. Clean. His clothes are old but very well mended. He must be a tailor’s apprentice.” 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    Mila clenched her jaw before calming herself and whispering, “I do not want to know. I only want to feed.” 
 
    “Ah, but, my sweet, unfortunately I must know. Venice is not small, but neither is it large. The boy will know men who know his mother who knows his aunt’s neighbors. To hunt successfully in Venice, you need to learn everything you can about your victim in order to create the right kind of trail away from the true cause of death. Suspicion is a hardy plant and requires very little to thrive and bloom into rumors. Therefore, it falls to me to salt the earth behind us.” 
 
    She swallowed convulsively, his words implying more threats than promises. But her Thirst was beginning to cloud her mind, and she made a restless noise in the back of her throat. 
 
    “Oh, my impatient little bird.” Fanti chuckled. “It is unkind of me to tease you when you suffer. Go. Wait for me in the alley around the corner. There is broken gate, and behind it, an overrun garden. I will meet you there.” 
 
    Mila hardly knew how she reached the garden, her steps were a blur. The garden was a tangled mess of moss and ivy, with a crumbling fountain in the center. She tucked herself into a corner, careful of the unkempt thorny bushes that sprawled around it. 
 
    She recognized Fanti’s soft, steady footfalls in the shadows of the garden. Another set of footsteps accompanied him, but these were less certain, stumbling and irregular. Fanti’s hood hid his face from the youth, who looked vacant and numb under a glamour. Rational thought deserted her then. 
 
    All she could smell was salt and supple skin, with the tang of iron beneath it. All she could see was the jumping vein in his neck. All she could hear was the thundering of his heart. 
 
    “Here, my sweet,” Fanti said, gently pushing the youth into her embrace. “Take what you need, and have no care for what happens after. I shall look after everything for you.” 
 
    She only half-heard his words. Already, she was brushing her lips along the warm skin of the boy’s neck. The Thirst howled at her. Nothing existed beyond fangs, flesh, and blood. Her bite was tender, despite her need. A hard bite might have made a mess, and she didn’t want to waste a precious drop. 
 
    It was never about the taste of the blood, though she could well discern its flat flavors of salt and wet copper. It was about the way the blood rushed through her body, bonding with every sinew and nerve, making her shiver with exhilaration. It was like being filled with a kinetic kind of love, her victim’s passion for life transferring itself to her own hollowed-out soul. 
 
    The youth slumped lifelessly in her arms, and she felt a pang of disappointment that it was over already. But she was full and he hadn’t suffered…much. At least she didn’t think he had suffered. 
 
    As much as possible, she always tried to be gentle in her feeding, unlike Dorian, who often gave way to the sadistic delights of feeding from different points on the body, prolonging the end for the victim. She had seen him practically tear out the throats of others in his violent need. He could break bones and listen to screams as he fed. He was rarely careful with his victims, and though Mila readily followed him in all things, she found his way of feeding somewhat distasteful. 
 
    “Better, little bird?” Fanti asked, breaking into her sated stupor. She blinked, forcing her thoughts back into the moment. He reached out and took the youth from her arms, holding him almost tenderly. “I will take care of him. You were very good, very careful. Such little marks! It is good! This means that with a bit of sleight of hand, I may return him to his family so he can be mourned and buried. It will be of great comfort to them.” 
 
    “You would let his body be found?” She didn’t know if she was more shocked or confused. 
 
    “Aye,” Fanti replied. “Better that than to have another ‘plague victim’ found floating in the canals. Besides, Venice is my home. Though I hunt in its streets, like a hunter, I must have a care for my game and my land. I must feed, but that does not mean I have the right to cause undue suffering to either the living or the dead.” 
 
    He left Mila with instructions to stay put until he returned, and it was easy enough to obey. Her head was too full of conflict and questions. Fanti’s relationship with the mortals of Venice was like nothing she had ever encountered before. He seemed to care for these mortals, even hold them in affection like a shepherd for his lambs. 
 
     She wondered if he would feel the same paternal protectiveness if he encountered Gavin. The idea struck her with horror twice over. First for the pang of anguish she felt at the thought of Gavin dying, and second for the fact she felt so strongly for a mortal man she had barely met and done nothing more than argue with. 
 
    Fanti returned and led her from the garden, tucking her hand into the crook of his arm and even wrapping his capacious cloak around her shoulders. His behavior teetered between that of a charming host and a wish to cause offense by treading on another coven leader’s territory. 
 
    “I apologize that it too me so long to return to you,” he said as he hurried them along the streets. “Unfortunately, I encountered something I believe you must see.” 
 
    Before Mila could question him, he pulled her to him and fit them into the shadows of a doorway. A little way down the street, in a small pool of light that fell from a lantern that hung from the window above, a man and a woman stood close in a way that flirting or fighting lovers would. 
 
    Mila inhaled sharply in surprise, and her senses were assaulted by Dorian’s scent. It wasn’t enough that she had recognized him – would recognize him anywhere – from the way he stood and the set of his shoulders. No, she had to fill her lungs with him. But there was more. 
 
    Sunshine. 
 
    Lavender. 
 
    The girl. 
 
    He was with the mortal girl from the day before. 
 
    The girl shifted then slumped in his arms, and Dorian kicked open a door and pulled them inside. Mila heard the click of the lock. 
 
    What was Dorian going to do with the girl? 
 
    Feed or fuck? 
 
    Which was it? Far too much depended on that particular answer, and Mila dreaded that it would be the wrong one, even though she clung to the hope that the locked door would mean feeding. 
 
    “I am sorry you had to see that.” Fanti’s voice was soft and comforting. “Your creator is headed down a path of madness. Only you can stop him from such folly. You know there is only one way to do that.” 
 
    “Thank you,” was all that Mila could say, her heart too full of hurt to think of anything else. 
 
    “Oh, little bird,” Fanti said, wrapping her in his arms. “Did I not tell you that I have a care for all things that dwell in my city, for they are all dear to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    “Gavin!” Sophia ran toward the hunter’s home. She tripped on the step toward the door and her hands slammed against it as she caught her weight. Her chest heaved and she looked over her shoulder as she banged her palm upon the thick wooden surface. “Gavin! Please!” 
 
    She turned to face the door as images of the red eyes surfaced, as did the kissing with Dorian. 
 
    Dorian, she repeated in her mind. Did he not also have the red eyes? 
 
    “Gavin!” she screamed once more. 
 
    The door unlocked and creaked open. Gavin stood in the door, eyes wide with fright. “Sophia! What…come in!” 
 
    She exhaled a breath of relief and stepped past him. She leaned against the inner wall and watched as Gavin checked the alleyway, then closed the door. The walls lit by candlelight, she could make out the wall decor of hung pictures and a nearby table. 
 
    “Sophia, what happened?” He turned to her and took her face in his palms. “Did someone hurt you?” His eyes studied hers, then he stared at her mouth. 
 
    She pressed her lips together, feeling the numbness from the kiss she shared with Dorian. She did not dare speak of the event, and shied away from Gavin. 
 
    “I am fine,” she whispered. She removed his hands and put space between them. She explained feeling chased by cloaked men with red eyes, and how they were around every corner of the walks. She shook her head. “I do not know what happened, or why I would see such things.” 
 
    Dorian took a step back and rubbed the dusting of beard on his chin. He lifted a brow and began to pace the floor. 
 
    He knows, she thought to herself. Dorian…the other set of eyes, all the eyes. The redness. It must be vampire. It is the only thing that makes any sense. She kept her thoughts to herself as Gavin continued to pace. Does that make Dorian a…a…vampire? She lowered her gaze and her heart panged in her chest. She her back pressed against the outer wall. I could never send Gavin after Dorian, not like this. Not without absolutely, positively knowing for certain. That would also mean not telling Gavin my thoughts. 
 
    Sophia reached into her cloak and pulled out her tarot cards. She walked over to a sitting desk in his room and took a seat. Shuffling the cards, she laid out a spread for divination. She glanced up to Gavin, then back to her cards. Placing them north, south, east and west, then a center point, she turned the cards over one at a time. 
 
    “Recall I told you, and the others, danger was coming in the form of a plague.” She pointed to the first card. “This plague has arrived, Gavin.” 
 
    He bent over her shoulder and gazed up on the cards. “What else do they tell you?” 
 
    She sighed and flipped the next two. “There appears to be others involved in the death that is to come. Possibly a winged creature?” She tilted her head slightly. “A bat? Maybe a serpent?”  
 
    “A bat or serpent? What is this, Sophia?” 
 
    She furrowed her brows and looked up to Gavin. “I can only tell you what I see in the cards, or what the bones tell me.” 
 
    He nodded and crossed his arms over his body. “Serpents were in scriptures of the bible. Are you suggesting the devil is among us?” 
 
    She tucked her cards away with a shrug. “I do not know, Gavin.” 
 
    “The Order will not easily agree to chase rumors of devils and bats. We are formed and bound to hunt only vampires. Perhaps, though, one of the older Hunters knows of another group consecrated to fighting such as you describe.” He sighed and scrubbed his face with his hands. “I will ask around in the morning.  
 
    She nodded and yawned then crossed her arms over her chest. “Gavin, may I stay here tonight? I do not wish to return home after tonight’s events. I feel…safe here. With you,” she quickly added, “and the other hunters.” 
 
    He nodded. “Of course. You may take my bed. I’ll make a pallet on the floor and keep watch over you.” 
 
    She smiled and lowered her gaze. “Thank you for your generosity.” 
 
    He motioned the way through the back door of the hunter's den and they walked by candlelight through a hallway. The air felt damp and musty. Lights throughout the tunnel glowed from what she assumed to be rooms. 
 
    “My room is here,” he pointed. 
 
    She turned toward him and nodded. “Thank you again, Gavin. For everything.” 
 
    He touched her chin and lifted her gaze up to meet his own. “All ever need to do is ask. I am always at your service.” His voice as soft as a whisper, Gavin leaned in and kissed her cheek. 
 
    Sophia pressed her eyes closed and held her breath. She loved Gavin, but she knew she would never truly love him as he loved her. She loved his friendship, but it would never be anything more. She took a step back and cleared her throat. 
 
    “I need to change.” She paused and Gavin stepped out of the room. 
 
    “Call for me when you’re ready for my return. I’ll fetch the blankets and pillows.” 
 
    She nodded and waited as Gavin closed the door to the room. She sighed and sat on the edge of his bed. A desk sat across the room with books opened and closed upon it, with notes and quills. Curious to what he had been studying, she stood and crossed the room. Touching the papers, she pushed a few here and there, but not paying attention to what had been written. Her thoughts were still on the events of this evening, and of Dorian. 
 
    As she closed her eyes, she saw his face once more, the fierceness he possessed when he kissed her in hopes of some sort of remembrance on her part. She opened her eyes once more and loosened her corset, removed it and sat it on the edge of the bed. Next her skirts came off and her shoes. 
 
    She pulled the pins from her hair and sat them on the table, letting her hair dangle down her back. She ran her fingers through it, giving it a brief comb through. Grasping the bed sheets, she pulled them down and climbed in, then pulled them to her chin. 
 
    A few moments passed in the silence as she laid in Gavin’s bed, waiting for him. She inhaled his scent on his pillow. It smells of him. He deserves a woman of worth. 
 
    How many times had he thought of having her in his bed? 
 
    Oh, we will not think of that, she told herself. 
 
    A light knock rapped on the door. “Sophia?” Gavin had returned. 
 
    “You may come in.” 
 
    The door pushed open and first, a candlelight entered and Gavin’s features illuminated from the orange glow. “I have brought a basin to wash with in the morning, as well as more blankets in case there’s a chill.” He let the blankets fall to the floor and lifting his arm, a pillow fell from it. He sat the candle on the desk and laid out his padding. “Do you require another blanket?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I am well, thank you.” 
 
    He nodded and made his way back toward the door. “I have obligations to take care of tonight,” he lowered her gaze and turned toward the door. “Please, do not wait up.” 
 
    “Where are you going at this hour?” Does he think they were vampires? 
 
    “I’ll be back before dawn.” Gavin pressed his lips together in a thin line, then he stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him. 
 
    She sagged back into the bed with an exhaustive sigh. She needed to rest and closing her eyes, restlessness would be her undoing tonight, along with the rabid dreams of demons and vampires. 
 
    Vampires. 
 
    Sophia’s eyes opened with a start, wide with thought. He fought with a sword that dripped with blood. He had stubble on his chin, tears in his eyes, blood seeping from wounds. He cannot possibly be vampire! Vampires do not bleed, sweat, or grow hair. They do not do any of these things.  
 
    She sighed a breath of relief to her own thoughts of self-acknowledgement. Feeling proud she solved her very own puzzle of sorts, she closed her eyes with a smile, turned on her side, and allowed sleep to claim her for the night. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Sounds of horses neighed in the distance and men talking of the day’s events echoed in the hall. Sophia turned on her side as the moment between sleep and awake pulled to her conscious mind. 
 
    As she began to open her eyes, her dreams continued and she gasped. Fingers lightly trailed over her arms and lips nibbled gently along her neck. The fingers nestled into her hair and tugged her head to the side sharply. 
 
    In her mind’s eye, she then realized she began to have a vision. No longer dreaming, but foretelling what might come, she gazed upon the man who held her body. 
 
    Dorian. 
 
    She smiled and gave herself over to him. They were back in a shop somewhere, maybe his hotel room. The place did not matter to her. Her back pressed to the wall behind her, Dorian reached for her skirts and pushed them toward her waist. He pulled one leg around his hips and pressed into her, the friction of his erection caused the familiar heat he drew from her to reappear. 
 
    She gasped and pulled him closer. She wanted him, needed him, on her, in her. “Dorian,” she whimpered. 
 
    “Do you remember me now, my love?” 
 
    She opened her eyes and looked upon him. He met her gaze and his eyes flashed so quickly, she blinked a few times, then let the thought go. He growled and pushed her breasts together, then pressed his face between her luscious mounds. His fingers and thumbs pinched and teased her nipples and she moaned softly. 
 
    Dorian pulled back enough to press a metallic object against her body, then hearing the rip of fabric, she looked down to her corset being shredded. She smiled, not having a care in the world. He pulled the material free from her body and yanked at her undergarments. He lowered himself to his knees and looked up to her once more, then pushed one of her legs up over his shoulder. 
 
    Sophia gasped hard and her head hit the wall behind her. Never had a man put his mouth on her body before in this way. She gripped his shoulder and head, holding her balance on one leg. She moaned louder as he pulled against her. His tongue did things to her she had only imagined in dark, secret places of her own home, her own thoughts. 
 
    “Oh Dorian, oh my God,” she cried out. Her leg began to buckle as a growing sensation built between her legs. A throbbing erupted in her sex and she cried out for him to never stop. 
 
    She heard another growl and as she looked down to him, on the verge of what could only be explained as a pure, euphoric feeling, and fear suddenly grasped at her. Gone was the beautiful, sensual male seducing her to a state she had never visited before, to be replaced with a man with such fierce veracity, with the familiar dark red eyes. He hissed and made his way back up her body and pressed himself against her. 
 
    Behind Dorian stood the woman she saw from her first vision. A tiny thing with pale curls and cold eyes.  
 
    Gavin took her chin and turned her attention to him again. “Tell me, love, do you remember me now?” He hissed again and Sophia screamed. 
 
    She sat up in bed, panting hard, sweat beading on her forehead. Her sex throbbed and she pulled the sheets back, looked down and wondered briefly if Dorian would be in her bed. 
 
    That’s ridiculous, she told herself. The longing she felt for the man began to shift to agitation and anger. Why did she have this vision of him? What purpose did it serve? She shook it off long enough to turn toward the basin. 
 
    In her peripheral vision, a man laid upon the floor and she almost screamed. She closed her eyes and laid her hand over her beating heart. Forgetting where she slept the night prior, she sighed and looked upon a sleeping Gavin. 
 
    He slept on the padding he made the night before. He snored softly, one arm draped over his chest, the other over his forehead. The fear left her and in its place, sadness. She laid back upon the bed and stared at her friend. She felt the sadness of what he wanted from her, everything he wanted her to be, how devoted he had become to her. 
 
    She felt a twinge of guilt for teasing him about being a rake and a rogue. Then again, since he didn’t believe her about her serpent bat vision, she did not feel so bad after all.  
 
    A new determination hit her; now more than ever she must discover who Dorian was. Why he thought she should remember him, why she felt drawn to him, no matter the cost. She had to find out for herself. 
 
    She silently removed herself from the bed and gathered up her clothes. She side-stepped Gavin and dressed herself as quietly as she could. Satisfied she did not wake him, she headed out of his room and made her way toward her own home. As she walked the streets, she made a quick decision and change of direction to visit the ship captain first. Maybe she could gather information on Dorian, maybe the people on the ship as well.

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Worry had worn her out.  
 
    That was the only excuse Mila could accept for waking up well into morning. She had spent the night listening to the music of fear and dancing along the edges of betrayal. In her thoughts, Dorian, Gavin, and Fanti had abandoned their expected roles, mingling and mangling the boundaries of trust, love, and deceit. There was no other explanation for how she had found herself flirting with a mortal, taking comfort in the arms of a man who was not of her coven, and hunting down her own Creator.  
 
    The chains of her loyalty to Dorian still held, though, and she dragged herself out of bed to dress and go find him. Despite the heavy draperies over the windows, the weight of the midday sun made itself known, leaving her feeling dull and sluggish. It was a struggle to get into even the simplest of her clothing, a cream-colored quilted skirt and a sage silk caracao jacket, forgoing the usual lace fichu around tucked into her bodice. Inside the palazzo, there was little need to pretend to modesty or feeling any chill. She could not be bothered with stockings and such, either. Finding Dorian was the priority. Fripperies could wait. 
 
    She slipped through the palazzo barefoot, holding little embroidered mules in her hands. The noisy wooden heels and leather soles would only attract attention she did not want. Dorian was not in his room, nor did she hear or smell him from behind any of the other bed chamber doors. The halls were empty, and only one or two of the older vampires of Fanti’s coven sat in the grand drawing room of the piano nobile. She turned away to continue her search when she caught a bit of the conversation between the older men. She ducked behind a door and listened. 
 
    “He has brought that mortal here again.” 
 
    “Our esteemed Sire has but one weakness, and that is politics. He simply can’t help himself. He must meddle with mortal affairs.” 
 
    “I won’t deny we have had some close calls in the past because of this, but it is also because of his work that we can live and hunt as openly as we do. I was born in Venice, and it would kill me to have to leave.” 
 
    “I might kill you if you stay.” 
 
    “You always say that, Mercutio, but you know that no one would put up with you the way I do. I am irreplaceable.” 
 
    “Humph! You are an annoying prick is what you are. But that is neither here nor there. I still think there is something distinctly wrong with this particular mortal. He might be the right hand of the Doge, but he could be the Doge’s piss boy, and I wouldn’t trust him.” 
 
    Mila remained a perfect statue behind the angle of the door that hid her.  
 
    “Oh, Mercutio, you see goblins in every shadow! You know Fanti is simply trying to oust the current Doge and install a man who owes him more favors and fear. It isn’t anything he hasn’t done before.” 
 
    “Ha! I have you there! Fanti has never dealt with another mortal other than the Doges in these games.” 
 
    “Perhaps this lackey wishes to become the Doge? If so, he’ll end up Fanti’s next meal if he is that gullible.”  
 
     “And that is precisely what worries me. If he is not that gullible, what will this jumped-up pageboy demand from Fanti? From us?” 
 
    “Who knows? Who cares? It won’t be anything that Fanti hasn’t already anticipated and turned to our advantage.” 
 
    “Do you think our guests have anything to do with all this? The timing is all very curious. They arrive, their coven leader disappears, and the rest of them feed like savages. This morning, the Doge’s piss boy shows up with his small clothes in a bunch, crying about the bodies bobbing around in the canal and how everyone is whispering about the plague.” 
 
    The other vampire chuckled. “Well, if that French bastard’s coven didn’t have anything to do with Fanti’s plans before they arrive, they certainly do now.” 
 
    Mila had heard enough. She knew that Fanti would meet with a mortal in one of the rooms on the floor below this one. Any mortals that came to do business with his coven would only be allowed so far into the palazzo, a good policy that in general prevented tasty humans from running into hungry vampires. Dorian had the same rules in his various chateaux in France. Still, it left her with the problem of finding her way to wherever they were meeting.  
 
     In the end, it was painfully easy to figure out which room it was.  
 
    Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine were stationed at the door and listening raptly to the muffled sounds of Fanti’s voice. Mila ground her teeth and drew back around the corner. She had to find a way to eavesdrop. Closing her eyes, she visualized the layout of the palazzo and its relation to the square, streets, and canals outside.  
 
    Fanti’s study was on the side of the palazzo that faced a narrow canal lined by the windowless walls of other buildings. The study overlooked a cobblestone alley that really only existed to allow access to the steps leading down to the boat landing. More importantly, there was a small, ornamental ledge that ran under the palazzo’s windows.  
 
    That was all Mila needed to know. Tucking her shoes under a chair, she opened shutters of the nearest window and nimbly jumped out onto the ledge. It was easy enough to work her way around the sides of the palazzo that lay in shadow. When she turned the corner, she was struck by the full intensity of the midday sun.  
 
    The light sapped her strength, leaving her weak and wobbly like a human. She closed her eyes in an attempt to regain her composure from the dizzy ringing in her head that threatened her balance. Even though it was autumn, the direct light of the sun was warm enough to make her skin itchy and hot. Opening her eyes again, she saw that the study windows she was aiming for was only a few feet away. She ceased breathing in case even that small movement disturbed her equilibrium.  
 
    She cautiously slid one foot along the ledge, pleased when she did not falter. Shifting her weight to the forward foot, she began to close the step with her other foot. A sense of relief crept through her that she was once more calm and steady. 
 
    “What in Heaven’s name?” 
 
    That voice which she now knew all too well snapped her concentration and sent her tumbling backward off the ledge. There was a moment of rushing air and nothingness before strong arms caught her and held her securely. 
 
    Gavin smirked down at her, shifting her in his arms to hold her more easily. “You know, it’s not every day that beautiful young ladies fall out of windows in Venice.” 
 
    “And what are you doing waiting around under windows for young ladies to fall out of?” Mila retorted, squirming against his firm grip.  
 
    “Well, it is not something I make a practice of,” he conceded. “But, for you, my Snow Maiden, I’d wait under any number of windows.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should put me down instead.” 
 
    “I am not inclined to do so.” 
 
    “I insist.” 
 
    “You are not wearing any shoes, and I would not want your pretty little feet to get dirty.” 
 
    “It’s hardly your place to worry about my feet!” 
 
    “Given that your place is currently in my arms,” he drawled, grinning. “I would say that possession is nine-tenths of the law, and as such, your delicate little toes are very much my concern.” 
 
    Gavin’s face was altogether too close to hers now, and Mila was fighting off a rising panic. If she could see the stubble on his jaw and the texture of his lips, then he’d surely see how chalk-white her cheeks were and the dark circles of the Thirst in the hollows under her eyes. He gazed at her, his expression growing dark and heated, but, she knew if he broke free from the haze of his lust for even a moment, he would recognize her for what she was. 
 
    Unable to use her vampiric strength due to the sunlight and the danger of giving herself away, all she could do was turn her head and bury her face against his chest. Unfortunately, this gave her ample opportunity to breathe in his distinctive scent once more. The combination of leather, cloves, and smoke called forth entirely new sensations in her body, awakening places she had never felt before.  
 
    “What is it, my sweet Snow Maiden?” His lips moved against the shell of her ear as he spoke, his voice a low rumble in his chest that seemed to vibrate within her too. “Why were you up there? Are you in danger and trying to escape?” 
 
    Mila shook her head against his chest, unable to speak as she struggled to comprehend the strange shivers and thrills that ran through her at the touch of his lips, his smell, the strength of his arms as he held her.  
 
    “I can help you,” he persisted. “I can bring you somewhere safe and protect you.” 
 
    She couldn’t help the small half-laugh, half-sob that escaped her at the terrific irony of his words. “No, I face no peril. I need no rescue. You had best put me down and be on your way.”  
 
    He released her only to hold her firmly about the waist with one arm and rest her bare feet on the tops of his boots. She bowed her head, afraid to look at him.  
 
    “You are determined to be difficult, I see,” he said with a soft chuckle. “You do realize that you now owe me a life debt?” 
 
    “That is not possible!” It took all of Mila’s discipline not to look up at him and explain exactly why a mere fall from a window could not kill her. Not to mention the small fact that she was not alive and therefore had no life to offer as collateral for any debt. 
 
    “I shan’t collect now. Don’t worry. But know that I will not hesitate to call in your vowels if I believe you to be in danger.” His voice held no trace of lightheartedness now, despite his words.  
 
    A pair of shutters clattered open above them. Mila quickly pretended to jump at the sound and pull against Gavin’s arms as he instinctively tightened them around her.  
 
    “There you are!” Dorian called down. She had no choice but to look up at him, grimacing as she saw him in the window, though standing safely in the slight shadow of the frame. “You were not in bed, and I grew worried.” 
 
    Gavin grew stiff and dug his hands hard enough into her shoulder and waist that on any mortal, he would leave bruises.  
 
    “You needn’t have bothered,” Mila replied coldly. “Go back inside. I shall be along presently.” 
 
    “Quickly, then,” Dorian snapped and withdrew, pulling the shutters closed with a bang. 
 
    She bowed her head once more, hoping against hope that Gavin had not studied her too closely when her face had been turned up to the bright sunlight. He remained tense, his hold on her unforgiving.  
 
    “I see that I have discovered the source of your reluctance to furthering our acquaintance,” he said dryly.  
 
    “What? No!” Mila exclaimed before she could help herself. “He is my cousin. I would no more…with him…than I would…with a goat with botts and staggers!” 
 
    “That is quite the alternative.” 
 
    “For your information, he feels the same for me.” She jerked against his grasp. “He goes around mooning about some young lady who does nothing more than tease him.” 
 
    She risked a peek up at Gavin to see if he accepted her half-truths. While his jaw was still set grimly, there was a softness in his eyes, and his lips twitched up at the corners. 
 
    “Does this young lady have a habit of falling out of windows?” he asked, his manner relaxed, but clearly hoping to receive further reprieve from or confirmation of his suspicions. 
 
    “No,” Mila replied stubbornly. “But if she persists in tormenting him, she may find herself thrown out of one in short order.” 
 
    Gavin gave a shout of laughter, and his hands went from gripping her punishingly to tenderly stroking her back and shoulder. She saw her chance to get away and pulled back, only to lose her footing and fall backwards again when he shifted his weight, causing her feet to slip from the tops of his boots. He caught her once more, and this time, she was pressed against his warm, strong body. She couldn’t help but breathe him in again, relishing the heady feeling as if he were a drug and this moment but a dream. 
 
     “You must let me go now,” she murmured. 
 
    “Not without a promise to see you again,” he said, running his nose along the cool skin of her jaw. 
 
    “Are you calling in my debt?” For a creature that didn’t need to breathe, she felt oddly breathless when he nipped her earlobe. 
 
    “Not at all.” His laugh was sinful against her temple. “Consider it merely compensation for having put my back out in catching you.”  
 
    “Then perhaps you should not be gallivanting about in your weakened state.” 
 
    “You know my conditions for your release, sweet Snow Maiden.” 
 
    Her thoughts flew through options, opportunities, and pitfalls until she seized on the one advantage she could claim from this situation. “I will agree to meet you, but the time and place must be of my choosing.” 
 
    “Tonight. The time shall be tonight, but the place shall be yours.” 
 
    She ground her teeth. Stupid, irritating mortal! “I promise nothing. Where shall I send word to you if I am able?” 
 
    “Campo Marini near the Arsenale.” He set her on her feet and kissed her hand in a courtly fashion. “There, now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” 
 
    “It was damn near impossible,” Mila retorted. “Exactly like you.” 
 
    Gavin laughed and with a low and mocking bow, sauntered off.  
 
    She watched him until he disappeared into the crowd, then fled back into the palazzo. Dorian was back! She had to find him and speak with him. Hiking up her skirts, she skittered up the stairs and down a corridor. As she was about to reach the room with the window Dorian had called her from, Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine appeared out of nowhere and grabbed hold of each of her arms. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Mila demanded. “Unhand me!” 
 
    “We would not have willingly laid a hand on you if Signor Fanti had not asked us to bring you to him,” Lady Abberley sniffed. Madame Bellefontaine tittered behind her fan. 
 
    Fanti wanted her? There were too many scenarios she dreaded to pick one reason in particular that he might demand her presence. Her trepidation grew as the women brought her to the door of his private study. He bade her enter, whereupon she was released by the women and thrust into the room, the women slamming the door behind her. 
 
    She saw Fanti, uncloaked with scars and fangs fully visible, sitting amicably next to a mortal man who was sipping from a glass of port and looked for all the world like he had no qualms about being in a room with two vampires. 
 
    “My dove,” Fanti said, rising and holding out his hand to her. “I am so glad you are here. You are the very one, nay, the only one who can help us with certain…inconveniences we are experiencing.” 
 
    What little blood she had left in her froze as she remembered Fanti’s threat about Dorian’s behavior. For the first time and for as much as she loved him, Mila damned Dorian and his cruel, selfish obsession that had left her ripe for tricking and trapping.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Approaching the docks, Sophia pulled her thick wool cloak further around her body as the chill of the October winds sent a shiver down to her bone. The clouds cumulated and the air felt drizzly. She adjusted the cloak and pulled it over her head. Her hair felt damp and she wiped at her eyes. Focusing her gaze out to the ships, she searched for the man who sailed in the ship Dorian might have been on. If she found him, she might be able to ask him a few questions―if, of course, he would answer. 
 
    Until she found him though, she would ask anyone who at least spoke to her. She approached a tall, lanky man with a bald head, and a nasty scratch across the top of it. As she stepped toward him, a stench emitted from him and she held her breath to keep from gagging. My God, he could stand a good bathing! 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The man set down a box he had in his hands and turned to face Sophia. His eyes went to her breasts, her waist, hips, feet, back to her breasts once more. “Aye, what could a woman like ye need from a man except a good romp?” He chuckled and when he smiled, black covered his teeth. 
 
    She swallowed and took another step back. “No, I am not a whore, so I advise you to keep ill thoughts to yourself. I’m looking for the captain of this ship.” She pointed to the boat behind the man. 
 
    He turned around to gaze upon the mast, then back to her. He shrugged. “He’s ‘around most days. Should be back shortly. Keep ye company till his return?” 
 
    She shook her head and offered a smile. “Much obliged but no, thank you.” She back stepped and turned toward the next man. She asked him the same question, and received a similar answer. He was nowhere around. 
 
    She decided she needed to change her tactics. Clearing her throat, she approached a man with a cap pulled over his head. He had on a ragged leather cloak and stood almost as wide as he was tall. What are they feeding these men? 
 
    “Pardon me,” she started and the man turned to face her. He had a cut over one of his eyes and it appeared as he perhaps lost it in a fight. “This ship sailed in recently, did it not?” 
 
    He nodded with a grunt. “Aye. What of it?” 
 
    She smiled and dared to step closer to the man. “Where would the captain be?” 
 
    “What is yer business with him? Hmm?” He raised his good brow and leaned in. “Last time we saw him he headed toward Baroli's.” He tilted his head slightly. “Say, isn’t that where you work?” His brows furrowed together. This man, this Signor Bulge, looked to her with suspicion. 
 
    “Yes,” she began and took a step back from him. “I do, but, I saw him there, and he was in talks with one of the clerks.” She thought back to the conversation, the way the clerk eyed her medallion. She shuddered in her step. 
 
    “Aye,” the man said and took a step toward her as she continued to walk backwards. “You were the last to see the captain. Maybe we should be asking you the questions? Hmm?” 
 
    She gasped and took a few steps farther away and tripped. She caught herself on one of the shore poles and Signor Bulge chuckled. 
 
    “Nothing but a chicken feather, you are. Now get out of here, woman, before someone mistakes you for a whore.” 
 
    She gritted her teeth and stood taller, held her chin in the air, preparing a retort Suddenly, screams filled the air. Sophia could not see who had screamed, at least not yet. She ran toward the noise, the next bridge over, and found the prostitutes who worked the shores wailing. 
 
    “They’re dead,” screamed one. 
 
    “Oh my God, someone killed them,” yelled another. 
 
    “How many are there?” asked a bystander. 
 
    “I don’t know,” the first one sniffed and fell to her knees. “Five? Maybe six?” 
 
    Sophia gasped and walked toward the home the prostitutes kept. She placed a hand upon the woman’s shoulder and bent down. “Did you see who did this?” 
 
    The woman met her gaze and shook her head. “We found them this way.” 
 
    Sophia nodded and patted the woman’s back. “It will be alright,” she whispered to her. 
 
    “How do you know?” the woman asked. “First bodies floating, and now more in our home. Who would do this?” 
 
    Sophia stood and shook her head. “I do not know, but we’ll find out.” She turned from the woman and as she thought to seek out Gavin, everyone talking suddenly became quiet. She turned back, curious to what brought on the silence. 
 
    A man dressed in black stepped out of the home with a black hat and shoes. She could not see his face, and assumed he might be a doctor or physician. The man looked up and gazed at the faces in the crowd, then looked to the ground once more. 
 
    “The bodies have been drained in the same fashion as the ones pulled from the bank. No evidence of a fight. No weapon marks. Merely small incisions in the neck and the bodies drained of blood.” 
 
    Sophia shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment. Please, please do not let this be Dorian. He could not possibly be a vampire. 
 
    But it only makes sense, she told herself. 
 
    No. I must find Gavin. 
 
    She quickly made her way toward the headquarters of the Order of St. Marcellus to tell him, and the others, of the bodies. She thought of her work and knew she would be late, but in this moment, she did not care. As she crossed Campo San Benedetto, she turned a corner into an alleyway and heard familiar voices. She paused as she approached a turn, then leaned around to spy on who she heard. 
 
    Signora Long Nose and Signora Bad Wig spoke in loud, alarmed voices to Father Potbelly. He had his hands in the air as if attempting to hush the yelling. 
 
    “Signora’s, please!” he insisted, “lower your voices! You will strike alarm!” 
 
    “More bodies were found near Signor Massimo’s mask shop!” cried Signora Long Nose. 
 
    Sophia gasped and pulled out of range. She leaned against the wall and thought of the night Dorian had her in a mask shop. Dread pulled at her heart and her eyes stung with tears. He was either a vampire and a danger to them all, or he had been hunted by the vampire with red eyes. 
 
    A sudden memory of a conversation with Gavin came to mind. “Vampires have eyes as red as blood when they feed.” That had to be it. He had to be the prey, not the predator. 
 
    She closed her eyes and swallowed hard, then continued to listen. “They were drained, like the ones in the water,” Signora Bad Wig spoke up. “What is happening to our city, Father?” 
 
    Silence enveloped them and Sophia wondered if she had been caught spying. She held her breath and waited. Signora Long Nose spoke up next. 
 
    “It is the devil’s work. It is. You saw it, first hand, the other morning in service when they carried the devil’s whore outside! She and these…beasts, bring about a plague.” 
 
    Sophia gasped again and the dread quickly shifted to rage. 
 
    Father Potbelly cleared his throat. “I believe this is no ordinary plague, but a curse of the devil and those who choose to follow him. Watch for the signs, be forewarned…” 
 
    Sophia tuned out the man and fumed. She squeezed her hands into fists and released. She wanted nothing more than to walk up, punch each of them in the nose, and point fingers. They were the reason stories of the devil’s work existed. 
 
    Enough of this, she thought to herself. She stepped out from behind the wall and made herself visible. She lifted her chin and walked toward the trio. Father Potbelly stopped talking immediately and his eyes widened, as did his mouth. Signora’s Long Nose and Bad Wig turned and both women gasped. 
 
    Sophia held their stare for a long moment, but kept her thoughts to herself. She lifted a brow while she gritted her teeth. One foot in front of the other, she forced herself to continue walking, when all she wanted to do was put them down, out of their misery. 
 
    Then I would be no better than the devils they hold for all that has happened. 
 
    Would that be so awful? she asked herself. With a slight grin toward them, giving them a dose of their own fear, she made it to the next alley and disappeared behind the wall. As soon as she could no longer see the trio, she broke into a sprint. She now knew Dorian might not be the only one hunted. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Frustration grabbed Sophia and she growled as she slammed the door to her home, then pressed her palms against the stone wall. Sweat beaded down her back and she thought of her landlady. She didn’t have the strength to deal with the likes of her at this moment. She pushed off the wall and pushed loose strands of hair behind her ears. 
 
    She hadn’t been able to find Gavin, even though she managed to hit the local areas he frequented most. His best mates had not seen him, either. Where could he be? It is not like him to disappear. 
 
    Footsore, weary, and worried, she had a right mind to collapse on her bed, if for no more than a few minutes, then trudge over to Baroli’s for her shift. He’d be pissed and possibly threaten to fire her, and maybe he would, but she doubted it. He wanted to keep an eye on her, which, if she were honest with herself, was a shitty reason to keep anyone employed. She accepted it regardless. This was life sometimes. 
 
    She turned toward her bed and screamed. Dorian reclined upon it, lounging without a simple care in the world. Well, at least that was how he appeared to her. Dressed in his long cloak, black pants and boots, white shirt with buttons opened below his neck. Sophia found a few chest hairs as they peeked over the collar. His arms were pulled behind his head and his top hat sat upon her desk. 
 
    She felt slightly embarrassed of the mess she had left behind in her room over the last few days, not expecting company. Bits of paper, wax candle drippings, needle and thread not put away, all scattered about…then she stopped and looked at him again. Reality finally claimed her and she stared directly into his eyes. 
 
    “How?” was all she managed to get out. Dorian smirked, and she found he looked strangely tired. Not quite the energetic man she saw the night before. Then again, one night was all she had to go on. As she stared at him, she wanted to find something ruthless, wicked, anything, but she only found adoration in his eyes. 
 
    He held out his hand to her. “Come to me. I will not bite.” 
 
    She wanted to laugh at his remark, but decided her response was best kept secret. She approached the bed but stopped out of his reach. “How did you find me? Well, my home?” 
 
    He smirked once more. “It is not hard to find what I want. I get what I want, my love. Have you not realized that?” He motioned his hand to her again. “Now, come to me before I take what I want.” 
 
    She raised her brow. “You would not dare.” 
 
    Before she could track his speed, Dorian grabbed her and yanked her down onto the bed. He moved her underneath him and pinned her wrists to the bed. 
 
    She gasped and wiggled underneath him. “No! Release me this instant!” 
 
    “Or what?” he asked with a smile. “Scream for help?” He leaned in and grazed his nose across her cheek and inhaled. “You do not want anyone to free you from me, do you?” She met his gaze once more and she tried to pry herself free again. 
 
    “Let me go.” 
 
    He smiled and shook his head. “You have been looking for me, have you not?” 
 
    “What?” she asked and held his gaze. “No. Yes,” she growled and pulled at her arms. “What does it matter if I’ve been searching for you?” 
 
    “So you were, then? Excellent.” He leaned in and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    “No!” she said and bit his lower lip. 
 
    He let a soft laugh escape and stared into her eyes. He licked his lower lip and Sophia stared at his tongue as he swiped across the cut. She shifted her gaze back to his eyes once more. “What do you want of me?” 
 
    He smiled. “I want you to remember me. I need you to. I need you, my love. I need you back by my side.” He kissed her cheek, then her jaw, and made his way to her neck. “I have searched centuries for you.” He kissed along her neckline to her collarbone, then over the mound of her breasts. 
 
    Dorian released her wrists and cupped her breasts with one hand, grasping her chin with the other. “I have found you after all of my searching, endless battles, I have found you, my love.” He kissed her and swiped his tongue over her lips. 
 
    She sighed into his mouth and wrapped her fingers around his arms. She kissed him back and opened her mouth for him. His tongue massaged hers and she moaned softly. She lifted one of her legs and wrapped it around his, bringing him closer to her. Dorian pressed himself against her, then moved his hips. The friction of his erection pressed against her and her vision of them flickered through her mind. 
 
    His hand moved to her throat and the contact with his skin felt remarkably cool. The other night, in the mask shop, he had been forceful with her, almost in a painful sort of way. However, here, in her room, he seemed oddly careful with her. 
 
    She wanted more of him, more of this. She moved tentative fingers to his chest and she began to unbutton his shirt. He kissed her neck and moved his free arm to her outer leg, pulling the skirts up. His chilled hand grasped the bare skin of her leg and pushed it up toward her chest. He leaned into her and moved his hips back and forth, as if they were making love. 
 
    She moaned softly and ran her hands under his shirt, feeling the coolness of his chest. His tongue dragged from the crest between her breasts to her ear. He nibbled on her and his breathing sent a shiver through her body in the most delectable way. 
 
    Suddenly, the door banged open behind them. Sophia screamed and looked past Dorian’s shoulder and found her landlady standing there. 
 
    “I knew you were nothing but a whore,” the woman screamed. “You will leave my premises immediately and not return.” 
 
    As quickly as he’d grabbed her earlier, Dorian jerked off the bed and faced the landlady. The woman’s face drained of blood, went white with terror. 
 
    Looking at the back of his head, Sophia sat up and furrowed her brows. What had Dorian done that put the fear of God in the woman? 
 
    The landlady began to scream incoherently and ran from the room. Dorian quickly followed her out the door. A loud knock sounded from the hallway, then silence. 
 
    Sophia ran out the door and found the woman on the ground, bleeding and blood on the wall next to her. Dorian had disappeared. She looked to her left, then her right, then back to the woman. She bent down and pressed her fingers to the woman’s neck, then shook her head. No pulse. Fear tightened in her chest and Sophia stood. She ran back to her room and grabbed a blanket. She tossed in the few items she owned, wrapped up the blanket, then ran from the room. 
 
    As she ran toward the headquarters for the Hunters, she barely registered the Signoras Long Nose and Bad Wig and Father Potbelly, staring at her. She was in desperate need to find Gavin, now, or at least take shelter in their stronghold. 
 
    As she crossed the bridge toward the Arsenale, thoughts of Dorian, the way he held her, kissed her, insisted she remember him. It was too much. The den was ahead and she ran harder, until a figure stepped out in her path. The woman from her vision, the pale woman, held her arms out and grabbed Sophia mid-stride, stopping her. The impact happened with such force, Sophia merely glanced at the face of the woman before blackness claimed her.

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The mortal girl’s impact was the equivalent of being beaten with a feather.  
 
    Mila easily caught her, slipping her arm around the girl’s waist and propping her up to look like she stood upright. Angling her own body to hide the stunned woman’s semi-conscious expression, Mila proceeded to grab and uncap the filigreed vinaigrette bottle than hung from the chatelaine on her belt. She waved it under the girl’s nose, and as expected, the sour, abrasive smell jerked her fully back to wakefulness. 
 
    The girl’s eyes went wide at the sight of her, and oddly enough, Mila thought she saw a flash of recognition. It wasn’t possible, though. She knew that she had been hidden from the girl’s sight at all times, even when she had tracked Dorian through the streets back to the miserable flat in the wretched building the girl inhabited.  
 
    “Who are you?” The girl’s voice was raspy from fear, but the edge was softened by confusion.  
 
    “Who are you?” Mila asked calmly, her perfect mask of cool neutrality firmly in place.  
 
    “I’ve seen you before.” 
 
    “That is not possible.” 
 
    The girl let out a grating laugh. “Oh, all of you fools with what you believe is possible and impossible!” 
 
    “I believe a great many impossible things are more than possible, that they are, in fact, true,” Mila said mildly. “However, that is neither here nor there. What is your name?” 
 
    “You first!” the girl spat. She was a pretty thing for a mortal, with all that richly curling dark hair and eyes that flashed with anger. Still, Dorian had dined on greater beauties with impeccable charm and fine spirit, and all without running the kind of stupid risks that landed the coven in the kind of trouble it now was in.  
 
    “I am Mila,” she said with a shrug. It was a little enough thing to give this girl the first hit in the sparring match. It was a game she would not, could not win. 
 
    After a moment of staring at Mila as if to try to read some kind of motive or emotion behind the mask, the girl sighed and sagged slightly. “Sophia Marivic.” 
 
    Mila nodded noncommittally, though she noted that the last name was not traditionally Venetian.  
 
    “Will you walk with me, Signorina Marivic?” she asked coolly. 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” Sophia retorted. 
 
    “It’s not a question of having choices. It’s whether you are willing to accept the consequences of the choice you make.” 
 
    “What am I supposed to take from those words? I have no time for riddles.” 
 
    Mila glanced at the early setting sun of the fall afternoon. It would be dark soon. Time for the hunt. “No,” she agreed. “You do not have time for riddles. Walk with me.” 
 
    Without looking to see if Sophia followed, Mila set off in the direction she hoped was the right one. She could still see Fanti’s map of Venice quite clearly in her mind’s eye, but translating the flatness of a drawing into walls, corners, streets, and squares had never been her strength. The sound of worn leather slippers scuffing against the stones behind her alerted her to Sophia’s compliance. 
 
    After walking a minute or two in silence, Mila said, “I am a friend of Dorian’s.” 
 
    Sophia stopped, and Mila turned to face her. The girl looked pained and pale. It was difficult to keep from rolling her eyes at the obviously lovelorn expression on the mortal. How many times had she seen that on some lady longing for Dorian?  
 
    But how many times had she seen that expression on Dorian’s face? Only once. Only here. Only with her. 
 
    “You needn’t worry,” Mila said evenly. “I assure you that I am his friend. I suppose you could say that I am his…ward. That is the term you use when someone very young is given into the care of another? Yes?” 
 
    Sophia nodded, curiosity and suspicion written in painful clarity on her face. Really, the girl must have been quite lacking in self-preservation if she couldn’t contain her emotions.  
 
    “Then, if you accept I am Dorian’s friend, I beg you to heed my warning that you are both in danger.” Mila gentled her voice a little to cajole acceptance from Sophia. 
 
    “What kind of danger?” 
 
    A ghost of a smile played about Mila’s lips as she answered, “Hmmm, I cannot tell you. But I wonder if you shall prove recklessly headstrong and demand an answer, or whether you shall be sensible and know that it is safer for you not to know?” 
 
    “It’s not reckless to want to know the kind of danger I face!” 
 
    “It’s foolish to ask for answers that can be taken from you and used against the ones you love,” Mila snapped, putting the full force of her anger at this deadly tangle into her voice. 
 
    Sophia flinched, but continued to face her, tall and proud. “I can protect myself. I have done it all my life. I do not see why I need your help!” 
 
    Mila’s temper burned like the Bura wind that froze the vast steppes of Russia in winter. “Gamble with your life all you like. But are you so heartless that you’d consign Dorian to the peril that faces him because of you, or dismiss the danger to my own life because I warn you and am trying to save you both?” 
 
    Sophia looked stricken, then took several deep breaths to calm herself. She squared her shoulders and nodded. “What must I do?” 
 
    “Follow me,” Mila said, hiding her relief and resuming their walk. “I am taking you somewhere safe.” 
 
    “I have a safe place to go already.” 
 
    “With Signor Girard?” She laughed deliberately. “Ah, you are surprised that I know of him? Perhaps that will convince you that there are those who know enough about you to set whatever trap they please, and you would never see it coming.” 
 
    “How do you know of Gavin?” 
 
    The intimate, affectionate way the girl said his name irked her. She swallowed her unreasonable resentment and shrugged. “I am young, quiet, and easily discounted. People forget about me and tend to speak freely. It costs me little to listen, and even less to say nothing about it.”  
 
    “Is it…is it Dorian’s family who are the threat to us?” Sophia asked quietly. 
 
    “Aristocrats have no family, only relative degrees of enmity and advantage.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, for their coven ‘family’ were all aristocrats except for herself, and everyone always sought leverage. “And, do not think that I did not notice you trying to wheedle information from me, signorina. I do not tell you for your own good. If you are caught, you could be tortured for what they think you know. It only takes a little torture to prove that you truly know nothing. If you did have something of value to share, you would feel obliged to resist, and the more you resisted, the worse they would torment you. Now do you understand?” 
 
    Sophia nodded.  
 
    “We are almost there, so, take heart. You shall be safe soon.” Mila checked the streets and landmarks to verify the direction they were headed in. “I will even try to bring Dorian to you tonight.” 
 
    “You will? I will see my Dorian?” The sudden sparkle in the girl’s eyes and the hopeful lilt of her voice made Mila sick at heart. This insipid creature was what Dorian had dropped everything and everyone for? He had seen her and run after her without a second thought, leaving three hundred years of loyalty and devotion by the wayside. She would never begrudge Dorian true love, but did she not have the right to feel frightened and alone when he abandoned her? 
 
    “I said I will try,” Mila said coldly. “I offer no guarantees, and even if I can, it may be very late when I bring him.”  
 
    Sophia nodded eagerly, smiling gratefully at her. It was a smile that Mila had no interest in returning. Soon, they entered a quiet street and stopped in front of an imposing set of oak doors set into a wall that closed off a courtyard. Mila plied the heavy brass knocker four times. Within moments, a footman liveried in subtle greys and silver opened the gates to them.  
 
    “I am come at the behest of Benedetto,” she said, as Fanti had instructed her to do, leaning in to whisper his Christian name in her ear, a name that only a handful of people in the world knew. 
 
    “Enter, signora,” the footman replied, bowing them in. “All is in readiness.” 
 
    “Who is ‘Benedetto’?” Sophia whispered. Mila shot her a quelling glance.  
 
    The entry courtyard was small but clean and pretty in a nondescript fashion, much like the servant’s livery, and the façade of the building itself. Inside, there was an obvious air of luxury, with rare marble, gilt frames, crystal, and tapestries that must have been almost as old as Fanti himself.  
 
    “Who lives here?” Sophia wondered breathlessly.  
 
    “You do,” Mila said. “At least for tonight.” The girl looked gob-smacked at the announcement, and Mila once more fought the urge to roll her eyes. “This is a…safe house. Certain travelers sometimes require anonymity along their journey, and for those who can afford it, places such as these exist to serve them. Every amenity is available here, and you are welcome to enjoy them all.”  
 
    The footman led them up several flights of stairs until they reached a corridor that Mila assumed contained the guest chambers. He unlocked the last door on the right, murmured that he would send a maid to attend them, bowed and left.  
 
    Mila ignored the splendor of the room. She had seen its ilk a hundred thousand times over. What she needed now was to impress a few last things on the girl. 
 
    “It’s beautiful!” Sophia exclaimed. 
 
    “I am leaving.” That got the girl’s attention, and she stared at the vampire with wide eyes. “As I said, if I can bring Dorian, it will be late. You had best get some rest now while you can. I will return tomorrow, hopefully with more information and a plan for what to do next. In the meantime, there are two rules you must follow. If you break them, I cannot be responsible for your safety or that of Dorian’s.” 
 
    Sophia’s expression turned solemn but nervous. 
 
    “You must not try to send word to anyone, not your landlady, not your priest, not family, not friends, and especially not Gavin Girard. To do so would only add him to the list of those in danger.” Mila watched the girl’s reaction, and the fact that she would be cut off from Gavin seemed to increase her nervousness. Sighing, she added, “If I can, I will find Signor Girard and tell him that you are safe and where he may find you after tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thank you.” The words were soft and honestly said. 
 
    “The other rule is that you must not, under any circumstance, leave this house. You have freedom to wander within its walls, but it is only that gate that keeps you safe. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes,” Sophia said and smiled sheepishly. “Frankly, I am so tired from these past few days that I cannot see myself wanting to do much of anything except find out how soft that magnificent bed over there is.” 
 
    Mila gave her a wintry smile, nodded, then left.  
 
    At the gates, she met the footman once more. He bowed, awaiting her instructions.  
 
    “You are not to let the signorina leave the premises,” she said.  
 
    “But what if she orders me to open the doors?” The footman’s calm serving façade cracked slightly under Mila’s icy gaze.  
 
    “Then, stop her,” she replied. “Consider yourself a gamekeeper tonight.” 
 
    “A g-gamekeeper, signora?” 
 
    “I am a hunter. She is prey. That makes you my gamekeeper.” 
 
    The footman’s face turned ashen as he nodded and hurriedly opened the gates so she could pass out into the falling shadows all around. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    While it was not necessary to breathe, it often felt good to do so, especially when the weighty ropes of intrigue twisted tighter around her ribs with every hour.  
 
    Mila inhaled deeply, blocking her mind from automatically analyzing every scent. She only wanted the sensation of air, of freedom, of choice. She attempted to be as unobtrusive as possible when she slipped in through the side door of Palazzo Fanti. She desired only shadows and solitude until she could find Fanti himself and tell him her task was accomplished. Fate, however, seemed to be peeved at her of late, for instead of Fanti, she found herself face-to-face with Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine at the foot of the staircase.  
 
    “Regardez-vous bien,” Madame Bellefontaine chanted in a sing-song voice. “The lost little lamb returns without her shepherd. Where might he be, hmm?” 
 
    “You know what happens to lambs when their shepherds disappear, right?” Lady Abberley giggled darkly. “The wolves appear.” 
 
    “And then it is pouf for the little lamb. Tellement triste.” 
 
    Mila was almost grateful to them. She had been in desperate need of a counter-irritant, and they were exactly the thermogenic she needed. One thrust of her arm smashed Lady Abberley into the steps with a satisfying crack of her skull against the marble. Ugly, old, black blood rolled over the stone in roly-poly clots and blobs. Mila’s second blow sent that French bitch crashing back against the frescoed wall. She felt a little bad about staining the lovely pastoral scene with Bellefontaine’s blood, but perhaps he might be willing to overlook the damage in favor of the opportunity to update the painting with a new style.  
 
    She was musing whether pastoral scenes were really passé when she casually ripped the wig from Abberley’s head and began strangling her with it. She had decided to suggest a lively scene from antiquity, perhaps the Choice of Paris, when she aimed a quick, vicious kick to Bellefontaine’s middle, not bothering to look down as she stepped on the woman’s windpipe.  
 
    Sighing, Mila wondered if the simplest thing to do was to buy a tapestry. She shook her head and turned her attention back to the two vampires.  
 
    It had been delightful to unleash her full strength, like stretching after waking up. Teaching Abberley and Bellefontaine might have cost her in terms of being disregarded and underestimated within the coven. However, in the absence of Dorian’s guiding authority, as the next oldest vampire, it fell to Mila to assert dominance over the others.  
 
    The sickening spongy sound of flesh wounds closing and the clicking of bones knitting together alerted Mila to the fact that Abberley’s and Bellefontaine’s wounds were already healing. She released them and re-pinned up a few pieces of hair that had come loose during the altercation.  
 
    “I am not afraid of you!” Lady Abberley gasped and spat, clutching at her throat. “You are nothing more than a stupid puppet in a game that you would never be able to understand.” 
 
    Finally, Mila spoke. “You would do well to remember that I am from Russia, where the wolves cut their teeth on human flesh and fear neither blade nor ice. The next time you choose to disrespect your elder and your better, they will not find even your bones.” 
 
    A burst of solitary clapping snapped and echoed down the staircase. She looked up to see Fanti descending, applauding her with a sly smile twisting his brutal scars.  
 
    “Brava, mia lupa russa,” he crooned. His glance flickered over to the two panting women. “Only a fool would anger such a magnificent, deadly creature as your Mila.” 
 
    She swallowed a surge of annoyance, not appreciating his fanning of these flames. Notoriety was not her aim. Nor did she particularly welcome Fanti’s appearance. Lady Abberley’s words about manipulation rankled because they were true.  
 
    Acting on anger—or even annoyance—was not the best strategy for survival, however. If there was one thing that Mila excelled at, it was survival. She had overplayed her hand with this violent little reminder, and she refused to compound her error by rising to Fanti’s bait.  
 
    She smoothed down her skirts, twitching them so the hem sat just so on the tops of her shoes. She felt Fanti gently grasp her elbow and guide her up the stairs and most likely to his private study, the same room where she had been given instructions and orders as if she was an ingenuous child. 
 
    Fanti ushered her into the study and closed the door behind him.  
 
    “They’ll listen at the keyhole, you know,” she said, wandering to the large, bronze armillary and tracing its edges with her fingers.  
 
    He shrugged dismissively and approached her. His hand came down on hers, stilling and trapping it against the cool metal. “Is it done?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Grazie, carissima.” 
 
    She didn’t bother responding. She simply stood there, waiting for him to make his next play. 
 
    “You resent me?” he asked, his voice carefully neutral. 
 
    “I resent being run about town like a two-penny page.” 
 
    His lips twitched with a faint smile, recognizing the way her answer distinctly split her feelings about him and about what he asked her to do. “Did you like the palazzo where you took the girl?” 
 
    “I saw very little of it.” 
 
    “It does not belong to me, in any case.” 
 
    This surprised her, but again, she chose silence as her weapon. 
 
    “It belongs to Teodotto. He was the mortal you met earlier. He is a clerk for il Doge.” 
 
    “What is it to me whom he serves?” She made sure the disdain and boredom were clear in her voice. 
 
    “He is a lesson in how to feed from mortals without drinking their blood,” Fanti said, entwining their fingers and drawing her away from the armillary and over to a wall hung with a series of small portraits. The ones at the top looked quite old and faded, and the style of painting was stilted and archaic. Portraits in a more modern style hung side-by-side on the bottom row. “These are all the Doges of Venice, including our present, most esteemed duke. Only two of them ever knew I existed or met me personally. The rest…well, they were blissfully unaware that certain of their clerks did a brisk business with a vampire.” 
 
    She considered his words. “I suppose if you were resolved to stay in one place, you must involve mortals in your affairs to a certain extent. Is it not a tremendous risk, though?” 
 
    He laughed, the sound rich and beautiful, contrasting almost painfully with his scarred visage. “Indeed, dove, it is possibly the least risky way of trafficking with mortals. Enough gold will shut any mouth.” 
 
    “And, more than enough will open it wide once more,” she retorted. 
 
    “Yes, but it’s simple enough to shove a body in the lagoon and be done with it. You would be surprised at how few people are shocked to find the corpse of a clerk bobbing along with the tide. It is assumed as firmly as a principle of nature that they are scheming and corrupt. Therefore, it is merely seen as a bit of well-deserved retribution.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Why do you tell me this? What does it have to do with Teodotto and your little commission for me?” 
 
    Fanti’s expression sobered, and he looked almost disappointed for a moment. “I had thought that…well, perhaps, that you would find such information useful for when…” 
 
    His voice trailed off, and he gazed intently at her. She turned her attention back to the portraits, uncomfortable with his scrutiny and knowing that she did not hold the authority in either coven to challenge him. 
 
    “No matter,” he said briskly, releasing her hand from his. “Suffice it to say that Teodotto has ambitions beyond his station, and he’s willing to use whatever means available to achieve them.” 
 
    “Even collaborating with a vampire?” 
 
    “Especially collaborating with a vampire. Who better to aid him and keep his secrets?”  
 
    “What does this have to do with the girl or Dorian?” 
 
    He chuckled and wandered back to the armillary. “It has nothing to do with Dorian, and in truth, very little to do with the girl as well. She is simply the means to an end.” 
 
    Mila’s thoughts were in a whirl. Fanti completely disregarded Dorian’s exposure to danger. Most likely, he had even less concern in placing her in harm’s way, and the errand with Sophia had been the first and simplest in what was to become a chain of chaos and destruction. She had to warn Dorian and this time, really make him listen. She’d probably have to find a safe place to stash the girl and keep her away from Gavin and the Hunters, at least until Dorian and the coven had left Venice. 
 
    “Hunt with me tonight?” Fanti’s voice was calm, and his offer casual, but something in the timbre of his words reverberated within her chest. She remembered the care he had taken with her, the ease with which he had procured her victim, and the gift of relieving her of disposing of the body. Now, she was forced to consider whether all that was nothing more than a bribe to make her more biddable to his will. Yet she could not refuse him outright without raising his suspicions. Then, there was Gavin, who wished to see her that evening as well, and who probably would have no compunctions in coming back to this palazzo and causing a scene that would endanger both him and her.  
 
    “Perhaps,” she said quietly. “There are things I must attend to before I hunt.” 
 
    “Of course. I shall wait for you here. Let us say until midnight. Meet me here by the last stroke of twelve.” 
 
    She nodded her consent, then fled. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Mila did not believe in God, or, on the rare occasion her faith in atheism faltered, she thought of God as a mean bastard.  
 
    For example, some mortals might thank God for the small mercy of being able to catch Dorian in his chamber before he slipped away again. But she knew better, simply by looking at the set of his jaw. She had found Dorian only to be ignored once more. God was clearly a ripe bastard. 
 
    “You will not find her.”  
 
    He spun around at the sound of her voice. He looked surprisingly unkempt, for him. She supposed most mortal women and quite a few female vampires would believe him perfectly groomed, but she knew his tells. The cravat knot was not perfectly tightened. The shine on his boots was slightly dulled.  
 
    “Explain yourself,” he ordered, his expression instantly growing menacing.  
 
    “She is no longer at her boarding house.” Mila had given a perfectly correct answer in obedience to his command. If her answer did not satisfy him, that was unfortunate, but it was the consequence of attempting to intimidate her. 
 
    “Where is she?” 
 
    “Why do you wish to know?”  
 
    She was unprepared for the speed and force of his attack. He seized her by the arms and slammed her into the wall, his face less than a breath from hers. She felt no pain, the blow of the wall barely more than a bump against her shoulders. The pain in her heart, though, was breaking her. 
 
    “Where. Is. She?” Dorian showed his fangs in dominance as he hissed each word.  
 
    “Why should I tell you?” Anger flashed, bright and tinny, through the pain. “What is she worth? I will tell you what she is worth to me!” Mila felt her control slipping as words came tumbling out against her will. “She is worth nothing! You are blinded by her charms and care nothing for anyone else. She has made you foolish and forgetful of your duties and obligations.” 
 
    Dorian dropped her without warning, and she braced herself against the wall for balance. Worry, longing, and rage warred in his expression. 
 
    “You do not—cannot—understand,” he whispered, agony in his eyes. “She is everything to me.” 
 
    Mila regarded him steadily, her composure returning as she remembered Fanti’s and Teodotto’s plans from their strange meeting earlier. On the morrow, more ‘plague’ bodies would be found, and whispers of witchcraft would give birth to riots demanding justice. Thanks to Teodotto’s mortal politicking, the Doge would appear unheeding, then uncaring, and it would be Teodotto himself that brought Sophia as the penultimate culprit to the scaffold, to the eternal thanks of the Venetian citizens.  
 
    The astonishing results of these machinations would be a quiet coup d’état that established Teodotto as the true power behind the Doge and the grand puppet master of the Signoria, or whatever Venetians called their mercantile parliament. Fanti would have Teodotto in his pocket, and Dorian’s blatantly public dalliance with a mortal would give Fanti what he needed to evict Dorian and his coven without breaking the ancient vampire laws of truce and hospitality.  
 
    Mila’s only motive in all of this was to protect Dorian and the coven. She was not a sentimental creature, but Dorian was, and silly Sophia had inadvertently played upon this soft spot in his nature. He’d be devastated and difficult if things were left unfinished between them. Therefore, Mila decided to do what she could to form an emotional bulwark for him against the coming upheaval.  
 
    “I will tell you where she is on one condition,” she said quietly. 
 
    “Tell me!” 
 
    “My condition is this,” she continued, ignoring him. “You will swear to leave her one hour before sunrise.” 
 
    “Why?” Dorian approached her again, crowding and towering over her.  
 
    “She has had some trouble with her landlady.” It was always best to mix as much of the truth as possible with whatever lies one told. “I have found her a place to stay for the night while I fix her little problems, but she must be gone at sunrise. Therefore, you must be gone an hour before to ensure you are not discovered.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this? Why did you not come to me and tell me? You know I would have taken care of her. Finding her new lodgings would be simple enough.” 
 
    “Aye, but would you have given her a choice in the matter?” 
 
    Dorian blinked in surprise at her words, and she continued, “The girl fancies you, but fancy is a far cry from trust. If she came to you for help, you’d do what you wanted, which is to place her where you wished, that you might find her at any time. But she is not the kind of girl who happily becomes a mistress with nothing more to do than laze about and wait for her lover.” 
 
    The porcelain clock on the mantel chimed, and the position of its gilded hands reminded Mila that crucial time was slipping through her fingers.  
 
    “I am helping her so that she will have the time to learn to trust you,” she said, the lie tasting vaguely bitter on her tongue. “But you must trust me and do as I say this night.” 
 
    Dorian gazed probingly at her for a long moment, then nodded, the angry set of his shoulders relaxing slightly.  
 
    “One hour before sunrise,” Mila reminded him. 
 
    “I swear by the blood I made you with,” he said solemnly.  
 
    She whispered the address of Teodotto’s secret palazzo in his ear, and then, he was gone. She was alone. 
 
    Again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    It was rare that Mila ever felt hurried or harried. Her existence was usually nothing more than well-regulated drifting in obedience to Dorian’s wishes and whims, punctuated by the simple pleasures of feeding and visiting new places.  
 
    Now, as she hurried along to the rendezvous point she had set with Gavin via a quick note carried by a cheeky-looking urchin, she reflected that the past two days had held more excitement than the last two decades together. She decided she did not like it. Peacefulness and a modicum of boredom was much preferable.  
 
    The city was full of dancing firelight and sound. Mortals had returned from their toil, and now was the hour where wine and ale flowed freely, giving rise to shouted jokes, tuneless singing, bawdy giggles, and the occasional confused fisticuffs over some triviality no one remembered the next morning.  
 
    Mortals, Mila decided, lived and apparently enjoyed living hurried, harried, and exciting lives. She was glad that apart from this aberrant visit, she no longer faced such a short, frenetic life.  
 
    Smoke. Screams. Hoof beats and shouts. The metallic swing of a blade. The distant howl of a wolf. Cruel laughter. Terror as a living weight crushing her chest. 
 
    Dorian’s eyes. 
 
    She clutched at the damp, cold stone wall as the memory threatened to topple her high tower of forgetfulness. She ferociously forced the scraps of image and sound back into the dungeon of her lost soul, straightening her shoulders and moving forward with a determined step. Now was not the time, not, with the fate of Dorian, herself, and Gavin hanging in the balance.  
 
    Soon enough, she reached the meeting place of the tavern. She tried not to look with disfavor on the urchin’s suggestion of such a location, but it was difficult when the respectability of the taproom kissed the knuckles of seediness. Still, she was not here for the public room with its boisterous patrons, laughing riotously under their fashionable black masks. Instead, she made her way to the back, where a bored-looking man in threadbare livery silently questioned her by raising his eyebrow. 
 
    “Gavin Girard expects the Snow Maiden,” she said quietly, and the man cracked a salacious smile and opened the door to the back room, sweeping her a mockingly courtly bow. 
 
     Her feet faltered on the threshold, overwhelmed by the smells of the windowless room. The heady sweetness of beeswax candles and heavy spiciness of perfume barely covered the sour scent of sweat and the stale muskiness of old arousal and spilled wine.  
 
    She stopped breathing immediately, making sure her bosom rose and fell in a simulacrum of respiration. With a clearer head, she scanned the small tables where gamblers crowded together. Men and women from the nobility down to the meanest shop clerk threw their fortunes to the wind in anonymous places such as this. Around the perimeter of the room were settees and chairs, where those who desired more privacy in which to discuss terms and settlement of debts.  
 
    Finally, in the corner furthest from the open hearth, she saw Gavin. He was nursing a glass of red wine, but he seemed to feel the moment she laid eyes on him. He looked up at her, a grin cracking apart the frown on his face. He was immediately by her side and guiding her back to the settee he had secured for them.  
 
    “I did not think to see you tonight, signora,” he said, pouring her a glass of wine from the clay pitcher beside him on the side table.  
 
    Mila shrugged and accepted the glass. “I made no promises either way.” 
 
    “Which is most maddening, when what I want most are all your promises.” 
 
    She snorted at his extravagantly seductive manner. “I would not give them only to break them.” 
 
    Gavin’s jovial expression grew serious as he studied her. “No, I don’t believe you would break a promise, once given.” 
 
    He reached out to touch the black lace of her veil, and she gently pushed his hand away. She had not fed yet, and even firelight could not warm her skin. Through the speckling of the lace, Gavin’s eyes glittered, and she had to fight the urge to inhale deeply, to take in the scent of leather and cloves she knew clung to his skin. 
 
     Instead, she reached back to her cold purpose and pulled it forth once more, as if it could douse firelight and dim desire.  
 
    “Sophia is a lovely girl,” she said calmly, painfully aware of the sharp way he stiffened and narrowed his eyes at her. “I was glad to be of help to her after the little contretemps with her landlady.” 
 
    “What do you mean? What happened?” Gavin spoke quietly, and for once, Mila was glad for his careful instincts and immaculate training as a Hunter. There would be no scenes in public, nothing to give either of them away. 
 
    “She was turned out,” Mila explained. “But I found her a place to stay for the night, and I shall help her again in the morning.” 
 
    “Why was…” His words died away as he rubbed his jaw and frowned at her. “I think you had best explain everything.” 
 
    “I am sure you are surprised by my acquaintance with Sophia, but it is not so terribly mysterious. My cousin is an admirer of hers, and his courting attracted the unwelcome attentions of her landlady.” 
 
    Gavin’s stony expression did not change, but the clenching of his fists revealed a jealousy that ran deep…perhaps as deep and true as his love for the girl. Mila had to remind herself that her heart no longer beat, and therefore, it could no longer break. It was not her fault that Gavin and Dorian found themselves in such a tangle, nor was it within her power to fully remedy the situation. All she had to give were small comforts, and no one wanted those. Still, she felt she had to try. 
 
    “You needn’t fear that this will become some all-consuming affair,” Mila said. “My cousin and I shall be leaving soon.” She tried not to feel guilty about the pain Gavin would experience when he learned that Sophia would be put to death for witchcraft. 
 
    “You do not live in Venice?” He was clearly surprised, which puzzled her.  
 
    “No. We arrived a few days ago.” 
 
    “Where were you before you came here?”  
 
    His sudden intensity startled her, but she saw no harm in answering his questions. “Pula. We sailed from Pula.” 
 
    Gavin leaned in, close enough that his breath stirred her veil. “The other passengers on the ship, did you see them? Was there anything peculiar about their appearance or their behavior?”  
 
    She instantly understood him. The Hunter was asking these questions, and there must have been some kind of warning or sighting about vampires to connect them with the ship. The best lies were the simplest ones, and she grabbed at the first she could think of.  
 
    “I wish I could tell you,” she said gently, soaking her words in innocent contrition. “But I have never been a good sailor, and I had to keep to my cabin all of the trip.” 
 
    Gavin nodded and sighed, but the urgency of his manner abated somewhat. He clearly believed her, and for that, she was both glad and sorry.  
 
    “Where is Sophia now?” he asked. 
 
    “She stays the night with a friend of our host’s, and I shall help her find new lodging in the morning.” 
 
    “You needn’t bother. I will do that.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but without being her betrothed or brother, you’d only make her application to any boarding house worse.” 
 
    He looked disgruntled at her words but nodded curtly. “I need to see her.” 
 
    “You shall. Tomorrow.” 
 
    “Tonight. Take me to her tonight. Now.” 
 
    His fierce protectiveness and devotion made Mila ache with longing. If only such feelings could have been for her! She blinked, taken aback by such a wish. The sound of his impatient shifting in his seat brought her back into the moment, and she channeled the sudden chill of her soul into her voice.  
 
    “That is a fine request to make of me,” she scoffed. “I asked a favor of my host and a stranger to help your friend, and now you wish me to impose further on them?” 
 
    “The reason you won’t take me to her is because your cousin is with her, isn’t it?” 
 
    “What of it if he is?” she snapped, her icy control melting in the heat of hurt and anger. “I tell you that it will soon be over between them. Has she pledged herself to you? Sworn undying love or given you her maidenhead? Why chase the moon when it loves the sun?” 
 
    “That is enough,” Gavin said, his voice low but his tone unquestionably menacing.  
 
    “You are quite right,” she shot back. “I have had enough! I am leaving, and you may sit and stay, like the spaniel you are.” 
 
     She had barely gone a half-dozen steps away from the tavern when Gavin’s voice assailed her once more.  
 
    “What do you know of love, Snow Maiden?” he called bitterly, his even steps echoing against the houses as he approached. “You are rock and ice to me.” 
 
    “I would be a fool to be anything else to a man who loves another,” she said, refusing to turn and face him, afraid he would see the burn of her agony all-too plain upon her face.  
 
    “If I could love you, would you give me the same answer?” He was now too close, too gentle, his breath a whisper on the nape of her neck. It was too much to bear. 
 
    “Love me and find out,” Mila spat then walked away as quickly as human pretense would allow.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Sophia stirred and pain throbbed in her head. She reached up and touched the side of it, expecting to find blood. As she brought her hand down, she sighed to it being clean. Sitting up in the bed fear clenched her chest and she gasped to her surroundings. 
 
    The bed, the luxurious bed, took up more space than the room she lived. Last night's events of running, then her body slamming into a brute force. Were there arms? She felt lost in what could only be described as a dream. She ran her hand over the soft, silky fabric and warmth enveloped her. Sophia could not recall the last time she woke up in a warm bed, in a warm room. Across the way, a maid tended to the fire in the fireplace. She looked above her and the valance that surrounded the bed matched the fabric of the cover. Mirrors trimmed in gold hung on all four walls, and next to them, scones holding burning candles. 
 
    How had she ended up here? Sitting up further in the bed, she let her feet dangle over the side. She cleared her throat and the maid turned to face her. The slender woman smiled stood, wiped her hands on her apron, then approached. 
 
    “Good evening, Signora,” the maid curtseyed. “If it pleases you,” she said and poured water from pitcher into a basin, then handed Sophia a cloth. She crossed the room while Sophia dipped the cloth into the water. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said and wiped her face, neck, then hands. The maid returned with a long, brilliant white nightshift. 
 
    “The master had this brought for you to wear.” She handed the garment over to Sophia. 
 
    “Master?” she asked and accepted it. “What will happen to my clothes?” 
 
    “I’ll personally have them cleaned, Signora.” 
 
    Sophia nodded and stood from the bed. The maid helped her undress, then slipped the nightshift over her head. The fabric felt cool, and soft, against her skin. She smiled at the maid. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The woman curtseyed once more, then left the room with Sophia’s clothes. She laid back down in the bed and pulled the warm covers to her neck, and quickly feel back asleep. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    As gentle hands caressed her waist and hips, Sophia roused between awake and asleep. When hands cupped her breasts, she fully woke. Pulled to her backside, lips kissed across her bare shoulder to her neck. A strong arm pulls her close and in the warmth of her bed, a chill pressed against her body. 
 
    Slowly, her eyes opened and she stared into Dorian’s. She smiled and turned into his embrace. “How long have you been here?” 
 
    He pushed her loose hairs behind her ear and kissed her cheek. “Long enough to bring you a hot meal,” he whispered, “and a surprise.” 
 
    She lifted her head up and laid it on her palm. “A surprise? What would warrant a surprise?” 
 
    He grinned. “You will have to wait and see for yourself.” 
 
    She nodded and sat up in bed. Glancing over to the spread of fresh fruits, warm biscuits, and sliced meat, she felt her stomach growl in hunger. It had been a long time, if ever, she recalled filling herself full on a meal. “Will you eat with me?” she turned to look at Dorian.  
 
    He climbed out of the bed in only his breeches. Sophia’s eyes roved over his backside, admiring the contours of his back, the strong muscles of his biceps, the way his lower back moved as he took each step.  
 
    “No, I had my supper earlier. However, I am hungry for other things.” He walked over to her, leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “There’s sustenance you can provide me and a part of me wants to take it now.” He growled next to her ear and Sophia whimpered softly in delight. Gooseflesh rose on her skin and she gripped the sheet she sat upon.  
 
    Dorian kissed her neck and hovered there for a moment, as if inhaling her scent. He pulled away and kept his gaze on hers. “Allow me to feed you, love.” He crossed the room and picked up a pitcher of water and poured some into a goblet, then handed it to Sophia. He then plated food for her and set it on the table in the room.  
 
    She pulled on a robe that had been laid upon her bed and took a seat next to him. 
 
    “Tell me about your family, your history,” he requested. 
 
    She chewed on the melon she picked up and enjoyed the explosion of flavor on her tongue. Once she swallowed, she sat back in her chair and considered what to tell Dorian about herself, her family, her life history. 
 
    “I am from Slovenia, not far from the city of Maribor, though my village was much smaller,” she said. “My father was a carpenter in the winter, a field hand in the summer, and vineyard worker in the fall. My mother took in laundry and cared for me. My grandmother lived with us. We were…very close. I miss her every day. I miss them all, but her the most.” 
 
    “What happened?” Dorian asked quietly. 
 
    “Soldiers,” she said with a shrug.  
 
    “Whose army?” 
 
    “Does it matter the uniform? Any blade can bring death.” 
 
    He nodded, and she drew a calming breath before continuing. “I fled. Begging and stealing my way along the road. Coming here was happenstance, and now, I have not the means to go anywhere else.”  
 
    “Turn about, please,?” Sophia requested. “Tell me of your life, and what brought you here to Venice?” She thought of the first vision when she saw the ships coming in. Then the next one where he had her against the wall, driving her mad with his ministrations. She blinked and pressed her lips together, and her legs in an effort to cool the fire that had ignited in her sex. 
 
    She picked up the knife and smoothed a fruit jam over her biscuit and took a bite. Dorian sighed and relaxed in his seat. He crossed his arms over his chest and watched her. “Where to begin?” he almost whispered. “I came here from France. I have lived in many different places, and I love it here in Venice, but my home is France.” He paused for a moment and leaned forward, pressing his elbows to his knees. “It had been some time since I had visited Venice and felt it was time. I became eager with excitement to step upon its shores once more.” He chuckled. “I was born into wealth. My family came from powerful aristocrats. As my family grew, so did their wealth. Eventually, it became handed down from my father’s father, to his father’s father, to my father, and eventually the burden fell onto me.” 
 
    “Burden?” she asked. “Why on earth would you consider it a burden?” 
 
    “Having wealth is not everything everyone thinks it is, Sophia.” 
 
    She lifted a brow and sipped on her water. “Okay, fine.” She took another sip and thought of Mila. She sat down the goblet and dabbed her mouth with her napkin. “Tell me about your friend, the woman I have seen you with.” 
 
    Dorian raised a brow. “Who, Mila? Oh,” he waved off the topic and stood from his chair. He crossed the room to the window and looked outside, hands resting behind his back. “She is like a dormouse. She is quiet and reserved. She is there when I need her, and I have grown fond of her.” He turned to look at Sophia. “Something like a sister.” He smiled and glanced back toward the grounds. 
 
    She felt herself sigh with relief. Relief at what was beyond her thinking as she had no claim or ownership over Dorian, but she’d been jealous, nonetheless. She stood and made no sound as she crossed the room to Dorian. She lightly touched his shoulder and turned him to face her. Resting her hand upon his chest, she asked, “What is it you seek from me, Dorian?” Mentally preparing herself for anything, she longed to hear only one thing: he sought her, and her only. 
 
    He stared into her eyes for a long moment, quiet. She began to feel unnerved and opened her mouth to speak when he answered her. 
 
    “I promise to give you the answer you seek when the time is appropriate and I feel you are ready to hear it.” 
 
    She blinked and took a step back. “I’m sorry. What?” 
 
    He smiled. “I will tell you what you seek when the time is right.” 
 
    “Well, Dorian, how will either of us know when the time is right?” 
 
    The door then opened and a large basin, hand carried by four men, was brought into the room. They sat it down beyond the fireplace and servants rushed to the basin and poured giant copper pitchers of hot water into it, filling it almost to the rim. 
 
    Steam rose from the crest of it and the servants poured streams of oil into the water. Sophia’s eyes widened and she smiled as Dorian took her by the shoulders. 
 
    He leaned in and whispered next to her ear. “The surprise I had brought in for you has now arrived.” 
 
    She shook her head for a moment, in awe. “I have never…” she trailed off as her eyes blurred with the threat of tears. The tub sat upon four prongs that looked like lion's feet. The scent of lavender stretched across the room and she inhaled while closing her eyes. 
 
    “This is for you, all for you,” he told her and stepped closer behind. “Leave us,” he ordered the help. They curtseyed and left the two of them alone. Dorian reached for her robing and slipped it off of her shoulders, down her arms. 
 
    She shivered, but not from a chill that might have touched her skin. The way his fingers gently glided over her shoulders caused the hair on her arms to stand once again. She let out a sound that mixed a sob and a laugh. She turned to face him with a smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    He smiled and kept his lips pressed together. She noticed Dorian never really completely smiled, but she dismissed the thought. “You are welcome, my love.” He leaned in and tilted her head up, then kissed her on the lips. “Allow me to assist you stepping inside.” 
 
    Moments later, Sophia pulled her legs to her chest and wrapped her arms around them. She watched Dorian as he pulled linen from a nearby table, possibly left out by the servants. He laid a few by the end of the basin, then took a seat on a wooden stool next to her. 
 
    “Would you allow me the honor of washing your hair and your body?” 
 
    Her eyes widened. She thought on this for a moment, and it felt as if an eternity had passed before she answered him. She had only ever bathed herself, other than her parents. No man had ever witnessed her naked body until Dorian. She looked down at herself and felt exposed.  
 
    She shook her head. “I...I don’t...I…” She could not complete a sentence, or even a thought. 
 
    He smiled thoughtfully and leaned forward. “I promise to not do more than you are comfortable with, however, I feel you will enjoy this, and allow me to have my way with you.” 
 
    “What?” she gasped. 
 
     “Please, allow me this favor. Trust in me to take care of your needs.” He leaned in with a whisper. “All of your needs.” 
 
    She could not look away from him, and she tried. As she finally blinked, Dorian grinned and picked up one of the pitchers. 
 
    “Now, please, allow your head to relax. I will take care of you.” 
 
    She swallowed the lump in her throat and nodded ever so slightly. She gripped the sides of the tub and relaxed her head back. Gasping, Dorian cupped the back of her head and stood over her. She opened herself completely to him in this position and she froze. 
 
    He lifted a brow and smirked, one corner of his mouth pulling upward. “Now, I believe you will have a euphoric state of mind.” He lifted the pitcher above her head. 
 
    Sophia stared at the pitcher and held her breath as the water poured out, and she closed her eyes. 
 
    “Oh heavens,” she gasped and relaxed a bit. She kept her grip on the tub and another pitcher of water poured over her head. His grip never faltered as the water poured. She heard the container as it clung against the floor. Curious, she opened her eyes. 
 
    “Dorian?” 
 
    “Yes, love?” 
 
    She heard a small pop and looked behind her. He held a vial of oil. 
 
    “I will ask you to hold your head up for me while I massage this onto your scalp.” 
 
    She smiled and did as he asked. She felt the contents as they poured over her, very light in touch and fragrance. Lavender and roses petals came to mind as she inhaled. Dorian pressed his fingers to her head and began to massage her. 
 
    “Oh God,” she whispered and closed her eyes. The pressure was tender as he worked the oil against her scalp. Her body relaxed even more as emotions touched her mind; joy, sadness, exhaustion.  
 
    “Lean back against the basin, Sophia,” Dorian whispered. 
 
    She moved and her back touched the basin. He lifted her arms to either side and she floated, without a care in the world. Dorian continued to massage her scalp and occasionally, water poured down her scalp and neck. Memories surfaced of when she first met Gavin, the hunters, the tavern―of meeting Dorian, their first shared kiss, the kiss upon her bed. 
 
    He cupped the back of her head once more and poured water over her head, rinsing the oils. His fingers drew along the length of her hair and when she met his gaze, he smiled. 
 
    “Why do this for me?” she asked. 
 
    “Because I want to, and I can,” he told her, then winked. “Now, if you would, give me your arm.” She did as he asked. He massaged the oil onto her skin up to her shoulder and underarm. He massaged her neck, to her collarbone, down to the other hand and fingertips.  
 
    “One could become spoiled to this type of treatment, Dorian.” 
 
    “One would hope you would.” 
 
    She smiled and he continued. He moved across her chest and cupped her breasts. She thought he might try to seduce her, but no, he continued to massage the oil onto her skin. She tilted her head slightly as his thumb moved over her nipple. 
 
    “Do you do this for all the ladies you’re courting?” She thought briefly of Mila. Little sister, pet, or however he looked upon her, she was a woman of beauty. 
 
    He shook his head. “Only you, my love.” Dorian met her gaze and he leaned in and reached for her leg under the water. His hand chilled against her leg, even in the warm water. She paid it no mind as soon as he began the ministrations on her calf to her upper thigh, then he moved to the inner part of her leg, the sensitive area that connects her thigh to her sex. 
 
    She bit her lip and moved her legs apart for him. Dorian raised a brow and pursed his lips together. He moved to the other leg and completed the task. He then sighed and met her gaze, his eyes heated with desire and she quickly inhaled a breath.  
 
    “Signora, I will ask to remove you from this basin, for I fear I will join you, and fuck you.” 
 
    Sophia pulled her legs together, and her arms to her sides. “Well,” her voice cracked and she cleared her throat. “Well, we cannot have that, can we?” Pressing her palms to the sides of the tub, reaching for a strength she did not know she had, she stood, naked, in front of Dorian. 
 
    He reached for the linens and unfolded one. Lavender scents lifted into the air and he held his hand out for her. She took it and stepped out of the tub. She held her arms up in the air and he wrapped it around her body. His hands pressed into her lower back and he thrust her toward him. 
 
    She held onto his biceps and stared into his eyes. Giving into her desire, she grasped the back of his head and pulled herself to him, claiming his lips. Dorian pulled her even closer, his hands letting go of the linen around her and it dropped to the floor. One hand tangled in her hair, he pulled hard and tugged her head back. 
 
    Sophia gasped and Dorian kissed along her neck to her shoulder. He wrapped his other arm tight around her waist and picked her up. She wrapped her legs around his body as he held her close, kissing along her neck. He walked toward the bed and laid her on her back.  
 
    She looked up to him as he released her. Dorian removed his breeches and the man stood before her naked and exposed, as she had been. She sat up on her elbows and took in the sight of him. 
 
    Dorian stood strong with his thick chest and strong arms. His abdomen rippled with muscles and his chest moved as his arms tossed his clothes. He stared down to her and a hunger erupted in his features. She mirrored the same hunger and smiled. 
 
    He climbed upon the bed, taking slow, deliberate movements, like a predator to reading himself to pounce. She moved her legs apart for him and laid back as he moved atop her. His body glided against her own and his cock rubbed a heated desire against her sex. He kissed her and pinched one of her nipples. She gasped against his mouth. Her body heated with a need that only Dorian could give her. 
 
    “I need you,” she whispered. 
 
    Dorian moved his hips against her, his erection rubbing against her. Her head tilted back and she moaned at the sensation, the friction, the heat building between them. 
 
    She slipped her hands up his arms and lifted her legs around his waist. He reached between them and touched her. She gasped as he pushed a finger inside her. 
 
    “My love, you are wet, and ready for me.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered. “I need you, please.” 
 
    He growled and kissed her, then she felt the blunt head of his erection press against her entrance, and he pushed. Sophia yelled out in a pain so satisfying it almost took her over the edge of bliss. He pulled back and thrust into her again. She opened her eyes and stared into his own.  
 
    Dorian’s mouth agape, his lips twitched as he lost himself inside her. She closed her eyes once more and took everything Dorian gave. 
 
    What felt like hours had passed and the early morning sun began to surface. Dorian pulled the covers of the bed up her body, to her shoulders. He kissed her temple and brushed her hair to the side. “I need to leave for a while, but I will return for you, my love, my Sophia.” 
 
    She nodded as she drifted off to sleep and mumbled, “Where are you going?” Sleep overtook her before she heard an answer from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    A fragrance drifted through the air and pulled Sophia from her deep slumber. She inhaled the rich, luxurious smell of coffee. As she opened her eyes, she spied one of the maids tending to the fire in the fireplace. She smiled, having recalled the last time she actually slept in a room, a warm room, to wake in a warm bed, was when she was a little girl.  
 
    She thought of Dorian and she smiled once more as she tugged the covers closer to her chin. A different kind of heat filled her body and sent a longing between her legs. Closing her eyes, she recalled Dorian, on top of her as he thrust his cock, filling her deep and hard. The rise of the euphoric state he left her in, the bathing and the caresses he placed upon her body. She sighed softly and rolled to her back. 
 
    “Signora Sophia, good morning, madam,” the maid said across the room. 
 
    She sat up and pulled the sheets to her shoulders. She stared at the tray upon the table of sweet rolls, cheese, and fruit. And coffee, divine coffee. She turned and sat her bare feet upon the floor. A chill shivered through her spine from the cold of the floor. 
 
    “Here, allow me, madam,” the maid said as she crossed the room. She picked up slippers and bent down. She took Sophia’s feet, one at a time, and slipped them into the soft lined shoes. “Once you have fed, I’ll help get you dressed.” 
 
    “My clothes?” Sophia asked and stood from the bed. The maid held up a cloak for her. Sophia turned around and allowed the woman to slip it onto her shoulders. Warmth enveloped her and she felt...spoiled. She smiled. 
 
    “Your clothes are being laundered, madam. New clothes were sent up for you. The most beautiful lace and fabrics the eye has seen in a long time, if you ask me.” 
 
    Sophia was not sure if she should smile to this, for be concerned in how to pay for such fabrics. She walked over to the sitting table and the maid pulled the seat out for her. She reached for the pitcher that contained the coffee. The maid shooed her hand away and topped off a cup for her. Sophia sipped it and closed her eyes. The flavor exploded in her mouth and she moaned softly. 
 
    “It has been so long since…” Sophia trailed off as a sweet roll was set before her. Her mouth watered and she struggled with what to finish first; the coffee or the sweet roll. She decided to do both; bite of the roll, sip of the coffee. 
 
    As she finished, she thought again of Dorian and needed a way to repay him, thank him for his generosity. She sighed with a full belly and dabbed her mouth, then looked to the maid. “Do you know where Dorian may be this morning?” 
 
    The maid turned to her with an inquisitive look. “Dorian, madam?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yes, Dorian. He was with me last night.” She felt herself blush as she thought of what they did together. She looked to the bed and felt her body heat. Oh, yes, that bed. 
 
    “Oh yes, Signora, yes.” 
 
    Sophia drew her brows together. “And the girl, Mila?" She brought me here. Is she available this morning?” 
 
    The maid shook her head. “I am sorry, but I am not aware of her current affairs this morning. I am sure she will come to you when she is ready. Now,” she smiled and clapped her hands. “We can get you dressed and presentable. Come, come with me!” 
 
    Sophia stood and the maid led her toward the bath. The woman pulled close to her the sweet oils Dorian used on her last night. 
 
    “Please, do not make a fuss over me. Allow me to dress and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    “No madam, I have strict orders.” 
 
    From Dorian? she wondered to herself. The maid sat her down in a chair and wet a cloth, then gently wiped it over Sophia’s face, dabbed the oils on it, wiped it along her arms, neck, chest, and legs. The woman then stepped around behind the chair Sophia sat in and put a few drops into her hair. She ran a comb through her hair and Sophia sighed in contentment. She had no idea how wealthy Dorian was or what businesses he owned, but this, this was heaven. 
 
    The maid tugged and pulled on her hair, brushing it upward onto her head. She rolled and pinned it here and there, then laid an oversized hat upon her head. 
 
    “There now. Beautiful,” the maid said as she stepped back around in front of her. “Come, there is a dressing set to use!” The woman’s eyes lit up in excitement as she took Sophia by the hand. The two walked back into the bedroom and she sat Sophia down in front of a vanity. She looked herself in the mirror and gasped. 
 
    The hat alone cost more than she made in a year’s time. She lightly touched the material and marveled. The black hat lifted on one side, adorned with black feathers in the middle, and red feathers in the front. Small red and black silk fabrics were woven into rose shapes and set to the front.  
 
    “Here you go, madam,” the maid said and Sophia glanced down. Small bottles of sweet oils, combs, powders, and other trinkets were set out on display. She lightly touched them and recognized a few, the others were foreign.  
 
    “These are all for me?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes madam, they are.” 
 
    Sophia opened one of the powders and realized, looking at it, she had never worn makeup before. She looked to the maid in the mirror, then back to herself. “I am not sure...how…” 
 
    The woman smiled sweetly and sat down on her knees as Sophia sat in the cushioned seat. She took the powder and using a brush, lightly applied a layer to Sophia’s skin. “I’ve watched the ladies time to time as they work with the colors. Here now,” she whispered and brought a red colored stick to her lips. She smeared it over her mouth. “Okay, now pressed your lips together, yes, like that. Now, take a look!” 
 
    Sophia turned to the mirror and gasped. “Oh, well, I never....I have...who,” she trailed off, then smiled. “I am beautiful.” 
 
    The maid stood. “You were already beautiful madam, we simply added to the allure. Now, if I may?” The maid pulled out one of the drawers and inside it laid a choker. She lifted it and the band had been lined with bright, sparkling diamonds. Sophia shook her head. 
 
    “No, I could not possibly--” 
 
    The maid smiled and nodded. “Yes, you shall. It will look beautiful with the dress.” 
 
    Tears struck her eyes and she inhaled quickly, waving the notion away. “Thank you for your kindness.” She considered what the woman had said. “Dress?” 
 
    “You’re welcome. Yes!” she said with excitement. “Let’s get your dressed, shall we?” 
 
    Sophia stood and looked to the bed, and gasped once more. A corset dress as red as blood laid out upon her bed, along with a shrug and black gloves. She picked it up and her eyes widened to the sight before her. The front of the skirts, just the middle, the silk was as blue as the morning sky. She shook her head once more. 
 
    “Who...I mean, they’re beautiful, but who?” 
 
    The maid smiled. “I’m sure he will tell you soon enough.” 
 
    It had to be Dorian, she thought to herself. No one else, other than Mila, knows she was here. She dropped her robe and the maid wrapped the corset around her waist and breasts. The busks were fastened and Sophia turned around. The maid pulled and tugged on the strings, squeezing the bones around her. Facing the maid once more, she completed the outfit with the skirts and bustle, the shrug, then picked up a pair of black calf high boots, set with red buttons and silver flecks that sparkled.  
 
    “Oh, my God, this is too much.” 
 
    “You are exquisite, Signora. The shoes will complete the look.” The maid bent down and lifted her feet up, slipping them into the shoes one at a time. 
 
    Sophia, amazed with the feel of the shoes, smiled and lowered her gaze. She turned and looked in the mirror. “I am still the same simple woman from the village, now dressed in beautiful clothes.” 
 
    “You look like a queen, madam.” 
 
    “Thank you for today. It has been wonderful.” 
 
    The maid curtseyed and smiled. “It was my pleasure, madam. Now, if you'll excuse me?” Sophia nodded and the maid turned away, leaving the room. The silence enveloped her. Would she stay here dressed up? Would someone come get her? 
 
    A slight knock sounded at the door. Sophia crossed the room and opened the door. Her brows rose. “Mila? How nice to see you again.” At least this time she did not run into her on the streets. 
 
    Mila gave her a cool little smile in reply. Without hurrying, she gracefully sidestepped Sophia and walked into the room as if she owned it. She made her way to the vanity, and there was something eerie and off-putting about the way she touched the jars and bottles, almost caressing them.  
 
    “Right,” Sophia said and closed the door. She looked to the woman across the way, the mysterious Mila, the sister of Dorian. Mila picked up one of the perfume bottles and sniffed, wrinkling her nose in distaste at the scent. It was hard to tell exactly what Mila might be feeling toward her, but in time, she hoped to figure it out. She had been by Dorian’s side ever since her first vision. 
 
    “Did you enjoy your evening?” Mila asked, her tone completely neutral. 
 
    Sophia stepped closer and nodded. “Yes, it was...amazing.” She smiled. “Dorian was quite attentive.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Mila commented and turned to face her. Sophia took a step back. She could not tell if Mila appeared sad, or possibly jealous. “In what way was he…attentive?” 
 
    Sophia furrowed her brows. “That’s a private matter, Mila. I’m sorry, but I do not wish to speak of our events.” 
 
    Mila lowered her gaze, looking, of all things, sad. Did Dorian lie to me about his relationship with this woman? Is he fucking her? Did he fuck me for game? 
 
    As Sophia opened her mouth to speak her accusations, Mila looked up and spoke first. “Listen carefully. There will be an attack on Campo Marini soon, very soon. I am doing what I can to bend the ear of my host and his friend the clerk to try to stop it. But I cannot be in two places at once, and Gavin Girard must be warned. He will trust you and know what to do. You must make haste to Campo Marini and find Gavin.” 
 
    Sophia lost the ability to speak, or maybe simply forgot what she had intended to say. She stared at Mila for a moment, then stepped back and tilted her head. “What attack? And how do you know Gavin?” 
 
    Mila’s features darkened and she tilted her head down slightly, looking to Sophia through an intense gaze. “The worst kind. As for Gavin, does knowing how we are acquainted matter more than his life? There is no time for idle chatter. I have tarried here too long as it is. Be quick and quick-witted, Sophia Marivic, and we might all survive this.”  
 
    With a final, enigmatic look, Mila darted from the room, her steps quick enough to cause a breeze to brush Sophia’s neck. 
 
    She called after her. “Mila, wait!” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    How did Mila know who Gavin was? And to warn Sophia on top of that? It pumped fear through her veins. Her heart beat hard against her chest as she ran as fast as she could while wearing the new, fancy red dress, with a velvet cloak, beaded heels, and jeweled choker. Sophia scorned herself for not fetching her usual attire. Laundered or not, these garments were not made for running. She imagined the wind blowing against her had tiny fingers that pulled to her garments with purpose to slow her down. The grounds were cement but felt as if she were trudging through mud. Heads turned her way; she’d begun to draw attention to herself.  
 
    Perfect, she thought to herself. There has been evil brought upon our shores and it is after the hunters...and Gavin. 
 
    She ducked around a corner to take a shortcut through the alley to the Campo Marini. She mentally kicked herself for allowing her guard down around Dorian. As gentle as he had been with her, it could have been a ploy to deter her attention. 
 
    But why? Why her? Why Gavin? 
 
    She came to an abrupt stop when a large woman blocked off the end of the alley. Her skin unnaturally pale, hair gathered neatly with a large oversized black hat, she smiled and raised a brow. A smell of death permeated from her that caught in the downwind. Sophia gathered her skirts in her hands and turned to head back where she came, and another woman, same type of build, appeared, barricading her in. Her skin, like the former, was an alabaster so pale that Sophia wondered if it were thin like paper. The second woman snarled, and when she did, fangs glimmered in her mouth! Sophia screamed and took a few steps back. 
 
    “Where are you going in that fancy dress?” hissed the first woman. Sophia whipped around, her neck straining from the abrupt turn in direction. Her chest heaved with panic as she stared between both women. She had no weapons on her person, not that she had an idea on how to slay an actual vampire. She had never seen a vampire in person. This was Gavin’s territory. The first woman stalked forward and Sophia pressed her back against the wall.  
 
    Think! What weapons are around you that you could use? Be resourceful! It was what Gavin always told her.  
 
    She had an idea and as the vampire walked faster, Sophia reached up in her hat and pulled out one of her hair pins. The vampire paid no attention and lunged for her.  
 
    Sophia screamed and raised her arm up and plunged the pin directly at the vampire. The woman screamed and held her face, blood dripping down her hand and forearm. She pulled her hands back and Sophia gasped to the pin as it found a target; the vampires eye! 
 
    “No!” screamed the other vampire. Sophia turned to a snarling woman, whose fangs were just as prominent. She quickly ripped off one of her beaded shoes. The blunt square heel will have to do. As the vampire sped faster toward her, Sophia raised it above her head and plunged it into the vampire’s face. Blood splattered and droplets landed on her hand and arm. When it made impact, the force sent a vibration of pain up Sophia’s arm. She ignored it and stared at the bloody face as she heaved in a breath in hopes it saved her a few moments of time. 
 
    “My fucking nose! You broke my fucking nose!” The vampire screamed and pulled her hands away. Crimson oozed down her face, darkness settled in under her eyes. 
 
    Sophia put her bare foot down and limped slightly from the height difference. She lifted her leg and slipped her shoe back on whilst keeping her eyes on the wounded pair. The first, with the pin in her eye, turned toward Sophia and began to giggle. It was definitely not in amusement as it grew in crescendo. The sound was like someone who had become mad with insanity in a room of darkness; no light, no one to talk to, only the mice and rats to keep her company. The cackle rose to that of a scream and she slowly, deliberately, removed the pin from her eye. She dropped to the ground and her laughter became inaudible. Sophia stared at her as silence enveloped her mind. As the pin dropped, it echoed as if it were steel and fell against a marble. It clinked and clanked, then died. 
 
    She would be dead soon. She had to do something, anything. Maybe scream? But who would come and be fast enough to save her? 
 
    Sophia turned to the latter of the two vampires. She watched as the wound on the vampire’s face began to heal! It was as if she were watching a series of paintings move and become real. The darkness under her eyes lifted in color, and the bleeding altogether ceased.  
 
    “How?” she asked, but did not expect an answer. She swallowed hard. “What is this madness?” she whispered. She pressed her back further into the wall in hopes it would swallow her, offering some sort of reprieve. Instead, the first vampire, Signora Eyecushion, stalked forward. 
 
    “You realize turnabout is fair play? I do believe it is my turn to bring about pain.” The woman hissed and stalked toward Sophia. 
 
    Sophia screamed and raised her arms to block whatever blow the vampire might bring. She waited with anticipation, but alas nothing happened. Was she toying with her like a cat plays with their mouse before devouring them?  
 
    She glanced up over her arms and found Signora Eyecushion had indeed stopped, her mouth agape. Blood seeped from her lips and her eyes were wide in shock. A stake had been plunged into her heart. As she dropped to her knees, her body turned to ash and disintegrated into nothing. 
 
    “No!” The other vampire screamed, and a snarl left her that reverberated up the sides of the building. Bits of dust fell toward the earth and Sophia stepped away from Signora Nosebleed. 
 
    “Oh my God,” Sophia yelled and pulled her arms up over her face once more. Someone had daggered the first vampire and answered her pleas. Maybe one of the hunters, but where were they? 
 
    “Get away from her, you evil bitch!” 
 
    Sophia recognized the voice and she lowered her arms. Hope filled her as she turned to the male’s voice and screamed out, “Gavin!” He grabbed her by the arm and yanked her behind him. He had already reloaded his bow and arrow and pointed it at the vampire, and fired. The whip the bow made as it launched the stake was nothing to the sound it made as it plunged deep into her chest. She, like the first, fell to her knees and became dust. 
 
    Sophia fisted her hands into Gavin’s cloak and pressed her body and face against his back. Panic and adrenaline still pumping through her body, she sobbed.  
 
    “Gavin, oh my God!” She released her grip and leaned against the wall behind her, hand over her beating heart. Never in her life had she felt this much danger, never had she felt this much fear. She closed her eyes as the adrenaline settled. “Gavin,” she whispered. She opened her eyes and looked up to him, then almost flinched. 
 
    Gavin stared at her with only what could be anger. His expression then shifted to sadness. He lowered his gaze. “I have been tracking these two all night.” He looked to her once more. “How did you end up here? What are you wearing?” He shook his head. “Come on, I’ll take you back to where the other Hunters have gathered.” He took her by the arm and pulled. 
 
    “Gavin, wait,” she insisted and pulled them to a stop. “There’s something you need to know.” She had to tell him about Mila, about Dorian, about an oncoming attack. 
 
    “Yes, they were vampires, I know.” 
 
    “No, I mean yes, they were, but there’s something else. I have news, bad news, to deliver to you.” 
 
    “Then you can tell me as we walk.” He tugged again on her arm. 
 
    She gave in and walked beside him―or dragged, more like it. “Let me go, I can walk fine.” He had saved her life and yet, treated her as if she were nothing more than a rag doll. Maybe in this moment, that was all she was to him; a doll to carry around and protect. 
 
    “There is a mass outside. Stay by my side,” he told her. 
 
    She nodded, and inhaled what smelled like smoke. Fear seized her and she realized the attack was on Campo Marini. She tugged on his arm and pulled him close, then told him everything, including the fact it came from Mila. He appeared to listen and he nodded occasionally. 
 
    “Thank you for letting me know,” he yelled over the crowd of people. This was no ordinary crowd though, this was definitely a mass. 
 
    “What is happening?” she asked, more to herself than Gavin. 
 
    “Do not leave my side,” he told her and moved his grip to her hand and squeezed. He pulled her through the crowd and Sophia held onto him for all she had. Bodies bumped into hers, hands grabbed to pull people back in an effort to get a closer look. 
 
    Then as if a sword the size of a boat appeared, the crowd parted. A few people screamed, and every voice in the square hushed in silence. 
 
    “...a plague!” came a familiar voice that yelled above the crowd. “Murder, plague, violence!” 
 
    Gavin pulled them toward the front of the crowd and Sophia stood next to him, clutching onto his arm. The Doge’s clerk from the tavern, and next to him, Father Potbelly! He pointed to the crowd and continued to yell the profanities about murder and plague, until his eyes rested on Sophia.  
 
    Fear clenched her heart and she tightened her grip on Gavin. 
 
    Teodotto pointed to his feet. “Ten more bodies were found, ten! The devil is among us, ladies and gentlemen. The devil comes in many forms and many colors.” He then pointed directly to Sophia. “Today he comes in the form of this woman, in witchcraft!” 
 
    She gasped and shook her head. She clutched Gavin’s arm tighter. “Lies! It’s all lies!” 
 
    “The Doge has allowed our city to be overrun by immorality and evil! Sin stalks our streets and sleeps with us as familiar bedfellows. The devil takes the face of pretty wenches who serve you drink, and you imbibe the poison gladly!” Teodotto gestured at her. “She has performed dark rites, begging demons to bring pox and plague upon us!”  
 
    “Look at her,” he continued. “She wears the colors of the devil, her lover, his unholy communion!” 
 
    “I have had enough of this,” Gavin said and drew his sword. He pulled his arm free of her grasp and stood in front of her. “This ends now! She is no witch and has never communed with the devil!” 
 
    “Take her!” Teodotto yelled.  
 
    Sophia screamed and grasped Gavin, but it was not enough. Eight guards, ten, swarmed the crowd. Six pulled at a screaming Gavin as he thrust his arms and legs in the arm. His sword hit the ground in a loud clang. He stared at Sophia as she wept, hands over her mouth. 
 
    “Run!” he screamed at her. “Run now!” 
 
    As she began to turn to follow his order of running, four guards approached her, arms out. She ran in an effort to break through their barricade, but it was of no use. Strong arms surrounded her and picked her up off the ground; two sets of hands holding her head and shoulders, two sets of hands each hold a leg. She sobbed and closed her eyes. The crowd roared cheers of “devil’s wife” and “she’s innocent.” 
 
    Sophia opened her eyes as the movement hitched in step. She looked to the ground and found they were stepping over the dead bodies. Death rose from the carcasses and she closed her eyes once more. 
 
    “There is only one place for a witch,” Teodotto said. “Witch Island! Take her there, with the other dead bodies! Go! She will be executed at dawn!” 
 
    The guards reached the boat and carried her through the water. They sat her down and tied her hands behind her back, arms to her body, knees together, then her legs. She sobbed and leaned forward. One of the guards snatched her hat off of her, and with it, some of her hair. 
 
    She cried out and continued to lean forward. There was no escaping where she was going. All she had was the clothes on her back, and the icy water that splashed the sides of the boat. 
 
    There would be no Gavin, no Dorian, no God. 

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    This damned, howling, unholy crowd baying for blood and retribution, as if it could all be extracted from one small woman.  
 
    This was the reason vampires were meant to stay out of the affairs of mortals. Vampires were predators of the highest order. To be forced into passivity and obscurity by ugly-faced, short-lived brutes was humiliating. It was an insult to a prowess and power that dwarfed simple mortal abilities.  
 
    Mila tried very hard not to feel any emotion for Sophia as she was dragged away by the soldiers. She had already felt far too much for the woman, from unexpected admiration at her defense against Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine, to insidious envy when she saw Gavin come to her rescue, to numbing fear when Sophia had started to scream as the accusations and guilt were piled like great stones upon her chest.  
 
    Mila’s mind raced as she worked through the choice that she had less than a moment to make. Should she follow Sophia and try to save her for Dorian’s sake? Or, should she stay here and try to save Gavin? Sophia was the cause of all the upset in Dorian’s life and their coven. Sophia was the reason Mila was caught in Fanti and Teodotto’s machinations. She didn’t feel like she owed the girl anything. After all, had she not given her a precious night with Dorian? Yet Sophia was innocent of the murders, and the burning pyre awaited her. If enough bribes changed hands between Mila’s gold-lined pockets and greedy wardens, she might only face the rope, which would be kinder, though not by much.  
 
    But, then, what of Gavin? He knew that he had killed two vampires in that alley with Sophia. Without a doubt, he would now go back to wherever his precious Order of St. Marcellus was quartered and rally the Hunters. They would spill into the shadows of the city, relentless and ruthless. There might not be time to get back to Palazzo Fanti and warn everyone. Dorian, Fanti, and all the others would leave for the hunt and find themselves the prey.  
 
    There was no question in Mila’s mind that Gavin would make her his special quarry. She had seen blood lust and betrayal enough times in men’s eyes to believe any different. 
 
    No more than a second or two had passed, and yet, she was still torn as to her course of action. She glanced at Gavin as he struggled madly against the guards that held him, and she knew what she had to do.  
 
    It was easy enough to maneuver through the chaotic crowd that still surrounded the priest and the guards. Fortunately, the people were more enthralled by the fiery ramblings of the priest than the thrashing of a vagabond. Venetians, Mila decided, were decidedly jaded in their tastes if threats of hellfire could hold them but a man being beaten was a spectacle wearied of its thrill.  
 
    She approached the guards from behind, and, with preternaturally quick legerdemain, slipped Gavin from their grasp and substituted a random stranger from the crowd. She gestured for Gavin to be quiet, and she led him through the crowd, making them both face forward and take slow, shuffling steps to the side and back so as not to attract attention to themselves. Nothing would give them away quicker than a frantic sprint in the opposite direction of a crowd moving closer to listen to the priest.  
 
    As soon as the opening onto a side street presented itself, Gavin turned the tables and yanked her along behind him. She didn’t resist, hoping that there might still be a chance to play the role of a mortal with him. The fate of her coven, Dorian, and Sophia depended on it.  
 
    Gavin abruptly pulled her into a small, dark shed that passed for a stable in the city. He slammed her against the rough wood wall and brought his face to hers.  
 
    “What have you done?” he demanded, his lips pulled back in a snarl, and his breath coming in heavy pants that stirred the lace of her veil. 
 
    “I have given you a chance to save the woman you love, you fool,” she retorted coolly. 
 
    “You know about the vampires. Do not lie! I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    She shrugged. “I also know you are a Hunter. What of it?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, taking her in at close range for the first time. She forced herself to keep breathing, even though every movement brought her a lungful of his scent. But she knew the act of breathing would not fool him. The bruised circles under her eyes, the chalk white of her complexion, the chill of her skin through the fabric of her dress, all of that would give her away to his trained gaze. 
 
    She saw the instant he realized her true nature, and his fingers dug unforgivingly into her arms, though it was nowhere near enough to cause her pain.  
 
    “Why?” It was the only question that fell from his lips, but a thousand ravings raged behind it.  
 
    “You blame a pawn when the guilt lies with the bishop, three moves back.” 
 
    He released her and stepped back, running his hand over his mouth, a wild, desperate look in his eyes. Mila’s heart had not beat in three hundred years, yet it ached at the sight. 
 
    “If you summon your Hunters and give chase to us, Sophia will die,” she said quietly. “There is still time for you to save her.” 
 
    “I am sworn to serve the Order above all else.” He clenched his jaw, looking away from her.  
 
    “Mortals will die tonight regardless of what you do.” She sighed. “Whether it be by our hand, or by knife’s edge, fever, or famine. Mortals die every night and every day. There will only ever be one Sophia in your life.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but admire his grim determination to abide by his oath and do his duty, but she needed him to understand the slippery nature of the olive branch she offered. There was only one gambit in this game that would give them all a way out.  
 
    One mistake, and they would all be destroyed.  
 
    “We leave on the morrow,” she added, willing him to accept this final compromise. “And, we shall not come again.” 
 
    He scoffed at that, but she could see his decision was made. He turned back to her and sneered, “Good and good riddance!” Closing the distance between them once more, he pressed her back against the wall with his body, molding himself to her so that she could feel breath, cock, and sinew. “But know this, my Snow Maiden, should you show your face in Venice ever again, I shall be the one to put a stake through that dead heart of yours!” 
 
    It took all of her discipline not to wince at the way his words crawled like poison through her veins, burning away to ash hopes she didn’t even know she had held. She managed to remain cool and impassive, simply nodding. 
 
     Then, he was gone, and for the first time in three hundred years, Mila found herself stifling her tearless sobs in hay that smelt of smoke and death. 
 
      
 
    Mila dragged herself back to Palazzo Fanti, her limbs moving stiffly like a marionette in unskilled hands. She barely noticed that night had fallen, with its cold sea fog creeping through the streets. She felt as if her own vision had already been darkened, painted black by Gavin’s words, and she would never know the light again. One last task remained before she could hunt. She had to tell Dorian that they must sail the next day.  
 
    To her surprise, Dorian was waiting for her in her bed chamber. He looked wild and rumpled, raking his hands through his hair and pacing back and forth before her window.  
 
    “There you are!” he exclaimed, his tone petulant. “Where have you been?” 
 
    Of all people to demand such an answer from her! She ignored him and calmly went to remove the pins that held her hat in place on her hair.  
 
    “Mila! Answer me.” 
 
    “I have been wandering the city.” It was true, simply not specific.  
 
    “Do not play games with me. Where is Sophia?” 
 
    “I do not know.” Again, truth in its strictest sense. She honestly hadn’t caught the name of the island where they were taking her.  
 
    “I went back to where she stayed last night, and she was not there.” 
 
    “I told you she would be moved in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, and you told me you knew where she would move to!” 
 
    “I told you I would help her, but she did not require my help in finding new lodgings. I do not know where she is.” It was very likely not the cleverest way of handling Dorian when she would shortly need to convince him to depart the city the next day. But she felt too exposed, too raw from everything that had happened, and she had to leech the venom from her system somehow before she went mad from the hurt of it all. 
 
    Dorian stormed over, looming over her. Mila stood her ground. After a long day that seemed full of men attempting to intimidate her by towering over her, she simply didn’t have it in her to get worked up any more. While she couldn’t fully fight the compulsion in her blood to show submissiveness toward her Maker, she was no longer afraid of him.  
 
    A subtle knock at the door fractured the posturing between them, but Fanti’s subdued entrance did not bring Mila any relief. If anything, it filled her with foreboding. The candlelight draped Fanti’s scars in deep lines and shadows, and his eyes were unreadable.  
 
    “Dorian,” he said softly. “Forgive me, but I am the bearer of sad tidings.” 
 
    Dorian stilled, an aura of feral menace wrapping around him like a cloak.  
 
    “Two members of your coven were attacked and fell to the hands of Hunters.” 
 
    It was almost farcical how quickly Dorian relaxed, and inversely, how much further Mila’s own sense of dread deepened. His relief would only make his rage return tenfold if he learned the true fate of Sophia. If…or, when? 
 
    “Who are the fallen?” Dorian was calm. 
 
    “I believe the other members of your coven identified them as Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine.” Fanti was all gravitas and commiseration.  
 
    Dorian was impassive, but she didn’t miss his quick, inquisitive glance in her direction. Unfortunately, it seemed that Fanti didn’t, either. She knew in that instant that she only had a few moments to fortify Dorian in her favor against whatever accusations Fanti was about to level at her.  
 
    “I saw it happen,” she said, looking at the floor but knowing she had the two men’s full attention. “After the trouble our coven had caused with our unguided hunting, I worried that the two of them would use their new, longer leash to bring more problems back to our host’s door. I followed them.” She paused, letting hesitation prepare Dorian. “They attacked Sophia.” 
 
    He growled, his fangs clicking. 
 
    “She fought back,” Mila continued. “Surprisingly well and holding her own. A Hunter showed up and saved her. He was the one who felled them. He seemed to know Sophia. He was protective of her.” 
 
    And, there it was. 
 
    She could tell by the shifting of his posture, that she had managed—against the odds—to slip back into her place beside him as the quiet, only-occasionally-visible, devoted companion. In the face of Teodotto’s scheming, Fanti’s manipulation, Dorian’s obliviousness, Gavin’s cruelty, and the maliciousness of Abberley and Bellefontaine, she had done it. She had saved their coven and coven leader.  
 
    “Where is Sophia?” 
 
    Mila blinked, running Dorian’s words through her mind to make sure she had heard correctly. She opened her mouth to speak, but the delay of her shock had cost her. Fanti spoke before she could gather her confused thoughts. 
 
    “Eve was never at fault for the apple,” he said thoughtfully. “It was the Serpent who decided it could not dwell in the same Garden as she who was created as the good and worthy helpmeet of man.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dorian rounded on Fanti. 
 
    “Who has nipped at your heels since the moment you arrived, attempting to either goad you further or dissuade you from your quest? Who would benefit from your distraction in order to take over the coven? Who followed you every time you went to meet your sweet, mortal girl?” Fanti’s voice turned harder. “Who was jealous of your affections for her and sought to hide her from you, relenting only when she knew you would not rest until you found her?” 
 
    Dorian’s gaze wavered between Fanti and Mila like a pair of scales, and there was no telling which way the balance would fall.  
 
    “I am afraid that you have nurtured an asp in your bosom,” Fanti continued sorrowfully. “The little mortal girl has been accused of using witchcraft to bring the ‘plague of bodies’ to Venice, and even now, she is on her way to our most dread prison island to meet a terrible end through fire. One member of your coven was there when Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine were felled, when Sophia was found and taken.” 
 
    “You cannot believe him over me!” Mila cried.  
 
    “He has no reason to lie to me,” Dorian said with a shrug. His eyes burned with the cold of his hatred for her. She had no comeback for that, despite her innocence.  
 
    Fanti said nothing, and she was hard put to restrain herself from launching herself at him with fang and claw. How casually he destroyed everything she had struggled to save! How quickly his words took root in Dorian’s suspicious heart! 
 
    All the fissures in Mila’s heart fused into a deep, wide chasm that left her falling into darkness. She barely noticed Dorian’s question, Fanti’s answer, and Dorian’s departure. She was jolted back into the moment by Fanti’s firm, but gentle grip on her shoulders as he led her from the room. 
 
    “Where has he gone?” Mila’s voice was pitched eerily high, her accent foreign to her ears.  
 
    “Still, you think of him?” Fanti sounded disappointed as one of his hands slid from her shoulder to her waist. She didn’t know if it was further restraint or a simulacrum of affection.  
 
    “He is my Maker.” 
 
    “And you are a lover scorned.” 
 
    “What? No!” she exclaimed, turning in his arms to face him. “I have never been his lover. Ever. There is no unrequited desire between us, no fruitless yearning. He takes mortals like the girl Sophia for that sort of thing.” 
 
    Fanti’s expression tightened, pulling his scars into a web of pain. “You cannot hope to convince me that any man—mortal or not—could resist you.” 
 
    Her laughter sounded ridiculous and hysterical even to her ears as she remembered Gavin’s rejection a mere hour earlier. “How wrong you are! Every man resists, some with surprising strength. Given another century, my repugnant nature shall become a byword among the sex!”  
 
    She stumbled, suddenly realizing they were still descending the stairs, but now were down at a level that was partly below ground level. Small windows near the ceiling let in weak moonlight, but the slap of water against stone was heavy and hard. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she demanded, quickly taking in the short corridor lined with thick, iron-banded, oak doors. 
 
    Fanti looked down at her, his height not a tool of dominance but rather as a simple fact of their disparity. No, it was not his tall figure that surrounded her, demanding her surrender. It was the tentative tenderness of brushing his knuckles against her cheek and the gentle way he encircled her waist with his other hand and drew her to him.  
 
    “I am saving you,” he said, lowering his face to hers so their foreheads touched. “You are good and loyal to Dorian, more than he deserves. But you could be so much more.” 
 
    “I have never dreamed of more.” She swallowed hard, pushing down a heady mix of fear, desire, and confusion. 
 
     “More’s the pity that no one taught you the breadth of your existence or plumbed the depths of your heart,” he murmured, the rough, scarred tip of his nose brushing against hers. “I would be the explorer that maps those far reaches. I would have you be my lover, the mistress of this palazzo, my eternal companion.” 
 
    Mila closed her eyes against the onslaught of his words. This new revelation of motives—she did not know him well enough to tell whether he was sincere or attempting to play another game—had the unintended effect of removing blinders that she had clung to.  
 
    “There will be pain,” Fanti admitted without any hint of guilt. “Dorian will die in his quest to save that little mortal woman. You must accept that. It is what is necessary for you to fly free.” 
 
    Mila’s knees gave out as his words echoed in her head like the ringing of the great Bourdon of Notre-Dame in Paris. Dorian would die. Her Maker would be no more. She would be anchorless, adrift in a sea of senseless, endless days. Free was only another word for lost.  
 
    “Forgive me for this one night’s transgressions,” Fanti murmured, now running his lips from the shell of her ear, down the length of her throat, only to settle and move between the base of her throat and her collarbones.  
 
    The mangled ridges of the crucifix imprint on his skull glowed livid in the moonlight as she dizzily tried to focus on anything that might burn off the haze of his thrall. 
 
    “I will come for you,” he said, and she felt his chest rise and fall against hers. “In the morning, I will come, and you shall have all the time you need to mourn what you have lost and to accept what is to come.” 
 
    She blinked, her vision suddenly, brutally cleared as Fanti released her. She moved, but she was half-a-breath too slow from catching him as he slammed the door of her dungeon cell closed.  
 
    Trapped. Lost. Betrayed. Abandoned. 
 
    She drew a deep breath, focusing on the smell of must and salt from the damp stone walls. There was one thing that they had all discounted. 
 
    She was still here. Still thirsting. Still aware. 
 
    Until she fell, she would fight. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Silence. Pain and fear drove Sophia to the brink of insanity. Clutching onto the last hope of Dorian and Gavin to form a rescue party kept her from committing an act so heinous death would be the only outcome.  
 
    She thought of her grandmother and stories she told as a child. Death be to those who cross our path. Death be to those who hurt us and hex us. Death be to those who plant seed of doubt.  
 
    Water continued to splash the sides of the boat, occasional droplets of water landing on Sophia’s exposed skin. It smelled of salt and fish. She opened her heavy lids, the stress from the fight of bounding her and bringing her upon the boat took its toll on her body. She slowly blinked as the blurry image began to solidify. 
 
    Witch Island.  
 
    The trauma of today’s events felt like a distant memory of a scene long since pased, but had it only been a few hours ago? The soldiers fighting her and Gavin, Gavin being drug away as he screamed for her...it was too much to consider, or think about. She closed her eyes and a tear slipped down her cheek. She could still hear Gavin’s voice as he screamed, the panic look on his face as he fought his fellow soldiers. She sighed heavily, the fight drained out of her.  
 
    The boat came to a halt and with the abrasion on the underside Sophia knew they had arrived. 
 
    “Incoming,” called one of the men as he jumped into the water. The boat moved again and Sophia looked up. The man who jumped in began to pulled the boat toward shore. Sophia glanced behind her and found a boat with the Doge’s flags headed their way. 
 
    “Looks to be the Doge’s official boat coming in for the execution,” replied the other soldier. She felt his breath next to her cheek and his breath smelled of death, tobacco, and ale. “Won’t be long now, you evil devil bitch,” the man whispered. She held her breath from the stench and watched the boat as it sailed.  
 
    Dorian’s image came to the forefront of her mind and she closed her eyes once more. His smile, the way he kissed her, held her, made love to her...all of it now, lost.  
 
    Gavin fought for her and for what? To be imprisoned?  
 
    Mila, the traitor, all this is her doing, she told herself. But how? She knew of the oncoming attack. She had to orchestrate it. Jealousy? Sophia’s instincts were never wrong before, why now? What was it about Mila that she failed to see? She felt herself fall forward a little more in defeat to this realization. Everything she had ever known, or stood for, now came to question; was her own sanity on the line? Most likely. I’ve always been able to trust in myself, read a person, any person, but now, how much had been all in my mind? 
 
    She thought of her mother and her heart broke a little more. Her mother would never have allowed anyone to come into her life that she could not have some sort of control over. If she had listened to herself, during the first vision...maybe none of this would have come to pass. 
 
    Evil plague. 
 
    Strangulation. 
 
    Death. 
 
    Vampires in the square. 
 
    She opened her eyes as one of the men grabbed her by the arm and yanked her to her feet. 
 
    “Stand, whore of the devil,” the man yelled out. Her knees gave out and she collapsed back on the boat. “Get the fuck up!” he yanked on her arm again and Sophia pushed as hard as she could on her legs, willing them to work. 
 
    “I am trying,” she whispered. Her throat felt dry and she gagged from her throat sticking to itself. “Water, please?” 
 
    “Water? I could shove your face in the water and drown you if you wanted a drink!” 
 
    “Then do it,” she groaned. “Death by water would be more freeing than to be burned against a stake!” 
 
    He bent over her and cut off the ropes binding her ankles and legs. She had a thought to kick him, but that would take too much energy. He pulled her from the boat and as the water hit her skin, a jolt of electricity bolted through her. Maybe it was the cold, maybe it was the possibility of her death coming. Whatever it was, she suddenly felt awake. 
 
    Then the wind picked up as if a storm had been ignited. She glanced toward the ocean and found another boat began to follow the Doge’s. She narrowed her eyes as the wind pelted against her, along with the waters current. The Doge’s boat leaned to the left and right, the threat of the storm looking to take it over. The other vessel gained on them and as she stared at it, she realized the latter did not belong to the Doge’s like the former. 
 
    Dorian? she thought to herself.  
 
    A black sail pulled up the mast and her eyes widened. It was definitely not the Doge’s. The Doge’s vessel lurched forward, but the other moved faster. It gained on the first ship and Sophia decided it would be now, or never, to attempt an escape and rescue herself. 
 
    Worst case scenario, they would slice her throat where she stood and they would have to answer for their crimes, or be hailed a hero. 
 
    She lowered her head and closed her eyes, then began to recite passages of a book she knew in Latin. It was not a spell, but the soldiers did not need to know this. She spoke softly at first, then she grew louder, and louder. 
 
    “What is she doing?” asked the first guard. 
 
    “I don’t know, shut her up!” yelled the second. 
 
    She grew louder and louder until she began to shout. The hoarseness in her throat made her want to cough, but she pushed through it. 
 
    “Stop it!” yelled the first guard, “or I shall end you myself!” 
 
    Sophia looked up to him through her lashes with the evillest grin she could muster. “The treatment of me has made the bad powers angry,” she growled. “You must unhand me and untie my bindings, if you wish to live through this day.” She paused and glanced between the two guards, while keeping her peripheral vision on the incoming boats. “If you wish for your immortal souls to not be damned to hell, you will release me.” She paused and when the men did not move, she yelled out, “NOW!” 
 
    Both guards flinched at her words and their hands went for their weapons. The first guard pulled out his dagger and ran to her, the second screamed in horror. 
 
    “Do not kill her! She will damn us!” 
 
    “You fucking idiot,” the first one yelled back. “I am releasing her to save my fucking soul! What say you?” He took her wrists and cut the bindings on her arms and wrists. “Please,” the guard whispered, “I have a family back home, friends.” 
 
    “Oh, but you felt it was okay to take my life?” 
 
    The man took a step back. “Please,” he whispered. 
 
    She reached forward and yanked his sword from his belt. She held it in front of her, pointed directly to his neck. “You make me sick. You know nothing of me, or about me, only what the Doge’s clerk wanted you to know! Get away from me before I curse you!” 
 
    The man held his hands up and scrambled back to the other guard. She thought for a moment they would hug on one another. Their eyes were wide with fright and a part of her felt satisfied with this.  
 
    Glancing down the shore for a possible way off the island, the boat she arrived on sat alone and unmanned. It floated and hope quickly rose inside her. If she could run to it and keep the soldiers held up long enough, she might be able to escape. 
 
    She might capsize, but it would be worth it to die in the water than to be taken prisoner, beaten and burned. She glanced toward the incoming ships as the first one docked. Hysteria broke out as soldiers bolted from it. She stepped toward the row boat in hopes of breaking out into a full run. The men wore the colors of the Doge’s and her heart seized. She had to run. Now. 
 
    “What are you doing?” yelled one of the incoming soldiers.  
 
    “Stop her!” came another. 
 
    “No, she’ll curse us,” one of the guards yelled. 
 
    Sophia held her breath as the Doge’s guards closed in. A few of them looked to her as if she were nothing but a small woman, others on alert to the possibility she could hex them all. 
 
    “You are fools,” yelled out one the soldiers. “She is a little woman, nothing to be frightened of! Witch or not, she needs to be captured!” 
 
    She let the breath out she had been holding when she turned to make a break for it. The wind blew against her free strands of hair floated across her eyes.  
 
    “Dammit,” she whispered and quickly tucked the hair away as she ran. Her feet sank in the sand and she feared the lack of speed would bring her certain demise. She still had the sword and would use it if she had to in order to free herself. If she lost the sword, well Gavin taught her how to throw a fisted punch. 
 
    “Hurry and catch her before the others leave the ship!” yelled the same soldier. 
 
    The orders and the yells of the men followed close behind her. She took a chance and looked to the other boat. She then came to an abrupt stop, just as the storm that had blown in ceased. She blinked and her eyes widened to the sight before her. 
 
    Dorian leapt from the boat and with him, roughneck dockworkers and sailors, all carrying weapons: swords, daggers, and bow and arrows. She knew she did not have to run, that she would fight, that she could fight. And she would live! She smiled and turned back to her aggressors.  
 
    The dockworkers, sailors, and Dorian closed in and attacked the Doge’s soldiers and guardsmen. A full out frenzy broke loose of blood, gore and screams. She lowered her sword and heaved a heavy sigh, but also knew, this fight would be far from over. Someone had to pay for the crimes accused, and that person would be the Doge’s clerk. 
 
    She looked around the docks as blood splattered. The current smell of decay on the island would soon have new flesh added to it, and Sophia did not want to be around when the fighting ended. She needed to find the clerk, and find him now. She looked over and around the fighting for this man, who by all accounts, did not appear to be in attendance. Smart move on his part or he would meet his maker. She gripped her sword and looked over the crowd for Dorian. 
 
    And found him. 
 
    A snarl ripped through the sound of silent fighting. He lifted his head up and screamed his war cry. She took a step toward him and her eyes widened with panic. Her hearing became mute and time slowed with each additional step she took. As he lowered his head toward the body once more, blood dripped from his mouth...and fangs. 
 
    “NO!” She cried out her plea, but nothing registered to her ears. Dorian heard her though. His head rose and met her gaze, his eyes pure rabid heat of blood lust. As the revelation of being saved began to settle in, it vanished as fast as her worst fears came to pass. Dorian was a vampire. 
 
    She could possibly survive the witchcraft accusation, but when the man she had fallen in love with and given her heart to was a vampire, how could she reconcile this? 
 
    As if hearing her thoughts, Dorian stood tall. His war persona ended and his face grew somber. He stared at her, unblinking. She lowered her gaze and shook her head, then made her way toward the ship he sailed in on. She would not die today, this much she knew. Returning to the boat to await passage back to Venice was her plan, at least for now. As for what she would do when she arrived would have to wait. She needed to understand, and deal with, the turn of events regarding Dorian, how it would affect her relationship with Gavin, and how Mila fit into all this.  
 
    Cheers rose up in the background and chancing a look back, she found the sailors and dockworkers with their fists and weapons high in the air regarding their triumph. Sophia clinched the sword close to her body as she boarded the ship. She passed a few of the hands who remained behind and one by one, they nodded to her. 
 
    She stood at the stern of the ship and rested the sword against it, her fingers moved over the side wall. She leaned into it and closed her eyes. 
 
    Dorian was a vampire. 
 
    She allowed a creature of this species to share her bed, make love to her. 
 
    But he did not bite you. 
 
    Yet he is a vampire. 
 
    She continued with her self-mutilating thoughts as the yells of the men grew louder around her. The ship rocked to and fro as the men boarded for the sail home. Her fingers tightened around the stern wall. She opened her eyes and stared out over the water and the land she would be sailing to soon. 
 
    “Sophia,” Dorian called to her in a whispered tone. 
 
    She closed her eyes once more and shook her head. “No, leave me be.” 
 
    “How did I lie? I never denied who I am.” 
 
    She turned on him and slapped his face. He gasped with shock. “Purposely not telling me is as bad as lying about it!” 
 
    He rubbed his cheek and stepped closer to her. “Please, allow me--” 
 
    She cut him off. “No!” She turned from him and stared back out toward the water. Her emotions boiled inside her and a part of her wanted to run her sword through his heart, while the other part, the part of herself she detested, wanted to leap into his arms and scream for joy that she was free, and with him. 
 
    In any case, this was a problem she would deal with on her own, boat ride home or later. She sure as hell would not be staying on this island any longer than she had to. 
 
    “As you wish,” Dorian said and turned away from her. She glanced over her shoulder and watched him as he descended stairs to a cabin in the shadows.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The sun had set and Sophia shivered. Her fancy clothes she could never afford were now soaked, and ruined. The frigid temperature of winter bit her to her bone. She longed for the fire and the warm bed she made love to Dorian in. And she hated reminding herself of him and his untold lies. 
 
    Warmth suddenly enveloped her and Sophia gasped and turned around. Dorian stood behind her and wrapped her body in his cloak. 
 
    “Do not be alarmed. I have been watching you for a while and could no longer stand the sight of you shivering.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze and pulled the cloak further around her body. “Thank you,” she whispered. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He stepped closer and leaned against the stern. “Will you please hear me out now?” 
 
    “I’d rather not,” she mumbled through cold lips and her voice broke. “But I’m n-n-no fool. Can we go s-somewhere warmer?” He reached for her then hesitated. She did not and leaned into his embrace. “I am af-fraid I will d-die f-frozen.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close. She nestled into his body and felt him shiver. “Sophia,” he whispered, “come, let’s get you warm.” Dorian escorted her down the same stairs he took earlier. The darkness of the corridor took her vision for a moment, until they walked into his cabin. In the corner laid a fireplace and it cracked with wood. 
 
    She gasped and ran to it, falling to her knees. She shivered as she held her hands out, the heat causing her skin to tingle.  
 
    “Please, let’s get you out of those close and into something warm.” 
 
    She turned and looked up to where he stood, and stared at him a long moment. Dorian did not move as he held still like a statue. She then nodded. 
 
    Moments later, she laid on her side in front of the fire in a long night shift and blankets on her body. Silence fell between them for what felt like an eternity. She closed her eyes and felt herself begin to drift between consciousness and sleep. 
 
    “Please believe me, it was not at my hand, the deaths on the streets.” Sophia opened her eyes and listened to Dorian. “I am not the killer, nor my coven.” 
 
    She pushed herself to a sitting position, pulling her legs underneath her. Dorian crossed the room and took a knee next to her, crossing his arms. “Please, understand, when the bodies turned up, it was not I.” 
 
    She looked to him and studied his face. “But you did feed.” 
 
    He nodded. “I did, but I would never do what happened in Venice. Please, this is the truth.” 
 
    She thought back to Mila, and the fact her instincts were wrong about her. Were they wrong now? Every part of her screamed that Dorian was as innocent as he had claimed to be, yet he withheld information of him being a vampire. The night she was chased by the creature with the red eyes; was it Dorian or someone else? Then there were her visions of him in a bloody mess with the fire in background.  
 
    Part of what he said was the truth, however. Before the death of her landlady, bodies had turned up then and she knew it could not have been Dorian.  
 
    She sighed and nodded. “I believe you.” 
 
    His brows rose. “You do? I mean, thank you. I would never lie to you, Sophia.” 
 
    She sat up on her knees and took his hands. “I am still hurt you did not tell me in the beginning, that after all we did together, I did not know. However, with that being said, you had me many times and had ample opportunity to kill me, yet you didn’t. In fact,” she moved in closer to him, “you saved my life. You came for me.” 
 
    The fire cracked in the silence. He leaned in closer to her and touched her chin, his thumb gently gliding over her lower lip. “I love you, my anima gemella.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze. The ship came to a stop and Sophia looked up to Dorian. “I forgive you. And I love you too, my amante.” 
 
    Dorian leaned in and kissed her. She cupped his face and her tongue sought his. She flinched as she touched his fang.  
 
    “Sophia,” he whispered to her. “Be mine, be with me, forever. Allow me to make you like me, allow me to give you an eternity by my side. There will be no rules, no pain, only bliss. Allow me to give you death so you may for once, live.” 
 
    She wanted to immediately leap into his arms and scream yes to the top of her lungs, but she also thought of Gavin and everything he and the hunters stood for. She would be giving up her life and entering into a sanctum she knew nothing of, except death. 
 
    But there was also love, an eternity of love with a man who took her heart. A man who saved her from death. A man who laid everything out in this most vulnerable moment. “I’ll accept your proposal on one condition.” 
 
    He smiled and she had to hold herself from giggling for he appeared to look like of a school boy. “And what is the condition?” 
 
    “Marry me first.” 
 
    “Without a doubt, you will be my wife, Sophia. Are there any other conditions?” 
 
    She stared at him for a moment, smiled, then shook her head. 
 
    “I am happy to hear it and you, my love, have made me the happiest man on this earth!” He stood and pulled her to her feet and hugged her. He pulled back enough to kiss her. 
 
    After the ship docked, Dorian escorted Sophia back to land. They stepped inside what could only be described as a palace. It was similar to the room she stayed in where they made love.  
 
    “Welcome to Palazzo Fanti,” he announced.  
 
    She smiled. “It is beautiful.” The white walls almost glowed with the gold trim. Low hanging chandeliers created an ambience that whispered seduction. Servants crossed the room and offered their hands for service. 
 
    “Signora, if we may, we would be happy to clean and dress you?” 
 
    She looked down to her night shift, then back to the servants with a smile. “That would be nice, thank you.” 
 
    “Everything will be well,” Dorian told her. “My oldest friend, Signor Fanti, lives here. He will join us soon. We know who the traitor is and who caused the devastation.” 
 
    She turned as she walked with the servant and raised her brows. “Mila?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes, Mila.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    As the female servant tightened the last cords to the corset, she assisted Sophia in pulling on a shrug. A knock sounded on the door and Sophia looked to herself in the mirror and smiled at the dark gray with lighter gray stripes on her corset, skirts, and shrug. Her hair, pulled to her neck, set with curls, draped over her right shoulder perfectly. 
 
    She turned to face the door as the maid slipped boots onto Sophia’s feet. “Enter.” 
 
    The door opened and Dorian slipped through. He paused in the entry and smiled. “You are a vision.” 
 
    She blushed and lowered her gaze. “Thank you.” She leaned down and touched the maid on her shoulder. “And thank you. Please, leave us?” 
 
    The woman stood with a smile and curtseyed. She made her way to the door, curtseyed Dorian, then closed the door behind her.  
 
    Dorian grinned a little wider and she noticed he no longer hid behind his lips, for he now showed off his fangs without fear. He crossed the room, scooped her in his arms and spun her in the room. She giggled and he laughed. He sat her down and he kissed her. 
 
    “My love,” Dorian began and rain the back of his fingers across her cheek, to her jaw, and neck. “I will give you the gift of immortality tonight. Will you accept?” 
 
    She closed her eyes to his touch, his seduction, the whisper of his breath upon her skin. She nodded and her heart slammed in her chest. Fear threatened her, but as Dorian gently guided a hand around her waist, he held her close, and hugged her against him. 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered. 
 
    “Will it hurt?” she heard herself ask. 
 
    “When I first bite, there will be a sting, then it will settle into bliss and you will begin to fall into a deep sleep.” 
 
    “What happens then?” 
 
    “I will feed you my blood and as it pumps into your heart, your body will die.” 
 
    She gasped and he held her close. 
 
    “It is alright. Your body will then change and accept what has been given. You will then wake as vampire.” 
 
    She swallowed and let out a shallow breath. “Okay.” 
 
    “Come,” he whispered and slipped his hands into hers. He pulled her toward the bed. He guided her down to her back and laid next to her. Gentleness poured from him as he touched her face.  
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “I love you,” she replied. 
 
    Dorian sat up on one arm and leaned into her. Sophia closed her eyes and held her breath. Her body tensed and Dorian gently lifted her chin up. 
 
    “Darling,” he whispered, “relax, please.” He tilted her head up a little more and kissed her on the lips. She nodded and kissed him back. He pulled himself closer and his hand moved around to the back of her neck. 
 
    Sophia felt the tension leave her body as she relaxed. She allowed this man, this vampire, to have control over her. He kissed her with his velvet soft lips and she wanted more. Her hand moved to his back and pulled him closer. Dorian pushed her to her back and moved his body on top of hers. He moved her skirts up her legs and pushed his knee between hers. She moved her legs apart for him and he settled down, grinding his erection against her. 
 
    She sighed against his mouth and moved her body with his. Dorian growled against her lips and kissed to her jaw, then nibbled on her ear. Sophia gasped and her fingers pulled at the shirt on his back. He licked the vein in her neck and she moaned softly. 
 
    Then it happened. She hissed as his fangs broke through her skin. His lips locked onto her throat and she felt the pull of her blood. Dorian moved his hips against her and she moved her hands over his derrière. She squeezed him, wanting him inside her, claiming her. 
 
    Dorian snarled as he drank, but the sound did not frighten her. Instead, it heightened the sensation of his body, the longing, the need of him and his cock to be buried deep inside her. Her breathing softened and she felt weak from the blood drain. She opened her eyes and watched Dorian atop her, and saw his head, shoulders, and body. She looked to the ceiling of the bed and the drapes over the sides. She blinked and her eyelids moved lazily. 
 
    Her gazed moved to his neck and shoulders. She watched the muscles move as he sucked on her. It was almost beautiful, yet sad with so much love, longing, and hope for their future together. 
 
    She felt herself drifting to the unknown when a loud bang sounded in the room. Dorian lifted off of her and snarled into the air as he turned around and blocked her body with his. She slowly turned her head and could feel her blood pumping from her neck as it pooled on the pillow. 
 
    A well-dressed man walked into the room, the Doge’s clerk next to him. If she’d had the strength and energy, she would feel alarmed, but unfortunately, she did not feel much of anything. 
 
    “Fanti!” Dorian cried out. “What is this?” 
 
    Twenty other vampires filled the room behind the two newcomers. Sophia closed her eyes. Calmness settled over her, considering the storming of the room by the clerk should have set her on high alert.  
 
    How is he not dead, she asked herself? 
 
    Instead, she smiled in bliss. Soon this would be over and soon, she would wake as vampire and she would fight by Dorian’s side.  
 
    She opened her eyes once more. Silence filled the room, but the men appeared to be screaming. She blinked, her lids moving too slow as she took in the men swinging their arms and spitting words. She blinked once more and the outer sides of her vision began to blur and darken. The darkness filled in more of the picture before her, further in, and even more so until, nothing was left. Darkness claimed her sight, hearing, and sense of touch.  
 
    She let out a soft sigh as her final breath left her body. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Mila had not fed, and the weakness was telling on her.  
 
    It took two whole tries for her to rip the bars out of the dungeon windows.  
 
    The other option she considered was tearing the door from its hinges, but she did not know if Fanti had set a guard on her, and if she struggled with the door, she would be vulnerable to attack. 
 
    No, it was best to employ the old trick of crawling out a window. Only, this time, she did not have to worry about pretending mortal movements. It was risky, to be sure. If she put one foot wrong on the slippery stones, she would fall into the canal, and the running water would set ancient curses aflame in her vampiric blood. Fanti must have been counting on her aversion to such a fate when he placed her in this cell.  
 
    He should not have relied on her fear for herself to be a deterrent. The only thing that could ever truly push or pull her was the need to protect those she loved. They were what mattered. She was only Mila.  
 
    She jumped up and grabbed the stone sill, hoisting herself up and wriggling through the narrow window opening. She dug her fingers into the mortar, uncaring that she gouged out chunks of it as she crawled around the canal-facing side of the palazzo until she reached the steps that led up from the water and could hop down onto solid ground. 
 
    Racing around to the small servant’s door she had noticed during her earlier misadventure with windows, she found herself knocked off her feet and shoved face-first into the cobblestones with the weight of a man kneeling on her back.  
 
    Leather. Steel. Cloves.  
 
    The touch of a blade to her throat. 
 
    “What have you done?” Gavin’s voice was raw and harsh in her ear. “The city is rioting. People are calling for the Doge’s head. Witch Island is burning…and, I cannot help but think that it all has to do with you.” 
 
    Mila knew she could throw him off, and she knew that he understood this as well. That would be why he held a knife to her throat. His skill as a Hunter meant that if she tried to buck him off, he would slice her head from her neck before he ever lost his balance. She had to fight him with words, not force. 
 
    “What of Sophia?” she rasped. 
 
    “All I know is that rumor is rife on the docks that the witch escaped from the island with a dark, avenging angel and returned to the city. I think we can both agree that it was no angel that took her.” 
 
    Yes, Mila thought. Dorian was no angel. He never had been. It was a pity it had taken her so long to see that stark truth. 
 
    “From there, it wasn’t much of a feat to figure out that her angel would bring her back to the one place he thought was safe, and thanks to our delightful little encounter this morning, I happened to know exactly where that place would be.” 
 
    “Then why are you here interrogating me when you should be inside, trying to save your true love?” Mila didn’t particularly care to examine why the words ‘true love’ held such a bitter flavor for her.  
 
    “Because I would be a fool to enter a vampire’s lair without knowing more of it.” 
 
    “Well, I can tell you, Gavin Girard, that your plan to win my cooperation by tackling me to the ground, shouting at me, and holding a knife to my throat is simply brilliant. As you can see, I am at your disposal and ready to cater to your every whim.” She felt that strange sliding away of reticence and caution that always seemed to plague her in his presence. “Shall I knock on the door for us? Or, would you prefer if I went in myself, cut down my Maker, and carried your silly mortal girl back out to you? Perhaps, if you had the time to spare, I could find one of the mortal servants and have them make you a cup of tea.” 
 
    “Will you shut up?” he snarled.  
 
    “If I did, then how would I tell you where you might find her?” she taunted in return. 
 
    She was forced to admit that Gavin had excellent technique as a Hunter. The knife at her throat didn’t falter for a second as he stood and yanked her to her feet. It didn’t wobble even as they both startled at the muffled crash and unnatural roars of fury that came from within the palazzo. The shutters on one of the third-floor windows shook from the force of a blow on the inside, and Mila’s hearing picked up the weak sound of Sophia’s cry, followed by the angry, muffled voices of Dorian and Fanti. 
 
     “Follow me,” Mila said quickly, and to his credit, Gavin immediately understood their own fight was over and released her. She ran to the side door and yanked at the heavy iron handle until the wood splintered and the bar on the other side fell away. If she had fed and been stronger, she would have ripped the door from its hinges. It would have been faster. 
 
    No longer bothering to disguise her abilities, she sped up the stairs, with Gavin following only half-a-flight behind. More voices had joined the fray, and it was now a cacophony of tearing flesh and breaking bones. 
 
    “How many?” Gavin panted. 
 
    “Twelve? Perhaps fifteen? I do not know our host’s coven well enough to be able to tell for sure.” 
 
    “Older than you?” 
 
    “A few.” She slowed as they reached the top of the stairs, wanting to proceed quickly, but more caution. Glancing behind her, she saw Gavin catch up, beads of sweat on his temples. Her mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Do not worry. I will let you handle the younger ones.” 
 
    He smirked appreciatively in the way that enemies did when coerced to appreciate and rely on one another. “Perhaps you should take the fledglings. After all, you haven’t yet fed.” 
 
    She snorted and wondered fleetingly if Hell was something like this, an eternity of disjointed moments and shifting alliances.  
 
    “Weapons at the ready,” she whispered. “Be quick about dispatching the ones in the corridor. What we seek is in the second room on the left!” 
 
    “What of your weapons?” 
 
    Mila pulled up her skirt to reveal the wooden stake tucked into the holster around her thigh, its wicked, pointed tip resting incongruously on her innocuous, frilly stocking top. 
 
    “Why?” For a man who carried no less than six of them on his own person, his voice was filled with an odd sort of disgust. 
 
    She shook her head. There was no time for any more chatter. With a curt nod, she launched herself on a silent, deadly trajectory down the hall, barely noting his near-silent footsteps behind her.  
 
    She took the first vampire by surprise. Staking from the back was considered bad form, but a wolf did not care for niceties when chasing down its prey. The man had been one of Fanti’s coven, but she no longer cared. The next vampire turned out to be two vampires. She threw herself against Stutz from her own coven, the momentum not only driving the stake cleanly through his chest, but also knocking him back into Randich, who took the protruding half of the stake into his own heart.  
 
    She lay on the ground a moment to overcome the dizzying sensation of weakness that washed over her. Better to lay on the ground and pretend to be fallen than stupidly stagger about, marking oneself as easy prey. The enormity of what she had done threatened to overwhelm her. By killing her own coven members, she had committed one of the worst crimes of their kind. But it was entirely possible that Lady Abberley and Madame Bellefontaine had been twisted into attacking Sophia as part of Fanti’s ploy. If so, who knew which other coven members had been corrupted or coerced? It was monstrous to condemn them so unilaterally, but it was too dangerous to do otherwise.  
 
    Two more bodies fell with heavy, graceless thuds on the floor, and she saw that Gavin had cleared the hall. The remaining fight continued behind the half-closed doors of the bed chamber, and she scrambled to her feet to follow him inside. Between the two of them, three more vampires fell, two from her coven and one from Fanti’s. She looked around frantically, panicking when she realized that Fanti was not among those present.  
 
     An enraged cry from Gavin snapped her from her thoughts, and she barely had time to grab him and keep him from lunging at Dorian. 
 
    “You’ve killed her, you bastard!” Gavin roared, his powerful thrashing almost too much for Mila’s over-taxed strength. 
 
    “She is no concern of yours,” Dorian sneered, pointing the bloody end of his sword at the other man. “I am trying to save her.” 
 
    “Monsters like you cannot save! You can only destroy and kill.” Grief bolstered his rage, giving him the ability to throw off Mila and charge Dorian. 
 
    Mila fell back to the ground, dizzy and sick, unable to do anything but watch the two men clash, their blades meeting in deadly feints and wicked clangs.  
 
    She crawled to the bed, dragging herself on top of it to check on the girl, closing off all sense of smell to avoid the temptation of fresh, mortal blood. Sophia’s body was still warm, but it was clear that the life within had fled. If Dorian had been trying to save her, he would have had to turn her. But now, she was dead, and it was too late. 
 
    “Get away from her, you traitorous bitch!” Dorian snarled, knocking Gavin back, and grabbing Mila by the neck and hoisting her into the air. “This is all your fault!” He threw her across the room with such force, the stucco wall cracked clean down the middle from her impact. 
 
    For the first time in her vampiric existence, Mila felt true, physical pain. The ringing in her ears pulsed in time with the sharp, hollow throbbing in her head. Darkness danced at the edges of her vision, and everything felt so far away. She saw Gavin fall, and Dorian take Sophia in his arms and flee. She knew rather than felt that it was all very strange and sad.  
 
    Barely conscious, Gavin lay on the ground, his breathing labored and wet. She knew that sound. It wouldn’t be long. The sight of his blood pooling on the ground tempted her to crawl over and lick it up like a cat with a bowl of cream. She tried to ignore the brutal force of the Thirst as it clouded her already hazy thoughts, but instinct would out, and she breathed in before she realized what she was doing. 
 
    The smell of salt, iron, and salvation was too much to resist. 
 
    He was dying. 
 
    She hated him. She hated them all. Dorian, Fanti, Gavin, Sophia. They had sinned against her and driven her to sin against them, catching them all up in a never-ending, torturous circle of vengeance and consequence.  
 
    They were all guilty. 
 
    They were all innocent.  
 
    And, damn her, but she still wanted to save them. 
 
    She had never granted the Favor before, but she had watched Dorian do it many times. It was simple, really. She lowered her lips to Gavin’s throat and sunk her fangs deep into his flesh, piercing his weakly-pulsing arteries. He groaned and twitched in a pathetic facsimile of fighting her off. Pain and fatigue helped her stop before draining him to the death, even though the rejuvenating effects of his blood were starting to race through her system.  
 
    A bite to her own wrist had his blood, recirculated and poisoned by hers, dripping into his mouth. His eyes rolled back in his head, and he tried to turn away, but she grabbed his jaw and kept him in place, forcing him to drink from her. Soon enough, he was the one holding onto her wrist, insisting on taking more.  
 
    She tore herself away when her vision dimmed. Before the darkness settled its heavy blanket upon her, she thought sadly that nothing good would come of all this death, even though it was all she could give…  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    A chill drifted over Sophia and she shivered. Opening her eyes slightly, she brought her hand to her face to block the brightness. She pressed her palm to the ground and pushed herself upward then lowered her hand. As she opened her eyes and looked around, she saw nothing but white fog, endless fog. She made quick to stand to her feet, stumbling slightly. She turned in a complete circle as she tried to find something in this white cloud, anything. The oddest sensation though, she did not panic, nor did she feel fear. A ceased her movement and stood perfectly still; peace fell over her. She brought her hand up to brush strands of hair behind her ear, then gasped. 
 
    She held what should be her hand in front of her, but it was only a vague image of a non-somatic form. “Where am I?” she lowered her hand. “Hello?” she called out and began to pace but the chances of anyone being here became slim. 
 
    “You should not be here,” came a soft female voice. 
 
    “What?” Sophia turned toward the where the voice had produced but no one stood there.  
 
    She stepped forward and called out, “Please, come out. Who are you? Where am I?” 
 
    “Sophia,” came the same voice, “you should not be here. He needs you.” 
 
    “Where are you?” Sophia asked. “Show yourself, please!” She waited for a response. Unaware of time, or how much had passed since she last saw Dorian… Oh Dorian, she thought. Movement caught her peripheral and she turned toward it. The fog shifted in a pattern to suggest someone had walked past, or maybe moved. She stepped forward one step, then another. She blinked. A figure moved. She gasped and called out. “I see you, I think? Please, come talk with me. I need help and maybe you have answers.” 
 
    The figure in the fog moved toward her. She did feel fear, or a sense to run. She stood in place as the figure continued on. She saw movement to her left and as she glanced, another figure appeared. Like the former, this new figure moved toward Sophia. She looked to her right, and another figure moved.  
 
    “Thank you for seeing me. Please, I do have questions,” Sophia offered. 
 
    Between the three figures, in the distance behind each one, more figures began to appear, and the fog began to lift. She stood on nothing but empty space. She looked up and found the same above her, an empty void. Bringing her attention back to her audience, she found the formation of people moving toward her in a V shape. She thought of birds in flight, or possibly a leader being flanked by their guardsmen. . 
 
    Sophia stood taller, poising herself to begin. “Please, I need your help. See, my friend was …” 
 
    “Draining you?” one of them offered. Sophia looked up to the person from whom the voice came, but she could not make out her face. She knew it was a woman as it was a female’s voice, but a shadow fell over her person. 
 
    Sophia nodded. “Yes. He offered me eternity. He wanted to save me.” 
 
    “Save you?” the same voice quipped. “You honestly think he was saving you?” 
 
    Furrowing her brows, “Yes, yes I do. Now please, he had not finished the transformation and the room became filled with his enemies. Well, they were not his enemies, for we thought, but alas, well none of that matters now. Please, will you help me?” 
 
    The others in the formation her remained quiet. She looked from dark face to dark face, not hearing or receiving anything. She sighed and tried again. “Please, I need to go back. I need to help him. He needs me.” 
 
    “But does he need you?” came a voice behind her. Sophia turned to a lone figure, who like her counterparts, hidden by a cloak of darkness, asked, “Does Dorian truly need you to survive?” 
 
    Sophia thought on this before answering. Does he need her to survive? No, not necessarily. He survived before he met her, and he would survive her death if that would be what was to come. But would she put him through that torment again? Would she sacrifice the greatest love she has ever known? 
 
    She stood taller and lifted her chin. “Survival is only great if the reason to live is by your side. If you lose that fight, what is left to fight for?” She thought of Gavin and her parents. “My family needed one another to live. When one of them faded into the darkness, they fought to survive. They struggled and I am not ready for the darkness, and neither is Dorian. So please, help me in getting back to him.” 
 
    The cloaked woman before her stepped forward and she lifted the hood, and revealed her face. She smiled and took Sophia’s hands. 
 
    Sophia, in turn, gasped. She blinked, mouth agape. “Mother?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Not quite, I am the form of your mother as it is someone you are familiar with. You, Sophia, are surrounded by the ancestors of your past. We come to you today to send you back, but not for the reasons you have requested.” 
 
    Sophia lifted her brows and tilted her head, inquisitive. “Then what would be the reason?” 
 
    “We need a bigger presence on the ground. You will our vessel. All of us here will invoke your spirit with power, knowledge, everything you will ever need to know, and everything we have ever learned. You will be superior to those on the planet; humans and vampire alike.” 
 
    “I will do whatever it takes, please, just send me back!” 
 
    “Sophia, you must understand. With this power comes tremendous responsibility. You will have everlasting life. Every spell will be known only by you. You will never age, and will be immortal.” 
 
    Her eyes widened to his, and still, fear did not plague her. She was not sure if she should thank this woman for this opportunity, or turn her down and find her own way back to Dorian. As this was a lot to take in, she considered it for a moment. She could help protect Dorian from the likes of people like the Doge’s clerk, from those determined to end his family, and she would have the ability to save her fellow man. She would be persecuted, but she would not perish as her ancestors did. She would flee for solace and in time, venture out once more. She could do this and by her side, she would do this with Dorian. 
 
    “Sophia,” a new voice interrupted her thoughts. The woman in the form of her mother smiled and motioned to the newcomer. 
 
    Sophia turned and when she looked, she gasped. “You…” 
 
    The woman grinned a little wider. “Yes, I am you, well actually, you are me, reincarnated.” 
 
    Her eyes widened a little wider and Sophia felt herself suffocating. She shook her head. “No, it is not possible!” 
 
    The woman stepped closer and nodded, then reached for her hands. “Yes, it is, and I am here to help you.” 
 
    “You were Dorian’s first?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Yes. I was taken far too young in age and he never quite recovered. He looked for me, for centuries, in hopes I would be reborn. In a way, I was. I, became, you.” 
 
    Sophia stared at her and thought of her visions; the fire, the blood on Dorian, his sword. “If I can be honest for a moment, this actually makes some sense.” 
 
    “You had visions of me?” 
 
    Sophia nodded.  
 
    The woman smiled once more and cupped the side of Sophia’s face. “You died. We are all here to change that and send you back, fully armed, so to speak.” 
 
    “It is like, silver spider webbing.” The familiar voice of Dorian echoed in the vast openness. 
 
    Sophia’s eyes widened. “Dorian? Was that...was that him?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Yes. The process has already started. Please, know we will always be with you. In times of need, reach deep inside yourself and we will be there. All you need do is simply call on us. You will be an unstoppable force!” 
 
    Sophia wanted to be with Dorian, and Gavin, and her friends upon the island of Venice. But like this? She would no longer be the prey, but the predator; not that she would actually hunt like the vampires would. She would never fall ill, grow old, or die. Dorian would live forever, so long he would not be staked. She would, in the end, receive what he promised her. 
 
    She nodded. “Then let it be.” 
 
    “So shall it be,” the others called. 
 
    All at once, a rush of energy slammed into her. Her head threw back and her mouth opened wide but no scream emitted. Sophia fell to her knees, palms, then to the ground. Power rushed through her veins, filling in the emptiness of the blood loss. She felt her heart beat hard against her chest in a new type of rhythm. 
 
    “Silver spider webbing.” Dorian’s voice rang once more in her ears. 
 
    Rise my child, rise and feel our power. 
 
    Sophia opened her eyes slowly and raised her head. Her eyes blinked and a silver light illuminated around her. Her heart pulsed loud in her ears. 
 
    Pulse. 
 
    Pulse. 
 
    Her body then began to convulse in seizures. Her eyes rolled back and she lost control of her body, completely. 
 
    “Sophia!” Dorian rushed to her side and pressed his hands upon her shoulders, her body thrashed against his. “Sophia! Please, my love!” His arms wrapped around her. 
 
    We are here. She focused on the voices that whispered in her mind. Her body thrashed harder and Dorian’s weight became heavier. A sudden impulse of power rushed her body and she gasped. Her eyes opened, pure white as her body pulsed with magic. With an unexpected jolt of energy, power ignited inside her, so much so, Dorian was thrust across the room, slamming into the back wall. 
 
    Hearing the whispers in her head, next to the pulse in her ears, her spirit shattered. Silver light exploded throughout the room and her body lifted into the air. She gasped for air and her body drifted toward the ground. She lost her legging and fell to her knees, catching herself on her palms. She panted, gasping for air to fill her lungs. As she breathed, she realized, with a tilt of her head, she did not need the oxygen. 
 
    She pushed up from her palms and thought she would have a sweat on her brow, but no, there was nothing. Her body should be sore, but she felt...alive!  
 
    She stood and looked about the room. Carnage everywhere, blood splatters and men dead on the floor. The smell of iron and death filled the air. What happened? Did I do this? Are they all dead? What about others in the Palazzo Fanti? And Dorian? 
 
    She gasped. “Dorian!” She quickly made her way across the room and dropped her to knees next to him. “Dorian! Are you alright?” She cupped his face and Dorian opened his eyes. 
 
    “Sophia?” He lifted his gaze to hers, and he suddenly backed away from her. “No!” He scooted across the floor, fear radiating from his face. 
 
    She furrowed her brows in confusion. She should not look different, should she? “What is it? Why do you fear me?” 
 
    He pointed to her and shook his head. “Your eyes! They are the palest of color, almost white.” 
 
    She reached for him and grasped his arm, not moving. Waiting for him, allowing Dorian to calm himself, she began to move toward him across the floor. As she stared into his eyes, something changed in his features. A calmness settled over him and he relaxed. 
 
    “Your eyes, they...I don’t know how, but they are their rich color once more.” She released her grip and settled onto the floor, tucking her legs under her. “You are alright then?” 
 
    “Yes!” She cleared her throat and started again. “Yes, I am...amazing!” She shook her head. She explained about the ancestors, the voices, and how they saved her. She considered telling him of his first love, but decided against it. Instead, she told him of her immortality and the newfound power she now possesses. “They sent me back to you, Dorian.” 
 
    His eyes widened and he stood, almost jumping in excitement. He took her hands and pulled her to her feet. “You are not vampire then?” 
 
    She shook her head no. “I am not. I am with powers, and immortal. I am like you, in a way, but I do not require sustenance of blood.” As if remembering where they were, she took a step closer to Dorian and looked at the carnage. “All the fighting…the clerk did this.”  
 
    “Something happened when you first opened your eyes.” He took Sophia by the hand and led her back toward the bed. She noticed he kept her turned away from most of the carnage, which she appreciated. 
 
    “When you first awoke, Sophia, something in you magnified the air. The men, our enemies, exploded. I am not sure how it happened, but you saved us, saved me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know...how…” 
 
    “That is not all.” 
 
    She nodded and sat upon the bed. She looked it over and recalled the moment Dorian drained her. She lowered her lids, then looked up to him once more. 
 
    “Mila came back.” 
 
    “Did she attack you?” Sophia felt a growl rumble in her chest. 
 
    Dorian shook his head. “No, actually, she came to fight. She was not the trader I suspected her to be.” 
 
    Her brows lifted to this. “Oh my God! I knew I was right about her!” 
 
    “What?” Dorian asked. 
 
    She shook it off. “It is nothing. Please, continue. Why did Mila help?” 
 
    “That is something we need to discuss at another time. For this moment, though, I need you to prepare yourself. Please, Sophia.” 
 
    Fear had not plagued her in the after light, but now, it pulsed through her with her newfound magic. She swallowed hard and nodded. “What happened?” 
 
    Dorian took her by the hands and pulled her to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her and held her close, then turned her to face the carnage of Gavin and Mila. 
 
    “No!” Sophia screamed. 
 
    Dorian grunted as he continued his hold on her. “Sophia, you did not do this!” 
 
    Gavin and Mila laid over one another on the floor, covered in blood, their bodies disheveled and Gavin mangled, Sophia pushed away from Dorian. She knelt to her friend and cupped his bloodied face. “Who did this?!” 
 
    “Gavin was injured in the fight.” He paused, then continued. “Sophia, I have to ask. Did you feel for him, Sophia? The way you feel for me?” 
 
    She paused, then released Gavin’s still face. She stood and turned to face Dorian, dead on. “Excuse me?” 
 
    “Did you feel for him the way you feel for me?” 
 
    Anger rose in her and with a powerful punch, she pushed hard against him, using her magic as her force. Dorian stumbled back and hit the wall behind him, then regained his footing. “How dare you! I will have you know I am in love with you, and only you. I loved Gavin as my best friend, but nothing more. So, Dorian, you will drop this right now. I lost my closest friend in the world.” 
 
    He lowered his head and nodded. “Please, forgive me. I…” he looked up to her and took a step forward. “I apologize.”  
 
    “Why would you ask such a thing?” 
 
    “I saw the way he looked at you. He held you high above anyone and anything else.” He stepped closer even more. “I apologize. I have found you after all this time, and I could not bear losing you again.” 
 
    She thought of the woman she was in the former life. After a moment, she conceded with a nod, then motioned to the floor. “Come. Let’s pick up their bodies and move them to the bed, give them some dignity on being found. You and I should not be here when the Doge’s guards arrive.” 
 
    Dorian nodded and walked over to Mila’s body. He bent down over her for a moment, and touched her forehead. “Ma bien-aimee',” he whispered. He pushed his arms under her body and lifted her. He settled her onto the bed and laid her hands upon her chest. 
 
    Sophia sat on her knees next to Gavin and bent down. She brushed his hair back from his face and found blood seeping from his neck. She pulled his collar back and gasped. He had been bitten. By Mila? By another vampire? No one would know. She lowered her head and moved back as Dorian lifted Gavin’s body. 
 
    A few minutes later, she looked up to a pair of hands before her. Dorian he pulled her to her feet. She took a few steps over to where the two laid upon the bed. Tears ran down her cheeks and she quickly swatted them away. Bending over Gavin’s lifeless body once more, she kissed his forehead. 
 
    “Good-bye, my oldest, dearest friend. I will carry you in my heart, forever. I love you.” She stood and reached for Dorian as he slipped an arm around her shoulders. She looked at Dorian, curious if he would want to say something to Mila as a goodbye. But he remained silent and stone-faced.  
 
    She accepted this and lowered her gaze as the two made their way out of the room. She paused as she considered something. “In the square, I was surrounded by two female vampires before Gavin found and saved me. He staked them and they turned to ash. Will Mila…” she trailed off, not having the strength to suggest the inevitable. 
 
    “In time, yes. She is already dead as a vampire. Once night settles, if she does not recover, then she will turn to ash.” He paused, then continued. “Sophia,” Dorian started. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He turned to her, still stone-faced as he was a moment ago, but as he spoke, malice was not evident. “Mila will find us if she survives. We must clean ourselves and leave immediately. We cannot be found connected to what has happened.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, I want to bury my friend.” 
 
    He took her face in his hands. “Sophia, this is what comes with immortality. We have to make choices for those who will be in our lives for a short time. We do not age, they do. We do not die, they will. This is a part of your life now. To survive in this world, you must abandon what you know, and leave everything behind. There are times it will be ugly, and sometimes beautiful. 
 
    “The guards will be coming soon. They will find a slaughterhouse. Gavin will be turned over to his mates. The others will be buried in the pauper’s graves.” He lifted a finger to her lips as she began to protest. “Shh...please understand, this is how it has to be.” 
 
    She lowered her gaze and gave a simple nod. When I have a minute away from Doran, she told herself, I will find my way back and I will bury you, Gavin. This, you have my word on. 
 
    Dorian lead her back through the Palazzo, taking jewels and money, finding clothes and travel supplies.  
 
    Sophia paused as she palmed a large ruby and glanced toward Dorian. Is he as rich as he claims to be? 
 
    “It is merely another part of immortality. Always take what you can. Valuables are the ultimate currency that withstand time and change. Besides, when night falls, he can't exactly go to the banks and offer his letter of credit.” 
 
    “I did not say anything,” she offered defensively. 
 
    “You did not have to. I can see it on your face. Now come, we need to run now, and having money and jewels is what we need.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    A strong wind pushed the boat and Sophia held onto Dorian’s body, his arms wrapped around her. Loose strands of her hair whipped around her face. The salt of the ocean stung her eyes. Tears slipped down her face as she cried for Gavin, for the life she left behind, for Dorian losing Mila, for everything they both lost in Venice.  
 
    “My love,” he whispered to her, “look toward our future. It is surely brighter than this past we leave behind.” 
 
    She nodded but kept to herself. She longed to hug Gavin once more, give him a rouse about the unnatural flip of his hair, the way his eyes would sparkle when he would be up to mischief. 
 
    “Come, let’s go down below. It is warmer and we can rest.” The sun had begun to set and the chill would only grow colder. Dorian pulled her alongside him and she allowed it. 
 
    The darkness of the cabin surrounded her as the door closed. Dorian lit a candle and led her further inside. He removed his cloak and hung it on the wall. 
 
    She unclasped her own cloak and laid it across a small sitting chair. Dorian curled his finger in a ‘come here’ motion, and she closed the distance to him. He cupped her face and tilted her head up, then kissed her. 
 
    “I love you, my Sophia.” 
 
    She sniffed and kissed him back. “I love you.” 
 
    Dorian kissed her again and using his body, he pushed her across the floor. “Let me take your mind away from all of this,” he whispered. 
 
    “Please,” she begged with a crack to her voice. “Take me away from this hell.” 
 
    He pushed her toward the small bed and laid her on it. He kissed her and she held him close, not wanting him to ever let her go. 
 
    Dorian mumbled something intangible, but to Sophia, it almost sounded like, ‘my past love’. 
 
    She decided for now, to ignore it. Curious, maybe puzzled, but it was nothing. Right? 
 
    Right. Love tonight would be enough to get through this hell of a day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Mila opened her eyes to the sight of Gavin crouched over her, pressing the tip of a bloody stake against her chest.  
 
    He looked terrible and she wondered if she had looked as haggard when Dorian first turned her.  
 
    Gavin’s eyes were bloodshot, and his pupils wide and black. The chalky pallor of the Thirst beneath his tan turned him deathly grey. His lips were cry and cracked, with dried blood on the small puncture wounds from his new, unwieldy fangs. He was breathing hard, a holdover mortal habit. She watched as each breath he took distracted him for a fraction of a second, assaulting his senses with a profound complexity of scent he had never experienced before. 
 
    “Listen once, and listen well,” he growled. “This will be the order of things between us now. You will help me find that creature that killed Sophia. You are not to leave my side or try to escape. I will hunt you down and end you if you do. You continue to exist at my sufferance. Consider it penance for the horror you have visited upon me.” 
 
     “You would rather be dead and unable to avenge your beloved?” The bitterness in her voice startled her. 
 
    “You have turned me into what I most abhor. You have condemned my soul to eternal damnation. I have nothing left to lose and nothing to gain. The fact that I can avenge Sophia’s death is the only blessing in this curse.”  
 
    “I would not see my Sire killed,” she said quietly, despair creeping through her starving veins, sustaining her with guilt and dread instead of blood.  
 
    Gavin laughed cruelly. “It is not as if you have a choice in the matter, my sweet Snow Maiden.” 
 
    He pulled her to her feet. The window showed the night was still deep and dark. She wondered where Fanti was, if he knew what had happened in his home this night. She noticed the faint tremors that wracked Gavin’s body and sighed.  
 
    Perhaps there was still a chance to right some of her wrongs. If she helped Gavin find Dorian, she might be able to warn him. But, for now, there were more important issues at hand. She gently reached out and took the stake from Gavin’s trembling fingers. He frowned at her and then at his hand. 
 
    “When I am ready, I will give this back you, and you will be the one to use it on me,” she said. “Until then…it is time for you to follow me.” 
 
    “Follow you where?” His voice was raspy with the Thirst and thick with distrust. 
 
    “To the streets of this city. To learn the first and hardest lesson of immortality. The kill.” 
 
    Gavin’s expression twisted in agony. Mila could not remember feeling conflicted herself about what she had to do. Then again, she did not remember much of those first days or the mortal life before it. She had no words of comfort to offer him, nor did she want to give any. But she had truth, and truth she would give him. In spades. 
 
    “Know this, Gavin Girard, fledgling of Mila, sired of Dorian,” she said coldly. “For every night you walk this earth, one mortal must die.” 
 
    She watched the agony fade from his face and his eyes turn hard and angry. He took the hand she offered him, cold flesh upon cold flesh, and together, they set upon the streets of Venice, filling its shadows with death.  
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    Sacred Shift 
 
      
 
    Sacred vows are to be followed at all costs. 
 
      
 
    Maverick Quinn opened his pride to two new members, knowing they were in dire need of a new alpha, but what he didn’t expect was for his mate to arrive alongside her elderly grandmother. When he scents her for the first time, not only does he know she’s his mate, but it’s obvious the female was a born an alpha.  
 
      
 
    Sora Weston had never learned to use her powers as an alpha, because of her father’s denial that she would follow in his footsteps. After an infection takes out her entire pride, she moves to Missouri with her grandmother, looking for a new home and an alpha to pledge herself. The instant connection with the pride’s alpha sets off a chain of sacred events with Sora and Maverick once they finally accept their fate.  
 
      
 
    When the news comes from Sora’s old home that vandals have destroyed the land where she was raised, her mate sends her back to Washington with Guardians to investigate. 
 
      
 
    What they find there will change everything.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Sora glanced to her right as her grandmother let out a sigh, alerting to her exhaustion. They were an hour away from the Quinn pride in Bixby, Missouri. They’d left their old home just north of Packwood, Washington, only six days ago, and Katrina Hudson was already showing signs of weakness without the blood of an alpha. 
 
    “Grandmother, you shouldn’t be exhausted already,” Sora groaned, clearing her throat. “Maybe we should’ve flown to the nearest airport to the pride.” 
 
    “No, dear,” Katrina denied with a small shake of her head. “I’m old, honey. This affects me differently.” 
 
    “You’re not old,” she reminded her grandmother.  
 
    “I’m seventy, dear.” She gave a slight chuckle. “That’s ancient in shifter years.” 
 
    “You’re not ancient, Gran,” Sora protested after rolling her eyes. “Your mind is that of a twenty-year-old.” 
 
    “My body disagrees,” she whispered as her eyes closed. “I think it’s telling me to nap.” 
 
    Sora watched her from the corner of her eye, hoping Gran was just tired and it wasn’t the lack of an alpha making her too weak. If they were away from their alpha for a long period of time, the shifter would eventually die. As soon as she heard her Gran’s soft snore, Sora pressed a little harder on the gas pedal, praying she made it to the Quinn pride sooner rather than later. 
 
    Thinking of their new home, she remembered the conversation she’d had with the alpha who ran the only cougar pride she could find that would take them in. Maverick Quinn’s voice still echoed in her head. She wasn’t sure if it was his deep baritone voice or the fact he was like her…an alpha.  
 
    Regardless, she needed him for her Gran. Sora didn’t want anyone knowing she had the alpha gene herself. In her pride, women weren’t an alpha. It had been beaten into her by her father from a young age. Her father didn’t like the fact she could rule over him. If it wasn’t for her mother’s mother, Sora wasn’t sure what would’ve become of her. 
 
    She’d already resigned herself to the fact her father would’ve killed her one day. It was for the best that the small pride they’d been in had died out from a disease that only affected shifters. Her father, Paul Weston, was one of the first to go. Sora and her Gran never caught it even though they’d been the ones to care for the dying.  
 
    Their best Guardian, John Henry, was the last to go, and that was when she knew she had to make plans to join another pride. She’d found a phone number on her father’s desk with a note… 
 
    If we should all die, those left need to contact Maverick Quinn. He will take you in and help you survive. 
 
    The message wasn’t in her father’s handwriting, and she was still trying to sort out the mystery of who’d written it. There had been no hesitation when she’d picked up the phone at her old alpha’s desk and made the call, holding back tears as she explained everything to the stranger on the other end of the line.  
 
    There was something about his voice that just drew her in, and within forty-eight hours of her call, Sora and her grandmother had packed their things and left the pride. She wasn’t sure what would happen to the land and homes when she found a realtor on their way out of town, but Sora had made sure the bodies of the dead had a proper funeral pyre before leaving. She hated that her Gran had to help her make the platforms and the fire, but Gran assured her it was okay. Shifters had a lot of sacred beliefs, and if they’d just buried the bodies, they might not have been reunited with their loved ones in the afterlife. 
 
    “Gran, wake up,” Sora announced after another thirty minutes of driving. “We’re here.” 
 
    “It’s beautiful here,” she heard her Gran say as they pulled off the road, stopping at a gate. There was a buzzer on a post on the driver’s side. She pressed the button and a male’s voice grunted across the connection.  
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Sora Weston and Katrina Hudson, sir,” she said after clearing her throat. “The alpha is expecting us.” 
 
    Without any reply, the large, iron gates opened, allowing her to pass. The drive up to the house was winding, but not enough to be scary like back in Washington with their roads. Along the way, she noticed several A-frame cabins built into the forest that surrounded the land. All of them were identical; dark brown wood and green, metal roofs. There were only six before the forest opened up to a beautiful home, matching the colors of the smaller ones down the road.  
 
    Sora parked, unbuckled her seatbelt, and looked out through the windshield. The cougar that lived inside her snarled when they both noticed a large male standing on the porch of a massive house. No, it was a mansion and much, much larger than her old alpha’s home. “I think that’s the alpha, Gran. Let’s get you out.” 
 
    She didn’t have to walk around to the passenger side, because Maverick Quinn, or the male she thought to be him, hurried off the porch as soon as his eyes focused on the elderly woman in her sedan. Sora froze when he approached the door, because the cougar inside her wouldn’t let her move.   
 
    He yanked the door open and dropped to one knee because he was so damn tall, he wouldn’t be able to talk to her Gran while standing. His eyes were bright, icy blue, and his shoulders were broad…muscular. 
 
    “Katrina Hudson?” he asked. 
 
    “That’s me.” She heaved a long sigh, hooked her thumb over her shoulder. “This is my granddaughter, Sora. You must be the alpha she spoke to several days ago?” 
 
    “I am, but it’s been almost ten days since your alpha passed away, and for that, I offer my condolences. We’ve been concerned,” he scolded. “Mrs. Hudson, you do not look like you are handling the loss of your alpha well. I can scent death coming for you. May my Guardian touch you to give you aide?” The Guardian raised a pair of gloves in the air and shook them for Sora’s Gran to see. She gave him a soft nod and leaned toward the male. 
 
    “Please take care of my granddaughter,” Gran begged the alpha. “She will need you, too. She’s different…like you, but she will need your leadership. I will let her explain everything else.” 
 
    The alpha nodded and his eyes cast upward, locking onto hers that were wide with shock at her grandmother telling her secrets the moment she saw the new alpha.  
 
    And that was when her cougar let out a long, satisfying purr that could be heard through her human lips. His scent grew stronger, and in that moment, Sora knew the alpha was her mate. 
 
    From the look in his suddenly glowing, golden eyes, he knew it too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Maverick hurried to the door of his home once his Guardian, Houston Vale, notified him of the two arrivals. He’d talked to the younger female a few times since he had agreed to bring them into the pride, but she’d explained on the day of their departure, her grandmother wasn’t holding up without the presence of an alpha. 
 
    And that worried him. 
 
    Elderly shifters didn’t do well without an alpha’s care, and without the connection, she could die sooner than a younger counterpart. It took two to three weeks without an alpha to become weak and die, but that was in regards to a healthy, younger pride member. Their alpha had died from a shifter disease only ten days prior. From the information he’d gotten from Sora, he knew the younger female was okay. His worry now was for the grandmother. 
 
    He made a motion to show he was wearing protective gloves so he wouldn’t hurt the widowed female. Even though alphas didn’t cause pain to a mated female when they touched, it was important to show them respect. His Guardians and other male members of their pride always carried gloves for an emergency.  As a male, touching a mated female that wasn’t yours would cause the female’s skin to feel as if they’d been burned, and no male in his pride could handle it if they caused a female pain.  
 
    “Mrs. Hudson, let’s get you inside, ma’am.” Maverick righted himself after scenting Sora Weston, his mate, and helped his Guardian, Levi, with the elder female. He was gentle as he gave her support while she paused to regain her balance, but his cougar was prowling in the back of his mind at the scent of the woman in the driver’s seat.  
 
    Mrs. Hudson held on to his offered hand while they entered his home, turning to the left to head toward the stairs leading to the west wing of the house where the guest quarters were located. The marble floors and soft gray paint on the walls was comforting to him, and he hoped it would ease any worry the two women had about becoming part of his pride. 
 
    As it was, there were thirty-seven shifters in his pride, and more coming every few months. Either by birth or by their own free will because they wanted to move away from their original homes, and Maverick understood that. He’d learned a lot in his relatively short time of being an alpha. 
 
    The first door on the left opened silently as they arrived, and his healer, Cohen Beckett, stood back while Maverick and the elderly shifter entered. “This will be your room until you are ready to live somewhere else. There is no rush to leave the pride’s lands, Mrs. Hudson, but we can discuss those details later.” 
 
    “Thank you, alpha,” she said with just a hint of a smile. She was already pale, and Maverick knew it was time to bring her into his pride with a drink of his blood. 
 
    “Mrs. Hudson,” he began. “Do you take my blood freely and honestly? In doing so, you are pledging yourself to the Quinn pride.” 
 
    “Alpha, I swear unto this pride for however many days the gods see fit to leave me in this body, and when the day comes for me to pass on to our ancestors, I will faithfully take your kindness with me to the other side.” 
 
    He heard a sniffle behind him, and from the scent that crossed his senses, he knew it was the woman’s granddaughter, Sora.  
 
    “Take my blood now and connect yourself to me,” he offered, bringing his wrist to his mouth. A second before he scored his flesh, he turned toward his healer. “She will need to shift and run.” 
 
    “I can do that with her,” Sora, her granddaughter, offered. “Her cougar is slow, and it trusts me to keep it safe.” 
 
    “Very well,” he agreed. Sora was an alpha, but she didn’t have powers around her. Maverick couldn’t feel them, but her grandmother had mentioned she was of his kind. It was obvious the grandmother was from her mother’s bloodline.  
 
    Alphas could rule on their own. It confused him why Sora had called him to help because they needed a new pride, but he couldn’t wait any longer to help the older female by asking Sora why she didn’t offer her alpha blood to her family member. 
 
    With a bite to his wrist, he held it close to the female. “You must take my blood of your own free will.” 
 
    With that, she took both of her frail hands and pulled him to her mouth. Only one swallow was all she needed to connect them, and as soon as the blood hit her system, her eyes flashed a golden yellow, telling Maverick it was time for the female to shift.  
 
    The granddaughter moved closer and looked over her shoulder as Maverick and his healer respectfully left the room. Before he closed the door, he gave Sora some directions. “The backyard leads to a forest. You will see the trails, and each one will lead you back to the pride. Stay out as long as you both need, and after everything is settled, I would like to talk to you in private. Ask anyone of the pride directions to my office and they will assist you. Take care of your grandmother.” 
 
    “Thank you, alpha,” was the beautiful blonde’s reply before her grandmother began to shift. 
 
    Maverick and Cohen pulled the door closed to give them privacy and respect, leaving it cracked open just enough for the animal to paw at it to exit. The moment the two female cougars, one young and vibrant and the other older and gray around its mouth, came out of the room, the two males backed themselves against the wall to keep from touching them. 
 
    “I scented you when the younger female came in,” Cohen, his oldest friend, announced once they were taking the stairs back down to the main level. “Your cougar has already chosen her.” 
 
    Maverick stared down the empty hallway, picturing the female in several different scenarios, but his cougar always pushed itself to the forefront of his mind, thinking of her being round with his young. With a hard shiver, Maverick’s eyes cleared and he turned toward his healer. 
 
    “We have too much on our plates right now for my cougar to be infatuated with a female alpha.” 
 
    “And about that,” Cohen heaved in a deep breath, “the younger female carries the alpha gene. I can feel it, Maverick. So, what are you going to do about that little bit of information?” 
 
    “Leave it alone?” Maverick shrugged. “I have a business to run, and I don’t have time for any type of relationship other than being an alpha to my pride and the owner of Quinn Construction Supply.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Cohen chuckled and slapped him on the back. “Let’s get the females to show our newest members to their rooms when they return, and you need to make sure you talk to Sora. She just ran off on her own without your blood. I sure hope she knows her abilities as an alpha, because if she has no idea about her alpha gene, things are going to get really interesting very fast, Maverick.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Sora followed her grandmother for only fifteen minutes before the elderly cougar dropped from exhaustion. The cougar that lived inside Sora knew that Gran’s time was coming close to its end. Seventy was really old for a cougar, and they both knew it. In fact, as she closed her cougar eyes and used her supernatural hearing, she knew there were Guardians in the forest around them...watching, waiting for any sign the two of them would need aide.  
 
    Sora’s beast nudged Gran’s animal form, urging it to get back to the alpha’s home. When she sighed and rolled to her feet, Gran’s cougar looked even more exhausted. Her once vibrant black color around her snout was now washed with gray. Her legs had grown weaker, smaller, and that scared Sora. She’d already lost everyone she had ever loved, and Gran was the only one left. She couldn’t lose her now. Not after the pain she’d suffered and endured at the hands of her father. Her grandmother was her only saving grace during her younger years. 
 
    Although they couldn’t communicate in their cougar form with anyone other than their alpha, Sora knew Gran wanted to return to her new room at the pride house…well, mansion. That three-story expanse of a home actually housed several of the pride, but she’d noticed a few smaller homes on the property, and was curious as to who lived there. She wondered if she could live or even build her and Gran a little cottage of their own. 
 
    As they approached the alpha’s home, two males, whom she assumed were Guardians, were waiting patiently as they returned. Someone had set Gran some clothes at the opening to the wooded trail they’d taken during her shift. The Guardians in the woods disappeared, and Sora noticed two of them come out on another trail further down, keeping their heads turned out of respect. 
 
    Sora decided to wait on her shift back to her human self. A nice woman opened the back door for her Gran, and she followed carefully behind. The woman welcomed them to the family and shut the door when they cleared the threshold.  
 
    Back in the bedroom where her Gran had taken the alpha’s blood, Sora was quiet while she shifted to her human form and dressed, but her grandmother wasn’t. Her eyes narrowed, crinkling at the corners. 
 
    “You need to tell him that you don’t need his blood, because I assure you, he will be here shortly to do the same thing for you that he did for me,” she warned.  
 
    “I’ll take his blood, because I don’t want to be an alpha, Gran,” Sora reminded her.  
 
    “If you’d given me your blood, we wouldn’t have had to move,” Gran huffed. “Washington was our home. Even though I am sad that we left, I’m glad we found a pride to take us in. I had hoped you’d come into your power somehow.” 
 
    “Being an alpha is hard work, and I don’t think I’m cut out for that. I’m not your typical leader, and you and I both know that.” 
 
    “Your asshole of a father drilled that into your head when you were just a cub,” Gran cursed, making Sora’s cheeks burn red from embarrassment. Gran never used bad words.  
 
    “I wasn’t tough enough then, and I’m not educated enough now,” she reminded her. “I’m not alpha material, Gran.” 
 
    “What?” Gran gasped and narrowed her eyes even more. “You’re tough, Sora. Everyone knows that. I can see it in your eyes, and I’ve known that since the day you were born. You are a leader. We could’ve stayed in Washington and made our own pride…” 
 
    “I didn’t want that,” she fumed, cutting off her only remaining blood-related family. “Just because father did it doesn’t mean I want that for myself.” 
 
    “You’re still young and have your whole life ahead of you,” Gran noted as she smirked. “Give it time, dear.” 
 
    “I’ve had enough time to think about it, Gran.” She paused, steeling herself against the onslaught of memories and pain. “Please don’t bring it up again. That time in my life is over.” 
 
    “But you haven’t healed,” Gran addressed. Sora saw the tears building in her grandmother’s eyes, and she wanted to hug her and tell her to not worry, but as always, Gran steeled herself, fighting back tears. 
 
    The knock on the door halted anything else they were going to discuss, and when Sora opened the door, the tall, dark-haired alpha was standing there looking like every woman’s wet dream. She raised her head in the air and caught both of their mating scents. It was obvious to everyone that they were mates, but did she really want to go that route? After losing her entire family? Even knowing she could be an alpha? 
 
    “The Guardians will get you settled,” Maverick grunted. His eyes were on fire, switching between blue and gold. His cougar was near, and Sora had to ignore the feeling of need she felt when seeing the alpha. “Sora, I will be back in fifteen minutes to discuss your request to join us. I understand things are different for you, but I will need answers when we have our meeting. For now, you should rest.” 
 
    She really couldn’t answer his questions about her status. If anyone had trust issues, it was her. The last man she loved, or thought she did, was her father, and he treated her like shit. Why would any other man be different? Especially, an alpha? Her trust issues were her own, and she knew that. If it wasn’t for Maverick Quinn being so welcoming over the phone, she would’ve had to make the ultimate decision. Being an alpha at twenty-five was unheard of, but she would’ve done it for her Gran to keep her alive. 
 
    “Mrs. Hudson and Ms. Weston,” a dark-haired Guardian greeted as they stood at the threshold to the bedroom. One of them had helped the alpha lead Gran into the house. “My name is Houston Vale, and this is Levi Raines. We are his highest seniority Guardians, and we want to personally welcome you to the pride. If you need anything, or have concerns, we are more than ready to assist you. Our alpha asked that we give you a key to this room, Mrs. Hudson,” Houston offered as he set a key on the dresser by the door. “And Ms. Weston, if you’ll come with us, we will open your room while the females are preparing dinner.” 
 
    “Thank you so very much.” Gran was being humble, but even Sora knew that a pride would go all out when a new member joined them. They’d done the same thing at their old one.  
 
    And she needed to quit thinking about the days she and Gran spent trying to do everything they could to stop the shifter infection that ran rampant through their pride only a week after one of the worst days of Sora’s existence. Fortunately, neither she nor her Gran had contracted it.   
 
    “We thank you for your hospitality,” Sora butted in when her Gran started to ask to help. She knew it was well past time they had a healthy meal, because they’d lived off of fast food and whatever they could find at a gas stations along the way. “What time should we be down for dinner?” 
 
    “The females said half past five,” Levi announced, looking at his watch. “You have just under two hours if you’d like to rest until then.” 
 
    Gran held the back of her hand against her mouth as she yawned. “I could use a little cat nap.” 
 
    “Then let’s take Sora to her room,” Houston, the larger of the two with long, dark hair, suggested, and waited for Levi to pull another key out of his pocket. He opened the door across the hallway from her grandmother. 
 
    “The alpha wanted to keep you two close together, but still allow you your own privacy,” he admitted. “If you’d like another room, we have five available you can choose from in this wing of the house.” 
 
    “No, no.” Sora shook her head. “This is perfect. Thank you, and be sure to tell the alpha I appreciate all he’s done.” 
 
    “You can tell him yourself,” Levi deadpanned after his eyes shifted from icy blue to a golden hue. “He will be back in ten minutes.” He paused to look at his watch. Obviously, Maverick was punctual. “And he would like to speak to you privately.” 
 
    Damn it. You couldn’t speak to anyone in your pride while in your shifted form, but you could call out for your alpha in a time of need…but you’d need his blood for that. And any part of your body could shift to send a message to the alpha. Just as Levi had done with his eyes. Sora saw it. She saw his minor shift to call out to Maverick to let him know…something. Maybe it was to inform him that Sora and her Gran had settled into their rooms. The only thing left to do was for Sora to take the alpha’s blood and become part of the pride. 
 
    The major problem she was having…Sora had alpha blood, and while her grandmother on her mother’s side did not, there was no reason for Sora to take Maverick’s blood. She wasn’t weak, and didn’t need him.  
 
    Maybe Gran was right. She could’ve started her own pride. 
 
    But, she didn’t. Sora had no desire to be an alpha. After the chaos of the infection running through her pride, she couldn’t handle the responsibility…Hell, she didn’t want that on her back, at all. She knew, deep down, she wasn’t capable of running a pride. 
 
    Levi left the key on a dresser by the door and turned to leave. She followed him out so she could return to Gran’s room to make sure she was okay.  
 
    “Thank you, young man,” Gran said, pulling Sora from her thoughts. “My granddaughter and I will get settled in, and we will see you at dinner.” 
 
    “Very well,” Levi replied, giving Gran a slight bow and patting his hand over his heart before turning toward Sora with the same pose. “We will see you in a few hours.” 
 
    The moment the door closed, Gran turned on Sora. “You know this alpha will ask about your bloodline, right?” 
 
    “I believe that’s the topic left unspoken, but there’s something else, Gran.” Sora and her grandmother were closer than just blood. They had a bond that had started the day she was born. They were inseparable, and she never held back on her secrets.  
 
    “That the alpha is your mate?” Gran chuckled and shook her head. “Little one, I scented both of your mating scents the moment your eyes met.” 
 
    “Great,” Sora groaned. “I don’t want a mate.” 
 
    “You think you don’t want one now, but you will,” Gran grinned, a little mischief in the way her eyes crinkled. “He’s a nice looking male.” 
 
    “Okay, Gran,” she deflected and rolled her eyes at Gran’s matchmaking. “I do need to speak with him, anyway. I haven’t felt the least bit exhausted from the absence of…our old alpha.” 
 
    “You never needed him before, Sora,” Gran promised, patting her cheek. “Alpha genes run in your father’s side of the bloodline. Your mother didn’t have it, but it was obviously passed down to you.” 
 
    “And father didn’t want a female running his pride after his death, remember?” Sora grumbled. 
 
    A swift knock on the door stopped their conversation, and when she opened the door, Maverick Quinn was standing there in the doorway with his wide shoulders and alpha attitude. Gran looked at the ground as a sign of respect until the alpha asked her a question. Sora never moved her eyes from him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Sora, I’d like to speak with you in private,” Maverick announced, his eyes flashing between his icy blue human side to the yellow gold of his cougar. “If you are more comfortable, my office is always open.” 
 
    He was giving her a chance to feel normal and not caged. How did he know? Was it an alpha thing? Or maybe, just maybe, he was being respectful since she was a female of his kind. 
 
    “Your office is fine,” she agreed. “I’d like to let my Gran get some rest.” 
 
    “Very well,” he acknowledged, holding his hand out toward the stairs and backing his large body against the wall. “My office is on the first floor, down the west wing. It’ll be the second door on your left. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied and brushed past him so fast, she didn’t have a chance to even scent him as she returned to her grandmother’s room. Gran urged her to talk to the alpha, and reminded her to be respectful. “You can’t face off against this alpha like you did your father, my dear. We have a chance at a better life here. Be patient with him, and most of all…honest.” 
 
    “Yes, Gran,” she promised, knowing the elder female was right. 
 
    She left Gran to rest and once the door was closed, the Guardian Houston was waiting down the hallway. He made a motion for her to go first. She moved at a faster pace than the Guardian as she descended the stairs, taking a left when she reached the foyer. She hated knowing there was someone at her back. She always kept her back protected, and here at his pride, she felt exposed because she was so new and didn’t know anyone. It was a little unnerving.  
 
    As he promised, the office was exactly where he’d said and the door was open wide. Maverick turned from looking out the window when she took a seat in front of his desk. Houston closed the door and left her to face her new alpha. Well, he wasn’t her alpha just yet. 
 
    “Ms. Weston,” he began, but she held up her hand. 
 
    “Sora, please, sir,” she reprimanded him. “I’d prefer not to be called by my father’s surname, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Maverick’s eyes flashed that golden hue of his cougar, but it quickly receded, and she was left staring at his icy blue eyes much like her own. 
 
    “About your father,” he paused as he took his seat. Just knowing the subject of her father would be brought up, a shiver rolled down her spine. “I’d like to extend my condolences about your pride. The healers have always tried to find a way to stop the sickness that kills our kind, but they haven’t found a cure.” 
 
    “It’s awful,” she said sadly, remembering how she and her Gran had taken care of those who were dying within days of the disease. 
 
    “Now, we have to talk about you,” he said, his voice deepening. “You have to know what you are.” 
 
    “I do,” she agreed, sitting up straighter in the chair. “But I have no desire to be an alpha, sir.” 
 
    “Maverick,” he corrected. 
 
    “Maverick,” she echoed, scenting both of their natural pheromones as they swirled and blended in the air.  
 
    Both of their eyes changed color. Their natural blue faded as the golden color of their animal bled into their eyes. Everything in the room was richer, more pronounced. Even Maverick. If she hadn’t noticed how handsome…sexy he was before, her cougar eyes highlighted his features; defined muscles, a tight jawline, and dark hair that was a bit mussed, but still in place just perfectly. His canines were extended, the sharp tips biting into his bottom lip…and Sora knew she probably looked the same in his changed eyes. 
 
    “We have a dilemma,” he finally replied after a few moments of them staring deeply at each other.  
 
    “And that is?” she asked, but her voice wasn’t her own.  
 
    “I know you’ve scented me, because I can taste your mating scent on my tongue,” he admitted, standing from behind his desk. “We are mates, and it won’t matter if I touch you to give you my blood like I did for your grandmother. When your lips wrap around my wrist and lap at my offering, you and I will be connected…forever. Are you ready for that?” 
 
    “I really don’t know, sir,” she whispered. 
 
    “Maverick,” he reminded her.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she sighed, shaking her head to dislodge the thoughts from her mind. “It’s a habit from my old pride.” 
 
    “As much as I enjoy you regarding me as an alpha, there is no need for that.” He paused to narrow his eyes. “Sora, you are my mate. It doesn’t matter if we haven’t ever laid eyes on each other before today. Our animals know, and you have to realize what that means.” 
 
    “I’m fully aware of the repercussions of taking your blood,” she replied, maybe just a little too harshly. “I also understand the dangers of having two alphas in the same pride who are not officially mated.” 
 
    “There could be an uprising within my pride, and I don’t want that.” 
 
    “So, we are at a crossroad?” She shrugged, trailing her eyes over his strong, sexy body. 
 
    “We are,” he agreed. 
 
    “Either I stay and take your blood, connecting us as mates,” she paused to swallow down tears, “or…or I leave to start my own pride somewhere away from you.” 
 
    “What will you do with your Gran?” He brought up the one thing that would crumble her carefully built walls. 
 
    “I know nothing about being an alpha,” she admitted. “I would strike out on my own. Your pride has the things she will need in her old age. You have a healer and Guardians who will save her or let her pass in peace as our ancestors would want.” 
 
    “And you?” he pressed. “You’d be a loner until you found a pride who needed you, or you’d end up living alone in the mountains somewhere in Washington for the rest of your existence.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing,” she whispered as she dropped her gaze. “I’ve seen enough of death to last me a lifetime. I don’t think I can watch my grandmother pass away when her time comes. It would be the last straw of my sanity. I don’t trust myself to go through that again. Seeing thirty-two members of my pride die was enough.” 
 
     “That’s not something to run from, Sora,” he promised, and the way her name fell off his tongue did something to her body. Maybe it was just his scent? “I could teach you.” 
 
    “I’m really not alpha material, nor am I a good choice for an alpha’s mate,” she admitted, choking back tears. “I’m just not strong enough.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” he pressed, narrowing his golden eyes. His cougar had been sitting right under his skin the entire time they talked, and to be honest, so was Sora’s cougar. She wanted to touch him, and it took everything her human side had to keep her feet planted firmly on the ground ten feet away from him. 
 
    “How so?” she whispered, feeling his warmth as he approached. 
 
    “Your grandmother is very chatty,” he admitted, taking a deep breath. She knew whatever he had to say was going to bring her to tears. “Despite the disease that ended your previous pride, you were there for each and every one of them as they took their last breath. You delivered messages to their loved ones in other beds as they slowly went into the otherworld. Not many people could’ve done that. Especially, not for over thirty lives. That alone shows me your strength as an alpha.” 
 
    “My father didn’t believe in a female running a pride,” she explained, sitting up straighter. Regardless of what her father believed, she wasn’t a senseless female. “I was his only heir, and I took it upon myself to care for everyone after he passed. I was born to lead the pride, but it fell apart when the sickness ran through and killed everyone but my grandmother and myself.” 
 
    “Again, I extend my condolences.” He bowed and rested his hand over his heart. “I don’t know how you did it. I took over this pride six years ago at the age of twenty-five. I did it, but I had someone teach me. I didn’t have to do it on my own.” 
 
    “Honestly, Maverick, it was twenty-five years in hell,” she admitted, taking another deep breath to keep the tears from pooling in her eyes. Sora stood from her seat to make what she had to say her final piece on the subject. “I’d rather not talk about it, because it brings up memories that won’t let me sleep at night. I appreciate your own story, but our lives aren’t the same. Mine wasn’t easy to begin with, and I’ve had a lot to deal with since I started showing my alpha abilities when I was six, and the repression of those powers by my father from that moment on.” 
 
    “As you wish, Sora, but just remember, as an alpha, I understand,” he stated, taking one step toward her. She didn’t move away from him, either. “If you ever need to talk about it, I am available.” 
 
    “Thank you for helping my Gran,” she said, slightly changing the subject. “She needed a strong alpha to connect to so she didn’t die. I tried to get here as soon as I could, but the drive was very long.” 
 
    “I understand,” he replied with a sad smile. “But I don’t think you should leave just yet. I’m offering you a chance to learn to be an alpha. If you give me at least three months to teach you the basics and you still want to go off on your own, I won’t stop you. My only request is if you do decide to leave, you must be the one to tell your grandmother. I will not do that for you.” 
 
    How did he know the one thing that would be the hardest for her to do? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Maverick watched the beautiful blonde female escort her grandmother over to the staircase, taking them to their rooms after dinner. It was obvious she was his mate, but the part of her own alpha genes not needing his blood angered him. He wanted to touch her, to give her his blood so they could be connected as one in so many ways. 
 
    Hell, he didn’t even know her! 
 
    But it was obvious his cougar did. Mating scents and the push of your cougar always confused the human part of your mind, but they were ruled by their animal most of the time, anyway. If he was any other male, he would’ve touched her the moment they both realized their animals were surely mates. 
 
    But, then again, she was coming from another pride…one that had been devastated by the disease that killed their kind no matter the age. He couldn’t even imagine the things she’d seen while caring for the sick. He rubbed his forehead as he remembered the look on her face as she recounted the amount of pride members who had died in her presence…how she had cared for them until they took their last breath.  
 
    “Alpha?” A soft voice interrupted his thoughts. 
 
    “Yes, Ella?” Ella Vale was one of his best Guardian’s mother. She was quite a bit older, having Houston once she was in her mid-thirties, leaving her in her early sixties with a barely grown son.  
 
    “Is there anything I can do to help the new pride members adjust to living here?” she asked. 
 
    “Ella,” he sighed. “I really don’t know. I would like for some of the females to at least show Sora and her grandmother around the pride. Get them accustomed to our lands and ways. I know each pride is different. Maybe that will help them feel more at home here.” 
 
    “I would be happy to arrange that with some of the younger and elder females,” she agreed. “Would there be anything I could do for you?” 
 
    “No, thank you,” he said, waving her away. 
 
    “Have a good night,” she called out before walking toward the stairs to return to her room once Maverick had dismissed her.  
 
    His personal home was located in the east wing of the mansion his father and grandfather built many years ago. Since he had become alpha, he allowed some of his pride to build cottages on the lands, but there were only a few who had taken the option. Everyone else wanted to stay in the main house.  
 
    As he climbed the stairs to his personal quarters, he thought about the beautiful blonde alpha who was caring for her aging grandmother on the other side of the estate.  
 
    He felt Sora’s strength, but he didn’t feel her push of alpha powers. She should’ve had those instincts already. She should’ve had them at the ages of five to eight. She’d used the word “abilities” and nothing was said about power.  
 
    What did her father do, or not do in that case, to keep her from becoming what she was born to be? As he mulled over many ideas as to how an alpha would suppress their powers, he felt anger at hearing how he physically abused her from a young age. 
 
    It wasn’t like it’d never happened before. There were generations of males who had the alpha genes and took over prides. Hell, there were even stories of females of prides being killed at birth if they were born alphas, but that practice was outlawed among their kind over four hundred years prior.  
 
    He closed the door to his private space, removing his shoes at the entrance to the kitchen. He used the remote to turn on the television across the room just to have some noise. At times, the quiet was too much for him. As an alpha, he had the power to hear his pride should they call out for him, but for once, they were content and happy. No one needed him, and he was going to take advantage of it for the night.  
 
    One of the females, most likely Ella, had come in and washed his bed sheets and turned down his bed for the evening, leaving a stack of clean towels in the linen closet next to the shower. Maverick undressed and stepped inside the glass enclosure, going numb as the hot water cascaded over his body. He just couldn’t shake the vision of Sora from his mind. As he ran the washcloth over his chest and abs, he tried to ignore his mating scent, but when it mixed with the steam from the shower, the aroma was heavy in the air. His cock responded, and he took it in hand, calling out her name as he brought himself to pleasure. 
 
    His head hit the tile hard as he heaved in the steamy air, calming himself from the release and his cougar’s need to go find the female and touch her skin to skin. What was he going to do about finding his mate? And the mate of his life was an alpha just like him. Would they be able to lead the pride as one? Or would they end up fighting to the death to take over the only home he ever knew? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Sora tossed and turned in the bed despite it being the most comfortable place she’d ever slept. Maverick Quinn’s father and grandfather had set up the perfect pride for his family, but deep inside where her cougar lived, she knew he was probably one of the best alphas out there. 
 
    There was no way she could compete with that. Never. She had no training…no experience. But she did have the blood to rule a pride. If she only knew how…she could do it. Maybe?  Fuck, she really didn’t know. 
 
    A thought formed in her mind even though she tried to push it away. Once her cougar connected with her human mind, the vision of her asking Maverick for his help pushed itself to the forefront of her thoughts. 
 
    The only problem with that was the touching thing. If she did touch him, they’d be connected for life. He was her mate, and the cougar inside her rumbled low in its throat to remind her that she was so close to her next stage in life, but could they both run the pride? Yes, a mate to an alpha would gain some of her mate’s powers when they mated. The sacred shift of power from one alpha to a mated pair was always something to be celebrated, and she understood that. 
 
    The question of their connection still rattled around in her human and animal mind. Could they get along with both of them being an alpha? Well, Sora wasn’t accepting her alpha status as she should, and that might help. 
 
    There was a magic inside her that she kept dormant, because her father never allowed her to let it out. She was beaten if he ever felt her push of power against him. The cougar that lived inside her would hide until it was time to shift, keeping itself unrecognizable, because of the years of beatings they received. Yes, her beast was no better than a dog who’d been beaten into submission by its owner. 
 
    However, Sora’s human side was stronger, and she used that in place of her cougar’s alpha nature. She could fight like a Guardian and take her place alongside the females of her pride to provide for the males during the solstices. 
 
    It was after midnight, and she still couldn’t sleep. She jerked in fear when a soft knock sounded on her door, and it took her a moment to realize she wasn’t at her old pride. No one called out for her, and she wondered if it was one of the females checking on her since her bedside light was still on. Either way, Sora was hesitant when she opened the door just enough to see who was waiting outside. 
 
    She gasped softly when Maverick stood there, just as he’d been every time they’d seen each other; larger than life and sexy as hell. Her cougar rumbled inside her chest. The need to touch him sent a shiver through her body. He was her mate…he was her future. 
 
    “Sora, can we talk?” Maverick asked as his eyes shifted from icy blue to gold and back to icy blue. 
 
    “Sure,” she replied, opening the door wider and taking three steps back so he wasn’t close enough to touch her. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    He took a seat in the highbacked chair by the door and motioned for her to take a seat on the bed. Sora tightened her inner thighs, scenting him again. If she could climax from just his scent, having him in the room was going to be her demise.  
 
    “I’ve been thinking about what little you’ve told me about your old pride,” he began. “I know it’s late, but I need to know what your father taught you about being an alpha.” 
 
    She chuckled darkly, “Maverick. My father beat the shit out of me whenever I did anything he thought was related to being an alpha. Yes, I have the genes, but I don’t have the knowledge.” 
 
    “Jesus…fuck,” he groaned. “Do you even have your powers under control?” 
 
    “Powers?” she frowned. “You mean like talking to my pride?” 
 
    “Well, that’s part of it,” he said, leaning forward to rest his elbows on his knees as he sat on the edge of the chair. “Sora, there are a lot of things you should’ve learned by now with having the alpha gene.”  
 
    Maverick looked confused. 
 
    “I was never taught, because my father thought he’d eventually have a son, but my birth was too much for my mother and she passed. I ended up being his only child. Because I was a female, it made things...harder.” 
 
    “Harder, how?” he pressed. 
 
    “I think I’ve explained myself clearly enough already,” she defended. “Can we move past that question? It’s a hard limit for me.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “I understand.” Maverick nodded respectfully, but on the inside, his cougar was prowling. Her father had hurt her because she was a female.  
 
    Just the thought of a male hurting a female…even his daughter…sent his animal into a rage. His eyes shifted and he bit back a curse when his canines thickened in his mouth. He had to be aware of his anger, because he felt his pride’s panic roll across his skin. He sent out a calming magic and a message to his Guardians to stand down. There was no threat to the pride.  
 
    “Sora,” he sighed. “I would like for you to join my pride and take my blood when you are ready. I know that touching me will change us both in more ways than just a bond to my pride.” 
 
    “We would mate,” she reminded him. “I don’t even know you, Maverick, but as your cougar already knows, we are bonded…or will be once we touch. I can feel my animal pacing, begging me to take your blood in more ways than just to tie me to this pride. It wants a blood bond as a mate and a sacred shift once we are one.” 
 
    “Being an alpha, and a mate to an alpha, comes with a lot of responsibilities,” he admitted. “I don’t want you to decide that tonight. You’re exhausted, and I can see the dark circles forming under your eyes. Rest. Talk to me tomorrow. I should be in my office after breakfast. Please bring your grandmother to eat with the pride in the morning.” 
 
    “I will,” she agreed and hid a yawn behind her hand. His heart ached that she wasn’t rested, and because they were not mated, he couldn’t care for her.  
 
    “Get some rest, and I will see you tomorrow,” he ordered as he stood, watching as she slid down the bed and pulled the covers up to her chin. “Until tomorrow.” 
 
    “Until tomorrow, Maverick,” she whispered as her eyes closed on their own, sleep claiming her before he even reached the door.  
 
    Once he closed her inside, Maverick waited a moment to be sure she was secure before heading back to his quarters, trying his hardest to forget how he’d climaxed to the vision of the beautiful shifter female only an hour earlier. 
 
    It was late, but he had enough on his plate to keep him awake for hours. It was after one in the morning before he finally gave in to his exhaustion, but it was seconds later when he opened his eyes to the bright morning light. 
 
    Looking at the clock, he cursed at only sleeping five hours. He climbed from the bed and dressed, ready for another day. It was almost fall, and he knew the gardens would need tending and the pride would be preparing for the upcoming winter. 
 
    When he reached the kitchen, the females of the pride were making breakfast as the males were waiting to be fed. Most of the Guardians were already there, dressed and ready for their shifts. Half of them would be working at the warehouse where his company resided, supplying construction supplies for the area, and the others would be harvesting the gardens while the females worked to prepare and store their food for the winter.  
 
    His company was a very lucrative business, and between the Guardians and other males in his pride, they made enough to keep his extended family cared for and thriving. It was his job as the alpha to keep them fed, clothed, and housed.  
 
    Two of the female pride members worked in the office, invoicing the companies who used Quinn Construction Supply for their buildings. The coming weeks would be extra busy as builders hurried to finish their projects before the snow and ice came for a few months before early spring. 
 
    “We have six trucks arriving today, and I’m taking Jack and Evan in with me to help unload the pallets,” Vance MacLaughlin announced as Maverick took his seat. “Will you be in the office today?” 
 
     Vance was his warehouse manager, and even though he was a Guardian, Maverick needed him at the business. He was the eyes and ears of the pride while out in the human world. Because their secret was no longer a secret, and the humans had known about them for almost eight years, now. Even though they were welcomed, there was always a hate group who wanted them dead or another shifter breed who could come for them to fight for their lands. Currently, they were safe, and no one had come forward to protest their existence, but that could change in an instant. 
 
    “I will be by around ten,” Maverick advised as he accepted a plate from one of the elder females who cared for his home full time. “Thank you, Mabel.” 
 
    “Yes, alpha,” she smiled as she turned. 
 
    “I have to meet with Sora and her grandmother this morning,” he replied, hoping like hell his mating scent behaved. When he didn’t scent himself, he dug into his plate and watched as the three males filed out of the dining room. It wasn’t long before the front door closed and they were off to town.  
 
    As much as he wanted to check on Sora’s grandmother to ensure she was comfortable and healthy, his focus was on the alpha female. She wasn’t aware of the power she could possess. There would be a time, later on, after she took his blood, that he would spend as much time as possible training her in her powers. The thought of her father’s neglect and abuse had his cougar prowling just under his skin. 
 
    He scented her before she ever walked into the kitchen with her grandmother at her side. His body tightened, and he heard his chair scoot across the floor before he realized he was standing there waiting for them to arrive. A female took his empty plate and moved carefully out of the way as the two new females entered the dining area. Sora and Maverick locked eyes, but no words were spoken for a few seconds as he drank in her beauty.  
 
    “Katrina, please take a seat,” he offered, pulling out a chair for the elder female. “Ella will bring you a plate. Sora. Please, sit.”  
 
    “Thank you, alpha,” Sora’s grandmother replied. She looked much healthier than she had when they arrived, and he relaxed just slightly as the two females were seated and a plate of food was put in front of each of them. Ella turned toward him with a small smile tugging at the corner of her lips.  
 
    “I have to go into the office today, but if you two need anything, anyone here can help you,” he offered. 
 
    “Office?” Sora asked. She hadn’t touched her food yet, and the need to provide for her made his eyes flash in her direction. He held back an order and a growl. 
 
    “I own a construction supply company in town,” he began. “We have a busy day with several trucks arriving. The area is hurrying to finish their building projects before winter settles in to the area.” 
 
    “Do you need any help?” she asked. “I can drive a forklift.” 
 
    He wasn’t expecting her reply, and he tried not to be aroused at her offer. She was strong in more ways than only her mind. If she’d only been taught to be an alpha, she could move mountains, he thought.  
 
    “I thank you for the offer, but we have extra pride members going in to help,” he said. “I’d like you and Mrs. Hudson to get acquainted with the pride this week. You’ve had a long journey, and there are several people who’ve been waiting to meet you both.” 
 
    “Okay,” she conceded, taking a sip of her coffee. “Will we see you tonight?” 
 
    “I will be home around six,” he promised. “Dinner should be ready then. I’ll have evening meal with the pride.”  
 
    She nodded and looked at her plate. Her grandmother made small talk with Mabel as he said his goodbyes. He didn’t look over his shoulder as he left the kitchen, but he could feel Sora watching him as he left. He liked the feel of the female’s eyes on him as he left her in the care of his family…his pride. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Sora spent the day meeting all of the female pride members, and she tried hard to remember their names, but there were close to twenty of them. They didn’t fault her for not remembering, and she found a few her age who were already mated to the Guardians. And speaking of the Guardians, the ones she saw were working to harvest their gardens. They mentioned their names, and she actually remembered the ones who were already mated, but only because their mates had personally introduced them. They didn’t stay for long, returning to their work. 
 
    Gran had gone to her room after lunch to take a nap, and after she woke, Sora found her sitting in a rocking chair someone had brought to her room.  
 
    “Come sit and talk with me, child,” Gran ordered. When Sora saw the gleam in her eyes, she knew what was coming. 
 
    “If you have me here to talk about my alpha status, or Alpha Quinn, I already know what you’re going to say.” 
 
    “You do, now?” Gran raised a brow.  
 
    Sora chuckled a little and wiped a hand over her face. “My cougar wants to take his blood, but for a different reason. He is probably my mate.” 
 
    “Probably?” Gran laughed. “Sweet child, I may be old, but I’m not blind. I surely haven’t lost my sense of smell, either. I can scent you both a mile away when you are close to each other. That alpha is your forever, and with your alpha genes, you two will be unstoppable.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m feeling,” Sora replied. “I like him. He’s a good male…alpha. Gran, this is all new to me.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” Gran growled low in her throat. “I always hated your father for how he treated you. When you were younger and he didn’t give you the time of day when he should’ve been teaching you how to hone your power and lead a pride, your grandfather and I would keep you busy, taking you in when our daughter passed.”  
 
    A tear rolled over her weathered skin. Sora started to rise, but Gran waved her off. The death of everyone they ever knew was hard, and it still hurt to remember the last few months. But she couldn’t imagine the pain of losing a child due to the birth of their grandchild.   
 
    “It’s going to be okay now,” Sora promised, coming to kneel at her Gran’s side anyway. “We have a new home, and it’s beautiful here. I don’t know how I know, but I feel it. This is where we belong.” 
 
    “With Maverick?” Gran asked, leveling her eyes on Sora. The knowing look in her eyes couldn’t be missed.  
 
    Sora nodded. “With Maverick.” 
 
    “Will you at least take his blood and work on the mating?” Gran asked.  
 
    In their world, matings were met with joy and excitement. There was an old saying, Mating comes first, but with time, love will follow. It was true, and Sora had seen it many times. When a shifter finds their mate, their scent never lies. When they touch, something magical happens to connect them. Once they formally mate, marking each other with a bite during sex, they are considered married in the eyes of the pride.  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” Sora promised. “Maybe he will have time to talk to me tonight.” 
 
    “I think that male will make time for you any time of the day, dear,” Gran replied, looking up at the clock. “In fact, he should be home soon. Dinner will be ready at six. Why don’t you change into something nicer and curl your hair?” 
 
    “Gran,” Sora growled, looking down at her tight jeans and hoodie. “I’m not ready to come out of my shell just yet.”  
 
    “Okay.” Gran shrugged as she stood from her rocking chair. “If you say so.” 
 
    Sora rolled her eyes where her Gran couldn’t see and huffed to herself, turning for her room as soon as they made it to the hallway. She found herself doing exactly as Gran had suggested, adding a little curl to her hair and changing out of the hoodie and into a tank top with a beige cardigan to match. She was still going to wear her sneakers. 
 
    The moment she entered the main living room, the front door opened and Maverick came in, looking tired from his workday. There was dirt around the bottom of his jeans, and his shirt was speckled with dried mud where he’d obviously been doing some type of work outside. 
 
    “Sora,” he greeted, but his voice was as tired as he looked. 
 
    The mating scent they carried filled the air, and she had an urgent need build inside her to care for him. She didn’t even realize it until she opened her mouth. “Maverick, you look exhausted. Do you want to take your meal in your quarters after a shower?” 
 
    He smiled warmly and she saw his eyes flash gold. His cougar was near, and she saw his thick canines when he moved closer to her. “That’s very kind of you, but I always eat with my pride.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s almost ready.” She glanced at the clock. “You have enough time to rest a little.” 
 
    “I’ll take a shower and meet you at the table,” he agreed. “Please take the seat to my left.”  
 
    With his request, he turned down the hallway toward his office, taking the stairs at the end of the hallway to his quarters. Sora watched him as he walked away, just as she’d done that morning when he had left for work.  
 
    She tried not to think about his tall, muscular frame. Or his dark hair. Or his scent.  
 
    “Sora, dinner is almost ready,” Mabel interrupted her thoughts before she could analyze the alpha any more.  
 
    “Coming, Mabel,” she called out, turning away from where Maverick had disappeared.  
 
    When she entered the kitchen, the long table held at least twenty seats. She knew there were more pride members than chairs, and she wondered if some of the small cabins she’d seen the other day were married couples who chose to live outside of the home.  
 
    One by one, females and males entered from their rooms in the mansion. She hadn’t had a chance to even begin to find her way around the home, yet. It was very large and had several rooms. Eventually, she would know the home, and the names of everyone in the pride, but for now, she was more focused on Maverick. 
 
    The chair at the head of the table moved out of the corner of her eye, and she looked up to find him taking his seat as the males were being served. She wanted to help the women who cooked and provided for the pride, but when she started to stand, Maverick made a noise in his throat. She started to ask him what his problem was, but remembered her manners. 
 
    “Sit, Sora,” he mumbled under his breath. “The females will serve you.” 
 
    “I could help,” she whispered, feeling a bit out of place. She’d always helped serve her pride with the other females and her Gran.  
 
    “We will discuss this later,” he stated as Mabel set down a plate in front of her. “Eat.” 
 
    Sora didn’t mind the order from Maverick. In fact, she liked it more than she should. Her cougar’s hackles raised just slightly, but she pushed her animal away and picked up her fork and knife.  
 
    As she ate, he watched her for a moment before being distracted by one of the young children at the table. The little girl couldn’t have been older than five, and her eyes kept changing from blue to the golden color of her little cougar.  
 
    “I shifted today, alpha!” she cheered. 
 
    “That’s wonderful, Lillian,” he replied. The little girl giggled and ran over to her mother and climbed in her lap, accepting a bite of chicken from the female’s plate. 
 
    A yearning deep in her gut froze Sora. She had never thought about having children before, but she’d also never been in the presence of her mate, either. Taking another bite of food, she focused on her plate and ignored the sounds around her. It was too soon to be thinking of touching the alpha and having his cubs. 
 
    Or was it? 
 
    “Sora?” Maverick’s deep voice startled her from her thoughts. 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” She frowned, looking toward the head of the table. 
 
    “I asked how your day was and what you did,” he obviously repeated. 
 
    “Oh, it was wonderful,” she answered. “I met so many of the pride today. Your Guardians are worthy males.” 
 
    “Thank you. We take our training here seriously,” he mentioned, nodding toward some of the males she’d met earlier in the day. They were done with their food, waiting for their mates to finish and follow them back to their rooms or homes. 
 
    “Who lives in the cabins?” she blurted, remembering seeing them. 
 
    “We have a lot of space here at the house,” he promised after chewing his food. He had manners, and she wondered where his parents were. Were they deceased like hers? “However, I don’t mind if there are couples who would like to have their own place. We have five hundred acres here. There is room for the pride to build their own cabins. I don’t mind either way.” 
 
    “Five hundred acres?” Sora asked with wide eyes. “That’s a lot of space to run.” 
 
    “How large was your pride?” he asked, softening his voice. Maverick had been nothing but kind ever since she’d contacted him after the sickness destroyed her pride. Remembering Packwood brought a tear to her eye, but she remembered where she was and straightened her shoulders. “Sora?” 
 
    “I’m fine…I’m sorry.” She cleared her throat. “We only had a hundred acres.” 
 
    “And you still own that land?” 
 
    “I do,” she nodded. “It was legally given to me after my father, the alpha, passed. I had to contact a human to help me get his death certificate and a lawyer who was a friend to our pride to have the estate moved into my name. Right now, it’s for sale.” 
 
    “If you’re done with your meal, would you like to finish this discussion in my office?” Maverick saw the agony on her face, and Sora was thankful for his distraction. 
 
    “I’d rather not relive that during evening meal,” she whispered.  
 
    Maverick waited until she gathered her utensils and stood, handing her plate to Mabel. Sora thanked her again, and turned to check on Gran. She was deep in conversation with another female her age. She was waved off by her grandmother when asked if she was ready to return to her room.  
 
    “I will be in my office if anyone needs me,” Maverick stated as he stood from the head of the table. Everyone said their goodbyes in their own ways; some with a wave, some with a round of promises to see him tomorrow. He nodded and turned toward her. “Sora?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” she replied, following him out into the large living room with beautiful décor. She hadn’t really had much time to take in the beauty of the mansion, even though Maverick called it a house. It was much more than a house. 
 
    Everything was decorated in whites and grays. Every so often, there would be a soft splash of maroons in a few paintings displayed on walls. She liked the modern look a lot more than she did her old home. They were an old, but small, pride. Her father…alpha’s home was large, but nothing in comparison.  
 
    “Would you like something to drink?” he asked as they entered his office. It was three times the size of her cabin at her old pride, and the floor to ceiling windows opened it up for natural light. She loved it in there. 
 
    “No, thank you,” she answered and took a seat in front of his desk. 
 
    “I’m sorry for your loss, and I shouldn’t have asked you personal details in front of the others,” he apologized. 
 
    “My old home is my old home, Maverick,” she stated as he leaned against the corner of his desk instead of taking a seat at it. “When I arrived with my Gran, I knew this was going to be my forever pride. I just didn’t know that I would find my mate in the alpha I’d spoken to for the past ten days.” 
 
    “I had no idea you were my mate, either, Sora,” he reminded her. “You’ve thrown me out of whack.” He followed that up with a soft chuckle that went straight to her hormones. She’d really only seen him in his alpha nature. The side he just slipped was sexy, and she felt a little hot from it, too.  
 
    “Your scent,” she pointed out. “It’s stronger in here.” 
 
    “If you think it’s strong here, you should come to my quarters,” he replied, flashing a canine as he spoke. He was aroused, too. She saw the rather large bulge forming behind the button fly of his jeans. 
 
    “Maverick,” she panicked and stood, scenting the air…no, her cougar was scenting the air, urging her toward him. “My animal…she wants you. I know you can scent me.” 
 
    “Your arousal has already been programmed to my mind, Sora.” 
 
    “Fuck,” she whispered. Knowing this wasn’t a great idea, she changed the subject. “I thought we were going to talk about my pride land in Washington?” 
 
    “Right,” Maverick agreed after clearing his throat. He stood from where he was leaning against his desk and walked around it so he could take his seat. “Please, sit.” 
 
    Sora didn’t know what was going to hurt worse; denying Maverick or remembering her past. Both were painful choices for different reasons, but she wanted to be open and honest with him before they made a decision to touch. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Maverick could feel her pain over the scent of her arousal. The scent he’d come to know better than his own was vanishing from the room as she thought about her old life and family. 
 
    “I don’t want you to feel pressured into telling me anything,” he began. “Whatever you tell me in this office will stay in this office unless it is a threat to me, you, or our pride.” 
 
    “There are no threats coming for you, I promise,” she answered with a heavy sigh.  
 
    She looked different than she had when she arrived. Instead of hiding behind her hoodies, Sora had dressed in a casual cardigan over a very tight tank top. He had to keep his eyes on hers or they would’ve fallen to her large breasts. As hard as it was, he kept his manners. 
 
    “The land is for sale,” she began. “I don’t want to be there, and I don’t want to go back until I have to close on the sale. I brought Gran here to live out the rest of her life with me and a new pride. I didn’t know how to run a pride, because I was never taught. My father made me suppress my powers, and I honestly don’t know how to make them work after all these years. Inside me, I know I’m an alpha, but my cougar and my mind just won’t accept it.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Sora,” Maverick replied, feeling the urge to kill her father if he had still been alive. “There are still alphas who believe their pride should go to a male heir. I don’t agree. There are a few female led prides in the world, and they are growing as the times change. You should’ve been taught how to use your powers. I am sorry you lost your pride family, but there is a reason you found us and moved here at my urging. I believe in fate, Sora, and maybe the gods sent you here for a reason.” 
 
    “You think they sent me here so we could find each other?” she pressed. 
 
    “And so I could teach you how to use your alpha powers,” he added. She frowned for a moment, lost in her thoughts. He stayed quiet while he watched her process everything in her mind. The little “v” that formed between her eyes was endearing, and he wanted to rub it with his thumb, but he couldn’t.  
 
    “I can’t even feel my alpha powers,” she huffed. “Are you sure you want to take on my past?” 
 
    “No, I want to teach you your future, Sora,” he corrected.  
 
    “I would like that, Maverick,” she agreed. He loved hearing his given name fall from her lips. She wasn’t afraid to use it, and that turned him on more than anything.  
 
    “Are you up for a shift tonight?” he asked, knowing it was getting late.  
 
    “You’ve had a long day,” she smirked. “Are you up for it?” 
 
    “Sora, I’m up for anything as long as you are involved,” he flirted, standing from his seat. He enjoyed the slight blush to the tops of her cheeks and the flash of gold in her eyes from her cougar, but he needed to be serious for a moment. “Before we leave this office, I just want to remind you that you can talk to me if you have any questions during the sale of your old pride land. I’ll help you if you need it.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you,” she replied. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 
 
    “Shall we go outside?” he offered, holding out his hand toward the door. Sora walked ahead of him, and he followed her out the door. 
 
    Once outside, they passed the pool where a few of the pride were swimming. It wouldn’t be long before it would be too cold out for that and the pool would need to be covered.  
 
    “Follow me,” he said as he passed her, pulling his shirt off as he walked. “We have a place to put your clothes over here.”  
 
    He showed her the covered rows of lockers he’d had installed just on the other side of the wall after passing the pool and a play area for the children. He kept his eyes diverted from Sora as she stripped off her clothes. Usually, there was no problem with nudity in his pride, but because she was new, and his mate, he wanted to show her a bit of respect until she was more comfortable.  
 
    “Stay with me,” he ordered over his shoulder. “We will probably run further than you and your Gran did on her shift. I want to show you some places on our land that I love.” 
 
    Her reply was a snarl from her cougar, and he dropped his pants, shifting without putting his clothes away. The sight of her animal sent his into a frenzy. It wanted to play with his mate…it wanted to touch her, too. Maverick pushed at his cougar’s mind, and forced his power to remind it to behave. There would be time for touching later. 
 
    His animal huffed and took off at a fast pace into the woods behind his home, listening for Sora’s cougar behind him. They ran for a while, stopping as the sun was casting the last of its rays on the horizon. The orange and red light filtered into a small clearing, pausing both of them. She sniffed the ground and Maverick saw her beautiful tan coloring and perfect markings of a female cougar shifter. He couldn’t decide which was more beautiful; her human body or her cougar’s. 
 
    He waited until she was done and hurried off to the next spot. He often went to the waterfall when the moon was full to swim and have some time to himself. The other pride members played there as well, but they stayed away whenever he was out running his lands. He’d never told anyone to stay away. The pride knew he needed some time, and he was sure they had felt it during dinner. He’d wanted to be alone with Sora since he first laid eyes on her, and taking the female to his favorite place was top on the list of firsts he wanted to have with his future mate. 
 
    As the moon crested the trees, it guided his cougar along the trail the pride had made to the small lake. The waterfall was full even though it hadn’t rained in a few days. The rush of water was only twenty feet above the tiny lake, but it was still calming.  
 
    Maverick didn’t waste any time jumping right into the water, shifting back to his human side as he breached the surface. Sora was still in her animal form, her eyes watching the waterfall.  
 
    “You should swim with me,” he called out, startling her cougar. “I promise to stay over here.”  
 
    She didn’t hesitate, jumping into the water, but she didn’t shift just yet. He watched her cougar splash and swim around the edge of the water, taking a moment to duck under the waterfall. He was expecting Sora to stay in her animal form, but was surprised when she swam straight through it as her human self.  
 
    “This is a beautiful spot,” she offered as she swam closer. “Is this where you go when you need some space?” 
 
    “How did you know?” he laughed, tossing his head back. Gods, it felt good to let himself go free with her. He’d waited long enough to find his mate, and there she was across the small pond, naked and wet. She could read him like a book. 
 
    “I could see the joy it brought you when you asked me to swim with you.” She shrugged and swam a little closer. “You need time for yourself, Mav.”  
 
    She gave him a nickname, still refusing to call him by his title of alpha. He liked the nickname better. 
 
    “I do take time for myself,” he replied. “It’s just not very often I have the chance to come out here.” 
 
    “I like it here,” she hummed before swimming away. “It’s peaceful.” 
 
    He watched as Sora ducked below the water, coming up in a different spot than before. Each time she resurfaced; he could see just the swells of her breasts. She kept her body hidden from him, and even though nudity was a normal thing in the pride, it meant something different when you were with your mate.  
 
    Maverick couldn’t stand the pressure of her carefree attitude and dove in when he knew she was far enough away they wouldn’t accidentally touch. As with most males, when they found their mate, they were respectful enough to wait for them to agree to the touch. Sometimes, it didn’t work that way.  His Guardian, Vance, had bumped into his mate and once their skin touched, it was an instant desire for the mating. They’d been deeply in love ever since. 
 
    He wanted that type of connection.  
 
    And he wanted it with Sora. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Sora showered and took a seat on the edge of her bed, remembering the early evening run with Maverick. It was everything she wanted with a male, and seeing him laugh and play made it even more special.  
 
    Her stomach tightened, thinking of him. Her arousal was a strong scent in the air, and she prayed it didn’t reach her Gran’s door across the hall. She would die of embarrassment if Gran thought her and the alpha were in her room, finally mating.  
 
    The thought of his strong arms around her made it worse. Hell, she could still scent him. She had to admit to herself that his mating scent was stuck in her mind, too. All she wanted, and her cougar wanted, was to touch him…mate him. 
 
    She grabbed a soft, cotton dress and pulled it over her still wet hair and opened her door. Padding softly down the stairs, she was relieved there were no pride members in the main living room when she passed it to head down the hallway toward his office. When she found the door open and the room empty, she continued down the hallway to a private flight of stairs leading to his quarters.  
 
    Sora didn’t have to wonder if he would be mad she’d come to his private room, because as soon as her bare foot hit the first step, the door at the top of the landing opened and Maverick stood there, wearing a pair of basketball shorts and nothing else. 
 
    “Sora,” he whispered. 
 
    “Maverick,” she replied. 
 
    “Come to me,” he ordered, holding out his hand. “I can’t be without you any longer, Sora.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say that,” she sighed and took the steps at a steady pace. The closer she got to him, the stronger their mating scents became. He took a step back when she reached him.  
 
    “Is that what you want?” he asked. Maverick’s body swelled, and she saw his cock straining the material of his shorts. He wanted her just as badly. 
 
    “I want you,” she replied, and stepped into his space. 
 
    She reached for him at the same time he raised his hands to cup her face. The moment they touched, their bodies jolted from the magical connection of a mating, and their cougars made themselves known. His eyes changed to the golden color of his animal, and she felt her canines thicken in her mouth.  
 
    When his lips crashed down on hers, Sora licked across his rough tongue. She’d never been with a male, but her cougar knew exactly what to do, where to place her hands, and what needed to be done to make their mating complete. 
 
    “I want to feel your bite,” she announced, nipping at his bottom lip.  
 
    “Sora,” he breathed, grabbing her hips and hoisting her so she could wrap her legs around his body. The more their skin touched, the stronger the magic swirled around them. It was so intense, she wanted to cry, but she wouldn’t. “Your touch is strong, and magical. You are my true mate.” 
 
    “And you are mine,” she said, taking his lips again.  
 
    “I will mate you as our kind does, but I want to make love to you for the rest of eternity,” he vowed, turning for his quarters. She rested her forehead against his neck as he walked, carrying her to his bed. As he set her down, he lifted the dress and pulled it from her body, growling low in his throat when he saw she was naked underneath. “You are beautiful.” 
 
    She leaned back as he climbed over her, pulling at his shorts as he came closer. The soft, plush covering of the bed enveloped her as he rubbed his cock against her core. “You’re soaking wet, my mate.” 
 
    “For you,” she replied, reaching for his erection.  
 
    He kissed her with deep need, cupping one of her breasts. He released her lips and used his partially shifted tongue to swipe across her nipple. The sensations were almost too much for her. There was a heaviness building between her legs, and her animal wanted to demand he mount her.  
 
    Her hand worked his cock, slowly but with a firm hand. He groaned in her ear, nipping the lobe with one of his canine teeth. “Mount me, please.” 
 
    “Patience, my sweet mate,” he urged, pulling his cock free from her hand. “I’ve wanted to taste this sweet pussy since the first time I scented your arousal.” 
 
    Her eyes widened as he moved between her legs, pushing them out as far as they’d go to fit his wide shoulders. The first time he lapped at her wetness, she bucked and thrashed, holding on to the covers with tightened fists. “Oh, Mav.” 
 
    He didn’t answer her in the form of words, but he did in the way he pressed his face harder against her core. She made a strangled noise when he would pay extra attention to her clit, swirling his tongue around it…just teasing it enough to bring her closer to a climax she’d only known from her own hand. 
 
    “Please, mount me,” she begged again. 
 
    “On your hands and knees, Sora,” he demanded, kissing her pussy before backing away to push her over to her belly. She didn’t have to get into position, because he did it for her, grabbing her hips and pulling her up. 
 
    She knew from years of being told about matings from other females in her pride, to allow her mate to take her from behind. He would lead their mating from there. It was a trust that only should be given to the true mate gifted to you by the gods.  
 
    His cock touched her body, and she stiffened, but he ran his free hand slowly up her back, leaving a trail of warmth behind.  
 
    “Do you accept me as your mate, Sora?” he asked…no, begged. His voice cracked as the words fell from his mouth. He wanted this as much as she did.  
 
    After their evening together, she was certain, as was her animal, that Maverick Quinn was to be her mate…her everything. Being an alpha herself didn’t matter anymore. She wanted to make a union with him and live at the pride.  
 
    “Yes, Maverick,” she replied. 
 
    His hand pressed to the back of her head, holding her down as he breached her body. The yelp she produced from the pinch of pain was muffled by the covers on the bed. She turned her head to the side as he stilled. His body quivered, shaking from the need to complete their mating.  
 
    “Do you know how a mating works?” he asked with a trembling voice. 
 
    “Yes,” she mumbled. “Please, just move…do something…I need…I need you,” she stuttered. Her cougar was coming to the surface, wanting its connection to Maverick, too. She felt her body shift slightly, and rightly so. The mating was for the both of them. 
 
    His thrusts started slow, but increased enough that the pain she’d felt was long gone due to her fast-healing abilities. Now, all she felt was pleasure…until his hands tangled in her long, blonde hair. She knew this part was coming, and at one time had feared the pain of him pulling her back to his chest. 
 
    However, there was no pain. Maverick tightened his fist at her scalp and pulled her to his chest. There was no warning…no time to take the next breath before he struck, sinking his canines into her neck…marking her as his mate. 
 
    She bucked, and the storm that had been building in her body exploded into a climax unlike anything she’d ever felt. The release was met with punishing thrusts by his cock, filling her completely.  
 
    The moment his canines came free of her flesh, her cougar took over, bucking him off. It was in their animal nature to fuck and bite and climax that way to ensure their markings and blood exchange happened.  
 
    Sora pushed him over. He moaned when she pulled his cock back to her body, taking him inside. Her shifted eyes focused on the pulsing vein right where his neck and shoulder met. There were no words when she leaned forward and bit him, drawing only a sip of blood into her mouth, swallowing it down. Knowing that the blood not only tied her to him as a mate, but tied her to his pride. 
 
    “Fuck, Sora,” he growled as he climaxed, pumping into her…lifting his hips to spill his seed into her body.  
 
    There was no time for them to bask in the glow of their mating, because she felt the shift upon her. Not only was it a shift of accepting the alpha’s blood…it was the sacred shift of a mated alpha pair. 
 
    “We must shift now, Sora,” he said, kissing her one last time before he jumped from the bed to open the door to his quarters.  
 
    When she met him at the door, her human body shimmered, shifting into her cougar body. Maverick was at her side in an instant and they took the stairs, heading for the back door to the mansion where it was left open to keep the swinging door available to anyone who needed to run. 
 
    Maverick nudged her animal’s hind leg, urging her to run. There was an air of happiness and playfulness coming from the alpha as she took off into the darkened forest, unafraid of anything that could be out there, because she was protected by the mate given to her by the gods. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Maverick had a new sense of protection as he ran behind his mate. The feeling was much different than his love for his pride. While he would still die for them, he knew he would walk through the fires of hell to keep Sora from harm. There was nothing that could stop him. 
 
    They ran for hours, playing and stopping to lay and rest, nuzzling each other…rubbing their furs together to combine their scents and let their animals familiarize themselves with each other. When in shifted form, you had to let them run wild. There was a balance between shifter and human, and it came naturally to those who were born that way.  
 
    It was after midnight before they returned to their quarters. He carried her up the stairs, crossing the threshold as a mated pair. Sora slept against his chest as he bathed her, tucking her under his chin and against his chest once they finally climbed into bed.  
 
    He watched her as she slept with her hair splayed out across his right arm and the pillow behind it. There was a need for sleep, but he couldn’t manage to close his eyes for long. As he thought about the joy in their mating, he also wondered how she would accept his offer to train her to use her alpha powers. He would wait until the newness of their mating wore off to approach the subject with her. Sora still had a home in Washington to sell and settle into her role as the alpha’s mate. There would be time for everything to come together. 
 
    He must’ve fallen asleep, because he woke later in the morning with his mate still snuggled against his side. Her hand was resting over his heart in their sleep, and that filled him to the point he thought it would burst. 
 
    Maverick raised her hand to his lips and kissed the back of her fingers, but she didn’t stir. She was exhausted, and rightly so. They’d mated in a frenzy the night before, and he should be sleeping beside her. Instead, he reluctantly released her, sliding from the bed. He hurried to dress and made his way downstairs where he heard the hustle of morning meal being served and enjoyed by his pride.  
 
    The moment he walked in, everyone froze. The females began to tear up as the males stood from their seats and cheered when they saw the mating mark on his neck. Rounds of congratulations were given, and the females started preparing a celebration meal for that night. Finally, he held his hand up and motioned for his Guardian, Vance, to come forward. 
 
    “Congrats, Alpha,” Vance said, slapping him on the back of the shoulder. “Your mate will make for a strong second alpha.” 
 
    “She will,” he agreed. “I’d like to spend the day with her. Would you take over at the office today?” 
 
    “Glady,” Vance replied with a nod. “Grab some food and take it to her. Care for her, and I wish you nothing but happiness.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Maverick turned toward the pride and spoke to them all. “Please give us the day to ourselves. I’m sure your new alpha’s mate will be happy to see you all tomorrow.” 
 
    As he held the platter of food made for him by Ella, he turned to see Sora’s grandmother standing in the doorway with tears streaming down her weathered face. “Mrs. Hudson.” 
 
    “Oh, alpha, you’ve made me so happy,” she cried, covering her face. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted for my sweet grandchild. She’s not had an easy life, and she was right; the gods sent us here for a reason. Thank you for accepting us both.” 
 
    “Sora will be cared for and protected the way she should’ve been her entire life,” he vowed, and bowed slightly as a sign of respect to his mate’s elder.  
 
    “Oh, go on,” Mrs. Hudson pushed, waving her hand in front of her face to dry her tears. “Don’t mind me and my old ways. I get a little emotional at matings. Give my granddaughter my love and tell her to come see me whenever she is ready.” 
 
    “I will,” he promised and left everyone to their meal. The connection he had to the pride through his magic was felt as the atmosphere in the house changed from calm to sheer happiness at the mating. They loved Sora, and he did, too. There was no denying it.  
 
    She was still asleep when he returned. The sun was casting a soft ray of light over the bed where her naked body was half covered by the gray sheets. His eyes traced her back, following it down to where her ass was hidden beneath the coverings.  
 
    “Sora,” he whispered as he climbed in the bed, kissing the top of her shoulder after moving her long hair out of the way. His cougar rumbled deep in his human throat at her scent. She smelled of him, sex, and her natural floral essence. “Wake up, my mate.” 
 
    “Mav,” she hummed in a sleepy voice that was way too sexy to miss. He had to feed her or he would end up making love to her while the food got cold. 
 
    “I brought you some food,” he whispered, and kissed her forehead when she rolled to her back. “Let me care for you.” 
 
    They spent the morning feeding each other by hand. She would occasionally stroke his jawline, and he made a point to touch her full lips every chance he got. There wasn’t a time when they didn’t have their bodies touching in some sort of way.  
 
    The heat and scent coming off of her body was too much to handle, and he set the platter on the floor and took her lips with his own after feeding her the last strawberry, tasting the sweet fruit on those lips he had come to obsess over.  
 
    “I want to make love to you,” he begged, pushing her to her back. His mate accepted him into her body, moaning his name as he slowly thrust into her body. 
 
    “Don’t ever stop,” she urged. 
 
    “Never, my love…never.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    There was no logical human reason for Sora to fall in love with Maverick, but she wasn’t human. She was a shifter. 
 
    Every moment since she had taken the steps up to his quarters the night before had been everything she’d ever dreamed of since she was a young woman. The only difference was that Maverick was an alpha, like her. In her youth, she only wanted to find a mate to settle down with while her father continued to rule the pride. She didn’t have any obligations besides that, because he refused to accept her alpha bloodline even though he’d been the one to pass it down to her when she was born. 
 
    “You’re thinking too hard, Sora,” Maverick interrupted her, rubbing the spot between her eyebrows. The relaxing touch of her mate sent all of the memories away, and she leaned into his chest. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Thinking,” she offered, closing her eyes. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “It’s something,” he corrected, pulling her away from his chest. She immediately missed the connection. “Tell me or I’ll worry.” 
 
    “I’m thinking about how my father wouldn’t teach me how to use my powers,” she admitted. “I never thought I’d be mated to an alpha, and I surely didn’t think I would ever be in a leadership role, either.” 
 
    “You have powers, Sora,” he reminded her. “They’re just suppressed.” 
 
    “I don’t even know where to start.” 
 
    Maverick sat up, moving her with him. He piled the pillows against the headboard and rested her against his chest, again. Sora found that was the place she felt most comfortable. 
 
    “I don’t expect you to do anything you don’t want to do in regards to learning your powers. I can train you at any time,” he promised. “You still have the land in Washington to sell, and now, with our mating, we need time to bond.” 
 
    She nodded and thought about the land halfway across the country. It was a beautiful spot, and she hoped another pride would buy it from her. Maybe a new, young alpha just starting out? She’d left the sale of the land in good hands. The realtor was shifter friendly and recommended by the lawyer who had helped her take ownership of everything that was in her father’s name.  
 
    “I’ve left the land in good hands,” she admitted. “I hope it goes to a nice family or young shifter group.” 
 
    “That would be ideal,” he agreed. “Until you get word on any possible offers, what would you like to do?” 
 
    “First, I want to see my Gran,” she remembered, slapping her forehead. “She’s had to have been up for hours already. She was probably worried because I haven’t come to find her yet.” 
 
    “Your grandmother knows. I saw her this morning. She wanted me to tell you she is extremely happy for you.” 
 
    “Good,” she breathed. “I worry for her.” 
 
    “I know you do, and she has made many friends already within the pride,” Maverick announced. “She is well loved and will be cared for here.” 
 
    Sora nodded and snuggled against her mate’s chest once more, finding solace in his touch. “Can we go see the pride?” 
 
    “We can,” he assured her. “Whenever you are ready.” 
 
    “I need clothes and my phone,” she urged. “I should check my missed calls and emails to make sure the realtor hasn’t contacted me.” 
 
    “Let’s shower,” he ordered, pulling her from the bed. “I want to make love to you again before we go.” 
 
    “That sounds like a great idea,” she flirted.  
 
    The water wasn’t even warm yet when Maverick pulled her into the large shower. The glass was clear, but she didn’t care. No one would be coming into his quarters without announcing themselves, and she was certain he’d take the head of anyone who even attempted knocking on the door the morning after their mating. 
 
    She growled when he lifted her, thrusting into her body. His canines raked over her mating mark as his strong arm held her up. With his free hand, he used his thumb to circle her clit, causing her body to tighten. There was nothing more pleasing than the way he touched her. She’d never tire of his attention.  
 
    “I want to mark you with my scent and seed,” he growled into her neck. “You are mine, Sora…as I am yours.” 
 
    “Mine,” she whispered, feeling the climax build the more he thrust in time with his thumb. Her nails raked his back, marking him. She couldn’t help it. They were animals by nature, and she wanted to bite him again.  
 
    He must’ve sensed her need, because he tilted his head to the side, offering her the bite. For an alpha to show his throat to anyone was a sign of trust and respect, and that was only reserved for their mate…their true mate. 
 
    Her cougar urged her forward, striking the spot she’d marked the night before. His blood was hot on her tongue, and his growl of approval sent her over the edge. Throwing her head back, she called out his name as she came, begging him for as much as he was willing to give her. 
 
    “Sora,” he growled, thrusting into her body. His hands tangled in her hair as he held her against him while he climaxed. It may have been the shortest time they’d made love since the night before, but it was still amazing. 
 
    Maverick turned her, refusing to set her down. The water cascaded over her hair as he kissed her. His tongue was rough and his canines were sharp, but his touch was soft and loving and everything she desired. They stayed there for a long time until he finally set her down to hand over his shampoo. She let him work the suds through her hair, washing it clean.  
 
    “We have to get going,” she reminded him. 
 
    “You do know that a mated pair usually doesn’t come out of their mating bed for days, right?” he asked, chuckling when she poked him in the ribs. 
 
    “Well, the alpha must tend to his pride,” she reminded him. “They will go feral without him.” 
 
    “They won’t,” he chuckled. “At least, not today.” 
 
    They were teasing each other, and she liked that side of him just as much as she did when he smiled or laughed. Sora made it her mission in life to make Maverick show some sort of happiness every single day. 
 
    “But, you’re right,” he relented and turned off the water. “We should make an appearance for a bit. I’ll call down and have someone bring your clothes while you dry your hair.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied and accepted a towel from him. He started to use another to dry her hair, but she shooed him away. “I can do this part.” 
 
    He smiled and turned for the bedroom. A moment later, she heard him talking to someone on the phone. When he returned, she’d found his brush and used it to detangle her hair. She’d need some conditioner the next time they had a romp in the shower. 
 
    “Let me,” he pleaded. She gave over the brush and was surprised at how gentle he was with her hair. “I could do this every day.” 
 
    “I might let you,” she chuckled. “Usually, I have to use conditioner to get out the tangles.” 
 
    He paused and frowned, “I should’ve thought of that.” 
 
    “No, it’s okay, Mav,” she promised and turned to take the brush from his hand. “I have some in my things.” 
 
    “I hear someone coming up the stairs,” he growled, his eyes flashing a golden color.  
 
    “It’s just one of the females bringing my things.” She paused to listen. Sure enough, the soft footsteps arrived at the door and then the sound of a bag being placed on the ground reached her superhuman hearing. The footsteps faded and Maverick relaxed. 
 
    “I’ll bring you your things,” he mumbled as he walked away. She smiled at his back. He was going to be very protective. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Maverick’s mood turned sour the moment Sora’s phone rang.  
 
    “It’s the sheriff from Packwood.” She frowned and pulled the phone to her ear. “Hey, Mark. What’s going on?” She knew this male by his first name? 
 
    Her hand automatically went to her mouth and tears built in her eyes. Maverick was on his feet and at her side in an instant. She started to shake, and he wrapped his arms around her as he used his super hearing to listen in on the call. 
 
    “Sora, I’m so sorry. Someone vandalized your land. They set the main house on fire, and…it’s a total loss. I need you to come out here to survey the damage. The realtor has already given me the listing information so I can have pictures of the original building. You’ll need to contact the insurance company, too.” 
 
    “Who…who would do this?” she cried, grabbing onto Maverick’s arm like it was a lifeline. He felt his cougar rise to the surface to provide protection.  
 
    “We just don’t know yet. I hope to have answers for you by the time you get here.” 
 
    “I’ll make plans to fly out there,” she replied, looking up into his eyes. He nodded and started making a plan for a detail team for her safety. “I’ll call you back when I know what time I will be in town.” 
 
    She said her goodbyes and dropped the phone to the floor. “You heard all of that?” 
 
    “I did,” he growled. “I’ll send my best Guardians with you.” She nodded, but he could tell she didn’t like it. It was uncommon for an alpha to leave his pride for any length of time, and Sora knew Maverick couldn’t go to Washington with her. 
 
    “I won’t be gone long,” she promised. “I need to talk to Gran.” 
 
    “Go,” he ordered. 
 
    As soon as his mate left the room, he used his powers to call out to all of his Guardians. They were his best fighters and would care for Sora in his absence. The moment they replied, he felt their fury. They didn’t even know what his call was about, but he knew it would anger them even more when they arrived in his office. 
 
    “Alpha?” Vance called out as he and Levi Raines entered the room. The others followed only seconds behind them. 
 
    “Close the door and have a seat,” he ordered. “Your alpha’s mate needs you.” 
 
    The males did as they were instructed and took the two seats in front of his desk. The others grabbed seats along the walls, and Quentin remained standing, but leaned against the door for protection. Maverick had to calm his animal and his alpha powers, or his pride would feel his emotions. It could cause them to go into a feral fury if he wasn’t careful. 
 
    “Sora’s home in Washington has been vandalized,” he began, sending out what calming powers he could muster toward the males. With an alpha’s power, he could feel the emotions of his pride, just as they could feel his own. “They burned her family home to the ground, and the sheriff needs her there to survey the property. I need you two to go with my mate and protect her with your lives. I also want to know if this was done by a human or shifter.” 
 
    The males could scent better than any detective. They’d know immediately if it was human or a rogue shifter group coming through the area. He didn’t have to look at his Guardians to know they were thinking what he was implying.  
 
    “If it’s wolves, I want you to get my mate out of there immediately,” he snarled, his eyes glowing with his orders. “Protect her.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” they both vowed, placing their hands over their hearts.  
 
    “Gather your things, and I will schedule your travel,” he continued. “I will make sure you are covered with everything you need from the time you leave here.” 
 
    On their nod, Maverick dismissed them and started looking for flights to the nearest airport to Packwood. He wished he could send them with a bulletproof car and a thousand Guardians. Sora was that important to him. 
 
    The only enemies they had were wolves. They’d never bothered the pride, but that didn’t mean they weren’t around. Wolves had been rogues for thousands of years, and as far as he knew, most of them still were to that day. There had been government help in some of the more affected areas, but they still couldn’t round them all up.  
 
    It was their alpha’s fault. Many years ago, the wolf alphas were bad, the worst of their kind. They fought packs and took them as their own, forcing their tainted blood on their kidnapped members. An alpha could calm an entire community, or order them to destroy. Those alphas chose to be rogues and their packs were feral. They moved around like gypsies and left a trail of destruction in their wake. Maverick just prayed that wasn’t the case for his mate’s home. 
 
    Once everything was booked, he followed their mating scent to his quarters where he found her packing her small backpack, tears streaming down her face. She wasn’t making any noise to indicate she was crying, but the proof was there. 
 
    “Come,” he ordered and opened his arms. “Cry it out here so you can stand tall once you leave our pride.”  
 
    “Oh, Maverick,” she cried, finally giving in. He held her for the longest time, wishing he could take the pain from her heart. As her alpha, he could ease her, and he did so slightly. When someone was grieving, it wasn’t fair to force them to not feel. No alpha would do that to his mate or his pride. “I’m so scared. I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “I’m sending two Guardians with you, and they will help you. I am only a phone call away, too,” He kissed the top of her head. “The insurance company will give you options on what to do about the house and land after the police do their investigation.” 
 
    “I’m glad you know what to do,” she said. “I just hope I can salvage it enough to sell. I don’t want anything to do with that land anymore.” 
 
    “I know,” he whispered and held her for a little longer. She would be gone from him for no more than five days. He couldn’t be without her, and he didn’t want three of his people to be away from the pride for that long. They were young and healthy enough to stay away a little longer without the fear of them becoming weak without him, but Maverick booked the flights, car rental, and a hotel with a five-day turnaround in mind. 
 
    He needed his new mate returned to him safely. 
 
    “Your flight leaves early in the morning. You should eat and get some sleep.” He urged her to clean up and join the pride for evening meal. So much had happened since they had come out of their room after lunchtime. The middle of the day had gotten away from him.  
 
    There was a hush over the pride, and he tried to send them all calming energy, but they were still concerned. Females gathered around Sora as they entered the large kitchen for the meal, but she broke away after promising them she was okay.  
 
    Sora had insisted he give her a few extra minutes to fix her hair and face before she showed herself to the pride. Regardless of her lack of knowledge about leading a pride, he did notice that she did things with the pride in mind…just like an alpha. Alphas never let their pride see them crumble. It brought too much pain to their people. Sora had them in mind when she wanted to put herself together before dinner. If the females had seen her tear-streaked face, they would’ve worried, and the males and Guardians would’ve become protective. Evening meal would’ve been a loss, and he would’ve had to send everyone away to calm down.  
 
    When they finally made it downstairs, she looked every bit of an alpha and an alpha’s mate. Holding her head high, he escorted her to the table where she took her seat to his left. Yes, the pride was still quiet, but they were eating and the cubs were behaving.  
 
    After the meal, they returned to their quarters, and Maverick tucked her against his chest as she fell asleep. He said a prayer to the gods to return her to him safely.

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Vance and Levi drove Sora to the airport early the next morning, and they were in the air by the time the sun came over the horizon. The flight took most of the day, and the moment they landed in Washington, she felt the weight of her old life smothering her. It was time to return to her original home and figure out what had happened to it and to see the sheriff about his investigation. 
 
    Vance picked up the expensive SUV at the airport and opened the door for her to climb inside. She’d waved off their offer to take her backpack and tossed it in the back seat while the two Guardians took the front. She rambled off the address and sat back while they drove from the airport to her land. 
 
    Just referring to that land as hers sent a chill down her spine. She hated it there, and to be perfectly honest, she was glad the house was destroyed. Memories made in that home were worth burning to the ground. 
 
    She missed Maverick already.  
 
    After checking into the hotel, the Guardians made sure the door between the two rooms was unlocked in case something happened to her during the night and they could be there for protection. Sora thought it was a little overkill, but she didn’t complain. Her mind was more focused on what she needed to do. 
 
    It was after four in the afternoon when she arrived at her old land. Just hearing the crunch of the gravel under the tires sent disgust through her body. She didn’t let it show, hoping the Guardians didn’t feel her unease. 
 
    The sheriff and insurance adjuster were already on site, inspecting the damage. And she gasped when she saw what was left of her old home…or what wasn’t left. It was nothing but a blackened mound of debris. None of the structure survived. 
 
    “Sora,” Vance called out. “Stay close to us until we scent the area.” 
 
    “I will,” she replied and watched as the sheriff approached the vehicle. “This is Mark. I’ve known him for a long time. He is very shifter friendly.” 
 
    “Good,” Levi grunted as he opened the passenger door. 
 
    Sora waited for Vance to get out. The two males greeted the sheriff, who looked a little confused. She didn’t wait for the Guardians to open her door before she decided to get out. It was her home, and she had to know what they’d found. 
 
    “Mark,” she greeted, standing back as he moved toward her…only to stop dead in his tracks when both Guardians moved in front of her. 
 
    “You can’t touch her,” Vance growled. 
 
    “Oh,” Mark realized quickly. “She’s mated?” 
 
    “She is,” Levi responded. “She is our alpha’s mate.” 
 
    “I guess congratulations are in order, Sora.” The officer bowed his head slightly. “You deserve that, and I’m truly sorry I had to have you come back here. Come and talk to Charlie. Your insurance guy has done all of his work but wanted to speak to you while you were here.” 
 
    “What have you found?” she asked. The time for pleasantries was over.  
 
    “We haven’t found anything other than the fire was intentional. The inspector’s report showed an accelerant was used all over the house. Do you know of anyone that might have done this?” 
 
    “No,” she said with a shake of her head. “As you know, my father was a quiet man. He didn’t have much to do with the outside world unless it was for business.” 
 
    “Did he owe anyone money before he passed?” the sheriff pressed. 
 
    “Mark,” she sighed. “You know he never involved me in anything dealing with the pride or the business.” 
 
    “I was hoping you had something we could go on,” he said.  
 
    “Sora, I have a few questions for you as well and some paperwork I need you to read over and sign.” 
 
    The Guardians relaxed as Charlie and the Sheriff moved to Mark’s cruiser and set a clipboard on the hood of the car. Both human males stayed on one side while Sora used the vehicle to keep a safe distance. The Guardians relaxed and gave her a knowing look. They were going to give her space and walk around the property to see if they could scent anything that could help. In other words, they were looking for the scent of rogue shifters. 
 
    As she listened to the insurance adjuster tell her the home was a total loss, and all the options she had for the land, Mark watched the two males move around. The sheriff knew what they were doing, and he let them.  
 
    “We can reimburse you for the house once the case is closed, or we can rebuild. What is your preference?” Charlie slid the clipboard over and showed her the numbers for the home. She swallowed a lump in her throat at the price. It was well over what she thought the house was worth. 
 
    “I’m not coming back here, Charlie,” she began. “My life is in Missouri now. I…” 
 
    She froze when she saw the Guardians hurrying to her side. They’d put on the gloves used when they had to touch a mated female, and Mark barked out a warning. The Guardians, who were twice his size, rushed past him.  
 
    “Sora, in the car, now!” Vance’s face was half shifted and her cell phone immediately rang. She didn’t answer it right away but knew it was Maverick. 
 
    “Wolves?” she asked, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Yes, and they’re still close. Now, go!”  
 
    There was a commotion as everyone grabbed their things. Packwood was a small community, and they all knew of the dangers that could befall a shifter pride. Mark was very knowledgeable about the rogue packs and was calling for backup when Vance and Levi locked her in the SUV. Vance was in the driver’s seat in an instant and they were speeding away from her home the next. 
 
    Her phone blared again, but she couldn’t retrieve it from her pocket as the SUV was shifting left and right down the winding road leading out of town. 
 
    “What is that? In the woods to the right of the road?” she said, pointing up ahead.  
 
    “Fuck,” Vance snarled as he slammed on the brakes. There were three wolves, hiding…waiting. When they stepped out into the road, Vance and Levi whipped the vehicle around, but there were two more behind them. 
 
    “What do they want?” she barked.  
 
    “They want your land,” Levi cursed and opened his door. There was no way around it. The Guardians were going to have to fight, and it was two on five. Sora prayed there weren’t any others waiting to ambush them.  
 
    The phone continued to wail, but she wasn’t going to answer it. She knew what she had to do. There was no way Levi and Vance could take them on by themselves. “I’m shifting, too.” 
 
    “No!” they both barked. 
 
    “You’re not doing this alone!” she ordered, feeling something magical stirring deep inside her. Strength…anger…power.  
 
    The power swirled around her as her body began to shift. Sirens could be heard off in the distance, but what was about to happen couldn’t be stopped by the police. This was shifter business, and the sheriff knew that. He would have to be there for backup, and Sora prayed none of them got hurt.  
 
    Before Vance or Levi could stop her, she started stripping off her clothes. She would need them later. Her body shimmered and her cougar ripped from her skin, standing tall and strong. A roar ripped from her animal’s throat, warning the wolves of what was coming for them.  
 
    The Guardians were shifted and at her side in an instant. Sora let the animal lead as the magic inside her grew. The muscles in her animal’s body tightened and prepared for the fight. She knew she was going to feel the burn from touching them when she killed them, but it had to be done.  
 
    One black wolf lunged toward her, his teeth snapping as he flew through the air, but her cougar moved to the left to avoid impact. Levi’s cougar attacked the wolf and ripped his throat out before it had a chance to come back toward them.  
 
    Even though the enemy was laying at her Guardian’s feet, the others didn’t care. As one group, the four remaining wolves attacked, and that was when she felt something break free inside her mind. It was a power like she’d never known. 
 
    Her eyesight sharpened, and her body swelled, growing in size. There was a powerful need to protect her pride and slay the enemy. When the smaller gray wolf came at her, she unleashed her claws and lunged for the male, ignoring the burn of pain when she went for his throat, tearing it from his body and rejoicing as it fell limp at her feet. She was in too much of a frenzy to care that its blood was dripping from her face as she was attacked by another wolf. 
 
    The sirens stopped, but her human mind heard Mark call out for his men to stand down. They had blocked off the road, and officers were heading into the forest with weapons to look for others.  
 
    She was hit in the side by another wolf, knocking her on her side. Pain bloomed in her ribs, but her animal was too angry to let it stop her from fighting. There were two left, and Levi was at her side, standing over her for protection while Vance roared his victory with another black wolf. 
 
    The last remaining one leveled its head, staring right into her soul. It was the alpha. The reason why her home had been destroyed. Her cougar snarled at her Guardian, moving him out of the way. Vance came to her side as Levi took her flank. She shifted, not caring about her nudity. 
 
    “Who are you? Why are you here?” she ordered, feeling the power inside her swirl. The pain of touching the males burned like she’d touched the fire with her bare skin, but she was too angry to let it break her down. “Shift! You son of a bitch!” 
 
    The wolf shimmered and a male, tall and filthy with a dark beard stood where the wolf had been. “We are claiming your land, lady alpha.” 
 
    “The fuck you are,” she replied.  
 
    “We’ve already destroyed the home,” he chuckled. “You left it to be taken, and we want it. You may have killed four of my men, but I will make more.” 
 
    “I’ll fight you to my death to keep that from happening,” she warned, taking a step toward him. Levi and Vance growled their disapproval, but they didn’t know Sora was already trained in hand-to-hand combat. She’d learned from some of the older females in the pride who’d taught themselves in secret and against her father’s wishes. 
 
    “So, you’re the alpha,” he laughed. “Females should be birthers…not fighters.” 
 
    “Well, you’ve just met one who doesn’t live by those rules anymore,” she huffed. The wolf would goad her until he was ready to strike, but she wouldn’t give him the chance. She knew how they worked, mentally confusing you until they found your weakness. They were the ultimate narcissist.  
 
    She used her cougar’s strength and launched herself into the air, shifting mid-flight. The wolf alpha saw her coming and shifted to give himself an advantage. It didn’t work. Her animal rolled him over as the burn started in her paws. The pain only made her strength increase. Anger over pain drove her need to rid the earth of this rogue alpha.  
 
    His wolf bit into her shoulder, but she didn’t feel the pain. Levi and Vance ripped the wolf from her, but it didn’t stop her from going for his throat. The Guardians moved away at the sound of her dismay at their interference, but stayed close enough to help should she need it. 
 
    She didn’t need it. 
 
    Before the wolf alpha regained his footing, she was on him…sinking her canines into his throat as the animal’s claws raked down the belly of the alpha, spilling his insides on the pavement. The satisfying sound of his throat being ripped from his body made the cougar rejoice. 
 
    The moment the alpha’s body fell to the ground, Sora shifted and rolled to her side. She was covered in blood and her mouth, arms, and side were on fire. She didn’t cry out…she couldn’t. The power was still affecting her. Like a live wire under her skin, she felt and scented everything…felt everything. It was obvious she’d found her true nature back at the place she’d left it…Washington. Gods, she hated it there. 
 
    “Sora?” Vance bellowed, coming to her side. He laid a wool blanket over her that scented of the sheriff. It must’ve come from his cruiser. “Are you hurt anywhere?” 
 
    “No,” she panted. “Just give me a minute. The burn is awful.” 
 
    “It won’t go away until you get home, but the healer sent us with a sedative,” he offered, holding up a syringe. On her nod, she felt the pinch of the needle as he stuck it in her arm. “Just get me home.” 
 
    “Yes, alpha,” she heard both males say as the sedative began to work. She closed her eyes and let it work. She was lifted and carried to the back of the rented SUV. The next thing she remembered was waking up a few hours later in her hotel room. The Guardians were waiting with their bags. 
 
    “If you can shower, we will sedate you as soon as you are done. Maverick has a private plane waiting for us to use.” 
 
    She fought against the pain and washed the blood from her body. Once she was dressed, they injected her again, and she finally accepted the relief and sleep, knowing she would be with her mate the next time she opened her eyes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    It was dark when Maverick carried his mate from the SUV to the house. The entire pride was there making a path for him as they were on their knees praying and crying for their alpha’s mate. She was sedated, but Cohen, their healer, assured him she would be waking soon. He held his tears back as he walked, turning for his quarters and taking the stairs as fast as he could without jarring her.  
 
    He’d been nuzzling her face to stop the burning she was probably feeling from her cougar’s fight with the wolves. Just the thought of her being in the presence of those rogues sent fury through his veins. He wasn’t there to protect her, but from what his Guardians had reported, she didn’t need saving. They’d felt her powers and her push of magic when they were cornered. Vance said it’d felt like Maverick himself had been there to give the order to fight and kill the wolves. 
 
    She took on an alpha…a rogue alpha! 
 
    He put Sora in the bed and climbed in beside her after he’d removing their clothes. He covered her body with his own and prayed it took the pain away from touching those males. His animal was insistent that he rub his scent on her, marking her again. As he nuzzled her neck and the mating mark he’d put on her skin only days before, he felt her stir. 
 
    “It’s okay, my love,” he cooed. “I’m here. I’ve got you, Sora. You’re home.” 
 
    “Maverick?” She mumbled and fell back asleep. The sedative was finally wearing off, and he wanted to see her beautiful icy blue eyes on him again. He had to make sure she was healed from any damage the fight might’ve caused. Levi said she’d taken a hit to the ribs, and he hoped none of them had broken during the fight. Her shoulder had healed already from the bite the alpha got in on her, too. 
 
    “I love you, Sora, and I need you to wake up…please,” he begged, rocking her body gently. Gods, he was in distress, and his pride felt it. He could feel their worry on top of his, and he was drowning in it. He couldn’t stop his feelings from projecting to them, but he could send out calm. He tried, but it didn’t do much good. Everyone was worried for their alpha’s mate. 
 
    “Mav?” she mumbled again, but this time her voice was clearer. He leaned back slightly and watched as her eyelids fluttered. “Maverick?” 
 
    “It’s me, love,” he promised, kissing her lips. “Wake up for me. I need to know where you have pain.” 
 
    “My side,” she yawned. “Bruised.” 
 
     “It should go away soon,” he advised. “You probably broke some ribs, and they are healed. You’re just feeling the last of the process.” 
 
    “How long have I been home?” Her voice was clearer and her eyes were finally opening. She glanced up at him and he was lost in her gaze. 
 
    “Not long,” he replied. “You scared a hundred years off my life, Sora.” 
 
    “Something strange happened.” She shook her head and that little “v” formed between her eyes. “I felt power…magic.” 
 
    “You’re an alpha like me,” he reminded her. The fear of the fight must’ve brought her suppressed powers from wherever they’d been hiding in her mind.  
 
    “Gran!” she gasped, tightening her fingers on his forearm. “Where is she?” 
 
    “She was downstairs when I brought you home,” he assured her. “Everything and everyone are fine, thanks to you.” 
 
    “I couldn’t let those wolves take over my old home even as much as I hated being there,” she told him, finally shaking off the effects of the drugs in her system. “I need to see her.” 
 
    “You need to gather yourself first,” he warned her. “You’ve had quite a trauma to your body, and your powers have surged. The pride can feel you now. We are connected and because of that, you are connected to them.” 
 
    “They can feel me?” she asked, her eyes wide.  
 
    “Can’t you feel them?” he asked, but continued when she frowned. “Relax, find your powers again, but slowly. Close your eyes, Sora. Do you feel their love for you?” 
 
    She did as she was told and it wasn’t long before a soft smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “Wow.” 
 
    “They love you,” he reminded her, cupping her face. “I love you, Sora.” 
 
    “Oh, Maverick,” she sighed. “I love you, too. Leaving you hurt.” 
 
    “Knowing you were gone made my days too long, and then Levi called out to me when he scented wolves on your land. I tried calling your cell, but you wouldn’t answer. I died a million deaths waiting for word that you were okay. Then, I get the call about the fight and what happened with your powers. I didn’t know if I should be angry as hell that you jumped into a fight with rogue wolves or fucking proud as hell that you found your calling in life.” 
 
    “Don’t be mad,” she begged, pushing him over to his back. Her mating scent mingled with his own as she kissed him. “I’ve had training to fight. Well, it was behind my father’s back with other females from my pride, but I knew how to handle myself.” 
 
    “From the news I heard, you’re a badass,” he teased and cupped her face again as she hovered over him. “Don’t ever do that to me again, Sora.” 
 
    “I don’t ever plan on leaving you again,” she vowed. “I’m taking the insurance money and leaving the sale of what’s left of the property up to the realtor. We can do everything over the phone.” 
 
    “I agree.” He nodded and kissed her again. “Do you want some food? I have meals ready.” 
 
    “I am starving,” she admitted, covering her stomach. “After we eat, I guess I should see everyone.” 
 
    “You can do that whenever you are ready,” he advised. “I’d prefer if you stay here with me, but I know this is important to everyone. Your pride needs to know that you are okay, and then we can spend some time alone.” 
 
    Maverick waited for her to get comfortable in the bed, hurrying to his small kitchen to make her a meal. He watched her while she ate, and they talked more about her land. He was relieved to know she was finally accepting her new status. His mate had been through enough over her lifetime, but all of those events led her right to him.  
 
    They lounged for a bit longer and finally showered and dressed to greet the pride. Sora’s grandmother was the first one to embrace her. They whispered to each other, and he didn’t want to eavesdrop, so he stepped aside while they talked. There were a few tears shed, but her grandmother was happy everything worked out for them both.  
 
    The Guardians put their hands over their hearts and patted their chest as a sign of respect and the vow to follow her into any battle…just as they’d done with him when they were assigned to their places as protectors of the Quinn pride.  
 
    The females doted over her, and she moved about the living room and kitchen, making sure she spoke with everyone in the pride. His house was full, but so was his heart. Sora was going to make an amazing alpha and mate. Together, they would rule their pride until the afterlife called for them.  
 
    She returned to his side a little later and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Thank you for everything. If you hadn’t taken us in, I don’t want to think about what would’ve happened to my Gran and myself.” 
 
    “We won’t think of that, because fate has put us together, Sora,” he reminded her. “Are you ready to learn about your new alpha powers?” 
 
    “Yes,” she agreed, smiling up at him with all of the trust and love in the world. “I’m ready to learn.” 
 
    Thank you for reading! 
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    Garridan's Mate 
 
      
 
    Book #6.5 in the Etherya’s Earth series 
 
      
 
    General Garridan has lived for centuries without a bonded mate. Born an aristocrat, he chose to forgo his family’s wealth and privilege to fight in the Vampyre immortal army. After the centuries-long War of the Species ended, a new foe emerged, reaffirming his vow to protect his people. Although his father wants him to bond with an aristocrat and settle down, Garridan only has eyes for one woman. 
 
      
 
    Siora is a natural warrior. When the immortal army finally allows women to join, she pledges to become the first battalion leader as conflict consumes the realm. Once they defeat Bakari, she can settle into a security role at Lynia and help her father at his farm. Dreams of the amber-eyed Vampyre who relentlessly pushes her during training have no place in her world, even if the general is the only man who’s ever made her long for a bonded mate. 
 
      
 
    Consumed by her skill and effort, along with her inherent natural beauty, Garridan offers to help Siora secure a leadership position as they near the final battle. Although she swears they have no future, Garridan finds himself longing to claim the stubborn woman as his mate, no matter the cost. Can two warriors from different paths find love amid their blazing desire, or will fear douse their spark before it’s barely begun to burn? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Garridan, son of Astaroth, stood atop the grassy hill observing the field below. Thick arms crossed over his chest as his eyes narrowed. Several soldiers in the vast immortal army were competing to become squadron leaders in the final battle against Bakari. The long-lost Vampyre royal sibling had a massive army of his own and was intent on defeating them so he could rule in perpetuity. Garridan was determined to prevent that at all costs. 
 
    “How’s the competition going?” a deep baritone asked. 
 
    “Excellent, Commander,” Garridan said with a nod. “Radomir and Cian have won the majority of the physical contests as expected, with Siora close behind. The three of them excelled at the obstacle courses, the written leadership exam, and the hand-to-hand fights, although Cian did get a nasty black eye that took two hours to heal even with his self-healing abilities.” 
 
    “You can call me Latimus, you know?” the commander said, arching a brow under his black hair, slicked back into a tiny tail secured by a leather strap.  “We’ve fought together since the Awakening. Although we’re both technically aristocrats, you know I hate the formal shit.” 
 
    Garridan smiled into his friend’s ice-blue eyes. “You’re the son of King Markdor and Queen Calla and second in line to the throne. I think you’re a tad more aristocratic than me, but I see your point.” 
 
    “Tordor is second in line to the throne,” Latimus said with a firm nod. “Thank the goddess my brother did his kingly duty and sired an heir.” 
 
    “Do you think they will have another? Tordor is no longer a child. Perhaps they both long for more children.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Latimus’s eyebrows drew together as he stared across the sparring field. “Miranda’s pregnancy was extremely difficult since Tordor was the first ever Vampyre-Slayer hybrid. She almost died in childbirth, and Sathan is hesitant to put her in danger. But”—he held up a finger—“Miranda wears the pants, so if she says she wants another child, Sathan will have her knocked up before the next sunrise.” 
 
    “Said by a man desperately in love with his own bonded.” 
 
    Latimus’s lips twitched. “Indeed. I don’t even try to deny it anymore. Lila has me in the palm of her hand. I just do what I’m told and try to be the best bonded mate and father so she’ll let me keep kissing her. So far, it’s working.” 
 
    Chuckling, Garridan patted Latimus on the shoulder. “Our great and powerful commander, reduced to the whim of a pretty Vampyre aristocrat.” 
 
    “One with a generous soul and selfless spirit,” he said wistfully. “I’ll never deserve her, but that’s never seemed to bother her. I’m one lucky bastard.” Facing Garridan, he asked, “And what of you? I heard rumors you were contemplating asking Celine to bond with you.” 
 
    Garridan grimaced. “Did you happen to hear that from Father? He’s been hounding me to settle down for centuries. Aristocrats rarely become soldiers, but I always felt a calling to fight, even when I was young. Since I’m second-born and my brother performs our formal duties, Father let me train. I think your position as commander was helpful in that decision.” 
 
    “I’m thankful he allowed you to join the army. You’re one of my most cunning and loyal soldiers.” 
 
    “And I’m pretty good at combat, I think?” he joked, rubbing his chin. 
 
    Latimus breathed a laugh. “You are. We’ve fought so many skirmishes side by side. Thank the goddess the War of the Species ended and we vanquished Crimeous. Once Bakari is defeated, we will hopefully secure peace for the immortal world. Do you wish to wait to settle down until our conflict with him is over?” 
 
    Garridan kicked the ground with the toe of his black boot and shook his head. “I’m not in love with Celine,” he said softly. “She is a wonderful female and should bond with someone who can love her in all the ways she deserves.” 
 
    Latimus’s brows lifted. “I see. Does this mean you’re in love with someone else?” 
 
    Pursing his lips, Garridan gazed over the broad field, his eyes landing on the woman who consumed his every thought. She was sparring with Cian, expertly wielding her sword as the much larger male attempted to fight her off. White fangs glinted in the sun as she sliced and swung the weapon through the air, the metal clanking each time it connected with her opponent’s sword. 
 
    Garridan had no rhyme or reason for his uncontrollable desire for her. By all accounts, they were opposites in every way. He, the second-born of wealthy Vampyre aristocrats from the sprawling compound of Valeria. She, a feisty lowborn female from a farming village on the outskirts of the laborer compound, Lynia. Her firm, curvy body and broad shoulders were perfect for carrying the bales of corn her father harvested from the fields that surrounded her small family home. She’d told him of it once, when they’d had a small moment of reprieve—and when she’d somehow forgotten, if only for a short time, that she detested him. 
 
    “Ah,” Latimus said, slowly nodding. “I see.” 
 
    “It is nothing,” Garridan said, straightening his spine. “Siora is just another soldier to me.” 
 
    Silence stretched between them before Latimus cupped his shoulder. “My friend, you are a terrible liar.” 
 
    He scoffed and elicited a sigh. “Siora seems to think I’m a misogynistic snob who doesn’t believe women deserve a place in our army.” 
 
    “That’s not even close to true,” Latimus said, bristling. “You were one of the first to support allowing females to join the combat troops. Where did she obtain that notion?” 
 
    “She is a talented soldier, and I push her. She finished a clear and resounding third place in all the physical trials we’ve held over the past week and finished first on the written exam. There is no doubt she will secure one of the squadron leader positions.” 
 
    “Our first female squadron leader,” Latimus said, reverence in his tone. “My mother would be proud.” 
 
    “Yes. Siora thinks I single her out because she is a woman, but that isn’t true. She has the potential to become a multi-squadron lieutenant one day, and I push her because I want her to excel. But she’s exceedingly stubborn and often antagonistic, which I see as her greatest drawback.” 
 
    “Perhaps she is antagonistic because she desires you as well.” 
 
    “I never said I desire her,” Garridan muttered. 
 
    Latimus gave him a droll look. “You didn’t have to.” 
 
    Sighing, Garridan rubbed his hand over his face. “Desire has no place in our army or the conflict with Bakari. I will train her and help her succeed, and then she will become squadron leader. That is my main focus. I’m tired of being consumed by war and wish for our people to live in peace.” 
 
    “As do I, my friend. Hopefully, it will happen in the upcoming battle.  I’m going to join the troops in their sparring session. Want to join me?” 
 
    “I’ll stay here and continue observing. I’ll record my notes this evening before heading home. We should be able to announce the new battalion leaders next week.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Latimus said, fangs flashing as he gave a salute and began trudging down the hill. 
 
    “Don’t let Cian kick your ass again!” Garridan teased, chuckling when Latimus lifted his fist and extended his middle finger as he trailed toward the troops. 
 
    Glancing at Siora again, he noticed she had knocked the weapon from her sparring partner’s hand and now held the tip of her sword against his neck, waiting for him to call mercy. Damn, she was fierce. Tamping down his admiration, he reminded himself he needed to focus on observing all the soldiers, not just the one who always drew his gaze with her masterful skill, gorgeous body, and piercing ice-blue gaze. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Siora gritted her teeth, thrusting her sword into her opponent’s chest before he grunted and backed away. 
 
    “Damn it, Siora,” Cian said, holding his hand to his chest. “That fucking hurt.” 
 
    “You’re wearing protective gear,” she said, scowling. “You struck me just as hard in the side, and I didn’t even wince.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re tougher than me,” he said, still rubbing his chest as he grinned, “or maybe you don’t have the ability to hit like a girl.” 
 
    “Hit like a girl, my ass,” she muttered, tossing her sword to the ground before picking up the container to chug some much-needed water. Wiping her mouth with the back of her arm, she sighed. “I’ve never hit like a girl.” 
 
    “Truer words.” 
 
    Latimus approached, calling all the troops together and informing them they would spar another hour before heading home. Siora glanced at the sun, noting it was still looming above the horizon, and was pleased she’d have time to help her father at the farm before darkness settled in. 
 
    “You’re doing very well, Siora,” Latimus murmured, and she turned to stare into his sky-blue eyes. “I have no doubt you will become a battalion leader before the final battle with Bakari. After we win, you can have your choice of assignments, whether it be field-based or tailored toward security. I still plan to maintain an army, although it hopefully won’t need to be as formidable since we will finally be at peace.” 
 
    “I love combat,” she said, lifting a shoulder. “There’s something cathartic about kicking someone’s ass.” 
 
    Chuckling, he gave a nod. “That there is. Keep excelling, and you could become head of security at one of the compounds. That should keep you busy.” 
 
    “Lynia is my home, so that’s where I’d like to be stationed regardless of which position I attain. I’ll do my best to earn it.” 
 
    “I have no doubt.” Lifting his brows, he asked, “Want to spar with this old man?” He pointed his thumbs at his chest. “I’m feeling the need to expend some energy.” 
 
    Siora couldn’t contain her smile. A request from the powerful commander to spar with him in front of the troops was an honor and would help cement her status as a competent soldier. The army had only recently allowed women to join the combat troops, and she felt an intense obligation to prove the decision was warranted. 
 
    “I’m not going to go easy on you,” she said, arching a brow. 
 
    “I’d be disappointed if you did.” Striding toward the weaponry rack, Latimus selected a sword. Soldiers milled around, gathering to watch the impending showdown. 
 
    Lifting her sword, Siora crouched and pointed it straight at his chest. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    He settled into position before charging, and she felt the magnificent surge of adrenaline she always felt when an impending challenge occurred. Then, she swung her sword through the air, thrilled when the metal clanked against the commander’s, and got down to the task of kicking his ass. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Siora arrived home that evening as the sun lingered over the far-off mountains, a bright, orange orb in the graying sky. Tossing her bag on the porch, she headed behind their small two-bedroom house to the fields lined with corn. Her father was hunched over, picking the husks and depositing them in his basket. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” she said, her tone soft so she wouldn’t startle him. “Want me to help? I can grab a basket from the shed.” 
 
    “Hi, sweetie,” he said, rising and extending his hands. Grasping them, she placed a kiss on his forehead. “I’m almost finished, but thank you. The harvest has been good this year. Thank the goddess for the growing population of hungry Slayers and Deamons on our tiny compound. I’ve been selling out at my booth every weekend. The reconciliation of the species has been fantastic for business.” 
 
    “Better than all the centuries harvesting corn for the Slayers imprisoned at Astaria, that’s for sure. Maybe we’ll make enough to actually build the annex onto the house this year.” 
 
    “I think we might,” he said, light blue eyes the mirror image of hers sparkling in the rays of the lowering sun. “Your mother would be proud.” 
 
    “I’d like to think so,” she said, sifting the toe of her boot through the tilled dirt. “I still remember her singing to me all those years ago, before she was slain in the Awakening.” 
 
    “Goddess, but she had a beautiful voice,” he said wistfully, briefly closing his eyes. “You were the light of our lives. Our little Siora.” 
 
    “And then I became your big Siora,” she teased, lifting her arms. “I think I’m a head taller than you, Dad.” 
 
    “You have the constitution of a warrior. I have no idea where it came from, although your mother’s brother was a fine soldier, Etherya bless his soul.” He laid his hand over his heart. “I miss both of them terribly.” 
 
    Siora’s eyes darted between his. “Would you consider bonding again? If I continue to excel in the army, it’s possible I’ll have to move closer to the main castle at Lynia’s town square if I get promoted. I don’t want you to be alone.” 
 
    “It’s only a forty-minute walk into town,” he said, waving his hand, “and I know my daughter will come to visit me.” 
 
    “I will, and I can also teach you to drive a four-wheeler.” 
 
    “None of that,” he said, shaking his head. “I’m not interested in the human technology you soldiers toy around with. I have two working legs, and they can carry me into town just fine.” 
 
    Chuckling, Siora tilted her head. “You know, I’m pretty sure I get my stubborn streak from you. It runs pretty deep.” 
 
    “Then I am proud,” he said, lowering to pick up the basket full of corn. “It is a noble quality no matter how badly your mother used to tease me for it. One must stand by their convictions.” 
 
    Siora reached over and tugged the basket from his hands, settling it on her hip as he emitted a huff.  
 
    “I can carry it, dear.” 
 
    “Let your daughter help you. You’ve worked all day.”  
 
    They trailed toward the home, Siora placing the basket in the shed before locking it. 
 
    “I’ll get to shucking them in the morning,” he said. “Let’s have dinner. I’ve got some Slayer blood ready, and Ophelia dropped off some nice wine she picked up in town.” 
 
    Grinning at the mention of their neighbor, who Siora suspected had a crush on her dad, she cupped his shoulder. “She’s a nice woman, Dad.” 
 
    “She is,” he said, climbing the wooden steps to enter their home. “I wasn’t sure when Queen Miranda and King Sathan decreed reformed Deamons could live on our compounds, but she is lovely.” 
 
    “You could take a day off and escort her into town for one of the street fairs.” 
 
    “Stop trying to matchmake, girl,” he said, shooing her with his hand. “I’m too old for that nonsense.” 
 
    “You’re never too old—” 
 
    “Enough,” he interrupted. “We should be discussing finding a mate for you.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she huffed. “Thanks, but I’m all set. I told you, I like being single.” 
 
    Curiosity entered his gaze. “Don’t you want someone to come home to after your long days of training to protect our world? Don’t you want to give your father some grandbabies?” 
 
    “Oh, brother,” she muttered. “We’ve officially entered the uncomfortable portion of the evening. Come on—let’s table this and have dinner and wine. That should take your mind off grilling me.” 
 
    They trailed inside, her father dismissing the subject for now, but Siora knew it would rear its head again. Reminding herself that he loved her and wanted what he thought was best, she let the conversation go. 
 
    Siora had never longed for a partner or to have kids. Was she against it? Not really. But being a plain, stocky girl who’d grown into a brawny, intimidating woman didn’t really appeal to men in her experience. She wasn’t biddable or coy or whatever the hell Vampyre males wanted in their mates. Although the immortal world had evolved somewhat from its stuffy, traditional history, it still remained quite staid in her opinion. Now she was a warrior in the army and that only decreased her chances of finding a mate. 
 
    In her experience, Vampyre males wanted soft, wispy women who would giggle and bat their eyelashes as they flirted. Siora had never flirted in her damn life and had no reason to start now. She could never fake being someone she wasn’t. It just wasn’t in her DNA. 
 
    She liked being tough and was pretty sure she would one day become the highest-ranking female officer in the immortal army if she kept up her grueling training. No one knew she woke up at 4:00 a.m. every day and trained an extra two hours before reporting to duty. She was determined to be as formidable as any man on the field—more formidable if she had her way—no matter the energy she had to expend. 
 
    There was honor in that, and it satisfied her more than any man ever could. 
 
    Even General Garridan… 
 
    Gritting her teeth at the words as they silently flitted through her brain, she squeezed her lids shut, trying to rid her mind of the image of his strikingly handsome face. Deep amber eyes stared back at her, refusing to vanish no matter how hard she tried. His fangs glistened atop his full lower lip in her vision, above strong shoulders and a chiseled chest. The aristocrat towered over her, which had always been disconcerting. Very few men made her feel small, but the infuriating general certainly did. If he wanted to envelop her in his thick arms and tug her head back to claim her lips, he could overpower her in a second… 
 
    “Dear?” her father asked, perplexed as he held up two goblets. “Ready for dinner?” 
 
    “Yes,” she uttered, frustrated she was daydreaming yet again about the asinine general’s kiss. The visions had become more frequent lately, especially since he sparred shirtless around the troops. How was her brain supposed to function when he bared that magnificent chest at every opportunity? 
 
    “Bastard.” 
 
    “Who is?” her father asked. 
 
    Damn, she’d said it out loud. Sighing, she shook her head and sat at the small table, grasping the goblet of Slayer blood and lifting it high. “No one. To another great harvest. Congrats, Dad. It’s going to be a good year.” 
 
    Clinking his glass with hers, his eyes sparkled. “It certainly is.” 
 
    Settling in to the lovely meal with her favorite person on the planet, Siora tried to push thoughts of Garridan from her mind while inwardly admitting the task was futile. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Garridan scowled behind the wheel of the utility vehicle as he approached his home at Valeria. It sat beside his parents’ austere mansion but wasn’t as large. They’d given him the plot of land centuries ago, hoping he would build a home, settle down with a bonded mate, and have children. Well, one out of three wasn’t bad, he guessed. 
 
    His father sat on the porch, his face an impassive mask as always. Turning off the four-wheeler, Garridan steeped from the vehicle and approached. 
 
    “Hello, Father. I expected you to already be at dinner with Mother and Sebastian.” 
 
    “Sebastian was held up at the governor’s mansion and won’t make dinner tonight. It afforded me the opportunity to speak to you.” 
 
    Lowering into the chair opposite his father, Garridan eyed him warily. “If you’re looking to argue, I’m exhausted and would rather wait until I have the energy.” 
 
    Astaroth’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t be antagonistic. This will only take a moment, but it’s important.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Would you like to go inside?” 
 
    “It’s a nice evening,” Garridan said, relaxing in the chair. In truth, he cherished his space and didn’t want his father’s toxic energy inside his home. “Let’s chat here.” 
 
    “Very well.” Lacing his fingers, he rested his hands in his lap. “There is a fundraiser in two weeks as the king and queen are looking to raise money for the army. It will be held in the main ballroom at Valeria’s governor’s mansion.” 
 
    “Good,” Garridan said with a nod. “The new TECs are expensive, and it will be nice for the aristocrats to contribute to the cause.” 
 
    “As opposed to you, who contributes with brawn and sweat. I am still frustrated you donated your entire trust to the immortal army. I can’t fathom how you exist on a soldier’s salary.” 
 
    “This land you gave me was all I needed,” he said, gesturing with his hand. “I have a home and a job I love. Wars are expensive, and we must win them if you want to keep living your lavish lifestyle.” 
 
    “Don’t mock me. You are still the beneficiary of much privilege as my son.” 
 
    “I know,” he said, softening his tone. “I appreciate what you and mother have done for me. I’m sorry you don’t understand my choices. We’ve been doing quite well at agreeing to disagree, haven’t we?” 
 
    His father’s lips twitched. “We have, but I fear that might soon change.” 
 
    Garridan’s eyebrows lifted. “Because?” 
 
    Silence stretched between them before he spoke. “Because I have promised Handor you will accompany Celine to the fundraiser as her escort.” 
 
    Grimacing, he shook his head. “No. It’s possible I won’t even be available that evening. The training sessions are becoming more intense as we near the final battle with Bakari.” 
 
    “Son,” Astaroth said, leaning forward, “when the battle is over and the immortals win by the grace of Etherya, you will have no place as a soldier. It will be time to resume your aristocratic duties. Time to find a mate and settle down. Celine would be a fine choice.” 
 
    “Celine is a lovely woman, but she is not my mate,” he said with finality. “And I will still remain in the army in some capacity. I love it too much to leave.” 
 
    “Ridiculous,” he spat, sitting back and huffing in frustration. “You have a duty!” 
 
    “Duty is what we make of it, Father.” Running a hand through his thick, dark hair, he sighed. “I won’t let you push me into a life I don’t want. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Rising, his father’s thin body vibrated with anger. “You know nothing of duty,” he said, jabbing a finger in his face. “Nothing of what it means to uphold your aristocratic obligation with honor!” 
 
    “Don’t yell at me,” Garridan said, rising to his full height, several inches above his father. “I don’t want to argue. Focus on Sebastian if you must. Perhaps you can ‘save’ one of your sons from ruin,” he said sardonically, making quotation marks with his fingers. 
 
    “Sebastian is another story, and I won’t let you change the subject. At least he sits on the council and fulfills his aristocratic obligation. You both need to bond with an honorable female, but he does not shirk his duty.” 
 
    “You have some nerve to say I shirk duty when I’ve fought by Commander Latimus’s side for centuries. Go home to mother. I’m done with this conversation.” Dismissing him, he began to walk toward the front door. 
 
    His father grabbed his arm, causing him to whirl around, and anger simmered in his gut. 
 
    “I will donate the funds to Queen Miranda for her to purchase a thousand additional TECs for the final battle if”—he lifted a finger—“you escort Celine to the fundraiser in two weeks’ time. If not, you can explain to the queen why I have withdrawn my donation.” 
 
    “That’s absurd. Defeating Bakari will help solidify your safety as well. You’re drowning in money and will barely miss the donation.” 
 
    “I’ve made my decision,” he said, slicing a hand through the air. With a final nod, he began trudging down the stairs. “I would like an answer tomorrow so I can confirm to Celine’s father you will accompany her. Good night, son. I won’t tell your mother of your disparagement of our heritage. It would break her heart.” 
 
    Garridan watched him stalk away with slitted eyes, furious at being manipulated with the one thing he loved most: protecting his people. Wondering for the millionth time how he was related to someone so cold and unyielding, Garridan muttered to himself as he unlocked the door and stepped inside. 
 
    After a warm shower and much contemplation, he sat down to enjoy his dinner of Slayer blood and wine. Furious, he admitted he would accompany Celine to the fundraiser because his men needed all the extra weapons they could get. 
 
    “Your soldiers need all the weapons they can get,” he murmured in a self-deprecating tone, acknowledging Siora would shoot him a hate-filled glare if he called the troops “men.” He’d done it a few times in front of her—out of habit and certainly unconsciously—and she’d raked him over the coals for it each time. 
 
    Feeling the corner of his lips curve, he acknowledged how much he cherished her furious scolding. Hell, he actually longed for it. She would stare up at him with those gorgeous eyes, spittle flying between her fangs as she laid into him. Sometimes, she would even shove him or punch his arm before he gave her a look of warning, reminding her he was her superior. Her glorious features would form a scowl under her short cap of black hair, and she’d grunt before walking away, muttering to herself what an ass he was. 
 
    Would she grunt like that if he returned her touch? If he drew her toward him and fashioned those full red lips into some action other than scolding him? Perhaps kissing him with fervor, as he longed to do to her, or placing the plump flesh over other parts of his body… 
 
    Glancing down, Garridan grimaced at the erection now tenting his sweatpants. All it took was one thought of Siora’s gorgeous lips, and he was hard as a damn rock. Deciding he needed a release, he slid his hand beneath the waistband, gripping his turgid cock as he groaned. 
 
    “Siora,” he whispered, sliding his hand back and forth over the sensitive flesh, imagining it was her hand…her lips…her tongue… 
 
    And then, he closed his eyes, allowing himself to fully succumb to the vivid dream he wished was reality. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The next day, Siora sparred with one of the new recruits from Naria as Garridan and Latimus observed. The new soldier, Kristoff, was skilled and quick as a damn jackrabbit. Every time she tried to gain the upper hand, he anticipated her strike. Frustrated, she gave a grunt and thrust her weapon. He knocked it to the ground and promptly held his blade to her neck, causing her to curse. 
 
    “You’re dropping your hip, Siora,” Garridan’s deep voice boomed from several feet away. “It’s a tell, and that’s how Kristoff keeps gaining the advantage.” 
 
    “I’m doing nothing of the sort,” she gritted, knocking Kristoff’s weapon away with her arm. “Get that thing away from me. You won this skirmish. I concede.” The words tasted like gravel on her tongue, but she figured they were the fastest way to get everyone’s attention off her and back to something else so she could lick her wounds. 
 
    “You’ll need to remedy your weaknesses if you want to become a battalion leader,” Garridan said. “Not to mention, it will come in handy against Bakari’s Deamon soldiers.” 
 
    “Thanks, Captian Obvious,” she said, rolling her eyes before giving him a scowl. “I’ve been training in my father’s fields for centuries, waiting for the time you cavemen would let women into the army. I think I’ve got this.” 
 
    “Take five,” Latimus commanded to Kristoff and the other nearby soldiers, although his gaze was firm on Siora’s. “We’ll resume after you all grab some water across the field.” The soldiers dispersed while Siora held firm, understanding the commander was displeased with her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said, lowering her gaze and kicking the ground. “I got frustrated.” 
 
    “I understand,” Latimus said, approaching her. Garridan followed close behind, and she felt the annoying sting of tears behind her eyelids. The last thing she wanted was for the handsome soldier she claimed to detest to see her vulnerable.  
 
    Straightening her spine, she cleared her throat. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    “You are a natural leader, Siora,” Latimus said, compassion and firmness in his tone. “But you cannot disrespect General Garridan. He is your commanding officer and has earned the respect that entails.” 
 
    Feeling like a scolded child, she nodded. “I’m sorry, General Garridan.” 
 
    Garridan shot Latimus a look before those deep amber eyes locked onto hers. “You almost sound contrite. Good job, Siora.” 
 
    Her chin jutted forward. “Don’t placate me! You’ve observed the soldiers sparring for two hours on this field, and I’m the only one you’ve critiqued!” 
 
    “Siora—” Latimus said. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Garridan interjected, showing his palm. “She’s right.” Facing her, he tilted his head. “I called you out because I see the most potential in you, Siora. You are already an excellent soldier, but there is another level you can attain. I push you because I believe in you.” 
 
    Feeling her eyebrow arch, she placed her hands on her hips. “Or because I’m a woman, and you think I’m not capable.” 
 
    A wounded expression crossed his features before it vanished, and guilt welled in her chest. Damn it. Now, she felt like a jerk. 
 
    “I know I’ve slipped up since females joined the army, and I’m working on that, Siora. I’ve been a soldier for centuries in a male-dominated army. It would be nice if you could cut me some slack.” 
 
    Wanting to be done with the annoying and uncomfortable conversation, she gave a nod. “Fine. I’ll work on not dropping my hip. I have to work ten times as hard to excel, and even with that effort, I make mistakes I’m not even aware of. It’s infuriating. I apologize for taking it out on you.” 
 
    His eyes darted over her face. “I could help you…if you’d like. No obligation or pressure. We already work long hours as it is.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, eyes narrowing. 
 
    He shrugged. “I can have some sparring sessions with you early in the morning, or after our daily training, where we work on ensuring you don’t drop the hip. I think I can help since I’ve observed you in several sparring sessions.” 
 
    “That’s an excellent idea,” Latimus said. “I want you to be our first female battalion leader, Siora. You’ve worked hard for it, and you deserve it. Plus, it will make my feminist sister-in-law and her hardheaded sister happy,” he said, referencing Queen Miranda and Governor Evie. “Any opportunity to improve your skills only helps get you to that position faster.” 
 
    Swallowing thickly, Siora contemplated. She couldn’t tell them she already got up early to perform extra training each morning. It was something she didn’t want anyone to know, lest they perceive her needing the extra conditioning as a weakness. Still, she saw the merit in Garridan’s offer. 
 
    “I can only do evenings,” she said, her voice gruff although she didn’t know why. It certainly had nothing to do with the fact she was about to sign up for private sparring sessions with the hottest Vampyre she’d ever met. Nope. Not at all. 
 
    “Evenings are fine,” he said with a nod. “We can use the indoor facilities at Lynia’s training center.” 
 
    It rarely rained in the immortal world. Many credited their revered goddess Etherya, who they believed blessed them with warm, sun-kissed days. However, each compound in the immortal world had an indoor training center for the days it did rain, designed by Kenden, the brave and cunning Slayer commander, and built by laborers from Naria, Lynia, and Restia. 
 
    “Okay,” she said, nodding. “I appreciate the offer. Should we start this evening?” 
 
    “I have a commitment this evening, but tomorrow evening works. We can pick up some Slayer blood along the way and ingest it before we begin our training.” 
 
    Curiosity threatened to choke her as she wondered what his plans were this evening. Did they involve Celine? She’d heard various rumors Garridan would bond with the aristocrat after the final battle with Bakari. Siora had observed Celine a few times, mostly when she’d been tasked with delivering various firearms and weapons to the soldiers who guarded Valeria’s large castle. Celine frequented the castle since she was good friends with the governor’s daughter, and Siora admitted the woman was exceedingly gorgeous. 
 
    She had long, flaxen hair that flitted in the breeze, and she seemed to walk as if she was in slow motion. Her frame was willowy and always covered with the flowing, regal gowns many aristocratic women still insisted on wearing even though their kingdom had become more modernized over the past decades. Glancing down at her own tactical gear—black cargo pants, a T-shirt, and dirt-stained boots—Siora admitted she and Celine were polar opposites. 
 
    The woman was a tiny wisp of a thing, whereas Siora was thick and brawny. There wasn’t a feminine curve on her, nor was there an undefined muscle. She was sinewy and strong, and she damn well liked it that way. Garridan might covet a porcelain beauty like Celine, and that was just fine, because it added yet another reason to the ten thousand others tallied in her head as to why she needed to squelch her unwanted attraction to the general. 
 
    “Siora?” 
 
    “Tomorrow’s fine,” she said, lifting her chin. “Thank you, General Garridan. Hopefully, I can learn quickly, and we’ll only need a few sessions.” 
 
    Something unreadable flitted across his face before he spoke. “I’ll do my best. It’s a pretty bad tell.” 
 
    Biting the inside of her cheek, she resisted the urge to tell him to stuff it before catching Latimus’s almost inaudible chuckle. 
 
    “I think he’s joking with you, Siora.” 
 
    “I am,” Garridan said, smiling. By the goddess, the gesture transformed his features into something so sexy her damn knees felt weak. When had she become one of the simpering women she professed to hate? Good. Fucking. Grief. 
 
    “Maybe we’ll even become friends as we spar,” he continued, arching a brow. 
 
    “I don’t need any more friends,” she said, although the statement rang false. In truth, her friends were comprised of the other soldiers, especially Jack, Latimus’s son, and his friend Brecken, both of whom she held great affection for. Other than that, her best friend in the world was her father. Which was pretty fucking lame. Sighing, she shook her head. “But I’m sure it will make me detest you less. That’s a good start.” 
 
    Amusement entered his amber gaze along with a slight twinge of mirth, and she damn near fainted. What were women supposed to do when the man they’d had a multitude of unwanted lust-filled dreams about looked them straight in the eye like that? Clenching her thighs together, she commanded her body to stay calm. Vampyres had a heightened sense for arousal, and if she grew slick from his searing gaze, he would certainly smell it. 
 
    “I look forward to the opportunity to make you like me, if only a little.” He held his thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “On that note, I’m going to grab some water before we resume.” Pivoting, he sauntered toward the soldiers who stood by the far-off replenishment station, his broad shoulders beckoning to her. 
 
    “He believes in you, Siora,” Latimus said, palming her shoulder. “Someone of his rank doesn’t have to dedicate one-on-one time to training a cadet.” 
 
    “I know, and I’m grateful,” she said, feeling her throat bob. “I’ll make an effort to do better with him. I have a rather large chip on my shoulder, in case you didn’t notice. You all kept us out of the army for a long fucking time, Commander.” 
 
    “We did,” he said, grimacing. “Believe me, Miranda and Evie have raked me over the coals extensively for that oversight. Having you and the other fifty women in this first batch of recruits has only made us better. I look forward to the day when our army is comprised equally of men and women.” 
 
    “Me too. Thank you for believing in me. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “I know you won’t. Now, I know you’re a super soldier compared to the rest of us, but I need some water. Come drink some with me so I don’t feel bad.” 
 
    With a grin, she fell into step beside him, pushing away her reservations about training with Garridan. She would plow through them like she always plowed through tough situations, and it would ultimately make her a better soldier. Focusing on the positives, she replenished her electrolytes, ready to embark on the next round of training. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Garridan found Celine that evening in the fragrant gardens surrounding the massive governor’s castle at Valeria. He’d quickly headed home and showered after finishing with the troops and felt it imperative to speak to her regarding the upcoming fundraiser. She was friends with Governor Camron’s daughter, Hilara, and could often be found at the mansion. 
 
    “General Garridan,” Celine said, rising from the stone bench beside a row of green bushes. “How lovely to see you.” 
 
    “Hello, Celine,” he said with a courteous nod. “And hello, Hilara. You both look like you’re enjoying the nice weather before the sun sets.” 
 
    “We are,” Hilara said, rising, “but it’s almost time for dinner. You’ll call me later, Celine?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said as her straight blond hair flitted in the breeze. “Have a good evening.” 
 
    “May I escort you home?” Garridan asked, offering his arm as Hilara waved before heading back toward the mansion. 
 
    “You may, sir.” Her tone was teasing as she placed her arm in his, and they began to stroll past the soldiers who lined the path, ensuring the safety of the governor’s family. “I assume you want to speak about the fundraiser.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, hoping the conversation didn’t become uncomfortable. He’d always liked Celine, and although it wasn’t a love match, he didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “Our fathers are intent on matchmaking. Although we come from traditional families, I rather thought they would see the benefit of us choosing our own bonded mates.” 
 
    Blue eyes sparkled as she grinned. “So you do not desire to sweep me off my feet? My heart is broken.” She placed a hand over her chest. 
 
    “I hope you’re joking,” he said as they trailed onto the sidewalk lining the two blocks that led to her family’s large home. “If not, I might be the cad my father accuses me of being.” 
 
    Chuckling, she shook her head. “You are wonderful, Garridan, truly. But…” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “I…well, this is hard to say out loud.” Clearing her throat, she said, “I fear I love another. Or, at least, I think I do.” 
 
    Curiosity coursed through him. Celine usually wore a polite expression that showed nothing of her feelings—a manifestation of her strict aristocratic upbringing. He’d never seen one hint of desire or longing on her pretty features.  
 
    Unable to squelch the curiosity, he asked, “Anyone I know?” 
 
    White fangs squished her lip as she gazed up at him, contemplating. “Hilara is the only other one who knows. I don’t want to tell anyone else, lest it start an untoward rumor. Regardless, he does not return my affection, so it matters naught.” 
 
    “I find that hard to believe, Celine,” he murmured. “You are one of the most beautiful women in our kingdom and would make a wonderful bonded mate.” 
 
    “To everyone but you,” she chided, amusement in her eyes. 
 
    “I would not make you happy. I’m a brute who enjoys war and combat. You’d do better with someone more refined like Sebastian.” 
 
    She tensed for a brief moment, and realization slammed through him.  
 
    “By the goddess, is it Sebastian you have feelings for?” 
 
    She quickly shook her head. “Of course not. He’s a proclaimed bachelor, and I have it on good authority he asked Mila to accompany him to the fundraiser.” 
 
    Smiling, Garridan inwardly acknowledged his brother’s cleverness. They’d known Mila since they were children as her family’s estate bordered their own. The three of them were close, which meant Garridan and Sebastian knew secrets Mila kept close to her heart—the most closely guarded one being that she preferred women to men. 
 
    In their provincial kingdom, Mila had guarded the secret for centuries, enjoying her independence and remaining solo. Now that Queen Miranda and Governer Evie of Takelia had modernized the kingdom, Garridan hoped Mila would one day feel comfortable enough to find a female mate who would make her happy. In the meantime, she and Sebastian had a nice ruse going. They often accompanied each other to functions, ensuring both sets of parents wouldn’t meddle or try to match them with an unwanted suitor. 
 
    Of course, Garridan would never divulge this information to Celine. It was Mila’s to tell, whenever she was ready. But he could at least ease Celine’s doubt as to his brother’s intentions. 
 
    “I assure you, Sebastian is not interested in Mila romantically. They are friends and nothing more.” 
 
    They halted in front of the black metal gate that arched above the walkway to her home, and she studied him. “How do you know?” 
 
    “I just know,” he said, dropping his arm to his side once she slid hers away. “Sebastian has no desire to bond right now, which I understand, but when he does, I hope you will not be shy.” 
 
    Wrinkling her nose, she said, “A proper Vampyre female aristocrat is taught to be soft-spoken and demure.” 
 
    “Which is rubbish,” he muttered. “Our queen does not believe that, and neither should you.” 
 
    She glanced toward the mansion. “I don’t want to embarrass my parents.” 
 
    “Perhaps asserting yourself could land you a bonded mate they would be proud of. It might be something to think about.” 
 
    “Perhaps.” Lifting to her toes, she gave him a quick peck on the cheek. “Thank you for walking me home. I look forward to accompanying you to the fundraiser.” 
 
    “As do I. Thank you for understanding. I didn’t want to make things awkward.” 
 
    “Of course not,” she said, waving her hand. “I’m not an idiot. I know you don’t desire me.” Narrowing her eyes, she contemplated. “I think you need someone strong who will challenge you and keep you on your toes. Whoever she is will be very lucky.” Lowering into a slight curtsy, she rose and pushed open the gate. “Good night, General Garridan.” 
 
    “Good night, Celine.” 
 
    Garridan strode back to the four-wheeler at Valeria, contemplating their conversation. For some reason, he liked the idea of Sebastian courting Celine. His brother would fight it, of course, since he much preferred focusing on his council duties and remaining unattached. But he’d also been drifting like that for years. Hell, they both had in their own ways. Was it time for them to possibly contemplate settling down? 
 
    Siora’s face appeared in his mind, dirt-stricken and fierce, and he sighed as he slid into the vehicle. Frustrated her image appeared every time he envisioned a bonded mate, he pushed the four-wheeler into gear and drove home, determined to let go of something that could never be. After all, one certainly didn’t bond with the person who detested them more than anyone else on the planet. He’d do well to remember that. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    After a grueling day of training, Siora grabbed her pack and slung it over her shoulders, aware of the butterflies that flitted inside her belly. She was nervous as hell to train with Garridan but was determined he would never know. Approaching him where he stood by the four-wheeler, she observed him wave goodbye to Cian before he turned and trotted away. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked, unable to control the gravelly rasp in her voice. 
 
    “Ready,” he said with a nod. “I’ll drive us to town to grab some Slayer blood on the way to the training center.” 
 
    “Cool.” She slid into the passenger seat, awareness coursing through her as he folded his large body behind the wheel.  
 
    The engine roared to life, and he maneuvered the vehicle to the proper gear. Glancing at his tanned arm, Siora noticed the muscles, strained and sinewy, and licked her suddenly dry lips. Damn it. When did arms become sexy? She really needed to get a grip. 
 
    He drove to town, where they purchased two portable containers of Slayer blood from the market before proceeding to the training center. They spoke rarely, about their fellow soldiers mostly, but the energy between them wasn’t uncomfortable. Instead, she found their moments of silence felt quite…natural, which she hadn’t expected. 
 
    “What’s that smirk for?” he asked, his deep baritone lined with amusement. 
 
    “I just…” Waving her hand, she searched for the words. “I thought being stuck in a four-wheeler with you would suck, but it’s not so bad.” 
 
    “Why, Siora,” he said, resting his hand over his heart, “you have such a way with words.” 
 
    She punched his arm, causing him to chuckle as he rubbed away the sting. “Ouch. Wait until we start sparring at least.” 
 
    She’d never seen him like this, more relaxed than when they were training, and it melted something inside she didn’t know was frozen. Deciding to roll with the sentiment, she softly uttered, “Thank you.” 
 
    He glanced over, thick hair ruffling in the wind of the open-topped vehicle, but remained silent. 
 
    “For training me,” she explained as if he were daft. “You didn’t have to. I know I’ve been a huge bitch to you, and I’m…well, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Full lips curved into a genuine smile, causing her heart to slam inside her chest. Keep it chill, Siora, she inwardly chided. Being friendly was one thing, but she could not let her arousal take over. He would smell it in an instant, and she would be mortified, especially since he was all but betrothed to Celine. 
 
    “I appreciate the apology, and I’ll reciprocate with one.” Amber eyes shone in the newly risen moonlight as they approached the training center. “I’ve fallen into bad habits and needed someone to break me of them. I’m very glad you came along, Siora. Maybe you can rid me of my caveman habits once and for all. Or is it caveperson?” Parking the vehicle, he rubbed his chin as he stared at the sky. 
 
     “Ha ha,” she chided, knowing he was making fun of her. “You haven’t called the troops ‘men’ in a while, so I’ll let that one go.” Jumping out, she slung her bag over her shoulder and fell into step beside him.  
 
    Once they were inside, he illuminated the training room, and they walked to the corner where the floor was lined with blue mats. 
 
    “I figured we can spar here,” he said, pointing to the mats. “They’re soft enough that if you throw me on my ass, I’ll survive.” 
 
    “Good, because I’m planning on kicking your ass.” 
 
    His resulting grin was so sexy she squeezed her thighs together, willing her arousal to stay at bay. “Can’t wait.” 
 
    Setting her bag on the nearby bench, she pulled out the Slayer decanter, drinking before replacing the top. “I’d like to change into yoga clothes if that works,” she said, glancing down at her tactical wear. “Better for sparring inside.” 
 
    “I brought a change of clothes too. Let’s change and get to work.” 
 
    After changing in their respective locker rooms, Siora exited to find him stretching atop the center mat. He was barefoot beneath black sweatpants and a tight black muscle shirt. Although her eyes were dying to glance at the juncture between his thighs—which she may have noticed held a significant bulge for the scant moment she assessed him—she aimed her gaze at his stunning eyes and straightened her spine.  
 
    “Okay, let’s work on this damn dropped hip I can’t seem to shake.” 
 
    Approaching, she stood before him, noticing his eyes dart to the swell of her breasts, pushed high by the sports bra she wore beneath her loose tank top. Suddenly, she felt small in her bare feet beneath her capri yoga pants as he towered above her. The tactical gear she wore on the field added an extra layer that had now been shed. Feeling vulnerable, she glanced toward the weaponry rack that lined the wall, needing a break from his solid gaze. 
 
    “Should we grab a sword or sparring stick?” 
 
    “Let’s give it a go without the weapons first. We’ll pretend we have them so your body can move naturally, and I can point out the tell.”  Crouching, he held up his hands, fisted as if he were holding a sword. “Ready?” 
 
    With a nod, she crouched as well, and they got to work. They began a series of sessions where he attacked different parts of her body—shoulder, side, thigh, and so on—so she could analyze where she was dropping her hip. With each new set of motions, she began to understand her weaknesses. Garridan pointed out that she favored her right side, which made sense because she was right-hand dominant. It was something she’d tirelessly worked on in her early-morning sessions during her conditioning. She’d spend countless hours wielding weapons with her left hand to train it to be proficient, but there was only so much one could do when the body was set in its ways. 
 
    “No,” Garridan said, stepping back and holding up his hands about an hour into their session. 
 
    Panting, Siora fisted her hands on her hips and huffed. “I was balancing on my left foot.” 
 
    “You weren’t,” he said, shaking his head. “You leaned back on your right foot for leverage before shifting your weight. That’s a tell. You have to learn to summon strength without anchoring on your right leg.” 
 
    Frustrated, she sauntered over to the bench and grasped the water container, angrily chugging before slamming it down. “Damn it. I didn’t even feel myself do it.” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here,” he said, shrugging. “You’ll shake the habit with enough practice. Come on. Again.” He beckoned to her with his fingers. 
 
    Annoyed he was summoning her, she stomped toward him and set her feet. Lifting her hands, she mimicked thrusting a sword, and he charged forward. Attempting to sideswipe his thigh, she shifted her balance, and he landed a soft blow to her back, right above her kidney. 
 
    “Fuck!” she yelled, stepping back and rubbing her forehead. “I did it again.” 
 
    “Come on,” he said, encircling her wrist and drawing her back. “Keep going. You’re thinking too much.” 
 
    Annoyance pervaded her veins as they began to spar again, and she reminded herself not to take it out on Garridan. Although his persistence grated on her nerves, he was attempting to help. Her knee-jerk reaction had always been to lash out at him, but she was the source of her anger. Hating that she couldn’t control her tell, exasperation bubbled within. 
 
    “No, Siora!” he said, his tone gruffer than before. “You dropped the hip when I lunged at your side.” 
 
    “Don’t yell at me!” she screamed, unable to control the irritation at her continued failure. “I’m trying—” 
 
    “Trying doesn’t work in battle,” he interrupted, further inflaming her rage. “One false move, and you’re dead.” 
 
    “Why do you care?” she asked, lunging forward to resume their sparring. 
 
    Grunting, he blocked her blow and grabbed her wrist, whirling her around so her back slammed into his front. Emitting an “oomph,” he slid his arm around her waist, holding her in place so she didn’t strike him. 
 
    The silken skin of his lips brushed the shell of her ear as he muttered, “Low blow, Siora. You know I wasn’t ready—” 
 
    She elbowed him in the side, knocking the air from his lungs before trying to spin out of his grasp. Of course, she was no match for his strength and centuries of combined skill. Growling, he swiped her legs, causing her to yelp before she fell to the mat. He tumbled behind, his large body landing atop hers as he cushioned the fall with his arms. 
 
    “You son of a bitch,” she uttered through clenched teeth, struggling beneath him. Somehow, she managed to turn flat on her back and jutted her fist through the air, determined to knock the fangs straight from his perfect face. 
 
    “Damn it!” he gritted before grabbing her wrists and lifting them above her head. Pinning them to the mat, he held them there as he loomed over her, panting and breathless. 
 
    Siora struggled, her body wriggling under his, causing him to settle more firmly between her thighs. And then, she felt him against her leg. His hard, throbbing shaft pulsed into the tender flesh through her thin yoga pants, and his grip on her wrists tightened. 
 
    Lust blazed in his deep amber gaze before he closed his lids, his body stilling as he seemed to struggle to regain control. His erection pulsed against her skin, beckoning to her body even if her mind wanted no part of it. Knowing she was seconds away from gushing in her damn yoga pants, she emitted a soft whimper. 
 
    Those gorgeous eyes slid open and assessed her, the orbs weary but simmering with arousal. Confusion coursed through her as her eyes darted between his. Why was he aroused? Surely not because he was attracted to her. She wasn’t beautiful like Celine. Hell, she was light-years from beautiful. Was it just a visceral reaction to a close female body? Of course, that had to be it—right? 
 
    “Sorry,” he whispered, tongue darting out to bathe his full lips, and she wondered how in the hell she’d somehow entered the most erotic moment of her life. Goddess, but she wanted that tongue on hers, licking and stroking before he trailed it down the smooth skin of her neck and moved lower to lather her nipple… 
 
    “You’re…aroused,” she said, realizing how lame the blatant observation must sound. 
 
    A muscle clenched in his jaw as he gritted his teeth. “Yes,” he said, contrition in his tone. “I’m sorry. I just need a second. Fuck…” 
 
    “Why…?” Struggling to find the words, she studied his flushed cheeks and mussed hair. “I’m not… I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re not what?” 
 
    She worked her jaw, trying to find the words. “I’m not…pretty…or womanly…or whatever Celine is.” 
 
    Breathing a laugh, he shook his head. “You are certainly not what Celine is.” 
 
    Stiffening, she tried to pull her hands free. “Let me up—” 
 
    “Wait,” he said, clenching her wrists above her head with one hand as he slowly lowered the other. “That came out wrong.” Gently cupping her face, he inched closer. “You aren’t what anyone else is, Siora. Don’t you know that?” His throat bobbed as he searched her gaze. “You’re so much more than anyone I’ve ever met.” 
 
    Tears stung her eyes as emotion welled within. “No, I’m not—” 
 
    He placed the pad of his thumb over her lips, stopping the words as her body hummed below him. “You are,” he said, running his thumb across her now quivering lips. 
 
    Heat began to curl in every crevice of her body, and she knew hiding her arousal was about two seconds away from being a lost cause. Throwing caution to the wind, she asked softly, “You want me?” 
 
    With a harsh laugh, he pushed his erection against her thigh. “I think the answer to that question is obvious.” Sliding his hand behind her head, he threaded his fingers through her short hair, gently tugging and urging her closer. The slightly possessive act made something roar inside, and the dam broke free, sending a surge of arousal to her core. Slickness flooded the walls of her deepest place, and his body tensed above her. “The real question is, do you want me?” 
 
    Blood pounded in every cell, preventing her from answering. 
 
    “Holy shit,” he breathed, closing his eyes and inhaling deeply. Lifting his lids, he stared into her soul. “Goddammit, Siora. Your arousal smells so fucking good.” 
 
    Shallow breaths mingled with his as her body opened beneath him, inch by slow inch as he settled further between her thighs. 
 
    “Yes,” she whispered, realizing her body had already accepted the inevitable even if her brain hadn’t quite caught up. “I want you.” 
 
    His fingers tightened in her hair before tugging once again, causing her to purr in anticipation. “If I kiss you, I won’t be able to stop there. Do you understand, Siora?” 
 
    Nodding, she arched her hips, causing him to hiss. 
 
    “You little vixen,” he murmured, lowering his head. Touching his lips to hers, he gently brushed them back and forth, driving her wild. “Do you want me to touch you, Siora? Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “Oh, goddess…” she moaned, undulating beneath him. 
 
    “The goddess isn’t here, sweetheart,” he murmured against her lips, “just you and me. Tell me. I don’t want any lingering doubt that we both want this.” 
 
    “Let go of my wrists,” she commanded softly, and he released his grip. Gliding her hands around his neck, she slid them into his thick brown hair. “Garridan, shut the hell up and fuck me.” 
 
    His resulting smile would’ve melted her panties if she’d been wearing any underneath her yoga pants. Instead, she grinned back before he slid his lips over hers and consumed her as if she were his last breath. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Garridan had no idea when he’d become the luckiest son of a bitch on the planet, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to squander the moment. Pushing Siora’s lips wide with his own, he plunged his tongue inside, tasting her for the first time. She tasted like rain and honey, damp but sweet, and he was overcome by her essence. Her words were direct, which drove him wild, but there was a vulnerability in her embrace, and he longed to earn her trust. Her words about Celine had all but broken his heart, and he would do everything in his power to show her how gorgeous and sexy she was. 
 
    Sliding his tongue over hers, he drank her moans, sipping them as he felt her pounding heartbeat beneath his own. Longing to touch her, he broke the kiss, chuckling when she emitted a frustrated whimper. 
 
    “Take this off,” he murmured, tugging the tank top from her body and tossing it aside. Her pert breasts jutted from the tight sports bra, and his shaft pulsed in response to the trembling globes. 
 
    “They’re small,” she said, glancing down at her breasts, although they looked fine as hell to him. “The bra makes them bigger, I think, because they’re all scrunched up in there.” 
 
    Laughing, he lowered and kissed one of the swells, causing her to toss her head back on the mat and thrust her fingers in his hair. “Yessss…” she hissed. 
 
    “Is it one of your favorites?” he asked. 
 
    “The bra? Not really.” 
 
    “Good.” Gripping the top of the garment with both hands, he ripped it in half. Her pert breasts sprang free, all but popping in his face, and he felt his release pulsing in his shaft. Goddess, he could come just from staring at her sweet, succulent breasts. 
 
    With a grunt, he tore the bra from her body and focused on the mounds. Cupping them in his hands, he squeezed, forcing her nipples high. The tight little buds were several shades darker than her pale skin, and he yearned to suck them. 
 
    “Garridan,” she moaned, spurring joy inside his desire-ravaged frame. 
 
    “You sound so sexy when you say my name,” he rasped, licking his lips before blowing on one of her turgid nipples. “Say it again.” 
 
    She complied, sending him to heaven as he lowered his mouth to her breast. He trailed soft kisses around her nipple before nudging it with his nose.  
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    Those stunning blue eyes lasered into his before he extended his tongue to lick the sensitive bud. Her body bucked, jutting into his erection as he groaned. Gazing into those gorgeous eyes, he closed his mouth around her nipple and began to suck. 
 
    “Oh…yesss…” she purred, fingers clenching his hair as she watched him devour her. “That feels so good…oh…god…” 
 
    “Mmm…” he murmured, knowing the taste of her nipple against his tongue was one of the finest delicacies he would ever savor. He sucked her deep, tugging the sensitive nub, before flicking his tongue against it as she squirmed. Determined to please her, he kissed a path to her other breast and repeated the ministrations, overcome by her tiny mewls. 
 
    “Get inside me,” she groaned, tugging at his pants while her other hand fisted in his hair. “I need you.” 
 
    The words sent shivers of pleasure through his frame, and he lifted, yanking off his shirt and pants before dragging off the rest of her clothes. 
 
    “I want to make you come first, but I don’t know if I can wait—” 
 
    “Goddammit, fuck me!” she gritted, frustrated amusement in her tone.  
 
    Settling between her thighs, he slid his hand behind her knee and lifted her leg high. “Do you want it hard?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Positioning himself, he rubbed the head of his shaft through her slick folds. It felt amazing, and he longed to surge inside her. “Should I grab a condom?” 
 
    Vampyres couldn’t transmit disease through sex due to their self-healing abilities, but they could still get pregnant.  
 
    She shook her head, her short hair fanning across the mat. “Sadie gave me an IUD years ago. I’m set.” 
 
    Aligning his shaft with her opening, he drew back his hips, ready to claim her. She stared back at him, eyes glazed with lust, and he suddenly understood he needed to slow down. Garridan had fantasized about fucking Siora for months, and he craved her reaction. Pushing her leg high, he began to ease inside. 
 
    “Faster,” she demanded, and he shook his head as her tight folds enveloped him. 
 
    “I need to watch you take me, sweetheart,” he murmured, sliding deeper before withdrawing and pushing into her wetness. “You look so pretty.” 
 
    Confusion entered her gaze as he glided inside, and he was desperate to reassure her. “You have no idea how gorgeous you are. I’m in heaven right now, don’t you understand?” Thrusting his hips, he buried himself to the hilt, clenching his teeth as she surrounded his sensitive flesh. “Fuck, you’re tight, honey.” 
 
    “It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Not anymore.” Drawing back, he withdrew until only the tip remained inside her sweet body. Steeling himself, he surged inside, the pleasure almost unbearable as her taut channel swallowed him whole. “You’re mine now.” 
 
    “I’m not anyone’s—” 
 
    Leaning on his forearms, he thrust his fingers in her hair and captured her lips as he began to undulate his hips. Consuming her in a passionate kiss, he began to fuck her in long, hard strokes that set his body on fire. 
 
    “Mine,” he growled into her mouth, thrilled when she wrapped her leg around his waist, opening her sweet pussy to his invasion. 
 
    “Oh, god,” she groaned, head tossed back on the mat as she accepted his deep pounding.  
 
    Garridan hammered inside, his cock covered with her essence, as she shuddered beneath. The slickness was everywhere, drenching his aching skin, and he pressed his cheek against hers, needing the connection. 
 
    “Can you come like this?” 
 
    Shaking her head, she speared her short nails into his back, the pleasure-pain driving him mad. “I need my clit rubbed. It’s fine…still feels good…don’t stop…” 
 
    No way in hell was he going to get off without ensuring she did too. Lifting his hand, he licked his fingers before sliding them between their bodies. Pushing her folds apart, he searched for her sensitive bud as he continued to fuck her. Lifting his head, he assessed her reaction, elated when she gasped. 
 
    “Right there,” she cried, and he began circling the taut nub of her clit. “Ohmygod…keep doing that, and I’ll fucking explode.” 
 
    “Yes,” he rasped, his hips now working at a frenzied pace along with his fingers. “Come all over my cock, honey. I want to be covered in your scent. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Whimpering, she clenched her arms tighter around his neck, cheeks flushed below her hooded eyes. “Garridan…” 
 
    Labored breaths exited his lungs as he hammered inside her warmth while beads of sweat formed along his heated skin. They dripped from his chest onto her breasts, coating her as he claimed her, and he felt the primal urge to drink from her. Drinking from another Vampyre was sacred in their culture, and it was usually only done between bonded mates. Still, the longing persisted, and he felt something well deep within. Never had he yearned to drink from a woman during sex, but with Siora…by the goddess, he craved it. He ached to feel her blood rush against his tongue as her pussy drenched his cock. 
 
    “I’m going to come!” she cried, lips falling open as her mouth formed an “O.” “Oh…yes…fuck!” 
 
    Her body bowed beneath him, drawing him deeper inside her body as he lunged forward. Lifting his hand from her clit, he slid both palms under her shoulders, anchoring her as he continued to ram inside. Pleasure sparked at the base of his spine as his balls tightened, and he pressed his face into her nape. Clutching her close, he felt the spasms of her orgasm choke his cock in a thousand tiny deaths. Giving into the pleasure, he let go, allowing her tight folds to jerk his release from his cock. 
 
    Pressing against her, he moaned her name into the wet skin of her neck as he came. Thick, sticky jets of release shot into her viselike channel, coating her core as the thrill of claiming her deepest place overwhelmed him. Eliciting shouts of bliss, he purged every last drop inside her, wishing he could imprint himself upon her. Her body fit against his as if they were made for each other, and he inwardly laughed at the romantic thoughts. If Siora knew his sappy inner musings, she’d most likely jibe him for it for centuries. 
 
    Quakes and shudders wracked his frame until he settled into her, resting his weight on his side so he didn’t crush her. Sprawled half-atop her luscious body, he sank into her as she sighed below. 
 
    They were tangled together, sweaty and sated, and he nuzzled her as his fingers sifted through her soft, short hair. He knew she wore it that way so she wouldn’t have to mess with it during training. It showcased her prominent cheekbones and stunning eyes, which was probably why he caught himself staring at her more often than he should. How could she think Celine was more beautiful? By the goddess, he loved Siora’s pretty face and strong features. And her body? It was smooth and powerful, with slight curves in all the right places. To him, she represented true beauty, someone who fought for their people while remaining true to herself. In his eyes, there was nothing more noble. 
 
    “You’re quiet,” she said, running her nails over his back as he shivered. “You’re never quiet. Shouldn’t you be scolding me? Do you have the urge to point out any tells in my lovemaking?” 
 
    Chuckling, he kissed her neck before resting his head on his fist as his elbow dug into the mat. “No complaints here. You were perfect.” 
 
    Her fangs rested atop her bottom lip as she smiled, making her look adorable—so much softer than she appeared on the field. By the goddess, he wanted to see her like this every day, relaxed and sexy and open. 
 
    “I did not expect that to happen during our training session. I’d apologize, but I think you actually made the first move.” 
 
    “Why would you apologize for having fantastic sex?” Tracking his finger across her jaw, he regarded her. “Let’s do it again next training session.” 
 
    Joy entered her gaze before she squelched it. “Garridan,” she said softly. 
 
    “Don’t,” he whispered, leaning down to kiss her. “Don’t take us to the place where we have some serious discussion about whether this was a mistake or not.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, playfully rolling his eyes, “so what if it was? Did you enjoy it?” 
 
    “Um, yes,” she said, her expression one of mock exasperation. 
 
    “Me too. So let’s do it again. We have a huge battle before us, and it can’t hurt to enjoy ourselves while we work off some steam. I think it will take several more sessions for you to fully let go of your tell. We’ll practice each night, and then we’ll have sex afterward. It only seems fair.” He waggled his eyebrows. 
 
    Laughing, she shook her head. “I’m not sure I see the logic, but, hey, you’re right about our impending battle. If we’re going to die, I’d like to have some magnificent sex before I bite the bullet.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Winking, he smoothed his palm over her shoulder. “No labels, and no serious conversations. We can do all that after the battle, if we both survive.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed as she studied him. “I thought you were going to ask Celine to bond with you. The rumor is public knowledge at this point.” 
 
    Sighing, he shook his head. “My father wants me to marry an aristocrat even though I’ve told him I have no desire to do so. Celine is a lovely woman, but I don’t want an aristocratic life. I enjoy the army and protecting our people.” 
 
    “That’s what I want too. I love being a soldier. It’s about time you Neanderthals let us join you.” 
 
    Feeling his lips curve, his eyes roved her flushed features. “You’ve taught me a lot. I thought I was so progressive, but I guess you can’t see what you’ve never experienced.” 
 
    “When I first joined, I couldn’t understand why you were so hard on me. I wanted so badly to do well, and I felt like you singled me out.” 
 
    “I saw your potential from the first day,” he murmured, running the backs of his fingers over her cheek. “I knew if I pushed you, you would get better. You might’ve decided you hate me, but you’d get better.” 
 
    Her fangs toyed with her lip, causing his shaft to jerk inside her. “I pretty much detested you,” she teased. “I was too stubborn to see you were trying to help. And you kept calling us ‘men,’ which really pissed me off.” 
 
    “I’m a creature of habit,” he said, lifting his shoulder. “I’ve done better lately, right?” 
 
    Nodding, she ran her leg over his hairy one. “You have. I’ll try to turn my disdain to something more palatable. Keep fucking me like that, and I’m sure it will happen.” 
 
    “Mission accepted,” he murmured, giving her a peck on the lips. Sighing, he brushed a tuft of hair from her forehead. “I guess we should call it a night.” 
 
    “Yeah. I want to hang with my dad for a bit before he goes to sleep. We usually have dinner together, but he sees the benefit of my training sessions with you.” 
 
    “I’d like to meet him one day.” 
 
    Those stunning eyes widened. “That’s definitely moving into ‘serious’ territory. My dad is my rock. I don’t bring home random dudes to meet him.” 
 
    The challenge swelled in Garridan’s chest, and he felt the consuming urge to meet it. One day, he would earn Siora’s trust and meet her father. It was a lofty goal for someone as private and guarded as she, and he vowed to make it happen. For now, he gave her a soft smile and arched an eyebrow.  
 
    “I’m pretty sure it’s insubordination to call your commanding officer a ‘random dude,’ but I’ll let it slide.” 
 
    Their chuckles filled the room before he helped her to her feet. Once dressed, he drove her home. When they approached the tiny house, he offered to walk her inside, but she declined. 
 
    “We’re not formal out here on the farm, Garridan,” she said, exiting the vehicle and closing the door. “I don’t need the red carpet. Thanks for the training, and for…well…thanks.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said softly, giving her an informal salute. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    “See you in the morning.” With a wave, she turned to walk up the wooden steps, and he put the car into gear to head home, not giving a damn he wore a perma-grin the entire way. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Siora threw herself into training, reminding herself that although it was exhausting, she would have plenty of time to rest after they defeated Bakari. For now, she focused on conditioning her body and mind to excel. She still got up early each day for her solo conditioning, spent several hours on the field, and ended each day with her sessions with Garridan. Most nights, she fell into bed after kissing her father on his bearded cheek and apologizing for not spending more time with him. He would gaze at her with his gentle eyes and tell her how proud he was, which made all the hard work worth it. 
 
    Each day on the field, Siora did her best to ensure no one suspected her relationship with Garridan had turned sexual. He treated her the same, still calling her out slightly more than the other soldiers and maintaining it was because he saw her potential. She did her best not to slip into her old pattern of bristling at his coaching, although she sometimes failed. It was on those evenings, after she lost her cool and became frustrated with him on the training field, they ended up having the hottest sex. So, she guessed it wasn’t a total failure since it led to such an enjoyable outcome. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” Garridan murmured in her ear, coming to stand behind her as she sipped water on the outer edge of the training field. “You have a shit-eating grin on your face.” 
 
    Gazing up at him, she almost melted at the desire simmering in his eyes. “I was remembering last night when you punished me for losing my cool on the field yesterday.” 
 
    His nostrils flared as he emitted an almost imperceptible growl. “I loved bending you over and taking you from behind.” His gaze trailed to her breasts, hidden beneath her loose tank top and sports bra. “But taking you from the front is also very enjoyable.” 
 
    Breathing a laugh, she glanced around the field. “Careful, General. People might begin to suspect something. We can’t have that.” 
 
    He was silent, causing her to stare up at him. He wore an unreadable expression, and it caused nervous butterflies to flit in her stomach.  
 
    “Garridan?” 
 
    “Right. Don’t want anyone to know about our undefined, clandestine affair. Got it.”  
 
    Latimus summoned them from across the field, and she set her container on the table. 
 
    “I think Latimus wants me on the obstacle course.” 
 
    “I’m working with Cian’s group on deploying the new TECs today,” he said with a nod. “See you after training. I stocked some Slayer blood in the fridge at the training center, so we can have that before we spar tonight.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, swallowing thickly as she wondered if she’d somehow upset him. “See you later.” 
 
    As she jogged to the obstacle course and began the grueling exercise, she couldn’t stop her mind from wondering about Garridan’s reaction. They’d only been having sex for a few days. It was a casual fling to work off some steam…wasn’t it? It wasn’t as if they had any sort of a future together once the conflict with Bakari was over. Garridan would most likely assume a high-ranking role in their army while Siora hopefully became head of security at Lynia. Garridan’s role would span the entire kingdom, so he’d most likely be stationed at one of the more prominent compounds, while Siora had no desire to live anywhere but Lynia. Her father lived there, and she would always choose to live nearby so he wouldn’t be alone. 
 
    Although Garridan claimed to have no desire to bond with an aristocrat, it was very unlikely he would consider bonding with her. The scandal of a high-ranking Valerian aristocrat of Garridan’s prominence bonding with the daughter of a Lynian farmer would send shock waves through Valerian society. Although the kingdom had evolved from the strictest adherences to tradition since Miranda became queen, there were limits to the progressiveness. Hell, Garridan’s parents would most likely disown him if they knew he’d even touched a poor farmer’s daughter from Lynia. 
 
    Still, knowing all that, Siora wouldn’t lie to herself. As she maneuvered her body across the obstacle course, daydreams flashed through her mind. Ones of her and Garridan working together to secure the kingdom by day and heading home together at night. To a shared home where her father was waiting and tiny Vampyres with Garridan’s amber eyes and thick brown hair ran to them with open arms. In her vision, she embraced the tots before settling in for dinner and eventual sleep. Then, once the house was quiet, he would hold her as they recounted stories from their day before making passionate love and falling asleep wrapped in each other’s arms. 
 
    “What the fucking hell?” she muttered to herself, grunting as she scaled the rock wall that lined the obstacle course. “Ditch the daydreams, Cinderella.” 
 
    “You talking to yourself, Siora?” Radomir chided as he climbed beside her. “Keep it up so I can kick your ass.” 
 
    “In your dreams, buddy,” was her confident reply before she high-tailed it over the summit and scaled down the opposite side. Once on the ground, she disengaged from the rope and wiped the dirt from her hands. 
 
    “Damn, you’re fast,” Radomir said, landing beside her and unclasping the hook that held his rope. “It’s a good reminder not to jibe you. Just makes you more likely to beat me.” He tapped his temple before pivoting and heading toward the cooler that held fresh canisters of water. 
 
    “Get your fucking mind out of la-la land, Siora,” she scolded, kicking the dirt with the toe of her boot. Fantasizing about any sort of future with Garridan was futile and an extreme waste of time. They were just fucking, and when their one-on-one sessions were over, their trysts would end too. The thought flooded her with a thousand tiny prickles of sadness, but she lifted her chin, determined to push them away. 
 
    And when in the hell had she started visualizing having children? For the goddess’s sake, she’d never dreamed of having kids with anyone. She wasn’t opposed, necessarily. It just didn’t seem like something one did when their primary goal was to excel as a soldier. If she chose that path, she would need a partner who understood her desire to balance her military career and motherhood, which was extremely hard to find in a society where women had only recently obtained the ability to join the army. 
 
    But Garridan would understand… 
 
    The words floated through her brain before she could stop them, and she waved her hand, somehow attempting to shoo them away although it was pointless. They lingered deep within, forcing Siora to acknowledge they were true. Garridan was perhaps one of the only men on the planet who would support her military aspirations and wish for her to succeed. He was invested in ensuring it happened, and there was a nobility in that, which made the complex emotions she experienced around him even more confusing. 
 
    “Great job, Siora,” Latimus said, approaching. “You were the fastest on all the obstacle course challenges today. I’m excited to announce it to the entire regime later.” 
 
    Pride swelled within that her early-morning conditioning exercises were paying off. “Thank you, Commander. I want to do well so I can lead a battalion when we face Bakari.” 
 
    “I’ve been thinking about that,” he said, tilting his head. “You and Garridan have been getting along in your one-on-one sessions, right?” 
 
    If he only knew. “Yep,” she said, feeling like a dolt at the overly cheerful tone of her voice. Keep it cool, Siora. Good grief. “I’ve learned so much from him. He’s extremely skilled at one-on-one combat.” 
 
    “Good. I’ve been thinking about the battle, and I want you two to team up and lead three battalions. He will be commanding officer, but you’ll be second-in-command. If all goes well, it’s a natural step toward your progression in the army. Afterward, if we win—” 
 
    “When we win,” she said, lifting a finger. 
 
    “When we win,” he said with a grin, “I’ll speak to Commander Kenden and nominate you for head of security at Lynia. After co-leading a successful mission with Garridan, it should be a no-brainer.” 
 
    Elation bloomed in her chest, and she couldn’t contain her smile. “That would be amazing. I’ll lead the troops with everything I have and will work with General Garridan to ensure we remain as safe as possible while kicking Bakari’s ass.” 
 
    “Excellent. In the meantime, keep it up on the obstacle courses and in the training sessions. Cian and Radomir still have the edge on you in sparring history. Hopefully, you’ll close the gap as you learn to hide your tells.” 
 
    “I will.” Straightening, she puffed out her chest. “I’m determined to even the score, believe me.” 
 
    Chuckling, he cupped her shoulder. “I have no doubt you will. Speaking of, it’s time for the afternoon group sparring sessions. You ready?” 
 
    Vowing to kick Cian and Radomir’s asses no matter how much energy it took, she gave a firm nod. “Ready.” 
 
    Turning, they headed toward the open meadow, excitement coursing through Siora’s veins as she digested the commander’s praise. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    That evening, about an hour into their session, Garridan held up a hand as his full lips formed a smile. “By the goddess, I think we’ve done it,” he said, his words slightly breathless from their exertion. 
 
    “Done what?” she asked, straightening from her crouch. 
 
    “Fixed your tell. You haven’t dropped your hip once today. Well done.” 
 
    Elation coursed through her. “Sweet. I was hoping I was getting better. It took about a week. Not bad.” She patted herself on the back. 
 
    Chuckling, he stepped closer and placed his palm over the juncture between her neck and shoulder. “I’m proud of you. I hope that doesn’t sound placating or pompous. In the past, I’d probably be afraid to tell you I was proud of you because you’d tell me to shove it.” 
 
    She gave a playful eye roll. “I wasn’t that bad.” 
 
    “Okay,” he mocked, scrunching his features. 
 
    “It’s just different when you’re different,” she said, shrugging. “When you’re a woman, and a man in a superior position says he’s proud, it indicates surprise. You know, like he had no expectation you could do it in the first place.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he pondered. “I guess that makes sense. It’s tough for someone who’s never experienced misogyny to put themselves in the shoes of someone who has. But I’m trying, Siora.” 
 
    “I know,” she said softly, sliding her hands over his lower abdomen. He’d ditched his shirt a while ago, and his skin trembled beneath her palms. “You’re doing an excellent job, General.” Hooking her fingers over the elastic of his sweatpants, she began to ease them down his legs. 
 
    “I guess we’re done with training,” he muttered as she lowered to her knees, dragging his pants to his ankles before urging him to step out and tossing them against the wall. His impressive cock sprung toward her face, already hard and turgid as the veins swelled beneath the sensitive skin. 
 
    “Oh, we’re done with training,” she said, arching a brow as she gripped his shaft, “but there will still be lots of physical exertion.” 
 
    “Holy fuck,” he breathed, threading his fingers through her short hair and gently clenching. “You have no idea how hot you are kneeling in front of me like that.” 
 
    “Like this?” she asked, pursing her lips and rapidly blinking. “Or like this?” Lowering her hand, she gripped the hem of her sports bra and tugged it off, tossing it to lie atop his sweatpants. Her breasts sprang free above the yoga pants she still wore, and she felt a moment of self-consciousness. After all, she was stocky and muscular, and her breasts weren’t anything to write home about. But Garridan seemed enthralled by them, always spending time on each of her sensitive nipples when they made love, so she figured it wouldn’t hurt to bare herself. 
 
    “Like that,” he growled, inching closer and tilting her head with the fingers entwined in her hair. “Cup them while you suck me.” 
 
    Grinning, she palmed the small globes in her hands and widened her stance so she could balance more firmly on her knees. Pushing her breasts high, she tilted her head further and opened her mouth. 
 
    “You sexy little vixen,” he murmured, placing the underside of his cock on her waiting tongue. “Goddess, you’re so gorgeous.” 
 
    “Mmm…” was her sensual response as she closed her mouth around him.  
 
    He released a ragged groan as he began to slowly jut back and forth. Staring into his amber eyes, Siora pinched her nipples as she sucked him, sending pleasure through her frame as he loomed above her. 
 
    “Yesss…” he hissed, sliding the smooth skin of his shaft across her tongue and lips. “Play with those sexy nipples while I fuck that smart mouth.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed, and he breathed a strained laugh.  
 
    “Don’t give me that look, Siora. You have the smartest mouth I’ve ever fucking heard. And the sexiest…and the fucking sweetest…oh, god…” 
 
    Figuring she’d let him off the hook since she enjoyed the spicy compliments, she began to move her head, maneuvering it around his cock as he shoved it inside her willing mouth. Saliva coated the taut skin, making it glisten as he fucked her lips in the quiet room. 
 
    “Yeah, honey,” he said, his fingers so tight in her hair they sent twinges of pain through her scalp, although they were pleasurable. They were reminiscent of a good workout, where her muscles were tired and sore but endorphins still coursed through her body. Holy shit. Watching Garridan pound her mouth while he gritted his teeth in ecstasy definitely sent endorphins through her rapidly heating body. 
 
    “Can I move your head?” he asked, making her heart swell. Although she chided him for being an unwitting misogynist, he was a stickler for consent, and damn, if that wasn’t sexy as hell. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    Popping his cock from her mouth, she flashed him a sultry grin. “I’m not some weak aristocrat, Garridan. Pull my hair and fuck my mouth. Use me however you want and come down my fucking throat. Do you hear me?” 
 
    A deep growl rumbled in his chest as he yanked her hair. “Goddammit, that’s sexy. Say it again.” 
 
    The corner of her lip curved before she extended her tongue, running it over her top lip and then the bottom one, slow and deliberate. “Garridan? Fuck my mouth. Hard.” 
 
    Groaning, he complied, sliding his cock between her lips as she closed around him. Gripping her short tresses, he began to fuck her in earnest, plunging toward the back of her throat as she reminded herself to relax. Opening to him, she felt so full when he began to push deep, pulling back so she could suck in breaths between the firm thrusts. 
 
    “Do you like swallowing my cock, sweetheart?” he rasped, eyes locked with hers as he possessed every crevice of her mouth. “God, you’re driving me wild. Every part of you feels so good.” 
 
    She purred around his sensitive flesh, wondering when making him feel pleasure became so important to her. Damn, but she craved to hear his deep moans and growls as he loved her. His caresses were always so passionate—and surprisingly tender—and she longed for these nights with him. What would happen now that she’d improved? Would he stop making love to her? 
 
    Gliding her hands up his thighs, the tiny hairs prickled her palms as she slid them to his buttocks. Clasping the firm flesh, she helped drive his hips toward her mouth, showing him how much she desired him…hoping he understood she wasn’t ready to stop their passionate trysts. 
 
    “Fuck!” he gritted, slamming his cock in her mouth. “I’m going to come… Suck me dry, honey…oh…god…” 
 
    Warm pulses of release began shooting down her throat, and she moaned, closing her eyes as he emptied himself inside her wet mouth. Shouts of pure ecstasy escaped his lungs as his large body pulsed beneath her hands. Spearing her nails in his buttocks, she grinned when he shouted her name. 
 
    “You fucking vixen,” he groaned, jerking as his body shook from the orgasm. “Damn it, that feels good.” 
 
    She pushed deeper, knowing he enjoyed the slight pleasure-pain as much as she did, and he shuddered before tugging her hair. 
 
    “Enough,” he murmured, and she relaxed her hands. “Sheathe your claws, woman.” 
 
    Smiling, she sucked his sated cock, loving the feel of him relaxing against her tongue. Eliciting a deep sigh, he gazed down at her while he stroked her jaw.  
 
    “Siora…” he whispered, the word reverent upon his lips. 
 
    Releasing him from her mouth, she smoothed her hands over his thighs. “You look like you’re about to collapse.” 
 
    His lips formed a sexy, sated smile before he lowered to the mat, drawing her into his arms before collapsing on his back. Siora shimmied into his side and rested her chin on her fist as her elbow pushed into the mat.  
 
    “I like making you feel good,” she said, trailing her finger over his cheek. 
 
    Encircling her wrist, he lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her palm. “Sweetheart, if you only knew. I swear, I’m going to make you feel good too. I just need to catch my breath.” 
 
    She made a tsk, tsk, tsk sound. “That’s unacceptable, General. You need to be in tip-top shape for our upcoming battle.” 
 
    Laughing, he arched a brow. “Is that supposed to be an impression of me telling you to perform better on the field?” 
 
    Closing an eye, she glanced at the ceiling. “Maaaaaaybe.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m a tyrant. I get it,” he teased. 
 
    “You’re not, but it was fun to hate you just a little.” 
 
    His lips formed an adorable pout, sending her heart into overdrive. “You don’t still hate me, do you?” 
 
    “Debatable,” was her cheeky reply. 
 
    Breathing a laugh, he shook his head against the mat. “No way. You couldn’t destroy me like you just did if you detested me. No one is that good of an actress.” 
 
    She mimicked flicking her hair over her shoulder. “Maybe I missed my calling.” 
 
    “Okay, Meryl Streep. Let’s leave the acting to the humans.” 
 
    Grinning, she relaxed into him as they softly stroked each other. Finally, he broke the silence, a slight hesitancy in his tone.  
 
    “It’s up to you if you still want to spar in the evenings. You’ve corrected the tell with your hip, but I’m happy to keep training you. I think it’s helping to improve your overall performance on the field.” 
 
    Contemplating, she traced a finger over the scratchy hairs on his chest. “Are you saying that because you want to keep fucking me?” 
 
    Sliding his fingers under her chin, he gently lifted it to claim her gaze. “Yes. I don’t want to lie to you. I love the time we spend together training and fucking. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that.” 
 
    “It would hurt my career if anyone finds out,” she said, fangs toying with her lower lip as she searched for the words. “We have to keep it secret until it ends.” 
 
    An unreadable reaction flickered in his eyes. “If that’s what you want.” 
 
    Feeling her eyes dart between his, she asked, “Isn’t that what you want? Once the conflict with Bakari is over, there will be no need for me to train this vigorously for combat.” 
 
    “We’ll both still be in the army, Siora. I’ll still see you unless you’re dead set on avoiding me.” 
 
    She wrinkled her nose. “I know. But you’ll be back at Valeria and will resume your life there. I’ll hopefully become head of security at Lynia, but I’ll still just be Luthor’s daughter from a meager farm on a rural compound.” 
 
     “That’s not how I see you,” he said, running the backs of his fingers over her cheek. 
 
    “How do you see me?” she asked before she could stop the words from tumbling out of her mouth. Goddess, she sounded desperate and realized with each vibrant pound of her heart how important his answer was to her. 
 
    “As a beautiful, fierce warrior. One who will partner with me to protect our people in the battle against Bakari.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “I guess Latimus told you.” 
 
    Nodding, he cupped her jaw. “I’m proud to have you as my first-in-command at the final battle. I can think of no one I’d rather have by my side.” 
 
    Tears burned her eyes, making her feel vulnerable, and she willed them away. Sentiment and feelings had no place between them. They were teammates who gave each other pleasure, and she would do well to remember that before she did something completely stupid like fall in love with him. 
 
    “Well, I’ll do my best to make sure you don’t get bludgeoned,” she teased, attempting to lighten the heavy mood. “And then, we’ll both go on to build our lives on Valeria and Lynia. It will be nice to be free from war for once.” 
 
    Deep brown eyes skated over her face as he studied her. “If that’s what you want,” he repeated, running his thumb over her lip. 
 
    Lifting a shoulder, she grinned. “I think it’s just how it is. In the meantime, I’d like to continue training with you at night. I’ve learned a lot and definitely see an improvement. I mean, if you have time. I don’t want to drain you.” 
 
    “I’ll always have time for you,” he murmured, the tender words squeezing every ounce of breath from her lungs. “You know that, right, sweetheart?” 
 
    Swallowing thickly, she commanded her heart to slow the fuck down. “Thank you.” 
 
    “In the meantime, there’s something I need to take care of.” 
 
    Lifting her brows, she shot him a questioning look. 
 
    He lurched, encircling her with his arms and flipping them over as she yelped. Looming over her, he smiled. “You took my cock like a champ, honey. Now, I need to suck you dry. You ready?” Waggling his brows, he began to trail wet kisses down her neck, between the valley of her breasts, and over the quivering skin of her abdomen. Pressing his hands to her inner thighs, he gently spread them apart. 
 
    “Are they your favorite?” he asked, running his hands over the soft fabric of her yoga capris. 
 
    “My yoga pants? Not really.” 
 
    “Good.” Gripping the hem, he ripped the pants in half, destroying the garment before tossing it aside. 
 
    “I really like this whole ‘ripping my clothes’ thing you’ve got going on,” she said, smiling down at him as she made quotation marks with her fingers. “Not great for my workout attire, but really sexy, General.” 
 
    His lips curved into a sexy grin as he palmed her thighs and pushed them wide. “If I have it my way, I’ll rip every damn piece of clothing you own.” Blowing on her drenched core, his eyes swam with amused desire. “Now, be a good little vixen and let me taste you, honey.” 
 
    He dove into her pussy, causing her back to arch as she thrust her fingers in his thick hair. And then, she closed her eyes and let him return the very pleasurable favor. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    A week later, Garridan stood in front of the mirror straightening the bow tie that went with his tuxedo. He hadn’t dressed up in ages and could barely remember how to tie the damn thing. Deciding it looked fine, he gave a sigh and leaned down to grab his tuxedo jacket. Sliding it on, he assessed his reflection. 
 
    He looked like the aristocrat his father had always wanted him to be, and something about that rankled the hell out of him. If he weren’t escorting Celine, he would’ve just worn a suit and called it a day. But tongues wagged throughout aristocratic circles at Valeria, and he didn’t want to hurt her reputation. She was still looking for a bonded mate, and he wanted to look his best to support her. 
 
    Once he was fully dressed, he headed out, locking the door behind him and trailing down the front porch stairs. Glancing at his parents’ mansion, he noted the windows were dark and assumed they were already at Valeria’s main castle. 
 
    His shoes clacked against the pavement as he took the fifteen-minute walk to Celine’s home. It was a nice evening, and he figured it was best spent in the fresh air rather than driving a four-wheeler. In truth, he would’ve much rather spent it with Siora, training her before they fell into one of their earth-shattering lovemaking sessions. But the army needed his father’s donation, and he would escort Celine to ensure it happened. 
 
    It was the first night he hadn’t spent with Siora since they began their sessions almost two weeks ago. Although it was a short time, it somehow felt like an eternity. Not in a bad way, he thought, grinning. Goddess, no. In the best way, like the fairy tales that spoke of the eternity of peace and goodness that existed in Etherya’s realm before the War of the Species. 
 
    Like the kind of eternity you wanted to continue…long as you both shall live… 
 
    The inner thoughts were serious and ones Garridan had never had about another. Sure, he’d courted women off and on over the centuries, but none had even come close to taking up residency in his brain like Siora. At this point, her face was emblazoned in his mind, and he’d even begun to dream of her at night. 
 
    “You’re getting sentimental in your old age, soldier,” he muttered, inwardly chuckling at his sappiness. 
 
    But the truth was, he had lived for ten centuries, blazing a path as a competent soldier and advisor to Commander Latimus. When the War of the Species ended two decades ago, they had a brief moment of peace in which Garridan considered settling down…before Bakari appeared and upended that notion. Now, if they vanquished Bakari, he would finally have an opening to consider settling down and having children. 
 
    He’d always thought of having kids one day, but it seemed a faraway dream—one he would consider when he met someone compatible enough to understand his desire to protect the kingdom would always rank highly as he built his family. Siora sometimes uttered her belief he would bond with an aristocrat one day, but Garridan didn’t see that making him happy. Aristocratic women wanted patrician bonded mates who held prominent positions in their kingdom, not soldiers who worked tirelessly and didn’t give a damn about rank or privilege. 
 
    If he were honest, he could see himself settling down with Siora. She was a bit rough around the edges, but damn, that was one of the things he admired most about her. She was honest and straightforward, and it was so refreshing after being raised in a stuffy society where people only spoke their minds in dark corners behind others’ backs. 
 
    And there was one other thing: Siora was achingly beautiful and hands-down the best lover he’d ever had. If he could stare at her stunning face and hold her until the world turned to dust, it wouldn’t be long enough. She sometimes spoke of how she wasn’t pretty and her body wasn’t womanly, and he longed to reassure her. To him, she was the essence of beauty. Much more so than someone like Celine, who seemed more like a porcelain doll than the real, visceral woman Siora was. 
 
    Unfortunately, Siora had made it quite clear she didn’t see a future between them. He couldn’t tell if it was because she didn’t want to settle down, didn’t want to share a future with him, or truly just saw their trysts as a fun outlet to let off steam. Every time he had the urge to tell her he would consider trying to make their arrangement more serious, she shut him down. Not in a mean way. No—it was more…resigned, if anything. As if she simply couldn’t contemplate them having anything more than the scant moments they stole after their training. 
 
    It frustrated Garridan, but he didn’t want to push her, knowing her well enough to understand that would make her close up even more. She responded to his stern urgings on the field, but on a personal level, she didn’t receive them the same way. Since he longed for her to be open with him, he usually conceded, allowing her to steer the direction of their conversations…allowing her to assert they didn’t have a place in each other’s lives. 
 
    “Well, hello. Is this my handsome date?” 
 
    Celine’s wispy voice dragged him from the depressing thought as he trailed down the sidewalk to her house.  
 
    “It is indeed,” he said, offering his arm. She wore the long, red gown of a Vampyre aristocrat and looked stunning as she slid her arm into his. 
 
    “I hope I don’t fall. I’m wearing new heels, and I already want to burn them.” 
 
    Laughing, he escorted her down the walkway and onto the sidewalk so they could stroll to the castle. “You look lovely, Celine. Are you trying to impress anyone in particular?” 
 
    Red splotches appeared on her cheeks as she grinned. “I fear you know my secret, so let’s just get it out in the open. I’m hoping Sebastian asks me to dance even though he’s bringing Mila.” 
 
    “Since we’re being honest, why don’t I help? I can be your wingman.” 
 
    “And dupe your own brother?” She arched a straw-colored brow. “How scandalous.” 
 
    “Valeria could use a good scandal. We haven’t had one in a while. And I think it’s time my brother stopped focusing so much on his council seat and actually spent time outside of his duties. You two would make a nice couple, Celine.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even know I exist,” she murmured, clutching his arm. “And I’m not…well, I’m not… Oh, this is so embarrassing…” 
 
    “You’re not experienced?” Garridan asked in a supportive tone. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I have it on good authority my brother hasn’t been with anyone in a long time. Let’s knock his socks off tonight. I’ll dance with you, and we’ll try to get him to notice you in that gorgeous dress. If he can stop talking to Governor Camron about the upcoming infrastructure project for more than two seconds, I think he’ll fall under your spell.” 
 
    “You have much more confidence than I, General, but I will try.” 
 
    Giving her a reassuring nod, he led her to the castle, ready to endure what was sure to be a boring but necessary evening. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Siora buckled her strappy flat sandal and straightened, brushing her hands over the smooth fabric that covered her thighs. Donning her favorite pair of silver earrings, she headed into the living room where her father sat by the fireplace. 
 
    “You look lovely, dear,” Luthor said, eyes sparkling from the nearby embers. “You even did something to your hair.” 
 
    “I sort of, um, spiked it with gel,” she said, circling her hand over her head. “I don’t know, I figured it would go with the theme. I refuse to wear a dress because I detest them, but I bought this jumpsuit from one of the Lynian street vendors a few years ago, and I don’t hate it.” 
 
    “It’s perfect for you and still very formal.” Standing, he approached and kissed her on the cheek. “It is an honor for you to attend the fundraiser as Commander Latimus’s special guest. I couldn’t be prouder.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he asked me,” she said, still in shock from when Latimus approached her earlier that afternoon. “He wants to introduce me to Queen Miranda and Governor Evie. Says we’re three of a kind. I mean, I’m going to meet the queen. Holy shit.” She lifted her hands, eyes wide as she shook her head. 
 
    “And you deserve it. It was nice of Latimus to let you borrow the four-wheeler.” 
 
    “It’s the fastest way to get to Valeria.” Trailing over to the table by the front door, she began packing a small purse. “The compounds have been relatively safe from attacks lately, but I’ll have this baby on me.” Lifting her Glock, she ensured the safety was on and stuck it in her bag. “Can’t be too prepared.” 
 
    “Or too careful,” he said, walking her to the door. “I’ll be asleep when you get home, but I can’t wait to hear about it tomorrow night when we have dinner.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. Lock both deadbolts behind me, okay?” 
 
    “Stop worrying about your old man,” he said, shooing her out the door. “I’ve survived this long, haven’t I?” 
 
    Chuckling, she gave him one last peck and trailed to the four-wheeler. Once inside, she was thankful for the gob of gel she put in her hair. She usually didn’t bother since she kept it short, but it would maintain the style so she looked presentable to all the fancy people who would be at the fundraiser. Of course, that included Garridan, which made her heart tumble in all sorts of directions. 
 
    He’d informed her he was attending tonight and had promised to resume their training the following evening. Would he be surprised when she showed up? Latimus’s invitation was last-minute, and she didn’t think Garridan knew she was attending. Would he ask her to dance, or would he rather keep up the pretense of them just being comrades? Perhaps he wouldn’t want to dance with a poor farmer’s daughter in front of the plethora of aristocrats who would be in attendance. 
 
    He often spoke of how he’d left the aristocratic life behind, but that was easy to say when you weren’t surrounded by a roomful of peers. Narrowing her eyes, she contemplated as she drove through the grassy fields that separated Lynia and Valeria. Regardless, she wished to keep their relationship secret as well, and there was really no point in pondering things that were pointless. 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, she pulled up to Valeria’s main gate. After stating her name, which Latimus had put on the list, the guards ushered her inside, and she drove toward the governor’s castle that sat in the middle of the compound. The mansion was brightly lit, and she could hear music wafting from the ballroom inside. Parking her vehicle, she slung her purse over her shoulder and headed inside. 
 
    Nerves tingled within as she grabbed one of the champagne flutes from a server who passed by with a tray. Taking a large gulp, she reminded herself that she was the guest of Commander Latimus, the esteemed brother of King Sathan. Siora had always possessed an inner self-confidence, and she clutched onto it as she searched the room. 
 
    “Siora!” Latimus called, grinning as he trailed toward her. He looked handsome in a tuxedo with his slicked back hair and ice-blue eyes. A stunning blond woman accompanied him, and Siora knew it was his bonded mate, Lila. 
 
    “You must be Siora,” she said with a tilt of her head. “I’m so honored to meet you. Latimus and Jack speak so highly of you.” 
 
    “Thank you…” She trailed off, not knowing how to address the woman who was a respected diplomat in their kingdom. 
 
    “Just Lila is fine,” she said, grinning. “Although I was born a stuffy aristocrat, my bonded mate is trying to break me of my formality. I think he’s done a pretty good job so far.” 
 
    “You still made me wear this monkey suit,” Latimus muttered, sticking his finger in between his collar and neck and tugging. “I hate these things.” 
 
    “You look very handsome,” she said, tone stern as she smoothed his jacket. “If your son and Garridan can tolerate the tuxedo, you can too.” 
 
    “Jack wore a tuxedo to make you happy, and so did I. You’ll owe me later,” he murmured, giving her a sultry look. 
 
    Lila’s cheeks turned seven shades of red as she swatted his arm. “Latimus! We’re in public. Please excuse my bonded’s rudeness.”  
 
    He scrunched his features at her as Siora held back a chuckle.  
 
    “Anyway, I’m so thrilled to meet the first woman battalion leader. How exciting. I can’t wield a weapon to save my life.” 
 
    “She just wields my balls instead—” 
 
    “Hush,” Lila scolded, glancing around the room. “Camron will have a fit.” 
 
    “Governor Camron can suck it, but I’ll let it go,” he said when she opened her mouth to argue. “Let me call over Miranda and Evie,” Latimus said, turning and waving to them. They trailed over as Siora’s heart leaped into her throat. 
 
    “We finally meet the magnificent Siora,” Queen Miranda said, grinning from ear to ear beneath her olive green eyes and black, shoulder-length hair. “I’m honored.” 
 
    “It is me who is honored to meet you, Queen Miranda,” she said, dropping into a curtsy she hoped didn’t look idiotic. “And you as well, Governor Evie. Thank you so much for having me.” 
 
    The half-sisters gave each other a look before grimacing. 
 
    “Good lord, Siora, please don’t bow to me. I hate all this formal crap. Why didn’t you tell her I hate the formal crap?” Miranda asked Latimus, slapping him on the arm. 
 
    “Hey!” he said, swatting away her hand. “My wife has already landed a blow there, Miranda. Ease up.” 
 
    “I tried like hell to get this caveman to let women into the army for years,” Evie said, pointing to Latimus with her thumb. Her green eyes mirrored Miranda’s, although she had fire-red hair atop her stunning face. “Thank you for proving me right.” 
 
    “About what?” Siora asked, eyebrows lifting. 
 
    “That we’re just as capable as men. More so, if you ask me. Welcome to the kick-ass females club, honey. Dear ol’ sis and I saved you a seat,” she said, jerking her head toward Miranda. “It’s a super-fun club, and we’re glad to have you.” 
 
    Miranda and Evie were both fierce warriors who’d fought in battles decades ago, before women could formally join the army. They were legends in Siora’s mind, and Evie’s words spurred intense pride deep within.  
 
    “Thank you, Governor Evie and Queen Miranda. I’m so honored to fight in our army and protect our people.” 
 
    “Just Miranda is fine,” she said with a nod. “Thank you for coming tonight, by the way. I’d like to introduce you to some of the aristocrats if you don’t mind. There are some rich widows I think support females in the army even if they’re silent about it. I think you’ll help me garner some extra donations. These wars are expensive, and we need the aristocrats’ money to fund them. Believe me, we all pretty much detest the formality, but it’s a necessary evil.” 
 
    “Parade me to whomever you like,” Siora said, smiling as she lifted her arms. “I’m happy to help the cause.” 
 
    “Good. Let me grab some booze before we start the rounds,” Miranda said, giving a playful grimace. “Need to dull the senses before I start to schmooze aristocrats.” 
 
    “Me too,” Evie said. “Nice to meet you, Siora.” 
 
    After they left in search of a drink, Lila asked Latimus to dance, causing the commander to give an annoyed eye roll. Still, he led his bonded mate onto the floor, showcasing how much he loved her even though Siora could tell he’d rather be stabbed by a thousand Deamons than dance. 
 
    Sipping her champagne, Siora studied the room, refusing to admit she was searching for Garridan. Finally, she saw his broad shoulders where he stood across the large ballroom next to a willowy, golden-haired woman. Celine. Bristling, Siora watched as he slid his arm around Celine’s shoulders, tugging her to his side. Smiling down at her, he whispered something in her ear before she tilted her head back and laughed. 
 
    The pale line of her throat glistened in the light of the chandelier beneath her perfect fangs, and Siora felt tears sting her eyes. Goddess, she was so pretty. Draped in her formal gown with long, flowing fabric, she looked like a statue of a beautiful goddess. Glancing down at her black jumpsuit and flat sandals, Siora realized how stupid she must look. She would never be in the same league as Celine when it came to appearance. 
 
    A small kernel of anger began to well in her gut, growing to a ball of full-on fury as she observed them together. He’d had ample time to tell her he was escorting Celine to the fundraiser. Hell, he’d been inside her every night for two fucking weeks. But he hadn’t thought to mention it. He hadn’t even thought to ask her if she might want to accompany him. 
 
    “Why would he?” Siora muttered to herself. “What aristocrat would ask a farmer’s daughter to a fundraiser? Stop being ridiculous, Siora.” 
 
    It was irrefutable proof she was right about their circumstances. Two people as different as she and Garridan would never be able to forge a life together. She would never fit into his world of wealth and privilege, and he certainly wouldn’t be happy as the bonded mate of a female warrior on a rural compound. 
 
    And still…even though she knew it was futile, Siora longed for it anyway. Goddammit, she’d begun to yearn for things that were all but impossible.  
 
    Annoyed at herself and angry at him for not telling her he was bringing Celine, she clenched the glass. Reminding herself not to shatter the damn thing, she chugged the rest of the contents and set it on one of the trays that lined the wall. 
 
    Why in the hell hadn’t he told her? She wouldn’t have been upset he was bringing a date—that was standard at these events—but the fact he omitted the information, especially since they’d been spending so much time together, pissed her off. And, honestly, it just fucking hurt. After all the times they’d been intimate…and he’d stared deep into her eyes as he claimed her…didn’t that matter enough for him to tell her he was choosing to bring someone else to a public event? 
 
    “You told him you didn’t want anything serious, Siora. No labels. He’s just following your directive.” 
 
    As she stood in the corner murmuring to herself like a dolt, she realized she wished he hadn’t listened to her. That he’d tossed her insistence aside and reassured her they could make it work somehow. Stupid fucking daydreams. She was really getting aggravated at the asinine musings that became more imprinted in her mind every damn day. Sighing, she straightened as Miranda approached from the corner of the room. 
 
    “Okay, I’m pleasantly buzzed and ready to dazzle some old rich dudes,” Miranda said, eyes slightly glazed. “You with me? We’re in this together now.” 
 
    Brushing away her doubts, Siora nodded, ready to help her queen. She would deal with Garridan another time, when her heart didn’t feel like a jumbled mess of scattered glass inside her chest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Garridan spotted Siora out of the corner of his eye, surprised she was at the event. Wondering why, he approached Latimus as he exited the dance floor with Lila. 
 
    “You invited Siora?” 
 
    “It was last-minute,” Latimus said, nodding. “Miranda thought she could help raise some money as one of our preeminent female soldiers. And I think she just wanted to meet her.” 
 
    “Right,” Garridan said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Makes sense.” 
 
    Latimus’s eyes narrowed. “Should I have…told you? I know you’ve become friendly during the training, but I also didn’t think it was a big deal.” 
 
    “I…” He worked his jaw, realizing he should’ve told Siora he was escorting Celine. “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    “Look, Garridan,” he said, placing his hand on his shoulder, “I don’t want to get involved in your personal business. All I care about is that you two will be able to lead the battalions against Bakari. Is this going to jeopardize that somehow?” 
 
    “You know me better than that, Latimus,” he said as annoyance flared. “I just wish I’d known, but it’s no big deal.” 
 
    “Sorry, brother. I didn’t mean to make things awkward.” 
 
    “It’s fine. By the way, nice job on the dance floor.” 
 
    Grimacing, Latimus ran a hand over his face. “If I didn’t love my bonded so much, I’d never set foot near a dance floor. The things we do for our women. She’s turned me into a fucking sap.” 
 
    “It looks good on you, man. May we all be so lucky to find our one true mate.” 
 
    “Truer words.” Craning his neck, he gave a short nod. “Speaking of, she’s summoning me. Let me know if you need me to smooth anything out with Siora.” 
 
    Garridan nodded before Latimus walked away, and he glanced toward Siora. Miranda was leading her around the room, introducing her to various aristocrats as she reaffirmed they needed donations to fight the war against Bakari. He was viscerally aware of Siora, as he always was, and knew she felt his gaze. The muscle in her jaw clenched several times, and he understood she was pissed, which in turn spurred frustrated anger in his own gut. 
 
    He would’ve loved nothing more than to escort Siora as his date for all to see, but she’d been very clear their relationship was casual and she wished for it to remain secret. Compound that with the fact his father had bribed him into escorting Celine, and he was left with his current clusterfuck. Garridan hadn’t mentioned he was bringing Celine because he didn’t think it mattered. Damn it. Now, it looked as if he were hiding something, which wasn’t true. 
 
    Sighing, he resumed his place at Celine’s side, vowing to keep his promise to be her wingman. There would be time to deal with the situation with Siora later. For now, he had a vested interest in seeing his brother find happiness, and the more time he spent with Celine, he felt they would make a fantastic match. His brother was a self-proclaimed bachelor who spent way too much time on his aristocratic duties. Garridan knew life was short and wished for his brother to find a companion, someone who made him laugh and held him when he needed affection. 
 
    Someone who made him feel what Siora inspired every time Garridan was in her presence. By the goddess, he loved spending time with her and had no idea what he would do when their one-on-one sessions ended. Thinking about it generated a feeling of intense melancholy, so he just let it simmer as he rejoined Celine. 
 
    The fundraiser dragged long into the night, Siora avoiding him the entire time. She barely made eye contact with him for the few minutes they spoke when Miranda introduced her to Celine and Sebastian. And finally, when he was ready to walk Celine home, Garridan searched the entire ballroom for Siora, realizing she’d already left without saying goodbye. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Siora sat on Garridan’s darkened porch, thankful for the plushy outdoor chairs that lined the expansive structure. She guessed the home to be five or six bedrooms minimum. Not as large as his parents’ mansion, which bordered his property, but still sizable. Aristocrats flaunted their wealth, and Astaroth had his family’s crest emblazoned atop the large black gate that surrounded his property, which meant Garridan’s home was easy to find. 
 
    She’d debated confronting him tonight. After all, she was angry, and that never led to a productive discussion. But she felt it was best to tell him she wished to end their sexual relationship. After tonight, there would be no more one-on-one training. They would fight together in the final battle, and she would build her life at Lynia. A life without the handsome soldier who’d become the focus of her every damn thought. 
 
    He walked into her line of view, his broad shoulders visible in the moonlight as he strode on the sidewalk. Unlocking the gate, he stepped through and closed it behind him. He didn’t acknowledge her as his shoes clacked on the pavement of the walkway that led to the porch, but she knew he was aware of her presence.  
 
    Finally, he stopped before the porch steps and lifted his eyes to hers. “Hello, Siora.” 
 
    “Hello,” she said, lifting her brow. “Wasn’t sure you’d be home tonight, but I figured I’d wait for a while before I went back to Lynia.” 
 
    A muscle ticked in his jaw before he spoke. “Why’d you think I wouldn’t be home?” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you were fucking Celine,” she said with a shrug. “Aristocratic women are taught to guard their virginity, but you never know. It always seemed like an antiquated rule to me.” 
 
    His nostrils flared as anger clouded his expression. “Not to be a dick, but it’s none of your business whether I’m fucking Celine or not.” 
 
    Scoffing, she stood and ran her fingers through her hair. “Well, you’ve certainly made that clear—” 
 
    “No!” he interrupted, ascending the first step and jabbing his finger at her. “You do not get to pin this on me.” 
 
    “Pin what on you?” 
 
    “The fact I escorted Celine to the fundraiser tonight. Not that you deserve an explanation, but my father blackmailed me into taking her. Otherwise, he was going to withdraw his donation for the new TECs.” 
 
    Pursing her lips, she contemplated the words, wondering if they were true. “Well, you didn’t seem like you were suffering, so I’m sure it wasn’t a chore.” 
 
    “There are things you don’t know, Siora,” he said, climbing another step. “Things I haven’t told you because you insisted you wanted to keep this casual.” 
 
    “Of course I want to keep it casual,” she said, crossing her arms. “We have nothing but sex between us, and a romantic relationship would never work. Especially with our circumstances.” 
 
    Cresting the last step, he towered over her as he gazed into her eyes. “Circumstances are what you make of them. I think it’s time we started truly communicating, Siora.” Glancing toward his father’s home, he scowled. “My father will be home any minute, and I don’t want him involved in this.” 
 
    “Embarrassed he might see you with a poor farmer’s daughter?” she asked, tapping her foot. 
 
     His eyes narrowed into angry slits. “You’re really pissing me off right now. You came here looking for a fight, so let’s have one. I think we should have it in private, in a language we’ll both understand.” 
 
    It sounded like a challenge, and she was intrigued. “Meaning?” 
 
    Stepping forward, he unlocked the door and gestured inside. “Come on.” 
 
    She contemplated for several seconds before acknowledging his words held merit. In truth, she was looking for a fight and would rather have it without prying eyes so she could figure out why he didn’t tell her about escorting Celine. Giving him a glare, she stepped inside before he closed the door.  
 
    Locking it, he began walking down the darkened hallway. “Follow me.” 
 
    She complied, realizing she trusted him although she was mad as hell.  
 
    He led her through the home until they arrived at a back room. He flipped the switch, flooding the room with light, and she noticed the workout room filled with tons of weights, exercise machines, and a large black mat in the corner. 
 
    “You want a fight, so we’ll have a fight,” he said, stepping into the room and kicking off his dress shoes and socks. He tugged at his bow tie, pulling it off before he removed his jacket. After ditching the cummerbund, he began unbuttoning his shirt. 
 
    “Whoa,” she said, stepping forward and holding up her hands. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “I’m getting ready to spar with you,” he said, shrugging his shirt off his shoulders and tossing it aside. “At least combat is a language you understand.” Trailing to the black mat, he stood in the middle and beckoned to her. “Come on. Let’s fight, sweetheart. Tell me everything you came here to say. I can take it.” 
 
    “I can’t fight in this jumpsuit,” she said, glancing down at the material. “It’s the only nice piece of clothing I have.” 
 
    “Then take it off,” he said, arching an eyebrow. “It will certainly give you an advantage since I can barely think when you bare your skin to me, Siora.” 
 
    “You want me to fight naked?” she almost shrieked. “Garridan—” 
 
    “If you don’t think you can do it, I’ll take your concession.” 
 
    Bastard. As if she’d ever concede in any battle. “Are you fucking serious?” 
 
    His lips twitched. “Take off your clothes and fight me, Siora.” 
 
    Huffing, she unclasped the button behind her neck, and the twin tufts of fabric that had been covering her breasts fell to her waist. Lust blazed in Garridan’s eyes as she shimmied out of the jumpsuit and kicked her sandals aside. She left her panties on and trailed over to where he’d thrown his shirt, shrugging it on and cinching a few of the buttons. It fell to her knees, and she padded over to stand before him on the mat. 
 
    “This is ridiculous—” 
 
    His hand jabbed at her face, and she maneuvered away, her body instinctively knowing what to do after all her training. Gritting her teeth, she punched back, frustrated when he blocked her jab, and she turned to land a kick in his side. 
 
    Garridan muttered an “oomph” when she landed the kick before scuttling past her and grabbing her arm. Twisting it behind her back, he sandwiched it between them as his front pressed against her back. 
 
    “For the last time,” he breathed in her ear, “I’m not fucking Celine. I don’t want Celine. There’s only one woman I want.” 
 
    Grunting, she twisted out of his grasp and kneed him in the stomach before he doubled over. Grasping his thick hair, she jerked his head to stare into his eyes. “You were all over her tonight.” 
 
    Quick as lightning, he jolted away, rotating to slide his arms around her waist and lift her before slamming her onto the ground. He was careful, as he always was when they sparred, but it knocked the breath from her lungs. 
 
    “I think she’d be a good match for my brother. We came up with a stupid plan to make him see her in a more flattering light. Like I said, there are things you don’t know, Siora.” 
 
    Placing her hands flat beside her head, she kicked her feet high and used the momentum to jump into a wide-legged stance. “You should’ve told me you were going with her.” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, crouching and lifting his hands to protect his face from any future blows. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t think you wanted to know personal details about my life. I don’t know what the rules are here.” 
 
    “There are no rules,” she said, although the words didn’t ring true. “We’re just fucking.” 
 
    Amber eyes darted between hers before he whispered, “Liar.” 
 
    “Don’t call me names,” she gritted as confusing emotions welled within. “And it’s time to end this, Garridan. No more training, and no more fucking. It’s over.” 
 
    His features softened as he gazed at her. “Is that what you really want?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I want!” she yelled. “This can never happen.” She gestured back and forth between them. 
 
    “Why?” he asked, slowly approaching her, palms held high as he assessed her. “You’ve made up some story in your head that isn’t true, Siora.” 
 
    “Of course it’s true,” she said, mortified when a single tear slipped down her cheek. Swiping it away, she held out her hand. “Don’t come any closer.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to think you say things you don’t mean, sweetheart,” he said, continuing to slowly approach her. “I think you’re dying for me to touch you.” 
 
    Her chin trembled as she shook her head. “No, I’m not.” 
 
    The corner of his lips curved, the smile both sexy and filled with compassion. “Man, you’re a really bad liar.” 
 
    Eliciting a ragged cry, she lurched forward, aiming a punch at his jaw while attempting to swipe his leg. He anticipated the move, grabbing her wrist before swiping her legs instead and sending them both crashing to the floor. Tangled together, they struggled as he held her down with his large body, half-sprawled over hers. 
 
    “Damn it,” he grunted, struggling to catch her wrists, one in each hand. Lifting them above her head, he held them there as they panted. Warm breaths mingled as their gazes remained locked, both too stubborn to look away. 
 
    “Let me go,” she said, hating the sound of her voice, so weak. So much like the simpering woman she never wished to be. 
 
    His throat bobbed before he slowly shook his head. “I can’t,” he whispered, staring into her with such raw affection she felt her body melt beneath him. “Haven’t you realized I can’t let you go?” 
 
    “You don’t want someone like me,” she whispered, shaking her head upon the mat. “I don’t fit in your world. We don’t fit.” 
 
    Settling into the juncture of her thighs, he pressed his straining erection into her core, causing her to moan. “I think we fit just fine, Siora. In all the ways that count. You’re the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen, and I love that you fight as well as you fuck. What else do we need?” 
 
    “I never wanted a mate,” she warbled, his face slightly blurred by the wetness in her eyes. “I don’t know how to do this. I’m…” She stopped before admitting she was scared. The words made her feel too vulnerable as he stared at her with such longing. 
 
    “I know,” he whispered, lowering to nudge her nose with his. “I am too. I never wanted a mate either, but sometimes, life doesn’t go as planned.” 
 
    “It will never work,” she whispered, pleading for him to understand they had no future. 
 
    Forming a slow grin, he shook his head. “Thank the goddess I’ve always been an optimist, because you’ve definitely got the gloom and doom part down.” 
 
    A breathy laugh escaped her throat. “I just don’t want to set us up for failure. There are so many reasons—” 
 
    “Siora?” he interrupted, releasing one of her wrists and covering her lips with his fingers. “Will you do me a favor?” 
 
    Feeling her eyes dart between his, she nodded. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up and kiss me.” 
 
    Lowering his head, he consumed her lips, drawing her against him as she surged her tongue inside his mouth. He groaned, low and raw, into the back of her throat, causing her arousal to rush between her thighs. Craving him more than her next breath, she tugged at his pants as he viciously kissed her, pulling them off his legs before he ripped her panties off. With his lips still cemented to hers, he plunged into her body, causing her hips to buck as his shaft claimed every inch of her wet, throbbing core. 
 
    “Yesss…” he hissed, furiously pumping his thick, pulsing cock into her taut channel as she sucked his tongue for dear life. He speared it into her mouth, mimicking the frenzied juts of his shaft, and her eyes rolled back in her head as she gave into the delicious pounding. 
 
    “Just like that,” he rasped, gripping her thigh and wrapping it around his waist. “I love it when you relax like that when I’m deep inside you, sweetheart. Do you know how good it feels to have you open up like this when I fuck you?” 
 
    She wanted to tell him it was terrifying. That opening herself up to anyone was terribly disconcerting for the strong woman she’d always had to be. One who blazed her own path and never needed anyone. Never needed a partner. Of course, it was impossible to tell him that when her body had all but disintegrated into a pile of inflamed arousal as he consumed her with his words and his touch. 
 
    “I’m not stupid enough to let you go, Siora.” Clenching his fingers in her short hair, he tugged, forcing her eyes to fly open. “It’s not happening, so stop making excuses for why it won’t work. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Her mouth fell open as he hammered inside her trembling body, and she struggled to answer. The overwhelming sensations were just too damn much.  
 
    Sliding his hand between their bodies, he ran his fingers through her slick essence, which now coated her folds and inner thighs, lubricating them before finding her clit. Stimulating the engorged nub with his fingers, he pressed his forehead to hers as they reached for the peak. 
 
    “Oh, god, I’m going to come,” she wailed, his fingers maddening on the nerve-filled bud of her clit. “I can’t take it.” 
 
    “You can take it,” he murmured, lips vibrating against hers as their faces pressed together. “Open that pretty pussy and come all over my cock, Siora. Now.” 
 
    Tossing her head back, she succumbed to the pleasure, feeling her body snap as he continued to piston deep within. He was everywhere—inside her body…inside her brain…inside her heart. Something bloomed in the deep confines of her chest, and she understood that as her body was shooting over the precipice of pleasure, her heart was undeniably falling into the abyss for the magnificent Vampyre who was loving her so vehemently. Crying his name, she clutched her arms around his neck and buried her face in the juncture between his nape and shoulder. 
 
    The vein that ran from his neck to his heart pulsed against her cheek, and she longed to plunge her fangs into the tender flesh; to drink from him as bonded mates often drank from each other when they shared bouts of pleasure. 
 
    “One day, sweetheart,” he rasped, reading her thoughts as if she’d sent them to him in fucking bold text. “One day, we’ll drink from each other while we do this.” 
 
    The words were serious, causing her to thrust her nails into his upper back. The action elicited a ragged moan from him before he snapped, freezing for a millisecond before plummeting into his own orgasm. Bucking above her, he shot his release into her body, spraying her with his essence so it mingled with her own. Every part of their bodies was connected as she lay below him trying to make sense of the earth-shattering experience. Small, visceral grunts escaped his throat as he lunged into her…once…twice…and one last time before he elicited a soft, sexy wail. Gathering her against his body, he slid his arms under her back and held her close, pressing his face into her neck. 
 
    They lay there, sated and replete, silent as their labored breaths echoed against the walls. Eventually, their bodies cooled, and Siora melded into the mat, her eyelids heavy as the cadence of his breathing began to slow. Expelling a long breath, she closed her eyes, promising herself she’d only sleep for a moment. 
 
    An indiscernible amount of time later, she awoke to feel Garridan lifting her into his arms before trailing to the doorway of the gym. Flicking off the light, he carried her to his bedroom, sliding her between the sheets before crawling in behind. Drawing her close, he spooned her, resting his face against the back of her neck before falling into slumber. 
 
    She lay there terrified to clutch onto the happiness that wanted to envelop every cell of her frame. It was too overwhelming, and she panicked as his deep breaths warmed the sensitive skin of her neck.  
 
    After he lay still for several minutes, she quietly eased from his embrace and donned her clothes in the gym. Heading out the front door, she ensured the lock on the knob was secure and scurried back to the four-wheeler parked at the castle. Jumbled thoughts rushed through her brain during the short, brisk walk before she hopped into the vehicle and drove back to Lynia as fast as the damn thing would take her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Garridan awoke as the first light of dawn glowed outside his bedroom window. Rolling onto his back, he placed his hands under his head and stared at the ceiling. Siora had run away, and that was…well, he realized it was a natural progression in their complex relationship. It meant she was scared, and if he’d learned anything in his long life, it was that the greatest joy always resided on the other side of fear, if one was willing to take the leap. 
 
     Chewing on his inner lip, he contemplated the best path to take with Siora. After last night, there was no doubt he wanted to pursue her. Yes, the time for total honesty had arrived. Garridan had lived for ten centuries and never even come close to feeling about someone the way he felt about Siora. She was fierce and stubborn and so achingly beautiful. He didn’t know if she wanted to build a family and understood they’d need to make their way to having that very serious discussion, but there were other things he needed to tackle first. 
 
    To begin with, he wanted to court her. Garridan saw the importance of spending time with her outside the army so she could get comfortable with him—and with the idea they were meant to be together. She swore they didn’t belong in each other’s world, but he saw that excuse for what it truly was: Siora wasn’t sure he would choose her. Somewhere along the way, she’d decided an aristocrat didn’t belong with a farmer’s daughter, and the story had become her reality. Smiling, Garridan realized he couldn’t wait to relieve her of that notion. The great thing about immortals? Well, they had a lot of time, and he was a very patient man. He would take time to court her as she deserved to be courted, until his stubborn mate rewrote the tragic story. 
 
    “You sound as sappy as Latimus, old man,” he chided, running his hands over his face. “But damn, if she isn’t your mate, then no one is.” 
 
    The belief was embedded deep within, and he knew with a little time, Siora would see the light as well. In the meantime, he would let her pull back as she seemed determined to do. He’d give her some space and take the gamble she would eventually realize she wanted to build something with him too. Hopefully, she would recognize they were perfect for each other and overcome her fear. He’d waited centuries to find his mate. Waiting a few weeks longer surely wouldn’t kill him, although he certainly would miss her soft, silken skin and passionate kisses…and the way she moaned his name when he was deep inside her sweet body. 
 
    Feeling himself harden, he emitted a groan before lowering his hand to his shaft to ease his burgeoning erection, anticipating the next time Siora’s firm grip would replace his own. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The next few days were chaotic for Siora as the final battle drew near. The timeline was established, and they would fight Bakari in a matter of days. As if that wasn’t enough to process, Garridan had reverted to treating her like one of the soldiers, which rankled her. Yes, she’d bolted after their passionate night together, but she didn’t expect him to act as if it didn’t matter. The morning after, when she’d shown up on the battlefield, his expression was polite and detached, which worried her more than any flares of anger she’d ever observed. 
 
    “I’m sorry I left without saying goodbye,” she said as the morning sun shined on the training field. “I needed to get home and change before training today.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he responded, his deep baritone sending shivers across her skin. “We need to focus on training since the final battle is near. I think you’re right about ending our one-on-one sessions. You fixed the tell, and your combat skills have improved.” 
 
    Kicking the grass with her boot, she nodded, understanding this meant they would end their sexual trysts too. “Okay. Thanks for…everything.” Goddess, she sounded so lame. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” His eyes looked like melted amber in the glinting sunlight, and she almost wanted to weep for what she was throwing away. Reminding herself he was never hers to begin with, she braced herself and threw all her energy into training. 
 
    Throughout the training sessions, she and Garridan worked together to ensure their three battalions would be ready. During the battle, they would flank the north side of the forest along the field as Commander Kenden’s troops flanked the south side. Bakari would certainly have Deamon troops hidden in the thick forests, and they would do their best to prevent casualties. Although Vampyres had self-healing abilities, they were still vulnerable to poison-tipped weapons that prevented self-healing. Siora was determined to ensure they didn’t lose one Vampyre or Slayer soldier and took that vow very seriously. 
 
    The afternoon before the battle, Siora approached Garridan as he slung his backpack over his shoulder.  “Can I talk to you for a minute before you head back to Valeria?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    They walked toward the edge of the field, and Siora noted most of the soldiers had already headed home. It was imperative they rest before they gathered early the next morning. 
 
    “Our battalions look good, and they’re following our orders implicitly. I was a bit worried some of the male soldiers wouldn’t accept a female as first officer, but it hasn’t been an issue.” 
 
    “Because you’re a natural leader, Siora,” he said, cupping her shoulder. “And you’ve excelled at every challenge. We’re extremely prepared, and I fully expect our troops to shine.” 
 
    She’d missed his touch, and his broad hand upon her shoulder caused her heart to pound. “And if we win, we’ll be free of war. Hopefully.” She lifted her hand, crossing her fingers. 
 
    Smiling, he nodded. “I hope so.” 
 
    “I…” Glancing around, she told herself not to blurt out something embarrassing, such as how much she missed him. “Training with you was a fantastic experience. I really appreciate you taking the time to teach me.” 
 
    “Sure.” His eyes traveled over her face before he tilted his head. “Well, I’ll see you in the morning. We’ll meet here two hours before sunrise and load the troops into the utility vehicles before heading to the battlefield.” Pivoting, he began to trail away. 
 
    “Wait,” she called, grabbing his arm.  
 
    He turned, gazing at her, although his expression was unreadable.  
 
    “We said so many things the last night together, but we…we also didn’t say a lot. I just… Fuck, I’m terrible at this.” She released her grip and crossed her arms over her chest. “I expected you to be pissed I left that morning.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he lifted a shoulder. “We’re past that, Siora.” 
 
    Feeling her eyebrows draw together, she studied him. “Past what?” 
 
    “Past our petty arguments and base emotions. There’s so much more beneath the surface. The question is, are we too afraid to dig deep and find it?” 
 
    Inhaling a deep breath, she pondered. “I don’t know how to answer that.” 
 
    Grinning, he gave a slight nod. “Let me know when you figure it out.” With a small salute, he turned and meandered across the field. She still had the urge to call him back, but what could she say? Leave your aristocratic life behind to bond with me? The words sounded ridiculous as they clanked in her mind. 
 
    Lowering to the grass, she ran her hand over the soft blades as she contemplated. She’d always been so confident in her abilities as a soldier, and her determination and drive were unparalleled. But in her personal life? She’d never seen herself as anything outstanding. She’d always assumed she was a normal person destined to have one goal: to excel as a female in the army. But what if she allowed her confidence in her physical skills to extend to her personal life? To believe she deserved to marry an aristocratic man, love him with all her heart, and have him love her in return? 
 
    The sentiment seemed foreign to her, and she wrinkled her nose. When did she decide she wasn’t good enough? It was so counterintuitive to her strength and inner fortitude. Lifting her face to the setting sun, she closed her eyes, allowing realization to wash over her. 
 
    “You’ve sold yourself short your whole life, Siora,” she whispered. “You deserve success in your career and in every aspect of your life.” 
 
    Smiling, she expelled a heavy breath, releasing her fears and doubts across the expansive field. Of course, they would continue to rear their head, but she had to embrace the belief she was worthy in all segments of her existence. Believing in herself as a warrior had always come naturally. Believing in herself as a person fully deserving of love and happiness was harder, but she was determined to release her fears. 
 
    Garridan’s face flashed through her mind, increasing the longing she felt for him. Finally, she was ready to admit the truth: she cared for him and wanted to try to build something together. Hell, she was likely falling in love with him, which would be a first. It was daunting and a bit terrifying, but it also felt…liberating, as if she was emancipating those old, toxic beliefs and clutching onto something with so many exciting possibilities. 
 
    Would he accept her acknowledgment and want to court her? She had no idea, but judging by his words their last night together, he experienced some intense feelings for her too. Armed with that knowledge, Siora set her plan into motion. She would focus on the battle and ensure they prevailed. Once they defeated Bakari, she would approach Garridan and be completely honest about her feelings. 
 
    Excited for the future, she rose and wiped off the dirt before grabbing her bag and heading home. Siora had a battle to win, and she was ready to kick some ass. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The morning of the battle arrived, and Siora awoke with a fresh, vibrant energy. Embracing her feelings for Garridan had set something free deep inside, and she was ready to fight like hell so she could focus on the future.  
 
    Two hours before dawn, the Vampyre immortal battalions gathered. Latimus gave a rousing speech before they loaded into the armored vehicles and drove to the battlefield. 
 
    The combat would take place in an open field south of the Slayer compound, Restia. It was where the wall of ether stood that separated the human world from the immoral realm and therefore kept their people secret from humans. Etherya’s world had existed this way for countless centuries, and the humans remained oblivious to their existence. 
 
    When they arrived at the battlefield, they prepared their battalions, and Siora and Garridan faced Latimus. 
 
    “May the goddess be with you,” Latimus said, lifting his hand in a salute. 
 
    “May the goddess be with you, brother,” Garridan said, saluting in return as Siora did the same.  
 
    Latimus and Garridan clenched each other’s forearms, indicating their strong bond. 
 
    “We’ve fought so many battles together over the centuries,” Garridan said. “Hopefully, this is the last one for a while.” 
 
    “With Siora as your first-in-command, I have no doubt.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander Latimus,” she said as nervous energy coursed through her body. “We’ll stomp out every Deamon in the northern flank.” 
 
    With one last nod, he returned to his own battalion while Siora and Garridan began to lead the troops. As they marched, Siora grinned at the strong, handsome general, acknowledging how happy she was to have him by her side. 
 
    “What’s that smile for?” he murmured as the soldiers marched behind. 
 
    “I’ll tell you afterward. Don’t die, okay? I’ve got some really important shit I need to tell you.” 
 
    His lips curved into that sexy smile she’d come to covet. “Can’t wait.” 
 
    They directed the troops across the north flank of the forest, preparing them for the imminent conflict. Bakari appeared, his throng of Deamon warriors close behind, and Siora double-checked the TECs lined on her weaponry belt. They were special weapons that would obliterate the immortal Deamons instantly, and she was ready to use every last one if needed.  
 
    Several loud cries sounded from the battlefield, and Siora drew her rifle around her shoulder, ready to defend her kingdom. 
 
    Multitudes of Deamon soldiers began to rush in from both sides—half from the main battlefield, and half from the nearby forest. She and Garridan commanded their soldiers to commence combat, and they were thrust into physical battle. Gritting her teeth, she got to work. 
 
    For long minutes, she attacked the barrage of soldiers, using her semi-automatic rifle as well as the TECs to eliminate them one by one. Garridan fought off to her side, and she caught glimpses of him from the corner of her eye, besting the Deamons as he’d done for centuries. An enemy soldier approached, knocking her rifle from her hand and sending it flying behind her back. Grasping one of the TECs, she deployed it, disintegrating the creature, but another one closed in behind. Realizing the TEC was out of deployments, she tossed it to the ground and reached for another. 
 
    The Deamon knocked her hand away, and she lunged forward, landing a punch in his throat, causing him to clutch it and gasp for breath. Reaching for her rifle, she tried to swing it around but felt a tug from behind. Another Deamon had grabbed the strap, and he pulled it from her body before turning it on her. 
 
    “Time to meet the goddess, Vampyre!” he spat, placing his finger over the trigger. 
 
    Instinctively reacting, she launched a laser-focused kick into his abdomen before he doubled over and dropped the rifle to the ground. Approaching, she began to fight the creature in one-on-one combat as he tried to fight back. Pride welled inside as she realized she was kicking his ass rather expertly, and a portion of her enhanced combat skill could be attributed to Garridan’s training. Planting her weight on one leg—without dropping her hip—she launched into a jump kick and knocked the bastard to the ground. Grabbing a TEC from her belt, she plunged it into the Deamon’s forehead and blew him to bits. 
 
    “Nice job not dropping your hip!” Garridan yelled from several feet away before he turned to fight an oncoming Deamon. 
 
    “Damn straight!” 
 
    They fought for what seemed like hours, although it was most likely minutes in the grand scheme of things. The immortal army was making slow, steady work of defeating the Deamons, and she remained focused as she fought.  
 
    A bright light exploded on the field, almost blinding her. Siora heard a gruff shout and saw Garridan clutching his lower neck before plunging a TEC into a Deamon’s forehead and instantly killing him. 
 
    “Garridan!” she shouted, running toward him as she blinked away the brightness. Approaching his side, she saw him fall to the ground and crouched beside him. 
 
    “The bastard stabbed me with a poison-tipped sword, but I think I pulled it out quickly enough that my body will heal.” 
 
    Examining the wound, she touched her fingers to it, softly pressing. “Yes, you just need some blood flow to the area. It’s a surface wound. Thank the goddess.” 
 
    Suddenly, her hand froze against his chest, and she struggled to move. Garridan froze too, and Siora gazed around the battlefield, realizing everything had come to a sudden halt. 
 
    “Callie has frozen everyone with her powers,” came a voice over the walkie-talkie, and Siora recognized it as Nolan’s, the kind Slayer physician who was stationed in the infirmary tent. “We’re far away enough from the battlefield that it’s not affecting our movements. Stay tuned for updates.” 
 
    “I can’t move anything below my neck,” Siora said, willing her body to move. “I need to massage the area around your wound to increase blood flow. That will help counteract the poison. Shit!” 
 
    “It’s okay,” Garridan said, slightly rasping. “This most likely has something to do with the prophecy. I’m not dead yet.” 
 
    “Don’t joke about that,” she said, emotion welling in her throat. “I mean it, Garridan. I have a lot of stuff to say to you, and I can’t do it if you’re dead.” 
 
    Labored breaths exited his lungs as his fangs flashed in a smile. “I have a lot to say to you too. I was waiting for you to realize you can’t live without me.” 
 
    Breathing a laugh, she ached to hold him. “So, you were intentionally avoiding me.” 
 
    “You needed space to figure things out. I understand you, Siora. You’ll get that one day.” 
 
    Their conversation was interrupted by several more bright flashes from the battlefield. All at once, every Deamon soldier who stood frozen on the battlefield disintegrated, each of them turning to dust and scattering over the field as if they’d never existed. A loud boom echoed across the field before Siora regained her ability to move. 
 
    Leaning over Garridan, she examined the wound that sat at the juncture of his neck and shoulder. “Here,” she said, massaging it with her fingers. “We need to urge your blood to circulate around it so it expels the poison and you can heal.” She maneuvered her fingers for a minute before he sat up and pushed the skin with his fingers. 
 
    “I think I’m good. That was a close one, but thankfully, Deamons have terrible aim.” 
 
    Overcome with joy, she nodded. “They pretty much sucked. Did we win? What the hell happened?” 
 
    Lifting the small walkie-talkie from his belt, Garridan radioed Latimus. “Commander, the Deamons we were fighting seem to have disappeared. Am I imagining things?” 
 
    Latimus’s voice crackled over the device. “Callie fulfilled the prophecy and defeated Bakari. In the meantime, she also somehow managed to destroy every soldier in his Deamon army and obliterate the ether.” 
 
    Garridan’s eyes grew wide as he looked at Siora. “So…we no longer have a barrier that shields us from the humans?” 
 
    “Looks that way. I’ll know more when we debrief. In the meantime, I want to gather all our troops on the field and assess the damage and casualties, especially from our Slayer soldiers. After that, we’ll address them and send them home for a nice long break.” 
 
    “Ten-four, commander. Siora and I will round everyone up and meet you at the center of the battlefield.” 
 
    Placing the device back on his belt, he dug his hand into the ground to anchor himself to stand. Siora rose, extending her hand and helping him up. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said, affection glowing in his deep brown eyes. 
 
    Giving a nod, she squeezed his hand before turning to face the soldiers. There would be time for them to say what needed to be said, but first, they had a job to do. Placing her fingers between her lips, she gave a loud whistle and circled her hand in the air. 
 
    “All battalions, assemble for roll call.” 
 
    The troops began to gather in front of her so they could assess the formation before marching back to the main field.  
 
    Looking up at Garridan, she asked, “Do you want to do roll call?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. It’s all you, Battalion Leader Siora. Go for it.” 
 
    Grinning from ear to ear, she turned to face her battalions and commence her duties as a full-fledged officer in the immortal army. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    After addressing the troops, Latimus informed them they would have a few weeks off to spend with their families and rest. Now that Bakari had been vanquished, his threat was diminished, but the destruction of the ether created a new set of challenges. Humans were wily creatures, armed with nuclear weapons and almost limitless technology, so the army would need to be refashioned into a force that could defend the immortals from an attack. Although Queen Miranda and King Sathan were working on a plan to approach the humans, only time would tell if they were friend or foe. 
 
    Siora headed back to the compound of Takelia in the armored vehicles and divested her weapons and combat gear before preparing to head home. Garridan approached her, a glint in his eye as he gave her that sexy grin. 
 
    “Heading home to the farm?” 
 
    “Yep,” she said, placing her hands in her pockets. She desperately wanted to have some alone time with him but knew they were both exhausted. 
 
    “You know,” he said, rubbing his chin, “after I go home and take a massive nap, I’d really like to head over to Lynia and see you. And maybe meet your dad.” 
 
    Biting her lip to contain her grin, she shrugged. “I only introduce him to people who are really important to me.” 
 
    Lifting his brows, his grin deepened. “Is that so?” 
 
    Nodding, she felt herself beaming like a lovesick dolt. As her heart pounded in her chest, she said softly, “You could come over for dinner. We’re having Slayer blood and corn chowder. Dad loves food, even though we don’t need it, and it’s pretty much a staple at this point. Oh, and there will be wine too.” 
 
    Affection swam in his eyes. “I’d love to come over for dinner.” 
 
    “Sweet.” Kicking the ground with the toe of her boot, she glanced around. “Don’t tell anyone yet, okay? I want to talk to you first and figure out how we’re going to do this. I don’t want the soldiers thinking I got ahead from sleeping with my commanding officer.” 
 
    “No one in their right mind would think that, but I understand.” Glancing at his watch, he said, “I’ll come over at six if that works.” 
 
    “Perfect. See you then.” 
 
    He gave her an almost imperceptible wink, visible only to her, that set her heart aflutter. Flashing one last grin, she hopped into a four-wheeler and drove home, anticipating her father’s reaction when she informed him they were having company from a very handsome, eligible Vampyre. Knowing he’d be thrilled, she gave a tiny squeal—which was completely out of character for her, but so was falling in love, so she figured she’d just go with it.  
 
    As the wind whipped her hair, Siora took a moment to thank the goddess for their victory and for Garridan, the man who, somehow, had tunneled his way into her heart. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Garridan awoke from his nap rested and filled with anticipation about meeting Siora’s father. It was a big step for them, and he understood how meaningful it was for her. Donning his black pants, polo shirt, and loafers, he marveled at how nice it felt to dress in something besides tactical gear for once. Locking the door behind him, he hopped into his four-wheeler and drove to Lynia. 
 
    The farm sat on the outskirts of the rural compound, and Garridan noticed the rows of corn that lined the field behind the small home. Now that Slayers and reformed Deamons lived on all the compounds, growing food was a lucrative business for Vampyres, who only needed Slayer blood for sustenance. Although Vampyres ate food for taste and pleasure, they didn’t need it like other immortals. 
 
    Garridan climbed the front porch steps and lifted his hand to knock, but the door was swung open by a smiling Siora.  
 
    “You’re right on time.” 
 
    She looked beautiful in her casual attire, and her hair was fuller, causing him to wonder if she’d put something in it to style it.  
 
    “You look pretty.” 
 
    Red splotches appeared on her cheeks, and she gestured him inside. “Thanks. We’re almost ready. It’s not as big as your house, but it does the job.” 
 
    Garridan observed the dining room table lined with wine, corn, and goblets of Slayer blood before a man approached him, arms outstretched. 
 
    “General Garridan,” he said, pulling him into a firm embrace. “It’s so nice to meet you. I’ve heard wonderful things. Thank you for taking the time to train my Siora, and thank you for defending our people.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” he said, drawing back. “Siora is a talented soldier, and I’m glad Bakari’s threat is quelled so we can hopefully enjoy some peace.” 
 
    “Dad, you’re smothering him,” Siora said, tugging his arm. “Come on—let’s eat. I’m starving.” 
 
    They had a lovely dinner, filled with laughter and embarrassing stories from Siora’s childhood that had her playfully rolling her eyes on more than one occasion. Garridan found Luthor a jovial man, and he was honored to be included in their small family gathering. 
 
    After dinner, Luthor retired to his room, and Garridan and Siora headed outside to sit on the couch that lined the far side of the porch. When he slid his arm around her shoulders, she nestled into his side, and he kissed her temple as they stared across the rapidly dimming horizon. 
 
    “Dad really likes you,” she said, snuggling into him. “I can tell.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it since I plan to see him quite often.” 
 
    Pulling back, she tilted her head as her eyes glowed in the light of the newly risen moon. “You do?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, running the backs of his fingers along her jaw. “If that’s all right with you.” 
 
    Swallowing, she licked her lips, the gesture sending shards of desire through his veins. “There’s so much to figure out if we really do this. I’m woman enough to admit I’m scared, but I also don’t want to lose you. So I guess we need to figure some shit out.” 
 
    Chuckling, he nodded. “For starters, I was thinking I might sell my house at Valeria. I have nothing tethering me there, and I can live on Lynia as easily as I can live there.” 
 
    “But you haven’t gotten your assignment yet,” she said, eyebrows drawing together. “Latimus will certainly assign you to a high-ranking position. You’ll most likely have to visit the military centers on each compound. Lynia is a distant compound and living here will require a ton of travel.” 
 
    “Yes, but you’re at Lynia, and I assume you want to remain close to your father. Plus, I’m sure Latimus will assign you as head of security for the compound.” 
 
    Her eyes darted between his. “It’s not fair of me to ask you to sell your home and move here.” 
 
    “You’re not asking. I’m offering of my own free will. I have no ties to Valeria since I’m not close with my parents, and I can continue to see Sebastian when I visit.” 
 
    “Will you be happy on a rural compound? It’s probably boring here compared to Valeria.” 
 
    “If I’m with you, I’m pretty sure I’ll be happy.” Running his thumb over her cheek, his tone was reverent. “I want to court you, Siora, and when we’re ready, I want to bond with you and build a future. If you want to have kids, we can work our way up to that too.” 
 
    Her fangs toyed with her lip as she grinned. “I can see myself having kids down the road if I’m with the right person. It wasn’t ever a pressing desire because I was so fixated on becoming a soldier, but it would be nice to build a family. And my dad would be thrilled to have some grandbabies. He would definitely offer to help so we could still build our military careers, which is pretty freaking awesome.” 
 
    “I think we can build something amazing if we try, Siora. I’ve never wished for a bonded mate, but you burst into my life, and I fell for you before I even knew what was happening.” 
 
    “I’m so honored you want to court me,” she whispered, cupping his jaw. “You could have anyone, Garridan.” 
 
    “I only want you, sweetheart. Don’t you know that by now?” Pressing his lips to hers, he gave her a tender kiss before drawing back. 
 
    “Will your parents be upset you’re settling with a commoner?” 
 
    “Probably,” he said, arching an eyebrow. “But I just don’t give a damn. It’s my life, and I aim to live it exactly as I please.” 
 
    “That’s pretty badass for an aristocrat,” she teased. “Who knew you guys had the ability to be tough?” 
 
    Lowering his hand, he tickled her side as she laughed before burying his face in her neck. Inhaling her fragrant scent, his body hardened as she shimmied into him. 
 
    “I want to drink from you,” he whispered, nuzzling her neck. “Goddess, you smell so good.” 
 
    Sliding her fingers into his hair, she gently tugged him closer. “Then drink from me.” 
 
    Lifting his head, he gazed into her eyes. “That’s a huge step, sweetheart. If I drink from you, I won’t be able to let you go.” 
 
    Clenching her fingers in his hair, she gave him a sultry smile as his cock jerked inside his pants. “I’m counting on it, General.” 
 
    Emitting a low growl, he pressed his face to her nape, extending his tongue to lick the pulsing vein. His saliva would help prepare her sensitive skin for his invasion as well as numb the pain. Her body trembled beneath his as his tongue rasped over her skin, and he moaned before placing the tips of his fangs over her vein. Supporting her neck with his hand while the other one closed around her waist, he inhaled a sharp breath and pierced her sweet skin. 
 
    Her responding mewl sent shivers of lust through his frame as thick rivulets of blood coated his mouth. Drawing her between his lips, he drank her essence, imbibing everything that was his beautiful Siora. She whimpered beneath him, clutching his hair and shoulder as her fingernails dug into his scalp. Wracked with pleasure, he swallowed her sweet spirit until he felt himself begin to lose control. The scent of her arousal surrounded them, and if he wasn’t careful, he’d rip her clothes off and fuck her right there on her father’s front porch. Understanding that wasn’t an option, he released her vein, resting his forehead against her as he licked the wound closed. 
 
    “Oh, god, I almost came,” she whispered, the words ragged as she expelled heavy breaths. “I can’t wait for you to do that when you fuck me.” 
 
    “I can’t wait either,” he growled, placing a kiss on the spot, which was rapidly healing thanks to his saliva and her self-healing abilities. “And you’re going to drink from me too.” 
 
    “I’m so excited to taste the pure blood of a fancy aristocrat. Don’t tell your father—he’ll be scandalized.” 
 
    Chuckling, he rested his lips against the shell of her ear. “Even more reason to spread the news far and wide.” 
 
    Her laughter surrounded them as they cuddled together on the couch. As her fingers sifted through his hair, she whispered his name. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “I think…I think I’m in love with you.” 
 
    Drawing back, he gazed into her stunning eyes. “That’s good, because I think I’m in love with you too.” 
 
    Her grin was adorable as she caressed his face. 
 
    “And if our kids grow up to have horrible tells when they fight, I’m blaming it on you.” 
 
    “Hey!” she said, swatting him. “My tells were perfectly legitimate. I kicked your ass a time or two, didn’t I?” 
 
    Chuckling, he drew her into a tender kiss. “You sure did. If we have kids, they’re going to be tough as hell.” 
 
    Wrapping her arms around his neck, her lips formed a beaming smile. “They’ll be the best warriors in the kingdom. Can’t fucking wait.” 
 
    Consumed by her, Garridan trailed kisses over her face and neck before walking her inside and finishing the wine. Filled with the knowledge this would be the first night of so many spent together, he settled into his future with his magnificent Siora, the warrior who had stolen his heart and his perfect immortal mate. 
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    Her Dragon Mate 
 
      
 
    A Forbidden Love. A Broken Bond. A Secret That Could Destroy. 
 
      
 
    Belle was the only child to aristocratic parents, but she wasn’t like the other dragons. However, Belle held her head and snout high, finding acceptance in the most unlikely place. 
 
      
 
    Nikai was the first-born son of the King, and although he was a twin, their personalities were complete opposites. He has compassion for his fellow dragons, especially one pink dragon who has attention, and his heart. 
 
      
 
    When Belle found herself in an unattainable position, there weren’t many options given to her. She was told to get rid of the precious child growing within her or be exiled from the only home she’s ever known. Nikai may be the future King of all the dragons, but she would never choose him over their child. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Belle placed her hand on her stomach. Apprehension filled her at what the life inside would mean to all she loved. Her future would forever be changed from what she’d planned. 
 
    “Don’t worry, my little one. I’ll protect you with every fiber of my being, with every scale on my dragon body.” Her heart thudded at the possibility of that very real notion. Being the only pink scaled dragon in existence meant she was looked down upon. Although her family were aristocrats, thanks to her father’s position, they still ridiculed Belle.  
 
    Luckily, her dad held a position in the King’s court. Otherwise, she was pretty sure they’d have sent out an honor killing party. Her mother called her unique when she was a child. In the Dragon Realm, being different wasn’t a good thing. Of course, she was fine with the way she looked. In fact, she loved the way she looked when she shifted. Not all dragon’s hair matched their scales when they shifted, but hers did, only a little darker. There was no hiding her shading, nor did she want to. Her father didn’t appear to mind she looked nothing like him, or another dark jewel tone like the rest of the clan. His love for her was never in question. 
 
    “Why is pink not considered beautiful? Why, if you notice the sky when the suns are setting, it’s cast in a myriad of colors. The pinks and purples are the ones that everyone says are the prettiest,” she muttered.  
 
    “Belladonna, are you talking to yourself again? You know that’s no way to show the Dragonians that you’re a worthy dragon. Nor will it gain their approval.” Her mother looked down her nose at Belle. 
 
    She refrained from rolling her eyes at the absurd comment. There wasn’t anything she could do to make Dragonians approve of her. Heck, she was pretty sure her mother wished she could blink Belle away many times in the last several hundred years. The only reason she still lived was because her parents had no other children. Well, that and her father truly loved her, and she believed her mother did as well, in her own way. 
 
    “Hello, mother. How fair you this morn?” Belle used the shortened version of morning. It was a dig and a backhanded reference to her mother’s gloomy disposition. 
 
    Her mother gave a low growl before straightening her shoulders. “Belle, you’re not going out like...like that?”  
 
    She ran her hands down her sides, hiding her grin. She’d learned from past experience how easily she could explode into a very intimidating dragon. “I’m perfectly attired for First Meal.” 
 
    “Belledona, you should try harder to find a nice male who will accept you. You know your father holds a very important position, which in turn gives you good standing.” Her mother waved an imperious hand toward Belle. “Those leather leggings and silk shirt are for males, not females.”  
 
    The older woman, like many from her time, preferred long dresses with tight bodices. They didn’t appear to care that it restricted one’s ability to breathe. Belle loved the feel of the supple leather that fit her like a glove and shirts that, well, let her breathe without restriction. At least for now. She was proud of the pieces she created, particularly her shirt that was created from the finest material. Sure, it was sheer and allowed the black lace camisole to show underneath, but it covered her. The fabric came from one of the small villages, which would horrify her mother if she found out. 
 
    Many of the Dragonian females requested her to create similar clothing. Of course, they did so in private, where the elders didn’t overhear. Her mother, along with her friends, didn’t approve of the younger generation wearing leggings or shirts that showed their underthings. Belle hated to break it to the elder females, but times were changing. Her beloved Nikai said he’d change the outdated rules when he became King. Goddess, she needed to dig deep for patience and wait for him to take the throne.  
 
    She trusted him to do the right thing, even as he’d broken things off with her. She could wait a hundred years or so for him. His words had been heavy and filled with such despair when he’d explained to her why they couldn’t be together. Her dragon itched to fly far away and lick her wounds.  
 
    At the time, she had agreed to his terms. Belle hadn’t known her life was changing, and she wanted, needed, to see him again. No longer did she have just her to think about. Surely Nikai would change his mind about them waiting to be together. 
 
    Her parents had only been part of the Royal Circle for a couple hundred years. She wasn’t sure why her mother’s family wasn’t amongst the court since Nikai’s family was very welcoming to all, but her parents didn’t welcome questions, even from her. Now, with her own problems brewing or growing, she didn’t have the energy to care. 
 
    She shivered at the memories that sprung up with thoughts of the prince. He was the most handsome male she’d ever seen. His black as pitch hair was silky soft to the touch, and his dark eyes that could melt you on the spot, but he was also compassionate and so dang passionate. Goddess, she loved him with every part of her being. 
 
    “Are you even listening to a word that’s coming out of my mouth?” her mother asked. 
 
    “We must hurry before they serve First Meal. I would hate for us to be terribly late.” She gestured toward the door, indicating for her to lead the way. Belle trudged behind her mother like a child. Listening to her mother mutter was normal for her. She’d heard how unfit she was as a daughter more times that she could count, so this diatribe was no different.  
 
    “I am well aware of the time, Belledona. Goddess, why do I even bother with you? Your father is the one who insisted—” The words were cut off as she hurried down the hall. 
 
    Oh, Belle held no illusions that she’d made the woman unhappy. A day never went by where there wasn’t a scathing remark thrown at her. Both her parents had hoped her scales would darken to that of her mother’s vibrant red as she’d gotten older, to no avail. Her father was a gorgeous royal blue. If you went by the color wheel and mixed the two colors, their daughter should’ve been purple. A dark purple, which would’ve been socially acceptable, probably. But no, Belle’s scales were light pink. An abomination that stayed the same throughout the years. She was the only one in all the kingdoms who looked like she’d been dumped in a vat of hot lava and came out different. As if all the red color had been stripped from her. 
 
    She placed her hand on her stomach, wondering who her child would take after. It wouldn’t matter to her if he or she was the same shade as her or black as pitch like their father. The constant fear that’s plagued her since finding out she was with child scuttled down her spine. Most dragons could detect pregnancy by scent, but she was using a tremendous amount of magic to hide her secret. It had shocked her when the ability came easily, but from the moment she’d discovered she was pregnant, the fear of discovery hit her like a horde of demons were chasing her. Combined with the danger it could mean for her child, knowledge flooded her mind. At first, she hadn’t been sure it was real, then shock had turned to utter surprise as if she’d always had it there waiting to be tapped into. The limits to which she would go to keep her unborn child safe knew no bounds. 
 
    Nikai glared across the table at his twin. The bastard kept looking down at where his female sat. Like she was his for the taking. Nikai made the mistake and blurted to Nadim that he’d broken things off with her, thinking the bastard would understand his pain. Instead, the asshole laughed and slapped his back, asking if he could have a go at her. It took the entire elite guards that were on duty to hold him back from killing his brother. A grin tipped Nikai’s lips at the healing wound he could see above his twin’s left eye, wishing he’d finished what he’d started and taken the fucker’s entire thing during their fight. Instead, he’d released his claw at the last minute because his mother would’ve been upset. 
 
    His twin didn’t seem to have learned his lesson or didn’t care. It wasn’t a secret that Nikai considered Belle his female, or that he’d slay any who dared to think otherwise, even his kin. The memory of what he’d said to her, as well, made his beast growl in anger. Nikai hated having to push her away in order to keep her safe, yet her safety was his priority. A hundred years was nothing to a dragon. Shit, he should’ve explained things to her better. He should’ve promised her he wouldn’t take another female until he could be with her again. His dragon hated the thought of touching anyone but their Belle, as did he. When he took the throne, he’d claim their mate and bind her to them for all time. 
 
    “Look at him, father. He’s ready to battle me for the pink one. Doesn’t he know she will never be fit for the queen? She can be your concubine, but you can’t expect her to be welcomed like a lady,” Nadim said, his lips lifting in a smirk as he hid behind his cup. 
 
    Nikai flexed his fingers, letting his claws come out slightly he scraped across the table. “Brother or not, I will end your existence, Nadim. Don’t test me. If you dare touch a single hair on her, that mark above your eye will be nothing,” Nikai growled. 
 
    Their father banged his fist on the table, rattling several glasses. One fell onto the stone floor, shattering with a resounding clatter. “That is enough. Nadim, you will stop this nonsense of trying to get a rise out of your brother, and Nikai, you will not threaten to kill your brother over a female. As princes, you two will behave accordingly.” 
 
    Their mother, Queen Shani, looked on with sad eyes. Their sister Tanith was to be married the following week to a prince. The dragon belonged to the Fire Dragons, whose land was on the other side of their realm. Both females were close since their house was a very male dominant clan. She’d made it very clear she wasn’t happy that her daughter was moving away. If only she’d accept—he pushed the thought aside in fear his father could read his mind and find out just how deep his feelings were for the pink scaled female. One of the first things he’d change when he became King would be abolishing the fucking rules regarding colors and the kingdom. 
 
    “Tanith, when does your betrothed arrive?” he asked, shifting the focus from Belle to his sister. 
 
    Tanith’s eyes sparkled. She had bright blue eyes and royal blue scales like their mother. “He’ll be here tomorrow evening, along with his entire family. I’m so nervous.” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as she placed a hand on her stomach. He inhaled, wondering if his sister might be pregnant. A male was allowed certain liberties during the courting season but taking his sister to bed wasn’t one of them. His sense of smell didn’t pick up anything of the sort, other than his brother’s obnoxious odor. Nadim’s scent held a hint of oak where he was told he smelled like cedar and mint, while his sister smelled of cherry-wood. For whatever reason, all the royal line were a unique woodsy essence. Tanith’s sweet smell of innocence was still very present. That alone allowed the male who was coming to claim his sister to live another day. As prince and heir, he was without a doubt the strongest dragon in the realm, even more so than the king. Nikai respected the Fire Dragon clan, but they were still not as powerful as his house. 
 
    Most King of Dragons kept the throne until they died, either by natural causes or in battle. But since his father had twins, the prophecy said Nikai and Nadim would rule together. It became clear within the first couple of years of their birth Nadim didn’t have the drive. Nikai tried to get his brother to work harder like him, but his twin wasn’t one who liked to…work.  
 
    Nikai shifted shortly after they turned two. The entire course of their lives was changed from that moment on. Nadim’s dragon didn’t appear until a couple years later, no matter how hard Nikai tried to help him. Their father’s amazement and pride angered his twin, dividing them and their bond. Everyone tried to reassure Nadim it was normal to not shift. Dragons lived for thousands of years, so time wasn’t measured in days or years, but in battles and scars. They’d tried to tell him he’d catch up, but his brother wasn’t one to be consoled. 
 
    Their lives changed again when the seer arrived several centuries later. They’d thought she was coming with news but not realm shattering visions. Nobody ever denied nor disbelieved when she imparted a prophecy.  
 
    Training and battling with the elite guards were his passion. He didn’t take for granted the immense strength it gave him, which in turn made his brother drift farther away. For over five centuries, Nikai went with his father and the other elite dragons, protecting their kingdom. With each battle he fought, his own dragon became stronger. Nadim, on the other hand, enjoyed playing and bedding females and swore he loved the freedom. Nikai knew since he’d been a young dragonling that was his duty and didn’t mind starting at the bottom. His brother thought it was beneath him to. What Nadim failed to understand was they had to learn the art of war and bleed like the others, just as their father the King did, to become the best Kings they were meant to be.  
 
    The seer’s vision rocked the Dark Dragons. He and Nadim assumed they’d rule together. His brother, no doubt, thought he’d stay behind and rule the kingdom and expect Nikai to battle in order to hold their legacy. The prophecy the seer gave destroyed such foolish dreams. Her vision showed Nikai as the sole King of Dragons. The twin bond they’d shared since they’d been in the womb fractured, like someone had taken a bat to his skull.  
 
    Anytime Nikai tried to reach Nadim on their private link, he was closed off, bitter. In Nikai’s estimation, his twin was pathetic. Nikai’s anger at his brother’s attitude after the seer left made him explode in a fit of rage. If Nadim would’ve trained, worked harder…tried, he might’ve been in the prophecy too. 
 
    Blood, sweat, and broken bones. That’s what Nikai was willing to endure, and more. 
 
    “Nikai, when are you planning to settle down and give me little ones to spoil? If you did, maybe I won’t miss my Tanith so much when she leaves.” Queen Shani’s words brought a hush over the great hall. 
 
    Nadim belted out a laugh, slapping the table with fake glee. “Mother, that is an excellent question. Well, brother, are you going to answer her?” 
 
    It took all his self-control to keep from eliminating the space between the two of them. Eight small feet saved his brother. Nikai wanted to finish what he’d started the other day. Nadim was aware of how he felt about Belle. Hell, the entire kingdom, including his parents, were aware. The only reason he hadn’t claimed her was an antiquated law stating only certain colored dragons could be crowned. Pink wasn’t considered one of them. He disagreed, loving his Belle and the beauty she was in every form. There was always an air of awe when she shifted.  
 
    No other dragon could compare to her in his heart and the very depths of his soul. She was a treasure; his crowning jewel he’d kill for. He’d give up anything, even his birthright.  
 
    Thinking about the hurt he’d seen in her gorgeous eyes when he’d told her they couldn’t be together, nearly brought him to his knees. He didn’t say the real reason, but hoped she was aware. His parents would realize after his sister’s marriage he would only be happy with Belle. If not, he and his dragon would claim her and damn the Kingdom. 
 
    “If you value your life, Fratellinodrak, I suggest you pipe the fuck down or I’ll rip your tongue out. I’m sure the pets our cook keeps out back will find it a tasty treat.” He didn’t break eye contact with the little bastard who thought to test him.  
 
    Nadim’s nostrils flared. A puff of smoke escaping him as he fought his dragon. Nikai didn’t call him Fratellinodrak or little brother often, only when he wanted to infuriate his twin. Just once, Nikai wished like hell Nadim would step up and challenge him outright. It was no secret the other male preferred to be a bitch-ass. Nadim never wanted the duties of King, but he hated the idea of Nikai getting the power.  
 
    He didn’t understand his twin’s animosity. Sure, Nikai was to be King. He’d put in the work with blood, sweat, and tears. He was the one who endured countless years of training and studying. There were days and nights he’d gone to bed with so much pain and suffering it was a wonder he survived. Nadim got to be a spoiled rotten fucktwit once his parents realized he had no ambition for the throne. 
 
    “Enough, Nadim. You will not speak to the future King in such a disrespectful way. Would you speak to your father that way?” His mother asked, but continued before he could answer, her voice cutting like a whip. “No, you wouldn’t. He’s the heir apparent, and as such, you will hold Nikai in the same respect.” Her words brought a hush over the enormous space, and with it, a finality that wouldn’t be questioned. Not unless they wanted to face King Nadir’s wrath. He was handing the crown over, but he wasn’t weak.  
 
    Nikai wanted to turn toward where Belle and her parents were sitting but refrained. He planned to continue the tradition of First Meal. Most of the clan would gather in the great hall, providing a sense of comradery that came with it. With every eye on her, thanks to Nadim, she had to be seething. He met the stare of several who were watching them both. Their eyes shifted to their plates under his glare. He didn’t give two moons what they thought of his choice in mate. His dragon gave a huff. ‘We will slay them all if they try to stop us from claiming her. She’s worth a hundred of those fools.’ 
 
    He wanted to chuckle at the deep voice inside him as his dragon rumbled. On the best of days, he battled to control the big bastard, which he supposed made him an excellent candidate for the next Dragon King. Nadim didn’t like the restrictions or the rules that came with the title.  
 
    Nikai’s dragon emerged earlier than any other dragon in history, his powerful alpha making himself known. King Nadir had said they’d all been unprepared for Nikai’s dragon. The beast came out roaring with dominance, ready to battle males five times his size. He’d never told a soul that his dragon spoke to him for as long as he could remember…his entire life. 
 
    It took Nadim far longer to shift. The male was years behind in all things, shifting, fighting, and Nikai was sure even fucking. Nikai tried to show his brother how to change, shifting in front of Nadim over and over again. Nadim wasn’t willing to try, he’d been lazy since birth. 
 
    “You appear almost as fierce as the day you’d been but a child. You swooped out of the sky like a battle dragon, ready to kill one of my guards. Ah, I can still see you roaring. You were a sight to behold when you thought he was trying to harm me,” his father said with a grin. 
 
    He’d been two summers old, watching the Elite train in the enormous field behind the castle. He’d noticed the male with dark green scales flying toward his father’s unprotected human form. The only thought in his mind was to save his father from harm.  
 
    “I was sure he was going to kill you,” Nikai laughed, remembering the anger that bubbled out of him as he ran, shifting into his dragon in a blink. The ferocious scream he’d unleashed, followed by flames that rivaled a full-grown dragon, frightened them all. His thoughts were narrowed down to kill the traitor. His father’s second in command tried to avoid being hit, freezing in mid-strike. The older male, unprepared for Nikai’s attack, took a blast from Nikai and fell. Nikai found out later they were practicing. 
 
    “I still have the burn marks to prove just how deadly you can be,” Dradrick said. He lifted his glass with a smile. “I will fight by your side, when you become king, with pride.” 
 
    “Bah, you’re too old to be heading into battles with the young ones. You’ll stay and keep my fires blazing,” Dradrick’s mate said, her tone soft with affection. 
 
    “I think his imprint is still on the ground from when he fell out of the sky. Can we get a reenactment?” Nadim asked. 
 
    The table fell silent at his brother’s comment. 
 
    Nikai shook his head and wished the other male wasn’t such a raging asshole. It wasn’t his fault he’d been gifted the ability to shift first, nor his brother’s fault he couldn’t. It just was. Nadim excelled at things Nikai didn’t. Things like...well, he wasn’t sure. His brother must have some outstanding qualities.  
 
    “Nadim, that’s enough,” his mother cut in. 
 
    “I think I’ll go for a relaxing stroll, perhaps stretch my wings some. The air is a bit...thick.” Nadim stood up, giving his mother a slight bow as he walked out, heading toward the back of the castle.  
 
    “Hello, my friend. May I have a word with you?”  
 
    Nikai barely restrained from jumping at the booming voice that appeared a few feet from him. He didn’t underestimate the short male with the easy gait. The way he walked up to the head of the table without fear. He sat back, blinking a couple times as he tried to figure out who the intruder was and how he’d entered their realm without him being aware. 
 
    “Mkikoa, what are you doing here?” The King stood, dwarfing the smaller male’s.  
 
    The male his father called Mkikoa looked at the table, then back, sighing out a loud gust of air. “Please accept my apologies for the unannounced appearance, Nadir. I have some urgent business to discuss with you. In my haste, I didn’t realize the time difference. If you wish, I’ll await you on the outer lands.” 
 
    His father huffed, waving his left hand. “Don’t be absurd. I’m finished. My love, I will meet you for our afternoon flight.” King Nadir kissed his mate’s forehead. 
 
    Nikai stood, his chair moving backward without a sound. “Father, shall I come with you?” 
 
    “Nay, stay and eat. There will come a time that you’ll be forced to leave your mate and a meal.” 
 
    His mother cleared her throat, bringing their attention to her. He glanced back to where his father and the stranger once stood, finding them gone. A foreboding made him lose his appetite for food. Looking around the gathering, he was happy to see most of the clan were pretending to eat. “I’m done as well. Do you have need of me before I stretch my wings, mother?” 
 
    As the queen, she would remain until the first table was clear, then she’d excuse herself. He wondered why his brother had left so early, since the asshole liked to stay until he got a jab or two in. Nadim never did anything without a reason, often staying until the elders left and then he’d wander around until he found his next conquest. Silly females fell for his charm. The little shithead took their bodies with total disregard.  
 
    “Mother, where did Tanith run off to?” he asked.  
 
    He’d noticed his sister leaving earlier but hadn’t thought to ask where she was going. A glance at the other tables showed Belle was no longer with her parents. Trepidation had his dragon rising with the need to find her and ensure her safety. Two women, along with their mates, were the only ones left at the head table with his mother. Nikai didn’t care for most of the females who fawned around his mother, but the duo were his mother’s best friends. The males may not be battle dragons, but they were trustworthy. 
 
    “She is preparing for her upcoming wedding with her ladies.” His mother gave a little sniff, dabbing at her eyes with a small cloth. 
 
    Nikai grimaced. The last thing he wanted to do was sit around and listen to her fuss about the fact her baby girl was leaving their territory. Nope, there were places to fly and dragons to save or slay.  
 
    “If you don’t need me, I’ll be off.” He’d already taken several steps away from the table. 
 
    His mother waved her hand without saying a word. Assured he wasn’t needed he took his leave. Before exiting, he checked again to see if Belle was there. She looked as though she’d lost weight to him when he’d seen her walk in earlier. Goddess, she was so damn beautiful. Even in a room full of gorgeous female dragons, she stood out. The other females probably spent the morning prepping and primping to look their best. Belle, on the other hand, was flawlessly beautiful, without trying. She hated wasting time and selected clothes for comfort. He loved that it only took her moments to be effortlessly beautiful. And yet, she never failed to outshine the others.  
 
    Being unable to find her amongst her family table, his dragon grumbled. ‘Where is our female?’ 
 
    Nikai didn’t know, but he aimed to find out. Shit, he couldn’t. He was to keep distance between them until he took the throne or ruin his chance of claiming her. The way it stood, if his father made a final decree as King, he couldn’t change it for a thousand years. Fuck! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Belle’s heart hurt watching Nikai throughout the meal and couldn’t wait to excuse herself. She left the great hall as soon as Nadim mentioned her in his oh so grating voice. How two men could be identical yet be total opposites, amazed her. Their differences weren’t just in how they dressed or acted, but their eyes held a different fire. Her Nikai…goddess, she needed to stop thinking of him as hers. He’d ended it with her. Yet she still loved the damn dragon. He always dressed the part of the future King, while Nadim liked to wear things for shock value.  
 
    Nadim was always trying to cause a scene wherever he went. It was as if he enjoyed looking like he was a vagabond one minute, then dripping gold and jewels the next. Nobody could argue Nadim was handsome, unless you looked closely, then you’d see the emptiness within his aura. His dark eyes, the same shade as Nikai’s, held no life. Well, that wasn’t true. They appeared to hold no emotion for anyone but himself. She always felt as though he was calculating his next evil move. He excelled at being a master manipulator.  
 
    She turned the corner and entered the huge, open garden space. The common grounds allowed any dragon to sit, shift, land, or gather as they wanted. There were times she’d wished for the freedom to shift with everyone else, like other dragons, without fear. Her back itched with the urge to shift and stretch her wings. She hated the beautiful green land with the rolling hills, because she wasn’t allowed to shift with everyone else. All eyes would zoom in on her as if she were a freak. 
 
    “Life is full of crazy. You learn to fly with them or be gobbled up by their nonsense. I choose to fly,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “Look who’s talking to herself again. What’s the saying, crazy is as crazy does? The only one I see out here talking to herself is you, Mia Bella.” 
 
    She jerked to a stop and stared up at...Nikai. “My word, Nikai. You gave me a fright. I thought you had to stay in the great hall until the meal was finished?” Her heart fluttered at his closeness. 
 
    Nikai’s lips lifted in a slight grin that was so unlike himself. The look was one she’d seen his brother make, but Nadim would never be caught dead in the royal garb that Nikai had on. 
 
    “Ah, my love, I escaped as soon as I saw you leaving. Where do you plan on flying off to this fine afternoon?” He moved closer to her. 
 
    “I’m not sure. I needed to get some air.” She loved spending time with Nikai. However, in the back of her mind, doubts were niggling at her. Her dragon rumbled for them to move back and stay away. Nikai never called her his love, especially not in the seductive tone he’d just used. Her hand went to her stomach where a flight of little dragonflies set up flight inside her. The thought brought a smile to her lips. 
 
    “What has brought that radiant light to your face?” He ran the back of his hand down her cheek. 
 
    Whenever Nikai touched her, she melted with the need to touch him back. Yet now, an inexplicable urge to smack his hand away assailed her. Goddess, perhaps pregnancy hormones were making her crazy and hate males. She shook her head at the absurdity. The last night they’d been together, she wasn’t able to keep her hands or mouth off him. Her cheeks heated at how wanton she’d been. That was a lifetime ago. 
 
    “Oh, I was thinking how wonderful and freeing it would be to let my dragon fly. Would you like to fly together?” He looked up at the sky before moving a step closer to her.  
 
    Whenever she was flying next to Nikai, none of the other dragons gave her a sideways glance. She wondered if everyone knew that he’d dumped her. Why was he even asking her to fly when he’d told her they couldn’t be together...after he’d made love with her? Gah, not love. She loved him, but if he’d loved her the same, casting her aside wouldn’t have been easy. 
 
    He raised his face toward the sky again, then back at her. “I am needed back at the castle. I’ll catch up with you. Why don’t we meet in the field to the far west?” 
 
    She shivered, thinking of the many times they’d made love in the field. Her family cottage was there, but they’d abandoned the place once her father was accepted back into the royal palace. The first decade of her life, she and her parents lived in the beautiful little cottage. While her mother liked to pretend the place didn’t exist, she loved it. Belle tried remembering when either of her parents visited the land but was sure they avoided it like the plague. Neither of their scents could be detected. If she were to hazard a guess, she’d say it had been centuries. Once her father had become the King’s chief adviser, her mother vowed to never return. Belle didn’t understand why her mother hated the home so much, other than it was because they’d been outsiders then, and she wasn’t privy to the reason.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll be waiting,” she said, caving even though she’d hate herself for it later. 
 
    Nikai nodded, then spun away without bothering to say another word or even give her a kiss. Nothing he’d done or said was normal. 
 
    Belle tried not to let his rejection hurt, but she had to remember he was the future King. The way he’d looked away from her led her to think he’d gotten a call through a private path by someone. The King was the only other person she’d ever known to contact him when they were together. She understood what a queen had to sacrifice. She was prepared for the role since Nikai wasn’t shy in giving her lessons. Queen Shani handled everything without being ruffled. She wondered who the stranger was she’d seen as she’d slipped out, his aura too great for her to have missed. Gah. Why was life hard? And how could Nikai tell her one thing mere days ago, only to do an about-face today? 
 
    Before she became too morose, she shifted into her smaller dragon. She hated to draw attention to herself, plus if she wasn’t careful, she could destroy everything around her thanks to the fact her female dragon happened to be a huge-ass monster. With her wings flapping hard, she rose into the sky. Her dragon rumbled within her, wanting to stretch her much larger wings.  
 
    She adored the color of her shiny pink scales, but loathed being bigger than a lot of the other dragons, even the males. Her survival depended on her ability to stay out of sight, since she tended to instill fear amongst those who saw her. Plus, she hated the remarks she received because of her pinkness. A burst of flame escaped when she imagined the dragons below, watching her, mocking her. She blamed hormones for her crazy emotions.  
 
    She loved the freedom she gained while she was a dragon. The way the air caressed her scales, like a lover. The faster she flew, the softer the air felt. It was like nothing else in the entire realm. ‘Well, if you let me loose in our true form, we could really fly.’ 
 
    Belle ignored her dragon’s deep rumble and scanned the sky, looking for danger. In her dragon form, her eyes were on the sides of her head. The placement allowed her to see clearer. Her vision picked up what was in front of her and over her shoulders at the same time. Belle also had a third eye on the top of her head unseen by anyone else. The anomaly gave her enhanced senses where she could discern shadows and sense things others of her kind couldn’t. She assumed it had something to do with her abnormal coloring and refrained from mentioning her—strangeness to anyone. Fear for her wellbeing was a daily constant. The third eye also gave her an advantage while flying in dragon form, and even when she was in her human skin. Although she didn’t have the third eye when she was on two legs, she possessed the extra senses. In the Ancient Tomes, she’d found mentions of ‘parietal eye’ and was stunned to see those who possessed them were supposed to hold great power. However, her kingdom treated her poorly because of her differences already. She didn’t need to give them another reason. 
 
    Belle arrowed her body toward the field behind the cottage, loving the burst of colors from the flowers that grew around the home. If they’d grown anywhere else, she’d have picked a few and taken them back home to brighten up her room. The bright blooms were colorful and fragrant, unlike anything she’d seen in all the realms. 
 
    It wasn’t long before Nikai arrived, tearing the last of her heart and feelings for the dragon apart. 
 
    Nikai walked outside his rooms and ran into the last person he wanted. Fuck, why the hell is the Goddess testing his self-control? “Nadim, I thought you’d gone off to do whatever you do?” Laze about and screw anything that would have him. Nikai kept his thoughts to himself. 
 
    “Ah, Viejodrak, you are in a fine mood. What’s wrong, you missing your lovely dragon girl? I believe I saw her heading off to fly with her mama.” 
 
    Nikai counted to ten to keep from rising to the bait his brother tried to use by calling him ‘old dragon’. He shouldn’t have stooped to name calling. It was a foolish game, but old habits were hard to break. 
 
    “Ah, Fratellinodrak, I apologize if I have hurt your wittle feelings with my inattention.” He used his most condescending tone, smirking as his words hit their mark. 
 
    Anger flashed in Nadim’s dark orbs at being called little anything, just as Nikai had intended. 
 
    “Father wishes to see you, brother,” Nadim waved his hand toward the long hall. Anger flashed in his dark eyes. 
 
    Nikai narrowed his eyes, wondering why their father sent his twin after him instead of calling through their mental path. 
 
    “Do not worry, you’re still the golden child. I was near when he requested your presence. I believe it has something to do with the visitor and his extraordinary abilities. He’s an unknown, and Father didn’t want to risk being overheard if he were to broadcast a summons. Now that I’ve done my lowly duty of fetching the future King, I’m off to do my debauchery.” Nadim spun on his boot heels and stomped away. 
 
    Nikai thought of reaching out to Belle to see if she was alright, knowing how she disliked his brother. It didn’t help the way his brother was often crass with her. He stopped before going through with the knee-jerk reaction. If she were with her mother, his query wouldn’t be welcome. If his father sent Nadim to fetch him because of the dangerous stranger, reaching out to Belle could endanger her. Her safety was his primary concern. Besides he had an endgame but couldn’t keep pushing and pulling her the way he was without hurting her more. He had to stay the course, no matter how much he despised the rules. 
 
    He flashed outside his father’s office, listening for the two men’s voices. Silence on the other side greeted him, making his dragon rumble. He pressed on the lever without knocking, allowing his senses to open further. His father’s space where he worked was an immense room filled with books and ledgers. This was where he’d be taking over one day.  
 
    Nikai inhaled, finding no sign of either male. From the lack of smells, they hadn’t been there recently. His dragon raked at his insides. 
 
    “Fuck it,” he growled and sent a message to his father through their private path. ‘Father, you wished to see me?’ 
 
    Ten seconds passed and then another before King Nadir responded, “I did no such, Nikai. What is wrong?” 
 
    Nikai listened for distress in his father’s tone but heard only mild irritation. “Nadim came to my rooms and said you wished to see me in your office. I’m here, yet you are not.” 
 
    Silence again greeted him, making his nerves stretch to the point he wished to shift into his dragon and fly to wherever the hell his father was and shake the King. 
 
    “I just asked your brother what the meaning of his summons was. He assures me he didn’t speak with you.” 
 
    Disbelief warred with worry. Why would his twin lie to him and then to their father? Nadim’s level on the power chain was lower than the both of them, making it laughable if he thought he could get away with deceiving them. Yet, he’d not only lied to Nikai, but their father. The offense to their King was death for anyone other than his son.  
 
    “You know I do not lie, father.” Utter disbelief filled him. His brother didn’t do things without a reason. 
 
    “This I know, Nikai. The question is why did your brother. I ordered him to be in my office in two minutes. Are you still there?” 
 
    Nikai gave a curt yes through their link. He paced back and forth in front of his father’s desk, hating having to wait for anyone, even his father. The one hundred and twenty seconds were the longest he had ever waited, especially when he’d prefer to be with—Belle. Thoughts of her had his gut tightening. He needed to claim her. Screw the fact he’d told her they were over. He’d only done so to secure the throne first. He’d claim her, then let the chips fall how they fell. 
 
    King Nadir’s powerful form appeared first, followed by the stranger. Nikai lifted one brow but kept his questions to himself. 
 
    “Nikai. I’d like you to formerly meet, Lord Mkikoa. He’s from The In Between Lands. He says there’s been an unrest that’s threatening the veil between there and here. He’s requesting my help to secure it.” His father motioned toward the two chairs in front of his desk. 
 
    “Lord, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” The Lord was the first being he’d met from the other realm. His kind and theirs avoided one another if they could. The fact the other man waltzed into their great hall was worrisome. 
 
    “Oh, I see you’re wondering why I could enter your domain without being killed on sight? Your father and I have been allies for many centuries, young dragon.” Lord Mkikoa took a seat as if unafraid. 
 
    “Mkikoa, I suggest you not tug my son’s tail, for his bite is worse than mine.” King Nadir sat behind the desk and folded his hands in front of him. King Nadir’s dragon came out to play as flames danced on top of his hands. 
 
    Nikai didn’t see his father flexing his powers much, but when he did, he did spectacularly.  
 
    “Put your flames away, Nadir. I am like your father is here when it comes to The In Between and The Mist. However, I’m not considered a King, more an—overlord, to both The Mist and The In Between. Since I watch over them, I tend to keep a closer eye on The Veil that separates The Mist from your realm. The Mist is a volatile place, which nobody wants to inhabit, trust me on that.” So, it’s true then? He’s more powerful than you?” Mkikoa asked. 
 
    Before his father answered, Nadim walked in, a smirk of satisfaction on his face.  
 
    “Oops, am I interrupting your circle...meeting?” Nadim laughed at his own joke. His brother, on more than one occasion, called their counsel a bunch of circle jerks and said they got together to see who had the biggest dick, and would tug one another’s cocks for fun. The council members were very stoic males, most Nikai had never seen joke. When they were in a meeting, they were all business. If they heard Nadim’s remarks, there wasn’t any doubt they’d demand retribution. It would be up to their father to handle Nadim then, the little asshole. 
 
    “Sit down, Nadim. Now,” King Nadir ordered, his voice booming loud enough the windows shook. 
 
    Nadim looked at him with hatred as he sat in the empty chair. “What is it you wished to speak to me about, Father?” 
 
    “Why did you lie to your brother and then lie to me?” King Nadir’s power flared, making Nadim flinch. 
 
    The King didn’t waste his words on pleasantries or fuck around. Nikai planned to be as direct as his father when he took the throne. 
 
    Nadim recovered, shrugging off the lash of power, and laughed. He tossed back with a chortle that grated on Nikai’s nerves.  
 
    “Is that what’s got you heated? Father dear, I was just tugging at his tail and thought he needed to go on an adventure. And look, where better should he go than the place he’ll be spending days on end? Tell me, what’re you going to change in here first, Nikai? I’d start with the drapery, myself. They are quite garish, don’t you think, Viejodrak?” Nadim walked over to the window, flicking the fabric in question back and forth.  
 
    “Enough, Nadim. Mkikoa. Please accept my apologies for having to cut our visit short. I assure you I’ll have this side reinforced by suns set this evening.” King Nadir stood up and walked around the desk, giving the other male a formal dragon handshake, which was only given to the highly respected, gripping the other male’s forearm with one hand, slapping his shoulder once with his other hand, and then nodding. 
 
    “No worries, Nadir. I too have a child who likes to bicker with his siblings.” Mkikoa nodded toward Nadim, then turned to Nikai. “I look forward to working with you, Nikai. Your father has great things to say about you. I sense greatness within you, and don’t doubt you’ll do amazing things when you become King. Peace go with you.” 
 
    Nikai accepted the smaller male hand, surprised at the strength he felt flowing through the other being. Yes, he looked smaller in stature. However, as they shook hands, Nikai realized the image he was presented with wasn’t the true form of Lord Mkikoa. “With you as well, Lord Mkikoa. Any friend of my father’s is a friend of mine.” Meaning, if he wasn’t a friend of Nadir’s, then he wouldn’t be Nikai’s either. 
 
    “Very wise indeed. I shall leave you to see to your family business. Hopefully, the next time I visit, it’ll be for the coronation of your son taking the throne. You and I have been on our thrones too long, Nadir. It’s time to let the young take over, yes?” 
 
    His father laughed, but he didn’t speak again. Tension was high, and it had nothing to do with him taking his father’s place. Lord Mkikoa bowed and then disappeared, leaving behind a sweet peppermint scent.  
 
    “Good Goddess. Will you two quit acting as though I stole your favorite toy? I sent Mr. Perfect on a wild dragon chase. Nothing harmful in that.” Nadim sat in the chair Mkikoa had vacated, crossing his legs and resting his arms on the chair as if he hadn’t a care in the world. 
 
    “Nadim, you lied to me. Your King,” their father said in a low growl as he banged his fist on his chest over his heart. 
 
    His brother uncrossed his legs and got to his feet, leaning on the desk now. His stance still that of the unaffected.  
 
    Nikai moved closer, picking up a faint hint of Belle’s scent on his brother.  
 
    “Why were you with my Belle?” Nikai worked to keep the flames from leaping out of his own palms. 
 
    His twin straightened; all signs of casualness gone. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Lie. 
 
    Nikai tossed the chair across the room with a flick of his hand and grabbed Nadim by the front of the shirt. “I asked you why you scent of my female and her fear?” 
 
    Nadim tried to shove him away, pressing his hands on Nikai’s chest, sweat beading on Nadim’s forehead. Nikai stood rooted in place, the other male’s strength no match for his own. He wasn’t willing to allow his brother to avoid his questions with his normal asshole bullshit.  
 
    Using the alpha dragon powers within himself, he froze Nadim in place. “You will answer me, Fratellinodrak.”  
 
    “I’m mere minutes younger than you, Fratellodrak,” Nadim growled. 
 
    “Well, you’re clearly dumber than a pack of wolves, Fratellinodrak. I can scent Belle and her fear on you. What did you do to my female?” His arms morphed into that of his dragon, black scales appearing like dominos from his hands to his shoulders. 
 
    Nadim’s eyes widened, his own scent changing to a nauseating fear. 
 
    “Father, are you going to allow him to hold me captive while he partially shifts into his dragon? I can’t defend myself against him like this.” 
 
    Only a few dragons in history could do as Nikai. His father and his grandfather before him, but his grandfather didn’t exert his powers much anymore. 
 
    “Silence, Nadim,” his father roared. 
 
    “Father is the only reason you’re still standing instead of lying flat on your back, begging for your worthless life. I’m giving you one last chance to tell me the truth or do you want me to take it from you?” 
 
    Smoke came from Nadim’s nostrils as he tried to shift, his face twisting into a grimace of pain while Nikai held him and his dragon hostage without touching the fucker. 
 
    “Fine. I saw her in the center courtyard. We spoke, and then she shifted into her—dragon. I followed at a safe distance to ensure her safety. You know how the other dragons feel about her…er uniqueness. However, she flew toward one of the farthest reaches of our land, which led me to believe she wanted privacy. I’d also had the royal summons to come here, so I didn’t dare dally too long. You know how much I hate being treated as you and father’s personal whipping boy.” 
 
    There was a little truth mixed into the words his brother vomited out of his mouth. His dragon latched onto the fact their Belle was upset and ignored everything else the bastard said, even though there was something he felt was being hidden from him. “Father, I vow to you now, that if he has done anything to Belle, I will kill him.” 
 
    “Nikai, he is your brother. She, while a lovely female, is a mere member of court. She’s not suitable as your mate. If you wish to make her a consort, that’s one thing, but you must remember your duty as the future King.”  
 
    He looked over at his father, the King, and realized he’d give up everything for his mate, his Belle. “My duty is to my truemate, father.” 
 
    It was the first time he’d recognized Belle in an official capacity to his father. Yes, they were aware he had been with her; he hadn’t hidden their relationship. Belle wasn’t a dirty secret. Yet securing the throne was his priority, instead of securing his female. He’d been stupid, as stupid as they came for breaking it off with her. Just saying the words to his father had the weight lifting from his shoulders. He’d been a fool who should’ve claimed Belle a long time ago.  
 
    “Are you sure?” King Nadir asked. 
 
    Nikai nodded, placing his fist over his heart, noticing his arms were still partially shifted. His dragon wasn’t allowing him to retreat from what they both wanted. 
 
    “Ensure she is well. I’ll deal with your brother.” His father placed his own fist over his heart, giving him a formal blessing with words and the action. 
 
    Nadim growled again, but Nikai flashed away, heading toward the open sky. He’d let his father handle the shit that was his twin until he returned. After that, he’d see to it that Nadim learned a lesson he’d never forget. And never is a long motherfucking time to dragons. 
 
    ‘Belle, where are you?’ he called out through their private link. He flew to their private little oasis, searching for her. Her family home was quaint and beautiful, with exotic fauna and a stream where they’d swam and played. He searched the entire area twice, with no sign of his female. Time ticked by and with it anger and fear. He called out again as silence continued to greet him. 
 
    His dragon snarled as they circled the old house that had been kept immaculate thanks to Belle and him visiting the land. Her parents had abandoned the property long ago once they’d taken their place within the royal court. Belle’s mother and father both hated any reminder of the time they’d been there, because it spoke of when they’d been outsiders. He and Belle had spent many days and nights there, talking, laughing, and loving. Now he only felt emptiness. 
 
    ‘She is gone. Not just here, but from our realm,’ his dragon snarled. They were one, yet they were two different beings within each other. And he hated knowing the beast spoke truthfully. He felt the hollowness inside his chest. Belle had vowed to love him forever, but her words were just that, hollow. In his anger, he forgot that he’d told her they couldn’t be together. Surely, she knew it was only… 
 
    He roared flames to the sky, the fiery embers coming back toward the home she loved. Before they reached the house, he sucked them back into himself, unable to allow them to decimate the place he’d claimed Belle for the first time. No other male had ever touched her before him. Yet he knew he wouldn’t be the last to taste her. Picturing her with another male spiked his anger, making the need to kill and destroy rise within him. He sped away from the home. The place that held his memories of immature love.  
 
    “Treacherous bitch,” he growled, hating her and everything they had. Images of Nadim and Belle together raced through his mind, sending his thoughts racing. Did she hate him enough she’d turn to his twin for comfort? Did guilt eat at her and make her flee? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Belle fought to hold herself together. Her confrontation with Nikai after First Meal made her stomach twist into knots. His callous treatment was nothing like the male she loved. And the things he’d said, in their special haven of all places, was worse. “It’s like my heart has been ripped from my chest,” she whispered. She didn’t know how the male she adored so much could be so cruel. Goddess, she loved him with every part of herself.  
 
    Her silly mind wandered back to the words he’d said to her, shattering her soul all over again. 
 
    “Did you think we’d be more than this?” Nikai waved his hand between them. “I mean, yes, I will still fuck you, but you must get rid of the dragonling you carry. You see that, no?” 
 
    His words crushed every ounce of love she’d felt for him. That male wasn’t the same she’d loved for so long. He was...Goddess; she didn’t even recognize him. “Get away from me, Nikai. I hate you. You are nobody to me anymore.” 
 
    The bastard laughed at her pain. His audacity limitless. His hands reaching for her as if she’d allow him to touch her ever again. 
 
    “Don’t be like that, Belle. Come here, let me hold you.” His black eyes mocked her, as if they were twinkling with glee. 
 
    She swatted his hands aside. “Stay away from me. I never want you to touch or talk to me ever again.” 
 
    His eyes slitted to that of his dragon. Except she didn’t recognize the dark gaze staring back at her. They were so unlike the familiar ones she’d loved. When she and Nikai flew together his eyes held love, compassion, and so many other emotions, it was easy to discern his intentions. Belle wasn’t able to put her finger on why she didn’t see her Nikai in the male that stood before her. Of course, nothing about the male was familiar. He was nothing but a liar. 
 
    No, that wasn’t true. She knew the reason; it was because he was a bastard. A lying, worthless bastard. 
 
    “You weren’t saying that to me before, now were you, Belle?” he growled. 
 
    She shrank away from him. His reminder of what they’d done many times before, shaming her. Goddess, she was so stupid, just as she’d been called by many others. “Please leave me alone.”  
 
    “If that is what you wish.” He gave a regal bow, humor in every move he made. This male was playing a game, and she hated him. 
 
    She’d turned her back on him, unable to face the man she’d loved and his rejection. “Yes, it’s what I wish.” 
 
    “You know you can’t continue...” 
 
    Belle spun to face Nikai, stopping him from speaking. “Do not say another word. I know what I must do.” 
 
    He nodded, then shifted into the large black dragon she’d always loved and admired. They’d spoken many times of when they’d be mated and create children together. How he’d vowed he wouldn’t care what color their offspring were when they became a dragon, as long as he or she was theirs. Now, she faced the reality the male she loved was telling her to get rid of their child, and that he didn’t plan to...that he would continue to fuck her, but not mate her.  
 
    “Oh Goddess, what shall I do?” She became good at masking her scent. But in a moment of weakness, Nikai came upon her, and he’d found out her secret. And unlike her foolish dream, he’d said what she’d feared, demanding she get rid of her precious child. Screw him and screw his dictates. She’d rather die herself than do as he said. 
 
    There was no doubt in her mind her parents would disown her if the King and his family didn’t accept her. She’d be shunned, exiled from her people when they found out. The narrative that she, the pink dragon, was audacious enough to procreate and continue her shameful color line. Where would her precious child rank among the dragons? If he or she turned out the same as Belle, they’d consider her child less than, or worse. Oh Goddess, she’d never give up the precious life within her. It didn’t matter if the male she loved happened to be the vilest being there ever was. 
 
    She inhaled and flashed to her parents’ home instead of flying. The freedom of having the wind on her wings and scales only made her nauseous. Her nausea had nothing to do with the child growing in her stomach and everything to do with the reality that the male she loved told her to get rid of their precious baby. 
 
    She materialized inside her bedroom, looking around at the beautiful furniture chosen with care, from the four-poster bed to the vanity her father had created. The familiar, yet foreign things she’d have to leave swam through her tears. It took her a moment to scan the space, gathering what she loved the most, hoping she wasn’t making a huge mistake. Before she flashed away, she left a note for her parents. While her mother might not give a crap if she lived or died, her father loved and worried about her. For years, she’d wished her mother cared more, but that yearning got her nowhere.  
 
    “I’d rather die than get rid of my child,” she swore, placing her hand over her stomach and the life she carried. 
 
    Nikai was dead to her. The only being she’d give her life for was growing within her. The male who’d helped create her, was a lying, good for nothing, dragondicksasshole. And all the dragons who’d ridiculed her and hated her for no reason, other than her scale color, could rot alongside Lucifer in Hell. 
 
    Two Years Later the Fey Realm... 
 
    It took months before she settled in a realm where she didn’t have to look over her shoulder in fear. A realm with a powerful female holding life and death, in her tiny little hand. You’d think Belle would’ve been scared. Yet she only sensed greatness and a bottomless pit of compassion within the Fey Queen. Standing side-by-side, their sizes were comparable, but Jennaveve was gifted with powers from the Goddess herself. While Belle was no weakling, she was acutely aware just how much power the other female could wield.  
 
    Sanctuary was a gift Jenna allowed them on Fey. She’d stunned Belle with her fortitude and knowledge when it came time for her to give birth. In fact, she credited the tiny Fey in keeping her both sane and alive during that long and painfilled day and night. She’d tried to prepare Belle by explaining what to expect, but nothing could’ve prepared her for labor and delivery. Thank the Goddess her friend was gifted with magic that eased the agony somewhat. Belle didn’t doubt for a minute her precious toddler running before them, as if nothing could harm her, wouldn’t be there if it hadn’t been for Jenna.  
 
    “Lula, take care, sweetheart.” Belle bit her lip to keep from saying more. The child was surely going to give her a heart attack with her crazy antics. 
 
    Belle and Jenna locked eyes, then turned back toward Lula. Her daughter jumped up and began rolling head over feet, doing somersaults again and again. The Fey Queen’s smile lit up. Lula truly was the bright spot in their lives. She turned to see her little girl grinning back at them each time she landed on her back, giggling loudly. 
 
    “She is such a joy, Belle. Look at her go.” Jenna sat up straighter, her voice a mere whisper. 
 
    “Thank you for letting us stay here, Jennaveve. I promise we’ll help you protect your realm for as long as we are here.” The vow was one she’d honor her entire life. 
 
    The tiny Fey gave a tinkling laugh, which sounded like silver bells ringing in a hollow hall. She was beautiful and sweet. Her laughter lulled people into a false sense of security.  
 
    “Pashaa, you two are welcome to live here, forevaa. I love you both like my own children. In fact, I’m now considering both of you, my children.” Jenna nodded her blonde head and clapped her hands together as if she was knocking dust off of them. 
 
    Sometimes Belle wondered if the Fey Queen was a bit crazy, but she kept that thought to herself. “Um, you know, Jennaveve, forever could be a really long time in dragon years, right?” 
 
    The little female looked over at Belle and blinked several times, really fast, her sparkling eyes flashing like the rarest crystals, then nodded. “Yep.” 
 
    Lula started running away from them, her laughter delighting Belle each time she heard it. Belle stood up as she heard Lula squeal. Fear gripped her as a beautiful white horse with a horn galloped past them. 
 
    “Mom, mom, mommy, mommy, me want,” Lula yelled, chasing after the animal. 
 
    Belle nodded, then gasped as her daughter shifted into a tiny gorgeous pink dragon, a miniature version of Belle’s. She should’ve known Lula would turn out to be pink. Her hair was similar in shade to Belle’s. However, she wasn’t prepared for her daughter to shift, since most dragons didn’t do so until around their fifth year or later. At two, her child not only shifted early, but she did it with such swiftness it shook her to the core. From the shock on Jenna’s face, she hadn’t been prepared for such a thing either since they’d never known a dragon to shift so soon.  
 
    The unicorn reared back in shock as well, screeching a neigh so loud her daughter faltered in flight. Lula’s little dragon tried to pull back to avoid colliding with the larger animal’s front hooves. Belle’s motherly instinct saw Lula wasn’t swift or sure enough in her new form, watching in horror as her baby girl’s tiny body collided with the powerful beast’s. Lula’s cry would forever be imprinted in Belle’s brain as she flew backward with a painful yelp. The unicorn’s powerful muscles reacted, knocking her precious right out of the sky, her pink wings curling around her body.  
 
    Red filled her vision, making it impossible for Belle to watch as Lula fell. Her dragon burst out of her as she roared. Her only thought was to slay the beast that hurt her child. 
 
    “Belle, no. It didn’t mean to hurt her,” Jenna yelled. 
 
    Had she been in her right mind, she might’ve thought twice about slaying the shiny white animal. But her child was lying in a heap on the ground, while the unicorn who’d hurt her was still breathing above her. 
 
    It. Had. To. Die. 
 
    Belle swooped to the ground, grabbing the unicorn by the throat. Her snout ten times the size of the other animal’s entire body. She’d never eaten a unicorn, was more a vegetarian than a carnivore. Yet, she opened her mouth, flames ready to make a barbeque of the baby dragon beater. “You will die for hurting my preciousss,” she roared. Her dragon in control as she hissed the words. 
 
    “Mommy, why are you hurting the pretty horsey?” 
 
    She froze, her heart beating an erratic staccato in her chest. “Oh Goddess, Lula.” She closed her eyes, inhaling slowing, then releasing the air carefully. “I’m losing my shit. Sorry, my stuff.” Goodness, she was working to not curse so much, but dammit. Belle inhaled and exhaled again. Another two times she did the same, and then she moved forward in slow increments so that she wouldn’t accidentally, on purpose, hurt the baby dragon beater. With one hand, she settled the beautiful beast onto the ground, taking the time to make sure his hooves were beneath him. Belle thought she should get points for the care she’d taken, when what she’d wanted to do, was beat it senseless or toss it into the sky. That was after she kicked it.  
 
    “You must be careful in the future. You could’ve hurt my child,” she scolded, shifting back into a human. She stared into the unicorn’s eyes, making sure it saw her dragon flames within her. 
 
    The unicorn nodded its head up and down. A clear sign of agreement. Sweat slicked its entire body, yet it didn’t try to run from her. Smart animal.  
 
    “So I guess that is what a mama dragon whose child is threatened or injured looks like. Remind me to never cross a dragon mama,” Jenna said. 
 
    “You still want us to stay here?” Belle asked, without looking at Jenna. Her arms reached for Lula. She blinked her tears away so her little girl, now human, didn’t see them. Goddess, she’s a tiny thing, and wasn’t much bigger when she became a cute pink dragon. 
 
    “Goddess, yes. Treat Fey as if it’s your home and those within it as your children, Belle, and we’ll all be safer for it.” 
 
    And in that moment, Belle would always be grateful to the Fey Queen. For giving not only her, but her child a sanctuary.  
 
    They’d found a place to belong. A safe haven. And she’d forever stay within Fey. For here they were safe, and she’d protect Fey and all within the realm. Like they were her people. Like they were her children. Just as Jenna suggested. 
 
    Nikai stared at his brother as he lay dying. “You did what?” 
 
    Nadim laughed, coughing up blood, the crimson fluid spilling like a river down his chin unheeded. “You stupid bastard, your precious Belle didn’t leave you. You made her leave. Or rather, I did. But she thought it was you.” Nadim coughed and tried to roll to the side. 
 
    He looked around at the males watching the drama unfold. His brother had tried to kill him and destroy the Dark House from within. The fool thought Nikai hadn’t been aware of his treachery or the female Nadim sent to him. They both thought he would fall for her charms as she tried to weasel her way into his bed. Like he couldn’t smell his twin’s stink all over the female. Last night, he'd pretended to fall for their treachery, and like a snake, his brother had swooped in, claws out. Bastard. 
 
    “Why didn’t you stay gone? You could’ve lived out your life on the Far Side as an exiled noble, but instead you waged war. A war that’s going to cost not only your worthless life but has cost the lives of our people,” Nikai grit out. 
 
    “Oh, it’s always about the precious people. Or your fucking Belle. Don’t you get it. I win. I beat you,” Nadim crowed. 
 
    Nikai stepped on the male who was his twin, his other half. The male who shared a womb with him and saw nothing but a shell of a male. “What. Did. You. Do?”  
 
    As Nadim stayed silent, he pressed harder, giving no quarter. It was something he should have done all those centuries ago. Goddess, he was a fool.  
 
    “Ah, look at you. The great King Nikai, wondering how the weakling little brother like me was able to get one over on you. It was so fucking easy. You believed what you wanted. Your love for your precious Belle must not have been so great, or you’d have searched harder. Yet you believed she left on her own because she didn’t want you.” He gasped. “It was you who didn’t want her. You came back calling her vile names and swore she was nothing but a diversion. Remember, brother?” Nadim coughed again. 
 
    Nikai didn’t deny he’d bought the story her parents told them, nor deny the anger that suffused him when she’d left without a word. “What did you do?” he roared. 
 
    Nadim licked his lips, his tongue forked like that of his dragon. Yet shifting other parts was impossible, thanks to Nikai.  
 
    “If I were to offer you a chance to live if you told me what happened, would you take it?” He had no intention of following through with the offer. 
 
    “Do you take me for a fool, Fratellodrak?” Nadim’s chest rose and fell with each labored breath.  
 
    Nikai knew time was running out. He’d vowed to his parents he’d watch out for his brother as they’d left to visit his sister and her young a century ago. Every year, it was harder and harder not to kill the fucker. Now, as he lay gasping for breath, holding onto his very life by a mere thread, Nikai realized he wouldn’t be keeping his word. “I’ll take your memories then, Fratellinodrak.” 
 
    Before slamming into Nadim’s mind, his brother lifted his arm, surprising him into stillness. A sword with dried blood from their enemies still coating the blade came between them. Nadim lifted his lips in a snarl. And then, for the first time in Nikai’s memory, his brother did the unthinkable; he slammed the dragon fire blade into his own chest, taking his life and his secrets with him. His lips still in a sinister smile, like he’d won a victory. And in a sense, he had. 
 
    Nikai hated the bastard, and that he’d died with his secrets made him loathe him even more. Whatever the hell made Belle run from him must’ve been great. Nadim did nothing that caused Nikai pain in half measures. He winced, knowing he too played a part in Belle's leaving. He never forgot his stupidity and owned that. But what was it that Nadim had done? With the bastard’s death by his own hand, he’d forever wonder, as Nadim planned, or he wouldn’t have ended his life so quickly. 
 
    He let his dragon have his body, roaring to the suns above him all the pain and anguish inside him. Flames shot out unheeded. His elite guards scattered, taking to the sky as far and fast away from him as possible. In the thousands of years he’d lived, fought, and searched, he’d never thought his mate left because of treachery. To find out he, the King of Dragons, was fooled by his twin, made him want to kill.  
 
    His dragon soared for days, maybe weeks. He lost track of time, burning enemies he’d let live because they’d surrendered during battle. Now, the dragon showed no mercy. He’d become the Black Dragon, who was ruthless and heartless, the one that instilled fear by flying over lands. After countless days, and many deaths of his enemies, Nikai circled back to the one place he’d found happiness. On the outside of his lands, with the only female he’d ever love. His Belle’s home, where he’d claimed her heart and body, then shredded it, like the idiot his brother claimed he’d been.  
 
    He stared at the beautiful little cottage his female both loved and loathed, with a hollow pit in his gut. She’d told him she’d found beauty within the walls and lands when she was with him, and she’d let him love her. Goddess, he’d loved her many times, with his body and his entire being. “My Belle, I will find you.” It had been hundreds of years, and still he ached to hold her. 
 
      
 
    Present Day Thousands of Years Later.... 
 
    The tenuous bond between them nearly drove him mad when she’d left. The day he’d told his father she was his truemate, it was that bond that kept him sane until it snapped.  
 
    His dragon raked inside him, tugging him toward the barrier between the Dragon Realm and The Mist. The sensation reminded him of the bond he and Belle shared, but the link snapped so long ago. The agony sent him on a downward spiral where he hated everyone and everything. His dragon burst from him, shoving the human to the back, unable to mourn properly until after they went on a rampage. The devastation he’d caused had the ability to make grown males shudder. He was the Dark Dragon for a reason. The only beings he cared about were his blood family.  
 
    He was the perfect ruler, if you wanted a King who kept your kingdom safe by reputation alone. Dragons across the entire realm feared him. If you pissed him off, he’d act first, then listen to explanations. The problem was dead dragons found it hard to explain. Nikai, on the other hand, found it expedited problems, making them non-issues. Killing was what he excelled in. Of course, there were instances some shouldn’t have been killed. He would make reparations. He wasn’t a total monster.  
 
    The pull became stronger, making his dragon eager to discover the source as they hurried toward The Mist. He was the fastest dragon in the realm, reaching the grey space in no time. The pull was one he’d missed for far too long. Nikai squashed the hope that threatened to rise. If there was one lesson he’d learned, it was that shit wasn’t always what it seemed. Even knowing that, he continued toward the sensation. His dragon’s wings extended further, beating at the air, ignoring exhaustion from days of battle. He didn’t allow the fear of losing the connection to slow them, arrowing toward the source.  
 
    The strange spark had him landing with a thud, the dry surface cracking beneath his massive size. He didn’t bother with shifting into the smaller version of himself, wanting the extra defense and sight of his dragon. He lifted his snout and inhaled, hoping to suss out whatever called him. He’d avoided the desolate area of the Dragon Realm. A yearning, as if his soul was being torn from his body made it impossible for him to ignore the call and come investigate. Emptiness surrounded him, making his dragon rumble. He launched himself back into the air, circled the grey lands, searching for what tugged him there. “What sorcery is at play?” he grumbled. 
 
    He scanned the sky, searching for magic, or something amiss, finding nothing other than an echo. His dragon wasn’t on edge, either. 
 
     “What has called me to this place?” He wondered. An enemy would have no problem ambushing him if they were lying in wait. 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw a flash of color. Chills ran over his scales as he thought he saw a cloud of light pink fill his sight. The last time he’d seen something as beautiful, it was his one and only love. His spirit climbed. He’d been so sure their souls aligned. His heart sprouted wings as if it melded with hers, soaring into the sky, only to plummet when she’d disappeared without a trace, taking his light and love with her. Everything he’d ever desired was gone, in one moment, one careless act, gone, just like she was. His fault. His brother Nadim’s as well. The fucker was lucky he was dead.  
 
    Nikai dropped back to the ground again, inhaling for the scent he’d carried inside him of Belle. A dragon’s life was almost infinite, and with it, the ability to hold cherished items close. He was blessed or cursed, with the ability to recall the sweet smell of her natural sugary scent with exact precision. No other female came close to smelling as alluring, no matter what land he’d visited. 
 
    He raised his snout to the sky, roaring at the remembered pain, the betrayal at her abandonment, and all he’d lost because of it. “Why did you leave me, Belle?” he growled, fire spewing from him. Before the embers fell onto the ground, he took to the sky and flew home, hating the memories and what he’d lost. 
 
    Just before he rose over the mountain, he dared to take one last glimpse back, catching a glimmer through The Mist of a pink dragon, but not his pink dragon, not Belle, but a lighter one. One who made his icy heart warm. Fire flew from her, pain blazing out in an arc. A connection snapped into place. His dragon recognized the pink dragon as theirs. “A child. My child,” he rumbled. 
 
    His dragon was relentless in battle, roaring all the fucking time. Unless he spent the nights in or around the home that he’d first taken Belle. Only then would the dragon settle, like the colossal beast did when he was close to Belle’s things. His family tried to tell him to find another female, convinced that Belle was nothing special, and any female would fill her shoes. He’d been young and foolish; he shouldn’t have listened. Goddess, he’d been so fucking dumb.  
 
    The heartache and betrayal on Belle’s face were ones he’d always remember. They were truemates, bonded. The dragon elders didn’t believe a truemate bond could happen without a full mating, yet his and Belle’s souls had been weaving together. Now, he knew it was far deeper. A child. She’d been carrying their child. A pink dragon like herself. 
 
    He didn’t give a flying fuck what the ramifications of that meant for him and his house. Dragons prided their royal status on many things, their scales being one. He was the King of Dragons because of his midnight scales and his royal birth, but he’d fought and earned his place. Having iridescent coloring meant he held more power than any other, just as his father and grandfather before him. He and Nadim were twins, yet not identical when they were in dragon form. His twin’s scales were a dull black, while Nikai’s were iridescent and shiny. And their personalities set them further apart. Nadim had been a treacherous fool. If he’d done as he should’ve from birth, trained the same as Nikai, they could’ve shared the throne. His twin always refused. 
 
    For centuries the elders urged Nikai to mate with a female whose lineage complemented his house, but he wanted no female other than his truemate. And now, he hoped his Belle was alive. He wouldn’t rest until he found her, or their child.  
 
    Of course, he took many lovers throughout the years, but none were given his heart. He’d found very little pleasure with females, but his body and that of his dragon needed relief occasionally. But he never slept with them, nor had he shared a kiss with another in all the years since Belle. 
 
    His twin brother, may his soul rot in hell, tried to kill him many times. The memory of the last attempt was brutal and bloody, costing many lives. Even the female who swore her love to the bastard attempted to seduce Nikai. The duo didn’t realize he’d known it was at his brother’s behest. Foolish dragon, she was doomed from the start, playing games with him. Too bad his brother was too ignorant to comprehend that reality. Or maybe he did but was using her in his bid to overthrow him. “It matters not, for he is dead.” 
 
    He might’ve been remorseful for his part in his brother’s death, but that time was long past. The brother he’d grown up with, taught to fly, and even protected from others, changed into a beast none of them recognized in the end. Nadim hadn’t blinked a slitted eye as he’d betrayed them, giving their enemy access to the kingdom.  
 
    In the last several hundred years, his parents vowed Nadim only needed a female to temper him. His brother tried his damnedest to show he’d been tempered. However, behind that mask, he’d been sadistic to his core. As his twin, he should’ve recognized the signs, should’ve known his brother was twisted to the point of evil. But he hadn’t, until the female came. After his own Belle left him, he was hollow. His family didn’t understand the connection was more than just physical. At the time, he’d tried to explain his lack of interest was more, but they were adamant he needed to try. Belle was his female. 
 
    His father waved off the truemate claim. He and the elders said dragons couldn’t sever a bond unless they were dead if it was real. They didn’t know his Belle like he did.  
 
    “I will understand how you accomplished such a feat,” Nikai vowed. 
 
    When it came time for him to take the throne, he’d ignored the murmurs that he needed a female at his side. He was brutal and deadly. That was what they needed for a king. Not a pansy-ass dragon that bowed down to all. 
 
    He didn’t need a female to hold his title. You needed to have a heart to give to a mate. Nikai refused to take a mate, without being able to give her what was her due. Besides, the dragon females in his kingdom wanted nothing to do with him and his surly attitude.  
 
    Belle, beautiful, uniquely perfect Belle with her shiny pink scales, who’d fought him with such sweetness, and loved him with even more softness, that he still ached for her every day and every damn night. Her name whispered through his mind as her image appeared before him. He saw her in his mind. The hurt in her purple eyes that he’d caused. The beautiful hue swimming with so much pain gutted him. Yet he’d been sure he’d done the right thing. 
 
    “If I’d known she was carrying my young—I’d have—fuck,” he swore. “What could I have done differently?” He had only been the prince, not the king. His family could’ve had Belle imprisoned or killed. The young she carried would’ve met with the same fate, especially if she’d not been a royal color. His twin brother had been adamant she’d have been the death of not only him, but of their house. Since most twin dragons mated with the same female, and Belle hated Nadim, she’d never agreed to be with him. He didn’t plan to share Belle with anyone, let alone his brother.  
 
    He was sure she couldn’t have been dead since his heart didn’t feel her loss. A truemate bond would know, he’d been told by others. When she’d disappeared all those fucking years ago, he’d lost it, roaring to the sky like a demented dragon. His fear that she’d been killed drove him nearly mad. Her parents reluctantly showed him her letter. Her words, written in a beautiful scrawl, blurred in front of his vision while he worked to hide his tears. His family admitted they too knew she’d left the realm, but his father denied his plea to track her. That knowledge was the only thing that kept him sane, knowing she was alive. It had to be.  
 
    Many dragons didn’t agree that he was sane. But knowing she was alive was enough to settle him or rather make him not the crazed dragon who burned everything in his path. It took him years before he’d given into the urge to be with a female, and even then, it was only his body. He gave nothing else to them with no promises, not even a kiss—that was for his mate alone. Pleasure he gave and received, and then he was gone. Mercenary maybe but that was all he allowed. 
 
    Now, knowing his female was out there and birthed his child, the feral dragon threatened to rip out of him and hunt down Belle. She and their young belonged to them. But he was older, more in control this time. An image of the pink dragon from moments before slammed into him. She wasn’t his Belle but their child. They belonged to him, and a dragon didn’t allow their treasures to be taken from them. His hoard was his kingdom, and all who were within it, but his greatest treasures were Belle and their young. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Belle looked at her daughter as they waited for the great war to begin.  
 
    “I’m sorry, mom. I didn’t know going to The Mist would bring the dragons here. I swear, I never would’ve gone there if I did.” 
 
    She pulled Lula into her arms. Her greatest fear was coming to light, yet she didn’t blame her daughter for what was to come. Nikai and his hoard of dragons’ arrival was imminent and always had been. She wasn’t a foolish young dragon who thought love conquered everything, not anymore. The dragons wanted retribution; they’d want to destroy her. Their downfall would be her army. She took in the males who’d gathered to fight with her. They were a menagerie of shifters and other beings, ready to go to war for her family.  
 
    “Lulabelle, I’d die a thousand deaths if I was given only one day with you. You, my precious child, are worth ten of me.” 
 
    “Don’t say that. You’ve given up everything for me. I overheard you and Jenna talking.” Lula wiped at her eyes. “You could’ve stayed with—him if it wasn’t for me. You would’ve been with the male you loved if you hadn’t been pregnant with me.” Lula hiccupped a cry. 
 
    Belle hated to learn that Lula thought, for even one moment, she’d chose any male over her. It didn’t matter that he might’ve been the one and only who owned her heart. For once she found out she had a life growing within her, there was no choice who she’d choose. A mate or her own child? Her own flesh and blood wins always.  
 
     She pulled her daughter against her chest, staring over her shoulder at the twin bears who were Lula’s mates. Their matching fierce gazes met hers, letting her know they’d protect her with their very lives without saying a word. Belle nodded at them as she spoke to Lula. “I am nothing without you. You gave my life purpose and I’ve never, not once in all these years regretted my choice.” She pushed Lula back from her, needing to look her beautiful daughter in the eyes, seeing herself reflected in them. “Now, we must prepare. And you, you must go, Lula.” 
 
    Her daughter snorted at the same time as her mates rolled their eyes and sighed. Belle was sure she’d picked up their mutter that sounded like they wished, but then she looked back at the enormous dragons coming their way. She understood what the males were doing, using levity to settle their nerves. Once the battle started, they’d calm, knowing they could be hurt or worse. Goddess, she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if anything happened to her friends because of her. 
 
    “Fine, but dammit, don’t get hurt.” She pointed at Lula’s mates, her finger shaking slightly. “You boys best make sure not a pink scale is damaged on her,” Belle warned the bears who had claimed Lula. 
 
    She stayed in her human form, hoping the Nikai she faced held off on slaying her on sight without speaking to her first. The male she’d known and loved never killed a harmless female, but the one charging toward her didn’t appear to have any warm and fuzzy feelings reaching out toward her. The bond missing. She’d done everything she could to erase the ache to free herself and her child. Her dragon raked at her to come out and protect not only her, but her friends. Belle kept calm, hoping to keep the beast leashed since the human side of her was the more reasonable and hopefully make Nikai the same.  
 
    “We will stand with you, Belle. You’re the mother of our mate. What’s your position, love?” Abyle asked Lula. 
 
    “I won’t leave mother or my mates.” Lula gripped one of Abyle’s hands, along with one of Atika’s in each of hers. The bears both gave a jerk of their head, a silent agreement as they stood straighter. 
 
    Creed, the son of Satan, along with several other males who’d come to help, growled in obvious disagreement. Belle was aware males, no matter the species, preferred the females to stay tucked away safe and sound while the males fought. She, however, would not allow them to fight her battle, not when it came to Nikai. 
 
    The Iron Wolves alpha, who was besties with Jenna the Fey Queen, stepped next to Creed. His anger palpable, making the hair on her neck raise.  
 
    “We came to protect you, Belle. If they slaughter you on sight, then we’ve come here for no reason. Well, except to maybe die as well.” Kellen growled. His bright blue eyes glowing in the misty fog.  
 
    “Warriors, Belle has hidden for too long. She wishes to face this head-on. She asks if she should fall if you’ll have her back? I understand we all prefer our females stay safe from harm. We are males, and that’s in our nature. Look around you. Do you see these females running and hiding?” Atika asked. 
 
    Belle looked at the male after he finished talking. There were many males, in hundreds of realms. However, knowing her daughter found twin bears who loved her had Belle’s heart flutter in happiness. Atika’s words made her eyes water at the love she saw simmering in both his and his brother’s eyes when they looked at Lula. If she were to die today, they’d protect and cherish her daughter. She had no plans to die. However, life was full of things you didn’t plan. 
 
    “Silly bear, of course we’ll have her back. Here they come, my friends,” Creed said from next to him as he cracked his knuckles. 
 
    She laughed, keeping her eyes from looking down, or rather up, in the wrong places on Creed’s hulking form. The holy shit stares Atika and Abyle couldn’t hide spoke volumes about the imposing sight the crazy demon made. However, the dragons were every bit as large and imposing. Their fires deadly and could kill other dragons too. “It’s alright. I know I’m intimidating. I wore pants this time. You know, so you fellas don’t get envious, again. I hate the whining. Makes my demon ears bleed.” Creed winked and smiled, showing off double rows of sharp, pointy teeth. She was sure her daughter’s mates should try to stay on the demon’s good side since he was a foe who had powers none of them comprehended. 
 
    “Creed, behave.” Belle shook her mom-finger at the male, knowing full-well if he didn’t want to be…good, nothing she or anyone said mattered.  
 
     “Ah, I’m only messing with him. Besides, I think we’ll get along fantastic, bestie.” Creed lifted his head toward the dark sky. 
 
    Belle and the others became silent as the world around them shifted, just as several dragons the size of skyscrapers entered. Their huge wings beat back as they began pulling up short when they saw Belle and her crew. 
 
    Belle whistled through her fingers. She hated the memory of how she’d learned the ear-splitting sound. Nikai, the huge black dragon staring back at her, taught her a lifetime ago. She shivered just thinking of how he’d murmured in her ear that she only had to whistle like so, if their link was blocked, to get his attention. He’d promised to come to her no matter when or where. Liar. 
 
    Once she saw his focus trained on her, and before nerves got the best of her, she took a deep breath, speaking to Nikai, the male who’d taken everything she’d loved, for the first time in forever. “Halt, Nikai.” 
 
    A tremendous gust of wind from the battle dragons’ wings threatened to blow her over as they flew above them.  
 
    The wind died just as quickly as it came. Belle stiffened at the unmistakable electrical shock that rolled across the land as a magical shield enveloped them. The ripple moved over Belle’s body like a caress. 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Belle? Who are these mongrels?” Nikai asked, landing on the ground, and shifting into a man within a blink. 
 
    Creed growled, taking a menacing step toward Nikai. “Watch who you call names, dragon.” 
 
    Nikai’s head swiveled toward Creed, his angry glare showing death in their dark orbs. “Who are you, red man?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m your worst enemy. I’m supposed to tell you ‘Hi’ from Nadim. Of course, I told that little fucker I wasn’t giving you the message, so I’m not telling you shit.” 
 
    Belle almost laughed at Creed’s antics, but the testosterone and tension were so thick it was hard to breathe without choking on it. She planned to diffuse the situation before blood was shed, opening her mouth to do just that, only she wasn’t prepared for Nikai’s reaction to Creed’s words. Her onetime lover froze. His gorgeous tan face lost every ounce of color just as he shifted into a smaller version of his dragon. He charged Creed, their sizes now comparable, and wrapped his clawed hands around the demon’s thick neck. Belle gasped in horror, knowing Creed wouldn’t take the affront lightly. 
 
    “Nikai, no,” she yelled, hurrying to where they battled. 
 
     “Where’s my brother?” he asked in a deep guttural tone; the voice no longer that of the man. His dragon took control. 
 
    Creed’s own smile was all demon, his clawed hands going around the dragon’s throat. “You think to threaten me, boy?” 
 
    “Ah sheot, he’s made Creed mad,” Xan spoke in a cheerful voice. 
 
    “Xan, you seriously have issues, brother,” Kellen muttered. 
 
    Belle was feet from the warring duo when hard arms grabbed her. “I need to stop them before they hurt one another,” she yelled. 
 
    “You want to play with me, dark dragon? I promise you won’t like it any more than your pussy-ass bitch of a brother did. Here, why don’t I show you what I mean.” Creed’s grin widened. 
 
    “Creed, no,” Jenna yelled. 
 
    Before anyone stopped him, Creed and Nikai disappeared, leaving behind a hoard of dragon warriors staring at Belle and the others with hatred. 
 
    “Now, before you decide to get stupid, let me say Nikai won’t be happy if you hurt any of us, especially his young.” Jenna pointed out. 
 
    Belle could’ve told her to save her breath. The dragons glaring at them were a vengeful lot, many she remembered from before, who had hated her with a burning passion. 
 
    A roar of anger and flames flew over their heads as the dragons attacked. The magical bubble disappeared seconds later since Nikai’s hold on it was too far away to continue.  
 
    “Well, shit, I guess we battle,” Kellen growled, cracking his neck, and shaking his arms in preparations. 
 
    “Goddess, you are bloodthirsty, Alpha. These are dragons. Their fire is deadly, even to their own kind,” Belle warned. 
 
    “I got you,” Jenna muttered, her hands waving in the air. 
 
    The wolves shifted, their sizes three times that of what they normally were. Then Jenna shook her head and waved her hands again, increasing their sizes again and again before she nodded. “There, now they’re on even playing ground-ish.”  
 
    “Have I told you I love your bestie, Kellen?” Xan asked in a garbled voice. 
 
    Kellen lifted an iron claw, flipping the other male off. 
 
    Belle shook in fear, worried they were going to die. She fought a grin and knew if their situation wasn’t so dire, she’d have laughed. 
 
    “Atika, Abyle, you protect my daughter, no matter the cost. Understand?” Belle ordered. 
 
    Atika and Abyle nodded.  
 
    “We will, Belle. Lula love, stay next to us and don’t freak out when we become our other form,” Abyle ordered. 
 
    “I love you both, no matter what you are, as long as you’re you, then you are mine,” Lula said. 
 
    A loud roar startled Belle. She turned toward the sound, shocked at the deep grating noise. She’d never heard anything quite like it before and hoped she never did again. The place Lula’s mates had stood only moments before, now contained an immense beast. Belle nearly stumbled and fell when she realized her daughter’s mates had morphed into the creature, making her exhale at the knowledge that her daughter and her two mates were perfectly matched. Their beast within them wouldn’t be intimidated by her dragon. She ignored the mumbled echoes from the wolves. The litanies of ‘what the fuck’ and ‘holy shit bruh’ when they caught sight of the giant iron bear were comical.  
 
    All talking ceased when the dragons who’d come with Nikai attacked her people, starting a war Belle saw ending only one way. Her end goal was to circumvent that if possible. 
 
    “For Belle’s sake don’t kill the dragons. Maiming is okay but killing is bad,” Jenna yelled. 
 
    “Yes, please try not to kill if you can avoid it,” Belle yelled, shifting as a dragon came for her. 
 
    She was so very honored her friends came to fight for her and Lula, yet she feared for them as the dragons attacked with deadly aim. A tremendous boom shook the very ground they stood on, knocking many off their feet. The sound of the wolves' howls, dragons' roars, and the bears' snarls filled the air. Her friends battled the dragons relentlessly, enduring wounds and inflicting ones upon their enemies every bit as bad. In dragon form, she was on the same footing, her beast larger than several of the ones who’d come with Nikai. Her own roar filled the air as she fought to save her friends and her beloved Lula.  
 
    The battle dragons reared back, their shock at seeing her dragon, not a tiny weakling of a female, had them doing a double take. Never one to miss an opportunity, she took advantage of the precious minutes, hitting several dragons out of the sky who were aiming at the backs of Kellen and Xan. Three dragons lay motionless on the surface. The only thing that showed they still lived was their shallow breaths. Belle felt no remorse for their injuries, since they’d have killed her and her friends. Several others flew overhead, shooting flames without a care for what or who they destroyed. The other dragons, she hoped were smart enough to stay on the ground and didn’t die before Creed returned with Nikai. “Where the heck did the crazy demon take him?” Goddess, she hoped Creed didn’t kill him.   
 
    “Sometimes, ignorance is bliss, my friend.” Jenna said in her mind. 
 
    Belle nodded in agreement, her dragon shutting down all thoughts as they flew back and forth, blocking several of the dragons’ fires with her own. Her concern was keeping the other bastards’ fires from hitting their targets, her friends. Goddess, when had it become okay for dragons to battle beings that hadn’t incited the violence? Surely, her leaving the realm and finding sanctuary with her child didn’t give them the right? Anger surged as Lula screamed below her.  
 
    A red mist clouded her vision. Her dragon turned to see what had caused her daughter’s distress, coming up short as pain lanced her side. She rolled to the opposite side and tucked her wings against her just in time to avoid another hit. The huge male dragon had come up on her, his silence shocking, but now that she’d caught his scent, avoiding his claws was easier. His roar and flames missed her by a breath. The deadly male flipped on a dime, coming back, and reaching for her with his talons outstretched. 
 
    She unfurled her wings, slicing him in the side when he came close, making him shriek in both anger and pain. There was no doubt in her mind that he was calling her every name, except her given one. Satisfaction filled Belle with the knowledge she’d inflicted a grave wound on the bastard. Goddess, she hated to battle, but this wasn’t her choice. 
 
    Belle dropped to the ground, her side aching like lava. She struggled to stay in the air without falling on the ones below her. The other dragon followed, his anger and pain reaching her in waves of pissed off male, like a living touch. She turned; her tail, with its razor-sharp spikes, slapped him in the snout, sending him flying backward a dozen feet. Her dragon was preparing to spew her fire, forgetting her don’t kill dictate, chest puffed out even though she knew she’d kill him. The thought of burning the enemy to a crisp making her scales turn brighter. Lifting into the air, she flew to where the male lay, the injury in her side momentarily forgotten. 
 
    “Enough,” Nikai yelled, staring at the dragons lying on the ground, bleeding. “What’s happened here?” he asked. 
 
    “They attacked us, my King,” the male beneath her muttered. 
 
    “That’s a lie,” Belle said. She swooped onto the ground, ignoring the wound on her side. Her voice came out a rattling trill. The dragon within her became hard to control, it’s anger rising with each passing second. Belle fought to push forward as she tried to rein in her dragon. Her scales felt like they were a living flame. She tried to heal herself, but the wet trickling down to her feet let her know it wasn’t working. 
 
    “Who did this?” Nikai asked, moving up to Belle’s heaving side. 
 
    “Do not touch me. I’ll be fine.” Belle stumbled in her bid to get away, falling onto her uninjured side. She shifted back to human, groaning at the pain that swept through her.  
 
    Lula gasped. “Oh, Mama.” 
 
    She was staring up at the beautiful pink dragon one minute, then at her daughter the next. She gasped in amazement at how easy it was for her child to shift into the gorgeous young woman she was. Belle held her hand out, allowing Lula to grab it, and nodded in approval as both Atika and Abyle moved to protect Lula, one on each side. Their low growl of a warning to the dragons who got within touching distance to their mate was satisfying. Oh, she knew they’d shift into their gigantic beast and kill any who touched her daughter. A great war bear they were. 
 
    “Your males attacked first, Nikai, and your friend did that to Belle. I will kill him,” Creed said, taking a step toward the male in question. 
 
    Nikai held up his hand. “I will take care of him.” He got to his feet, moving toward the other dragon. “Why did you attack when I told you to hold?” 
 
    “We were protecting ourselves,” Gaiston said.  
 
    His lie was bitter, the scent obnoxious in the air. Belle saw Nikai’s jaw tighten, as he too didn’t appreciate the affront. 
 
    “I see what happened, G. You forget in your foolishness, I’m a royal dragon of the Dark House. I can see into the past, you fool. The truth is right here.” He waved his hand.  
 
    Belle would’ve gasped with the others if she had the strength when the scene began replaying. Nikai’s hands moved farther apart, showing the dragons attacking, and Gaiston clearly ordering them to do so. Nikai slowed the scene, showing his second’s enormous dragon sneaking up on Belle, the dragon’s eyes slitted with hatred before he slashed her in the side. Belle watched in horror the attack on the others below her, the absolute deadly fire aimed at her and Lula. What she hadn’t seen was how proud her daughter had stood, her sweet child ready to die next to her. Goddess, she was a lucky mama.  
 
    Nikai shared everything with her and her friends. The intentions they hadn’t been able to listen to, but his black dragon’s magic broadcast as if the dragons spoke their deepest thoughts out loud. They didn’t want the two females, who in their minds were unworthy, to return with them. 
 
    “What sorcery is this?” Gaiston muttered. 
 
    Nikai grabbed him by the throat. “It is not sorcery, but power, you fool. You disobeyed a direct order. For that, you die.” Gaiston grappled at Nikai’s arms, trying to free himself. Without a pause, Nikai ripped the other man’s head from his neck, tossing it toward Creed. 
 
    Creed batted it away. “Ew, why are you throwing me that?” 
 
    “I thought you liked that shit?” Nikai shrugged, letting the rest of the body fall to the ground. “Anyone else?” 
 
    She wondered what Creed had shown Nikai when he’d taken him to...wherever it was they’d gone.  
 
    “Listen, just ‘cause I take you to Hell and fuck some fuckers up, and you know…blood and guts be everywhere, doesn’t mean I appreciate heads thrown at me,” Creed said with disgust in every word. 
 
    Of course, with every word Creed spoke, she was very glad she hadn’t been along on the excursion. Creed’s father’s realm wasn’t one that she wanted to visit, ever. 
 
    Nikai’s face twisted in a grimace that she still found to be handsome. His dark eyes flashed toward her, then back to Creed.  
 
    “Well, you thought wrong. I do not now, nor have I ever, enjoyed head. Wait, I mean I enjoy getting head. From my mate. Ah, sheot, fuck it. I’m going home and getting laid unless I need to kill more dragons?” Creed growled at the other dragons, staring at him with a look of horror. 
 
    “I think you can go, big guy.” Jenna patted his leg, her laughter barely suppressed. 
 
    “Thank you, My Queen. And um, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell Reina about the head shit.” Creed glared at the group of beings gathered around him. 
 
    Atika covered his laughter with a cough, while others didn’t. Belle had lived for thousands of years, and to see hardened males laugh after a gruesome battle, she couldn’t help but smile. Life was filled with terrible things but finding a sliver of hope and joy, was worth celebrating.  
 
    “Where did your female go?” Atika asked Creed. 
 
    “Once the battle started, my demon could focus on killing the bad guys and you know, not killing the good guys. So, being the smart male I am, I sent her back home, where she belonged. Of course, she’s going to rip my head off, not physically rip it off, but you know. Why does head keep coming up in conversation? Anyhoo, see you around, BFF. Kellen, you better watch it now, I got a best friend who can become a total freaky ass thing.” Creed saluted them before he disappeared. 
 
    After Creed flashed away, several males, including the dragons, sighed in relief. The big red demon was a fearsome sight to see in his other form. He was larger than the largest dragon. She was glad he was on their side. 
 
    “He is crazy, but I like his crazy. Being his friend is a good thing. However, I’m not sure if I’ll be calling him my BFF. I mean, his demon form can eat us. Wait, did he call me a freak? Does he look in the mirror when he’s like, eleventybillion feet tall with red skin and horns that go from his head to above the clouds. And let’s not even talk about everything else being freakishly large, ‘cause I did not look down.” Atika crossed his arms, glaring at his mate. 
 
    Lula and Abyle laughed at the other male’s words.  
 
    Belle felt as though her life was slipping away, but she smiled so her daughter wouldn’t see her pain. Lula deserved happiness, and she loved that she’d found it with the bears. 
 
    “Holy shit, he just spoke in my mind and called me pot. He actually said he doesn’t like bears, especially metal ones and said, and I quote ‘ew.’ Yep, he’s my new bestie for the restie.” Atika pulled Lula into his arms.  
 
    “That’s good,” Belle said. She was feeling too weak to get to her feet. Fear slammed into her at the absolute certainty she was dying in the foreign land.  
 
    Lula pushed out of her mate’s arms, falling next to Belle. She wished more than anything she could reassure her baby girl all would be fine. Yet the untruth wouldn’t fall from her lips. 
 
    “Mama, tell me what to do. How can I stop the bleeding?” 
 
    Nikai knelt next to Belle, staring at the wound on her side. “This is from a dragon’s claw.” 
 
    “What the fuck does that mean? I’m a dragon. I can fix her.” Lula’s sparkling eyes, so like her mother’s, glared up at him. 
 
    “Females don’t talk to males in such a manner,” Nikai growled, wondering why he felt such dual emotions to protect her, yet scold her.  
 
    “This female does. Who are you to tell me how I should or shouldn’t talk to anyone? You told my mother to get rid of me. That means you gave up any right to say shit to me.” Lula turned from him. 
 
    He was shocked to hear such a disgusting suggestion fall from his child’s lips but didn’t want to argue with her. Not while Belle appeared to be getting weaker with every passing second. 
 
    “I never told your mother that. I didn’t even know of your existence until I saw a pink dragon through the Mist. Your scent was very similar to my Belle’s and mine too. It was only then I realized who you were. It took me a while to find you, but nothing short of death could’ve stopped me from coming for either of you.” 
 
    “You lie,” Belle gasped, trying to sit up. 
 
    The acrid scent of her blood increased, making him and his dragon crazy with the need to see to her safety. 
 
    “Don’t you fucking move, female,” Nikai roared, placing his palm over the wound. Golden light moved from him to Belle. He’d give up everything within him to save the stubborn female. He held his other hand up, putting an invisible shield between them, stalling his daughter...Belle’s child. Goddess, they had a child, and from the looks of it, she was every bit as stubborn as her mother. He had felt her anguish as she’d tried to heal her mother and failed. He wondered when she’d figure out why she wasn’t able, or if she was unaware of all things—dragons. 
 
    Her mates surrounded her tiny form, which again had his dragon snarling with the need to protect. His dragon was a possessive beast, and she was his blood. Nikai battled to push the beast back. This was his young, yes, but they were her mates. 
 
    “Your body is protecting our young, Lula love,” Abyle whispered. 
 
    Nikai hid a smile when Lula’s hands flew to her flat stomach. Goddess, he wondered if she’d have stayed and battled if she’d have known, then saw the way her other hand reached for her mother’s. He dropped the shield so she could get near the female who had taken his heart and given it to their child. Lula was fierce and loved his Belle, her mother. Fuck, he wasn’t good enough for either of them. Yes, Lula would’ve stayed and died. Her love and loyalty were too strong to do anything else. Like mother, like daughter. Pride bloomed within him that he had no right to. 
 
    “Mama, I need you,” Lula cried. Her chin wobbled and tears fell down her cheeks, pink jewels forming piles beneath her. 
 
    Nikai froze at the sight. He’d read about the dragons whose tears could form jewels. The dragons who created the rare gems were the rarest treasures. They were powerful beyond measure and coveted. Kingdoms rose and fell during battles to secure them. He turned to his Belle, wondering if she too had the same ability, stunned as a single tear fell from her eye. It too formed a jewel once it hit the ground. Only her jewel was larger, brighter than Lula’s. His heart raced. Belle’s and Lula’s identity was going to rock the Dragon Realm. The implication of who and what they were alone was sure to cause major chaos.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere.” Belle placed her hand over Lula’s. 
 
    “What kind of child am I having?” Lula asked, looking toward her mates. 
 
    Nikai stared at the twin males, remembering the sight of the gigantic bear with fur that had glinted like the shiniest metal. He had been surprised to see the dragon fire bounce off the bear’s surface. His elite guards who’d attacked them hadn’t been prepared either, or had they realized the beast below could reflect their own fire back at them? They were perfect mates for his daughter. 
 
    “Our child, Lula. Does our beast disgust you? We don’t always merge into one, only when needed. Most days, we are just two lumbering grizzly bears,” Abyle growled. 
 
    “Yeah, about that freaky fucking beast. You two out-freak Kellen, and since I’m his second, I should know,” a male spoke from behind them and nodded. 
 
    Nikai leaned to the side to see around his daughter and her mates, noticing the shifters were gathered together. But the one who’d just spoken had his hands on his hips while the others shook their heads. 
 
    “Goddess, he has no sense of self preservation. I swear, Xan, you’re going to get yourself left here or maimed,” Jenna muttered. 
 
    “Who are you, female? I sense a great power within you.” Nikai asked, keeping his hand on Belle’s side. Her wound was almost fully healed. 
 
    “She’s the Fey Queen, so don’t fuck with her, or you die. I’m Kellen, the Alpha of the Iron Wolves, and I give zero fucks who you are or what you are. I’ll gut you from nuts to throat if you make one wrong move toward her.” 
 
    Nikai grinned when the alpha shifted his hands into claws that sparked like metal clashing. Not the average shifter. His female had found allies in the most unlikely beings. 
 
    “Alright, I guess he’s kinda right, though. I mean, I’m not saying I’m a freak. But if you ask me, those two becoming a fucking huge beasty-bear thing? That’s freaky as fuck.” Kellen clapped. “So, if we ain’t needed to kill, I’d like to go home and fuck my mate.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kellen. That’s why you are my bestie, and Xan is…well, he’s Xan.” Jenna slipped her arm through the male’s arm. Nikai scented the air but didn’t smell the mate bond with them. 
 
    “Goodness, no. He is not my mate. My mates are at home with our little ones. If I’d have brought them here, shit would’ve been really bad. I mean really, really bad. They’d have killed dragons, drank their blood, and then, well, I’d have been having wild wolpire sex in this crazy place. Yeah, it’s best they were completely unaware. Oh shit, I am in so much trouble,” Jenna muttered and tapped her head. 
 
    “Holy fucking shit, Jenna. I’m not talking to them assholes for you. You will tell them that Creed did it. He’s bigger than them and mated to their baby sister. That’ll make them mellower.” Xan nodded with a smile that looked, well, crazy. 
 
    “Do they ever shut up?” Nikai asked. In his world, the dragon guard didn’t act the way these males did. However, he wouldn’t admit it out loud, but he didn’t hate it. 
 
    Belle shook her head, her color improving. “Only when they’re fighting or with their mates, but even then, it’s iffy. Jenna, can you flash us home? I’m afraid I don’t feel a hundred percent at the moment.”  
 
    “Halt, Fey, you cannot take Belle anywhere. Her life is tied to mine.” Nikai didn’t realize how his words would affect the gathering. When he’d seen the terrible wound Belle had suffered, he’d known what he had to do to save his mate. She’d taken his heart when she’d left him, so giving her another piece of him was nothing new.  
 
    “Excuse me, but you’re not the boss of her.” Jenna stood with her hands on her hips, speaking like the Fey Queen who was used to giving orders. Nikai was sure most listened to her, but he was the Dragon King. He didn’t take orders; he gave them. However, he had an inkling that the crew he was surrounded by didn’t give a shit about his orders.  
 
    “Belle, you were dying. I had no choice but to give you a piece of me to save you.” He pressed on the sealed wound for emphasis. 
 
    “What does this mean for my mother?” Lula asked, moving to sit next to her mother on the ground.  
 
    Lula and Belle wrapped their arms around one another. Nikai fought the urge to grab both females into his arms and shelter them from the world. With each passing second, his world was slipping away again, like sands of time in a glass jar.  
 
    “She must come home with me,” he blurted, knowing damn good and well nobody would buy his lie. 
 
    Belle pulled away from Lula, shaking her head. “No way, Nikai. Before leaving our realm, I wasn’t accepted. I don’t wish to live that way ever again. My family and friends accept me as I am, damaged and all. The thought of going to a realm where the color of my scales makes me less than holds zero appeal to me.” 
 
    “You won’t be treated as anything other than My queen, Belle. For thousands of years, I’ve searched for you. I’ve loved you, missed you, and longed for you. At my side, you will rule as you should have. Lula, you’re our daughter. You will have your choice of—” 
 
    Atika and Abyle cut his words off with a growl. 
 
    “Nikai, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m mated to two males of worth. I don’t want or need your approval. Mother, do you have to go with him to live? What about me, us?” she sobbed. 
 
    Belle got to her feet. “I don’t have to go with him to live. I feel the part of him inside me, which means he is a part of me now. Lula, when you gave parts of yourself to others, he did the same for me. Nikai, I’m grateful you saved my life, but I won’t go with you…I can’t go there to live.” 
 
    Nikai nodded, getting to his feet as well. “You’re right, Belle. However, now that I’ve found you, I won’t let you go. Not without a fight.” He bit down on the urge to sweep her into his arms and take her back to the Dragon Realm with him.  
 
    “Are you going to fight for me, Nikai? The same way you fought for me all those years ago. If so, save your breath and head home.” She paused, then turned away. “Jenna, can you please help an old dragon?” Belle asked, chuckling without mirth. 
 
    Before Nikai responded or questioned what his mate meant, Belle and the Fey flashed away. He looked at Lula, needing to tell her the truth, even if she didn’t believe him. 
 
    “I didn’t tell your mother to terminate her pregnancy. There’s no way in Hell I’d have said anything so appalling. Children are cherished in our realm. My child…you would’ve been more so. I loved her, and I’d have loved you. No, I do, love you both. If I’d have known about you…I wish I could’ve...it doesn’t matter. Lula, may—can I check on you from time to time?” Nikai asked. He coughed to clear his throat. Anguish filling him at the realization that he was losing not only Lula, the child he’d only just found, but his truemate. 
 
    “Give me time to come to grips with my new reality?” Lula asked, gripping both her mates’ hands in hers.  
 
    He saw her knuckles go white with the force of her hold on the males. Nikai nodded, then pulled a small silver ball from the air. He’d told her he was the Dragon King. She nor her mother were privy to the reality of the magic he could wield. Although Belle came from the Dragon Realm, she hadn’t been there when he’d come into his powers, which were part of his birthright. Nor was she aware of the prophecy that gifted him the ability to see the past like he’d done earlier. If he’d known to look before Nadim’s death, he’d have been aware of Belle and Lula. 
 
    His bond and the power he received from it, were small parts of why his brother was so damn angry and jealous. Nikai didn’t understand why Nadim was the way he was. If Nadim would’ve followed through with what he’d been born to do, they’d have ruled together, but he’d been the damaged one, not Belle. In the end, Nikai was given gifts, and sometimes he considered to be cursed with those very same things.  
 
    The power of the Dark Dragon made him volatile without a mate to temper him, but he refused to take a female as his when she wasn’t Belle. His guards weren’t aware of the full scope of his abilities. They feared what he could do, or would do, if they betrayed him. Ripping Gaiston’s head off without an ounce of remorse was nothing to him. Nikai and the other dragon trained together daily, were similar in size, yet it was nothing for him to rip Gaiston’s head from his massive body. In the span of one heartbeat to the next, he’d gone from talking, to killing his second, without missing a beat. Now, as he held the small orb with the swirling clouds inside, his daughter eyed it warily. Smart female. 
 
    “Take this. It’s a way to contact me without having to come here.” The realm they stood in wasn’t a place to come for a visit, without consequences. The male who ruled the land made allowances, but he expected things in return. 
 
    He held steady, waiting. This small space they were in was safe, but Lord Mkikoa didn’t take kindly to anyone popping in and destroying his world. However, he’d granted him this space. If only he’d thought to come to The Mist before he might have sensed his daughter or Belle. 
 
    “Does it go both ways?” she asked, taking the orb from him. 
 
    Nikai shook his head pushing thought of what might’ve been away. “I will not invade your world if that is what you’re worried about. Having a piece of myself in your mother gives me access if I wanted, but I will not do so. I will earn her trust, or I will die alone.” 
 
    He turned away from them, looking toward his guards. He’d thrown up a shield, so they weren’t able to listen to what was said between him and his...family. Damn, he had a daughter who hated him and a mate who loathed him for something he hadn’t done. Without looking back, he strode toward the males waiting for him, pulling his armor around him like a cloak.  
 
    Lula gasped. “You killed that one male who tried to kill my mom. Now, tell me. Are there any more sentenced to death over the battle they waged, or was he the only one you sanction? Because let me tell you, if any are to die, I want to be the one killing them.” 
 
    Nikai felt his chest swell and almost wanted to point to one of the stupid males who’d followed Gaiston’s orders. He and Belle’s child would slay any and all dragons without blinking an eye. Bah, she’d probably kill every bastard who dared raise a scale toward her and her family, him included. Belle’s daughter was amazing in battle. 
 
    “The one who tried to kill Belle is dead. The others were only following his orders.” He raised his hand, seeing the flash of anger in his daughter’s eyes. “I’m not justifying any of their actions, but he was my second. As such, it gave him a level of authority while I was away. Although they did wrong, they thought they were following my orders,” Nikai said. His temper was leashed by a thread, ready to snap with visions of the battle Belle and the others were forced to fight. 
 
    “Well, I still think they should be beat or something equally awful. Maybe de-nut them. That’s gotta be fucked up even for you dragons. Do you boys have nuts? Tell me they don’t regrow if they’re cut off?” Xan asked. 
 
    Nikai pinched the bridge of his nose, wondering how this male was still alive for real.   
 
    Lula snorted and crossed her arms over her chest while the crazy male spoke. The jewels beneath her going unnoticed or uncherished. If the dragons were to see through the shield he’d erected, they’d be clamoring for them. 
 
    Nikai looked at the male who spoke, agreeing with the others that he was a little crazy and remembered he was the one they’d called Xan. “Trust me, they’ll be properly...whipped when we return to our home.” 
 
     “Nikai,” Lula called. 
 
    He paused just before shifting, turning to face Lula after wiping his face clear of expression. He hoped he’d hidden the turmoil well before looking at the younger version of his Belle. “Yes, Figliadrak?”  
 
    “Thank you for saving my mom.” Lula held the silver orb up. “I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    He gave her a salute, touching two fingers to his brow, then shifted into the huge black dragon that most feared. His scales had always been black and shiny, but as he’d taken the throne, they’d become iridescent.  
 
    Before he was out of hearing range, Lula’s words made him pause. She asked her men to take her home in a soft, wounded tone that made him ache. He held his breath as she told her males that her father was a beautiful beast. Goddess, how he wished his Belle thought the same. His heart thudded at the love the trio felt, wishing he had that with Belle. He gave a low chuckle when a male below groused about having dragon blood on him, followed by what sounded similar to gagging and muttering about demon spit. Nikai contained his laughter because he was sure Creed, that crazy fucking demon who’d taken him on a trip into actual Hell, had done the spitting on purpose just to rile the other male.  
 
    When they’d arrived in the other realm he’d sucked in a heated breath. The place was hot, but he was a dragon, so it hadn’t bothered him. He’d expected it to be desolate, but it was far from what he’d anticipated. He didn’t plan to return to Hell. When his time came to meet his maker, he prayed he went to the other side. Fuck all if that hadn’t been the weirdest, scariest shit he’d seen. He was sure he was facing his own death. The things he’d witnessed, he was sure would have the power to turn his stomach for years to come. The hard part was figuring out how to tell his parents, since he wasn’t sure if hiding the truth was possible. Nadim. Just the name of his twin made his lips turn up into an involuntary snarl.  
 
    Creed, that big red bastard, was an ally he was glad to have. He and the son of Satan might’ve been friendish, if they’d have met any other time or place. The things he’d witnessed in the Hell Realm though made a first meeting strange to say the least. Nikai had to admit, Creed was good at breaking the ice. Or rather heating shit up.  
 
    He owed the Fey Queen and his Belle a thanks since they’d asked the other males not to kill his dragons. Which of course was the reason Creed had spit out Jak’s wing. Lula had asked if dragons regenerated body parts. The answer was hard since it depended on the dragon. Dragons could regenerate limbs, and others had to have their limbs reattached. He, unfortunately, had to help several of his elite dragons by using his magic to reattach limbs. But if a dragon waited too long, even the strongest dragon could die or lose the limb. So the answer was yes and no. 
 
    The males waiting for him had their eyes downcast, trying to avoid him. Yeah, they were lucky to be alive, because he felt like roasting them all with a single roar. 
 
    “Hamo and Stiye, you two will help Jak back. I want every one of you in the training arena tomorrow morning at suns up.” He took to the air, flying ahead. His dragon was much larger and faster than the others. With his second gone, none of the others could keep up with the pace he set, yet he expected them to do their damndest. If they were left in Lord Mkikoa’s lands, he’d kill them when he made his sweep. He’d given Nikai approval to come there, but he wouldn’t tolerate any of the dragon guards to stay and ‘loiter’, as the other man called it.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Nikai paced his master suite, not seeing the large space before him. He wondered for the hundredth time how his brother could’ve fooled him for so long. Sure, Nadim was a master manipulator, but Nikai never thought he would’ve been a damn idiot who fell for Nadim’s treachery. “Oh, but I was, dammit.” 
 
    He slammed his fist against the stone wall. A satisfying crunch of bones echoing around him heralded the breaking of several bones. Minutes later, he grunted when the wounds healed. At least the injury gave him a second to wallow in his own pity.  
 
    “What has put you in this foul mood, son?” 
 
    He spun toward the entrance, shocked to hear his father’s booming voice. “What are you doing here?” Nikai asked, ignoring the question, and asking his own. He strode across the space, pulling his father into an embrace that would’ve been bone breaking if the old King wasn’t almost as large as Nikai. 
 
    “Is this not still our home?” King Nadir lifted one dark brow. 
 
    “Everything is still yours and mother’s. I just rule it with an iron fist.” Nikai held up his healed hand, wishing the damn thing was as mangled as his heart.  
 
    Taking a step back, he looked his father up and down, trying to gauge why he’d returned. Both his parents had found a sense of belonging with Tanith and her husband on the other side of their realm. Nikai had made several trips to ensure they were safe and happy, although he’d have gladly killed the entire clan of dragons had they fucked with his blood. 
 
    “I am only teasing you, son. You know your mother isn’t willing to move back here. That is unless, of course, you’ve got a house of little dragonlings for her to fuss over. Even then, I’m not sure she’d want to leave your sister.” His father shook his head, but his smile belied the fact they were happy right where they were. 
 
    Nikai didn’t know how to break the news of Nadim’s betrayal to his father, nor the fact they had a grandchild who’d been taken away from all of them. Fuck, he’d been back home for over a week and still hadn’t come to grips with the knowledge. Nor had he gotten over losing his Belle for the second time. He’d thought knowing where she was would ease the ache. He’d been wrong, so damn wrong. 
 
    “Nikai, what is it?” His father asked, placing one hand on his shoulder, the other over Nikai’s heart. 
 
    Having the King as a father when he’d been young was a blessing and a curse. He and Nadim were wild, yet their mother told them they needed to set an example for their kingdom. Nikai took her dictate to heart, his brother laughed and did the opposite. By the time he’d been three summers, his dragon had already appeared, and he’d been huge. Nadim was angry that his own dragon didn’t come out, and until then, he and Nadim never fought. Thinking back to that time, he understood what it cost his parents to watch them fight. His father was fierce as a leader and had been a great King, but he’d been an amazing father. Standing in front of his father, King Nadir, he fought the insane urge to blurt what had happened.  
 
    “Father—I have news, and I’m not sure where to start.” Nikai looked away. His eyes caught on a portrait of two black dragons and a much smaller dragon from when they’d been children. Dragonlings in flight his mother called it. 
 
    “You can tell me anything.” 
 
    Nikai moved to the painting, tracing the image of him and his twin with one finger. His gut twisted at all the loss they’d suffered.  
 
    “Nadim lied,” he spat. Fuck, he spent the last week coming to terms with the treachery that was his twin. He had loved and hated the bastard in equal measure, yet when they’d been younger, he’d been sure they’d grow old flying side-by-side. How would his father feel, hearing his own son was literally burning in the deepest pits of Hell? 
 
    “They say it’s best to just spit it out,” his father said. 
 
    Nikai nearly choked as he remembered the demon Creed doing that with Jak’s wing. Luckily, they’d reattached the appendage. After a touch from Nikai gave him the burst of magic to start the healing, the other dragon was nearly good as new. “Well, whoever says that don’t know shit.” 
 
    “This is true, but why don’t you tell me what’s weighing on your shoulders and let me see if I can help. Besides, a burden shared isn’t so heavy to carry.” His father came to stand next to him by the painting. “Your sister sure was a beautiful dragon.” 
 
    He inhaled deeply, wondering what his father would think of Lula. He pictured Belle when she was in her dragon form, both females fucking beautiful. Pride made his chest swell as he remembered the way Belle fought Gaiston in battle. His lips lifted in a snarl, wishing he could go and kill the other dragon again, making his death even more painful after nearly killing his mate. 
 
    “I have a daughter.” He didn’t face his father in the ensuing silence. 
 
    His father turned toward him, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Who is the mother?” 
 
    “Belle of course.” He was appalled his father even thought to question who it could be. A dragon didn’t mate with just any female, otherwise their realm would be overpopulated. 
 
    “Nikai, how is this possible? She left our lands thousands of years ago. I would think you’d have known...” His father trailed off. 
 
    “Nadim pretended to be me the day she left. Remember the day Lord Mkikoa came here? He went to her as me. The veil between worlds was thin, and Nadim somehow found out she was pregnant. He told her to get rid of the child like the vile bastard he was. Sorry father.” Nikai took a breath, knowing no parent wanted to hear their child was the worst of the worst.  
 
    “He was your brother. How could he do such a thing?” King Nadir gripped the mantel with one hand, staring at the painting. 
 
    “He was a vile bastard. I think he’d hoped she’d have gotten rid of our child knowing it would kill me, especially if he would be the one to break the news to me. But my Belle wasn’t willing to do such a horrible thing. She’d seen where Mkikoa had left and slipped out the same way shortly after he did. She chose our child’s life over—well obviously over me and the choice she’d been given. Nadim lay dying and never would’ve told me if he’d have thought I had a chance of finding them. Not once in all the time I’d grieved her loss, searched for her—and he knew she’d been pregnant, did he ever tell any of us. Why?” Nikai growled. 
 
    “He was jealous of you. I understand a little better than you as I can see from someone looking in at the two of you. If only he would’ve tried harder in the beginning when you were both young. You two were meant to rule together. By the time you were five, it became clear that wasn’t a possibility. I—your mother and I overcompensated Nadim for his lack of ability by giving him more attention. He never showed it bothered him that you were to be King. Not every male is born to rule. You know that. Hell, this realm is full of males who are not Kings. Nadim appeared to relish the fact he didn’t have to conform the way you did, but he had all the prestige of the royal house.” 
 
    “You and mother were wonderful to all of us. I don’t blame either of you for how we were raised,” Nikai tried to reassure him. 
 
    His father gave a nod. “He wasn’t the perfect son, Nikai. Hell, I wouldn’t have sworn he wasn’t above committing a minor crime, but to tell your female to get rid of a child, your child?”  
 
    “Nadim was a male who didn’t think rules were meant for him.” The bastard thought he was above everyone else, even the King and Queen.  
 
    His father walked over to one of the chairs flanking the large window and sat, sighing heavily. There was no way Nikai could tell him that Nadim was rotting in Hell. Fuck, no parent wanted to hear their flesh and blood was so damn evil they’d gone to the worst place for eternity. 
 
    “Where are they now, Belle and your daughter?”  
 
    He took a deep breath, figuring it was best to say it and be done. “Lula. That’s my daughter’s name. She’s mated to twin bear shifters and lives on Earth. However, I’m sure they travel to the Fey Realm.” At his father’s raised brows, he continued. “Belle found sanctuary there when she fled from here. She and the Fey Queen are very close.” He held up his hand to stall his father’s words. “Jennaveve is the Fey Queen, and she’s mated to twin males as well. I did not meet them, but I sensed them within her. Father, the males I met with Belle and Lula, they were, for lack of better terms, very different.” 
 
    “What do you mean, different? We are dragons, different means nothing to us. Why did you not capture the females and bring them back with you?” King Nadir may not be the ruling male any longer, but he was still a force to be reckoned with. As he snarled the words, smoke wafted from his nostrils. 
 
    “Trust me, I wanted to do just that, but I liked my head and other body parts right where they belong.” Nikai would explain how his second lost his head later. 
 
    “Are you saying you’re afraid of a couple of females and males who are not dragons? What kind of Dragon King are you, son?” His father paced away from him, spinning back to face Nikai. “Your daughter, is she like you or—” 
 
    And there it was, his father asking what Belle feared the most. Nikai ignored his father’s first words because he was most assuredly not scared of Belle or his daughter, let alone the males they’d brought with. “She’s every bit as gorgeous as her mother, only her pink dragon appeared a little lighter than Belle’s. I must tell you, they both are fierce and huge. Much larger than any female dragon I’ve ever seen, and even bigger than many of our males.” 
 
    King Nadir nodded. “I always thought Belle was a stunning female, especially when she shifted. I can remember a time when the pink dragons were revered. When it became not so, I’m not sure.” 
 
    Nikai stopped pacing, jerking back like he’d been slapped. “What?” 
 
    His father nodded. “Oh yes, thousands of years ago, there were pink dragons. The lighter their scales, the more powerful the dragon. They were very rare and coveted by every kingdom. And then one day, they were gone. Nobody knows what happened to them, or so I was led to believe. I was a young dragonling, you understand. The pink dragons would fly with the most elite dragon guards, their size and unparalleled powers made them the perfect leaders. When they battled, their scales turned a fiery pink, almost red. Their flames burned hotter than any other, even the kings. Now that was a sight to behold. You didn’t want to piss off a pink dragon. As I got older, they’d become a fable, something that was more myth than truth until Belle came along. Many of the elders were frightened of the young female until she and her family came to live within our Kingdom. She never showed any signs of being a battle dragon. But I know what I saw when I was young. From what you’re describing, Belle and your daughter are both exactly what has been thought to be extinct.” 
 
    “Where would I find stories of the pink dragons, father?” Nikai asked, his heart hammering against his ribs. If he could get answers regarding the pink dragons’ origins, he’d have a reason to go to Belle.  
 
    “When are they coming home?” his father asked instead of answering. 
 
    Nikai laughed as he thought of the young female with her two males. “I don’t think Lula will ever be coming here.” Saying the words was like a physical blow to his already bruised heart. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. She’s an heir to the throne.” His father puffed his chest out. The regal male was affronted that anyone wouldn’t covet their world.  
 
    “Yes, but she wasn’t brought up to love all things dragon. In fact, I have a feeling she hates anything related to us except her mother. Besides, she has two mates. Bear shifters who are much more than average shifters.” Envy was a bitter pill to swallow.  
 
    His father stood and began pacing the length of the room. “We must bring them here. Let them see how wonderful our world is, and they’ll realize what being a dragon means. Your Lula will find a mate amongst our elite males. These bears, what can they offer her?” 
 
    Nikai let out a sigh, wishing what his father suggested was easy. “She’s with child, father. Besides, I will not interfere in her happiness with her and the males she chose. I...I find I already love her. How is that possible?” 
 
    “Ah, that is the way it is with a parent, my son. I fell in love with you boys when I found out you were in your mother’s womb. The moment I scented the change in her, you boys had a piece of my heart. There was no thought of shame as I fell to my knees and laid my hand on her stomach. I felt life within her that we’d created with our love and knew I’d kill for my young. Shortly after that first moment of recognition, I heard you and your brother’s heartbeats. Life was fuller for us knowing we created two of you. I spoke to you both daily, reassuring both dragonlings I’d love you equally.” His dad’s eyes were shiny with unshed tears. 
 
    Nikai exhaled, knowing he’d done the right thing by not telling his father about Nadim and his place in Hell. “I wish I could’ve known what that was like with my Belle and Lula. If I’d have had the chance…I think I would’ve spoke to her as well.” 
 
    Nadim robbed him of that and so much more. Sure, Belle left with his child inside her, keeping both hidden for all this time, but she’d done it thinking he didn’t want a child with her. Fuck, he’d screwed things up by pushing her away. He froze, the past mistake and his most recent one slamming into him like the force of a dragon on a mission. Nikai let her leave him in the clearing without a fight, again. 
 
    “I shall not let her go this time, father. I won’t allow any being to treat her with anything other than respect. Not only because she’s to be my queen, but also because she’s a female of worth. If I hear so much as a whisper about her pink scales not being good enough, I’ll decimate the dragon and their entire line. Father—her tears turn into jewels. I don’t know if that was what the pink dragons before could do, but she’s a dragon worthy of any male, regardless. I love Belle, and if she’ll forgive me, I would be the luckiest dragon to have ever lived. I’ll do whatever I have to do in order to gain her trust and, Goddess willing, her love.” Hell, he’d give up his kingdom if that’s what she demanded. 
 
    “You saw her shed tears that turned to gems, Nikai?” his father asked in a low tone. 
 
    Nikai nodded. 
 
    “Son, this changes everything. We need to get the elders together. Belle and her daughter must be protected at all costs. If it is found out…their lives and that of all they care about could be in grave danger.” 
 
    “Absolutely not. This stays between us. I will not have Belle or my daughter’s life scrutinized or made into something they do not wish. My mate, my choice, or rather her choice. If and when Belle comes here, we’ll decide together what we’ll do. The elders didn’t lift a claw to help her even knowing there were fables regarding dragons like her. For now, I want nobody but you and I aware of what she and Lula can do. Give me your word, father.” Nikai pressed his fist against his chest, making a cut until a ruby drop of blood swelled. He waited for his father to do the same. A blood oath backed by his father’s word was binding. 
 
    His father nodded, repeating the action, and giving Nikai his word. A swell of power engulfed them, sealing their deal. For now, Belle and Lula’s secret was safe. 
 
    Belle rolled her shoulders, shaking off the vestiges of sleep. Goodness, how long had she slept? A day, a week? She got to her feet, crinkling her toes through the soft rug covering the stone floor of her bedroom. With a glance outside the window, she squinted toward the two suns high in the sky. A clear sign a new day was beginning, but she could hardly remember closing her eyes the night before, or was it two nights ago? 
 
    She inhaled the fresh breeze coming in through the open window, halting when she realized how odd it was to see sunlight blinding her. At night, she always shut the windows and sealed the curtains across them to keep the light from filtering in and waking her too early. She loved the residents on Fey, but lord love a duck, she enjoyed sleeping in. To accomplish such a task, she had to follow a couple of hard and fast rules in order to keep the noise from the early risers out. Shutting her windows and closing the curtains usually accomplished the task, and the Fey knew not to disturb her if they were shut. 
 
    “Who the hell has been in my bedroom?” Silence greeted her. She slid her gaze around the bed, noticing other things out of place. Like a tray of food on her end table that had some fruit that looked as though it had been there for a couple days. Yuck. 
 
    Belle ignored the food, leaving it to toss after she did a few mundane humanish habits she’d discovered were actually quite relaxing after observing some of the females who’d come to Fey. Not that she’d spied on the Iron Wolves females, but they were quite loud and vocal when they talked about showers and bubble baths. Who’d have thought such things as allowing water to sluice over the skin to cleanse oneself was good for the soul? Walking into the adjoining bathroom, she made quick work of showering, finding relief in the feel of warm water as it eased her muscles. She’d gotten used to performing the everyday routine instead of waving her hand to get it done. Memories of the battle with a horde of dragons had her stalling for more time. In fact, she wasn’t sure what she’d be facing when she walked outside her home. Her daughter Lula wasn’t close, or else she’d have sensed her so, she wasn’t worried about facing her just yet. 
 
    A half hour later, with her hair up in a high ponytail and wearing a loose white skirt and a black tank top, she headed out toward the main house. She lifted her head toward the sky, scenting the air. She relaxed the closer she was to the kitchen where Asia and her daughter Egypt would be.  
 
    The mother and daughter duo came to Fey from Earth to heal a while ago. Fey time and Earth time flowed differently, but Jenna and Belle had been working to keep the duo on the same timeframe as Earth. They wanted to ensure neither female went back to Earth in a different century than when they left. If they chose to go back. No, when they went back, not if. Even though Belle and Jenna would be fine if Egypt and Asia stayed with them on Fey forever. She was such a dragon, collecting her precious things.  
 
    The atrocities the mother had suffered at the hands of the male made Belle and her dragon itch to kill. She’d seen what the male had done to Asia through the female’s memories, and they were terrible. And to make things worse, her child had suffered horrendous things as well, and the bastard made sure her mother was aware. Poor little Egypt was healing slowly thanks to Belle easing inside both of their minds without their knowing.  
 
    The first time Belle entered her subconscious, Egypt was sleeping peacefully or so she’d thought. It took a great amount of energy for her to create a link between the two of them. The young girl’s power, untapped was surprisingly strong and even more shocking, familiar. Luckily Lula was there and helped Belle the first night. After that, they were able to begin mending the teen as well as the mother. Her heart still ached at the knowledge that little Egypt had tried to commit suicide, which was how the Iron Wolves had found her to begin with, in a hospital recovering. She’d led the others to her mother who’d been close to death thanks to the vampire bastard who claimed her as his mate.  
 
    Belle wanted to kill the male all over again. If he hadn’t been dead, she’d have hunted him down and inflicted pain the likes of which he’d have begged her to end his miserable life. Instead, she focused her energy on healing the young girl from the inside out, doing similar exercises to the mother. She should feel guilty since they’d both denied her help when they’d arrived, spouting stuff about needing to handle it on their own. But Belle and her dragon couldn’t stand their pain. After the first night, she and her daughter created the links between them, she used the time the three of them cooked together, daily leaking healing powers into them. She figured within another month they’d be as good as new. Why the thought brought sadness to her, she didn’t know. Well, except for the fact they’d probably return to Earth, and she’d be left alone except for the Fey who feared her on most days.  
 
    “Belle, you’re awake,” Egypt yelled. Her excited voice carried across the rolling green lawn. 
 
    “I am, my little Feyling. Did you miss me?” Belle asked, catching the teen up in her arms and flying them upward with a little magic. At one time, Asia would’ve panicked whenever Belle exerted any show of powers since she’d only felt pain connected to such. Now, the girl’s mother just shook her head and smiled from the doorway. 
 
    “You were sleeping like Sleeping Beauty. If she would’ve had pink hair that is. I told my mom you needed a prince to come and kiss you, but she said princes suck,” Egypt said. 
 
    “That I did,” Asia yelled. Her smile came more freely now. 
 
    “Your mother is very smart, my Feyling.” Belle settled them back to the ground. 
 
    “One day, I want to be able to fly like you.” Egypt said, holding her arms out to the side. A wistful look crossing her smooth complexion. 
 
    Although she was a teenager, Egypt was small compared to shifters and even the humans that Belle had seen around her age. The male had done his best to keep both females from growing in powers and strength. Belle had no doubt that one day the girl would be a force to be reckoned with, once she was older and grew into what she was meant to be. Her mother was a panther, but Egypt, she was a hybrid. Only Belle didn’t sense any vampire traits in her, not like she did in Jenna’s mates. The girl was a conundrum.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t. You’re my baby and you need to keep your feet firmly planted on the ground, with me.” Asia looked up at Belle, worry etched on her beautiful face. 
 
    Belle wanted to reassure her that all would be just as she wished, but she wasn’t a liar, nor was she a seer. Instead, she sniffed loudly, her stomach choosing that moment to rumble. Goddess, she was starving. 
 
    “Mom, I think Belle needs feeding. She didn’t eat any of the food I left her. Bad dragon,” Egypt said, shaking her head. 
 
    “Egypt Keely. You were told not to go into Belle’s home. I’m sorry if she disturbed you.” Asia swept her daughter behind her with one arm. 
 
    As if the panther shifter could protect herself or anyone else if Belle was angry. She let out a sigh. “Asia, I would never eat you or your child, even if I was awakened from my sleep and a dream I was enjoying. I may huff and puff and threaten to burn the Fey if they disturb my slumber, but between you and me, it’s all just words.” 
 
    “I know that, but still.”  
 
    She walked into the kitchen as she spoke, hoping they’d follow without fear. The large room was big enough to seat twenty full-sized shifters if they came for a visit comfortably. The shiny, white cabinets always sparkled with tiny crystals embedded within. The gems were a layer of protection to the house should they need it, activated with a single thought. The counters she and Jenna had found were a work of art. The huge slab of stone that looked like a frozen rainbow. During one of their treks to the Goddess’s Garden, the piece had called to them like a silent song only they could hear. Neither of them could walk away from the smooth surface with the multitude of glittery colors threaded throughout, as if the stone had waterfalls flowing running within it.  
 
    Jenna had instantly agreed they needed to have the stone in their home, and just like that, it had been there, replacing the wood that had once graced their counters. Now, the wood was used as the tabletop. It too had fine lines running through it. Belle had a feeling it was a way for the Goddess to be present, power emanating through each piece. From every corner of the room, she was able to pick out where it had come from, between her and Jenna. This was home. A home she and her family and friends had built and created with loving care. 
 
    “Whatever you’re cooking smells heavenly, Asia.” Her mouth watered at the delicious scent of roasting stew with potatoes and carrots piled high in one pot. 
 
    “In my defense, you were asleep for days and days. I was afraid you were going to waste away to dust, and then I’d have to explain to Jennaveve what happened. Can you imagine how that would’ve gone? No thank you ma’am. I’d rather face the wrath of you than the crazy of her.” Asia lifted the lid off the stew, scooped out a small piece of goodness, blew on it, then popped it into her mouth.  
 
    Belle winced as the spoon sailed several feet through the air, clanging around in the sink before settling in the bottom of a shallow pool of soapy water. Obviously, she’s been sipping on the stew a bit. Why the females didn’t just use the same spoon to taste each time she had no clue, something about double dipping they had told her. Weird human custom or something.  
 
    Egypt hopped onto the counter next to the stove. The gas stove with twelve burners didn’t scare the girl anymore, not like when she’d first arrived. Belle had seen a memory of why she hated fire and did her best to clear the memory from the girl. 
 
    “I’m not calling Jenna crazy, just saying she’d go crazy if something happened to you on my watch,” Asia explained, looking around the room. 
 
    “Belle, make a note if you will. My mother just called our venerable leader crazy. I, on the other hand, would never do such a thing.” Egypt reached into the boiling pot and pulled out a huge piece of stewed potato, popping it into her mouth without letting it cool first. 
 
    Belle and Asia both laughed, and for the first time since she’d woken up, she relaxed. Being amongst her friends, she could pretend she hadn’t just come face-to-face with Nikai and found out that what she’d thought for eons, was false. He’d never wanted her to get rid of their child. Fucking Nadim and his treachery.  
 
    “You look really angry, Belle. Are you mad at me?” Egypt’s dark eyes held fear. 
 
    Belle shook thoughts of black dragons away, trying to forget the past and stay in the present. “I’m sorry, hun. I’m not angry. Especially not at you.” 
 
    “So, does that mean you’ll take me flying again?” Egypt brought her clasped hands to her chin in a pleading gesture. She was a tiny little thing, reminding Belle of her Lula when she’d been a young dragon. When Egypt and Asia returned to Earth, the girl would be preparing for high school and learning to drive a car, not flying up into the sky amongst the clouds.  
 
    “After we eat, we’ll see how we all feel.” Belle gestured toward the large pot on the stove. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Belle stood at the dual sink washing the dishes by hand, staring out at the beauty in front of her. She was sure the dragons back in her realm would have an apocalyptic fit if they saw her doing what they considered menial things, like getting her hands dirty and washing dishes. She could hear their gasps of outrage. Dragons were blessed with innate magic and the ability to cleanse oneself, along with dishes being two small things they could do without any effort. 
 
    “You’re thinking really loud. Care to share?” Asia asked, leaning against the counter with one brow raised. 
 
    Her first instinct was to dismiss the female’s question as outrageous. “What do you know about why I came here?” 
 
    Asia uncrossed her arms. “You mean a few days ago or eons ago?” 
 
    “Dear Goddess, I see where Egypt gets her sass from. Eons, pfft.” Belle shook the soapy water off her hands, making sure some landed on the other woman. 
 
    “How rude,” Asia said, laughing. 
 
    “I mean this last time, not eons ago.” Unable to find a towel close at hand, she used her powers to dry off, doing the same for the dishes before placing them into their proper places within the cabinets. 
 
    “I so love it when you clean the kitchen like that. Just puff, and everything is neat and where they belong. As for your question. The only thing I know is that you and the others were in some sort of fight, and you were injured. Jenna pops in daily to check on you, and Lula does as well. Other than that, I didn’t want to poke my nose into your business.” 
 
    Belle had already figured that out about the humanish female. Loyal and honest, and far from the nosey type was what she was. She really wished Asia could find her panther again, but the animal was buried so deep within the female’s psyche. Jenna and she had agreed to give Asia’s panther a chance to surface on her own once her mind and body were healed. Belle’s dragon didn’t agree, but she was willing to wait a little while longer.  
 
    “I don’t think you’re nosey at all. You’re family, both you and Egypt. The battle was against males from my realm. My one time almost mate, and his dragon guards to be exact. Well, not really him. Goddess, I’m not explaining this well at all.” In a brief description, Belle explained what happened and how Nikai saved her. 
 
    “Now, we are bound together for all time,” she growled and paced the length of the kitchen. 
 
    “Okay, first of all, wow! I wasn’t aware your mate was alive. I mean I assumed you had a mate, since you know...you had Lula. I just...never mind. That’s none of my business. Second, from what I’ve seen with the others who’ve come through here, like Jenna and her guys, Kellen and his mate, and even crazy Creed and the poor woman who took him on, the bonding was done long before that battle. I mean, look at me and he who we shall never name. Yes, he was demented as all get out, but for some ungodly reason, he and I were mates. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have Egypt, just as you wouldn’t have Lula. Humans, they can marry whoever they want and divorce without a problem. They don’t have the same innate being as we do. A bond, a soulmate bond is undeniable and almost unbreakable. Trust me, I know. Even when I was chained up in that cabin and he...well, when I was suffering terribly, I still ached. It was even worse, I think, because I knew he was disgusting inside, yet my heart reached for him.” 
 
    Belle stopped mid stride; her own heart ached for all that the young woman had lost, or rather never had. She had only been a teen in human years, far too young to have been taken against her will. Her mind bent by the vampire who’d compelled her.  
 
    “He was not your truemate, Asia. He used his powers on you. It was why you were so sick and weak when you were found. He kept you weak with blood loss and the fear of what he’d do to your child to control you. He knew you had a truemate out there, and that one day he’d find you. Yes, you were a truemate to someone, but not to him. He’d sensed that bond, and Egypt, she is the product of that bond, but not of the male who kept you.” 
 
    “What are you saying? I didn’t sleep around, Belle. I was no whore who didn’t know who the father of my child was,” she whispered, angry tears welling in her eyes. 
 
    The sound of Egypt coming down the hall made Belle tense. She lifted her hand, silencing Asia. A second later, she flashed the two of them back outside, several hundred feet from the house for privacy. “I need you to listen and hear what I’m telling you. I’ve been inside your mind. Both you and Egypt’s. Don’t. I can see the instant denial you are about to utter but please listen to me. You and she were broken. My dragon couldn’t settle with the pain you were both emanating. She, my dragon, is easily controlled mostly. But there’s always exceptions to the rule, like when those she considers hers are hurting. She and I cannot stand back and allow that to continue if we can help it. At first, I didn’t realize what my dragon was doing, even though she is within me. The second week you were here, she rumbled so low and guttural inside me, a hurricane wouldn’t have stopped us from trying to fix you.” 
 
    “What the hell does that have to do with what you said about my child belonging to another male? I was a...a virgin when Kenneth took me.” The words came out a hoarse whisper. 
 
    Belle wanted to cry and then kill the bastard all over again. “Yes, I can see that within your mind, but I don’t believe that was the true reality. He was a master, this vampire, and was obviously very good at illusions along with other talents, but he needed you to be tied to him. I believe he manipulated your mind into thinking it was he who was your mate. I don’t think he was a—functioning male, Asia. Do you understand what I’m saying?” Schooling her features, she took a calming breath and pushed it out hoping it would calm the other female as well.  
 
    “Oh, Belle, I prayed so many times it was a dream. Every time he took me, I prayed. I—I closed my eyes and went away until he was finished. It was him, not some fairytale male. As much as I wish what you say is true, I was there. I have or had the marks to prove it.” Asia’s voice cracked as she sucked her lips into her mouth between her teeth.  
 
    “You know I’m a dragon. I can become energy and enter others to heal what is broken, whether it’s bones or organs. In you and Egypt’s cases, you both were not only physically injured, but you were also mentally battered. That male, he was evil through and through. He was old and very powerful, and he knew what he was doing. The fissures I found in your brain were deep, and there were a lot. He cultivated the reality he wanted you to believe, not the truth. I don’t know who your mate was, but it was not that male. I’m not saying you were that word you said, and if anyone dares to call you such, I’ll burn them to a crisp. What I do know from looking through your memories, is that he implanted himself over the ones of your mate. I can see a male. He’s handsome, young, and has dark hair and eyes. Nothing like the vile bastard we shall never speak of. I’ve been working to heal you, and if you allow it, I believe I can uncover the truth and possibly your mate’s identity.” 
 
    “He tricked me?” Asia put two fingers over one of her temples and placed the palm of her other over her stomach. 
 
    Belle let her words sink in before saying any more. To know you’d been raped in mind as well as body was something nobody wanted to learn, and to know you’d suffered such atrocities while under a thrall had to gut her. Sure, the male who had fathered her child had been her mate, but Asia had no recollection of the male. For all Belle and she knew, he could’ve been working with Kenneth, the bastard who’d kept her. 
 
    “I know it weighed on the both of you that he was her father and your mate, but now, you can have some solace.” She wasn’t sure if that was true, especially if the amount of anger and heat glowing in Asia’s stare was anything to go by. 
 
    “If my truemate is out there, he will want nothing to do with me or Egypt. Or maybe he was every bit as demented as the other male. We are damaged.” Asia swiped her hands under both eyes. 
 
    “I need you to listen very carefully to what I’m about to say. Are you listening to me?” Belle shook the smaller female. 
 
    “What can you say that will change the reality of what I just learned, Belle?” 
 
    With her hands gripping the other woman’s arms, she stared down into her friend’s eyes. “People are always saying how wonderful it is to be a survivor. They spout shit about it on Earth and say how amazing so and so is. All because they didn’t die after something terrible happened to them. And yes, you and Egypt are survivors. I’m a survivor. But you know what? We survived not because we’re survivors, but because we’re damaged. Beautifully damaged. I’d rather be here with my friends and family I chose, who chose me back. Even though we’re all fucked up in our own ways, we are so much better than a bunch of stick up their asses, perfect dragons, who wouldn’t know a truth if it slapped them in the face.” 
 
    “Goddess, you are so wise. Me too. Oh, Belle, I wish...I wish I could remember.” Asia leaned forward, burying her face against Belle’s chest. 
 
    She knew what the other woman wished, and if she could, she’d unearth what was hidden within her mind.  
 
    “Why is my mom crying?” 
 
    Belle sent soothing healing through Asia, knowing she needed it. “Your mother is cleansing her soul, child. Come, let’s go for a walk. I think we all need some fresh air.” 
 
    In all the time they’d been on Fey, she’d never exerted her power of persuasion over the duo, allowing them to decide for themselves what and when they did things. However, there was a sense of urgency bombarding her. Egypt wasn’t just a non-shifting panther child. The bastard who took Asia had a plan. As she delved within both females, fixing what she could, she was utterly stunned at what she found. Asia had already been pregnant with Egypt when she’d come to America. The vampire had known exactly who and what the teenager had been. Belle had tried to figure out why the teen had seemed so familiar to her, yet she’d been totally blind to the truth. Now, she needed to get the pair healed and calm, so she could speak with Jenna and get more protection on Fey. Fuck, she hadn’t realized how Asia was blocking her from a memory, one even she had tried to forget. No, the younger woman was never a whore. Belle never thought for a moment that Asia had been. She’d come to America, not on a family vacation like her mind had told her, but as a shifter blood supply to a vampire clan, against her will.  
 
    Asia was running for her life and that of her unborn cub when Kenneth the bloodsucking fucktwit stumbled upon her. A cub that wasn’t just a panther, but a royal dragon as well. How had Asia found a dragon to mate? A dragon from the same bloodline as Nikai? She breathed a sigh of relief that the male dragon wasn’t Nadim since he was evil to his core. Whoever the dragon had been, she only sensed goodness and light. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Nikai jerked backward, his first thought was to trace to where he felt Belle and the part of him within her. He opened a small link between them, using immense power to keep her from knowing he was checking in on her. He admired the bright glen they were in, comparing it to the beauty that was his realm. The Fey Realm was clearly a very lush world, and one he’d never visited. He wondered if Belle or the Fey Queen had done something to ensure he kept from trying to enter. More than likely the answer was yes. 
 
    His concentration was focused solely on his gorgeous mate, otherwise he’d have been prepared for the slam of recognition that hit him, reminding him of his childhood. The sweet scent of family and youth.  
 
    “Belle, can you give me magic powers so I can fly like you?”  
 
    His attention jerked to the side, focusing on the tiny sprite of a child who appeared almost waif like. Her long, dark hair falling down her back reminded him of his sister when she’d been a young dragonling. He held his breath, waiting for her to turn and face his mate. His dragon went still within him.  
 
    How was it, that a young girl who scented of his sister, and resembled his sister, yet wasn’t his sister, was in the realm with his mate? 
 
    “Our mate did not take our kin with her,” his dragon rumbled. 
 
    Nikai didn’t bother to speak back to the beast, already knowing she’d never have done such a thing.  
 
    “Egypt, I cannot give you magic to fly on your own, but I can take you flying with me if your mother says it’s okay.” 
 
    His mate’s gentle voice rolled over him like silk fingers, sending shivers down his spine. He held still, holding the link with a vice like grip. 
 
    “Maybe later. Belle just woke up after days of sleeping off what would’ve killed most beings. How about you and I go back inside and let our fearless friend get some more rest?” 
 
    “Ah, do we gotta?” 
 
    The sense of urgency to get where the three females were had him breaking the connection. He turned to face his father, a lie on the tip of his tongue. He sealed his lips, taking a moment to process what he’d witnessed. 
 
    “I need to go to Belle,” he blurted. Fuck, if he kept this shit up, he’d become a bumbling fool. One not worthy of the title of King. A King did not blurt. Ever. 
 
    “Nikai, calm yourself and tell me what you saw. I know you connected with your Belle, so tell me what it is that has you ready to rush to her side posthaste.”  
 
    He contemplated ignoring his father’s demand and flashing to where Belle was, knowing the other male wouldn’t be able to follow him, but he was the King, and as such, he didn’t run. “Belle is with two females. A mother and a child. The mother is a cat shifter of some sort. She appears to be injured, but Belle is healing her. I don’t know. I could sense Belle’s healing around them both. The girl, she wasn’t fully grown, a teen maybe—she’s a hybrid, father. She’s part dragon.” 
 
    Nikai took a deep breath, watching his father absorb his words before he continued. “From behind, I would’ve sworn she was Tanith as a young dragonling. Even her voice reminded me of Tanith when she’d been younger. I can remember how she’d tease Nadim and I, then run off laughing. Her long hair always flowed behind her like a midnight curtain. This girl, she too has hair black as pitch or appeared that way through Belle’s vision, and...she has the scent of our family.” 
 
    His father went still, his eyes slitted to that of his dragon. Nikai felt the other male within his mind, relaxing as he shared the memory in detail. It wasn’t that his father didn’t believe Nikai, but he would also want to experience what he had. 
 
    “How can this be? Who is the father?” the old king asked. 
 
    The only male he could come up with was such an abomination he feared saying it out loud. No way in hell could his twin have fathered a child with a shifter from Earth. Hell, his brother had been dead for far longer than what the girl had been alive.  
 
    “I think you should sit down, son.” 
 
    Never did a conversation go well when you were asked to sit first. “I would rather stand, if you don’t mind, Father.” 
 
    As he stood there, stunned into silence while he listened to his father explain about his sister’s son Jabari’s kidnapping years ago. He seethed; angry they’d kept such knowledge from him. 
 
    “Why did you not come to me? I would’ve searched to the ends of every realm for him. She must be devasted by his loss.” His sweet sister surely would have wanted him to look for the boy. 
 
    “It was after Nadim’s death and she had just delivered your niece, Zahur. The realm was in chaos after The Veil almost collapsed thanks to Nadim’s treachery.” He sighed and looked away. “I exiled Nadim when I’d found out he was responsible for the breakdown of The Veil. He’d been dabbling in magic that was not meant to be played with, not by us or anyone who wished to stay sane. Your nephew, he was young and looked up to you. Nadim hated that and would be harsh in his treatment to the boy. Like with your Belle, I fear he was able to trick Jabari. Nikai, we believe Nadim had something to do with Jabari’s disappearance as well.” 
 
    Nikai recoiled in shock. He had no clue their father had done any such thing to the bastard. “Why am I just now hearing this? This is my Kingdom. I’m the Dragon King and should’ve been made aware of such treachery by my own blood, not to mention why The Veil was breaking down. Do you know how many dragons’ lives were lost thanks to him?” Of course, he also should’ve realized the boy was gone. He should’ve known his sister was hurting from the loss of one of her children. Not only was he a bad mate, no terrible mate and awful father, he was not a good uncle. 
 
    His anger lashed out like a blast, forcing his father onto his knees. Nikai pulled back a little, giving the other male room to breathe. “Answer me,” he yelled. 
 
    “He was your twin, your brother. I didn’t want to sever that bond between brothers. We told him he was to leave the Dragon Realm and never return until he made amends. A week later, Jabari was gone without a trace. He was a smart young man. He would never have up and left without a very good reason, and the only thing we could come up with was Nadim.” 
 
    Nikai looked up at the ceiling and pictured the bastard rotting in Hell. A scream ripped from his throat. The things he’d witnessed in Creed’s realm were horrendous. Beings sent there suffered days and nights, worse than any they’d ever visited on their worst enemy. Not that he felt an ounce of pity for his brother. 
 
    “This female and her child, they must know where Jabari is.” King Nadir didn’t beg but Nikai could hear the tremor of hope within his entreaty. 
 
    His father’s words brought his head back down, flames dancing all around them both. “The mother and girl were taken by a vampire who had bartered for them. I think your son, sold our nephew to a den of vampires as a blood slave. I think Jabari mated with the female as a truemate, Father. If she and the child are alive, and away from him, I’d say it’s safe to say he’s dead.” 
 
    “No, surely he lives. Look at you.” His father waved his hand in a sweeping motion before continuing. “You didn’t die.”  
 
    His father clutched at his chest; his lip trembled. Nikai had never seen the huge male cry, not once in all his years. Goddess, he didn’t want to see him do so now. 
 
    Nikai lifted his father to his feet with a thought, hating he’d hurt the older male in his anger. “My Belle was a dragon of great power. She severed our bond, keeping the both of us from going insane. Not that I think she did it to save me, but herself and our child. A dragon who loses their mate doesn’t survive, especially if that mate is alive and within their reach. You know this.” 
 
    He took no pleasure in watching the defeat that washed over his father. From one moment to the next, the male appeared to age a hundred years. He lost a son a long time ago but held out hope for his lost grandson. To find out your own child could be so evil cut deep. Soul deep. 
 
    “I will protect Jabari’s child, like she should have always been. And just so you know, Nadim is burning in Hell. I saw him there with my own eyes. Don’t ask, just trust me when I say I was there.” Nikai inhaled deeply, letting out the breath slowly. “I must go to them. There is something...I don’t know what it is, but I feel it.” He pounded his fist on his chest where his heart was pounding hard against his ribcage. 
 
    “Give me a moment, and I’ll come with you,” King Nadir said. 
 
    “No, should something happen to me I need to know you are here and prepared to take care of our people.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Nikai? Our people need you to lead them. You’re the Dark Dragon.”  
 
    He nodded. “Yes, and as such, I will see to the safety of my mate and our family. I had to make an example of my second during battle because a few of my elite thought as he did. That Belle should be eliminated. You will see his head on a pike out front. Do not remove it or allow it to be moved. I will be back as quickly as I can. If you need me, summon me.” 
 
    His father stepped up to him, placing both hands on his shoulders. “Nikai, you’re a wonderful ruler and an even more wonderful son. I’m sorry I failed you and your brother. Please let Belle know I was foolish in not protecting her and your child all those years ago. I will ensure she is aware of my ignorance, and there will not be a dragon left standing who will not welcome her with open arms.” 
 
    Nikai hugged his father, then he flashed to the Fey Realm, keeping to the air so that he didn’t disturb the inhabitants. The Fey were a dangerous lot, but he had a key to get in thanks to his Belle holding a piece of him inside her. He told her he wouldn’t come unless she asked for him, but he’d forgot to tell her he would come if she was in danger. Whatever she’d done recently had sent out a call, and now, he could feel a darkness searching, not for her, but the young girl who was his kin. 
 
    Belle sensed the disturbance in the air as she was getting ready for bed. She opened her third eye, letting her senses read what she couldn’t see. With each step toward the front door, a heaviness that wasn’t natural weighed in on her. A slight grin tugged at her lips. “Ah, someone thinks to play with us,” her dragon trilled. 
 
    “You are so bloodthirsty. We just battled some baddies less than a week ago,” Belle told the dragon. 
 
    Her dragon gave an indelicate sniff, staying quiet when she stepped outside and raised her hands. Belle made a show of yawning and stretching, shifting only her eyes for better vision than what she had in her human form. 
 
    “Oh, we have visitors of the dark stupid kind, and it’s not our mate. The idiot thinks he’s sneaky and can come into Fey without us knowing. Silly bloodsucker. Let’s kill him quickly so we can get some rest.” 
 
    “Yes, well, he’s brought a few friends.” Belle counted eight males. All of whom stank of decaying flesh. Her dragon made a gagging sound, making her roll her eyes at the beast’s antics. 
 
    “Jennaveve, we have an invasion on Fey of the bloodsucking kind happening.” She shot the announcement through their link into the Fey’s mind, waiting to see if the queen responded quickly. Since she’d mated with the twin hybrid vampires, she sometimes took a few minutes, depending on what the trio were doing. 
 
    “Excuse me, but what the flying fucketydeadfuck are you talking about?” Jenna asked from beside her. 
 
    “Well, if we were wanting to stay on the down low, you popping in probably just blew our cover, My Queen.” Belle rolled her eyes again without looking down at the other female. 
 
    Jenna shrugged. “Damien said I sucked at the whole stealth thing, so it was best I just stuck to what I do best. FYI, that’s kick douchecadoos’ asses. Sooo, where are the icky fucketydeadfucks I need to off? I mean, we need to off. See, I’m getting better at delegating and sharing.” 
 
    This time, Belle did turn to look down at Jenna, a slight smile splitting her lips. “That is so kind of you. Um, what...are you into cosplay now?” 
 
    Her friend did a little twirl, showing the entire outfit to Belle before speaking again. “Well, you see, it’s like this. Lucas is all about gaming at the moment. He says it’s honing his kill skills, and he’s teaching our girls how to fight baddies virtually. Well, I decided if you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em, so, I did some research. There are some really cute characters, and so I thought I would dress up like some of the females I saw online. Well, then Damien decided he liked to play too, only he preferred a different kind of game. Do you see where I’m going with this?” Jenna brought her left hand up and made a fist. She then brought her right hand up, pointer finger extended and poked her finger in and out of her left hand’s fist.  
 
    Belle shook her head as the other woman began making squishing sounds that were way too accurate to what it sounded like when couples did the dirty. “Focus, Jenna. Not on the dirty deeds you three do, but on killing the...what did you call them?” 
 
    “The fucketydeadfucks?” 
 
    Her friend really was a little unhinged, but Goddess did Belle love her. “Yeah, them. Let’s go kill them before they try to hurt Egypt and Asia. Can’t have them trying to hurt my kin by mate, now, can we?” 
 
    “Nah, pretty sure Asia will find her fangs, and Egypt will find her flames. Come on Dragon Woman, let’s do this.” Jenna linked their arms and started marching them toward the hill off to the left of the main house. 
 
    “Err, is that my superhero name?” Belle asked, her dragon rolling within ready to break free. 
 
    Jenna came to a hard stop, pulling Belle with her. “Of course not. We’re Superheroines.” 
 
    Through the darkness, she could see Jenna roll her beautiful eyes like she was talking to an idiot. It was so comical Belle tossed her head back and laughed. Lord love a duck, the female was batshit crazy, but she was her best friend. 
 
    “Of course, I’m your bestie. Your ride or die. Your BFF. Your one and only, Supa J. Now, come on, they realize we know they’re here, and oh my gawd, they really stink. Like fucking hell, they’re offensive to my nose. We may need to air out the entire realm after we kill them. You hear me you fucketydeadfucks. You stink, and it’s rude to come to my realm and stink it up like you ain’t got no manners. Didn’t yo mama teach you better than that?” Jenna disappeared before any of the males got a word in. 
 
    Belle wasn’t a tiny bit surprised that the Fey Queen was aware of who and what Asia and Egypt truly were. She sent a bubble of protection over the main house after ensuring both females were secure inside, her dragon hovering for a moment longer.  
 
    The adrenaline spiking through her veins had her bouncing on her toes like a kid in a...well, a candy store. Sure, she could shift to her dragon and wipe the males out quickly, but like Jenna, she loved a good ass whooping, if they were the ones doing the whooping.  
 
    Two males dressed in suits strolled toward her, their hair perfectly coiffed as if they’d taken the time to get fixed up to come raid their realm. Dumbasses. 
 
    “Good evening, deadfucks. You probably shoulda made better choices in life. You see, you could’ve turned right, but you went left, and then you didn’t pump those fucking breaks and bam, here you are. So many poor choices. Well, now, you have another choice. You can die fast and less painful or slow and extremely painful. Your choice. Can I tell you a secret? I hope you choose the latter.” She shrugged. 
 
    The two males looked at one another, then back at her. Both smiled at the same time, showing off pointy teeth like they thought they’d scare her. Silly deadfucks. Belle shifted partially, allowing her teeth to shift too. Difference being, hers were bigger and sharper. The scent of their confidence shifted to wary. Ah, so they were unaware of what they’d be facing. 
 
    “Were you told you’d be facing cute little fairies with wings? Jenna, be a dear and show them a fairy with wings, will ya?” Belle yelled watching as her friend ripped the head from one of the vampires while singing. 
 
    The two men looked behind them in time to see her friend in action. Goddess, she really was a sight to behold when she was playing. The eight were down to...Goddess, she only counted four or five heartbeats including the two in front of her. 
 
    “Absofuckinglutely, my friend. ‘You know that I’ve seen. Too many romantic dreams. Up in lights, falling off the silver screen. My heart’s like an open book. Da da da da da. Sometimes nothing keeps me together at the seams.’ Wahoo, this is soo much funner than pretend,” Jenna cheered, slicing a male in two from his groin straight through his skull. She walked through his two halves as he dropped to the sides. 
 
    “Are you singing Motley Crue while...dear Goddess, you literally cut him in two, Jennaveve. The Cordell’s are gonna freak the fuck out if you come home with all that blood on you.” 
 
    Her two creepers decided to stop talking and attacked her at the same time. She dropped to her knees, slamming her fists into their groins with enough force if they’d ever wanted children, that was now a lost cause. Her hands broke through to the other side, holding wittle bitty man bits. Honestly, they should tell her thank you.  
 
    Her mind came up with a song that would’ve been appropriate for the situation. She refrained from singing ‘cause she knew Jenna would gloat for days.  
 
    The vampires fell to their knees, holding their poor wasted groins that used to hold their family jewels. She got up to her feet, jerking both males’ heads back by their slicked back hair. Her hands felt dirty with all the blood and other yuck on them.  
 
    Suck it up, buttercup. Belle rolled her eyes at the dragon’s murmur, the need to end these two quickly riding her. She sensed another male moving closer toward the main house. His intention clear to her with the slow way he moved, like he didn’t want to draw her attention while he used the other deadfuckers as bait. Silly bloodsucker. With a twist of her wrists, she took both their heads, tossed them in the air, and shot two flames toward the bodies, followed by another set of flames toward the heads. ‘Too easy,’ her dragon rumbled. 
 
    The male stalking toward the house walked with a confident gait, his scent not as obnoxious as the others, but he still needed to die, again. 
 
    “Halt, female, and I’ll let you live. I’ve only come for the girl not to harm you or the others. If you stay out of my way, the three of you will continue to breathe. That’s you, your weird friend, and the girl’s mother. Fuck with what I want, and I’ll kill you all, after I’ve had my fill.” He turned fully in the darkness, facing Belle with glowing red eyes. 
 
    Belle wrapped one arm over her chest, the other she bent and tapped her cheek, pretending to think. After a few tense seconds, she dropped her arms. “Okay, I thought about it, and well, I decided you can eat a bag of dicks. I mean, you probably already have, what with how you smell and all. I ain’t judging you or anything. You like to eat cock? You do you boo. However, it’s a no for me on the whole ‘you taking the girl thing’, on account of the fact I don’t share well with others thing.” She made air quotes as she spoke, watching his red eyes narrow. Vampires were so fun to rile. 
 
    “Are you insane?” he asked, tilting his head to the side like he was trying to figure her out. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Are we really having a conversation about who is and isn’t sane? Because I gotta be honest with you, you can’t be packing a full lunch here, fella. Look around you. You’re the interloper in my world. Your friends are all dead. By my hand and my bestie over there. Jenna, will you stop fucking singing? You’re making my ears bleed,” Belle roared. 
 
    “How rude. I sound just like Adele. If y’all were drunk, and I were drunk, and Adele were drunk. Okay, fine, everyone would have to be drunk for me to sound like her, but dammit, I rock out with cock out.” Jenna flashed next to Belle. 
 
    “You totally do, My Queen. I mean, not with a cock, but you rock. Did you kill all the fucketydeadfucks that were left?” Belle asked, changing the subject before Jenna broke out in song again. 
 
    “Yeah, they were pussies. You killing him, or am I?” Jenna fluffed up the tutu like skirt she had on and straightened the leather vest so that her breasts that were threatening to spill out didn’t. 
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you two? I’m a master vampire with great power. I’m four hundred-and-eighty-five years old. I’ve killed thousands of women much better than the two of you. Why are you not cowering in fear?” He levitated off the ground with each word he spoke, getting closer to where Belle stood. 
 
    “Jenna, how old are you?” Belle asked, keeping an eye on the male as he creeped closer. 
 
    “Ack, I don’t know. I lost track after a thousand or something. How about you?” Jenna moved a few feet away, circling behind the vampire. 
 
    “After the third or was it fourth thousand, I stopped as well. Or was that when Lula turned three thousand. How rude of you to remind me how truly old I am, young man. I think you deserve a time out for such an infraction. Did you know when you go to Hell, you get endless amounts of fire and brimstone? No, well, now, you do. Ps. You’re welcome. So, I hope you enjoy that sort of stuff, since you’ll be going there.” She waved her hands in front of her like she was giving him a grand entrance. 
 
    Belle should’ve realized he was being too complacent, but she was tired and honestly, she missed things. Not him, the male who captured her heart and left her again, dammit.  
 
    “Stupid whores, he said you’d be easy.” The male lunged at her, a silver blade that smelled like Dragonsbain coming down in an arc. The poison that would kill her instantly assaulted her senses as visions of Lula and Nikai flashed through her mind. Goddess, it’s true. When you’re on the verge of death, you really do see your life flash before your eyes. Ugg, she hated that shit. 
 
    She lifted her arm, holding the scream inside as she sent a message to Lula with her final breath.  
 
    A roar ripped through the night, flames danced before her, licking over her flesh like a lover’s caress. Belle opened her eyes, stumbling backward as she saw Nikai holding the vampire in his right hand. 
 
    “You dared to harm what is mine? Do you know who you fucked with, bloodsucker? Did the fool who gave you that weapon, tell you what punishment you would face for daring to harm the very air she breathed?” Nikai’s voice was scary calm.  
 
    She’d seen him angry and excited. Goddess, she’d been turned on by all of his emotions, but the male in front of her was on a level she’d never witnessed from him before.  
 
    “I need the girl for my clan to survive. With her blood, we won’t need to hunt humans and starve or wallow in fear during the daylight. It’s not fair,” he growled, his face losing even more color. 
 
    “Tell me where you got the blade from, and I’ll let you live. Lie and I’ll kill you and your entire clan.” Nikai shook the male. 
 
    “Um, can I vote on killing him anyway?” Jenna piped in. 
 
    Belle elbowed Jenna, grinning at the other woman’s mumbling.  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s been in our clan for hundreds of years. A male came to us with another male. He gifted us the dragon and left him with my master. We were able to survive and thrive as long as we had that little bastard, but then fifteen years ago, he slipped away with the help of a Panther Pride.”  
 
    Belle stilled, her dragon slipping into Nikai’s mind and sharing what she knew of Egypt and Asia. Blood dripped down the vampire’s neck, pooling into a glass container so it didn’t contaminate the Fey soil. Both she and Jenna had ensured they’d incinerated the other kills, not allowing the foul blood to reach the rich soil. With every drop the male lost, the weaker he became, allowing Belle access to his mind. Nikai trailed her, his strong presence ready to strike if the vampire so much as flinched wrong. 
 
    She slid through his memories, bypassing the last decade and a half. The vast farmland that housed his clan was startling. The mostly male group were savages, holding females in cages and against walls like animals. She wanted to throw up as he kicked a cage with what appeared to be a shifter cub inside, the little ball of fur shaking in fear. She quickly realized the little shifter was Asia as he squatted down, his smile nasty. 
 
    “Time to get up. I have a surprise for you, kitty.” 
 
    Belle wanted to close her eyes, but she didn’t. She needed to see, she needed to be strong for her friend. A large male had been drug into the dark room, his battered body looked as if he’d been tortured for—hundreds of years. 
 
    “Ah, do you smell her, Jabari?” 
 
    “Mine,” he trilled, sounding more dragon than man. 
 
    Asia whimpered, her panther body now that of a young woman. “Please, I just want to go home. I won’t tell my pride about any of you.” 
 
    The vampire rushed to where she lay curled in a ball and jerked her up by her hair. “Your pride is nothing. I will kill every last one of them if you don’t do what you’re told. He’s your mate. Tell me that is not true.” 
 
    Asia shook her head, crying out in pain as he backhanded her. The male they called Jabari roared, getting to his feet, only to be slammed back to the ground. The chains attached to both hands and feet rattled loudly. 
 
    “You try that again, and I’ll kill her right in front of you, dragon. You want to live, and you want her to live, then you will mate her.”  
 
    “I’m too weak...master,” Jabari snarled. 
 
    “I thought you dragons were all powerful. I’ll give you a day of rest to get it up and get it done, then I’ll come back. If you haven’t succeeded, I’ll take her myself and then kill you both.” The vampire slapped Asia then walked out the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry, mate. I’ve been here for hundreds of years without food or light. I...I don’t know if I can,” he whispered. 
 
    Asia crawled to Jabari, her hand shaking as she reached to touch his shaggy hair. “Don’t be sorry. I...I sensed you and came looking. My cat, she’s difficult to handle sometimes. My mom,” she whimpered then wiped at her eyes. “My pride is surely hunting for me. They’ll come and rescue the both of us.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked, trying to sit up. 
 
    “Asia. What’s yours?” 
 
    “My name is Jabari. I am from the Dragon Realm. Your people have no chance of saving us, trust me. I need you to listen to me and do what I tell you. You need to run when the guard comes for his morning rounds. He’s a shifter and not as powerful as the vampires. I can subdue him long enough for you to go. Don’t look back, don’t stop, and never tell anyone about this place. Please, for your safety, you must do this.” 
 
    Belle noticed neither of them were moving their mouths. They weren’t just mates, but truemates. For Jabari to think Asia would leave him, the male was clearly out of his mind. They had already formed a link that was unbreakable unless one of them died. 
 
    Asia only nodded, but they sat together for a few hours as the dark night began to lighten. She didn’t need to see more to know that was the night that Egypt was created, or that Asia had fled like he’d asked her to do. How Kenneth caught her, Belle wasn’t sure, but the bastard hadn’t taken her back to that place where her truemate had been. She wished she knew if Jabari still lived, but the male in front of her had been the one who’d slapped Asia. He’d been the one who held Jabari and then lost his place of power after Asia escaped and then Jabari made his own miraculous escape. Goddess, she really hoped the male was still alive. 
 
    “End him so we can deal with the next bump in our road, Nikai.” Belle wrapped her arms around herself, wishing it was Nikai’s instead. 
 
    “As you wish.” Nikai gave a final squeeze, popping the bastard’s head off. Jenna shot a blast of lightening toward the body and head, keeping either from touching the ground. 
 
    “Well, that was anticlimactic.” Jenna dusted off her hands and looked around. “So, you want me to handle telling Asia or you wanna do it? I got my kid gloves on.” 
 
    “Ah, you got blood on your kid gloves, Jenna,” Belle pointed out, her friend’s cosplay outfit did indeed start out with long white gloves, which were now covered in vampire matter. 
 
    “Well fuck me running.”  
 
    An hour later, Belle led Nikai into her home on Fey. He wasn’t sure why he was so damn nervous, but dammit, he felt like a boy all over again.  
 
    “Are you thirsty or hungry?” she asked, waving toward the kitchen area. Something delicious was bubbling in a pot, making his mouth water. He wondered if Belle had cooked whatever it was or if she had fairies who prepared food for her.  
 
    “I would like to talk to you first. Your home is beautiful, Belle. This reminds me of...” He couldn’t continue without saying their place.  
 
    “Thank you. How did you know to come? Oh Goddess, have you been here the entire time?” Her eyes narrowed on him. 
 
    Nikai paid close attention to the way her hair lifted when she was angry. His breath stalling at the way her pink tresses glowed. Yes, his mate was most assuredly a battle dragon. She just didn’t know it. And Goddess, she was even more lovely in her anger. 
 
    “Nikai, I’m this close to kicking you in the dick.” She held her thumb and forefinger together as she shifted her eyes toward his manhood. 
 
    He placed his hand over said area. A vision of her ripping out the two males’ groins and continuing through their backsides, without breaking a sweat, appeared in his mind.  
 
    “No, I was with my father when I felt this—pull to come to you. I don’t know how to explain it other than my dragon and I felt you were in grave danger. We flashed here to your glen with the intention only to ensure you were safe. My plan was to leave with you none the wiser. However, for over an hour I found myself taking in the beauty of the surroundings until the stench of death nearly made me lose my concentration. Mind you, I had a harder time keeping quiet listening to you and your—friend banter back and forth. Seriously, she’s a little odd.” 
 
    His mate popped her hands onto her very curvy hips, glaring up at him, then she hit him with a smile that would light up the darkest realm. “She really is, but Goddess, she’s awesome. Um, thank you for swooping down and saving me.” 
 
    He moved until a scant inch or two separated them, dying to touch her. “I would give my life for you, Belle. If I could turn back time, and— “He knew better than anyone that life happened the way it was meant to, but fuck all if he didn’t wish he could change things. Even still, he wasn’t going to lie and say he didn’t wish he could’ve been with her all those years. 
 
    “I’ve missed you every single day since you’ve been gone, Belle. Not a single day has gone by that I haven’t ached for you or wondered where you were. I went to bed every night wondering how you were and if you were happy.” His hands twitched with the need to touch her, but he had promised her he’d let her choose. Although he had hated her for leaving, he’d never hoped for her to hurt, not like he had been. 
 
    “I’ve never stopped loving you, even when I hated you.” 
 
    Nikai swiped the tear from her cheek before it could fall, uncaring that he was preventing a jewel from forming. If he could, he’d ensure she never shed another damn tear for the rest of their lives. “You are the only woman I will ever love. Fuck, tell me I can touch you, Belle.” 
 
    “Yes, please.” Her arms came up, wrapping around his shoulders. 
 
    The leash he had on his control snapped. Years of need where he’d longed for her, needed her, surfaced in a white-hot rush. Now, he filled his arms with his mate, the only female created for him. “I love you, Belle. Forever and ever, until the end of time, and even then, I’ll love you even longer.” 
 
    “Shut up and kiss me, Nikai. I need to know I’m not dreaming.” 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice. Bending, he sealed his lips over hers, tasting Belle for the first time in what felt like a lifetime. She was so sweet, like liquid sugar melting on his tongue. He swept his tongue inside, licking along the front of her teeth, memorizing each pearly white tooth, then moved to the roof of her mouth. Before the night was through, he planned to have mapped every square inch of her body with his lips, his mouth, his tongue, his fingers, and his body. There wasn’t going to be a part of her that wasn’t covered by him, touched by him. He would show her how much he loved her, coveted her. He would own her, body, and soul, but she would own him as well. 
 
    He lifted his head, breathing hard, puffs of smoke coming from the both of them. 
 
    “You taste delicious,” he told her. 
 
    “Mmm, I can’t wait to taste more of you, too.” She nipped his jaw, then his neck, lifting her hand, she swirled her finger, leaving herself standing naked in front of him. 
 
    “Oh, I love the way you think, mate. Next time I’ll unwrap you properly like my precious little gift. This time though, I think expedience is best.” In a blink, he was as naked as she. 
 
    “Eeep, are you bigger than before?” She nodded and pointed downward. 
 
    Nikai lifted her into his arms, chuckling at her words. “You are too good for my ego, my love. I have no worries that you can handle everything I give to you.” 
 
    “Yeah, well you’re not the one who is gonna have a freaking oak tree stuffed up her hooha.” Belle bit his neck, soothing the little sting with a gentle lick. 
 
    “What is this oak tree?” he asked, sniffing the air to find the proper direction toward her bedroom. 
 
    Belle’s laughter rang out, tinkling like the silver bells he remembered from their youth. 
 
    “Oh, I have so much to teach you, Nikai. But first, let’s forget trees, and things, and ooof,” she said, the air rushing out of her as he tossed her onto her bed.  
 
    “Is this ooof anything like you and me making love?” Nikai placed one knee on the bed and then the other, crawling over the large space until he had her caged beneath him. 
 
    “Oh, it most definitely is,” she agreed. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Belle smiled up at Nikai, the apprehension of him fitting or not, fading away. The Nikai from before was right there in the eyes staring down at her, erasing the memory of the male who she’d seen that fateful day. If she wouldn’t have been hormonal, she’d have known that wasn’t her mate. But it was more she realized. Nadim must’ve had help, the feel of the vampire’s magic had been on Nadim that day as well. Not that same vampire, but similar. She stilled, horror filling her. “Nikai, I think your brother has been dealing with the vampires for thousands of years. You need to search your entire realm for treachery. Any male who was loyal to him may be infected with the disease.” 
 
    “Sssh, I already figured that out when you were traipsing through the fucker’s mind. Nadim was a coward and needed to find power any way he could. I assume he went to Earth and found the bloodsuckers and felt powerful amongst them. However, I have a feeling he bartered his way out of their clutches with my nephew, Asia’s mate. Now, let’s not talk about him or anyone else except me, my dick, and you and your sweet little pussy. We’ll have the rest of our lives to worry about the others, but right here and now, I need to feel you, all of you.” 
 
    She shivered at the deep, velvety tone of his voice. Her body heated up, wanting the same thing. She lifted her arms, running them down his back, gripping his ass in both palms.  
 
    He groaned, then shifted lower so that his cock slid between her thighs. “Goddess, you feel so good.” 
 
    Nikai pushed back, taking his heat away from her and stared down at their bodies. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to tie your hands up or else I’m going to go before I even squeeze the tip inside you.” 
 
    Her shock had to be evident as she tried to grasp his meaning. Nikai had never been crazy kinky, but when he nodded, and both of her arms were pulled back, secured to the headboard, she had to wonder just how much practice he’d gotten during their separation. 
 
    “Don’t do that. I never gave my heart or my kiss to another female. They belonged to my mate and my mate alone, Belle.” 
 
    She swallowed back the tears, knowing she couldn’t expect him to have been celibate for...eons. She hadn’t either, but still. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He tipped her chin up, kissing away her words. “You have nothing to be sorry for. Now, let me love you properly, hmm.” 
 
    Belle wondered what he meant but lost all words, as he took a slow journey down her body, stopping to kiss and nibble behind her ear. Goosebumps formed over every inch of her heated flesh. “Oh, Nikai,” she moaned. 
 
    He straddled her hips and held both her breasts in his palms, looking at them as if he had never seen boobs before. Belle shifted her legs, a little uneasy at his intent inspection. 
 
    “Did you nurse our Lula?” He pressed the twin mounds together after he asked, looking into her eyes. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “I would’ve loved to watch you do that.” He peppered kisses along the swell of both breasts, taking his time to show attention to each one, driving her crazy with the need to feel him take her nipples into his mouth. 
 
    When she was ready to beg him to lick her, or suck, or bite even, he did just that, taking her left nipple into the heated depths of his mouth. With wicked lashes he licked and then bit the tender bud before moving to the other side and doing the same thing. Belle was sure she wouldn’t survive the sweet torment much longer.  
 
    “Such sensitive nipples. I could love on them all night, but your scent is driving me mad with the need to feast on you.” Nikai shifted, kissing his way down her abdomen. He dipped his tongue into her navel, making her giggle. 
 
    “Paybacks are a total bitch, Nikai,” she warned. 
 
    Nikai wedged his body between her thighs, lifting her legs until they rested on his shoulders. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, a retort ready, but only a moan escaped as he licked a slow path from her clit to her opening, humming against her flesh. Her dragon mate took his time, licking, sucking, tasting every inch of her flesh until she was begging him to take her.  
 
    “Come for me, my Belle, then I’ll give us both what we want.” He pressed one finger inside her, pumping slowly. 
 
    She spread her thighs wider, wishing her hands were free so she could press him closer. 
 
    Nikai chuckled, the added friction sent a sweet jolt straight to her clit. 
 
    He eased a second finger alongside the first, moving them in and out. Sweat glistened her body. She could moderate her temperature, but she was lost to everything except Nikai and what he was doing to her. A third finger joined the others, and then he sucked her clit into his warm mouth, humming around the hard little nub.  
 
    “Oh, Nikai, I’m going to come. Please don’t stop.” 
 
    His fingers moved faster, opening her up for him. His lips, Goddess, those gorgeous lips sucked, and his tongue licked, sending her flying. A keening cry filled the air, her body locking down on his digits to keep them inside her. Belle’s entire body twitched and pulsed. Using her magic she broke the binding that held her arms, so she could do what she longed to do, hold her mate. 
 
    “That’s the most beautiful sight I’ve seen since the last time I made love to you. You glow when you come, my Belle.” Nikai rose over her, lining his cock with her opening. “I claim you as my mate, for all time, Belle. Wherever you go, I go.” 
 
    She gripped his hips with her thighs, feeling him enter her in slow increments. One pump, two pumps, and then three, and still he wasn’t fully seated within her. Belle wanted to feel all of him, now. Wrapping her thighs around his hips. She lifted at the same time as she pulled, using her strength to get what she wanted, him in her. Her nails bit into his shoulders at the shocking flare of pain.  
 
    “Dammit, I was trying to ease into you, my love.” Nikai held himself above her, keeping their bodies flush without moving. 
 
    “Oops,” Belle muttered. 
 
    He shook his head. “Not yet, but I will.” 
 
    She was a little bewildered, her mind a bit fogged by pain until he wiggled his hand between their bodies. She froze, wondering if he thought she could handle more. She hated to break it to him that no, no she couldn’t take any more of him. However, he wasn’t going to give her more...well more, but not more. Goddess, what he did give her made her toes curls. “Oh, I like that,” she whispered. 
 
    “Me too. You can ease your claws out of my back now, love.” 
 
    One by one, she retracted her nails, wincing at the warm liquid that ran down his back and onto her bed. She almost said oops again, but then he shifted his hips, hitting that spot deep inside her she remembered from long ago.  
 
    “That’s it. Fuck, I love you, Belle. You and I were made for one another. Yes, lift your hips just like that.” He helped lift one leg up and over one of his shoulders.  
 
    Belle rolled her hips, rejoicing in each downward thrust as he hammered away at the place that only he’d ever been able to claim. Not only could Nikai claim her dragon heart, but he also hit the hidden, fabled, g-spot, every motherfucking time. Goddess, she was a lucky dragon. 
 
    “You’re so damn tight, my love. I’m not going to last. Come on, come for me. Let me feel you squeeze my dick, and then I’ll fill you up with my seed. Maybe we can make another little dragonling.” He pumped faster. 
 
    Her heart stilled, body on the edge. “You want another baby?” 
 
    He pressed all the way forward and held, grinding against her clit. “If I could have a horde of baby Belle’s who looked just like you and Lula, I would fucking love that. If we had no more, only our Lula and her cubs, then so be it. As long as I have you, I’ll be the happiest dragon alive.” 
 
    Her dragon trilled inside her, the sound setting off his. Their sounds mixing within their minds, creating a symphony. She’d never heard the two dragons sing together, their music magical and beautiful. “Me too, Nikai. I’ll be happy with whatever the Goddess gives us.” 
 
    He rested down on his forearms, his face directly above hers, holding most of his weight off her much smaller form. He was everthing to her. Nikai brushed his lips across hers, and began moving, easing his hips back and forth in a slow glide. Tears formed in her eyes. 
 
    “I love you so much.” 
 
    The first time they’d made love, he’d been just like this, staring down into her eyes, easing in and out of her. Their bodies craved more, just like it had then, but neither of them rushed to obey, enjoying the smooth glide. Nikai pressed his lips to her again, his tongue tangling with hers. Belle ran her hands down his back, feeling smooth flesh where she’d ripped him open earlier. As she reached his ass, she trailed her fingers between the crack, a mischievous grin flittered across her face. 
 
    Nikai pulled back slightly, then pulled out, flipping her to her stomach. He jerked her up until she was on her hands and knees. “The only one who will have anything between their ass will be you, my love.” 
 
    He pushed her head down to the bed, making her laugh as he swatted her ass. She and he had done everything long before, but tonight they wouldn’t be going there, which she told him within their link. He roared with laughter at the image she flashed in his mind, the big ole X over a bootyhole clearly funny to her male. 
 
    Belle opened her mouth to tell him she was serious, but then he slid back inside her, and his warmth was covering her back, his breath tickling her ear. “I will always ensure you’re properly prepared for me first. I promise, your cute little bootyhole will not have an X on it when I enter it. In fact, you’ll be begging me to take your ass when I do it.” 
 
    His masterful way of owning her body proved too much for her to argue. She pushed back into his thrusts, begging him to fuck her, make her come. There was no shame in loving your mate, whenever and however you wanted. Of course, he yelled just as loud and long as she did when he came, her name a litany that fell from his lips.  
 
    Belle snuggled next to Nikai, the bed freshly made after their third or was it fourth round of lovemaking. 
 
    “I will have to search for my nephew.” His words were whispered as the suns were coming up. 
 
    She traced the tattoo on his chest with one finger. “We will search for our nephew.” 
 
    He covered her hand with his. “What about your duties here?” 
 
    Belle snickered. “Goddess, I swear Jenna is rubbing off on me. You said duty, and I got a very childlike thought in my head. Anyhoo, between Jenna, Lula, and the others you haven’t seen, plus the Goddess herself, this realm is safe. Trust me, it’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Sorry if my faith in that isn’t that great. I mean, there were how many vampires that breached your land just hours before?” Nikai kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She wiggled until she was resting on top of him, her head propped on her folded hands. “Well, you see, um, that wasn’t really an accident.” 
 
    Belle winced at the slap to her ass. 
 
    “Explain, mate,” Nikai ordered. 
 
    “I knew they were coming.” She tapped her head. “I will admit, the fucker having the Dragonsbain was a surprise, but the rest...piece of cake.” 
 
    She saw the fire in his eyes begin to dance. Being the smart dragon she was, Belle decided it would be smarter to deflect his anger. She bent, licking over his nipple like he’d done to hers. Their lower halves rubbed, creating an ache she had no plans to assuage just yet. He feasted on her, and now, it was time she did the same with him. Kissing her way down his flat abs, she made her way down to that appendage that rivaled an oak tree. Alright, not quite, but damn he was huge.  
 
    She gripped him in both palms and settled between his spread thighs. “Oh, my, what big balls you have,” she said with a giggle. 
 
    “The bigger to get you pregnant with,” he agreed. 
 
    “Hm, don’t think you can get my tonsils preggo, but let’s try, shall we.” Belle closed her lips over the head, taking the mushroom shape inside. A small drop seeped out and onto her tongue, making her crave more. She licked around the cap and sucked hard, working her hands in tandem.  
 
    Up and down, she moved, back and forth, until he was bumping the back of her throat. There was no way she could take all of him, and already her jaw was aching, but she didn’t want to stop until he came. 
 
    “Belle, wait. I want to come inside you.” Nikai groaned loudly. 
 
    She squeezed her hands around the base of his cock when he tried to pull her up, her lips locking around the tip. The action had him giving in to her silent demands. She ran her tongue down the heavy vein, working it as she pulled backward, then sucked him back inside, repeating the motions over and over. She hummed, adding a little burst of heat. He tensed, his hand gripping the back of her head, guiding her faster. 
 
    “I’m going to come, Belle. Oh, Goddess, love. Don’t stop. Right there.” Nikai’s breath wheezed out of him, his hips jerking up and down. 
 
    She let him hold her where he wanted her, keeping her hands in place so she didn’t choke, swallowing all he had to offer. After he stopped jerking, his cock was still stiff, she continued to lick him clean. Finally, she laid her head on his thigh and looked up at him. “You’re delicious too.” 
 
    “C’mere,” he murmured. 
 
    She was too spent to move, but again, Nikai was in tune with her body and mind, bending so he could lift her up. He rolled them, maneuvering her back to his front, wrapping his arms around her. For years she’d dreamt of the way they’d cuddle and missed the way their legs would tangle together when he spooned with her, her dragon loving it just as much. With a wave of her hands, she had the windows and drapes sealed, closing out the world for a little while. “You’ll be here when I wake up?” she asked. 
 
    “I’ll be here every time you wake up if I can be, and if I can’t, I’ll make sure you know where I am.” Nikai covered them with a blanket. 
 
    “Mkay. Night, Nikai.” She yawned, feeling as if she hadn’t slept in forever. For what felt like the first time in eons, she was right where she belonged, in the arms of her dragon mate. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Belle slipped out of bed, hating to leave the warmth that Nikai offered. Dang Jenna and her constant buzzing in her ear. ‘I’m coming and not in a good way, you heifer.’ 
 
    ‘How rude. You know I have two, count them, two, hunky mates I’ve left to come and talk to you, so get your big booty out here. We got shit going down and it ain’t me on my knees, if front of my two, count them, two hunky mates.’ Jenna flashed her an image that made Belle’s eyes bug out. 
 
    She flashed to the Goddess’s Garden, a fireball in hand ready to pulverize her bestie. “I am soo telling the Cordell’s, you showed me their dicks.” 
 
    “I did no such thing, liar. That was a dick pic I found on the interweb.” Jenna stuck her tongue out, then she flopped down to the ground and patted the spot next to her. 
 
    Belle looked at the outfit her friend had on, smiling at the other female’s attire. “So, what are we today, My Queen?” 
 
    “I’m the Mad Queen, of course.” She plucked at the white ruffles around her breasts like it was normal. 
 
    “Okay, yes, I can see that.” Belle did not, but she sat down beside Jenna without disagreeing. The lavender field soothed her soul like always. Jenna’s outfit was very mad, but not queenish in the slightest. A black and red corset topped with white ruffles and red fishnet stockings with matching red gloves. She wore a shiny-red top hat with...things coming out of it, that Belle had no clue how her friend kept on. The size of the monstrosity was a wonder, but seriously, it was the working parts that were a marvel. 
 
    “I can hear you, Belle, and it’s rude. However, it’s quite obvious only a mad person would wear this, and I’m a Queen, so duh, Mad Queen.” Jenna placed the hat next to her. 
 
    “Goddess, you are truly scary in your thinking. Alright, so what had your panties on fire so early you had to rouse me from my bed with my mate who I hadn’t seen, let alone made love to in eons?” Belle shifted only her eyes to that of her dragon, so she didn’t need to turn her head to look at Jenna. 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way, it sounds terribly rude,” Jenna huffed. “And would you please not do the dragon thing? That is not fair to those not, well, those not blessed to be a dragon. You don’t see me flittering about all fairy like do you?” 
 
    Belle tossed her head back, laughing at the other woman’s disgruntled tone. “Fair enough. Now spill.” 
 
    Jenna lay back, pulling Belle down with a slight tug on her arm. “You know, when I took a hiatus from my duties, I had no worries. Now, all of the sudden, there’s so much bullshit going on. Why is that?” 
 
    “Um, ‘cause your eyes are open, and you are caring about the shit that happens?” 
 
    “I guess. I mean, shit happened while I was off being a little bitch and thinking of nobody but myself, but well, I just didn’t see it. Now, I have all these beings I care about, and it’s scary.” Jenna’s voice cracked. 
 
    Belle turned to the side, propping herself up on her elbow. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “There is danger surrounding my people, and I sense that threat coincides with the dragon girl here. I’m bringing the children here for safe keeping until we can ensure my Iron Wolves safety, or I’m afraid Kellen is going to kill an entire state.” 
 
    “What about their mothers?” Belle sat up, thinking about the timetable she’d have to work with the children, similar to what she was doing with Egypt and Asia. 
 
    “The females will be staying with the males, but the babies along with two teen girls are coming. Egypt will have a couple of girls her age to play with.” Jenna bit her lip. 
 
    “What aren’t you telling me, Jennaveve?” Belle inhaled, scenting for danger. 
 
    “One of the teens is a shifter, the other is...Fae. Her mother’s line was Dark Fae, but the child is definitely good. I trust all the children coming here and would do anything to keep Fey safe for all. Life here on Fey is going to get a little crazy, I know you just reunited with your mate. I can’t ask you to stay if you want to go back to your home, it’s just—” The Fey Queen looked off into the distance without continuing. 
 
    “Jenna, you have twin girls you don’t want to bring here full time, not when your mates can’t reside here with you three. I understand. Besides, I didn’t plan to return to my home realm.” She hadn’t realized until that moment that was her intention. How would Nikai react when she told him she wouldn’t be living with him in the Dragon Realm. He was the Dragon King. He’d done everything to secure his title, and Goddess knew he deserved it. 
 
    “Don’t make any hasty life decisions, Belle. Talk with Nikai and remember you are a team. There is no I in that word.” Jenna flashed in front of her. “Let your mate be your helper, not your enemy. Trust me, I have fucked up a lot in my life, but I will always rely on my males to have my front and my back.” 
 
    Belle groaned. “You just had to go to the dirty, didn’t you?” 
 
    Jenna looped her arm through Belle’s. “Well, I always say that a dirty mind is a terrible thing to waste, and honestly, who am I to waste anything. Besides, have you seen my males?” 
 
    Belle began walking, pulling Jenna with her. “You said that was a dick pic you got from the interweb. Were you lying?”  
 
    Her friend didn’t answer her question; however, Belle was going to pretend the image she saw was, indeed, not either Cordell man’s penis.  
 
    When they crested the hill and the main house came into view, her heart raced at the sight of Nikai and Lula standing next to one another, along with Lula’s mates. Goddess, she’d longed for a time where her family was together and happy. Would Nikai hate her for not returning with him? 
 
    “Go to your mate, Belle. I’m flashing back to Earth to gather the children. Don’t be shocked when extensions are created to the main house. Oh, and I’ll be popping in to let Asia know via our link. Byee,” Jenna crowed. 
 
    She would’ve swatted her friend if she hadn’t been in a hurry to get to Nikai’s side. Flashing down to him, she appeared a foot away from the group. “Hi,” she said, unsure what to say. 
 
    Nikai held his hand out, smiling. “Hello, mate. I missed you when I woke but had a wonderful surprise awaiting in the living room.” 
 
    “We were polite and didn’t barge inside. You know, in case I’d need therapy afterwards. Nobody wants to see their mommy and daddy bumping uglies.” Lula grinned. 
 
    Belle took the hand Nikai held out, gasping as he pulled her into him.  
 
    “Hmm, I don’t think there’s a thing on your mother that is ugly.” His lips covered hers as one hand fisted in her hair, tugging her head back while he held her in place. 
 
    She didn’t know how long they stood there, making out like young dragons. Lula’s loud cough brought Nikai’s head up, his smile bright.  
 
    “I’m going to make it a rule you do not leave our bed without a proper morning kiss,” he murmured. 
 
    “Is that the type of kiss you’re talking about or another type of kiss?” Atika asked. 
 
    “Do not answer that, or I swear I will throw up. I’m pregnant, so that is not an empty threat,” Lula warned. 
 
    Belle gave Nikai another quick kiss, then turned to face her daughter. “Lula, I’m so happy to see you three. You look lovely.” 
 
    “Lula’s glowing with our child growing within her,” Abyle agreed, his chest puffed out. 
 
      
 
    The next hour they spent in the kitchen with Egypt and Asia, along with Lula and her men. Belle loved every moment with her family. As Lula and her mates said their goodbyes, she sat at the huge table with Nikai as he looked across the table, his gaze taking in Egypt. She’d waited for him to speak with the young girl or her to ask him questions. The other children would be arriving soon, so she hoped they’d get this, whatever was going to happen, over with. 
 
    “I don’t have a dragon in me like you,” Egypt said, her eyes shiny with unshed tears. 
 
    Nikai folded his hands on the table and nodded. “Yes, you do, dragonling. She is scared, just as you are.” 
 
    Egypt shook her head. “I don’t feel her. I did when I was little, but now, I feel empty.” 
 
    Belle wanted to cry when Egypt clutched her chest. Her own dragon roared within her head. ‘Must fix her dragon.’ 
 
    “You are stronger now. When you were younger, you hid her so she could survive, yes?” Nikai asked. 
 
    Egypt looked at her mom, then back at Nikai without speaking. 
 
    Asia’s lips trembled. 
 
    Belle had shared what she’d unlocked within the other woman’s mind, but she was still having a hard time believing what she’d been shown as the truth, and what she’d thought she’d lived.  
 
    “Egypt, my panther says you are more. She’s talking to me again. I’m not...not ready to let her come out, but she assures me you are not a hybrid like the Cordell’s, but she says to listen to the dragon.” Asia looked at Belle with wide dark eyes. 
 
    “What if my dragon is gone forever?”  
 
    Nikai flashed from the table next to where Egypt stood, getting down on one knee. “If that is the case, then so be it. Your father was my nephew. You are a child of my house and will forever be a dragon, whether you shift or not. You protected yourself and your mother. That is the heart of a dragon. There is no fiercer being than a child who can do what you did.” 
 
    Belle wiped the tears from her eyes before they could fall as Nikai kissed the girl’s forehead. She didn’t miss the twin flames that lit up Egypt’s eyes as he did. Oh, she had no doubt little Egypt’s dragon was still within her, and one day, the beast would come out. 
 
    Wind outside whipped up, signaling change to Fey. Belle and the others looked out the windows, watching as the main house began expanding. The Iron Wolves children would be arriving soon, and their lives would become fuller.  
 
    Nikai looked over at her, smiling. 
 
    ‘I am aware we will not be returning to Dragon for a while, my love. My father is a capable King, and as such, has taken my place for the foreseeable future. I am where I need and want to be, by my mate’s side.’  
 
    Nikai’s whispered soothing words inside her mind, easing her worries. They had the rest of their long lives to figure shit out, but for now, they’d take care of a bunch of little wolfies and humanish children. Lord love a duck, what the hell had she signed on to do? 
 
    “How hard can watching a dozen wee ones be anyhow?” Nikai asked. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Atika and Abyle, Twins with A Purpose... They lived to protect their clan, until their brother took over as alpha. Just as they think they can relax, they meet their truemate. A feisty dragon female who runs from them. 
 
      
 
    The Triad Bond... Their beast won’t be denied, but finding their little dragon proves harder than they’d anticipated. However, once they bond with her, there’s no denying the love they share. What they didn’t foresee was a stranger from Lula’s past coming for her and her mother. 
 
      
 
    Will the trio have a chance at happily ever after, or will the Dragon King who lost his greatest treasures demand them back, or kill whoever stands in his way?  
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    Elle Boon is a reader first and foremost...and of course if you know her, she's the crazy lady with purple hair. She's also a USA Today Bestselling Author who lives in Middle-Merica as she likes to say…with her husband and Kally Kay, her black lab who also thinks she's her writing partner. (She happens to sit next to her begging for treats and so takes a lot of credit). She has two amazing kids, Jazz and Goob, and is a MiMi to one adorable little nugget named Romy or RomyGirl (greatest job EVER) who has totally won over everyone who sees hers (If anyone says a hair bow is too big, they're crazy). She’s known for saying “Bless Your Heart” and dropping lots of F-bombs (I mean lots of F-BOMBS, but who is keeping track?). 
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    Assassin 
 
      
 
    When the family business is justice and your Mate’s in your sights, it may be time to look for a new job. 
 
      
 
    Destiny demands she finish what she started. 
 
      
 
    Fate refuses to be denied. 
 
      
 
    Caught between losing her head or being with the one the Universe made for her, Alex has seven seconds to make the ultimate decision – defy all she’s ever known or save her Mate’s life. 
 
      
 
    Karma's demanding her pound of flesh. The Reaper's knocking at the door. But this Black Fairy’s got one last trick up her sleeve. Can she pull off a miracle before it’s too late? Or will all be lost to The Crow's blade? 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Throwing open the door with her Mate by her side, Lore snapped, "What the hell, Stone?" Whipping her head to the side to check for knuckle marks, she glared before warning, "Damn good thing there are no marks. I'm still good and pissed that my Clinic looks like a friggin' bomb went off in it." 
 
    Holding up his index finger and opening his mouth as three more of the infamous Paladins appeared at his side, her Mate’s twin aka ‘the new brother-in-law’ kinda-sorta apologized with a shrugged, “Sorry, but I gotta talk to Sable.” Finger still in the air, he wagged in time to every syllable that followed. “And I told you I’d fix your Clinic. It was you, dear sister-in-law, who said you wanted to do it yourself because of all the, and I quote…”  
 
    Other index finger joining the first, he made finger quotes that had Lore imagining the paws of the Siberian Tigress with whom she shared her soul around his throat as Stone continued, she snarled. “…you wouldn’t know an EEG machine from an ultrasound, Stone. Just let me do it and I’ll send you the bill.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right,” Lore nodded before pointing her own finger back at him. “But not in that tone and I remember you saying…” Making a show of clearing her throat, she went on in the deepest voice she could muster. “Well then at least let me help with rebuilding the walls and the counters and all the cosmetic work. I’m pretty good with a hammer.” 
 
    “Yeah, okay,” Stone threw his hands in the air before running them through his hair and sighing, “You win. Can we hash this out later? I need to talk to Sable.” 
 
    Giving her brother-in-law an eye-roll followed by her best Vanna White hand motion towards her Dragon, Lore sarcastically and exaggeratedly bubbled, “Stone meet Sable.” Winking at her one true love, she went on, “Sable, I’d like to introduce you to your blockhead brother.” 
 
    Laughing just like she knew he would, Sable grabbed her hand and pulled her to him with a smile that curled her toes as he opened the door wider for his Brethren, “Come on, the whole damn lot of ya’. You’re letting out the warm air. I forgot how wet and drafty Scotland is this time of year.” 
 
    Swooning just a little bit every time she looked at him, it didn't hurt that the longer they stayed in ‘his homeland’, the stronger her Mate's brogue became. It was sexy in a way that made her feel like the Maiden in the castle waiting for her roguish Knight to come and rescue her. 
 
    Snapping out of one of her favorite daydreams, Lore was metaphorically whapped across the face as a cloud of rage, frustration, and pissed off Dragon Paladin emanated from their visitors. "Who pissed in y'all's Cheerios?" 
 
    Doing an about-face so fast he was nothing but a blur, Stone took a step forward and held up his cell phone in the air between them. Looking at the picture, it took a second for Lore to react - but not Sable.  
 
    Voice low and rumbly, the scent of burning cherry wood filled her senses. Her Mate was mad, no, check that, he was downright furious and heading towards pissed off Warrior Dragon at a high rate of speed. 
 
    Putting two and two together, Lore finally recognized that the image was of Creed after the holy hell had been beat out of him. Both eyes swollen and surrounded by a myriad of purple, blue, and black bruises, his long, gorgeous salt and pepper eyes caked with blood, and his nose laying to the side.  “What the…” 
 
    “Who?” Sable snarled, cutting off her question. 
 
    Swiping his finger across the screen, Stone shoved the phone closer. “That bitch.”  
 
    “XOXO Assassin,” Lore read the computer-generated note aloud. “What the hell? The asshole signed the ransom note with hugs and kisses?” 
 
    Turning towards Lore, Sable laid his hands on her shoulders before leaning down until they were eye-to-eye. "It's not a he. It's a she," he seethed. "And it's not a ransom note, it's a warning. Creed has twenty-four hours to live.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Earlier… 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t be sneakin’ out to check out the nightlife in the small town of Valentine, Tx, now, would you?” 
 
    “No, not me,” Creed lied, spinning on his heels, trying to act casually even as he felt like a little boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar. 
 
    “Let me guess, you fell asleep in jeans and boots then found yourself out here sleepwalking. Is that it?” Raising his eyebrows and crossing his arms over his chest, Gunnar, the Viking Healer, stood and stared with a gleam in his eye and a smirk on his face. 
 
    “Would you believe me if I said yes?” 
 
    “Not if I was blind, deaf, mute and standing on my head.” Leaning against the wall of the garage attached to the cabin Owen MacAllen and his lovely wife, Barbara had given them to stay in, he chuckled, “Since we’re both about two days younger than dirt and have pretty much seen it all, how about you just tell me what’s goin’ on? It’ll save us both a lot of time.” 
 
    Following the man, his friend, the one he’d known longer than most into the kitchen, the Leader of the Paladins sighed. “You’ll just laugh if I tell you. Hell, it’s so far outta character, I’m pretty sure I need to go see that little Witch mated to one of Owen’s boys to have my head examined.” 
 
    “Hey!” Gunnar griped, making a show of furrowing his eyebrows and acting put out. “Like I wasn’t a Healer before she was even a twinkle in her daddy’s cauldron?” Slapping himself in the chest with his fists. “You think I can’t mess with your mind better than a Celtic conjurer you’ve known for five minutes?” 
 
    “I’m not saying she’s better. I’m saying by talking to Brynn, I wouldn’t have to deal with a load of bull crap and three centuries of jokes at my expense.”  
 
    “Oh, so you want my professional advice for free?” The Viking chuckled. 
 
    “No, I’d really just like to go to bed and forget all this ever happened.” 
 
    “Aww, come on. Don’t be that way.” Holding out his hands, palms up, he shrugged and poured on his old world Norse accent, “Try me, Lad. I swear to be fair and keep the commentary to a minimum.” 
 
    Shaking his head and running his hand through his long curls, Creed mumbled, “I know, I’m gonna regret this, but here goes.” Looking Gunnar right in the eye, he hurriedly admitted, “I’m going to that new bar J.D., one of Owen’s boys told us about.” Snapping his fingers, he huffed, “What was the name?” 
 
    “Rodeo.” 
 
    “Yeah, Rodeo,” Creed nodded. “I know it’s stupid, and I’m old enough to know better. But…” 
 
    “But we haven’t been off the Isle of Skye in over a decade unless we were saving the world or rescuing some poor soul. You’re here now. Why not live it up? The meetings with Owen and the Sampson Wolves didn’t take near as long as we expected. I get it. You’re not getting any younger…” 
 
    “And neither are you.” 
 
    “That was rude, you’re at least a week older than I am.” Gunnar rolled his eyes, going right back to what he was saying. “You want to have some fun before it’s back to Scotland and back to work?”  
 
    “You got it in one.” 
 
    “I usually do.” 
 
    “And you’re so humble about it.” 
 
    “Hey, look, humility never was my thing. I leave that to you and the others. I paid my dues,” Gunnar laughed, opening the refrigerator, and getting out a bottle of water. “Seriously though, I think you should go. You haven’t had a night on the town in this century.” 
 
    “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    “Damned near,” Gunnar insisted. “And you can catch up with Bonnie and Maggie Sampson. It’s been years since you guys did any more than say hi and bye at some meeting or another. We used to get into some real trouble with those twin Alphas back in the day.” 
 
    Chuckling even as he began to feel older by the minute, Creed sighed, “I forgot it had been that long.” Looking back up, he shook his head, “I’m pretty sure the last time I actually spoke to either one was at their parents’ wake. The Shifter world lost two of their finest on that day.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Gunnar agreed, drinking almost the entire bottle of water in one gulp. Making a shooing motion with his free hand, he added, “So, go on. Tell which ever twin’s working I said hi. Kick your heels up, Old Man. Show the young’uns how it’s done. Who knows, maybe you’ll even get lucky. The Great Goddess knows it’s been years since you got laid.” 
 
    “You just had to go there, didn’t you? You almost made it through a whole conversation without bringing up my sex life,” Creed groaned.  
 
    “Or the lack thereof,” Gunnar barked with laughter.  
 
    “You are not funny. Not funny at all.” 
 
    “Sure, I am.” Holding up his thumb and finger as if he might squeeze them together, the Viking squinted his eyes and looked through the opening. “At least a little bit. Maybe not Don Rickles hilarious, but still worth a laugh or two.” 
 
    “Not even a snicker.” 
 
    “Okay, prove me wrong,” Gunnar suggested, back in the fridge, getting out the ham, cheese, lettuce, mayo, and mustard even though it was almost ten at night. “How long has it been since you had a date?” Holding up his index finger as he set everything on the table, he kept going when Creed tried to answer. “And I don’t mean, talking to the lady who rings up the steaks at the grocery.” 
 
    “I don’t do the shopping. Mac has the groceries delivered.” 
 
    Going on as if he hadn’t spoken, Gunnar added, “Or the girl who delivers the pizzas or the Thai takeout, I’m talkin’ about a real date. One where you got dressed up, picked her up at her front door, and took her to nice restaurant.”  
 
    One hand in the air and the other draped across his stomach, the Viking pretended to ballroom dance. Creed laughed out loud as all six-foot-ten of insane Viking twirled and spun around the kitchen, singing his next words. “Drinks at a classy lounge with a nice band and maybe some dancing, huh? Riddle me that big bad Paladin Leader. How long has it been?” 
 
    “Okay, I give. It’s been at least a decade…” 
 
    “More like three, but who’s counting?” 
 
    “Apparently, you are,” Creed groused. “But I could ask you the same thing.” 
 
    “Nope, no, you can’t,” Gunnar finally stopped dancing and shook his head. “’Cause I’m not the one sneaking out in the middle of the night like a randy teenager.” 
 
    “I was not…” 
 
    “Oh, really, you weren’t?” 
 
    “No, actually…”  
 
    Pausing, it was hard to hide his shock. For the first time in his very long life, Creed didn’t know how to express what he needed to say. Usually, the right words, the correct sentiment, the perfect tone – it was all just there. It was part of who he was – decisive, fair, quick to action, always putting the fate of Dragonkin, mankind, and all other beings of the Light before all else. 
 
    But this time…  
 
    “Okay, how about I just tell you what I’m feeling and…” 
 
    “You? Creed Mathers? You want to talk about feelings?” 
 
    “No,” he flatly answered. “But I think I need to.” 
 
    Pulling out a chair and plopping down, Gunnar pushed back his long blond hair. Pushing everything he’d just gotten from the refrigerator to the side, he laid his palms on the table and exhaled slowly. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Creed asked, unable to fathom what his Brethren was up to. 
 
    “I’m preparing myself from some earth-shattering news.” 
 
    “Earth-shattering news?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s got to be,” Gunnar nodded furiously. “You’ve never said, ‘I think’ and damn sure never said, ‘You needed to tell me anything’. So, I’m thinkin’ earth-shattering about sums it up.” 
 
    “And that’s why I keep you around,” Creed snickered. 
 
    “No,” Gunnar went from nodding to shaking his head. Poking himself in his chest with his thumb, he went on, “I stay because we’re a team and I took an oath. It’s got nothing to do with you, Dude.”  
 
    “Okay, we’ll just go with that for now. We both know the truth, you’d be lost without me, but I’ll let you hold onto your delusion for now.”  
 
    “Well, thank you so much,” Gunnar groaned sarcastically.  
 
    “You’re welcome so very much.” 
 
    Leaning back in his chair, Creed crossed his feet at his ankles and his arms over his chest. “I want to find my Mate.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “And? And? And that’s it?” 
 
    Shrugging and starting to make his sandwich, Gunnar nodded, “Yep, that’s it. If you want to find your Mate, then go find her.”  
 
    “Because it’s just that easy?” 
 
    “Nope, I didn’t say it was easy.” Slowly shaking his head as he spread mayonnaise on a slice of bread, Gunnar continued, “It’s not gonna be, but if you don’t ever get your ass out there, you’ll never find her, right?” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “I mean, all you ever do is work. The only women you’ve been around for as long as I can remember are Bonnie and Maggie Sampson, the Ancient One, Sydney Kavanaugh, and the Mates of two of our Brethren.” Opening his eyes wide and scowling, the Healer kept right on going, “It’s no wonder you haven’t found the one the Universe made for you. I mean, what were you thinking? That she would just come knocking on the door of your office.” 
 
    “Well, I…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, she can’t do that,” Gunnar stressed the last word as he stopped building his sandwich, lifted his head, and opened his eyes as wide as they would go. “Because our base, the place where all the Paladins – those of us who haven’t found our Mates and have been given permission to reside elsewhere – live in a very secret place, magically hidden from everyone without the mystical mojo to find us, and/or the Dragon blood to get through all the wards.” Tilting his head to the side and nodding like his neck wasn’t quite right, he added, “Did I get it right? Can I have a gold star?” 
 
    “Yes, but…” 
 
    “But you believe the old adage about not finding your Mate in a bar or a coffee shop?” 
 
    “I don’t remember anyone ever saying coffee shop. I’m pretty sure, it was…” 
 
    “Oh. My. Great. Goddess. It was your mom and she said you would find your Mate in your Clan during worship. She said the woman the Universe made for you would be demur and sweet and never utter a cross word.” 
 
    “How did you…?” 
 
    “Because that’s what my mother said to me about three hundred years ago.” Snapping his fingers, the Healer scoffed, “Get over it. We’re old. Times have changed.” 
 
    “Yes, they have, but I…” 
 
    Holding up his index finger and moving it back and forth, Gunnar growled, “If you say, ‘I haven’t’ then I will be forced to throw my sandwich at you and I am really hungry.” 
 
    “You’re always hungry.” 
 
    “Yes, I am, and do you know why that is?” 
 
    “No, enlighten me, oh, wise one.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for recognizing my unofficial title. I’m always hungry because I have the proper appetite for love and lust and…” 
 
    “Have never met a woman you couldn’t charm the panties off of.” 
 
    “I resemble that statement,” Gunnar laughed. “Now, have you been feeling any signs of the Mating Call? Has that Old Dragon King, Alastair, woken up and told you to get your groove on?” 
 
    “Would I be sitting here and talking to you if it had?” Shaking his head, Creed huffed, “And as far as Alastair is concerned, well, it’s just that…” 
 
    Barking with laughter and slapping the table, Gunnar wheezed, “He told you to get out there and find your Mate. I bet the old guy even told you to have a little fun while you were at it.” 
 
    “Yes, I did,” the Dragon King with whom Creed shared his soul adamantly agreed. “Go on, tell Gunnar that I agree with him and you need to get off your arse and find our Mate. Do it, lad. Don’t make me get tough with you.” 
 
    Pulling from his memory and his heritage, Creed put on his best Scottish brogue and repeated, “Aye, I agree with ye, Gunnar. This daft eejit needs to get off his arse and get to lookin’.” 
 
    “I don’t sound like that.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. 
 
    “Well, I’m more distinguished.” 
 
    “In real talk, that means older.” 
 
    Refusing to continue arguing with Alastair while Gunnar was laughing so hard Creed thought the Healer might actually fall off his chair, the Paladin Leader was just about throw out a witty comeback when another of their Dragon Brethren appeared in the kitchen. “What the hell’s so funny and why wasn’t I invited to the party?” The Demi-God and golden Dragon, Kayne grinned from ear-to-ear. “I thought we were going to Rodeo. You left Max and I sitting in the truck for nearly thirty minutes.  
 
    Patting Kayne on the shoulder, Creed apologized, “I’m really sorry, man. Gunnar came down and caught me sneaking out, then he had to give me a speech about women, and well you know how much of a gasbag he is.” 
 
    “I do,” the Demi-God snickered. “There were times, when we were all younger and in training, I used to pray for Gunnar and Maddox to shut the hell up so I could get some sleep.” Pointing at the Healer who was already shaking his head and trying to object, Kayne kept right on going, “Those two could argue over the time of day in a room of clocks. It was never ending.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Creed nodded, loving that he finally had some backup, and that Gunnar was opening and closing his mouth like a goldfish blowing bubbles. “I was there.  I was the one ripping at the hem of my shirts to have something to stuff in my ears.” 
 
    “Y’all are wrong,” Gunnar pouted, even as the twinkle in his eyes got brighter. “So, wrong. I was the life of the party.” 
 
    “Okay, whatever you say,” Creed snickered. “As the resident life of the party, you wanna come with us?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m gonna enjoy my sandwich and catch-up on rugby. Owen’s youngest son… umm… umm….” Snapping his finger, the Healer whooped, Heath. That’s his name, Heath. Anyway, he’s a tech guru. I said that since I’d been here in Valentine, I’d missed all the games and bingo-bango, he hooked me up.”     
 
    “That’s awesome,” Creed agreed. “Maybe I’ll just…” 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” Gunnar readily disagreed. “I’m not havin’ that crap. You need to get out there and find your lady love.” 
 
    “Lady love, huh?” Kayne slapped Creed on the back. “That’s great, I highly recommend Mated life. There’s nothing like it. Pearl and I are…” 
 
    “So happy, blissfully in love and what was it you said?” the Healer teased, raising his eyebrows so high they were almost at his hairline. “Oh, yeah, you don’t even remember what life was like before you two met.” Opening his mouth and pointing at the back of his throat as he pretended to gag, he added, in between made-up retching sounds, “Goddess help us. Ain’t love grand.”   
 
    “Okay, okay, we’re outta here,” Kayne snickered, grabbing Creed by the arm and tugging him towards the back door. “I wouldn’t want to bore the consummate bachelor with anymore tales of my Mated bliss.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do that,” Gunnar laughed out loud, walking the other way out the kitchen with a sandwich big enough to feed and army, a huge bag of chips and three beers.    
 
    Outside and in the truck, Creed thought he’d escaped anymore conversations about his love life, when Max Prentice, the King of the Big Cats looked over his shoulder and asked, “You ready for some fun?” 
 
    “I guess, just thought we better go see Bonnie and Maggie’s new place while we’re here.” 
 
    “Oh, is that all it is?” 
 
    “Yeah, what else would it be?” Creed asked, immediately adding, “What do you two know that I don’t?” 
 
    “Nothing really,” Max automatically answered right before Kayne chuckled, “Just a feeling.” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes and looking between the King and the Demi-God, Creed shook his head and groaned. “You do know that I’m usually the one who knows what’s going to happen before it does, right?” 
 
    “Yes, mi amigo,” Max chuckled, his Latin accent getting deeper along with his laughter. “We are well aware of your mental acumen.” 
 
    “But this time, you need to buckle up, Buttercup. Things are about to get interesting.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Looking around the room, it was as if her dreams had come to life. Not only was there was a huge, antique four-poster bed, complete with canopy, in the center, but it was adorned with her favorite colors – black and white. Gorgeous Oriental rugs covered the shiny wooden floor with antique furniture in all the right places.  
 
    Turning towards the floor-to-ceiling windows covering one entire wall, she couldn’t help but walk over and look out. “Oh, my Great Goddess,” she breathed, “The flowers are gorgeous, and that fountain.” 
 
    “You’d think this place was run by a whole Fairy Frolick,” Amy chuckled. “Oh, but it’s better than that. This B&B is run by twin Alpha She-Wolves. Now, that’s what I call Girl Power.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. Ha.” Alex teased. “Can you believe this place is just a few hours from home?” 
 
    “Your home maybe,” Amy shrugged. “For me, it’s…” 
 
    “On the other side of the Veil about a million miles from the Mound,” Alex recited what she’d heard every hour of every day since her little sister arrived. Laying her hand on Amy’s shoulder, she assured, “I know that’s how it feels right not, but just wait. You’ll be on this side soon enough.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know you’re right. It’s just…” 
 
    “Just that you’re impatient to get started with your own destiny.” 
 
    “I am,” the younger Fairy agreed. “It just sucks that it’s at the expense of your future.” 
 
    “Never think of it that way,” Alex corrected. “It’s all part of being part and parcel of being a member of the glorious MacAskill Frolick.” 
 
    “Woohoo, ya’ just gotta love Fairies and their crappy bloodlines.” 
 
    “It’s our lot in life. It’s not a lot, but it’s our life.” 
 
    “Would it be bad to say, woohoo again?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Alex laughed. “Just do it while we unpack. This is the first vacation I’ve had in nearly a century, and I mean to enjoy it.”  
 
    Moving her suitcases in front of the mahogany armoire that was from the seventeenth century if she remembered right, Alex began to unpack. Thinking about Fate and Destiny, where it had led her, and about the life she’d lived over the last nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine years, she was filled with a peace never before realized. There was something about knowing her purpose was just, was what she’d been born to do, made her believe even more in the calling accepted by the MacAskill Fairies all those millennium before.  
 
    “Tell me again, Nana. Tell me what I will be when I grow up.” 
 
    “You, my sweet girl,” her grandma smiled. “Will be the Sìthiche Dubh - the Morrígan’s Assassin, the one Being in all the universe who will exact justice to those who have broken the laws of Nature, of man, and of the gods.” 
 
    “And will I have feathers on my wings instead of the gossamer and sparkles?” 
 
    “You know you will, Alessandra,” her grandma chuckled, rubbing tiny circles down her back. “You will have black feathers like the Crows who come at the Goddess of War’s call. You will have powers unlike any other Fairy, and you will…” 
 
    “I will ascend to the Heavens to live among my ancestors. The trumpets Danu will call me home and I shall take my place among the female warriors of the MacAskill Frolick where we live all of eternity in the glow of the Mother Goddess and Father of All.” 
 
    “Unless?” 
 
    “Unless, like you and PopPop, and mom and dad, I find the one the Universe made for me, the man who shares my fate and destiny, my one True Fated Mate. If I meet him before the end of my time as the Sìthiche Dubh, then we will have the Blessing of the Goddess and the Universe and live forever in love and have children of our own.” 
 
    “You know this story better than I do, Alessandra,” her grandma smiled. 
 
    “I do Nana, but I like it when you tell it.” Looking out the window at her little sister playing with another younger Fairy, Alex asked, “Will Amy be the Sìthiche Dubh someday?” 
 
    “You tell me, sweet girl. Will your sister ascend when you have done your duty for the Goddess?” 
 
    “She will, Nana. She will,” Alex cheered. “And she will be good, but I’ll be better.” 
 
    “I am sure you will,” her grandma nodded. “But always remember, we have been given a great responsibility that should never be taken lightly. We never harm anyone who has not been found guilty by the Morrígan and her Court and we always follow the instructions handed down by the Goddess.” 
 
    “Oh, yes Nana, I know,” she nodded emphatically. “Killing is not what good people do, and not what the Sìthiche Dubh does. What we are called to do is carry out the sentence and judgement of the Goddess of War.” 
 
    “That is right, sweet girl. Remember to always follow the rules, always follow what is called for by the Morrígan, but most of all, always follow your heart. Because if something…” 
 
    “Doesn’t feel right then it probably isn’t.” 
 
    Touching the black opal set in the center of the platinum heart locket Nana had given her on her hundredth birthday, Alex whispered, “And it’s almost over. Guess I’m meant to spend eternity in the Heavens and not with my…”  
 
    “Come in,” Alex called out, as the knock on the door of the suite she was sharing with her sister stopped her short. 
 
    “Are you decent?” the new owner of the bed and breakfast and one of her oldest friends, Maggie Sampson singsonged.  
 
    “No, but there’s nothin’ new there,” she laughed out loud, walking into the waiting arms of the Alpha She-Wolf. Stepping back, she pointed to her sister. “You remember Amy, right?” 
 
    “I do,” Maggie nodded, reaching out and shaking the younger Fairy’s outstretched hand. “It’s good to see you again.” 
 
    “You, too,” Amy beamed. Turning to Alex, she added, “I’m gonna go down and get some of those oatmeal, chocolate chip cookies I saw in the coffee shop case. You want anything?” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” Alex answered. “Get my wallet. There should be some cash in there.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t you dare,” Maggie pretended to frown. “Your money is no good here.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” the older Fairy objected. “You and Bonnie have the diner and now this place? Girl, you need to let me pay.” 
 
    “I just won’t hear of it,” Maggie baulked. “Y’all are family and family doesn’t pay. Ya’ here me?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Alex chuckled, giving her longtime friend a mock salute. “Whatever you say, ma’am.” 
 
    “And don’t you forget it,” Maggie laughed. Winking at Amy, she instructed, “Now, you go on down there and get anything your little heart desires. Tell Freda, that’s the girl behind the counter, that you’re gettin’ the family discount.” 
 
    As soon as the door had clicked shut, Maggie motioned to the couch. “Let’s sit down and catch up. It’s been a month of Sundays since you last came this way.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Alex admitted, following the She-Wolf. “It’s just…” 
 
    “Your work takes you out of town a lot,” Maggie finished her sentence. “Yeah, I know. I’ve been hearing that for… What has it been now, fifty years? Seventy-five?” 
 
    “Girl, we’ve known each other over a century,” Alex chuckled, knowing where her friend was going and trying to head her off at the pass. “And neither one of us looks older than thirty.” 
 
    “Thirty? The hell you say,” Maggie pretended to be irritated. “I don’t look a day over twenty-one. Just ask anybody. They’ll tell you.” 
 
    “I’m sure they will,” Alex laughed out loud. “’Cause they know if they don’t agree, you might just kick their ass.” 
 
    “Oh, hell no, they know for sure that I would kick their ass.” 
 
    Chuckling along with the She-Wolf, Alex nodded, “And your twin sister and I would be there to hide the bodies.” 
 
    “You know it.” Giving a single nod, Maggie worked hard to keep a straight face as she added, “I always said being friends with the Morrígan’s Assassin would always come in handy.” 
 
    Finger to her lips, Alex shushed, “You know you and Bonnie are the only people besides my family who know my secret identity.” 
 
    “You’re so cool,” the She Wolf whispered, patting Alex on the leg. “It’s like havin’ a bestie who’s a superhero. Alex MacAskill by day, Sìthiche Dubh by night.” 
 
    “Yeah, right, that’s what it’s like.” 
 
    “No, seriously, it is, and Bonnie and I are honored it was us you chose to tell. I mean, you could’ve picked anybody to be the only people outside your Frolick to be there for you.” 
 
    “Aww, there was nobody else I ever would’ve chosen. Heck, I went almost nine hundred years without an Urram Eile – Honored Other in Gaelic, but you know that.” 
 
    “I do,” Maggie nodded. “Granny made sure we knew the old language. She always said it might come in handy one day and then there you were.” 
 
    “Nanas are like that, aren’t they?” 
 
    “They darned sure are.” Reaching out and patting her hand, the She Wolf leveled her gaze and asked, “So, how goes the hunt for your Mate?” 
 
    “What hunt?”  
 
    “The one I told you to start the last four times you were in Valentine. The one that will keep you on this earth where I can give you a hard time forever.” 
 
    “I haven’t even given it a thought.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Okay, you’re right. I did think about it a couple of times. Even went on a couple of dates.” 
 
    “And?” Maggie’s eyes lit up and she clapped her hands. “Dish, girl. Give me the details. I want to know everything.” 
 
     “There’s nothing to tell.” Looking out the window, Alex sighed, “They asked what I did for a living, and I was stumped. Was I supposed to say, ‘Well, I’m the Sìthiche Dubh which basically means that I’m the Morrígan’s executioner’?” 
 
    “No,” Maggie scoffed. “You were supposed to make something up and have some fun until the man made for you by the Universe, the dude that made your toes curl and your wings flutter came along.” 
 
    “Well, that’s what I was doing, but I have these pushy friends. They’re twins, She-Wolves, the Alphas of the Sampson Pack. You might know them.” 
 
    “Ha. Ha. Ha.” Maggie sassed. “You are hilarious. If we ever start Stand-Up Night here at Two Wolves B&B, I’ll be sure to sign you up.” 
 
    “Okay, so maybe I’m being a butthead.” 
 
    “Maybe?” 
 
    “You’re right. I am being a butthead. But I want it all. I mean, if I find my one True Fated Mate, we’re gonna live a really, really long time and I don’t want to have to hide what I did before I met him.” 
 
    “And why would you ever hide that. I thought once you found your Mate, you could tell him just like you told us.” 
 
    “I can, but I don’t want him to run away, screaming his head off about his Mate is an Assassin.” 
 
    “He won’t.” 
 
    “And how do you know that? Do you have a crystal ball?” 
 
    “No, I have a heart and a brain and several of my dearest friends have recently found their Mates. Let me assure you, there ain’t nuthin’ stands in the way of Fate and true love.” 
 
    “From your lips to the Goddess’ ears.” 
 
    “Girl, I know there’s something - someone special waitin’ for you right around the next corner.”  
 
    “I’m gonna believe you, Maggie Mae. “’Cause you’ve never steered me wrong.” 
 
    “And I’m not about to start now.” Sitting back and winking, the She-Wolf went on, “So, listen up. You’re gonna rest and relax – do whatever till this evening. My niece, Angie’s coming over to hang out with Amy, and you’re gonna come to the bar Bonnie and I just opened, Rodeo.” 
 
    “You opened a bar, too.” 
 
    “Oh, girl, we’re gonna open a business for every one of our nieces and nephews. That way when we find our Mates, those kids can step in, take over, and support us in the style we’ve supported them.” Slapping her leg and laughing out loud, she shook her head. “No, seriously, we’re just keeping Valentine, Tx on the map. Between our Pack and the MacAllens, along with some of the other Dragons Clans they’re puttin’ us in contact with, we want to keep this town alive.” 
 
    “Have I told you lately how much I love and admire you and Bonnie?” 
 
    “Yeah, but you can say it again.” Maggie laughed. Getting to her feet, she added, “Now, be down at Rodeo around nine. The drinks will be flowing, the music pumpin’, and the men ready to teach you how to two-step. 
 
    Out of her seat and walking towards her, Alex hugged the She-Wolf and beamed, “Let me say it one more time. I love you, Maggie Mae Sampson.” 
 
    “Good, ‘cause I love you, too.” Stepping back out of their embrace, she winked, “And be sure I get invited to the Mating Ceremony. You know how I love a good love story.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “If you let your face get any longer, your chin will be draggin’ the floor,” Maggie Mae Sampson, part owner of Rodeo and one of the twin Alphas of the Wolf Pack bearing their name, chuckled. “You do know it’s ladies’ night, right? I mean, that’s what Kayne said. He…” 
 
    “What did Kayne say?” The Demi-God snickered. Taking the last drink from his bottle of beer and setting it on the bar, he added, “Oh, let me guess, I told you Creed was here to meet women, but all he’s been doing since we got here was keep that stool warm and nurse one drink.”  
 
    “See, I always knew you were one of the smart ones,” the She-Wolf winked. “And you…” She pointed at the King of the Big Cats as he joined his friends. “I always said you were the good-lookin’ one.” 
 
    “Gracias, Bella Dama,” Max literally purred in his native tongue 
 
    “Could he be anymore cheesy?” Creed grumped to his Dragon King. “Thank you, beautiful lady? Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “You don’t find Maggie attractive?” 
 
    “Of course, I do. She is beautiful inside and out, but that’s…” 
 
    “That’s not what’s getting your goat?” 
 
    “Exactly, I just… Wait one minute.” Sighing and trying not to shake his head in disgust, Creed went on, “Since when have you started talking like the MTV generation?” 
 
    “A) I do not speak like the MTV generation. That is absolutely ridiculous and an affront to my intelligence. B) For your information, Herne, the Dragon King who shares his…” 
 
    “Soul with Sable,” Creed groaned. “Yes, I know who he is. But what does that…?” 
 
    “If you would hush and let me speak, I would explain.” 
 
    “Please, by all means, do explain great Dragon King, Alastair.” 
 
    “That’s better,” the Dragon King chuckled. “As I was saying, Herne told me how insightful he was finding TV and the internet. He also showed me how to access them for myself. So, I…” 
 
    “So, you’ve become a couch potato, as well as developing an irritating grasp on current vernacular?” 
 
    “Why yes. Yes, I have.” 
 
    “Great. Wonderful. Fantastic. Just what I need, a four, or maybe it’s five, thousand-year-old Dragon teaching me how to pick up women. Maybe I should let you speak to the women. Find our Mate.” 
 
    “That is splendid I’d…” 
 
    “Nope. No way. Not gonna happen.” 
 
     Refusing to rise to the bait any longer, wondering why he reached out for Alastair in the first place, Creed downed what was left of his scotch and sighed. Looking up when Maggie patted his hand, he smiled as she asked, “Tell me what’s really goin’ on, Hun. What can I do to help?” 
 
    “Nothing Mags, but thanks for asking. I’m starting to think that I’ve lost my mind. That somehow, I’m not supposed to have a Mate. When the Universe was making perfect partners for all us crazy Dragons, my number somehow never came up.” 
 
    “Oh, my Great Goddess,” Kayne snorted, bumping shoulders with the Paladin. “I thought the same thing. Then out of nowhere, in a cave in the middle of some hot-as-hell jungle south of the border, there she was in all her glory, My Pearl, a Strix of all things. She is everything I never thought I wanted, everything I need and most importantly, the other half of my soul.” Bumping him again, the Demi-God assured, “So, if I can find the woman the Universe made for me, then I know yours is somewhere close. You, Creed my man, are the best of the best. One of a kind, and…” 
 
    The ringing of a phone cut off whatever the Demi-God was about to say and had both Guardsmen tuning in as Max asked, “You need all of us? In Dallas? By tomorrow morning?” 
 
    Not willing to wait for the King of the Big Cats to relay the information, the Paladin opened up his enhanced senses and blatantly eavesdropped. Grinning as Max winked, Creed heard, “The Secretary of Defense and the Council want to discuss preparations for the upcoming Shifter Assembly in Dallas. Both entities feel that we need a very strong presence and want to know that the Dragon Guard, especially the Paladins will be there en masse.” 
 
    “Then why am I needed?” Max asked. “It is not as if I have scales.” 
 
    “No, but you do have wings and your Pride is a force to be reckoned with. We need to know they will also be there to protect the rights and interests of all Paranormals.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we will have to attend this impromptu meeting, your Eminence.” 
 
    “Thank you, King Prentice.” 
 
    Disconnecting the call, Max laid his phone on the gleaming wood of the bar and turned towards Creed and Kayne. “Since you heard everything, I guess we should…” 
 
     Enveloped by a warm, soft, floral scent, with a touch of sweetness that reminded him of the Queen of the Night tulips, Acacia, the Brownie whose family looks after the grounds on the Paladin compound cultivate, Creed spun on his stool. For as long as he could remember, it was the only aroma that calmed both he and Alastair. But how?”  
 
    Infused with yearning and desire and a spark in the center of his soul that had never been there before, his eyes snapped to the door. Holding perfectly still, knowing whatever happened in the next thirty seconds was going to change his life forever, Creed’s heart skipped a beat.  
 
    Tall and supple, her curves called to him in a way no other woman’s ever had. His fingers tingled with the need to touch her long, dark hair, glistening like the finest silk in the muted light of the bar. And her eyes, oh Great Goddess, her eyes were hypnotic, the most brilliant shade of violet he’d ever seen.  
 
    “She. Is. Poetry. In. Motion,” Alastair breathed. 
 
    “Did you hear me, mi amigo?” Max’s voice was an echo somewhere off in the distance. 
 
    Snapping his fingers when Creed didn’t respond to the King, Kayne chuckled, “Hello. Hello? Anybody home?” 
 
    Unable to look away, afraid she was a dream that would disappear if he so much as blinked, Creed didn’t so much as move a muscle.  
 
    Hey, Hot Shot,” Maggie teased. “That’s Alex, a good friend of mine. She’s…”    
 
    But Creed didn’t hear the rest, as he whispered, “Your friend?”  
 
    The closer she got, the harder his heart beat. It was hard to breathe, let alone think. Eyes glued to her as she walked to the end of the bar and climbed up on a stool, it took everything in him not to run to her side, fall on his knees and beg her to be his.  
 
    Then she crossed her legs and Creed was sure his brain was about to implode at that very minute. Memorizing her every move, his eyes shot to the slit in her knee-length black skirt.  
 
    “You just know her skin is soft as rose petals,” he whispered, when the tiniest bit of her beautifully rounded thigh came into view.  
 
    “What the he…?” He snapped, as a wet bar towel smacked him the back of the head.  
 
    “Stop ogling one of my best friends in the whole damned world. It’s creepy,” Maggie sassed, the smirk on her face and the twinkle in her eyes telling him she was only playing but that didn’t stop him from apologizing.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Mags.” Hands in the air in surrender, he went on. I didn’t mean to…” 
 
    “Oh, yeah you did,” she chuckled. “That was the unmistakable look of…” 
 
    “Don’t say that,” he quickly cut in. “Please, don’t jinx this. I’m pretty sure…” 
 
    Once again called by the sweetest scent ever created, Creed was helpless but to follow. Ignoring his friends’ laughter, he was off the stool and heading towards the back door marked, FIRE EXIT.  
 
    Out into the hot, Texas night, Creed marched towards the alley. Walking past the doors of the neighboring businesses, he got to the edge of the historic Southern Pacific Depot. Scanning the area, unable to believe that he might have actually lost touch with the one woman who’d ever touched his soul, the Paladin spun to the left as the sound of wings flowing forward and back in the warm breeze reached his ears. Head flying backward, his preternatural vision zeroed in on a beautifully elegant shadow flying in across the brilliant full moon. 
 
    Focused on the glowing light that had just appeared in his soul, Creed whispered, “You can run, but you can’t hide, my beautiful Fairy.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    “Why did you up and leave like that?” Maggie asked, the look on her face a mix between laughter and wonder. 
 
    “Because he was staring at me like I was prime rib, and he was a starving man.”  
 
    “Isn’t that what you wanted?”  
 
    Taking a seat on the couch, Maggie patted the cushion beside her, but Alex was too wound up to sit. Pacing the length of the coffee table, she nodded. Yeah. No. I don’t know.” Running her hand through her hair, she growled, “Yes. Yes, it was – it is. I smiled and crossed my legs. I thought he would come over and at least say hi but nothing. He just kept staring, even when you and his friends were talking to him.” 
 
    “Is he your Mate?” 
 
    Wondering if she should say it aloud, Alex threw caution to the wind and her hands in the air as she admitted, “Yeah.” Nodding her head she added, “I’m pretty sure he is.” 
 
    “Well, that’s good news, isn’t it?” Maggie nodded hopefully. “It’s what you wanted. Fate intervened and brought him right to you.” 
 
    “Oh sure, it’s great news. Except I have an expiration date stamped on my ass.” 
 
    “You do not.” Getting to her feet and coming around the coffee table, the She-Wolf stood in Alex’s path. Putting her hands on her shoulders, Maggie gently massaged, love and friendship flowing from the tips of her fingers. “I know the rules just like you do. ‘Cause you told me, remember?” Bopping her head from side-to-side, making a funny face, she went on,  
 
    “Just think, if he’s the one. He’s a Paladin and everything. Y’all already have the whole justice thing in common.” 
 
    “He’s a Paladin?” Alex yelped. “Not just a Dragon Guardsman, but a freakin’ Paladin. The best of the best. Holy shit! He’s never gonna be able to deal with my past.” 
 
    Trying to turn out of Maggie’s grasp, Alex spun back towards her friend when the She-Wolf refused to let go. “I need to pace. I’ve got to think.” 
 
    “You need to calm the hell down and think.” 
 
    “Think about what?” 
 
    “That yes, that man was born a Paladin. He’s one of the strongest Dragons I’ve ever known. Stop worrying, being a Commander for the Universe’s long arm of the law means he’d understand better than most what you’ve been tasked to do. What your job is and how important what you do is to the world, and for all of us.” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    “Absolutely, he will,” Maggie adamantly growled, her eyes glowing with the Magic of her Wolf. “We’ve all heard the stories. Hell, I’ve heard them from the man himself. Paladins were called into being to become the embodiment of the Universe’s belief that justice will prevail.” Giving Alex a little shake, she added, “You both have the same job, just different departments.”   
 
    “Well, that’s one way to look at it,” she groaned, letting Maggie lead her to the couch. Sitting down, she sarcastically chuckled, “He is one fine lookin’ man. Those blue eyes. That long curly hair with just the perfect amount of salt to pepper. That body – oh my Goddess, the muscles in his arms were miraculous.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Maggie snickered. “Those Dragons are something else. Hard-headed, but damn fine to look at.”  
 
    Remembering the funniest part of the evening, Alex laughed out loud, letting go of all the tension making her muscles ache. “I loved it when you whapped him upside the head with the towel.” Falling back in the cushions, she chuckled, “It was the best. Shame you didn’t take pictures.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have my moments.” 
 
    “You sure do.” 
 
    Remembering that fine-looking Dragon, letting the image of him roll around her mind, the way he’d looked at her warm her heart and sink into her soul, Alex couldn’t stop thinking about the flames in his blue eyes and the way he made her feel. The scent of his arousal was like smoldering cherry. One whiff and it was hard for her to sit still.   
 
    “And you didn’t,” Verity, the Fairy with whom she shared her soul snorted, suddenly making an appearance. 
 
    “Well, you are in there, I was beginning to think…” 
 
    “Now, you knew I was here. I’m the one who made with the wings and got you the hell outta Dodge.” Huffing out a sharp breath, she sighed, “I should’ve made you stay. Made you saunter up to that good-lookin’ Dragon and kiss him like you meant it.” 
 
    “Well, thank the Great Goddess that didn’t happen.” 
 
    “Why? Give me one good reason why waiting is better.” 
 
    “Umm…” 
 
    “Yep, that’s what I thought you got nuthin’. Sheez,” she grumped. “When have you ever been shy? About anything?” 
 
    “Well, umm, never?” 
 
    “Yep, never is the correct answer. Would you like one of those cookies Bonnie and Maggie make?” 
 
    “No,” Alex snapped. “I do not. And another thing, the next time I see Creed, I’m gonna walk right up to him, introduce myself, and lay a kiss on him he’ll never forget.”  
 
    “Hell yeah,” Bonnie whooped. “That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” 
 
    “Oh shit,” Alex gasped, slapping her hand over her mouth. “Did I say that out loud?” 
 
    “You did and I couldn’t be happier,” Mage beamed. “Now, I’m gonna get outta here and make sure they’ve got the bar all cleaned up. Amy should be here any minute.” Tapping her temple, she went on, “Ang just let me know they’re on their way. I told Amy she could stay the night, but she insisted on coming back to be with you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not surprised. We don’t get to see each other very much. She doesn’t get to leave the Mound very often, and I’m shit for keepin’ in touch.” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Maggie chuckled. “But we all love you so much, we overlook it.” 
 
    “Thank goodness.” 
 
    “Okay, Girlie,” Maggie waved with one hand as she opened the door with the other. “I’m outta here. I’ll see you…” 
 
    “Alex. Alex Alex-Alex-Alex-ALEX!” Amy screamed running past Maggie, skidding to a stop in front of her sister, and shoving an iPad under her nose. “We gotta go to Dallas and we gotta go right now. You got a… a… a…” 
 
    “A mark,” Alex deadpanned, rolling her shoulders and turning towards the bedroom. “It’s called a mark, Ames and unfortunately, I don’t get to decline the invitation.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    “Please tell me we’re stopping for coffee,” Creed groaned, rubbing the back of his head. “I’m pretty sure I drank a case of scotch all my myself.” 
 
    “Si, Jefe, Max snickered, the sound, no matter how smooth, beating at the Paladin’s head like a jackhammer. “You did drink quite a bit after returning from outside. What happened? Did you not meet the woman of your dreams?” 
 
    “Meet her?” Kayne laughed out loud. “He lost her before he found her.” 
 
    “Can you keep it down up there?” Creed grumbled, pushing his sunglasses tighter to his eyes and letting his head fall back. “I haven’t been drunk in…” Pausing to try to think through the hangover, he snorted, “…ever. I seriously have never been drunk before.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you knew how to get drunk,” Kayne frankly admitted. “You’ve always had a stick so far up your ass.” 
 
    “Well, thanks, it’s always good to know what your friends think of you.” 
 
    “No, no, no, you takin’ that wrong.” 
 
    “And exactly how am I supposed to take it when one of my oldest friends says I’ve always had a stick up my ass? Please explain, because I’m pretty sure there’s only one to take that statement.” 
 
    “If you’d have let me finish,” the Demi-God stressed. “I was about to add that you’ve always been the responsible one, the one who made your bed every morning and helped with the dishes.” 
 
    “Mowed the lawn and picked the weeds from the garden,” Max chimed in. “It’s true Creed. You are the one all others look up to. The Dragon your men model themselves after.” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re the one my dad always tells me to be more like.” 
 
    “Seriously,” Creed marveled. “Lugh, the Celtic God of the Sun really told you to be more like me?” 
 
    “Every frikkin’ time your name comes up,” Kayne grumbled. “It’s disgusting if you ask me.” Eyes flying to the rearview mirror, the Demi-God added with a grin, “But since I like ya’ so much, I put up with it. Even agree with him when push comes to shove.” 
 
    “Well, thanks. That warms my heart,” Creed joked, his head still pounding but his mood infinitely better than it was a few seconds before. 
 
    “Speaking of the beautiful woman you followed out of the bar last night,” Max insinuated. “Could she be your Mate?” 
 
    “No doubt about it.” 
 
    “Then why did you not follow her?” 
 
    “I thought about it. Believe me, I thought about it real hard.” 
 
    “I just bet you did,” Kayne snickered. 
 
    “Get your mind out of the gutter, Old Man,” Creed groaned, thinking no truer words had ever been spoken but refusing to admit even to his closet friends. “I did actually think about following her, but when she took off like a shot and I thought about us having to leave for Dallas at the asscrack of dawn, well, I just came back in the bar.” 
 
    “And drank yourself silly,” Max added. 
 
    “And that was after I came out to get you and you acted like nothing happened,” Kayne chimed in. 
 
    “Yes and yes,” Creed begrudgingly agreed. “And now that you’ve called me out for all my sins and are not stopping to get me coffee, I’m going to take a nap. Wake me when we get to Dallas.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, something Kayne said suddenly ran back through his mind. Eyes flying open, he asked, “Do my men really use me as a role model? I’m pretty sure they think I’m a hard ass and curse my name every chance they get.” 
 
    “Yes, you’re their role model,” Kayne reiterated. “They all want to be the Leader of their own Force one day and they all say they would run it just like you run the Paladins.” 
 
    “Wow, that’s nice to hear.” 
 
    “They also think you’re a hard ass and pretty much curse your name whenever you’re not around,” Kayne admitted with a shrug.  
 
    “And that’s a good thing,” Max interjected. “I know my Cats all talk about me the very same way. They appreciate my leadership, my loyalty, my fight to keep them safe and rid our world of evil, but there are times they would kick my ass. I have heard the words taskmaster and asshole tossed around more than once. I wear it as a badge of honor.” 
 
    “Yeah, what Max said,” Kayne nodded. “Think about it this way. Maddox is the grumpiest Dragon ever put on this earth, he’d rather yell at somebody than drink cold ale straight from the keg, but there’s not a soul that doesn’t respect him. Everybody goes to him for help with everything from battle strategy to weapons, to Mating, since Calysta whipped him into shape.” 
 
    “True,” Creed nodded. “I never thought about it that way.” 
 
    “Just like I’ve never heard you doubt anything in all the years I’ve known you.” 
 
    “I blame the alcohol,” Creed groaned.  
 
    “It might be the beautiful woman that caught your eye,” Max chuckled. “You know, the one you think is your Mate?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah, I remember,” Creed sighed.  
 
    “But do you remember her name?” Kayne snickered. “Maggie told you every time you asked. I’m pretty sure you were up to twenty-five times before we got you off that stool.” 
 
    “I do,” Creed smiled. “Her name is Alex – Alessandra MacAskill.” 
 
    “I am seriously impressed,” Kayne chuckled.  
 
    “Yeah, me too,” The Paladin agreed with a grin. “Now, about that nap…” 
 
    “Okay, Old Timer,” Max snorted with laughter. “You get your beauty sleep. We’ll wake you when we get there.” 
 
    Letting his eyes slide shut behind the darkest pair of sunglasses he owned, Creed could think of nothing else but the beautiful Fairy, Alex. Never had he seen a more beautiful woman in all his days. She was the embodiment of grace as she walked across the bar like she owned the place.  
 
    And there was something else. Something just under the surface that called to him even more than her amazing curves and gorgeous face. It was something he looked for in the Guardsmen he led but had never imagined finding so alluring in a Mate. It was her strength.  
 
    Oh, yeah, it was alluring in every way possible. It meant that she could and would be his equal in all things. A true partner with the gumption to stand up to him when he was wrong and fight beside him if need be. 
 
    “But it is our job to protect her from all harm,” Alastair objected. “How can you be thinking about our Mate in battle? That makes no sense.” 
 
    “Oh, but that’s where you’re wrong, Old Man,” Creed disagreed. “Of course, I will always protect her with every fiber of my being, with my dying breath and my last drop of blood. But a woman, a Fairy with the strength, Magic, and power I could feel emanating from her soul will not stay at home. She won’t sit idly by while I run off to battle. Nope, I saw that the second I laid eyes on her. She’s a warrior who will not be tamed.” 
 
    “I just hope you got this right, Lad,” the Dragon King huffed. “Cause this is the only chance you’re gonna get. Fate doesn’t mess around. She doesn’t give second chances, and she doesn’t play games.” 
 
    “I’m aware.” 
 
    “Sure, just like you were aware that your head would feel like it weighed a hundred pounds, and the whites of your eyes would look like maraschino cherries after drinking more scotch than an entire rugby team.” 
 
    “There’s a first time for everything.” 
 
    “Yeah, and it better be your last.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Cap’n. Aye, aye.”    
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    “Pull the damn trigger,” Amy growled through gritted teeth.  
 
    “I can’t” 
 
    “What the hell do you mean, ‘you can’t’?” 
 
    “I mean, I’m squeezing the trigger like it’s a Pixie Pear and nothing’s happening. It will not…” 
 
    “It will not what?” The younger Fairy fumed. “Squeeze, bang, dead Dragon and you get to ascend. Just fucking do it.” 
 
    “It. Will. Not. Squeeze.” Swinging to the right, she dropped the barrel of the Barrett M82 semi-automatic, anti-material rifle, she’d had specially modified to fit her hand and only her hand and shoved it towards her sister. “Here. You try. Finish the job. Prove me wrong. I can’t make it work. The damn thing Will. Not. Shoot.” 
 
    “When in the last thousand years have you not been able to use any weapon ever created?” Verity, the Onyx Fairy with whom Alex shared her soul insinuated. “Have you already lost the taste for it? Are you ready for an early retirement? Well, I’m damned sure not,” she snarled. “I want to squeeze out every last drop of living before I go on ice for the next millennia.” 
 
    “Well, it always has been all about you.” 
 
    “Oh, nice one,” the Fairy jabbed. “The little Assassin has claws. So, use them. Get this shit over with.” 
 
    “I’m trying.” 
 
    “My patience,” Verity scoffed, her Scottish brogue returning with a vengeance. “How about you finish this job then go out there and find our Mate?” 
 
    “I did find my Mate,” Alex snarled. “Back in Valentine, Texas, and I would be sitting in Rodeo waiting for him to come back if I hadn’t been called away to complete this rush job.”  
 
    “Sure, you would,” Verity sassed. “Just like you did last night. Oh, wait, that wasn’t what happened. “What happened was…” 
 
    “I got up and left because I’m a big chicken,” Alex ground out through gritted teeth. “There. I said it. Do you feel better now?’ 
 
    “No, not really. All I can think about is the fact that you need to get Mated so we don’t have to go bye-bye forever and ever amen.”  
 
    “Maybe it won’t be so bad. Just knowing I’ll never have to listen to you bitch anymore is reason enough NOT to go back to Valentine and meet the one the Universe made for me.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just cold, Alex. Real cold.” 
 
    “But true.” Almost smiling despite the situation, Alex added her deepest, darkest fear. “Besides, like I was telling Maggie, would a Dragon – a Paladin, nonetheless - want to be Mated to an Assassin, the Black Fairy of all things - the Morrígan’s hired gun? How could he ever…” 
 
    “Trust you?” Vertie pfft’d. “I’m gonna tell you just like that sweet She-Wolf did, only I’m not gonna mince words. Why wouldn’t that sexy hunk of Dragon want you? After you complete this assignment, you’re done. It doesn’t matter than you’re not a thousand years old yet. This is it. Finito. Done. Finished. The End. There is no one more honest, upright, and decent than you. Any man – no matter who or what he shares his soul with – should be and will be happy to live forever by your side.” 
 
    “Except for the fact that I’ve killed people on the Morrigan’s command for a thousand years.” 
 
    “You killed criminals, the bad guys, those who would’ve hurt hundreds of thousands of millions of others. Those who were judged guilty and sentenced to die by the Celtic Goddess of War and the Jury of Others.” With her brogue getting so thick, Alex had to really focus not to miss the point of her tirade, Verity fumed, “You were simply the Executioner, not the judge or the jury. You were living your truth – your Destiny – just as our Ancestors have done since the world started turning round and round.” 
 
    “Okay, I can see…” 
 
    “That you’re being a big baby?” Not giving Alex time to respond, the Black Fairy railed on. “Forget it. I’m not buying it. As soon as you finish this job, we’re out.” 
 
    “Yeah, you said that.” 
 
    “And it bears repeating because you’re not getting the picture. After today, we can go naked bungee jumping from the Empire State Building and there’s not a damn thing anyone - even the Morrígan - can do about it.”  
 
    “Except throw us – me – in jail for breaking about fifteen laws.” 
 
    “Human laws,” the Fairy corrected. “And you’re quicker than any regular cop. A snap of your fingers and you’re on the other side of the world. Now, where was I? Oh, yeah, after this, you will be released from all bonds, promises, and duties owed. You can become a friggin’ nun if you want to. Although, if I get a vote, I’m not going that route.” 
 
    “If I don’t give you a vote, I’ll never hear the end of it.”     
 
    “And speaking of me snapping my fingers and magically keeping us out of jail. You know I can’t use Magic without good reason. There is…” 
 
    “A cost,” Verity scoffed. “See? You’re a friggin’ goody-two-shoes. Why wouldn’t that sexy Paladin want you as a Mate? I know as sure as the feathers on my wings are so black they shine, that the Universe made him just for you. Why not finish this crap and hightail it back to Valentine and make with the kissy face?”  
 
    “Maybe because this effin’ rifle won’t shoot and I don’t feel like running out in broad daylight on a busy city street to knife some guy in the heart.” 
 
    “What about your compound bow?” 
 
    “Do you see any hunters amongst the ladies and gentlemen in business suits and expensive cars?” 
 
    “No, but I sense a lot of BS coming from the vicinity of your brain.” 
 
    “And I sense… 
 
    Refusing to continue the pointless conversation with her alter-ego and with their window to complete the assignment closing, Alex shook the rifle at the end of her outstretched arm at her sister, reiterating, “Go ahead, Hot Shot. Try it. Take a shot. Make the gun work so we can get out of here.”  
 
    Throwing her hands in the air, Amy fell backward until her butt landed on the heels of her well-worn boots. “No way. I can’t even touch that thing. First of all, you are still the Sìthiche Dubh, so, I have not ascended yet. Secondly, and most importantly, your orders were clear.” 
 
    Thrusting the electronic tablet with enough magical encryption to launch a nuclear bomb without being detected or traced anywhere in the known galaxies into Alex’s face, her younger sister jabbed the screen with her finger. “This order is for Alessandra MacAskill, the Goddess of Death’s Sìthiche Dubh - this millennium’s Black Fairy.” Continuing to read, each word coming faster than the one before she harshly whispered, “No Magic can be used. No Supernatural interference can be inferred or directly attributed to the death of Creed Mathers. If any of the above, or methods other than those favored by humankind are detected, this kill will be voided and action will be taken against the Sìthiche Dubh, Alessandra MacAskill by the Morrígan herself or her Agent of Death, The Crow. Furthermore, if anyone other than Alessandra MacAskill is responsible for the death of Creed Mathers in a manner other than accidental, action will be taken by the Morrígan or her Agent of Death, The Crow.” 
 
    Duck-walking forward, careful not to touch the rifle, she switched to speaking telepathically, “Dude, the Celtic Goddess of War is nothing if not through. Could she have said your name any more times?” 
 
    “Yeah, could and has.” 
 
    “Well, whatever you say. All I know is, you better get with the bang-bang-bang before The Crow is sent to hunt you down, kill you where you stand and deny you the right of living out eternity in the arms of our Ancestors.” 
 
    “Gotcha, Sis. I’m tryin’ to make with the bang-bang-bang,” Alex snapped, fiddling with the trigger mechanism on her favorite rifle to avoid meeting her sister’s eyes. “I know the rules. Hell, I was born with them tattooed on my ass, wasn’t I? You think I don’t want to finish this job just as much as you want me to finish this job? I told you I think I met my Mate, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, you did, and I’m happy for…” 
 
    “Well, it’s not like this is my first rodeo, Amy. Get a…” 
 
    “No, it’s your last rodeo, Alex,” Amy huffed. “You’re very last after an incredibly long and illustrious career as the Goddess’ Assassin. You are her Chosen – the Black Fairy who always gets her mark. You’ve never failed. You’ve never declined a job. You’ve done anything and everything asked of you. The Justice of the Morrígan has been given at the end of your blade. That’s why you’ve got to get it right. Then you can go back to Valentine…” 
 
    “Yes, I know. I was there.” 
 
    “I know you were there,” Any shot right back. “Just think Mated to the one the Universe made for you, living happily ever after and making babies in a house with a white picket fence.” 
 
    “Oh yeah, I can’t wait to have kids.” 
 
    “At least a couple,” Amy snickered. “I mean, it is what makes the world go round, right? Maybe not the having the kids, but the practicing. Heck, if mom and dad hadn’t – well, it’s gross to think about but it’s the truth. We…” 
 
    “…wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “Exactly!”  
 
    “So, you think I should light a candle, sprinkle it with saffron and pray to the Goddess Aíne that the Dragon Paladin Warrior I met last night just accepts what I’ve been doing for the last nine-hundred-and-ninety-nine years?” Alex growled. Not even taking a breath for fear her sister would chime back in with yet another reason why she needed to run back down south and make with the seduction of a Dragon, Alex abruptly changed the subject.  
 
    Eyes rolling up, she glared at Amy as her fingers kept fiddling with the firing mechanism on her weapon. “There’s nothing wrong with this rifle. I have no clue what happened. It felt like…” 
 
    Completely ignoring her, something that was happening more and more as of late, Amy ordered, “Then get that stupid black SUV back in your sights, put a silver bullet between this guy’s eyes the minute he steps out the door and into the light of day, then let’s head back to spend more time with the Sampsons.” 
 
    Not commenting for fear she would scream like a Banshee in the middle of a battlefield, Alex snapped both legs of the bipod out with a single flick of her fingers. Setting the cushion-covered, shock-resistant feet on the cement blocks she’d placed there upon arriving before the sunrise, the Black Fairy positioned the middle of the barrel exactly four centimeters above the grout line between the forty-fifth and forth-sixth brick. 
 
    Finger barely hovering over the trigger, she inhaled deeply. Opening her senses as wide as her Fae Magic would allow, the Sìthiche Dubh exhaled slowly, tuning into the conversation taking place in the SUV she had in her sights. 
 
    “I’m not quite sure what the Secretary of Defense and the Council wants to speak to me about. I’ve been out of the military longer than most of them have been alive. Any clue what I’m here for? I get why you two, but me?” His deep, full voice resonated within Alex’s soul, made her temperature rise, and Verity whistle, “Hey, baby, break me off a piece of that. You’re here for me.”  
 
    Ignoring her alter-ego, trying with all her might, Magic, and strength Alex catalogued the voices of all three Supernatural beings in the vehicle.  
 
    “Not a one,” another male responded, his accent thick and from somewhere deep in South America. “My presence, mi amigo, like yours, was requested without the option of declining.” 
 
    “Me too,” came the third male’s voice, so full of Magic and power it damn near knocked the breath from Alex’s lungs. “And at exactly the wrong time. My Pearl…” 
 
    “Your lovely Mate,” the Latin chuckled. “Do you purposely speak of her just to make me wish my own would at least take my calls?” 
 
    “Who? Me?” The third man laughed out loud. “I would never do that. I was just…” 
 
    “While I love the friendly banter and the little catch-up,” the first man - the one who made both Alex and Verity hot and bothered and thinking about forever – chuckled. “What are we waitin’ for? I’ve got a Force to run, people waiting for me to answer their calls, about a million things I would rather be doing than talking to some four-star general and a Council of Others about only the Great Goddess knows what?” 
 
    “Not to mention, nurse a monster hangover and chase down your Mate,” the one with all the Magic teased.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” the sexy voice sarcastically chuckled. “Everybody gets to have a lapse in judgement every couple of hundred years.” 
 
    “Indeed,” the one with the accent snickered.  
 
    “Okay, since we all agree,” sexy voice laughed out loud. “Can we at least get the hell outta this SUV and get inside the building? It’s hot as hell in this sun.” 
 
    “Not yet, Creed, we need…” 
 
    “Creed,” Alex confirmed with Verity. “You got that confirmation, too, right?” 
 
    “I did,” the Black Fairy confirmed. “We have a go.” 
 
    “Hey,” Amy yelped, butting into Alex’s mind. “I thought I was your spotter.” 
 
    “You were supposed to be,” Alex whispered, moving not even a muscle. “But you’re too busy thinking about…” 
 
    And that was a far as she got. 
 
    The door to the SUV opened. 
 
    One booted foot hit the concrete. 
 
    And all hell broke loose right before eyes. 
 
    Black-clad men literally dropped out of the sky from every direction. Repelling down the sides of buildings, jumping off terraces and flying without wings, more men than Alex cared to count landed on and around the SUV.  
 
    Pulled from the vehicle faster than even her enhanced vision could follow, a man with white-blond hair – one she swore she’d seen before - pulled a jeweled sword from the air. Snatched and thrown across the street, the one with wavy dark hair that touched the well-starched collar of his dress shirt shifted into a huge Black Panther in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Eyes on the huge Cat, Alex nearly dropped to her knees when the smoky scent of smoldering cherry wood and the sharp aroma of an arctic gust hit her square in the chest. Head snapping back to the left, she dropped her rifle and was on her feet before her actions so much as registered in her mind.  
 
    Vaulting over three one mega-ton air conditioning units – one right after another - atop the building she had positioned herself upon, the Black Fairy raced towards the black, wrought-iron fire escape. White knuckling the rounded handrails, she straightened her back, hooked the insides of her boots on the outside of the rails and slid down as far as the iron went.  
 
    Letting go, she kicked her feet backward, spun in the air and hit the ground with a bone-jarring thud. Racing towards the sounds of the fight, she rounded the corner as a blast of nasty green light hit Creed Mathers in the throat.  
 
    Watching the Dragon fall to the ground, Alex poured on the speed as his crystal blue eyes locked onto hers and Verity gasped, “Son of a bitch, that’s…” 
 
    “What the hell is happening? What going on? Where are you?” Amy screamed into her mind. “You can’t do this close-up, Alex. Abort! Abort! Abort! I’m filming the whole thing. I’ve opened the Eye of Dadga. The transmission will reach the Morrígan in five… four… three…”   
 
    “Shut it down!” Alex yelled. “Shut it down now. Delete everything and head to the house.” 
 
    “No,” Amy exploded. “I will not leave…” 
 
    “Yes. You. Will.” Knowing her younger sister wouldn’t listen, would put herself in harm’s way without the proper and effective motivation, Alex hit the black onyx stone atop her cuff bracelet, poured all the Magic she could spare into her command and ordered, “Amaryllis MacAskill as the Morrigan’s Sìthiche Dubh, I order you to abandon the mission and return home.”   
 
    Knowing Amy, or any kin of the Black Fairy for that matter, could not disobey a direct order when invoked by the Sìthiche Dubh, empowered by the Stone of the Morrígan, and imbued with the Magic of the MacAskill Frolick, Alex closed off the connection she shared with her sister. Less than a city block from the Black Panther, the Dragon she’d been sent to kill, and a Demi-God who could be no other than Kayne, the son of the Celtic God of the Sun, Lugh, she scolded her alter-ego. “Did you make this happen? Is this your doing? Are you just trying to get me sent to the Lower World, to Dubnos? Do you think you’ll be able to get your kicks down there?” 
 
    “Oh, sure,” Verity snapped right back, her anger like a slap to the inside of Alex’s mind. “I’m the all-powerful Black Fairy. I can manipulate time and space, see into the future, and fuck up the life of the woman with whom I share a soul in the blink of an eye because I want to live out eternity in constant torment and anguish by her side. Hear me roar.” 
 
    “Alright smartass…” Pausing to cough as a thick, viscous cloud smelling of sulfur and brimstone attacked her senses, Alex refused to stop running as she wheezed, “…then riddle me this. How the hell are the Fomorians here? Why are they attacking the man that I was supposed to kill? How did my last mark end up being my Mate? And how the hell were we both in Valentine last night and here in Dallas this morning?” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    “Creed is down!” Max’s voice shot through his mind. “I repeat, Creed is down.”  
 
    “No shit, Cat-Man-Do,” Kayne snapped. “I’m handling the three with guns and two with knives right now. These mother fuckers are Demons. When did assholes from the Underworld start using human weapons?” 
 
    “They designed them. You didn’t really think anybody Topside was responsible for any part of warfare no matter how primitive, did you?” Max’s sarcasm rang loud and clear. The King was pissed and taking no prisoners. 
 
    “Well, is it bad that I tried not to think about it at all?” 
 
    “Not even a bit. But then I have to ask, did you really think a human Death Squad could get the jump on a Demi-God, the King of the Big Cats and the Leader of the Almighty Paladins?” Max almost chuckled before letting the image of him lengthening his talons and taking out three of their attackers with one mighty swing float through the bond the three formidable Shifters shared. 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way… What? Who is that? Is she one of us or one of them? Where did she come from?” Kayne spat. “You seein’ this shit Creed? Max, you know that woman? Creed? Creed, you there? Creed, where are you?”  
 
    The sound of more punches hitting flesh and the whoosh of Dragon Fire preceded the horrific stench of burning Demon flesh as the Leader of the Paladins struggled to respond to his friends. “I’m here!” He yelled again and again, the words bouncing right back then reverberating around inside his head like the banging of a gong. 
 
    “Max, can you get an answer from Creed?” 
 
    “No, amigo, I’m tried to reach him. However, I have been quite tied up. As soon as I exterminate one of these abominations, two more rear their ugly heads.”   
 
    One of us needs to get over there and see if that woman is one of ours? She’s way too close…” Switching from mindspeak to out loud, Kayne’s roars echoed between the buildings in the city square. “…to Creed! Get the fuck away from him?” 
 
    Surrounded by Demons, his Magic and his Dragon King subdued by black magic, the Paladin Leader still tried with all his might to see what was happening. Who had appeared? Where they friend or foe? What sorcery had these bastards unleashed that a Guardsman of his age and a Winged Warrior as strong as King Alastair were locked up like a princess’ chastity belt?   
 
    Vicious kicks to the head and stomach, more to his lower back and ribs were nothing compared to the copious amounts of evil sorcery being pushed into his body and soul. Letting his eyes slide shut, Creed called upon the Magic of Danu, the Celtic Mother Goddess, to allow him to see. Slapping back at him, the very enchantment that was meant to help only served to hinder as his eyes watered and his throated threatened to close. Not even the Magic of the Dragon Ancients could break the walls the Demons were building around him. 
 
    Searching his mind and memory for something, anything he could do to defeat his enemies, the sound of chanting cut through the pounding of fists and feet all over his body. Instantly recognizing the Gaelic, as well as the sound of three sisters from the Coven of the Crow, he translated the words in his mind as quickly as they were spoken. 
 
    A man you are and a man you’ll stay. Today you are the sacrifice. Today you are the Dragon slayed.  
 
    “Kayne! Max! Call the…”  
 
    But that was as far as he got. No longer able to breathe, much less speak, Creed was completely immobilized. He’d never felt so helpless in all his many years. Not even as a child in the Moors had anyone been able to best him, not even on his worst day. 
 
    “What are they after?” He instinctually asked his Dragon King, snarling, “Son of a bitch, how have they separated our minds, Alastair?”  
 
    Unable to so much as open his eyes, a weight was placed on his chest, the sting assured him it was made of silver, the acrid stench that it was cursed. Summoning whatever strength and Magic they hadn’t already taken from him, Creed was prepared to die before being taken alive. The Coven of the Crow had been trying to steal Dragon Magic for centuries and had failed every time. They would not win this time. Not on his watch and not with his Magic.  
 
    “What changed? When did they acquired such strength? Never ones to deal with the Devil, there’s no mistaking that they are working with a Demon Strike Team. Why now??”   
 
    Unfortunately, he was only talking to himself. Alastair might as well have been sunning on the shores of the Isle of Skye for that was how very far away he felt to Creed. 
 
    “Focus, dammit,” he chided himself. “You can figure this out.”  
 
    But the longer the Coven of the Crow chanted, the stronger their wicked spell became. If it didn’t stop soon, there would be no reversing it, there would be no… 
 
    And just like that, quicker than a heartbeat, the chanting stopped and so did the beating. In the next breath, the Demon Strike Team was abruptly and with what sounded like incredible brute force jerked off the ground and thrown around like rag dolls.  
 
    Eyes flying open, finally able to take a deep breath, Creed wasn’t out of the woods yet, but at least he could see what happening. Throwing back his head, he blinked once, twice, three times.  
 
    It was unbelievable. He’d only ever seen something like it at the end of a battle. There were bodies everywhere. Some face up and some face down and some just laid out where they’d fallen. But the best was the sight of all seven men and three witches, rolled up in tight black balls, doing their best to writhe in pain and unable to straighten their bodies.  
 
    Spinning like a thin, black funnel cloud, the person attempting his rescue threw out her arms and hissed, “Itealaich! Fly!” 
 
    Whipped out into the street then sling shotted right back, their impact upon the building literally shook the ground where he lay. Trying to follow their trajectory was no use. Creed was hoisted off the ground and thrown over a thin, yet muscular shoulder. Bathed in warm, soft, floral scent, with a touch of sweetness that reminded him of Queen of the Night tulips, it was as if he’d been wrapped in a blanket fresh from the dryer.  
 
    “Hey! Wait! I know that scent.” 
 
    Still only able to move his eyes, the Paladin Leader looked up to find those who had been assaulting him embedded in the side of the Earle Cabell Federal Building. Had he not just been beaten and bewitched within an inch of his life, the sight of a plethora of arms and legs sticking out of the shiny red granite, fingers frantically wiggling around the silver seals of the United States of America and the great State of Texas, would’ve been funny. As it was, he believed they’d only received a very small part of the retribution they deserved. 
 
    “Yeah, my Mate did that. Now, if she could only hear me.” 
 
    From one pounding footstep of his Fairy to the next, a shroud of black feathered wings wrapped around them both. Shooting into the air as if she’d been shot from a cannon, the woman, his Mate, made for him by the Universe who’d saved him from capture and certain death, took flight. Traversing at a speed nearly as fast as Alastair, Creed summoned every ounce of ancient Dragon Magic flowing through his veins and mentally called out to his Mate. 
 
    “Can you hear me? Do you remember me? From last night? In Valentine? Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “You might as well be talking to a wall, Lad,” Alastair scoffed, his brogue so thick Creed could smell the heather from the Highlands of his birth. 
 
    “You’re back!” 
 
    “Of course, I’m back. Did the black magic cook your brain? How far could I actually get from you, daft sod?” 
 
    “Not far.” Creed tried not to chuckle but failed miserably, blaming it on the shit day he was having. 
 
    “And finally, he catches up,” Alastair grumbled. “Can’t you feel the black magic? It’s still there, coursing through our veins. Have you forgotten what to do when under attack by evil sorcery? Did your mother not learn her craft from the one and only Goddess Danu and pass that knowledge onto you?” 
 
    “Yes. No. And you know she did. You were there. I’m not a wet behind the…” 
 
    “No, you are not,” the Dragon King enunciated. “You are Paladin. We are Paladin. An entity unto ourselves. We and our Brethren were appointed by the Universe to exact Her justice. Paladin is not a race nor a sect or even a species. It is a creed, a belief, a religion that can only be defined by three words…” 
 
    “Strength, honor, and loyalty,” Creed finished.  
 
    Images of the day he took his oath, as a young man, all those centuries ago filled his mind. His hair still dark as night and his face unlined, he stood before the greatest Elder of them all, Gruffydd, and recited, “Strength is the belief that we are the Universe’s Chosen Warriors. Honor is the belief that what we do is not only for the good of Dragonkin, but for the good of all mankind and every living being under the sun. Loyalty is our guiding light, for without one's Clan – those we hold dear and would die for - one has no purpose. In the end, when we face our final flight, these three things, as well as the Love of our Mate, is all we will carry into the Heavens. Strength to the Paladin who honor the laws of the Universe and are loyal to those we protect.” 
 
    “Aye, Lad, that is what makes us who we…” 
 
    “While those sentiments are lovely,” Alex’s voice floated through his mind. Followed by the images of a tall, lithe, brunette with eyes the color of the most precious Taaffeite gemstone and curves in all the right places. Swirling with silver and glowing from within, her power was magnetic, and her aura filled with delicious danger. “Those wonderful virtues won’t save either one of our asses right now. So, if you don’t mind, keep the waxing poetical memories to yourself until I have us somewhere safe.” 
 
    “Alex, where are you taking me?” 
 
    “She cannot hear you, Lad.” 
 
    “Then how the hell did I hear her, and how did she hear what I was saying?” 
 
    “You weren’t saying anything.” The Dragon King sounded impatient, irritated as he sighed, “You were remembering. Lost in a daydream pulled from your subconscious by the Healing Magic this lovely creature is pouring into you.” 
 
    “Ya’ gotta love havin’ a Mate. Kayne was right. But don’t tell him I said that,” Creed commented.  
 
    Then it dawned on him, how had she been able to help him when Kayne and Max weren’t? It’s not like they’re lightweights in any sense of the word. Kayne channeled the power of the Celtic God of the Sun and Max held the Magic of the Big Cats all over the world in his soul. Together they amassed enough power to blow up a small country. 
 
    No matter how much he appreciated having his ass saved by none other than his Mate, it just didn’t add up. “I need to force this shit sorcery out of my system and get some answers. I have to know why Alex is here? Now?” 
 
    “How about you hold on to your short pants, Lad? Our Mate is about to land.” 
 
    Passing through a thick veil of Magic as sweet as the woman herself, Creed suddenly could not keep his eyes open. No matter how hard he fought, pure exhaustion leached into every fiber of his being. 
 
    The slight jolt of her feet hitting the ground was followed by the sound of the soles of her boots pounding against concrete as she took off running was music to his ears. If he could only get down off her shoulder and take a breath, surely his muddled brain would clear. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’ll ever admit that my Mate carried me to safety,” he chuckled wryly. “Oh, hell, I probably will. Just to show off her skills and strength.” 
 
    “We are heading down,” Alistair advised. “Underground. It feels like we’re in a tunnel. Can you feel that, Lad? And as for admitting that Alex carried you on her shoulder, how about we reserve judgement until you have your wits about you?” 
 
    The slamming of a heavy metal door then another and another followed by a blast of cool air was all the warning Creed got, before being unceremoniously plopped into a big, soft chair. Then there she was, even more gorgeous than the night before, his Mate, one of the strongest Fairies he’d ever known – Alex MacAskill. 
 
    Opening his mouth to speak, needing to get answers to the questions racing around his mind, his lips refused to work. No sound. No words. Not even a hiss. 
 
    Deciding to reach for her, to do what he should have done the night before and touch the one and only woman he would ever love, Creed’s head fell backward, and his eyes slid shut. “No, no, no," he roared within the confines of his head. “I refuse to…” 
 
    Then her hand was on his face. The sparks of their connection skittered down his spine and straight to his cock. With the slightest of touches, the simple act of brushing his hair off his face, she’d made an old Dragon very happy. As she leaned over to put a pillow behind his head, and make him more comfortable, Creed did the only thing he could – in haled deeply, taking her scent into his very being. 
 
    Fighting to open his eyes, to look into hers, the Paladin only sunk deeper into unconsciousness. Then he heard her voice, felt the emotion in her words and his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    If he’d been able, he would have laughed out loud when she sighed, “Well, this is a fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into Alex. Now that you’ve got your Dragon here, whatcha gonna do with him?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Setting a circle of salt around the chair where she’d placed Creed Mathers, the Dragon who was her Mate, as well as her mark, Alex took a step back and let out the breath she’d been holding for what seemed like forever. Looking at his face, her heart sunk. It wasn’t that he wasn’t still the handsomest man she’d ever laid eyes on him, even with all the cuts, scrapes, and bruises, it was the fact that he’d gotten those cuts, scrapes, and bruises on her watch.  
 
    “But you were only watching him because you were ordered to kill him. Something, I am proud to say, you did not do,” Verity challenged.  
 
    “I couldn’t,” she admitted. “No matter how hard I tried to pull the trigger, it just wouldn’t happen.  
 
    “You would’ve killed him anyway?” The Fairy with whom she shared her soul shrieked. 
 
    “No, for Goddess’ sake, you know I wouldn’t have. I’m just saying…” 
 
    “You’re just saying that you think your gun malfunctioned?” 
 
    “It had to be, right?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Verity emphatically declared. “Because you can’t kill your Mate. It’s against the laws of Nature and of the Universe.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying that the Universe stopped me from pulling the trigger?” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll be…” 
 
    “Now, you need to do exactly as I say so you don’t become the number one fugitive of The Crow and we both get to live happily ever after with that hunka-hunka-burning love, Creed.” 
 
    “Why do I think I’m not gonna like this?” 
 
    “Because you’re not gonna like it,” Verity confirmed. “But I’ve thought about it from the moment I saw that the mark was our Mate, and it’s the only way we all get out of this alive.” 
 
    “Okay,” Alex sighed. “Hit me.” 
 
    “Get his cell phone out of the inside pocket of his jacket.” 
 
    “Why? I have a cell phone of my own.” Pulling the device from her back pocket, Alex held it in front of her face. 
 
    “I know you do, Dingbat. You’re gonna need his so you can send a picture to one of the other Paladins.” 
 
    “So, I can what?” 
 
    “Hold your horses, Alex. Don’t have a heart attack. Just hear me out.” 
 
    “Okay,” she slowly answered, holding perfectly still and waiting for an explanation before doing anything Verity wanted. 
 
    “I meant, get the phone out of his pocket and I’ll explain while you’re doing that.” 
 
    Doing as her Fairy wanted, sure the plan was doomed to fail, Alex got the device from Creed’s jacket pocket as Verity continued to explain. “Now, you’re gonna take a picture of our Mate.” 
 
    “Yeah, I got that when you said we were sending a picture to one of the other Paladins. I’m just waiting for more in-depth details of how this isn’t gonna end in death for us all.” Huffing out an exasperated breath and pushing the hair off her shoulder Alex admitted, “Before last night, I had resigned myself to the fact that I had one more job to finish and then I would be winging off to the Heavens.”  
 
    Eyes going to an unconscious Creed, she sighed, “But now I’ve sorta kinda met him and everything’s changed. Not to mention the fact that somebody wants him dead. How can that be? He’s a Dragon Guardsman, a Paladin for cripes’ sake - one of the best of the best of the best. Am I supposed to believe that he’s broken the law and been found guilty? Not on a bet. I can feel the goodness and honor coming off him in waves. Something about this is just not right.” 
 
    “Okay, so, let’s follow my plan then you can come up with one of your own to find out why we’re in this situation,” Verity prodded. “First things first. If our collective butts are down below, we won’t be able to clear this mess up, will we?” 
 
    “You win,” Alex conceded. “But only because my hormones are in overdrive and I can’t come up with a better idea.” 
 
    “Okay, Girlie. Get to snapping.” 
 
    Having taken the picture, she looked through his contacts and landed on the name Stone. “With a name like that, he’s got to be Creed’s second in command, right?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” 
 
    Hitting the green button and sending the picture with the message, XOXO, Assassin, as Verity had instructed, Alex insisted, “Now, explain why I did that? And how we’re not gonna end up with a Fomorian Death Squad, the Coven of the Crow, and a Clan of pissed of Paladins on the doorstep of our safe house?”  
 
    “We can’t deliver him to his people without breaking the orders given by the Morrígan, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “And within the hour, the Celtic Goddess of War will know that you haven’t completed the mission, that the mark still lives, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    “Then she will send The Crow out to kill you, right?” 
 
    “Right,” Alex ground out through gritted teeth. “I really hope you’re going somewhere with all this because so far, you’re not painting a very pretty picture.” 
 
    “Of course, I am,” Verity vowed. “The point I am making is that the only acceptable way for you not to have completed the mission was for someone else to have intervened.” 
 
    “Right and they did and then I intervened, putting my ass right back in The Crows’ crosshairs.” 
 
    “But no one knows that because you turned most of the members of the Death Squad into wall art, along with the Coven of the Crow while the Demi-God and the King of the Big Cats dispatched the rest. Furthermore, you had Amy delete her video so nothing was sent to the Eye of Dagda.” 
 
    “Okay…” 
 
    “So, when the Paladins come charging in here and save their Leader and kill you it becomes no harm, no foul right?” 
 
    “Right, but…” 
 
    “But you’ll be dead and not Mated to Creed?” 
 
    “Yeah, that.” 
 
    “Okay, so, that part sucks, but this is the only thing I could come up with that would allow you to retain your honor and ascend to the Heavens and also make sure that Amy becomes the next Sìthiche Dubh just like the legend states.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you’re…” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” Verity excitedly shrieked. “You poured a salt circle. Why did you pour a salt circle? Were you actually listening to me?” 
 
    “Yes, and to remove the black magic and the curse from Creed.” 
 
    “Then get to removing. That way he’ll be awake and can tell the Dragons who you are, that you helped him escape, and that you’re not part of the Fomorian Death Squad. Bingo-bango, you’re in the clear to live happily ever after with the man of your dreams.” 
 
    “Until they find out that I was actually sent to Dallas to kill him.” 
 
    “Can we puhlease worry about that later? Right now, you need to…” 
 
    “You need to stop what you’re doing and turn yourself in. Throw yourself on the mercy of the Morrígan and save our family’s honor,” Amy spat, stopping right beside her sister with a look of utter disappointment on her face. “How could you…?” 
 
    “Stop right there,” Alex warned, holding her index finger and staring at her sister. 
 
    Swinging that same digit towards the unconscious Dragon, she all but seethed, “This is my Mate. Not a mark. Not someone who will ever die by my hand.” 
 
    “I didn’t…” 
 
    Holding up her hand, Alex gave a single, sharp, shake of her head. “No, you didn’t know, but stomping in here and accusing me of dishonoring our family without having all the facts… Well, that’s… it’s just…” 
 
    “It’s unfair,” Amy murmured, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. Reaching out and laying her hand on Alex’s, Amy asked in earnest, “What can I do to help?” 
 
    Explaining what they needed but didn’t already have, Amy was ready to perform the ritual by the time Alex got the the end of her explanation. Standing behind Creed, with a thin, black taper candle in her hand and a gold framed mirror on a matching stand to her left.  
 
    Opening her mouth to ask where hers were, Alex laughed out loud, despite all they were going through, when Amy gave a single nod and duplicates appeared on her side of the circle. “What are you, Sabrina the Teenage Witch?” 
 
    “Excuse me, sister dear,” Amy made a show of clearing her throat. “I prefer Samantha from Bewitched, or Jeannie from I Dream of Jeannie thank you very much. I am, after all, about a hundred-and-twenty-seven.” 
 
    “Boy, how time flies.” 
 
    “And now you sound old.” Waving her free hand in the air, Amy prodded, “And we need to get this show on the road before it’s all for naught.” 
 
    “Right you are.”  
 
    Inhaling and exhaling, Alex looked right at Creed. Wondering what she’d ever done right to get such a handsome Mate with a heart and soul as pure as his, she offered a quick prayer that after all the fighting was over and they were okay, that he might find his way to accept her as his Mate. 
 
    Looking up to find Amy staring at her, Alex shrugged, at the same time her sister whispered, “He’s gonna love you.” Speaking louder, she added, “If you hurry up and keep us all from being turned to ash.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’m hurrying. Excuse me for being distracted. It’s not every day I meet my Mate, am ordered to kill my Mate and then go against everything I ever believed in to save my Mate.”  
 
    “Yeah, well, shit got real. Now, you get realer.” 
 
    “Realer? Is that even a word?” 
 
    “Alex!” 
 
    Focusing all her energy on removing the spell and nothing else, Alex snapped her fingers and lit the candles she and Amy were holding. Turning off the overhead, fluorescent lights with a thought, she let her eyes slide shut and pushed her spirit into Creed’s body. 
 
    Finding the inky, black tentacles of the cursed Magic was easy – it seemed to be everywhere and multiplying with every beat of his heart. Without a second to lose, Alex started to sing in Gaelic, “Bidh an Draoidheachd air mo Mhat air a ghlacadh an oidhche seo. Eadar na sgàthanan sin chan fhaic solas a-riamh.”  
 
    Amy joined in and together they repeated the counter spell in English, “The Magic upon my Mate be trapped this night. Between these mirrors never see light.”  
 
    Over and over, they repeated the words they been taught by the Goddess Danu at the time of their Becoming. Beautiful, pure white Magic filled the air. Wrapping around Creed like clouds from a sunny sky, Alex watched the black tendrils be obliterated and his body be restored from the inside out.  
 
    The longer they sang, the stronger her Dragon became. Hope filled Alex’s heart and soul. He would live. He would be good as new. He would… 
 
    And that was as far as she got as the huge, electrified and warded metal sliding door protecting one of her many safe houses from intruders was blown off the hinges. Powerful, dark sorcery filled the room. The acrid stench of sulfur invaded her senses. Black clouds of ash and brimstone sought to entrap her, Amy and Creed.  
 
    Spinning on her toes and backing up until she felt her Mate’s knees touching the backs of her own, Alex pulled her crossbow from the ether, loaded the silver tipped arrow dipped in her own tincture of Water Hemlock, Deadly Nightshade, and White Snakeroot and aimed it in the vicinity of the door. 
 
    “Come on out! Nobody here’s afraid of your parlor tricks. My name is Alex MacAskill, and I am the Morrígan’s Assassin.” 
 
    Stepping from the smoke with fire in his eyes and the blade of Aodh, the Celtic God of the Underworld in his hand, The Crow stepped forward and announced, “And my name is Death and I’ve come to claim what’s mine.” Pointing the tip of his sword at her chest, he added, “Your Dragon lives, but only if you come with me. I was promised that you would live out eternity by my side and that promise shall be kept.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “I promised you nothing, Crow. And as for you being Death, you maybe the son of the Celtic God of Death, Donn, but you are a poor facsimile of the Dark Gael who dwells in the house where the souls of the dead gather. Leave the real job to the big boys.” 
 
    Alex was mad, more to the point, she was pissed, and he could feel that rage burning their Mating bond like a house on fire. Every ounce of Magic was popping and cracking and sparks were flying deep within her soul. Bolts of vengeful electricity flew in every direction, reminding Creed of downed power wire in the middle of a lake.  
 
    “It was not your promise to make. The deal was struck with the Goddess Áine before your birth, and I will not be denied.” 
 
    “You’re not Fate, Asshole. Get out of my house before I chop off your head and use it as a paperweight.” 
 
    Opening his eyes, two things instantly became glaringly obvious, Alex was the legendary Sìthiche Dubh and the very powerful being threatening to take his Mate was none other than the Demi-God Gwydion, also known was The Crow. Not only had the spiteful welp been a pain in Creed’s ass since he was born, but the sone of Donn was known for his clashes with gods, his destruction of natural resources on Earth, and claiming things that didn’t belong to him. 
 
    “In this case, our Mate,” Alastair snarled. 
 
    “Exactly,” Creed agreed. “But I wouldn’t call Alex a thing. I’m pretty sure she could kick both of our asses with one hand tied behind her back.”   
 
    “We can debate the more intimate details of communicating with our Mate after handling this snot-nosed brat and sending him to his dear old dad, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah, whatever you say, Old Man,” Creed readily agreed. “You ready to rock and roll?” 
 
    “And you think I’m the one who needs to stop watching TV,” the Dragon King groaned. “But yes, I am ready to save the day once again.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about the day as much as I am Alex.” 
 
    No sooner had the words floated through their collective mind, than Creed was on his feet with the Ancient Magic of Dragonkin filling every fiber of his being. From one second to the next, seizure-like tremors shook his body. His blood ran cold then boiling in the blink of an eye. Fiery fury filled every cell of his being, contracting and contorting his very physique, transforming both Paladin and Dragon King into the compact, indestructible form of their Warrior Dragon.  
 
    Forcing the large, elongated muscles he’d used for flying into his chest, biceps, and quads, the concrete floor beneath his paws shuddered as the long claws jutting from his toes found purchase.  
 
    An inferno, like flaming shards of silver, sliced through the flesh and bone of his back. The tips of his wings curled downward, turning inward toward his shoulder blades, pushing through the thick layer of scales, tearing through his body as if it were no more than papier mâché.  
 
    Bone shattered and muscles tore until he no longer possessed wings at all, but instead had what looked like huge blades of an oversized battle-axe jutting from his back, with his long, venomous finger-claws extending from the razor-sharp edges. Moving them up and down and forward and back, an evil grin curled the corner of his shortened snout.  
 
    The talons at the ends of his fingers doubled in size and girth, their hooked tips tingling with the need to rip through the Demi-God standing before him. Pointing at Gwydion, Creed seethed, “The contract on my life is null and void. The Sìthiche Dubh has obeyed the law of the Morrígan. I am the one True Fated Mate of Alessandra MacAskill as ordained by the Universe, Fate, Destiny, and the Great Goddess of All and she is under no obligation to complete the contract.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Alex’s awe floated from her mind to his.  
 
    “Can we talk about this later, my love? It seems as though this whelp has something to say about my claim to your heart.” 
 
    “Just this once, I’ll let you talk for me. But after this, we’re a team. Got it?” 
 
    “Loud and clear.” 
 
    “You know not of what you speak, Dragon,” The Crow seethed, the tip of his blade swinging towards the light platinum scales covering his heart. “The bargain was struck long before life was breathed into the soul of the Sìthiche Dubh, of Alessandra MacAskill. She is mine and today, I shall claim her.” 
 
    Suddenly, out of thin air, the Fomorian Death Squad who’d attacked them before and three more Witches from the Coven of the Crow appeared. The room filled with chanting, the Gaelic translating into, “We bind you Dragon in the name of the Goddess Cliodhna. We take the Magic from your soul, the love from your heart and the strength from every fiber of your being. We invoke the Spirit of those who’ve gone before to remove you from this place, to hold you prisoner in the depths of the Underground, to…” 
 
    “Shut the hell up,” Amy ground out through gritted teeth, appearing on the other side of Alex. “Enough of your bullshit spell, I have one word for you!” Throwing out her hands, a steam of sparkling silver and red flew from her palms as the young Fairy breathed a single command, “Bi air falbh.” 
 
    And just as she commanded, ‘be gone’, the ashes of the Witches fell into three small piles in the middle of the floor. “Well, I’ll be a…” 
 
    And that was as far as he got before all Hell quite literally broke loose. The Crow ran at Creed, the look of murder in his eyes and a war cry of death on his lips.  
 
    Pulling the blade of Camulus, the Ancient Gaul God of War, from the ether, Creed swung the jewel-handled sword in a single, upward circle, completely the motion by blocking Gwydion’s rapier before it struck its fatal blow. Metal clashed, sparks flew and all the while the Paladin Leader kept his mind linked to his Mate’s. 
 
    As she and her sister dispatched one Fomorian after another, Creed continued to swing for the Demi-God’s head. There was no cure for what ailed Gwydion. He was entitled, selfish, and blatantly evil in every way possible. That he thought he could make a deal for the love of any woman, let alone the one the Universe made for Creed, was nothing short of ludicrous. 
 
    Back and forth, parrying and thrusting, lunging then retreating, the longer they fought, the more of the Fomorians Alex and Amy dispatched, the more of them that appeared out of thin air. He had to do something. Had to end this fight before either his Mate or her sister were seriously injured. 
 
    “You just keep your eyes on that asshole’s blade,” Alex ordered directly into his mind. Not giving him to time to respond, she added, “Yeah, I heard you. We all three walk out of here, or none of us do. Ya’ got that, Dragon Man.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, my love.”  
 
    “And while we’re at it…” Pausing as her breath came in short puffs as she shot poison-tipped arrow after poison-tipped arrow at the Formorians, she finally finished with, “How ‘bout bringin’ the fire? Burn that son of a god down.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Stone’s voice burst into Creed’s mind. “She and Annika are gonna hit it off just fine. You ready to send this little asshole home to his daddy?” 
 
    “Been ready since before he got here.” 
 
    Keeping Gwydion occupied as Stone and the other Paladins projected their plan into his mind, Creed stepped to the side, drew his opponent away from the door, and took a swing at The Crow’s midsection. Countering with a Passata Sotto just as the Paladin knew he would, Gwydion dropped his body beneath the Dragon’s blade. Placing his free hand on the floor, he straightened his sword arm and jabbed at the inside of Creed’s thigh, aiming for the femoral artery. 
 
    Spinning to the side, Creed taunted, “Swing and a miss, Little Man. Didn’t daddy ever teach you how to fight?” 
 
    “I will bathe in your blood,” The Crow shrieked. Jumping to his feet and racing at Creed’s chest with his blade leading the way, he added with a roar, “Alessandra will be mine!” 
 
    Flames filled the room, the nauseatingly sweet and putrid stench of burning flesh mixed with the smoldering reek of hot vinegar and burning pepper filled the room. Before the flames had subsided, as dark smoke and gray fumes went from the shape of the Fomorians to clouds of dust, Stone, his twin Sable and Lex, the newest Paladin, stormed into the room.  
 
    Caught between Creed, Alex, and Amy, and three of the most formidable warriors the Universe had ever created, Gwydion’s huge black wings extended from his back and wrapped around his body. Spinning so quickly he was little but a blur, The Crow threatened, “This is not over, Creed Mathers. You will not…” 
 
    Tossing his sword to his Mate, the Paladin Leader conjured the golden whip of the Celtic God of the Hunt with little more than a thought. Pulling the handle towards his shoulder, the thong flew backward a split-second before he threw the force of his weight towards the rising figure of The Crow.  
 
    Directing the whip as an extension of his body, he watched as the heavy length of gold wrapped around the shining black feathers. Both he and Alastair roared as the fall of the whip, the closest portion to the end, came into view, the crack signified the last of the whip and the loop reached the speed of sound, creating the telltale sonic boom. 
 
    Yanking the handle with all his might, Creed felt a satisfied grin cross his snout as The Crow fell to the ground, wound up tight in gold and screaming at the top of his lungs. Opening his mouth to tell the spoiled Demi-God to shut the hell up, Alex was quicker. 
 
    “Na bruidhinn tuilleadh,” she uttered the spell which translated to speak no more and looked to Creed with her right eyebrow arched and a twinkle in her eyes.  
 
    Helpless but to go to her, by the time he’d taken the three steps to get to his Mate, Alistair had pulled back their Dragon Magic and Creed was once again in human form. Taking her hands in his, he pulled her to him, lowered his lips to hers and whispered, “Do you know how long…?” 
 
    But before he could finish, Alex put her index finger to his lips, let out a stuttering breath and pronounced, “You may want to hold that thought. You don’t know anything about me. I was the one…” 
 
    “You are Alessandra MacAskill, my Mate, the one the Universe made for me. You are also the Morrígan’s Assassin, the Sìthiche Dubh, and therefore the one sent to kill me. Over the years, you have exacted the justice of the Goddess of War and the Jury of Others. You have taken lives as their Executioner as is the legacy of the women of the MacAskill Frolick. I am Paladin. We exist because the Universe, Fate, and Destiny believe justice must prevail. I too, have been the Executioner when warranted. You have nothing to fear, we are one as the Universe intended. And like my mother always said, ‘Fate Will Not Be Denied’.” 
 
    “Yeah, but…” 
 
    “Yeah, but nothing.” 
 
    Still talking around her finger, loving the feel of her skin against his, Creed placed the side of his own finger under her chin and gently lifted so she could no longer evade his eyes. “You are mine and I am yours. I can hear your thoughts, see your memories, feel your fears, and I can assure you, I fell in love with you the minute you walked into Maggie and Bonnie’s bar and I will fall a little more in love with you for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    A bright and wonderful smile curved her lips as her arms wrapped around his neck and she pushed up onto her toes. Lips just about to touch, she winked, “I kinda liked you last night, too, but right now, I’m pretty sure you’re my hero.” 
 
    Kissing his Mate was nothing short of miraculous, so much so that Creed forgot where he was, what has just happened, and who was in the room. At least, until Lex, one of Freya’s Einherjar – an army of one – chuckled, “Is it inappropriate to give you two lovebirds a wolf whistle? Or would you rather I just tell you to get a room?” 
 
    Lifting his lips from Alex’s, Creed teasingly growled, “If you value your life, you’ll get the hell outta here and take the others with you.” 
 
    “Done and done, Boss. Done and done.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    After speaking with the Morrígan and explaining what had happened, Alex stood by Creed’s side as The Crow was whisked away on a cloud of Magic to the prison of the Jury of Others. Needing to ask one last favor of the Goddess of War, but not wanting to ‘wear out her welcome’, the Black Fairy nearly jumped out of her boots when the Morrígan chuckled, “I know you have something you want to ask, but first, Alessandra my dear, let me reiterate that neither I nor anyone on the Jury of Others knew that the charges brought against your Mate were false. A great deal of black Magic was used to hide the true facts of the case from us, including Gwydion’s involvement. We believe, at least one other of the Celtic Pantheon was party to this heinous crime. Once again, please accept my apologies, and know that I will not let this matter rest until all involved have been prosecuted by our Courts, sentenced by the Jury of Others, and handled in the appropriate manner. And the Goddess Áine is also out for blood. I am sure Gwydion is glad to be protected in the Prison of the Others. My sister Goddess, is not one to be trifled with in such a brazen matter.” 
 
    “Thank you, Goddess,” Alex acquiesced. 
 
    Shocked as Creed let go of her hand and bowed deeply, her heart filled with untold joy as he vowed, “As always, Goddess, please know that the Paladin are at your service. If you ever have need of us, you only have to call.” 
 
    “Thank you, Commander Creed Mathers.” Smiling, the Morrígan continued, “You are a true Guardsman and loyal Paladin and for that, the Universe, Fate, and I will forever be grateful.” 
 
    Graciously bowing her head, the Goddess looked up and turned to Alex. “Now, what have you to ask of me, my dear Alessandra.” 
 
    “Umm, well…”   
 
    Chuckling, the sound like the twinkle of tiny silver bells, the Morrígan went on, “I have known your thoughts since before you were born, dear Fairy. You have been loyal to me and to the Jury of Others for nearly a millennium. If you have need of anything, you have only to ask.” 
 
    “I was wondering if… Umm, well…” Irritated with herself for being antsy before the Goddess, she finally took a deep breath and as she exhaled asked, “May I use the Eye of Dagda to transport, Amy, Creed and myself back to Valentine, Tx?” 
 
    “No need for such formality, it is the least I can do for you.” Raising her hand, the Morrígan paused and smiled, “Be happy, Alessandra, for there is no one I know deserves it more. Amaryllis is a formidable replacement, and all will be well.” Looking to Creed, the Goddess arched a single eyebrow. “As for you, Creed Mathers, take care of my former Síthiche Dubh, my favorite Fairy in all the universe. She is very special to me. And if any harm should come to her…” 
 
    “I understand, Great Goddess of War, Morrígan, she means the world to me as well. I will do everything in my power to make her happy and fill every day of our forever with love and laughter.” 
 
    “See that it is so, Paladin. See that it is so.” 
 
    No sooner had she uttered the words than was Alex, along with her sister and her Mate standing in the middle of the Fairies’ suite at Two Wolves B&B. Before she could open her mouth to comment on their quick journey, Amy ran into the bedroom, grabbed her backpack and raced towards the door. 
 
    “I’m heading down to meet Angela. We’re hangin’ out while you two…” Making air quotes and grinning like the cat that ate the canary, she went on, “…are getting to know each other.” Laughing out loud as she opened the door and headed into the hall, she added, “Call me if you need anything, but do not call me if you’re naked.” 
 
    “Why you…” 
 
    But the door was already closed before Alex could think up a witty comeback. Turning into Creed’s waiting arms, she looked up at the man she’d never thought she would find but was happier than she’d ever been to be with him and whispered, “Wanna get to know each other?” 
 
    “Oh, Alex, I thought you’d never ask,” he reverently whispered, sending fire racing through her veins as his lips took hers with the wild abandon of their life-affirming, all-encompassing connection.  
 
    Lost to his kiss, Alex heard the slam of a door somewhere in the back of her mind before her body was sensually sliding down his. Deepening his kiss, she felt the wall behind her as his hands slid from her waist, down her legs, and inside the waistband of her jeans as he removed them with only a thought. 
 
    Shockwaves rocked her body as the tips of Creed’s fingers left fiery trails on her heated thighs. Tearing her lips from his, Alex gasped as his index finger teased the tip of her aroused clit through the silk of her panties. 
 
    Legs spreading wider of their own volition as his finger moved with more determination and his teeth teased the lobe of her ear, Alex was sure she’d died and gone to Heaven when he murmured, “Tell me you want me, Mo ghrá. Tell me you need me as much as I need you.” 
 
    “Oh, Goddess…yes… Creed…” she panted, her nails biting into his shoulders as her head fell to the side and her hips rolled against his. 
 
    “Say it, Alessandra. Say the words.” Creed’s tone turned sensual and dark, more demanding and wanting, making her breath hitch and her body tremble. 
 
    Opening her mouth to answer, the Fairy instead groaned as his finger left her clit. Ready to beg for more, not wanting to ever be without his touch, Alex never had the chance to utter a single word as Creed ripped the panties from her body and slid not one but two fingers into her pussy. His thumb took up where his index finger left off, teasing her clit as his fingers moved in and out, making rational thought almost impossible. 
 
    “Open your eyes, Alex.” 
 
    At his commanding tone, her eyes snapped to his. Her Mate, her Dragon was strong and commanding. He had her best interests at heart and always would. What else could she want in a man, a lover…a Mate?  
 
    Creed Mathers was made just for her. He was perfect – everything she never knew she wanted. He completed her in every way. 
 
    With his fingers deep inside her, his thumb laying on her clit, Creed leveled his brilliant blue gaze and demanded, “Say it, Alessandra. Say it and we can be one.”  
 
    He moved closer. She could see the Dragon shining deep in his eyes – the one she’d already met and loved and knew loved her too. Her need to move, to chase the orgasm building within her, had her hips rolling forward of their own volition.  
 
    Creed growled low in his throat. His hand tightened on her hip. Shaking his head, his eyes glistening with barely contained want and desire, he ordered, “No, no, Mo chroí, not until you say the words I need to hear.” 
 
    Searching her lust-soaked mind for what he wanted, needed her to say, Alex breathily pleaded, “Please, Creed… Please... I need…”  
 
    The words froze on her lips, and her mind went blank as Creed leaned closer still. Moving the tips of his fingers deep inside her, he teased the sensitive bundle of nerves at the height of her channel, growling, “Yes, my love? What do you need? Who do you need?” 
 
    “You!” She screamed, swallowing his growls of triumph as his lips smashed to hers and his fingers began a furious pace in and out of her throbbing pussy.  
 
    Wild with passion, Alex climbed his body, rolled her hips and met her Mate thrust for thrust until she threw back her head and screamed her release. Still reeling from the most explosive orgasm in her already very long life, she struggled to breathe as Creed continued to tease her flesh with kisses while lifting her into his arms and making his way to the bed. 
 
    Feet once again on the hardwood floor, Creed pulled her sweater over her head as he growled, “Why didn’t I get rid of all these clothes earlier?”  
 
    Next, her bra went flying over his shoulder and once again her Dragon was kissing her as if she was the very air he breathed. Walking her backwards, deepening their kiss, he stopped only when the edge of the bed touched the back of her legs.  
 
    In one smooth motion, he sat her on the bed, stood to his full height of no less than six-foot-six and stripped the light-blue dress shirt from his body. At the sight of his amazing physique, her mouth watered and her brain damn near short-circuited.  
 
    Watching as he unzipped his pants, her fingers tingled with the need to help. Fighting the urge, needing to see the man the Universe had created for her blessedly naked, she held her breath and prayed for strength. Sitting completely still as he bent over and pushed the soft, worn denim of his jeans down his muscular thighs, Alex almost fainted when he stood up, his large, erect cock the only thing between them.  
 
    “Like what you see, Mo shìthiche beag dubh?” Closing the distance between them, Creed put one knee on the bed, momentarily breaking the trance his amazing physique inspired within her.  
 
    Eyes snapping to his face, she found the most gorgeous smile and the glow of his Dragon in the depth of his blue eyes. Deciding it was her turn to play, Alex leaned back on her elbows and slightly spread her legs, breathing, “Oh, yeah.” Letting her head fall to the side, she teased, “Come here and let me show you how much I like what I see, Mo Dhragon mòr làidir.” 
 
    Nodding as his smile widened, Creed leaned forward. “I’ll show you your big strong Dragon, my love. Today, tomorrow, and every day until the end of time.”  
 
    Hands sliding up her calves and under her thighs, he sniffed the air, rumbling, “You smell good enough to eat.”  
 
    Gently pulling her ass to the edge of the bed, Creed dropped to his knees and put her legs over his shoulder. Face hovering over her glistening curls, he winked, “I think I need to be sure.” 
 
    Before she could even think, the flat of his tongue touched the bottom of her slit, and he licked from top to bottom. Sucking her throbbing clit between his lips, he teased it with his teeth until Alex saw stars. Yelling his name, her fingers dove into his hair, and her hips flew off the bed. 
 
    Thrusting his tongue deep inside, Creed licked and sucked until Alex had no doubt that she was about to lose her mind. Needing more of what only her Mate could give her, she dug her heels into the space between his shoulder blades.  
 
    His tongue dove deeper. He curled the tip to tease her sensitive g-spot then pulled out to lick her outer lips and tease her clit before doing it all again. It was as if he knew what she needed even before she did. 
 
    Over and over Creed drove Alex higher and higher until she was crying out, begging for release. “Yes…oh yes… Creed, mo chroí…yes…” 
 
    Groaning his agreement with his lips against her heated body, Creed sent her arousal flying so high that when he pulled her clit into his mouth one last time and gently bit the tip, Alex could no longer hold back. Pulling fistfuls of his hair, she wailed his name as orgasm after orgasm threatened her very sanity.  
 
    Unable to think or breathe…only to feel and bask in the love of her one True Fated Mate, Alex held on with all her strength. Finally able to take a breath when he slowed his attention, she breathed, “So, this is love. Thank the Goddess, I found you.”  
 
    “Yes, Mo ghrá, thank the Heavens, the Universe, thank everyone that we are together.” 
 
    Slowly lowering first one leg then the other from his shoulders, Creed kissed the top of her thighs then each of her hips before tenderly making his way up her body. Caging her in with his hands on either side of her head, he smiled a very proud smile while leaning forward until his lips hovered just above hers as he breathed, “We’ll be doing that again…soon.”  
 
    The tip of his cock teased her body as he rolled his hips, igniting new fiery flames of arousal within her.   
 
    “But now,” he sighed, pushing just inside her pussy, the tip of his tongue teasing her upper lip. “I need you, Alessandra MacAskill-Mathers. I need all of you.”  
 
    Pushing further into her, Alex’s hips rolled forward as her ass pushed into the mattress in an effort to take all of him. Moaning at the sensation of being whole for the first time in her long life, Alex wrapped her legs around his waist. 
 
    With a raspy chuckle and cheeky grin, Creed pulled back just a bit and shook his head, “Easy, Alex. I want this to last as long as possible. The way you move that sexy body of yours around me is pure heaven. I might just explode long before I’m ready. I wouldn’t want you to think of me as a randy teenager.” 
 
    I don’t care. I want you, Creed. Now.” 
 
    Tired of waiting, needing to feel him moving inside her, claiming her from the inside out, she wrapped her legs tighter around his waist, held onto his shoulders and with all the strength she had, rolled them over. Stopping when she was straddling his lap with his cock buried deep inside her, Alex rolled her hips against his, loving the burn of her inner muscles as they stretched to accommodate her Mate’s size. 
 
    Following her lead, Creed’s hands closed over her waist Lifting his hips, her Mate moved slowly at first but quickly picked up the pace as passion shone brightly in his eyes. Holding her tight, her Dragon sat up, sucked her nipple into his mouth, and teased the hardened nipple with the tip of his tongue.  
 
    Lifting her up until his cock threatened to fall from her pussy, Alex growled, “No, please don’t,” just as Creed pressed her down until he was once again completely seated within her body. Fingers sliding down her hips onto her ass, he massaged her heated skin, urging her to rock back and forth on his cock.  
 
    “Yes, Alex, yes,” he groaned, the rough sound of his voice making her heart do a silly little pitter-pat for the first time ever.  
 
    Leaning forward, Creed kissed her lips and jaw, all the while rolling his hips in tempo with hers. Moving faster, her climax rushing to its peak, Alex nearly lost all control when he growled, “I love your body… your scent… your soul, an Sìthiche Dubh beag agam,” against her skin. His breathing was ragged as he added, “I want to bite this spot right here.” His tongue swirled at the base of her neck, where her pulse beat hard against her skin. “I want to mark you. I want the world to know you are mine.”  
 
    Her pussy contracted around him. His fingers bit into her hips as he lifted her from his lap, again dropping her onto his cock. Need rocketed through her body. Alex trembled with desire. There was no doubt she was melting from the inside out.  
 
    Riding the waves of her impending orgasm, she gave into the passion she knew only Creed could ever give her. Continuing to lift and impale her, speeding up with every move, his actions became jerky. His hands warmed upon her skin, hotter and hotter with every stroke of his cock. With one final push her Dragon buried himself as deep as he could at the same time his lips closed over her pulse and his canines pierced through her skin.  
 
    An orgasm, the likes of which she’d never thought possible burst through Alex like a runaway train. Pleasure surged through every fiber of her being. Dazed, confused, and blissfully in love, Creed’s cock pulsed inside her as he roared her name. 
 
    Pulling his teeth from her skin, he gently lifted her from his body, laying her head on the pillows at the head of the bed before laying down and facing her. Gently caressing her cheek, Creed tucked a stray hair behind her ear before kissing the tip of her nose and smiling, “I’m never letting you leave this bed.” 
 
    “The same goes for you, Mr. Mathers,” she lazily chuckled. “But I do have one question before we make love for the rest of forever.” 
 
    “And that would be?” 
 
    “Will you be mine forever and always?” 
 
    “I was tempted to ask you just that, but I couldn’t wait to make you mine.” 
 
    “So, is that a yes.” 
 
    “Oh, my love, that is a hell yes with a side of I’ll love you forever and an extra helping of thank you for tempting this old Dragon to believe in love.” 
 
    Laying her hand on his cheek and moving closer, she laid her lips to is and whispered into his mind, “I love you now, and I’ll love you forever and ever, Mr. Mather.” 
 
    “Amen, Mrs. MacAskill-Mathers. Amen.”  
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    Shifting Fate 
 
      
 
    He'll cheat fate to save the one he loves. 
 
      
 
    Noah L'Eveque is a werewolf who can’t shift. Only the eldest offspring of the pack have that ability, and his twin was the lucky one to be born first. 
 
      
 
    But Noah refuses to accept his fate. 
 
      
 
    As the alpha's sister, Amber Mason has six months to find a mate or the consequences for her family will be dire. 
 
      
 
    Noah has been in love with Amber since they were kids, and he’s determined to awaken his dormant wolf and help her fulfill her duty to the pack. 
 
      
 
    But achieving his dream comes at a cost he never considered. A new demonic threat has been awakened, and it's reigning terror on New Orleans. 
 
      
 
    If he can't vanquish the demon and keep his pack from discovering the truth about the fiend's appearance, it could mean the end of the Crescent City Wolf Pack. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
    France, early 1600s 
 
      
 
    Alrick’s heart raced as he approached the cathedral. His feet ached from the long journey, but it would soon be worth the pain. A full moon illuminated the stone architecture, the gargoyles perched atop the towers casting soft shadows in its light. A massive circular window was situated in the center of the structure, and three pointed archways held entrances to the chapel. 
 
    As instructed, Alrick passed by the doorways and made his way down the left side of the church to a small wooden door near the back. He pulled a folded piece of parchment from his pocket and hesitated to perform the secret knock. 
 
    Once he passed through this threshold, there would be no turning back. 
 
    But he owed it to his country and his people. Vile creatures had been allowed to run rampant in the villages for long enough. Magic was an abomination, and it needed to be wiped from the face of the earth. The forsaken must be destroyed. 
 
    With a deep inhale, he rapped the rhythm on the wood. The door swung open to reveal a long, dark corridor. Torchlight flickered some twenty meters ahead, and as he stepped through the entrance, the door slammed shut behind him. The hall made a sharp left turn where the torch burned, and he followed it to a set of stone steps leading down beneath the main floor.  
 
    Excitement hummed in his veins as he descended the staircase. The Sect recruited only the most skilled warriors for its new supernatural army, and Alrick was among the first to receive an invitation. He accepted without hesitation, for how could he refuse being part of the dawn of a new age? An age without magic smearing the face of humanity. 
 
    Marie’s words echoed in his mind as he reached the bottom of the stairs, and he paused again. “You don’t have to do this, Alrick,” she’d said. “If you love me, you can find it in yourself to love all beings, mundane and magical alike.” 
 
    He was indeed in love with Marie, but he loved the woman, not the witch. His feelings for her had bloomed before he had learned about her magic, and he had continued to care for her in spite of her abominable powers. If there were a way to strip the magic from her soul, he would have done so. Alas, leaving her was his only option. To do otherwise would be duplicitous. 
 
    Pushing thoughts of the witch from his mind, he continued toward a foreboding set of arched double doors. He knocked the secret rhythm on the wood once more, and the sound of a lock disengaging echoed through the corridor. A man in a deep red robe opened one of the doors and motioned for Alrick to enter. 
 
    Five men, warriors from neighboring villages, stood in a line in front of a raised dais. Seven Sect leaders, all in red robes, save for the Supreme, who wore black, sat in ornately carved wooden chairs atop the platform. As Alrick joined the men, the Supreme rose and lifted his hands. Alrick and the others dropped to one knee, bowing their heads in reverence. 
 
    “It is with great pride that I, the Supreme Leader of the Sect, initiate the first order of the gargoyle warriors. Your sacrifice for the greater good will forever be remembered and honored. Please rise and remove your doublets and jerkins.” 
 
    Alrick did as requested, stripping until he stood before the Supreme in only his breeches and boots. 
 
    “Magic is a plague on this land, and you, my brothers, will end its reign. Behold.” The Supreme descended from the dais and strode toward a great red crystal, at least two meters in diameter, sitting on a stone platform. 
 
    “This is Thropynite, the stone that will enable a demon to fuse with your soul. Once the fusion takes place, you will be granted shapeshifting abilities and become the greatest warriors known to man. Under the cover of night, you will transform into your demon and raid the villages, killing everyone suspected of practicing magic. Witches, sorcerers, werewolves, and the like will cower at your feet, but you will show them no mercy, for…” 
 
    “The Sect is the one true creed, the Supreme our only leader,” they all said in unison. 
 
    “As you are aware, your sacrifice is great. When the earth has been rid of magic, you, as magical beings, will be destroyed. Is this sacrifice done willingly?” 
 
    “Yes, Supreme.” Adrenaline coursed through Alrick’s veins. The ultimate sacrifice for the ultimate act of faith. 
 
    “Proceed.” The Supreme nodded to a Sect member who wore thick leather gloves and a mask. The man used a chisel to break off five pieces of the red stone. With each hit of the hammer, a thunderous boom echoed in the chamber and sparks ignited, illuminating the dimly lit room as if lightning had struck. 
 
    “Who shall be the first to accept his initiation?” 
 
    Without hesitation, Alrick stepped forward. “I will, Supreme.” 
 
    The Supreme inclined his chin. “Very well.” 
 
    Two men took Alrick by the arms and escorted him to a circle carved into the stone floor. A five-pointed star occupied the diameter, and they positioned him in the center of the shape before forcing him to his knees. Alrick obeyed willingly, for he was about to become the first gargoyle warrior for the Sect, an honor he not only deserved, but one he would treasure for the rest of his existence. 
 
    The Supreme drew his hood onto his head and read from a leather-bound book. He spoke Latin, a language the warriors did not understand, but as the atmosphere in the room thickened, the intent behind his words was clear. 
 
    Holding a dagger horizontally in both hands, the Supreme chanted and then kissed the blade. He handed it to a Sect member, who entered the circle and pressed the tip to Alrick’s sternum. Alrick clenched his jaw as the blade pierced his skin. A burning sensation spread through his chest, and the Sect member dragged the tip downward, opening his flesh. 
 
    Alrick held in his groan. He had sustained far worse injuries on the battlefield, yet the pain from this small incision ricocheted through his body, making him want to scream in agony. He gritted his teeth, for a true warrior never showed weakness. 
 
    The Sect member placed the shard of Thropynite into the wound, and the pain intensified threefold. A traitorous moan escaped Alrick’s lips, and the Sect member squeezed his shoulder. 
 
    “It will be over soon, my friend.” 
 
    The Supreme resumed his chant, filling the room again with the energy of lightning. Blood dripped down the center of Alrick’s chest, the stone sizzling inside the lesion. A low vibration filled the air, increasing in volume until all he heard was the hum throbbing in his ears. 
 
    Alrick’s heart raced, and as he peered at his torso, the trail of blood reversed direction, flowing upward and returning to his wound. The circle and star ignited, a wall of fire surrounding him, licking upward to the ceiling. His blood ran cold as the heat, hot as the fires of hell itself, consumed him. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut, willing his body to bear the pain of being burned alive, when a guttural roar filled his ears. He opened his eyes to find a demonic spirit floating in front of him. Black smoke swirled, taking the shape of a gargoyle, its grotesque mouth, much too big for its face, curling upward into a menacing smile. 
 
    Alrick’s body tensed in fear. He wanted to run, for even a celebrated warrior like himself was no match for a creature without a physical body. But he was frozen to the spot. The demon snarled, and Alrick swallowed the sensation of a lump of burning coal from his throat. 
 
    The Supreme’s chanting rose above the noise, and the demon shot toward Alrick, the impact knocking him onto his back. He lay prone, unable to move as the fiend invaded his body, battling with his psyche. 
 
    Alrick felt hands on his arms, though his vision had tunneled to mere pinpricks of light. The sensation of being dragged registered in his mind. His arm was lifted, his hand placed against a smooth stone. Another flash of agonizing pain. His chest tightened, the wound healing instantly, the shard of stone embedding in his skin. 
 
    As the demon fused with his soul, his hatred of the forsaken grew tenfold. Burning anger seethed in his veins, and he rose, bowing his head to the one true leader. “On my life and my honor, I vow not to stop until every last trace of magic has been vanquished from this earth.” 
 
    The Supreme bowed in return. “Take your place by my side, brother, as we initiate the others. Your faith has earned you the title of general in our army.” 
 
    The gargoyle warriors began their crusade that very night. Alrick could never have dreamed the satisfaction he’d feel as he tore the forsaken limb from limb. The taste of their blood on his tongue. The sensation of their bones snapping beneath his fingers. The pleasure almost masked the ache in his heart for the one he’d left behind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    With the magic of the full moon humming in his veins, Noah L’Eveque paused on the corner of Royal and St. Philip, across the street from O’Malley’s Pub. Tilting his head toward the sky, he inhaled deeply, closing his eyes and focusing on the low vibration in his muscles, the faintest hint of the nearly imperceptible shifter magic flowing through his soul. 
 
    Sticky summer air clung to his skin, and as a bead of sweat rolled down his forehead, he flicked it away with a finger. He could almost feel the blast of chilly air that would greet him in the doorway of O’Malley’s as he stepped inside, and the draw of his pack’s headquarters had his legs moving toward the building involuntarily. 
 
    He stopped on the edge of the sidewalk and peered through the window at the activity inside. While the shifters of the pack followed the call of their wolves to the forest to hunt, the rest of them—Noah included—felt little more than an extra burst of energy in their magic this time of the month. A dozen people—all second-borns or non-shifting mates—gathered around the bar, talking and imbibing the free drinks offered monthly, every full moon.  
 
    Who said shifters had all the fun? 
 
    Normally, Noah would have been inside with them, enjoying the comradery of his fellow second-born weres. He hadn’t missed a full moon gathering in as long as he could remember, but tonight, he couldn’t bring himself to step inside. 
 
    And it was no mystery why. 
 
    Amber, the alpha’s sister, stood behind the bar, laughing with the others, her blue eyes sparkling with her smile. She’d swept her light golden-brown hair into a ponytail, revealing the delicate curve of her neck, and as she glanced at her watch and bit her bottom lip, an ache expanded in Noah’s chest. 
 
    Her shift would be ending soon, and if he went in now, she’d join him at the bar, stay there with him ’til closing time, long after the others called it a night, and make him feel things he shouldn’t for a woman in the alpha line. 
 
    His feelings had intensified so much over the past few months, he could hardly look at her without the crushing need to sweep her into his arms and make her his. But Amber deserved better. She’d made that clear. With alpha blood flowing through her veins, she should be with a shifting wolf. 
 
    Fuck. His hands curled into fists. Noah should have been a shifting wolf, goddammit, and if fate hadn’t played games with his future, Amber would be his mate by now.  
 
    Only first-born werewolves gained the ability to shift…around the age of thirteen…except in a case like Noah’s. His older sister was his twin, and if they’d been born closer together, they both would have become shifters. But Noah was breech, and the umbilical cord was wrapped around his neck, complicating his birth. He didn’t make his appearance into the world until half an hour later…too late for his magic to activate his wolf gene, leaving him no better than any other second-born werewolf. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, he strode past the entrance and made a left on Bourbon Street, heading into the heart of the French Quarter. He needed to get the woman off his mind, and with his friends out hunting, the excitement of New Orleans’ most famous street was the next best distraction. 
 
    He wiped the scowl from his face, straightening his spine as he strolled into the throng of people and pushing the what-ifs from his mind. It is what it is. Focusing on what was, rather than wallowing in what should have been, had served him well enough. Being angry at fate didn’t do anyone any good. Besides…things might be changing for him soon. 
 
    Laughter and chatter drifted on the air, and the brassy sounds of a jazz band blasted from the open door of a club on the corner. He stopped at the to-go window and bought a beer. Chilled air seeped out from the inside, taming the Louisiana heat as the bartender filled a plastic cup with frothy goodness. Noah took a long sip, savoring the cool, bubbly liquid as it slid down his throat, and he continued on his way. 
 
    There was no better place than Bourbon Street for people-watching. College-age partiers all the way up through the occasional couple in their seventies came here to forget their worries and indulge in a bit of sin before heading back to the monotony of real life. The energy of the city called to people, enticing them to tear down their walls and let the good times roll. 
 
    “Laissez le bons temps rouler.” Noah chugged his beer and tossed the cup in a trash can before stepping inside a club. A cover band blasted an early 2000s pop hit from a small stage near the entrance, and three women in their forties laughed as they danced, trying to entice their husbands to join them on the floor. 
 
    Noah made his way toward the bar, but he stopped short when a brunette backed against a wall caught his eye. She gripped her beer bottle, her nails digging into the label as her gaze darted about the room, looking at anything but the hulking man who had her cornered. She swallowed hard, and a nervous giggle bubbled from her throat. The asshole took it as an invitation, reaching toward her and running his fingers down her cheek. 
 
    Without a second thought, Noah moved toward them. If he were a shifter, his mere presence would be enough to intimidate the man into backing off, but he wasn’t. He’d have to get creative. 
 
    “Hey, sis, sorry I’m late.” He held out his arms in an invitation for a hug. 
 
    The woman furrowed her brow at first, but as the asshole crossed his arms and puffed out his chest, she recognized Noah’s attempt and stepped into his embrace. “I thought you’d never get here.” 
 
    She hugged him quickly and stayed by his side, forcing a smile. “What took you so long?” 
 
    “Got hung up on the jobsite.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Who’s your friend?” 
 
    The man grunted, took a swig of his beer, and, as he stomped away, Noah couldn’t help himself. He called on his magic, gathering the energy into his hand until he could feel the atoms in the atmosphere. With a flick of his fingers, he nudged the man’s foot with his power, causing it to catch on his other ankle and making him stumble. 
 
    The man caught himself, inflating his chest and looking around as if to be sure no one was laughing at him. Noah held in a chuckle. Served the bastard right. He should’ve sent him flat on his face. 
 
    All second-born weres possessed a psychic ability. Some were empaths, while others could talk to the dead or get glimpses of the future. Noah’s telekinesis was a power many envied, but he would give it up in a heartbeat to awaken his inner wolf. Maybe someday… 
 
    As the man disappeared into the crowd, the woman’s breath came out in a rush. “Thank you for that.” 
 
    Noah released her shoulder. “You looked like you needed a little help. Are you here alone?” 
 
    “My friend is in the restroom.” She held out her hand to shake, and a flirtatious smile curved her lips. “I’m Tiffany.” 
 
    He accepted. “Noah.” Her skin was warm, but no magical energy sparked from it. Like ninety percent of the people in New Orleans, she was pure human. Her wavy hair brushed her shoulders, and as he released her hand, she tucked one side behind her ear. 
 
    “Jeez, Tiff. I leave for five minutes, and you’ve already picked up a guy. I hope he has a friend,” a blonde with dark brown eyes said as she approached them. 
 
    Tiffany laughed and clinked the neck of her beer bottle against her friend’s. “This is Noah. He saved me from a drunk. Noah, this is Caitlyn.” 
 
    “Hey.” She nodded at him and turned to Tiffany. “This place is lame. Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    “Okay.” Tiffany tossed her bottle in the trash and tilted her head at Noah. “Do you want to come with us?” 
 
    “Do you have a friend?” Caitlyn batted her lashes. 
 
    “It’s just me tonight, I’m afraid.”  
 
    Tiffany bit her bottom lip and swept her gaze down his body. This could be just the distraction he needed. 
 
    “Hmm…” Caitlyn shrugged. “I suppose we can share. Come on.” She linked her arm through his and tugged him toward the door. Tiffany clutched his other bicep and followed. 
 
    Noah instinctively glanced over his shoulder and found the drunk from earlier glaring at them as they made their way toward the exit. With a flick of his hand behind his back, Noah knocked the bottom of the guy’s glass, spilling his drink down the front of his shirt. 
 
    It’s not parlor magic. His buddy James’s words echoed in his mind. It’s a unique werewolf gift. 
 
    Not the gift Noah was meant to have… 
 
    But he made do with the magic he was given. 
 
    He chuckled as they exited the club and turned toward the next one, but his chest tightened, giving him pause. He had an attractive woman on each arm, and a few months ago, he would have been so down for this. Now, he couldn’t stop imagining Amber’s disappointed expression as she chewed her lip and glanced at her watch earlier this evening. 
 
    He was supposed to be there with her. He was always there for her. What the hell was his problem now? 
 
    He tugged his arms from the women’s grasp. “It was nice meeting you ladies, but I think I’m going to call it a night.” 
 
    “But it’s early…” Tiffany said, disappointment evident in her eyes. 
 
    “I have somewhere to be. Y’all stay safe tonight. Stay together.” He nodded and strode to the other side of the street before they could argue more. 
 
    Tugging his phone from his pocket, he glanced at the time and cursed under his breath. He needed to march his sorry ass back to O’Malley’s and spend the evening with Amber like he had every full moon since gods-knew-when. He should wad up his emotions, shove them into the darkest corner of his mind, and be the best friend he was supposed to be. That was all she wanted from him. 
 
    He, Amber, and his twin sister, Nylah, had been inseparable since they were kids. Nylah going rogue shouldn’t have changed things between Amber and him. He’d always had feelings for her, from the time he was old enough to understand what feelings were. 
 
    They weren’t reciprocated, and he understood why. A telekinetic second-born had no place in the alpha line. Amber should mate with a dominant shifter, someone who would pass on the genes a true leader needed. 
 
    He’d hinted at his feelings for her once, and she’d shut him down quickly. “I’m so glad we’re friends,” she’d said. “It’s nice not having to worry that you’re after me for my pack status.” That was when things had gotten awkward, and he’d needed to put an end to that. He could never be the werewolf she needed, but he could be her friend. 
 
    “Where is she?” A woman’s frantic voice drew his attention down the street. “Goddammit, Mitch, where did she go?” 
 
    The woman, in her fifties or sixties, with platinum hair and a thick coating of blue eyeshadow, clutched a bouncer’s shoulder outside a strip club and gave him a shake. “You’re supposed to take care of my girls.” 
 
    Mitch shrugged off her grasp and stalked to the end of the building, peering at the closed gate blocking the alley before marching back. “A guy dropped his wallet. I stepped inside for half a minute to return it, and when I came out, she was gone.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Angel. She probably got a good offer from a tourist.” 
 
    Angel shook her finger in his face. “My girls are not prostitutes. They’re dancers.” 
 
    Shoving his hands in his pockets, Noah shuffled toward the gate and nudged it with his shoulder. It swung freely, so he slipped inside the alley, freezing as the coppery scent of fresh blood assaulted his senses. Though his night vision wasn’t nearly as sharp as a shifter’s, there was no mistaking the heap of flesh lying crumpled at the end of the passageway. 
 
    Pulse thrumming, he moved toward it, his gaze darting about the darkened corridor, searching for the culprit. Muffled music from Bourbon Street filtered in through the gate, masking any sounds of retreat, and a trash can overflowing with three-day-old garbage made it impossible for him to catch a scent. He focused his magic into his skin, feeling the hum of the atmosphere around him. No living energy interrupted the flow. Whoever did this was long gone. 
 
    He crept toward the body, covering his mouth as he took in the gory scene. The woman lay on her back, her right leg bent at an unnatural angle. Blood soaked her once-blue satin bra, and in her chest, a jagged, gaping hole was all that remained where her heart used to be. 
 
    His stomach turned, and his hand trembled as he dialed the alpha’s mate and pressed the phone to his ear. 
 
    “Detective Mason speaking.” 
 
    He swallowed the lump from his throat. “Macey, it’s Noah. I found a body in the Quarter. It looks supernatural.” He described the scene and the events leading up to it. 
 
    “Have you contacted Luke?” 
 
    “I will. I don’t think her boss has even called the police yet. The killer is long gone, so I thought you should know.” 
 
    “Who’s on patrol with you? Cade or James?” 
 
    He hesitated to tell her the real reason he hadn’t called the alpha first. “I’m…alone.” 
 
    She missed a beat in her response. “You’re patrolling by yourself?” The wariness in her voice was a knife to his heart. Non-shifters weren’t allowed to patrol alone. Macey was the only exception, and that was because she’d been a detective for longer than she’d known she was a second-born werewolf. 
 
    “I was at a bar across the street, saw the commotion, and came to check it out.” The last thing he needed was to get into trouble with the alpha. His position on the hunting team was fragile as it was. 
 
    “Okay.” Relief was evident in her voice. 
 
    “Don’t worry. You don’t have to report me.” 
 
    She paused, the sound of a car door slamming through the receiver filling the silence. “It’s not a law I agree with, if that makes you feel any better.” 
 
    “Thanks. What do you want me to do?” He looked around for any signs of the culprit but found nothing. Whatever took this woman’s heart had to have massive claws or a wicked weapon. 
 
    “Get out of the alley and call Luke. If you can’t reach him, follow the chain. I’ll take care of the humans.” 
 
    “Hey!” Angel’s voice echoed down the alley. “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Shit.” He flicked his wrist, swinging the gate toward her and knocking her back into the street. He cringed at the sound of flesh hitting pavement and scrambled to climb the fence. 
 
    “Get back here, fucker!” Mitch plowed through the gate as Noah’s foot slipped. 
 
    He fell to the ground, smacking his head on the cobblestone, and his vision swam. Mitch hauled him up, slamming him against the brick wall. 
 
    “What did you do to her, you sick bastard?” Mitch pressed his forearm into Noah’s chest, squeezing the breath from his lungs. 
 
    Shit. What now? He glanced around the alley, searching for something he could grab with his mind to fight back, but Angel’s agonizing wail pulled his attention to the body. 
 
    “Bridget!” She dropped to her knees, folding forward at the waist and covering her face. “Oh my God, someone call the police.” 
 
    Half a dozen dancers hesitated at the alley entrance before creeping forward, their faces pale, expressions distorted in shock as sirens blared in the distance. 
 
    Noah was toast. He stopped struggling, and Mitch eased off his chest enough for him to speak. “I didn’t touch her. The alley gate was open, so I came in to look for her.” 
 
    Mitch’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Save it for the police.” 
 
    Another bouncer, even meatier than Mitch, if that were possible, sidestepped around the dancers and grabbed Noah’s arm. He could have fought back, but his second-born strength was no match for these beefcakes. Noah would have to use his magic to have any chance of winning, and he couldn’t do that in front of all these people. 
 
    Instead, he let them drag him to the street and cooperated as the police put him in handcuffs. Tiffany and Caitlyn, the women he’d met at the bar, stood on the sidewalk a few feet away, but he couldn’t meet their eyes. 
 
    He had royally fucked up. Whatever the human cops had planned for him would pale in comparison to the punishment waiting for him once he returned to the pack. This was the reason non-shifters weren’t allowed to patrol alone. They lacked the speed and strength to get out of situations like this. A shifter never would have been caught. 
 
    As the officer guided him into the back of the squad car, he caught a glimpse of Macey’s face before she headed into the alley. The disappointment and pity in her eyes was enough to tear him in two. 
 
    A werewolf arrested by the human police. He was a disgrace to his pack. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    Amber Mason strolled next to her mother up St. Philip Street toward O’Malley’s Pub. The hot June sun beat down on them, heating the top of her head and making her reconsider the bar’s standard black uniform. It was too damn hot for dark colors. 
 
    The surprise lunch visit had been pleasant, her mom filling her in on her parents’ move to Jackson, Mississippi, and how her dad was settling into his new role in the werewolf national congress. They talked about family and how Amber was handling running the bar on her own, Debbie placing just enough emphasis on the on her own part to make it clear this visit wasn’t simply social. 
 
    But Amber wasn’t taking the bait. If her mom had something to say about her current relationship status—or lack thereof—she’d have to work it into the conversation on her own. Amber sure as hell wasn’t bringing it up. 
 
    “How long are you in town for?” She opened the door and gestured for her mom to go inside. 
 
    Debbie paused and looked at her, tilting her head and giving her that I can’t believe you haven’t found a man look. It was unmistakable: the way her brows drew together and lifted at the same time, the twitch as the corners of her mouth tried to pull into a frown but she forced them upward into an awkward smile. 
 
    It was the look of pity, and though Amber favored her mom, with the same light-brown hair and blue eyes, she tried her best to avoid the facial expressions that somehow cut deeper than words. 
 
    Her mom placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze before she stepped through the door. “Just for the afternoon. I’m heading to Lake Charles to visit Vanessa this evening and staying a few nights there.” 
 
    Chilled air blasted Amber’s skin as she crossed the threshold, a welcome relief from the sauna of the Louisiana summer. Shaded lights hung from exposed beams in the ceiling, giving the quiet bar a dark, smoky haze. A couple sat in the corner, sharing an order of loaded fries and a pitcher of beer, and Chase stood behind the bar, chopping a lemon. 
 
    He lifted his head and grinned as he caught sight of Debbie. “Afternoon, Mrs. Mason. Where’s the old man? You leave him behind this time?” He stood on a plastic crate and leaned over the bar, stretching out his arms in invitation. 
 
    Debbie smiled and leaned in to hug him across the bar. “Us girls need to have a little fun without our mates every now and then. How are you and your witch?” 
 
    Chase chuckled and rubbed a hand down his dark beard. “We’re good. Perfect, in fact.” 
 
    “I’m so glad you found someone.” She gave Amber the side-eye and leaned against a barstool, crossing her arms over her pressed white blouse. 
 
    Amber fought her eye roll. “I’d offer you a drink, Mom, but since you’re driving, we better not. I’ll tell Luke you said hi.” 
 
    “Actually…” 
 
    Oh lord. Here it comes. She’d all but dismissed the woman. Couldn’t she go on her way without bringing up the inevitable? 
 
    “I was hoping we could talk somewhere privately about a family matter.” 
 
    Apparently, she couldn’t. Amber rolled the stiffness from her neck. The headache this conversation would bring was already inching its way into the base of her skull. 
 
    She gestured to the side door. “We can go in Luke’s office. There’s more room in there.” And it wasn’t in the same state of perpetual disarray as her own office. She didn’t need to give her mom anything else to chide her for. 
 
    Debbie strode toward the door. “Is your brother here? That would be even better.” 
 
    I wish. Luke would make the perfect buffer for this conversation. He’d been through all this with their parents already. “He’s on a jobsite.” 
 
    “Too bad.” 
 
    Amber followed her mom through the swinging door, down a short flight of brick steps, and into the back corridor. A storage room filled with cases of beer and restaurant supplies opened up on the right, and she reached across to the left, pulling her office door shut as she passed it. 
 
    The alpha’s office lay just beyond the storage room, and Debbie didn’t stop to knock before she pushed the door open and disappeared inside. Amber stood in the entrance as her mom ran a hand across the back of a green chair, a sad smile playing on her lips as she stepped toward the massive oak desk and picked up a small Eiffel Tower figurine on the corner. 
 
    “I remember when this was your father’s office.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, it wasn’t that long ago.” She dropped into a chair and crossed her legs. “What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    That same scrunched-brow look of pity contorted Debbie’s features. “You’re twenty-nine years old, sweetheart.” 
 
    She folded her hands in her lap. “Last time I checked.” 
 
    A small chuckle emanated from her mom’s throat. “You get your sarcasm from your father.” 
 
    “And his alpha blood and all the laws that come with it. Is that what you wanted to talk about?” 
 
    Debbie laced her fingers together and leaned against the desk. “You’re obligated to take a mate by the time you turn thirty.” 
 
    “Which is ridiculous.” 
 
    She held up her hands. “It’s not my place to agree or disagree with the law, but it is the law. I don’t want you to go through what your brother did if you wait until the last minute.” 
 
    “You mean when he found his fate-bound, but the law almost forced him to mate with someone else when they ran into trouble? Don’t worry, Mom. That’ll never happen.” Amber wasn’t meant to be anyone’s fated mate. If a wolf in the pack was going to claim her, it would have happened by now. “No one wants me.” 
 
    “That’s not true. Any man in the pack…in any pack…would be happy to take you as his mate. You have—” 
 
    “Alpha blood. I know.” And that was the perfect reason to spend the rest of her life with someone, wasn’t it? Not because he loved her, but because she could bring him into the inner circle, give him a child with alpha blood. No, thank you. 
 
    “It’s within your brother’s authority to select someone for you.” 
 
    Amber’s mouth dropped open. Was her mother actually suggesting she let Luke assign someone the task of mating with her? 
 
    Debbie slid into the chair next to her and patted her knee. “He would never choose your mate, dear, but if there’s someone you had in mind, he could…” She shrugged. 
 
    “Do you hear yourself, Mother? If I were a man, would you suggest I force a woman to become my mate? Take away her choice, her free will?” Her parents were so old school it was a wonder she and Luke turned out the way they did. This wasn’t her father’s pack anymore, and she would not succumb to these crusty old antiquated laws. 
 
    “No, that would be different.” 
 
    “It’s exactly the same.” 
 
    Her mother pursed her lips and blew out an irritated breath through her nose. “Your brother nearly brought shame upon our family…in front of the congress, no less. If things hadn’t worked out for him the way they did, the congress could have brought in new leadership. Our family could have been exiled.” 
 
    Her heart sank. Luke had to have a mate to become alpha. While Amber would never hold any position of authority, it was her obligation to ensure the bloodline continued undiluted.  
 
    “Your father could lose his place on the congress if you… Please don’t put our family in another situation like that.” 
 
    “I won’t. I’ve got plenty of time to find someone I can stomach spending the rest of my life with.” 
 
    Her mom frowned. “You have six months.” 
 
    Amber’s smile faded, and she placed her hand on Debbie’s. Where had the time gone? “I won’t let you down.” 
 
    Her mom rested her free hand on top of hers. “You never have. If there aren’t any men in the pack who pique your interest, we could plan a soiree. Plenty of men from the neighboring packs would love to meet you.” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not. This isn’t the 1800s.” She tugged her hand from her mother’s grasp and stood, pacing around the desk. No way in hell would she allow herself to be put on display like that. She was a grown woman, for Christ’s sake. 
 
    Debbie nodded. “You’re right. That would make you look desperate.” 
 
    “Which I’m not.” She’d dated a couple of pack members when she was in her early twenties. It had quickly become obvious they were more interested in her position than her personality when they preferred having dinner with her parents over spending time alone with her. 
 
    “No, you’re not.” That damned look of pity crossed her mother’s face again before she smoothed her features and rose to her feet. “I had better hit the road. I’ve got an early dinner reservation.” She glided toward the door, pausing and turning to Amber. “I almost forgot to ask. How’s Noah? You didn’t mention him at lunch.” 
 
    A flutter formed in her stomach, but it quickly turned sour. “I haven’t heard from him in nearly a month.” 
 
    “That’s odd. He’s one of your best friends.” 
 
    Was one of her best friends. When he skipped the full moon gathering last month, she’d assumed he was on patrol with Cade or James. But when he didn’t respond to her texts the next few days, she’d received the message loud and clear. 
 
    “I think he must have met someone.” Saying it out loud, the words solidified into steel and pierced her heart. Noah was never serious about anything, especially dating. Whoever was occupying his time these days must have had her hooks in him deep. 
 
    Her mother’s pity face twisted the blade. “I’m sure he would have told you if that were the case. Noah’s kindness and concern for others are some of his best qualities. Wonderful qualities for a potential mate.” She raised a brow. 
 
    If she was trying to plant a seed in Amber’s mind, she was wasting her time. The idea that her feelings for Noah ran deeper than friendship had sprouted a while ago, but right before she could express her interest in him, something about their relationship had changed. He’d backed off, acting awkward around her. She didn’t dare risk ruining their friendship by trying again. He was the only single man in the pack who didn’t look at her as a breeding machine. 
 
    Amber crossed her arms. “I’m sure he’ll make a great mate for someone someday.” 
 
    Debbie’s lips curved into a sly smile. “I’m sure he will. Give your brother a hug for me. I’m sorry I missed him.” She blew a kiss to Amber and slipped into the hall. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, Amber shuffled to the door, waiting until her mom exited into the bar before making her way to her own office. She dropped into a high-backed leather chair, spinning in a circle as she chewed her bottom lip. As the chair came back around to face the desk, she planted her feet on the floor and let her elbows thunk on the wooden surface. 
 
    She inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly, willing the tension in her shoulders to ease. That conversation could have been worse. At least this time her mother didn’t suggest she lay off the fatty bar food if she ever wanted to land a man. Still, the insinuation that Amber’s greatest contribution to the pack would be having a baby sat sour in her stomach like expired buttermilk. 
 
    Her second-born psychic ability was occasionally useful. So what if she only had gut feelings about the future and could rarely give specifics? She’d given the pack a heads up about danger on several occasions. Who knew what would have happened if she hadn’t? And she ran this bar and maintained the offices and innerworkings of the pack headquarters. This place would fall apart without her, dammit. She didn’t have time to fuss with a man. 
 
    Unless that man was Noah.  
 
    Fisting her hands, she pressed her knuckles against her brow, squeezing her eyes shut and willing the thoughts away. But her will didn’t work on her feelings for her friend any more than it did on easing the tension creeping toward her temples. 
 
    Her mother was right about one thing: Noah did have all the qualities of a good mate. He was kind, honest, funny, smart, and… Lately she’d begun to find him physically attractive as well, which was weird. Growing up, even when the other girls in school were fawning over him, she’d never thought of him in that way. 
 
    Something had changed in the past year, though, and now she couldn’t look at the man without a smile tugging at her lips and warmth blooming in her belly. He had thick, auburn hair she wanted to run her fingers through and dark brown eyes she could imagine sparkling with mischief in the bedroom. A shiver shimmied up her spine. 
 
     Maybe it was hormones…what shifters called their mating instinct. Amber’s wolf was dormant, but it was possible she still had the reflexes. She was getting dangerously close to thirty, and while the arbitrary deadline placed on her was fabricated by the ancient geezers in the congress, most werewolves did find their mates around this age. 
 
    After watching her brother find so much happiness with his fate-bound, Amber decided she would never mate with a shifter unless his wolf claimed her as his own fate-bound. She couldn’t take that opportunity away from any man. It wouldn’t be fair. 
 
    Noah’s wolf was dormant too, so it didn’t matter that he hadn’t claimed her. He wouldn’t be claiming anyone. Not as a fate-bound…but perhaps as a soulmate just the same. Even humans believed in that concept, so why not? 
 
    Whatever it was, she couldn’t deny she had feelings for her best friend. She also couldn’t deny the jealousy burning in her chest at the thought of him spending so much time with another woman. He could’ve at least had the decency to reply to Amber’s text and let her know he’d be indisposed for the rest of his life. 
 
    Especially after what happened with Nylah. Amber and Noah had both been crushed when his twin went rogue, abandoning them without so much as a goodbye. 
 
    It seemed hasty departures ran in the family. 
 
    She snatched the pile of papers strewn across her desk and shuffled them into a neat stack, tapping the edge against the wood to even them out. It was time to get her life in order. She had an obligation to the pack, and pining over a man who was obviously not interested in her would only hold her back. 
 
    The office phone rang with an internal call, and she hit the speaker button. “Yes?” 
 
    “Shipment just came in,” Chase said. “If you’ll man the bar, I’ll move the cases to storage.” 
 
    “On my way.” She ended the call and rose to her feet, stretching her arms above her head before rolling her neck and straightening her spine. Her mother was gone, so she could forget all about the ordeal…until her next visit. 
 
    She strode through the hallway into the bar, where Chase had stacked four cases of Abita onto a dolly, and the front door swung open before Luke stepped through. She took two strides toward her brother, but Noah entered the bar behind him. Her heart slammed against her chest, and she froze. He hadn’t spoken to her in nearly a month, and now he showed up at her bar? Oh, hell no. 
 
    “You can stay here, Chase. I’ll move this to the back.” With her foot on the crossbar, she pulled the dolly toward her, angling it onto its wheels. 
 
    “You sure?” Chase asked. “It’s heavy.” 
 
    “I’ve got it.” She glanced at Noah, and his eyes brightened. Before she could get sucked into their depths, she trained her gaze on the floor and hurried through the door to the storage room. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    Noah’s chest tightened the moment he looked into Amber’s crystal blue eyes, all the feelings he had for her—which he’d tried to wad up and shove deep down inside him over the past month—bubbling to the surface and making his heart ache. 
 
    He didn’t realize how much he’d missed her until now, and when she turned on her heel, hurrying to the back without even acknowledging him, all the effort he’d made to squelch his emotions dissolved like a sugar cube in a cup of hot coffee. Ouch. 
 
    “Great to have you back, man.” Chase nodded from behind the bar, and Noah glimpsed a new tattoo near his collarbone. The letters R and A in a cursive script disappeared behind his shirt, most likely his mate’s name: Rain. What else had Noah missed in his absence? 
 
     He followed Luke through a side door and down the brick-lined hallway into the alpha’s office. His stomach soured as he sank into the green vinyl chair. The last time he set foot in the pack headquarters, he was put on a three-week-long probation—a light sentence for his transgression. He was essentially under house arrest, not allowed to communicate with anyone in the pack, aside from his immediate family, and only allowed to leave his home for work. Even then, he’d had to stay by Luke’s side like a puppy on a leash at the jobsites. 
 
    Noah worked for Luke’s construction company, so lucky him, he got to be babysat by the alpha himself. To say it was humiliating was an understatement.  
 
    The police still hadn’t found the killer, not that they would. The murder had supernatural written all over it. It was a good thing both the alpha’s mate and her brother-in-law were on the human police force. They were able to pull some strings and get Noah released with no charges filed. 
 
    Now, he’d served his punishment for breaking pack law, and he could have his life back. Lesson learned. 
 
    Luke sat in a black office chair behind the desk, and it squeaked as it absorbed his weight. He opened his laptop, punching a few keys before peering at Noah over the screen. “Your probation is officially lifted. Thanks for complying. You made my job a little easier.” 
 
    “Yeah, of course.” What else could he do but comply? If he’d gotten a wild hair and tried to leave his house, he’d have been thrown in the pit—the werewolf prison. Stephen, the alpha’s cousin, spent three months in the pit before his exile, and he nearly went insane from the isolation. Noah shuddered to think about it. “I swear I won’t patrol alone anymore. That was a stupid decision.” 
 
    The alpha grunted. “I shouldn’t let you patrol at all. The congress would have my head if they knew a non-shifter had taken on watch duties.” 
 
    Noah’s heart sank. He’d worked his ass off proving he was worthy of his spot on the demon-hunting team. “I’ll be careful. I won’t hunt without a shifter, and if I’m out alone and see something, I’ll call it in.” 
 
    Luke pressed his lips into a thin line, narrowing his eyes before he nodded. “Screw the congress. Times are changing, and your ability is like no other. There’s been another murder. We need all the help we can get.” He closed his laptop. “Welcome back.” 
 
    A flush of relief loosened the tension in his chest, his shoulders relaxing as the weight of yet another possible humiliation lifted. “Thank you. I won’t let you down again.” 
 
    The alpha stood and gestured to the door, so Noah bowed his head and strode into the hallway. Luke followed him toward the bar, but as they passed the storage room, Noah paused. Amber stood on the third rung of a ladder, sliding a case of beer onto a shelf. 
 
    “Hey, Luke,” she said. “Mom came by and said to tell you ‘hi.’” 
 
    He chuckled. “How did that go?” 
 
    She gave him the stink eye. “Same as before. It would’ve been nice if you’d been there to help me out.” 
 
    “Maybe next time.” He winked and strode into the bar, but Noah hesitated in the doorway. Amber stepped off the ladder and picked up another case. 
 
    “Let me help you with that.” Noah sauntered into the room and gripped the box. As his hand brushed hers, her magic vibrated across his skin, sending a jolt straight to his heart. All supernatural beings had a magical signature, and Amber’s felt so warm and inviting, he couldn’t help but imagine his hands gliding across her bare skin. 
 
    She jerked the case away and climbed the ladder. “I don’t need help.” She shoved the box onto the shelf and turned to pick up the next one, but Noah already had it in his hands. 
 
    “I’ve got nothing better to do.” He smiled, which earned him a scowl. “Is everything okay?” He set the box on the shelf, using his power to slide it into place. 
 
    Amber huffed and stepped off the ladder. “Oh, so we’re pretending like nothing happened?” 
 
    “Did something happen?” He’d been on probation for three weeks, so whatever it was, he’d missed it. 
 
    “Seriously?” she scoffed. “You stood me up on the last full moon and then ghosted me. You think you can come back nearly a month later and act like it never happened? What? Did your new girlfriend dump you?” 
 
    “Whoa. Amber, that’s not what happened. I didn’t ghost you for a woman.” He stepped toward her, gently gripping her arm. 
 
    Her breath caught as she cast her gaze to where he touched her, but she didn’t pull away. “Where were you then?” Her stiff posture relaxed slightly, and she angled her body to face him. 
 
    “I ran into trouble patrolling alone, and I got arrested on my way to the bar that night. I’ve been on probation ever since.” He cocked his head. “Wait. You haven’t heard from me in three weeks, and you didn’t ask anyone what might have happened?” 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed before she swallowed hard. “I didn’t want to know.” 
 
    Wow. Okay. He gave her arm a squeeze and released his grip. “I could have been dead.” 
 
    “Then we would’ve had a funeral.” She shook her head. “I assumed you met someone and were done with me. After Nylah left without saying a word, and then you… I was hurt.” She lowered her gaze. 
 
    “Hey.” He hooked a finger under her chin, lifting her head. “I would never abandon you. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” She looked into his eyes, and something sparked in her gaze.  
 
    He couldn’t recall her ever looking at him like this before, and it was all he could do to stop himself from leaning in and taking her mouth with his. Judging from the way her body drifted toward him, she might have let him do it. 
 
    He cleared his throat, breaking the trance he’d succumbed to. “You really had no idea what happened to me?” 
 
    She blinked, stepping back as if trying to shake off the electricity that had just charged between them. “If it was something bad, I would have known. That’s kinda my thing.” 
 
    “True.” Amber’s gut feelings weren’t always about the future. Sometimes, she just knew things. 
 
    “And with all the summer festivals going on, there have been too many tourists in the bar for the guys to talk openly. Luke and Chase have been hush-hush about pack dealings lately, so I never heard them mention you.” 
 
    Yet you still didn’t bother to ask…  That hurt more than he cared to admit. 
 
    “I’m sorry to put you through that. Whenever I do meet someone, you’ll be the first to know.” He winked, attempting to lighten the mood, but the thought of being with anyone but Amber sat heavy in his stomach like his grandmother’s meatloaf. 
 
    She flashed a tight-lipped smile. “Good to know. I…” Her gaze blanked, and she swayed slightly for a moment before she cocked her head at him. “Have you heard from Nylah at all?” 
 
    “Not since the day before she left.” He clamped his mouth shut. That was a lie. His sister did leave without saying goodbye in person, but he’d found a note on his nightstand the morning she went rogue. Nylah had written that she couldn’t tell him where she was going or why, but she promised to return with an answer to his prayers. 
 
    The only prayer he’d had was to activate his dormant wolf gene…something Nylah was determined to make happen. Since then, he’d received several cryptic texts from untraceable numbers that could only have been his sister. I think I know how to find it; it won’t be long now, and got it were just a few of the messages she’d sent. 
 
    “I have a weird feeling about her.” Amber pulled the band from her hair, slipping it onto her wrist before scratching her head. “I think she might be in trouble. No…she’s about to be in trouble.” 
 
    His pulse raced. “Details? Is she close?” 
 
    “I don’t…” She squeezed her eyes shut, her face pinching as if she were trying to force the empathic magic to expand. “Maybe?” 
 
    “Both of you. In my office.” Luke stood in the doorway and jerked his thumb toward the hall, making Noah tense. The alpha did not sound happy. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Amber followed Noah and Luke into the office and sank into a chair. She felt like an idiot for assuming Noah had met someone and tormenting herself for weeks. If she’d asked her brother about him when he didn’t reply to her texts, she could have saved herself a world of hurt. That was what she got for acting fickle, and from this point forward, she would behave like the strong, independent woman she was. And she’d start by telling Noah how she felt. 
 
    As soon as she worked up the courage. 
 
    “Tell me what you’re feeling about Nylah.” Luke leaned on the edge of his desk. “Do you have any details at all?” 
 
    “Not yet. The feeling is still building.” She closed her eyes, focusing on the impending doom wriggling in her mind, but it was no use. Her ability never could be forced, and the more she tried to will the feeling to expand, the more mixed signals she’d receive. 
 
    Luke nodded, cutting his gaze between her and Noah. “I’m going to let you two in on a secret, but this information is not to leave this room. Understood?” 
 
    “Yeah, of course,” Noah said, and Amber nodded. 
 
    “Nylah didn’t go rogue. She’s working for the congress.” 
 
    Amber blinked, and Noah let out a long, slow breath. “Come again?” she said. 
 
    “The congress approached all the alphas, asking each pack to nominate a shifter to go undercover. She’s been traveling the globe, gleaning magical information and helping stop mayhem before it begins.” 
 
    She looked at Noah. “Did you know about this?” 
 
    He shook his head. “She never said a word.” 
 
    “She wasn’t allowed to.” Luke strode around his desk and sank into his chair. “She was instructed to leave in the middle of the night without telling anyone, making it appear like she went rogue. Until now, I was the only person who knew.” 
 
    A mix of emotions swirled through her chest, taking her from happy to relieved to anxious, all in a matter of seconds. Her lips tugged upward before pulling down into a frown, and her brow furrowed, lifting and lowering. She didn’t know what she felt at the moment, but she was positive her old friend was about to find herself in a heap of trouble. 
 
    “Do you know where she is?” she asked. “Someone needs to warn her.” 
 
    “I don’t,” Luke said. “She isn’t allowed to communicate with anyone from the pack, including me.” 
 
    When Noah shifted in his seat, Luke squared his gaze on him. “You two were always close. Have you been in contact with her?” 
 
    “I’m in just as much shock as Amber. I have no idea where she is.” 
 
    “I’ll put a call in to the congress. Amber, if you get any more details, let me know.” He dismissed them, and Amber followed Noah into the hallway. 
 
    “Do you really not know anything?” she whispered. 
 
    A strange look gathered in his eyes like sadness mixed with uncertainty. “She abandoned us both.” 
 
    “Apparently, she didn’t. I don’t know what to feel about this news, but I’m glad to know she left without saying goodbye for a reason.”  
 
    Noah raked a hand through his hair, his mouth opening and closing as if he wanted to say something. 
 
    Before he could utter a word, sharp pain flashed in Amber’s chest, the sensation like claws dragging down into her stomach. This was not good. So not good. She blinked up at Noah. “Whatever’s going on with her, it’s about to go downhill fast.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Alrick crouched on the sidewalk next to a shop entrance and ground his teeth as he observed the people in their strange clothing walking about, drinking colorful liquid from peculiar vessels, shouting, and laughing in a most obscene way. He’d never witnessed such debauchery in his entire existence. 
 
    He’d also never witnessed so many magical beings residing in one location. His demon side longed to destroy them all. It was what he was built for, but he was still too weak to perform his duties.  
 
    Duties he’d shirked for a traitorous witch… 
 
    It had been almost a month since he’d last ventured out. The heart he’d consumed then wasn’t nearly enough sustenance, and he’d needed time to mend and adjust to life. Consuming another heart would help replenish his strength, but he required the Thropynite stone to restore all his powers. A piece of it was close. He could feel it in his bones. 
 
    He closed his eyes, opening his senses as he rubbed the tiny sliver embedded in his chest. The Thropynite—a magical crystal from his homeland of Europe—was the source of his power, the only thing that kept him from turning to stone, but the shard he was gifted long ago wasn’t enough to give him life. Another piece had found its way to this continent…to this very city now…awakening him from his slumber.  
 
    He would find it. 
 
    As he opened his eyes, he took in blue trousers and strange red shoes. Lifting his gaze, he discovered a man smiling at him.  
 
    “Nice gargoyle costume, dude. Can I get a picture?” 
 
    Alrick growled, swiping a hand at the insolent male. He didn’t venture out of his pocket dimension for revelry. He was here for sustenance and information. 
 
    The man lifted his fists, bouncing on his toes as he laughed. “Uh-oh, someone wants to fight.” 
 
    Alrick’s lip curled. He didn’t sense magic running through the imbecile’s veins, but the man reeked of alcohol and cigarettes. That was reason enough to eliminate his existence. 
 
    Alrick’s bones creaked as he rose to his full six-and-a-half-foot height. It was time he gained the knowledge of the years he’d lost. 
 
    “Wow. That costume really is amazing.” The man took a step back, but Alrick clutched his shirt. 
 
    “What century is this?” His voice grated against his throat like gravel, coming out as more of a croak than words.  
 
    “Dude, what’s your problem?” The man grabbed his hand, trying to pry his talon-like fingers apart, but even in his weakened state, Alrick’s demon soul gave him the strength of fifty men. 
 
    “I asked you a question,” he rasped before clutching the man by the shoulders and dragging him into the alley next to the building. As he slammed him against the wall, the man’s head knocked on the brick before lolling to the side. 
 
     “What century is this?” He gripped the sides of the human’s face, straightening him, and his eyes fluttered before opening into slits. 
 
    “It’s the 2000s, man,” he muttered. 
 
    Alrick grunted. It had been nearly three hundred years since his duplicitous witch left him, taking the Thropynite with her and forcing Alrick and his brothers into slumber. “You will show me all you know.” 
 
    He tightened his grip, digging his claws into the man’s scalp, puncturing first skin and then bone. As the life force oozed from the man’s head, Alrick absorbed his memories. 
 
    Four decades of life flashed through his mind, the human’s knowledge of history filling in the gaps and bringing Alrick up to speed with the current times. How things had changed during his slumber… It was all he could do to not go berserk on these fools and murder them all. They had no inclination of the devilish magic that moved among them. 
 
     Releasing his grip from the man’s head, Alrick plunged his claws into his chest, ripping out his barely beating heart. As he consumed the organ, his spine straightened, the cracks in his stone-like skin beginning to mend before splitting again, causing him to hunch over in pain. 
 
    It was time he returned to his pocket dimension to process the new information he received and formulate his plan to find the stone that had awakened him upon its arrival to this land. 
 
    In a flash of magic, he transported himself to the woods on the outskirts of the city, the place he and his brothers had been banished to long ago for their grotesque appearance. He sighed as he gazed at the shimmering film over the entrance to his home and then let out a dry chuckle. It was more of a prison than a home. 
 
    As he lifted his hand to swipe aside the magic, he felt it. His back straightened again, and his frigid blood hummed in his veins. The stone was closer than it had ever been before. 
 
    A growl rumbled from behind him, and he spun around to find a copper-colored wolf snarling at him. Her muzzle peeled back, revealing sharp fangs, and her intelligent eyes sparkled with magic. This was no normal wolf. 
 
    She lunged, latching on to his shoulder with her maw, her teeth piercing his rigid flesh. Alrick spun, grabbing her at her haunches and yanking her from his shoulder.  
 
     Whirling in a circle, he slammed her against a tree, snapping her spine before dropping her in the grass. His demon rose to the surface, and drool dripped from his fangs. His sole purpose for the past four centuries had been to rid the world of magic, and he yearned to tear her limb from limb. But as this she-wolf shifted into her human form, a blood-red stone attached to a chain glinted on her chest. 
 
    He had found the Thropynite. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
    Amber looked up from her computer as Luke peeked his head into her office. She knew that look. Closing the laptop, she raised her brows, urging him to spill whatever news he had. 
 
    He straightened and strolled into the room, shoving his hands into his pockets. “You look nice today.” Did she detect relief in his voice? 
 
    Sure, she occasionally worked a closing shift at the bar and blew off showering to open the place at five a.m. the next day, but she used dry shampoo and applied an extra layer of deodorant when she did. Shifters had sensitive noses, and she knew better than to offend the pack…or attract the wrong kind of attention…with her bodily odors. Luke would be leaving soon for work, so what did he care how she looked? 
 
    “We’ve got a visitor in from the Houston pack, and I need you to show him the city today. Play tour guide.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No time. The AC guy is coming in at noon, and we have another shipment from Abita arriving soon. Ask Macey to do it.” 
 
    “She’s working. I already talked to Chase. He’ll handle the shipment and the AC repair.” 
 
    Her nostrils flared as she blew out a breath. Yes, as a member of the alpha family, part of her job was to help entertain important visitors, especially since Luke’s mate was a police detective and rarely had time, but it irked her to no end when he meddled in the bar’s affairs. This was her domain, and if anyone was going to rearrange the schedules, it was her. 
 
    She folded her arms on her desk. “And who will man the bar while he’s doing all that?” 
 
    “Kaci. I had Chase call her. She’ll be here in an hour.” 
 
    Her nails scraped across the wood as she curled her hands into fists. “I’m perfectly capable of juggling the schedule at my bar, Luke. You do realize Dad transferred the title to me, right?” 
 
    He flashed a sympathetic look that reminded her far too much of their mother’s. “You’re right, and I apologize for overstepping. Will you do this for me?” 
 
    “And here I thought you were coming in with news about Nylah.”  
 
    “The congress hasn’t returned my call.” 
 
    “Did you talk to Dad? Maybe he can speed things along.” Her feeling about Nylah had lessened since yesterday, the danger no longer seeming imminent. Now it felt downright strange, flitting in and out of her consciousness and making her wonder if the premonition was real or if it was brought on by Noah’s strong connection to his twin and Amber’s intense feelings for Noah. But she couldn’t explain that to her brother. 
 
    “I did. You’ll be the first to know when I hear something. I remember you were close…to both her and Noah.” A funny look crossed his face when he mentioned Noah, which meant their mother had spoken to him about her impending mating deadline. And that must’ve meant… 
 
    “Strange timing that we’d get an important visitor when a supernatural murderer is on the loose in the city. Did the congress send him?” 
 
    Luke shook his head, trying to look innocent and failing miserably. “He’s just in town to see what our lovely city has to offer.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” She opened her desk drawer and pulled a tube of red lipstick and a mirror from her purse. “I suppose I should look my best to ensure he’s impressed by what our city has to offer.” She ran the lipstick in a circle around her mouth, letting it bleed well past her natural lip line. “And I’ll be sure to smile.” She caked on another layer before brushing it across her front teeth. “How’s this, Brother?” 
 
    “Amber… C’mon, he’ll be here in a couple of hours, and you look ridiculous.” He pulled a tissue from the box on her desk and offered it to her. 
 
    She yanked it from his hand, but she didn’t wipe her face. “I’m not an idiot. Mom and Dad sent him, didn’t they?” 
 
    He sighed heavily. “You’ve only got six months to find a mate, and they know how picky you are. They’re covering their bases.” 
 
    She scoffed. “I’d have expected more from you, Luke. After everything you went through…” She scrubbed the lipstick from her teeth. 
 
    “I don’t like it any more than you do, but Dad’s on the congress now. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Next time, tell me about it so I can put a stop to it before the guy drives all this way. I’m not a piece of livestock to be bought or a prize to be won. I’m a werewolf, and I’ll choose my own mate.” 
 
    “As long as it’s another werewolf.” He winked. Of course he could joke about the antiquated law now; he got to mate with his fate-bound. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    “Just take the guy to lunch. If he doesn’t interest you, then send him on his way.” 
 
    “I won’t hesitate to.” She gazed at the clown-like smile she’d drawn on her face and grimaced. Way to act your age, Amber. She’d played into the second-born, alpha’s little sister role for far too long. She wasn’t a damsel in distress, nor did she desire to be. It was time she started acting like the capable woman she was. 
 
    “I’ll give him a chance, okay?” She set the mirror and tissue on the desk. “And I’ll find a mate by my next birthday.” 
 
    “That’s all I ask.” Luke smiled and turned to leave, but he paused and gestured to his face. “You might want to…” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ll clean myself up.” 
 
    In the bathroom, Amber redid her makeup and ran a brush through her hair before returning to her office to stew while she waited for her “date.” She couldn’t stay mad at Luke. Their mother was persistent at best, and whether or not Amber found a mate would affect him as well. She just wished her family trusted her to make the right decisions. She wasn’t as helpless as they made her out to be, even if she acted like a child every now and then. 
 
    Fifteen minutes before John Wilkinson, a high-ranking shifter from the Houston pack, was due to arrive, she strolled into the bar and took a long drink from the beer Chase poured for her. Lord knew she’d need it to endure this. She could only imagine the type of man her father thought would be a suitable mate. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, a tall, beefy guy with a shaved head and hard-set eyes sauntered in. He squinted as his vision adjusted to the dim lighting, and Amber took in all six feet of him. 
 
    He wore jeans that stretched tight over his muscular thighs, and his biceps looked like they might bust through his shirt sleeves with the slightest flex. She was about to consider the “everything’s bigger in Texas” motto when her gaze landed on a belt buckle the size of a dinner plate. The bigger the buckle, the smaller the… 
 
    He cleared his throat and addressed Chase, not even giving her a glance. “I’m here to meet the alpha’s sister.” 
 
    Chase fought a smile and looked at her. 
 
    “The alpha’s sister has a name.” She rotated her stool to face him, but she didn’t bother standing up. “Do you know it?” 
 
    He scrunched his brow, looking annoyed that she’d spoken and also confused like he really couldn’t recall it. 
 
    “I’m Amber Mason.” She rose and offered her hand. “You must be John.” 
 
    He raked his gaze up and down her body before taking her hand in a grip so light he must’ve thought she was made from porcelain. “Hmm.” He cut his gaze toward the half-empty glass on the bar. “Are you drinking beer?” His tone held accusation, which made Amber bristle. She received enough judgment from her family. She didn’t need it from this guy too. 
 
    “I am.” She picked it up and took a giant gulp, her gaze never straying from his eyes. 
 
    The disgusted look on his face made it evident he didn’t like women who drank beer, but he managed to pull a neutral expression as he said, “I’ll join you,” to her and then, “Give me your darkest brew,” to Chase. 
 
    Amber chugged the rest of her beer and set the glass on the bar. “We should get going. I want to make it to the restaurant before the lunch rush.” Because she could not stand to wait an hour for a table with this Neanderthal. Based on the two minutes she’d known him, it was obvious he was a controlling wannabe alpha. So not her type. What were her parents thinking? 
 
    John glanced between Amber and her empty glass before saying, “Let’s go then.” 
 
    She faked a smile and followed him into the sultry summer heat. The sun beat down on her from a cloudless sky as they made their way to The Court of Two Sisters for brunch.  
 
    They were seated near a front window at a table draped in white linen, and Amber pretended to peruse the menu while she waited for the waitress to arrive. She’d dined here so many times, she had it memorized, and her mouth watered at the thought of savoring her favorite dish. 
 
    Lifting her gaze, she stole a glance at John, her would-be mate, if her parents had their way. Actually, this setup had her father written all over it. She could see how a man like John would seem a perfect mate to someone as old school as her dad. He was strong and dominant, so he’d make a good protector. But as she tried to imagine some positive qualities in John, her mind drifted to thoughts of Noah. 
 
    If she were going to be superficial, Noah was ten times hotter than John. He was also kind, friendly, and smart. This guy hadn’t smiled once, and she’d bet his giant belt buckle was compensating for more than the appendage below it. 
 
    Stop it, Amber. You promised to give the guy a chance. An ice cube’s chance at staying cold in hell. She couldn’t get her mind off Noah. 
 
    The waitress arrived to take their order, and as Amber opened her mouth to speak, John cut her off. “I’ll have the steak and eggs, and the lady will have the yogurt parfait.” 
 
    Whoa, buddy. Did he actually order for her? And the cheapest entrée available, while he got the most expensive? 
 
    “No. No, I won’t.” Amber handed the waitress her menu. “I’ll have the shrimp and grits, please.” 
 
    John frowned as the waitress walked away. “Do you eat like that all the time?” 
 
    “Do you always assume you know what your dates want to eat without asking them?” She arched a brow and sipped her water, staring at him over the rim of her glass. 
 
    “You’ll need to watch your weight. I won’t have my mate letting herself go.” 
 
    “Letting herself—” She clamped her mouth shut. Her actions on this “date” affected more than herself. She was representing her pack, so she’d best get it together and make it through brunch without offending the man. 
 
    Clearing her throat, she straightened her spine and plastered on a fake smile. “How long are you in town for?” 
 
    “Just today. I leave first thing in the morning. My job is demanding but flexible. I can work from New Orleans.” 
 
    “Mm-hmm.” She feigned interest. “Where are you staying?” 
 
    “Your father put me up in the Hotel Monteleone.” 
 
    “Nice.” Of course he did. 
 
    Their food arrived, and John told her about his pack in Texas, his job, and his family, not once asking her a question about herself. “My alpha tendencies have caused some friction with leadership, so it’ll be good for me to join a pack where I’ll actually have some pull.” 
 
    “I see.” She shoveled a mound of grits into her mouth. 
 
    “We’ll have two children. I prefer to only have one, but the second will be back-up in case the first doesn’t survive. I must have a shifting offspring.” 
 
    In case the first didn’t survive? What did he think this was? District Twelve? 
 
    “Your hips are a good size for birthing, so I’m not concerned about that.” 
 
    Birthing… She couldn’t help but laugh. He was so far off from being anyone she would even consider taking as her mate. 
 
    He frowned. “Your laugh is too high-pitched. Werewolves have sensitive ears, so you’ll have to work on toning it down.” 
 
    She laughed louder, and his expression turned even more sour. 
 
    When they finished their meals, John paid the tab and looked into her eyes. “Do you prefer your house or my hotel room?” 
 
    “For what?” She had a feeling she knew exactly what for, but she wanted to hear him say it. 
 
    “Your father said you prefer a fate-bound mate. It’s obvious that’s not going to happen between us, and that’s a sacrifice I’m willing to make. After some time with me in the bedroom, you’ll be willing as well.” He said it with a completely straight face, as if he actually believed he had a magic dick. 
 
    This time, she snorted when she laughed. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Noah sauntered alongside Cade down Royal Street, the midday sun nearly unbearable as he chugged the rest of his sweet tea and tossed the paper cup into a trash can. His friend wore shorts and a loose tank, much more suitable clothing for the Louisiana heat than Noah’s jeans and heavy work boots. Sweat beaded on his forehead, dripping into his eyes as he stepped around a group of tourists gathering on the sidewalk. 
 
    “I’m glad you could get away on your lunch break.” Cade swept a lock of blond hair off his forehead. “I haven’t seen you in ages.” 
 
    “Nearly a month.” Noah continued his trek toward the building his crew was remodeling. 
 
    “I almost asked Luke for a job so I could make sure my buddy was really okay.” 
 
    Noah laughed. “I bet that would have gone over well with your boss.” 
 
    Cade shrugged. “He let me take the day off today. I could’ve finagled a few more ‘mental health’ days if I needed to. James assured me you were still alive though.” 
 
    “Thanks for checking up on me.” Noah’s brow pinched. At least his buddy had inquired about him in his absence. “Amber didn’t bother to ask.” He clamped his mouth shut. His sulking was better done in privacy. 
 
    “You’re still hung up on her? Have you seen her since your probation ended?” 
 
    He crossed the street to avoid the crowd watching a musician play the saxophone. Elegant music drifted on the air, and the spicy scent of boiling crawfish drifted out from a restaurant. “Yeah. She assumed I was spending all my time with a woman.” 
 
    Cade clapped him on the shoulder. “Sounds to me like she didn’t ask because she was jealous.” 
 
    “Doubtful.” 
 
    “Have you told her how you feel?” 
 
    “You know what happened when I tried.” 
 
    “Damn.” Cade stopped walking and peered into the window of The Court of Two Sisters. “I was going to suggest you try again, but this might be the reason why she wasn’t concerned. Look.” 
 
    Noah strode toward him, stopping in his tracks when he saw the view. Amber sat across from a barrel-chested male with a shaved head. She laughed so hard, she wiped a tear from her eye, and Noah’s heart wrenched in his chest. 
 
    He huffed, turning on his heel and stomping away. Why the hell was he doing this to himself? She’d made it clear she wanted nothing more than friendship from him, yet he’d held on to a tiny spark of hope. Gods only knew why. As if he could actually awaken his dormant wolf with some made-up magic he read about online. Get over it, man. 
 
    “Hey, don’t sweat it.” Cade jogged to catch up. “If you mated with her, you’d have to deal with all the politics of being in the alpha family. That would be a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “You’re right. She’s out of my league.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. I’ve got to get back to work.” 
 
    “Let’s go out tonight. With James mated and you on probation, I’ve had to fly solo the past month, and that’s not nearly as fun. You wanna play wingman? Get your mind off things?” 
 
    Noah started to say “no,” but a night out with Cade might be just what he needed. Lord knew he had to get over Amber as quickly as he could. She’d be mated within the next six months, and it wouldn’t be to him. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
    “Witches,” Alrick growled low in his throat. He despised witches…detested them. Of all the magical beings he was created to eradicate, he loathed witches the most. Three hundred years in suspended animation could do that to a man. 
 
    A trio of the odious creatures strolled down Dauphine Street, laughing and carrying on as if they belonged in this wretched city. As if they deserved to live. He’d made the mistake of allowing one’s existence to continue, and he had regretted it ever since. He wouldn’t let it happen again. As soon as he regained his strength, he’d banish every last one of them from the face of the earth. 
 
    When they reached a pale green two-story with white trim and a wrought-iron balcony, the witches turned down St. Philip and disappeared through an alley entrance. Perfect. They’d secluded themselves so he could do his job in privacy. 
 
    “Oh, check out his costume. I want a picture.” A human woman stumbled toward him before he could follow the witches, and Alrick curled his lip.  
 
    The strangeness of this city allowed him to be seen near the vile street they called Bourbon without causing alarm, but the inebriated lacked the inhibitions to stay away from danger. Their ignorance was maddening. 
 
    “Come on, babe. We’ll get a picture tomorrow.” At least her escort was in his right mind. He guided her away, and Alrick strode across the street to track the witches. 
 
    He grasped the handle of the green door that led into the alley, but he found it locked. No sound drifted toward him, which meant the revolting creatures had already ventured inside their dwelling. Good. This would offer him even more privacy to take his time and enjoy their demise. 
 
    With a shove, he wrenched the door open and slipped into the alley. A staircase scaled the side of the building, and a potted fern adorned the second-floor landing. He took the steps three at a time, inhaling deeply when he reached the top. The faint scent of witches, warm and herbal, assaulted his nostrils, and a tinge of something…other…lingered in the air. He couldn’t place the supernatural aroma, but it didn’t matter. He would eradicate New Orleans of all magic. 
 
    Ramming his shoulder against the door, he busted it open and stormed into a small living room. One woman screamed, and a man scrambled to the opposite end of the sofa, while the second woman lunged for a bottle on a shelf. 
 
    She uncorked it and chanted a spell. What magic she believed would stop a gargoyle, he didn’t know, and he almost paused to witness her display of power before he killed her. But the other witch’s screams had surely alerted the neighbors to his presence, so he grasped her neck, snapping her vertebrae in his grip and crushing her trachea. 
 
    The man lunged, but Alrick simply swung his arm, his stone-like fist shattering his skull and sending him careening to the floor. His mouth watered, the demon inside him screaming for sustenance, so he lifted the dying man from the floor and plunged his talons into his chest, ripping out his heart. 
 
    “Jasper!” the witch wailed and dropped to her knees. 
 
    Alrick snarled and threw the bloodied, limp body across the room. It crashed through the window and tumbled head over feet to the sidewalk below. 
 
    “Look what you made me do, enchantress.” Alrick’s anger seethed, the memory of another witch’s betrayal fueling the fire in his blackened soul. He lunged for her, biting into her neck and severing the pulsing artery. Blood sprayed from the wound, and she gurgled, sucking in a dying breath. 
 
    As she lay on the floor, bleeding out, Alrick consumed the man’s heart. He shivered as the organ slid down his throat, and he closed his eyes, allowing himself a moment to bask in the feel of his body being restored. 
 
    But the shouts of panic from outside interrupted his pleasure. Law enforcement would swarm the apartment soon, and he hadn’t yet gained the strength to withstand their weapons. He plunged his talons into the women’s chests, taking their hearts, and silently slipped out the door before rushing down the stairs and escaping in a flash of magic. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    “What about those two?” Cade tipped his beer bottle toward a pair of blondes at the bar, but all Noah saw was an image of Amber’s face as she laughed at whatever the shifter she was dating had said. It had been ages since he’d seen her laugh that hard, and the thought of another man bringing her so much joy gnawed in his gut like termites in an abandoned wood shack, eating away at him from the inside out. 
 
    A band took the stage and played a smooth jazz tune, and Noah cast his gaze toward the bar. Rows of liquor bottles lined the shelves, and a massive mirror hung above them, reflecting the revelry in the room. People smiled and laughed, but Noah couldn’t stop his frown. 
 
    He set his half-empty beer on the table. He should’ve been happy for Amber. He was happy for her. Well, at least he would try to be. “Sorry, man. I’m not feeling it tonight.” 
 
    Cade sighed as two men approached the ladies he’d set his sights on. “Yeah. Neither am I. You wanna jet?” 
 
    Noah nodded and headed for the door. When they reached the sidewalk, a hawker holding a sign that read Big Ass Beer shouted at them, motioning for them to enter the club across the street. Noah ignored the man and hung a right, but he cut across the street to avoid passing in front of the strip club where his trouble began. Two extra bouncers stood outside with the women, and he recognized the one who’d pinned him to the wall. He wouldn’t be going anywhere near that place for a while…if ever again. 
 
    Thick clouds blanketed the dark sky, and the sweltering summer air clung to his skin like a wet electric blanket. The crowds of Bourbon Street thinned the deeper into the Quarter they ventured, the clubs and shops giving way to residences with window baskets overflowing with flowers. Here, the night felt peaceful, but as they made their way toward St. Philip Street, a blood-curdling scream pierced the night. 
 
    “Holy shit! Call 911.” A man pulled the screaming woman to his chest and took his phone from his pocket. 
 
    Instinct drew Noah toward the commotion, but he hesitated. His protective nature was what had landed him on probation last month, and he wasn’t about to make that mistake again. Cade didn’t falter. He picked up the pace, striding toward Dauphine Street as if he were the police himself. 
 
    “Oh, hell.” Noah jogged to catch up. Instinct was impossible to fight for long. “Need some help, folks?” he asked as he approached the couple, but the last word got stuck in his throat. 
 
    A man lay on the sidewalk in front of a pale green two-story, his lifeless eyes frozen wide in shock, a gaping, bloody hole in his chest where his heart should have been. Not again.  
 
    “Son of a bitch. I know him.” Cade fisted his hands and tilted his head up to sift through the scents in the air. 
 
    “Who is he?” Noah asked. 
 
    “His name’s Jasper. He’s a second-born from the Biloxi pack, studying at Tulane. I’ve hung out with him a couple of times.” 
 
    “This makes four,” Noah said under his breath. A crowd began to form around the body, and sirens blared in the distance. “We’ve got to go.” 
 
    Cade’s jaw ticked as he ground his teeth. “It’s personal now.” 
 
    “Come on.” Noah grabbed his arm. The last thing he needed was to be caught by the human police with a victim from the same murderer. “Let’s go find the bastard.” 
 
    Cade nodded, lifting his nose again as they strode away from the fray. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    Noah inhaled deeply, and the faintest scent of rotting garbage reached his senses. “Either someone threw out some rancid meat, or we’ve got a demon on our hands.” 
 
    “It gets stronger this way.” Cade took off down St. Philip, and Noah followed. 
 
    They zig-zagged through the streets of the French Quarter, the scent of demon intensifying in some areas and then dissipating as they moved toward it. 
 
    “It’s like the bastard disappears,” Noah said. “He’s not leaving a trail.” 
 
    “Some demons can do that. They teleport.” Cade motioned for Noah to follow him down Burgundy. “If this guy has that kind of magic, it means he’s a strong one.” 
 
    Strong enough to rip the hearts from his victims and disappear without a trace. The pack had their work cut out for them this time. They caught another whiff of demon scent, and as they followed it toward St. Louis Cemetery Number One, a sinking sensation formed in the pit of Noah’s stomach. It had been weeks since Nylah’s last text. What if she had met the same fate as Jasper, but no one had found her body? 
 
    No, he refused to entertain the idea. He had to focus on the issue at hand, which was the fact that their noses had led them straight to the city of the dead. 
 
    “What is it with monsters always hiding out in the cemetery?” Noah pulled a file from his pocket, which he always kept on hand for situations like this, and picked the lock. He and Cade slipped inside, and he shut the gate behind them, setting the lock so it looked closed to anyone who might walk by. 
 
    They paused at the entrance, listening for any signs of movement within the stone walls. Row after row of above-ground graves created a maze inside the single square-block cemetery, with multiple generations of New Orleanians entombed in each one. Some were well taken care of, with pristine white plaster and flowers adorning the façades, while others appeared weathered, the brick and mortar exposed to the elements after years of neglect. 
 
    “That’s a new one.” Cade nodded toward a massive gargoyle sitting a few yards away. 
 
    Noah peered at it through the darkness. If he didn’t know any better, he’d say it had blood running down its chin. “It’s old enough for mildew stains. Look at its face.” 
 
    “True,” Cade said. “Guess I haven’t been here in a while. Meet you in ten?” 
 
    “Howl if you find anything.” 
 
    Cade slipped between a row of tombs and shifted into his wolf, while Noah strode in the opposite direction, weaving between the graves. The rancid scent of demon was strong, so the fiend had at least been here recently, if he wasn’t still inside. Noah’s half of the cemetery turned up no results, but as he made his way toward the entrance, something felt off. He turned in a circle, taking in his surroundings.  
 
    The gargoyle was gone. 
 
    A grunt sounded behind him, and Noah spun to find what he’d mistaken as a statue rising to its full height and smelling of fiend. Before he could shout for Cade, the demon planted both hands against Noah’s chest, shoving him backward into a tomb. His head hit the brick with a smack, and his vision swam. 
 
    Cade barreled in with his teeth bared and plowed toward the demon. The fiend grunted again, taking off in the opposite direction, and Noah scrambled to his feet to give chase. He ran after Cade, but the wolf stopped abruptly, jerking his head around with his ears pricked. 
 
    Noah froze, listening, but the demon didn’t give away his location. He crept down one aisle, while Cade prowled another. He turned, going up another row and down the next. When they met in the center of the cemetery, Cade shifted to human, his wolf’s body shimmering with magic as he transformed. 
 
    “The bastard disappeared.” Cade pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’ll call Luke. You let Macey know the cops were called.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Noah dialed her number and said a silent prayer to whatever gods might be listening that, wherever she was, Nylah wouldn’t cross paths with this fiend. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Amber sat in a green vinyl chair next to Noah in Luke’s office. It was six a.m., and the citrusy scent of his shampoo still lingered in his hair. She leaned on the arm of the chair, drifting closer to him and breathing in his intoxicating scent. 
 
    Her mating instincts must’ve been kicking in hard. Noah had always smelled good, but damn. She wanted to wrap herself up and get lost in him…unlike the Neanderthal her father had set her up with yesterday.  
 
    She’d managed to rein in her laughter and politely inform him that sex would not change her mind about the pairing, but he’d left New Orleans none too pleased. Once word spread of her rejecting such a “viable male,” no doubt the race would be on to see who could win her hand. Wouldn’t that be fun? No, not really. 
 
    Noah looked at her, arching a brow in question, and she realized she was leaning way too close to him. She sat up straight, and her head spun like it always did when her empathic premonitions were about to reveal themselves. Clutching the arms of the chairs, she braced herself for the ominous feeling about Nylah to slam into her psyche, but it didn’t come. 
 
    This premonition was about Noah. Change. Something about him was going to change. She dug in deep, settling into the feeling and hoping against hope that her ability would reveal more.  
 
    It didn’t.  
 
    She blew out a hard breath. Leave it to her to have a gut feeling about the one man she could imagine spending her life with, yet all her ability told her was “change.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Noah’s gaze held concern. “Did you get something more on Nylah?” 
 
    “No.” She rubbed her chest. “I think it’s heartburn.” There was no point in sharing what she’d just felt about him. Change could come in so many forms. Maybe it simply meant their relationship would finally turn back to normal. He’d been acting strangely around her well before his probation, and it was time she got to the bottom of it. 
 
    “The full moon is tomorrow,” she said. “Will you be joining us this time?” 
 
    Indecision tightened his eyes as he held her gaze, and the tendons in his neck tensed like he was grinding his teeth. 
 
    Why was he acting so weird? “It’s a simple yes or no question.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, of course I’ll be there.” He straightened. “Why wouldn’t I be?” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She gestured from herself to him. “This awkwardness between us. Where is it coming from?” 
 
    He let out a nervous laugh. “I’ve been gone for nearly a month, and you thought I’d abandoned you, so…” 
 
    “No, this started before all that. A few months before, actually. If it’s because I started flirting with you, I’m sorry.” 
 
    He blinked, missing a beat in his reply. “When did you start flirting with me?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t, but I wanted to until you got all weird. I thought maybe I’d flirted by accident with the way you’ve been acting.” 
 
    “Why would…?” He clamped his mouth shut and shook his head. “I started to flirt with you, and you shot me down, so I backed off.” 
 
    “When did I shoot you down?” 
 
    His brow rose like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Honestly, she couldn’t believe it herself. “You said you were glad we were friends because you knew I wasn’t after you for your pack status. I know when I’ve been relegated to the friendzone.” 
 
    “Relegat—” She huffed. “That’s not what I meant by that.” 
 
    “Sure sounded like it.” He cast his gaze to the wall in front of him. 
 
    Amber chewed the inside of her cheek and stared at his profile. He had a strong jawline, with coarse auburn hair peppering his skin. He closed his eyes for a long blink, and the air conditioner hummed as the fan kicked on, filling the room with cool air. 
 
    “Noah…” She clutched his hand. “I meant that as a compliment. I thought we were becoming more than friends, and I meant I was glad I could trust you. That I could date you without having to worry that you only wanted me to give you an alpha child.” 
 
    His lips twitched like he was having trouble forming the right words. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything?” she asked. 
 
    “Probably for the same reason you didn’t ask about me when I was gone. Wounded pride.” He shook his head and leaned away from her. “It doesn’t matter. You seemed happy with the guy you had lunch with yesterday. Is he going to be your mate?” 
 
    Jesus, word travels fast. “How did you know about that?” 
 
    “I saw you through the window, laughing. He must be a funny guy. I’m happy for you.” 
 
    “Are you?” She bit her bottom lip. If anything, he seemed jealous. “Noah, I was laughing at him, not with him. He was half-cowboy/half-caveman. I sent him packing as soon as I could.” 
 
    The door swung open, and she jerked her hand back into her lap. 
 
    “I’ll make this quick,” Luke said as he strode into the office and sat behind his desk. “We’re behind at the jobsite, and we need to head there immediately.” 
 
    Noah straightened, lowering his gaze slightly, showing respect for the alpha. Amber leaned forward in her chair. 
 
    “The body you and Cade found last night wasn’t the only one. There were two more in the apartment above.” 
 
    “Christ,” Noah said. “Any of ours?” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “Witches again. Until this is resolved, no non-shifters are allowed on the streets in the Quarter after dark, Noah and Macey excluded.” He looked at Amber. “Are we clear?” 
 
    She nodded. “What did you learn about Nylah?” 
 
    “She missed her last check-in,” Luke said. “The congress hasn’t heard from her in a week.” 
 
    Amber’s stomach sank. While the feeling of impending doom for Nylah had passed, something still felt off about her. Like she was out of danger for now…or the threat had already come and passed…but she was standing on a slippery slope. 
 
    “Do they know where she might be?” Noah asked. “Where was she when she last checked in?” 
 
    “She was in Mississippi last month,” Luke said. “After they read the report of the murder you discovered, she was ordered to New Orleans. She hasn’t made contact since.” 
 
    Amber looked at Noah. “Have your parents heard from her? Surely she’d at least contact them if she was in town.” 
 
    Noah started to answer, but Luke cut him off. “They haven’t, and that’s no surprise. National agents are forbidden from contacting anyone in their pack.” 
 
    “Why was she sent here?” Amber asked. “We’ve never needed the congress to get involved with supernatural policing.” 
 
    Luke shook his head. “No, we haven’t, but this is where things get weird. She was sent to investigate the reappearance of the Grunch.” 
 
    Noah cocked his head. “I thought that was nothing more than an urban legend.” 
 
    “Me too,” Amber added. “It was made up by kids as an excuse to scare their friends. You drive down Grunch Road, and if you see a goat, the cannibal dwarves will come out and eat you.” 
 
    “I thought it was an urban legend as well, but the congress assures me it’s not. After the demon Noah and Cade encountered last night, I believe it.” Luke opened his laptop and punched a few keys. “The Grunch are human-demon hybrid abominations created by a European religious sect centuries ago. They fused demon souls with an army of human warriors and used a magical crystal called Thropynite to give them shifting abilities. They transformed into gargoyle-like creatures—like the fiend you and Cade encountered—and swept through towns and villages, murdering magical beings.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” she asked. 
 
    Luke nodded. “A group of them somehow made it to New Orleans, and that’s where the Grunch legend began. No one has seen hide nor tail of them in centuries, but it looks like something woke them.” 
 
    Amber glimpsed Noah from the corner of her eye, and he’d gone pale.  
 
    “Thropynite is real…” He stared straight ahead, not seeming to focus on anything for a moment before he blinked and shook his head. “I’ve heard stories about it, but I thought it was legend too.” 
 
    “It was destroyed more than one hundred years ago,” Luke said, “but someone stole a sizeable shard and has been selling pieces on the black market. If some made it to the US, it could have awakened the creatures who came here centuries ago.” 
 
    “Holy crap.” Amber slumped in her seat. 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Luke said. 
 
    “We need to find the Grunch. They must have my sister.” Noah fisted his hands on his lap, and Amber placed her hand on top of his. 
 
    “Her trouble might not even be related to that. I haven’t had any feelings connecting the two, so she might just be indisposed. Whatever it is, we’ll find her; won’t we, Luke?” She shot her brother a hard look. 
 
    “If we are dealing with the gargoyle shifters, they only operate at night.” He looked at Noah. “I want you and Cade to head to the Grunch Road area at sundown to see what you can find.” 
 
    “I’ll go with them. She’s my friend too.” 
 
    “No, you will not.” Luke arched a brow at her. “Noah and Macey are the only non-shifters with permission to patrol.” 
 
    She straightened her spine. “Then don’t call it patrolling. Call it looking for my friend.” 
 
    “As your alpha, I forbid it.” His gaze softened. “And as your brother, I’m asking you nicely not to. Please, Amber. They’ve already killed one second-born. I won’t risk it happening to you.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, glancing at Noah before returning her gaze to Luke. She’d concede this time. Her second-born ability wasn’t intended for fighting, and her presence could put Noah and Cade at risk if they felt like they had to protect her…which they would. They all treated her like she was fragile, and that irked her to no end. “All right. But keep me posted.” 
 
    “You do the same if you get any more details from your premonitions.” He stood and motioned to the door. “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    Amber rose and touched Noah’s arm. “I’ll see you tomorrow night, right?” 
 
    He nodded absently. “Yeah. I’ll be here.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Noah parked his Chevy along the side of Grunch Road and killed the engine before sliding out of the truck and closing the door. Cade and James joined him near the ditch, and all three men stared up at the nearly full moon. A wispy patch of clouds stretched across it, the light giving it a silvery glow against the inky sky, and the summer air was warm and muggy against his skin. 
 
    James, the senior shifter and lead wolf on the demon-hunting team, jerked his head toward the trees, indicating they should follow him into the woods. Dead leaves and twigs crunched beneath Noah's boots as he paced behind the two shifters. The atmosphere felt thicker in this part of the swamp, almost as if he could slice it open and get lost inside.  
 
    “It's quiet,” Noah said. “Do y’all ever hunt out here?” 
 
    “Never,” James said. “This place has bad energy. Even Odette was worried about us coming out here.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she let you,” Cade said with a wink, which earned him an irritated glare. 
 
    “My mate communes with the spirit of death. When she has a concern, I listen to her.”  
 
    Cade chuckled, running a hand through his short blond hair as he turned to Noah. “Have I told you how glad I am to have you back? This old geezer would rather stay home than go out anymore.”  
 
    “Someday, when you find your fate-bound, you'll understand,” James said.  
 
    Noah faked a laugh. “At least I'll never have to worry about having a ball and chain that heavy.”  
 
    Cade clapped him on the shoulder. “Lucky you.”  
 
    Yeah, right. His friends had no idea how badly he wanted the ability to have a fate-bound. Especially after his last conversation with Amber. Luke had interrupted them before they could finish, but that was probably for the best. Noah could never be the werewolf she needed…that she deserved…but he had to admit learning she might have feelings for him sent a thrill rushing through his veins. 
 
    Hell, it was more than a thrill. Amber reached all the way to his soul. 
 
    They trudged deeper into the woods, until Cade lifted a hand and stopped. “This is where the Grunch supposedly lived. Are your Wonder Twin powers picking up on anything? Can you sense Nylah?” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Noah sucked in a deep breath and opened his senses. The energy around him pricked at his skin, palpable and thick. But aside from the foreboding pressure in the air and the low vibration giving the area its bad vibe, he felt nothing. Nylah wasn’t there.  
 
    He tugged a flashlight from his pocket and shined the beam into the clearing. “Y'all go do your thing. I'll have a look around here and see what I can find.” 
 
    “We’ll meet back in fifteen,” James said before calling on his magic and shifting into his wolf. Dark gray fur rolled down the length of his massive body, and as his front paws hit the ground, he took off running. 
 
    “See ya on the flip side.” Cade shifted and followed James, bounding deeper into the swamp and leaving Noah alone with the sickening thoughts that had plagued him since Luke mentioned the Thropynite. 
 
    From the moment Noah turned thirteen and his wolf gene failed to activate, Nylah had become obsessed with finding a way to unlock it for him. She felt guilty being the only shifting wolf when they should have shared the magic, and she’d gone to great lengths, trying numerous experiments to reverse the outcome of his delayed birth. 
 
    When the local witches couldn’t cast a spell to help him, she’d scoured the dark web, consulting with black magic practitioners to find a way to change Noah’s fate. But when fate dealt your hand, you had no choice but to play the cards you were given. 
 
    In her research, she’d come across the legend of the Thropynite. Supposedly, if a non-shifting were held a piece, the stone would activate their dormant gene, awakening the wolf inside them. She and Noah made a pact that they would do everything they could to find it. 
 
    In her absence—or maybe before she left—Nylah must have learned of its actual existence. That was what her cryptic texts were about. It was the only explanation.  
 
    Noah grunted, switching off his flashlight and returning it to his pocket. If she got her hands on a piece of Thropynite, that would certainly be the answer to his prayers. But there was no telling what kind of trouble she might have gotten herself into trying to obtain it. Black market dealings were shady at best, downright deadly at worst, and if she’d used her status as a spy for the national congress to obtain it, she could be looking at threats from both sides. 
 
    He’d never forgive himself if he was the reason Nylah was in danger. And if the Grunch really had awakened because the Thropynite was here, then he and Nylah were to blame for the recent murders. Holy hell. 
 
    He sent a text to the last number she’d messaged him from, but he got no reply, not that he expected one. Every text she sent had come from a different number. No doubt they were burner phones, which she discarded frequently to avoid being traced. 
 
    Footsteps sounded to his left, and Noah dragged out the flashlight again, shining it into the trees where Cade and James approached in human form. 
 
    “Nothing out of the ordinary,” Cade said. “Did you find anything?” 
 
    A crack in a thick trunk drew Noah’s attention to the right, and he strode toward the tree. “Check this out.” 
 
    The ground beneath the branches had been disturbed recently, the grass flattened to indicate something had been dragged a short distance. James ran his hand along the trunk, peeling away a piece of loose bark as he examined the damage. 
 
    “Some kind of fight happened here,” he said before he straightened and angled his nose upward to catch the breeze. “It could’ve been anything. Bobcats, boar…hell, even gators venture this far onto dry land sometimes.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I know Nylah,” Cade said. “She’d have put up a helluva fight if she were in trouble, so she either won this scuffle, or it wasn’t her.” 
 
    “You’re right.” Noah jerked his head toward his truck and trudged back to the road. Nylah was tough; she could take care of herself. He wouldn’t have been worried about her at all if not for Amber’s initial empathic premonition of trouble. 
 
    And a nagging feeling in the back of his mind said he was the reason for all of it. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Amber glanced at the clock and drummed her fingers on the bar. Where the hell was Noah? She’d convinced Kaci to come in early and cover her shift, and now the man had the nerve to stand her up after their conversation was cut short yesterday morning? So not cool. 
 
    Her feelings for Noah weren’t just bubbling to the surface; they’d reached a full-blown boil, and she’d be damned if she’d let a miscommunication come between them again. 
 
    She’d been thinking about it all day, rolling every scenario she could imagine around in her mind, and they all led to one conclusion. She needed to be up front with Noah. Just lay it all out, tell him how she felt, and demand…in a nice way…that he be honest about where they stood. What did she have to lose? 
 
    Her best friend, for one thing. But keeping her feelings for him bottled up was eroding her psyche from the inside out. It was best to rip off the duct tape and spill it all. If he didn’t feel the same and their friendship didn’t survive, then it wasn’t as rock-solid as she thought. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Her sister-in-law, Macey, rested a hand on top of hers, stilling her incessant drumming. “You’re lucky your nails are short, or you’d have dug holes in the bar by now.” 
 
    Amber bit her lip and fisted her hand. “Why don’t men say what’s on their minds? Why do they make assumptions and then shut down?” 
 
    Macey laughed. “I think they probably ask the same questions about women.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right.” 
 
    “Noah?” 
 
    She looked at the clock again. “He should be here by now. I think I scared him off.” 
 
    “He doesn’t seem like the type to scare easily.” Macey swiveled in her seat to face her, resting an elbow on the bar. “What happened?” 
 
    “We were talking yesterday morning before our meeting with Luke, and he—” Amber’s gaze snapped toward the door as Noah sauntered in. He wore jeans with a tight gray t-shirt, looking sexy as hell. 
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted into a crooked smile as he caught her gaze, and she willed her frantically beating heart to slow. All but one lock of his auburn hair fell perfectly into place, the errant strand curving down across his forehead, drawing her attention to his deep brown eyes. Damn. The lid was off the pot, and she was boiling over. 
 
    “Not scared after all.” Macey gave her a conspiratorial wink before sipping her beer. 
 
    As Noah made his way toward Amber, she slid off her stool and met him halfway across the floor. She needed to start this conversation as soon as possible, before she chickened out, and here in the bar, with a dozen second-borns and non-were mates as witnesses, was not the place to do it. 
 
    “Hey.” His smile widened as she approached. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here.” As she clutched his hand, his magical energy joined with hers, shimmying up her arm and hitting her heart with a jolt. She froze, her head spinning as the feeling of change for Noah that she’d felt this morning intensified. 
 
    His brow furrowed. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Something was about to change as soon as she confessed her feelings. Hopefully it would be for the better. She shook her head to chase away the dizzying sensation the premonition caused. “Yeah. We haven’t hung out in forever, so I thought we could grab a six-pack and head to the park.” 
 
    He hesitated, glancing at the bar before looking into her eyes. “Okay. My truck’s two blocks away. I’ll drive.” 
 
    They stopped by a convenience store to pick up some Blue Moon beer before heading toward City Park. She smiled as he stopped in the lot and slid out of the truck. She’d only said, “the park,” yet he’d known the exact place she meant. How many times had they come out here as teens, lounging beneath the massive oaks, drinking beer Amber had swiped from the storeroom when her mom and dad ran the bar? 
 
    Noah opened the door and grinned. “What?” 
 
    “I was thinking about the time Nylah bumped me with her shoulder. She didn’t know her own strength yet, and if you hadn’t used your power to catch me, I’d have fallen into the lake.” She stepped out of the truck and shut the door. 
 
    He shook his head. “Yeah, but I couldn’t control it, remember? I threw you back into the bramble. By the time we untangled you from the mess, you were seething.” 
 
    “I wasn’t that mad.” 
 
    He laughed. “Yes, you were.” 
 
    “Okay, I was.” But she got over it. She could never stay mad at Noah. 
 
    They made their way to an arched stone bridge and stood at the top, overlooking the stream below. Noah opened a beer and handed it to her before getting one for himself and clinking the can against hers. 
 
    “We’ve had some good times out here, haven’t we?” he asked. 
 
    “We have.” She turned around, resting her back against the railing. He stood next to her, still facing the water, close enough that she could smell his woodsy, masculine scent. Her stomach fluttered, and a slight nauseating sensation rolled through her core.  
 
    “Noah, I wanted to talk to you…” She looked at him, and he rubbed his chest, his face pinching with pain. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He rolled his shoulders, stretching his neck. “I’m fine. What did you want to talk about?” 
 
    “Us.” 
 
    He raised his brow. “What about us?” 
 
    “Yesterday, you said I’d relegated you to the friendzone.” 
 
    “Ah.” He turned around, matching her posture. “It’s okay. Really.” 
 
    “It’s not though. I don’t want you to be in the friendzone.” She held her breath, anticipating his response. 
 
    “Well.” He blew out a hard breath before taking a swig of beer. Then he opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, but he clamped it shut again. 
 
    She’d officially ripped off the duct tape. She might as well keep the confession flowing. “My feelings for you have changed, Noah. I can’t be near you without my stomach fluttering; I think about you all the time when we’re apart. I’m falling for you…for my best friend. Is that crazy?” 
 
    He set his beer can on the railing and faced her. “Amber…” 
 
    The fluttering in her stomach rose to her chest, coming out as something between a sob and a laugh. She should have kept her mouth shut. It was months ago when he thought she shut him down. He’d probably gotten over it and moved on. It was stupid of her to think, after all these years, their feelings for each other would bloom at the same time. 
 
    She nodded and set her can next to his. “It’s okay. If you’re not falling for me too, just tell me. We’ll go back to being friends, and we can pretend like this conversation never happened. 
 
    He held her gaze, and a strange look formed in his eyes. “I’m not falling for you.” 
 
    Her breath caught, and she swallowed the lump that crept into her throat. “Okay.” That six-month deadline seemed a lot more ominous all of a sudden. 
 
    He tucked her hair behind her ear before resting his hand on her shoulder. “I fell a long time ago, and I never got back up.” 
 
    Her heart couldn’t decide if it wanted to stop or beat right out of her chest. Her best friend had fallen for her, and she for him. Pressure built in the back of her eyes, her throat thickening as another sob-laugh threatened to escape. “Why didn’t you say something sooner? You know what? It doesn’t matter.” She took his face in her hands and kissed him. 
 
    He froze for a moment, and she almost pulled away. But before she could chide herself for jumping the gun, he slid his arms around her waist and kissed her back. A low moan escaped his throat as he tugged her tighter against his body, and when he coaxed her lips apart with his tongue, she couldn’t help but lean into him and revel in the feel of his embrace. 
 
    That wasn’t so hard, was it? She glided her hands over his shoulders and down his back, memorizing the way his muscles felt beneath her palms. His body was warm and hard in all the right places, and the coarseness of the scruff on his face contrasted with the softness of his lips. 
 
    He slipped his hand beneath the back of her shirt, and though it was rough from work, his touch was a gentle caress. With a deep inhale, he gripped her hips, first pressing his pelvis into hers and then gently pushing her away. “We can’t do this.” 
 
    She touched her fingers to her swollen lips. The taste of him lingered on her tongue, and she wanted more. “Should we head back to the truck?” 
 
    “No, I…” He raked a hand through his hair before fisting his hands on the bridge railing and staring up at the full moon. “I mean we can’t do us.” 
 
    “Did I move too fast? I figured, since we know each other so well, we didn’t need to wait for our second date to kiss.” She let out a nervous laugh, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    He gripped the edge of the railing so tight his knuckles turned white. “Don’t get me wrong. That kiss was amazing. You are amazing, but I can’t… You shouldn’t waste your time with me.” 
 
    “Who says I would be wasting my time?” 
 
    “I do. Everyone would if we started dating. You were right when you said I wasn’t interested in your alpha blood, but your alpha blood is the reason you shouldn’t be interested in me.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Well, really, she knew exactly what he was getting at, but she wanted to hear the words from him. Surely he didn’t believe what he was hinting. 
 
    “You should mate with a shifting wolf.” 
 
    Damn. He believed it. “Tell me why you think that.” 
 
    “You know why, Amber.” 
 
    She shook her head, lifting one shoulder in a dismissive shrug. “No, I don’t. Please explain to me why you think you…or anyone else…knows whom I should mate with better than me.” The words came out sharper than she’d intended, but she was done hiding her irritation about this subject. Noah, of all people, should have understood that. 
 
    “Your firstborn will be a shifting wolf who will hold rank in the pack. He should have at least one shifting parent.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re saying you’re not wolf enough to make up for my inadequacies. Is that it? That I won’t be a good mother without a shifter telling me how to raise my kid? Do you hear yourself?” 
 
     “That’s…” He winced and rubbed his chest. “No, that’s not what I’m saying.” 
 
    “What are you saying then? I’m listening.” 
 
    “You deserve a fate-bound. That’s something I can never be for you. I wish I could. I’d give my soul to be able to shift, but since my wolf is dormant, I… You deserve more.” 
 
    “The only person who feels this way is you. Even my mother asked about you the other day, dropping a not-so-subtle hint that you would make a good mate. So if there’s something else, you should say so because I’m not buying what you’re selling.” 
 
    “Don’t you want to experience that kind of unconditional love? Isn’t it worth waiting for?” 
 
    “I see. Now you’re saying you can’t love me unconditionally without magic sealing our fates. Plenty of people—werewolves included—find their happily ever afters without a fate-bound.” 
 
    “I know. You’re right…” 
 
    “And I’ll tell you something else since we’re on the subject of fate-bounds. I would never take a shifter as my mate unless his wolf claimed me, and guess what? I know every shifter in the pack, and not one of them has had even an inkling of a bond forming with me…not even the caveman my dad set me up with. I refuse to take away a shifter’s chance at finding his fate-bound. They’re all more interested in my status than my good looks and charming personality anyway.” 
 
    He grinned. “You’re awfully cute when you get on a roll like this. You always have been.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “No one—not you, not Luke, and especially not my mom or dad—is going to tell me whom I should be with. I will mate with a werewolf before my thirtieth birthday because I have to, but that were does not have to be a shifter. It probably won’t be, but if you still think I’d be wasting my time by dating you, then say so now.” 
 
    “You are—” He doubled over, clutching his stomach and groaning.  
 
    “Noah?” She gripped his shoulders. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” As he straightened, he swayed, knocking his hip against the rail and nearly tumbling over into the water below. 
 
    Amber grabbed his arm, tugging him back onto the bridge. “Is it your stomach? Your head? Tell me what I can do.” 
 
    “It’s everything. It’s…oh god.” He doubled over again, this time landing on his hands and knees. 
 
    “Noah!” She knelt beside him, resting her hand on his back as he heaved in a breath. “I’m calling an ambulance.” 
 
    “No.” He shook his head. “No ambulance.” 
 
    “Can you walk to the truck? We need to get you checked out.” She tried to help him to his feet, but he waved her away. 
 
    “I don’t think this is a medical issue.” He groaned, digging his nails into the concrete. 
 
    “What is it then? A spell? A curse? Talk to me!” 
 
    “I don’t know!” He coughed hard. “I don’t know what’s happening.” 
 
    “I’m calling Alexis.” She tugged her phone from her pocket and dialed the pack’s healer, her hand trembling as she pressed the device to her ear. “Please pick up. Please pick up.” 
 
    She answered on the third ring. “Hello?” 
 
    “It’s Amber. There’s something wrong with Noah. Can you come to the stone bridge in City Park?” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He’s on his hands and knees on the ground, groaning, and he said it doesn’t feel like a medical issue. Maybe it’s a spell? Can you bring Rain too?” Chase’s mate, Rain, was a witch who’d recently helped undo a spell that had wiped another werewolf’s memory. Surely between her and Alexis, they could fix whatever was wrong with Noah. 
 
    “Put the phone on speaker so I can talk to him.” 
 
    She did as Alexis asked and held the phone toward him, her heart wrenching as Noah let out another groan. 
 
    “I need you to describe how you’re feeling,” Alexis said. “What kind of pain is it?” 
 
    “It burns,” he said through clenched teeth. “It’s like acid in my veins.” 
 
    “Amber, check his eyes. Are they dilated?” 
 
    “Noah, can you look at me?” She placed her hand on the side of his neck and lowered her head to meet his gaze. “They’re constricted like pinpricks.” 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Alexis said. 
 
    “Oh, shit? What’s ‘oh, shit’? Don’t say that.” Panic raced ice-cold through her veins. “What’s happening to him?” 
 
    “Can you get him in the car? You need to take him to the hunting grounds. Now.” 
 
    “Why?” She tugged Noah up by the arm. “Walk with me. C’mon, you can do this.” With his arm slung over her shoulders, she carried most of his weight as they trudged to his truck. He moaned, tripping over his own feet and nearly sending them both face-first into the dirt. She practically dragged him the rest of the way.  
 
    “Alexis, what’s going on?” Amber helped him into the passenger seat before darting around to the driver’s side and climbing in. 
 
    “Constricted pupils, doubling over in pain, blood that feels like acid… It sounds exactly like what happened to Bryce before his first shift. Apparently, the pain is normal if the wolf awakens later in life.” 
 
    She started the engine and stared blankly out the front window. “Noah can’t shift.” 
 
    “It sure as hell sounds like he’s about to, and if you don’t take him to the alpha, you might end up his first meal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Nausea churned in Noah’s stomach, an intense burning sensation pulsing through his body with each beat of his heart. He clutched the door handle as Amber sped down the highway, and he squeezed his eyes shut to ease the pounding in his head. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Amber reached across the seat to take his hand. 
 
    “No,” he ground out through teeth clenched so hard he tasted blood. 
 
    “Alexis thinks you’re getting ready to shift.” 
 
    “I heard.” He moved in the seat to rest his head against the window, hoping the cool glass would tame the fever threatening to burn him from the inside out. “It’s impossible.” 
 
    Amber winced and returned her hand to the steering wheel. “There is a way,” she whispered. 
 
    Noah groaned. She was right; there was a way, but in his current state of agony, he couldn’t add mental anguish to the pain. 
 
    “If Nylah…” She swallowed hard. 
 
    “I know.” If a first-born shifting wolf died prematurely, the second-born’s magic would be triggered, enabling them to shift. It was like a supernatural failsafe to ensure the pack had enough shifters. 
 
    He clenched his hands in his lap, pressing his feet into the floorboard and lifting his butt from the seat as his muscles contracted. “Can you drive any faster?” Whatever was happening to him, it was about to reach critical mass. 
 
    “We’re almost there.” She turned onto a side road. 
 
    His stomach lurched, and he bent over, pressing his head into the dashboard as he groaned. This couldn’t be happening. He refused to believe Nylah was gone, yet he couldn’t deny the intense pull of the moon. With every breath he took, he felt the magic growing stronger until his entire body began to hum—no…to vibrate. 
 
    The truck bounced as Amber pulled off the path and rolled to a stop. “I’m sure Alexis will be here soon.” She rubbed his back, trying to console him, but her hand on his body felt like an electric shock, setting his nerves on fire. 
 
    “Ah, fuck.” The vibration in his muscles intensified, the burning acid in his veins melting his insides. Every nerve in his body screamed with pain as if he were being shredded into ten million pieces. It was happening. “Get out of the car.” 
 
    “Noah…” 
 
    “You heard Alexis. I don’t want to hurt you.” His body seized, the magic consuming him. “Run.” 
 
    Amber’s breath hitched, and she reached a trembling hand toward the latch before sliding out of the truck. “I’m here for you, Noah. I know you won’t hurt me.” 
 
    “I don’t,” he forced out a moment before his wolf came to life. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Amber froze, staring in awe at the magnificent creature lying in the seat. Copper fur covered his body, with a sprinkling of black across his shoulders, and Noah’s brown eyes gazed back at her. “You’re beautiful,” she whispered. 
 
    Shifters retained their human thoughts and emotions in wolf form. While he couldn’t speak, he would understand her. His fur looked so soft, she couldn’t help herself. She reached a hand toward him, and his lips peeled back, revealing white teeth with a massive set of canines. 
 
    She gasped and jerked her hand away. “Why don’t you come out of the truck?” 
 
    A growl rumbled in his chest as he rose to his paws. He lowered his head in what looked like a predatory stance, but he was so big he would have hit the ceiling otherwise. He wasn’t growling at her. He couldn’t be. 
 
    Still, she took a few steps back, moving out of the way just in case. When his growl turned into a snarl, her heart slammed against her chest. 
 
    He leaped from the truck, twigs cracking beneath his massive paws as he hit the ground with a thud. He blew a breath through his nose, and she swallowed hard. Uh oh. His head was still down, his ears flat. 
 
    “Noah, it’s me.” Her hands trembled, so she clenched them into fists at her sides. “It’s Amber.” 
 
    He took a step toward her, and in his crouched position, he looked fierce. If she weren’t alone in the woods with no way of knowing what was going on in his mind, she’d have been in awe. But Alexis’s words rang in her mind: you might end up his first meal. 
 
    Slowly, carefully, she moved away, not daring to turn her back to him. Leaves crunched beneath her shoes, the sound melding with Noah’s low growl like a warning. “Luke is on his way,” she forced the whisper through her thickening throat. 
 
    He prowled toward her as she backed away. Oh, shit. 
 
    “Your alpha is coming.” Gripping the side of the truck, she stepped on the tire and hauled herself into the bed. 
 
    Noah’s growl intensified. Her pulse raced. 
 
    She lifted her hands, palms toward him, as he stalked around to the tailgate. Come on, Luke. Where are you? If she were a shifter herself, she could have sent her brother a mental message. Werewolves had a sort of telepathy in their wolf forms. Of course, if she were a shifter herself, she wouldn’t be in this situation, about to become her best friend’s dinner. 
 
    Noah rocked back on his haunches and sprang, landing in the bed of the truck, inches from Amber.  
 
    “Noah, no!” she screamed and scrambled onto the top of the cab. “I know you can understand me. Your wolf’s instinct is to hunt, but the man should always be in control.” How many times had she heard her father say those same words when he was alpha?  
 
    Noah knew the laws. He’d gone through training with Nylah when they were kids and everyone thought he’d be a shifter too. “Remember what you learned,” she said as she scanned the branches above, calculating which one would hold her weight if she jumped. They were all too high to reach. 
 
    On her hands and knees, she inched backward before rolling onto the balls of her feet. As Noah rocked onto his haunches, preparing to lunge, her foot slipped, and she slid down the windshield onto the hood. 
 
    A howl echoed in the distance, and as she peered through the glass, she saw Noah’s ears prick. He turned his head toward the sound and leaped from the bed of the truck onto the ground. 
 
    Amber rolled off the hood as quietly as she could and gently tugged on the door handle. The clicking of the door opening and the light from the cabin drew Noah’s attention, and he spun around as she scrambled into the truck and slammed the door, hitting both locks and exhaling a curse. 
 
    Something was wrong. It was as if Noah didn’t even recognize her. Like the man ceased to exist the moment the beast took over. Even the youngest, most inexperienced shifters had more control of their wolves. 
 
    Another howl sounded, unmistakably Luke, followed by several others, creating a symphony piercing enough to make even Amber’s blood hum. 
 
    Noah turned toward the trees as a line of wolves approached the clearing. Luke stood in the middle, the biggest of the pack, with caramel-colored fur. Chase, his second in command with sleek black fur, flanked him on the right, and James stood to his left. Cade, Bryce, and Alexis made up the rest of the crew. 
 
    Luke held his head high and let out a commanding woof, followed by a low growl. Amber didn’t need their special telepathy to understand the alpha was telling the fledgling to stand down. But Noah didn’t follow orders. Instead, he stiffened, the fur on his back standing in a ridge, and he took a tentative step forward. 
 
    The alpha growled louder, moving toward him while the others fanned out in a semicircle, trapping Noah between the pack and the truck. Noah snarled and snapped, and the pack tightened the circle. 
 
    “What are you doing, Noah? You can’t disobey the alpha.” Luke would be fully justified in tearing Noah apart if he continued this insolence. 
 
    A knock sounded on the glass behind her, and she squealed. She turned around to find Rain, an elemental witch and Chase’s fate-bound, tugging on the door handle. Amber reached across the seat and popped the lock, and Rain slid inside. 
 
    “Chase asked me to come in case he was under a spell, but I guess he isn’t.” She tucked her dark, curly hair behind her ear and gave Amber a sympathetic look. 
 
    “With the way he’s acting, I’m not so sure. He almost attacked me.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed. “That doesn’t sound right.” 
 
    “I know. I was hoping Luke could calm him down, but he’s acting like the man doesn’t exist at all anymore.” She turned her gaze back to the confrontation outside. 
 
    Luke and Noah stood nearly nose to nose, the alpha calm and stoic, while Noah bared his teeth. Luke didn’t waver, and she could sense the dominant, patient vibes he exuded as he tried to get the wild wolf under control. 
 
    But Noah wasn’t having it. He lunged, latching on to Luke’s shoulder and trying to drag him to the ground. The other wolves closed in, and Amber held her breath, praying to every god in existence that her best friend would survive. 
 
    “He won’t kill him, will he?” Rain asked. 
 
    “I hope not.” Her brother was a kind, just alpha, but he was still alpha. One out-of-control wolf could wreak havoc on the pack structure. 
 
    Luke spun, throwing Noah to the ground, but he got back up and snarled some more. He lunged again, but this time, Luke caught him by the neck and sent him careening into a tree trunk. The wood cracked with the impact, and Noah hit the ground with a thud.  
 
    The wolves circled him again, and again he rose to his feet, letting out an enraged howl. He barreled toward Luke, and they rolled over each other, snapping and snarling like they were fighting to the death. 
 
    “Stop it.” Amber’s breath fogged the glass. “They have to stop.” She unlocked the door and threw it open. 
 
    “Amber, no.” Rain clutched her arm, but she pulled from her grasp, sliding out of the truck and running toward the fray. 
 
    “Stop it! Noah, stop. It’s Luke. He’s your alpha.”  
 
    Noah jerked his head toward her and whined as Luke clamped onto his throat. 
 
    “Luke, it’s Noah.” She clasped her hands in front of her chest. “Please. Both of you.” 
 
    Noah whined again, and Luke loosened his grip. 
 
    “Stand down,” she pleaded. “Please take control. I can’t lose you too.” 
 
    Something sparked in Noah’s eyes, and as Luke released his hold, he bowed his head, tucking his tail and letting out a submissive whimper. Luke stood over him, tail high, chest proud, and Noah licked his muzzle, accepting his place in the pack. 
 
    Amber’s breath came out in a rush as the other wolves relaxed their stances. Noah was safe…for now. 
 
    She leaned against the truck, pressing her fingers to her temples. As much as she wanted to be sure he was okay, she didn’t dare go to him. He was docile now, lying on his stomach while Luke and Chase stood on either side of him, but Amber’s pulse hadn’t yet slowed to a normal rate. She had no idea if he was willingly compliant or if he was merely trying to stay alive. 
 
    A smaller, sandy-colored wolf approached, and in a mist of shimmering light, Alexis shifted into her human form. She wore beige cargo pants with a black tank top, and her short blonde hair was tucked behind her ears. Rain climbed out of the truck to stand next to Amber. 
 
    “Is he okay?” Amber’s hands trembled again, so she crossed her arms, tucking them against her sides. 
 
    Alexis sighed, shaking her head. “His wolf is wild. I’ve never seen anything like it, and I was rogue most of my life.” 
 
    “Is there any way I can help?” Rain asked. “A calming potion, maybe?” 
 
    “We’re going to take him hunting,” Alexis said. “Hopefully once he’s fed, we can help him shift and figure out what’s going on. His thoughts aren’t on the same wavelength as ours. He can’t communicate in wolf form.” 
 
    Amber nodded. “Will you bring him back here when you’re done? I’ll wait.” 
 
    “Luke wants you to go home. He’ll be by to get your story later.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Amber waved as Alexis returned to wolf form and bounded into the trees after the others. 
 
    “I’m sorry about Nylah.” Rain rested a hand on her shoulder. “I never met her, but Chase said y’all were close.” 
 
    “She was my best friend. Both of them were.” Amber smiled sadly, and a wave of dizziness washed over her. She clutched the side of Noah’s truck to steady herself as a sinking sensation formed in her stomach. Another premonition was coming on. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Rain asked. 
 
    “I feel like…” She pressed her lips together and shook her head. It was impossible. “I feel like Nylah’s still alive.” 
 
    Rain tilted her head. “I thought the only way for Noah to shift was if his older sibling died prematurely.” 
 
    “That’s the only way I’m aware of, but these feelings are never wrong.” 
 
    “How…?” 
 
    “I have no idea, but I’m going to find out.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Alrick gazed at the Thropynite lying in his palm. The she-wolf had constructed a wire cage, attaching it to a chain she’d worn carelessly around her neck like an ornament. Had she no idea of this tiny shard’s worth? Of its power? At its simplest, it gave magical beings the ability to shapeshift…an ability no one but the gargoyles should have. In the hands of the powerful, it could be used to meld the souls of two beings. No one knew the true origin of the stone, but the Sect believed it had been around as long as the earth itself. 
 
    He fastened the clasp behind his neck, letting the stone rest against his chest and relishing the extra magic it fed into his veins. 
 
    “It’s only a matter of time now, brothers.” He lay a hand on each of the three other gargoyles’ shoulders in turn, checking their auras for signs of life. But the small piece of stone he’d retrieved from the she-wolf wasn’t enough to bring life to them all. 
 
    Alrick was one of the originals, the first of his kind to be created. Later, the Sect discovered they had more control over their abominations if they used the Thropynite to create them, but then forbade them from having contact with it until they deemed it necessary. 
 
    His brothers in arms came from the second batch of recruits, and he would need a much larger piece of stone to revive them. Like the one his witch destroyed when she left him. 
 
    He gazed at the she-wolf, now in human form, lying unconscious on the bed his traitorous witch used to occupy. Her superficial wounds had nearly healed by the time he brought her into his home, but the blow to the head he’d given her when she resisted had knocked her out for two days. Now, she stirred. 
 
    Her long auburn hair spilled out in a tangle around her head, and she had a sprinkling of freckles across her nose that reminded him so much of his witch, his heart ached to look at her. Perhaps she was nothing more than a witch herself and the stone had given her the ability to transform into a wolf. He would soon find out. 
 
    “What the hell?” She blinked her brown eyes open and pressed a hand to her temple, rising onto an elbow. Turning her head, she took in her surroundings, confusion contorting her delicate features. “Am I dead?” 
 
    He could see how she might think so. His pocket dimension rendered the world around them colorless, as if they stood in a bubble in the middle of a fog. 
 
    “You’re alive…for now.” His gravelly voice startled her, and as she took in his form, she scrambled to her feet. 
 
    “Grunch.” She tilted her head, squinting at him. 
 
    He cringed at the derogatory name. “I’m a gargoyle, not a Grunch. That name was given to us by the humans…the very people we were supposed to protect.” They considered him and his brothers a family of albino deformities, with their stone-gray skin, hunched postures, and demon-like faces, and they exiled them to the outskirts of town. In their homeland, the gargoyles could transform completely to their human forms, but the piece of Thropynite they’d brought with them to New Orleans didn’t have enough power for full transformations, so they were frozen in this abhorrent in-between state. 
 
    She scoffed and shook her head. “Protect them from what? You eat their hearts.” 
 
    They had to keep their demon sides fed to maintain their power, much like a werewolf was compelled to hunt in his wolf form despite what the man had eaten. “We sacrifice a few to shelter the masses.” 
 
    “From magic.” She crossed her arms. 
 
    “Magic is an abomination.” 
 
    “What do you think made you?” 
 
    “You know nothing about me,” he growled. He was tempted to end this conversation for good and absorb her knowledge the demonic way, but she could be of use to him alive. “I will not tolerate your insolence, witch. Now, tell me how you acquired the Thropynite.” 
 
    “I’m not a witch.” She called on her magic and transformed into a snarling wolf. 
 
    Alrick grunted. She was a she-wolf, after all. The magic he used to create this small dimension normally kept both supernaturals and humans away. They couldn’t sense the pocket lying parallel with their world, but they’d acquire a feeling of foreboding unease if they ventured anywhere near it. Perhaps the Thropynite had guided her here. 
 
    The wolf rocked back, preparing to spring, and Alrick crossed his thick arms. Baring her teeth, she lunged, aiming directly for his neck, but she slammed into the invisible wall of her cell, bouncing off and hitting the floor with a thunk. She sprang to her feet and dove to the side, where she encountered yet another wall. 
 
    “You won’t escape.” He sank into a chair he’d brought in from the earthly realm. “Your prison is fortified by magic only I can unravel.” His threat wasn’t entirely true. His witch had finally broken the spell after decades of imprisonment, but this she-wolf didn’t possess the ability to undo demon magic. 
 
    She growled before transforming into a woman. “Do you hear yourself? You’re using the very thing you’re trying to rid the world of. You’re the abomination.” 
 
    “Indeed I am, as are my brothers.” He gestured to the other gargoyles frozen in stone. “We cannot fight our demon natures, but it was a sacrifice we willingly made.” 
 
    “To protect the masses.” 
 
    “Precisely. And once we purge all the magic from the world, we will end our lives for the greater good.” He cradled the Thropynite in his palm. “Where did you get this?” 
 
    She crossed her arms and inclined her chin. 
 
    “You will tell me.” He rose to his feet and loomed toward her, but she simply shook her head, unfazed by his threatening stance. A strange flutter rose from his gut, her lack of fear intriguing him. 
 
    “Maybe you’re not aware,” she said, “but werewolves hunt demons. That makes me the predator and you the prey.” 
 
    He lowered his brow. “Yet you’re the one in a cage.” 
 
    “For now.” She lifted one shoulder dismissively. “But not for long. We hunt in packs.” 
 
    He was well aware of how werewolves hunted. The mangey mongrels were the reason he and his brothers fled Europe. It was the only way to survive. Werewolves were intelligent and fierce, and this she-wolf was no exception. Hollow threats would get him nowhere with her. 
 
    “My name is Alrick,” he said. 
 
    She let out a cynical laugh. “I’d say it’s nice to meet you, but you’ve locked me in a cage in another dimension, and once I’m free, I’ll send you back to hell where you belong.” 
 
    He grunted. “I’m familiar with your instinct to rid the world of demons. The cage is simply for your safety.” 
 
    “My safety? I think you mean your own.” 
 
    “On the contrary. If you attempted to attack me, I would crush your skull, absorb your knowledge, and devour your heart.” 
 
    “I’d like to see you try.” 
 
    Another flutter rose from his gut. “It would be the last thing you saw, she-wolf.” 
 
    “Don’t call me she-wolf.” 
 
    “What would you prefer I call you?” 
 
    “I’d prefer you let me out of this cage so I can kill you.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You’re going to be here for a while, she-wolf. Unless you want to tell me where you found this shard of Thropynite so I can acquire more, you’d best get comfortable.” 
 
    “Bite me.” 
 
    “Don’t tempt me.” He returned to the chair. “I was engaged to a witch before the Sect recruited me.” 
 
    “Poor her.” She remained standing, her arms crossed, feet wide. He could almost see the gears turning in her mind as she planned her escape. 
 
    “I didn’t always look like this.” 
 
    “Your point?” She pressed her fingertips against the invisible wall, giving it a hard shove before returning to her guarded stance. 
 
    “You remind me of her. She was beautiful, intelligent, cunning…insolent like you.” 
 
    “Lucky me.” 
 
    “I don’t want to kill you.” Not yet anyway. She was far too intriguing. “Tell me your name.” 
 
    She pursed her lips, her eyes calculating as she drummed her fingers on her biceps. Her jaw clenched, and she rested her hands on her hips. “It’s Nylah.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    His wolf had been ravenous. The magic had been dormant inside him for twenty-nine years, and as it rose to the surface, it had one thought on its mind: to feed. 
 
    Noah had tried to take control. Seeing the fear in Amber’s eyes as he prowled around her—the way she screamed when he lunged—had ripped into his soul like a thousand razorblades. 
 
    He almost killed her. 
 
    She was his best friend, the one woman he could see himself spending forever with, and his wolf had tried to eat her. Fuck. 
 
    Now he sat in the passenger seat of Luke’s truck, staring out the window into the swamp while his pack stood a few yards away and discussed what to do about his behavior. 
 
    His behavior. More like the behavior of a wild animal who had taken over his body. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. He remembered Nylah’s first shift as if it happened yesterday. They’d gone to the hunting grounds with their father and the alpha on the full moon after their thirteenth birthdays. When Nylah shifted and he didn’t, she didn’t try to attack. She’d obeyed the alpha like she would have in human form. 
 
    Even Bryce, a human who’d become a werewolf after being attacked and left for dead, had no problem obeying the alpha after his first shift. 
 
    So what the hell was Noah’s problem? 
 
    Luke said something, though their voices were too quiet for him to hear, and Alexis lifted her arms, dropping them at her sides like she couldn’t answer his question. Bryce shook his head and fisted his hand over his heart as he spoke. Chase said something, and Luke nodded before heading toward the truck. 
 
    Noah stared straight ahead as he climbed in and slammed the door. Thank the gods his wolf had finally submitted to the alpha. Now the best course of action for the man was not to speak until spoken to. 
 
    Luke kneaded the steering wheel, the tendons in his neck tight as he clenched his jaw. “First, I’m sorry about Nylah. I know you’re grieving.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He lowered his head. He should have been grieving, but he and his twin shared a bond, what Cade called his Wonder Twin senses. Somewhere, deep inside his soul, the bond was still there, unbroken. 
 
    It didn’t make sense. The only way he could have inherited the shifting ability was if Nylah died…yet he couldn’t ignore his gut instinct that she was still alive. 
 
    “What the hell happened out there?” Luke started the engine and pulled out onto the road. 
 
    “I’d say I lost control of my wolf, but I never had it to begin with. The moment I shifted, the animal took over.” 
 
    Luke glanced at him before focusing on the road. “You could have killed her.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” Sorry didn’t begin to describe his level of regret. “Are you going to see her now?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “Can I come? I want to apologize.” 
 
    Luke sighed and gave him a curt nod. “You can. Maybe hearing her side of the story will help you gain some control. I’ve never seen her so terrified.” 
 
    His throat thickened. Neither had he. 
 
    “Until you do gain control, you will not shift without me present. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tomorrow night, and every other night until I deem it unnecessary, you will hunt with me. Clear your calendar.” 
 
    “Okay.” Noah fought the urge to sink in his seat. It was bad enough being babysat while he was on probation, but this was humiliating. Though, after the way his new wolf had behaved, he understood. He deserved worse. 
 
    “And no more patrols until you have control of your wolf. I want you indoors by nightfall unless you’re with me.” 
 
    “Understood.” He was a grown-ass man being put back on the leash…a disgrace to his pack. 
 
    Luke parked behind Amber’s Mazda in her driveway and killed the engine. Noah slid out of the truck and followed him to the door. When Amber answered, her eyes tightened as she met his gaze, driving a knife into his heart. 
 
    How could he have done that to her? His wolf should have claimed her as his fate-bound the moment he emerged, not tried to make a meal out of her. 
 
    She stepped aside and motioned for them to enter, so he followed Luke into the living room. As Amber joined them, Noah took her hand in both of his. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I know.” She gave him a tight-lipped smile and tugged from his grasp, twisting the knife even deeper. 
 
    “Can I get you guys a beer?” she asked. “After tonight, we could all use one.” 
 
    Noah waited for Luke to answer “yes” before nodding and saying, “Thanks.” 
 
    As Amber disappeared into the kitchen, Noah sank onto the sofa and Luke took the teal accent chair adjacent to it. A fireplace with a white brick mantel occupied the wall across from him, and he caught his reflection in the blank screen of the television mounted above it. His hair was disheveled, so he ran a hand through it and cast his gaze to the potted ivy in the window instead. He couldn’t bear to look at himself. 
 
    Amber returned with three bottles of Blue Moon and sat on the corner of the couch, as far away from Noah as she could get. 
 
    “Walk me through it from the beginning,” Luke said. 
 
    Noah took a long drink from his beer, focusing on the way the citrusy bubbles cooled his throat as Amber recounted the incident step by step. 
 
    “I’m glad you got there when you did,” she said. “I don’t know what would have happened otherwise.” 
 
    “You have to know that wasn’t me.” Noah scooted toward her and pleaded with his eyes. “I was there, like a floating subconscious, but I had zero control over what the wolf did. It didn’t know who you are. It didn’t know how important you are to me.” 
 
    She looked into his eyes, her voice thin. “You scared me.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” He scooted closer until his knee touched hers. “You helped me. When you got out of the truck and yelled at us, that was what brought me to the surface and let me take control. I don’t know what would have happened if you weren’t there.” She wouldn’t have been in danger if she wasn’t, dumbass. 
 
    “Somebody had to talk some sense into you.” She gave him a small smile. “Don’t let it happen again.” 
 
    “I won’t.” 
 
    “He’ll be under close observation,” Luke said. 
 
    Like a puppy on a leash. Noah set his beer on the coffee table. Amber took another drink from hers, and when she reached toward the table to place hers next to his, it slipped from her grasp. 
 
    Noah instinctively stretched his mind, using the energy in the air to grip the bottle before it could spill. With a flick of his wrist, he positioned it upright on the table. Amber didn’t flinch at his use of power; he’d been doing things like that around her for as long as he could remember. 
 
    Luke cocked his head. “Interesting. Your wolf was out of control, but your second-born gift seems unaffected by the change.” 
 
    “Why would it be affected?” 
 
    “Most lose their gift when their dormant wolf is awakened. It’s rare for a shifter to have any other abilities, unless they have witch or Voodoo ancestry.” 
 
    “Lucky me.” He’d gladly give up his telekinesis if it would tame the rabid beast inside him. Even now, sitting in Amber’s living room, his wolf was restless. Though he lacked the connection to understand and communicate with it, he could tell it wanted to run…to hunt…and it took every ounce of willpower he could muster to keep the animal subdued. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Amber’s eyes held concern…and a hint of fear. “You look pale.” 
 
    He glanced at the alpha. “The moon is calling me, I guess. My wolf wants to hunt again.” 
 
    “The pull is always strongest on a full moon. Tomorrow it should be easier to control. You’ll sleep in our spare bedroom tonight in case anything happens.” 
 
    Noah held in his groan. He wasn’t just being babysat. Now he had to have a slumber party too. 
 
    “Do you want to inform your parents about Nylah, or should I?” Luke asked. 
 
    He clenched his teeth. He didn’t want anyone to tell them anything. Not while he felt his sister could still be out there. “I will.” 
 
    “No.” Amber shook her head. “Nylah isn’t dead.” 
 
    Luke straightened, looking at her quizzically. “Details?” 
 
    “You know by now details are scarce. She’s out there somewhere, and she needs us to find her.” 
 
    Luke rubbed his thumb and forefinger on his chin. “Not to discredit your ability, but is it possible your desire for her to be alive is clouding your senses?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Noah said. “I can feel it too. If she were dead, I’d know.” 
 
    Luke stood and paced into the kitchen to toss his bottle in the recycle bin. Noah looked at Amber, and she mouthed the words, “Thank you.” 
 
    “If she is alive, how do you explain your new ability to shift?” Luke stood behind the chair, resting his hands on the back. 
 
    Noah took a deep breath and blew it out hard. He’d have to choose his words carefully, or he could end up incriminating both himself and his sister. “I think it could be the Thropynite. It has the power to grant shapeshifting abilities, and it can be used to fuse two souls into one body.” 
 
    Amber gasped. “That makes sense.” 
 
    Luke sank into the chair and rested his elbows on his knees. “How do you know so much about the stone?” 
 
    Noah grabbed his beer and took a long drink, hoping to wash down the knot in his throat. It didn’t help. “When you mentioned it the other day, I did some research online. A stone that could awaken my wolf sounded too good to be true, so I was curious.” That was only a half-lie. Both he and Nylah had researched the Thropynite extensively, long before she left the pack. 
 
    Luke arched a brow. “Do you have the stone?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” He didn’t, but Nylah most likely did. 
 
    “The Thropynite must be in New Orleans, and it awakened your wolf along with the Grunch.” Amber rested her hand on top of his, and his chest tightened. 
 
    Luke lowered his brow. “If that were the case, every second-born in the area would be a shifter now.” 
 
    “But Noah was supposed to be one,” Amber said. “He’s a twin…the only one in our pack.” 
 
    Luke studied him, narrowing his eyes as if processing the idea. “I’ll put another call in to the congress tomorrow. We don’t have enough information on the Thropynite to confirm your theory. I don’t trust the internet; people can post anything there.” He rose to his feet and looked at his sister. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” She released Noah’s hand and stood. 
 
    “Let’s head home.” Luke strode toward the door. “We can swing by your place to pick up some clothes.” 
 
    “Okay.” Noah rose and followed him to the door. 
 
    “Do you mind if I talk to Noah alone for a minute?” Amber asked. 
 
    “I’ll be in the truck.” Luke gave his sister a quick hug and strode out the door. 
 
    Amber chewed her bottom lip as her brother walked away, and she turned to Noah. “We didn’t get to finish our conversation, and I know now isn’t the time. Do you want to have dinner tomorrow night? I get off at eight.” 
 
    “I have to hunt with Luke tomorrow night.” 
 
    “Oh, okay.” Disappointment was evident in her eyes. 
 
    He knew where the conversation would lead. He had a wolf now, so he didn’t have an excuse for not being with her. Hell, he wanted to be with her. “I’m free the next night.” 
 
    She smiled. “It’s a date.” 
 
    He turned to leave, but she caught him by the hand. “Is there something you’re not telling me about Nylah?” 
 
    He forced his gaze to her eyes and shook his head. “I’ll see you the day after tomorrow.” He kissed her cheek and strode out the door. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Amber sat in her office, her desk in perpetual disarray, and went over the bar’s inventory orders for the week. They were running dangerously low on hurricane mix, so she’d have to pay extra for rush shipping. The syrupy-sweet rum drinks were a top seller, thanks to the buy-one-get-one-free special they ran for tourists who signed up for the haunted history tours that operated out of a side room in the bar. 
 
    Every evening at six and eight, the place would be packed with visitors taking them up on their special drink offer. Half an hour later, things would be quiet again. 
 
    She glanced at the clock on her computer. Five-thirty. It was time to help Kaci get ready for the rush. 
 
    A few tourists had already wandered into the bar, their blue wristbands indicating they’d leave with the first tour group. Kaci had set up a row of black plastic cups across one side of the bar and was filling them with ice as Amber lifted the hinged section of the counter and joined her. A cylindrical cooler filled with premixed hurricanes sat to her right, and she grabbed a few cups, filling them with the red liquid. 
 
    As she set them on the bar, her head spun, and an overwhelming feeling about her employee seeped into her soul. “Kaci, are you mated?” 
 
    She laughed. “Not hardly. I’m not even dating anyone.” 
 
    Amber nodded. “You’re about to be soon.” 
 
    “Really?” Her eyes sparkled. “Is it Cade? God, I hope it’s Cade.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you liked him.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t? He’s the hottest shifter in the pack.” 
 
    Not anymore. In Amber’s eyes, Noah held that title now. “I don’t feel like it’s Cade, but that doesn’t mean it can’t be. Keep your mind open, though.” 
 
    Within minutes, people packed the bar, filling every seat and most of the floor as they waited for their tours to begin. She and Kaci served drink after drink, ran credit cards, and made change until the final tourist strolled out the front door. 
 
    “Whew!” Kaci wiped the counter with a dishrag. “Those tours are getting more and more popular.” 
 
    “They won a few awards this year, so they’re getting a lot of free promotion.” Amber pulled bottles of light and dark rum from a cabinet and began mixing the drinks for the next rush when a man with long brown hair and a stocky build strode through the door. 
 
    “Welcome to O’Malley’s.” Kaci beamed a smile as he approached, and his gaze locked on her. 
 
    “Amber?” He stopped at the bar and rested his hands on the surface. 
 
    “That’s me.” Amber brushed her hair from her face and moved toward him. “How can I help you?” 
 
    The guy looked like it pained him to tear his gaze away from Kaci to look at her. “Hi.” He glanced at Kaci again before continuing. “I’m Judd Wilson. Your father contacted me and suggested I stop by to say ‘hello.’” 
 
    Not again. She really needed to have a conversation with her dad. Now he was sending them in unannounced. What was next? A guy showing up in a tux with a ring in his hand? “It’s nice to meet you, Judd, but I’m afraid you’ve been sent here under false pretenses. I’m not in the market for a mate.” 
 
    “I see.” He couldn’t seem to stop his gaze from flicking to Kaci. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t drive far.” Amber lifted the flap in the counter, ready to escape to the back room. She didn’t need any kind of empathic ability to see what was happening between Judd and Kaci. This was a fate-bound bond forming. 
 
    “I came in from Lake Charles.” 
 
    “Well, you’re welcome to stay and have a drink or two on the house. Kaci will take care of you.” She winked at her bartender and slipped into her office. 
 
    Damn. She didn’t realize Kaci would find her mate that soon. And at only twenty-two years old. She was a lucky girl. 
 
    Two hours later, when Amber returned to the bar for the second rush, Judd was still there, making heart eyes at Kaci as she prepared the drinks. The man exuded love. There was no doubt in Amber’s mind Kaci was his fate-bound, and seeing the joy it brought him…knowing the happiness he’d feel for the rest of his life…Amber’s resolve to not mate with a shifter unless his wolf claimed her solidified. 
 
    So what did that mean for her and Noah? 
 
    After the rush, Kaci began to wipe down the bar, but Amber took the rag. “Why don’t you take off early? I’ll close up tonight.” 
 
    Kaci bit her bottom lip and glanced at Judd. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She leaned toward her and whispered, “I’m happy for you.” 
 
    When Kaci left, Amber retrieved her laptop from her office and sat at the bar. It was a weeknight, and no festivals were going on, so the rest of the evening would be slow. She occupied herself with work to keep her mind off her current predicament, but she couldn’t stop her thoughts from wandering to Noah. Even with closing time approaching, she remained at the bar, pondering what to do. 
 
    “Hey, Amber. You’re working late tonight.” Odette sashayed through the front door, carrying a big cardboard box. Her curly black hair spiraled down to her shoulders, and she wore her signature colors, purple and black, to honor Baron Samedi, the Voodoo spirit who guided her. 
 
    Amber closed her laptop and lifted a half-empty mug of beer. “Not really working. I wasn’t ready to go home.” Truth be told, she was hoping Noah and the hunting party would stop by for a drink when they were done. “What do you have for me? That looks like more than I ordered.” 
 
    Odette slid the box onto the bar and took the seat next to Amber. “I brought you some swag to give to your customers.” She pulled out a stack of coasters and a small cardboard box. Tape sealed the edges, so Amber tugged her trusty Swiss Army knife from her pocket and sliced it open to find shot glasses with the distillery’s logo, a skeleton wearing a top hat, painted on them. Odette was James’s mate, and she ran the popular rum company, The Baron. 
 
    “Thanks. These are great.” Amber wiped the condensation off the side of her glass. 
 
    “James told me about what happened with Noah. How are you holding up?” 
 
    “I’m fine. I just… I didn’t expect…” She didn’t expect to nearly be eaten by the magical beast who was supposed to make Noah fall instantly in love with her. “When you met James, how long did it take before his wolf claimed you? Was it immediate?” 
 
    Odette returned the swag items to the box and pushed it away before swiveling on her stool to face Amber. “That was a special circumstance, what with the reincarnation business and all. It took him a while to sort it all out.” 
 
    Amber sipped her beer. “Once he did figure it out, when he knew you were his fate-bound, did you feel it too?” She’d never thought to ask a shifter’s mate what it felt like to be claimed. Based on the way Luke and the others talked about it, and how giddy Kaci was with Judd, she assumed the feeling worked both ways. But after the way Noah’s wolf terrified her, she couldn’t imagine feeling any kind of connection to the beast, no matter how desperately she wanted to. 
 
    “I knew he was the one before he did, but again, that was due to our circumstances.” She smiled knowingly. Through her Voodoo priestess, Odette had done a series of past-life regressions, so she knew she’d been with James in previous lifetimes. “I don’t think it feels the same as it does for a shifter. You and I don’t have a second soul to guide us like they do, but I do sense a connection like no other. It feels as if a cord runs from my core to his, tethering us. An unbreakable bond. But I’m a Vodouisant, and you’re a werewolf. It might be completely different for you.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She drained the rest of her beer. Aside from being terrified of Noah’s wolf, her feelings for him hadn’t changed since he shifted. The connection she felt to him was simply a woman falling in love with her best friend. 
 
    Odette placed her hand on top of Amber’s. “Give it time. Your case is unique as well. Most shifters have known their wolves for ten or fifteen years before they claim a mate. Noah only met his yesterday.” 
 
    “You’re right. I shouldn’t have expected him to claim me the moment he came into existence. He’s not a baby duck. I have to be patient.” 
 
    “Your ability doesn’t give a glimpse into how it might work out?” 
 
    She laughed. “Sadly, I’ve never had a premonition about myself. And Noah…” She shook her head. “I sensed change coming for him, but my emotions get in the way when it comes to him. I should have warned him.” 
 
    “I’m sure you did what you thought was right.” She slipped her purse strap onto her shoulder. “Even if his wolf doesn’t claim you, y’all have a lifetime of friendship behind you. That’s the best foundation for a relationship I can imagine.” 
 
    Amber shook her head. “I could never do that to him. If he doesn’t claim me, I’ll have to end it.” And then she might have to take her mother up on her offer of having that party. She shuddered at the thought of being put on display for other packs, but it would be better than the random ambushes her dad was planning. 
 
    Odette stood. “If you want to stop by the temple sometime, we can leave an offering for Erzulie, the loa of love. She might help you.” Loa were Voodoo spirits. They weren’t gods, but they did have the power to help people in situations like this. 
 
    “Thanks. I’ll think about it.” She slid off her stool, preparing to take the box to the storage closet when her head spun for the second time that evening. She pressed the heel of her hand to her temple as the familiar sinking sensation brought on another empathic premonition. “Whoa.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” Odette placed a hand on her shoulder. 
 
    “There’s going to be another murder.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Noah ran beside Luke, twigs crunching beneath his paws as his wolf pushed his body to its limits. He’d shifted easily, his beast coming to the surface on command as if he’d been there his entire life. Following commands from the alpha was another story. 
 
    Luke stopped abruptly, his ears pricking as he gazed at a pair of gators lying in the mud near the water’s edge. Noah started toward them, his wolf eager for a fight, but a growl from the alpha signaled he should wait. They’d already hunted. He’d satiated his hunger, but electricity hummed through his veins, the urge to engage with the potential prey overwhelming him.  
 
    Crouching, he began his advance, and Luke’s growl turned into a snarl. The alpha had issued an order, and Noah had to obey. He fought for control, wrestling with the wolf in his mind, but the beast refused to listen. He continued his pursuit. 
 
    Luke leaped in front of him, blocking his path and snapping at his face. The alpha’s teeth grazed his muzzle, and Noah growled against his will. Luke growled in return, exerting his dominance until finally, Noah’s wolf surrendered. With a whine, he lay on his belly and watched as the gators disappeared into the murky water. Luke shifted, and Noah tried to follow suit, but his wolf wouldn’t release control. 
 
    “Return to human form,” Luke commanded.  
 
    Noah clawed his way to the surface and was finally able to shift. Hanging his head, he stood before his alpha. “I’m sorry. I swear it’s not me disobeying you. I don’t know why my wolf won’t listen.” 
 
    Luke walked up the path toward his truck, and Noah followed. “You still can’t sense my thoughts? No form of telepathy at all?” 
 
    “None. I’m going off body language and instinct.” He climbed into the passenger seat and slammed the door. What the hell was wrong with him? All he’d wanted his entire life was to be a shifter, and now that he had a wolf, the damn beast was out of control. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of anything like this.” Luke started the engine and pulled out onto the road. “But that doesn’t mean it’s never happened. I’ll call the congress to see if a case like this is on record somewhere.” 
 
    Noah grunted. “Can we wait a week or two and see if it fixes itself? I don’t want the entire werewolf population knowing what a screwup I am.” It was bad enough when he was a rare twin who couldn’t shift. He didn’t need the added humiliation. 
 
    Luke shook his head. “If this goes downhill, it’s my responsibility as alpha. Issues like this are required to be reported. I’ll contact my father. He’ll be discreet.” 
 
    “Thanks, man.” Noah rubbed his forehead, cursing himself silently. He had to get his wolf under control, not just for himself, but for his pack. 
 
    Luke’s phone rang from his pocket, and he dug it out before pressing it to his ear. “Yeah.” His jaw clenched, his fingers curling around the steering wheel in a death grip. “Where?” He blew out a hard breath. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    He dropped his phone into the cupholder. “That was Cade. There’s been another one. A Vodouisant this time. Heart ripped out like the others. Can I count on you to keep control?” 
 
    Could he? Not really. No. “You know I’ll do my best.” 
 
    Luke nodded, but his expression was grim. They parked in front of a bar on the outskirts of the city, and he killed the engine. “We can’t chance your wolf going rogue during a fight.” 
 
    “Understood.” Noah climbed out of the truck and followed the alpha into the woods behind the bar. 
 
    Cade met them beneath a massive oak tree a few yards away. “It’s back here. The beast had the decency to drag his victim away from prying eyes this time, but it won’t be long until the smell draws attention.” 
 
    “He’s getting smarter,” Luke grumbled as they made their way toward the body.  
 
    The previous corpses had been discovered right in the middle of the French Quarter. No one had witnessed the actual crimes, but the gargoyle-like demon Noah and Cade had found in the cemetery had to be responsible. 
 
    James and Chase stood over the victim, and Chase gestured to the chest wound as they approached. “Looks like claws, same as the others, but check this out.” He moved to stand at what was left of the woman’s head. 
 
    Noah exhaled sharply as he took in the carnage. The skull had been pierced in multiple places, as if by claws, and the eyes bulged from their sockets. “Are we sure the same creature did this? The woman I found last month didn’t have this kind of head wound, nor did the werewolf we found in the street.” 
 
    “The second victim did,” Luke said. “Do you know if the police have been contacted?” 
 
    “Not yet. I believe we’re the only ones who know,” James said. “I called Odette. She’s on her way to identify the body.” 
 
    “What brought you out here?” Luke moved around the body, examining it. “This isn’t the normal patrol area.” 
 
    “Amber called,” Cade said. “She sensed something was going down in the area, so we came out to have a look.”  
 
    “The wounds look fresh,” Chase said. “I’d say this happened less than an hour ago.” 
 
    Noah ground his teeth, a strange sensation of jealousy churning in his gut. It was ridiculous, but he couldn’t help wondering why she chose to notify Cade over him. He’d never been jealous before. Could this be his wolf beginning to claim her? He could only hope. 
 
    “When she couldn’t get ahold of you,” Cade said to Luke, “she went down the chain until she reached one of us.” 
 
    The tightness in Noah’s chest eased. As a former non-shifter, he didn’t have a place on the call chain. Of course she wouldn’t contact him about this. It was pack business, not personal. 
 
    “Do you think we’re dealing with the Grunch?” James asked. 
 
    “I’m not positive,” Luke said. “But based on the information we’ve gathered, I assume so.” 
 
    Noah gazed at the mangled body lying in the dirt. If Nylah really did find the Thropynite, the creature might have gone after her first. His connection to his sister and Amber’s insistence that she was still alive were the only things keeping him from fearing she’d met the same fate. 
 
    The sound of a branch breaking drew their attention to the east, and Luke held up a hand indicating they should wait as he crept toward it. Shuffling sounded, and the bushes rustled like something was attempting to escape. 
 
    “Shit. Let’s go.” Luke transformed into his wolf, and the others followed suit, darting into the trees. 
 
    Noah stood there squeezing his fists, fighting the urge to shift, Luke’s words echoing in his mind: We can’t chance your wolf going rogue during a fight. He took a deep breath to steady himself and ran into the woods behind them. But as he approached and found his pack encircling the same stone-like creature he’d encountered before, he couldn’t simply stand aside and watch. He had to help, so he shifted and joined the other wolves. 
 
    The creature smelled like a demon, of rotten garbage and sulfur, but it lacked the signature red eyes that most possessed. Its skin was gray and cracked, and blood stained its crooked mouth. Not mildew like he’d originally thought. 
 
    Luke lunged, snapping his jaws at the creature’s flesh, but the demon was too fast. It teleported, shooting deeper into the woods. 
 
    The alpha grunted, and the others bobbed their heads as if they had received a message. But Noah’s wild wolf heard nothing. He’d be of no use to them if he couldn’t follow orders, and he didn’t know the plan without the telepathic bond he should have shared with his packmates. 
 
    The wolves fanned out around the creature, lunging and snapping, but the beast bounced from position to position, always out of their grasp. 
 
    Noah reached out with his senses, trying to manipulate the energy around him, but in his wolf form it seemed he couldn’t access his telekinetic ability. 
 
    Come on, buddy, he said to his wolf in his mind. Give me back control. 
 
    He struggled, his wolf battling him for dominance. The beast did not want to let go. The fight continued in front of him, but he focused inward, willing his human side to come to the surface. His wolf snarled then let out a pained yelp. Cade swung his head around to look at Noah, and the demon used the distraction to his advantage, swiping his massive claws into Cade’s shoulder and knocking him into a tree. 
 
    Fuck. He shouldn’t have shifted. In this form, he was nothing more than a hindrance. Cade scrambled to his feet and limped away from the fight to heal, while Noah forced his wolf to grit his teeth, biting until he tasted blood. His body hummed, and though his wolf dug in his claws, trying with all his might to hold on, Noah beat him down and shifted to his human form. 
 
    Holding out his arms, he gathered the energy around him, sending out an invisible wave of force and freezing the massive demon to its spot. Luke attacked, sinking his teeth into its side, and Noah released the fiend, allowing the alpha to drag it to the ground. 
 
    The other wolves sprang, a mass of fur and fangs covering the creature as they snarled and growled, but a menacing laugh reverberated through the forest. 
 
    They froze, silent. Chase backed up, and Noah moved to the side to get a view of the demon, but it was gone. Cade, now healed, took off with James to scout the area, but the gargoyle-demon had vanished. 
 
    As the men shifted back into their human forms, Luke looked at Noah. “You held him with your ability?” 
 
    Noah nodded. “I never should have shifted, but when I saw all of you on the move, I couldn’t help myself. I’m sorry.” He lowered his head, preparing for his punishment. 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Cade said. “Remember what it was like when we were kids? If we were around our parents when they shifted, we couldn’t resist.” 
 
    Noah inclined his chin toward Cade, silently thanking his friend for sticking up for him. 
 
    “You’re right,” Luke agreed. “I shouldn’t expect him to have any more control than a young wolf would.” 
 
    Noah’s ears burned. The alpha may not expect him to have more control, but he expected himself to. He’d never be allowed to patrol with the pack if he didn’t get his shit together, and he definitely couldn’t be Amber’s potential mate in this condition. They wouldn’t allow his defective wolf to taint the alpha line. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    “Is this your alpha?” Alrick shoved the tuft of fur he’d ripped from the wolf’s hide through the magical prison wall. 
 
    Nylah’s jaw clenched as she leaned toward his hand, and her nostrils flared, her pupils constricting as the scent registered. He sensed the flush of heat running through her veins, and while her skin didn’t turn to gooseflesh, the fine hairs on her arms rose on end. Just as he suspected. The local werewolf pack—her pack—had noticed his presence. She would pay for their attack. 
 
    “What did you do to him?” The she-wolf moved to snatch the token, but he grabbed her wrist with his other hand. 
 
    He jerked her forward, slamming her head into the prison wall and bloodying her nose. The vexatious woman minimized her reaction, so he yanked again, releasing her when her nose broke with a satisfying pop. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” She backed away, out of his reach, and clutched her face. Deep purple spread outward beneath her eyes, and she winced as she pushed the bone back into place. 
 
    Tough girl. Her abominable magic would heal her far too quickly. He dropped the wolf fur into her prison, and she scrambled to grab it. The blood had already ceased its flow from her nostrils. Infuriating. 
 
    “Did you hurt him?” Her voice held far more accusation than a woman in her position should dare. 
 
    “I did nothing to him, but he did this to me.” He gestured to his shoulder, where the biggest wolf’s teeth had penetrated his skin, cutting all the way to the bone. The extra piece of Thropynite he’d taken from Nylah had made him both stronger and more vulnerable at the same time. His flesh, which formerly had the strength of stone, had softened, turning to the consistency of skin in some places. 
 
    “Next time he’ll do worse.” She set the fur on the small table inside her cell, the same table where his witch would keep the flowers he brought to brighten her mood. 
 
    Alrick’s chest ached at the unwelcome memory, and he rotated his shoulder to try and ease the pain. His skin was slowly mending itself, but he’d need to feed a few more times to regain his strength. 
 
    “Doubtful. There were four wolves, and they couldn’t lay a claw on me. If it weren’t for the man who accompanied them, with his blasphemous powers, I could have taunted them until they passed out from exhaustion.” 
 
    “What man?” Her eyes narrowed, her fingers curling at her sides.  
 
    Interesting. He tilted his head. “He was some sort of witch with powers I’ve rarely encountered before. He held me still with his mind, which allowed the wolves to attack.” 
 
    She rushed toward him, slamming into the invisible cell wall and rubbing her forehead. When she recovered, she pressed her palms against the barrier. “He’s no witch. He’s my brother, and if you lay a finger on him, I swear to God, I’ll tear you into so many pieces, no one will even know you existed.” 
 
    Alrick was fiercely protective of someone once, and look where that got him. “Perhaps when I tire of our conversations, I’ll let you try. If you continue to take the Lord’s name in vain, I’ll be the one doing the shredding.” 
 
    She scoffed. “Do you hear yourself? You were made from a fucking demon, yet you claim to be doing the work of God.” 
 
    His jaw clenched. “Because I sacrificed myself for the greater good.” 
 
    “Yeah. Keep telling yourself that.” 
 
    He turned a chair around backward, straddling it and resting his arms on the back. “Tell me about your brother.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Tell me where you found the Thropynite.” 
 
    “Go fuck yourself.” 
 
    She was feisty, much like his witch. Nylah’s resemblance to her may have been the only thing stopping him from digging his claws into her skull and retrieving all the information at once. 
 
    “You love him. I can see that.” When she didn’t respond, he continued, “I once cared for someone enough to risk my life to protect her.” A mistake which added fuel to the demonic rage inside him. 
 
    “Your fiancée?” She sat in the chair next to the small table, arching a brow in defiance. 
 
    “She was one of the forsaken, like yourself. A witch.” He chuckled, though he wasn’t sure why. Simply talking about the treacherous woman tore his heart to shreds. “I loved her in spite of her ungodly magic.” 
 
    “How very kind of you.” 
 
    “When the Sect recruited me, I was forced to cut ties with her, but my love for her never ceased. We were to raid her village, killing all the forsaken in a single night, but I couldn’t allow her to be harmed. I warned her. I bought her passage on a ship to New Orleans and begged her to start a new life, out of the Sect’s reach.” 
 
    “Let me guess. You missed her so much, you followed her here to live happily ever after.” 
 
    “I missed her, yes, but there is no happily ever after in store for me. She followed my instructions and fled to America, while I stayed in Europe and thinned out the supernatural population.” 
 
    She crossed her arms. “And what brought you to my lovely town? Your Sect trying to expand its reach? Are there others like you here?” 
 
    “We are the only ones, to my knowledge.” He gestured to his brothers. “As for what brought us here, it was your kind. The werewolves of Paris organized all the neighboring packs into an army. They were the only ones who could sense our true nature in our human forms, so they attacked us when we were at our weakest, murdering us in masses. The Sect disbanded our legion, abandoning us, so I and my brothers fled to save our souls.” 
 
    “Your true nature is hard to miss. Have you looked in a mirror lately?” 
 
    “We brought a piece of the Thropynite with us, for without it, we turn to stone ourselves.” He cast his gaze to his brothers. “But it wasn’t enough. We lost the ability to shift from human to gargoyle, getting stuck in this halfway rendering of both our forms.” 
 
    “And I guess your witch took one look at you and told you to fuck off.” 
 
    A growl rumbled in his chest. “She would not have me, but I could not live without her. I brought her here to the room you now reside in. Time moves at a crawl in this dimension, so she was mine for one hundred years.” 
 
    “Then you got tired of her and killed her?” 
 
    He should have. “She tricked me and escaped. She destroyed the Thropynite, turning us to stone, and we’ve been frozen ever since…until you brought a piece here. Where did you find it?” 
 
    She pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes, refusing to speak. 
 
    “I’ll need to feed again to heal this wound. Your brother’s magic is formidable. I love the taste of a powerful heart.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “You wouldn’t.” 
 
    He laughed. “You know what I am and my purpose in life. What reason would make you doubt my word?” 
 
    “Kill me. Take my heart.” 
 
    “Oh, but I enjoy your company far too much. You’ll either tell me what I want to know, or your brother will be my next meal.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “You didn’t have to cook.” Noah sat at the table in Amber’s kitchen while she finished making dinner. “We could have ordered takeout.” 
 
    She set a plate of crawfish étouffée in front of him and took the seat beside him. “I don’t mind. I actually enjoy cooking, and it’s not every day I have someone else to cook for.” She gazed into his eyes, staring longer than comfortable, willing the connection between them to form. Surely if his wolf had claimed her, he would have said something. She’d made her interest in him clear, so there was no chance of him scaring her away. 
 
    She didn’t feel the tether that Odette described magically forming, so she looked away and shrugged. “Besides, with the curfew Luke put on the pack, it’s obviously not safe to be out in the Quarter at night. I couldn’t endanger the life of a delivery person.” 
 
    “Good point.” He took a bite of his dinner. “This is delicious.” 
 
    “Thanks. It’s my mom’s recipe.” 
 
    They ate in silence for a while because she couldn’t make herself bring up the conversation they’d left unfinished a few nights ago. Honestly, she hoped he would bring it up, but he seemed content to eat his meal, smiling at her occasionally as if the kiss they shared never happened. 
 
    “Any news on Nylah?” she asked. 
 
    He swallowed his food, his eyes growing wide briefly before he spoke, “The pack is searching the area around Grunch Road and where we found the body for any signs that she might…for signs of her. So far, they’ve found nothing. Any news on your end?” 
 
    She shook her head. “I still feel like she’s alive, but that’s all I’m getting.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    Amber chewed the inside of her cheek. She’d known Noah all her life, and the tension in his shoulders combined with the way his gaze darted about the room made it obvious he was holding something back. 
 
    “Luke said you helped them with the Grunch last night.” Between running the bar and being the alpha’s sister, Amber was privy to more information than a normal pack member would be. Plus, she drilled her brother with questions this morning when she found out Noah had been on the scene with him. 
 
    “I don’t know how much I helped. The bastard still got away.” 
 
    “Yeah, but they never would have come close to catching him if not for you. I guess you’re getting more control over your wolf?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that either.” He shoved another scoop of étouffée into his mouth, avoiding eye contact. 
 
    “You’ll get there, I’m sure.” She reached across the table and placed her hand on top of his. 
 
    His breath caught at the contact, and he looked at their joined hands before gazing into her eyes. “I have no control. I shouldn’t have shifted last night when the others took off to fight the Grunch. Cade was injured because of me.” 
 
    “That’s normal.” She laced her fingers through his. “With the moon nearly full, and your packmates shifting, how could you resist? Even Luke was like that when his wolf first awoke.” 
 
    Noah shook his head. “I’m not thirteen. It feels like I’ve got an alien living inside my body, battling me for dominance. I’m out of control.” 
 
    She traced her thumb over his. “I’m not afraid of you.” 
 
    “You should be.” He slipped from her grasp, resting his hand in his lap. 
 
    Amber picked up her fork and pushed the food around on her plate. “Your wolf knows me now. That won’t happen again.”  
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    “Yes, I do. I have powers too, remember?” Honestly, she didn’t know. She’d had no more premonitions about Noah since she’d sensed his change, but logic told her she was right. His wolf didn’t know who she was then; now it did. Problem solved. 
 
    She watched him eat for a few more minutes. Ever since she’d mentioned his sister, his demeanor had changed. He seemed nervous now, as if he had a secret. “What are you not telling me about Nylah?” 
 
    He froze with the fork halfway to his mouth before looking at her and returning it to his plate. “Nothing.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” She leaned her forearms on the table, holding his gaze. “You can trust me.” 
 
    Sighing, he lowered his head and tugged a slip of paper from his pocket. He held it tightly, the tip of his thumb turning white from the pressure before he handed it to her. She unfolded it and read the words on the page. 
 
    I can’t tell you where I’m going or why, but I promise to return with an answer to your prayers. 
 
    “This is Nylah’s handwriting. When did she give you this?” 
 
    “She put it on my dresser the night she left.” 
 
    She turned the page over, looking for more information, but the single sentence was all she’d written. “You knew she didn’t go rogue?” 
 
    “No, I had no idea she left to work for the congress. This is all she told me.” 
 
    She read the words again, realization dawning. “‘An answer to your prayers.’ Do you think Nylah brought the Thropynite here?” 
 
    “I know she did. Look.” He showed her a series of texts he’d received. 
 
    “These are all from different numbers.” 
 
    “Burner phones. I’ve tried replying, but the messages don’t go through. My prayer was to awaken my wolf, and Nylah answered it.” 
 
    “And woke the Grunch in the process. Holy crap.” She gave the note back to him, and he folded it before returning it to his pocket. “This is bad, Noah. If Luke finds out…” She shook her head. “If the congress finds out she was the cause of the very thing she was sent to investigate…” 
 
    “I know. We’ll both be dogfood. That’s why you can’t tell anyone about this. How the stone got here doesn’t matter. The pack just needs to find Nylah and stop the Grunch.” 
 
    She nodded. “You’re absolutely right. We’ll keep it between us. I’m sure she had no idea bringing the Thropynite here would awaken the Grunch.” How could she? Information on the stone was so scarce, it was thought to be merely a legend until now. 
 
    “Thank you.” He took her hand beneath the table, and his magic vibrated across her skin, stronger than it had ever been. 
 
    “What are friends for?” She laced her fingers through his, sandwiching his hand between both of hers. “Thank you for trusting me.” 
 
    As she held his gaze, something passed between them, like the shared secret formed a bond, deepening their relationship. He smiled and brushed a strand of hair from her forehead before gliding his fingers down her cheek in a much more intimate way than a friend would touch her. 
 
    Rising, she carried their empty plates to the sink, grabbed two more beers from the fridge, and padded toward the living room. Noah followed and sank onto the sofa next to her. He took a drink of the beer she offered before setting the bottle on the coffee table. 
 
    She set her bottle next to his and angled her body toward him. “We need to finish the conversation we started before you shifted. You have a wolf now, so you can’t use that argument against us dating.” 
 
    He took her hand and scooted closer. “I don’t want to have any argument against us dating.” He cupped her cheek in his hand, running his thumb across her skin. 
 
    Being near him, her entire body hummed, and his dark brown eyes held so much emotion, she couldn’t have looked away if she tried. “So don’t argue.” She drifted toward him. 
 
    “I won’t.” He pressed his lips to hers. They were warm and soft, contrasting with the coarse scruff on his chin, and as she leaned into him, she slid her arms around his shoulders. 
 
    An mmm resonated in his throat as he coaxed her lips apart with his tongue, and she opened for him willingly, losing herself to the feel of his strong arms wrapped around her. Everything about being with Noah felt right. His scent, his touch, his taste. She couldn’t fathom why it had taken her so long to feel the spark, but now, the flame had turned into an inferno. 
 
    Yes, this was technically their first “date,” but being friends as long as they had, they’d already gone through the getting to know you part of a relationship. The only new territory left for her to discover was his body, and she couldn’t wait to explore every inch. 
 
    Gripping the back of his neck, she rose onto her knees and straddled him. His deep inhale sent a shiver down her spine, and as he glided his hands up and down her back, she slid in closer until she met the bulge in his jeans. 
 
    He groaned, gripping her hips, and she moved against him. The friction, even through their clothes, sent a bolt of electricity shooting straight to her core. Good lord, she needed this man.  
 
    She slid her hands beneath his shirt, and as her fingers met skin, he sucked in a sharp breath. He was soft flesh over hard muscle. The perfect combination of strength and comfort. Everything she wanted in a mate. 
 
    “Amber,” he whispered against her lips. “Amber, wait.” He clutched her shoulders, breaking the kiss. “Before this goes any further, we need to talk.” 
 
    “You said you didn’t want to argue.” She kissed him again, and he moaned, sliding his fingers into her hair. 
 
    With a sharp exhale, he pulled away. “It’s not my argument we need to discuss. It’s yours.” 
 
    And there was her answer. She didn’t feel the tether Odette mentioned because it didn’t exist. She slid off him and folded her hands in her lap. “Your wolf hasn’t claimed me.” 
 
    He shook his head. “The guys have described what it feels like, and I…I don’t know if I’m capable of it.” 
 
    “Of course you are; don’t be silly.” 
 
    “I mean it. This wolf inside me doesn’t feel like it’s mine. He hasn’t claimed me, so I don’t see how he could claim anyone else. I have feelings for you. I always have, but this wolf…” He blew out a hard breath. “I don’t think you want it tainting the alpha line. There’s something wrong with me.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit about the alpha line, Noah, and there’s nothing wrong with you. I wanted you before you had a wolf, and I want you still. You’ll get him under control.” 
 
    “And if I don’t?” 
 
    “You will.” She refused to entertain any other outcome. 
 
    He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “You said yourself Nylah is still alive, so this wolf in me must have been awakened by the Thropynite. Wherever my sister is, she has the stone.” 
 
    “So? Once we find her, she’ll still have the stone. You’ll still have your wolf.” 
 
    “What if this isn’t my wolf? What if the Thropynite didn’t awaken the one inside me? What if its magic fabricated one?” 
 
    “That’s not…” She grabbed her beer from the table and took a drink. “I don’t think…” 
 
    “But you don’t know, and neither do I.” 
 
    She tipped back her bottle, draining the contents before returning it to the table. “So where does that leave us? Are you saying you don’t want to be with me?” 
 
    “No, Amber.” He took her hand in both of his. “I’m not saying that at all. I’m saying you shouldn’t want to be with me.” 
 
    Not this again. “You don’t get to decide what I want.” 
 
    “Then tell me. Knowing what you know about this wolf and what it’s done to you…what do you want?” 
 
    “I want you.” She laughed as pressure built in the back of her eyes, and she blinked, trying to hold back the tears. “I…” She clamped her mouth shut.  
 
    You know what? Screw it. She was too old to play games. If he couldn’t handle a woman crying over him, it was best she found out now. A tear slid down her cheek. “I have six months to find a mate, or I’ll risk bringing shame to my family name. My father could lose his seat on the congress, and Luke… My actions could jeopardize the pack, and I won’t allow that to happen. I will take a mate by my thirtieth birthday.” 
 
    “See? I knew you cared about the alpha line.” 
 
    “I do, and I don’t think you’ll taint it. You are the only person I can imagine spending the rest of my life with. I think about you constantly when we’re apart. When we’re together, my blood hums, and I feel like I can’t get close enough to you.” Another tear slid down her cheek. 
 
    “I want to be with you,” she continued, “but if you don’t feel the same about me, say so. I’m not going to chase you. If you don’t want to be with me, I’ll move on and look for someone else.” 
 
    He sat silently, gazing into her eyes, his mouth screwing over to one side as if he didn’t know how to break the news. Had she misread the signs? Noah didn’t have the best reputation when it came to women. She couldn’t recall him having a relationship that lasted longer than a month. Was the passion she felt from him when they kissed merely fabricated? Was it nothing more than the sexual urge of a man for a woman? 
 
    He lowered his gaze to their entwined hands, took a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Raising his eyes to meet hers once more, he furrowed his brow. “All I want is to make you happy. I do feel the same, and I do want to be with you.” 
 
    Her throat thickened, and another tear slid down her cheek. Cupping her face in his hand, he wiped it away with his thumb before leaning in and kissing her. Cool relief flooded her body, but as she tried to move closer to him, he pulled away. 
 
    “There’s still the issue with this wolf. What are we going to do if he doesn’t claim you?” 
 
    Her heart ached at the thought. Maybe she should take Odette up on her offer of praying to the Voodoo loa of love. Perhaps there was some sort of spell that would convince the wolf she belonged with him. 
 
    Who was she kidding? Magic couldn’t force a fate-bound bond. The future of her relationship was up to fate itself. “How about we take it one day at a time? I don’t see any reason why we can’t enjoy each other’s company while you’re getting your wolf under control.” She slid her hand up his thigh. 
 
    “If I get him under control, and he still doesn’t claim you?” He placed his hand on top of hers. 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.” 
 
    He folded his arms over his chest. “You mean you’ll leave me.” 
 
    She sighed. “I refuse to be the reason you live your life without a fate-bound. If your wolf doesn’t claim me, we can’t be together, but I don’t want to focus on that right now.” 
 
    “Neither do I, but…” He froze and clutched his stomach. “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    The tendons in his neck protruded like he was straining, and a sinking sensation formed in Amber’s core. Sweat beaded on his forehead as he ground his teeth. 
 
    “Is it?” She gripped the arm of the sofa. 
 
    He nodded. “Run.” 
 
    She shot to her feet and darted around to the back of the couch. 
 
    “I can’t stop it,” he mumbled a moment before he transformed into a wolf. 
 
    The beast locked his gaze on Amber, and her blood fell from her head to her feet. “Not again.” She shuffled backward, trying her damnedest not to make any sudden movements. Noah was in there somewhere. He wouldn’t try to attack her again. 
 
    The wolf growled, baring his massive teeth, and Amber’s back met the wall behind her. “Hey, buddy. I’m supposed to be your fate-bound. Don’t you recognize me?” She inched toward the bedroom door, her heart frantically pounding against her ribs. “Tell him, Noah.” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, the wolf snarled. 
 
    “Or not.” 
 
    The wolf climbed onto the couch, his enormous paws resting on the back pillows as he glared at her. This felt like the exact opposite of being claimed as a mate. He rocked back onto his haunches, and she darted into the bedroom before he could spring, slamming the door so hard, it bounced back open without latching. 
 
    If she’d have thought this through, she’d have headed out the front door rather than trapping herself in a room with no exit, but here she was, backed into a corner. A thud sounded from the living room as the wolf’s paws hit wood, and her heart lodged in her throat. 
 
    He lurked in the doorway, and a low growl reverberated through the room. He prowled toward her, moving slowly. All he’d have to do was lunge and she’d be dead, if not from his teeth, then from the heart attack that was about to take her under. 
 
    Her gaze never straying from the wolf, she fumbled with her nightstand, gripping a lamp to defend herself. He growled, crouching low and inching toward her. She tossed the lamp aside, drawing his attention toward the window, and scrambled over the bed, racing out of the room and pulling the door shut behind her. 
 
    Now he finally lunged. He hit the door with a bang and howled, scratching at the wood when he couldn’t bust it open. Amber gripped the knob, pulling with all her weight to keep it closed as she fished her phone from her pocket and dialed her brother. Luke answered on the third ring. 
 
    “It happened again,” she said through clenched teeth. “Noah shifted. He’s locked in my bedroom.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, he didn’t attack, but he is not a happy wolf.” 
 
    “I’m on my way.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    This was insane. One minute, Noah was talking to Amber about the possibility of building a future together, and the next, this goddamn beast had taken over, scaring the shit out of her again. 
 
    The wolf snarled, slamming his shoulder into the door to get to her. The beast wasn’t connected to him on a soul level, so Noah couldn’t decipher exactly what he was feeling. Based on the howls and growls, his guess was rage. 
 
    “Noah, I know you’re in there,” Amber’s voice drifted through the wood. “You need to take back control. You’ve done it before, so I know you can do it again.” 
 
    God, how he wanted to. If he could get this fucking wolf under control, he could spend his time convincing Amber she didn’t need to be his fate-bound. The man loved her enough to be happy. If only she could be happy with him. 
 
    “It’s open,” she called, and heavy footsteps sounded on the hardwood floor. 
 
    The wolf let out a low growl, his ears flattening against his head as he sensed the alpha’s presence. Luke pounded on the door. “Noah, get your wolf under control and shift. That’s an order.” 
 
    He fought to gain dominance, but the wolf refused to let go. It tossed its head back, issuing a long, pained howl. 
 
    “Right now, Noah,” Luke commanded. “If he can’t shift, I’ll have to go in and subdue him,” he said to Amber. 
 
    “Noah, please,” she pleaded. “You can do this. I know you can.” 
 
    Her voice seemed to soothe the beast. Maybe it just soothed the man, but either way, the wolf relinquished control, and he shifted to his human form. He raked his hands through his hair, fisting them and pulling at the roots. 
 
    The growl this time came from his own throat, and as the door opened, he whirled around, making Amber flinch. “Goddammit! I’m sorry, Amber. I don’t know why this keeps happening.” 
 
    “I guess it’s safe to say your wolf won’t be claiming me anytime soon.” Her lips curved into a sad smile and flattened again as she lowered her gaze. 
 
    Luke stood behind her with his arms crossed. “Until it does, you two are not to be alone together.” 
 
    Amber spun around to face him. “I’ll be alone with him if I want to be alone with him. Big Brother doesn’t get to run my life.” 
 
    “But your alpha makes the rules when it comes to the wolves.” He softened his gaze. “I’m only thinking about your safety.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I can take care of myself.” 
 
    He blew out a frustrated breath. “Okay, then imagine how Noah would feel if his wolf harmed you. Do you want to put that on him?” 
 
    “I…” She looked at Noah, and sadness filled her eyes. “No, I don’t.” 
 
    “I’m going to make a phone call. You two wait here.” Luke turned on his heel and strode out of the bedroom. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” Noah moved toward Amber but hesitated. His wolf must’ve scared the daylights out of her, so he doubted she’d want to be anywhere near him. 
 
    “It’s not your fault.” She stepped into his embrace, wrapping her arms around his waist and holding him tight. “We’re going to figure this out.” 
 
    Noah closed his eyes, memorizing the way she felt pressed against him. He’d hugged her hundreds of times since they were kids, but now, knowing she cared for him the way he cared for her, holding her made an ache spread through his body that felt so good, it was almost painful…nearly unbearable. 
 
    He nuzzled against the side of her head, breathing in her sweet floral scent. “What if it is my fault?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If Nylah is alive, the only way I’d gain the ability to shift would be from the Thropynite, and I knew she was trying to find it. I could have done something to stop her from bringing it here.” 
 
    “No. Shh…” She leaned back, holding his face in her hands. “It is not your fault. If I were in your place, if I were Luke’s twin and couldn’t shift, I’d do anything it takes to make it right. Fate dealt you a bad hand. You and Nylah did what you had to do to fix it.” 
 
    “Amber…” 
 
    She brushed her lips to his. Her soft, gentle kiss warmed him to his core, and while he had no idea what his wolf felt at the moment, the man felt an overwhelming urge to protect her. Luke was right; they couldn’t be together unchaperoned. It wasn’t worth the risk. 
 
    “Ahem.” Luke stood in the doorway, sympathy pinching his brow as he looked at them. 
 
    Amber turned to face her brother, keeping one arm wrapped around Noah’s waist. As Luke’s gaze flicked between them, she rested her hand on Noah’s chest, answering the unspoken question hanging in the air. 
 
    Noah made eye contact with Luke, his own silent question causing nausea to churn in his gut. With Amber’s position in the pack, their feelings for each other wouldn’t matter if the alpha didn’t approve. 
 
    Luke held his gaze for what felt like an eternity before looking at Amber. Her grip tightened around Noah’s waist, and Luke returned his gaze to Noah. The alpha inhaled deeply, and Noah held his breath. As he exhaled, Luke nodded once, and cool relief unfurled on Noah’s core. One hurdle had been crossed. Now, he just had to convince his unruly wolf to claim her. 
 
    “I’m sending you to the congress for an examination,” Luke said. 
 
    Noah swallowed hard. He was one step closer to his secret being spilled, and who knew what kind of punishment the congress would deal? “They believe Nylah is dead?” 
 
    “They do.” 
 
    Amber sensed his unease and patted his chest. “When do we leave?” 
 
    “You’re not going,” Luke said. 
 
    “The hell I’m not.” She released her hold on Noah and moved toward her brother. “I’m not leaving his side. Besides, I can make myself useful. I’ll scour the archives for information about the Grunch and the stone. They may believe Nylah is dead, but Noah and I know she’s not. We’re going to find her.” 
 
    “I don’t want you near him without an alpha present.” 
 
    “Then come with us.” 
 
    “I won’t leave the pack while a murderer is on the loose. Whether it’s a Grunch or not, it’s obviously supernatural. Dad’s driving out tomorrow to pick him up.” 
 
    Amber sighed, irritated. “Dad is an alpha. Every member of the congress is a retired alpha. You’ll have to come up with a better argument than that to keep me here.” 
 
    Luke’s jaw tightened. “All right, but you’re both staying at Mom and Dad’s.” 
 
    She placed a hand on Luke’s shoulder and kissed his cheek. “I’ll start packing.” 
 
    Noah fought his smile. Amber’s strength and determination were two of the things he loved about her. 
 
    “Say your goodbyes. I’m going home, and so is Noah.” Luke returned to the living room. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow.” Amber hugged him and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. 
 
    He was tempted to lean in for more. Now that he had her, he couldn’t get enough of her, but it was best not to keep the alpha waiting. Luke had approved both their relationship and their going to the congress together. He didn’t need to press his luck. 
 
    “Until then.” He tucked her hair behind her ear, pressing his lips to her forehead before heading out the door. 
 
    Cicadas chirped in the trees above, their shrill song greeting him as he stepped into the warm night air. A couple lounged on the porch of the neighboring house, and a dog barked from across the street.  
 
    Pausing in the driveway, Noah turned to Luke. “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
 
    He arched a brow. “You can ask. I might not answer.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” He glanced toward the house where Amber waved from the window. He returned the wave, and she disappeared behind the curtain. “What does it feel like when you find your fate-bound? How do you know?” 
 
    Luke pressed his lips into a hard line and glanced at the house. “If she was yours, you wouldn’t have to ask.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    “Come in, come in. It’s so good to see you.” Amber’s mom passed her up, pulling Noah into a tight hug instead. “I’m so sorry about Nylah.” She wrapped her arm around his shoulders, guiding him into the living room. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too, Mom,” Amber said under her breath, and she turned to her father. She’d held her tongue on the drive over, not wanting to bring up her failed “dates” in front of Noah. Now, she had to put her foot down. Otherwise, her parents would probably send fertility spells disguised as sweet tea as soon as she mated. “I don’t appreciate you meddling in my affairs. Sending those men to meet me was out of line.” 
 
    He shook his head and patted her back as if she were a little girl. “It’s the security of the pack I was concerned about, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Of course,” she muttered. “My happiness doesn’t matter as long as I continue the alpha line.” Amber moved toward the living room, while her dad disappeared into his study. She took a deep breath, bracing herself for her mother’s form of meddling—which didn’t seem so bad compared to her dad’s—and strode toward an accent chair. 
 
    Her mom caught her hand, and, making a tsk sound, she ushered her toward the couch next to Noah.  
 
    I’m going to strangle you for this, Luke. Her brother was such a tattletale. 
 
    “How are you two holding up?” Debbie asked. “How are your parents, Noah?” 
 
    He glanced at Amber. “They’re holding onto hope.” 
 
    “Nylah isn’t dead, Mom.” 
 
    “How do you know? Your father said—” 
 
    “I just do. Trust me on this. I can feel it, okay?” She gave her mom a pointed look. 
 
    “Oh, that’s good news, isn’t it?” She looked toward the study, but Amber’s dad had closed the door. “You’ll share details when you can?” 
 
    Amber nodded, thankful her mom so easily dropped the subject, while simultaneously bracing herself for the next inevitable line of questioning. 
 
    “So, then, tell me what’s new with you, Noah.” Debbie leaned forward in her seat and patted him on the knee. 
 
    Noah chuckled. “You mean besides suddenly inheriting the ability to shift?” 
 
    “Yes, besides that.” Her mom waved off his comment, grinning from ear to ear and cutting her gaze between them. “Oh, I can’t stand it. I wanted you to say it first, but…congratulations, you two. Luke told me.” 
 
    Noah’s eyes widened, and his hands curled into fists in his lap. 
 
    Amber closed her eyes for a long blink, letting out a slow exhale. “What exactly did he tell you?” 
 
    “Well, that you’re together. I can’t wait to start planning the wedding.” 
 
    “We, umm…” Noah gave Amber a desperate look. Poor guy. Way to scare him off, Mom. 
 
    Her mother’s smile faded. “Did he…? Is it not true?” 
 
    “We’re dating.” Amber placed her hand on top of Noah’s fist, and he relaxed with her touch. “That’s all for now, Mom.” She flashed another pointed look at her, hoping she’d take the hint. 
 
    In typical Debbie style, she did not. “Nonsense. You’ve been best friends since you were knee high to a cicada. If romance is sparking after all this time, you’ll be mates before you know it.” 
 
    Amber’s dad strode into the room and cleared his throat. “The congress is ready for you, Noah. Amber, would you like to tag along?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She started to argue that she wouldn’t be tagging anywhere—that she had work to do—but she was thankful for the distraction from her mother’s prying, so she kept her mouth shut. 
 
    “I’ll have dinner ready for you when you get home,” her mother said. “I’m making my famous meatloaf for Noah.” 
 
    “Mmm…” Noah said as he rose to his feet. “Thank you, Mrs. Mason. It’s been a minute since I’ve had your meatloaf. I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    Outside, Amber climbed into the back seat of her dad’s jet-black Silverado, and they headed toward the werewolf national congress headquarters. Luckily, her dad didn’t ask any questions about her relationship with Noah. She didn’t want to think about what would happen if his wolf didn’t claim her. 
 
    Instead, they rode in silence. Her dad’s gaze remained glued to the road, while Noah stole glances at her through the side mirror. Amber leaned her head against the cool glass, offering him the best smile she could fake while her mind whirred with what-ifs. Until last night, she’d been confident Noah could get his wolf under control, but what if he couldn’t? 
 
    What if Luke’s nod of approval had merely been his way of warding off another forced shift? Both times Noah’s wolf had taken control, they had been discussing their relationship, and both times, the beast had stalked her. What if that was the animal’s way of telling them they weren’t meant to be? Or what if the congress had other plans for Noah and tried to remove him from the pack? They’d have to go rogue to be together if that were the case, and going rogue was something Amber could never do. 
 
    Or could she? 
 
    Her vision blurred as she gazed out the window at the trees whizzing past, and nausea churned in her gut. There was no need to get worked up about this now. She had no control over what the congress would decide about him, and her energy was best focused on things she could do. 
 
    Gravel crunched beneath the tires as they pulled off the main road onto a narrow path only wide enough for a single vehicle. A car approaching from the opposite direction had to pull over halfway into the ditch, while her dad did the same as they passed. Oak trees lined both sides of the road, creating a tunnel effect, their branches reaching out to tangle with their neighbors’.  
 
    Amber swallowed the bile from the back of her throat. She had the foreboding sense that she was being led to her doom, which was absolutely ridiculous. It didn’t feel like a premonition, and her father wouldn’t bring her here if she’d be in any sort of danger. She’d simply watched too many horror movies for her own good. From now on, movie night would consist of romantic comedies only. 
 
    An eight-foot stone wall surrounded the property as they approached, and an iron gate blocked the entrance. Damn, this wasn’t how she imagined the congress at all. She’d pictured a cabin in the woods with maybe a subterranean tunnel system where they housed the archives.  
 
    The gate rolled open, and her father pulled into the driveway of a massive nineteenth-century colonial mansion, complete with columns and a long gallery on the second floor. He stopped the truck at the top of the U-shaped drive, and a valet scurried out to open his door. 
 
    Amber stifled a laugh. Her father was so not the being-waited-on type. Noah opened her door, and she slid out, gripping his hand like this was the last time she’d get to touch him. 
 
    “Everything you are about to see is to remain in strictest confidence,” her dad said as if reciting a speech written by someone else. “Amber, what you find in the archives must be discussed with Luke before the information is disseminated to the pack, and Noah…” He glanced at her before looking into Noah’s eyes. “What happens in the congress’s chambers stays in the chambers.” 
 
    Thanks, Dad. Not helping with the overbearing sense of impending doom. “Can I talk to you in private for a second?” She squeezed Noah’s hand and released it before lacing her arm around her dad’s elbow and walking him out of earshot. “Is Noah in danger being here? They won’t…do anything to him, will they?” 
 
    Her dad missed a beat in his reply, and something strange flashed in his eyes before he composed his answer. “They’re just going to examine him right now.” He patted her hand and gestured toward the entrance. 
 
    Yeah… Not helping at all. 
 
    Inside, a crystal chandelier hung in the foyer, and hardwood floors stretched down a long hallway. A man around Amber’s age sat at a desk in a small room to the left, and when he saw her father, he shot to his feet. 
 
    “The witch is getting set up, Mr. Mason,” he said. “It’ll be a few more minutes.” 
 
    “Witch?” Amber clutched her father’s arm and lowered her voice to a whisper. “You said they were only examining him.” 
 
    He glanced at her hand on his arm before giving her a sharp look, reminding her that, while he may be her father, in here, he was a congresswolf and should be treated as such. “Let’s get you to the archives, and then I’ll take Noah to the examination room.” 
 
    Amber released her hold, taking Noah’s hand instead, and followed her father down the hall and up a staircase to the second floor. A line of windows revealed the back courtyard, where stone benches surrounded a fountain and topiaries trimmed into the shapes of wolves dotted the grounds. 
 
     The wood floor creaked with their footsteps, and as her dad opened a set of double doors, Amber’s breath caught at the sight of the archives. Row after row of floor-to-ceiling bookcases lined the dimly lit space, their shelves filled with antique volumes and boxes of who knew what. 
 
    “This is my daughter,” he said to the woman behind a raised counter. “She has permission to use the archives.” He turned to Amber. “Cynthia will help you get started.” 
 
    Amber pulled Noah into a hug. He was tense, but as she nuzzled into his neck, brushing her lips over his skin, he relaxed a little. “I’ll be here when you’re done.” 
 
    He pulled back, running his thumb over her cheek before pressing a piece of paper into her hand. “I’ll see you soon.” 
 
    “Noah.” Her dad stood halfway down the hall, so Noah gave her a half-smile, turned, and walked away. 
 
    Amber stepped into the archives and unfolded the paper to find the note Nylah left him when she started working for the congress. She quickly folded it and shoved it into her pocket. “Hi, Cynthia, I’m Amber.” 
 
    “Hi.” She scurried from around the counter, the heels of her patent leather pumps clicking on the floor. A black pencil skirt brushed the tops of her knees, and a light blue silk blouse perfectly matched her eyes. “I’m second-born as well. What’s your ability?” 
 
    “Empathic premonitions. You?” 
 
    “Finding lost things…and people.” 
 
    Amber’s pulse thrummed. “You can find missing people?” 
 
    “Usually.” She gestured to a table in the center of the room and moved toward it. “You’re looking for Nylah L’Eveque, right? She was from your pack.” 
 
    “Yes. Can you find her?” 
 
    Cynthia shook her head, and her blonde curls swished around her face. “I’ve tried.” 
 
    “Will you try again?” 
 
    “I need an item that belonged to the missing person. Clothing, jewelry, a journal. Anything that had meaning to them. I sat in Nylah’s room, surrounded by her possessions, and I couldn’t locate her, so I doubt—” 
 
    “Will you try one more time? I have a letter she wrote.” She pulled the note from her pocket, offering it to Cynthia. 
 
    “One more time.” Cynthia took the note and flashed a sympathetic smile as she began to unfold the paper. 
 
    Amber put her hand on the letter. “It’s private.” Noah had given it to her so the congress wouldn’t find it. She had no idea if she could trust Cynthia to keep his secret. 
 
    “Of course.” She refolded the letter, clutching it in both hands as she closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. 
 
    Amber stared at her, willing an image of Nylah’s location to come to her mind. The seconds stretched into excruciatingly long minutes before Cynthia finally opened her eyes. 
 
    “Nothing.” She handed the letter back to Amber. “It’s as if she no longer exists.” 
 
    “What does that mean? She didn’t just vanish into thin air.” 
 
    Cynthia pursed her lips. “Usually when this happens, it’s because…” She cringed before finishing, “It’s because the body has been decimated. Turned to ash and spread in the wind.” 
 
    Amber’s stomach sank, and she touched a hand to a bookshelf to steady herself. “No. She can’t be dead. I can feel that she’s alive, and so can Noah.” 
 
    “And I can’t feel her at all.” Cynthia drew her shoulders toward her ears. “But that’s why you’re here, right? To see what you can find out about the Grunch she was investigating. Come on; I’ve already pulled some volumes.” 
 
    Amber followed Cynthia to the table where a stack of books lay on the corner. “Do you have any information about the Thropynite?” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find.” Cynthia scurried away, and Amber dove into the books. 
 
    She started with a thick, leather-bound volume filled with handwritten pages dated 1729. The paper smelled old and musty, and as she flipped the delicate pages, she found an entry documenting the Grunch. She scoured the book before moving on to the next. After two hours of reading, she hadn’t gleaned any more information about the gargoyle creatures than what she already knew.  
 
    And the Thropynite… Two different entries about the stone stated the person had to have physical contact with it for the magic to activate. If that were the case, it simply being in New Orleans couldn’t possibly be the reason Noah could shift. And if the Thropynite had nothing to do with his newfound ability, that could only mean Nylah was dead.  
 
    So what was this nagging feeling both she and Noah had that she was still alive? Could they both be imagining it? She was about to give in to defeat when Cynthia brought one more book. 
 
    “I found this one. It’s an account written by a witch who was supposedly held captive by the Grunch, so I don’t know how much merit it has. The creatures killed magical beings. I doubt they would have kept her alive, but here it is.” She set the thin book on the table in front of Amber and took the seat next to her. “Have you found anything useful?” 
 
    “Not yet.” Amber opened the book and read the witch’s account. Her eyes widened as she took in the story, her pulse thrumming in her ears. Her knee bounced beneath the table, and when she finished the short report, she gently closed the book. “While I’m here, would you mind finding the records of how the Crescent City Wolf Pack was formed? I’d like to read our history.” 
 
    “Absolutely.” Cynthia stood and disappeared behind a shelf. 
 
    Amber waited a beat or two until her new friend was far enough away before pulling out her phone and snapping pictures of the pages in the witch’s book. It was all here, in vivid detail, right down to the leader of the Grunch’s name. If the account were true, she knew where Nylah was and why Noah inherited the ability to shift. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Noah’s stomach soured as he followed his former alpha into the exam room. He’d expected to meet in the congress’s chambers to be questioned by the lot of them. Instead, Mr. Mason gestured for him to enter a small room near the kitchen on the first floor. The scents of bleach and patchouli mingled in the air, creating a sickening smell that coated the inside of his nose and reached all the way down to his throat. He swallowed the rancid taste from his mouth and stepped inside.  
 
    A hospital bed stood in the center of the room. Leather shackles for his arms and legs lay open on the surface, and a woman in her mid-fifties with long black hair and bright green eyes stood in the corner. 
 
    Instinct forced Noah to retreat, and he backed into Mr. Mason’s chest. He clutched Noah’s arms. “This is Helga. She’ll be conducting the exam.” He pointed to a large rectangular mirror on the wall. “I’ll be watching from the next room. Try to relax.” 
 
    Yeah, right. Even the toughest alpha couldn’t relax if he were chained to a bed, and he had a hunch those leather straps were reinforced with magic. Regular hospital restraints would be no match for the strength of a shifter. 
 
    “Do I have to be tied down?” He sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    Mr. Mason gestured for him to lie on his back. “It’s for Helga’s safety. She’s going to ask you to shift, and these restraints have been bespelled to remain intact and hold your wolf.” 
 
    Noah ground his teeth as he lay back and let them strap him to the bed. Magic tingled on his wrists and ankles, and he rested his head on a thin pillow. The shackles gave him enough room to sit up, but he could only lift his arms halfway to his shoulders. 
 
    “I’ll be in at the first sign of trouble.” Mr. Mason nodded and left the room, closing the door behind him, the lock sliding into place sounding like a nail in a coffin. What had he gotten himself into? 
 
    Helga drifted to the end of the bed and hovered her hands above Noah’s head. “Lie still.” 
 
    He lifted his chained wrists. “I don’t have much of a choice.” 
 
    She shook her head, chiding him. “Can you sense your wolf? Describe what you feel.” 
 
    “I can feel it’s there, but that’s about it. I don’t have a clue about its emotions or what thoughts are running through its mind. I can call it to the surface to shift, but it’s hard to regain control to shift back. It feels like it’s not mine.” 
 
    She clutched the sides of his head and hummed low in her throat. Her magic pricked at his skin like static, and her nails digging into his scalp reminded him of the carnage the Grunch had committed. He inhaled deeply, trying to calm his racing heart. 
 
    “It’s strong, and it’s yours. You have a block, though.” She released her grip and drifted toward a table filled with glass bottles, dried herbs, and copper containers. She crushed some herbs with a mortar and pestle and mixed them with a yellow liquid in a bowl before bringing it to his bedside. 
 
    “Drink this.” She offered it to him. 
 
    He hesitated, eyeing the bowl and arching a brow. “What is it?” 
 
    “A potion to open your mind.” She grabbed his hand and shoved the bowl into his grasp. “Drink it.” 
 
    He gazed at the steaming concoction and curled his lip. No way in hell was he consuming this without knowing what it was. “You want me to take drugs. What’s in it? Is it LSD? Mushrooms?” 
 
    “It’s magic.” The witch huffed and glared at the two-way mirror. 
 
    “Drink the potion, Noah,” Mr. Mason’s voice boomed over the intercom. 
 
    Noah knew better than to disobey an alpha—especially one with a seat on the congress—so he pressed the bowl to his lips and swallowed the syrupy liquid. There was definitely some kind of root in there, as he could taste the earth and the sharp, bitter flavor of mold. He fought the urge to gag and handed the bowl to the witch before lying back and closing his eyes. 
 
    His head spun, the magic instantly taking hold and making him dizzy as all get-out. His stomach lurched, and he coughed, rolling to his side in case his lunch decided to make a reappearance. 
 
    Helga began chanting, either in a language he didn’t understand, or the drugs were making her speech sound foreign. He couldn’t tell which. The air in the room thickened, buzzing with electricity as the witch’s magic built. She clutched his head again, rolling him onto his back and sending a jolt of energy straight through his skull and into his brain. 
 
    He was falling. Darkness consumed him for a moment before stars glittered all around. Then he splashed down into a sea of inky blue, the water flowing over his head until it was impossible to breathe. He struggled in his mind, swimming toward a light above the surface, but the harder he kicked, the farther away the light seemed. 
 
    As he hung weightlessly in the empty abyss, an image formed in his mind. Amber’s sweet smile danced behind his eyes, and he rose, breaking the surface and gasping for breath. 
 
    “Now shift,” the witch’s voice grated in his ears. 
 
    He shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut and willing Amber’s face to stay in his view. If the potion made him see her, there had to be a reason. 
 
    “Shift, Noah. That’s an order.” Mr. Mason’s voice filled the room, and he was compelled to obey. 
 
    He called on the beast, his wolf, according to the witch, and he transformed. The wolf snarled, standing on the bed, the shackles magically tightening around his legs. He locked his gaze on the witch, and though Noah struggled to gain control, he was nothing more than a subconscious energy going along for the ride. The wolf rocked back before springing toward her. 
 
    The restraints held, and the bed toppled over, sending the wolf crashing to the floor. He scrambled to his paws and lunged again, dragging the bed as he prowled toward her. Noah tried to take over. He willed his body to shift, but the potion had rendered him powerless against the beast. 
 
    The door swung open a moment before Mr. Mason shifted and barreled toward him. The alpha growled, a deep vibration resonating from his chest, and placed himself between the witch and Noah’s wolf, baring his teeth and looming toward him. 
 
    Thank the heavens Luke had trained the wolf to submit. He lay on his belly, resting his head on his paws and letting out a low whine. As the wolf relinquished control to the alpha, Noah grabbed on and forced the beast to release his hold. 
 
    Returning to his human form, Noah sat on the floor, unable to stand due to the restraints. “I’m sorry,” he said to both Helga and the alpha. 
 
    Mr. Mason shifted and knelt beside him. “Are you in control now?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He lowered his head. 
 
    They removed the restraints, and Noah helped Mr. Mason right the fallen bed before he led them into an office next door. Noah sank into a wooden chair while Helga and Mr. Mason conversed. 
 
    “What’s the verdict?” the alpha asked. 
 
    Helga frowned at Noah. “The wolf belongs to him, as I said. However, it has not joined with his soul. This is why he lacks control.” 
 
    “Any idea how this happened?” 
 
    “The wolf should not have been awakened. I sense magic was involved, which made the transformation go awry.” 
 
    Mr. Mason’s brows slammed down over his eyes. “Do you know anything about this?” 
 
    Noah’s heart sank into his stomach. How much longer could he keep his secret? “Both Amber and I feel like Nylah is alive somewhere. That’s all I know.” He lowered his gaze to his lap, afraid the alpha could sense his lie. 
 
    “Do you know of a way to fuse the wolf to his soul?” 
 
    “You must find the magic that awakened it. It can either solve the problem or put the wolf to rest for good.” 
 
    “In this condition, can the wolf claim a mate?” Mr. Mason asked. 
 
    “He wouldn’t know it if it did.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “He’ll be a danger to any mate he might choose.” 
 
    “Thank you, Helga. Please submit your report to the archives.” 
 
    The witch nodded and left the room. Noah gripped his thighs, digging his fingertips into his muscles. He couldn’t make himself breathe, so he sat there holding the end of his exhale, unable to move. Amber would never be safe around him. Not only had his selfish desire to awaken his wolf brought a reign of terror on New Orleans, but now he’d destroyed any chance he had at a life with the one person who mattered most. 
 
    Mr. Mason stood in front of him with his arms crossed. “Whatever relationship you have with my daughter ends now. I won’t have you endangering her life.” 
 
    Noah agreed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Amber slipped her phone into her pocket as Cynthia returned with the books she’d requested. She smiled and thanked her before flipping one open and staring at the page, but her eyes didn’t register the words. Instead, her thoughts raced in a thousand different directions as she chewed her bottom lip. 
 
    It all made sense now: Noah gaining the ability to shift, his wolf not wanting to obey him, why she was certain Nylah was alive. It was all she could do to keep from bursting out of the archives and intruding on the council’s examination of Noah. She didn’t need a witch to tell her what was going on with him; it was all recorded right here in this journal. 
 
    Her knee bounced incessantly beneath the table, and as the heavy door swung open and her father entered the room, she shot to her feet and started toward him. But she froze midstride when Noah didn’t follow him in. “Where is he?” Her voice held accusation, and her father stiffened. 
 
    “He’s waiting in the truck. Let’s go home.” He turned and strode out the door, leaving Amber standing there with her mouth open. 
 
    “What happened in the examination? Is he okay?” She jogged to catch up with her dad. 
 
    “The congress will be meeting tomorrow afternoon to discuss his affliction, so I’ll be taking you both home first thing in the morning. That’s all I can say.” 
 
    “What do you mean that’s all you can say?” She followed him down the stairs and out the front door, her heart running at a thousand miles a minute. “Dad, what are you not telling me? I’m part of the alpha line; I have a right to know. Or is that fact only convenient when you want it to be?” 
 
    He stopped, taking her biceps in his hands. “Your relationship with Noah ends today. He is not a welcome addition to our family.” 
 
    She scoffed, opening and closing her mouth as she tried to find the words. “Are you serious? Mom has been on me nonstop to hook up with him, and now you’re forbidding me from dating him?” 
 
    “That was before his affliction.” His gaze softened, and he squeezed her arms before letting her go. “He’s been deemed an unfit mate.” 
 
    “Unfit? Why? Because his wolf is wild?” This couldn’t be happening. They didn’t come all this way with the intent to help Noah, only to have the national congress of werewolves say he was unfit to be her mate. No way. She refused to accept it. “I found something in the archives that expl—” 
 
    “Drop it, Amber. My decision is final.” He gave her a pointed look, the same look he gave her when she was a kid and had been pressing her luck. The look that meant the conversation was over, end of story. 
 
    But this story was just beginning. “Don’t you want to hear what I found in the archives?” 
 
    He sighed heavily. “Report your findings to Luke when you get home tomorrow. I don’t meddle in your pack’s affairs.” 
 
    “No, you just want to control your children. First Luke’s life, and now mine. Things are changing, Dad. You have to accept that—” 
 
     “Your mother has dinner waiting for us.” He cut her off as if she were nothing more than a belligerent teenager and gestured to the truck where Noah sat in the passenger seat, staring out the front window. 
 
    “Noah.” She ran to the truck and pulled on the handle, but his door was locked. She knocked on the window, and he looked at her with sad eyes, shaking his head. 
 
    With a groan, she climbed into the back seat, but before she could speak to him, her father joined them, silencing their would-be conversation. Amber buckled her seatbelt and clenched her teeth. Noah would talk to her; she just had to get him alone. 
 
    Country music playing quietly through the speakers softened the heavy silence hanging in the Chevy on the fifteen-minute drive to her parents’ home. Neither her father nor Noah said a word, and Amber chewed the inside of her cheek, her dad’s verdict playing on a loop in her mind. Noah has been deemed an unfit mate. That was total bullshit, and if her stubborn old man would allow her to explain what she’d found, he would feel otherwise. 
 
    She seethed with anger. She—and only she—would decide who was fit to be her mate. Noah was a better fit than any man she’d ever met. 
 
    Her mom was putting dinner on the table as they walked through the front door, and she smiled, oblivious to the news Amber had just received. She set it up so Amber would sit next to Noah, and her dad inhaled, opening his mouth as if to protest the arrangement. When her mom cocked her head, he sighed and took his seat. Amber sank into her chair and gave Noah a small smile, which he didn’t return. 
 
    “How did the examination go?” her mom asked. “I hope all is well.” 
 
    Noah cleared his throat and looked at her dad. 
 
    “Yes, Father.” Amber folded her hands on the table. “What happened in the examination?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her before addressing her mom. “We’ll discuss it later.” He shoved a piece of meatloaf into his mouth. 
 
    They ate in silence, the tension in the room so thick it rivaled the mashed potatoes. Amber slid her leg toward Noah, leaning it outward so her knee touched his. He swallowed hard and then shifted in his seat, moving his leg away from hers. 
 
    Amber’s heart ached. No doubt her father had put the fear of God in him. The man was old-fashioned at best. He bought into the old ways, where the men’s—especially the elders’—word was law no matter how irrational it may be. 
 
    Under Luke’s command, the Crescent City Wolf Pack was finally seeing the light of the twenty-first century. No one—not her dad, not a bunch of old fogies in the congress—was going to send them back to the Dark Ages. 
 
    As they finished dinner, Noah stood and picked up his empty plate. 
 
    “Leave it,” her mom said. “I’ll take care of the dishes.” 
 
    Noah returned his plate to the table, glancing at Amber before looking at her mom. “Thank you for dinner, Mrs. Mason. It was delicious.” 
 
    She smiled warmly. “Any time, dear.” 
 
    “I’m going to turn in early if that’s all right.” 
 
    “You two can take the big bedroom at the end of the hall upstairs.” She gave Amber a conspiratorial wink. 
 
    “They’ll be taking separate rooms,” her dad said. 
 
    Her mom gave her a quizzical look. “Okay… Amber, you can have the second room on the right, then.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Noah pushed in his chair and strode out of the dining room without a second glance. 
 
    “I’ll be in my study.” Her dad stood there for a moment, but if he was expecting a goodnight from her, he would be sorely disappointed. She couldn’t even look at the man. 
 
    As her father left, Amber picked up the plates and followed her mom into the kitchen. She waited until she heard the study door click shut, and they both turned to each other, speaking at once. Amber closed her mouth, letting her mom go first. 
 
    “What the devil is going on? It would have taken a butcher knife to chop through the tension in there.” 
 
    Amber set the plates in the sink and turned on the water, just in case her old man was listening. “He has decided Noah is unfit to be my mate.” 
 
    “What?” Her mom’s mouth fell open. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. You two are perfect for each other. What happened during the examination?” 
 
    “I have no idea. He won’t tell me anything, except that my relationship with Noah is over. Will you talk to him?” 
 
    “Of course I will, but I don’t know that it will do much good. You know how stubborn your father can be. Have you talked to Noah about this? What does he think?” 
 
    “I haven’t been alone with him to ask. He barely looks at me.” A sob bubbled up from her chest, but she caught it in her throat and blinked back the tears that threatened to spill. 
 
    “Oh, honey.” Her mom pulled her into a hug. “I’m on your side. I’ll get your father to come to bed early so you can talk to Noah.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mom. You’re the best.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Noah lay in the center of the queen-sized bed, staring at the ceiling fan whirring above. He’d felt his fair share of humiliation lately, but being called an unfit mate took the cake. He could hardly look Amber in the eye, much less have a conversation with her about it. 
 
    Anger fumed in his soul. She should have listened to him in the beginning when he told her she deserved better. His wolf awakening had given him the false hope that he might be able to be the mate she needed, and he’d let his guard down, allowing himself to fall completely head over tail for her. 
 
    And look where that landed him. Forbidden from taking a mate. Forbidden from love. 
 
    He growled and rolled onto his side, cursing his goddamn wolf for emerging when it did, cursing Nylah for finding the Thropynite, cursing himself for not stopping her. He could have accepted his fate and given up on the dream of becoming a shifter, but no. He’d been selfish. He’d put his sister’s life in danger, and he’d almost killed Amber twice. 
 
    No, he did not deserve Amber or anyone, for that matter. He didn’t deserve the air he breathed. 
 
    A light knock sounded on the door a moment before Amber stepped through. She wore a pale pink satin nightgown, and the moonlight streaming in through the window gave her fair skin an ethereal glow. 
 
    His entire body ached at the sight of her, his throat thickening as she glided across the room and sank onto the edge of the bed. He pushed to a sitting position, leaning his back against the headboard and forcing himself to look into her eyes. 
 
    “We need to talk.” She folded one leg beneath her, angling her body to face him, her phone clutched in her hand. 
 
    “I know.” He inhaled deeply before blowing out a hard breath. “I told you from the beginning I couldn’t be the wolf you need.” 
 
    “Stop it, okay? None of you know what I need better than me, so I don’t want to hear any more of that. Tell me what happened during the examination.” 
 
    “It was just me and a witch alone in a room with your dad watching through a window. She made me drink this potion that let her look into my psyche, and then I had to shift.” His jaw clenched at the memory. 
 
    When he didn’t elaborate, Amber rested her hand on his leg. “What happened then?” 
 
    He let out a sardonic laugh. “If I hadn’t been chained to the bed with magical shackles… My wolf tried to attack, so your dad busted in and forced me to shift back to human. When it was over, the witch told your dad that being with me would put you in danger.” 
 
    He shrugged and toyed with a loose thread in the sheet. “So here we are. I could be thrown in the pit just for being alone with you right now.” Not that he cared. It was worth the risk to tell her a proper goodbye. 
 
    “First of all, we’re not alone. My parents are asleep downstairs. Second, are you saying my dad is the only congresswolf who knows about the examination? No one else was there?” 
 
    “It was just the witch and your dad.” 
 
    “So the congress hasn’t deemed you an unfit mate. That’s all my dad’s doing.” She laughed cynically. “Typical. It’s just like my father to make a life-altering decision and expect everyone else to follow along.” 
 
    “Once he meets with them tomorrow, I’m sure they’ll agree. I’m a danger to everyone, and it’s only a matter of time before they connect the dots and figure out I’m shifting because of the Thropynite and Nylah is the one who brought it here. She’s better off never being found if they discover our secret.” 
 
    “You’re not shifting because of the stone. You’d have to make physical contact with it for its magic to affect you. Look at this.” She offered him her phone, and he gazed at the image of an elegant script on a withered page. 
 
    “What is this?” He flipped through the photos, taking in page after page that she’d photographed. 
 
    “It’s a witch’s explanation of what happened to the Grunch. She claims the Grunch live in a pocket dimension, just outside our plane. Alrick, their leader, held her captive for a century, the magic of the dimension slowing time so she hardly aged. She managed to escape, and she stole the piece of Thropynite they’d brought here. She created a potion to destroy the stone, which froze them all in their dimension.” 
 
    He furrowed his brow as he read the account. “If this is true, it’s proof that Nylah did find the Thropynite. How will this help?” 
 
    “I think the Grunch have Nylah. If she’s trapped in their pocket dimension, she has ceased to exist on this plane. Since she no longer exists here, your wolf was awakened, but because she hasn’t actually passed on, your wolf can’t fuse with your soul.” 
 
    He stared into her bright blue eyes as he processed her words. So much hope filled them, he couldn’t help but believe it was true. “That would explain why we both feel like she’s alive, despite the evidence that she isn’t.” 
 
    She beamed a smile. “It makes perfect sense.” 
 
    “When she retrieved the stone from overseas, it awakened the Grunch, and they took her while she was investigating their reappearance.” 
 
    “She probably had no idea the Thropynite would awaken the monsters; no one even knew they were here. If we can find Nylah…” 
 
    “We’ll find the stone.” 
 
    “And the stone can fuse your wolf with your soul.” She took his hand. “Then no one can say you’re an unfit mate.” 
 
    “And you found all this out while a witch was poking around in my mind.” He laughed. “You’re amazing.” 
 
    “No one has to know what we’re doing. I know a witch who will help us with the spell to disintegrate the stone. Remember Snow?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Whether Nylah is the one who brought it here or not, it won’t matter once it’s destroyed.” 
 
    He tapped his thumb on his knee, his mind reeling with possibilities. “Does the witch’s journal say how to activate the Thropynite’s magic?” 
 
    Amber flipped through the images, scanning the pages. “It only lists a spell to destroy it, but I’m sure Snow can help us with that too.” 
 
    “How will we find their dimension?” 
 
    “We know the general area to look in, and now that we know what we’re looking for, you can use your gift. I’d bet the bar you’ll be able to feel a disturbance in the atmosphere where the entrance is.” 
 
    He did sense a heaviness in the air when he was there with Cade and James, but he’d chalked it up to creep factor. Maybe he was sensing the entrance to the Grunch’s dimension. “It’s worth a shot.” 
 
    “We can fix this.” She scooted closer until her leg rested against his. “And we can be together.” 
 
    He traced his fingers up her cheek, sliding them into her silky hair. There was still the issue that his wolf might not claim her, even if it fused with his soul, but he didn’t mention it. For the first time since this ordeal began, he felt hope. No need to kill the mood. 
 
    “You’re the only person I can imagine spending the rest of my life with,” she said, “and I know… I know everything is going to work out. It has to. I love you, Noah.” 
 
    His heart felt like it burst into a million pieces, swirled around in his chest, and stitched itself back together again. “I love you too.” 
 
    She climbed into his lap, straddling his groin, and ran her hands up his bare chest to hook them behind his neck. Her fingers felt like silk against his skin. Leaning down, she brushed a tentative kiss to his lips. 
 
    “Should we be doing this in your parents’ house?” he whispered. 
 
    Her only answer was to crush her mouth to his. 
 
    He held in his moan, the thought of what her father might do if he found them together making him conscious of every sound they made. He almost stopped her, but as her lips glided down his neck, and she nipped his shoulder with her teeth, he said screw it. They were both consenting adults, for fuck’s sake. They could do what they wanted. 
 
    He ran his hands up her sides to cup her breasts, and her nipples hardened beneath the satin as he teased them with his thumbs. Her lips parted on a deep inhale, her warm breath tickling his neck before she found his mouth once more. She tasted of mint, and as she slipped her tongue into his mouth to tangle with his, all the blood that was left in his head rushed to his groin. 
 
    He lifted her nightgown, tugging it upward until she raised her arms, allowing him to remove it and toss it aside. He slid his gaze down her form, taking in her delicate curves and smooth, lightly freckled skin before looking into her eyes. His mouth watered to taste her, and when she smiled, something snapped inside his chest like a glowstick coming to life. He still had no idea what his wolf was thinking, but the man needed her more than he needed air to breathe. He would die before he’d spend his life without her. 
 
    He stifled the growl rumbling in his chest and leaned forward, taking a nipple into his mouth while teasing the other with his thumb. She let out a breathy ahh, the seductive sound raising goosebumps on his skin. 
 
    Gliding his tongue upward between her breasts, he circled it around the dip in her collarbone before continuing his ascent to take her mouth in another kiss. How many times he had imagined this moment, he couldn’t recall. But having her here, nearly naked in his arms, he felt complete. 
 
    Her hands roamed down his stomach, his muscles tightening as they found their way beneath the covers to grip his dick through his underwear. He shuddered, and she smiled, palming him, sliding her hand upward and back down beneath the fabric to grip his flesh. 
 
    An mmm resonated in his throat, and she rose to her knees, her gaze never leaving his as she pushed the sheets downward, exposing the rest of his body. Drawing her bottom lip between her teeth, she arched a brow and tugged off his boxer-briefs. She licked her lips as she gazed at his dick, and she took it in her hand once more, stroking it from base to tip, circling her finger around the sensitive head before stroking it again. 
 
    “Fuck, Amber. You’re so goddamn sexy.” 
 
    With a wicked grin, she lowered her head, taking him into her mouth. He moaned, closing his eyes and tipping his head back, reveling in the feel of the warm wetness enveloping him. She circled her tongue as she sucked him, and when she grazed her teeth over his tip, he nearly lost it. 
 
    “Come here.” With his hand on the back of her head, he gently guided her toward his mouth. He kissed her, drinking her in and wrapping his arms around her. 
 
    “I need you, Noah.” Her voice was a whisper against his lips. 
 
    “Then you’ll have me.” In one swift motion, he flipped her onto her back, and she gasped. 
 
    With his hips between her legs, he rubbed his cock against her, the thin strip of satin that separated them growing wet as he moved. 
 
    “Please, Noah.” She nipped at his earlobe, sending shivers down his spine. 
 
    He kissed her neck, breathing in the intoxicating sweet scent of her skin as he rocked his hips. God, he needed her. It took all his willpower to keep from ripping off her panties and taking her right that moment. 
 
    But he wanted to savor her. With the uncertainty of his condition, this could be the only moment he got to spend alone with her, and he intended to take his time and relish her body. 
 
    He worked his way downward, licking and kissing, caressing every inch of her delicate skin. She ran her hands over his back, gripping his shoulders and gasping as he grazed her nipple with his teeth. He took the other between his thumb and forefinger, and the soft moan emanating from her throat had to be the most beautiful sound he’d ever heard. 
 
    Amber was a goddess. Her scent, her sounds, her soul…everything about her called to him, enraptured him. He would do everything in his power to make her his mate, whether the pack approved of their union or not. 
 
    Resuming his descent, he glided his tongue down her stomach and pressed a kiss to her navel. Her hips moved beneath his chest, a silent plea for him to continue downward. He paused, resting his chin on her pelvis and gazing up at her. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen. 
 
    “Please, Noah,” she whispered, and he shuddered at her request. He wouldn’t make her ask again. 
 
    Rising onto his knees, he slipped off her panties and settled his shoulders between her legs before gliding his tongue from slit to clit. She gasped, her entire body tensing, her hands fisting the sheets. The sweet taste of her made his head spin. He teased her sensitive nub with his tongue before gently sucking it between his lips. 
 
    He continued the rhythm, sucking and licking while she writhed beneath him. When he slipped a finger inside, her breath came out in a rush. He could have stayed there all night. The knowledge that he could make her feel this much pleasure exhilarated him to no end, but as she whimpered, another whispered please escaped her lips. It was time to make her come. 
 
    Slipping a second finger inside her, he rotated his hand until he reached her sweet spot. As he bathed her clit in wet heat, he stroked her until her hips bucked and she gasped, biting her lip to keep from crying out. 
 
    He slowed his rhythm, bringing her down gently, and the tension in her body eased. Rising onto his elbows, he gazed at her, and she looked back at him with passion-drunk eyes. 
 
    “I need you inside me,” she nearly growled. “Right now.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” He crawled on top of her, filling her completely with one swift thrust. 
 
    She dropped her head back on the pillow and let out an erotic mmm. 
 
    Heaven help him, he could have come right then, but he wasn’t ready for it to end. He pulled out, taking his dick in his hand and rubbing the head over her swollen clit. Teasing her, he slid halfway in, pulling out again and rubbing himself over her. 
 
    “You’re driving me crazy,” she whispered. 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    As he slid halfway in again, she grabbed his ass, pulling him toward her and lifting her hips until she took in his entire length. He couldn’t hold back anymore. Slipping his arms beneath her shoulders, he held her tightly and pumped his hips. 
 
    She clung to him, wrapping her legs around his waist to take him deeper and biting his shoulder as another orgasm made her entire body shudder. His own coiled in his core before rushing out in a release so intense it rocked him to his soul. 
 
    Collapsing on top of her, he hugged her tighter, nuzzling into her neck and making a silent vow that he would never let her go. As her breathing slowed, she relaxed her hold and turned her face toward him to kiss his forehead. 
 
    “I meant it when I said I love you.” She kissed him again. 
 
    “So did I.” He rolled onto his back and tugged her to his side. 
 
    She came to him, draping her leg across his hips and laying her head on his shoulder. As she traced her fingers across his chest, his eyes drifted shut, and he basked in the elated emotions swirling in his soul. 
 
    But a few minutes later, she sat up, breaking the trance he’d succumbed to. “We finally made it all the way without your wolf trying to eat me.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He laced his fingers behind his head. “I didn’t feel him at all like I did before. I wonder why that is.” 
 
    “I should go back to my room. We need to keep up the charade that we’re not together.” She rose from the bed and dressed. 
 
    Noah sat up and took her hand, bringing it to his lips. He was loath to let her go, but she was right. If this plan was going to work, they had to keep it all a secret. Even if it didn’t work, he knew without a doubt he wanted to spend the rest of his life with her. He’d go rogue if that was what it took. “Listen, Amber. If, after we do this, my wolf doesn’t claim you, I still…” 
 
    She slipped from his grasp and lowered her gaze. 
 
    Then he felt it. The wolf inside him rose to the surface, threatening to break free. He clenched his fists, willing the beast into submission. “We’ll talk about it later. You should go.” 
 
    Amber nodded and slipped out the door, taking his heart with her. As the latch clicked shut, his wolf relinquished, and Noah lay back, staring at the ceiling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Amber tried to look sullen on the drive to New Orleans, putting on a show to convince her father she and Noah were over, but every time she caught Noah’s gaze in the side mirror, her lips curved into a smile. Luckily, she was in the back seat, and her dad was focused on the road. 
 
    Making love to Noah had been better than she could have ever imagined. If she closed her eyes, she could still feel the contrast of his soft skin and hard muscles beneath her fingers, could still smell his woodsy scent and taste the salt of his skin. 
 
    Being with him had felt better than right. It had felt like fate. Now, if she could only convince his wolf to agree. Her heart began to sink at the thought, but she yanked it out of the depths before it could slip into despair. She had to focus on one thing at a time, lest she get caught in the vicious circle of he loves me; his wolf loves me not. 
 
    Noah loved her, and that was all that mattered for now. Maybe it was all that mattered period. 
 
    When they reached New Orleans, her dad dropped Noah at his house first. Keeping up the act, he didn’t look at her as he thanked her dad for the ride and climbed out of the truck. Amber crossed her arms, staring out the side window as her father turned toward her. 
 
    “Do you want to get in the front?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m fine here.” At the moment, she fit the role of the teenager he treated her like, but she didn’t dare chance blowing their cover. She could hardly contain her excitement as it was. 
 
    He sighed. “Suit yourself. I’ll drop you by the bar so you can report what you learned in the archives to Luke.” He backed out of the driveway and headed toward the French Quarter. 
 
    “There’s no need. I doubt it’s anything he doesn’t already know,” she lied. “I’ll send him a text when I get home.” 
 
    They rode in silence the rest of the way, and when her dad parked in her driveway, he turned around in his seat. “Amber, honey, you know I love you.” 
 
    “I know. Thanks for the lift.” She slid out of the truck and strode to her front porch. He was a fool to think he had a say in whom she chose as a mate. This wasn’t the 1900s. 
 
    Inside, she closed her eyes and leaned her head against the door. The wood felt cool against her skin. “This is going to work,” she whispered. If only she could make herself believe it. 
 
    She waited an hour to be certain her father was well on his way back to Jackson before heading out the door. Humid summer heat engulfed her as she strode onto the sidewalk and hung a right, heading toward Royal Street. Two- and three-story buildings dating back to the 1800s lined the streets. Shops and art galleries occupied the bottom floors, while wrought-iron balconies adorned with ferns and colorful potted flowers covered the second- and third-floor residential areas. 
 
    A saxophone player stood on the street corner playing a sad, slow tune, and Amber paused to listen. The music drifting on the air made her chest ache. New Orleans was her home, the Crescent City Wolf Pack her family, but Noah was her soulmate. She’d fought tooth and claw to insist no one but her could decide whom she took as a mate, but she would be taking that same choice away from Noah if she left him. If their plan worked and his wolf fused with his soul but didn’t claim her, whether he waited for a fate-bound or not wasn’t her decision. If he was willing to give up the chance to be with her, who was she to tell him no? 
 
    Her phone chimed with a text, and she stepped into the shade of a slate blue building to read the message. Her stomach fluttered when she saw it was from Noah: I’m going to enlist help from Cade. He can keep a secret. 
 
    She replied: If you trust him, so do I. On my way to see Snow now. 
 
    They were taking a risk involving other people, but based on what she’d read about the Grunch, they needed the help. She shuddered at the thought of her heart ending up on the gargoyle’s dinner plate. 
 
    Her phone chimed again with another text from Noah: Stay safe. I love you. 
 
    She smiled as she keyed in her reply: I love you too. Damn, it felt good to type that. 
 
    Yes, they were risking their lives and their positions in the pack by attempting this without the alpha’s permission. Hell, once her dad talked to his peers about Noah, they’d be going against the congress’s ruling just by being in each other’s presence. But seeing Noah’s I love you put a spring in her step anyway. 
 
    She paused outside Spellbound Sweets, a witchy bakery, and peered through the window. Snow Connolly stood behind the counter, her platinum blonde hair glinting in the sunlight streaming through the glass. Her sister, Rain, owned the bakery, and she and Chase lived in the apartment upstairs. Amber took a deep breath, pushed open the door, and stepped inside. 
 
    The sweet scents of cinnamon and vanilla drifted on the air, and Snow slid a tray of frosted sugar cookies into a display case before looking up and beaming a smile. “Hey, Amber! What brings you in?” 
 
    She paced to the counter and drummed her fingers on the surface. “I need a favor. Is Rain around?” 
 
    “She’s out running errands. She should be back in a few hours if you want to check in later.” 
 
    Amber peered at the magical cookies beneath the glass. The witches sold them as “spells” with a wink and a nod for the humans. The “love spell” was heart-shaped and frosted red, while the “money spell” was a dollar sign frosted green. In reality, they all contained the same magic: a clarity spell to help the consumer focus on their true goals.  
 
    Amber didn’t need a spell to know her true goals. She had to save Nylah and make Noah her mate…no matter the cost. “Actually, I’m here to see you. I need a potion.” 
 
    Snow wiped her hands on a dishtowel and closed the display case. “Well, you’ve come to the right place. What can I whip up for you?” 
 
    Amber glanced behind her to be sure no one had entered the shop. “This is a covert operation. If anyone in the pack finds out what I’m doing, I’ll be in shit so deep, I’ll never dig my way out. Can you keep a secret?” 
 
    Snow arched a brow. “Are you kidding? I’m the queen of keeping secrets. Just ask Rain.” 
 
    “This is what I need.” She opened the photo of the spell she’d found in the witch’s journal and offered Snow her phone. 
 
    Her eyes widened as she scanned the page, and she let out a low whistle. “That’s some potent stuff. What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “Noah and I are going to rescue Nylah and put an end to the Grunch.” 
 
    Snow motioned for Amber to follow her into the kitchen. “Why can’t the pack know? Sounds like it should be an all hands on deck mission.” 
 
    Amber stepped around the counter and strode into the kitchen. “Because Noah is the reason the Grunch were awakened in the first place.” She explained the situation as Snow pulled various herbs and liquids from the shelves and set them on the counter next to a copper bowl.  
 
    “Nylah brought the Thropynite here to force Noah’s wolf to awaken,” Snow mused, “but instead, she woke up the Grunch?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    “Damn, girl. That is some deep shit.” 
 
    “Tell me about it.” She leaned against the counter, crossing her legs at the ankles. “But if we can pull this off, no one will ever have to know.” 
 
    “Let me see the spell again. I think it continues on the next page.” Snow held out her hand, and Amber gave her the phone. Pinching the screen, she zoomed in on the ingredients list and nodded. “Elderflower. Got it. Eye of newt. Got it. Did you know that’s just mustard seed?” 
 
    “I had no idea.” Amber peered over her shoulder at the phone. 
 
    Snow flipped to the next image. “Oh, wait.” She zoomed the screen. “Damn. This isn’t just potent magic; it’s deadly.” 
 
    “What is it?” Amber took the phone when Snow handed it to her. 
 
    “It calls for wolfsbane-infused DUME oil.” 
 
    Amber’s stomach sank. Wolfsbane was a highly toxic herb that could kill a shifter in under an hour. Supposedly death by wolfsbane was an excruciating way to go, and it was used as a supernatural lethal injection for more than a century. The congress finally ruled it a cruel and unusual punishment, making it illegal for any werewolf, shifter or not, to possess it. 
 
    “I’m familiar with wolfsbane, but what is DUME oil?” 
 
    “It stands for ‘Death Unto My Enemies.’ It’s Hoodoo black magic.” 
 
    “Oh, hell.” Amber shoved her phone into her pocket. “I don’t suppose you know how to get ahold of some, do you?” 
 
    Snow took a deep breath and slowly shook her head. “A Vodouisant would be more familiar with Hoodoo than a witch. Why don’t you ask Odette?” 
 
    “For the same reason I don’t want Rain to know what I’m doing. She’d feel obligated to tell her mate, and we can’t let anyone find out how the Thropynite got here.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Your secret is safe with me, but I—” The door chimed, signaling someone had entered the bakery. 
 
    “I’m back, Snow. You can take a break now,” Rain’s voice drifted on the air. 
 
    “Crap. She’s early.” Snow ushered Amber to the back door. “If you can get your hands on the DUME oil, I’m happy to whip up the potion for you. I normally don’t mess with black magic, but if I can think of someone who might know where to find some, I’ll let you know.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Amber slipped out the back door and made her way up the alley to the street, hanging a right and striding away from the shop before dialing Noah’s number. He didn’t answer, so she hung up without leaving a message. He wouldn’t know where to get wolfsbane-infused DUME oil any more than she would. 
 
    “Think, Amber. Think.” Her determined strides carried her through the French Quarter like a woman on a mission, though where she was headed, she had no clue. She paced up one street and down another, racking her brain for a solution to this problem. Not only did she need to find and bargain with a black magic practitioner, but she had to get a tincture containing wolfsbane. How many supernatural laws could she break in a single act of defiance? 
 
    While the pack had been on good terms with the Voodoo folks for decades, they didn’t get involved with Hoodoo practitioners. Those guys were always up to no good, using and abusing the magic for their own self-gain. Hoodoo was like Voodoo, but without the religious or moral compass for guidance. 
 
    After half an hour of wandering, Amber found herself on Dumaine, across the street from Odette’s House of Voodoo, and she paused on the sidewalk, staring at the dark green wooden door. If anyone would know a Hoodoo practitioner who might help her, it would be Odette. 
 
    But she couldn’t ask her. She might as well go straight to Luke and tell him everything if she was going to get a shifter’s mate involved. She could always slip in and ask one of the other Vodouisants inside for help. But if word got back to Odette, their plan would fall apart faster than a strand of cheap Mardi Gras beads smacking the pavement. She needed to find someone familiar with Hoodoo whom Odette never spoke to. 
 
    Of course! She mentally smacked herself upside the head for not thinking of him sooner. Odette’s cousin Emile was a traiteur—a Voodoo faith healer—who lived out in the swamps. They had a sordid history and never spoke to each other, which made him the perfect person to ask for help locating a Hoodoo practitioner. 
 
    A quick internet search provided Emile’s number, and she sat on a bench in the shade of a tree in Jackson Square to make the call. While the existence of werewolves was kept a secret from the humans, talk of Hoodoo, Voodoo, and witchcraft was so common in New Orleans, no one would bat an eye at the conversation she was about to have. 
 
    A warm breeze caressed her sweat-slicked skin, providing a welcome relief from the sauna of the French Quarter, and she gazed up at the massive statue of Andrew Jackson sitting atop a horse in the center of the Square. 
 
    A little girl squealed with delight as she ran by, her brother hot on her heels with a bubble gun, and Amber’s chest gave a squeeze. If they could make this plan work, she and Noah might bring their own children to the park one day. Wouldn’t it be something if they had twins? 
 
    She shook her head, chasing away the daydream, and dialed Emile’s number. When he answered, she inhaled deeply before speaking. “Hi, Emile. My name is Amber Mason, and I’m with the Crescent City Wolf Pack. I’m looking for a Hoodoo practitioner who might sell me some DUME oil, and I wondered if you might know of someone who could help.” 
 
    Silence hung heavy on the other end of the line, and it lasted so long she nearly thought the call had dropped. 
 
    “Did Odette tell you to call? What is she getting on about?” Irritation laced his voice. 
 
    Amber clutched the phone tighter. “No. No, she doesn’t know anything about this.” 
 
    “Well, I’m sure she can help you with whatever you need.” 
 
    “Wait! Please don’t hang up.” She paused, hoping against hope he was still on the line. When she heard a heavy sigh, she continued, “I’m in trouble, and no one in my pack can find out about it. Please, I just need the name of a Hoodoo practitioner, and then I’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “DUME oil isn’t to be played with.” 
 
    “Believe me, if it wasn’t a life-or-death situation, I wouldn’t mess with it. I’ll be careful.” Her knee bounced, shaking the bench, so she rested her hand on her thigh to still her fidgeting. What would her packmates say if they knew what she was up to? Most likely that she’d gone insane. The shifters would want to attack the Grunch, using brute force to vanquish them, despite the fact they’d tried and failed already. 
 
    Yes, Amber’s plan was dangerous, but far less so than anything the “men in charge” would come up with. A full-frontal attack against who-knew-how-many Grunch would result in too many casualties. Destroying the Thropynite was the best course of action, even if she had to break a few laws to accomplish it. 
 
    “You didn’t get this information from me.” Emile gave her a name and address, which she scribbled onto the back of a business card. 
 
    “Thank you. If you happen to speak to Odette…” 
 
    “I won’t. Good day.” The line went dead. 
 
    “Well, okay then.” She rose to her feet and typed the address into her phone. “Jeez, that’s in Algiers. He didn’t know a Hoodoo man in the Quarter?” At least she didn’t have to trek into the swamp to find him. 
 
    She headed to her house and climbed into her Mazda, turning the AC on full blast before pulling onto the road. Traffic was light over the Crescent City Connection Bridge, the muddy Mississippi stretching out beneath her, and her pulse thrummed as she exited onto General De Gaulle Drive. Her hands went slick with sweat, and she wiped her palms on her jeans at a traffic light. 
 
    Was she insane for doing this? Her entire life, she’d stood in the shadow of her brother. A second-born in the alpha line didn’t get much attention when her power was passive. Any time she ran into trouble, Luke took care of it. He was a good brother and a good alpha, but damn it, it was her turn to shine. Noah and Nylah were her best friends, and she should be the one to save them. 
 
    She had a duty to the pack, and Noah was the only man who could help her fulfill it. She had to make him her mate. Besides, it wasn’t like Luke or the others never broke any laws for their mates. Amber would do what had to be done. End of story. 
 
    “This can’t be right.” She stopped in the parking lot of a convenience store and checked the address Emile gave her. “The Hoodoo man sells his spells out of a Stop-N-Save?” She killed the engine and climbed out of the car, clutching her purse strap on her shoulder as she entered the store. 
 
    Three rows of shelves stood in the center of the space, and refrigerated cases lined two of the walls. A cashier stood behind a plexiglass-encased checkout counter, and as Amber cast her gaze in his direction, he didn’t look up from his phone. To the eye, the shop looked like any other convenience store. 
 
    Her nose told a different story. While her olfactory senses weren’t nearly as powerful as a shifter’s, she did have a good sense of smell. The sharp scent of ginger mingled with the sweet aroma of calamus root…not your typical Stop-N-Save bouquet. 
 
    She spotted a set of black beaded curtains hanging in a doorway at the back of the shop. The cashier still hadn’t acknowledged her presence, so she moseyed back, pretending to look at the candies on the shelf as she moved. 
 
    After wiping her clammy hands on her pants once more, she pulled the curtain aside and stepped through the doorway. A shelf with jars of herbs and bottles of who-knew-what stood to her right, and a mobile made of animal bones hung in the center of the room. 
 
    “Hello?” Her voice sounded tiny, so she cleared her throat and tried again. “Hello? I’m looking for Papa Fortune.” Now she sounded like the confident woman she was. 
 
    She reached a hand toward a jar containing a clear liquid and what looked like a body part—was that a human ear?—but she stopped before she could touch it. The last thing she needed was to accidentally curse herself. 
 
    “Is anyone here?” She walked deeper into the room. 
 
    A set of dried animal hides hung from a line attached to the back wall. She recognized the furs of raccoon, nutria, rabbit, and opossum, but there were a few she couldn’t place. Beneath the hides, the poor creatures’ severed feet dangled like ornaments. 
 
    “What do you need, child?” An old man with weathered skin and milky eyes shuffled through another door. He stopped in front of her and held out his hands, palms up, before making a come-here gesture with his fingers. 
 
    Amber placed her hands on top of his, and he clutched them, his grip incredibly strong for someone his age. She tried to pull away, but he held on tighter, closing his eyes and nodding. His magic vibrated on her skin, sharp and strong. When he finally released her, she fought the urge to wipe her hands on her pants. 
 
    “I don’t get many werewolf visitors.” He hobbled behind a wooden counter and slid onto a stool. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    She swallowed the lump that had formed in her throat, glancing at the dead animals. Thankfully, he hadn’t displayed any wolf hides. “I need a tincture of wolfsbane-infused DUME oil.” 
 
    His eyes widened briefly. “What do you need it for?” 
 
    “I’d rather not say.” 
 
    “No, I guess you wouldn’t.” He crossed his arms. “DUME oil ain’t cheap, child. Powerful magic always has a high price.” 
 
    “How much?” She had a healthy savings account she could dip into. She’d spend it all if she had to. Anything to help her friends. 
 
    His laugh turned into a wet cough, and she curled her lip, leaning away as he hacked. “Money can’t buy DUME oil.” He coughed again like he was hacking up something nasty. 
 
    She stepped back and gave him the side-eye. It figured he’d require something other than cash. “What do you want then?” 
 
    “Nothing you have, but you know someone who has it.” 
 
    Amber tensed, and her nails cut into her palms as she clenched her fists. They were running out of time. This guy needed to stop the cryptic bullshit and tell her what he wanted. 
 
    “Name your price,” she hissed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Evil sparked in his cloudy brown eyes, his smile looking more like a grimace. “Shifter blood.” He raised his brows and leaned back against the wall, watching her as he awaited her reaction. 
 
    All the blood drained from Amber’s head and pooled in her stomach, churning in a nauseating swirl of defeat. Not only was it against pack law for shifters to give their blood to anyone, but it was a crime punishable by death. “You know that’s impossible.” 
 
    “Do I? If you need the DUME oil that bad, you’ll pay the price.” He slid off his stool and shuffled toward his shelves, all but dismissing her. 
 
    Shifter blood was powerful, and it had the potential to be used in all sorts of black magic spells. Spells that should never be cast. There was no way in hell any of the shifters in her pack would willingly donate their blood because the consequences would be worse than losing Nylah to the Grunch. A practitioner could rain death and destruction on the entire city with a few drops. 
 
    Papa Fortune didn’t seem like a man who would be easy to fool, but she had to try something. “If I bring you the blood, you’ll give me the oil?” 
 
    He laughed and then cleared his throat. “Oh no. You bring the shifter to me. One shifter. Don’t bring no more. Once I see him shift, we’ll do a bloodletting, and then you can have the oil.” 
 
    “Is there any other way?” she asked. 
 
    “That’s my price. Take it or leave it, but I doubt you’ll find anybody else willing to give a werewolf DUME oil.” 
 
    Amber turned on her heel and stalked out of the store. They were out of options. The only way to defeat the Grunch would be to bring in the entire pack, and if they did that, she’d never see Noah or Nylah again. 
 
    She climbed into her car and clutched the steering wheel in a death grip, squeezing until her knuckles turned white. Even if she could find a shifter willing to give her blood, she could never let a Hoodoo man get his hands on it. 
 
    They were screwed. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Alrick glared at the she-wolf as she slept in her prison, and he contemplated his next move. His loneliness had allowed her to live for this long, but his agitation with her insubordination was beginning to outweigh his need for company.  
 
    As he watched her eyes move back and forth beneath her lids, he realized somewhere deep inside him, a tiny bud of hope had bloomed. She knew what he was. She could look at his disfigured form and not laugh…not cower in fear. 
 
    Against his will, his humanity had leaked toward the surface, his human heart somehow making room for this magical being, this insult to nature. 
 
    A growl rumbled in his chest, his anger seething like poison, seeping into the cracks and dissolving the unwelcome emotion that had tried to blossom. He was a fool to allow such unfounded hope to invade his psyche, like he’d been a fool to believe his witch could love such an abomination as himself. 
 
    He was designed to kill. When the Sect recruited him, he’d vowed to give up all relationships with anyone but his kind. These damned emotions were nothing more than a burden. A weakness he’d given in to twice. What would his brothers think if they awoke now? They’d probably tear him limb from limb for bringing another female into their realm, and he would deserve it. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as she rolled onto her side. How dare she entrance him? He had the power to glean all the information he’d tried to coax from her lips with a simple piercing of her skull, yet she’d convinced him to let her live, in spite of her defiance. 
 
    With a grunt, he passed through the prison wall and wrapped his talons around her throat. Her lids flew open when he squeezed, and as he lifted her from the bed, she scratched at his hands, her feet flailing in the air. 
 
    “Please.” Her voice was a wisp of air from her lips, but he was finished showing the she-wolf mercy. 
 
    He swung his arm, releasing his grip and hurling her against the wall. Her head hit the invisible surface with a satisfying thwack, and she slid to the floor, landing in a heap. She groaned, and he kicked her. The sound of her ribs snapping didn’t give him nearly enough pleasure. 
 
    It was time for the she-wolf to die, but first, he’d make her suffer. He would kill every member of her pack one by one, and he would start with her brother. Forget the cover of darkness. The entire city would soon cower at the sight of him. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Noah bit into an alligator sausage hot dog and gazed out over Frenchman Street as a five-piece band played a jazzy tune for the tourists milling about in the summer heat. Cade sat across from him at their wooden table on the second-floor gallery, silently sipping his soda as he mulled over what Noah had said. 
 
    A dollop of the crawfish étouffée topping plopped onto Noah’s plate as he finished the last bite, and he scooped it up with his finger, savoring the last bit of what could be his final meal. 
 
    “Damn, man. That’s heavy,” Cade finally said. “I’m down for a clandestine operation, but are you sure you don’t want to get the pack involved? These guys have ripped out the hearts of seven people now, and we don’t know how many we’ll be up against.” 
 
    “Rescuing Nylah will be for nothing if she’s thrown in the pit for the rest of her life.” 
 
    Cade took a bite of his Polish sausage and chewed slowly, swallowing before he spoke, “We’ll both be joining her if this goes south.” 
 
    A woman screamed, drawing their attention to the street below, where a bachelorette party was getting an early start. One of the women had tripped over the curb, breaking her stiletto and landing flat on her ass. Her friends hauled her up, and she pulled a pair of flip-flops from her purse before slipping them on and continuing down the sidewalk. 
 
    “Six months ago, our only worry would have been which woman in that group we’d be taking home,” Cade said. “Now we could be facing jail time, or worse.” 
 
    “We’ll have to make sure we don’t screw it up. I can hold the bastard. I’ve done it before.” 
 
    “True, but he still got away.” 
 
    “Because I let go. I thought y’all had it under control, but I’ll hold on to the end this time. You and Nylah can take them out while I hold them still.” 
 
    Cade blew out a slow breath and lowered his gaze. 
 
    “She’s alive. I can feel she is, and Amber can too.” His chest warmed at the mention of her name. “We can do this.” 
 
    His friend nodded. “I’m in.” 
 
    After clearing their table, they made their way downstairs and out onto Frenchman Street. Jazz music drifted out from the clubs as they strolled to the intersection and hung a right, away from the busy area. 
 
    “When is this going down?” Cade asked. 
 
    Noah followed him across the street, into the shade of the massive oak trees lining the neutral ground dividing the road. “As soon as possible. Amber’s getting the potion to destroy the Thropynite, so as soon as I hear from her, we’ll head out to Grunch Road.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s where the pocket dimension is?” 
 
    “The energy felt different when we scouted the area before. It was heavy, like something was disturbing the natural flow. I didn’t know what I was looking for at the time, but now that I do, it makes sense.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan.” A mischievous grin lighted on Cade’s lips. “Do you want to go for an afternoon hunt while you wait for your woman?” 
 
    Noah huffed. “I’m not allowed to shift without an alpha present.” 
 
    He raised his brows. “You’re also not allowed to hunt demons or see Amber, both of which you’re about to do.” 
 
    Noah stopped walking and squinted, looking more inward than at anything in front of him. “True.” 
 
    “It’ll be good to get some practice in…just in case you can’t hold them with your magic. If the Grunch are as badass as the legends say, we’ll need all the wolfpower we can get.” 
 
    He shouldn’t. He was already skating on thin ice with both the pack and the national congress. One slip-up, and he could face life in the pit…or worse. He gazed up at the cloudless sky, letting the sun warm his face. Screw it. That was exactly where he’d be headed if their plan didn’t work. Why be cautious now? “I’ll drive.” 
 
    They rode in silence on the ten-mile drive to the hunting grounds, which was fine with Noah. Cade was right; he did need to practice shifting without an alpha around before they took on the Grunch. That didn’t mean he wasn’t scared shitless, though. Who knew what his wolf would do with no form of authority to guide him. He was about to find out. 
 
    He parked behind a tree alongside the road, and they trekked deep into the swampy area before shifting. His wolf came to the surface without hesitation, as usual. Turning from man to beast never was his problem. He expected his wolf to challenge Cade like he had the alpha, but instead, he hunted alongside his friend like their wolves were old pals. 
 
    For a moment, he let go of all his worries, and just let his wolf run. He didn’t try to exert dominance over the beast, didn’t concern himself with whether or not he’d be able to return to his human form. He simply enjoyed the ride, and damn, was it exhilarating. 
 
    Until the faintest hint of sulfur and rotting garbage reached his senses. Cade skidded to a stop, his nose in the air, and Noah hoped to Hades his wolf’s inborn instinct to hunt demons would kick in. Lucky for him, his beast stopped too, a ridge of fur standing on end down the middle of his back. A fiend was near. 
 
    A branch broke to their right, and Noah’s wolf swung his head in the direction of the disturbance. Cade growled, flattening his ears against his head, the sound making Noah’s skin prick. They stood side by side, crouching low as the demon emerged from the trees. 
 
    Noah’s growl intensified. This was no ordinary demon; it was the same gargoyle-like fiend the pack had attacked before. 
 
    “Where is the she-wolf’s brother?” He lifted his head and sniffed the air. “I can smell his presence.” 
 
    The fiend did have Nylah. Noah reached out to his wolf, trying to regain control so he could face the Grunch, but the animal refused to relent. 
 
    Cade cut his eyes toward Noah, appearing to speak with his thoughts, but Noah’s lack of connection to his beast made it impossible for the man to understand. Whatever Cade was planning, his wolf didn’t care. 
 
    He lunged, snapping his jaws at the creature and sinking his teeth into a patch of soft flesh on its side. The demon roared and grabbed Noah by the scruff of his neck before hurling him into the bayou. 
 
    Muddy water engulfed him. He tried again to shift to his human form, but the shock made his wolf hold on tighter. He paddled, breaking the surface and then swimming toward the bank. 
 
    “Stand down, and I’ll let you live,” the demon growled. “Tell the she-wolf’s brother Alrick is coming for him. His heart will be my next meal.” 
 
    If Noah were in control, he’d have growled. This was the same demon who held the witch captive a century ago. 
 
    Cade inched toward Alrick, and the demon backed up until he stood on the water’s edge. Noah’s wolf locked his gaze on the fleshy area of his ankle. With his paws digging into the muddy bank, he hauled himself up and latched on to Alrick’s leg before yanking with all his might. 
 
    The demon slipped in the mud and tumbled backward. His size and the weight of his stone-like flesh caused him to sink, and Noah’s wolf scrambled onto the bank before shaking out his fur. 
 
    Alrick bobbed to the surface, his arms flailing. “Help! I can’t swim.” His voice had changed, sounding more like a man than a fiend. The wolves stood there watching him struggle. Noah would have preferred to drag him from the water and tear him to pieces, but for once, his wolf made the right decision and let the bayou be his end. 
 
    There were only two ways to kill a pure demon: pierce the heart or cut off its head. Even then, the fiend wouldn’t die. It would simply be banished back to the hell from where it came. 
 
    Alrick was half-demon. Not even that. The fiend in him had been magically fused with his soul, and it seemed his human side could succumb to drowning. Good riddance. 
 
    After sinking again, he struggled to the surface and gasped before he spoke, “You’re next.” Then, in a flash of magic, he disappeared. 
 
    Noah’s wolf shook out his fur again, sending muddy water in every direction before releasing his hold. He shifted to human and ran a hand through his sopping wet hair. 
 
    Cade shifted and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “That was amazing, man. Much better than my plan. Next time, clue me in, though.” 
 
    “I would if I could.” He shook his head. “He’s got Nylah. We need to find him now.” 
 
    “Slow down. Your battleplan was pretty detailed, and it didn’t involve busting in with our teeth bared. Without the potion that destroys the Thropynite, our friend Alrick seems indestructible.” 
 
    Noah ground his teeth. “We can’t even drown the bastard with the way he teleports. That’s one strong-ass demon inside him.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. He’s even out in the daylight. I’ve never seen a fiend escape a battle with four werewolves. We can’t beat him with three unless we can get our hands on that stone.” 
 
    “You’re right. Let’s swing by my place for some dry clothes, and…” He tugged his phone from his pocket. Thankfully, it had been absorbed by the magic when he was in wolf form and was still in working order. “Amber called three times. She left a voicemail.” 
 
    He hit the speaker button and played the message: We’ve got a big problem. Meet me at Spellbound Sweets as soon as you can. 
 
    “Uh oh.” Cade jerked his head toward the truck. “What do you think the problem is?” 
 
    Noah paced by his side and climbed into the driver’s seat. “She was working on the potion with Snow. We better get there fast.” 
 
    They swung by Noah’s place so he could rinse off the swamp muck and change his clothes, and then they headed straight to the witches’ bakery. A bell chimed when he opened the door, and a dozen different sugary scents blasted his nostrils. 
 
    Snow appeared in the doorway leading to the kitchen, and she gestured to the entrance. “Lock it, will you? And come on back.” 
 
    Noah twisted the deadbolt before he and Cade stepped around the counter and followed her into the kitchen area. Amber ran to him, throwing her arms around him and squeezing tightly. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Noah kissed the top of her head before leaning back to look at her. “You said we have a problem?” 
 
    “We do.” She stepped out of his embrace. “But I think I have a plan. Oh, Snow, this is Cade. Have y’all met?” 
 
    Snow grinned and offered him her hand. “No, we have not. It’s a pleasure.” 
 
    A faint shade of pink tinted Cade’s cheeks. “The pleasure is mine.” 
 
    Amber pressed her lips together and gave Noah a funny look. Yep, his friend was smitten. 
 
    “Snow can’t make the potion without DUME oil,” Amber said, “and we can only get that from a Hoodoo practitioner.” 
 
    “Do you need us to help you locate one?” Cade asked Snow. 
 
    “I found one,” Amber said. “I also paid him a visit, and that’s where the problem lies.” 
 
    Snow winked at Cade before turning around and taking a copper bowl from a shelf. Noah elbowed his friend in the ribs, trying to get him to focus on the problem at hand. 
 
    Amber ran her hands down her face, pressing them against her lips before lifting them and dropping them at her sides. “He wants shifter blood, and he won’t accept any other payment.” 
 
    Noah’s stomach sank. “That’s…” He was about to say “impossible,” but at this point, was it really? He chewed the inside of his cheek, pondering whether he was willing to commit a crime punishable by death. 
 
    “That’s what he wants from you,” Cade said. “But what if someone who wasn’t a werewolf tried to get some? Surely he’d ask for a different form of payment.” 
 
    “We tried.” Amber leaned her hip against a counter. “Snow went, and he wanted her to sacrifice her first-born child.” 
 
    “That bastard.” Cade’s brow slammed down over his eyes. 
 
    “Black magic isn’t cheap,” Snow said. 
 
    Noah rubbed his forehead. “You said you had a plan. I’ve heard rumors about the things that can be done with shifter blood, and I don’t want to be the cause of more death.” He’d already caused enough. 
 
    “Hear me out,” Amber said. “I believe, since your wolf hasn’t fused with your soul, that your blood won’t have the shifter magical qualities if it’s taken while you’re in human form.” 
 
    “I don’t…” He pressed his lips together, his mind reeling at the idea. It was possible. Much like he was a detached soul along for the ride when his wolf had control, the beast felt like a foreign body inside him when the man was in control. Her plan could work, but… “There’s no way to know that for sure.” 
 
    “I can test it.” Snow held a small copper bowl in one hand, a scalpel in the other. 
 
    His nostrils flared as he blew out a long, slow breath. If he agreed to this, he’d be committing the crime twice, giving his blood to both a witch and a Hoodoo man. Even if Luke wanted to go easy on him, the alpha would have no choice but to enact the swiftest punishment. 
 
    “I know it’s a big ask.” Amber rested her hand on his arm. “So if you don’t want to, we’ll figure out another way.” 
 
    He shook his head. His sister’s life was on the line. “There is no other way.” He gave Cade a hard look. 
 
    “I’m in this, man,” his friend said. “Whatever it takes.” 
 
    Noah nodded and clapped him on the shoulder before looking at Snow. 
 
    “Your secret is safe with me.” Snow drew an X over her heart. 
 
    “Let’s do this.” He took the scalpel from Snow’s hand. “How much do you need?” 
 
    “One drop will do it. This is a potion witches use to test the potency of an ingredient before using it in a spell. I enchanted it to look for shifter magic, so if your human blood has the wolf gene in it, black speckles will form on the surface like someone sprinkled it with pepper.” 
 
    Noah eyed the potion. At least he didn’t have to drink it this time. “That’s all it will do? It can’t be used for anything else?” 
 
    Snow shook her head and gestured to a bottle of pink liquid. “It won’t, but I’ll pour a neutralizer into it and dump it down the sink as soon as we’re done.” 
 
    “You can trust her.” Amber squeezed his arm. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, he jabbed the scalpel into the tip of his finger. Blood pooled on his skin, and he turned his hand over, allowing it to drip into the bowl. He pressed his thumb against the wound to stop the bleeding as Snow swirled the contents of the bowl. 
 
    She set it on the counter, and they all gathered around, watching the lemon-yellow liquid as it bubbled and hissed. Amber slid her arm around his waist, reminding him to breathe. The concoction settled, and Snow swiped a spoon through it. 
 
    “Nothing.” She stirred it in a circle. “The potion is clear.” 
 
    Noah stepped toward the bowl and stared at it intently, looking for any speck of black that the witch might have missed. He found nothing. A sense of relief mixed with the anxiety churning in his core. They were one step closer to rescuing Nylah. “What do we do if he uses this test?” 
 
    “We’ll have to make sure the transaction is complete before he does,” Amber said. 
 
    Snow held up a small burlap bag. “This is binding powder. It solidifies any contract made. Be sure to seal the deal before you give him the blood. Amber knows how to use it.” 
 
    “Y’all have thought of everything, haven’t you?” 
 
    “We talked through all the scenarios and the possible outcomes,” she said. “And we found solutions for everything that could go wrong.” 
 
    Noah kissed Amber on the cheek. Her sharp mind was one of the things he loved about her. “How much does the Hoodoo man want? More than a drop, I’m sure.” He looked at Snow. “Do you have a bottle?” 
 
    Amber cleared her throat. “He didn’t say. I’m supposed to bring you, and only you, to his shop. He wants to see you shift and witness the blood draw.” 
 
    His heart sank. That was a whole other problem he knew she didn’t have a solution for. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Amber squeezed Noah’s hand across the console in the Hoodoo shop’s parking lot. His posture was relaxed, his expression stoic, making him seem much calmer than she felt. “It’s very brave of you to do this.” 
 
    He laughed cynically. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s downright stupid. Should we count how many laws we’re breaking?” 
 
    “I’d rather not.” 
 
    He turned in the passenger seat to face her. “You’re the one who’s brave. You found this guy and came here all on your own, having no idea what you’d encounter inside.” 
 
    She lifted one shoulder. “I’ll do anything for you and Nylah.” 
 
    “I love you, Amber. You have no idea how much I respect and admire you.” 
 
    Her heart warmed at his words. She did have an idea. He was willing to give up his chance at finding a fate-bound to be with her, and that told her all she needed to know. “I love you too.” 
 
    “I don’t want you anywhere near me when I shift in there. I don’t know how my wolf will react to Papa Fortune, but I do know how he reacts to you.” 
 
    She rested her hand against his cheek. “I’ll be careful.” 
 
    Her pulse thrummed as they entered the convenience store that fronted for the Hoodoo shop. This time, the cashier looked up from his post at the register, his eyes widening as his gaze locked on Noah. 
 
    Amber ignored the man and took Noah’s hand, leading him through the beaded curtain. He cringed as they stepped inside, his nose wrinkling, no doubt in response to the pungent odors of the Hoodoo man’s concoctions. 
 
    “Papa Fortune?” she called, her voice sounding much more confident than she actually was. “I brought the payment you asked for.” 
 
    The old man shuffled in from a back room, his gaze skeptical as he glared at them. “You found a shifter willing to give his blood awful quick. Ain’t it a crime in your pack? One punishable by death?” 
 
    She stiffened at the delight behind his words. “I can be very persuasive.” 
 
    “I bet you can. Come.” He held his hands toward Noah. “Let me read you to be certain you’re a shifter.” 
 
    Icy dread flushed through Amber’s veins. She had no idea the kind of magic Papa Fortune possessed. What if he could tell Noah’s wolf wasn’t fused? If he figured out their trick, he could curse them both. 
 
    She stepped in front of Noah. “You said you wanted to see him shift. Isn’t that proof enough?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes at her. “Yes, I suppose it is. Follow me.” 
 
    The old man led them through a doorway into a small room with dirty beige walls and scuffed linoleum. It smelled of mold and death, and her body shuddered as she entered the space. A large window with thick glass occupied most of the far wall, and a narrow doorway with six deadbolts stood to its right. 
 
    “What is this?” Amber padded to the window and peered into the next room. A heavy wooden table about seven feet long stood in the center of the room. A counter lined the left wall, and next to the array of herbs and potions sat a…was that a shriveled-up rat? She shuddered again. 
 
    “I’m not asking you any questions, child.” Papa Fortune unlocked the deadbolts and opened the door. “I expect the same respect.” 
 
    Noah stood next to her, and nervous energy rolled off him in waves. “I assume you want me to go in there to shift?” 
 
    “Can’t have you attacking me now, can I?” Papa Fortune gestured for Noah to enter the room. 
 
    “I’ll be right out here.” Amber filled her voice with as much reassurance as she could muster…which wasn’t much. She didn’t want to be left out here with Papa Fortune any more than she wanted Noah to be trapped in there with the dead rat. 
 
    Noah stepped through the door, and the Hoodoo man locked all six deadbolts. Amber watched Noah through the glass, giving him a nod of encouragement and trying her best not to look worried. She crossed her fingers and said a silent prayer to whatever gods might be listening for him to have control of his wolf. 
 
    His body shimmered, and he transformed quickly. As his gaze locked on Papa Fortune, he bared his teeth, letting out a rumbling growl. Amber stepped out of the wolf’s view so she wouldn’t aggravate the situation more. She could only imagine the beast was having flashbacks to the examination room at the congress’s headquarters. 
 
    Papa Fortune drummed his fingers together and laughed. “This is the first time a werewolf has graced me with a request. I thank you, child.” 
 
    Amber slid her hand into her pocket and gripped the bag of binding dust. “There’s your proof. Let him return to human so we can seal this deal.” 
 
    “Not so fast.” He turned to a shelving unit and picked up a small knife before shoving the handle toward her. She took it out of instinct, and then he offered her a glass bottle. 
 
    “What…?” She didn’t need to finish her question. He wanted her to perform the bloodletting, and as he unlocked the deadbolts, she realized he wanted her to do it while Noah was in wolf form. Oh, shit. 
 
    “Fill the bottle, and the DUME oil is yours.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? You want me to try to cut a werewolf?” Panic laced her voice, and it was no mystery why. Not only would Noah’s wolf most likely maim her if she went anywhere near him, but they had only tested his blood while in human form. Drawing the blood from his wolf would give the Hoodoo man access to magic no one should have. 
 
    “I ain’t about to put myself in danger. You want the oil, you’ll get in there and get the blood.” He swung open the door, grabbed Amber by the arm, and shoved her inside. 
 
    Her heart lodged in her throat, and she spun toward the door, gripping the knob with one hand and slamming her shoulder against the thick wood. At the sound of the locks sliding into place, ice flushed through her veins. 
 
    Clutching both the bottle and the knife in her left hand, she slowly turned around to face the wolf, and he crouched, his lips peeling back to reveal his massive canines. He growled, and she pressed her back against the door. 
 
    “I love you.” Her voice was barely a whisper, so she cleared her throat and tried again. “I love you.” 
 
    His posture began to relax, his growl softening. 
 
    “I love both of you—the man and the wolf—no matter how you feel about me.” 
 
    The growl turned into a whimper, and the wolf lay on his belly. Amber’s breath came out in a rush. It seemed Noah had control…for now. 
 
    Think, Amber. Think. She looked at the small blade in her hand and then at the wolf lying on the concrete floor. An idea formed in her mind, and she pushed from the door, taking a tentative step toward him. 
 
    “I need you to lie still, okay? Noah, can you give me a sign that you’re in control?” She took another step. The wolf studied her curiously. 
 
    “I’m going to assume that you are.” She looked through the window, where Papa Fortune watched her with anticipation in his eyes. Positioning herself between the wolf and the window, she dropped to her knees and lowered her voice. “Don’t move.” 
 
    Her hand trembled as she scooted closer. The wolf narrowed his eyes. “I love you. I’m not going to hurt you.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder before jabbing the tip of the knife into the concrete next to Noah’s leg. The wolf flinched, jerking away from the blade, and she made a shushing sound, reaching toward him to calm the beast. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I love you, remember? One more time.” 
 
    Raising the knife above her head, she slammed it down again, grazing the fur on his shoulder as she jabbed it into the floor. The tip snapped off, lodging in the concrete, and the wolf yelped and jumped to his feet. 
 
    “It won’t work.” She rose, turning to the window. “His hide is too tough in this form. We’ll have to do it while he’s human.” 
 
    Amber moved toward the door, and the wolf growled. “Let me out, please.” She banged on the wood. 
 
    The wolf flattened his ears against his head and bared his teeth. Amber sucked in a shaky breath, her pulse humming in her ears as she knocked again. “You need to let me out so he can shift.” 
 
    She turned to the wolf and straightened her spine. The beast had been fine in her presence a moment ago. Why was he growling now? All she wanted to do was leave the damn room. “You are supposed to be my mate. You can’t be treating me this way.” 
 
    He pricked one ear, and then the other. Amber gripped the doorknob, counting the locks as they unlatched. One…two… Her words had subdued the wolf, but she had no idea how long it would last. Three… four… five… Come on, old man. As the sixth lock disengaged, she threw open the door, rushing out of the room and slamming it behind her. “What took you so long?” 
 
    The Hoodoo man cut his gaze between her and the wolf in the next room. “I thought werewolves could shift on command. Why hasn’t he turned human yet?” 
 
    Amber gazed through the window. The animal’s expression was strained; he was fighting the shift. “His wolf is very powerful. Once it comes to the surface, it takes time for the man to regain control.” 
 
    Papa Fortune took the knife from her hand and gazed at the broken tip. “That’s one hell of a hide.” 
 
    She pressed her hand against the glass. “Noah, it’s time to come back to me. We’ve got things to do, remember?” 
 
    It took a few minutes, but Noah finally returned to his human form, and Amber opened the door. He looked at her in awe. “How did you…?” 
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” she whispered. Honestly, she had no idea how she got so close to his wolf without being mauled, other than he had finally figured out she was a friend. 
 
    Papa Fortune’s shoes scuffled on the floor as he entered the room and handed Noah a new blade. “Fill the bottle.” 
 
    Amber retrieved it from the floor and set it on the table. Noah sliced the side of his palm, letting blood drip into the open container. When it reached the top, Amber corked it and swept it from the surface before the Hoodoo man could grab it. 
 
    “I’ll handle the rest.” She clutched the bottle of Noah’s blood tightly, while he pressed a rag to his hand. Hopefully Papa Fortune wouldn’t notice Noah didn’t heal as quickly as a shifter should. Any suspicion from him could negate this deal. 
 
    When Noah furrowed his brow, she cut her gaze to his injured hand before narrowing her eyes. He nodded. “I’ll wait for you outside.” 
 
    As Noah strode out the door, she turned to Papa Fortune. “Where is the DUME oil?” 
 
    “It’s here.” He locked his gaze on the bottle of blood and smacked his lips like he was hungry for it. “Let’s make the trade.” 
 
    “Hold on.” Amber pulled the bag of binding dust from her pocket and dumped it on the table before drawing a line through it like Snow told her to do. “This contract has been fulfilled. We take no responsibility for what you do with the blood nor how it works in your spells. Are we in agreement?” 
 
    “Yes, yes. Now hand it over.” Papa Fortune drew a line crossing Amber’s, sealing the deal, and held out his hand. 
 
    “With the scattering of this dust, my obligation has been fulfilled. I owe you no debt, nor do you owe me. By order of the goddess, no retaliation is permitted from either side.” She swiped her hand through the dust, pushing it onto the floor. 
 
    Papa Fortune held the DUME oil toward her, and she clutched it in her hand before releasing Noah’s blood. He let out a maniacal laugh, and Amber booked it out the door. While the binding dust spell would prevent him from coming after them, she didn’t want to be there when he found out the shifter blood he’d bargained for was useless.  
 
    They left through the convenience store and climbed into her Mazda. As she closed the door, her breath came out in a rush of relief. She held the brown glass bottle up in the light, chewing her lip as she gazed at the skull and crossbones on the label. 
 
    Noah reached for it, but she jerked it away. “It has wolfsbane in it. You’re susceptible to it now.” 
 
    He fisted his hand and dropped it in his lap. “Maybe not in human form.” 
 
    “Do you want to take that chance?” She opened the console and set the bottle inside. 
 
    “I guess not. Amber, you tamed my wolf in there. I was so afraid he was going to attack you, but you calmed him.” 
 
    She put the car in drive and headed back toward the French Quarter. “I think you calmed him. Maybe hearing me say ‘I love you’ helped you take back control.” 
 
    “I didn’t feel like I was in control.” 
 
    “Whatever it was, it worked. Hopefully we won’t have to find out if it’ll happen again.” 
 
    Traffic slowed to a crawl over the Crescent City Connection Bridge, and Amber peered out over the Mississippi. A steamboat loaded with tourists chugged along the surface, making her smile despite their situation. She could almost hear the jazz music a band was surely belting out on the bottom deck. From the opposite direction, a barge carrying a dozen shipping crates plowed through the water. 
 
    “Have you ever thought of living anywhere but New Orleans?” Noah’s voice pulled her from her thoughts. 
 
    “No, I love it here. Have you?” 
 
    “Not until recently.” He rubbed his palms on his jeans. “If this plan goes south, I might have to go rogue to avoid the pit, and…” 
 
    She took his hand across the console. “It’s going to work. We will be together.” And she would keep telling herself that until the very end. What choice did she have? If she focused on the what-ifs, she’d lose sight of their mission. 
 
    He nodded. “You’re right. We should take it one step at a time.” 
 
    After making it across the bridge, Amber drove home and parked in her driveway. “I’ll take the oil to Snow and get the potion. Meet me at the park with Cade in an hour?” 
 
    “I’ll be there.” He leaned toward her and brushed his lips to hers before sliding out of the car. 
 
    On her walk to the bakery, her phone chimed with a message from Snow: Rain went out to dinner with Chase, but I don’t know when they’ll be back. Better hurry. 
 
    She replied, On my way, and shoved her phone into her pocket. 
 
    The front door was locked, so she went around back and entered through the kitchen. As she stepped through the door, Snow shoved half of a red-frosted clarity cookie into her mouth. “That was fast,” she said around the food. 
 
    Amber grinned. “Did you just eat a love spell cookie?” 
 
    Snow swallowed. “You know it’s the same clarity spell in all of them. Only the consumer’s intent matters.” 
 
    “And your intent is love?” She arched a brow. 
 
    Snow shrugged. “Everything went well at the Hoodoo shop?” 
 
    “I don’t know about well, but I got the DUME oil.” She offered her the bottle. 
 
    Snow picked up a dishtowel and wrapped it around the glass. 
 
    “Should I not have touched the surface?” Amber asked. 
 
    “It was dry, right? Nothing wet or greasy on the outside?” 
 
    “It was dry…” 
 
    “You’re fine then. It’s best not to take chances with black magic though.” 
 
    “I’ll remember that next time.” Of course, it would have been nice if her friend had warned her. Then again, if Amber had used common sense, she’d have wrapped it in a towel too. Death Unto My Enemies shouldn’t be taken lightly. 
 
    Snow gathered the rest of the ingredients and ground the herbs with a mortar and pestle before sprinkling them into the bowl. As she poured the DUME oil into the concoction, it sparked, and smoke rose from the surface.  
 
    “You won’t want to get this anywhere near your skin. It’ll melt it right off the bone.” She transferred the mixture into a glass bottle and closed it with a cork. “It’ll disintegrate pretty much everything it touches, so be careful.” 
 
    “What keeps it from eating through the bottle?” 
 
    “Magic.” Snow grinned. “When you get the Thropynite, lay it on the ground and pour this over it. As long as that’s the only piece of the stone on this continent, the Grunch should return to their suspended animation states.” 
 
    “What about the fumes? Wolfsbane is toxic to shifters.” 
 
    “Get at least ten feet away from any shifter before you do it. Once it finishes sizzling, the fumes will dissipate quickly.” 
 
    “Thanks, Snow. You’re the best.” 
 
    “Let me know how it goes.” 
 
    “I will.” If we survive. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    “You’re not going, Amber.” Noah held out his hand, asking for the potion bottle, but she clenched it in her fist. 
 
    “The hell I’m not. I’ve got just as much at stake in this as you do.” She crossed her arms and looked at Cade, who averted his gaze and walked to the other side of the bridge. 
 
    They’d met at their favorite spot in City Park, the same place where Noah’s wolf had awakened the first time. He didn’t feel it now, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t lurking right below the surface. Arguing with Amber wasn’t wise. “It’s not safe for you,” he said in a softer voice. 
 
    “It’s not safe for you either. For anyone.” She shoved the bottle into her pocket. “I’ve spent my entire life being protected. My dad was alpha. Now my brother is. I get this shit enough from my family; I don’t need it from you too.” 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you.” He was well aware of how her family treated her, but he couldn’t live with himself if any harm came to her. 
 
    “And I don’t want to lose you,” she said. “I also don’t want to sit at home wondering if you’re alive or dead. Y’all need all the help you can get.” 
 
    “She has a point,” Cade said from his perch on the opposite side of the bridge. “If Nylah…if she’s indisposed, that leaves you and me against who knows how many Grunch.” 
 
    “Don’t forget there’s wolfsbane in the potion. If it spills on me, it’ll melt my skin from the bone, but I’ll survive. You can’t even breathe in the fumes.” 
 
    Noah closed his eyes and blew out a long breath. Damn it. She was right. His instinct said to protect her at all costs, and while he wanted to haul her home and lock her inside, he wouldn’t dare. He’d been friends with Amber long enough to know she wanted a mate who would be her partner, not an overbearing bully. 
 
    “What if my wolf tries to attack you?” 
 
    “It…whoa.” She clutched her head and swayed before gripping the bridge railing. 
 
    “What is it?” He took her shoulders in his hands and steadied her. He recognized that look, and it wasn’t good. “What do you feel?” 
 
    “Your wolf is… There’s two, and then there’s one.” She rested her hand on his chest. “Change. I feel like your wolf is in danger. I feel like…” 
 
    Cade approached them, his brow furrowed, and Amber glanced at him before looking into Noah’s eyes. “I think… I feel like your wolf will die.” 
 
    His heart sank into his stomach. Amber’s empathic premonitions were often vague, but they were never wrong. “What if I don’t shift? I need to use my telekinetic power to hold the Grunch still, anyway. I don’t need my wolf for this fight.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Hold up,” Cade said. “The theory is that your wolf was awakened because Nylah is in another dimension, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” Amber slipped her hand into Noah’s. “As long as she’s trapped in the Grunch’s domain, she doesn’t exist on this plane.” 
 
    Cade nodded. “Whether you’re able to rip open their dimension and get inside, or we have to draw them out to destroy them, eventually you and Nylah will be on the same plane again.” 
 
    “That’s the plan,” Noah said. 
 
    “What if, when you and Nylah are together again, your wolf goes dormant? If it’s only awake because she’s not here, once she returns…” 
 
    “That could be it,” Amber said. “Maybe my premonition wasn’t that your wolf would die, but that it would go dormant again. What then?” 
 
    Noah leaned against the railing and held Amber’s hand between both of his. That theory made more sense than he cared to admit. It wasn’t just possible…it was probable. The moment they rescued Nylah, he would probably go back to being a regular second-born with only his telekinesis. He might never shift again. 
 
    “I don’t care.” He held her hand against his heart. “If I lose my wolf, so be it. I love you enough to make you happy for the rest of your life, if you’ll still want me.” 
 
    She traced her fingers across his forehead, brushing the hair from his face. “Of course I’ll still want you. I wanted you before your wolf awakened, and I want you now, whether you keep him or not.” 
 
    Her words seeped into his soul, wrapping around his heart and squeezing it tightly. He loved her fiercely; he always had, and he was an idiot for ever thinking she should be with anyone other than him. That was toxic masculinity at its worst. Noah wasn’t less-than because his wolf didn’t awaken when it was supposed to. In fact, the wolves could never defeat Alrick without his second-born power. He was enough, and he was the only mate for Amber.  
 
    “I love you.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I love you too.” She kissed him on the cheek. 
 
    Cade laughed. “Alrick is going to be disappointed you gave Amber your heart when he was planning on eating it.” 
 
    “Good. Let the bastard starve.” 
 
    Amber stepped back and cocked her head. “What are y’all talking about?” 
 
    “We went to the hunting grounds so I could practice shifting without an alpha present. Alrick found us and asked for me. I guess he couldn’t tell who I was in wolf form.” 
 
    “Why would you do that?” She parked her hands on her hips. “You could have been killed.” 
 
    “Nah.” Cade grinned. “You should’ve seen him. He fought like he’d had a wolf all his life.” 
 
    She blinked, her brow rising. “You fought Alrick?” 
 
    “For a minute.” Noah shrugged. “He disappeared when my wolf pulled him into the bayou.” 
 
    She pressed her lips together hard, shaking her head. “Tell you what… I won’t scold you for being reckless, and you won’t patronize me by saying I can’t help rescue Nylah.” 
 
    “Amber…” 
 
    “I want to be there. You need a non-shifter to destroy the Thropynite, and it might as well be me.” 
 
    A crow cawed from a nearby tree before taking to the air and swooping over them. Noah ground his teeth, casting his gaze upward. The sun had begun its descent behind the horizon, painting the evening sky in shades of purple and orange, and a light breeze provided relief from the sticky summer heat. 
 
    This city was Amber’s home too, and Nylah was her friend. She did have as much at stake as Noah, so how could he deny her? “Okay, but if my wolf forces me to shift around you, I want you to run and not look back. Deal?” 
 
    She smiled. “Let’s go get your sister.” 
 
    They piled into Noah’s truck and headed toward the east end of the city to the wooded area around the old Grunch Road. He parked alongside the ditch and grabbed a crowbar from his tool kit before climbing out of the truck. 
 
    “The Grunch’s skin is mostly stone, but he has a few soft spots.” He gestured to his side and the spot where his neck met his shoulder. “If he comes after you, hit him with everything you’ve got.” 
 
    Amber took the makeshift weapon and held it in both hands, giving it a couple of practice swings. “It’s not Excalibur, but it should do the trick.” She smiled as if trying to lighten the mood, but it didn’t work. 
 
    Their apprehension thickened as they ventured into the forest. Once again, the area was eerily quiet. No birds chirped in the trees above, and no animals, not even a field mouse, scampered by on the forest floor. The air felt thick and heavy, and Noah wrapped an arm around Amber’s shoulders, tugging her to his side. The energy around them grew denser the deeper into the trees they trekked. 
 
    “This must be the place.” Noah stopped, still holding Amber against his body. 
 
    “Listen,” she said. 
 
    “To what?” Cade asked.  
 
    “Exactly.” Noah released his hold of Amber and nodded to Cade, a silent request for him to keep an eye on her. 
 
    Cade moved to stand next to her, and thankfully, she didn’t protest. 
 
    With a deep inhale, he reached out with his mind, sifting imaginary fingers through the atmosphere. He detected a low vibration running through the normal energy, and it seemed to exist above, below, in, and all around them. It was like a layer of foreboding magic folded into their realm. 
 
    “Can you sense anything?” Amber rubbed her arm as if she had chills. 
 
    “I can feel it.” He pushed with his mind, and the thick veil dipped inward, thinning slightly where he pressed. “It’s like a layer of gelatin. I think I can puncture it.” 
 
    “Hold on,” Amber said. “Let’s take a few deep breaths and center ourselves.” 
 
    Though he was tempted to tear the dimension open and barrel in with his teeth and claws bared, Amber was right. This was the toughest demon Noah had ever fought. They needed to go in with level heads. 
 
    He gazed up, but he couldn’t see the moon through the thick canopy above. The silvery light filtering through the leaves barely illuminated the area, but his vision had sharpened with the awakening of his wolf. He could see just fine. The sultry air hung stagnantly, pressing in around him like a sauna, and a bead of sweat rolled down the center of his back. 
 
    “Ready?” He looked at his friends. 
 
    Amber nodded, and Cade shifted into his wolf form. Noah focused all his magic into the veil, pressing until it thinned to almost nothing. But a piercing scream broke his concentration. He turned in time to see Alrick grab Amber by the waist. 
 
    The gargoyle pressed his nose into the side of her head before licking her ear. “She’ll make a sweet appetizer. Your sister will be dessert.” With a wave of his hand, the veil around them opened, and Alrick disappeared inside, taking Amber with him. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!” Noah reached his arms out, making a clawing motion with his hands and ripping open the veil with his magic. Cade bounded inside, and Noah followed, letting the portal he’d torn open slam shut behind him. 
 
    He nearly tripped over the crowbar lying on the floor, and he froze for a moment, his brain not accepting the reality of this pocket dimension. There were no visible walls, and they appeared to be in the same part of the woods. But everything inside looked like a washed-out grayscale version of the forest. He took in the scene, and as his gaze locked on Amber, his stomach sank. 
 
    Alrick held her by the neck, his long talons stretching across her trachea as he rested his other set of claws against her chest…over her heart. Cade stood facing them, his hackles raised as Nylah watched, her hands pressed against an invisible wall. 
 
    Cade rocked back, preparing to lunge, and Alrick jerked Amber aside, the tip of his claw piercing her skin. 
 
    “Wait.” Pulse pounding, Noah threw up his hands and gathered the energy around him. If Cade attacked now, Amber would be as good as dead. 
 
    Alrick’s eyes widened as Noah grabbed hold of him with his mind, but the bastard was strong. He fought back, slipping from his grip and tightening his hold around Amber’s neck. 
 
    She gasped, attempting to drag in a breath. Blood oozed down her throat. 
 
    Focusing his energy on the gargoyle’s talons, he wrapped the fingers of his mind around them, prying them off her neck one by one…first the forefinger, then the middle, then the next. Amber sucked in a breath and leaned her head aside, but the fiend twisted his other fist in her shirt. 
 
    Noah reached out another tendril of energy, and with a firm push, he unraveled the fiend’s claws from her clothes. Amber darted toward Nylah, slamming into an invisible wall and sliding to the floor. 
 
    “Amber!” Noah’s hold slipped. Alrick lunged. Cade barreled into him, knocking him down and rolling over the fiend until they skidded to a stop at the feet of another gargoyle. 
 
    Sweat beaded on Noah’s forehead, fatigue making his muscles ache. He could barely hang on to Alrick. How the hell was he going to hold them all? But the second demon didn’t move. Neither did the two next to him.  
 
    Noah’s chest ached. Sharp pain sliced through his core, and an anguished howl sounded in his mind.  
 
    He was losing his wolf. 
 
    “I’m okay.” Amber scrambled to her feet, clutching her head. 
 
    Alrick roared, throwing Cade off him and slamming him into another invisible wall. Rising to his full, menacing height, the demon stormed toward Amber once more. 
 
    “This ends now, Grunch.” Noah gathered every ounce of his strength and hurled it toward the fiend, latching on with all his might. Sweat poured down his face, stinging his eyes as he held Alrick in a mental vise grip. “Where’s the stone, Nylah?” he ground out. 
 
    “He’s wearing it.” 
 
    “On it.” Amber darted toward him, and Alrick pushed back against Noah’s magic. 
 
    The fiend’s arm began to move, forcing its way through Noah’s hold. He tightened his grip, grinding his teeth and straining against the force as Amber yanked the chain from around his neck. 
 
    “Got it!” Amber backed as far away from them as the pocket dimension would allow, but before she could grab the potion from her pocket, Nylah shouted. 
 
    “Wait! He has a piece embedded in his chest.” 
 
    “I can’t hold him much longer.” Noah’s legs trembled, exhaustion threatening to crumple him. 
 
    Cade rose to his paws, shaking off the attack, and closed in on Alrick. 
 
    “Hold this.” Amber pressed the Thropynite into Noah’s palm, lacing the chain between his fingers before pulling her Swiss army knife from her pocket. She ran to Alrick, and as Cade latched on to his arm, she pried the stone from his chest. 
 
    Noah’s palm heated where the Thropynite touched his skin, and he barely heard Alrick’s agonizing wail over the sound of his own pulse pounding in his ears. He fell to his knees. His blood hummed in his veins, his vision swimming as something in his core snapped. 
 
    “Noah, I need you to hold on a little longer.” Amber’s voice drew him back to the surface. “He’s weakened, but Cade can’t hold him on his own.” She dug in her pocket and retrieved the bottle before taking the Thropynite from his hand. 
 
    His friend’s snarling and the sound of the struggle finally reached his ears, and he blinked his gaze into focus to find Cade on top of Alrick, biting and tearing at his flesh.  
 
    Amber laid the two stones on the ground. “Y’all hold your breath for a minute.” 
 
    Noah forced another pulse of magic toward Alrick, tightening his hold as Amber uncorked the bottle and poured the potion over stones. 
 
    They sizzled and popped, melting as the magic neutralized them. Smoke rose from the molten liquid, and the ground around it crumbled until everything the potion touched turned to ash. In a flash of light, the smoke dissipated, but Noah held his breath until instinct forced him to drag in air. 
 
    “Damn,” Amber said. “Snow wasn’t kidding.” 
 
    The struggle stopped, and Cade backed away from Alrick, who was frozen in stone. He shifted and beat on the walls of Nylah’s cell. “Can you open this?” He ran his hands along the invisible barrier. “It’s sealed with magic.” 
 
    “Noah?” Amber placed a hand on his shoulder. “Can you let Nylah out?” 
 
    He sucked in a sharp breath and rubbed his chest, his thoughts scrambling to catch up with everything that happened. “So this is what it feels like.” 
 
    “Noah?” She tugged his arm, pulling him to his feet. “We’re not out of the woods yet.” 
 
    She was right about that. He’d have time to contemplate what happened to him when this was all over. Holding Amber’s hand, he sauntered toward Nylah. “Hey, Sis. It’s been a minute.” 
 
    Reaching out with his mind, he felt along the wall of energy. It was the same magic the Grunch had used to seal the entrance to their dimension. As he gave a mental push, he stepped through the forcefield and clutched Nylah’s arm before dragging her through. 
 
    “It’s about damn time.” She pulled him into a bear hug, squeezing until he could hardly breathe. “I’d had about all I could take from the abusive bastard.” 
 
    Cade gave the immobile gargoyle a kick. “He’s down now, but if another piece of Thropynite makes it to New Orleans…” 
 
    Amber picked up the crowbar. “I know your usual method is piercing the heart or beheading. Is smashing them to bits overkill?” 
 
    “There’s no such thing when it comes to demons,” Noah said, and Amber tossed him the hunk of steel. They took turns bashing the gargoyles, saving their leader for last, and Noah thanked his lucky stars the other three never woke up. He stood over Alrick, ready to send the fiend to hell where he belonged, when Nylah put a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Can I have the honors?” 
 
    “Be my guest.” He handed the crowbar to his sister. 
 
    Nylah knelt beside Alrick and shook her head. “You poor, misguided soul. May you finally find peace.” She rose to her feet and bashed in his skull. 
 
    As the stone crumbled, the veil separating the pocket dimension from the real world dissolved away, and they found themselves in the forest on their own plane. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Amber clutched Noah’s arm to stop her hands from trembling. The adrenaline coursing through her veins made her feel like she was either going to explode or pass out at any second. Her stomach churned, her lunch threatening to make a reappearance.  
 
    Nylah threw her arms around them both, sandwiching Amber between them. “Y’all were amazing. The perfect team. I’m sorry you had to destroy the Thropynite. If I’d known it would wake up that asshole, I would’ve had you meet me in Europe where it came from.” 
 
    Amber tugged from her embrace. “The pack doesn’t know you brought it here, and it’s best if they never find out.” 
 
    “Good call.” Nylah looked around. “Where is the rest of the pack? Don’t tell me y’all performed this mission on your own.” 
 
    Noah chuckled. “Rescuing you wouldn’t have done much good if we both ended up in the pit for the rest of our lives. Between you waking up the Grunch and me knowing what was going on and lying about it…we didn’t stand a chance if anyone found out.” 
 
    Amber sucked in a sharp breath. She’d succumbed to her adrenaline, completely ignoring the way Noah had acted in the Grunch’s dimension. “My premonition. Your wolf. Is it…?” 
 
    “It’s fused.” He pressed a hand to his chest. “I can feel him. Feel his thoughts and emotions.” 
 
    “‘There were two, and now there’s one.’” She shook her head. “I didn’t feel that you’d lose your wolf. I felt him fuse, two souls joining into one.”  
 
    “Wait… You can shift?” Nylah’s mouth fell open. “Since when?” 
 
    “Since the last full moon.” Noah wrapped his arm around Amber’s waist. “When Alrick took you into his pocket dimension, you ceased to exist on this plane.” 
 
    “Holy shit.” Nylah shook her head. “We didn’t need the Thropynite after all.” 
 
    “Yes, we did,” Noah said. “My wolf didn’t fuse with my soul until Amber put the stone in my hand.” 
 
    “Wow.” Nylah’s eyes were wide, making her look as dumbfounded as Amber felt. “I guess we better report to HQ and fill Luke in on every…on almost everything.” 
 
    Their crazy plan had worked. Amber clung to Noah, trying to wrap her mind around it all. His dream had come true. 
 
    “I’m not doubting you,” Cade said, “but don’t you think you ought to make sure your wolf is fused before we spin this story for the alpha?” 
 
    “Good idea.” Noah kissed Amber on the cheek and stepped away. “You two watch her, just in case.” 
 
    Cade stood between Amber and Noah, and Nylah moved in behind her. “I take it his wolf threatened you before?” 
 
    A nervous laugh escaped Amber’s throat. “I’ll tell you all about it later.” 
 
    Noah summoned his magic, his body shimmering as he transformed into his wolf. Amber tensed again, her previous experiences with the animal ingrained in her muscles, but now something was different. The look in his eyes, his posture, the way his copper fur lay flat against his back… The man was in control. 
 
    “Noah.” She slipped from her packmates’ protective circle and padded toward him. 
 
    “Amber.” Cade’s voice held warning, but she ignored him. 
 
    Reaching toward Noah’s head, she brushed her fingers along his muzzle. When he didn’t snap, she moved closer and ran her hand down his side. He let out a light woof and licked her, his slobbery tongue running from her cheek to her ear. 
 
    She laughed. “Okay, mister. That’s enough of that.” 
 
    He shook out his coat, and in a cloud of shimmering magic, he returned to his human form. She threw her arms around him, sagging against him as the last of the fight-or-flight energy drained from her body. 
 
    “Hold up a minute.” Nylah cut her gaze between them. “Are you two…together?” 
 
    Amber smiled, resting her head on his shoulder. “We are.” 
 
    Nylah nodded. “It’s about damn time.” 
 
    “Amber…” Noah gently lifted her chin with his fingers. “I’m whole because of you, and my wolf—” 
 
    “Aw shit.” Cade held up his phone. “Text from Luke. I didn’t report for patrol duty, and he wants to know where I am.” 
 
    Noah inhaled deeply. “I guess we better get our story straight.” 
 
    Cade’s phone rang. “We’ll discuss it on the way.” He pressed the device to his ear. “Yeah, man. I’m sorry. I’m on my way to the bar now.” 
 
    They squeezed into Noah’s truck, and he drove to the French Quarter. He held Amber’s hand in a tight grip the entire way, and while they hashed out what details they could share and what they would take to their graves, he seemed distracted. His lips twitched like he wanted to say something, and he glanced at her repeatedly until they arrived on St. Philip Street. 
 
    It was most likely nerves. They’d ignored several direct orders from their pack alpha, but Luke wasn’t only their leader. He was also her brother, and if he decided to be an asshole, she would have to knock some sense into him. 
 
    They made their way to the entrance, and the familiar blast of cold air greeted them, raising goosebumps on her arms as they stepped inside. Rain and Snow sat at the bar with their backs to the entrance, while Chase and Kaci washed beer mugs behind the counter. 
 
    Chase looked up, and his mouth fell slack, the rag slipping from his hand as his eyes widened. “Nylah?” 
 
    Snow turned around, her smile beaming, and she gave Amber a conspiratorial wink. Nylah stopped in the center of the floor and spun in a circle. “Man, it’s good to be home. How’s it going, Chase? Hi, I’m Nylah.”  
 
    She offered her hand to Snow and then Rain. “Witches?” 
 
    “Rain is my mate. Snow’s her sister.” 
 
    Nylah laughed. “Y’all are going to have to fill me in on everything I’ve missed.” 
 
    Luke’s boots thudded on the concrete behind the door, and as he flung it open, he scowled. “What in hell’s name?” His eyes widened as his gaze landed on Nylah. “All four of you, in my office now. Chase, you too.” He turned on his heel and stormed away, and Cade let out a low whistle. 
 
    “It’ll be fine,” Amber reassured her friends and slipped her hand into Noah’s. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    Nylah tapped the sign on the door as they walked through. Made of cardboard and written in black marker, it read Employees and Werewolves Only. “At least some things haven’t changed.” 
 
    They filed into Luke’s office, where Chase brought in a stack of folding chairs and positioned them in a semicircle facing the desk. Cade took a seat on the end, and Amber sat between Noah and Nylah, unable to fight her smile.  
 
    They’d done it. Two second-borns had concocted a plan to rescue a packmate and vanquish the strongest demon they’d ever fought…and they’d succeeded. If this wasn’t proof she was worth more to the pack than her uterus, she didn’t know what was. Not that she ever intended to assist with a fight again. Simply knowing she was tough enough was all she needed. 
 
    Luke opened his mouth to speak, but Amber cut him off. “It’s done. The Grunch are vanquished; Nylah is safe, and Noah’s wolf has fused with his soul.” 
 
    Luke narrowed his eyes. “Tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I had a premonition. I thought I knew where Nylah was, so the three of us drove out to Grunch Road to see if we could find the entrance to their lair.” She held up a finger before her brother could admonish her. “Let us finish the story.” 
 
    Luke tilted his head slightly, a silent reminder that he was alpha, and she needed to tread lightly where the pack was involved. “Continue.”  
 
    “I found the entrance,” Noah said, “but as we were discussing what to do, Alrick dragged Amber into his dimension. I acted on instinct, tore open the veil, and Cade and I went after her.” 
 
    Luke rose and walked around his desk to stand next to Chase. “How did you defeat the Grunch? Even with Noah’s power, four wolves couldn’t take him out. How did you manage?” 
 
    “We got a witch to make a potion that destroyed the Thropynite. I found the spell in the archives while Noah was being examined.” 
 
    “What witch?” He closed his eyes for a long blink. “Never mind. It’s best if I don’t know the details. You’re certain they’ve all been vanquished?” 
 
    “The moment we destroyed the stone, the only one awake went dormant,” Amber said. 
 
    “How did you get the Thropynite from the gargoyle?” 
 
    Cade leaned forward in his chair. “Noah held him still; I latched on to a soft spot, and Amber pried it off him with her knife.” 
 
    “You should have seen your sister,” Nylah said. “She was fierce.” 
 
    A giggle rose from Amber’s throat. The shock was wearing off, and everything they’d been through was finally catching up to her. “We smashed them all to bits with a crowbar.” 
 
    “And then the dimension dissolved,” Nylah said. “I got a lot of information out of Alrick while I was in there. He and his three brothers were the only ones who made it out of Europe. They’re gone, and I’m alive, thanks to these three.” She smiled at her friends. 
 
    “We did it, Luke,” Amber said. 
 
    “Not without law breaking.” Her brother crossed his arms, eyeing all four of them like he couldn’t decide if he should punish or praise them. 
 
    “That’s not true,” she said. “Cade was with us the whole time. We were never alone, and Noah didn’t shift until…” She clamped her mouth shut. Technically they had been alone when they visited the Hoodoo man—and Noah shifted in her presence then—but Luke said he didn’t want details on that aspect of their adventure. A good alpha knew when to look the other way, and her brother was the best. 
 
    “Until?” Luke arched a brow. 
 
    “Until he was certain his wolf had fused with his soul.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s fused,” Noah said. “When I touched the Thropynite, I felt it happen. I can feel him now.” He gave Amber a strange look, and her stomach fluttered. 
 
    “It’s over.” Amber squeezed her brother’s hand. “And maybe now you won’t consider me so helpless.” 
 
    Luke relaxed his stance. “I’m sorry I underestimated you, but, Amber, if you ever pull a stunt like this again…” 
 
    Another laugh bubbled from her throat, whether from nerves or relief, she couldn’t tell. “Don’t worry about me. That’s the last battle I ever plan to take part in. My abilities are best suited for giving the wolves a heads-up, and I’m cool with that. Just don’t forget what I’m capable of.” 
 
    “I won’t.” He narrowed his gaze at Noah, silently considering him before saying, “Thanks for keeping her safe.” 
 
    Noah dipped his head and took Amber’s hand. “I’m sorry we went in without permission, but I had to save her.” 
 
    “You did the right thing. Both of you.” He nodded at Cade. 
 
    “I’ll expect a full report tomorrow morning before you head to the congress.” He cut his gaze to Noah before looking at Amber and then Nylah again. “As full as the report needs to be.” 
 
    Amber swallowed down another nervous laugh, clearing her throat. Luke understood some rules had to be broken for the good of the pack. He’d broken a few himself, even defying the congress for his mate. Hopefully he’d understand her relationship with Noah too. “I don’t know what Dad has told you, but Noah and I…”   
 
    Luke cleared his throat. “There’s still the matter of the congress’s ruling. They met a few hours ago.” 
 
    “But their ruling no longer applies. Noah’s condition has changed.” She laced her fingers through his. “We just vanquished a centuries-old gargoyle. Cut us some slack.” 
 
    Luke chuckled. “Yes, you did, and while I agree with you, the congress will require some convincing.” He rose to his feet and motioned toward the door. “Come in the conference room and prove to me that your wolf is fused, and then I think we can all relax tonight. Nylah, I’ll take you to your parents’ place. They’ll be happy to see you.” 
 
    “Do you have room for one more?” Cade gave Amber a wink. “I’m on the way to Nylah’s.” 
 
    Noah rose to his feet, and Luke shook his hand. “The Grunch may be vanquished, but I want security detail on my sister tonight to be safe. Can you handle the job?” the alpha asked. 
 
    “I won’t let her out of my sight.” 
 
    After shifting and returning to human for Luke, Noah drove Amber home, and when he parked in the driveway, he killed the engine and turned to her. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Her stomach sank, her throat thickening as the question she’d been ignoring since they left the swamp presented itself front and center. Had his wolf claimed her? Based on his words, she’d wager that was a no. “Come inside.” 
 
    She led him up the front steps and into her home. As she closed the door, she leaned her head against the jamb. Maybe he’d changed his mind about wanting to be with her regardless. It would be selfish of her to continue their relationship if his wolf wasn’t on board, but dammit, she didn’t care. 
 
    Sucking in a deep breath, she spun around. “Noah, I…” She froze. 
 
    He stood motionless, the rise and fall of his chest the only indicator he hadn’t turned to stone. The primal look in his eyes gave her chills. Her mind flashed back to the way his wolf had looked at her when he was last here, but her soul told her she was safe. More than that… 
 
    As she stood there locked in his gaze, her core tightened, and an invisible tether formed between them. Her lips parted on a quick breath, and as he moved toward her, heat unfurled in her belly, spreading through her body like wildfire. 
 
    “My wolf never wanted to hurt you.” Noah’s gaze dropped to her mouth as he placed his hands against the wall, pinning her in. 
 
    “No?” She licked her lips. His deep, woodsy scent wrapped around her, making her head spin. 
 
    “No.” He moved in, but instead of taking her mouth, he glided his nose along her neck, inhaling deeply before pressing his lips to the dip below her earlobe. “He was trying to tell you that you are mine.” 
 
    Her skin turned to gooseflesh at his words, and she knew, in that moment, that he would move heaven and earth for her. He would be her partner, her protector…everything she would ever need for the rest of her life. 
 
    She slid her hands beneath his shirt, and his muscles contracted with her touch. A growl rumbled in his chest as he leaned into her, pressing her against the wall, and his breath warmed her skin.  
 
    Leaning back slightly, he gazed into her eyes. “I love you, Amber. Will you be my mate?” 
 
    She arched a brow. “Seeing as how your wolf has claimed me, I don’t have a choice.” 
 
    “You always have a choice.” 
 
    “I choose you, Noah. I love you.” 
 
    He crushed his mouth to hers, taking her face in his hands, cradling her like she was precious, yet kissing her with an urgency that said he would die without her. Never in her life had she felt so much emotion in a single kiss.  
 
    The man and the beast coming together to claim her was like nothing she could have imagined. Her body trembled, her knees threatening to buckle. If not for the weight of Noah’s body pressed against her, she would have crumpled to the floor beneath the intensity of the passion. She belonged to him, and she couldn’t wait to spend forever with him. 
 
    With his pelvis pressed against her, he leaned back and peeled his shirt over his head. Moonlight streaming in through the window illuminated his muscular frame, and she traced her fingers along the cuts and dips of his abs. He was the perfect combination of soft skin and hard sinew. 
 
    He tugged her shirt off and ran his fingertips along the edge of her bra before reaching behind and unhooking it with a flick of his wrist. She let the garment fall to the floor as he stepped back and raked his heated gaze over her form. 
 
    Slipping a finger into the waistband of her pants, he tugged her toward him. She came to him willingly, and as she popped the button on his jeans and jerked the zipper down, another growl rumbled in his chest. The sound sent a shiver cascading down her spine. 
 
    She worked the denim down his legs and gripped his dick, reveling in the groan emanating from his throat and the way his hands tightened on her hips with each stroke. He bent down, taking her nipple between his lips, grazing it with his teeth as he unbuttoned her pants and slid them down. Rising, he toed off his shoes before stepping out of his clothes and standing before her in all his glorious nakedness. He was built for strength and stamina. If things went well tonight, she’d get to test both. 
 
    Kneeling, he removed her shoes and the rest of her clothes. He glided his hands up her legs as he rose, and he took her mouth in a passionate kiss as he teased her folds. She moaned when he slipped a finger inside her, the response making goosebumps rise on his skin. 
 
    He kissed her neck, working his way down to her shoulder and across her collarbone, nipping and licking along the way. Stroking his fingers in and out, he clutched the back of her neck with his other hand and brought her mouth to his once more. She clung to him, her legs trembling as he brought her closer and closer to the edge. With his thumb on her clit, he worked her in circles until she panted. 
 
    The orgasm coiled tightly in her core, and as it released, she screamed his name. Electricity shot through her body, igniting every nerve and setting her world ablaze. Before she came down, he hiked her leg over his hip and plunged inside her, sending another lightning bolt ricocheting through her core. 
 
    With one hand bracing her ass, he grabbed her other leg, lifting her from the floor and pressing her back into the wall. She clutched his shoulders as he pumped his hips, each thrust setting off a chemical reaction in her body that felt like pure ecstasy. 
 
    His rhythm increased, his thrusts growing harder until he groaned and pushed himself deeper inside, his body shuddering with his release. They stood there motionless, their breaths coming in short pants before slowing with their heartrates. Gradually, gently, he let her feet slide to the floor, and he leaned back to look into her eyes. 
 
    One corner of his mouth tugged upward in a tentative grin. “I lost myself there for a minute.” 
 
    She smiled and brushed the hair from his forehead. “I found you. I always will.” 
 
    He laughed and swept her into his arms before carrying her to the bedroom. They snuggled in the bed, Noah on his back and Amber curled against his side, and she rested her head on his shoulder, gliding her fingers over his stomach before laying her hand on his heart. 
 
    Noah let out a contented sigh, and she smiled. She’d found her fate-bound, and he was her best friend. What more could a girl ask for? After a while, her eyes began to drift shut. 
 
    But Noah stirred. “The congress has deemed me an unfit mate.” 
 
    She lifted her head and kissed his cheek. “Then we’ll prove to them just how fit you are.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Noah sat next to Amber in the back seat of Luke’s truck, his leg pressed against hers, their fingers entwined. Ever since his wolf fused with his soul and he realized the beast had claimed her from the beginning, he felt like he couldn’t get close enough to her. It had pained him to sit in the alpha’s office and hash out the details of what they’d done, when all he’d wanted to do was get her home and make her his. 
 
    And now that he had her, the fate of their relationship lay in the hands of, as Amber called them, the old fogies of congress. 
 
    He squeezed her hand, and she leaned her shoulder against his. Last night with Amber had been nothing short of magical. He finally understood the way his mated friends changed once they found their fate-bounds. He loved Amber with every fiber of his being before, but now he felt it with twice the intensity because his wolf loved her too. 
 
    He would do whatever it took to be with her. He’d challenge every wolf on the congress if he had to. If they refused to reverse their decision, he would convince Amber to leave the pack and go rogue with him. He simply could not live without her. 
 
    “What are you grinning at?” Amber looked at her brother in the rearview mirror. Macey sat in the front seat next to him, and Nylah sat on the other side of Amber. 
 
    Luke’s smile widened. “Can’t I be happy my baby sister found her fate-bound?” 
 
    Macey turned around, her smile as big as Luke’s. “We’re all thrilled for you. You’re a perfect match.” 
 
    “Mom’s going to be over the moon,” Luke said. 
 
    Amber rested her hand on Noah’s arm. “And dad?” Cynicism laced her words. 
 
    “He’ll come around.” Macey rubbed Luke’s arm. “Won’t he, hun?” 
 
    “I’m sure he will.” Luke didn’t sound convinced.  
 
    Neither was Noah. Not only had they defied congress by deciding to become mates, but Noah had made love with an old-fashioned man’s daughter after he’d forbidden it. No doubt Marcus would see it as “defiling his daughter,” despite the fact Amber was a grown woman who made her own decisions. Her palm slicked with sweat, and he wrapped his arm around her shoulders. 
 
    “Probably best if y’all don’t walk into the congress’s chambers wrapped in each other’s arms,” Nylah said. 
 
    “Why not?” Amber stiffened. “We’re going to be mates regardless of their decision. I don’t give a shit what they say.” 
 
    “Neither do I,” Noah said. “She’s my fate-bound, and I’ll fight to the death for her if I have to.” 
 
    “I’m sure it won’t come to that.” Macey gave him a sympathetic look before turning to Luke. “It won’t be the first time someone from our pack has defied their orders.” 
 
    “And anyway,” Amber said, “it’s not like they don’t know why we’re here.” 
 
    Luke cleared his throat. “I requested an emergency meeting regarding urgent pack business. They didn’t ask for details, so I didn’t offer them.” 
 
    “This will be interesting.” Noah kissed Amber’s cheek. 
 
    “No kidding,” she said. 
 
    They pulled into the U-shaped drive, and an attendant directed them to park alongside the building. Noah gazed up at the mansion with its white columns and massive façade. It looked as foreboding as the first time he came, but he was a different man now. It was time he proved it. 
 
    He slid out of the truck and offered Amber his hand. She smiled and accepted, climbing out and then walking by his side to the front door. Luke entered first, followed by Macey and then the rest of the group. 
 
    Noah didn’t release Amber’s hand as they followed the attendant down the hall, passing the exam room and heading directly for the congress’s chambers. They paused outside the door, and Luke glanced at their entwined hands before giving Noah a nod. He nodded in return and straightened his spine as the thick double doors swung open and the attendant gestured for them to step inside. 
 
    Once the estate’s ballroom, the congress’s chambers had polished wood floors and soaring ceilings complete with nineteenth-century crystal chandeliers. Tall vertical windows lined the wall behind a raised dais, giving them a view of the pristine gardens outside. Fifteen members of the werewolf national congress, including Amber’s dad, sat behind a long, curved desk. They wore black robes, and as Noah and his pack entered the room, their gazes bore into him. 
 
    Noah tightened his grip on Amber’s hand, refusing to be intimidated. 
 
    “The Crescent City Wolf Pack is here for their emergency appointment.” The attendant bowed his head and strode out the doors, closing them behind him. 
 
    Marcus shot to his feet and glared at them, gesturing to Noah and Amber before looking at Luke. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Noah understood his anger. As much as Marcus claimed the good of the pack was his top priority, his daughter’s safety came first. Now if the man would only listen to their story, he might feel differently about their relationship. 
 
    Amber opened her mouth to answer him, but her brother stepped forward and spoke, “We are here to request a reversal of the congress’s ruling on Noah L’Eveque in light of recent events.” 
 
    Noah could almost feel Amber seething next to him, but she held her tongue. She was wise enough to understand when to push her boundaries, and this wasn’t one of those times. 
 
    “The most recent event was our ruling, yet you bring them here and present them as a couple?” one of the congresswolves asked. 
 
    “Quite a bit has happened since.” Luke strode toward them and rested a hand on Noah’s shoulder. “It’s because of these two that my pack vanquished the Grunch and rescued your agent.” 
 
    The congresswolves murmured amongst themselves, while Marcus ground his teeth and stared at the back wall. After a few minutes, the man in the center rapped a gavel on the desk, silencing the congress. “Please, Luke, apprise us of these events,” he said. 
 
    “I think it’s best if you hear it from them. Noah, Amber, the floor is yours.” 
 
    “Finally,” Amber said under her breath, and Noah laughed. 
 
    Together, they recited the story as they had told it to Luke. When they got to the part where Alrick captured Amber, and Noah tore open the veil to save her, Marcus sucked in a breath, his hard expression softening as he cut his gaze between them. 
 
    “She’s my fate-bound,” Noah said. “I would do anything to protect her.” 
 
    When they finished the story, Nylah filled in the congress on all the information she’d gathered from Alrick while he held her prisoner. “And if it weren’t for Noah and Amber’s quick thinking, I wouldn’t be standing here, and the Grunch would still be a threat.” 
 
    “But how did the Thropynite find its way to this continent?” the congresswolf in the middle asked. 
 
    Nylah glanced at Noah before squaring her shoulders toward the congress. “That was the one piece of information he didn’t reveal.” 
 
    Noah held his breath, praying they would buy it, and Amber’s grip on his hand tightened. 
 
    “That’s a shame,” the congresswolf said before turning to Noah. “You are certain the stone fused your wolf to your soul?” 
 
    “One hundred percent,” he replied. 
 
    “He shifted in my presence before we came here,” Luke said. “I can vouch that he has full control.” 
 
    The lead congresswolf inhaled deeply and glanced at Marcus, who nodded. “Your pack is dismissed. We will run another examination on Mr. L’Eveque and make our own determination. You may wait in the lobby until we’re ready for you.” 
 
    “Thank you.” Luke bowed his head. “I appreciate you seeing us on such short notice.” 
 
    As they turned to leave, the attendant met them at the door. “The lobby is that way.” He pointed to the left. “Noah, if you’ll follow me to the exam room.” 
 
    “Right.” He leaned toward her. “I’ll be back before you know it,” he whispered, and he kissed her on the cheek. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Amber trailed behind Luke, Macey, and Nylah on their way to the lobby and glanced over her shoulder as Noah disappeared around the corner. Her clammy hands trembled, so she wiped them on her pants and shoved them into her pockets.  
 
    Noah would be fine. He’d been through this before, and now he had control of his wolf. But heaven help her, if they found some other reason to uphold their decision that he was an unfit mate, they could kiss her precious uterus goodbye. Luke and Macey better have tons of kids because Amber would cut herself right out of the alpha line if the congress tried to pull any shit. She sat on a bench and fisted her hands in her lap, pressing on her thighs to keep her knees from bouncing. 
 
    “What kind of exam are they doing on him?” Nylah wrung her hands. “They’re not going to hurt him, are they?” 
 
    “If it’s anything like last time, he’ll have to drink a potion and let a witch poke around in his psyche. He didn’t say if it was painful.” And Amber hadn’t thought to ask. She took a deep breath. This would all be over soon. 
 
    “You did great in there.” Luke offered her a smile. 
 
    “I agree,” Macey said. “You were both very impressive in your delivery. Not bad for a couple of second-borns.” She playfully elbowed Luke in the ribs. 
 
    “Not bad at all,” he said. “Next time there’s a supernatural threat in New Orleans, you’ll have to help us with our plan of attack.” 
 
    She smiled. Finally, she was getting the respect she deserved…from her brother at least. Her father’s look of disdain as she’d spoken meant he still required convincing. 
 
    The half hour Noah spent in the exam room felt like an eternity. Nylah’s knuckles turned white from her hand-wringing, and Amber gave in to the nervous bouncing her knee insisted on doing. She stared at the floor, creating imaginary images in the wood pattern until footsteps drew her gaze toward the hall. 
 
    Noah sauntered toward them with a confident gait, and she shot to her feet, her heart leaping into her throat as she stood. She raced to him, meeting him halfway down the hall and throwing her arms around him. He hugged her tightly, lifting her from the ground and spinning in a circle. 
 
    “I take it the exam went well?” 
 
    He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her. She expected a quick brush of the lips, but he went all in, crushing his mouth to hers and putting so much passion into the kiss, she nearly melted. Butterflies flitted in her stomach, the beating of their wings sending a tingling sensation throughout her body. As the kiss slowed, her cheeks warmed, and she pulled back to look at him. 
 
    “The witch confirmed it. My wolf is fused, and I’m no longer a threat.” 
 
    She grinned. “I always knew you were fit to be my mate.” 
 
    “She’s delivering her findings to the congress now.” He slid his arm around her back, and they returned to the lobby to wait with the pack. 
 
    It took another excruciatingly long half hour before the attendant told them they’d been summoned to the chambers. Amber held her breath as they entered, avoiding her father’s gaze and instead focusing on the lead congresswolf who rose to his feet. Her hand was clammy clutched in Noah’s dry palm, and he gave her a squeeze before moving his to rest on her lower back. 
 
    The congresswolf cleared his throat and touched his fingertips to the desk. “In light of recent events and a re-examination of Mr. L’Eveque, the congress has reversed its decision regarding his viability as a mate.” 
 
    Her breath came out in a rush of relief, and she leaned into Noah’s side. 
 
    “Furthermore,” he continued, “at the request of Congresswolf Mason, the congress approves the mating union of Noah L’Eveque and Amber Mason, and plans may be made for a ceremony to occur before her thirtieth birthday.” 
 
    A sob bubbled from Amber’s chest, and she finally looked at her father. A sad smile curved his lips as he nodded once at her and then at Noah. 
 
    “This emergency meeting of the national congress is adjourned. The Crescent City Wolf Pack is dismissed.” He rapped his gavel on the desk, and the rest of the congresswolves rose and exited the chamber. 
 
    In a daze, Amber let Noah lead her into the hall where her father stood waiting for them. A dozen different emotions swirled through her psyche—relief, elation, love, forgiveness—making her head spin. Noah took her hand, and they turned to face her dad. 
 
    “Welcome to the family, son.” He clapped Noah on the shoulder. “I know I didn’t show it, but I’m glad it all worked out.” 
 
    Noah looked at her with so much love in his eyes, her heart swelled with joy. “So am I.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you, Amber,” her dad said. “And I want to apologize for ever making you feel otherwise. You’ll always be my little girl, but I know you are a strong, capable woman. I promise never to forget that.” 
 
    “Thanks, Dad. I love you.” She hugged him. 
 
    “I love you too, sweetheart.” He pulled from her embrace and turned to Nylah. “Because your cover has been blown, the congress is relieving you of your duties. You may return to the pack.” 
 
    Nylah smiled. “Gladly. Turns out, the solitary life is not for me.” 
 
    “Debbie and I would like to have you all over for dinner if you don’t have to rush back.” 
 
    Amber looked at Luke, who nodded. 
 
    “That sounds fantastic,” she said. 
 
    “Shall we?” Her dad led the way out of the congress house, but Amber and Noah lingered. 
 
    “It’s official.” He tucked her hair behind her ear. “We’re going to be mates.” 
 
    “Fate sure took a roundabout route to bring us together, didn’t it?” She rested her hands on his chest. 
 
    “It did.” He pressed a tender kiss to her lips. “But I’ll never question it again.” 
 
    *.*.*.* 
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    Dearly departed... 
 
      
 
    Zoe is tired of seeing ghosts, but when you connect with the dead, it’s just one long party. When she gets invited to go to a weekend retreat at Mercer Cliff House to help her friend Vie determine if it’s really as haunted as they say, she reluctantly goes, her ghostly tagalong, Randall, along for the ride. But when she encounters a familiar face among the dead, her weekend is about to get more interesting and she may just have more at stake than her heart. 
 
      
 
    Lowell has been trapped on the earthy plane since he was murdered over a century ago. Tied to his family’s estate and holdings until the deed is found, he spends his nights making the new so called owners of Mercer Cliff wish they’d never set foot in the place. When an unexpected guest shows up for a weekend event, he realizes time is of the essence and the woman he loves could be in grave danger unless he finds a way to save her first. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    “I can't believe you brought me out here. For this.” Zoe scowled. The ghost tours in this part of the city were famous, but it didn't change the way she felt about it. Tourist traps and shysters, the lot of them. The city had made this row of shops into the starting point of the tour and had cordoned it off with cobblestone streets and spooky sounding shops to rake in the vacationer dollars. The woods and cemetery were reported to be haunted, with ghost lights that appeared out of nowhere. If it was real, Zoe was prepared to eat her left shoe. 
 
    She ought to know. Ghosts following her was sort of her thing. Randall had been around for years and sweet Jesus, he never shut up. 
 
    Decked out in blue jeans, a black sweater, boots, and a head full of dark hair, it wasn’t easy to tell exactly when he’d crossed over. But one false step at her aunt’s funeral and he’d been stuck to her ever since. 
 
    “Oh my God. Is that guy actually wearing a cape?” 
 
    It was nerd city. Wow.  
 
    “Don't be such a bitch. You know I couldn't come out here all by myself. Besides, once I meet up with Thomas, you can go shopping or head home.” Randall batted his ghostly eyelashes and gave Zoe an award-winning smile. 
 
    “You just think because he runs a ghost walk, that he can see you.” 
 
    “Well, it’s certainly worth a try.” Randall gave her a wink. “I haven’t had a decent date in at least a decade. And your socialization consists of e-books, paperbacks, and Netflix, so I don’t think you get to give me dating advice, honey.” 
 
    “Why did you need me to drive you anyway? You’re a ghost. It’s not like you need me to get around.” 
 
    “But it’s much more fun that way.” 
 
    “Whatever.” Zoe eyed the motley bunch waiting for the ghost walk to start and had to resist the urge to bolt. A group of teenage boys were laughing loudly and giving hell to a church group that had driven in on some kind of mega bus. 
 
    Sighing, Zoe ran her hand through her hair, wishing she’d tried harder to pretend to be asleep when Randall floated into her room to beg her to take him. 
 
    “I know you’re awake.” 
 
    The book in her hand flopped and she tried to suppress the surprised gasp at his sudden presence. She seriously hated when he decided to drift through walls. Or doors. 
 
    “Randall. You know the rules. The bedroom is off limits when the door is shut.” 
 
    He frowned with a huff. “But it’s always shut.” 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. I saw this amazing special about the ghost tour downtown and I just know Thomas will be the one to take me away from all this.” 
 
    He made a disparaging gesture with his hand toward her overflowing laundry basket and the books piled willy nilly all over her dresser. 
 
    “Well, if you don’t like it…” Zoe raised her eyebrows. “Better yet…please. Go on the ghost tour. You won’t hurt my feelings one bit.” 
 
    “But…” Randall twisted his lips into a hopeful smile. 
 
    “But what?” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d take me.” 
 
    “Oh my God.” 
 
    Three rounds of him singing that hamster nunchuck song and she weakened. If she wanted any peace in the near future, Randall would get his way. 
 
    And here they were, still waiting. 
 
    It was going to be a very long night. The illustrious Thomas, tour guide of the Ghost Light Tours, was still missing in action and Zoe was already watching for her first opportunity to do the same. The sky was darkening and there was a storm brewing in the distance.   
 
    “Oh! Look. Here he comes!” Randall trilled. 
 
    Sure enough, the svelte Thomas approached. Wearing a frothy black peasant shirt and painted on leather pants, he made his way up the walk, thigh high boots thudding dramatically with every step. Zoe rolled her eyes, knowing that Randall would be focused on trying to get Thomas’s attention the rest of the night. Relieved, she looked down the gas lit streets and hoped there was someplace she could grab some sweet tea and something to eat. 
 
    Alone.  
 
    And she had a nice new paperback in her purse that would be a great match for a chicken salad sandwich.  
 
    “Randall, I'll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Um. Yeah. Whatever.”  
 
    Waving distractedly, he followed the ghost tour as the group walked down the street further into the “haunted” side of town. She had no desire to follow the tour and chance any more tag along buddies. She had enough ghosts in her life, thank you very much. Even if it were actually haunted, she wasn’t about to go advertising herself where every dead so and so could latch on to her for their various unfinished business. 
 
    Just the thought of it gave her a migraine. 
 
    Sighing, Zoe trudged down the cobblestone street and headed back, in search of some place to relax. Twilight had long passed and many of the touristy shops and cafes had already pulled up their sidewalks.  
 
    Her summery dress felt perfect for the weather. A light breeze fluttered down her back, but she could feel the beginnings of a chill in the air. Her stomach rumbled and she looked longingly at the row of closed shops.  
 
    Everything was dark. She would have to grab something from the drive thru burger place on the way home. Zoe patted her stomach, trying to squelch the growling and sheer irritation at Randall for dragging her to the middle of a veritable food desert. 
 
    Sure, she could have just ignored him, but it was hard to do when said annoyance never slept, ate, or did anything except hang around at all hours. 
 
    Her sandals thumped across the old-fashioned wooden boardwalk paths and out of the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of light. A moment ago, everything had been dark. 
 
    Weird.  
 
    The Mercer Tearoom.  
 
    Figures.  
 
    Everyone had to capitalize on the tour, she supposed. Mercer Cliff House was only a few miles away and her best friend Vie had been after her to go to some kind of Halloween party there. The family had owned most of the town in their day, so she supposed this was just another hanger on. 
 
    Her stomach gave another pathetic growl and that settled it. She would just pop in and see if they were open. If not, it was back to plan A. Taco Loco with a raging super-size Mountain Dew.  
 
    The windows in the front of the old building were foggy, but she could make out a lit pastry case. She went to the door and pulled it open. A bell tinkled, announcing her presence. 
 
    “Hello?” She stepped inside and closed the door. “Are you open?” 
 
    And all at once, she felt like she’d stepped back in time. The tearoom looked aged, like most of the shops in the area. Light instrumental music played in the background, giving the place a calming feel. Baking scones sent trails of cinnamon bliss through Zoe's nose and her stomach gave another growl in protest. 
 
    Wooden tables with doilies pressed under glass were placed strategically around the room. China tea sets and pots of ivy and ornamental trees gave the tearoom a homey charm. The pastry case against the wall was the crowning glory. Just looking at it from near the door, she could see confections piled high with tempting mountains of whipped cream and chocolate wonderment. 
 
    “Now why have I not been here before?” Zoe whispered, walking over to the front counter where a chalkboard sat with the tea and soup flavors of the day.  
 
    Soup of the day: 
 
    Chicken Tortilla 
 
    Baked Potato with Aged Cheddar Croutons 
 
    Iced Tea: 
 
    Ginger Peach  
 
    Raspberry  
 
    “Hello.”  
 
    The voice came out of nowhere and Zoe started as a handsome dark-haired stranger with tight blue jeans and a warm smile emerged from the kitchen. 
 
    “Hi.” Zoe swallowed, suddenly nervous. “I hope I'm not intruding, but your door was open and the lights were on...” 
 
    “And you were hoping for some dinner?” The hunk grinned and snapped up a menu from the stand next to the chalkboard. “No worries. We’re closed, but I think I can fit you in. You can talk to me while I wrap things up.” 
 
    “Are you sure? I don’t want to mess up your night.” 
 
    “Of course. I’d welcome the company.” He gave her a warm smile that melted away whatever doubt she had been holding on to. 
 
    She would eat quickly and get out of his hair. And she’d find a decent tip for him for being so sweet.  
 
    He led her to a booth next to the pastry case and Zoe had to fight not to stare at the pies and cakes calling her name.  
 
    Zoe pulled out a chair and laid her purse on the floor as she sat. “Thanks. You didn't have to do that.” 
 
    Mr. Hunky smiled. “My name is Lowell, and yes, I did. Can't send you home starving to death. It is not a nice way to go. Trust me.” A shadow crossed over his features, but he snapped back so fast Zoe thought she must have imagined the melancholy look. 
 
    “I’ll bet. I’m Zoe.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Zoe. We still have some of the baked potato soup with the homemade croutons.” Lowell paused, thinking. “I can get you some of the crusty cheese bread that we normally serve with it if you want, too.”  
 
    “That sounds great.” Zoe felt herself relax, content in the warm tearoom and lulled by Lowell's friendly banter.   
 
    “Do you want to try some of the Ginger Peach tea? It’s really good.” Lowell went up to the front door and locked it, flipping over the open sign. 
 
    “Are you sure you don't want me to just take it to go? It was sweet of you to even serve me. I don't want to keep you.” Zoe bit her lip, noticing not for the first time how lithe Lowell's form was as he bent over to snap the blinds on the front windows shut. His jeans molded to his muscular body like a second skin and the tee shirt he wore was tight against his abs, showing every bit of his sculptured torso as he moved. 
 
    Fidgeting in her seat, she was more than a little aware of the heat rising to her cheeks. Dating was never really on her to do list. Most guys didn’t appreciate her extracurricular activities and invisible buddies. 
 
    Usually the feeling was mutual. 
 
    “It’s been slow, so no worries.” 
 
    “Seriously. I can just take something to go and let you close for the night. I don’t want to be a pain.” 
 
    “No. I insist.” Lowell swung around and made his way back to the kitchen, stopping for a moment to look back at Zoe. “You want that iced tea?”  
 
    Zoe swallowed, looking down at the rolled up napkin she had been shredding to bits on the table. “Um. Sure.” 
 
    Lowell narrowed his eyes thoughtfully and entered the kitchen, returning moments later with a tall glass of iced tea and a biodegradable straw. 
 
    “Here you go. If you want to sweeten it up, there is some sugar on the table.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Zoe met Lowell's eyes and she felt her mouth go dry. She couldn't look away.  
 
    “I should go get your soup.”  
 
    “Yes, I suppose.” Zoe was holding her breath, suddenly not hungry. At least not for food. Great Goddess, his lips were really, really kissable. 
 
    “Have you been here before?” 
 
    “No. At least I don’t think so,” was her strangled response. 
 
    Was it getting hot in here? 
 
    Damn. 
 
    “You picked a good night to come by.” Lowell whispered and stepped closer so his chest was eye level to Zoe. 
 
    “I agree.” Zoe licked her lips as the tantalizing sight was inches away from her mouth. 
 
    “Have we met?” 
 
    “Huh?” 
 
    She had to look up to meet his eyes. 
 
    “No. You I would have remembered.” 
 
    He chuckled, running a hand through his hair. “Ah, well. That’s nice of you. I don’t get a lot of girls who say that these days.” 
 
    “Then they’re crazy.” How could any girl not fall for those chocolate brown eyes, kissable lips, and tousled hair?  
 
    “And you’re sweet.” 
 
    “Not usually.” 
 
    A bark of masculine laughter filled the room. 
 
    “Seriously. I’d call you and I don’t even date.” 
 
    “You don’t?” His brow furrowed, as if trying to comprehend what she’d just blurted out like an absolute dork. 
 
    Blood sugar. 
 
    That was it. 
 
    Yeah.  
 
    Low blood sugar. 
 
    With shaking hands, she reached for two little white packets and emptied them into her tea. Jabbing the long teaspoon into the glass, she stirred and took a hasty gulp of the brew. 
 
    Cold.  
 
    Refreshing. 
 
    Sugar. 
 
    Okay…her brain could unfog anytime now. 
 
    His eyes met hers with smoldering contemplation. “I have to confess. I’d call you, too.” 
 
    “Really?” It came out more like a squeak than a reply, and she hurriedly took another gulp of tea. 
 
    “Yes, really.” 
 
    The world had shrunk to the soft music playing in the background and his mesmerizing gaze. 
 
    “You wouldn’t want to dance with me, would you?” 
 
    Dance? 
 
    Wait.  
 
    What? 
 
    “Now? But, the soup…” 
 
    “Is coming. It’s one of my favorite melodies and I just thought it would be nice while we’re waiting.” 
 
    It wasn’t a piece she recognized but who was she to complain if a cute guy asked her to dance. There hadn’t been a line waiting at her table the last time she looked.  
 
    Or…well, ever. 
 
    He looked so hopeful she couldn’t stand to disappoint him. 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She’d lost her mind. It was official. Dancing with a strange man in an empty bistro had not been on her agenda when she woke up that morning. But hell, the only thing on her mind at that point was streaking into the shower before Randall made fun of her oversized tee shirt sleepwear. 
 
    Sliding out of the booth, she found herself in front of him.  
 
    “My lady.” He held out his hands and she moved into his arms. He swept her across the floor, the music sliding through her system like a drug. 
 
    Or was that his heated gaze as he locked in on her eyes and never looked away? Either way, she was lost. When the music faded off, they stopped. Lowell released her and she felt a pang of loss. 
 
    “Oh.” Suddenly, she realized she didn’t want the moment to end. 
 
    Lowell moved closer to Zoe and she felt his hands fall onto her shoulders and weave themselves into her hair. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For dancing with me.” 
 
    Pulling her hair back, he brushed the side of her face and pressed his lips against Zoe's. The softness beckoned her in and with a spike of heat racing through her blood, she realized she wanted much, much more. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” 
 
    Her stomach growled and she averted her eyes. 
 
    “Sorry. It’s been awhile since I’ve eaten.” 
 
    “Let me see if your soup is ready.” Lowell vanished into the kitchen, leaving her breathless and staring after him. He returned shortly with a serving tray laden with a single bowl of soup. Setting it on the table, he beckoned her forward. 
 
    “Come. Eat before it gets cold.” 
 
    “Thanks.” It smelled of cheesy potatoes with a hint of bacon and her stomach growled in earnest. She slid into the booth and dug in, ravenous. 
 
    “May I sit with you while you eat?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    But instead of sitting across from her as she expected, he slid in beside her.  
 
    “Why don’t you grab some soup and join me?” 
 
    He shook his head, a longing expression on his face. “I’d rather just watch you. It’s so nice to have someone to spend time with.” 
 
    It was weird, but she couldn’t have agreed more. Diving in, she took the first spoonful of soup and gave into the heaven enveloping her taste buds. 
 
    Soon, the warm soup had her feeling drowsy. It had been a really long day. Randall’s continuous drama made her tired. And she waited too long to eat. 
 
    “Wow. I’m really sleepy.” 
 
    “We can just sit here if you want to rest. I can get you some more tea.” 
 
    “Sure.” Before long, the soup was gone and she laid her head on his shoulder. It was so nice to sit with someone and just be quiet. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    “Umm. Hmmm.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    She shut her eyes. It was only for a moment. With a deep sigh, the moment passed and she nuzzled closer. 
 
    “Go ahead and rest.” His fingers traced the outline of her face and tucked some hair behind her ear. 
 
    It was weird, being this relaxed, but there was something about Lowell… Something that felt like…well…home. She let the comfort of the soup, the present company, and the atmosphere lull her into nothingness. 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Zoe awoke to the rattle of a key in the lock and struggled to sit up.  
 
    Where was she?  
 
    Looking down, she found herself slumped in a booth, an empty soup bowl in front of her, and a half full glass of now lukewarm tea. The last thing she remembered was eating her soup and, in the comfort of it all, laying her head on Lowell’s shoulder to rest for a moment. 
 
    She must have fallen asleep. 
 
    Oh my God.  
 
    Where was Lowell? 
 
    Unfamiliar voices filtered through the door and she panicked. She shouldn’t be here. Maybe if she hid under the table, she could make a run for it when they went into the kitchen or something. 
 
    The jingle of bells and the creak of the door hinges announced their entry and the voices got closer. 
 
    “I don't know. The alarm hasn’t been working right lately. These damned ghost tours have him all rattled, poor dear. And apparently, a girl went missing last night. Was supposed to have gone home but her roommate says she never got there. Her car is still in the lot out back.” The voice had the country twang of an older man and was probably the owner of the building. 
 
    Missing? 
 
    Alarm? 
 
    Scrambling, she hid under the booth, praying they didn’t find her and think she’d broken in.  
 
    An older woman came into view. Her face lined with age, but there was a kindness about her that reminded her of someone. “Jed. Look at this.” 
 
    Oh lord.  
 
    She’d left the bowl and glass on the table. They were sure to see it and find her. She never should have let Randall talk her into going without calling Laurel first. Then she wouldn’t be in this trouble in the first place. She clutched her purse to her chest, struggling to keep her balance.  
 
    God.  
 
    Maybe she could text Laurel and she’d come rescue her.  
 
    Omg.  
 
    Her phone.  
 
    Where was her phone? 
 
    Sighing, she realized it wasn’t going to do any good to stay here. She might as well fess up to being there and let the chips fall where they were going to. 
 
    Footsteps came closer to where Zoe was hiding. Her heart beating like a jackhammer in her chest, Zoe raised her hand in the air and spoke. 
 
    “Down here.”  
 
    A gasp reverberated through the room and to Zoe's shock and horror the old couple began to laugh. 
 
    The older woman sputtered and then Zoe was wincing as her phone was handed down to her.  
 
    “This must be yours, dear.” 
 
    Zoe swallowed and heat crept up the back of her neck.  
 
    “Now, why don’t you come out from under there?” The old woman clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth.  
 
    “Um. Yes. Thanks.” Zoe had already started uncurling herself from beneath the table. In a few moments, she was standing in front of the couple, heat sliding over her cheeks. 
 
    Zoe's face burned. “I'm so sorry. I just... I...” 
 
    “Hon, you don't have to explain at all.” Jed turned around, checking out of the corner of his eye that the coast was clear. “Martha, why don't you get this girl a cup of coffee. She's going to need a little something stronger than tea, I have a feeling.” 
 
    Martha smiled. “That sounds like a good idea.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Zoe mumbled and looked down at the floor. Her phone was vibrating in her hand and she glanced at it, finding several text messages from Vie and Laurel. 
 
    Where are you? 
 
    I know you are not ignoring me.  
 
    Not funny Zoe. Where the hell are you? 
 
    Zoe!!!! 
 
    Shaking her head, she texted back that she was at the tearoom and was just fine. 
 
    “I'm so sorry to scare everyone. I came in last night to have something to eat and Lowell let me stay awhile...” Zoe looked away, afraid to meet the older man's eyes. 
 
    Martha came back in, carrying a tray with a blueberry muffin and a cup of hot steaming coffee. “Here you go. Best put something on your stomach.” 
 
    What was it about this place and people wanting to feed her? 
 
    “Thanks.” Zoe took a bite of the muffin and gulped the coffee down in a few scalding swallows. 
 
    “So, you saw our Lowell.” Martha wiped at the ring of water the iced tea glass left on the table top. 
 
    Our Lowell? 
 
    “Yes. He was here last night closing up the shop.” Zoe smiled and took another bite of muffin and almost missed the look that passed between the older couple. 
 
    “I’m sorry. If I shouldn’t have come in… I’ll just go.” She put the coffee cup down with a clatter and gathered her things. 
 
    “Oh dear.” Martha pursed her lips. “No. That isn’t it at all. Please don’t leave. Finish your breakfast and we’ll explain.” 
 
    The hot coffee called her and the succulent muffin sang a siren’s song, and Zoe acquiesced. 
 
    “Only if you’re sure.” 
 
    “Eat, girl.” Jed nodded. “Plenty of time for talk after.” 
 
    Three ample bites and a few sips later, her cup was empty and her plate was clean, save for a few crumbs. 
 
    The door to the tearoom burst open and Laurel and Vie stumbled inside. Appearing in a frenzy of activity behind them, a familiar looking guy in leather pants and a water logged peasant shirt slogged inside, looking pissed as hell. Randall floated along behind him, giving her the stink eye. 
 
    “Where the hell were you last night?” Vie demanded. “You scared everyone half to death.” 
 
    Zoe sputtered as she tried to choke down the last crumb of muffin, but Martha interrupted. 
 
    “Good morning, Thomas. Pretty active tour last night?” 
 
    “No, ma'am.” Thomas nodded to Vie and Laurel and they sat down at a table next to Zoe's. “It was pretty dead, actually.” 
 
    Martha paused from her clean up of the iced tea glass and met Jed's eyes. 
 
    “Your friend here saw Lowell.”  
 
    Thomas started, eyes widening. “What?” 
 
    “You met Thomas last night, didn’t you?” Laurel winked at Zoe and elbowed Vie in the ribs when she started to say something. 
 
    “Um. Yes. Nice to see you again.” She fiddled with her coffee cup, wondering where this was going.  
 
    “Where is Lowell? I wanted to thank him for letting me in at the last minute.” Zoe let her gaze fall to the paper napkin roll on the table and had to consciously resist shredding it into bits like the one she did last night. 
 
    “Honey, Lowell's a ghost.” Martha smiled sadly down at her. 
 
    Startled, Zoe looked up. “What do you mean? He made me soup.” 
 
    Not to mention dancing and a panty melting kiss. 
 
    Vie narrowed her eyes. “What's going on?” 
 
    Laurel laughed and took Vie's hand. “Our friend here just got waited on by the resident ghost? Right?” 
 
    “I’ve been trying to see him for years.” Thomas snorted, his attractive face pulling into what could only be described as a petulant frown. Randall waved a hand in front of his face, but after no reaction, he gave a deep sigh and lounged in the doorway, motioning for her to hurry up. 
 
    So, his date hadn’t gone as well as he’d hoped. She couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for him, but then what Laurel was saying sunk in. 
 
    Lowell was a ghost. 
 
    Her only date in who knows how long and he wasn’t even on this plane.  
 
    It figured. 
 
    “He was a ghost?” She squeaked. 
 
    Martha and Jed nodded. “Yup.” 
 
    Randall snorted and rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Only Zoe could have a date with a ghost and not have a clue,” Vie chortled.  
 
    Laurel snorted, her hand covering her mouth.  
 
    Zoe snorted in indignation. “Hey! I'm right here. And I didn’t sleep with him. I just had dinner.” 
 
    Vie moved and sat down next to Zoe, covering her mouth with her hand in mock horror. 
 
    “You had dinner with a ghost?”  
 
    Zoe grinned from ear to ear. “Apparently.” 
 
    “You suck,” Vie replied dryly. “You could have texted us back, you know.” 
 
    “You could have come with me.” 
 
    “I couldn’t. That work thing kept me late.” 
 
    “I was checking out a lead on a new case. Then, I had to visit grandmother.” The air around her darkened and Thickety, Laurel’s demon cat, appeared. 
 
    A new case? 
 
    The very idea was enough to give her the chills. Laurel wouldn’t give up on the fact that she could see and communicate with the dead. If it weren’t for her barista job, she’d drag her half way across the county investigating cemeteries and historical monuments just to have someone to talk shop with. 
 
    Side eyeing the older couple, Laurel held a hand up to her lips and shook her head. 
 
    Familiar ghosts were one thing, but demonic cats that talked were something else entirely. 
 
    She started to say something, but realized Laurel was right. 
 
    “But who was he? I can't believe it...” Zoe looked down at the crumbs on her plate. 
 
    “Lowell worked at the tearoom about twenty-five years ago. It was his family’s place, but then something happened and it all went south. 
 
    No one knows how he died, but we do know that once in a while, if a lonely tourist finds herself in front of the tearoom, Lowell is known to make an appearance and offer his own personal brand of hospitality.” Martha smiled. 
 
    “But…” Zoe stopped, suddenly realizing the truth. As hard as she tried to avoid it, she’d just been in another ghost story. Out of the corner of her eye, a luminous flicker moved through the shadows in the back of the room and Zoe smiled.  
 
    Well, I'll be damned.  
 
    Ghost lights. 
 
    Wistfully, she wondered where Lowell had gone, even as she touched her lips with her fingertips, remembering his very real kiss. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Zoe pressed her made up lips in horror as she scrutinized her friend Vie’s idea of a weekend destination. An imposing structure of gray moldering stone, the house resembled the stuff of her innermost nightmares. Perched in the passenger’s seat, she clasped the invitation to the event in her lap and tried not to scream. Creepy houses, haunted mansions, funeral homes, and murder mystery weekends were not high on her to do list. 
 
    And as of a couple of weeks ago, ghost tours. 
 
    She learned a long time ago this was the kind of place to avoid. Talking to ghosts was usually frowned upon and in her experience, most normal people didn’t have an army of the undead trailing behind their every move. Well, not undead exactly. Just disembodied. Everywhere she went, a few more latched on. That was until she learned how to tell them to get lost.  
 
    Except Randall.  
 
    He just wouldn’t leave. No amount of sage smudging or salt throwing worked. And she had kind of gotten used to him hanging around. 
 
    Most of the time. 
 
    “Come on. Stop making faces. You told me you’d help with the article. Mercer Cliff is touting their haunted status for this Murder Mystery weekend gig and I want an expert.” 
 
    “And you couldn’t ask Laurel?” 
 
    Vie studiously kept her eyes on the road. “She was busy.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” 
 
    “It’s a free vacation. Come on. You’ll have fun.” 
 
    A comeback was on the tip of Zoe’s tongue, but she bit it back. It was nice of Vie to ask her, she supposed. But honestly, she’d have been happier if she’d taken her squeeze or the third partner in crime, Laurel. Ghosts was her thing, too, and she was far more comfortable with her talent than Zoe was. 
 
    Movement in the rearview mirror brought Zoe’s eyes up short. Her personal disembodied pain in the ass was sitting in the back seat. Randall, the annoying boy wonder himself, was amusing himself by trying to bump the back of the passenger seat with his knees. Twenty-two and almost a looker, the man had the perverse habits of a five-year-old hyped up on a perpetual sugar high.  
 
    Zoe shot him a glare and tried to focus on the immediate problem at hand. The flyer in her lap for a haunted weekend of scary fun, and the building staring down on her from atop the hill. The two just didn’t seem to be a good mix. At least not for her. 
 
    “Will you quit kicking me?” 
 
    “What? I didn’t do that.” Innocent eyelashes batted in her direction. 
 
    “Boy. You better stop messing with my girl. She’s got to help me and if she’s too pissed at you to give me a reading, then I’ll pick a place with zero men and leave you stranded.” 
 
    Randall’s mouth gaped open like he was going to respond but he stopped as Zoe twisted around in her seat. 
 
    “Just stop. Help me for an hour and you can play with all the sexy guys you can find, okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” He harrumphed and flopped back against the car seat as they made their way into the entrance of the property. Long and winding, she could have easily imagined traveling this manicured drive on horseback in another time. 
 
    They turned into the main parking area and Zoe winced. Several folks were making their way toward the house. More than she thought would be here. 
 
    How many people were on this murder mystery vacation? 
 
    “Don’t you love it?” Vie grinned, her eyes on the precarious parking situation. “But they should have told me to come early. God, this parking really sucks.” Vie traversed down the rows of cars in the small parking lot and growled under her breath as someone dived into a spot she was casing. 
 
    “Jerk!” Vie weaved into another close by spot and crowed. “Ha!” She jerked the car into position, leaving Zoe’s stomach somewhere back on the main road. 
 
    Zoe closed her eyes and counted to ten. 
 
    “You said it was a Halloween style murder mystery party themed getaway weekend. Not a stay at the Addams’ Family Mansion.” Zoe struggled to keep her voice calm and keep the nausea at bay. The old flapper dress costume she’d found in the back of her closet suddenly felt a little snugger than when she’d donned it a few hours before. She shifted her feet in the strappy heels and wondered, not for the first time, what the hell she was doing here. 
 
    “Why couldn’t Laurel come?” 
 
    “Ugh.” Vie snorted. “She’s on some new case. I think she’s going to hit you up for your specter vision when you get home next week, so you better have fun while you can.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    How could she have fun with that hanging over her head?  
 
    It wasn’t like she liked being a conduit to the souls of the dead. If anything, they were fucking annoying. 
 
    Their initial stint at the costume shop hadn’t been all peaches and chocolate cake, either. More like an episode from an old creepy black and white spook-a-thon. She thought back to last week’s epic fail of an afternoon hunt and grimaced. 
 
      
 
    Vie had dragged her into a dilapidated costume shop that looked like it had been in business since sometime in the last century. A sign offering costumes for rent or sale hung in the dingy window, and when they opened the door to go inside, the stagnant air rolled over them in a stale wave of decay. 
 
    Even Randall had clambered along behind her, eyeing the place with distain. 
 
    “I don’t know, Zoe. This place feels like trouble.” 
 
    She couldn’t have agreed more. 
 
    “Is that damned ghost talking shit about my choice of destination?” Vie side eyed where Randall was standing, even though she couldn’t see him. 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Well, tell your invisible buddy he can be the one to find the costume shop next time. Because we, my friend, are almost out of options.” 
 
    “I know. I’m sorry.” Zoe groaned. It had been her fault that they couldn’t RSVP faster, and now they were stuck with whatever they could get. 
 
    “I couldn’t help it that one of the baristas went out on medical leave.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Vie held the door open for her to enter the shop. “I know, girl. Just…well…I’d hoped to get something hot to show up that bitch Jazmyne. She’s been sniffing around Dre and I know she ain’t trying to take my man.” 
 
    “We’ll find something.” But the more she looked, the more she just wanted to haul butt out of there. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she could feel spirits watching her and she didn’t like it.  
 
    Not one bit. 
 
    “Oh! I think I found you something.” Vie called out from a few rounders over. 
 
    Oh boy. 
 
    One glance and she narrowed in on the bug and she started shaking her head. 
 
    “Nope. I hate it.” Zoe glanced at the tiny metallic spider on the skimpy red dress and barely stifled a shiver. The idea of throwing a sheet over her head and strapping some gears around her waist was beginning to sound better and better. 
 
    “Oh no. You are going to see if it fits. But just in case, let’s find some other choices.” Vie copped a pose and Zoe closed her eyes. She was in for it now if she didn’t at least try on the thing. 
 
    “Fine.” She snatched the hanger out of her hand and stomped toward the dressing room.  
 
    The stench of sweat permeated the darkened room and for a moment, Zoe felt the constricting sensation of not being able to breathe. The thought of one of the moldy old costumes touching her flesh made her skin crawl.  
 
    The gaunt orbs of the sales person followed her, eyes lighting up as she moved toward the next rack of costumes. God, he was creeping her out more than the weird old coats and Marie Antoinette dresses.  
 
    Freak.  
 
    And that didn’t even count the two or three ghosts flittering around the shop. Zoe refused to look and instead kept her eyes on the prize. She had to find something to wear. Something that wasn’t going to make her lose her mind. 
 
    Her friend and counterpart in crime, Vie, picked up the white robes and grinned. “Steampunk Egyptian!”  
 
    The giant silvery scarab on the head piece stared at her. Its beady little bejeweled eyes glinted in the half-light of the room and she felt slightly ill. She hated bugs. Like hated them. Zoe shuddered and swiveled her body to glance another rack. Anything to get some distance between her and it. “No way.” 
 
    “It’s part of the costume, you idiot.” Vie looked at her and snorted. “Egyptian Princess, you know?” She twirled around, letting the full effect of the diaphanous robes take effect.  
 
    “You can practically see through them.” Zoe laughed and waggled her eyebrows.  
 
    “Come on spoil sport. If you even want one of the guys to look at you, you have to wear something hot.”  
 
    “I'm not wearing a giant freaky bug on my forehead.” Zoe pulled out a witch costume and smiled. The barely there skirt and lavender and black tights would cling to every curve she had. It was perfect. “What do you think of this one? I could find a broom and I'm all set.” 
 
    Vie rolled her eyes. “That is the lamest idea I've ever heard. Every girl there is either going to be a witch or a vampire. Get in there and try it on. Now. Hurry up. I still need to find my costume and the store is closing in a half hour.” Her grin was infectious, the brightness of her smile dazzling against the dusky tones of her skin. 
 
    “Why does everything you pick for me have a bug on it?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Why does every comment out of your mouth have to be an argument?”  
 
    “All right.” Zoe snatched the cursed thing from Vie's hand and stalked off into the dressing room, the two costumes swinging from her hand. “I'm only doing this under protest.” And because I want to get the hell out of here, she thought to herself.  
 
    “Just do it. God!” 
 
    Zoe grumbled, slamming the door to the changing room. Stupid party.  
 
    Why did she ever agree to go?  
 
    Because Vie begged her to go so she wouldn’t be alone. That's why. She quickly disrobed, shucking her jeans and tossing her tee shirt on the bench. Zoe unhooked the white robes and searched for the snaps but didn't find any. 
 
    Odd.  
 
    She scanned the folds of fabric and found where they separated and pulled them apart. She slipped the dress over her head, yanking the costume down over her curves snugly, smiling at the image. Vie was right. It was sexy. All she needed was the headpiece to complete the outfit. It would be simple, but the best costumes were. Besides, she wanted whoever she connected with to be looking at her assets, not a costume. 
 
    She angled her head, leaning slightly toward the mirror, and pulled the elastic band out of her hair, letting the waves of ebony curls tumble down her back. Zoe studied herself in the mirror, her lips curving into an inviting smile. Nice. The men wouldn't stand a chance.  
 
    The silver scarab gleamed in the half-light of the dressing room, all clockwork springs and menacing simplicity. It was a hideous thing. Zoe's hand shook as she picked up the headpiece and slid it over her head. Catching her finger on a sharp point near the scarab's head, she winced, drawing back a bloody finger. “Ouch!” 
 
    “You okay in there? Get a move on!” 
 
    “Alright! I'm coming.” Zoe stuck her finger in her mouth and eyed the headpiece with loathing. Something about the thing set her off. She didn't know what, but it gave her the willies. Movement out of the corner of Zoe's eyes dragged them back to the mirror and she froze. 
 
    What was that?  
 
    The scarab sat on her forehead, surrounded by silver and lapis stones. It was just a stupid metal bug stuck on a headband.  
 
    So why did it appear like it had just moved?  
 
    Icy numbness crawled up Zoe's back as she gazed at her image in the glass. The scarab had been facing upward. Now it was pointing to the side. Zoe squinted harder. Her breath caught in her throat. The cool metal resting on her forehead felt hot against her flesh. 
 
    “What the Hell?” she whispered. “No way.” 
 
    The bejeweled eyes seemed to bore into hers through the glass. Zoe watched in horror as the creature began to twitch. Metallic gears hummed to life. The smear of blood near the tip of the pinchers was an invitation, an awakening. Its mechanical jaws opened and closed in anticipation.  
 
    Zoe screamed. 
 
    The fucking thing was haunted.  
 
    Or possessed.  
 
    She didn’t care which. Damned costume shops. She should have just ordered something off Amazon and saved herself the trouble. 
 
    “Oh God.” Zoe pulled the headband off with a disgusted snarl, flinging it to the floor. The scarab thrummed, popping off the band, it landing on the carpet, the sound of metal gears reverberating in the small, enclosed space. Its beady eyes focused on their prey, lunging for her in a violent burst of energy. Clicking and whirring, the creature flew at her, a mechanical nightmare from Zoe's darkest fears. She screamed again, scrambling to get away. Her feet couldn't move fast enough. The flimsy sandals caught on the long cotton fabric of the gown and she fell, twisted in the folds of the costume. 
 
    Sage. She should have brought her damned sage. Or swiped the salt shaker at the restaurant where they had lunch. But in this case, she had neither.  
 
    “What are you doing in there?” Vie's voice echoed through the door. 
 
    Zoe tried to crawl, but the thing was upon her, all mechanical legs and gnashing pinchers. 
 
    She screamed as she fell, face forward. The creature crept up the back of her leg. Zoe tried to shake it off, but it was unstoppable. The fabric of the gown ripped, the loud tearing sound filling the small room. Zoe clawed at the door, her screams turning to whimpers.  
 
    The thing was haunted and wanted blood.  
 
    “Get off me!” Zoe sobbed, her hand fumbling on the changing room door in her panic. She twisted it with all of her might, falling onto the carpet in front of her friend, shaking. Fear turned her mind to jelly as the creature began to burrow into her soft living flesh.  
 
    Pain, white hot and brutal made all rational thought flee.   
 
    “Zoe! Oh my God!” Vie grabbed a satin covered costume shoe, batting at the mechanical bug. Vie tossed the satin slipper, sending it flying across the room and picked up a combat boot to smash the scarab. The mechanical sounds of clicking and whirring began to slow, as a high-pitched cry echoed in the darkened room.  
 
    Vie helped Zoe climb to her feet. “Jesus. What was that?” 
 
    “It was the scarab. On the costume.” Zoe's voice shook. “Get it off me. Get it off!”  
 
    Vie pulled the dress over Zoe's head, leaving her in her bra and panties. She reached to grab her clothes but Zoe shook her head.  
 
    “No. Let's go. I don't care.” 
 
    “Where the hell is the manager?” 
 
    “Vie! Get me out of here. It doesn't matter.” Zoe stared at the mechanical bug on the carpet, not trusting that it was really out of commission.  
 
    “The hell it doesn't. That thing tried to kill you.” 
 
    Zoe watched helplessly as Vie stalked back to the dressing room and retrieved her purse and clothes. “Vie. Hurry.” Eyes never leaving the scarab on the carpet, she thought she saw it twitch. “It moved!” 
 
    “It did not. I crushed the holy fucking crap out of it. Now. come on. We're leaving.” Vie thrust Zoe's clothes and purse into her arms and steered her to the door. “No guy is worth this, hon. We'll do mail order.” 
 
      
 
    It sucked.  
 
    No doubt about it.  
 
    Zoe rubbed the spot on her arm that was still healing.  
 
    What was it about her that seemed to wake up the cursed objects and ghosts wherever she went?  
 
    There were reasons she didn’t go out much.  
 
    Undead ones.  
 
    Or incorporeal ones, at any rate.  
 
    Ogling the house they were driving toward, she didn’t have much hope for the evening. Haunted looking houses meant one thing.  
 
    Ghosts.  
 
    More of them.  
 
    As if she didn’t have enough specters in her life. 
 
    “You’re sure we have to do this?” The nervous butterflies twisted in her stomach and she sucked in a deep breath, wishing she was back home in bed with the newest acquisition to her library. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Vie leveled a sideways glance in her direction. “Come on, girl. You never go anywhere. All you do is sit home and read those damned books of yours. You have to, and I’m not taking no for an answer.”  
 
    “But…” Zoe had sputtered. She was curled up on the couch with her e-reader and the newest thriller loaded up and ready to roll. It was going to be the perfect night. Her roommate was out and she had the apartment all to herself. Well, except for Randall but he didn’t exactly count. All he needed was the Logo channel and he was fine for hours. 
 
    “No buts. All you do is sit on your arse. Live a little. This will be a great feature article for the magazine and I’m not taking no for an answer.” 
 
    “I told you I don’t like haunted houses. And the last place you dragged me to had killer possessed ghost bugs, if you don’t recall. I like reading. Nobody tries to kill you when you’re reading.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t be silly. It’s just a tourist trick. I seriously doubt the house is haunted, but if it is, you have to let me know so I can write it up in the magazine.” Vie waved her off, her red painted nails flashing as she flipped on the interior car light. “Damn. Where did I put that parking pass?” She pointed at her purse next to Zoe’s feet on the front floorboard.  
 
    Randall chose that moment to shove the seat forward as Zoe bent down and she fell forward against the glove compartment. 
 
    “Ouch!” 
 
    “You okay over there?” Vie slid into the parking space and sent Zoe a worried glance. 
 
    “Here,” Zoe replied wearily. She hefted the massive bag off the mat. “God, woman. What do you have in here? Bricks?” 
 
    “Yes.” Vie shot her a dark look, the blood red vampire lipstick adding a nice air of menace. “Now, would you just dig around at the top and find the pass please?” 
 
    Uttering an oath, Zoe did as she asked and grabbed at the thick folder she found inside. She set the purse back on the floor and opened the folder. The pass was nestled right on top. 
 
    “Bingo.” 
 
    “Awesome.” Vie snatched the pass from her hands and stuffed it under the driver’s side glass between the windshield and the dash. “Now, let’s get our butts in there. I don’t want to miss the opening night party.” 
 
    Vie opened the car door and stepped out onto the darkening parking area. The sun was fading and the cool autumn twilight was setting in. 
 
    “Yes. Let’s.” Zoe sighed and started to close the folder, but something caught her eye. “Meyer Cliff House.” Once owned by a prominent citizen in town, the house was sold after the murder of their only son and the servants that were home at the time of the crime. After that, the place had fallen into disrepair until it had been refurbished as sanitarium for tuberculosis patients.  
 
    More recently, it had been abandoned and left to ruin when a local buyer snapped it up and made it into an event venue. There was a legend of a great deal of money secured away and a hidden deed. Over the years, many people had tried and failed to find the treasure, but they’d all been handed their hats by whatever haunted the place. 
 
    Hidden treasure and a murder weekend.  
 
    Hmmm.  
 
    What could go wrong there? 
 
    Uh.  
 
    If there were ghosts inhabiting the place, she bet they were going to be pissed at all the people tromping through the house like elephants. 
 
    This was getting better and better. 
 
    Vie poked her head back into the car and frowned. “You going to sit here all night?” She slammed the door and stalked around to the trunk. The woman had packed enough clothes for three weekends. 
 
    “No.” Zoe slapped the folder shut, but instead of putting it back inside of Vie’s megaton bag, she reached around to the back seat and slipped it into a pocket in her luggage. 
 
    Randall grinned. “Stealing files, huh?” 
 
    “Shut up. I ought to exorcise you to the North Pole for kicking me in the back all the way here.”  
 
    “You could feel that?” His washed out gray eyes were hopeful.  
 
    “Yes.” Zoe opened the door and swung her feet onto the pavement. She picked up Vie’s bag, hefted it onto her shoulder and groaned. 
 
    “Bricks.” 
 
    She reached back inside, snagged her small clutch purse and wedged it underneath her arm. Zoe closed the door and moved to the back to collect her suitcase. 
 
    Opening the back door, she leaned inside. 
 
    “Move it, Randall.” Zoe hissed. “You’re sitting on my bag.” 
 
    “Sorry!” He yelped as she yanked the suitcase out of the car and booted the door shut with her backside.  
 
    Damned ghosts, Zoe fumed. She didn’t want to say anything with Vie standing there, but after they got to their room he was in for it big time. Why, for the love of all things holy, couldn’t he have stayed home like she asked? This was why she couldn’t get a date if she tried. Insert one socially awkward ghost and her love life was toast. 
 
    Her one and only dating experience of late had been with a ghost—and she hadn’t even known it. Sulking, she shook her head. He’d disappeared on her, too. No wonder she preferred books to men. Alive or dead, they didn’t seem to stick around for the long haul. 
 
    Randall grinned at her, half in and half out of the car. “Oh…I hope they have some hunky guys here. It’s been a real dry spell with Thomas being a fake and all.” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” she growled. It was his fault she’d even been at that stupid ghost walk in the first place. If she hadn’t, the humiliating episode with Lowell would never have happened. 
 
    Lowell…  
 
    Just thinking about him brought heat to her cheeks. She’d never connected with a guy that fast before. I mean, laying her head on his shoulder and falling asleep? If it had been anyone else, she would have worried he’d put something in the food. But not with him. With him, she just wanted time to last forever. 
 
    Oh well.  
 
    “Come on! We are so going to be late.” Vie slammed the trunk closed and rolled her luggage behind her. Two full sized bags with travel cases perched precariously on top.  
 
    Zoe glanced at the upwardly winding trail up toward the house and wondered how long it was going to be before one of them took a header. 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Lowell stood on the widow’s walk, staring down at the madness descending on the front yard of his family’s home. In fact, the whole house had become something out of his worst nightmares since the new so-called owners had turned it into a DIY experiment. 
 
    But they weren’t the owners, he was. Ghost or not, he wasn’t going to stand idle while they ransacked his home. 
 
    He’d thought the worst had been done when they started knocking out walls, replacing the hand carved stairwell with wrought iron, and installing track lighting, but he’d been wrong. 
 
    All week, he’d watched as the two men had amped up the place as if they were throwing some sort of gala. He’d deliberately kept his distance, but when he overheard one of their conversations, whatever blood he had left iced over. 
 
    “If we pull this haunted house murder party off right, one of them is sure to speak ghost and then we can find the deed.” 
 
    The short one nodded, his dark eyes running over the walls of the dining room as if assessing which wall to take down next. 
 
    Lowell edged closer. They couldn’t see him. 
 
    “The journal says it’s here.” 
 
    “How many fucking walls are we going to have to demolish to find the damned thing?” 
 
    “As many as it takes.” His gaze flickered back to the other man. “Granddad said it was on the property and we’re going to find it. Bastards took his land and by God we’re going to take it back.” 
 
    A snort filled the room. “We already have.” 
 
    “Until the bank catches on.” 
 
    “Give it the weekend. That ghost hunter girl is supposed to be coming with an online magazine woman. They want to see if the place is haunted. Maybe then we can get one of the ghosts to lead us to it.” 
 
    The other man dissolved into mocking laughter, and swallowed a mouthful from the can he was holding. 
 
    “You just keep thinking that. We don’t need ghosts to help us find anything.” He shook his head in disgust, knocking back another swig of beer. 
 
    “The hell not. We’ve been at this for months and every time we demolish something they freak out.” 
 
    “You’re crazy.” 
 
    “Crazy, am I? Who knocked that ladder out from under me last week? And who misplaced the keys to my truck so I couldn’t get the supplies for this weekend?” 
 
    “I think you’re an idiot. There’s no such things as ghosts.” 
 
    A snort was the other man’s answer. 
 
    “It’ll work. You hear that, ghosts? You tell us or we’re going to keep wrecking the place until we find it.” 
 
    Silence met his dare, but Lowell was listening and he knew the others were too.  
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    People. 
 
    The living had taken over and it seemed there was no stopping them. 
 
    “Do they have to do that?” Mrs. Pennyweather wailed. “It’ll take me all day to clean up the mud they’re tracking through the house.” 
 
    He started to tell her it wasn’t her worry anymore but he didn’t want to be insensitive. Being a ghost was disconcerting at times, and Mrs. Pennyweather was inordinately attached to her role as housekeeper.  
 
    “I don’t care about no mud,” huffed Old Diesel, even as he rubbed his hands together in anticipation. “Can’t wait 'till they get inside and I can haunt their asses.” 
 
    Trying to hold in the bark of laughter that threatened at the old mechanic’s blustering, he couldn’t help but wonder where McChesney, the gardener, had gotten off to. He liked the guests even less than the new owners and wasn’t above trying to sabotage any and everything to try and scare them away. 
 
    The only problem was, his hauntings seemed to encourage the bastards. 
 
    “It’s going to be a long weekend,” Lowell commented, watching the flux of people dragging suitcases and wearing silly costumes. If he had his druthers, he’d go and visit the old tearoom, but he didn’t want to leave the house in the state it was in. Mrs. Pennyweather would have never forgiven him. 
 
    “Halloween wasn’t meant to be celebrated like this. Daft idiots.” Diesel shook his head, annoyed. “Why they come here instead of staying home and letting the children come by for a treat…” 
 
    “These folks seem to make any excuse to hold a party,” Lowell observed. It was true. He’d watched them planning things from the corner of the room. His family’s home had become nothing more than an event space for people who loved murder mysteries and whodunits. Never mind the haunted house treatment they were giving it for Halloween. 
 
    In between, he’d watched them tear up the old house as if they were looking for something. And he knew exactly what that something was. His family left him heir to their fortune, but due to a lot of bad luck and even worse timing, he’d died before he could do much more than secure the deed of the property and the rest of his family’s estate in a place where, so far, no one had thought to look. 
 
    Murder was funny that way. His killers hadn’t gotten away with what they’d done. But that didn’t make much of a difference if he couldn’t be at peace. And between being his home being used as a sanitarium for tuberculosis patients and now some sort of tourist attraction, he was about to lose his ever-loving mind. 
 
    No one had found his family’s deed. So far, the bank acted like they owned the property, when in fact, they didn’t. Whoever found the deed would reap the benefits. The only problem was, the new owners weren’t much better than the men that brought him, Mrs. Pennyweather, Diesel, and McChesney into their current predicament. With every remodel they were getting closer and he didn’t like it one bit. 
 
    Endless DIY episodes played on the newfangled television in the lobby and from what he could tell, the two men running the place were about as clueless as the idiots they watched on the thing. But they were clearly here on a mission, and if they weren’t careful, they would destroy the very thing that kept him tethered to this place and he couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    It had been a pleasant escape to wander down to his family’s old restaurant on Main Street. His options were limited, being a ghost, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him. Running into Zoe had been a delight. She could see him. Touch him. 
 
    And she danced with him. It had been…delightful. He’d almost forgotten he was dead until after she’d fallen asleep on his shoulder and he’d drifted away, only to find himself back on the widow’s walk. 
 
    “Where you been, boy?” McChesney sputtered at him. “They’re at it again. This time they’re tearing up my gardens.” 
 
    Vans of party equipment and a wooden platform for dancing were being set up on one end of the property. On the other, two of the men headed into the brush with shovels, the distraction proving the perfect cover for whatever mischief they had in mind. 
 
    His lips clamped tight, Lowell grimaced. “They won’t find it.” 
 
    “I sure as hell hope not,” Diesel replied. 
 
    “Let’s you and me make sure, shall we?” McChesney replied, narrowing his eyes at the two as they vanished into the woods. 
 
    “A Murder Mystery weekend?” Mrs. Pennyweather chortled. “As if they would know what a real murder looked like. Traipsing through here…upsetting the spirits. It’s not right.” 
 
    She was, as usual, spot on. 
 
    It wasn’t right and he was going to do something about it. 
 
    Lowell wasn’t going to give up without a fight. He’d wake every damned ghost on the property and give these people a weekend like they’d never seen if it meant saving his home. 
 
    “Come on. We have some haunting to do.”  
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Zoe tossed the suitcase on her bed and groaned. Just the walk up to the house had been a trial all its own. As expected, Vie’s bag ended up rolling halfway down the hill and she had to go fetch it while Zoe guarded the rest of their possessions. She could have sworn she saw a blur of someone push it out of the corner of her eye. Turning to give Randall a piece of her mind, she paused. It wasn’t him. He was still standing on the grass, sulking. 
 
    “Why do we have to wait? She can bring it herself,” Randall whined. 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “It’s dark out here. And so far, there hasn’t been a cute guy for miles.” 
 
    “Did you push it?” 
 
    “Are you kidding me?” 
 
    “Did you see anyone, then?” 
 
    Randall sighed. “There are ghosts everywhere. And this place, from what I can see, has plenty of them.” 
 
    She didn’t want to open up. It was easier to keep her spectral attention on Randall alone and keep it muted. If she released the stopper on her gift, there was a danger of more ghosts latching on to her, and that was the absolute last thing she needed. 
 
    “The luggage?” she prompted. 
 
    An irritated harrumph met her ears. “You’re going to have to see for yourself. She dragged you here to tell her if the place was haunted, not me.” 
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes and smiled as Vie caught up. 
 
    “I swear. The next time I get the idea to bring a round suitcase to a place with so many damned stairs, just shoot me.” 
 
    “Can I?” A grin taking over Randall’s surly expression. 
 
    “Shut up,” Zoe growled. 
 
    “Is that ghost of yours being an asshole again?” 
 
    “When has he ever stopped?” 
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    Randall did have a point. She might not want to see what was right under her nose, but if she was going to get through this weekend, she might not have any choice. 
 
    Slowly, Zoe released the stopper and let the energies around her come into view. 
 
    She observed the curious forms of several spirits as they made their way to the front walk. Determined not to engage, she kept her gaze straight on and kept on going. 
 
    “Jesus, Zoe. Wait up!” Vie growled, her suitcase wheels bouncing against the uneven gravel walk. “It’s not even paved!” 
 
    Sighing, Zoe had to stop herself from another eye roll. If the owners were sticking to the original look of the place, they probably wouldn’t want to mangle it with concrete sidewalks and a driveway. 
 
    Then there was the inside. Three ghosts in the lobby. Four in the halls and two in the bathroom. There were supposed to be two guys helping guests with the luggage, but apparently, they’d vanished. 
 
    Instead of waiting for the front desk to get their ducks in a row, she’d decided to drag her luggage up to her room herself. 
 
    “Vie, I’ll see you later.” 
 
    Her friend waved her on, pissed that her weekend was starting off with an inconvenience. The young woman behind the desk looked like she was either going to cry or gouge Vie’s eyes out with the pen attached to the guest book. 
 
    She wasn’t going to stick around to see that one through. Vie could handle herself, and she had reached her wall and was about to slide down, face first. A few minutes alone in her room was what the doctor ordered, even if that meant introducing Randall to the room service phone and the remote control to the television. 
 
    Five minutes. That was all she needed. 
 
    Grateful that Vie had opted for a room on her own, Zoe sighed. If she had to listen to her romantic conquests on top of everything else, she really was going to stab someone, and it wouldn’t just be with a spare piece of office equipment. 
 
    There on the bed was an envelope. 
 
    Greetings Murder Mystery Guest. 
 
    Hmmm. 
 
    “What’s that?” Randall busied himself with inspecting every nook and cranny of the room with a critical eye. “They could have done the curtains up a little more. But I do like that bed.” 
 
    He jumped, landing on it without even a ripple. 
 
    “Maybe it’s an itinerary.” 
 
    Good grief. She hoped not. Some of these murder mystery things were downright intrusive with their playacting. All she wanted to do was blend in with the wallpaper, figure out if the claims of the owners were true, and go home. One night tops, if she had her way about it. 
 
    She opened the envelope. 
 
    Itinerary it was. But there was also another small envelope enclosed within. 
 
      
 
    Greetings honored guest. We welcome you to a weekend of hauntings and murder mystery. Below is your itinerary. You will also find a small envelope that you will use to develop your character while you are here. Please do not open the small envelope until you arrive at Friday evening’s dinner. 
 
      
 
    Friday night social (cash bar)- 5:30pm to 6:15pm 
 
    Friday night dinner- 6:30pm to 8:30pm 
 
    Introductions made and parts announced. The plot is laid out. Each guest opens their small envelope and learns their role. 
 
    Saturday breakfast-8:00am 
 
    Lunch- 11:30 
 
    The plot thickens. Each guest refers to their card. 
 
    Cocktail hour (cash bar)- 5:30 to 6:15pm 
 
    Dinner- 6:30 to 8:30pm 
 
    Sunday breakfast with final whodunnit wrap-up. 
 
      
 
    Well, that was interesting. 
 
    And she didn’t think she was going to do any of it. This was Vie’s party. She was just along for the ride. 
 
    So why did she have a part to play? 
 
    Curiosity niggled and she nibbled her lip. 
 
    Open the small envelope and break the rules, or don’t and go in blind?  
 
    Zoe picked up the small envelope, her fingers itching to open it and see what was in store.  
 
    How much did they know their guests?  
 
    Reluctantly, she put the envelopes on the nightstand and checked the time. It was already five minutes to six, which meant she needed to hurry if she was going to wander and get a feel of the place. 
 
    Missing drinks and the Friday night social wasn’t a big deal. She’d learned a long time ago that staying sober while she was in an unfamiliar locale was always a best practice. 
 
    She touched up her lipstick in the bedroom mirror and fluffed at her shoulder length, black hair. The freckles on her nose were particularly noticeable after her time in the car today. Irritated, she stormed into the bathroom and scooped up her compact from the sink. The giggling sound of children’s voices echoed in the small space. 
 
    Zoe sighed and made her way back into the bedroom.  
 
    “Randall, can’t you do something and get them to leave me alone?” 
 
    “Sorry, Zoe. You know it doesn’t work that way.” The ghost shrugged and went back to watching cable television. “Why don’t you have this channel at home? Sharknado is the bomb.” 
 
    Just then, a bar of soap sailed out of the bathroom, thudding on the bedroom carpet. 
 
    “Oh my God.” Nope. Not tonight. 
 
    Zoe stalked back to the bathroom and snatched the shower curtain back, glaring. There, standing in the old-fashioned claw foot tub were two small ghostly boys, waiting to sneak a peek. 
 
    They gawped up at her, apparently stunned they were the ones getting spied on instead. 
 
    “I’m going down to the party, but when I get back you two had better not be here. Understood?” Her tone brooked no refusal. She spun on her heel and marched out of the bathroom, heels clicking on the tile floor. 
 
    Well, at least she could say without a doubt that the place was haunted and she didn’t need to slog her way through some play acted dinner to ascertain that little nugget. 
 
    Now to at least breeze through the party and make her excuses. Her finger itched to dial an Uber to take her home, but first she needed to at least be seen and check in with Vie. 
 
    “Randall, you stay here, please. If I have to try and hold two conversations with you and Vie tonight, I’m going to lose my mind.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. Go. This show is just getting good. Come on! Rip off his face!” The ghost cheered, bouncing on the loveseat in the small seating area. The two bathroom ghosts craned their heads around the door. 
 
    “Randall?” Zoe snapped. “Are you listening?” 
 
    “Do it! Come on!” Randall pumped his fist in the air, completely ignoring her. 
 
    “Okay, then.” Zoe sniffed. She collected her clutch and left the room, shutting the door behind her. Determined to not engage the ghosts lingering in the hallway, she propelled herself through the maze of ectoplasmic personalities and pushed through to the elaborate staircase. There had been a great deal of work done on the place to make it habitable for guests, but the core decay of the building still resonated. 
 
    Going up wasn’t a problem, and she hoped going down wouldn’t be either. Mischievous ghosts loved to play tricks on the living, especially once they figured out she could see them.   
 
    “Arachnophobia. Fear of spiders. Agoraphobia. Fear of leaving home.” She paced out her list of phobias and took the first step. 
 
    Why wasn’t there a word for fear of stairs?  
 
    Now that was just wrong. Maybe there was, but damn it all, she couldn’t think of it. 
 
    The long fronds on her flapper dress swung as she took each step one at a time. She had a sudden urge to just stand in one place and swing her hips just to see the little stringy fibers all flair out at the same time.  
 
    Maybe she would be able to just flit around for a little while and Vie wouldn’t notice she’d retreated back up to her room for a break. Dinner wasn’t for another half an hour, so maybe it would work. 
 
    Odds were high that Vie would find the mysterious Dre within the first thirty minutes and vanish into her room despite her assignment to do a feature story on the new murder mystery event destination. It wouldn’t have been a first time for that, either. 
 
    She made it to the bottom, and Zoe gave a sigh of relieve, almost colliding into a giggling woman in a witch costume as she bounded up the stairs. 
 
    “Sorry!” the woman called out, chased by a man dressed as a werewolf.  
 
    “Yeah. No problem.” She sighed and made her way down the hall toward the main part of the house.  
 
    Behind the new coat of paint and the cheerful potted plants, there was a sadness about the place. If she had the choice, she’d go back to her room and do a little more research in Vie’s master file before her friend demanded it back. But she needed to at least make an appearance before she either headed to bed with her book or got the heck out of dodge. 
 
    It was easier to manage ghosts and the residue of the departed when she knew what she was up against. Instead, she was flying blind and she didn’t like it one bit. But she’d promised Vie, and another half an hour wouldn’t kill her. 
 
    Not to mention Randall was upstairs with Sharknado, and earplugs aside, there was probably no way she was going to sleep tonight, no matter how the dice landed. 
 
    Looks like she had to stick it out. At least for a little while longer. 
 
    The dining room was attractive, but the two ghostly children swinging on the chandelier made her cringe. She quickly made her way into the library but backed out as she spotted a stack of books floating in midair. 
 
    Not her ghosts. 
 
    Not her problem. 
 
    She could just give Vie the thumbs up and let her have her weekend fun. Maybe the kitchen would have something she could eat to tide her over until tomorrow. No way did she actually want to encourage more ghostly hangers on and that’s what she’d get if she didn’t isolate in a quick minute. 
 
    Weaving through the maze of partygoers, she found herself in the kitchen. Trying to get out of the way of the small army of cooks, she sidled toward the back door and stepped outside to catch her breath. 
 
    In the farther side of the yard, workers finalized touches on a portable dance floor, while others placed tiki torches and a whole lot of chairs. Someone was also taping something on the floor. No doubt, it was a scene from one of the whodunit moments of the weekend. 
 
    The door shut and as the silence descended, she heard voices coming from the recesses of the yard. Night had fallen, so it was hard to see against the tiki lights, but she pressed herself into the shadows so she didn’t disturb whoever was there in case she shouldn’t be outside. 
 
    “I can’t believe we still didn’t find anything.” The clunk of something metal hit the ground. “Damned fools were supposed to have buried it in the family cemetery.” 
 
    “We didn’t come all the way out here to work for these jerks for nothing. I know the money’s here.” 
 
    Money? What? 
 
    “Stupid ghosts. We find that deed and it’s the end of the line for them. Can’t play pranks if there’s no house to haunt, can they?” 
 
    Stifling a giggle, she sobered up as the man’s words resonated. 
 
    Was he threatening to light the place on fire? 
 
    Oh God. 
 
    She thought back to what she’d read in the folder about the property and what happened to the people who lived here originally.  
 
    Murder. 
 
    The woman at the tea house told her the place had been owned by Lowell’s family. They had been murdered, but at the time no one had been charged with the crime.  
 
    What were they looking for? 
 
    She supposed they could have been playacting for the crowd, but if that was the case, where were the people to witness them stomping out of the woods with shovels? 
 
    No. This wasn’t part of the weekend’s planned activities. She was sure of it. 
 
    Zoe blinked, trying to get smaller and shrink deeper into the shadows as the voices drew nearer. 
 
    “Come on. We’ll try again after they go to bed. We better get in there and fraternize with the guests. They’ll be wondering where we were.” 
 
    Her heart beat faster and she rubbed at her arms to stifle the chill that had come over her. They weren’t acting at all. 
 
    Ghostly children ran by but she paid them no mind. They weren’t focused on her, so she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. 
 
    Where would the men draw the line in their quest for what they were searching for?  
 
    And just how much money or whatever it was, were they talking about?  
 
    Zoe nibbled on her lip, torn between running inside and dragging Vie into what she’d just learned or calling Laurel. Laurel always knew what to do.  
 
    The thunk of another door shutting below the stairs leading to the kitchen made her catch her breath, then release it. 
 
    As she pushed off from the wall, she caught another otherworldly glow out of the corner of her eye. It was coming from the back of the yard near the tree line. 
 
    “Who’s there?” 
 
    Gripping the stair railing as the figure drew closer, she almost tripped on her own feet as soon as her eyes made sense of what they were seeing. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Lowell was pissed. He’d been traipsing around the woods and his family’s boneyard for hours, trying to foil the two men attempting to steal his heritage. A missing shovel, a shove into an open grave…anything to make it harder on the idiots from reaching their goal. And it was fucking exhausting. 
 
    At first, he wasn’t certain about the intent of the new usurpers, but until they hired these two, it had only been refurbishing, party planning and nothing more. 
 
    But these two were a whole different kettle of fish.  
 
    And it smelled rotten. 
 
    “Looks like they done gave up. At least for now.” Diesel wiped a hand across his ghostly brow. “If’n it was me, I’d just run them over with the Bentley. That would fix 'em.” 
 
    “It would.” He couldn’t deny that. But then they’d have more ghosts to deal with, and these two wouldn’t be friendlies. Not to mention the fact that it was a huge strain on his faculties to interact with the living in such a way. A few scares here and there…now that was one thing. Driving a car? That would knock him out for days and he didn’t have that kind of time. 
 
    There was an urgency he hadn’t felt since the early days and he didn’t like it one bit. Change was in the wind, and he wanted a voice in what happened to him and the people, or rather, ghosts, in his care.  
 
    “You best get back. See what’s happening with the guests.” 
 
    “What about you?” Lowell glanced over at Diesel, where he sat perched on his grave. 
 
    “I’ll stay here awhile. It’s quiet.” 
 
    He sighed. “Don’t be too long. We’ve got some haunting to do. Besides, Mrs. Pennyweather will be looking for you.” 
 
    The older man harrumphed and twisted his mustache. 
 
    “Tell the old battle axe I’ll be on my way when I’ve a mind to. Besides, McChesney is probably at her beck and call, anyways.” 
 
    Lowell suppressed a chuckle. The two sparred like an old married couple. If only they would actually admit they cared about each other.  
 
    The other man settled in, pondering the stillness of the cemetery. Lowell envied him. He would have rather stayed but something was niggling at him. 
 
    Why a murder mystery weekend?  
 
    And of all times, why now?  
 
    They couldn’t see them, only the pranks and haunts he and the others manifested, so they might not have a clue who was in the house at all. 
 
    If they had any idea, the fixer upper duo would have probably run screaming. Three kids from the sanitarium days shuttled past him, chasing a woman in a nurse’s uniform. And another couple of girls streaked by, in a rush to some unknown bit of mischief. 
 
    “Be careful, now.” 
 
    They giggled and continued on, just as naughty dead as they were alive.  
 
    Lowell chortled and started walking. Some things never changed. He could make out the lights of the house through the trees, and saw one of the guests come outside as the two gravediggers approached the house. He sped up, concerned that the woman would come to harm if they saw her there in the shadows, but they were too interested in their own conversation to give her any mind. 
 
    But then he got closer and his footsteps wavered. Awareness landed a cold punch to his gut. 
 
    “Zoe,” he whispered. She looked even lovelier than she had at the tea house. He hadn’t been able to resist talking to her then, and now just the chance of seeing her once again had the blood rushing through his spectral veins. 
 
    No other woman had ever captivated him like she had. Just a touch made him feel like he had come home, but the feeling of comfort was washed away by a creeping dread. Those men were after something and he didn’t want her anywhere nearby when things got ugly. 
 
    What in the world was she doing here? 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    It couldn’t be him. Could it? Zoe wrapped her fingers around the railing and blinked. 
 
    “Lowell?” Her feet moved, almost of their own volition. Knees wobbling, she was down the stairs and three steps into the lawn before she knew what she was doing. 
 
    He was here. 
 
    Like…in front of her and not just a figment of her imagination.  
 
    How many nights since she’d seen him had she dreamt about his sexy smile or the way it felt to rest her head on his shoulder? 
 
    It had only been a blink in time, but the connection she felt with him was something that was hard wired, and try as she might, she couldn’t shake it. And now here he was. She didn’t believe in coincidences.  
 
    He was just as sexy now as he’d been the night at the tea house and all she wanted to do was bury herself in his arms. From the moment they’d kissed, she’d found a kindred spirit in him, and the chance to see him again was a burst of adrenaline to her already jolted system. 
 
    She had to tell him what she heard, before anyone was hurt. More than anyone, she knew that ghosts were grounded to more than just a place. It was also a moment in time that kept them there. A purpose. An energy.  
 
    But what happened when the center of that energy was destroyed?  
 
    Could he and any of the other spirits she’d seen here be displaced forever? 
 
    The thought gave her a distinct chill. 
 
    No.  
 
    She couldn’t let that happen.  
 
    He was a ghost. She had to remember that. But even still, she couldn’t resist talking to him, at least one more time. 
 
    Lowell strode closer, his form more transparent than when she first saw him at the tearoom, but there was no mistaking it.  
 
    It was him.  
 
    Tall and imposing, he moved across the lawn like he owned the place, and he wasn’t entirely glad to see her. 
 
    She swallowed and had to force herself not to take a step back. 
 
    “Zoe. What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I should be asking you the same thing. Why didn’t you tell me you were a ghost?” she demanded, staring up into his startling blue eyes. 
 
    Anger and hurt alternated, but she had to admit she was thrilled to see him again. 
 
    He sighed, running his hand through his hair. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    “I’ve got time.” 
 
    The sound of a door opening startled them both.  
 
    Lowell’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “No. You don’t. Not if they see you out here.” 
 
    “But…” He led her out of sight as two voices carried on the night air. 
 
    “That woman from the magazine brought a damned ghost hunter.” 
 
    They were…they were talking about her! 
 
    “Barney said she came out this way,” a rough voice growled. “I’m not losing my fortune to some twit who talks to dead people. If anything, we use her to find what we’re looking for.” 
 
    A chill went through Zoe.  
 
    Who were these men? 
 
    “Lowell?” 
 
    He shook his head and urged her back around the house with a movement of his head. 
 
    “Come on. I need to get you back inside. It’s not safe for you out here.” 
 
    “What are they looking for?” 
 
    But even as she asked the question, she remembered the file on the house.  
 
    A missing deed.  
 
    A supposed treasure.  
 
    And several murders… 
 
    There had to be something of great value for them to go to that much trouble. 
 
    “Wait. Lowell?” She stopped, her hand covering her mouth in horror. “You. This is your house? But…” 
 
    A crunch of pine straw alerted them that they were not alone. 
 
    “Come on.” He moved around the front of the house and urged her up the stairs. 
 
    “Boss.” The phantasmagoric shape of an older man drifted into view, startling her as she climbed onto the porch. 
 
    “What did you find out?” Lowell frowned. 
 
    “They’re here to work the event. That’s all. But they’ve been digging around the graveyard and poking around the attic. Youngsters saw them in the trunks and such. Mind, I think they’ll hit the basement next.” 
 
    Lowell swore. “Mrs. Pennyweather won’t like that.” 
 
    “Who’s the girl?” 
 
    Zoe cleared her throat. “I’m Zoe. Who are you?” 
 
    He gave her an appraising look. “McChesney, ma’am. At your service. Nice to speak with one of the living.” 
 
    Despite herself, Zoe smiled. 
 
    “They know she can hear us,” Lowell told the other man. 
 
    “Do they now?” He craftily rubbed his chin, looking out into the night. “Before I took this job, I was a soldier in the war.” 
 
    “Which war?” 
 
    “Now, girlie, it ain’t polite to ask a feller his age.” The ghost winked and she let out a nervous giggle. 
 
    “If we don’t do something about these men, there’s a real danger someone is going to get killed.” 
 
    Zoe swallowed. “And that someone is going to be me if they think I know the location of whatever it is they’re searching for.” 
 
    “No one knows it.” McChesney shrugged. “Lowell never told none of us.” 
 
    “And they killed you for it.” The retort popped out before she could stop herself and both men stared at her like she’d just run stark naked across the yard. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have…” Heat slid up Zoe’s face.  
 
    “Mr. McChesney. Lowell. Pardon me, sir.” A twenty something male orderly apparated up through the lawn. 
 
    “Geoff. What’s going on?” 
 
    “They’re about to go down to the cellar. Most of the guests are asleep, but they know she isn’t in her room.” 
 
    “Oh, God.” Zoe gulped. This was supposed to be a weekend retreat, not a fight for her life. 
 
    “We have to protect her.” The expression on Lowell’s face turned dark and he motioned for Geoff to go. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “Protect who?” Randall appeared next to her, draping his arm around her shoulders like she could feel it. “And who were those men who just barged into our room?” 
 
    Lowell’s eyebrows shot up. “What?” 
 
    “Lowell, this is Randall, my resident pain in the ass. Randall, this is…” 
 
    “Wait. Lowell? As in the guy you’ve been mooning over since the Ghost Walk?” Randall crowed, his grin getting wider with each second. 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    “Oh my God!” He turned to Lowell and grabbed him by the upper arm. “Do soooomething about this girl. Kiss her again and put her out of her misery. All she does is read those horrid romance novels, moon about you, and watch hideous romantic comedies on Netflix. It’s barbaric.” 
 
    “Netflix?” 
 
    “Never mind,” Zoe bit out. “We kind of have a problem.” 
 
    “Oh, now what? I mean, other than those men pawing through your underwear. I mean, really. Did you have to bring granny panties to a getaway weekend. I can’t unsee that, you know.” 
 
    “Randall!” Zoe shrieked, completely forgetting where they were and the fact that they were supposed to be hiding. 
 
    “They also saw Vie’s file on the house.” 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Double shit. 
 
    “Now you done it, girlie,” McChesney groaned. “They’ll be coming for you now for sure.” 
 
    “Oh no!” Tears prickled at her eyes. “I gave us away. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s not us I’m worried about.” Lowell ran his fingers down the side of her face and for a moment, she could almost feel him. 
 
    She sucked in a breath. “I’m worried about all of us. If they don’t get what they want, they’re threatening to burn the place down just to spite you.” 
 
    “Did someone get their undies in a twist because the place isn’t haunted enough? I mean, really. It’s crawling with ghosts. Those two urchins are still in your bathtub. Even the potted plants have eyes. It’s creepy. No offense.” Randall snorted. 
 
    “None taken.” 
 
    “Mr. Mercer?” Geoff appeared once again. 
 
    Randall turned his attention to the orderly. “Wooo. Who are you?” 
 
    Geoff cleared his throat. 
 
    “The lad is right,” McChesney offered. “We need to get the lassie out of sight until we can plan our next move.” 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Well, you can’t go to your room. They’ll find you in no time.” 
 
    “There you are!” A rotund woman in a housekeeper’s austere dress appeared before the group with a pop. 
 
    “Oh!” Zoe gasped, stepping into Lowell’s arms. This time, a whisper of sensation sped across her skin. 
 
    Damn, but he felt more real every time she got close enough to touch him. 
 
    “It’s almost time. The veil is getting thinner.” 
 
    “So it is.” Lowell grinned. “Mrs. Pennyweather, I could kiss you.” 
 
    A pink tinge colored her round cheeks. “Oh. Now I don’t think your lady friend would like that very much.”  
 
    “On the contrary, my dear. I think you’ve given us the solution to our problem,” McChesney declared. 
 
    “What did the daft old cow say now?” A rangy man with greasy hands and a mechanic’s uniform wandered from out of the gloom. 
 
    “Daft cow? I’ll give you a cow, you irritable old badger!” Mrs. Pennyweather closed her chubby hands into fists and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “Can we come back to that later? As much fun as it would be to watch her upend his sorry arse, I believe we have a more pressing issue.” McChesney sighed, his attention turning toward the house. 
 
    “He’s right. They both are. No wonder I can almost feel you.” Zoe couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of it before. 
 
    Halloween was only a few minutes away. Technically. The barrier between the living and the dead was paper thin for her on a good day…but this…this was something else. 
 
    “Do you need me to move something for you? If they’re searching for it, I can help hide whatever it is.” 
 
    “No, lass. That’s what they’re hoping for.” McChesney walked down the front porch steps and out into the yard. “The rest of the guests are sleeping. Best turn our assets into their liabilities.” 
 
    Lowell grimaced. “It’s worked before. But never this close to being flesh.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Zoe wasn’t sure what they were talking about, but she was fairly sure the men who were after them weren’t going to be happy about it. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Time edged closer to the veil slipping and touching her was all he could think about. What it didn’t explain is how she reacted to him when he was in the tea house the other night. Like, she felt him beneath her hands. 
 
    And how he could feel her. 
 
    They were on entirely different planes. 
 
    It didn’t make sense. 
 
    All he wanted to do was explore their options, but he had some unfinished business at hand before any of them would be safe. 
 
    “Get ready.” McChesney closed his eyes. “It’s time.” 
 
    “Did someone think to call the children? They might enjoy this.” 
 
    “If you want to get the little buggers, you go right ahead,” Diesel snarked, giving Mrs. Pennyweather the stink eye. 
 
    She huffed, spun on her heel and stomped back into the house, not even noticing when her hand gripped the door and she opened it without thinking. 
 
    Lowell couldn’t help but grin. One of these days, he was going to catch them locking lips in the pantry. There had always been sparks, but both of them were too stubborn to admit it. 
 
    “Lowell…” Zoe’s voice shook, her fear sending a douse of cold water on his merriment. 
 
    If they didn’t pull this off, there might be another ghost residing at Mercer Cliff House and he didn’t want that for her. She had too much life to live. 
 
    The moment the veil thinned, he felt it in his bones. Rooted to the earth, he took a deep sigh and pulled Zoe into his embrace. 
 
    She wrapped her arms around him and he caught her lips in a kiss. 
 
    God’s bones, he’d missed her. 
 
    She’d taken the time to see him. To dance with him. To listen to him. Him. A stranger. A ghost. But she hadn’t seen him that way at all. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here.” Her voice was barely a whisper, but it found its way to his ears. 
 
    “Me too.” He buried his face in the thick mane of her hair. She smelled of cinnamon and apples and sugar cookies. Ah, but he wanted to revel in the softness of her skin and never let her go. His hands followed the curve of her back just above the swell of her lush backside and he cursed the fact that they were wearing clothes. 
 
    A clearing of a throat broke his train of thought. 
 
    “Perhaps later? We have a certain matter to attend to.” 
 
    Lowell looked up just in time to see the two men push open the front door and step onto the porch. He let himself go invisible and prepared for attack. 
 
    “Zoe. Run.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    “Where you going, honey? You’re not supposed to be on the grounds after lights out,” the stockier one ground out.  
 
    Zoe was already halfway across the back yard before he started running. And then, chaos erupted behind her. Ghostly children appeared on the lawn and the men darted off in different directions, trying unsuccessfully to avoid them. 
 
    “What the hell?” 
 
    “Shit!” 
 
    Zoe just kept running. 
 
    Where was Lowell?  
 
    She watched him lapse into his invisible self as the men appeared. Well, him and the others. She hoped to hell they had a good plan beyond the kids scaring them, because she was all out of ideas. 
 
    All she could do was run. 
 
    “We just need to talk to you. Stop!” The other man shouted, and she heard his heavy breathing as he joined his buddy. “Granddad’s journal didn’t say nothing about this.” 
 
    Granddad? 
 
    Her lungs burned as she pumped her legs faster, the dress hindering her movement. Zoe’s mind began to whirl.  
 
    They came here because of a journal?  
 
    What role did they really have to play? 
 
    “Hurry, Zoe!” Randall floated alongside of her, his expression filled with worry. 
 
    Trying to run in heels was the worst possible thing ever, but even still, she was faster than they were. 
 
    “It was your idea to wear these shoes!” 
 
    “How was I supposed to know you’d be running from a pair of murderous thugs? They go great with that dress.” 
 
    Zoe bit back a retort and grit her teeth. 
 
    Pausing long enough to kick off her shoes, she scooped them up and took off again. The grass was cool and damp under her stocking feet but when she got just past the tree line, she froze. Pine needles poked at her toes and she shivered in the darkness. It was either this or who knew what at the hands of the assholes coming up behind her. 
 
    “Come back here!” 
 
    She took a gingerly step forward, then screeched as an invisible hand covered her mouth. Moments later, Lowell appeared, whisking her into his arms. 
 
    “Where did you go?” Her heart beat wild and her breath was labored from pushing herself so hard. 
 
    “We had to muster the forces,” he replied grimly. “Look.”  
 
    A few steps away was what appeared to be a family cemetery, and next to that, a separate gated section. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “My family’s plot. And the folks who died at the sanitarium.” 
 
    Her arms prickled with goose bumps. Here, the dead would seriously outnumber the living. She could already feel them tugging at her, urging her forward so her energy could touch them. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Zoe bent down to slip her shoes back into her heels and slowly made her way over to the graves. “There are so many.” 
 
    “Tuberculosis wasn’t a kind disease.” 
 
    “I suppose not.” 
 
    “Come over here. By the mausoleum. It’ll be harder for the men to see you.” 
 
    Zoe swallowed. She hated graveyards. 
 
    “Is that where…” God, she couldn’t even finish the question. And she sure hadn’t intended to look at the names on the placard. 
 
    Mercer Family. Here lies… 
 
    Her tummy fluttered and she gripped the side of the building. 
 
    No.  
 
    She couldn’t do it. 
 
    Zoe swallowed and turned back to gauge his reaction. 
 
    He gave a single nod, glancing toward the two men still dodging ghost children and making their way through the brush. 
 
    “Zoe…look.” Randall pointed toward the graveyard. 
 
    A stirring in her brought her senses up short. They had sensed her. The ghosts. And now there would be no escape. 
 
    Ghostly forms crept up from graves tucked into the shadows, their gazes snapping toward Zoe. 
 
    No. 
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    She closed her eyes and counted to ten, letting the fear slide off her like water. They wouldn’t hurt her. They were here to help. Maybe if she tried to muffle it now…but her guess was it would be too late. Whoever was listening was most likely coming up for a visit, whether she liked it or not. 
 
    Zoe sucked in a ragged breath. She started to shut herself off but then an idea sprouted. 
 
    “They said something when they started after me. Did you hear it?” 
 
    “No. What?” 
 
    “Something about their grandfather’s journal.” 
 
    Lips pursed, Lowell narrowed his eyes. “Go on.” 
 
    “Did you…did you know the names of the men who attacked you that day?” 
 
    “Not then.” He looked off, thoughtful. “But since, there’s been some talk. Clive Gunther tried to coerce my parents to sell the land and the house but they refused.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “This was their home.” 
 
    “No,” Zoe shook her head. “I mean, why would they want you to leave? Was there some kind of value to the property?” 
 
    An odd smile turned up the corner of Lowell’s mouth. “There’s a creek on our land. Just a bit past the cemetery. If you listen hard, you can hear it. Just before all of this, my father had been out there and discovered gold. There had been talk of searching for a mine but it never came to much.” 
 
    “Have you seen your parents?” 
 
    “No.” Lowell replied sadly. “They’ve gone to their final reward.” 
 
    Movement caught the corner of Zoe’s gaze and she gasped as two strangers slipped into view. 
 
    “Fiddlesticks, boy. You just haven’t been paying attention.” A well-kempt older man in an old-fashioned suit slipped through the wall of the mausoleum, a well-coifed mature woman in a beautiful pink gown on his arm. 
 
    “Now, Carlisle. Don’t be harsh. It’s not his fault he couldn’t hear us.” The woman left his side and drifted over to Lowell. “Oh, my dear boy. It’s wonderful to see you again.” 
 
    “Mother… Father…” Lowell’s eyes widened and he clasped his mother’s hands. 
 
    Zoe blinked, and took a step back, letting the scene unfold in front of her. 
 
    Had her gift let them see each other?  
 
    Warmth slid through her at the thought. 
 
    “You did it.” Randall grinned, socking her in the shoulder with his elbow. Normally, it went right through, but this time, it connected. 
 
    “Owww.” Frowning at him and rubbing at her arm, she gestured toward the newly departed…or ghostified, or whatever the hell she was supposed to call them. 
 
    Lowell’s parents. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, boy.” 
 
    “Likewise, sir.” 
 
    “Things are a bit of a mess.” 
 
    “Not for much longer,” Lowell responded, eyes hard. 
 
    “I think the two men are after what their grandfather started.” Zoe met Carlisle Mercer’s eyes, not flinching. There wasn’t much time for niceties.  
 
    “Indeed. That would pose a problem.” 
 
    “Not for me it wouldn’t.” McChesney materialized from the darkness, dozens of ghostly companions by his side. “You forget, I know where the skeletons are buried.” 
 
    Carlisle coughed and it turned into a raucous burst of laughter. “Well, perhaps there need to be a couple more.” 
 
    “Honestly.” Lowell’s mother tapped her fan in irritation. 
 
    “If they die here, won’t they just keep trying?” Zoe sputtered. 
 
    “Oh, don’t kill them in the house! The blood will take a week to get out of the carpets!” Mrs. Pennyweather wailed. “Hello, Mrs. Carlisle. It’s lovely to see you again.” 
 
    “Pennyweather! Most excellent.” Mrs. Carlisle opened her fan, waved it absently, then snapped it shut. She started marching into the darkness, the others staring at her like she’d lost her mind. “Come. We have a visit to make.” 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” Lowell stared after his mother and Mrs. Pennyweather as they disappeared into the shadows. 
 
    “Well, don’t just stand there gawping, boy. Follow her.” His father harrumphed, marching off into the woods after his bride. 
 
    Zoe grinned. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “They’re adorable.” 
 
    Lowell rolled his eyes, fighting the urge to smile. “Come on. The kids have the other two well in hand. Let’s find out what my mother is up to.” 
 
    Zoe put her small hand in his and he strode into the darkness, a sneaking suspicion where his mother might be heading to. 
 
    The sound of rushing water grew louder and the tree line thinned the closer they got to the river’s edge. But off to the side, there was a small cabin that appeared to be used by long ago hunters. He vaguely remembered it from his time before, but it was on the border between Gunther and Mercer lands, so he’d avoided it like the plague. 
 
    “Zoe. Could you come here, please?” His mother paused, waiting for the rest of the group to catch up. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” Still having trouble navigating in her strange high-heeled footwear, Zoe made her way toward the cabin. 
 
    “Do you feel him?” 
 
    “Who, ma’am?” Zoe inquired; her brow furrowed in question. 
 
    “I’ll give you a moment.” She tapped her fan against her skirts, staring off into the darkness. 
 
    “Damn it, woman. I told you not to come back here,” a voice rose from the darkness of the cabin’s interior and a specter emerged. His clothes were worn and dusty, his hair disheveled, and he appeared as if he’d been taking a dirt nap under a bed of cobwebs. 
 
    Then it hit him. 
 
    It was Clive Gunther. 
 
    Son of a bitch. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Lowell started forward, his fists balled and ready for trouble. 
 
    “Your girl there called me and not the other way around,” Gunther spat. “And you. I told you it was done. Your land was safe.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t. Was it?” His mother raised her chin and took a step toward the other man. “And neither were we.” 
 
    “Elise?” His father’s strangled question sent chills up Lowell’s spine. 
 
    “No.” Gunther turned away, but not before Lowell could see the anguish in his eyes. “They shouldn’t have come after you. It was my fault.” 
 
    “I ended our courtship with honor. But your greed put my family in the ground.” Lowell’s mother stared the other man down, her chin raised in defiance. 
 
    “He should have been my son,” Gunther spat, turning back. His rapier gaze went from Lowell to his mother, finally resting on his father. 
 
    “I had no quarrel with you, Gunther. But I wasn’t going to sell Elise’s family lands to you either.” 
 
    “She was supposed to be mine.” 
 
    His mother stood up straight and dug her heels into the ground. “You didn’t own me then, and you don’t own me now. Get your kin to stand down, or there will be two more bodies buried in the earth tonight.” 
 
    This was his mother talking?  
 
    Lowell gaped as what she was saying sunk in.  
 
    Gunther had courted his mother.  
 
    This was about jilted love? 
 
    But he wasn’t the only one startled by her outburst. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your grandsons are here,” Zoe murmured. “They read your journal and now they’re convinced there’s gold. And if they find the deed to the house, it will all be theirs. Even if they have to commit another murder to do it.” 
 
    The anger slipped from the ghost as fast as it came. 
 
    “No more,” Gunther whispered. “Gods, no more.” 
 
    “Tell them to stand down, Clive. You were a man of honor, once. Tell them there is no gold.” His mother moved toward the man, her face unreadable. 
 
    “But that wouldn’t be true, now would it?” Lowell stated, watching Gunther. 
 
    “No.” The other man pointed to a pile of rocks just to the side of the cabin. “After you were gone, I came up here. Town was poisoned against me. But I did find some gold, for all the good it did me.” 
 
    “Were you happy?” his mother asked. 
 
    His bitter laugh echoed through the night. 
 
    “I died up here, alone.” 
 
    “Oh, Clive.” 
 
    “I don’t want your sympathy,” he ground out, his expression hard. “I just want to make it right.” 
 
    “Well, then.” His mother cleared her throat. “You have two choices. Stop them now, or we will.” 
 
    A commotion behind Lowell brought him around to find the two men in question barreling toward the river. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Lowell.” Zoe’s voice shook and she clasped his hand. He thrust her behind him, but the men had already seen her. 
 
    “You led us on a merry chase.” 
 
    “Leave her alone,” the old man barked. He came closer, the glow of his spectral form iridescent in the night. 
 
    Lowell’s mother was poised to attack, a trembling Mrs. Pennyweather standing by. 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” the younger one bit out, his voice shaking. 
 
    “The man who wrote the journal you’re touting, that’s who.” Gunther approached. “You want gold, take it.” He kicked at a pile of what looked like rocks near the dilapidated lodge. A glimmer of gold was revealed. 
 
    “How do I know you ain’t tricking us?” The older of the two stared at Zoe. “If you are, this one joins you.” 
 
    “He’s not.” Zoe gulped.  
 
    “Take it and leave or I’ll bury you where you stand.” The mechanic appeared beside Mrs. Pennyweather, putting himself in front of her and Lowell’s mother. 
 
    “You’re a ghost. You ca...can’t hurt us.” None of them missed the stutter.  
 
    “Most nights you’d be right about that, son.” McChesney came from the graveyard beyond the woods, the dozens of specters and haunts following behind. “But midnight struck and it’s All Hallows’ Eve.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t” They took a step back. 
 
    “You want to try that assumption, son? I don’t think it will get you far.” McChesney smiled a terrible smile, the pleasant veneer of his face falling away to the reality of what death had brought him to. 
 
    As if on cue, all of the ghosts pushed toward the two men, their spectral bodies true to form. Screaming, the men ran toward the cabin, scooping what gold they could into their pockets, taking off into the night. 
 
    “Should we follow them?” Mrs. Pennyweather wrung her hands, her eyes crinkled with worry. 
 
    “No. I think we’ve seen the last of them.” Lowell gave her a small smile, his gaze following the men’s vanishing forms. 
 
    “Well, that ought to take care of that.” Lowell’s mother snapped her fan against her skirts. 
 
    “Elise?” Clive Gunther stepped toward her with his hand raised, but at her glare, he dropped it and hung his head. 
 
    Lowell’s father scowled at his wife, then responded, “We thank you for your intervention, sir.” 
 
    “It’s the least I could have done. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Clive. And thank you.”  
 
    The old man gave her a nod, then shuffled back to the cabin, disappearing from sight. 
 
    “Do you think that’s the last of them?” Zoe swallowed. 
 
    “If they’ve any sense,” McChesney replied. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, these bones are tired.” 
 
    “Creaky bag of bluster.” The mechanic huffed, turning to Mrs. Pennyweather. “Now that that’s done, will you walk with me a spell?” 
 
    The apple-cheeked ghost blushed and tucked her arm inside of his. “I’d like that.” 
 
    Zoe bit back a grin, and sobered up as she caught sight of Lowell’s parents walking alongside the river, lost in conversation. 
 
    One by one, the spectral participants fell away, leaving her alone with a very pensive Lowell. 
 
    “I’ll meet you back in your room. There’s something I have to do first.” 
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    “Catch you later, alligator.” Randall winked at Zoe as he hustled out the door of their room. His hot date with Geoff was due to start any time, and with morning fast approaching, she knew he didn’t want to waste a second. Although technically, they had until midnight before natural order took over once again. 
 
    She’d had time to scrub the grime of the evening off and wash her hair, but she wasn’t at all sure what direction the rest of the night was going to go. Exhaustion tugged at her, but she fought to stay awake. 
 
    Lowell said he was coming. She just hoped she hadn’t already fallen asleep before he got there. 
 
    She picked up her phone and Googled All Hallows’ Eve. Ghosts. People. Relations. God, but it was ridiculous what people actually put on the Internet. Nothing real, that was for sure. 
 
    All she could do was be happy for the time she had with him. It would have to be enough. The rest of the ghosts had gone their own way when the drama subsided. Now, she had a moment to herself and her hamster wheel of a brain wouldn’t stop thinking. 
 
    Would he come? 
 
    What if he changed his mind? 
 
    She almost missed Randall’s incessant noise and chatter, the only thing in her head the sound of her own anxiety spinning up. 
 
    Hoping the best for Randall, she grabbed a bottle of water and sighed. She cared about him, annoying as he was, and now that he was gone, it was too quiet. 
 
    “Don’t worry about him. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    At the sound of Lowell’s voice, Zoe started. She should be used to the ghostly popping in and out, but with Lowell, she hadn’t quite wrapped her head around it yet. 
 
    “Oh, hi. I thought you’d be with your folks a while longer.”  
 
    “No. They had their own evening planned.” 
 
    “Good.” Suddenly shy, she realized she was alone in her hotel room with the guy she’d been drooling over since she’d met him. She put the bottle on her bedside table and rubbed her hands down the front of the fuzzy robe. 
 
    “Come here.” He tugged her into his arms, and swept her into a kiss that lit her lady bits on fire. “You look amazing.” 
 
    “I have wet hair.” 
 
    “So, you do.” He tucked a damp strand behind her ear, smiling down at her. “There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Mmm.” She melted against him, the hard planes of his body fusing with her softer ones.  
 
    He was here.  
 
    Really here. 
 
    “You smell like cinnamon.” 
 
    “What happens now?” 
 
    “What do you want to happen?” His eyes met hers and his fingers traced her jaw. 
 
    “I don’t want to lose you again.” 
 
    “So, don’t.” 
 
    “That’s easier said than done.” Her lips twisted, the coming divide of the next day reaching toward her like an uncrossable chasm. 
 
    “You have Randall.” 
 
    Zoe shook her head and smiled. “That is not the same thing.” 
 
    “But it could be.” 
 
    “I have news for you. Randall is very into Geoff at the moment.” She giggled. “I don’t have the right parts.” 
 
    “Oh, but you do.” Lowell tugged at the ties holding the robe closed and it fell open, baring her body to his gaze. 
 
    Her nipples tightened as the chill of the room greeted her skin.  
 
    “So beautiful.” He pushed the robe off of her shoulders and it pooled on the floor at her feet. 
 
    “My turn.” She tugged at the simple white tee shirt he wore and pulled it free of his jeans. He took it from her and yanked it up and over his head. 
 
    “There.” 
 
    “Not quite.” The button on his jeans took a flick of her wrist, the zipper sliding down effortlessly. He kicked off his boots and jeans, and removed his boxers, standing in front of her proudly naked. 
 
    She reached out and traced a finger along the muscles of his chest, moving lower until his stomach fluttered under her ministrations. His erection rose to greet her and she marveled at how solid and real he felt against her touch. 
 
    Thick and hard, he pushed against her hand, his breath hitching as she began to stroke him. 
 
    “Zoe. There are risks.” 
 
    “You don’t think I know that?” For the living and the dead to co-mingle wasn’t exactly an encouraged activity. She’d been on her phone googling for the last hour, wondering if and when he would show up. It was a load of crap, she decided. If she could touch him, and he came to her, she wasn’t going to waste the moment. Even if it was the only one they had. 
 
    Although right now, he was very much alive. 
 
    “We have tonight.” 
 
    He moaned as she encircled his length with her hand. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
 
    “You won’t.” 
 
    She led him to the bed and she lowered herself onto it. He moved between her legs, shifting his weight on top of her. 
 
    “Gods, you’re beautiful. I’ve been dreaming of this since the first night I met you.” 
 
    “Me too.” Her breath hitched as he tenderly stroked the left side of her body where her hip tapered into her stomach, then along her rib cage beneath her breast. 
 
    Lowell buried his face in her hair, even as his erection pressed against her opening. 
 
    Her nipples rubbed against his chest hair and she shivered, opening her legs wider to accommodate him. 
 
    “Zoe.” 
 
    “Now. I need you now.” She arched her back, giving him easier access. 
 
    He guided himself inside of her, the thick head of his cock stretching her wide. 
 
    Groaning, she wrapped her legs around him, guiding him inside of her the rest of the way until he was buried to the root. Zoe lowered her legs and thrust her hips up, ready to match him, thrust for thrust. 
 
    Lowell kissed her neck and rose up, his eyes never leaving hers as he moved within her, stroking her to a frenzy with his length. 
 
    He worked his hips, grinding her clit against him as he fucked her, and she screamed as the first wave of pleasure tore through her in a tsunami of sensation. Then, he nibbled on her breasts and she almost lost her mind. 
 
    “God!” 
 
    She rode the electricity that flooded through her and mid thrust, caught him and tossed him on his back. 
 
    “Whoa!” 
 
    “My turn.” She settled on top of Lowell, grinding her hips against him and working him until she saw his eyes roll up in his head.  
 
    If anything, she felt him even deeper this way. 
 
    “Hold on.” She ran her hands over his chest, teasing and touching him even as she rode his length. 
 
    He moaned and his movements grew fitful. Zoe ground herself harder until her second wave hit, even as he jerked and sputtered within her, shouting his pleasure into the night. 
 
    His breathing slowed and she smiled down on him. But she wasn’t done with him yet. Slipping off, she sunk down between his legs and took him in her mouth. 
 
    “Zoe!”  
 
    “Hmmm?” She let the vibration tease him as she slid from his length to his balls, taking them into her mouth, then licking the underside of his cock. 
 
    He watched her with wide eyes as he rose once again. 
 
    “That wasn’t fair,” he ground out as he reached down to tickle her and drag her up beside him. 
 
    “Turn about is fair play.” With that, he disappeared between her thighs, his tongue mapping out her hidden folds until she lost all thought and he was inside her once again. 
 
  
 
  
   
      
 
   
 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Lowell stirred, Zoe warm against him. They’d spent hours exploring each other’s bodies until they’d both collapsed in sheer exhaustion. He’d forgotten what it was like to be human, even if it was just for the day. 
 
    All Hallows’ only came once a year, but his reaction to her in the tearoom didn’t explain anything.  
 
    How could he touch her?  
 
    It didn’t make sense. What he did know was, he didn’t want to waste a moment. 
 
    Sheets wrapped around them, he marveled at the way she made him feel. Like he could do anything. And with her, he probably could. 
 
    Which led him to what he wanted to talk to her about last night. Only, they’d never made it that far. 
 
    “Mmmm. You’re awake.” She wrapped her arms around him and nuzzled his chest. “I could practically hear you thinking.” 
 
    He chuckled, letting his hand run over her curly black locks. God, but she was beautiful. 
 
    “You said you wanted to talk about something last night.” She sat up against and tucked the sheet around her chest. 
 
    “I did.” He sighed. How to say this… “I want you to stay.” 
 
    “Here?” She blinked at him. “But how?” 
 
    “I’ll get to that. Do you have any idea how you managed to kiss me in the tearoom?” 
 
    A pensive expression slid over her face. “I don’t know. But you were so real. And I just really wanted to be there with you.” 
 
    He nodded, almost afraid to hope that maybe their connection could be more than a one-night stand. 
 
    “I have a solution, in case Gunther’s grandson’s come back for a repeat visit.” 
 
    “Oh!” Zoe blinked. “I thought they were pretty freaked out.” 
 
    “Do you see the leather satchel on the night stand next to you?” 
 
    Zoe nodded. 
 
    “Open it.” 
 
    Her brows furrowed, she did as he asked. Opening up the leather pack, she took out a folded paper and a heavy bag. 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “See for yourself.” 
 
    Stomach filled with butterflies; Lowell watched as her face shifted from curiosity to surprise. 
 
    “The deed.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    She opened the other bag, finding it filled with bills and coins from his time. 
 
    “Lowell. I…” 
 
    “This deed means you own the house. The money means you’ll never have to worry about anything ever again.” 
 
    Her eyes teared up and she wiped at them as they rolled down her cheeks. 
 
    “Are you sure? I mean…” 
 
    “You stood by me. You see me.” He held out his arms to her. “I’ve never met anyone like you.” 
 
    “Well, thank God for that.” She kissed him, the sheet falling away, leaving her naked. 
 
    She fell into his arms as the door to the room flew open and a beautiful African woman pushed her way inside. 
 
    “Girl, where the hell have you been…the ghosts are damned well everywhere.” She opened and closed her mouth with an audible snap as Zoe started to giggle. 
 
    “I know.”  
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    Shifter Mountain 
 
      
 
    Even the hardest heart has its weakness. 
 
      
 
    Keeton Grey is an Eastern Mountain Lion Shifter with a serious people problem. As in, he hates all of them. In his experience, they’re just a bunch of liars. 
 
      
 
    Betrayal is a bitter pill to swallow for most, but for Keeton, it’s damn near impossible. Choosing instead to live in a secluded cabin far off the beaten path, he finds his peace of mind disrupted when an injured hiker stumbles onto his property. 
 
      
 
    After she catches her fiancé cheating, Marilena Sorelli needs a break from life. What better place to do a little soul-searching than New Jersey’s own Panther Mountains? Not much of an outdoor girl, camping alone proves unwise after Lena takes a tumble and twists her ankle.  
 
      
 
    She meets her rescuer in a nearly seven-foot-tall giant with piercing green eyes and a beard that makes her fingers itch to run through it. Can Lena keep her desires in check? Or will she risk making a fool of herself? 
 
    Keeton doesn’t know what to do with the totally gorgeous, totally off-limits female. Well, that’s not exactly true, but it is impractical. She needs his help, but his beast needs her even more.  
 
      
 
    Will the beautiful interloper crack this rugged Shifter’s heart of stone, or will self-imposed isolation be his future? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Keeton’s Mountain Lion hissed angrily as he boarded the plane for the states. Three months on Moongate Island did nothing to repair his faith in people. Shifter or human, they pretty much sucked. 
 
    True, he was no longer being blackmailed by the sniveling cretin who’d been part of his last black ops assignment. Fucker had stepped on a landmine deep in the jungles of a place Keeton was not at liberty to name. Not even in his own head.  
 
    Fucking hell. Yeah, it meant he could return home now, but to who? Keeton had no family waiting for him. His few friends were back on the island, but that was no place for his inner feline. The beast craved the hills and valleys of the New Jersey forests he called home. 
 
    He’d bought a hundred acres of forest off the beaten paths of New Jersey’s Panther Mountains years ago. Even commissioned the building of a cabin deep in the woods. The design was environmentally conscientious and entirely sound. Two stories high, it had its own generators, additional solar paneling, and wind turbines for power, and indoor plumbing. 
 
    He wasn’t an animal, for fuck’s sake. But even if Keeton was going to avoid people, he didn’t have to be uncomfortable doing it. Eyes closed, he sat seemingly at ease, but he was keeping tabs on every living thing around him on the plane.  
 
    Once a soldier, always a soldier, his two commanders, Callan McGregor, and Landry Smyth, had said that often enough. Both men were Shifters, a unique Alpha and Omega pair who’d completed their Triad once they’d found their mate in Sage Freeman, a smart-mouthed human female. That had been Keeton’s cue to leave the island he’d called home for eighty-nine and a half days. 
 
    They hadn’t kicked him out or anything. On the contrary. But he was restless and antsy. The island could no longer contain his need for isolation. 
 
    Memories of the disgust on Bruce Taylor’s face when he’d seen Keeton lose control of his shift during a particularly bloody battle were forever ingrained in his brain. The human male had been a new recruit in the special ops task force where Keeton had served his country for the last five years in secret.  
 
    Dismantling dictatorships and stopping atrocities the likes of which he could hardly put a name to before they could ever see the light of day had been his job, and blackmail was his reward. 
 
    He’d kept the fact that he’d unwittingly told the secret about Shifters to the human from Callan and Landry until the night Bruce had died believing Keeton was the only one of his kind. The two men had investigated his claims, making sure that he never downloaded or emailed the proof he’d recorded with his phone the night Keeton lost control. 
 
    The half a million dollars he’d sent to Bruce’s offshore bank was nothing. He didn’t care about the money. It was simply the point of it all. The man had not trusted Keeton because of his dual nature. And he’d lost his life as a result. 
 
    “We need to stick to this route, Bruce,” he growled at the human who’d become increasingly toxic to their two-man operation.  
 
    “Think I’m gonna trust a fucking animal. I’ll go this way,” the man argued. 
 
    After a few more minutes of trying to convince him, Keeton threw his hands up. His beast scratched at his skin, the animal sensing something was not right. The sounds of the explosion and Bruce’s bitter cry rang in his ears, but he died before Keeton could ever hope to reach him. 
 
    It was his fault. He was the reason Bruce had died. After pledging his life to help save lives, he’d brought death instead.  
 
    Keeton was better off on his own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    Lena sat behind the wheel of her SUV in the now filthy wedding dress she’d so lovingly bought in utter and complete shock. Was this real life? Like, did that actually just happen? 
 
    She looked up and squinted at the bright headlights from the oncoming traffic, trying desperately to shield her vision from their halogen glares. What the hell was she doing sitting outside with her trunk full of her still-packed suitcases and garbage bags of clothing and other random doohickeys and nick-knacks she grabbed before hightailing it out of there? Most of her furniture and things were still in storage. 
 
    Thank God for small favors, she thought. But seriously. How the hell had she wound up here? She retraced her steps in her mind and was no closer to an answer. After all, she did everything right. She’d started a business and was finally making a profit. Lena had found the right sort of guy and even gotten him to propose.  
 
    Cary was a lawyer. Smart as a whip and a real smooth talker. She’d agreed to go out with him immediately, flattered as she was by the tall, slender blonde’s attentions. Hell, she’d even given up carbs for the fucker. He’d insisted her weight was a negative reflection on him, and he was up for partner. Had to make a good impression. 
 
    After he’d proposed and laid out his plans to “fix” her, Marilena had simply smiled and agreed. Her mother told her for years she was too chubby to appeal to any man. At the time, Lena had simply ignored her. She’d always relied on her brains and optimism to get her through the tough times, but the truth was she’d always been a bigger girl. 
 
    She was a chef, for fuck’s sake. Food was a lot like life. It could be vibrant and fun, but there were consequences. Such as those to her hips and belly from a love of all things chocolate. Sigh. 
 
    Still, she tried. For Cary and for her mother. Yes, Marilena loved blending cuisines from all over the world to create tempting and tasty treats her customers loved for their parties and events. She worked damn hard at it too, despite her mother’s criticisms. For some reason, her trim parent thought fat equaled lazy.  
 
    But Lena was not lazy. She’d even agreed to Cary’s demands to work out five times a week, despite not losing a single pound over the last few months of killing herself. She enjoyed exercise, chub and all, but honestly, she preferred nature walks to spin class. 
 
    “I don’t have time to go hiking with you,” Cary said every time she brought it up. 
 
    “Okay, dear,” was her only reply. 
 
    And yet. It wasn’t enough. Nothing she did or sacrificed was enough for the golden fiancé she’d been so proud to bring home to her disbelieving mother. That same parent who’d refused to let her come home tonight, insisting she apologize to that scoundrel.  
 
    “Try to work things out, Lena. Who else is gonna want you?” 
 
    Imagine that? Lena apologizing for Cary sticking his dick in another woman. Ha! That would be the day. Her mind wandered to the events that led to her pulling up at the Oasis Beachside Resort down in Maccon City.  
 
    The Jersey shore town had been her home away from home during college. She’d always felt good there. Accepted. Even lusted after by the many handsome locals. And that was something out of the ordinary for all her experience during her years in culinary school in Connecticut. But back to her reality as of a few hours ago. 
 
    Marilena Sorelli walked into the apartment she shared with her fiancé on her tiptoes. She was so excited to surprise Cary. Switching her flight to the redeye, just so she could show him the incredible gown she’d bought while she was away, had taken most of her savings, but it was worth it. 
 
    Her fiancé was overly concerned about her weight. Especially with their upcoming nuptials, and she really couldn’t blame him. Lena was a size sixteen on a good day, but try as she might, there were some things she could not lose. Like her thick thighs, big butt, and larger-than-average breasts. Go figure she’d go for a guy who wanted runway model thin in his significant other. 
 
    But he’d asked her to marry him, so she must mean something to him. Right? She was determined to make Cary happy. Luckily, the Las Vegas Foodie Con she’d attended, hoping to learn how to expand her catering business, was also home to a famous plus-size designer whose gowns were to die for. 
 
    She was so lucky to run into Ava Marrow in the lobby of her hotel. The vivacious woman had agreed to see her last minute, claiming she had the perfect dress for Lena’s figure. And boy, did she ever!  
 
    The gown was incredible. Marilena looked fabulous in it if she said so herself. Yes, she knew it was bad luck for the groom to see the bride in her dress before the wedding, but that was just an old superstition! 
 
    Slipping inside the door, she stripped out of her travel clothes and donned the dress, hoping to catch Cary as he woke up. He was a real stickler for schedules and insisted the alarm be set for the same time every single day. Weekends too. 
 
    While she expected the chimes of the antiquated alarm clock, she did not expect the sight that greeted her when she walked into the room. 
 
    There he was. Her neat as a pin, perfectly poised, and often boring if she were being honest, fiancé. He was laying in the middle of their king-sized bed with a bucket of ice holding an empty bottle of champagne, a dish of strawberry stems, and Dawn. His stick-figure secretary. 
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me? You had food in bed?”  
 
    Lena’s shriek of outrage over the fact that he’d fed his other woman a bowl of plump strawberries in bed when he freaked out if she so much as drank water while sitting beneath the covers might have seemed irrelevant. But it was all in the details. Which was why, after she caught the two of them in flagrante delicto, she grabbed the bucket of ice and upended it over Cary’s cheating head. 
 
    A few choice words, and okay, yes, she might have tossed the bowl of strawberries at him as well while Dawn went running for cover.  
 
    “Lena! I thought you weren’t coming home 'till this afternoon,” he yelled while she hurled strawberries, crackers, and the bottle of spray cheese the SOB had been feasting on at his head. 
 
    “I wasn’t you, big jerk!” 
 
    “Dawn and I just happened, it wasn’t planned. You are being unreasonable—” 
 
    “I’m being unreasonable? You had your dick in another woman, Cary. I don’t think I’m unreasonable. Goodbye.” 
 
    “You can’t do this! What will the partners think?” 
 
    “Honestly, Cary, I don’t give two shits what they or you think. It’s over.” 
 
    She’d tossed his ring at his head, grabbed whatever she could, then left. Filling her trunk and pulling over on the side of the road to call her mother, whose only response was that Lena shouldn’t have surprised him.  
 
    Sigh. Thank goodness the motel had a vacancy. She wiped her face as best she could, grabbed her suitcase, and checked in.  
 
    “One room, Miss Sorelli?” Joelle Flint, Manager, her nametag read, furrowed her dark eyebrows as she handed Lena her key. 
 
    She was young and sweet, Lena thought as she signed the credit card slip. The woman did not mention Lena’s current state. Or the fact she was wearing a strapless wedding dress at ten o’clock in the morning in late Autumn in New Jersey and had obviously been crying. 
 
    “Hey, is everything alright?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lena said and sniffed softly. “Well, I mean, I just dumped my lying, cheating fiancé. My mother thinks I should apologize to him, and I hung up on her for the first time in ever. All my stuff is in storage. And I have no idea what I am going to do. But I am okay. I think.”  
 
    Her smile faltered, but that didn’t stop the young woman from coming around to the front of the desk. She took one look at Lena, then wrapped her up in a surprisingly strong and quick embrace.  
 
    “You look like you needed that,” Joelle said, and Lena couldn’t stop a sob from escaping her lips.  
 
    “Sorry,” she said, trying to stem the flow of tears that fell even faster. 
 
    “It’s okay, really. Now, I don’t recall my mother because she and my dad died when I was young, so, I really don’t know what one is supposed to act like, but I can guarantee from the way my sister Maggie raised me, that your mother sucks.” 
 
    “Ha! She does,” Lena replied, laughing through her tears. 
 
    “Look, I can tell you’re a good person, and this guy, hell, you’re better off without the rat!” 
 
    “Thank you. Truth is, I feel kind of relieved,” she whispered her secret and covered her mouth immediately. Oh, my! Did she really just say that? And worse, did she mean it? Yes. She did. Her eyes widened at the truth behind those words. 
 
    “Sister, I don’t blame you one bit,” Joelle replied, smirking as she handed Lena her key card. “Will there be anything else?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lena thought, eyes roaming around until they landed on a stack of shiny new brochures.  
 
    “May I please have one of those pamphlets for Panther Mountains?” 
 
    “Of course. You know, there are some lovely trails there this time of year. The foliage is beautiful.” 
 
    “I bet.”  
 
    “Here you go,” Joelle said, handing her the tri-fold paper. “You’re gonna be okay, Marilena Sorelli.” 
 
    “You know, something? I think, I am.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
    What the actual fuck? 
 
    Keeton stalked through the woods, feline senses on high alert. The sounds of soft whimpers and bitten back moans reached his sensitive ears. This patch of forest high in the Panther Mountains was his domain.  
 
    My territory. His Mountain Lion snarled loudly. The sound caused the source of those devilishly intriguing noises to stifle a gasp. He wanted to laugh, would have if he wore skin and not fur, but regardless of the person’s attempts to quiet themselves, Keeton was very much aware of their presence. 
 
    The notes in the air turned sour with fear and he puffed out a breath, scrunching his feline nose in distaste. Lemony tart was not his favorite flavor. He was more a rosewater and honey type Mountain Lion. Aptly named the ghost cat, Keeton crept forward. Really, he should just roar and scare the piss out of the trespasser, but something elusive about the man held his interest. 
 
    Unable to resist, he snarled once more, even louder than before. The stranger yelped, then gasped again, as if the sudden movement jarred something out of place. Whatever. A man could crawl with a broken leg. He’d seen it often enough when he’d been on active duty. He listened for the rustle of leaves, nodded satisfactorily as the interloper started moving off his property. Then crash, boom, thud, and more whimpering. 
 
    Hmmpf. Served the ingrate right. Keeton would harbor no intruders in his inner sanctum. He sniffed the air, hissing at the decidedly human scent that reached him. But where he expected some hot-shot male foolish enough to walk onto his property despite the warning signs, he’d posted every hundred yards since his return to US Soil, the floral notes on the air told him it was a woman who dared invade his domain. A woman who he was fairly sure had injured herself on the rocks hidden beneath the layers of slippery leaves that had fallen between bouts of rain the last week or so. 
 
    Shit. He couldn’t leave a woman out there all night. The sun would set soon, and he still had to go back for his change of clothes before he could let her see him. First, he’d better make sure she was not in any real danger. 
 
    He leapt onto a sturdy limb from a nearby birch tree. Creeping forward stealthily, Keeton balanced his long, muscular body on the branch that dangled over the rocky patch of ground the woman had stumbled upon. Hair the color of a desert sunset, a sort of rusty gold caught his eye, but that wasn’t the only thing about her that dazzled. 
 
    The female wore a pair of well-worn jeans that hugged her curvy frame. She was leaning over a backpack, its contents now spilled across the forest floor, and she tried earnestly to gather them up silently. From what he could see she had a toothbrush, shampoo, some clothes, bug spray, and fuck, was that a taser gun?  
 
    She was completely adorable. Everything inside of him swelled with the need to go to her. To make sure she was unhurt, keep her safe from harm. Once she had her belongings, he feared he missed his chance. But the sweet-looking woman bit her lip and cried out as her ankle refused to support her, and she slumped back to her knees. 
 
    Grrr.  
 
    He fought his cat’s urge to run to her, turning back instead for the nearest of his secret stashes of clothes spread throughout the mountains. He would give her the aid she required, but he needed to be dressed to do that. 
 
    The sooner he helped her, the sooner she would be gone. Off his property. Out of his life. Then Keeton wouldn’t have to worry about the very real dangers she posed to his lifestyle. No, he wouldn’t think about that now. Refused to even say it aloud. 
 
    He shrugged on his jeans and flannel, using his long stride to his advantage just in case she managed to try to wander off. Foolish woman could get herself really hurt. True, he was the fiercest beast in the land, but not the only one. There were plenty of black bears, a few wolves, and several coyotes in the Panther Mountains. 
 
    Wild creatures who were generally wary of his turf, but the area she’d fallen was near the edge of his territory. There was no telling who or what she’d run into if he didn’t get to her in time. Keeton inhaled a deep breath, picking up the floral hints of the female’s scent along with the distinct tartness of fear. 
 
    His Mountain Lion roared inside of him. The beast didn’t want the woman scared. He pressed against his skin, scratching, and clawing for Keeton to move faster. He didn’t want to startle her any further, so he purposely made noise, changing his stealthy animalistic tread for that of his noisier, less graceful half. 
 
    “Hello? Is someone there?” she cried out, and her husky voice was like a balm to his soul. 
 
    Grrr. 
 
    Keeton paused, allowing the dulcet tones to wash over him. Something was different about this woman. Sure, he had his fair share of trysts. Nothing but bodies in the dark to satisfy an itch, a natural urge he could no more control than he could his need to shift. 
 
    He should not think such thoughts. Could not afford to even imagine indulging in the seductive female who needed his help. No. He would simply walk her back to her camp. She must have come on a tour or some such thing. They were frequent this time of year, but never came this far out.  
 
    He should know, having spent the last eighteen months alone in his cabin. No one for miles except the occasional hikers who wandered too far from civilization to prove something to themselves. Keeton had no time for those people. No time for liars and fools. 
 
    She’s neither, his beast whispered insistently in his mind’s eye. But he refused to heed the animal. Just as he refused to acknowledge the hardness in his jeans at the sight of her soft, flushed skin when he made himself known. 
 
    “Oh! You scared me,” she laid a hand over her chest and closed her eyes, relief easing her muscles. 
 
    He wondered what she would do if he told her. He was the most dangerous thing out there. Cocking his head to the side, he watched as she struggled to stand. Not quite trusting himself to touch her just yet. His Lion was far too close to the surface for that. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re here. I twisted my dang ankle,” she said, still talking although he hadn’t uttered a word. “And I think I heard a bear or something just a little while ago. Damn near peed my pants.” 
 
    The strange woman exhaled a breath and leaned over to grab her bulky backpack. She shouldn’t try that on such slippery terrain, but before he could utter a warning, she was halfway to tipping over and landing on that gorgeous rump of hers. 
 
    Shit. He darted forward on sure feet. Never had a problem with the leaves and rocks himself, but he was a Shifter, and this was his territory. Keeton knew the terrain like the back of his hand. 
 
    “Oooh!” 
 
    “Here, I got you,” he grunted, and the raspy sound of his voice surprised even his own ears. 
 
    The stranger looked up at him with enormous hazel eyes, the color of which he couldn’t pin down. One moment green, the next russet, circled in black with flecks of gold throughout. He was hypnotized. Forgot he was holding her for a moment, but the feel of her soft, honey-scented skin snug against his was enough to wake his innermost longings. 
 
    “Thank you,” she whispered the words, the soft rustle like leaves in the wind. 
 
    Her voice had a calming effect on his Mountain Lion, but her ultra-feminine body, well, that had the opposite effect on him. Too hastily, Keeton pushed away from her, causing the petite beauty to wobble unsteadily. 
 
    “Sorry,” she murmured, clutching his flannel with her fingers.  
 
    He should’ve let her fall, but there was no fucking way he’d do such a thing. He steadied her with firm hands, stepping back so as not to brush his suddenly rock-hard cock against her softness. She was everything beautiful and bright that he’d forgotten about the world when he’d locked himself away in the mountains. 
 
    “I’m Marilena, but everyone calls me Lena for short. It’s spelled L-E-N-A but pronounced lay-nah. Throws everyone, but my dad was Italian.”  
 
    She shrugged and cleared her throat. Perhaps she was uncomfortable with silences, but Keeton had grown used to them. He simply watched as she bit her lower lip, releasing her hold on his shirt. She was still wobbly, so he held out his hand. An offering that she took with a grateful smile.  
 
    Keeton grunted indifferently, but it was a ruse. A storm of lightning-like zings zipped up and down his body. Like electrical currents zapping him into awareness. He grabbed the backpack before she could reach for it once again, shrugging it onto his free shoulder while keeping a firm grip on her waist. 
 
    “Thanks,” she repeated, but he couldn’t talk just yet. 
 
    Keeton was trembling from head to toe. His heart was pounding so hard, he thought the blasted muscle was going to beat him to death. What was she just talking about? Her name? 
 
    Marilena. Beautiful. 
 
    “Keeton!” He snapped. “What?” He closed his eyes and took a calming breath before turning their full force on her. Fuck, but she was so lovely. He pushed the Lion down, willing the creature to be still when he opened his mouth next to speak.  
 
    “My name is Keeton Grey.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
    Oh, my. Goodness gracious. Sweet mercy. 
 
    Marilena was not exactly a nature girl. And yet, the second she’d seen the brochure in the hotel's lobby, the one she’d driven to after that disaster with Cary, it was like she just knew. Like a big old neon arrow had pointed right at the glossy little thing saying, ‘go on girl, this is your destiny’. 
 
    Well, her destiny had a completely fucked sense of humor. First off, chubby chicks did not dig walking for miles in the woods, uphill for fuck’s sake, without her GPS. Yeah. Who knew? There were no cell towers in the Panther Mountains.  
 
    She should’ve known something was wrong when she’d stopped at the little mini mart before the trails began and the attendant had laughed at her when she told him which one, she was going to take.  
 
    “That’s an expert trail, miss. Takes eight hours to get to the top and then you gotta make camp. See how the dots on your map are red? Red means only hiking enthusiasts should attempt. You might wanna start with something more your speed. There, try the trail marked out in green on the other side of that map. That’s the ticket for a city girl like you.”  
 
    Next, the beady-eyed little cretin had pointed to a tiny circle marked out in green dots labelled appropriate for ages 12 and under. The jerk.  
 
    Hmmpf. 
 
    Nothing like throwing down a gauntlet to get Lena’s panties in a bunch. Determined to prove even a fluffy girl like her could make it to the top of the expert trail, set up camp for the night, and start back down in the morning, she’d purchased a one-person tent, some protein bars, and extra waters, and started at daybreak. 
 
    Eight hours came more quickly than she thought, as her frequent stops made it difficult to keep to that time. But what could she say? Her need to pee won out more often than not. Even now she did not think she was anywhere near the campsite.  
 
    But the sun was already low in the afternoon sky and Lena was hungry, cold, and tired. She decided one wooded area was as good as another, but three strikes and she was too humiliated to try again. The first area she tried to pitch her tent was against a tree where some pretty angry squirrels were preparing for the coming winter. 
 
    Little buggers thought she was trying to steal their nuts and had retaliated by crawling up her thigh and chittering like mad. Lena had dropped to the floor and rolled to get the beasties off, but dang, they sure were feisty. The second effort had resulted in her pushing a stake through a fire ant mound beneath a pile of leaves, again, she went running for the hills. Literally. 
 
    After another twenty minutes of walking, Lena finally tried her latest attempt. Panther Mountain was so beautiful and peaceful. She knew it was a series of mountains, but still called it in the singular as the locals did. The storekeeper hadn’t been wrong when he’d said the trail she’d chosen was for experts, but she couldn’t let the mountain beat her. And she sure as hell wasn’t about to let another man tell her what to do with her life. 
 
    Yes, she’d been foolish, but she could survive a night under the stars. This was her opportunity to spend some time alone with her thoughts. After countless hours of going through what she’d walked in on just a few days ago, Lena still felt one thing above all the betrayal and anger. Relief. 
 
    It was simple as that. Marrying Cary would have been a terrible mistake. He was the only one of her boyfriend’s her mother had ever liked. That alone should have been a red flag. She grinned at the thought and shook her head, searching for a clearing between the ever-thickening forest. The aches in her muscles now went all the way down to her bones. She had to rest for the night.  
 
    There’d been a few signs hanging up, claiming this section of woods was private property, but Lena saw no such details in her map. It was probably some kids playing pranks. So, she’d gone through a dense stand of tall pines and found paradise. A clearing. One that looked peaceful under the faint light from the rising moon glowing overhead.  
 
    Of course, slipping on the damp rocks hidden beneath the fallen Autumn leaves and spraining her dang ankle was not high on her list, but it happened. But what had she expected with her luck? Just when she thought all was lost, with the sky darkening and the sounds of roaming animals approaching, he showed up. 
 
    The man was a mountain himself. He was a giant, for sure. The tallest, widest human being Lena had ever seen. Her heart skipped two beats at his silent approach. For a moment, she’d thought she’d dreamed him up.  
 
    “Oh! You scared me,” she’d said.  
 
    Then after that, she damn near talked his head off. Lena babbled when she was nervous, and Mr. Tall-Dark-and-Sexy made her nervous as hell. His eyes sparkled like green emeralds, his hands were big and sure as he steadied her when she almost tumbled head over teakettle once more. 
 
    If anyone could make a fool of themselves at the most inopportune moments, it was her. So, grinning self-deprecatingly, she took his hand, grateful for the aid. He slipped a sure arm around her waist and shrugged her knapsack onto his back. Then he introduced himself. 
 
    “My name is Keeton.” 
 
    Some things were coincidence, others were hard earned through work and years of searching. Then there were those things that the universe itself seemed to drop at your feet. Like gifts, Lena often thought. 
 
    When Keeton said his name, she felt tiny sparks of electricity flit up and down her spine. Then her ankle rolled, but before she could go down like a ton of bricks, or one large overly fluffy girl, the mountain of a man swooped her into his arms before she even touched the ground. Lena had a moment of panic. 
 
    She didn’t want him to carry her, to feel her weight so keenly. But he barely even slowed down. Walking at an unhurried pace while he held both her and her bag firmly in his firm grip. She’d never felt so small or protected before in her entire life. Maybe that was why instead of telling him to put her down, she simply wrapped her arms around his neck and held on. 
 
    “I have a cabin,” he said in a deep, rumbling voice that did funny things to her insides. 
 
    The deep tones sort of turned her into a warm pile of goo. She nodded her head, swallowing the nerves that threatened to spill out. This was crazy. He could be an axe murderer. Or some crazy survivalist hiding from the government. Or a ridiculously handsome man living alone on a mountain, starved for sex, and looking to scratch his itch with a chubby chick born and raised in Hoboken, New Jersey. Gulp. Before she could find her voice to ask for more information, they were there. 
 
    “Oh, wow!” 
 
    Lena gasped as he carried her effortlessly along the cobblestoned walkway that led to an enormous two-story log-cabin-style house. 
 
    “When you said cabin, I thought you meant like a one-room shack in the woods,” she murmured. 
 
    “Why did you think that?” Keeton cocked his head to the side and looked curiously at her. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t know. I think I can walk,” she returned, a little embarrassed by both her supposition and the vulnerability she felt in his embrace. 
 
    It’s not an embrace, Lena. She scolded herself often whenever her flights of fancy were bound to get her into trouble. If she started thinking of this man in terms of embraces, Lena was liable to throw herself at him. What kind of soul searching would she accomplish then when he laughed her right out of his beautiful home? 
 
    Sigh. 
 
    The sky opened up just as he lowered her onto his covered porch, and Lena gasped, turning too quickly to see lightning crack through the suddenly black sky.  
 
    “Easy,” Keeton said, moving closer. His enormous body blocked Lena from getting wet by the raindrops that splattered on the rocks he’d used to decorate outside the cabin. 
 
    It was the perfect blend of wild and tamed. The building itself seemed more part of the landscape than she’d thought at first, and the result was beautiful. 
 
    “Come inside,” he said. 
 
    “Are you sure I won’t be intruding?” 
 
    “No,” his green eyes glowed as he spoke, and she swallowed at the pure turmoil she saw in them.  
 
    Something deep was going on with her reluctant host. An inner struggle she wasn’t sure she was supposed to see. Common courtesy demanded she go find somewhere else to wait out the storm and call for aid, but Lena didn’t have that luxury. She was stranded in the forest with no cell service, an injured ankle, and a thunderstorm raging. Keeton Grey was her only hope. And he wasn’t done answering her, she realized when the hard line of his mouth opened once more. 
 
    “In fact, I’m positive you’re intruding, Marilena Sorelli,” he growled the words. “But come inside anyway.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
    Heaven. I am holding heaven in my arms, and it’s sweet and soft, and fuck me, I don’t deserve it. 
 
    Mine, his Mountain Lion chuffed happily with his mate in his arms. 
 
    Keeton had walked through the familiar forest with the sweet-smelling woman in his arms, and yes, he took the long way home just to prolong the contact. It was the most content he’d ever felt his inner beast.  
 
    It was slightly overwhelming to think a single female could render his powerful and solitary inner animal as docile as a fucking kitten. But there it was. The cat was purring, for fuck’s sake. Lying belly up in that metaphysical plane where he dwelled until Keeton called his fur forward, deep within his mind’s eye. 
 
    He’d never, ever seen the beast do that before. And it wasn’t like there were other Eastern Mountain Lion Shifters around to help with this sort of thing. Loners in the wild, and unlike many other Shifter subspecies, his kind did not dwell in large groups or Prides. Fact was, there weren’t very many of them around. 
 
    Occasionally, they teamed up with other Shifter groups, like he did with others in the military and after in the mercenary groups he worked for. Callan and Landry were an Alpha and Omega pair who’d allowed him to heal some with them on Moongate Island, and yes, it had helped his cat. 
 
    But the need to retreat from the world had been strong. His sense of betrayal too deep to rejoin humankind, he sought refuge here. The very last place he’d ever expected to run into a female, let alone his mate. 
 
    She was his. He knew it from the moment he first caught her scent. But she was human. Knew nothing of Shifters and fated mates. And he was a fucking hermit. She’d be much better off without him. 
 
    Rrroooaaarrr! 
 
    His cat really did not like that thought. The beast scratched and clawed at him from the inside out, but he batted down the animal and turned to help the female hobble over to the sofa. 
 
    “I don’t suppose you have a phone.” 
 
    “Have a cell phone, but you can’t get reception here.” 
 
    “Then why do you have it?” 
 
    “There’s a spot about eight miles down the trail you were on. I can get reception there when I need to.” 
 
    “Well, I am still grateful for your help. Especially now that it’s raining.” 
 
    “I’ll see about calling in some help for you once it lets up. That alright?” 
 
    “Uh huh. Ooh,” she winced, and he moved to steady her as she lowered herself onto the cushions. 
 
    “Let’s see that ankle,” he said. 
 
    He might not be willing to trap her in the mountains with him as his mate, but he could help her. If it was broken, he’d carry her down the mountain himself once the storm passed. There was no way he’d risk a single thing happening to her.  
 
    Should’ve bought that quad, he cursed himself silently for not purchasing the all-terrain vehicle one of his contractors had suggested after construction was complete. But Keeton was a Shifter, he needed no help to move up and down the mountain. He just never counted on guests. 
 
    “Ouch,” she bit her lip as he undid her laces and tugged gently on her ankle high hiking sneakers. 
 
    The things were brand new, expensive, not the footwear he expected a seasoned hiker on the expert trail to wear. In his gut, he knew she was no experienced backpacker. Her skin was too fair, her equipment still had tags. This was one hell of a trek for her to take on her own. 
 
    What is she doing out here?  
 
    Marilena sucked in a sharp breath as he peeled off her sock to reveal her swollen ankle. It was turning a deep shade of purple, worrying him for the moment. His cat hissed. The creature did not like her injured at all and was ready to lay waste to the entire mountain for damaging his mate. Keeton hushed the silly beast. 
 
    Focusing instead on every nuance of movement the female made, he turned her foot slightly. Careful not to cause her further pain, he was sure to keep his movements steady and slow so he could assess the damage. As a soldier and mercenary, Keeton had experience with rendering first aid in the battlefield. And he’d never been more grateful for the experience than he was now. 
 
    “It’s bruised, but it’s not broken,” he grunted. 
 
    “Oh, thank God!” 
 
    “Let me get you some ice.” 
 
    He released his hold on her foot reluctantly. Practically had to force his fingers to open. Nodding slightly at her wide-eyed stare, he left the room. He hurried to the kitchen to grab some ice and then to the bathroom to get the first-aid kit. Catching his face in the mirror, he stopped and stared. 
 
    What the fucking fuck is wrong with me? 
 
    Too many things to count, for sure. He looked like a crazy person. For the first time in his life, his beard was over six inches long and his hair hung down to his shoulders in a shaggy mess. She must think him some kind of savage. 
 
    Fuck it. She’s better off without me, anyway. 
 
    Mine, snarled his cat, and he shook his head to quiet the sound of his inner beast.  
 
    He was not about to take advantage of an injured woman under his roof. Could not find a single reason why she would benefit from being with him. But maybe, just maybe, he could offer his animal a taste of being near her. Something to remember while he lived out the rest of his days deep in the mountain and away from society. Now that was a compromise, if ever he heard of one. 
 
    Keeton walked back to the living room to find Marilena had removed her other shoe and sock, her jacket and sweatshirt as well. She was unbuttoning her pants when he made some noise to alert her to his presence. 
 
    “Oh,” she said, blushing a pretty shade of pink. “I wanted to get changed. I hope you don’t mind. I sort of tore my jeans when I fell.” 
 
    Keeton frowned and walked over to her, eyes intent on the two tears he somehow missed at both knees. He placed the first aid kit on the coffee table, then moved it back so he could get closer to her. 
 
    “Are you hurt anywhere else?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, but these jeans are cutting into my waist. I have a pair of yoga pants in my backpack.” 
 
    He grabbed the backpack and opened it, finding the black stretchy pants among her things. She sure had packed lightly, and not at all for the rough terrain. Definitely a novice. Again, he wondered what had made her climb up this way. 
 
    “If you could hand me that blanket,” she pointed to the crocheted afghan that sat on the armchair facing the fireplace, and he moved quickly to grab it. 
 
    He waited as she draped it over her waist, not telling her it was useless since not seeing her didn’t stop him from scenting her, and it was her scent that drove him wild with need. He swallowed down his baser instincts and concentrated on helping her get comfortable.  
 
    “How can I help?” 
 
    “I think I can lift myself up if you wouldn’t mind, tugging down my jeans? I am so sorry to ask-” 
 
    “It’s no trouble,” he cut her off, waiting for her nod as he reached beneath the blanket to hold on to the denim at her waist. 
 
    He closed his eyes, praying for patience, and pulled the material carefully so as not to rip it clean off her. Fuck, he’d never had his control tested like that before. The sound of her pulse racing when he put his hands on her, the warm breath that tickled his ear lobes as he leaned in, and her honeyed scent that increased with his nearness. 
 
    She wanted him. Keeton cursed the Fates even as the knowledge made his chest, and other parts of him, swell with Pride. It was the way of these things he’d often heard from other Shifters, even if he never experienced it himself. When the Fates matched up a pair, desire and need would often increase until they consummated the relationship and claimed one another.  
 
    Mating fever, or so it was termed between Shifters. He never realized a human could feel some of the effects as well. Why else would this beautiful woman even consider him? A whimper escaped her lips as she lifted onto her elbows and her one uninjured foot, and the leash he held on himself broke. 
 
    “Let me help,” he grunted and wrapped one arm around her waist, lifting her and tugging on the jeans the rest of the way past her hips. 
 
    “Sorry,” she whispered. 
 
    “No need. Better now?” he asked as he slid the fabric carefully off her bruised ankle. 
 
    “Yes,” she nodded and grabbed for her other pants. 
 
    “Wait. Let me make sure you aren’t cut first,” he waited for her assent, then lifted the blanket to her thighs. 
 
    Keeton frowned at the myriad of scrapes marring both her knees. He grabbed the first aid kit and cleaned them first with antiseptic wipes before applying antibiotic ointment and one large bandage on each. 
 
    “That should do it,” he murmured. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, and he noted her breathing was easier. 
 
    Next, he helped her guide her legs into her pants, but she stopped him before he could lift her again. He frowned, but did as she asked, turning around to give her some privacy. 
 
    “I’m so sorry for all this, and I can’t thank you enough. Maybe I could write you a check?” 
 
    “You want to give me money for helping you?” he asked, a little shocked. 
 
    “Well, in my experience no one does anything for free-” 
 
    “I don’t expect a reward for simply being decent.” 
 
    “Most men I know would,” she replied, and his beast came roaring to the surface once more. 
 
    “What men do that?” 
 
    “You’d be surprised.” 
 
    “Men like who?” 
 
    “My ex-fiancé, for one. He’s a slimeball attorney.” 
 
    “A lawyer? No wonder,” he murmured. 
 
    “I know, right? My mom introduced us. I should’ve known better.” 
 
    “How did you get engaged to him?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He asked, and I was so surprised I said yes. I think I thought it was my only shot. Doesn’t matter now. It’s over. I, uh, caught him cheating.” 
 
    “Fuck. Look, I’m sorry, but it seems like his loss.” 
 
    “Yeah, right.” She snorted. 
 
    “I don’t know who you’ve been dealing with, but real men don’t take money from women just for helping them out. And they don’t cheat. Not ever.” 
 
    “I suppose you’re right about that. Still, I feel like I should do something for all you’ve done,” she shrugged, still blushing prettily. 
 
    “How about you rest here a minute? Let me fix you dinner, Marilena. Afterwards, we can talk.”  
 
    He handed her the ice pack before leaving the room. Keeton was sure it wasn’t her attention to flirt, but that vulnerable look on her face as she asked him if there was something she could do for him damn near set him off. The bulge that was hopefully hidden behind his zipper and flannel was begging him to take her up on her offer, but he cursed himself ten times a fool. 
 
    She wasn’t offering to sleep with him, for fuck’s sake. Even if she was, he would not treat her that way. Besides, if Keeton allowed his desires to take over, there was no way he could guarantee he wouldn’t claim the female.  
 
    Keeton was too fucked up to inflict himself on anyone permanently. Look at him. Like a fucking coward he ran to the mountains, hiding away from the entire world because some asshole discovered his secret and blackmailed him.  
 
    No. that was only half the reason. It was the disdain on the now dead man’s face, the way his lips had curled, and eyes filled with hatred when he spat the one word guaranteed to pain any Shifter. Animal. He’d called Keeton an animal while demanding money to keep silent. 
 
    The Shifter secret was too big to let pride stand in his way. And it was not his alone to keep. So, he paid, then told his commanding officers about the situation, fully expecting to be kicked out of the unit. But he wasn’t, and the other man had died in battle, not trusting Keeton to keep him alive cause he was just an animal. 
 
    No, he would not inflict himself on this beautiful woman. He couldn’t live with the possibility of her rejecting him. He was man enough to admit that, even if only to himself. Not a chance. He would simply have to content himself with feeding her and tending her injuries. 
 
    It was all he had to offer the lovely human female. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Five 
 
    Lena looked around the sparsely decorated living room. The cabin was beautiful, but it felt so lonely, she thought, and a pang of sadness constricted her heart. There were no photographs or paintings, no color to break up the monotony of browns and tans. 
 
    Her eyes kept returning to the raging storm beyond the enormous floor to ceiling windows that faced the covered porch and the grassy field beyond. She heard Keeton moving about the kitchen. Quiet and self-assured, she couldn’t imagine the mountain man needing anything at all, but still. She seemed to sense his loneliness, and it hurt her. 
 
    Silly, she knew, but she wanted to help somehow. Whatever had caused him to run away and hide from the world couldn’t be that bad, she mused. 
 
    But what if it was? Truthfully, she knew nothing about him. And yet she had never felt so safe in her life. She must be really desperate for attention. Lena cursed herself for that thought. It was her mother’s voice, not hers, that crept into her thoughts. Worming its way in whenever she was feeling peaceful or at ease. 
 
    “I hope you like stew,” Keeton’s voice penetrated the stark silence, and she jumped. “Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “No, no, please, you are fine. That was my fault, I got lost in my head,” she shrugged and sat up, breathing in the aromatic stew he set on a bed tray over her legs. 
 
    “This smells wonderful!” 
 
    “Thanks,” he shrugged, clearly embarrassed by her praise. “Nothing to it.” 
 
    “I smell fresh rosemary and is that cinnamon?” 
 
    “Yeah, just a pinch.”  
 
    He was really blushing now, but Lena was in her glory when discussing food. The first bite was heavenly. She could not stop herself from moaning aloud. The meat was tender.  
 
    “Is this rabbit?” 
 
    “Um, yeah. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she grinned. “I like rabbit. I imagine you do a lot of hunting up here.” 
 
    “I do,” he replied, and she smiled at him, hoping to ease some of his tension. 
 
    “It’s delicious. So, is this like a weekend getaway?” 
 
    “The cabin? No, I live here.” 
 
    “Like year-round?” 
 
    “Yes,” he said, placing his fork down beside his large bowl. “I built this place about two years ago and have been living here ever since.”  
 
    “You never go into town?” 
 
    Keeton shook his head, and Lena’s heart squeezed once more. Whatever ghosts filled his past and sent him running for the hills, she sure as hell hoped they would let up and leave him be. He was a good man. She could tell. Lena was sort of an expert after wasting so much of her time with the wrong kind of man. 
 
    “What’s so funny?”  
 
    He seemed genuinely curious, and she realized then she’d snorted aloud at her own self-critique. There was something so open and honest about him, although she could tell he was keeping something to himself. It wasn’t her business, she knew, even so, she was curious. 
 
    “I was just thinking that I wasted a lot of time on the wrong man, and for the first time in a long time I feel, well, un-anxious, if that’s even a word.” 
 
    Thunder crashed outside, the storm turning violent as she ate her dinner with the mysterious mountain man whose dark green eyes held such secrets she could hardly even imagine. Maybe she was wrong to trust him so blindly. But what choice did Lena really have? 
 
    “I think it’s good that you feel at ease, Marilena,” he said after a brief pause. 
 
    She could tell she’d pleased him with her statement, though she had no actual idea why. What should he care for her comfort, or discomfort for that matter? And yet, this stranger had showed her more kindness since she’d met him than Cary had in all of their months of living together and being engaged to be married. 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve felt that. My mother is always telling me how foolish I am and constantly correcting me. She doesn’t necessarily approve of my life’s choices.”  
 
    “Why is that?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, I’m overweight and had to be unforgivably obvious about it by going into the food industry. You see, I run a catering business, and I am not sure what she finds worse, that her fat daughter likes food or that she’s made it her life’s work.” 
 
    “Apologies to your mother, but she doesn’t know what the hell she’s talking about,” he replied in a firm tone that made her heart skip a beat.  
 
    “Well, you hardly know me,” she shrugged. 
 
    “I know we don’t really know each other, Marilena, but it doesn’t take a lifetime for me to look at you to see you’re beautiful.” 
 
    “Ha, now you’re being nice,” she said, embarrassed now that she brought up her looks. 
 
    “Even if I was, it’s true,” he returned earnestly. “From what I can see, you look exactly how a woman should. The fact you are passionate about your work only makes you more genuine, and damn lucky too. Few people can say that.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. I mean, my mother has never worked a day in her life, so I don’t expect her to understand how I feel when I am on a job. I mean the feeling I get when I am catering a wedding or anniversary party, something that brings people together to celebrate, is simply unparalleled. My food helps those families enjoy themselves. Food brings people together, and I am proud of my work.” 
 
    “See right there,” he pointed with his fork. “I’m looking at you, watching you talk about your work, and you are radiant.” 
 
    “Oh, um, thanks,” she licked her lips, a bit shy of his praise.  
 
    “I’m sorry if I overstepped,” he blurted. Again, she’d swear he sounded sincere. “I think anyone who makes you feel uncomfortable or like doubting yourself isn’t worth your time. You shouldn’t even consider them.” 
 
    “You know, you are really easy to talk to for a giant mountain man.” 
 
    “Um. Are you finished?” he asked abruptly.  
 
    Lena nodded. Cheeks flushed, she wiped her mouth on the napkin and replaced it on the tray. Watching him walk away, tray and empty bowls in hand proved more interesting than the storm, despite the brilliant flashes of lightning that illuminated the sky.  
 
    OMG, I can’t believe I said that. She scolded herself silently. Lena really had a way of sticking her foot in her mouth time and again. Brilliant. Truly. 
 
    Full and no longer in pain, she lay back and sighed. It was foolish, silly, and a little naïve on her part. Totally unreal that she felt so perfectly peaceful with the enormous stranger, and yet, as her eyelids grew heavy, she realized quite unsurprisingly that she trusted Keeton Grey. 
 
    Trusted him to keep her safe and dry from the storm outside, but, a little nagging voice whispered inside her sleepy head, who would keep her safe from the storm of emotions threatening to burst free inside her? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Keeton returned to the living room to find the object of his growing affection sleeping soundly on his sofa. Much as he’d like to leave her be, the couch was no place for a lady to slumber.  
 
    He steadied himself. Touching her was like holding a live wire, asleep or not. Every single inch of him seemed attuned to her body. He wanted to make her feel good, to satisfy her every desire and craving, and yet it was not his place. She was not his. He would not claim her.  
 
    He’d staked out his life in the Panther Mountains long before he’d ever stumbled upon the gorgeous creature, and there he would stay, long after she’d gone. Back to the world where she belonged. But while she was there, he could at least make her comfortable. He owed her that. 
 
    Keeton leaned down, scooping her up gently, so she snuggled closer into his chest, sighing contentedly. The soft sounds stroked his cat and his ego. Both beast and man proud that she sought him out, even in sleep, for comfort.  
 
    We could give her more than just comfort. We could bring her to such heights, show her pleasure she’s never experienced.  
 
    No. He shut down that train of thought. Keeton was far more interested in her own well-being than in his carnal desires. The beautiful Marilena deserved more than he could deliver in the one night she would share a roof with him. It was better this way. 
 
    All night long, Keeton paced the cabin. He was restless, emotions a mess. She would be gone soon, and he could get back to his own secluded lifestyle.  
 
    He brewed some coffee and turned on the small radio he used to keep up with the world whenever he felt too isolated. But the news was not good. 
 
    That night had brought down part of the mountain in a mudslide the likes of which he’d never encountered. The pass was unreachable until further notice. Fuck, he hadn’t counted on that complication. And what was worse, the thunderstorms currently raging were soon to become ice and possible blizzard conditions. 
 
    It seemed an unseasonably cold front was hitting the Garden State, and the Panther Mountains were going to see the worst of it. Fuck. He should have gone out in the rain last night and called a rescue team to come get her. What was he going to do now? Stuck inside with her for days was going to be a veritable nightmare.  
 
    He banged on the counter and sucked in a breath. He couldn’t do this. Couldn’t be trapped inside with her for the unforeseeable future. It was impossible. Keeton just wasn’t sure he could control himself, much less his beast. 
 
    “Is everything okay?”  
 
    Fuck. When had she come into the room? He turned around to face her, unprepared for the concern marring her otherwise soft features. Cursing himself a fool, he walked over to her and held out the chair. 
 
    “What are you doing out of bed?” 
 
    “How I got in bed is the real question,” she said with renewed laughter that lightened his heart. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to get a cramp on the couch,” he murmured as she eased into the chair. 
 
    Keeton grabbed a stepstool and a few clean kitchen towels and propped her injured foot on top. Lena tucked her hair behind her ears, looking anywhere but at him. At first, he was confused, then he realized he was shirtless. 
 
    She likes my body. He thought with pride, and something else swelling inside him. 
 
    “Coffee?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    He grabbed a mug and poured her some, offering her the can of evaporated milk he’d recently opened. He preferred it to powdered creamer. Though he had fresh supplies brought in every few months, it had been a while between deliveries. 
 
    “Thanks,” she replied shyly. “So, any news about getting someone up here to get me out of your hair?” 
 
    “Oh, um, actually, I was just listening to the radio. It seems the storm brought down some of the mountain. The path where I usually get reception is unreachable. I mean, I could try-” 
 
    “No! I mean, no, please, I don’t want you getting hurt. But, well, do you mind? ME having to stay another day?” 
 
    “Truth is, Lena, you might be stuck here for more than a day. We’re getting a cold front too. They are predicting snow and sleet. A couple of feet of it by tomorrow night.” 
 
    “What? I mean, I wasn’t even wearing a jacket last week!” 
 
    “I know. It’s global warming. Too much stress on our planet is wreaking havoc with weather patterns. I promise, I’ll keep you safe,” he said, meaning to assure her. 
 
    “I know that, but I feel so bad intruding-” 
 
    “Don’t give it another thought. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “I swear I never met a man like you. Look, I am going to take you up on your offer because I have no choice really,” she said and laughed a little. “I will be undoubtedly cutting into your supplies, so I insist you take me up on my offer to pay you.” 
 
    “I won’t take money from you,” he growled, cutting off the sound so as not to frighten her. 
 
    He could not help it though. His cat was incensed that she would try to pay him. It was his honor and privilege to care for her. 
 
    Mine. Mate. 
 
    Shhh. He quieted the angry cat and refocused his attention on her. Not hard to do since she was the only damn thing he’d been thinking about for the last eighteen hours. 
 
    Grrr. 
 
    “Okay, fine. No money. But I insist on cooking today. Deal?” 
 
    He waited a beat. Not completely happy with her decision to work off her imaginary debt to him, but Keeton tried to see it from her perspective. She was independent, proud, and totally adorable. He had no wish to take any of that away from her, so he agreed. 
 
    “Fine, but I get to assist you.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Surprised by her ready acquiescence, he looked up and froze like a deer in headlights. Marilena was smiling at him, and it was like the sun peeking through the clouds after weeks of nothing but rain. He swallowed down his desire, trying for calm when he felt anything but. 
 
    Her iridescent eyes glittered at him from across the table. A gorgeous combination of rusty bronze and moss green, she blinked them slowly behind long, thick eyelashes. His heart squeezed in response at their otherworldly beauty.  
 
    Keeton had never seen a woman with her coloring. Golds and greens like some Celtic goddess, though her name screamed her Italian heritage. Must have been the Vikings, he mused.  
 
    “What are you thinking about that has you grinning so?” 
 
    “Nothing,” he replied. 
 
    “Come on. Tell me. I love a good story with my coffee.” 
 
    “Well, I was just wondering about you.” 
 
    “What about me?” 
 
    “Your family is Italian, right?”  
 
    “Yes,” she answered, seemingly pleased with his interest. “I have Italian blood on both sides of my family. Though my mother is third or fourth generation American, my father was born in Italy.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. I didn’t know him well, though,” she answered, looking down at her mug. 
 
    “Must be the Vikings,” he said, and rapped his knuckles on the table. 
 
    “Beg your pardon?” 
 
    “Your eyes and hair. Must be the Vikings.” 
 
    “I don’t get it.” She laughed, clearly game for his explanation, and damn, but he was charmed. 
 
    Loved seeing that smile on her face, and the good humor glittering in her eyes. He wanted to make her smile again and again for as long as he was able. 
 
    Forever. His Mountain Lion seemed to think that was a possibility, but Keeton refused to enter that dream.  
 
    That way lies madness. She was beautiful and vibrant. He could not bear to think of her wasting away on a mountain just to be with him. It was unthinkable to even ask it. 
 
    “Well? What Vikings?” She asked, interrupting his inner turmoil. 
 
    “Oh,” he said, remembering where he’d left off. “There was a guy from New York in my first special ops unit-”  
 
    “You were in the military?” 
 
    Keeton stilled. Shit. He hadn’t meant to reveal anything about himself to her. But she was just so easy to talk to. How could he harbor secrets from his fated mate? Impossible. Resigned, he nodded and continued his tale. 
 
    “Yeah. Anyway, he was almost as tall as me, with this crazy white-blond hair and bright blue eyes. All the guys ribbed him about not really being Italian. Finally, one night we were waiting for orders to move forward on an enemy encampment. Dangerous territory. There were these really evil militant fuckers trying to take over the government of a small nation. They were heavily armed and had these animal-like pens filled with civilians surrounding their enclosure for protection against us-”  
 
    “That’s despicable,” she said, and her outrage on his behalf did something inside of him. He looked at her long and hard before continuing his story. 
 
    “Yeah. It was. So, we were waiting in the sweltering heat of this jungle, the air was so thick it was like my aunt’s giblet gravy on Thanksgiving. Everyone was tense, agitated with all the waiting. Then New York, that’s what we called him, well, he turned all seriousness waving his hands for everyone to look at him. ‘I got it,’ he said, ‘I know why I’m so tall and blond that none of you bozos believe I’m Italian. It was those damn Vikings!’ Hell, we all laughed so hard our commanding officer wrote rips for all of us. But it was good. We relaxed, waited for our orders, and got the job done without one civilian casualty.” 
 
    “Wow,” she said, leaning on the table. 
 
    “Shit. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable-” Keeton apologized, not knowing why he felt the need to tell that damn story to begin with. 
 
    “What was his name?” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “New York.”  
 
    “Oh. His name was Rafael DiMare.”  
 
    “Did he make it home?” 
 
    “Yeah. He did.” 
 
    “And so did you.” 
 
    “Yes,” he replied cautiously, watching to see her next move. 
 
    Marilena stood up, not looking at him. Her wavy hair was a tangle down her back and her clothes were wrinkled from sleep, but he swore he’d never seen a woman more beautiful. She put her half-filled mug down on the table and moved till she was directly in front of him. Then, with no warning or sign, she opened her arms and drew him to her body, wrapping Keeton up in her warmth. 
 
    She just stood there and held him. Not speaking or moving for a good long while until his arms came up of their own volition and he returned the embrace. What started as a gesture meant to comfort, after some minutes, became something else. Keeton’s arms tightened, and he raised his head.  
 
    Even from his position sitting down on a kitchen chair, he was just a smidge shorter than her. She couldn’t be more than five-five, but Marilena was a treasure, regardless of height. He brushed her hair back from her face, running his fingers along her neck and cheeks until he held her face in his hands. 
 
    “Marilena,” he gasped her name before crushing his lips to hers. 
 
    The fact she went willingly into the kiss was a shock to his system. But the kiss itself, well, that was the genuine surprise. The moment their lips touched, it was like a torrent of emotion released, threatening to drown him in the mad rush of desire, destiny, and deliciousness. 
 
    He stood, lifting her up in his embrace so she retained her height over him. Keeton backed them up until they hit the kitchen wall, careful to cradle her head with his hands so as not to injure. Never that. 
 
    Need grappled with desire until he didn’t know which emotion was the fore. But his own turbulent feelings were nothing compared to hers. Nothing else mattered since the moment he kissed her. Nothing else ever would. Marilena was the single most important thing in his world. He could admit that now. Even if he couldn’t keep her. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    Marilena never had much luck with men. Even with Cary, their bedroom antics were less than extraordinary. Significantly less. 
 
    But kissing this man, this virtual stranger, was like the culmination of every single fantasy she had indulged in since she fell in love with dramatic gothic heroes like Heathcliff and Edward Fairfax Rochester back in high school. Of course, in her opinion, Keeton Grey was not nearly as flawed as the two fictional characters. Besides, he was real. A living, breathing man. And at that very moment, he was kissing her better than anyone ever had. 
 
    Lena moaned as she sucked on his tongue, drinking in his unique flavors, and committing them to memory. Maybe this was it? Her destiny? At worst, it was the only time she’d ever come close to having a truly remarkable sexual experience. Even if it was on top of a mountain with a strange, yet gorgeous, mystery man. 
 
    “Fuck, Lena, you taste like rosewater and honey,” he whispered, kissing her lips like she was something precious. 
 
    She’d never been compared to something so delicate and lovely before. She was used to something more like ‘your face is pretty, too bad you’re so chubby’ type compliments from men. Even Cary. The asshole. 
 
    But all thoughts of other men, even her ex-fiancé, left her brain when he started touching her. Gently, respectfully, and oh-so-tenderly, Keeton found her breast beneath the rumpled cotton tee shirt she slept in. His palm swallowed even her sizeable assets, the heated skin brushing against her hardened nub sent a flood of desire coursing through her veins and culminating between her legs. 
 
    “Want you,” he growled, nipping the sensitive skin at her neck. 
 
    “Yes,” she replied, nodding vigorously. “Oh, yes.” 
 
    His emerald eyes caught hers, and he seemed to be weighing the verity of her statement. She let him stare. Hell, she encouraged it, wanting him to see the stark desire in her eyes. She knew it must be there, plain as the nose on her face, cause in all her thirty years on this planet, she had never felt anything close to what she felt for him. 
 
    This was more than desire. This was a bone-deep hunger. An ache that only Keeton Grey could satisfy. She did not know how she knew it, but the truth of that statement made her blood sing. 
 
    “I want you too, Keeton.” 
 
    The statement spurred him on like nothing else seemed to. He cupped her ass in his large, powerful hands and carried her back to the room where she woke up that morning. He placed her gently on the covers she’d rearranged like any good guest just minutes ago. 
 
    Heat, passion, desire. Take your pick. They all motivated her as clothes were removed, some torn in their haste to get each other naked. Usually shy, Lena felt emboldened by the way he looked at her. She arched her back, giving him a better view, and he hissed in return like a scalded cat. 
 
    The sound was deeper, though, animalistic. But she was not frightened. In fact, she reveled in his loss of the ability to speak. It made her feel powerful, beautiful, and wanted. Something she had not felt in an awfully long time, if ever. 
 
    “Keeton,” she moaned his name, propelling the gorgeous mountain man into action. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he growled the word, leaning over her to rain kisses on her face and chest. 
 
    Keeton ran his hands down her body, from her neck, between the valley of her breasts, over her soft belly, straight to her needy core. He left no part of her untouched as he explored all of Marilena’s secrets. A thousand and one emotions rolled through her, the least of which not being pure pleasure. 
 
    Never had she felt like so much joy from a man’s embrace. Keeton’s hands were positively magic. She was insatiable for his touch. Wanted him anywhere, everywhere, as long as he never stopped.  
 
    “Please,” she whimpered as he trailed hot, open-mouthed kisses along her skin.  
 
    Her nipples tightened, breasts swelled, and pussy dripped with need. As if he read her mind, he closed his lips over one plump mound while his fingers parted her slick sex lips. She moaned aloud, begging him without words to continue the sensual assault that had her arching into his touch, mindless with need. 
 
    “Taste so good,” he growled, tugging her nipple between his teeth. “I want more. Want it all.” 
 
    He licked his way down her body, whispering words of praise and appreciation for her plus-size frame. Lena watched him through heavy-lidded eyes as he settled between her thighs, using his wide shoulders to spread her legs even further. 
 
    She expected him to get down to it, but Keeton was not a man to be rushed. Biting her lip, she held her breath as he simply stared at her sex. No one had ever done that before. But he was doing it. Just looking at her needy little sex, plump and moist, waiting for him to stake his claim. 
 
    “Keeton,” she whimpered his name. 
 
    Her cheeks heated, and she felt her blush spread, covering her body in a deep shade of pink. But he still did not move. His rapt stare nearly undid her. The man was all intensity, but she was a woman unused to such attention. She didn’t know how to react or what to do. Then she didn’t have to worry because he did it for her. 
 
    “Beautiful,” he murmured, and lowered his head, gifting her with one hot, open-mouthed kiss right on her pussy. 
 
    Lena saw stars. She moaned aloud, head falling back as he kissed and kissed and kissed her, long and good. She gripped the bedding in her fists, trying to move her hips, but he pinned her down with his enormous hands while he feasted on her. 
 
    Holy fuck. The man was an animal. And she meant that in the best possible way. Her clit throbbed as his tongue sought her core. And just like before, he read her mind, using his thumb to strum the needy little nubbin while he stroked along her channel. 
 
    “Keeton,” she moaned.  
 
    Then switched places. He lapped at her pussy like a kitty licking cream from a bowl. Strumming her clit with his rough-sided tongue while plunging his fingers deep into her channel. Green eyes met hers as she watched him devouring her, and damn, she had never seen a man so sexy or hungry in her life. 
 
    Finally, he let go of her hips, allowing her to rock against him, driving towards a fulfillment only he could deliver. She had no doubt Keeton Grey was going to rock her world. In fact, she was willing to bet everything on it. Then it was happening. That slowly growing pleasure he delivered so expertly exploded into a myriad of sensations, sending Lena shooting over the edge like a star through the sky. 
 
    “Mine,” he growled.  
 
    She was in no condition to deny the caveman-like declaration. In fact, deep down, she sorta wished he really meant it. Lena tried to catch her breath, but she’d have better luck trying to catch a fish with her bare hands. Her mountain man was a veritable sex god. 
 
    Keeton lapped at her pussy one last time before crawling up her body. She rose up, kissing his lips while he spread her legs with his hands and placed the head of his magnificent cock at her weeping slit.  
 
    “You sure you want-” he said, his voice barely recognizable, and that was a turn on in itself. 
 
    “Yes,” she responded before he’d even finished his question. 
 
    Overwhelmed with emotion, she flexed her hips, taking him deep inside her body. For the first time in her entire life, Marilena felt whole. His glorious cock filled her completely. Every miraculous inch stroked along her inner walls, touching that secret place no other man had ever reached. 
 
    She’d never been particularly lusty or wanton, but he made her want things she’d never even dreamed of. Keeton cradled her face in his massive hands, making her feel small and cherished. He kissed her lips tenderly, prolonging the sweet contact up until he started to move.  
 
    Then all bets were off. Lena bucked wildly, scratching his back like a hellion. She screamed his name, clawed his skin, and yes, she even bit him when he made her come for the third time in a row. All the while he encouraged her, said the most deliciously naughty things, and fuck, she thought she might have even fallen in love with him just then. 
 
    He switched positions, lying flat on his back with Lena astride. At first, she faltered, uncertain of her ability to take him that way. 
 
    “You can take me, baby,” he whispered, reading her mind once more. “That’s it. Move, just like that. So fucking good.” 
 
    He ran his hands up his sides and back down over her breasts. Keeton cupped the mounds as if testing their weight. Then he squeezed, adding just enough force to his touch, plucking her nipples while she rotated her hips, grinding down on his enormous shaft. Head tossed back, Lena rode him as if she were born to do it. To do him, she thought with a naughty grin. 
 
    Sex had always been embarrassing for her, and downright unfulfilling. But with him, Lena felt so much more than she’d ever thought possible. His hands clutched her hips, and he took over. Lifting and slamming her back down on his dick. Faster, harder, and so deep, she trembled from head to foot with the power of his ministrations. Every thrust brought her that much closer to the edge.  
 
    Each swipe of his tongue across her skin, his lips on her collarbone, those fingers digging into her ass pushed her one inch closer to that pinnacle of ecstasy she saw destined for her in his evergreen gaze. Like it was his own personal promise to fuck her into oblivion. Lena was more than game, she demanded it. Wanted that paradise she saw in his eyes for herself. Wanted him to go there with her. 
 
    “Come for me, Lena, do it, now,” he commanded. 
 
    She felt her sex squeezing him tightly. It was as if her body could not bear to disobey his wishes. Then she was coming, hard and fast, and somehow everlasting. Every nerve was pulsing with raw, unadulterated passion, and still he moved. Flexing his hips, Keeton ground her down hard onto his shaft. 
 
    Someone screamed, a raw, guttural noise that shook the entire cabin. Could have been either of them, or maybe it was both of them. Lena could not think, she could only feel. And right then, what she felt was him inside every single cell. 
 
    It seemed like hours later before she could even breathe, but it was probably only minutes. Either way, what was time? Keeton lifted her off him, both moaning at the sudden loss, then he cradled her close. Tucking her into his side, he held her like that until they both nodded off. For the first time in her life, Marilena drifted into a dreamless sleep born of utter exhaustion and satisfaction. 
 
    She didn’t want to think about what would happen when they both woke up. She just wanted to revel in the unparalleled connection she’d just shared. 
 
    “Mine,” she thought she heard him whisper. 
 
    If only I were yours. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Mine. Mine. MINE! 
 
    What the fuck was he doing? Keeton could hardly think coherently. Fuck that. He didn’t want to think. He just wanted to feel. It was extraordinary. Momentous. A fucking epiphany. Whatever you wanted to call it, it was the best damn sex of his life.  
 
    Loving on Marilena with everything in him was second to breathing. He did not have to fake it or work at it, nor was he just going through the motions to sate a biological urge.  
 
    He knew the second she pressed her soft body to his that he wouldn’t be able to hold on to his control. Desire for her just came naturally. But unlike any other female he’d been with, her pleasure came first. Her needs were tantamount to his own, and he made damn well sure she’d felt good the whole time.  
 
    Fucking hell. He could not believe that just happened. He’d just made love to the woman the universe had made for him and him alone. Keeton had long since given up on the idea that he had a fated mate out there. Meeting her had proved him wrong. But loving her, well, that had been something else entirely. 
 
    She was so sweet, so generous. A wildcat with unbridled passion only tendered by her own willingness to give as generously as she got. Her responsiveness to his touch was awesome. Like really awesome, not the Bill & Ted version of the word. 
 
    Every whimper and moan, the sound of her silken skin sliding against his, her pants and cries were symphonic. She tasted like fresh honey and rose petals/ Sort of like this pistachio rose-petal covered Turkish Delight he’d once had overseas, only better. So much better. 
 
    His Mountain Lion scratched and chuffed deep inside him. The animal was thrilled he’d pleased their mate, but he was pissed as hell that Keeton had not claimed her. A Mountain Lion Shifter claimed his fated mate with a mating bite.  
 
    He’d managed to stop himself before he could bind her to him for eternity. A mistake? Maybe. But he needed to speak with her before doing such a thing. He couldn’t just kidnap her and force her to live in the mountains with him. 
 
    Follow her then. Live where she lives. His Lion urged, but Keeton shook his head. 
 
    No. My home is here. 
 
    It was a dilemma. One he was not sure how to handle. For now, he’d simply hold her. Her steady breaths told him she was sleeping. He growled softly, pressing a kiss to her forehead, and wrapping her loosely in his arms. He loved the fact she was in his bed. With any luck, the mattress would carry her scent for weeks to come after she’d gone. 
 
    His beast snarled at the thought. But it did not matter what his animal thought. The woman was human. She would not be staying. There was an entire world out there for her to see. A world Keeton was no longer a part of. 
 
    He just couldn’t be. What did the world hold for him anymore? More lies and betrayal? Distrust? He’d almost let his biggest secret fall into the wrong hands. Fuck that. He had let it fall into the wrong hands, and it had cost him. Half a million dollars, and the other man, his blackmailer, well, it had cost him his life. 
 
    But it was all Keeton’s fault. Had he been in control of his shift, none of that would have happened. He was better off alone, isolated from the rest of humanity. But Lena? Nah. She was meant for the sunshine.  
 
    He supposed he should just take the gift he was given and enjoy it. No matter how fleeting. 
 
    A few hours later… 
 
    “This is ridiculously good!” Lena moaned her pleasure while taking a bite of his spaghetti carbonara. 
 
    “The trick, of course, is to eat it right away,” he scooted in close behind her and opened his mouth for a bite of the delicious pasta dish he’d learned how to cook when he’d been stationed in Naples. 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” she agreed, nodding at him with her mouth full of deliciousness. 
 
    “How do you have fresh eggs?” 
 
    “I freeze them in single serve packets. Just have to throw them in the fridge to thaw out overnight and use them like you usually would.” 
 
    “Really? I did not know that. And this parsley? It tastes too fresh to be frozen.” 
 
    “I have a mini greenhouse just behind the kitchen. I’ll show you later if you like.” 
 
    “I’d love that.” 
 
    “Happy to oblige, Chef Sorelli.” Keeton loved making her blush when he used her professional title. So far, he hadn’t let her do much with her ankle still swollen and bruised. Besides, he liked her this way. Half-dressed and sitting between his spread legs on the carpet in front of the fireplace. She was wearing his shirt and nothing underneath, but he’d never seen any woman look better than she did. 
 
    “This is good, but I make a Mahalabia that’ll knock your socks off,” she said, biting her lower lip, tempting him to kiss the hurt she inflicted there. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “It’s a type of Middle Eastern pudding made with milk and special rose and orange blossom waters, garnished with dried rose petals and crushed pistachios. I add a drizzle of organic lavender honey to mine.” 
 
    “Sounds delicious,” he growled. 
 
    Fuck. His Mountain Lion was pushing for dominance. Every second he spent with her, he risked losing more of himself, but it was worth it. She was incredible. Funny, smart, so beautiful it hurt to look at her. Not to mention her generosity. 
 
    “I’d like to make you some.” 
 
    “I’d like that too, but there is something I’d like even better.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Her hazel eyes glittered like green gold in the light from the fireplace, and Keeton forgot how to breathe for a moment. 
 
    “Yessss,” he hissed the word. It seemed his inner feline was determined to make an appearance, and yet, he wasn’t sure that was a good idea at all. Hadn’t he already decided not to keep her? 
 
    “Keeton,” she murmured, turning around in his arms, and crashing her lips to his. 
 
    Her kisses were so warm and enthusiastic. Like sunshine and rollercoaster rides. She was beautifully uninhibited. Sweet and innocent. Way too good for him. He should put a stop to this. Really, he should. And he would. In another minute, or ten. But he was helpless to push her away when she lifted her legs over his thighs, pressing her naked heat to his boxer clad sex, purring like a kitten deep in her throat while her tongue teased his in a wicked game of tag. 
 
    “Lena,” he growled, holding her still and taking what he wanted. 
 
    Two moves was all it would take, then he’d buried to the hilt in sweet erotic bliss. She seemed to know that, too. Before he could decide just what he was going to do, Lena had him in the palm of her hand. Literally. 
 
    She stroked his cock from root to tip, smearing the pearl of precum that had leaked from his slit around the mushroomed head. All the while she kissed him, lavishing attention on his mouth with her clever lips and tongue. Kissing her was more addictive than any narcotic, he was positive. Better than chocolate. Even the good kind. 
 
    “Fuck baby, that feels so good.”  
 
    Keeton had no qualms about letting her take charge. Hell, he was primed and ready for anything she wanted to do. Groaning aloud, he sure as fuck went cross-eyed when she lifted her sweet ass off the floor, positioning his cock right at her sopping entrance. 
 
    “You feel good too,” she said, sinking down onto his shaft, swallowing every one of his eleven and a half inches, but slowly. So fucking slow, Keeton nearly came right then and there. 
 
    “I can’t,” he growled when she did it again, lifting herself high on her knees, till he almost slipped free, then sliding down again, taking him all the way deep inside her most secret treasure. 
 
    “You can,” she moaned. “You feel so good, Keeton. Your cock feels so good inside me.” 
 
    Up and down. Slow withdraw, equally slow slide back down. Fucking hell. This was sweet torture. But it was almost too much. Head thrown back, she looked like a goddess, pumping him with her sweat-slickened body. All curves and valleys, hidden dips, and tempting little hills. She was a masterpiece. A real flesh and blood woman, more beautiful than any he’d ever known. 
 
    A rainbow of colors from her hazel eyes to her russet hair, creamy skin, dusky pink lips, and inky black lashes. He would never have his fill of her. Not today, tomorrow, or a hundred years from then. 
 
    Of course, she knew nothing about Shifters or fated mates. And he wasn’t gonna tell her. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    No. 
 
    Yessssss. 
 
    Fuck. He was gonna come. But no way was he going without her. Keeton flipped their positions. Rising up on his knees with Lena flat on her back, he lifted her thighs up over his shoulders and proceeded to fuck her long and hard. 
 
    “Oh, God!” 
 
    “Not God. Keeton,” he growled. 
 
    He wanted her to say his name. Needed to hear it on her lips. Wanted to be the only man, the only person she called out to in passion. His cat demanded it, as a matter of fact. Pumping his hips, he lowered one hand and strummed her exposed clit. Kneading the swollen nubbin until he felt quivers from her pussy flutter around his cock, squeezing him like a vise. 
 
    “Keeton. Keeton. KEETON!” 
 
    “That’s right,” he grunted, pumping once, twice more, and filling her with his seed. 
 
    If he would not claim her, at least she could wear his scent. That would placate the beast inside him. For a little while anyway. 
 
    A sudden pounding on the doorway had Keeton snarling angrily. He cut off the sound, aware of Lena’s wide-eyed stare even as he helped her sit up and righted her shirt. 
 
    “Anyone home?” 
 
    He really wanted to say no. But he knew that fucking voice. Figured the asshole had come to check on him and gotten caught in the blizzard outside. Frigging Bears. But Niels Orson was more than just a Bear Shifter pain in Keeton’s ass. He was one of his closest friends. He and Silas McKennon had formed a bond during training when they’d first joined the military.  
 
    Though they’d been separated into different units, they’d still kept in touch through the years. All three had been picked by certain undisclosed black ops commanders who had taken it upon themselves to create specialized task forces that eventually turned into private military missions.  
 
    Before the three men knew it, they were working for the personal armies of one or more governments. All wars were hopeless. One side forever doomed to failure. But it was the countless deaths Keeton had a hard time with. Niels and Silas shared that sorrow. His blood brothers carried that same weight heavy on their hearts.  
 
    Yes, they all dealt with it in their own way. Silas had returned to his father’s multi-million-dollar corporation in the big city, burying his head in paperwork and legalities. Niels was a drifter, living off his sizeable earnings. He wandered from place to place, never really settling in, or trying to, for that matter.  
 
    Niels hid behind his constant stranger’s smile in every new town or village he happened upon. No roots, no permanence. He’d been to visit Keeton a few times since he had settled in the Panther Mountains. So, this little visit was not at all unusual. 
 
    Keeton, Silas, and Niels were a trio of broken men. Bound by their inability to find the peace of mind all soldiers sought after battle. The three of them once joked about how fucked they were for life. Only now, with Marilena currently dressing in his bedroom, Keeton wasn’t so sure if that held true. Not for him. Not anymore. 
 
    “Keeton? What the fuck, brother? I know you’re there. Open up. I’m freezing my dick off out here!” 
 
    “You have a brother?” Lena asked, jostling him into action. 
 
    “Uh, sort of. Come on, let me help you inside so you can get dressed, sweet.” 
 
    He lifted her in his arms, ignoring her shocked gasp and deposited her in the bedroom with speed he’d have a hell of a time explaining later. She was a human, after all. Before he closed the door behind him, he grabbed a pair of sweats from his laundry basket and shrugged them on. Then he went to the front door, where Niels waited. 
 
    “Sup bro?” The man walked in and inhaled, a look of shock and mischief crossing his face before he turned back to Keeton. “Who’s the meat? She into doing multiples?” 
 
    Keeton snarled angrily. He had one claw-tipped hand wrapped around his blood-brother’s throat in less time than it took to respond verbally. Rage and fury coursed through his veins at the casual insult the idiot hurled about his mate. A Shifter should know better. 
 
    “Fuck!” He gasped, trying without success to remove Keeton’s hand from his throat. “Okay, okay! Fuck, I’m sorry, man!”  
 
    “Do not speak about her that way. Don’t even look at her. Understand?” 
 
    “Fuck yes. Let me down, you fucking lunatic!” 
 
    His Mountain Lion was not appeased by Niels’ groveling. He squeezed just a fraction tighter, snarling angrily. Keeton felt fur sprout from his arms and knew even then his face was sharpening with his animal’s fury. Holding a half-shift was tough as fuck, but he managed. 
 
    He snapped his teeth, hissing at Niels, who averted his gaze angrily. The Bear did not wish to challenge his friend. Keeton reined in his beast. Then he loosened his hold and dropped Niels on the floor right in the pile of melting slush the man had trekked inside.  
 
    Keeton ran a hand through his wild mane of hair and turned to the hall closet for a towel. He hurled it at the fucker. Hands on his hips, he tried to regulate his breathing, but the beast still wanted to rage at Niels for what he’d said about Lena. 
 
    Mine. He closed his eyes and counted to ten. It seemed stupid, but it had worked for him before, Just the simplicity of the numbers, of reciting something he knew with ease, helped him push the animal back down. 
 
    “Keeton, bro. I think your lady has a question,” Niels eyebrows disappeared into his hairline as the man gestured behind where Keeton stood.  
 
    Oh fuck. 
 
    He froze. His supernaturally enhanced hearing strained to hear her. Why the fuck hadn’t he sensed her? He wanted to curse, but waited, listening instead to the unsteady rhythm of her heartbeat. 
 
    “Uh, Keeton?” Her husky voice sounded weak, faraway. 
 
    “Lena, I can explain-” 
 
    “Okay, but do you think you could catch me first?” 
 
    Niels was there before him, catching his mate before she hit the ground in a dead faint. He snarled angrily, but the man just shrugged, his arms full of Keeton’s sweet mate. 
 
    “Dude? The fuck? You want me to drop her?” 
 
    “No! Just give her here,” he growled, and took the precious bundle into his arms. 
 
    She weighed nothing at all. So soft and warm. His beautiful Marilena snuggled close to his bare chest, unconsciously seeking him out for comfort. He brought her back to the bedroom and laid her down on the mattress. He pulled the blanket up and over her still form, caressing her face tenderly when he felt Niels standing in the doorway.  
 
    He turned back to the man, his jaw clenched with worry. Keeton wiped his hands over his face and hair. He did not know what the fuck he was going to do now. She’d seen him in his half-shift. This was bad. Really bad. 
 
    “So, you found your mate?” Niels asked, handing him a short glass of the fifty-year-old Scotch he kept on a cart in the living room. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I did,” Keeton drained it in one shot.  
 
    Shifters didn’t really get drunk. In order to feel the effects of drugs or alcohol, they either had to be magically enhanced or they had to be taken in massive quantities and quickly too. 
 
    “You didn’t tell her about yourself?” Niels asked, his disbelief clear. 
 
    “I couldn’t. Not yet. I mean, fuck Niels. I live in the mountains. She’s human. I don’t know if this can work.” 
 
    “But she is your mate? Don’t you know it’s a one in a million chance? Only the luckiest Shifters find their fated mates, Keeton. You have to give this a try.” 
 
    “Why? Being my fated mate is no guarantee she will accept me for who I am, what I am. It’s no guarantee I can make her happy. How can I all the way up here? You think a woman like that wants to live in the woods with a fucking hermit like me?” 
 
    “Dude, you have to give it a chance-” 
 
    “No! Whether she rejects me now or later, it will happen. She has to go back. Her life is with people, mine is here. I just hope she can keep our damn secret-” 
 
    “Of course, I can,” Lena’s voice was huskier than before, thick with unshed tears he saw gleaming in her eyes when he turned to face her. 
 
    She had her arms wrapped around her waist and looked so fucking small and hurt, he wanted to kick his own ass for being an inconsiderate prick. He took one step towards her, but she backed up, and the movement cut through him like a knife. 
 
    “Lena, I-” 
 
    “I am so sorry I intruded on your privacy, Mr. Grey. I promise to leave as soon as the weather stops,” she turned around and ran back to the bedroom, closing the door behind her. 
 
    It was no good. He heard her sobs, and his hurt only grew. He turned to see Niels growling at him and knew the man couldn’t help it. It was in their nature to protect those weaker than them, especially females. Hell, his own Mountain Lion was doing one hell of a job clawing at him on the inside. 
 
    He’d fucked up. Badly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    Marilena, you fool. How could you fall in love with him? 
 
    Lena sniffed and wiped her face. She’d retreated to Keeton’s bedroom after she overheard him speaking to his friend. What else could she do? 
 
    Okay. So he’d been keeping secrets. A big furry one apparently. A hysterical laugh escaped her lips, and she covered her mouth with both hands. Was that really real? The thing she saw.  
 
    Lena wasn’t exactly prone to flights of fancy. She certainly never hallucinated before. But sure as she’d just spent the day wrapped around that gorgeous mountain man, she’d seen fur, claws, and fangs sprout from his body only minutes ago. 
 
    “You’re a big girl, Lena. You can face this,” she reasoned, forcing herself to walk to the mirror. 
 
    She looked a mess. Her hair was sleep tousled, face red and puffy from crying, and she still wore only his shirt. There was a door to the bathroom inside his bedroom, and she decided she was going to have to prepare herself for the upcoming conversation. Best way to do that was with a shower. 
 
    Her knapsack was on the floor, so she had some of her things at least. Though pickings were slim when it came to clothing choices. She would simply have to make do. Her ankle was still bruised, but the swelling had gone down. Still, she needed to move slow and steady so as not to injure herself any farther. 
 
    She stepped into the warm spray of water and bathed her skin with a bar of almond-scented oatmeal soap that reminded her of his scent. Next, she washed her hair, taking the time to condition it too. It would make it easier to brush that way. 
 
    Afterwards, she dressed in her last remaining clean pair of stretch pants, borrowing one of his thick thermal tops from his closet and a pair of long socks. Lena braided her hair, calming herself with the work of separating it into sections first, then winding the long strands around each other methodically. 
 
    Once finished, she looked at herself in the mirror. Lena hadn’t bothered to bring any makeup with her. Even if she had, she couldn’t put it on after crying with her eyes red and puffy. Besides, nothing in her cosmetics bag was going to cover up the extra fifty pounds she carried around her belly, thighs, and ass. 
 
    But Keeton knew all about her body. Even after less than forty-eight hours, he’d seen, kissed, and done the most decadent things to nearly every inch of her. And he’d made her feel beautiful while doing it. 
 
    Yes, she’d thought it was a fling at first, but somewhere along the line she’d been bitten by the love bug. Lena believed in love at first sight. She just never expected it to happen to her.  
 
    The man who’d come to visit had been talking about something she didn’t fully understand. Something about Shifters and mates. It was time for her to get some answers. Even if they broke her heart. Gathering her courage, she exited the room. 
 
    Time to face the music. 
 
    Lena sucked in a breath and walked into the living room. Keeton stood up from where he’d been sitting on the lounge chair. His friend did the same from his position on the couch. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, addressing the stranger. “My name is Marilena Sorelli. You can call me Lena.”  
 
    She smiled and extended her hand. She was unsure what to do when he nodded but made no move to touch her. Lena dropped her hand. 
 
    “He’s not being rude. He won’t touch you because he knows I would not like it.” Keeton explained, but she still did not understand.  
 
    He looked so tense and uncertain, her heart squeezed inside her chest. Maybe this was difficult for both of them. Marilena was not capable of being completely cutoff from others’ emotions. Her empathy and sympathy were her greatest downfalls, according to her mother. Just another mark against the woman’s chubby daughter. 
 
    “You wouldn’t like it if he touched me? Even just to shake my hand?” 
 
    Keeton shook his head, grimacing in a way that reminded her of a young boy who’d been caught doing something wrong. He huffed out a breath and ran his fingers through his hair and back down his beard.  
 
    He looked so gorgeous with his sweats and no shirt. The fireplace was lit, and the light from the flames danced across the muscles on his arms, chest, and abdomen. She felt heat stir within her in response to his blatant masculinity, but she ignored it. 
 
    This was not the time or place. Perhaps it never would be. The thought hurt, but she was a realist. She might have fallen for him, but she never expected this to last forever. Just look at him. He was in another league entirely. A world apart from her own pitiful self. 
 
    Fuck that, she thought with a shake of her head. If she’d been helpless against her attraction to him, he sure as shit felt something similar. No man could fake the hungry way he’d stared at her, rolls, flub, and all. Not to mention the thorough lovemaking they’d shared. He’d wanted her every bit as much as she’d wanted him. Hell, she still wanted him. What they had was extraordinary. A once in a lifetime thing. She didn’t have to be a Shifter, or whatever the stranger had called them, to feel that. 
 
    “Why? Explain why you wouldn’t like it? Tell me what it is I saw happen to you. Please,” she whispered the last word. 
 
    “Lena, I really shouldn’t,” he said, looking everywhere but at her.  
 
    “Don’t I deserve to know?” 
 
    “Just tell her, man,” the stranger spoke up. 
 
    “What you saw is called a half-shift-” 
 
    “Pretty gnarly one too. Not every Shifter can pull that off,” the other man added. 
 
    “It happens sometimes when we lose control of our animals-” 
 
    “Animals? What are you?” Marilena whispered, eyes wide, but not with fright. 
 
    “We’re Shifters, Lena. Dual natured beings who share our souls and bodies with our spirit animals. We can call them forward, swap our skin for fur. And sometimes we take on their attributes.”  
 
    Lena listened patiently to his explanations. She could see the concern on his face and wondered why he should be so afraid to tell her what he was. Keeton was a marvel in this jaded and oftentimes harsh world. A genuine miracle in her eyes. Didn’t he know that? 
 
    “That’s why the, the growling, um, earlier,” she mumbled, cheeks burning with embarrassment as her eyes flashed to the other man who was still sitting there. 
 
    “Oh, um, excuse me,” he grumbled and stood up. “My name is Niels, Niels Orson, by the way. It is very nice to meet you.” 
 
    The growl coming from Keeton’s lips sent Niels running into the kitchen, and Lena frowned. Forest green eyes glowing with something she could not name met hers, and her heart thudded inside her chest.  
 
    Holy shit. She recognized something in his stare she hadn’t seen before. Or if she had, she sure as hell didn’t realize what she was looking at. His animal. And, oh my, he was beautiful. 
 
    She’d always had an active imagination and loved reading fairytales and folklore as a child. As an adult, she’d curbed that enthusiasm for fantasy. Choosing instead to direct it towards her creative pursuits with food. 
 
    “Will you show me your animal?” 
 
    “Lena, I don’t think-” 
 
    “Are you dangerous?” 
 
    “Yes. Very.” 
 
    “But you won’t hurt me,” she replied. 
 
    For whatever reason, she just seemed to know it. Keeton Grey was a Shifter. A magical being. Powerful. Capable of things she could hardly suspect. But he would never hurt her. She’d bet her life on that fact. Was about to, at any rate. 
 
    “Lena, I shift into an Eastern Mountain Lion about twice as big as any wild cougar. I don’t want to scare you.” 
 
    “You won’t. Please?” 
 
    He seemed unsure at first, but something in the way she looked at him seemed to move him because suddenly he was standing.  
 
    “Need to make room,” he growled, and slid the chair and sofa out of the way. 
 
    “This is a little hard to watch. I will understand if you close your eyes. Just remember, I won’t hurt you. I couldn’t.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said. 
 
    Keeton slid his sweatpants off his lean hips, revealing that deliciously long, male part of him she’d worshipped with her body mere hours ago. His massive cock stirred under her stare, and the growl that escaped his lips this time was anything but hostile. 
 
    “Lena. I can’t do this if you’re gonna stare at me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” she replied, swallowing audibly. 
 
    Her cheeks were bright red. Must be, she reckoned, considering his knowing smirk. He exhaled a deep breath, closing his eyes and rolling his shoulders. Then something began to happen. That air around him took on a gossamer quality. It shimmered with tiny little lights that increased in speed as they zipped around Keeton’s magnificent form. 
 
    Then he crouched, a look of pain crossed his face for one brief moment, causing her to rush forward. But by the time she reached him, Keeton was no longer Keeton. He was a five-hundred-pound Mountain Lion with six-inch fangs. Lena stopped short. Her momentum was too strong for her injured ankle to hold, and she fell backwards, landing on her ass. The Keeton-Cat roared, and Niels came running, stopping in the doorway when the Mountain Lion turned and snarled at him. 
 
    “Fuck Keeton, shut up already,” he told the cat nonchalantly. “You okay? He won’t hurt you. You’re his mate. He couldn’t if he wanted to.” 
 
    “Mate? What do you mean?” Lena asked as she used the coffee table to stand. 
 
    Keeton moved forward, rubbing his head on her belly, and causing her to lean heavily on him else she fall again. It was crazy. Unbelievable. And yet, she felt completely at ease with the incredible creature. The sound of his purrs made her grin, and before she knew it, she was on the couch with the gigantic animal pushing between her legs so he could embrace her in his furry form. 
 
    Holy shit. This was really real. And for some reason, she accepted it as a fact. Maybe it was her upbringing and the lack of magic in her childhood. Maybe it was because he was there in his fur. Right in front of her face. LOL. Either way. She was happy to know there was magic out there. And just maybe, some of it was for her.  
 
    His sandpapery tongue licked her cheek, and Lena giggled, stroking the big cat’s fur with her hands. Laughing out loud when he licked her again. 
 
    “Alright, down!” She tried to push him, but he would not budge. 
 
    “You’re crushing me, Keeton,” she said with another laugh tickling her throat, and this time he moved, sitting down on his haunches directly in front of her. 
 
    Lena stopped, smiled, and just stared at the familiar green eyes that glittered at her. His face might be different, but her heart recognized Keeton. The air surrounding his body shimmered once more, and he was a man once again. He did not look at her as he tugged on his sweatpants. Her heart squeezed inside her chest as she recognized what he was doing. 
 
    He was building a wall between them. It hurt. But she understood. She’d heard his comments to his friend earlier. Keeton Grey was not going to leave his mountain. Not even for her. And Marilena Sorelli could not stay there. She was meant for the world. Even as her heart broke, she knew the truth behind her thoughts. 
 
    “I’m going to get some more firewood,” he grumbled, moving quickly out the front door. 
 
    “Your shoes,” she called after him, but he was already gone. 
 
    “He’ll be okay,” Niels entered the living room with a tray of tea and cookies. 
 
    He poured two cups, handing her one and sat on the couch opposite of Lena. The hot tea warmed her suddenly chilled hands. This was the most wondrous, and also the saddest two days of her life. How was she going to go back home now? After everything she’d seen and experienced? 
 
    “So, you’re a Shifter too? Like Keeton?” 
 
    “Yes, and no. I am a Shifter, but not a Mountain Lion. My animal is a Grizzly.” 
 
    “Oh, I see. So what are you guys exactly?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, are you cursed? Like Werewolves? Or are you like Aliens or something?” 
 
    “No,” he answered, snorting into his teacup. “We’re humans with a little something extra in our DNA. The government called it a mutation, but there is magic in our blood. Hell, there is magic in the entire world, but normals, that’s what we call humans, don’t readily recognize it anymore.” 
 
    “I guess that’s true. But you said something else to Keeton earlier. You called me his mate. What does that mean?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, Lena, he should probably explain it to you.” 
 
    “But he won’t. You know he won’t.” 
 
     Niels placed his cup on the coffee table, seeming to ponder her question. He was huge, a little scary, and did not at all put her at ease the way Keeton’s presence seemed to. But she knew she was safe. Keeton would not have left her otherwise. 
 
    Whatever wonderful magical mystery she’d stumbled upon in Panther Mountains, she needed the entire story. It would help her understand it all when she returned home. 
 
    “First, you have to know that this is a secret.” 
 
    “But the government knows-” 
 
    “Yeah,” he growled. “They know about a lot of stuff they don’t tell the public. But for your good, and ours, the Shifter secret must be kept.” 
 
    “Of course,” she promised. “I won’t tell a soul.” 
 
    “I believe you. Shifters can sense emotions. I know you will keep Keeton’s secret because I know you love him.” 
 
    “What? How can you? Does he?” She gulped audibly. 
 
    “He probably can sense it, but he is in denial. Have you ever heard of fated mates?” 
 
    Lena shook her head. She leaned forward and placed her mug on the table. Patience wasn’t her fortitude, but she needed every ounce in her possession, and Niels chose his words carefully. Each second that passed with Keeton gone, she felt his absence more and more keenly. What could that be if not love or magic? And who was to say one existed without the other? 
 
    She shook her head. She was being silly. Even so, she wanted information, and the Bear was sitting on a goldmine. 
 
    “Tell me.” She demanded. 
 
    “In Shifter lore, there is a legend, one soul created for another, one body designed to fit one mate, one being meant for one other alone. Fated mates, you understand? As rare and valuable as anything in this realm or any other. Each Shifter is born with a one in a million shot at finding his or her fated mate. I believe you are Keeton’s.” 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    Niels nodded, his face as serious as a heart attack. Marilena gasped. She covered her mouth with her hands. This was incredible. If she was Keeton’s fated mate, then he wouldn’t just let her disappear. Would he? 
 
    “Yes.” Keeton’s voice sounded from behind her.  
 
    Surprising her so that she jumped and knocked her knee into the coffee table, disrupting the tea set. Happiness swelled inside of her, but he didn’t return her smile. He stood still, skin glistening with wet from the elements. 
 
    “You’re my fated mate, Lena, but I am no good for you. The storm passed. Tomorrow, I’ll take you home.” 
 
    “But-” She wanted to argue, but the set of his shoulders and the way he turned his face stopped her in her tracks. 
 
    “Fine,” she replied in a small voice. 
 
    “But you needn’t bother yourself. Niels will take me home. Right?” She asked the big man, who nodded his head, watching Keeton warily out of the corner of his eye. 
 
    “Fine. Whatever you want,” Keeton growled.  
 
    “No,” she replied. “Never that. If you will excuse me.” 
 
    Marilena turned around and went back to the bedroom. It was his, and she had no right to it, but she was not about to sleep on the couch after everything she’d been through.  
 
    Fated mate? No. It must be a mistake. She did not believe for a moment she was his fated mate. If it were true, how could he let her go so easily? 
 
    Lena tried not to think about it, but it was no use. She sat up all night long, waiting for daybreak. When she finally packed and dressed for the long trek down the mountain, keeping his thermal on beneath her sweater and jacket, she exited Keeton’s bedroom. 
 
    I’m not gonna cry. Not gonna cry. 
 
    She repeated the mantra as she walked into the living room and looked around. But it was empty. 
 
    “He left,” Niels said from the kitchen. 
 
    “Oh. I guess he didn’t want to say goodbye.” 
 
    Niels shrugged. He looked upset but smiled pleasantly. Niels took her bag from her and walked outside. 
 
    “We will have to go slow. I twisted my ankle and-” 
 
    Before she could finish her thought, Niels was pulling a tarp off a muddy, but functional UTV. He grinned and gestured for her to slide into the passenger seat. 
 
    “Hell! You didn’t think I walked here, did you? I’ll have you know I really am smarter than the average Bear.” Niels winked playfully, and Lena laughed. Neither of them caught sight of the forest green eyes watching from the rooftop or heard the mournful purring of Keeton’s Mountain Lion.  
 
    “Come on. We’ll be down the mountain in no time at all,” Niels said. 
 
    “Okay,” Lena said, her heart breaking as she slid into the cold leather seat. 
 
    They’d only gotten half the promised snow, and even that had already started to melt. It didn’t matter. The large tires of the Utility Terrain Vehicle moved easily over the snow, rocks, and mud. 
 
    Lena would just have to forget her time up there on Panther, make that Shifter Mountain. She’d tuck it away like every other secret little dream she’d ever had. Safe and sound, something for her to pull out when she was all alone so she could remember and relive her time with him. The first man to ever touch her heart. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    “Get up!” Niels kicked at his foot, and Keeton snarled angrily. 
 
    It had been three weeks since she’d gone, taking all the sunshine with her. He’d done his best since then to drink himself into a stupor. The empty bottles littering his once pristine floor were evidence of that. 
 
    “The fuck, bro?” Keeton bolted up off the carpet after Niels dumped a cup of icy cold water on his head. 
 
    “You asshole. Still sitting here then. What are you doing, Keeton? Waiting for another mate to knock on your door and fall in your lap? You sorry sonofabitch!” Niels sneered, shoving Keeton into the wall. 
 
    He roared in retaliation, tackling his blood brother, one of his best friends, down to the ground. Niels responded in kind. The two men well-matched in skin, even with his days of wallowing in drink and misery. They wrestled and punched their way across the living room, busting up some of his furniture in the process. 
 
    But who gave a fuck? What did it matter when he had no one to share it with anyway? 
 
    “What kind of jerk are you, bro? She was special. Lena was perfect for you. And you let her go!” 
 
    “I had no choice! You know what I did, Niels. I couldn’t risk exposing her to my own lack of control!” 
 
    “Bullshit! Bruce Taylor was a fucking lowlife. You are not responsible for that asshole’s death,” Niels snarled in outrage. 
 
    “He didn’t trust me. What if she doesn’t? What if she can’t?” 
 
    “Some shit is worth the risk. Don’t you think you owe it to the both of you to try? Fuck man, if I met my mate, you could be damn sure I wouldn’t give her up for anything, let alone fear. You are braver than you give yourself credit for, Keeton. And you’re a good man too.” 
 
    “She deserves better.” 
 
    “Damn straight,” Niels chuckled. “But she loves you. Unfortunately, you might be too late.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    He sat up, pushing the Bear away from him as fear gripped his heart. Yes, the last few weeks had been hell. But somewhere deep inside, he thought he still had a shot. Niels’ next words were about to put a serious damper on that. 
 
    “She’s preparing for a wedding right now.”  
 
    The big man dropped that bomb a little too nonchalantly, but Keeton was too amped up to notice. Nor did he see the grin Niels hid behind his hand. 
 
    “Where is she?” Keeton growled, unable to keep the Lion from his voice. 
 
    “In Maccon City. At the new Oasis Convention Center behind their beachside hotel.” 
 
    “Keys! Now!” 
 
    “Fuck man, take a shower first. You stink. Besides, ceremony isn’t till seven.” 
 
    Keeton looked down with wild eyes. A shower? Fuck. He did stink. He growled and dressed quickly. His frown increased when he saw Niels waiting in the driver’s side of his UTV. 
 
    “I can drive myself.” 
 
    “Maybe, but this is my vehicle, fuck you very much. Besides, I know a shortcut. Hold on.” 
 
    “Lena, here are the dried rose petals you asked for,” Bobby, her newly hired assistant, said, handing her the package of edible flowers. 
 
    “Thanks,” she smiled. 
 
    Things were really looking up for her now. It was Halloween, her favorite holiday, and the sun was shining. Lena had been hired to cater a themed wedding at the Oasis Convention Center in Maccon City, her new hometown, and she was delighted with the menu. 
 
    The bride and groom had decided on a very nontraditional dessert table with two hundred champagne flutes filled with Mahalabia, the specialty pudding made of rosewater and milk she once told Keeton about.  
 
    Dammit. Don’t think about him. She refocused on her task at hand, admiring the finished pudding. She’d dyed it a blood-red color per the bride’s request, and it was the centerpiece of the dessert table. Decadent dark and white chocolate Petit fours sat on either side on two three-tiered trays, and she’d written the happy couple’s names with the white on an extra-long bar of the dark chocolate. Lena had even molded a bride and groom with little skeleton faces for them.  
 
    She used dried roses and pistachios as garnish on the bar and all three desserts, along with edible gold and silver flakes appropriate for the celebration. The results were beyond her expectations, and she felt pride in a job well done. Looking down at her soiled chef coat, she made a mental note to change before the evening began.  
 
    She was not serving, but she would stay in the kitchen to direct the proper heating and serving of the food. There would, of course, be a cocktail hour, followed by a pasta course, then four carving stations and a buffet of sides would be set up in the main room. 
 
    She’d prepared a rosemary and garlic infused prime rib roast, a Cajun-style deep-fried turkey, a smoked ham, and two-hundred lump-crab cakes with a spicy remoulade on the side. It was hard work, but she loved it, and hoped her clients would be happy. 
 
    If only the rest of her life was falling in line as smoothly as this dinner, she thought with a sad sigh. Whatever. She had no reason to complain. After she’d returned to the hotel on well-salted New jersey roads, she sank into a depression she wasn’t sure she could shake. But a visit from her mother the very next day had woken her up. 
 
    “Mom! What are you doing here? And you brought Cary with you?” She stomped her foot angrily at the two of them standing in her doorway. 
 
    “Good God, child! Where on earth have you been?” 
 
    “Yes, Marilena, we were so worried.”  
 
    Cary attempted to reach out, but the thought of him touching her made her skin crawl. She stepped back, shaking her head angrily. 
 
    “Cary? Get out of my room!” 
 
    “Lena! You have no call to be rude to him. Especially not after I begged him to give you another chance-” 
 
    “Me? Mom, he cheated on me! With his secretary! I do not need or want a chance with him-” 
 
    “Lena! Be reasonable, who else will take you with your weight issue.” 
 
    “Oh my God, Mom, you know what, I am so done with this conversation. I need both of you to leave. Now!”  
 
    “You will not speak to me this way. I am your mother.” 
 
    “Are you? Cause you treat me like a goddamned burden, Mom. I never felt your approval or love once in my whole life. Do you know that? Do you even see how you hurt me time and again with your cruel and thoughtless words?” 
 
    “Oh, Lena. No, I just,” her mother stumbled over her words, narrowing her hazel eyes at Cary, the older woman did something that shocked the hell out of her daughter.  
 
    “Cary, get the hell out of here, you sniveling little wretch! You never deserved my daughter. Shame on you for being so predictable! Shtupping the secretary? Really? Oh, leave already,” she said, and pushed him out the door. 
 
    “Mom! Did you really just do that?” Lena snorted, covering her mouth. 
 
    “Marilena, I’m sorry if I have been hard on you. I just want the best for you. I might be a hard person, lord knows your father thought so, but he loved you and so do I. Very much. I’d like you to come home, Lena.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mom. I love you too. But I think I am fine right where I am.” 
 
    “Are you sure? Alright then. Call me when you are settled. I’d like to see you. When you have time, of course.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said, hugging her mother for the first time since she was a child. 
 
    It was the first time in a long while that she felt close to her only living parent. Seeing Cary had been a shock, but her total lack of feeling for the man was evident. She should have thanked him for cheating on her, she thought with a giggle.  
 
    The sound of shouting reached her all the way in the kitchen, and for just a second, Lena swore she recognized the person’s voice. But it couldn’t be him. Keeton wouldn’t come after her. Not after all this time. The yelling increased, followed by a long animalistic snarl.  
 
    Uh oh. She ran towards the front of the building where a security guard was currently locked in full nelson by the man who’d just broken her heart. 
 
    “Keeton, for fuck’s sake, they’re normals here!” The guard, whom she knew as Alex, had glowing gold eyes. 
 
    “You’re a Shifter too?” Lena asked, surprised. 
 
    “Fuck! Tell your mate to get a grip,” the guard said, and something about him reminded her of a dog, or Wolf.  
 
    “Lena,” Keeton said, tossing the man to the floor like he was nothing more than a rag doll. 
 
    He stepped into her space, not touching, but the way his eyes roamed over her from head to toe was just as intimate. She swallowed audibly, choking on the sob that threatened to reveal itself. What was he doing here? Why was he looking at her like she was a drink of water and he’d been stranded in the desert, dying for a sip? 
 
    “Cause I have been,” he whispered, reaching out with long-fingered hands to pull her into his hard body. “I’m dying without you, Lena. Love you, mate, missed you.” 
 
    Keeton wrapped her in the warmth of his steel embrace, choking on emotion he kissed her hair, her head, finally, her lips. She sighed, tasting the tears as they rolled down her cheeks and into their kiss. But it didn’t matter. Nothing did except him. 
 
    “You’re here? You came down from your mountain. Why?” 
 
    “Because I love you. I was wrong to let you go. Please don’t get married. Not to anyone but me. I can’t live without you, Marilena.” 
 
    “Good, because I don’t want to live without you. But Keeton, I’m not getting married.” 
 
    “What?” He turned abruptly, and she followed his line of sight to find Niels standing there grinning from ear to ear. 
 
    “I told you.” He turned to face Lena with a goofy grin on his face. “I’m smarter than the average Bear.” 
 
    He winked and left before Keeton could go after him. Lena laughed aloud, hugging her ornery Mountain Lion tight. He growled, lifting her off the ground and spinning her in a circle. 
 
    “So,” she said as he lowered her to her feet, raining kisses on her face and mouth. “Do you mean it? Are you staying here, in the real world, with me?” 
 
    “Yes, I mean it.” 
 
    “But what about your mountain?” 
 
    “I suppose it will keep. We can go there on weekends when we need a little quiet.” 
 
    “I think I’d like that,” she whispered, sealing her lips to his. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” he growled and flexed his hips, allowing her to feel the evidence of his fierce arousal. 
 
    “I’d like that, but, you see, I’m working,” she said, gnawing her lower lip worriedly. 
 
    The last thing she wanted was for Keeton to think she did not want him. But she had been hired to do a job, and this was her business. Surely the mountain man would understand. She waited for him to speak.  
 
    “I don’t suppose you could use a sous chef?” 
 
    Lena gasped, delighting in his green eyes that sparkled with love as he placed a hand on her waist and guided her back to the kitchen. A sous chef? What a wonderful idea! 
 
    “I would love it,” she replied. 
 
    Together they worked side by side, a precursor of their lives together, she realized with wonder and pure joy filling her with each passing moment. Keeton was already an excellent cook. He listened to her instructions and surprised her with some innovative methods of his own. He wasn’t classically trained, but as he explained, Shifters had very acute senses. His senses, mainly taste and smell, could decipher far more complex flavors than a human’s. Made him a natural born chef. 
 
    “I just might hire you full time,” she said, only half-joking after tasting his homemade remoulade. 
 
    “I think I’d love working with you permanently, Chef Sorelli.” 
 
    The deep purr in his throat held promises she could hardly wait for. 
 
    “Later, mate,” he said, catching her lips in a hard, quick kiss before turning his attention back to the croquettes. 
 
    “Show me once more how to pack them so they don’t break.” 
 
    “Okay,” she smiled, going back to work. 
 
    Keeton closed the door to the house His sweet mate had been renting for the past few weeks. It was a nice and tidy little Victorian on a cul-de-sac that afforded them some privacy, though not as much as his cabin. 
 
    That was alright with him, though. He didn’t need to run and hide from the world. Not anymore. The past few hours had been sweet torture working next to his unclaimed mate while she smiled and greeted those wedding guests who wanted to meet the head chef at the event. 
 
    Shifters did not particularly like sharing. And yet, because he knew she was his, his Mountain Lion did not object. At least, not out loud. The drive to her house was fast, but even seconds were too long. He wanted her. His cat did too. The need to claim the sweet woman who’d haunted every single moment since he’d first seen her on the mountain was growing stronger by the minute. 
 
    “Come on.” She tugged on his hand, and he went with her as docile as a kitten.  
 
    “This is why I chose to rent this house. You know, I have an option to buy from the owner,” she said, biting her lip as she turned the shower on. 
 
    Keeton was tongue-tied, watching his gorgeous mate as she stripped off her clothes and walked backwards into the stall. The three showerheads that lined the walls all sprayed simultaneously, drenching her hair, and sluicing down her beautiful and oh-so-tempting body. 
 
    “Well?” She summoned him with a curl of her finger, and he almost walked in with his clothes still on. 
 
    “Fuck,” he growled, getting tangled in his jeans as he tried unsuccessfully to unbutton the fly. 
 
    Fuck it. Keeton unleashed his claws, shredding the thick denim and doing the same to his shirt. Lucky for his boots, they slid off with no problem. Lena watched him, mouth open, but he saw no trace of fear or disgust. His idiotic, animalistic display actually heightened her arousal. 
 
    The sweet, honey-rose scent infiltrated his nostrils, going straight to his ever-hardening dick. Keeton was through waiting. He stepped onto the wet tiles, closing the sliding shower door behind him. 
 
    “Finally,” she murmured, pulling him to her deliciously wet skin. Her taught nipples dug into his chest, and he purred deep in his throat.  
 
    “Lena,” he whispered. Burying his hands in her wet hair, he angled her head and lowered his own until his mouth was crushing hers beneath his kiss, so full of unbridled passion, he damn near shook with the force of it. 
 
    His mate nestled in closer to him with a deep sigh of longing, one he felt all the way to his toes. Fuck, she was gorgeous. So beautiful, so trusting, he thought, amazed, as he lifted her up in his arms and backed her up against the tiled wall. 
 
    Lena’s hands clutched at his shoulders as she wrapped her legs around his waist, bringing her heated core into direct contact with his hard-as-fuck cock. Keeton growled in response to the helpless flex of her hips. The tiny movements, so soft and slow, tortured them both. 
 
    “Want you. Want to claim you, mate,” he growled into her mouth, swallowing her responding moan. 
 
    The constant sensual brushing of her hot, wet pussy against his shaft was making him lose control. But instead of running from it, he embraced it. Keeton understood better than ever that his beast was part of him, as surely as Lena was. The animal would never harm her, or him, for that matter. He simply needed to be present for this.  
 
    Mine. Mate. 
 
    Yes, he told the cat, soothing the creature with a promise that tonight he was going to claim her. 
 
    “Please, Keeton,” she murmured, flexing her hips against him once more. 
 
    “Need you to tell me you want this.” 
 
    “I want this. I want you. Make me yours,” she begged. 
 
    Keeton’s heart thudded roughly inside his chest, so hard it thought it beat right out of him. She was a treasure. His one and only, and he was going to do right by her or die trying. 
 
    “Mine,” he growled with all the fierceness of his beast. 
 
    Flexing his hips, he entered her in one swift motion, dragging a moan from her sweet lips. One after the other, growls and tension built as he moved within her heat. His Lena tested his control like no other. She bucked against him in time with his thrusts, trusting him to hold her safe and secure in the wet shower. 
 
    He could do that. And so much more. He shifted his position, angling her so that her back was on the wall and her hips thrust forward. Keeton felt himself slide deeper inside her heated slit. His fingers tightened on her ass as he lifted her and slammed her back down on his cock. Loving the moans and pants that escaped her lips as she fought for her pleasure, the same way he fought to give it to her. 
 
    Her smooth, silky skin glistened like opals under the spray of water. So tempting, so soft. He couldn’t wait to sink his teeth there, just above her breast. To mark her with his bite, bind her to him, and finally stake his claim. 
 
    His Mountain Lion was riding him hard, demanding he strike now. But not yet. He needed her to come first.  
 
    “Keeton,” she moaned his name. 
 
    Her breath was coming in quick, hard gusts, and he knew she was close. Could feel it in the way her walls tightened on his cock. Fuck, she was squeezing him so damn hard. Felt so good. Incredible. 
 
    “Mine,” he snarled, increasing his pace. 
 
    Bolts of pleasure shot through his body, lighting his nervous system on fire. Lena moaned, a deep and guttural sound, and he struck just as her pussy squeezed him. His Lion roared loudly as he swallowed her life’s force, the honey taste of her blood coating his throat. He swallowed a mouthful as she came around his cock, taking her with him into the height of ecstasy. 
 
    Even as he came, spilling his semen deep within her womb, Keeton kept pistoning his hips. Her sex began to ripple and tighten once more, urging her into her second orgasm as he licked her wounds closed with his healing saliva.  
 
    This was only the beginning of what would be a raucous night of lovemaking and claiming. He couldn’t wait, he thought with a satisfied growl as he lifted his well-sexed and fully claimed mate out of the shower stall. Grabbing two fluffy towels from the shelf, he carried her to the bed.  
 
    “Love you,” she whispered with a small smile teasing the corner of her kiss-swollen lips.  
 
    “I love you too, mate,” he said, and proceeded to show her. 
 
    Keeton made love to Lena throughout the night. Taking her again, and again, and again, and still, he was insatiable as he collapsed onto her body after their fourth round. 
 
    “Oh wow,” she gasped, struggling to breathe. 
 
    “Did I hurt you?” he lifted his head, concern glowing in his green haze. 
 
    “No, of course not. But Keeton,” she said as he rolled onto his side, rearranging her exhausted limbs so she would be comfortable. 
 
    “What, sweet?” 
 
    “I think we should buy this house.” 
 
    He started laughing then. Holding her face between his hands, he kissed her nose.  
 
    “I had that same exact thought the second I watched you step into that shower.” 
 
    “And you mean it about working with me? At Happy Ever After Events & Catering LLC?” 
 
    “If you are willing to hire me, yes, I’d love it.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    “There’s just one thing,” he said, kissing her head and pulling her on top of him. 
 
    Lena’s eyes widened when she wiggled her hips and his cock rose to attention, hardening beneath her silky sex. The scent of her arousal now carried with it notes of his Lion. He growled with pleasure, loving that she would wear his mark and carry his scent with her always. 
 
    “What thing?” she asked. Lena sat up. Rotating her hips slowly, she slid her dripping pussy up and down, over his shaft so that his eyes rolled to the back of his head.  
 
    “Marry me, Lena? Be mine in the human world as well as the Shifter one?” 
 
    “Yes, my love, oh yes,” she said, lifting her hips up so she could take him inside once more. 
 
    This time, their lovemaking was slow and thorough. A body-long slide of skin against skin, souls against souls. He could feel it, could feel her through their matebond and it shook him to the marrow. 
 
    “Keeton, I feel you,” she whispered, eyes closed, and lips open as she made love to him with everything she had inside. 
 
    “I know, mate,” he purred, rolling them over, so he was on top, in control, guiding their lovemaking through unknown territory. 
 
    “I feel you too, Lena. You’re in my blood, in my soul, in my heart.” 
 
    “Oh Keeton.” 
 
    “I love you, Marilena.” 
 
    He increased the speed, the power behind his thrusts until he felt her squeezing him exactly right. His balls tightened, cock aching with the need to come, then he did. Simultaneously, they reached new heights, bodies arching, jerking in their passion. 
 
    “I love you, my mountain man. I am gonna try so hard to make this place a home for you,” she said, exhaling as she clutched him tight to her breast. 
 
    “You’re my home, Lena, no matter where we are. It’s always been you,” he replied and felt the truth of that statement as the last bit of that stone wall he once had erected around his heart shattered. 
 
    Stone was no match for the strength of his love for her. She was his everything. His only thing. His fated mate. And he would spend the rest of his life loving her. That was a promise he intended to keep. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Keeton and Marilena were married just before Thanksgiving, having closed on that mid-size Victorian house only days before. They chose to honeymoon up at the cabin since they needed to close it up before the winter months hit the Garden state. 
 
    Niels had been the best man, with Silas an usher for the ceremony. Only a handful of guests were invited, as the couple chose to keep the celebration intimate. It was time for the Bear to get on the road, anyway. He had more of the world to see, more to taste. 
 
    “Where are you heading now, Niels?” Silas stalked towards him with all the majestic grace of the large African Lion that resided inside of him. 
 
    How he could stand living in a city was beyond Niels, but whatever. To each his own. He accepted the cold longneck and nodded his thanks. 
 
    “Don’t know. Winter is hard up here, thought I’d go try my luck down in South America for a while.” 
 
    “I see,” Silas replied, but his eyes kept going back to the cute blonde administrative assistant he’d brought with him as his plus one. 
 
    “What about you? Going back to your corporate coffin?” 
 
    “Don’t knock it,” the other man shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. What are you two pussies doing out here?” Keeton walked out onto the porch where his two blood-brothers sat. 
 
    “First off, you two are the pussies. I’m a motherfucking Grizzly,” Niels corrected, leaving Silas to snort into his bottle. 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Keeton replied, still smiling. He offered the big man a hand before sitting down. “I owe you one, man. If it wasn’t for you, I might have let Lena walk out of my life. I can’t ever repay you-” 
 
    “No need,” Niels replied, shaking his head. 
 
    “This big fucker is leaving again,” Silas said, ratting him out. 
 
    “Is that true?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll be back, though. In the summer, maybe.” 
 
    “Alright. But you better promise. For some reason, my Lena likes you,” he said. 
 
    “Ha. And I thought her taste was questionable cause she married you. Now I know it’s just bad,” Silas joked, but Keeton growled threateningly. 
 
    “Just a joke, man.” 
 
    “A bad one.” 
 
    “Ha ha. We’ll see how you feel once you realize you’re in love with the tidbit you brought with you, tough guy,” Niels said, outing his buddy. 
 
    “The fuck you say!” Silas stood up, slamming his bottle on the table. 
 
    “Hey! Knock it off, it’s my wedding day. Assholes,” Keeton shook his head. Catching his new bride’s eye from inside the doorway, he excused himself to be with her. 
 
    “You don’t know shit,” Silas growled, stalking off into the cold night while Niels just sat there with his beer. 
 
    It wasn’t easy being the only one of his three comrades to have zero attachment to anyone. Silas might be fighting it, but Niels knew him. Maybe better than he knew himself. That blonde meant something to the big man. Figured his two feline friends had mates, and he didn’t. 
 
    “Guess fated mates are for pussies,” he shrugged, not even bothering to laugh at his own bad joke. 
 
    Of course, the Fates weren’t at all happy with that assumption as they watched the Grizzly from the heavens above. In fact, they just might have to prove him wrong.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Thanks for reading! 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The Hearts of Stone Series by C.D. Gorri will continue with Shifter City and Shifter Village. Look for them both here in 2022. 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Stay tuned in for more about the Hearts of Stone Series, and other steamy PNR tales here: 
 
    https://www.cdgorri.com 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Signup to my newsletter and get a free copy of Charley’s Christmas Wolf... 
 
    https://www.cdgorri.com/newsletter 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Read More from C.D. Gorri 
 
      
 
    Website 
 
    Twitter 
 
    Bookbub 
 
    Instagram 
 
    FB Author Page 
 
    TikTok 
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, you may also enjoy... 
 
    More Books by C.D. Gorri: 
 
    YA Urban Fantasy Books 
 
    Macconwood Pack Novel Series 
 
    Macconwood Pack Tales 
 
    The Falk Clan Tales 
 
    The Bear Claw Tales 
 
    The Barvale Clan Tales 
 
    Purely Paranormal Pleasures 
 
    The Wardens of Terra  
 
    The Maverick Pride Tales 
 
    Dire Wolf Mates 
 
    Wyvern Protection Unit 
 
    EveL Worlds  
 
    The Guardians of Chaos  
 
    Howls Romance 
 
    Standalones 
 
    Barvale Holiday Tales 
 
    Anthologies 
 
    

  

 
   
    About C.D. Gorri 
 
      
 
    C.D. Gorri is an International Bestseller and Award-Winning author of steamy paranormal romance and urban fantasy. She is the creator of the Grazi Kelly Universe. Join her mailing list here: https://www.cdgorri.com/newsletter 
 
      
 
    An avid reader with a profound love for books and literature, when she is not writing or taking care of her family, she can usually be found with a book or tablet in hand. C.D. lives in her home state of New Jersey where many of her characters or stories are based. Her tales are fast paced yet detailed with satisfying conclusions.  
 
      
 
    If you enjoy powerful heroines and loyal heroes who face relatable problems in supernatural settings, journey into the Grazi Kelly Universe today. You will find sassy, curvy heroines and sexy, love-driven heroes who find their HEAs between the pages. Werewolves, Bears, Dragons, Tigers, Witches, Romani, Lynxes, Foxes, Thunderbirds, Vampires, and many more Shifters and supernatural creatures dwell within her worlds. The most important thing is every mate in this universe is fated, loyal, and true lovers always get their happily-ever-afters. 
 
      
 
    For a complete list of C.D. Gorri's books visit her website here: https://www.cdgorri.com/complete-book-list/ 
 
      
 
    Thank you and happy reading! 
 
    del mare alla stella, 
 
    C.D. Gorri 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Dear Reader, 
 
      
 
    We hope you truly enjoyed reading Hearts Unleashed: A Limited Edition Paranormal Romance and Urban Fantasy Collection. In a world that is weighed down with uncertainty of the coming days, we hope we were able to pull you away from your daily worries for even a little while, and introduce you to a few amazing authors. We hope we've intrigued you into checking out the backlists of these authors, and of course, all the upcoming collections we've planned for this year and next!  
 
    Pssst... There's a handy list right below this message!  
 
      
 
    We appreciate our readers and all they do to keep us writing day after day and we look forward to bringing you more of the happily ever after stories you love, year after year. 
 
      
 
    Wishing you all a outstanding autumn---Halloween is just around the corner!---whether you spend your time with a loved one or treating your self and curled up with a good book, you deserve a break today. 
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this collection of amazing authors, please return to the online retailer where you made your purchase and leave a review. 
 
      
 
    Yours Faithfully, 
 
    Naughty Nights Press LLC and Hearts Unleashed Authors 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    More Anthologies 
 
      
 
    For more Multi-Author Anthologies we know you will enjoy, why not check out these... 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sultry Shifter Nights 
 
      
 
    Did someone say shifters? 
 
      
 
    Stuffed with hot alpha males, kickass heroines, and dark-eyed, brooding shifters of all kinds, this collection will deliver hours of decadent, pleasure-filled reading from bestselling and award-winning urban fantasy and paranormal romance authors. 
 
      
 
    If you can't get enough of those dreamy shifters and other supernatural creatures like vampires, ghosts, witches, demons, and more, this limited edition anthology will feed your cravings. Come now, and follow us into these fantasy worlds where sultry shifters meet their fated mates and always get their happily-ever-after ending. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU1 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Beating Hearts 
 
      
 
    When all the world is screaming, the sound of your heart beating is the only thing I hear... 
 
      
 
    Journey into a world of Shifters, Vampires, Witches, and more as they discover true love in worlds where actions speak louder than words and hearts thunder when true mates are near... 
 
      
 
    Experience a diverse collection of LGBTQ+ tales between the pages of this one of a kind anthology. Beating Hearts is filled with exciting supernatural romance stories exploring the bonds between fated mates, where love knows no boundaries, crafted by some of your favorite bestselling and award-winning authors. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU3 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Furever Free 
 
      
 
    All the best things in life are free... 
 
      
 
    Furever Free is one of those decadent little pleasures. Filled to the brim with sexy alpha shifters, broody vampires, and more, this collection will tempt your supernatural taste buds with its paranormal romance and urban fantasy short stories. 
 
      
 
    Come join us, take a walk on the wild side. You have nothing to lose and so much to gain as you delve into these fantastic freebie tales. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU4 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
    Furever Tails 
 
      
 
    Furever Tails is a limited edition charity collection you won't want to miss. Every penny made goes to Hobo Haven Pet Rescue to help dogs find their furever homes! 
 
      
 
    A single bite can last a lifetime... 
 
      
 
    Delve into these mesmerizing paranormal romance and urban fantasy stories, where mythical beasts roam the earth and one bite can change a life. 
 
      
 
    Join vampires, shifters, witches, demons, ghosts, and so much more in these supernatural tales, where true natures are set free and many beasts are tamed by fated mates. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU8 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Shifters Do It Better 
 
      
 
    Nobody does it better... 
 
      
 
    Looking for sizzling paranormal romance and urban fantasy tales full of drool-worthy shifters to knock your socks off? 
 
      
 
    Let us scratch your itch with that special kind of romance only shifters can deliver. We have Lions, Tigers, Bears, Dragons, and more just waiting to claim their fated mates. You might meet your next book boyfriend between the pages. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU5 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.** 
 
      
 
    Shifters For A Cause 
 
      
 
    It takes a village... 
 
      
 
    When ten-year-old Kevin comes down with Uniform Shifter’s Disease—a blood disorder that would eventually prevent him from shifting between his animal form and his human—one small town will band together and do whatever it takes to fight an insidious disease affecting the shifters who live among them. 
 
      
 
    From Wolves to Dragons to Possums, and everything in between, the single shifters are going up for auction! Sold to the highest bidders, for 24 hours anything goes—and some might even find their fated mates. 
 
      
 
    When times get tough, the tough get dates with sexy shifters, all for a good cause. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU6 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.** 
 
      
 
    Immortal Legacies 
 
      
 
    Romance with bite... 
 
      
 
    Embrace the dark. Dare to take a nibble and depart from the mundane. 
 
      
 
    Join bestselling and award-winning authors as they cross the threshold into worlds filled with mouth-watering creatures of the night. Packed with desire and passion, these drool-worthy vampires are determined to capture the hearts of their fated mates. 
 
      
 
    Give in to your cravings with Immortal Legacies. One bite could change your life. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU7 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Hearts Unleashed 
 
      
 
    Lose yourself in the magic... 
 
      
 
    Hearts Unleashed brings you 20+ BRAND NEW tantalizing tales of paranormal romance and urban fantasy in this thrilling collection of heart-pounding books featuring Shifters, Vampires, Witches, and more. 
 
      
 
    Unleash your heart, indulge your senses, and satisfy your cravings with this fantastic collection of supernatural fiction featuring sensual heroes and sassy heroines, crafted by some of your favorite bestselling and award-winning authors. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/hearts 
 
      
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Once You Go Shifter 
 
      
 
    You know what they say, once you go shifter... 
 
      
 
    Dreamy werewolves, bears, and other supernatural creatures like vampires, ghosts, witches, demons, and more will steal your heart in this limited edition anthology crafted by bestselling and award-winning urban fantasy and paranormal romance authors. 
 
      
 
    If you love fated mates, strong characters, forbidden love, and dangerous alpha men, indulge your cravings, fall in love, and discover your new favorite book boyfriend in these otherworldly tales. 
 
      
 
    Bet you can’t read just one… 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/SU9 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    The Magic of Midnight 
 
      
 
    Some say midnight is the witching hour. Are you ready to believe in magic? 
 
      
 
    Enter a world of supernatural mysticism, where Witches, Werewolves, Fairies, Vampires, Demons, and more roam the shadows at night. 
 
      
 
    Are you brave enough to journey with bestselling and award-winning authors into fantastical worlds where spells are cast, curses broken, heroic friends are made, and adventures are filled with epic excitement? 
 
      
 
    The magic happens at midnight...don't miss it. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/YAMagic 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Midnight Magic 
 
      
 
    Enter a magical world of sassy heroines and mystical creatures... 
 
      
 
    Fall under the spell of these outstanding USA TODAY and Bestselling authors as they spin unforgettable tales of witches, demons, dragons, shifters, and more. 
 
      
 
    Explore enchanting worlds filled with magic, unexpected twists, strong leading ladies, and just the right amount of flirty romance. 
 
      
 
    This limited edition collection of BRAND NEW paranormal romance and urban fantasy books will take you on a thrilling joy ride you won’t soon forget. 
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/midnightmagic 
 
      
 
    *.*.*.* 
 
      
 
    Rituals & Runes 
 
      
 
    The runes are cast, the rituals prepared. Now it's time to break the rules... 
 
      
 
    Fall under the spell of swoon-worthy supernatural heroes and magical heroines in fantastical worlds filled with dangerous adventures and epic romances. 
 
      
 
    Witches, Wizards, Shifters, Vampires, Demons, Devils, and other mythical creatures prowl the pages of this limited edition collection of paranormal romance and urban fantasy tales. 
 
      
 
    Scroll up and secure your copy of BRAND NEW, unforgettable stories from your favorite USA Today bestselling authors and exciting up-and-coming talent before it’s gone forever! 
 
      
 
      
 
    Buy Link: https://books2read.com/rituals 
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    THE END 
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