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 Chapter One 
 
    And just like that, his life had changed. He shook the man’s hand hard, firm, an agreement made between men. It meant something to Merk. Always had. A handshake. It was important. For one, it signified that they weren’t animals, that they were human beings, sentient, thinkers, creatures with a consciousness and a mind to at least try to become more than what they were the day before or the days before – weeks, months, years even. Again, that meant something to Merk, given where he had come from in his life and the things that he had seen and done. Merk needed a fresh start and he was getting it from this school and the opportunity that Principal Lightwood was giving him in making him the head coach of the football team.  
 
    “We’re definitely looking forward to seeing what you are going to do with our team. They are a great bunch of kids – very talented!” the principal beamed with joy and hopefulness. “And you…” 
 
    Merk never liked to hear stuff about himself, praises and adulations just weren’t his thing. Most people wanted them, maybe even needed flattery and word grifts to make them feel accomplished in the world, but he didn’t. He was a realist. Merk enjoyed the visceral nature of life, the fact that life was what it was and all a person had to do was to see it for what it was: moments in time where things happen and humans then determine, based off their feelings and wants, attachments and detachments, what those moments meant to them. It was purely humanistic. Other animals didn’t mete out their lives in that manner. Merk knew this intrinsically as a fact.  
 
    Principal Lightwood continued: “You’re just something special. I can tell. We are lucky to get you down here in this lil’ backwater town.” 
 
    Lucky. Yea, right. That was it. 
 
    “Why’d you leave your other school again?” queried the principal. 
 
    Merk hesitated. He didn’t want to answer. It was a long story and a past that he was desperately trying to leave behind him.   
 
    “Needed a fresh start,” answered Merk. 
 
    The answer seemed to satisfy the principal. He nodded.  
 
    “Good – Good. Good for us. I called your former school and they were devastated that you just suddenly decided to leave. They sung your praises – all good things about you. You were a well-respected and loved coach there.” 
 
    Merk forced a smile. It was hard to hear good things about himself. Mostly because he knew the truth, he lived with himself every day. He knew what he was inside. The animal. Literally. Merk was a shifter, specifically a Panther Shifter. The panther, the animal, lived inside of him and whether or not he shifted, the two – human and panther – were always the same, one being, no separation. Even now, talking to Principal Lightwood, he could feel it, the panther, the animal creature outside of his humanity in him, always wanting to rise up, to manifest itself. That was one of the reasons why he was here in this small Florida town, a backwater hub almost completely off the grid. All Merk wanted was normalcy, for once in his life.  
 
    Principal Lightwood stood to his feet. They shook hands again. The meeting was ending. They exchanged last second pleasantries and then Merk made his way to the door. He left feeling accomplished and completely ready to begin his new life.  
 
    The school wasn’t huge. Student population was maybe a little over eight hundred and the building itself was decent in size. Merk decided to take in some of the school, some of its scenery and atmosphere. He was slightly anxious. He had coached before, had been a football coach in some capacity for years, but this was different. This was him starting over. And he wasn’t ashamed to admit to himself that it was out of desperation. What had happened… It had all just been too much and he was tired of that kind of life. No. He was going to put all of that behind him once and for all and start fresh. This school was going to do that for him. Distance was good. And he now had plenty of that.  
 
    Merk looked at his watch. Close to three. School would be letting out. He wanted to make it to the practice field before the team, just to get a look at them under the assistant coach. He had seen tapes but nothing in person. The last coach, who abruptly just quit the job and left town at the end of last year, had had some pretty good talent to work with.  Merk wondered why he suddenly just quit. He had been building something for a solid two years and it seemed like this year would have been the year that some of his hard work and patience would have paid off. He couldn’t have been under the same duress as him, not as a shifter. The kids really didn’t look bad, not at all. Merk felt like he had inherited something special.  
 
    As Merk walked down the hall, life seemed right. Perfect for once. He felt like he was going towards something good – and then she stepped out in front of him. Sleek. Attractive. Even from that distance he could see her beauty. Dark hair that held a hint of brown, mixed with bounciness and subtle bangs. Her appearance in the hallway, a good distance away from him, was very noticeable. Especially her figure which was outlined from the side in a silhouette-like frame; she was very, very curvy. Was she a teacher? No way. But she had to be. She had just stepped out of a classroom and she seemed familiar with the place, comfortable. She stood back from her door and tilted her head back to look up at the wall. Merk followed her line of sight. Hmph. A clock. He continued in her direction.  
 
    The woman made a kind of whine and then started back in the classroom. He didn’t want her to leave his sight. Unexplainably, Merk felt drawn to her, like some kind of otherworldly energy was pulling him towards her. He didn’t want to lose her; if she left his sight, he felt that she would be gone for good. Forever. Suddenly, his thoughts felt cloudy and jumbled. He didn’t know what it was – something, a feeling – that compelled him to approach her. Merk hurried down the hall to catch up with her before she went into her classroom.  
 
    “Hey…” he heard himself say, it was like he had stepped outside of himself for a second. Weird. 
 
    The woman turned to look at him. He could only image how awkward it must have been for her to see a total stranger running down the hallway, waving her down, gesturing for her to hold on and calling for her to do the same. Merk stopped in front of her, his breathing a light pant. She was even more attractive than he thought: she had an almost round face, there was something about the shape that seemed more elongated than round, more oval that spherical; the woman’s eyes were sparkly specs of light. That light flickered from her big brown eyes. Such a pretty face. Full sensuous lips. And then she smiled. 
 
    “May I help you?” 
 
    Merk stood next to her. She smelled as good as she looked. He chuckled to himself. Panther’s didn’t have the best sense of smell, nothing extraordinary, but it was still greater than that of a human being. So his panther nose gave him an extra-ability to smell slightly over a regular human, to pick up scents; as her scent filled his nostrils, the vanilla-lavender redolence, the trace of its deliciousness pervaded his mouth and nose; it was like he could taste her, but not just her scent but her aura and identity, the essence that made her who she was. Pleasant. Calming. Soothing. Parasympathetic to the mind, body, and soul; Merk was mystified by the woman in front of him and he didn’t know the reason.  
 
    “No – Yeah – No… I uh…” the words were caught in his mouth somewhere. “The clock in your room isn’t working?”  
 
    He had stuttered and fumbled until he found the right words. Never had he been so absent-minded or dumbstruck when it came to speech. On the contrary, he had been told the exact opposite. But the garbled mess that he just spoke only added to the how strangely lured he felt towards her.  
 
    “Uh. I know… And I’ve been emailing about it the entire work week,” she answered.  
 
    Their eyes caught. He could easily have left it alone right there. But Merk couldn’t. He didn’t want to. There was something about her… He felt compelled to say more, to offer more.  
 
    “Let me take a look,” he said. 
 
    The woman smiled. Without actually answering, she walked into her classroom. Did she just expect him to follow? Pretty presumptuous. Maybe not. He had offered. But there was something in her gait that told him otherwise, like it was something that she felt he was supposed to do. He followed her in, his eyes dropping to her wide hips then scaling down to her butt. Merk grinned slightly. She had a nice ass. She turned, pointed to the clock on the wall, and glanced over her shoulder at him. Damn. She had caught him looking at her ass. Merk tried to look away, a natural instinct of retreat, but it was already too late. However, she had the decency not to mention it, very kind of her. But he got the sense that she hadn’t minded him looking – ogling really – that was a part of the allure, that she was very much aware of what was happening. 
 
    “Right,” Merk said as he found the closest chair to him and scooted it against the wall.  
 
    Merk was tall. Well over six foot. And he was of a lengthy, stocky build. All his life he had been burly, a real man, and he was into building and fixing things, all of it came easy to him because of his physique and just the way his mind seemed to be geared. He grabbed the clock from off the wall and brought it down to look at. He stepped off the chair. The woman was close. Very close. Directly on him as he had stepped off the chair. They stood almost pressed to each other, face to face, unplanned, just the way he stepped down seemed to have put them together. Their eyes met. Locked. Her vanilla-lavender scent was obvious and robust, dancing around his nose seductively. Merk didn’t want to fight what he was feeling – it was as if kismet was in the making. He dared to think of venturing into it some more, but the feeling and connection with her was crowding him, filling him.  
 
    “I – I didn’t get your name…” he said, his voice distant even to himself. 
 
    “I didn’t give it… Yet,” she answered, her voice was prickly with intrigue.  
 
    They continued to look at each other. She had some strong juju coming from her. A forceful pulling, an intense allure that he couldn’t break from.  
 
    “Kara,” she said. “Kara Daniels. And you?” 
 
    Merk paused, a sly smile appearing on his face: “I didn’t give you mine yet either.” 
 
    He then turned away from her and began working on the clock. They were at play. He heard her sigh and then let off a snicker. She was entertained. Even though he had just met Kara, Merk felt a jolt of electricity from teasing her. Still feeling the rush, he turned back around to face her once he had fixed her clock. 
 
    “Done?” she asked, her eyebrows furrowed, her question more about him than the clock he suspected.  
 
    “Done,” he said.  
 
    He climbed back onto the chair to put the clock back on the wall. 
 
    “Well, I would say thank you but I don’t know who I would be thanking…” 
 
    It was Merk’s turn to snicker. He hung the clock back on the wall and stepped back down from the chair. Again, they were close.  
 
    “Are you the new janitor – I’m sorry – custodial help?” 
 
    Merk laughed out loud.     
 
    “What’s so funny?” she asked, it was her turn to tease him.  
 
    “It’s just that…” his voice trailed off. 
 
    Merk found himself lost for words and adrift in her eyes again. He was a non-syllabic mess. And then there was that pulling again. It was an insatiable lure. He drew closer to her.  
 
    “What? I mean is, that you’re quite handy…” she continued, drawing closer to him. 
 
    “I can be,” he answered. 
 
    Merk could tell that she was enjoying it as much as he was. Their flirting had become obvious. She made a slight movement that looked like she was about to reach out and touch him, like a playful brush against his chest or arm, but she caught herself. Instead, she scooted back, taking a couple of steps, and eased back on her desk, her hand pushing some graded papers to the side; her eyes never left his, piercing and full, the light bandied around inside of them giving her a shimmer of luminescence.               
 
    “So… Who are you?” she asked. 
 
    “Merk. Merk Castle. I’m the new football coach,” he said confidently. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    That was her response. Merk didn’t get much from it. He wanted her to be impressed. But he couldn’t tell if she was or not. It bothered him at first, but then looking at her and how amazing she looked (and he meant that in the most holistic way possible; everything about her, physical and more) that feeling didn’t stay long. Kara was special. That much he could tell already.  
 
    “Hope you check out some of the games… Do you usually go?” asked Merk, hoping to spark some interest in her in an attempt to engage her in some way. 
 
    “I definitely will,” she answered back. “I want to see what you will do with the team – football’s a pretty big thing around here so… Yea.” 
 
    She slid off the edge of the desk. Her movements got to him. There was a graceful quality about her as if she floated at times, a sleek and silky element that made each motion fluid, even her gait. Kara moved towards the back of the room, turning completely away from him and not looking back. Merk needed to be closer to her. He had been feeling that way since he saw her. He took the necessary steps and rounded the desk to follow behind her. But Kara moved further away from him, steadily gliding across the room. He couldn’t believe how he was acting – he literally was following her around like some lost puppy that had found the master it wanted to go home with.  
 
    Kara was now in the back of the room, paying him no mind; it was as if he was no longer in the room. But he knew better than that. Did she really want him to chase her like this? And why was he so drawn to her? Why was he so willing to follow her around her room? Kara busied herself with something over in the corner. Merk was crossing the classroom, moving halfway over to her, when he caught himself. Seriously. What was he doing? A relationship wasn’t what he was there for – he needed a job yes, to start over, but a relationship, given who he was, always became problematic and always brought in its own way, discord and then more problems. He needed to cut his losses right now, end whatever this was that he was going after with Kara, and hurry out the door that he had come through.  
 
    “Well… I’m gonna go –” Merk started, turning back around to head for the door, his mind decided. “I hope to see you at the first game.” 
 
    Cut your losses before it even starts, he thought. 
 
    “Huh –? Wait,” she called out to him, her voice sounded higher, shock, an interest piqued to the point where she was willing and possibly ready to explore, even in a chance first meeting. 
 
    Merk stopped. So many things ran through his mind in a matter of moments, seconds. Merk forced himself to remember where he had come from, the town and the people, the past that he had left behind. He had moved on. And he didn’t want to come to a new town and complicate things. He instinctively suspected Kara would lead to complications. Most dating experiences and relationships did just that. Her being a human and all, but then add a Panther Shifter, whoa, that’s a real hallmark set of problems. Merk knew for sure that he needed to take whatever it was that she was about to say and respond in the most respectful way, all the while ending any possible furthering of thoughts about hooking up with this gorgeous woman or whatever it was that was about to come from the song and dance that they were obviously doing. But to do that would take effort and a mass of resistance, both of which he wasn’t sure he had, not withstanding, her beauty and the insane attraction he felt. Merk turned back around. There was a good amount of distance between them but from that distance, he could see her perfectly, clearly, a portrait of her. She was like a woman stranded on an island, an ocean between them, a chasm that he had to cross. Again, he felt compelled. It felt like providence or destiny if you believed in such a thing. Merk went over to her. She seemed to have been waiting for him. Her face and demeanor so different from the voice he had just heard calling out to him. She looked more confident than she had sounded. He thought that he had turned the tables on her by abruptly walking away, attempting to leave, but suddenly it all felt like part of her game, a ruse that only drew him back to her, this time entangling him in her web with surety. Merk didn’t mind it though. He willingly went to her. 
 
    “Look… I know we just met and all but…” Merk stopped, the words got caught in his throat, this was becoming a recurring problem when talking to her. 
 
    She waited. She was patient. He could tell that she wanted him to ask her out. 
 
    “Would you like to grab some coffee or something?” he pushed the query out of himself. 
 
    Kara smiled. It was a devilish grin. Sexy. Luring. She had him. He was in her web. 
 
    “How about dinner instead…? Tomorrow night. Are you free?” she asked. 
 
    Merk was taken aback by her forwardness. Coffee seemed safer. But looking at her, he understood more so than when he had first seen her in the hallway that Kara wasn’t safe. And he liked that about her. It made her even more alluring. However, he no longer knew if it was him asking her out or if she was asking him. Didn’t matter. 
 
    “It’s a date,” he said with finality. 
 
    “It is,” she agreed.  
 
    Merk backed away and spun slightly on his heels, moving towards the doorway to leave. As he got closer, he shot back at her, “You wanna meet here at the school and then go –? I assume you know all the best places around here.” 
 
    “That sounds perfect – You don’t know if I’m a stalker or not yet, you can never be too safe,” she answered slyly and with a devilish snicker. 
 
    Merk laughed out loud going through the door. He felt accomplished. A job and a date all in one day.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Saturday mornings should be spent in one of two ways: either in bed or watching ol’ skool Saturday morning cartoons. But that’s only if you had the perfect life and if that life didn’t cause you to get out of your bed on Saturday and go into a school building to finish decorating your classroom because the following workweek started the school year. That’s what Kara found herself doing. But she didn’t have any other choice. Her plan had been to finish it yesterday, but she got distracted for a few moments and then after that her focus was gone for the rest of the day. However, her distraction was a good thing. And her inability to let go of that distraction was even better. It all revolved around Merk Castle, the new football coach. Damn. He was handsome. Ruggedly handsome. He had darkness about him, scarred, layered but underneath those layers was something good and honest; she could literally feel it in him and on him. Before yesterday, before meeting Merk, Kara had no intensions of getting into another relationship, not after all that had gone on in her last one, but Merk... Well, he was something different that she couldn’t pass up.  
 
    Going into the school, Kara felt energized. She was excited about her date with Merk later that day. Everything before then, the work she had to do in her classroom was just a way to pass the time until then.  
 
    Kara looked up at the clock. Merk had fixed that for her. That was how they had met. She found herself staring helplessly at the clock, fawning over it as if it were some piece of sentimentality. This part of herself always scared her. She had felt this way before, maybe not as strongly, but she had felt drawn to someone before. In so many ways, she was a helpless romantic. The true testament to this was that despite how her relationships turned out, a mutual decision to end things amicably or a bad break up, she never lost faith in finding love or putting herself out there to find it. Kara could truly say that she loved the chase of love with all the emotions and feelings, simple and complex that it entailed.  
 
    Her last relationship ended on not so good terms but she hadn’t sworn off men. Did she need some time to get perspective? Sure. But she had always been open to whoever was to come next for her. Kara believed Merk was that next.  
 
    The long hand on the clock hadn’t moved that much. Kara was just standing around.  She had a job to do, she still had to be ready for her students on Monday. Kara got down to work. Besides, her grandmother had always said, “a watched pot never boils”. There was no use just staring at the clock, waiting for time to move – it would always seem to move slower that way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The room was coming along fine. Kara had gotten quite a bit done in the last few hours. There had been no interruptions. It helped that she had purposely left her phone in the car. But also, very few teachers had come by to chat with her. Some had passed by, shouted some salutation from the doorway, and finally moving along – they had work to do too and surely didn’t want to spend their entire Saturday in the building scrambling to get ready for Monday. Kara didn’t. However, her undisturbed time changed when Principal Lightwood walked into the room.  
 
    Kara sighed. She hoped he hadn’t seen it. He was going to hinder her efficiency; she was making good time preparing her classroom. 
 
    “Miss Daniels…” he led in.  
 
    Kara stopped what she was doing, putting blue tape up on the white boards. She looked over at her principal. He was a plain looking man, balding, thin, his clothes seemed to hang off of him slightly, too big and his choice of colors when it came to shirts seemed to never match the color of his suits. The man honestly seemed like he was always behind the eight ball, although he pretended to be in charge. Definitely not the most charming quality to have in a man.  
 
    “The room is coming along just fine… Yes, just fine,” he said, obviously trying to make conversation.  
 
    Kara was curious as to where he was going with this. She knew that he had something to say and as much like how she assumed his character to be wormy, it dictated his actions; he had a point that he wanted to make with her, something he wanted to slither in as if she wasn’t expecting it.  
 
    “You know, Miss Daniels…” he started, his hands were in his pockets, his stance very languid, and coy, but there was just something hugely off about him. “We just hired a new coach. Nice man. Seems to have it together. He was quite the find.”   
 
    Kara waited to see where the principal was going with these statements, she had an idea but didn’t want to jump to conclusions just yet, didn’t want to assume. Rather, she wanted to hear him say the actual words.  
 
    “And with what happened to our last coach and –” 
 
    Kara threw her hand up to stop him. He truly did blame her for what happened with Will. And maybe she did deserve some of the blame, but not all. What happened with Will was mainly because of this town and this school and how Principal Lightwood and the rest of the denizens in the back water town dealt with the disease that coursed its way through everything in the town – the Fairweather family  
 
    “Mr. Lightwood, with all due respect, I know where you’re going with this and it’s incredibly unfair. Will left because there was just too much pressure here,” she said plainly, trying to turn the conversation away from the unpleasantness that it was careening towards. 
 
    Principal Lightwood stepped forward. His gait was awkward and exuded painfulness, something hard and constricted, as if he was trying to break free from some manacle that was internally holding him back, restraining who he could really be. 
 
    “I can’t afford to lose another coach, Miss Daniels, or a teacher… The fact of the matter is that your last two boyfriends both abruptly left – Mr. Will Raymond who was the coach and a few months before him Xavier Gregory, a very bright man, P.E. teacher, our resident trainer for the football team. I see a pattern here and you and I both know where that applies.” 
 
    The man was dancing around what he really wanted to say. That made him a coward in her view and his sniveling actions summed it all up. She moved towards him. Where he seemed weak and awkward in his approach to her, the way he tried to slide in his point, she was more direct and definitely more confident and stronger than him. 
 
    “Ratty and I have been over for years, Mr. Lightwood. I will not stop living my life just because Ratty and the rest of the Fairweathers exist – it’s your fault that they have a hold on this school and the mayor.” 
 
    He changed his approach: “Please, Kara… You of all people know how this works and how much power he has over all of this. What am I supposed to do?” 
 
    Kara moved closer to Mr. Lightwood. She played with the lapel on his suit some, a defiant gesture, inappropriate even, but one of assertion and intrigue, her movements were less seductive than authoritative although it was obvious that her sensuality and feminine wiles were on display. Mr. Lightwood’s demeanor changed. He was less tense. She saw it in his eyes. His body relaxed with her touch. Kara smiled. She knew this affect. Her power. A slight grin formed at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    “Be strong,” Mr. Lightwood. “Stand your ground. Be inspiring. Don’t let Ratty or the Fairweathers control you anymore – this town, this school, this team. It’s not right.” 
 
    She was direct with him. She hoped that he would hear her, really listen to her, take everything that she was saying as gospel. Kara pushed the words out of her and onto him. She made sure to layer each syllable with softness, a soothing melodic quality that made it more palpable, more alluring and enticing. She didn’t have the power to control him but she could be very persuasive. Kara could feel it leave her body. To the naked eye, it was invisible, unseen, but what she gave off was a misty energy that called forth the same sometimes dormant energies inside the other person causing a chemical reaction inside, one that made the inhibitions of others surrender to her will and her words. Then it would pull and compel them to be free and explore what they usually couldn’t bring to fruition themselves. This was who she was, what she could do. Only a few people knew this about her, and nobody in this town. Kara was a succubus.  
 
    “Miss Daniels, but you know…” Mr. Lightwood started but trailed off. 
 
    “Try, Mr. Lightwood,” she spoke softly. “Try.” 
 
    Kara saw the fight within him, she could feel it. It was like she could feel the stirring inside of him, everything that went on inside of a person making a decision. It was all about pathos, the emotional corners, centers, angles of the human being. What few understood about themselves was how their emotions ruled them. Human beings were emotional creatures – logos and ethos were just ideas and concepts, surface inlets about the psyche that were used to justify actions that were centrally emotional. A succubus was able to latch on to the emotional strand of most humans and inspire that strand. To the outside world, those that read fantasy books and all that sort, viewed Succubi as sexual predators in a way, manipulating and moving others in a way that was against their actual desires, a manner of control that mostly if not entirely dealt with sexuality. But this was not the case. Yes, there was an avenue of emotional inspiration that could affect sexuality but it wasn’t the point of her power as a succubus or the nucleus of it. It was all about emotional influence and inspiration, true sensuality, which touched on the senses of the persona, which were ultimately what guided a human being in this world.  
 
    Mr. Lightwood nodded. He was calm. His eyes were clear. He felt at rest. Kara could feel him and see it on him. His breathing had even slowed. She pulled her hand away from his lapel and took a step back. The man’s eyes were softer and more caring.  
 
    “It’s just that… My job, Kara, I can’t lose another faculty member. The district is watching us. Me. They know about Ratty and the rest of the Fairweathers but to them, it’s no excuse. They have to shift the blame from themselves… That blame will come to me and I will lose everything.” 
 
    Mr. Lightwood turned and walked towards the doorway. He looked back over his shoulder, his eyes were hopeful but his smile, forced, giving away his worry. He disappeared through the doorway. Kara felt sorry for him. She understood him, the conundrum that he faced. She truly did. But there had to be a better way than just giving into the Fairweathers all the time. Someone needed to finally stop them, to wrestle control of this town and the school from their grasp. They had almost controlled her. They were such a strong pack, a family that moved and hunted and gained together. When you were with them, everything was yours. But when you weren’t, you felt the absence of their power. Kara knew it all too well. She had been one of the lucky ones, the only lucky one, to get out from under them after having dated the ring leader, the patriarch of the family, Ratcliff “Ratty” Fairweather. It had been a difficult break up, two forces going against each other, but she had escaped their clutches and she knew that it was only because of her being a succubus. Ratty, nor anyone in his family, knew that about her. Kara made sure to keep it a secret or else she was sure they would find a way to exploit that about her, that’s what Wolf Shifters did.  
 
    Kara looked up at the clock. She remembered Merk. His face flashed in front of her. Ruggedly handsome, she recalled. There was something about an unshaved man, a beard that was a light coating of hair spread across his face. That was Merk’s look and just that visage dancing in her mind did something to her. It gave her a tingling sensation; a shiver that ran up her spine and it excited her. Kara imagined his arms wrapping around her, her hands on his broad back, feeling the muscles rippling across his flesh, the divots of his shoulders, firm and virile, a hard body. Sex with him would be great. She knew it. Felt it. But it was just a thought. She had just met him and this was their first date. That reminded her: She had a date with him – soon – and half the day was gone. She looked back at her room. She still had much to do. And she had to run home and shower and then come back. Kara decided to put everything else out of her mind - Ratty and his family, Mr. Lightwood, all of it, and just focus on getting her room done so she would be ready when Merk arrived.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Merk felt uncharacteristically nervous. He didn’t know why. Well, yes, he did. It was Kara and the pulling force he felt towards her. But it was also his past and everything and everyone that he had left behind. There were things and people in his past that he had left behind – that he had to leave for their own good and his. It disturbed him some, his leaving, absconding to this small town to build a life separate from them. But he really didn’t have any other choice. If he had stayed things would have only gotten worse and he didn’t want that for anyone, especially not himself.  He was no saint, had done plenty of wrong things in his life, especially in the last few years, but Merk believed that he was still a good person and that he deserved some peace and happiness. Being a shifter was difficult, not just for that person but also for those who became involved with them.  
 
    Still, Merk was moving forward here. In this town. As a head football coach. It was promising. At his old school he had been the head guy and before that he had been the assistant. He loved his job, although he wondered how much of his love for it had to do with him being a Panther Shifter. There were certain things about being a Panther Shifter that made him good at football. It was troublesome not to know what part of him made him who he was – made his identity, as he knew existed. In general, this was the nature of being a shifter, Merk thought - always experiencing life through a kind of double-consciousness, being aware of having two selves, dual identities swirling around, mixing and meshing together; the person and the shifter completely aware of each other, separate but not. It was draining to think about it, to really wrap the mind around the phenomenon. Merk constantly fought inside of himself, trying to balance the two out. But no shifter was ever really able to balance themselves completely or for one, to assume total control over the other. Any shifter that believed they could was lying to themselves.  
 
    Merk looked at himself in the mirror. He had decided to go casual. T-shirt with a sports jacket, some slim fit jeans. All dark clothing except for the few sprinkles of colors in the shirt.  It was a nice fall evening and his attire seemed appropriate. He wanted to impress her. He ran some water in his hands and then ran them over and through his closely cropped hair, giving the sprigs and strands some freshness. He shaved but he still left enough to give him that gritty and gruff feel that made him feel comfortable (the last time he had a clean shave, he had felt so awkward. It had felt like he was walking around naked – the air felt so hard on his skin, causing so much discomfort).  He looked at himself in the mirror. That was it. He was ready.  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They met at the school like they had planned. He drove his truck. Kara was outside sitting on a bench. His vantage point reminded him of when he first saw her yesterday, a good distance down the hall and how her body was outlined: sheer perfection. More than that though, he could feel her, like she was drawing him to her. He willingly followed, gladly riding the current that streamed towards her, smooth and abiding.  
 
    From inside the truck cabin and peering out of the passenger window, he could see how stunning she looked. Flawless. Her bangs were brushed back in a kind of swoop that veered to the left and the rest of her bouncy dark brown hair was tied in a cute ponytail. It was an interesting look  and not what he had expected. For some reason, he had just assumed that she would go for the sexy look sort of over-the-top with her appearance. Instead, it was all extremely simple and plain. He liked it even more than what he had envisioned in his expectation of her. This look was personable and in a way intimate, not at all superfluous and definitely not superficial; it was intensely attractive. Her choice in attire complemented her. Again, simple, yet without diminishing anything about herself, beauty or style; she wore a pleated skirt that was dark in color and a light top. Her curves were nicely accentuated at the hips and her shirt hung just low enough to give him a glimpse of her cleavage.  
 
    Kara approached the truck in a sashay from the curb, her hips swaying from side to side. Her movement was thunderous. He could feel each rock of her hips. She smiled, a brilliant countenance, her eyes never looking away from his, her ability to meet his eyes and just stay there was an aphrodisiac in itself. Not a lot of people could do that. It was a rare strength truth to be told, a surety and certainty of self and willingness to see others as well as expose yourself, especially if one believed the eyes to be the windows of the soul.   
 
    “Hey,” Kara said as she opened the truck door. 
 
    He should have gotten out to get the door for her, Merk thought. But he had been too captivated by her as she strode towards the truck. Damn. It was too late now; she was already climbing in.    
 
    “Hey,” he answered, he started to say something about not getting the door but decided maybe it was best to just leave it unspoken and make up for it later. “Ready?” 
 
    She looked over at him, her eyes bright like beams of light. All of a sudden, he felt inspired and completely taken in by her; there was that pulling again, that compelling need. His eyes fell to her lips and he had to fight himself not to lean in and press his against hers right then and there.   
 
    “I am,” she answered, reaching over to pull him into an embrace and slightly, ever so gently, pressing her lips against the side of his face in a light brush of a kiss. “So, there’s like only two really good restaurants in town and usually they’re both packed but… I picked the one that I thought you’d like best – I made reservations.” 
 
    Merk was impressed with her making reservations, but he was still stuck on her kissing him on the cheek. Her touch, the feel of her lips against his skin, did something to him. 
 
    “So, it’s a good thing you didn’t stand me up,” she added, a wry smile on her face.  
 
    “I seriously doubt that you thought that was going to happen,” he shot back at her. “I mean, a man would have to be a damn fool to stand you up.” 
 
    She laughed: “Merk Castle… Flattery will get you everywhere with me tonight.” 
 
    Merk looked over at her. Satisfied with her and his decision to take this leap. His notion to keep to himself in this new town felt distant and absurd now, in her presence, seeing Kara like this, feeling her energy the way he did. This felt right, like it was the path that he was meant to be on all along.  
 
    Merk pulled off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So let me get this straight… You would pick Nicole Kidman over her? But she’s a super model? I mean, don’t get me wrong, I think Nicole Kidman is an attractive woman, but we are talking about – Nicole Kidman versus a world renowned model.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just it – superfluous beauty isn’t real beauty. Fanciness and all the lauding over this and that about a person, doesn’t make them beautiful or even attractive. It’s the subtle things, the simple aspects about a person that makes them look good or not – at least to me.” 
 
    Kara paused. She looked at him, strangely. Merk tried to get a read on her, to figure out what she was thinking. But that was just it with her, it was hard to read her, to really see her. But it wasn’t like she was hiding anything either. She seemed to be exactly the person that was in front of him –open and candid as she presented herself. Yet, there was something that was misty about her. Misty. Yes. It was like he was constantly looking at her through a light mist. Merk didn’t know what to make of it.  
 
    “So what am I then?” she asked.  
 
    Merk wasn’t too surprised at the question. This wasn’t the first time he’d had the Nicole Kidman conversation. If he was being honest with himself, it was part of his thing. Most women seemed to view beauty on levels. There was the bombshell level and then there was the pretty level and then there was anything else below that.  
 
    Very few women would call another woman ugly, so if you weren’t pretty then you were just something else below that. Bombshell was what most women thought of when it came to celebrities and models. They were the astronomical and unreachable Pentateuch of attractiveness, the Holy Grail. So, when Merk cited Nicole Kidman as his choice, it was noticeable and it said something about him that was different and unexpected. One, women liked different. And two, they liked unexpected even more. Nicole Kidman was attractive but she wasn’t part of the Holy Grail or model lore. Most men wouldn’t choose her, but Merk truly found her beauty to be the most honest. This always gained points with other women because most women didn’t think they were a part of the Holy Grail but in reality they were better and part of the purest of beauties.  
 
    “You’re part of the rare air... You’re definitely a Nicole Kidman,” Merk declared.   
 
    That brought a smile to her face. It was an interesting compliment; one that was outside of the normal, but that was what made it special. Merk was aware of their interaction; it was fun and playful and had a sublime quality to it. Merk sat back in his seat. He was beginning to feel comfortable and confident, not that he wasn’t before, but up until that point he had felt a subtle nervousness. But that was all dissipating and in its place, Kara’s image, her presence, the way she looked and the feel of her energy. It was rising. It was like a mist coming off her.               
 
    The waiter arrived with their food. 
 
    “How did you end up here, Merk Castle?” she asked as the waiter set their plates on the table and poured them both more wine.  
 
    “Long story short… It was just time for a change,” Merk answered.  
 
    “Ominous… But I want the long story or close to it please,” she replied. 
 
    Merk hesitated. His answer had been ominous. And he had said it that way purposely. Not that he didn’t want to share with her or someone that he loved or would end up loving – but him and her were new, if they were anything at all yet, and his past was dark. It had people and things in it that he didn’t want to bring with him to this new town and this new life that he was trying to build. Mostly because he was still dealing with some of the remorse and the emotional ramifications - it was a real mental shit storm.  Very few people would understand it, a very small number already did, and Merk was okay with that. He was honest with himself… It was hard to say and contend with it, even in his own mind.   
 
    If he could, he would forget everything that had happened, blot it out of his mind completely and forever. If he never had to face it again or deal with it again or speak of it again, then he would. His life before he came to this town was something that he had no desire to address, not now, not ever. It was a convoluted time and mistakes happened that could never be undone. But there had been some beautiful moments… Too few. Merk cringed to think about it all. He tried to shove it out of his mind.   
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean to be –” 
 
    “It’s okay, really… I get it,” she interrupted, she sat up in her seat as she cut into her chicken Marsala.  
 
    “Is it?” Merk was taken back some.  
 
    “Yea,” she chewed and then swallowed. “You have this mysteriousness about you that, well, I like and I don’t think I want to know it all tonight… We can let it all unfold in time, the more time we spend together.” 
 
    She took another bite of her chicken followed by a sip of wine. Her words played in his mind… Unfold in time, the more time we spend together… It was presumptuous but this wasn’t her first time being like this. Merk liked it. Kara’s confidence was an attractive quality but she had so many. This particular one affected him, made him drop his guard more so than usual. And he liked that. Rarely anyone had caused him to do that. He watched her closely as she used her fork to twirl the pasta. She brought it up to her mouth and then paused.  
 
    She looked up at him, her face parallel to the plate of pasta, the end of the fork with the food on the tip of her tongue. He watched her with intrigue. 
 
    “What?” she crooned. 
 
    “Nothing,” he answered as he dug into his Egg Plant Parmesan.  
 
    Nothing else needed to be said. For a few moments, they both sat and ate in the comfort of quietness. There was something to be said about existing in the ethereal silence of nominalism. Uncharted and uncharacterized roles of individuals, the allowance of the person to become who they believed they should naturally become, for inhibitions and reigns of political correctness to fall under you rather than be lorded over you. 
 
    Merk and Kara finished their meal this way. In silence, occasionally looking at each other to make sure that each other was still okay. Merk found it interesting how concerned they were with how each other felt. Neither one of them seemed to want to trudge upon territory that would offend or set the other person off. This was new territory for both of them.  
 
    Merk hadn’t been out with another person in a long time. Before coming to this town, there had been very few occasions when he had even found himself in the presence of someone that he liked or even trusted or wanted to trust. Whatever this was between them, Merk got the sense that it meant as much to Kara as it did to him. He wondered why. 
 
    “So…” Merk started, after having finished his meal.  
 
    “So,” she echoed him.  
 
    “What about you? Who are you –? Who is Kara Daniels? 
 
    Kara finished chewing a bite she and just taken in that voluptuous mouth of hers. She swallowed. He watched her and the way the food went down with dirty thoughts that caused him to snicker inside himself. She hesitated in answering at first but when she opened her mouth to speak only a silly squeak came out, like the words had gotten caught in her mouth. She didn’t know what to say or maybe she didn’t know how she wanted to convey it. This was a first date after all and there was a danger in revealing too much early on. And then, he hadn’t given her much to go on. She looked at him. Studied him. And then sighed.  
 
    “Is it that difficult?” he asked. 
 
    Pain. Hurt. It was all in her eyes and Merk could feel it too. He knew that what he said hadn’t caused it but he didn’t know if it had affected her. It seemed as though this conversation had affected her more so than him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that – just banter – just making conversation, right? It’s all good. Really –” 
 
    “No – No – No… I’m fine, it’s just that…” her eyes bounced around the room, each time they came back to him, she would look away again. “The last time I did this…” 
 
    Kara was suddenly different. There was vulnerability about her that he hadn’t seen before. Merk realized that part of their connection could very well stem from them both dealing with something in their past. Merk knew this to be true about himself. There were people he had hurt, one in particular, a young boy that he knew if he had done something different, things would have been better. But the life of a shifter was a difficult one. He didn’t know anything else. He had always been a shifter. He was born into it, a veritable third generation Panther Shifter.  
 
    However, he’d watched and observed and studied regular humans. They all seemed to want more, desiring desperately to be more than what they were. Always thinking that ascending to whatever phantasmal higher plane their minds created, would be their salvation.  
 
    But for a shifter, if was different. A shifter already understood their greatness. They could feel it from within and then actually see it about themselves. More importantly they could experience it. Aside from their own experience, though that by far was enough. Others – humans – when they did find out about shifters, they either feared them or looked to them as that special thing that they had searched for about greatness. The shifter would then become the humans’ pinnacle and sometimes their god.  
 
    It was all an illusion, a lie that the shifter, no matter what kind, believed. This was the root and catalyst for what happened to Merk and since then, he had been trying to forget it or at least move further away from it. Kara wasn’t a shifter, but he saw a lot of himself in her. 
 
    She continued, her voice strained some though: “I lost someone special once.” 
 
    Merk understood. 
 
    “I like to tell myself that it wasn’t my fault… That I wasn’t directly responsible, you know. But – But I wonder…” she trailed off. 
 
    Her eyes didn’t leave his. She looked at him intensely, as if she was silently asking Merk, pleading with him to stop her – no save her – from something. Inside, his emotions stirred crazily, whatever it was, Merk wanted to do it, save her from her past, from whatever it was that bothered her so. He put his fork down. There was a steamy imprint on it because he had been gripping it so hard, while he was trapped inside his own head while at the same time listening to her. Merk slid his hand across the linen tablecloth, passing the wine glasses, moving towards hers that was planted firmly on the table as if she was bracing herself. Her hand met his, their fingers interlaced until they held each other in a full grip. Merk met her eyes with compassion, empathy. He understood her.  
 
    “I’m over him, really –” 
 
    “No – No – No… It’s okay… Really, I get it,” He tried to reassure her. 
 
    “I know you do,” she said without hesitation and she squeezed his hand. “I think you’re special – from the moment you came running up to me in the hallway yesterday there’s been this –” 
 
    “Pulling,” he interrupted. 
 
    She paused. There was a sudden uneasiness about her. Was it because Merk had just said – pulling? He returned the squeeze to try and send her a message, a reminder that it was okay, that everything was okay. Almost immediately she seemed to settle back down. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to –” 
 
    “No, you’re right… A pulling. I’ve felt it too. A kind of compelling force too, right?” 
 
    She was reading his mind. Or they were just simpatico. And everything that he had been feeling was indeed parallel with her feelings. Holding hands across the table, their first date, the attraction between them, intensified. Who was this woman? he wondered. She was an unexpected aberration, an unplanned acquaintance that was quickly turning into something more, maybe a companion.  
 
    Again, Merk had come to this town to just escape his old life, to be away from the things he had done. He had had no expectations of meeting someone like Kara who had already lit up and electrified his world in only a day. But here he was with her. At dinner. A level of intimacy being explored.  
 
    Finally, Merk answered her: “Definitely a compelling force. I really haven’t known what to make of it to be honest – it’s crazy! From the moment I saw you…” 
 
    They said the last words at the same time, making them laugh. They composed themselves when the waiter came over to check to see if they wanted dessert. They both agreed not to. Merk watched her closely. He didn’t want to misread anything but the way she looked at him, he felt a slight pressure that him unsure what to do next. The crazy thing was that they were both adults and there obviously was something between them. It was now up to them where the night went.  
 
    True, it was their first date, but the attraction was obvious and through the conversation and the flirtation, there seemed to be a natural progression of what was to come next. Merk decided to test the waters. The waiter came over. He gave Kara a look and as if on cue, she nodded.  
 
    “We’ll take the check, please,” said Merk, smiling to himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her lips were full and wet. As she kissed him, she pressed him hard against his front door. Slowly her mouth opened and as he slid his tongue inside her mouth, she slid hers to meet his. Their tongues intertwined, massaged each other. There was a level of intimacy in the kissing that embarked on the fullest meaning of exploration.  
 
    A kiss was about discovery. Two people that felt something for each other, delving into uncharted waters with a desire to discover. There was a biological and chemical component to it, as there was with everything else that existed, but when examined, the kiss and its meaning rose to another level of understanding the human condition and the human experience. For all of humanity’s so-called complexity, when it was stripped down and observed in its most finite grooves and crucks, one could see how basic things were: a kiss was about using the five senses to discover aspects of another person holistically.  
 
    Tongues connecting, licking together, tasting each other, their saliva imbued with DNA and genetic code, the smell of each other’s breath, where the people have been and what they had been exposed to, the closing of the eyes to focus and see in the inner mind, the feel of another person’s body, the knowing that each person was a relational being and that no one was truly alone, and hearing the other person’s heartbeat or breathing or moan and groan of exhilaration.  
 
    All these attributes, senses, at work to communicate to each other and make each person aware of how alive they were. Merk could almost feel her body inside his. They felt so intrinsic and connected. He tried hard to will himself inside of her. Finally, their lips came to a pucker and a smooch and Merk pulled back to look at her. Her hair was tousled and she had a ravished look about her, lustful and hazy. Her eyes were what he could call bedroom eyes – pulling and compelling. He felt it again; she was drawing him to her.  
 
    Merk went in for more. This time, he pressed his body hard against hers, making sure that she felt all of him. She moaned and then her hands fell to his butt. She clenched each cheek tightly and then pulled him forward, pressing him against her, their lower halves converging, a slow gyration evolving.  
 
    Again, they were two consenting adults, but wasn’t it all happening too fast? But she was insatiable. Sensing Merk’s slight hesitation, Kara kissed him harder, deeper, pushing her tongue with full force into his mouth, giving him all of her as much as possible. She paused, pulling back for him to see him, her eyes, always searching. He then pulled her toward him, lifting himself from the door, bringing his lips back to hers. They kissed some more and Merk allowed himself to abandon the second-guessing. Feeling for the keys in his pocket, he found them, all the while kissing her. He opened door. The two fell into the house, locked in a kiss, bodies pressed together.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    She had made the first move. She had kissed him. And then one thing led to another and next thing she knew, they were in his house headed towards his bedroom. Merk was on top of her. But she didn’t mind. Normally, she liked to be in control but the force of his body against hers felt good, the weight and then the strength of his arms as they held hers back against the bed, his body moving hard and impassioned on top of hers. Their clothes weren’t even off yet but she felt totally engulfed in him, aroused and ready to make love. Kara wrapped her legs around him and pulled him into her. She felt on fire, lust and passion consuming her. She wanted to taste him, put her tongue and mouth on him, everywhere. She began to pull his shirt up…  
 
    No. Her cell phone rang. It was a familiar ring tone, one she hadn’t heard in a long time. A ring tone that meant something, more than she ever wanted to admit - the feelings that came with a ringtone, stupid feelings, awkwardness and discomfort, but also some anxiousness. As much as she wanted to ignore it, she knew she couldn’t because he couldn’t be ignored, not ever, and especially not tonight, the timing was too significant. She could only imagine what it meant that he was calling her now, in this moment.  
 
    “Hang on…” she said to Merk patting his back to stop.  
 
    “What? You – You okay?” his voiced was low and raspy, sexy and ready.  
 
    “I have to get that… I’m sorry,” she replied. 
 
    “Really? Now?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m sorry… Just – Just give me a minute,” she asked as politely and remorseful as possible.  
 
    Merk sighed heavily. She hated this. But she had to answer. That ring. She knew who it was and why he was calling. It had happened this way before. She eased herself off the bed and picked up her phone from the nightstand where she had placed it. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, turning to Merk to excuse herself. 
 
    Kara stepped out of the room, knowing how it must look to Merk. They were about to make love for the first time and then… The phone call wasn’t more important than Merk or what they were about to do, and the evolution and natural progression of their relationship all in one night, but Ratty couldn’t be ignored. He wouldn’t let himself be. If she didn’t answer, then there would be another more disturbing kind of intrusion. She was sure of that.  
 
    He would pry and prod until he got what he wanted and be damned with everyone else. This was one of the many reasons why they were not together. Even more than that, she again felt guilty. She knew that a part of his off and on dealings with her was because she was a lingering feeling inside of him. It was a part of who she was as succubus. She could never be removed, not if she’d been with anyone physically, sexually. It was a kind of imprinting on the heart and soul that could be both good and bad. 
 
    For humans, the sensation wasn’t as strong. It didn’t move them or linger in the way that they were never able to get over being with her if things ended; there would always be a scintilla of that feeling, emotion, connection to her as a succubus but it wasn’t enough to never get over her. But for shifters, Kara had learned the hard way that it was different. Shifters like Ratty latched on and they were unable to let go. Something in them was stronger. Maybe it was that they were more animalistic, their instincts and maybe even pheromones making the connection or the feeling of the connection more powerful.  
 
    Whatever it was, it drove them – Ratty – crazy, making him obsessive. Although, there might appear to be some kind of reprieve, it always came back. And then Kara would have to try to reverse it and push against what she gave off. This power was weaker and less manageable and less effective for long-term staying power. So, Ratty calling was no accident and if he had caught wind of her having a date – it was enough provocation for stirring up those old feelings.   
 
    She looked back at the bedroom door one more time before walking off to answer the call… If this had happened with Merk, she knew what thoughts would be going around in her mind. Still, she had to answer. She would worry about excusing herself later. Kara hoped she wasn’t ruining things with Merk. With a sigh, she walked to the front of the house and stepped outside onto the porch. 
 
    “How are you?” said a snide voice. 
 
    “What do you want, Ratty?” 
 
    “Oh, I just wanted to check on you… I heard that you had a date tonight and I just wanted to see how it went?” 
 
    Kara stepped down from the porch, moving further away from the house, her anger rising.  
 
    “Stop this. You don’t get to do this. Okay? You don’t. It’s been a year and a half –” 
 
    “Close. One year, eight months, and three days, sunshine,” he answered. 
 
    “Stalker much?” 
 
    “Not stalking. Guarding. This is my town, Kara. Nothing happens in it without me knowing, especially when it comes to someone that is mine.” 
 
    “I was never yours, Ratty,” she shot back. “I’m not something you own.” 
 
    “You know what I mean,” he answered. 
 
    His choice of words was specific. Ratty never said anything without perfectly weighing the effect of his words. Everything had a point, a meaning. This phone call, at this moment, when she had decided to go to Merk’s house, had meaning. 
 
    “Are you having me followed?” 
 
    “Now why would you think that?” he asked. 
 
    Just as he answered, she saw two creatures on four legs strolling down the street. At first, they just looked like two animals, dogs, on the prowl, possibly scavenging for some scraps of food. But as they moved forward, drawing closer to the house, they looked over at her. They were big. Dark colored. And they weren’t dogs. They were wolves. Very big wolves. Their eyes glowed a vicious yellow, golden almost. They eyed her, taunting her, wanting her to know that they saw her. Ratty had sent them.   
 
    “Stop it! Do you hear me?! Fuckin’ stop it now!” Kara said into the phone, her voice hard and demanding. 
 
    “Stop what?” the voice on the other end queried.  
 
    “Ratty… I swear to God –” 
 
    “Now, let’s not get all religious here, Kara… I think we are way passed that, given what we both know how this world really works.” 
 
    Kara was standing outside Merk’s house. It was a nice house. And Merk seemed like he was a nice man and she imagined that he was everything that a woman could want in a man. She knew all of that from just one date. No matter what darkness he was hiding in his past, there was something good inside of him that she could feel and it called out to her.  
 
    Kara liked to think that they both had that in common, that her past didn’t determine who she was in the present or who she’d become in the future. She felt all of this about him in the hallway at the school yesterday when she and Merk had first met. Merk drew her as much as she had drawn him. And at dinner she could see how he was trying to make peace with his past. But her own past, Ratty, it wouldn’t leave her alone and she wondered if it ever would. Kara felt like it was all hopeless.  
 
    The last guy that she had been interested in couldn’t hold out against Ratty and his hold on her and this town, despite her objections and staying away from him. What made her think that Merk would be any different? 
 
    Ratty started to say something else but Kara was done with the conversation. There was nothing that he could say that would add any meaning to the moment or her life except good-bye and she knew that he would never say those words.  
 
    The two wolves were still on the street, both sitting in front of Merk’s driveway and both staring pointedly at her, blatantly trying to intimidate her. But Kara hadn’t been scared of Ratty or his brothers and cousins before and she wouldn’t be now. She was sure that there would be some kind of consequence or repercussion for what she was about to do but she didn’t care. She wanted to make her stance clear: she was her own woman and no one would decide her life for her. Kara hung up the phone as Ratty was talking.  
 
    She marched down the driveway towards the wolves. As she got closer to them, they stood on all fours and their eyes shifted from just watching to a stalking gaze; their backs hunched and they looked ready to attack but that didn’t deter her. She approached them. They didn’t know what she was about to do and neither did she, but she knew that something had to be done, an example needed to be made. 
 
      “Tell Ratty I said, ‘fuck off!’ You got that? You and you too – fuck off! I swear to God that if any of you show your mutt faces around here again, I will –” 
 
    Their growl startled her and caused her to give pause. Their teeth were cruel and vicious, ready to tear into flesh. She could see the salivation, the foam building in their mouths as they eyed her with piercingly emblazoned golden eyes and dilated black pupils. The wolves should have scared her but instead they just made her angry. Threatening and menacing, Ratty had sent them as a warning or as an intimidation. The nerve of that asshole, she thought.  
 
    “Like I said, fuck off!” she flicked them both off and then wheeled around to head back up the driveway.   
 
    She heard the wolves growl behind her. Only more intimidation tactics, she knew that they weren’t sent there to harm her. She continued up the driveway, not looking back, hoping that Ratty and his wolf pack got the message and would just leave her and Merk the fuck alone. But still… The chances of that were slim. She knew Ratty. As much as she didn’t want to feel concerned, she did. Kara looked down at the phone in her hand, wishing she had made a different choice, not in hanging up on Ratty but in dating him to begin with.  
 
    That version of herself was someone she wished hadn’t existed. But she had. And she had learned from that and now Kara was here – at Merk’s house. A low growl, guttural came from the curb. The golden eyes of the wolves beamed back at her. Ratty. The Fairweathers. Fuckin’ Wolf Shifters.  Kara lifted her hand and raised a middle finger to them one last time. She went back inside.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Going back into the house, Kara thought about Merk and what was about happen between them. It had gotten pretty heavy before. She hadn’t meant to be so into him. But from the moment that they left the restaurant, she knew where things were headed.  
 
    At dinner, she had tried her best to remain low key, not wanting to give into her own whims and desires. She liked Merk a lot and wanted him badly. At the same time, she had tried her hardest to resist his charm during dinner. But everything she had said to test his mettle, to see if he was who she believed he could be, he had met with equal force. In the end, she had found herself vulnerable and sharing with him intimate and private glimpses into her life and herself.  
 
    She hadn’t been so open to that since… Will. It pained her to think about him and how she let Ratty come in between them. But she knew that it was more than that, there was more to it than just Ratty. She had a secret too. And in the end, it was Ratty and who she was that destroyed her and Will.  
 
    Desire was a dangerous thing. It was even more dangerous when it was between someone like her, a succubus, and someone like Ratty, a Wolf Shifter. She knew that who she was and what she gave off, either intentionally or just naturally, affected things, had changed Ratty, making him even more compulsive and obsessive than he already was. She was the cause, the catalyst, and she had to live with that.  
 
    But here she was again. With Merk. He was so much like Will. She knew that that was part of the attraction. Yet, there was something different about him, more, he had a power about him that she didn’t recognize or understand. There was control and certainty and strength. His force attracted her the most – not just physically either, although that was definitely there – but it was all over him: his essence and aura, Merk’s energy, it exuded and screamed strength.  
 
    Kara was sure that he was her equal, more so than anyone before, and it astounded her because he was just a man, not that that wasn’t enough, but she was a succubus and usually she was too much for another person. Just like she had been for Will and Greg before him. But Merk was different. He had an air of confidence and certainty about him that allowed him to leave himself vulnerable in many ways. But that was okay. He didn’t need to be the best at everything.  
 
    She knew others that had more power, existential and beyond, and were supernatural like her - otherworldly, and still their insecurities were the catalyst for all their actions. This was part of what broke her and Ratty up. His insecurities, his need to control everything and be a part of everything that she did. Merk was different. And she could see that already. 
 
    So when they had left the restaurant, she knew the direction in which she was going to instruct him to go. His house. It was strange. Just watching him drive (she had glanced over at him off and on) she had felt drawn to him. It was weird to be the one being pulled when you were like she was – she had the power to influence and pull, draw and compel, push and inspire, but somehow Merk was having that effect on her.  
 
    It made Kara wonder who this man really was…? A chance meeting at school… Or was it chance? She had never believed in God or Fate but something had brought them together in a way that she couldn’t resist. From the moment she first saw him, she’d wanted him – all of him – she wanted to know who he was and then when he spoke, opened his mouth, she knew that she wanted to be with him. Kara didn’t want to call it love at first sight, but it was definitely an insane attraction and irresistible allure.  
 
    We can go back to your place was her response when he had asked “where to next”. She knew the signals she was giving and she didn’t mind it. First date. But who cared? It was the twenty-first century and all that courtship and stuff was over. People took what they wanted in the moment, men and women alike. Besides, she had never been one for conformity and this wasn’t going to be the first time that she slept with someone on the first date.  
 
    However, she felt as this would be her last – she already wanted it to be – she wanted Merk to be the last man she was ever with. Was she crazy, thinking like this? she had wondered. She was already thinking forever with this guy. Maybe she needed to check herself, she could feel herself losing control, forfeiting some of herself. But wasn’t she also gaining something, someone in return? Wasn’t she rediscovering a part of herself too? She had decided: she wanted to be open as much as possible with Merk, no matter how early it was in whatever relationship they were forming.  
 
    And so, as they had approached the door and she had reached out for him. She had pulled him toward her and looked at him. The night was dark. No stars. Still. Quiet. Ominous. Kara could feel the charge in the air, moving and alive. She had always liked the night; the nebulous covering and enveloping mantle; the night and its darkness could hide almost anything, especially the volitional actions of the living that were birthed from laden and dormant desires.  
 
    Kara felt so strongly for this man - more so than she had for anyone else. Who was he? What was he? But again, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that she felt the way she did and she knew that he felt the same for her. For a moment, she hesitated, curious, wondering for a second if he was like her. She had never met one before, but she had heard of Incubi, men that had the ability to draw and influence, the way that she did.  
 
    It was something special – something that was other worldly and without her influence as a succubus. Even with Ratty, she had wanted him and there was a part of her that knew that she had latched on to him and moved him towards her. Had there been a natural attraction? Sure. But Ratty was someone that she wanted. It pained her to think about it, shamed her in many ways to think about how she used to be and the things that she used to believe that she wanted.  
 
    Ratty had been a means to an end. But eventually that end wasn’t enough for her and that was one of the many reasons why they had broken up. She labored to think now that her past – Ratty calling – could have jeopardized whatever this magic was that was happening between her and Merk, more so that she had even potentially let it.  
 
    But she saw it on Merk’s face and in his eyes the moment she saw him. She had let Ratty ruin their night. She had tried to salvage as much of it as possible but there was just no going back. For one, he was in her head now and the organic nature of things, the way the night had unfolded was gone. When she came back in Merk was sitting at the kitchen table drinking a beer and it was clear that something had changed. It was on his face, obvious in his demeanor. Kara moved uneasily towards him. She sat down at the table with him. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” 
 
    Merk nodded appreciatively but she knew that it wasn’t enough; she had messed up. Again, she thought about how all of this would have looked to her. She needed to do something, say something to fix the night. 
 
    “Look, I don’t have a boyfriend or anything. Okay? It was just some past business that I had to handle – something that I had been expecting… It just came at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Wrong time?” he snickered.  
 
    She wanted to tell him the truth. It was on the tip of her tongue. She could just tell him who and what Ratty was… And maybe she should. After all, Ratty had a son, RJ, and he was on the football team this year and he probably was going to be the starting quarterback based on what he had done on junior varsity the previous year.  
 
    There could be problems coming Merk’s way from that, like it had for Will, and all because of her. History seemed to be repeating itself. Kara didn’t want that. Maybe this was best. Merk was upset with her. Now was the opportune time to just abandon this thing with him, whatever it was. A clean break before anything actually got started and Ratty swooped in and destroyed it. That was on the tip of her tongue too, she even moved to the edge of her seat to get up to initiate the retreat…  
 
    But then their eyes met. His eyes. That wanton expression. There was some desperation in it. It wasn’t just that Merk wanted her, he needed her and Kara knew that she needed him. She relaxed back in the seat. She leaned back. She found herself crossing arms and staring at him, abandoning her worries and concerns about what was going to happen because of her past involvement with Ratty. She decided to focus on the man in front of her. And only him. 
 
    “Merk…” she started, not knowing where to really go.  
 
    Merk’s face lightened some. That made her hopeful. Merk got up and went to the fridge to grab another beer. He popped the cap and set it on the table for her. She sipped it, unable to take her eyes off him. She felt herself getting aroused and she thought about using her power to pull him back into wanting her, the way he had before she stepped outside. Yet, something held her back.  
 
    She realized that for once she hadn’t intentionally used her powers as a succubus, not even a little. As a succubus, there was some natural power and energy that exuded from her, involuntarily, but she had done nothing to him intentionally, she hadn’t forced any persuasion or influence on him, nothing to inspire him into action. Everything that he had felt towards her on their first date had been raw and pure and natural.  
 
    And now, he had pumped the brakes on them and where they were heading. She could understand why, given what had just happened. He wanted to be safe, feel safe, and maybe they had been rushing things, enthralled by their desire for each other. She didn’t want to slow down but she understood. She could make him…. But Kara loved that this all had happened without her influence or persuasion as a succubus and didn’t want to sully it or their first night together.  So instead, they sat at the table and drank beer together and that was okay. She enjoyed herself and the drunken conversation that was filled with laughs and dirty jokes. No sex. But it was a good night.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    And so, the school year began and with it, Kara’s and Merk’s relationship. Nothing was official but they both knew how they felt about each other and they acted accordingly. After their first night together, where they stayed up and drank beers and talked, she spent the night, well morning, they both got a few hours sleep and then woke up and watched movies all day in the bed.  
 
    It was hard to leave that afternoon, being with him felt right. He was a very kind man and surprisingly funny – that caught her off guard. They didn’t have sex. As a matter of fact, she wasn’t sure how or when it happened, but they both had decided mutually along the way somewhere without conversation to not press or force sex between them.  
 
    She desperately wanted him, and she could feel that he wanted her, but neither one of them tried to make anything happen. On the contrary, they were careful with each other. They dated, went to games, met in each other’s rooms before school and after school, she went to some of his practices to watch him coach and he would stop in briefly during her planning just to check in; when they met up after school they would have dinner or go see a movie.  
 
    She would spend the night at his place and they would lie in the bed together and snuggle. There was something unspoken about them waiting and the sexual tension between them was thick. But it was okay. She was sure that at some point it would happen organically. Until then, she was okay with how they were and what they had been building in the past few weeks of school.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, I see you decided against my advice,” Mr. Lightwood said as he entered in her classroom. 
 
    Kara peered up at the ol’ bald head man who seemed to get more and more apprehensive each time they saw each other. The expression on his face was stressed. It occurred to Kara that he was really worried and for a second, she had to really think about it, he had a right to be – look at what Ratty had done the first night that she and Merk had gone out. How did Principal Lightwood know about that anyway? Ratty had a pulse on everything that happened in town. Ratty of course.  
 
    He had obviously spoken to the principal, like he was telling on her or something. Fuck. Ratty had some nerve. All because he was some goddamn Wolf Shifter and then add on the power that came with that, he truly believed that he was unstoppable. But she already knew that about him, it was just becoming clearer and more apparent in her life - the affectations of his shifter narcissism.    
 
    “Mr. Lightwood…” she started. 
 
    “You have no concept of the danger that you are putting us in… Or you just don’t care. Either way, it’s disconcerting, Miss Daniels. You of all people should understand who we are dealing with here.” 
 
    The last words bothered her the most. She did know who they were dealing with. But was she supposed to stop living her life because of a man that didn’t want to let go – that didn’t love her but only wanted to possess her? Or was she supposed to leave town in order to have a life? Both options felt belittling, and lessened her as a person just because she was a woman. No one wanted to stand up to Ratty, man or woman, it seemed. Rather, they would prefer her to move aside and just let him run roughshod over them. She had as much right to be in this town and find love and live and work as anyone else and she would be damned if Ratty Fairweather decided her life for her.  
 
    “With all due respect, Mr. Lightwood, this is my life and I will not let anyone choose it for me – not Ratty Fairweather and not you.” 
 
    The principal’s eyes flashed with anger, dare she say hate. He was afraid. Ratty had definitely reached out to him, talked to him since her and Merk had been seeing each other and this was his way of forcing her hand, through the principal, his lackey. Kara stepped forward, indignation building. 
 
    “Has he called you? Has he said something?” she demanded. 
 
    Mr. Lightwood backed away. He tucked his tail in a retreat and waved her off as he turned and started out of the classroom. There was no way that she was going to let him off that easily. Kara got to her feet, sliding her seat back to hit against the back wall where another white board rested.  
 
    “Has he?” she raised her voice. 
 
    Mr. Lightwood whipped around. His face was contorted, he frowned, and there was a deep and desperate expression about him, a visage that gave it all away. Ratty had spoken with him, she knew it, had sensed it but now she knew for certain, and true to form he most likely had threatened him in some way. Kara moved past indignation to vexation, her temper boiling, ready to explode. She marched over to the principal, her finger waving.  
 
    “No! He – He doesn’t get to do that. He doesn’t. This is my life and this is your life and career! Ratty is one person –” 
 
    “No, he’s this town, Miss Daniels. The town! Everyone follows him and the Fairweathers. You know that. You knew that with Will and after what happened to Will, you should know that even more now. No one messes with Ratty Fairweather and his family. Once his is always his. 
 
    Kara couldn’t believe her ears. Once his is always his. As if she was really something to be possessed… Less than a human being, simply because she was a woman and he was some fuckin’ man with a name that some small stupid town feared? That was actually what her principal thought? The leader of the school, the proprietor of education for the future generation of this town thought these things?  
 
    For a moment, it all seemed like too much. Like fodder. This town, all of them, they all just fed into Ratty Fairweather and his family’s bullshit. No. Fuck that. Kara turned from him and went back to her desk. She pulled her seat up behind her and sat. She gave Mr. Lightwood one last look, a clear sneer that signaled for him to get the hell out of her room. And without her saying a word, he did just that. 
 
    Kara sat at her desk, her mind spinning. She wished to God that she had never met Ratty Fairweather but more than that, she wished that there was a world that existed that didn’t harbor men like Ratty, a world that didn’t push them forward as some kind of god or gods. It was disgusting. And then, just as she felt the most repulsed she had felt in a long time, she felt a calm come over her. It filled her and soothed her. She tried to grasp where it had come from but didn’t understand it until she turned to see who stood in her doorway… Merk.   
 
    Kara stood up as he came in. He was coming in to give her a hug. But as he opened his mouth and was about to ask her how her day was, her mouth met his. She kissed him with an unrelenting verve, passion, desire that folded into his mouth and melded with the twist of their tongues. She didn’t care that they were at school. She wanted him. Then and there. It was time, past time, and although their courtship had been cute and they had been patient, she was tired of waiting. She wanted the person that made her feel the most whole, the most liberated, to be hers and she wanted to be his. She was falling for Merk Castle, hard, and it was only him that made any sense to her. She kissed him more and began to undress him. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    She gripped him tightly. Her grip was almost as strong as his, surprising him. When she pushed him against her desk, the weight of her body fell against him, sending him backwards onto the desk and her on top. Kara’s breath was sweet, cool as if she’d been chewing mint gum, refreshing.  
 
    “Is your door locked?” 
 
    She moaned. Her face was embedded in the nape of his neck, her nose wriggling around, the faint discharge of breath from her nostrils tickling his skin. And then her tongue as it found its place. Merk clutched at the pleats on both sides of her skirt and hiked it up, the tear in the hem and fabric was loud. She moaned more.  
 
    He loved this about her, the wildness, the suspension of her inhibitions, the way she let herself be primal. It went well with his own feral nature – he had gotten a preview of this side of her once before. Her hand fell on his belt buckle, her fingers were chaotic, trying to undo the hook. A slight giggle came from her, she was entertaining herself as she tried to one hand his belt. She got it. He lifted slightly as she tugged, the cool air of the room hit his bare skin, just above his groin, a slight sensation that went further as she dug down into his pants.  
 
    Merk watched her, biting her bottom lip, her eyes small and slanted, almost hazy from the insane lust that they both were feeling, the thickness of it rolling off of them like waves of heat. She was such an attractive woman – pretty, sexy, her skin soft, her brown hair bounced in bangs in front of her face so that she constantly had to swoop it away; Merk could feel the throb and then she had him, her hand around it, pulling it up towards her, the jerk was tantalizing and all thoughts of anything else left him. She began to ease down, her face leaving from his vision. He could feel it coming, the sweet anticipation of her mouth on… 
 
    He smelled something. It was different. Distinct. He had only smelled it a few times before in his life. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end, prickly and risen. It was a musky odor, a scent of fur embedded in skin. Another shifter was near. Close. Closer. Coming their way. Merk grabbed Kara and then launched her off him, standing her erect, two feet planted on the ground. She was completely taken back.   
 
    “What the –?” she gasped, staring at him wildly, confused. 
 
    Merk hurriedly pulled up his jeans, fastened them, and redid his belt: “Someone’s coming.” 
 
    Kara’s expression changed. Concern. A sudden realization of her unprofessionalism lauded her. She rushed to the back of the classroom to a wardrobe where she kept a mirror and other items for grooming – brushes, combs, a flat iron, make up, essentials.  
 
    “How long? How – How did you know?” she fumbled out, rushing now to fix her hair. 
 
    Merk was fully clothed. 
 
    A knock came on the door.  
 
    Kara was marching forward from the back of the classroom. Merk saw the change in her. She had shifted: teacher, educator, professional, role model, it was all on her now, her visage and in her gait. Still very sexy, he thought.  She opened the door and Principal Lightwood and another man entered. Merk made himself look busy. 
 
    “Miss Daniels – how – how are you?” Principal Lightwood stuttered, his voice a bit too high. “Just – Just wanted to have a word with you about – uh – RJ – this is his father, Mister Fairweath –” 
 
    “Really? I know Mr. Fairweather,” she interrupted. 
 
    But Merk noticed it on her face. A distilled look pointed at Mr. Fairweather. She knew him. Merk wondered how. 
 
    “Oh, yes, we know each other. But John, you know all this shit so…” the man confirmed, a smirk on his face, all of it more amusing to him than her. 
 
    Merk immediately didn’t like him. His look was off. He looked at Kara under-eyed, maybe a jot from devious, like he was in the know of something and desperately wanted to lord it over her. But there was more. Merk could smell him. His scent was a strong stench. Fur. Close to the skin. Sweaty. There it was again, the musky odor. And then Merk caught it, a familiar look in his eyes when Mr. Fairweather finally looked over at him. Wolf. Mr. Fairweather was a Wolf Shifter. A very strong one. Maybe pack leader? Very disconcerting. 
 
    “Ah… You must be the new coach,” Mr. Fairweather approached him. “I’m Ratcliff – friends and folk ‘round here call me Ratty though – you’ll soon learn that I’m sure.” 
 
    Ratty extended his hand to Merk, who hesitated. Everything in him was telling him that something was majorly off with Ratcliff “Ratty” Fairweather, enough that he didn’t want to take the man’s hand. And then there was how he had looked at Kara. Merk didn’t want to jump to conclusions but there had been something dangerous in his eyes.  
 
    The principal cleared his throat and then: “Mr. Fairweather was a big-time ball player here – holds a lot of records – played in college for a few years and in the Canadian League.” 
 
    Merk watched the man: Smug. Proud of his accomplishments. The arrogance ruminated from him.  
 
    “But not the pros –? Here I mean, in the U.S.” Merk shot back. 
 
    Kara turned to him. She gave him a quick look and then stepped forward. She touched Ratty on his elbow, it was a subtle touch, a familiar one. A bit of jealousy sparked in Merk as he wondered how well Kara and Ratty actually knew each other. It was a small Florida town. That much he had learned since coming there a little over four, maybe five weeks ago after getting the football coaching job. He knew that she had a past before him, but the thought of her with some other man, even then, bothered him.  
 
    “Mr. Fairweather, RJ is failing my class. We’re only two weeks into the school year, but interims are right around the corner and he needs to get that grade up to a C in order to be eligible. That’s the rule. I tutor after school on –” 
 
    “I know you tutor after school, Kara,” he interjected, snidely, throwing Merk a quick look over his shoulder and a wry smirk. 
 
    Merk could feel the roar inside of him growing, a rumbling, building up. The one thing about being a Panther Shifter was the buildup of adrenaline, it filled him, pushed him, and easily affected his emotions, especially anger. That was what he was feeling right now, a robust surge of anger, violent, enough where he knew that if he lunged forward and got a grip on Ratty’s neck, he could probably rip out the man’s Adam’s Apple with one fell swoop. It was an invigorating fantasy, it excited him just thinking about it. Kara caught his eyes. Was that pleading in her eyes? Merk drew in a deep breath and then exhaled heavily to relax; he needed to calm down. 
 
    “Anyway, RJ can stay after school with me on Tuesdays and Thursdays – this Thursday and nexta Tuesday, he can make up a couple quizzes and an essay. That should get his grades back up so that he remains eligible – right Mr. Lightwood, that would make him eligible correct?” 
 
    Principal Lightwood looked very unsure of himself. He opened his mouth to speak, but the words hung in his throat. It was clear that Ratty Fairweather intimidated him.  
 
    Merk interjected: “That would. I’ve been going over the players’ grades – RJ can definitely do it, if he takes the opportunity. He’s quite talented on the field, I would hate to lose him.” 
 
    Ratty wheeled around to face Merk. His eyes were beady. His skin looked like it had been pulled back and pinched to the ends, an orange hue, accentuated by the wrinkly markings near the corner of his eyes, too much Florida sunbathing. Ratty wasn’t a handsome man. Merk was sure that his so-called legend and lore helped him with the ladies and being a shifter undoubtedly did too.  
 
    Merk sized him up quickly: similar build, thinner and sinewy, slightly shorter. Panther to Wolf, shifter to shifter, they would be formidable opponents but Merk was confident that his burliness and cunning would win out in the end, if it came to that, and truth be told he didn’t mind if it did. 
 
    “What’s your name again, boy?” Ratty spat out, a look of contempt on his face. 
 
    The tension in the room heightened. Merk felt the adrenaline rush and his fist clenching.  
 
    “This is Mr. Castle – Merk Castle. He just joined us from –” 
 
    But Ratty had moved on. He was back in Kara’s face, which didn’t make Merk too happy. He understood what Ratty’s play was, he was challenging Merk, but he was doing so through Kara. Ratty was a Wolf Shifter so he could smell the panther on Merk and now this interaction had become about territory.  
 
    Merk guessed that Ratty and Kara may have been involved at some point; maybe he was the past that had called her on the night of their first date. But he also undoubtedly smelled her on Merk, their pheromones intermingling, mixing, animal shifters like them would challenge the other through the female that they either wanted to mate with or was mating with.  
 
    It was a show of authority, the alpha versus the alpha, and Merk was on his territory, a Panther Shifter, the new football coach with his son’s future in his hands, and the new man in the life of a very prominent and attractive teacher in a small town.  
 
    This wasn’t what Merk was looking for when he came there. He wanted peace and quiet. Good honest work. Doing and being around things that he enjoyed and loved. Football. A bit of nature. The last thing he wanted or even expected was to run into another shifter, especially Wolf Shifters who were known to be extremely territorial and confrontational. But Kara seemed very capable of handling him on her own. When Ratty got too close, she just as nicely put his hands on his chest and casually moved him a step back. 
 
    “I think we all have offered a way for RJ to get his grade up in my class – I am willing to tutor and Coach Castle here is willing to be lenient in allowing the time for him to come to my class and get the work done after school,” she spoke slowly and deliberately and with conviction. “I think that should assuage any concern you might have, Mr. Fairweather.” 
 
    Ratty didn’t like the force behind Kara’s words. Merk could see it on his jaw line, how tight his teeth were clenched while he listened and the vein that popped out on the side of his head. But Kara met his blazing gaze with one of her own while the Principal succumbed to the former high school star and legend’s intimidation, clearly unnerved, and was just waiting for it all to be over.                 
 
    “Very well…” 
 
    And Ratcliff Fairweather left Miss Kara Daniel’s classroom without another glimpse back at anyone. Principal Lightwood scuttled off behind him. 
 
    Merk and Kara were left alone in the classroom together. They were a long way from where they had been a few minutes ago. It was a disappointing turn of events. Déjà vu. It was early in their relationship still, nothing had been established or made official, it was the fun stage, where lust abounded and the feeling out – and of – one another all happened with blissful delight and intrigue.  
 
    Ratty Fairweather’s arrival and entrance into her classroom had felt more like an invasion into their world. What was left was an awkward residue of unanswered feelings and creeping intuitions. Merk wanted to ask Kara a bunch of questions but her look warded him off. It was a line that he thought maybe she didn’t want him to cross. And she didn’t say otherwise. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk only had a few minutes to get out onto the field for practice. He should have been out there but Ratty Fairweather had showed him up, interrupting things with Kara, and now he and Kara seemed a little put off with each other about the whole thing. He didn’t know why it had to be that way, if there had been something between her and Ratty Fairweather then that was in the past, him and her were happening in the present. He wanted her to know that and he knew that he should have said that to her before he left the room. They had departed from each other leaving things undone and definitely unsaid.  
 
    Inside the locker room, he changed into his coach clothing. He really needed to hurry up, his team had to be out on the field already. All the while, he thought about Kara. She was an incredible woman. When he came to this town, the little backwater hub, all he had wanted to do was lay low, to stay clear of any business and flare. He had had enough of all of that in his former life. He had never once thought about meeting anyone. But he had.  
 
    Within the first week he had been hired to coach a high school football team, he had met Kara. Since then they had been almost inseparable and it all felt so easy and right. For the first time in his life, Merk felt like he was actually building something and he desperately didn’t want to lose that. He needed to fix things. He decided he would give her a call right after practice.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Merk walked out onto the field, he felt better about himself. The autumn season was settling in and it felt wispy outside. A breeze that was slightly cool juxtaposed against a bright sun whose rays offered minimum warmth. It was nice. His assistant coaches, the offensive and defensive coordinators, had already started the team on some drills. The kids seemed raring to go. And so was he.  
 
    “Hey, Coach!” Merk’s offensive coordinator waved for him to come over.  
 
    Merk, in a jog, made his way over to the far end of the field where the offense was running some plays. As he neared the sideline where Coach Winston, his assistant coach and offensive coordinator was standing, he noticed two rather husky men, grayish and with dark features, standing off to the side on the other side of the fence that separated the practice field and the regular school grounds. The men were eyeing him hard and talking under their breath. Merk decided to ignore them. 
 
    “So look here, Coach… I was thinkin’ bout runnin’ a Shotgun on Friday. RJ is by far our best player and I’ve been thinking…” Coach Winston paused, he took a big gulp, then cleared his throat. “If we maximize him we – ah – we will be able to win this – you know, be more efficient with the ball, not to put it in too many hands in this game, simplify.” 
 
    Merk followed Coach Winston’s eyes as they shot over to the two husky gray men standing off to the side and then hurriedly bounced back to him.  
 
    “Yeah? Merk queried. 
 
    Coach Winston nodded: “Yeah. Yup. I – I just think that’s best.” 
 
    Merk glanced over his shoulder to get a look at the gray men again. As he did so the breeze picked up and Merk’s nose picked up a familiar musky smell. He remembered that scent from earlier. It was on Ratty Fairweather and now it was on these two husky gray men. Merk turned all the way around to look at the men. He hadn’t noticed it before but their features were similar to Ratty’s.  
 
    One was slightly taller than the other. But all three of them had the same pointed rat-like face, but the major difference being was their grayish skin as opposed to Ratty’s more orange-ish sunburnt skin. Their scent had gotten stronger, more pungent. That only happened when a shifter was inkling to change. But they wouldn’t dare, thought Merk, not in the open…  
 
    “Okay, show me the Shotgun,” Merk said, turning his back to the grayish men that he now believed were the same kin to Ratty Fairweather.  
 
    Coach Winston sprang into action like a man trying to prove something. He called the offense over. Merk watched RJ closely as he ran over. RJ was a tall and skinny kid. Didn’t look too much like his father. Ratty must have taken after his mother (that’s a good thing). RJ had been starting quarterback for them for the first three games and Merk had no problem with that – the kid had potential. However, Merk didn’t like being strong-armed and that’s what Ratty had tried to do earlier and that was what the two grayish men were trying to do now. 
 
    “Go ‘head and show that lil’ kitty what you got, RJ – Heh, heh…” one of the gray men said.  
 
    Merk turned to them, his eyes like daggers. Lil’ Kitty. It was a derogatory name for people like him, Panther Shifters. Merk reminded himself that this was how most Wolf Shifters were – nasty, obstinate, always challenging. He had never met one that he liked or one that hadn’t attempted to challenge him. He had been hoping to leave that life behind but he was getting a funny feeling that no matter where he went, he would always come into contact with a shifter. He wondered if it was some kind of sense that that they all had, something that attracted them to each other in some form or fashion, a magnetism.  
 
    “Whatcha gotta say, lil kitty?” the other gray man goaded. 
 
    A low growl rumbled inside of Merk. For a heartbeat, he thought about shifting, like he had earlier with Ratty; he could dismantle, maim, and kill those two in a matter of minutes. He had done so before, with similar shifters – they were all the same, just different degrees of entitlement and narcissism. Merk was trying hard to get away from that. He decided to acquiesce. He turned back around to watch his team, with RJ at the helm, run the Shotgun that his assistant coach and these fuckin’ Wolf Shifters wanted them to run. 
 
    RJ was a few feet behind center. He had very good form. He called out the play, his voice cracked. RJ pressed through – “HIKE!” he called out and then dropped back five more steps.  
 
    The grayish Wolf Shifters were cheering RJ on in the background. RJ looked off two defenders, then tucked the ball, and sprang into action. The boy was quick, he moved those long skinny legs almost effortlessly. He cut down a hole and he was gone – pass one defender, then another, all the way down the sideline. It was impressive.  
 
    “Attaboy!” yelled one of the gray men. 
 
    “You see that, lil’ kitty? Huh? That boy got rockets for feet!” The other one cackled at his companion’s joke. 
 
    Merk ignored them and went over to his assistant coach. He leaned forward to speak low and privately to Winston. 
 
    “The boy has talent. Speed. Potential… But this team is not a one-man show. Do you understand?” Merk said in a slow and methodical drawl. “If he’s going to be in shotgun then he will pass the ball, not run. You got that? For one, we don’t want to expose our quarterback to getting hit like that, and two, no one runs my team but me – not them pussy willows over there standing behind our fence watching. Do you understand?” 
 
    Winston nodded.  
 
    Merk continued: “The next time you try to undermine me – bring in shit outside of what I’m trying to build here, you’ll be fired. Now, go tell your friends that!” 
 
    Merk gave Winston a look. It was hard and purposeful, calculative and dark. His roar was a low hum in the bottom of his diaphragm. He knew Winston could hear it and even not knowing what Merk really was, a shifter, Winston would get the message and the proper understanding: don’t fuck with Merk. 
 
    Merk walked across the field toward RJ. He looked at him closely. Ratty’s son. He sniffed hard but couldn’t pick up any Wolf Shifter scent. That bothered him. Late bloomer, Merk thought. 
 
    “RJ!” Merk shouted over to him. He was sure the others would be looking. He wanted them to. “Come here, son.” 
 
    RJ ran over, taking his helmet off as he did.  
 
    “Yes, Coach.” 
 
    Merk looked him over quickly. He wanted him closer. To see if he could pick up a scent. But still nothing. The boy was clean. As if he was a regular human. Merk started to say something but stopped. He saw it. There. In his eyes. It was something subtle but it was something. A flicker. And for a brief moment, it was so vague, Merk picked up on a scent. It was different. Young. Fresh. Delightful. He hadn’t seen new blood like that in a long time.  
 
    “You nervous?” Merk asked. 
 
    Anxiousness, nervousness, emotions that stemmed from the sympathetic nervous system tended to have an effect on Shifters more immediately and in the way of their abilities. Fear, flight, or fight, those emotional mechanisms had the ability to be a catalyst for shifters, even those that hadn’t changed for the first time yet. In some cases, given the circumstances, they sometimes even jumpstarted the first shift.  
 
    “Ah… Some, Coach. Sorry,” he answered. 
 
    Merk smiled. RJ seemed to be a good kid. It was unfortunate that he was going to have to really keep an eye on the boy, now that he knew he came from shifters, especially the variety that extended from Ratty Fairweather. 
 
    “You did good on that play. Keep it, okay? But look. Take whatever I say as doing what’s best for you. Always, okay? I’m your coach. Got that?” 
 
    RJ nodded. Merk spanked him on the back and sent him back off.  
 
      
 
    “Run that play again, but this time and the next, make sure he’s passing the ball. I’m goin’ over to deal with defense,” Merk said as he was walking away. 
 
    He could feel the eyes of the Wolf Shifters on him. But he didn’t care. No one – person or shifter – made Merk do anything. He was his own man, had always been and would always be. There was no intimidating him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Practice had only two hours. After practice, he had called Kara and talked some… Kara was supposed to meet him at his house for a late dinner. He was glad that he had called her. She was too, she had said as much. They still had some things to iron out, like what exactly was the elephant in her classroom as it pertained to her and Ratty Fairweather, but he was confident that with open lines of communication, things would be fine.  
 
    Merk looked at the watch on his wrist: quarter to eight. It was already dark and although it was going to be a late dinner, Merk was looking forward to it. Kara was on her way over, should be arriving any minute. Merk had rushed home from practice and hurriedly showered. He then began fixing dinner. He wanted to do something simple but nice and decided that you couldn’t go wrong with steak, as long as you had the right sides and the proper wine.  
 
    This was one of the things that Merk loved best: cooking. He enjoyed it immensely, almost as much as he enjoyed eating the food. It was therapeutic for him in many ways; the prep, the creativity in cooking it, and then the sheer satisfaction of serving it and watching others enjoy what had been made for them. It was an intimate act, cooking. And he didn’t mind intimacy, in any form, it was the true spice of life in his opinion.  
 
    A little after eight o’clock, Merk had the dining room table set. Food plated, napkins, silverware, a couple of bottles of wine – one white and one red. He topped the scene off with candles. The mood was set. The ambiance a bastion of culinary cultivation. Merk was ready for a wonderful evening with a woman that if he was being honest with himself, he was falling for hard.  
 
    A knock came on the door.  
 
    Merk hurried out of the dining room, after inspecting its décor and pretending to know a little something about Feng Shui. It was nice. And Merk was proud of himself and his home. Nothing was much or a lot, but it was all nice. His split foyer had three bedrooms, a dining room, and two bathrooms. All of it, a decadence that connected to the forestry that surrounded the cove that his house was set in with a few others; it was a quiet and quaint neighborhood. Merk needed that in his life. Since his arrival in town, everything had fallen into place. And he wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    “Hey…” Kara stood at the door, her smile big, and her face more beautiful than ever.  
 
    Merk stepped forward to hug her, his hands and arms, body, tingling with anticipation for just her touch, the feel of her body, those curvy hips that didn’t end. His arm was wrapping around her waist when he saw it… His heart sunk and his instincts flared: danger. Behind Kara, a little distance down the driveway, two pairs of glowing yellow eyes looked back at him. Wolves. Shifted. Even in the dark, he could see their grayish dark fur, sharp prickly sprigs that shot up from their skin. It was the two shifters from practice.  
 
    “Come on in,” he said to Kara, gently pulling her to him and into the house, her body wrapping around his automatically, pressing hard.  
 
    “Hmmm,” she purred. 
 
    Merk pulled back some to look at her. Beautiful. He hated that their night was already being interrupted and by shifters no less.  
 
    “Go grab yourself a glass of wine… It’s already open, did it an hour ago so it has breathed nicely. I ah – I didn’t check the mail box today and I’m expecting an important letter – just remembered.” 
 
    Kara gave him a curious look and then forced a smile. But she did as he had suggested. He watched her as she walked towards the dining room, her ass was everything to him, the way it bounced, her hips the way they swayed. Merk bit his lip hard and then turned to go outside. He made sure to shut the door behind him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    They were in wolf form. The shifters. They paced back and forth as Merk walked down the driveway towards them. He was ready. He had dealt with Wolf Shifters before and knew how to handle them. It was always the same thing with them, the initial intimidation, even their pacing and prowling was a fear tactic. Panthers were different. The aggression was stronger, raw, and when confronted with potential danger or conflict, there was little to no meandering; it was fight not flight. Merk eyed them as he got closer, ready to shift if necessary. He reached the end of the driveway. The wolves stopped in front of him, side by side, trying to intimidate him with their glowing yellow eyes with the black pupils. Merk stepped forward. 
 
    “I’m assuming that we need to come to an understanding…” Merk started. “For one, I don’t appreciate you showing up at my house like this – feels kind of intrusive on a personal level.” 
 
    The wolves began to pace back and forth again. 
 
    “I let it go when you showed up at my practice, having already sunk your claws into my assistant coach…” 
 
    Merk watched their gait, waiting for the slightest change, an indicator that they were going to attack. Nothing. Not yet. Their lack of doing anything annoyed Merk. He didn’t like mincing words.  
 
    “So what is this? Is this Ratty? Is this his way of trying to tell me something? If so, I need you to speak up –”  
 
    And then it happened: one of the wolves lunged at him, its claws outstretched. Merk dove to the side but the claws still got him in the face, slightly. He felt the warmth of the blood trickle down his cheek as he rolled on the ground and then sprung back onto his feet. He half expected the other wolf to be on top of him by now for the secondary attack. But the other one hadn’t moved. The one wolf that had clawed him was on the balls of its paws, back hunched, canines showing, in attack mode.  
 
    Merk retracted. He felt the adrenaline swell up inside of him. He let loose: his skin tingled, the hairs stood on end, then smoothed down to his skin, a velvety feel, sweat running profusely, pouring out of his skin. The wolves saw what was happening and they didn’t wait for the shift to finish, the one wolf lunged forward again. Merk grabbed the wolf this time and slung him to the ground. Merck felt his back arch as his vertebrae bent and caved him to the ground on all fours. The second wolf jumped on him and tried to sink his teeth in. Merk shook hard and then rolled the second wolf off him. The wolf whimpered. Merk roared as his full panther body came forward, snapping and crackling bones as the human anatomy gave way to the panther’s. 
 
    The wolves froze. 
 
    Merk growled, making sure to show his teeth, sharp and ready to sink into either of the two wolves that challenged him first. His roar was a reverberation that pierced the night. Merk sprung forward, snapping at the wolf only a few feet away from him, just missing. The wolf clawed, but missed, and then Merk was on top of it, digging into the wolf’s underbelly, causing gashes from which, blood oozed freely.  
 
    Merk knew that two wolves were no match for him, he had handled more before. He was about to bite into the neck of the wolf he had pinned down when the other one rammed into him, knocking him off its partner. Merk quickly bounced back onto his paws and reared back in a defensive stance. The wolves were running off, down the street. The taste of blood swirled on Merk’s tongue, he lapped up the metallic modicum of blood, savoring its flavor, and then Merk took off after the wolves.  
 
    On all fours, Merk ran like the wind, his sense of smell picking up the wolves’ musky scent. He followed it blindly and with haste. The street was empty. The wolves streaked down the road unperturbed by any of the traffic. They veered off the road and leapt into the lawn of a neighbor. Merk followed, gaining, his bigger and stronger legs pushing him faster than the wolves. He was closing in. The wolves then dove into the forest behind one of the houses. They were trying to lose him, but Merk had decided that he was going to send a message to Ratty and his wolf pack. He too dove into the forest behind them. 
 
    Brushes and branches shot at him as he coursed through the nebula of the forest. The moon’s light seemed to have dimmed and the stars faded behind the canopy of trees. Merk was coming to a clearing and… He skidded to a stop, the dirt and dust kicking up onto his paws and legs. The wolves’ scent had gotten stronger and more robust. There were more of them. It was a trap.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first wolf’s teeth sunk into the side of Merk’s panther body. It was deep and painful. He knew that something major had been hit, an organ or some of his rib cage. He wasn’t sure, but the pain was excruciating. Merk continued on though, parrying the other wolf advances and attacks – clawing, biting, and lunging. There seemed to be no end for it. He tried to muscle through it, using brute force and the strength of his panther body to eliminate as many of them as possible, but there were too many of them and in closed quarters.  
 
    The way that they had boxed him in in the clearing gave them the advantage speed wise. Still, he gnashed at them, nicking a few, clawing and barely scraping any. Each time he went for one, another would lunge at him from a different angle. They ripped into his hind leg, then another was on his back, a vicious and sound bite into the back of his neck.  
 
    Merk went to the ground hard and tried to roll the wolf off before it tore into his vertebrae. This went on for what seemed like an eternity until finally a wolf with an orange-like hue to it, bigger than all the rest, clobbered him with an open paw, tearing the flesh off of his face, coming close to piercing his eye. Merk’s head spun and his body fell. All the wolves leapt on him and pounced. All he could do was cower and wait for it all to be over, whimpering and whinnying as they tore into him and pounded him into the ground.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk woke up to darkness. His head was swimming, muddy, it felt heavy and disconnected from him. It took him a few minutes to gather himself, to reboot and regain the memory of what had happened. It was a strange sensation: to be in a body, alive, and not connect to any identity for a few moments – in that brief lull, there’s a sensation of being nothing and in the weirdest way, strangely foreign and alien to what it means to be alive and earthbound, there’s a feeling of indescribable freedom.  
 
    Merk felt it. Liked it. Yet there was an incessant pulling in him that moved him forward, pervading his inner self, until he came back to his identity – his memories, the good, the bad, the ugly, and everything that was in between that made up his life. Once that returned, he immediately wanted it gone. But that wasn’t living, not in this world, and so he accepted his return and the subsequent pain that came along with it.  
 
    They had left him alive. Damn wolves. Always the warning first, marking their fucking territory. This had been a warning for Merk, he knew it, he’d dealt with packs like them before but none had gotten the better of him like these. At some point, Merk had shifted back into his human form. His memories were back but they were fuzzy, a cloud surrounded a lot of it, undoubtedly from the trauma that he had experienced. He knew that from past run-ins and injuries. The panther body didn’t heal very well, so once under duress and allowed a moment’s cessation, the shift back to human form took place so that healing abilities could begin. Merk was thankful for those abilities, especially after the ordeal and beating that he had been through. Trying to stand up on two legs, he saw how mangled his body was. It was ripped and torn; gashes and deep punctures were all over his body.  
 
    Merk touched his face and the gooey thickness of blood pulled back with his fingers and hand, the flesh on his face was basically hanging off. Wolves, he thought. Savages. Wasn’t the first time he had dealt with them. But this was everything that he had wanted to escape from when he came to this small Floridian town and took the job of coaching at this high school. But fate or whatever the hell it was, had something else in mind. Once again, he was face to face with a bunch of shifters, another pack that was determined and bent on being bullies. It seemed to never end. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk staggered out of the forest and brush. It was dark. The sky was nebulas. No clouds. No stars. Just pitch black sky. Kind of ominous. It made the walk home long and menacing as he fought against the night’s enveloping shroud. He was on his street. He could see Kara’s car parked on the side of the road. Lights from houses gave off a miniscule luminescence to the night and the road he was trying to drag his body down.  
 
    His breathing was laborious, hard, and he wanted to just collapse onto the cold pavement of the road. He imagined that it would be soothing and refreshing. He longed for it, the rest. But he kept going. His body wasn’t healing fast enough – the injuries were too severe. Merk wondered how close he had been to dying. This beating felt worse than any he had ever had.  
 
    “Merk – answer the fuckin’ phone! I’ve been calling –” 
 
    Merk heard Kara’s voice in the distance. It was panicked. Hard. Cracking. She was upset and she had the right to be even though she didn’t know it. He didn’t want her to see him this way but it was unavoidable. He needed to get home, to rest and to heal. He wouldn’t heal without rest. Merk could only imagine the questions she was going to have when she saw him: he was completely naked, his body broken and scared, bloody, bruised, and beaten.  
 
    He called out to her in a throaty spray of non-syllabic sounds; he put his fingers to his neck, finding deep gashes and puncture wounds that seeped coagulated blood. How was he even fuckin’ walking, less more breathing? He wasn’t that far from her.  
 
    “Okay, Merk –! I’m leaving –”  
 
    She saw him.  
 
    “Oh my God!” Kara bellowed. 
 
    Merk hadn’t realized how hard it was to see. It seemed like the more he pushed himself, the worse he became; his sight was fading and his heart had begun to pound, loud chest moving beats, as if his heart was close to exploding. Pain gripped him and he fell to his knees, clutching his chest.  
 
    “Merk! Merk!” 
 
    As Kara neared him, he could see his shredded clothes from his shift fall from her hands. She fell to the ground and wrapped herself around him, covering him as well as comforting him. Her touch was balm in itself, soothing the internal ache that he felt went beyond his physical injuries. The only thing left was the wounds and searing pain, emblazoned through his skin, flesh, organs, and bones. It was hell.  
 
    He collapsed into her arms and held her tightly. Merk was a manly man, there was some machismo about him for sure, but the wolves had hurt him badly. He felt it and knew it. A part of him was unsure of just how bad his injuries were and if they would heal even with his shifter abilities. All he wanted was Kara. If these were to be his last moments, then in her arms, her holding him was solace enough. And Kara clung to him.  
 
    “Wh – What happened, baby – ? Oh my God – you – you look…” her voice trailed off.  
 
    Merk felt himself drifting. A different kind of darkness was coming over him. He was losing consciousness. His eyelids were heavy, his mind foggy and a blot of darkness dared and threatened to take him under. But it was too much. Everything needed to just go away, if only for a little while. And then it all went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At some point during the night, Merk stirred. He awoke. Although, he wasn’t completely there, not fully present, there was something ethereal hovering above him, like a last remnant of his consciousness that still lingered. He could feel the force of Kara’s hands working hard on him. There were bandages and gauze – a lot of it – tweezers and antiseptics for his injuries. In the midst of the bandaging there were light pricks of a needle, incremental pain that amassed through the continuous tinge of pain from the constant sewing and stitching. The thin thread weaved in and out of his skin. Faintly, he could hear Kara talking to herself. It was through low and deep breaths:  
 
    “Fuck you, Ratty! I know this was you… God, Merk!  God – why? Why did you have to challenge him? No, I fucked up – I should have told you – said something to you – but I wanted that part of my life gone… They all are fuckin’ bullies. I hate them so much. If they take you away from me… I should have told you what they were but I didn’t know you were… [Sigh].”  
 
    Her voice was so far away: 
 
    “I wonder what kind you are… You’re not Wolf like them. I’m not mad that you didn’t tell me – I couldn’t be mad, I know what this life does to a person, I know… Fuck. We could have helped each other. If you make it through this we still can. There’s so much I have to tell you – Oh God! Merck… 
 
    And then her voice was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Time didn’t exist. That’s what it felt like. All Merk knew was that he was alive. Or he thought he was. It felt like he had all his faculties. He could feel the cushion of his bed beneath him. Or it felt like his bed. The soft, smooth sheets felt familiar, cool and soothing. He stirred slightly anticipating some soreness. He remembered the attack. Had he survived it? The pack of wolves had really whipped his ass, beaten him, leaving gashes and lacerations. His flesh was torn off in so many places. But things were better. He felt a little better. And Merk didn’t like being beaten. Not like this especially. 
 
    “Hey…” a voice in the darkness whispered to him, raspy from sleep. 
 
    And then Kara’s hand fell on his chest. Again, he anticipated some pain, a modicum of it at least, but nothing. Merk accepted that he was healing, that he was getting well. It was one of the best things about being a Panther Shifter, exponential healing. Of course that didn’t mean that he could recover from anything, but the ability gave him a better chance of withstanding the worst.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” she continued, her hand gently washing over him to check his wounds. “I was worried about you – didn’t know how you healed –” 
 
    She cut herself off. She knew. Merk didn’t know how he felt about that. He knew that he cared for her, was falling hard for her, but he wasn’t sure if he was ready to let her in that world with him, the Shifter World.  
 
    “You know…?” his voice was hard, felt like he was talking with nails in his throat. 
 
    But she didn’t answer. Not with words anyway. He felt her hand slide down his chest to his abdomen then below, reaching deep down into the linen shorts that she had found and put on him. She grabbed a hand full and then lifted her body from her place on the bed next to him to look at him. There was no light. But as she looked at him and he looked at her, their eyes adjusted to the dark and a faint outline of each other became more evident, then silhouetted impressions. 
 
    “Can I…? Does – Does it hurt anywhere or –? she started. 
 
    “No – No, I’m – I’m fine. I think the major stuff has healed… That feels good,” he responded, his voice dipping down as she pulled on him more, her hands forming a knot in his pants. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    And then she vanished under the covers. Her mouth made moves he hadn’t felt in a long time. She was soothing and sweet, sexy and sultry in the way she freely pleasured him. He remembered how she had been there when he staggered out of the forest. She didn’t wilt, nor did she labor over what had happened. She took it all in her stride and she went with it, a willing participant who had been inducted involuntarily into something that had the potential to get dangerously worse. 
 
    That was obviously the kind of woman Kara was, and this made Merk love her even more. He had never had someone that he could share all of who he was with, mostly because of the dangers that came along with being a shifter, specifically a Panther Shifter. He always felt as if he had to hide that part of himself from the people that he was involved with, but he didn’t have to with Kara. She knew. She understood. And she embraced. Boy, did she embrace. 
 
    Merk couldn’t take it anymore. He felt himself getting too excited and he didn’t want to rush this moment with her. Everything about it was right. It was their first time together and everything that had happened from the late dinner that they were supposed to have, to the pack of wolves interrupting it, to him being attacked and almost killed, to coming out of the forest barely alive and naked and near dead, to his falling in her arms and somehow getting him into the house to take care of him, led to this moment. 
 
    Kara was still taking care of him, pleasing him orally. It was all so very intimate and one of those moments in a new relationship that was lasting, a permanent fixture in whatever it was that the two of them were going to become. And because of that, Merk wanted it to last longer, for her to feel like he felt, to feel taken care of – and so he stopped her, gently pulling her up to him from under the covers.  
 
    “What?” she said, her voice airy as she tried to catch her breath.  
 
    She was beautiful, even silhouetted. Merk ran his fingers through her hair. He hesitated a moment, anticipating some pain before he lifted up and leaned forward to kiss her. Their lips touched, sparks flew as their mouths opened and their tongues found each other. Merk felt a surge of energy rush through him, his feral nature rising. He put his hands on her waist and pulled her closer to him.  
 
    Her waistline was bare. As he eased his hands lower he felt her bare skin then a slither of something stringy that wrapped around her ass, G-Strings were always sexy. Merk slid those off and then sat her on top of him, careful to ease her down, guiding her so that she could feel every bit of the protrusion. Kara moaned immediately and their bodies found a rhythm and dance that was tribal and sensual.  
 
    She moaned. Merk pushed deeper inside her, his hand on her waist, then her ass, he slapped hard and he could feel the ripples of her cheeks against his thighs, her body shuddering each time. He watched her intensely, captivated by the way she moved on top of him. She seemed so controlled yet free. He didn’t understand how she could be both simultaneously. Kara leaned forward; her dark brown hair fell onto his chest, tickling him some. He could feel her body tightening, the strain was in the way she was now moving her body; her head was lowered as if something was being forced on her, but she liked it, the force, she called for it.  
 
    “Fuck. More. More,” she moaned to him. 
 
    Kara’s hands were flat on his chest as he rocked her back and forth on top of him with him deep inside of her and, feeling the depth. She was close. 
 
    “I’m close,” she echoed his thoughts. 
 
    Merk smiled to himself and kept the same pace. Kara began to move faster.  
 
    “Yessss,” she hissed. 
 
    Her body moved feverishly until… And then with each thrust of his, Kara rode and bumped and dropped down hard on him until she came. Her climax sent her leaning backwards, her body bent fully, reared back. She whinnied and once the orgasm had finished, her eyes fell to Merk’s.  
 
    “Fuck…” she said breathlessly, looking at him.  
 
    But they weren’t finished. The panther in him wouldn’t allow that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sunlight filtered through the curtains. The light was faint, but it was enough to stir Kara. Merk watched her from the corner of his eye – he had been awake for a while just looking at her.  With no make-up, her hair all tossed and unkempt, tearstains still on her cheeks that he imagined were for him made her look magnificent. He tried to imagine what it would feel like if it had been him seeing her hurt as badly as he had been, near death and maybe thinking she was going to die. He shuddered at the prospect.  
 
    She was the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on, not to mention to have slept with.  But it was about more than her looks – which were not glamorous at all but wholesome and full, a prettiness that one could easily call quiet. Yet her beauty was also so vibrant. Watching her stir and now opening her eyes to see him, he relived the night, her touch, how she felt to him, the places her mouth had been and where his was, and finally them making love. The raw passion. Pure. He loved every bit of it because he knew that he loved her. There was no more falling for her, he had already done that.  
 
    “What – What time is it?” she yawned. “Oh my God! School! We – We’re late!”  
 
    Merk smiled.  
 
    “I called in for us,” he answered simply, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her into him. 
 
    “Wait. You called in for us both? You know how that’s gonna look?” she queried, sitting up, freely letting her breasts and nakedness come into view. 
 
    “Well, I called in for you – I don’t have to be there as early. I coach,” he tried to reassure her. 
 
    And it worked some. She still tried to hold on to the concern but Merk quickly took hold of her and pulled her to him. He kissed her. She kissed him back.  But then she stopped. 
 
    “Wait,” she said. “We need to talk.” 
 
    Merk knew about what. He vaguely recalled hearing her last night talking to herself while she was bandaging him. He had believed that it was real but wasn’t all the way sure.  
 
    “What are you?” 
 
    It was surreal. To be asked such a question and knowing the answer to be supernatural or otherworldly. Merk hesitated. He had never had this conversation with anyone that wasn’t a shifter. Kara was just a human. In his past relationships, he had done everything and anything to hide what and who he was from the other person. He did this to the detriment of all of his relationships because there was always a void, an apparent disassociation between him and the other person because of the decision not to reveal all his identity; in many ways, it was like him not being true to himself.  
 
    He wondered had the wolf not happened whether he would have tried to continue keeping Kara in the dark? Would he have done that as he had done with countless other people? Whatever the answer, Merk was glad that Kara knew. He was even gladder that she seemed okay with it and could handle it. But then that led to his own questions about her and just how familiar was she with shifters.  
 
    “I’m a Panther Shifter.” 
 
    Kara exhaled. 
 
    “What?” Merk asked curiously.  
 
    “I just didn’t want you to be something really weird – panther is okay,” she answered plainly.  
 
    Merk didn’t want to laugh but the way she had answered – how she thought – nothing too weird? There was no one in the world like Kara and he was so grateful to have her in his life.  
 
    “Wait,” he stopped her as she was about to get of the bed. “I need to know something.” 
 
    He could see it in her eyes. It was the first time that he had noticed it, something behind those caring and thoughtful pearls, sometime layered and hidden, dark and foreboding. Kara knew more than she had let on. She knew about Ratty and his crew of Wolf Shifters, the question now was how much did she know and just how deep had she be in with them? 
 
    “Yes, I knew,” she answered before Merk could ask. 
 
    There were a few moments of silence as Merk let it wash over him.  
 
    “You knew? How -? How long have you known? Wh – What’s your connection with him?” Merk had a lot of questions, and he didn’t want to come off as too abrasive with Kara. They were just finding themselves in their relationship and despite a disastrous night had found a way to salvage it, making love for the first time.  
 
    Yet, Kara wasn’t a fickle woman, she had resolve and strength about her, so much was obvious. Merk knew that about her, it was one of the many reasons why he was attracted to her; she didn’t mind toughness and from the time that he had known her, she always seemed ready. He had seen her in her classroom, the way she dealt with the high schoolers in her class and around the school. He had also seen it earlier that day when Ratty confronted her and tried to call her out in front of him and the principal. Kara stood firm, there was no backing down or slinking away for her, and she wasn’t running from Merk’s questioning either.  
 
    “I used to date him,” she answered, there was no shame in her voice. Merk was slightly bothered by this for he found Ratty a disgusting man in every way possible. He just couldn’t see his Kara with a man like Ratty. 
 
    “Is that what all of this was about earlier? In your classroom?” Merk asked. 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “We broke up well over a year before you came to town. A clean break. I had had enough of him and his crew – I knew what they were about – I was done with that.” 
 
    Her words played around in his head. He tried to make sense of the woman in front of him. How she could ever have been with a guy like Ratty Fairweather? Merk had only met the man once in person and once as a wolf, but he knew from both those occasions that he was not good. He was an arrogant pith of a man, despicable, and he was ruthless as the wolf that he was. It wasn’t a surprise to him really, most shifters were like Ratty in some form or another. Being different, having that kind of power and uniqueness, abilities beyond that of the average human moved most to the brink of madness and insanity. That was why shifters fought each other so much.  
 
    There were always two kinds of schisms within shifters: Fighting among themselves for more power and control and then the battle to protect humanity and the code of what was good and bad, right and wrong. Most shifters were takers, purveyors of all things, and the world and the people and things in it were theirs for the pilfering. From the moment Merk had met Ratty and smelled wolf on him, he had known what kind of Shifter he was, a wolf and a narcissistic one. 
 
    “If I had known that you were a shifter, I would have told you, especially after today,” she added. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Merk understood. Kara was one of those few humans that had been made privy to the other world that existed - the world of monsters and things that truly do go bump in the night. However, most humans were never free after knowing that the supernatural existed. It was even worse when they had been involved with one. The fact that Kara had been able to break from Ratty in the way that she had, and for her to freely walk around the same town, had to be a testament to who she was as a woman and a person.  
 
    Shifters were possessive, even more so after a human had been brought into the fold of knowing their secret. Merk wondered how she did it, if there had been a struggle of some kind, a fight, even a sacrifice. No one usually left unscathed. 
 
    Kara crawled across the bed to him. She reached for his tank, pulling on its ribbing, she pulled him closer to her. Kara brought his face to hers. She had a look on her. Her eyes met his and she stared into them, searching, seeking, it was like she was burrowing into his head, his mind. Merk felt odd, dizzy almost as he looked back at her, trying to hold her gaze.  
 
    She kissed him. Her lips were soft and moist, even more so than before. Her breath was hard and earthy, different from the night before. Kara kissed him fully – her lips seemed fuller and he felt as if he was being swallowed whole. Somewhere, he lost time. When the kiss ended, he felt refreshed, fulfilled, and energized, as if he had just had the best sleep of his life. Kara pulled back from him. She had never been sexier. Her hands were gripping on to his arms, tight, firm and unusually forceful.  
 
    “What -? What’s going on?” he asked, curious of the feeling he was experiencing. He was almost euphoric.  
 
    “Nothing,” Kara answered back. He could see the sex in her eyes, pulling him to her, compelling him towards her. “I just want you to know that I am with you – only you – and that we are now in this together. Okay?” 
 
    Merk understood what she was saying. This thing that was between him and Ratty wasn’t over. Ratty and his wolf pack had almost killed him. Even if Merk wanted to, there was no way to turn the other cheek or something like that. And now that he knew for certain that Kara and Ratty had been involved, he surmised that the old pack leader only had it out for him even more. Everything was about territory and even though somehow Kara had broken free from it and gotten out of the pack’s clutches, her absconding hadn’t reset what was primal and natural to the doggish troupe. Undoubtedly, Ratty still saw her as his and the pack would follow him.  
 
    “Okay,” Merk answered.  
 
    But he didn’t believe she knew the trouble that was coming their way just because he was a shifter, a Panther Shifter at that. Also that she happened to be the ex of the leader of the local wolf pack. Merk wondered if he could protect her. She was strong and brave, but he had seen shifters like Ratty before, and they were vicious and they would stop at nothing to bring down any and everyone that they believed threatened their authority and possibly stood in the way of a goal or something they wanted. Merk saw that easily: Ratty’s paw prints were all over the football team and then Kara.  
 
    Kara climbed out of the bed. She was naked. Damn, she had a nice body. Her ass was full and her hips curvy. He could feel himself getting hard. She looked over her shoulder as she moved towards the doorway nearest her. She stopped just before stepping out. 
 
    “Shower?” 
 
    That wasn’t even a question. Kara smiled slyly and disappeared through the doorway, leaving the residue of seduction in her wake. It was a strange sensation. Merk could feel it, the seduction, it was literally palpable, like a misty and light spray that hovered and blanketed the room. He knew that he should be concerned about Ratty and his wolf brothers, but for some reason, he couldn’t focus. All he could think about was Kara at the moment, and rightfully so, she had just walked into his bathroom completely naked, expecting him to follow.  
 
    Merk gave up on trying to form any other thought but of his and Kara’s bodies grinding against one another’s’ in the shower. He could feel it, taste it, it was such a weird sensation that literally kept coming over him with each thought of Kara. He surrendered. He took off his tank top as he moved in the direction of the bathroom. By the time he reached the door, he was completely naked and he could hear the water running through the door. He entered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk sat at the kitchen table eating breakfast, a bowl of cereal, grains, and a banana. He felt unusually and exceptionally drained since getting out of the shower with Kara. The sex had been amazing. Better than the first time, and that was good in its own right. This time had been different though. Merk felt completely in tune with Kara’s body, as if he was not only inside of her but as if he was her. It was a crazy feeling, surreal, he had never experienced anything like that before. It was a total displacement of himself. It was like he was in two places at once and none of it made sense; it only felt fuckin’ amazing! But right afterword, he felt exhausted and the worse of it had come a few minutes after she left out the door to go into work, she had to at least do the half of day that he had called in for her.  So Merk fixed a small breakfast, hoping to get some much needed energy.  
 
    As he sat there and ate, some strength began to come back to him; he could feel his energy levels returning to normal and with it clarity of mind. Merk hadn’t noticed but he had been in a kind of a daze, more like a fog, but he couldn’t remember when he had started feeling that way. He just remembered kissing Kara and then…  
 
    Kara. 
 
    Flashes of her naked body shot through his head. Suddenly, he could smell her and taste her. He all of sudden wanted her, insanely. He could feel his penis growing with every breath and each shooting memory of her in the shower. The sex had been good. She was an incredible lover. He could feel her. She wasn’t there but he could still feel her. Merk couldn’t control himself. He reached into his pants. He grabbed himself. He leaned back. Closed his eyes. Kara. He didn’t know what had come over him but it was an insatiable rush and as he jerked and moved all he could think about was Kara. Merk followed the rhythm and the sound of his voice calling her name as visions of her naked body in the shower danced and moved, gyrated and grinded in his mind. Merk could feel himself getting close to the release that he so desperately needed… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk woke up with his head down on the table staring at his unfinished bowl of cereal. He had fallen asleep – at the table? Eating breakfast? Merk didn’t know what to make of it, of any of the strange things that had been happening to him since… Maybe he had a concussion. But that didn’t explain the surges of energy that he’d been experiencing and the sudden tiredness and draining of energy that was occurring, and then the insatiable lust for Kara that even for him had surpassed his own sex drive.  
 
    No. Something else was happening and Merk didn’t know what. But at the moment he felt normal. Himself. His mind was clear and his body felt completely healed from the previous night’s injuries. He looked at his watch. It was almost noon. He had to get to school, there were things that he had to take care of at practice.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The locker room was quiet when he walked in. Mr. Hews probably had the kids outside running for P.E. class. Merk didn’t mind the silence. He needed a moment to decide on the approach that he wanted to take with Coach Winston. From what Merk could gather, he was a sympathizer, a human that wanted desperately to be a shifter, so they did the shifters’ dirty work for them, always on their side and carrying out errands for them; they were the servants of shifters, they did the shifter’s bidding. Coach Winston was undoubtedly indebted to Ratty, which meant that as long as he was around, there would be problems for Merk.  
 
    Merk sat his desk. He began to go through some papers; he had a mountain of student progress sheets to go through. The end of the quarter was getting close and with that came report cards and whether or not players were eligible for the playoffs – district, regionals, and beyond. Merk skipped through the pile to find RJ’s. This had been his concern since the day before, and what really had started the interaction with Ratty Fairweather.  
 
    Damn. The kid fucking sucked in mostly all of his classes. The highest grade he had was a ‘C’ and that was in P.E. He couldn’t even get an ‘A’ in the class that he had with his father’s crony and sympathizer? No. Wait. Mrs. Longburress was his P.E. teacher. Merk didn’t really know her that well, but had heard rumors about her Sergeant Slaughter like tendencies. Still, a ‘C’ in P.E. and you’re the starting quarterback of the high school football team?  
 
    When Merk was in school that would have been just fucking embarrassing. But not for RJ. No. He had Ratty and the Fairweather name to back him up, no doubt there was a sense of entitlement that governed RJ’s life and there really wasn’t a need to try to do better, to be better, no drive except to make sure that he truly got what he already thought belonged to him. That was the feeling that Merk had gotten from Ratty. And he had experienced the depths and means and lengths by which Ratty would go to secure and engender those things that he thought belonged to him.  
 
    A knock came on the door. Merk looked at his watch. Kara was still teaching. Her last class didn’t end for a few minutes, so it couldn’t be her. For some reason, Merk didn’t want to be disturbed. There was too much to do and there was too much to think about – from football to the wolf shifters, he had to figure the shit out.  
 
    He opened the door.  It was Principal Lightwood. He looked piqued and a little flushed. He wasted no time coming in, more or less barging in, brushing pass Merk with an uncharacteristic non-caring nudge. In the coach’s office, he turned around on his heels and pointed at the door. 
 
    “Shut that, please.” 
 
    Merk did as he was told. He turned back around to face Mr. Lightwood. In the few seconds he had entered the room, his face had gotten redder, more flushed, his visage and demeanor seemed shaken, disturbed. He stepped forward and Merk could see the man actually shaking. Merk braced himself for what was coming next, almost knowing who and what this was about. 
 
    “We just can’t have any problems here, Mr. Castle,” said the bald-headed man, sniveling. 
 
    Merk lost respect almost immediately for Principal Lightwood, not that he had had a lot to begin with. All of their interactions before yesterday when he had brought Ratty into Kara’s room had been encased with an energy and air of a man that was more like a mouse. This was then confirmed and exacerbated by his acquiescing to Ratty Fairweather’s wants. And now, he was in his office about to unload some more bullshit concerning how Merk did things solely because he too was a fucking sympathizer, or if not one yet, was just as close to being one.                 
 
    “We just can’t okay?” he continued. 
 
    “What problems are you talkin’ about, sir?” asked Merk, he wanted the principal to be clear and to say it, to have the fucking balls to just say it.  
 
    Principal Lightwood paused. Merk saw it working around his head, how to say what he had to say – what he had been told to say – without it sounding as if he had been sent there as a messenger by the Rat-man himself. It was pathetic, but Merk understood. Shifters were supernatural. They were living, breathing, and walking gods on earth. If you really thought about it by comparing them to normal human beings. It was no surprise that a person would become enamored with a being like that, willing and ready to do anything and whatever the shifter asked of them, simply because they were something that you were not; the shifter was more, an extension of a reality that was greater than your own and the shifter was proof that there was indeed more to this world than what the human five senses dictated.  
 
    “Merk, please… “Ratty – the Fairweathers, they’ve been around this town a long time, way longer than me…than a lot of people. They’ve seen a lot of people come and go and those people tried to change things and make waves, but they are not the ones that are still here.” 
 
    “Make waves?” Merk questioned. “Am I trying to make waves, sir?” 
 
    Merk was annoyed with Principal Lightwood. His view and approach towards Ratty and his shifter pack of goons was one of acceptance, they were the status quo. Merk wondered if this was seriously how the entire town felt. Did Ratty and the Fairweathers have complete autonomy in this town? Could they do anything, get away with anything they wanted?  
 
    His run in with the wolves was a lot different, he didn’t have the luxury of having them held accountable through legal means, involving police and all because of the shifter nature of things. There just wasn’t a way to govern shifters, to police them, which was also part of the problem because they were all above the law (including him, but he had a code that he tried to live by, he had ethics and some set of standards that mattered to him, a lot of shifters didn’t). Listening to him, Merk decided that this small Floridian town was under the wolf pack’s rule - it had to be.  
 
    He hadn’t noticed it before, maybe because he’d been so preoccupied with coaching and getting the football team ready, settling into his new life, and then Kara. But it was clear: this was going to be a problem and he found himself directly in the middle of it.  
 
    “Do we have an understanding, Mr. Castle?” Principal Lightwood asked, his voice fumbling, stuttering some.  
 
    Merk stared at the thinly framed man standing in front of him, his body languid, his face and eyes a sorrowful and pitied visage. Weakness emitted from him. It disgusted Merk and he didn’t have time for it. And there was no way that he was going to cower to the unspoken rule of Ratty and his wolf pack. Merk had never conformed to anything or anyone in his life and he never would.  
 
    “I understand…” Merk started. “But here’s what you have to understand. I don’t give a fuck who Ratty Fairweather is – I really don’t. However, he does need to be concerned with who I am.” 
 
    There was finality in Merk’s voice. It was pushed to the surface by his hate of cowardice and the people who purport such attributes in others; Ratty and his crew were bullies and they had been allowed to push people around for far too long. Principal Lightwood was on that list. Coach Winston, his assistant. How many others? he wondered. Only Kara seemed to be willing and strong enough to face off with Ratty. She had done so in her classroom yesterday. That’s whom he needed to talk to if he was going to do something about it – if he was going to put an end to the wolves’ rule.  
 
    "No! No! You don’t understand – No! You – You can’t –! Mr. Castle, you have to –” 
 
    But Merk was done listening to his wining. He felt the adrenaline rush through him, pushing his feral nature, then the rise of his animal instincts to attack, to fight, and come forward. The principal was afraid of Ratty and the wolves and what they could do, but he needed to be just as afraid of him, maybe more. He needed to show him. Make him see it. To see him. Merk lunged forward with lightning quick speed, every muscle in his body bulging, vibrating on a different level, he grabbed Principal Lightwood by the collar and shoved him against the wall with enough force to cause an indentation in the wall behind him.  
 
    “Oh God! Mr. Cassss…” he started, his voice trailing off with gasps for air and coughs in between. 
 
    Merk emitted a guttural and primal roar. He continued to hold the principal pinned against the wall. It was in these moments that Merk was the most dangerous. As a Panther Shifter, he had the ability to channel his panther nature in human form, usually this was done through his adrenaline with his emotions as a catalyst. He was the strongest like this, a man with animal energy and strength, but he was also more vulnerable because of the human anatomy. If he was being attacked, his panther form, would be the best form of protection, as it had been when the wolves attacked him. If he had been in human form during that attack, he wouldn’t have survived.  
 
    “Mer – Mer – Mr. Castle, pl – please…” Mr. Lightwood strained.  
 
    “Merk!” a voice yelled from behind him. “Merk! Stop!”  
 
    Merk looked over his shoulder. It was Kara. Merk turned back to face Principal Lightwood. He had the man at least two feet off the floor and there was enough strength behind his pinning of the principal to the wall that the man was struggling to breathe. What was he doing? Merk relaxed his grip on Mr. Lightwood’s collar and let him down. The disheveled and utterly frightened principal hurriedly ran past him, brushing against Kara, and out of the coach’s office.  
 
    “What the hell, Merk?!” Kara reprimanded. 
 
    She came over to him, but Merk shied away. Everything was wrong, had been that way since yesterday when Ratty walked into his life. Merk flopped down in the chair behind his desk, burying his head in his hands, frustrated, unnerved, the muscles in his arms bulging from how tight his grip had been on the principal. He could have killed him. Easily. For a moment, no matter how brief, he had lost it. That happened sometimes when his anger was unchecked and his emotions ran free. His panther nature was so raw, primal that sometimes it was hard to control rationally and still harness the power of the panther; it just wanted to roam free and complete balance between human and panther form just didn’t exist.  
 
    “Merk…” he could hear Kara call for him, he kept his eyes closed tightly and his head buried in his hands.  
 
    Suddenly her hands were on his shoulder – HE GRABBED HER WRIST – the inclination to twist and break, the kneejerk response, hit him but her smell (his senses were still heightened from his panther nature), it whiffed by his nose and then played around in his nostrils; Kara’s scent was soothing and it almost immediately calmed him.  
 
    Merk could feel his mind quieting, his anxiousness dissipating. Her hand was still on his shoulder. He peered up at her. Kara’s face seemed to shine down on him like the sun. Her eyes were like disks of rays of light shining forth, breaking through the darkness inside of him that lay behind his eyes, deep down in the recesses of who and what he truly was. He noticed that Kara hadn’t jumped when he had grabbed her. 
 
    “We have to get you out of here…” she said, stooping down to be with him, to be eye-level with him.  
 
    She put one hand on his leg and the other on his arm. Her touch did something to him and it wasn’t all in his mind. That’s what he was starting to realize. Like earlier, he could feel something coming off of her, something that was misty and airy, just like before. It was light, damn near invisible, and Merk knew somehow that it had something to do with how he was suddenly beginning to feel: he felt light, like the mist. He felt okay, as if he knew that everything was going to work out. There was a calmness that washed through him, a peacefulness that had fallen on him. And it had everything to do with Kara and her touch. He knew it. Merk lifted his head, peering up at her, curiosity filling him; he needed answers.  
 
    “What are you?” he made himself ask. 
 
    Kara paused. She looked at him. It was a deep look, arcane. He could see the opaqueness about her; it was unsettling to him, making him want to draw away from her, to free himself of her touch. But he didn’t. Then he wondered if he could even if he wanted to. His animal instincts were still high from his panther nature, and he felt, sensed something supernatural about her. It was soft and barely noticeable. But it was there. He met her eyes, willing himself to pass on whatever it was she was doing to him.  
 
    “Merk…” 
 
    But he didn’t answer. Something told him not to, that he had to remain focused. He pressed harder, leaning on his resolve, he stared at her until she looked away. Kara stood up. He did the same. She walked away from him, her gait shaky and her body language distraught.   
 
    “Kara… What are you? Why –?” 
 
    She wheeled around to face him. She stood in a manner that suggested that she was trying to regain some of her composure. Merk’s resolve had done something to her, whatever she was doing to him, wouldn’t stick. 
 
    “Kara…” 
 
    A flash. A flicker in her eyes. He saw it change. No, it was more like a pass through – it was like something passed through her eyes, it was so faint and if he had blinked that second, he would have missed it. Kara stepped forward, she suddenly seemed so unsure of herself, uncharacteristically so. She started to speak but hesitated, then found her footing again. She cleared her throat. Merk readied himself. 
 
    “I’m –”  
 
    Coach Winston burst through the door, entering the coach’s office frantically and in a frenzy. His eyes were wild and his skin looked sick, like he had spent the better part of the day in cold sweats and feverous. He was panicked. He passed Kara who was standing near the door to approach Merk.  
 
    “You can’t fucking do it! Please tell me you changed your mind – that they changed your mind! They’re crazy –” 
 
    Merk was on him, putting him down to the floor, the tackle, a hard spear, exactly how he would want his defensive safeties to hit flankers floating around carelessly and freely down the field. Merk could hear when the wind went out of him, then he landed on top of him. 
 
    “Oh my God!” he heard Kara squeak in the background.  
 
    But it didn’t matter to Merk. His panther nature was too close to the surface, it was easy for him to be triggered now and his strength and force was so brute in this form and feral. Kara ran over to him. She grabbed him trying to pull him off of his assistant coach, but Merk was too big and too strong.   
 
    “Merk, you’re hurting him. Stop!” 
 
    He could hear Kara but only behind his own growling mind, an echo of the low gutturals that were stirring inside of him, just like earlier with Principal Lightwood. However this time, Merk wasn’t going to back down. Kara had saved the principal but Coach Winston, his assistant coach would not be so lucky.  
 
    “Merk! Please –!” she cried in the background.  
 
    Merk cocked his arm back ready to strike down on Coach Winston. With how he felt, he knew that he could probably kill the man, if not the damage would be so severe that he would wish that he was dead rather than the invalid and vegetable state he would be in.  
 
    “Please…” started Coach Winston. “Do it.” 
 
    Merk gave pause. He hadn’t expected that, not his assistant coach’s approval and desire to match his wanting to end him; a hit that would potentially kill him. Had the man lost it? Lost his mind?  But it didn’t stop there. Coach Winston seemed to all of a sudden be invigorated. He pushed and pulled at Merk, trying to get him to hit him. There was desperation on his face and within his grip.  
 
    “Do it! Do it, please!” he begged.  
 
    Hearing a man beg for pain and punishment and even a possible death, took the desire from you to inflict such pain on them, no matter how deservingly. That was the case for Merk. The man’s voice was hollow and the ache in it pulled at Merk, his nerves, the anger and stirring rage that he wanted to unleash. Merk found himself letting the man go and standing up. Kara was behind him. He could hear her sigh. He smelled fear on her and something else – that scent again. He whipped around to face her, a sliver of anger back, his eyes daggers pointed at her.  
 
    “What are you!?” he roared.  
 
    Kara staggered backwards – more fear, he could smell it. She cowered, pressing her back against the wall, her eyes bouncing from him to Coach Winston and back again. Merk was done. He was tired of everything. He had come to this town to start over, to be someone else, and to definitely not be a shifter anymore. But he was right back where he had started. Trouble seemed to find him and as much as he wanted to stay clear of it, to walk away from it, there was something inside of him that kept bringing him back there, to that place, petitioning him to do something about the wrong, to fix things, to make everything right. He hated whatever that was that made him think and feel those things. He cursed it.   
 
    “You should have done it,” said the quivering voice of Coach Winston behind him. “You should have killed me.” 
 
    Merk turned to him. Coach Winston seemed smaller. Or maybe Merk was still just so full of his panther nature that his vertebrae and endoskeleton had enlarged, there was literally a chance that he was indeed towering over the comparatively puny assistant coach.  
 
    “Why?” Merk growled. 
 
    “Because Ratty has his hands in every single thing in this town and there’s no escaping him, Merk. Either you do what he and his… Family wants or you pay the price,” said Kara, answering for him.  
 
    That sounded right. Probable. Except that she was the living and breathing proof that that was not the case.  
 
    “You survived,” Merk answered her.  
 
    “I did,” she replied back.  “But I’m not like everyone else.” 
 
    That was the first time she had ever spoken of herself as being more than what was in front of him – a woman and a human being. But she knew she couldn’t go any further with it, not in front of Coach Winston.  
 
    “Coach Castle…” Coach Winston spoke from behind him. “Are you… Are you like them?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They sat around Merk’s desk talking. Kara, Coach Winston, and Merk. It was kind of a meeting of the minds, a joining of forces in that there was a lot that each person knew. They all had had run-ins with Ratty and the wolf pack. Specifically for Merk, the Rat-pack (as he began to think of them and call them) and also his past experiences with other shifters, the latter neither one of them had. Merk found out that Coach Winston was indeed a sympathizer, but reluctantly.  
 
    His family had come to this town as nothing and with nothing and only began to gain money and any respect or status by basically doing the dirty grunt work for the Fairweathers. Since time immemorial, they had been the most well off, and if not respected then feared, family in the small Florida town. When his father passed away, all the Fairweathers’ scavenging and dirty work had fallen to Coach Winston. However, he was just one of them. There were plenty more families that had Fairweather sympathizers; their wolf pack was a distinguished group in town, like royalty, the only shifters there, ever, until Merk.  
 
    Merk could immediately see why his arrival would be problematic. And then factor in his lead role as coach for the high school football team that was obviously an important staple in the community, him and Ratty were bound to bump heads.    
 
    “So, what can you do?” Coach Winston asked, a glint of hope on his face, a speck of relief in his voice.  “I mean, are you going to end all of this or – or are you just going to replace them?” 
 
    The words really hit Merk hard. He never wanted anyone to think that he could be the kind of man or shifter that used his abilities to make people his slaves, servants at the least.  
 
    “No. I’m not here to replace them,” he answered. “And I’m still trying to figure out what it is exactly that I need to end.” 
 
    “Them,” Kara gave the answer.  
 
    They both turned their attention to her. But Merk saw her eyes shoot him a quick look. She was something too. He knew that for sure now. But she didn’t want him to include her in this meeting. For whatever reason, she was desperate to keep what she was secret. Merk eyes searched her as he tried to see past her to identify what she was. 
 
    She sat up some in her seat, then scooted forward.  
 
    “Well, you already know my connection to Ratty and –” 
 
    “Right, I do…” he slid up to the edge of his seat. “And for the life of me, I don’t know how you got away from them – no one gets away from them. How –? How did you do it?” 
 
    But Kara never got to answer that. The door burst open and a group of kids rushed in, their clothes torn, some shredded, their faces bore scratch marks like claws to flesh, everything about them was disheveled and panic was in their eyes. 
 
    “Fight!” one boy yelled.  
 
    “There’s a fight! Hurry! 
 
    Merk was the first one on his feet. He sprinted by Coach Winston and the group of kids that had just entered. Kara followed him, then the kids, and finally Coach Winston.  
 
    “Oh my God…” said Kara as she looked out onto the gym floor.  
 
     It was RJ. But he was different. He was hairier and taller, bigger. It seemed impossible but he was no longer the skinny boy they had seen the day before, rather, in a matter of moments, it seemed, he had hit a growth spurt, an exponential one. Merk knew for certain that shifters, panthers and wolves in particular, experienced a supernatural growth spurt if it was triggered by something. Evidently, something had happened in the gym or outside of the gym that had caused RJ to grow.  
 
    Merk moved closer to him. RJ was close to his height now. He still had a wiry frame but his muscles within that frame were bulging. His face was more chiseled around the jawline, he had facial hair, along with hairy arms, and his clothes were torn from the change.  
 
    “They were at practice – we saw it when it happened. He was running the ball and then he got hit and when he got up…” 
 
    Merk knew the rest. He was in human form but the wolf shift was happening inside of him. This was his first time and because it had been spurred on by a hit, something that was forceful or violent, his wolf force was reacting, causing him to become imbalanced. It was like being caught in a change. His mind wasn’t all the way there and neither was his body or physical abilities. It all fluctuated and would do so now for several days. The only thing that they could do was get him away from everyone so he didn’t seriously harm anyone. 
 
    “Is this because he’s a….?” Coach Winston leaned in to ask Merk.  
 
    Merk didn’t answer him. RJ needed to be stopped. He was swinging and throwing his body around carelessly, attacking his peers and classmates without any provocation. He was like a runaway train. Merk looked at Kara. She eyed him. He knew what he had to do and so did she. If he didn’t then…  
 
    Merk took a deep breath and then ran out on the gym floor. Kids ran by him trying to escape the suddenly wild and crazed star football player. There were times when Merk was still controlled by his emotions when it came to shifting or when his panther force came forward. The power of a shifter, no matter who or what kind of shifter, always carried variability and a random penchant for chaos and carnage. But over time, as you grew older and wiser, as the shifter force within matured and settled, the shifter learned ways to control it. At that point, you could summon your shifter power and abilities and channel them how you saw fit and to what degree. Merk did just that as he ran out to meet RJ. He was the only one that could.  
 
    RJ saw him coming. But this was RJ’s first shift. Merk was too far removed to be handled by a firstling. Merk felt his adrenaline rush through him, his feral nature rise, and his body increase in mass from the panther force within. Mostly, all of the other students had cleared from RJ. They had run off to the side and behind Merk, some of them clearing the gym. Merk could still hear the screams and the frantic pitches of everyone in the background.  
 
    RJ was only a few paces away from him, his face devil’d in a ‘V’ and his teeth fanged from his new canines.  It looked like he was caught in the mid-shift, his body unsure of which way it wanted to go. And then it happened: just as Merk was about to reach him, RJ shifted fully into a wolf. It was amazing to watch, even for Merk. The way his skin folded back, almost like a banana peel, removing its layer. Underneath was a newly christened wolf, its thin wet coat with a light grayish sheen. RJ’s eyes glowed a piercing yellow with a pupil that was more than just black but devoid of color, emptiness.  
 
    Merk hadn’t anticipated a change, not a full one at least. Most firstlings never shift fully to their animal counter parts. Being in his human form, he knew he was at a terrible disadvantage. He contemplated shifting to his panther form but it was too late. RJ in wolf form was already lunging at him, his full body completely outstretched; his claws thick and razor sharp. Merk caught the wolf in mid air but the weight of the animal crashed down on him and then they were both on the floor.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk and the wolf rolled around on the gym floor with the animal trying to get the best of the human that seemingly had super strength, enough to hold him off from clawing straight through his chest. Merk fought hard. He held the wolf off with all of his might. He had a few opportunities, as the wolf tossed and turned and tried to tear at him. He could break his arm or leg. A wound like that would incapacitate him but it would also hurt RJ in his human form. The break could be worse as a human and it might not ever heal. Wolves didn’t have the same healing abilities as Panther Shifters. So Merk had to give up that idea which made his struggle with the firstling beast that much harder.  
 
    Merk was back on his two feet and the panther was on all fours. The wolf circled around Merk, sizing him up. It was the first moment since Merk had thrown himself into the crazy fray that he had a chance to catch his breath. He scanned the gym. Everyone was watching, the gym was crawling with students and teachers, faculty, police, fire fighters. They all just watched. No one dared to jump in and try and help.  
 
    Merk was sure it was one hell of a spectacle to see - a giant wolf clawing at a human being with the human being moving as fast as he was. It must all seem impossible. But still, there seemed to be no end in sight. Merk didn’t know how he was going to get RJ to shift back and when he did, in front of everyone, his family’s secret would be out for sure if it wasn’t already. RJ would never have a normal life again. And as much as Merk now hated Ratty, his father, he didn’t want that for RJ. He was just a kid.  
 
    But then Merk had an idea. He needed to stop him, but he also had to get him out of the gym. The wolf wasn’t faster than him, there was no doubt about that. So if he could just get a little ahead of him, and close enough to one of the side doors, he could get him out in the hallway and out of the sight of everyone for a few moments. Just enough time and distance possibly for him to shift into his panther form and then the race would be on: he could lead RJ away from the school. A wolf chasing a panther.  
 
    Merk was ready to try it. He waited as RJ circled him again. When RJ lunged at him, Merck spun out of the way. RJ was off balanced and it was the perfect opportunity for Merk to act. He took off in a sprint. He pushed himself. He could feel the panther force flowing through his body. His senses were heightened and he could hear RJ panting behind him, his paws pushing against the gym floor, his legs bounding hard. Merk broke through the side door and felt his skin shed and in its place the panther body – smooth fur to the skin and sinewy. Merk rounded the hall and the wolf was right behind him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The crowd behind her was waiting for some kind of explanation, something to help them make sense of what they had just seen. Kara could hear the swirling accusations and speculations, right now just rumors of what people thought they had seen. She knew the truth: RJ had shifted. This was his first time. And because of that, he was a volatile mess of hormones and adrenaline, his raw and primal natures of both human and wolf colliding.  
 
    How many people had the young wolf hurt and injured? Why had it happened? Kara’s eyes roved the gymnasium: several people laid on the floor hurt, having been bitten or clawed or pummeled in some way. Too many had gotten hurt, but there could have been way more if Merk hadn’t stepped in when he did.  
 
    The thought of Merk putting himself on the line the way he had brought a smile to her face. It was heroic and just another reason why she was so in love with the man. She was a little concerned about him, being off on his own with a hormonally enraged teenage Wolf Shifter chasing after him. But she had already seen him beaten, bruised, and near death from the Pack’s attack. She was sure that he could handle one pup. The more pressing matter was indeed behind her. Everyone wanted answers and as people began to scatter, retreating to classrooms, some leaving school most likely, everything was in disarray, pandemonium ensued.  
 
    “Miss Daniels!” a voice shouted through the parting crowd of people as they filed out of the series of gymnasium doors. 
 
    It was Principal Lightwood. He fought his way past the pushing and shoving of the exiting crowd. His gait was bothersome to watch, he walked as if rocking to one side then the other, in a very feverish march. Kara had noticed it before, but it seemed more pronounced as he broke free from the despot gaggle of people. The bald wiry man approached her. 
 
    “What is all of this, Miss Daniels!? My God…” his eyes wandered around the gymnasium, sending his head in a spin.  
 
    “Mr. Lightwood –” she started. 
 
    “Oh, God! Never – Never mind… How? How could you and Merk let this happen?!” he asked but it was more than that, there was accusation in his voice. 
 
    “Wait… What?” Kara replied. “Me and Merk?” 
 
    But the answer to her questions was found on his face, more specifically his eyes. He blamed them somehow for this, which was confusing in itself because neither one of them had anything to do with what had just happened to RJ.  
 
    “You two – I warned you, Kara – Didn’t I? I told you not to do the same thing over again, not to go down the same road as you did with Will –” 
 
    “Stop right there!” demanded Kara, pressing her forefinger against the principal’s chest, defiantly. “I dare you! I fuckin’ dare you, you sniveling piece of…” 
 
    Kara caught herself. Two things that you could never take back or undo – intensions and words. The former was obvious and there was nothing that she could do about that, but she didn’t have to follow through, that would be crossing a line for sure, stepping off a ledge that she didn’t want. She loved her job, this town, for all it was worth, and she didn’t want to say anything that would get her fired.  
 
    But Mr. Lightwood was wrong and his assuming and subsequent accusations and clear bias towards her was maddening. A distinct sneer and low and rumbling growl came from Kara. She imagined this was what Merk as a Panther Shifter sounded like – or even Ratty or any one of his wolf pack of shifters – she had never been around him when he actually shifted, he never would let her.  The principal backed away.  
 
    I’m – I’m sorry… I spoke hastily and shouldn’t have. I’m sorry, ” said the man, acquiescing as best he could. 
 
    Kara started to say more to him but a horrific scream came from behind her that jarred both her and the principal. She quickly turned around to see a of couple students dragging an almost lifeless body form through the back doors that lead to the football practice field.  
 
    “Oh my god –!” Kara exclaimed. 
 
    Principal Lightwood took a panicked gulp behind her. Kara took off in a run across the gymnasium floor. Before then everything around her, the noise and the people, had been like a layer surrounding her but as she ran towards the injured student it all became one white noise, soundless, a sort of mute array of singularity. Her focus was for this student and the closer she got to him, the more troubling it became. She knew him. Ferdinando. He was in her third period class. Good kid. Smart.  
 
    None of that mattered, not now, not in the state that he was in; a mangled body, his lower left half twisted to the point of his foot facing the opposite direction and from his face down through the middle of his chest to his right leg, bone deep lacerations made in claw marks. He was bloody and gory and Kara didn’t see how it was possible for him to still be alive.  
 
    The two kids tumbled down to the floor with him, both crying. Kara fell to the ground in a slide meeting them. 
 
    “Miss Daniels…” the girl, a cheerleader, cried she wasn’t a student of Kara’s but she had seen her before. “Oh my – my God… Help him! Help him –” 
 
    “Fuck! Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” the boy who helped carry Ferdinando in was next to her, freaking out over the look of his friend and all the blood that was on him.  
 
    Kara didn’t have time to tend to them though. They seemed okay, just horrified, maybe in shock. But Ferdinando didn’t. It was worse than what she had thought as she ran over. Everything was worse. How he looked. Everything. She thought what do – anything to save this boy. She looked all around. Paramedics were coming in, along with the firemen and all the other ambulatory workers. Behind her and around looked like a scene you would see in the movies or on the news after some tragic event. She couldn’t believe that she was living it. Decisions needed to be made fast and there was no time to get caught up with what happening around her.  
 
    She turned to the cheerleader: “Go! Go get someone – a paramedic – one of them over there – hurry!” 
 
    The girl jumped to her feet and ran off.  
 
    Kara turned to the boy:  Go get me some towels from the locker room – Snap out of it! Go!” 
 
    She had to shove him to kick start him. The boy sprinted off. Kara turned back to look down at Ferdinando. He was unconscious and thank God for that. He was a mangled mess. She could literally see the bones in his face because the clawing had been so deep. It was the same for the rest of his body. Kara tore some of her top off and tried wrapping it around one of the wounds. She tried to find the deepest and the worst of them but they were all so bad. She tore more and more, almost stripping herself naked except for her bra but she didn’t care. The only thing she could think of was stopping the bleeding, at least some of it.  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Blood splattered out of his mouth. It was a small spit.  
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Another one. Then another. It became convulsive as heaves of blood, thick and burnt and crimson came forward, some threatening to choke him. Kara didn’t know what to do. She was watching this young boy die – she didn’t know what to do. She grabbed his hand. Hard. Tears shot out of her eyes and down her cheeks. Wait. She felt something. She could feel something in his hand – no, from his hand. A coolness.  
 
    Then there was a cool wetness. It was pushing against her the palm of her hand and in the juxtaposition of the coolness to her skin. She could feel her own warmth, a vibrant sensation on her skin; it was swirling around, like a ball of energy, unrested, desiring to find a place, a home. Something instinctual told her to get closer to the boy and squeeze his hand as hard as she could and push her will forward into him, send that sensation into him.  
 
    The white noise was now deafening. But Kara leaned forward, as if she was going to kiss the boy. And then something happened. She felt it. It was in her hand. His hand. Then in her chest, a swelling. She felt it pushing forward, like it was rising in side of her. She opened her mouth and a light mist sprinkled out, it then turned to a spray. Kara went with it. She didn’t know what was happening, nothing like this had ever happened before. The more of the mist that came out of her, the lighter she felt and then the weaker.  
 
    Suddenly, the boy gripped her hand. She panicked. She forced her mouth shut and pulled her hand away from him. Kara scurried back on her hands and butt, scooting away from the boy. She felt depleted. Tired. Sick. Like she suddenly had the flu. Her head throbbed almost to a point of blinding her. But the boy looked better. She didn’t know if it was delirium or what, but the boy’s skin was beginning to mend itself, not entirely, not completely, but something otherworldly was happening with him, and then the boy coughed. The sound of gurgling blood followed and then a spit and lurch of clotted blood that unclogged him. The boy began to breathe on his own, crisp, clean breaths. Kara leaned back on her elbows, her tiredness deepening, quickly moving to exhaustion.   
 
    “Hurry! Hurry!” Kara could hear a voice not too far away. “They’re over here –” 
 
    The voice stopped. It was the cheerleader. And she had brought the medic. Kara saw them both although they were hurriedly going out of focus; her migraine was almost unbearable, it felt as if her head was being split wide open. She closed her eyes but then quickly reopened them, fighting the sleep that seemed to be encroaching.  
 
    “How –? Miss Daniels – Oh my God!”  
 
    Everything had gone dark. Blackness was before her, surrounding her. Kara had passed out, but it felt more like an easing out of consciousness than anything else. She could still hear the white noise – but the deeper she went inside herself, the more the white noise dissipated and the sounds of people, frightened and unnerved broke through. The voice of the cheerleader was the closest and the paramedic – she thought that it was the paramedic. And finally… Nothingness.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kara was groggy when she woke up. Her vision was blurry at first. She felt like she had been run over by a Mack Truck. Very similar to that flu feeling. Her mouth was dry and had an arid taste to it. She eased up from her pier – it seriously felt like that – but it was just a sofa, familiar to the touch; it was Mr. Lightwood’s. She was in his office. What had happened? She thought about the boy and how he had looked. He was dying… But then… In her mind she could see herself and what she had done. She didn’t understand… How had she done that? She hadn’t seen anything like that before… But she had heard of it amongst the Succubi. It was extremely rare and vaguely known, almost to the point of myth. What were the chances that she was a part of this rarity and myth? Kara began to wonder… 
 
    The door to the office opened. Principal Lightwood entered followed by Ratty and his two brothers, his normal partnering of goons. This was the last thing that she wanted or needed. They immediately surrounded her on the sofa, the whole Fairweather crew, looming over her, the principal to the back of them.  
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself?” Ratty asked, his voice cold and accusatory. 
 
    Kara lifted her head, tilting it back slowly so as not to disturb it, not wanting the terrible migraine to come back. Hers and Ratty’s eyes met. He was angry, more than that, incensed. She could see it in his eyes but she could also feel it rolling off him.  
 
    “Me?” she echoed back at him. 
 
    Still looming and demonstrative: “Yeah, you.” 
 
    “Ratty… I really don’t –” 
 
    But her words were cut short by the violent grab of his hand around her throat. He then lifted her, gagging, and choking, from the sofa and into the air. She swiped at his hands, batting at them, trying to get them off of her as she gasped pathetically for air, only able to get small sips in to keep herself from choking and passing out. Ratty held her in midair, staring at her, his eyes a glowing yellow with dilated dark pupils.  
 
    “Where is he?!” Ratty growled.  
 
    Kara tried to form words but couldn’t. Ratty’s grip to her throat was closing off all the air. After a few more minutes, Kara kicking and swiping some more, he dropped her back down onto the sofa. Kara crashed down hard on the piece of furniture, gasping for air, her chest moving up and down rapidly, trying to take in as much as she could, the absence having been almost deadly. She peered up at him, angry, but aware of her position. The Pack of Fairweathers had her surrounded and their leader was way past enraged.  
 
    “Merk!” he growled again. “What has he done to my boy?!” 
 
    “Merk hasn’t done anything to RJ,” she answered defiantly.  
 
    “He shifted,” he answered. 
 
    “Yeah…” she coughed. “Something (cough) happened at practice and – and it caused him to shift – it had (cough) nothing to do with Merk,” 
 
    Ratty eyed her curiously. She wasn’t afraid of Ratty. Never had been. She met his gaze.  
 
    “Your fuckin’ boyfriend!” 
 
    “Merk saved him – is saving him!” 
 
    Ratty’s face changed. She had never seen him shift before but something was happening behind his face, she could see it. His skin was moving some, pulling back against itself, flickering like a light and his eyes were getting darker. His back hunched some, causing his chest to protrude out in rippling muscles that were seen pressed against his clothing, but as his shoulders widened and rounded, the seams of his shirt began to burst around the shoulder blades. He was breathing hard. He was trying to contain the shift. 
 
    “Fuck you!” he spat, and she could see canines now in his mouth, crowding his teeth, pushing them forward.  
 
    Ratty then turned to his brothers. It was a fierce and frightful stance, the kind seen in movies when the monster was ready to go after its escaped prey and claim its next victim.  
 
    “Go! Find them. Pick up the scent. I don’t care who sees you – go find that fuckin’ bastard and my son!” 
 
    On command, the two brothers hurried out of the door. Once outside a loud rip and the sound of bones cracking and popping and skin stretching could be heard, it was a violent and harsh sound that was followed by a howl. The brothers had changed in the hallway and were off to find RJ and Merk.  
 
    Ratty looked from Kara to Principal Lightwood and then back again. There was nothing about Ratty that desired her anymore. It was pure anger and hate. She knew that there was nothing inside of her that would stop him from killing her right now. Except… She tried to affect him, summoning everything inside of her, but she felt different. She felt empty. Ratty leaned down to her level. He moved his face close to hers, like a dog sniffing uncomfortably close. 
 
    “I will deal with you when I get back…” his voice was low and painful.  
 
    He stood back up to his feet. He looked back at Principal Lightwood, giving him a look. And then he went to the door, a hard gait, one that frightened Kara because she knew he was going after Merk. What would he try to do if he found him? Kill him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    She stayed in her place. Kind of. Almost. The rest of the day was spent at the school and dealing with the aftermath of what had happened. To the least, the town was in an uproar. Some people stayed at the school, townspeople, asking questions, fearful to leave the school walls because the wolf and Merk were out there somewhere and they didn’t know if there would be another attack. But Kara knew better. Merk was out there with the wolf, RJ, and she knew that he would handle things. She just knew.  
 
    Kara’s concern was Ratty and his two brothers. They were on the hunt. Ratty somehow blamed Merk for this and she knew that once he got into the state – tunnel vision took over. What he believed was gospel and he would see it through to the end - the very end. That was what she was afraid of and most concerned about.  
 
    Merk had barely escaped with his life before. She wasn’t sure if he could do it again, not by himself against Ratty’s pack of Wolf Shifters.  She was sure that Ratty would bring in the family, cousins to hunt Merk down. Reece would be the only one that wouldn’t join in. He was the youngest brother and was just different from all of them. Maybe she should talk to him? Maybe he could talk some sense into Ratty and the rest? No. No one could. She knew that. 
 
    Kara roamed the halls of the school alone. She had already gone back to the gymnasium to check on things but they had finally cleared everyone out. She wondered how Ferdinando was doing… She wondered how she had done what she did to possibly save him…Both questions needed to be answered but that was for another time. She made her way to the classroom. She had grading to do. That’s what she told herself. But really she just needed a place, a moment to catch her breath, some place familiar where she could pull herself together; she hated to admit it, but she was shaken some by everything that had happened, but also by Ratty. He didn’t scare her but she knew what he was capable of and how Ratty had already been the catalyst for her losing two people she had loved, Will and Greg, and she desperately didn’t want Merk to be the next.  
 
    She opened the door to her room. Memories of her and Merk’s last time in there flooded her. How he had her on the desk. She stared absently at the wooded desktop, seeing them, envisioning them together, her on top of him. A sinking feeling came over her. She wondered if she would ever see him again… Would they ever be together like that again? Her heart ached thinking about losing that – forever.  
 
    “No,” she said out loud, standing in the doorway, her eyes bent towards the desk in a glare. 
 
    “No to what?” a voice from behind asked. 
 
    The voice startled her. But it was a familiar voice. It was Coach Winston. She suddenly realized that she hadn’t seen him since they all had been in the office. Some how they all had lost each other. Expected though. Everything had been so chaotic.  
 
    “Oh… Hey,” she replied. 
 
    Kara drifted into her room. She moved closer to the desk, still thinking about Merk, trying to recover her memories. 
 
    “They’re meeting in the auditorium… People are. Some faculty, some people, kind of a town hall I guess.” 
 
    Kara heard him but didn’t respond. She reached out for the desk. She just wanted to touch it. To feel it. It was crazy to think but she needed something to touch – it wasn’t Merk but it was the only thing that she had that connected her to him at the moment. Desperation. Despair. It prompted some of the craziest actions and things. Her fingers pressed hard against the wooded top. Merk, she thought. Oh, Merk… 
 
    “Kara? You okay?” Coach Winston asked. 
 
    No. That’s what she wanted to say. But she needed to save face. She didn’t want to show her worry or any kind of weakness. There was very little to be gained from that facade but she wanted to be strong for herself, at least in front of people. Alone. Maybe she could break down. That’s what coming to her room had been about. But she couldn’t even get that. There was no point and there was no time. She turned around to face him, leaning her lower back against the edge of the desk as she did. 
 
    “I’m fine. Let’s go to this – this town hall,” she shot back. “Let’s see what everyone is talking about.” 
 
    Kara pushed herself off the desk and marched passed Coach Winston and out of her room. It was an abrupt move, hasty, but she had to keep moving. It was the only way to keep herself from worrying about Merk.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Surprisingly, the auditorium was packed from wall to wall with all of the people, standing. Principal Lightwood was on stage, a lone chair behind him and off to the side some, as he stood in front of a microphone. He was in the middle of a response when Kara walked in. 
 
    “I am not sure. But we – we will be looking into it – yea, definitely looking into it,” he voice quivered as he spoke.  
 
    Kara hated him in that moment. Seeing him. He was the portrait of weakness. Hearing him. Cowardly. How he had stood behind Ratty and his brothers and watched as Ratty assaulted her. She would never forget or forgive his cowardice. And now, for him to have the gall, the audacity, to stand in front of people as if he was some kind of sage or leader… It made her sick. Disgusted, Kara started to turn and leave, but Coach Winston, standing next to her, stopped her.  
 
    “Don’t,” he said, placing his hand on her arm. “You need to be here. Please.” 
 
    She stared at him. She didn’t know how to respond. She needed to be here? Why? She needed to be wherever Merk was – not here. Merk needed her. She knew that. She could feel that. Listening to the wonderings and musings of the townspeople wouldn’t help anything, it wouldn’t help Merk, and that was the only thing that she was concerned about at the moment. Kara removed his hand from her arm and leaned in. 
 
    “Merk needs me. Not them.” 
 
    “People are scared, Kara, and Mr. Lightwood, he’s not going to help them – he can’t! He is just like me – we are followers – we follow them! Ratty and the family. You don’t. You broke free. Do you think he’s going to tell those people the truth? That – That Ratty’s son is a fuckin’ Wolf Shifter? Sure, you think people saw it all happen, maybe, but they don’t know what they really saw… No. He – He’s gonna spin it somehow… You need to tell them.” 
 
    Kara knew that Coach Winston was right. She looked out over the auditorium. More and more questions were being thrown out. Principal Lightwood fielded them and with each answer, he shied away from the truth.  But what else was he supposed to do? The truth was stranger than fiction. And how many people had really seen RJ changed? Maybe a handful. Ferdinando maybe?  
 
    His injuries were so severe that he had have been to be close to RJ. But who actually saw the shift? Where was the proof? No. There was nothing that could be done. Nothing that she could say. There was one rule in this town that should never been forgotten: that Ratty and the Fairweathers were the only rule.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she finally said to Winston. 
 
    And then she walked out of the auditorium.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kara wasn’t sure where to start first. She had to find Merk and preferably before Ratty and them did. The day had passed and it was now dusk. There was a good chance that they had already found Merk and had… Kara pushed the thought from her mind. No. Merk was okay. He had to be. She decided to start with the simplest place: his house. If he was hurt or if he was just laying low, that’s where he would go.  
 
    The drive over to Merk’s was eerie. The town was empty it seemed and silent. Almost no one was out, no walkers and no cars, a ghost town. She waited for some tumbleweed to roll by her, kicked up by the wind, the town was so void and vacated of life. Kara noticed that she had been driving without the radio on. She hurriedly turned the knob. Anything to end the drowning muteness. The music blared. Rock. Good, she thought. Something upbeat, up tempo. Kara moved in her seat some, a slight dance, although forced; she was trying to be positive, to bring back some normalcy of life. But it all just felt icky and wrong. Just before she reached Merk’s house, she turned the radio back off.  
 
    Kara pulled into the driveway. But she didn’t get out. She sat there, staring at the house. It was dark outside and the house was dark. It pained her to even think about getting out of the car, going inside, and finding out that Merk wasn’t there. But what else could she do? Where else could she start? She had to. Kara opened the door of her car and climbed out. 
 
    There was a spare key under the potted plant next to the door on the porch. Merk had told her about it, their relationship hadn’t reached the point of either one of them getting their own key to each other’s place yet, but they were together enough to know the other’s key whereabouts and some other pertinent information, matters that only someone important in your life knew; Merk had become that for her and she was that for him. Kara put the key into the lock and turned.  
 
    It was pitch black inside. Her hand went to the switch effortlessly. The lights flicked on and from the obvious silence she knew that no one was home. Her heart sank and her mind began to race with thoughts… Still, she called out for him. 
 
    “Merk? Babe… Merk!” 
 
    She could hear the desperation in her own voice. It felt like she was hanging on by a string. The longer Merk was missing the more likely it was that something bad had happened to him, Ratty had gotten to him or maybe even something had happened with RJ. Had Merk ever dealt with a new Wolf Shifter before? Anything could have gone wrong. There was no set plan – there couldn’t have been – not with all that had happened. 
 
    Roaming through the house, Kara found herself upstairs and in Merk’s bedroom. The bed was still unmade from earlier. Nostalgia found her quickly. She and Merk had been in that bed, together, making love for the very first time, not even twenty-four hours ago. It had been the sweetest, most sensual experience she had ever had. She still remembered being with Will and Greg, but this was different; there was something different about being with Merk. Was it because he was a shifter? No. That wasn’t it. Ratty was different but not in that way – it was very animalistic, the feel, the smell, the taste – but Merk wasn’t just that, although there was some of that there too. Merk felt like home. Yes. He felt safe and not in the I need saving kind of way, but like something aboriginal, old and primordial even, Eden-like. Even thinking about it brought back the feeling of peace and happiness. Those feelings were immediately contrasted with the emptiness of the bed. Kara touched it. The coldness of it in the absence of human bodies.  
 
    “We should go find him,” a voice said from behind her. 
 
    Kara whirled around to see Coach Winston. He looked odd standing in the doorway of Merk’s bedroom, odd in general, being in Merk’s home. Kara knew better, but she almost felt like it belonged to her, that only she should be able to share it with Merk, to be the only one to even occupy the space other than Merk.   
 
    “Let’s go find him. Now. Before they do – or if Ratty and them have then at least we might be able to help him.” 
 
    She didn’t know if she could trust him. She didn’t know why she all of sudden felt that way, but she did. Winston hadn’t been the most reliable of people when it came to the Fairweathers, even before Merk. There was some clear bias. Kara had made it a point to steer clear of him as much as she could, knowing and understanding how much of a sympathizer he was. But here he was now, standing in front of her, telling her that they needed to go find Merk. It didn’t’ seem right. He didn’t seem right. This was the second time that he had just shown up – once at her school when she went to her classroom and now here at Merk’s. Doubt plagued her about who Coach Winston really was and what he was really after.  
 
    Still, he was the only person standing in front of her right now. The only person that seemed remotely interested in Merk’s welfare or whereabouts. Did his reasons or motives really matter? Kara decided it didn’t. She didn’t want to be alone. Not on this, not in trying to find Merk. She moved toward him.  
 
    “Okay, she said. “Let’s go find him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They had driven around town twice over and still there was no sign of Merk or RJ. There had also been no sign of Ratty or any of his brothers. Kara thought about calling Reece, but didn’t want to bring him into the latest of Fairweather troubles. He had done a good job of staying clear of most his family’s mess and she didn’t want to be the one to change that; he would do it for her, she knew that. He was a good soul and he and her had always been on good terms despite the rarity in which they interacted, even when she was dating Ratty.  
 
    Kara pulled the car over. They were out past the town center. She didn’t know why she had stopped, not for sure. She had been driving, just circling through again, waiting for anything to happen or pop up, hoping for something that suggested where Merk might be, when the skyline past the shopping mall caught her attention. Tall trees towered over the shopping center buildings to the back.  
 
    “What – What is it? Why are you stopping here?” Winston asked, his voiced seemed shaky all of sudden. 
 
    “I – I don’t know… Those trees back there… What – What’s back there? Behind the mall?” 
 
    “Nothing. It’s all undeveloped. Trees. Forest. That’s it,” he answered.  
 
    But that wasn’t it. Something was telling her that there was more. Intuition? Kara felt a pulling towards the trees and the more she looked at them stronger the feeling became. She dared to say it because she didn’t have any explanation or rationale to back her, but Merk was over there – somewhere – and she had to go to him.  
 
    “I’m going…” she said plainly as if it was the most common thing in the world to say. 
 
    Kara opened her door and hurriedly climbed out.  
 
    “What –? Wait…” Winston shouted at her as she got the car, he did the same. 
 
    Kara was already walking the parking lot. She didn’t care if she was leaving him, she had to move fast, Merk was somewhere out there. It would be a crazy notion to anyone who wasn’t her or like her, but she was a succubus and her range of power when it came to emotions and feelings and those things becoming palpable extensions of themselves was something real.  
 
    She had heard stories from others like her, the few that she had met, that told of links and bonds that were formed between a succubus and her mate that on a physiological level allowed them to feel each other like a kind of telepathy. The emotions and lust and love that the succubus developed for that person and them towards the succubus would bond them in that way. Kara prayed that that was the case here – that she was literally feeling Merk. It had to be. I’m coming, baby, she said to herself.  
 
    “Hey…” Coach Winston had caught up with her. “What – What’s going on? Why – Why are you going this way? 
 
    She didn’t want to talk. Didn’t want to answer him.  
 
    “Kara –” 
 
    “I don’t know, I have a hunch – that’s all,” she said sharply.  
 
    He must have heard the tension in her voice because he didn’t say anything else, not for a long while.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They had made it across the parking lot, both the front and the back. Kara and Coach Winston stood at the edge of the forest.  It was dark. Very dark. Darker in the forest than it was outside of it, on the outskirts, there were the parking lot lights that shone all across the black pavement, almost reflecting back against it like moonlight. But just a few feet a head of them, the forest swallowed all that light and there was nothing but pitch-blackness. Kara knew that she was going in. She had to. For Merk. The feeling had grown stronger. He was in there somewhere. 
 
    “Are we really doing this?” Coach Winston asked. 
 
    “I am,” Kara answered. 
 
    And she stepped forward. Winston followed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    There really wasn’t much Merk could do. Not really. Not in his condition. Not yet. He looked down at his leg. The lower half of his leg, around the shin area, was barely attached to the rest of his leg. RJ had torn into him and shredded his leg. That had happened hours ago, it had been daylight then. He had led the Wolf RJ as far away from the school and people as possible. RJ was young and faster than he had expected, and so several times RJ bested him, leaping on him and sinking his canines into him; they would tussle and then Merk would shake free and take off in a sprint again, pushing his limits, trying to get to a safe clearing. Merk hadn’t wanted to hurt RJ, unfortunately, the notion wasn’t reciprocated: RJ was ravenous for Merk’s flesh, as a human or panther, any flesh really. But he couldn’t hold it against the young man, it was his first shift and it had come by force, something that would affect and send any shifter into a wild bloodthirsty rage. Because of this, Merk knew that RJ wasn’t in his right mind.  
 
    Merk had tried to spare the boy as much as possible, which ultimately had been to his detriment. RJ had finally gotten the best of him and with a violent and dreadful bite, tore into his leg while he was still a panther. Thankfully, they were in this forest, away from everyone. Merk had to fight feverishly to save his own life for once RJ had incapacitated him, the Wolf would sense the kill. It was a vicious fight, Merk and RJ both in their shifter form – panther versus wolf.  
 
    RJ had clawed and bit, Merk did the same, but also grappled with him, putting him in holds, tiring him out until he could shift back into human for better maneuver: when Merk had done that, he had slammed RJ’s head down hard on the ground, enough to jar the teen. Merk followed with blunt force with fists to the wolf’s face until RJ was unconscious. And that’s how they had been since earlier. RJ in wolf form unconscious and Merk in human form severely hurt.  
 
    This wasn’t what Merk wanted for the young man. Sitting there, leaning against a tree, trying to rest his body so that he would be able to heal, he thought about his past and everything and everyone he had left. RJ lying in front of him, sprawled out, although in wolf form, reminded him of the boy, the one he had watched die. It was all harrowing. Burdening. Merk had failed that boy too and here he was again, with another boy in front of him, hurt.  
 
    At least RJ wasn’t dead. He didn’t know how much damage he had done in stopping him, concussion for sure, but he wasn’t dead. Still, it bothered Merk that once again that he was party to something horrible happening to a kid, even if he was a shifter, which was a benefit, the other boy didn’t and never stood a chance.  
 
    “Fuck you!” Merk exclaimed, banging his hands against the ground as he sat. “Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you!”  
 
    Tears streamed down his face. He closed his eyes tight and leaned back against the tree. 
 
     “Fuck you, Mason… And damn you for what you did to that kid… Damn, you… He didn’t have to die – you didn’t have too…”  
 
    RJ had begun to stir. His body gyrated, and then convulsed some; RJ shifted back to human form. 
 
    Merk cried. Merk banged his fists against the ground some more. Merk beat his head against the tree. He wanted the pain. He needed the pain. He had run from it for so long and he couldn’t run anymore. That’s what this was about – literally he couldn’t run anymore. Merk looked down at his leg. Mangled. It probably would never be the same, even in shifting, and that was good. He was tired of running, tired of it all. He faced the truth about what he had done, what he had been a part of: a crew of Panther Shifters that didn’t give a shit about others, especially not regular humans.  
 
    They had abused their power. Did what they wanted. Used their power and abilities as shifters to wreak havoc on the less fortunate. He had always been conflicted about it, but did what he thought he was supposed to do, shifters had crews and you stayed loyal to your crew. But when their last bullshit job went foul and he shifted back to a human to save Kay from a gunshot blast, the son, the little boy of the man they were robbing, saw him and that created a problem. 
 
    “Coa – Coach…?” RJ sat up, trying to gather himself, obviously still disoriented.   
 
    “You should have just let him alone, Mason. Who the fuck cared if he saw us? Huh? Who?” Merk had turned to RJ, his eyes were filled with tears. 
 
    “That’s how it should have began and ended, Mason! Fuck!” Merk was pointing angrily at RJ, his eyes wild and lost. You knew better, you were our fuckin’ crew leader’s brother and right-hand man… You fuckin’ went rogue and killed the boy. Killed him!”  
 
    Merk banged his fist against the ground hard, then his chest, last his head.  
 
    He pointed at RJ again: “Just because he had seen me shift.  No one voted, Mason! No one talked about it – that’s not how our crew worked! Levi hadn’t ruled yet on what was to happen next, he was still mulling over options when you…” 
 
    Merk trailed off and closed his eye tight.  
 
    “… You decided to take matters into your own hands – you had no regard for human life, not over shifters’, and I knew that about you and that’s why I… When he found out that you were going after the boy, I had tried to stop you, Mason…. I had to but I was too late. And then I had to… I had to kill – kill you… You fuckin’ idiot!” 
 
    Merk opened his eyes. He looked over to Mason – but it wasn’t Mason – it was RJ. Merk tried to understand… He felt sick in his head and body… Had he told RJ everything? At this point though, he didn’t care. Merk knew how much regret he lived with, the burden of what he had done.  
 
    “RJ…” Merk said out loud, knowing who he was speaking to this time. “There had been too much blood. Too much pain. That’s why I left. That’s why I came here, to this place – this new home and school and job was supposed to be my new start. But here I am again, same shit just different toilet, dealing with more shifter mess, and another hurt kid – you.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk woke to the sound of RJ’s voice. It was a dry gasp. Merk’s face brightened some hearing RJ. Merk had passed out and in doing so, the rest had been good for him, his leg had healed a little. He didn’t look too bad. A lot of abrasions, cuts, bruising, especially around his temple, but he was alive and cognizant. This made Merk happy. This wasn’t going to end like it had before.  
 
    “Coach?” RJ looked at him.  
 
    Merk could see the worry on his face, the memories of what he had become and done had come back to him, RJ eyes told everything.                
 
    “RJ… It’s okay – breathe – breathe, son… Just breathe. It’s okay, ” Merk spoke softly too him.  
 
    RJ heard him and tried to listen, but it all was too fresh in his mind. Merk could see it in RJ’s eyes as he looked over his human body and he remembered what he had done in his wolf form. Merk could empathize, he remembered how that felt for him as a panther, how he had lost his shit, even knowing what he was and that it was supposed to happen. He truly empathized with RJ. He wished that Ratty had done a better job of preparing him, especially if football was going to be an active part of the boy’s life.  Ratty should have known better. It’s a gladiator sport, force and action, violent and volatile, most shifters were aware of how fragile the layer between the shifter nature and the human form can be, enough to guard themselves and at least prepare those younger like offspring and siblings. RJ hadn’t been afforded that and it was going to cost him severely.  
 
    “What – What’s going… On?” he asked. 
 
    “Breathe,” Merk said again.  
 
    RJ did as he was told. He took deep breaths and then exhaled. Merk coached him. Merk could see the calm coming over him. And then his eyes fell on Merk’s leg and all the blood and claw marks.  
 
    “Oh my God… I – I did…”  
 
    “Stop. Focus. It’s okay… I’ll heal – I’m fine and you’re fine,” Merk spoke in a very methodical manner to him. 
 
    RJ nodded, trying to believe that what Merk was saying was true. RJ tried to stand to but he was still too disoriented. He was definitely concussed.  
 
    “Look. You’re gonna have to take it easy. Okay? I had to beat your head against the ground pretty hard to get you to go out – that’s gonna hurt for a while and you most likely have a concussion.” 
 
    “You did –? Okay, okay…” RJ answered, his words were slow and slurring some. 
 
    RJ was on all fours crawling over to Merk. There was fear on his face, worry. Merk wondered how much he actually remembered. He wasn’t sure how much he remembered – had he been talking to Mason? Did RJ hear him? RJ, thought Merk, sighing. It was going to be hard for the young man to live with. He could see that already just like it was still hard for him to live with what he had done. RJ wasn’t like his father and uncles. He seemed to have a kind heart, tender, it was a shame that he was born to a son of a bitch as a father and was part of a Fairweather bunch that were seriously blights of creation. Fuck. Merk cursed silently to himself.  
 
    “RJ… I need you to listen to me, okay?” Merk started. 
 
    RJ nodded. 
 
    “Things are going to change for you now. A lot of things. And you’re going to be very powerful… Very powerful. But you have to respect that power, son, you can’t be like… Like…” 
 
    “My dad,” RJ finished Merk’s sentence.  
 
     Merk nodded: “Right.” 
 
    RJ and Merk sat there for several moments silent after that. There really wasn’t much more to say. Merk tried to imagine how this all was going to play out once they got back to town and back to the school. He wondered how many people were hurt? How many people had seen RJ shift? Would the police and authorities try to take RJ in? Was that even a thing? Ratty basically ran the town but did his breadth of power reach even to law enforcement? There were a lot of questions that needed to be answered and it would only happen in time. Right now it was about healing and to do that they both needed to rest. Merk looked over at RJ, he was already beginning to doze off. He started to wake him, thinking about the possible concussion, but decided to just let the boy be – shifting for the first time took a lot out of you – and hopefully whatever healing power he had as a Wolf Shifter would help with him with his concussion.  
 
    It was quiet out in the woods. Nice. Still. Merk felt strangely at peace despite his injuries and the mayhem that he was sure waited for him and RJ back in town. He hoped Kara was okay and wasn’t worried about him too much. He wanted to see her. Needed to see her. Thinking about her, he could suddenly feel her, as if she was close by. Nostalgia? He could even smell her, although slightly, her scent faint and distant. What he wouldn’t give to just have her in his arms one more time…  That was something to look forward to and more reason to rest and heal so he could get back to her. Those were his thoughts as he began to drift off to sleep…  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk awoke to a hard blow to the face. It was deafening and passed jarring. His jaw ached immediately afterwards. He peered up to see what had happened, who had slapped him. Surely it wasn’t RJ… Nope. Ratty. And standing behind him were his two brothers and several other men. Merk knew that trouble had found them and that this wasn’t going to end well for him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Kara and Coach Winston had been walking for almost an hour. The forest had seemingly swallowed them up and darkness and coldness surrounded them. Even the moonlight couldn’t break through, only a faint glimmer of its glow, hazy as if pushing through a fog could be seen, a vague and shallow illumination that looked pale and sickly. The night and their trek through the woods was ominous and foreboding. She had entered the forest hopeful but pessimism had crept in and the world felt out of place to her, imbalanced. Something bad was either happening or about to happen.  
 
    “How far in are we going to go?” Coach Winston questioned. 
 
    Kara ignored him and kept walking. She could still feel Merk. He was closer. But the feeling was overcast by something else. It didn’t feel the same. He didn’t feel the same. Something was happening. Kara picked up her pace. She had to get to him – Merk – fast. Now.  
 
    “Kara! Kara! Hold up – Hold up…” Winston called to her. 
 
    But Kara couldn’t stop. She wouldn’t. Merk was close and he was in danger. She didn’t know exactly how she knew, but she did. It didn’t surprise her though, not now, not after all that had been happening; her healing Ferdinando, her sensing Merk, feeling him. She didn’t quite understand it all fully, her powers, but it seemed as if she was still developing them or evolving or maybe the situation had caused dormant powers to emerge. She didn’t know. Only more questions, things that she definitely needed to know about herself, but knew the present moment wasn’t the time – she had to find Merk, make sure he was safe – then she could consider those matters better and figure out exactly what was going on with her.  
 
    “Kara! Please!” Coach Winston called to her again with pleading in his voice.  
 
    Kara stopped. She whipped around to face him, her frustration with him and his nagging obvious.  
 
    “What!?” she spat. 
 
    “How long are –” 
 
    “Until we find him! If you didn’t want to come, or – or if you had a time limit for this then you shouldn’t have come! I’m not leaving until I find Merk – he’s here, I know it. I can feel him…” 
 
    Silence. She realized what she had said. It sounded crazy. To him. She knew it would sound crazy to him. But not to her. Coach Winston looked at her in the way she expected, curiously, maybe even suspiciously. This was the thing with sympathizers, she thought. They never looked at you as if you were real but rather like you were a thing – no more than that – deities to possess. And that was how Coach Winston looked at her, how he looked at Ratty and the rest of the Fairweathers, how all the sympathizers looked at shifters. It made her angry for humans to be so fuckin’ weak. Kara turned from him and stomped off, not caring if he followed or not.  
 
    But he did follow. Of course he would, thought Kara. He was too nosy and too much of a sympathizer not to. But to hell with it. Kara’s chest was heavy, her nerves and anxiousness, were getting the better of her. She could still feel Merk and now there was an obvious pulling, literally it felt like something was tugging at her in a very specific direction and harder. And then it happened: she heard voices. Men’s’ voices. Deep. Abrasive. Angry. Ratty. Kara took off in a sprint. She heard Winston behind her trying to keep up as she leaped over fallen branches and stumps, rocks and other forestry. The voices were getting louder. Louder. Close. She slid to a stop…  
 
    Kara was standing on an embankment, overlooking a valley. But this valley was encased and surrounded by mountainous hills and thickets of brush and forest. There was a path that led to a clearing within the valley and it was there that she saw them all: Ratty and his brothers along with some of his cousins. They were standing over Merk in a threatening semicircle. Merk wasn’t moving. He must be hurt, thought Kara. And then she saw RJ, next to him. He looked less like himself. Probably from the shift and the fight that he and Merk must have been in.  
 
    “Shit,” Coach Winston said, coming up behind her.  
 
    Kara was about to say something to Winston when – 
 
    “I got her! Over here! Over here!” 
 
    Kara turned to him, shocked but not really. She just couldn’t believe that what she suspected was actually true. And before she could say anything or do anything, Coach Winston shoved her hard, sending her over the embankment.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was nothing soft to dampen her fall. Kara hit the hilly ground in jagged spurts, bouncing hard off divots in the land and embedded rocks, dirt and mud and ground few up all around her as the force of the shove created a violent momentum that sent her tumbling down to the valley; Kara tried to protect herself as best she could, but cracks and snaps in her body echoed in the dark as she finally came to a stop at the bottom.  
 
    Fuck you. 
 
    That’s was her first thought. And she prayed that somehow, Winston could hear her thoughts.  
 
    “Kara?”  
 
    It was Merk’s voice. Hoarse and hollow. He was in pain and it was very bad – she knew it. Kara tried to lift her body but it was sore, aching.  The fall having been hard and painful, maybe bones had been broken. Again, she tried to lift herself up, this time using her left arm, but she couldn’t move it like she wanted to and when she put pressure on it, even the slightest, the pain was white hot and she had to bite her lip in order not to scream out in pain. Her shoulder was dislocated for sure. She swung her body around to the right shoulder to give herself a way to push herself up. As she did so, feet crowded around her, the Fairweather cousins loomed over her. Arms like tentacles reached down to grab her, pulling at her, lifting her up.  
 
    Fuck! 
 
    Her arm. Shoulder. The pain was almost unbearable. The men, Ratty’s cousins, brought her to her feet. Kara didn’t know if she could walk or not, her left leg hurt so badly, there was cuts and gashes. She planted her feet. Nothing was broken below her waist, just badly beaten up and bruised, bloody. 
 
    “Come on,” one of the cousins said, grabbing her and pulling her away from where she had landed after her tumble down the embankment, that bastard Winston shoving her over. She looked for him but he was nowhere to be found, the little bitch probably ran off – coward. 
 
    “Kara! No – No! Leave her out of this, Ratty! Leave her –” 
 
    Ratty layed into Merk hard, a strong right to the midsection, then another to his face that carried his jaw to the furthest side of his face. Merk tried to be strong but Kara saw it on his face: he was beaten, weak. Ratty would have his way with him now.  
 
    The cousins brought her over to them. Ratty and his two brothers were standing over Merk. RJ was on the ground next to him, he didn’t look well at all, he had a gash on his head, and horrible bruising, no doubt from his and Merk’s dealings. Still, he was close to Merk, like they had bonded; it was more familial than anything she had seen with Ratty and him. Ever.  
 
    “Figures,” Ratty sneered. “I told you I would deal with you later… I guess this is later for you, eh?” 
 
    “Fuck you, Ratty!” Kara spat. 
 
    One of the cousins shoved her hard in the back and she fell forward to the ground.  
 
    “Kara –!” 
 
    Merk’s cry for her was cut off by a foot thrust hard into his midsection. Merk immediately coughed up blood. It was painful to see. Kara lunged forward to do something – to protect him – but the cousins were back on her, grabbing her and pulling her back, away from Merk.  
 
    “No!” she screamed, fighting to get to Merk, she desperately wanted to get to him, to touch him, hold him. 
 
    Ratty eyed her. Furious. He looked like a rabid dog, his eyes dilated and his body convulsing as if he was ready to shift. In a violent lurch, Ratty reached down and grabbed Merk by the throat (the same way he had done to her, thought Kara), pulling him up from the ground and lifting him into the air. Merk’s body was limp and helpless compared to Ratty’s strength, the wolf nature obvious and coursing through him. Merk grappled with Ratty, swiping at his arms, hands, trying to get free, but Ratty was too strong and Merk was too weak at the moment. It was a horrifying scene – Merk dangling in midair in Ratty’s grip, him fighting to get free but unable to, his body bloody and mangled, his left leg almost severed having been torn into by teeth, gnawed and ripped.  
 
    “Merk…” was all Kara could get out. 
 
    “This ends today, Kara… You hear me? All these fuckin’ men that you try to replace me with…” 
 
    “Dad –” RJ started. 
 
    “Shut up, boy!” Ratty snapped.  
 
    “No, you don’t understand,” RJ continued. “Coach – Coach helped me… He – He saved me and everyone… What happened back there at school –” 
 
    Ratty tossed Merk’s body to the ground like it was nothing. Merk hit the ground hard, skidding to a stop near a tree.  
 
    “He’s the problem, son. Don’t you see that? He is the cause. He is the disease. He didn’t save you – he started all of this!” Ratty declared. 
 
    “Are you crazy!? You fuckin’ lunatic! You started this – you and your obsession with controlling everything! Your family. Your son. Me. This town. The problem is you, Ratty! You!” 
 
    And in a violent move, lightning quick, almost to the point of blurring, Ratty was on her, his hand around her neck again; she saw his hands – they were claws – and then with a brutal strike, he clawed down her face. Kara cried out in pain as she felt her skin rip on her face and the warmth of the newly drawn blood spread across her face. Ratty let her body crash to the ground and Merk’s bellows rung out against the night in response.  
 
    “Now let’s see who wants you, bitch. Scarred. Deformed,” Ratty said in a triumphant tone. 
 
    Everything went silent. Kara tried to reset herself, to get her bearings, gather herself and regain her wits. Everything was spinning out of control. His claws had missed her eyes somehow, miraculously. She was thankful for that. But she knew that she would never look the same again, she could feel the open wounds, how deep they were, white hot, a pain that seared. She turned to see Merk trying to crawl over to her. The realization suddenly hit her that after this everything was going to change.  
 
    Ratty had lost it, his mind, any part of him that once held him back, that still allowed for his humanity to factor. She peered up at Ratty through a bloody lens, her face was covered from the clawing. He was eyeing Merk as Merk tried to make his way over to her. His son, RJ was in the background watching it all – but Ratty didn’t care. His eyes were black, the white a jaundice yellow but glowing, his face was angular now more than before and his wolf features were transparent. His expression was murderous and she knew in that moment that Ratty was going to kill Merk and there was nothing that anyone could do to stop him. 
 
       “Kara…” Merk crooned, his voice weak, flat. 
 
    Ratty walked over to him and methodically placed his foot on Merk’s leg. He pushed down hard, Kara could hear the bones break as he mashed down on Merk’s maimed leg. Merk wailed in pain. 
 
    “Dad, no!” RJ yelled.  
 
    But Ratty was too far gone. He bent down on one knee, his foot still on Merk’s leg. Merk had gone silent, the agony and torment putting him in shock. Ratty grabbed the barely attached leg, wrapping it up in a hold that gripped it hard. He teased pulling at it.  
 
    No, thought Kara. He wouldn’t. 
 
    Ratty gave her a look. Evil. Pure evil.  
 
    “Ratty… No… Please…” Kara begged, tears streaming down her face, her eyes bouncing from Ratty to Merk, back to Ratty and finally to Merk again. “Pleeeeeeease….” 
 
    Ratty pulled, wrenching the leg, his weight on his bended knee against Merk’s back. Ratty reared back and that large paw that had just clawed her was ready to come crashing down into Merk’s back; a blow like that would surely paralyze Merk. Ratty sneered and then let out a roar; the full force of his wolf nature and strength coming forward as his claw rammed into Merk’s back. The sound of Merk’s vertebrae breaking, snapping, shot clearly across the night. Merk’s cry was silent, his expression a broken watery face of tears, spit, and blood. Ratty got to his feet, innards, pieces of flesh and Merk’s splintered and fractured vertebrae in a trophy in his hands.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kara couldn’t believe what had just happened. It replayed in her mind over and over again. How Ratty had literally smashed Merk’s spine. She would never forget that image for as long as she lived. It was beyond anything that she thought Ratty was capable of doing. It literally surprised her. How could she have cared for a man that was capable of doing anything like that? Also, she didn’t want to admit this to herself, but she had to: she wondered how much of who she was had affected Ratty.  
 
    Had being with her and then losing her driven him mad, made him insane. Had her being a succubus caused this? Him now being able to let her go to the point of him losing all rationality? She shuddered at the thought but it was possible. And she would have to live with that. The same way that she had to live with what had happened with Will and Greg. Lives altered, changed, destroyed, all because of her.  
 
    It had been a long night. But it seemed to just be getting started. They were all walking now, headed back to town. Then they were in the back of a van. Ratty’s two cronies were in the cabin. One driving and the other constantly looking in the back of the van at them. RJ was in his father’s truck with his uncles following most likely. She could see headlights following the van from the then slit windows to the back. Merk was lying unconscious at her feet. Seeing him this way, all broken and mangled, bloody, pained her.  
 
    They were on their way back into town. She knew what Ratty was going to do: he was going to take Merk to the school, to the football field, she had heard him say as much as they were loading them into the van. He wanted to make a spectacle of Merk, he wanted to castrate him in a way that permanently villainized Merk as well as lauded himself as some kind of savior and hunter that had tracked down and rooted out the cancerous new member of the town, ending what he believed was the problem. Delusion. But perception ruled reality.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    The ride was shaky, bumpy, the van seemed to hit every lump and pothole on the way back to the school and football field; Kara felt like they were doing it on purpose. With each bump, Merk’s body moved, shook and he whined, moaned, even cried, loud manly sobs. When Kara couldn’t take it anymore, she fell to the floor of the van with him and tried her best to steady him.  
 
    He was lying on his stomach, face down, to the side really, agony engulfing him. Kara laid next to him, her hand on his broken back. Maybe… She thought about it: could she heal him? But there was something wrong, something inside her that wasn’t the same. There was an ache deep down inside of her and in that she felt doubt and guilt, sorrow and loss. She was broken. Kara moved her hand to her face, she could feel the open gashes on her face and how deep they were. Ratty had done that – he had beat both her and Merk – and in a deep and profound way, just like her wounds now. 
 
    The van came to a stop. She could hear movement, out of the corner of her eye, she could see someone moving from the van – they were getting out. Kara’s heart pounded. They were there. The van door swung open. There was no sense of care; the cousins grabbed them, hands clawing at both Merk’s and her body. The cousins threw Merk’s body out of the van like it was a sack of feed or a barrel of hay, anything but a human being, alive and animate. His body hit the field hard. He groaned. All of the fight was gone from him. Blood was steadily coming from his mouth, he was no doubt bleeding internally. After Merk, they pulled her out as well, tossing her to the ground; a couple of the Fairweather cousins came over to loom over her threateningly. She and Merk next to each other on the ground. Instinctively, she crawled to be under him, wrapping her arms around the man she loved, leaning her body almost over his to protect him if possible.  
 
    It seemed like the entire town was out. They had driven the van and truck right onto the football field. The bleachers were full of people – just like it was Friday Night and they were waiting for the game to start. Kara spun around to get a full view of them all – panoramic and telling. Onlookers, denizens of this small hub, stood on their feet, gawking at the horror in front of them on the football field. They all had to see what was in front of them and not one of them protested. Rather, they looked like they were ready to be entertained. It made Kara sick.  
 
    Ratty came around the truck to stand next to her. He leaned in: “How’s the face?” 
 
    Blood still streamed down Kara’s face, although it was drying now and getting sticky and hard. She didn’t respond. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. But the mentioning of her face made her aware again. It wasn’t as if she could or would ever forget what he had done to her, but Merk had been her focus since having his back broken. She still couldn’t believe that all of this was actually happening. She was still waiting to wake up from the dream. But this was no dream. Nightmare, yes. Still, as Kara stared out into the bleachers, accepting the reality that she was in, she realized that no one was going to stop this from happening and no one was going to save them, that everyone in this town was going to let the obvious happen.  
 
    Ratty stepped forward. 
 
    “My brothers and sisters… Our good town has been besieged in the last couple of months with someone that has meant nothing but bad for us and the people we love – Merk Castle!” 
 
    Kara laughed. It was laughable. Who in their right mind would believe this shit? But there had been no disagreement, no jeers, no roar or rumbling of confusion.  
 
    Ratty continued: “Since his arrival in town things have been… Weird. Wrong. But let’s start with the slightly below average start to our beloved football team’s season. Right?” 
 
    And then the unbelievable. The crowd jeered. They actually responded to him. Was that agreement? No. No, this can’t be, thought Kara. Who were these people? What kind of human beings allowed this? Bought into this…? Allowed this? 
 
    “My son’s grades went down… The team stopped listening to him – Merk turned the team against my son…” 
 
    Lies, thought Kara. Fuckin’ lies! They had to see that, know that.   
 
    “He seduced one of our own, Kara Daniels, a favorite teacher to so many of our kids –!” 
 
    “Lies –” she started to yell but Merk touched her hand, stopping her.  
 
    Ratty eyed her hard, then Merk, threatening. He focused back on the crowd. 
 
    “And finally he let lose some animal – wolf or something – to attack students. It is clear that we are dealing with a sociopath – psychopath! This is who – no what – we have let in our little town! But have no fear…” 
 
    Merk was trying his hardest to heal, to get enough strength to fight back. But he was hurt to badly, she could see that. His back was shattered, his leg nearly torn off. She loved the fight in him though, it made her proud to be his woman.  
 
    “I… We… The Fairweathers, staples of this community for close to a hundred years, have stamped out the problem – we caught him – and, my God, he put up a fight! But look… We got him… We got him… For you!” 
 
    And the crowd cheered. Kara couldn’t believe her ears. Her eyes. They all were standing. Clapping and cheering.  
 
    “I would like for the police to come forward and arrest this man for –” 
 
    “No!” a voiced yelled. “No! This – This is all wrong!” 
 
    RJ. Kara’s heart leapt. He was such a good fuckin’ kid. She watched as RJ stepped forward, slowly but surely, moving closer to face his father. Kara could see the worry in his face. And rightfully so he had seen first-hand what his father was capable of, and he was putting himself directly in the line of fire by stepping up for what was right and what was the truth.  
 
    “Son…” Ratty spoke, his voice warning him. 
 
    “No, dad… This – This isn’t right.” 
 
    “Son…” 
 
    RJ turned to the crowd and ran forward: “Merk saved me and he saved all of you from me and from this –!”  
 
    The cousins ran for him and so did the brothers, Ratty yelled in the background, but it was too late… RJ leaped forward, howling, and then his entire body peeled back and his bones and body frame shifted and popped and then… A wolf stood on all fours before them. The crowd gasped. But none of them ran. They were all mesmerized. Silence filled the bleachers and the field. Kara waited to see what was going to happen next. But no one moved or said anything for what seemed like an eternity. Her gaze shifted back to Merk. He had lost so much blood.. He needed to get to a hospital. Kara knew it was up to her.  
 
    “They’re all shifters! All of them! Shifters!” she yelled suddenly. “All of them! Wolf Shifters!” 
 
    In wolf form, RJ howled before them. Ratty’s rage sent him forward. He lunged at his son, tackling him in to the ground. Ratty hit him once, then again. Then again. And again. RJ whimpered and cowered as his dad beat him. Kara watched as Merk stirred trying to move to help RJ. The crowd continued to watch. Still not one of them, no policemen or anyone, no authorities came forward to help or do anything. But someone had to do something… Kara eyed Merk with desperation. Something had to be done and quickly. In the van, she had doubted that she could do what she had with Ferdinando but she no longer had that luxury. She had to take a chance, find it in herself to do what she had done before, anything to stop this from happening.   
 
    Everyone was distracted, RJ had provided that cover for them. Lying next to each other, Kara took Merk’s face in her hands and turned him to face her. His eyes were distant, the pain stoking a wild and glossy glare in his eyes as if he had already gone into shock. She pulled his face forward toward her. The more she looked at him the more desperate she became – she was losing him. 
 
    “Merk… You asked who was I?” Kara started. “This is who I am.” 
 
    Kara took a deep breath and then pulled Merk’s face to hers, his lips to her lips. She kissed him hard and passionately, making him kiss her back. At first, the kiss was one sided, but the more she pushed her will forward, the more she could feel him responding. But then he wrapped his arm around her and her entire body warmed, she could feel him, his body’s energy coming off of him. She pushed hers into him, a light mist shot from her mouth and into his and then shot up from their interlocked mouths, spewing and covering them.  
 
    Suddenly, Kara started to feel tired, drained, but Merk gripped her harder and pulled her into him with a virulent force. It was working, Kara thought. She could feel his body expanding, becoming more animated, stronger, the weight of his hands were heavy and hard on her waist as he wrapped his arms around her. She felt him pull her into his body tighter, closer, and suddenly she was sitting on top of his, like she was riding him. She was glad that it was working and that Merk was getting stronger, but it was all happening at a speed that she couldn’t keep up with.  
 
    Her breath was short, as if she was losing oxygen, her heart beat pounded faster and harder than she had ever felt; Kara felt lost, her mind was swirling, her body was caving in, emptiness was there – a kind of hollowing out of everything inside of her, and then she began having a hard time remembering what it was that she was doing – who was touching her? Who was she kissing? Who was she? And then it all stopped. Even her breathing… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kara had blacked out. She was on her back. The night’s sky was empty. No stars. She fought to recall what was going on, where she was at, who she was. There were loud gasps in the background; cheers and jeers, murmurings and rumblings. A sliver of familiarity ran through her mind: Merk! Her mind began to reboot and she lifted herself up, working against her dislocated shoulder. She couldn’t have been out for that long.  
 
    Merk had shifted and was in panther form, his panther body fully intact, his back healed, sized and strong. Kara marveled at his thin coat of fur, a brilliant dark sheen. Merk looked great, new, strong, resurrected. It had worked! She had done that even though she was paying the price for it now. Merk was taking on Ratty and his brothers: panther versus wolves. It was an unfair advantage in terms of numbers but the way Merk was moving, bandying around the alpha Ratty and his pack of wolves, he looked like he was a fitting foe and an equal match for them all.  
 
    Merk already had two of the wolves on the ground, clawing and biting at each of them. RJ was on all fours to the outside of them, circling them, as he held off all the cousins, who had also shifted. Kara looked over her shoulder at the crowd on the bleachers. They were entranced by the whole ordeal, watching as if it was their favorite drama playing out in front of them or literally the Friday night football game that everyone in this town was obsessed about. Kara turned back to watch too, praying that Merk would pull through. 
 
    The wolf used its paw to smack the panther off balance. The panther rolled on its back and then sprung back onto its paws. Almost immediately, the panther lunged forward, its front legs and paws stretched out, its mouth wide and teeth pearled and ready to bite into the wolf. Ratty dodged the lunge and countered with a bite to Merk’s neck. The wolf tried to latch on but Merk spun and shook the attack off. He and Ratty faced off, circling each other.  
 
    Kara looked at Merk in awe. He was sublime, magnificent. She could still see a light scarring from earlier, now a part of his panther coat. He was a warrior cat, tried and battered, beaten, scarred but healing and still fighting. And RJ. He was fending off the rest of his entire family, to protect and help Merk, to give him a chance in the fight against his dad and brothers. Kara wanted to go to him, but her strength wasn’t coming back to her, at least not how it had been before with Ferdinando.  
 
    This time was different and she could feel it. Her body felt depleted, void of any substance that animated her. Kara felt empty and hollow. She didn’t want to let them fight alone but despite regaining consciousness, there was something wrong, something that she couldn’t fix. She felt like she was fading away, too weak to really move or say anything. From the ground, her face planted to the side of the cool grassy mound, she watched as RJ threw his body on top of one of the wolves, clawing and biting at them. He wrestled the one down to the ground, it clawed him and bit him, but RJ kept fighting.  
 
    The wolves were hard to pin down, there was constant snapping and spinning, but RJ somehow managed to wrap his legs around another one of the wolves, his cousin to handicap it and then sunk his teeth into its neck. Kara could see the anguish and pain on his face even as a wolf as he tore into his family, hating it but knowing that it had to be done – RJ twisted and then pulled. A loud snap sounded. The wolf’s neck was broke. And immediately, the pack stopped. Ratty and the rest of the pack turned to their fallen pack member.  
 
    In unison, as if their bodies demanded it, every one of them, including RJ, lifted their head to the dark sky and moon and howled. When they had finished, Ratty’s eyes found his sons. He took one step forward and then shifted back to human form, his naked body marched towards RJ, riled, his eyes filled with hate. He lunged for him but just before he could get to RJ, Merk, in panther form, dove on to Ratty’s back, reared back, and then chomped down into Ratty’s flesh – Merk sunk his teeth into the bed of Ratty’s neck, near the shoulder; Merk had a huge chunk of Ratty’s flesh in his mouth He pulled back, ripping that chunk of flesh and tendon and bone from him, the force and momentum of it causing Merk to fall backwards off the human Ratty.                
 
    Ratty stood there in shock, blood spat and sprayed from his open wound and then gushed out. He turned to his right to look at the missing chunk. Suddenly, his body began to convulse and the right side of his body seemed to just go dead, slumping downward. Ratty’s body fell over to the right, crashing down hard to the field. No one moved for several seconds. The rest of the Fairweather shifters, including RJ, stood frozen to the spot, staring at his dad’s seizing body. One by one the brothers and cousins eased closer to Ratty, each one sniffing to check him out, to see whether he was still alive. RJ didn’t move. It was hard to tell if it was shock that kept him in place or hatred. The rest of the Fairweather crew all seemed to be waiting for Ratty to stop seizing. After several minutes, he stopped.  
 
    Merk, who was still in panther form, moved over to Kara. He nestled his head against hers and the purred, it was a loud one, full of bass. Kara wrapped her arms around him, pressing her body into him and pulling herself up to face him. She was weak. Dying. In order to save him, the man she loved, Kara had given him everything she had – all of her power and energy. Kara kissed him on the sides of his neck, light and faint, feeling as if it was about to be her last moments with him. She could feel it – death – coming, it was cold and separate, different from anything she had ever experienced; it was welcoming and made her feel like it was okay to leave, better maybe to go. Her eyes were closed now, and she kissed Merk one last time, woman to panther. She didn’t want to let go, but she did. The night was calling her, that inward darkness that was only in death.  
 
    For a few moments, at least for Kara, it seemed like the world had stopped. Frozen. It was just her and Merk. The way it should be. She knew that she would never love another the way she loved him. He was a part of her and she was a part of him. She was sure of it. Somehow. Providence. Fate. They were linked. That was how she had been able to find him; she believed that. And she was satisfied with that. She nodded to herself, telling herself that it was okay to go now, that she was with him, Merk, even if he was still in panther form; they were together and somehow, despite him being in panther form, she heard his last words to her, “I love you.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    It was the hardest thing in the world to look at your own back. Merk chuckled to himself as he tried to look at the scar in the mirror. It was a crisp pink blotch on his lower back where Ratty had dug into him and literally snapped his vertebrae. Merk could still feel the pain, his memory of the feeling was just as vivid as when it happened, it made him cringe still. But beyond that was Kara’s amazing ability to heal. If it hadn’t been for her…  
 
    Kara came into the room. Merk smiled. She was still the best part of everything that had happened – before he came to town and after. It was hard to believe that it had been six months already since what happened to them. So much had changed. However, for Merk, the biggest thing hadn’t been the revealing and the public response to the existence of shifters; rather, it had been his and Kara’s subsequent engagement. Things had moved fast. But they both were sure and inseparable. No one in the town was surprised, not after everything that had happened. Mostly everyone regarded them as some version of a super couple. And maybe they were, but he felt that way without the harrowing events that lead to the football field that fall night.  
 
    “Are you ready?” Kara asked.  
 
    Merk could see that she was. She was wearing a beautiful metallic colored dress that prominently showed her own scars and skinned over bite marks, including the clawing of her face by Ratty. She had been able to heal herself as well. But that took time and it was still going through a process. Those scars were faint now and in a matter of months, they would be totally gone, just in time for their wedding he was sure. But even with the faint lines, she was still gorgeous and irresistible. There was still so much that they didn’t know about her succubus abilities. Merk guessed that was part of their journey as husband and wife. But there was something more: they both had come to a place of acceptance. She had accepted what had happened to them and even more importantly, she had accepted who she was, who he was, better than that, who they were together. And that meant they could move forward. Let the past be what it was. That’s what this evening was supposed to be about – acceptance. Merk looked back in the mirror at his back. He ushered past his feelings and memories, shaking the residue of memory and resolved to accept.  
 
    “Need some help with that? We have to get going? When the town is throwing you an engagement party, you should be on time,” she chimed in. 
 
    “Right,” Merk answered. 
 
    Kara came over and helped him with his bow tie. He hated bow ties but this was a formal affair. The Mayor had deemed it so – and it for them – go figure. Kara finished and went to do her lipstick in the mirror in front of her dresser (they had moved in together and her stuff was now all over the house – he wouldn’t want it any other way though, although it was kind of crowded because she had so much stuff). He liked it when she wore red lipstick. He didn’t know why.  
 
    “Ready?” Merk added. 
 
    Kara had just finished putting her lipstick on and was adding some eye shadow. Kara’s hand reached out for him. He slid his hand into hers and followed her out of their bedroom. They were on their way.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They walked into a room full of people in full standing ovation. The entire town was out, well almost. There was still a small faction of townspeople that either supported the Fairweathers or felt that the family had been done wrong or the other group of people that were just plain mistrusting of shifters. RJ couldn’t have possibly known the ramifications of his revealing to the town and subsequently the world of the existence of shifters that night. The small Floridian town had in one night been put on the map and instantaneously made famous. This was all to Merk’s chagrin because he knew what that meant for him: that his past would be coming for him. But for now, he let that be. That hadn’t arrived yet and he was thankful. He wanted to get married and enjoy as much time with his wife as possible before more chaos came into their lives.  
 
    “Merk!” exclaimed Mayor Leslie, a spry man, early fifties, as he came over to him. 
 
    He extended a hand out to Merk. Merk took it. Nice firm handshake.  
 
    “Good to see ya, man,” he said. 
 
    He then turned to Kara. With a smile that could buy anything, he took her hand and bowed slightly.  
 
    “Gorgeous as ever,” he added. 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied.  
 
    And behind him came everyone else. This was the new normal for them and had been so since that fall night. People were curious and they had become famous in a sense. Of course, no one else knew about her, Kara, being a succubus. For them, the town and the rest of the world, Kara was just a regular woman, brave (which was true) and fierce (another truism), that stood side by side with her shifter boyfriend/fiancé to help take down another group of shifters that had been terrorizing the town. That was the story that was spun, mostly led by Mayor Leslie, who upon hearing about it, became best friends with them and in his stealthy avarice used them for his own political platform and agenda. In addition to what the Mayor was already saying about them, Merk and her had even spun a story about her having plastic surgeries done to fix her face, all of which healed remarkably well and fast. This was their life now. And the one thing that Merk understood, it was all about acceptance.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Merk couldn’t wait to get back home and away from all of the people and their clamoring, fame was going to be hard for him. Kara seemed to take it better; she handled it with far more flamboyance than him. That was good because he had no intentions of every indulging in it and the way things were going, someone had to – he was glad it was her, his perfect partner. His back was killing him. That still happened. That was the leftover from what Ratty had done – back pain. After being up for a while, doing things, his back would ache, terribly. He popped two pain pills into his mouth and chased them down with some brown liquor and lay back in the bed. There had to be some football news on ESPN, the offseason was always busy.  
 
    Kara eased in. She stopped to pose at the door, a very seductive lean, her face arched against the frame. She eyed Merk just the way he liked it; so much for ESPN, but he loved to see her work, the way she seduced was a work of art. She seemed to never tire of it, always sensuous. He guessed that was part of her being a succubus, it was all a part of her nature.  
 
    “Hey…” she said softly. 
 
    “Hey,” he answered back. 
 
    Kara slithered in. She was wearing something new.  
 
    “Is that new?” he played along. 
 
    Kara nodded as she climbed onto the bed. She did a playful cat crawl toward him. Merk chuckled some, not missing the irony. She was playing with him, teasing him with her version of a panther impression. She was now on top of him, looming over him, looking down, her eyes bright; seduction was on her face. She pressed her body down on his and moved her hand around his thigh… Then groin… And then…  
 
    Merk moaned. She eased down, her face lowering down to his skin as she tugged at his boxers. She pulled them down and with them went her face… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kara hated leaving him. At all. Any point in time. But she especially hated leaving him late at night like this without his knowing. Especially after sex. Good sex at that. But she had to. There were things that she had to do – things that she had to stay on top of – for them, for their protection.  
 
    Kara walked down the stairs as softly as possible. It was late, well after midnight. She went to grab the keys off the counter and started towards the door. Outside she continued to step lightly, although she knew that Merk couldn’t hear her from inside the house. She eased the key into the ignition, again, trying to be as quiet as possible, it was just a mental thing, she was so used to doing this now in secret and trying to be as quiet and discreet as possible. Everything was done in the closeness of a cone of silence or at least within the spectrum of quietness. Kara shifted into gear, eased her foot on the gas, and backed out of their driveway. And then she was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    RJ opened the door for her, just like he usually did. They exchanged pleasantries, teacher to student, but they both knew that they were so much more than that now. RJ was a good kid and he was becoming a decent student. Merk and him had become close, in a way Merk had settled into a kind of surrogate father role. Kara was happy about that – Merk needed that in his life, something extra to hold onto, another meaningful relationship was good for him, especially this one with RJ given what had happened with the boy from his past (Merk had shared that with her and mostly all of his past during their recovery from their own tragic event). Kara followed RJ through the twisting hallway of the Fairweather house. Kara had been there so many times before, when she used to date Ratty but even more so now after their break up a little over two years ago. She had reason to.  
 
    RJ opened the door to the basement. He stepped down and she followed. It was dark, as usual, and she figured he was asleep, but she still wanted to make sure that everything was still the way it should be.  
 
    At the bottom, RJ reached over to the side and flicked a switch. A minimalist light went on in the far corner. And there he was. Alone. Lying on a cot, in a cage just like he should be, the fuckin’ animal that he was. Kara walked over to the cage. RJ stayed back. That was usual to. He didn’t like to see his father, and he did everything in his power not to ever have to. RJ hated him. What Ratty had done was unforgivable and RJ would spend the rest of his life either trying to forget it or trying to make up for it – to restore, in some way, the Fairweather name.  
 
    But there he was – Ratcliff “Ratty” Fairweather. Caged. In human form. Deformed from the vicious bite that Merk had given him – to think that’s what he had wanted for her when he clawed her in the face. There had been no skin graph for him to help in his recovery. Doctors said that his damage was too severe. His nerve and tendons and bones had been ripped out and shredded past reconfiguration and reconstructing. That left Ratty horribly deformed on the right side and in constant pain. Merk had done that to him. And Kara was glad for it. It was the most secret and sadistic part of her that she allowed to exist when it came to Ratty – but she liked seeing him like this. Cowering, crazed with pain and drugs, body broken and beaten and mangled. In a cage in his own house. Legally they were calling it house arrest. For all that Ratty had done, this was justice, in the purest sense of the word.  
 
    “Rot in hell, you son of bitch,” she said out loud to him. 
 
    Ratty stirred some. He tried to open his eyes but he was too drugged. Kara turned from the cage. She walked back over to RJ.  
 
    “How are you?” she asked.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Reece?” 
 
    “He’s fine. He’s out with some girl now. He’s not here much. But it was nice of him to sign the guardian papers for me.” 
 
    Kara nodded. 
 
    “Right. I wish he was around more for you though – but I get it,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, me too. But I get it too. He never was about this life – being a Fairweather – and who could really blame him, ya know.” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    Kara took one more look at the cage and then headed back up the steps. She was halfway up the steps when she realized that RJ wasn’t behind her. He was still at the bottom, staring at the cage. Her heart went out to the kid. He was so alone except for her and Merk. A part of her just wanted to take over the guardianship and have him live with them. Ratty could go to hell – or someone would find a place for him, a prison that had some kind of infirmary to take care of him, even though it would be a better use of time and a saving of resources and energy to just let him waste away. RJ didn’t deserve to be imprisoned with him in this house. That wasn’t fair.  
 
    “RJ?” she called down to him. 
 
    RJ hurried up the steps.  
 
    Upstairs, RJ walked her to the door. Kara hated this part: leaving this kid in this house alone with Ratty. It wasn’t right. For a long time, she had told herself that she was coming over here to check on Ratty, to make sure that she kept her eye on him, to make sure that none of the Fairweathers that had escaped and had come back. But it was more than that – she came over for RJ too. She liked him a lot. Maybe even loved him. In a maternal way. Every time she looked at him, she thought about what Merk’s and her child would be like. She hoped one day to find out.  
 
    “You okay?” she asked him just before going out the door. 
 
    “I’m fine, Miss Daniels,” RJ answered.  
 
    They exchanged smiles and then she went out the door. RJ shut the door and locked it behind her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kara pulled the car into the driveway for the first time not caring about being quiet. She opened the door and climbed out of the seat, not caring about making any noise. For the first time, she didn’t tiptoe to the front door, nor did she ease it open. Kara didn’t care about not letting Merk know she had gone out. Rather, she wanted him to wake up. Maybe it was because something in her had finally awakened.  
 
    Kara climbed the steps to their bedroom emphatically and with excitement. She burst into the room, not caring if she woke Merk up, hoping that she did because she was going to be waking him up anyway. She accomplished her goal. Merk woke and sat straight up, startled trying to get his bearings.  
 
    “What – What? Everything okay? Kara?” 
 
    But she didn’t answer him, not with words, not yet. She went into the bathroom and when she came out, she had her birth control pills in hand. She marched over to him, shedding her clothes as she went. She climbed on top of him naked and threw the covers back. She looked down in low and pulled. Merk moaned.  
 
    “What’s all this?” 
 
    She stared at him hard, meaningfully, sensual and with purpose, all the while slowly leaning in.  
 
    “I want to have a baby. Our baby.” 
 
    The silence came back. She eyed him, waiting for his response. A grin began to form on his face. And then hers. He nodded. She tossed the birth control pills and packet to the floor. And then she pushed into him, putting him inside of her, and leaned forward, kissing him, pressing her lips hard against his and sliding in her tongue. They moved slowly and passionately, holding each other as they had done so many times before but this time was different. She felt it. He knew it too. Kara let herself go, all of herself, and gave into the idea of making love to Merk, the man she loved, and in the purest of hopes of them creating a child together.   
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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Dakota flipped through the school’s flyer more times than she could count on the ten hour flight. There were only so many clouds she could bear to look at beyond the window. After browsing the highlights of the Art History program of Bangor’s University for the millionth time, she sighed and tossed it to the empty seat beside her. At least she’d gotten lucky in that regard.  
 
    The person beside her had gotten a free upgrade to first class. She didn’t complain. As a college student, just having the extra bit of space to spread out felt luxurious. She hadn’t been raised with much. Both of her parents worked overtime through her childhood to put clothes on her back and food on the table. College had been a distant dream for her as a child, a thing that even in youth she knew that her family could not afford. 
 
     Then, in high school, she got her very first job. Every penny she earned while serving pizza to the kids in her class went into savings. She was determined to reach her dream, to go to school, and escape the grind that her parents seemed doomed to endure. She began with community college. Then, with scholarships and loans that made her cringe when she signed, Dakota took the plunge and applied to universities.  
 
    When the grant to study Welsh art and architecture abroad nearly fell into her lap, she took it without a second thought. She’d worked so hard through her childhood and teen years that she wanted to do something that she desperately loved for the rest of her life and during a school field trip, Dakota realized that meant curating art for museums. She loved the almost religious air that filled museums, the wonder and awe as she moved from collection to collection. The study abroad program was a huge step in that direction for her, a new adventure that would look beautiful on her resume. She hadn’t been thinking about what else the world had to offer, what she should have been afraid of. 
 
    Her eyes fell on the book thrown atop her backpack. She frowned. Her mother bought it for her when Dakota announced that she’d been accepted for the study program in Wales. She knew what lived in the Snowdonia territories, as did the rest of the world after the Occurrence. 
 
    Dragons. 
 
    The massive beasts that resided in Wales were masters of fire. They had born more than a few legends in Welsh myth, ones that Dakota had familiarized herself with only so that she’d have a leg up in her studies. Not because she was curious about the beasts that could take the form of humans, mostly men with violence in their eyes and tension in the muscles that could easily crush her thin frame.  
 
    The day before she boarded the plane, Dakota’s mother had gifted her with the book. Dakota had felt a lump grow in her throat as she looked at it. Dragon Men and Their Urges was written across the cover. Bea, Dakota’s mother, had opened it right to the chapter on self-defense and escape should she run into one of the dragons.  
 
    “Mom.” She’d snapped the book shut. “The school has a policy to protect the students from abroad. If a student should come across a dragon at all they’re forced to pack up and are sent on next plane home so that they aren’t in any danger. Besides, I did my research. There hasn’t been a reported dragon shifter sighting in Bangor in years. You have nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Her mother hadn’t looked convinced at all, shaking her hands with worry. Dakota assured her that it was the very last thing she wanted, reminding her mother that she would likely be spending all her time sequestered in museums and crumbling castles. That had been the thing that convinced her mother to let her go. She did know her own daughter after all. Or, at least that’s what she told herself.  
 
    Dakota wasn’t going to let anyone ruin her chance to see the world. She’d dreamed about visiting castles and rolling hills all her life, etching their lines in a moleskin journal so that she could keep them close. She’d be damned if she let anyone take this chance away from her, mother or dragon man. 
 
    Now, Dakota reached out and picked up the book that her mother had purchased and flipped it open to a random page. A sloppily drawn dragon graced the page with wings spread in clumsy flight, flanked by text that described a dragon male’s urge to find a mate. It described how the dragons often used their human forms to take human mates, despite the availability of the opposite sex in their race.  
 
    Once the author started to theorize about traditions of kidnapping and Stockholm syndrome in days past, Dakota shut the book and flipped it over. The author’s face grinned back from above the synopsis. His thick mustache made her think of Tom Selleck, but the author’s eyes were dark and serious, giving him an air of commanding authority. Below the photo was the symbol of the Order of the Guardians of Existence, better known as GOE these days. 
 
    GOE was the only force that stood between humanity and the dragons. They were briefly covered during Dakota’s global history class in high school, expanded upon in college if only barely. GOE had existed since the time of knights. Back then, they were only a few, but with time they spread across the earth. In the mid 1900’s when Dragons were forced into the light, the Guardians were the ones that stepped up to defend the humans from the beasts. Since then, the UN has worked closely with the Guardians to ensure that peace and, sometimes, justice remained between human and dragons. 
 
    A voice chimed over the communication system above Dakota’s head. Through crackling static, the voice claimed that they were preparing for descent. Dakota’s stomach lurched in excitement for the drop in altitude. The clouds parted outside her window and a foreign city appeared. She couldn’t stop the silly smile that crossed her face as she looked outside the window. 
 
    The plane lurched and jumped, finally touching ground. Soon, she would be taking her first step in another country, a whole new world. She had gone from a girl with nothing to finally being able to see her dream on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After the short bus ride to Bangor University, all the study abroad students had been herded into an introductory seminar. Dakota chose a seat toward the back and flipped open her black, moleskin journal. The pencil fit between her fingers like it belonged there. She studied the profile of a guy a few rows ahead of her. His fair hair launched like a wave over his forehead and his nose sloped up to meet it at the very tip. The pencil scratched those striking lines into her journal while she waited for the seminar to begin. 
 
    She had not been expecting to see a familiar face walk across the stage. The man with the thick mustache on the book her mother had given her strode out before the assembled students. A close-lipped smile was pasted on his lips, but his eyes were still dark. His gaze swept over the crowd. Dakota thought that his gaze had lingered on her a little too long. She shook her head. There was no reason for something like that. She was simply exhausted from her flight. It was so much earlier here than it was back home.  
 
    Professors that Dakota recognized from the website followed the man out onto the stage. A man wearing a tweed vest stood back with his hands in his pockets, his eyes hidden behind the glare on his narrow glasses. A woman followed them out. Her gray streaked hair was tied back into a braid that flowed over her shoulder. Perhaps it was the distance between them, but the woman appeared too young to have graying hair already. She lowered herself into a folding chair and glared at the back of the Guardian’s head as if it was personal.  
 
    Before Dakota could wonder what the Guardian had done to piss her off, the man launched into his speech. 
 
    “Welcome to the University at Bangor!” His voice boomed through the room, his hands thrown into the air to encompass them all. “While we know that you all came here to devote your time to your studies, there are other things that we must address today. 
 
    “As many of you know, Bangor is dangerously close to the territory of Snowdonia, the home of the Welsh Dragons. These dragons have a long history with the people of Wales and might see themselves as their protectors, but they are still predators. No matter how glamourous you think they are, keep in mind that if provoked, they can kill you with very little effort.  
 
    “We advise all women travelling this semester to remain within the city limits, if not on Campus altogether. Dragons have always had a desire to steal young women away from their lives and keep them for their own as if they were property.” 
 
    Dakota heard the words that the man was speaking, but her eyes were drawn to the woman behind him. Clearly under the impression that no one was watching her, she mocked him by dramatically mouthing his words every now and then with her arms crossed over her chest. She stopped once she realized that one of the students was watching her. Their eyes met and the woman began to nervously chew on her lower lip.  
 
    Dakota dropped her gaze, but her pencil picked up and started to trace the lines of the professor’s face. She racked her memory to place the professor. She knew that she’d seen her face at one point in time. That was it, she was the history professor. Dakota was sure that she had at least one class with the woman during her semester. It made her wonder why she thought the man’s warnings were garbage. What did she know that no one else did? 
 
    Or, was she simply crazy? One of those women who fantasized about being taken away by the dragons. There were claims every so often that women had been kidnapped by the dragon men. Usually, those stories boiled down to grabs for attention or wives that simply left their husbands in the middle of the night. Dragons didn’t kidnap women anymore, if they ever did at all.  
 
    Dakota found herself dreading her upcoming class with the female professor. She didn’t want the woman to wax poetically about dragons for hours a week when she should be teaching history.  
 
    The man in the tweed jacket stepped forward, thanked the man from the Guardians and took the podium. “This conversation is purely for legal purposes. The chances that any of you will run into one of the dragon shifters is slim to none. They have not been seen off the territories for more than two decades.” 
 
    Behind him, the woman snorted and looked away. No one paid her any attention the whole time.  
 
    “The dragons near Bangor University have not been involved in violence anywhere in or around the city. None of you have anything to worry about while you study here. Now that that is out of the way, we can move on to your studies.” 
 
    The students were introduced to the heads of the departments they’d be studying in. The head of the art department was a woman with long blond hair that fell in waves and reminded Dakota of the paintings of Aphrodite on the shell. She spoke with a soft voice and was entirely forgettable to Dakota.  
 
    It wasn’t until the woman with the gray streaked braid stood that Dakota found herself rapt. She introduced herself as Makenna Llewelyn, the head of the History department as Dakota had known.  
 
    “I know that not all of you are here to study history, but tomorrow I am hosting a trip to see some of the old castles that are still standing near the city. If that is the kind of thing that interests you then you are more than welcome to join me in my adventure.” 
 
    Dakota felt her heart leap into her throat. As much as she wanted to dislike the dragon obsessed professor, she was more than ready to leap at the chance to see some of the castles of Wales. It was the whole reason that she’d come.   
 
    “That’s really good,” someone whispered beside her.  
 
    Dakota turned to find the girl seated beside her taking in the sketch she’d drawn before the seminar began. The girl snuck a glance at the man Dakota had drawn and her face warmed when he turned to look back at them, as though they’d summoned his attention through the sketch.  
 
    “I came to learn more about art, but I’m not against studying his kind of art, too.” The girl looked him up and down. 
 
    Dakota didn’t have time for that. She had to ensure that her grades were perfect. She didn’t work this hard to have a man come along and distract her from her dream.  
 
    “Go get him,” Dakota whispered to the girl beside her. 
 
    She shook her head, blond hair bouncing around her face. “He has eyes just for you.” 
 
    Dakota snuck a glance through her too long bangs to find that he was, in fact, still looking at her. She willed him to turn around and ignore her. He was good looking and clean cut. He would have been a fine man to bring home to her parents, but starting a relationship meant putting her dream on the back burner. She wouldn’t do that for him or anyone. 
 
    “Not interested,” Dakota declared, rolling her shoulders back with more confidence than she felt. She knew that her face was warm from the man’s gaze. 
 
    “Remember that I gave you a chance when you find him on my arm,” the girl said with a wink. Dakota couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m Clary Ames. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Dakota Brennan,” she said in response. “Art History major. You?” 
 
    “Studio Art. Although I’m more of an abstract artist. I can’t draw still life at all.” 
 
    Dakota smiled and felt herself falling into the conversation. She hoped that her roommate was as nice as Clary was. She knew how troublesome the roommate lottery could be, remembering how her very first roommate had locked her out of their dorm once upon a time.  
 
      
 
    Once the seminar was over, they were shown to their dorms, where their luggage would be waiting for them. Dakota was led to her cheap, black luggage bag that was surrounded by a pair of duffle bags that she’d packed to the brim. Beside it sat two rather expensive looking luggage bags that were printed with watercolor flowers. She shouldn’t have been surprised to find a familiar blonde head tugging them into her room.  
 
    Clary looked up and waved excitedly. “Are those your bags?” She gestured to the black bags. 
 
    Dakota nodded. “Isn’t that the luck of the draw? Do you think they paired similar majors together?” 
 
    Clary shrugged. “All I know is that I’m pretty happy with their decision.” 
 
    “I am, too.” Dakota lugged her bags into the room. Clary had seemed nice during the seminar. If that was the kind of woman she had to live with for the next few months, she thought that she could survive. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Wes let the air beneath his wings carry him through the sky. Far below, the ground became a network of shapes, most of them wobbly rectangles made by years of farming and land disputes. He’d left the tree dotted landscape of his home. There was no reason for him to be beyond the lines of the Snowdonia territory, but he wasn’t far from it he reasoned.  
 
    The towns below weren’t afraid of his shape flying overhead. They had lived near the dragons for centuries and shared stories of their encounters with their children before bed. They didn’t look up and wonder if their wives were safe or if their livestock were compromised. They knew better. 
 
    And Wes liked them for it. He liked to fly overhead and watch the people below point and stare with awe. He liked the attention, his grandfather had said once before knocking him over the head with a meaty fist.  
 
    Wes didn’t mind. His grandfather was right, in a way. Mostly, Wesley had become tired of feeling alone. He was young when it came to the years of a dragon, only a couple of years over 100. He’d been considered a child when the Occurrence happened and effectively trapped him within the borders of the Snowdonia Territory. Since then, he’d lived in the wild territory, every once in a while seeing his kin, but it left him starved. 
 
    The younger dragons were given a chance, once a month, to leave the territory. They were allowed to venture out into the towns and cities around the territory as long as they ceded to allowing the head of the family bind them with silver. The silver kept them chained to their human forms while they raved and rutted through the night. Many of them willingly gave up their forms for the night for the chance to find a mate. 
 
    Wes had tried once or twice after the binding rule had been implemented, but the silver binding had been so uncomfortable that he could barely focus the entire night. Since then, he’d given up on the nights of freedom. It wasn’t truly freedom when part of him was forced to be locked away. 
 
    His dragon shook his body as if to remind him that he wasn’t completely alone. The beast lived beside him, ever a part of him. It had been there since he was a babe.  
 
    You don’t count. We’re one in the same.  
 
    The beast wasn’t pleased with his response, his tail whipped through the air. 
 
    So, he did the only thing he could do. He visited the towns surrounding the territory from a broad distance. No one could say that he was a threat as he never dipped low enough and never let smoke trail through the sky from his muzzle like his cousin Gareth was prone to do. That was one dragon who always had some kind of fire burning beneath his skin. It made him wonder what kind of monster lurked inside of his cousin. 
 
    Wesley swooped back towards the Snowdonia Territory, knowing that his jaunt for the day was nearly over. There was work that he should be getting back to, work to busy his always moving hands. He tucked in his wings and dove toward the ground. His wings snapped back out and caught the wind once more, his body suspended in the air. 
 
    That was when his keen hearing caught the sound of a gasp. He should have kept flying on home. The sound of a gasp such as he heard surely meant a tourist and those could rarely be trusted. Still, he found himself turning toward the source of the sound. He knew better.  
 
    He really did. 
 
    The beast had other ideas as his wings shifted direction and his body began to swoop towards the sound of the gasp like someone pulled the strings of a kite, Wesley being the kite.  
 
    A woman sat on a fallen log, her head tilted back and her lips parted as she watched his aerial acrobatics. A surge of pleasure zapped through him. He tucked in his wings and spun through the air, his tail guiding him. When his wings snapped back out and he shot upward, he could hear a faint squeak. A rumble of laughter reverberated through his body.  
 
    Gareth would have called him a show off. His father, Drystan, would have tanned his red hide if he knew that Wesley was entertaining a tourist on the edge of the territory. But, his family wasn’t there. They weren’t alone like he was. Gareth had his younger brother. His father had his mother, the human woman that was his mate. 
  
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    Dakota watched the massive body of the red scaled dragon touch the earth in front of her.  The sun rippled off the dragon’s scales, reflecting shades of yellow, orange, and intense red. Her eyes fell on the pale blue scales that ringed his taloned hands, like the blue seed of a flame. Her heart hammered in her ears, so loud she could barely hear his movement before her. His long body was lean and his wings blacked out the sun until he tucked them against his massive rib cage. His head cocked to the side before he pounced, planting his clawed feet apart and lowing his head to the ground. 
 
    Fear should have shot through her, but for a moment she thought that he looked much like a puppy trying to play. She had to swallow the smile that threatened to turn up the corners of her mouth as she looked at him. Keep a straight face, she reminded herself. The sooner he left, the happier she would be. If anyone were to figure out what was happening right then, she would lose everything she’d worked so hard to get.  
 
    What was a dragon even doing here? The Guardian and the Dean had promised that the Welsh dragons never left their territory. Did the deranged Makenna Llewellyn really take a field trip to the Snowdonia territory? Why would she do such a thing? 
 
    Dakota could think of one reason. The dragons hadn’t been seen in years because the professor was bringing students for the dragons to kidnap. That was all she could think of. Professor Llewellyn brought sacrifices to keep her campus safe.  
 
    And one had found her.  
 
    When the dragon the size of a bus didn’t get the response from her that he wanted, he began to inch back from her. She shook her head and tried to turn back to the journal on her lap. She prayed that he would go away if she ignored him. If he couldn’t fascinate her, maybe he would lose interest in her and move on.  
 
    Her pencil stopped moving. She gripped it tight in her hand and closed her eyes. There was not a dragon in front of her. There was no dragon at all.  
 
    As if lying to herself would make it true.  
 
    She heard a huff of air right before it blew back her dark tresses. Feeling her brow knit together, she cracked open an eye to peer ahead. She could have sworn the dragon smiled before wiggling its hind quarters much like a cat. Massive legs pushed off and the dragon left the ground. Its lean body formed an arc before coming back to the earth beside her. It did it over and over, pouncing in circles around her. 
 
    It made no move to grab her or otherwise threaten her. Instead, it felt like he was trying to make her laugh. She knew that she should ignore the beast, but she let her hair fall over her face and watched it pounce around her from the corner of her eye. It was beautiful in a frightening way. One misstep and the beast’s massive form would crush her frail, human body.  
 
    But, she wasn’t afraid as the beast’s tail swung from side to side. She hid her smile while pretending to ignore the dragon until panic touched the edges of her thought. If anyone caught this happening she was done for. She glanced up and looked around the clearing. There was no one else in sight. 
 
    Her shoulders relaxed and her pencil went back to work. Eventually, the dragon settled down nearby and laid his giant head on his taloned hands and watched her draw. After a long while, she checked her phone screen and realized that the bus would be leaving soon. She cast a glance at the nearby dragon. It was fast asleep, or at least pretending to be. 
 
    If she stood, would it jump and grab her? Or, would it let her leave of her own accord? Carefully, she tucked her journal under her arm and pushed herself up from her seat. When the dragon didn’t move, she forced herself to walk, not run, back to the bus. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dakota closed the space between her and the professor.  
 
    “Did you take us into the dragon territory?” her voice growled as she raised a finger toward the older woman.  
 
    Her eyes widened ever so slightly. “I would never do something so stupid. If I were to do a thing like that, I could very well lose my job.” 
 
    Dakota narrowed her eyes. This professor’s lying could make Dakota lose everything she’d fought for. All the money she’d spent on the airline tickets, the work she’d put into getting the grant, would be wasted because this woman wanted to lie to her. Or, worse, the woman had no idea just how close she’d taken her students to the dragon territory.  
 
    “Why?” the professor asked. “Did you see a dragon, Miss Brennan?” 
 
    Dakota felt the blood rush from her face. “No. Not at all.” 
 
    Like that, her anger was gone. In its place was cold fear. She had almost ruined everything for herself with her angry words. Professor Llewellyn would be forced to report her to the Dean if she knew that Dakota had not only seen a dragon, but nearly interacted with one.  
 
    “Don’t be so afraid.” The professor laid a warm hand on Dakota’s arm. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Wesley flew back to his home, his thoughts filled with the woman that refused to look at him. The stone tower that he’d worked to rebuild over his years rose from the tree studded territory. As his form glided down toward the roof, he let magic wrap around him and shrink his form. Human feet slapped the stone roof.  
 
    The structure shuddered beneath him as if it had the full weight of a dragon dropped upon it.  Wes paused and prayed that his home would hold. When nothing fell, he straightened himself. He’d found the castle in disrepair right after the Occurrence had trapped him on the territory. It had captured his attention for years as he rebuilt it stone by stone and turned it into a home for himself, but it was nearly finished and he was growing bored.  
 
    The rooms seemed empty. The halls were filled with only the sound of the wind around him. The rooms only held the crackle of fire in the hearths. His kind were solitary creatures, unable to stand one another’s presence for much longer than a night before scales started to get ruffled. Some dragons liked the peace and quiet. He knew that his grandfather had come to live with it.  
 
    Other dragons, like Elgar, started to hear things in the silence. Even that was a kind of company.  
 
    Wes shook his head. He was thinking depressing thoughts, he reminded himself. It would do no good for him to dwell on such things. He could do nothing about it besides busy himself. He could add a new tower to the castle or start to build a new bed for his master bedroom. Either one would take a sufficient amount of his time, and would keep his human hands busy.  
 
    He reached for the set of clothes that he kept on the roof, a pair of sweat pants worn thin over time and a t-shirt that stretched over his broad shoulders. Soon, he would have to ask his mother to make a trip to the city to grab him more clothing. No one knew that she was the mate of an old dragon and it helped her to still get around. It also helped Wes and his father from time to time. He could recall times that his mother had to go to the city to replace electronics that his father had destroyed by accident.  
 
    Welsh dragons were far too prone to melting things, mostly modern plastics.  
 
    Properly dressed, Wes descended the stairs while deciding what would best put his hands to use. The beast in his head had other ideas. Images of the dark-haired vixen crossed his mind once more. The way that she had glared at them made his dragon hot with anger.  
 
    Not everyone has to love you. 
 
    Wesley felt his beast narrow his eyes and blow a huff of steam. It burned him from the inside out. 
 
    We are honor bound to stay within the territory. Forget the woman. We are already pushing our limits too much as it is.  
 
    Even as Wes told his beast to forget her, he knew that he could barely push her from his own mind. The smell of her had been unusual and clung to his senses. Irises. That was what he’d smelled on her. So different from the other women that drowned themselves in vanilla or musk to attract men. She smelled of simple gardens. 
 
    No. He shook his head. Forget her. Clearly, she hadn’t been interested. She’d snubbed him and his attempt to draw even a single smile out of her.  
 
    Wes went out to the forge that he’d built for himself and started the fire in the bellows with a bellyful of fire. He would put himself to work. He would drown his mind in complicated designs so that his beast could barely find a voice. He’d been meaning to get to work on a bed for his master bedroom. He wanted something grand and beautiful that he could spread out on. In his mind, he had visions of wrought iron branches and vines that wrapped themselves into complicated knots. 
 
    It would be nothing for him to bend the heated metal beneath his hands. The effort would tire the beast inside of him and, maybe, he would sleep peacefully without the thoughts of a dark-haired woman entering his mind.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dakota chewed her lip while she held onto her journal with white knuckles on the trip back to campus. The professor would turn in her seat every so often and cast curious glances in Dakota’s direction. All she wanted was for the professor to forget about her accusation, but she didn’t think she would be that lucky any time soon. 
 
    She couldn’t let anyone see what she’d drawn in the journal. She didn’t even know why she’d done it. She’d drawn the red dragon that had played like a curious cat around her.  
 
    In the seat ahead of her, Clary turned and smiled at her new friend. “Did you see anything exciting? I found a rock formation that had a vein of crystals growing through it that I want to see if I can replicate with acrylic marbling.” Clary was already digging through her phone for the photos that she’d taken.  
 
    Dakota tucked her moleskin journal beneath her thigh before her friend looked up. “I found the remains of what was probably an old cottage. There wasn’t much else to look at.” 
 
    Clary looked towards the front of the vehicle. Dakota followed her gaze and found a gray streaked head. Clary turned back and motioned for Dakota to lean closer. 
 
    “Simon’s GPS on his phone said that we were only a couple miles from the Snowdonia Territory. I can’t believe a professor, a woman at that, would take us so close to that place. I think we’re all really lucky that we didn’t run into any of the dragon men.” 
 
    Dakota nodded with too much emphasis. She had to look a little crazy, she thought. “I think she’s one of those women who wait their whole life to get abducted by a dragon. Maybe she thinks that she’ll get grabbed each time she takes a group of students out to see the castles.” 
 
    Clary clapped her hand over her mouth to suppress the laugh that bubbled up from her. “That would be the life, right? I’ve heard some crazy things about the dragons and their lovers.” 
 
    Dakota gave her a look that said she didn’t believe her. Clary lit up at the chance to talk about it, her cheeks turning pink. 
 
    “No, hear me out. I’ve heard that they can go all night long just to make sure their mate has multiple orgasms. Can’t say that about any human male, can you? I read once that they can share their long life with humans after the mating bond snaps into place. Who doesn’t want to add a few years and a handful of orgasms to their life span?” 
 
    “But they’re beasts,” Dakota said, even as her mind brought her back to the dragon she’d met earlier. That hadn’t looked like a beast, despite his size. He looked more like a playful puppy. 
 
    Clary scoffed at Dakota’s words. “A beast in the bedroom from the sounds of it.” 
 
    Dakota couldn’t help but roll her eyes at her roommate. “Is that all you think about? Your major should have been the Studies of Seduction.” 
 
    “Don’t I know it.” 
 
    The girls shared a laugh. Ahead of them, the man that Dakota had sketched during the seminar turned to look at them. His eyes narrowed ever so slightly. Her laugh died in her throat as an unusual feeling rolled through her stomach. She studied the feeling as she met the man’s eyes and realized that it was unease.  
 
    Eventually, he turned back in his seat, readjusting himself. Dakota turned to her roommate. She hadn’t seen Clary bring him back to their room yet. Now, she had a notion that it was probably a very bad idea. Something about the hard look in his eyes told her that he saw himself as more of an authority than a fellow student.  
 
    “I think we should go out tonight,” Clary interrupted her thoughts and brought her back to the present. “We should get to know the city a little bit. I don’t know much about the city’s nightlife, but it has to have one. Right?” 
 
    Dakota shrugged. “I didn’t pack for nights out on the town.” 
 
    Clary waved her off. “I have you covered. So, will you? Hang out with me tonight, I mean?” 
 
    “Do I have a choice?” Dakota couldn’t help the small smile that slipped across her lips. It was just what she needed to get the puppy faced dragon off her mind. No one knew that she had seen him. As long as it stayed that way then she had nothing to worry about. Her future, her dream, was safe.  
 
    “That sounds like fun, actually.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Wesley bent and twisted hot iron in his grip so that the ends broke off into branches. Pressing small bits of hot iron between his thumb and his forefinger, he shaped small leaves that he could attach to the branches. His project was coming together, but it was almost mindless work. 
 
    That left his thoughts with the ability to wander in any direction they wished. The beast inside of him guided those thoughts back to the woman he met earlier. He thought of the wall of dark hair that had covered her face. Only when she had looked up to scowl at his presence had the veil fallen to reveal an elegant nose and perfect lips that begged for his attention. The lower lip had been ripe and full, holding the Cupid’s bow upper lip that he wanted to trace with his thumb. 
 
    Wes shook his head, trying to dispel his beast’s thoughts. He was grateful that he’d remained in his dragon form while in the woman’s presence or else he didn’t know what he would have done. If she’d let him, maybe he would have taken her right then and there. His mind might have been clear of her, but tourists could hardly be trusted.  
 
    He’d seen how some women had taken the news of the dragons, daringly trekking into the Snowdonia territories to beg a dragon to take her as his mate. It didn’t work that way, no matter how much they pleaded. Those kinds of women, the fan girls, were never dragon mates. They weren’t cut from the right cloth.  
 
    No matter how attractive she was, the tourist woman wasn’t mate material. Not if she was one of the fan girls.  
 
    Unable to control his thoughts, Wesley set aside his project. The sun had dipped below the horizon and it was clear that he still had far more energy humming through his body than this project could consume. He had to find something else.  
 
    He put out the fire in the bellows and put away his tools. The posts of the bed laid on the floor of the forge, just pieces of something that Wes wasn’t even sure that he needed. As long as he was alone in his home, sleeping on the couch was just fine. Sure, he had his own room and a mattress that he clothed in sheets just to appease his human mother’s sensibilities, but the emptiness of the room often echoed too loudly for him in there. More often than not, he would simply stagger inside and throw himself down onto a couch, immediately falling into sleep.  
 
    The bed frame, once constructed, would be a massive thing. The branches would rise and curl toward the raised ceiling of the highest room in the tower. During the summer months, he imagined his future mate hanging flowers from the branches or draping gauzy fabric over them so it felt like their own private world while he took her. 
 
    The only problem was as the images arose in his mind, the woman in each of them was the scornful creature that he’d come across earlier. The scowl was gone, replaced by a soft smile that she shared just for him as she laid back on the bed he’d made for her. 
 
    He cursed loudly. It had been a long time since he’d gone into the city and laid with a woman. That had to be the reason his mind was filled with the thoughts of the woman. It had been the first time that he’d laid eyes on a woman that wasn’t a dragon’s mate in what felt like years. Of course, his hormones had pushed him to claim her as his own if only to fulfil urges that should have been met a long while ago.  
 
    Wes had to do something. He needed to fill his mind with thoughts of something else. He glanced in the direction of the city, knowing that it was a bad idea. Leaving the territory without the silver binding was not only forbidden by his father, but by his government. Honor had him marching inside his tower. He replaced the sweat pants for a pair of jeans that he knew framed his ass. 
 
    He ripped open the drawer, its contents bouncing about from the force. The silver band jumped forward. A long sigh escaped him. Inside of him, his beast shook his massive body. Candles fell from the hearth mantle behind Wesley. He glanced over his shoulder at the mess that his beast had made. 
 
    It’s the only way that we can leave. We need to rut something fierce. It’s the only explanation. 
 
    Inside of him, the beast rolled its eyes. Wesley agreed that the binding was strange and uncomfortable, but it would make him feel better. He did not want to tell his father that he planned on leaving the territory, but at the same time he wanted to follow some of the rules in case he was caught. It would be just his luck that he would run into his mother on her way home from work.  
 
    Wesley grabbed the plain silver band from the drawer and pushed it up his arm so that it sat high on his forearm. His muscle protested at the binding, but inside of him there was nothing but ringing silence. It was almost painful in how uncomfortable it was, but he also knew that this was not a night in which pleasuring himself would suffice. He needed the touch of another. 
 
    Since flying into the city clearly wasn’t going to happen, between the binding and how conspicuous it was, Wes turned to the old truck that was parked beside the tower. He ran it from time to time, mostly when he needed to drive it over to his mother when she wanted to drive something large into the territory. He wasn’t a fan of being confined inside of a metal box, but it would do for the night. He flipped the visor and a key fell into his hand.  
 
    His father would kill him if he ever found out what he was doing. Wes should wait for the next night that they were allowed to go into town, but he didn’t know if he could live with the thoughts of her filling his mind night after night. She would drive him insane if he couldn’t lay his hands on another woman and drive her from his mind.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Dakota couldn’t believe she’d been talked into this. Going out for a drink was one thing, but what Clary had pulled out for her to wear was another thing completely. Yet, she’d agreed to it. She wanted to forget about what happened earlier. She wanted to remind herself to not worry so much.  
 
    That desire left her sitting on a bar stool and tugging down the hem of her roommate’s short dress. She felt ridiculous, pulling her beer closer while wearing a mini-dress that belonged in a nightclub. Her roommate had bounced into the crowd, her infectious smile enough currency to earn her a seat at every table in the room. Dakota spun on her bar stool and her eyes found Clary, the girl wearing a pair of skin tight pants and a loose top that hung from her form by the thinnest straps. 
 
    The local guys at the table were attractive enough. They had broad shoulders that she thought would have done them good in rugby. One had a scar over his lip that made him look just dangerous enough to be fine for a night of fun. Clary spun away from them and bounced back toward her. The girl grabbed Dakota’s hands in her own and pulled her from her seat.  
 
    “They’ve offered to buy our drinks for the rest of the night,” Clary informed her. 
 
    Dakota would rather have her journal to replicate the scar over the man’s lip than have him buy her drinks. She wanted to draw the group of older men that sat in the far corner, raucously slapping each other on the back as though they were still young men on the prowl. No one here caught her interest enough to warrant the silly dress that Clary had stuffed her into.  
 
    The bell over the pub door rang, singing in Dakota’s ears over the dull roar of the pub patrons. She threw a glance over only to find her breath caught in her throat. The man standing just inside of the door put the boys at the table to shame. His shoulders were wide from actual muscle, visible from the thick muscle in his arms. Coppery hair was pushed back by his fingers as he ran his hand through it. Cool, blue eyes scanned the crowd.  
 
    They paused on Dakota and she felt her core grow warm. Clary followed her gaze and she heard her roommate swear softly.  
 
    “Why do all the boys have only eyes for you?” 
 
    “Normally, it’s because I don’t have eyes for them.” Dakota knew when a man wanted her only because he thought she would be a challenge, not because he enjoyed who she really was. Most of them looked at her like that. She was the brainy girl, more concerned with her studies than with boys or sex. Guys often saw it as a personal achievement if they could pull her attention from her studies for a night.  
 
    That wasn’t the way that this man was looking at her. His gaze made her feel like she was already naked as his eyes moved up her bare arms. 
 
    “Here’s the deal,” Clary whispered in her ear. “I get the two at the table while you go get tall, ginger, hot damn over there. I think it’s only fair that I get two if you get…. that.” 
 
    Dakota laughed nervously before her friend pushed her in the new man’s direction. She tugged the hem of the short dress and turned back to the new man only to find that he moved on. Her heart dropped through her stomach. She searched the crowd for the head of wild and coppery hair, catching glimpses as he moved through the crowd. 
  
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There she was, a little flame sitting at the bar. He should have turned around and found another bar. Instead, he let his eyes travel over her body. She wore a little dress made from a shimmery fabric in shades of red to orange. Her charcoal hair made her look like she was on fire, burning to capture his attention. Her long legs begged for him to run his hands up their smooth surface and pull them apart. His pants grew tighter around him.  
 
    He growled at his own thoughts. She didn’t want his attention earlier in the day and she wasn’t about to get it now. He turned away from her and pushed into the crowd. There were other women who would beg and writhe beneath him tonight. They would happily moan his name. 
 
    Despite the smell of beer and sweat that filled the pub, he caught the smell of irises once more and it threw him for a loop. His breath came short and his gait paused.  
 
    She didn’t know who he was. It would be nothing to order a drink and sidle up beside her with a grin. It was nothing for Wesley to lay on the charm, show a little bit of teeth in his smile. She would moan his name that night. 
 
    Finally, he came up to the bar. He motioned to the bartender, a small woman that had arms roped with wiry muscles. Crow’s feet touched the corners of the bartender’s eyes as she turned to him. He pointed to the woman’s drink on the bar and raised two fingers. The bartender nodded, popped the cap on two beers and brought them over to him. 
 
    “Good luck,” the bartender told him. “That one does not want to be here tonight.” 
 
    “All the easier to get her to leave with me then,” he said with a wink. 
 
    The bartender laughed, a barking kind of laugh that was hoarse from her years smoking cigarettes and yelling at rowdy patrons. She paused, turning to give him an assessing look. Her eyes fell on the silver band around his forearm before he could cover it. From the thin line that her lips took on, he knew that she saw him for what he really was. She glanced back at the woman he was set to hunt that night. 
 
    “There is a fire in that girl waiting to come alive,” the bartender said with the wisdom that drink pourers somehow accrued. “You light that girl on fire, but you be good to her or she’ll burn you down in the process.” 
 
    A grin touched his lips. “I’ll try my hardest.” 
 
    “Go get her, beastie.” 
 
    Wes claimed the two bottles and left the bar to disappear into the crowd once more. She was easy to spot, the dress that wrapped her thin form pulling him like a moth to a flame. It took all the self-control he had to make her wait as he watched her eyes scan the crowd. Was she looking for him? He pressed on, making sure that she had no idea where he was.  
 
    Her blonde friend had left the woman alone so that she could sandwich herself between two rough looking local boys. It made her seem like a lost doe as she shifted from foot to foot. He watched her tug at the hem of her dress, yanking it lower on her thighs. It was the opposite of what he wanted. He wanted her alone so that he could push the fiery dress up and discover what lay beneath. 
 
    Wes paused before approaching her. He strained against the confines of his jeans and he needed to regain control. Once his pants were more comfortable again, he closed the space between him and the woman. She had her back to him as he lowered himself onto the barstool beside her. 
 
    “You’re a little over dressed for a place like this,” he said. 
 
    She jumped before spinning around. He watched her face flush with warmth, but she never lost the beat.  
 
    “My friend is determined to see that I don’t wear it through the night anyway.” He watched her lips press together in a teasing smile. “I haven’t decided if there’s anyone here worth taking it off for. I’ve surveyed the place and caught maybe one that might be worth it.” 
 
    The image of the dress falling off her frame filled his mind and, for a moment, no words would come to him. He wondered if she would be soft and luscious or if she hid smooth planes beneath the dress. He shoved the thoughts into a box and tossed them in the direction of his lost beast.  
 
    “Am I interrupting something then? I brought you a drink because you seemed lonely. If you already have prey in your sights then I’ll leave you to your hunt.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. The dress was more my roommate’s idea. I think she just wanted me out of the dorm for the night so that she could bring both of those boys back with her.” She pointed in the direction of her blonde friend. The girl was currently tying a knot in a cherry stem with her tongue. From the look on their faces, both boys were already going home with her, there was no question about that.  
 
    Wes didn’t want the charcoal haired woman going back with them. He wanted to carry her up to the bedroom that he hardly ever used and throw her down onto the frameless mattress so that he could properly bed her.  
 
    “Too bad no one here tonight sparked my interest,” she said as she put her chin in her hand. Her long fingers played with the condensation on her beer bottle as she looked up at him. Green danced in the golden depths of her eyes.  
 
    “Not a soul in all of Oak Down Pub caught your eye?” Wes feigned offense, pulling back from her despite his mischievous grin. “You did say that there was one man that might be able to help you with that dress problem.” 
 
    “Well,” she said, reaching down to tug the damned dress lower. “There is a guy that I’ve been eyeing all night, but I don’t know if he can handle all of this.” 
 
    “Do tell. I wish to see the man that has such a woman as yourself besotted.” Wes wanted to know what his competition had that he didn’t. He put on a smile when inside he was just short of seething. It was a good thing that he’d thought to put on the silver band or else he would have burned. 
 
    Hiding a smile, the charcoal haired woman pointed towards the group of men in the corner that had passed their prime nearly fifty years ago. He followed her gaze to a frail looking man with buggy eyes. The hair above his lip had been molded into two, fine curls. “That man’s moustache does something crazy to me.” 
 
    Wes laughed. It came up from his belly and filled the room. Around them the patrons quieted to turn and look in their direction. As eyes roved over the charcoal haired woman’s body, Wes had to resist the urge to pull her into his lap. He’d claimed her for the night and she would end up in his bed. No other’s. 
 
    She turned back to him, laughter on her lips dying when she saw the heat on his face. He quickly recovered, flashing her a wide smile. Why did this damned woman affect him so? Had it truly been too long since he’d last laid with a woman? That had to be it.  
 
    Tonight, he would fuck her and then he would be done with the opposite sex for a long while. Wes had never dreamed of finding his mate after the Occurrence. One night on the town a month wasn’t long enough to develop the kind of relationship that his parents had. He would settle for nothing less than the love he saw between his parents if the bond was to last for the rest of his life. 
 
    “I don’t think that man would be able to keep up with you,” Wes joked. “Or, he might have the best last night of his life, ever.” 
 
    The woman laughed beside him. “I don’t particularly think I’m enough to kill a man.” 
 
    Wes raised an eyebrow. “You don’t give yourself nearly enough credit.” 
 
    He watched her face turn red and felt satisfaction stirring inside of him. Did she not truly see herself for what she was? Wes was fairly certain that just looking at what was hidden beneath that fiery dress would give the old man a heart attack. 
 
    “Do you not see yourself for the beauty that you are? Should I help you find your glasses?” 
 
    She balked. “I can tell you that I do not need glasses.” 
 
    “Then you’re a mighty fine liar if you believe your own lies. You’re a very pretty lass. Much more attractive than your friend over there, if I might say. And, she’s leaving with two men on her arm. Imagine, you could have half the bar at your beck and call. Though I think your roommate would be a little disappointed to find half the bar’s patrons in your room tonight. 
 
    “I think that you’re trying too hard, sir.” The woman grabbed her beer and turned to slide off her stool. “I’d rather prefer it if you didn’t try to blow smoke up my ass.” 
 
    Wes felt his hand tighten around his own beer and he had to wrangle his fire under control or else it would break beneath his grasp. She thought that he was lying to her?  
 
    Wes leaned forward so that his breath touched her ear. “If you don’t think that I’m dying to hide you away from the other male eyes in this room then you’re the one lying to yourself. You’re a stunning creature who hasn’t had any other suitors tonight because they’re afraid of me.” 
 
    She slid off her seat, taking one last look at him before shaking her head and walking away. Fire rolled through his stomach. While the view was fine, he could barely contain himself. Why was she turning him away? Why couldn’t he win her over? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Dakota felt her heart hammering in her chest. He was the finest looking man that she’d ever laid eyes on in her life. Just being near him, she wanted to reach out and touch the angles of his jaw. She wanted to hear his laughter rumble through her and feel the wonderful things it did to her body.  
 
    She didn’t think that she was the most attractive woman, but that wasn’t the reason she’d scurried away from him. No, she’d looked deep into those blue-gray eyes and found that something was off. The realization that danger lurked beneath his skin sat uneasy in her stomach. He was not one that she should dally with. Not even for a night.  
 
    It disappointed her to have to leave, but she knew that it was the smart decision. Maybe the promise of violence she saw wasn’t directed at her, but it was better safe than sorry. The fire that she’d seen when she looked back from the older man had been enough to cause a spike of fear to jolt through her. When he claimed that the other men in the room were afraid of him, she knew her assessment had been right. 
 
    She slid into a booth seat across from Clary and the two men she’d set her eyes upon. Her roommate looked up with surprise in her eyes. Clary glanced toward the bar where Dakota had left the beautiful man. One of Clary’s friends slid out of his seat and came around to sit beside Dakota. 
 
    “Men like that always think that the world owes them a favor,” the man beside her said as his arm fell behind her shoulders. “They don’t treat a woman right.” 
 
    Dakota pursed her lips, but didn’t say anything. The man wasn’t right, but she didn’t want to set him right. She wanted to ignore the man at the bar for the rest of the night. She threw back her beer and reached for Clary’s nearly full drink. Her roommate protested, her words slurring together. Dakota ignored her and finished the too sweet drink. 
 
    The man beside her moved closer to her so that he pressed against her side. She didn’t care for the time being. She knew that she wasn’t going home with him at the end of the night, anyway.  She would be going home alone, like she had originally planned.  
 
    The man beside her let his fingers play across her bare leg. She pushed his hand away from her skin when her stomach rolled. His brows lowered, but Dakota looked past him. She glanced back toward the bar.  
 
    He was still there, his shoulders tight as he looked around the room. He looked anywhere but at her. She should have been grateful that he was moving on, but she couldn’t help feeling a little jealous. Was she so forgettable that he didn’t give a moment to mourn what had walked away?   
 
    His broad shoulders spoke of years of physical labor. She wanted to run her hands over them and feel the planes of his muscles. She wondered what lying in bed with him would have been like. The heat in his eyes told her that it would have been a mind-blowing night had she stayed. It might not have been the smartest thing, but she was starting to regret her decision to walk away. 
 
    She shook her head. What was she thinking? Her tongue felt fuzzy in her mouth. She must have had too much to drink. She really should get back to her room soon, she thought. Turning her attention back to the table, she realized that the man beside her was talking. His lips moved, but she couldn’t focus on what he was saying. She looked to Clary’s now empty drink that she’d stolen and wondered what her roommate had ordered. 
 
    Clary giggled on the other side of the table. She slipped out of the booth, clinging to the arm of a man with a buzzed head. Dakota lost sight of them as they slipped away from the table. Her eyes fell back on the gray eyed man at the bar. He had turned in his seat and their eyes met. Dakota felt a flare of fire jump through her body.  
 
    She’d made a mistake in walking away. 
 
    The man beside her smiled and she could see that he was missing a tooth towards the back of his mouth. One in the front was chipped. Her eyelids started to feel heavy and as her lids drooped, his smile grew wide. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Wesley told himself that he should move on, that there were other women in the bar that he knew were throwing glances in his direction. Yet, he spent much of the night glaring in the direction of the charcoal haired woman and her friend. She had quickly downed several drinks after turning away from him and he could tell that she was beginning to feel it from the way she was acting. Her movements were sluggish and her words were slurred.  
 
    Her friend wasn’t nearly as incapacitated as she was, but her friend didn’t seem to care. She was wrapped up in the man that sat beside her. Wes watched as the blonde and her male friend slid from their seats and slipped out of the pub. The man sitting beside the charcoal haired woman slid an arm beneath her moments later and pulled her from the seat.  
 
    She staggered and her eyes drifted closed for a long moment. Wesley felt his stomach hit the floor as he watched them leave through a separate door. Fire burned in his stomach. He left his seat at the bar and moved to their now empty table before a server could clear it out. He raised the glass that he’d watched the dark-haired woman drink from to his nose and sniffed. 
 
    His nose picked up the faint chemical smell that she hadn’t. One of the men had slipped something into the blonde’s drink, yet it had been the charcoal haired woman who stole it from her friend and chugged it in one go. 
 
    The silver band around his forearm ached as heat roiled inside of him. Wesley stormed out of the pub. He caught the dark-haired woman’s scent in the air and ran. He hoped that he would make it in time to help her. If not, he was going to rip the man apart limb from limb, his honor be damned. 
 
    His honor meant nothing when her safety was at risk. 
 
    The sound of small whimpers reached his ears and he darted around the corner. The man had her shoved up against the brick wall and had lifted her short dress up over her hips. The man didn’t hear Wes as he closed the distance between them. His fist closed around the back of the man’s neck. His body soared down the alley and crashed into the dumpster.  
 
    Beside him, the woman slumped toward the ground. He ducked beneath her and caught her before she could fall to the dirty pavement. Wes took a moment to pull down her dress as the fire in him burned. Her underwear was still in place. He’d been just in time. 
 
    Yet, now he had an unconscious woman in his arms and no idea what to do. He could call the authorities, but he shouldn’t even be in the city. If he was caught, then his father would have his hide if he found out that Wes went against the dragons’ agreement. Getting caught would not only dishonor him, but his father, as well. It would drop his family in rank, removing them from their leadership roles. 
 
    He looked down at the woman in his arms, completely slack and unable to help herself. He was glad that he’d come out, that he’d risked as much as he had. If not, then surely, she would have been hurt. Distantly, he hoped that her friend was okay, if only because he felt he should care. He tucked the woman in his arms close to his chest and turned back toward the road.  
 
    Wes tucked her into the cab of his truck, not knowing what else to do with her. She could sleep it off someplace safe and the only place he was absolutely sure was safe was his tower. Part of him wanted to go back and finish what he’d started with the man in the alley. Luckily for him, it wasn’t too honorable to kill a man after he’d already passed out. It was in no way a fair fight. The honorable thing to do was look out for the comatose woman before him. So, he fisted his hands until his knuckles turned white and heat radiated around his form. He swallowed the roar that was building in his throat and went around his truck to get behind the wheel. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Dakota woke in an unfamiliar place with her head pounding. She rolled onto her side slowly. The room was huge, the walls curving around her. At the other end of the room was a hearth blazing with flames. Worn rugs covered the stone floor, displaying all kinds of mismatched colors and designs if only to keep the cold of the stone at bay. Someone had thrown a soft blanket over her form after laying her atop the bed.  
 
    She pushed it aside and felt her hips protest. She was still wearing the red dress that Clary had stuffed her into, but the night was a blur. No matter how much she tried, she couldn’t remember what happened after she’d left the man at the bar. 
 
    Her heart thumped and panic rose inside of her. Had her drink been spiked? It would explain the fuzzy memories, but she didn’t know why her hips hurt the way they did. The panic created a lump in her throat. Tears burned her eyes. She wrapped her arms around herself.  
 
    Someone had put a drug into her drink and kidnapped her. She prayed that nothing else had happened while she’d been out, but she had no way of knowing. That terrified her.  
 
    The sound of footsteps approaching made fear rush through her. The door ahead of her cracked open and she instinctually scrambled to the head of the mattress. The man from the bar appeared in the doorway, his hair mussed with a mug in one hand and a white bottle in the other. She stared at the bottle, fearing that he was going to try to drug her again. Fear wasn’t going to get her out of here alive, she told herself. 
 
    “You’re awake,” he said with clear surprise. “You must feel like absolute shit.” 
 
    “Where am I?” Her voice trembled despite her attempt to control her fear. 
 
    “You’re at my home,” he said, softly. “Would you like a cup of coffee? I also brought some pain killers. Nothing strong, just the stuff you can get at any drug store.” 
 
    She shook her head. She pulled the blanket over herself as though it was some kind of shield. He ran a hand through his mussed hair. She realized at this point that he wasn’t wearing a shirt. 
 
    “Oh, right. You have to be really confused right now.” The man sat down on the floor across from her. “My name is Wesley, if that helps you at all. Wesley Taniff. We met last night.” 
 
    “I remember that,” Dakota snapped.  
 
    He nodded, surprisingly patient with her. “After you accused me of lying you went to your friend’s table and took her drink from her. I think one of the men she was flirting with had spiked her drink. Instead of giving up, one of the men took advantage of the situation and carried you out of the bar. I found him…” She watched his jaw clench as he looked past her. He was angry, she thought. “I found him… trying to hurt you. I put an end to it, but I didn’t know where to take you that you would be safe other than here.” 
 
    “And where is here?” Dakota asked nervously. She glanced around again, taking in the cozy setting that the room really was. It would have been a lovely place had she come in on her own terms. Now, she marked where the door was, where the windows were and readied her body to run. Still, a little voice in the back of her mind told her that there was no threat. It whispered to her that she was as safe as she would ever be.  
 
    “This is my home,” he said before standing. His jaw was still clenched tight and he fisted a hand in his hair. She noticed that he fought to look anywhere but at her. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Dakota asked, inching forward, off the bed.  
 
    He closed his eyes before turning to her. When they opened again, they were no longer the soft blue that had entranced her the night before. Instead, she looked into golden eyes, the pupils narrowed into slits. He dragged in a breath through his nose.  
 
    Dakota’s blood ran cold. She couldn’t be here. This was absolutely the last thing that she needed. Her future was ruined. Once she set foot out of here, the school would have her on a plane back home and her grant to study abroad would be lost.  
 
    Her life was over. 
 
    His eyes changed again. The gold swirled away and the blue flooded back in. The tension that had been gripping his jaw dissipated and a look of concern flashed over his face. He stepped forward before stopping himself.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to frighten you,” he said, his voice unusually small. 
 
    “You don’t understand,” Dakota snapped. “Do you have any regard for the lives of others? What you’ve done has ruined my life.” 
 
    “I saved you from being hurt, from being used and left in an alley,” he roared.  
 
    Dakota didn’t flinch. She didn’t back down. She stared the man that was really a dragon in the eye. Anger burned inside of her. It consumed her, a better feeling than the lost desperation that had flooded her a second ago. She wanted to be angry at this beautiful man, Wesley, as he called himself.  
 
    Instead of arguing, he took the wind out of her sails by spinning around. He left, slamming the door behind him. She was suddenly alone in the room. She let herself fall down onto the mattress. She hadn’t believed that dragons liked to kidnap women. She thought of the dragon that she’d run across the day before; how playful it had seemed. She hadn’t been afraid of that dragon, hadn’t thought that it would run off with her. It had made her stupid. That dragon had come back for her. 
 
    Her eyes fell on her small purse, leaning carefully against the side of the bed. She reached down and found that her cell phone was still inside of it. If she really had been kidnapped, wouldn’t he have taken her cell phone? It seemed logical. Why would he have left it with her? 
 
    There were several messages and missed calls waiting for her when she punched the home button. Nearly all of them were from her new roommate, Clary. They told a story of how Clary realized the man she intended to bring back from the dorm had been a sleaze ball. The man had tried to push her into a cab with him and she very luckily managed to score a well-placed kick before running to safety. Her roommate asked where she was, expressing concern because she realized that her drink had been drugged. 
 
    She opened a message to reply to her roommate. Once her fingers hovered over the screen, she realized that she may have over reacted. Wesley hadn’t lied to her about how he’d found her, how he’d rescued her. The night may have been a blur to her, but now she knew there was a reason why. She remembered grabbing Clary’s nearly full drink and throwing it back. 
 
    Instead of asking for help, she told her roommate that she was safe and okay. She moved on to the messages from her mother. What would Bea think if she knew where her daughter currently was? Her mother would lose her mind. She sent her mother a vague update, leaving out many of the large events of the day before.  
 
    After the messages were sent, she sat on the edge of the mattress and stared at the screen. If she called for help now, the school would know where she’d been. They would know who she had been with. Dakota found that not only did she not want to lose her chance to study abroad, but she didn’t want Wesley to get into trouble.  
 
    So, she tucked the phone back into her purse and stood up. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Wes had hardly been able to control himself in that room. Just the sight of her on his bed had drove him mad. Without the band of silver to drive his dragon back, the beast inside of him roared to claim the young woman as his own. He demanded that Wes take her at once, to make her scream their name, to mark her as theirs.  
 
    He worried that he knew exactly what was wrong. If he learned anything from her fear it was that she did not feel the same way about him. The moment that she had learned what he really was he had smelled her spike of fear. She practically scrambled away from him. In a flash, that fear turned into anger that he did not understand. She directed it at him and it stabbed him through the heart. 
 
    Using what little control, he had left, he forced himself out of the room. He couldn’t bear to feel his mate’s wrath.  
 
    Mate. 
 
    That was the only explanation for the emotions that he was feeling. A growl rumbled through him. His mate had nearly been raped and he hadn’t killed the man responsible. It was tempting to give her space and go back into the city to hunt the man down. He shook his head.  
 
    Inside of him, his beast agreed. His beast wanted blood or sex.  
 
    Not right now. We need to convince her to trust us. 
 
    Wes went outside to his work space. The pieces of the bed frame he had been working on the day before lay in a pile. It was a project that he didn’t foresee truly needing when he worked on it. The project had only been a way to busy his hands while his mind went off on its own path. Now, he looked down at it and he yearned to see Dakota laying beneath the branches.  
 
    Which, he may never actually be able to do. She likely hated him for whatever reason she felt she couldn’t share. It was likely that she would only come down from his room to ask him to take her back. And he would. He would do whatever she asked. He only wanted her happiness, even if that meant a life without him. 
 
    He gripped a piece of metal. The beast inside of him lashed his tail at the idea of giving up their mate. Behind him a shelf of tools clattered to the floor. He heard the crack of the wall breaking. Beneath his hand, the metal started to melt. He was about to turn and throw it when a small voice startled him. 
 
    He spun to find Dakota standing in the doorway to his workspace. She was barefoot and her hair was mussed as she leaned in the doorway. Inside, his beast growled appreciatively. The urge to take her into his arms was overwhelming. The beast pushed him forward, but he tried to hold his ground.  
 
    “I may have over reacted earlier,” she said, looking at the ground. “You have to understand why I was so angry. I wasn’t mad that you saved me from a dangerous situation. In fact, I’m forever in your debt.” 
 
    “It was no problem,” he choked out.  
 
    She raised a hand for him to stop. “I am a student at the University. Their policy for students from abroad states that if any foreign student is so much as sighted by a dragon, they are to be sent back home. They take dragons very seriously. The fact that I’m here…” 
 
    Her voice trailed off, the fiery emotion from earlier dying with barely a fizzle. He hadn’t known. He had no idea that he was risking something that she seemed to hold so dear. He knew someone that could help, should it come down to that. He wasn’t about to admit to anyone that he left the territory last night. Not if there was any other way to help her.  
 
    Dakota looked up at him finally. “I guess, since I didn’t know what you were at the bar last night, people aren’t likely to recognize you if you take me back. I should be… I should be okay.” 
 
    Wes let go of the breath he hadn’t realized that he was holding. 
 
    Never let her go. The beast whispered demands into his mind. Wes swallowed hard.  
 
    “Would you like breakfast first?” 
 
    She looked up at him, his heart stopping for a brief moment, and nodded. She would stay just a little while longer. Maybe he could earn her trust over pancakes and bacon. The least he could do was learn more about her. Just because his beast had laid claim to the woman didn’t mean that mates were always compatible. His great uncle had loved an evil woman and when her evil deeds got her killed, it had driven him mad.  
 
    If this woman wasn’t the love of his life, then maybe letting her go was best for both of them. Inside of his head, his beast thrashed with an intensity that made his skull throb. It was almost unbearable. The beast urged him toward Dakota, urged him to take the woman in his arms and press her against the wall. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asked, her hands touching his arms. 
 
    He looked up and gave her a lopsided smile and watched her face falter. His pants grew tight when he realized what kind of effect he had on her. “Just a splitting headache is all.” 
 
    “I thought that your kind were damn near impervious to everything.” 
 
    “Not to silly girls who can’t make up their minds on how they feel,” he teased.  
 
    Her lips curved into a frown and she slapped his arm, but he could see the spark that was in her eye. This close, he wanted to lean forward and take a deep breath of her. The smell of irises was driving him mad. Instead, he reached out and ran his fingers through a knot in her hair, detangling the strands. They felt like silk over his skin.  
 
    She froze for a second and the air between them was charged. His heart thumped inside his chest. It would take little effort to capture her chin in his hands and press his lips to hers. Would they feel soft and pliant? Or would she be filled with fire? 
 
    Before he could decide, she ducked away from him. She wrapped her arms around herself and turned back toward his tower. Inside his head, his beast thrashed once more. The metal pieces of the bed rattled beside him.  
 
    Before his beast could do any more damage to his work space, he followed Dakota back to the tower. Inside, she stood in the center of the room, her arms still wrapped around her body. She looked around nervously. Wes realized that she was still wearing the meager dress from the night before. While it wasn’t too cold outside, the stone of the tower made his home chill.  
 
    “I’ll start a fire then grab you some clothes. I don’t think anything I own will fit you properly, but it will cover you much better than that little slip of nothing does.” 
 
    She turned slowly. “I appreciate it.” 
 
    Wes didn’t tell her that the idea of her wearing his clothes made him hard. Instead, he quickly turned away from her to hide his growing cock and set about getting a fire going in the hearth. He didn’t know how she was going to feel about it, but using his breath was the quickest way possible to get a reliable fire going. He hunched over and felt the fire stirring inside of him. How it didn’t burn his human body from the inside out was beyond him. He didn’t look at things too closely. He tended to try to enjoy what life had to offer.  
 
    Like the woman standing behind him. He would enjoy every inch of her. The fire in his stomach bubbled up through his throat and blasted into the stack of kindling and logs. Behind him, Dakota let out a small gasp. Slowly, he turned around so as to not scare her. She was standing, staring with wide eyes at him. The look on her face was one that was more wonder than anything else.  
 
    “Well, that is a nifty trick,” she said to cover her awe.  
 
    Wes couldn’t help but laugh. He twisted, grabbing an ottoman and pulling it in front of the flames. “Sit. I’ll bring you back some clothing.” 
 
    She brushed past him to sit on the threadbare ottoman. The beast inside of him lurched, pushing him closer to her. He stumbled. She turned, attempting to catch him by putting her hands on his chest. His body collided with hers.  
 
    “Still trying to throw yourself at me?” she asked and let out a small, nervous laugh. 
 
    “It’s a bit hard to explain,” he said as he looked down at the woman. His arm moved to hold her almost reflexively. She was small in the circle of his body. His mouth moved while he tried to find the right words to give her an explanation to what she’d fallen into, but came up with nothing. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Wes pushed himself away from her despite the roar of the beast inside of him. It roared and thrashed for their mate, but Wes had to remind the beast that she didn’t trust them. They had to win her over, little by little, in order to have a real bond. He didn’t want this sudden claiming to drive a wedge of resentment between them.  
 
    In his room, the smell of her skin had touched everything. It sank into the sheets thrown across his bed. He would sleep in his own room for the first time in months if only to smell her each night. It drove him mad, knowing that it would fade with time. Quickly, he snatched a tee shirt and a pair of sweats from his dresser. He almost didn’t want to cover her beautiful legs, but he knew she would be cold if he brought down shorts.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dakota let herself fall onto the ottoman that he’d pulled out for her. Her heart was racing inside her chest. She’d pulled all the snark she had to keep him from knowing just how he affected her. More than once she’d thought about touching the planes of his chest and letting her hands run lower. She told herself that she was losing it. Was it the remnants of the drug in her system that was making her act so unlike herself? 
 
    Distantly, she heard his heavy footfalls coming down the stone stairs. His soft, blue eyes fell on her and lit up with joy. Probably because she hadn’t tried running away. He handed her a lump of fabric that she assumed was clothing and directed her to the door to her left, telling her that it was a bathroom.  
 
    Keeping her eyes lowered, she took the offered clothing and ducked into the bathroom. A clawfoot tub that could have easily fit two people, or maybe just Wesley, sat before a stained-glass window that depicted a dragon flying over a castle. The light coming in through the window cast dazzling colors about the room. It was beautiful and serene. 
 
    Dakota set aside her borrowed clothing and reached to pull the zipper on the back of her dress. Her shoulders barked in protest. No matter how she reached, the zipper remained out of her grasp. Her muscles throbbed with the effort. She fell onto the toilet lid and felt her eyes burn with tears of frustration. 
 
    No, she would not cry. She swallowed and looked to the door. There was another option, she told herself. She could be an adult and ask for help. There was nothing wrong with that. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    She shoved herself up and opened the door. Wesley was no longer in the living area. The fire burned and crackled without him. Watching him create the fire had been a breathtaking experience. It had defied all forms of science. It should have terrified her, but instead, she was awed.  
 
    Distantly, she heard noise coming from around the curve of the hearth. She followed the sound and found herself in a small kitchen. Wesley stood with his back to her. She watched the muscles of his back flex and dance as he carefully chopped potatoes. She could have done it all day, mesmerized by muscles she hadn’t even known existed.  
 
    His head shot up and he turned around. Dakota squirmed, wondering how he’d known that she was there. Could he smell her? Did she smell awful? She resisted the urge to lift her arm and sniff. She could do that in the bathroom later. 
 
    “You didn’t change,” he said. His voice sounded strained, like his throat was tight. 
 
    “I, uh, can’t seem to reach the zipper.” She pointed redundantly at the back of her dress. “Do you mind helping me?” 
 
    Wesley shook his head. His long legs closed the space between them in a few steps. She turned, her heart thumping inside of her rib cage. She swore that it was only moments from spreading wings and flying around the first floor of the tower. She felt the soft tug of his fingers when he found the zipper pull. Her breath caught in her throat.  
 
    The dress loosened around her body as he pulled the zipper lower. It dropped all the way down to the top of her ass. She heard him swallow hard behind her. It warmed her between her legs to hear what her body was doing to him.  
 
    She jumped when his fingers touched her bare back where she knew a small black, bird tattoo sat. They traced lines down her spine and the warmth between her legs doubled. Then, his light touch disappeared. Brazen, she turned to face him. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” 
 
    She wasn’t prepared for the heat in his eyes when she looked up at him. Those gray eyes flamed with a heat that she thought might burn her up. She raised her hand to touch the tension that made his jaw tight. His body rumbled when her skin touched his.  
 
    His hands snatched her and pulled her close. She let her head fall back as his lips met hers. They moved with urgency and need. His tongue pushed its way into her mouth. She nibbled at it teasingly, threateningly. The rumble of his growl filled her mouth and sent tremors down her spine.  
 
    His hands crushed her to his body. He was warm and hard beneath her. She could feel the presence of his cock growing full against her thighs. She rocked her hips to grind against it. 
 
    What was she doing? Dakota stumbled away from him, breaking the hot kiss. She’d woken up in a strange man’s bedroom that morning and now she was kissing him in his kitchen? Something in her logical brain had snapped. That had to be it. She mumbled an apology before running back to the bathroom and locking the door behind her.  
 
    She felt the wet warmth damp between her legs. She had wanted him. He set her alive with just a look. The touch of his lips against her had done darker things. She’d been ready to pull up the hem of the stupid dress right there in the kitchen.  
 
    Was it something about dragons, she wondered? Did they have some kind of pheromone meant to make human women mad for them? Dakota had never felt like this about anyone in her life before. Sure, she’d had fun with guys before, but none of them held a candle to the things that Wesley did to her body.  
 
    The look in his eyes when she turned around stayed with her. She did the same thing to him. It was her own desire mirrored in his gaze. He lusted after her just as much as she wanted him. She knew it.  
 
    Why was she denying herself? He was attractive and he wanted her. She was a grown woman with needs and if she wanted him, too, then there was nothing wrong with that. She slipped from the uncomfortable red dress and let it fall to the floor. She reached for his soft tee shirt and let it slide over her head. It was so large that it hung to the top of her thighs. It was shorter than the skirt of the dress, showing another tattoo that was on the outside of her thigh.  
 
    She glanced at the sweatpants still sitting on the floor. Feeling confident, she picked them up, folded them, and gently sat them on the counter before unlocking the door. When she came out of the bathroom Wes was standing between the living area and the kitchen. He was leaning against the stone wall, legs crossed at the ankle. It would have been the picture of casual if it weren’t for the heat still burning in his eyes. 
 
    Those eyes trailed down her body, pausing when he realized that she wasn’t wearing any pants.  
 
    “Are you trying to kill me? There already isn’t enough blood in my brain to make breakfast. I had to give up. Or, were you thinking of offering me a different breakfast?” 
 
    Dakota felt her face warm at his words, but she didn’t shy away. “I thought that was obvious.” 
 
    He closed the space between them inhumanly fast. His arms circled her, hands cupping her ass as he pulled her from the floor. She wrapped her legs around his body, grinding herself against the hardness of him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He threw her down onto the mattress. She bounced and laughter bubbled up out of her. Her hair splayed all around her like a dark halo. Her legs came together and he fought the urge to touch her knees to pull them apart again. She was wearing nothing but his shirt, wrapping her in his scent. He felt his pants tighten as something else stirred within him. His beast growled with pleasure, happy that they had finally won their mate. 
 
    She isn’t ours just because she wants to share her body. We don’t have her heart. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked as she sat up. The laughter was gone from her eyes, replaced with concern. 
 
    He felt something stir inside of him once more. He looked down into her eyes, studying the flecks of emerald that swirled inside the honey brown. They barely knew one another, but the concern that she showed him made his chest tight.  
 
    That was until her hand snaked forward, fingers wrapping around the waistband of his jeans. She jerked him closer to her. It earned her a growl that rumbled through his chest. He had to bite his tongue as her hands worked at the button on his jeans. In no time at all, he fell free from the denim and filled her hands.  
 
    “Oh,” she said with surprise. “Well, then.” 
 
    “What?” he could barely croak out. He could smell her desire and it was driving him into a frenzy. He wanted to throw her back down and tear the shirt from her body. But, he would not force her if she was not ready. No matter his own need. 
 
    “I don’t know if I can, um, fit all of that…” 
 
    “I think you’ll surprise yourself,” Wes told her, his voice husky with need. 
 
    Her laughter became uncomfortable and his desire banked. He looked down at the woman who sat on the edge of the bed. She fought to look anywhere else but him and it drove him mad. It killed him to see her look so out of place, like she might bolt any second.  
 
    Against his own desire, he tucked the length of himself back into his jeans. He didn’t zip them back up in the hopes that the morning would still end with him inside of her. He leaned down, scooped her up and tossed her further onto the bed. She landed among the stack of pillows and the small giggle that escaped her made him smile.  
 
    He loved it when she laughed for him. He needed to hear more of it. So, he pounced onto the bed much like he had pounced around the field when he first saw her. The smell of her desire still filled the air. He prowled closer, running his hands up her bare thighs. He watched from below as her breath caught in her throat.  
 
    Good, he thought. 
 
    His fingers touched the hem of the shirt and he paused. He needed her permission to go further. When she didn’t crawl away or slap him, he edged his fingertips beneath the fabric. His hands moved to cup her ass beneath the shirt, surprised to touch bare flesh. Wes was always amazed by the sheer seduction that women’s underwear could pull off. He pulled her toward him so that his face met the warm mound of her. Her moan met his ears. 
 
    He nuzzled her with his nose though the fabric of her thong. She moaned in pleasure, sounding surprised by herself. He looked up at her. Her eyes were lidded, but the green in them gleamed like the scales of a sea serpent.  
 
    His fingers tugged at the sides of her underwear and he felt them snap beneath his grip. She made a small sound of protest that she swallowed when he dragged his teeth lightly over her folds. 
 
    “I’m going to make it so that you never want to wear underwear again,” he said into the mound of her. He could smell just how much she wanted him. The scent invaded his mind and drove him toward her. He needed her just as badly, but often the woman didn’t orgasm from simple sex. She needed more and he was glad to give it to her. He peeled away the tiny scrap of fabric and tossed it to the side.  
 
    He was pleasantly surprised to find that she was bare of hair. He nipped the bare flesh of her labia between his teeth to hear her gasp. His tongue slipped between the folds. It flicked the bead of her clitoris and she gasped above him. Her hips arched into his lips. His hands moved to grab her ass and he pressed his face deeper into her. 
 
    His tongue delved inside of her and he could feel her body beginning to contract. To make it last longer, he pulled back. His tongue ran in wide, lazy circles around her clitoris. She rocked her hips into him, craving more. She reached down and fisted her hand in his hair. The pull of her hand on his scalp pulled things lower inside of him. His hands tightened around her thighs. 
 
    He flicked her clitoris in quick succession before she arched beneath him. Her orgasm spilled out from her with a moan of pleasure. He gripped her ass tight and lapped up the taste of her. She writhed beneath him, the orgasm sending aftershocks throughout her body with each swirl of his tongue. 
 
    Her body fell limp from pleasure. Wes growled in satisfaction. This was his mate and he was going to make her a happy woman. He kissed his way up and down the inside of her thigh, ending near her most sensitive spots. She squirmed beneath him when his lips touched her. He smiled. 
 
    “Do you want more?” He asked from where he knelt between her legs. 
 
    She looked down at him. A new fire burned in her eyes. “No more,” she breathed.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Dakota needed him inside of her. She couldn’t take it anymore. She wanted to feel every inch of him inside of her. The need was overwhelming. She sat up and reached for the waistband of his jeans. They strained against the hard length of him.  
 
    “Are you sure,” he asked, leaning back. 
 
    She met his gaze and saw what a struggle it was for him to pull back, to ask her that simple question. In response, she leaned forward and claimed his mouth with her own. She bit at his lower lip, tugging playfully. In one motion, she swung her body over his so that she was on top.  
 
    Her entrance was slick from his attention. Her body still felt shaky from the orgasms that he’d given her. The first one had exploded inside of her in a way that she’d never felt before. The second had pushed her over the edge completely. Now, it was her turn to share. 
 
    She crawled back, grabbing the fabric of his jeans in her hands and yanking them off. His thick legs slid free of the pants and Dakota was left to stand back and admire the man laying before her. She looked up the thick legs and found his cock standing at attention. Beyond that was the hard planes of his stomach and chest. His blue gray eyes sparkled as he studied her.  
 
    She pushed him back onto the bed and rose her hips over his. With one hand, she reached between them and grasped his cock in her hand. It was larger than she’d ever seen before, not that she could say that she’d seen a lot. But, she’d never tried to fit anything this large inside of her before. Now, she wanted every inch of it to fit inside of her.  
 
    Lowering her hips, she let him press against her entrance. She let her head fall back. Small spasms rocked through her muscles, leftover from her earlier orgasm. His hands rose to grab her hips. He pushed her down with an urgency that made her look at him.  
 
    The fire that she’d seen in his eyes at the bar burned in them again. It made her warm from the inside out as she fell into his gaze. He growled. 
 
    “How badly do you need it?” she whispered as she rotated her hips over his cock. She felt the tip of him move in and out of her.  
 
    He growled and pushed her hips down. She laughed and let her hips move down. He thrust inside of her and she gasped. He was everything, he was all she could feel. It took all her effort to find the muscles within her to even swallow. Slowly, she began rocking her hips back and forth. Beneath her, he moaned with pleasure.  
 
    His grip left her hips, his hands following his eyes and slipping beneath the shirt. She reached down and pulled it off, revealing the rest of her body.  
 
    “So, you do have more tattoos,” he was able to say. His hands moved up her rib cage. While his fingers touched the black ink on her side, his thumbs grazed her bare nipples. She hissed as a new sensation rippled through her.  
 
    He leaned forward and took a nipple into his mouth. He rolled the soft flesh between his teeth, flicking the very tip with his tongue. Dakota couldn’t handle everything he made her feel all at once. It made her forget what she was trying to do. 
 
    She grabbed his shoulders and shoved him back down onto the bed. Her hands still on his chest, she pushed herself up so that she could pull back. Nothing but the tip of him was inside of her when she looked into his eyes. Suddenly, she thrust down and took all of him. His eyes rolled back. She did it over and over again just to watch him move beneath her.  
 
    “I’m going to come,” he growled. His eyes widened for a second and he reached to still her hips. “We need to be more careful. Let me get a condom.” 
 
    Above him, Dakota shook her head. She rocked her hips back and forth against the wishes of his hands. The feeling of him inside of her was overwhelming. She couldn’t stop now. She could barely even speak, but she managed to get the words out. 
 
    “I’m on birth… control,” she breathed. “Just hope… you’re… clean.” 
 
    Wesley nodded as his eyes closed. His breathing was coming faster. Dakota knew that he was almost finished. Pressure was building inside of her, too.  
 
    Dakota took him as deep as she could. Inside of her, she could feel his cock spasm. It sent shock waves through her that made her head fall back. Her body lit up from the inside. A scream left her lips, his name falling from her mouth. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dakota didn’t know what she was doing in that room. All she knew was that this man’s gaze set her on fire. She’d been making a joke and looked to him to see if she’d made him laugh and instead fell into the flames of desire that overwhelmed his eyes. He’d tried to cover it up, but she’d already fallen. 
 
    When was the last time anyone had looked at her like that? Had anyone ever bothered? 
 
    It was the reason that she’d let him carry her up the stairs to his room. He’d carefully dropped her onto his mattress before covering her with his own body. Wes hadn’t made any protests at making sure that she came first, multiple times. She’d even been pleasantly surprised when he could fit all of himself inside of her. It was nearly perfect.  
 
    She sat up and looked back at the man lying next to her. His arms spread wide while his eyes were closed. She didn’t know the sounds of a sleeping man. She’d never stayed overnight with one before. There was never anything to talk about in the morning and she wanted to avoid the awkward morning retreat for either of them.  
 
    “Don’t stare,” he said. 
 
    She jumped and a bubble of laughter escaped her. But, the real world slowly invaded her thoughts. She’d lost track of time while she’d lost herself in him. Dakota fumbled off the bed, yanking his shirt over her head before searching desperately for her phone.  
 
    Her heart sank when she found the time. She had missed her interview with the art history professor to discuss her intentions while abroad. She let her weak knees drop her to the floor. The rug beneath her knees wasn’t enough to absorb the impact.  
 
    “What is it?” Wes asked from behind her.  
 
    “I have to go back to school soon. Can you take me without… you know, being seen?” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder. His peaceful face was exchanged with one of loss. His lips were set in a thin line and the tension that had filled his jaw that morning had returned. It hurt her to have to see that kind of sadness on his face, but she had to get back to school. He had to know that this was just a one night thing.  
 
    Right? 
 
    She couldn’t date a dragon. It was out of the question. Her mother would absolutely flip her lid. She laughed at the idea of her mother’s reaction. Tiny Bea would be a mess of anxiety and worry for her only daughter. 
 
    “I have a life that I need to get back to,” she told him, softly. “I can’t stay here forever.” 
 
    “Why not?” he whispered in return.  
 
    She paused. Looking around, she could have easily forgotten the world outside his tower bedroom. She could crawl back onto the bed and curl up beneath his arm. Yet, she hadn’t worked as hard as she had through her childhood to throw it away for a man, a dragon man. Those years filled with work had to mean something, right? 
 
    Finally, Dakota shook her head. “I have to go back.” 
 
    He ran his hands over his face. Once his hands fell away, the man she’d seen earlier returned. He gave her a lopsided smile and rolled off the bed to find where his pants had fallen. Wes tugged his pants on and Dakota was a little sad to see his round ass disappear. Her eyes roved up his body until she met his eyes.  
 
    The sound of her stomach broke the silence between them. Dakota laughed and held a hand to her stomach. Her stomach growled again and she found that their lovemaking had left her voraciously hungry. She was grateful that she took her birth control regularly despite normally being sexually inactive. There was no threat of finding herself carrying a dragon baby. Then another thought struck her. Her face warmed. 
 
    “What is it?” Wes asked, closing the space between them and gently resting his hands on her arms. He rubbed his palms up and down her skin.  
 
    She didn’t know quite how to ask the question that burned through her mind. She damned her vivid imagination for its intrusion. Eventually, she turned her head up to him. “Do dragons give birth to…” The idea seemed absurd now that she began speaking. What was she thinking? “Do dragons give birth to eggs?” 
 
    Wes let out another laugh like the one that had cause the whole pub to stop and stare at him the night before. It came from deep within his belly and rumbled through her arms. It settled within her and made her smile despite the shame she felt for her odd question.  
 
    He shook his head, wiping away a small tear of laughter. “No. Our mates give birth to children. They might not look completely human, but they are children all the same. That I can promise you.” 
 
    “What do you mean they don’t look completely human?” Dakota asked, her curiosity overpowering her good sense to shut up. “Do they… do you look like a lizard when you’re born?” 
 
    Wes smiled again. He sat on the edge of the mattress. “Maybe just a little. It isn’t so much that we are born with tails or anything odd as that. Some of us are born with our beasts in our eyes. Others bear marks of scales, red birthmarks on the skin in the shape of the scales of our beasts. But, they are always in the shape of healthy little human children, with cute little toes and chubby arms.” 
 
    She smiled at his description of children. Wes was a surprise to her. She’d never imagined meeting a dragon in her life, but she’d imagined them plenty. He was nothing like the brooding and imposing men that she’d dreamed up. He wasn’t a brute. 
 
    Instead, the man she stood before had a boyish smile on his face that warmed in her presence. He looked inviting and like laughter was always waiting on the edge of his lips. Living with a man like Wes in your life would mean to know laughter and love on a daily basis, she thought. He would be the kind of guy to nuzzle your neck while you worked, maybe even write silly notes back and forth. She wanted to close the space between them and enclose herself in his arms for the day. 
 
    But, Dakota had responsibilities. She had a future that she had worked hard for so far. She’d sacrificed so much of her younger years for work so that she wouldn’t end up like her parents, barely making ends meet in jobs that meant nothing to them. Not even a dragon man was going to screw that up for her.  
 
    “Would you mind if I took you out to lunch before I brought you back to campus? It is the least that I can do for you. We can go somewhere no one will recognize me, if that makes you happy.” 
 
    She shouldn’t, she told herself. She really shouldn’t. But, her lips parted and the words that came out did not agree with logic. “I would like that, I think.” 
 
    He shot up from his seat, his grin taking over his face. A dimple sat neatly on each side of his smile. It made Dakota swallow hard.  
 
    “But, I need something a little more covering than a men’s tee shirt.” 
 
    His eyes raked over her naked legs and she felt warm. How could he look at her and make her feel such things? How could he look at her like she was the only thing he ever wanted in life? She fidgeted under his gaze, making him propel into motion.  
 
    “I might have something a bit smaller left around here. Female dragons are rare, but I have a female cousin and she comes here from time to time to escape her own family. They’re over protective of her and it drives her a bit crazy.” 
 
    Wes returned with a pair of plain, black leggings and a long t-shirt that promoted a soccer – no, football team that she didn’t recognize. She wasn’t about to argue. She moved to pull on the leggings when she realized that she no longer had underwear. She glanced at the scrap of fabric on the floor that had been her thong and frowned. 
 
    He followed her gaze and laughed. He appeared before her, his finger gently placed under her chin so that she had to look up at him. “I like it this way. It makes it easier for me to smell you.” His lips fell upon hers.  
 
    Her lips parted to let him in. His tongue delved inside of her mouth and she nibbled at it, flicking it with her own tongue. He pulled back, a laugh on his lips. Her head was light as she looked up at him. She clung to his thick arms to keep from falling over.  
 
    “I would prefer you wear that little number from last night without underwear, but I think you would attract too much attention in that. You aren’t looking to be the center of attention today, as far as I understand.” 
 
    She most certainly was not. And, she most certainly was not going to wear that red dress again. She thought back to the night before and the mistake she made that nearly hurt her. She had been lucky that this man was there, that he had the presence of mind to save her from a dangerous situation. 
 
    That’s what she felt. It had to be. She was grateful to him for all he did the night before. That was why she couldn’t stop looking at his dimples or sneaking peeks at his ass. It was what made her feel so safe in his arms. 
 
    Right? 
 
    She shook her head and shoved a foot into the leggings. She would go to lunch with Wesley and then she would walk back to campus. She felt bad about the clothing that she was wearing, but she had no intention of ever seeing him again. She couldn’t afford it.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Wes grabbed the keys to his truck, his mind running at approximately a million thoughts per second. The most pressing thought flashed like a neon sign every time he turned to look at Dakota. Her dark hair fell like a curtain over her face as she knelt to put on her shoes. With a practiced toss of her head, the length of it fell over her shoulder to reveal a solemn gaze flecked with sparkling green. 
 
    It threw him for a loop every time. It made the neon sign in his mind flash, the image of his beast pointing to it with his tail beneath it.  
 
    Tell her. Tell this woman that she is your one and only mate. You may never have this chance again.  
 
    But, it wasn’t right. She had her own life. He couldn’t force his life, his love on her. She had to make that choice on her own. The best that he could do at the moment was continue to take up her time. He would take her out to lunch, his beast insistent that she be fed before he left her presence. Over lunch, he hoped that they could talk. He wanted to know more about her. He hoped that she would love what she saw in him. 
 
    The ride out of the territory was quiet. She was pressed against the far side of the truck cab as though they hadn’t made love only an hour ago. He could see it in the way that she walked, the way that her knees still wobbled slightly. But, she has forgotten it and pushed herself as far from him as she could get. It hurt.  
 
    “What are you studying here in the city?” He broke the silence. 
 
    “Art history,” was all she said in response. 
 
    “What do you plan on doing with a degree like that?” Wes had no idea what people did with degrees. He learned to use his hands long ago to craft things when men with degrees sat behind heavy wooden desks that he’d made. The world had changed without him on the outside of the territory. Degrees had become a lot more important than they once were.  
 
    Dakota didn’t say anything for a long moment. Wes wondered if she would speak to him at all for the rest of the ride, or through lunch even. When she finally did speak, it surprised him. 
 
    “I want to run an art museum,” she said. “I love the stories behind why things were made. I want to help preserve those stories and myths. I want to surround myself with them every day of my life. And, maybe, I want to travel the world. I got lucky with the study abroad program. Wales is full of art and architecture. Its stories are crazy.” 
 
    He nodded. “I cannot argue with you on that. I know of a good many of the stories myself. When I was a child and my grandfather could still stand my presence, because older dragons do not care for the presence of other dragons in their territory if they are not just bairns, he told me the tales of our kind. 
 
    “He told me of the two dragons that shook Wales. They fought, one red and the other white. No one knows why they tore at each other day and night, but a Welsh king sought to put an end to it. He built a grand castle over the two warring dragons. For a while, it contained them. After a long time, the king and his descendants forgot that there even were dragons under his keep.  
 
    “Then, their war became so great that it shook all of the stones of the castle loose. The king’s men rebuilt it, but the same thing happened over night. Again, they put the stones back in their places and went about their business.  
 
    “Finally, when it happened every night and the king could no longer stand it, he asked a wise man for advice. There was a rumor that the sacrifice of a young man would finally end the dragon’s battle. So, he went about finding one such young man. Oh boy, what a young man did they find. Turns out that the boy they dragged to the cursed keep turned out to be a young Merlin. You can probably guess that Merlin set those fools right.  
 
    “’Let those idiots out of your castle and they’ll stop breaking it’ Merlin told the king. At first, the king thought that the kid was trying to get out of being a sacrifice. I would, too, if they tried to sacrifice me. But, turns out that Merlin was right. They let the castle fall over night and the next night the dragons emerged from the rubble. The king stood on the sideline while he watched them fight. After a long night, the red dragon finally struck down the white dragon. 
 
    “That was when the king of Wales decided to adopt the red dragon as his symbol.” 
 
    Dakota didn’t say anything, but a glance out of the corner of his eye said that he had captured her attention. He smiled, feeling joy swirl inside of him for the first time since he was a child, and continued. 
 
    “Me thinks that the fight was generations of dragons such as myself at war with one another. They were probably both men in the king’s service and when they crossed one another, their fight would end in the castle’s wreck. It makes you wonder what clued Merlin in on it.” 
 
    “That’s…” he watched Dakota search for the right words for a moment. “That’s insane. Is that the story of Dinas Emrys?” 
 
    Wes nodded. “That very same castle is somewhere in the Snowdonia territory. Well, the ruin of it is anyway.” The memory of the old story his grandfather had once told him made him wonder, for the first time, if his own tower was part of the castle in the tale.  
 
    “I read that story on the internet, but I think I like the way that you tell it a lot better.” She sat back in her seat, more relaxed than she had been in the past half hour. “What other stories do you know?” 
 
    He mulled over the tales in his head, but settled on something more recent. “I have an uncle. He’s a great uncle, I do believe. It’s hard to tell with dragons. He is a bit of an eccentric old man at this point. When his… well, let’s just say that over time he developed an odd quirk. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the dragon hoard myth?” 
 
    Dakota nodded, one brow raised in question. He smiled at the sight of that thin brow and how inquisitive it made her look. He pushed back the urge to kiss her forehead and returned to his story. 
 
    “It’s true. We are hoarders by nature. Not that you’d ever see it on one of those trashy television shows. At least, I hope no one ever does. You see, Uncle Elgar has taken it upon himself to collect every chalice he has ever laid eyes on. I took it upon myself to craft him a few and leave them around my dad’s house just to drive him mad. He would never steal from the Clan’s leader and knowing that there are chalices just out of his reach makes his eye twitch every so often.” 
 
    Wesley saw the moment that his status dawned on her face. Her eyes grew wide and her spine straightened with surprise. He was no prince by any means.  He would only take his father’s position if the rest of the clan saw him as honorable. It was a long-winded thing to explain to a woman that might run from his life in the very next breath so he kept it to himself for the time being.  
 
    Dakota finally regained her composure after releasing a small breath. “That’s downright evil of you.” 
 
    “Oh, Uncle Elgar deserves it. He’s a cantankerous old bastard with no regard for others. As long as it does not tarnish his Honor, Elgar does as he wishes. Imagine the old man that pops your ball just because it landed in his yard is a dragon. That’s Elgar.  
 
    “He seems to think that if he can collect every chalice in existence that he’ll come across the Holy Grail itself at some point. You should see the room in his house. It’s straight out of a children’s story book. As a child, I seriously thought that I would accidentally hit the wrong shelf and drown under a wave of the metal chalices.” 
 
    “Why does he want the Holy Grail? Don’t dragons live a long time as it is?” 
 
    Wes’s lips pressed together. He nodded. He could lie to Dakota, but he didn’t want to start their relationship that way. “His mate passed away a long time ago. Losing her broke his heart. Finding the Holy Grail gives him something to go on for. He thinks that if he can ever find it then he can have his mate back.” 
 
    “That’s… sad.” Dakota’s gaze moved out the window to the passing scenery. “He didn’t try to find another mate?” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way,” Wes said, his voice feeling breathy. His heart beat a little unsteadily inside of his chest as he himself faced the truth of what he was about to say. “We are given one soul mate in this life. That’s it.” 
 
    A long moment of silence permeated the truck. Only the sound of the rumbling engine kept Wes’s thoughts company. He was going to become like Uncle Elgar someday, he worried. Dakota was going to go on with her human life and he was going to be left alone. He wondered what he would collect in her stead. Maybe old artefacts, ancient art that would make her come hunting for them.  
 
    “I take it that you haven’t found your mate yet. How do the younger dragons even do that if they’re restricted to the territory after the Occurrence?” 
 
    He didn’t answer her first statement. It was better left alone. “We are allowed one night a month to go into the towns around the territory. In human form, of course. The government has rather begrudgingly agreed upon it as long as we bind ourselves to the human form. It’s a show of good faith, rather than a way to contain us. A simple band of silver helps push the beast inside of us back while we spend a night lying with human women.” 
 
    “Last night was that night?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. I shouldn’t have been out of the territory last night.” 
 
    She finally pulled her gaze from the scenery to look at him. Her serious eyes studied his face. He tried to keep it under control. She didn’t need to see the fire that he felt for her. The fear that gripped him when he thought about a life without her.  
 
    “You illegally left your territory? What made you risk something like that?” 
 
    “A man’s foolish hormones,” he said in response. What else could he tell her? Under her gaze, he wondered if maybe she could see a bit of the truth. “I don’t normally partake in the excursions. I always thought that it would be difficult to find a mate in a single night and I didn’t want to torture myself with the hopes that it would magically happen.” 
 
    “When I imagine my future, I see myself as the stereotypical woman with a bunch of cats. I don’t ever see a man in my future.” 
 
    Wes looked to her, feeling sadness overtake him. He studied the profile of her face, from the curve of her lips to the strong line of her nose. The woman beside him expected a life of loneliness? He reminded himself that he had expected much the same for himself. If he could not win her love, it was the very future they were both doomed to. 
 
    “What if you were to fall in love?” Wes asked, carefully keeping his eyes trained on the road. He didn’t want her to see the hurt and the bevy of other emotions that were probably swirling through his eyes. “What would your future be like then?” 
 
    Dakota pulled her gaze away from him. She looked down at her hands in her lap. He could smell his scent mingling with hers, reminding him of how they had made love earlier. It had been easy to fall into one another. She lit his skin on fire with her touch. He hoped that he had done much the same with hers. From the way that they’d burned together, he guessed that he very much had done so. 
 
     “It won’t happen,” Dakota said through a tight throat. “I doubt I have the emotional capability to maintain a relationship.” 
 
    They didn’t say anything else until they pulled up to the restaurant, Dakota squirming in her seat once she realized they were on the opposite side of the road than she was used to being. The restaurant in question was in the city proper, but in a neighborhood that Wes knew to be on the opposite end of the city from the campus. He was playing it safe as he did not want to further damage her reputation. She reached for the door handle and cracked the door open, but Wes didn’t move.  
 
    He sat in his seat for a long moment, running his fingers along the cracks in his steering wheel, wondering if he should tell her the truth. The kind of truth that might weigh too heavily on her shoulders. She had a life of her own, dreams. The truth of what they were could sway her decision toward something that would, eventually, make her very unhappy. 
 
    His mate was going to leave him after this. He was going to have to stand and watch her leave. The knowledge of that made him want to grab her and run right back to the tower in his territory. He wanted to lock her up and throw her back down on his bed. He wanted to make sure that she knew she was his and his alone.  
 
    The rush of possessiveness that consumed him was new and he didn’t know how to handle it. He didn’t know how to keep from doing those things, the things he knew would ruin his relationship in the long run. His mate would be no prisoner. That would become poisonous very quickly 
 
    She would leave. That was all there was to it, he told himself. Dakota would go on to live the life she thought would make her happy. He could do his best to try to win her over, but he could not force her into anything she did not want. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They sat at a table in the front window of the restaurant. Dakota leaned forward, putting her head in her hands, and watched the people pass outside. None of them had any idea that there was a dragon shifter sitting on the other side of the glass. Now that she knew, stealing a glance at him while she thought, it seemed all too obvious.  
 
    Wesley was beautiful in the way that no ordinary man could be. The planes of his face were neat and smooth, his fingers long and nimble. He looked up from his menu and she felt her cheeks warm.  
 
    “Got caught staring,” Wesley teased. “Don’t deny it.” 
 
    She shrugged, a small smile on her lips. What could she say in response? Could she say she was amazed no one had found him out yet? Or, could she say that she felt bland sitting beside him? Both were certainly true. Instead, her eyes fell on the silver band around his arm. She vaguely remembered it from the night before, but he hadn’t worn it this morning.  
 
    “What is that? I mean, does it have any special meaning, or do you just like shiny things?” 
 
    He grimaced and she felt awful for her words. “The band is part of an agreement. Just between you and me, I’m not supposed to be outside of my territory right now. The silver in the band blocks the magic that is my beast. With this on, I’m unable to change forms.” 
 
    “Couldn’t you just take it off? That seems really silly.” 
 
    Wesley smiled, showing even, white teeth and a dimple on the left side of his face. The sight of it warmed Dakota in places that made her uncomfortable while she sat in a public place. Had she seen that dimple earlier? If she had, why hadn’t she kissed it?  
 
    “Think of it as a sign of good faith more than anything else. The governments asked us to wear them, not quite willing to ask us to do anything more permanent than that. I’ve heard that some dragon shifters will get silver implants just so that they can be part of everyday society.” 
 
    “That seems drastic,” Dakota noted.  
 
    Wesley nodded. “Imagine living for two hundred years with only four walls and some trees to keep you company. Not everyone is cut out to be a hermit. Many of our kind can’t stand to be around one another without killing each other, so taking part in society alleviates that loneliness. I cannot say that I would ever take part in an implant, but I do see why they chose that route.” 
 
    Loneliness was something that Dakota knew well. “Growing up, we were poor. My parents either worked two jobs or worked a lot of over time. It meant that they were never there. In school, I didn’t have a lot of friends because I devoted my time to my studies. The summer months were the worst. I would wake up to an empty house with no friends to visit. I spent a lot of time reading as a kid.” 
 
    Wesley looked at her as though seeing her for the first time. His head cocked to the side as his blue and gray eyes studied her face. She looked away, unable to hold his gaze while she felt so vulnerable. He opened his mouth to say something, but the waitress chose that moment to appear beside their table. He pressed his lips together, and after a moment, turned his attention to the waitress.  
 
    The young woman, blonde curls flowing over her shoulders despite the hair tie that held them back, smiled warmly at Wesley. Dakota felt something hot stir inside of her. Anger. Jealousy. It slammed into her like an ice pick when the young woman giggled at something Wesley said and playfully batted her lashes at him. Dakota bit the inside of her cheek to keep from drawing the woman’s attention away from Wesley. She shouldn’t act so territorial of him. He wasn’t hers. 
 
    Wesley directed the waitress’s attention over to Dakota. Her face reddened. She’d been so caught up in hating the woman that she hadn’t chosen her order. Fumbling, she looked down and chose the first thing that she could read.  
 
    Don’t be so stupid! Dakota was busy being angry with herself while the waitress walked away. He was buying her food. This wasn’t a date. It wasn’t anything. He was a dragon. Dragon plus school program equaled disaster for her. She had to remember that. 
 
    No matter how good the sex was. She shuddered remembering it. Wet warmth pooled between her legs. She crossed them, trying to push back the embarrassment that followed. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Wesley asked.  
 
    Her head shot up. “Fine. I’m fine.” 
 
    His nostrils flared. A predatorial smile crossed his lips. He could smell her, she thought. She watched his grip on the table tighten. And he wanted her.  
 
    Good, she thought before shaking her head. What was wrong with her? He was just another man. She could find ones that weren’t also dragons. What was so enticing about this one? Besides his soft, gray eyes and his long fingers that she wanted to touch the top of her thigh? She was suddenly grateful that there was a table between them. It kept him out of her reach. It helped her regain a little bit of control.  
 
    “Tell me more about yourself,” Wesley said. He reached out and covered her hand with his own, his thumb rubbing the skin of her wrist like he could barely control himself either. Just the small amount of contact, she noticed, helped his shoulders ease. 
 
    “There isn’t much to tell.” She didn’t pull away from his touch like she told herself to. “I spent my childhood reading books. My teen years were spent wither working or with my nose in a text book. I’m a boring old maid at twenty-two.” 
 
    “I highly doubt that.” He laughed. “When we first met, you were drawing. Am I wrong?” 
 
    Dakota thought back to the bar and realized that wasn’t what he was talking about. Wesley was talking about their run in during her field trip, in the ruins outside the Snowdonia territory.  
 
    “I enjoy sketching people in their natural habitat the most, but I couldn’t pass up drawing the ruins, either.” There was little evidence of the ruins in her journal. She had, in fact, drawn his dragon form that day. 
 
    “So, you’re an artist as well?” 
 
    Dakota shook her head. “Art doesn’t pay the bills.” 
 
    His brows sloped together. “Is that why you’re getting the degree in…art history? To pay the bills?” 
 
    He wouldn’t understand. He would forever have a home. If he was hungry, he could fly off the roof of his tower and eat a deer, or something. When you lived like her parents had, bills needed to be paid. Art, as pretty and consoling as it was, would never give her the comfortable life that she yearned for.  
 
    The giggling waitress returned with two full plates of food. Wesley must have seen something on Dakota’s face, because he sent the waitress packing quite quickly and changed the subject once she left.  
 
    “When I was a child, I visited my grandfather quite a bit. At the time, this didn’t seem so odd. It was just the way things were, but now that I’ve gone out and seen a bit of the world, or Wales at the very least, I discovered that living inside of a mountain was not normal.” 
 
    “Inside of a mountain?” Dakota hissed. 
 
    Wesley nodded. He continued to regale her with his grandfather’s immense abode inside of a Snowdonia mountain. He described the carved arches that filled the halls and the polished granite floors that led from room to room. It was hard to believe that such a thing could exist inside of the earth, seeming like a grand castle from the inside out.  
 
    Perhaps, Dakota thought, that was where Dinas Emrys laid. 
 
    As their meal continued, Dakota stole glances at Wes while he spoke with his hands. Every so often he would become aware of how loud his voice was and glance around the room, with a look on his face as though he swallowed his tongue. Each time, it made her laugh. She wasn’t used to feeling this way, bubbly and light.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Her head felt light as she walked the dorm hall. Now that she was away from Wesley, the reality of what she had done weighed on her. Had she not only had lunch with a dangerous dragon shifter, but slept with one, too? She barely knew him. All she knew was that she risked a lot.  
 
    Dakota paused in front of her dorm room, keys in hand. Her mind danced back and forth over the subject. Fear and excitement built inside her in a flurry that made her want to let her head fall against the solid wood door. Before she could give in, the door whipped open in front of her.  
 
    Clary stood, wide eyed for a moment. Then, she drew Dakota into her arms and buried her face in her roommate’s shoulder. Dakota fumbled back, catching her crying friend. Muffled words were spoken into the borrowed shirt.  
 
    “I’m so happy that you’re okay,” Clary exclaimed as she pulled back. “When you stopped responding I thought the worst. It would be so easy for someone to text with your phone. I thought that the guy from last night had kidnapped you.” 
 
    Dakota laughed softly as she held her hysterical friend. Clary wiped her budding tears away with the back of her hand as she pulled back. “I was safe, Clary. You don’t need to beat yourself up over this. If anything, we should go out and beat those guys up. They tried to drug you and I drank your drink.” 
 
    Clary ran a hand through her messy blonde tresses. “That’s what I found out later. I panicked when I realized you were gone. What happened to you?” 
 
    Dakota pushed her way into the room, not wanting to talk about what happened in the hall even if she was bursting with the need to share her night with someone. It wasn’t like she could call her mother up and gush over her exciting day. Boy crazy Clary would be happy to listen to her. She sat on the edge of her dorm bed and let a smile take over her face as she looked up. 
 
    “I met a…” She couldn’t say dragon shifter. It would destroy everything. Especially if he was some kind of prince. It still blew her mind that the prince of the Welsh dragon shifters had slept with her. “I met a guy.” 
 
    Clary’s eyes widened. She quickly shut the dorm room door behind her and rushed over to hop onto her own bed. As Clary settled in to listen to Dakota’s story, Dakota was trying to find a way to tell it without incriminating herself. 
 
    “Remember the guy I talked to at the bar last night?” 
 
    Clary’s eyes widened and she practically bounced with excitement. “You bet your ass I do! He was all about you until you walked away.” 
 
    Dakota smiled. “His name is Wesley. When the guy that drugged your drink tried to take advantage of…” Dakota swallowed hard as she thought of how close she had come to real danger. “When he realized I drank your cocktail, he tried to take me into an alley behind the bar. Wesley caught on and came to my rescue. I don’t remember much of what happened, just that Wesley didn’t know what to do with a roofied girl besides take her home.” 
 
    Clary’s eyebrows pushed together in worry. Dakota raised her hands in his defense.  
 
    “Not like that. He didn’t know where I would be safe so he took me home with him and let me sleep off the drug. I have to say it was alarming to wake up in an unfamiliar room when I couldn’t remember the night before.” Dakota told her friend about how her text had helped to set things straight.  
 
    “I see you’re not wearing the dress from last night. What happened to it?” 
 
    Dakota felt her face warm. Clary took that as evidence and bounced excitedly again.  
 
    “You slept with him?” 
 
    Dakota waggled her eye brows suggestively and her roommate let out a howl of laughter before leveling serious eyes on her again. 
 
    “How was it?” 
 
    “You have no idea.” Dakota didn’t regale Clary with details. Those were too private to share, but she did let Clary know that he most definitely put her first.  Dakota didn’t once mention that her lover for the night had been a dragon. That was one detail she would likely keep to herself for the rest of her life. Clary was appeased to know that her friend was not only safe, but ended up having the morning of her life, too. She was more than a little jealous, bemoaning how hungover she had felt after such a disappointing night. 
 
    “Do you plan on seeing him again?” Clary asked suddenly.  
 
    Dakota looked up from what she was doing. Her heart raced at the thought. Going against her own desire, she shook her head. “There’s no way we could be together.” 
 
    Clary pouted. ‘You mean your lover isn’t your dragon mate?” 
 
    Dakota’s head shot up. She felt the world fall out from beneath her for a second. Then, Clary winked and the world righted itself again. 
 
    “I was kind of hoping to meet one while I was here, but it would be really hard to hide from the school. Those guys have got to stand out in a crowd. Don’t you think?” 
 
    Dakota nodded. Her secret was still safe. 
 
    For now. What would she do if it did get out? She couldn’t go home empty handed. She couldn’t go home and tell her mother that she lost her chance because she foolishly slept with a dragon shifter.  
 
    Bea Brennan would implode from sheer impropriety alone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    History class wasn’t as bad as Dakota had expected it to be. The professor that had mocked the GOE representative hadn’t mentioned the dragon territory once during her lecture, which surprised Dakota. Instead, Professor Taniff launched into early welsh history long before the rise of Dinas Emrys.  
 
    Dakota even found herself somewhat enjoying the class. It wasn’t until the end, while she was packing up her notes and text books that the Professor became weird. She was walking between the desks, chatting with students to let them know she was there if they needed help later in the class. That wasn’t what Dakota found odd, even if professors were usually more hands off.  
 
    It was when the professor paused at the edge of Dakota’s desk that warning bells went off in the back of her mind. Looking up, she found Professor Taniff practically glaring down at her while her nose flared. Dakota barely said a word at all during the lecture. She didn’t know what she’d done to earn such ire. 
 
    “I-I’m sorry?” Dakota stuttered under the woman’s indomitable gaze. 
 
    The professor seemed to wake from a haze. She shook her head and plastered a smile across her face, revealing the crow’s feet that touched the corners of her eyes. “Apologies. It seems my tea hasn’t quite enough caffeine to keep me going.” Her head tilted to the side as she studied Dakota. “Did you enjoy the visit to the ruins the other day?” 
 
    Dakota wasn’t sure how to answer. The woman clearly had no regard for GOE and brought her student far too close to the Snowdonia territory. Yet, Dakota woke there only two days ago and threw away her fears to sleep with the dragon man that helped her.  
 
    “It was okay,” was all Dakota could manage. 
 
    She gathered her books and her bag before the professor could launch into anymore conversation. There were other classes to get to. There was a night that she had to forget about. She left the strange professor behind, in a hurry to get to her next class across campus. 
 
    Outside, the weather was a little chill, even if the sun was shining. She ducked between buildings as she tried to find the quickest way to her next class.  
 
    Dakota felt the hair standing on the back of her neck as she walked between buildings. She reached up to rub the tingling skin. Her mind was filled with the events of the day with Wesley. Each movement reminded her of how the dragon man had touched her. In the spare moments between classes, she thought of the laughter they shared over lunch, the stories of his homeland that he’d fed to her had been more filling than food. She’d allowed him to put his phone number into her phone, giving her the choice to call him. 
 
    Even after all that she’d enjoyed, the nagging voice in the back of her mind told her that it would come to bite her in the ass. She tried to shake off the feeling of being watched. It was only years of being told not to walk down alleys, she told herself. This was a college campus. She was safe. 
 
    She pressed on until a figure stepped out in front of her. She startled, stepping back. Another college student stood before her, his beautiful face irritatingly familiar. His eyes narrowed as he looked at her. He stepped forward, his nose flaring. What was with people today, she wondered? Was he smelling her? 
 
    “Excuse me,” she said before trying to duck around him.  
 
    An arm snaked out and grabbed her by her waist before she could get past him. He jerked her close to his body and she heard him take another deep breath through his nose. She knew the feel of his muscles around her, the immovable strength that they carried. Though, she had never felt the promise of violence in a dragon’s grip before.  
 
    Her heart thundered. She finally recognized where she’d seen him before. He was the student from the introductory seminar that had caught her eye. She had drawn his face in her journal during the seminar, his attention on her and her roommate. 
 
    “Let me go,” she growled. She kicked at his knees with the heels of her feet. 
 
    “Why do you smell like red dragon filth?” he growled into her ear. She felt the cold spike of fear push through her.  
 
    There had been times that she’d been in danger before. Her body had nearly been violated outside the pub from the other night, but this was a whole new fear. She knew from the rumble in his voice that if she didn’t get away from him, her life was at stake.  
 
    “Could you be the young brat’s mate?” he asked, laughter on his lips as he held her tight. “This ought to be fun, then. As you should understand, I have to report you to the Guardians. You’ve been in contact with a dragon. It’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    The word mate fumbled through her panicked mind. Could she really be Wes’s mate? It seemed impossible. They’d only just met. As the new dragon moved his grip from her waist to her arm, she thought back to how she felt in Wes’s presence. She’d been safe and happy. He had fed her stories and made sure that she came first, in everything that they had done. 
 
    Mate. 
 
    The dragon dragged her to the Guardian’s office on campus. He armed the door open before shoving her toward the man with the unusually thick moustache. Her feet tangled beneath her, but she caught herself on the nearby desk and righted herself. A small voice in her head told her to run as she looked up at the moustache man.  
 
    “Why are you bothering me, Raph?” the man grumbled.  
 
    “I have a little something that should help you in our mission, Wilson.” The way he addressed the man with the moustache felt demeaning, dripping with mockery. “This here is the mate of one of the younger dragons. You can deport,” Raph put air quotes around the word, “the girl and cause quite the stir in the red dragon territory. Her mate should be so enraged that he slips up and breaks every law set in place. When he does, you can take hostile measures. They won’t react kindly to her or her mate’s death, giving you the chance to do away with them all once and for all.” 
 
    Wilson grinned, his teeth showing beneath the caterpillar that lived over his lip. Dakota chewed on the inside of her cheek. She glanced around, feeling true fear. She didn’t know what the dragon named Raph meant by deport. It surely didn’t mean the true sense of the word. 
 
    “My degree,” Dakota realized. The words escaped her. “My future…” 
 
    The man with the moustache looked to her. “I wouldn’t worry about that anymore, child. Yours will be the death that helps spur the extermination of dragons in Wales.” 
 
    Death? She shot to her feet and darted to the door behind Raph. He was faster than she was. He caught her by her waist again and swung her around. Wilson nodded to a secretary and she stood, pulling the blinds down on all the office’s windows. Dakota growled, a sound that she’d never made before. 
 
    She had dreams that she’d worked too hard to give up on. She had a man who could possibly love her without holding her back. Her elbow flew back into the dragon’s face. She felt his nose crunch beneath the point of her elbow. Reflexively, he dropped her. 
 
    Her feet touched the floor and she wasted no time to wonder how she’d been able to break a dragon’s nose. She launched herself toward the door.  
 
    “I would calm down if I were you,” Wilson said.  
 
    Dakota paused with her hand on the door handle. She looked over her shoulder. He held something black in his hand, a gun. It was aimed at her.  
 
    “If you leave the room, I will shoot. I can easily tell the rest of the faculty that you are a dragon terrorist. You came here to attack the Guardians in defense of your precious dragon lover. When we caught you trying to plant a bomb, you attacked us and we took self-defense measures. Either way, your new mate gets his panties in a bunch. 
 
    “It’s your choice if you want to die here or die later.” 
 
    She whimpered, letting herself fall to the floor. Swallowing the weak sound, she pressed her head to the cold floor and let it clear her mind. It was better that she choose to live for a little while longer. It would give her time to escape. It would give her time to a chance to, at the very least, put a wrench in their plans. 
 
    Slowly, she forced herself into a sitting position. Raph stomped over to where she sat. Blood trickled down his face and over his chin. Angrily, he grabbed her arm and jerked her to her feet. She knew that her arm would bruise, but it was worth it for what she had done to his face. 
 
    “You’re a dragon yourself,” she hissed, hoping to oust him to the guardians. 
 
    She glanced to the man in the moustache to see his reaction, but nothing happened. He went about his business, barking orders to his employees now that Dakota had given up. Raph grabbed her face, his fingers pressing into her jaw, and turned her to look at him. His fingers burned with cold. 
 
    “You bet your American ass that I am,” he growled into her face. “And I will see that all of the red dragons are pushed from the home they took from my family. It was never theirs.” 
 
    He threw her forward. The man in the moustache motioned for her to walk. They led her out a back door to a black van with a Guardians logo on the side of it. They looked official. If anyone bothered to look at them, it would seem like a student was being sent home after having a run in with a dragon. It was only part of the truth.  
 
    She wasn’t going home, though.  
 
    It made her heart thump heavily inside of her chest. She placed a hand over her heart and willed it to calm itself. She climbed into the back of the van and promised herself that she would get out of this alive.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “I smelled you on a student today,” his mother growled when he answered the door. The human woman with thin gray streaks in her hair pushed past him into his territory, trailing the scent of books and old dust with her.  
 
    Wesley could do nothing as the small female fumed. He couldn’t be angry that she’d invaded his home like he would have if she were anyone else. He was bound to honor this woman, his mother and the mate of the head of the Welsh Dragons. She squared blazing eyes at him and stepped closer. Her finger pressed into his chest and he could do nothing. He had to endure her anger. 
 
    “Why did I smell you on a student in my class when the rutting night is still two weeks away? When my son has chosen not to partake in a rutting night in years?” 
 
    In her mate bond, not only had she benefited from the extended life of a dragon, but she had picked up their sense of smell, too. Wes was a little surprised that she hadn’t formed a beast of her own. He imagined that she would be a coal black monstrosity that flew over Snowdonia to terrify away those that might hurt her clan, as fierce as this small human woman was. 
 
    It made him wonder, if only for a moment, what kind of beast his Dakota would have been if she were one of their kind. 
 
    “So? Do you have anything to say for yourself?” 
 
    He was jerked back to the present by the woman’s fisted hand in his shirt that yanked him forward as though he were a small child again. Wesley’s voice cracked. “She’s my mate, ma.” 
 
    Her face lit up. All the burning anger that she once held was chased away by pure joy. She threw her hands into the air in celebration.  
 
    “It’s about damn time,” she cried. “Do you know how long I’ve been dragging students to the eastern ruins just because I knew that my own son couldn’t stay bound to the earth like his father demanded?” 
 
    Realization hit Wes like a ton of bricks. Though, he suspected the idiom would be lost on him if he were to be hit with a literal ton of bricks. It wouldn’t hold a candle to the way he felt as he stood in front of his mother.  
 
    “You’re telling me that you orchestrated that?” he snapped. “You are a meddling Halfling.” 
 
    “Your father certainly has called me worse. Halfling? Really? I’m fairly certain Tolkien did not envision a rare beauty such as myself when he envisioned his Hobbits. Anyway, I have to look out for you, don’t I? I am your mother and it was about time that you found yourself a mate.” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Great idea, mother. You found me a woman that won’t even talk to me. She went back to her life and forgot about me while I’m still trapped here.” A vase on the hearth mantle cracked. Ceramic pieces shot across the room. He thought about Dakota day and night. There was no amount of work that could fill his time - that could chase the memory of her straddling him from his mind.   
 
    The iron bed that he’d begun work on the day that he met her was shoved to the back of the workroom once he realized that she would never come back to him. It became a pointless dream. She had a life outside of Snowdonia that meant more to her than he did. It was reasonable, he told himself. They knew each other for only the span of a night.  
 
    Instead, he forced himself to remain busy by forging tools and weapons that they would sell to markets. People had a large fascination with the days of old and the things used in them. Mostly weapons, Wesley thought. Men loved to buy swords that their ancestors could have used, when most of their ancestors probably had lived their lives as farmers and never touched a sword.  
 
    “You should go to her. I will speak to your father about you leaving the territory. You aren’t the face of the Welsh dragons the way that he is. No one will recognize you aside from her. Go and win her over so that you aren’t forced to spend your life in loneliness.” 
 
    Wesley shook his head. “No. She made a decision and I will honor that. She walked away and hasn’t called since. What do I have if I force her into a life she does not want?” 
 
    His mother slapped his cheek, lightly, but with enough force to bring him back to the present. “You are her happiness. There aren’t many women in the world with a soul mate. Do you think she would live a happy life if she gave that up? Sure, dragons can be hot headed and controlling. They can be needy man children and they can be kings. But, at the end of the day, they have a soul just like anyone else.” 
 
    As they were talking, Wes felt his stomach hit the floor like a sack of stones. He fell onto the nearby couch, dumbstruck. It was a feeling that he’d never felt before in his life. It was inexplicable, yet his mother took one glance at the stupid look on his face and her own face went grim. 
 
    “Something is wrong with your mate,” she said, her voice hoarse. “Your father had that look when I cut my thigh open.” 
 
    He turned to his mother. “What is wrong with her?” 
 
    The older woman shook her head, lips pressed together. “All I know is that she needs you. Your father is going to have kittens.” 
 
    “He can have all the cats that he wants,” Wes said before shooting up from the couch. 
 
      
 
    He was at the truck when his mother appeared beside him. Her time with his father had left her with a lot of inhuman abilities. 
 
    “You need to think this over,” she said. Her hand fell on his arm, her grip tight in warning. “Dragons aren’t allowed off their territories more than one night a month. I’m willing to keep the other night a secret, but if you go running after her right now you could get the whole family in trouble. Wait for your father to open the right channels for you.” 
 
    “What if I don’t have the time? She’s in trouble and I can’t go help her.” 
 
    “She could have just hurt herself. She’s on campus. There are a lot of people to help her if she’s hurt. She could be perfectly fine.” 
 
    Wes sucked in a breath through his nose. He was trying to control himself, despite the growing fear that chilled his bones. Dakota was in trouble and he couldn’t go to her rescue. The heavy feeling rolled around his stomach. He had a feeling that it was much worse than a simple cut or a broken bone. 
 
    He pushed himself up from the couch, unable to keep still anymore. He paced back and forth in his living area. Magic rippled out from him, unable to keep himself under control. The walls shook as his beast thrashed back and forth. His mate was in trouble and he was trapped on the territory.  
 
    He threw his head back and roared. The sound made his mother leave the tower altogether. He followed her outside where there was more room to move. The walls felt constricting and he would tear down each carefully set stone in his frenzy.  
 
    His mother was on her cell phone. When she saw him approach, she held up one finger and shot him a stern look. His beast growled, but backed down from the fiery look in the woman’s eyes. Instead, they turned to the work shed.  
 
    Do something. He had to do something. He had to keep his mind busy. He couldn’t keep worrying about Dakota. He couldn’t bear to think that she was unsafe. She was in trouble. She needed him. 
 
    Wes gripped a piece of metal that had been set aside for a blade and bent it in his hands. He felt his fire warm his hands. He was going to implode if he didn’t do something.  
 
    Soon.  
 
    His beast was going mad. It thrashed inside of his mind, demanding to be let free. Their mate was in trouble and they had to do something about it. They would not fail that woman. They could not.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dakota sat quietly in her seat. She looked around the van at the people escorting her to her own funeral. Beside her sat the secretary that had pulled the blinds down at the moustache man’s request. Her dark red hair was drawn back into a tight bun. Her eyes looked out the window, but her body was still. It said that she was ready to move if Dakota tried anything.  
 
    In the driver’s seat was the man with the ridiculous moustache. Beside him sat another, younger man from the Guardians’ office. The dragon they had been calling Raph, possibly short for Raphael, had been left behind. That gave her some hope. She didn’t forget about the gun the moustache man had pulled on her earlier, though.  
 
    “What made you sign on to the guardians?” Dakota asked the woman beside her.  
 
    The woman turned wide eyes toward her. They quickly narrowed with suspicion. There was no ally to be had in this woman, but she could be distracting if she had to.  
 
    “Why are you fighting against the dragons?” 
 
    “It’s in my blood,” the woman replied. “My family has always protected humanity from things that can level entire towns with their breath. If you weren’t so stupid, you would be afraid of them, too.” 
 
    Dakota laughed, thinking of how tender Wes had been with her. Sure, maybe she was his mate, but neither of them had known that. He hadn’t known it when he saved her from being raped by a human. He hadn’t known it when he insisted that he feed her rumbling belly. Wes was no more a monster than she was. Looking around the van, Dakota knew who the real monsters were.  
 
    “I’m okay with being stupid,” Dakota confessed. “I mean, at least I’m not blind. I’m not letting another dragon order me around when I hate their kind. Doesn’t that seem a little counter intuitive?” 
 
    Dakota watched the woman’s eyes flick to the back of the moustache man’s head for just a second. Her eyes returned to hold Dakota’s stare. Dakota tried to look as innocent as possible, like she was truly as stupid at the woman thought her to be.  
 
    “He is nothing more than an informant. He sniffed you out for us, did he not?” 
 
    Dakota frowned at the memory. “What does he get from that? Do you pay him? Or, does he get a free pass to walk among humanity, where he can really hurt people?” 
 
    Maybe she couldn’t play stupid after all. It didn’t really suit her anyway. The woman’s eyes darkened. Dakota knew that this woman didn’t like Raph’s presence any more than she did. She had hit the nail on the head. But, she wasn’t going to get an ally out of her as the mate of a dragon. The best she could do was create dissent among them.  
 
    Then what could she do? The woman would be angry with her male counter parts. Dakota could see to that. But, what purpose did it serve? If she could get them to argue after the van stopped, then maybe she could make a break for it. There was the minor problem of the man’s gun. If he had one, did the rest of them have a weapon, too? 
 
    Would they shoot her wherever they were taking her? That was a stupid question, she told herself. She had watched a few too many police procedurals with her mother. She knew that they meant to kill her anyway. Would they make her death look like a dragon had killed her to rile up not only Wes, but the human community of Bangor? 
 
    She rubbed her hands over her face, trying to organize her thoughts. Her mind felt like a mess. She couldn’t think straight enough to formulate a plan. To be fair this wasn’t a situation she ever thought she would be in. The pamphlet had simply stated that students that fraternized with the dragons were to be sent home. It didn’t say that she might become the mate of one of them. It didn’t say that the Guardians might use you to start a Dragon Human war.  
 
    The school really needed to update its pamphlet, she thought. 
 
    The van came to a stop. Dakota’s gaze flicked to the scene outside her window. They had stopped in an alley. Outside the windshield, a metal door stood off to the side. It was on the side of a dark, gray stone building. The woman gripped Dakota’s arm and the man that had been in front of her slid her door open. The woman shoved her out the door.  
 
    Now was the time. She had to get them to argue. It was her only chance to get away. If she could escape them, there would be no war. She might not have her study abroad program anymore, but at that moment, the war seemed a whole lot more pressing.  
 
    That and her life. That was important, too.  
 
    “How do you know he isn’t a dragon, too? Raph seemed to listen to him pretty well.” Dakota nodded to Wilson as he walked ahead of them.  
 
    The woman paused. Dakota watched her eyes rise to meet the man that now held Dakota’s other arm. There was a whole silent conversation that passed between them that Dakota missed out on. She hoped that her words had struck home. She hoped that he would listen to his partner.   
 
    The woman’s grip on her arm lightened. Dakota shifted her weight on her feet, ready to run.  
 
    “Why would another dragon help you guys the way that Raph did? Isn’t there some sort of hierarchy within their families?” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “What if he’s Raph’s relative? Father? Uncle? Why do they want you working for them?” 
 
    The woman’s hand fell away and Dakota took the chance to run. Only, the man held on tighter. She fell forward. Her cheek hit the pavement. Her ears rang from the impact. No. She wasn’t done yet. She rolled so that her body faced the man before kicking out at him. Her foot connected with his groin and she could jerk her arm from his grip.  
 
    Dakota scrambled to her feet. 
 
    Something hit her in the shoulder. It burned, white hot pain coursing across her vision. She fell forward. When she tried to push herself up, her left arm refused to comply. It wobbled beneath her weight and the white-hot pain filled her again. 
 
    Feet appeared in the corner of her vision. A pair of dark red pumps kicked her prone body. The pain flared again. The red-haired woman knelt beside Dakota’s form so that they were face to face. 
 
    “Did you think we were that stupid? That we would believe your ploy?” 
 
    Dakota waited for fear and panic to take over, but, instead, she felt a well of anger begin to burn. She turned her head to glare at the woman. Despite the resolve in the woman’s stance, Dakota could see the question burning in her eyes. The woman working with them no longer followed blindly. Maybe she wasn’t an ally in all of this, but she would never complicity follow again.  
 
    When they grabbed Dakota by her arms to drag her to her feet, a blinding pain filled her shoulder. It made her cry out until the man slapped a gloved hand over her mouth. She’d been shot. It was an odd feeling that she had never expected to feel in her life. Once she stumbled to her feet, her torso burned, the shoulder at the very center of it. Her arm hung uselessly at her side when the woman let it go.  
 
    Dakota tried to move the fingers of the useless arm, hoping that it was only shock that made the whole appendage numb and not something more permanent. She choked back a sob. Dead was also a lot more permanent. 
 
    How was she going to get out of this? Her life was already ruined, everything she’d worked for thrown to the wind. She was now associated with dragons no matter what happened from here on out. Regardless of the lost study abroad program, no museum was going to hire her, either believing her to be a head case or a liability. The Guardians had let slip that she was the mate of one of the Welsh dragons.  
 
    Wesley’s mate.  
 
    She didn’t know what that meant for her just then.  
 
    Glaring at the ground, Dakota’s mind worked over the possibilities of how this might end for her, trying to decide which of them was the most acceptable. Her despair was almost so overwhelming that she was tempted to settle for the fate the Guardians had planned for her. It was only the burning rage that was nestled inside of her chest that kept that thought at bay. 
 
    She would fight. She would live. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Wes roared, so loud that the trees shook with his anger and pain. Far below him, his mother drove her small car toward his parents’ territory within Snowdonia. Dakota’s pain filled him and fed his anger. The beast thrashed its long tail. It knew that they needed to go to Dakota, laws be damned. She was their mate, their only chance at happiness in their long life. She was going to die without him.  
 
    He knew it. The realization felt like a pile of rocks sitting heavy in his stomach. Yet, all he could do was fly over the territory he was chained to. Wes knew what kind of trouble he would face if he left the territory before the channels were opened to him, but he worried that it would be too late.  
 
    When his parents’ sprawling cottage came into view, he let the form of his beast fall away. The beast did not want to give up control just yet. It wanted to keep its threatening form to crush those that were hurting his mate. Wes reminded his beast that he would need speech to talk to their father and his beast gave way. Human feet slammed into the ground and the earth gave way beneath him.  
 
    His mother climbed out of her car, mouth open to yell at him until she saw the look in his eyes. She quickly snapped her mouth shut and turned a grim expression toward the cottage. An angry man appeared in the cottage doorway. Fists clenched at his sides, the man was well over six feet tall. His dark red hair was growing white around his sideburns, but no one would have dared to look him in the face and call him an old man. Shockingly blue eyes scanned his wife to make sure she was safe before they narrowed and turned to his son.  
 
    Wes was struggling to reign himself in, his breathing coming heavy. His hand curled into tense claws, every muscle in his body aching with the potential for violence. His father’s gaze falling on him cut through the madness in his mind like a hot knife. For a second, Wes had clarity. The beast pulled back and his eyes shifted back to steely blue. His body let go of some of the tension that filled him and dropped to one knee before his sire, letting his head fall toward the ground.  
 
    Honor was the only thing that bound their society. It was the unspoken law that allowed them to survive. Wes’s father stood at the very top of that power. While it granted Wes a good deal of power for himself, it meant the lines that he walked were much narrower. For Wes to lose face would be for his father to lose face, and that would destroy what his father had built. 
 
    Never before had Wes wanted to challenge it. The longer he stayed down on one knee, silence hanging in the air all around them, the more his rage rebounded. His shoulder ached and he knew it was no pain of his own that he was feeling. No, what he felt was Dakota’s pain. Someone had hurt her and he could not be there.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” his father’s voice growled.  
 
    “Shove your attitude somewhere the sun doesn’t shine, darling.” His mother rounded her car to stand between her husband and her son. “Wes found himself a mate and if we don’t move soon, I fear something will happen to her. She’s one of ours now and we can’t afford to waste time.” 
 
    Wes looked up through his hair. Drystan Taniff looked from his wife to his son. The beast inside of Wes fed him a nearly all-consuming rage. The beast’s tail thumped and the ground behind him cracked. 
 
    “Put a silver binding on him,” his father growled.  
 
    Wes shot up from where he knelt. “Don’t you dare.” 
 
    The older man closed the space between them until his face was nose to nose with his son’s. He spoke through clenched teeth. “I have a few calls to make. I cannot have you destroying everything in your path before we get off this territory. In order to live as free as we are, there are rules that we must follow. Let me do what I can before you ruin us all.” 
 
    Wes growled, a rumble thrummed through his chest before he could pull it back. His father searched his eyes for a long moment. No doubt, he saw the gold of his beast swirl back toward the forefront.  
 
    “Go.” Wes spoke through clenched teeth. “Do what you have to.” 
 
    Drystan nodded. He turned to his wife. “Call Gareth and Cameron. They’re going to help us.” 
 
    Wes knew that his cousins weren’t being called in to help find Dakota. They were being called in to prevent Wes from doing anything stupid while he searched for his mate. Feeling the unending restlessness that coursed through him the longer he sat still, he understood his father’s precautions. Maybe Drystan understood better than he thought, he knew what it was like to have an impulsive mate that liked to get herself into uncertain situations such as bringing students to the edge of the Snowdonia territories. 
 
    Wes wanted to give in to his beast and let the change take him so that he would be prepared to fight if it came to it. Instead, his mother returned with the silver arm band that his father had demanded. She slipped it up his forearm and he felt the beast recede into the back of his mind. It helped to clarify his mind, but it also cleared another path. 
 
    He could feel Dakota’s terror and anger like a knife, one that cut right into his heart. She needed him. 
 
    Now. 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dakota sat in the cold metal chair that the Guardians had provided for her. A metal cuff chained her to the chair. As the Guardians talked amongst themselves about the ways that they should kill her, she tested her cuff. Her wrist burned from trying to slip it over her hand. It was too tight for that, she decided. Thankfully, Dakota realized that the chair wasn’t attached to the floor.  
 
    If she had to, she could grab the chair and run. Of course, it would be cumbersome, but it was better than sitting where she was. They had patched up her bleeding shoulder. It hadn’t been a bullet that had hit her, but a not so tiny electrical dart that had punctured her muscle and rendered her arm useless. Once they removed it and she had time, the feeling slowly returned to her arm. 
 
    Listening to the Guardians talk of her death was draining her spirits little by little. If they succeeded in their plan, Dakota would never feel Wesley’s touch again. It startled her to think of how badly she would miss something that only just came into her life. She poked and prodded the new ache inside of her that came from the realization of loss, loss of the way that Wes made sure she was happy, loss of the laughter she could have shared with him, loss of a relationship she had previously turned her back on. 
 
    Did he know that she was in trouble? Probably not. There was no way that he could know, she reminded herself. Wes would be at the tower, working in his small forge. He wouldn’t know what happened until it was too late.  
 
    She raised her eyes to glare at Wilson. She couldn’t let this happen. She’d been working so hard to have a future that she wanted, but had eschewed some of the things that would make her the happiest like love. She didn’t know if she loved Wesley. They had only just met, mates or not. Still, she knew that the chance was there and that she was going to fight for it as hard as she’d fought for everything else in her life.  
 
    Letting her head fall back, she looked out the warehouse window while she tried to devise a plan. She had not been expecting to see a face looking back at her, let alone the female professor from school. The woman’s face split into a shark-like smile when their eyes met. The woman pointed into the sky and Dakota followed to find four, massive red bodies flying through the air.  
 
    Dragons. 
 
    That was a lot of back up for just her. Relief was an odd feeling when looking up at dragons twice the size of tour buses. 
 
    Dakota nodded and looked back at her captors. Apparently, they had decided on something while she had been looking out the window at the incoming dragons, because Wilson was coming over to her. He looked down at her with a sneer twisting his lips. 
 
    “The public can’t know we had anything to do with your death, no matter how helpful it is to them in the end,” he said as he crouched beside her with a clammy hand on her knee. “It has to look like you killed yourself to avoid being taken captive by your dragon. The good news about that is you now get to choose how you die. There are several options for you to choose from.” 
 
    Dakota didn’t respond. Instead, she spat in the man’s face. Her wet spittle splattered in his eye. She watched his jaw clench with anger. He didn’t hit her or even yell. Slowly, he reached up and wiped it away. Dakota tensed. 
 
    The squeak of an old window broke the tension. Wilson looked up in surprise as a small canister flew arched over their heads. People screamed all around her. The tiny canister bounced across the concrete floor before hissing and emitting a stream of colored smoke. Red smoke filled the warehouse across from Dakota. It obscured the other Guardians in the room. 
 
    Taking advantage of the distraction, she shot up from her seat, grabbing the chair in the process, and swung it at the man’s legs. The hard metal hit his knee and she watched it buckle beneath him. He gritted his teeth and reached for the weapon at his hip. Dakota felt the surge of fear fill her, remembering how it felt last time they’d shot her, and she brought the chair around again. This time it connected with his temple. He fell over in a heap. 
 
    Behind her, a door creaked open and the woman’s face appeared again. She motioned for Dakota to follow. Carrying the chair she was currently using as a weapon, Dakota darted forward. The woman’s face grew familiar in a different way as she came closer. Now, she could see the resemblance between the professor and her dragon man.  
 
    As soon as Dakota burst into the open air, the woman slammed the door shut. Red smoke trickled out of the open window of the warehouse behind her. She turned back to the woman beside her.  
 
    “Thank you,” she breathed. “You’re related to the dragons. Aren’t you?” 
 
    The professor nodded with a smile on her lips. She reached back and grabbed a pair of large pliers from the bag at her hip. The pliers snapped through the chain of the cuffs at her wrist.  
 
    “What else do you have in that magic bag?” Dakota felt the exhaustion of constant fear setting in. She was safe.  
 
    The world shook beneath her feet. She looked up, her heart pounding. The body of a white dragon crashed into one of the red dragons above. Dakota felt her stomach turn. The white dragon’s teeth clamped around the red dragon’s neck, it’s clawed feet sinking into the red scales. The two bodies sank in the air, the red dragon unable to beat his wings in the white dragon’s grasp. She knew exactly who was fighting above her.  
 
    Wes and Raph. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Distantly, Dakota and the professor heard the squealing of cars halting as their passengers stared up into the sky. Wes twisted in Raph’s taloned grasp, but he couldn’t break free. Two of the other dragons touched the ground with human feet at the end of the alley. When the Guardians spilled out of the warehouse, the two unfamiliar dragons were waiting for them. They were blurs of muscle and red hair as the dragons rushed the Guardians. The fight on the ground ended quickly once the Guardians were disarmed. Their weapons skittered across the paved ground. 
 
    She didn’t have time to concern herself with the fight on the ground. She was more concerned with Wes. The white dragon had to be Raph, she knew it in her bones. He hated the red dragons and Dakota didn’t realize at first. As she watched the second red dragon enter the fray, she remembered the story of Dinas Emrys that Wes had told her.  
 
    The red dragons had chased the white dragon from the Snowdonia territory centuries before. Raph must have thought that their home was his. Starting a war between the red dragons and the Guardians would give the Guardians a reason to exterminate the territory. Then, it would be free for Raph and any other white dragons to move in.  
 
    “We have to stop them,” Dakota said to the professor. “The Guardians want the dragons to break the law. They want a reason to attack your family.” 
 
    The professor squeezed her arm. “My husband made a few calls. He and his are in the right and no one can argue otherwise. Don’t worry so much, child.” 
 
    Even as she told her not to worry, the woman lifted her eyes to the sky, her lips pressed together. That was her family up there, being attacked by the white dragon. Wes let loose a roar that shook the buildings around her. Her heart gave one, hard thump. His head twisted backward and his giant jaw clamped down the white dragon’s wing.  
 
    Like a dog with a toy, he shook his head and pulled. The leathery expanse of the white wing gave way beneath his teeth. The second red dragon lashed out to bite into the other white wing. The white dragon narrowly avoided the attack, pulling his wing into his body. The two, fighting beasts crashed into the ground. The two women clung to each other to keep standing. Ahead of them, the second dragon tucked his wings into his body. He dove toward the ground.  
 
    Dakota rushed forward, feeling her shoulder burn. Her eyes fell on the weapons that had been forgotten on the ground. She ducked down as she passed, grabbing the horrid stun gun she’d been shot with earlier. Behind her, the professor shouted, but she ignored the calls. She had no idea what she was doing, but she knew that she had to do something. 
 
    Gruff hands caught her by the arm. She hissed in pain as the wound on her shoulder pulled. Dakota was spun around and brought eye to eye with a red headed dragon man. His auburn hair was pulled back from his face, tucked behind his ears. His brows pushed his icy-blue eyes into a glare and his jaw was tight as he spoke through his teeth. 
 
    “We did not risk everything for you to run out into a fight and get yourself killed.” His grip on her arm wasn’t tight, she noted. “Do you think that little gun can stop a dragon? Do you think you can avoid shooting my cousin?” 
 
    “It won’t matter if you let Raph kill him, either.” She jerked her arm out through the weak point in his grip and ducked under the incoming grasp of his other hand.  
 
    The dragon man screamed at her as she rushed forward, but the second dragon pulled him back. Dakota didn’t hear what his friend said, but it kept him from running after her.  
 
    The fighting dragon shifters were killing one another. Her Wesley was one of those dragons. The thought of it made her stomach roll. She burst into a small intersection. Cars had been stopped in all directions. People gathered on the sidewalk, pointing and shouting at the dragons fighting in the center of the road. Raph’s back had crashed into a number of empty cars, but he still clung onto Wesley’s body, using him as a living shield. The second red dragon pulled up from his dive, avoiding Wesley’s red belly. 
 
    The second red dragon arched back into the sky, roaring with anger. There was nothing that he could do without hurting Wes. Dakota slid to a stop at the edge of the street. She held the stun gun up like her father had taught her years ago, only it had been a rifle last time, not a handheld stun gun. She told herself she knew how to fire it, but doubt wedged itself into her mind. A golden dragon eye fell on her. Wes was wrapped in Raph’s grip, the dragon’s jaws still clinging to his neck.  
 
    She leveled the gun at Raph’s head. It wasn’t a real weapon, but GOE carried it. She hoped that meant it would affect the dragon more than she thought. The bang filled the intersection. Her arms bounced, vibrating with the power of the small gun.  
 
    Raph’s head jerked. His teeth left Wes’s neck and she could see the stun device in the side of Raph’s head. He shook his massive head as though he could shake it loose. Wes took the free moment to twist his head around. His teeth sank into the soft flesh of Raph’s exposed neck. It made Raph loosen his grip on Wes’s body enough so that he could wriggle free. Wes’s wing’s beat at the air, his giant body rising above the white dragon. 
 
    All at once, several vans squealed to a halt from all directions. Men and women dressed in black uniforms spilled into the intersection, weapons trained on the chaos in the center of the intersection. The second red dragon, a creature much larger than Wes, landed on the street. The pavement cracked around his entrance. He placed a taloned hand over the white dragon’s neck. Now free, Wes took to the air.  
 
    When none of the weapons trained on the dragon fight rose to Wes, she felt relief flood her. A set of hands grabbed her from behind. She spun around to come face to face with the professor again. The woman held her finger to her lips in the universal sign language for be quiet, using her eyes to gesture to the uniformed Guardians all around them. The woman pulled her back down the alley that Dakota had run from. She was confused, but complied because she didn’t want to become the center of GOE’s attention again. 
 
    In the alley, Dakota spied a familiar form. It rushed toward her, gathering her up in his arms. Wesley tucked his face in the crook of her neck and breathed her in. Reflexively, she wrapped her arms around him in return. She held him tight, reliving the past few moments over and over again. He was no longer in Raph’s grip, she told herself. This man, a man you barely know, is safe.  
 
    Eventually, the painlessness of adrenaline faded and her shoulder started to throb beneath Wes’s grip. She groaned and he jumped back. His eyes were wide with worry as he searched her up and down. They fell on the bandage.  
 
    “I only hope that it hurt Raph even more,” she said, putting on a brave face.  
 
    He made a strained sound, before his grip tightened and she could see how he fought the urge to pull her close again. Raph had claimed that she was Wesley’s mate. In their conversation in the truck, Wesley had confessed that a dragon’s mate was their only chance for happiness. She wasn’t sure if that went both ways.  
 
    “I hate to intrude, but I have to go help my husband,” the professor said. “He’s a good leader, but without a pretty face next to him he can look a bit menacing.” 
 
    “We’re going home,” Wesley growled. 
 
    Dakota looked to the man that was supposed to be her mate. His body was tense as it wrapped around her, protecting her from anything that might step near them. His hands were tense and his gold colored dragon eyes darted around the alley. He wouldn’t be normal again until he knew that she was safe. 
 
    “Take her away from here. No one needs to be a part of this shit show.” The professor turned to Dakota. “You might have to make a statement later, but don’t worry about your classes. You will be re-enrolled next semester as you’re going to have a lot on your plate for the next month or so.” 
 
    Dakota pulled away from Wesley for a moment. She could feel his reluctance to let her go, but he didn’t fight her. “I don’t mean to be rude, Ma’am, but I’m going to be sent home. There’s no way I’m going to be able to stay after this.” 
 
    The woman’s eyes reflected defiance and a smile turned up the corners of her lips. “I’m the head of Dragon Human relations in Wales. It would be a slight if the school refused to allow a dragon’s mate to finish her schooling. If they see it otherwise, consider yourself my new assistant until I can make them see it my way.” 
 
    “We have to go.” Wes’s rumble of a voice was strained. He stepped back and she watched the most amazing thing she’d ever laid eyes on. His human form disappeared while scales snapped into existence. They flowed like water, smaller scales flowing to form a tail and limbs. Finally, the dragon she’d first met in the field outside Snowdonia stood before her. He lowered his head to the ground, steam rising from his nostrils. When he opened his taloned hand, Dakota stepped inside it. The talons closed around her, and for some silly reason all she could think about were amusement park rides.  
 
    The wind rushed around her, his wings flapping over her head. Her hair whipped in every direction when they picked up off the ground. Her shoulder ached, but she was safe.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Wesley touched ground outside his tower. The impact from the landing jolted Dakota awake. She groggily fumbled on her feet while he pulled the beast back. The beast only gave way to Wesley because it knew that the best way to touch their mate was with human hands. And, the beast wanted nothing more than to carry their mate upstairs to bury their manhood deep inside of her. She was theirs, this tiny warrior that drew pictures of dragons and shot their enemies in the head.  
 
    His beast huffed a laugh at what she’d done to protect them. The beast was proud of her, even if it raged at what she’d had to endure. They had kidnapped her, shot her, and who knew what else. It was no wonder that the woman had fallen asleep in his talons while they flew home.  
 
    Instead of heading inside, Dakota turned where she stood. She looked up at his human face, trying very hard not to notice that he was naked before her. There was something happening behind her eyes. He craved to know what she was thinking, to crawl inside her head and tell her that he needed her to stay. Yet, he couldn’t hold her back from what she wanted, either. So, he stood where he was in silence.  
 
    “Did you know?” she asked, finally. 
 
    Wes pressed his eyes closed and nodded. She was surely going to yell at him. It was his fault that she’d been in trouble. If only he’d been smart enough to stay home the night they’d met. None of that mattered to the beast inside of him. The beast wanted to take their mate then and there, without delay. It wanted to know that she was truly safe, that she was theirs.  
 
    It shoved him toward her, moving his hands without his permission. His fingers grabbed her hips and pulled her into his body. He was sure she could feel how hard he’d become. He could feel her nipples pressed against his chest. They hardened against his skin.  
 
    With his eyes closed and his teeth clenched, he spoke. “Did they hurt you? What did the Guardians try to do to you?” 
 
    “Stop.” Her voice rose as she shoved him away from her. “You knew that I was your mate and you didn’t try to tell me? You didn’t think that was a bit of information that I needed to know?” 
 
    Wes’s arms trembled as he let them fall to his sides. The world felt heavy on his shoulders as he took in her accusation. Her words rang with truth, he couldn’t deny that. But, inside of him his beast rebelled. It wanted to sweep Dakota off her feet and carry her into the tower where they would both know she would forever be safe. GOE would never get their hands on Dakota if she were locked away, the beast reasoned.   
 
    “Hear me out,” Wes said. “I didn’t want to force something upon you that would not have made you happy. Of course, I had hopes that I could have weaseled my way into your life and earned your love before you left for home, but I didn’t want to hand you a decree that you would have felt obligated to fulfill. I did it for your happiness.” 
 
    “I was kidnapped because you didn’t tell me the truth!” 
 
    Dakota turned to leave and his beast pushed him forward again. He was in front of her before either of them registered that he moved at all. Wes looked down at her, knowing full well that the breadth of his pain was clear in his eyes. But, so was his beast. It was the beast that urged him to reach up and whisk away their mate. 
 
    Lock her up. Keep her safe. She’ll never be out of our sight again. We’ll never lose her again. 
 
    Wes knew better. He knew that there was the soul of an adventurer under the level-headed veneer that Dakota wore. It was what made her search for stories and art. It was what gave her the courage to fire a stun gun at the white dragon that sank his teeth into Wes’s neck.  
 
    Do it.  The beast’s growl rumbled through his skull. 
 
    Wes shook his head. Dakota looked at him with her head cocked, confused. Concern flashed across her face, an emotion that Wesley hadn’t expected. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    There was little time to explain. As much as he needed her safe in the moment, he knew better. He slowly shook his head. “The beast and I are not in agreement right now, Dakota. It is pushing me to do something that I very much do not want to do to you. I can keep it down for only so long before it makes me grab you and hide you away in the tower where no one can ever hurt you, where you would be nothing more than a prisoner. Take the moment to run. Go to my truck and leave. The keys are behind the visor.” 
 
    After a moment of hesitation where she studied his face for the truth, Dakota took the chance he offered. She turned and sprinted. He tried to hide his beast’s growl of disapproval as his limbs shook. Inside of him, his beast thrashed like it never had before. It made his head ache. It grew into a skull splitting pressure behind his eyes.  
 
    But, he would never do anything that Dakota did not want. She didn’t deserve that kind of treatment. Especially not from him.  
 
    Distantly, he heard the patter of footfalls running away and the roar of his truck coming to life. He didn’t know where she would go, only that he would not hurt her. The Guardians that hurt her were being dealt with.  
 
    She is safe, he reminded his beast. There is time yet to win her love the right way.  
 
    Love? The beast’s confusion rang through his growing migraine.  
 
    Wesley sighed and let himself fall to the ground, his limbs tired from fighting. His body ached from his fight with the white dragon. He expected GOE and their weapons, but he had not expected another dragon to be fighting on their side. The Guardians had made their existence off slaying dragons. It made no sense that one of them would be fighting on the enemy’s side.  
 
    Now that Dakota was safe elsewhere, his thoughts could wrap around the events of the day a bit easier. GOE was trying to start a war with the Welsh clan, but what was the white dragon’s role in that war? Wesley pushed himself up from the ground and set off to find his phone. He had to tell someone. It helped that it took his mind off his mate that had just run away from him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Dakota hadn’t called Wesley since she’d left. He knew, through his mother, that his mate had decided to stay and work as her assistant until she could re-enroll in her classes. He also knew that his mate had been thoroughly questioned by the Guardians and he had been unable to be with her when they did. He’d been so angry that he went out and nearly blew his small forge to smithereens with his breath. His mate had been with the guardians, the people that tried to kill her, and no one told him.  
 
    He was still fuming as he pulled the pieces of iron he’d been working on a week ago from the back of his workshop. He hadn’t known why he felt the need to start making a bed the day he met Dakota, but it seemed that deep down he’d known that the woman in the field was his mate. The beast wanted a proper bed to take his mate, whispering to him that she would return and guiding his hands to finish the project.  
 
    Wesley knew better. He knew that Dakota would not return to them. She’d been kidnapped and shot, even if it was not a real bullet it was a device meant to stun his kind. It was no surprise that she’d chosen a normal, human life. He just had to come to terms with it.  
 
    The metal in his hands groaned. He looked down to find that his knuckles were white around the metal. Could he come to terms with her decision? Or, would he hunt down every little piece of art she might want to lure her back to him? 
 
    He shook his head. It was a mess of worry and blame. Instead of dwelling on it, he let his beast push forward. Not enough to alter his shape, but enough to quiet the human thoughts in his mind. His beast knew that she’d return. In time. All she needed was time. Which was surprisingly patient of his impulsive beast. It was satisfied with the act of finishing the bedframe.  
 
    The sun was dipping toward the horizon when Wesley regained full control. He stepped back to admire the work that he and his dragon had completed. The mattress that only faintly smelled of his mate was nestled in its new frame, bare only because the beast had no patience for things like pillowcases and fitted sheets. 
 
    He was ready to fall upon it and breathe in the last of her scent before falling asleep when he heard a car door shut outside. A glance out the high window told him that it was only his mother’s car. He was half tempted to ignore her presence and get some sleep, but honor bound him to go down and see what the meddling Halfling wanted of him.  
 
    On the first floor of his tower, a scent caught his nose. He told himself that he was wrong. He must have carried Dakota’s scent with him from handling the mattress upstairs. He was looking for something that clearly wasn’t there. Hopeful wasn’t the right word.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, he opened the door, ready to ask his mother as politely as he could manage to come back tomorrow. Only, it wasn’t his mother on the other side of the door.  
 
    “Hey there, Dragon Man.” Dakota stood on his doorstep, long hair free around her shoulders and hands nervously toying with each other. “I’m back.” 
 
    It took Wesley a very long moment to find words, any words at all. Instead of fighting to speak, he swept her up into his arms and spun her around the living area. Burying his face in the crook of her neck, he breathed her scent in deep. She laughed, a sound that lifted weight from his soul.  
 
    “You’re going to have to put me down,” Dakota advised him. It was the last thing he wanted to do, but he did as she asked, afraid to lose her again. It still blew his mind that she was here. She was back home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Dakota had been nervous driving back to the tower. Professor Taniff let Dakota borrow her car, claiming that she wasn’t going anywhere in the morning and that the GPS knew exactly where Wesley’s tower was in the thick wilderness of Snowdonia.  
 
    She made the decision only that morning. When she woke, and rolled over to reach for a body that wasn’t there for the third time that week, she realized that she was running away from something that could be really good for her. It wasn’t the Guardians that made her want to turn tail and run. That was a frightening experience, but she had lived through it.  
 
    What really scared her was the idea of being trapped on Snowdonia, unable to live her own life while she served as a dragon mate. She spent too many years carefully curating her life toward a future that she saw very clearly. Finding out that she was Wesley’s mate seemed to throw a wrench in everything she knew, ripping away all the work she’d done if she followed through with it.  
 
    Working with Professor Taniff, Maggie as she insisted being called, was an eye opener. The woman not only was the head of the history department and a very active representative in Dragon Human Relations, but the small woman had stood her ground between Dakota and the Guardians that had come to question her. They wanted to pin the trouble on Dakota and her mate until Dakota showed them the gunshot wound in her shoulder, which had healed miraculously fast.  
 
    Maggie Taniff was a force to be reckoned with, uncontrollable really. And, as Dakota understood, she was the mate of the head of the Welsh dragons. It put a lot of things into perspective for Dakota. First of which was that she could at least give Wesley a chance.  
 
    It brought her to where she was, standing awkwardly on the dragon shifter’s doorstep. All awkwardness aside, he’d swept her into his arms and danced around the living room with her. She felt laughter bubble up through her. 
 
    He set her down as she asked and pulled back, waiting for something to happen. From the look in his eyes, he was terrified she would leave again.  
 
    “I’m not here to stay,” she confessed. His shoulders fell and he struggled to keep his face under control. She didn’t bother fighting the urge to step closer to him. Her hand was pulled like a magnet to his skin. She rubbed the stubble that grew over his chin. He stilled beneath her touch, like a man afraid to scare a rabbit. Her thumb ran over his lower lip. “I’m here to give this… us a chance. I want to get to know you while I finish my semester here. Given that I have to wait to re-enroll, we have even more time.” 
 
    His hand rose to cover hers. “I would very much like that.” 
 
    She gave in and leaned forward. Her lips pressed against his. He groaned into her mouth as she pulled his lip between her teeth. This was something that she could get used to.  
 
    After a long moment, Wesley pulled away from their kiss. She watched him struggle for control, the gold swirling through his eyes. He gave her a weak smile. “As much as I’d love to take you right here and now, there’s something I want to show you.” 
 
    He took her by the hand and led her up the winding stairs to the topmost room. It was the same room that they’d made love in the first time a week ago. Yet, it had changed. She stopped at the top of the stairs, staring at the bed that took up most of the room.  
 
    Thin, black trees reached toward the high ceiling at each corner of the bed. Limbs reached out, holding twisting vines, tiny leaves, or little iron birds. It was a piece of art all on its own. Dakota looked to the man standing beside her, noting how he looked between her and the bed with worry. He wanted her to like it. He’d crafted the bed for her, she realized.  
 
    “I think it needs sheets.” She smiled wryly.  
 
    “Let me tell you, lass. I don’t think the beast has any patience for things like fitted sheets or duvet covers. That is your problem.” 
 
    She laughed. Tonight, she would sleep in that bed, sheets or not. It might not become a permanent thing, her staying in the tower, at least not yet. She could see herself waking here each morning. But, she had dreams to attend to, as well.  
 
    That could be figured out, she reminded herself as she stepped forward and grabbed the front of Wesley’s shirt. In the meantime, she wanted to see this man smile. She wanted to feel his hands on her skin. She hadn’t realized just how much she missed his touch until his skin was against hers once more. It set her at ease and lifted the heavy weight of her determined lifestyle. With Wesley, the future was wide open and she was, for the first time, unafraid of what that meant. 
 
    Bea Brennan was surely going to flip her lid when she figured out that her daughter was the mate of a Welsh dragon shifter. That was one conversation with her mother that she was willing to put off for a while.  
 
    They toppled into the new bed together, a mess of limbs and happy laughter mixed with short kisses. She gripped the sides of his head, raising his gaze to her own so that she could search his face. Her neck was bare beneath his gaze, open to his meandering lips and teeth.  
 
    His hand moved beneath her shirt to cup her breast. Warm lips touched the cool skin of her neck and sent small jolts of pleasure to her core. She cried out when his teeth sank into her skin, just hard enough to mix pain with pleasure.  
 
    Dakota moved her hands through his hair, tugging hard, and she could feel him losing all control. His pants became a stubborn nuisance that she didn’t hesitate to tear away. His hands travelled down her bare legs and with each touch her arousal grew more. He pushed her legs apart, and directed his cock to her warm opening. She was hot and wet already. He thrusted forward in one smooth motion. Wes hit home and felt a shudder ripple through his mate.  
 
    Dakota cried out beneath him, but it wasn’t a sound of pain. It turned into a moan and she arched beneath him. He growled, smothering the sound against her neck as his hips slammed home again and again.  
 
    She rocked her hips, elongating his strokes until he threw his head back. Her own pleasure washed over her in waves each time he slammed inside of her. She rode the border between pleasure and pain, an experience she’d never shared before. Dakota found that she liked it more than she ever would have thought.  
 
    Pleasure exploded through her, drowning her in the rush of it when Wesley slammed home for the final time. He arched over her, roaring his pleasure to all of Snowdonia. The sound filled her, touching places inside of her so that another series of waves of pleasure rocketed through her.  
 
    Wesley collapsed on top of her, careful not to crush her small body beneath his. He rested his head on her shoulder. When he spoke, his voice was strained.  
 
    “I knew that you were my mate before our very first kiss,” he said into her skin. “I knew that I could love you as we drove to lunch. Now, I know that to ask you to stay here with me would hurt you. You are your own woman. I cannot hold you like a prisoner no matter how much my beast wants to lock you in our bedroom.” 
 
    “I came back because I wanted to, Wesley,” She turned his face in her hands to look him in the eye. “I came back because you deserve a chance at happiness and I think that you could make me very happy, too.” 
 
    She watched the corner of his lips curl into a smile, as his grip around her tightened. She stroked his auburn hair and he hid his face between her breasts. Above them, the black branches of the bed seemed to protect them from the outside world.  
 
    She knew better. She knew that Raph was still out there and that he wanted Snowdonia for himself. The threat loomed over them all. No one knew how many other white dragons were left. They didn’t know if they vied for the territory the way that Raph did. She wanted to speak with Wesley’s father, tell him about her experience with GOE and warn him about what was coming. This was her home, too, now. If she wanted.  
 
    But, there was time to think about everything later. For now, Dakota could close her eyes and know that in that moment she was safe and sound.  
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 Chapter One 
 
    Rhiannon sucked in a haggard breath and tried to let it out through her nose. It was going to be a long day. She signed on for field work for a reason. These bureaucratic crowds made her anxious with the hefty judgement they placed on all others around them. 
 
    She hung back in the crowd, anxiously eyeing the spectacle that she had helped to create. Her former boss, Gregor Wilson was being walked through the Guardians of Existence Judiciary building like a cow on display. His hands were casually stuffed in his pockets and he looked up with a straight spine despite the uniformed Guardians that gripped his arms on either side. The crowd around her, politicians, GOE officers, and protesters, whispered about Wilson. It set her teeth on edge. Her former boss’s dark eyes met Rhiannon’s and she saw the nearly imperceptible nod he gave her. 
 
    She pulled in another breath, the air hissing through her teeth. This was the man that had taken her in and raised her after her own parents were killed by a pair of dragon shifters. Now, he was being tried for attempted murder because of a pair of stupid dragon shifters and a human girl. Her eyes scanned the crowd and she felt heat boil through her when she caught sight of Raphael in the crowd. The smug smile on his face made her want to march through the sea of onlookers and punch him in the face.  
 
    That would give away everything they fought to keep under wraps, though. Because the secret she held like a slimy lump in her throat was that Gregor Wilson really did try to kill the human girl in order to start a war that would wipe out the red dragons on the Snowdonia Territory. All because another dragon told them to. The worst part was Rhiannon had helped him. She was the one who had pulled her weapon and shot the girl when she ran for her life. GOE brushed off her participation due to her outstanding record, claiming that she was only following the orders of her senior officer.  
 
    She hated herself for blindly following. She hated herself for letting Wilson, a loving man and an upstanding commander, trust the white dragon menace that slipped into their branch. None of this would have happened had Raphael not whispered in Wilson’s ear.  
 
    Turning toward the hearing, her body froze. Behind Wilson came a procession of the red dragon shifters. Their muscle-bound bodies and heads topped with various shades of red hair gave them away. At least, for Rhiannon they did. The girl that Wilson had kidnapped walked with her head high, despite the tremble in her limbs. The dragon closest to her glowered at anyone that dare glance in her direction. 
 
    That must be her mate, Rhiannon decided. Her eyes moved on until she came across a familiar face. She felt her lips form a scowl against her better judgement. A haze of red and gold stubble graced his jaw and a lock of reddish gold hair fell over his eyes until he reached up and pushed it back with thick fingers. He had been the one to disarm her the day everything went to shit.  
 
    Rhiannon was one of their best agents when it came to hand to hand with the dragon species. She was quick and, more often than not, she was stronger than some of her male counterparts. How the copper haired dragon had swept in and so easily rendered her useless was beyond her. In fact, it made her angry. It burned inside of her like a palpable heat.  
 
    She wanted to move, to put one foot in front of the other and go where she was supposed to go. The hearing was waiting on her. Instead, Rhiannon found herself glued to the spot. She watched the dragon man make a bee line toward her.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gareth hadn’t expected to ever see the woman again. Maybe, he should have known better when Drystan asked him to act as security for his cousin, Wesley, and Wes’s new human mate as they answered GOE’s questions about the incident. This woman had been part of the team that kidnapped Dakota. It should have been obvious that she would be here.  
 
    Gareth liked to think himself a lady’s man. There was not a rutting night that he had ended empty handed. Most mornings after began with a sated and smiling woman. Yet, this woman glowered at him like he was the scum of the earth. Even worse, she confused him and his beast. Her smell drove him wild in a way that he’d never felt before. She smelled like open air and smoldering fire ashes.  
 
    It screamed dragon.  
 
    Yet, she was the enemy. She was an operative of the Guardians of Existence, an elite task force that had once been an order of knights that thought to wipe the earth of dragons for humanity’s so called protection. The Occurrence that happened almost a hundred years ago brought GOE forward and gave them government badges instead of coats of arms and high tech weapons instead of swords. Humans often did a better job of killing themselves than dragons ever had.  
 
    Gareth found himself walking directly toward the woman with dark red hair. It was so dark that it could have been called mahogany brown if he hadn’t seen the sunlight release the crimson in it. She wore it pinned into a bun at the back of her head, as tightly wrapped up as the rest of her from the way she stood. Her arms were crossed over her chest and her feet were spread apart like she might launch into a fight at any moment.  
 
    He was nearly to her when he realized his mistake. What was he doing? Her hot glare of hatred seared across his skin as he came closer. There was no going back. He closed the distance between them. His huge frame had made lesser men cower. This red-haired woman simply tilted her head back to look up at him with her hot glare, unaffected by his size. 
 
    No matter what she thought of herself, Gareth knew two things. One, he knew that he had rendered her defenseless once before and, two, she was willing to kill a human woman.  
 
    “Are you here to lie for your commanding officer?” Gareth growled. He knew that he was invading her space, but he couldn’t help himself. She had threatened his family. 
 
    “Back. Up. Dragon.” She growled the words at him. 
 
    He laughed, a small huff of air that said he would not be intimidated by her. He watched her lips press together into a firm line.  
 
    Gareth breathed her in, so close that he was unable to avoid her confusing scent. It roused things inside of him that he did not understand. He was caught between the anger that burned inside of him and the desire to reach out and pull her close to his body. He could not argue that she wasn’t attractive. She was athletically toned, yet her breasts were still heavy and perky. Had he met her in a bar or on the street, he might have let her take him home. In fact, he would have insisted.  
 
    Instead, the two of them stood in the center of a GOE Judiciary building because she hurt one of his.  
 
    “Why don’t you go find a farmer’s daughter to harass,” the woman growled at him as she pushed into his space.  
 
    “A farmer’s daughter would be a much better alternative. At least she would know the difference between cattle and human when it came time to slaughter.” 
 
    He could see the tick in her jaw, but it was the flash of another emotion in her eyes that made him pull back. Regret. It was bitter and sharp in her scent, lasting in the air between them where the look in her eyes had not. Still, it meant nothing. She was still here to defend her boss. She had still shot Dakota.  
 
    “Your kind can only make the distinction when you stick your cock in it.” 
 
    “Oh, now that isn’t fair. My cock isn’t going anywhere near you, yet here you still stand.” He didn’t add after her own attempted murder. There were too many people already watching them.  
 
    Inside of him, his beast’s tail thumped. His beast begged to differ. It wanted to make the harsh woman scream their name. Gareth promptly told his beast to shut up. The monster that lived in his mind laid its head on its claws and gave him a level glare before turning its attention back to her. The beast’s tail thumped with impatience and made his head hurt. It was a loud message that Gareth didn’t want to hear.  
 
    “Rhiannon Kendrick,” a monotonous voice said over an intercom. “Please report to the hearing or face insubordination charges.” 
 
    The woman’s face fell. Her arms fell away from her body. 
 
    Rhiannon.  
 
    Can you not want any other woman, Gareth asked his impetuous beast? The thing growled at him without looking away from her. She was off limits. Forever.  
 
    “You need to leave,” Rhiannon commanded him. 
 
    “Do not think that this is over between us,” he warned her.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    She watched the dragon man walk away. Air filled her lungs for the first time. A hand reached out and patted her arm. Rhiannon looked down to an elderly woman wearing a name badge around her neck.  
 
    “Whatever you did,” the elderly woman said, “he will forgive you. I’ve known my fair share of hot headed men in my life. He loves you, no matter what his actions say. You just have to give them space to vent their fire.” 
 
    Rhiannon laughed, at once seeing the irony in the woman’s choice of words and appalled that anyone would ever think the two of them a couple. She didn’t try to correct her. The hearing was calling for her and she didn’t need insubordination charges on top of what she was already going through. 
 
    The hearing flew by, but Rhiannon heard little of it. There was a dull roar in her ears that made her head ache and her eyes heavy. The stress of the month’s events were getting to her, she thought. Her supervisor would insist that she see an in-house therapist, one equipped to deal with the trauma that GOE agents often go through. She declined several times already. All she needed was to go home and open a beer.  
 
    The silence of being home alone would reinvigorate her and allow her to clear her mind, even if she could not clear her conscience. If not, a good night’s sleep would do the trick. Yet, when she pulled into her drive-way she knew that wasn’t in the cards for her tonight. The hunter green truck parked outside her house might have been familiar, but it did not mean that it was welcome.  
 
    Her former partner was inside already, having known where she hid her extra key because they worked together for almost ten years already. He set up camp on her couch while he waited for her to return. Tomorrow, it would be his turn to sit on the hearing. He would tell his side of the story, one that they both practiced.  
 
    She ignored him and went straight for her fridge. The dull roar filled her ears again. She paused in the chill that seeped from her open fridge and closed her eyes. It eased her aching head only a little. With a sigh, she grabbed the last beer in the fridge and popped the metal cap. 
 
    “To what do I owe the visit? You and I both know that we aren’t supposed to be seen together while the hearing is going on. They’re going to think we are corroborating our story.” 
 
    She heard her old couch creak and groan as Everett stood to follow her into the kitchen. He paused in the doorway, blocking any exit, yet not quite filling the frame. Not like the dragon man from the Judiciary building would have.  
 
    Rhiannon shook her head. She couldn’t be thinking about him right now. He shouldn’t even be a blip on her radar. He was a dragon shifter. It was his kind that rendered her parentless before the age of three. It was because of his kind that she couldn’t even remember her parents. 
 
    She reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose, willing control to herself. Her life was sideways right now. That was why she was having such a difficult time. It was why her mind wandered in wayward directions. Anything to keep from thinking about what will happen to her boss. 
 
    “We did corroborate a story,” Everett reminded her. 
 
    Rhiannon shrugged. He wasn’t wrong. “Then you have no reason to be here. I wanted a night alone to drink myself into oblivion and fall asleep on the couch. You’re putting a serious wrench in those plans.” 
 
    “Don’t blame me,” Everett said. “I’m here because Wilson asked.” 
 
    Her world seemed to pause for a moment. “He went to you and not me?” 
 
    “After your showdown with the dragon in the lobby of the Judiciary building, he thought it would be more prudent to ask me. All eyes were on you after that.” 
 
    He was right. It didn’t keep her fist from tightening until her knuckles were white. Wilson should have trusted her to be discreet. The run in with the dragon man was an annoyance in her day. Nothing more.  
 
    “Fine. What does he want? Aren’t we supposed to be laying low until this blows over?” 
 
    “It’s not going to blow over, Rhiannon. Not with the woman’s testimony pitted against our own. We shot her. She might have healed quickly, but there’s still a scar.” 
 
    Rhiannon closed her eyes and tried to draw in a slow, steady breath.  
 
    “We have to turn the story against the dragons. It has to look like they’re lying to save their own skin. If our actions were truly self-defense and the woman turned on us, then Wilson has a chance to get through this without seeing the inside of a prison cell. Wilson has a plan that should help us be able to do just that.” 
 
    She had a bad feeling and it made her chest tighten. Her breathing exercises were going to get her nowhere. Instead, she threw back the beer in her hand. It might help her relax, she thought. If not, it would at least drop her into a feeling of nothingness.  
 
    Brushing past Everett, she sank onto the couch before looking up to meet his eyes. He didn’t move from where he stood in the kitchen doorway. Again, she was reminded of the dragon man from the Judiciary building. He would have towered over her partner. Whereas Everett has sandy blonde hair that he kept neatly cut, the dragon man had been more gruff and rough.  
 
    What was wrong with her? Why did he keep interrupting her thoughts? Anger rolled through her. He was invading her personal space without even being near her. It was unbearable.  
 
    “Tell me what Wilson wants,” she said to distract her mind from it’s dangerous path. 
 
    Everett crossed his arms over his chest and pushed his feet apart. It was a sure sign that she wasn’t going to like what he had to say. “We have to fake a terror attack from the dragons. Wilson wants us to destroy a GOE building and make it look like a dragon attack.” 
 
    She felt her stomach hit the floor. The feeling made her queasy. She set the beer on the table beside her and leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. Did she really hear him correctly? Wilson was asking her to destroy part of her own job? Hell, he was asking her to throw away her career if she was caught.  
 
    “No.” She shook her head. “We are not doing this. Do you realize how many lives that puts at stake? Sure, the woman was just one life in the face of many, but this could potentially hurt hundreds if not thousands.” 
 
    Everett shook his head. “We’re going in during the wee hours of the morning when no one will be there. We place several small explosives near appliances that will create fire and then we get out. The building will go down without harming the ones around it.” 
 
    “You’re talking like I’ve already agreed to this.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you’re not going to help your father? He’s facing time in prison because he wanted to help humanity. He was trying to be a noble knight of GOE and this is how they want to thank him. I won’t stand by and let them do that to him. Why would you?” 
 
    She dropped her head into her hands. She had no choice, really. She owed Wilson everything that she had. She would do anything for him.  
 
    “Alright,” she said. Her voice was small. She didn’t want to be a part of this, but if this plan was what it took to set things right again she would follow orders. She was a knight of GOE, too. There would always be choices that would weigh on her conscience. All that mattered was that they made the world safer for humanity. “I’ll do it. Drop the plans off tomorrow night, but don’t tell me when it’s happening until the night of. I don’t want to know much if anyone questions me.” 
 
    Everett nodded. “Good soldier.” 
 
    Was she, though? Was she a good soldier? The idea of following through with Wilson’s plans dropped a heavy weight on her shoulders that made her reluctant to step forward. Regret over what they did to the human woman made her nights sleepless. Everything they did was in the name of protecting humanity from a danger that could easily wipe out cities. Yet, here she was letting one invade her private thoughts at each turn.  
 
    She was no longer the soldier that Wilson had groomed for GOE, but that didn’t mean she would turn her back on them. She would live with the guilt and pain if it meant a safer world.  
 
    At least, that’s what she told herself as Everett saw himself out. There was a time when he would have stayed the night. Before Raph arrived on the scene, she and Everett slept together after most missions. The sex released the pent-up tension and adrenaline that built during the job. Now, she was afraid that he could see what she had become, that it disgusted him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    After GOE tried to kidnap and murder Dakota, the shifters were allowed a bit more freedom. The exception was meant to escort Dakota to and from the hearings at GOE. She was understandably reluctant to appear in a roomful of the people that tried to kill her.  
 
    Gareth, on the other hand, took the exception as a way to leave the territory when he normally shouldn’t have. He was restless with everything that was going on. Every time they stepped off the territory there were cameras in their faces and people shouting questions. There were women by the sides of the roads, lifting their shirts in exuberant display to perhaps become a dragon’s mate. Wes didn’t see any of them. Not that he’d been the kind to openly gawk at women before meeting Dakota. Gareth sneered at them.  
 
    Maybe those kinds of women would have been fun to roll around with fifty years ago. Gareth had changed. His soul hardened each time he realized that he would live a long life with no one in it. That was probably for the best, he thought.  
 
    Gareth was low on the chain when it came to the dragons. That was his own fault. Honor was what bound and drove every dragon shifter. It commanded their actions and their relations to one another. Drystan led them because his honor was far above any other dragon he’d ever met. His own honor had systematically been destroyed through his youth by his own hands.  
 
    He snuck out of the territory or started fights with his brethren. He couldn’t help it. The fire that burned inside of him was too great at times. He feared that if bound he would unleash a fire on the whole territory. Instead of burning down his home he picked fights he knew he would lose with Elgar the old. He rutted with women he would never see again, knowing that none of them would ever be his mate.  
 
    So, when his beast burned with the image of Rhiannon, Gareth decided that he had to put his body into motion. He drove his beat-up truck around the city of Bangor while the unusual scent of that woman haunted his senses. His beast pulled it back to the forefront of his mind each time he thought to push it back and forget about it.  
 
    His knuckles tightened on the metal steering wheel. The thing was already bent in several places from Gareth’s anger. Living with another creature inside one’s head was not a pleasant experience when they could not agree. Perhaps that was where his fire came from. It was the two of them constantly butting heads.  
 
    Find her. The beast thought to command him.  
 
    You are not in charge here, Gareth told his beast.  
 
    I could be if I wanted to. Go find her. She needs us, even if she does not know it. 
 
    His beast was full of himself. She was a GOE agent. She was off the tables for the greedy beast. He didn’t know how to explain that to something that was built on urges and desires.  
 
    Still, he found himself rolling down the window of his truck. Cool, night air flooded the cab. It filled the truck with a myriad of smells, ranging from car exhaust to rotting trash. Mixed beneath it was the scent of an unfamiliar dragon.  
 
    Not only that. It was a female dragon.  
 
    His brow furrowed. Why would a female dragon be wandering this Welsh city alone? They were fierce creatures, but Wales was a bed of fear and fascination when it came to their kind. Didn’t she know that? 
 
    Gareth found himself following the scent of the female dragon as he drove through Bangor. It never seemed to grow any closer. Instead, he lost the scent. A new one tickled his nose and drove his beast into a shuddering frenzy.  
 
    The woman is nearby. 
 
    Stuff it, he thought, even though he turned the steering wheel in the direction of Rhiannon’s scent. It led him to a small, single story house with two cars parked outside. From the days of sneaking out of the Territory in his youth, Gareth knew how to be careful. He drove around the corner and parked on a side street to avoid suspicion. 
 
    In the dark of the night, Gareth hopped the fences that cut the space behind homes into small, personal segments. Light glowed in the window of the home that smelled like the frustrating Rhiannon. He didn’t know exactly what he thought he was doing here. It was an odd place to find himself when he should have been hunting the female dragon so that he could take her to the safety of the Territory.  
 
    Gareth slunk beneath the kitchen window. He knew it was the kitchen from the scent of mildew beneath the sink that was behind his back. Closing his eyes, he could focus in on the voices in the house.  
 
    “We have to fake a terror attack from the dragons. Wilson wants us to destroy a GOE building and make it look like a dragon attack,” a male voice said. 
 
    There was a long pause before anyone spoke again.  
 
    “No. We are not doing this. Do you realize how many lives that puts at stake?” Rhiannon’s voice was familiar, even through the wall. For a moment, he thought she might actually have a soul. Then she spoke again. “Sure, the woman was just one life in the face of many, but this could potentially hurt hundreds if not thousands.” 
 
    “We’re going in during the wee hours of the morning when no one will be there. We place several small explosives near appliances that will create fire and then we get out. The building will go down without harming the ones around it.” 
 
    Was Gareth actually hearing what he thought he was? The GOE agents that kidnapped his cousin’s mate were planning on attacking one of their own buildings with the intentions of blaming it on him and his family. When would they stop? When his family was bound in silver or dead? They had done nothing to Wales. Not for a century. Not since Elgar’s mate died.  
 
    He sat for a long while, head against the building. Gareth knew what he’d seen in her eyes earlier that day. It was a true emotional response; it was regret. This woman, Rhiannon, could be sensible, he thought. Gareth could confront her and talk some sense into her. He could try, at the very least.  
 
    He cursed his relative for all that happened a hundred years ago. He cursed Elgar for the wrath that he’d brought upon them when his family only wanted to live their lives in peace.  
 
    The sound of an engine rolling over brought Gareth away from thoughts of the Occurrence and back to the present. As he listened to the car leave, he pushed himself to his feet. Rhiannon was not going to like him and that was okay. All he had to do was talk some sense into her. He might not have been the best choice for this. It was a job better left for Drystan, but his leader wasn’t there right then.  
 
    It was just him. He snorted, knowing that this was going to go south very quickly. He was about to walk into the home of a GOE agent. He would be lucky if she didn’t try to kill him right away.  
 
    “What are you doing on my porch?” 
 
    It seemed that he didn’t have to knock. She found him. A light flicked on to backlight her athletic form. He couldn’t see her face, but he was fairly certain she was glaring menacingly at him. She did it well. She looked like violence barely contained in skin-tight pants and a neat bun. He wondered what she would be like when she let her hair down and slipped out of those skin-tight pants.  
 
    He would bet good money that the violence in her stance translated to wild love making. She would mark him with her teeth and nails, coming close to drawing blood. Her dark, red hair would feel like silk over his bare skin.  
 
    “What are you staring at?” 
 
    He snapped back to the present and realized he was, indeed, staring at the woman on the porch. He shook his head to expel the racy thoughts that clouded his mind. He shouldn’t be thinking of a GOE agent that way. She would sooner slit his throat than sleep with him. Even if she did deign to sexual relations with him, she would most likely kill him in his sleep. 
 
    The conversation he overheard came back and the fire of anger filled him again. This woman was tasked with starting a war between humanity and the dragons here in Wales. He couldn’t afford to let his thoughts slip into affection when it came to her.  
 
    Something is wrong with this one, his beast whispered into his mind.  
 
    Yeah, she’s the enemy, he told the beast.  
 
    He envisioned the beast shaking its head. No. Something is wrong with her. She smells… not right. 
 
    Gareth swallowed the sigh of irritation that threatened to rise. He had no idea what his beast was trying to tell him. The thing couldn’t tell him exactly what was wrong with her, of course. It could only state the same thing over and over again, to grate on Gareth’s patience. 
 
    “I heard what you were told to do,” Gareth confessed. “Your boss wants you to destroy one of your own people’s buildings so that they can call us terrorists.” 
 
    “You were eavesdropping on me?” Her voice was a growl, slithering out from between her clenched teeth. She stepped closer to him, completely unafraid of his much bigger form.  
 
    “Truthfully, I came to pop in and say hello to my favorite GOE agent, but I saw that you already had visitors. I thought I would wait until you were finished.” Sarcasm dripped from his lips.  
 
    “Leave,” she commanded.  
 
    “Absolutely not.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m not moving from this spot until you tell me that you won’t participate in this man’s plans. Tell me you see the wrong in what he asked you to do and I will leave you in peace.” 
 
    Her eyes burned with fire. “It may be wrong, but if it gets us closer to our end goal it is a sacrifice that I’m ready to make.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What is this wonderful end goal that has you wanting to destroy your own? How noble is it?” 
 
    “We seek to remove you from Wales once and for all. It was your family that attacked us. It is your presence that threatens humanity day in and day out. Once GOE gives us the go ahead we will see that you are wiped out of Snowdonia so that humanity can sleep better at night. So, they can live without the worry that a dragon will burn down their home or kill their parents.” 
 
    “That’s awfully specific of you,” Gareth said, brows slanting together as he studied her face. “For the last hundred years we have lived peacefully in silence, bound to a small piece of land. Before that, we lived an unassuming life so that no one would know we even existed.” 
 
    “Lies. I know your kind for what they really are. The Guardians of Existence have always known you for the monsters that you are. It’s why they’ve existed for as long as they have.” 
 
    “Then why are you trying to blow up one of your own buildings? And, don’t forget that I know one of your dirty little secrets. There was a white dragon fighting on your side the day that you kidnapped Dakota. I highly doubt the fella appeared out of nowhere and attacked a red dragon for the fun of it at that precise moment.” 
 
    Rhiannon’s mouth snapped shut and he knew that he’d hit the nail on the head. He had never before seen the white dragon until its maw was wrapped around his cousin’s neck. It was beyond him why a dragon wanted to help GOE do anything, but it clearly had.  
 
    “You really seem to hate us. I would almost believe a dragon personally stabbed you in the back if I didn’t know better. We’ve been kept on quite a short leash during our life and when we can leave the Territory, we’re more concerned with putting a woman on her back than putting a knife in her back.” 
 
    “Dragons killed my parents,” she hissed.  
 
    Gareth took a step back. His mind rolled through the many years that he’d been alive, much longer than this human woman. “Not here in Wales, they didn’t. I would remember such a thing in your lifetime.” 
 
    She closed the space between them to shove a finger into his chest while she looked up at him. She was imposing for such a small figure. He didn’t back up, but he felt a spike of thrill shoot through him. It would be nothing to lean forward and capture her mouth with his own. She would fight him, but he would have already stolen a kiss from her. 
 
    “Don’t lie to me. I know that you’re going to try to talk me out of my mission, but the words of a dragon are going to do nothing for me. Get off my porch.” 
 
    Gareth shook his head. “Not going to happen. I can’t let you hurt my family because you’re confused. I think I’m going to stay right where I am until I know that I’ve foiled your precious mission.” 
 
    He watched her face turn pale in the dark.  
 
    “No. I cannot have a dragon camping out on my back porch! It is out of the question.” 
 
    “I believe, if I heard correctly, you were stripped of your weapon as an agent of GOE. What are you going to do to get rid of me? Call animal control? Hit me with your broom?” 
 
    Rhiannon let out a sound of frustration, hands clenching in the air between them. She spun on her heel.  
 
    “Sleep well tonight, lass. Know that I will not hurt you, no matter what you think of me and my kind. Know that you have hurt one of my family and still I promise no harm upon you. In fact, I think my beast kind of likes you. Maybe he just likes a challenge.” 
 
    She paused at her door, regarding him with somber eyes. Gareth stood still, trying to look as peaceful as possible. It wasn’t something that he was very good at. Brooding and fighting, now those were two things he was great at. This was a new playing field for him and he was more than a bit out of his element.  
 
    When she disappeared inside, Gareth let out the breath that he was holding. He was an idiot. Had he really just promised to camp on this woman’s back porch. He looked around, forlorn, for a place to settle down. Thankfully, there was a folding lawn chair crammed into a corner. He pulled it out and unfolded it into its long form. It wasn’t as nice as waking up beside a woman, but it also wasn’t the worst thing that he’d ever slept on. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhiannon lay in her bed, acutely aware that there was a dragon sleeping outside her house. The worst part of it was that she could barely get him from her mind. Her mind brought her back to his square jaw and how she thought of dragging her teeth along it while she looked up at him. Worse, during their argument, she wondered what it would be like to feel the press of his bare skin on hers as they lay together.  
 
    She blamed Everett for not staying the night. It had been a long time since she’d laid with another man and it must have left her a bit crazy. That was the only explanation for the way she thought about the dragon man on her porch.  
 
    The night was filled with tossing and turning. Not even the beer could help her slip into a comfortable sleep. When she rose in the morning, she grumbled toward the kitchen for a cup of black coffee. The strong, bitter drink would snap her awake. At the sink, she saw the dragon man sprawled out on her chaise. She could hear his snoring through the wall and even spared a laugh. 
 
    What was she going to do? Everett and Wilson were going to call on her at any moment. She couldn’t do her job if there was a dragon watching her every movement. She had to find a way to lose him. Their sense of smell was incredibly strong, so she knew that if she tried to duck him he would just track her down again. 
 
    She had to lie to him, Rhiannon realized. If she convinced him that she believed him and agreed that her mission was wrong, he would gladly leave and skulk back to his territory. 
 
    Yes, that was it.  
 
    With her warm mug in hand, she slid open the glass door and stepped out into the cool morning air. The dragon man was already awake, his eyes trained on her.  She startled, coffee sloshing over her hand.  
 
    “I heard you in the kitchen,” he confessed. “Sorry to scare you like that. I live alone so any sounds of other life tend to wake me. Even the footsteps of small women.” 
 
    She cocked her head. Had he just given her a sincere apology? She watched him stretch like a lithe cat and her eyes were drawn to the expanse of skin revealed between the waist of his jeans and the hem of his shirt.  
 
    “Small women, my ass,” Rhiannon grumbled before remembering that she was supposed to trick him into believing her sincerity. 
 
    The dragon man, whose name she hadn’t even bothered to learn yet, sat up and planted a foot onto either side of the lawn chair before his eyes found her. She was surprisingly aware of her hair as it fell the length of her back, as though she could feel his phantom fingers moving through it. She desperately wanted to turn inside and wrap it into a bun before coming back outside.  
 
    Instead, she held her place. “Look. I thought a lot about what you said last night.” 
 
    “Is that so?” He rubbed a hand over his face. His stubble had grown long over the night. 
 
    She nodded. “You’re right. We… we aren’t thinking about what we’re doing, about how many others it could hurt. What my boss wants me to do is too dangerous.” 
 
    It helped that she was sprinkling her words with the truth as she knew it. This mission was far too dangerous, but she knew that it would serve their end goal. She just hoped that it worked as Everett promised.  
 
    The dragon man narrowed his eyes at her. For a moment, she was worried that he wouldn’t believe her. Finally, he nodded. His head fell into his hands. He dragged them across his stubble as he looked back up at her. She could feel something stirring inside of her that she didn’t understand. It was an unfamiliar feeling, much like having another entity moving inside of her own body. It stretched and reached for the dragon man sitting on her porch.  
 
    She frowned as her center of gravity leaned toward him. He saw the expression on her face and slowly stood up. Gentle hands touched her shoulders before she fell over. The dragon man helped her regain balance, an easy task since the entity stopped moving once he was near.  
 
    “Are you alright, Rhiannon?” 
 
    She jerked herself from his touch. The entity inside of her swirled and lurched again, but she held her ground. She held a hand to her forehead. 
 
    “Rhiannon?” 
 
    His voice made her head spin faster, but when she opened her eyes and saw him, the whole world seemed to shrink until it contained only him. It made her angry. What was wrong with her? Yet, despite the ire that she aimed at him he remained concerned for her. Worry softened the darkness in his eyes and his hands hovered near her in case she needed him.  
 
    Why did a dragon have to be so… nice? She’d been taught that they were brutes. They were senseless killers that hated humanity. Why couldn’t this be true of him, too? 
 
    “I think you need to lay down,” the dragon man decided. He scooped her up into his arms before she could protest.  
 
    “Don’t you dare,” she growled. “Put me down!” 
 
    The feeling inside of her settled down even though she was furious. Perhaps it was her anger that burned it away. Hoisting her coffee high, she rolled out of his arms once they were inside. The drink sloshed on the floor, but her feet landed flat.  
 
    The dragon man sighed. “There’s clearly something wrong with you. Can’t you just accept help when it’s offered?” 
 
    “I told you to put me down. You didn’t listen.” 
 
    He threw his hands in the air.  
 
    “I’m not someone you need to take care of. I’ve been fine on my own for this long.” She straightened herself and swayed slightly. “I need to eat something. That’s my problem. I’m just lightheaded because there’s nothing but caffeine in my system.” 
 
    “I make a mean waffle,” the dragon man said before turning on a dime and heading toward her kitchen cupboards.  
 
    “What do you think you’re doing?” she shouted after him.  
 
    “Making you breakfast since you seem incompetent to take care of yourself. I’m rather famished myself.” He glanced over his shoulder at her as he crouched near the open cupboard. “You wouldn’t want me getting hungry with just the two of us in this small house, would you?” 
 
    Rhiannon expected a spike of fear to shoot through her. Instead, warmth filled her core, heavy and expectant. It threw her for a loop. This was the oddest morning she’d had since Raphael walked into the college’s GOE office. Weirder, even.  
 
    The dragon man pulled a mixing bowl from the cupboard and hunted through her pantry for ingredients. She was self-conscious for a moment, knowing that it was sparse. Still, he came up with what he seemed to need. Not that she would know. Most of what she ate came from a box or takeaway. Wilson hadn’t been the best role model in that regard.  
 
    Resigning herself to her fate, she fell into a kitchen chair and watched the dragon man move around the kitchen. He was graceful, for such a giant brute.  
 
    “Is there anything I can call you besides asshat or squatter since you slept on my back porch?” 
 
    “What is asshat for?” He laughed as the whisk in his hand moved with alarming speeds.  
 
    “For being you,” Rhiannon said.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder and the spark in his eye made her breath catch. “It’s almost like you’re getting to know me better. I’ll have to tell my family that one. I’m sure they’d love to use the name, too. You, on the other hand, can call me Gareth.” 
 
    Gareth. It suited him, she thought. Before she knew it, Gareth set a plate full of raspberry waffles and breakfast sausage before her. Butter and jam followed it. She could barely believe that there was a dragon making waffles in her kitchen.  
 
    He was even serving her. And she let him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Gareth pulled out a chair beside the cranky woman and sank into it before reaching to claim a waffle for himself. He’d been pleasantly surprised to find a waffle iron in her possession after seeing the state of her pantry. But, as he snuck a glance at her, he was truly confused by her. 
 
    The scent that touched his nose on the porch told him that the female dragon he’d found the night before was nearby. It wasn’t until Rhiannon lost her balance and lurched toward him that he realized that the scent was coming from her. It confused him. This anger filled creature was no dragon. Of that, he was sure.  
 
    She worked for GOE. Despite their connection with the white dragon, she seemed to have a deep-seated hatred for his kind that clearly stated she was not a dragon. He should have picked her up, put her on the soft surface of her couch and left when he could. Instead, his first instinct had been to feed this waif of a monster beside him.  
 
    When she emerged from her house earlier in the morning, her words had held a touch of sincerity. He wanted to believe that she saw the truth in his words and that she would put an end to her boss’s madness, but it was hard to believe. Rhiannon was a good soldier and a good soldier followed orders until oblivion.  
 
    It made him sad more than anything. He expected to feel anger and frustration, but when he looked at the woman in her pajamas with her hair loose and free around her shoulders, he couldn’t help but feel sorry for the fate she was marching toward. 
 
    “What are you staring at?” Rhiannon asked between mouthfuls of waffle.  
 
    He let a small smile touch his lips for a moment. “Did you mean what you said this morning? That you will try to stop your boss’s plans to fake a terror attack?” 
 
    He hoped that his words held weight, that she could feel it as much as he did. What her boss wanted to do was a horrible, desperate thing. It would cost them the lives of not only dragons, but humans if they weren’t careful. Gareth didn’t want anyone to die.  
 
    She regarded him as she chewed. He thought he could see a soul behind her dark eyes, but he very well could have been wrong. All he wanted was the chance at happiness. But, that rug had already been pulled out from under him. The best he could do now was keep his family safe.  
 
    “I will try,” she said, her voice small.  
 
    Gareth nodded. He stood and brushed loose flour from his shirt and jeans. The best he could do now was return to the territory and tell his leader what he’d learned. Perhaps, if they tried they could put a stop to it if she didn’t.  
 
    “You’re leaving?” Rhiannon asked. Her eyes widened as if her words surprised her own self.  
 
    He nodded. “You and I aren’t meant to be under the same roof for very long. We’re more likely to kill one another than to get along. It’s time I should be going before we burn your house down.” 
 
    He didn’t say that he’d like to burn the house down with their passionate love making. He didn’t say that he wanted to know what kind of fire burned inside of her to make her so dark. Instead, he told himself that he was being a self-destructive idiot. Laying with a GOE agent was surely suicide, no matter how much she intrigued him.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gareth parked his truck outside of his leader’s cottage home. It looked human and normal, even in the wilderness that was Snowdonia. Maggie was nowhere to be found, her life too busy for a woman her age. Drystan, on the other hand, moved a bit slower and more precise.  
 
    The dragon in question was working in a tool shed behind the cottage. The smell of fresh cut wood filled the air.  
 
    “I must say that I am okay with some of these inventions of technology that my mate has brought to me,” Drystan said without turning around. He was holding a nail gun in his hand, nailing together pieces of wood that Gareth couldn’t decide would end up making.  
 
    “She does spoil you,” Gareth agreed.  
 
    “And, it seems, that the new exception regarding Territory restriction has spoiled you. I know that you spent the night off the Territory while the humans are in an uproar over what happened. You also smell of woman, but not sex. Do I have to warn you of the trouble you could not only bring upon yourself, but upon your family if you are not more careful?” 
 
    Gareth let out a breath. He’d been expecting this. Drystan was a level headed, honorable man, but he was also their leader for a reason. The older dragon slowly turned to pin Gareth with burning eyes. The nail gun was clenched in his hand, the plastic groaning beneath his strength.  
 
    “I followed the female GOE agent last night,” Gareth confessed. He wouldn’t tell him of the female dragon scent he found. Not when the scent came from the GOE agent. It had to be wrong. It was a fluke that didn’t need Drystan’s attention.  
 
    “I see that she didn’t succeed in killing you,” Drystan said. “You certainly didn’t charm her. I doubt the woman would fall for charm even if you had any. What made you spend the night with her? Do not lie, I can smell her all over you.” 
 
    “I overheard her partner pass on orders from her boss, the man that kidnapped your son’s mate. They want to destroy one of their own buildings and try to blame it on us.” 
 
    Drystan’s eyebrows rose. “You didn’t return with this information immediately?” 
 
    Gareth felt the fire inside him reach higher. He knew that he was moments from smoke leaking from his nostrils. Why couldn’t his leader trust him? Why couldn’t he be proud of him for trying to protect them? 
 
    “My hope was to convince the woman to try to stop it from happening. I thought… I thought that maybe she would have a conscience, but I fear that I might have been wrong.” 
 
    Drystan sighed heavily before closing the space between them. With his head bowed forward, he let a heavy hand fall onto Gareth’s shoulder. His fingers pressed into Gareth’s shoulder almost painfully.  
 
    “Perhaps you have the right intentions for once in your life, but you do not have what it takes to act upon them.” Drystan’s hand moved to the back of Gareth’s neck in a tight brace. His head rose to meet Gareth’s eyes and the younger dragon could see the flames of anger in them. “You have wasted your life sleeping and drinking your way through your years. Do not think to act in this dire time without consulting me ever again. You are mine to command and mine to keep safe. If you are out and about while the Guardians are looking for any reason to hurt our own, I cannot protect you. If that woman turns on you and hurts you it makes me look bad. Do you hear me?” 
 
    Gareth swallowed the ball of fire that was lodged in his throat. Scorching air seeped from his nostrils, but he nodded. There was a reason that Drystan was his leader, but Gareth was a part of this family. He had every right to put his life on the line in an effort to protect them. He wished that his leader could only see that. Instead, he thought of how he looked to the world.  
 
    He was concerned with his honor.  
 
    Gareth ducked out of his leader’s grip, unable to form words. Instead, he walked away. His efforts weren’t appreciated. He was just Drystan’s silly nephew. As much as he wanted to punch something in that moment, he pulled it back and told himself he would do better. He would stop GOE from implementing their attack.  
 
    It didn’t matter if it cost him his life.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
     Day and night, Rhiannon waited for the call that would spur her into action, but nothing came. She sat in the hearings like a good little soldier and went to the grocers like she was supposed to, but the anxiety of not knowing what to do was building inside of her. Things were not looking good for Wilson in the hearings. No one truly believed the story that she and Everett were weaving. Perhaps they knew Wilson all too well.  
 
    Perhaps this was the end of her career.  
 
    It meant that she was getting out of bed later and later in the day. That morning she’d gotten up after eleven and barely dragged herself to the shower. 
 
    She sighed and turned off the water. Steam filled the room as she stepped out of the shower. She wiped the mirror and looked at the woman in front of her. She had dark, mysterious eyes. Tendrils of almost black hair snaked over her pale skin. The stark contrast made her look almost alien. She wondered what her parents looked like. Wilson hadn’t been able to give her any family photos when she was old enough to wonder what they’d been like.  
 
    He simply told her to look toward the future. Not the past.  
 
    She looked to the small scar in the soft skin of the inside of her arm. Wilson told her that it was from a surgery she needed after her parents died. He didn’t go on to explain what it had been for, holding onto his forward-looking motto. Rhiannon had never wondered about it before, but these days she had too much time on her hands.  
 
    She often found a slight discomfort in the scar. Almost a burning sensation, but she never payed any attention to it. Without anything to occupy her mind she seemed to notice it increasingly more nowadays. Had it always burned this much? She couldn’t remember. She reached with her opposite hand and touched a fingertip to the small, white scar. She ran her finger up and down the scar, trying to summon memories. What happened to her? What happened to her parents? 
 
    Her heart skipped a beat when she pressed into the scar. There was something hard beneath the press of her finger. It was tiny, almost imperceptible. Her throat became tight when she realized what that meant. There was something inside of the small scar. How had she not noticed it before? She’d always thought that the surgery had been to fix something. Maybe she’d broken a bone or suffered a deep cut when her parents tried to protect her from the dragons that killed them.  
 
    Swallowing hard, she wrapped a towel around her body and went in search of something sharp. She was sick of her questions remaining unanswered as she blindly followed orders. She needed things to be out in the open if she was going to keep going forward with everything Wilson asked of her. That meant she needed to know what was in her arm.  
 
    It had been there for over thirty years. Her stomach turned when she thought about what it was going to take to get it out of her. It was still close to the skin, she thought, since she could feel it with the tip of her finger. It would only take a small incision from a sharp knife.  
 
    After claiming a tactical knife from her bedroom, she returned to sit on the edge of the bathtub. She held the tip of the knife to her skin and waited for her heart beat to calm before pressing it in. The pain was sharp and hot. It was nothing compared to what the woman she shot must have felt, she told herself. Pain is nothing.  
 
    The sharp knife slid across her skin. The skin parted and welled with red blood. It was nothing new to her. She’d seen her fair share of cuts and bruises and broken bones in the line of duty. Sucking in a shaky breath, she reached for the tweezers next to the sink. Dipping them in rubbing alcohol just to be safe, she paused, knowing how much this was going to hurt.  
 
    The thing that she pulled from her shaking arm made her heart stop. It clattered to the floor, leaving a trail of blood as it skittered across the white floor. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She didn’t want to admit what it meant.  
 
    Her stomach rolled and she stumbled toward the toilet before she dry heaved. There was nothing inside of her stomach to throw up, but that didn’t stop her fear from causing contractions in her diaphragm. Tears slipped down her cheek.  
 
    No.  
 
    Rhiannon felt something inside of her stretch and fill imaginary space in her mind. She caught flashes of scales and dark, gold eyes.  
 
    This wasn’t right. 
 
    She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and turned toward the implant laying on the floor. With a shaking hand, she reached for it. The tiny strip of silver was engraved with delicate knot work. The other side had the name of a medical company on it.  
 
    Silver. There had been a silver implant in her skin.  
 
    A voice growled in her head as she looked at the implant. Rhiannon scrambled to her feet. She ran from the room, but the growl followed her. It was inside of her.  
 
    This could not mean what she thought it meant. There was no way.  
 
    She was a dragon.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gareth sank into the folding lawn chair on Rhiannon’s back porch. There was nowhere else he could go that would get him closer to the problem at hand. If she hadn’t already enacted their foolish attack, then if he stayed close by he would know when it did happen. At the very least, he would keep her out of it altogether.  
 
    He was oddly concerned with her safety, no matter how much she brushed him off. She was a tough and faultlessly loyal woman, but he didn’t know if anyone had ever looked out for her before. He felt as though her boss led her into hell simply because she would follow blindly.  
 
    His head shot up when he heard the sliding door open. Standing in the doorway, white as a sheet and smeared with blood, was a haggard looking Rhiannon. He lurched to his feet, sending the folding chair tumbling backward. He raced to her, hands already searching for the source of the blood. 
 
    She fought his hands back, holding them tight with both of her shaking hands. Her dark eyes rose to meet his.  
 
    “Tell me it isn’t true,” she whispered before placing something small into the palm of his hand.  
 
    He opened his fingers and felt the world tilt sideways. Many confusing things clicked into place for the first time. He breathed in deep, looking past the smell of blood and fear in the air. It was much stronger this time, the scent of the female dragon. He watched as the beast pushed forward into Rhiannon’s eyes. The darkness swirled into a deep gold color and revealed slit-like pupils.  
 
    A smile curved her lips upward, unlike the woman he had come to know. He stepped back, but the beast that took possession of Rhiannon stepped forward. Her bloody hands rose to his chest. He had to grip her wrists to keep her hands from travelling south. 
 
    “Give me the girl back,” he growled.  
 
    The beast in her couldn’t use words the way that his could. He doubted, from the silver in his hand, that the beast ever had a chance to learn. She pulled her lips back from her teeth and sank her nails into his shirt to jerk him closer to him. The beast took a deep breath of his scent and Gareth’s chest tightened.  
 
    “I recognize you beast,” he whispered. “Now give me the girl back so that I can comfort her.” 
 
    The beast cocked her head and seemed to think over his request before conceding. The gold pulled back from her eyes and darkness returned. Her eyes widened with more fear than before. He let go of her wrists and pulled her into the comfort of his arms, nuzzling her hair with his chin. How was he going to tell the agent of GOE that she was not only a dragon, but his mate, too.  
 
    Gareth didn’t have the words to use just then, so he scooped the trembling woman into his arms and carried her to the bathroom. It, too, was caked in blood. He could see where she dropped the implant and how it bounced across the floor. He set her on the edge of the tub, with her feet inside. The room smelled of bile beneath all the blood. 
 
    “Where are your towels?” he asked.  
 
    Rhiannon didn’t respond. She stared at the wall. Glancing back, Gareth could see where blood was slowly soaking through her thin bathrobe. He saw the knife in the sink and realized that she carved herself to get the implant out. It must have come as a shock to find a silver implant in her skin. He had heard of some dragons using them to blend into society, but had never seen anyone use them. From the looks of Rhiannon, she hadn’t chosen it for herself.  
 
    Someone had made that decision for her.  
 
    His shoulders tightened with anger. Who would do that to a young woman? To a child? She claimed that dragons had killed her parents, but Gareth wondered how true that was. More likely, GOE had killed her parents and taken pity on the defenseless child. Instead of killing her, they chose to make her one of them.  
 
    Gareth finally found the small towels in a cupboard over the toilet. He grabbed the bottle of rubbing alcohol and turned the hot water on in the tub. With a hot towel, he knelt beside the tub and began to gently wipe the blood from her skin. He wiped it from her cheek where she must have accidentally smeared it.  
 
    Once she was clean of her own blood, he dug through the cabinet beneath her sink and came up with a heavily packed first aid kit. He was all at once grateful and wondered what happened in her job to make her so prepared. There was nothing to stitch the self-inflicted wound closed, so Gareth had to settle for a few butterfly strips to pull it closed.  
 
    When all was done, he looked into her face. He could see how this epiphany had drawn her down, how she was struggling internally with a beast that might never have seen the light of day. The beast recognized him and what he was to her immediately. He didn’t think that Rhiannon needed that kind of news in her life just yet. One life altering event at a time, he thought to himself. 
 
    Gently, he touched her chin to raise her gaze to meet his. The darkness in her eyes swirled back and forth with the gold that was struggling to push forward. She pressed her eyes closed and regained control for the time being. When she could look him in the eye with her dark gaze, he spoke. 
 
    “Do not forget that the woman you are has not changed. You are still the fierce and irritating woman that I met days ago.” 
 
    “How can you say that?” she whispered. “I am not at all who I thought I was. Everything I’ve ever been taught is turned upside down right here and now. I don’t know what to think. I don’t know myself at all.” 
 
    Gareth shook his head. “So, you’re a dragon after all.” 
 
    Her face visibly paled. She jerked to her feet, but Gareth’s hand snaked out to grasp her own. He didn’t hold her, but pulled her attention back to him. He was surprisingly calm through all of this. She needed him to be or else he would be flying into a rage over what someone did to his mate. His fingers pressed into her hand and he had to pull himself back. 
 
    “I can’t say that I’m all that surprised, to tell you the truth. You’re a stubbornly loyal and dangerous woman. Why is it so impossible that you’re one of my kind?” 
 
    “I am not a dragon,” Rhiannon shouted. The mirror behind her cracked. She startled and looked over her shoulder.  
 
    Gareth chuckled. “That can happen from time to time. Control will come through years of practice and Zen like focus. Though, I can’t say I’ve had much practice with either of those myself. Think of it like the echo of your dragon form surrounding you. When you get upset, the dragon form can move around and break things around you.” 
 
    Rhiannon pressed her eyes shut, a sweat breaking out on her forehead. “Make the voice in my head go away.” 
 
    Gareth shook his head. “Only silver can do that and I have no plans to let you have any more silver. You need to come to terms with what is happening to you. If you don’t, you’ll be a danger to those around you or slowly destroy yourself.” 
 
    Her eyes slowly opened. Her voice was small and defeated when she spoke. “GOE is going to kill me when they find out.” 
 
    Gareth launched himself from where he’d been sitting. His arms wrapped around her like a shield against the world. His face close to hers, he whispered. “I will not let that happen.” 
 
    She placed her hands on his chest like she would push away, but didn’t make any effort to break free of his arms. He pulled her closer until the length of her body lined up with his. He would not let her own people hurt her again. He was her people now. He and his family on the Territory. They would stop at nothing to keep her safe.  
 
    Her head fell back and she looked into his eyes, flicking to his lips every few seconds. His heart thumped in his chest.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Life didn’t make sense anymore. So many people lied to her. All she knew in that moment was that she was pulled to the man beside her like a magnet. He was her due north in that moment. She had put her hands on his chest to fight her way out of his embrace, but it backfired.  
 
    She looked up at him and found herself drawn to his lips. It didn’t help that his full bottom lip begged to be bitten.  
 
    Where had that thought come from? 
 
    She questioned herself for a second before it vanished once more. Her hand slipped behind his head, fingers tangling in his red tresses. A growl filled her chest and her hand fisted in his hair. She heard his sharp breath before she pulled his lips down to meet hers. She pulled his lower lip into her mouth, gently nipping before she let it go to press her tongue between his lips. She needed to taste him, to know his taste intimately.  
 
    As though he’d been trying not to move before, his hands tightened on her and he kissed her in return. He deepened the kiss, accepting her demanding tongue. Through her thin bathrobe, she could feel just how much he wanted her. He walked her backwards until he could press her up against a wall. His body flattened against hers and his tongue pressed into her mouth. She bit it hard and he let a lusty laugh fill her.  
 
    The tie to her robe fell away and his hands snuck beneath the fabric. Rough skin passed over her hip, up her stomach, and beneath her breast. His thumb flicked her nipple and she felt a jolt of pleasure settle in her core.  
 
    He pulled away, breathing hard. “You are no different than you once were.” 
 
    His words brought her back to reality. Panic shot through her, alarming and polarizing. Her eyes widened and she shoved him off her. Confusion and hurt flashed across his face. She could not be kissing the enemy. He was a dragon.  
 
    “Get out of my house.” She pointed her finger toward the door. He knew the way out from there.  
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about?” His voice was deep with anger, but he didn’t move.  
 
    “You heard me,” she said, fighting the tremble in her own body.  
 
    “I came in here and picked you up when you were falling apart and this is how you treat me? You cut yourself open, bled all over yourself, and nearly broke down when you realized that you’re a dragon…” 
 
    “Do not say that,” she hissed.  
 
    “Are you going to deny it now? Are you going to try to live your life lying to yourself? Because it isn’t going to end well if you do. I’m not mad about the kiss or how you pushed me away. That is your choice and always will be, but do not think to lie to yourself after today.” 
 
    Without another word, he stalked out of the bathroom. Rhiannon didn’t have to follow him to know where he went. She could hear his every footstep though her creaky house. Never before did she realize how much the floorboards creaked. She even heard him throw his body into the lawn chair on her back porch.  
 
    She sighed, angry that he didn’t go as far as she hoped. Her control around him was little to none and that scared her. She prided herself on her self-control, on her ability to look trouble in the eye and tell it to fuck off. Today was the complete opposite of that.  
 
    Inside her head, she felt a giant creature writhe. It circled through her head, brushing her insides in a feeling that was largely unsettling. She knew that if she turned her attention inside of herself she would be greeted by a pair of gold eyes and charcoal colored scales. 
 
    But, she didn’t. Instead, she set about getting ready for the day like it was any other day of the week. She tugged on a pair of skin tight black jeans and a black V-neck top. She was reaching for her gold necklace when her phone vibrated on the nightstand. A single message flashed on the screen.  
 
    Tonight. Sundown. You know where.  
 
    Her heart sank. Inside her head, her alien beast growled. It was awful at using words. Instead, it settled for grunts and growls as though Rhiannon could understand what it was trying to express. It made her head throb. She yanked open the top drawer of her nightstand to retrieve the drug store pain killers. After popping two and swallowing them dry, she deleted the message Everett sent her.  
 
    She would sneak away from the dragon man on her back porch and meet Everett tonight. Her stomach rolled. Was she willing to go through with this now that she knew what was really going on? That she was a dragon shifter after all? No matter how much she wanted to deny it, the truth of it was there and she couldn’t ignore it.  
 
    But, she owed Wilson her life. She tried to tell herself that he did it so that he could better take care of her, so that he could raise her like a normal girl. This was Wilson. She could lie to herself as long as it made her feel better about her discovery. She would be there for him tonight.  
 
    She just didn’t know how much she would help.  
 
    She let her head fall into her hands. GOE would not like her being a dragon. They would be in an uproar if they knew one of theirs was less than human. It would feel like an attack from the inside to them and they would retaliate on her. No one could know. No one in her life, not even Everett.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ditching the dragon man had been easy. He was fast asleep on the back porch and she was more aware of the sound her footsteps made now that the dragon inside of her was awake. Quietly, she crept out of the house. She didn’t bother with her car. There was too much energy pent up inside of her now. It made her palms hot and her muscles twitch. Rhiannon traded her jeans in for a pair of spandex leggings and a pair of black trainers.  
 
    In what felt like no time at all, she was standing outside a small government building. It was the offices of many of the higher ranking GOE officials in Wales. Most of the lights above the first floor were off for the night. Officials had the luxury of going home when the clock struck five. The security guards, on the other hand, had no such luxury. Rhiannon watched the two security guards patrol the first floor through the tall glass panes that surrounded them. Every once in a while the two would stop, exchange a few words, and move on while laughing about some joke she couldn’t hear. 
 
    She hoped that Everett had a plan for getting them out of the building before it was destroyed. The guards were GOE; they were one of them.  
 
    But she wasn’t one of them, she reminded herself. She was a dragon shifter. The thought made her stomach roll anxiously. She hoped that she would be able to ignore the voice in her head long enough to seem like nothing had changed. She didn’t need Everett figuring out that she was no longer the human he laid with once upon a time.  
 
    As if in response to the thought of their past love making, her beast growled unhappily. She was getting better at gauging the beast’s emotions from the sounds it made. She couldn’t, however, figure out why the idea of laying with Everett pissed the creature off so much.  
 
    “I didn’t know if you would come,” a familiar voice said from behind her.  
 
    She spun around, barely able to hide the snarl that touched her lips. It was so unlike her usual self. She knew that it was the beast inside of her, grabbing for control. It had been locked away for all of her life. It made sense that the beast was wary of everyone. 
 
    Except for Gareth.  
 
    Rhiannon locked that information away for further inspection later. She rolled her shoulders and looked Everett in the eye. She was ready for this. He nodded, falling into their old rhythm. Everett placed a small explosive in her hand. Its weight was heavy in her hand, carrying all of the implication of what they were about to do with it.  
 
    Rhiannon didn’t see where he had pulled the plastic explosive from, but she couldn’t see evidence of any more. The mission had called for several to be placed in specific spots all around the building. She wondered if he had begun without her because there were no more explosives to be seen. 
 
    “This is going to be a riot,” another voice joined them.  
 
    The hair on the back of her neck stood on end. A jolt raced up her spine when his scent hit her nose. It was frost on a cold day.  
 
    “Why is Raphael here?” Rhiannon asked through clenched teeth.  
 
    “Because this was his idea,” Everett informed her. Her partner slapped a paper map into her hand and left without saying another word.  
 
    Beside her, Raphael watched her with sparkling eyes. He had to know. He could smell it on her, she thought. Her hand clenched around the map in her hand. The beast inside of her thrashed and growled at the white dragon standing ten feet away. She did not like him.  
 
    The smell of burning paper greeted her nose and she looked down. A small bark of surprise escaped her when she saw the paper burning in her hand. She shook it out and held it by the corner to keep from burning it further. Avoiding Raphael’s gaze, she set about her own mission. The further she could get from him, the better she could control herself.  
 
    Her eyes roved over the map, combining with her own familiarity of the building in question. She was supposed to go around the back side and slip into a basement window. From there it was her job to place the small plastic explosive beneath the furnace. The resulting explosion would make the end result look like fire damage. 
 
    She slipped through the alley between the buildings, but, to her dismay, Raphael followed her. The beast inside her thrashed from side to side. She swayed on her feet from the beast’s movement. Her teeth clenched. She couldn’t give in to the thing’s fear. She couldn’t let it give her away. 
 
    Everett would kill her on sight.  
 
    “Are you doing okay?” Raphael asked, petulantly. He could see the strain that her fight for control was putting on her. It was a wonder that he hadn’t outed her from the get go. He could have easily sniffed her and told Everett the truth. If he hadn’t by now, he was waiting for something else to happen. 
 
    He was waiting for her to give away the secret herself. 
 
    “Just dandy,” she tossed back at him when, in fact, she was not doing okay.  
 
    The window she was supposed to slip through was just ahead. It was low to the ground and narrow. When she knelt to push it open, the glass warped under her touch. The heat radiating from her hands was uncontrollable. She fisted her hand and closed her eyes, trying to summon her inner calm if only for a second. Turning inward, all she found were frayed nerves and the low, rumbling growl of her beast.  
 
    It screamed at her, but she couldn’t understand what it was trying to say. All the beast was succeeding in doing was making her head throb. She could barely feel the prickle of her nose that announced the arrival of someone else.  
 
    Her head snapped up.  
 
    Raphael was gone. She hadn’t even noticed his exit. Instead, at the head of the alley stood a uniformed security guard. She could hear the voice of her partner coming closer. What she heard made her stomach roll. The beast inside her revolted.  
 
    “She’s a traitor!” Everett’s voice filled the alley. “Find her before she blows up the building!” 
 
    She was never more aware of the small plastic explosive in her hand. It was damning evidence. She gripped it harder. If she dropped it, there would be no getting out of this. The security guard raised his weapon and his flash light at the same time. The light blinded her newly sensitive eyes. She threw her arm over her face.  
 
    Unable to see, she mentally plotted her path of escape. There was no way that she could run forward. The security guard had a gun and she was sure that she’d heard Everett coming around that direction. The path behind her was still open, but she didn’t know where Raphael had gone.  
 
    There was another option. When she opened her eyes, she looked up into the sky. She had no idea what she was doing, but it might be her best option. Swallowing back the nagging feeling of reluctance, she let go of her control on the beast inside of her. It flowed out like a crashing wave of water. Magic filled the air around her until a solid, scaled body filled that space.  
 
    She was dark against the night. Two shots rang out in the narrow alley. The brick of the building beside her exploded. Vertigo made her sway as she took in her new shape and height. It was awkward to adjust to, but there was little time. She pushed her claws into the brick wall and climbed toward the roof. From there she could spread her wings wide and try to fly. 
 
    Try was the key word. 
 
    She’d obviously never tried anything like this before. Adjusting to the new form happened quickly in the heat of the moment, but flying was a whole other thing. She hoped it was like her time paragliding. She had a little experience with that kind of sport.  
 
    Another shot rang out. Stinging pain hit her in an unfamiliar area. The beast thrust its tail back and forth. The resulting sting of pain told Rhiannon that she’d been shot in her tail. She had a tail… 
 
    Get moving, she reminded herself. She poured herself onto the roof and snapped open her wings.  The sky ahead of her was dotted with buildings of varying height. All she had to do was avoid them all. Easy, right? Not so much. Her wide wings beat against the air as she ran forward. Her beastly heart thumped in her ears. Below her, shouts rang out from every direction. More guards were pouring out of the building. 
 
    This was a trap. 
 
    Her beast tried to warn her. That was what it was trying to tell her with the shrill sounds it screamed at her.  
 
    She jumped from the building’s roof and took to the air. Her great form wavered in the air, unable to hold the wind beneath her. Her stomach flipped from the sudden drop in air. Her back foot clipped the edge of a building and she veered too far to the left. Another building rose before her. She leaned hard to the right, her wings nearly perpendicular to the ground. Tucking her feet into her body at the last moment, she narrowly missed the building.  
 
    Bullets streamed through the air around her. She made a mistake. She’d given herself away as a dragon. It was clear that the time with GOE was officially over, but that wasn’t what bothered her in that moment. She knew that changing shape then and there put a dragon with a weapon outside a GOE building. She’d fallen for their trap one way or another. She could only hope that no one thought to take a picture of her in the chaos.  
 
    Her attempt to fly was failing her as she fumbled through the air. She had to land somewhere, quickly. Her beast’s eyesight caught the shape of a park to her right. She banked toward it. Losing altitude quickly, she clenched her jaw and prepared for impact. Before she hit, the flow of magic passed over her. The soles of her trainers hit the ground and she ran with it. In the dark, her human form slipped through the park. She spared a moment to wonder where her clothing had come from, but there were other pressing matters.  
 
    There was the betrayal of her friends and family to worry about for they most certainly wanted to kill her. She couldn’t fathom why she’d been set up. Had Wilson planned to use her like that all along? She was his ticket out of prison. Everything that he had done could now be blamed on her. 
 
    Because she truly was a dragon.  
 
    The rumble of an old engine approached her as she burst onto the street. She ducked back into the park for cover to wait for the truck to pass her by. Instead, it rolled to a stop next to where she hid. Impatiently, the truck honked its old horn at her. 
 
    “Damn it, woman!” Gareth’s voice barked into the darkness.  
 
    She shot forward, propelled by the strong faith of the beast inside of her. The beast trusted this dragon man implicitly. So far, Rhiannon figured he was the only one that hadn’t betrayed her so far. In the distance, she could hear GOE’s sirens. She was thankful that her beast’s scales were dark enough to blend into the night when she made her break for freedom. It was probably what had actually saved her this night. Not her spectacular flying skills, sarcasm implied.  
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Gareth growled as she slid into the passenger seat of his truck. Even though his voice was filled with anger, he reached out and laid a reassuring hand on hers. Almost as if to assure himself that she was there with him and alive. 
 
    “Wilson’s plan was a trap,” she breathed. The adrenaline and magic were wearing off. Her eyelids were getting heavy. The beast inside of her settled back, trusting that Gareth would keep them safe. “Why do I have clothes after shifting?” 
 
    “Why can a dragon turn into a man? Magic is the only answer I have for you.” 
 
    She barely registered his response before sleep gripped her. She slipped into unconsciousness in the safety of the cab of his truck. 
 
      
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Seven 
 
    Rhiannon woke not where she’d passed out. At first, a wave of panic gripped her. It quickly washed away as the night’s events returned to her. Her trusted friends had betrayed her and she’d been forced to put her faith in a man that would have been her enemy weeks ago. Hell, he had been the enemy.  
 
    She let her head fall back with a sigh. A sharp pain stabbed her in the back end. It made her hiss. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Gareth’s voice held a tinge of panic when he stepped into the room. His massive form was at odds with the soft concern in his eyes. It wasn’t the first time he had aimed that look at her, she remembered. Just the day before he had mopped her up after she performed a minor surgery on herself and immediately fallen into a psychological shock. 
 
    “I think I’m fine. GOE managed to land a shot in my tail last night. I must be healing.” 
 
    “I gathered that you shifted when you asked why you had clothing. How did that go for you?” 
 
    “It was… different. Also, I suck at flying.” 
 
    Gareth nodded as he picked up her feet and sat on the end of the couch. He replaced her feet in his lap, his hands never leaving her. “Flying is a tricky art. I mean, airplanes make it look easy and all. I guess it’s not too accurate to compare an airplane to a dragon, though” 
 
    She laughed. It was impossible to compare the lithe, muscled body of a dragon to an airplane. She knew how it felt to command the body of one now. She knew, without a doubt, that she was not human. She’d never been human. It was a lie that tainted her entire life. As she was raised, she was taught to associate dragons with evil and selfish.  
 
    Her eyes fell on the man that was cradling her feet in his lap. Despite the anger that she’d seen burning inside of him, he was not selfish or evil. He was almost human.  
 
    Rhiannon rubbed her face with her hands. She had no idea what she was going to do. Everett and Wilson framed her during their so-called mission. It was out now that she was secretly a dragon that had been working for GOE. Undoubtedly, her house would be under constant surveillance. There was no going back home.  
 
    “You’re quiet,” Gareth said. “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    She let her hands fall away from her face. They fell slack in her lap. “I’m homeless. I’m officially a traitor.” 
 
    Gareth shook his head while avoiding her eyes. He looked down at her feet. His think fingers touched the tips of her toes. “You have a home here, on the Territory, if you want. I’m not asking you to move in with me. Far from that. The Territory is vast, hundreds of miles wide. There are homes you could move into. Most of them would probably need work, but the family would pitch in. Then… you could live in anonymity if you wanted.” 
 
    He was babbling nervously, Rhiannon thought. The beast inside of her surged forward at the thought of living here, on the Territory. It welcomed the promise of safety, purring loudly. It yearned to be close to Gareth. She was getting better at reading the emotion behind the beast’s sounds, even if it still couldn’t use words.  
 
    Rhiannon, on the other hand, didn’t know what she thought of the proposition. It was comforting to know that she could disappear into the depths of Snowdonia, but her human rationality reminded her that GOE was still gunning for the Territory. Especially her former mentor. The safety that Gareth proposed would be short lived if Wilson had his way. And he might, given her performance last night.  
 
    “I can’t,” she whispered. Rhiannon threw her feet to the floor. They felt cold without Gareth’s warmth, but she couldn’t sit here all day. She had to do something.  
 
    “You can’t seriously be thinking about going back to GOE. Are you insane?” 
 
    She threw her hands in the air. “What else can I do? I put you in danger with my own idiocy. Wilson framed me for an attempted attack on GOE and I used my dragon form to escape. There’s no doubt in their minds now that the dragons are a threat. Do you know what that means?” 
 
    “What could they do to us that they haven’t already?” He growled as he turned his eyes up toward her.  
 
    “How about a full-on assault? How about large scale weapons and the levelling of all Snowdonia?” 
 
    She watched the color drain from his face. She felt terrible for pouring this awful truth on Gareth, but he had to know. He needed to know what terrible thing she’d done to all of them. The guilt weighed heavily on her. It sat on her shoulders and pressed on her until she felt like her feet were breaking through the floor beneath her.  
 
    Gareth surged from his seat. He gripped her face between his hands and turned her chin up so that she had to look him in the eye. “This is not your fault. Nothing that has happened is your fault. You are a victim trying to do the best with what life has dealt you. You did what you had to do to live. I am forever grateful for that. Do you hear me? I will forever be grateful that you managed to survive last night.” 
 
    Rhiannon found herself leaning into the dragon man before her. The urge to raise her own hands and grab him was overwhelming. They moved of their own accord, running over the flat planes of his stomach. They moved upward without her consent. She stopped fighting and let her hands have their way. Gareth’s eyes lowered to her lips.  
 
    She knew what was happening this time. She could push away from him. She could leave the house, but she didn’t. Instead, she gripped the sides of his waist and pulled his body into hers. When his lips descended upon hers, she opened to him.  
 
    His tongue pushed into her mouth while his cock grew hard against her. She moaned into his kiss and rocked her hips into his bulging erection. His hands fell away from her face. They gripped her hips and jerked her closer to him.  
 
    Her hands moved through his hair, pulling hard until he groaned into her mouth.  
 
    Neither of them heard the visitors outside until the door crashed open. Rhiannon jumped away from him as if electrically shocked. She fumbled to pull the hem of her shirt down from where it had ridden up between them.  
 
    A force unlike any she had ever seen before filled the doorway of Gareth’s home. The man had brooding eyes that looked as though they were made of ice. There were streaks of silver on either side of his trimmed beard that gave him an air of kingly authority. Maybe that was the smothering presence that followed him.  
 
    Beside her, she heard Gareth audibly swallow.  
 
    “I don’t even know where to begin,” the intruder said, his glare locked onto Gareth. “Why was a dragon spotted at GOE last night?” 
 
    Instinctively, Rhiannon stepped between them. She held her head high with her chin up despite the force that was pressing in on her. The intruder’s eyes studied her from head to toe while his nose flared.  
 
    “What the hell?” he muttered.  
 
    “I was that dragon,” Rhiannon informed him. She desperately wanted to pull this man’s attention from Gareth because the promise of violence in his voice was palpable.  
 
    The man’s lips pulled back from his teeth as his brows lowered over his eyes. He suddenly lunged at her. Her reaction timing was slow, but hands grabbed her. Gareth spun her around and put himself between them. She heard the tearing of cloth and Gareth’s hiss of pain. 
 
    “Would you care to let us explain what happened?” Gareth said through his pain. 
 
    “What I want is for you to stop causing trouble that affects the whole family. What you and your stray did last night put all of us in the way of immediate danger. How dare you bring an agent of GOE into our home, dragon or not. She works for them.” 
 
    Rhiannon spoke from beneath the shelter of Gareth’s body. “I didn’t know that I was a dragon until the other morning. I found a silver implant.” 
 
    Silence filled the room. Rhiannon was acutely aware that Gareth was bleeding. The smell touched her nose and set her beast into a pure panic. Her lips pulled back from her own teeth in a feral gesture. Her beast would not let anyone hurt Gareth again.  
 
    Rhiannon slipped out from beneath Gareth’s body to cover him from the intruder. She’d been trained to fight, to protect. She could take him on if he attacked because she was expecting it now. 
 
    She wasn’t expecting the intruder to be standing with a dumbstruck look on his face. His eyes roved over her, taking her in from a whole new perspective.  
 
    “How old are you?” His voice was barely more than a whisper, but she heard him with her improved hearing.  
 
    “What does that matter?”  
 
    “Just tell me,” he pleaded.  
 
    She studied his face, wondering what was going on behind his cold eyes. He clearly knew something that she didn’t. He knew something about where she might have come from. The urge to know everything was suddenly overwhelming. The world had been ripped out from beneath her like a rug. Here was her chance to rebuild it.  
 
    “I’m thirty-five,” she said.  
 
    The man seemed to do a bit of thinking, possibly a bit of math, before he spoke again. “The timeline almost adds up.” 
 
    Gareth let himself fall to the floor. He sat cross-legged, his head in his hands. Rhiannon startled, sliding to the floor beside him. Her hands touched his face, trying to pull his gaze back up to her. He looked back at her with half-lidded eyes. 
 
    “Fret not, lass. He’s healing. Just remember to get him a snack once the wounds close. Though I doubt he would attack you.” 
 
    Rhiannon stayed where she was beside Gareth, her fingers wrapped around his wrist to keep watch over his pulse. Her stomach swayed, caught between caring for her only ally and learning who she really was.  
 
    “Right then,” the man said before leaving the room. She wanted to call after him, but Gareth collapsed onto her. His head fell onto her shoulder. She wrapped her arm around him protectively.  
 
    Gareth’s heart beat slowed, but remained beneath her fingertips. His breathing deepened into something closer to sleep and her beast’s fierce protectiveness began to fade. Footsteps announced the return of the older man. She looked up as he placed a plate with two thick sandwiches on a table beside her.   
 
    Her stomach grumbled in response. Layered with meat, cheese, and garden vegetables it looked divine in that moment. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten. 
 
    “Take one while I tell you a short story.” The man seated himself on an armchair before looking down at her.  
 
    Eating in front of him felt inappropriate, but her stomach won the battle over manners. She snatched up a sandwich and voraciously bit into it. The spice of mustard greeted her past the smooth dairy of cheese. In moments, she’d inhaled the sandwich and found herself craving more. The change between shapes must have drained her of more energy than she thought.  
 
    “You can feed yourself properly when I am finished,” the man said. “First, hear me out. About thirty-eight years ago a dragon couple left the Snowdonia Territory as emissaries. They worked with Human Dragon Relations in an effort to broaden our rights as Welsh Citizens. It meant a lot to them as they just had their first child. They were supposed to be the poster family for dragon families inside the territory. It was the perfect plan. Their daughter was quiet and had a somber way of looking at the world. People like it when children don’t cry or throw temper tantrums, so, naturally, they loved her.  
 
    “A few years after their campaign began, it was said that they attacked agents of GOE. The agents said they used deadly force to protect the civilians on the premises and, in the process, the young girl died with her parents.  
 
    “For the longest time, I couldn’t fathom why Jacob would attack anyone. He was a quiet dragon with a long history of honor. His wife was human. I told myself that if anyone harassed his mate, it might explain why he would attack. I wouldn’t put it past GOE agents to harass a woman. I served in the military and I know how it can be in those kinds of environments.” 
 
    Rhiannon snorted. She’d been a woman in that environment. She’d seen the looks thrown in her direction during office hours or during PT. For years, she assumed the only reason they didn’t act on those looks was because they didn’t want to offend Wilson. How many of those gawkers had known exactly what she was? 
 
    “The timeline adds up and the more that I think about Jacob and Annie, the more that I can see them in your face. GOE must have kept you after they killed your parents. They implanted you with silver to keep your beast under control as you grew older. It makes sense for a toddler who never experienced a change to forget that she was more than human.” 
 
    Jacob.  
 
    Annie. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Gareth sucked in a ragged breath. His beast shoved him into consciousness, raging and upset. They’d left Rhiannon alone with Drystan. While Gareth knew that Drystan would not try to hurt his mate, his beast didn’t want to leave that up to chance. Drystan had been furious when he arrived. That kind of anger didn’t vanish into thin air.  
 
    The beast forced him to surge to his feet. Wide eyed, he scanned the room, his body poised to defend.  
 
    Two pairs of eyes looked up at him, one with confusion and the other with laughter. Nothing was broken. Even the air seemed calm and reserved. Gareth sank back down beside his mate, putting a protective hand around her shoulder. She shot him a look of annoyance, but he couldn’t help himself.  
 
    Rhiannon leaned away from him and it took all of his control not to yank her back into the shelter of his body. A second later she leaned back into his form and presented a plate of food. His heart warmed even though he was fairly certain that she did not put together the sandwich on the plate. It wasn’t something he’d ever felt before. 
 
    “Drystan said you would need to eat.” Her voice was flat, but he saw the concern flicker through her eyes. He didn’t know what she’d gone through while he was healing. It made him angry to think that Drystan had forced the situation. He was a ferocious leader that was forced to keep a handful of young dragons in line, but he hadn’t bothered to wait for questions to be answered this time.  
 
    His leader was teetering on the edge of balance. With GOE directed not only at his Territory, but his family, the leader’s beast must be in an uproar all the time. Gareth tried his hardest to understand where his leader was coming from. Sometimes force got things done, but not all of the time. Gareth couldn’t help himself when he lifted dark eyes toward Drystan.  
 
    Drystan held his hands up, palms facing out. “I did not harm your…” his eyes fell on Rhiannon and Gareth could see the snap decision being made. “I did not harm your friend.” 
 
    Gareth was grateful that Drystan chose to leave the word mate unsaid. Rhiannon’s life was upside down at the moment, with the discovery of the beast inside of her and the betrayal of her co-workers. She didn’t need the word mate thrust upon her like a binding. She was too wild for that. Gareth wanted to win her over, to earn her trust and love so that their bond meant something.  
 
    “I would like to see photos of the people you speak of,” Rhiannon said. 
 
    Gareth looked between her and his leader, not following the conversation. What had he missed while he was healing? Apparently, food had been prepared, but that wasn’t all that happened.  
 
    Drystan nodded. “I’m sure that with some time I could dig up something. At the very least, Maggie could do it. She’s the one that knows where everything is in the house.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Rhiannon said, her voice little more than a whisper.  
 
    Gareth turned to search her face for answers. Perhaps she would tell him later what happened. If not, he would leave the subject alone. It was her decision. He only wished, at that moment, that he could lean in and nuzzle her cheek or bury his face in her neck to breathe in her scent. She was his mate and she was here with him.  
 
    “Until then,” Drystan added. “I would advise teaching your friend here a bit more about being a dragon. Given what has happened to her, she is woefully unprepared for the times to come.” 
 
    “Times to come?” Gareth asked, finally turning his attention away from Rhiannon and toward his leader. 
 
    Drystan turned toward Gareth, eyes narrowed. He could see the tic in Drystan’s jaw. “Because of the events that passed last night, GOE has convinced the local government to launch an attack on the Territory. The government’s goal is to shut down the Territory, but everyone in this room knows that GOE’s goal is to see us eradicated.” 
 
    “Fucking Elgar,” Gareth muttered. It was that ancient ass’s fault that any of this was happening. If his mate hadn’t been an attention whore she might have lived. If Elgar had loved her better, she wouldn’t have been killed.  
 
    The events of the Occurrence had nearly been repeated last month. Gareth doubted that his cousin would have gone off the deep end the same way that Elgar had, but no one knew how someone would react until the worst actually happened. 
 
    “What’s done is done,” Drystan announced. “We cannot go back and undo the past. Elgar is paying for his wrong doings the only way that he can. That leaves us to deal with what is happening now.” 
 
    Elgar’s penance was that he was slowly going mad. Little by little, chalice by chalice, the geezer of a dragon had convinced himself that he could find the holy grail to revive his lost mate. The two of them barely had a month together. It was long enough for Elgar to have a taste of happiness before GOE destroyed it.  
 
    Gareth looked toward his mate again. She was nothing like Elgar’s mate, the woman he met so long ago. Whereas Elgar’s mate was frivolous and needy, Rhiannon was a warrior that surpassed him. She would not be brought down by anyone or anything. Fear roiled inside of him, tossing and turning. There was always the chance he could lose her. He almost had last night. Gareth shoved down the fear. He had to trust that she would survive.  
 
    “What are you looking at?” She snapped at him.  
 
    He smiled. He couldn’t help it. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Drystan’s surprise at seeing an expression of happiness on Gareth’s face.  
 
    “I’m looking at a baby dragon,” he informed her. “We should pack some food and head into the forest so that you can get to know your beast a little better.” 
 
    Her brows knit together. “Are you suggesting a picnic?” 
 
    He thought about her words. “I guess that I am. Sounds weird coming from a male, right?” 
 
    She nodded before pushing herself off the floor. “It certainly isn’t something I would have suggested, but I’m not against the idea of it.” 
 
    Gareth still wondered what the two of them spoke about while he was unconscious. Clearly it was not the mate bond that was still unspoken between them. He remembered that she asked for photos of people that Drystan must have been familiar with. Had they uncovered her true past? Her parentage? 
 
    Drystan pulled Gareth aside while Rhiannon gathered food for their so-called picnic. Gareth felt his jaw clench as he awaited the coming conversation. They stepped outside, putting a solid door between them and Rhiannon. Gareth didn’t like letting her out of his sight, but at least she was inside his home. If anywhere, she was safe there. He turned toward his leader, waiting to hear what he expected.  
 
    “Just because she is a dragon, does not mean that she can be trusted.” 
 
    “Be careful of what you say about my mate,” Gareth growled from between clenched teeth.  
 
    Drystan laid a heavy hand on Gareth’s shoulder, fingers sinking into muscle. “She was raised by GOE, trained to hate and kill us. She could still bear loyalty to them, no matter what she is on the inside. The trap she supposedly escaped last night could very well be a set up for us. If we trust her and let her in, then she could destroy us from the inside. You and I both know that it isn’t the first time that GOE has worked with a dragon.” 
 
    Gareth remembered the white dragon that attacked Wesley. They both knew what that was about. They knew that the time would come when the white dragon family would return to reclaim the land they lost centuries ago. Gareth had paid attention when his grandfather spoke, absorbing his stories as portents.  
 
    “She isn’t a white dragon,” Gareth reminded Drystan.  
 
    “The color of a dragon’s scales doesn’t determine who they are,” Drystan said. “It is how you act that makes you who you are. And, we have seen her on the side of GOE too often to trust her implicitly, mate or not. Perhaps you would do well to share the bond with her to win her loyalty.” 
 
    Gareth knew it wouldn’t work like that with Rhiannon. If anything she would scoff or, worse, downright deny his claim.  
 
    “You want me to take her out for training to see if she’s lying. Don’t you?” 
 
    Drystan’s eyes sparkled, but he didn’t reply. He turned away, leaving Gareth alone at his door. Gareth turned to open his front door and found Rhiannon standing in the doorway. A basket hung between her hands, making her seem innocent and young for a split second. It reminded him of a child he knew years ago.  
 
    His stomach hit the floor when he realized what Drystan and Rhiannon spoke about earlier. He’d met her before. She had only been a child then. Now, the tiny, intense child had grown into an intense woman.  
 
    “Holy shit,” he whispered. 
 
    Her brows fell together and her eyes narrowed. The fire inside of her burst to life. He could see the tendrils of black smoke rising from her hands. He yanked the basket from her hands before she burned through the handles, chuckling to himself.  
 
    “What are you laughing about?” She demanded to know.  
 
    He shook his head. “I’m just thinking that teaching you to fly is going to be fun. I can’t wait to watch you get stuck in the trees.” 
 
    Which, she did. Once they reached a clearing large enough for two dragons to occupy, Gareth threw down the basket and let loose his beast. The giant scaled body burst into being and turned gold eyes down to their mate. She looked up, unimpressed.  
 
    Gareth felt his beast grow angry. Smoke hissed from his nostrils before the beast threw its head back and roared into the forest. His scales were a brilliant, fiery red that ended in darkness near his talons and the tip of his tail. He was easily the largest of the dragons in Snowdonia. On second thought, he’d never seen Elgar’s dragon before.  
 
    Still, his beast raised his head above the trees and scanned the top of the forest while they waited for Rhiannon to pull forth her beast. Long moments passed and nothing happened. He looked down to find the tiny woman scowling at the forest floor.  
 
    What is wrong with her? She changed last night. 
 
    When her life was threatened, Gareth thought. Now, that was not the case. She had little connection to the beast inside of her and a heavy connection to her human form. It was probably difficult to give in to the beast’s form.  
 
    Gareth lowered his head to the ground so that he could look mockingly up at Rhiannon. She huffed and kicked him in the nose.  
 
    “This isn’t funny,” she hissed. Her face was red from the effort of forcing the change.  
 
    It wasn’t funny. She could be pretending to have a problem changing shape, Drystan’s voice whispered through his mind. Gareth shoved the thought to the back. No, she was not pretending.  
 
    He had an idea.  
 
    Gareth ambled past her. He circled the grove, his head low like a cat stalking prey. As he entered her field of vision, he knew he caught her attention. She froze. He let wisps of smoke rise from his nostrils and the corners of his mouth. If her body reacted to the need to survive, he would give her something to run from.  
 
    Carefully, of course. 
 
    The ground shook as he burst into a run toward her. The trees shook. Her scream filled the clearing. His mate took off running, making a break for the tree line. He was too large to fit between the thick trunks of the trees. She was too smart for his scare tactics.  
 
    His beast huffed.  
 
    “Are you mad?” she screamed from within the woods.  
 
    The beast grumbled a response. He laid down on the grass, letting his head touch the ground. Like a cat, his attention never left her. Gold eyes followed her movement as she entered the clearing once more. She turned angry eyes up to him and he laughed.  
 
    “Don’t be a cock.” She kicked his nose. It stung just a little. She was strong and she was pissed off.  
 
    He needed her to be scared.  
 
    His clawed hand swept out and wrapped around her. Her feet left the ground, kicking beneath her. He spread his wings wide and beat them against the air. It was hard to believe a dragon his size could lift off the ground the way he did. His body lifted into the air and Rhiannon started to truly struggle in his hand.  
 
    He wanted to tell her to change, to escape his grasp. Words were hard in his dragon form. She punched his clawed hand and turned her eyes up to glare at him. Below them, the gap between them and the ground was lengthening. He wouldn’t drop her, not on his life. But, she didn’t know that.  
 
    He hated having to do this to her, but she couldn’t remain in one form forever. She needed to learn to control her shapes before she lost control of it. If she were outside the Territory again and lost control, she could cause a riot.  
 
    “Put me down right now!” 
 
    He shook his big head and looked into the distance. They could go for a trip around his part of the Territory. It wouldn’t hurt. If she didn’t change, at the very least she got to see Snowdonia from the best angle.  
 
    His wings beat the air and he surged forward. She squeaked in his hand. She squirmed this way and that, trying to break free. Where did the tiny woman think she would go once she was free? They were easily five hundred feet off the ground.  
 
      
 
    Her form burst free. Black scales unfolded into the world and a small, agile beast darted through the air. Her wings flapped, unsure of what they were supposed to do. Gareth let himself fall through the air to catch up to her. It was going to hurt when he hit the ground, he thought. It was worth it if he could keep his mate from hurting herself.  
 
    She was beautiful. The scales that flowed along her body were the deepest black he’d seen on a dragon, but they faded into a blood red at her haunches and a brilliant red on the tips of her toes and across the top of her muzzle. This was his mate. He was not bound to a human that couldn’t share in the joy of the dragon form.  
 
    Finally, his claws reached her. Tenderly, he wrapped them around her body while he snapped his own wings open. They glided through the air while she figured out how to adjust her own wings to do the same. He felt like the training wheels on a child’s bike. It made his beast smile.  
 
    She was flying with him.  
 
    After a long while, he let go of her. She wobbled in the air before finding her own balance. She threw her head back and roared with happiness. Ahead of them the clearing appeared. Gareth banked around her and turned toward the clearing. He knew he was large and that was small compared to him, but he didn’t realize how tiny she really was until she touched the ground beside him.  
 
    Rhiannon was still young, he reminded himself. Her dragon form was probably still growing in size. Her dark form was roughly half his size. He felt as though he could reach out and squash her with his foot. Or, he would if he didn’t think she’d bite it off before it reached her. She was fierce, despite her lack of size. It also meant that she was nimble where he would be bulky and clumsy.  
 
    She darted around him, reminding him of a small lizard. To test just how nimble she was, he tossed his tail toward her. She dodged most of his playful strikes. One hit her in the flank and another, a few swings later hit her in the stomach.  
 
    They had been flying and play fighting for a while. She was most likely feeling sluggish from the unfamiliar effort of it all. Soon, she would have to eat. 
 
    A sharp pain shot through his flank. She pounced and bit down on him while he’d been worrying. He swung around and let out a menacing growl. She looked up at him with her teeth embedded in his flank before bouncing away and out of his reach. He looked to where her kitten sharp teeth sank into his scales.  
 
    He let go of his dragon form. It folded back, against the wishes of his beast. It wanted to play with their mate more. Gareth had to remind it that their mate needed to be fed. She might act with bravado, but he was almost certain she was feeling the drain of the unfamiliar change. 
 
    Human and half clothed, because he himself barely had the energy to deal with a shirt, he approached his mate’s dragon. Narrow, gold eyes looked down at him. The red nosed beast bent to rub her head against his face. He raised his hands to rub her cheeks and closed his eyes.  
 
    The beast knew of their bond. It knew that they were mates and it reveled in the knowledge. He doubted that Rhiannon would feel the same if he told her the truth. He held onto the moment a little longer before telling the beast to give Rhiannon back. It might not understand human words, but it understood his request. And, it didn’t want to give in.  
 
    The beast put a paw on his chest and knocked him back onto the ground. He fell with a hard thud, the form of her dragon already climbing atop him to curl into a sleeping position. He laid, nearly helpless, beneath her beast and found laughter bubbling up through him. The beast cracked an eye as if to say be quiet. He smiled and folded his hands beneath his head.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Rhiannon woke atop the dragon man. His eyes were trained on the clouds above them, but when she stirred they flicked to her. She felt her face warm when she realized she’d been sleeping on his chest. Her body lay along the length of him, touching from head to toe. A thick arm was thrown over her waist like a heavy blanket. It had been too comfortable and Rhiannon wasn’t sure what to think of that.  
 
    Instead of pursuing the thought, she clambered off him. He stretched, languid like a cat. A great big mountain cat, she thought.  
 
    “How long did I sleep?” she asked.  
 
    He glanced back up to the sky, pointing in one direction and then to the sun while he calculated its movement. “About three hours.” 
 
    “And you let me use you like a mattress that whole time?” 
 
    “In my defense, for the first hour it was against my will. Your beast decided I looked like a fine mattress. When she receded, I figured letting a woman sleep on me was much more favorable to letting a dragon sleep on me.” 
 
    Rhiannon felt her face warm. She turned to the basket of food a few feet away because she had to look anywhere other than Gareth at that moment. She remembered the feeling that her beast held toward him. It was warm and the happiest that she’d ever been in her life as the feeling spread from the beast to her. The beast acted as thought it had known Gareth it’s whole life.  
 
    Maybe… There was a chance the beast remembered Gareth from before GOE killed her parents. That had to be it. Her beast remembered him as an old friend. Yet, when she cast a sidelong look at him, her eyes roved over his stubble covered jaw and his bare chest. The way her body reacted to the sheer sight of him told her that something else was afoot.  
 
    Wilson had written books about dragons and their desire to take human mates, she thought as she opened the picnic basket. The book spoke about how dragons liked to capture their human mates and secret them away from the world, mainly keeping them to the bedroom. Rhiannon always thought that his book was a load of anti-dragon propaganda, but the word mate was now stuck in her mind.  
 
    The half-naked dragon man sitting beside her had quickly become her only friend in the tumultuous time of her life. She trusted him long before she had any reason to trust him. No, that was wrong. He had come to her and begged her not to take part in a mission that she, herself, hadn’t believed in. Instead of using his dragon strength to force her decision, he camped outside of her home. He made a peaceful protest for what he believed in. 
 
    That dragon could very well be her mate. As a dragon, she was sure to have one out there somewhere in the world. The idea of it turned her upside down for a moment. Love was promised to her. Magic bound her to another soul and promised happiness with that soul. But, first they had to survive GOE’s efforts to destroy Snowdonia and what it was to the Welsh dragons.  
 
    “What are you thinking so hard about? Did the cheese melt while we were gone?” 
 
    She snapped back to the present and looked up to the dragon man that had crawled toward her on all fours. The sight of him crawling toward her moved something inside of her. She thought of the kiss they shared in his home. It very well could have led to other things had Drystan not interrupted them.  
 
    Now, she wanted to know if what she felt for him was a magic that bound them together. Chewing her lower lip, she crawled toward him. 
 
      
 
    He flipped them over. She laid beneath him, their bodies cradled by the grass. Her body lit up with flames everywhere he touched. It drove her mad. It made her rake her hands over his bare shoulders. She could feel the slight scars from earlier. 
 
    He’d done that to protect her.  
 
    She couldn’t remember the last time someone tried to protect her. Rhiannon always had to stand on her own two feet, no matter how precarious the situation. Not even Everett had thought to protect her and she’d given him the pleasures of her body. 
 
    Now, Gareth leveraged himself above her, looking down at her with his sky colored eyes. She reached up and ran her hand over the stubble on his face. She had a curious urge to ask him to grow it out, to give her something to grab so that she could pull him down to her hungry mouth.  
 
    His brows fell together, but before he could ask, Rhiannon’s hand slipped behind his head and pulled him down to her. She chewed at his lips like she could devour him bit by bit. He moaned into her mouth and it felt like flames licking her from her lips down to her core. It left her breathless.  
 
    “What is this?” she breathed. Was this the fire that mates felt for one another? 
 
    “No questions,” Gareth growled as he reached down for the waistband of her pants. He glanced back up to her face, as if in silent questioning. Could he embark on that path? 
 
    In response, she shimmied her hips so that her pants lowered. He growled and yanked them the rest of the way off her legs. Before he could do more, she wrapped her bare legs around him and pulled him back into her body. Her teeth grazed along his neck. He was defenseless in her grasp. She felt him shudder beneath her as she bit down on his skin. His hands rose to grasp her hips, tight as he lost control.  
 
    When he opened his eyes, they were dragon gold. Her own beast stirred in response, purring like a happy cat. Rhiannon envisioned reaching inward and grabbing the beast by the scruff of her neck to shove her back. She needed this to be of her own free will, not a demand made by the animal voice in her head.  
 
    There was time for that later, she thought.  
 
    “Lay back,” Gareth growled at her. His teeth hovered above the skin of her throat. The vibration of his words rumbled through her neck. She reached up and gripped his hair one more time, jerking his head back to set her hungry lips upon his once more before doing as he said.  
 
    He laughed at the dominant woman before lowering himself upon her. His lips and teeth traveled down her toned abdomen, down where the sweet smell of her was emanating. He slid her panties down her legs before pushing them apart. The sight of the rugged man between her legs was enough to make her core pulse with warmth.  
 
    His head dipped down and she felt the first flick of his tongue between her labia. His growl of pleasure vibrated through her core. She laid back and chewed her lip. How was she going to survive this? She felt like she could be molten metal.  
 
    His tongue pressed into her again, lapping her up. Shocks of pleasure radiated through her. She swallowed the moan that threatened to escape. Her back arched as she pressed herself into his lips. He laughed, his calloused and scarred hands travelling up and down her thighs. 
 
    “You will come for me at least once before we go any further. Do you hear me, Rhiannon?” 
 
    Unable to speak, she nodded. Above her, the open blue sky seemed endless, but she was bound to one single spot on earth. She was bound where his lips met her labia. She reached down to grip his hands while his tongue pressed deep and his nose gently nudged her clitoris.  
 
    She could feel the warmth building while his tongue made quick circles around her entrance. He pulled a hand from her grip and she felt a finger slip beneath his tongue and inside of her. She cried out into the clearing. A flock of birds startled and took to the sky. He pushed it deeper, another finger joining it.  
 
    It had been too long since she last laid with a man. Her entrance was small. Too small for a man the size of Gareth, she thought. As his fingers stretched her vagina, her pleasure was mixed with a small amount of pain. When his tongue reached her most sensitive spot, all of the pain vanished. The pattern of his tongue pushed her into waves of pleasure.  
 
    She felt the heaviness building in her core. She needed it. She wanted it. She arched into his mouth once more and he responded. His hands came around to grab her bare ass so that he could press his face deep into her. Tongue and lips pushed her over the edge.  
 
    She screamed her pleasure into the clearing. The waves crashed over her until she was breathless and writhing beneath him. Finally, her tired body collapsed on to the ground. Every nerve inside of her dang with joy as the tiny aftershocks jumped through her body.  
 
    “You enjoyed that, did you?” Gareth asked. She watched him suck the last of her from his fingers like it was something sweet and delicious.  
 
    There was only one reason for what she was feeling right then. She had suspected, but now she knew. The bond between them was alive and singing. Gareth was her mate.  
 
    She pushed herself up onto shaky arms. This was not over, she thought. She summoned the beast inside of her for help, for the power to still her shaking arms. The beast surged forward, too happy to oblige. She felt her eyes swirl between brown and gold.  
 
    Gareth’s eyes darkened as he watched her crawl toward him. She gripped the waistband of his jeans and used her new strength to tear the button from the fabric. The bulge beneath the fabric was huge, bigger than any she’d ever seen before.  
 
    “You did not finish,” Rhiannon and her beast growled. She shoved his jeans past his hips. The length of him burst free of the fabric’s constraints. He was thick in her hand as she rubbed back and forth. His eyes rolled back and his hands moved to push her back.  
 
    “Before we do this,” Gareth struggled to say as he closed his eyes. “I need to know who is asking for this. Am I talking to Rhiannon or her beast?” 
 
    “Both,” they responded.  
 
    His eyes opened. “Good.” 
 
    He shrugged off his jeans to better lean over her body. She spread her legs wide, wrapping them around him so that she could pull him as deep as she wanted. All of him belonged inside of her. She needed it. He needed it.  
 
    His tip rubbed her pussy, making small circles. She’d forgotten how small her entrance was. She gritted her teeth and pressed forward, easing him inside. She could hear his breathing quicken.  
 
    “Deeper,” she told him.  
 
    “I’ll hurt you,” he said, his voice breathy.  
 
    “Do it.” To push the matter, she reached and gripped his buttocks to pull him deeper inside of her. A small whimper escaped her, but he was halfway in.  
 
    His hands gently stroked her body and her breasts, he eased back and forth to gently open her wider before plunging deep. Once he was hilt deep Rhiannon gasped. He seemed to fill every available inch of space inside of her. She felt nothing but him in that blissful moment.  
 
    Once he was fully inside of her he began to thrust. Waves of pleasure crashed over both of them in quick succession. They moaned their pleasure to the wilderness around them. She locked her ankles behind his back to keep him close to her, to keep him inside of her. She couldn’t get enough of the sensation of him. He invaded every dark space inside of her and cast a fiery glow of pleasure.  
 
    He fought her grip, pulling out to rub the head of his cock in small circles around her opening. She growled and reached for him. He laughed and thrust himself home. She cried out, arching her back.  
 
    Once more he pulled out and thrust hard. She could feel the pressure of another orgasm building inside of her. She teetered on the edge, fighting the urge to fall head first. She reached out and gripped his hips and pulled him as deep as she could manage. Unable to contain it anymore, she fell over that edge.  
 
    Her climax burst through her body. She clenched around him. He growled in satisfaction and slammed harder over and over again, sending tiny shocks through her. She writhed beneath him while his breathing came faster.  
 
    Finally, his head fell back and he roared into the clearing. She felt him spill his seed inside of her. She didn’t worry about it. She was barren, unable to carry children. The doctor had informed her of this at a young age. 
 
    Her mate collapsed on top of her, sated and happy. She ran her fingers through his hair, pushing it back from his sweat covered forehead. How could she tell her mate that she wouldn’t be able to give him children? It was something she’d come to terms with a long time ago. Her old life didn’t seem fit for children anyway. Now… now that she knew what she was, knew that this man was her soul mate, circumstances changed. It wasn’t right that the option to raise children had been ripped away from him.  
 
    She didn’t say anything just then. It didn’t feel right. It, most likely, would have spoiled the moment.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gareth watched her reach for her clothing, thin layers of black that slipped over her skin like the scales her dragon bore. Being with her had been like nothing he’d ever known before. Every time he’d prowled through the city on rutting night, a part of him had hoped that the woman that took him home would be the one. He hoped that he would miraculously find his mate among the thousands of human women prowling the city.  
 
    Instead of a human mate, he managed to find a dragon woman working for the enemy. He couldn’t understand why she made the first move, though. She was still adjusting to the new life that was thrust upon her, still trying to come to terms with the realization that she was not fully human. Gareth wondered if he had mistakenly taken advantage of her confusion. Guilt slammed him in the heart.  
 
    Fully clothed, she reached for the basket of food, her motions languid. She pulled a piece of cured meat from its package and rolled it before taking a big bite.  
 
    “You did most of the work,” she acknowledged. “Why don’t you come eat with me?” 
 
    Gareth hesitated. “Later on, will you regret what we have done here? Will you regret laying with me?” 
 
    She cocked an eyebrow at him as though he was being funny. He wasn’t. He fell headfirst into her, but it was a foolish action that could cause her to resent him later. He couldn’t afford that to hang between them.  
 
    “Answer me,” he begged, refusing to move from where he stood.  
 
    Rhiannon sighed. She took another bite from her piece of cured meat, her cheeks growing red. “I know what we are.” Her voice was a mere whisper, but he heard it.  
 
    Shaky knees brought him closer to her before they dropped him to the ground.  
 
    Her dark eyes rose to meet his. “I kissed you because I needed to know why I felt this way about you. I slept with you because I realized that you’re my mate. I feel… I feel good. I don’t think I could use the word love just yet, but I feel hopeful for my future for the first time in weeks. In time, I think that maybe I could fall in love with you. I already feel a strong amount of like.” A wry smile curved the corner of her mouth. “I must admit that I was charmed by the dangerous man who chose to camp on my deck to protest Wilson’s plan.” 
 
    Gareth felt such relief that he couldn’t help himself. He leaned forward, capturing her face between his hands, and locked lips with her. She tasted of meat and it made him laugh.  
 
    “Now, eat you fool.” She shoved food into his lips.  
 
    He eagerly nibbled the offering of meat and cheese.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    When they returned to his home, tired and bearing more than a few twigs and leaves on their person, they were confused to find several dragons and some of their mates waiting for them. Drystan stood beside Maggie by the front door. A few paces away, Wesley hugged Dakota close to his chest. A dark look haunted the young human’s eyes. Liana, a young female dragon more closely related to Maggie, leaned against his house with one booted foot against the siding and her arms crossed over her chest. Despite her defensiveness, she had a look on her face that seemed tired and defeated. Her brother, Rhys, was nowhere to be found. 
 
    “What is it?” Gareth asked. His heart was in his throat, nearly blocking all of the words in him.  
 
    Drystan swallowed hard as though he had the same feeling. “The building that GOE used to frame Rhiannon was destroyed today. It was made to look like a dragon attack after all. The government is deciding on what course of action to pursue next.” 
 
    “I should be there,” Maggie growled beside him. Her arms were crossed over her chest. It was mind boggling to know that she’d been born into an era that belittled women, that treated them like property. She was fierce and a sharp cutting activist for her family. 
 
    Drystan shook his head. “I’m not willing to take that chance, my love. There is a full blown witch hunt going on.” 
 
    “It was only a building,” Rhiannon said, stepping forward. She was right, but Gareth had a feeling that there was more to this story.  
 
    “No,” Dakota hissed. “It wasn’t. There were five human casualties.” 
 
    Gareth reached out and set a soft hand on his mate’s trembling shoulder. Wilson and her old partner had finished what they planned on doing a week ago and it worked. With human deaths blamed squarely on the dragons in Snowdonia, a war would begin. The war that Wilson and the white dragon so badly wanted.  
 
    He could see, now, that Wesley’s arms were holding his trembling mate upright. She was not scared. It was anger that he saw on her face. And, it was pointed directly at his mate. He tried to put his body between the two women.  
 
    “This is not the fault of anyone here on the Territory. We should not be looking at each other with hatred right now. We should be looking outward to figure out how to stop this.” 
 
    Drystan nodded. Gareth watched Dakota squeeze her eyes shut and suck in a haggard breath. He understood her hatred. Rhiannon had been the one to shoot Dakota, after all. But, a lot had changed since then. Truth had come to light, revealing who each of them really are.  
 
    Mates. They are both family.  
 
    Gareth pulled his mate closer to him, but Rhiannon ducked his grip. She paced back and forth, chewing her thumbnail. Her eyes never left the ground. 
 
    “You’re thinking,” Maggie realized.  
 
    Rhiannon’s head shot up, their eyes meeting. “I won’t let this happen. It’s my fault for being such an idiot in the first place. I should have known that I was different when I was stronger than some of the men in my training class. I should have known that Wilson would betray me because I wasn’t human. This war is my fault and I’m going to find a way to stop it.” 
 
    His mate bushed past everyone standing outside his home and disappeared past the door. Before he could follow, Drystan turned his cold eyes upon him. Gareth stood, rooted to the spot while he waited for his leader to warn him of her possible duplicity.  
 
    Instead, Drystan’s words surprised him. “She is a fine dragon and a strong mate. Don’t hold that one too close you or she’ll revolt.” 
 
    He watched Drystan’s eyes fall on his own mate. Maggie raised one eyebrow even though her lips pressed into a hidden smile.  
 
    “Your home is now the site of our impromptu council. Cameron and Rhys are on their way with food so that no one is likely to kill each other while we discuss what we plan on doing. It will be a necessity when Owain arrives.”  
 
    Gareth nodded. He would do whatever his leader told him. They would follow Drystan into hell. It was evident in the eyes of everyone present.  
 
    The dragons entered his home. Drystan and his son went directly toward his kitchen table. Wesley sank into a wooden chair. Gareth could hear the chair groan beneath his cousin’s heavy weight. Gareth’s mother had been Drystan’s sister, a fierce dragon the color of pale ash until she died in the Occurrence. It was her death that drove Drystan to put Elgar on house arrest. It was Drystan that stopped Gareth from hunting down the old dragon and ripping him limb from limb.  
 
    Gareth pulled out a chair beside his cousin and spun it around to sit on the edge of the seat. His eyes followed Wesley’s mate as she meandered around his home. Every now and then, her eyes would return to Rhiannon. He was worried that Dakota was finally fed up with GOE and would take it out on his mate. He didn’t know what kind of gifts Dakota had been given by her mate bond.  
 
    His eyes flicked over to his own mate. She sat on the edge of the couch, her head in her hands. It broke his heart to see her this way. She was bearing the full weight of guilt for something that another person did.  
 
    Gareth was about to stand and move to Rhiannon’s side when his door burst open. Another wide shouldered dragon entered the house, bearing heavy canvas bags on his shoulders and arms. A wide pan of something that smelled of tomato sauce was cradled between his hands. The dragon behind him was loaded with bottles of soda and bags that smelled heavily of tea and coffee. 
 
    “It’s been a while, Cameron,” Wesley said to his food-bearing cousin.  
 
    Gareth often forgot that Cameron wasn’t an essential part of the other dragons’ lives. The younger dragon came and went so frequently in his life that he stopped locking his front door. The young dragon found ways into his home whether he liked it or not. He couldn’t be mad at his younger brother. Not for long, at least.  
 
    Gareth kicked his chair away and went over to relieve his brother of the bags that weighed him down. Not that it hindered the young dragon. It was probably nothing compared to the limits of their strength. It was just bulky.  
 
    Cameron’s eyes immediately fell on Rhiannon. “Hey, I know you.” 
 
    Her head shot up, eyes completely gold. Her lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl.  
 
    “Well, can’t say I saw that coming,” Cameron commented before laying the sheet pan on the table. “Last I remember you worked for the shitty Guardian sect here in Wales.” 
 
    Drystan was the one to speak next. “Do you happen to remember Jacob and Annie?” 
 
    Cameron’s attention was pulled from Rhiannon, lifting a weight from Gareth’s chest. The urge to stand between his brother and his mate was overwhelming.  
 
    “Barely,” Cameron confessed. “Brainy fellow, right?” 
 
    Drystan laughed, but he nodded. “Yes, that would be Jacob. I have reasons to believe that their daughter didn’t die like GOE tried to tell us.” 
 
    Liana narrowed her eyes at Rhiannon. “I don’t remember her.” 
 
    “You weren’t even born yet,” Rhys reminded his younger sibling. 
 
    “No shit,” Cameron breathed. He tossed another glance back at Rhiannon. She was leaning back on the couch, eyes closed as she tried to regain control of herself. “That’s Regina?” 
 
    He watched Rhiannon scowl, not bothering to open her eyes. “That’s my given name?” 
 
    Gareth laughed. “Yes. You were their little queen. Bossy little thing you were, too. Drystan was convinced that you were going to knock him off his seat of power someday.” 
 
    Her eyes cracked open and fell upon Drystan. “No need to worry about that anymore. I can barely control myself let alone a family of dragons.” 
 
    Drystan leaned forward, putting his hands flat on the table. “Let’s stop talking about the past and start talking about how we are going to put a stop to the immediate future.” 
 
      
 
       *** 
 
      
 
    Rhiannon leaned back into the plush couch. Inside of her, she felt the rage of her beast. It was consuming. The smell of burnt fabric tickled her nose. If they put an end to all of this, she would replace Gareth’s burnt couch with her own couch. If she lived through this.  
 
    She could barely believe what Wilson had done. He made Everett kill five humans, even if it was an accident. The lives of those people now stained her old friend’s soul. She didn’t think she would ever get Everett back, but she mourned for him and the sin he now carried.  
 
    Ten feet away from her, a table of dragons and Maggie argued about what their next move should be. Maggie was convinced that if she could just talk to them she could fix the entire situation. Drystan was not so convinced of his mate’s convictions and Rhiannon tended to agree with him. There was little to do now that could be done to save their face.  
 
    That was until another face rolled through Rhiannon’s mind. Raphael had been present when Everett tried to frame her for the explosion. No doubt, he’d been there when Everett laid the explosives on the building once more. The white dragon had been whispering venomous crap into Wilson’s ear for some time now. He was a part of a lot of the dirty doings Wilson was taking part in.  
 
    Rhiannon pushed herself up from the couch. Her beast still paced inside her mind, walking dizzying circles in her head. She swayed on her feet for a short moment before pressing forward. She managed to make it to the impromptu war table. Silence fell over the room as everyone looked up at her.  
 
    “What we need to do is make a show of protecting this city,” she said. 
 
    A man with a thick, white beard looked up at her with hard eyes. “And, just how do you think we could do that? The city is already convinced that we are the villains in this case.” 
 
    “We name a new villain and move the blame off of the Snowdonia and the red dragons. As you already know, there is a white dragon working with my old boss. He’s slimy shit and everything that has happened is probably his doing. If we can show the people of the city that it isn’t their own dragons that are hurting them, then we can act as their defenders. It will change their view of us.” 
 
    Drystan sighed heavily. “I really don’t want to make other dragons out to be the bad guy. We should be acting to preserve all of our kind.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” a new voice proclaimed. Dakota appeared beside Rhiannon. “Raph is hell bent on destroying us so he can have Snowdonia for himself. He thinks that the red dragons stole his homeland from the white dragons. If that little shit wants to be the villain, then he and his get treated like the villain.” 
 
    “Language,” Wesley hissed, his eyes motioning toward the white bearded dragon beside him.  
 
    “Pshaw,” the old, white bearded dragon said. “The human is right. We cannot be concerned with the survival of the entire species if we’re all dead. Let the white dragons reap what they’re trying to sow.” 
 
    Rhiannon’s knees shook beneath her, whether from the sex she’d had earlier or from the realization that her new world was falling apart again, she didn’t know. What she knew was that Gareth was there. He leaned forward and pulled her to him so that she sat on his knee. One, thick arm was wrapped around her middle to keep her from sliding to the floor.  
 
    She pulled in a breath, afraid of the words that were about to fall from her own lips. Gareth’s grip on her tightened as though he knew what she was about to say.  
 
    “I’m willing to play bait,” she blurted out.  
 
    All eyes fell on her. She wriggled nervously in Gareth’s lap. His arm tightened around her, a response brought on by her own words. He wasn’t going to be happy with this plan. It might not matter in the long run. She couldn’t bear his children. If she couldn’t further the red dragon family, they might demand that Gareth marry another woman who could.  
 
    “Raphael, the white dragon my boss was working with, is a cocky bastard. He was there the night they framed me just to push my buttons. I’m sure that if I resurface, he’ll show up. The trick from there is to get him to drop his guard and attack.” 
 
    “That sounds like a loose plan,” Drystan commented.  
 
    It was loose. There was no way for her to know if she’d be shot on sight after her partner framed her. GOE was looking for all of the red dragons, afraid to their very core that the dragons were a threat to humanity. She looked around the room at the people that circled the table. Maggie leaned against Drystan’s hip, looking destitute. Dakota was still trying to rid herself of the anger that flooded her by pacing behind Wesley. The old man that agreed with her earlier, most likely a grandfather of her mate, wrinkled his nose in disgust as he looked down at the table.  
 
    “What else can we do?” she whispered.  
 
    Finally, Drystan’s shoulders fell. “Take Maggie with you. I hate to have to say that, but if anyone can get under someone’s skin it’s her. Plus, if you’re recognized she can grant you momentary immunity so that the two of you can retreat to the Human Dragon Relations building.” 
 
    Maggie snorted at his comment about her getting under people’s skin. She seemed like a strong woman. Rhiannon remembered a few run ins with her on campus, the professor’s stony glare was immovable and heavy every time she threw it her way. Maggie spent much of her time mocking Rhiannon’s old boss, unafraid of his position in GOE.  
 
    “I can do that,” Rhiannon replied.  
 
    “I don’t think I can,” Gareth whispered into her skin after he let his head fall against her shoulder. “Why would you do this when our future is still ahead of us?” 
 
    Rhiannon swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Because there is no future if GOE attacks. They’ve been preparing for a dragon war for a very long time and with modern weaponry, I don’t think that we stand a chance. Dragons aren’t the force of destruction they once were in comparison to technology.” 
 
    Gareth pressed his face into her skin and refused to respond. She understood. She didn’t want to do this. Leaving the Territory was an awful idea for her. She was wanted. She was the enemy now. But, if she could do this one small thing for her new family, she would. Rhiannon knew how to find Raphael.  
 
    “Gareth,” Drystan barked. “You’re Territory bound for this.” 
 
    “What?” her mate growled behind her. She could feel the tension in his body, his fingers as they dug into her hips. She was lucky he didn’t stand and dump her off his lap.  
 
    “You heard me. I cannot have you jeopardizing this mission because you’re a fool. You are to stay here on the Territory and report to us if GOE makes any moves.” 
 
    Rhiannon pulled herself from Gareth’s lap because she could feel the energy crackling beneath his skin. He was angry. He was dejected. She grabbed his hand and pulled him away from the war council and up the stairs. 
 
    At the top of the stairs she realized how little she knew about her mate. Out of three closed doors on the landing, she had no idea which one would lead her to his bedroom. She froze, feeling out of place. She took a deep breath and reminded herself it wouldn’t matter soon. 
 
    Gareth pushed past her, arming his door open before disappearing inside. She stood outside the door, chewing her lip. Inside, she could hear Gareth hitting something. Her ears caught the sound of drywall cracking and crumbling. She sighed and followed him inside.  
 
    “I should be there to protect you,” he growled when she entered the room. “It is my right to protect my mate.” 
 
    Rhiannon nodded. “It would be if this were not a time of war. Look at this from Drystan’s perspective. We are newly mated. Your reactions are heightened and acute when it comes to me and my safety. It’s a feeling I’m sure that Drystan is familiar with. What I’ve volunteered to do goes against all of your protective instincts. Doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Of course, it does!” Gareth threw his hands up in exasperation.  
 
    “Then it only makes sense that you would end up interfering in a moment when we need Raphael to think he has the upper hand. We need him to feel like he’s about to win so that he confesses to everything he’s done. If I can’t get him to confess, I need him to attack. If you attack him first, then the whole plan is ruined.” 
 
    Gareth paced in front of her. The walls shook with the force of his beast’s anger. Photos cracked and fell from the walls. Hairline fractures appeared in the drywall, snaking around the room. Rhiannon stepped forward and took her mate’s face between her hands. She forced him to look into her eyes.  
 
    “I am willing to risk this for you and your family.” She searched his eyes while he grew calm in her grasp. “I am willing to do anything to make sure you are safe, too.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her and drew her into a long kiss. Together, they fell onto her bed. He shielded her from the world with his arms and body, and she believed, just for a second, that they could stay that way forever.  
 
    “Promise me one thing,” he whispered into her lips.  
 
    “Promises already?” she joked, trying to ease the tension and apprehension growing inside of her.  
 
    “Promise me that you will come back to this house in one piece.”  
 
    “I promise,” she said into his mouth.  
 
    They made quiet love in his room, desperate to hold each other a little longer. She might not love him yet, but she was starting to see the potential for it creeping into her heart. She put a hard clamp on the emotion, because she couldn’t deal with the pain of it later.  
 
    Downstairs, the plan to frame Raphael had been laid out. Maggie and Rhiannon would leave the next morning. Rhiannon would lead them to Raphael, a voice recorder in her pocket. Raphael would feel superior to the two women and would, likely, divulge more than he should to them. If not, Drystan and Cameron would be nearby to lend aid.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Gareth was not happy with his leader’s decision. The two of them seldom saw eye to eye. Perhaps that was why Drystan was the leader and Gareth was not. The red dragon family had survived so far, managing to recover even from Elgar’s rampage over Bangor, the event everyone referred to as the Occurrence, so long ago. Gareth also understood Elgar’s rage.  
 
    He worried that his mate would not return home. He worried that the white dragon would hurt her, would kill her for being a red dragon. He worried what his own rage would make him do if she were killed while he was trapped here on the Territory.  
 
    Drystan’s hands fell on Gareth’s shoulders, forcing the younger dragon to stand still and look him in the eye.  
 
    “She is a capable woman,” his leader said. “I would not have sent my own mate with her if I thought they would fail. So, sit tight and wait for her to return. She will do much for your honor in the long run. That I can tell.” 
 
    Gareth snorted. His honor, the code by which all dragons lived and ordered themselves, was dismal. He only had his temper to blame, and knowing Rhiannon’s own temper, he could see that they would put Drystan through his paces before Wesley rose to take his place.  
 
    Hopefully by the time Wesley became their leader, Gareth and Rhiannon would have a tiny dragon of their own to distract themselves. Maybe more than one. It was a hope that Gareth hadn’t thought of before, but now that it was a possibility, it set a warm glow upon his heart. He would have to shape up his honor for his future children. 
 
    “In the meantime, why don’t you go and pack a few belongings.” 
 
    “Pack? Why?” Gareth was caught off guard. “We can’t tuck our tails and run!” 
 
    Drystan’s eyes darkened. He looked toward the window, his mind elsewhere for a moment. “We need to vacate the Territory in case this goes wrong. There can be no war if there are no dragons to slay.” 
 
    “You can’t possibly ask us to leave,” Gareth argued. What would his mate return to if they were all gone? Besides, it made them look as though the dragons were guilty, pulling in retreat from GOE’s modern weapons. 
 
    “I can and I am, Gareth. Pack what you wish and convene with the rest of us at my cottage. From there we will leave the Territory. It will not be a fun journey, to say the least. Tensions are high and testosterone will undoubtedly cause a few problems along the way, but we have no other option right now.” 
 
    Gareth looked around himself. This house had been his home for over a century. He’d known the Territory even longer. It broke his heart to run away with his tail between his legs. How could GOE force them to scatter like mice when they were anything but?  
 
    He spun and his fist crashed into a ceramic bowl on a shelf. The pieces of shattered ceramic flew all around him. He fumed, the anger burning him up from the inside out. They couldn’t run. They couldn’t show weakness or guilt to the city. 
 
    “Brother,” a soft voice said.  
 
    Gareth whipped around, his teeth bared and smoke tendrils rising from his nose. Cameron stood before him, his younger brother a bigger presence than he’d ever given him credit for. Instead of using that presence to intimidate, he pushed into Gareth’s space to pull his brother into a comforting hug. After a moment, the tension left his hands and he wrapped his arms around Cameron in turn. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if I inherited all the fire that you should have had,” Gareth joked, his voice low. 
 
    Cameron laughed. His chest rumbled against Gareth’s. He slapped his brother on the back. Cameron was a ray of light, the sun shining on all of them. His cheer was inescapable and, more often than not, he was able to defuse a tense situation that should have ended in a bloody fight.  
 
    “We will do what we have to,” Cameron told his brother. “We will survive. Remember that Mags is with your mate right now. That tenacious old bat won’t let anything happen to Rhiannon.” 
 
    “I heard what you called my mate,” Drystan shouted toward them.  
 
    “I’m not wrong,” Cameron called back. 
 
    He could trust Maggie. She was capable of the impossible. But, he could not still his fear. Tension and fear mingled inside of him, resulting in an anger directed at his leader. He had to do something and he knew that his leader would not like it.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rhiannon and Maggie enjoyed a small brunch in a neighborhood that she remembered Wilson meeting Raphael in. Her eyes scanned the streets for the fair haired dragon. Her leg vibrated nervously beneath the table until Maggie touched it with the tips of her fingers.  
 
    Right, Rhiannon thought. They were supposed to look innocuous. There was suddenly much more at stake than she’d ever fought for before. All of Snowdonia was counting on her to follow through with this. They needed the recording, the confession.  
 
    “So,” Maggie began, attempting at a conversation to distract Rhiannon. “Have you thought of children? It’s not uncommon for mated pairs to begin bearing children quickly. We all know the hormonal frenzy that happens early in the bond. I know that Dakota chose not to and I don’t judge her for the decision. It’s a new day and age, after all.” 
 
    Rhiannon pushed her breakfast around her plate. “I can’t bear children.” 
 
    Across from her, Maggie stilled. “Does Gareth know?” 
 
    Rhiannon shook her head. “I didn’t have the heart to tell him. It is not something that comes up in conversation very easily.” 
 
    Maggie nodded in agreement. “I’m sorry for being such a nosy old woman.” 
 
    “No,” Rhiannon said. “You have a right to know that I cannot further the family. I don’t know if that will affect our mate bond. I… I understand if you have Gareth marry a woman that can bear children.” 
 
    She understood, but that didn’t mean she didn’t feel the pain of heart break building in her chest. It felt like a pressure ready to burst at any moment, resulting in tears that she did not normally shed.  
 
    “What are you going on about, girl?” 
 
    Maggie’s confused voice shook her from her own veil of depression. Rhiannon’s head shot up. Her head fell to the side as she tried to understand Maggie’s sudden expression.  
 
    “I… I’m barren. As far as I understood that means I’m unfit to be married.” 
 
    “Who the hell told you such an insane thing?” 
 
    Rhiannon opened her mouth to reply before quickly snapping it shut. Wilson had told her this. He was the one who detailed the mating rituals and requirements of the dragon world to her.  
 
    Maggie made a sound of sudden realization. “I think I know where you’re coming from. I don’t want to offend you, but I loathe that man in the deepest sense of the word. If he was squashed beneath an elephant’s foot tomorrow I wouldn’t feel an ounce of remorse.” 
 
    Rhiannon couldn’t help the laugh that fell from between her lips. “I used to look up to him. I realize now that it was all a lie.” 
 
    “One God awful lie, I have to say. The mate bond is a once in a lifetime experience that not everyone gets to have. Who cares if you can’t bear children? I say the dragons live too damn long as it is. Your bond with Gareth is sacrament. No one can ask you to break that and no one will. I promise.” 
 
    Rhiannon let go of a breath that she’d been holding and felt the pressure in her chest disappear. Her heart gave one hard thump when she realized how much more she had to fight for. She was no longer facing a life alone, but one that she could potentially spend with the gruff man who charmed her heart.  
 
    “Shit,” she breathed as she ran her hands over her face.  
 
    Maggie was about to speak, but when Rhiannon’s hands fell away from her face her eyes fell on a familiar head of pale hair. Raph rounded a corner between two buildings. Rhiannon motioned to Maggie and heard the woman slap down a few bills to pay the tab. Both women leapt out of their seats and were across the street before the waitress could yell.  
 
    The two women slipped into the alley and found Raph waiting for them. He stood facing them, his arms casually crossed over his chest and smirk on his lips.  
 
    “To what do I owe the visit? A fallen agent of GOE and the dragon queen herself?” 
 
    Fallen? Rhiannon didn’t see herself as fallen. Instead, she liked to think that she’d finally risen above the crap that GOE tried to force feed her, the lies and misinformation. GOE might have begun with a good pretense centuries ago, but it has only mutated into something that bred hatred. 
 
    And Raph liked to dip his toes into the mess and mix it up for his own gain.  
 
    “Why are you doing this? Why are you attacking Snowdonia?” Rhiannon asked, even though she knew. She had to get the idiot to begin talking. 
 
    Raphael turned and began walking with a cheerful gait between the buildings. Rhiannon and Maggie followed, sending each other apprehensive glances.  
 
    “Isn’t this exciting?” Raphael jeered. He cast a smirking glance over his shoulder at them. “Soon, Snowdonia will be shut down for the red dragon clan.” 
 
    Rhiannon stifled the urge to punch him in the back of the head. She couldn’t be the one to throw the first punch. They still needed his highness to gloat a little more. She walked, pretending to be casual with her hands in her pockets even though one thumb was on the recorder.  
 
    “It’s easy to convince a GOE official that you’re on his side when it was a red dragon that caused the Occurrence. Just a few sweet nothings in his ear and he was all for the eradication of your people. Once they’re gone, Snowdonia will return to its rightful owners.” 
 
    “I would very much like you to meet Elgar someday,” Maggie muttered.  
 
    Raph picked up on her words and huffed a nervous laugh. “Don’t be such a poor sport, professor.” 
 
    “What, exactly, did you whisper to Wilson?” Rhiannon interrupted.  
 
    Raph’s cold eyes fell on her. “How is life as a red dragon?” he changed the subject.  
 
    Rhiannon didn’t answer. This wasn’t as easy as it had seemed in her head. The Raphael she remembered loved to gloat about himself. He loved to remind others that he was superior. While she was glaring at the back of his head, she didn’t think to scent the air. She didn’t think that he was leading her into an area with limited visibility.  
 
    When she realized what he was doing, she cursed. But, it was too late. Tall forms stepped out of the shadows. Their pale hair and eyes matched Raphael’s. She had led not only herself, but Maggie into the hands of the white dragon clan. There were four to her left and another four flanking on Maggie’s right. Rhiannon’s stomach flipped once and fell, heavy. 
 
    She couldn’t change shape and fly away this time. The entire city was on high alert for the red dragons. They were trapped. And it was her fault.  
 
    A tall, ashy haired dragon stepped forward with a smile on his lips. He yanked her hands from her pockets and bound her wrists with rope. The recorder fell from her pocket and bounced on the pavement, cracking. “I hope you appreciate our hospitality. I’m sorry we don’t have any tea to offer, though.”  
 
    “What is this?” Raph bent and scooped up her recording device. “Thought you were being smart?”  
 
    She watched him crush the device in his hand. She felt her beast push to the surface and rumbled her chest with its growl. The black bits of plastic rained to the ground. The whole plan was now up in smoke. Their only hope now was to drag the group out into the public and force their change. She had to force them to expose themselves. The city would panic to know that an entire family of dragons was hiding within their home, undocumented.  
 
    Rhiannon used the only thing she had left in her arsenal. She opened her mouth and screamed. It was a high pitched, terrifying sound. Raph’s eyes flew wide. Maggie quickly hopped on board and followed Rhiannon’s lead.  
 
    “Dragons!” Rhiannon screamed into the alley.  
 
    Behind her a ruckus started. Other people screamed, men shouted. She could hear footfalls quickly approaching them. Someone coming to their rescue.  
 
    “They’re unbound! White Dragons! Someone help me, please!”  
 
    Raph’s hand struck out. It slapped her across the face. Her world spun and stars touched the edge of her vision. It was too late, though. There was no taking back her scream. There were already people running down the alley toward them. Men shouted, asking if they were okay. Rhiannon was surprised to find that she could smell a weapon drawn, the tinge of black powder tickling her nose.  
 
    Rhiannon spun clumsily, raising her bound hands and opening her eyes wide with feigned fright. Raph and the white dragons had thought they won the upper hand, but they forgot that they were in a busy city. Busy city meant witnesses, and lots of them.  
 
    She let herself fall into the arms of one of the men that came to her rescue. He pushed her back to check her for wounds, but she let herself fall into a stream of tears.  
 
    “I was having brunch with my professor,” Rhiannon cried, “when the dragons forced us down the alley! They bound our wrists.” She added a small tremble for added effect.  
 
    She didn’t expect to look up into Everett’s face when she opened her eyes. A wry smile curved over his lips as his hands tightened on her arms. She felt her knees tremble for real. Stinging bile rose in the back of her throat.  
 
    She gritted her teeth. “You cannot ignore the white dragons in front of all these people.” 
 
    “Two birds with one stone,” he admitted. Her heart flip flopped.  
 
    Everett didn’t unbind her wrists as he reached into his pocket for his cell phone. She could hear the voice of a GOE official on the other end.  
 
    “I have in my possession several unbound dragons trespassing in the city. Send in back up for detainment. Bring silver zip strips.” 
 
    Rhiannon knew that she was caught. But, she glanced over her shoulder toward the white dragons standing still in the alley. They looked to one another with wide eyes, confused and scared. They could run, but a dozen citizens and a GOE agent had already seen them. They were officially outed.  
 
    “Release her,” Maggie demanded.  
 
    “I cannot, Ma’am. This beast is wanted for the attempted destruction of a GOE building.” Everett said to Maggie before he turned to whisper in Rhiannon’s ear. “Do you know how disgusting I felt when I learned I slept with a dragon?” 
 
    Rhiannon growled and let her beast flood her eyes. “Do you know how hurt I was when I realized GOE killed my family?” 
 
    Everett jumped back. His eyes fell on the rope around her wrist. He forgot she wasn’t bound with silver. He didn’t know she wouldn’t dare attack. She had to preserve the reputation of the red dragon Territory. She closed her eyes and asked the beast to step back for the time being. She thought of Gareth and the home that was promised to her when she returned. The beast agreed for the sake of their mate.  
 
    “I think you forget that I know all of your dirty little secrets,” Rhiannon whispered.  
 
    Behind them, black GOE cars and vans skidded to a halt and agents poured out onto the street. They filled the alley, rushing toward Maggie and the white dragons. Glancing back, she realized that a couple of them had slipped off, but Raph stood still. A man bearing a GOE badge on his hip held a weapon pointed in his direction. Rhiannon sent the white dragon a wink.  
 
    His lips twitched in a sneer. Everett and the other agents helped drag Rhiannon and three of the white dragons toward the vans waiting outside the alley. Everett dragged her toward a van and slapped a silver strip over her wrists. She felt the numbing nothingness that she had once been accustomed to flow over her. She found that she was lonely and empty without her beast, even if she’d only lived with it for a week.  
 
      
 
       *** 
 
      
 
    Gareth was stuffing randomly grabbed clothing into a duffle bag when he heard Drystan’s cell phone ring downstairs. He paused, knowing that the right thing to do would be to give Drystan privacy. He also knew that he wouldn’t be able to do the right thing. He crept onto the landing and into the spare bedroom where he could pry the vent in the floor open. From between the metal slats in the vent, he could look down into the kitchen. Drystan slapped the button on the screen and held the phone to his ear.  
 
    Maggie’s breathy voice rose from the small electronic device. Gareth’s heart clenched.  
 
    “Everything went sideways,’ Maggie explained. She regaled her husband with the situation, each word making Gareth’s stomach clench tighter. “GOE grabbed three of the white dragons, but they also took Rhiannon. They didn’t put her in the same van as the white dragons. I just watched them shove her in a different van and drive off in the wrong direction.” 
 
    There was no stopping the roar of anger that escaped Gareth. Drystan looked up, surprised. Gareth’s fist hit the floor and debris rained down in the kitchen below, but it didn’t do anything to appease the anger and fear that filled him.  
 
    His mate was in the hands of GOE once more. He wasn’t there to help her. He wasn’t there to protect her from the enemy. She was going to die in that van. He was sure of it. 
 
    Gareth flew down the stairs. Drystan darted to the door, barring his escape. A low, menacing growl emanated from Gareth’s chest. He would not be stopped by anyone. Not even his leader.  
 
    “Move,” he said between clenched teeth.  
 
    Drystan rolled his shoulders back and seemed to grow in height. He stood over Gareth’s massive form and looked down at him like he was a boy. 
 
    “You’re going to force me to stay here and wait for my mate to die?” Gareth asked. “When Wesley’s mate was in trouble we flew to her rescue without a moment’s notice.” 
 
    “I went through the proper channels to make sure we were welcome in the city then. We are no longer welcome there. I will call in some favors and do what I can to make sure that van is stopped and searched.” 
 
    The fire was extinguished in Gareth’s chest at his leader’s promise. All that was left was a nervous ache that refused to go away. He clutched his fisted hand over his chest and willed his mate to live. 
 
    “Do what you can,” Gareth growled. “If I don’t get results soon, I will go after her. I don’t care if you allow it. I don’t care about honor.” 
 
    “Honor isn’t about obeying your leader,” Drystan said, his voice low and calm. “It’s about doing the right thing. I think you’re starting to understand.” 
 
    Drystan left him standing there, the world spinning around him. Gareth leaned forward, placing his hands on the wall to steady himself. Distantly, he could hear the dial tone of Drystan’s cell phone as he began to call in his favors. His leader detailed exactly what needed to happen to the local law enforcement. Gareth wondered who his leader knew on the police force.  
 
    Gareth pulled his fisted hands from the wall and slipped out the door while Cameron was trying to talk sense into Owain, Drystan’s father, as the old dragon shouted his opinions and no one listened. Gareth’s house was caught in chaos. No one heard him softly close the door behind him or start his truck, even.  
 
    He would go to Rhiannon. He had to make sure that she was safe. He couldn’t trust his human connections to help her. Humanity had been failing her for as long as she’d been alive. It was a chance he couldn’t take.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Her old partner jerked the van door open and shoved her inside. Distantly, Rhiannon could hear Maggie shouting at someone, but she couldn’t hear what was said because the van door shut in her face. The world around her grew dark. The van’s engine roared to life. She looked up and realized that she was alone in the van with Everett.  
 
    Dread settled over her as she realized what his intentions were. Wilson must have whispered in his ear. That, or she’d put her foot in her mouth earlier. She did, in fact, know everything Wilson and Everett, by proxy, had done recently. She knew their dark dealings and their communication with the white dragon.  
 
    That meant he couldn’t afford for her to make it to detainment alive.  
 
    “I see you realize what this means,” Everett said.  
 
    She swallowed hard. She wished her beast would rise through the silver, but all she could feel inside of her was the stormy sea that was her stomach. Everett’s foot connected with her stomach and she collapsed, gasping for air. Her chest was on fire. The feeling of being human again was crippling.  
 
    “You don’t want to do this,” Rhiannon rasped. She bit back the bile rising in her throat. “We are still friends. We’ve known each other since we were teens. Our history has not changed.” 
 
    Everett knelt beside her, his face twisted in an angry sneer. “You lied to me through it all.” 
 
    Rhiannon laughed, tired and exasperated all she could do was laugh. Everett didn’t seem to agree. His hand struck her face. Her cheek burned. 
 
    “Wilson lied. He lied to me. He lied to you. Do you know that I dug a silver implant out of my arm a week ago? This is as much a surprise to me as it is for you.” 
 
    Everett paused, his entire body going still while he processed her confession. “You’re lying again. Wilson warned me that you would lie and slander his name.” 
 
    Rhiannon let her head fall against the cold metal of the van’s floor. “Wilson was the man that raised me. Or, did you forget that? I lived with him most of my life. Do you really think that I planned on infiltrating GOE at the tender age of three?” 
 
    “Stop. Lying.” 
 
    Rhiannon just had to keep talking. Maybe Everett wouldn’t believe her in the end, but if she could keep him from killing her on the way to GOE headquarters, then there was a chance she could get through the rest of the day alive. 
 
    “Wilson stole me from a pair of dragon ambassadors that died thirty-three years ago. He had a piece of silver implanted into my arm and over the years, without the dragon inside of me, and with Wilson’s upbringing I forgot what I actually was. That doesn’t mean I am any different from the girl you grew up with. I just realized that I was on the wrong side of the moral line.” 
 
    “Did you forget that a dragon nearly levelled our city years ago? One dragon came from the wilds of Wales and set Bangor on fire for no reason. They are evil creatures that will stop at nothing until they see humanity dead or enslaved.” 
 
    “Is that really true? If it was they why haven’t the dragons actually done anything in the past decades? If they wanted to destroy humanity why haven’t they done so already?” 
 
    Everett paused, the answer not waiting on the tip of his tongue this time. He was forced to mull over her words in order to submit a rebuttal. Rhiannon knew that her words wouldn’t instantly turn him to her side, but it made him think. Everett was a smart man. He joined GOE to make a difference, to protect people from the chaos and disaster of the Occurrence. 
 
    Outside the van, Rhiannon could hear the wailing of sirens. The van made a sharp turn and her body slid across the floor until her back jammed into the metal leg of the bench seating. She hissed in pain. 
 
    The sirens followed them, familiar even though they were muffled. Was the GOE van being chased by the local police? It was impossible. GOE ranked above the PD. Still, the sound of the following sirens brought a small amount of relief to her, lifting the hand that had been clenched around her heart. She shoved herself into a sitting position and turned her head up toward her old partner.  
 
    He looked down at her with indecisiveness in his eyes. Here sat the beaten and bruised woman that had been his best friend for years, his lover for months, and the person that had his back since they met.  
 
    “I’m not going to sit here and fight for all dragons. It’s clear that Raphael and his gang of brutes are up to no good, but nothing they’ve done so far has even been against humanity. They hate the red dragons for living in a place that they think is their rightful home. The red dragons are just trying to live in peace. They have mates and families.” 
 
    Everett sank onto the barely padded seat, his hands in his lap. Rhiannon felt a jolt of surprise. Had she managed to sway his mind, after all? It felt far too easy after what she’d gone through. That was when, through the dim light in the van, she noticed the weapon in his hand. He looked down at it, his shoulders slumped.  
 
    His eyes moved toward the van doors, the sound of the sirens growing louder by the moment as other cars joined the chase. Soon, the van would be forced to stop. Everett raised the weapon and aimed it at Rhiannon. She felt her heart stop.  
 
    This was it. She was going to die by the hands of a friend. In that moment, all she could see were Gareth’s sad eyes. She was sorry that she never had the chance to see if she could love him. She was sorry that she threw away the opportunity to live a long life with him. She could only hope that her death would be questioned. That Everett and Wilson would finally take the blame for their actions.  
 
    But, she sat there with her eyes closed for several long moments. Daringly, she cracked an eye open. Everett’s hand shook and tears brimmed his eyes.  
 
    “Really?” she sneered. It was a familiar jeer that the two shared. “No bollocks, eh?” 
 
    The weapon fell to his side. He released a breath. “Apparently not. You’re giving me an existential crisis, you know.” 
 
    Rhiannon laughed, relief a cold rush through her system. “You have no idea.” 
 
    Everett banged his fist against the metal partition between the driver and the van cab. The van slowed to a halt, Rhiannon rocking forward at the sudden stop. The doors flew open after a moment. Everett took the time to holster his weapon as though he never pointed it at her.  
 
    Outside, four PD cars sat with their lights blazing. An officer approached, his weapon trained on Everett. Another appeared beside her, a phone in his hand. She raised her bound wrists to grab the offered cell phone.  
 
    “Here,” Everett said as he attempted to stand.  
 
    “Freeze,” the officer with the weapon demanded.  
 
    “I’m not here to hurt her. I just want to unbind her so that she can hold the phone properly.” 
 
    Rhiannon studied Everett’s face, wondering if she was ready to let him near the tender veins in her wrist with a sharp object. There was nothing but honesty presented to her. She nodded and the weapon fell to point toward the pavement so that Everett could lean forward and snap the rope and silver zip tie that bound her.  
 
    Like a rush, her beast surged forward. It took her breath away, making her chest tight. She was forced to take a moment to close her eyes and assure the beast that they were safe now. The beast didn’t want to lie down and die for all of the enemies surrounding them. It took a while to convince the beast that there were no more enemies. Rhiannon had made sure of that with her words.  
 
    Eventually, she reached for the phone without opening her eyes for fear of showing the gold in them. She put the phone up to her ear and managed to squeak a hello into it.  
 
    “Fuck me,” Gareth breathed on the other end. She was nearly sure she knew what he was feeling in that moment. It was the cold wave of relief she heard in his voice.  
 
    “You’re telling me,” she said in return. “I’m alive and in one piece. Not even a scratch on me.” 
 
    She sat there for a while, just listening to Gareth breathe on the other end of the call. She was sure that he was doing the same, relieved that she was still alive. Eventually, a police officer directed her out of the van and into their custody. Everett and his driver were cuffed and pushed toward a police cruiser. Rhiannon couldn’t help herself. She broke away from the officer and ran toward Everett.  
 
    “Promise me,” she began. “Promise me that you will testify against Wilson and Raphael. Show the city that they aren’t in any danger from the dragons on the Territory.” 
 
    Everett didn’t speak for a long moment. She was afraid that she’d lost him when the cuffs were placed on his wrists. Then he nodded. Her heart fluttered inside her chest.  
 
    “I won’t let either of them get away with ruining more lives,” Everett said. “He’s already fucked our lives up enough.” 
 
    Rhiannon laughed with her former partner as they directed him into the caged seat of the cruiser. Another officer appeared by her side and directed her toward the ambulance waiting to serve her. She refused aid, because she, truthfully, didn’t need it. Once the silver was removed from her wrists, her beast sped up her healing. The bruises from Everett’s attack were already gone.  
 
    A familiar face broke through the crowd, shouting her authority for all who stood in her way. Maggie rushed toward Rhiannon once she spotted her through the thick crowd of uniformed bodies.  
 
    “You get to come with me,” Maggie informed her. “Drystan is evacuating the Territory until this blows over. If it ever blows over.” 
 
    “What do you mean? Evacuating?” Rhiannon hissed.  
 
    Maggie held a finger to her lips, pointedly looking at the people around them. “We cannot afford to stay where we are. Drystan has ordered a retreat to a place that we know will be safe.” 
 
    “Even after we have Raph and Everett in custody? Everett agreed to testify against Wilson and Raphael.” 
 
    Maggie shrugged. “Tensions will be high for a while to come. We can afford to wait out the testimony.” 
 
    Rhiannon looked back at the commotion that she had caused. Police cruisers had silenced their sirens, but their lights still flashed into the sky. All of this just to save her, a dragon they’d only known for a short while. 
 
    Another face appeared in the mingling bodies that made Rhiannon’s heart flip. She turned back to Maggie and shook her head. “I’m not going to hide. I’m staying right here and I’m going to show the city that I am not a threat.” 
 
    She pulled away from the woman who was trying to suppress her smile of pride. Rhiannon slipped between the commotion to find her way to Gareth. He waited, leaning against his beat up pick-up truck.  
 
    “Take me home,” she said, running a hand through her knotted hair.  
 
    He pushed forward, ready to explain that there was no more home. She shook her head before he could speak.  
 
    “Let’s go back to my place. I’m staying here in the city to show them that I will not be a threat. If that doesn’t work, all attention will be on us instead of the missing red dragons.” 
 
    Gareth made a face of appreciation. “Sounds like a good idea. Am I still sleeping on the deck?” 
 
    Rhiannon laughed and felt joy rising in her chest. “Not anymore big man.” The joy faded as she realized that she would have to tell him the truth of her body sooner or later. It might as well be sooner. But, before she could speak, he closed the distance between them and captured her mouth in a hungry kiss.  
 
    His arms wrapped around her middle, protective and possessive. After the afternoon she’d had, she didn’t argue. She felt safe for the first time in a long while. A sharp pain of regret spiked through her heart at the thought of what she was about to do.  
 
    She put her hands against Gareth’s chest to push him back, but didn’t look up. She couldn’t bear looking him in the eye as she did this.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” His fingers gently brushed her hair back from her face.  
 
    “I have a confession to make,” she whispered. His body stilled for a moment. “When I was a teenager a doctor told me that… He told me I would never be able to conceive children. I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you earlier. I really should have. This isn’t a small thing. I know that.” 
 
    She babbled on, but before she went too far, Gareth pulled her into his body. His lips fell on hers. His hand moved to cup the side of her face, his thumb wiping away a tear she hadn’t realized fell. When he pulled back, she was breathless. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter to me that you can’t bear children,” he whispered to her as though she were the only person in the universe. “All that matters is that you survived this day. All that matters is that I get to sleep by your side tonight and for the rest of our lives.” 
 
    She felt a weight lift from her shoulders. Her head fell back so that she could look into the endless blue of his eyes. She could see the soft sadness in his gentle smile. Her news had impacted him, but he was determined to let nothing come between them. She laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Rhiannon spent the next few weeks trying to make her presence in the city known while, also, trying to seem harmless. It was a careful mix of action, most of which placing her at the hearings that Wilson and Everett were facing. Agents and officials that worked for GOE cast wary looks in her direction. They were people that she worked with and knew most of her life. Now, they treated her as though she might attack at any moment.  
 
    She refused to live up to their expectations. The dragon shifters were not animals.  
 
    This city needed to see that. She hoped that, eventually, the world would see that, too.  
 
    Wilson cast dagger like glares in her direction, effectively erasing the years of tough love that he’d shared with her. Everett, on the other hand, was more welcoming to her presence. That earned him Wilson’s cold hatred, too. 
 
    She and Everett were in this fight together. He was following through on his promise. He told the truth about Wilson’s dealings with Raphael, the white dragon. He confessed that they knew Raph was a white dragon the entire time and had done his bidding more than a few times. 
 
    Raph and two of his dragon friends were being held by GOE, bound with silver ties that effectively made them near human. She knew what that must feel like. She knew the helplessness that Raph must be going through behind those bars. Or, what he should have been going through.  
 
    When they brought him to the hearings to speak, he sat silent. He refused to speak. He refused to look defeated in the least. He showed no signs that he understood the predicament he was in. It made Rhiannon wonder what was left up his sleeve. Certainly, no one would look in the face of the enemy and sit so confidently if they didn’t have a plan B.  
 
    Rhiannon thought about it while she sat on the edge of her tub. A line of tests sat around her bathroom sink. She stared at them while she wondered what Raphael still had planned. It seemed that the future was unpredictable because the impossible happened several times over in the past two months for her. First, she learned that there was a beast curled up inside of her. One that was currently looking in the same direction, pleased and content.  
 
    Gareth paused as he passed the bathroom door. He back tracked and turned to face her. She could hear his heart pounding with fear. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Fear was palpable in his voice. That was understandable. Last time he’d seen her like this she’d bled all over the small room.  
 
    “I’m…” she paused. How did she tell him this? How did she tell him the unthinkable happened? 
 
    Gareth closed the space between them, his hands instinctively searching her for wounds. With a small smile on her lips, she gently pushed him back so that she could look up at him. His brows knit together at the sight of her soft smile.  
 
    “I’m pregnant,” she blurted out. Her face warmed, embarrassed by her own clumsy communication.  
 
    He very carefully stilled around her. She could see the mirth in his eyes, but he was still wary. She didn’t understand his mixed emotions. It made her stomach do anxious flips.  
 
    “Is this what you want?” he whispered to her.  
 
    She pressed her lips together. A million thoughts rolled through her mind, tumbling one over the other so fast that it was hard to keep up with all of them. Instead of thinking, she turned to how she felt. She inspected the overall emotion that filled her. There was a warm feeling that filled her, crackling at the edges with nervous excitement.  
 
    “I can’t tell you how this could have happened. I was told that I was barren. Yet… I think I’m okay with this,” she confessed. “I never thought of myself as the kind of person who would become a mother, but a lot has happened that I didn’t see coming. I’m living a whole new life.” 
 
    “We should see a proper doctor to confirm this,” Gareth said as his eyes roved over the pregnancy tests that ringed the sink. “I know what the doctors told you before, but what if that was caused by the silver in your body? What if your body refused to reproduce because it wasn’t completely functioning?”  
 
    Rhiannon weighed his words. They made sense. For humans, it was hard to become pregnant if there was stress or sickness in the body. The silver could have very well had the same effect on her body, inhibiting its functions. But it brought about a whole new set of unknowns. 
 
    There was still so much to come. GOE might have come to their senses, but the white dragon clan were still out there. They wanted Snowdonia for themselves at any cost. If they couldn’t push the red dragons out, then they might very well attack. Rhiannon’s hand hovered over her stomach. Could she bring a child into that? 
 
    Gareth’s hand rose to cover her own. His eyes met hers, burning with a fierce fire. He could see the hesitation on her face, could read the reason behind it. Her eyes travelled to the photo Drystan gave her, now framed and hung on the wall. Two smiling people hovered protectively over a small, serious child.  
 
    “Our child will not have to go through what you did. I promise to protect the both of you until my last breath.” 
 
    She reached up and touched the stubble on his cheek. This was not the life she ever thought she would have, but she couldn’t be happier. 
 
    “And I will protect you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seduced by the Dragon 
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 Chapter One 
 
    The light streamed in through the gauzy curtain over her window. It cast a pale-yellow light, touched with pink around the ceiling from the brilliant sunset outside. Gwen stood at the polished wood table in her tiny kitchen. Her hand hovered over a card, its edges worn and frayed over the past century.  
 
    Change was coming. Moments ago, her fingers had flipped The Tower; an image of a woman falling from incredible heights looked back at her. Gwen stood still, scowling at the card before moving on. She tried hard to keep her head down, to live a quiet kind of life. It had worked. 
 
    So far, at least.  
 
    Clenching her hand into a tight fist for a brief moment, Gwen forced herself to flip the last card. The Lovers appeared, two bodies intertwined and wrapped in earthy vines. A face entered her mind. Her stomach flipped. It settled into an uneasy sway. He didn’t know where she was, Gwen reminded herself.  
 
    Still, she looked around her small living space. Herbs hung over the sink, drying. Crystals absorbed cleansing light in the windowsill. Hand sewn pillows sat in the seats of her kitchen chairs, simple and cozy. Gwen had made a home for herself. Yet, the cards told her that her time here was over.  
 
    She swore under her breath. There was one more card waiting to be flipped. She tapped her finger on the green and gold design of the card back. Did she really want to see what else the universe had in store for her? She could easily swipe her hands over the mess and pack them all back into their box, never bothering to flip the last card. But, that wasn’t what allowed her to survive this long.  
 
    Her nails slipped beneath the last card. She hesitated, feeling her stomach sway from side to side. Closing her eyes, Gwen drew in a breath. She had to do this. She had to know.  
 
    The card depicted a shadowy monster with sharp teeth and an indefinite shape. Death looked back at her with its red eyes. Bile rose, sharp and burning, in her throat. She lurched from her seat, oblivious as her chair crashed to the floor.  
 
    Gwen made it to the bathroom just in time for her tea to come back up. She dry heaved into the toilet. Fear pulsed through her. She thought that she was above that. She thought that she’d gotten over the torment that he put her through. 
 
    It seemed that she was not as strong as she would have liked to think.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Cameron didn’t like having to leave his home. None of the dragons liked it. The system of mountain caves had been home to dragons long before Cameron ever saw the light of day, but he could barely imagine living in the damp compartments. Sure, it was now furnished like a modern abode, but that didn’t change what it was. A cave. 
 
    As he looked around, he could see many of them were taking it harder than he had. Owain grumbled and fussed about everything. Cameron could see that Owain’s voice was grating on his son’s patience so, Cameron placed himself between Owain and Drystan.  
 
    He was patient. He could block out Owain’s grumpy nature while Drystan tried to collect his thoughts. Their retreat to the secret homes was a tactical move, but Cameron knew they couldn’t live in secret for the rest of their days. The white dragons were in the city doing who knows what. It was only a matter of time before the white dragons moved in on Snowdonia and claimed it as their own. Drystan couldn’t let that happen. They fought for the land centuries ago for a reason.  
 
    “I don’t know how Elgar dealt with this for the last hundred years,” Owain grumbled as he watched the ceiling drip tiny droplets of water onto the stone floor.  
 
    “He did because he had to,” Cameron commented.  
 
    Owain nodded. “Poor bastard.” 
 
    Cameron’s jaw tightened. It was because of Elgar that they were limited to the Territory to begin with. It was because Owain couldn’t be bothered to stop his brother from setting the nearby city on fire that they were treated like monsters. Cameron closed his eyes and pushed the resentment back. He locked it in a box and chucked it towards the darkest part of his mind. 
 
    Feelings like resentment and hatred weren’t going to help them fix this situation. They weren’t going to make the human population suddenly see them in a new light. It was best that Cameron keep playing the role he’d been dealt. He was the mediator, the diffuser. It was his burden.  
 
    “Dad,” Drystan began. “Why don’t you go see if Wesley needs any help. He’s trying to open some old doors so we can spread out a little more. I’m sure you don’t want everyone living under your feet.” 
 
    Drystan watched the gray bearded dragon regard him for a long moment. Then, Owain nodded, and he set about finding his grandson with no argument. Once the old dragon left the room, Cameron could see Drystan’s shoulders visibly lift.  
 
    Once upon a time, Owain had been the leader of the red dragons. When Elgar committed his sin and Owain did nothing to stop him, Drystan shoved his father off the throne and took control. It was a smart move, benefitting the dragons as a whole, but Cameron wondered if Owain didn’t resent his son just a little. Drystan must know that he did as they could barely be in the same room without trying to kill one another.  
 
    “Cameron,” Drystan said, shaking Owain from his thoughts.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “I have a mission for you. It requires your skill set.” 
 
    Before the Occurrence, Cameron worked in the city as a private detective. It involved a lot of tracking. Tracking lost shipments, lost wives, lost kids. It was a job that he’d enjoyed until he was forced to retreat to the Territory. Cameron never thought he’d be able to use those skill again for more than hunting deer.  
 
    “You have my attention.” 
 
    “I need you to find the Witch of Caernarfon.” 
 
    Cameron’s stomach hit the floor. “You’re kidding.” he laughed nervously. 
 
    “I am not. We need to add her strength to our forces if we’re going to survive this war the white dragons are trying to start. Dragon versus Dragon, we might have the forces to win, but with the Witch of Caernarfon on our side we will be a much stronger force.” 
 
    Last Cameron heard the Witch of Caernarfon had gone into hiding. That was after she and her ex, a dragon, leveled an entire town in their lover’s quarrel. Before that, the Witch had been famous for her fearful power. One that could turn men to ashes and enchant the minds of royals. To send Cameron to find her was nearly a death sentence.  
 
    “Track down the Witch and win her heart. If you can do that for us then we will be safe.” 
 
    Cameron swallowed past the lump in his throat. The idea of seducing a witch that was over a century and a half old made his stomach turn. It wasn’t that she was old, not that her age wasn’t a factor, but Cameron didn’t like being told to enter into a false relationship.  
 
    All around him, his fellow dragons were finding their true mates. A flicker of jealousy burned inside Cameron, one that he didn’t like paying any heed to. He could turn his head the other way when he saw the way his cousin looked at the human, Dakota. It was easier with his brother. Rhiannon and Gareth hadn’t come with them into the red dragons’ mountain hiding place.  
 
    Cameron’s lips pressed together. He was reluctant to argue with his leader, but, at the same time, he was not too fond of his leader’s plan. Surely, his mate was out there waiting for him. What if she were to show up while he was bound to the witch in their false relationship? What of their power force then? 
 
    He didn’t say any of these things while Drystan regarded him. All he could do was manage a barely perceptible nod while his heart revolted.  
 
    “Good. You will leave first thing in the morning. Find the Witch and convince her of your love.” 
 
    Clearly, that was all that Drystan would say on the subject as he turned his attention toward something else. That left Cameron standing, feeling as though the world shifted beneath his feet. Little by little, Cameron managed to make himself put one foot in front of the other and leave the room.  
 
    His feet led him to a door that opened into the wilds of Snowdonia. He sat himself on the edge of a rocky mountain cliff and dug his phone from his pocket. Signal was minimal, but it could still surf the web, albeit slowly. He had a mission and he could not ignore it, no matter how much he wanted to.  
 
    Cameron wondered how the witch might look as he searched the web for signs of her. She was a decade older than him, as far as he knew. Dragons aged slowly once they matured. Cameron had no idea how witches aged. He imagined a crooked old woman, stirring a black iron cauldron on her stove. It was not a pretty picture. It was not how he imagined spending his life.  
 
    It wasn’t fair that he was forced to woo an old witch while his fellow dragons woke up to the faces of their mates. Cameron wondered how his leader could ask him to do such a thing when he, himself, knew the love of a mate bond. Pulling in a shaky breath, Cameron shoved his feelings into that tightly locked box once more.  
 
    When he opened his eyes, the tree filled horizon greeted him. This was what he was fighting for. Their home. It was the least Cameron could do for his family. He would find the witch. He would win her heart and her loyalty for his family.  
 
    Eventually, Cameron turned his attention back to the loading screen on his phone. He searched Wales for news of miracles. The Witch had been known to perform great feats of white magic, blessing and healing. If he could find an area that was experiencing a number of small miracles, he was sure that he could pinpoint the witch’s hiding place.  
 
    After a while, the gentle sounds of the Territory around Cameron quieted the rioting emotions in his heart and he was able to narrow down a location where he might find the witch. He tilted his head back and let the last rays of sunlight wash over his skin, leaving a trail of warmth across half his face.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The next morning, while the sun was hovering between night and dawn, Cameron packed what he needed. He forced his feet to move quickly, fighting the urge to stay where he was. This was his mission, he reminded himself. This was his chance to help his family. If it saved their home, it would be worth it. 
 
    “She’s going to be the death of you,” A familiar voice grumbled.  
 
    Cameron turned to find Owain standing in the cave hall. The old dragon had a grave look in his eyes. He stepped forward, a gnarled hand falling upon Cameron’s shoulder.  
 
    “If you can do what Drystan asks she will save us,” Owain said. “But when all is said and done she will learn that it is all a ruse, that the things you made her feel were untrue. When she realizes that you’ve lied she will eat you alive. The Witch of Caernarfon is not a force to be trifled with. Do not do as my son asks with nothing in your own heart. Try, for her sake as well as your own, to find some kind of emotion for the girl. She deserves at least that and we deserve not to face her wrath.” 
 
    Cameron didn’t know what to say. That was the most that Owain had spoken in a long time. And, it wasn’t half the complaint that he usually spit. Owain must have met the woman that Cameron was charged with tracking down. It almost sounded as though Owain regarded her in near fatherly manner. That was unusual for the old dragon, but perhaps, that was because Cameron was only used to seeing the scarred relationship between father and son. 
 
    “I’ll do what I have to,” Cameron said, his voice quiet and reserved. He’d come to terms with his fate. The witch would save them, but he already knew that she would be the one to destroy him.  
 
    Owain shook his head and grumbled something about following blindly. Cameron tucked away the words the old dragon had shared with him, knowing that it was something he should probably carry close to his heart if he was going to see this through. Their eyes met and Cameron nodded his goodbye. He wished there was something he could say to lighten the mood, to bring some sunshine to this dark cavern home.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter Three 
 
    The cards were still laid out on the table when Gwen woke. She felt her stomach revolt at the sight of them. Angrily, she swiped her hand over them and gathered the ominous cards back into their deck.  
 
    Outside, the sun streamed through her gauzy curtain and left the shadows of leafy vine-like designs on her floor. She should be getting ready for work, pinning her hair back and donning a sensible skirt so that she looked respectable behind the receptionist counter. Instead, Gwen set about making a cup of tea with the knowledge that she’d never be going back to that job simmering in the back of her mind.  
 
    It was time that she packed up and left this small town. She’d been aging gracefully, as people told her daily, for the past fifteen years in the town. The townsfolk were starting to notice that she did not look forty-five. She, in fact, didn’t look a day over thirty. That was the kind of thing that raised questions that stirred thoughts of malice and fright in people. 
 
    She didn’t hate the witch blood that burned in her veins, but she didn’t like having to uproot herself every fifteen years, either. The power she wielded was passed down from woman to woman in her family, settling brightest in her than anyone had seen in ages. It crackled between her dirty blonde waves and kept her body looking young even after a hundred and fifty-seven years.  
 
    The mug of lemon verbena tea was warm in her hand. Notes of herbs and citrus rose on the steam that curled around her nose. She turned and leaned her lower back against the counter, mentally cataloguing everything she needed to pack. Her eyes fell on the tarot cards that had been given to her a hundred years ago. As much as she wanted to hate them for the news they shared, she knew that the cards would be the first thing she would pack and the first thing that would be unpacked wherever she settled next. 
 
    An artist had painted them for her before his work became famous. The art nouveau designs boasted woman with swirling hair before celestial or floral backgrounds. Her mother always told her that the best and most reliable tarot deck would be one given to her as a gift. This one had served her well over the years, guiding her away from trouble if she listened. Too bad she didn’t listen when they warned her of her ex. A lot could have been avoided.  
 
    Where would she go next? North to Bangor? It was having an issue with the red dragons that roosted nearby in Snowdonia. The last thing she needed was more trouble with dragons, no matter the color of their scales. She could go south and visit Cardiff again. It had been, what? A handful of decades since she’d set foot in the big city. It must have changed quite a bit in the last few years. Or, she could find someplace small and wild to settle down again. She liked the smell of sea water and forest in the air, such a contrast to the busy courts that took up the years of her youth.  
 
    Gwen finished off her tea and donned a teal and green floral skirt that swished around her ankles. She would have to leave, but she wasn’t in the mood to pack. The news that the cards had shown her still weighed heavily on her shoulders. Instead, she would go out and treat herself to a pastry and perhaps a new novel to read on a train, because, sadly, the myth about witches and broomsticks were not true.  
 
    Hours later, Gwen found herself with a matcha white hot chocolate, a combination of something very old and a very new trend, in hand as she browsed titles of romance novels on the shop’s shelves. It was a guilty pleasure that she didn’t try very hard to hide. There were stacks of them all over her apartment, some that had worn spines that would be packed when she left and others that would stay as a treat for the next tenant. If they liked that kind of thing.  
 
    Gwen had given up on romance after her last, disastrous relationship. Dragons lived a long life, much like she seemed to have. No one could blame her for trying to love someone that would live as long as she would. She didn’t want to have to watch the person she loved grow old and wither away. But, she wasn’t prepared for her ex.  
 
    Pale green liquid sloshed over her hand. She looked down to find that her hand was trembling. Quickly, she snatched a book from the shelf and retreated to a small table. She wouldn’t think about the dragon. Instead, she would pull her cards from her purse and place them on the table for anyone brave enough to ask for a reading while she skimmed through the random romance novel she grabbed.  
 
    She was lost in the world of a sixteenth century horse breeder and his fallen princess when a stranger sat down opposite her. When she closed the book, she wasn’t prepared for the sight that sat across from her. His red hair was fiery and swept back from his smiling, pale gray eyes.  
 
    Gwen’s lips flapped for a moment, words unable to be found as she looked at this man. His smile alone sent her mind into a frenzy in which she lost all ability to use words.  
 
    “Could you read my cards?” the man asked as he touched the top of her deck to push it toward her.  
 
    Still unable to speak, Gwen nodded and set her romance novel aside. When she realized it lay cover up, showcasing a bare chested man with long, dark hair and a woman in a corset her face warmed. She was the Witch of Caernarfon. Why was she letting this man affect her the way he was? She shouldn’t be ashamed to be reading any book.  
 
    That was the reminder that she needed to straighten her spine and turn her chin up. She pulled the cards toward her, letting her magic flow through her fingers as she shuffled the worn cards. It flowed around the cards, rushing like water until she realized it felt a little more like something else.  
 
    Sunlight.  
 
    Her fingers warmed. She set the deck on the table and motioned for the man to cut the deck, trying hard not to meet his gray gaze. Were his eyes gray? Or were they a soft and gentle green? She caught herself studying his eyes and quickly looked away. He laughed gently and reached out with a long-fingered hand to cut the deck. His fingers were graceful as they gripped the edges of the cards. He restacked the cut cards and pushed them toward her.  
 
    “You’re awfully quiet for a fortune teller. Shouldn’t you be grilling me about my life so you know what to draw on when you lie to me?” 
 
    She couldn’t help herself. She lifted her narrowed gaze to glare at him. “You think the cards lie?” She challenged him.  
 
    “I didn’t say that the cards did. I said that fortune tellers do.” 
 
    She nodded. “Then it’s a good thing that I’m not a fortune teller. Close your lips and listen to what the cards have to tell you.” 
 
    She lifted three cards from the top of the deck he’d cut and laid them on the table that sat between her and the man. Her fingers began to tremble as she turned them over. The Tower. The Lovers. And Death. She jerked her hand away from the cards as if they’d burned her.  
 
    How could his draw mirror the one she’d done the night before? Had she not shuffled the deck properly? The magic in her hands had felt odd when she shuffled. Had it summoned her reading over again? That had to be the solution. She managed to read for herself and not for him.  
 
    That was her fault.  
 
    She swiped her hand over the card before he could say anything, and tucked them back into their deck. “That was a failure,” she admitted. “I’m very sorry about that.” 
 
    He studied her face. She could feel his eyes trace the line of her jaw, feel it as it passed over her lips and made its way up to her eyes. She felt almost as if he was caressing her face. It warmed things inside of her that hadn’t been warmed by anything other than romance novels in years.  
 
    “I guess that you’ll just have to make it up to me, then.” 
 
    Her head shot up. He smiled at her, soft and warm. Her lips pursed, an unsaid question on them.  
 
    “Let me take you out for dinner tonight. It’s the least you can do for me after that reading.” 
 
    She laughed, a rush of air more than any feeling of humor. Was he being serious? Gwen was used to blending into the crowd. Keeping her head down and away from men had kept her safe for decades now. What was it about this man that made her want to say yes?  
 
    “I mean,” he began, a soft teasing tone in his voice. “You did just prove me right. Your reading failed after you chose not to ask me any questions. Now, I’d like the chance to ask you a few of my own over dinner. So, what do you say?”  
 
    Her pursed lips spread out into a smile, one that said she ate men like him for breakfast. “I would love to,” she said. “I’ll meet you here at six-thirty.” 
 
    “I can’t pick you up at your place?” 
 
    “I can’t trust a man that appears out of nowhere as quickly as that. You pick me up here and I will let you choose where we eat.” 
 
    He seemed to mull over the option she gave him. She wasn’t going to settle for any less. She had to be cautious. It wouldn’t do to have a stranger know where she lived, even if she was leaving soon.  
 
    “It’s a deal then,” he said as he extended his hand.  
 
    She took it with the intention of shaking it, but he gently gripped her hand and turned it so that he could bring it to his lips. She could have sworn she saw a strange look cross his face when his lips hovered over her skin, but then they pressed against her skin and she lost rational thought. His lips were warm and soft, and the soft kiss he left sent a jolt right down to her core. One that curled into a warm feeling that she’d long ago forgotten.  
 
    “Uh, I should go pay for my book,” she muttered, yanking her hand from his grasp and scurrying away to hide among the bookshelves.  
 
    Her heart thumped inside her chest. He shouldn’t affect her the way that he did. She shouldn’t be so susceptible, but her mind pointed out the obvious. She was lonely. She’d been on the run for more years than she’d known happiness. Living in tiny apartments and trying not to make friends or take lovers had not built her the kind of life one could look back on with joy. The only thing she was grateful was how far technology had come in the bedroom when one was by themselves.  
 
    Gwen paused and looked down at the book in her hands. The dashing, dark-haired man that looked back at her had his hand around the woman’s waist and pulled her possessively close. She shuddered as she remembered why she was running, what waited for her if she stopped too long, if she made a scene. Gwen crammed the book back onto the shelf and slipped out the front door and onto the street.  
 
    Men were trouble. She didn’t need one in her life making it more worrisome than it already was. One thing she knew for certain was that she wasn’t going to meet this man for his date tonight. They hadn’t even exchanged names, let alone numbers. There was no way he was going to find her.  
 
      
 
      *** 
 
      
 
    Cameron grumbled a string of expletives under his breath as he watched the Witch of Caernarfon slip out the bookstore’s door. An uneasy feeling settled in his stomach. He pushed himself from the table and glanced down. The witch had been so flustered that she left her cards behind. Quickly, he swooped them up and charged behind her.  
 
    Outside, he could mingle with the small crowd that walked the street. His height and bulk gave him away, traits of dragons that were hard to ignore, and so he hung back a little. It was easy to keep his eye trained on the blonde waves that fell around her head. Just the sight of her made his heart thump. 
 
    When he entered the bookstore, Cameron knew that he could smell witch. It smelled like a grassy day in the sunshine, carrying hints of lavender and sage. He didn’t expect it to lead him to the small blonde woman seated at a table. The sight of the ancient tarot cards beside her told him that his nose was not wrong, but he could barely believe it. Her pale, ivory skin was flawless and her lean body gave way to curves that could easily cause Cameron to lose himself. 
 
    This was not the witch that he expected to find. The prospect of seducing this woman seemed much more appealing than it had before. His body certainly agreed, growing stiff at the sight of her. The urge to grab her and carry her to somewhere private swept over him. It was an unfamiliar and almost overpowering desire that he had to shove down.  
 
    The beast inside of him rose his head in observation while they followed the woman. Its eyes were trained on the witch’s behind, curvy and soft. Cameron’s beast was a quiet animal that rested content and patient inside of him. Most times. It could be devastating when it lashed out, a fact that his older brother had learned the hard way.  
 
    Now, his calm and patient beast growled with a quiet ferocity that scared him. He couldn’t tell if the beast was wary of the woman or felt the same way he did.  
 
    Owain’s words sauntered through his mind while he watched the witch turn a key in her door. He was supposed to be wary of the witch and what she could do. He had to put a leash on his desires while he dealt with her. If Cameron let his guard down around this woman, she could cause more trouble for his family. 
 
    Cameron stepped back, his hand reaching into his pocket to touch the well-worn cards in his pocket. He wondered what it was about the reading that had shaken her. Clearly, the reading had found something. He knew little about the cards, but the imagery said enough. Falling, loving, monster. He worried that the cards had warned her about him.  
 
    He meant her no harm, but the witch had been hiding from something. It was no small leap to see him as a threat if she was afraid. The thought made his beast rise again, filling his human body so completely that he was afraid he might burst into his dragon form right then and there. The beast’s desire to protect her was so pure and raw that Cameron found himself very confused.  
 
    He retreated, having found her place of hiding already. All he had to do now was wait. It gave him plenty of time to sort through the emotions that the beast had thrust upon him so unexpectedly. His head pounded, but his hand stayed firmly glued to the cards in his pocket.  
 
    Could it be? 
 
    The emotions that the witch had stirred inside of him began to unravel over the hours that he waited outside. Little by little he picked them apart, the attraction, the fierce protectiveness.  
 
    There was a chance that the Witch of Caernarfon was his mate. He scowled. That was unlikely. He held rank within the family, if only for being an honorable and patient man, but he was in no way deserving of the prestige that mating the Witch of Caernarfon would bring upon him. She was meant for a family leader, no doubt.  
 
    Cameron eyed the door that the witch had slipped into earlier while he pulled his phone from his pocket. If anyone knew how to sort the thoughts and emotions tumbling through his head, Gareth would. Rhiannon had swept into his life so suddenly, a tiny and young dragon with a fierce heart that became his mate.  
 
    Gareth would be able to tell him what he was feeling. So, Cameron leaned back and listened to his phone ring. After that, he would figure out a new approach to win the witch’s heart for his family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Gwen’s stomach fell through the floor when she realized that she’d left her cards at the bookstore. Tracing her steps could possibly take her back to them, but if someone hadn’t already snatched them up, the man would still be there. She couldn’t afford a run in with him again.  
 
    During her walk home, she sorted out why he bothered her so much. Her senses had been so overwhelmed by the reading that she’d missed it at the time.  
 
    Her suitor was a dragon.  
 
    And, Gwen certainly didn’t need any more of those in her life. They were greedy, possessive, and cruel. This dragon, no matter how pretty he was, was a threat to her. She was thankful that she managed to escape when she had. His hair pegged him as one of the red dragons from Snowdonia, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t working for her ex. It also didn’t mean he wasn’t trying to take her as his own, a social slap in the face to her ex.  
 
    Why had she ever laid with a damn dragon to begin with? Her life would have been infinitely better had she never paid the dragon man any attention. He wooed her with sweet words and the promise of a mating bond that never happened. Gwen was no one’s mate. She was no one’s lover. She came to terms with that while she was still with him. It was that realization that gave her the courage to leave him once and for all. 
 
      
 
     *** 
 
      
 
    Gwen was shoving her meager belongings into bags, trying to ignore the ache in her heart over her lost cards, when she heard a soft knock on her door. Her head shot up. No one knew where she lived. It could be someone asking her to move the car parked out front again, a car that was not hers.  
 
    She looked back to the bags that were nearly bursting. Leaving was her top priority right then. Especially when there was a dragon in her town. The knock came again, a little louder this time. Gwen bit her lower lip and turned toward the incessant visitor. The sooner she could turn them away, the sooner she could leave.  
 
    Beside the door, Gwen touched her finger to the chicken foot shaped sigil carved into the cheap wood. Her magic flowed around her and sank into the sigil. It was a kind of warding, casting a protective veil over the doorframe that wouldn’t allow anyone with malicious intent to cross into her home.  
 
    Feeling a bit safer, she opened the door. Her heart shuddered. The handsome dragon man smiled down at her on the other side of her doorframe. His hand reached into his pocket and she thought her heart might stop. Her magic gathered around her, a spell hung ready on her lips. But, what his hand pulled from the pocket made the words die in her mouth.  
 
    Her cards.  
 
    “You left so quickly you forgot these,” he said, sweetly. “Were you so excited for our date that you rushed home to change?” 
 
    His eyes moved past her and she could see the moment that he realized she was running. His eyes flicked back to hers, solemn now.  
 
    “You were going to leave without even a goodbye?”  
 
    “Yes,” she said boldly. She stood her ground, knowing what she was dealing with now. He wouldn’t be able to walk past the veil of magic that stood between them. All she had to do was get rid of him. 
 
    The only problem was that her body didn’t agree with her mind. It ached for her to reach out and brush her fingers against his as she reclaimed her lost cards, if only to see how his skin would feel. It ached to reach out and push the fallen strands of red hair away from his face.  
 
    Shit, what was wrong with her? Did she have a death wish? Did she want to be a dragon’s plaything again?  
 
    No. She wouldn’t let it happen. She carefully snatched the offered cards from his hand. “I forgot that I have an appointment out of town. I can’t make the date tonight.” 
 
    There was no sound of true apology in her voice. She wasn’t sorry. She was surviving.  
 
    “That’s a shame,” the dragon man claimed. “Maybe we can spend the night in, then.”  
 
    His form pushed past her into her apartment. Her stomach dropped through the floor. Her spell should have kept him out. She should have been protected against him. Panic lurched through her body and her magic surged. The building shook around her. The dragon man’s head rose and his eyes met hers. An emotion passed through them. One that she’d never seen on a dragon’s face before.  
 
    Guilt.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    His mouth flapped as he searched for words to explain. It wasn’t like Cameron could explain his mission to her. She was the mission. Yet, his beast was angry with him for causing the panic that they both saw on her face. He invaded her home and made her feel unsafe. His beast shamed him for his brash actions.  
 
    He hoped his beast would understand that they needed to protect their family. If this witch could do that, then Cameron would do what he had to. Yet, even he knew scaring her wasn’t going to help. 
 
    Cameron held his hands up, trying to look harmless. It was easy among his own family, but without bigger dragons like his brother nearby, he did cut an imposing figure.  
 
    “Look,” he started. “I’m very sorry if I scared you. I’m acting a bit rashly because I saw a pretty woman and I thought I would miss my chance. Can you forgive an idiot?” 
 
    A small laugh escaped her. Even she looked surprised by the sound.  
 
    “Will you allow me to stay? Just for a short while? I’d like to prove that I’m worth the pain.” 
 
    Her eyes moved toward her half-closed door and the sigil carved into the fake wood. He didn’t know what it did, but it seemed that he must have passed a kind of test because she turned back to him and gave a curt nod.  
 
    “Stay,” she said softly, like her own body was betraying her. “You have three hours, dragon.” 
 
    He carefully kept his jaw from dropping. It really was no surprise that the witch pegged him for what he really was. He knew that she had dealings with his kind before. Maybe not his family, but dragons were hard to miss.  
 
    Cameron watched the witch move toward the plush couch, her thick hips swaying back and forth in a rhythm that seemed to hypnotize him. She spun and fell onto the cushion, her head tilting to the side and soft eyes rising to meet his.  
 
    “How do you plan on impressing me, dragon man?” 
 
    He didn’t know. She had his normally collected mind in a blender. His thoughts wouldn’t leave her thick hips or the soft curve of her neck as her hair fell away from it. His feet closed the distance between them and leaned over her, his hand gripping the back of the couch as his face hovered over hers. From there, the smell of herbs enveloped his senses. His eyes fell to her lips. They were plump and slightly parted with her surprise while she looked up at him with reservation. 
 
    “I’m sure that I could find many ways to impress you,” he whispered into the small space between them. 
 
    Her eyes narrowed in challenge. “I’ve had dragon before,” she said. “I’m no longer impressed with its flavor.” 
 
    His beast rose, growling jealously. It surprised Cameron. The thought of this lithe, blonde witch laying with another dragon drove him mad. His hand tightened on the couch until he heard the wood frame beneath the upholstery groan. His hand snapped back and he straightened himself, surprised at his own behavior.  
 
    Cameron was the voice of reason. He prided himself on being able to diffuse tense situations with his cool and collected behavior. He was the patient predator, content to wait in the brush until his prey let its guard down. The way he was acting now was so far out of character for him that he was thrown for a loop. He looked down at the witch with the false smugness painted across her face. He could smell that beneath her faux bravado was a layer of panic and fear.  
 
    That made his beast angry. It made the creature want to curl around her protectively. Cameron had a moment where the world swayed around him and things started to come together. This couldn’t be what he thought it was. He had to be wrong.  
 
    “Let me stay here. Let me prepare a meal for the two of us. I will impress you by earning your trust,” he said.  
 
    Her eyebrow rose, high and elegant. It was clear that she didn’t think she was going to trust him anytime soon, but, if Cameron was right, she would have to learn far faster than either of them thought possible.  
 
    “If you think that will happen in the span of a single night, then you have a quick lesson coming your way.” 
 
    “I did return the cards you lost; did I not?” Cameron motioned towards the well-worn deck on the low table beside her. How long had she carried them? How many cities and towns had those cards served? “They look cherished and I didn’t want you to have to move on without something you must have carried with you for decades.”  
 
    “What do you suggest we dine upon?” She asked as her fingers toyed with the hem of her long skirt. It had ridden up to reveal the smooth lines of her pale legs. He ached to reach down and run his hands up them, to feel the shape of them beneath his hands. That wouldn’t earn her trust, so he shoved his hands into his pockets. “I wasn’t prepared to eat in for two.” 
 
    “Does that mean that you consent to this challenge?” 
 
    She seemed to think about it from where she sat. Cameron wondered if she had magic wrapped around her fingers, prepared to strike if he moved too fast. He wondered who had hurt her to make her so wary, to make her run from city to city. It made his beast growl in anger. 
 
    The witch sighed. “I guess it does.”  
 
    Cameron tossed her a wink. “Then you have nothing to worry about. I’m used to making something out of nothing.” 
 
    Cameron retreated to the small kitchen area, trying to keep his face from betraying the whirlpool of emotions inside of him. The witch had been hurt by his kind, he suspected. It explained why she’d run from him so fast in the bookstore. It cut him deep to see her flinch away from him, to smell the fear that slowly drifted off her. His just being in her apartment made the scent of fear emanate off her at all times. It was more than his beast could bear.  
 
    With his back carefully placed toward her, Cameron started to inspect the contents of her refrigerator. She was right when she said that she wasn’t expecting to feed anyone other than herself. The contraption was nearly devoid of food that could be put together in any fashion to make a meal. He found a couple blocks of cheese and some cured meats. He wondered if she snacked like a bird to keep the tiny frame she had.  
 
    He wouldn’t mind more plushness if she wanted to eat more. He hated that women in this day and age deprived themselves of sustenance in the name of beauty. It was hazardous to their health more than it was their chances of being seen as beautiful. 
 
    Cameron huffed at her lack of groceries before pulling out a triangle of parmesan cheese, a tub of marinated mozzarella balls, and the cured meats. Behind the mozzarella, there was a small jar of what he concluded was pesto that followed the meats and cheeses onto the counter. There was a long and thin baguette. Slicing the baguette into thin rounds and carefully arranging it with the meats and cheeses made for a snackable board.  
 
    But, it was still missing something, he thought. There was still room on the board he’d arranged. It begged for something sweet.  
 
    “There are strawberries on the counter,” the witch called, as if reading his mind.  
 
    Cameron cast a suspicious glance in her direction. The tip of her thumb was placed seductively between her plump lips, her teeth nibbling nervously on the nail. It made Cameron’s heart thump with expectation. Blood rushed someplace that made him grateful there was a counter standing between the two of them. He spun away from her to search for the strawberries in question while his erection faded.  
 
    There was, indeed, a basket of ripe strawberries beside the bread box. Beside it was a small tub of chocolate with melting instructions on the side. He smiled. The strawberries and a few handfuls of grapes that he found were added to the wooden board while he figured out how to melt the dipping chocolate.  
 
    He would see that she would get a chocolate covered strawberry between those heavenly lips by the end of the night and it would be his hand feeding it to her. The thought made his jeans uncomfortable again and he swore softly. How was he going to make it through the night without scaring the witch away?  
 
    She was supposed to be a force to be reckoned with, the power that was going to save his family, but she cowered and ran at the sight of a dragon. His beast wanted to protect the small woman, but she was not what Drystan had asked for.  
 
    As he turned, wooden board in hand, he knew that he was going to take her back to the Territory with him. That was where he could keep her safe. Part of him wondered if Drystan had known this would happen. He wondered if the man had a kind of sixth sense or if this was a circumstance of pure luck.  
 
    It didn’t matter what it was as Cameron looked down at the woman that was his mate. She had to be. What his brother described when he was near Rhiannon, it felt so much like what rushed over him when he looked upon the witch. He didn’t know what deed he had done to deserve her, but she was his and he would do anything to keep her safe from whatever it was that caused the fear inside of her.  
 
    He set the wooden board down on the low-lying table, carefully sitting himself on the floor so that it sat between them. He wanted to plant himself firmly on the couch beside her so that his hands could travel up the bare skin of her feet, but he knew better. He would be the patient predator in the brush and lure her in once her guard was down.  
 
    She leaned forward, fingers claiming a small ball of marinated mozzarella before popping it between her lush lips. Cameron bit his tongue to keep from leaping over the table and claiming her lips. She drove him wild in ways that he never expected to happen.  
 
    “Tell me,” she said, softly. “What brings a dragon to this small town? Last I knew, you were all contained within your territories.” 
 
    Cameron nodded, his eyes on the food before him. He brought them up with a slight curve on his lips. “We get one night a month to seek out the comfort of a woman. I didn’t find what it was that I wanted in the city, so I decided to use my time to branch out.” 
 
    Her cheeks reddened. “So, you came to rut,” she accused him.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    The man that carefully crafted a smorgasbord of food looked up at her as though he might eat her instead. The thought crossed her mind that it might not be that awful to let him, but she carefully reminded herself that messing with the affairs of dragons was not smart.  
 
    The one sitting on her floor claimed to be there with the intent on seducing her. What else would he be doing in her small apartment on a rutting night? Dragon men were brimming with testosterone that made them fight and growl at everything if they didn’t put their cock in something every once in a while. Trapping them on the Territories hadn’t helped any of them find their mates, making them fuck much more selfishly. Knowing they weren’t going to find love between the legs of a one night stand, they took what they wanted and left.  
 
    Gwen didn’t know if that would be such a bad thing as she let her eyes trail over the lines the dragon man managed to cut. He was broad shouldered in a way that made him seem almost lean while still having the bulk of a dragon. His posture was great for a barbarian, she noted. Especially as he looked up at her from beneath his coppery hair and stole the breath from her lungs.  
 
    She could lay with this one for a night and then he would be gone by morning, leaving her alone to finally flee the fate that waited for her. She reached forward and plucked a red strawberry from the board, knowing full well that it would leave her lips stained a dark pink.  
 
    She could play this game, too, she thought as his eyes followed the strawberry. There was a hunger in them that made her heart stutter. Fear spiked through her, but she kept it hidden.  
 
    Maybe she couldn’t play this game, she realized. Hopefully, once he realized he might not get what he came for he would go looking for it in other places.  
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    “Is this your plan?” she asked. “You sit on my floor and watch me eat? This is not very entertaining.” 
 
    He seemed to mull over her words, his eyes travelling over her apartment. Finally, his eyes seemed to catch something because he pushed himself up from the floor. She watched him pluck an acoustic guitar from the corner of the room. It was something that had come with the already furnished place. Yet, he sat himself at the end of the couch with the instrument in his lap, not once looking up at her as his fingers adjusted the strings.  
 
    When his fingers finally played over the strings, the chord that spilled out seemed to move through her. It made her feel something, in the back of her throat, that she couldn’t quite define. The music that he played filled her. It made her want to lay back and close her eyes. They were drifting shut when she remembered that she was alone with a dragon. 
 
    She had to keep her guard up. The magic that had faded at the beginning of his song returned to the tips of her fingers, ready to strike if need be. She couldn’t afford to let herself be tricked again. She knew that she was not the mate of any dragon. It wasn’t possible for a witch.  
 
    Her legs stretched out, and against her better judgement, her toes touched his denim clad leg. She felt his body tense, a recognition of her touch, just for a moment. He barely missed a beat. His fingers continued to thrum the beat from the acoustic guitar. Gwen wondered what it was about this music that made her more daring. Was it the way that it hummed through her core and warmed things that had been cold for decades? Or, was it this mysterious man whose name she hadn’t even bothered to learn yet? 
 
    It felt strangely more intimate to know that he was a dragon than it would be to know his name. She pondered if he could tell what she was, smell the herb magic that ran through her veins or the ozone that clung to her hair from more immediate magic? She guessed that it would be hard to ignore with a dragon’s nose. He had to know that she was a witch, but whether or not he knew that she was the Witch of Caernarfon was another story altogether.  
 
    His fingers stopped strumming. The music faded from the room and she looked up to meet his eyes. Her foot absently rubbed against the denim of his leg. She caught herself and forced her foot to still. His hand left the neck of the guitar and fell upon her bare leg. His skin was warm and softer than she imagined. It made her breath catch in her throat.  
 
    He leaned toward her and she felt her heart quicken, but there was no cold spike of fear behind it. She only felt the warmth of blood rushing to her cheeks. But, just as she thought he would close in, he leaned to the side and his fingers quickly snatched several rolls of cured meat before he leaned back into the couch. His eyes watched her carefully as he bit into the cured meat.  
 
    “Can I ask you what your name is? Or, is that a guarded secret like the rest of you?” 
 
    She looked out the window, her fingers laying over her lips to chase away the desire to let words better kept silent pour out. Weaving secrets around herself was a habit from days of old and her life on the run, one that probably kept her alive. Yet, she almost felt compelled to spill all of them at this man’s feet. 
 
    “Call me Gwen,” she told him, not looking away from the scene outside her window. Gwen was short for the full name that had been given to her upon birth, but it was always smarter to keep your true name a secret. Especially when one was a witch and knew the things that could happen when another knew your true name. “Should I continue to call you dragon man? Or, would you like another moniker?” 
 
    He laughed and it felt as though warm sunlight had filled her room. Her head snapped toward him, pulled like flowers to the sun. She swallowed hard, afraid of what she was suddenly feeling for this dragon. It wasn’t right. It was a lie.  
 
    “Cameron,” he said. “My brother likes to try to call me Cam from time to time, but I never let him get away with it.”  
 
    He took another bite of the rolled meat. She watched his lips move until she realized she was letting herself become mesmerized. It was the lack of sex, she told herself. It was finally getting to her now that she was alone in the presence of another male. She would jump any guy’s bones after being celibate this long.  
 
    “That was beautiful music, Cam,” she said, letting her lips twist into a wry smile. Magic wrapped around her fingers, ready to defend herself if his temper lashed out at her. She wasn’t smart for poking a dragon, but she needed to know if he was like the others. If he was like the last one. 
 
    But, he didn’t react the way she thought. Instead, he burst with that sweet laughter once more. It made her breath catch in her throat and the magic wrapped around her fingers disappear. Her head fell to the side as she regarded him.  
 
    “Tell me something else about yourself,” she asked, her voice making it sound more like a command.  
 
    He didn’t bristle. Instead, his head fell against the back of the couch while he watched her, gears moving behind his eyes while he mentally dug through memories.  
 
    “Before the Occurrence, I worked as a private detective.” He looked down, picking at the pilled fabric on the cushion. “I loved the job and the freedom it gave me from my family. It broke my heart when I was commanded to stay on the territory. I felt like someone had cut my wings. All of a sudden, I was surrounded by nothing but cranky, bossy men and I was supposed to keep my shit together to keep them from killing each other. It was more responsibility than I wanted at that age.” 
 
    Gwen’s breath was lodged in her throat. She hadn’t expected such a raw truth to fall from his lips so easily. His eyes turned up from the cushion and captured hers.  
 
    “Your turn,” he said.  
 
    She swallowed. What could she tell him? That she was hated by her own people? That she was on the run from his kind? 
 
     She sucked in a deep breath. “The card you brought back to me were made by Alphonse Mucha in his heyday. He gave them to me as a gift and they have never let me down. The other night, I had a reading that terrified me. Then, when you asked me to read your cards, I drew the same cards all over again. I think I screwed up your reading and drew for myself, instead of you.” 
 
    “What did the cards tell you?”  
 
    Her hand fisted in her skirt. “They told me that my ex-lover was going to kill me.” The words slipped out before she had a chance to wonder if she should tell them.  
 
    She heard the low growl that escaped the man and her eyes flew wide. Her heart thundered in her ears. Gwen shot to her feet.  
 
    A calm, tender hand touched her arm. His cool, green eyes looked up at her, calm and apologetic. “I’m sorry for that,” he said, softly. “That was a slip of anger on your behalf. It was not meant to scare you.” 
 
    Had she just done that? Had she panicked? Shame ridden, she let herself fall back onto the couch.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Cameron couldn’t believe his own behavior. When she admitted her fear, that her ex-lover would be the one to kill her, he over reacted. It wasn’t like him. He was always so calm. He was flooded with so many new emotions around her that he could barely keep himself straight. The music had helped reign in those wayward emotions until she reached out and touched him. It was only her feet, but the contact had made his beast wild.  
 
    Then, the idea of her death at the hands of another had pushed the beast to the forefront and the growl of anger had escaped him. He should have expected her reaction, especially if she was afraid of her ex. Rumors stated that her ex was a dragon, which one he didn’t know. But, to let a dragon into her home must have been a great deal of stress on her. Garnering her trust was going to be a much harder task.  
 
    It seemed to place a vice like grip around his heart. Here was the woman who could be his mate and she was terrified of him. How could he earn her trust or even feel her love when she was prepared for fight or flight at every turn? 
 
    “Don’t be,” she said, her voice quiet. “I’m starting to understand that you’re not here to hurt me. It doesn’t mean that my instincts won’t overwhelm me from time to time.” 
 
    Instead of pushing the subject, Cameron shared another memory. “My older brother met his mate recently. She was a dragon that GOE kidnapped and implanted with silver to convince her that she was human. The beast of a woman ripped the silver out of her own body. The two of them deserve each other. My cousin met his scrappy mate not long before that. Watching both of them know what it means to love should make me happy, but I’m not. 
 
    “I’m incredibly jealous of what they’ve managed to find. It isn’t the best time for them to come across their mates, but now they aren’t alone in this fight. For a long time I was worried that I would never find a mate, that being bound to the Territory meant that I wouldn’t never cross her path.” 
 
    She slowly leaned back in her seat, trying to become comfortable in his presence again as she took in his words. “How do you feel about it now?” 
 
    Her soft, gray eyes regarded him. He wished that they could turn him inside out and he wouldn’t have to lie to her any more. He could not come out and claim this frightened creature as his mate, not as he wished he could do. If she could only see it on her own then maybe their love would stand a chance. He was so afraid that her fear of dragons would keep them from knowing happiness. He was her chance at happiness, too. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath, eyes distant. “Now, I’m afraid that my family will be wiped out before I can save them. Priorities, you know?” 
 
    “Then what are you doing here?” She asked.  
 
    In his mind, he swore. He couldn’t lead her down the right trail. He had to guide her if she was going to fight for them. But, as he regarded her, he wondered if she would be able to fight for them at all. Just his low growl had sparked a panic response inside her.  
 
    “I’m trying to forget what is happening back home,” he said. It was kind of true. For a little while, he could lie to himself. He could say that this was not a mission put upon him by his leader. It was only him, basking in the company of his mate. The thought warmed him.  
 
    Gwen nodded. He wouldn’t dare ask her full name. He knew that witches could do things with full names. The name gave one complete power over another and could bend them to their will, especially those with magic woven through them. Witches had been known through the centuries to be bound to kings through their full names, sold by their parents for status and wealth.  
 
    “And you thought that I could help you forget?” 
 
    He let his eyes rove over her body. He could certainly forget the world in the curves that she presented. He wanted to lay his head between the soft, round mounds of her breasts. He wanted to peel the gossamer and flowing fabric from her body to reveal the pale, Welsh skin that lay beneath it. She reminded him of a soft, white ice-cream with the striking taste of mint hidden behind it.  
 
    When his eyes met her face once more, he could see the red across her cheeks and the satisfied smile that she tried to hide by pressing her lips together. It warmed him to see her happy. He leaned forward and claimed a ripe strawberry from the board, slowly dunking it into the melted chocolate. It had cooled slightly and clung to the berry with abandon.  
 
    He didn’t pull back. Instead, he raised the berry in silent offer. Her eyes lingered on his, her lips slightly parted. It took all the effort Cameron had in him not to pull the berry away and claim her lips for himself. His breath became shallow with need.  
 
    Her lips closed around the offered berry, plump and ready for him. His pants tightened uncomfortably around him. 
 
    “I think you could make me forget myself entirely,” he said, his voice hoarse with need. He couldn’t hide it. He couldn’t hide it anymore.  
 
    She laughed nervously, holding up the back of her hand to hide her berry stained lips. Slowly, so as to not frighten her, he reached to pull that hand away from her lips. His touch on her arm was feather light. His body was drawn to hers, magnetized by their bond. He leaned in, eyes on her lips.  
 
    Gwen squeaked. It was a keening, choked sound that made Cameron snap back abruptly. He’d let his lust for her override his senses, his rationality. She was terrified of him. That was clear. 
 
    Seducing her to fight for them was going to be impossible. It sent a crack through his heart to know that he could never love his mate. She would not trust him. It was not his fault, but the doing of another dragon. His rage had him shooting up from the couch they shared.  
 
    Cameron paced, trying to bank the flames that were burning inside of him. They were hotter than he’d ever felt in his life. Was this what his brother felt? Cameron’s feet led him to the kitchen where he could lean against the counter with his back to her and try to control his breathing. He could barely stop the flood of violent thoughts directed at whoever had hurt his mate. It made his fingers curl into hard fists.  
 
    What he didn’t notice was Gwen, slowly coming around the counter to face him. She looked up at him with wide eyes. He held his breath for fear of scaring her away like a young faun.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gwen tried to put a tight hand around the fear that churned inside her. It overpowered something she would much rather feel, unbridled lust. She wanted this man between her legs. She wanted to know the touch of his lips on hers, on her neck, or across her back. She refused to let old fear deny her what she wanted today.  
 
    This dragon male was unlike any other she’d met before. If he wanted to forget his life in her body for a little while, she did not want to tell him no. She had an awful lot of forgetting to do, too.  
 
    It was what helped her push herself from where she cowered on the couch. Cameron, the dragon male, had hidden himself in her kitchen to fight away his frustration on his own. She felt a small amount of guilt tumble through her. She would see how far she could get. She would try to bridge the gap between them. 
 
    Only for the night.  
 
    Then, she would disappear. He would never see her again.  
 
    She rounded the corner into the kitchen and slowly approached him. He looked at her from beneath lidded eyes, unable to hide the fire burning in them, aware of her every movement.  
 
    “Let’s try this again,” she whispered. She closed the distance between them. Her magic wrapped hand fisted in the front of his shirt, she sent a burst of it through him. A moan slipped out from between his lips and his eyelids fluttered. She smiled with satisfaction. His knees bent, dropping him to her height. “I shouldn’t be as afraid if I’m in control.” 
 
    She pulled him to her. Her lips fell upon his, soft at first, testing the waters. She would not force herself upon him. That was not what she wanted. Her lips gently pushed at his, in case the dragon male had changed his mind and decided that he did not want her after all. The fear that he had filled her chest while their lips brushed one another.  
 
    Then, his lips parted for her and joy soared through her heart. She pressed harder, her fisted hand yanking him into her body while her magic wrapped around his wrists and held him. He could fight it with his dragon strength and break the binding if he wished. Instead, he let her hold him down while she explored his mouth.  
 
    He growled into her lips, his teeth nipping and reaching for whatever they can. She pulled back, teasing as she quickly licked his lips. He growled and reached for more. She was all he wanted in that moment. The dragon man allowed himself to be bound when he would have rather pounced her. That kind of abandon thrilled her. It put her at ease, allowed her to lower her lips, dragging them across stubble toward the lobe of his ear. She pulled it between her lips and suckled it while he moaned into her ear.  
 
    The moan morphed into a growl as his body arched into hers.  
 
    “You like that?” she whispered into his ear. Her warm breath fell over the sensitive parts.  
 
    “More,” he growled, so unlike the man that had entered her home. Desire had devoured him whole.  
 
    She pulled back and met his eyes. His face was twisted by desire. He flexed his fists, possibly fighting the urge to break her binding. He was trying for her. Who was this dragon man she’d let into her life? Why did he make her feel so many things she’d thought impossible. 
 
    Gwen almost felt… safe.  
 
    She tossed aside the thought and returned to the fun they were having. Her nails pulled down his shirt and grazed over the exposed flesh. She leaned in and her lips touched the soft skin of his neck. Her teeth dragged over his skin before she pulled it into her mouth, tongue flicking and teasing.  
 
    “Tell me what you will do when I let you go,” she whispered into his skin. “Tell me how you will please me.” 
 
    He growled, almost as though he had to find his humanity beyond the beast in order to speak. His eyes flashed from gold to a gray-green, the sign of his beast pushing toward the front. Gwen should have been afraid, but looking into this man’s face as she held him in place, she couldn’t find her fear.  
 
    “I am going to break these bindings,” his beast purred. “And once I do, I’m going to flip you onto your stomach so that I can take you. You are mine and I will make you scream until your magic shatters.” 
 
    Gwen felt a shiver run up her spine, one of anticipation. Her core warmed at his words and she could feel the space between her legs moisten.  
 
    “You won’t take any time to please me?” she asked, voice hoarse with the effort it took to find it.  
 
    He raised molten gold eyes to hers. “Like I said, you will cry out. I will please you until you cannot take more, until you know that you are mine.” 
 
    The beast’s words should have frightened her. It should have made her turn and run, but there was something about it that rang like a truth in her ears. She was not a witch that could separate truth from fiction like sifting for gold, but this felt too real for her to ignore.  
 
    “Then take me,” she whispered and released the magical binding on his wrists. 
 
    He didn’t pounce on her like she thought he would. Gray-green swirled through his eyes, a sign that he and his beast were together as they moved. Slowly, so slowly, he approached her. His hands slithered over her hips before gripping her, hard. He spun her around and pressed the length of his body tight against her. She could feel the hard length of his cock pressing against her buttocks.  
 
    Warmth pooled between her legs. She heard the dragon man scent the air behind her, taking in the desire that she could not hide, either. Then, before she could react, his arms slipped behind her knees and he swept her off her feet.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    “I will not fuck you on a hard surface,” he growled with her in his arms. “Direct me to your bed.” 
 
    All Gwen could do was point toward the closed door. He kicked it open, breaking the lock. She didn’t have time to mind. She would be leaving soon, anyway. Beyond the broken door lay what felt like an indoor garden. Plants in pots of all sizes filled the sunny room. Amidst pots of lavender and peppermint sat her wide, white covered bed.  
 
    Cameron and his beast set her gently down onto the white duvet before abruptly gripping her hips and flipping her over. His hands ran up the back of her legs, earning a small moan out of her mouth. How long had it been since anyone touched her at all? Even the small gesture had her closing her eyes to savor in the feeling.  
 
    There were things a man could do that the battery-operated boyfriends could not, such as gripping the waistband of her long skirt and yanking it down over her legs. She laid there, bare assed for his viewing pleasure. 
 
    He growled, his hand moving toward the soft flesh of her buttocks. Long fingers kneaded her flesh. How long had it been for him, she wondered? Had it been just as long? Was he aching for her the same way she ached for him? 
 
    She squealed when his teeth descended upon her skin. He bit the tender flesh of her buttocks, interspersing kisses between small nips and nibbles. She writhed beneath his grip. He laughed, deep and resonating through her. She felt it rumble through her core and she knew what she wanted.  
 
    “Take me,” she breathed.  
 
    His tongue slipped between the gentle folds of her. She let the bed swallow her moan of pleasure. She had not expected the quick flick of his tongue there. She had not expected this gentle patience.  
 
    “Take me,” she growled.  
 
    His finger slipped inside of her and she called her pleasure into her bed sheets. “You’re not ready,” he whispered.  
 
    She rocked her hips back and forth, enjoying the feel of even a finger inside of her as it touched places that had been lonely for far too long. The silkiness of his skin was nothing compared to the feeling of the tip of him as he pressed it against her opening. She moaned with surprised delight.  
 
    She had been with a dragon before. She knew what it meant to lay with one and what they hid in their pants. Her battery-operated boyfriends should have ensured that she was ready for the smooth shaft to slide into her, but as he guided himself in, inch by inch, it felt like nothing she’d known.  
 
    Once he was hilt deep, his hips began to work. He thrust, hitting deep each time, while his hands explored every inch of her body. They shoved her shirt up so that he could cup her aching breasts. His soft thumb flicked and pinched her nipple, sending a jolt of pleasure through her core. The other hand moved further south, the tips of his fingers sliding between her folds to touch her most sensitive place.  
 
    His hand worked in unison with his cock, pushing her closer and closer to the precipice. Waves of pleasure coursed through her core with each thrust of his cock. It seemed to fill every available inch inside of her, stroking her pleasure into a slow burning fire.  
 
    She could spend a lifetime in this moment, she thought. She tightened herself around his cock in rhythm with his thrusts. Behind her, Cameron moaned. His grip on her tightened possessively. His thrusts came faster as he lost a bit of control. 
 
    He leaned forward and teeth scraped her shoulder. She cried out from the sheer pleasure it sent through her. His teeth pressed into her skin, pleasure mingling with pain while her orgasm rocketed through her. She cried out, unable to keep it inside.  
 
    It was her cry that sent him over the edge. He spasmed inside of her. His roar of pleasure mingled with her soft cry. Their magic whipped around them, a whirlwind that left the room in disarray. Neither of them care. They fell forward in a heap, breathing heavily.  
 
    Gwen wriggled into the soft sheets, sated after their long bout of lovemaking for the first time in… maybe her life. It was an experience like none other she’d ever had before. He lasted for as long as she needed to climax, which turned out to be quite a while. She turned her head to the side, eyes studying the face of the man lying beside her.  
 
    He looked back at her with half lidded eyes and a soft, content smile on his lips. She leaned forward and claimed them in a slow kiss. He returned the favor, his hand reaching up to cup the side of her face. Affection. The realization sent a sharp jolt through her.  
 
    He was showing her affection.  
 
    Then, suddenly, he scrambled out of the bed and bolted for the door. Her mouth hung agape. That had been unexpected. What should she have foreseen? A long night of cuddling? A happy future. She cursed herself for being ever hopeful when reality seemed all too happy to squash her into the ground. She fell onto her back and stared up at the ceiling, fighting back hot tears.  
 
    “You have to be starving,” Cameron’s voice drifted back to her.  
 
    Her head fell to the side and she nearly choked on her laugh of relief. Completely naked, the dragon man stood in her bedroom doorway, board of meats and cheeses held between his hands. She pressed her lips together, warning herself not to become attached, and nodded. She was, indeed, starving.  
 
    Cameron climbed back atop the bed to sit with her and stationed the board so that it sat before them, not between them. He adjusted himself so that his knee touched her bare thigh and reached forward to claim rolled meat and slivers of sharp cheese. He, too, it seemed, was starving. Their love making had been nearly frenzied. 
 
    “Can I…” Cameron seemed to trip over his words. “Can I feed you?” 
 
    She let herself fall back into her plush pillows, feeling, for a moment, like a goddess. “Feed me,” she commanded.  
 
    Cameron laughed, that bright sound that reminded her of sunshine. His fingers claimed a cluster of grapes from the board and hung them over her lips so that she had to reach for them. She caught the glint of mischief in his eyes before he snatched them away and popped a grape into his own mouth.  
 
    Gwen turned a pout toward him and he broke down, feeding her several grapes by hand before insisting she also eat some protein. The night went on like this, happily teasing one another. It was her last night in this apartment, her last night in this town before she became someone new again.  
 
    What name would she choose this time? This time her name was too close to the truth. Next time, she would have to decide upon something wholly new and different. She could become Rose or Delilah. Or, she could become something fresh and new like Teagan. That was a name that she admired. It would make her seem young.  
 
    Teagan sounded like a great name.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Cameron wondered what his luck was. He had found his mate and secured his mission all at once. It was beyond believable as he looked down at the slim, naked body of his mate. He wanted nothing more than to bury his face in the scent of her and refuse to come up for air.  
 
    Her screams of pleasure had driven him into a mad frenzy, a feeling that he’d never known before. Both, he and his beast, swarmed to the forefront while they were inside of her. His scent would soon mingle with hers, warning others that she was mated and claimed.  
 
    Somehow, she had allowed him to stay with her for the past week. Their days were spent playing music or basking in the sunlight. Their nights, as soon as the sun even hinted at diving toward the horizon, they retreated to her bedroom. Each morning, he would wake to her staring down at him as if she might bolt at any second. But, she would slowly make her way toward him and their day would start all over again. 
 
    The only thing he wished he’d considered sooner was the chance of conceiving a child while in this new stage. It was something his brother and Rhiannon were learning to deal with, but was not one that Cameron wished to risk in this uncertain time.  
 
    Feeling his stomach churn with fear and shame at his own stupidity, he pulled open the bathroom mirror. His fingers hovered over the bottles and tubes of cosmetic solutions, wondering why Gwen needed any of them. He wasn’t sure what it looked like, but he wanted to make sure. He needed to know if she was on modern birth control.  
 
    He’d left his phone in the bedroom, or else he would use the internet, a wonderful source of information brought about by recent technology. After a long moment of fruitless searching, he closed the bathroom mirror. He couldn’t do what Gareth was doing. Gwen already stirred a bevy of protective emotions that would most likely spin out of control if she became with child too soon.  
 
    They couldn’t risk that. 
 
      
 
       *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    When she woke, part of her was alarmed to find the other side of the bed empty. Her hand ran across the still warm sheets and her heart calmed. Frowning, Gwen told herself she cannot get attached to this man. This dragon man that she let stay in her home for nearly a week. Each morning she told herself to run and never look back. Each morning her feet pulled her back toward the bed.  
 
    A handful of nights of great sex was not going to change anything. He was still a dangerous dragon and she was still the Witch of Caernarfon, betrayer to some and belonging of others. She swallowed hard as the memories struck her, as the emotions stirring inside of her warred with one another. Cameron had not seemed like the other dragons at all. The only time he seemed in any way vicious was when he expressed anger over what happened to her, over her pain.  
 
    That was not like any dragon she knew. Gwen ran her hands down her face.  
 
    A muffled vibrating sound came from within her room. Curious, she sought the sound and found it in the pocket of Cameron’s pants. It always amazed her that even while seemingly incarcerated in the Territories, dragons had access to technologies such as cell phones. She dug the vibrating cell phone out of his pants pocket, glancing toward the closed door as her heart rate picked up. 
 
    A message flashed across the screen, readable even though she could not unlock his phone.  
 
    Have you found the witch? Complete the mission and bring her here soon. 
 
    She chucked the phone back toward his pants as though it burned her. In many ways, it had. Her heart was ever so slowly attempting to open up to this dragon man that wandered into her life. She wanted to believe that he was different, that he would be gentle and patient with her.  
 
    Truth was, she was nothing more than a mission to him.  
 
    Anger roiled through her. It gripped her magic, the kind that she shoved dark and deep, and lashed out in every direction. Her magic was a thorned vine that cracked in the air and dragged across her skin. Cameron’s forgotten clothing disintegrated into nothing more than fiber remnants. His phone screen cracked in several places, spider webbing as though something were crushing it.  
 
    The door to her room cracked open to reveal a smiling façade. She threw a dark glare in his direction. A ceramic mug on his tray shattered. Hot tea ran down his arms. His face fell and confusion tumbled through his eyes.  
 
    “You didn’t come here on a rutting night,” Gwen hissed. She pulled her sheet up to her bare chest, feeling more vulnerable than she had in years. But, she would not be the victim. Her magic wrapped around her.  
 
    “You need to listen to me,” Cameron pleaded. His eyes found the cracked phone.  
 
    “I do not have to listen to anything.” Gwen flicked her hand in his direction. He fumbled backward. Her magic slammed into his chest, bearing all of her rage and the weight of her betrayal. 
 
    See if she ever lets a dragon into her life again. They were only trouble. His leader wanted her for a weapon against their enemies. He charged Cameron with the task of convincing her to love him so that she would protect them. Nothing they’d done this past week meant anything.  
 
    It hadn’t. That was what she wanted from it. It was a release for the both of them, nothing else.. But, but she hadn’t expected the pain that filled her chest when she learned the truth. She hadn’t expected tears to fill the corners of her eyes.  
 
    “Get out,” she growled. Angry, she threw the cracked phone at him. Deftly, he snatched it out of the air before it could hit him in the face. Gwen let a small sound of frustration slip past her lips. 
 
    “Not until you hear me out!” Cameron calmly stood his ground, even as his voice rose.  
 
    “I do not have to hear anything. You lied. You came here with false intentions. Get out of my home.” She flicked her hand at him again and shoved at him. The door flew open behind him and he stumbled back through it. When it slammed shut in front of him, her heart thudded inside her chest.  
 
    She quickly closed the space between her and the door, her fingers shakily tracing warding sigils across the cheap wood. They glowed in the dim morning light for a second. Then, they sank into the wood. She would have to do it on every wall of the apartment to keep him out.  
 
    But, it locked her inside. She felt tears burn her eyes and a sob shook her chest. She sank to the floor and reached for her cards, willing them to tell her the future. Instead, her fingers flipped the same three cards. Tower. Lovers. Death.  
 
    She let her tears consume her. She was going to die in this apartment. The beast outside was undoubtedly going to burn her home down around her for kicking him out. Dragons did not like to be told no. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Cameron let himself sink to sit on the stair case. His head fell back and a sigh slipped out from between his lips. He could feel the crawling sensation of wards being wrapped around her apartment. Gwen closed herself up and there was no getting back inside.  
 
    His mate had cast him out. The beast inside of him prowled, angry and dejected. It wanted back inside, wanted Cameron to explain their side of the story, wanted their mate to forgive them so that they could nestle their head between her breasts once more. 
 
    It was almost impossible to think that the Witch of Caernarfon was his mate. She was a legend among not only her own people, but the supernatural community as well. The witch that had leveled towns with her wild magic was his mate. She was wild and beautiful and, also, scared as a rabbit looking in the eyes of a wolf.  
 
    That made him angry. He wished to know who had hurt the Witch of Caernarfon, his mate, so badly that she was terrified of his kind. He’d seen the wreckage that her power could cause. What had been done to her to make her afraid?  
 
    Sucking in a ragged breath, Cameron forced himself up. He glanced back at the now warded apartment. There had to be a way for him to get back inside.  
 
    Better yet, there had to be a way to get her to come out. It had to be on her own terms. She had to approach him with no fear in her heart. Then, she would listen to him. They would come to an understanding. It was his fault for not telling her sooner that they were mated. That truth could have helped her realize he did not bed her for the reasons Drystan asked for.  
 
    It was one thing to venture around the Territory in only his underwear, but Gwen had shoved him into the public with nothing more than his skivvies and a cracked phone. With a sigh, he crept down the stairs to her apartment and went in search of a shop that would allow him to replace his lost clothing. Then, he would take up post at the café across the street and wait for her to run. Surely, she would be on the run again, soon. The Witch of Caernarfon had been running for a long time. Now that a dragon knew where she was, he was sure she was going to try again.  
 
    His thoughts fell upon the cards she drew for him. It occurred to him that, perhaps, the cards she thought she accidentally drew for herself could apply to the both of them. It made sense considering that she was his mate. Anything that applied to her would, by default, include him, too. He thought back to the images laying before him on that small café table.  
 
    The Tower. Not that he knew what it meant. All he could remember was the image of a woman tumbling from a high tower. It did not bode well, but he wondered if it was only a thrust into the unknown that it forebode. The thrust into a mating bond that she was not prepared for.  
 
    What had been the second card? An image of two, entwined bodies returned to his memory. The Lovers. Indeed, he wished they would become lovers. A single night was not good enough for him. He needed her in his life then here on out. 
 
    People stared at him, women’s eyes drawn downward until their conscience reminded them to look away with red faces. He couldn’t appreciate the glances. Not when he knew his mate had locked herself in her apartment, when she thought he was using her. His stomach rolled. They could barely help themselves the night before, caught in the pull that the new bond had over them. He hoped that she didn’t think the sex was a ploy, too. It had meant something to him, that first touch. He craved more. He needed to be hilt deep in her again. 
 
    After an hour of feigning embarrassment in a small shop and struggling to pull up his credit card information on his phone, a technological advancement that he was grateful for the first time ever, Cameron was outfitted with new jeans, boots, and a t-shirt that advertised tourism for the town. It covered his body and that was all he cared about.  
 
    Upon returning, he scoped out her apartment for signs of her disappearance. A shadow passed over her bedroom window as though Gwen was inside, pacing. His heart thumped hard, but he didn’t move toward her. Instead, he was smart enough to claim a table near the window of the café across the street and order an espresso. 
 
    Behind him, a TV silently displayed a local news station. At first, he paid no attention to it. Things happening in that small town were of little consequence to him at that moment. But, then he caught a glimpse of red scales across the screen and it suddenly had his full attention.  
 
    The fight between a red dragon and white dragon played out across the screen. The camera shook and swayed as though it was filmed by a phone in the crowd of bystanders. For a moment, Cameron’s heart surged. Then he realized that the dragon he was seeing on the screen was Wesley. It was the fight after GOE kidnapped his mate. Cameron’s brows sloped together in confusion.  
 
    He called out to the barista behind the counter to turn on the sound. She frowned, but did as he asked, raising a small remote and pointing it at the TV mounted in the corner. A reporter’s baritone voice filled the space and Cameron’s stomach turned as the scene shifted. A portly man wearing a GOE badge on his chest stood beside a figure Cameron recognized as another dragon shifter. The man was tall and his chest was wide and flat. A charismatic smile full of white teeth was plastered across his face, but didn’t quite meet his eyes as he looked out over the crowd at the press conference. His nearly white hair was combed back into a respectable style, the whole package looking like it belonged in a movie. Not on the news.  
 
    “The Guardians of Existence are proud to announce the head of our newest department, the Dragon Shifter Embassy. Please welcome Malcom Whittaker to GOE!” 
 
    A round of hesitant applause rang out through the crowd, the microphone capturing the murmur of whispers that circled around the podium. The white dragon stepped forward, his charismatic smile nearly glowing. Cameron already didn’t like him. The façade that this dragon held was blinding those around him. 
 
    “I am happy to become a part of the Guardians of Existence and to help protect this city from the threat of dragon shifters. My family and I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe from the reckless red dragon family as well as any other dragons that dare set foot on our streets. All that we ask from you in return is a slice of home for ourselves. We will not take space from you, but, instead, carve out a small holding for my family in the territory already set aside for dragons.” 
 
    There was another moment of stone still silence before the crowd erupted into cheers. It seemed the white dragon had presence. Enough to win over the hearts of a city absolutely terrified of dragons. Then again, he wasn’t a red dragon. They didn’t see a need to fear him.  
 
    Not yet.  
 
    Present at the press conference were his brother and Rhiannon. Gareth’s grip on Rhiannon’s shoulders were tight. He guessed that his brother was ready to run at a moment’s notice. His mate was determined to rescue the image of the red dragons, but she was also pregnant. Gareth had to be going crazy. It was a wonder that he kept control over himself while the crowd threw words of hatred at them. 
 
    Cameron’s fist tightened atop the table. His home was threatened and he was not there to protect it. He cut a sideways glance out the window. Gwen’s apartment was still. He wanted nothing more than to break down the wards she’d placed around the apartment and carry her back to the territory so that he could protect his home and his mate all at once. He knew that would not win her heart. It would terrify her more than anything. He couldn’t risk that. Not with his mate.  
 
    He looked back at the television, hoping that he had not given himself away as one of the red dragons vilified on the screen.  
 
      
 
      *** 
 
    Gwen sat on the floor of her bedroom for a long time. She stared at the floor, trying to sort through the mess that tumbled through her mind. Once again, she’d made the mistake of letting a dragon into her life. She could barely believe that she’d done more than let him into her apartment. She’d let him into her body and… she loved it.  
 
    She half expected Cameron to stand outside her door, stubbornly pushing through the wards that she’d woven. Given time and persistence, a dragon’s magic could do exactly that. Instead, she heard silence. His clothing lay on the floor beside her in shreds. She’d kicked him out in his underwear and nothing else. It brought a snicker to her lips. 
 
    Packing should have been the first thing on her mind. Her bag was already half packed and her cards were back in her possession, returned by the odd dragon man. Gwen found herself rising from where she sat. Calmly, much calmer than she thought she would be, Gwen prepared herself a mug of lavender and honey tea before sitting in front of her cards.  
 
    One more draw. They would reveal the path she would follow. She needed to understand this tether that she felt connecting her to Cameron, a dragon she’d only known for a night. It was impossible that she was his mate, but perhaps she was meant to help them in their time of need.  
 
    Feeling a compulsion, she reached for the remote on the table beside her card deck. The television flared to life, the faint sound of static ringing in her ears. A local news station greeted her.  A portly man stood alone on a podium, his booming voice promising the crowd that measures would be taken to eradicate the red dragons from Snowdonia. She felt her chest tighten. From Cameron’s red hair, she could easily assume that he was one of the red dragons in question.  
 
    News traveled fast these days. She heard of the turmoil the red dragons were causing in Bangor, but had waved it off. The first red dragon to cause trouble had been protecting his mate, a sacred bond that bound him to a human woman. The second dragon to stir the pot claimed to have been stolen as a child and implanted with silver. She claimed to have been framed by GOE. Terrible things were happening, but Gwen felt the need to believe the red dragons in their claims.  
 
    “Snowdonia no longer belongs to our red dragon neighbors,” the portly man announced, his fist in the air. “They are no longer neighbors of Bangor!” 
 
    Gwen pulled her gaze from the television to draw a card. Her long fingers flipped over The Lovers once again. She felt a hand grip her heart. With trembling fingers, she pulled the next. Death. She sucked her lower lip between her teeth as she regarded the card. If she hadn’t drawn The Tower, it most likely meant that she’d moved past that stage in her life already. Change came and went already.  
 
    There was one more card to draw. She looked at the deck out of the corner of her eye, wondering what other news it held for her. She feared what it might try to tell her for what could possibly come after death?  
 
    The card Gwen drew made her breath catch in her throat. It was one that she’d never drawn before. Not for herself, at least. She’d been half expecting to draw a blank card, the image erased by the magic flowing around her. Instead, she stared down at the Ace of Pentacles.  
 
    Prosperity.  
 
    Happiness.  
 
    Her heart raced inside her chest. Her eyes moved back to The Lovers, still lying face up on the table. Did it mean…? Could it be?  
 
    She had no way of knowing. Not unless she wanted to hunt down the dragon man she let into her apartment, because she was sure that he didn’t bother hanging around from the lack of noise outside her door.  
 
    Her hand fisted, tiny nails biting into her palm. No, it couldn’t be. She swiped her hands over the cards and turned her attention back to the news station. The portly man was going on about the measures they would take to push the red dragons from Snowdonia. 
 
    The dragons needed her help. That was clear. She let her head fall back against the couch. Was she really going to do this? She cracked an eye open and glared at the Death card.  
 
    Yes. She was going to do this. The red dragons needed help and they thought she would be enough to turn the tables in their favor. The least she could do was help. She could fight on their behalf. Her life had been long enough as it was. She was done running. She was done hiding.  
 
    With a new resolve, Gwen packed her meager belongings into a canvas duffle bag. She didn’t want to say good-bye to the garden she’d cultivated in her bedroom, but she couldn’t take it with her. Not where she was going.  
 
    Preparing for travel, perhaps in the way that a dragon was best known for, Gwen chose a pair of slim jeans and a long sleeved, sage colored top. Her brown leather boots slapped the stairs as she left her home of the past fifteen years without looking back.  
 
    Where could she find a red dragon hiding in her town? That was the real question. She could look for a half-naked man, but she was sure that he’d found new clothing by now.  
 
      
 
      *** 
 
      
 
    Cameron’s breath caught in his throat before he launched himself up from his seat. The witch had left her apartment after all. She stood on the sidewalk, looking up and down the street as though in search of someone. He wasted no time in rushing toward her, forgetting to leave a tip for his server.  
 
    Nearly breathless, he darted across the busy street and was welcomed by several blaring horns. Gwen’s eyes fell on him and he expected her to dart like a rabbit. Instead, her face opened up. She smiled at him. Cameron could have sworn his heart stopped at the sight of it.  
 
    He halted a few feet away from her. She looked up at him expectantly.  
 
    “So,” she began, one hand on the strap of her canvas duffle bag. “Where are we going?” 
 
    His heart fluttered with joy. It made him feel light and effervescent, the opposite of what he knew meant to be a dragon. What happened? Last time he saw her she’d thrown him out of her home. Yet, here she stood with wary determination in her eyes.  
 
    He couldn’t stop himself as his arm snaked around her lower back and he pulled her to his body before his lips fell upon hers. He devoured her mouth, tongue teasing and exploring until they had to come up for air. Gwen was surprised and breathless when he pulled back, staring wide eyed up at him, lips slightly parted. 
 
    “I’m only doing this to help your people,” Gwen reminded him, her brows a hard line over her narrowed eyes, despite how soft her mouth had been under his moments ago. “After that… I don’t know. I’ll go my own way, I guess.” 
 
    He laid another soft kiss on her lips before releasing her. His beast roared at him, louder than it had ever been before, to hold her, to keep her near before she could escape. One step at a time, he said to the beast before he shook his head to drown out the beast’s roaring.  
 
    “Then we go back to Snowdonia,” Cameron said softly before turning to lead her away. 
 
    Gwen’s brows knit together in confusion. She didn’t follow. “I thought the red dragons were pushed from Snowdonia. There are none left in the Territory.” 
 
    Cameron paused, a few feet away. His eyes scanned the crowds around them for ears that might be listening before responding. “They are still there, in hiding.” 
 
    “And you think that I can help them?” 
 
    His main goal was getting his new mate somewhere that she could be safe and happy. Unfortunately, that also meant ridding Snowdonia and Bangor of the white dragons that were terrorizing them. Afterwards, they had to heal their relationship with Bangor. Maggie and Rhiannon could handle relations, but protection… 
 
    “You have a power they won’t see coming. Your wards could buy us time. Our leader also heard you’re much stronger than your average witch. You could turn the tide for us in this fight.” 
 
    He watched his mate pull in a ragged breath and try to steady herself as she gazed out at the town they would leave. Should he tell her the truth? Could he tell her that she was his mate? Or, would she turn away from the truth as though it were a lie? 
 
    Finally, she nodded. “Take me to Snowdonia.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Cameron took them to a place outside of town that was reasonably empty. There was a forest on one side and a farm on the other. Farmers usually saw the red dragons, the symbol of Wales long before their exposure, as good luck. He didn’t have to worry about their presence if one found them.  
 
    “Can your magic make me invisible to the eye?” 
 
    She seemed to think about it before shaking her head. “It is impossible to make things invisible, but I can ward us with a kind of See Me Not spell. It would cause people to look away if they happen upon us. Are you…?” 
 
    Cameron paused, hands poised to remove his shirt. There was a sliver of skin visible at his waistband that made Gwen’s eyes lower. He felt a surge of joy as her eyes raked over him, but then she returned to the hesitation he heard in her voice.  
 
    “Am I what?” 
 
    She swallowed before her eyes rose to meet his. “Are you going to shift?” 
 
    He nodded. “It will make our return much quicker and easier than if we used a car. For one thing, a car cannot reach the mountain that my family is using for shelter. Eventually, we would have to fly there.” 
 
    “I knew this would happen, but I still can’t seem to make my knees stop shaking,” Gwen said as a queasy laugh escaped her.  
 
    Cameron stepped toward her, his hands at her hips while he looked down at her.  
 
    “I will not drop you if that is what worries you. I will ensure that you are safe the entire time for you are my first priority.” 
 
    “Right, weapon and all.” She looked away from him and he yearned to tell her the truth. But, she confessed something before he could speak. “It’s isn’t the flying that bothers me. If I had to, I’m sure that I could wrap my magic around myself enough to soften my fall. It… it’s your shape that bothers me. I’m ashamed of this, but I know your dragon form will terrify me.” 
 
    “I’m actually quite small for a red dragon. My brother called me a runt for most of our adolescent lives. He is the biggest of us all, so it was easy to seem like a runt in comparison to him, but even compared to our cousin or our leader, I am small. I hope that helps you.” 
 
    “You are not small,” Gwen muttered, thinking he could not hear her words. 
 
    “Is that so?” He couldn’t help the smirk of self-satisfaction that spread over his face while he pulled his shirt over his head.  
 
    He let go of the magic that was confining him to the small, human form. His dragon burst free from wherever it went when he was human. Scales unfolded into the shape of a dragon the size of a trailer, instead of a house. His body was awash with buttery yellow and gold that glimmered in the late afternoon sun.  
 
    He shook out his form and his beast surged forward. He lunged for control of the dragon form, but the beast shoved him to the back with a smug grin. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Gwen looked up at the most beautiful dragon she’d ever seen. He looked like sunshine and gold wrought into the shape of a lithe beast, tail snaking across the field like a snake. Molten gold eyes fell upon her. Fear should have surged at any moment, but she looked up at the dragon before her and felt a sense of peace and safety that confused her.  
 
    The beast lowered its head to the ground in a show of respect. She could see the hint of mirth in its gold eyes.  
 
    “Let’s get this over with,” Gwen grumbled in an effort to not look too closely at the feelings that were roiling inside of her. She stepped forward into the grasp of the dragon’s clawed hands.  
 
    His long talons carefully closed around her abdomen and thighs. Giant wings unfurled from his back and dwarfed the sunlight. They beat at the air until his dragon form lifted inexplicably from the ground. Should a monster of this size be able to fly? Or, was it magic that lifted them from the ground to soar over humanity? 
 
    The ground below her fell away. She gripped his talons as her stomach flipped. Flying wasn’t that bad, she tried to remind herself. It would be over before she knew it. The whisper of her spell was lost in the air, but the universe seemed to accept it as the See Me Not spell wrapped around them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Her eyes shot open as she was engulfed by panic. It was followed by a wave of anxiety. Trees filled the world below. She’d fallen asleep. She hadn’t meant to, but it meant that she failed to hold the spell that kept them concealed. Her eyes surveyed the world around them, but there was no way of knowing where they were.  
 
    How long had she been asleep? Could they be in safe territory?  
 
    A rustle of the trees below caught her eye. The feeling of dread and anxiety rolled inside of her, an omen if she ever felt one.  
 
    A white dart shot through the air toward them. Gwen opened her mouth to scream, but the sound was swallowed by the air that rushed past her. The white dart slammed into the side of Cameron’s dragon form. They spun through the air, dropping quickly.  
 
    No, she thought. No. No. No. 
 
    Not white dragons.  
 
    Cameron’s wings flared out to catch the wind. Shakily, he leveled off. Gwen gripped his talons, anxiety pulsing through her. Her blonde tresses obscured her vision. She turned a dark glare toward the white dragon even as her heart thundered in her ears.  
 
    The white dragon banked. It swung around to dive again. At the last second, it drew its claws upward. Cameron tucked his wings in and surged downward. The ground was quickly approaching them, but the white dragon had other ideas. It followed in pursuit, tucking its wings tight to its body and stretching its long legs outward. 
 
    Cameron might have been nimble, but the white dragon had reach on its side. Its claws raked against Cameron’s wings from above. The sound of tearing flesh was drowned out by Cameron’s howls of pain. His speed faltered. Gwen saw red. Cameron’s form tilted, his wings trembling in pain as they spread to keep from crashing into the ground. His claws tightened around her, almost crushingly. She knew that he was afraid to drop her, even as she fought to suck in a full breath. 
 
    As soon as the white dragon entered her vision, she threw her hand out. The power that she left alone for decades came boiling through it. It lashed out through her outstretched hand and toward the white dragon that gloated a ways away from her.  
 
    There was nothing to show Gwen had done anything. No rainbow force streaked through the air. There was no sound. There was only the impact as it sent the white dragon rolling through the air. It cried out in pain as the magic moved through its now convulsing body. It plummeted toward the ground and crashed into the trees below.  
 
    She let out the breath that she’d kept within her. Her hands began to tremble, whether from adrenaline or the usage of the power she tried to ignore, Gwen didn’t know. All she could do was urge Cameron forward by tapping her hands urgently against his claws.  
 
    He got the message, his great wings beating the air even though he dripped a trail of blood through the air. She would have to explain later that she’d fallen asleep, that her See Me Not spell had faltered and it was her fault that he was hurt. Her first thought was that he’d be furious, but that wasn’t like the dragon she’d come to know. Cameron was more patient than that. She would have to patch him up if they were going to make it.  
 
    She settled her hands onto his claws, pouring the source of power that she trusted into him. In her mind’s eye, it gathered around his wounds and glowed a soft blue. Flesh knit itself back together, a process guided by his body and abetted by her magic. Meanwhile, her lips moved silently as she cast the See Me Not spell once more.  
 
    A fine layer of sweat broke out on her forehead as she held both spell and raw power at work. She hoped that they were close to where the red dragons hid because she could not do both for much longer. Her magic flowed from the claw marks on his wings and into his body, searching for more injuries. A rib was cracked from the initial impact. Her raw power wrapped around it and pushed it back into place to heal properly. 
 
    Cameron seemed to notice what she was doing, because his speed increased. The land below them flew past at a nauseating speed. Time seemed to pass slowly as she held both spells in place. Her eyes scanned the ground below them. Fear that another white dragon might break from the foliage made her heart beat an irregular beat. She didn’t know if twenty minutes or an hour had passed since the white dragon attacked. Ahead, a range of mountains rose from the earth like priestesses praying to the sky, she thought. Cameron didn’t angle himself to land on the ground below, but back flapped so that he could touch down on the mountain’s side.  
 
    She was sure that it was probably the only way to get into their secret home inside the mountain. As his claws sank into the cliffside, he lowered her onto the even ground and released his grip on her. Exhaustion caused her knees to fold beneath her.  
 
    Cameron’s form disappeared, scales folding away and out of existence to leave only a man behind. He rushed to her side, panic and fear written across his face. She put a hand out while she caught her breath. Her limbs shook, but as her body pressed to the earth she asked for some of her magic to be returned. The earth saw the potential for magic in her and gladly gave up a bit of its power.  
 
    She could do that to replenish the power she used so often, the power that was green and peaceful. The dark power that swirled inside of her was another story altogether. Where it had come from, Gwen didn’t know. It could have been a gift from her non-existent father, or it could have grown inside of her, birthed by her own darkness.  
 
    She would have blamed her ex if she hadn’t known better. A white dragon had attacked them. Why did it have to be white dragons, she bemoaned silently. She spent a very long while trying to get as far from them as she could manage only to throw it all away in a single day. She had let herself be carried right into their fight.  
 
    Before her, Cameron’s knees dropped him to the earth. She looked up at his queasy face, but other than that he seemed in-tact. She was grateful for that, so happy that she’d been able to heal him. That relief brought up a new set of questions. Why did she trust this man so much? She should have known better than to freely trust any dragon, but here she was. She had let one drag her back to his home and was prepared to be his weapon.  
 
    “Are you… are you okay?” Cameron’s voice was a strained whisper.  
 
    As the green magic settled inside of her, she managed to nod. She felt a bit like herself once more.  
 
    “I wasn’t expecting an open attack,” Cameron confessed. “I should have known better. I should have taken to the forest floor and hiked until we met the mountain. You would have been safer that way.” 
 
    She was warmed by the concern he had for her, but she knew she had to tell him the truth. Yet, she couldn’t stomach the truth just then. There was no voice for it, so she turned to the other confession she still had yet to share. “I fell asleep.” 
 
    “What?” The confusion was clear on his face. He didn’t know how that had anything to do with the attack. 
 
    Her fingers dug into the earth. She was ashamed. It was her fault, too. It was her fault that he’d been hurt. His hand touched her arms. He pulled her into his embrace.  
 
    “I fell asleep and my See Me Not spell faded. That was how we were caught by the white dragon.” She didn’t tell him about her history with the white dragons. She didn’t tell him that was where her fear of dragons stemmed. She didn’t tell him that she could very well be useless to him and his family.  
 
    Worse, she could quickly become a liability if her ex learned she stood with them. 
 
    But, she had fought the white dragon in the sky. In that moment, Gwen hadn’t felt fear. She had tapped into the malicious power inside of her and thrown it at the white dragon to save their lives.  
 
    Cameron forgave her while he held her close. After a few moments, both of them were settled enough to pull themselves from each other’s arms. They turned toward the face of the mountain behind them. Gwen couldn’t see the entrance to the mountain home, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. Dragons had a touch of magic, too.  
 
    Cameron reached out and gripped her hand. “Are you ready?” 
 
    No, she wasn’t. Her death loomed on the horizon. She was sure of that now. She knew that the cards were warning her that she’d come across Malcom again. Now, she only hoped that the Ace of Pentacles spoke of a heaven, some place where she can finally be a rest.  
 
    Instead of voicing her fears, Gwen simply nodded. Cameron led her forward and the stone face of the mountain became immaterial as she stepped into it. A dark cavern hall, barely lit by the light that streamed in from behind them, greeted her.   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The dark hall looked the same as when he had left it. Cameron didn’t know why he expected it to change. Part of him feared that the white dragons finally found their hiding place and smoked his family out. Instead of screams and war cries, only soft silence filled the mountain home.  
 
    He didn’t let go of Gwen’s hand as he led her down the winding tunnels. He knew that this had to be terrifying for her. Dragons seemed to trigger some long ago wound that hadn’t healed correctly. It made him ache for his mate. Every day would be a struggle toward healing if she would stay with him.  
 
    “Where are we going?” Gwen asked beside him.  
 
    “You promised to help us, right?” 
 
    In the dim light of the cavern, Cameron could see her flinch. “I did,” she said finally. 
 
    He didn’t like that response, but he couldn’t call her out on it. She was trying to hold it together. “Then I’m going to introduce you to our leader. Drystan can be a bit dry and hot headed, but he’s kept us together since the Occurrence. I hope, for your sake, that Maggie is here.” 
 
    “Who is Maggie?” 
 
    “She’s Drystan’s mate. They’ve been together for as long as either has existed, it feels like. She’s definitely a foil to him. Maggie is a strong and determined woman that was either born in the wrong generation, or was one of the women that stood for the change that made this generation better.” 
 
    “Mate,” Gwen said the word as though she were tasting it. “Do you have a mate? Or, did your leader send you because you were without a woman?” 
 
    Cameron struggled with the answer to her question. In truth, he did have a mate. She was his one and only. She was the beginning and end. But, she didn’t know that. To say that he did, in fact, have a mate would either imply that he was taken or reveal what he was hiding.  
 
    “Mates are hard to come by these days,” he said, instead. “Times have changed and it seems harder to find women extraordinary enough to become mated to a dragon.” 
 
    Gwen snorted. “I tried it once. Turns out witches cannot be dragon mates.” 
 
    The growl that rumbled through him came on too quickly for him to hold it down. The sound filled the hall around them. She turned surprised eyes toward him. The beast wriggled, trying to break free so that it could claim it’s mate. He was sure that Gwen watched the gray-green of his eyes melt into gold.  
 
    “Is that who made you terrified of dragons?” Cameron asked through his growl. The beast wanted to throw his body over her, to be the shield against anything that might hurt her. He didn’t know how to tell the beast that they could not protect her from the pain she felt inside.  
 
    Gwen yanked her hand from Cameron’s grip. He was about to say something when she wrapped her arms around herself, her eyes cast downward. His heart cracked. He turned to her, dropped to his knees on the cavern floor, and pulled her hands into his.  
 
    “You are the Witch of Caernarfon. Whatever foe you cannot take care of yourself, I will protect you from. I promise that I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe until my last breath.” 
 
    The witch had no words. She stared down at him, a mix of surprise and warmth on her face. She squeezed his hands once before pulling away.  
 
    “Don’t sacrifice your vows for someone that isn’t your mate,” she whispered.  
 
    “I’m not.” The words slipped from him before he could stop them.  
 
    Her whole body froze, her back to him. “Then you’re wrong.” 
 
    The beast felt spurned. It gripped control of his human body to reach out and spin the witch around. He pulled her tight to his body, his hands slipping down her back to feel all of her at once. She looked up at him, brows flat over her glaring eyes.  
 
    “Do you think to tell me that you don’t feel this bond between us?” You think to tell me that you can deny how you feel for me when I touch you?” The beast growled through him. 
 
    Her breath seemed caught in her throat as her lips parted. Recognition danced lightly in her eyes, like she could see the truth, but wanted to fight it with everything she had.  
 
    “You might not have been the mate of the dragon before me, but you are mine and I lay claim to you until my dying breath.” The beast captured her mouth for a greedy kiss. His lips slid from hers and traveled to her neck, where his teeth bit down into the tight skin of her neck. 
 
    She cried out, hands rising to grip his elbows.  
 
    Cameron didn’t know what was wrong with him. He usually had much better control. The beast pulled back, but Cameron stayed where the beast left him. She would likely be terrified of him now. He ruined his chances at earning her love.  
 
    “You’re wrong, Dragon Man,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m going to take you to meet Drystan, but after that, take the time you need to sort through everything. Come back to me when… if you want to.” 
 
    He suddenly let go of her and turned away. Gwen was left standing where she was as he continued to lead them into the heart of the mountain.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Gwen didn’t know what to believe. His actions, the feelings inside of her. They both said one thing while her mind told her another. Her mind said that he was lying to her again. He would lie to keep her allegiance after her display of power.  
 
    But, her heart whispered something else to her. It was her heart that made her follow him down the hall, one hand over the place where he’d bitten her. The feeling of his teeth had sent a spike of pleasure down to her core and if he hadn’t held her, she would have let her knees drop her then and there.  
 
    Eventually, the cavern hall led into an open room, one big enough to hold a regal ball. Pale lights burned on the walls, flames held inside of beautifully wrought braziers. In the very center of the room was a long table. Ornate chairs, indicating the time when the home inside the mountain was crafted and furnished, sat around the table.  
 
    Maps and reports were spread out before a man that sat with legs askew at the head of the table. His chin was in his hand, elbow resting on the arm of the chair. He didn’t look up when she or Cameron entered, but she could see from the shift in his body that he knew they were there.  
 
    “It is so nice to have you back from your vacation, Cameron,” the man said. He turned his icy stare up to the dragon man beside her. She stifled the urge to stand between them, strangely at odds with how she should have felt. She should have the desire to hide behind Cameron. Not the other way around.  
 
    “There is no need for lies,” Cameron said, his voice flat and emotionless. It moved something in her heart to hear him without the sunshine she’d seen outside of the mountain. She tucked that emotion away, reminding herself that she was not his mate. She couldn’t be.  
 
    “You told her my plans?” The man in the chair sat up straight, his teeth on edge as he spoke.  
 
    Cameron shook his head. “You did. It was your text to me that alerted Gwen of your plans. Next time, try calling me.” 
 
    The man, who could only be Drystan, narrowed his eyes at Cameron for a long moment before he burst into laughter. “I will have to be more discreet with my texting next time. It seems I have become too reliant on word messages since Maggie gave that damned phone.” His eyes turned in Gwen’s direction. “And you still chose to come? You still chose to fight for us?” 
 
    She drew in a breath. “It seems that my own death is on the horizon. I might as well see it fighting for someone. Turns out, it has me fighting against my ex-lover, if he’s still part of the white dragons.” 
 
    Cameron’s growl was low and constant. She flicked a glance at him. Her confession pained him.   
 
    Drystan nodded. “He very much is.” 
 
    “You knew?” Cameron’s voice held a sharp edge. His body tensed, almost but not quite ready to attack his leader over her safety.  
 
    Drystan studied Cameron’s face for a long moment, confusion passing slowly into understanding. Gwen couldn’t read what was happening between them. It seemed like there was a silent conversation being had, one in which she was the subject.  
 
    “Just tell me what you need me to know,” Gwen interrupted the silent conversation. Both sets of male eyes flicked to her. She clenched her jaw under the weight of their gazes.  
 
    “I would like to wait until Malcom makes a move. I want to see what he plans on using GOE for before I attempt to hurt him.” 
 
    “He’s using GOE?” Gwen blurted.  
 
    It was Cameron that nodded. “They announced it on the news earlier today. The white dragons have partnered with GOE to create a dragon embassy, their words, not mine. Malcom is the head of such embassy.” 
 
    No one spoke for a moment. Then, because he couldn’t seem to help himself, Cameron spoke.  
 
    “You dated Malcom Whittaker?” His voice was a sound of pain, of wariness.  
 
    Gwen’s arms wrapped around herself as her mind spiraled back into the times she tried to forget. He promised her a mating bond, a lifetime of love and compassion. When the bond never snapped in place, when he realized he couldn’t keep her power through love, he turned to using pain. In the end, Gwen realized that all he wanted her for was the power that curled deep inside of her. 
 
    She looked up. Had she stayed with him, he would have launched his attack on the red dragons a long time ago. Together, they would have razed all of Snowdonia. She ran a hand through her knotted and snarled hair, cursing the wind from her flight to the mountain.  
 
    “It was a long time ago,” was all she could manage to say.  
 
    Cameron’s hands fisted at his sides. She took note of it, but didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Take her to your room, Cameron.” Apparently done with them, Drystan turned back to the maps before him.  
 
    “Wait,” she stuttered. “I don’t get my own space?” 
 
    “Limited space inside the mountain,” was all Drystan said, but she could have sworn she saw the spark of mirth in his eyes as he carefully avoided looking at her.  
 
    After a few unheard protests, Cameron led her through the winding halls that led out from the great room. She highly doubted that, inside such a large mountain, there wasn’t at least one extra room for her to sleep in.  
 
    The halls grew darker and darker, illuminated by small torches that dotted the walls every twenty feet or so. The sun was absent and it made her yearn for the open skies once more. It made her miss the garden that she’d left behind. Would this be her life from here on out? Confined to the dark halls of a cavern home? Thankfully, she didn’t have to deal with it much longer. She would soon be dead, at Malcom’s hands no less.  
 
    Finally, Cameron stopped at a door. His hand reached out and she watched as claws and scales rippled over the human form, a smaller version of the beast that was inside of him. The claws pressed into tiny holes in the stone door. There was a soft click and the door swung open. It was neat, but she wondered how she was supposed to get in and out.  
 
    “I take it this was built in the day and age when most mates were female dragon shifters.” 
 
    Cameron glanced at the locking mechanism in the door, taking it in for the first time. If he noticed anything odd, he didn’t mention it. Instead, he turned back to her, his eyes flaring with fire and pain.  
 
    She didn’t have the energy to deal with his emotions, with his lies. Head high, Gwen strolled past him. There was a long bed that sat on a raised dais of stone, the modern design on the quilt at odds with the magically carved room. She dropped her bag beside the bed and spied an arched doorway that leaked light into the large room.  
 
    Drawn to it, she discovered a large bathroom that pressed against the side of the mountain. A round, stained glass window was set into the angled wall. It cast a rainbow of light over a wide pool that was constantly refilled by a fountain that streamed from an underground source and poured from the wall. The lights danced in the water, captivating her attention.  
 
    “You saw your death in those cards?” Cameron asked, his voice low and tight. He’d been holding it back, fear most likely turning into anger after a while.  
 
    Gwen’s shoulders sunk. She wanted nothing more than to sink into that tub and ease the tangles from her hair and the knots from her muscles. Instead, she turned to face Cameron. She wasn’t expecting the breadth of emotion that filled his eyes. Fear, concern, and even love. His whole body seemed to tremble with the force of what he was feeling.  
 
    It made her snap her mouth shut, swallowing the sass she’d been about to throw.  This dragon man had claimed to be her mate earlier. He promised to do anything he could to keep her safe.  
 
    Had the dragons’ leader seen that when he studied Cameron’s face? Was that why he forced her into a room with him?  
 
    “I saw death,” she whispered. “It’s been a long time coming. Malcom has wanted my power since the moment we met. Bringing me into this fight will serve your leader best if he uses me as a distraction. When I can’t give Malcom what he wants I know he will kill me. I only hope that it gives you some time to do what you have to.” 
 
    Before she could move or speak, Cameron’s hands gripped her hips. He pulled her into him and his lips fell upon hers. She didn’t have the power to fight. She gave in, opening to him. If she was going to die soon, she would die a happy, sated woman.  
 
    He lifted her from the floor and she responded by wrapping her legs around him. He broke the kiss only long enough to warn her that he was going to rip her clothes from her body, a warning growled into her ear. His hot breath in her ear sent shivers through her. All she could do was nod. The gesture was followed by the sound of ripping as her shirt fell away from her skin as she clung to him. 
 
    She rocked her hips against him and his cock grew in response to her. It pressed against her core, against her stomach. How she had taken all of him before was a miracle. He was bigger than any she’d ever tried to take before.  
 
    Cameron’s own clothing fell away, his jeans kicked aside by his feet. He stepped over the lip of the tub that was fed by the waterfall. She expected cold water to touch her bare legs, but she was, instead, greeted by a gentle warmth that made her gasp with unexpected pleasure. Cameron laughed into her skin. His nose nuzzled her neck and left a trail of burning desire that made her dig her nails into his skin.  
 
    Suspended in the water, Gwen reached between them to grip the long length of his cock. He hissed between his teeth as her hand stroked back and forth. She ran her thumb over the delicate tip and his mouth fell over her lips. She let him in, holding nothing back.  
 
    Here, with this dragon man, no one was going to hurt her. Not even him. She couldn’t tell why she believed she was safe with him, but she realized it as he held her in the water. They made love once more. Their bodies moved together like they had done it more than once before. 
 
    After, Gwen lingered in the water. She contemplated her decision not to use birth control. It didn’t bother her, as the memories of the Death card returned to the forefront of her mind. It wouldn’t matter, soon. Instead of dwelling on the implications of her foolish behavior, she pulled at the green magic inside of her and pulled the water in gentle whirlpools around Cameron’s sensitive cock, laughing when he hissed at the extreme sensation.  
 
    “If I asked you,” Cameron began after her whirlpool eddied away, “would you stay here with me?” 
 
    “In the mountain?” she scoffed.  
 
    He shook his head. “When we get the territory back. Would you be willing to stay here in Snowdonia with me? I could offer you safety from whatever you’re running away from.” 
 
    She looked up at him, a sad smile spreading over her lips. That wouldn’t be an option soon. But, were it an option, what would she do? Would she help these dragons and then run for the hills again? Or, could she build herself a small garden here? The lands of Snowdonia were rich with magic, the kind that welcomed her with open arms.  
 
    “Maybe,” was all she could say. “Maybe I could.” 
 
    Cameron didn’t seem to like that response. His lips twisted, but he didn’t say anything else. Instead, he leaned back into the water and let his head rest against the stone. Gwen could only wonder what was happening under the surface of that gentle dragon as the light streaming through the window played over his face.  
 
    He could easily be the sunshine over her garden. She only wished that dragons could take witches as mates. It made her chest tight to think that Cameron had a woman out there, destined to be his lover for his long life. She looked away, choosing to watch the colored lights dance across the bottom of the pool instead of dealing with her emotions.  
 
    He could be hers, a voice inside of her whispered. What she felt, how her body came alight when he touched her. It was like nothing else she’d known. The way her heart fluttered and her body burned tried to tell her tales of fate bound lovers. What if… No, she reminded herself. She was a witch and, therefore, it meant she would live a lonely life like her mother and her grandmother. Thankfully she thought, that lonely life was almost over. She was happy that she was able to spend the last moments of it with the sweet dragon man.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Owain passed Cameron and his mate, the older dragon’s eyes dancing between them. The old dragon must have seen the bond because his eyes lit with surprise. 
 
    “Well,” he grumbled. “That was not what I meant when I said show her love in return, but I hope the best for the two of you. I hope that her luck does not follow us here, into the mountain.” 
 
    “What is he talking about,” Gwen asked, her voice becoming sharp.   
 
    Owain pinned her to the spot with his glare. “If you dare betray my family I will unleash Elgar upon the world again. Be careful of how you step from here on out.” 
 
    Gwen’s eyebrows knit together as she took in the older man before her. Owain cut an imposing figure with his barrel chest and thick beard. He looked like a man that had weathered thousands of years on this earth. It was Cameron that stepped forward, firmly placing himself between the old dragon and Gwen. His hand touched the old man’s shoulder, gripping it hard.  
 
    “She will do fine,” Cameron growled. Fury was a new feeling, but it was one that he was quickly becoming familiar with. He did not like Owain threatening his mate. He stepped between them and let that fire pulse from him. He burned like a sun.  
 
    Owain seemed to see something else in Cameron that made him step back. “Perhaps I will not need to unleash Elgar after all.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Cameron pushed.  
 
    Only, Owain did not explain. The old man further studied Cameron’s face before his eyes flicked to the witch, to his mate. Cameron’s nose scrunched as his lips curled.  
 
    “Perhaps you do not remember me, but we met when you were a child’s age.” Owain bowed low before Gwen. “You were the life of the party the night I first met you. The entire room seemed to revolve around you and your cards. It is a pity that your family shamed you for the power that you could not help.” 
 
    Gwen swallowed. “Pity isn’t the word that I would use, but I think that spared me a lot of trouble. If my family would give me up for such a small thing, then they were not family to begin with.” 
 
    “A very true statement. I hope that you can find family once and for all with us. It would be an honor to claim that the Witch of Caernarfon as a part of the red dragons.” 
 
    She laughed, a small sound that betrayed how nervous she was. Cameron figured it was from the large dragon before her, but he couldn’t know for certain. He didn’t know how to read the thoughts in her eyes yet. He couldn’t decipher what his mate showed to the world and it was beginning to drive him crazy. He couldn’t tell if she needed protection or free reign. He couldn’t tell if she needed him at all.  
 
    “I am here to lend aid,” she said, her voice flat. “That is all. I have no intentions of staying. Please don’t get your hopes up.”  
 
    Gwen had turned to Cameron as she said the last sentence. Only an hour ago, he’d found home inside her, released his seed inside the witch during what he could have called making love. Now, she stared him in the eye and told him not to get his hopes up.  
 
    His heart trembled. It threatened to break until the beast inside of him wrapped around it. The beast growled at him. It said to hope. They would love her until they no longer walked the earth, until they no longer breathed. He’d never known the beast inside him to be so ferocious, so vicious in its promises as visions of what it would do to keep her safe passed through his mind. Cameron agreed, surprising himself. 
 
    “I’m afraid this one is already caught in your snare, witch.” Owain rocked on his heels, the smirk of a mischievous old man on his lips, only partially obscured by his white moustache. “I’m afraid you cannot play catch and release with this red dragon.” 
 
    With his wisdom said, Owain turned to leave them alone in the hall when a cry rang out through the mountain. Drystan’s voice boomed for all to hear. Cameron’s heart leapt in his throat. He was calling an emergency.  
 
    He lifted Gwen from the floor, cradling her against his chest as he ran for the meeting point. She protested, but made no move to escape his grasp. He was running far too fast. When Cameron burst into the hall, he was surprised to find dragons standing still. They stood around an image projected on the wall. 
 
    No, not an image. A news channel. It moved, people running in every direction. Bangor was in chaos.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Together, they stared at the television. Maggie’s form fell into a chair. On the screen, her home was being destroyed. White dragons flew over Snowdonia, blowing frost and ice in every direction. Allowed free reign inside of the GOE buildings, the white dragons had wreaked chaos. They freed their captured brothers and left terror in their wake until GOE was nothing more than a mess of bodies and screaming humans.  
 
    The news announcer was giving a play by play, describing the betrayal of the charismatic white dragons. The camera zoomed in on Malcom, standing on the front steps of the official GOE building, his signature smile splitting his face while people around him screamed. For a moment, he was an actor. Then, a massive white dragon burst into being. Its huge form crashed into the statues on either side of the steps. Its long neck lowered its head, horns curling from its skull to point forward, and dark eyes settling on the camera.  
 
    The vision began to shake, the camera man rightfully quaking before he turned to run.  
 
    “So,” Cameron said. “That was their plan all along? They gain the trust of GOE until they are in the heart of it, invisible because of a path of trust they paved. By destroying GOE, there is no one left that can organize an attack that could stop them. The white dragon family is free to not only attack us, but all of Bangor.” 
 
    “He could have the city,” Maggie’s voice shook as she spoke. “If he wanted it.” 
 
    “I think he already has it.” Drystan scowled at the screen. This was his home. He may not have been welcome in the city anymore, but he never meant it harm. He must have known it intimately before the Occurrence.  
 
    Gwen stepped forward, hands shaking so hard that she crammed them into her pockets to hide it. “Let me go into town. My presence will have Malcom so shaken up that he won’t see your attack coming. It will buy you time.” 
 
    “What about you?” Cameron growled. “Am I supposed to leave you in his hands? Am I supposed to stand by and watch as he hurts you?” 
 
    She turned toward him, realizing for the first time that he hadn’t lied to her. She had lied to herself. Cameron truly was her mate. It was possible. A witch could be the mate of a dragon. She only had to wait for the right one to come into her life for that thread of fate to wind around each of them. It was a shame that she hadn’t gotten more time with him, but only knowing that she was loved, truly loved and cherished, made this much easier.  
 
    This would have been so much easier if she could have continued to lie to herself. If she could have remained with her head buried in the sand, she could have walked toward her death with no regrets. Now, one hung heavy in her heart when she looked upon Cameron. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she lied. She smiled at him, at the dragons and their mates that looked toward her. It might not have reached her eyes, but Cameron wasn’t going to buy it anyway. She could do more than just save the dragons. She could ensure the safety of a city. She could help fight for justice in the name of GOE.  
 
    “Once this is over,” Maggie said, her voice bearing a center of stone. “I’m going to reopen this embassy that Malcom just wrecked. I’m going to make it work.” 
 
    “That’s a nice idea,” Gwen said, her voice somber and reserved. After this, the city might be terrified of dragons for another handful of centuries. The red dragons might be contained to this mountain or forced to find another home altogether if they survived the war Malcom wanted to start.  
 
    The dragons continued to argue amongst themselves on which move they should make next. The younger dragon that looked much like Drystan gripped the edge of the table and the wood groaned beneath the sound of demanding voices. The dragon mates stared at the television, watching the lives they dreamed for be wrecked. A female dragon stood with her arms crossed over her chest, neither part of the war talk nor the grieving mates.  
 
    Gwen approached the stoic dragon female and gripped her arm hard enough to grab the woman’s attention. Eyes that flashed with gold met hers with ire. Gwen said nothing. Instead, she jerked her eyes toward the hall. Everyone else was too busy to see the two women casually walk out of the great room.  
 
    Behind her, Cameron tried to craft a plan that would not involve his mate. She would not stand by and watch as they threw their lives away. If she could buy them time, if she could do what Malcom did to GOE and destroy them from the inside out, then she would do just that. Even if it cost her the life she’d tried so hard to preserve.  
 
    A century and a half was a long enough life, she decided.  
 
    “What do you want?” the female dragon snapped. There was a streak of violet in her nearly brown hair. Her shoulders slumped once she realized the attitude she held.  
 
    “Take me to the city. I can cover us with a See Me Not spell until we get there. It is on you to get back unnoticed, but if you do this then I can put an end to this.” 
 
    The female dragon’s spine straightened. “I’m quick. There’s no way they will catch me.”  
 
    “Does that mean you will do it?” 
 
    The female dragon glanced back at her family, arguing over this desperate situation. As they spoke, the white dragons were most likely claiming Snowdonia for themselves. The female dragon turned back and nodded.  
 
    “Where do you think he’ll be?” 
 
    “I know exactly where Malcom will be.” 
 
    The two women slipped out, completely unnoticed. Gwen would play the part of the martyr if that meant she could protect the man who brought sunshine back into her life. It took Cameron an hour, as Drystan threw his desperate attempts at new attacks in his face, to realize that his mate was not among those present.  
 
      
 
       *** 
 
      
 
    Liana’s dragon was a lithe beauty that shot through the air. A purple streak ran up her forehead and between the two small horns on the top of her head. The small talons that wrapped around Gwen made her feel as though she might fall at any moment, but the sheer speed at which they flew replaced fear with astonishment. This time, the See Me Not spell did not falter. She wrapped her green and thriving magic around them, saving the well of darker magic for when they arrived.  
 
    The ruins of Dinas Emrys came into view. The shape of a massive white dragon lorded over it. Liana, as the female dragon introduced herself before becoming the beast that now held her, landed about half a kilometer away from the ruins. The beast’s eyes flicked in the direction that the great, white beast sat.  
 
    “Go,” Gwen told her. “Once I have his attention, he will be so wrapped up in me that he won’t notice you leaving.” 
 
    The lithe, almost lizard-like, beast glanced down at Gwen before nodding. Deftly, she spun around and her wings propelled her into the air. The See Me Not spell was no longer in effect. All Gwen could do was run in the direction of Malcom and his cruel beast to buy the helpful female time.  
 
    It had been a long time since she last ran through a forest. Gwen had become too accustomed to city living. Small vines and fallen trees caught her toes and made her stumble. Her run turned into an obstacle course that she was forced to falter through. The dragon had to hear her clumsy entrance. He had to know that she was coming, even if he couldn’t smell her.  
 
    A familiar cold wrapped around her body. It made her shake, but not from the temperature. Memories came surging back only for her to slap up a clumsy wall against them. This was not the time for fear. Even though her knees shook, she pressed forward.  
 
    “Malcom Whittaker!” she screamed into Snowdonia. The crumbling stones of a castle that the white dragons had once fought for came into view.  
 
    A long, white scaled tail came into view, lazily slapping the earth like an irritated cat. When she stopped before him, the tail stilled. Two icy eyes looked down at her. They gleamed like the brightest light she’d ever seen.  
 
    “Hello, Mal. I see you’ve been up to no good again.” Her voice was deceptively even. Even she could believe that there wasn’t a chill core of fear gnawing at her from the inside out.  
 
    The dragon’s giant head lowered to the ground, stopping right before her. It would only take a snap of his jaws to devour her whole. His lips pulled back in a sneer, one that exposed sharp fangs. Gwen steeled herself. She waited for him to level her with the ice in his breath or devour her in one bite.  
 
    She was only a little surprised when his dragon form peeled back and the man she once thought she could love stood before her. He smiled, not the charismatic smile that he’d fed GOE and the city, but one that promised pain before pleasure. His hands snapped out and latched onto her arms.  
 
    Quick as a viper, she reached down for that dark magic that churned inside of her.  
 
    But, Malcom was quicker.  
 
    “Hello, my love. I command you, Gwynefar, to not use your magic.” 
 
    The power that filled her disappeared. She felt empty handed as she stared up at Malcom with wide eyes. Why had she forgotten? No wonder her death was written on the cards. She was an idiot. He knew her true name and through that, he owned her.  
 
    In the distance behind her, the screams of a female dragon pierced the air. Her heart felt like it snapped inside her chest. The pain that filled her was immediate and soul shattering. This was her fault. She’d handed herself over as a weapon, the weapon that the red dragons should have had.  
 
    Her eyes filled with tears as the screams faded.  
 
    Malcom spun her around so that she faced the source of those screams. His hands gripped her shoulders, fingers digging in, as he whispered in her ear.  
 
    “You will help me raise Dinas Emrys from the rubble and we will rule over Wales like we were destined to.”  
 
    She knew the we did not include her. The we he mentioned was his family of white dragons. Several of them began to emerge from the forest around them. One had a sick smile plastered across his face as he jauntily crossed the ruin. He stopped before her. Malcom’s grip tightened on her. The young, white dragon reached out and flicked her nipple.  
 
    No one saw Malcom move. His snarl filled the clearing and then the young white dragon was on the ground. A hand was held up to his face, a weak attempt at staunching the blood that now poured from the claw wounds that ran across his face.  
 
    “She is mine,” Malcom growled at his family. “Touch her and you shall see your due punishment. This is what will win us our home. This is what will make me a King.” 
 
    All around her, voices rose in cheers. She reached inside of herself, but her magic felt too far away. Neither the green magic nor the writhing dark power inside of her wanted to play. She couldn’t help it when small whimper escaped her.  
 
    “Sit, Gwynefar.” Malcom whispered into her ear so that no one could hear her true name.  
 
    She fell to the ground with such force that she knew her rear would bruise. The young dragon that bled from the claw marks on his face scrambled away from her now sitting form. All the while, she replayed her sins over and over again in her head. What choice did she have left? 
 
      
 
     *** 
 
      
 
    The rage that passed over Cameron’s eyes when he realized Liana and Gwen were gone was all consuming. A red haze passed over Cameron’s eyes. The roar that boiled through him made the mountain shake around them. 
 
    Drystan grabbed his arm, fingers digging into flesh. “Calm down,” he commanded. Drystan’s voice boomed through the hall. Other dragons seemed to shrink in response, but Cameron only turned gold eyes upon his leader.  
 
    “Where did they go?” Cameron growled. The beast pushed to the front. Cameron was in such a rage that he did not care. His mate was not here. She’d foreseen her own death.  
 
    His mate was not there.  
 
    She was going to die.  
 
    Those were the only thoughts going through his head. He was not going to settle for the short time they had together. He was going to hurt someone. He was going to kill before anyone could lay a hand on her.  
 
    Cameron ripped his arm from Drystan’s grip, not caring when he heard flesh tear. The beast paced. It needed out. It needed to go find her. He knew where she went. Of course the witch went straight into the belly of the beast. She might have been terrified, but the resolve that filled her was commendable. He would yell at her for it later.  
 
    When he brought her home. When she was safe.   
 
    “Calm down,” another voice roared at him. Owain closed the space between them. His meaty hands fell upon Cameron’s shoulders. “Let’s go find your mate.” 
 
    “No one leaves until we formulate our plan of attack,” Drystan said as he stepped between them and the exit.  
 
    “Look at him!” Owain yelled at his son. “Do you recognize that look? I think you do. I think you know that we could not stop him from finding his mate even if we threw Gareth at him.” 
 
    Drystan took in the state of Cameron, the sheer, violent panic that had engulfed his young red dragon.  
 
    “Where is your honor?” Drystan said between clenched teeth, trying to hit Cameron where it hurt. Yet, honor was the last thing on Cameron’s mind. She needed him. What was honor when the life of his beloved was at stake? What was honor at all? It was the standard by which all dragons lived. It was what created their ranks, what put Cameron so high in rank.  
 
    “Honor means doing the right thing,” Owain said quietly. “When the Occurrence happened, I did not do the right thing. I will not make the same mistake twice, son. Cameron is engulfed by his beast and can only think of his mate. Do you know what Malcom Whittaker did to the Witch of Caernarfon? Because I do. 
 
    “Malcom tried to win her over with the promise that she was his mate. When he had her trust, the witch gave him her true name. The stories you heard of her, the leveling of entire towns? That was Malcom’s work. When she fought back, he carved into her. He thought there was something he could pull out of her that would give him power.” 
 
    Cameron hadn’t known. He’d assumed that Malcom had hit her. He hadn’t known that her ex-lover had tied her down and cut into her. He didn’t know that Malcom knew her true name.  
 
    “I’m going to take our young dragon and I’m going to get the witch that you dragged into this mess.” Owain spun on his heels, seeming decades younger in that moment. His hand gripped Cameron and jerked him along. “Are you lucid enough to give me your brother’s number? Wesley and Drystan will do what they need to. I’m sure Maggie is enough to help them. We will need your brother if we are going to get the witch back.” 
 
    The beast that now piloted Cameron had enough presence of mind to grumble Gareth’s phone number while the old man’s thumb hovered over the touch screen. Number entered, he held the phone to his ear. When Gareth picked up, Cameron could hear the sound of shouts outside Gareth’s home.  
 
    “What do you want, you old fart,” Gareth snapped.  
 
    “That’s no way to greet an elder, cretin. Your brother has found himself a mate in the Witch of Caernarfon.” 
 
    The voice on the other end swore loudly. Gareth’s mate asked if he was okay and he shot back a quick explanation before turning his attention back to Owain.  
 
    “This involves me how? I’m damn near surrounded by angry villagers and have a pregnant mate on my hands.” 
 
    In the background, Rhiannon screamed that she was more than capable of taking care of herself. She might have also thrown something at him from the crashing sound that made Owain pull the phone from his ear.  
 
    “The witch went to Malcom to either buy us time or betray us. Considering what I know, she thought her death would buy us time, but we now have an Elgar problem on our hands. Cameron has lost it. The beast is completely in control.” 
 
    “Cam? Not my brother. He’s too damn calm for that.” 
 
    This was taking too long, the beast thought. They should have left by now. They should be on their way to Gwen. She was going to die if they did not hurry. He couldn’t lose his mate. He couldn’t. The white dragons would pay if they hurt her. He would destroy them. One by one.  
 
    Owain caught the look on Cameron’s face, the progression of impatience. “Meet us at Dinas Emrys, damn it. Send your mate to the mountain to help from there. She will be safe if we get Malcom’s attention.” 
 
    Gareth didn’t have a chance to respond because Owain hung up on him. The old dragon tucked his phone away and Cameron noticed for the first time that they were standing before a mountain side opening. The world loomed before him. Somewhere out there, Malcom had his mate. 
 
    The sound that he made while the dragon unfolded into existence shook the forest below. He jumped and his wings snapped out to catch the air. Behind him, a wine-colored dragon with white around his muzzle followed. Ten minutes later, the deep roar of their brother greeted them.   
 
      
 
     *** 
 
      
 
    Her body hurt. It was as though her body was reliving everything Malcom put it through, all the pain and the long years of healing. The sky rang out with the cries of dragons. She did not know if they were victory cries of Malcom’s white dragons or if they were the hunting cries of red dragons that had come to save her life. She hoped it was not the latter. She did not want to be used against the new family she’d found.  
 
    When she told Cameron not to get his hopes up she only said it to prepare him for the death she surely faced. In the time they had, she learned to love him. She loved the safety he promised, for the vision of a future they could have had. But, she knew her fate was decided.  
 
    Malcom turned to her and smiled. It was vicious, reaching his eyes to reveal the sadistic spark that burned inside of him. “What made you want to work for the traitors? Did one of them show you his cock? Did you worship it the way you worshiped mine, hoping that once and for all you would become the mate of a long-lived dragon? You’re alone, Gwynefar. You always were.” 
 
    He was wrong. The truth made her strong, made her sit up straighter. He couldn’t lie to her anymore. Cameron was her mate. He was tied to her by the threads of fate itself. She only hoped that those threads did not pull him into death with her.  
 
    The smile on his face faltered when she didn’t break. She’d been out of his grasp for a long time. He must have expected her to fold the same way she did when they were together. Knowing one was about to die did strange things to you, she guessed. It made you a tad bit fearless. There was little he could do to her beside cause her pain. Even that would end.  
 
    She only had to make sure that Cameron stayed far away from Dinas Emrys. If she was lucky, he would travel to Bangor where the white dragons had been causing such chaos. That was where the white dragons were last seen.  
 
    But, something in the sky caught her attention. Three forms flew toward the castle ruins. Two from the west and one from the north. Her heart gave one hard thump inside her chest before it felt like it stopped altogether.  
 
    Cameron.  
 
    “It seems that the dragon that seduced you very much liked the feel of your body. Good thing for me he won’t last long.” Malcom turned away from the dragons in the sky. His eyes flashed with something devious. “Which one did you lay with? Point him out and I promise I will spare him until last.” 
 
    Her hands fisted at her side. It was impossible to tell what Malcom was thinking. He could very well do as he promised and leave Cameron to watch as he killed her. Or, Malcom could use her weakness to cut him down first. She narrowed her eyes at her old lover and kept still.  
 
    His lip twitched, the hint of a snarl at her defiance. “You cannot ignore me. Gwynefar, tell me which dragon brought you here.” 
 
    She smiled. The compulsion to answer was overwhelming, but she did as he asked. “Liana brought me to Dinas Emrys.” She could dance around his question and buy Cameron time as long as Malcom kept asking the wrong questions.  
 
    “That is not what I meant!” He roared. His fist collided with the crumbling stone pillar nearby. The stone exploded in every direction. Small chunks hit her arm. She didn’t flinch. The pain was nothing. “Last I knew you didn’t like females. Now, tell me which one touched you!”  
 
    She let out a breath. “Could you be any dumber? Any number of dragons could have touched me. They put their hands on my shoulders. They carried me through the skies. Learn to word your questions correctly, you daft moron.” 
 
    Malcom’s face was turning purple. She’d never defied him like this before. He was so used to people winding themselves around his fingers. He’d never had to do much work to get what he wanted. Even his dragons bowed before his vicious smile.  
 
    Gwen was no longer the simpering fool that she’d been. She no longer feared what he could do. Her eyes flicked to the sky, trying to find Cameron. White dragons erupted from the forest canopy. The white and pale blue bodies darted for the red dragons that were coming to her rescue.  
 
    One roar filled the air. It almost felt like all of Snowdonia trembled at his arrival. The dragon was smaller than the ones that flanked him, but there was a power wrapping around him that threatened to cut down anything in its path. Cameron lifted his head into the sky and let out a burst of fire, pushing back the white dragons that closed in on them.  
 
    The two with him were bigger. They turned their bodies as the white dragons crashed into them. They sank their claws into their white scales and held them. Dragons began to plummet through the air until great, red wings beat back. The red dragon with the white muzzle twisted his body and threw a white dragon into the forest below.  
 
    Gwen was about to smile when two white dragon males stepped from the forest to her left. Their human hands dragged a slumped form between them. Gwen’s heart stopped.  
 
    This was her fault.  
 
    The battle in the sky might be won, but they would fall if they saw what Malcom now held.  
 
    Liana’s bruised and bloodied form was being dragged into the ruins of Dinas Emrys. They dropped the dragon female before Malcom, the girl’s red hair matted with blood as it fell over her face.  
 
    Malcom’s eyes met her across the clearing. They both knew what this meant. It was possible that Malcom knew she was willing to and ready to die, but he also knew that Gwen would not sacrifice another in the process.  
 
    “Gwynefar,” Malcom crooned. She felt the pull of her true name grab her limbs, ready to answer. It made her feel like a marionette doll. “Attack the dragon with the white on his nose.” 
 
    Her magic, the green and growing magic, flowed up and out of her. It cracked through the air like a thorn whip. She tried to hide her smile when she was able to direct it at the white dragon about to claw Cameron’s wings. The whip of magic tore through the white dragon’s wing. All of the white dragons had white on their muzzle.  
 
    But, a cry made her magic falter. Her eyes fell back to the ruins to see Malcom foot on Liana’s back. His hand was in her hair, bending her back in an impossible angle.  
 
    “You and I both know that was not what I wanted. Do as I ask, Gwen, or this precious morsel will find her life short lived.” 
 
    Bile rose in Gwen’s throat. She nodded, dreading what she was about to do. Deep inside of her, the dark power crashed back and forth like a stormy ocean. It wanted Malcom’s blood. It wanted to see him dead and to revel over it. But, she reached for the green power that surrounded her. The force slammed into the larger red dragon’s side. He tilted, trying to regain balance, but in that moment a white dragon was able to descend upon him. Another joined and then another. Four dragons fell out of the sky. 
 
    Gwen didn’t know whose fate she had just sealed. All she could do was hope that Cameron would forgive her. Liana’s life was at stake. The girl was barely conscious enough to think, let alone use her beast. Even if she could. Malcom and the two other dragons were still standing around them. Liana wouldn’t have a chance.  
 
    Only Gwen could fight for her.  
 
    “I can’t do this anymore,” Gwen whispered and gathered the dark, vengeful power around her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The beast commanded Cameron’s form. It threw fire into the sky, unable to keep the heat of rage contained. The flames licked out and reached for the white dragons that zoomed toward them. He wanted their blood. He wanted to feel the cracking of their scales beneath his sharp teeth.  
 
    Beside him, a white dragon darted toward Gareth, claws out to tear at his wings. The massive beast that was his brother gracefully rolled to the side and caught the slightly smaller white dragon in an embrace. Gareth’s teeth clenched down on the white dragon’s neck. Cameron didn’t hear the snap of bone. Instead, the white dragon propelled himself out of Gareth’s grasp.  
 
    Blood rained from the sky, dropping from wounds in both dragons. Cameron snarled. His lithe form was fast. It darted behind the white dragon, swinging around to flank him. The white dragon glanced to the side to snarl. Gareth took that moment to strike.  
 
    His teeth tore at a thin wing. The white dragon screamed. Cameron’s jaws snapped around the white dragon’s thin wing. Flesh tore beneath his teeth and blood coated his tongue.  
 
    He heard the wind of wings behind him, but before he could turn to protect himself, something tore through the air. It was invisible, but crackled with a force he’d seen once before. Gwen’s magic ripped through the white dragon’s wings behind him.  
 
    He turned his gaze to the ground below. His world focused in on one spot. Gwen stood below, in the ruins of Dinas Emrys. His mate. She was still alive. There was time.  
 
    Relief was a sharp knife that cut through him. It made his form drop through the air as the rage pulled back and exhaustion tried to sink in. Then he saw the second familiar form in the ruins. Liana was thrown before Malcom, her human form a mess of blood. The rage slowly returned, simmering little by little.  
 
    Owain roared at him, a command to move before they lost this battle. He watched as his mate raised her eyes to the battle in the sky. Her hand lifted over her grim face and this time her magic lashed out at the dragon beside him. Owain fumbled through the air.  
 
    Several white dragon forms descended upon the unbalanced dragon. Cameron beat at the air, trying to make it to the older dragon before the white shapes gripped him. But, he was too far away, too low to the ground. The claws of the white dragons sank into Owain’s scales. His form sank and crashed to the ground.  
 
    He could hear the growl of Owain’s anger while he tried to fight off several white forms that pinned his claws and neck. Before he could drop to his rescue, another dragon slammed into his side. The world spun as he rolled through the air. Gareth cried out for his brother, but a white dragon found the massive dragon’s neck. Claws gripped it from behind, cutting off his air. 
 
    Why were there so many white dragons? Where had they come from? Three red dragons were no match against them. Especially not when Malcom knew Gwen’s true name. He wished she’d trusted him enough to tell him.  
 
    His eyes scanned the skies. Three white dragons rose from the forest. Owain did not rise. A white dragon gripped Gareth’s neck. Another gripped his wings, worrying at the flesh like a dog with a toy. He looked below. Malcom and two more dragons stood around Gwen and Liana.  
 
    There were eight white dragons and a witch against three, now two red dragons. This battle was over, Cameron thought. 
 
    No. He would not let Malcom win. He would not let him hurt Gwen. He made a promise.  
 
    Until his last breath.  
 
    A familiar cry split the air. Four more forms dotted the skies. Their dark shapes soared toward Cameron and Gareth. Beside him the massive dragon shook. Two white shapes went flying off. He twisted in the air, jaws snapping at a white dragon neck. Cameron, feeling hopeful for the first time, circled up and back to swipe his claws at the other dragon that bit his brother’s wings.  
 
    To the north, several more shapes flew in their direction. Their bodies were unfamiliar, but they did not bear the silvery white scales of his enemy.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dark power surrounded her. Never before had she dug this deep into it. Never before had she welcomed it into her life. It was her power, a part of her that craved blood and destruction. Malcom’s gaze dropped from the fight above after she spoke. He couldn’t see the power that she held, that she wrapped herself in. He could only see the air wavering around her.  
 
    “Do not do anything stupid, Gwynefar.” His voice was wary. 
 
    “Then you need to stop making idiotic commands,” she said with a smile.  
 
    Her dark power pushed out and wrapped around Malcom’s throat. He gasped, clawing at the invisible tendrils. His two white dragons looked between themselves, clearly confused. Gwen spared a thought to wonder if they had two brain cells to rub together between the two of them. It didn’t matter. They stood in their cloud of confusion while Malcom slowly died.  
 
    “This is the least stupid thing I could think of,” she told him. Her voice was surprisingly level.  
 
    She was going to die when the two males beside her figured out what was happening. If she could, she would take them with her to save Liana. The female dragon was brave. She’d only wanted to do the right thing for her family and Gwen had cost her. What had they done to her dragon form before she pulled it into her human form? What was left of the brave woman’s beast? 
 
    Malcom collapsed to his knees before the other two moved. They launched themselves at Gwen. Now that Malcom couldn’t draw air to speak, she was free. Her dark power wrapped itself around the other two. They crashed to the ground, face first. The dark power crushed them. Stones cracked beneath them as they cried out in pain.  
 
    It was stronger, running deeper than she knew.  
 
    Above her, a thin dragon form lowered to the ground. A human shape appeared where it should have been, launching into a run. Cameron closed the space between them, but stuttered to a stop when he saw she had things under control.  
 
    “They’re dead,” he whispered. His body wrapped around hers. It enclosed her in warmth. Protection. Her dark power faded. Malcom’s body dropped to the ground, Gwen’s magic snapping back like a hand in a flame.  
 
    It was over. Malcom was dead.  
 
    She was alive.  
 
    Above them, the still fighting white dragons, the ones that hadn’t yet realized their leader was dead, figured out that they were outnumbered. Some turned in the air, banking to get away. Others were caught in the clawed grip of red dragons. The fight was over.  
 
    Around her, red dragons touched the ground and their dragon forms folded away to reveal human bodies. A large male stomped towards a sleek looking woman with wine red hair. He was fuming, his body looming over the female. Yet, the female only tilted her head back to meet his eyes.  
 
    “What did you think you were doing?” the male growled. “You could have been hurt! You could have put our child at risk!” 
 
    “I wasn’t going to sit by and let everyone else get hurt.” She bared her teeth at him as she spoke.  
 
    Gwen and Cameron exchanged glances. His trembling hand reached out and his fingers entwined with hers. A breath escaped him and he seemed to deflate.  
 
    The huge male’s attention was caught by Cameron’s shaking form. He assessed the smaller male before nodding. Gwen didn’t know what she had missed. All she could think was that she had lived. She was alive. 
 
    But, there was a form still laying on the ground. Gwen pulled her fingers from Cameron’s grasp, ignoring his barks of protest. Liana needed help. Drystan scooped his arms beneath the young woman and carefully picked her up. Beside them, a red dragon whose name she did not yet know shifted from foot to foot, worry clearly engraved on his face.  
 
    The features that he and Liana shared told Gwen that they might be relatives, siblings even. His hand hovered over Liana’s bloodied arm, wavered, and then snapped back. He was afraid to touch her, to hurt her any more than she already hurt.  
 
    “This is my fault,” Gwen confessed. “Let me try to help her. It is the least that I can do.” 
 
    “Yes. It is your fault,” the red haired male dragon growled through his clenched jaw. The damnation in his eyes shot her through the heart, a dart that she freely took.  
 
    Drystan’s glare on her was hard. It said that he blamed her for this. She accepted the guilt and the shame, feeling it settle heavily on her shoulders. She could live with it as long as Liana lived. Without requesting further permission, she touched the bleeding female dragon’s shoulder.  
 
    Her green magic flared to life. Her desperation and need made it glow brighter than she’d ever seen. It was softer than the thorny whip of magic she’d summoned earlier. This was a gentle wave of healing water. It cascaded over the female dragon and Gwen could hear the unconscious sigh of relief slip out from between her lips. Wounds slowly started to knit back together, leaving behind only smears of blood.  
 
    “She will live,” Drystan said. “Her continued healing will be a long, uphill battle. I worry more for her dragon than anything else. I don’t know how extensive her wounds were before she gave in to the smaller form.” 
 
    Gwen swallowed past the lump in her throat. “I’ll work with her as often as you’ll allow me. I need to help her. I need to help all of you.” 
 
    Drystan’s eyes flicked to where Malcom’s body lay on the ground. “I think, in the end, you have helped us.” 
 
    Held captive between two dragons that she’d never seen before was a man with a shock of white blonde hair. A white dragon. He snarled at the people around him, still furiously trying to pull his arms from the dragons’ grip. He would sooner tear his arms out of their sockets than get free.  
 
    The sleek female dragon approached the white dragon man. Her fist drew back and collided with his square cut jaw. “That’s for my human family, you piece of shit. I can’t believe they let you out after what you did. You deserve to rot in hell.” 
 
    “Calm down, Rhiannon,” Drystan barked.  
 
    Her narrowed eyes spun toward Drystan. She was clearly not used to taking orders from him. Her cheeks were red with the heat of her anger. Gwen recognized her from the recent upset in Bangor. She was the girl that GOE apparently kidnapped and managed to convince that she was human. It seemed, she’d found her family after all, Gwen thought as the huge man that had been angry with her moved to wrap his arms around her.  
 
    “What are we doing with this one?” The dragon male holding the white dragon had an American accent. His brown hair was cut short on the sides and swept back on the top. The cut and the set of his spine gave him an air of authority. The arm that gripped the white dragon was inked with black designs that bled into one another, the lines never ending. 
 
    “GOE, or what’s left of the Guardians, is going to want him,” Drystan said.  
 
    The American dragon nodded. When had that happened? When had American dragons arrived? 
 
    “Can we drop him a few times on the way there?” the other, unfamiliar dragon asked. His long, mahogany hair was held back in a tight bun and a smirk rested at the corner of his mouth, a regular thing if the dimple in his cheek was any indication. 
 
    “Thank you,” Rhiannon whispered to the two American dragons. “You didn’t have to lift a finger for us, but you did and I thank you for that.” 
 
    “We came on a mission to build a coalition,” the tattooed dragon confessed. His green eyes scanned the battleground, his eyes lingering on Liana’s form in Drystan’s arms. “We’ve been separate entities for too long. If it was going to work, we needed the Welsh dragon war to end.” 
 
    “This isn’t over,” the white dragon said between clenched teeth. “Dinas Emrys is our home! It is our right. We have been homeless creatures for centuries. It wasn’t fair that you kept our homeland so selfishly for yourselves.” 
 
    “Did you ever think to ask if you could live here?” Gwen’s voice was soft. “The territory is big enough for two families. At least, I think it would be.” 
 
    Her words sent a domino effect around the family. Dragons agreed or nodded as they threw in with Gwen’s statement. The rage was taken out of the white dragon’s body, leaving him to simply slump between the American dragons. Not once had it occurred to them to ask for a home.  
 
    She glanced toward Malcom’s body again. Their leader had always taken what he wanted. Perhaps, with him gone, the white dragons could learn to become more gentle. They could take a few pages from the red dragons’ book.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Many of the white dragons that fought for Malcom had died or fled. They were scattered to the wind with no real leader to organize a retaliation. Raphael had been captured and the American dragons had taken immense pleasure in flying him back to the remains of GOE.  
 
    The organization was slowly putting itself back together again. Rhiannon managed to warn Everett of the white dragons’ false nature and that had given him time to lock down at least one of the GOE buildings, sparing a handful of agents and officials from the chaos the white dragons had wrought. That action had earned Everett a promotion, one that allowed him to reenact the sham department Malcom had once headed. He would make it real this time.  
 
    Rhiannon was put at the head of the new Welsh Dragon Embassy, an ambassador to the Territories that resided by the city. It seemed that the chaos with the white dragons managed to change the opinions of the city’s citizens. They still very much feared dragons, but the Welsh red dragons had defeated the ones that really hurt them. It gave them a second chance.  
 
    It gave Gwen a second chance at life, too.  
 
    Cameron watched her bask in the square of morning light that the sun cast across their bed. He couldn’t believe that she was in his bed. His breath still caught in his throat when she turned to look at him and a slow smile spread across her lips. She wore one of his white shirts over her breasts, leaving her long legs bare.  
 
    The idea of losing her still made his chest tight. It drove his beast near madness. He now understood what Elgar felt when his mate died. He knew why the old dragon had done what he did, but he didn’t forgive him. He only worried about what he would have done if she had died. He, most likely, would have gone down with her.  
 
    Instead, she was alive. She had even moved in with him. It seemed that in the heat of the moment, Gwen had acknowledged their connection. She was happy and, he thought, in love.  
 
    “I should get going,” she said with no real motivation to get up. “Liana is probably expecting me.” 
 
    “Her human form is completely healed,” Cameron reminded her. “She can wait another hour or so.” 
 
    Gwen’s lips twisted into a frown, one that he couldn’t stand to see on her face. He closed the space between two of them, his hands moving to gently touch the tops of her knees.  
 
    “She’s being healed by the Witch of Caernarfon. She’s fine,” Cameron said. 
 
    The truth was, they didn’t know how Liana’s dragon form was doing. She blatantly refused to shift forms. Any insistence that she do so, made her wrap her arms around herself and snarl. Drystan had tried to force the shift out of her, but her screams had enraged Rhys so much that they’d been forced to hold her brother down.  
 
    They didn’t know what to do with the female dragon, how to help her heal. From the looks that the American dragon had been giving her, Drystan suggested that she travel home with them to start work as an ambassador.  
 
    What they were going to do with Rhys while Liana was away was another question. The man had lived for protecting his baby sister, for helping her to cause destruction on the Territory. With her absent, the male dragon was going to be restless and on edge. The normally jovial dragon was already being a cranky ass to begin with. 
 
    The look on Gwen’s face said that she saw through his lie. Liana needed more help, but neither of them were sure that Gwen could offer the kind that she needed. The dragon refused to talk about what happened to her in the forest. At least she refused to blame Gwen for what happened.  
 
    His mate carried enough blame on her own shoulders for all that happened, no matter the outcome. It made her sit at Liana’s side every morning, casting her blanket of healing over the dragon. Yet, as he pushed her knees apart, she let him. She gave in to him as his head lowered between her legs. Her hand fisted in his hair. 
 
    She was alive and she was his. It was more than he’d ever asked for. 
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Chapter One 
 
    This sucks, Jo thought to herself, biting back a bored yawn as her boss prattled ceaselessly into her ear from the rickety headset she wore.   
 
    “You absolutely must get this artist on board,” Brian insisted. “If we want to keep my little gallery running, pulling in the big names is paramount!” 
 
    “Don’t you mean our little gallery?” Jo muttered back into the mouthpiece, taking small pride in the way her boss spluttered on the other end of the line to cover his tracks. 
 
    “I, well, of course. Though you do work for me, I try to make everyone I employ feel that they are… apart of something bigger,” he rambled, his voice taking on a horribly synthetic British accent. “Which is why I need to make sure you understand how important this prospective client is!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I kno…” 
 
    “I certainly hope so, Jo,” Brian interrupted. “I don’t want your lack of experience mucking things up!” 
 
    Bastard, I’m your best scouter! Jo growled inwardly, barely stopping herself from saying the scathing retort aloud. “You do your job, and I’ll do mine,” she opted to say into the mike.  
 
    She could almost hear his empty head rattling in an arrogant nod. “And I expect nothing less than success.”  
 
    “You know,” Jo said, shifting her weight as she leaned against the side of her car, “it’d be easier to do a perfect job with a more realistic traveling budget. Just a thought.” 
 
    She could hear Brian’s heavy sigh over the phone. “We’ve been over this,” he replied, voice clearly annoyed. “The budget was meticulously crafted with all of the current expenses carefully taken into account! It’s quite nuanced in ways I couldn’t possibly explain to you.” Jo knew this was Brian speak for, ‘I’m a cheapskate who doesn’t care how you get the work done, as long as it’s on as little of my dime as possible.’ 
 
    “Trust that if we had even a penny more to spare, we wouldn’t hesitate to put it towards your trip,” he finished in a mock sincerity that made Jo’s lip curl. 
 
    “Right.” Her tone clipped. 
 
    “Yes, right, right.” She could hear a bit of unease seep into Brian’s voice, and she knew the conversation was pretty much over. “Well… at least this way you get to see the sights! Keep me posted.” With a beep, the line went dead without either saying goodbye. 
 
    Jo groaned loudly, grateful that the gas station lot was nearly empty. She could let out her frustrations in peace without disturbing the general public.  
 
    Sights? What sights?! The drive to San Francisco, California was two slow-moving days of alternating forestry and farmland. Two days! Apparently that wasn’t long enough to warrant spending the extra dollars for a plane ticket, so here she was, a day into the trip, kicking herself—both in frustration for not standing up to Brian and just to keep herself from dying of boredom.  
 
    But hey, as least she would get to ‘see the sights!’  
 
    “Pathetic,” Jo spat. Brian just didn’t want to admit that he’d been caught pinching pennies at the expense of her suffering.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, she tried her best to ignore the agitation she had for her boss. Already a day into her two-day drive, it was much too late to stew about it now. We’re going to have a really long talk when I get back to Chicago, though. Brushing a stray lock of wind-tousled brown hair from her eyes, she strolled into the gas station convenience store to pay for a full tank of gas. 
 
    Jo welcomed the cashier’s peppy voice, allowing it to wash away some of her chagrin. “Heading anywhere nice?” the high school aged girl asked? 
 
    Jo shrugged. “Not really. San Francisco, for work.” 
 
    “Oh wow! Quite the drive,” the girl replied, holding out Jo’s receipt. 
 
    You’re telling me, kid. “That it is.” Jo took the proffered paper from the girl. “But at least I’ll get to see the sights!” she said in mock enthusiasm.  
 
    The girl smiled in response, but Jo could see her confusion underneath. Instead of explaining, she gave a half-hearted wave and left the store. She hadn’t expected the cashier to get the joke, anyway. 
 
    “Drive safe!” Jo heard the girl call, as the door closed behind her. 
 
    *** 
 
    “At least it’s quiet,” Jo said, eyeing the empty road as she drove. It had been two hours since she departed from the gas station, and she hadn’t seen a single car, bus, or even a hitchhiker. “That’s probably because they had the common sense to fly,” she muttered, grimly.  
 
    Wallowing in her sadness once more, Jo let out a deep sigh. She used to love this job. Being an Art Liaison had always been her passion. She was good at it; she had a natural eye for potential, and when Liberty Art had scouted her for her talents, it had been like a dream come true. When did it all go south? 
 
    “Brian,” she groaned, gripping the steering wheel tightly.  She’d been happy at her job until titles shifted hands about a year back and she suddenly found herself under the direct order of Brian Koenig, the cheapskate Gallery Manager. From that moment onward, trips that used to warrant a booked flight were made solely in her car. Hotels turned to motels or whatever hovel Brian could scope out for a few scarce dollars a night. Food had been stricken from the budget entirely! Jo bit back another groan as she recalled the first time she had to dip into her own pocket for a gas station sandwich.  
 
    She’d tried to argue for a bit of leniency from Brian time and time again, only to be met with the usual placating words of, “We’ll get right on it!” and, “We’re doing everything we can!” Still, nothing had changed, and here she was yet again, driving insane distances in her tired car to the next big thing in art, hoping that maybe this time her hard work will warrant the tiniest bit of luxury in future travels. Fat chance. 
 
    “I could just leave. Strike out on my own.” She nodded like it was a good idea, but knew she’d never make good on it. As Brian never ceased to remind her, her job was to ‘liaise,’ and as much as she wanted to oppose him, she was inclined to agree. Being a liaison was what she was good at. She didn’t know anything about the ins and outs of the Art Galley business as a whole, nor did she have the skill-set necessary to start the business and keep it running. She couldn’t risk walking away from a good job doing what she loved on the very off chance that she’d be okay on her own. Tolerating Brian was preferable to being homeless.  
 
    On that depressing note, Jo decided it was best to move her thoughts elsewhere. As if on cue, something shot out of the tree line in a blur of brown, heading straight for her car. With a shriek, she slammed the brakes hard, swerving roughly towards the shoulder of the road. The brown blur slid to a stop in front of her car, narrowly missing direct impact with the hood.  
 
    “What the hell.” Her fingers gripped painfully at ten and two. She peered warily over her dashboard into the road beyond, fearing that she might have hit… whatever the heck that thing was.  
 
    Just as she found where it lay, the thing rose to its large, furred paws, wobbling slightly from the shock of its fall. Jo saw it give one full-bodied shake of its coarse brown coat before it turned.  
 
    In more shock than fear, Jo met the clear dark eyes of a great brown bear as it took its first terrifying step towards her car.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Jo’s eyes never left the massive beast, watching unblinkingly as it rose onto two paws. It was tall—taller than what Jo would have expected from even a bear, and it made her stomach churn. The bear turned its head, tipping it to the side as if it were contemplating her.  
 
    Making sure to move slowly and inconspicuously, Jo peeled her fingers from the steering wheel, moving her hand to lock the doors. Absently she realized that if a bear truly wanted her for a snack, it could probably tear off the entire door easily enough, but the motion made her feel better nonetheless.  
 
    Despite her slow movements, the bear seemed to track her. She couldn’t be too sure, but it looked like the bear’s eyes had followed her hand as it slowly pressed down on the ‘door lock’ button. The two shared a lingering guarded glare, as if neither knew what to do about the other. It gave Jo time to take in the dark, thick coat of the bear’s brown fur, highlighted with a singular long stripe of gray that made it stand out. It rippled over the bear’s mighty muscles with every move it made, hinting at the strength that lay beneath. Jo felt something like awe before the road rumbled and the trees rustled with a ruckus the likes of which she had never experienced before.  
 
    In a rush of fur and flesh, another bear launched from the forestry on the roadside. Jo didn’t have momentum on her side this time, and it looked like the second bear was definitely going to make contact. She could only stare in horror as the second bear skidded across the road, holding out its paws as it closed in on the side of her car. At the last moment, a blur of brown tackled the second bear off course, and they both connected with the rear of her car.  
 
    The car spun violently with the impact and Jo screamed, the trunk of her car dangling lazily over a steep decline at the road’s edge.  She tried not to move, fearing that rocking the car would send it sailing over the precipice and down the steep hill, when a roar rattled the windows. It was deep, loud, and painfully close.  
 
    Jo turned slowly to the left, petrified as she watched the two bears launch themselves at one another yet again. Giant paws swiped and fangs snapped in a fearsome display, and for one frightful moment, Jo was sure she’d see the two beasts tear each other apart. She thought maybe she should call Animal Control or something before it was too late, when one of the bears flopped onto its back in the road, paws batting lightheartedly at the other bear. The standing bear roared, bouncing toward the other and pushing it back onto its feet. It almost looked like they were… playing? 
 
    They tumbled and leapt at one another, bouncing and wrestling around Jo’s wrecked car. It was like they’d completely forgotten that she was there! Any hope she had of possibly getting herself out of this situation was slim, and two playing bears only made her odds worse. The road rumbled and vibrated as they landed on heavy paws, and she feared that any moment her car would go sailing into the wooded abyss, taking her with it.  
 
    In a moment of panicked resolve, Jo leaned heavily on her horn. 
 
    The noise was long and loud, stilling the bears’ jousting almost immediately. In unison, they both turned to look directly at her, and the shock of what she’d done sank in all at once. Her heart fell into her stomach as they both rose onto their hind legs, and she thought she might begin to hyperventilate as the solid brown bear took a step towards her teetering car. 
 
    The grey striped bear nudged the other before it made it too far. Jo could hear a few grunts and snuffs through the muffled panes of window glass; they almost looked like they were having a conversation. Then finally with one last glance at Jo, the grey striped bear dropped onto four paws and loped back into the trees. The full-brown bear eyed her a bit more closely, lingering behind for a breath longer before following the other bear. The trees rustled with their departure, and then they were gone the way they came.  
 
    Jo could barely collect herself. Everything had happened so fast, and now in the renewed still of the rural roadside, she could hardly believe that she was truly alone once more. She knew at some point she’d have to step out and assess the damage to her car, but try as she might, her body wouldn’t move. She didn’t know what she was more afraid of, the thought of bears barreling out of the darkness at a moment’s notice, or the precarious teeter-tottering of her car, still hovering dangerously above a steep drop off behind her.  
 
    It took a few deep breaths, but she was eventually able to move. She flexed her fingers first, and then her arms, pulling them close to shiver off the fear of what she’d just been through. She slid her hand over the ‘door lock’ button, listening as the locks all shot up in unison. Then slowly and fearfully, she opened her car door.  
 
    The car seemed to tilt dangerously under her shifting weight, and she snapped her eyes shut tightly, already fearing the worse. Fortunately, the care stabled itself, and she used that moment to slide out quickly before gravity changed its mind.  
 
    Almost immediately, Jo felt ridiculous. The car was dangling, but not nearly as much as she’d thought. It was barely past the drop of the hill, and hardly in any danger of plummeting her to her death. The worst of the damage was to the back left tire itself; it appeared to be buckled completely, the tire barely holding on. If she pushed up a bit of mud under the back wheels, she’d easily be able to roll the car back onto the road. She just hoped the wrecked tire would drive well enough to make it to the nearest town.  
 
    She noticed that the car must’ve stalled in the collision, and so she fumbled in the dim shade of the car to start the engine back up. Her heart sank as the engine stuttered to life, only to die a few moments later. She turned the key again. It didn’t turn over at all. She closed her eyes tightly, letting out her breath in a stressed sigh. “This can’t be happening,” she moaned. She leaned her head against the steering wheel, praying silently to some holy car deity to grant her a miracle. She had GPS, but she hadn’t seen a single car since she got on the road hours ago. She’d be hard pressed to find a tow or even hitchhiker. Walking was out of the question. She looked at her phone. One bar, no internet, so no chance to find a nearby mechanics and call for help. She cursed under her breath.  
 
    With one final centering breath, she decided to give the ignition one last try before crying, “Please work.” She turned the key with a hopeful vigor. The engine sparked and wavered, but sprang back to life. Jo held her breath, hands hovering over the steering wheel for a few moments to make sure the spark would hold. When she was sure it would, she exhaled a relieved sigh. Sliding out of the driver’s seat, she made quick work of pushing dirt up under the back tires so she could hobble her broken car to the nearest town.  
 
    Back behind the wheel, she gripped the steering wheel tightly and tapped the gas with the softest of pressure. With a lurch, the car slid forward. It landed heavily on the bum tire, making Jo flinch, but it held. She let out one more sigh of relief before making the tough ride to the nearest town. 
 
    It wasn’t long before she began seeing signs for Rawlins, Wyoming, only a few miles off. The drive was lumpy and stressful, the broken wheel threatening to bounce away from her with every rotation. Lights were flashing on the dashboard, alerting her to problems that she didn’t have the knowledge to even think about. All she could do was pray she’d make it to the nearest mechanics. As she cleared the town limits, the car began to make a funny sound, and she swore she could smell smoke. Seeing a few passersby giving her strange glances, she rolled down her window next to the nearest one.  
 
    “Hello! I was wondering where the nearest mechanics is?” she asked the older lady.  
 
    The lady peered into the widow with concern. “Have you had an accident? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Oh no, not at all,” Jo assured. “There was just an incident with some bears.” The lady gasped. “It’s no big deal. Everything is fine. The car’s just a bit banged up,” she finished, trying to get the conversation back on track.  
 
    “Bears!” the lady exclaimed. “We hear ‘em out and about all the time, but hardly ever see ‘em.” She tutted. “What bad luck!” 
 
    Jo grimaced. “Yes, it is. The mechanics?” she asked again, hoping she didn’t sound too rude. 
 
    “Oh, yes. Just down the road, take a left and then it’s on your right. Right on the edge of the woods. Run by a Nick and Tom Brewer. Big burly pair, you can’t miss ‘em.” She gave her an open smile. “They’re friendly enough, and fair despite their dashing looks. You won’t have to worry about ‘em ripping you off.” 
 
    Jo nodded. “Thank you,” she said, grateful. With a wave, she drove off, following the direction the lady had given her. The road tapered off from asphalt to dirt the closer she got to the wooded tree line, making the car drive even worse. She’d left the small town behind, the noises of the everyday hustle and bustle giving way to nature once more. As her poor car hobbled painfully onward, Jo began to wonder worriedly if the senile old lady had given her the wrong directions. 
 
    As if on cue, a bright red sign came into view, labeled ‘Brewer Mechanics’. It stood in front of a slightly run-down shop, but everything looked to be in working order. There were cars littered here and there and in various stages of repair, but no sign of anyone working. Jo hoped that maybe this meant their workload wasn’t to full and they’d be able to get to her car as soon as possible. She coasted jerkily to a stop in front of the shop and shut the car off before leaning back in her seat with a sigh of relief. She’d made it. 
 
    Now for the hard part. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Nick stifled a yawn as his brother nudged him in the ribs. “Looks like we got a customer.” 
 
    Lifting his head from the notebook he was writing in, Nick peered lazily out the front-facing windows at the approaching woman. He could already sense her frustration. “Mmm, she’s mad.” 
 
    “Easy study for you, eh?” Tom asked with a knowing glance. Nick shot him an annoyed look. His brother only grinned in return before training a wary leer back on the woman. “Car looked a bit funny coming in.” 
 
    “You thinking wheels?” Nick grunted. He hadn’t paid much attention to the car as it arrived, so he couldn’t be too sure of anything until he took a look. 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Only one way to find out,” he said, pasting a fake, professional smile on as the short, auburn-haired woman walked through the door of the shop’s small office. He was around the counter, hand outstretched and smile as bright as the sun didn’t shine in their part of the world before the woman even had a chance to introduce herself.  
 
    Nick noticed her before Tom did, something registering immediately in his memory bank. Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to confirm things with Tom before his brother started on his usual sales pitch.  
 
    “Hello,” Tom greeted cheerily. “I couldn’t help but notice you rode in kinda rough. Everything alright?” 
 
    The woman smiled. “Oh, yes. I mean, no, it’s not alright. Are you the mechanics?” 
 
    Tom nodded. “Yep. Like the sign says, I’m Tom Brewer and this here’s Nick Brewer, of ‘Brewer Mechanics’.” Nick grumbled a hello as a greeting, still unsure of how to proceed. He was never much of a people person, leaving that sort of thing to his brother whenever possible.  
 
    The woman didn’t seem to mind, turning back to Tom with a small smile. “Glad to meet you.” She flit another glance to Nick, and he couldn’t help but be put on edge. Did she have that same feeling of familiarity that he did? Before he could muse more, she turned back to Tom. “I’m here about my car…?” Another glance at Nick before she snapped back to attention. “I mean, obviously it’s about my car,” she repeated, sounding flustered.  
 
    Tom beamed at her, his signature move for gathering the customer’s full attention. So he noticed that she’s distracted, too, Nick thought as Tom spoke. “That’s fine we can totally help you with that. Do you have any idea what’s wrong with it?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Everything, I think? I’m not entirely sure. That’s why I brought it here.” Her gaze was slightly agitated, and Nick found himself smirking at her masked frustration. Not many women could look past Tom’s salesman charms and placating smiles to show annoyance.  
 
    She gazed back at her broken vehicle. “The back wheel is at a bad angle, nearly falling off, it looks like. Dents everywhere. The dashboard is lighting up like Christmas Day. And I think one of my headlights is busted.” She shrugged again. “I’m just happy I got it here before dark.” 
 
    Tom let out a low whistle. “That doesn’t sound good at all.” Nick could tell something was beginning to click in his brother’s mind as he worked to get the full story from the woman. “This all happened at once? An accident, perhaps? Is there another vehicle that needs assistance somewhere?” 
 
    The woman shook her head and Nick followed the happy bounce her hair gave. “No, nothing like that. It was just me, a bit further up the road—” 
 
    “About fifteen miles outside town limits?” Tom asked, and nick noticed that an air of realization had overcome him.  
 
    Nick could tell she disliked being cut off, that agitation filling her eyes again as she shook her head. “I didn’t really have time to measure. I guess that sounds about right. Anyway, there were two bears. Well, I mean there was one bear with a stripe, then another one showed up and then—” she gestured hopelessly towards her car. “That happened.” 
 
    “I see,” Tom muttered, shooting Nick an inscrutable look. “Bears, you say! It’s a wonder you got here at all!” Nick stopped himself from rolling his eyes at his brother’s mock concern.  
 
    “Yeah,” the woman replied. “I’m sure.” She looked weary, and with a pang of guilt, Nick realized he couldn’t blame her.  
 
    Nick stood, the most movement he’d made since the woman entered the shop. “I’ll—we’ll take a look, alright? See what we can do.” She looked hopefully at him and he tried for a smile.  
 
    Apparently whatever showed was enough, because she nodded once in reply. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Nick and Tom exchanged a look as they left the office, not bothering to slide into their winter jackets before stepping outside. Even after the door closed, Nick felt like he could still feel the sensation of her eyes on his skin, he was so highly aware of her presence back in the office. His senses were going haywire. He could tell she was frustrated and worried and overwhelmingly stressed, but what he didn’t expect was the sudden urge to help will those emotions away. And yes she was attractive, striking even, but he felt that he’d stared too long, too intensely, so much so that even Tom felt the need to step in and pull her attention away. She was definitely the same woman, there was no doubt about it, he’d remember that auburn hair anywhere, but Nick couldn’t help thinking something more clicked between them from the moment she’d walked through that office door.  
 
    As Nick mused, Tom eyed the damage done to the woman’s car. “We sure did a lot of damage,” he muttered running his hand over the dents and scrapes. 
 
    Nick scoffed. “You mean, you did.” 
 
    “Hey, you could have warned a guy that there was a car stalled out at the bottom of the hill!” 
 
    Nick shrugged, a smug grin coloring his face. “If you can’t use your senses to be more aware, it’s not my problem.” Tom snorted, checking the major damage on the tire in lieu of responding to Nick’s jab.  
 
    Nick peered over his brother’s shoulder. “What’s the damage?” 
 
    “Not good,” Tom replied, standing. “Looks like the entire wheel needs replacing, plus control arms and bearings. Then an alignment before it’s road ready.” He glanced at the front of the car. “The left headlight is busted, too. How did we manage that?” Nick shrugged.  
 
    “We got everything in stock to do the job?” Nick asked, guiltily eyeing all the damage they’d caused over some senseless rough housing. 
 
    Tom grimaced, mentally cataloging all of the shop’s spare parts. “Don’t reckon so. We’ll more than likely need to send off for the control arms, if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    “Can we put a rush on the order? Maybe get this repair done today?” Nick asked, dutifully ignoring the suspicious glance his brother shot him. 
 
    “We can order it today, but it’ll take two days minimum to get here.” 
 
    Nick bit back a curse. “Fine.” He sighed. “I guess we can get to work fixing the light and buffing out the cuts and bruises while we wait for the part to arrive.” 
 
    “I’ll call it in,” Tom said. He eyed Nick a bit before asking, “You alright bro?” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Yeah, yeah, I’m fine. I just felt like putting a rush on things and getting it done as soon as possible. Was kinda digging getting a lazy day, you know?” 
 
    “Sure,” Tom replied, and Nick could tell he was thoroughly unconvinced. They shared a moment of tense eye contact before Tom looked away. 
 
    Shrugging, he stretched and said. “You know, this ain’t gonna be cheap, Nick.” He looked up at Nick with a new gleam in his eye. “You wanna tell her, or you want me to?” 
 
    Narrowing his eyes, Nick frowned. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “Good,” Tom replied cheekily. “You’ve hardly said anything to her at all since she arrived. I wonder if she thinks you’re rude or just a grouch?” 
 
    “We both know the roles we play,” Nick retorted, defensively. “You don’t trust easy, so you like smooth talk your way into getting information, which is why I let you do all the talking.” Nick shrugged. “But if that’s the way you wanna play it, I’m game. I’ll play friends with the human, alright?” 
 
    Tom shrugged back. “Hey, I was saying quite the opposite. You’re not really the type to chat it up with the customers and you’re quick to leave the people-personing to me.” He gave his brother a skeptical look. “That is, until now.” Before Nick could open his mouth to retort, he shook his head. “Hey, I’m not saying it means anything. I’m just not one to pass all of the hard work over to you for once. But you’re new to this side of the business so… just make sure you get her name at least, okay?” 
 
    Muttering under his breath, Nick strode away from his brother’s smug gaze without a word of retort. He steadied himself before opening the office door, arranging his features into some semblance of a smile. He threw the door wide, and as their eyes met, he wasn’t prepared for the shock of electricity that coursed through him. She truly was striking. Her eyes were bright—with worry, or wit, or kindness he wasn’t sure yet, but they almost sparkled, even in the dim lighting of the drab office space. Her hair bounced with a life of its own when she’d started at his sudden arrival. He’d forgotten for just the slightest moment that she didn’t have his keen senses. He’d have to be more careful about that in the future. 
 
    What? The future? What future? 
 
    Suddenly, a jolt of a different kind hit him, this time of shock and mild embarrassment. He’d been standing in the doorway for heaven knows how long and hadn’t spoken so much as a word to her.  
 
    Say hi, damn you! He smiled again, adopting his best Tom impression. “Good afternoon, miss. I uh, I realize I never actually greeted you when you came in.” He rubbed the back of his head sheepishly. “I’m sorry about that. Just been a busy day. I must’ve lost myself in the work,” he said, shrugging. He kept the smile firm on his lips, but he couldn’t make it reach his eyes as he hid from her—and from himself—the overwhelming attraction that he felt for her. He’d felt it back then, too, as a bear staring down the terrified woman that had been tossed about in her car only moments before daring to slam on her horn to shoo away two fully grown tousling brown bears.  
 
    What a woman, he’d thought then, and he couldn’t help but feel the same way now.  
 
    Jo smiled kindly, and everything looked just a little bit brighter. “Oh, I understand. It’s not a problem.” She looked as if she was struggling to meet his gaze, before steeling herself and holding out her hand. “I’m Jo Barrowman. It’s nice to meet you, Mr…” she trailed off with a smile.  
 
    Nick knew she already knew his name, but his smile grew a little more genuine as he decided to humor her. “Nick. Nick Brewer. No Mister,” he replied, taking her hand in a gentle grasp. There was no denying the tingles and sparks that danced between them as their skin made contact, especially hearing the slight gasp that hissed softly through Jo’s lips, but Nick did his best to ignore them.  
 
    He pulled away a little too quickly, trying and failing to inconspicuously rub the lingering tingles away on the thin fabric of his t-shirt. He could tell Jo noticed his movements, but he felt it best to just keep pressing forward. “It seems you’ve had a rough time of it,” he continued, sitting in one of the scattered office chairs and motioning for her to sit in another. She grabbed a steaming cup behind her before sitting. When had she made coffee? Why hadn’t Nick noticed the pungent smell of the beans or the heat of the water in the air? He shook his confused thoughts free, knowing that pondering things now would only make the situation worse. “So, uh, yeah. We’ll be happy to fix up your car for you,” he finished with a smile. 
 
    “Really?” Jo let out a sigh of relief that made Nick want to lie back and relax. “Do you know how long it will take?” she asked, eyes hopeful. 
 
    Okay, here goes nothing… “Depends,” he replied, non-committal. “You got somewhere to be?” 
 
    Jo nodded emphatically. “Yes, I have a client to meet in San Francisco in a couple of days’ time.” 
 
    “Ah.” Nick couldn’t hide his disappointment for her, and he could see that she’d read his features well, her expression falling immediately. “Unfortunately you might have to rearrange that.” 
 
    “I… I see.” Jo nodded, steeling herself to move forward right before Nick’s eyes. It was truly inspiring. “Do you know how long it will take?” 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair. “Well, we have to send off for a part. It’ll take a couple days to get here, but we can work on the rest of your car while we wait. The best estimate I can give you is…” he steeled himself, knowing that she wasn’t going to like the answer before he even uttered it, “… four days. Five, tops.” 
 
    Jo stared at Nick for one silent heartbeat, and he could almost hear her entire world crashing around her.  “Five days?! I have to be in San Francisco, tomorrow. Then I have to spend the remainder of my free time preparing to meet with a once in a lifetime client the next day!” She was babbling now, bubbling over with panic and clenching her coffee so tight, Nick worried she might spill the hot liquid onto her hands at any moment’s notice. “This is the worst possible news you could have given me. My boss is going to freak!” 
 
    “Hey, hey, there’s nothing you can do about it—” Nick began. 
 
    “Yeah well try telling that to my boss. Now I have to beg and grovel for mercy because I’m too incompetent to meet a high profile client on time!” 
 
    “It was the bears,” Nick tried to console. “That’s beyond even your control. Surely your boss will understand that.” 
 
    Jo scoffed, and Nick could smell the tears in her eyes before the first one slid down her cheek. “That’s a pretty thought, but he’s just not that kind of guy. I promise you that.” She shook her head softly. “Sorry, this more than likely doesn’t even make sense to you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nick murmured. 
 
    Jo shook her head again. “No, it’s okay. You’re a mechanic. You’re just doing your job as best you can. None of this extra stuff is your fault,” she assured, wiping away the stray tears. 
 
    A pang of guilt hit Nick square in the chest with a force that made him gasp. He tried to hide it under a cough in case she’d noticed, but she was already standing. 
 
    “Sorry,” she sniffed, never noticing the war of emotions Nick was going through. “You probably can’t even imagine the kind of time I’ve been having. It’s just been… heavy for me. I didn’t mean to unload on you.” She feigned a smile before turning towards the door. “I best go call my boss.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “She didn’t take it well, I assume?” 
 
    Nick bit back a growl. “What’s it matter?” 
 
    Tom shrugged “I reckon it matters a whole bunch considering she bawled all over you and then left the office to phone her boss.” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Nick grumbled, silently cursing his brother’s keen hearing. He sighed. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    “Do?” Tom gave his brother a peculiar look. “There’s nothing for you to do other than fix her car. Her personal life is none of our business. What the hell do you mean?” 
 
    What the hell do I mean? Nick repeated angrily to himself. “Nothing. I’m just not used to all of that—the crying women and stuff.” 
 
    Tom nodded his understanding, giving Nick a solid pat on his wide bicep. “This is why you need to stick with what you know. I’m the people person for a reason, bro.”  
 
    Nick chuckled. “Noted. No more people-personing for me.” Tom gave him one last pat before heading into the back to make a call for the part they’d need. Nick made sure tom closed the door firmly before he started to pace. It wouldn’t take long for Tom to make the call, but Nick only need a short moment to collect himself. He wasn’t thinking straight and he needed to get his thoughts in order before he saw either his brother or the customer, Jo, again.  
 
    As if he’d summoned her himself, there she was pacing impatiently in the cool evening weather, nearly in time with Nick’s own movements. Her cheeks and the tip of her nose were tinted red from the winds that were blowing and she had her phone pressed closely to her ear. She did not look happy.  
 
    Suddenly, it clicked. He knew how he’d help in a way only he could. 
 
    The backroom door opened. “It’s ordered,” Tom declared, stepping back into the office. His eyes followed Nick’s out the front-facing window to where Jo was still pacing and talking quickly into her phone.  
 
    “Good. How long?” Nick asked, playing off how enthralled he’d been by her.  
 
    Nick breathed an inward sigh of relief as Tom chose to ignore his staring. “A couple of days at the earliest. It was the best they could do.” 
 
    Nick nodded in understanding, then steeling his resolve, he said, “This isn’t fair to her, and you know it, Tom. We did that to her car.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “So? She doesn’t know that.” 
 
    “But I do! And so do you! Don’t you feel at least a little bit responsible?” Tom shrugged again, completely uncaring. Nick frowned at his brother’s non-committal reaction. “We shouldn’t charge her for our time.” 
 
    Tom’s jaw nearly dropped at the proposition. “You mean work for free?”  
 
    “Yeah, I mean work for free. She can pay for parts—even though that’s our fault too—but that’s it. No overpricing, and we don’t charge anything for labor.” He shot a look at his brother. “It’s only fair.” 
 
    Tom grumbled to himself for a moment but eventually relented. Even he could see the fault in their actions that lead to the damaged on the human girl’s car. “Yeah, yeah whatever. Let’s just get this over with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “Can’t you for once see my side to things?!” Jo shouted into the phone and immediately regretted it. She knew that yelling at Brian would only earn her yet another lecture on top of the countless others he had queued up for her, but even still the sentence flew out of her with a fervor that she couldn’t control. She was at her wit’s end.  
 
    She heard the loud inhale on the other end of the line, a telltale sign that Brian was about to go off on one of his guilt trip diatribes and make her entire ordeal about him, but she beat him to the punch. “They were bears, Brian. Bears. Remember that before you tell me I had a choice in this,” she advised, keeping her voice at a more appropriate volume.  
 
    The recommendation didn’t help. Brian was soon elbow-deep in a lofty scolding, complete with his fake posh British accent. He whined and complained in his typical high-pitched voice, only furthering her frustration levels. 
 
    He prattled on about how big of a disappointment she was for the umpteenth time before something just snapped. Not saying a word, Jo pulled the phone from her ear, staring at the screen in blank submission before just… hanging up. She’d had enough. Brian knew her situation now and it was his job to sort things out with the client. She didn’t even have enough energy to feel satisfied with her defiance.  
 
    She felt the slow inhale of her breath as a sudden anger built up within her. “I’m fine and alive, by the way, thanks for asking!” she shouted raggedly into the phone, despite having already hung up on Brian.  
 
    The adrenaline began to leak out of her, being replaced by the deep-set cold of the biting wind around her little by little. Worry began to knot her stomach, but she ignored it, tipping her chin up and pinching the bridge of her nose as she slowly breathed in the cool night air. “He can’t fire me for hanging up on him,” she told herself.  
 
    After she’d finally calmed down enough for public display, she allowed herself to walk back into the office. She’s already had an apology queued up for crying all over Nick earlier in the day, but seeing the mildly guilty looks on his face as she entered the warm office pretty much confirmed that he’d also heard or seen her make a total fool of herself on the phone with Brian. “Sorry,” she muttered, finding it hard to make eye contact. “I had to fight tooth and nail for a reschedule that I couldn’t avoid. My boss is a bit of an idiot.” 
 
    Nick almost smiled, but it looked heavy on his lips and didn’t last for more than a fleeting moment. She averted her gaze, instantly self-conscious about how miserable she must look to kill his smile like that. “We’ve all been there,” he consoled, “don’t worry about it.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “For what it’s worth, we’ve ordered the part we need; it’ll be arriving in a couple of days. I’m sorry we can’t make things move any faster for you. It’s obvious you’ve got a lot going on.” 
 
    Jo shrugged. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.” 
 
    A look passed his face too quickly for her to decipher. “We’re also going to try and keep this as cheap for you as we can. Parts only.” 
 
    Wait what? “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?” she asked, a bit dumbstruck by his words. 
 
    The corner of Nick’s mouth lifted into a half-smile, and this time it stayed. “We’ll be charging you for parts only.” 
 
    A bit of that smile lifted into his dark eyes, making them sparkle with a kindness she hadn’t thought to look for in the brother mechanics before now. Though happiness and gratitude welled up in her chest almost immediately, she wasn’t entirely sure she liked this stranger’s sudden display of generosity. After all, it had been a long time since anyone had shown her such kindness. Was there an ulterior motive hiding behind his smile? 
 
     “Why?” she asked before she could stop herself. She mentally kicked herself for prying, hoping beyond hope that she hadn’t just screwed her chances at a steal of a discount.  
 
    Relief washed over her as Nick’s smile only grew. It looked good on his face, and she found herself wishing he would smile more. He shrugged his broad shoulders, and she could see the fabric of this thin t-shirt tighten over the strain of his muscles. The attraction she felt for him was electric. She’d felt it in the way he looked at her and the sensations that tingled down her arm when he shook her hand. There was no denying that there was something there between them, but it only made her more wary. Would he try to use her attraction to him against her? 
 
    “It’s what we do around these parts,” he answered, his rich voice pulling her out of her suspicious reverie. “You’ve had what we call a rough day, so we’re just doing what we can to help change that. Call it a good deed or a random act of kindness if you want, but whatever you label it, it’s yours to accept or decline. Just let us know.” 
 
    Jo didn’t know what to say, blinking a couple times to hold back unexpected tears. “Well that’s… that’s incredibly kind of you.” 
 
    Nick waved the compliment away. “Not at all,” he replied. “We’re just glad to help.” 
 
    Tom walked in, wiping his hands on a shop rag. “Has Nick told you the damage?” 
 
    Jo nodded with a bit more enthusiasm in her face. “The important parts. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your generosity!” 
 
    “It’s what we do,” he replied. His voice was kind enough, but it didn’t sound enthused like the Tom that’d met her at the door when she’d first met them earlier in the day. Walking behind the desk, Tom and Nick shared a look that Jo didn’t quite catch. It was like they were sending coded messages that she couldn’t understand.  
 
    “Say uh, since it looks like I’ll be staying here a few more days than expected, can you point me in the direction of the nearest motel?” Both brothers looked her way without saying a word, and she had a chilling sense of déjà vu. She averted her gaze. “I mean, the town seems quiet enough. I’m okay with walking if it’s not too far. The cheaper the better.” 
 
    The two bothers exchanged another foreign look and Jo’s stomach tightened in worry. 
 
    “Rawlins doesn’t have any motels,” Nick replied. 
 
    “Nothing?” Jo stared at Nick in disbelief? “Not even a little hole in the wall hovel to sleep for the night?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “Rawlins’s just a forgotten outskirt of a few larger surrounding towns. All the hotels moved out a long time ago.” He shrugged. “Most people that stick around here have family to stay with. A tiny town like this hasn’t had to plan for strangers in a long time.” 
 
    Jo looked desperately from one brother to the other, and neither of them said anything. “Then where am I going to stay?” she asked hopelessly. 
 
    Nick suddenly glanced at his brother, but even Jo could read the message Tom shot back in his glare. Don’t even think about it. 
 
    Nick frowned at Tom, even though no words had been exchanged yet. He turned his resolved gaze to Jo. “We have a cabin.” 
 
    “Nick!” Tom admonished.  
 
    “You can stay there while your car’s getting fixed, if you want,” Nick continued, ignoring Tom completely. “Free of charge, of course.” 
 
    “A cabin?” Jo frowned. Could she honestly agree to stay overnight with two strange men in their cabin in the woods and still consider herself a smart person? “I… no, thank you. I’m quite sure you two would rather have your space.” 
 
    Nick chuckled good-naturedly. “Oh, no we don’t live there. Remember, most people who stop in at Rawlins have family to board with. The cabin’s our guest quarters incase family stops by to visit for a while.” 
 
    Jo tried to ignore the glare Tom was boring into the back of Nick’s head. “So it’s vacant right now?” 
 
    Nick nodded. “From the sound of things, your boss isn’t the nicest fella in the world—” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Jo muttered, seeing a spark of laughter in Nick’s eyes.  
 
    “So yeah, it’s probably nicer than anything he’d have you book in the surrounding towns.” Nick grinned, and it sent a happy shiver down Jo’s spine. “We’d be more than happy to help you with decent accommodation. Why not treat it as a vacation? Might make you feel better.” 
 
    Jo tried to frown, but the look wouldn’t hold. She knew that the happier, more personable Nick Brewer was affecting her, but she didn’t want it to cloud her judgment. Whether her attraction to him was or wasn’t interfering, she didn’t really have anywhere else to stay. “Is it far?” she asked, reluctantly. 
 
    “Not at all,” he confirmed. “Only a mile or so up the road. It’s warm and dry and stocked with everything you’d need. You’ll have the only key and no one will disturb you, promise.” 
 
    Jo stole one quick glance at Tom’s hard expression and wondered if he really approved, but she wasn’t really in the position to decline, regardless. “Fine,” she sighed. “I accept.” Nick visibly relaxed at her answer, but Tom seemed to tense up for some reason. She hoped she didn't sound ungrateful. She really did appreciate all the accommodations the Brewers has offered to her, but no amount of kind smiles, sparkling eyes, and rippling muscular bodies could hide the fact that she would be following strange men to a vacant cabin somewhere in the woodland. She was smart enough to remain at least a little wary.  
 
    “Great,” Tom muttered, his voice strictly business. He rifled through the paperwork explaining all the repairs for Jo’s car, not bothering to make eye contact. “We’ll need your number in case of emergencies, then you’re good to go for the night.” 
 
    “I’ll give you mine,” Nick interrupted almost too eagerly. “And I’ll drive you. U-unless you prefer to walk. I guess it is only a mile,” he muttered, looking a bit flustered. 
 
    “Whoa there, calm down,” Jo said with a small smile. She had to admit, it was pretty amusing to see such a strong, burly man tumbling clumsily over his words like that, even if it was a bit odd. “I’d appreciate a ride. A miles an awful long way in the dark and cold in a town I’ve never been to before.” She shrugged. “Plus, I’ll have to tote luggage for my stay, so…” She looked up at him with an expectant smile. 
 
    “So I’ll drive you,” Nick answered with a brilliant smile of his own. He really did have a stunning grin, Jo noticed.  
 
    She brushed a lock of hair behind her ear to hide her averted gaze. “Thanks,” she murmured. “I really am grateful.” 
 
    She turned to grab her purse before heading out the back way to where her car was prepped for repair. “A strange man wants to take me out to take me out to his cabin in the woods and I’m not saying no. What the hell is wrong with me?” she muttered under the breath as she stepped out into the cold. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nick pushed himself away from the wall, holding off his grin until he was sure the departing woman wouldn’t see. His sharp hearing had easily picked up every word she’d said as she left the office, and he found difficult not to chuckle. Even his bear seemed content, a satisfied rumble resonating through his chest as they watched her go.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Nick?” Tom hissed, remaining quiet just in case Jo was still within earshot. “You’re letting her stay in the cabin?” 
 
    Nick shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “She’ll be fine.” 
 
    “Okay, ignoring what a complete moron you’ve been today, it’s dangerous for a human there right now. The Northern Wind—” 
 
    “—tucked tail and scurried away like cowards forever ago.” Nick finished. “Seriously, Tom, we chased them off. We’ve known more peace this month than we have in a long time. There honestly isn’t a better time for a rogue human to hole up in our unused cabin than right now.” 
 
    “They won’t be gone for good. You know that. Lucas always returns with more bears and crueler plans than before.” 
 
    “And we fight them off every time,” Nick retorted. 
 
    “She can’t stay there, Nick,” Tom barked. 
 
    A growl tore from Nick’s throat as he turned on his brother with muscles tensed. “I don’t see you coming up with any bright ideas! She wouldn’t even have to stay anywhere near Rawlins if it weren’t for us! We wrecked her car; we caused her delay here in town. So, we as alpha bears need to step forward and clean up this mess we’ve made. So, if you have any alternatives, I’m all ears!” 
 
    “I don’t see why any of that’s our problem!” Tom replied, and Nick could see him fighting off the urge to force the change and rise to the challenge he’d given. They both knew that’d be the way to solve their problems quickest, but with Jo just outside gathering her luggage, they didn’t have the luxury of a quick, clean, brawl.  
 
    Nick rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. Don’t play dumb now, Tom. You know full well why we’re responsible for her now.” Nick turned to walk outside, only for Tom to grab his arm. His jaw clenched and suddenly, he wasn’t as in control of his bear as he’d been only a moment ago. The urge to tear bear from human flesh was growing almost too strong to resist. He could feel the heat of a roar crawling up his throat, but he forced it back down.  
 
    “Walk away, Tom,” Nick said slowly and deliberately, both to calm himself and his brother. Tom’s eyes only narrowed in response, his hot breath frosting the air. His eyes glinted with the glow of the bear, a warning that the change was about to begin. “I said stand down,” Nick growled, his teeth clenched. “We’ll take care of our issues after the human’s out of eyeshot.” 
 
    Shoving Nick hard, Tom turned around in a rage and stormed into the garage. “You’re making a mistake,” he called over his shoulder, the words disappearing on the chilly wind.  
 
    No, I’m not. Of that thought Nick was absolutely sure. Of course there was more going on between him and Jo than either were probably willing to admit, considering they only just met earlier in the day, but Nick truly felt that it went beyond some flirty chemistry. He had an intuition, an urge to help her because she was down. He wanted to aid her in her struggle, and right the wrongs she didn’t even know he’d committed with a ferocity that he’d never known for another human or bear before her.  
 
    More than his sense of duty, he’d never wanted for someone the way he knew he wanted for her. He’d never really been a fan of flings and one night stands, but as he’d watched her saunter away to get her things, he couldn’t help but have a stray thought of what it would be like to hold those hips of hers in the warmth of his bed. Of course, he’d waved the fantasy away quickly enough, but there was no denying it. Humans are strictly off-limits. They don’t interfere with us, and we don’t interfere with them. That’s how it’s always been… 
 
    She was human, he was not. Humans were much too fragile, too delicate, too… weak. But still he couldn’t ignore that he felt a pang of lust for Jo Barrowman. It was too dangerous, just like Tom had said, but he couldn’t stop himself from giving his all to help her. He remembered the way the tears had pooled in her eyes, her buoyant hair falling around her heart-shaped face—so vulnerable and soft… He wasn’t used to that.  
 
    Nick was used to strength and power and fierceness and she was the exact opposite. Everything he wasn’t. He wanted… needed to protect that. Protect her. Whether or not Tom liked it, the best place for her safety while she stayed in Rawlins was under their watch. Lust or lust not, he knew that this was the right move. So he stuck to his guns. 
 
    Despite this, he knew that his mind wasn’t right. He wasn’t himself. He wanted to talk, to smile, to laugh with this woman he’d only just met. It felt weird, dangerous really. Something’s wrong with you, Nick, he thought to himself. You really should stay away from her… 
 
    But he knew he wouldn’t. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Jo paced anxiously in the office, muttering to herself as she waited for Nick to pull his car around front. “Are you sure this is a good idea, Jo? I mean, these men are strangers!” Every word she whispered frantically to herself only made her anxiety grow. Paranoia crept just under her skin, and horror stories of ax murders and serial kills kept flashing in her mind. Would she get put on one of those ‘Missing Person’ posters if she were gone too long? Would anyone even care enough to notice if she was gone? 
 
    A car pulled up close to the door and Nick stepped out, beckoning her over. Jo feigned a small smile, pushing down the nerves that were rising in her chest. 
 
    Nick’s smile was as warm as a furnace. “Do you want me to put your things in the car or do you have it?” 
 
    Jo shook off the butterflies that started fluttering deep in her belly from the moment she saw that grin. “Oh, yeah. Some help would be great. Thank you,” She couldn’t help but watch as he easily hefted bag after bag into the trunk of his car. Despite the chill of the night air, Nick only wore a t-shirt, putting his rippling muscles on full display as he lowered the luggage into the car. She wondered absently how he could stand the bite of this cold, holding her arms close to her as a gust of wind tossed her hair awry. The faintest wash of goosebumps decorated his tanned skin, and lasted only for a quickly fleeting moment before he was back to his unaffected self.  
 
    “You alright?” Nick asked, snapping Jo from her ogling.  
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah,” she stammered, trying to hide her embarrassment. “I was just wondering how you’re not cold in this weather.” 
 
    Nick looked down at his bare are and thin t-shirt before shrugging. “I guess I’m just used to the cold. Lived here my entire life, so I guess it kinda grows on ya.” He shook his head as if something flustered him.  
 
    “Ah,” she replied, tugging the coat a little closer to stifle another shiver.  
 
    Seeing her body quiver, Nick tipped his head towards the front of the car with a smile. “Why don’t you just get in? I’ll be finished here in just a sec.” 
 
    Jo nodded jerkily. “Good idea.” She scurried happily into the passenger seat, immediately huddling close to the heat blasting from the vents.  
 
    True to his word, Nick was only a few moments behind her, sliding into the driver’s seat before she’d even had time to fully thaw. As he closed the driver side door, Jo just bare caught a glimpse of Tom watching them from the workshop, a look of mild chagrin etched on his face. Long gone was the cheerful mechanic that greeted her with a handshake and a smile.  
 
    “I really do hope it’s alright for me to stay at the cabin,” she ventured as they drove away. “I’m not secretly putting you guys out or anything, am I?” 
 
    Nick chuckled. “No, not at all. We stay in the rooms at the shop. Easier to work that way. So the cabin’s almost always going empty.” He gave her a quick glance. “We’re happy to be able to give you the place for a while. Gives us a chance to knock off the dust and cobwebs.” 
 
    Jo nodded, finally accepting his answer. “Okay. Thanks.” 
 
    Conversation tapered off after that, but as Jo looked at the evening scenery of the tiny town, she could still feel Nick’s eyes on her every so often. It wasn’t a creepy kind of linger, but she got the sense that he was worried about her. What? Why would he be worried about her? She softly shook her head. He could be worried about anything, not just her. Hell, maybe he was wondering if she was an axe murderer or serial killer, she mused lightly. 
 
    “So, what’s the hubbub in San Francisco, if you don’t mind my asking?” Nick asked after the silence stretched on for a bit.  
 
    “Not at all,” Jo replied, offering Nick a polite smile. She couldn’t help but feel her nerves bubble up for reasons that had nothing to do with murder for once. “I work for an art gallery. I have to meet a prospective client, a pretty notable one, to try and convince him that we’re the best gallery to display his work.” 
 
    “Oh?” Nick asked, interested. “Which gallery is that?  I know we have a few in the towns surrounding us.” 
 
    “Oh, none of those, sadly. It’s call Liberty Art, based in Chicago, Illinois.” She saw his mouth drop slightly in surprise. “Yeah, yeah, I know. It’s a bit of a road trip, but… anything to save a dollar.” 
 
    Something that felt like rage washed over Nick in a surprising wave. “Chicago! That’s like a two day drive at least!” He gave her an incredulous look. “Couldn’t your boss have just saved you the time and paid for a flight?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Not in the budget, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “Oh come on, he couldn’t have been saving too much,” he exclaimed, taking Jo by surprise. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” she replied, wondering if it wasn’t Nick who was overreacting, but her who was underreacting? Brian had been treating her this way for a while now. Maybe she was just numb to the injustice.  
 
    Nick blew out a long, cool breath, and Jo watched as he loosened his grip on the steering wheel to something more normal. “I reckon your boss should start treating his employees a little better,” he grumbled. The anger in his voice was chilling, even passed the cold of the night. 
 
    Jo glanced at him, taking in the fierce expression on his face and the steely glint in his eyes. His frustration for her, over the way she was being treated, it made her feel glad that she’d hung up on Brian. Seeing Nick as angry as she should have been this whole time, she was finally beginning to realize that she did deserve better, didn’t she? She nodded her resolve. “Maybe I will treat this like a vacation, after all,” she murmured. 
 
    “That sounds like a wonderful plan,” Nick assured. He seemed to visibly rest after her answer, all his fight melting away into and the easy contentment he’d carried when he first entered the car. Just like that, his anger was gone as he rounded a corner and the cabin finally came into view.  
 
    “Thank goodness,” Jo whispered softly to herself, hopefully quiet enough that Nick couldn’t hear. 
 
    He grinned widely at her. “Turns out I’m not a serial killer after all.” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking that,” she retorted too quickly, a redness tingling her cheeks that had nothing to do with the cold.  
 
    Nick didn’t reply, flashing another smile before killing the ignition and exiting the car. Jo followed eagerly behind. 
 
    The outside of the cabin was certainly rustic. Encircled by trees on three sides and a clear view of the road on the fourth side, it was entirely surrounded by beautiful sights, sounds, and smells. Jo took in a huge breath, appreciating the heavy scent of pine on the brisk cool air. “This looks amazing,” she sighed, taking in the twilight view of the land. 
 
    Nick shrugged noncommittally. “It’s not much,” he commented, tossing her the key, “but it does us well whenever we need something a little more rural. A place to get away.” He flashed her a small smile and she could feel the frost melting from her fingertips. “Please, go on up. I’ll get your bags.” 
 
    She nodded immediately, but stuck around outside in the cold a bit longer to watch him walk away. She didn’t mean to stare at him, but he moved like he was made of water, his motions liquid, his muscles rippling. Everything in a constant of ebb and flow, like he was meant to be more than the tall, brooding muscleman that he appeared to be. Maybe that’s what she was seeing of him as of late. Maybe the Nick she met when she first entered Rawlins hadn’t gotten out of his shell yet. She hid a smile as she turned to enter the cabin. She could at least admit to herself that she was excited to see where this new and friendlier Nick would take things. 
 
    Opening the door, the sight made her breath catch. The inside of the log cabin was absolutely stunning. It appeared to have two levels. The first floor had comfortable sofas and chairs surrounding a fire, and on the other side sat a table, chairs, and almost an entire kitchen! Walking a little further in, Jo discovered a tiny reading corner, partially hidden by an entire wooden cabinet of books. The literature scaled from classics like Dickens and Bronte to modern bestsellers like Rowling and King; a book for every reader. 
 
    Claiming the wooden staircase to the second level she spotted two beds in two small rooms, with a bathroom connecting the middle. The entire cabin was both practical and beautiful. With a pang of guilt, Jo realized that upon hearing ‘cabin’, she’d expected a rundown rickety dump with bearskin rugs, shot gun displays, and singing bass on the mantle. She hadn’t expected anything like this! 
 
    “What do you think?” Nick’s voice echoed through the cabin and curled around her like the softest scarf, beckoning her back downstairs to greet him. His eyes flared as he watched her stunned expression, her eyes filled with surprise.  
 
    “This is absolutely beautiful!” She passed a glance over him with a light air of suspicion. “Are you sure you meant to let me stay here for free?” 
 
    Nick tucked his hands into his pockets and managed to look a little bashful. “Like I said, it’s on the house. I’m just glad you like it.” 
 
    “I love it,” Jo admitted, eyes gleaming. Since when had her life gotten so lucky? 
 
    Nick chuckled, hiding his eyes as he turned back toward the front door. “Anyway, your bags are at the door, and with that, my work here is done.” He tossed her a smile. “I’m going to head straight back to the shop to help Tom get started on what we can do with your car.” He glanced away a moment before looking back. “Afterwards, I was wondering if maybe you’d like some dinner later? I mean, yeah the refrigerator has a few things…but hardly a meal. There’s this fantastic Chinese takeout in town… if you want.” 
 
    Jo could see him inconspicuously gnawing on the inside of his lip, as though he were unsure about his suggestion. There was something darker than a dinner date flickering in his gaze, and Jo noticed with a happy shiver that it most certainly wasn’t just a hunger for Chinese food.  
 
    “I suppose so,” Jo replied, after a second of hesitation. “That would be nice.” Her inner warning lights were flashing and alarms were ringing in her ears, but she couldn’t stop herself from accepting the offer. There was an allure about him that she just couldn’t get enough of. She’d met him as the muscular stoic mirror of his brother, steeping in mystery and more than a little intimidation. Now he was evolving into something more, and she found herself wanting to spend even more time with this man.  
 
    Ignoring her worries, she watched excitedly as a wild grin crept over Nick’s face, his grey eyes flashing with a new light. As if thoroughly prepared for her agreement, he pulled out a well-worn copy of an old Chinese takeout menu and rattled off a few of the best dishes.  
 
    She smiled up at him from where she’d been glancing over the menu. “Tell you what. You know this place better than I ever will. Why don’t you choose for me?” she asked, trying for coy. “I’m sure whatever you choose will be… delicious.” Her gaze quickly swept down his body as she stepped away. That word could easily be used to describe him as well. 
 
    Jo felt the heat building up between them, and if in that moment Nick chose to throw caution to the wind and take the next step with her, she wasn’t entirely sure she’d have it in her to stop him. Suddenly, Nick gave a little shiver, and she could see some sense of responsibility come back to his eyes. He let out a small cough. “Uh, there’s wine somewhere as well,” he said, forcing himself to back away towards the door. “Make yourself right at home. I’ll be back later.” He winked before turning to depart. 
 
    “See you later.” Again, she couldn’t help but watch him walk away, his entire body rippling with unspent power. The door closed behind him, and Jo imagined his confident stride down the stairs as his footsteps faded into the night. She hugged her arms close, nearly squealing with glee. She was lodged up in a cabin that was fancier than any hotel she’d seen in the last year, there was wine in a cellar somewhere with her name on it, and she had every book she could ever want to read at her fingertips. And… 
 
    “And he’s coming back tonight,” she murmured, an excited shiver running through her. This time she didn’t try to stop it. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I don’t like this,” Tom grumbled as Nick shook off the cold of the night breeze. “I didn’t like it when you left with her, and that look on your face right now tells me that I have even more reason not to like it now that you’re back.” 
 
    “Would you relax?” Nick insisted, pulling on his gloves. “I told you, I have everything under control. Plus she’s human. Even Lucas knows the rules. Humans are off limits.” 
 
    “What’s one human to Lucas if he can use her to finally get rid of two alpha bears?” Tom retorted. 
 
    Nick’s body tensed at the thought. “Law is law, Tom. Besides, she’ll be gone in a few days. We just need to keep an eye out until then.” 
 
    “She’s a liability, Nick.” 
 
    Nick growled. “Hardly a liability when we haven’t seen the Northern Wind in over a month.” 
 
    “It’s because they hadn’t found a way to get to us yet!” Tom replied. “Until now. You’ve just gift-wrapped the perfect prey for them to use against us. Congratulations, brother.” 
 
    The tension built between them and Nick fought to stop the rattle of his bear’s growl from crawling up his throat. “We’ve had to fight for our own protection for as long as I can remember. This is nothing new. Lucas is nothing new. If helping out a human cause any sort of issue, we are fully capable of protecting ourselves.” 
 
    “But she shouldn’t have to!” Tom yelled, throwing up his hands in disbelief. Nick could feel the anger radiating off his brother, and it only made his own inner bear bristle in response. “Who’s there to protect her if Lucas attacks the cabin right now? How do you plan to watch her as we’re both working on her car? We can’t babysit her twenty-four seven because you decided to put her in danger.” 
 
    “She’s safest with us!” Nick yelled, nose flaring. 
 
    Tom scoffed. “Sure, whatever you say. She was safest when she was just another boring human customer.” He sighed, finally looking at his brother with honest eyes. “You haven’t been yourself since she walked into the shop, Nick. Usually you’re all grunts and groans, hardly making eye contact with customers. But with her… it’s different. I can tell. You’re making too much of an effort, even for a Good Samaritan. It makes me worry if—” 
 
     “Stop worrying,” Nick interrupted, breathing a sigh of his own. “Look, if you don’t want to deal with her, fine, but this is still the right thing to do, whether Lucas is snooping around or not.” He shrugged. “Besides I’m headed back there later tonight anyway, so, I’ll be able to check for any trace of the Northern Wind Pack easily enough.” 
 
    Tom’s head shot up. “‘Headed back’?” he repeated, brows knitting together in confusion. “See this is what I’m talking about, Ni—” 
 
    “Calm down, Tom,” Nick interrupted again. “I told her I’d treat her to some Chinese. That’s it.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Tom rebutted, unconvinced. “And am I able to tag along on this ‘dinner trip’ tonight?” 
 
    “You can if you want to,” Nick replied, feigning nonchalance. “You’re paying for your own food, though.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    “This is amazing,” Jo moaned, sinking leisurely into the deep bath. Like the rest of the cabin, the luxury style bathroom upstairs did not disappoint. She’d been more than a little surprised to find bubble bath stashed away in the cabinet, the thought of Nick in a tub of suds bringing a smile to her face. It soon faded, her thoughts wandering into darker territory. Just thinking about him brought heat to her face. Closing her eyes, she thought about the strong, burly musculature of his body that she’d been able to see from afar as she’d watched him throughout the day, imagining how it would look bared and covered in scented bubble bath, against her… right now… 
 
    She quickly pushed the image away. How cliché… Now wasn’t the time to be lusting for the mechanic. Now was the time for relaxation. She sank lower in the bath with a contented sigh, allowing the warm water to soak deeply into her tired muscles. Things had done a complete turn-around, starting with this cabin, and she was determined to enjoy it. She’d even gone so far as to block Brian’s number. She’d unblock him once she was on the road again, of course, but until then, she’d decided to take a much-needed vacation from the stress of her work life.  
 
    Jo lay prone in the bath for what seemed like a glorious and painfully short eternity. Only with a growl of her stomach did she realize that she probably overstayed her welcome in the cooling water. With a stretch, she hopped out of the bath, drying off quickly and rushing to dress before Nick arrived with food and caught her naked. There was a fleeting fantasy about what might happen if he did catch her bare and she allowed a warm thrill to shiver through her before batting the idea away. It was much too soon to be thinking of those things with a guy she just met a few hours ago. If at all. She’d be leaving in a few shorts days after all. That was hardly enough time to form any sort of meaningful relationship. Shooing that thought away as well, she opted for an oversized long john shirt and some sweatpants for the evening.  
 
    Waiting for Nick to return was a particular sort of sweet torture that Jo didn’t really want to think about. Her mind danced with ‘what ifs’ and ‘could bes’, finding no harm in casually fantasizing over what kind of night this could turn into if she only let it. She wasn’t blind to the way he looked at her when he thought she wasn’t looking. She saw the darkness in his eyes when he was angry for her and felt the sparks when their skin brushed together. Just thinking of it both thrilled and terrified her. It wouldn’t take much… 
 
    Three sharp knocks rattled the front door, startling Jo from her reverie. She held her hands to her cheeks, hoping they weren’t warm and blushing to betray her wayward thoughts to Nick once he entered the cabin. Finally regaining her posture, she pulled the door open. 
 
    “Oh hey. Back so soon?” she joked, trying to ignore the tingle that danced over her as Nick silently took in her damp hair and clean clothes.  
 
    “Yeah, I guess so. I’m sure you’re hungry.” He shrugged. “I invited Tom, but he bailed at the last second.” Jo didn’t admit it aloud, but she was completely okay with that. 
 
    She stood back from the doorway and beckoned him inside. “So um, I found the wine and helped myself to a glass. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 
    Nick gave her a heart-stopping smile. “Not at all. Fancy getting me a glass?” He held up the large bag of steaming Chinese. “A nice red pairs well with the lo mein.” 
 
    Jo swallowed, softly and nodded, not sure she could trust her voice to be calm after seeing that grin and how his eyes danced over her body. Something told her that Chinese wasn’t the only think he was hungry for, but she ignored it. Food now, anything else later… she thought sternly to herself.  
 
    She steadily poured Nick a glass, focusing more on the wine spilling into the cup so that her mind wasn’t focused on how nicely his broad shoulder filled out his t-shirt. He’d showered and changed before returning to her, his jeans weren’t stained and his shirt was made of a material a little better than cotton. Absently she wondered if he’d tried dressing up for her, but she hadn’t know him long enough to assume his habits just yet. Still, he looked nice. Very nice… 
 
    “Thank you. For the dinner, I mean,” she said, handing him the glass of red wine. As she dipped into the kitchen to grab cutlery and plates, she called back, “It smells amazing!” 
 
    Nick seemed content with her gratitude as he sorted the food across the table for easy serving. “Best takeout in town!” he replied. It sounded natural and automatic, like he said it a lot. Jo smiled. He probably does.  
 
    Jo seated herself at the dining table and refilled her glass. “If it tastes half as good as it smells, I have no doubt of your words.” She took an exaggerated whiff of the food. It really did smell delectable. “I have to admit, it felt a bit odd making myself cozy in a strange, albeit nice, cabin, but the wine and the takeout are starting to make it feel like home.” 
 
    “Ha, I know what you mean,” Nick agreed with a grin. “I’m hoping the bath helped as well? I worked hard on renovating the bathroom the most.” 
 
    Jo paused, her fork mid-serve of some delicious looking lo mein noodles. “How did you know I had a bath?” she asked, one inquisitive eyebrow raised. 
 
    “It’s just your hair,” Nick replied. He barely missed a beat, but Jo still caught the tiniest pause in his answer. “It’s still a bit damp. And I just figured, what with the day you’ve had and all, it was probably more of a bath night than a shower one, you know?” 
 
    “Ah,” Jo laughed, feeling slight relief. For a moment, she couldn’t stop herself from thinking that Nick might have the place rigged with cameras or something… she waved the thought away, along with the thrill of excitement it invoked within her. Food now… “So, um, do you bring other people here often?” she asked, immediately biting her tongue in embarrassment. “I mean, do you rent out the cabin for people often?” she tried to salvage, but Nick was already grinning, the corners of his eyes crinkling with the effort to hold in his laughter. 
 
    “If you’re asking if I have a girlfriend, the answer is no,” he replied smoothly, swirling the wine in his glass before taking a slow sip. 
 
    “I wasn’t asking that,” Jo protested, though not too much. “It’s just… this is such a beautiful place. I just figured that… you wouldn’t want… I think people would like staying here,” she finished limply, losing all confidence in her façade as Nick’s smile only grew. Her embarrassment grew under his gaze, but underneath it she felt something else unfurling—a desire from his attention that she found particularly hard to control. She tried to cover both emotions by bringing the glass of wine to her lips. 
 
    She averted her gaze awkwardly for a moment longer than comfortable before Nick granted her blunder some leniency and changed the subject. “So you enjoy your job?” 
 
    “Mmm,” Jo mumbled, noncommittally. “It has its good points.” 
 
    “Except for your boss?” he quipped. 
 
    “Except for my boss,” Jo confirmed. She knew he saw the uncertainty darken her eyes, and possibly the way her fingers fidgeted uneasily on the wine glass, but she said no more.  
 
    He watched her for a moment longer. “Then why not leave? Quit?” 
 
    A sigh left Jo’s lips as she placed her glass back on the table. “I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t thought about it at least a million times.”  Her stomach churned queasily and she realized she didn’t really feel like talking about work or Brian or her self-prescribed mini-vacation. “So have you always been a mechanic?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “For as long as I could hold a wrench. So, yeah, pretty much my entire life,” Nick replied, spearing a piece of chicken as he spoke. “Tom and I…well, our dad taught us the ins and outs of car doctoring and we’d made a plan early on to start a place of our own one day.” He smiled—a real smile that cut wrinkles down the sides of his mouth and sparkles in his eyes. Jo knew he was reminiscing about the past - it was a smile that only a good memory could create. “Our little shop might not look like much, but nothing can take away from the feeling we had when we opened those doors for the first time. It’s our dream come true, come to life.” 
 
    Jo smiled at him. “You and Tom… You two seem very close.” 
 
    Nick snorted, but it didn’t cover the darkness that clouded his eyes. “We’ve been through a lot together. Never really been apart for too long. And when we lost our dad… we were practically joined together at the hip.” He smiled again, but this time it was watered down and a little sad. It made Jo’s heart hurt. “Nothing’s stronger than the bond of family, you know?”  
 
    He took another bite of food, and Jo waited patiently for him to work through his emotions. Finally, he swallowed a bit of fried rice and said, “He’s not just my brother. He’s also my best friend, you know?” 
 
    “That sounds nice,” Jo commented, quietly. The rest of the dinner faded to silence as they ate. She thought about how Nick sounded when he spoke about his life, so sure of his path, so content with his relationships. She wondered what it would feel like to be more like that with her own life, to be truly and honestly happy. She’d once loved her job, but that had long since passed. Her rare days off were spent alone in front of the television as she made her way steadily through a bottle of wine. She thought listlessly of the life that had already passed her by, slow and monotonous and just plain boring… until today.  
 
    Until Nick. 
 
    Cliché as it seemed, Jo felt as if the very dynamic of her life had changed the moment their eyes met. Beginning to feel the tingling after effects of the wine coursing through her system, she allowed herself one small pass over of Nick muscular, toned body. He was tall and wide, giving the seams of his soft t-shirt no quarter. The grey of its fabric matched his eyes, making them glint with a light all their own. Just below the hem of his left sleeve, Jo could barely make out the dark marks of a tattoo on his large tanned bicep. Maybe if she had a moment, she’d ask him what it was. Her eye passed over his throat, and she watched as it convulsed with a particularly rough swallow. It made her heart speed and her breath quicken.   
 
    Maybe just one fun night with him wouldn’t hurt… she thought to herself, already shaking her head slightly. She wasn’t sure if she could handle a fling and go with this man. If she had him for even a moment… he certainly seemed like the type she’d want to hold on to for a long time afterward. Reluctantly, she let the hope in her eyes fade, and stood to clear the dishes.  
 
    Dishes neatly placed in the dishwasher for cleaning, Jo treated herself to another glass of wine. She curled her feet under her up on the couch, one hand swirling her wine while the other one was propped elbow first on the sofa arm. Lazily resting her head on her hand, she stared intently at the flames of the roaring fireplace, and tried her hardest to feign relaxation.  
 
    Truth be told, she was a whirlwind of emotions and excitement. Nick stayed behind to help clean, and after they were finished, he decided to rest a while and let the alcohol work its way through his system before driving the short way back to his shop. He sat in the armchair across from her, resting easily in the fashionably weathered upholstery with a half empty glass of water. Occasionally, Jo would slide here gaze over to where he lounged, only to find him passing a glance right back at her. It ignited a fire deep in her belly that had nothing to do with the chimney.  
 
    Training her eyes dutifully back onto the fire, she willed her fluttering heart to slow down and her breathing to calm. As she slowly regained control of her emotions, she saw Nick shake his head slightly in her peripheral vision. Her heart sank as he rose from the chair. Despite her internal battle, she couldn’t help but feel sad for missed opportunities as he stood to take his leave. It took a bit of mental fortitude, but she managed to move her lips into a smile to give him a proper goodbye. When she turned from the fire to send him off, she bit back a yelp of surprise. He was standing right beside her, easing down onto the couch close enough to brush bodies.  
 
    Her heart began to pound in full force, and that fire within her blazed back to life. She looked up at him with an excitement she couldn’t hide. “Nick?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Nick’s mouth was on Jo’s before she could say another word. She gasped against his lips, feeling the rumble of a soft growl and moaning in response. Wrapped in an eternal euphoria, she could only cling to him as he slowly pushed her backward onto the sofa. This has been all she wanted tonight, all she needed, but now that it was finally happening, Jo was stunned to helplessness, afraid that even the slightest movement would break whatever spell had been casted over them in that moment.  
 
    Passion roared to life as his lips slipped over her cheek and nibbled down her neck, nuzzling into the little hollow at the base of her throat. He nipped the sensitive skin in the bend, groaning with a raw need as Jo reacted to him.  
 
    Jo noticed she was trembling with desire—with need. It rampaged through her like white water rapids, her arousal almost too strong to keep tame. It was dizzying in its power, washing over and under her in wave after wave of pleasure in time with Nick’s hungry kisses. She called out his name as his bared teeth scraped against her skin in an act of raw lust, and he growled deep and reverberating against the soft flesh of her throat, holding her prone body close to him in a tight, almost superhuman grip.  
 
    Quick breaths turned to gasps; Jo nearly drove herself insane with her need for Nick. She didn’t know what was happening to her, the fire in her abdomen was growing, working her into and inferno. Her entire body felt like it would burn away to ash. Nick’s touch scalded as he tore at her clothes, clawing them away from her skin with an almost feral vigor. The taut flesh of his torso was feverish under the thin fabric of the shirt, and he responded to her touch by ripping the shirt off, tearing it away violently at the collar. His eyes were bright like burning coals, scorching Jo wherever he looked and burning his uncontrollable hunger for her into her memory for the rest of eternity. It drove her insane and she wanted more. She usually wasn’t one to like it rough, but for Nick… she’d definitely make an exception. 
 
    Jo felt Nick abruptly shudder violently against her, as if he was struggling to make his body move the way he wanted it to. His breath was coming fast and hard, filled with a searing desire that matched hers in perfect tempo.  “I can’t stop,” he breathed, his hands tugging roughly upward on her long john top. He lowered his body, and Jo’s flesh felt charred where the naked skin of his muscled torso touched hers.  
 
    “I don’t want you to,” Jo moaned. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop, Nick.” Her panting was manic, breath coming quick and fast as his hands burned heat down her body. Her hands gripped his hair, tugging reflexively as the pleasure surged uncontrollably within her.  
 
    A basal growl tricked out of his lips as he shook violently against her body, and it only excited her more. “Please,” Jo whimpered, her nails scratching over his strong shoulders and back before plunging her hands downward. She felt him hard and ready, pressed against her inner thigh with a dark promise of things to come, and it almost sent her over the verge with the sheer ecstasy of knowing just how much he wanted her. Her fingers clawed eagerly to the button of his pants. “Please, Ni—” 
 
    “No!” Nick tore himself from Jo, jumping to his feet and running two hands roughly through his hair. Something like pain and anger passed through his eyes, amplified by the heat of his blazing need.  He took deep breaths, almost gasping as he visibly fought to regain control of his body and mind. His eyes fluttered shut, and with one final deep breath, he said, “I have to go. I shouldn’t be doing this.” 
 
    Without another word, he turned and left out into the night, not even bothering to salvage the shirt he’d torn to tatters.  
 
    *** 
 
    “How much is there to fix?” Nick asked, shouldering his way roughly into the back shop where Tom was still working. The door banged loudly against the wall, the sound making both brothers cringe. Nick could hardly muster the capacity to care. He wasn’t really in the mood for finesse. 
 
    Tom grimaced, looking down at the half-fixed car. “Mostly the cosmetic stuff, if I’m recalling correctly. And the part we ordered, of course. The lights still need a bit of wor—Nick, what the hell, man? Where’s your shirt?” Tom asked, the incredulity in his eyes beginning to bleed into anger. 
 
    Nick shrugged. The last thing he wanted was an ‘I told you so’ lecture from his baby brother. “Spilled some wine on it. Waited until I left and ditched the shirt because the smell was giving me a headache. What of it?” 
 
    Tom glared at his brother, thoroughly unconvinced. “Uh huh. Funny how I don’t smell even the slightest hint of wine on you. And you don’t look like you’re damp, so you didn’t take the time to wash up.” Tom’s eyes narrowed further. “In fact, you smell an awful lot like a particular human we both just met today, so why don’t you cut the bull—” 
 
    “Don’t. Start,” Nick warned. “We just talked.” 
 
    “Bullshit,” Tom spat. 
 
    “I don’t want to hear it, Tom,” Nick growled dangerously. “I’m not in the mood for your nagging.” 
 
    “So then tell me what happened!” 
 
    “It’s none of your goddamned business!” 
 
    “Uh huh, so you just ate and talked, and then you left?” Tom asked, voice dripping in skepticism. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Without a shirt on?” Tom asked through gritted teeth. 
 
    “Tom—” 
 
    “I’m not stupid, Nick!” Tom bit out. “Do you honestly think I haven’t seen you today? How you’ve been practically salivating over her since the moment you laid eyes on her? Stop trying to play the fool!” 
 
    A rattle bubbled from deep within Nick’s throat, giving his brother one final warning off. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Just shut up and get the work done. For our customer that we’re helping. That’s all. Nothing more.” Even as he said the words, he knew there was so much more. That was too close a call, he thought to himself. I can’t go near her again. Not like that. 
 
    Tom looked at his brother with an expression of mild disgust on his face. “You’re normally the smart one, Nick. But when it comes to her…” He shrugged, his arms falling defeated at his sides. “Your brain’s not right, man. All this chaos, and for a human no less.” His nose wrinkled, as if the word left a foul stench in the air.  
 
    Nick had heard enough. The rattle that shook inside changed to a full-on growl, his whole body tensing. His spine cracked as the bones in his body began to lengthen, shorten, and change. The violence of the change tore a feral scream from his throat, the muscles morphing and turning the cry into a vicious roar. Fur spurted in rippling waves over his skin, his body already wound into a deadly coil in anticipation for the attack to come.  
 
    If Tom wanted a fight, he was damn sure about to get one. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    When Jo woke up the next morning, there was a fleeting moment where she could barely remember what had happened with Nick. Unfortunately, as she took in the spilled glass of red wine and the torn clothing that had been perfectly wearable before last night, it all came flooding back at once.  
 
    Last night held some of the most mortifying moments of Jo’s life. The way she’d been lying there, almost on the verge of release simply from the touch and feel of him, the way he tore hungrily at her clothes, the way she had him right where she’d wanted him almost from the time they’d first met—and then he left. Ran, practically. Right out the door without even turning around to say goodbye. Her eyes flitted over the litter on the floor, gaze finally falling on the ruined tatters of Nick’s shirt. Frowning, she picked it up. He’d run away, out into the freezing cold of the night, and he hadn’t even bothered to grab his shirt first. 
 
    All in an effort to get away from her as quickly as humanly possible. 
 
    Great. Just great… 
 
    She noticed the way the shirt had been destroyed, torn jaggedly at the neck and all the way downward. Heat rushed involuntarily up her neck and into her cheeks. Her heart beat began to speed as she thought of him and what they’d shared last night, the way he tore at her and growled for her body like he couldn’t control himself. It had been rough in a way she’d never experienced before… in a way she liked. But even in its intensity, she’d still felt safe. She smiled. It may have ended all too soon, but not everything last night was a total embarrassment. 
 
    For the time being, Jo decided to distract herself, trying not to worry about Nick and how awkward their next meeting was sure to be. She poured herself a mug of warm coffee that had brewed on timer while she woke, and wandered over to the snug book nook. She found a few that sounded mildly interesting before stuffing herself into a cozy armchair. Throwing a thick blanket around her shoulders, she opened the first book and began to read. 
 
    *** 
 
    Noise nearby woke Jo with a start. She looked around from where she sat, but there was little view from the corner and she didn’t find much to allay her confusion. Writing it off as some random wildlife ambience, she stretched lazily in the chair. Her book had been mildly interesting, but the blanket had been warm and the little reading area quite cozy. Despite pouring herself a cup of coffee sitting, she’d only taken a few sips before her comfort allowed her to drift back off into slumber. The night with Nick, though woefully short as it was, must have taken more out of her than she’d originally realized. Not that she was complaining. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered sleepily, and she made an effort to wake up more. The blanket slipped, and a chill hit the bare skin of her torso. She’d forgotten that her shirt had also been a casualty in the erupting volcano that had been last night. With a shiver, she tugged the warm cover back over her shoulders, snuggling herself back into the chair. She was finally awake, but she didn’t want to leave her lovely warm den just yet. Looking around lazily for a clock, she realized with a grin that there was no reason to search. She had no schedule to keep, no phone calls to make, no boss to annoy her. She didn’t care, and out here, she didn’t have to care. “Yep. This is definitely shaping up to be a dream vacation,” she murmured contentedly.  
 
    A sudden ruckus made Jo jolt upright, again, her eyes widening as she recognized the sound. It resonated with her, deep into her mind, jogging a particular memory from the night before. It had been while she and Nick her practically coiled around her, but she ignored the heat that tried to kindle, bypassing that memory for one that felt most similar to the sound she’d heard just now. A growl or a groan as it vibrated and shivered through her entire body as it came from…  
 
    Nick. 
 
    Whatever had made that noise was growling, but scarier and louder, more like a roar. She remembered the bears that destroyed her car and a shiver ran through her. That terrifying noise wasn’t too far away.  
 
    The roar sounded again, and Jo leapt out of the chair, her book flopped lifelessly to the floor from where it had been sitting on her lap only moments before. She crept as silently as she possibly could across the hardwood, fear tingling down her arms and numbing her fingertips. The second howl sounded dangerous, terrifying, and made her want to run for the hills. How had she ever assumed this monster held any resemblance to the growls of passion Nick shared with her last night, she’d never know, but that was another problem for another day.  
 
    “Did you lock the door? Did you lock the door?” she chanted to herself as she tiptoed towards the front door. She slowly peeked her head around the corner, gazing across the small foyer to where the front door was. With a sigh of relief, it appeared at some point in her drunken stupor, she’d managed to lock the door behind Nick after he ran away. Knowing all of the windows would still be locked, she was as safe as she could make herself right now. Small victories.  
 
    As her breathing calmed, a third roar sounded—then another… and then another. “Oh, God, there’s more than one,” she whispered to herself. And they were getting closer.   
 
    She carefully peeked out of a nearby window, but couldn’t see much more than forestry and a small patch of the dawn-lit lawn. Suddenly, there was a blur in between the trees—something big and dark. “There!” she exclaimed, her voice squeaking with more than a little bit of fear. It was a bear. It had to be. Her heart began to pound before she could talk some sense into herself. 
 
    “It’s okay. It’s okay. There’s no reason for bears to come near the cabin,” she told herself just as another large body blurred between trees. “Just don’t worry and they’ll pass this little old cabin by,” she consoled, her breath quickening despite her words.  
 
    The first thing she wanted to do immediately was call Nick, awkward failed one-night-stands be damned. Back tracking to when she’d last had her phone, she found it tossed haphazardly on the bed she’d chosen to sleep in, dead as a doornail. Grumbling at her obvious lack of luck, she decided that it was best to busy herself with the mundane until either her phone had battery or it was safe to go outside.  
 
    As she made herself a bit of toast for a quick snack and warmed up her neglected mug of coffee, she could ignore that the sound of the roars were going away. In fact, she was pretty sure they might be getting louder. She took a deep, shuddering breath. 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m fine. Maybe… maybe they’re just playing,” she reasoned with herself as she grabbed her hot toast and even hotter cup of coffee. She slowly made her way back toward the reading nook where she hoped to have better luck ignoring the ruckus that the local wildlife was creating outside. “Maybe it’s the same two bears from before and they just rough house around the woods like this. I’m sure it—” 
 
    A loud roar sounded directly outside the front door, rattling the windows before a loud thud crashed against the front door.  
 
    Jo screamed, loud and terrified as the mass slammed into the front door, again and again to a chorus of angry bear snarls and roars. Hot coffee scalded her hand as it sloshed over the mug’s rim and everything in her hands went cascading to the floor. Panic surged through her as she watched the door rumble and shake under the strength of the mighty beast. The peeping window on either side of the door blasted inwardly with the force, of jabbing paws. Jo could only see the glint of morning dew on the tips of their talon like claws before they were pulled back and slammed into the fragile glass once more.  
 
    Fighting past her frantic state, Jo lunged for the stairs. If they managed to break through the door, she’d be safest upstairs. She made it a few steps before a clumsy stumble sent her sliding gracelessly to the bottom again. Her legs were trembling, making it difficult to coordinate. Eventually she managed to fight and clamber her way to the stairs as she heard the first splinter of the doorframe. It made a loud crack that echoed against the cabin walls and chilled her spine. She had to get somewhere safe.  
 
    She dipped into the bedroom, scrambling for her phone. It hadn’t charged much at all, but she hoped that it was enough to make at least one phone call. She went closer to the door behind her, but realized quickly that the bedroom wasn’t going to be as good a stronghold as she’d hoped. Nick had obviously skimped on the smaller details; the room door in particular was flimsy, frail, and cheaply made. A rampaging bear would tear through it in mere seconds.  
 
    Stepping back out into the hallways, she realized quickly that the other room’s door was the same as the first. Another house shaking thud slammed against the front door, another splintering crack as the frame gave way a bit more. Jo was dizzy with panic. 
 
    The bathroom! 
 
    Jo remembered what Nick had said the night before. He’d put money into it. Maybe… just maybe… 
 
    She skittered down the hall to the bathroom door and nearly wept in relief. The door was a thick maple, and its frame was reinforced with metal framing. The screws looked shiny and new, devoid of rust or any other imperfections. It wouldn’t hold a pack of bears forever, but it was all she had. One step at a time. For now just she needed enough time to call Nick.  
 
    She practically threw herself into the bathroom locking the door and pushing whatever she could in front of it. Her legs promptly turned to jelly and she sank, scared and shaking to the bathroom floor. She knew she didn’t have much time, and that she needed to get to that phone call ASAP, but for one frightful moment, her body refused to move. 
 
    With effort, she snapped the spell and pounded the power button on the cellphone. It powered up quickly, displaying a 3% battery warning. Quickly, she dialed the number she’d pulled from Nick’s phone yesterday.  
 
    It rang three times before Nick picked up the phone. “Jo?” he asked, his voice mildly surprised and very relieved. “I honestly didn’t expect you to call me back after—” 
 
    “None of that’s important right now. Bears are attacking the cabin and my phone’s about to die,” Jo gasped into the phone. “Please. Please help me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Bears?!” Nick roared, his vision flashing red with the shock of immediate rage. Tom poked his head out of the back room, a look of alarm on his face at the sound of the word. “I’m on my way.” 
 
    “Don’t forget guns or something! There are like… three of four of them!” Nick heard a crash in the background and Jo shrieked. His bear roared loud from within, and Nick couldn’t help but agree. At the sound of Jo’s terror, his fury knew no bounds. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” he said, trying to think quickly and get her as safe as possible. “Where are you, right now?” 
 
    “Bathroom. I’ve barricaded myself in the bathroom,” she gasped.  
 
    “Good, that’s very good. It’s the safest place in the house for you,” he reassured. “Jo, I know you’re probably scared as hell right now, but I need you to do something for me, okay?” 
 
    “Yes,” she shuddered, and he could hear her tears and fear through the phone. “Yes, anything.” 
 
    “Okay, good. I need for you to peek out the little bathroom window. You should be able to see the front yard from there. Then I need for you to tell me what the bears are doing right now. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Jo was silent for a small moment before saying. “Yes, I… I think I can.” He heard some rustling on the other end of the line as she scrambled to her feet. 
 
    “Okay, are you looking?” he prompted, headed out the door of the shop with Tom following close behind. 
 
    “I… yeah,” she answered, her voice losing some of its fear for a bit of confusion.  
 
    “What’s happening? I need you to explain it.” 
 
    “I… I’m not sure. They’re… growling? At each other, I think. But none of them are attacking.” A pause. “There’s one huge bear standing in front of three smaller, but still big bears, and the largest bear is growling to the biggest of the three smaller bears. I-I’m not really sure if I’m explaining this right.” 
 
    “No, no, this is good. They’re discussing something,” Nick assured, speaking aloud as a way to relay information to Tom without breaking contact with Jo.  
 
    “Discussing something?” Jo parroted, and Nick silently cursed himself. He didn’t have time to go through the ins and outs of bear shifter behavior with her, not that she’d get it even if he had an eternity.  
 
    “Just… don’t worry about it,” he dismissed. “Bears are somewhat of a frequent occurrence around these parts. We’ve dealt with them our entire lives; Tom and I know what to look for. What they’re doing is a good thing.” They were already jogging in the direction of the cabin. “It’s imperative that you stay on the line with me. I need to know when they stop growling at each other. The moment it happens, okay?” 
 
    “O-okay,” Jo complied. “Though I’m not sure my phone will last much long—” The line went dead in Nick’s hand.  
 
    “Shit!” he spat, wrenching his shirt over his head. He turned to Tom. “Line’s dead. We gotta go. Now.” 
 
    Tom was already undressing, but he had a foul look on his face. “What happened to her being ‘just human’, Nick? What happened to her ‘being safe’?” 
 
    “Well maybe I was wrong, okay?” Nick shouted, feeling the beginnings of panic setting in. “It doesn’t matter right now. Jo’s in danger and we need to get her out of it. You can do your ‘I told you so’ dance later.” 
 
    Tom gave a solitary nod that promised this talk wasn’t over before both brothers sprinted into the cover of the forest to shift.  
 
    Nick’s change pounded over him in a combination of pain and exhilaration. It was forced and rushed, excruciating in its expedience. He didn’t have time to loosen his muscles or grind his teeth against the agony. It all washed over him in wave after wave of torture until finally a bear stood where the man once did. Without so much as a shake of the fur, he tore off in the direction of the cabin at full speed.  
 
    Tom caught up when he was about half way there. “What’s the plan?” he growled. 
 
    “There are four bears,” Nick grunted back. “We need to separate them. Two for you, two for me, and then make them fall back.” Tom nodded once and split off from his brother, taking a route that would best help execute the plan.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Nick was within viewing distance of the cabin. It was still pretty far off, but he could still make out the figures of four brown bears surrounding the front of the cabin. The bear rattled dangerously at the sight, imagining just how terrified and alone Jo must feel being locked in the bathroom by herself. Stick to the plan… he reminded himself.  
 
    Upon closer inspection, Nick could see Lucas, the leader of the Northern Wind Pack, wasn’t among the bears attacking the cabin. He’s assumed the bear Jo described as “huge” was Lucas. Lucas wasn’t an alpha like he was, but still he was formidably large. The largest bear appeared to be Dan, Lucas’s biggest muscle and second in command. He also noticed Flood, one of the smaller bears. The other two were completely new. Nick snuffed. The last thing they needed was a larger Northern Wind Pack to deal with, but there was always more the next time.  
 
    Where the hell is Tom? 
 
    As if on cue, loud rustling cracked and rattled through the forest, Tom playing the perfect role of the clumsy, loud bear. As planned, all four Northern Wind bears turned their attention to the noise. A few growls passed between them and then Dan slinked off into the woods to investigate, one of the new bears following closely behind. When Nick was sure Tom had lured them far enough away, he approached the two remaining bears.  
 
    He didn’t try to hide anymore. If at all possible, he wanted to avoid fighting. But despite this, everything in him was screaming to protect Jo. The only thing that mattered was Jo. If he had to fight to keep her safe, he’d tear them apart with tooth and claw without a second thought.  
 
    The remaining bears noticed Nick approaching fairly quickly, both standing to attention when they saw his large frame lumbering through the grass.  
 
    “You’re here,” Nick heard as Flood inched closer. “Who’s the human?” 
 
    “No one,” Nick growled, but even he could feel the defensiveness of his reply. “She’s human. You know the law. She is to remain unharmed and unknowing. Just walk away.” 
 
    The bear he didn’t recognize hopped forward. “Join us, alpha.” 
 
    Nick’s dark eyes glowed dangerously. “No.” 
 
    “We were told you might say that,” the second bear rumbled, mischievously.  
 
    “We’re to make you change your mind,” Flood added, and Nick could see the manic grin that curled on the Northern Wind bear’s lips.  
 
    “We don’t want to hurt a human…” 
 
    “But we will.” 
 
    The threat in their words was clear, and Nick had to fight to keep from going savage on them. “Leave her alone. I will not say it again.” Nick’s muscles rippled as his body tensed eagerly for the fight. “She’s not one of us.” 
 
    “We will leave if you join us!” the new bear roared. 
 
    “I won’t!” Nick boomed back, rising onto his hind legs.  
 
    “Not even to save your mate?” Flood asked impishly. 
 
    What? Slamming the ground with his powerful front paws, Nick growled loudly. Tom wasn’t the only one watching as he fawned over Jo. Damn it! “She’s human. It’s impossible for her to be my mate, and you know it.” 
 
    Something changed in the posture of the two bears in front of Nick, but before he could react, it was too late.  
 
    “Then you won’t have a problem with us killing her!” came Dan’s powerful roar from behind. Nick turned in time to see the massive bear descending on him at breakneck speed before getting caught up in a tackle.  
 
    Nick bit back a painful roar as claws ripped into his back. He managed to turn around before too much damage was done, swiping downward on Dan’s head. Nick’s claws sank home, cutting deep into Dan’s face and making him back away with a startled whimper.  
 
    Flood launched himself at Nick, but compared to Dan’s massive frame, Flood was easy to handle. Nick batted him down, knocking the wind from the smaller bear as he hit the ground. The nameless bear sank his teeth deep into Nick shoulder, but with a booming roar, Nick managed to shake him free. He pressed down on Flood’s shoulder until he heard something buckle, and then swiped viciously at the new bear.  
 
    Dan charged Nick, but blood was leaking into his eyes from the wound Nick had created. Nick dodged the charge easily, clamping down on Dan’s shoulder and tearing into him. The new bear leapt forward with a snarl, and Nick got one good blow across the smaller bear’s nose before he was down for the count, whimpering at the spray and foam of blood that spilled from his snout. 
 
    Standing as tall as he could, Nick roared aloud, the sound echoing through the trees. He stood taller and larger than even Dan, his dominance clear. His lips curled back, his teeth bared, blood dripping from his claws. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Dan snorted, finally turning to slink away. “Lucas will have what’s his to take. That means you, your brother, and anything else he wishes. You better watch your back.” 
 
    Nick didn’t move, his roars of triumph sounding long after the three bears of the Northern Wind pack had disappeared into the forest. Only when the immediate scent of the three bears faded did he finally fall back on all fours. In the distance, he heard his brother’s roar. He was fine, and the fourth bear was taken care of. He huffed in relief. The threat was gone. Jo was safe. 
 
    Even though this calmed the bear significantly, his blood was still rushing, his heart still racing, adrenaline only just beginning to fade. He couldn’t change like this. He slinked off into the woods to wait for his bear to grow quiet.  
 
    Then he could check on Jo.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    The change back to human was agonizing, the bear’s painful roar ending in a man’s scream as his bones shrank and muscles snapped. The injuries he’d sustained in the attack weren’t as gruesome on his human skin, though he had a few gashes that he’d have to patch up and allow to heal over the course of the next few days. He ached all over, the battle taking its toll on his body in more ways than blood.  
 
    Dressing as quickly as he was able, Nick made a slow walk through the trees to the cabin. His body was most vulnerable now, broken, battered and human. Moving recklessly and without thought would make noise, and inhibit senses. He needed to be extra careful in case Dan and his crew decided that they wanted to go one more round. Nick hoped to the heavens they didn’t. The numbers definitely were not in their favor.  
 
    Tom had offered to go to the cabin to assess the damage so that Nick could go home and dress his wounds, but Nick quickly declined. He could have come up with any excuse in the book, but both of them already knew why. Nick wanted… needed to check on Jo. He needed to see with his own two eyes that she was alive, breathing and safe. He had to be sure that he’d fulfilled his duty to protect her the way he promised he would when Tom was lecturing him about the fragility of humans. They’d agreed to meet up at the shop after Nick properly assessed the cabin to talk strategies now that Lucas had made a move, and parted ways. 
 
    Flood’s words floated to the forefront of his mind, ‘Not even to save your mate?’ 
 
    Taking another limping step, Nick shook the thought from his mind. She’s human. It’s impossible.  
 
    That’s what he’d said to Flood at the time, and what he thought now as well, but the more he thought about her, the closer he got to the cabin, the more he remembered her scared voice crying and screaming on the phone… he wanted nothing more than for the impossible to be true.  
 
    Even though he knew it would never be.  
 
    A human is much too weak to be with a shifter. She’s human. A fragile, delicate, gentle little human, he chastised himself.  All it would take is an accidental flex of a hand, an arm curled too tight, the lazy swipe of an enemy’ paw… they were simply too easy to kill to make viable life partners. So shifters stayed away. It was one of the first things shifters were taught. Humans and shifters don’t comingle. So why… 
 
    Why couldn’t he walk away? 
 
    He was nearly to the porch when the smell hit him. It was bitter sweet, salty like tears, and numbed the tip of Nick’s tongue. Jo’s fear hung like a wet blanket in the air, and his heart ached for her all over again. All other thought left his mind, and in that moment, all that mattered was making that fear go away.  
 
    “Jo?” he called, hammering on the door. The door rattled and shook, broken and battered from the assault that the bears had put on it. The windows were shattered on either side, and Nick tried peering through to see if Jo had come downstairs. “Jo, are you there? It’s Nick. I need to know that you’re okay.” He tried knocking again. “The bears are gone. Tom and I chased them off. It’s safe to come out now. I promise.” The door groaned under his fist, raining paint flakes into Nick’s hair as he tried to get Jo’s attention.  
 
    Finally, he heard the distant noise of a door opening and closing deeper in the cabin. He breathed out a sigh of relief as the soft, quick pitter-patter of footsteps made their way down the stairs, and the way her hands scrambled against the door as she rushed to unlock it made his heart happy. She wanted to see him. That was good.  
 
    After what felt like an eternity, she finally swung the door open. The look of joy he had readied on his face died almost immediately when he saw her. Her face was splotchy and pink, swollen from the sheer amount of tears she’d shed. Despite having on a thick university sweatshirt, her entire body was trembling uncontrollably and she was holding her left hand close to her body like she’d hurt it.  
 
    Nick tried to speak, but the words wouldn’t come. He tried to get angry, but even his bear was eerily quiet. All that he could see, smell, and feel was Jo. My Jo, he thought he’d heard his bear growl, but he couldn’t be sure. All he knew in that moment was her sadness.  
 
    “Jo,” he whispered, opening his arms. She launched herself at him with a sob, and he caught her up in a strong hug. He winced as she coiled her hands around his still-bleeding wounds, but it was a small price to pay by far. 
 
    She stood back from him with a look of shock on her face, and asked, “Oh my goodness, what happened to you?” at the same time he asked, “Are you alright? Did you get hurt?” 
 
    “I—” he began, cutting himself off; he didn’t really have a good explanation for his wounds. “It doesn’t matter. I-I just got a little too close to the action, that’s all,” he stammered half-heartedly.  
 
    She raised her hand to her lips in further surprise. “A bear did this? I… how? How did you get away? Is Tom alright? How did you chase them off?? How can you—” 
 
    “Okay, okay, one question at a time,” Nick tried to joke, but chuckling made him wince. “Like I said, Tom and I know bears. You could even call us experts on all things bear. We know how to beat ‘em, we know how to join ‘em, and everything in between. Tom’s fine, he’s back at the shop, practically unscathed. Me? I just got a little caught up in the action and the big boy caught me by surprise,” he said, indicating his wounded shoulder. “Nothing a little gauze won’t fix. I consider it a lesson learned.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jo nodded. “I suppose that’s one way of looking at it.” Though the look on her face was more worried and less amused.  
 
    Nick gently lifted her chin with his finger. “Hey, don’t worry about me. I’m just glad you’re okay.” 
 
    She gave him a quick smile, but it fell flat before he could truly appreciate it. “Yeah, I’m fine. I mean, a bit shaken up, more than a bit exhausted, and I spilled scalding hot coffee on my hand, but ultimately fine.” She peered around to his shoulder and grimaced, watching as the blood seeped through his t-shirt from the wounds he’d sustained. “You didn’t have time to put anything on… those?” she asked, jutting her chin at the bleeding claw marks.  
 
    “Oh, uh… no,” Nick replied, daring to look slightly apologetic. “All I was really worried about was getting back here. I may scar a bit, but this is nothing. Your life is way more valuable than my flawless skin.” 
 
    “Oh,” Jo replied, and he could tell she was genuinely grateful. “I… thank you.” She smiled. “I’ve never had someone say they felt the need to run to my rescue before.” 
 
    “All in a day’s work, ma’am.” He grinned and tried to give Jo a mock salute, but winced hard when he raised his arm. It hurt like hell, but it made her laugh, so it was worth it.  
 
    Her smile faded back to concern as her eyes drifted back over the wound. “But I mean, there has to be something small at least that I could do to help with the bleeding? Consider it a thank you. Also, you’re beginning to drip.” She pointed to the little droplet of blood on the porch, both watching as a second drop fell from the hem of his shirt to join the first on the concrete.  
 
    She looked back up at Nick. “Is there a First Aid Kid or anything around here?” 
 
    As much pain as Nick was in, he couldn’t help but feel immediate arousal at the thought of her touching his bare skin again. He swallowed past the thick feeling in his throat and replied, “There should be. Somewhere in the kitchen.” 
 
    She smiled up at him. “So you don’t mind if I…?” She let the question trail off, turning towards the kitchen and waiting for a response.  
 
    Not really trusting his voice, Nick only nodded. Shifters don’t mate with humans, he told himself. Shifters don’t mate with humans. He would have to make that his mantra before it was over and done with.  
 
    “I’ll boil some water,” Jo called from the kitchen, tossing him a glance. “You might want to take that mess off,” she said with a light smile.  
 
    “Right.” As Nick awkwardly pulled off his shirt, even he had to admit that he was flustered and there was no denying it. He could see the amusement on her face as she watched him stare off into space or fumble over words. He didn’t have time to feel embarrassed about it though, because he was too busy being happy that she was happy. It made him feel at peace, like he was doing the right thing. His bear felt the same. Plus, when she smiled, she looked absolutely jaw-dropping.  
 
    Shifters don’t mate with humans. Shifters don’t mate with humans… 
 
    Jo sucked in a soft hiss. “These look pretty bad,” she murmured. Nick’s skin sizzled anywhere her gaze touched, and he fought not to shiver in delight.  
 
    He shrugged and then winced. “Like I said, file it under a lesson learned.” She chuckled, placing one soft hand on his good shoulder. It was his turn to suck in a hiss. 
 
    “Yeah I know, this probably isn’t going to be too comfortable for you, so I apologize in advance,” Jo murmured, too focused on the wound to notice his reaction to her touch. She ran the warm cloth down her open wounds in gentle pats, slowly cleaning the gashes that the attack had given him.  
 
    “This might hurt a bit,” she warned, before pressing firming on the center of the wound. Nick held back the growl that wanted to spring forth, but even to an alpha like him, that was painful. “Yeah, I know,” Jo said, as if reading his thoughts, “but the bleeding wasn’t stopping. I needed to apply pressure.”  
 
    After a thick layer of antiseptic cream, Jo dressed the entire wound in gauze, sending shocks electricity down Nick’s spine with every press of her fingers as she sealed the bandage closed. “There,” she said after what had felt like a torturous, amazing eternity. “I’ve done all I can.” Her nose scrunched as she thought, and Nick felt the overwhelming urge to kiss it. “Though it really looks like you might need stitches.”  
 
    Nick chuckled, voice breathy from both his arousal and the pain, but overall just loving the attention she was giving him. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    She tut-tutted playfully at him, feigning disapproval. “If you say so, bear wrestler. At the very least, promise me no more learning lessons this way, you hear? Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    He grinned up at her, internally struggling with the urge to sweep her into his arms and carry her to bed. “I’ll be a good boy from now on. Scout’s Honor.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    “Okay, go ahead and stand up. See if the dressings hold…and don’t forget to breathe.” Jo stepped back from the chair, thankful for a moment without the sparking electricity that ignited between them when they touched. It made it hard to be helpful when all she wanted to do was run her fingers over his body until he used those huge muscles to carry her all the way upstairs and introduce her to bliss.  
 
    Nick did as he was told, standing and stretching gingerly to the left, then the right, then leaning forward. With no shirt on, Jo was painfully aware of how each movement flexed a different muscle group, his entire body rippling like ocean waves trapped beneath his skin. “Breathing appears to be top notch,” he declared with a lopsided grin.  
 
    “All in a day’s work, sir,” she replied, repeating his earlier words with a smile, but she had to turn away at the last moment. That smile was just too much. She decided to busy herself with cleaning to keep from making eye contact. “So, do you have any shirts here? You’re probably going to need one.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Upstairs. I keep a few stashes of spare clothes in case I…” He trailed off for a beat, and she glanced at him inquisitively. “In case I need to get away, you know?” He laughed at his umpteenth blubber, and it made Jo smile. She liked a guy that could laugh at himself from time to time. “Sorry. That’s, two shirts I’ve ruined and left here.” 
 
    Jo shrugged, deciding to go for the plunge. “Oh, I don’t mind… besides, it’s not like I’d wanted you to leave last night, or anything…” she finished, her sentence trailing off as she finished up the last of the cleaning.  
 
    She watched satisfactorily as a shudder ran through him, and he tilted his head to the ceiling. “I know, I know, but I had to,” he replied, his voice soft and slightly husky. “I can’t do this, Jo.” 
 
    “Why not?” she snapped back softly, trying not to convey the full hurt that his words had caused. “Look, Nick, I get it. I mean, I understand why you might have… reservations.” 
 
    “You do?” Nick asked, looking thoroughly perplexed and mildly alarmed. 
 
    She laughed at his expression. “Yes. I know I’m…” she looked away, a bit of shyness in her gaze. “I know I’m only here for four more days, max. And I mean, I’ve never really been a fan of the quick and easy, either, but honestly, Nick, what harm could it do?” she asked.  
 
    She gently ran a hand over his good shoulder, sliding it down his chest as she watched his face intently. She took pride in seeing the raw need he had for her in his eyes and feeling the way his body shuddered against her touch. “I know we just met, and this probably all sounds totally crazy, but it’s obvious that there’s something between us, Nick. There’s no denying that.” She slowly brushed her fingertips down his torso, lower and lower. “So what’s the harm in seeing where a bit of fun takes us,” she murmured seductively, barely speaking above a whisper.  
 
    She saw him, so close to the edge that he could topple end over end at any moment into passionate oblivion with her at any moment, and then with a deep breath, she watched as he took a big mental step backward. He closed his eyes and pressed her hand firmly against his chest before finally pulling it away and placing it back in her lap. “That’s not it,” he said, softly. 
 
    Defiantly, Jo curled her hands back around him, watching him react in ways he couldn’t control. “Then why?” she pleaded. 
 
    “I just can’t” 
 
    Her fingers curled around his back, and she contemplated if kissing his full lips would seal the deal. “That’s not a reason, Nick.” Her voice was husky with desire, her lips an inch from his. She could feel his breath coming quicker and quicker, panting against her lips as he fought the wants and needs inside of him  
 
    He groaned deeply, the sound resonating through his entire body. “I can’t… be myself with you, Jo,” he tried to explain, neither daring to pull away.  “It’s dangerous.” 
 
    A thrill sizzled down her body, making her shiver, and something must have shown in her eyes, because she watched with exhilaration as Nick’s grew dark with arousal. She leaned in even closer, their lips just barely brushing. “Maybe I like dangerous,” she whispered into his mouth. She let their lips meet, pressing her herself up against him.” 
 
     A growl rippled from Nick’s throat, she felt every vibration as he shuddered and finally lost control. He grabbed her and spun her around, pushing her down against the dining table. Jo could hardly breathe as he pulled her shirt up, his hands exploring the soft warmth of her skin. He nibbled roughly down her jawline, each time bringing a small whimper to her lips. He worked his way lower and lower, biting down on the tender skin along her shoulder. His hands roamed lower still, as if he were starving for her body. And boy did she want to give it to him. Excitement coursed up her body as he tugged hungrily on her waistband. 
 
    “Nick,” Jo breathed, yanking his head back up by the hair so that she could kiss him again. “Promise me you won’t stop again this time.” She hated to ask, but she had to know, had to be assured that he wouldn’t run away from her again. Last night has been terrible in a way she never wanted to repeat.  
 
    “I…” Nick faltered in his efforts to remove her pants. His bear roared angrily, and everything screamed within him to stop thinking and keep going, but he knew it wasn’t right. “I-I want you, Jo.” 
 
    “Then don’t stop,” she whimpered, leaning back against the table and pressing the soft mounds of her covered breasts up to his face.  
 
    “I have to,” Nick gasped, and he looked to be in physical pain. “This isn’t right, Jo. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Jo pulled him down against her, ignoring his denial. Every ounce of her was calling for him, growing louder every second, and she knew he couldn’t help but answer. His lips and hands moved almost instinctually, exploring whatever bare skin was available to him. Kissing his way up her stomach, he grabbed the hem of her shirt in a vice and to lift it above her head.  
 
    “Nick,” Jo breathed, sliding her arms around his neck. “Don’t stop this time.” 
 
    Nick bit back a roar as pain blasted through his recently bandaged shoulder. Before Jo could even thing to apologize, Nick tore the thick fabric of the university sweatshirt to ruins, nails scratching her body as the material of the shirt gave way.  
 
    “Ouch!” Jo exclaimed, jumping up with a start from a sudden pain just below her neck. She pushed him back a moment with a small frown. “What happened?” 
 
    Nick looked off for a moment, curled over her body and breathing roughly, but at the sign of her pain, he finally stepped back. She lifted her chin, touching what felt like two long raised lines on her collarbone.  
 
    A haunted look flooded Nick’s eyes, flushing every last trace of arousal that had been there only a moment before. “Jo, I’m so sorry,” he breathed, staring at the marks in horror. “I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    Jo shrugged. “No, no, it’s okay. It’s just a little scratch, don’t worry. You just do things a bit more rough than… I’m used to, but I like it,” she reassured, trying to pull him close again. “I like that you want me so much that you lose control.” She tugged him toward her with seductive eyes. “Come back. Don’t you want to carry on? Maybe finish what we started this time?” 
 
    Nick’s mouth worked as he floundered for a response, but none came. She knew that his lust for her was still in him somewhere, but by the look in his eyes she could tell that he was done searching for it for the time being. “I shouldn’t have done that,” he whispered. 
 
    “Oh, come on, it’s just a couple of scratches!” she exclaimed in frustration as she jumped down from where she’d been perched on the dining table.  “It’s nice to feel wanted, I definitely take it as a compliment, Nick, so don’t worry about it.” She gave him direct, heavy eye contact. “I mean it.” Her eyes slid towards the stairwell, suggesting playfully that they move things to the bedroom. 
 
    Nick wasn’t paying her any attention. He couldn’t take his eyes off of the inflamed marks he’d accidentally put on her chest. He shuddered, and Jo noticed that it was definitely not in arousal.  
 
    It was in fear. 
 
    “Nick, come—” 
 
    He was already shaking his head. “No, I—” 
 
    A tinkling melody sounded soundly from the upstairs bedroom.  
 
    “Why don’t you go ahead and get that,” Nick suggested sadly, “I’ll go grab another shirt.  
 
    Jo looked down at the torn remains of her own shirt. “Same.” She smiled at him tightly, her eyes filling with disappointment. Two times he’s pulled away from her and he won’t tell her why. What the hell could he possibly have to hide? 
 
    Upstairs, her phone stopped ringing, and then started up with the same mechanical tune, yet again. With one last worrisome glance at Nick, she took the steps two at a time. She stepped into the room, taking an irritation-filled dive-bomb into the bed. As expected the number was unknown. “Hello?” 
 
    “Jo?” 
 
    Her heart sank. Brian. He must be borrowing a phone or something, she thought miserably. Her freedom didn’t last very long at all. “What do you want?” 
 
    Of course, that response granted her a long expansive phone rant about how she was ungrateful and rude and how unprofessional she’s been, all made worse by his fake British accent. “Yes, Brian,” she murmured noncommittally, not entirely sure what she’d just agreed to. She’d started tuning out his rant a while ago; it was obvious that he was making up for all the hours he’s had him blocked. She could already feel her face falling back into familiar lines, the old stress of her job setting in like usual.  
 
    “Okay, Brian,” Jo submitted, weakly. “I think you’ve said enough by now, don’t you think?” She just wanted to go and enjoy the rest of her free time. 
 
    “Enough?” Brian screeched, taking a deep breath—a telltale sign of another lecture coming on. “It has hardly been enough, as you say, or you wouldn’t continue to be so dizzyingly incompetent! Am I getting through to you at all, Jo? Hmm? Hello? Am I?” 
 
    Surprisingly, tears sprang to Jo’s eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but she didn’t trust her voice to not crack. She’d never shown weakness to Brian, and she wasn’t about to start now. She allowed herself a couple moments of silent composure before trying again. 
 
    As she opened her mouth to speak, Nick snagged the phone right from her hand. His eyes were dark with anger as he placed the screen to his ear. “Don’t call back until you can treat your employee with at least an ounce of respect,” he barked angrily into the phone, promptly ending the call without another word. He tossed the phone back on the bed, stomping back downstairs and muttering something about coffee. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Jo stared dumbfounded toward the stairway, still a bit confused about what had just happened. As she found yet another shirt to wear, the recent memories of the event flashed before her eyes; the way he snatched the phone from her, the dark anger in his eyes, the venom he spewed down the line. It was a shock, to be sure… but Jo was surprised to find that she wasn’t the least bit upset. How could she be angry at someone who had the guts to say to Brian what she’s been too scared to say for a full year? Heaven knows he deserved it.  
 
    Slowly, Jo crept downstairs to see Nick slamming things about the kitchen, clearly getting out some pent up frustration. “I’m sorry,” she managed to say. “I know a lot of this anger is probably because I tried to persuade you to—” 
 
    “No!” Nick interrupted, surprised. “No. I mean, yeah, maybe I’m a bit… frustrated, about things, but I stopped that between us. Not you. That’s all in the past, so let’s not worry about it. Point is, I was already kind of angry, and your crappy boss just seemed like a good outlet at the time to get out some pent-up irritation, so I took the chance.” He bit his lip before choosing to continue. “The way that man speaks to you, and how defeated he makes you look… it’s not right, Jo. I don’t know why you put up with it.” 
 
    “He’s my boss,” she said, as if it explained everything. 
 
    “So?” Nick retorted. “That doesn’t give him the right to treat you that way.” 
 
    Jo felt the beginnings of embarrassment that always showed up when she found herself begging forgiveness for her boss’s personality “So you heard all that, huh?” 
 
    “Well, he was shouting pretty loudly,” Nick replied, his voice softer. She sank down in the sofa, and he sat down next to her. “You don’t need to put up with that, you know.” 
 
    Jo felt the heat trickle up her neck and hid her hands in her face. “I’ve never really been good about standing up for myself. I was always the type to keep my head low and keep moving at a steady pace. Not the easiest life, but guaranteed to be… something useful. So that’s just how I chose to operate.” She sighed, finally lifting her head. “I guess that’s things have never changed for me at Liberty Art.” 
 
    “You mean like… the constant travelling?” Nick asked with cocked eyebrow. 
 
    Jo tried to smile, but it was watered down. “I wouldn’t mind the travel is it wasn’t always by car.” 
 
    “And the motels?” he prompted. 
 
    “It’d be nice if I could at least stay in something that cleaned its carpets once a year,” Jo admitted. 
 
    “What about those incessant phone calls to complain about how terrible you are?” Nick asked? 
 
    Jo paused. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Well, you don’t like them, right?” 
 
    “Hell no, I don’t,” Jo replied. 
 
    Nick nodded. “So why don’t you just tell him all of this?” 
 
    “I have. I’ve tried asking for flights and hotels and a little bit of positive reinforcement,” she moped. “He basically told me to stop complaining or I’d get fired.” 
 
    “No, not ask. I know you’ve ‘asked’ for these things. Now you need to demand them!” The glint in his eyes was angry, but it also felt powerful and protective. Jo wasn’t sure what to think of this Nick, the man what was irrationally fearsome in the face of her workplace harassment, but she didn’t want this side of him to go away. It made her feel less alone. “Demand your right to decency as the best damn Liaison they employ. Don’t take no for an answer.” 
 
    “And what if no is the only answer they’ll give?” Jo asked. 
 
    “Easy. Then you quit,” he answered. 
 
    Jo scoffed. “Look, I know it sounds like the easiest thing in the world to just up and quit, but not everyone is like you. Not everyone has their own business and can pick themselves up by their bootstraps to keep moving forward.” Jo sighed. “I was blessed with the talent of being very good at something that there’s not a terribly high demand for. If I quit, or worse, get fired from Liberty Art, I can pretty much kiss my Art Liaison career goodbye. There’s no one else back home or even close by that would consider hiring me.” Those frustrating tears returned as the reality of Jo’s life hit her all at once.  
 
    “You could move. Move to a bigger city. You said San Francisco has this big fancy art place that I’m sure would be hard-pressed to have your talents,” Nick offered. “Sure, the move might suck, but… wouldn’t it be worth it to finally be happy again?” 
 
    Jo shrugged. “Yes… No… Maybe? What if I do? What if I move, hoping for the best, and fail?” 
 
    Nick wrapped a friendly arm around her shoulders, and for once Jo wasn’t bombarded with sexual zaps of sensation. “Well, yeah. That’s always a risk, but aren’t all good things worth playing the odds?” he asked, his low voice comforting her in her ear. “As far as I’m concerned, you should always go for what makes you happy, Jo. Take chances, even if they seem a little risky. In my experience, they usually work out.” 
 
    One long tear slid down her cheek. “I don’t know if I’m strong enough for that, Nick,” she whispered. “I’ve always been too scared to quit because I don’t know what I’d do in a life without Liberty Art, so I just put up with Brian. And now…” 
 
    “Yeah, I get that.” Nick looked apologetic. “I didn’t mean to make things worse between you and him. If you need me to apologize, I can.” 
 
    “No, no, thank you for doing that, honestly,” she insisted, looking up at him. “It’s nice to see what standing-up for myself could possibly look like, if I ever build the courage to try that is. I… I’m glad you did.” 
 
    He laughed uneasily. “I’m not sure. It sounded less like standing up for you, and more like me just losing it on your boss, I think.” 
 
    Jo smiled, drying her tears. “Well then, thank you for losing it on by boss, Nick.” 
 
    His chest rumbled with quiet laughter. “You’re more than welcome.” 
 
    They sat in silence for a while, basking in each other’s warmth and enjoying the easier going atmosphere they seemed to have found in the moment. It was quiet and passionless, but computable and content. Not that the fiery passion wasn’t without its merits but, remembering how conflicted Nick looked only a short while ago as he pulled away from her for the second time since they met… Jo could appreciate how what they had now in this moment was so much less complicated. She didn’t ever want to break the illusion.  
 
    Snuggling up to him on the couch, she asked softly, “Will you stay with me tonight, Nick?” she allowed a short pause before continuing, “After what happened with the bears, I don’t really want to be alone.” 
 
    She felt Nick tense for the slightest of moments before answering. “I guess I could stay,” he mumbled, running his free hand through his hair. 
 
    “Nothing has to happen between us if you don’t want it to,” Jo said, sensing his unease. “I won’t try to persuade you like I did earlier. I don’t want you to feel like I have ulterior motives that we don’t agree on.” 
 
    They allowed silence to fill the room once more. “It’s just so complicated, Jo.” 
 
    Jo nodded, accepting the explanation, even if it didn’t make her happy. She rose up and sat away from him, looking him in the eye. “I understand, but I also want you to know that if you ever want to explain to me why it’s complicated, then I’m here to listen. Even if it’s years down the road and I’m living in some fancy art mansion in San Francisco,” she joked. 
 
    Nick opened his mouth to speak when the sound of a car pulling up cut him off. Jo peeked out the empty holes where the peep windows once decorated. “Oh, hey. Tom’s here.” 
 
    Nick could smell Tom’s anger through the door. “I’ll get it,” he said, quickly. He slipped past Jo and swung open the battered front door to reveal his very upset younger brother. 
 
    “Can I talk to you for a minute,” Tom said by way of greeting. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” Jo asked, immediately sensing the tension between them.  
 
    Tom gave her a brief smile. “Everything’s fine,” he growled, eyes still on Nick. “I just need to consult my brother on something.” 
 
    “I won’t be long,” Nick reassured, closing the door behind him. Nick motioned silently for them to move farther away from the cabin before his brother could explode.  
 
    When they’d nearly cleared the tree line, Nick said nonchalantly. “When I said you could tell me ‘I told you so’ later, I didn’t think you’d actually do it.” 
 
    “Cut the bullshit, Nick,” Tom snapped, spinning on his brother. “You were supposed to be back at the shop ages ago!” 
 
    “Ages ago?” Nick parroted. “It’s been an hour, maybe two tops.” 
 
    “It’s been nearly four!” Tom retorted. 
 
    Four? Already? “Okay, that’s hardly an eternity,” Nick replied, shrugging. “What’s the rush?” 
 
    “It’s not just your blatant negligence for the time, Nick,” Tom growled. “It’s why you’re negligent. It’s her.” 
 
    Nick automatically bristled. “What about her?” he asked, voice low and filled with warning. 
 
    Tom ran a frustrated hand down his face, and Nick could see him working to formulate his argument. Finally he looked at Nick and said. “Are you aware that the Northern wind Pack thinks she might be your mate?” 
 
    Flood’s words played in Nick’s mind. “It was mentioned earlier before Dan ambushed me. But I shut the rumor down. They know she’s human. They know that it’s impossible.” 
 
    “And how can you be so sure, Nick?” Tom asked. “Lucas gave them permission to kill her. He’s scum, but even he wouldn’t break the law unless he thought he had a good reason. If word got out that an alpha bear’s human mate was killed in a territory war, Lucas is in the clear. You however, you’d be severely judged.” 
 
    “She’s not my mate,” Nick declared, and deep down, he felt the admission cut through him. “She can never be my mate.” 
 
    Tom stared his brother down, his eyes narrowing slightly, “Is she the one that cleaned up that cut on your back?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nick said, spreading his hands. “So what?” 
 
    “And she just did that out of the kindness of her heart?” Tom asked, voice heavy with accusation. 
 
    “Yes!” Nick exclaimed. “What are you implying?” 
 
    “Oh come on Nick, there’s something going on between you two!” Tom shouted, throwing his hands up. “I can tell, that bear I fought could tell, and worst of all, even Lucas can tell!” 
 
    “There’s nothing going on, Tom!” Nick denied. “What the hell?” 
 
    “Really?” Tom replied, sarcasm dripping. “So, then why, pray tell, can I smell her scent all over you?” 
 
    “Just let me deal with this, okay?” Nick spun on his brother, the panic finally building up that he’d kept hidden.  
 
    Tom’s jaw dropped in disbelief, then anger slowly filled his eyes as the truth of what Nick said finally sunk in.  “What hell are you doing, Nick? You know the law!” 
 
    “Of course I know the law!” Nick protested. “I… I’m doing my best to adhere to it.” 
 
    “We’ve got to get her out of here, Tom continued, eyes blazing. “Out of the cabin, out of Rawlins. Out of our lives. Right now before she destroys everything we’re fighting for.” 
 
    Nick growled, gritting his teeth. 
 
    “She can’t even give you cubs, Nick!” 
 
    “Maybe I don’t need any!” Nick snapped. 
 
    “You’ll tear her apart!” Tom shot back, eye flashing. “What will you do then when your precious human is bleeding out because you lost control? What if you change?” Panic paled his features a bit. “Have you… does she…?” 
 
    “No! No, she doesn’t know anything!” Pain radiated from Nick’s wound and down his body as the bear within vied for freedom. “Damn it, Tom! Why can’t you just leave things be?” He took a few deep breaths, working to suppress the beast for a while longer. Glaring daggers at his younger brother, Nick shouldered past and stormed back towards the cabin. 
 
    “You’re making a mistake, Nick!” Tom called, angrily. “This isn’t what father would have wanted!” Nick responded by slamming the weak front door entirely too hard behind him. 
 
    The beaten wood groaned and splintered one final time before the door finally fell off its hinges.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Nick nearly sprinted to the bathroom, hoping that Jo wouldn’t see the feral state he was in before he got out of view. He locked himself in the bathroom, running the water in an attempt to drown out his bear’s uncontrollable growls and rattles. He had to calm down, or else something really bad was bound to happen. 
 
    It was rare that Tom could make Nick this upset, and as much as he wanted to stay angry at his little brother, he knew exactly why he’ been so effective this time.  
 
    Tom was absolutely right. 
 
    Nick’s spine cracked angrily, and he had to dig his nails into the palms of his hands to keep the bear at bay. It angered him to admit, but everything Tom had said was true. That wasn’t the problem. Nick knew that humans were off limits. They couldn’t mate, they couldn’t comingle, they couldn’t even know about shifters. But the bear didn’t care, and Nick couldn’t help it. It wasn’t something Tom would understand. 
 
    After a short tug of war on his sanity, Nick finally fought the bear back down to something controllable, sliding down to the floor with a heavy breath of relief. He knew it wouldn’t last long though. He’d only known Jo for a day, and his attraction to her was only growing. They still had three days. Three days! He wouldn’t be able to keep fighting.  
 
    “What am I doing?” he moaned aloud, thumping the floor limply with his fist. He promised her he’d stay here tonight, and she’d even told him nothing had to happen between them tonight. Yeah, right. He’d set himself up for failure before he even began.  
 
    With a deep breath, he centered his thoughts. He knew he had to make a decision. Whether he was going to try to make things work with Jo, or he wasn’t. Choosing the first option was dangerous, more dangerous than she could ever know. It would also be filled with lies and deceit, never being able to tell her the true nature of his beast. The bear snarled, but Nick ignored it. It was the price he had to pay.  
 
    And then there was walking away— 
 
    The bear roared in protest, fighting against Nick’s insides and making him buckle over in agony. “Okay, okay,” he wheezed past the pain. Walking away wasn’t an option. He knew that his own bear would fight tooth and claw to keep her by his side, and if Nick allowed her to walk away, he’d move mountains to bring her home. 
 
    With a deep breath, Nick finally spoke the truth. “So she is my mate, huh?” Saying it aloud was terrifying, like it instantly put a target on his back and everyone could see now that he’d accepted it. Human mates weren’t even rare enough to be considered myths. They simply never happened. What if Tom was right? What if he lost control? What if he hurt her—killed her? He remembered the harsh red mark he’d left on her skin only a short while ago. Was it really worth the risk? 
 
    “She’s my mate,” he said, voice stronger than he felt. “She’s my mate.” His voice was surer this time. He said it a few more times until it felt natural on his lips.  
 
    “Jo barrowman is my mate,” he said, feeling a giddy sort of exhilaration at saying it out loud, “and I will never hurt her.” In that moment, he made his decision. He’d stay the night with her, and he wouldn’t stop whatever happened between them.  
 
    He allowed himself a few more moments to compose himself before tentatively leaving the bathroom. The last time she’d likely seen him, he’d been storming upstairs in a rage. He wanted to make sure he didn’t startle her. She was sitting on the sofa, reading a novel from the bookshelf.  
 
    She glanced up from the page, and smiled light at him and he descended into the sitting room. “You feel better?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, you saw that, huh?” he asked, clearing his throat in embarrassment. “Uh, yeah. Much better. Tom just really knows how to push my buttons sometimes.”  
 
    “I’ll have to take your word for it.” She shrugged. “Only child here.”  Shifting in her seat, he saw her eyes pass over his shoulder. “Is the dressing holding up well?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. It’s fine.” It was painful, of course, but nothing he couldn’t handle. He’d dealt with much worse from Lucas and his crew before.  
 
    He flopped down lazily onto the couch next to her, stretching out on the sofa like a lounging cat. “So what are you reading?” 
 
    She shrugged again. “Nothing interesting,” Jo replied. He noticed how her eyes traveled up the path of naked skin that bared itself as his shirt rose.  
 
    He slid a bit closer to her, feeling more content that he had in a very long time. Accepting her as his mate had answered so many questions he didn’t even know he’d been asking, opened doors he didn’t even know existed, and he felt happy. Giddy, even. It made him want to explore this new path in his life even more. “Can you read to me?” 
 
    Jo barked a surprised laugh. “What?” she laughed, her hand brushing his hair away from his forehead. “Are you being serious?” 
 
    Nick grinned. “I like the sound of your voice.” Lying down completely, he rested his head on Jo’s lap. His eyes flutters closed and he even felt his bear settle down for the time being.  
 
    Jo smiled down at him. “If you really want me to.” Picking up the book, she flipped to the next chapter and started reading. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nick stretched, blinking a few times before he could remember where he was. He had fallen sleep in Jo’s lap to the sound of her voice. She was still here, providing her lap as his pillow. She drifted off still sitting up, her head leaned slightly to the side and her eyes closed. Running a light finger down her cheek and jaw, Nick smiled to himself. She was so beautiful to him. Shifter or not, what he saw in her and what he felt for her transcended that. 
 
    With one last yawn, Nick rose from Jo’s lap, careful not to wake her. He walked quietly into the kitchen and put on some coffee, pulling his cell from his pocket.  
 
    He tried calling Tom three times before giving up. He figured his brother was just being stubborn and hard headed because of their argument and likely left his phone somewhere out of reach in an attempt to give Nick the cold shoulder. Shrugging, he went back to the coffee maker, his ears picking up light rustling sounds coming from the sitting room. 
 
    “Did the smell wake you?” he called. 
 
    Jo walked leisurely into the kitchen, still rubbing her sleepy eyes. “Probably. I do really like coffee,” she said with a smile.  
 
    He grinned, pulling her into a light embrace, running a hand through her hair to straighten out the kinks. “Perfect,” he murmured, and Jo blushed.  “Can I get you a cup?” 
 
    “Please,” she answered, sitting down at the dining table. “Did we sleep for a long time?” 
 
    “Long enough.” He grinned, handing her a mug. “It’ll be time to eat soon.” 
 
    “Anything good to eat around here?” she asked, taking her first sip. 
 
    He chuckled, sitting at the table beside her and lifting her legs to rest on his lap. “Small town, remember? There’s not much more than the Chinese place we ate from last night. I suppose I could always try to cook.” 
 
    “You cook?” Jo asked, a shocked look peeking over her steaming mug. 
 
    Nick winced. “I… try.” If he was being honest, he’d prefer a nice, blue steak, or a fresh kill out in the forest, but he imagined that neither would be very appetizing to Jo. 
 
    “Chinese it is, then,” she replied, hiding her smile. “I’ll just order something different this time. Keep things interesting.” She paused, looking up at him. “What about Tom?” 
 
    “What about him,” Nick asked, taking a long swig of his coffee. 
 
    “Should we order something for him?” she asked, her gaze averting slightly. “I don’t want him to feel left out.” 
 
    “You’re too kind, thinking of him,” Nick replied, his voice noncommittal. “But he’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.” 
 
    Jo squared her shoulders. “I’ll get something for him anyway. If he doesn’t want it, you can eat it tomorrow while you work. We can run by the shop to drop it off on our way back, can’t we? 
 
    Nick shrugged. “Sure.” He bristled a bit at the thought of Jo working so hard to play nice, but calmed himself down. She was willing to make the effort because that’s the type of person she was. He just hoped Tom wouldn’t be rude to her this time. If he was really going through with this mate thing, he needed his brother to accept it as much as he did.  
 
    He watched Jo chew on her lip. “That fight, Nick… was it about me?” she asked cautiously. “I kind of get the vibe that he doesn’t really like me being around.” 
 
    Nick mouth twisted for a moment. He thought of how to work things and keep them vague. His bear huffed. “It’s not that, Jo. To be honest, he’s just concerned about you. It can get pretty dangerous here.” All of that was true, technically, just not for the reasons Jo might think.  
 
    “You mean like with the bears?” 
 
    “Definitely like with the bears.” 
 
    “Why was he so angry with you, then?” she asked. 
 
    Nick rubbed her ankle in small circles, averting his gaze, slightly. “I told him that I didn’t think the bears would come near the cabin. I’d insisted you’d be safe.” 
 
    “I didn’t get hurt,” she pointed out. 
 
    “Yeah, but you should have never been in danger in the first place,” he replied quickly. “That’s on me.” 
 
    “Hey, you were only trying to help me out of the kindness of your heart, Nick. I won’t fault you for that,” she assured. 
 
    “I am really sorry for that, Jo,” he murmured solemnly.  
 
    “Didn’t you just hear me? There will be no more of that. There’s nothing to apologize for.” She smiled. “There was no way for you to know that wild bears were going to rampage your cabin, you know?” She shrugged, her smile growing to a grin. “First my car, and now the cabin. Maybe I’m just a secret bear magnet!” 
 
    Nick wanted to laugh with her, but unease flip-flopped in his stomach. All of it had been totally been his fault—both the cabin and her car.  
 
    She gave him a shy glance, sipping again on her mug. “You’re still… staying the night, right?” she asked quietly. “Or is Tom…” 
 
    “Oh, Tom’s fine with it,” Nick lied quickly. “Really. We got out all our anger, and by tomorrow morning, we’ll be back to our old chummy selves as we work on your car, guaranteed. You have nothing to worry about. I promise.” 
 
    “Cool,” she said, an air of relief about her. She stood. “Now let’s go get some Chinese. I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Jo leaned on the counter, gazing up at the menu. “What does Tom normally get?” 
 
    Venison, raw and freshly killed, Nick thought to himself, hiding his grin. “Chow Mein.” 
 
    “Good choice,” she quipped, grinning.  
 
    “Sweet and sour for me,” Nick said, never taking his eyes off Jo. She seemed in high spirits tonight, more relaxed with less tension. 
 
    “Will you stop watching me,” she said out of the corner of her mouth. “I’m trying to order here.” 
 
    Nick grinned, allowing his eyes to travel down the length of her lean body. “I can’t help it,” he murmured, making her blush. 
 
    “I thought you said this was a bad idea,” she whispered. 
 
    He shrugged, truly feeling at peace with his decision. “All good things are worth playing the odds.” He saw her excitement shiver up her spine, instantly detecting her arousal. She licked her lips and began to focus too intently on the menu. 
 
    A growl of pleasure rattled in Nick’s chest, anticipating the night to come. Let’s just get back to the cabin, he told his bear. He could wait that long, at least. 
 
    Jo finally decided on orange chicken, paying quickly as they bagged the food. Nick received that bag, waving at the familiar faces as they exited the restaurant.  
 
    They’d stopped by the mechanic shop, as planned, but Tom was nowhere to be found, his car missing from the lot. Nick wasn’t really worried about him; he often drove deeper into the woods when he wanted to hunt. They placed his food in the back room in a little fridge, Jo leaving him a little note on the table so he knew they’d brought him something.  
 
    As they headed out, they passed by Jo’s car. Tom had said he’d have the lights fixed by tonight, but one was still very clearly busted. With an inward groan, Nick told himself he’d have to have another talk with Tom about letting personal spats get in the way of a deadline.  
 
    “Okay, note’s finished. We should probably get going huh?” Jo asked, voice only slightly suggestive of things to come.” 
 
    Nick grinned in response, snaking his arm around her waist and nearly lifting her off her feet. “Of course. I’m practically starving.” 
 
    “Careful!” she laughed. “I know you’re… hungry, but let’s at least wait until we’re back at the cabin!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Nick was impressed by his restrain as they made it back to the cabin. He and Jo had managed to eat dinner, drink a couple of glasses of wine, and even allowed themselves some quiet time to digest their meal with little to no sexual escapades. Hell, he even had time to get the front door firmly reattached to the frame.  
 
    If he had to admit, part of him was terrified about taking the next step. Doubt worried his every movement, and he wanted it to be perfect. Slow and steady was his mantra as the night unfolded before them, and de decided he’d wait for her to make the first move.  
 
    Currently, Jo was reading the book she’d read to him earlier, tucked comfortable into the reading nook. It seemed to be her favorite place. He’d noticed that she’d been passing sidelong glances at him more and more as the night grew longer, and he figured any moment now, the world would change for them forever. 
 
     Just as he’d convinced himself to relax back into his chair a far off roar pierced his ears. Not just any roar. 
 
    Tom. 
 
    Jo looked up from her book, mild alarm on her face. “Bear?” Nick nodded. “Is everything okay?” she asked, walking to him when he didn’t answer.  
 
    Nick sprang from his seat almost immediately, his lips peeling back into a feral snarl. He absently heard Jo gasp in shock, no doubt surprised by his bear showing, but it was something too far beyond his control at this point. His brother was issuing a challenge and he was obligated to accept.  
 
    “Nick!” she called tentatively. “Are you okay?” 
 
    He already headed for the door. There was no quelling the bear this time; it would not sleep. He could only hope that he’d get far enough away so that Jo wouldn’t be able to see him shift. “I need to go,” he said through clenched teeth. “Gonna make sure that bear isn’t coming this way.” 
 
    “Nick, it’s—” 
 
    He didn’t wait for her to finish her sentence, as he stomped to the door, throwing it open behind him so hard that it rattled on its newly attached hinges. 
 
    He caught his brother’s scent as he undressed, his anger boiling over so that the bear practically exploded from his skin. Snarling, he ran into the woods, gunning straight for Tom. 
 
    He wasn’t far off, waiting for Nick to meet him deep in the forest.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing, Tom?” Nick snapped. 
 
    “Showing you just how stupid you’re being,” Tom growled back. “How close were you to changing in front of her? Of losing control and outing all our secrets?” 
 
    Nick recalled the bear trying to claw its way out of his skin right there in the sitting room, the look of shock on Jo’s face as he snarled. “You tried to force me to change in front of Jo? Are you insane?” Nick roared. 
 
    “It’s the only way to get you to see reason, Nick!” The two bears started to slowly circle each other. “This is the only way I know left to get through to you!” 
 
    With no warning, Nick lunged for Tom, his teeth snapping viciously as his roar tore through the trees. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nick wasn’t sure how long the fight lasted, but as they both lay exhausted in the damp undergrowth, he knew he’d feel the aftereffects of this brawl in the morning. He wanted to keep going, to fight fang over fang for his right to mate Jo, but his body would fight no more. He could barely manage to wobble to his feet, stalking slowly back in the direction of the cabin.  
 
    “You’re going back?” he heard behind him. 
 
    “Just leave me alone.” He didn’t look back. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Jo paced up and down the cabin, hoping that Nick was okay. The memory of his face, contorted in some sort of rage before he stormed out the cabin… the very thought of it made her shudder. 
 
    Finally, the door swung open, Nick kicking off his shoes as he stepped inside looking completely exhausted.  
 
    “Oh my goodness,” Jo exclaimed, running over to him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Can you lock the door?” he asked, chest heaving as he staggered to the sofa. Jo obliged, locking and bolting the door tightly behind him.  
 
    “Is everything else locked?” Jo nodded yes, though she didn’t see much of a point to locking things up when the peep windows on with side of the front door were little more than plastic wrap and duct tape.  
 
    She sat down next to him, eyeing him worriedly. “Are you okay?” she repeated. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he replied, looking exactly the opposite of fine. He leaned his head back against the top of the sofa, slumping into the cushions. “Just tired.” 
 
    “Did you get rid of them?” 
 
    “Who?” Nick asked, looking at her through slit eyes.  
 
    She paused. “The bears you went after?” 
 
    “Oh. Right,” Nick remembered. “Yeah, I did.” 
 
    “Did you like… chase ‘em off or something?” Despite her obvious worry for his fatigue, she couldn’t help but notice the way the thin fabric of his shirt clung to his sweaty muscled chest as he panted for air. 
 
    “Yeah,” he breathed. “Something like that.” He allowed himself a few gasps of air before he stood. It was slow and looked kind of painful. “I’m going to go take a shower before I sweat all over everything.” Without so much as a backward glance, he ascended the stairs. Jo heard the bathroom door close, closely followed by the spurt of the shower faucet.  
 
    Jo let out a slow, long breath, her slowly building heat for him cooled by his complete lack of interest. Had something changed between their trip to get Chinese and now? Had chasing bears really sucked that much life out of him? 
 
    She’d realized about half way through dinner that he was waiting for her to make the first move, and had planned it for when she was finished with her second glass of wine. He’d left half way through glass number two, and now he was like this. Confusion cooled her senses as she pondered her next move.  
 
    Part of her definitely wanted to follow him to the stairs, to waltz right into the bathroom and join him in the shower. But if he had wanted her to do that, wouldn’t he have at least beckoned her or given her at least the slightest glance? What if she went to join him and he got angry? What if he pushed her away? What if— 
 
    “Holy crap,” she muttered to herself, an epiphany dawning. “I’m treating Nick like Brian.” All the pieces clicked into place. She was finally doing something she found joy in, and slowly she was trying to backpedal and be complacent for fear of being rejected and opposed. 
 
    She shook her head. The world was full of people like Brian, the status quo and no room for change types. They’d rather leave the risk-taking in dreamland and are completely okay with doing just enough to get by. If there’s one thing she’d learned from Nick… he definitely wasn’t a Brian. Nick had been the one to tell her that she needed to make changes in her life. He told her she should take risks. And he was definitely a risk worth taking.  
 
    Excitement and heat burned anew, coiling deep in her belly as she crept up the stairs. Her breath quickened with each step, her fingers trembling with anticipation. Finally, she stood before the bathroom door. She knew if she didn’t move quickly, she’d likely let her cowardice get the better of her. After three deeps breaths, she tore off her jeans and swung open the door. 
 
    She saw Nick start as she entered.  
 
    “Jo?” Nick barked, his eyes wide as he tried to cover himself. “What are you doing?” 
 
    She tilted her head to the side as if the answer was obvious. “Joining you.” 
 
    She saw him swallow hard as she stepped forward. “I… I don’t know, Jo,” he whispered, a look of mild confusion flitting over his face. 
 
    Confusion was better than rejection, and she decided to roll with it. “I’ll leave if you want me to,” she murmured, looking up at his naked soaking wet frame. “But you have to say it.” She stepped into the shower with him. “Do you want me to leave, Nick?” Pressing herself fully against him, she waited until his hands slid hungrily around her waist. She pressed the full length of her body against his and he was already hard for her. 
 
    She quirked and eyebrow, “Looks like you’d rather I stay.” 
 
    Nick groaned, the sound vibrating against Jo’s lips as he kissed her, hard. His chest was heaving similar to earlier in the sitting room, but she could tell the difference immediately. His gasps and pants had little to do with fatigue anymore, his strong arms easily crushing her small body against his dripping wet torso. Pushing her head to the side, his mouth trailed fiery hot kisses down her neck, along her collarbone and back up the other side.  
 
    Each feverish kiss, pulled a small noise from Jo’s throat, she could hardly control it. Her fingers explored every water-touched curve of him, playing over the muscles of his sides and lower back. He bunched his hands into the thin white cami top she still wore glaring down at her with a hunger that made her shiver. “Aren’t you going to help me take these off?” she whispered. 
 
    He gave a small shake of his head. “I have a better idea,” he growled, pushing her back into the direct stream of water. The hot water was scalding in full-force; it matched well with the inferno burning inside of her. She watched Nick’s eyes grow dangerously dark as the water soaked through her tiny top, the fabric clinging to every curve. He stood there for a few moments, just watching her, his tongue flicking slowly over his lips.  
 
    One corner of his mouth lifted into a wicked grin. It sent shivers down Jo’s spine. “Turn around,” he ordered, his voice grave. She obliged immediately. He pressed his body against hers and ran his lips down the side while his fingers tore at her underwear. The sound and sensation of the ripping material made her gasp in surprise.  
 
    Jo tried to turn to him, but Nick grabbed her hips and held her fast, his muscles tightening. “Just wait,” he whispered in her ear, letting his hands move higher until he cupped her breasts through the soft cami. A long moan fell from her lips as she shuddered against his touch. She leaned her head back onto his shoulder, pressing her lips to his neck before giving a light nibble.  
 
    She loved the feeling of him behind her, his dick pressed firmly against her back as she ground into him. She reached around, grabbing the length of him in her hand, relishing in his shuddering sigh as he tilted his head back to the ceiling, finally giving in.  
 
    Turning to face him again, Jo deliberately pressed the hard nipples of her breasts up against him, standing on tiptoe to kiss him. He tensed as she slid her tongue inside of his mouth, grabbing her arms with a growl and pinning them high above her head. He pushed her back against the shower wall, his kiss hard and fierce. She cried her pleasure into his mouth, her body beginning to tremble as he ran his free hand over the curves of her body. He rolled his hips against her so that she had no doubt of just how much he wanted her. 
 
    “Please Nick,” Jo moaned, grabbing his face between her hands. “If you leave again, I won’t be able to take it. Please, don’t go.” 
 
    He didn’t answer, flashing a wicked smile before he whipped her around, pressing her stomach firmly against the wall. She had time to let out a small surprised yelp before he pushed his full length into her. 
 
    Jo let out a long, languid moan and a growl spilled from Nick’s lips as he filled her. He let out his breath in a shuddering sigh, barely moving for a moment. Jo could see his hand convulsing in ecstasy as he got himself acquainted with her insides. 
 
    “Please, Nick. More.” She groaned, rocking back against him. 
 
    He nibbled hard on her shoulder, drawing an excited squeak from her. “I just wanted to make sure you were ready.” 
 
    She leaned back, lifting her arms to wrap them around his neck so he’d have easy access to her breasts. “As you can see, I’m quite ready,” she whispered running her tongue up his neck.  
 
    His chest rumbled with some sort of growl, and Jo felt it everywhere. Molten lava pooled in her stomach and spread down between her legs. She shuddered roughly against him, her legs nearly giving out on her. Nick caught her with one strong arm, and used the other to caress her breast. Little bites and kisses were pressed along her neck, and she moaned and gasped and whimpered as he tweaked, nibbled, and caressed every part of her that he could touch. He pushed himself farther into her, delighting in the little excited noises that squeaked in her throat.  
 
    “Kiss me, Nick,” Jo gasped, as he thrust inside her once more. 
 
    Nick tilted his head downward, pressing a light kiss to her lips before pulling away, licking her top lip lightly. He bit his bottom lip seductively, enjoying the tease as she moaned and squirmed, begging him for more. After a few more teasing kisses, he suddenly dug one strong hand into her hair and yanked her head back firmly as he dipped his tongue into her mouth with a kiss that took her breath away.  
 
    Jo could feel her release drawing closer, winding up inside her and threatening to burst at any moment. Her breath came in frantic gasps as they rocked together. She pressed herself back as far as she could, crying out as he met her half way. Nick shuddered against her, a grunt spilling from his lips as he pushed her shoulders closer to the wall and pulled her hips further back. He pulled out of her almost completely, and she almost protested before he slammed into her.  
 
    Jo screamed her ecstasy to the ceiling, nails clawing against the porcelain tile of the shower. Nick thrust himself deeply into her over and over, holding her in place when it seemed like the sex was too much for her trembling legs to handle. She whimpered desperately for him, wanting more, but at the same not sure if she’d be able to handle it. As if he read her mind, one hand snaked its way around her hips, sliding over her throbbing clit. 
 
    Nick’s fingers worked expertly, his thrusts coming harder and faster until everything erupted all at once and Jo exploded around him, her entire body pulsating as she cried out his name. Her body convulsed, and Nick had to hold tight onto her as her legs collapsed under the euphoria. 
 
    Nick began to slow as she came off her post-orgasm high, but she pushed back against him.  
 
    “Already?” Nick asked, the surprise evident in his voice.  
 
    She ground her hips back against him, and felt a delicious shiver as Nick’s haves flexed powerfully around her hips. “Come for me,” she panted.  
 
    Nick faltered. “Condoms?” he breathed, his bear already eager for more. 
 
    Jo briefly shook her head. “The pill, don’t worry. Now please give me more,” she corrected, the slightest needy whine lilting her voice.  
 
    He needed no further encouragement. His strokes became long and smooth, not as fast and rough as he’d done for her, but it felt amazing all the same. His massive arm coiled and her torso, holding her flush against him as he ploughed powerful strokes into her. Already she could feel the tension between her legs building again. Nick panted and groaned in her ears, reacting insatiably to the way she rolled her hips in time with his. His thrusts began to come quicker and more frantic as he drew closer to his climax, strong fingers gripping Jo’s side in a vice. She could tell he was trying to hold on for as long as possible. “Please, Nick, come for me,” she whimpered, leaning her head back to lick the sweat that dripped down his already wet jawline. “Come for me.”  
 
    Nicks body shuddered violently against Jo, and he bellowed a loud cry as he thrust roughly into her one last time. The grip of his arms wrapped around her chest was nearly suffocating as he bit down on the hollow of her neck. He shuddered one, twice, three times inside her, his muffled cry reverberating through her whole body as he came.  
 
    Slowly, he released his grip on her. She could feel him trembling with pleasure as he trailed light kisses down her ear and jaw. “You’re so beautiful, Jo,” he whispered, laying another ever-so-gentle kiss on her earlobe. 
 
    She turned to face him, fully taking in his flushed cheeks and the way his chest rose and fell, depicting just how hard he’d worked for her. She rose on tiptoe, his lips meeting hers halfway. It grew to something deeper almost immediately. Jo coiled her arms around his neck, squealing happily as he hoisted her up so she could wrap her legs around his waist.  Once hadn’t been enough.  
 
    *** 
 
    Jo rolled over to her side of the bed, gasping and breathless after another amazing orgasm. “Have I tired you out yet, soldier?” She couldn’t remember when, but they’d moved to the bedroom at some point, not bothering to dry off. Her bed was a mess of soap, water, and sex and she didn’t care. They both were grinning and breathless, and seeing Nick’s already sexy face curl that devilish smile gave Jo the motivation to go one last round.  
 
    He chuckled, his eyes alight with mischief. “I was tired already.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem tired to me,” Jo purred, running her hand down his body. She grinned as he caught her hand, kissing her palm before letting go.  
 
    “Fine, maybe I had a little more fuel in the tank.” He stifled a yawn, pulling the blanket up to his waist. “But I’m downright exhausted now.” 
 
    Jo tried to whimper, but it ended in a yawn of her own. She had to admit, even if they went five more rounds, she didn’t think she could feel more content and satisfied than she did that moment. He was everything she needed, the perfect remedy, the best solution. He came into her life when it couldn’t have gotten more boring. He taught her how to stand up for herself, to be herself. To be… happy. 
 
    How was she going to leave all this behind in just two more days? 
 
    Being with Nick had only made her realize that she didn’t want to go back to her normal life. She didn’t want stress and worry and Brian’s. She wanted heat and love and Nick. Her old life seemed like a puzzle that she no longer fitted into. Nothing was certain for her anymore beyond wanting to be a part of Nick’s life more than anything in the world.  
 
    “What am I going to do with you,” she mumbled, resting her head lazily on his shoulder and draping her arm across his chest. Within a few minutes, she was asleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Nick decided that after how amazing last night was, the only thing that could make his stay here better was a homemade breakfast. He decided to treat Jo to breakfast in bed, carefully balancing the plate of eggs, bacon, sausage and toast in one hand and a hot mug of coffee in the other as he ascended the stairs. Rubbing the sleep from her eyes, Jo sat up in bed just as Nick entered the room.  
 
    “Good morning, beautiful,” he rumbled, placing the tray down carefully on her lap. He leaned it to kiss her. “Sleep well?” 
 
    Jo laughed, color tinging her cheeks. “I slept better than I have in a very long time, thanks to you.” She looked up at him. “Are you sure I can’t tempt you back to bed?” 
 
    “Unfortunately not,” he sighed, genuinely regretful. “I have a beautiful lady’s car I promised I’d fix back at the shop. Duty calls.” 
 
    “But will you be back later?” Jo asked, her hand sliding around his wrists as if she could keep him there. 
 
    Nick nodded without missing a beat. “Of course.” He took some pride in how she yearned for him.  He wasn’t sure what their future held, but for now, that look of admiration and appreciation was enough. He leaned in to give her one more kiss, when the sound of softly squeaking brakes caught his ear. He stood abruptly.  
 
    Nick?” Jo searched his face, concerned. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Nick didn’t answer immediately, listening hard for any more movement. There was a beat of silence and then the sound of a car door being opened. “I think someone’s here,” he said. He caressed Jo’s cheek gently and laid a kiss on her forehead. “Stay here and enjoy your breakfast. I’ll see who’s stopping by.”  
 
    He had a feeling he already knew who it was, quickly descending the stairs and swinging the front door open. Tom stood on the doormat, one hand raised to knock. 
 
    Nick could already feel his bear snapping in warning, prepared for whatever Tom had to say. “I thought I made myself clear last night, Tom,” Nick growled, keeping his voice low so Jo wouldn’t accidentally overhear. “I’ll see you at the shop later.” He swung the door closed, only for Tom to block it with his foot. 
 
    “Jo’s car is ready.” 
 
    Nick froze, ice swimming in his veins. “What?” 
 
    Tom didn’t make eye contact, feigning nonchalance. “Her car. I fixed it last night while you… Last night, I fixed it last night.” 
 
    “But the part…” He felt the telltale rattle of his furious bear, and trained all that anger on his brother. “What did you do, Tom?” His voice was dangerously calm, and he saw the slightest bit of unease creep into Tom’s façade.  
 
    “I noticed you guys stopped by the shop last night. Well, I was gone at the time. I drove to meet the transporter and had him relay the part directly to me.” He had the audacity to look embarrassed. “I fixed the car over the course of the night after we… well, you know.” 
 
    “How dare you,” Nick growled through clenched teeth, the blood beginning to pump furiously in his veins. He snatched up his brother by his shirt collar. “How dare you!” 
 
    “I did it for you!” Tom spluttered, his toes barely touching the ground. “One day, you’re going to thank me for this.” 
 
    “Thank who for what?” asked Jo’s clear voice from the top of the stairwell. Only the sound of her voice kept Nick’s bear at bay. “Is something the matter?” she asked, walking softly down the steps. He could almost hear the look of concern we was sure to have on her face. 
 
    With an effort, Nick dropped Tom to the ground. “No,” he grunted, refusing to turn around and face her in case any of his bear’s features shone too prominently. “Tom was just leaving.” 
 
    “Your car’s fixed,” Tom called, pushing past Nick and ignoring his expression of fury. “I’m sorry it wasn’t done sooner.” 
 
    “Oh.” Nick could feel her confusion at the scene she’d walked in on. He quickly worked to police his mood so he could stop the unease she felt. “Well, thank you. I thought you were waiting for a part?”  
 
    “I drove down and got it for you,” Tom said, and Nick turned just in time to see him put on his fake nice guy smile. “I remember how frustrated you were back when we told you the estimated time.” He held up her keys as if he were surprising her for her sweet sixteen. “Now, you can get going on that trip you have to San Francisco!” 
 
    Jo’s brows knitted together, her eyes flitting from Tom, to Nick. He tried his best to remain expressionless. He’d get past this, then he’d pummel the shit out of Tom later. “I… appreciate the gesture,” she replied, “really, I do, but there really was no rush.” Her eyes met his for just a moment, and a bit of relief rekindled inside of him. “My client isn’t meeting me for another couple days as per the reschedule, so I plan on remaining here for the rest of my free time off, as discussed originally.” She smiled kindly at him, even as his faux cheery expression faltered. “Though, your hospitality has not gone unnoticed. I’m completely willing to pay the going rate for this cabin for the remainder of my stay, of course, since the terms of my agreement with Nick was complimentary until the care was fix—” 
 
    “I really think it would be best if you just go,” Tom interrupted, a muscle working in his jaw. Jo went silent in shock, her expression taken aback by Tom’s harsh words. 
 
    “Ignore him,” Nick bit out, walking up to his brother and clapping him painfully on the shoulder. “He was just leaving.” 
 
    “Let go,” Tom growled, shoving Nick away. “You know I’m right about this.” 
 
    Jo looked from Nick to Tom again. “Right about what?” she asked, looking slightly dazed. “I-I mean, I know you haven’t really been too fond of me for whatever reason, but—” 
 
    “I don’t hate you, Jo,” Tom argued. “In fact, I think you’re a pretty good person. Like with the Chinese food, it’s little things like that I appreciate,” he continued, sounding apologetic. “But this is beyond my feelings or anyone else’s. It’s just best for Nick if he never sees you again.” 
 
    “What the hell?” Nick exclaimed. 
 
    “And why’s that?” Jo asked, a bit of defiance creeping into her voice. 
 
    Tom bristled at her tone. “Because you’re—” 
 
    “She’s what, Tom?” Nick interrupted, spinning his brother around to face him. “She’s what?” He watched as the reality of what he’d been about to say dawned on him, his eyes widening in shock. 
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Jo asked to neither brother in particular. Nick wasn’t really sure how to answer in a way that wouldn’t make her more confused. 
 
    Tom’s fist clenched in a show of resolve, and he turned back to Jo. “He’s got other responsibilities,” he answered, scowling. “Responsibilities that he’s been putting on the back burner since you walked into the shop.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself!” Nick shouted, finally losing his temper. “Holy hell, Tom, you’re my brother, not my father!” 
 
    “Oh my Goodness, Nick, when did you get so fucking stupid?” 
 
    “I care about her, you idiot,” Nick bit back. 
 
    “You’ve only known her for two days!” Tom rebutted, throwing up his hands in disbelief. 
 
    “It means something,” Nick said, being careful with his words.  
 
    “It means nothing,” Tom shouted, shoving Nick hard. “You know the rules.” 
 
    “Rules?” Jo mimicked faintly, wandering listlessly to the sofa. Nick wasn’t sure what was going through her head in that moment, unsure how she’d take his declaration for her. She sat heavily on the sofa, staring at the dead fireplace. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Nick’s anger blazed, his bear roaring for a battle. “Let’s take this outside, Tom.” 
 
    Tom’s eyes flashed in response to the implied challenge, but before he could turn to leave, he stopped in his tracks, tilting his head to hear. A moment later, Nick caught a scent in the air, and silently cursed himself. They’d been so busy arguing that he hadn’t noticed sooner. His bear roared viciously, clawing and bucking within him painfully, and moment of dreadful certainty settled upon him.  
 
    “We gotta go,” was all he said, taking a step toward the door. His bear protested loudly once more, and with a terrifying inevitability, the worst thing happened.  
 
    The first bone cracked, starting Nick’s shift.  
 
    Tom looked panicked next to Nick, but he couldn’t say much to his little brother. It took all his energy just to keep the change from accelerating faster than it already did. Tom’s gaze flitted from Nick, to Jo, then back to Nick. It was a struggle, but Nick managed a small, defeated shrug. He’d realized his bear’s intent much too late. It stayed quiet, allowing Nick to work himself up over the drama, and hit every shifter’s weakest point, and those were their easiest shift: anger. Nick had said they’d keep this secret from their mate. Clearly the bear had other ideas. 
 
    It was much too late to worry about secrecy now. He was going to change, right here and right now, and Jo was going to witness the whole thing. He didn’t know whether to be utterly terrified or relieved. As a wave of excruciating pain washed over him, he decided that it wasn’t really important. 
 
    He saw Tom turn to Jo with an apologetic look on his face. “I’m sorry, Jo,” his brother said. “This was never about you.” He saw the ripple of Tom’s own change beginning as he tossed the keys he’d been holding to her. As he watched his brother’s face contort in pain, Nick finally let go, granting his bear the freedom it had worked so hard to achieve.   
 
    His change was painful as hell, but quick. His bear exploded from his body, clothes shredding and a chorus of muscles tearing and reknitting in a glorious display. He’d absently heard Jo’s noises of exclamation and fear behind him, but as bear instincts moved more and more to the forefront, the only thing on his mind was making sure the bears that were descending upon the cabin could get nowhere near her. He turned to Tom, who’d just completed his own change. Tom nodded once, signaling he was ready. Neither of them looked at Jo as they thundered outside, ready to defend themselves against Lucas yet again. 
 
    For all of its build up, the Northern Wind didn’t put up much of a fight. Nick found himself mostly chasing shadows in the dimly lit forest, getting the drop on yet another new bear before it wriggled from his claws and ran away. A different bear roared in the distance, alerting however many had shown up that Tom was slinking around somewhere as well. After that, there was no trace of them in the area surrounding the cabin. It made sense; Tom wasn’t supposed to be at the cabin that morning. They’d likely be ill-equipped to deal with two alphas. If his assumption was correct, he’d count Tom’s unwanted visit as a small victory after all.  
 
    Frustrated and unsatisfied, Nick reconvened with Tom at the edge of the forest.  
 
    “They’re gone,” Tom said, turning to walk away. “I’m going back.” 
 
    “Good idea.” He waited patiently as Tom slunk almost lazily into the trees, sitting on his haunches until the silhouette of his brother blended perfectly with the cover of the woods. He knew they were far from done with whatever Tom’s betrayal had done to their relationship, but for now, it would have to wait. As he neared the front of the cabin once more, he noticed with a heavy heart that his mate—who didn’t even know what a mate was, let alone that she was his—had barricaded herself in the cabin. He hobbled carefully up the steps, sniffing the empty plastic-covered holes where the peep windows once resided. She wasn’t anywhere downstairs. She was probably holed up in the bathroom again, terrified out of her mind. With a sad huff, he couldn’t blame her. He calmed himself, allowing Nick to change back easily enough, though it did little to take away from the pain. 
 
    “Jo,” Nick gasped his chest heaving as he thumped on the door. “Jo, open up. Please.” 
 
    He listened intently, picking up any sound he could use to indicate what she was doing. He heard her walk to the stairs, and the distant rummaging of her belongings. A wave of panic washed over him. Was she packing? Nick banged on the door, harder this time. He could tell she had something big blockading the door on the other side, the door barely rattled on its uneven frame 
 
    “Please, Jo. Please let me in,” he pleaded. He could smell her and hear her as she returned downstairs into the sitting room. “I know this must be really weird for you, Jo, but I… this wasn’t something I’d ever meant for you to see. Please, let me explain.” She didn’t speak, but he heard the groan of the couch fabric as she sat down. He took that as an invitation to continue. He leaned his head sadly against the wood of the door. “Fine,” he said, softly. “I know you can hear me, Jo, so I’m going to explain anyway, even if you never speak to me again. Whether you accept me or not is entirely up to you.” 
 
    “Tom and I,” Nick began, his words reaching her through the door. “Are what’s known as shifters. Bear shifters, obviously. And if you haven’t noticed it yet, I’d like to reintroduce us as the two bears that damaged your car.” He smiled at the memory. “Sorry about that, by the way. We really did mean you no harm. And when you pulled into the shop with your wrecked machine, I felt a guilt the likes of which I’d never known... I still do, if I’m being honest. 
 
    “The bears you saw, the ones that attacked us,” Nick continued, getting back on topic. “They’re shifters too. For the longest while, they’d wanted nothing more than for us to join their pack and add to the power, but we kept refusing. Our pack was fine at two,” he added as an aside. “But Lucas, their pack leader, became increasingly more agitated by our independence, and recently he’s just been about causing pain.”  
 
    Nick shrugged. “None of the Northern Wind Pack are known for their gentle kindness. They’re aggressive and hostile, trained to be bears first and people second to the point of spending hardly any time in their human skin at all. That pack is constantly pulling in every willing and available rogue with questionable morals and a lust for destruction.” He paused. “But even still, I used to think even Lucas had morals. Humans…” His voice trailed off. 
 
    “Humans were always supposed to be safe outside of the perils of the shifter world. I was naïve, foolish in thinking that no one would dare cause you pain because you weren’t a shifter, but I also hadn’t taken into account the exceptions a megalomaniac like Lucas would consider if it meant finally besting the two alphas that had eluded him for so many years…”  
 
    He scoffed. “So there’s another thing I should apologize for. All of the fear and stress and confusion you must be feeling right now. I never wanted this. I never wanted you to see it. I was perfectly fine with just being around you. Nothing else mattered to me. 
 
    “But my bear… he didn’t agree. He wanted you to see everything about us, to see us and love us for who we truly are. I was convinced it was impossible to love you and be with you without lying—humans and shifters were just destined to live different lives. We’ve been told that from childhood. But then I met you, and I started to second-guess everything I’d ever learned. The more I had to have you by my side, the more the thought of living without you was unbearable to imagine. Shifter or not, my bear chose you.  
 
    “I chose you,” Nick breathed. “And I was hoping that, shifter or not, you’d still choose me, too.” 
 
    There was a stretch of silence before he could smell the salt in the air, making his heart break. She was crying. 
 
    “I’m not saying it’ll be easy,” he continued honestly, “but this wasn’t just some quick fling for me, Jo. There’s something about you that I need, something that my bear needs too. You make me… us happy. Beyond that, nothing else matters. I’ve never felt so strongly about another person the way I do about you, Jo.” He took a deep, shuddering breath. “I.-I’m really starting to fall for you.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Jo sat petrified on the sitting room sofa, Nick’s words overwhelming her. She clapped her hands over her ears, unwilling to hear another word of his confession. Her mind wasn’t processing anything properly, unsure of what to think or feel. She could only hear her mind screaming for her to run.  
 
    “Just go, Nick,” she shouted, unable to hear even if he responded. “Please, just go.” 
 
    Even past her covered ears, she could hear the defiant thump as he banged his fist against the door in frustration. “I don’t want to go,” she’d barely heard him reply. “I want to see you.”  
 
    She didn’t reply, the silence telling him more than she could with words. 
 
    She reluctantly pulled her hands away from her ears, and finally, Nick sighed. “If you want me to go, then I will,” he said. “But please give us a chance to talk before leaving.” 
 
    Jo waited until his footsteps faded completely before bursting into a fit of fresh tears. None of this made sense. Her body wracked with sobs as she finished packing in a rush. She didn’t care if she left anything behind, she just needed to leave.  
 
    *** 
 
    Nick burst through the shop door in a rage. He knew Tom probably sensed him approaching from a mile away, his anger radiating off of him in waves.  
 
    “This is your fault!” he shouted into the empty office, knowing that wherever his brother was hiding, he’d hear him 
 
    Tom swore quietly, finally peeking his head out of the shop exit. “I’m guessing things didn’t go well with Jo?” he said, face somber.  
 
    “Cut the crap, Tom,” Nick snapped. “You don’t care. You never did. I know you’re secretly proud of yourself for pulling this stunt.” 
 
    Tom raised his hands in a placating gesture. “What’s done is done. Neither of us meant for her to learn the truth today. I know that, and so do you.” He slowly lowered his hands. “But now that this has happened, even you have to admit that we’re all safer the further she is from us, Nick. Now’s the time for self-preserv—” 
 
    Nick was on him in and instant, snatching him up by the collar of his shirt. “Self-preservation my ass. You’ve wanted her gone from the moment you laid eyes on her!” 
 
    “And you didn’t!” Tom shot back, finally getting angry. “Don’t you see how that’s a problem, Nick? She’s human!” 
 
    “She’s my mate!” Nick roared, shoving Tom backward hard enough to knock into a case of tools on the nearby worktable. It crashed to the shop floor, echoing harshly in the bad acoustics of the garage, and though they both flinched at the cacophony grating against their keen hearing, Nick didn’t care. His breathing was ragged, his mind racing and panicked.  
 
    Tom’s expression was pale, his mouth floundering in speechlessness. “You… Nick, she can’t. You even said—” 
 
    “I didn’t know at the time,” Nick spat, shaking his head. “It just seemed so impossible then.” 
 
    “That’s because it is impossible, Nick,” Tom replied. “You’ve made a mistake.” 
 
    Nick closed his eyes, breathing out slowly. If he was going to convince Tom that he was telling the truth, he could let his rage get the better of him. With a surge of warmth, he found that thinking of Jo did the trick nicely.  
 
    He thought of her smile and her wit, her boldness, and how kind she could be when she wanted to. Her confidence when she knew she was right balanced amazingly with her to ability to shoulder more than most people. His bear calmed immediately as images of Jo flooded his mind, and when he opened his eyes again, he was completely at ease. 
 
    He leveled a gaze at Tom, holding up his hands gently to show he meant no harm. “You see this?” he asked. “This is what thoughts of Jo do for my bear. Only a moment ago he was ready to tear your head off, and now he’s completely relaxed.” He lowered his hands. “Do you understand now? It doesn’t matter if you think it’s possible, or if I think it’s possible. The bear has chosen.” He squared his shoulders. “And so have I.” 
 
    Tom ran a weary hand over his face, a look of confusion mottling his features. “This makes no sense, Nick. It’s not natural.” 
 
    “Yes, I know, and I’m trying to work through things in my own way, but the only thing that feels right when I say it out loud is that Jo is my mate. I can’t deny it anymore. And now she’s seen me turn into a bear, and she’s terrified of me.” He ran a frustrated hand through his hair, physically distraught at the thought of losing her. “She barricaded herself in the cabin and wouldn’t even speak to me.” 
 
    Tom took a slow step forward. “Well, can you really blame her, Nick? She’s only ever seen the worse of us,” he said. “If what you’re saying is true, she probably doesn’t even know it yet. The mate pairing concept isn’t one known to humans. I’m sure she just needs more time.” 
 
    “What if there isn’t any more time?” Nick shouted, voice ragged. “She told me to leave and I walked away to the smell of her tears in the back of my throat. How can you possibly think I have more time?” 
 
    A pained look crossed Tom’s face, flinching at Nick’s words. “I’m sorry. I-I didn’t know.” 
 
    “Of course you didn’t,” Nick sighed mournfully. “How could you possibly understand?” 
 
    Nick wanted to believe him, that Jo would think things over in solitude and realize he was worth all the extra baggage, but even the bear within shifted uneasily at the odds. You don’t reinforce doors to keep out someone you love. 
 
    The sound of a car approached in the distance, and something urged Nick to check outside. Fallowing his bear’s instinct, he left out the front door, listening intently as the sound of the car as it grew closer. Suddenly, his heart listed in hope as the sight of Jo’s car drove down the road toward the shop… then rocketing past him towards town limits.  
 
    “No!” Nick shouted, sprinting after her. “Jo! Please!” His bear roared in distress, demanding a change so that he could travel on foot faster. Our mate is leaving! Running as fast as he could, Nick waved frantically, the panic igniting in full force when Jo responded by revving the engine harder and speeding out of reach. There was no hope of catching her, even as his bear. He cried out a painful roar. His heart shattering as he watched his one true love flee for her life in fear of him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jo drove the full day’s trip to San Francisco in one go, checking into a nice hotel for the remaining two nights until her meeting.  
 
    “Would you like to schedule meals to be delivered directly to your room?” the nice receptionist asked as she processed Jo’s Liberty Art company card.  
 
    “Oh, that sounds lovely,” she agreed, listing her preferred times for breakfast and dinner. She was done with ratty motels. If Brian was going to force her to drive to all her meetings, she was going to lodge in style to make up for it. Thanking the receptionist, she grabbed her keycard and headed up to her room. 
 
    Jo flopped lazily onto the plush bed with an exhausted sigh. She wanted to curl into a ball of sadness and cry, but she’d expended all of her tears and more during the trip. A memory flashed in the forefront of her mind, Nick’s pained expression in her rearview mirror as he screamed and chased after her. Her stomach churned as she remembered pressing the accelerator to leave him behind, and she almost thought she might get sick.  
 
    Now that he’d had time to stew, the pain and panic had long since died away. The second half of the car ride was numbing, where she’d felt almost nothing at all. As she’d entered San Francisco city limits, she remembered joking with him about living in a fancy mansion here, one day, and slowly, her feeling and emotions had started trickling back.  
 
    She wished they wouldn’t. 
 
    Where she had once felt fear, she now felt ridiculous and weak, regret and embarrassment, and worst of all, she felt like she’d made the biggest mistake of her life. Nick provided her with the exciting possibility of something new and spontaneous, and, true to her boring, do-only-enough-to-get-by self, she panicked at the thought of the unknown and ran. Like a coward.  
 
    Something sharp twisted in her stomach, and she doubled over with a groan, allowing the grief to take her. As she lay curled in bed, her cell phone rang.  
 
    Springing up, her heart jumped in her chest. Was it Nick? Had he called? 
 
    It was not Nick. Sighing, she answered. “What do you want, Brian?” She didn’t have the energy for false pleasantries.  
 
    “I’ve just taken a look at your recent transaction history,” she heard him say through gritted teeth. “This establishment is not made of money, Jo” 
 
    She shrugged, not caring that he couldn’t see it. “And?” 
 
    There was a beat of silence as Brian processed her response. “I beg your pardon?” he asked, voice rising and octane higher in pitch. “Need I remind you that we are on a budget?” he exclaimed.  
 
    “And that’s not my concern,” she replied, voice devoid of emotion. “I’m your employee, not your beaten down pack mule. If you want me to do the work you sent me out here to do, I’m going to make sure I’m of sound body and health to make sure I can get it done right.” She sighed, already tired of this conversation. “The drive was long and I’m exhausted. So yeah, if I want to stay in a slightly nicer hotel to make sure I get a good night’s rest without gun shots and police sirens wailing, then so be it.” 
 
    “The cost is ridiculous!” he spluttered. 
 
    “Shame. If I’d have flown in, I wouldn’t be so beat,” she chastised. Her stomach grumbled uneasily, knowing she was pressing major buttons. “You’d also be making more money because you would’ve had your A-list artist in your back pocket two days ago. So there’s a thought for the future.” 
 
    Brian stammered over the line for a moment, and Jo could hear his building fury at her noncompliance. Would he fire her? Did she care? 
 
    “Fine,” he finally spat. “But since you’re available a day early, I’ll phone the client and have them meet with you tomorrow. So change that reservation to one night, ASAP, Barrowman.” She heard him scribbling something down. “I’ll text you the details.” The line went dead.  
 
    Jo stared down at the phone in her hand, and slowly, a smile spread across her lips. All this time, all she needed was a little assertion. Now she got to keep her job, and the fancy hotel. “You were right all along, Nick,” she murmured, her smile wilting almost immediately.  
 
    She placed a palm on her forehead. “What have I done?” she groaned softly. She’d spent her entire life being afraid of doing well for herself, always taking a step back when things were too good to be true. Nick was so much more than too good. He was everything she needed and wanted, what she’d hoped and desired to become one day. A man like him told her that he was falling for her. 
 
    And she ran away. 
 
    With a sigh, she rolled out of the bed to prep the coffeemaker. She’d had him, right there in the palm of her hand, and she let him go. She hadn’t wanted to listen, to admit that despite her fears, she had felt the same way. But as memories of him holding her while she was crying and passionate nights tangled in bed sheets together wafted to the surface of her mind, she couldn’t deny it anymore. She didn’t know when, but in the short time she’d known him, Jo Barrowman had definitely fallen for him.  
 
    “And then he turned into a bear,” she muttered, surprised as a bubble of laughter spilled over her lips. It sounded ridiculous when said out loud, tickling her to no end. She was soon doubled over in laughter, unable to control her reaction to the hilarity that was her life. Tears dotted the corners of her eyes as she clenched her sides. It felt therapeutic and definitely better than the crying.  
 
    Finally, with a breathless sigh, she peered down at her phone screen. “Maybe when I’m done here, I can pay him a visit on the way home.” She told herself – even if it was only for closure, and maybe more than a little curiosity, but even dog tired and slightly depressed she couldn’t ignore the warm excited thrill that pooled in her belly at the thought of him.  
 
    Sure, he was a bear, and as surreal as that sounded, it explained a lot of his mannerisms that had confused her before. His resilience to the cold, the way his lips curled when he was angry, the way he could handle her firmly, but gently all at the same time, as if he was afraid she’d break. No, she hadn’t had too good of a track record with bears in Rawlins, but her time with Nick had outshined that, ten-fold. She felt she knew him better now, and there was peace in that fact.  
 
    Settling down with her mug of coffee, she pulled the book she’d been reading at the cabin out of her luggage case, opening to where she’d left off.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    A flutter of kisses trailed down her throat, rendered breathless with ecstasy and yearning. A deep chuckle reverberated against the soft curve of her neck, sending delicious shivers through her body that met at his fingers just as he pushed them inside her.  
 
    “It’s time to wake up sweetheart,” a warm voice purred in her ear as she gasped his name. 
 
    “Nick!” Jo cried, rocketing upright in bed. She stared blearily out into the blackness of the hotel room, confused for a moment when the familiar décor of the cabin hadn’t greeted her as expected.  
 
    A light glinted off to the side of her vision, her bright phone screen shining harshly against the pre-dawn darkness. She picked it up with blurry vision, scrubbing the sleep out of her eyes to check the time. 4:40 AM. Her phone then chirped a soft notification noise, alerting her that she’d received a third text message to add to the other two that were already there.  
 
    “Fucking Brian,” she muttered softly. He was just the type to send messages at horrible hours in the morning to people he was angry at, so she wasn’t surprised. Annoyed, she flipped open the messages, reading about the ins and outs of the meeting set a little over five hours from now.  
 
    She fell back into the sheets with a groan of frustration. Five hours. Not enough time to fall back to sleep, but too much time to wander around doing nothing. “Fucking Brian!” she said with a little more feeling this time.  
 
    Flipping angrily out of bed, she set up the coffeemaker to brew a fresh pot, thinking of using her unwanted free time to maybe hit up one of those trendy street-side cafes to eat an overpriced bagel on Liberty Art’s dime.  
 
    The coffee wasn’t great, but it brewed fast, for which Jo was grateful. Waking up was slow going on half a night’s sleep, even a bed as nice as the one this room had. Taking the first hot sip, Jo flung open the curtains, hoping she could maybe watch the sun rise as she nursed her coffee. Aside from the scattered streetlights, the sky was completely dark, no sign of the sun on the horizon. Despite her efforts, her heart fell all the same. It seemed that her life was slowly beginning to slip back into the routine of doing, being, and expecting nothing more than ‘just enough’. It wasn’t a terrible way to live, she admitted, but she couldn’t help but remember the opportunistic spontaneity that Rawlins had given her, albeit for only two short days. Would the girl she’d allowed herself to explore there be able to function in the life she’d succumbed to outside of the cabin? 
 
    She chuckled, sad and lost. “What the hell am I doing?” 
 
    The question echoed around the room. The walls were fancy, the furniture ornate, but the smile that played on her lips as she recalled her small victory last night… wasn’t enough. She shouldn’t have to speak that way to her boss to be treated like a decent human being. She shouldn’t have to fight tooth and nail to only get just enough. The life she’d lived before Rawlins wasn’t one she wanted to be a part of anymore.  
 
    Standing with a new sense of purpose, she snatched up her phone, quick dialing Brian’s cell. Her heart raced as the dial tone buzzed, a million fireflies partying in her belly.  
 
    “Barrowman, what the hell do you think—” Brian began, voice slurred with sleep but still managing to sound indignant. 
 
    “I quit,” she spoke calmly into the phone.  
 
    “Quit?!” he parroted incredulously. “Like hell, you’re qui—” 
 
    “I quit,” she repeated, louder and firmer this time, leaving no room for further argument. “I’ll get you this client guaranteed. Then I’ll email you my resignation.” Without so much as a goodbye, she ended the call. 
 
    She stared out into the quiet of her dim hotel room and had the overwhelming urge to jump up and own in total elation. She’d done it. She’d finally done it. She was no longer tied down by her personal hell. She quit her job, quit the stress, quit Brian—and now she felt free, 
 
    “Nick would be so proud of me,” she whispered, a sad smile crossing her face. That settled it. She’d go see Nick on her way back home, at the very least to thank him for helping her become the woman she was able to be in the pre-dawn morning of a hotel room she’d fought for her right to have. 
 
    *** 
 
    “How are you feeling?” 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes at his brother. “What do you think?” 
 
    Tom held up an apologetic hand. “Okay, okay. I get it.” 
 
    Nick rose with a grunt from where he was sitting to check on the jobs they had that day. There weren’t many.  
 
    “Have you tried calling her?” Tom asked.  
 
    Nick shook his head. “You didn’t see her, Tom,” Nick grumbled, solemnly. “She had terror in her eyes as she zoomed past the shop.” The memory that played in his head broke his heart all over again, and his bear mourned with him once more. “Calling her out of the blue like that would only make her think she can’t escape. Why would I subject her to that torture?” 
 
    Tom walked over to the task list, eyeing it with his brother. “I can get on with things here,” he said, quietly. “So you don’t have to stick around.” He patted Nick on the shoulder. “Why don’t you go start on the cabin repairs? Her scent’s all over that place, it should calm your bear, for a while anyway.” 
 
    Nick shook his head, not really to decline, but rather because his mind was whirring non-stop and he needed to clear it in order for it to function like a normal member of society. “I don’t know. I haven’t been back there since…” He shuddered. “I’m just afraid of going back and having it all hit me at once.” 
 
    Tom gave Nick a rueful smile. “You got this, bro. If you need me to help out, I can put things here on the backburner, but as you are now, you aren’t much help at all. Running hasn’t helped, neither has hunting. The cabin’s the only option you have left. Her scent is the closest you can get to her right now, so go take care of yourself.” 
 
    Nick finally nodded, too many times as his mind began to overwork again. “Yeah, maybe. Thanks,” he said, deciding to leave at once. He stepped out into the cool weather without bothering to grab a jacket. Turning in the direction of the cabin, he strode into the wind, letting it bite at his skin. He remembered how the wind had blown like this the night he’d first brought her to the cabin, making her shiver down into her heavy coat. He’d give anything to be back there right now. She could always return, he allowed himself to think desperately. She was his mate after all. Sure, she was human, but she had to feel something, right? She had to feel as restless and unraveled as he did as he fought the coarse ice breeze to clean away the remnants of her essence that he never wanted to be without.  
 
     He could smell her scent lightly on the air as he approached the cabin, evidence of her recent stay. Tom was right; Nick’s bear relaxed almost immediately as he drew closer. It was short lived, his bear jumping to attention with a snarl as Nick caught another scent… then another… and another. The Northern Wind Pack. He sprinted the rest of the way to the cabin, his every sense on alert.  
 
    His heart fell as he took in the sad sight before him. The cabin had been aggressively vandalized by Lucas’s bears. There was no sign of them at the moment, but he could tell that they hadn’t been gone too long, perhaps attacking sometime during the night.  
 
    The cabin door had been torn from its frame once again, hanging crazily on its hinges. The temporary paint job he’d done had been scraped away, the wood underneath dented and beaten down by large paws. The windows that had survived the first cabin attack had not fared too well this time, all in various stages of destruction. The peep windows’ plastic covers had been shredded to smithereens. They’d dug up the yard, marked the stone foundation with their scent, and tore up the dark wooden planks on the porch. 
 
    He shoved the door aside with a growl, his anger allowing him to easily tear it the rest of the way off its broken hinges. With a touch of surprise, he noticed that the inside was virtually unscathed. Sure, he could trace their scents through the house as they’d apparently took some time to give themselves a tour, but they’d left most everything untouched. He closed his eyes, breathing in a chest full of oxygen, both he and his bear sighed in relief when he picked up on the unmistakable scent of the woman he loved. At the very least, they hadn’t taken that away from him. Not yet. 
 
    He nodded, centering his mind and getting back to the task at hand. A scent caught his attention, his heart sped slightly as he tracked it to the kitchen, and his bear rattled a growl in warning. His mood darkened as he passed the dining table, noticing a piece of paper that lay upon it. He thought hopefully that it might be from Jo, but upon picking it up, he knew it wasn’t. The script was sloppy as if the person who’d wrote it wasn’t all that accustomed to humanoid hands. It was scrawled on the back of a torn romance novel cover.  
 
    WATCH YOUR STEP ALPHA 
 
    With a sickening realization, the scent that has drawn Nick to the kitchen became disgustingly obvious as he took in several puddles of urine they’d used to mark their territory. 
 
    The note crushed in his hand on reflex, Nick’s nose flaring in rage. They’d dare challenge his territory like this…  
 
    The bear roared loudly within him, its strength rippling through his body. It wanted to be let free, wanted to find the entire Northern Wind Pack and tear them limb from limb for what they’d done. “Not yet,” Nick growled, forcefully calming himself. First and foremost, he’d tidy the place, getting as much done before darkness fell. Broken glass would be swept, foreign fluids would be cleaned, windows would be boarded, and the door would be reset on its hinges for the second time.  
 
    Then, he promised his bear…they’d go hunting. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Jo smiled dutifully as the client’s manager—a kind youngish man—spoke on and on about how wonderful a painter the potential client was.  
 
    She nodded her umpteenth agreement, glancing inconspicuously at the clock that hung on the meeting room’s wall. Nearly an hour since the meeting began, and they hadn’t even gotten to negotiations. “Yes, yes,” she murmured when the manager dared to take a breath. “I agree wholeheartedly with your praise. Your painter showcases amazing talent that we could not be more honored to display at Liberty Art.” The man nodded emphatically, diving back into his spiel that she was sure he probably practiced over and over in the shower that morning. As he prattled on about various artworks that had won various award, Jo’s mind began to wander.  
 
    She wondered about how Nick was doing, if he was missing her the way she missed him. Had he already moved on? Would he be angry when she stopped by unannounced to say hello? Would he still admit to falling for her? Could she admit her truths to him? Should she? 
 
    Tom was another issue entirely. He’d wanted her far away from Nick. Now that she’d seen them turn into bears, she supposed she could understand why. She counted his overprotectiveness of his brother as a small blessing. Fixing her car faster than expected had given her the time she needed to be by herself and clear her head, working through the shock and incredulity so she could decide what she really wanted.  
 
    What she really wanted was to go back and see Nick. 
 
    The man’s voice raised a decibel, desperation growing in his tone as he continued to talk. It interrupted Jo’s train of thought, dragging her reluctantly back to the conversation.  
 
    She bit back her frustration at still being there, interrupting the manager mid commendation. “Excuse me,” she said politely. “My apologies, but I must press you for a decision. I’m on something of a tight schedule today.”  
 
    The manager sighed. “I must be honest with you, I was hoping you would push harder for the job.” 
 
    “Listen,” Jo replied, sitting forward and folding her hands in her lap. “Liberty Art is an excellent gallery. Artists have gotten their start and gone on to do great things in the art scene with our help. But you already know that. What’s the point in trying to sell ourselves when you’ve already paid?” 
 
    He pressed his lips together. “You do have a point,” he mumbled, not meeting her gaze. 
 
    “We want your client’s work, as you well know. I’m sure it would be great exposure for him, but at the same time, we can’t sit around chipping away the hours of our day waiting until a decision falls into our laps.” She sat back, eyeing the manager confidently. “After all, we are a business at the end of the day. I’m sure you understand.” 
 
    The man seemed to steel his resolve, nodding as he stood to his feet. He held his hand out. “Thank you for being so frank with me. I’ll send the contract over to Liberty Art this afternoon.” 
 
    Jo grinned widely, standing as well before accepting his firm handshake. “You’re most certainly welcome. I look forward to seeing his work in our gallery.” She watched him go, a sense of satisfaction in her chest. She may have quit with her best interests at heart, but she’d no doubt miss this part most of all—closing on a deal. There was nothing better than that moment when everybody came to an agreement. She nodded, taking a slow deep breath as she settled her thoughts. This part of her life was over now. It was nice to end the chapter on a high note.  
 
    Grinning to herself, Jo flipped open her laptop and emailed Brian, giving him the rundown of the meeting and letting him know that he should expect to get the client’s details sometime today. Lastly, she attached the short and clean resignation letter to the bottom of the email before sending it off. Closing the laptop carefully, she sat back in her chair and looked around. Everything was exactly as it had been a minute ago, but it felt completely different. 
 
    She was free.  
 
    *** 
 
    The day’s drive back to Rawlins dragged on painfully slow. When she finally stumbled out of her car to run into the shop office, it was daybreak of the following day.  
 
    “Nick?” she called, pushing open the door. “Nick?” 
 
    “Jo?” Tom launched from the back room into the office, his eyes wide with shock. “You came back?” 
 
    Jo nodded, happily. “Yeah, I finished early with my business in San Francisco and thought I’d stop by to apologize.” She looked around eagerly. “Did he step out for food or someth—” 
 
    “He’s not here,” Tom growled. Jo began to notice little stress lines on his face that likely meant he hadn’t been sleeping “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” Jo repeated, the sight of him visibly bristling making her take a step backward “I… I’m sorry, Tom. I know you’re trying to keep me out of Nick’s life, and I’m sure you think you’re intentions are good, but I need to speak to him for just a moment and I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “No, Jo. I mean he’s gone. He left and I have no idea where he is,” Tom finished, eyes slightly panicked. 
 
    Jo’s heart began to hammer in her chest. “What do you mean? What happened?” 
 
    Tom shrugged roughly, running a hand through his hair. “He’d gone to the cabin to fix it up some. That was the last time I saw him.” He began to pace, his hands gripping one another tightly. “Sometime later, he called while I was away from my phone. His message…” He looked up at Jo with and intense gaze, “he said was going after them. The entire enemy clan. By himself. 
 
    “I dropped everything and ran to the cabin as soon as I’d heard the message, but it was too late.” He inwardly cursed himself, his body nearly vibrating with anger. “The cabin’s in a shambles. Windows are boarded, the porch is torn up. A bunch of stuff. I’m not really sure what happened, but Nick had been there first… and now he’s gone.” He shook his head as if he couldn’t believe it. “I smelled some of the enemy bears as well, but their scents were much weaker, so I know they weren’t there at the same time he was.” 
 
    “Can you not like… track him or something?” Jo asked, blindly searching for solutions despite not knowing anything about shifters.  
 
    Tom managed a fleeting smile. “You don’t think I’ve tried? His scent was too old; it fell off before I was even a mile from the cabin. It’s a bust” 
 
    “Old?” How long has he been gone?” Jo asked, her blood running cold. 
 
    Tom eyed her solemn as he answered. “Almost twenty-four hours now.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Do you think he’d have his phone?” Jo asked, desperately. 
 
    Tom shook his head. “I found his clothes not too far into the forest. His phone was in the pocket.  
 
    “How about a note?” 
 
    “Anything worth telling is in the voice message he sent me,” Tom retorted. 
 
    “Well you have to give me something here, Tom!” Jo cried, throwing her hands up in defeat. “You’ve known him your whole life. We just need something small. The faintest trail of breadcrumbs.” She clasped her hands together, silently pleading him to put in the effort.  
 
    Tom stared off into space for a few beats of silence before his eyes lit up in an epiphany. “Maybe,” he muttered quietly. “That might work.” 
 
    “What might work?” Jo asked, impatient. 
 
    “I think I have a plan,” he replied, nodding once, as he grew more confident. He promptly headed for the door. “Just stay here where it’s safe. If all goes well, we’ll be back soon.” 
 
    “Like hell I’m staying here alone,” Jo rebutted, following closely behind him. “If Nick’s in trouble, I want to help.” 
 
    “Don’t you get it?” Tom exclaimed, rounding on her. “This isn’t a silly little human problem. These are flesh-hungry bear shifters who won’t hesitate to tear your pretty little human throat out! I won’t allow it.” 
 
    Jo set her jaw, glaring right into his furious eyes. “That’s not your decision to make, Tom.” 
 
    A growled bubbled up Tom’s throat, low and dangerous.  
 
    Jo waved it away. “This old trick again? Trust me, it was scarier the first time,” she dismissed, unimpressed. “Got anything else in your top hat of magic tricks?” 
 
    He growled louder, lips peeling back to bare his teeth at her. It was surprisingly underwhelming, and with an annoyed scoff, Jo slid past him to head to her car. “I’ll just follow you, okay?” 
 
    Tom looked like he was warring with himself to say or do something, before finally throwing up his hands in defeat. “Suit yourself, but don’t you dare step out of that car.” He spat, his body tensing as the change took over his body.  
 
    He undressed as quickly as possible, dipping behind some shadowed foliage just in time to maintain some form of censorship between himself and Jo. She heard bones snap and muscles convulse. Tom’s cries were low and painful as they floated to her ears from where he had changed. Soon after, a mighty brown bear emerged from the tree line, poking his head out to let Jo know he was finished. Knowing it was coming this time, she could properly appreciate just how amazing and awe-inspiring his bear form looked. It made her hopeful for her reunion with Nick. 
 
    She nodded. “And I’m not making any promises,” she said, finally answering his request. She smiled at the noises that trickled from his lips, more of a chagrined groan than a growl. Without another word, Tom tore off into the trees, making Jo scramble into her car and peel off into the tree line before she lost his large frame in the shadows of the forest.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Nick had ended up tracking the Northern Wind clan for hours the day before, the complete darkness of night under the cover of the forest providing both an advantage and a hindrance to his mission.  
 
    He’d known they were here, their scents all distinct and swirling as he watched them come and go. He’d watched from the shadows, picking up easily that Lucas was out for a while, and his subordinates were taking turns running into Nick’s territory to keep an eye on him. 
 
    He watched as a bear named Jake slunk in late at night, alerting Dan that, despite combing all of Rawlins, Nick was nowhere to be found. He crouched lower in the grass, keeping low… just in case. 
 
    He stayed like that for hours longer, silently stalking the Northern Wind until the bear he’d wanted to see most of all finally made his return. Flood limped to Dan, letting him know that Lucas had finally finished his errand. Finally, Nick couldn’t help but think. Even his patience had a limit. 
 
    When Lucas entered the clearing, Nick had to bite back a vicious growl. Everything about him set Nick’s bear off. He wasn’t an alpha, but he was large—larger than even Dan, his designated muscle bear. His subordinates scuttled backwards in fear if he moved too close to them, and absolutely no one made eye contact as he walked leisurely into their camp. 
 
    “Idiots!” he roared immediately. “Explain to me how I can have so many fools in one pack.” 
 
    The bears shuffled uncomfortably under their leader’s scrutiny, and Nick’s chest rattled. This wasn’t what leading was supposed to look like. This wasn’t how a pack was supposed to behave.  
 
    “What do you mean, Lucas?” he heard Dan ask, reluctantly.  
 
    “Oh?” Lucas quipped descending upon his second. “You don’t know?” Dan cringed backward, averting his gaze until Lucas finally walked away.  
 
    “I supposed you can tell him,” Lucas called out, and at first Nick thought he was speaking to no one in particular until a thought twisted his stomach. As if on cue, Lucas barked a laugh after a beat of tense silence. “Oh, come on, Nick. How long are you going to hide out over there in that tall grass?” 
 
    A shiver ran through Nick as he was finally exposed. Figuring there was no more reason to hide, he bit back a curse before launching himself from his hiding place.  
 
    “I assume you got the message?” Lucas asked as Nick met up with the enemy.  
 
    He was clearly outnumbered; trying anything crass would be foolish. “I did.” 
 
    He could almost see the wicked grin that flashed on Lucas’s face. “So, you’ve changed your mind then.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    A chorus of growls met his response, the other bears waiting quietly in the shadows for their leader to give the word. Lucas glared at Nick. “Then why are you here?” 
 
    “I only want for you to leave us alone,” Nick replied, honestly. More growls. This time more insistent and anticipatory than before. Nick looked out into the dimness of the forest to where the other bears hid in wait. “I don’t want to fight,” he said, showing his intent by sitting back. It was a bold move, but Nick was determined to show them that he wasn’t a threat.  
 
    Silence filled the small clearing as Nick locked eyes with Lucas, neither speaking.  
 
    Slowly, Lucas’s lip curled back into a disgusting sneer. “That’s too bad.” 
 
    Nick’s fur rippled, his body tensing as he felt the shift in the ambience around him. In only a split moment, he’d gone from visitor to prey, his senses sharpening as the first bear lunged.  
 
    He turned in time to bat it away, but not before two more launched themselves at him. They both latched onto his back, and he let out a painful roar. Claws dug into his torso from all sides, but he managed to dig his claws under the bear on his right. Dan roared in pain before falling away. 
 
    The first bear that had attacked him, Jake, found his footing again, springing at Nick’s chest in a vicious display. His fangs slid home, but Nick snagged one of his ears in his mighty jaws and tore hard. Jack backed away with a yelp, blood spurting from the ear that had been nearly torn from his head. Flood was still worrying at meat of Nick’s left shoulder, yanking and pulling backward with all his power.  
 
    I’m going to die, Nick thought to himself, pain tearing at his body as he finally flipped Flood off of him. The three bears took a short moment to nurse their wounds before descending upon him again. Three bears attacking, with Lucas watching the entertainment from nearby. He’d defeated three bears before, but between their first cabin attack and his fight with Tom, his body was still feeling the fatigue. He was resilient, not invincible, and it showed in the way his body moved too slowly to dodge. To make things worse, Nick was pretty sure there were more bears still lying in wait in the obscurity of the forest.  
 
    Summoning all his strength, Nick roared with a fury. He met Flood claw for claw, managing to hook a swing deep into the other bear’s torso. He swiped a paw down across Jake’s face as he approached, and blood sprayed as his snout split open.  
 
    He didn’t notice Dan behind him until it was too late. He went for Nick’s legs with a snarl, and Nick collapsed on him, latching his jaws around whatever was closest. Dan snapped wildly at Nick’s throat, but Nick could just barely hold him off.  
 
    “Ready to chat yet, alpha?” Lucas called from where he was watching the brawl.  
 
    Nick spat a growl, baring his teeth. “Never.” He rolled his body, bucking Dan off of him and swiping at his ankles. Dan staggered backward, meeting Flood and Jake to regroup once more.  
 
    Lucas looked quietly at Nick for one long moment, his breath frosting the air. His golden eyes flickered to the three bears in the brawl. “Kill him.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jo followed anxiously behind Tom, barely able to see the obstacles of the rough forest in front of her. Branches and tossed up rocks were damaging the fresh new paint job Nick and Tom had just put on the car, and she was pretty sure a log she hadn’t seen until it was too late had done some serious damage to her undercarriage.  
 
    Tom’s body suddenly rippled violently, and even through the rolled up window, Jo could hear the guttural snarl that tore from his throat. Was something wrong? The mighty bear’s paws pounded the forest floor faster than before, and Jo stepped heavily on the gas.  
 
    In a flash of scenery, Jo’s car sailed into a clearing, and she slammed on the brakes hard. She slapped a hand to her mouth in surprise, her headlights brightly illuminating the grisly sight of the scene before her and nearly drawing a terrified scream from her throat.  
 
    Four bears were almost literally tearing each other apart. They lunged and dipped and tore and raked claws. Blood sprayed and cries were roared to the sky as the battle raged on before her. With a furious bellow, Tom lunged into the fight as a large brown bear’s paw swung downward for a killing blow. Jo noticed with a start that Tom was helping the bear that’d nearly gotten his head taken off. Jo looked intently at the bloody and exhausted bear on the forest floor, and though covered in blood, she could still make out the telltale grey stripe of fur that accented his deep brown coat.  
 
    “Oh my god, Nick!” Jo gasped, a frantic sob bubbling up in her throat. He rose from where he’d fallen, standing on hind paws and roaring powerfully. His teeth bared and snapped as another bear lunged at him. Nick batted the bear down, but not before getting a slash of claws in his side. Standing back, Jo noticed a huge bear in the background, overlooking the massacre that was happening. His eye glinted impishly in the headlights of her car, overseeing the brawl with a manic level interest. 
 
    In the corner of her vision, she saw two more bears dart from the dark forest. They were smaller but fast and uninjured like the rest of the horde, tackling Tom to the ground easily. The two bears Tom had been fighting previously lunged Nick without a second thought. He saw them coming and turned to fend them off.  
 
    The fight raged on, Both Nick and Tom fighting two bears each. Jo could only stare on in horror as they became increasingly bloodied and broken. She was surprised that they could still fight, watching in equal parts horror and awe as Tom fell forward, crushing the arm of an enemy bear under his full weight. Even Jo could hear the crack as it broke, the bear crying out in pain.  
 
    Nick bellowed a triumphant roar of his own, but was slow to rise. As he turned to face off against the remaining bear, the larger bear from earlier came barreling out of the forest cover with a snarl. As Jo watched the bear rise up on two legs, lifting a heavy paw high above Nick’s throat, she knew that Nick wouldn’t be able to respond in time.  
 
    “They’re going to kill him,” she breathed, blood draining from her face as terror sang through her veins.  
 
    Jo moved before her mind processed it, her engine revving aggressively. In a rush, her car rocketed forward as her foot slammed down on the gas none too gently. Pressing her hand to the horn, she drove straight for Nick and the bear poised to kill behind him.  
 
    *** 
 
    With the loud blare of a car horn, Nick snapped to, seeing Jo’s car propelling toward him. In nearly the last moment, he used every last ounce of his energy to lunge away, tackling Flood with him, who’d been temporary shocked paralyzed by Jo’s rampaging vehicle. He pinned Flood by the throat to the cold forest floor as a terrifying crash exploded around him.  
 
    Nick ground Flood’s snout into the dirt and dead leaves as he stood, springing around frantically towards the wreckage of Jo’s car. Smoke billowed from the hood of her car, further obscuring the already dark clearing. Panic in his throat, he stared intensely at the windows of her car, trying to make out her fate. From where he stood, he could see the stark white of the deployed air bag inside, hoping beyond hope that it was enough to keep her alive. The windshield had shattered to zero visibility and the hood of Jo’s car was crumpled to near disrepair, Dan’s heavy, motionless frame wedged between the car and the thick trunk of a nearby forest tree. His face was turned away from Nick’s, and between the night and the smoke, it was near impossible to see if he might be breathing from afar.  
 
    With a gasp, Jo’s head emerged from the ample material of the air bag. She rose up in her seat, spluttering and catching her breath as a slow trickle of blood trailed its way down her face. His bear flinched at the sight of scarlet upon her, but Nick used his rationale to remind it that it was likely just a small cut caused by the impact. She’d be fine. 
 
    Meanwhile, all signs of the fight had ceased at the moment of Jo’s crash, rendering the blood-scented night to silence. A feral snarl tore through the cool air, Lucas breaking the silence before anyone else dared.  
 
    “One of our own, killed by the likes of a human!” Lucas roared, lurching forward in a stalk toward the wrecked car. Toward Jo. “I’ll take a special sort of pride in gutting you,” he growled, the rumble loud and deep as it spilled from his throat.  
 
    “What?” Nick heard Tom exclaim behind him, the whimpers and shocked noises of the Northern Wind whispering through the trees as they processed what Lucas had said. “What happened with Jo?” 
 
    “She… she drove the car,” Nick said softly, eyes only for Lucas as he descended upon his mate. Jo’s gaze was still glazed over, her consciousness not quite finished rebooting after the violent impact of her car on the solid muscle of a bear. Nick doubted she even saw Lucas closing in on her, his teeth bared and dribbling stringy ribbons of saliva as he growled.  
 
    Darting as quickly as his cut and bruised legs would let him, Nick closed the distance between himself and Lucas, cutting off the pack leader’s path. “She’s off-limits.” 
 
    “She’s nothing,” Lucas snarled, snapping his jaws at Nick. “Move before I finish you off myself.”  
 
    “You’ll have no choice but to,” Nick thundered, ignoring his injuries as he rose tall on two paws. “But you’re sorely mistaken if you think it’ll be easy.” He glared down at Lucas. “You’re no alpha, Lucas. You’ll do well to remember that.” 
 
    He saw the faintest uncertainty flit through Lucas’s eyes and decided to coax it to flame. “Your men are injured, one possibly dead. You have no more reinforcements, and you’re one uninjured non-alpha against two injured alphas… Those are your odds.” He snorted. “Choose wisely.” 
 
    Lucas looked from the quivering heaps of his bears to the prone figure of Dan’s body across Jo’s hood, then back to Nick. Then ever so slightly, he took a small step backwards. “This isn’t over.” 
 
    Nick watched as Lucas beckoned his bears to retreat, but remained standing mightily with bipedal intimidation. He wouldn’t be able to relax until the Northern Wind’s scent was a distant memory on the chilly breeze.  
 
    “You dare not take your fallen?” Tom called after Lucas. “He might not be—” 
 
    “I have no use for bodies, alpha,” Lucas growled back, his stride unfaltering. “Whatever remains in that pile of rubbish is worthless. Leave him here to rot.” Without another word, Lucas darted into the thick of the woods, his subordinates limping sadly after him.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Jo shoved open the side door on the driver’ side, toppling gracelessly out onto the ground in a fit of terror. She’d regained consciousness at the sight of a large bear’s face twisted in agony as it lay prone across her car. It was still there, large, bloodied, broken, and painfully, painfully still. She felt the beginnings of a scream bubbling up her throat and clapped both hands over her mouth. A frantic whimper managed to fight its way out as her body started to shiver in shock as well as cold.  
 
    Nick and Tom weren’t too far away, and she could distantly hear them moving about passed the numbness that was trying to settle over her. As much as she wanted to lock eyes with Nick and have him reassurance her that everything would be okay, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the bear she’d killed as it tricked blood down the side of her car.  
 
    A few moments of distant rustling passed before a pair of warm arms wrapped around her from behind. Her body tensed for a beat before melting into Nick’s embrace.  
 
    “Jo,” he whispered, feathering a few kisses on her temple and down her cheek. “Are you okay?” 
 
    She swallowed hard once, running her hand across Nick’s strong arms over and over. She nodded once, still unable to pull her eyes away from the dead bear. 
 
    Nick nuzzled the bed of her neck, pulling her close. Vaguely, she could feel that he’d started trembling as well. “You came back… you were gone… but you left… you came back… you’re here…” he chanted, his grip growing even tighter. “You could have been killed,” he finished after a moment of silence. 
 
    “I know,” Jo whispered back, finally speaking. “But I saw you… then the bear… He was going to…” She trailed off, unable to finish the sentence. 
 
    “I know, I know,” he crooned. He sighed softly. “You saved me, Jo. You came back… and saved my life.” 
 
    His words finally gave her the strength she needed to turn away from the grisly wreck in front of her, embracing him the way she should have the moment she knew he was safe. He tried to tilt her chin up for a kiss, but instead, her gaze travelled downward, bringing a slow, tentative smile to her face. “You know you’re naked, right?” 
 
    Nick chuckled. “And bloody, and bruised, and broken, but of course, that’s what you noticed first.” A hint of blush tinged her cheeks as he kissed her. 
 
    “You’re hurt?” Jo asked as he pulled away. 
 
    He nodded. “Nothing that won’t heal up fine with time. We bears have healing that a human like you wouldn’t believe.” 
 
    “I’m hurt, too,” Tom quipped from afar, attempting to lighten the mood. “You know… just in case anyone cares.” He grinned as they both looked at him. “I’m also woefully naked, so, I’m just going to stay over here.” 
 
    Jo cracked a smile. “I—” 
 
    Jo’s car bucked and groaned as metal bent and twisted, and she bit back a surprised yelp. A deep growl reverberated loudly through the trees, morphing and changing until it became a scream while bones cracked and popped in the background.  
 
    She watched as Tom moved cautiously forward, keeping himself expertly covered and decent for Jo’s eyes as he walked to the destroyed car. The bear that had once been on her hood was on the tail end of a change back, his human skin rippling and shivering in pain. With a final groan, he was fully human once more. His frame was smaller as a human, no longer wedged between car and tree, and with a pain-filled grunt, the man slid limply onto the dirt and damp leaves of the ground.  
 
    Tom leaned down, raising a hand forward to check the man’s pulse. As if on instinct, the man’s arm shot out for Tom’s throat. Tom intercepted it easily, pinning the arm behind the man’s back. “Now, now Dan. That’s the thanks I get for trying to see if you’re still alive?” The man only growled in response, though it sounded more painful than angry.  
 
    “Holy shit” Nick breathed, face shocked and filled with pity. “I can’t believe he survived that hit.” 
 
    “No one’s more surprised than me,” Dan rumbled, hissing in agony as if it was literal torture to talk. 
 
    Jo stared from Nick, to Tom, and then finally allowed her eyes to rest on Dan. “I…” she began. “I’m not a killer. I didn’t murder anyone with my car,” she breathed, her body sagging in relief.  
 
    Nick grinned. “I’m glad.” 
 
    Tom only snorted, still holding fast to Dan’s wayward arm. “Great. Just when life was shaping up to return to some form of normalcy,” he spat. He looked to his brother. “What do you want to do with him?” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “Not sure. Leave him here, I guess?” 
 
    Jo gasped. “You will not!” 
 
    “Doing anything otherwise would be taking on an unneeded risk,” Nick replied, genuinely perplexed by her response. “His pack will eventually return and find him here. Then they can decide what to do with him.” 
 
    “They think he’s dead, though,” Tom interjected, shrugging his nonchalance. “Not that I care. I just thought I’d point that out.” 
 
    Jo looked from one brother to another in disbelief. “He’s hurt!” she protested. “I hit him with my car! You can’t be seriously considering just leaving him out in the cold!” 
 
    “He’s a shifter, Jo,” Nick reassured. “We heal faster than you could ever imagine.” 
 
    “Well he’s not healed now,” Jo rebutted, standing. “And that’s on me.” 
 
    “Only because he was about to kill me,” Nick replied, standing after her.  
 
    “That’s beside the point,” Jo retorted, and in a burst of courage, she made the short walk to where Dan lay pinned in the dirt. Leaning down, she asked, “How badly are you hurt?” Dan growled at her. 
 
    “Hey,” Tom warned, twisting Dan’s arm uncomfortably. “Like it or not, she’s the closest thing you’ve got to a friend right now, bud. Play nice.” 
 
    Jo was unfazed, knowing that he could do little harm in his broken state. She only felt a bit of pity. “Can you walk?” 
 
    Dan glowered at her for a few beats of silence before giving one tiny shake of his head. 
 
    “Right,” Jo sighed, standing. “Tom, could you stay here with him while Nick and I go grab a car? 
 
    Nick raised an eyebrow. “Jo, you know we’re miles from the shop, right? And your car is in bad shape?” 
 
    Jo paused. “Crap, you’re right.” She pondered further. “I guess I’ll hang out here as well, but if we want to get everyone back to the shop easily, we’ll need a car.” 
 
    Nick looked at her in mild amusement. “Well, if that’s the case, you can always ride me?” 
 
    Jo couldn’t stop the blush that washed excitedly across her face. “Nick!” she chastised. 
 
    Nick barked a laugh. “I mean on my bear! Like a horse.” He narrowed his eyes mischievously at her “What did you think I meant?” 
 
    “Not really the time guys,” Tom grumbled. “Big boy here’s starting to shiver, and my leg is pretty messed up. I don’t think I’d be able to change and run back if I wanted.” 
 
    Nick’s face fell, immediately serious again. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Tom grimaced. “I will be,” he said, waving Nick away. “You just worry about getting a car. And bring us back some clothes too, will ya?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Nick agreed, stalking off in into the night to change once more. “I’ll make some noise once I’m set up, Jo,” he called back before darkness swallowed him up. 
 
    Jo looked to Dan’s prone form, staring for a beat of silence before dutifully removing her coat. Careful not to walk near his free—but very broken—arm, she gently draped the thick coat over his cold body. 
 
    Dan frowned, his face etched with pain. “Why?”  
 
    Jo could tell he was going through some tough emotions behind those dark and angry eyes. He was the enemy, after all. But try as she might to think as Nick and Tom did, seeing him as a proper threat while lying in a pool of his own blood just wasn’t in her programming.  
 
    She shrugged. “Because you’re cold.” She stood and tuned to walk away. 
 
    “I tried to kill Nick!” Dan shouted as she walked, pain evident in his voice.  
 
    Jo sighed. He didn’t sound proud to say it, she thought. He sounded confused, and in pain. Maybe even a bit scared. She tilted her head slightly, not quite turning back around. “Yes, you did, and I don’t ever think I could be okay with that, but right now you’re hurting, possibly dying, and I won’t allow you or your pack to put that on my conscience.” She continued her walk to a nearby tree, leaving against it heavily as she waited for Nick’s signal.  
 
    “You okay?” Tom asked softly, walking over to where she sat at the base of the tree. 
 
    She shrugged. “I guess.” She searched her mind for the words to explain how she was feeling, and could find none. “He’s… Everything’s… It’s all just a lot to unpack for me,” she finished solemnly.  
 
    Glancing over at him, Jo asked, “You sure it’s a good idea to leave him unrestrained like that?” A faint smile tilted her lips. “I may be the one here showing mercy, but even I have limits.” 
 
    Tom waved the thought away. “Nah. With the state he’s currently in, he could barely hurt a fly,” he calmed.  
 
    Jo recalled the way Dan’s arm shot out to attach Tom earlier and silently disagreed. “I’ll take your word for it.” They sat in silence for a while, the wind brisk enough that Jo briefly regretted trying to be such a Good Samaritan.  
 
    “Jo, I want you to know that all of this… all of me, and how I’ve been reacting… all that was never about you. You seem like a nice person in general, and an even better person for Nick. I was only trying to protect him.” 
 
    Jo shook her head sadly. “Tom, how could I ever possibly hurt someone as amazing and strong as Nick?” 
 
    He looked pointedly at her. “By dying.” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    “Right,” she amended softly. “It wouldn’t be too hard to do that as a human, would it?” she looked away. “That’s why you always say humans and shifters don’t mix. The danger.” 
 
    “Right,” Tom confirmed. 
 
    She leaned her head against the tree. “What if I decide to stay?” she asked, surprising herself. She hadn’t really thought much about her future after quitting, only that the first thing she’d wanted to do was apologize to Nick and thank him for making her stronger. But now, after what had happened between them… she’d almost lost him forever. Could she honestly still say goodbye and move on without a second thought? 
 
    Tom chuckled, a light and easy noise in the night. “For once, I’m going to leave that up to you and Nick to decide.” He looked down at her with a faint expression of kindness on his face—the first he’d shown Jo since she met him. “You came back. You’re a human, and still you came back. That’s proof enough for me.” 
 
    Jo’s nose wrinkled in mild confusion. “Proof? Of what?” 
 
    “That you’re Nick’s mate,” Tom answered. “Which you know probably nothing about, so don’t worry.” 
 
    “Could you try explaining it to me?” Jo asked. “It doesn’t have to be super in depth. I just want to know more about shifters… about Nick.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “It’s nothing too complicated. It basically means that you and Nick belong together. Bound for life, if you want to be dramatic. Think love at first sight, or whatever you humans call it, only it’s more, and different than love. You still have to find that on your own…” he glanced down at her, “which I’m sure you already have.” 
 
    “Bound for life, huh?” Jo swallowed a bit, taking it all in. “What would have happened if I didn’t come back, then?” Just asking the question aloud made her heart break a little. 
 
    “Then he wouldn’t find anyone else,” Tom answered, voice matter-of-factly, but sympathetic. “He’d be alone.” 
 
    “Forever?” Jo asked, surprised 
 
    “Forever.” 
 
    “How could you be sure?” Jo probed, desperately.  
 
    “Do you really think you’d be the first mate to deny the bond? The first to walk away?” Tom asked her. “This isn’t an easy life. Like mere humans, we have complex thoughts and emotions that interfere with instinct. Many have gone their entire lives. Mate bonds don’t discriminate, but people do. If they’re scared, or have the slightest bit of doubt, it could fester into something big enough to overcome the urge to mate… temporarily.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I mean… how did you feel when you finally got away from Rawlins?” Tom asked. 
 
    “Better… and then worse,” Jo answered with a frown. 
 
    “And in San Francisco?” he prompted. 
 
    Jo recalled her emotions in the hotel room. “I’d thought that maybe I overreacted. And I felt really depressed that I’d decided to run away instead of face my issues head on.” 
 
    “Ah,” Tom said. “That makes sense. And how did you feel when you decided you were going to come back to Rawlins and see Nick?” He raised an amused eyebrow. “And don’t sugarcoat it. Remember, I saw the look on your face when you stood in the office waiting for him.” 
 
    Jo blushed, recalling the eagerness she’d had at the time, stumbling over her heels in an effort to get to Nick as quickly as she could. “Yeah the excitement just kept building. Pretty soon it was the only thing on my mind. Well, until…” Her voice trailed off as she gestured to the forest.  
 
    Tom laughed. “See, you can’t escape the bond forever. The rightness of it. Sure, you can ignore it, but you’ll never truly be happy until you give in.” 
 
    His smile faltered and then fell completely. “And even then, it’s not the only mate loss we know. As bears, we fight, we die, and we lose the ones we love. The high possibly of your mate dying in battle is just another fact of life for us.” He didn’t sound bitter, but it hurt Jo’s heart to see him speak of death so nonchalantly. She imagined he must’ve seen a lot of it to grow so numb. “That’s something the both of you have to be prepared for.” He looked over to her. “When a bear’s mate has died, I’ve never seen them love again. I know that’s not something you’re prepared for, no one ever is, but you deserve to know.” 
 
    “So… my only options are to stay and love him forever and risk my humanness becoming a crutch for your pack, or run away where I’m not a burden, but always love and miss him no matter how I try to distract myself?” 
 
    Tom nodded. “And have him love and miss you uncontrollably in return.” 
 
    “Those are crappy options,” Jo muttered, making to bark a laugh. 
 
    “When it comes to love, they always are.” 
 
    The thought of being with Nick for life was exciting, and enticing, and everything she wanted, but now that she had the full picture, a small part of her understood why Tom reacted the way he did. She was human. Her life would always be one that was easier to take than theirs. If she allowed Nick to love her, she’d willingly be his greatest weakness for as long as she lived.   
 
    Was it worth it? 
 
    A loud roar sounded not too far from where they were sitting, but Jo wasn’t scared. It was like a part of her knew that it was Nick, her mate, calling out for her, and she found deep down that she didn’t want to be apart from him for a moment longer.  
 
    “I guess I’m staying then.” 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-one 
 
    Nick’s throat rattled in warning as Tom placed Dan down on the worn couch. He’s injured, he told his bear. He can’t hurt us.  
 
    Jo looked over his shoulder worriedly. “Are you going to call a doctor?” 
 
    Tom laughed. “And tell them what?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. Right,” Jo muttered, a bit of embarrassed blush tinging her cheeks.  
 
    “No need to be embarrassed,” Nick consoled with a smile. “Who’d expect you to know?” He shot a glare at his brother. “Stop teasing.” 
 
    Tom chuckled. “Fine, fine.” Glancing at Jo, he said, “You remember that big nasty cut Nick had on his shoulder?” he asked. “The one I’m told you dressed?” 
 
    Jo gave Nick and Tom a confused look. “Yeah.” 
 
    Tom clapped Nick on the back where the wound had been, hard. “Notice how I can do that without it spewing blood?” 
 
    Nick winced. “Though it’d be much more effective a demonstration if I wasn’t injured in other ways, Tom,” he hissed through gritted teeth.  
 
    “No pain, no gain, brother,” Tom said with a grin. “Anyway, I’m sure she gets it.” He turned back to Jo. “We heal faster than humans. Fast enough that, if you had the time, you could probably watch some of Nick’s wounds closing up right before your eyes right now.” 
 
    “Let’s not leave out the part where the worse the wound the slower it heals,” Nick added. He looked down at Dan where he lay unconscious on the couch, and felt a bit of pity for him. He’d passed out from the shock and blood loss about half way to the shop. “Dan’s the luckiest bear I know to not be dead right now. Who knows how long it’ll take for him to recover from this, or if he’ll come out of it unscathed for that matter.” 
 
    “What he needs right now is rest,” Tom continued. “Then a good cleaning up to assess just how messed up he is, a re-setting of bones, and then I’ll cast him and let his body do the rest.” 
 
    Jo’s jaw dropped. “You can seriously do all of that?” she asked, in awe. 
 
    Tom shrugged, but Nick could see his slight blush in the face of Jo’s wonder. “It’s no big deal. We’ve been at this a long time. You learn things.”  
 
    He shooed in their direction. “Anyway, I’ll see to Dan,” he assured. “I have some locks to secure the door when I leave, not that he could do anything to me in his state, but still. I’ll be safe here by myself. Why don’t you guys go on up to the cabin? Get some rest.” 
 
    “What about your leg?” Jo asked. 
 
    Nick watched Tom favor his injured leg a little less, feigning nonchalance. “Nothing I can’t take care of,” he replied without missing a beat. “You just go take care of you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    It didn’t really hit Nick that Jo was back, really back until she was in his car going back to the cabin. She’s really here, with me. He couldn’t bring himself to speak, in case it might break some crazy illusion that he’d used on himself. 
 
    He pulled up on the cabin and heard her stifle a gasp as she took in the damage. “What happened?” she whispered. 
 
    Nick rubbed his chin. “It was a warning,” he said, shrugging as if there was nothing more to say.  
 
    “Nick,” Jo sighed. “I’m only going to make things worse for you, aren’t I?” 
 
    He nodded. “But not because of the Northern Wind.” He pushed open the front door, stepping inside and offering her a hand.  
 
    “You’ll make things worse by drinking the last of the coffee, or taking all the blankets in bed. You’ll make things worse when you eat my fries, or you ask me for fashion advice. You’ll make everything infinitely worse when you leave the room and the light you carry leaves with you. You’ll make my life worst in the best way, Jo.  
 
    “But do you know the worst thing I could possibly imagine right now?” She shook her head, eyes filled with admiration. “It’s you, walking back out that door, and leaving for good this time. I don’t think I could survive it.” He slowly raised her hands to his lips and kissed each finger. 
 
    “I’m sorry for running away, Nick,” she whispered, breathless and near tears.  
 
    Nick kissed her as the first tear fell, tentative at first, but then dipping back down for more. Jo curled her fingers into the chest of his shirt, pulling him closer as his hands slid up the back of her neck and into her hair. When he pulled away, they we both gasping. 
 
    “Don’t be sorry, Jo,” he murmured against her lips. “I just can’t believe you came back” 
 
    “I can,” she replied, twining her hands around his neck and pressing butterfly kisses along the side of his jaw all the way down his throat. 
 
    His bear snapped wide-awake then, urging him to step through the door she’d opened for him. “I can’t, Jo,” he growled, already willing the beast down. “It’s not safe.” 
 
    “I’m not scared,” she whispered, her breath tickling his ear. “I didn’t know what you were before, so I could understand being apprehensive of my not knowing what I was getting myself into, but now I do, Nick I know what you are, I know who you are, and I know you’ll never hurt me and I love you for it.” 
 
    Nick froze, stunned. “You love me?” he whispered. 
 
    Color washed across her cheeks, a sign of how shy her confession had made her, but she smiled. “Of course I do. Can’t you tell?” she asked, almost too soft to hear. 
 
    “How can you love someone who could lose control at any moment? The bear inside of me could tear you apart, “Nick warned. “I already hurt you once when I—” 
 
    “Have you ever thought that your bear might know exactly what I want because I’m your mate?” Jo asked, interrupting him. 
 
    Nick’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You know what that means? 
 
    She shrugged. “Kinda. Tom tried explaining it to me.” 
 
    Nick ran a hand through his hair, blowing out a breath in frustration. He had no idea what to do. Of course he wanted to take Jo in his arms and make her his; the thought of her loving and accepting him fully for who and what he was excited him and made him want her all the more. What if she was right? What if the bear knew all the right moves and Nick was just letting his doubt get in the way? 
 
    What if she was wrong? 
 
    Nick let out a long sigh, catching Jo up in his arms. “I love you too, Jo. I love you so much that it hurts to imagine being without you for even a second, but—” 
 
    “Shhh,” she interrupted again, lips dangerously close to his. “Just love me.” 
 
    Letting out a groan, Nick leaned down and ran his tongue across her lips and she whimpered in response. He caught the scent of her arousal, and he nipped lightly at the soft flesh of her lips, suppressing a growl. Lifting her body in his arms, he strode up the stair and into the bathroom as she locked them in another hungry kiss. 
 
    Nick set Jo down, stealing a final kiss before he reluctantly pulled away to turn on the steamy shower water. 
 
    Jo licked her lips, her cheeks already pink with need. I suppose you do need to clean up after all that fighting,” she purred, stepping closer to run her hands up Nick’s shirt. “His breath came out in a hiss. 
 
    He held her hands tightly over his heart, stopping her exploration short. “You first,” he breathed. 
 
    With a coy smile, Jo stepped away and pulled her shirt overhead. For once, Nick allowed the bear to take the lead, stepping forward in a frenzy to lay biting kisses against her neck. She moaned in shock and excitement as his hands slid down her back and into her jeans.” “No cheating!” she gasped, dragging his shirt out of the waistband of his pants. 
 
    “Call it a draw?” he growled with a glint in his eye, tearing off all of his clothes with vigor. He helped Jo out of hers with equal enthusiasm and she squealed with delight as he pulled her into the shower.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Nick knew Jo was watching him with hungry eyes as he washed himself, letting the blood cascade down his body until the water finally ran clear. The moment he was devoid of red, her hands were all over him, trailing carefully around and gently over the cuts and bruises that he’d sustained.  
 
    “Does it hurt,” she asked, fingers circling a large purple bruise at the side of his ribs.  
 
    He shrugged, trying to fight past the euphoria he felt when she touched him so he could properly answer her question. “At the time, yes. Now? Sometimes. It depends on how I move.” 
 
    “Ah, good to know,” she murmured, voice husky as her hands trailed lower. She grabbed his erect dick giving him one good stroke. No problem here, then?” 
 
    He shuddered against her, eyes darkening. “None at all.” His hands were moving on their own, working their way over Jo’s breasts and pulling a cry from her lips.  
 
    He froze immediately. “Are you okay? Did I hurt you?” 
 
    Her chest was heaving, breath frantic. “Why did you stop?” 
 
    “I’m not—” 
 
    “No, Nick,” she growled, pressing his hand onto her breasts again. 
 
    Nick’s chest rattled as he tugged once more, drawing a little whimper from Jo that made him dizzy with desire. “It’s going to be hard for me to stay gentle, Jo,” his voice was husky and low the bear raring for more. 
 
    “Maybe I don’t want you to be gentle.” 
 
    That was all he needed to hear. With a violent shudder, Nick groaned, pressing his mouth roughly against hers. He allowed his hands to explore every part of her body, fingers sliding in and out of every crevice he could find. Jo tangled her fingers into his hair, tugging roughly as he kissed and bit his way down her neck. He pressed her back to the shower wall, one hand holding her in place. All at once, he drew one nipple into his mouth as he slid two, long fingers inside her. 
 
    Jo threw her head back in ecstasy as Nick fingered her. She slid against the wall, writhing in time with his strokes. Everything about her drove him crazy, his bear roaring triumphantly as Jo’s gasps came quicker and quicker. He trailed bites down her torso, a low growl trickling from his lips. Finally, with a satisfying sigh, Nick’s lips closed around the sensitive flesh of her clit. She cried his name to the ceiling as he licked, bit, and kissed her into her first orgasm. 
 
    She exploded around him, curling her fingers tightly in his hair as spasm after spasm rocked her. Only when she finally relaxed against the wall in complete bliss did he stand up. 
 
    Jo’s eyes were fluttering as she held onto him to keep her footing. As she regained her breath, Nick couldn’t help but grin down at her. “I love you,” he whispered, voice low and husky as he kissed her chin.  
 
    He could feel her heart speed up, his declaration undoubtedly rekindling the excitement within her once more. “I love you, too, Nick,” she gasped. “I love you so much.” 
 
    Without another word, he swept her up in his arms, listing her up and using his immense strength to prop her easily against the shower wall. She instinctively coiled her legs around his waist, a small noise of surprise crawling up her throat.  
 
    Nick’s hands held each thigh tightly against him, and he could see the way Jo reacted to his erection as it pressed roughly against her abdomen. She rolled her hips in anticipation, looping her arms around Nick’s neck and pulling him into a desperate kiss. “Please Nick, please,” she whispered, “I don’t want to wait anymore.” 
 
    Nick trembled with a hunger only Jo could sate. The way she begged him to fuck her undid him, every time. Gazing deeply into one another’s eyes, Nick shoved the full length of him roughly into her wet center. The reaction was immediate, Jo’s eyes glazing over in overwhelming ecstasy. She leaned her head back in pure bliss, already contracting and reverberating around his cock in a way that had him struggling to concentrate. If he wasn’t careful, this would be over sooner than he wanted it to be.  
 
    To Nick’s dismay, seeing Jo there, propped against the wall, eyes closed tight, throat bare and vulnerable as he sat sheathed deeply within her rekindled some of his old doubt. How far could he go? How much could he do before it was just enough? Too much? Reluctantly, he rolled his hips, and she shuddered appreciatively.  
 
    “Don’t hold back,” she whimpered, opening her eyes slightly to give him a heavy look. It was filled with want and need, hunger and heat. And love, more love that he’d ever imagine she could have for him. “Don’t be scared. This is right. You know it is.” 
 
    He allowed himself one final moment of gentle admiration—cradling her cheek softly as he laid a tentative kiss on her lips—before doing what he’d wanted to for a long time. He let go. 
 
    Drawing almost completely out of her, he slammed back inside, the clap of skin meeting skin singing in his ears with the impact. Jo cried out, long and ragged, and Nick had a moment of terror before she raked her nails across the top of his back, clawing him closer.  
 
    “Don’t stop!” she cried. “Don’t you dare stop.” She kissed him roughly, drawing away and catching his bottom lip in her teeth. As she bit down hard enough for Nick to see stars, he rammed her again. And this time he didn’t stop.  
 
    He knew he wouldn’t last very much longer by going so vigorously, but in the moment, it didn’t matter. He felt the pressure and the pleasure building up inside of Jo, coiling her up tightly like a spring, and all he could think about was making her feel like she’d spontaneously combusted. It was his only goal. His teeth found her neck, grazing not so lightly against her skin, his hand gripped her thigh in a vice that was sure to leave a bruise. Every pinch, scratch and nibble he laid upon her resulted in a gasp or a moan, and it drove them both ever closer to the edge. 
 
    Suddenly, his body gave the first violent quake. “Jo, I—”  
 
    “Don’t,” she squealed, “Don’t stop, Nick, please. Come for me.” 
 
    A snarl ripped through him, and he put every ounce of power he had left into one final thrust, bringing them over the precipice together. Nick bellowed a satisfactory roar that echoed harshly off the porcelain walls, but he was much too enthralled to care. She tensed and tightened around him, pulling all of his attention away from anything that didn’t have to do with this moment. There was only Jo. His human. His mate. 
 
    The bear stood tall and broad within him as he orgasmed, like he normally did when he wanted to force a change, but there was no snapping of bone or tearing of muscle—there was only Jo. The bear only looked to her as she writhed and shook, the pleasure spilling over the brim as Nick’s warmth entered her. She was their home.  
 
    As they both came down from the high of climax, Nick slid the two of them gently to the floor of the bath. They lay there panting and exhausted for a bit, warm water cascading gently upon their lazed bodies. 
 
    When he could find the energy, he laid a tiny kiss on Jo’s forehead. “I love you, so much, Jo,” he breathed into her soaked hair. 
 
    “And I love you,” she whispered back, resting her head contentedly on his chest.  
 
    *** 
 
    Tom stopped by a few hours later as planned. He grinned uncomfortably at the picture of innocence that Jo and Nick presented. They were both showered and dressed in comfortable PJs, Nick lying on Jo’s lap with his eyes closed while she sipped a mug of coffee. Her legs were tugged under her on the couch as she read a book from the bookcase.  
 
    “Well aren’t you two the perfect picture of domestic bliss,” he quipped, sitting in the soft armchair across from them. 
 
    Nick grinned, not bothering to open his eyes just yet. “Jealous?” 
 
    “Not at all,” Tom answered, not missing a beat. “Just making an observation.” 
 
    “How’s Dan?” Jo asked, closing her novel with mild concern in her eyes. 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Sleeping. Not much has changed in the few hours y’all have been gone. He woke up once, tried to stand almost immediately, threw up everywhere because trying to stand up immediately on a body as broken as his is painful, and then passed back out.” He looked to Nick. “If he makes it out of this without lasting complications, I’ll eat my boot.” 
 
    Nick finally cracked open an eye. “That bad, huh?” 
 
    Tom nodded. “Definitely. He won’t even be able to attempt to shift for… a few weeks at least.”  
 
    Nick sighed, reluctantly rising from the sofa. “That’s troublesome.” 
 
    “Why is it troublesome?” Jo asked. She had a feeling it was going to take a while before she didn’t always feel so out of the loop.  
 
    The brother’s exchanged a look. “Because he’s the enemy,” Nick finally said, matter-of-factly.  
 
    “A month at least before he has the health necessary to not die out there on his own,” Tom added. “Four weeks in our home. Not some secondary hovel that we can use as a decoy.” 
 
    “He could learn a lot of secrets about us, even locked up in that room all day,” Nick agreed, nodding. “It could be anything. A note on the fridge, someone leaving a voice mail that we listen to on speaker.” 
 
    “He could track when and how we navigate about the shop, getting our move patterns to better understand how we fight and defend ourselves.” 
 
    “Also—”  
 
    “Okay, okay, I got it!” Jo interrupted. She saw Nick pout a bit before promptly ignoring him. “So, what are our options?” 
 
    Tom looked slowly from Jo to Nick. Nick shook his head in silent warning. With a smile Tom looked back to her. “Well, we could always toss him back out on the street,” he answered cheerily. 
 
    “I’ll keep that in mind,” Jo replied, face deadpan in mock seriousness.  “Anything else?” 
 
    Tom sighed. “Not really. If you insist on keeping him until he’s strong enough to go limping back to Lucas, then I know Nick will back you.” He shrugged. “I’m out-voted before it even began.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “You got me there.” 
 
    “So he stays,” Jo confirmed, breathing a sigh of relief. “We’ll just have to be careful.” 
 
    “Seems so,” Tom said. “And you?” 
 
    It was Jo’s turn to shrug. She hadn’t really thought about what she would do after quitting her job. As she spent more time back in Rawlins, she was made all but certain that the rest of her days would be spent with Nick.  
 
    “Can you liaise from here?” Nick asked, mistaking the reason for her silence. 
 
    Jo shook her head. “No, no, I quit Liberty Art, so that’s not—” 
 
    “Really?” Nick asked, eyebrows rose in wonder. “You didn’t tell me.” 
 
    “There’s been a lot going on,” she retired with a smirk.  
 
    “Well, how’d it happen? What changed your mind?” Nick asked excitedly. 
 
    Jo averted her gaze a bit, feeling slightly embarrassed. “I thought of you.” She smiled warmly at him as he sat back in stunned silence.  
 
    “I see,” he muttered to himself. She watched as he worked over some things in his head before steeling his resolve. “So, since you’re finally free… how would you feel about maybe living here?” 
 
    Jo’s smile grew. “With you?” 
 
    He grinned in return. “Of course with me!” 
 
    “Mostly because we’re out of beds at the shop with, tall, large, and broken taking up my old pad,” Tom quipped. 
 
    Nick shot him a look. “Or maybe because I love my mate?” 
 
    Tom shrugged with a smile of his own. “Maybe that, too.” 
 
    “I’d love to,” Jo finally answered, surprised when tears sprang to her eyes. 
 
    Nick leaned in and laid a soft kiss on her lips. “I’m glad to hear it.” 
 
    “Hey,” Tom perked. “Actually, if you’re hurting for a job now, we’ve been talking about getting someone to organize our mess for eons, it feels like. Haven’t we Nick?” 
 
    Jo’s nose scrunched up. “You mean like a maid?” 
 
    Nick chuckled. “No, he means like a secretary. Not really something currently on your resume, but I’m sure you could handle it.” 
 
    Jo grinned. “I’ll take it,” she agreed, voice tinged with relief. She liked the thought of having pocket change and a bit of independence in her life, despite loving her newfound mated life. 
 
    “You sure?” Nick asked, eyes looking down with love, hope, and happiness.  
 
    She turned that grin up to him, full-force, and loved how sparkles danced in his eyes. “I’ve never been surer about anything than I am about my new life here with you right now.” 
 
    Ignoring Tom’s groan, she pulled Nick down into a long, loving kiss, happier than she’d ever been before. 
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Prologue 
 
    A fierce roar and rusting forestry signaled the return of the fearsome pack leader. There was pain and agony evident in the call; the challenge had not gone the way he’d planned.  
 
    The leader and his minions thundered out of the tree line to where bears sat waiting for their return. There were many; newcomers left behind because they were thought to be a detriment, a burden. But with a leader as terrifying and ruthless as Lucas, most were just happy he hardly saw them at all.  
 
    They stood and watched Lucas arrive. As he slowed to a halt, heads lowered, not daring to look their angry leader in the eye.  Whispers of “What happened?” and “Status report!” filled the air in grunts and growls before Lucas promptly silenced them. 
 
    “Bested by trash!” he snarled.   
 
    When he didn’t continue, the bear named Flood reluctantly said, “The human girl was with them.” His eyes swept over the pack, meeting the eyes of every bear present. “She killed Dan.” 
 
    Shocked noises and roars filled the night sky as the news set in. Dan, the second in command, killed by a human? How? 
 
    “We wanted the alphas for our pack! But after this… not anymore,” Lucas sneered. “Change! We have much to plan for.” 
 
    The snaps of bone and grunts of pain began almost immediately as the Northern Wind pack morphed to human almost in unison. Many couldn’t remember when they were last in human form; the sting of the cold biting against their skin as they became re-accustomed to the sensations of being human once more. They shivered unendingly in the breeze, passing out blankets as they waited warily for the next order. 
 
    The leader didn’t seem fazed. He paced angrily within the field, impatient and bothered. He was thinking, his eyes washing a glare colder than the night winds over his pack as idea after idea was visibly discarded. Suddenly he halted in his path, a frigid glare flashing in the moonlight as it froze one scared bear in place.  
 
    He stalked slowly forward, like a predator that’d locked onto his prey. He closed the distance by snaking his hand out, snagging the blanket wrapped tightly around the transformed bear’s shivering body. “You,” he hissed. “What’s your name?” 
 
    “S-Savannah…” the bear whispered, almost too quiet to hear. Lucas tugged hungrily on the blanket, but despite her fear, she wouldn’t let it budge.  
 
    He gave it one last hard tug, and when she held fast to the fabric, he grinned. “You’ll do nicely.” She didn’t dare speak, eyes averted as she waited patiently for Lucas to finish his thought.  
 
    He dropped his hand, turning away. “You’ll go there.” 
 
    “Go… there?” Savannah dared to repeat. 
 
    “To the alpha territory, you imbecile!” Lucas snapped. “You’ll go there, make friends, and be unassuming. Do whatever you can to make them accept you as their own.” His lips curled into a sickening grin. “And when they least expect it… we’ll be there.” 
 
    Savannah shivered, but not from the cold.  
 
    Lucas speared her with a glare. “Don’t tell me this is something you’re incapable of doing?” 
 
    She was already shaking her head. “No, no, of course I’ll do it!” she assured franticly.  
 
    “Good,” he growled, as he reached down behind a fallen tree and pulled out a long chain. Something on the end glinted silver in the moonlight, a key. He walked back to her, slowly and deliberately.  
 
    As he slipped the cold chain over her head, his hand trailed down her cheek and across her collarbone in a sickening caress. “If you fail me…” he whispered, breath hot on her cheek as he leaned even closer to her ear. “I’ll deal with you personally.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    Tom walked into the office to a nervous Jo and a rather amused looking Nick. He knew that he and Jo hadn’t exactly gotten off on the best foot, and that was kinda his fault, but he was working to mend those bridges, and it seemed to be going well… until now at least. He could hear Jo’s heart hammering in her chest and her breath coming quickly as she focused not to avert her gaze. It wasn’t quite fear, but she was definitely nervous. 
 
    “Hey guys,” he greeted with a bit of confusion. “What’s up?” 
 
    Nick grinned down at Jo. “It’s going to be fine,” he murmured, laying a light kiss on her temple. He looked up at Tom. “She has something she wants to tell you.” 
 
    “Yeah, I kinda figured that. Jo?” Tom prompted, giving her an inquisitive leer, which only seemed to make her fret more. 
 
    “Oh, she replied glancing desperately up at Nick. “It’s just about the cabin.” 
 
    Tom frowned. “Okay? What about it?” 
 
    Jo lifted her hands in defense. “I might have moved some things in.” 
 
    Tom looked from Jo to Nick, his confusion only growing. “O… okay? Is that it?” He could see Nick holding back a bark of laughter. “What, did you think I’d been mad or something?” She averted her gaze even more, remaining quiet. “Oh come on, Jo. I thought we’d moved passed this. You both agreed you’d be moving into the cabin weeks ago.” 
 
    “She was just worried that saying it and actually doing it would be totally different for you,” Nick replied, pulling an embarrassed Jo to him. “I told her you were cool with it then, and you’re cool with it now, but—” 
 
    “I just don’t want you to feel… bothered by me anymore,” Jo interrupted, finally finding the courage to speak for herself. “I don’t want you to think I’m… I don’t know, taking your brother away from you or something. I know you two have had only each other for a long time.” 
 
    Tom thought about it. Did he feel like Nick finding his mate and moving on without him was a bad thing? Not really. He’d learned from a very young age how important finding one’s mate was, and though he was initially apprehensive about the two of them being together, he saw how happy Nick was with Jo by his side. That’s all that mattered.  
 
    “Go right ahead Jo. We might be brothers but it’s a bear’s purpose in life to find a mate to make life worth living, you know? It’s not my place to impose on that.” He shrugged. “I still have the live-in here at the shop. And hey, if I ever get bored, there’s always Dan to talk to in the back.” 
 
    “How is he, by the way,” Nick asked, mildly concerned.  
 
    “Fine, I guess,” Tom replied with a wave of his hand. “Healing slower than we’d originally expected, but fine.” 
 
    Jo squirmed, and Tom could smell her telltale guilt from the damage she’d caused. “Tell him I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Eh, he doesn’t deserve an apology,” Tom muttered. “Besides, I think he’s just happy to be alive, you know?” 
 
    “Still,” Jo asserted. “I’d like for him to know I didn’t mean for him to suffer. I was just protecting Nick.” 
 
    “He knows that,” Tom said, rubbing the back of his neck. “He might not like it, but he understands why what happened, happened.” Jo opened her mouth to protest further, but Tom continued, “Fine, fine, if you really insist, I’ll apologize to him, but I’m telling you, he doesn’t really care either way. I think he just wants to hurry up and get out of here, if we’re being honest.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “That makes sense. We did run him over with a car,” he quipped. 
 
    “You mean I ran him over,” Jo corrected.  
 
    “We’re a pack. What one of us does, we all take responsibility for, love.” They exchanged a look that Tom didn’t quite understand and it made him feel left out. 
 
    “Alright so, it’s settled,” Tom spoke up. “You two are moving into the cabin, I’ll have this place to myself once the Northern Wind brute is out on his own, and then everything can return to some semblance of normalcy.” 
 
    “Well…” Jo muttered.  
 
    “Well?” Tom mimicked, eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Well what?” 
 
    “Well, there’s a bit more news," she said apologetically.  
 
    Tom looked to Nick who shrugged his shoulders. “News to me too, apparently.” 
 
    “Well, you know how you both agreed that I could work here as a secretary and maybe get the books in order?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the brothers said in unison. 
 
    “Well, that’s what I’ve been doing, and it turns out I may have bit off more than I can chew.” She grimaced. “The organization of the business seems easy enough, I can do that no problem, but I only know enough about numbers to know that we’ll more than likely need an accountant. It’s not really my thing.” 
 
    Tom rolled his eyes with a groan. “Seriously?”  
 
    “Yeah,” Jo sighed. “I know how you are about… outside people, so I’ve been a bit worried about bringing it up.” She steeled her gaze. “I would say anything else if I could, but I can’t. It has to be done. You’re due on your tax returns soon.” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Tom succumbed. “Part time, days only. And you have to put out the advert.” 
 
    Jo smiled, and Tom could feel how relieved she was that he hadn’t put up much argument. Did she really think him that big a hassle? “Fine by me!” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m gonna go check on our patient before you find any more bad news to throw my way.” He paused at the door, turning back to Nick. “You think we should put out a message or something that Dan’s alive?” 
 
    Nick frowned immediately. “I don’t. You saw how Lucas reacted when we told him Dan might survive.” Tom nodded, recalling how Lucas called Dan trash and how he has no use for him. “I don’t think throwing an injured bear back into that environment would be the smartest idea.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Maybe, but he’s not one of ours. We shouldn’t make him our problem.” 
 
    “What if he was?” Nick asked, feigning nonchalance. “What if we made him one of ours? One of us?” 
 
    The implication hit Tom all at once. “You can’t be seriously considering what I think you’re considering, Nick,” he said, mouth agape.  
 
    It was Nick’s turn to shrug. “I am.” 
 
    “Wait… what am I missing?” Jo asked, confused. 
 
    “Nick wants to recruit Dan. Ask him to join our pack,” Tom answered.  
 
    Predictably, Jo’s eyes lit up. “Really?” she asked, looking up at Nick hopefully. “You think he’ll say yes? 
 
    “Maybe?” he replied to his mate. “There’s a big chance he’ll say no, but what’s the harm in asking?” He looked to Tom, mild apprehension in his eyes. “Come on, you heard Lucas. He’s already denounced him, Tom. If we throw Dan out there, he’ll have nothing. No one. What’s the big deal in maybe offering him a home here with us?” 
 
    “Oh, gee, I don’t know, his loyalty to an enemy pack, maybe?” Tom shot back, angrily. “This is nonsense, Nick! Dan’s not an idiot; you don’t think he’ll jump at the opportunity to get back in his pack leader’s good graces by offering him some hot intel on the alpha pack the moment we decide to lower our guard?” 
 
    Nick’s brow furrowed. “That’s not really fair to him, Tom. He’s offered no form of resistance since waking up here weeks ago. We owe him at least a small benefit of the doubt.” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “Becoming mated has warped your logic, Nick.” He shot a look at Jo, her expression hurt. “No offense. I just think if you really had your human mate’s safety in mind, you’d think twice before making such outlandish plans.” 
 
    Nick squared his shoulders at the mention of his mate. “I stand by my decision, Tom. And so does my bear. Neither of us think having Dan around Jo is a bad decision.” 
 
    “Then you’re both fools!” Tom shouted. “It’s bad that Lucas thinks we killed his second in command, but how do you think he’ll react when he finds out what actually happened?” 
 
    “We can deal with the Northern Wind,” Nick replied. “We’ve proven that time and time again. Plus, without Dan, Lucas is down one of his strongest bears. He wouldn’t dare try anything rash right now.” 
 
    “But he always comes back with more problems for us, Nick,” Tom retorted. “This will surely guarantee backlash of the highest degree. Am I the only one here who just wants to be left alone?” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that Lucas won’t rest until we’re dead or he gets close enough to scare us away. It’s our job to make sure we remain strong enough so that neither of those things happens. Dan could help us with that!” 
 
    “What makes you so sure he’ll even say yes?” 
 
    “I’m not!” Nick barked, nostrils flaring. “There’s no guarantee that any of this will even happen, so there’s no point in arguing over it now.” Tom could see him visibly calming himself, probably for Jo’s sake. She hadn’t been around long enough to be accustomed to their bickering, and even Tom noticed the alarm on her face. 
 
    He nodded. “You’re right. There is no point. For now I’m just going to work on getting his leg back in working order and getting him out of here. Whatever you decide to do after that is on you.” Without another word, Tom undid the locks on the door guarding Dan from the world and slipped inside.  
 
    It was darker in the back room; thick curtains covered the small windows that looked out over the forest. “Afternoon, Sleeping Beauty,” Nick called, pulling back the drapery to let in a bit of natural sunlight. “I hope I didn’t wake you.” 
 
    He knew that Dan wasn’t asleep, he’d made him lunch only a short while ago. The food lay uneaten on the nearby table, as Dan sat on the couch with his eyes shielded from the brightness. A low growl rattled the injured bear’s chest as he glared in Tom’s direction.  
 
    Tom scoffed. “You know we’re trying to help you, right?” He walked to the cabinets where a container of large painkillers were locked inside. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, if I had it my way, you’d be gone, but the human pities you.” He held out the pills and a small cup of water to Dan. “So just sit back, relax, and enjoy the coddling. You can kill us after you’re better.” 
 
    Dan took the cup of water and pills without a word, downing them both. Reluctant though Tom was to have an enemy in his home, he couldn’t help but see a bit of truth in Nick’s words as he watched over Dan. Before their last battle, Dan was Lucas’s second, a strong bear. Though not an alpha, he’d certainly be an asset if he agreed to join them here.  
 
    But loyalties ran deep with packs, and Dan had been dealt a severe blow when Lucas left him to rot out in the forest. There was no doubt in his mind that Dan would do whatever it took to get back in with his pack, even if it meant throwing the people who’d nursed him back to health under the bus. With a human in their off-man pack, they were more vulnerable than ever. Tom couldn’t afford to be as blindingly trusting as his brother was.  
 
    At least, that’s what he told himself as he held back a grin at the grimace that Dan bit back when the disgusting aftertaste of the painkillers hit his tongue. “Yeah, they’re pretty gross, which is why it’s recommended that you take them with food,” he said, nodding to the cooling lunch on the table.  
 
    “I thought I’d do a bit of blue steak later,” Tom continued, casually. “As a fellow bear, I’m sure you’d love a bite or two, but I’m not going to cook a perfectly good ribeye just for you to waste. If you want one, you’re going to have to tell me.” He watched with slight amusement as Dan fought to keep his silence, the injured bear’s eyes flashing with anger. Tom knew Dan would probably want to settle this with a swipe of claws and a flash of fang, but he was still much too weak to change. 
 
    Finally, hunger won out. “Yes, I want some,” Dan bit out, his voice low. 
 
    “Thought you might.” Tom replied, gathering the cold lunch as he walked to the door. “I’ll be back in a bit. Feel free to shout if you need anything.” Slamming the door behind him, Tom made sure to lock it tightly. 
 
    As interesting as it might be to entertain the thought that Dan would want to join them, there was no telling how they could even begin to put that plan in motion. Dan still appeared to hate everything they stood for, and with good reason. Their safest bet was to nurse him to well enough health and get him out of their hair for good.  
 
    Tom couldn’t wait for that day. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Human skin is so weird, Savannah thought to herself. It meant showering in bathrooms, sleeping in real beds and cooking food on a stove, things Savannah hadn’t done for herself in a really long time.  
 
    Lucas had helped her out by way of a singular key. It belonged to a house in the heart of the alpha territory. The house was filthy, abandoned, and in a state of disrepair, but she wouldn’t dare complain. She was just surprised that her leader would aid her at all.  
 
    A house, broken though it was, helped her become a little more human. It had a shower, a bed, a stove, and even a few extra things like a closet for her clothes and a mirror to remain presentable to the public eye. Though her muscles complained as she walked and she had to remind herself to do things like comb her hair and brush her teeth, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief. This was the most free she’d felt in a long time.  
 
    “But I’m not free,” she reminded herself as she threw open the creaky windows. She had a mission, and though she couldn’t see him, she knew that Lucas would be watching over her as she wandered the streets of Woodhaven. If she slipped up, he’d be there to rain down fire and brimstone on her. She shuddered at the thought. 
 
    The problem was coming up with a way to interact with them. She knew they lived on the edge of town and worked as mechanics, but she had no car and no knowledge of car repair. Being a bear was her only selling point, but coming off of the back of an attack by the Northern Wind, they probably weren’t too keen on meeting more of their kind for a while.  
 
    With a sigh, Savannah grabbed her coat. Maybe a walk would clear her mind, or perhaps asking a few of the locals about the brothers could open up a few possibilities on how to get on their good side. “Plus, I need more food for cooking,” she reminded herself with a groan. Cooking was so much more difficult than hunting.  
 
    She decided to head straight for the grocery store. She’d already memorized the path and the people that worked there knew her face from her past few trips. They’d be the easiest to converse with. Plus, she was really low on food. It wasn’t far, only a few blocks off, and the fresh air did wonders for her mind as she strolled along. The stuffy old house that Lucas had lent her reminded her too much of his control over her, and it was tough to think past her fear.  
 
    As she rounded the corner to the store, a sign in the window immediately caught her eye. Before she could even comprehend the words, her heart began to speed. “Financial assistant wanted,” she read aloud. “Part time. Apply to Jo at Brewer Mechanics.” Jo… the human girl. Brewer Mechanics… the shop the alphas owned. She gasped as realization hit her. This was it. Her golden opportunity.   
 
    Though she didn’t have all the right credentials for the job, she’d always been decent with numbers and she’d had a bit of experience in running a business, in a life before this one. She didn’t have any reason not to try. She had no doubt an opportunity like this would not present itself to her again. She had to take it. 
 
    Steeling her gaze, she took off in the direction of the mechanic shop. It didn’t take long to walk there; she’d walked quickly enough that her breath was panting out in puffs of white vapor as she closed in on the shop’s office door. She tried to convince herself it was solely from exertion, but even she could feel the nerves coursing through her veins as she reached out to open the door. “They don’t know you’re from the pack,” she reassured herself, eyes darting about to make sure she hadn’t been spotted. “Just calm down and act natural.” She fixed a smile on her face and promptly threw open the door. 
 
    “Hello!” called a cheerful looking woman, her reddish-brown hair bounced happily as she rounded the counter to greet her. “Welcome to Brewer Mechanics. Can I help you?” 
 
    Savannah froze at the entrance. “I-I saw an advert?” 
 
    “Oh! That was quick!” the woman replied. “I only put it up this morning.” 
 
    A wave of relief washed over Savannah. “So no one’s gotten it yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” she laughed, holding her hand out to shake. “Things move pretty slowly in this town, I’m afraid. I’m guessing you’re not from here?” 
 
    “No,” Savannah replied, accepting her handshake and scrambling to come up with a quick cover story. “I’ve been a wanderer for a while now. I thought I might try settling down and this seemed like as good a place as any to try.” 
 
    The woman gave Savannah an understanding smile. “I just moved here, too, so we have that in common,” she replied. “I’m Jo Barrowman, it’s nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Savannah Danvers.” 
 
    “Okay, Miss Danvers! Let’s get right to it, shall we?” Jo announced, as she led Savannah to an office chair and prompted her to sit. Jo sat across from her, giving her an open and kind smile. “So, what’s your experience as a financial assistant?” 
 
    Savannah tried not to panic and told Jo as much of the truth as she could. She spoke of growing up in a pretty big town where she’d helped her dad run his small business for a few years before he sold it to a huge corporation so he could retire. Her heart grew heavy as she mentioned his passing only a few years later, and how it prompted her to become a traveler, looking for some place to start over.  
 
    Jo gave sympathetic nods throughout the tale, never once hinting that she might be suspicious. “And why did you choose to apply here today, Miss Danvers?” 
 
    Savannah shrugged. “I’m running low on cash, and I saw your advert in the grocery window. I thought you might be able to use my expertise and I might be able to make enough to pay my rent next month.” Her heart raced a bit with the lie, but she knew Jo was human, so she felt safe not being totally honest.  
 
    “I’m glad you did,” Jo smiled, warmly. “I know what it’s like, leaving everything behind and starting over, so your story resonates with me.” She stood. “I’ll have to speak to the others, but I’d say the job is yours!” 
 
    Savannah couldn’t help but smile at the news. “Are you sure? I know I’m not the most qualified and you just put the advert up today! You might get someone else…” she mentally kicked herself. Why was she trying to talk the human out of this? Was she mad? 
 
    Jo shook her head. “Call it a woman’s intuition. I have a good feeling about you.” Before Savannah could protest further, Jo began to explain all she could about the shop and what Savannah’s duties would be. As she spoke animatedly about the mechanics, Savannah felt a twinge of shock. This was Jo, alpha bear Nick Brewer’s human charge, possibly even his mate, though that remained unconfirmed. She’d killed a member of the Northern Wind pack. Every clue told Savannah to hate her, but she just couldn’t.  
 
    “Do you have any questions?” Jo asked, cutting off Savannah’s internal monologue.  
 
    “Oh! No, not at all. You explained everything quite well,” Savanah replied, waving away her question. Jo smiled, turning away to pull out some recent paperwork. Savannah swallowed nervously, working hard to keep her façade intact. She’d have to fight against any desire she had to befriend the human girl. She wasn’t here to make friends. She had a mission, and she’d be a fool to go against Lucas’s orders.  
 
    Cool wind blew against Savannah’s back as the office doors swung open. She turned as a tall, dark-haired, well-muscled man walked inside, stopping almost immediately as he laid eyes on her. Their nostrils flared at the same time, and Savannah knew that they’d recognized each other as shifters almost in unison. She tried not to cower back as the alpha scent hit her senses. The look in his glare was icier than the wind outside, but she fought to stand her ground. Appearing afraid would only make her look guilty.  
 
    The man looked from Savannah’s terrified gaze to Jo. “Who’s this?” 
 
    Jo glanced up with a slight frown on her face. “This is Savannah Danvers. She applied for the job.” She turned to Savannah. “Miss Danvers, this is Tom Brewer, mechanic and part owner of Brewer Mechanics.” 
 
    “She applied for a job, eh?” Tom replied. He picked up a raggedy shop cloth from the nearby counter and wiped sweat from his brow. He looked like he’d been working only moments before, his thin shirt sticking to him with perspiration and little black smudges marring the tan of his skin.  
 
    Savannah swallowed softly, speaking to hide the fact that she’d been staring. “Yes, I uh, I saw the advert in town. At the grocery store. I needed food.” She clamped her mouth shut before she could babble further. She turned to Jo so that she could keep from staring at the muscles in his arms as they worked to wipe more sweat from his face, or the heat in his eyes as he perused her. The attraction she’d felt for him was immediate, riding the coattails of her fear. It was half as rational and twice as confusing. She needed to rid herself of it, immediately.  
 
    “I was thinking she’d be a pretty nice fit for our team,” Jo spoke, eyes on the papers in front of her. “She has expertise, and she needs the wor—” 
 
    “Can you go get Nick then?” Tom asked, voice tense but pleasant. “As owner, he deserves to have a say in the final decision, after all. I’ll stay here and chat with Miss Danvers.”  
 
    Jo frowned, her eyes narrowing suspiciously at Tom with unspoken words. Savannah watched them fight a small, silent battle before Jo gave in with a sigh.  
 
    “Fine,” she muttered. “But be nice.” 
 
    She walked out the door, muttering something about being back soon before the door closed Savannah inside alone with Tom Brewer, alpha bear shifter. The office suddenly felt a whole lot smaller.  
 
    Tom leaned one elbow on the counter, eyes boring into hers with a sharp apprehension that made her fight back another shiver. With as much courage as she could muster, she met his gaze and held it. She’d never best an alpha, but she could at least try to earn his respect by not showing fear.  
 
    A small glint of appreciation passed through his gaze before he spoke. “So, why would a rogue shifter choose to come to Woodhaven?” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Savannah tried to smile, but her mouth barely moved. “I’m just looking for a job.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tom replied, sarcasm dripping. “And you just so happened to come here, to the one place in the tri-state area where two other bear shifters are, huh?” 
 
    “As ridiculous as it sounds, yes.” 
 
    Tom pushed himself upward, standing tall and dwarfing Savannah easily. “I think you’d better start from the beginning.” 
 
    Savannah quickly ran through the same story she’d told Jo, keeping her voice and gaze steady so as not to seem guilty. Unlike the human, a bear shifter would be hard to fool if her heart sped. “I only came here because there was a job posted. Finding out that bear shifters were here was only a happy accident.” 
 
    Tom snorted. “Happy.” 
 
    Savannah turned up her nose, feigning confidence. “Yes, happy. You seem like the type that values his privacy, correct?” She saw a glint in his eyes that meant she had his attention. “I need a job, I have the qualifications, and I’m also a bear shifter. If you ask me, I’d be much better for the job than say, another human, don’t you think?” Her heart was hammering in her chest, betraying her false confidence, but she hoped her words had captured more of his interest than her bodily functions. “No secrets to keep from another non-shifter. We know each other’s biggest secret, so what’s the worst that can happen?” 
 
    They locked eyes in a heated gaze, Tom’s narrowing to slits as he watched her for signs of betrayal. “You honestly expect me to believe you.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    It almost physically hurt to look him in the eyes, but Savannah persevered. “Well, considering I’m telling the truth, yeah, kinda.” 
 
    “Does the name Northern Wind ring any bells for you?” 
 
    A shiver tingled at the back of her neck, but she remained still. “No. Should it?” 
 
    Tom leaned in a little, and Savannah watched as his nostrils flexed, taking in her scent. She knew he didn’t trust her in the slightest, but she needed him to have the slightest doubt in his own suspicions. Just enough to get her in the door. So she stood her ground. Finally, he stood back, and she fought to hold in her sigh of relief.  
 
    “I’ll have to discuss this with my brother.” 
 
    “Please,” Savannah replied. “Whatever helps. I really need this job.”  
 
    As he turned to leave, she called, “Oh, and about the human, I’d rather she not know about…” 
 
    Tom smiled grimly. “We know a thing or two about keeping secrets from humans. Yours is safe with me.” 
 
    Savannah silently cursed herself. Tom didn’t know she knew about Jo before arriving here. She knew Jo knew about shifters, but making him aware that she knew this information would mean she’d learned it from somewhere… like the Northern Wind pack. He hadn’t seemed to catch on to it…fortunately. She’d have to be more careful in the future. “Thank you,” was all she managed to say.  
 
    She sagged against the counter as he made his way to the door. Finally she’d have a moment of peace. He paused, the door slightly ajar. “Take a seat and help yourself to a cup of coffee.” Her eyes snapped up, but he’d turned away before she could get a good look at him. “I’ll be back soon.” With that, he departed.  
 
    Rather than dwelling on the alpha’s last minute act of kindness, she decided to take him up on his offer for coffee, pouring herself a steaming hot cup. As she took the first delicious sip, she noticed that she could see Tom and Jo outside conversing with who was obviously Nick, the alpha pack leader. They were standing far enough away where she couldn’t hear what was being said—probably deliberately.  
 
    Jo, the human, was speaking animatedly with Nick Brewer and Tom didn’t look happy, to say the least. Though Savannah had to admit, not happy looked good on him. His biceps bulged as he crossed his arms, a solemn scowl tilting his full lips downward to a squared jawline. Tom Brewer was nothing if not handsome, and Savannah was happy for the time to admire him without the inconvenience of prying eyes.  
 
    Wandering back to her seat, she kept her eyes on the trio outside. As they talked, Nick casually slipped an arm around Jo’s waist, and Savannah stifled a gasp. Did this mean the rumors were true? Was Nick Brewer mated to a human?  
 
    A feeling of disgust rose in Savannah’s throat, quickly followed by guilt. Jo had shown her nothing but kindness from the moment she walked through the door. What right did she have to show distaste at their relationship? It’s not right! Her bear shouted, though she chose to ignore it. Maybe it wasn’t right, but she looked on as waves of protectiveness practically rolled off Nick as he held her, and somehow it felt right, even if she couldn’t agree with it. Regardless, it was definitely something worth noting once she got back in touch with Lucas. He’d be pleased to hear she’d already uncovered something so important.  
 
    She found herself wondering if Tom was in any way like his brother. Did he prefer the touch of a delicate human the way Nick did, or would he care for something more… traditional? She shook the thought away. Thinking like that would only distract her. He was an attractive bear, for sure, but getting caught up in her emotions was just asking for trouble.  
 
    As she was watching, Tom gestured angrily towards the office. She felt heat creep up her neck and onto her cheeks. It was obvious he was talking about her, and none too kindly. What if he convinced them that she wouldn’t be such a great fit after all? What would Lucas do to her if he found out she’d failed? She shuddered at the thought, finally averting her gaze as she took another sip of her cooling coffee. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I don’t like it,” Tom declared. 
 
    “Well, I like her,” Jo replied. “I think she’d be a great addition to the team.” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “I trust Jo’s decision, of course.” He grinned down at her, slipping an arm around her waist and Tom watched as she hid her blush.  
 
    Tom groaned in frustration. “We know nothing about her,” he growled. “I mean, come on, a sob story about a dead dad and being a wanderer? How can we possibly trust that?” 
 
    “Believe it or not, not everyone in this world is trying to deceive you, Tom,” Jo retorted. 
 
    Tom gritted his teeth. “I just think we should give it a little more time. See who else shows up for an interview.” 
 
    “Is this because she’s a shifter?” Nick asked. 
 
    “She didn’t want Jo to know about that,” Tom said immediately.  
 
    “So?” Jo said, a hurt expression on her face. 
 
     “Humans aren’t even supposed to know that shifters exist. It’s not outside of the realm of possibility that she might feel uncomfortable with you knowing about her, even on the off chance that you knew about us.” Tom shrugged. “I felt she had a right to that privacy.” 
 
    Jo narrowed her eyes, slightly, her gaze inquisitive. “You like her.” 
 
    Tom blew out an exasperated breath. “Don’t be ridiculous, Jo. I don’t even know her.” He neglected to mention that he did have a bit of an attraction to her. She was certainly attractive, with a confidence in her honey-brown eyes that he couldn’t help but appreciate. He’d hardly call it something as strong as liking her, though. 
 
    Nick chuckled. “So then what’s the big deal? We give her a job—that’s it, period. It’s only for a few hours a day. If we’re doing our jobs, we’ll hardly ever even cross paths.” 
 
    Tom growled. “I don’t trust her.” 
 
    “You don’t trust anybody,” Jo pointed out. 
 
    “It was different with you, Jo!” 
 
    “And I don’t doubt that,” Jo replied, “But Nick’s right. It’s only for a few hours a day, and I’ll be with her the whole time. What’s the worst that could happen?” 
 
    “She could tear your throat out?” Tom retorted, incredulously. 
 
    “I doubt she’d do that and risk facing the wrath of two angry alpha bears,” Jo assured confidently.  
 
    Tom ran a rough hand through his hair, ruffling it so it stood on end in all directions. He couldn’t answer. There was something about Savannah Danvers that made him wary, but Jo and Nick were right. She could be Lucas himself in disguise and would still be nothing they couldn’t handle as long as she were by herself. She’d never be working alone and they didn’t have to babysit her but for only a few hours a day. There really was nothing to worry about. Even he had to admit that. “Fine,” he growled. “I guess I better go tell her the good news.” 
 
    He stormed away without another word. Admitting he might be wrong had struck a chord within him, but more so than that, the accusation that he might feel something for the bear in the office had him reeling in confusion. Where did Jo get that idea? Was he exhibiting some of the emotions that she had when she’d first met Nick? Tom wasn’t sure. He gritted his teeth as he walked, promising himself that he’d shift later and take a long run through the woods. That usually got his frustrations out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Savannah watched with piqued interest as the conversation wrapped up outdoors. As she sat thoroughly engrossed in the body movements Tom used to properly express his anger, a slight sound caught her ear. Frowning, she turned from the window, listening hard and scenting the air for any signs of a disturbance. The sound came again, muffled, but abrupt. Was someone coughing? 
 
    Slowly, Savannah got to her feet, forgetting about Tom and Jo and the fate of her mission as it unfolded outside. Someone else was here, someone that she hadn’t been briefed on. The question was, who? 
 
    She allowed her ears to guide her, leading her to the back end of the office near a door with a couple of locks on it. She sniffed hard, her chest rattling in a silent growl.  
 
    The front door suddenly swung open, bouncing roughly against the hinges. Savannah shrank back as Tom strode in, his glare accusatory and cold. 
 
    “What were you doing?” he growled. 
 
    Savannah shrugged, quickly feigning nonchalance as she walked back to her seat. “Just browsing around the office. It got boring in here by myself.” 
 
    She only barely met his gaze, the sheer intimidation of his glare sent shivers of alarm down her spine. She could already feel the confirmation of her failure on his lips as he opened them to speak. She’d failed before she’d even started. 
 
    “You got the job,” Tom said, voice bleak. “Congratulations.” 
 
    Savannah gasped, hands moving to her lips in surprise. “Really? Oh, wow! Thank you so much!” She stepped forward holding out her hand for him to shake.  
 
    Clearing his throat, Tom took her hand briefly before stepping away. It didn’t stop the tingling sensation that Savannah had felt when their fingers touched, but it was fleeting enough that she could just barely ignore it.  
 
    “Can you start tomorrow?” he asked, gruffly. 
 
    Savannah gave him a relieved grin. Lucas would have no reason to punish her now. “I can start today, if you’d like! I’d love to look around a bit more.” Her eyes wandered inconspicuously to the locked door at the rear of the room. 
 
    The sound of Jo and Nick’s conversation moved closer to the entrance. “Uh, yeah, sure. I’ll let Jo and Nick congratulate you, and then I’ll show you around.” He rounded the counter. “Just let me check on a few things back here, then I’ll be back to get you settled.” 
 
    “Thank you so much,” Savannah repeated, gaze intent on him as he worked on the locks of the door. 
 
    Nick and Jo entered the office as Tom slipped into the back room. She watched as he walked out of sight, eyes trained on the spot where he’d just been standing. As the door closed firmly behind him, a sudden scent passed her nose.  
 
    Savannah shook her head, trying to sort out the different scents. There had been raw meat of some kind, maybe some blood, and definitely bear. Did they have another bear back there? Or was it just the lingering scent of the two alphas that already lived here? Was that sound she’d heard a cough? Was it coming from that room? She couldn’t tell.  
 
    Her bear growled impatiently; it was more curious than she was. It was almost familiar, that scent that wafted to her, but she couldn’t quite place it. It made her bear restless to find out more.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Jo asked, snapping Savannah out of her thought-process. 
 
    “Oh, I’m fine,” Savannah replied, giving herself a mental shake. She needed to keep her instincts under control or else Jo would learn for sure what she was. Regardless of what the human knew, Savannah wasn’t okay with the idea of humans knowing about her. The very thought of a human knowing shifters existed at all made her nervous. Humans were such unpredictable creatures when faced with the unknown… 
 
    “So Tom’s told you, then?” Jo continued. “The good news?” 
 
    Savannah nodded. “Yes he did, though I don’t think he’s too happy about it.” 
 
    Jo smiled. “Don’t take it personally. He’s not exactly the most forthcoming person at first, but he’ll warm up to you, you’ll see.” Savannah tried to smile despite the nerves knotting in her stomach.  
 
    “You’re okay to start work, then?” Jo said. 
 
    “I am. Tom actually volunteered to show me the ropes a bit when he returns.” 
 
    “Oh?” Nick said. Savannah watched him share an inquisitive look with Jo. 
 
    Savannah nodded, her stomach churning with anxiety. What did that look mean? They seemed so friendly and kind, but she was sure they also had their fair share of secrets. Lucas wouldn’t have assigned her to this place if he didn’t believe so. Whatever they were, she was certain it couldn’t be good. But until she found out, she had to remain cautious. She couldn’t let her guard down for anything or anyone. That’s what she told herself despite the rippling sensation that drove through her core and radiated outward to the tips of her fingers when Tom returned from the back room. 
 
    “Ready for the grand tour?” he asked, his voice curt. 
 
    Savannah only managed a nod afraid her voice would betray the feelings she hid. She followed after him, catching a quiet chuckle from Nick as he discussed something intently with Jo. If she didn’t know any better she’d assume they were talking about… her. She tried not to think about it.  
 
    Walking outside, she let her eyes linger on Tom’s figure. He was tall and strong, the defined musculature making it easy for her to imagine just what kind of bear he was. He was definitely awe-inducing, unlike any bear she’d ever seen before.  
 
    She stifled a shudder, mentally reminding herself that Lucas had send her there on a mission, a mission that would aid in amending Dan’s death. Guilt stabbed her heart; her pack brother was dead at this pack’s hand and she’d been too distracted by some muscles to keep her eye on the objective. Yet, even as she recalled her assignment, something still felt off. Why? 
 
    She didn’t know. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Tom ran the sink water on high in the upstairs bathroom, glad that the ruckus of faucet water could hide his frustrated groan. He mentally kicked himself for agreeing to have dinner with Jo; she’d had some odd fixation with him all day since Savannah had arrived, no doubt because of some misguided idea that he might feel some attraction for her. He should have known that Jo would try something sly, and that Nick would go right along with it, but he hadn’t thought that far ahead at the time. Now he was shut in the cabin with Savannah right downstairs while Jo and Nick ran off to get Chinese. 
 
    “Why even invite her to dinner?” Tom grumbled. “We only just met her.” 
 
    His bear growled, shifting uneasily inside, but it didn’t seem on edge. It almost felt… nervous? It was a new emotion that Tom didn’t agree with or like in the slightest. Escorting her around earlier in the day had been fine enough; he knew Jo and Nick were nearby, too close to slip up, but he wasn’t a fool. He recognized how attracted he was to her, how aware of her he was. From the moment Jo and Nick had gone, tension had begun to build within him when he was around Savannah, wound up by her very presence. He didn’t know what it meant. He only knew that he needed some space. The bathroom was his only refuge.  
 
    The distant sound of a car pulling up caught Tom’s attention, prompting him to bolt out of the bathroom and down the stairs in panic. He threw open the front door with a sigh of relief. 
 
    “Chinese,” Nick greeted, shoving a full plastic bag into Tom’s hands before walking inside. 
 
    Jo gave him a quick smile. “Did you and Savannah get along okay?” 
 
    Shaking his head in mild incredulity, Tom turned to walk inside. He didn’t have words for what had or hadn’t happened while they were gone, and even if he did, he wouldn’t want to entertain Jo’s weird human amusement anyway.  
 
    “Why don’t you have Savannah help you set out the food? I’m sure she’d be delighted to help,” Jo prompted. 
 
    Tom chewed the inside of his cheek, willing himself to remain silent. He wouldn’t ask anything of her, but there was no harm in simply letting her know dinner was here, right? Satisfied with the justification, he wandered easily to the book corner where he knew she’d sought refuge after they were left alone. She wasn’t reading; she wasn’t doing much of anything. As he rounded the corner, she stared up at him with big honey-brown eyes, and for a moment, he could sense a hint of fear and something like loneliness before she locked her emotions down. Before he could stop himself, he felt a bit of sympathy slip past his façade, empathy rising in his chest. Immediately, he forced it away. He didn’t need this. He didn’t know her; she didn’t deserve his compassion. Sure, he could tolerate her, and maybe even be cordial, but despite the affirmative rattles his bear was letting out, he’d offer her nothing more. She was an employee at best now, a complete stranger at worst. That was it.  
 
    With a carefully blank expression, he held up the bag in his hands. “Food’s here if you want to join us?” 
 
    Savannah gave him one nod, and he could tell she was corralling come weird emotions of her own. She opened her mouth slightly to speak, but nothing came out. 
 
    He shrugged, a tingling sensation manifesting itself on the back of his neck. The way she looked at him made it hard for him to think clearly. “I, um, hope you like Chinese takeout,” he continued. “It’s the best food in town, though it never really had much competition to begin with.” He tried to smile, but it was wobbly and fleeting. 
 
    He watched as she took a deep breath, letting it out slowly as she stood. He took a step back, beckoning her past with a light gesture and trying with all his might to let off an affable vibe. He didn’t want her to think he hated her—he didn’t. He just didn’t trust her.  
 
    She shuffled by, moving quickly as if she’d expected him to reach out and touch her. “Thanks,” she mumbled. A shiver rumbled softly through Tom’s body at the word, and his bear raised its head in curiosity. He fought to ignore it as they met back with Jo and Nick at the dining table. His bear let out a low, angry growl, restless and eager for more control. Tom stayed his ground, silently promising the bear a run through the woods later to try and relieve some of the stress. 
 
    The bear quieted, but Tom still found himself watching the bend of Savannah’s arm as she served herself some food, the curve of her slender waist as she leaned over the table. She looked tired and maybe even a bit upset. He wasn’t sure what was plaguing her, but even strictly as her boss, he should at least try to help, right? 
 
    “Why don’t you sit,” he murmured. “I’ll go grab the drinks.” He caught the mild surprise in her eyes and his bear growled contentedly. He shooed the emotion away, ignoring the look Jo was shooting at him as he walked into the kitchen. Whatever was going through Jo’s mind, it was false. 
 
    “Excuse me, I need to wash my hands,” he heard Savannah murmur to Jo as he reentered the dining area, watching too intently as she slipped nimbly up the stairs to the bathroom.  
 
    “You don’t mind escorting her to the store tomorrow, do you?” Jo asked, a smug look in her eyes telling him that his staring had been obvious.  
 
    “The store?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nick said. “Nothing big, just a few things for the office.” 
 
    He rounded on his brother. “Why can’t you take her?” 
 
    “Because I’m busy doing important boss things.” 
 
    “That’s a weak excuse,” Tom growled. Nick shrugged, a small smile playing on his lips. With a frustrated groan, Tom turned to Jo. “What about you?” 
 
    Jo shook her head. “No can do. Have you seen that office? I have a lot of work to do, myself.” 
 
    Tom tensed, knowing she wasn’t being entirely truthful. A rattle rumbled in his chest. 
 
    “Don’t you start that growling with me,” Jo tutted. “Gathering supplies was your thing before I came along wasn’t it? You know what to do and where to go—you’re obviously the person most equipped to train her and get her settled. So just do it. The sooner she’s set, the sooner you’re done.” 
 
    Tom frowned. “It’s not exactly hard, Jo. There’s one store in town. One. It’s kind of hard to miss. I’m sure she’s at least seen it a few times.” 
 
    Nick clapped him on the shoulder. “Oh, come on, Tom. Surely this isn’t too difficult a task for you?” His brother grinned, but Tom could hardly stop his scowl from deepening. “At least pretend to be nice like you normally do and stop complaining.” Before Tom could protest further, Savannah descended the stairs.  
 
    Jo clapped her hands together. “Time to eat!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Savannah couldn’t help but feel a bit of surprise at how mildly the evening had gone. Tom had largely avoided any form of communication with her, which was fine with her. Things had been tense between them since Jo had escorted them to the cabin, and she’d been worried about things getting worse. Jo and Nick filled the empty space between her and Tom easily enough, making idle chat easily with her as they explained life in Woodhaven. Occasionally she’d feel a tingling of nerves deep within and she could tell Tom was looking her way, but otherwise she was able to keep up conversation easily enough without raising any eyebrows.  
 
    “I know it’s getting late, but I’m making some coffee if you want a mug?” Jo asked. 
 
    Savannah stood. “Oh no, you treated me to dinner. Let me get coffee for everyone.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Savannah nodded, the urge to help rising. Her words had been sincere; their kindness went to lengths she had never expected. The least she could do was grab a couple mugs of coffee as thanks. Plus, a small gesture like this went a long way to gaining their trust. 
 
    “Thank you,” Jo smiled, throwing a glance at Tom. “Tom could you show her how everything works?” 
 
    “Oh, no thank you,” Savannah reassured quickly. “Surely, I know how to work a simple coffee maker.” 
 
    “I don’t know, ours can be pretty tricky,” Nick rebutted. “Plus, as thanks for dinner, my brother is on dish duty anyway. I’m sure he was headed in that direction any moment now.” 
 
    She saw Tom’s eyes flash, but in nothing more than sibling anger. She was surprised to not see any challenge between the two brothers. It was as if they treated each other as equals, something she’d never expected to see from a leader, let alone two leader-destined alpha shifters. More shocking than that, even Jo seemed equal to them. A human! She threw out suggestions and they were considered fairly. This odd pack was different, to be sure, and Savannah found herself envious of the rapport they shared. Why couldn’t she have something like this with the Northern Wind? 
 
    “Oh behave,” Jo chided lightly with a smile. 
 
    “Dishes?” Tom growled. “On top of everything else, dishes, too?” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “Consider it recompense for giving Savannah a hard time all day.” 
 
    Tom opened his mouth to retort, but he caught Savannah’s gaze and fell quiet. “Fine,” he conceded grumpily, stalking toward the kitchen and beckoning impatiently for her to follow.  
 
    She was tense and awkward as he pointed out the various nobs and dials on the coffee maker. Nick was right, it was quite advanced. She reached for a dial as Tom pressed a button to start the percolating, their fingers brushing in brief contact as he pulled away. Sparks suddenly sizzled down Savannah’s arm, her senses snapping to high alert as she snatched her hand backward. Their eyes met, locking in a panicked embrace, and Savannah wasn’t sure she was calm enough to hide the flurry of emotions that were stampeding about within her.  
 
    After what seemed like an hour, Tom let out a small, taut breath. “I’ll take a coffee too, if you don’t mind.” His voice was soft and careful, unlike anything she’d expected from him.  
 
    She could only nod, merely picking up another mug by way of response. He turned abruptly and began busying himself with the dirty dishware before things got too awkward. She noticed she was holding her breath, waiting for Tom to run the faucet water on high before letting the air out in a hoarse, mortified sigh. 
 
    Savannah knew he didn’t trust her, but what they’d just exchanged wasn’t distrust. It was something deep and intimate… and completely terrifying.  
 
    What exactly was it? Could she use it to manipulate his trust?  
 
    I think so, she thought as she poured coffee into the mugs, but as the fragrant scent of caffeine wafted around her, she found herself wondering if she even wanted to. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Tom thought he’d find peace back at the mechanic shop, but Savannah’s scent seemed to mark every wall and table, evidence of her earlier visit lingering behind. He knew it was something he’d have to get used to, but in that moment, his bear was nervous and impatient, the smell of her only making his unease worse. He needed that run. Now. 
 
    “Wait, there’s something I need to do,” he muttered aloud. A responsibility at the shop. He and Nick hadn’t scheduled to work on any cars tonight though, so…. Dan. Dan needed his meds, and probably some fresh bandaging, too. He contemplated making Dan wait just a short while, just long enough for a lap or two around the shop… 
 
    He cursed inwardly. He couldn’t do that. Even if he didn’t think it his responsibility to play nurse at first, he’d taken on the role now. He had to stand by it. With a groan, he removed the locks with more force than necessary, throwing open the door without bothering to close it behind him. If Dan wanted to try and make a break for it, Tom would let him.  
 
    Dan was asleep on the sofa, injured leg propped up as he snored. The plate that had once held his dinner was spotless, a clean fork and knife lying neatly on top. Right beside it lay a crudely written note.  
 
    “Thanks for dinner. Washed my own dishes. Took meds. Bandages are clean. Don’t wake me up.” 
 
    Despite his earlier mood, Tom couldn’t help but crack a small smile at the note. All outer frustrations aside, after weeks being a forced live-in patient to his would-be killers, Dan did finally seem to be thawing a bit around Tom. They were far from friends—Dan still barely even talked—but it seemed like he finally realized they had no ulterior motive. They were just trying to help him heal. 
 
    His healing started slow, his distrust of Tom and Nick causing him to rebel and fret, reopening wounds and even slamming his busted leg on the table. Once he finally started eating regularly and resting, his healing began to accelerate to a speed more appropriate for a shifter of his size. He’d gotten up and cleaned his own dishes—his leg could hold weight just fine now. It wouldn’t be long before he was completely healed and sent off to do his own thing—though he had to admit, the more time he spent with Dan, the more Nick’s original idea of asking him to join the pack didn’t sound so bad. 
 
    “How would we explain you to Savannah?” Tom whispered. And at the very mention of her name, all of his emotions came surging to the forefront. 
 
    He was dangerously attracted to her. He couldn’t forget the way her honey-brown eyes glittered in the light or the way her dark hair flowed in perfect rhythm with her movements, like everything on her was dancing. It amazed him how she could be the haunted lonely traveler that’s too timid to function one second, and the emboldened confident loner that had enough resolve to stare down an alpha on his own turf. She kept him guessing, kept him wondering until—with only an electric touch of her fingertips—he could hardly think at all. She was beautiful and mysterious and she drove his bear wild. She drove him wild… 
 
    And he couldn’t trust any of it. 
 
    He was barely out the shop door before his bear ripped from his skin. He emerged, bestial and breathless, tatters of destroyed clothing clinging to his thick coat. He didn’t rest long before tearing off into the woods. 
 
    He couldn’t even remember if he locked Dan’s door behind him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom was a mass of emotions as he hurled himself through the forestry, his whole body rippling with anger and his mind was clouded with confusion as it fought with distrust and… contentment. Savannah hadn’t even been in their lives a full twenty-four hours and Jo was already trying to play matchmaker. It didn’t matter that he’d decided to acknowledge his irrational attraction, a rogue bear in their territory so soon after an enemy pack had attacked them… it all seemed wrong. He wouldn’t let bear instincts cloud the logic of it. There was more to her, he just needed to find out what, but he couldn’t with Jo and Nick pushing him to accept feelings he never even asked for!  
 
    As if on cue, a scent wafted past Tom’s snout, alluring and stopping all previous thought. He stopped short, skidding on his front paws as he stopped to deeply breathe in the night air. 
 
    Savannah. 
 
    What was she doing out here in the middle of the night? Another one of Jo’s shenanigans had him driving Savannah to her house in the middle of town, which was miles off from where he was now. Was she just out for a stroll to clear her mind, like he was? Or… 
 
    Was she meeting someone? 
 
    Tom was immediately on high alert, taking one cautious step forward as he sampled the air once more. There was water nearby, deep in the heart of the woods. Savannah’s scent surrounded him—it was nearly intoxicating. He shook his head, trying to clear his mind. He needed to concentrate. Taking another long whiff of the air, he couldn’t find any other bear scents. She appeared to be alone.  
 
    A slight splash caught his ear, and he leaned forward to get a better look. Savannah was clearly enjoying the water. He shrank back further into the tree line in slight guilt. She hadn’t run off to have a secret rendezvous with the enemy… 
 
    She’d gone swimming. 
 
    “Are you going to come in?” 
 
    Tom’s eyes flared in surprise and he wondered if he should move from his cover in the foliage. Realizing it was too late, he stepped out into the clearing with as much dignity as he could muster after being caught peeping red pawed.  
 
    “The water’s lovely,” Savannah persuaded, wading leisurely in the water. Tom couldn’t help but admire from the grassy bank. Her bear form was every bit as magnificent as her human skin 
 
    He sat slowly on the cool bank, letting the water wash up gently and dampen his paws. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Savannah swam easily over to him, her powerful paws slicing through the water. “What brings you all the way out here this time of night?” 
 
    Tom’s ear twitched. “I could ask you the same question.” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” 
 
    He didn’t respond. 
 
    “You don’t trust me.” It wasn’t a question. 
 
    “No, I don’t.” 
 
    Savannah pulled herself from the lake, rigorously shaking the water from her fur. She stared Tom down a moment longer than he’d expected her to, once again making him appreciate just how bold she could be when she didn’t let self-doubt get in her way. She had the potential to be so powerful… 
 
    “I know you didn’t follow me,” she finally said. “You may not trust me, but that’s not why you’re here or how you found me.” 
 
    Tom turned his head up toward the moonlight as it shone through the trees, letting out a long, weary breath. “I needed to run.” 
 
    “I needed to swim.” 
 
    Tossing his head with a huff Tom turned to walk away. “I can see that.” 
 
    As he walked away, Tom fought with his bear and everything within himself to keep moving forward. He wanted nothing more than to stay behind with Savannah, to launch himself into the lake and splash and play and just be with her. He wanted to watch her warm brown eyes sparkle in the moonlight as she took another dive, soaking him with gallows of water… 
 
    As if on cue, a splash sounded behind him. His paws nearly stopped moving, but with immense effort, he continued to depart. 
 
    Before he could stop himself, he called back, “You’re not exactly graceful.” 
 
    He heard a confident huffing sound behind him as she breached the water before he convinced himself to pick up speed, tearing off away from the lake. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Savannah had a lost expression in her eye as she walked into the mechanic shop the next morning. She’d hardly slept at all the night before, unable to get the strong rippling muscles of Tom’s alpha bear out of her mind long enough to find slumber. Thoughts of what it would be like to have those strong muscles curl around her in an embrace or protect her from harm crawled unbidden into her mind, and she could feel the heat warming her cheeks.  
 
    She was early, incredibly so. Awake, in bed, alone, and unable to get Tom Brewer the alpha bear out of her mind set her up for trouble she’d rather not think about, so she’d decided to rise for the day.  
 
    As she scrubbed her eyes in an attempt to appear fully functional for her first day at her new job, she wondered if the emotions and sensations she was having because of Tom were something worth worrying about. She’d been around dominant bears like Lucas before, but alphas were in a league of their own. Lucas tried to emulate one through by demonstrating strength and power, but there was something about being an alpha that he’d never be able to replicate, no matter how hard he tried. Tom and Nick were her only experience with alpha shifters; was she supposed to know how common bears reacted around them? Was this normal and she was just new to the exposure?  
 
    “If that were the case, then why don’t I feel the same way when I talk to Nick?” she muttered listlessly to herself, huddled against the cold as she walked. Might it be because of Jo? Has becoming mated cut him off from that kind of alpha attraction?  
 
    If that was true, did that mean that she and Tom might be…? 
 
    She shook her head vigorously, effectively wiping that train of thought away. “No, no, no, no, not today. Not ever.” She wouldn’t even think about the impossible what ifs that went with that line of thinking. Taking a deep breath of the cold morning air, she decided to focus on what was right in front of her until the busyness of menial labor could keep her mind clear and her focus on Lucas’s mission. 
 
    She shouldered her way into the office, shivering off the last lingering sensations caused by the cold as well as Tom. She smiled a greeting at Jo who was sorting papers at the front desk. 
 
    “Good morning!” Jo smiled. “Nice to see you value showing up a bit early to work.” 
 
    “It never hurts to make a good first impression,” Savannah replied, ignoring the exhaustion that wavered just behind her eyelids. It helped that Jo was as cheery as the first cup of morning coffee. Despite her mantra of sticking to the mission, Savannah had a hard time disliking Jo. Even recalling what Flood had said about her, and how Jo had dealt the killing blow to a Northern Wind bear, Savannah couldn’t see it. Humans were more unpredictable than shifters when fear played a factor, but even they had guilt, remorse. Jo didn’t seem to be displaying any of those emotions. As she engaged in mindless chitchat with Jo, Savannah wondered idly if there was more to the story than Lucas had originally let on. 
 
    “You look like you could use a coffee,” Jo said, gesturing to the coffeemaker that was already percolating a fresh pot. “Please, help yourself.”  
 
    “Oh, thank you! This morning was quite chilly,” Savannah replied, happily pouring herself a steaming mug. “Will Tom be showing me around again today?” She flinched at the hint of eagerness that colored her voice.  
 
    “Not really,” Jo answered. “I’ll walk you through your daily duties, for the most part, but Tom will be escorting you into town to help you stock up on supplies until you can get the hang of things on your own here.” 
 
    Savannah gave a worried smile. “He probably wasn’t too happy about that, I’m sure.” 
 
    Jo shook her head. “No, no, he’s happy to do it. He’s just not much of a people person and has a hard time showing it.” She chuckled. “Trust me; I’ve been where you are. He usually has everyone’s best interest at heart, though he’s terrible at showing it.” 
 
    Savannah shrugged. “I’ll have to take your word for it.” 
 
    Jo smiled her understanding. “He’s warming up to you faster than I’d expected him too… honestly. Just give it time, you’ll see.” Without missing a beat, she segued into Savannah’s daily duties as if that’s what they’d been talking about the entire time.  
 
    Despite nodding when spoken to, Savannah couldn’t help but wander back to those final words Jo had spoken about Tom. Was he really warming up to her? She recalled his lingering paw steps only the night before while she lazed in the lake. Had he maybe wanted to stay and spend a moment longer with her? 
 
    “Savannah?” Jo asked, snapping her out of her daydream. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I… yeah. My place is really old, not well insulated. The cold made it a bit difficult to sleep, so I’m kinda out of it today,” Savannah lied. “But I didn’t want to make a bad impression on my first day, so I’m trying my best to ignore it.” She gave an apologetic smile. “I’ll work harder to pay attention. What were you saying?” 
 
    Jo looked more worried than anything else. “Are you sure? I don’t want you to exhaust yourself.” 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” Savannah assured, feeling a bit of guilt build up inside. Jo was so innately compassionate; it didn’t make Savannah’s position as a mole any less stressful. “I’ll take a long nap after my shift today. I’ll be fine until then.” 
 
    Jo gave her a lingering stare before nodding. “Okay.” She turned to the paperwork she had been flipping through when Savannah walked in. “Well then, I was talking about how the first priority is accounts,” she explained. “Any jobs that have been done over the weekend need invoices, so that needs to be caught up on. After that, there’s a whole pile of receipts—incomes and outgoings—that we’ll need to work through to get a clear picture of exactly how well the shop is doing.” Jo glanced back. “You following me okay?” 
 
    Now that Savannah was paying attention, she could follow pretty easily. She nodded. “We’ll also need to make sure they’re paying the right amount of tax,” she murmured, eyes scanning over the paperwork as Jo passed it to her.  
 
    “Yes, exactly.” Jo sighed. “Those two don’t seem to care much about the organization of it all. It’s a wonder how they managed to stay afloat this long!” 
 
    Savannah laughed, despite herself. “I imagine it couldn’t have been easy to pick up after them.” 
 
    Jo rolled her eyes with a knowing glance. “Unfortunately not.” She handed Savannah a few more folders and indicated the computer on the desk. “This’ll be your base of operations. The computer is ready to use and we’ll try not to be too much of a bother.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Savannah said, sitting uneasily on the creaky chair in front of the computer.  
 
    Shaking her head, Jo let out a sigh of exasperation. “I suppose we finally have an excuse to get a new chair. We’ll have to order you a proper one soon.” She looked around the drab office. “In fact, the whole place is long overdue for a bit of a makeover, don’t you think?” 
 
    Savannah nodded. It all seemed a bit tired; a bit of brightening up wouldn’t hurt. She looked down at the chair beneath her and frowned. A jagged splinter jutting out from one of the legs had poked her rather uncomfortably in the calf. “If I’m being completely candid, I think the chair may need to be our first makeover project.” She looked up apologetically at Jo. “I’m not sure I can last longer than the day in it.” 
 
    “That’ll be number one on Tom’s list when he takes you into town then,” Jo said with a grin. “Until it comes in, we’ll have to make do with a regular office chair. Is that okay?” 
 
    “Anything is better than this, to be honest,” Savannah answered, grimacing down as the old splintered wood tugged angrily at her jeans. 
 
    “Alrighty,” Jo confirmed. “I’ll make sure Tom gets right on it, then.” 
 
    “Make sure Tom gets right on what?” Tom growled, sliding through the side entrance from the garage as if he’d been summoned by their conversation.  
 
    Savannah tried to hide her surprise at his sudden arrival, but she couldn’t keep her heart from speeding up at the sight of him. He was covered in car oil and sweat, obviously well into his daily routine. He wore a pair of old jeans and a vest already dirty with the day’s auto-related grime. The sleeveless top left his broad, muscular biceps bare to glisten in the office light with perspiration, and Savannah found it particularly hard to look away, eyes traveling hungrily along the trail of a dark tribal tattoo that coiled up his left arm.  
 
    “Savannah needs a new computer chair,” Jo specified. “Among other things. I figured it’s nothing you couldn’t handle when you took her into town a bit later.” 
 
    Tom scowled, passing a glance over Savannah. She held back a sigh at the way his lip curled a little when he’d finally acknowledged her. “I made that chair myself. Is it giving you trouble?” 
 
    “Little splinters are stabbing me in the legs.” She held his gaze. “I agree with Jo. If my job is to run numbers on the computer all day, I’ll need better seating arrangements.” She sounded bolder than she felt, but it paid off when she saw a light of amusement brighten his gaze, if only for a short moment. 
 
    He gave one small nod. “I’ll see what I can do.” 
 
    “No, Tom,” Jo chastised. “She needs a real chair. Not just a rickety old thing that you keep duct taping back together when it falls apart. Please order a new one when you go into town.” 
 
    Tom’s eyes were dark and intense as they slid over Savannah once more. “Is that what you want? A new one?” 
 
    She gave one sure nod. “Please, if it’s not too much to ask.” She saw his jaw flex in chagrin, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    “And that’s not all,” Jo continued. “There’s a whole list.” Jo met Tom where he stood, explaining all the things he’d need to grab. And though Savannah pretended to bury herself in work, she couldn’t help but listen in on every word they were saying.   
 
    Tom didn’t say much, only a deep rumbling grunts of confirmation, but the sound sent shivers down Savannah’s spine, nonetheless. She caught his scent in the air; he smelled like pine needles and axle grease, along with an underlying scent that made her bear raise its head in eager anticipation. Warmth began to pool deep in her belly, and she fought to keep her obvious attraction to him from showing.  
 
    As if on cue, Tom turned and locked gazes with her. She felt like he could see right through her façade, reading every desire that unfurled within her. It felt like an eternity had passed before he turned back to Jo with little reaction.  
 
    “Let me shower, then I’ll take the newbie shopping.” Without so much as a glance back at Savannah, Tom slipped out of the room to where she assumed his living quarters were.  
 
    Jo smiled at Savannah. “That went better than expected.” 
 
    Savannah swallowed, making sure she was fully composed before speaking. “I suppose it could have gone worse.” 
 
    “You have nothing to worry about,” Jo reassured. “He was staring just as hard as you were,” she added with a smirk. 
 
    Savannah’s eyes snapped up, but Jo shook her head, eyes sparkling. “You don’t have to pretend. Nick’s my everything, but I’m not blind. Anyone can see that Tom’s ridiculously attractive.” She gave Savannah a knowing glance. “Your secret’s safe with me though. Tom’s a good man. I know he may seem unapproachable right now, but just give it a little more time. You might even see him smile once or twice.” 
 
    Savannah didn’t know what to say, heat filling her face. She quickly turned back to the stack of papers, forcing her embarrassed brain to focus on the numbers in front of her, not Tom’s intense gaze as he stared into her soul or Jo’s knowing smile as she read Savannah like an open book.  
 
    She could almost barely ignore just how utterly mortifying the entire ordeal was. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Tom growled inwardly, looking over the car that Nick had finished up while he showered.  
 
    Nick chuckled. “You can only look at my handiwork so hard before you finally admit that you’re just trying to avoid the poor girl.” 
 
    “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about,” Tom warned, glaring at his older brother.  
 
    Nick said nothing more, but shot back a sly grin.  
 
    “Oh, don’t start,” Tom snapped. “I’m not avoiding her. I’m not avoiding anyone. I’m just making sure you didn’t make more work for me for when I get back to the shop. That’s it.” 
 
    “Ah, and I suppose if you accidently get covered in more oil, you won’t conveniently have to take another shower,” Nick teased lightly. Tom shot him another glare and he held up his hands in a placating gesture.  
 
    If Tom was honest with himself, Nick was totally right. The heat that ignited in his final shared gaze with Savannah before he’d left was intense, immediate, and he wanted nothing more than to share another moment like that with her as soon as possible. His bear demanded it. The lack of control he was having over his emotions and urges shook him to his very core. As a human he knew she was a stranger, so his fierce attraction to her despite that clashed with the person he was at his very core. He didn’t know himself anymore. He was lost with her here and he didn’t know how to fix it. 
 
    He’d tried reading her, but she was so versatile. Her behavior in the office had been the polar opposite to the timid girl that struggled to keep from quaking at the very sight of him just the day before. She radiated confidence, sass, and a promise of something more dangerous. Everything he and his bear could ever want. What changed? Was it because she’d seen his bear? Did she feel closer to him for having seen all of him? Did he feel any different towards her after seeing her bear? He couldn’t tell. He only knew that he found Savannah Danvers beautiful as both human and bear. 
 
    Tom’s bear gave an approving growl, the feel of it rumbling deep in his chest, but he waved it away. Beauty aside, he’d only known her for one day. He and Nick were still licking their wounds from Lucas’s attack only a few weeks prior, and Dan was still recovering from near death in the shop’s back lounge. They couldn’t afford to take risks for Savannah right now. This was one of the times where he absolutely could not think with his bear. Its instinct lacked a logic that could very well get them killed. 
 
    “Hello?” Nick called, waving a hand in front of Tom’s face. “Earth to Tom?” 
 
    “Sorry,” Tom mumbled. “I got a little distracted there.” 
 
    “With?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Life, mostly.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Nick replied, one eyebrow cocked inquisitively. “Life, eh?” 
 
    “Nick,” Tom warned, but his brother was already waving him away. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I know, but you really ought to get going,” he chided. “It’s one thing to try and convince everyone that you don’t have feelings for her. It’s another thing to completely ignore her. That’s just rude.” 
 
    Tom bristled at Nick’s words and sly grin, knowing that he was right. No matter how much more time he needed, he couldn’t wait around for much longer without it becoming offensive.  
 
    With a glare at his brother and a promise to keep his mind strictly on the task at hand, he re-entered the office. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The trip wasn’t actually as bad as Tom thought it would be. It seemed they both had similar plans of just keeping to their own thoughts most of the time—save for the occasional guidance on what brands to buy, pass on, and bulk purchase—though Tom couldn’t help the occasional sidelong glance in her direction when she wasn’t looking. She really was quite striking.  
 
    There was only one blunder—they’d just walked into the office supply store when Savannah flinched, clenching her leg. He went to reach for her almost instinctively, nearly making contact before she stumbled awkwardly backward. It turned out that the splinters from the chair caused some irritation on her calf, but she was in no need of Tom’s help. He made sure to order a new chair as his first order of business, but even as they headed back to the office, he was still smarting from her rejection.  
 
    Savannah turned to him slightly as they made their way down the street side. “Thank you, for escorting me. I know you probably think I could have figured all this out on my own, but I really did learn things today. You were a big help.” She averted her gaze. “I know you were probably really against it, so…” 
 
    Tom frowned. “I didn’t much mind it, actually.” 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed. “Well then, maybe…” Her voice trailed off a bit, and he watched as she physically gathered her resolve. “Look, however well it actually went, I know you didn’t want to take me at first. And that is mostly in part because you don’t trust me.” 
 
    She turned to him again, gaze more intense than Tom thought the situation warranted. “But you took me there and helped me out despite that. So I want you to know I appreciate it. Okay?” 
 
    Tom swallowed deeply, trying hard not to stare at her cold-blushed cheeks, a bright pink against the dark waves of her hair. She looked so sincere and honest, and in that moment, he wanted nothing more than to tell her that she was wrong and he’d totally learn to trust her easily, but deep down he knew she deserved the truth.  
 
    He sighed, a long puff of white breath billowing before him in the cold weather. “My brother and I, we’ve been through a lot of bullshit lately, Savannah. I don’t trust easily. 
 
    “What happened?” she asked quickly, eyes inquiring.   
 
    He had the feeling that she’d been aching to ask him all along but thought it impolite. As he looked into her wide honey-brown eyes, cheeks flushed from the cold and soft lips pressed together in concern for him, he decided that telling the whole truth just this once would be worth it. He told her about the Northern Wind, the events leading up to Nick confronting them. He left the part about Dan out; she’d likely find out about him soon enough. He’d washed his own dishes again that morning and turned down his pain medication.  
 
    As he spoke, he watched as her face shifted from a look of shock, to sadness, and even fear. At the end of his explanation, she was back to concern, and maybe a bit of surprise, though he wasn’t sure why. “That sounds awful,” she whispered. “I’m not surprised that you don’t trust me. I’d act exactly the same way if I were in your shoes.” 
 
    “Glad you understand,” he replied, and he meant it. It felt good to finally unleash some of the burden he always had a habit of shouldering alone. Too often he seemed to be the only one worrying or the only one that exercised caution. With Savannah, he finally felt like he didn’t have to face that responsibility alone. 
 
    As he took a deep breath, the sudden heady aroma of Savannah’s bear wafted past him. His bear raised its head high sampling the scent with an eager anticipation. When Tom tried to stamp it down, a grown rattled loudly and angrily within him.  
 
    Beside him, Savannah shivered, and he could tell it wasn’t from the chill of the air. “You feel it, too?” she asked, wrapping her arms tightly around herself as if she had to physically hold her bear inside. 
 
    “Yeah,” Tom replied. “I think they might be tired of being cooped up.” Despite the warning bells, a wicked grin slid over his face. “Hey, wanna go for a run?” 
 
    He heard her take a soft, sharp intake of breath. “I, um… Won’t Jo and Nick worry?” she asked. “I don’t want to give a bad impression, especially not on my first day.” 
 
    His grin grew. “It’ll be fine. Just a quick run. We’ll be back way before they even think twice about where we could be.” 
 
    He saw her ponder internally, but she didn’t take long to say yes. Carefully setting aside their bought supplies, they set off for separate foliage so they could shift in privacy. Tom could barely get his clothes off before his bear sprang from his skin, none too gently. He could tell his beast was tired of being denied its innate wants and desires, everything in his being screaming out for something more with the beautiful bear that strolled out from behind a nearby bush to join him. Her coat was a light brown and her eyes nearly golden, reflecting mischievously in the dusky setting sunlight. She was undeniably breathtaking. 
 
    Without warning, she took off full force into the forest. With a happy roar, Tom bolted after her, and for once, he was glad that he didn’t take the time to overthink things. 
 
    It wasn’t often that he allowed himself to see so freely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    That first free romp through the woods set in motion a chain reaction between Savannah and Tom over the following couple of weeks. She’d always remember that day as the first time she saw him smile—a real, genuine, teasingly sexy smile that hinted at just how amazing a man and a bear Tom could possibly be. 
 
    Since then, Tom had seemed a little more okay with her being around, the sentiment growing larger every day. Savannah made it her objective to coax as much of that grinning Tom out into the open as she possibly could. He hid it behind confident stoicism and fleeting interest, but even if she was unsuccessful in recreating that desired upturn of his full lips, anything was better than the scowl she’d used to associate him with.  
 
    Of course, there were still moments where his voice dipped low in suspicion or his eyes held a shadow of doubt, betraying that he still couldn’t fully trust her, but Savannah couldn’t help but appreciate those little cues. They kept her at arm’s length so she didn’t get too caught up in the fun and frivolity of sharing grins and electric stares with the brooding alpha bear. They reminded her that this wasn’t a vacation from the Northern Wind, but rather a reconnaissance for them. Fun though Tom may be, her pack was counting on her to put the wheels in motion for their revenge. At the end of the day, Dan was still dead. Tom’s distance helped her remember that, even if her bear would rather she forget.  
 
    But where Tom had given Savannah reason to try and keep her distance, she found it exceedingly hard to do the same with Jo. She was kind and wonderful and compassionate. Savannah never once witnessed Jo thinking for herself first; she was always doing things for others before personal benefit.  
 
    As a human, she was fragile by nature, and yet, at the same time, she never carried herself like she was weaker. She always found a way to assist and be there without being a burden, whether it was making coffee, explaining systems and programs, or even tidying up the drab office. She may have been human, but she was every bit as necessary to the pack as both alphas were. Slowly, Savannah began to understand what Nick—and even Nick’s bear—saw in the human woman. Jo was downright admirable. 
 
    When she wasn’t helping out at the mechanic shop, Savannah found something of a refuge in the woods. She’d mostly bound about alone, crunching down on crisp leaves and taking the occasional dip in the lake, but these last few days, Tom has surprised her by asking if she needed any company. It was only a couple of times, but dashing through the woodland with the majestic alpha bear was a heady experience all on its own that Savannah never wanted to end. She loved being in bear form with him, and so did her bear. It was never more content than it was when it was panting and exhausted after a fun race with Tom. 
 
    She sat at her desk, snug in her fancy new chair, entering numbers into a spreadsheet. She couldn’t help wondering offhandedly whether Lucas could have lied. As her leader, she wanted to think he’d never do that, but deep down she knew she wouldn’t put it past him. Jo seemed kind and compassionate, helpful to a fault almost. Tom distanced himself from moral dilemma, but ultimately avoided harm when he could. Now that she was better aware of the events leading up to Lucas’s last attack, she could see that this pack hadn’t even wanted to fight! She wished she could ask more, but prying risked suspicions, and she didn’t want Tom’s slowly growing trust in her to dwindle.  
 
    If she was being honest with herself, she wasn’t really sure of much these days. She settled for having a bit of fun where she could, without forgetting why she was there of course, constantly reminding herself of the consequences she’d face if she strayed from the path Lucas had set her on. 
 
    Even still, she couldn’t help the smile that overtook her face as Tom’s gaze met hers from across the office as he strolled indoors. The day was warmer than most, a comfortable breeze wafting through the office entrance that Jo had decided to leave propped open while they worked. The gust carried Tom’s musky scent to Savannah, curling the pine and woodsy smell of him all the way around her in an electrifying embrace.  
 
    He meandered easily to her, propping one nonchalant elbow onto the desk where she worked. “Anything interesting happening tonight?” he asked, innocently. 
 
    Savannah slid a timid gaze up to meet his, eyes travelling hungrily over the hills and valleys of his defined muscles the entire trip. “I don’t know. Maybe after dinner?” she mused. 
 
    “Fancy any company tonight? Or are you doing the lone wolf thing?”  
 
    Savannah didn’t think she had the resolve to turn down a single second with him. “I’m a bear, not a wolf. Or have you forgotten?” 
 
    Tom slid a quick, heat-charged gaze down Savannah’s body. It was quick and relatively nonintrusive, but she felt tingles on the bare skin as his eyes travelled over her form, making her painfully aware that she dressed lighter for today’s weather. “Oh, I most certainly have not,” he breathed.  
 
    A giddy thrill shivered up Savannah’s spine. “Good,” she spoke quickly, trying to make up for her excited reaction. “Then you can join me, but only if you can find me first.” 
 
    She saw him lean in a bit closer, speaking lower and more intimately. “Are you going to try and hide from me?” he asked, breath warm and promising as interest glimmered in his eyes. 
 
    Savannah’s bear rattled an eager growl. She shrugged, feigning a blasé demeanor. “Maybe. I consider my ‘me’ time in the woods very sacred. If you want to be a part of that, you’ll have to work for it, Mr. Brewer.” 
 
    “Oh?” he replied, one hand snaking out to caress hers as she typed. It was tentative and gentle, but still the sizzling sensation she felt where he’d made contact was immediate and exhilarating.  “I’ll have you know you’re challenging a very skilled hunter to track you down,” he warned, as his voice dipped even lower. 
 
    Sudden warmth burst in Savannah’s belly, making her gasp slightly. She knew that she wouldn’t be able to hide her reaction from Tom; he was much too close.  She settled for averting her gaze, eyes trained intently on the computer screen in front of her, but not before she saw the way his body tensed in surprise. “I’m well aware of the circumstances, Tom,” she breathed, trying to remain calm. 
 
    She felt Tom staring at her as she worked, willing herself to not meet his gaze the way she so desperately wanted to. He didn’t move, didn’t speak, and didn’t do anything until Jo entered the office in a flurry of energy and joy, whistling a happy tune. 
 
    “Good morning, you two!” she greeted happily, and Savannah was happy for the distraction.  
 
    “Good morning! The coffee’s fresh,” Savannah replied, though Jo was already helping herself to a cup. “Hey, actually, would you be able to take a second look at this graph and make sure I input everything correctly? A second pair of eyes wouldn’t hurt.” 
 
    Jo grinned. “Of course!” 
 
    Tom finally stepped back as Jo made her way to Savannah. There was a mischievous gleam in his eye as he finally locked gazes with her. “Tonight, then,” he breathed quietly so only Savannah could hear. “I’ll find you.” With that, he turned and walked away.  
 
    “Looking forward to it,” Savannah whispered to herself, a little thrill making her shudder inwardly. With a relieved sigh, she watched him as he walked away, resisting the urge to fan herself dramatically. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom threw himself into his work in double time, ignoring the way his heart was hammering in his chest. What had just happened? Did he really just instigate a flirt session with Savannah right in the middle of the office? Did she actually just flirt back? 
 
    He shook his head, wiping a bit of sweat from his brow. He couldn’t think about this right now. His bear was roiling, urging and willing him to go back in that office and make Savannah his.  
 
    He twisted the tire iron he held with more force than necessary, grunting his frustration. That line of thinking made no sense. Savannah was never “his” to take. Yet at the same time, there was no denying the attraction they felt for one another. He’d thought it was mostly one sided at first, but her reaction to him only a short while ago was primal, intense, and completely unmistakable. A part of her wanted something more too. 
 
    But what was that something, exactly? Tom wasn’t too keen on the idea of flings, especially with someone he was expected to work with on a daily basis. The thought of his time with her being temporary from the jump made the bear rattle a dreadful growl, but at the same time, Tom had never really considered mating with her, either. 
 
    “Mating?” he said aloud, his hand freezing mid twist. “You think Savannah…” 
 
    He allowed the possibility to settle in his mind, the way he did whenever he wasn’t busying himself with menial labor. Even then it was a struggle not to think of her. She was always there, just under the surface of his memory, threatening to dominate his thoughts at the pass of a breeze or the tingle of her voice.  
 
    Just thinking about Savannah calmed his bear. As if on cue, Tom remembered back when Nick had told him about Jo, how merely the thought of her was enough to bring his angered beast to rest. The realization of how uncanny this predicament was knocked him back on his haunches. He stared dazed and confused at the rim he’d been working on, unable to wave away the possibility of what this probably meant.  
 
    “You alright?” Jo peeked her head though the doorway of the garage’s side entrance. “I thought I heard you shout something.” 
 
    He shook his head, finally snapping out of his stupor. “It’s nothing.” His voice sounded overly defensive, even to him. Instead of taking offense, a knowing look colored her features in response. He bristled instantly. “Look Jo, I don’t need any of your teasing right now.” 
 
    “That’s exactly the opposite of what I want to do,” she replied, tersely. “I just wanted you to know that if you needed to talk, I’m willing to listen. I know firsthand how confusing it can be to fall for someone so completely and immediately. It can be… tough.” 
 
    Tom scoffed derisively. “I’m not falling for her.” 
 
    Jo raised an eyebrow. “Is that so?” she asked, softly. “Doesn’t look that way to me.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Savannah told herself it was probably a terrible idea to see Tom that night after how intense things had gotten between them in the office that morning, but she found herself back in the woods and eagerly awaiting his arrival the moment she got out of work.  
 
    With every step, the bear pushed against her skin, eager to be set free after waiting for hours, but Savannah stayed her ground. Now that she’s had time away from Lucas’s pack, she was slowly becoming re-accustomed to her human skin. In the Northern Wind, it wasn’t odd at all to stay in bear form for weeks at a time before being offered a short stint as humans once more, so Savannah rather enjoyed exploring the familiar woods with feet and hands rather than paws. 
 
    Though there was definite power in becoming her bear, there was sensuality to the way her human body moved that the bear couldn’t emulate. Despite the added strength of her bear, most other shifters were stronger than her by far. The pure appeal and allure of her human body was something no other human or shifter could dampen or take away. That was something she’d come to learn in her time here with Tom’s pack… with Tom. It made her feel more in control of her life than any amount a shifting ever could.  
 
    Of course, Lucas wouldn’t stand for whatever was happening between her and Tom. She knew that with everything in her being, and still here she was. It was too amorphous to put into words, too fleeting to rely on, but it was fun to behold, and she’d live in the moment as long as Lucas allowed her. With a bittersweet smile at the thought, she dipped into a nearby brush and finally set her bear free. 
 
    It exploded from her skin in a torrent of agony, impatient in its exit and angry with her refusal to let it out sooner. She bore the pain well, already anticipating the bear’s irritation long before muscles tore and bones snapped. It was over quickly enough, but she’d never be fully used to it.  
 
    The bear’s immense strength and power filled her newly changed body almost immediately, providing her with newfound energy as she sought out a place to hide. Tom would be about soon, she had to think fast. Her heart sped gleefully at the thought of him hunting for her, and the possibilities of what could happen once he found her. 
 
    The perfect place flashed in her mind. She growled in pleasure before setting off with renewed vigor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom growled to himself, growing more impatient as he lost Savannah’s scent once more. She was good, better than he’d originally given her credit for. So far he’d lost her up a tree, behind a rabbit den, and even dangerously close to the most populated area of the town. He wasn’t giving up though. There weren’t too many more places that a whole bear could hide. 
 
    Catching a fresh whiff of her scent, Tom had a sudden thought that nearly made him kick himself. How hadn’t he thought to look there of all places first? He took off in a lope towards the final hiding place big enough to keep Savannah away from him, gradually picking up speed as he neared her. Soon he was in a full on sprint, rocketing forward until, with a roar of victory, he launched himself over the bank of the lake and crashed deep into its cool waters.  
 
    Savannah barely dodged his dive as she swam expertly out of the splash zone, brown head bobbing upward with a gasp for fresh air. She watched him with bright golden eyes as he buoyed upward, righting himself in the water and fixing her with a triumphant glare.  
 
    “Nice try.” 
 
    She snorted. “Took you long enough. I almost passed out from holding my breath for so long.” 
 
    He rumbled a playful growl, a shiver of pleasure rippling over him before he quelled the urge. Having a bit of fun was one thing; the more permanent possibilities that lay beyond were still strictly off limits. 
 
    With a raise of her large paw, Savannah splashed a wave of water at Tom before he could recover from his infatuation. She dodged his retaliating splash easily diving into the deep water. With an amused grunt, Tom dipped in after her. 
 
    They played in the lake for longer than he’d expected to, finally emerging from the water exhausted and content. Unfortunately the more he’d frolicked with Savannah, the more his desires to take the next step grew, eventually becoming too big an urge to toy with. As much as he wanted to stay just a bit longer, if he was to keep his vow to not let things get too serious between them, he had to leave. Even still, he was satisfied with how the late afternoon’s events had unfolded. 
 
    Turning toward the lake, he saw that Savannah had chosen to swim a bit longer.  
 
    She looked up at him as he shook the water from his coat. “Heading back?” 
 
    With an affirmative grunt, Tom turned to leave. “See you at work tomorrow.” 
 
    Savannah responded by splashing backwards into the lake, and Tom took that as his cue to make his departure. He made it deep into the cover of the trees before he heard the telltale signs of bones snapping and muscles morphing.  
 
    Savannah was shifting back to human. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Tom stopped his exit, pausing in his tracks as Savannah’s shift finished. He didn’t turn, knowing she’d be indecent, but hearing her continue to splash and play in the lake ignited an urge within him that he was tired of ignoring. He and his bear wanted—needed—something from Savannah. Something integral and important that he wasn’t entirely sure he was ready for, and it terrified him to think of what that something might be, but for now, maybe just a night of being with her would be okay? 
 
    Surprisingly, his bear didn’t protest when Tom began the shift, his body morphed with little effort back to human. Without preamble, he turned back around, sprinting to the lake’s edge and arcing himself into a high dive. Savannah took one shocked moment to notice his sudden return before diving under the water and out of his way for the second time that night. 
 
    They both popped their heads above water at the same time, Savannah already glaring at Tom. “What are you doing?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “What’s it look like?” 
 
    She swam backwards a little, both of them aware that neither of them wore any clothes. “I thought you were going home?” 
 
    “Hoping for some time alone for any particular reason?” Tom asked, a bit of his old suspicion breaking through the desire he was feeling. 
 
    Savannah frowned. “No, of course not. I just wanted to swim.” 
 
    “You were already swimming.” 
 
    “And I can’t continue to do that?” 
 
    “Of course you can,” Tom answered, growing frustrated. “I just… any particular reason why you shifted?” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow. “Do I need a reason to shift before I do it?” 
 
    “Of course you don’t,” Tom replied solemnly. He knew she had every right to do as she pleased when she wanted. He had no say over her body and how she lived in it. He just found it easier to contain his desires while they were both bears. Sure, her bear form was amazing in its own right, but her human side ignited sensations within him that he couldn’t even begin to explain. The way she moved, the cadence of her voice, the way the moonlight shone against the fairness of her skin…  
 
    “I spent a lot of time as a bear, before coming here. It’s just easier that way when I’m constantly on the move. But now that I’ve decided to settle down again, I’ve been really interested in reacquainting myself with my human half. I like my bear, but I like this side of me, too, you know?” 
 
    “I like it, too,” Tom breathed, surprising the both of them. He had a moment to wonder if he should cover up his confession with some harsh words before she smiled and turned his entire world upside down. Why was she so jaw-droopingly beautiful? 
 
    “Well that’s a relief,” she chuckled, averting her eyes. “I honestly wasn’t entirely sure you did.” 
 
    Tom’s breath caught, noticing the returned half-confession in her words. “I’d have to be blind to not see how beautiful you were, Savannah,” he continued, riding on the coattails of his previous declaration.  “It hasn’t been easy hiding this from you. I know I’ve failed. I know you’ve noticed.” 
 
    It was Savannah’s turn to shrug. “I don’t make a habit of assuming. But I can tell you now, whatever you’re feeling…” she met his gaze, swimming near to him once more, “I feel it, too.” 
 
    She raised her hand slowly, making her intent known. When he didn’t stop her, she lowered her hand, brushing feather-light fingertips down the musculature of his left arm. She traced the tribal weave tattoo that coiled around his bicep, sending electric shocks of pleasure through his entire body. His breath spilled out in a shuddering sigh, his reaction to her powerful and immediate. His body tensed, preparing to back away before the sensation grew too dominant to quell. 
 
    “No, please, don’t run away from me,” Savannah whispered, kicking her leg back so that her body was pushed forward. She pressed her body against his and a gasp of surprise and something darker tore from his throat. He felt her suppress her own shiver of intense craving before speaking again. “Whatever this is, whatever we’re feeling right now… I want to explore it more.” 
 
    Tom allowed himself one lingering moment more of their bodies being so deliciously close before he pulled away. This was too much; he wouldn’t be able to handle it if she tried anything else. “Savannah, I can’t.” he hated to see disappointment dampen the look in her eyes. “This all… it’s just too much, too soon. I… maybe we can talk more back at the shop, about where we go from here, but as for… this…” He sighed. “I just can’t. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Savannah gave a small accepting nod. “I understand.” He could still see the disillusionment in her eyes.  
 
    “But please, Savannah, I do agree that I want to explore this more. Explore us more,” he reassured, hoping to replenish a bit of that light in her gaze. “Why don’t you come back to the office once you’re more… clothed.” He swallowed as his eyes followed the water-distorted curves of her body, and he found it hard to think straight. His entire body ached in protest at his decision to cut things short. His bear was roaring. Was he really making the right choice? 
 
    He waved the doubt away. This was the best way to go about it if he was going to at all. “I’d love to get to know you a bit better. The real you, not the you that needs a job,” he finished. Her lips turned up into a soft smile, and he found himself wondering how they would feel against his own.  
 
    Not now, not now… he chanted to himself. 
 
    “Getting to know each other a bit better,” she mused to herself. “That sounds… nice. I’d like that. I can stop by the Chinese place and grab some late takeout, if you want?” 
 
    He shook his head. “If you want takeout, I’ll grab it on the way back. You take care of you.” With a heavy heart, he swam to the edge of the lake, pulling himself up despite every fiber of his being screaming at him not to walk away. Despite this, he kept moving. The wait would be worth it; he just knew it. “See you soon, Savannah,” he called back, making sure to keep his crotch concealed from view. He didn’t wait to hear a response before tearing off into the darkness of the woods. 
 
    *** 
 
    Savannah watched intently until she heard the telltale roar of Tom’s finished shift before submerging herself completely under the water. When she resurfaced, her body was shivering; instinctively, she knew that this was not because of the cold. It ached and quivered with unsatisfied pleasure, the heat in the pit of her stomach radiating outward, calling for the alpha bear that left her to swim alone. She’d summoned up every bit of courage to take the next step, hoping that it would be the push he needed to stop holding back. She couldn’t have been further from wrong. 
 
    Thinking back on what had just transpired, she supposed part of her was glad that he exercised a bit of restraint; she could see the merits in taking things slow. It didn’t stop her bear from thrashing about in frustration or her body from aching for Tom’s return. Luckily, she’d be seeing him again in only a short while. She thought of the two of them, alone and content after the swim and allowed herself some hope that maybe more satisfying endings were to come once she met up with him there.  
 
    “It’s nice to see you making good use of your time.” 
 
    Savannah shrieked, spinning around in the water to lock gazes with Lucas. He was completely naked, having recently shifted to his human form, and his grin was sickening as he gazed down at her body, vulnerable in the water. She snaked an arm hastily over her breasts, her stomach churning as she quickly remembered to lower her gaze in his presence. “Lucas! What are you doing here?” She tried to mask her terror into something like concern. “I-I mean, what if Tom’s still close by and smells you?” 
 
    “Never you worry about me,” Lucas reassured, voice dripping with menace. “I’m more interested in what you have been up to.”  
 
    “I’m just doing what you ordered me to,” Savannah replied, voice wavering. “Trying to get Tom to trust me.” 
 
    Lucas’s eyes traveled hungrily down her body. “I can see that,” he murmured appreciatively. Her body quivered under his gaze. It felt like a million invisible spiders were crawling under her skin.  
 
    “So,” he began, lowering himself to sit on the damp bank and dipping his long legs into the water. “It’s been a few weeks. Tell me everything you’ve learned.” 
 
    Savannah fought not to back away out of his close proximity, trying to hide the fear and unease she felt around her pack leader. The time she’d spent away from him had been amazing; she’d finally begun to stop living in fear of his watchful eye… until this. Lucas arriving had catapulted her back to the days when she was terrified of any move she made, fearing how her leader would take it and if one tiny mistake would mean pain for her.  
 
    She’d finally felt something like happiness with Tom, and now Lucas was back to remind her that the world she was living in wasn’t hers to enjoy. Everything she’d done, the person she’d become, it was all for Lucas to control. She’d joined his pack knowing this, accepting that as a fact, as if that was how packs were run. Then she met Tom, and Nick and Jo, and knew there was so much more to experience, so much more happiness and respect and love between pack mates, and it was all just lost to the Northern Wind pack. But it was too late, she’d agreed to Lucas’s terms, she’d willingly allowed herself to become his property, and now there was no turning back, no matter how much her mind and body screamed for her to run.  
 
    She gave Lucas a sad smile as she dove into a play by play of her actions over the last month. 
 
    She watched with caution in her eyes as his lip curled at the thought of Nick’s confirmed human mate, how his glare flashed when she mentioned that even now Tom still didn’t fully trust her, and the way his chest rattled contentedly when he heard how she’d effortlessly slipped into their ranks without a single snag.  
 
    She told him everything she knew aside from her personal emotions and thoughts, afraid that he might be testing her. She knew he’d watched her from time to time while she was in Woodhaven, but it was fleeting and sporadic; he couldn’t watch her non-stop. She didn’t know what he already knew from what he’d learned as she spoke, but she didn’t want to think of the punishment he’d rain down upon her if he caught her in a lie or half-truth. 
 
    When she was finished, Lucas leaned back, resting his hands behind him as he tilted his head up to the sky. “Yes, if you keep on this path of wayward seduction, I’m sure you’ll best even that distrusting fool,” he spoke skyward. Slowly, his eyes slid over her body once more, and that feeling of spiders returned. “I’m happy to see you truly doing whatever it takes to please me, little cub.” 
 
    He grinned wickedly. “Quite impressive, if I might add,” he hissed, approvingly, leaning forward to get a better look. “I can see why it’s so… effective.” Slowly his hand dipped into the water, and a terrified scream bubbled up Savannah’s throat, threatening to spill out into the night as his fingertips lightly brushed the slight curve of her breast. It was fleeting, over before her mind could process the contact properly, but the damage was done. She feared she’d lose the contents of her stomach right there in the water as her abdomen churned violently. 
 
    He leaned down close, breath warm on her ear. She was frozen in fear, unable to move though the voice in her mind was screaming at her to flee. “I see the look in your eyes right now. You’re afraid,” he whispered. “I want you to remember how you feel right now as you work your way into that alpha’s bed. Remember who you belong to. Remember your orders. And perhaps most importantly, remember that I won’t tolerate failure.” 
 
    She gave the smallest of nods. “Yes, Lucas,” she whispered. She didn’t move as he stood, dripping water down on her as he turned to take his leave. She waited until his footsteps faded deep into the forest before franticly pulling herself from the water.  
 
    She laid out on the bank, clutching her knees to her chest as her body shivered all over. Her stomach rolled violently and she wasn’t sure if she was going to cry, be sick, or both.  
 
    Lucas had made it abundantly clear that he’d take her as his own after she finished exacting his orders. The thought of being mated to him nearly pitched her over the edge of her sanity, and she vigorously shook the thought away. She didn’t want this; she didn’t want to do any of this anymore. 
 
    But what choice did she have other than to obey? 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Despite the incessant churning in Savannah’s stomach, she carried on with the plan to meet Tom back at the shop. She’d gone home to take a hot shower in the hope that it might burn Lucas’s scent from her skin and the memory of him from her mind, but it did little to make her feel clean. Still, she knew that if she canceled, it would set her back with Tom. Though she wasn’t feeling much in the mood anymore, taking steps back would only make Lucas angry on top of her missing her chance of something more with Tom in the future.  
 
    She frowned at the thought. As if the possibility of having anything with Tom was even an option anymore. It never was. Lucas had made sure to remind her of that fact, that this was all a game by his design. She was nothing more than a pawn to be used by him to get what he desired. None of what she’d built with Tom was real. 
 
    As she walked numbly into the office of the mechanic shop, the scent of hot Chinese hit her nostrils. Her stomach roiled aggressively, and she held her hand over her mouth and nose to keep the smell out.  
 
    Almost immediately, Tom was by her side. “Is something wrong? Is the smell of the food bothering you?” he asked, voice heavy with concern.  
 
    “No, no, I’m fine,” Savannah assured, though it couldn’t be further from the truth. “I guess all that swimming exhausted me to the point of having no appetite, or something,” she lied, hoping that she’d kept her voice and heartbeat neutral enough to keep from sounding any alarms in Tom’s head.  
 
    “Oh, okay. It’s fine if you don’t want to eat,” Tom said. “I was wondering what you’d want to do first anyway, so that answers that.” 
 
    “First?” 
 
    “Yeah, which first, eating or talking,” he clarified, a slight smile on his face. 
 
    “Oh,” she muttered, feeling foolish. “Right, sure.” She could see his grin fall at her lack of emotion and slumped shoulders. “Eating first is fine, by the way,” she finished, weakly. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked. “You’re acting totally different, and it’s only been a couple hours. Did something happen?” 
 
    She tried to fake a reassuring smile. “Oh, yeah. Everything’s fine. It’s just, our last talk was so… heavy. I kind of get lost in thought as I brainstorm about it, that’s all.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding. “Alright. As long as everything’s fine.” He turned towards the locked door at the back of the office. “I’m going to go grab a few dishes out the back. Do you mind setting out the food while I’m gone?” 
 
    “No, not at all,” Savannah replied, watching as he undid several locks on the door before slipping inside. Just like the first time, a familiar scent wafted past her nose as the door closed behind him, her bear raising its head up on high alert. She still couldn’t quite pinpoint the smell, though. It only raised more questions in her mind.  
 
    What was going on back there? Why hadn’t any of them so much as mentioned it to her since she’d arrived? Why was the door locked? Several times? 
 
    It reminded Savannah that, though maybe not as bad as infiltrating an enemy pack and seducing an alpha bear into her leader’s trap, this alpha pack still had secrets of its own. She quieted her bear, promising that she’d work to fit a question or two about the locked room into the conversation tonight. She wasn’t in the mood to do much more than talking anymore, anyway.  
 
    *** 
 
    Tom slipped quietly past Dan, the man was already asleep for the night. He had to work to remain silent; just the mere scent of Savannah as she entered the office was enough to make his hands aquiver.  
 
    The moment he’d walked out of sight and sound of her back at the lake, he’d called himself all kinds of foul names for being so stupid. ‘Too much, too soon’? What kind of excuse was that for an alpha to give the woman he fancied? 
 
    He knew it was the right thing to do, but it took some self-persuasion to not make a third dive into the lake and take her right there in the water.  
 
    He’d talked himself down from the precipice of desire since then, but now she was here, back within arm’s reach of him but acting like a completely different person. Had he really made the right call back in the forest? 
 
    “I can hear your mentally fretting all the way over here,” Dan grumbled, sitting up.  
 
    “Sorry,” Tom said softly. “Didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “I wasn’t asleep,” the man replied. “Just thinking with my eyes closed.” 
 
    Tom raised an eyebrow. “You counting down the days until you’re finally out of my hair like I am?” 
 
    Dan coughed a small chuckle. “Something like that,” he mumbled. “Actually, your brother came to chat today.” 
 
    “Oh?” Tom prompted, already predicting what the conversation was about. 
 
    “Yeah, surprised the heck out of me,” Dan said. “He didn’t stay long, but basically spelled out the position I’m in right now.” 
 
    “You mean being packless, injured, and utterly alone in this cold, cruel world?”  
 
    Tom had been surprised at first to find that he and Dan shared a similar sense of humor, but now as Dan cracked a grin, he was just happy they could share some idle chatter and get his mind off Savannah, if only for a short time.  
 
    “Yeah, something like that. “ 
 
    Tom chuckled. “So what was your answer?” He saw Dan’s mild look of shock and shrugged. “Yeah, I know it may come as a surprise, but I’m in this pack too.” He flashed a grin. “So I’m usually made aware of possible additions to the group beforehand, as weird as that sounds.” 
 
    Dan laughed. “Yeah, yeah, I get it.” He rubbed his hand over his mouth, wiping away the smile. “In all honesty, I told him I wasn’t sure. That I’d think on it. You guys have been good to me, and I have nothing left with the Northern Wind, but I don’t want to think my only options are to choose one pack over another. There’s a lot of factors to consider before I have an answer.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “I can respect that. It’s not an easy decision to make.” He was sure there was more that Dan wasn’t comfortable enough with him to share, but Tom didn’t really care about the pillow talk much past making sure that Dan wasn’t going to betray them to Lucas. Speaking with him hadn’t raised any red flags thus far, so he allowed the injured bear the benefit of the doubt until something changed.  
 
    Dan nodded towards the dishes in Tom’s hands. “Dinner for two tonight?” 
 
    Tom cracked a small grin. “Yeah. You aren’t jealous, are you?” 
 
    Dan shrugged the accusation away. “Why would I be? I’ve been making my own food for the past week. I’m just wondering why you’re in here chatting with me when you’ve got someone out there waiting for you to return.” Tom’s grin fell a bit. Savannah was out there waiting for him, and he was hiding with the Northern Wind bear in an effort to avoid the complicated situation he’d gotten himself into.  
 
    He muttered a curse under his breath, hiding it with his own shrug. “I thought you might be lonely in here all by yourself and figured you could use the chitchat, but hey, you’re absolutely right. I have a hot date eagerly awaiting my return, so it’s about time I get back to her.” He sounded unsure of himself, even to his own ears. 
 
    Dan snorted. “There’s that mental fretting again.” He looked knowingly at Tom. “Girl problems?” 
 
    Tom waved the question away. “Nothing more than the usual song and dance that comes with meeting a girl and wondering if it’s worth pursuing.” Only except it wasn’t the usual. It was so much more than normal and vastly different than any other girl Tom had dared to take steps with. Tom knew his time with them was temporary, but with Savannah, his attraction was swift and electric. It consumed his body when she was near him, his thoughts when she was away. She’d come into his world asking for trust and walked away with his sanity. He didn’t know or want to contemplate what this meant for him, but he knew he wanted to see where this new relationship took him. Though, after seeing that distant look on her face as she walked through the shop entrance, he was just hoping she still felt the same way.  
 
    Despite this, he didn’t think he and Dan were particularly close enough to start chatting about woman gossip, so he kept his thoughts to himself. He wasn’t really keen about over sharing anyway. Shrugging, he finished, “I’m sure you’ve been there before.” 
 
    “Well if you’re up for taking unsolicited advice from the injured enemy bear that’s crashing on your couch, I say just let whatever happens, happen,” Dan replied. “What’s the harm? At worst, you had yourself a good bit of fun with someone you like. At best… you had a good bit of fun with someone you love and are happy to spend the rest of your life with them keeping the good times rolling. Not a bad problem to have, if you ask me.” 
 
    Tom nodded, unwilling to admit aloud that Dan had actually given him some pretty sound advice. “I’ll keep that in mind. I better get going.” 
 
    Dan leaned back on the couch, wincing only slightly as he propped his leg up on the cushions. “Don’t let me keep ya. It’s not like I’m going anywhere any time soon.” 
 
    Tom offered Dan a small wave before slipping back out of the room with renewed resolve about the woman that waited to dine with him. 
 
    What’s the harm? 
 
    *** 
 
    Savannah was practically vibrating with nerves when Tom finally returned with the plates. At first she was relieved to have a bit more time to herself, but he’d been gone for so long that flashes of old romantic comedy movies had begun to play in her mind, and she pictured Tom as the man crawling out of a high bathroom window simply to get away from his terrible date. It was uncanny, only this time, no one was laughing.  
 
    “Sorry I kept you,” Tom apologized, setting out the dishes. “There wasn’t a clean dish back there. I had to deviate from the snatch and grab plan and wash some plates or else we’d be eating out of our hands,” he said with a grin. 
 
    She tried to smile back, but if it looked twice as strong as it felt, it was still pretty feeble. It was far from convincing, so she turned to busy herself with a fresh cup of coffee. “It’s no worry. I like the quiet.” 
 
    She dumped extra sugar in the cup, breathing in the strong scent of the beans. She needed the pick-me-up. “So I saw that you got shredded beef as well as sweet and sour. I’m okay with either, so you can take your pi—” She gasped hard as Tom’s arm slipped softly around her waist. 
 
    “What if I pick you instead?” he growled, lips close enough to her ear that she could feel the warmth of his breath as it tickled her neck. It sent delicious shivers through her body.  
 
    “What happened to ‘too much, too fast’?” Savannah breathed, heart hammering frantically in her chest, in equal parts anticipation and fear. As his lips laid the first feather-light kiss on the curve of her neck, Savannah let out a long sigh, closing her eyes and allowing herself a moment to enjoy the pleasure he was giving her. Things were finally moving forward; why she insisted on picking at the situation by asking too many questions was beyond her comprehending.  
 
    Savannah stood completely still, letting Tom know that she wasn’t going anywhere. Taking her cue, he touched another gentle kiss to her neck. She tipped her head back to give him better access to her neck, and with a growl he pulled her back against him.  
 
    She made a small noise of surprise in the back of her throat as she felt him already hard and willing, his erection pressing firmly into the small of her back. The shiver that rocked her body in response to him was amazing, and she ground her hips back into him, urging him to keep going. 
 
    He rumbled a rough growl against her throat, pulling away for a short moment to look at her. He seemed to search for something in her eyes, and she remained deathly still, not sure how to react. Just when she thought he might step away for good, he let out a shuddering sigh before dropping his lips to hers. 
 
    Savannah’s first immediate reaction was to tense up, but she forced her body to relax. She willed herself to remove all doubt and fear from her mind. This moment wasn’t Lucas’s or the Northern Wind’s. It was only hers and Toms, so he was all she’d think about right now. His tongue darted between her parted lips, tangling with hers and coaxing a soft moan from her throat.  
 
    He broke the kiss only to spin her around to face him. She barely had enough time to catch her breath before his lips were back on hers, kissing her harder and with more hunger than before.  
 
    She pressed her hands against his chest, feeling the hard muscles beneath his shirt before snaking them up over his shoulders and snagging two rough handfuls of his hair. She pressed him as close to her as she could, tugging crudely on his hair and drawing an exhilarating growl from deep within him.  
 
    A fire ignited deep in Savannah’s belly, and she gave herself up to the sensations that Tom was bringing out in her. She could barely think as the warmth spread through her body, setting her ablaze. Flame followed his fingertips as they ran up and down her back, before tentatively wrapping around her body and over the soft mound of her breasts. 
 
    In a surprising twist, Lucas’s face appeared in the forefront of Savannah’s mind. A violent bout of nausea suddenly overcame her, and she shoved herself backward with panicked alarms sounding bells and whistles in her head. It was like she’d been doused with ice water, all at once, the fire within her had simply vanished, and she was left shivering in the cold. 
 
    “Savannah,” Tom asked, his voice still husky with desire, but also lilted with a hint of concern. “What happened? Did I—” 
 
    Savannah swallowed hard shaking her head. “No, you didn’t… Tom, I can’t… I mean… I—” There were no words that could explain what just happened in a way he’d understand. “I have to go,” she whispered weakly, slipping past him before he could properly comprehend her rejection. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She heard him call out her name from somewhere behind her, but it only made her move faster. She couldn’t face him. Not tonight. Everything with Lucas was still too fresh, too real. The first dreadful tear slid down her cheek as she tore off into the night, whispers of what could have been still flickering false fantasies through her anxious and defeated mind. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Savannah woke the next morning with a thundering headache pounding behind her eyes, courtesy of all the crying she’d done the night before. Everything was going wrong. Lucas had reminded her that he still existed. After she ran out on Tom last night, things with him were more complicated than ever. The guilt of her secrecy was beginning to eat her alive. Just when she thought that she might get a bit of good in her life, she was made painfully aware of everything that could go awry. 
 
    Would she have been waking up in his arms right about now if she hadn’t let Lucas get to her last night? Would she have found the courage and safety she needed to break free from the Northern Wind’s chains in the warmth of Tom’s embrace? She’d never know now, and she had no one to blame but herself. 
 
     She was starting to think that happiness just wasn’t on the cards for her.  
 
    Knowing she had to get up soon or risk being late at the office, she rose out of bed with an exhausted sigh. She dressed quickly in casual clothes, opting to skip over breakfast and have a small cup of coffee once she got to the mechanics. Her stomach still hadn’t fully recovered from all the roiling it had done the night before, grumbling discontentedly at the thought of possibly eating an egg or two before setting out. She only hoped that her lack of food and sleep wouldn’t affect her performance too much. What had happened last night was strictly between her and Tom. Jo and Nick didn’t deserve to suffer at the hands of her incompetence because she’d decided to take a foolish risk and failed. 
 
    She groaned inwardly, knowing that she’d see him at the office at some point. What would she say? What would she do? How was she supposed to react to the man who’d confessed his attraction to her, only for her to run away without so much as a glance backward? She didn’t know. She had no answers at all, not a single one. Surprisingly, it made her more frustrated than frantic. 
 
    “You could just stick to your orders and get it over with,” Savannah muttered to herself, pulling a light jacket on as she exited the house. Her bear protested immediately, and she agreed without dwelling on the ridiculous self-served advice.  
 
    Throughout her time with the alpha pack, she’d made running her original impression of them through the mental wringer something of an art form.  She could recite a mantra that Dan was dead, that Jo had hit him, that the Northern Wind would be forever splintered by their act of cold-blooded murder. While that might have worked way back when she knew nothing of the alphas and their capacity to care for those around them, she was now much too knowledgeable about their compassion and main goal to simply live a peaceful life in Woodhaven. 
 
    She could remind herself that Dan was dead, she could remind herself that Tom’s pack had killed him, but then she could only recall how Lucas led with fear and rage, how the Northern Wind as a whole thrived off chaos and pain. The two packs were so different from one another. After having lived among both of them, she’d noticed early on that only one pack lacked the blatant moral compass and compassion that would allow them to kill in cold blood.  
 
    It wasn’t the alphas. 
 
    If they had in fact killed Dan, she knew, without a shadow of a doubt in her mind, that there was a reason for it. There had to be. And rather than exhaust her mind guilting herself over the secrets she’d decided to keep, she made her mind up that her time here would be best spent getting to the bottom of what exactly happened on the night Dan died. Once she got all the information out in the open, she promised herself that she’d make a decision on whether or not to incur Lucas’s wrath. She asked herself, was it really worth forsaking the Northern Wind?  
 
    She was still utterly terrified of Lucas yes, but now that she’d learned that other packs like Tom’s existed, she couldn’t help but think that maybe some things are worth fighting for. 
 
    *** 
 
    “You’re in a foul mood this morning,” Nick commented lightly.  
 
    Tom’s chest rattled in warning, but he didn’t speak. It wasn’t like he could disagree with his brother’s assessment. His body hadn’t fully recovered from the burn of Savannah’s rejection the night before. The passion they’d shared then was still fresh in his mind, tingling along his skin in an exhilarating production. He could almost feel the buildup of what had been about to come before she bolted without warning or hesitation. She was just… gone.  
 
    “Just what the hell’s her angle?” Tom muttered furiously to himself, his bear grunting crossly in agreement. For once, their emotions lined up perfectly, anger meeting anger as Tom stomped indignantly around the shop, busying his hands with anything to keep his mind moving. If he stopped to think about the two of them together for even a moment longer, he wasn’t sure his bear would stay contained.  
 
    Nick sighed. “Look, if she’d upsetting you that much, why don’t you go and talk to her?” 
 
    Tom’s back rippled. “If I wanted your advice, I’d ask for it.” 
 
    “And normally I wouldn’t care enough to offer it, but unfortunately we don’t have the luxury of tiptoeing around our issues like we usually do right now,” Nick replied, throwing down the oily cloth he held. Tom bristled in defense, but was unable to say or do more before Nick held up his hand in interruption. 
 
    “Look, Tom. It’s been over a month and we’ve had nothing but radio silence from Lucas and his pack of thugs. The last time he was this quiet in-between attacks, he destroyed our cabin in an attempt to get to Jo,” Tom saw Nick’s eyes flash in anger as he recalled the danger his mate had endured. 
 
    “We know he’s a second down, but we also know it was by choice. Which means we don’t really know anything at all.  
 
    “I know at first, I was okay with watching from the sidelines as you worked on your little side-problem with Savannah, but as the days creep by with zero hints towards what Lucas might be planning, I can’t help but get a really bad feeling.” Nick suppressed a shudder. “The kind of bad feeling that I’ll never take too lightly again. Not after what happened with Jo.” Tom remembered how terrified Jo had been as the Northern Wind pack tore at the door of the cabin, human and defenseless against their wrath. Thinking back, realizing just how close she’d been to imminent death was a harrowing thought indeed.  
 
    Nick steeled his gaze, spearing Tom with it.  “So whatever new developments or setbacks you’ve experienced with Savannah, I don’t want to know nor do I care. That’s your business to worry about, and I’m more than willing to let you walk that journey at a later date, but right now, we cannot afford for you to be distracted.” 
 
    “I’m not—” Tom began. 
 
    “Oh, save it!” Nick interrupted with a snarl. “I know you know I spoke to Dan yesterday. About joining us. He didn’t say yes outright, but he seemed… receptive. I think if we expedite the process a bit, maybe show him we are open to trusting him a bit more, we might just be able to sway him to our side.” | 
 
    He stared intently at Tom. “Lucas is lying in wait and Dan is nearly healed. Whatever the Northern Wind is planning, even you can’t deny that Dan offers a unique insight into their thought process, and could possibly supply us with a bit of extra muscle to boot. But we can’t guarantee that he’ll be of any help to us unless he agrees to join our pack.” 
 
    Nick sighed. “So, yeah. This is what we’re dealing with right now. Anything else is unfortunately secondary and you are going to have to start treating it as such.” He turned back to the car they were working on. “And Tom? That’s not a suggestion.” 
 
    Tom’s nostrils flared, but he held his tongue. Letting his bear run wild in response to Nick’s harsh words wasn’t going to negate the truth in them. The safety of the pack was always their first priority, Tom admitted. It was a rare occurrence for him to be too busy to keep the pack in order, but lately everything had decided to start spinning out of control. Nick wasn’t to blame for that — hell, Savannah wasn’t even to blame. It was all him, so he had to do whatever he could to keep things from getting worse.  
 
    Fortunately, dealing with Dan offered a solution to their lack of pack muscle as well as providing Tom with an appreciated distraction from dealing with one particular mercurial, honey-eyed complication he knew would be walking into the shop at any moment.  
 
    “Well, then” he finally sighed. “I’ll head to the back and get that ball rolling,” he said. Despite the friendly rapport he had established with Dan these past few weeks, he couldn’t help but feel a bit of his old, familiar distrust bubbling up just beneath the surface. “You sure about this, Nick?” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “I can’t afford not to be.” 
 
    Tom knew that was the best response he’d be getting from his brother. Without further dispute, he departed the garage to get started on the day’s biggest to-do item.  
 
    He slipped into the office just as the front entrance swung open. He smelled the distinct scent of jasmine and honey, knowing immediately who it was before Savannah stepped inside with a slight shiver.  
 
    “Morning!” Jo chirped. 
 
    “Hey,” Savannah mumbled, fighting for something loosely resembling a smile as her gaze passed over his. Tom felt a pang of guilt as he took in the bags under her eyes. Maybe she’d been more affected by last night’s events than he’d originally thought.  
 
    Shaking the thought from his mind, he kept moving. Nick was right, intense though it might feel at times, his attraction to Savannah and all the complications that came with it were not the pack’s number one priority. It was long past due that Tom got back to having the pack’s best interest at heart. He’d always been particularly good at it. 
 
    Without another glance Savannah’s way, he slipped into the back room, closing the door tightly behind him. 
 
    Tom entered the room to find Dan pacing back and forth —or at least attempting to. His gait was jerky and broken, still unable to put too much weight on his injured leg, but he was up and walking, and that was all that mattered. Progress was progress.  
 
    “Hey, how ya feeling?” Tom asked, watching him with mild caution.  
 
    Dan looked over to him with a strained smile, obviously feeling the pain of walking on a busted leg. “Better, and that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    Tom nodded his approval. “Sounds good enough for me.” Dan gave him a look of mild confusion, making him crack a half-grin. “I mean, how would you like to finally get out of this stuffy old den, Limpy?” He turned the knob of the room door, pushing outward and letting it swing open.  
 
    “It seems Nick thinks you’re good to come through now.” Tom was careful to omit his own instinctive wariness. “Though I’d advise against any running or shifting until that leg has had a bit more time to shape up.” 
 
    A grin flitted across Dan’s lips, though his attention was almost completely on the door left tantalizingly thrown wide. “Yeah, well, I don’t think I could do any of that if I tried.”  
 
    Doubt crossed Dan’s face, and Tom watched as he painfully tore his hungry gaze from the open doorway, licking his lips. “What about you? You sure about this?” 
 
    Tom only shrugged. “It doesn’t matter what I think. Nick trusts you with your freedom. Whether or not his judgment of your character is justified lies solely with you.” He turned towards the door. “Either way, you’re free to do as you please. Run back to Lucas if you want, or maybe you want to go off and do your own thing; start over.” He gave another, smaller shrug. “Or maybe something else entirely,” he murmured, artfully avoiding any mention of joining the pack. “But that doesn’t have anything to do with me. There’s only one reason I’m here…” He beckoned Dan forward, assuring the injured bear that this wasn’t a hoax or a test.  
 
    “Starting today, you finally have your life back, Dan. No catch.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Savannah was elbow-deep in paperwork as the door to the locked back room swung open. Her bear immediately raised its head and she followed its motion, sampling the air. That familiar scent wafted to her; it was full-bodied and musky. She was sure she’d encountered it sometime long before her time in Woodhaven, perhaps with the Northern Wind, but she couldn’t be entirely sure.  The soft sound of two male voices met her ears, discussing something she couldn’t make out in quiet tones.  
 
    “Good morning Savannah.” She jumped at the sound of Nick’s voice s it sounded behind her. Nick wasn’t the second voice in the back? Then who… 
 
    “M-morning,” Savannah stammered, shaking off the shock and replacing it with precaution. She didn’t want to make assumptions about what was going on, but she had to admit that a secret third voice coming from a room that stayed locked was odd to say the least. But even though the alpha pack wasn’t without their secrets, they were always open with her when they needed to be. She was an outsider, after all, so it seemed justified enough.  
 
    Jo slipped into the office a moment later, going to Nick and whispering something in his ear that made him smile. They both seemed really relaxed, not how Savannah expected two people to react if they were about to reveal bad news. That’s all she needed to convince herself to calm down. She decided to give them the benefit of the doubt and let the situation unfolding before her speak for itself. 
 
    Nick made a grumpy noise in the back of his throat, and Jo grinned at him. “It’ll be fine.” 
 
    Savannah opened her mouth to ask what would be fine before a shuffling noise in the back room commanded her attention. She stared intently at the door, her mind running manically through her memories to pinpoint the pungent aroma, but nothing would take hold. She would unfortunately have to go into this revelation blind. 
 
    “Who’s tha—” Savannah began to ask in a panic, her jaw nearly hitting the floor as Dan came hobbling and bandaged through the unlocked doorway.  
 
    “Now, I know we’ve been really tight-lipped about things lately,” Nick began, his eyes becoming slightly wary as he trained them on her. “But we decided it wasn’t fair to either one of you to keep you in the dark. So this is Dan.” He looked to Dan. “Dan, this is Savannah. We hired her a while back.”  
 
    Savannah’s heart began to pound; the sound of her blood rushing in her ears like white water rapids as her eyes met Dan’s was overwhelming. The two sides of the story, the familiar smell, the way this alpha pack acted despite Lucas’s attack… it all fell into place at once. She looked over the bit of gauze on his body. Dan was never dead; he was just healing. 
 
    “Uh, nice to meet you!” Dan stammered frantically, eyes a bit wide. She could tell he was silently pleading for her to act normal. If either of them gave away that they knew each other, they were both likely to be in big trouble. 
 
    “Hello!” she replied, trying to play off some of her initial shock as confusion. “I, um…” she turned to Nick. “He’s a…” she shut her mouth immediately, not sure what all to say in front of Jo.  
 
    Tom grinned, though it seemed a bit tight-lipped. “Yep.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know all this might come as a bit of a shock to the two of you,” Nick explained. “You both came into our territory at a time when we couldn’t afford to be very liberal with our trust. As a result, we ended up keeping a few things from you. I hope you can forgive that.” 
 
    Savannah shook her head, opting for complete honesty. “I mean, it’s not like I didn’t know something was back there. I’d just never gotten around to asking.” She met Dan’s gaze again, mind still reeling about this surprise turn of events. “I’d have never guessed a whole man was back there, though.” A whole bear shifter, at that.  
 
    Dan shrugged, feigning nonchalance though she could see his gaze flit to Tom’s scrutinizing stare for a split second before speaking. “I got hit by a car, banged up pretty badly. They opted to help me out until I was well enough to hack it on my own.” 
 
    Savannah nodded her understanding, piecing together his words and adding them to the parts she already knew. No one before had told her about him getting hit. “That sounds terrible! Though I have to ask, why not just take you to a hospital?” she questioned, knowing they’d think it odd if she didn’t. She hoped desperately that Dan was quick enough on his feet to roll with the punches. 
 
    Dan looked away with a rueful smile. “Well, I wasn’t exactly being a good Samaritan when I got hit, so, uh…” he tailed off, and Savannah let it hang unfinished in the air, hoping it was a good enough answer for the alphas to accept. 
 
    She could feel them all staring at her, waiting for a response of any kind. A shiver ran involuntarily up her spine. “Well, I don’t know about you guys, but after that bit of news, I could use a cup of coffee,” she said. 
 
    Nick murmured something in Jo’s ear as Savannah moved to the coffeemaker, Jo nodding affirmatively before saying, “Make one for me, Savannah, if you don’t mind!” before trotting out of the office entrance.  
 
    As the door closed behind Jo, Savannah’s heart rate spiked. She couldn’t stop the nerves, and she knew they could hear them roiling within her as she fought and failed to calm her emotions. She couldn’t think of a worse scenario than being alone with the alphas as they tested her loyalty in the presence of a fellow Northern Wind bear. There was nothing honest about what was happening here; she was sure she would fail. 
 
    Savannah poured Jo’s coffee in silence before making her own. Hiding her face behind the steaming mug, she slowly turned back to the bears in the office. “So,” she finally breathed, eyes moving over Nick and Tom, finally settling on Dan. “Another shifter.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Dan replied, eyes moving from Savannah to Tom. “Why are we acting like it’s a secret?” 
 
    “Mine is,” Savannah said with a shrug. “She knows you’re one?” 
 
    “She hit me with a car while I was still in bear form,” Dan replied matter-of-factly. “Why not just tell her?” 
 
    Savannah averted her gaze. “It just doesn’t feel right. Human’s shouldn’t know.” 
 
    “And we respect that here,” Tom added, spearing Dan with a heavy gaze.  
 
    “Wait, she hit you with her car?” Savannah asked, Dan’s words catching up with her frazzled mind.  
 
    Dan shrugged. “I didn’t exactly give her a choice. I, uh… was doing some pretty crappy things under some pretty crappy orders.” He shot her a meaningful look. “I don’t come from a very good place. Took me getting knocked silly by a car and locked in a garage den for a month to figure that out, weird as that sounds.” Savannah couldn’t agree more. She was starting to realize it herself. 
 
    “Remember the Northern Wind pack?” Tom asked. “Dan is… was a part of it. We’re not too sure on how current that information is though—this old pack leader isn’t very forgiving—so he’s been hanging out with us while he heals.” 
 
    “Not to mention Jo felt guilty about banging him up,” Nick added with a stretch. “Even if it was to save my life.” Savannah saw Dan flinch as if Nick had punched him in the gut. Nick waved his worry away. “It’s in the past. Don’t fret.” 
 
    “Anyway, he’s here until he’s ready to move on,” Tom explained. We figured we’d waited long enough to tell you guys about each other. So here we are.” 
 
    “Move on where?” Savannah asked, genuinely perplexed. She was a newer bear in the Northern Wind, but even she knew enough to be certain that if Lucas had left Dan to die after sustaining injuries bad enough that she still wasn’t fully recovered even over a month later… 
 
    Lucas was sure Dan was going to die. He didn’t want him back. She was sure of it. So what was Dan’s game plan? And what’s more, could she do the same? 
 
    Nick shrugged. “In a perfect world? Here.”  
 
    Savannah gasped slightly. “You mean…” 
 
    “Yep. Asked him to join only yesterday.” Nick’s gaze met Dan’s. “Offer’s still on the table, by the way. But I won’t pressure you about it.” 
 
    Dan looked at Nick contemplatively. “I appreciate the opportunity,” was all he said remaining non-committal.  
 
    “Yep,” Nick replied, glancing down at Dan’s injured leg. “You’ve still got time.” 
 
    “Just don’t take too long,” Tom added with a small grin. “We don’t like you that much.” Nick chuckled and Dan even cracked a smile. 
 
    Looking at the easy repartee that the three bears shared, Savannah suddenly found it hard to breathe. “Excuse me,” she mumbled, hastily setting down her mug of cooling coffee. “I need some air.” She stumbled out into the parking lot before anyone could think to stop her.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Savannah walked deep into the woods, ignoring Jo’s look of concern as she rifled through her car for whatever Nick had originally sent her outside for. She just needed to get away. Everything was changing so fast, she had so much new information to process. She wasn’t really sure how to move forward. Tilting her head back, she took a deep breath of the woodsy breeze, working to calm her thoughts. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Savannah’s eyes snapped open to a mildly concerned Tom standing before her. His head tilted in confusion. “Savannah?” 
 
    She shook her head, trying to clear her thoughts and focus on the conversation Tom was attempting to have with her. Letting out her breath in a long sigh, she finally said, “I’m just… confused, I guess.” 
 
    His dark eyes flickered. “Yeah, I got that feeling.” 
 
    She ran a hand over her face, wanting to tell Tom everything, but knowing she couldn’t. She felt completely helpless. “I’m sorry, Tom.” 
 
    He frowned. “What for?” 
 
    So much. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “For everything, honestly. For complicating your life by coming to work here. For stressing you out.” She hesitated before finishing, “For running away from you last night.” She leaned against the thick trunk of a nearby tree, sliding down to sit on the cool forest floor.  
 
    Sitting next to her, Tom looked deeply into her eyes. He didn’t seem angry, or even suspicious. Only concern for Savannah marred his strong features as he gazed at her, and she could see him working to continue the conversation. 
 
    “Why did you run away last night, Savannah?” he asked, quietly.  
 
    “Because I was afraid,” she answered, immediate and honest. “I’m afraid of what moving forward would mean for us. I’m not even a part of your pack.” 
 
    Tom blinked. “You could be,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Savannah silently cursed herself, remembering that she was supposed to be packless and therefore not bound to anyone. “It’s just, I don’t think that pack life is for me, Tom. “ 
 
    “Why not?” he asked, voice tinted with hurt.  
 
    She shrugged. “I’ve always been a wanderer. And this… this has been great. Better than great. But I feel like if I commit to settling down here, our differences would end up clashing. I don’t know if… whatever is budding between us right now can survive that. I don’t think I could risk it.”  
 
    Shaking her head, she whispered, “I was never meant to fall for you.” 
 
    Tom gave a worried smile. “That’s why it’s called falling, Savannah. People rarely plan for it.” 
 
    “And I know that,” she agreed, “but I just can’t...” She let her voice trail off, unsure how to continue.  
 
    “I can’t help what I feel,” she restarted. “I really do want to be with you.” She watched Tom’s eyes light up at her confession, and allowed herself a fleeting moment to feel a lightness in her own heart as well as she finally admitted to herself what she’d desired from the day she met him. “But it’s tough not to have doubts. My body and my mind are on different wavelengths, and I’m not really sure what instinct to listen to. So much could go wrong, but so much could go right, too.” 
 
    “I want to be with you, too, Savannah,” Tom murmured, laying a gentle hand over hers where it rested on her lap. “And I’ll admit that I’ve been scared, too.” 
 
    “You, scared? She asked, voice slightly incredulous. “Of what?” 
 
    Tom shook his head softly. “I’m sure you already know by now, but I’ll try to explain.” He ran a hand through his dark hair, breathing out a large sigh before continuing. 
 
    “Look, I don’t… trust, easily. That was always more Nick’s forte. I was the big wrought-iron gate that kept people from getting to the super welcoming front door, if that makes any sense. So naturally, you could assume that ‘falling in love’ wasn’t something that I’d ever looked forward to. 
 
    “And that was true, even after I met you. I can admit now that I’ve felt… things since the moment we met, but the idea of pursuing them or even acknowledging them, defaulted me to the one emotion I know I can count on most in my life.” 
 
    “Distrust?” Savannah quipped softly. 
 
    “Bingo,” Tom answered, flashing a quick grin. “You always hear that love is a distraction. Well I believed that.” 
 
    “You don’t anymore?” Savannah asked, and she couldn’t help but feel hopeful.  
 
    Tom shot her an apologetic look. “Oh, no, I still do.” He smiled a bit. “But now I wonder if a bit of distraction isn’t such a bad thing every once in a while?” 
 
    Savannah’s heart nearly burst while listening to him. She still had so much doubt and so much fear, but she wanted to believe that maybe Tom’s hope was the first step they needed to grow what they had into something that could beat the hold Lucas had over her.  
 
    Tom rubbed the back of his neck ruefully. “But I mean… it’s love. I don’t have the expertise that other men do when it comes to this stuff. How do I know I’m doing all the right things to express love?” 
 
    Savannah grinned. “How many times will you say you love me before you let me kiss you?” she whispered. Tom’s eyes widened in surprise, as if he hadn’t noticed he’d used the word once, let alone several times. In a bout of bold resolve, Savannah leaned forward and pressed her lips to Tom’s before he could say otherwise. A single tear slid down her cheek, but she wasn’t sad. For once in her life, something was going right. In this moment, only Tom was certain. She’d deal with Lucas and all the problems he brought with him later. 
 
    “Savannah,” Tom breathed when she pulled back, looking deeply into her eyes. “Please don’t run away from me again.” 
 
    “I won’t,” she promised as he gently brushed the tears from her cheek. “I won’t run ever again.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Savannah and Tom had allowed a bit of time to pass as they shared their alone time together in the woods, basking in the confession of love they’d been avoiding for weeks. A delicious shiver ran through Savannah’s body as she recalled curling herself in his embrace and thinking about being able to do so on a daily basis. Everything about the time they’d shared on the forest floor felt right. She’d do whatever it took to preserve the new life she’d choses to begin with Tom. 
 
    “Savannah?” 
 
    Turning in her chair, Savannah gave Jo a quick smile. “What’s up?” 
 
    Jo grinned in return. “Nick and I have to make a quick trip just outside of town. We won’t be gone long.” 
 
    “That’s no problem at all,” Savannah replied. 
 
    Jo’s gaze shifted towards the back door, now left unlocked after Dan’s revealing. “Dan will still be here,” Jo continued. “But Tom’s around, too. If you want, we can lock the door before we go. We don’t think Dan’s would try anything, but I want you to feel safe.” 
 
    “No, no, I’ll be fine,” Savannah assured. She needed to set aside time with him away from prying eyes. Jo really was too nice for her own good sometimes. “Now go, I don’t want to keep you.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Jo minded, still glancing back reluctantly before the office door closed shut.  
 
    Savannah let out a small breath as Jo loaded herself into a car with Nick and they took off down the street.  
 
    She allowed herself a moment to collect her thoughts before standing. As she stepped back from the computer desk, the back room door swung open. “Are they gone?” Dan’s voice whispered. 
 
    “Yeah, but Tom’s still in the garage,” Savannah replied quietly.  
 
    They listened in silence to the muffled sounds of auto machinery and the tiny signal of some classic rock song playing in the garage. Dan nodded. “This is the closest to alone we’ll get.” He limped over and, without warning, threw a large cordial arm over Savannah’s shoulder. 
 
    “Now can you tell me what the hell is going on?” he asked, pulling her into a strong hug. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Savannah tried not to stiffen in Dan’s embrace. The Northern Wind wasn’t keen on physical contact, and she wasn’t honestly all that close to Dan either, so the sudden contact surprised her. “It’s kind of a long story,” she began. 
 
    Dan finally pulled away, eyes cautious. “I don’t think we have time for a long tale.” He grinned. “But you got out! That’s good, at least.” He looked around. “Only you though? Did Nick and Tom offer to protect you or something? Are anymore of the Northern Wind coming?” 
 
    Savannah held up her hands. “Whoa, whoa. Calm down.” Savannah gave Dan a perplexed stare. The stoic second that she remembered was nearly as fearsome as Lucas himself. Tall and brutish and willing to follow any order with extreme prejudice. This new Dan that hugged and asked way too many questions was too different for her to process.  
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” she asked, remembering at the last second that he was the ex-second of a cruel leader and that she might want to police her tone a bit better. “If you don’t mind answering,” she hastily tacked onto the end.  
 
    Dan only looked confused. “Just happy to see another of the Northern Wind safe,” Dan answered simply. 
 
    Savannah didn’t reply, and Dan’s eyes widened slightly in comprehension. “Oh. I know you’re probably not used to seeing me like… this.” He shrugged. “I’m just good at what I do. I become whatever my leader needs me to be. Lucas needed someone large and intimidating and built like a Mack truck to play shield behind. I needed a pack to belong in. So…” He let the sentence trail off. 
 
    “And what are you now?” Savannah asked. “Is whatever you are right now—is it something that Nick or Tom needs?” 
 
    Dan thought on her words a moment. After a bit of silence, he looked at her with revelation in his eyes. “No. They don’t need… anything, if I’m being honest. Maybe more men to stop Lucas, but nothing from me specifically. I’m being… just me, I guess.” He looked mildly confused. “I haven’t been free to do that in a while; I guess I can see why you’re so confused now,” he finished with a grin.  
 
    Savannah smiled, thinking it was best not to point out that Dan just indirectly acknowledged Nick and Tom as his leaders. “Well then, it’s nice to meet the real you, Dan.” 
 
    He flashed a real smile of his own. “Feels good to be back. So what’s new?” 
 
    Savannah’s smile fell. “Well, the biggest news is pretty much everyone in the Northern Wind thinks you’re dead.” 
 
    Dan frowned. “Is that what Lucas told them?” 
 
    Savannah nodded. “Yeah. You must’ve been pretty bad for him to think you were done for.” 
 
    Dan shrugged, his face falling. “It wasn’t a matter of whether I’d survive or not. The moment I failed, he just stopped caring. It’s how he’s always been. I likely wouldn’t be alive right now if Nick and Tom weren’t there to chase him off. He’d have time to finish off weak pack members himself.” Dan shuddered, but not like he was afraid. Savannah thought it was more like a shiver of succumbing, like the life he’d once live had been so normal, but looking back he couldn’t remember why or how. She felt exactly the same way.  
 
    “Lucas doesn’t tolerate failure,” Dan finished with a haunted look in his eye. 
 
    “That’s not refreshing to hear at all, considering I’m actively planning to fail it up, big time,” Savannah muttered.  
 
    Dan’s eyes snapped to her, then to the garage door where Tom lay beyond, realization dawning on his face. “Wait, you mean you’re not out?” He looked back to her, incredulously. “You’re a mole?” He hissed in a horrified tone. 
 
    There was a sick feeling in Savannah’s stomach. It sounded infinitely worse when said out loud. “Yeah. Lucas sent me here to get them to trust me. I’m not sure what was supposed to come after that, but… I’m done. I want no part of Lucas’s plan to overthrow the alphas.” She shuddered. “But I’m not sure what this means for me. He surely won’t just set me free with a handshake and a hearty farewell.” She recalled the night at the lake with a sickening flip-flop of her belly.  
 
    “Surely not,” Dan agreed. “I’ll offer what help I can. Even if that means helping the alphas beat Lucas back for a while longer.” He gazed imploringly at Savannah. “But we know just how bad the Northern Wind can be now. How bad Lucas can be. That’s no way for a pack to be run. We need to get as many bears out of there as possible.” 
 
    Savannah swallowed hard. She didn’t really want to play the hero. She didn’t think she was cut out for it. Getting herself out so she could be with Tom with no fears of Lucas was her number one priority. “I don’t know, Dan.” 
 
    “You know that pack, Savannah,” Dan tried to influence. “It grows a few bears a week. He recruits the beat down, the lonely, the young, and the ones who don’t know any better. He sells his sick brand of ownership with lies and half-truths. I can only imagine the lies you’ve caught him in since infiltrating the alphas.” He growled, low in his belly at the confirmation that Savannah couldn’t hide from her face. A lot of Lucas’s words did seem to hide truth when she got the full picture, right down to Dan’s death.  
 
    Thinking back, she realized he’d never actually said Dan was killed. Flood did. 
 
     “And the Northern Wind seems to grow all the more powerful for it,” Dan continued. “Eventually, he will gain enough bears to best Nick and Tom.” Savannah’s heart skipped a beat at the prediction. “Maybe not today, maybe not this month, but soon. Unless someone stops him.” 
 
    “And this time, he’ll go for the kill, no hesitation. He has no wish to get them to join his pack anymore.” Dan bit his lip. “They’re good people, Savannah. Whether I stay or go, they don’t deserve the fight we brought to them.” 
 
    A pang of guilt hit Savannah right in the gut. She knew without a shadow of doubt that Dan was right. Whatever retaliation Lucas brought upon Tom and Nick and Jo, it would be her fault, at least in part. She had to take responsibility. Now was not the time for cowardice.  
 
    With a sigh, she breathed. “I’ll do what I can.” 
 
    Dan smiled. “Good to hear it. And after,” his gaze slid towards the garage again, something contemplative in his gaze. “After we’ll figure out what to do with our lives for good.” 
 
    Savannah didn’t tell him that she’d figured that out already, worried that the solidarity she felt with him as fellow ex-members of the Northern Wind might fade. Her entire body quaked at the very thought of disobeying Lucas and she was surprised she had the mental energy to entertain a rebellion at all. She needed this unity if she was going to go through with this. 
 
    “I have a feeling, whatever we choose, we’ll both be a lot happier off for it,” Savannah opted to say.  
 
    Dan glanced at her. “You think so?” 
 
    She shrugged. “I think you’re happier already and you haven’t even made a decision yet.” Out loud, she finished mentally.  
 
    Dan smiled, finally taking his attention away from the closed garage door. “Yeah? I guess so. You, too.” 
 
    She grinned, knowing she had Tom to thank for that. Finally her path was clear. “Come on, Dan. There’s no Lucas anymore. Let’s just be honest with ourselves for once. I’m pretty sure we’re both staying with the alphas for much the same reason.” She grinned at the surprise on his face. “You haven’t been able to take your eyes off of the door where you know Tom has been working.” She shrugged. “And we’re kind of exploring something right now, too, so I want to see how that goes.” 
 
    Dan stared at her, first in confusion, then slowly growing to epiphany. “You two mated.” 
 
    Savannah scoffed, her heart skip-hopping in betrayal as the bear raised its head in interest. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The last thing she needed was to worry about putting a label on her relationship with Tom. Plus, the thought terrified her. 
 
    “I could smell that lie from a mile away, Savannah.” Dan looked worried. “Though you couldn’t have picked a worse time to—” 
 
    “Don’t, Dan,” Savannah warned. 
 
    “Hey, there’s no shame in—” 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” she said, her bear’s ears pricking up. 
 
    “Tom is more than a sufficient mate—” 
 
    “Dan!” Savannah exclaimed. Her bear growled a warning at him and he held up his hands.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” he placated, his gaze falling serious once more. “But m-word or not… you know we’re going to have to tell them about us, right? That is, if you’re really serious about staying.” 
 
    Her stomach dropped, but she agreed. “I haven’t been more serious about anything in a good long while.” 
 
    “And we’ll have to confront Lucas about our future,” Dan continued with a serious look. “Alone, without the alphas. The Northern Wind was our problem before we inadvertently requested the alphas’ safety. Whatever our future plans, it’s our responsibility to put them in motion. I won’t allow Nick and Tom to shoulder that burden as well.”  
 
    Savannah’s body ran cold at the thought of being alone with Lucas again. “I’ll go if you’re there with me. Remember, there is no ‘we’. Lucas already gave you an out. I’m the one who’s not free.” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “As long as Lucas keeps recruiting the vulnerable and impressionable, I won’t allow myself to be free either.” He winced. “Though we’ll have to wait a bit. I’m right on the cusp of being fully healed, but this leg has been through hell and back.” She watched him flex the muscle in his wide leg. “Another few days at the most.” 
 
    The sound of whistling grew closer to the garage door, cutting the rest of Savannah and Dan’s conversation short. Savannah turned in a panic and began leafing through the stack of paperwork Jo had left for her.  
 
    Tom swung open the garage entrance door, stopping short in the doorway, as he took in Dan and Savannah sitting semi close in the office alone. Savannah felt grotesquely guilty, despite not technically doing anything wrong in that moment. 
 
    “What’s going on in here?” he asked, blatant suspicion in his voice. 
 
    Savannah looked up from the papers, giving a quick smile as she feigned nonchalance. “Oh, nothing, really. Going through the work Jo set out for me today while she and Nick went out of town for something. Dan was just offering me a bit of chatter while I worked.” 
 
    Tom narrowed his eyes, taking in the two of them. “So everything’s alright?” 
 
    Savannah looked at him with innocent, round eyes. “Yeah, of course, why wouldn’t they be?” she replied without missing a beat. She wondered idly if she should be proud or disappointed in how easy it had gotten to tell the occasional white lie to the alphas.  
 
    The sooner she could tell all, the better. She didn’t want to make a habit of this. 
 
    Dan shrugged. “She was just telling me how much I’m missing out on since I still can’t shift yet.” He looked down at his stiff leg. “I’m definitely missing it. Is it all right if I take a walk—er, limp, rather—outside? That oughta help curb the craving some.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Like I said earlier, you’re a free man, Dan. Do whatever you want.” 
 
    Dan nodded, “Then I’ll see y’all in a bit.” With that he hobbled out the entrance, the door swinging closed loudly behind him.  
 
    Savannah felt the tension in the room spike instantly, making her shiver inwardly. She didn’t understand; this didn’t happen when they were out in the forest; why did this uneasiness come back when she least wanted it to? 
 
    When she turned to Tom, he was already staring at her. “Are you really okay?” he asked softly. 
 
    She swallowed and nodded. “Yeah. Everything’s fine,” she murmured as he trailed gentle fingers down the soft skin of her arm. Goosebumps followed in their wake, making her suppress another shudder. Just the slightest touch rendered her senseless. She opened her mouth to speak again, not really sure what to say, but needing to break the content before it accelerated, but Tom ran a thumb lightly over her lips.  
 
    “How about I cook for us tonight?” he interrupted, his voice barely above a whisper. He leaned in, his lips a breath from hers. “You can say anything you need to there. Maybe stay a little later.” 
 
    A delicious shiver ran through her as his lips trailed down her jaw and neck. She leaned back as he traveled to her collarbone, sighing in complete bliss. “I’d love that,” she breathed. 
 
    “Great,” Tom growled in pleasure, nipping lightly at her collarbone and making her gasp. “I can’t wait.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Tom paced the garage impatiently, the tinny signal on the radio playing so that he didn’t have to listen to the repetitive tap of his boots on the concrete as he eagerly awaited Savannah’s return to the shop that night. Equal parts terror and excitement sang in his veins, as well as a bit of doubt that he refused to acknowledge. If he was going to, for himself, be sure of anything tonight, it was that there was no turning back. 
 
    “We’re heading out for the night.” 
 
    “Right” Tom mumbled as Nick put on a light jacket, “See ya.” 
 
    “Ask him about Dan!” came Jo’s disembodied voice from the office area as she called the suggestion loud enough for both brothers to hear.  
 
    Nick grinned. “She’s right, you know? I bet you didn’t include him in your dinner plans.” 
 
    He hadn’t. “Damn it.” 
 
    Nick barked a laugh. “Don’t worry about it. We were planning on taking him off your hands for the night anyway, giving him a feel for the rest of our territory and maybe swaying him to our side.” 
 
    Tom nodded. “Yeah, yeah, that sounds perfect. Thanks.” 
 
    “No problem,” Jo said, peeking into the garage with a knowing glint in her eye. Before Tom could rebut, she was already gone.  
 
    He opted for glaring at Nick instead. “Don’t start.” 
 
    Nick snorted. “I wasn’t going to say anything.” 
 
    Tom sighed heavily. “Not like you need to. I know what I’m feeling for Savannah is pretty obvious.” 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Nick agreed. “But I’m happy for you. Finding your mate is one of the best feelings in the world.” 
 
    Little tingles of electric shocks washed across Tom’s skin at the mention of the word mate. “I don’t think we’re calling it anything just yet,” Tom said quickly, skirting around using the word himself.  
 
    Nick raised an eyebrow. “Is that so? Then tell me, how do you feel when you accidentally touch?” To Tom’s surprise, Nick paused for the answer. 
 
    Tom shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s… electric. Like touching a livewire. But in a good way.” Nick gave a satisfied snort, but he didn’t comment on the answer. 
 
     “Okay. How does your bear feel when you think about her? How do you feel when you think about her?” He waved away Tom’s words before he’d spoken them. “Those you don’t have to answer out loud. They’ll likely not make much sense in words, but you’ll know what you’re saying is true if you just remain honest with yourself.”  
 
    Tom nodded once, knowing that Nick was probably right. He’d been where Tom was before. He promised himself he’d think on it before Savannah got to the shop, even if he could already answer with complete certainty that both he and his bear were, at the very least, happy. 
 
    “Got it,” Nick grinned. “Well, I’m gonna head out now. You two have some fun tonight!” he called, closing the garage door behind him before Tom could growl a warning at him—not that Tom knew what to say, even if he wanted to speak. 
 
    He stared at the closed door in silence for a moment, letting the quiet and the conversation he’d just had waft around on the air, undisturbed. Was this how Nick had felt about Jo when he’d found out? 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom was relatively calm by the time Savannah stepped through the entrance of the shop. She held up a small bag in her hand as way of greeting. “I brought dessert.” 
 
    The entire front office had filled with the aroma of the meal he’d cooked for them. He peeked his head out of the back room where he’d gotten some dishes to set out. “Perfect,” he replied, taking in the sight of her. She was wearing a heavier coat, a sign that the temperature had dropped again. Tom noticed that Savannah was more susceptible to the cold than most shifters. He hadn’t thought to ask why, but it was just one more thing that set her apart from everyone else. He didn’t mind in the slightest, but he did find himself fighting the slight urge to unzip her coat and remove it… quickly followed by everything else on her body. 
 
    He coughed to clear his mind, setting the plates on the dining table. “I hope you like steak and potatoes. I made plenty.” 
 
    “Who doesn’t like a good steak?” Savannah asked with the slightest lick of her lips. Tom couldn‘t help but wonder if she also felt the slightly building tension in the room. 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, I’m just an okay cook. So I hope you’re fine with an okay steak.” 
 
    Savannah giggled, and it made Tom’s heart palpitate. “I’m sure it will be great.” She unzipped her jacket, placing it on a hook by the entrance. “How are you tonight?” 
 
    He let out his breath in a relieved gust of wind. “Better, now that you’re here.” He winced as the cheesy line left his mouth, and seeing Savannah bite back a soft laugh. 
 
    “I’m glad I’m here too,” she smiled, looking slightly amused. Was he acting differently? He couldn’t tell. He felt happier though, and he knew it was because of her. 
 
    He cleared his throat past the nerves building there. Food first, relationship stuff later. “Hungry?” 
 
    She nodded. “Famished. Do you need me to help plate?” 
 
    “Sure, if you want. Food’s in the back where Dan is—was. He’s at the Nick’s cabin tonight.” 
 
    “Oh.” Savannah’s gaze slid slowly to the back room, a look in her eye that Tom couldn’t quite place, but it set off fireworks in his chest.  
 
    He watched as a sly glint filled her eye, his breath catching in his throat when she turned that wicked gaze on him. “So are you going to kiss me or what?” she asked quietly. 
 
    He grinned mischievously, setting down the last of the dishes at once. “Nope,” he replied, her mouth dropping open in surprise. “Not unless you catch me.” 
 
    “What?” Savannah exclaimed as he burst into action. He was out of the door before she could even recuperate from his issued challenge. He tore off all his clothes as he swung open the office entrance. “But Tom, the food!” He could hear the laugher in her voice. 
 
    “Then you better hurry up and catch me before it gets cold!” he called back just moments before the bear burst from his skin. With a roar of delight, he tore off into the woods. He raced past trees and fallen logs in tense silence wondering if she’d follow before he heard the jovial belt of Savannah’s bear sound behind him. With a joyful growl, he sprinted faster. 
 
    His chase ended at the lake; it just seemed right. As he reached the bank, he could tell she was still a ways off from catching up. With a promise to let it run free soon, Tom folded back into his human form, launching himself into the lake as Savannah’s bear cleared the tree line.  
 
    She watched him with honey amber eyes as he swam laps in the cool waters. “Are you going to come in?” he called to her. “The water’s lovely.” He saw the recognition signal in her eyes as he recited the words she’s used on him here at this very lake back to her.  
 
    Tom watched as Savannah’s body snapped back into human form with alarming speed. She let out a small gasp in pain, as her hands and knees reoriented into her human shape. A wary look passed over her face before she resettled her gaze on Tom’s. Slowly, a smile washed over her face, cheeks flushing pink from the exertion of the run. She rose to her feet, standing tall and completely naked in the moonlight, and he couldn’t help give her entire body an appreciative glance. She was absolutely breathtaking, the very sight of her curves sent electric sizzles through his body, shorting out his brain. 
 
    She watched him as he looked without an ounce of shyness on her face. The confidence in her eyes as he met her gaze astounded him. Before he could say or do anything, she launched herself into the water, a perfect replica of Tom the first night he’d swam with her in the lake.  
 
    Unlike Savannah, Tom was much too enthralled to dodge the splashes of water, spluttering for air as Savannah resurfaced, laughing.  
 
    “You didn’t even try to dodge,” she exclaimed, happily. 
 
    “Hey, before you laugh, do you realize I could have drowned?” He joked, spitting out a bit of lake water. 
 
    “Highly unlikely,” she grinned. 
 
    The moon shone off the surface of the water, highlighting the gleam in Savanna’s eyes as she laughed. Water held in the creases on the sides of her soft, smiling lips. Their eyes met once more and sparks flew, covering Tom’s wet body in goosebumps. Slowly Savannah’s mischievous expression melted away into something completely different. 
 
    “Come here,” Tom growled, reaching for her. 
 
    With a rush and a splash of water, Savannah threw herself backward and swam as fast as she could. He realized it was his turn to catch her. 
 
    She made it close enough to the bank for her feet to touch the bottom before Tom caught up with her. He spun her around, making her slip on the lake floor, but he locked her securely in place before placing his lips on hers. His hand snaked around her waist, holding her flush against him, his skin igniting in a medley of sensations wherever they touched. His mouth was hot and urgent on hers, pushing her soaked hair back from her face so that he could see all of her as she panted and gasped for him. He needed her in a way he’d never needed anyone before, in every way he’d never even thought to need someone. Nick was right; this was something he’d never be able to explain in words, but in this moment, everything felt right. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Savannah tried to find her footing as she grasped for Tom, but her body only seemed interested in having as much of him on her as possible. He held them tightly to each other, as if they were one being that was never meant to be separated. For the most part, Savannah couldn’t agree more.  
 
    As she eagerly ground her body against his, she could feel him hard and ready against her. It drew soft whimpers from her throat, anticipation building, and swelling deep within her as his lips locked onto hers once more. She’d wanted this, needed this for so long, and the night was finally here. She wondered absently if he thought she might run again, if a sliver of doubt remained that she might not be as ready as she finally was. As if he sensed something, he pulled back from their kiss, searching her eyes for something. Eagerly, Savannah pulled his lips back down to her own, showing exactly what she wanted when she wanted it. His lips tingled like she’d stuck a fork in a plug socket, and she groaned against him, using her body to beg for more 
 
    Savannah’s body began to tighten like a coiled spring as Tom kissed her. His skin was smooth and soft, cool from the water as she pressed deep against him to feel the rock hard muscles underneath that flexed tight as they held her. He backed away slightly, trailing a line of hungry, biting kisses along her neck, and she used the extra space to run her fingers lightly over his solid chest and every bump of his washboard abs. she could hear her breath coming quickly with every bite, lick and kiss, but she didn’t want him to stop. She wanted more, faster. 
 
    She cried out in surprise when he did exactly the opposite.  
 
    Pulling away from her with one last teasing kiss, Tom stared down at her with wondrous eyes. At first, Savannah was frustrated, but the look he gave her was full of amazement and awe and something else that unraveled her down to something even more vulnerable than skin. She felt he knew everything that was important about her, and held it all in his gaze, promising that he’d keep all the most fragile parts of her safe and locked away for the rest of eternity. He felt like home. 
 
    “I want to tell you something,” He whispered. 
 
    “Anything,” she replied, immediately. Whatever he had to say she knew she’d cherish it for the rest of her life. Nothing, no one, could stop her from holding everything he did, was, and would be dear.  
 
    Tom swallowed hard, Savannah feeling his heart quicken as a hint of nervousness crossed his eyes. “I—I think I’m falling in love with you.” He said softly, little more than a breath of air on the wind that washed over the lakes surface. “I mean, I don’t really know what it is, but if I had to give this a name, that’s what I’d call it.” He averted his gaze. “I know I said something similar earlier, but I wanted you to know. I’m conscious, I’m here, I’m saying it while knowing I’m saying it, and there’s no room for misinterpretation. I’m falling in love with you, Savannah.” 
 
    Savannah sighed, tears flooding her eyes. Leaning forward, she rested her cheek against the hard plane of his chest, her fingers playing lightly with the water droplets on his chest as she basked happily in his scent and confession. “I feel the same way,” she whispered, voice watery with unshed tears.  
 
    They remained like that for a while, just marinating themselves in the sheer weightlessness of their confessions that were finally out in the open with no doubt and little fear between them. This was what happiness felt like. 
 
    S0on enough, that telltale sign of sexual tension began to build between them, never sated for long, and this time Savannah wasn’t keen to stop it. Breath quickening, she lifted her head, her eyes trailing along Tom’s strong chin and upwards to the soft lips that lay above. She ran her lips lightly across the curve of his jaw, reveling in his gasp. His body reacted to every nip, lick and kiss that she laid across his skin, building the pheromones between then until she could practically choke on Tom’s arousal.  
 
    He growled low in his throat, his chest rattling under Savannah’s hands. His desire filled her nostrils as his eyes flashed with the need for more. She watched him intently as he threw his head back, gasping and panting as she licked her way across his collarbone. Slowly, she allowed her hands to twirl and slip lower down his torso, deep into the water. 
 
    The moment her fingers brushed against the solid mass of his erection, his breath shuddered out in a ragged groan. It spilled heavily from his throat and shook his entire body, making Savannah glance upward to make sure he was okay. Their eyes met briefly, and his mouth worked to form words, but he wasn’t saying anything. Slowly, she slid her fingers down his shaft, and a louder, more ragged growl tore from his throat. That noise was definitely a good thing. 
 
    Savannah bit the edge of her lip as she worked him, growing a bit more confident with each stroke as he whimpered and moaned his pleasure directly upward into the night sky. He tensed when she squeezed and quivered when she stroked, licking her lips ravenously as she changed speeds to keep him on his toes.  
 
    Tom’s eyes shot open with a guttural roar, fixing Savannah with a fierce glare. His eyes were intense, gleaming brightly in the moonlight as they stared deeply into her. She felt like he could read her entire soul like tealeaves in the bottom of a cup. She was suddenly vulnerable, undone, shattering into a million pieces as he watched her fall still. 
 
    “Savannah,” Tom whispered before pulling her close once more. His lips crushing against hers, and harder still she pressed back against him. His hands moved slowly and purposefully, over her shoulders and down her back as if he were carefully memorizing every part of her and never wanted to forget. 
 
    “Please,” Savannah gasped as Tom began to feather kisses along the side of her jaw. “Please, Tom.” She didn’t even know what she was asking for, but that she wanted more. More of Tom. More of him. All of him.  
 
    And that she never wanted him to stop. 
 
    With only a low warning growl, Tom grabbed her hips, lifting her legs up and guiding them around his waist. He held her body tightly and strongly, moving in two small strides to press her firmly against the bank. Before she could react to the cold chill of the bank against her back, she hissed a gasp as he laid a gentle kiss on her nipple.  
 
    He pulled away, letting her rest there still partially submerged in the water. He gazed lovingly downward at her, his eyes filled with a shadow of that awe he’d held earlier, and it made Savannah feel like butterflies fluttering in her stomach. He looked at her as if she were the most beautiful person on earth, trailing his hands lightly over her curves like one would touch a priceless artifact. He coaxed small moans from her lips as he played over her nipples, gently cupping her breasts in anticipation of her reactions.  
 
    He lowered his mouth to the soft top of Savannah’s breast once more, running his tongue over her nipple and shuddering against her as she cried out for him. His hands moved lower, caressing, pinching, and stroking every curve of her soft skin. As he plunged his fingers deep inside of her for the first time,  
 
    Savannah felt as if stars had burst across her skin, igniting her entire body in a fireworks display of passion. She didn’t have time to be embarrassed by the sounds that Tom pulled from her. His hands, his lips, his tongue, they all were beckoning her to do something different, building up a slow sweetness within her that drove her insane. She arched her back into his strokes, tilting her chest closer to his tongue. She did everything she could to keep as much of him touching as much of her as possible without hindering the expert work of his fingers inside of her. It wouldn’t be long before she found release.  
 
    She had a sudden urge to get out of the water, to see all of him pleasuring all of her beneath the shining moon, as she’d wanted to do from the moment she’d met him. Wrenching herself away, she pushed backward up and onto the bank, the soft grass tickling her skin. Water washed down her body, soaking into the creases of her skin as she sat up to beckon him forward.  
 
    “What are you doing,” Tom growled, eyes hungry as he drank in her naked, soaking wet body.  
 
    “Come here,” she panted, crooking a finger in a come hither motion. “Out of the water.” He didn’t need any further encouragement. Pulling himself free of the water in one smooth move, he crouched in the grass, water cascading from his body as he took in all of Savannah. She sat back with no shame, watching as his eyes darted feverishly over her skin.  
 
    She took in the strong, bulging muscles of his tightly coiled body, a testament to just how strong a bear he truly was. A sizzle began deep in her belly, and suddenly she wanted… needed nothing more than his hands on her once more.  
 
    He must have seen something in her eyes as she watched him; something switched on in his gaze, and he began a slow creep toward her. Desire was written on every inch of his face, anticipation drawing every muscle in his stalking body taut with need. Watching him restrain himself from losing control made Savannah dizzy with passion.  
 
    “Tom,” she whined and he stalked ever closer. “Please, Tom, I need you.” 
 
    A shiver wracked his body, making him pause for a split moment before throwing caution to the wind. He was on top of her in a flash, their lips locking in a ravenous embrace as Savannah pressed eagerly against the hard length of his cock. Using a quick hand to guide him, they both cried out in unison as he finally sheathed himself deeply inside of her. 
 
    Tom’s breath was ragged, his fingers digging deep into the soil beside Savannah’s head as he adjusted himself to the feel of her. She was tense beneath him still basking in the euphoria of his first thrust, nails already digging orgasmically into the flesh of Tom’s back. She floated down from the high of it, shuddering against his body and beckoning with her hips for him to continue. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful, Savannah,” Tom gasped, his mouth pressing against the side of her throat as he pulled slowly out of her. He began to work his hips slowly, pushing himself in and out of her at a rhythm that they could both follow easily.  
 
    Savannah couldn’t speak; she could barely breathe as he thrust in and out of her. Her mind was in a state of sensory overload as the feeling of him deep inside of her built up the heat of the hottest volcano, beckoning it to erupt within a moment’s notice. His hands worked expertly over her breasts, teasing her sensitive nipples to peaks as he trailed nibbles across her collarbone. He remained carefully gentle, making sure he slowed down when she cried out too loudly, or caressed her if he grabbed her too tightly. She couldn’t admit it in the moment, but the feeling of his gentle caresses on the raised skin or his rougher grabs created sensations she couldn’t even begin to describe. She knew she wanted more of it. 
 
    Throughout all of his coaxing and coercing of moans, gasps, and whimpers from her lips, Savannah noticed that he never lost that look of wonder in his eyes. It hid just beneath the torrent of hunger and need that he’d obviously felt for her, but was lying in wait like the smallest part of him just couldn’t believe that this moment was finally here. His frenzied glares as he thrust into her were tinted with amazement; his eyes as he took in her body when it arced beneath him were glimmering with love. In a word, he made her feel beautiful.  
 
    In a gasp of eagerness, Savannah thrust against Tom in ecstasy, beckoning for him to do more. She whimpered as he slowed down, pressing his hands against her gyrating hips until she stilled. Her gaze locked in a vice around his, holding his attention. “You don’t have to be gentle with me, Tom,” she breathed, eyes flashing with heat. “I need more. Please, don’t stop.” 
 
    Tom rattled a dark grown. “I can’t promise I’ll be gentle,” he bit out, and she could almost feel the bear pressing against him. “I’ve been waiting for this for… a while,” he struggled apologetically. 
 
    “I don’t want gentle!” Savannah declared boldly. “I want you. All of you until I can’t think of anything else.” She gazed deep into his eyes, watching the war raging within him, within them. He truly was afraid of hurting her. “Please, don’t hold back, Tom. Do everything you want to do to me. That’s what I need right now.” A sudden shift clicked in his gaze, and she could tell the bear had won. 
 
    With a roar of heat, and need, and hunger, Tom bit deep into Savannah’s shoulder, pumping rapid-fire thrusts faster and faster into her as he held her hips into place on the bank. Starbursts of pleasure and pain exploded across the back of her eyelids as she clamped her eyes shut, crying and screaming her exhilaration into the night sky. Soon, she began feverishly rocking her own hips, eager to push him even deeper inside of her body. His fingers dug hard into the flesh of her buttocks, holding her close to him and branding her body with his white-hot embrace. 
 
    “Tom, I’m close” Savannah barely gasped, clutching tightly to him as the volcano inside of her built up heat to the point of being nearly unbearable. “Don’t stop. Please don’t stop.” Her fingers curled in pure elation, every fiber of her body coiling tighter and tighter with each quick thrust of Tom’s hips. He sank into her over and over, nudging her close to the precipice each time.  
 
    With a long, ragged cry, Savannah yanked Tom’s neck downward, biting hard into his shoulder as one last delicious thrust finally sent her careening over the sweet edge of release. That boiling volcano erupted deep within her, lighting her on fire from within. The sensations drowned her in molten lava, sparks flashing in her vision as she convulsed against him.  
 
    Gritting his teeth, Tom watched eagerly as the last tremor shook Savannah’s body before he found his own liberation. She watched up at him as he rocked and shuddered against her. His face contorted in the rawest form of peace.  
 
    Slowly, Tom slid lazily into the grass beside Savannah. He pulled her close and she snuggled instinctively against him, completely satiated.   
 
    “I love you, Savannah,” Tom panted, breath ragged as he held her close. “I love you.” 
 
    His words covered her like a salve, soothing against her flushed skin and refreshing like the coolest drink on the warmest night. “I love you too,” she whispered, cuddling closer to him. No longer was she a slave of the Northern Wind. She would never be Lucas’s. In his place, there was only Tom.  
 
    Only love. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Savannah awoke exhausted, but happy. She didn’t know how many times they’d made love the night before, but she’d fallen asleep with no complaints. Her body ached in all the right ways, reminding her just how pleasurable Tom truly was. She remembered changing lazily so they could lope back to the mechanics. The food had been cold and, and the ice cream she’d brought, not surprisingly, had melted, but she was much too exhausted by then to care much about it. She’d fallen right into Tom’s bed, slipping off into a slumber in the warm embrace of his open arms.  
 
    “Morning,” she heard a warm voice greet. Tom entered the room with a bright smile on his face, brandishing a tray that was topped with a mountain of breakfast. 
 
    Savannah’s stomach announced itself almost immediately as she lifted her hands towards the tray with wiggling fingers. “Morning,” she murmured, eyes fixed on the tray. 
 
    Tom bit back a chuckle as he took in the sight of her. “You are beautiful, do you know that?” 
 
    “I’m also hungry,” she added, ignoring the nervous flip-flop her stomach made at his compliment. Those would take a while to get used to.  
 
    He lowered the tray into her hands without further ado. “I figured you would be. No dinner and all that exercise on an empty stomach. You must be famished,” he said with a grin, winking when she looked up at him with pink-flushed cheeks.  
 
    He leaned down and laid a gentle kiss on her lips. It was sweet with the taste of orange juice he must’ve drunk earlier in the morning. He went in for another kiss, this one deep and thorough, Savannah’s lips parting instinctively as he dipped his tongue into her mouth. It took her breath away. “Delicious,” he murmured, finally pulling away. “But if I start now, I won’t stop.” He ran a thumb across her bottom lip. “And you’d be late for work.” 
 
    “Ah, then we better not.” She feigned worry. “I don’t want my boss to fire me,” she teased.  
 
    Tom chuckled. “He’d never do that,” he assured, voice tender as he caressed her cheek. She leaned into his hands, relishing in the feeling of him. She couldn’t get enough after last night; it had been so perfect. She hadn’t wanted it to end.  
 
    “You’ve got about an hour or so until Jo, Nick, and Dan arrive. No new clothes, but I managed to gather up the ones you came in. You only had those on for what, a couple of hours maybe?” He flashed a grin at her.  She flushed yet again, hiding her face behind a bit of toast.  
 
    His gaze turned soft. “Shower’s right around that corner and your clothes are already in the bathroom. Help yourself to my toothbrush if you need one.” She wrinkled her nose instinctively at the thought and Tom laughed. “Hey, it’s your only option until you start slowly moving things in here like couples do when they start dating. Not that I’d mind,” he grinned.  
 
    “I love you Savannah.” 
 
    She would have replied, but she had a mouth full of pancakes. She really was famished. With something that passed as a smile, she settled for a thumbs up.  
 
    Tom left with mirth on his lips, closing the door behind her so she could eat in peace.  
 
    And eat, she did. It was a large breakfast, but one she appreciated. He might have been joking, but all the activity last night paired with the botched food they’d let ruin while they cavorted through the words, she truly was underfed. 
 
    As expected, everything was delicious as it smelled. Savannah had to resist the urge to lick the syrup and butter off of the plates as she shoveled the last bit of the hash browns into her mouth. Now she was well rested, full, and in love. She didn’t think she could be any happier. Leaving the Northern Wind behind was the best decision of her life, she was sure of it.  
 
    “But it’s not over yet,” she muttered to herself, setting the tray aside so she could stand. She arched her back into a full body stretch, reigniting all of the sore spots from the night before. It felt amazing on her skin and deep in her body. 
 
    Reluctantly shaking the pleasure from her mind, she went right back to business. Moving forward with a life of peace was her number one priority now. Tom would always be there to refresh her on the finer points of pleasure. 
 
    What was Dan’s plan for dealing with the Northern Wind? If two alphas were beginning to struggle against the sheer numbers of Lucas’s pack, what could two ex-members do to stop them? Savannah had no sway because she was new, had no friends or even acquaintances to call her own in the pack, and to top it off, she was fairly weak for a bear. Dan had been written off as dead, but ostracized regardless. Did he leave friends behind that he might be able to contact? Did he think some might hear him out simply for being the ex-second of the pack? She doubted any of that would work. If there was one thing she was certain of, it was that in Lucas’s pack, fear reigned. He had that in spades.  
 
    She’d have to speak more about it with Dan when they had time alone, which probably wouldn’t be often, she lamented internally. Sneaking around would be difficult, which brought up an entirely different issue. 
 
    What about Tom? Didn’t he deserve to know the truth? After the night they had shared. She felt unclean keeping things from him. The lies and half-truths would build up and she’d never be rid of them, even if she walked away from the Northern Wind and never saw them again. Her heart sped slightly at the guaranteed risk. Tom had spent so much time distrusting her, and just when she’d finally worked her way into his inner circle, she would have to tell him that he was right all along.  
 
    Just the thought of that conversation set dread into her heart like a lead weight. She didn’t know if she could do it. “But I have to,” she muttered quietly to herself. He’d told her everything, even about Dan. She didn’t want to be the reason there was a shadow hanging over their relationship, even if it meant having no relationship at all because she’d ultimately chosen honesty over deceit. If she chose the latter, she’d be no better than Lucas and the Northern Wind. 
 
    “I’ll do it after I speak to Lucas,” she proclaimed to herself, staring out over the toiletries in Tom’s bathroom before settling on his toothbrush. With a small grimace, she slid a bead of toothpaste on top and popped it in her mouth.  
 
    *** 
 
    “I think I’m going to try and shift today!” Dan exclaimed to no one in particular, sitting in the back corner of the office, just enjoying the fresh air and the sunlight that can through the propped open front door. It was another warm day, and Savannah welcomed the breeze even if it ruffled the receipts she was trying to sort and cooling the lo mein Tom had gotten her for lunch.  
 
    “Really?” both Tom and Savannah asked in unison. Tom glanced at Savannah, a look of confusion on his face. 
 
    Nick grinned. “Jo and I have never done that before,” he muttered to himself before continuing to leaf through a parts catalogue with a big black marker poised to snag a deal.  
 
    “There’s no rush,” Tom continued, ignoring his brother’s quip. 
 
    I know,” Dan replied. “But the closest I’ve been to nature was like a ten-minute pain fest of limping in a five foot circle around the parking lot.” He grimaced. “I was worried about wandering off alone while hurt since I don’t really know the area well.” 
 
    “Really,” Tom asked, voice dripping with sarcasm. “You? Don’t know the area?” 
 
    “Tom!” Nick chastised, but Dan was grinning. 
 
    “Alright, wise guy I guess I walked into that one,” Dan chuckled. “But yeah, Lucas used to plan out these very strict paths that were always changing. It’s a lot different than just knowing your way around an area. I didn’t want to take the risk.” 
 
    “Yeah, but aren’t you worried that your leg’s gonna get worse,” Tom continued. 
 
    Dan shrugged. “Not really. I can kinda jump on it now. Though I wouldn’t do it for fun. If I can make it to bear form, I think I’ll be fine. Besides, it’s mostly just a giant sore muscle right now anyway; I honestly haven’t needed gauze for like, a week.” 
 
    Tom scowled. “You should have told me that a week ago. Medical supplies don’t grow on trees.” 
 
    “They actually cut into your bottom line since they aren’t tax deductible and you use company money to keep up the supplies,” Savannah added. All three men looked at her and she shrugged. “What? I’m the numbers person.” 
 
    Nick chuckled. “It makes sense that he wants to get out and about, Tom. How do you think you’d feel after one whole month of holding of the change? Longer, actually, in Dan’s case.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that would warrant at least a walk,” Tom agreed. Savannah couldn’t tell if he was pressing against it because of distrust or if Tom genuinely worried about Dan’s safety.  
 
    “I’ll be out and back before you know it,” Dan reassured with a smile. “And hey, if you’re not feeling like your usually trustworthy, benefit-of-the-doubt giving self today, I’d be all in favor in taking an escort.” 
 
    Savannah already knew he’d turn her way, preparing her face to hide the nerves she was already getting. She knew Dan had wanted to go face Lucas soon, but the very next day? He was still injured and they hadn’t even brainstormed a plan yet. She knew they couldn’t dawdle, but this didn’t seem like a much better plan in comparison.  
 
    “So do you wanna come, Savannah?” 
 
    Savannah’s eyes slid over Tom’s, not really asking permission but simply gauging his reaction of Dan’s request. “Go into the woods with you?” she asked, sure that that’s what they’d expect her to ask. 
 
    Dan nodded once. “Yeah, just to escort me around a bit. Nick and Tom look to have a lot on their plates right now, so—” 
 
    “So does Savannah,” Tom growled, his lip peeling back just a bit in in warning. 
 
    Holding up one placating hand, Dan grinned a harmless smile. “Whoa there, hot shot, I’m not trying to steal your girl. She’s just the least busy of the three of you and Jo’s going to be in town for another few hours.” Dan shuddered. “Sitting in here cooped up all the time is making me… itchy.” 
 
    “It won’t be a problem,” Savannah interrupted. “Tom trusts me. Right Tom?” Savannah challenged with a sweet smile. He only glared back at her, but there was no heat in it. “See? We’re good to go.” 
 
    “Great!” Dan replied, not giving Tom the chance to protest. “After lunch?” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Savannah said, raiding her fork as she nibbled on the last of her lo mein. “Just let me grab something in the back right quick.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom shook his head to himself, telling himself and the bear that they were both being ridiculous. He’d watched them as they slipped outside, hearing the distant sound of their change on the wind as it wafted lazily into the office. Not once did the old feeling of unease and suspicion waver.  
 
    “Something not right,” he growled, his entire body tense. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Nick asked, stifling a yawn. “Do you really think she’s running off to be with a guy she only met yesterday? Right in front of you?” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “No, not that,” he corrected, not willing to go into the why of it when Nick grinned back at him. “It’s just… what if he’s, I don’t know, taking her back to Lucas or something?” 
 
    “Why would he do that?” 
 
    “I don’t know? Maybe he’s loyal to them? Maybe he thinks adding more people to Lucas’s pack would get him back in the pack’s good graces?” Tom shrugged, not really convinced with any of his options.  
 
    Nick snorted. “You really should try trusting people more, Tom.” He shook his head at Tom before picking up his jacket. “Last night Dan told me and Jo everything he knows about the Northern Wind. If there’s one thing I could say with absolute certainly, it’s that even if we kicked him out on the street with nothing to his name, he’d still never go back to Lucas.” He shook his head. “Loyalty can only take you so far before you realize that it’s one-sided and stopped benefiting you from the moment you agreed to put it in control.” 
 
    “You really should try trusting less people, Nick,” Tom rebutted. “It couldn’t hurt.” 
 
    Nick sighed, standing to exit. “He won’t hurt her. Hell, he can’t. If he tried, I’m sure she could outrun a bear with a limp hind leg.” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “Unless he’s not actually injured anymore and he’s just putting on a show for out benefit.” 
 
    “You can’t possibly believe that,” Nick sighed.  
 
    Tom paused before answering. “Not really, no.” 
 
    Letting out a long, frustrated sigh, Nick gave Tom one last glare. “Look, Tom, if you want to go after them, then just go. But the consequences will be on your own head.” 
 
    “Consequences?” Tom mimicked.  
 
    “She’s going to know you don’t even trust your own mate,” Nick warned, making his exit. “And you might live your entire life without being able to fix that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Savanna couldn’t help but look over her shoulder as they walked into the forest, giving Tom one last, long, look before he was out of view for good. Silently, she prayed that Nick and Tom wouldn’t come after them. 
 
    “Ready?” she asked with a worried glance down. 
 
    Dan grinned. “I’ve been waiting for this! Let’s go!” 
 
    Savannah went first, changing effortlessly into her bestial skin. Dan was still struggling with the change when she’d emerged from her cover as a bear. He was still in pain obviously, his leg giving him more than enough trouble. Still he fought, managing to fight past the pain before slowly and painfully, the first bone cracked.  
 
    The snap and pops of Dan’s skin began to come faster and faster until eventually, he emerged from the shrubbery, tired from exertion, but otherwise triumphant. 
 
    The two walked on four paws, slow on Dan’s injured paw. He seemed to be able to keep up well enough, barely displaying a limp as he put pressure on the bum hind leg.  
 
    Savannah waited until she was sure Dan gathered his footing before speaking, “So what exactly is the plan? You never explained it to me.” 
 
    Dan snorted. “It’s easy. About this time of the month Lucas, Flood, Jake, and a few others are usually out scouting for more bears while I used to patrol the edge of the alpha territory trying to catch wind of their plans. If Lucas has stuck to that routine, I know roughly the location of all of his strongest bears.” 
 
    Savannah could understand the merits of having that kind of information, but it didn’t explain how that would help them today. “How can we use that to our advantage?” 
 
    He looked down at Savannah, an excited glint in his eye. “We circumvent the problem bears, first to the cabin with the most bears. I know a lot of bears there and we’ll probably have the best sway if we go there first.” 
 
    “What makes you think Lucas hasn’t switched all this up and moved the bears in case of his information getting out?” Savannah asked, wary of such a flimsy plan.  
 
    Dan lowered his head and he stalked forward. “Why would he do that? He thinks I’m dead and you’re loyal. He’s had no reason to feel threatened enough to change up the routine he’s had for years.” 
 
    Savannah nodded, agreeing with him there. “So in the event that everything goes right, you’re just going to, what? Preach to them or something?” 
 
    Dan’s chest rattled with mirth. “Well when you put it tha—” Dan’s head snapped up, his voice falling silent all at once.  
 
    “He’s here.” 
 
    Savannah’s heart began to pound almost instantly and her eyes darted over the darkness of the looming forest even though she knew she wouldn’t be able to see anything. “Who? Lucas?” 
 
    Dan gave one slow nod. It was enough to startle Savannah’s body into shivering. She hadn’t realized just how nervous today made her. She thought she’d already mentally prepared for her impending meet up with Lucas, the meet-up that would spell out her resignation. The day was here far sooner than she’d ever expected, she didn’t know if Dan was healed enough, or if she was confident enough. There was too much doubt and all Savannah could see waiting for them was failure.  
 
    “I thought you said he’d be gone,” Savannah said. Her voice was small and weak and she hated it. 
 
    “I thought he would be, which means either one of two things.” He looked down at the quivering Savannah, concern in his eyes. “Either you were right, he worried about me telling all to Tom and Nick so he changed everything up, or he’s grouping in preparation for an attack.” He sniffed the air. “Either way, he’s here, somewhere. He’s probably been tracking us for a while now. This isn’t good for our plan.” 
 
    Savannah closed her eyes, forcing her heart to calm as she sampled the air. It was just the faintest scent, but even she could make out Lucas’s distinct smell on the wind. And Dan was right, he was slightly downwind, a good indicator that he’d probably been trying to track them undetected. 
 
    “Damn it,” Dan muttered quietly before turning behind them. “Alright, Lucas, you got us. Now can you come out of the shadows? We only want to talk.” 
 
    The trees were thick this deep into the forest, almost completely blocking sunlight. It took Savannah some adjusting to see even the massive form of Lucas’s bear emerge from the tree cover and stand before them. 
 
    “You’re alive,” came Lucas’s rumbling growl, but it wasn’t in elation or relief. Savannah could just make out the disgusted curl of his lip, as he looked Dan up and down. The look chilled her to the bone and a small, fast puff of breath betrayed her fear. 
 
    Like a predator locking onto his prey, Lucas’s eyes snapped to Savannah. “Did you bring this trash back to me?” he growled. 
 
    Her body wanted to quiver and shake apart, undone by the terror that Lucas invoked in her, but her bear stood its ground, even going so far as to raise up on hind legs to appear larger. Lucas was no longer her leader. He had no power over her. “No. I didn’t.” she grunted, her voice sounding more sure than she felt.  
 
    She saw Dan rise slowly onto his injured leg, following her lead. “I wouldn’t rejoin you even if you paid me, Lucas. Your pack is a cancer that needs to be eradicated.” 
 
    Lucas snarled. “The strong are only scary to the weak, mongrel. You’ve proven yourself useless, so you’ll be treated as trash when I burn that pathetic shop to the ground.” 
 
    A vicious growl tore from Savannah’s throat. “Like Hell you will.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom paced impatiently in the shop, alone and letting his imagination get the best of him. There was something gnawing at him, an uncertainty that he couldn’t ignore. When Savannah and Dan spoke, a look passed between them. A look he didn’t understand. It chilled him to the bone.  
 
    He wandered aimlessly into his living quarters, thinking maybe he was just feeling irrationally jealous after finally claiming her as his mate. Something deep and powerful within him told him he had nothing to worry about concerning their relationship, and he knew it was right. From the moment that they’d accepted each other as mates, all sense of doubt faded away. So then what was bothering him so badly? 
 
    A white square of paper on Tom’s freshly made bed caught his eye. That wasn’t there before they left. Tom vaguely recalled Savannah dipping back here before taking off with Dan, and his heart began to speed involuntarily. He snatched up the note, eyes tearing across the page in a panic. 
 
    “Tom, we need to talk. And yes, before you start stressing, it is about Dan, but it’s mostly about me. It’s not a terribly long story, but I can guarantee it won’t be one you like.  
 
    I just need to get it off my chest before we go any further. Let me say in advance that I hope you forgive me. 
 
    I love you.” 
 
    Tom cursed loudly, tearing off through the shop. He barely cleared the office doorway before the bear tore from his skin and bolted towards the scent of the two departed bears. 
 
    He tried to ignore the way their scents coiled around him, beckoning him slowly but surely towards where he knew the Northern Wind was stationed. He didn’t know what this meant, he didn’t know if Savannah was safe or if Dan was an enemy. He didn’t know anything. And that terrified him. 
 
    It wasn’t long before another scent entered the mix as it tangled together lazily on the forest breeze. 
 
    “Lucas,” Tom breathed quietly, abject terror beginning to snake its way up his throat.  
 
    A snarl tore from his jaws as he rocketed through the trees. This all but confirmed his suspicions. Dan had taken Savannah to Lucas. He wasn’t sure how this tied into Savannah’s note, but something felt right about his accusation. The flame of anger burned brightly in his belly as he bolted passed trees in a rush to get to his mate.  
 
    Whispers of speech whistled against Tom ear as he ran, stopping him in his tracks. He listened more intently, trying to make out some of the words.  
 
    “You were ordered to bring Tom. You’ve failed.”  
 
    Tom bit back the instinctive growl he felt bubble up in reaction to Lucas’s words. He didn’t know when Dan had taken time to rendezvous with Lucas, but they’d obviously had a plan. Maybe they’d had this planned since the last attack. Had Lucas predicted them helping Dan heal weeks ago and set him up as a mole for information? Tom shook his head. He didn’t know, and pondering what ifs was a waste of time. He’d deal with both bears later, regardl— 
 
    “I failed on purpose, Lucas.” 
 
    Tom’s heart nearly shattered as Savannah’s pure and beautiful voice passed by his ears. His anger for the two male bears ebbed away like the tide. Gone were the plans to exact revenge on Dan for exploiting their kindness. All he could thing about was Savannah. Everything they’d built, everything he’d sacrificed, his hopes, his dreams, his eradication of doubt all for the sake of love… destroyed with something as simple as words on a breeze. 
 
    Savannah was a part of the Northern Wind pack. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    “I won’t be your puppet in the Northern Wind pack anymore,” Savannah snarled at Lucas, relishing in the look of shock that overcame his face. “I’m done. I won’t help you anymore, Lucas... Not anymore.” 
 
    Lucas bared his teeth, snarling viciously in response. She saw Dan move closer to her, preparing to protect against sudden attack. Her pulse tried to fight its way out of her throat. Tough words aside, she knew she couldn’t take Lucas on in a fight, fair or otherwise. He pushed himself onto his hind legs, roaring to the skies, and the sound rattled her bones to their core. She positively quaked under his sheer power, but she didn’t back down. Not now. She had so much to fight for, to show deference now would render all previous efforts useless. 
 
    Lucas’s roar was abruptly cut short, his nose lifting high into the sky and sampling the air. Confusion marred his bestial face as he looked to the dense trees behind them, then back at Savannah and Dan. Slowly, Savannah mimicked his motion, sucking in a deep breath of air. Almost immediately, her heart flooded with equal parts elation… and dread. 
 
    Tom was here. 
 
    Lucas finally dropped to four paws, tilting his head slightly to the left. A ways off into the darkness of the tree line, Savannah could see three figures shifting anticipatorily.  
 
    “Kill him.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom heard the terrified roar of Savannah’s bear before a pounding on the forest floor rushed directly towards him. He only had a few short moments to prepare before three Northern Wind bears descended upon him  
 
    He rose up onto his hind paws, swiping viciously at the first attacker, knocking him to the ground. Sharp teeth dug into his shoulder, and with a snap of his jaws, he whirled and shook that bear off. Before the third bear could attack, Lucas lunged right for Tom’s throat. He noticed the blur of the leader’s fur too late. He wouldn’t be able to dodge. 
 
    Lucas collided with Tom in an impressive tackle, teeth latching on like a vice to Tom’s neck. Tom had just managed to hook one of his huge paws into Lucas’s underbelly, his claws digging in angrily when Lucas’s body fell on top of him with the force of the fall. Lucas threw his head back, roaring in pain as he rolled off Tom’s bleeding frame.  
 
    As both bears recovered from the fall, the third bear that Tom had forgotten about took his chance to make an eager attack. He sprang up on powerful hind paws, closing the distance between himself and a felled and dazed Tom with alarming speed. Just as Tom was sure the bear would tear his throat out, a brown blur tacked the beats from the air.  
 
    “Dan!” Tom heard Savannah cry as the massive bear tore at the one that’d nearly finished off Tom.  
 
    The first two strange bears had recovered, poised to fight once more. Tom’s gaze slid over the three beasts before him, considering his odds. He was an alpha, strong like his brother, but he wasn’t ashamed to admit that he was ill equipped to fight three-on-one like Nick had done only a few short weeks ago. He likely wouldn’t survive if they all attacked him at once.  
 
    Savannah rocketed herself in front of Tom, cutting off the direct path between him and the Northern Wind bears.  
 
    “No!” she roared, staring Lucas down. “I won’t let you touch him.” 
 
    Savannah was terrified; Tom could see it in the way her hind legs quivered, a low whine rattling her chest quiet enough that only he could hear. But still, she stood her ground, glaring hate and anger and protection for Tom at her cruel leader.  
 
    In that moment, despite all that he heard, Tom loved her more than she’d ever know. 
 
    “You bitch!” Lucas shouted, his paws stamping the ground in anger. “The weak have no place in my pack,” he snarled, his lip curled in revulsion at the display before him. “I’ll deal with you like the trash you are after I tear your precious boyfriend apart.” He made a slight motion before the two bears on either side of him descended upon her. 
 
    It all happened too fast for Tom to react, they bit and tore into Savannah as she leaped backwards out of their reach, already bleeding. Before he could jump in to aid her, Lucas pounced. 
 
    “You’re mine, alpha!” he roared, narrowly missing Tom as the alpha bear rolled out of the way.  
 
    Savannah roared in pain, pinned by one of the bears as it ripped claws down her back. Tom batted away Lucas’s claw as it swung towards him, watching with relief as Dan jumped into the fray and tackled the bear from Savannah’s back. For the moment, she was safe. 
 
    Lucas lunged for another attack, jaws snapping. Tom managed to get under him, closing the distance with a tackle. Lucas fell to the ground with a grunt as the third bear Dan had been fighting latched down hard on his shoulder. Tom roared in pain as the bear’s teeth sank into a wound, eliciting bursts of agony washing across his vision. 
 
    He shook the bear free as Lucas recovered, turning to swipe viciously at the bear as he backed off. Lucas snarled, his claws sweeping out and catching Tom on his hind legs. Dan was suddenly back, tearing at the nameless bear so that Tom could focus on Lucas. He allowed himself a glance at Savannah as she lashed out at one of the remaining bears. The other one was a way off and nursing a wound that was spilling a good amount of blood onto the forest floor. 
 
    Lucas growled in hatred, his hind legs coiling for another leap. Anticipating his attack, Tom did the same. With a loud roar from both sides, they both sprang into the air, colliding in a flash of tooth and claw. Lucas went for the throat. Tom dipped low, digging both of his front paws deep into Lucas’s torso. He tore angrily at Lucas’s underbelly with his jaws, using the force of the collision to head-butt the leader backward while swiping a deep rent in his flesh.  
 
    Lucas cried out in both anger and agony, landing hard on his shoulder as he hit the ground. The Northern Wind bears looked to their leader, stopping their battles at once as they heard the change in Lucas’s voice. 
 
    Tom had one cold moment to contemplate ending Lucas’s life right there with his subordinates looking onward. He could finally be free of the Northern Wind.  
 
    Or would he? 
 
    Would someone worse not come along to avenge their fallen leader? That’s how Lucas had taught that pack to operate. Should he risk it all anyway? 
 
    He clenched his jaw, cursing inwardly. As much as he hated to admit it, this wasn’t a decision he could make on his own. 
 
    Tom stood tall on his hind legs, staring outward to the Northern Wind bears as Lucas bled. “Your leader is injured!” he roared. “Either continue fighting in his name and I finish him now, or cease your fighting, take him, and leave.” Almost immediately, the bears chose the latter. They gently nudged and shoved a growling and vicious Lucas, stealing fearful glances at Tom as he stood nearby, glaring fiercely at their departure.  
 
      
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until the sounds of their heavy and frantic footfalls of the retreating bears faded that Tom finally sank back down to the forest floor. He took the time to assess everyone.  
 
    Tom seemed the least injured. His wounds would heal in a day or two, though his shoulder was still dripping a steady stream of blood from being latched onto twice.  
 
    Dan was limping hard on his already hurting hind leg, setting his healing back days—maybe a full week, Tom couldn’t tell yet. He likely reinjured it in the fight, in addition to the gash on his neck that appeared to be the result of a wayward slash of claws. He’d need medical attention back at the shop, but Tom didn’t think it wasn’t anything Dan couldn’t dress on his own. 
 
    Finally, he turned to Savannah. She was cut and bleeding in too many places to count, her paw raised off the ground as she limped weakly over to the two other bears. He didn’t know how bad she was hurt, but she was up and walking, and for now that was enough. He needed to get her back to the shop as quickly as possible before the blood loss and mangled paw made travel difficult for her. Making sure she was close behind, Tom turned with purpose and took the first step towards the mechanic’s shop. 
 
    Savannah’s breathing grew more labored as they walked, and though Tom knew there was nothing more he could do at the time, her pain stressed him out beyond belief. As the garage slowly came into view, Savannah looked as if she could barely walk another step.  
 
    “Go get Nick,” Tom ordered tersely at Dan.  
 
    Dan gave one obliging nod, turning in the direction of the cabin. “Don’t be too hard on her,” he said softly. “You don’t know how cruel a leader Lucas was.” With that, the large bear loped off. 
 
    Tom watched Dan as he left, then finally he stole a glance at Savannah once more. She had her gaze averted, still panting and favoring her uninjured paw. Medical attention was still a priority. Everything else could wait until after. With a shudder, the first bone snapped, instigating the shift back to human.  
 
    When he finally stood as a man, he could see the defined bruises along his skin, even in the dimness of the forest. But he’d live. “Can you shift? He asked, glancing down at her bloodied paw. “That will be easier to clean if you’re human.” 
 
    Savannah snuffed her reply, and he watched a violent quake rock her frame before the muscles began to tear. Her bear began groaning in agony, the growls of pain turning slowly and torturously to whimpers from human vocal chords. The shift was slow, and Tom’s heart broke at the way her increasingly humanoid face contorted as she suffered. When it was finally over, she lay curled with her knees to her chest, clutching her injured hand as she cried. 
 
    Tom stood just out of the way, watching as she wept. Her body shook with every gasp, her wail full-bodied and filled with anguish. It was obvious that the pain she was letting out wasn’t caused by the injuries she’d sustained; as much as Tom’s bear urged and growled at him to go to her, he thought it best to let her handle this part on her own.  
 
    Only when she finally settled to soft sniffling did Tom take one tentative step forward. “Hey, that looks pretty bad,” he murmured, indicating lightly to her hand. “Let’s get back to the mechanics.” 
 
    They walked slowly enough that Tom noticed the limp in Savannah’s stride. She’d sustained more injuries than he’d originally estimated. Despite his better judgment, he slowly moved to her, wrapping one protective arm gently around her shoulders.  
 
    She flinched hard, fearful eyes glancing frantically up at him. He wondered briefly what she was thinking about; how she thought he must feel about it all. How did he feel? There was anger, yes, and his familiar distrust had flared brightly for a moment, but mostly he was just hurt. He shook his head, freeing his mind of the thought. Medical now, feelings later. 
 
    They made it into the shop shortly after, Tom walking her gingerly to his back bedroom. “Let me get some clothes on,” Tom breathed softly, trying and failing to ignore the scent of their lovemaking still on the sheets. “I’ll grab something for you, too.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this,” Savannah whispered. Her voice was small and weak like the day he’d met her. It broke his heart all over again. “I betrayed you and—” 
 
    “Shhh,” Tom replied, cutting off her words. “There will be plenty of time for talking after we get that arm tended to.” 
 
    Savannah fell silent, tears beginning to well up in her eyes once more. “Thank you,” she whimpered, the first tear sliding down her dirty cheek. “I don’t deserve any of this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Tom caressed Savannah’s shoulder, a little surprised at how he was reacting to her. He’d just caught her red handed with the bear that sought to destroy him and his brother. She’d been working for him, sent to the mechanics by him. So why wasn’t Tom furious with the very thought of her? 
 
    Was it because she’d protected him when he fell, shaking with a terror of her own? Was it because she truly felt remorse for her actions, recalling how she shivered and cried on the forest floor? Or was it simply because they were mated, destined to be paired together so simply having her near kept him at peace? 
 
    Tom didn’t know. 
 
    Helping Savannah into some loose-fitting clothes, Tom let Dan’s parting words waft back to the forefront of his mind. He thought of the way she’d tried to protect him despite the cruelty Dan had hinted at. When was it that she’d chosen him over her own leader? 
 
    As Tom helped her into the back room where Dan usually slept, he couldn’t help but think that maybe it was his bear that kept him from being angry with her. He hated to admit it; it was illogical to still trust her, but at the same time, since the short battle had ended and Savannah was confirmed safe, Tom had never been more at peace. When he tried to think of the possibilities of her doing something like this again, he found it absurd. Was it because of his human brain seeing the regret in her eyes as she walked with him to the mechanics, or his bear accepting with everything he was that his mate would never betray him? 
 
    He still didn’t know. 
 
    Savannah winced, jerking hard as Tom bandaged her up. Her hand was a complete mess and would take time to heal. She was awash with slashes and dark-swollen bruises, muddied with dirt and blood. He was too afraid of the running water making her blood-loss worse to advise a shower. He ended up cleaning every wound by hand before dressing them in gauze. He flinched with her as every pass of the warm cloth over her body made her hiss in pain.  
 
    “Sorry,” he murmured remorsefully, tugging on a bind of bandage over her forearm. A gash up the side of her back needed skin adhesive before dressing, his fingers working angrily into the cut as he got it to stick together. He feared she might cry yet again as the room filled with the scent of her tears, but she steeled her features, focusing on something on the far wall. Despite her tough façade, she was shivering by the time he finished binding the last wound.  
 
    Tom released his held breath in a relieved sigh, happy to be done causing her more pain. “How does it feel?” 
 
    Savannah sampled her joints, wincing as she flexed her wrists, grimacing as her back twisted ad agitated several wounds on her torso. “Everything hurts, but I’ll heal.” She gave him a weary look before quickly averting her eyes once more, looking more exhausted by now than sad or scared. “Thank you.” 
 
    Slowly, so as not to startle her, Tom raised his hand to her chin, tipping her head back to face him. “Please Savannah. Tell me everything.” 
 
    And she did. Everything from the day Lucas scouted her to the moment Tom found her in the woods denouncing him, voice hitching uncontrollably when she told him of the night at the lake that had caused her to run away from him that night. Anything he didn’t know and everything he’d want to know was now his. She barely breathed, stumbling over her words as they tumbled out of her mouth; Tom could tell she’d wanted to get this off her chest for a good long while.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Tom,” she finished, voice cracking in renewed anguish. “I should have told you the truth sooner.” 
 
    He only nodded, mostly numb as he processed all the new information. “Yes, you should have,” he replied, heavily. He saw her face fall, a picture of true misery. “But I understand why you couldn’t,” he murmured. 
 
    For a brief moment, Savannah’s eyes lit up with hope, searching his face for a catch in his behavior before they dimmed in remorse. “I don’t deserve your kindness.” 
 
    Slowly, a half smile finally tilted Tom’s lips. “You’re my mate Savannah. I know in my heart why you did what you did and how hard it was to stop. You risked everything to sever ties with Lucas when you had every reason to bend to his demands. If there’s anyone on this planet who deserves a second chance… it’s you.” Tom was shocked to find that the distrust he was so accustomed to have all but vanished. His bear lazed happily, content with knowing that Savannah was out of harm’s way and on the fast track to healing.  He gazed deeply into her eyes and only found regret and self-inflicted torture. He never wanted her to feel like this again. 
 
    She swallowed hard, blinking back tears. “But I betrayed you.” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “Betrayal would have been rejoining Lucas after the night we’d shared together, and even then, with the type of man and bear I know he can truly be, I wouldn’t fault you for it.” He shrugged. “And yeah, I won’t lie and say that it didn’t hurt. It hurt like hell that you lied to me and even deceived me, but you aren’t to blame. You were only trying to keep yourself safe.” 
 
    He smiled, running a gentle hand down Savannah’s face. “Plus, you stood shaking in terror before Lucas all in an effort to protect me while I was down. You could have died. Hell, with the amount of blood you’ve lost, I’m pretty sure you nearly did. It kind of put everything into perspective for me.”  
 
    He gazed lovingly at Savannah, her eyes already filling with more unshed tears. “I love you Savannah Danvers, and I don’t want something terrible to happen to you, or to me, and all you could think about before we’re separated forever is that I didn’t trust you. That I didn’t love you. Because I do, Savannah. I love you so much, and my bear loves you so much, and I know you love me, too. So I told myself, I at least owe you the opportunity to tell your story.” 
 
    “Was it everything you wanted to hear?” Savannah asked quietly. 
 
    “It was everything I needed to hear,” Tom answered, a smile in his eyes. “Now I understand.” 
 
    Savannah nodded a few times, seemingly satisfied enough with his answer. “I still should have told you sooner, or before leaving. The note was—” 
 
    “A good idea given the circumstances,” Tom finished. “It didn’t give my mind enough time to run crazy with theories and paranoia. So thank you for that.” 
 
    “Thank you for following me into the woods,” Savannah said. “I don’t think Dan or I would have survived without you.” Her gaze finally began to sparkle with that hope she almost always seemed to have. “You and Nick… are good people. I wish I’d have known that before agreeing to drag you into this mess I made.” 
 
    Tom kissed her lightly on the forehead. “If it wasn’t for this mess you made, we’d likely have never met.” He ran a hand through her hair. “And I don’t even want to think of that, because imagining my life without you in it is physically painful.” 
 
    There was fear in Savannah’s eyes as she met his gaze. “So does this mean you want me to stay?” she asked quietly, as if the risk of asking was almost too great. 
 
    A soft chuckle rumbled in Tom’s chest. He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against Savannah’s, basking in the scent of her. “One of these days you’ll trust me enough to realize you’ve never have to ask that question. We’re bound for life, Savannah. The world itself could try to swallow you whole and I’d dig to its core to save you. Don’t let anyone or anything else make you believe otherwise.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    When Jo and Nick arrived with Dan, Tom and Savannah were sitting in the back room, nursing cups of coffee. 
 
    Anxiety written on her face, Jo rushed over to Savannah, looking her over intently. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Savannah nodded, a darkness of guilt washing over her yet again. She hadn’t just hurt Tom; she put everyone here in unnecessary danger. Even if they had forgiven her action, she wasn’t quite there yet. “I’ll be fine, thank you.” She averted her gaze, staring deeply into the dark mug of coffee. “I need to explain this to you guys. All of it. It’s a long story, and it might get tough at times, but you all deserve to know.” 
 
    Jo smiled. “All I care about now is that you’re safe, you’re happy, and the mate bond you and Tom share hasn’t been broken because of this.” 
 
    Savannah looked up with a start. “You know about the mate bond?” 
 
    Jo’s smile grew to a grin. “Well I am mated to Nick, after all. Even as a human there are things about you guys that I need to know now.” 
 
    Savannah’s gaze slid slowly to Tom. “She knows I’m…?”  
 
    Tom shrugged apologetically. “She’s known since the day you got here. I didn’t tell her though.” He pointed accusatorily. “Nick did.” 
 
    Nick started at Tom’s reveal. “I didn’t know she wanted to keep it a secret until after I said it.” He turned to Savannah. “I meant no harm.” 
 
    A chuckle tumbled surprisingly from Savannah’s lips. This pack was so different from the Northern Wind. She hoped that, now that she was a part of the pack with no secrets between them, she’d finally find a place in the fun rapport they shared.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Savannah sighed. “I was about to tell her anyway. No more secrets. Ever.” 
 
    “I second that motion,” Dan muttered, his smile turning into a tight grimace as he sat. He’d dressed some of his wounds since the last time Savannah had seen him, and maybe had a shower. “It’s way too exhausting.” 
 
    “Dan told us what he could,” Nick said, moving to help Dan get situated without jostling his hurt leg. “But we’d really appreciate another rundown of events from today.” 
 
    Tom nodded and began recalling the events from the day. Savannah couldn’t bear to look at anyone as he spelled out how she’d gone to Lucas behind their backs, been a part of his pack the entire time, and how Tom had nearly died because of her actions.  
 
    But then her heart swelled when he spoke of her protecting him. She nearly started to cry all over again when she heard the pride and happiness in his voice as he recounted how she agreed to stay with them in the pack. There was no sense of betrayal, no familiar distrust. There was only love, and Tom, and the promise of their entire lives before them as she proved that no one and nothing would come between them again.  
 
    “I could have killed him,” Tom finished, a flash of anger burning on his face. “But I didn’t think it my place.” 
 
    Nick shook his head with a small approving smile. “That was the right decision. If we kill him at the first chance we get, we’re no better than he is. Good work.” The smile fell. “But I get the feeling that this is far from over.” 
 
    “I agree,” Dan added, a look of guilt crossing his own face. “It appears we’ve made things even more complicated for you guys.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Maybe so, but it didn’t come without its advantages.” He looked to Savannah. “We’ve gained another bear from it all.” Looking back to Dan, a small smile played on his lips. “Maybe two?” 
 
    Dan looked from Nick, to Tom, then to Jo, and finally to Savannah. Savannah saw the conflict on his face. It wasn’t at whether he should stay or not, but whether or not an ex-bear of the Northern Wind would truly find a place in this new pack of peace? Savannah recalled the hurt, darkness, and turmoil that the Northern Wind was surrounded by, shuddering. She felt the same way.  
 
    A look of understanding passed between her and Dan, and he smiled. They may not know if they’d fit in, but the happiness and tranquility here made it definitely worth a try. 
 
    He turned to Nick. “Definitely two.” Jo clapped her hands excitedly. And Tom gave Savannah a small celebratory kiss on the lips. 
 
    Nick grinned at the news. “That’s good to hear. Though I supposed we’re big enough that we’ll need a proper name,” he pondered. 
 
    “Wait, you’re telling me that ‘The Best Damn Pack In the World’ wasn’t our proper name?” Tom joked, making Jo groan. 
 
    “Literally no one called us that,” Nick rebutted. “Not even you.”  
 
    Tom shrugged, holding Savannah close. “We could start.” 
 
    “Heavens, no,” Jo protested, rolling her eyes at the thought.  
 
    “The Southern Wind!” Dan quipped, grinning at the glare Tom shot him. 
 
    “You’re banned from future name suggestions, Limpy,” Tom growled. 
 
    “Oh, you’re one to talk,” Jo muttered. 
 
    Tom scoffed. “My name was way bet—” 
 
    “Mountain Haven?” 
 
    Everyone in the room turned to Savannah, embarrassment welling up in her chest almost immediately.  
 
    Finally, Nick gave a small nod. “It feels right.” 
 
    “I think it suits us,” Jo agreed with an affirmative nod.  
 
    “Sounds like something you’d read in a comic book,” Dan quipped with a grin. “I like it!” 
 
    Tom smiled down on her, pressing a quick kiss to her temple. “It’s amazing, just like you.” 
 
    “Mountain Haven,” Nick murmured, the others nodding their approval as a new sense of purpose filled the room. 
 
    Lucas had been made to retreat once more. His bears were suddenly learning that there was something better out there than him. It wouldn’t be long before he grew desperate in his efforts to rid himself of the alpha pack — The Mountain Haven pack.  
 
    He would return, his wrath more deadly and dangerous than ever before, but they’d be ready. Now, with Savannah and Dan in the pack, they were stronger than ever before. And this time, nothing was going to break them apart. 
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Chapter One 
 
    “Good morning!” Dan greeted loudly in the otherwise quiet mechanic’s office. 
 
    Nick groaned, reaching for his second cup of coffee. “Why are you always so damned cheerful in the morning?” 
 
    He really didn’t know. Maybe it was because, for the first time in a while, he wasn’t confined to a role of brutish bodyguard or ruthless second-in-command. For the first time in what seemed like forever, he felt free. Dan shrugged. “Can’t help it.” 
 
    Nick grumbled. “Try.” 
 
    Chuckling, Dan made his way over to the coffeemaker to pour himself a mug, though he didn’t really need it. It had been a few weeks since he’d accepted the offer to join Tom and Nick in their pack, Mountain Haven. He’d been settling nicely into his new routine with them, but they hadn’t quite gotten used to this new side of him yet. They were always slow-going and a bit grumpy, whereas Dan was always cheerful and ready to take on the day early. He knew it was different from the Dan they knew, so he didn’t hold it against them. Savannah seemed to mind less, though she was also quiet in the mornings. 
 
    Jo was the only one who seemed to understand his love of the mornings; the way the sun began to spread its fingers across the forest trees as it overtook Woodhaven always seemed to take her breath away. Despite being human, Dan could appreciate just how bearlike she seemed at times.  
 
    Tom meandered out of the back room, running a hand through sleep-ruffled hair that he hadn’t bothered to tend to.  
 
    “Good morning, Tom” Dan chirped with a grin. 
 
    “Hmph,” Tom grunted, shaking himself all over. “I liked you better when you hated us.” 
 
    Dan chuckled, not the least bit offended. Life at the mechanic shop had started tough for him, but he quickly picked up on Tom’s humor and was surprised to notice that it resembled his own. It hadn’t taken long for the two of them to hit it off nicely. It also helped that they were practically roommates, though the shop did seem a bit cramped at times.  
 
    Nick stood from where he was leaning over the office desk, indicating toward his brother. “Good, you’re finally awake. Got time to chat?” 
 
    Tom stifled a yawn. “Sure, I guess.” 
 
    Nick nodded. “Dan, you can lend an ear too; it’s nothing secret.” 
 
    Nodding his understanding, Dan made his way over to a nearby office chair with his steaming mug of coffee. He wondered what was so important that Nick had decided to talk about first thing in the morning. Had Lucas been spotted recently? 
 
    “So I’ve been wondering,” Nick began. “How do you two feel about your current living arrangement?” 
 
    Living arrangement? The question perplexed Dan. This wasn’t even on the same plane of thinking as a potential attack from the Northern Wind. He and Tom exchanged a look. 
 
    “Fine,” Tom answered. “I mean, it’s okay, I guess.” 
 
    “Okay?” Nick repeated. “You don’t get the feeling that it might be a bit small for you two and Savannah sometimes?” 
 
    Dan shrugged. “Well yeah. I guess it does. And things can get pretty awkward at times, too.” 
 
    “Yeah, it might feel pretty cramped,” Tom chimed in. “But that’s to be expected with three adults living here. Savannah and I might be mated but Dan deserves to have a place to live just as much as we do.” 
 
    Dan allowed himself a moment of genuine surprise at Tom’s consideration, giving a nod of gratitude to the alpha bear. He hadn’t really said it in words, but Dan always assumed that Tom might secretly want to shoulder him out of the shop to live on his own. He was newly mated after all, but had no time to enjoy the partnership with Dan hovering around all of the time. Dan was happy to see that this wasn’t the case. Hiding a smile, Dan couldn’t help but add another mental tally mark to the list of ways in which Mountain Haven was so much different to that of the Northern Wind. Everyone was so sympathetic here; where Lucas would dominate everyone with fear and absolution. Dan counted himself a lucky bear to finally be free of that tyranny.  
 
    “Well, that’s mighty thoughtful of you, brother, but I think I might have a solution that could help satisfy all parties,” Nick replied with a smile. “What if we built you and Savannah a place to call your own?” 
 
    Tom frowned, and Dan could see the telltale skepticism that always dominated his features before any other emotion. “Our own place?” 
 
    “Sure, why not?” Nick answered. “There are a few acres of land a ways south of the shop that we’re free to use, and it just seems right for our newest mated pair to have a place of their own like Jo and I do, don’t you think?” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Tom murmured. “It makes sense I guess, but where would we find the time? We’re on the lookout for Northern Wind activity from sunrise to sunset. That’s way more important than some house.” 
 
    “Lucas has been down and out for weeks. This is the best time to at least get started.” Nick leaned forward on the desk. “Look, we can’t let Lucas hinder us anymore. This is what he wants, to stop us from growing, expanding, becoming greater than anything he could ever handle.  
 
    “Sure for now it’s just a house, but next we’ll want to recruit more bears of our own, start families of our own, become the protectors that we’d always hoped to be.”  
 
    Nick grinned. “We’re an official pack now, the likes of which we’ve never really been before. We need to start acting like it, and that means expansion. And sure it’ll be hard work on its own, let alone coupling it with patrols and our jobs here at the shop, but we’ll figure it out.” 
 
    “Hell, up my training and I’ll be ready to take over as a full-time mechanic in no time,” Dan chimed in, seeing his chance to aid. “Or if you need manpower for building, I know a thing or two about carpentry. My pops was a bit of a building buff when I was a cub.” He shrugged at their mildly surprised faces. “After all you both have done for me, it’s the least I can do to help, you know?” 
 
    Dan had quite enjoyed his apprenticeship under Nick as he showed him the ins and outs of mechanic work. He found that he really had a talent for it, and it was even somewhat therapeutic to work with his hands. Even meeting Nick’s eyes now, he could see a sort of comradery kindling between them at the proffered chance of longer training sessions.  
 
    Nick nodded. “I’d definitely appreciate any help you could give, Tom.” 
 
    Slowly, a smile finally spread across Tom’s face. “Alright,” he murmured. “I guess we can give it a shot, then.” He pondered, Dan seeing the planning of days to come passing quickly over Tom’s face. “Nothing fancy, of course; homes like the cabin have never really been my style.” 
 
    “What’s more your style?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Basic,” Tom replied without missing a beat. “Utilitarian, but homely. Like… a den.” 
 
    Dan nodded, understanding exactly what Tom meant. There was some comfort found in the thought of a cozy little nook to call your own, no frills needed. 
 
    “If we hustle, we could probably get the foundations done this week,” Nick continued. “Dan and I can help with the hard parts before taking extended patrols while you finish up the rest.” 
 
    “And the shop?” Tom asked. 
 
    “We could come back in the evenings and work on all our open jobs easily enough,” Dan replied. “Then one last patrol before hitting the sack.” 
 
    “That sounds like a good way to go about it,” Nick agreed. “Then Tom can work on getting the house done as quickly as possible, no worries.” 
 
    “Alright,” Tom declared, voice a bit stunned. “I guess this is really happening. I appreciate the consideration guys.” He grinned with gratitude at them both. “I’ll go tell Savannah the good news.” He wandered into the back room where Savannah was still getting ready, a hopeful look on his face, the likes of which Dan had rarely seen before. 
 
    “So, what do you think, Dan?” 
 
    Dan turned to Nick, mildly perplexed. Tom’s new house plans hardly had much of anything to do with him. “I mean, it’s cool I guess. As always, whatever you guys need, I’m willing to help out.” 
 
    Nick laughed. “Of course, I appreciate your help, and all, but that’s not what I mean.” He scrunched his nose a bit, working over the words in his mind before saying them out loud. “What I mean is that this schedule is gonna be pretty aggressive. That’s not to say that we can’t handle it—I’m sure we can—but Tom and Savannah will be out of here before you know it.” He shrugged. “I was wondering if you’re okay with sticking it out here at the shop long term, even if it meant living here alone.” 
 
    Dan blinked a few times, taking in all Nick was trying to explain to him. He’d come from a pack where he barely had a hole in a log to call his own, and now, Nick was offering him an entire home? To the alphas, the shop must have seemed like a small, worn-down old building, but it was more than Dan had ever had the pleasure of knowing for a long time.  
 
    Suddenly, the weight of it all overwhelmed him at once, and for once he couldn’t find anything overly cheery of funny to say.  
 
    He settled for holding out his hand. “I’d be more than happy to live here, Nick,” he finally answered. “Thank you, truly.” 
 
    “It’s definitely my pleasure,” Nick replied, gripping Dan’s outstretched hand in a firm shake with a celebratory grin. “Just think, finally a place where you can bring a girl of your own back to.” Nick chortled, sliding past Dan as he made his way outside.  
 
    “Just be sure to wait until Tom’s shipped out for good though,” he called back. “I don’t think this poor shop could fit another person if you tried.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Dan tried to laugh but the sound hitched in his throat. Truth be told, he had started feeling a bit lonely a good while ago. He thought it was strange at first, considering just how often he was surrounded by the other members of the Mountain Haven pack, but he soon realized that this was a different kind of lonely. It was a loneliness that ached in him whenever he saw Nick throw his arm around Jo, or when Tom and Savannah shared a knowing glance. It was the unspoken connection he saw in others, but never in himself.  
 
    Following the other bears’ steads, Dan stepped outside, wandering off towards the woods. He took a deep breath of cool morning air, centering his wayward mind once more. He knew he was being ridiculous, maybe even unreasonable given the circumstances, but there was something in him that longed for a mate. Even as his bear raised its head in interest, he shook his own.  
 
    Nick had a love, taboo as any bear could imagine, concerning mating with a human like Jo, but even Dan could see that the two were meant for each other. There was no sense questioning the how of it. Savannah was much like Dan in that she’d usurped the Northern Wind to join Mountain Haven, and had managed to find her own love in the process. Dan hadn’t spoken much on it, but he hadn’t expected them to last after Tom found out the truth. Surprisingly even they persevered.  
 
    Dan could run over the flaws of every pairing he’d ever witnessed, but it wouldn’t stop him from believing with all of his heart that he was different. He may not be human like Jo, but he felt he was something so much worse. He may have left behind a terrible pack for this new one like Savannah, but he had true blood on his hands that could never be washed away.  
 
    Thinking back, Dan realized he’d never seen a true mating in the Northern Wind pack. Not even their leader, Lucas, had a mate to call his own. Many had died during the pack’s travels without knowing the touch of another bear, let alone the love of one. Dan had a feeling he knew the reason why. 
 
    The Northern Wind was a vile pack, built on manipulation and fear, trapping the impressionable and making them believe that there was nothing better out there for them. Lucas wouldn’t hesitate to lie, shout, or even maim to keep his bears in line. Dan was nearly convinced that there wasn’t a compassionate bone in his ex-leader’s body, and he feared that that darkness in Lucas had seeped into every one of his followers as they blindly shadowed him into oblivion. Lucas was tainted, never to know true happiness. The Northern Wind was tainted. And Dan hadn’t escaped in time - He was tainted too. 
 
    “Everything okay?” 
 
    Dan jumped. He’d forgotten to scout the area for anyone nearby, looking down to see Jo’s face smiling lightly up at him.  
 
    Her smile grew. “It’s not often that I can surprise a shifter,” she quipped, lifting an eyebrow. “Pondering something heavy there?” 
 
    Dan suppressed a groan, cursing his lack of instinct. He’d have to be a better bear if he was going to be on extended patrols for the next few weeks. He wouldn’t be able to forgive himself if someone slipped through due to his clumsy scouting.  
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered. “I didn’t expect all of my plodding around to bother anyone.” 
 
    “Oh no, you didn’t,” Jo replied, kindly before her face fell concerned. “Is everything alright? You look a bit…” She trailed off, tilting her head a bit as she took in his features. “Miserable.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dan answered, averting his gaze. “I was just thinking about… stuff.” 
 
    “Stuff,” Jo mimicked, eyebrow rising once more. “Helpful as ever.” 
 
    Dan couldn’t help but smile. “I’m always helpful!” he jabbed back, lightly. “I just don’t really get into all the feelings and things like other people do, so… yeah, stuff.” He shrugged. He’d established himself pretty early on in the pack as a joker of sorts, never really taking anything too seriously unless it had to do with the Northern Wind. It was different and amazing for him. He didn’t have to hate and he didn’t have to intimidate. And in all this newfound playfulness, he found that it was easier not to question things unless it shattered the illusion that he’d never done anything wrong. It felt… nice. He wasn’t ever much used to sharing his feelings with others anyway. Lucas beat that habit out of his bears very early on.  
 
    Letting out a long sigh, Jo stared up at Dan and he could see her contemplating whether or not to press the issue further. “Well, do you at least know if Nick talked to Tom about the house?” she finally asked, changing the subject. 
 
    Something deep within Dan unclenched in relief. “He sure did,” he responded with a nod. 
 
    “And he’s okay with it?” 
 
    “Definitely,” Dan answered. “He was a bit wary at first, but that’s just how Tom is, you know? After a bit of explaining, he couldn’t wait to tell Savannah the news.” A pang of something like sadness hit Dan in the chest as he finished speaking, a distant look filling his eyes. 
 
    Jo’s eyes shone with clarity, taking in Dan’s somberness. “Ah.” 
 
    Dan’s gaze snapped to hers, instantly defensive. “Ah? Ah, what?” 
 
    Jo smiled in polite understanding. “You want a girl.” 
 
    “I, of course I don’t,” Dan bluffed, averting his gaze. “Too much work, not really my thing.” He tried to laugh off the unease, but the chuckle tumbled clumsily from his lips. 
 
    Jo grinned. “It’s okay to want someone, Dan.” Dan waited a beat of silence to see if Jo would let it go, but she only stared intently at him, waiting patiently for his response.  
 
    Letting out a long sigh, he ran a hand through his hair, dropping the poorly executed façade he’d fabricated. “Fine,” he muttered. “You want me to admit that I get a bit lonely sometimes? Then yeah, I do.” He stared off far into the trees, unable to look Jo directly in the eyes while the confession spilled from his lips. It was easier to say it that way. “I see what you and Nick and Tom and Savannah have. It’s something special. It’s something I want, too.” Finally stealing a glance her way, he gave a small shrug. “I want a mate.” 
 
    “That’s not a bad thing to want,” Jo replied softly. 
 
    “I know,” Dan said. “But wanting and getting are two totally different things.” He let a smile permeate his voice to take away a bit of the sting. “It’s not like there’s too many shifters about to pick and choose from these days, you know what I mean?”  
 
    Jo chuckled. “I suppose not, but remember that fate has an odd way of working itself out. Keep an open mind. You never know who might come walking through those shop doors one day.” She grinned up at him. “Nick certainly didn’t. And look at us now.”  
 
    She turned to make her way back to the shop. “You deserve happiness, Dan, same as the rest of us. You’ll find it, in time.”  
 
    Hearing her walk back to the shop, Dan kept his eyes cast out across the forest. He wanted so desperately to believe in what Jo had said, but logic outweighed the faith he held in his heart, and he couldn’t shake the dark thought that mated life would never find a place in his home. Even if by some stroke of luck, fate found him worthy of love after the wrongdoings he’d committed, there were only two packs within spitting distance of this territory—Mountain Haven and the Northern Wind. Everyone in Mountain Haven was happily mated and if he was destined to be mated with anyone in the Northern Wind, he’d have felt something long before leaving Lucas behind. His pickings were null. 
 
    Dan’s shoulders rose and fell with another long sigh, his bear growling softly with the same defeated emotion that he felt in his heart.  
 
    *** 
 
    It took a lot of self-hype, but eventually Dan worked himself back up into his usual jovial spirits. He finally felt he was able to be around the rest of the pack without bringing down the mood, striding through the garage doors with a smile on his face.  
 
    He raised his hand in a wave at Nick who was working on an old Junker car when he managed to trip over a wrench on the floor.  
 
    Nick grinned. “Not exactly graceful, are you?” 
 
    Dan snorted confidently. “With my crack-whip wit and amazing sense of humor, I don’t need to be.” Though he kept his personal thoughts about his life in the Northern Wind to himself most days, he much preferred being in his bearskin to the human equivalent. He missed the long bouts of time he’d once been allotted to thunder recklessly through the woods, never having to worry about where he was stepping or what he was banging into. As the bear, it was either move or be moved, and it wasn’t often that he had to worry about the latter.  
 
    In human form, none of that applied, and he found his movements to be a fair bit clumsier, his longer limbs giving way to small obstacles way easier than his bear form would ever allow. It was true that he hoped pairing his gauche movements with his light-hearted humor made him seem a bit endearing, but he couldn’t help but feel that it also made him a bit of a liability around the shop. He didn’t break things easily, but it was only a matter of time before he ruined something that couldn’t easily be unbroken. With his luck, it would probably be something expensive. 
 
    “At least you didn’t knock anything over this time,” Nick laughed as Dan picked up the offending wrench. With a grimace, he recalled the last time he’d tripped over. He’d somehow managed to knock over three toolboxes and a can of paint Nick was using to spruce up the inside of the shop. Grunting solemnly, he quickly sat down at the nearby workstation before he screwed anything else up.  
 
    The mirth wavered in Nick’s eyes, his smile falling a bit. “You okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dan replied a bit too sharply. “Why does everyone keep asking me that today?” 
 
    Nick raised and inquisitive eyebrow. “Sorry,” he said, returning to his work. “Just asking.” 
 
    Dan didn’t respond, the beginnings of guilt creeping up his back. He knew he shouldn’t have responded bitterly — and to his own alpha, no less — but people were all too interested in his feelings all of a sudden, and it put him on edge more than he cared to admit. He didn’t do feelings well. 
 
    Still it was no excuse. Mountain Haven was nothing like the Northern Wind; they cared about every bear’s wellbeing here. It wasn’t a matter of prying because of distrust; Nick and the others genuinely cared about how Dan was feeling. Just another thing he wasn’t used to. 
 
    He opened his mouth to apologize when Nick looked up from his work with a blank, non-committal look on his face. “How about a drink in town later?” he asked before returning to his work. “Maybe clear your head of whatever’s bothering you?” 
 
    Dan shooed off the initial defense that welled up in his chest. Again he reminded himself that Nick only wanted to help and he should be appreciative of such a kind alpha who cared about his pack this much.  
 
    “Yeah, sounds good,” he mumbled, his lips tilting up into a small smile. The bar in town was usually quiet, it’d be nice to cut loose with another bear and take the edge off.  
 
    “Great,” Nick replied, standing up. “Mind if I let Tom know, see if he wants to join?” 
 
    Dan grinned, finally feeling a bit more like himself than he had all morning. “Not at all, boss.” 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three  
 
    Unfortunately, all hope for an easy night out with the boys fell short. 
 
    “Jo was pretty quick to remind me of the dinner reservation we have this evening at a place outside of town. She set it up a week ago, if I cancelled, she’d kill me,” Nick explained, remorsefully. “Tom already had plans with Savannah at the lake, too. Sorry about getting your hopes up, Dan. I didn’t mean to let you down.” 
 
    Ignoring the swift kick of disappointment, Dan shrugged. “It’s no big, I don’t mind drinking alone.” He grinned. “Besides, maybe this way I can finally get some action, eh? Girls love the lone, dark stranger type!” 
 
    Nick chuckled. “After some female company, are you?” he grinned, slapping Dan’s arm. “Is that what’s been bothering you today?” 
 
    Dan shrugged again, feigning nonchalance. “Nah, I just got up on the wrong side of bed this morning,” he lied quickly, dancing away from the topic of his love life—or lack thereof. “But don’t worry about me. I’ll head out early for a run in the woods before going to the bar. Give you guys some alone time.” 
 
    Nick looked as if he wanted to protest, his eyes filled with guilt, but he settled on a small smile to mask his concerned expression. “Drink a beer for me, eh?” 
 
    Dan nodded, raising his hand in a wave. “You know it.” Without another word, he departed the shop. He knew that Nick saw the disappointment in his face because of the cancellation, but there was little either of them could do about it now. He’d get over it, he always did. Life’s too short.  
 
    The bear came easily as he cleared the tree line, shoving from his skin as he leapt hurriedly into the deep darkness of the forestry. His large frame shredded through his clothing as if they were made of paper, and he didn’t care. He was hurt, angry, and lonely. He just needed to get away.  
 
    Instead of trying to calm the bear inside of him, Dan let the emotions roll over his body as he ran. As the bear, there was no hiding his emotions in laughter and jokes. He felt everything; all the small thoughts and sentiments that he hid from the others, and from himself. It was overwhelming and therapeutic, and in a bout of pain, he lifted onto his hind legs, throwing his large head back and letting out a loud roar. He didn’t care if the others heard him; it felt good to let it all out. He stretched toward the leaves before falling back on all fours and tearing off through the trees once more.  
 
    Branches cracked and splintered as he barreled senselessly onward. He didn’t know where he was going or what he’d do once he got there, but that didn’t matter. All that mattered right now was that he ran. His bear reveled in the way the wind whistled past him, the way he didn’t have to worry about tripping over wrenches or knocking over cans of paint. The power felt… good. It made them feel in control. Dan hadn’t felt that way in a long time, basking in the sensation like the radiance of an old friend as the anger slowly left his body. 
 
    Eventually slowing to a halt, Dan threw himself onto the ground, rolling over and over in the dirt as he caught his breath. In times like this, the instinct of the bear felt really nice. He could just roll around in some dirt and forget all of his sorrows, at least for a short while, so that’s what he opted to do.  
 
    Figuring the others should be long gone by now, he finally decided it’d probably be safe to return to the shop with minimal humiliation. A large part of him didn’t want to face Nick after the way he’d basically tucked tail after hearing a bit of bad news. He could play it off with jokes later, but seeing Nick again today would be much too soon.  
 
    He made a mental note to give the lake a wide berth on the way back, not wanting to disturb whatever private night Tom and Savannah had planned. Wincing, he worked not to dwell on thoughts of the mated pairs as he meandered back to the shop. As the side view of the garage came into view, he sampled the air. Their scents lingered, but it was nothing fresh. They were gone, as he had suspected.  
 
    He was quick to shower and dress, wanting to drown himself in booze as soon as possible before the weight of the day’s interrogations bared down on him once more. Being back in the shop only reminded him of the questions that would surely continue as the dread he felt at being mate-less became harder and harder to hide. Why was his bear so eager for a mate all of a sudden, anyway?  
 
    Was it being constantly surrounded by two mated pairs? Or maybe it was because with Lucas, the possibility of a mate was never even considered an option. Here, there wasn’t a constant need to fight for survival or intimidate pack mates. Did his bear think joining Mountain Haven was a cue to finally settle down? Dan didn’t know, and it only added to his building frustration. 
 
    Shaking his head in an attempt to free himself of the wayward thoughts, Dan finally set out for the bar. Wallowing in his misery would do little to solve the problem or provide him with answers, so it was best to stop thinking about it. He didn’t want to think about a mate he’d likely never have or peace he’d likely never find. His mind reached greedily for something simpler to ponder while he walked.  
 
    I wonder what the Northern Wind is doing right now… 
 
    Not exactly a simpler train of thought, but he’d take it. If Lucas stuck even slightly to some of his old routines, he was likely patrolling the borders of the alpha territory with whomever he’d appointed as his second in command after his leaving Dan to die. The memory still stung, but Dan knew Lucas more than almost anyone else that remained in the Northern Wind. He’d long since stopped being surprised at his old leader’s ruthlessness.  
 
    He wondered what Lucas had scouted since their last encounter with him. How much did he know? Did he know that Nick was looking for reinforcements, more alphas to help pad the numbers if the two packs ever fell into war? Did he know that so far, no other pack wanted any part of it? Dan had his suspicions why. It was mainly to do with a certain human life-mate, but it wasn’t something he dared utter aloud, and not just because Lucas might overhear. He’d never seen Nick truly angry, but a shudder quaked down his spine at the thought of getting on his new leader’s bad side. Yep, definitely keeping his mouth shut. 
 
    When would the Northern Wind attack next? Dan wasn’t sure. It had been weeks since their last battle, but the memories of the bloodied and beaten Northern Wind leader were still fresh in Dan’s mind. He knew that Lucas was likely fully healed by now, and angrier than ever at yet another failed attack. He was always angrier. A bite of conscience worried at the back of his mind, silently praying for the wellbeing of his old pack mates. They were not exactly close, for a good reason depending on the bear, but they didn’t deserve whatever wrath Lucas would exact upon them for his own failure. Dan had been in their shoes more than once.  
 
    The initial plan to spread truth to the Northern Wind had backfired violently all those weeks ago, and in the time since, Dan was at a loss at how to go about it post-battle. How much had changed since he and Savannah had sworn their loyalty to Nick? How many more young, impressionable bears had Lucas ensnared in his trap of abuse and tyranny? Dan didn’t know. He felt like he didn’t know much at all these days.  
 
    There was one thing that was completely certain to him regarding the Northern Wind pack, though. He couldn’t quit. He needed to find a way back to their territory. He needed to find a way to save as many bears as possible before Lucas corrupted them, before they succumbed to an endless life of darkness the way he had. They didn’t deserve this eternal curse of unhappiness. No one did. Not even Lucas.  
 
    “For some of us, it’s too late,” Dan breathed, puffs of white air billowing outward into the cool evening weather. But not all of us, he finished internally, renewing his fervor to save those who needed it most.  
 
    No more sulking, he declared, as he swung open the old bar doors. Tonight, I’ll drink, but tomorrow, I’ll get things done. 
 
    Almost immediately, Dan collided with someone who felt like they were made of solid brick. Stumbling backward, he ran a frustrated hand down his face before muttering, “Got eyes, pal?” 
 
    As his vision cleared, he locked onto the man that still stood in the doorway and realized that he might have made a small mistake. Dan knew he was a big guy; in both of the packs he’d been a part of, he was smaller in size only to Nick and Lucas. But as he stared at the man before him, he was painfully aware that he stood eye level with this man’s shoulder. He was big.  
 
    Not just in size, either. His stringy tank top showcased hills and valleys of overly bulging muscles, darkened by a large expanse of tattoos that didn’t seem to end at any point below the man’s neck. He glared down at Dan with murderous intent in his eyes, and Dan knew that human or not, this wasn’t a man he wanted to mess with.  
 
    “Got somethin’ ta say?” the man sneered, eyes narrowing as his hot breath coiled around Dan’s jowls. It was heavy with the scent of alcohol.  
 
    “Not at all,” Dan muttered. Drunken humans were touchy, mercurial creatures. He’d have to diffuse the situation quickly. “Sorry to bother. My mistake.” 
 
    “Yeah,” the stranger growled lowly, jabbing one large finger deep into Dan’s chest. He was surprised that it kind of hurt. “It was.” 
 
    Dan held up his hands in a placating gesture. “I’m not trying to cause any trouble, bud. I’ll just be on my way and you can hate me from wherever you’re going.” He nodded amicably to the man who still seemed to be fuming before carefully shouldering past him into the bar. He made sure not to make any bodily contact for fear of setting off the human, but it was difficult; his large frame took up a considerable portion of the doorway.  
 
    The man didn’t move as Dan made his way deeper into the bar, and slowly he allowed himself to exhale. The last thing he needed tonight was to get into a tussle with someone who’d pumped themselves up with one too many steroids. He’d hate having to explain that to Nick.  
 
    Even as he walked, he made sure not to take his vision completely off of the man, in case he decided that he wanted more trouble before departing into the night. Thoroughly distracted by the angry man behind him, Dan didn’t notice that he wasn’t the only person he needed to dodge. Promptly, he toppled into yet another body.  
 
    This time, it was the other person who stumbled backward, hard and sudden enough to make them fall to the floor.  
 
    “Shit,” Dan exclaimed quietly, internally scolding himself and his terrible clumsiness as his feet tangled with the legs of the fallen human. He lurched forward, sure to land on the person below him. In the last second, his hands shot out, latching awkwardly on the countertop, stopping his descent.  
 
    The room fell deathly silent around him, and he felt the beginnings of embarrassment warm his cheeks as a small chuckle sounded from the floor.  
 
    “Well you’re certainly clumsier than most, I’ll say,” the voice chided lightly. “Can you lend me a hand?” 
 
    “Oh, uh, yeah, sure…” Dan’s response died on his lips as his eyes locked with the most beautiful woman he’d ever met. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four  
 
    “Well?” the woman prompted with a smile, lightly waving the hand she’d being holding upward.  
 
    “Right,” Dan said, nodding too many times before grasping the proffered hand. He moved the stools out of her way as she stood, raising a hand to help dust the dirt off the floor of her clothes before thinking better of it.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” he muttered, his hand falling limply to his side. “I should have been watching where I was going.” 
 
    She lifted one dark eyebrow. “Maybe so,” she agreed in a strong deep voice that offered no room for rebuttal. Then her gaze softened and her smile returned. “But I’m sure it wasn’t done on purpose.” 
 
    “Th-there was a guy…” Dan began to explain, but realized it didn’t matter. “I, uh… how about I buy you a drink to make up for all of this?” he asked grinning in an attempt to mask his embarrassment. Her blue eyes sparkled as she smirked back at him, and a heavenly scent of cinnamon and vanilla cut through the smell of beer and whiskey to meet his nose. 
 
    “Another time, sailor” she promised. “I’m otherwise engaged for the night.” 
 
    “Ah, all right,” Dan replied, hiding his immediate disappointment behind another quick smile. “Another time then,” he repeated with a nod. 
 
    She returned his smile, though something remained serious in her eyes. “Hopefully sometime soon, eh?” she quipped softly as she made her way to the exit. “Until then.” She shot him a playful wink and a wave before making her departure.  
 
    Dan watched her leave the entire time, muttering a hasty ‘goodbye’ a little too late for her to hear. As the door swung closed behind her, he mentally punched himself for not asking for her number.  
 
    “How the hell are you supposed to meet up with her, now?” he grumbled solemnly to himself. “You don’t even know her name, dumbass.” His bear growled lowly in his chest, as if agreeing with the sentiment.  
 
    He battled shortly with a mad urge to run after her and right his mistake, but a feeling told him that the moment to act had passed and stumbling through the bar doors to beg for her number would only make him seem desperate. She’d be around the bar sometime soon, right? He’d come here every night if it meant meeting her again. With a nod of surety, he sat himself at the bar to get a much-needed beer.  
 
    As if reading his mind, the bartender slid him a chilled tall glass of hops, the foam from the tap spilling leisurely over the rim. With a nod of gratitude, Dan sipped his beer in silence. He thought about maybe playing a game of pool or darts to keep his mind occupied, but after the spectacle he made of himself only a short while ago, he didn’t think he’d be able to take the heckling that drunken humans were known for without a bit of his bear slipping out in retaliation.  
 
    Alone, it is, he muttered inwardly with a sigh. Drinking alone, eating alone, sleeping alone. He was always alone. Lonely, he corrected himself. Allowing a stunning woman to slip through his fingers mere hours after lamenting that pickings were slim only reminded him of just how lonely he’d likely always be. “Don’t forget the part where you pushed her onto the floor and nearly crushed her under your fat, clumsy body,” he muttered angrily to himself before tossing back the glass to finish the beer in a single gulp. 
 
    As he pounded the glass back down on the bar, a fresh chilled mug of beer slid his way. “On the house,” the bartender declared. “You look like you need it.” 
 
    Dan looked from the beer to the bartender with mild confusion on his face. First Nick, now this guy. Was everyone in Woodhaven so damned nice? His mind flashed to the roid-raging muscle head that blocked his entrance into the bar. Maybe not everyone.  
 
    He nodded his appreciation. “Thanks.” 
 
    The bartender returned his nod, muttering, “Don’t mention it,” as another patron shouted a drink order from the other end of the bar.  
 
    Dan took his time with this beer as his mind began to wander once more. His thoughts ranged from Lucas to mates to life after Mountain Haven, finding peace and back again, never seeming to discover solace in any one subject for too long. He was restless, without answers, and not even a chance to drown his sorrows in alcohol was remedying the niggling suspicion in the back of his mind that there was more to life than what he knew.  
 
    Was it because he was lonely, or worried about the impressionable members of the Northern Wind, or just that he had a small world view from having spent so many years only living in the deep forests surrounding Woodhaven? He wasn’t sure. Maybe after all this was over and done with, he’d talk to Nick about doing some travelling, broaden his horizons and maybe even find a girl to bring home.  
 
    His mind wafted back to recent memories of the dark haired woman that had departed the bar only a short while ago. He allowed himself a moment to believe that maybe he wouldn’t have to make his travels alone if he played his cards right in the coming days. He quickly waved the thought away, discounting it as ridiculous. As tantalizing as a happily ever after with the mysterious beautiful woman at the bar sounded, he was after a long and fulfilling relationship that he didn’t think he’d ever find in a human.  
 
    Sure, Nick had found something like that in Jo, but he had always seemed more in tune with his human side than most bears. The more Dan thought about Nick’s unconventional union with Jo, the more it made sense. Dan couldn’t be more different. His human form was more of a hindrance, and though he wouldn’t even wish life in the Northern Wind on his worst enemy, he longed for the days when most of his daily tasks could be done in bear form. Finding a mate that would force him to be in this human skin almost all the time - The very thought made him shudder. No lifetime with a human, God willing. 
 
    But a night? He definitely wasn’t opposed to that.  
 
    *** 
 
    Dan stomached a few more drinks before calling it a night. He’d taken up enough of the bartender’s time sulking in the corner of the bar. Also, he was long since tired of smelling the occasional waft of pity whenever the bar patrons glanced his way. He must’ve looked as depressed as he felt.  
 
    “Thanks,” Dan muttered as he stood, paying for his drinks and leaving a little extra despite one being ‘on the house’. “I think it’s about time I head on out.” 
 
    The bartender gave a haphazard wave. “Come back anytime.” 
 
    Dan smiled as the man turned back to the lingering patrons. Even if he didn’t get around to travelling, at least he had the nice residents of Woodhaven to look forward to every day. That would always be a pleasant change to the chilly distance everyone in the Northern Wind had shared. And what was more, Nick respected the humans of the territory he inhabited. He didn’t try to force them out or steer them away. He coexisted with them in a way that Lucas wouldn’t dare attempt. There was something comforting in having a leader that knew when to show leniency and respect in all things. 
 
    As he made his way to the door, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He saw Jo’s name light up the screen and lifted the phone to his ear. “Everything all right?” he asked as a greeting. 
 
    He heard Jo sigh on the other end of the line. “In the grand scheme of everything we’ve got going on, I guess it’s not that big a deal but…” her voice trailed off into another long sigh that made Dan smile. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “What happened is that it was a mistake to let Nick cook,” Jo grumbled. In the distance, Dan could hear Nick cursing along with the sound of a… fire extinguisher? 
 
    “That bad, huh?” Dan asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Probably worse,” Jo lamented. “Are you still at the bar?” 
 
    “About to head out. What’s up? You looking for me to pick you guys up something on the way back?” 
 
    “Chinese takeout, pretty please?” 
 
    Dan barked a laugh as he exited the bar. “All you guys eat is that same old Chinese takeout! Don’t you guys get bored of the same thing over and over?” 
 
    “Well, we tried a decent home-cooked meal and look at how that turned out,” Jo grumbled. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Dan replied. “Any special requests when I get there?” 
 
    Mentally cataloging Jo’s order, Dan set off in the direction of the takeout place. “And make sure to get something for yourself, too,” Jo finished. “The romantic evening plans are thoroughly botched, so you’re more than welcome to join us at the cabin for dinner.” 
 
    “Join you there? I can’t imagine eating around that stink. I can practically smell the burnt food form here!” Dan joked, wrinkling his nose for good measure even though Jo couldn’t see it.  
 
    Jo groaned. “You heard the fire extinguisher, didn’t you?” 
 
    “And Nick’s bickering,” Dan added with a laugh. “I’m just kidding. I’d love to join you guys. I’ll grab the food and be right over.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dan,” Jo said gratefully. “See you soon; hopefully. I’m starving.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five  
 
    The Chinese takeout place was quiet as usual, and it didn’t take long for Dan to place his order. His run through the forest had finally begun to take its toll on him, and the smell of dumplings and Lo Mein made his stomach grumble. He hastily exchanged cash for the bag of steaming hot food. He couldn’t wait to get back to the cabin and chow down.  
 
    As he stepped back out into the cool night air, the flitting whisper of a voice on the wind caught his ears. Something familiar tingled in his stomach, and his bear raised its head in interest. He gently tipped his nose skyward to sample the air, and the scent of cinnamon and vanilla met him halfway. It was her.  
 
    As much as he hated to eavesdrop, he couldn’t help but creep closer to the conversation she was having with someone he couldn’t place. Whoever it was, they were giving her a hard time. Her breathing was elevated, her words came quickly, and he could even smell a bit of her sweat in the air. It set Dan’s bear on edge to feel her so distraught. 
 
    Taking a few more tentative steps forward, he narrowed his eyes toward the dimly lit alley where the sound of her voice was coming from. Slowly, she came into view. Her body language punctuated her words, as she argued with the person who remained in the shadows.  
 
    “I said no, Dominic!” she hissed, giving the unknown man a shove. “Back. Off.” 
 
    The man stepped forward angrily as if to retaliate against her shove. Dan’s heart fell as he noticed the muscled angry guy from the bar as he loomed over her.  
 
    “Where are you gonna go?” he taunted in a voice that reeked of arrogance. “You’ve got nothing and no one, Lucy. So stop your pointless bitching and move your ass, because you sure as hell aren’t leaving.” 
 
    “Yes, I am” the woman shot back as the man — Dominic —turned to leave. “You’re not my boss and I’ll be damned if I allow you to order me around like one.” The look on the man’s face as he turned back to face the woman could have wilted flowers, and Dan felt genuinely concerned for her safety. Even still, she didn’t back down. “I’m done putting up with your bullshi—” 
 
    Dominic’s hand shot out, wrapping around the woman’s tiny bicep in a vice. Watching the woman lurch forward as Dominic yanked her, Dan’s feet moved as if they had a mind of their own. He tried to remain casual as he walked toward the mess unfolding before him, gently placing his takeout on the sidewalk beforehand. “Everything alright here?” 
 
    “If you know what’s good for you,” Dominic sneered angrily, “you’ll stay the hell out of our business.” 
 
    “With all due respect, my question was directed at the lady you have so rudely vised in your grip,” Dan rebutted quickly, not bothering to police his tone. It was different at the bar when he just wanted to drink his sorrows away, but now this man was threatening the wellbeing of a defenseless woman. Dan wasn’t above punching someone as cowardly as that, even if they were only human.  
 
    He turned an encouraging smile towards the woman he now knew to be Lucy. A beautiful name for a beautiful person. “Everything all right?” he repeated softly.  
 
    Unlike at the bar, she didn’t take the time to smile back. Her face was etched with anxiety as she took in the sight unfolding before her. Her eyes flitted from Dan to Dominic and back again, all while still being latched in the large man’s grip. “Fine,” she amended shortly, though Dan could tell she was anything but. 
 
    His eyes glanced once over the fuming man before returning to Lucy. “You sure about that?” The man’s lip curled in disgust, confirming the instinct that had already taken over. Dan wouldn’t leave this alley unless Lucy was with him. There was no way in hell he’d leave her with a man as volatile as this guy. He took another cautious step forward. Just a bit further and maybe he could wrestle Lucy from the grip with minimal effort. 
 
    “Like I said,” Lucy repeated hastily, yanking on the grip Dominic still had on her. “Everything’s fine. We’re siblings.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make it okay for him to be an asshole,” Dan quipped with a small smile. He made the mistake of giving Lucy his full attention, and before he could react, the full force of Dominic’s large fist collided directly with his face. It slammed into him like a tire iron to the side of his head, connecting hard enough to make him spin a bit before falling. Stars exploded across his vision as his face met the concrete of the alleyway, and though his bear roared in pain, Dan was too busy being in absolute agony to make a sound.  
 
    He tried to roll into a sitting position, but his vision was spotty and his arms had decided to stop working correctly, and for a moment, all Dan could do was lay in the alley and moan. Everything was spinning and blurry, and he feared he might throw up right where he lay. So rather than trying to move further, he focused on staying as still as possible. He’d made enough of a fool of himself in front of this woman. The last thing he needed was to punctuate it by lying in a puddle of his own vomit.  
 
    He didn’t know if they had completely stopped talking or if Dominic had knocked him deaf, so rather than try to do anything cognitive, Dan closed his eyes and waited for the nausea to pass. 
 
    Today really sucks… 
 
    *** 
 
    “Dominic!” Lucy shouted, shoving him hard again as the man groaned weakly on the ground. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” she snapped. She watched as the man tried to sit, but his arms seemed to twitch against his will.  
 
    She stepped forward to help him, but Dominic interrupted her. “Leave him,” he growled, grabbing her arm once more. “Let’s go.” 
 
    His grip was tight and unforgiving, but riding on the coattails of her shock and anger of what he’d just done, she wrenched herself from his grip. “For the last time,” she growled back. “I’m not going anywhere with you. Fuck off!” 
 
    Something like fury flashed in Dominic’s eyes as he glared down at her. He was her brother in blood as in pack, but he wasn’t above handling her roughly if it meant he got his way. She was done with him thinking he could just throw his weight around and do whatever he wanted. Hitting strangers carried real life consequences. She didn’t want to be a part of this cycle of violence anymore.  
 
    The stare-down lasted a bit longer before Dominic broke his glare with a derisive snort. “Find your own way home, then,” he sneered, promptly stalking off into the night alone without another word.  
 
    Lucy allowed herself a moment of relief as he rounded the corner before turning back to the man who was still groaning in pain on the concrete.  
 
    “I’m so, so sorry,” Lucy murmured worriedly bending to help the man into a sitting position. His large frame was hard to support at first, but she made it work until he regained enough consciousness to sit freely on his own. “He… I won’t say that he’s never done something like that before, but here… now, I honestly did not expect him to just up and hit you like that. I’m so sorry,” she finished limply. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” Dan muttered softly, his eyes still looking a bit unfocused. A lazy kind of smile played along his lips, and for a moment Lucy feared that he might have been knocked senseless. “But that show of heroics I put on, eh? It was pretty amazing, wasn’t it?” He opened his mouth to laugh, but it came out in a painful groan that made Lucy wince. 
 
    She gave him a sympathetic smile. “The best hero I ever did see in all my years,” she answered, affecting a slight southern belle accent to play along. She couldn’t keep up her façade of amusement for too long, her smile giving way to a long sigh as she took in the sight of the fallen man. The side of his face was already beginning to swell with the dark purple hue of a good-sized bruise. 
 
    “My goodness, I can’t believe this is happening. He promised we’d keep a low profile while in town. He wasn’t supposed to cause any trouble.”  She gazed apologetically down at him and hoped silently that he wouldn’t ask too many questions. She rambled when she was upset, and she didn’t want to say the wrong thing. “That’s why I wanted you to stay out of it. I know how to handle my brother, but he can get a bit… volatile around strangers. I appreciate your help, but I really wish it hadn’t come to all this.” Despite the guilt she felt, she couldn’t help the warmth that lingered in her belly at the way he’d stepped forward to help without a moment’s hesitation. It had been a long time since anyone thought to look after her so selflessly like that, especially when it meant going up against the likes of her insane brother. 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine,” he repeated, touching a hand gingerly to his swelling cheek as he gazed up at her, his brown eyes hazy, but kind. “I could do with some help up though, eh?” He grinned, raising his hand and wincing slightly as the smile tugged at the inflamed tissue of his face. “Can you lend me a hand?” 
 
    Lucy barely bit back the bark of laughter and tickled her throat as she registered her own words from just earlier in the night being used against her. The fact that the roles were so thoroughly reversed was almost too comical to endure. Or maybe it was just her way of fighting back the impending hysterics. Rather than dwell on it, she grasped hold of the man’s large hand and pulled with all her strength. It took some effort, and more than a little pain for him, but he was finally standing once more.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” Lucy asked with a grimace. 
 
    “The side of my face feels pretty gross and probably looks worse by now. I’m also pretty sure one of my eyes is swelling shut,” he replied. “But I’ll live.” 
 
    Lucy shook her head, frustration building up now that she didn’t have to worry about any undue lasting damage on this stranger from the bar. How could she have allowed herself to get in so deep with someone like this? Family or not, the time to sever ties was long ago. She was fully committed to letting their lives go in separate directions from here on out. 
 
    “I’m Lucille Winters, by the way,” she said with a small smile. “I think I might’ve been in too much of a rush to tell you that before, so at least for all of this, I get a second chance to meet you correctly. Call me Lucy.” 
 
    “I know.” The man’s smile grew despite the pain she knew he must be feeling. Suddenly the smile fell as if he’d just realized what he’d said. “I mean… my name’s Dan. Dan Hart,” he corrected hastily, as a redness that had nothing to do with the swelling washed across his cheeks.  
 
    “So, uh, what were you doing with a dog like him anyway?” he continued, eager to change the subject.  
 
    Lucy shrugged, gazing off in the direction her brother had left and already feeling a soft pang of regret for sending him away in anger like she had. Deep down she knew what had happened wasn’t her fault, but she could never stop feeling responsible for her brother’s mistakes. “He’s family.” 
 
    “Could be worse, I guess,” Dan muttered to himself, but not quiet enough to keep it from Lucy. 
 
    “What do you mean?” she asked, a single eyebrow raised inquisitively.  
 
    “I mean, you know, he could be…” Dan’s voice trailed off as he floundered for the right words. Lucy was sure he was alluding to the fact that she’s luckily single, but she didn’t dwell on the hope that warmed inside of her at the thought that he might care about that at all. Sure this man was attractive enough, beaten face notwithstanding; he had strong, muscled arms that boasted just how strong he was, his brown eyes were honest and almost always held a bit of mirth in them, and he always seemed to find a reason to smile. But even still, Lucy wouldn’t fool herself into thinking she had a chance with the likes of him. Life was too complicated for things like relationships right now.  
 
    She stepped back slightly and cleared her throat. “It’s fine,” she assured, and the rest of Dan’s excuses promptly died in his throat. There was something about the way he looked at her that made her feel important, aware, and completely on display. She wasn’t sure if she liked it, but she also didn’t want him to look away. 
 
    “Well, uh,” Dan began after a couple of beats of silence. “I suppose I’d better head home,” he said. “Maybe get a compress on this or something.” He tried to chuckle, but it left his lips as an awkward cough. 
 
    She spotted a bag at the edge of the alley and quickly walked to retrieve it. Returning it to Dan, she said, “I really hope everything clears up nicely. Again, I’m sorry for what happened. There’s no excuse for his actions.” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “Don’t be sorry for something you didn’t do, Lucy.” He grinned. “Besides, I’d gladly take another wallop to the head if it means I’d get to see you again.”  
 
    The shock of Dan’s sudden flattery brought a bright smile to Lucy’s face. Try as she may to quell it, her lips only spread further. It wasn’t often that she encountered a man who knew how to sweet talk. “I’m not worth physical injury, but I’m flattered nonetheless.” 
 
    “I meant every word of it,” Dan guaranteed with a light nod. His face fell somber as he glanced down the dark alley. “So where’s home for you?” 
 
    “I—” Lucy’s voice cut off, unsure how to answer the question. They’d left the only home she’d ever known only a short while ago to come here, and any place they’d have called home since was no longer welcome to her since she decided to cut ties with Dominic. Her brother wasn’t lying when he’d said she had nothing and no one without him. She’d lived in his shadow all her life. He dictated everything that she was allowed to have or do, everyone she was allowed to see, and she’d let it all happen because it meant she wouldn’t be alone. But now she was, for the first time ever, and she wasn’t sure what the next step was supposed to be. “I’m… not sure. To be honest, I don’t actually even know what to do now that…” She let her voice trail off, not wanting to get back into her nasty habit of rambling when upset. And to a stranger, no less. 
 
    “You don’t have anywhere to go?” Dan asked.  
 
    Lucy she could see the complete and honest concern on his face. She shook her head. “Dominic was all I knew. He was my home and decided to move here to help out a family member of ours.” She steeled her gaze. “But I’m tired of helping him do terrible things for terrible people. I’m tired of putting family above my own wellbeing. If it means being homeless the rest of my life, I’ll still be better off because I’ll be away from him. Thanks for helping me see that.” 
 
    She could see the confusion and curiosity coloring his face, and for a moment she thought he might start asking questions, but he only touched a gentle hand to his cheek with resolve in his eyes.  
 
    “Listen,” he began. “The takeout is getting cold and my friends are waiting for me. Why don’t you just hang with us for a while? Just until you can get back on your feet.” 
 
    Lucy tilted her head, not sure if following him was the best idea at all, but definitely still interested. “Where to?” 
 
    “My friends have this cabin on the outskirts of town and I was gonna catch dinner with them,” Dan replied, holding up the takeout in his hands for emphasis. “I always grab a little extra for some guaranteed leftovers, but I’m not above sharing if you’re hungry and aren’t afraid of a little small talk while we all eat.” 
 
    Lucy wasn’t sure how to respond. Surely, it was crazy to run off into the forest to a place she’d never been to with a man she’d just met to meet people she didn’t know and eat food she didn’t buy. However, at the same time, she didn’t feel anything other than safe with Dan. The logical warning bells rang in her mind, but never made it to her heart, and she found herself nodding before she could talk herself out of the decision. “If you don’t think they’ll mind, that is…” her voice trailed off as his hand reached for hers. Their fingers touched in a sizzle of electricity that left her breathless. 
 
    “No, of course they won’t!” Dan promised, completely unfazed by whatever shock she’d felt between them. “I hope you like shrimps; I put it on everything! Good stuff if you like Chinese, I guarantee it!” 
 
    A tiny laugh tumbled playfully from Lucy’s lips as she watched the swollen man speak animatedly about takeout fast food. It was both reassuring and comforting to watch him be so alive before her. “It sounds perfect.” She was glad she’d taken his hand. Hers felt warm and secure, as she secretly hoped he’d never let go.  
 
    “And thanks, Dan.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six  
 
    “Is something burning?” Lucy asked as they approached the cabin, her small button nose wrinkling in discomfort. 
 
    Dan glanced down at her, mild surprise on his face. “That’s an impressive sense of smell you got there,” he quipped. 
 
    She smiled back up at him, though it appeared to be marred with a bit of confusion. “Well yeah, of course I do,” she replied. “Don’t you?” 
 
    Dan shrugged. Of course he did, but there was no way he’d be able to explain bear senses to her without breaking some pretty serious rules, so he let that part of the conversation end. “Yeah, I guess so. Anyway, that smell is why I have takeout,” he laughed. “Nick was cooking, and from what Jo said, it didn’t go so well, and there was a fire extinguisher, and…” his voice trailed off as he took in her perplexed expression. With a start, he realized that he’d been so distracted trying to regale Lucy with entertaining tales that he hadn’t checked to make sure everything he was saying made complete sense first. She didn’t know a thing about Nick or Jo and why a story about them burning food was hilarious.  
 
    He cleared his throat awkwardly as they made it to the steps of the cabin’s porch. “Well, here we are,” he smiled, taking the steps two at a time and knocking on the front door. “They’ll be friendly, don’t worry,” he added, though she didn’t really look worried at all. Maybe he was the one who was worried? 
 
    She smiled as if she were the one reassuring him, and she probably was. Dan knew at least one of his pack members was terrible with change, but the poor girl had nowhere to go, and far be it from him to deny her a place to hang out while she got all her ducks in a row. Surely, Tom would understand, right? Probably not, but he had to try. She was putting her faith in him; for once tonight he’d try to not let her down. 
 
    The door opened and Jo stood framed in the doorway. “Dan!” she exclaimed, eyes zeroing in eagerly on the bag of takeout he held in his hand. “Thank heavens you’re here, I’m starving!” She lifted the bag from his hands, and departed into the cabin without a second look his way.  
 
    “Um, Jo?” Dan began tossing an apologetic look back at Lucy.  
 
    Jo turned back to Dan, her eyes widening slightly as she looked at him. “What happened to your face?” she gasped. 
 
    Dan shook his head impatiently. “Nothing, don’t worry about it. That’s not what I meant.” He motioned back to Lucy before any more tangents could be made. “I’d like to introduce you to someone.” 
 
    “Oh?” Jo’s eyes followed Dan’s presenting hand, her gaze confused as it shifted slightly to the left. Clarity brightened her eyes as she took in Lucy for the first time. “Oh! I’m sorry.” She was gracious enough to look embarrassed at her oversight. “I was so distracted, I must’ve looked right over you!”  
 
    Lucy gave Jo a kind smile. “Oh, it’s no big. It’s pretty dark out and I was standing back. Totally understandable.” She took a step forward so that she was bathed in the soft cabin lighting. “I’m Lucille. Call me Lucy.” 
 
    Jo placed the takeout on a nearby table, holding out a hand in greeting as she made her way back to where Dan and Lucy stood. “I’m Jo, nice to meet you.” She smiled. “I didn’t know Dan had friends in town.” 
 
    “Oh, we only just met tonight,” Lucy replied, grasping Jo’s hand with a smile of her own. “He helped me out of a tough situation and offered me dinner to boot!” 
 
    “Hey, uh,” Dan began, looking past Jo as she and Lucy made their way inside. “Is Nick around? I need to talk to him about something.” 
 
    “About what?” came a voice from the nearby tree line behind Dan. He turned to see Nick, Tom, and Savannah all exit the forest, Tom and Savannah chattering idly about something as they came into view on the front lawn.  
 
    All at once, the three bears seemed to lock onto Lucy, and all talk ceased. In the taut silence of the night, Dan awkwardly cleared his throat, eyes passing from one bear to the next in the hope that this wasn’t all about to blow up in his face. “Um. I wanted to introduce you guys to Lucy.” 
 
    They remained mute. Slowly, Lucy raised a single hand, eyes clear and confident as she grinned out at them. “That’s me.” Still no one spoke. 
 
    Dan caught the helpless looks she threw at him before stepping into action. “Her brother kinda dropped her here. She had nowhere left to go,” he babbled, eager to give some kind of explanation before everything exploded right in front of him. “I didn’t think it would be too big a deal to bring her along with me here, just to eat some dinner and figure out what her next step was, you know?” 
 
    “I really don’t mean you guys any trouble,” Lucy added, the first hint of concern tainting her words. “I’ll leave right away, if you wish.” 
 
    “You didn’t cause any trouble at all,” Dan assured her with a light smile. “If anyone screwed up, it’s me.” He tossed a pleading look at Nick, hoping he’d understand or at least say something at all.  
 
    Nick shared a serious look with Dan that promised a talk later, then another with Tom before he turned to Lucy with a kind smile on his face. “Like Dan said, it’s no trouble at all. You’re welcome to stay for dinner,” he welcomed as Tom groaned, his head falling to his hands forlornly. 
 
    “Not again,” the alpha brother moaned. “Why does this keep happening to us?” 
 
    “Tom!” Savannah chided sharply, but Dan could see the amused smile she was trying to hide as she jabbed him in his side. “Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “Why does what keep happening?” Dan and Lucy asked in unison. Their eyes met and Dan could feel a wide grin spread across his face, a mirror image of hers.  
 
    “Hi,” Savannah greeted, breaking away from the other bears and ascending the steps to shake Lucy’s hand. “I’m Savannah. It’s nice to meet you, Lucy.” Dan saw her work to ignore Tom’s dark muttering as he lamented to Nick about how much he hated change. 
 
    Savannah leaned in jokingly. “Don’t mind him,” she said in a mock whisper. “Tom’s just an old stick in the mud who doesn’t do well with flux, especially when it comes to rogue shifters.” 
 
    Dan’s heart lurched as his brain rushed to compute Savannah’s words. Rogue shifter? Lucy? “Hm?” was all he could say, leaning his head forward as if he’d surely just misheard. “Shifter?” 
 
    Savannah’s gaze shifted from Dan to Lucy and back, eyes thoroughly confused. “Yeah?” After a beat of silence, her eyes shot open wide, her face the picture of complete shock. “Wait, you mean you didn’t know?” 
 
    “I… well…” Dan tried to reason, but he could already feel the telltale blush of embarrassment beginning to color his cheeks. 
 
    “Come on, Dan!” Savannah teased. “What good are all those bear senses if you never use them?” 
 
    “Look, this whole day has just been once big exhausting distraction, okay?” Dan retorted limply, trying to hide how foolish he felt. How many more times would he completely fail his innate bear senses before he finally learned to use them properly? 
 
    Lucy’s giggle joined Savannah’s teasing, and he looked over to see her covering her smile with a delicate hand. “You honestly didn’t know?” she asked. 
 
    “Some bear you are,” Nick jabbed lightly, joining everyone on the porch as Tom trailed behind.  
 
    “Not you, too,” Dan groaned. “You know me and my human side don’t really get along.” 
 
    Nick opened his mouth to retort, but Jo made herself known in the doorway. “The food’s getting cold,” she announced firmly. “Can you guys please discuss this inside while we eat?” she looked past Dan to where Savannah and Tom stood. “Snacks are in the fridge if you guys want to sit in with us, but I’ll die before you guys finish teasing poor Dan about his weak nose.” She shot an apologetic but amused smile Dan’s way. Even a human could notice how completely inept Dan had been today. Great. 
 
    “Good idea,” Dan muttered, quickly passing by everyone to stalk inside before they could pelt him with more jokes. He took extra care as he lifted his and Lucy’s food from the bag. He’d already pushed her over, got punched out by her brother, and completely overlooked her bear. The last thing he wanted to do was make an even worse first impression by dumping the food he’d promised her all over the cabin floor. 
 
    Jo took Savannah and Lucy into the kitchen to get dishes, and Dan could already see that Lucy was fitting in nicely with the others.  
 
    And she was a shifter. 
 
    Dan shook his head. Though there was something comforting and peaceful in learning that she was one of them, for the time being it didn’t change things. The pack had much too much to worry about without Dan trying to throw his feelings into the mix. He was much too clumsy to juggle it all, anyway.  
 
    “So,” Tom began, sneaking up on Dan as he let his mind wander. “Are you planning on explaining any of this, or…” 
 
    “At least explain how you walked side by side with a shifter and thought she was human,” Nick added with a wide grin. Dan groaned inwardly, but underneath it all he was just happy that Nick was taking everything so well.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Dan muttered. “I get it. I dropped the ball on that one.” He knew there was no excuse for it, so, he’d just take the jokes and jabs until they found some other blunder of his to pick on.  
 
    Nick shot him a knowing look. “Yeah, I get it, too.” 
 
    Dan scratched the back of his head, giving Nick a confused look. “Huh?” 
 
    Nick grinned. “A beautiful girl with nowhere to go asks for your help, and you’re too busy tripping over your own feet to notice she’s a shifter. That can only mean one thing.” 
 
    “You’ve got it bad, man,” Tom finished with a raised eyebrow.  
 
    Dan let out a long whoosh of breath, his heart beating a little faster at the thought of it. He was never opposed to sharing something between him and Lucy, even when he thought she was human, so he couldn’t help but agree with Nick’s observation. He just shrugged in lieu of a committal answer, slightly averting his gaze. 
 
    “You’re not going to deny it then? You dog!” Nick laughed, slapping Dan on the shoulder before his face grew a little more somber. “Listen, I really don’t mind that she’s here for the night. In fact, I’m happy to see that you’re making friends, but if she’s looking to stay for any longer than tonight, I’m going to need some serious back story before I can even consider it.” He gave Dan a strong look that left no room for debate. 
 
    Tom snorted. “I don’t like it.” He ran a hand over his face, muddying his steely gaze before continuing. “But I’m not going to get in the middle of your love life, or whatever you’re calling this. If Nick gives her the go ahead to stay, what you two do is none of my business until it becomes a liability to the pack.” He shrugged, his gaze trailing back to where his mate was still collecting dishware with Lucy. Dan could tell Tom wasn’t on board with having Lucy anywhere near Savannah, not just yet, and he couldn’t blame the alpha for his wariness. Lucas was due to strike any moment now. Any shifter that wasn’t a part of the pack was seen as a threat. 
 
    Nick rolled his eyes. “I get your sentiment, but you really need to start being more trusting, Tom. Not every bear is out to get us.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t eat a steak from a poisoned cow in hopes that my cut didn’t get tainted, brother,” Tom rebutted quietly as the women exited the kitchen, deep in a conversation of their own. He raised his hand in a limp wave and set off to help Savannah with the stack of plates she held before either of the other men could respond. 
 
    “Thank you, Nick,” Dan murmured apologetically. He hated that his decision had pitted the brothers against one another. “For what it’s worth, I appreciate your trust. I’m sure Lucy does, too.” 
 
    Nick grinned, nonplussed by the words he’d just exchanged with Tom. “No problem at all. I’m just happy to see you putting yourself out there. What’s a little blind trust if it means you’ll find something like what Tom and I have with our women?” 
 
    Dan fought more building embarrassment as he glanced over at Lucy. She didn’t appear to be listening in on the conversation, thank goodness. “I’m not sure it’s anything like that at all. She was in a pretty rough spot and I just wanted to help.” He let a grin spread across his lips. “The fact that she’s drop dead gorgeous is just a bonus,” he added quietly enough that she couldn’t overhear. 
 
    Nick barked a laugh. “Atta boy! Oh, and thanks for the food,” he continued as they made their way to the dining table. “Way to save the day after I nearly burned the place down.” 
 
    Jo rolled her eyes. “Oh, you probably did it on purpose so that I won’t ask you to cook anymore,” she jabbed lightly at her mate. 
 
    Savannah wrinkled her nose. “Did you see that pot he dragged out into the woods? I don’t think even Nick could produce such a deep char on purpose. And the smell...” she shuddered. “It’s still clinging to my nostrils.” 
 
    Lucy laughed at the repartee the pack shared while they ate, and Dan couldn’t help but let his mind wander as to what it could be. He hoped fleetingly that, whatever her reasons for being in Woodhaven, Nick would allow her to stay for at least a little while longer. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Nick spoke as he sat. “What the hell happened to your face?” 
 
    Dan groaned. “Nothing, don’t worry about it.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven  
 
    “So, Lucy,” Nick began as everyone finished up their meals. “What do you think of Dan not knowing you were a shifter?” 
 
    She grinned at the question, taking in the groan Dan sighed as he covered his face with his hands. Truth be told, it was quite shocking that he didn’t know. She’d known he was a shifter almost immediately, as most other shifters would, and the fact that he didn’t was baffling to say the least. However, it did explain away her confusion at some of the things he’d said and done earlier in the night. Commenting on her hearing and confronting Dominic the way he had weren’t things that shifters said to other shifters, but Dan had been seeing them as humans the entire time. Still odd, though.  
 
    She turned to Nick. “With all due respect, I reserve judgment. The poor fellow’s been embarrassed more than enough tonight.” 
 
    Laugher rang out across the table as a scarlet hue tinged Dan’s cheeks. There was something in the way that he showed vulnerability that made Lucy feel at home, though she promised not to make a habit of it. Humor at the expense of others was probably not the best crutch to lean on for happiness.  
 
    The laughing died to chuckles and some of the mirth melted from Nick’s eyes. She could tell that he was moving on to a more serious topic of discussion as his pack mates quieted around him. “So how long are you in town for?” 
 
    Lucy’s eyes passed over the other people at the table before settling on Dan. “I’m not really sure. That’s not to say I really knew before all the stuff with my brother, but now I really don’t know.” She shrugged. “It’s not an exaggeration when I say I have nothing to go home to anymore.” 
 
    Nick nodded his understanding, his eyes somber but honest. “You aren’t the first bear here who’s been in that situation, and I sympathize.” He leaned forward against the table from where he sat. “Look, I’m happy to let you stay here as long as you need to get back on your feet, but I hope you understand that I need more from you first. We’re going through some tough times right now and open-armed trust isn’t something I’m willing to risk for strangers these days.” 
 
    Lucy bit her lip, conflicted on how much of her story she could openly share. She wasn’t the type to spill her life’s story at a moment’s notice, but at the same time, she understood this pack’s alpha and his need to exercise discretion.  
 
    She thought loosely of her loyalty to her brother. Sharing much of anything at all would likely put him at risk. Was that something she was willing to do, even after the night they’d had? She fidgeted at the dinner table, painfully aware of all eyes upon her.  
 
    She inhaled deeply and decided to let instinct do the talking for her. “I followed my brother to your territory,” she began, feeling the first stirrings of uncertainty as she thought of the best way to continue as she witnessed the flash of interest sparkling in Nick’s eyes. She glanced worriedly at Dan and he shot her an encouraging smile, urging her to continue. “He was the only home I knew, but he’s never been exactly the easiest to live with. Tonight was just the last straw; I don’t want the darkness in his heart to affect me anymore.” She shook her head for emphasis. 
 
    “I met Dominic,” Dan interjected with a scowl, gesturing meekly to the bruises and swells that colored his face. “Not a particularly nice guy.” Lucy smiled up at him. Not a nice guy was putting it kindly, but she couldn’t agree more. 
 
     She turned back to the others. “Of course, leaving someone who’s not used to being told no isn’t ever easy. Luckily, that’s when Dan stepped in to help out, for which I’ll always be grateful.” Her smile fell, a bit of apprehension returning to her chest as she dipped into the meat of her secrets. “But that definitely won’t be the last I or Dan will see the last of Dominic, unfortunately.”  
 
    She saw Dan start at her declaration, and the importance of her next words became readily apparent. She had to choose her words carefully if she wanted any chance to hide under the safety of this pack.  
 
    Looking Nick directly in his eyes, the nerves churning in her stomach were mere butterflies in comparison to her instinct to remain safe in all things. “I chose to leave Dominic because I was tired of being swept up in his endless cycle of thuggery and violence, but if I’m to remain safe from him for good, I’ll need your pack’s help.” 
 
    Nick’s gaze was unwavering in sharp clarity. “And why do you think we’d help you fight your personal battles, Lucy?” 
 
    Her fist clenched nervously under the table, but she kept her face strong and blank. “Because it’s not just personal. I may be on outs with my brother, but before that happened we got a call from our cousin to help deal with a pack that was causing him trouble. I’m convinced now that the pack he was referring to was yours.” She looked from face to face as understanding slowly dawned in each of their expressions. “My cousin’s name is—” 
 
    “Lucas.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Tom was the first to snap into action, the chair he was sitting on toppled over with the force of how quickly he stood up. “Get the hell out.” His voice was venom as he bared his teeth at Lucy, and she could feel the full weight of his alpha influence. It made her want to run and never look back. 
 
    Dan shot up, staring down the angry alpha with a calm, but fearless gaze. “Remember that she made the conscious decision to leave all of that trouble behind. I watched it myself, Tom. Please try to think past your distrust and give her some credit.” 
 
    “Like hell!” Tom bit back. “She’s one of them, Dan. Who’s to say they didn’t stage that whole encounter in an attempt to infiltrate our pack?” 
 
    “Infiltrate?” Dan repeated, bewildered at the extent of Tom’s wariness showing clearly on his face. “Tom, come on, who would go to such lengths?” 
 
    Tom tilted his head to the side as if Dan was truly dense. “Savannah did.” Lucy saw the small woman next to Tom flinch slightly at the declaration.  
 
    “Exactly,” Nick interjected, finally rising with the other men in the room. “And look at Savannah, your own mate now. She’s allowed a place at this table to laugh and love just like the rest of us,” he said to the other alpha with disappointment in his tone. “I thought you of all people would understand how people can change for the better, Tom.” 
 
    Tom’s nostrils flared as he stared down at his brother, and finally Lucy stood to join them all. “Listen,” she began in an attempt to get their attention. “I don’t want to cause any friction in your pack. If Tom wants me out, I’m okay with leaving, no argument. But bear to bear, I want to make it completely known that I want nothing to do with Lucas or his pack. I have no loyalties to my cousin and none anymore to my brother who insists on helping him.” She let her gaze waver from Tom to Nick, hoping to see some clarity in their eyes. “You’re both alphas, I know you can tell that I’m not lying, so I’ll let you guys talk amongst yourselves, but please, don’t fight over it. I’m not worth the trouble.” She let the certainty of her words settle in the room before backing away from the table. She figured now was as good a time as any to get some fresh air. The tense atmosphere of the dining area had become much too stifling.  
 
    With a sigh, all the tension left Nick’s body. “You’re right. We shouldn’t be fighting over this.” He looked to his brother and Dan, then back to Lucy. “Let’s all just sit down and talk this out like the adults and shifters we are.” The two males sat immediately, and after a bit of reluctance, Lucy followed.  
 
    When Nick was sure everyone was calm enough, he finally sat as well. “Okay, so you say you’re not allied with the Northern Wind, nor are you loyal to your kin brother any longer,” he began. “I’m not guessing there’s any way you can prove this, is there?” 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “I’m afraid not.” 
 
    “Well do you have anything you can provide?” Tom chimed in, face still in a guarded scowl. “Any insight on what your brother or Lucas is planning? When might they attack? What do their numbers look like?” 
 
    “I don’t know any of that stuff,” Lucy replied uneasily, holding her hands up in a physical signal to halt the torrent of questions. “I didn’t want to get involved with any war and battle stuff, and even if I did, it’s not like Dom would tell me anything important.” She shrugged her apology, knowing that nothing she had to share would be enough to sway the younger alpha. “I’ve never even met Lucas before, and I never planned to, so I can’t speak on anything about him personally. But I do know my brother, and I can give you a bit of insight on him if you think it’ll help.” 
 
    “Please,” Nick said with an encouraging look. “Anything at this point would be helpful.” 
 
    Something tense unclenched deep in Lucy’s belly. Finally, she was getting through to someone. “Alright,” she nodded. “Well, first off, he’s arrogant. He craves control and has the power to take it at a moment’s notice. Whatever he’s planning with that pack, I wouldn’t be so quick to assume that Lucas is pulling the strings. Everything Dom does, everything he agrees to is solely for his own benefit. Expect a power struggle in that pack within the coming days. There’s a good reason Dom decided to leave everything behind and come here. I’m pretty sure it has something to do with that pack.” 
 
    “It sounds like you don’t really trust your brother at all,” Jo commented, leaning forward with eyes full of concern.  
 
    Lucy pressed her lips together to quell a wave of emotion within her. “I don’t, not in the slightest. He’s always up to something, and he doesn’t care who gets hurt or what gets devastated in the process. I’m understand that this Northern Wind pack is a huge problem for you guys, and probably this whole town. If Dom has leadership of that pack in his sights, nothing good will come of it, for you guys, or the humans of this town.” 
 
    Lucy watched as Nick worked over some thoughts in his mind. He finally looked at her. “Your brother,” Nick spoke. “Is he an alpha?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No.” 
 
    “But he makes for a good imitation,” Dan interjected. “In human form he’s bigger than me by a head or so; bigger than Lucas by about the same, I’d guess.” He looked over to his alpha. “Pretty sure he’s bigger than both Tom and you, as well, in both height and width. I’m not exaggerating when I say the guy is massive.” 
 
    Lucy shook her head, remembering the days long before her brother started spending every waking moment in the gym to achieve a body strong enough to hold his ego. “His bear form isn’t any more reassuring either, I’m afraid,” she added, feeling a growling pain in her chest at what could have been if he’d been the brother she’d had all those years ago. 
 
    It wasn’t that she regretted her decision—she certainly did not—but that didn’t erase the fact that they were family, the last of it that she had left behind. But being alone had made him harden in a way that not even she could correct, and as much as it pained her, he’d finally gotten to a point where she could no longer turn a blind eye on his actions. His treatment of humans and shifters alike were completely out of control.  
 
    Nick nodded his understanding. “Bigger than Dan, eh? So definitely not someone to mess with,” he murmured. “No wonder Lucas lobbied for his help.” 
 
    “Certainly not something a person would do, I’m sure,” Lucy agreed. “But if I’m allowed to stay, I’ll do everything in my power to help you guys fight him. No one knows my brother like I do. If there’s the slightest flaw in his plan of attack, I can find it.” Tom growled his dissent, but otherwise said nothing. 
 
    Lucy held her breath as Nick contemplated silently, his gaze steadily on hers as he paused to dole out judgment. She could see some modicum of doubt in his eyes, similar to his brother’s, and she couldn’t blame him. Her story was a long shot, and a certain amount of faith would be needed if he allowed her to stay. She knew it’d take some time, but that’s all she had. She’d use it to gain their trust and save them from the monster her brother had become.  
 
    “Jo?” Nick finally said softly, turning to his mate. “What do you think?” 
 
    “Of course she should stay!” Jo exclaimed without a beat of hesitation. “Your problem is with our enemies. Dominic is the idiot that chose to oppose us, not Lucy. So why are we contemplating punishing her for his crimes?” 
 
    “I agree,” Savannah added, sharing a nod of solidarity with Jo. “Plus, Dan’s putting everything on the line to vouch for her. If he has a good feeling about her, then I’m not going to question it.” She smiled over to Dan with a reassuring expression, and Lucy could tell they shared a comradery that she’d never quite understand.  
 
    He nodded his agreement. “Thanks for the backup, kid.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nick announced. “Then it’s settled. Lucy, you can stay for as long as you need. We have a spare room here and Jo can help you get everything you need.” 
 
    It was as if some huge weight had been lifted from Lucy’s shoulders with the declaration, and relief made her chest swell. “Thank you, Nick,” she said, bowing her head softly in appreciation. “Words can’t describe how grateful I am. I know you’re taking a huge risk in trusting me, and I’ll work my hardest to make sure you know that it wasn’t misplaced.” She knew she wasn’t completely off the hook yet; they’d still be keeping a close eye on her until they didn’t feel the need to, but for now this was enough. 
 
    For now, she was safe.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Thank you, Nick,” Dan said quietly. The women were talking amongst themselves on how to best get Lucy settled, and Dan thought it best to express his gratitude to the alpha for his kindness before everyone parted ways to do their own thing before settling down for the night. “I know deciding to take her in couldn’t have been an easy decision.” 
 
    Nick studied him, eyes contemplative. “Easier than you’d think,” he replied. “She walked away from family; something not even I think I’d be able to do if Tom went rotten. Plus, I trust your judgment, as well as Jo’s. If you both are alright with her, I’m okay with at least giving her a fair shot.”  
 
    A sudden smile spread across his face. “But you know, when I said you could go out and find yourself a girl, I didn’t expect you to actually do it.” 
 
    Dan chuckled to hide his embarrassment. “Hardly that. We only met because I knocked her flat on her back at the bar. Not my best first impression.” 
 
    Laughing, Nick glanced over at the girls as they chatted. “Must’ve been good enough, considering she can hardly take her eyes off of you.” 
 
    “Really?” Dan replied, hopeful. He had to fight not to turn around and gawk at her like an oaf.  
 
    Nick clapped him on the shoulder. “No doubt about it, big guy.” He looked over to Tom who was shrugging on his jacket with a somber expression on his face. “We’re gonna head out for a quick run. Wanna join?” 
 
    Despite his earlier romp through the woods, the relief of how well the night had gone with the pack had revitalized Dan’s bear, and it was eager to tear off through the forest a bit more. “Definitely.” 
 
    Nick leaned around Dan, casting his gaze to the women. “Savannah? Lucy?” he called. “We’re gonna let our bears breathe a bit if you want to join.” 
 
    “Sure,” Savannah said at once, rising to her feet. “I could use a bit of exercise, and I’m sure my bear won’t complain.” 
 
    Nodding, Dan turned to Lucy. “And you?” he asked with a smile. “It’d be a good time to get to know us all a bit better, since you’re sticking around and all.” Truth be told, he had a strong urge to see her bear that bordered on straight up excitement. Something deep within him felt compelled to know everything about her, and the opportunity to see such a big part of who she was… it was too good to pass up. Even his bear nodded in agreement as he silently hoped her coat was the same dark hue as her flowing hair. 
 
    Slowly, Lucy gave him a tight smile. “Thank you, but I’m going to pass,” she answered with a shake of her head. “I don’t shift.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight  
 
    Dan entered the office in a grumpy mood, which was unusual for him. When Nick and Tom tried badgering him about it, he brushed them off with a somber fervor that wasn’t like him at all.  
 
    “Come on,” Nick grinned in an attempt to lighten the mood. “What, now you’re the one who can’t take a joke?” 
 
    Dan grumbled something unintelligible before saying, “I didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
 
    “Ah, so that’s it,” Nick replied knowingly, elbowing Dan lightly in the side. “Got her on the brain, have you?” 
 
    “No,” Dan replied too quickly to be convincing. Nick raised an eyebrow as his gaze slid over to his brother. Dan didn’t want to admit it, but Nick had hit the nail on the head. His mind had raced all night, flickering past images of Lucy and the events that had led them together. It was short and fleeting, but replaying the memories also felt like he’d been lost in an eternity. Sadly it always ended the same; she admitted that she never shifted and with that declaration, a part of his hopeful utopia with Mountain Haven shattered alongside it. 
 
    Hopeful utopia? Just what was he expecting from Lucy? Sure, she was gorgeous, and she’d seemed open to at least talking at the bar, but she came to the pack under duress and begging for help. He felt kind of skeevy at the thought of using her situation to his advantage in such a way. He’d always considered himself a helper, and it was never a hard decision to put his feelings aside and aid others, even when that ‘other’ was Lucas. So why was he finding it so hard to forget all personal emotion and help this poor woman when no one else would? 
 
    He shook his head, passing a hand over his weary face. “I think I need to run.” 
 
    Tom lifted an eyebrow. “Already? Jeez, you really do hate your human form, don’t you?” It was true, Dan agreed silently, but there was more to it than that this time.  
 
    “Jo will be here with Lucy in about an hour, at which time I’ll want us all here to talk pack strategy before our day jobs begin,” Nick explained. “So you’ve got until then.” 
 
    Dan nodded his understanding. “Speaking of, any luck with the other packs?”  
 
    Nick shook his head forlornly. “Any pack smart enough to be of any use to us is also too protective of their own to stay out of—what’s to them—a problem that doesn’t affect them.” He huffed a frustrated sigh. “They don’t understand that if we fall, this doesn’t end in Woodhaven. Lucas craves dominance. When he has nothing left to conquer here, he’ll move on. And it sounds like Dominic is even worse. I just hope someone gets their head out of their ass long enough to properly hear me out. The last thing we need is for the plague that is the Northern Wind pack to spread. The sooner we shut them down, the better.” 
 
    “Well I mean, I guess I don’t blame them,” Dan said. “I’m sure news of the Northern Wind’s growth rate is travelling down the grapevine. No one want’s to be made to feel like they’re joining a lost battle. With Lucy, we’re five bears and one really tough human. Lucas has…” he thought on the last time he’d ran the numbers, “… dozens. And that’s not counting people like Dominic who joined after Savannah and I cut ties. You have to wonder how it might play out if Lucas just decided one day to surround the shop from all sides with all of his men.” Dan hated being so somber, but someone had to lay down all of the facts, and he wasn’t sure how in depth Nick would be willing to get once Lucy came around.  
 
    Tom nodded his agreement from where he sat. “Even taking into account that many of his bears are untrained, like Savannah was, I have to say that quantity likely outshines quality in this scenario. Even us alphas have limits, bro.” 
 
    Nick chewed his lip as he worked things over. “But there’s a reason he hasn’t done that,” he muttered. “Even before Dominic, if what Dan’s saying is true, he had more than enough men to surround us. So why hasn’t he?” He looked to Dan for a possible answer. 
 
    Dan shrugged. “I couldn’t say. We talked strats, but it was mostly patrols and reconnaissance. When we attacked, he only told me who to take with me, not why the rest couldn’t follow along.”  
 
    He shrugged again, hating that for all his years in that dreadful pack, he had little helpful information to show for it. “Lucas didn’t really find much use in most of his pack members. As you saw with me the night I got busted up, at the slightest sign of weakness, a bear becomes little more than garbage to him.” Even now, the memory still made him feel useless, but he pressed on.  
 
    “But at the same time, Lucas doesn’t like dropping in numbers. He’s made it abundantly clear that his number one goal is outmanning your pack and anyone else who’d dare to oppose him. So he won’t get rid of anyone, but he’ll beat them, make them do menial tasks, or otherwise separate them from the pack in some sort of solitary confinement-style punishment.” He worked to stifle the harsh memories as they came rushing back, suppressing a shudder. “He specializes in breaking people.” 
 
    “So what you’re saying is, he likely just didn’t find them worthy of doing something as important as fighting on the frontlines,” Nick pondered.  
 
    Dan shrugged again. “Can never be too sure with Lucas, but yeah. That’d be my guess.” 
 
    Nick nodded once more, eyes still deep in thought. “Thanks for the info. It helps for planning our next step,” he said with a light smile, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “We can discuss this more in about an hour. For now, you just go and try to clear your head. You look like you could use a little extra time to yourself.” Without waiting for a goodbye, Nick departed into the garage area of the shop, eyes lost in thought once more. 
 
    Tom stared thoughtfully at Dan for a silent moment before saying, “Cheer up dude.” He grinned. “You don’t want your girlfriend to see you all glum like that when she gets here. Kills the mood.” He slipped into the garage behind his brother before Dan had time to retort. 
 
    Stomping into the woods, Dan lifted his shirt, balling it up in his fists. His bear seemed to be pacing in agitation, and Dan couldn’t help but feel the same way. He couldn’t explain why he felt so foul that morning, but it niggled in the back of his mind like a fester of fleas. He hoped a run would calm his mind, giving his bear a chance to roar and leap and fight until the frustration and anger melted away.  
 
    He jogged deeper into the forest before stripping the rest of his clothes, already feeling the power of the beast as it pushed against his skin with the need to be free. The shift was quick and painful, the bear taking no care as it tore itself from Dan’s body. His pained shout turned into a bellowing roar as the shift completed, the final ripples of the change wafting over his dark coat. 
 
    Shaking his fur, Dan’s body vibrated with energy, the need to run singing through his veins. He took one last moment to center himself before pushing forward on his paws and launching himself through the woods.  
 
    He didn’t know for how long he’d run, or even in which direction he’d go, only that he kept moving until he could feel the wind whistling through his fur and nothing else. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he happened upon the lake that Tom and Savannah frequented regularly, and he didn’t hesitate before throwing himself into its cool depths. The chill of the water rushed over him, nearly freezing in his sudden submersion. The heat of his frustration cooled quickly as he swam, his paws pulling effortlessly through the water as he made his way to the opposite bank.  
 
    Hoisting himself out of the water, Dan finally tried to relax. He shook the water from his fur before sitting back in the grass and leaning heavily against a tree. 
 
    This deep in the forest, he could hear all the little stirrings of wildlife that made his bear form so comforting to live in. The mice scurried for cover as owls swooped from above, the yips of foxes sounded in the distance as they ran and played with one another. The harshness of the cold morning wind was muted from the cover of the tall trees, and the temperature of the gentle breeze that remained was perfect for Dan to lounge about in. 
 
    It was in that moment, basking in the gentle forest morning, that clarity found him. He suddenly knew why he felt so out of sorts. It was this. The glory and wonder of nature in a way that only a bear could appreciate, and the woman he found seemingly perfect had openly rejected it right before him. 
 
    The answer to his racing mind didn’t really make him feel any better, but it did calm the fretfulness of not knowing the answer to begin with. Whether he was satisfied with the fruits of his pondering or not, it was all he was going to get. With a deep sigh, Dan pushed himself back up onto all fours and began his amble back to the shop. He’d think on it more in his free time, but for now, it was time to start the day. 
 
    The shift back to human form was reluctant, but simple enough. The bear knew that there were more pressing matters to deal with than the probable wrench in a potentially budding love life, so it let Dan get back to the day ahead with minimal complaint. As he slid on the clothes he’d left haphazardly strewn at the forest’s edge, Dan promised the bear another romp through the woods soon enough.  
 
    His thoughts wandered back to Lucy as he made the final trek back to the shop. A woman that he barely knew and should hardly trust all things considered, yet he wasn’t above admitting that he wanted something more to happen between them.  And that’s exactly why her declaration the night before hurt him so much.  
 
    Shifting was such a fundamental part of who Dan was; he couldn’t picture his life without it. He recalled his contemplation on the possibility of a human mate and how quickly he casted it aside because he felt, deep down, he needed another bear that understood all of him. As much as he hated to admit it, a bit of hope blossomed in his heart when he learned that Lucy was a shifter because it made his immediate attraction to her a little less complicated. 
 
    But then she told everyone that she didn’t shift.  
 
    Hello again, complication. 
 
    Learning a bit of Lucy’s backstory, Dan could guess that there was a good reason that she chose not to shift, but the primal side of him didn’t know how. To him, giving into the beast was natural and inevitable. He hoped that, whatever her reasons, she’d remain open-minded to a life with the pack that included showing her bear every once in a while. Otherwise, he wasn’t sure if there was much of a future for them, after all. 
 
    He scoffed quietly to himself. “Figures.” I should have known better, he finished internally as he stepped through the shop doors. Cursed bears don’t deserve happiness, remember? 
 
    Distant noises of power tools and the strong odor of axle grease filled the quiet office area, signs of the alpha brothers hard at work. With a final long sigh, Dan forced down the turmoil that churned deep in his belly about the fundamentals of shifting and the beautiful woman who defied them. He worked here, too, and Lucy aside, they had too much to do for him to worry about something so miniscule in comparison. Tom would probably be leaving soon to work on the house, and Nick would need help with the auto work before patrols started for the day. On top of that, having openly vouched for Lucy to the point of borderline pleading for Nick to trust her, he felt obligated to watch over her for Nick on the off chance that his intuition was completely wrong about her. Not that he minded doing it; he could hardly complain about having to survey a beautiful woman all-day, anti-shifting or otherwise. His attraction to her was still going strong, but there was a little sadness in the mix now.  
 
    I wonder if talking to her about it will change anything, he thought, somberly. If he found out the reasons behind her unwillingness to shift, could he maybe talk her into a change of heart someday soon? 
 
    Unbidden, the question had hope blossoming unceremoniously in his heart once more. If he had to guess, it likely had something to do with her thug of a brother. If all she knew of shifting came from him, Dan couldn’t blame her for being reluctant to embrace that part of her. But maybe, just maybe, he could show her the good side of shifting. Maybe all she needed was a glimpse at the bigger picture, what being a shifter is supposed to look like. 
 
    His heart began to lift as he thought of the possibilities. He’d likely be spending a lot of time with her in the coming days, which meant he’d have plenty of time to convince her that there was a good side to her bear. He’d show her everything he could, how important and strong and beautiful she could truly be. 
 
    He thought back to all of the helpless bears still trapped in Lucas’s clutches, and how he’d vowed a mission to help them see that there was more and better than what they knew. As thoughts of Lucy ran circles in his mind, he knew without a doubt that the best place to start was with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine  
 
    “Good morning!” bellowed a cheery, deep voice as Lucy entered the office.  
 
    She smiled at Dan, his wide grin so early in the morning, making it hard for her not to reciprocate. She could admit to herself that he looked quite handsome, the bit of bruising that remained from his tussle with Dominic notwithstanding. His muscles stood out in the dusty shop vest that he wore, but not in the garish way that her brother’s muscles bulged with the slightest movement. Dan looked… organic, real, and strong in a way that Lucy could most definitely appreciate.  
 
    “Has your morning treated you well?” she asked as Jo rummaged with something in her trunk. Dominic hadn’t told her much of anything about this pack before they uprooted and moved here. The idea of a human mate seemed odd to say the least, but she’d warmed to Jo rather quickly. Staying with the alpha and his human mate at the cabin wasn’t nearly as awkward as she’d originally feared it’d be. 
 
    Dan nodded, snapping her from her reverie. “Absolutely,” he answered, his grin growing. “Nothing like a bear run first thing in the morning to get a tired mind going!” 
 
    Instantly, something soured in her stomach. “Oh.” She felt her smile wilting around the edges, but she tried not to show it. The night before, she knew she saw something change in his eyes when she told them all that she didn’t shift, but she wasn’t sure how they’d take it. Surprisingly, they didn’t seem to care, but in a pack where the alpha leader’s life mate is a human, she assumed they held more open ideals than most. Even Dan hadn’t said anything outright, but there was something in that gaze of his… 
 
    “So,” Dan continued, unfazed by her sudden silence. “What are your plans for the day? They putting you to work already?” 
 
    She shrugged, looking around the shop. “I told them I’d help wherever I could.” She smiled up at him, seeing a good opportunity to steer the topic of conversation away from shifting for a while. “Think you can help me with that, sailor?” Dan’s eyes glimmered as he grinned, and it warmed Lucy’s heart. He really was a good guy. It was refreshing.  
 
    “Helping others is what I do best!” he quipped, taking a cursory look around the shop. “I know Jo’s been working to spruce this drab office up a bit. Maybe you can help with that?” 
 
    Lucy followed his gaze around the office, her nose wrinkling subconsciously. “DIY isn’t really my thing.” 
 
    “Oh come on,” Dan laughed. “It’s just a bit of dusting and maybe laying a little paint on the walls. Besides,” he added with a wink, “I bet you’d look pretty cute in a pair of overalls with a little paint on your cheeks.” 
 
    Lucy laughed as little bubbles of excitement popped in her belly. When they’d first met, Dan seemed like the type to let others take the lead, but it was nice to see that he could be a little more forward if he tried.  
 
    “Fine,” she agreed with a mock roll of her eyes. “I’ll ask Jo what she needs help with once she gets in.”  
 
    Dan chuckled his approval. “And who knows? Maybe when you feel like taking a break, we can grab some lunch together?”  
 
    Lucy raised an interested eyebrow at the proposal. This was a different man than the clumsy bear she’d met the night before. She approved. “Yeah, I’d like that.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” he replied with a smirk before turning away to join the others in the garage.  She couldn’t help watching him as he went, all toned muscle and pure brawn as he walked away.  
 
    She wondered idly what would come of this, their budding attraction for one another. She wasn’t holding out hope for anything permanent. She’d painted herself as an asset to be used against Dominic and her cousin, Lucas. She had no way of telling what they’d think of her once the threat was eliminated, or if her help would eliminate it at all. Jo was nice, Nick was kind, and Dan was… nice, in more ways than one, but this pack didn’t quite fill the hole of the home she’d left behind. If they cut her loose once all was finished, she honestly wouldn’t be surprised.  
 
    But how would Dan feel? 
 
    She didn’t know if what they had now was worth worrying about, but she couldn’t stop the question from wafting through her mind. Would he care that she’d be gone? Or would something like her unwillingness to shift be enough for him to write her off forever? Her stomach churned uneasily at the possibility.  
 
    “Well, he did ask me to lunch,” she reasoned quietly to herself, peeking out at Jo once more. She took solace in that fact; he must still have some bit of interest in her, even after that odd look he’d given her back at the cabin. Maybe there was something worth salvaging, even if only for the moment.  
 
    She knew he’d probably want to talk about it soon. Some days even she didn’t fully understand why she was so hard fast on keeping her bear locked down, but deep down she knew it was for the best. Bears are predators, hunters, attackers. They measured their strength in power, not kindness—domination, not benevolence. That kind of mindset… corrupted people. They began to crave the fear, the, the subjugation, and called themselves privileged for it. Like it was some heavenly gift bestowed upon them solely for the purpose of enslaving those weaker than them. The shift to bear and back against always left whoever gave in a little less human, and it was terrifying to see, every time. It happened to her brother; she wouldn’t let it happen to her. That was that. If Dan hoped for anything to blossom between them, it was just something he’d have to accept.  
 
    What if he didn’t? What then? Would she leave, or would she hold up her end of the bargain and trade information for safety? Could she handle being alone? These people were kind, even for strangers, and Dan had the possibility of being something more. Did she really want to throw that all away simply because of a petty personal preference? 
 
    She shook the questions from her mind, clutching her hands to her chest in an effort to physically suppress her doubt. It had been so long since the bear was let out; it had a way of slipping uncertainty into her subconscious. She wouldn’t let it win. She couldn’t. No, not, not ever. 
 
    Setting her shoulders, Lucy took in a long centering breath. There was only one way she could keep her unease from growing worse. She’d have to sit down calmly with Dan and fully explain her situation. She’d have to thoroughly convince him that this was who she was and if he expected anything more of her, then he would be sorely disappointed. They both needed to lay out their boundaries and expectations, because anything less would only be setting each other up for heartbreak. If she put anymore hope into this pack than what she already had, she didn’t know how badly it would break her if things fell apart right in front of her. She’d make damn sure she had all the information before taking another step forward with them… and especially with Dan.  
 
    She glanced idly at her watch, heaving a sigh. It would be a few hours before she and Dan would be able to talk. Until then, she supposed she’d busy herself with some of the menial tasks he’d told her about before he left.  
 
    As if on cue, Jo walked through the office doors, looking around expectantly with an arm full of paint brushes and tape. “Oh, you’re alone,” she said, giving Lucy a mildly confused look. 
 
    “Yeah, well, I mean, I wasn’t but he — Dan left,” Lucy answered, giving Jo a perplexed look of her own. “You almost look disappointed.” 
 
    Jo only grinned in response. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Oh, wonderful!” Savannah exited the back room of the office in a flurry of motion, making a beeline for the coffee pot that was stationed in the side of the room. “Fresh coffee!” 
 
    Lucy had tasked herself with brewing a fresh pot after Nick’s second cup of the morning had drained it dry. She learned early on that the alpha pack of Woodhaven drank a lot of coffee. Mountain Haven, she corrected internally, chastising herself for falling back on her brother’s old terminology. If she was going to be a part of their pack, she didn’t want to drag any potentially bad habits into it. They were good people, untainted by the darkness of her old life. Until the day she left them behind, it was her job to keep it that way.  
 
    She smiled happily at Savannah. “I couldn’t think of much else to do around here, so I’m happy to have helped some.” 
 
    “Oh, never you worry,” Jo interjected with a smile as she ruffled though what looked like some flashcards of paint samples. “There’s plenty to be done around here. I’m sure you can tell by the mess that we’ve been doing a bit of remodeling.” She looked up from her stack of cards with an open smile. “Anything you can do to make this interior design disaster a little less painful would help me immensely!” 
 
    Lucy nodded. “Dan mentioned that,” she confirmed. “Though like I told him, I’m not sure how much help I’ll be. Decoration isn’t exactly my passion.” 
 
    Jo’s smile only grew. “I’m not sure it’s any of ours, either,” she quipped, Savannah nodding animatedly in agreement over the steaming cup of brew she’d poured. “But look around you and tell me if we can honestly do worse than…” She let her voice trail off, dramatically waving her arm at the current state of the office. 
 
    Lucy had to admit, it was a bit drab, but she wasn’t well versed enough in the art of interior design to state all the reasons why. But still… “Would you be surprised if I told you I probably could?” she asked with a joking smile. 
 
    Jo laughed. “I’m in the same boat as you, if we’re being honest.” She held up a few of the color samples on the desk in front of her. “We’ll just have to start slow. What harm could we do with a simple splash or two of paint?” She fanned out the cards in her hand. To Lucy, it looked like two shades of blue and the exact same shade of grey on three different cards. “Which one do you think would brighten this place up best?” 
 
    “Definitely the middle grey one,” Savannah declared. “It’s light and welcoming. We might even get a few more customers with it.” 
 
    “Really?” Jo asked, intrigued. Lucy couldn’t help but utter the same question mentally, but with a great deal more doubt.  
 
    Savannah nodded again. “I think so, but I’m no expert.” She peeked at the walls surrounding them. “To be honest, any one of those colors would be better than what we have now.” 
 
    Looking at the matte brown finish of the walls, complete with a wallpapered accent to the wall that reeked of the 60s and marred in spots with oily handprints and forest mud from everyday working and living, Lucy had to agree.  
 
    Jo groaned. “I told Nick it was a terrible color, but he’d wanted to keep the budget small and use some paint he already owned. Plus, he liked the color, a lot. Said it looked ‘woodsy’,” she finished in air quotes, her nose wrinkling in distaste.  
 
    Savannah and Lucy laughed as she shook her head forlornly. “But would you believe that this is better than how it looked before?” she asked. “You should have seen this poor office when I first arrived. It was a train wreck.” 
 
    “Oh, so you haven’t always lived here?” Lucy asked, realizing just how much she had left to learn about everyone here. 
 
    Shaking her head, Jo shared a quick smile with Savannah. “Nope. In fact, I haven’t been in Woodhaven for very long at all,” she answered. “Before Nick, I was involved in the art business, pretty much across the country. I met Nick in transit to a job, and well, one thing led to another…” Her voice trailed off, leaving the rest to history as she smiled at memories Lucy couldn’t decipher. “Now, I live in a cabin with the love of my life and work here at the shop as a secretary of sorts.”  
 
    Savannah chuckled. “I’m all the happier for it. If it weren’t for your expert organizational skills, I’m not sure if I could have been much help when I arrived.” She looked over to Lucy. “I do the finance things here. And let me tell you, even with Jo’s amazing logging system, it’s been tough keeping up with these guys and their sheer negligence towards all things orderly.” She shook her head, but there was a smile on her face. “They may know how to run a pack with ease, but when it comes to running a business…” She and Jo shared another knowing look that Lucy hoped to understand some day. 
 
    Her heart grew warm at the obvious friendship they shared, and found herself wanting something of the same one day. Maybe she could find it in them, if she stayed. “So you came along after Jo?” she asked Savannah.  
 
    Savannah nodded, her smile dimming slightly. “I did. As you know from last night, I was once a part of the Northern Wind pack, myself, so I know a little of what you’re going through, if only not in blood.” Jo gave Savannah an encouraging look, and Lucy could tell that Savannah was reliving some dark times before she spoke once more. “I forsook them after falling in love with Tom and swearing my loyalty to this pack, and we’ve been known as the Mountain Haven pack ever since.” 
 
    “Oh wow,” Lucy replied in awe. “That’s some tale. So you know first-hand what my cousin’s pack is like? What they’re capable of?” 
 
    Savannah grimaced. “Kind of,” she admitted. “I was a bit low on the totem pole though, not even allowed to fight or know much of the inner workings. That was more Dan’s forte. He was a part of the Northern wind pack for way longer than me and was way further involved; he’d know more from his time there than I ever would.” 
 
    Lucy started at the new information. “Dan was a part of Lucas’s pack as well?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Savannah answered. “A big shot, too. Second in command before things went south. He ended up joining this pack a little before I did.” 
 
    “But not willingly,” Jo murmured with a smirk. 
 
    “True,” Savannah agreed with a smile of her own before turning back to Lucy. “But it’s not my story to tell. Just have a chat with him when you have the time, I’m sure he’ll be open to explain just about everything to you, no problem.” 
 
    “I will,” Lucy replied, already mulling over all of the new information she’d received. “I certainly will.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten  
 
    Five days passed before Lucy was able to speak to Dan alone. Their original lunch date fell through due to some extra work Dan had promised to do and had forgot about, and then the next few days were a series of rainchecks that kept getting postponed because of personal obligations, responsibilities, and general busyness. They’d spent a good amount of time together since her first night in town, but it was always as a part of ‘the pack’, the two of them never finding time to themselves. This evening, however, Lucy was determined to change that. 
 
    “Dan,” she called, catching him as he stood from doing some unnamable task at the rear of a wrecked truck with no wheels. His body glistened with sweat from a quick patrol he’d done earlier, and it didn’t help that the fans in the garage port only blew around warm air. Lucy appreciated it, nonetheless. Fatigue looked good on him.  
 
    He splashed a bit of water on his face before looking down at her. “Need help with anything?” 
 
    She smiled and shook her head. Something about the way he was always ready to help at a moment’s notice made her undeniably happy. “Could we maybe take a walk?” She saw the mild surprise in his eyes right before he grinned, and hoped she didn’t come off as too desperate. It wasn’t an emotion she was accustomed to wearing. 
 
    “Of course,” he replied, wiping his hands on an old shop rag as he peered out the window. “It’s getting pretty dark out, though. I’m pretty sure Nick wants me out on one last patrol before we lose the sun.” 
 
    “I could go with you?” she suggested. 
 
    He gave her a small, sheepish smile. “I patrol in bear form.” 
 
    She shrugged, pretending that the very mention of a shift didn’t unnerve her. “Well, what if we walk as humans part of the way? I won’t take up too much of your time; I just wanted to ask a few questions. Then I’ll head on back and you can finish your scouting as a bear.” 
 
    He studied her for a moment, chewing over her words carefully in mild contemplation before smiling. “Yeah, that’ll work. Just give me a few minutes.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before they set out on a walk, alone for the first time in nearly a week. They walked along the edge of the woods as they strayed from the shop. Dan wasn’t wrong; the sun was dipped low in the sky, casting everything in a quickly fading gradient. It wouldn’t be too long before Jo finished her private dinner with Nick and swung by to pick her up from the shop. She’d have to make this talk quick. 
 
    “So,” Dan began, breaking the silence between them. “They working ya so hard that you had to pull a late nighter, eh?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Lucy replied. “Well, kind of, but it’s my own fault,” she amended. It turned out, sprucing up the drab, dated mechanic shop was actually enjoyable for Lucy, and she found herself investing more and more time into mixing and matching decors for the office than she’d ever originally expected to. Jo and Savannah were a delight to be around daily and easy to bounce ideas off, so when they left to deal with other pack-related obligations, she almost always had a small laundry list of approved tasks to test out in their absence. She wouldn’t dare consider herself an expert on the subject, but it was fun, kept her busy, and made her feel useful to boot. 
 
    She shrugged. “I promised Jo I’d have some color matches tested out and ready for her review in the morning, but it took a bit longer than I’d expected. So I told her to make a night of it and pick me up when she was finished.” 
 
    Dan nodded his understanding. “That was nice of you. Between pack stuff, job stuff, and building house stuff, I can’t imagine everyone has had much time to relax.” He smiled. “I’m sure Jo appreciated the mini vacation.” 
 
    “Also, we finally get some alone time together after planning it days ago, so I consider the time I gave up well worth it,” Lucy replied with a smile of her own.  
 
    Dan’s gaze glimmered wickedly in the dusk that surrounded them, and it made Lucy’s stomach do a little flip as a shock of excitement sizzled through her. Her attraction for him raged on in full force, never once weakening as she’d gotten to know him a little more each day. It would make her questions all the harder to ask, but if she got the answers she sought, she knew without a shadow of doubt that this could only lead to great things. 
 
    “So, I’m guessing you’re enjoying your time here?” Dan asked, looking back out into the trees as they walked.  
 
    Lucy nodded. “Oh yes, of course. It’s amazing here, unlike anything I’ve ever known before. Everyone is so kind and welcoming…” Her smile faded as she worked up the courage to get to business. “It’s just—well, I do have a few concerns.” 
 
    Dan let the silence fill between them for a few moments. “Has the pack not been accommodating enough for you?” He didn’t sound accusatory, merely curious, but Lucy mentally kicked herself. She hadn’t realized how selfish her words had sounded until she said them out loud.  
 
    “Of course they have!” she backpedaled. “This has nothing to do with the way I’ve been treated. You all have all been very generous, all things considered.”  
 
    “Oh, okay,” he replied, a confused smile tugging at his lips. “You know, if you have any confusion about pack things, it’s probably best to take them up with Nick. He won’t bite, and I’m sure he’d be more than happy to help you understand us better.” 
 
    “I know that,” she said quietly, casting her gaze ahead to keep from feeling too uneasy. “And it’s not that I don’t trust Nick; he’s gone above and beyond to make me feel welcome when I’m a million percent sure I’d never be able to do the same for a stranger. But…” She sighed as she collected her thoughts, working out the best way to finish speaking them aloud.  
 
    “But there’s just something about you,” she continued with a rueful smile, working hard to ignore the way Dan’s gaze snapped to her as the words left her mouth. “I know we don’t know each other well,” she continued, “but there’s just something about you that makes me feel… safe.” She shrugged. “I’m not sure if it’s some primal bear instinct, or women’s intuition, or maybe the way you took that punch from Dom like a trooper, but it’s true.” 
 
    She finally worked up the urge to smile directly at him, but only for a moment. “I get a tightness of nerves and maybe a little fear in my chest when I have to talk to new shifters, and it takes a while for it to go away. But with your pack, that feeling is fading faster than ever before. And with you, that feeling doesn’t exist.” She shook her head softly. “It never has.” 
 
    She fell silent for a bit to let her words settle in his mind before chuckling. “I don’t expect you to understand, or anything, sailor. I imagine I sound pretty silly right now.” 
 
    “It doesn’t sound silly at all,” Dan replied, warmly. “In fact, I feel the same way.” He grinned over at her. “The feeling safe around you part, anyway. So please,” he begged mildly, sparks of heat and electricity shooting up her arm as he slid his fingers through hers for the first time, “Tell me what’s bothering you. If you feel I’m the best person to talk to, I won’t question it. I’m all ears.” 
 
    Lucy’s breath was coming a bit too quickly as he waited for her to speak. Did he not feel what she did when they touched, or was he just really good at hiding it? She wasn’t sure, but now wasn’t the time to question it. She had more important matters to address.  
 
    Without further preamble, she spoke. “I guess I’m just wondering about all of you,” she began. “Dom didn’t tell me much; I only know what little information I could pick up in broken bits of conversation between him and Lucas. So, naturally, there’s still a fair bit I have to learn.” She looked up at him, sheepishly. “I know, I said I’d ask a few questions. That’s not really a question.” 
 
    He flashed her a grin, but his easygoing manner only made her more worried. “Just tell me where you want to start,” he prompted. 
 
    “Okay,” she replied, refortifying her resolve before continuing. “A few days back, Savannah told me that along with her, you were also a part of this Northern Wind pack. Is that true?” 
 
    He nodded easily, unfazed by the sterner tone of her voice. “Yeah, I was, but that’s all behind me now. I’m much better off because of it.” 
 
    “I heard once that in my cousin’s pack, he forces his members to stay in bear almost all the time,” she continued. “Is that true?” 
 
    He nodded again. “It is.” A shudder ran up her spine at the answer. The very thought of being forced into that form and forced to stay in it as it drained your very humanity away made her shudder… How could someone of her own blood be so cruel? 
 
    “How does that make you feel?” she asked quietly. 
 
    Dan paused his walk to ponder the question. “Me personally? I didn’t mind. I’ve always enjoyed my bear form. In the Northern Wind, strict obedience was all I knew—that’s all anyone in that pack knows—so at the time, I didn’t even know there was another choice to be denied, so to be, it didn’t feel like Lucas was forcing us to do anything. It was… just the way things were.” 
 
    He looked up at her. “But now? I can see what he’s doing is completely unacceptable. Not everyone’s like me, and just because I enjoy my bear enough to be one every day, it should be a choice, not a dictation. What Lucas is doing is wrong, full stop.”  
 
    Lucy nodded, satisfied enough with his response. “If you didn’t know any better, how did you find this pack?” she asked.  
 
    “Well,” he began, rubbing the back of his neck. The expression on his face was eerily similar to how Savannah and Jo looked when they’d brought up this topic. “I almost… died?” he finished with an embarrassed smile. 
 
    “What?” Lucy exclaimed, a gasp catching in her throat.  
 
    Dan laughed at her reaction. “That’s not even the worst part. The person who nearly did it was someone in this pack. Wanna guess who?” 
 
    Lucy’s mind drew a blank. They all seemed to get along so well. The thought of one of them nearly killing him simply did not compute in her head. “Who?” 
 
    “Jo!” he revealed with a huge grin on his face, like he’d just presented the biggest punch line of the century. Lucy didn’t speak, her brain working fast to see if this was all actually just some silly joke he’d decided to tell. From the look on his face, he was completely serious, if a little silly in the delivery. 
 
    She didn’t know what expression was on her face, but it made Dan bark a boisterous laugh as he gazed at her. “I know, right? Rammed me right in the gut with her car. Not that I could blame her, I was under orders to kill her mate, but still. Of all people, the human almost takes out the enemy pack’s second in command. I learned the definition of irony that night.”  
 
    He chuckled to himself. “But yeah, that’s how it all went down. Lucas left me there in the dirt to rot, and Jo just can’t help but take in anyone that needs help, even if the ‘anyone’ in this case happened to be an enemy.” He grinned, eyes lost in the memories. “Even though they were under no obligation, they nursed me back to health, and slowly I learned what a good pack was and how much the Northern Wind wasn’t.” 
 
    His smile wilted around the edges of his mouth as he finally looked back at her. “It’s funny to remember now, but back then it really sucked. The pain was excruciating, for weeks long. The Northern Wind was all I knew, and this new pack that was once my enemy likely hated my guts too much to ever see me as anything more than a monster. I struggled with loyalties and doing the right thing, and even now some days I don’t feel like I’m completely free of Lucas’s shadow. But I’m working on it. And it seems to be working out for me.”  
 
    There were several parallels to be drawn between how they both had ended up in this pack. They both escaped the toxic loyalties they’d once clung to and found safety in this new pack’s kind practices. She felt all the closer to him for it.  
 
    “Thank you for telling me,” she finally said. 
 
    “It’s an easy story to tell when I’m alone with you,” he replied, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. “I feel like I could tell you just about anything, and it’ll be okay.” 
 
    Lucy squeezed his hand, clutching fingers that had long since grown warm in her own. “Maybe you can tell me more someday. Unless you have any more wild tales to share with me tonight?” 
 
    He smirked. “The only other one I can think of is Savannah’s story about how she joined the pack.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he confirmed. “She tells the story better than I ever could, so I won’t get into the grisly details, but she was basically a double agent for the Northern Wind, sent here to collect data from the inside for Lucas to exploit. Keep in mind, neither of us know the other’s here. She thinks I’m dead, I’m busted up and healing in the back room that they’ve got locked to all hell, and no one else in the pack even knows that Savannah and I knew each other! The look on her face when we were finally ‘introduced’ to each other was priceless, though I probably didn’t look any better.” His laughter echoed through the trees and lifted Lucy’s spirits. 
 
    “But yeah, long story, short, she fell for Tom and kissed the Northern Wind pack goodbye forever.” 
 
    Lucy nodded. “So after all of that, Lucas lost two bears. He couldn’t have been happy about that.” 
 
    A bit of the mirth drained from Dan’s eyes. “Not in the slightest. If I had to guess what Lucas cared about most in his pack, it’s keeping numbers high and then pushing them higher. Losing a pack member for any reason hit him hard.”  
 
    He rubbed his chin in deep thought. “I was one of his best fighters. It’s not something I’m proud to admit, but it’s true. And now I’ve hopped sides and he’s still alphaless. He’s likely scrambling for more fighters to combat how thoroughly outmatched his currently is.” 
 
    “But now they have Dominic,” Lucy sighed. “He’s not an alpha, but he plays the part well. He won’t be easy to beat, and I’m saying this as someone who knows more about him than anyone else.” She hated to say it aloud, but it was the truth. 
 
    “That may be so,” Dan agreed, rubbing his cheek as if he could still feel the pain of that night in the alley. “Or it may not be. I’d wait to see Nick and Tom in action before passing judgment, though. Alphas, true alphas… man, they’re in a class of their own.” The words would have sounded jealous were it not for the blatant reverence in Dan’s voice.  
 
    “I was in the Northern Wind a long time, so I’ve seen and been in my fair share of tussles with the alpha pack long before they became Mountain Haven. They could take three or four of us each, no problem. I’d put my bets on them any day of the week.” Lucy could tell he completely admired their power. She wasn’t sure how to feel about that, and secretly hoped she’d never have to ‘see Nick and Tom in action’ for any reason in the near or distant future.  
 
    Dan looked down at her with a glow of warmth in his eyes, like a little boy that just got to meet his favorite super hero. “Any more questions?” he asked, stepping a little closer to her. “Or do you finally feel a bit better now?” 
 
    “I do feel better, thanks to you,” she answered softly. Acting on instinct alone, she slipped her arm lightly around Dan’s waist, and the lighting shock of sensation that she was already starting to eagerly anticipate sizzled all the way up to her shoulder. Dan jerked suddenly, and she knew he definitely felt something this time. “Sorry,” she muttered, beginning to pull away, but Dan shook his head.  
 
    “No please, don’t back away now,” he breathed hoarsely. “I think it’s obvious how attracted I am to you, and I have neither the patience nor the finesse for coy back and forth.” He looked deeply into her eyes as they held each other. “I like you, Lucy. A lot. So let’s just see where this goes.” 
 
    She chuckled, remembering the clumsy bear that knocked her on her ass nearly a week ago and tried to compare him to the man declaring his attraction with no shame tonight. They were almost two different people, and she honestly couldn’t tell which one she liked more. Her heartbeats came faster as she gazed up at him, the steely boldness in his eyes showing her without words that he meant every word he’d just spoken. “You’re not so bad yourself, sailor” she whispered, her own breathy voice matching his. 
 
    Dan laughed, chest rumbling deeply against hers. “That’s good to know.” Something clouded over his vision and he stood back a moment before clasping both of her hands in his own. “But before anything else,” he began, taking a deep breath. “Lucy, I want… I need to be able to shift with you.” 
 
    There it was.  
 
    Shaking her head almost immediately, Lucy felt every ounce of her excitement disappear all at once. “I can’t.” 
 
    “You can,” he pleaded, gently. “Not everyone’s like Dominic. Not everyone’s like Lucas. You can be a better bear than that. Mountain Haven will guide you, and so will I.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt you will,” Lucy admitted. “And I know I play a somewhat integral role in this feud between your packs, but war has never been something I’ve ever been interested in. I don’t want any part of it.” 
 
    “All that we’re doing is preventing war,” Dan rebutted, voice as gentle as Lucy had ever heard it. “We don’t want to fight any more than you do, and I don’t want you to embrace your bear just so you can fight for us.” 
 
    Dan squeezed her hands lightly. “There’s so much more to being a shifter than fighting, Lucy. So much more. It’s freedom. It’s power. It’s knowing yourself in your truest form and knowing nature like an old friend. It’s amazing. Why won’t you let me show you the best side of yourself?” 
 
    Lucy’s heart ached. She saw the hope in his eyes and the excitement in his heart. She wanted so badly to say yes, to see that smile she’d begun to love so much light up his face, to finally begin the long journey to loving all of herself.  
 
    Yet she was going to say no to all of it.  
 
    Her bear growled from within, the desperation of how she felt and how close she was to giving in making it restless. It began to stomp and roar in agitation as she struggled to tame it, gritting her teeth against its angry protests as she pushed it back down. Her skin ripped with the beginning of a shift, the bear pressing against her eagerly as the urge to change washed over her like a warm high tide. 
 
    “Let me see your bear, Lucy,” Dan breathed, fervently. “Please. Trust me.” 
 
    “No!” she shouted, tearing her hands from his hard enough to stumble a few feet back. “This is who I am, Dan. Take it or leave it. If you don’t like me as I am, that’s fine, but let me know so I can move on.” She could see the hurt in his eyes, but she didn’t know how to fix it. She’d meant every word she’d spoken to him. 
 
    She sighed, trying to calm her rampaging heart, the beast finally receding back deep within her. “Look, Jo will be back any moment for me,” she muttered, her anger already fading away as she turned back in the direction of the shop. “Thanks for the talk.” Without another word or glance Dan’s way, she stalked off back to the mechanics, alone. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven  
 
    Dan threw back his large head and roared, the trees shaking and rustling as the wildlife scrambled to flee the agitated beast. It was long and raging, letting out the frustrations that he just couldn’t seem to expend in his human form.  
 
    “Feel better?”  
 
    He turned to see Tom’s bear approach from wherever he’d been patrolling, his discerning eyes fixed on Dan. 
 
    “Not in the slightest,” Dan harrumphed, toppling a small pile of old leaves in rebellion. 
 
    Tom snorted. “Wanna chat about it?” He turned away, beckoning Dan to follow him as he finished the patrol. 
 
    Dan paused a moment before falling in step beside Tom. It was a beautiful day, warmer than most at this time of year, but not even a romp through the woods to bask in the weather was enough to lift Dan’s spirits. It had been a week since that talk with Lucy, and she’d actively avoided spending more time alone with him since. He hated the way their conversation had ended, but he understood her reaction, even if he didn’t fully understand her reasoning for not shifting in the first place. He wanted so badly for her to see the good in him, in her, and all he’d managed to do was scare her away with his overbearing pushiness. 
 
    I’m such an idiot. 
 
    He sighed. “It’s Lucy.” 
 
    Tom bobbed his head. “I figured. This about that shifting thing?” Dan tossed him a look of mild surprise and he snorted smugly. “Didn’t think anyone noticed, huh? It was obvious from the moment she said it. You’ve been acting pretty down ever since.” He faced forward as they walked, eyes scanning the forest for any signs of movement. “I know your bear form is a big part of you, way bigger than your human half, so finding out that she didn’t want to share that part of your world with you must’ve been tough to swallow.” 
 
    Dan sighed. “Yeah, kinda.” He didn’t deny that he wanted something more between them, it was pretty obvious with how much they’d chatted over the past couple of weeks, but he didn’t think he’d been so easy to read. Hearing it said directly to him hit home in a way that ached his heart. 
 
    Tom flit his gaze over to Dan, taking in his lamented state. “Dan, you need to be careful.” 
 
    Dan’s head shot up, meeting Tom’s leer. “With Lucy? I thought we already had this argum—” 
 
    Tom shook his head. “That’s not what I mean,” he interrupted. “She’s given us no reason to question her motives, so I still reserve judgment. I mean…” He paused shortly to collect his words. “I don’t want you to hear her story and compare it to yours, you know? It may sound similar at points, but it’s not the same.” 
 
    The wind rustled the trees ominously as if to accent Tom’s warning before he continued. “There’s loyalty in blood, loyalty stronger than simply being a part of some pack. Just because you and Savannah were able to sever ties so cleanly with the Northern Wind, it doesn’t mean that Lucy can or will do the same with her brother.” 
 
    Dan grunted. “I don’t believe that,” was all he said, and he felt that deep in his core.  
 
    “I don’t expect you to,” Tom replied. “And I hope I’m never proven right, but it’s something that needed to be said.” He tilted his nose upward, sampling the air. “You haven’t been yourself lately, and I won’t pretend to ignore that it definitely has something to do with Lucy. 
 
    “I get wanting to help her—really I do—but as much as she needs you, your pack needs you more. I don’t want whatever conflict you two are having to jeopardize all we’ve been fighting for.” He snuffed amiably. “Plus you snore when you sulk and I can hear it all the way in my room. It’s about time you cheer up so I can get a decent night’s rest again.” 
 
    Dan huffed a sad chuckle. “Duly noted.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Tom replied. “Patrol’s over, and Savannah promised she’d be out here somewhere waiting for me. I’ve got to go, but good talk.” 
 
    Dan groaned inwardly. He’d long since noticed that Tom and Savannah would often disappear into the woods together to do heaven knows what, and Dan didn’t really want to think about it. He turned back in the direction of the shop and began his trek back before he saw something that couldn’t be unseen. 
 
    The bear retreated slowly as he neared the mechanics, protesting quietly as Dan shifted back to his human skin. It seemed the more bothered he became with Lucy, the more the bear wanted out of his skin. As much as he wanted to oblige and just stay in bear form forever, he had an obligation to the pack that unfortunately required him to be bipedal most times.  
 
    Stretching long and tall to circulate blood through his human skin, he locked onto his clothes from where he’d left them before he shifted. With a grimace, he walked to his clothes, already hating the way fallen twigs and rocks dug into the bottoms of his feet.  
 
    “Dan?” 
 
    Panic surged through his naked body as he ducked hastily behind the cover of a tree. “Lucy?” he called, hoping she hadn’t seen anything before he hid. “Just, uh, just give me a moment.” 
 
    “Nick said you might be out here,” her disembodied voice replied. “I was kind of hoping we could talk.” 
 
    Panic made it hard to pinpoint her location, and Dan felt frozen in place, his clothes still too far out of reach to grab without flashing something. 
 
    “I’d love to, but first,” he said, “but first I need for you to maybe… stand back a bit. Maybe go back into the shop for a minute or two.” 
 
    Shrubbery rustled as Lucy moved further into the thick of the forest. “Why?” she asked, her voice slightly taken aback. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    He felt the familiar heat of embarrassment creep up his neck. “I was out patrolling,” he explained, slightly mortified. “I just changed back only a minute or so ago.” There was a beat of complete silence after he spoke. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    She tried to make it sound neutral, but Dan could hear the slight snicker she tried to hide at the end of the word. He couldn’t imagine feeling more humiliated. 
 
    “My clothes are nearby,” he spoke, just wanting to get this whole encounter over with. “I’ll only be a second.” 
 
    “Right,” Lucy replied, the smile in her voice prevalent. “Sorry, I forgot about that bit.” 
 
    Dan didn’t reply, listening to the sound of her retreating footsteps. 
 
    “Okay!” she called. “I’m going to dip into the garage for a second. You’re safe.” 
 
    He heard the side entrance of the shop swing closed before practically diving for his clothes pile. He threw them on as quickly as he could, tugging angrily on the shirt as he pulled it over his head. 
 
    He’d been doing so well! Now, he was back to his regular clumsy ways around her and making a fool of himself.  
 
    Slowly, Lucy stepped back out of the shop with her eyes covered dramatically. “Everything decent now, sailor?” she asked, not bothering to hide her grin. 
 
    “You’re certainly enjoying this,” Dan mock pouted, but deep down he was relieved to see her in such high spirits.  
 
    She chuckled, uncovering her eyes. They were very blue in the sunlight and sparkling with laughter. “It’s been a slow day. Everyone’s off doing other things, so it’s been a bit boring.” 
 
    Dan gave her a wry grin. “Welcome to my world, buttercup.” 
 
    She laughed. “Life in a pack with two mated pairs can feel a bit lonely, I imagine.” 
 
    He nodded. “More than I thought it would, that’s for sure.” Seeing Nick with Jo and Tom with Savannah had always made him feel things that he couldn’t quite understand. He’d only learned recently that the feeling was loneliness, and it only made the emotion intensify. No one liked knowing they were lonely and being completely powerless to change it. 
 
    But now there was Lucy. 
 
    “It’s nice to have some company now,” he admitted with a smile. “Makes their spontaneous date nights seem a whole lot less exclusive.” 
 
    “I bet,” she replied, eyes travelling down his torso. “You know your shirts on inside out, right?” she asked with a teasing smirk. 
 
    Fantastic. “Of course it is,” he said, gazing irritatingly down at the offending shirt. “I was trying to dress quickly, you see.” 
 
    “I do see,” Lucy murmured as Dan quickly whipped off the shirt and pulled it back on. 
 
    He looked back to see a peculiar expression on her face, and a bit of thrill scurried through him.  
 
    She met his gaze with a deadpan expression. “It’s on backwards now.” 
 
    Are you kidding me? Dan raged inwardly, tearing off the shirt once more and putting it back on before he died of embarrassment.  
 
    He tugged down on the collar with an irritated sigh, and the tiny tongue of the shirt’s tag popped up in between his fingers. “Wait, what?” he began. He could’ve sworn he’d turned the shirt around properly. 
 
    Lucy snickered lightly. “I didn’t think you’d do it,” she joked. “Your shirt wasn’t actually on backwards,” she admitted, holding her hand to her mouth to hide her grin behind it. “I just wanted to see you take your shirt off again,” she finished with a wink.  
 
    Dan groaned. “I can’t believe I fell for that,” he lamented, but for once, the blush that crept across his cheeks wasn’t from embarrassment.  
 
    She laughed at him, but her eyes were kind. “For what it’s worth, I’m happy you did.” That familiar thrill flip-flopped in his belly again.  “I like how silly you can be. It keeps things fresh.” 
 
    Dan studied her for a moment, not sure if she was being truthful or pitying.  
 
    “I mean it,” she laughed as if she could read his mind. “Truly. I like you, Dan Hart. Even the goofy side.” Her grin was radiant. “Especially the goofy side.” 
 
    Satisfied with the honesty in her voice, Dan couldn’t stop the smile that spread over his own face. It was just as well that she liked this side of him, it being something of a common occurrence in his human form. “I’ll put on my shirt inside out, backwards, and upside down for the rest of my life if it makes you smile like that every time.” He wanted to apologize for the way he’d acted before, forcing her bear to come so close to the surface, but he caught the blush that stained her cheeks and didn’t want to kill the mood. 
 
    He settled for closing the distance between them and placing his lips on hers instead, and hoped that it sent the same message. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve  
 
    Lucy was stunned when Dan’s lips met hers, the feeling of their first kiss igniting a flurry of butterflies in her stomach. Electric shocks of pleasure surged from their mouths and coursed through every fiber of her being, and for a moment she prayed he’d never pull away. 
 
    It lasted for a moment or two longer before Dan finally backed off. He looked down at her with heat in his eyes, his breath coming quickly and in perfect timing with hers. He didn’t speak, only gazed down expectantly at her. 
 
    For a moment, doubt swirled in her mind and she hated it. The kiss had been amazing and everything she’d hoped for it to be, so why was her first reaction to call it quits? Suddenly a rush of memories manifested in her mind, quickly replaying events from the last time they were alone. Was she worried that he might try to pressure the beast out of her again? He looked genuinely remorseful as she walked away back then, and she didn’t want to muddy the new start they’d had today by bringing it up. Was that the wrong call? 
 
    Maybe she was worried that all of this might be temporary. She hadn’t really discussed the terms of her time here, and Nick hadn’t really put a label on the relationship Lucy currently had with his pack. She didn’t know if she was welcome to stay, or expected to leave once the threat of her cousin’s pack was no longer an issue. She knew that if the latter turned out to be the case, there was no chance that Dan would come with her. He idolized the alphas, and she knew without a shadow of doubt that he would be loyal to them for as long as he lived. Was there a future for them? She hadn’t even considered what she expected from the relationship that was budding between them. Was a future what she wanted all this time? She just didn’t know. 
 
    Does any of this even matter right now? she asked herself suddenly, chastising her indecisive nature. When Dan decided to kiss her, he wasn’t thinking about the future, or all the ways this could blow up in their faces. She would never have all the answers of whether or not everything would work itself out in their favor. All that mattered was that they had something right now. All the stuff that came after could wait.  
 
    Standing on her tiptoes, Lucy slid her arms around Dan’s neck and pressed her lips against his once more.  
 
    It was gentle and sweet, with none of the usual awkwardness that usually marred the first few kisses. She felt like she was kissing an old lover and long-time friend, someone she’d kissed a million times before.  
 
    Dan barely moved, only laying his hands lightly on her waist, never pushing or grabbing or influencing their embrace in any way. He let Lucy control the progression of their intimacy; it was a difference of night and day from how he acted a week ago. Lucy loved it, her fingers coiling in his hair as every nerve in her body tingled from this electric bond they shared. It felt like time had stopped around them; nothing else mattered. There was only Dan. 
 
    It felt like an eternity before Dan pulled away, and still it wasn’t long enough. He rested his head lightly against hers, smiling lightly as they breathed in time with one another.  
 
    Lucy was unsure of what to say. Her heart was racing a million miles a minute, the passion of their embrace surging through every fiber of her being. She was never a shy person by any means, but something about Dan flipped a switch in her. She didn’t want to blindly move forward the way she normally did, never fearing the consequences because nothing could be worse than living with her deranged brother. She realized now that that wasn’t true. Losing this, whatever this was between them… the risk of that was infinitely worse than anything she could imagine her brother doing to her. 
 
    “I couldn’t resist anymore,” he finally breathed softly. “I’m happy to see that you couldn’t either.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, their foreheads still pressed together. “Me too,” was all she could think long enough to say. 
 
    “So,” he began, stepping back from their embrace. “I vaguely recall you saying you wanted to talk?” he quipped. 
 
    Lucy chuckled forgetting entirely that that was in fact the reason she’d sought him out in the first place. “I do, but can we do it over some dinner? I don’t know about you, but I could use a bite to eat,” she answered. 
 
    “Sure” he agreed, too eagerly, and it made Lucy grin harder. “But unless you’re in the mood for more Chinese, we’ll have to dine in tonight.” 
 
    Lucy’s ears perked at his reply. “You cook?”  
 
    “Well enough,” he replied. “Definitely better than Nick’s terrible try the night we met.” 
 
    Could this man get any more perfect? “I’d love a home cooked meal,” she said. 
 
    “Fantastic.” He held out his hand to her, and after a slight pause, Lucy took it. Her hand fit perfectly in his, as if their palms were crafted only for each other and no one else. Everything about today suddenly felt perfectly, as if the planets aligned and created the perfect moment for them to live in. It was the happiest that Lucy had been in the long time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dan hoped that a homemade pizza with salad on the side was enough to impress Lucy. He hadn’t realized that there wasn’t much back at the shop to work with when he suggested cooking for her, so he was grateful that there were just enough ingredients to get by. Things were going so well today after a week of awkward silence, and he wanted to keep it that way. 
 
    He smiled to himself as he served up the food. Taking a chance to kiss Lucy was a gigantic gamble that could have gone either way. Flashbacks of the way she’d stormed off a week before played in his mind, and for a moment, he feared she might still be upset by his actions; things could have easily plummeted south, but they didn’t. She didn’t pull away from him, she didn’t yell or protest, and she even kissed him back. It was the perfect outcome. 
 
    Of course, this didn’t solve the underlying issues with their relationship. He still longed for a partner that could live out the best half of his life with him, and as far as Lucy had let on, she was still sticking to her guns about never shifting. Despite this, Dan wanted to make things work. They still had their differences, but for now, what they had between them today was enough. 
 
    “Dinner is served,” Dan announced, grinning as he placed a plate in front of Lucy. 
 
    “Wow,” she gasped, inhaling deeply over the food before glancing up at him. “I know you said you cook, but this is something else.” 
 
    Dan chuckled as he sat down, beaming with pride. “Don’t tell me how impressed you are until after you taste it. It might not taste as good as it looks!” 
 
    Lucy laughed. “I’m sure it tastes fine,” she replied confidently. “The fact that you went to such effort to create a meal for us is more than enough to impress me.” 
 
    Dan lifted his shoulders. “You’re worth it,” he said easily, and he meant it. “After making a complete fool of myself today, I had to make it up to you, somehow.” 
 
    “Nothing about you that I saw today was foolish,” Lucy retorted, her eyes trailing slowly down Dan’s torso, and for a moment she’d convinced him that she wasn’t only hungry for pizza. 
 
    Swallowing hard, he focused intently on the plate in front of him before he did something stupid. “Fair enough,” he muttered before taking a big bite of his food. 
 
    Silence fell between them as they ate, and Dan was grateful for it. He wasn’t afraid of the intimacy, but he was worried that moving too fast might excite his bear. All his bear wanted was for Lucy to give in to her other half. Thoughts of her first change in the pack kept Dan up at night, and when he could finally get a bit of sleep, he dreamed of it too. But he had a penchant for screwing things up; if he was going to approach the subject again, he had to do it slowly. Anything else was a set up for failure. 
 
    “So,” Dan began, wiping the corner of his mouth with a napkin. “What do you think Dominic’s up to right now?” 
 
    He winced at the topic of discussion that he decided to fall on, but Lucy didn’t seem to mind. “Nothing good,” she grimaced. “But I know that’s not what you really wanted to ask me, is it?” She looked into his eyes intently, and Dan knew he had been found out. 
 
    He sighed. “Am I that easy to read?” 
 
    She smiled, but it was a bit sad. “A little.” Her face fell serious. “If we’re being honest here, I don’t really want to talk about it. Nothing we discuss will change my mind.” 
 
    Dan’s heart sank a bit at the declaration, but he still held out hope. “Not even if I can convince you that not all shifters are like your brother?”  
 
    She shook her head, taking a big bite of pizza. 
 
    “Well can you at least try and explain to me why?” he asked gently. He could see the hesitation on her face as she chewed. “Maybe if I understood more about your reasons, I could finally shake off this feeling that there’s something I can do to change your mind.”  He was growing closer to her, despite all the mistakes he’d made.  He didn’t want this to stop that progression into something that could last between them. “I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do, but I’m losing sleep over this. I need to know. Then I’ll stop asking afterwards.” 
 
    The silence was endless before she finally spoke again. “Maybe someday soon,” Lucy said quietly. “But not today. I’m sorry, Dan.” 
 
    He nodded his understanding. The answer wasn’t what he’d wanted, but it was better than an outright no. “I get that. I know Dominic really took a toll on you before you came to us,” he murmured.  
 
    Something like anger flared in her eyes. “That’s putting it lightly.” 
 
    Dan chewed a bite of food slowly, not sure how far to take this line of questioning. She seemed more open to talking about her brother than shifting, so he’d give it a shot. Maybe she just needed a bit more warming up to him before she talked about her bear again.  
 
    “Did he ever hurt you, Lucy,” he asked as memories of Dominic’s wicked punch echoed in his mind like a truck. “Physically, I mean.” A hint of heat ignited in his chest, anger beginning to form at the very thought. If Dominic dared to put a hand on her, Dan wouldn’t hold back. He didn’t care whose brother Dominic was.  
 
    She didn’t speak at first, hesitation pulling at the corners of her mouth. “Not really,” she replied, softly. “Verbally and maybe psychologically, yes, but he only threatened to hurt me physically.” She looked away. “I mean, he’s put his hands on me, like that night in the alley when you saw him snatch me up by the arm, but nothing as brutal as what he did to you. Though if you hadn’t come along when you had, I’m not sure how things would have played out.” 
 
    Rage flooded Dan’s veins as she spoke, swamping him from the outside in. His bear stood to attention, ready to take on anyone and anything to protect Lucy from harm. He wanted to let the bear tear from his skin and charge directly into Lucas’s territory to rip Dominic apart. 
 
    Something must’ve shown on his face, Lucy suddenly giving him a stern glare. “Look, don’t go doing anything stupid,” she warned. “I appreciate that you’re willing to help me, and I like that you care, but we’ve already discovered that you can’t take my brother on alone. If we have even the slightest chance of besting this pack now, we’ll need to work together.” 
 
    Dan knew it was true, but logic was hard to come by when his bear was roaring for blood inside of him. He finally managed to calm himself by reminding the bear that this savage behavior was precisely the reason why Lucy wouldn’t change now. The bear begrudgingly sat down. “I don’t like it,” he spoke, voice still hard from his receding rage. 
 
    “As you’ve said before,” she replied, voice dry. “I don’t like it either, but this is how it has to be for now.” He could see some sort of emotion warring in her eyes as she chewed the inside of her cheek. 
 
    Realizing that Lucy had a lot she needed to work through on her own, Dan finally settled his standoffish behavior. She needed better than that right now. “Listen,” he said, softly. “Why don’t we talk about something else for a while?” He reached across the table and held out his hand. After a moment of hesitation, she took it. “I know there’s a lot of change and new developments going on in your life right now. I can’t imagine how fast your mind must be moving to process it all, so I’ll try not to add any more complications, okay? Not until you’re ready.” 
 
    Her eyes widened slightly. “Really?” he hadn’t noticed how much of a strain he’d been putting on her until that moment when he saw the hope in her eyes. He mentally kicked himself for being so pushy. 
 
    “Of course,” he said with a decisive nod. Shifting and understanding her terrible family life could wait until she trusted him fully to keep her safe and make her feel whole. “I don’t want you to think I don’t respect you. I overstepped my boundaries by asking about personal matters you didn’t want to talk about.” He smiled. “If you ever want to speak about anything like that, I’m here. I’ll just need for you to start the conversation if that time ever comes.” 
 
    Finally, Lucy smiled. “Thanks, Dan. It’s nice to know that someone is there for me every once in a while.” 
 
    Dan chuckled. “I’ll be there for you as long as you need me to be. Even if that means forever.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen  
 
    Quite a few days had passed since Lucy and Dan’s pizza dinner, and she felt like it was the beginning of her journey to truly become a part of this pack. She and Dan spent much more time together, talking about whatever they felt like, and when conversation strayed too close to the things that made her the most uncomfortable, Dan stayed true to his word and steered the topic away once more.  
 
    The office was coming along nicely, and stripping off the paint and switching décor had become something that Lucy quite enjoyed. Jo suggested that once the house for Tom and Savannah was finished, maybe they could lend a hand in decorating their walls as well. Lucy rather liked that idea. She might even make a habit of this newfound hobby of hers, once all of the pack drama was over. 
 
    Life in the cabin couldn’t have been better, all things considered. Nick was the face of kindness; he offered her anything she needed and never made her feel like she was unwanted. She imagined that it wouldn’t be hard to call this man her mate, but she quickly discounted the notion. And Jo was always a joy to be around. She’d fallen into somewhat of a routine with Jo in the mornings, making coffee and setting the table while Jo whipped up breakfast, or cleaning up and tidying selves while Jo ran to the store to restock. They never made her feel like a third wheel, always allowing in the conversation if she was in the same room as them. And what’s more, they never seemed to care about her unwillingness to shift. Maybe it was the unconventional nature of their relationship that made them so open. Lucy appreciated them all the more for it.  
 
    Still, she couldn’t help but think that it would be nice to have a place of her own, someday. Even if she stayed, she needed to start rebuilding her life. She couldn’t do that with only a small room to call her own.  
 
    Her mind wandered idly to the bed that would be empty once Tom and Savannah’s home was finished. Maybe her new life had some room for Dan as well? Her cheeks flushed at the thought. She couldn’t imagine taking that vacant room, living so close to Dan without things spiraling out of control way faster than either of them could handle.  
 
    But maybe a little less control was a good thing. 
 
    “Lucy?” Dan called, walking over to where she was daydreaming. She tried to hide her flush, but knew she wouldn’t be able to in time. His face showed mild confusion before breaking out into a huge grin. “Thinking of me again, I see.” 
 
    She groaned quietly. “Hi, Dan,” she replied, feigning casualness. It wasn’t all that convincing, Dan’s grin only grew bigger. 
 
    He leaned forward, the scruff of his chin stubble tickling her cheek as he kissed it. Against her will, a shot of desire curled dangerously in her belly. “It’s not a bad thing to want me, you know,” he growled lowly in her ear. 
 
    “I know, I know,” she admitted as he pulled away. “It’s just… we’re at work, so…” Her words trailed off as something nefarious flashed in Dan’s eyes. It made her feel warm, happy, and more than a little bit aroused. He’d been having more and more of an effect on her as the days wallowed on, and she was excited to see how much these feelings grew as time passed. Dan Hart was clumsy, goofy, and dense at times, but then he had these moments were he oozed pure appeal. She couldn’t get enough of him. 
 
    Her bear settled contentedly within her, as if everything was right with the world. It made Lucy frown.  
 
    It wasn’t often that her bear didn’t protest against her. Though she’d gotten really good at keeping it from dominating her life, there was always just a little bit of resistance. Now? Nothing. It was completely silent, and when she and Dan touched, it almost seemed to purr. 
 
    “Is something wrong?” Dan asked, his face a mask of concern. 
 
    She shook her head, taking another step away. “No, I…” she began, letting her voice trail off when she couldn’t find the proper words to explain how she felt. She thought of asking him if his bear was acting strange, too, but anything after would veer the conversation into territory that she wasn’t okay with talking about. It didn’t seem fair to Dan to bring it up, only to shut him down once more, so she just stayed quiet.  
 
    “Well,” Dan segued, smiling even though his eyes still showed concern, “Got any plans for tonight?” 
 
    Thankful for the change in conversation, Lucy shook her head. 
 
    Dan grinned. “Great!” he said. “There’s this place I want to show you. I found it back when I was on patrol a few days ago. It’s a bit far for a walk, but I think it’s worth it.” Her brow furrowed, hoping that this long walk wasn’t an attempt to egg her into shifting.  
 
    “Or we can drive,” Dan continued, noticing the change in her expression. “Your call.” 
 
    Immediate guilt coursed through her and she mentally chastised herself for doubting him. “No, walking’s fine. I need to get out more and enjoy these warm days while I can,” she replied with a rueful smile.  
 
    He gave her a playful nudge with a small smile. “No need to look so guilty, Doll. I forgive you.” He winked and it made Lucy feel even more foolish. Now she was the one who’d become easy to read.  
 
    “I’ll bring dinner and Nick’s lent us his truck for the night if you change your mind. See you after work.” He gave her another quick kiss, this time on the lips, before setting out. 
 
    “Bye,” Lucy called softly, her voice hoarse with desire as she watched him walk away towards his mechanic duties. He always knew how to make her feel better, even when she didn’t deserve it. She appreciated that most about him.  
 
    Jo walked in with a few more renovation supplies, flashing Lucy a quick smile. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Lucy nodded, looking back to a pile of documents she’d offered to sort for Savannah while she helped Tom with their house. “Fine. Dan and I were just arranging something for dinner a little later.” 
 
    “Ah.” Jo didn’t say anything more, but the knowing look on her face was all Lucy needed to see. She lifted one suspicious eyebrow at the human. 
 
    Jo looked back innocently. “What?” she asked, spreading her hands. 
 
    “I know you’re secretly ecstatic that Dan and I are spending so much time together,” Lucy replied. “He’s a friendly guy, who wouldn’t want to be around him?” 
 
    Jo shook her head. “Whatever this is between you two, it’s not friendship,” she said with a smirk. “We’re not blind, you know.” 
 
    Lucy sighed deeply. “I’m know, I know. I like him too. Like, a lot.” It’s not that she was trying to keep their relationship a secret, but rather she didn’t want to put any labels to anything until she was sure this was a place she could call home. 
 
    “So why the big sigh?” Jo asked, her trademark expression of concern already appearing on her face. 
 
    Lucy shrugged, not sure Jo would be able to understand. “He’s a shifter. I’m not.”  
 
    “You are,” Jo corrected, confused. 
 
    “I mean, technically, yeah,” Lucy amended. “But what I mean is that he shifts and I don’t. I might as well be a human, same as you. Heaven knows I wish I was.” She sighed. “Dan doesn’t understand that.” Saying those words to Jo felt infinitely easier than when she’d tried to talk about shifting with Dan. Maybe it was because she was human. Surely she’d understand.  
 
    “Mmm.” Jo tipped her head back, eyes wandering as she contemplated how to best reply. Lucy was more than happy to give her the time to think. In the time she’d come to know everyone in Mountain Haven, Jo was the most willing to listen of them all, and able to follow up with amazing advice to boot. Lucy figured it must be because she was outside of the shifter mentality, and it made looking at things objectively easier for her. It was probably why the other shifters valued her opinion so much. 
 
    With a small nod, it seemed Jo found a point to focus on, and Lucy leaned in. “I couldn’t think of a better relationship for me than the one I have with Nick. A life without him isn’t worth living, but it’s not perfect,” she began. “Do you know the one thing I find the most difficult about our relationship?” 
 
    Lucy shook her head, wondering what the answer could be. Like Jo had said, she and Nick were like a power couple; they worked perfectly together, for each other, and they were so obviously in love that it made Lucy a little jealous to see sometimes. 
 
    “It’s that he’s a shifter and I’m not,” Jo answered with a sad smile on her face. “The way he sees the world is so much more different than I do, and he can do a million things that I can’t. He has this vast, overwhelming part of his life that he couldn’t share with me, even though I know he so desperately wants to. It makes me feel a bit detached from the life we’ve built together, and while it doesn’t mean we love each other any less, it certainly can be hard at times.”  
 
    “It’s not all good,” Lucy retorted, hearing the defense in her voice. “And though I know Nick is kind and benevolent and embodies all of the things I wish I could be as a bear, even he’s currently in a feud with another pack.” 
 
    “Oh yes, I know,” Jo agreed, never losing her calm tone. “But a battle fought in defense is not a battle fought in anger or hatred or search for power, Lucy. He didn’t ask for this battle. Lucas and your brother—they did. That’s the difference. That nature is in them; it’s who they are. They only seek to dominate and control; they don’t care about those who care about them. Savannah and Dan left that pack behind them because of how different we’ve proven ourselves to be, and how different they are themselves. Do you really believe they’d have felt the need to sever ties so cleanly if every pack—every bear—was the same?”  
 
    Her gaze drifted off, looking someplace that couldn’t be seen by regular eyes. “The fact is, if the Northern Wind weren’t here right now, trying to terrorize us out of house and home, this pack wouldn’t have a single care in the world.” She smiled. “We’d probably be out in the woods somewhere most days, lazing in the sunlight or swimming in the lake.”  
 
    She finally looked back at Lucy, the smile falling away. “That’s the type of future I envision when I look passed all of the trouble that Lucas has caused for us. But right now we aren’t afforded the luxury or time to lounge about and twiddle our thumbs. We only have Lucas to blame for that. And it’s not because he’s a bear who has the instinct to fight and dominate.” She shook her head for emphasis. “It’s just because he’s an asshole.” 
 
    Lucy could hear the sadness and regret at what could be in Jo’s voice, and she immediately felt guilt-ridden. For as long as she could remember, Lucy had always been a bit jealous of humans. They didn’t have to live out their lives wondering if their thoughts were their own, or the product of some beast inside of them, and yet Jo was saying she’d give that freedom away to be more like… her?  
 
    It made sense that a human would see her abilities as something of a gift, but it also meant that she didn’t fully understand the risks and the consequences of using those ‘gifts’. The violence that always seemed to follow behind anyone who used them was too big a burden for Lucy to bear. “At least if I keep playing human then you won’t have to worry about feeling alone anymore,” she replied meekly, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    Jo shook her head fervently, her eyes stern. “This isn’t about how I feel, Lucy. Your reasons are entirely your own, and I’m not here to try and change your mind. I just want to tell you that none of us can change who we really are.”  
 
    She chewed her lip, steeling her gaze before continuing. “You can’t keep pretending to be human. You can pretty it up with excuses of why you’re doing it, but it won’t work, all the same. The biggest flaw in my relationship is that I will never know all of Nick the way he knows all of me.” She looked Lucy directly in the eye. “You don’t have that problem. So why are you trying to purposely add conflict to what could otherwise be a perfect life for you?” 
 
    A shiver ran up Lucy’s spine, a bit of numbness settling heavily in her fingertips. She understood exactly what Jo was telling her, but she didn’t want to accept it. It was all just too much, too soon, too many ways that this could all go south. It was a mistake to talk about these things after all. 
 
    “Just think about it, okay?” Jo finished, the concern returning to her eyes. She placed a gentle hand on Lucy shoulder. “Remember that, for all the trials you faced, you would have never met Dan if it were not for the bear inside of you.” She stood, smiling. “I’d give anything to be offered the opportunity you have with Dan right now. I don’t want to see you throw it all away because one person tried to ruin your life.” With that, she departed the office. 
 
    Lucy sat in silence for a while after that, the paperwork she’d tasked herself with long forgotten. Jo had given her an entirely new side of the battle to consider. She’d spent so much of her life caught up in the fear of her bear and what it meant for her as a person that she hadn’t truly realized the possibility of what she could do with it and the good she could work toward. It was true, though Lucy had tried for so long to shun her bear half, she would always understand Dan in a way that Jo would never understand Nick. In so many words, Jo reminded Lucy that she was there, too, and to half-heartedly imitate the struggle she faced wasn’t fair to her. Realizing just how insensitive she must’ve come off, Lucy dropped her head into her hands with a groan as a pang of regret resonated in her heart.  
 
    Dan had tried to tell her that being a shifter wasn’t a bad thing, and though she understood the words he was speaking, she didn’t want to understand what he was saying at all. She remained emboldened by her original vow, never once letting anyone in. It was the only way to keep herself safe from falling into the same traps Dominic had. She’d seen aggression called power, violence called dominance, and the rage that tied it all together under the guise of protection. But what if Jo was right? What if that wasn’t the bear, but the rotten person that her brother was underneath? Did it change anything between her and Dom? She wasn’t sure.  
 
    Did it change anything between her and Dan? 
 
    Her bear’s first instinct was to trust Dan, and she had to admit to herself that she felt the same. Being with him felt right, like the single most right thing she’d ever done in her life. He wasn’t perfect, but he was close enough that she would be a fool to turn him away. At least now she was ready to listen. Jo had opened a floodgate of understanding in her, and it was long overdue that she’d let Dan speak his piece. She felt like she could trust him to protect her, listen to her, and make her happy, but could she trust that he wouldn’t urge her to use her shifted beast to enact violence on others in the way Dominic had made her do in the past? She didn’t know the answer to that either, but she was hoping the answer was yes. 
 
    Perhaps tonight, she’d be able to finally have a heart-to-heart with him about everything she and Jo had just talked again. 
 
    And maybe, just maybe, she’d find the courage to shift again. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen  
 
    Dan couldn’t help but grin as Lucy climbed down from Nick’s truck. He’d tested the path to their destination shortly before picking her up, and opted for the truck last minute, after all. He didn’t want her to be too exhausted to enjoy their dinner, but he also didn’t want her to feel like he was subliminally pressuring her into shifting to make the walk a bit easier.  
 
    “I hope you’re wearing sensible shoes,” he called as she walked over to him. “This is as far as the truck can take us.” 
 
    “I am,” she retorted lightly, a smile in her eyes. “Though not sensible enough to go anywhere too ridiculous.” 
 
    Dan snaked his arms around her waist, pulling her tightly against him as he pressed his lips to hers. She responded almost immediately, melting into the embrace as she rested her hands against his chest. He pulled away just enough to breathe, “Don’t worry. If it turns out to be too ridiculous, I’ll carry you there, myself.” He gave her one last quick kiss before stepping back and holding out his hand. “Now let’s go. As amazing as kissing you can be, if we don’t hurry along, we’ll be late.” 
 
    “Late?” she queried, voice a bit breathy from the kiss they’d shared. “Late for what?” 
 
    He beckoned to her once more with his outstretched hand, and when she finally took it, his eyes glimmered with excitement. “Secret.” He watched the intrigue brighten her face as he tugged her gently with the first step. He wasn’t lying; as much as he wanted to sweep her up in his arms and carry her back to the shop, he honestly felt that this trip would be worth it.  
 
    “A secret?” she repeated, and Dan could hear the smile in her voice from where she walked behind him. “Are we headed to the build site to help Tom and Savannah?” 
 
    Dan shook his head. “Nope. That’s more to the west; we’re headed almost directly north.” He glanced back at her. “Plus, it’s actually starting to look more like an actual house now than a building site. Tom actually said that they could probably start sleeping there as early as the end of the week!” 
 
    “Oh wow!” Lucy replied. “You guys certainly work fast.” 
 
    Dan nodded proudly. “We have bigger, bear-ier fish to fry,” he said. “Couldn’t afford the luxury of taking our time. But the house is structurally sound and built to their design tastes at least, so I’m happy for them. I know Tom probably can’t wait to move in.” 
 
    “Then maybe we can have the shop to ourselves every once in a while,” Lucy mused aloud before hesitation hitched her voice. Dan grinned. He’d be lying if he hadn’t been thinking the exact same thing for a little while now. The more time they spent together, the more he’d longed for a place to call their own. And sure, having the shop to himself sounded like an amazing opportunity at first, but he knew it wouldn’t be long before he started to feel lonely again.  
 
    If he suggested it, maybe Lucy would consider moving in. If she was worried about things moving too fast for them, she was more than welcome to set up shop in the vacant room that Tom and Savannah would leave behind. He couldn’t see a down side to at least bringing it up in casual conversation. He decided to do exactly that tonight.  
 
    “We’re almost there,” he murmured excitedly, giving her hand a little squeeze. “But I’ll warn you, this last bit is going to get a little steep. Let me know if you want a piggy back ride at any time.” He flashed her a grin and she smiled in return. 
 
    “I think I can handle myself, sailor,” she replied, smugly, and it made his heart warm. He admired that she wasn’t afraid to flaunt her independence. He wanted to protect her in all things, but she wasn’t helpless, and something about that made him and his bear feel comfortable.  
 
    The bear growled lowly, as if to warn Dan to remain alert, and he responded automatically by scenting the air. He was getting better at using his bear senses in his human form, and was quick to note that no danger was near. He and Lucy were safe. The bear snorted softly, as if warning Dan to make sure it stayed that way.  
 
    Dan didn’t need to be told. He already knew without speaking it aloud that he’d do everything within his power to make sure nothing ever hurt Lucy again. It was something he wanted to do, needed to do. He didn’t know if he could put it into words if he tried, and even if he managed, he’d already promised Lucy that he’d keep that side of his life to himself. It still hurt to suppress the bear around her, especially when the bear was so peaceful around her, but he said he’d protect her. Right now, what she needed protecting from was her fear of the beasts they both had inside of them. He’d fed that fear once before, he would never dare do it again for as long as he lived. 
 
    Still, it didn’t stop him from hoping that once day they might finally be able to run to this place as bears, totally free of all things, even fear. 
 
    His heart rate elevated slightly and tiny beads of sweat began to form on his brow as they made their way up the steep incline of the hill together. He could only imagine how the walk was affecting Lucy, but he knew it’d be worth it. It was more than a little out of the way, barely on the edge of Nick’s territory, but that just meant that not many people made it out this far often. The path had been almost completely hidden by undergrowth when he first found it, and he’d spent the past few days cleaning the space up in preparation for bringing Lucy there. 
 
    As they finally reached the apex of the hill, Dan doubled over, smacking his hands onto his knees as he worked to catch his breath. “Here,” he said, voice airy with light gasps. 
 
    “Good,” Lucy replied, sounding much the same. “I’m not sure if I could have made it much further.” 
 
    Dan smiled, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “But the payoff is so amazing; I’d make this same walk with you for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “The rest of your life?” Lucy repeated incredulously. “Why would you put yourself through this fresh hell on purpose?” 
 
    Grabbing her hand once more, Dan pulled Lucy a few steps further, pushing though a bushel of shrubbery that blocked their way until, finally, they arrived. 
 
    He heard Lucy’s gasp, his chest puffing with pride as he smiled happily down at her. “Now do you believe me when I say it’s worth it?” he murmured. 
 
    She didn’t speak, gazing in awe at the view that lay before them. Dan wasn’t a poet by any means, so he let the scenery speak for itself. Opens fields spread as far as the eye could see, houses miles apart from one another artfully dotting the landscape like Christmas lights. They were up high enough to see the sun as it teetered precariously close to the horizon, sunset nearly upon them as it tinted the vast sky in hues of dusky purples and pinks.  
 
    He guided her to a large, overturned tree trunk that he’d taken the time to carve into something roughly resembling a bench. He’d tossed a blanket over it to protect them from splinters, and a cooler filled with their dinner was already in place, exactly where he’d set it up before coming to collect her. Everything looked picture perfect.  
 
    “Dan, this is absolutely stunning,” she murmured, unable to take her eyes off of the view. Dan couldn’t help but watch her as she admired, her eyes sparkling in wonder as the sunset cast her skin in a warm glow. She seemed to radiate happiness from within, and in that moment, she looked more beautiful than Dan had ever seen her before.  
 
    “It’s going to get better,” he breathed, leaning in close to her ear so she didn’t have to look away. “Clear skies and a warm breeze to keep us company. I reckon that’s the perfect set up for a great dinner, complete with a clear sunset backdrop, don’t you think?” 
 
    Lucy sighed contentedly, resting her head lightly against his arm. “It sounds perfect,” she breathed, finally pulling her gaze from the stunning landscape to look up at him. “You’ve never been to this place before finding it a while back?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Nope. It’s honestly too far out of the way for anyone to happen upon normally. I was just being extra thorough with my patrolling and stumbled upon it by chance.” He wouldn’t admit it out loud, but it was likely that the reason none of the other pack members knew about this spot was because it toed dangerously on the line of Lucas’s territory. Dan knew this and the danger it could potentially pose, but he didn’t want to worry Lucy with the risky details. If they were found by anyone from the Northern Wind, he knew his bear wouldn’t let them hurt her, anyway.  
 
    She turned to get a clear look at him. “So no one else knows about this place? Not even Nick?” 
 
    His smile dwindled a bit. “No one at all,” he replied, softly. “Except us.” 
 
    Something sparkled in her eyes before she turned back to the view. Dan couldn’t quite pinpoint what it was, but his bear harrumphed satisfactorily, so it took it as a win. What was more, they finally had their ‘place’. Nick and Jo had their cabin. Tom and Savannah had their lake. And now them. 
 
    They had the hill that overlooked some of the most beautiful scenery that he’d ever seen. It was almost like it was meant to be. 
 
    Lucy stifled a chuckle, but it was heavy with the sound of unshed tears. It instantly set Dan on alert. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice strained as he looked her over for any obvious signs of distress.  
 
    She looked up at him. Her eyes watered, but no tears spilled, and she had a warm smile on her face. “Yes, I am,” she replied, softly. “I’m just… struggling with being treated so amazingly,” she admitted eventually. “Sorry if I killed the mood.” 
 
    Dan was already shaking his head. “No, of course you didn’t,” he cooed, trying to lift her spirits once more. “Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Lucy shook her head, face exasperated. “No, no. I don’t mean it in a bad way. I mean, this is good,” she tried to explain. “Really good, and nice, and I’ve never been made to feel so… special?” Her brows knitted together as she struggled to find the words that fit her emotions. “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to react.” Then she smiled. “You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met before, Dan Hart.” 
 
    Dan chuckled. “I could say the same thing about you, Lucille Winters,” he breathed.  
 
    “Call me Lucy,” she retorted automatically, grinning. She sighed, and some of her smile left with it.  
 
    “I know I should be happy,” she began. “And I am. I guess I’ve just been afraid, you know? Afraid that this was all a carefully crafted illusion and not to be trusted. I didn’t want to put my faith into this—into you— for fear of it all crashing down around me at any moment.” 
 
    Dan paused a moment to process her words. “You thought I only wanted to spend a few nights with you and then break things off?” He tried to keep his tone neutral, but even he heard a bit of hurt as it slipped through.  
 
    She winced slightly, catching the tone change as well, but still she nodded. “At the back of my mind, I’ve been questioning this thing we’ve had going since the night it began. Was it real or was it fake? Was it a few nights of fiery passion that ended as quickly as it began, or was it something that I could center my life around? Was my home here with you, or was it out there somewhere else in the world, still waiting for me to find it?”  
 
    She glanced up at him before returning her eyes quickly to the view. “You have to admit, Dan, for a while there, nothing seemed secure. I’d stumbled upon a pack where no one knew me. One alpha hated me and I’m not even entirely sure he doesn’t still hate me, and no one has any reason to believe my story. Only you did, and I’ll always be grateful for that, but your word was hardly enough to get by.” A sigh slipped passed her lips. “But somehow, it worked. I was here, in a pack that promised to keep me safe; something I never thought I’d find on my own. 
 
    “Everything that came immediately after felt like a dream. Like I’d wake up at any moment and see my brother’s face looming over me. And when I was finally convinced that it wouldn’t happen, this pack still didn’t feel like home. It felt like a nice rest, like a cozy bed and breakfast that I’d made a pit stop at before heading along on the rest of my journey. Sure, everyone was certainly kind, but it was only because you paid them to be. Only, I paid in secrets, information, and aid in a turf war, not money.”  
 
    Dan opened his mouth to protest, but she shook her head before he could speak. “I know, I know, I missed the mark big time on that one. It took a lot of self-convincing, but I realize now that looking back, there was no ill will, no ulterior motives guiding Nick’s hand when he offered me a bed to sleep in, or when Jo gave me clothes from her dresser until we could buy more of my own. You’re all just so damned nice that it’s literally unbelievable.” She shrugged with a sheepish chuckle. “I told you, I’m not accustomed to kindness, sailor.” 
 
    She grinned out over the twinkling houses, the purples and pinks of the evening sky that made her skin glow. “But something’s changed,” she continued. “That doubt and worry that I’d felt for so long at first receded a little more each day that I spent around you guys. And tonight, overlooking this beautiful view with you, I’m happy to say that feeling of darkness inside of me is completely gone.” 
 
    “Completely?” Dan asked, his heart doing a little flip-flop as she nodded her confirmation. “Good,” he breathed in relief. “That’s great to hear.” 
 
    Lucy smiled up at him. “In case you were wondering, I’m in this for the long haul if you are.” 
 
    He felt his old familiar smile creep across his face. “Oh, really?” he whispered, leaning in close. 
 
    She nodded, closing her eyes as he gently brushed her hair back from her face. Standing there, basking in the glow of the evening sun, she looked so at peace with the world that Dan hesitated for a moment. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to ruin such a perfect view, and he wasn’t talking about the landscape this time. 
 
    Without another thought, he pressed his lips to hers. She kissed him back automatically, sinking into his arms as he held her. 
 
    “We’re going to miss the sunset,” she whispered quietly against his lips, breathless from the kiss they’d shared.  
 
    A shiver of something like anticipation ran through Dan’s body as he held Lucy’s panting body. There was a hunger in her eyes that had nothing to do with the dinner that waited behind them, and for a split second he thought that maybe some things were worth missing. He had much more beautiful matters to attend to tonight, as far as he was concerned.  
 
    But tonight wasn’t about him. With a grin and a chuckle, he gave Lucy one last kiss before stepping away. She had already returned her gaze to the view, the sun just beginning to dip below the horizon. The sheer elation in her eyes was enough to make breaking the kiss worth it. She rested her head back against his arm in silence, but he didn’t have to. He knew that he loved this woman with all his heart. 
 
    She deserved every beautiful sunset that this world had to offer. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen  
 
    Lucy couldn’t help but grin goofily as Dan walked into the office the next morning. He’d been the perfect gentleman the night before; he had ended the night with a long, lingering kiss outside the cabin, filled with promises of what could happen between them.  
 
    They’d never gotten around to talking about her conversation with Jo; Lucy had been so blindsided by the sheer romance of the dinner that she could never seem to bring it up without killing the mood Dan had worked so hard to set up for them. He at least deserved the night to relax and explore what could be the most perfect relationship either of them had ever known. 
 
    Still, she knew deep down that even if every night for the rest of their lives was as perfect as the night before, he was still insistent on talking about her shifting issues. Yet, when Lucy neglected to bring it up in conversation, he never once hinted that he was disappointed. He was considerate and kind and understanding that she still had boundaries. It was so different from what she was used to with Dominic. She appreciated that most of all. 
 
    “Morning,” Dan murmured, a wide grin already spreading across his face as he spotted her. “You look especially beautiful today.” Dipping his head, he planted a quick kiss on her lips. “The fresh air must agree with you.” 
 
    Lucy smiled against his lips. “Perhaps it was the company,” she replied before giving him a kiss of her own. “Last night was amazing, Dan.” She loved the way his eyes danced when she praised him. 
 
    “Yes, it was indeed,” he agreed. “Maybe we can go up that way again some time.” 
 
    “How about tonight?” Lucy mused, the wheels already turning. “Let me organize things this time. We could grab some take out, no need to get fancy.” 
 
    Dan looked moderately surprised before his lips turned up into that grin Lucy knew so well. It made her stomach buzz with a flurry of butterflies. She hadn’t originally intended to ask him out again so soon, but that look on his face was more than enough to make the spontaneous act worth it. 
 
    “That sounds… really good,” he replied slowly, lifting her chin with his finger. “I can’t wait.” 
 
    Lucy gazed longingly into his eyes, a concentrated shot of happiness coursing through her veins. It had taken so long, but finally, right there in Dan’s eyes, she felt like she’d finally found home. Her bear seemed to sigh in contentment, and for once, Lucy couldn’t argue. If this were what peace felt like, she’d never leave it behind. 
 
    “Hey!” came a shout from the entrance to the office before Dan could kiss her, “None of that fraternizing business in the office.” 
 
    Nick’s grinning face appeared from behind the box he was carrying, and Dan groaned appropriately. She knew Nick’s arrival meant that the work day had begun; Dan would soon be swept away in a flurry of pack and mechanic obligations, too busy to even talk most times. They’d only be mere yards away from one another, but Lucy would miss him all the same. At least they had tonight. 
 
    “Duty calls!” Dan murmured brushing her cheek with a light kiss before turning to Nick. 
 
    “I’ll see you this evening, then,” Lucy replied, smiling after him. “Same time, okay?” 
 
    He winked back at her. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “You’re putting in good work with the renovations, Lucy!” 
 
    Wiping her forehead with the back of her hand, Lucy tried to smile. There was only one wall with the dated, dusty wallpaper on it, so she’d thought that going to task on it today would make for easy work. No such luck.  
 
    The old paper seemed to have been glued a million times over the next layer. She’d imagined that the previous owners, before Nick and Tom, couldn’t have been bothered with removing it first. Even when she tapped a little into her bear’s innate strength, the old paper proved stubborn, resisting heartily against Lucy’s efforts.  
 
    “Thanks,” she gasped, carefully stepping down from the ladder. She figured a chat with Jo made for a good enough excuse to take a break as any, and she needed it.  
 
    “Did we decide on a definite color for the walls?” she asked, grabbing a small cup of water. “I’m thinking about giving that a shot while you all are finishing up the house.” 
 
    “Nothing more than what we’ve already discussed together,” she replied. “I think we’ll go with the grey that Savannah suggested. It did seem pretty bright.” She shrugged lazily. “If we don’t like it, we can always just repaint.” 
 
    Lucy thought on it a moment. “If you’re willing to hear me out, I do have a few ideas I’ve been thinking on these past few weeks,” she said reluctantly. She didn’t want Jo to think she was trying to take over.  
 
    Jo only gave her an encouraging look as she took the first sip of her coffee, wordlessly beckoning Lucy to present her concepts. 
 
    With a deep breath, she dove head first into the design she imagined, depicting everything from light fixtures, to furniture updates, and even the pictures that would hang on the wall. She then expanded the idea to include the outdoors, refurbishing the siding on the outside and getting a bit of landscaping done around the yard. It wasn’t anything too fancy for a mechanic shop, but Lucy thought that these changes would go a long way to making the mechanic shop truly shine. But did Jo feel the same? 
 
    Slowly, Jo began to nod, eyes looking thoughtful. “I like it,” she finally said. “But it sounds like a lot of work, don’t you think?” 
 
    Lucy grimaced. “Maybe so, but I think it would all be worth it in the long run.” 
 
    “It’s crunch time up at the house build, and with Dan pulling overtime in the shop to keep work orders flowing, Savannah and I have been spending a lot more time there than we’d originally planned,” Jo explained, chewing her lip. Lucy could tell she was worried about how complicated it would be to juggle all the renovations Lucy had proposed here as well as helping at the house. 
 
    She shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t mind doing it myself at all. I know how busy you guys have been these past few weeks, and that’s not even considering what Dominic must be up to,” she consoled. “To be honest, I’ve been having a bit of fun coming up with new ideas. If it means I get to see at least some of them in reality, I’m completely okay with putting things together on my own.” She shrugged again with an understanding smile. “Less people to bump into this way, anyway.” 
 
    There was a moment when Lucy wasn’t sure if Jo was going to go along with the suggestion, but then she laughed. “Well if you think you can handle the work load, I’m not going to stop you,” she agreed.  “In fact…” The sentence trailed off as Jo reached for her phone and tapped animatedly on its screen. 
 
    Finally, she looked back up satisfactorily. “Lucy, I’d like to formally offer you the position of interior designer.” 
 
    Lucy could only stare for a moment, not entirely sure she’d heard Jo correctly. “Interior… are you sure? I don’t really have any qualifications or anything,” she worried. “I’m not sure if I’d be up to snuff to be anything official.” 
 
    Jo shrugged, but her smile was confident. “We’ll call it natural talent, then,” she amended. “You have a lot of great ideas that I’d like to see put into action in a way only you can. Savannah and I will try to help when we can as well.” She scrolled down her phone, checking something before continuing. “There will be a budget so that you can work comfortably with decent materials, and there will also be a wage attached, of course.” 
 
    “What’s happening?” Savannah’s head popped in from the side entrance. Her hair was riddled with sawdust and she had a bit of paint on her collarbone.  
 
    Jo turned to Savannah with a grin. “Say hello to Lucy, our newly hired interior designer, of course, acceptance pending.” 
 
    “Oh!” Savannah exclaimed, hands clapping together excitedly. “That sounds amazing, congratulations! You’ve been doing amazing work; I’m sure this’ll be a natural job for you,” she praised with an encouraging grin. 
 
    Lucy was flabbergasted. She didn’t know what to say. First there was Dan with his overwhelming understanding of her feelings and ability to treat her with care, and then this. It all seemed so real, so permanent in the best possible way. She didn’t want to question it, afraid that the slightest bit of doubt would shatter the illusion of the oasis she’d created for herself. “But, I…” Lucy began, not sure how to continue. “I haven’t really spoken to Nick about… sticking around.” She watched their faces fall in unison, as if that were a possibility that they hadn’t thought of. Of course they haven’t; they already have a home. “What if he says no?” she finished solemnly.  
 
    With a start, Jo’s face lit up. Looking to Savannah, they exchanged a quick look and Savannah smiled in return. When they both started laughing, Lucy was thoroughly confused. Before Lucy could muster up the courage to be offended, Jo turned back to her with a gentle smile, closing the distance between them and wrapping a friendly arm around her shoulders.  
 
    “Listen, Lucy,” she began softly. “This place, this pack, this entire town… it’s for people like you. People who don’t have a place to call their own or family to catch them when they fall. For people who don’t know what true love is, or what true kindness looks like. Where you are in life right now is where I once was.” She poked her chin out towards Savannah. “Her, too.” Savannah nodded he agreement wordlessly. 
 
    “We’re a home for shifters who need it,” Jo continued. “You look like you could use a home, Lucy. So why do you think we’d turn you away?” 
 
    Lucy’s breath caught in her throat and with a bit of surprise, she noticed that tears began to form in the corners of her eyes. She had a home. That’s all she’d wanted to know since being here, and now she had her answer.  
 
    She had a home. 
 
    “I really appreciate the offer, Jo,” she finally spoke, trying to compose herself. “I’d be honored to accept.” 
 
    “Great!” Jo cheered, clapping her hands together. “Happy first official day at work!” 
 
    “Heaven knows it’s been long overdue,” Savannah chimed in with a laugh. “Welcome to the family, Lucy.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lucy walked up the steep hill behind Dan, too buzzed because of the events of the day to worry about being exhausted by the climb. She had a place to call home, a job she enjoyed, and a new family that supported her in the things that she believed in. Her life had been so different upwards of a month ago; now it felt so overwhelming and almost unbelievable. 
 
    There wasn’t much conversation between them at first, as if Dan could tell she was in deep thought about something. He always seemed to understand the subtle nuances of her behavior, and it made being around him that much more enjoyable. Though it was awkward in form, he was never awkward with her. Barring the first time they’d spoken alone, she’d felt nothing less than comfortable around him, and it only made her crave him more.  
 
    He quietly set out blankets and even a few cushions, laying them in front of the bench that they’d sat on the night before. 
 
    “Here you go,” he spoke quietly, placing her food in front of her as she sat. “Drinks are in the cooler if you want one.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she replied, watching as he dug almost immediately into his food. She could tell he’d worked hard during the day. He had slight traces of exhaustion around his eyes as he tore open the top of the takeout container with fervor. And still he’d decided to come spend time with her… 
 
    “Sorry,” he muttered ruefully after swallowing a mouthful of beef stir-fry. “I’m really hungry.” 
 
    Lucy hid her chuckle behind a hand. “It’s okay. Truth be told, so am I.” 
 
    “Lots of work today?” he asked in between bites of food. 
 
    She nodded with a grin. “Literally. Jo offered me a job at the shop. And I accepted it.” 
 
    “Wow!” Dan exclaimed, leaning over to kiss her cheek.” That’s brilliant news, Lucy. I’m so happy for you.” 
 
    She couldn’t help but laugh at his elation, brushing a bit of cabbage from her cheek that Dan had left behind when he kissed her. “Thank you. To be honest this all feels like some sort of dream. All I’ve ever wanted was to belong, and now I feel like it might be real.” 
 
    Dan caressed a gentle hand down her face. “That’s because it is real. You do belong here, Lucy. You always have.” 
 
    “Even if I don’t shift?” 
 
    Her question hung heavily in the air between them, Dan’s face falling serious almost immediately. The silence lasted long enough for Lucy to begin regretting turning the conversation in that direction. Finally, Dan gave one slow shake of his head. 
 
    “Welcoming you as an equal to the pack means respecting everything you stand for,” he answered. “If it’s important to you that you don’t shift, then the rest of us will understand.” 
 
    Lucy let out the breath she didn’t know she was holding, her body slumping against the front of the bench. Even when she’d given him the perfect opportunity to question her, he didn’t. He respected her wishes and accepted what she held dear and what was important to her. Something like love burned slowly through her body, working its way from her soul to her fingertips, and in that moment, she knew she loved him. “Thank you.” 
 
    He grinned in response, a bit of beef hanging from his lip before he slurped it up into his mouth. “I might try to change your mind one day, though.” 
 
    She laughed, happy that the silly Dan was back to break the tension. “I know.” Funny thing was, she didn’t think she’d mind if he did. 
 
    The rest of the meal continued in content silence as they enjoyed the quiet and the beautiful view in front of them. The sun would be setting soon, and Lucy didn’t want to miss the perfect ending to the best day of her life. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen  
 
     With a contented sigh, Dan flopped back heavily against the wooden bench, the vast expanse of the sky gazing down upon him in orange and purple hues. Belly full and heart fuller, Dan was the happiest he’d ever been in his life. Lucy was here to stay. There was no denying, doubts, or room for interpretation. Jo had offered her a job and she’d accepted it. This meant so much for their relationship. Now, he could try and take the next step with no worries. 
 
    He glanced lazily over at Lucy. She lay curled on a picnic blanket, her head resting on a cushion as she watched for the stars peeking out of the twilight sky. Her face was calm, with an almost serene smile on her face. She was happy. It didn’t matter that she wouldn’t shift anymore, all that mattered was that he was everything she needed, and if that meant accepting the part of her that wouldn’t accept her bear, he’d do it without a second thought. He had the rest of their lives to admire her bear. For now, it was no problem at all to simply admire the rest of her. 
 
    “How does it feel?” he asked softly. 
 
    He caught the mild confusion in her eyes. “Hm? How does what feel?” 
 
    He chuckled. “How does it feel to finally be in charge of your own life?” he specified. “The night you picked me up off the asphalt in a dirty alley, I could tell you had no idea what to do with yourself.” He grinned. “Look at you now.” 
 
    Lucy’s face lit up with a slow smile, no doubt replaying the medley of events that had led her to this very moment. “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” she agreed. “My life is mine now, not Dominic’s and not anyone else’s either. Just mine.” She sighed happily. “It feels pretty damn good.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Dan praised, resting his head back against the bench and closing his eyes against the rays of the warm setting sun. “And I’m happy that in your newfound independence, you decided that what you had here is what you’ve been searching for all along.” He cracked one eye open, a small grin on his face. “And as selfish as this might sound, I hope that thoughts of me influenced your decision as well.” 
 
    He caught the amused tint in Lucy’s eyes before closing his again. “You wanted a home. You’ve found it. You wanted freedom. You have it. So now you have to ask yourself, what do you want next?” 
 
    Lucy didn’t respond, but Dan wasn’t worried. He figured she must be pondering the question to find the right answer. He didn’t blame her. It was a pretty big question that held a lot of weight. Her life was entirely controlled and micromanaged by her brother before she finally broke away and found Mountain Haven. What do you do with an entire life that’s just been handed back to you all at once? Dan didn’t think he’d know the answer if he was in that position, but he could see that she felt free. So that was that. 
 
    What do you want? he thought to himself. For him, the answer had always been obvious. He wanted to help others. It was his first answer, his first instinct. When the Northern Wind needed muscle, he helped. When Savannah needed moral support to stand up to Lucas, he helped. When Nick needed someone to man the shop, he helped. Helping was easy; it came naturally to him, and it didn’t hurt that it made people happy. Even Lucas, on rare occasions. But then Lucy came along. 
 
    Sure, he’d wanted to help her, too, but even now he could still clearly remember how he felt when he’d first laid eyes on her.  
 
    One, he thought she was drop dead gorgeous. 
 
    Two, he really wanted to buy her that drink. 
 
    With a dull smile, he recalled the declaration he’d made; that he’d go back to that bar every night if it meant he’d meet her just once more. He was sure he’d have done it, too, if not for the series of fate-driven events that ended up pushing them together again that night.  
 
    It wasn’t often that Dan wondered what he wanted, because he always knew the answer. Then Lucy waltzed into his life, and suddenly the answer wasn’t so clear-cut anymore. Helping her was certainly still a goal, but it wasn’t the only one anymore. Something else sat there, just behind that helping habit, something he couldn’t quite make out at first. 
 
    He didn’t know it was love until he had already fallen. 
 
    She’d tripped him up simply by being beautiful, amazing, and strong despite the traumas she’d faced. She inspired him to be better, urged him to do more, and convinced him to stop beating himself up for a past he can’t ever take back. It wasn’t often that he thought of himself; in fact, the only time he could remember thinking of himself was when he’d decided to leave the Northern Wind behind for greener grasses.  
 
    He used to think that his time in the Northern Wind had left him tainted, that he hadn’t left soon enough to right the wrongs of his actions under Lucas’s megalomaniac orders. He thought he’d be unable to find happiness or peace. He imagined that Lucy once felt the same in her own life, to some degree at least. He couldn’t help but think they both knew a little better now, and he, was all the happier for it. 
 
    She could live her life by her own rules now, only worrying about what made her happy. And Dan? He finally realized that he could, too. 
 
    What did he want next? Though the answer was different, it resonated in his heart loud and clear like the answer that had once come before it.  
 
    He wanted Lucy. 
 
    As if she’d read his mind, he felt the soft denim of her jeans against his thighs as she swung her leg over his thighs. Before his eyes were fully open to assess the situation, her lips were firmly on his. 
 
    Passion ignited like a flamethrower, Dan’s hands moved instinctively to Lucy’s waist and gripped her close. When she finally pulled away, they were both gasping. 
 
    “Lucy,” Dan breathed, not really sure what to follow up with to convince her that he needed more.  
 
    He wanted to pull her mouth back to him kissing away all of her doubt and worry so that he could replace it with love. He wanted to strip her bare and admire all there was to admire about someone as beautiful as she was. But he didn’t want to scare her away or make her regret coming here. So he’d let her lead. 
 
    They sat in silence for a moment, catching their breath as they gazed deeply into each other’s eyes. Then with an impatient groan, Dan disregarded his original thought and pulled her back down to him.  
 
    There was something different about her, Dan thought. Something raw, something animalistic that roared inside of her in that moment. It excited his bear, and it excited him too.  
 
    He groaned as she pulled away, tugging a little on his bottom lip with her teeth. Watching as she tugged off her top, he gasped when he noticed that she was wearing nothing underneath. She slowed down a moment to admire him before her mouth fell back on his once more. The urge to grab and hold and run his hands over every part of her faded away as she kissed him, and he let himself ride the wave of her passion. She was finally taking control of her life, and the first thing she’d chosen was him. He could respect that. 
 
    Tugging suggestively on his T-shirt, Lucy broke away from the kiss for Dan to remove it. It was off in a flash, and Lucy hesitated a moment to take him in. He could hear her heart rate increase as she watched him, her eyes leaving little scorch marks of pleasure on his body wherever they trailed. She ran her fingers lightly down his chest, and his breath caught, making her smile. She leaned in for another kiss, wigging her hips as their lips met. He gripped her hips tightly with a soft groan, grinding her down against him. 
 
    She pulled back yet again, Dan too breathless to protest her departure as she stood up over him. He watched hungrily as she slowly and purposefully peeled off the remainder of her clothes. It took every bit of his willpower to not jump up and caress his hands over every part of her body. He had to remind himself that this was her show, and he was just along for the amazing ride. 
 
    Lucy gazed down at him seductively. “Now you,” she smiled, reaching a hand out to him. He took it openly, thinking idly about how vaguely reminiscent his current position was to the first night they’d spoken. Life comes full circle. 
 
    It didn’t take long for him to strip out of the rest of his clothes. They both stood naked, basking in the dusky glow of the evening as the setting sun cast rays of warm light over their skin. Lucy looked beautiful as ever, her blue eyes sparkling mystically in the twilight. He truly didn’t deserve her. 
 
    “You are perfection,” Dan murmured, breaking the silence between them and wrapping Lucy up in his arms. His fingers curled in her long dark hair as she collapsed into him, their lips meeting in a feverish embrace.  
 
    They slowly descended back to the blanket, Lucy astride him. She pulled away from the kiss, and Dan took the opportunity to explore. He trailed his lips across her jawline and down her neck, relishing the sighs that he emitted from her as her back arched for more. 
 
    His hands trailed lightly over her hips and waist, but he didn’t stray anywhere else. He wouldn’t until she gave the go ahead. She was an experience that he didn’t want to rush. 
 
    She wrapped her hands around his wrists, dragging his hands up and around her torso, pushing her breasts against his palms. He obliged happily, hands cupping each one gently and brushing his fingers lightly over her nipples. She moaned softly against him, pressing herself even closer. She threw her head back, lifting her breasts higher and closer to his face, and Dan couldn’t help but dip his mouth towards her chest. 
 
    She quivered against him, responding immediately to the way he played with her body. Every lick, every caress, every nibble elicited a response, which in turn excited Dan evermore. He pulled away long enough to get her attention before flipping her off of him and laying her gently on the blanket below him. His face fell back to her breasts as she readjusted, his hands having free range of motion to travel as they pleased. The caressed lovingly around every curve of Lucy’s body, eventually finding their way towards her soft, warm center. Slowly, he pushed a finger inside. 
 
    She reacted immediately, her back arching as she gasped her pleasure. He didn’t stop, his mouth working eagerly on her breasts while his fingers pressed into her over and over. Her breathing came faster and faster as he worked her, and he could feel how close she was getting to her climax as she tensed and writhed around him. 
 
    In one swift motion, Lucy slipped from under Dan, pushing his hand away. Before he could worry about the reason why, she shoved him onto his back, sliding down on top of him. He didn’t have time to think before the pleasure plumed deep in his belly, making him cry out. She worked quickly, her hips gyrating frantically over his, and he had to squeeze his eyes shut so that he didn’t get too overwhelmed too quickly. The warmth of her surrounded him, coaxing him ever closer to the apex. 
 
    With some effort, he managed to slow his breathing, letting it out in a steady gasp as he finally reopened his eyes. Lucy was absolutely stunning astride him, her hair cascading beautifully over them both as she rocked her hips in pleasure, working them both closer to their orgasm. His hands found her breasts again, kneading and nipping little sounds from her as her breath began to quicken once more. 
 
    Her body shuddered suddenly, and without much warning, she erupted around him, crying out his name as she held tightly onto his shoulders. It was loud, raw, and filled with love, and the sheer power behind her pleasure was more than enough to send Dan over the edge of oblivion as well. He finally let go as she coiled tightly around him, and together, they jumped over the edge into bliss.  
 
    Lucy quivered with satisfaction, as she lay cuddled in his arms. His heart danced upon seeing the serenity on her face, her eyes closed as she relaxed lazily against him. So this was what happiness felt like.  
 
    He could get used to this. 
 
    “Lucy,” he murmured, nuzzling lightly at her ear 
 
    “Mmm?” 
 
    He grinned softly, brushing his lips across her cheek, his heart nearly bursting with adoration. “I think I love you.”  
 
    Silence fell between them, and for a moment doubt began to creep in. Dan held his breath as he waited for Lucy to respond.  
 
    “That’s good,” came Lucy’s eventual reply. “Because I think I love you, too.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen  
 
    It had been six days since the night on the hill, and Lucy was still getting used to waking up in Dan’s bed. It felt wonderful, and amazing, and a bunch of other words she’d never equated to her life before this moment, but it was still all so new that it took some time to get used to. Every time she woke up believing her happiness was some elaborate dream, only to gaze down at Dan’s sleeping face and realize that it was real. It was like unlimited Christmases, and she hoped the butterflies she felt every morning as she recognized her reality never went away.  
 
    “Good morning,” Dan mumbled sleepily, seeing her staring as he rolled over. “Sleep well?” 
 
    Lucy grinned, leaning down to kiss him. “I didn’t exactly get much of it, if I can recall.” 
 
    “And here I thought you enjoyed it,” Dan replied, a mischievous glint in his eyes.  
 
    “You know I did,” Lucy replied, kissing him deeply. Dan’s arms slipped around her pulling her on top of him.  
 
    She laughed, pushing away lightly, though she wished she didn’t have to. “If we don’t get up now, we’ll be late,” she warned, making Dan groan grumpily. “I know, I know, but I can’t think of how humiliating it would be to have them all sitting out there waiting for us just because we wanted one last romp in bed.” She reluctantly pushed off of him, sliding her feet onto the floor and hopping out of bed.  
 
    With a grumble of complaint, Dan threw back the blanket, stalking into the bathroom. Lucy couldn’t help but laugh.  
 
    She pressed her cheek against the closed door. “Since you’re showering first, I think I’ll go for a run before I clean myself up,” she called. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    The door clicked open just a crack, and Lucy could see Dan’s eyes as he peeked through the slit. “You could just join me in here and forget about the run,” he murmured suggestively. 
 
    Heat shivered though her core, but she shook her head. “Jogging every once in a while is the only thing that keeps my bear in check most of the time,” she explained. “Plus, it gives me time to think about things and wake up my brain in general.” She pushed the door open a bit more so that she could plant a quick kiss on Dan’s grouchy lips. “I won’t be long.” 
 
    He bellyached a bit more before saying, “I guess I’ll make up a quick breakfast for us when you return,” he replied grumpily. “Hurry back.” He closed the bathroom door to Lucy’s amused grin.  
 
    “And stop laughing when I’m trying to be sad,” he called through the door. She barked a laugh in response. 
 
    She wasn’t lying when she said that running calmed the beast. Despite her unwillingness to shift, she did quite like the outdoors, no doubt due to the affinity to nature that seemed to come standard with most shifters. Before Dan, a quick jog was the closest she could come to peace, and her bear felt much the same. After the week she’d had, she was long overdue for a run in the forest. It would help her fall back into a decent routine of living in toleration with her bear, and give her a chance to properly collect her thoughts and emotions without outside intervention.  
 
    She stepped out into the warm morning sun, stretching her arms high as she scouted the trail options around the shop. One headed west, to the house that Tom and Savannah were now living in. Another headed northwest-ish and it was the direction that Dan headed whenever he set out on scouts for the Northern Wind pack. She figured her best bet was to head straight north, the direction that Dan drove before they hopped out to scale the hill to their spot.  
 
    She didn’t know the forests here well enough to head in a random direction. The few times she’d ran before, she confined herself to the small area of the surrounding zone — and even then only when she was sure no one would be around—but today she felt she needed something a little more extensive. At least this way, she kind of vaguely knew where she was going and how to make it back.  Mentally finalizing her route, she set off at a jog. The bear protested, placing vague suggestions of shifting to make this whole exercise thing much easier in her mind, but she ignored it. She’d been forcing it down for so long, it was almost easy to deny its advances these days. Maybe one day, with Dan, she wouldn’t feel the need to do so anymore, but she wasn’t there quite yet. So inside, the bear would stay. 
 
    The wind was cool and soothing against her skin, refreshing after her night of sleep and clearing her mind for the day ahead. The bear protested softly, but even it could appreciate a bit of exercise, even if it only experienced it secondarily through Lucy’s human skin. The days were warmer here than what she was used to back where she once lived, and it made morning jogs much more appealing to both of them. She wouldn’t return to the shop a frozen popsicle from the frost that tried formed on her sweat drops.  
 
    She’d made it pretty far into the woods by the time she needed to take a break. She looked around, pleased to notice that she could still make out a few markers here and there that told her where she was. She wasn’t completely lost, not yet anyway. She made it a personal motive to get to know the forest better in the coming days. This was her home now, she’d best get used to it.  
 
    She took a few more gulps of the crisp morning breeze, relishing in the wildlife before calling quits on her break. She stood tall, pressing her hands into her lower back and tipping her face skyward. As she mentally prepared the next leg of her jog, she mused lightly about how this would feel on four paws instead of two feet. To her surprise, the thought of doing such a thing didn’t utterly repulse her like it would have in days long past. If she could work up enough courage, maybe she’d ask Dan about it. With a warm feeling in her belly, she confessed that the thought of them taking the woods by storm after a shift together didn’t sound like such a bad idea after all.  
 
    “I thought I’d find you here.” 
 
    The hard voice was cold with hatred, chilling Lucy’s spine with fear as she spun to face the intruder. Dominic. 
 
    “Wh-what are you doing here?” she stammered, silently cursing the way her voice and body automatically fell back into that victim mindset. She was a better person now, damn it! Better than this! She tried to stand a little taller. “I’ve said all I needed to say to you, Dominic,” she finished, her voice a bit stronger than before.  
 
    He snorted in derision. “You think you get a say,” he bit. “Cute.” He took a single step forward, and Lucy automatically stepped back.  
 
    “You’re going to come with me and explain to all our new little bear friends everything you know about this trash pack you’ve been glued to,” he explained, voice as dry and as cold as she’d remembered. “I’ve let you have your fun, your little ‘show of rebellion’,” he mocked with air quotes.  
 
    His gaze suddenly fell dark, and dread pooled in Lucy’s stomach. “Now be a good girl and move your ass,” he growled. “Before I move it for you.” 
 
    When she didn’t move, one large hand lashed out for her. She just barely stepped out of reach, and rage glinted in Dominic’s eyes. “I’m not going anywhere,” she declared, voice surprisingly stern despite the way her heart was quaking. “I thought I made it very clear that I want nothing to do with you.” 
 
    A vain bulged on Dominic’s temple, his fists clenching at his sides, as the familiar fury Lucy’s knew him for began to course through his body like wildfire. “You’ll do what I tell you!” he bellowed, shaking the trees and sending the local critters skittering for cover.  
 
    “I left you behind with some lowlife trash and suddenly you think you can speak over me?” He took another step toward her. “What? Do you think you’re in love?” He scoffed, spitting on the dirt in disgust. “Think again, little sister. You were nothing more than an elaborate plant. A mole to get information for our dear cousin.” He glared daggers into her, and her blood chilled at the accusation. A mole? 
 
    So that had been his plan all along; to purposely leave her behind in an attempt for her to syphon information form their pack for him? Surprisingly, an anger of her own rose to overtake her fear, but she beat it down. Even when faced with someone as fearsome as her brother, she still didn’t want to resort to violence or negativity. It was no secret to her or anyone else that she disliked Dominic, but letting go of that anger now would mean she’d fall into the same traps that he did back when his descent into madness had begun. She wouldn’t stoop to those kinds of tactics, not now and not ever. 
 
    Though she knew Dominic smelled her fear, she tried not to show it. She kept her face carefully blank, with maybe a hint of resolve, showing him without words that though he had his fear, she’d found something infinitely stronger than anything he’d ever faced before. She’d found love, and if he thought that she was the same scared little girl that he’d left behind in that alley so long ago, well then he’d be in for a very rude awakening.  
 
    She may not be able to take Dominic alone, but he’d soon learn that giving her the chance to find her freedom was the biggest mistake he’d ever made. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Morning, Dan,” Nick called as he stepped out of his truck. “Lucy inside? Jo’s got a ton of renovation supplies today; she won’t be able to carry it all in alone.” 
 
    Dan ran a hand through his slightly damp hair. “I don’t know, actually,” he said, his gaze trailing listlessly over the tree lines. “She went out for a run before breakfast, but that was like, an hour ago. She said she’d be quick; I didn’t expect her to take so long.” 
 
    Nick opened his mouth to say something, but a rustle through the trees cut him off. In a flurry, Tom emerged from the forest, tugging his shirt over his head.  
 
    “Bad news guys,” he greeted, alarm in his step. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Nick responded, voice instantly serious. 
 
    “I smelled one of Lucas’s goons outside the house this morning,” Tom began. “I shifted and tracked the scent to the north until Lucas’s and a few more scents I couldn’t trace mingled with the one I was following.” He looked from Nick to Dan, gaze hardened. “They’re here.” 
 
    Scents Nick couldn’t trace? What if one of them was Dominic? What if they’d gotten to Lucy while she was out running? His blood ran cold at the thought. “We need to go,” he spoke, voice chilled as he took the first step towards the forest. “Now.” 
 
    Tom stepped frantically in front of Dan, stopping his walk. 
 
    “I’m all for going to look for her, Dan,” Nick chimed in as Tom merely stared him down. “But we need to play this smart.” He looked to his brother. “Go get Savannah. Be safe about your route. Try not to get caught out, but if you do, run; don’t fight. We don’t know their numbers, so assume that we need everyone together in order to best them.”  With a nod, Tom set off without another word to fetch Savannah. 
 
    “What if it’s Dominic?” Dan asked, heart speeding with the beginnings of panic as his bear paced insatiably within him. “Tom said there were scents he couldn’t trace. What if her brother —”  
 
    “It does no good to dwell on it now,” Nick interrupted. “If you get trapped too far into your emotions, you’ll make mistakes.” Nick pierced him with a strong gaze, looking every bit the alpha that Dan knew him to be. “The ‘what ifs’ and ‘could bes’ don’t matter. Right now, all you need to know is that your mate is out there, and she might need your help. You can’t do that if your mind is clouded with anger. So shape up. It’s time for you to be the protector I know you can be.” 
 
    The bear roared angrily within Dan, but he knew Nick was right. If he was going to be the man that he’d promised Lucy he’d be for her, he couldn’t go charging out into the woods like a mad man lusting for blood. Nick knew what he was doing. If they had any chance of getting Lucy back safely, it’d be on Nick’s orders.  
 
    Forcing his breathing to settle, Dan nodded his understanding. 
 
    Nick’s expression immediately softened in sympathy. “We’ll find her.” 
 
    Dan gave Nick a tight smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “We’d better,” he replied, a slight growl coloring his words. “She’s got no one else.” 
 
    It wasn’t long before Tom returned with Savannah jogging close behind. Nick brought Jo up to speed on what was happening, and when he’d insisted that she stay behind, she reminded him sternly that she’d never do such a thing. 
 
    “Besides,” she finished as Savannah silently gave Dan a kind pat on the arm. “I’m safest with you guys anyway. Any bear could loop around and best me easily alone.” Human or not, Dan had to admit, Jo wasn’t someone he wanted to be on the losing end of an argument with. She knew her way around words. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I get it,” Nick conceded. “Everyone’s here anyway; we aren’t afforded the luxury of bickering.” She scowled firmly at him and he kissed her quickly before turning to the others. 
 
    “You guys know the drill,” he began. “Stay safe. If you find yourself caught out, try to escape. If you can’t escape, signal for help. Do not, under any circumstances, try to fight alone.” He turned back to Jo. “Stay in the truck, no matter what. If you absolutely feel the need, you can ram a bear or two.” He smiled grimly. “Just remember that Dan’s on our side, this time.” 
 
    Dan tried to chuckle, but a smile wouldn’t form. His bear was ready to take off into the forest, tearing anyone and anything limb from limb if it dared keep him from Lucy. His mate, Nick had called her. He couldn’t say he was surprised. Now she was out there, possibly hurting, and he was sure that Lucas and Dominic were to blame. The very thought set his blood to boiling once more.  
 
    Nick gave the go ahead, and at once, everyone dove into the brush to change. Dan’s bear burst from his skin to the chorus of snapping bones and tearing musculature, standing to stretch and sniff the air for any signs of his mate.  
 
    Nick’s bear stepped from his cover, a low growl trickling from his throat as the others joined them. He was wondering if Dan had found anything, and with a grunt, Dan tilted his nose to the dirt in the direction that he felt was most likely for her to have run. 
 
    There, on the north side of the forest, a faint hint of Lucy’s scent lingered behind, headed in the direction of the scenic hill they called their own.  
 
    “This way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen  
 
    The pack moved as a unit beginning with Dan, Jo trailing behind as best she could in the old work truck. Dan sniffed the earth frantically, double and triple checking to make sure he hadn’t gotten side tracked. Deeper into the forest, other scents mingled with Lucy’s and with a panicked skip of his heart, he confirmed to the others that Dominic had come into contact with her at some point along this trail before setting off in double time. He knew that Nick and Tom would be working on deciphering the other scents; to him all that mattered was Lucy Winters and the insane brother that had captured her. 
 
    “Stop.” 
 
    Dan did as Nick ordered, the party slowly coming to a standstill. Dan’s body grew tense in the inactivity, knowing that every moment they spent dormant was another moment that Lucy slipped through his fingers. Something in the wind of the forest shifted, and an alert shiver ran up Dan’s spine.  
 
    “They’re here.” 
 
    Tilting his snout skyward, Dan scented the air. Lucy and Dominic’s scent still remained, along with a couple others that he’d originally pinpointed, but others were joining the medley while he was too focused on finding Lucy. 
 
    Now they were almost completely surrounded. 
 
    The truck coasted up behind them, and as one, they waited for the Northern Wind to make the first move.  
 
    “Well, well, well,” came a loud, booming voice. Dominic’s voice sent shivers up Dan’s spine, rage tinting his vision red as he fought against the urge to tear off in the direction of the voice. “So this is that pack you’ve been so chatty about, eh cousin?” 
 
    “Yeah,” came Lucas’s disembodied voice in response. “That’s them, alright.” Dan thought his voice sounded a bit… off. He’d spent a great many years under Lucas’s tutelage, it wasn’t often that he sounded like anything more than the power-crazy tyrant Dan knew him to be. Did something happen to Lucy that Lucas didn’t approve of? A growl bubbled up his throat, but he quelled it. None of the what ifs mattered, he reminded himself, retuning his attention to the task ahead. 
 
    “Huh,” Dominic, tutted, his voice sounded disappointed. “I thought they’d be… bigger.” 
 
    Leaves rustled to Dan’s left, snapping him to attention. He took a single step before Nick’s grunt warned him off. The alpha was looking intently in that direction, his stance defensive. Turning to follow Nick’s gaze, Dan could only see a faint shape in the dimness of the tree cover. It seemed to wiggle, but never move, and as Dan’s eyes settled against the darkness of the woods, Lucy’s writhing figure appeared before him.  
 
    She was bound, neck, hand, and foot to the thick trunk of a tall tree, her mouth gagged and taped so that she couldn’t shout for help. Standing proudly next to the tree, as if to show off his greatest prize, was Dominic. Dan roared, setting off at a sprint to his mate. Tom cut him off before he made it too far. 
 
    “Not yet,” he warned. 
 
    Dan snarled, baring his teeth at the alpha in protest, but he knew that Tom was right. Lucy was in trouble, and possibly hurt, but he wouldn’t do her any favors by charging off into the dim forest and getting ambushed. As much as it pained him, he had to wait. Again. 
 
    Using Dan’s weakness as some kind of signal beacon, two bears shot out of the brush, lunging at the pack. Savannah took one, while Tom slapped the other down with a large swipe of his paw. The scent of blood filled the air almost immediately, and it only served to fuel Dan’s rage.  
 
    “What’s wrong, big boy?” Dominic called from where he stood next to Lucy. “See something you don’t like?” He had something like laughter in his voice, and it boiled Dan’s blood. How could someone be this way to their own sister? 
 
    As if Dan needed any more convincing that Dominic was completely heartless, he watched in furious horror as Dominic slowly raised one hand, balling it in a fist high above his head. Dan only had a moment to just make out the concern in Lucy’s eyes before Dominic struck her. 
 
    Dan roared as Lucy’s face rocked to one side, lolling downward in unconsciousness. A wicked smile played along Dominic’s mouth as something fell from his hand, and this time when the blood hit Dan’s nose, it smelled distinctively of his mate. Dominic’s sick laughter mingled with the battle that had already began, morphing to growls as he began his own change.  
 
    Dan couldn’t wait any longer. With a snarl of pure hatred, he tore off like a rocket towards the still changing Dominic.  
 
    “Be careful, Dan!” Nick called, turning his attention towards Lucas, who had finished his own change sometime while Dan was focused on Lucy.  
 
    Dan knew he should listen to Nick’s advice, but he wasn’t sure how. Rage coursed through every fiber of his being, his mind replaying the way Lucy’s head snapped to the side as Dominic struck her over and over again.  
 
    Dominic was quick to change, rising in his bear form as Dan came into lunging distance. Even filled with anger, Dan couldn’t help but blanch a bit at just how massive Dominic’s bear was. He wasn’t an alpha like Nick and Tom, but he may as well have been.  
 
    Dan attacked fruitlessly, Dominic batting away every attack he made easily. He didn’t know what else to do. Dominic was there, right there, and more terrible than Dan would have ever guessed from that night in the alley. Lucy was bound to a tree, and there was blood running down her face, and she wasn’t waking up. Frantic thoughts ran marathons in Dan’s mind, and all he could see was a red mist as his bear’s fury took over him. Even as Dominic smacked him down over and over, as skin tore and fur ripped, Dan only knew how to keep going. 
 
    “You’re weak,” Dominic laughed almost lazily, making Dan snarl. “I suppose that’s to be expected. Lucy’s weak, too, you see. Perhaps you both deserve each other.” 
 
    Dan’s growl was dangerously low, his paws digging angrily into the ground. “I won’t let you do what you please with her anymore.” 
 
    Dominic snorted, a short burst of white-hot breath curling around his snout. “As if you could stop me.” He took a step towards Lucy. 
 
    Dan’s limbs coiled almost painfully, springing him upward and forward as he lunged wrathfully upon Dominic. He threw all of his rage, desperation, and fear into his leap, bearing down his full weight onto Dominic’s back as their bodies collided. He’d luckily caught Dominic off guard, watching as the brother turned away from Lucy long enough to see him descending from the sky. The both hit the ground gracelessly, Dan lashing out with tooth, claw, and everything he had before Dominic could retaliate.  
 
    It wasn’t long before Dominic recovered enough to shake Dan off with sheer brute strength. The power surge that Dan had found earlier was already beginning to wear off, his cuts and bruises slowing taking their toll on his body. He used the last bit of advantage he had to throw himself between Dominic and Lucy’s unconscious body, his chest heaving as he worked to catch his breath. Struggling to keep his stance strong, Dan rose up on his hind legs, blocking as much of Lucy’s body as he could with his own. Dominic would not get Lucy, even if Dan had to die to keep her safe. 
 
    *** 
 
    The world slowly became clear as Lucy resurfaced back into consciousness.  
 
    First came the pain. She winced, her head pounding, but when she reached up to see what the damage was, her arms remained firmly in place. She’d forgotten that her brother had bound her to a tree.  
 
    She noticed the large mass of fur standing before her next, instinct and a bit of scent immediately alerting her to who it was. “Dan?” she called, her voice weak and watery. He didn’t say much in return, only a small snuff to let her know she’d been heard. She couldn’t see much of him, but his back was marred with gashes and cuts, and the scent of blood was already heavy in the air. She didn’t know how whoever he’d been fighting fared, but if she had to guess, it was probably Dominic. By the way Dan was standing guard over her, she imagined that Dominic wasn’t nearly as scored and marked at Dan was. 
 
    This had to stop, or she’d likely lose her mate forever. 
 
    Though straining her neck was agonizing, she peeked carefully around Dan’s broad shoulder in a hope to get a glimpse at the rest of Mountain Haven. She counted twelve bears waging war in the tiny clearing, the massive bear that was her brother standing off to the side directly across from Dan, as she’d predicted. Knowing that Mountain Haven only had three more bears besides Dan, that meant that Nick, Tom, and Savannah were outmatched by over double. Her heart sank at their odds, until she watched them fight. 
 
    The smallest bear was fighting two. They were defensive, but not exactly losing. Two nearly identical bears were fighting the remainder, both of them alternating between two and three assailants a piece, yet they managed to hold their own fairly well. Lucy didn’t know how, but they were somehow winning this grossly outmatched battle. If she could just deal with Dominic, they all might be able to make it out of this alive. 
 
    “Dominic,” she shouted, her head screaming in protest. “Go the fuck away. Nothing you could do or say would make me follow you anymore,” she declared, voice strong and proud. She really had come such a long way. “You’ve wasted enough of my life. Mountain Haven is my home now.” 
 
    Dominic snapped his jaws at her, his lip curing back to bare fangs. Next to her, Dan urgently stamped his paw, dust curling around them as he warned her to keep quiet. He shot her a quick glance to drive the alert home, and that’s when Dominic chose to attack. 
 
    Lucy saw the way her brother’s ample muscles bunched and coiled in preparation for the attack. If he made contact, Dan most certainly wouldn’t survive it. The risk of losing Dan because he loved her enough to protect her was too big a woe to bear. As Dominic’s glare flashed triumphantly in premature victory, Lucy’s bear exploded form her skin, the rope that tied her tearing like straw as she outgrew the binds. 
 
    The shift was agonizing, bones and ligaments twisting and popping as they bent and snapped against their will. Lucy fell to the ground, barely catching herself as the change completed. She didn’t have time to recover; a moment longer and Dan would surely be dead. Slipping around Dan’s battered form, she stood tall, roaring aloud to send a clear message to Dominic.  
 
    “I said fuck off, Dominic,” she growled, stepping protectively in front of Dan. 
 
    “Get out of the way,” Dominic glowered. 
 
    Lucy snorted once. “Not a chance.” 
 
    “What happened to your sense of loyalty?” Dominic roared suddenly, stamping the ground with a large paw before rising onto his hind legs. “You desert your own brother, for nothing more than trash that I’ll kill one day or another.” He glared daggers through her. “And make no mistake, everyone in your pack will die. Especially the worthless human bitch and the scum alpha that mated her.” 
 
    “I have no loyalty to you, Dominic,” Lucy growled back, ignoring his attempts to get under her skin by threatening her pack. “You beat it out of me long ago. It’s high time you find someone else to enslave.” 
 
    A large part of Lucy protested her methods. For all of her harsh words, there was a side of her that could do nothing but remember the strong older brother that had protected her and had kept her safe from the very harm that he’d become. She longed for those days again, but searching her brother’s eyes, she could find nothing of the person he once was within them. He was too far beyond saving.  
 
    A long minute passed between them before Dominic dropped to the ground on four paws.  
 
    “You’re dead to me,” he growled, and unlike Lucy’s harsh words, the truth of his hate and disgust in her rang loud and clear. “You stupid, worthless bitch.” 
 
    Different from the empty antagonizing threats he’d slung about killing Nick and Jo, the words he’d just uttered sliced through Lucy better than any knife ever could. She felt a part of her heart shatter with those words, the words that solidified without a shadow of doubt that she’d lost her brother forever. She hadn’t known that she’d been holding out so much hope for him until that faith lay broken and beaten on the forest floor, unable to be salvaged. 
 
    “When we return to end this sorry excuse of a pack, don’t expect any mercy from me,” Dominic warned, his eyes flashing with a hatred for her that she’d never since forget. “You’re no sister of mine.” 
 
    Turning his back on her and Dan, Dominic lumbered off back into the forest, sending some signal that Lucy didn’t see for the rest of the enemy bears to follow. They retreated almost immediately, tearing off into the darkness of the trees before any of the Mountain Haven bears could properly react. None of that mattered though, not to Lucy. 
 
    Every member of Mountain Haven was alive. They stood together, they stood strong, and as the Northern Wind departed, relief settled in. For now, they had won. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” Nick announced when the enemy scents had traveled far enough away.  
 
    Without a word, Lucy fell into step behind the rest of the pack. The fight or flight instinct of her bear form was wearing off, and she found her steps on four legs to be quite clumsy and awkward. With a passing thought, she wondered if this was how Dan must feel as a human. 
 
    The cold reality of her form surrounded her, and she wasn’t sure how she felt about it yet. At this very moment, she was a bear. She was walking around in a bear form she’d never wished to see again for as long as she lived. It personified everything wrong with her life, only bringing up images of the brother she’d lost long ago. She was sure Dan would be thrilled that she’d finally shed her human skin, but as far as Lucy was concerned, this was a onetime accident. The memories of her bear days were painful, topped only by the way her own brother had denounced her only moments ago. Nothing good came from this form. 
 
    She’d never get her Dominic back now, and though she couldn’t quite blame the bear, she felt like if she’d stayed in her human form, there may have been a bit more of a chance. Now she’d never know.  
 
    He was gone, and that, perhaps, was the worst part of this entire ordeal.  
 
    Where would she be able to finally shed this damned form? 
 
    “Guys, the workstation,” Nick ordered as they neared the mechanic shop. The men limped inside as the girls began their change in the trees. 
 
    Savannah slipped easily back into her human skin, letting out a long sigh of relief. Jo stepped out of the truck, brandishing blankets for them both as they changed back to human form. Savannah wrapped herself snugly in a blanket before looking inquiringly at Lucy. 
 
    Now that the moment was upon her, she wasn’t sure if she could do it. She’d had the help of adrenaline and protectiveness on her side when the bear form freed itself before. Now, once everything had long since worn away, she was sure that the pain was going to be unbearable.  
 
    “It’s okay, Lucy,” Savannah encouraged. “I know you’re afraid of the pain, but it’s temporary, I promise. You’ll feel much better in human form than you do now, I’m sure.” 
 
    Lucy agreed, whimpering softly as she feared what was to come. She hated this form. Hated it. This was yet another reason why.  
 
    Gritting her teeth, Lucy began to force the bear back. It struggled and fought, having only just tasted its freedom, but Lucy pressed on. Her bones snapped loudly, the muscles tearing and rending. Blood poured liberally from the gash in her head that hadn’t quite healed, and as her bear’s snout retracted into the face she knew best, the roar she hadn’t known she’d been baying morphed into a ragged scream. After what felt like an eternity, she lay crumpled in the fetal position, her breath coming in gasps as Jo hastily wrapped a blanked around her. 
 
    Savannah sat in the dirt beside her, pulling Lucy’s head onto her lap. 
 
    “Are you okay,” Savannah asked gently. “The first change back after a while can be a bit… rough.” 
 
    Lucy only swallowed, tears pooling freely in her eyes. 
 
    “There’s Dan,” Jo spoke, relief evident in her voice. “He’ll look after you.” Jo gave her a kind smile, even though concern filled her eyes. When Dan came into view from where she lay on Savannah’s lap, even he had a similar look on his face, and it only made Lucy want to cry even more. 
 
    “Lucy,” he murmured softly, slipping strong arms around her as he hoisted her into the air. “Let’s go inside.” 
 
    She let him carry her, not even caring how helpless it made her look. Right now, she wanted nothing more than to curl up on the bed and cry until there was nothing left. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen  
 
    Nick had given everyone the remainder of the day to recuperate from the battle, announcing that a meeting would be held the next day and they all had to attend. Dan was grateful for the break, using the free time to be there for Lucy in a time when she really needed a shoulder to cry on. 
 
    She’d spent the night alternating between anger and tears, never speaking or asking for help. As much as he wanted to, Dan knew saying anything about her shift would only make her feel worse. All he could do was hold her as she cried, helpless when faced with her immense sadness.  
 
    Her eyes were puffy and dull as she sat in the office, waiting for the meeting to begin. Dan wanted to pull her close, embracing her as he kissed all her sorrow away, but he refrained. Last night, she’d been much too preoccupied by her sadness to push away his consoling, but now she just looked like she’d rather be left alone. 
 
    “How are we all feeling?” Nick began, looking at his pack. 
 
    Murmurs sounded around the room as people assessed the damage they’d sustained the day before. Dan shrugged, wincing as his sore muscles pulled taut and the cuts that hadn’t quite healed yet stung from being jostled. He glanced gratefully at his mate, knowing that had it not been for her, things could have certainly turned out worse for him. He’d never be able to truly express how much her sacrifice meant to him. 
 
    Nick gave them a sad smile. “Could be better, huh?” he quipped. “At least we’re alive,” he continued, his face falling serious once more, “which is a good thing because if what we’re to believe it is true, we’ll need everyone to make it past this once and for all.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dan asked, noticing the confused looks on the others’ faces.  
 
    Nick and Tom exchanged weary glances before Tom met Dan’s gaze. “Last night, a bit after everyone got settled in for the evening, Nick and I tracked the Northern Wind back to where they holed up.” 
 
    “It was risky,” Nick chimed in, “but we figured after that night they’d likely be on high alert, so it was our best chance to gather some last minute information before their next attack.” He chewed his inner cheek, glancing quickly at Lucy before continuing. “And yeah, we heard some things.” 
 
    Lucy caught the glance, her dull eyes sharpening with anger. “It has something to do with Dominic?” There was a rawness in her voice that could only be achieved by hours of crying, and it broke Dan’s heart all over again. 
 
    Nick paused a moment, contemplating speaking on it further before sighing in resignation. “Yeah, at least we think it does.” 
 
    “He was chatting with a bear we hadn’t seen before, saying some pretty harsh things about the Northern Wind leader, Lucas,” Tom took over, face dark. “His voice didn’t carry well on the wing, but from what we could make out, he’s planning something. Something big, and we’re not entirely sure that Lucas is in on it.” 
 
    “What do you mean, ‘something big’?” Savannah asked, voice heavy with concern.  
 
    Dan thought back to the day before, before Lucas and Dominic had changed and were bantering back and forth. He remembered how Lucas’s voice had sounded off, not quite like himself. “Did anyone else notice something… different about Lucas yesterday?” he asked, looking from face to face. 
 
    Savannah shuddered. “Still seemed like a bloodthirsty tyrant from where I was standing,” she glowered.  
 
    Dan shook it head. “I don’t disagree, but what I mean is, he sounded different. His voice was off.” He racked his brain to explain what he’d noticed then, but he’d also been so overcome with anger that the words wouldn’t come freely. “He didn’t have any of his signature… creepiness.” 
 
    “I think I understand what you’re getting at,” Tom said. “Now that I think about it, he didn’t sound like the calculating bear we know him to be.” He frowned at Nick. “I thought that it was just because Dominic was so much worse, but maybe there’s also an underlying power struggle at work here that they didn’t want to make known?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Nick agreed, and now he was frowning as well. “That could prove problematic in the future.” 
 
    Savannah shook her head. “What also doesn’t make sense is… what exactly was yesterday?” she asked. “Besides Lucas, I’d never seen a single bear that showed up in the forest.” She looked to Lucy, a bit of sympathy in her gaze. “Besides your brother, did you recognize any of the other bears?” 
 
    Lucy gave one curt shake of her head. “No. We never allied with anyone else.” 
 
    Savannah nodded, turning back to Nick. “Twelve bears were in that clearing, thirteen if you count Lucy. Five were us, and of us all, we only noticed two of the remaining eight. Who were the other six?” she asked, looking from face to face and settling on Dan. “And what’s more, where were the bears we know? Where’s Flood and Jake, or anyone else from the Northern Wind we left behind?” 
 
    “And why did it almost seem too easy?” Jo murmured. Every eye turned to her. “From what I could see in the truck, the bears were small, and even though almost all of you were outnumbered, it was easy for you to keep them at bay.” She looked to Nick. “Even against Lucas himself and another two bears, you seemed to be holding them back easily. That doesn’t seem right.” 
 
    “Jo’s right,” Tom confirmed with a grimace. “As most of you know, I fought Lucas myself not too long ago. Ask Dan and Savannah; it wasn’t an easy fight, even one-on-one, and I came home with some pretty nasty wounds to show for it.” He turned to his brother, looking him over. “And here you are after fighting him and two others by yourself, virtually unscathed.” 
 
    Dan remembered how Dominic tore into Lucy with his words before stalking off into the woods. Dread settled in his stomach, as he could clearly see the other bears backing off almost immediately after he’d faded into darkness past the underbrush. Jo and Savannah were right, something wasn’t right about that battle. Pairing it with what the alphas had found on their scout, Dan could only assume that something terrible was brewing. 
 
    “Whatever it is, we’ll figure it out,” Nick announced, pulling the attention back to him. ”We always do, and we always come out ahead.  
 
    Lucy scoffed. “If only it were so easy.” 
 
    Nick turned to her, eyes wary but not upset. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She glared up at Nick, her hands balling to fists as she tucked them under her arms. “You’re not dealing with the pack you once were anymore. See, this is what Dominic does. He waltzes into wherever he pleases, and fucks it all up beyond all recognition.” 
 
    She stood quickly nearly toppling her chair in the process. “It’s foolish to go into this thinking that whatever comes after yesterday will be the same as what you know.” She shook her head, frustration mottling her features. “You’re not facing Lucas anymore, Nick. You’re facing Dominic, now. So take everything you think you know about the Northern Wind pack and throw it out the window. You’ll be better off for it.” She stalked off without another word, stepping outside into the cold air. 
 
    Silence fell in the office behind her departure. “Should I go after her?” Dan asked helplessly. “I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Savannah placed a compassionate hand on his arm. “Give her some space for a while. We all know she’s been through a lot.” 
 
    Jo nodded, empathetic. “She did finally shift, at least,” she added. “That’s at least a step in the right direction.” 
 
    Dan chose not to respond. Seeing the state she was in post shift had devastated him to his core. Jo may have hope for Lucy’s future as a shifter, but from the way she’d stormed out of the office, Dan honestly couldn’t say the same. 
 
    *** 
 
    The chill of the wind hit Lucy’s cheeks as she stepped outside, but she could hardly feel it. The memories of the battle ran endlessly through her mind, torturing her with replays of the harsh words her brother had speared her with the day before. She couldn’t eat, she couldn’t sleep; she’d cried so much that it exhausted her, and even then, all she would be able to do was stare blankly at the walls as Dan held her. Eventually she’d regained a bit of her lost energy and started crying again. 
 
    Thoughts of her shift only brought more pain. Encouraging words from everyone in Mountain Haven had her thinking that maybe, just maybe, the past could be rewritten with something brighter and more hopeful. The harsh reality proved all that truly awaited her was agony. She didn’t want to deal with the torture that shifting brought ever again. 
 
    She knew as long as she stayed here, there would be an unspoken pressure against her to shift. She saw the hope and excitement in Dan’s eyes as he took in her bear, the relief on Jo’s face when she finally gave in to the bear’s influence. It would never go away, even though Lucy so desperately wanted it to. 
 
    What were her options? A huge part of her just wanted to run away, leave the pack behind and start over somewhere else, be someone else without the expectations of loving a side of her she never wanted to see again. She wanted to just disappear… but her heart told her she couldn’t. Mountain Haven had given her so much and asked for so little. They’d welcomed her with open arms and trusted her even though everything about her life urged them not to. And then, there was Dan… 
 
    Lucy loved him. There was no denying it. She loved him so fully and completely that the thought of wandering off and never seeing him again pained her heart almost immediately. He’d done his best to keep her safe against Dominic the day before, and nearly lost his life in the process. She knew that if it were anyone else, she wouldn’t have given up her to her bear as easily as she did. Dan was worth breaking boundaries for. 
 
    Thoughts meandered to what could have been had she decided to hold onto her fear, but she waved the possibilities away. Holding her head in her hands, she strolled deeper into the cover of the woods. Her mind didn’t need that kind of pain right now. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lucy didn’t know how long she’d been walking for, but lost in her thoughts, she’d managed to wander listlessly into a part of the forest that she’d never been before. The woods were dark, the tall trees blotting out most of the early morning sunshine.  
 
    Looking franticly for a familiar landmark, the first frisson of fear shivered up her spine. Dominic had found her deep in the woods once before, what if he did again? Would Dan be around to save her gain? Would Dominic even give him a chance this time? 
 
    Her bear shifted uneasily within her, growing wary. It urged her to give in to the shift, to let it out so it could use heightened senses to guide her back home. Lucy couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do less. Ultimately refusing to let it have its way with her body once more, she dropped to her knees and began to weep. 
 
    “Lucy?” 
 
    Dan approached cautiously through the trees, his arms outstretched. He’d followed her. He hadn’t left her alone. 
 
    The tears began falling quicker, Lucy sobbed uncontrollably as he pulled her into his arms, settling down on the forest floor beside her. 
 
    “Whatever you’re going through, I’m here,” Dan whispered in her ear, holding her tightly. “I’ll always be here for you. I’ll never leave.” 
 
    Lucy wept into his chest, her heart breaking and healing at the same time. Dan wouldn’t leave her; she felt it in the strength of his embrace and the love in his words. He’d proved it time and time again, but she’d always held out doubt. Not anymore. He was truly there for all of her. She understood that now. 
 
    “I’m here, Lucy,” Dan murmured softly, over and over again, becoming a chant that would heal Lucy into the best form of herself, with time. She let herself rest against him, letting out all of the emotions she had swirling inside of her until there was nothing left.  
 
    And still, Dan held her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty  
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    Dan shook his head at Jo. It had been a week since the battle against Dominic and the Northern Wind, and though Lucy no longer shot daggers at anyone who dared to look at her, she was still far from the kind, sassy woman that he’d fallen in love with. She spent most of the day quiet and sad, staring off into the distance and thinking of things he couldn’t imagine. 
 
    “I couldn’t say,” he replied, seeing Jo’s eyes grow sad. “And I don’t know how to fix it.” He gazed listlessly at the walls as they dried with their latest undercoat of paint. “Has she been any better at work?” 
 
    Jo shook her head solemnly. “She works hard, same as always, but she’s more reserved. Nothing like the Lucy we’ve come to know.” 
 
    Rubbing a hand over his face, Dan’s shoulders slumped. “I wish I could help her.” 
 
    “You are helping,” Jo reassured. “All you can do is be there for her. I’m sure your efforts aren’t going unnoticed.” She tried to smile. “When Lucy’s ready to talk, she’ll come to you.” 
 
    “What if she never does?” Dan asked with a frown. “What if she’s never ready? I feel like… I feel like there’s something else. Like she’s holding something back from me, but I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Jo tilted her head in contemplation. “Have you tried asking her outright?” 
 
    “No,” Dan replied quickly. “The last thing she needs is for me to pry.” 
 
    Jo shrugged. “I don’t think you would be,” she replied, gently. “You’re closer to her than anyone else, Dan. If anyone can get through to her and snap her out of this funk, it’s you.” She placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. “I think you should at least try before she starts thinking that there’s nothing left for her here in Mountain Haven.” 
 
    Dan gave Jo a doubtful look, but didn’t refuse. Maybe she was right; maybe asking the difficult questions was the only viable option he had left. 
 
    He gazed out the window to where Lucy was standing, outside basking in a gentle breeze that tousled her dark hair. Dan tossed Jo a small thank you before stepping outside to his mate. 
 
    Plastering a big fake smile on his face, he walked up next to her and placed a soft kiss on her cheek. “Hey,” he murmured. “Feeling any better today?” 
 
    She shrugged noncommittally, her face remaining blank. “I’m okay,” she replied. “Took a walk to get some air. Didn’t get far, though.” 
 
    Hearing her voice fall so flat and bland broke his heart all over again, but he pressed on. “How about we take a picnic up to our spot tonight?” he asked, hopefully. “I can get takeout, or maybe even make us something from scratch if you want? 
 
    She didn’t respond immediately, leaving a terse moment of silence between then that only the wind could fill. Finally, she gave a small nod and Dan breathed out a large sigh of relief.  
 
    “Great,” he replied, a bit of his smile becoming genuine. “I’ll come get you as soon as I wrap things up.” 
 
    “Okay, thanks,” Lucy replied, voice solemn. Dan tried not to feel hurt by her lack of excitement. 
 
    Watching her walk lifelessly back into the shop, Dan ran a frustrated hand through his hair. He had to get through to her, somehow. If he didn’t he feared she wouldn’t give him another chance. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lucy climbed the hill with fervor, breath coming in pants as she attacked the steep climb. Her mind hung on the way Dan had looked at her earlier in the day, making her heart heavy. He was trying so hard but she still couldn’t bring herself to be honest with him, to let him into her mind. Most of her knew that Mountain Haven only wished to protect her and be there for her. They were kind and loyal, worthy of her trust… but she still couldn’t stop the tiny thought in the back of her mind that they wouldn’t depart down the same road of insanity that Dominic did. She wanted so badly to ignore that worry and let them in, but she couldn’t. It was like a mental block that she couldn’t get past; no matter how hard she tried. 
 
    As she climbed, she wondered if now was her chance to finally break the cycle. Could she talk things out with Dan and finally have her happiness back? Something in her mind screamed no, that coming up here was a terrible idea, and she’d be lying if she said she wasn’t nervous about the conversation that was to come. She’d never had someone to cope with before, this was entirely new to her, and she was worried that things could go south very quickly.  
 
    Finally reaching the top, Lucy doubled over, hands on her knees as she fought to catch her breath. 
 
    “You took the hill at a sprint!” Dan gasped as he crested the top behind her. “You trying to get away from something?” 
 
    “From myself, mostly,” she replied quietly as she sat on the bench. She was so unsure of what to say, so unaccustomed to opening up to others. She was of a mind to just let her pain eat away at her in silence, but she recalled the stress in Dan’s eyes and how much he’d been trying these past few days. She couldn’t leave him hanging yet again. He deserved better.  
 
    “I’m so confused, Dan,” she finally said.  
 
    Dan sat down next to her, his eyes filled with concern. “Confused about what, Lucy?” he asked. “I want to help.” 
 
    Lucy sighed, not knowing how to continue. There was so much to unpack; she hardly knew where to begin.  
 
    “Lucy,” Dan whispered, his hand gently brushing over her shoulders in comfort. “You know you can trust me. I know you know it.” 
 
    She looked up at him, desperately. “I want to.” She watched as emotions flickered across his face, but he didn’t speak, waiting patiently for her to continue on. He was always like this, always considering what was best for her over himself. He respected her in all things and tried to never make her feel uncomfortable about the traumas that life with Dominic had bred.  
 
    War waged within her. For so long, it had only been her. She’d been absolutely alone, long before the night she and Dominic parted ways back in that alley. But things were not as they were anymore; she was no longer alone. She had a pack. She had a mate. She had her freedom. That was all thanks to the bear before her that dared to take a punch to the face for the safety of a complete stranger. If there was one thing Dan deserved more than anything else in the entire world, it was complete trustworthiness.  
 
    She took a deep breath. “When I saw you fighting Dominic,” she began slowly, “I was really scared.” 
 
    “Why?” Dan asked, eyes worried. 
 
    Lucy swallowed hard, recalling the gashes and bruises that Dan’s bear had incurred while fighting to keep her safe. “I thought he might kill you.” She held out her hand and Dan took it without a second thought. “You were beaten and bloodied, but still you kept on fighting.” 
 
    “And I wouldn’t have stopped,” Dan replied matter-of-factly. “Not until I knew you were safe.” 
 
    Her heart thawed a little. “I know you wouldn’t have, Dan. That’s why I was so terrified.” 
 
    His expression remained hard, no doubt replaying the events of that battle. “I’d do anything to keep you safe, Lucy. You’re worth all of that and more.” He gave her the smallest smile. “Not that Nick would have let me die, but if giving my life was the only way for you to keep yours, I’d take that trade any day of the week.” 
 
    “Is this what my life in Mountain Haven’s going to be?” she asked, desperately searching his face for an answer. “Will we always fight? Will I always watch as you risk your life to safe mine over and over again?” 
 
    Dan frowned, shaking his head. “No, not at all,” he replied. “Mountain Haven is supposed to be a pack of peace. But right now the Northern Wind is threatening everything Nick and Tom have achieved here.” He looked at her steadily. “What has you so afraid of us, Lucy?” 
 
    Lucy turned to face the sunset finding the courage there to keep talking.  
 
    “Dominic,” she began softly. “He hates humans.” 
 
    Dan didn’t say anything, but he felt his hand stiffen in hers.  
 
    “Not like the average shifter either,” she continued. “He truly hates them. He’d rather they be completely subservient to shifters or completely eradicated. I’m just worried…” her voice trailed off, the words dying in her throat. 
 
    “You’re worried that all shifters are like that,” Dan finished for her, voice hurt. “Deep down, you can’t keep yourself from believing that we all vie for the control that your brother chases.” 
 
    “Is that so unreasonable? Lucy asked, eyes miserable. “I mean—” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Dan interrupted. “I get why you think that way, given your background, but we’ve been through so much together since that night in the alley. I just can’t quite believe you still think so little of me.” 
 
    Lucy gaped at him, despairing at the sadness in his voice. She’d caused that. “I’m sorry,” she muttered guiltily. “I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    She wouldn’t have blamed Dan from standing and leaving her right there on the hill, but instead, he simply wrapped an affectionate arm around her shoulders.  
 
    He sighed heavily. “I wish I could somehow make you believe that we’re not all like Dominic,” he murmured, pressing his cheek to hers. “There was a time when I thought I’d gotten through to you, just a little, but now I feel like we’re back at square one.” He smiled, sitting back to look at her. “But it’s okay. We have the rest of our lives. I won’t rush things. We’ll make it to where we need to be, in time.” 
 
    “There was once a time with you where I’d thought I left the fighting and violence behind me in that alley. But now there will be even more fighting,” she replied, heavily.  
 
    Dan’s arm tightened around her. “But not by choice,” he said. “We fight for peace; they fight for power. If the Northern Wind took a vow of armistice right now, we’d never see battle again.” 
 
    The conversation fell quiet once more, Lucy watching intently as the sun began to sink below the horizon. It reminded her of their last time here. Dan had been so careful and gentle with her, letting her take the lead whenever possible; he had not displayed the signs of a bear thirsting for control. When she needed saving, he was there, too. He didn’t fight for blood, but rather for protection. He was the polar opposite of Dominic in every way, and he’d been trying to prove that to her from day one. It was about time that she started acknowledging that.  
 
    “I’ve seen Dominic do terrible things,” she finally replied, so quietly that her voice was almost completely carried away on the wind. She didn’t continue, her hesitation halting the words once more. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.” Dan gazed over at her. “Take your time, tell me when you’re ready.” 
 
    Shaking her head, the first tear trickled slowly down her cheek. “No, I need this.” She looked up at him, seeing his compassionate expression. It reaffirmed her belief that, maybe in trusting him, everything would finally be okay. So, she continued. 
 
    “I know I told you we had a home, but the truth is that was so long ago, I can hardly remember what it looked like.” She took a deep breath and charged on, ignoring the fear that tied knots in her gut as she spoke. “He killed a man, a long time ago. It was over something stupid, but the bear didn’t care. The rage was like a drug for him, he always craved more, and in a fit of addiction, he murdered someone in cold blood. The death attracted attention. Fingers pointed at him, and so we ran.”  
 
    “It only got worse from there. Dominic’s bear is…” She shuddered, her words faltering, “… bloodthirsty. Dominic is bloodthirsty. Death followed us. I couldn’t exactly prove what was happening, but he’d come back to whatever hovel we were squatting in spattered in blood and dirt and…” Her voice trailed off once more as she shrugged.  
 
    “I’m sure he’s killed plenty of men, though I made sure I didn’t know why. I thought that, somehow, it might absolve me of whatever crimes he was committing, but now I know better. That blood he’d be covered in… it never smelled of bear. Just human. And he was always smiling.” 
 
    Her gaze was piecing as she searched Dan’s face, hoping frantically that she hadn’t just destroyed all hope of happiness with him. “That’s why I can’t ever believe that shifting is good. We shifters have so much power; we should be protecting humans with it, not killing them. Dominic was all I knew for so long. It’s why I’ve struggled so much to believe that others—that you—aren’t like him.” 
 
    Dan’s thumb stroked her cheek tenderly, wiping away her tears with love and understanding in his eyes. “And what about now, Lucy?” 
 
    Fresh tears spilled over his fingertips as he comforted her, and something like hope brimmed in her chest. “I finally believe that you aren’t like Dominic,” she wept softly. “I believe you truly want peace.” 
 
    “Good,” he whispered quietly before his lips met hers. 
 
    The kiss was sweet and slow, filled with tenderness, passion, and a full-bodied love that Lucy couldn’t measure. Dan held her tightly after pulling away, rubbing her back in small, comforting circles as she cried out all of her pain and sadness. 
 
    “I’m here for you, now, Lucy,” he murmured quietly as she wept. “The Mountain Haven pack is your home now, and you’ll never feel that pain again.” 
 
    “I know,” she gasped softly, laying her head on his shoulder. “And this time I’ll never question it.” She held him closely, mentally chastising herself for ever doubting this wonderful, amazing man. “I love you, Dan.” 
 
    He chuckled softly, but she could hear the complete and unbridled adoration he felt for her in his voice. “I love you, too, Lucy. And for what it’s worth, my bear feels the same way.” 
 
    She smiled, truly smiled for the first time in what felt like a millennium. “My bear feels the same.” She gazed lovingly at him as she pulled back from their hug, taking in the sight of him like she’d never seen him again. “I guess this is what having a mate feels like, isn’t it?” 
 
    Dan smiled, his eyes twinkling. “I guess so. You had me worried for a while there, but I never denied that we had something more.” His smile grew to a goofy grin. “I’m happy to know that you’re stuck with me forever.” 
 
    Lucy stood, stretching high and long, the russet rays of the setting sun seeming to fill her entire body with a renewed vigor for life and all the possibilities it held. This was a good thing, coming to the hill to finally still all her secrets and worries to Dan, her mate. Not that she had no doubts, no woes, no uncertainties that her life was the best it would ever be right here in Woodhaven with the love of her life. Without holding back, she turned down to Dan to break the vow she’d cemented in tears on her heart so long ago.  
 
    He was still sitting, gazing up at her with a slightly confused expression, and it made her smile. “I think my bear is itching for a good run,” she announced, grinning as Dan jumped excitedly to his feet. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Are you…” His voice trailed off to silence as she nodded animatedly, answering his question before he could finish. The grin that blossomed across his face was like the first rays of sunrise, and coupled with the warmth of the sunset that smiled down at them both on the hill, Lucy had never felt more loved than she did in that moment. Her life was finally all she’d wished it to be since it fell to ruin so long ago. 
 
    Dan caught her up in his arms, pressing another kiss onto her lips. “Then I say yes,” he answered. “The yes-est yes that I’ve ever yes-ed in my entire life.” He beamed down at her. “There’s so much for us to explore together.” 
 
    Gazing into his eyes, there and then, Lucy realized there was nothing more in this world that she wanted more. “I look forward to it, sailor.” 
 
    The sun sank below the horizon, washing the world in twilit darkness. Within its dusky embrace, two bears crashed happily through the forest, finally free. 
 
    Epilogue  
 
    Dan’s eyes glimmered with delight as Lucy bit her lip, one hand placed lightly over her mouth while the other clenched tightly to their fitted bed sheet. 
 
    “If you don’t keep quiet, Nick and the others are going to hear you,” he whispered with a wicked grin before trailing a cluster of kisses and nibbles up her inner thigh. Nick had called a meeting to discuss an update in their battle strategy the day before, and it started in less than ten minutes. Everyone had already arrived at the shop to prepare; if he listened hard enough, he could hear Jo and Savannah conversing in the distance over their morning coffees.  
 
    He knew it probably wasn’t the best idea to stir up anything so soon before the meeting, but seeing Lucy lying naked before him with a hunger in her eyes that only he could satisfy, his body had seemed to move on its own.  
 
    Her legs parted easily with the slightest beckon of his hands, his lips and tongue dancing playfully along her leg as she stifled another breathy moan. He took that first, almost tentative taste of her, her body shuddering animatedly in reaction as a small squeak of pleasure slipped past her lips. 
 
    They were going to be so late. 
 
    He dove between her legs with renewed fervor, sliding his tongue up and over her clit as she quaked against him. Dan could tell she was trying to stay quiet, but each gasp and moan came quicker and a little louder than the last as he teased her closer to the edge with his mouth.  
 
    Every sensation that he pulled from her sent shivers down his spine; his bear rose up in anticipation as he coaxed small noises from her throat, and he could feel himself hardening eagerly as she begged him for more with her eyes. 
 
    When Dan was sure that she couldn’t take much more, he nearly leapt on top of her. He’d worked both Lucy and his bear into a fit of want and need; the heat in her eyes matched perfectly with the fire he felt from his bear within. Both turned that lust directly on him, and he felt like he’d been set ablaze. 
 
    Still, he couldn’t help but grin. “You know, if we take too much longer, they’ll start to get suspicious,” he teased softly. Despite his words, he’d already begun lightly pressing his erection between her legs.  
 
    “I don’t care,” she gasped, curling her hands around his biceps as he gripped her hips. “I need you, Dan. Please.” It wasn’t often that Lucy begged, and it sent a thrill through him. 
 
    With an eager groan, Dan slid enthusiastically into her deep wet center. Her nails dug slightly into the flesh of his arms as he thrust, a cry spilling over her lips that was a little too loud for comfort.  
 
    She flinched slightly as he grinned. “You think they heard that?” she asked with a sheepish smile. 
 
    Dan beamed, leaning down close to her ear. “We’ll find out when I’m finished with you,” he growled, pulling away briefly before pushing inside of her once more. 
 
    He moved at a slow rhythm, careful not to lose control of the pace. He loved watching Lucy’s expression intently as she physically restrained herself from making too much noise, the small pants and squeaks only adding to the building pressure within him. Everything about her was electrifying as their bodies married over and over again, each losing a little more control every time he pulled away.  
 
    Lucy sighed long, frantic gasps as he pumped himself into her relentlessly, one hand clasped tightly over her mouth in an attempt to keep things quiet. Her hips rose to meet his in perfect time, her legs beginning to quiver with the first threat of orgasm.  
 
    She pulled her hand back from her face to reveal supple lips puckered and slightly red from how much she’d been biting them. “I’m close,” she whined, biting down yet again on her already tender lip. 
 
    “Me, too, babe,” Dan bit out, already losing the rhythm he had set up for them. He gripped the pillow above her head, giving her reddened lip a little nibble of his own before immediately pounding into her as he quickened the pace. 
 
    He drowned her cries of satisfaction and desire in his kisses, no longer holding back. Her nails found solace on his back, digging in hungrily as she bucked and writhed against him, each moan catching prematurely in her throat as they approached bliss together.  
 
    Her growls reverberated in her chest, sending shockwaves of excitement through Dan and directly to his bear. It rose on hind legs as Dan reached the precipice of satisfaction, roaring loudly inside of him as the first wave of climax crashed over them both. He and Lucy cried out in unison, meeting their sweet release at the same time. Neither bothered to keep their pleasure and love for one another silent, the echoes of their shouts seemingly ricocheting off of the room walls. 
 
    As they collapsed in a pile of post-orgasmic bliss, Dan chuckled. “You know they’re not going to let us live this down, don’t you?” he asked, trailing a light finger down the sheen of sweat that covered her stomach. 
 
    She smiled up at him, still slightly breathless. “Worth it.” 
 
    After a quick cleaning up, both scrambled to affect some form of calm as they stepped out into the office area of the shop. Almost immediately, they saw the knowing glances on each face as they looked from pack member to pack member.  
 
    At first, no one spoke, and then Tom chuckled. “Couldn’t have picked a better time to make a move, Big Guy?” 
 
    Savannah gasped and lightly smacked his arm. “Tom!” she chastised, but couldn’t hide the giggle in her own voice.  
 
    Dan could feel the blush of embarrassment already creeping up his neck. He shrugged despite it. “Can’t plan passion, eh?” 
 
    Tom laughed. “Apparently not.” He grinned over at Lucy. “Though it’s nice to know he’s treating you well, Lucy. For a while there, I was afraid this clumsy fool might end up crushing you.” 
 
    “Tom!” Savannah and Jo both admonished in unison this time, but it lost its impact with Savannah’s now openly wide grin and the way Jo had both hands held up to her mouth to hide a smile of her own. 
 
    Dan’s mouth fell open as a blush washed over Lucy’s cheeks. “I’ll have you know I work really hard to keep my clumsiness out of the bedroom,” he rebutted.  
 
    “Well, there was that one time…” Lucy began averting her gaze to hide a tentative smile of her own. 
 
    “Hey whose side are you on?” Dan accused, though now even he was grinning. Lucy didn’t seem nervous or apprehensive around everyone anymore. She looked… happy. She was going to fit in with the pack just fine.  
 
    “Alright, guys, alright,” Nick finally chimed in, trying and failing to hide his own amusement as he brought the conversation back around to the topic at hand. “I know we’re all having fun, but I rallied us here to share news.” 
 
    He waited until the giggles and chatter subsided before he continued. “It’s nothing big, or even too important for the time being, but it warrants a bit of preparation on our part.”  
 
    He looked from face to face. “Now that we’re all here and…” his gaze slid teasingly over Dan and a short fit of soft chuckles broke out amongst the group once more, “… decent, I need you guys to listen and plan accordingly.” 
 
    Dan shook his head in mock disappointment. “Even you, Nick?” 
 
    Nick shrugged with a brief grin. “You give us so much material, it’s almost too easy. If you provide a feast, even I can’t help but eat a little.” He looked out over everyone else. “But all of that can wait until afterwards.” 
 
    “Alright, bro, you can tell them the news now,” Tom replied, wiping away a bit of his smile. “It’s about our reinforcements, so it really is important, guys.” 
 
    Dan’s ears perked at the words. Last he knew, Nick was still having trouble securing reliable back up in the event that Mountain Haven and the Northern Wind went to war. Had something changed? 
 
    Nick nodded. “Yeah, specifically about our lack of any reliable reinforcements.” He looked over at Dan. “To your knowledge, how many battle ready bears do you think Lucas had before you left?”  
 
    “Not many,” Dan replied immediately. “Lucas wasn’t exactly lenient with his training. At best, it bred bears like me. At worst, he broke them. Very few made the cut. If I had to guess, I’d say… maybe a couple dozen?” 
 
    “More now, given the strange bears from the battle,” Savannah added. Dan nodded. 
 
    “And that’s not counting my brother and whatever kind of trouble he may have brought with him,” Lucy chimed in. “We didn’t make too many connections on our travels, but we can’t be too sure about anything now that he has the support of a pack. He’s never been a bigger danger than he is right now.” Dan saw the worry churning on her face as she turned to Nick. “For both your—our—pack, and the humans of Woodhaven.” 
 
    “The humans?” Tom parroted. “Is there something we should know?” 
 
    Lucy began to shake her head, but stopped. Steeling her gaze, she answered, “Dom hates humans. He sees them as a sub species. I don’t know how Lucas operates when it comes to the people of this town, but I’m afraid that with the backing of a pack as large as you say the Northern Wind is, my brother might just stop caring about lying low.” 
 
    “Are you saying that he might try out his shifting ability on humans?” Nick asked. 
 
    Lucy shook her head. “I’m saying that he has the potential to kill as many humans as possible and he’s not afraid to prove it.” Lucy shuddered and Dan wrapped a comforting arm around her. 
 
    Jo blanched at the declaration. “Kill us?” 
 
    Dan could see the apology on Lucy’s face as she turned to Jo. “In a heartbeat. It… it wouldn’t be the first time.” She shook her head. “I’ll explain all that later, but the point is that humans seeing him or any one of us shift is such a small means to his end that you need to think bigger. It’s not about ousting shifters to the masses. It’s about starting his revolution. He wants a world were bears rule, humans serve, and he’s above it all on a throne wielding the ultimate power over all of us.” 
 
    She sighed, and Dan saw a bit of her old guilt creep back into her gaze. “With Dom here, no one is safe.” 
 
    “Do you think Dom stands a chance against us?” Nick asked, eyes firm. 
 
    Lucy looked from Nick to Tom, then at Dan before turning back to the alpha. “Maybe not back when he was alone, but now he has the backing of a pack. Even with our two alphas, I honestly think it’s anyone’s game.” 
 
    “What about four alphas?” Tom proposed. 
 
    “Four?” Dan repeated aloud. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “It means that this meeting is about reinforcements, and I think I finally found a few,” Nick answered with a brief satisfied smile before rubbing the back of his head a bit ruefully.  
 
    “I’ll admit, I was getting a bit nervous when pack after pack of our distant acquaintances kept turning down the plea for help. I guess I knew it was a long shot, given how personal the request was; packs don’t really operate that way. Even still, I’d thought our father’s old ties would have found us a few helping hands ages ago.” 
 
    “Apparently the honor of old ally bonds don’t mean much after you’re dead,” Tom spat, heat in his eyes. 
 
    “Nothing worth worrying about now, brother, “Nick continued. “All that matters is that we finally found some people willing to help. A pack of four—even smaller than ours—but they have two alphas and are willing to lend a hand however they can.” He shrugged. “Better late than never, I say.” 
 
    “That would make our numbers ten, while like Dan said, they have at least dozens on their side,” Savannah retorted. “Do you honestly think we could handle their worst with such miniscule reinforcements?” 
 
    Nick shrugged. “We won’t know until we try. Four alphas are nothing to sniff at, and I’m sure you guys remaining can back up our plays well enough that anything is possible.” 
 
    Lucy nodded. “Nick has a point. Even Dom takes a second to think things through when alphas are involved. If he has a weakness, it lies somewhere in there.” 
 
    Nick nodded, and Dan saw something tense loosen in his shoulders. He could only imagine how stressed his pack leader must be feeling right now. “Okay, that’s good to hear. Thank you, Lucy.”  
 
    He gazed over the rest of his pack. “I know it doesn’t sound ideal; trust me, it’s far from it. But it’s the hand we’ve been dealt. We’ve faced worse odds and came out on top. I have faith we’ll do that again.” A small hopeful smile tugged on his lips. “We’re stronger than we look, otherwise Lucas would have won a long time ago. Don’t forget that.” 
 
    He stood, stretching high as he wrapped things up. “So with that said, they’ll be packing up and heading our way before we know it. It’s our responsibility to keep them properly accommodated.” He turned to Lucy. “There’s an old dusty house in town that isn’t seeing much use these days. I was wondering if our official Interior Decorator would be willing to head a renovation attempt in preparation for our future guests?” 
 
    “You mean Lucas’s old place that I stayed in back then?” Savannah asked, nose wrinkling. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?” 
 
    Tom shrugged. “It’s not like he’s going to call the constable and have us evicted. We’ll change the locks, reinforce the doors and windows, and add the house to our patrol route.” He grinned. “Call it a spoil of war.” 
 
    Lucy nodded. “If that’s what you need me to do to help out, I can do it. The office is pretty much finished up and I’ve been wondering about how to take on a new project anyway.” 
 
    Nick smiled. “Good to hear. You’ve only got about two weeks.” 
 
    “Dan, that means no more early morning anti-clumsy practice for you,” Tom quipped. 
 
    Dan groaned, but hearing Lucy’s chuckle, he couldn’t help but think that everything was going to be okay. 
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 Chapter 1 
 
    Amara loved to walk at night, beneath the light of the full moon. Not that she was allowed to. She couldn’t count how many times her grandfather had forbade her to be out at night. Wolves, he said. Wolves were everywhere. And they were dangerous. Once, that might have been true. In fact, she knew it was, since just three years before, one had killed her father. But that had only spurred the hunters in town to action, killing off every wolf they could get their hands on in retaliation. Since then, the sleepy town of Strathford was nothing more than a boring mountain town just trying to survive until tourist season.  
 
    Still, it seemed like Grandfather hadn’t gotten the memo. She was still expected to be home before dark, still expected to listen to every little warning he had. It was like he thought the wolves could think like humans or something. She loved him more than she could say, but sometimes, she thought the old man was crazy.  
 
    What harm could it do to be out at night beneath the stars? He couldn’t hold her captive forever. As she gazed out at the surrounding houses, she thought she caught movement across the street. Was there someone up there? She blinked a couple of times and rubbed her eyes, before looking again. No, no one was there. She must have been imagining things.  
 
    “Amara, what do you think?” her friend Zoe asked, jarring her from her reverie. She and Becca were staring at her, their hands shoved into the pockets of their coats against the cold.  
 
    Amara stared at them, hastily pushing her thick, dark hair from her eyes and straightening her red wool coat. She had no idea what they’d been saying. “What do I think about what?” 
 
    Zoe gaped at her. “What do you mean about what?” she exclaimed, exasperated. “About Brad! Don’t you think he was into Becca? I mean, honestly, he couldn’t stop staring at her tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Amara forced a smile, trying to ignore her friends’ incredulous stares. “I’m sure Zoe’s right, Becs. Brad’s totally into you. I mean, the diner is pretty small, so I doubt he was staring at anyone else, right?” Truthfully, she hadn’t been paying attention to Brad at all. She’s just happy she had managed to sneak out and enjoy her freedom tonight. Whether Brad was into Becca or not just didn’t matter all the much to her at the moment.  
 
    Her friends, on the other hand, didn’t appear to approve. Zoe put her hands on her hips and glared at Amara, as if accusing her of not being a good friend. Becca looked more hurt than anything else.  
 
    Amara scuffed the ground with her shoe, feeling slightly ashamed. She knew Becca had been crushing on Brad Hendricks since like, eighth grade. And if he really did like her back, then this was huge, and she was a horrible friend not to notice.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Becs,” Amara murmured, reaching out to rub Becca’s arm in apology. “I wasn’t really paying attention, but I did notice him watching you all through dance practice yesterday. Besides,” she threaded her arm through the other girl’s and the three of them began to walk again, “you’re awesome. He’d be stupid not to like you.” 
 
    Becca’s face lit up with hope. “You really think so?” 
 
    “Of course I do.” Amara caught Zoe’s gaze. From the look in her eyes, all was forgiven. “Although, he is a guy. It may take him a lot longer to get over himself and figure it out, but once he does, he’ll realize he should have started talking to you years ago.” All three girls began to laugh.  
 
    From somewhere in the dark, Amara thought she heard a growl. Fear gripped her, and suddenly, Grandfather’s voice was in her head again, warning her about the danger of wolves. She shook herself. She was being silly. There were no wolves in Strathford anymore. But a howl in the distance made her freeze. “Did you guys hear that?” she whispered, but her friends took no notice. It must’ve been a coyote or something, she reassured herself. Nothing more. Still, she caught herself glancing over her shoulder, almost as if she were expecting to see a wolf standing in the street.  
 
    “Are you okay, Amara?” Becca asked, concern written all over her face. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.” 
 
    Amara took a deep breath and shook her head. She was being ridiculous. Yet, she couldn’t help but feel as if she were being watched. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2 
 
    Up on the roof of a nearby house, Nova crouched by the chimney and watched the girls as they walked down the street. Two of them were cute enough, but it was the dark haired one in the red coat that really caught his eye. There was something in the way she moved, the way she smiled, that intrigued him. And out of the three, she was the only one that had heard the wolf’s howl. He wondered what she looked like up close, what she smelled like. How soft her skin was, and what it would feel like to hold her hand.  
 
    Stupid, Nova thought, cursing himself under his breath. He shouldn’t even be thinking about a human girl, much less fantasizing about her. His job was to protect his clan’s territory. Strathford and all its humans were included in that protection, as they had been for the last sixty-five years.  
 
    He had only been allowed on watch the last couple of months. Nova grinned to himself. He had finally been allowed to join the Protectors of the Mountain Wolf Clan, the elite group within his pack. He wasn’t about to let some stupid infatuation with a human girl mess it up.  
 
    Keep your distance, his brother, Nemoy, had always said. Don’t get too close—just close enough to keep them safe—and definitely don’t get to know them. You can’t protect the humans if you can’t stay objective. Besides, it was forbidden to get involved with a human. And he’d be damned if he was going to break one of his pack’s rules.  
 
    Turning at the sound of footsteps on the roof, Nova watched Nemoy’s nearly silent approach. Although the two brothers were two years apart in age, they looked almost identical. They both had long, jet-black hair, tanned skin, dark almond-shaped eyes, and a lanky, muscular build. Nemoy, at nineteen, was starting to fill out and his frame had stopped looking so boyish, and more like a man; something Nova, at seventeen, secretly envied.  
 
    Nemoy crouched beside him, gazing stoically down at the girls walking across the street. “Seems pretty quiet tonight, doesn’t it?” Nemoy asked, his deep voice a harsh whisper.  
 
    Nova nodded. “Not a lot going on. There was a howl a little while ago.” He tried not to let the worry show in his voice. “Think we should check it out?” 
 
    Considering, Nemoy shook his head. “Nah. Probably just one of the younger pups, out running around.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess.” Still, Nova found himself probing the darkness for danger. “Any word on the Valley Clan recently? Have they come into our territory again?”
Nemoy’s features turned grave and serious. “The was a breach on the East border last night. They think it was teenagers, maybe not even of age. We sent an envoy to their Alpha, hoping he would re-enforce the territory restrictions, but it doesn’t look promising. The Valley Alpha only took over six months ago, and from what we can tell, he has a thirst for violence. His son seems to be just as bad, unfortunately. Personally, I think we need to do something about them.” 
 
    “What’s Father say?” Nova asked. Their father was the Alpha of the Mountain Clan, and a known pacifist. Yes, there had been peace between the clans for some time now, but lately, conflicts were heating up all along the borders, most of which from the Valley Clan, and still, his father hadn’t done anything more than increase border patrols.  
 
    Nemoy just rolled his eyes. “You know Father. Always the peace keeper. He thinks if we just keep them clear of our borders, it will all settle down.” 
 
    Nova glanced sideways at him. “You don’t agree?” 
 
    “I think this new Alpha is looking to make a name for himself.” Nemoy shook his head angrily. “You know how the Valley Clan has always wanted to acquire our territory. The treaty Father struck with their old Alpha kept things quiet enough, but now…I just don’t believe the new Alpha is adhering to the guidelines.”  
 
    Nova pursed his lips, taking it all in. His entire life, the most exciting thing that had happened within the territory was a few border skirmishes from some rogue wolves setting out on their own. Now, however, things were finally starting to get exciting.  
 
    From the corner of his eye, he caught something moving in the darkness. “Nemoy, did you see that?” 
 
    “See what?” 
 
    Nova narrowed his eyes, trying to spot what had moved. There. A flick of a tail around the corner. “Nemoy,” he said sharply, starting to stand, “there’s a wolf down there.” 
 
    Suddenly, his brother was on high alert. “A wolf? Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Nova nodded, glancing up at the girls to make sure they were still okay. They’d made it a few blocks down the street, but he could still see them. “It disappeared right around that corner.” 
 
    “And you’re sure it wasn’t one of ours?” 
 
    Frowning, Nova kept watching the darkness. The girls had turned a corner and slipped out of sight. “Well, no, I’m not sure. I really only saw its tail.” 
 
    Nemoy’s shoulders relaxed, and he slipped back into a crouch, pulling Nova down with him. “Relax, little bro. Like I said, it’s probably just one of the pups.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Nemoy,” Nova replied skeptically. Something told him it was more than that. “No one’s scheduled to watch this end of Strathford tonight, right?” 
 
    “Just us.” 
 
    “Then why would they be skulking around when they know we’re on patrol?” 
 
    Despite calm outer demeanor, Nemoy frowned, and a vein at his temple began to pulse. It was a sure sign that his adrenaline was pumping, and he was preparing for battle, Nova knew.  
 
    Suddenly, an earsplitting scream split the darkness, followed by the unmistakable growl of a wolf. Nova glared at his brother. “That was not a pup, Nemoy.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t. Come on.” Getting to his feet, Nemoy hastily loped along the roof until he got to the edge, where he dropped lithely to the ground. Nova followed, his movements just as agile.  
 
    Once he hit the ground, Nova began to change. His bones creaked and groaned as they grew and shrunk, turning him from boy to wolf. The pain of the transformation was sharp and familiar, and after all these years, he was almost numb to it. He felt his legs crack and snap as they elongated and morphed to form the hind legs of a canine. He fell to all fours, his hands scraping at the dirt as his fingers fused to form paws, his nails growing thicker and elongating to become claws. Fur sprouted all over his skin, thick black and silver, replacing the clothes that shredded and fell to the dirt. His face thinned and his nose grew outward, forming his snout. The tingling sensation along his gums told him that his teeth were growing into the sharp weapon of the wolf.  
 
    All around him, the night came to life as his senses sharpened. He could smell everything from the grass to the rotting food permeating the dumpster of the restaurant three blocks over. He could smell the enemy wolves that had invaded their town, and they were definitely not part of the Mountain Clan. Running his long tongue over his jowls, he could taste, rather than smell, the scent of blood on the air. They needed to move. Now.  
 
    Turning to look at his brother, he found Nemoy already in wolf form, his jet-black fur difficult to see in the darkness, even with his heightened vision. Throwing his head back, Nova howled up at the moon, the sound was as much a warning to his enemies as it was a battle cry.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Amara turned as the wolf stepped from the shadows. She froze, her blood turning to ice. “Guys,” she whispered, stopping and trying to step between the wolf and her friends. Neither Becca nor Zoe paid her any attention. “Guys,” she said again, this time with enough snap in her voice to get them to stop talking.  
 
    Zoe turned to her, clearly annoyed, hands on her hips. She didn’t even get the question out before the wolf lunged for her. It was huge, it’s thick fur a red, russet color, a vicious growl issuing from its throat. It landed on Zoe’s back, pushing her down into the dirt. Becca’s scream ripped through the night, right before a second wolf went for her, its teeth aiming for her throat.  
 
    Helpless, Amara started to reach for her friends when a third wolf charged at her. She ran, her footsteps pounding against the pavement, her heart feeling as if it was about to burst in her chest. Fear coursed through her veins, and she pushed herself harder, hoping she hadn’t just left Zoe and Becca to die. Hoping she wasn’t about to die herself.  
 
    She could hear the wolf running behind her, his paws scraping the street. He was gaining on her. Amara glanced over her shoulder. The wolf was tan, his tongue lolling out of his mouth in what looked like a sloppy grin. The wolf was enjoying the chase.  
 
    Amara’s toe caught on the sidewalk and she went down, landing hard on her hands and knees. She could feel the blood running down her leg beneath her jeans, feel the deep gash on her palm. She tried to move, to crawl away from him, but she didn’t get far before she felt his teeth dig into her leg, ripping the denim and slicing open her skin. She screamed, loud and long, kicking at him with her other foot. She felt her shoe connect with his skull and his grip loosened, but it didn’t stop him. He lunged again, and another wolf joined him; the russet one that had attacked Zoe. Blood dripped from his muzzle, and he bared his fangs with a deadly growl.  
 
    Amara held up her hands, trying to block her face, but it didn’t stop the russet wolf from attacking her throat. She felt his teeth sink into her shoulder, felt her muscles rip away from her clavicle. The salty, copper scent of blood filled the air.  
 
    Darkness began to invade the edges of her vision, and she felt consciousness begin to slip away.  
 
    Just then, a third wolf jumped into the fray, knocking the other two off of her. Reflexively, she pressed her gloved hands to her shoulder, attempting to stop the bleeding. The black and silver wolf growled menacingly at the other two, lunging and biting, fending them off. She heard one of the wolves yelp in pain, watched as the tan one was thrown against the wall and fell limply to the ground. The remaining two were growling and biting at one another. She tried to stay conscious as the black and silver wolf ripped into the russet wolf’s flank and drove him off.  
 
    Her vision began to fade, and then everything went black.  
 
      
 
    Nova waited until the enemy had run for cover before transforming back into himself. He felt the familiar pain and the tingling feeling as his bones became human once more, and his fur retracted back into his skin. The only thing he wore were his black spandex shorts that clung so tight they were like a second skin. 
 
    The girl lay on the ground, completely passed out. Her clothes were ripped, and she was covered in blood. Her shoulder was torn so bad he could see bone beneath. Crouching down, he lifted her into his arms and began to trudge back toward her friends.  
 
    Nemoy was waiting for him, standing over the other two girls. One of them was badly hurt, but at least she was breathing. The other one looked like she’d gotten by relatively unscathed. Guilt washed over him as he stared down at them, and he saw the same resigned expression on his brother’s face. They should have stopped this from happening. Yes, they had been outnumbered, but it was their job to protect the humans in their territory, and they had failed. If only they’d gotten there sooner. 
 
    “Is she alive?” Nemoy asked, his voice rough. He was bruised and dirty, a long gash bleeding down his arm, but otherwise he looked okay. He was looking at the girl Nova carried in his arms.  
 
    Nova nodded. “Barely.” Glancing down at her still face, a sense of duty gripped him, and he suddenly felt as if he didn’t want to let her out of his sight.  
 
    “Yeah,” Nemoy said gravely, “this one, too. But the other one…I don’t know if she’ll make it.” His voice was strained. “Set her down. I’ve already called the cops. We have to get out of here, let Father and the Council know we’ve been attacked.” 
 
    Obliging, Nova set the girl down on the ground, gently laying her head against the cement. He could faintly hear the sirens in the distance.  
 
    “Come on,” Nemoy called. He was already a few yards up the street.  
 
    Nova stared down at the girl, wishing he could have done more for her and her friends. She began to stir. He was still staring at her when she opened her eyes. They were a startling slate grey, almost silver. And completely surprised to see him. “I’m sorry,” he said, though the words felt completely inadequate. 
 
    “Nova!” Nemoy shouted again, impatient now. “Leave her. We have to go!” 
 
    Reluctantly, Nova stood, taking one last look at her before loping off after his brother.  
 
      
 
    Nemoy paced back and forth in front of his father’s chair, his face stern. “This could mean war, Father. One of the outsiders that attacked the human girls was the son of the Valley Clan’s alpha. Nova hurt him pretty bad; they’re going to retaliate.” 
 
    “They were attacking the humans,” Nova shot back. His father merely surveyed him over the tops of his fingertips. “What else were we supposed to do?” 
 
    “There’s nothing else we could have done!” Nemoy exploded. “They could have killed those girls! One of them may or may not survive. We did what we were supposed to do. And in doing so, we may have begun a war.”  
 
    “You have not begun a war,” their alpha said. Both his boys fell silent. “We will meet with the Valley Clan, explain the situation, and renew the treaty.” 
 
    Nemoy gaped at him. “You cannot be serious. They’ll never go for it!” 
 
    “Father, the Valley Clan have been after our territory for years,” Nova said quietly. “This felt deliberate. They knew we would be there. They attacked those girls to provoke us. Father, there is no way they will renew the treaty.” 
 
    “They will,” the Alpha insisted. Nova merely shook his head. Nemoy let out a cry of frustration.  
 
    “Listen to your father.” Neveah, the female alpha of the Clan, stepped forward, her long, dark hair streaked with gray. She kept it tied back in a long plait down her back. Just his mother’s serene presence was calming to Nova. “We cannot jump to conclusions on this one. We must try diplomacy first.” 
 
    Disgusted, Nemoy shook his head. “Diplomacy. Well then, Father, you have doomed us all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    Ten Years Later 
 
    Amara stood before her full-length mirror, gazing at her reflection. Her long, dark hair fell around her shoulders in thick waves, cascading down her back. Tugging on her black tee shirt, she tucked it into her jeans, and threaded silver feather earrings through her ear lobes. No matter what she added to her appearance, she couldn’t erase that haunted look from her eyes, or the shiny mass of scar tissue at her collar bone.  
 
    Compliments of the wolf she had believed didn’t exist. 
 
    The attack had affected her more than she was willing to let on. Her grandfather had been right, she’d known that now. They never should have been out after dark. And Becca was nearly crippled because of it. Poor, sweet Becca. It had taken her years to regain full use of her arm and for her to walk again. She still had to use a cane. Amara had hardly been able to look Becca’s parents in the eyes, she had felt so guilty.  
 
    And Zoe, well. Zoe had turned on her for a while, probably to relieve her own guilt. She’d come around, eventually, though not until sometime after high school. Now they only saw each other when Amara was at work and Zoe came into the bar to get a drink. Their relationship was strained at best, though they did try to behave cordially towards one another every year for Becca’s birthday. The one and only time they got along. 
 
    It was hard to remember everything that had happened that night. Zoe hadn’t seen or heard a thing before the first wolf attacked her. Then the others had joined in. By the time the two wolves went after Amara, both Becca and Zoe had been unconscious. Nobody had believed her when Amara swore up and down that a boy had saved her. They thought she had gone crazy.  
 
    Maybe she had.  
 
    She’d gotten paranoid, she knew that for sure. She never went anywhere without a knife and had long since learned how to use it. She now believed every word her grandfather had spoken until his death two years back, and had soaked up all the legends their people had ever passed through the generations about the protectors of the town, of the tribe that once called Strathford home. The wolves that could turn into men.  
 
    Her entire life, she had believed them to be just stories. She had agreed with the rest of the town that her grandfather was a bit off his rocker, and only listened to him to indulge him. But now…now she wasn’t so sure. She knew what she’d seen. It had been wolves that attacked them ten years before, yes, but it had been a human who had lifted her up and carried her back to her friends. It had been a human voice she heard telling the other one to ‘Come on.’ And it had been human eyes that had stared down at her, almost like an apology. Dark, worried, human eyes, imploring her to understand.  
 
    That boy had saved her, she knew he had. She just couldn’t prove it.  
 
    Grabbing her bag, she slung it around her shoulder before slipping the knife into the holster on her leg and pulling her pant leg down once more. Sufficiently armed, she pulled on her coat, locked her front door, and set off at a brisk walk down the street.  
 
    Murphy’s was the local bar in Strathford, one of the main attractions for the unencumbered, unemployed, and unattached. Amara had been a bartender there since she’d returned from college to help her mother take care of her grandfather. It was only a few blocks from her apartment, so she had never worried about walking. No one ever bothered her, and she was armed, which was the only way she felt safe. Still, there were times when she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.  
 
    Like tonight.  
 
    Quickening her pace, Amara was comforted that the only sound she could hear was the click of her boots on cement until she hauled open the heavy wooden door of the bar.  
 
    “Hey Sam,” she greeted the bouncer. Sam was a big, beefy man with a bald head and a soft heart, whose company she enjoyed very much. He took the I.D. from the girl in line and smiled at Amara with his big, goofy grin.  
 
    “Hey, Mara. Cold night tonight, huh?” 
 
    “Freezing,” she agreed, taking off her coat and hanging it on the hook behind him. “Mitch in?” 
 
    Sam nodded. “Behind the bar.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Murphy’s didn’t usually get busy until at least eleven o’clock, and tonight wasn’t any different. The usual suspects sat in the booths having a late dinner, and a few of the college kids home on winter break sat at the high, scrubbed wooden tables, with a few of the regulars perched at the bar. When things picked up, every booth, stool, and table in the place would be full, Amara knew. And if she was lucky, her tip jar would do just as well.  
 
    Mitch, the owner—and Amara’s high school prom date—was standing behind the big oak bar, wiping down a set of glasses with a white cloth. He was tall, his chestnut brown hair falling into his eyes, and a crooked grin curling his lips. He nodded at Amara when he spotted her. 
 
    One of the regulars, a guy named Ole, turned around and leered at her. She could already tell he was a few drinks in, and knew from years of serving him booze that he was a sloppy drunk. “How ya doin’, Mara?” he asked, his words already beginning to slur.  
 
    Amara put on her best bartender’s smile. “Doing just fine, Ole. Doing just fine. Hey, Mitch, did my spirits order come in this afternoon? They were two days late because of the snow, and we’re running low on tequila.” 
 
    Chuckling, Mitch set his glass down and reached beneath the bar to pull out a bottle of amber liquid. “Checked in and unloaded. Shouldn’t have to worry about it for a while.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear,” she said, tying a small, black apron around her waist. She winked at the young guy at the end of the bar, knowing she could weasel a big tip from him if she played her cards right. With a smile, she asked for his order, then grabbed a bottle of whiskey and poured him a shot. She slid it down the bar to him, praying he would catch it. “Nice work, honey,” she purred, grinning when he blushed scarlet.  
 
    “Did you hear about the wolf sightings?” Mitch asked, keeping his voice down.  
 
    “I heard,” Amara replied darkly, feeling the familiar trickle of fear whisper down her spine. “How many is that this month?” 
 
    “At least ten.” 
 
    “Damn. And what’s the Mayor doing, anything? Or the Sherriff?” 
 
    Mitch shook his head gravely. “You know they’re trying, Amara. You, better than anyone, know what wolves can do. They don’t want that to happen again. Trouble is, for every wolf they kill, it seems like two more of them come back. Don’t you have that one that keeps following you around? Have you killed him yet?” 
 
    Amara shifted uncomfortably. It was true, she did have a wolf who liked to lurk around outside her door. A gray and silver wolf, with dark, troubled eyes. Yet, even for as much as she hated his kind, she couldn’t help but think that this one was different. There was almost something…protective about the way he watched her sometimes. Like she was his to look after, though he never got too close.  
 
    Mitch eyed her knowingly. “Yeah. That’s what I thought.” 
 
    “Oh, bite me, Mitchell,” she shot back, but there was no heat in it. Mitch just chuckled.  
 
    As the time got later, the bar started to fill up, and Amara’s shift became the way she liked it: more work, and less chatter. She was just handing a couple of beers to a couple on a weekend trip when a stranger sat down in front of her.  
 
    He was dressed oddly for the weather Strathford was currently experiencing. Only jeans and a short-sleeved navy blue shirt. No coat, no hat. Almost as if the wintery cold didn’t faze him. His sleek black hair was slicked back out of his angular face, and while she appreciated the chiseled physique on the tall, muscular frame, it was his eyes that drew her in. Dark, tortured eyes that she swore she had seen before. And yet, she couldn’t quite place why he seemed so familiar.  
 
    “What will it be, honey?” she asked, taking the tip the couple had left her and sliding it into the pocket of her jeans. It was coated in dripped alcohol from the bar, but hey! Money was money.  
 
    The man stared at her for a moment, to the point where it was almost uncomfortable, until finally, Amara cleared her throat. “Whiskey,” he said, his voice deep and almost gravelly. She couldn’t help but find the cadence extremely sexy. “On the rocks. Make it a double, please.” 
 
    Oh, yeah, she thought. Definite sex appeal. Too bad most men found her wolf paranoia to be a turn off. She poured his drink and set it on the bar in front of him. “There you go, handsome.” 
 
    He watched her for a moment, as if he was deciding something. Then his lips curved in the echo of a grin. “Why don’t you have one for yourself?” he offered. “It’s on me.” 
 
    Interesting. “Don’t mind if I do. Thanks.” She held a shot of whiskey up, tapping her glass to his. She smiled. “Cheers.” Then she threw it back.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 5 
 
    Nova watched her while she worked, inexplicably drawn to the grace with which she moved. She was a pro behind the bar, charming tips out of patrons, laughing easily with regulars and tourists alike. It was interesting how much of a people-person she could be at work, when he knew from his years of watching her that she had all but turned into a recluse since the attack.  
 
    She rarely had company over to her small apartment, save the weekly visits with her mom, and the occasional Chinese dinner and movie night with Mitch. Though he suspected the bar owner had feelings for Amara, he seemed to understand the only relationship she was interested in was friendship. For some reason, this pleased Nova to no end.  
 
    Not that he was interested. She was human, after all. The pack still had rules. And he still had to follow them.  
 
    The door to the bar opened, bringing with it the icy breeze of the season, and a dark-haired woman in a long fur coat. Stripping it off, she kissed Sam on the cheek and hung it on the hook behind him.  
 
    Zoe Hamilton.  
 
    Nova would have recognized her anywhere. Since the attack, she had stayed around Strathford, bringing one scandal after another to the attention of the town. From what he could tell, Zoe hadn’t walked away from the Valley Clan’s attack as unscathed as everyone wanted to believe. While it was true that she had little more than a few scars down her back, and one small one lining her chin, Nova had seen firsthand the toll the attack had taken on her. It was rare to find Zoe without a drink in her hand or alcohol on her breath. He had frequently witnessed Amara haul her out to her car to take her home after a heavy night of drinking at Murphy’s. And it was common knowledge that Zoe Hamilton went through men the way other women went through socks.  
 
    Not that he was surprised. Zoe was a knockout. Her long, dark hair and makeup were always pristine, her fit and toned body proudly on display. Looks, however, were unable to hide the fact that she was an emotional wreck.  
 
    Nova chuckled to himself as he watched her saunter across the bar in her skin-tight jeans and climb up on a stool, flashing Mitch her signature sexy smile. Mitch nearly dropped the bottle he held as she leaned forward in her low-cut shirt, showcasing her voluptuous rack. Nova couldn’t stop the grin from creeping across his face.  
 
    Amara followed his gaze. “Classy, huh?” she scoffed, filling a mug with beer. She turned the cup with an expert hand, keeping the foam to a minimum, and slid it down the bar to Ole. “I keep telling Mitch that one’s only going to end badly, but he refuses to listen to me.” 
 
    Nova raised a brow. “You don’t approve?” 
 
    “It’s not that,” she said, pursing her lips. “I just think Zoe is, well, Zoe. She’s a mess. And Mitchell could do so much better.” Stopping, she thought about it for a moment. “Okay, so maybe it is that.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re jealous.” 
 
    “Hardly,” she replied with a laugh. “Another?” He nodded, taking the shot she handed him.  
 
    Nova knew he was pushing his luck, being this close to her, but he couldn’t help it. After ten years, he could still see her lying there on the pavement, blood gushing from her neck. He had hoped that after he made sure she was safe that he would be able to leave her alone, yet he had found himself drawn to her over the years. His visits to her home had become more and more frequent, even though he tried telling himself he was just keeping her safe. He even found himself thinking about her when he was out on patrol. Or in a Council Meeting with his pack.  
 
    He kept trying to tell himself that if he could just see her in person, talk to her as himself, that he could get over his infatuation with her. So far, no such luck.  
 
    “So, Cowboy,” she asked, leaning against the bar, “do you have a name to go with that grin? Or are you the strong silent type who’s just going to sit and stare at me?” 
 
    “Well, it’s working so well for me,” he said, tapping his fingers slowly on the bar, “why mess with success?” Her laugh was loud and boisterous, and he couldn’t help but want to hear it again. Snickering to himself, he held out a hand. “My name is Nova.” 
 
    Taking his outstretched hand, she shook it. “Amara. Have you been in town long?” 
 
    “I live a few miles out of Strathford, on my family’s estate.” Sort of.  
 
    The door opened again, and Nova’s blood froze in his veins. The man who walked in was tall, and broad shouldered. His hair was a rich, chestnut brown against his deeply tanned skin. He had an angular face with a sharp brow and tawny eyes. Snow dotted the shoulders of his leather jacket, his grin was fierce and cruel when he spotted Nova.  
 
    Kal.  
 
    Nova’s expression turned hard and stony as he watched the heir to the Valley Clan weave his way through the tables. Anger rose to the surface, and Nova clenched his fist. What the hell was Kal doing there? He shouldn’t even be in town, much less in this bar.  
 
    Kal leered at Nova as he sat down next to him. “Didn’t think you’d bother showing your face, Lowery,” he said, snaking Nova’s shot and downing it. Without a word, Amara filled another and handed it to Nova. The look on her face was carefully blank. 
 
    “It’s my town, Vann, in case you don’t remember. The border is twenty miles in the other direction.” Nova’s smile at Amara was quick and charming, but he knew it didn’t reach his eyes. He wondered if she noticed. “You know, in case you wanted to get the hell over it.”  
 
    Kal chuckled to himself for a moment, his shrewd gaze not missing a thing. He lowered his voice. “You sure watch this one a lot,” he murmured, barely nodding his head at the bartender. Luckily, she was serving a patron a few feet away. “Why is that, I wonder.” 
 
    Nova’s demeanor went hard as stone. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” But he couldn’t help the way his gaze darted to her face and back again. It was just for a split second, but it was enough.  
 
    Grinning, Kal leaned forward, keeping his voice near a whisper. “Oh, I think you do. I think you’ve had a thing for this pretty little bartender for a while now. The only question now is, why?” He raised a brow. “I mean, she is attractive I guess. For a human. Dark hair, tiny frame, tight body. Ripe little prize for any man to win, I suppose. But a mate? My, my. What would your brother think? He is your Alpha now, is he not? Now that Daddy’s gone. Do you think he would approve of you fraternizing with the sheep you watch?”  
 
    Closing his eyes, Kal sniffed the air as Amara walked by. “She does smell am—“ His voice trailed off as his eyes opened wide, and he gaped at Nova. “No. She isn’t.” Catching the flash of fear from his adversary, Kal rubbed his hands together, glee lighting his face. “Well aren’t you just an old hound? She isn’t just some girl, is she? She’s the girl. The one that got away from both of us.” He sniffed again. “Mmm, and Lowery, does she smell delicious or what? Tell me you’re getting some action from her.” 
 
    Nova sat on the stool, as still as he could, willing himself to stay calm as his heart began to race and his blood boiled. The only outward sign that Kal Vann’s words had even gotten to him was his hands clenching into fists at his sides.  
 
    Kal noticed.  
 
    He chuckled. “You’re not. Well, that’s your loss, Lowery. Do you mind if I do?” Kal patted Nova on the shoulder. It took everything he had for Nova not to break his hand at the joint. “Once I get her home, I think I’d like to tear into that sweet skin again. You know. Finish what I started.”  
 
    Nova snapped. Before he could think about it or tell himself no, Nova was off the stool, sending it crashing to the ground behind him. He had Kal thrown against the bar, his forearm pressed against the other man’s throat. One clawed hand sank through shirt and skin like it was nothing as he tore into the fleshy part of Kal’s stomach, feeling the skin begin to knit back together as his body began to shift around Nova’s paw.  
 
    “Don’t you touch her,” Nova growled through gritted teeth, so low he was sure no one else could hear him. Kal merely grinned, though his face was tight with pain. “I’m not fucking kidding, Vann.” His voice held as much power as it did warning. “Stay away from her.” 
 
    “Hey!” From down the bar, Mitch was heading their way.  
 
    Nova retracted his claws before anybody could see. No point scaring anyone into thinking he was the real-life Wolverine.  
 
    Kal scrambled out from under him, a mixture of hate and fear writhing on his face. “This isn’t over, Lowery,” he snarled, backing away toward the door. Nova wasn’t sure which one he’d hurt more: Kal’s abs or his pride. By the door, the big bouncer stood up, ready to stop another incident before it started. Kal shrugged off the man’s hand as he attempted to pull him through the door and out of the bar. “You better watch your back, Nova. I always finish what I start.” Nova followed his gaze to Amara, trepidation dripping down his spine. Kal smirked. “That’s a promise.” Then he disappeared out the door.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Amara stood, frozen behind the bar, as the man walked out. She hadn’t liked him from the moment he walked in, as handsome as he may be, though she couldn’t quite pinpoint why. There was just something…skeevy about the man; maybe even something familiar. She shivered.  
 
    Nova bent down and picked up the stool. He cast her an apologetic glance. “Sorry about that,” he said quietly, his voice rough and thick. Whatever had just happened, it was clear he wasn’t quite through it yet.  
 
    She handed Nova a glass of water, satisfied when he took a large gulp. “I thought you might need to cool down, handsome. That looked like it got pretty heated.” Nova just nodded.  
 
    From across the room, Amara spotted her boss headed their way. He looked irate.  
 
    “What the hell was that, man?” Mitch exclaimed, storming over to Nova. Amara suppressed a groan. Mitch had a way of blowing everything out of proportion. Sure, the policy was no fighting in the bar, but it hadn’t really been much of a fight. More like Nova was putting the other guy in his place. “You can’t pick a fight like that in my bar!” Mitch’s face was red as an apple. He glared at Nova. “You need to leave.” 
 
    “Mitchell,” Amara protested, crossing her arms over her chest.  
 
    He just shook his head. “Now.”  
 
    Irritated, she rolled her eyes.  
 
    “That’s okay, Amara,” Nova said, completely calm. He set a handful of bills on the bar. Even with just a cursory glance, she could tell he had left her a substantial tip. Points for him. 
 
    Nova stuck out his hand to Mitch in apology. “Sorry, man. There’s bad blood between me and Kal, always has been. He just tends to get under my skin. But you’re right. I never should have let him get to me here. This is your bar. I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    Surprised, Mitch regarded him with caution before taking Nova’s hand. “Fine,” he said grudgingly. “I won’t ban you from the bar entirely. But for tonight…” 
 
    Nova held up his hands in surrender. Looked like he wasn’t even going to argue. “Understood.” He glanced at Amara. A slow, easy grin crept across his face. Almost like a cat that had just spotted its prey. His dark eyes flashed with amusement. “It was nice meeting you, Amara,” he said, and there was so much heat in his stare that she wasn’t surprised to feel herself blush. “It truly was the highlight of my night. I hope to see you again soon.” 
 
    She could feel Mitch’s pointed stare, she knew he was judging her, expecting her to shrug off Nova’s advances. She refused to look at her friend. She didn’t need his disapproval now. What did he know anyway? Instead, she busied her hands by grabbing a towel and wiping off glasses, grateful that the dishwasher had just finished so she would have something to do. The situation was getting more awkward by the second. Amara smiled at Nova, aware that Mitchell was seething. She would deal with him later. There was a good-looking man standing in front of her now. “You, too. You come back and see me now, handsome. Maybe I’ll even let you buy me another drink.” She winked at him.  
 
    Amara let Nova’s rich laughter wash over her as he made his way out the door. Switching to a wet rag, she began to wipe down the bar. Thank goodness it was almost closing. It had been a strange night, and she was exhausted.  
 
    “Seriously, Mara?” Mitch demanded, glaring at her. She hadn’t seen him that angry in quite a while. “That guy?” 
 
    “Why not that guy?” Zoe asked, sidling up alongside Mitch. She slid her hand up and down his arm, letting her fingers play over his skin. Amara suppress a shudder. Zoe wasn’t exactly the type of girl you encouraged your best friend to go out with. Not anymore. “He was hot. Besides, I don’t know what you’re worried about. Amara doesn’t have a chance in hell, anyway.” The smile Zoe gave her was cold and cruel. It was like she enjoyed being mean. Who knows? Maybe it made her feel better about herself.  
 
    Always the same with Zoe, Amara thought, grinding her teeth together. Even her good mood was beginning to sour. She comes in, gets drunk, and hits on whatever guy she has her sights on at the time. It had been that way since the attack, she recalled. Becca had devoted herself to her faith, and was probably the most well-adjusted of the three of them; which was ironic, since she’d been hurt the most. Amara had thrown herself into self-defense, refusing to ever be a victim again, but Zoe had thrown herself at men and alcohol. After a while, the two of them had grown apart. Amara still poured Zoe into bed when she’d had too much to drink, but they never mentioned it, and she did her best to keep it from getting the best of her.  
 
    Until now. 
 
    Looks like this week is Mitch, the poor bastard. She shows the entire town just how easy she is, how she has absolutely no self-respect, then plays it off as if I’m the one who’s undesirable? Ugh. I’ve had enough.  
 
    “You know, Mitchell, you’ve got a lot of nerve, lecturing me about my love interests—or even just the people I’m attracted to—while you have Zoe Hamilton hanging off your arm.” Grabbing her purse, Amara made her way out from behind the bar. “I mean, come on. I know you’re into recycling, but don’t you think this is rather much? There’s only so much use a girl can take before the wear and tear starts to show.” She knew she was being a bitch, but seeing Zoe with Mitch grated on her nerves too much for her to care.  
 
    “I’m done for the night, boss,” she told him, taking her coat from Sam. She thanked him with a light kiss on the cheek. “You two enjoy.” Amara bared her teeth at them in what passed for a smile before pushing through the door and out into the cold, leaving a flabbergasted Mitch and a furious Zoe in her wake.  
 
    Amara was fuming as she let the heavy door slam behind her. She leaned back against the cold stone wall of the building and closed her eyes. She needed to regain her bearings, and fast. It wasn’t like her to lose it the way she just did. That never happened. But there was something in the air tonight, something… off, that was setting her on edge. If only she knew what it was.  
 
    It was one thing for Zoe to attack her like that; it happened all the time. She was used to her frenemy’s barbed comments about her looks, her brains, or her chances with men. They hardly ever had any merit, but still, Zoe liked to spit them out, just to mess with her. Any other time, Amara would have let them roll right off her back, but tonight…she just couldn’t.  
 
    And what really pissed her off was that Mitchell hadn’t even stuck up for her. No, in fact, he had started the whole damn thing. So what if the new hot guy was flirting with her? She’d been plying him full of alcohol all night. He probably would have flirted with anyone if they’d smiled bright enough. And she’d only flirted back because it came with the job.  
 
    Well, maybe it had been because she wanted to, Amara admitted. A little bit. But so what? She could have a fun conversation with an attractive man, couldn’t she? Not that they’d talked about much. He really seemed to be more of the strong, silent type. But that wasn’t the point. She’d enjoyed talking to him. There was no law against it. It wasn’t like she was seeing anyone. She rarely even went out on a date. And Mitchell had never been upset about her having a love life before. Not that he had a right to judge.  
 
    Zoe Hamilton. The filthy hypocrite.  
 
    Movement caught Amara’s eye from the shadows. Her fingers itched for the knife strapped to her ankle. Before she could stop it, the wolf attack from ten years before flashed through her mind. Once again, Amara imagined herself flat on her back, sprawled out on the pavement, the russet-colored wolf tearing into her skin. She had never felt so helpless in her entire life.  
 
    Never again. 
 
    Leaning down, she slipped the knife from its sheath, loving the feel of the cool steel against her hand. She let the weight of the blade settle in, enjoying the way it felt both lethal and familiar. The way she held it spoke of a lot of years handling a knife. “Who’s there?” Amara called, her steady voice the only sound in the stillness of the night. No one answered, but she knew someone was there. She could feel it.  
 
    Seconds passed. When the silence continued, Amara shrugged, cursing herself under her breath for not bringing her car, and again for worrying about not bringing her car. As Becca would say, her paranoia was showing.  
 
    Stupid, stupid, stupid.  
 
    How many times was she going to let her fear get the best of her? Yes, her grandfather had been right; there were, in fact, wolves in Strathford, and they were definitely not friendly. Well, not all of them, she conceded, thinking about the black and silver one that followed her around like a shadow. Most of them, however, were vicious. But did that mean she had to stay indoors after the sun went down like her mother? Was she supposed to be forced to spend her nights within the confines of her own home, unable to enjoy her life just because some wolf out there might take it?  
 
    She didn’t think so.  
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Amara scanned the darkness again, searching for any sign of movement, but there was no one there. Still, she found herself gripping the knife tighter as she picked up the pace. Only two more blocks to go. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    As she rounded the last corner, Amara could finally see her apartment building. She thought she would feel relief, but instead, her sense of urgency only strengthened. She began to walk faster.  
 
    From somewhere behind her, a low growl echoed off the street. Amara froze. She knew that growl. She would recognize it anywhere. It was the same growl she heard in her nightmares when the wolf was trying to rip her throat out.  
 
    Terror ripped through her, propelling her forward; faster, faster. Amara broke into a run. Her heartbeat pounded like a war drum against her ribs. The rushing sound of her blood roared in her ears. The pounding of her feet as she charged down the street was nearly deafening.  
 
    But she could still hear the wolf gaining on her. Or were there two? 
 
    Twenty more feet. Fifteen. Five. Up the steps to her door. Frantic now, Amara felt the panic attack coming on, and she dug into her purse for her keys, cursing the fact that she basically lived out of her purse and could never find anything.   
 
    There! 
 
    Victorious, Amara’s fingers clamped around her house keys. She tugged them from her purse and tried to find the right key to insert into the lock, but she couldn’t manage to do it. Her hands were shaking so badly that the bundle of keys on the keyring slipped from her hands and fell into the bushes beside the stoop. 
 
    For one split second, Amara squeezed her eyes shut. The Universe could not be that cruel.  
 
    The wolf’s deadly growl was so close, Amara imagined his muzzle right up against her neck. Slowly, she turned, bringing the knife up in front of her. Right before her mind went blank with shock.  
 
    It was the same wolf. And he was huge, at least twice the size of a normal wolf. Behind him stood a second one, tan. Waiting.  
 
    How? her mind screamed. Did wolves even live that long? Was that even possible? He didn’t look that old, she admitted. Maybe it was a different wolf. No. It was the same one, of that she was certain. But that was impossible. The last time they had met had been a decade earlier. Yet, there he was; the same look of hatred and thirst for blood that she remembered in his tawny brown eyes.  
 
    “I’m not afraid of you,” she told them, her voice quaking. Oh, how she wished she could be stronger than she felt. Defiant, Amara dropped down into a fighting stance. “You don’t scare me.” 
 
    The first wolf made a choking noise deep in his throat. If she didn’t know any better, she would think he was laughing. Wolves didn’t laugh. 
 
    Amara switched the blade to her other hand and wiped her sweaty palm on the leg of her jeans. Now was not the time to freak out. This is what she had been training for all these years. Revenge.  
 
    The wolf stalked toward her, each footstep slow and deliberate, as if he was toying with her. He was enjoying her fear. What an asshole.  
 
    Keep it together, Amara.  
 
    The wolf ran his long, red tongue over his jowls, exposing sharp, pointed, yellow teeth.  
 
    There was nowhere for her to run. There were two of them; they would get her no matter what she did. And if that russet wolf had it his way, she wouldn’t live through it this time. She could see it in his eyes, he wanted to kill her. She was going to die. And he was going to love every single second of her death.  
 
    If only she could get to her keys.  
 
    The wolves stalked forward, taking calculated, even steps. Then suddenly, a third wolf howled in the distance. There were three of them.  
 
     The two wolves froze. One glanced to his left, down the darkened street, but Amara didn’t wait to see if the third wolf was down there or not. She took her chance. Grabbing hold of the post with her free hand, she swung herself off the porch like she had done in pole vaulting in high school. She landed in the bushes below.  
 
    The russet wolf charged. One massive paw slapped across her back, his claws catching the material of her coat. Amara fell forward, her hands slamming down onto mulch and cement, catching her weight. All the air shot out of her with a whoosh, and she wheezed, trying to breathe again.  
 
    And then her attacker was gone.  
 
    Picking herself up, Amara gasped for breath, drinking it in like water. She stared at the scene in front of her in disbelief. The three wolves were tearing into each other in the middle of the street. The russet-colored wolf was on his back, jaws snapping at the black and silver wolf that was pinning him to the ground. Black and silver? It was like a repeat of the night ten years ago. The tan wolf was trying to get in between the two. Growls, barks, and yelps filled the night as the canines fought over Amara’s life.  
 
    It was a full minute before she came to her senses and began frantically searching for her keys in the bushes. Behind her, she could hear one of them whimper in pain, and she prayed it wasn’t the black and silver wolf who had been hurt.  
 
    After what felt like ages, Amara’s fingers clamped down on metal and she pulled her keys from the dirt. As quickly as she could, she clambered to her feet and raced up the steps to her door. Forcing her hands to stay steady, she unlocked the door, slamming it behind her.  
 
    What she wanted to do was pretend none of this had ever happened. She wanted to feel safe. She wanted to lean back against her door with one hand pressed to her racing heart, and stay there until all she could hear outside was silence.  
 
    But she couldn’t do that. The black and silver wolf—her wolf, as she’d come to call him—had saved her life. Again. There was no way in hell she was leaving him out there alone, outnumbered, while she hid inside like a coward.  
 
    Running into her bedroom, she went to the gun safe in her closet, spun the combination, and took out her father’s double-barrel shotgun. With movements that spoke of years of experience, she reached into the box of shells and loaded the gun, loving the click and clang of metal telling her the shells were in the chamber.  
 
    That was her wolf out there. Her protector. This was the second time that he had saved her life. Now she just hoped she was in time to save his.  
 
    Throwing open her front door, Amara stepped out onto the sidewalk and fired a warning shot in the air. Lights came on in the house across the street, but no one opened the door.  
 
    All three wolves froze. To her horror, the russet’s muzzle was covered in blood, his teeth at the other wolf’s throat. There was murder in his eyes.  
 
    Amara levelled the gun at his head, pleased to see fear for the first time. Beside him, the tan wolf cowered. She would pull that trigger. And they both knew it. “Get away from him,” she snarled, empowered by how cold she sounded. The two wolves only growled. Amara cocked the gun. She enunciated each word, somehow sure he could understand her. “I said, get away from him. Now.” 
 
    Glaring at her, the russet wolf released his adversary. He and the tan one began to slink away. When they were twenty feet down the road, they finally disappeared into the shadows.  
 
    The black and silver wolf slumped to the ground, blood flowing freely around his neck and hip. His dark, haunted eyes were full of pain.                
 
    Amara stood where she was for the space of a heartbeat. Then she set the gun down and went to the wolf. She hesitated for a moment more, before gently rubbing a hand over his fur. “Thank you,” she murmured, her voice soft. “You saved my life. Again.” She raised her hand to her face. There was blood everywhere, and she wasn’t sure if all of it was his. He’d started to shake. “Well, shit. I need to get you inside. Sit tight, handsome,” she soothed, not wanting to be away from him. He had a nasty gash that spanned all the way across his left hip. It looked like it needed stitches. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Amara dashed inside and stowed her weapons just inside the door. If the other wolves came back, she was going to be ready for them. And she wasn’t going to let anything happen to her wolf.  
 
    Retrieving a blanket from the hall, she ran back outside. She had no idea how she was going to lift him, but she knew she had to try. But he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “What the hell?” Amara murmured into the silence. The wolf was gone. But how? How had he gone anywhere, all torn up like that? Dashing back into her house, she grabbed a flashlight. Maybe there was a trail she could follow. He couldn’t have gotten far.  
 
    Sure enough, there was a blood trail from where he had lain, leading into the woods that bordered her house. She searched for a few minutes, until finally her fear and caution got the best of her. She wasn’t going to find him tonight. And, as much as she didn’t want to admit it, she was terrified the other wolves would return.  
 
    “Sorry, buddy,” she whispered into the night. It was silly, and he probably couldn’t hear her…but just in case. “Thank you.” Turning on her heel, Amara made her way back, pausing at the door to glance out into the woods again. She just hoped that, wherever he was, he was safe.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    Nova woke before dawn the next morning, his entire body aching. At some point during the night, the pain had been so intense that he had shifted back into a man. The wound on his side spanned from one side of his hip to the other. It was beginning to heal, a mound of scar tissue covering the gash, his skin pulling as he walked.   
 
    Nova thought back to Amara’s face as she fired that gun the night before. For ten years, he had been watching her, protecting her, making sure Kal could never come near her again, and in one night, one night, he had turned his back for the length of time it took for her to get home, Vann had attacked her. He would have killed her if Nova hadn’t been on his way over in the first place.  
 
    When he was seventeen years old, Nova had looked down at Amara, lying broken and bleeding on the sidewalk thanks to Kal Vann’s savagery. Since then, he had made a vow to himself that he would never let anything bad happen to her again.  
 
    And he had failed.  
 
    To make matters worse, she ended up saving him. Amara wasn’t the only one Kal and his buddy almost killed last night.  
 
    Nova frowned. He hadn’t thought he would have to explain his absence to Nemoy. If his brother found out he’d gone to see her in the bar, talked to her, and fought the heir to the Valley Clan for her…well, it was safe to say that Nova would be in quite a bit of trouble with his Alpha.  
 
    Might as well prepare for it.  
 
    Suppressing a sigh, he kept moving. God, he hurt. A perk of his genetics was that shifters healed remarkably fast, but it was going to take a day or two for him to heal completely. Damn it.  
 
    Pushing through the pain, Nova hiked the two miles out of town to where his black Dodge was parked. He reached under the truck and pulled out his spare key. Unlocking the door, he retrieved a spare pair of pants, shoes and a tee shirt from the back seat and dressed. It was a good thing he was always prepared, he thought, as he slid into the front seat and put the key into the ignition. The truck roared to life, idling with a familiar purr. He ran his hands over the steering wheel, breathing in the intoxicating scent of treated leather.  
 
    Nova loved his truck—he even called her Betsy. It was one of the only things that let him escape the pressures of pack life. It was one thing to run as a wolf, to feel the open air as he flew through it and it invaded his senses. He enjoyed the smell of the woods as he barreled through the trees. He loved the power as his paws plodded against the earth, kicking up mud in his wake. He always felt invincible. Yet it was his truck that he preferred from time to time.  
 
    There was something about being human and being in control of all that metal, noise, and power that was invigorating. And being able to eat up all that distance while listening to music and feeling human was a freedom he could never explain. No matter how many times he’d tried.  
 
    Nemoy would never understand.  
 
    As the Alpha of the Mountain Clan, his brother was the biggest advocate for shifters. Their abilities were passed down genetically, inherited from one generation to the next. Whereas Nova believed mating with the humans would diversify and expand the pack, Nemoy seemed almost afraid of the idea. 
 
    He said humans would dilute the gene pool, leading to children who weren’t actually wolves. They would bring disease and immune deficiencies the pack wasn’t susceptible to, potentially wiping them out. Time after time, Nemoy preached about the necessity of secrecy, of keeping the wolves of the Mountain Territory pure and free of outside influence.  
 
    Please.  
 
    Nova snorted, thinking to himself. What did Nemoy know? His mate, Ivanah, had been his childhood sweetheart. Nemoy convinced their father to approve the marriage years before a betrothal could have been made. He’d never even been around humans other than to guard them. He’d never felt for a human what Nova felt for Amara. And he never would.  
 
    Wolves mated for life. It was a contract, not just to their mates, but to the pack and their ancestors as well. To violate that oath was to be banished, shunned from the pack for life. And, if the ancients willed it, they could be cut off from their inner wolf as well. Wolves mated with wolves. Humans were forbidden. Infidelity was not tolerated, no matter what the circumstances. Any children produced from an outside relationship would be kept in the pack, of course. But there always seemed to be something of a stigma around those kids, as if they themselves were the oath breakers. It wasn’t fair, but it was the way that it was.  
 
    For those that were joined through an arranged union, being married to someone you despised was like torture. For that reason, the packs had instigated several trials that mated pairs had to go through to ensure the strength of the mated pair would benefit the wolf community as a whole. It was rare for a couple to fail the trials, but it wasn’t unheard of.  
 
    With Nova’s luck, he would probably fail, if he ever even found a mate. Perfect.  
 
    Grabbing his sunglasses from the passenger side visor, he put them on, grateful for the shield from the sun. Shifting the truck into gear, he eased it out onto the road and gunned it, thrilled by the roar of the engine and the tread of the tire on pavement.  
 
    It didn’t take long to reach the unmarked graveled road that led to his village. The Pack owned their eighty-acre plot of land for the last two hundred years, well before the town of Strathford had been founded. And so far, they had been able to keep it from prying human eyes. They paid their taxes and made enough money working for the humans to maintain the commune, but they were a closed community. And with Nemoy in charge, humans were just part of the territory under their protection, nothing more.  
 
    Nova didn’t agree.  
 
    He pressed the gray button in the middle of the clicker on the visor. His keen hearing could only just discern the electric hum of the gate as it swung open. He followed the road for another mile before reaching a second gate. This one had a guard station made of gray brick and covered in moss for camouflage. Rolling down his window, he grinned at the guard. He was one of the cadets who had just joined the Protectors. Young, eager, ready to serve. He reminded Nova of himself ten years ago.  
 
    “How ya doing, Nate?” he asked the kid, tipping down his shades.  
 
    Nate grinned back. He waggled his eyebrows. “Late night, Nova?” 
 
    Nova smirked. If he only knew. His hip hurt just thinking about it. As the buzz sounded, the gate swung open, and Nova drove through. The houses in the village weren’t much, but they didn’t have to be. They were functional. Small, maybe, but as most of the pack preferred to spend a lot of time in wolf form, the lack of size didn’t really bother them.  
 
    Pulling up in front of his cabin, Nova cut the engine, grateful to be home. He wanted a shower. Maybe to soak in his hot tub. He wanted fresh clothes. But most of all, he wanted a beer. He didn’t care that it was only six in the morning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Inside, Nova made a bee-line for the kitchen. When he opened the refrigerator door, he nearly cried. A six-pack of cold beer sat on the top shelf like a trophy just waiting to be claimed. He’d barely cracked the top when his front door burst open. 
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” Nemoy demanded. “I came looking for you last night and you weren’t here. You weren’t on patrol. So, where were you?” 
 
    Nova eyed his brother coolly. It was just like Nemoy to try to control his every move. “I went out. Is that allowed, Your Highness?” 
 
    Nemoy glared at him, clearly infuriated. Somehow, Nova couldn’t find it in him to care. “Not if you were down in Strathford again!” he exclaimed. The vein pulsed at his temple. That was never a good sign. “You spend too much damn time down there with the humans, Nova. With her.” 
 
    “As opposed to staying here and following you around like a star-struck puppy?” 
 
    Crossing his arms across his chest, Nemoy scowled. “Very funny. Of course, I don’t expect you to follow me around like a star-struck puppy.” A slow smile crept across his lips. “An obedient puppy would be just fine.” 
 
    Nova grabbed an empty Tupperware container and chucked it across the cabin at his brother.  
 
    Nemoy dodged like an expert, grinning devilishly. Then his face sobered and he was all seriousness again. “I mean it, Nova. You can’t keep going down there. Strathford is already paranoid enough about wolves without you running around following that human girl. I can’t tell you how many times I’ve told you to stay out of there unless you are on patrol. Why do you always insist on disobeying me?” 
 
    “Because you’re not my father, Nemoy,” Nova said quietly. It felt like he had made that argument a hundred times since his father passed away. And still, his older brother insisted on treating him like a child. Apparently, twenty-seven wasn’t old enough to be considered a man. Taking a deep breath, Nova forced himself to remain calm. “There is no law against going into Strathford,” he told his brother. “I’m not divulging secrets to the humans. They don’t know about the Pack. All I did was go into the bar and have a few drinks.” 
 
    Nemoy just stared at him. “The bar. In town. Where the girl from ten years ago works?” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    “It’s not just your secret you’re risking, Nova.” Nemoy merely looked at him, judgment written all over his face. “When are you going to see that you have responsibilities as the brother of the Alpha? You have duties to the Pack. And the human girl is not involved.” Nemoy stopped. “Did you talk to her?” 
 
    “Why does it matter?” Silence. Nova fought not to fidget. “Yes, I talked to her.” Why did he suddenly feel like he was being lectured? “I didn’t tell her anything.”  
 
    He was beginning to get angry. He hated it when his brother treated him like that. His entire life, Nova had put the Pack first. He had fought when he was ordered, risked his life for strangers, for humans. He had given up the freedoms of being a normal kid, even a normal wolf, because he was the Alpha’s son. And not even his eldest son either. He was the second son. The one with the cool and steady head. The son that would keep the peace instead of take the bait and give in to violence. Their father had always known that Nova’s strengths lay in his ability to stay calm and talk through a situation when needed, whereas Nemoy’s had laid in being a commanding presence that many would want to follow.  
 
    No, Nova wasn’t meant to lead, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been expected to be great.  
 
    Nemoy sighed. “Look, Nova, I get that the woman means a lot to you. I know you feel protective of her. Don’t think I never followed you on your little field trips when we were younger. I know where you go at night when you aren’t on patrol. And I purposely put you in Strathford when you are. But I need your head in the game here. I put you in control of the guard because I know you’ll always look out for the Pack. What I’m concerned about, however, is that if it comes down to choosing between that girl and your people, you’re going to choose her.” 
 
    Nova sipped his beer, letting the cool, amber liquid slide down his throat. Would he choose her? He didn’t think so. Not really, anyway. Besides, he would have to know her first, and because of his obligations to his family, and all the laws of his people, he would never get the chance.  
 
    “What are you going to do if the Valley Clan stage an attack, huh?” Nemoy asked.  
 
    That brought up an interesting point. “They did attack.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “I said, they did attack. Or at least Kal and one of his henchmen did. Last night.” Nova resisted the urge to smirk at his brother’s expression. It was about time he got Nemoy off guard. “I wasn’t the only one at Murphy’s last night. Kal showed up. He provoked me. On purpose, probably. He tried flirting with Amara, until he recognized her.” 
 
    Nemoy gaped at him in accusation. Like he blamed Nova for Kal’s presence in Strathford. That hadn’t been his fault. “So, what happened?” he asked, his tone sharp. It was amazing how quickly Nemoy could go from big brother to Alpha. As much as his brother annoyed him, that was one trait Nova admired.  
 
    “He picked a fight with me in the bar,” Nova replied, his voice grave. His tone was gruff as he recalled the night before. “I reacted, and then we left. But he and Keaton followed Amara home and nearly ripped her throat out. Thankfully, I found them in time. I was able to fight them off, but it wasn’t easy.” It just took Amara with a gun. His pride was still wounded from that. He was supposed to be protecting her, damn it. Not the other way around.  
 
    “He got me pretty good,” Nova continued, pointing at his wounds. “My shoulder, my side. He left me a pretty big gash.” And it hurt like a bitch. 
 
    Fuming, Nemoy slammed his fist down on the island counter between them. Years of experience taught Nova not to react. Instead, he calmly took a sip of his beer. He was no stranger to his brother’s temper.  
 
    “Why the hell do they keep crossing the border?” Nemoy raged. Irritated, he began to pace. “I told Father all those years ago, that we needed to act, not react. I told him that peace was not an option with this Alpha. Obviously, the son is not much better.” 
 
    “Worse, maybe.” 
 
    “Exactly. But would Father listen to me?” Nemoy asked, throwing his hands in the air. “No. Of course he wouldn’t. Instead, he spends eight years in denial, while the Valley Clan’s violations of the treaty get bolder and bolder, leaving a mess behind for me to figure out how to clean up.” It was just like Nemoy to make their father’s actions about him. Taking a deep breath, Nemoy sighed. “I’ve spent the last two years trying to fix this, Nova. But they don’t care. Kal wants revenge, and his Alpha seems keen to let him get it. I don’t know, Nova.” Nemoy scrubbed a hand over his face. “I might have to declare war.” 
 
    Nova stared at his brother for a second. Two. Then, without saying a word, he opened the refrigerator, took out a beer, cracked the top, and handed it to Nemoy.  
 
    Nemoy eyed the bottle like he’d never seen it before. “It’s seven in the morning, Nova.” 
 
    “You’re talking about war, brother. You need it.” 
 
    Nemoy hesitated just a moment longer. Then, with a sigh, he took a long drink. Nova watched as his muscles visibly relaxed. Nothing like a cold beer to take the edge off.  
 
      
 
    War, Nova thought, slamming his truck door and revving the engine to life. Nemoy was talking about war. Gravel flew behind him as he peeled out of his driveway and charged down the road to the gate.  
 
     There really was no way around it. The packs had been trying to live in peace for the last decade, and so far, the only side willing to keep that peace was theirs. The Valley Clan had proven repeatedly that they weren’t interested in living side by side. They wanted domination. Last night was proof of that.   
 
    Suddenly, Amara’s face flashed, unbidden, through his mind. No. She was human. Even if he wanted to, she was off limits. She was human. And yet, it was Amara’s face that he wanted to see.  
 
    Screw Pack law. He needed a drink. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    It was, by far, one of the most awkward bar shifts Amara had ever done. Mitchell was hardly speaking to her, which during a swing shift, meant she was pretty much locked inside her own head while he stomped around making a show of his displeasure. Normally, she would have called him out on it, told him to quit acting like such a freaking baby and act his age. But today, she was just as irritated with him as he was with her, and she had no desire to make amends. 
 
    All she could think of was Zoe from the night before, hanging off Mitch’s arm like she belonged there. Zoe’s behavior had long since stopped bothering Amara, but for some reason, when it was directed at Mitch, it made her want to slap that girl in the face.  
 
    Mitchell was a pain in the ass, sure. Everybody knew that. He was goofy and sarcastic, brilliant but stubborn. He hadn’t heeded anyone’s advice against opening Murphy’s, and had gone on—with her help, of course—to make it a success. For a while there, he was the talk of the town; which he reminded her of every time he got the chance.  
 
    Yet, he deserved so much better than the likes of Zoe Hamilton, who was notorious for hitting on—and hooking up with—every single man in town. He could do so much better. Why he couldn’t see that was beyond her. 
 
    The door opened and Amara looked up, both pleased and shocked to see Nova walk in. He was dressed in jeans and a long-sleeved grey thermal this time, but it still didn’t seem warm enough for the winter weather they were having. For some reason, the cold just didn’t seem to bother him. Not that she minded. With all those muscles and his brooding eyes, tall, dark, and handsome was oh, so, sexy.  
 
    He flashed her a brilliant smile as he caught her eye and Amara forced herself to remain professional. He was just a customer. It would be inappropriate for her to push him back against the bar and rip his clothes off. 
 
    But God, how she wanted to. 
 
    “How are you doing today, handsome?” she asked, beaming at him. She caught Mitch’s disgusted stare from the corner of her eye, but she ignored him. She was only doing her job, after all. It wasn’t her fault that Nova was easy to flirt with. “Can I get you a drink?” 
 
    A somewhat guilty smile spread across his lips, but he just shook his head. “No thanks,” he replied, and she nearly swooned at the rich, deep cadence of his voice. “But coffee would be great.” 
 
    Get a grip, Amara, she chastised herself. She put on her best bartender smile as she fought to get her libido under control. Down girl.  
 
    Handing him his coffee, she set the bowls of cream and sugar next to it before leaning forward on her elbows. “I have to admit,” she said, letting her thick brown hair fall playfully over her shoulder and around her face. “I didn’t expect to see you in here again so soon. Especially after Mitch kicked you out just last night.” 
 
    Was it her imagination, or was he blushing? 
 
    “Actually, that’s why I’m here,” he told her, glancing over at Mitch. The owner stared down at the glasses he was drying, but she could see a muscle twitch by his jaw. Yeah, he was still pissed. “I wanted to apologize to both of you. Kal and I…we have a long history, and it’s not a good one. That’s no excuse, I never should have lost my temper. But I’m sorry all the same.” He looked over at Mitch. “I’m sorry.” In response, Mitch gave the most imperceptible of nods. “Well,” he said, smiling at Amara, “at least I tried.” 
 
    Amara chuckled. “Oh, don’t sweat it. He’ll come around. He always does.” 
 
    “I hope so. Listen, about last night…” 
 
    “It’s fine, handsome,” she assured him with the wave of her hand. “As far as fights go, I have definitely seen worse. We all have.” 
 
    Nova smiled. “And, while I’m grateful that I didn’t make too much of a fool out of myself, that wasn’t what I was going to say.” 
 
    “Oh.” Amara felt the heat and color flood her cheeks, but she resisted the urge to bury her face in her hands. What was it about this guy that made her act like a giggling school girl? “Then what were you trying to say?” 
 
    “Well,” he began, eyeing her as if he knew exactly what she was thinking, “last night, we were rudely interrupted by Kal, and I wasn’t able to ask what I wanted to ask you.” 
 
    Well, that was unexpected. “And what would that be?”  
 
    “Do you have plans tonight?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Tonight. What time do you get off?” 
 
    “In about an hour.” Her brows furrowed with suspicion. “Why?” 
 
    Amusement looked nice on him, she noted. It really lit up his eyes.  
 
    “Can I take you to dinner tonight?” he asked, his lips twitching.  
 
    A few feet down the bar, Mitch dropped the tray he was holding. His curse was loud, echoing around the empty room. Scowling and grumbling to himself, he disappeared to clean up his mess.  
 
    Amara looked back at Nova, who was waiting patiently for her answer. “Um, yeah, I would like that,” she admitted, cursing the fact that she was blushing. Grabbing a napkin. She pulled the pen from her apron and jotted down her address and phone number before sliding it to him across the bar.  
 
    Nova’s answering grin was so adorable, she thought she might melt. Everything about him was so comfortable and familiar, that it was hard to believe they had only just met. She felt as if she had been looking into those dark eyes for years.  
 
    Damn it, she needed to stop this. She had never gotten so gushy over a guy before. Not even when she was a kid. She wasn’t about to start now.  
 
    “Is seven o’clock okay?” Nova asked, rising from his stool to leave.  
 
    Swallowing hard, Amara nodded. She could do this. “Seven sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Great.” Leaning forward, Nova brushed his lips across her cheek. The sensation was electric. Amara shivered. “I’ll see you tonight.” 
 
      
 
    By five o’clock that evening, Amara’s room looked as if a tornado had hit it. Clothes were scattered across the floor and piled on her bed. Three different dresses were draped across the back of an armchair. Her jeans were crumpled in a pile by her door. And don’t even get her started on her shoes.  
 
    She had nothing to wear.  
 
    Good grief, when was the last time she’d even been on a date? Eight months ago? Ten? And when was the last time she had been with a man? A year? It was far too long on both accounts.  
 
    Now, here she was, about to go out on a date with the most gorgeous man she had ever seen.  
 
    And she couldn’t pick out a damn dress.  
 
    “Hey, hey, hey!” a voice called down the hall. Amara recognized her little sister, Sadie’s, voice and sighed with relief. While the two sisters were wildly different, over the years, Amara had come to appreciate Sadie’s talents, and her eye for fashion.  
 
    “Back here.” She held up a blue top up to her shoulder and studied her reflection in the mirror. It was cute, but she wanted to be hot. She groaned. She couldn’t wear that. No way.  
 
    “Oh, great. I wanted to tell you about that movie Mom and I—holy hell, what happened in here?” Sadie asked. Her eyes were wide as she surveyed the damage. “Did you decide to clean out your closet and forget to tell me?” 
 
    Amara shook her head. She wanted to cry. “No. I’m going on a date, and I can’t find anything to wear.” She held her arms open to her sister. “Help me.” 
 
    Laughing, Sadie gingerly picked her way across the room, looking at Amara as if she’d gone crazy. Maybe she had. “Who’s the guy?” she wanted to know. Sadie began picking up pieces of clothing at random and holding them up for inspection. “I’ve never seen you act like this before. And we both know you’ve never asked me for help. He must be hot.” 
 
    “Smoking,” Amara agreed. She pointed to the jeans and tee shirt she wore. “And the best I can do is this.”  
 
    Sadie pursed her lips, looking Amara over from head to toe. “Turn,” she instructed. Amara did. “Hair up or down?” 
 
    Amara raised a brow. “I don’t know, Sadie! Isn’t that what I have you for?” Pulling her hair up behind her head, she stared at herself in the mirror. “Doesn’t hair up make me look, I don’t know, stuffy and formal?” 
 
    “More like elegant and classy.” She glanced sideways at her. “You don’t want to be elegant and classy?” 
 
    “No! I want to be hot and spicy.” 
 
    “Ooh!” Sadie clapped her hands together in excitement. “He must be gorgeous. Who is this guy?” 
 
    “His name is Nova. I met him at the bar last night.”  
 
    Sadie grinned. “Mmm. He even sounds sexy. Are you going to sleep with him?” She held up a red dress. She crinkled her nose in distaste, then tossed it aside.  
 
    Amara froze, staring at a forest green skirt. “Maybe?” 
 
    Sadie’s squeal of excitement made them both laugh. “Wear this,” she ordered, holding up a black, slinky, slip of material. “And wear your hair down. It’ll make you look like a classy seductress.” 
 
    Forty-five minutes later, the two sisters stood in front of the mirror. Amara wore a soft black dress that hit just above the knees, flaring out from her hips. The straps at her shoulders were thin, with the short-capped sleeves slipping off her shoulders. The thin material clung to her every curve. Her hair, which was dark and shiny, fell in waves around her face. Sadie had put a diamond clip on one side of her hair, and done her makeup with an exquisite hand.  
 
    “Wow,” Amara breathed. She couldn’t believe she was looking at herself. “Sadie…you’ve outdone yourself.” 
 
    “I know,” Sadie replied, beaming. “I’m a genius.” 
 
    “You really are.” 
 
    The doorbell rang, and both girls jumped. Amara gasped, staring at her sister with wide eyes. Her face went pale. “He’s here.” She waited a moment to stop her heart from racing. She had never in her life been this nervous to go out with a guy before. Actually, it was kind of embarrassing.  
 
    Sadie watched her with her head cocked to the side, her pretty face scrunched up in a puzzled expression. “So…are you going to answer it?” 
 
    “What? Oh. Yeah. Right.” Smoothing down her dress, Amara took a deep breath to steady her nerves. “Okay, I’m ready.”  
 
    “Go get him, girl!” her sister called after her as Amara walked down the hall to her front door. “I’ll clean up this mess so you have something, um, clean to come back to.”  
 
    Oh. She hadn’t thought of that. “Thanks,” she said, starting to feel nervous again.  
 
    “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do!” Sadie hollered, laughing. Amara grinned. Sadie was only twenty-two, but she knew from experience, there wasn’t a whole lot she wouldn’t do. She smirked.  
 
    This was going to be a fun night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    Nova stood on Amara’s porch, nervously fidgeting with the hem of his black leather jacket. He was the Beta Wolf of the Mountain Wolf Clan. He had fought in countless skirmishes with the Valley Clan over the last decade, in most of which, his side had come out on top. He had faced his mother—who was a formidable presence—after royally screwing up as a boy, and he hadn’t even flinched at the lectures she had pounded into his skull. And yet, here he stood, about to take the woman he had been secretly in love with since he was seventeen to dinner, and his palms were sweating like crazy.  
 
    Go figure.  
 
    Nova swallowed hard just as the door handle turned and the door opened. Amara stood in front of him, irresistibly sexy. His jaw dropped. “Well, don’t you look, um.” Silently, he cursed himself for his lack of words. He cleared his throat. “You look amazing, Amara.”  
 
    He was pleased to see her blush. The scarlet heat looked fantastic against her caramel-colored skin. Amara offered him a shy smile. Damn, she was beautiful.  
 
    Nova held out a bouquet of orange and red lilies. With their yellow centers, they reminded him of the sunset, a time of day he’d always associated with her. His ventures away from his pack to watch her—for her own protection, of course—had always begun at sundown, when it was safer to run through the woods without human interference. The people of Strathford hated wolves, it was true, but they feared them all the same. He had yet to be approached on his way into town.  
 
    Amara took the flowers and buried her face in the blooms, inhaling their sweet scent. The fragrance filled the night around them. “Thank you.” She beamed. “I’m just going to…” She pointed behind her into the house. Understanding, he nodded and she disappeared through the door. She returned a few moments later and took the hand he offered. Her fingers were small and delicate, her skin soft and smooth. Nova had spent years wondering what those fingers would feel like, what the sensation of her skin on his would do to him. The reality didn’t disappoint. Amara’s smile went from shy to coy. “You’re looking pretty handsome tonight, yourself. Where are we going?” 
 
    “I’ve got something special planned.” 
 
    He took her to a fancy restaurant outside of Strathford, where he went all out. Champagne, lobster, the works. He wanted to spoil her. He knew from his years of observation that she hadn’t experienced much luxury and, while he didn’t have a lot, he had enough to make her feel like a queen for at least one night.  
 
    Their conversation was surprisingly easy. He had been worried they would have nothing to talk about, or that he would slip and say something that would reveal how long he had been watching her. Luckily, neither one had happened. What had happened was they had polished off a bottle of wine, enjoyed a fantastic Italian dinner, and were currently strolling through the streets of Strathford on the way back to her place.  
 
    She hadn’t mentioned the wolf attack once, which was strange, he had to admit. He kept waiting for it to happen, hoping he didn’t have to explain any suspicions away. However, she remained stoically silent on the subject. Nova couldn’t help but be pleased. He’d had enough wolf business for the moment.  
 
    It was no longer safe for even the pack to be alone at night. The Valley Clan had invaded their territory, had begun calling Strathford their own, and the attacks between the two packs had been more vicious than ever. But he didn’t need to talk about that with Amara.  
 
    He glanced down at their joined hands. It was amazing. For ten years, he had been wondering what it would feel like to hold her hand. To walk with her through the streets of downtown. To be able to talk to her, to hear her say his name instead of just hearing her talk to other people. And now, miraculously, here he was, doing just that. It was funny how life worked out sometimes.  
 
    Even if he was violating one of the pack’s most important rules.  
 
    After an hour of walking, which felt more like moments, they reached her front door. He walked her up the steps of the porch, trying not to picture her standing there holding a shotgun the night before.  
 
    Amara bit her lip, before turning to face him. Her face was glowing in the porch light. Before he really knew what he was doing, Nova leaned forward and softly pressed his lips to hers.  
 
    Just the taste of her was intoxicating. She smelled of cinnamon and just a hint of something spicy. Her lips moved beneath his, her tongue tentatively probing into his mouth. Nova moaned against her. He had just enough time to revel in the fact that Amara was in his arms at last before their hands were all over each other.  
 
    Amara blindly fumbled with her keys. It was a grueling process. By the time she finally managed to marry key to lock and get the door open, anything resembling Nova’s patience had run out. With her heart beating wildly, she led him to her room and closed the door. He had waited ten years for this moment, and now that it had come, he intended to enjoy every second.  
 
    Wrapping his arms around her, Nova gripped Amara’s hips and hoisted her up so her legs could wrap around his waist. His lips found every inch of skin they could; her lips, her cheek, her neck, her shoulders. His urgency to touch all that was Amara Townsend was overwhelming. Pushing her against the wall, he hiked up her dress while fighting the buttons on his jeans.  
 
    He couldn’t believe his luck. Nemoy was going to kill him. Fuck, Nova thought, chastising himself. Quit thinking about your brother.  
 
    Finally managing to get his pants down, he picked her up, groaning against her when her legs clamped around him. Her warm, wet center pressed against him, and he felt himself get hard.  
 
    He couldn’t believe it. He’d actually managed to get his hands on Amara Townsend. And she was so much better than he’d ever imagined. She was the woman of his dreams, and she had no idea. How was he ever going to explain to her how much she meant to him?  
 
    Breathing hard, he trailed his mouth down her front, peeling the dress down to her waist. He took her breast into his mouth, suckling on her nipple, and loving the way she moaned in ecstasy.  
 
    Gripping her hips, he thrust into her, once, twice. Amara cried out, and he thrust harder. He drove her up, pounding her up against the wall, until she was all but quivering against him. For ten years, he had watched her, falling more and more for her every day, no matter how much he tried to convince himself otherwise. As she shuddered around him, raking her fingers down his back, Nova knew that if he let himself, what had once been infatuation would turn to actual love.  
 
    It scared the living hell out of him. But maybe it was time to let himself fall. As they clung to each other one last time, Nova pushed them both up to the peak of climax. He came with her, and in that moment, he let himself fall over the edge. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Amara ran her fingers over Nova’s back while he slept. She loved the feel of his silky skin beneath the pad of her fingertips. His muscles were hard and lean, stretched out along his tall frame.  
 
    God, he was sexy. 
 
    How was it that a man like that was interested in a woman like her? Okay, so she wasn’t ugly or anything, but she wasn’t drop dead gorgeous by any means. And Nova was, well, perfect. She slid her hands over his body as lightly as she could, smiling to herself as she recalled the night before. Being with Nova had been the best sex of her life.  
 
    She couldn’t wait to do it again.  
 
    Snoring a bit, Nova stretched and turned over before once more settling back into sleep. Amara smiled. She knew he wouldn’t agree, but he really was beautiful.  
 
    When she was sure he was asleep, she resumed the slow exploration of her lover’s skin. White scars in various stages of healing and age crisscrossed over his back and torso. Amara followed every one. Her fingers fluttered over a relatively new wound that was a mound of angry red skin and new scar tissue on his hip. 
 
    Odd. That was the same place the wolf… 
 
    Amara froze. No. It couldn’t be. That was…impossible. And yet… 
 
    She thought back to the way he moved, as if he owned the night. The confidence had been sexy, but now she was wondering if it was because he saw the world in a different way. His dark, almond-shaped eyes had seemed instantly familiar, but was that because she had seen those eyes staring out at her from a different face since she was fifteen?  
 
    And now the scar was in the same place as the wolf’s wound the night before.  
 
    She stared at Nova. Trepidation whispered down her spine. Could he really be the wolf? If he was, that would mean he had been following her for the last ten years. And that he had saved her life. Twice.  
 
    Amara shook her head, trying to dislodge the idea from her thoughts. It was impossible. People didn’t just up and turn into wolves. It didn’t happen. It couldn’t happen. And yet… 
 
    “Nova, wake up.” She shoved him as hard as she could. He grunted. “Nova, damn it, I said wake up!” She pushed him again, this time with enough force that he almost fell off her bed.  
 
    “What? What?” His movements were erratic and jerky as he stumbled to shake the sleep away. Within moments, he was completely alert. His eyes darted back and forth between her, the windows, and the door. “Amara, what is it? Are you okay? Is somebody here? Are they outside?” 
 
    Amara sat there, watching him, as his body tensed and he searched for danger. Her heart sank. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she did. It was true.  
 
    Nova was the wolf. 
 
    “It’s you, isn’t it?” Her voice was barely a whisper, but she knew he’d heard her.  
 
    His entire face went blank, forming an expressionless mask. The guarded look in his eyes was a far cry from the open, fun-loving gaze he’d had all evening.  
 
    Amara wasn’t sure why that scared her more than her recent revelation. But it did.  
 
    “Is what me?” 
 
    Even his tone was flat. Amara cleared her throat. “You’re the wolf. The one that’s been following me all these years.” Silence. “The one that saved my life only two nights ago.” 
 
    For a moment that felt like it spanned decades, Nova sat there. He didn’t say a word. Then, like it was the most rational thing in the world, he reached for his clothes and began tugging on his jeans.  
 
    “Nova.” 
 
    He pulled his shirt over his head and grabbed his shoes. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”               
 
    She pursed her lips. She wasn’t sure how she felt about any of this. People didn’t just turn into wolves. They didn’t. Werewolves weren’t real. They just weren’t. “Yes, you do,” she replied. Though the entire situation felt ridiculously surreal, she was glad to hear that her voice was steady and strong.  
 
    Nova glared at her. “No. I don’t.” 
 
    “Then why are you leaving?” 
 
    His hand on the door, Nova stopped. She could see the wheels turning in his head, could see him struggle to decipher what she knew and what she’d guessed. He was trying to figure out the best way to lie to her; she knew he was.  
 
    And still, she waited.  
 
    Finally, after what seemed like hours, he heaved a heavy sigh before sitting next to her on the bed. For a while, he didn’t say anything. He just sat there holding her hand and staring at the door. Though, whether he was thinking someone was going to burst in or he was wanting to run out, she couldn’t say.  
 
    “How did you know?” Though his voice was soft, to Amara it sounded like a canon in the darkness.  
 
    She bit her lip. “Your scar. The one on your hip. I saw it the other night after the attack. The wolf—I mean you—had a bloody gash from here to here.” She demonstrated on her own body. “That, and your eyes,” she admitted. “From the moment you walked into Murphy’s, I knew there was something familiar about you.” 
 
    She turned to face him. This time, she needed to hear the whole truth. She needed to see it. “You were the boy that saved me ten years ago. Weren’t you?” Nova nodded. Amara drew in a sharp breath. She had prepared herself for that answer, but it still felt like a shock. It was one thing to wonder about the impossible, but it was another thing entirely to have the impossible confirmed. “Why?” 
 
    Nova paused for a moment, apparently trying to decide if he was going to answer. “I had to make sure you were safe. You were attacked because of me.” And those dark eyes, the ones that normally looked so strong, were tortured. “The wolves that attacked you…there was no reason for it. It wasn’t your fault. You and your friends were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Kal and his friends, they were just trying to provoke the pack into reacting, into protecting our territory, so that their Alpha had an excuse to declare war.” 
 
    Amara’s mind fumbled. Pack. Alpha. Territory, for crying out loud. They really did think like real wolves. How much of Nova was human, and how much was wolf? 
 
    “So, all the attacks, all the sightings in the last several years, those were because of a feud between the two packs?” Nova nodded. Amara thought for a second, considering her next words carefully. “And my father?” Her voice was shaky. Despite the years, it was still filled with pain. “He was, um, killed by wolves when I was twelve. From what I was told, it was pretty gruesome.” She hesitated. “They never let me see the body.” 
 
    Nova’s gaze was sympathetic and a little bit guilty. It was clear he blamed himself for the influence of the wolves in Strathford. “That was Callahan,” he told her gravely. “He’s the Alpha of the Valley Clan—the pack that attacked you. Back then, he wasn’t the Alpha. He was a lieutenant looking to gain power. From what I could gather, your father was an important member of your community, am I right?” 
 
    Amara huffed out a tremulous breath. “Yes. He was on the Council. He would have taken my grandfather’s spot as an elder if he hadn’t already passed away.” 
 
    Nova’s eyes filled with emotions. Amara looked away. If she let herself get caught up in that, if she gave in to the tears that built whenever she talked about her father, she may never stop. Nova squeezed her fingers. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Not your fault.” 
 
    “Maybe not. But it was still wolf business interfering with human lives.” 
 
    “The night you were attacked,” Nova continued, his voice strained, “I had just started on patrol. My brother, Nemoy, was with me and we were talking. We should have been paying more attention, I know. But we were kids. We didn’t hear them until it was too late. 
 
    “Amara, I swear to you, we got there as soon as we could. But there were five of them and only two of us. I’m sorry.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Her voice was gentle and kind. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “No, it’s not.” He shook his head, completely miserable. “It’s not okay. I had one job, and that was to protect you. I failed.” 
 
    A frown creased Amara’s brow and she balled her hands into fists. It wasn’t fair for him to take on the guilt from the attack. Any of them. He’d ben seventeen that night. “It wasn’t your fault,” she told him, glad to find her voice as stern as it was. “You were a kid.” 
 
    “I was a warrior.” 
 
    “You were a kid. You did everything you could. You saved me. Hey, look at me. You saved me. You saved Becca and Zoe, too. And, even though it’s a bit stalkerish, you’ve been protecting me ever since. I would be dead right now if it wasn’t for you.” 
 
    Nova frowned. “You were attacked because of me.” 
 
    “Nonsense.” She waved his protests away. “I was attacked because Kal and his friends are spineless cowards who try to pump themselves up by victimizing little girls and helpless women.” 
 
    Nova’s lips quirked up at the corners. “You don’t look helpless to me.” 
 
    Amara grinned back at him. “Damn straight I’m not helpless. Now will you quit feeling sorry for yourself and get your clothes off so I can have my way with you again?” 
 
    For about three seconds, he just stared at her. Then he blinked.  
 
    And then the clothes came off.  
 
    Amara had never seen a man strip so fast, but damn, did she admire his handiwork. Reaching out, she pulled him down on top of her, pleased to feel the length of his hard body stretch out on top of hers. She could feel him against her leg, already eager to be inside her. Both of them laughing, they disappeared under the covers once more.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    A few hours later, Nova let himself out Amara’s front door. She stood in the doorway behind him, her arm up over her head, leaning against the wooden frame. He had never seen someone look so amazing and sexy in his entire life.  
 
    She was going to be the death of him, he was sure. Ah, but what a way to die.  
 
    Grinning like a fool, he moved in to kiss her, lingering long enough to enjoy the sharp scents of sage, jasmine, and lavender from her lotions and shampoo. He didn’t want to leave. It was like the last ten years without ever speaking to her had melted away and he was once again that seventeen-year-old boy staring down at a beautiful girl he was dying to know.  
 
    But even then, life was complicated.  
 
    Amara wrapped her arms around him, pulling him in close to her. She pressed her lips to the crook of his neck, biting just enough to cause a pin prick of pain.  
 
    Nova groaned against her, burying his face in her hair. It was all he could do to keep from saying “responsibilities be damned,” and dragging her back inside with him. But he had to go. As much as he hated to admit it, he’d been away far too long. By now, Nemoy was bound to be looking for him.  
 
    Easing back from her, he kissed Amara lightly on the nose. “I really do need to go,” he told her, but even to his own ears, his voice lacked conviction. Suppressing a sigh, he forced himself to take another step toward the sidewalk. Then another. “I’ll swing by the bar soon, okay?”               
 
    Amara’s smile was both shy and sexy at the same time. “I’m holding you to that, handsome.” On the street now, Nova winked back at her, grinning when she blew him a kiss before shutting the door.  
 
    He was in so much trouble. He was the Beta of the Mountain Clan Wolf Pack, and now here he was, walking away from the house of the human woman he had fallen head over heels in love with. What had he done? 
 
    “Fuck,” he muttered into the early morning air.  
 
    “My sentiments exactly.” 
 
    Turning on his heel, Nova watched, stunned, as his older brother—not to mention, his Alpha—materialized out of the shadows.  
 
    Nemoy stood before him, with his arms crossed, dressed in jeans and a heavy coat. He was glaring at him. “Explain yourself, brother.” 
 
    Shit. Nova had enough experience with his brother to recognize an order when he heard one. The problem was, he really didn’t have an explanation. Not even for himself.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    Nemoy raised a brow, his eyes betraying just the hint of surprise within their stony depths. “No? I’m sorry, I must not have heard you right. Did you just fucking say no?” 
 
    Nova could feel the tension rising between them, could feel his Alpha’s wolf form itching to take over and settle the matter per Pack Law. Nemoy was in charge. Every member of the pack knew it. To challenge him was almost certainly a death sentence. And still, Nova stood his ground. “I have no explanation for you, Nemoy. I never have.” 
 
    His brother glared at him. “She’s human.” 
 
    “I’m in love with her.” 
 
    Silence fell between them as they both absorbed the weight and reality of Nova’s words. The tension between the two brothers was palpable. Had they been home, or at least under the cover of trees, they would have been fighting already.  
 
    Nemoy grit his teeth. The vein on his forehead began to throb madly, a sure sign he was agitated. “She’s human.” 
 
    “I’ve never agreed with your prejudice against humans, Nemoy,” Nova said softly. It was essential he kept his temper under control right then. “You know that.” 
 
    “You’ve never violated our laws for a human before, either.” 
 
    “No, I hadn’t,” Nova agreed. He was starting to feel slightly ashamed of himself. It was true, he had never broken Pack Law before. He’d never even considered it. The Pack was his life and always had been. And now here he was, throwing away the rules he had followed for the last twenty-seven years; throwing away his family, his position, for a girl. But Amara wasn’t just any girl. She may not be a wolf, but she was the one he wanted, just the same. Nova shrugged off his brother’s arm. “Things change, Nemoy.” 
 
    “Nova, don’t do this.” Though Nemoy’s actions were hard and controlling, his tone was surprisingly tame. Almost pleading. “Being with a human, even that one, it’s against pack law. They can’t know about us, Nova.” 
 
    Nova frowned. He didn’t want to think about what would happen if the humans knew about the pack. It was common knowledge that they didn’t take to anything different with open arms, and shifters were anything but normal. But Amara hadn’t treated him any differently. In fact, she’d taken it all in stride. It had surprised the hell out of him, to tell the truth. Somehow, he doubted the rest of the town would take so kindly to them.  
 
    “Why are we so scared of humans, Nemoy?” 
 
    As he knew he would, his brother bristled. “We are not scared.” 
 
    “Sure, we are. We live in the woods on our acres of property, isolated from the rest of the population in the area. We don’t come into Strathford to socialize. We only go into town to protect them.” Nova shook his head, dispelling a wry laugh. “We don’t talk to them, Nemoy. We don’t bother to get to know them. They don’t bother to get to know us. There is a very clear divide between them and us, a divide that is going to be our downfall if they ever do find out that there are packs of supernatural people living out in the woods. It will get even more dangerous when they put two and two together and discover that those people shift into wolves. Wolves, I might add, that have been terrorizing this place for the last decade and a half. Don’t you think it would be smarter to quit alienating ourselves from the humans, Nemoy, and try to get to know them instead?”  
 
    Stunned, Nemoy just stared at him, his face unreadable. They only emotion Nova could even ascertain was the anger in his brother’s dark eyes. Whatever he thought of Nova’s little speech, he wasn’t prone to share any time soon.  
 
    Nemoy glared at him. “You can’t tell the girl, Nova.” 
 
    Nova smirked. “She already knows.” 
 
    Watching his brother process that one statement was like watching a volcano explode. “Damn it, Nova!” he shouted. Pushing away from him, he started to pace. “That is our number one rule. Don’t tell the fucking humans! What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    Lifting his shoulders in a noncommittal shrug, Nova simply watched him. “I didn’t tell her.”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She figured it out. The other night, when Kal and his buddy went after her, I got hurt. She saw it. Last night,” Nova grinned at the memory, “she saw it again. She’s a smart woman, Nemoy. She can put two and two together.” 
 
    The two men glared at each other, neither one daring to make the first move. Finally, Nemoy huffed out a frustrated breath. He scrubbed a hand over his face, then shoved one pointed finger into Nova’s chest. “She doesn’t tell a damn soul, you got it?” 
 
    Surprised, Nova’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. 
 
    “This is important, Nova.” 
 
    “Yeah. Yeah, I got it. But to be honest, I don’t get it.” 
 
    Nemoy turned away from him and resumed his pacing. “Look, Nova, I’m not blind. I know you’ve been in love with that girl since you saved her.” Stopping, he turned to look at him, understanding written across his face. “Now that you have her, I can’t take her away. You’re my brother. Just…just make sure she doesn’t tell anyone.” He held out his hand. “Deal?” 
 
    Nova couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He just stared.  
 
    “Nova?” 
 
    Shaking his head, Nova fought to think clearly. Then he shook his brother’s hand, a grin sliding across his face. “Yeah. Uh, yeah. Deal.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    The next two weeks went by like a dream for Amara. She couldn’t remember ever being so happy in her life. Her nights with Nova were…magical. They were made even more so by the fact that there were no secrets between them.  
 
    The life of the pack was fascinating. She found herself stocking up on books about wolves and their behavior. She had raided the New Age section at the bookstore and purchased nearly every book on lycanthropes, werewolves, and shifters she could find. Between those and picking Nova’s brain about anything relating to either subject, she was on her way to becoming an expert. She wasn’t sure why, but the idea thrilled her.  
 
    Pushing open the back door to Murphy’s, Amara shouldered her way into the storage room with a crate of alcohol on her hip. Things were finally getting back to normal with her and Mitch. Neither one of them approved of who the other was dating, but they were finally back to their weekly pasta and wine nights. It was glorious.  
 
    Amara set the crate down and began unloading the bottles. The bar was packed tonight. Mitch had finally listened to her about the karaoke night. He’d bet her twenty bucks they wouldn’t draw in a crowd. He’d lost. She chuckled to herself. She didn’t know why he’d been so against the idea. Mitch loved Karaoke. She supposed he thought he was going to make a fool of himself. Which, she conceded, was entirely possible. Still, it would be entertaining.  
 
    A knock on the back door made her look up. The door opened and Nova peered in. Even through his thin, long-sleeved shirt, she could see his well-defined muscles. She could stare at him all day.  
 
    “Hey you,” she said by way of greeting. She set a bottle of vodka on the shelf and stood. Stepping inside, Nova shut the door behind him and crossed the room. He wrapped his strong arms around her waist, pulling her to him. Amara giggled, threading her arms through his and around his back. She tipped her face up to his, pleased when he pressed his lips to hers.  
 
    She loved the way he felt against her. The way he always tasted of peppermint and smelled like pine trees. It was hard for her to believe they had only been seeing each other for a couple weeks. It felt like she’d known Nova Lowery for years.  
 
    “I thought you were busy tonight?” Once again, she went back to the crate. When it was empty, she grabbed the bottles she needed to go back out front.  
 
    Nova smiled. “I am. But I couldn’t just pass by without coming in to get a kiss.” He smacked her ass. She grinned over her shoulder at him. “But I don’t work tomorrow. Dinner and a movie?” 
 
    “Sure.” Gesturing for him to follow, she pushed through the swinging door to the front of the bar. She knew the smile on her face was goofy as hell, but somehow, she couldn’t find it in her to care.  
 
    “No unauthorized personnel behind the bar,” Mitch called, seeing Nova behind her. Amara smirked. She and Mitch may have been getting along again, but he never missed a chance to screw with Nova. It would be pretty funny if it wasn’t so annoying. He had never behaved like that before. “Oh, give it a rest, Mitchell. He’s just passing through to say hi.” 
 
    “Last I checked, he can say hello from the front of the bar just as well.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Amara chucked a wet cloth at him. Mitch deflected it, and it ended up flying into Zoe’s face.  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Amara burst out laughing. Even Mitch’s lips turned up at the corners. Glancing at Nova, she found him trying his best not to laugh. It looked like he was biting his cheek to fight the urge.  
 
    “What the hell, Amara?” Zoe cried, outraged. She flung the rag down on the table with a satisfying slap.  
 
    “Hey, now, don’t look at me. I threw it at Mitchell. He’s the one who tossed it at you.” When Zoe merely glared at her, Amara chuckled. “Relax, Zo. I’ll buy you a drink.” 
 
    Nova wrapped his arm around Amara’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to her hair. “I’ve got to go, babe.” 
 
    She tipped her face up to kiss him, letting herself sink into all that was Nova. She could feel her heart pounding, feel the blood pulsing through her veins. No one had ever affected her the way he did. “See you tomorrow?” 
 
    “I’ll pick you up at seven.” 
 
    Amara beamed at him. She blew him a kiss and he headed for the door.  
 
    “Well, look at you,” Sadie said, pushing through the door before he could leave. Nova stopped cold, staring down at Amara’s little sister. “So, you’re the one who’s been keeping my sister occupied these last few weeks, huh?” She looked him up and down, her arms over her chest and her lips pressed into a firm, thin line. Then she smiled slyly. “I suppose I can see why. Mom wants to meet you, by the way. You guys are expected at dinner on Sunday.” 
 
    Nova blinked. Completely helpless, he glanced over his shoulder at Amara. Biting back her own laughter, she merely shrugged. Honestly, there was nothing she could do. When it came to her stubborn little sister, he was on his own. 
 
    Nova glared at her. Then he sighed. “Uh, yeah, sure. Sunday.” Nova fidgeted uncomfortably. “I, uh, I guess I’ll see you then.” And before Sadie could corner him into attending more family functions, Nova fled.  
 
    Amara couldn’t say she blamed him. Sadie was a force to be reckoned with, even on her bad days. When she was on her game, telling her no was damn near impossible.  
 
    Amara poured a shot of vodka and set it on the bar in front of her sister. Sadie climbed up onto the stool. She took the shot and downed it in one gulp.  
 
    “Was that really necessary?” Amara asked with a grin. As she expected, Sadie only shrugged unrepentantly. There was not one shred of remorse in her gaze. Nor had Amara thought there would be.  
 
    “What can I say?” Sadie asked. “Mom wants to meet him. Besides, it’s my job as your sister to see what your new guy is made of.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Sadie pursed her lips, considering. “I like him. I guess he’ll do.” She tapped her glass for another drink. “Anyway, he’s freaking hot. Like scalding.” 
 
    Amara poured her own drink and tapped her glass to her sister’s. “He is that.” 
 
    “You’re a lucky woman.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” 
 
    A man sat down next to Sadie. Amara flashed a smile without really looking at him. “What will it be, sugar?” 
 
    “Make it a bourbon, sweetheart.” 
 
    “Coming right up.” With practiced hands, she grabbed a glass, poured, and slid it over to him. “You opening a tab?” 
 
    “Sure,” the man replied, and still, she barely looked at him. “Put it under Kal.” 
 
    Amara froze, sure she hadn’t heard him right. Kal. Looking up, she met his gaze, and sure enough, it was him. Same tawny gold eyes, same russet auburn-brown hair as the man she’d seen with Nova the night they’d met. He had told her who it was, why they were fighting. She knew he had learned she was the one who had escaped his foul clutches. That he’d stalked her that night, intent on killing her. He would have succeeded, had it not been for Nova. 
 
    Sound rushed through her ears like an oncoming train as the attack from her childhood played across her mind. She could still feel his teeth ripping into her shoulder, trying to get at her throat. She could feel the weight of him pressing down on her, suffocating her, forcing her to dispel any air she still had. She was dying a slow, agonizing death by asphyxiation while he was tearing into her flesh. Never in her life had she experienced such raw terror as she had that night.  
 
    And it was all because of him.  
 
    She had never truly hated anybody before. But she hated him.  
 
    Kal smiled back at her, and it was a cold, cruel smile. Amara’s blood ran cold. He knew that she recognized him on some level. He knew, and he was enjoying it.  
 
    The bastard.  
 
    Amara forced a smile. She was still at work, after all. It would only give him what he wanted if she caused a scene. “Sure thing.” 
 
    “So,” Kal said, turning to Sadie. “I haven’t seen you before. Are you from around here?” 
 
    Sadie looked from Kal to Amara and lifted a brow with a quizzical grin. It was easy to see that she was pleased, and it was easy to see why, even if his pickup line had been a total cliché. Kal was like a golden Adonis. He was the light to Nova’s dark.  
 
    The problem was that the guy was a murderous psychopath. And she did not want him messing around with her kid sister.  
 
    Flirtatious now, Sadie dove into conversation with him, tossing her hair and playing coy like no one but Sadie could. She even let him buy her another drink. After a while, they took turns singing karaoke. They did a duet to Journey’s “Don’t stop believing.” Kal was surprisingly good. Sadie, of course, was perfect like always. Amara couldn’t count the number of choir solos the girl had scored throughout their childhood. She’d often wondered if she and her mother were the reason Sadie had never pursued a singing career or tried to grow her talents. Her voice was strong and rich. She even wrote her own songs. Yet, she insisted she was happy in Strathford.  
 
    Amara didn’t believe a word of it.  
 
    Mitch brought over a couple plates of food and set them in front of the empty stools. Amara frowned. “What’s this?” 
 
    “The guys Sadie’s with ordered them dinner.”  
 
    Her eyes widened in surprise. “She let him order for her? Fried bar food? Sadie?” 
 
    Mitch laughed. “I know. I couldn’t believe it either. Still, here we are. Life is strange sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s not so strange,” Amara grumbled darkly, glaring at Kal on stage. “Not if someone has a smooth tongue and knows what they’re doing.” 
 
    Concern passed over her boss’s face. “You okay, Mara?” He followed her gaze to where Sadie and Kal were stepping down from the stage. “You’ve never had a problem with Sadie flirting with bar guys before. What gives?” 
 
    She couldn’t tell him truth; that Kal was a shifter that had tried to rip her throat out. Twice. Not only would it betray Nova to do so, but who would believe her? Even Mitchell, who she used to be able to tell anything, would write her off as nuts. However, forcing a smile and pretending she was okay with a sociopath hitting on her sister—ordering for her as if she were a helpless child—was making her sick to her stomach.  
 
    Amara shook her head. “Nothing. He just gives me bad vibes, is all.” She tried to shrug it off, but she knew Mitch was watching her. She could still see him from the corner of her eye. He’d always trusted her instincts. At least now she knew he would be keeping an eye on Sadie, too.  
 
    Breathless, Sadie sat back down and grinned at her big sister. “So? What did you think?”  
 
    “The two of you should be on Broadway,” Mitch crooned, snaking a fry from Sadie’s plate. She slapped his hand. “You put the rest of us amateurs to shame.” 
 
    Sadie laughed, beaming at Mitch and Kal. She took the drink Kal had ordered and sipped it. “Damn right we do. And don’t you forget it.” 
 
    Mitch grinned. “I would never.” But he shot Amara a look that Sadie didn’t see, and she knew he noticed the greedy way Kal was watching her.  
 
    She didn’t like it one bit.  
 
    “Do you know who I am?” he asked quietly when Sadie entered into conversation with another of the regulars. Kal leaned in over the bar towards her. Shameless, he plucked a fried zucchini chip from Sadie’s plate and popped it in his mouth.  
 
    Amara stared at him, her face professionally pleasant, but she knew her eyes were as cold as stone. “You’re a paying customer at Murphy’s Tavern, sir. What more do I need to know?” I know you’re an asshole, she thought. I know you tried to kill me. And if it’s the last thing I do, I will see you pay for what you did to me.  
 
    With her sunniest smile, she moved down the bar, doing anything she could to make herself look busy. From the corner of her eye, she caught Sadie’s pointed gaze. Amara gave just the slightest shake of her head.  
 
    Sadie wasn’t satisfied. Excusing herself from Kal, she sidled down the bar and stood in front of Amara. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Mara.” 
 
    Amara heaved a heavy sigh. “He’s not a good guy, Sadie. He’s dangerous.” 
 
    Sadie frowned, Concerned, she glanced over her shoulder to where Kal sat. He seemed preoccupied with his food, but Amara could tell he was listening. She wondered vaguely if shifters had super hearing. She would have to ask Nova later. “He doesn’t look dangerous,” Sadie said. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Trust me.” 
 
    “But how do you know?” 
 
    Amara hesitated. How much could she reveal without revealing too much? “Nova told me.” 
 
    “Your boyfriend knows him?” Her eyes widened, clearly intrigued. “How? From where?” 
 
    Amara shrugged. “I don’t know where. Childhood, probably. Honestly, Sade, it doesn’t matter. Nova said he’s bad news, and I believe him.” 
 
    The frown on Sadie’s brow creased deeper. “Well, I’m not sure I do. Besides, he already asked me out.” 
 
    “He did?” Amara asked, with shock. 
 
    “Yes, he did. He wants to take me dancing tonight.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Okay, don’t freak out.” Sadie held up her hands to ward her off. “But I said yes.” 
 
    “Damn it, Sadie,” Amara muttered. The trickle of fear that came over her raised goosebumps on her skin. “I really wish you wouldn’t.” 
 
    “I already said yes, Mara. It’s done. And he really doesn’t seem that bad. He’s got definite bad boy appeal, that’s for sure. But he’s charming.” Sadie grinned devilishly. “And he’s seriously hot.” 
 
    “Fine.” Amara sighed again. “Just be careful, okay? You have your pepper spray?” 
 
    “Of course, I do. And I’m armed. You taught me well.” With a wink, she got up and went back over to Kal. She placed her hand on his shoulder and whispered something in his ear.  
 
    Grinning, Kal rose and threw a few bills on the counter. “Tell your cook, dinner was delicious.” His tawny eyes were vengeful and cold. “And tell your boyfriend, I’ll see him again soon.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, sis,” Sadie tried to reassure her. “Everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, right,” Amara muttered as she watched her sister walk out the door with Kal. “I’m sure everything will be just peachy.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Amara was worried. How could she not be? Her little sister was out God knows where with the man—sorry, wolf—that had attacked her twice in the last ten years. He was the son of the very wolf that had murdered their father. Kal was the ring leader of the wolves that had been terrorizing Strathford over the last decade. He was bad news. But could she tell Sadie any of that? No, she absolutely could not. 
 
    Don’t worry. Psh. She’d been worrying for the last three hours, and now it was the end of her shift. Only Zoe, leaning on the bar completely wasted, and a few other stragglers were left. Even from across the room, Amara could hear Zoe’s drunken attempts at seduction. Her words slurred as she all but purred at Mitch. Even though the two of them were casually dating, he looked uncomfortable. Amara couldn’t blame the guy. Zoe was a handful sober. When she got drunk, all her insecurities blazed through in vivid color.  
 
    It was a shame, really. 
 
    Amara had long ago accepted that she and Zoe would never again be friends like they once were. Too much had happened between them. After the attack, the three of them—Amara, Zoe, and Becca—had rallied together to help each other through the aftermath. More, they were helping Becca through it. Poor, sweet Becca. She was the one who had suffered the most physically. And yet, she was the most resilient of the three of them. She’d handled her disabilities with grace and poise. When she could have turned bitter, she had instead dedicated her life to the faith and helping other victims of wolf violence in the community. She was even engaged to the pastor’s son.  
 
    If only the other girls had managed that well.  
 
    Amara’s mom had been distraught. She’d lost her husband only three years earlier, and again, her loved ones had been targeted by wolves. The depression and incapacitating fear had set in again, leaving her almost helpless to her daughters. Even now, it was rare for Alice Townsend to step outside her yard.  
 
    Sadie, who had been only twelve at the time, had crept into Amara’s room in the middle of the night for weeks. When the ache and the itching from her healing wounds would keep Amara awake, she would sometimes hear Sadie crying on the floor. Every time, Amara would ease herself over the edge of the bed, gather up her baby sister, and bring her back up onto the bed with her. She would lie there, with her good arm around Sadie, and sing to her the same songs and chants their father had sang them until she would finally drift off to sleep.  
 
    It was those nights that bothered Amara the most. When her family’s pain was visible and raw. She never should have been out after dark. She had let them down, and she knew it.  
 
    Her grandfather, of course, had been furious. For three whole days after she’d been released from the hospital, he’d refused to speak to her. Eventually, he’d progressed to grunts and monosyllabic responses until one day, when Amara had been walking to the kitchen after a particularly brutal cram session for school, he called her into his office.  
 
    Her grandfather sat her down then and told her that if she refused to heed his warnings or respect his wisdom, she was damn sure going to learn how to defend herself. It was her grandfather that had taught her to fight. He showed her how to use a gun, how to wield a knife. She knew more about weapons and firearms than most of the men in town. Of that she was sure. And, eventually, she had let herself believe what she knew the moment that boy stood over her.  
 
    All of her grandfather’s stories were real. From that night on, she and her grandfather were thick as thieves. She didn’t go out after dark without him again until the day he died. By then, she knew she could take care of herself.  
 
    Zoe, on the other hand, hadn’t been so lucky. Her physical wounds had been superficial. A few scrapes, a nasty concussion. One bite mark on her back. The wolf that had attacked her first had knocked her out cold and moved on to Becca. Because of the lack of evidence, Zoe’s family refused to believe she should have been affected. They had dismissed her fear and depression as theatrics, claiming she was just looking for attention, when it had really been a cry for help.  
 
    For some reason, whenever Amara had tried to help her, she’d only succeeded in pushing Zoe away until one night, right before graduation, the tension from the last couple years had finally culminated in blows. After that, they’d merely maintained the appearance of civility for Becca’s sake, even calling themselves friends for a while, but the truth was that they’d never really recovered.  
 
    But it didn’t stop Amara from worrying about her.  
 
    The door to the bar opened and she glanced up. Sam took the I.D. of the man walking in, and shrugged. “It’s almost closing,” she told the stranger. “Last call is in less than five minutes.” 
 
    He offered her a small smile; almost like a grimace. “Just a whiskey please. On the rocks.” His voice was deep and smooth, and something about the cadence was familiar. Maybe it was because she’d been remembering the attack only moments before, but she was sure she knew him. But he couldn’t have been there. Unless… 
 
    She could see the resemblance now. The stranger was taller than Nova, lankier, but they had the same general build and bone structure. His face, while sharper and a little more elegant than his brothers, had the same hidden feral aspects that she found so sexy with Nova. Dark eyes, defined jaw, high cheekbones, and all of it surrounded by a mane of lush, black hair. Now that she’d made the connection, the similarities between the two men were uncanny. 
 
    Amara swallowed hard. “Nemoy?” 
 
    For just a split second, his dark eyes widened in surprise, before his entire face fell into a scowl. “Damn it. He really did tell you everything, didn’t he?” 
 
    She smiled shyly. “I’m afraid so.”  
 
    Nemoy let out an exasperated laugh. “Figures. I never could get that kid to do as he was told when his mind was set on something. Damn him.” Irritated, Nemoy crossed his arms.  
 
    “So,” Amara said after a few moments, trying to dispel the awkwardness, “what brings you in to Murphy’s?” 
 
    “You, believe it or not.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    For a second, he concentrated on the hem of his jacket, as if he wasn’t sure what to say. Then he sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. She smiled. She’d seen the exact same gesture from Nova at least a dozen times. If only Nemoy had come under better circumstances.  
 
    “Look,” he started, finally looking up at her, “I know you and Nova have something…special, I guess you could say. I mean, the guy’s been half in love with you since he was seventeen. And I’ve been watching you. I can’t say I agree, but at least I can understand his infatuation with you, even if I don’t get it.” 
 
    Amara frowned, unsure if she should be insulted or not. “Um, thanks, I guess?” 
 
    The corner of his lips twitched in what she was sure was almost a smile. “I’m not trying to be rude,” he told her. Then he grinned full out. “But I guess I’m being rude anyway, aren’t I?” He laughed. “Sorry. Nova claims I’m an asshole even when I don’t realize it. I guess he’s right.” 
 
    She grinned back at him. “I suppose he is.” She poured them both a drink. Handed him his. “But I’m not exactly Susie Sunshine either. That would be my sister. So, I guess I can forgive for our shared flaw.” 
 
    Taking a drink, he watched her over his glass. “Damn. You really are good for him.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just hate it when my brother’s right.” 
 
    She snorted. “Tell me about it.” Uncomfortable, she glanced down at her hands. How was it that this man made her feel so nervous and inferior? Was it just because he was Nova’s brother? Or was it because she knew he didn’t think she was good enough for him? “I’m sorry,” she said finally, and Nemoy’s eyes widened in surprise. “I know it’s against your laws for shifters to be with humans. I know you think we’re the…I don’t know, the inferior species.” To her small satisfaction, he actually had the good grace to look uncomfortable with that comment. But he also didn’t deny it. Amara took a deep breath. “But Nova, well.” How did she explain it? “He saved me. You both did, I know, but he saved me.  
 
    “You have no idea what it’s like to know that you saw the impossible and have no one believe you. I knew the boy I saw had been the wolf that saved me. I was on the edge of consciousness, but I remembered him. His face was etched in my mind, kept locked away, even after all these years. So, when Nova walked into the bar a few weeks ago...I don’t know. It was like that feeling came flying back, even though I hadn’t put together the ‘why’ yet. Since that day, he’s been a part of me. He gave me a second chance at life, you both did. And being with him now, it’s like I’m finally complete.” She sighed. She wasn’t making any sense, she was sure of it. “I don’t expect you to understand.” 
 
    Nemoy closed his eyes, thinking. “I do understand,” he said after a moment. “Or at least, I’m trying to. Believe it or not, Nova’s said something of the same thing. I love my brother, Amara, I want him to be happy. And you seem like a great girl. If it were possible for the two of you to have a future, I would be all for it. But it’s not.” 
 
    Amara blinked. “I don’t understand. I thought you told him we could be together as long as I didn’t tell anyone?” 
 
    “I did,” he agreed with a nod. 
 
    “I’m not going to tell anyone.” 
 
    “I’m sure you don’t plan to.” 
 
    She shook her head. “No, that’s not what I said. I said, I’m not going to tell anyone. Period.” 
 
    “And I believe that you believe that.” Nemoy dug into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, sifting through for the amount on his bill. “But keeping this secret, it isn’t easy. You’re dangerous, Amara.” 
 
    “You’re kidding.” 
 
    “I wish I was. But it’s true. The two of you together, it’s dangerous. For him, for you. Even for the pack.” Standing, he handed her the cash. “I’m not saying you can’t be together, Amara. I told my brother I wouldn’t. What I am saying is that it isn’t safe, and if you cared about him, you wouldn’t put any of us in danger. End it.” Without another word, he turned to walk away.  
 
    Amara stared after him, her temper boiling to the surface. Who the hell did he think he was? “No.” Her voice rang out in the empty bar. Even the soft music from the old jukebox couldn’t drown it out. Nemoy turned back to face her. Coming around the bar, she got close enough that no one could hear her but him. “No. You don’t get to say something like that and then up and walk out. That isn’t how this works.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know how dangerous this is? The first time I saw either of you was when Kal tried to kill me. The night I met Nova? Kal tried to kill me again. He almost succeeded. Your brother saved me. Then, of course, I saved him by pulling out my shotgun.” 
 
    “You did what?” 
 
    Alarmed by his tone, she glanced up at him. Uh oh. He hadn’t known about that one. “Nova didn’t tell you?” 
 
    “He failed to mention it.” 
 
    Interesting. “Uh, yeah. It was two on one, and they managed to pin him down. They weren’t paying attention to me anymore, so I ran in and got my gun. I fired it at them and they ran off like the dogs they are. The cowards.” 
 
    Nemoy gaped at her. Then, a slow, easy smile replaced his serious expression. “Okay. You got me. I’m impressed.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    He smirked. “Don’t let it go to your head.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    A loud crash made them turn. Behind them, Zoe was on the floor, her bare legs tangled around the bar stool. She looked like she was about to pass out. Broken glass and vodka littered the floor around her. “Jesus, Mitchell, didn’t you think to cut her off?” Amara rushed over to Zoe, gripping her arms beneath her shoulders and trying to pull her up. “She’s barely even conscious. Damn it. A little help here?” 
 
    “I’ve got it,” Nemoy said, rushing over to help. He glanced up at Mitch, who was just standing there, unsure of what to do. “Hey, man, you want to grab a towel or something? There’s a bunch of glass down here. She might cut herself.” 
 
    “What?” Mitch shook himself out of his stupor. “Oh. Right. Yeah.” He disappeared through the swinging door to the back room, only to return with a broom and dustpan. He knelt down and began sweeping up glass. “Is she going to be alright?”  
 
    Amara glanced down at the semi-conscious woman in her lap. She looked almost peaceful. “Yeah. Typical Zoe.” She shook her head. “This is just par for the course with her.” 
 
    Nemoy stared down at Zoe with a frown on his face. “Is she…?” His voice was quiet enough that Mitch couldn’t hear him. 
 
    Amara nodded. “Yeah. She was the one they knocked out.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    If only she knew what he was thinking. “She’s alive because of you, you know.” 
 
    He raised a brow. “Doesn’t look like much of a life, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Yeah, well. She’s got issues. Help me get her up, would you?” With Nemoy’s help, the two of them got Zoe on her feet. Amara slung one of her arms over her shoulder. Nemoy took the other.  
 
    “Where to?” he asked.  
 
    Amara tried not to slump under Zoe’s dead weight. “A cab. I need to get her home.” 
 
    Mitch looked up sharply. “You just going to send her home by herself?” 
 
    “You mean in a car with Creepy Kevin? Hell, no. I’ll go with her.” 
 
    “Didn’t you walk?” 
 
    “Yeah.” And it was going to be a long, cold walk home. She could ask Kevin to wait while she got Zoe situated, but she wasn’t exactly keen on being in a car alone with him at night either.  
 
    Mitch pursed his lips. “I’ll take her.” 
 
    “You will? Really?” She wished she could hide the amazement in her voice, but she knew that was a lost cause. Mitch had repeatedly found reasons to avoid a drunken Zoe. It was odd that he was changing his tune now. Convenient, but still odd.  
 
    Mitch rolled his eyes. “Yes, really. I’m dating her—kind of. I might as well start taking care of her drunk ass, too.” 
 
    “Wow,” Amara replied with a laugh. “Way to step up and be a man.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah. You can shut up now.” He stood with a pan full of glass. “Can you guys get her outside? Looks like Sam’s already called Kevin. I just have to toss this and lock up.”  
 
    “Sure.” She looked at Nemoy. “Ready?” Between the two of them, they managed to maneuver Zoe around the tables, through the bar, and out the door. A dirty yellow cab was waiting for them, idling at the curb. Sam hurried out past them to open the car door. Somehow, they only knocked her head once getting her into the back seat.  
 
    “Mitch will be out in a minute,” she told the driver. Kevin, a dirty brown cap on his head, just nodded and took another drag on his cigarette. “And keep your hands off this time. I mean it.”  Shutting the door behind her, she waved goodbye to Sam before turning back to Nemoy. For the first time since he’d walked in and she’d realized he was Nova’s brother, she felt self-conscious. “Thanks,” she said quietly, hoping her embarrassment didn’t show. 
 
    To her surprise, Nemoy’s answering smile was genuine. “I can see why you captivate him so much. You’re a fighter.” He thought for a moment. “It suits you.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell between them. They stood there, both of them staring at the ground, until Mitch came through the door. He stopped to lock up behind him, then bade them goodnight and climbed into the car.  
 
    Through the window, Amara could see Zoe slump against him, her hands feebly grappling at his shirt. Amara waved as Kevin drove away, giggling to herself. Boy, was Mitchell in for it tonight. He had no idea how much of a pain in the ass Zoe Hamilton could be. But he was about to find out.  
 
    “Well,” she said, wiping her hands on her jeans, “that’s that.” 
 
    Nemoy nodded. “How are you getting home?” he asked. 
 
    Amara shrugged. “The same way I get home every night. I walk.” He frowned, causing her to laugh. “Don’t worry, Nemoy. I’ll be just fine.” 
 
    His frown deepened. “I can’t let you walk home unprotected. Nova would kill me.” 
 
    Reaching into her purse, she pulled out her nine-millimeter pistol. “See?” She slipped it back out of sight. “I’ll be okay.” 
 
    “Well, well, well. Isn’t that sweet?” Kal suddenly materialized out of the shadows. “You’ve got both brothers wrapped around your fingers now, don’t you, sweetheart? I have to admit, I’m rather impressed. That’s a great feat, especially for a lowly human girl like you.” 
 
    “Kal,” Nemoy growled through gritted teeth. “You don’t belong here.” 
 
    “Relax, Mountain Alpha,” Kal chided. “I’m just here for some fun. Let’s call it a diplomatic mission. You owe me immunity.” 
 
    Tension rose between them in waves. Was that what it felt like to humans when shifters were about to transform? Amara wondered. She watched Nemoy closely for any sign she should run. Her hand instinctively reached into her purse again for her gun. Though the vein at his temple was throbbing, Nemoy slowly lowered his hand and she left the weapon alone.  
 
    No point wasting bullets. 
 
    “What do you want?” Nemoy demanded.  
 
    Kal’s shrug was filled with feigned innocence. “What? I have to have a reason to be here?” He looked from one of them to the other, then back again. “Your brother isn’t the only one who likes to play with humans. But don’t worry. There’s more than one Townsend girl to toy with. Plenty to go around.” 
 
    Confused, Nemoy chanced a glance at Amara. Her hands balled into fists, her nails biting into her palms so hard, they drew blood. “You bastard.” She fought not to shout. “Where is my sister?” 
 
    “Your sister?” 
 
    “He took her out tonight,” she told Nemoy. “Dancing, is what she said. What the hell did you do with her?” 
 
    “Now, now,” Kal replied, mocking her with his every word. “No need to get angry. Little sis is just fine. She’s safe and sound at home. Don’t get your panties in a bunch, sweetheart. I didn’t lay a hand on her.” His grin was wicked and taunting. “Or a paw.” 
 
    “You need to leave,” Nemoy ordered. His voice was the only thing keeping her from pouncing on Kal and trying to rip his eyes out. Power coursed through his words, sending a shiver down Amara’s spine. She could see now why he was Alpha. It was so much more than just a name or a regal bloodline. Being Alpha was who Nemoy was meant to be. From what she could tell, he wore the title well. Nemoy glared at his opponent. “Now.” 
 
    “Do I now?” Kal wanted to know, leering at him. “And I suppose you’re going to make me, are you? You and the human? Do you really think you’re strong enough to take me on?” 
 
    Nemoy’s answering smile was downright terrifying. He lifted his left hand. Within seconds, a cascade of howls broke through the night, coming from every direction. In the glow from the tavern’s sign, all the blood drained from Kal’s face, leaving him pale. Nemoy held his gaze. “Yes,” he said, his voice as hard as stone, “I do. And I suggest you leave before I prove it.” His eyes flashed. For a moment, even Amara was afraid.  
 
    Kal looked like he wanted to hit something. The look in his eyes was manic and dangerous, as if he would gladly destroy them both, if only he had the backing.  
 
    Which, she conceded, was probably true.  
 
    Still glowering at them, Kal slunk back into the shadows, disappearing the same way he came.  
 
    Silence fell.  
 
    Beside her, Nemoy cocked his head, listening. 
 
    “Okay,” he told her, after a few minutes. “He’s gone.” 
 
    “Good.” Amara immediately dug her phone out of her pocket and pulled up her sister’s number. She hit send.  
 
    Never in her life had she been so glad to hear Sadie’s voice.  
 
    “Amara?” came Sadie’s groggy greeting on the other end of the line.  
 
    Amara breathed a sigh of relief. Kal had been telling the truth, she was okay. “Yeah,” she answered. “It’s me. Just checking to make sure you made it home safely.” 
 
    There was a pause. “Seriously? Mara, it’s like two o’clock in the morning. I have to work in the morning. I’m fine.” 
 
    “I know that now.” Amara grinned. “But I still need to check.”  
 
    “You need to get a life.”  
 
    “Probably,” she agreed, listening to the empty phone line. She stowed her phone back in her pocket.  
 
    “You let your sister go out with Kal?” Nemoy asked. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Amara balked. “What was I supposed to tell her? I tried the whole, ‘my boyfriend says he’s dangerous’ bit. It didn’t work. And by your laws, I can’t exactly tell her that he turns into a bloodthirsty canine that wants to kill me, can I?” 
 
    “No, probably not.” His laughter filled the air around them. “Come on, then. Let’s get you home.” 
 
    The walk back to Amara’s didn’t take long, and they made the journey in companionable silence. When they reached her porch, she turned to say goodbye.  
 
    “I’m going to have one of my guards stay with you until Nova gets here, but lock your doors just in case.” 
 
    Amara narrowed her eyes. “I’m not seeing Nova until tomorrow night.” 
 
    Nemoy just shook his head. “This whole thing with Kal is more personal than I thought. I’m sending him here tonight. His new assignment is you.” 
 
    Her lips twitched. “Me? But I’m just a lowly human. I thought the Pack always came first?” 
 
    “Shut up, Amara.” Nemoy turned to go. “And the Pack does always come first,” he called over his shoulder. “Remember that. Lock your doors!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Nova stood on the East Border, gazing out over the river. He’d heard howls about an hour back, but nothing since. For now, all was quiet. So why couldn’t he shake the feeling of unease that had washed over him? Something was brewing behind enemy lines. He could feel it, making it difficult for him to stay focused. 
 
    “Lost in thought, little brother?” 
 
    Startled, Nova turned. He fumbled to keep his water bottle in his hands, a gesture that never would have happened before. Usually his balance was impeccable and his reflexes were incomparable. Not anymore.  
 
    Nemoy stood in front of him, his hands nonchalantly tucked into the pockets of his jeans. His jet-black hair, whipped by the wind, flew around him, fanning out over the dark shoulders of his old jean jacket. Though he seemed amused to find Nova zoning out when he should have been vigilant, Nemoy’s eyes were tight with worry.  
 
    Nova instantly went on alert. “What’s wrong?” he asked. “What happened?” 
 
    Nemoy shook his head, allowing Nova to relax. “I’m pulling you off the border tonight.” 
 
    Nova bristled. Pulling him off the border? What the hell for? He couldn’t be serious. “No,” he declared, defiant. “I’m not going anywhere. The Valley Clan have been pushing us too hard as it is. I’m not just going to pull my guys off patrol because you think they’ll respect the treaty. They won’t. You know that as well I do. And honestly, I never thought you of all people could be so naïve; especially after everything you used to say about Father.” He was getting agitated now, and his temper was rising. “You can be angry with me all you want, Nemoy. But as my Alpha, you appointed me head of the Guard, and I am damn well going to do my duty. Unless, of course, you’re ordering me to abandon my post.” He raised a brow in challenge. “Are you ordering me to abandon my post? Sir?” 
 
    “Careful, Nova,” his brother whispered. He stood there, just staring at him. He didn’t even blink. Instead, he simply surveyed his younger brother with an expression that was as cool as it was unreadable. A flicker of power sped through the air, and Nova found himself facing a surge of guilt for daring to defy his Alpha in the first place.  
 
    “Are you done?” Nemoy wanted to know. His tone was calm and quiet, but just as powerful as if he’d yelled. Nova nodded, his lips clamped shut tight. “Good. Now shut the hell up.” Nova’s teeth ground together, but he remained quiet. “I’m not taking you off patrol, you idiot. I’m just reassigning you.” 
 
    “Reassigning me?” 
 
    Nemoy nodded gravely. “I went to Strathford tonight,” he admitted. Furious, Nova’s nostrils flared. “I wanted to see this girl for myself, now that she’s all grown up. Get the measure of her. To be honest, it’s a shame she’s only human. She’d make a fine wolf.” 
 
    “Yes,” Nova agreed, full of pride and defiance. “She would.” 
 
    “Anyway, as we were leaving the bar, Kal showed up,” hearing this made Nova tense up, “Calm down, calm down. She’s being taken care of. I have a small patrol with her now. She’s fine. But Kal does seem to be making this personal. He even went so far as to take Amara’s little sister out on a date tonight.”  
 
    Nemoy, sensing Nova’s anger, began trying to calm him “She’s fine, too. Relax. Still, I want her protected. I’ll take your post here. You go on over there, relieve the patrol, and make sure that girl’s okay.” 
 
    Nova blinked. He was sure he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He had to have been imagining it. “Let me get this straight. You want me to abandon my patrol guarding a Pack border to go protect my human girlfriend? Is that right?” 
 
    Nemoy rolled his eyes. “Go. Now, before I change my mind. I’ll cover for you here.” 
 
    Nova didn’t have to be told twice. Within twenty minutes, he was cutting the engine to his truck in Amara’s driveway. The night was quiet. The only thing he could hear was the wind whipping through the trees. Yet, beneath the sound of nature was the conspicuous thump, thump, thump of a nervous heart.  
 
    “Come on out, Nate,” Nova called to his protégé. “It’s just me. You and the others head home, would you? Patrol’s over for the night.” When the boy just stood there, staring, Nova narrowed his eyes. “That’s an order, pup,” he told him, his voice hard. “Straight from your Alpha. Do as you’re told.” He waited until Nate disappeared.  
 
    Taking out his spare key, Nova let himself in to Amara’s house. He quietly shut the door behind him. Kal was still following her. Just the thought of it made his blood run cold. He couldn’t be with her every second. More, even if he could, there was no way she would let him. But his presence didn’t seem to be enough. Maybe now that Nemoy had met her, Nova could convince him to assign a patrol to her until Kal had been dealt with. Either that, or she was just going to have to deal with him being around a lot.  
 
    Nova padded down the hallway to Amara’s room and eased the door open. She lay on her back in the middle of the bed, the blankets spread across her hips. One thin stripe of skin was visible, showing off her flat, tanned stomach. Her shirt had ridden up while she slept. Her dark hair splayed out around her, covering the pillow around her head. God, she was beautiful.  
 
    His heart was pounding against his ribs. After so many years of waiting, Amara was finally his. And no one, not Kal, not Nemoy, not the fucking Earth itself, was going to take her away from him.  
 
    Stripping down, Nova crawled in next to her, draping his arm over her waist. He had never felt about anyone the way he felt about her. He was so head over heels in love with her, it was laughable. Content, Nova closed his eyes. Whatever the future might bring, of one thing he was completely certain.  
 
    His life, his heart, everything he had to give, was hers.  
 
      
 
    Amara stirred when Nova settled in beside her. She all but purred as his calloused fingers caressed her skin, arousing her. Each light, delicate touch, each dip along her hips, sent a thrill of pleasure across her skin. His hands played along the edge of her panty line. She let out a stifled breath and arched her hips to meet his touch. The chemistry between the two of them was electric.  
 
    Closing her eyes, she felt her breath catch in her throat as he slipped his fingers into the wet center of her. Pleasure exploded from within and she bit her lip, letting the sensation carry her along on a soft wave of pure ecstasy.  
 
    She was sure this was heaven. Never in her life had she been so terrified of and in love with the same man at one time.  
 
    And boy, was she scared.  
 
    For as long as she could remember, Amara had closed herself off. She hadn’t just learned to protect her body from outside forces, but her heart as well. She had relied on herself, and herself alone. And, for a time, that had been enough. But now there was Nova. And every day with him was like another day in paradise, even if they were simply lying on the couch, watching T.V. Now that he was part of her life, she couldn’t imagine living in a world without him.  
 
    But wolves weren’t meant to be with humans. It was Pack Law. She knew that. And Nova Lowery was nothing, if not loyal to the Pack. She knew that, too.  
 
    Still, she was determined to enjoy her time with him while she could.  
 
    Nova’s skilled fingers pushed her up and over the edge of orgasm again. She cried out, her fingers scrambling to grab the sheets. When she came down again, she flipped over, tugging back the covers as she moved. Amara situated herself between his legs and took him into her mouth. It thrilled her to feel his body go hard and rigid beneath her touch, to hear his sharp intake of breath as she sucked on his cock. Her tongue drew slow, sensual circles over the tip, drawing a small cry from Nova every time she sucked harder or cupped his balls.  
 
    It was one of life’s simple pleasures, to know that you could wield such power over a man without feeling the need to use it against him. On the contrary, she wanted to please him. She had no intention of stopping, what so ever, until she had him begging her to climb on top of him and take him inside her.  
 
    Amara felt him shudder beneath her lips. His long, lean muscles became taught under her fingers. And then, just when she thought he wasn’t going to last, he gripped her arms and tugged her forward, settling her on top of him. Amara spread her legs, enveloping the entire length of him with her hot, wet center. 
 
    Linking their fingers together above his head, they began to move. Her hips gyrated back and forth, massaging him with nothing but her womanhood. In their current position, he stroked the length of her, and each time he hit, pleasure and magic would sizzle over her skin. In no time at all, they were both ready and willing, each one waiting on permission from the other to take the plunge. With one last kiss, they locked eyes and dove into sweet oblivion together.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
     Nova lay with his arms tucked in around her, Amara curled gently against his chest. He could still feel the heavy thudding of her heart, and knew that his own was still racing with her. “That was amazing,” he whispered, pressing a kiss into her hair. He was pleased when her only response was a blissful, “mmm,” and her steady breathing.  
 
    How had he gotten so lucky? Amara was fantastic. Funny, smart, sexy as hell. Dynamite in bed. He wasn’t actually sure she could cook—they always ordered takeout—but she made a mean whiskey sour. She was tough, and that was an attribute he could appreciate. Yet she was still gentle, which he could respect. She hadn’t let any of her past tragedies break her, and that he could admire.  
 
    The only thing keeping them apart was the Pack.  
 
    Nova thought for a moment. Screw it. The Pack be damned.  
 
    “Amara.” She nuzzled up against him in her half-sleeping state. He tried again. “Amara.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She burrowed deeper, hitching the soft, warm comforter up to her chin.  
 
    “Amara,” he said a third time, trailing kisses down her throat. He latched his teeth to her shoulder and squeezed.  
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    Right as she stirred, turning to face him, howls rent the air. Every muscle in his body went tight. Those weren’t howls he recognized. Jumping out of bed, Nova rushed to the window, leaving Amara clutching the sheets to her chest in alarm. He brushed the curtains away and peered outside.  
 
    Three Valley wolves stood at the edge of the woods surrounding Amara’s house.  
 
    Fuck. That wasn’t good. 
 
    “What is it?” Amara wanted to know. She’d crept over to the edge of the bed.  
 
    Nova shook his head. “Kal sent his lackeys. I’ll take care of them.” He caught Amara’s gaze in the reflection on the window. She nodded, but her face was pale. He pursed his lips.  
 
    He had just reached the front door when Amara called out. “Be careful,” she pleaded.  
 
    Nova looked back at her one last time. “Lock the door.” 
 
     
 
    The moment he was alone on the porch, Nova shed his human form. His entire body contorted as his wolf-self took over. His smooth skin was replaced by lush, thick, black and silver fur. Immediately, his senses strengthened. He could see the blades of grass in Amara’s lawn. He could hear her worried breathing from behind the stone walls. And he could smell the Valley wolves from one-hundred yards away.  
 
    Keeping close to the shadows, Nova moved silently towards them, stalking his prey. He crept around through the woods, grateful that he knew those trees like the back of his hand. This was his territory. His woman. They were trespassing. And he was going to make them pay.  
 
    Twigs crunched as the closest wolf shifted his weight, still staring at the house. It was too easy. None of them expected him to come at them from behind. Amateurs. These were the idiots Kal sent to finish him off? If he’d been in human form, he would have scoffed. These three were young, inexperienced. Little more than novices, really. And against him? It was like swatting flies. So, then what was Kal’s angle? Why wasn’t he there himself? 
 
    One of the Valley wolves fidgeted nervously. Turning, he spotted Nova. His tawny gold eyes widened in surprise.  
 
    Nova didn’t give him time to signal the others. Without hesitation, he lunged, latching his jaws around his throat. Hot, thick blood flowed out around his teeth. The air filled with the scent of copper. The wolf fell to the ground.  
 
    The other two wolves finally took notice and charged at Nova from either side. The battle was brutal but quick. When it was over, Nova stood, the lone wolf, covered in the intruder’s blood.  
 
    He let out a low growl of frustration. It didn’t make sense. He knew Kal hated him, that he was after Amara, but why send those three? Why let another do his dirty work? Something didn’t feel right.  
 
    Shaking his head, Nova padded back toward the house. He needed a shower.  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
    “Take your gun. And your knife. Maybe both your knives,” Nova ordered, throwing a bunch of her clothes in a bag. “Just in case.” 
 
    Amara sat on the bed, frowning. Nova had come in twenty minutes ago, covered in blood, and ordered her to get dressed before locking himself in the bathroom. It was only moments before she heard the shower. When he’d come out, she was dressed and waiting for him.  
 
    “It’s not safe here anymore,” he told her, throwing on his clothes. “We need to get you packed. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”  
 
    Amara raised a brow. “Leaving? For where?”  
 
    “You’re going to come stay with me for a while.” 
 
    “You? With the pack? But…but I’m not allowed.” 
 
    Nova shook his head. “You can’t stay here. Nemoy will just have to make an exception.” 
 
    He’d then spent the next ten minutes getting her packed. Finished, Nova beckoned her forward. “Load up.”  
 
    Obedient, she followed him out to his truck and climbed into the passenger’s seat. She wasn’t sure how she felt. On the one hand, she was going to Nova’s. For the first time, she was going to get to see his house, the place that he called home. She was going to get to meet his family. His mother. The illusive Pack. 
 
    On the other hand, she was leaving her own home behind because the same wolf who had terrorized her town for the last decade had apparently put out a hit on her. And to keep from being killed, she was heading into the heart of yet another pack of wolves.  
 
    How could this possibly be her life?  
 
    Nervous, she toyed with the hem of her sweater. “Are you sure this is a good idea?” She glanced sideways at him, almost afraid to see his expression.  
 
    He chuckled. “I’m not going to lie, they’re not going to be pleased. Nemoy is convinced the rules are there for a reason. He isn’t going to appreciate the fact that I’m bringing you back with me, even if it is for your protection.” Deep lines furrowed his brow. “He’s just going to have to get over it.” 
 
    “And your mother?” Amara asked, her voice small. “What will she think about you shacking up with a human?”  
 
    Nova frowned. Her heart sank. “Well, that’s a tricky one. I’d like to tell you that she’s my mother, and all she wants to do is see me happy, that she would approve of me bringing you back because it’s the right thing to do. But to be honest with you, I don’t actually know how she’ll react. My mother is one of a kind. There is no reading her.”
“Oh.” As if she hadn’t been terrified before. Now she was on the borderline of having a panic attack.  
 
    Nova read her signals and put his hand on her thigh. “It’s going to be all right,” he assured her. “We’ll protect you.” 
 
      
 
    The road to the compound was long and windy. She supposed it didn’t help that she kept imagining every awful thing that could happen, either. What the hell was she thinking, getting involved with a shifter? It wasn’t like she could ever become one of them. Nova said wolves were bred not bitten. So, what? Was she just going to play the weak human for the rest of her life while he got to be the macho man protector?  
 
    No. That wasn’t how it was going to work. They would get through this, together. As partners. The rest of it, they would just have to figure out.  
 
    “We’re here.” Nova turned the truck down an old gravel road that disappeared into the underbrush. After a few twists and turns, they followed the road to the gate. It was bordered on both sides by a fence and two guard stations. Both of them were empty.  
 
    Nova frowned. “This isn’t right,” he muttered, throwing the truck into neutral. He put on the emergency brake and climbed from the cab. “I’ll be right back,” he told her.  
 
    Amara watched him walk down the road to the gate. He examined something she couldn’t see on the far side of the fence, before peering into both tiny buildings. Reaching in, he pressed a button and the gate began to open.  
 
    Nova’s face was grave when he returned to the truck. He put it back in drive and started easing forward. Amara waited. “Something’s wrong,” he told her, scowling at the empty guard stations as they passed.  
 
    “Maybe they just went on break.”  
 
    He shook his head. “No. That’s not how it works. If the guards on the morning patrol aren’t at their posts, something more important is going on. They wouldn’t just up and leave.”
She huffed out a frustrated breath. “How do you know?”  
 
    “Because I trained them myself.” 
 
    The road leading from the gate to the living area of the compound was completely deserted. Nova turned down a long side street filled with quaint little cottage houses. Amara was suddenly struck by what it would be like to be part of it. To be with Nova, to live there with him, to maybe one day raise children with him among the pack and the community. To learn what it was to be Wolf.  
 
    Except now, the place was eerily quiet. Not a single soul showed their faces. No sound came from within the walls. There was just silence.  
 
    Nova parked the truck and the two of them got out. With one shared, worried glance, they split up and began to peer in windows, searching for his pack members. Amara saw cute little flowerbeds and tidy living rooms; one house even had dinner on the table. But while the furniture and such appeared to be in place, none of the houses contained people.  
 
    “Find anyone?” Nova hollered from four houses down.  
 
    Amara shook her head. “No. You?” 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    And then someone screamed.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Nova and Amara raced back to the truck and they blasted back on the main road, heading for the square. Chaos reigned. People were running everywhere, both in wolf and human form. Children, penned in a cage near the Pack’s main meeting hall, screamed for their parents, their families. Bodies littered the ground as wolf attacked wolf, both sides fighting to kill.  
 
    “What’s happening?” Amara cried, staring out the window in horror. A man with a large knife hauled a young woman around a corner by her hair. Amara instinctively pulled out her gun. “Nova, who are these people?” 
 
    “Valley Clan.” His tone was hard, thickened by grief and anger. He was watching his people being destroyed. She couldn’t imagine what that was like. When he looked at her, his eyes were tortured. “Kal did this.” 
 
    “Kal?!” She stared out the window at the terror with a renewed hatred. “Why would he do this? Why would he attack your home? That isn’t brave. That isn’t noble. It’s cowardly.”
Nova shook his head. Leaning into the back seat, he pulled out a machete. Its blade was visibly sharp and as long as her arm. He handed her the weapon. “Take this,” he said, “and stay in the truck.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To help.” Pausing, he leaned in and kissed her one last time. “And Amara? That’s an order.” Before she could say otherwise, he had shut the truck door and disappeared from sight. When she found him once more, it was not the man she’d fallen in love with that she saw. It was the wolf that had saved her, that had protected her since she was a girl. His dark eyes bored into hers, and even from the confines of her metal cage, she could feel how much he loved her.  
 
    And then he was gone.  
 
    It took about ten seconds for Amara to decide to go after him. There was no way she was staying there while he risked his life. She was human; she wasn’t helpless. Gripping the machete in one hand, she opened the door as inconspicuously as possible and lowered herself to the ground, shutting it behind her. She freed her gun from its holster with the other. Thank goodness Nova had insisted she come armed. Granted, he had thought the danger would be from his own pack and not Kal’s, but at least now she was prepared.  
 
    She couldn’t even tell where to start. The wolves all around her were gigantic, at least twice the size of regular wolves. If one of them got ahold of her, she didn’t have much of a chance. The only good thing she could ascertain was that the two sides were different colors. Nova’s pack had his same coloring. They were black, gray, and silver, whereas Kal’s pack were all various shades of red and brown. At least she could tell who her enemy was.  
 
    The air smelled of blood, death, and fear. She could almost taste the metallic copper and decay. Amara began to creep to one of the buildings. The sun was setting, and the shadows dusk brought aided in hiding her. If she could get to the children, maybe she could lead them to safety without being seen. It wasn’t far back to the cottages. If they could get inside one, she could lock them in, keep them from getting hurt. Before she could change her mind, she got as close to the wall as she could and slipped around the corner, heading for the enclosure with the kids.  
 
    They were huddled together, watching the battle. Amara crept up to one of the older ones and got his attention. He eyed her with distrust at first, but when his gaze landed on the machete, he changed his mind. Nova. Thank goodness for Nova. “Come on,” she whispered, showing the handle to a few more of the children. They all gathered around. “We’re going to get you out of here.” 
 
    “How?” the older boy wanted to know.  
 
    “I’m going to cut you loose. And then we’re going to stay out of sight and get back to the houses. You’ll be safe there.” She found the gate tied shut by an impressive knot and heavy rope. One swing of the blade severed it.  
 
    “Watch out!” 
 
    Without thinking, Amara turned, lunging with the machete at the same time. She felt the soft pressure and the loud slurp as the blade plunged into flesh. Her assailant crumpled to the ground, blood pooling around his dark brown fur. She would process it later. Right now, she needed to get those kids out of there. “Okay, guys.” She beckoned them forward. “It’s time to go.” 
 
      
 
    Nova’s muzzle was covered in blood. His teeth ripped into flesh and bone without hesitation. He was a warrior. This was what he was made for. And his enemies paid dearly for his skill. They were winning. Not without losses, naturally, but still, they had home court advantage, and they had used every bit of it. The attackers from the Valley Clan were mostly now either dead, wounded, or gone.  
 
    His claws sank through the stomach of his enemy with a fury fueled by hatred. They were intruders, murderers. They had broken into his home, attacked his family. Captured children and murdered his friends and family. Every one of them deserved to die. 
 
    Seeing red, Nova released his rage as another hoard of Valley wolves charged him. His teeth sought flesh; the warrior inside him rejoiced as blood sprayed the air as he severed his opponent’s carotid artery. When all four bodies were silent at his feet, Nova tipped his head to the moon and howled a war cry.  
 
    Death and destruction surrounded him, much a result of his own hands. Thank the stars Amara was safe in his truck. He wouldn’t be able to concentrate if he thought anything would happen to her.  
 
    To his left, he heard his brother’s growl, and then a whimper that made his blood run cold. He knew that sound. It was Nemoy’s wife, Ivanah. One of Kal’s common henchman, Cahn, had his teeth at her throat.  
 
    Nova charged. He hit Cahn in the gut with his teeth, forcing him to loosen his hold on Ivanah’s throat. Nemoy had hit him at the same time, latching onto the other wolf’s throat instead. Between the two of them, they took him down, dragging his unconscious form back with all the others. There weren’t many left now.  
 
    Nova shifted back to human form, his chest heaving. The rest of his pack had done the same. So many losses. This was Kal’s doing. First Amara, then his pack. Nova had never hated anyone so much in his entire life. Kal had to die. He looked at his brother. “What happened?” he demanded.  
 
    Nemoy shook his head. “They came out of nowhere. Three times as many as we thought they had. We were outnumbered, Nova. We did the best we could.”  
 
    Nova nodded. “Where are the kids?” 
 
    “Amara got them out.” 
 
    “She did what?” But before Nova could process that information, Kal called out to them. He held a struggling Amara in his arms, his clawed paw at her throat.  
 
    “Not so fast, Nova.” Kal’s smile was maniacal and cruel. “You have two choices. Give me the pack, or give me the girl. Up to you.” 
 
    “Don’t react, Nova,” Nemoy said quietly from behind him. “That’s what he wants. We’ll figure out a way to save her.” 
 
    But Nova wasn’t listening. Blood rushed in his ears. All he could think about was tearing Kal’s throat out and dancing on his grave. If he hurt so much as a hair on Amara’s head, Nemoy was going to need what remained of the pack to hold him back. Kal’s death would be on his hands, and retribution would finally be paid. 
 
    Nova’s growl emanated from low within his throat. “You mean like charge straight for him so I can rip his heart out?” 
 
    Nemoy shook his head. “She’d be dead before you got there.” 
 
    He knew Nemoy was right. He would never get to her in time. But it turned out, he didn’t need to. While Kal was busy gloating about his own brilliance, Amara had been freeing one of her knives under the guise of a struggle. She stabbed him in the arm and again in the stomach before Kal even knew what hit him.  
 
    Nova used his distraction. He ran at Kal, hitting him in the stomach and bowling him over. All three of them went down, tumbling into the grass. Amara managed to scramble out of the way, and then Nova was on top of Kal, his knuckles going bloody against his skin. Kal pushed him off, his fist connecting with Nova’s temple. For one moment, he saw stars. Then he was fighting back, once again straddling Kal and pummeling him. Kal’s fist morphed to wolf, and his claws scraped over Nova’s forearm. He hissed in pain, but returned the favor, his own claws streaming across Kal’s face.  
 
    Nemoy and a few others rushed in to aid him, but they were met with more Valley wolves charging out of the woods. One of them knocked into Nova, sending him flying. Without thinking, he shifted, his loud, vicious growl ripping through the night. The fight that ensued was quick, ruthless and bloody. It ended with Nova, exhausted, sprawled out as a man, on the grass.” 
 
    Amara ran over to him, throwing herself down beside him. Nova gripped her face in his hands and kissed her hard, grateful beyond words that she was safe. “You were brilliant,” he said in between kisses. “Stupid, but brilliant.” 
 
    Ivanah ran up behind Nemoy, her face pale. “The children?” 
 
    “In the cottages. They’re safe.” 
 
    Ivanah gripped Amara’s hand. “Thank you.” Amara nodded. Ivanah motioned to a few of the others and they took off running after the kids.  
 
    Nova looked around, a knot forming in his stomach. “Where’s Kal?” 
 
    Silence fell. The Pack surveyed the bodies, looking for the lifeless form of a russet-colored wolf. But he wasn’t there.  
 
    “Search the woods,” Nova ordered. But Nemoy held up a hand, stopping the guard mid-stride. “What the hell are you doing?” Nova wanted to know. He was irate. “He attacked us at home. They attacked your wife. And you’re just going to let him get away? You’ve got to be kidding me!” 
 
    But Nemoy just shook his head gravely. “They’ll never reach him. He’ll be back on his own side of the border before we get there.” 
 
    “So, what?!” 
 
    “We can’t win a war right now, Nova!” The two men were head to head, yelling in each other’s faces. Heaving a sigh, Nemoy stepped back and scrubbed a hand over his face. “Look, Nova, I want him dead as much as you do, and believe me, as soon as we get the chance, I will kill him myself. They attacked my wife. For that alone, he will die. But if we go after them right now, it will mean war, and if we fight a war tonight, we will all be slaughtered. Set aside your rage, Nova, and think about what’s best for the Pack.” 
 
    Outraged, Nova opened his mouth to reply, but caught his mother’s look over Nemoy’s shoulder. He hadn’t even seen her approach. He huffed out a breath, but nodded.  
 
    “And what about the human?” Neveah asked calmly, striding forward to stand between her two sons. Her long robes swept across the ground and she glared at Amara. “She knows our secrets now. That is strictly forbidden by our laws.” She levelled her gaze at her youngest son for one damning moment, then dismissed him and turned to Nemoy. “As our Alpha, what do you plan to do about it?” 
 
    Nova couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His own mother was against him being with Amara? After she had just saved all of their children and almost lost her life because of it? “Now wait just a minute, we are not silencing Amara because of some law.” 
 
    His mother just raised a brow. Nova shook his head in fury and glared back at her. He opened his mouth to say more, but Nemoy cut him off.  
 
    “The laws are strict,” Nemoy told him. Power laced through his words, silencing the entire Pack, including Nova. The vein throbbed at his temple. “Humans are not allowed to know about the Pack. Those that do are to be silenced in the name of security. Permanently.” Amara’s face went pale as all the blood drained from her cheeks. Nova reached for her hand and gripped it tight. “This has been the Law from the Pack’s inception,” Nemoy continued, looking at Neveah. She nodded her approval and Nova ground his teeth. Grumbling broke out from all around them. Even Ivanah appeared to disapprove. “However,” Nemoy said, turning to Amara, “the circumstances involving this particular human are different. She has shown outstanding courage in her willingness to keep our secret, and to face the dangers that come with it. She risked her own life for our children, and in doing so, was almost killed. And, though I wasn’t sure how I felt about it at first, she has won the heart of our Beta, and my brother Nova.” 
 
    Nova’s heart raced. This was not going how he had expected. Was Nemoy really on their side? Nemoy, who had always put the Pack first, always upheld the Laws. Could he truly be seeing another side? Beside him, Amara gazed up at him, her eyes full of hope. He watched his brother carefully, not daring to look away.  
 
    “Therefore,” Nemoy said, not looking at his mother, “I am granting a temporary stay for the human of Strathford, Amara Townsend. I am granting her immunity to the Secrecy Law, as well as placing her under our protection until such time as the threat posed by the Valley Clan has passed.”  
 
    Neveah glared at Nemoy, but before she could protest, Nemoy raised a hand. “Your Alpha has spoken, Neveah. Do not cross me tonight.” 
 
    The look she gave both her sons told them this was far from over, but she did as she was told. With a regal bow, she turned on her heel and strode away, a few of her usual followers going with her.  
 
    Nova couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Nemoy was letting Amara stay. More, he was protecting her as if she were one of their own. Thrilled, he wrapped his arms around her and swung her around, pulling her face to his in one fierce kiss.  
 
    When they broke apart, Nemoy offered them one of his rare, genuine smiles. He wrapped his arm around his beaming wife and reached out his other hand for Amara’s. “Welcome to the Pack, Amara.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
     “She’ll come around,” Nova began, “don’t worry.” 
 
    “I know, I just wish I didn’t put you in such an awkward situation,” Amara said, stroking Nova’s hair. Neveah hasn’t said a word to either of her sons since Nemoy declared that Amara will be protected by their clan temporarily. “I guess I just didn’t expect your mother to be this upset over the whole situation,” She continued, feeling guilty. 
 
    “Hey. It was my choice when I decided to bring you here, and it’s not like I didn’t expect this to happen. She’s very old school. Besides, the rest of the pack seems to like you.” Nova said, running the back of his finger down her cheek. “I was really scared that I would lose you for a second there. I’m just happy you’re safe.” He whispered, planting a kiss on her forehead. For some reason, it seemed like he always knew what to say to comfort her. He really was perfect.  
 
    It had been a few days since the Mountain Wolf Clan was attacked. There have been no signs of Kal anywhere, despite the efforts that Nova, Nemoy and the rest of the clan have been putting in to find him. It was as though he disappeared. Even with his disappearance, everyone knew he would be back, and this time they would be prepared. Nova had been busy creating strategies with Nemoy to deal with Kal the next time he shows his face. Amara had spent the past few days getting to know a few of the members of the pack. Ivanah had been the one to give Amara a tour of the compound. She was surprisingly friendly, and Amara was grateful for her hospitality. 
 
     This was the first real time the two of them got to spend together since they arrived at the den. After a few minutes of comfortable silence, Amara sat up, looking Nova in the eyes and said, “You know, you never told me what made you interested in me.”  
 
    “Where would I even begin?” Nova replied with a coy smile. “There was something about you, something different. I couldn’t figure it out. I’d only just joined the Protectors of the Mountain Wolf Clan when I noticed you. You were wearing a bright red jacket. I saw you from one of the buildings, something about the way you walked caught my eye.”  
 
    She sat silently listening, staring at him wondering how she could be so in love in such a short time. 
 
    “I waited for days for you to return from the hospital, and when you finally did my heart was beating so quickly. I vowed to never let you get hurt again, so I spent my nights making sure you were safe. While I watched, I kept trying to pinpoint what it was exactly that intrigued me about you so much.” 
 
    “That’s not creepy at all,” she joked, nudging him. “Thank you. For protecting me.” She continued, “I don’t think I would be here if it weren’t for you.” Nova could sense her sincere appreciation in the tone of her voice.  
 
    She cleared her voice, “You still haven’t told me, don’t think you’re getting off easily.” 
 
    With a laugh, he continued, “You know, I wasn’t exactly sure why I was so interested in you, until I met you for real a few weeks ago.” He propped himself up on his elbow.  
 
    “Oh?” She replied, listening intently. 
 
     “I think it was your independence that intrigued me. The confidence you exude when you talk to people. Your positive attitude towards things.” Kissing her neck he continued, “Or maybe it was your adorable laugh that I’d heard so many times from afar.” 
 
    He kissed her chest, continuing, “Or the way your lips curved when you smiled that made me want to see them up close and personal.”   
 
    She blushed a deep red and, before he could say anything further, she pulled him close and silenced him with a passionate kiss. She wanted nothing more than to show him how much she loved him.  
 
    Finally, she pulled away, her face a few inches from his. His eyes searched her face, trying to take in as much of her beauty as he could.  
 
    After a few moments, he pulled her tight against his chest.  
 
    “I love you,” she said quietly, closing her eyes, getting lost in his embrace. 
 
    “I love you too, Amara” he said softly.  
 
    They were just a few simple words, but for the first time in what seemed like forever, she felt whole, as if nothing else in the world mattered. 
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Chapter 1 
 
    Amara sat in the passenger seat of Nova’s truck, staring out the window. A dozen tiny cottage houses blurred by as they drove down the streets of the Compound. She had spent the last couple weeks under the Mountain Wolf pack’s protection, secluded from everything and everyone in her human life. And, because she was sworn to secrecy, she couldn’t even tell them why.                
 
    Nova reached over and took her hand. He smiled at her, and she couldn’t help but smile back. It was amazing to her, to think that she had gone so long without knowing him. And now, here they were, in love and fighting off an enemy wolf pack together.                
 
    She knew he was breaking Pack Law to protect her, and of course, she was grateful. But she was worried about her family, too. About her town.  The worst part about it was the situation her little sister, Sadie had gotten herself into. As if having to lie to her about Nova’s shifter talents wasn’t hard enough, Sadie had gone and fallen for their enemy. Kal Vann. The same wolf who had tried to kill Amara. A few times now, in fact. But Sadie wouldn’t hear a word against him, and it wasn’t like Amara could tell her the truth.  
 
    Amara thought back to the last time she had seen her sister, a couple weeks before. She’d been packing clothes to go stay at the compound. Sadie was lounging on her bed.  
 
    “I cannot believe Nova has talked you into going on vacation with him,” Sadie mused, plucking a lacy dress from among the pile. “Where are you going again?” 
 
    “His family has a lake house a few hours away. He’s taking me there.” 
 
    “Mmm. Must be nice.” Sadie flopped back over onto the bed and grinned up at the ceiling. “I wish Kal would whisk me off to some unknown location. I haven’t even seen his house yet.” 
 
    Amara frowned, knowing she needed to tread carefully. “Don’t you think that’s a little odd?” 
 
    Confused, Sadie sat up. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know, just that maybe there’s more to Kal than you know. Maybe he’s hiding something from you.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” Anger was beginning to cloud Sadie’s eyes.  
 
    Amara sighed. “Look, Sadie, I didn’t want to say anything, but I get a really bad vibe off the guy.” Like psycho serial killer vibe, only he turns into a wolf when he does it. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Sadie shook her head. “Are you sure that’s what it is, Amara? Are you sure you’re just looking out for me? Are you sure you’re not just jealous?” 
 
    “Jealous? What? Why would I be jealous?” Amara spat back with a laugh. 
 
    Crossing her arms, Sadie stood to face Amara, who resisted the urge to take a step back.  
 
    “Kal told me you hit on him.” 
 
    Amara blinked. “Wait, what?” 
 
    “He warned me you wouldn’t like us dating, but I didn’t believe him. I said you would never try to get in the way of my happiness. And yet, here you are, doing exactly what he said you would.” Furious, she grabbed her coat and stormed to the door. “I cannot believe he was right. Have fun on your vacation, sis. Don’t call me when you get back.”  
 
    She hadn’t heard from Sadie since. Of course, she had tried calling her a few times, but reception at the compound wasn’t exactly ideal. Besides, living among the wolves had its own set of challenges. 
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Nova asked, interrupting Amara from her thoughts. Nova’s voice was edgy, and Amara almost felt guilty for worrying him. But she couldn’t be cooped up any longer. Finally, she was getting out. Somehow she managed to convince Nova to allow her to go back into town. Nova drove the truck through the gate and waved at the two guards. She knew them by name now; Nate and Ian.  
 
    Nate waved at her from the guard box. He was smiling, but his eyes were strained. Ian watched her solemnly. “Stay safe, Amara,” Nate advised her.  
 
    Amara forced a smile. When they were clear of the gate, she huffed out a sigh. “I’ll be fine, Nova. It’s just the bar. And you’re dropping me off. It’s not like I’m walking by myself or anything.” 
 
    Nova frowned. “I know. I just don’t like leaving you alone like that, is all. I wish you’d let me come with you.” 
 
    “You are not going to babysit me at work,” she said firmly. “I would never be able to explain that anyway.” She brought his hand to her lips and grinned at him. “Nova, it’s not just that I need to go back to work. I need to go back to my life. It’s been two whole weeks. I can’t keep hiding from reality with the Pack. I have a life, a job, family. I have friends that I have basically been hiding from. Sadie won’t even talk to me. I can’t let Kal take my life from me. I won’t. I know you’re just trying to protect me, Nova, I do. But I need to do this.” 
 
    For a moment or two, Nova watched the road, not saying a word. She knew it was hard for him to let her go. He’d spent the last ten years protecting her from the Valley Clan wolves. The night he had saved her and her friends from Kal when she was a teenager, he had sworn to protect her, even though she hadn’t known it. And if anything happened to her, if she even got a scratch, she knew it would torture him. But she couldn’t live in a safe little bubble forever. She was going insane. And she needed to talk to her sister. 
 
    Finally, Nova nodded and the tension in her shoulders gave way to relief. It wasn’t just being away from her life that made her eager to get away from the compound. Most of the people were nice enough; welcoming even. Nemoy, the Pack’s alpha and Nova’s older brother, had allowed her in and offered their protection, even though she knew he wasn’t comfortable with a human knowing their secrets. Still, he was always kind to her. His wife, Ivanah, had taken a liking to her, and the two of them had become fast friends.  
 
    But not everybody was willing to heed their Alpha’s orders. In fact, there was a small faction who had voiced heavy opposition right from the start. Their protests had been silenced, or at least somewhat quieted by Nova and Nemoy, but it was hard to stop a force once it was in motion, especially when that force was being spear-headed by their mother.  
 
    Neveah Lowery was a pillar of the community in her own right. As the widow of the previous Alpha and the mother of the reigning Alpha and Beta, the respect within the Pack for her was insurmountable. So, when she was the one vocalizing her discontent with Amara’s presence, and her feelings were reciprocated by other members of the Pack, it was hard not to feel uncomfortable and unwanted within the compound.  
 
    But telling Nova his mother was the reason she wanted to leave would break his heart, which she had no intention of doing.  
 
    At last, they reached the main street of Strathford. Nova pulled the truck up to the curb outside Murphy’s Tavern and put it in park. “Don’t go out alone,” he cautioned, a pained look on his face.  
 
    Amara’s lips crooked up at the corners. He sure was cute when he was worried. “I won’t.” 
 
    “And don’t try to walk home by yourself. I’ll be here to pick you up at the end of your shift.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “And stay away from outsiders. Let Mitch or someone wait on them.” 
 
    “Nova. Relax.” She leaned closer, brushing her lips against his. “It will be fine.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    She kissed him again, this time deepening the kiss. She let their tongues intertwine, savoring the sweet vanilla and pine scent that was Nova, hoping her touch would have the same mind-numbing effect on him as his did on her.  
 
    When she pulled back, his dark eyes seemed blissfully blank, and she considered it a job well done. She kissed him again, lightly this time, and beamed. “I have to go. I’m going to be late for my shift.” Without waiting for his protest, she opened the heavy door and climbed down from the truck, shutting it behind her.  
 
    Nova rolled down the window. “I mean it, Amara,” he called, and she tried her best not to be annoyed. “Don’t go outside alone.” 
 
    Amara rolled her eyes and forced a sunny smile. “Okay, dad,” she hollered back, spitefully delighted when Nova winced. “I promise I’ll be good.” 
 
    She loved the man; really, she did. But she would be lying if she said she wasn’t feeling smothered. A few normal hours of work would do them both some good. 
 
    Turning on her heel, Amara stared at the face of the stone building before her. It didn’t look like much, but the bar felt like home. She had helped her best friend, Mitchell Murphy, build the business from the ground up. Her name may not have been on the paperwork, but Murphy’s Tavern was as much hers as it was his. She truly did love the place.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Amara hauled open the door and let herself be immersed in the sounds and smells of the bar. It was a typical Saturday night at Murphy’s, and conversation was both loud and exuberant. The regulars she’d come to know on a first-name basis were seated at their usual tables and bar stools. The younger crowd filled booths and trickled onto the dance floor, occasionally emitting high-pitched shrieks, or chants of “chug, chug, chug!” The air was filled with the mixed aroma of spirits, beer, and fried food, with just a hint of sour and bleach underneath.  
 
    Amara’s face split in a wide, enthusiastic grin. It was good to be home.  
 
    “Hey, Mara,” the bouncer, Sam, greeted her. His round cheeks blushed a sweet crimson at the sight of her. “Glad to have you back.” 
 
    Taking off her coat, Amara let the warmth wrap around her, chasing away the crisp chill from outside. She squeezed Sam’s arm affectionately and pretended she didn’t see his blush deepen. She handed him her coat and waited while he hung it on the rack behind his ample frame. “It’s good to be back,” she told him, before winding her way through the clientele to get behind the bar.  
 
    “Hey, hey!” Mitch called out when she approached. He handed the beer he was holding to the patron he was serving, and bee-lined for Amara. Before she could even respond, he had wrapped his arms around her and lifted her from her feet in a giant bear hug. “You’re back,” he exclaimed, setting her on her feet again.  
 
    Amara swayed a bit and took a step back, trying to find her balance. Her grin widened. “I am. Did you run this place into the ground without me?” 
 
    Mitch chuckled. “Almost.” He lowered his voice. “I had to hire Zoe to pitch in some while you were gone.” 
 
    Amara’s eyes widened in alarm as she tied the knot of her apron behind her back. “You had to do what?” 
 
    “I know. It’s worked out okay,” he conceded, glancing over his shoulder to where Zoe was leaning against the bar, her own apron around her back. “Which is surprising, actually.” 
 
    “I’ll say.” Amara glanced around, suddenly feeling out of place. She’d only been gone for two weeks. “So, what else did you change while I was gone?” 
 
    “I hired a chef, kicked out all the regulars, instated a disco night, and hired Zoe to replace you full time.” When she merely gaped at him, Mitch smirked. “Relax, Mara. Zoe’s only giving me a hand for a little while. She needed the work. Everything else is the same.” 
 
    Amara pursed her lips, but she felt a little better. Reluctantly, she smiled back at him. “Good.” She took the towel from him and began wiping down the bar. “Because you would look awful in a disco suit. Ugh.” She wrinkled her nose. “Spandex.” She shuddered. “Lord, spare me.”
Howard, a long time regular who had been friends with her late father, set down his empty glass and tapped on the counter. “Lord, spare us all.” 
 
    With a wicked laugh, she winked at him and refilled his glass, leaving Mitch scowling and shaking his head behind her. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    It didn’t take her long to get back into the swing of things. Before she knew it, she was slinging drinks, taking orders, and delivering hot plates to co-eds on winter break as if she’d been born to it.  
 
    She and Zoe worked together surprisingly well, which seemed to please Mitch to no end. He kept hinting to Amara that maybe he should make it a regular thing, to which Amara’s answer was to repeatedly smile and grind her teeth.  
 
    At one point, she managed to corner Mitch and asked about her sister.  
 
    Frowning, Mitch scratched his head. “Yeah, she’s come in a few times. Usually with that guy she’s been dating.” 
 
    Amara’s heart sank. “So they’re still together?” 
 
    “Looks like it.” He shook his head. “I don’t like him, Amara.” 
 
    “No.” She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to push the worry aside until she could do something about it. “I don’t like him either.” 
 
    A little after midnight, the heavy door opened again. In walked Nate and Ian, the two Pack guards from the compound. Both were dressed like the typical Strathford blue collar worker. She knew they rarely made it into town except when they were on patrol—usually on Nova’s orders. They both found seats at the end of the bar.  
 
    Amara saw Zoe catch their eye and start to move towards them, but she shook her head. “Those are mine.” 
 
    “Why?” Zoe wanted to know, her pretty face pinching into a frown.  
 
    “Because I know them.” Zoe’s lips puffed out in a pout. Amara suppressed a sigh. Pouring two beers from the tap, she set them in front of Nate and Ian. “How’s your night going, boys? Nova put you up to this?” Nate began to stutter while Ian just smiled sheepishly at her. He was the quiet one, and she liked him all the more for it. “I see.” She was trying hard not to be annoyed. “So, because he knew I would kill him if he hovered around here all night, he sent you two instead. Does he really think I need a babysitter?”  
 
    “He’s just worried, Amara,” Nate assured her. She tried to remind herself that they all had good intentions. Nate and Ian were just doing their job, and Nova? Well, in his own way, he was doing exactly what she asked. He was giving her the space she had asked for. She supposed she would just have to be grateful he wasn’t babysitting her himself.  
 
    Shouts sounded from outside. The door crashed open and three men poured in. Amara recognized them as the Jones brothers; they lived on their family farm on the outskirts of Strathford. The eldest, Clarence, swiped his hat from his head. His chest was heaving. Clarence grabbed Sam’s arm for support. “Help,” he wheezed. His face was turning red from the exertion. “You’ve got to help me. Donny’s outside. It…it got him.” 
 
    Silence fell.  
 
    Amara threw the towel she was holding down on the bar. “Oh, shit.”  
 
    The wolf attacks had risen to a new high in the last few weeks. Her town was being terrorized, and she knew the Valley Clan was at fault. It hadn’t been this bad since before her father was killed by wolves—and she’d been twelve years old at the time. The Elders of the Strathford Council had rallied and nearly decimated the wolf population in the area. Or so they thought. Now, with the attacks growing fiercer and bolder by the day, the town was damn near in panic. 
 
    The patrons in the bar began to move. There were shouts and the sharp shuffle of chairs as people rose to their feet. Amara shared a quick glance at Mitch, who immediately turned to Zoe and told her to keep order in the bar, before disappearing into the back room.  
 
    Amara turned to Nate. “Call Nova. Ian, come with me.” Without waiting for a response, she hurried out from behind the bar, Ian at her heels. Mitch met her at the door and handed her a shotgun. She checked to make sure it was loaded, then went outside.  
 
    There was already a crowd on the street. She could hear Donny’s screams from down the block, but nobody had stepped forward to help yet. Amara pushed to the front of the crowd and ran toward the commotion.  
 
    Donny lay on his back, thrashing and screaming. He was covered in blood. The wolf was circling around him, periodically darting in to bite or scratch, amid new screams from Donny.  
 
    Rushing forward, Amara squeezed the trigger and shot her gun into the air. The wolf froze. Squaring her shoulders, she stood her ground and leveled the barrel at him. The wolf growled low in his throat. His light brown fur bristled down his spine.  
 
    Nate and Ian stepped up on either side of her. She could feel the energy coming off of them. They wanted to attack, to kill the other wolf. He was their enemy after all. But shifting in front of humans was forbidden.  
 
    “I’m going to shoot,” Amara muttered from the side of her mouth. “But I’m going to miss. Follow him when he runs off and take him down.” She felt, rather than saw them nod. Once again, she levelled the gun at the wolf. This time, when she fired, he jerked back with a yelp. She knew, without a doubt, that she had grazed him. Sure enough, as he clambered to his feet, blood seeped through his brown sugared fur. A low growl rumbled from his throat, and there was a dangerous glint in his eyes. With his version of a canine sneer, the wolf loped off, disappearing into the dark alley across the street. 
 
    Amara peered over at Nate and Ian. “Go.” They went. She rushed over to Donny. He was unconscious. Kneeling down, she searched over his wounds. He was pretty torn up. His arms were covered in deep gauges from the wolf’s claws beneath the shredded remains of his flannel shirt. Blood coated his throat. She leaned forward to get a closer look. Amara blanched; her skin went clammy and pale. The wolf hadn’t just gone at Donny’s arms, he had gone for the jugular and damn near succeeded.  
 
    As quickly as she could, she put her hands over the wound and pressed down, applying pressure. She glanced up at Mitch who was standing over her shoulder. All the blood had rushed from his face. “Mitchell, call an ambulance.” He just stood there. “Now, Mitch!” 
 
    Suddenly hearing her, Mitch jolted, then hastily fumbled through his pocket for his phone.  
 
    Amara fought through the repulsion and attempted to find a pulse. Please let him be alive, she thought. Please let him be alive. There. It was weak, that’s for sure, but it was there. Thank goodness.  
 
    In the distance, a siren blared and Amara sighed in relief. They were coming. “Hold on, Donny,” she murmured to his still form. “Just a few more minutes now.” 
 
    She waited until the ambulance got there, then quickly stood and relayed the sequence of events to the EMT. She stepped aside and stood next to Mitch as they shifted Donny to a stretcher and loaded him into the ambulance. Mitch wrapped his arm around her shoulders as the doors slammed shut and the ambulance drove away.  
 
    Amara stared down at her hands. They were saturated with blood. She shuddered. Shrugging off Mitchell’s arm, she started for the bar. She needed to get clean.  
 
    Mitch frowned, concern filling his eyes. “Mara, are you okay?”
“Yeah, I just…I need to…” Unable to continue, she fled, but when she reached the door, she was shaking so hard she couldn’t get it open. 
“Amara!”  
 
    “Oh, thank God.” Turning, she all but fell into Nova’s arms.  
 
    He rubbed her back in soothing circles. “I knew I shouldn’t have let you come to work by yourself tonight.” 
 
    “Nova, don’t.” She pulled back and heaved a sigh. “Look, right now, all I want is to get this off my hands. I need…I need to be clean, but I can’t even open the damn door.” 
 
    Though it appeared to take some effort, Nova pursed his lips and nodded. Opening the door for her, he followed her as she threaded through the tables and chairs, straight to the bathroom. Reaching over her, he turned the knob of the faucet, then stood back while she washed her hands.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he muttered, staring at her.  
 
    Amara met his eyes in the reflection of the mirror. “Don’t do that. I can already see what’s going on in your mind, Nova Lowery. But I’m not going to let you lock me up on the compound again. This isn’t your fault,” she stated, effectively cutting him off. Nova’s mouth closed as if in slow motion. “You sent Nate and Ian to watch me. I should have expected that. But they did as you asked. Look at me; I’m fine. I’m safe. But they couldn’t know that the attack on Donny would happen right outside. And neither could you.” 
 
    Drying her hands, Amara turned around and went to Nova. She placed her hands in his. “This isn’t your fault. This is Kal’s fault. Him and his entire pack. They’re the ones who have been attacking people. They’re the ones who have been terrorizing my town. Not you. You and your pack, you’re the ones who have been trying to protect us—for decades. So, I don’t want you blaming yourself. I mean it,” she said, catching his look. “I won’t accept it. 
 
    “Now.” She placed her hands on her hips, and a slow, steady smile crept across her lips. “Take me home, would you? My home? I really want to sleep in my own bed.” 
 
    Though she could tell it pained him to do so, Nova slowly loosened his control and let out a sigh. Wrapping his strong arms around her, he pulled her to him. Her head rested against his chest, and she fell quiet as she listened intently to the sound of his heart.  
 
    “You shot a gun,” he said, his voice strained.  
 
    She smiled. “Yes, I did.” Though she couldn’t prove it, she felt him suppress a chuckle. She was winning, and they both knew it.  
 
    Finally, Nova pressed his lips against her hair. “Alright, Shooter, you win. Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    When they pulled up to her house, she was surprised to find the light on. She felt Nova tense beside her. “Wait here,” he ordered. Yet, before either of them could get out of the car, the front door opened and Sadie stepped out.  
 
    Amara felt a rush of relief and hurried up the porch to meet her. “You are the last person I expected to see,” she said, wrapping her little sister in a hug. To her surprise, Sadie hugged her back. “I thought you were still mad at me.” 
 
    Sadie offered her a small smile. “I’ve had two weeks to be mad at you. I’d like my sister back now, please.” She grinned at Nova as he passed.  
 
    “I’ll be upstairs if you need me,” he told Amara. Grateful, she nodded. She waited until he had disappeared down the hall before returning to the conversation. “Look, Sadie, about last time.” 
 
    “No,” Sadie said, raising her hand to cut her off. “No, I’m sorry about last time. I shouldn’t have accused you of being jealous. I know you were just looking out for me.” 
 
    Surprised, Amara raised a brow. “You do?” 
 
    “Sure. You’re always looking out for me. This time was a little misguided, since Kal is a great guy and an amazing boyfriend, but I know you meant well.” 
 
    Frowning, Amara opened her mouth to say something, but Sadie shook her head again. “I don’t want to fight, okay?” Sadie took both Amara’s hands in hers. “I know you don’t like Kal. But I like Kal. A lot. And I love you. So, can’t you just try to get along? Please? For me?” 
 
    Try to get along with the man who had tried to kill her and her boyfriend on multiple occasions, the man who was only sleeping with her sister to get to her? Sure, she could do that. Why not?  
 
    Heaving a heavy sigh, Amara forced a smile. Pretending to get along with Kal and keeping Sadie close would be far better than refusing and pushing her straight into his arms anyway. “Okay,” she conceded, “but let’s get one thing straight. I am not jealous about Kal. And I don’t trust him. At all. And if he hurts you, I will kill him.” She pointed a finger into her sister’s laughing face. “No joke.” 
 
    “Noted.” Grinning, Sadie wrapped her up into another hug and bounced to the door. She sent a meaningful look down the hall. “If I were you, I would hurry up and join Mr. Sexy in your room.” She waggled her eyebrows, and Amara couldn’t help but laugh. “Have fun!”  
 
    Amara waited until Sadie was safely in her car to slump down in a chair. Was she really making the right decision? Was it better to pretend to like Kal to keep her closer? The only one who would be fooled was Sadie. Still, if she could keep her close, maybe she could protect her when the other shoe dropped, as it inevitably would.  
 
    Sighing, she padded back to her room, to join Nova. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3 
 
    Nova brooded. He knew Amara was right. About Sadie, and that he couldn’t control what Kal and his pack had been doing. He also knew there was no way in hell he could keep her locked up at the compound—as much as he may want to. But still, he couldn’t help but feel like he had failed.  
 
    Amara could have been hurt tonight. She could have been killed. For all he knew, it could have been her instead of that farmer who was in the hospital in critical condition. They could have been waiting for her. It wouldn’t be the first time.  
 
    Nova shook his head before letting it fall back against the pillows. He glanced to his right. Amara lay beside him, stirring in her sleep. He knew she was worried about her sister. So was he. If Kal hurt her in any way, he would never forgive himself. But he had to trust that Amara knew Sadie better than he did. For now, he was willing to pretend, even though she had assured him he only had to pretend to give him a chance, not to tolerate him.  
 
    He trailed his fingers over her skin. Her bare back rose and fell to the rhythm of her deep breaths. He had never seen someone look so beautiful. Her olive skin was flawless, as smooth and soft as silk. Her long, dark hair was splayed out over her shoulder in a sleek wave. Silently, he reached out and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear.  
 
    God, how he loved her. It still amazed him sometimes that they were finally together. That they had been allowed to be together. Ten years ago was when he’d first lain eyes on her after saving her from Kal for the first time. He was seventeen at the time, young and inexperienced. It wasn’t just his guilt at not being able to do more to protect her that had drawn him to her every chance he got after that. He’d taken one look at her, scared and hurt on the sidewalk, her big, expressive eyes staring up at him, and he had vowed to keep her safe, no matter the cost.  
 
    And so far, he had.  
 
    No, he hadn’t planned to fall in love with her. Of course not. Being with a human violated Pack Law and its need for secrecy. In all his life, he never thought he would willingly go against his pack, his Alpha—even if it was his brother. And yet, he had. For her. And he would do it again in a heartbeat.  
 
    Amara stirred in her sleep. Instinctively, Nova reached out and ran his fingers down the length of her spine. He pushed the sheet below her hips, tracing over the smooth silhouette of her behind. Leaning over, he pressed his lips to her shoulder and worked his way up to her ear. He lightly nibbled the lobe, blowing softly into her ear. Amara moaned.  
 
    Gripping her ass, he moved on top of her, laying his own naked body down the length of hers. He was already hard up against her. Nova trailed kisses all over her skin, taking in the taste of her, loving just the hint of cinnamon from her lotion. She smelled delicious.  
 
    Amara shifted beneath him, turning until she was flat on her back, their centers pressed together. She tipped her chin up for a kiss and her tongue played along the edge of his lips, ending in a quick bite.  
 
    Nova groaned. He could not get enough of this woman. It was no wonder he had risked giving up everything for her. And he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he would do it again. She had entranced him in every sense of the word. He would do absolutely anything for her, anything she asked. And the beauty of it was, he knew she would never ask for anything he wouldn’t be willing to give.  
 
    Spreading her thighs with his hands, Nova slipped his fingers into the wet, hot center of her. She sighed beneath him. Her nails dug into his back, leaving sharp red lines behind as she dragged them across his skin. She arched her back, her body trembling and Nova felt himself beginning to come undone.  
 
    He clasped his arms around her, thrilled when he felt her legs wrap firmly around his waist. Her muscles went taut against him and he moved his fingers faster, driving her ruthlessly toward climax. She shuddered, her entire body completely stiff. Within moments, she relaxed against him, enthralled and satiated by the intensity of her orgasm.  
 
    But he wasn’t done with her yet. Rolling over, he situated her on top of him and slid her down the length of him, his stiff thickness sheathed inside her. She was still spasming from the pleasure he’d given her, and she used it to her advantage. Amara began to move. Her hips gyrated back and forth on top of him as her hands groped for him, pulling him up against her. Nova buried his face in her bosom, his lips finding her nipples. Captivated, he took her breast into his mouth as she moved against him, and sucked hard enough to make her scream before showing the same attention to the other breast.  
 
    With an almost animalistic roar, he flipped her over and began to pump, his body thrusting in and out of her in rapid succession. He couldn’t get enough of her. Everything about Amara was intoxicating. Nova trembled. Staring down into Amara’s dark brown eyes, he threaded their fingers together. God, how he loved her. Without breaking their stare, Nova thrust into her one last time and let their shared pleasure take him away.  
 
    Sated, they fell back against the pillows, both of them breathing heavily. Nova glanced over at her and cocked a brow. “Not a bad way to wake up, huh?” he asked, leering at her with a grin.  
 
    Amara laughed, and the sound could not have been more pleasing to his ears. She smiled back at him. “Well, given the fact that I had barely been asleep for three hours, I suppose it wasn’t the worst way to be taken from sleep.” She winked at him. “Besides, you did get me off twice.”  
 
    Nova gaped at her. Leaving him staring, Amara giggled and climbed from the bed. With complete confidence, she sauntered off, naked, toward the bathroom. “I’m going to take a shower,” she told him. Her voice was husky, sexy, and beckoning. “Care to join me?” 
 
    Did he ever. Without hesitation, he followed after her, slamming the bathroom door shut behind them. 
 
      
 
    After they had showered and enjoyed each other once again, the two of them had tumbled back into bed. Within moments, they were fast asleep. Nova had barely passed out for more than an hour before he was awoken by a thundering knock at the door.  
 
    “What the hell?” Nova muttered, searching for his sweatpants. Locating the soft fleece material, he tugged them on.  
 
    Amara sat up behind him, clutching the sheets to her chest. “What is it?” 
 
    With a shrug, he shook his head and held a finger to his lips. She fell silent. Nova flexed his left hand. From the tips of his fingers, his nails elongated to form four deadly claws. One of the benefits of being a shifter was that he was always armed. His enemy was hard pressed to catch him off guard.  
 
    As quietly as he could, Nova crept to the front door of Amara’s house and gripped the knob. Sinking into a fighting stance, he readied himself for whatever was waiting on the other side of the door. No way was he going to let anyone get to her ever again.  
 
    “Nova,” came Nate’s urgent whisper from outside. “Nova, it’s us. Open up.” 
 
    Every muscle in his body relaxed. He glanced over his shoulder at Amara. “It’s Nate and Ian.” Instantly, she sighed in relief. He had to say, he couldn’t blame her. For a minute there, he’d actually been worried—as much as he hated to admit it. He instantly retracted his claws. 
 
    Nova hauled open the door. Nate stood on the porch, his hands shoved into the pockets of his heavy jacket. He looked agitated, like he was supposed to be somewhere and instead he was waiting for Nova. Who knew? Maybe he was. A few steps down, Ian was waiting for both of them. Nova was pleased to see the young wolf’s eyes darting back and forth down the street, ever vigilant. Nova had taught them well.  
 
    He stared at Nate. “What the hell are you doing here?” Nova checked his watch. “It’s like five in the morning. Shouldn’t you be at the compound? Who’s guarding the gate this morning?”  
 
    To his credit, the only outward sign of annoyance Nate portrayed was one canine tooth scraping over his lower lip. It was a nervous habit of his, Nova knew. “Nemoy sent us,” Nate finally replied.  
 
    Nova frowned. “Nemoy? But why?” 
 
    “He’s called an emergency Council meeting. You and Amara are expected at the compound as soon as possible.” 
 
    Damn. Nemoy must have heard about the attack from the previous night. It made sense that he would call a meeting. He never should have let Amara talk him into staying at her house last night. He should have been there. What had he been thinking? 
 
    Mentally kicking himself, Nova gave a curt nod. “You two get back. We’ll be right behind you.” Though Nate nodded, Ian’s brows knit together in a small frown. Nova glared at him, his expression daring the younger wolf to disobey. “That’s an order, soldier.”  
 
    Both Nate and Ian snapped to attention. Nate’s boots clipped down the steps and he continued to the truck. Ian, however, hesitated. Nova lifted a brow. “Permission to speak, sir?” 
 
    “Granted.”  
 
    For a moment, the young wolf looked as if he wasn’t going to say anything. Then, as if steeling himself for the task at hand, he squared his shoulders and lifted his chin. “You are the Beta Wolf of the Mountain Wolf Clan,” he said softly. “Second only to our Alpha. As such, it is your responsibility to protect your entire territory, including your pack.” 
 
    Nova narrowed his eyes. “Your point?” 
 
    Ian pursed his lips, thinking. “I know the human has been a priority lately. She’s been attacked, I get it. And Nova, I like her; I want her protected, too. But…” he trailed off, almost as if he thought he’d said too much.  
 
    Nova sighed inwardly. In truth, Ian probably had said too much. But he’d come this far, and what he had to say most likely had import. Ian was a quiet kid, he always had been. Yet it was common knowledge that when he spoke, especially when it was out of turn to someone above his station, he had something worthy to say. And that someone had sure as hell be paying attention. “But?” 
 
    “Don’t forget about your pack,” Ian replied. “She wasn’t the only one the Valley Clan went after. We still need you, too.” While his voice remained quiet, calm, and respectful, his words were no less a reprimand. Nemoy had been right. Nova had clearly been neglecting his duties as second in command lately, and his failure had not gone unnoticed.  
 
    Shit.  
 
    “Noted. Tell Nemoy we’ll be right there.” Turning to go back in, Nova stopped with his hand hovering above the door knob. “Oh, and Ian?” He waited until the boy turned back to look at him. “Thanks.” 
 
    For one moment, Ian just stood there, as if he hadn’t quite comprehended what his Beta had just said. Then, just the hint of a smile played over his lips and his light green eyes shown bright with pride. He nodded.  
 
    Sometimes, Nova thought, only a little resentfully, you needed to hear the truth from an unexpected source to fully appreciate its value. Though Amara was going to hate it, Nova had made up his mind. The only place that was safe for Amara was the compound. She was going to stay there until Strathford was safe.  
 
    Whether she liked it or not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    By the time Nova returned to her bedroom, Amara had dressed in a sweatshirt and jeans and pulled her hair back into a sleek tail. She was in the process of tying her shoes when he walked in. Just as she expected, his face was grim.  
 
    “What was that about?” she asked. She tried her best to keep her emotions in check. Something was different. She could feel it. And she had an inkling she wasn’t going to like it.  
 
    Nova went to the chair, removed his sweatpants and grabbed his good clothes. “After the attack last night, Nemoy called an emergency Council meeting. We have to get back to the compound. Now.” Standing, he hitched his jeans up his hips and snapped the belt buckle into place, threading the excess leather through the loops. He glanced up at her. “Have you heard anything about Donny?” 
 
    Boy, had she. And none of it was good. Amara nodded gravely. “Mitchell texted me this morning. Donny’s in the Intensive Care Unit at Strathford Memorial. He’s in critical condition on life support.” 
 
    “Damn.” Nova’s already stony expression darkened. As if changing the subject, he gave her the once over. “Are you ready?” 
 
    To go back to the compound that felt more like a prison? Where the occupants were far from human and could turn into wolves on a whim at any given moment? Where her lover’s own mother was making it incredibly clear that Amara was far from wanted there? No, of course she wasn’t ready to go back there. With things like they were, she never wanted to go back there again. But what she said was, “Yeah. Just let me grab my bag.”  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t that she disliked the compound, per se, Amara thought as they barreled down the road leading out of Strathford. It was cute and tidy. For the most part, people were nice. Ivanah, Nemoy’s wife, had actually started to become her friend. It was Nova’s home; she couldn’t help but love it. Yet, she still couldn’t shake that feeling that she just didn’t belong. She didn’t. She was human. Humans weren’t allowed to be in on Shifter secrets. They weren’t allowed to fall in love with shifters. It was Pack Law. And there she was, a blatant reminder that she and Nova were breaking that law. It was no wonder there were members of the pack that resented her presence.  
 
    But did it really have to be Neveah who was making her life miserable?  
 
    Amara loved Nova. Truly, she did. She had never been so sure of one feeling in her entire life. He was everything she’d ever wanted. And the best part was, he loved her back. Of that, she had no doubt. His mother? Yeah. Not so much.  
 
    Amara fought to control her nerves as Nova drove his truck through the gate and down the road toward their community square. The meeting hall was right in the middle of the compound and reminded her more of a Native American longhouse than any building she would find in Strathford. Though the structure was made from large wooden logs, the wall panels were constructed with thick, tightly woven grasses and overlapped to form a barrier against the outside elements. Already, she could see smoke rising from the hole in the center of the building. They must have had a fire going. Amara couldn’t help but feel grateful. It was heading toward winter and they were once again calling for snow.  
 
    An icy chill bit into Amara’s cheeks as she disembarked from the truck. Breathing into her gloved hands, she tried to warm her face.  
 
    Nova came around the front of the vehicle and offered her a consoling smile. “Don’t be nervous.” 
 
    “I’m not nervous,” she replied automatically. Nova simply lifted an eyebrow in question. Amara huffed out an irritated breath. “Okay, so maybe I am a little nervous. Can you blame me? I’ve never been to one of these before. And it’s not like I’m going to be welcomed with open arms.” 
 
    He frowned. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Nova. I’m a human. An outsider. And people haven’t exactly been shy about not wanting me here.” 
 
    “People love having you here.” 
 
    “Some people,” she conceded. Then she shook her head. “Not all. They think it goes against Pack Law. And from what I’ve heard, they think you and Nemoy are weak for not disposing of me in the first place. So, there’s that.” 
 
    Confusion washed over his face, followed by a hardened determination to make it better. While she appreciated the sentiment, she really didn’t need her boyfriend running off to chastise half his family. Even if he was cute when he was in protective mode. “Who thinks that?” 
 
    Amara shook her head, defeated. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s just go in. They’re expecting us.” 
 
    “Amara.” 
 
    She fidgeted. She had no desire to admit to him that she was afraid of his mother, but he deserved the truth, and she wasn’t about to lie to him. “Fine. There’s a small group of people who have been trying to persuade the others that I should be kicked out at the very least. Over the past week, they seem to have gained a decent following.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” 
 
    She smirked. “Seriously? I pay attention. I’m a bartender, Nova. It’s my job to notice the details, overhear conversations, get what they need before they tell me they need it. I’m a professional fly on the wall. And I’m smart. It wasn’t hard to put two and two together once I knew what whispers were floating around behind closed doors. Ivanah,” she answered before he could ask. “She told me Neveah has been trying to convince Nemoy to get rid of me. She’s been pushing pretty hard the last few days, and anytime you and Nemoy are out on patrol, Neveah takes advantage of your absence and her protests get pretty vocal.” 
 
    Pausing, she watched him stumble through what she had just said. That not only was a portion of his pack calling for her head, but they were being led by his own mother. It was more than any son should have to handle in the morning before having his coffee. But whatever he was feeling on the matter, in true Nova fashion, he squashed it, burying it deep beneath the responsibility and bravado he often used as a shield.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” he told her. “I’ll take care of it.” Nova took her hand. Before she could say anything more, he led her toward the longhouse. Lifting the heavy flap made of animal hide, he held it open to let her pass beneath his arm. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Amara had never seen anything like it. The place was full. Every spare seat in the hall was occupied by a member of the pack. The walls were adorned every ten feet or so by the logs from the structural foundation of the building, and the ceiling was a maze of exposed beams. It was beautiful.  
 
    In the center of the floor was a large stone fire pit. The flames were already rising at least two feet above the surrounding stone. Even from where she was standing by the door, Amara could feel the heat. It was no wonder those closest to the fire were dressed as if for summer weather. It was blistering hot in there.  
 
    “We cannot just stand by and let them terrorize us or our territory,” a man Amara knew by sight alone was saying. His hands were clenched in tight fists resting on the table in front of him, and his dark hair was swept back in a ponytail at the nape of his neck. Though she wasn’t sure of his name—Isaac? Isiah? She couldn’t remember—she had seen him multiple times in the past two weeks, always in the company of none other than Neveah.  
 
    Sure enough, about two people to his left, there she stood. Neveah was stunning. She was tall and willowy with a regal grace that both captivated and intimidated whoever was foolish enough to look upon her. Her high cheekbones were accentuated by her rich, brown eyes in the shape of almonds, and her elegant face was framed by her sheet of long, billowing dark gray hair. The streaks of shiny silver only managed to add to her allure rather than detract from it. Even if Amara hadn’t known Neveah to be the widow of the last Alpha, and in all effectiveness, the Queen Mother, she still would have struck her as royalty, just from the way she carried herself. Neveah had a regal air that no one could deny—no matter how much they may have wanted to.  
 
    “It wasn’t just a human the Valley Clan attacked last night,” the man continued. He was glaring at someone at the head of the meeting house. Amara followed his gaze to find Nemoy seated in a chair she would call a large, wooden throne with Ivanah by his side. Her belly was swollen with child beneath her jacket. Amara couldn’t help but envy her happiness. Although, right then, neither Nemoy nor Ivanah appeared to be too thrilled. “That human was part of our territory, and ours to protect.” 
 
    Nemoy gazed at the man. “And what would you have me do, Isiah?” he asked. His tone was dangerously calm. Amara’s arms trembled a bit as goosebumps popped out on her flesh beneath the fabric of her coat. She wasn’t sure why what Isiah was saying had that effect on Nemoy, but she knew she never wanted to be on the receiving end of that tone. Even with Nova’s protection, she doubted she’d last long if she ever was.  
 
    Isiah pounded his fists on the surface of the table he stood behind. “We need to go to war! You must see that, Nemoy. War is the only way to keep us safe.” 
 
    “War would decimate us,” a middle-aged woman with long black hair said across the circle. If Amara recalled correctly, her name was Naida. “After the last invasion, here in the compound, there aren’t enough of us left to go to war with the Valley Clan head-on. You would be sentencing us to death.” 
 
    Isiah shook his head. “It is the only option.” 
 
    Cheers and calls of agreement rose into the air, followed by the erratic pulse of stomping feet. The sound hurt Amara’s ears.  
 
    Nemoy, on the other hand, merely sat in his chair, soundlessly staring at the crowd. His face and his entire body were rigid as stone. Nemoy raised a hand and his people gradually quieted, though not without protest. He gazed steadily at his mother and Isiah. His expression was unreadable. “War in the current situation is out of the question. Our numbers are too few, and the Valley Clan risks exposure where our pack dares not.” 
 
    Protests and shouted arguments rose again, bringing the noise volume to a deafening roar. Amara resisted covering her ears. She was already pressing her luck just by being there. There was no need to look weak on top of everything else.  
 
    Furious, Nova stepped forward. Men and women alike moved aside to let him through. “Silence!” His voice boomed throughout the room, and everyone stopped talking immediately. “Your Alpha has spoken,” he reminded them. He began to pace the perimeter of the room, his own way of repelling negative energy, Amara knew. And it must have worked. His every step exuded power.  
 
    Amara reminded herself to jump his bones later. That whole authoritarian demeanor was seriously hot. Not to mention oh, so sexy. She couldn’t wait to get him alone later.  
 
    Nova stopped right in front of Neveah. Next to her, Isiah straightened his stance. “How dare you,” Nova growled. His mother’s eyes narrowed. “How dare you question your Alpha? Whether you agree with him or not, his word is Law, and it will be followed. Is that understood?” 
 
    “Watch yourself, boy,” Isiah hissed. Neveah remained silent. Stepping forward, Nova smirked. He and Isiah were nose to nose. Nova was a few inches taller, so Isiah had to tilt his chin to meet Nova’s gaze. “It is not me who needs to watch myself, Isiah Levens. I am the Beta of this Clan, second only to our Alpha. Neither your rank nor your strength give you leave to cross me. You will obey.” Nova took a step back and arrogantly spread his arms. A sly, deadly smile crept across his lips. Amara saw Isiah’s shoulders tremble. “Of course,” Nova continued, an obvious taunt in his words, “you’re welcome to challenge me the old-fashioned way. Would you like to fight me to be the new Beta, Isiah? It is a fight to the death. And no one has beat me yet.” 
 
    “Leave him be,” Neveah commanded. Her voice was soft, but she was seething.  
 
    Across the room, Nemoy stood. “No. He brought this on himself. Isiah will answer the questions of his Beta.” Though it clearly pained her, Neveah nodded and fell quiet. Nemoy nodded curtly. “Do you challenge Nova, Isiah Levens?” Nemoy asked. “Or perhaps, have you spoken out of turn?” 
 
    No one spoke. No one even breathed. All eyes were glued to the confrontation between the men. The tension was palpable. 
 
    Isiah mumbled something under his breath. Nova cocked his head. “I’m sorry? I didn’t catch that.” 
 
    With a glare, Isiah straightened his shoulders. “No,” he repeated. “No, I do not wish to challenge my Beta for position.” 
 
    Satisfied, Nova nodded, once more giving the other man his space. He turned his back to face Nemoy. Isiah’s chest visibly contracted with relief “In that case, Alpha, I have to say that I agree with the call for war. However, before we declare, I recommend we contact the Falls Clan to discuss an alliance. It is my understanding that they are also encountering border skirmishes with the Valley Clan.” 
 
    Pursing his lips, Nemoy considered. Amara knew nothing about war, but common sense said Nova made a good point. Finally, Nemoy nodded. “Done. Any other business to discuss before we adjourn?” 
 
    Neveah stepped forward. “I am Neveah of the Mountain Clan, mother to the reigning Alpha and Beta. And I have a grievance.” 
 
    A line dug in between Nemoy’s brows, but he nodded. “State your grievance.” 
 
    “The presence of the human within our pack walls and within our Council meetings is forbidden by Pack Law. I move she be disposed of immediately.” 
 
    A murmur buzzed through the crowd and Amara felt fear and trepidation ripple down her spine. Nova’s face flushed with anger. But before he could speak, Nemoy stood once more. The look on his face was beyond anger. Amara flinched. Even Neveah cowered some. “This matter has already been decided,” he stated sternly. “The human is welcome until I say otherwise. I will not hear of it again.” Nemoy took a deep breath, as if settling his nerves. “This meeting of Mountain Clan Wolf Pack’s High Council is adjourned. Everybody out.” 
 
     
 
    Nova followed his mother out of the longhouse and grabbed her arm, whipping her around. “What right do you have to grandstand like that?” he demanded. “If you have something to say about Amara being here, you say it to me.”                
 
    Neveah glared up at her son, not a hint of remorse in her eyes. “She is human,” she replied. Her tone brooked no argument. “She does not belong here. She is not Wolf.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but she still needs our protection,” Nova countered. Amara could tell by the way his muscles were contracting that he was livid. And more than a little hurt. Maybe she should have warned him sooner about his mother’s disposition, but truly, she wasn’t sure how he hadn’t noticed already. Neveah hadn’t tried to hide her feelings towards her since the first time she stepped foot within the compound.  
 
    “Then I suggest she seek it in the town of Strathford with the other humans, where she belongs.” With that, Neveah turned on her heel and strode away, her regal head held high. Isiah was waiting for her. He eyed Nova and Amara with severe dislike before following Neveah out of sight.  
 
    Nova was shaking. At a loss, Amara reached out and put a hand on his arm in an attempt to comfort him. It wasn’t working.  
 
    “I’ve changed my mind,” he said abruptly, taking her hand. “It’s better for you to be in town. At least for today. Let’s go.” 
 
    Amara swallowed hard. He had just done a complete one-eighty and locked every single one of his emotions away. If she were being honest, that right there scared her more than Kal and his pack ever could.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Amara walked quietly down the hall at the hospital, her soft-soled shoes making virtually no noise. She hated hospitals; hated everything about them. The bright whites and the pastel colors, the fluorescent lighting, the sickly sterile smell that was supposed to be a cover for the dead and the dying. It was all awful. 
 
    Every time she stepped foot in this building—set foot in this wing—she had horrible flashbacks.  
 
    She was twelve years old, crying at her father’s bedside as the nurses turned off his life support system and the machines breathed in and out for him one last time, her mom and sister behind her. She felt his lifeless fingers go limp in her hand. 
 
    She was fifteen years old, lying flat on her back. This time it was her in the hospital bed, not her father. There were tubes everywhere; in her nose, her throat, her wrists. Her clavicle had been broken, the skin torn open by the wolf’s teeth when he attacked her. She would have a nice, ugly scar. The bone had snapped in two, leaving the flesh shredded on top of it. She could feel the stitches stretch and pull each time she breathed.  
 
    She was twenty-three, sitting in the chair across from her grandfather’s bed. The cancer had been eating away at him for the last two years, and his medications had finally stopped working. And then the pain had gotten to be too much. The night before, after telling her one last story about the legendary men who could turn into beasts, he had slipped into a coma. The doctors said he would never wake up.  
 
    Over the years, she had been in that same hospital walking those same halls countless times to visit friends and family members that had fallen victim to the wolves. Her best friend, Becca, had been in and out of hospital care since they were teenagers due to complications from the attack; out of the three girls Kal went after that night, Becca had suffered the most. Still, even Zoe had been a patient. The doctors claimed she suffered from PTSD, a side effect of the trauma. Granted, at those times, her injuries were alcohol induced and self-inflicted.  
 
    Now she was there for Donny. She didn’t know him that well, but he was a regular at Murphy’s Tavern, and his youngest brother, Carl, had been in her grade at school.  
 
    Reaching his room, Amara knocked lightly before pushing open his door. The small space was full. The entire Jones family had taken up residence on the available tables, chairs, and couches the hospital room had to offer.  
 
    When she entered, Clarence rose from his seat near the window and rushed to greet her. He wrapped her in a hug, encasing her in the stench of beer, sweat, and cigarettes. Amara felt her stomach turn but forced the feeling to subside. As questionable as his personal hygiene might be, Clarence was a sweet man, and right then, he was worried about his brother.  
 
    “Oh, Amara, it’s so nice of you to make it. Donny would have loved to see you. He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you, you know. He owes you his life. We all do.” 
 
    Amara’s eyes widened. “No, no you don’t owe me anything.” 
 
    “You saved his life!” 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. It was true that she had chased the wolf off, even shot him with her gun, but she was beginning to feel guilty that she was condemning one wolf clan while siding with another. Hadn’t all the wolves been using her town as if it were a battleground? Strathford was supposed to be Mountain Clan territory, but the Valley Clan had been using its streets and its people to get the biggest reaction from their rivals. Amara’s town, the humans, they were just collateral damage. Hadn’t Neveah’s and Isiah’s reactions proved how little human life actually meant to them? She should be disposed of immediately. Isn’t that what Nova’s own mother had said? How could she claim to have saved Donny’s life when she was sleeping with one of the people who had put his life at risk in the first place? And now, if they brought wolves in from the Falls Clan, there would be even more potential enemies to worry about.  
 
    It almost made her worry about Sadie and Kal seem trivial. Almost. 
 
    Amara forced a smile. “It was the least I could do, Clarence,” she told him. She didn’t have to make a moral decision right then. No, what she had to do right at that moment was give the Joneses what they really needed, and that was a sense of safety and comfort. “I’m glad he’s safe now. How’s he doing?”
Next to the bed, his mother, Julia, shook her head, tears streaming down her cheeks. She was a widower, and the mother of four strong boys. They all lived and worked on their family farm. Julia was a kind woman and friends with Amara’s mother. She’d lost her husband when the boys were little. It didn’t seem right that she should lose another loved one to the same enemy.  
 
    Carl rose from the couch. He was a tall man, and burly, with a thick mop of golden brown hair, rounded cheeks, and kind, blue eyes. They’d been friends since they were children. He’d even been her date to the Winter Formal their freshman year in high school. For a while, she thought he’d even leave town to go to college. But then the attacks got more and more frequent, and he’d been too afraid for his family to leave them short-handed on the farm. 
 
    Amara reached out a hand and patted his arm. “They said making it through the night was a good sign,” Carl told her quietly, careful not to let his mother overhear. “But since early this morning, there’s been no change. The good thing is that he still has brain activity. They’re hopeful that if his body can heal fast enough, he’ll make a decent recovery.” Carl furrowed a worried brow and lowered his voice. Amara had to lean in to hear him. “But right now, we’ll just be lucky if he makes it another night.  
 
    “He’s right torn up, Amara. We’re damn lucky you showed up with that gun when you did.”  
 
    Amara stayed another fifteen minutes or so, using her own family as an excuse to get away. She was worried for Donny, and her heart went out to his family, it really did. But if she didn’t get out of that hospital soon, she was going to scream.  
 
    When she finally made it out the big double doors at the front of the building, she took in a gigantic gulp of crisp, fresh air. If she never had to step foot in another hospital again, she wouldn’t be all too happy.  
 
    Amara dug out her phone and turned on the ringer. Three missed calls and four text messages. She clicked on the little orange icon. All the calls were from Mitch. The texts too. 
 
    They called a mandatory Council meeting at ten o’clock that morning. Zoe even said the mayor was going to be there. Everyone wanted to know what happened last night.  
 
    Amara, did you get my messages? His text said.  Are you going to the council meeting? If you meet me out front, we can go in together.  
 
    Seriously, Amara, where are you? The meeting’s about to start.  
 
    Fine. I’m going in without you. I’ll save you a seat in the back.  
 
      
 
    Crap. If there was a Council meeting that morning, she definitely needed to be there. As her grandfather’s heir, she had been asked to take his seat on the Strathford Town Council. She glanced at her watch. It was already 10:15. The hospital was only twelve blocks from City Hall. If she ran, maybe she could slip in without anybody noticing.  
 
    Zipping her coat up to her chin against the harsh wind whipping down the street, Amara took one moment to wish she’d been able to down an entire pot of coffee like she did most mornings, and resolved to do her morning run without her caffeine motivation. It wouldn’t be the first time, but it wasn’t her favorite way to start the day. This had definitely not been her best morning.  
 
    She was breathing hard and wishing she’d worn a lighter jacket by the time she reached that red brick building that served as their city center. She hadn’t run that hard, fast, and long since high school. What a rush. Still, she should have been there twenty minutes ago and, judging by the amount of people she could see jammed within the room, going in unnoticed would pretty much be impossible.  
 
    Amara took a deep breath and opened the door. She’d intended to ease the door shut, but before she could, the metal handle was ripped from her hands by the wind, and slammed shut behind her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    All eyes turned to stare at her. The Mayor, who had been mid-speech, fell silent. Damn it. She didn’t want to draw attention. Oh well. Smiling sheepishly, she searched the crowd for Mitch. He waved at her from the second to last row.  
 
    “As I was saying,” the Mayor continued, “these wolves are becoming a problem, and we will need to band together to stay vigilant and keep them from stalking our streets.” 
 
    Amara ducked around her neighbors and threaded her way through the crowd of people to the empty seat beside Mitch. She took off her coat and tucked it and her purse beneath her chair.  
 
    “Where the hell have you been?” Mitchell hissed from the corner of his mouth. The woman in front of him turned to shush him over her shoulder. Mitch just rolled his eyes.  
 
    “Sorry,” Amara whispered back as the Mayor droned on about composing a Neighborhood Watch. “I had some things to do this morning and then I went to visit Donny in the hospital. I couldn’t turn on my phone there. It’s against the rules.” 
 
    A pained look crossed Mitch’s face. “How’s he doing?” 
 
    “No change. The doctors are hopeful, but it’s still touch and go.” 
 
    “I would like as many of us to volunteer to walk the streets at night as we can,” the Mayor said, among murmurs of agreement from the town.  
 
    Amara stood. “Excuse me, Mr. Mayor, but while these groups of people are walking through the empty streets of Strathford to fight off a pack of deadly wolves, will they be armed?” 
 
    The mayor stuttered for a moment, just the hint on panic creasing the skin around his eyes. It was common knowledge he was against guns—a fact he hadn’t been completely forthcoming with in his election. If he had, he never would have been voted in. “Armed? Well I…” 
 
    “I’m sure you wouldn’t want your loyal citizens to be sitting ducks for a pack of wild animals to suit your political needs. Would you?” Crossing her arms over her chest, Amara raised a brow and waited.  
 
    “Well, no, of course not. I mean, yes, of course, they will be armed.” 
 
    “Good. Then I would recommend going out in groups of no less than ten at a time. Each group will need to have a leader that they agree to defer to, otherwise, the whole thing is pointless. And, each member should be proficient with a firearm.” She turned her attention to the crowd. “If there is anybody who needs a lesson on learning to shoot a gun or tips on perfecting their aim, myself or a friend will be more than willing to teach you.” She had every intention of roping Nova into the tutorial.  
 
    The mayor finally seemed to have recovered. “Now listen here, young lady, you can’t just go offering to teach people to shoot a gun.” 
 
    “Why not?” Mitchell asked, standing up beside her. “She’s one of the best shots in town. She was taught by her grandfather, who was the best shot in town.” He pointed to a series of plaques on the wall behind him. “Reigning Strathford Shooting Champion, six years in a row. Who better to teach us?” 
 
    The mayor huffed out an angry breath, but it was clear that he’d been beat. “Fine. She can teach you.” 
 
    Amara beamed. “Wonderful. I work Monday through Saturday nights at the bar, but until we get this under control, I’ll lead Sunday’s Watch.” 
 
      
 
    Sunday night, Amara crouched down low, peering over the ledge through the lens of her scope. It was a quiet night, but she wasn’t stupid enough to let it fool her. Every other attack in town had happened on a quiet night as well. She couldn’t see Nova and his wolves, but she knew he was out there. There was no way he would have let her go alone, and in truth, she was glad. As much as she claimed she didn’t need a babysitter, she felt safer when he was around.  
 
    She adjusted the volume on her radio; she needed to keep in touch with the rest of the group. There were ten of them all together, and she had sent them out in groups of twos and threes.  
 
    She wasn’t sure where her sister was that night—she’d said she had plans—but she hoped it wasn’t alone. But she hoped it wasn’t with Kal, either.  
 
    Behind her, Mitchell paced up and down the rooftop. He hadn’t stopped pacing since they got up there, actually.  
 
    “Mitchell,” Amara all but growled through clenched teeth, “seriously, would you stop? You’re driving me nuts.” The constant movement of Mitch’s feet was setting her on edge. As if there wasn’t already enough to be worried about.  
 
    Behind her, Mitch slowed, but didn’t stop. Amara sighed inwardly. She loved Mitchell to death - he was one of her very best friends. But sometimes, the lack of spine on that guy drove her damn near insane.  
 
    “I can’t help it,” he admitted. His voice had that intense, hyper-active tone of someone high on caffeine. What could be bothering him so much? “All these wolf attacks have me on edge. And Zoe. Shit. Don’t even get me started on Zoe. She’s so freaked out, she’s drinking like a fish. And you know how that girl gets when she drinks.” 
 
    Amara nodded. Of course she did. She’d poured Zoe into a cab or into her bed more times than she cared to count. Taking care of that girl and her issues was a full-time job in and of itself. Zoe was a mess on a normal day. She could only imagine how she must be taking these recent attacks. She also knew how Mitch handled emotional females.  
 
    He didn’t. 
 
    “Are you being supportive?” she asked, although she already knew the answer.  
 
    Pausing mid-pace, he bit his lip. Mitch gave a noncommittal shrug. “Well, um, you know. I’m trying, I guess.” Amara merely raised a skeptical brow. Mitch groaned. “Okay, okay. So maybe not so much. But being with Zoe isn’t exactly the easiest thing in the world.” 
 
    Amara chuckled. “Hey pal, you chose her, not me.” 
 
    Mitch’s lips twitched. He sighed. “I guess I could be a little bit more…” 
 
    “Understanding? Sympathetic? Supportive? Compassionate?” 
 
    “Yeah. Those.” 
 
    Amara wrinkled her nose. “I’d work on that if I were you.” 
 
    “Hey, hey!”  
 
    Mitch and Amara stared at each other with equal looks of alarm. Amara suppressed a laugh as Zoe climbed over the small wall at the edge of the roof. She glanced up at Mitch, who was sitting there dumbfounded, like he’d just gotten caught doing something wrong.  
 
    The brilliant smile Zoe had worn when she first appeared, faltered. She looked from Mitch to Amara and crossed her arms over her chest. Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    Amara was determined to look anywhere but at Zoe, who was now approaching Mitchell as if she would like nothing more than to drag him off that roof by his collar. Which, she admitted, would actually be fun to see.  
 
    To Amara’s delight, Sadie climbed up behind Zoe, followed by Nova. As quickly as she could, she unfolded herself from her perch on the ledge and went over to greet them. Nova’s face was grim. And, as the next person climbed over the ledge, Amara understood why.  
 
    Kal stepped down onto the roof with ease. He was tall and built, with tawny eyes, russet-colored brown hair, and tanned skin. He eyed Amara with a wanting that made her uncomfortable. Nova clenched his fists.  
 
    “Nice to see you again, Amara,” Kal crooned. Amara shuddered. There was nothing she’d like more than to punch him in the face. Although, him being a shifter and all, she would probably break her hand. Maybe she should work on another way to vent her frustration.  
 
    Looking around at each of them, Sadie’s eyes widened. “I know you guys don’t like each other, but really? Is there something going on here that I don’t know about?” A chorus of no’s filled the air, which made her even more skeptical. “Okay,” Sadie said slowly, “if you say so.” 
 
    Amara pulled her sister aside. “Sadie, please be careful.” 
 
    “Careful? Of what? The ladder?” Her eyes narrowed. “Oh. Of Kal. Amara, we have been through this.” 
 
    “He’s not a good guy, Sadie.” 
 
    “And how do you know that?” 
 
    Amara cringed, knowing the only answer she could give would never be sufficient. “I just do.” 
 
    Sadie scoffed. “Well, that isn’t good enough. I thought you said you would back off?” 
 
    “I did. I’m trying. I just, Sadie, I just don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Sadie rolled her eyes. “I’ll be fine. Drop it, Mara,” she said, and Amara fell silent. There really wasn’t anything else she could do.  
 
    Beside her, Zoe glared at Mitch who was watching Amara. “Why do you look so guilty?” she demanded. Mitch’s flustered reply was cut off by Zoe’s dramatic eye roll. “Whatever, Mitch.”  
 
    While Zoe and Mitchell got into what Amara termed their daily argument, she went to Nova. “Not that I’m unhappy to see you—because I’m not. At all—but what are you guys doing up here?” 
 
    Nova grinned that grin that made Amara weak in the knees, and wrapped his arms around her waist. “I came to keep you company. And to send Mitch home because I’m willing to bet you’re devising a dozen ways to kill him right about now.” 
 
    Amara snickered. “This is true. But why did you bring everybody else with you? This is supposed to be the Neighborhood Watch, not the Neighborhood Soap Opera. I mean, come on. Mitch and Zoe are fighting, Sadie and Kal are making out. I want to shoot him in the face, I’m betting you’re trying not to tear him limb from limb. This is a freak show!”  
 
    Nova pressed his mouth to hers, effectively silencing her. It made her head spin. “Relax, Amara. Everything will be fine.” 
 
    “Oh, hey,” Sadie said, coming over to them. “Mom wanted me to remind you that both of you,” she stared pointedly at Nova, “are expected at dinner tomorrow night.” Her smile was bright and excited. She grabbed Kal’s hand. “We’ll see you then!” Turning, she headed for the ladder and eased herself down. Thankfully, Mitch and Zoe went down after her.  
 
    Kal stood his ground, leering at Nova. “Looks like we have more in common than you thought, Lowery. You may have gotten the older version, but I got the younger, new and improved, model.” Both Nova and Amara glared at him. “See you at Mommy’s house.” Laughing, he turned to leave, and Amara grabbed Nova’s arm to hold him back.  
 
    “You can’t fight him now,” she cautioned. “No matter how much you might want to.” 
 
    “Why not?” he growled.  
 
    “Secret? Now come on, Wolfman. Come keep me company while we stare at empty streets.”  
 
    Obliging, Nova followed her back over to her perch. “Can I at least call one of my pack to keep an eye on your sister?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    It was nearly three in the morning when they finally made it off of that roof. Luckily, they were both used to late night shifts, so neither of them were overly tired, but those tedious hours on top of that building were so full of worry and tension that both Nova and Amara were on edge.  
 
    Neither of them spoke on the short drive to Amara’s house, but Nova could feel his teeth grinding as he thought about Kal and the Valley Clan. As if the border skirmishes and attacks on Strathford’s citizens weren’t enough, now Kal was dating Sadie. Nova had little room for doubt in regards to Kal’s motives. He had failed to get Amara, to finish the job he had started when he attacked her ten years prior. Both Nova and Amara had stopped him. Twice. So now he was going after Amara’s little sister as the ultimate revenge. Though what his end game was, Nova had no idea. Was he only going after Sadie to get to Nova and his girlfriend? Or was it possible that Kal actually had feelings for Sadie? If he were being honest, he wasn’t sure which one was worse. Neither scenario would end well for Sadie, which meant it also didn’t end well for Amara. Nova knew how much she adored her little sister, and how devastated she would be if anything ever happened to her. Which, of course, made protecting Sadie a priority in Nova’s book.  
 
    He pulled in behind Amara’s car in her driveway and threw the truck into park, while still letting it idle. He glanced over at her in the passenger seat. For someone who claimed she wasn’t tired, she definitely appeared to be fading. “Remember, just grab some clean clothes tonight. I know you want to be home, but I really need to talk to Nemoy tonight. In person. I promise we can stay here tomorrow after dinner with your family.” 
 
    Amara’s answer was a warm smile and nod. He took a moment to wonder if maybe she was more upset about things than she was willing to show…even to him. In truth, he wasn’t exactly happy about bringing Amara back to the compound either, but he had no choice. 
 
    Frowning, Nova peered out the window to the front porch. There was a package resting on the front step. 
 
    Amara had seen it too. “What is that?” she wondered, opening the door and climbing down from the cab. Nova followed. As they got closer, he could tell that it was a package of some sort; elongated and pointed at one end. Amara gave what could only be described as a squeal, and despite himself, Nova smiled. She was just too cute. “Roses!” she exclaimed, lifting the package and turning to face him. She held out the bouquet of red roses. She buried her face in the blooms and inhaled. Even from a few feet away, he could smell their perfumed fragrance. “You got me flowers? Oh, Nova, that’s so sweet! You shouldn’t have.” 
 
    His brows creased into a frown once more. “I didn’t,” he said, but she wasn’t listening. 
 
    “But why would you leave them here instead of just bringing them to me? Or even just giving them to me later? Why leave them on my porch?” 
 
    Bewildered, Nova shook his head. “Amara, I promise you, as much as I would like to say I bought these for you, I can’t. The roses aren’t from me.” 
 
    “Oh.” Confused, she looked from Nova to the flowers she still held and back again. “Well, if they’re not from you, who are they from?” 
 
    He reached out and combed his fingers through the blooms, searching through the velvety soft petals for a note. There wasn’t one. Defeated, he sighed. “I have no idea. And whoever it was, they apparently didn’t want you to know either.” 
 
    “Do you…” Amara hesitated, clearly not wanting to articulate whatever thought was going through her head. “Do you think they’re from Kal?” 
 
    Nova thought for a moment. It was an interesting theory, but red roses were usually more for romance of some kind. They were cliché and traditional, and Nova knew they weren’t even her favorite flower. Amara loved dahlias. Yes, she was a woman who liked flowers so she could appreciate the beauty of a rose, especially a dozen of them, but if Kal was trying to romance her, it seemed more his style that he would do his research to make an impact, particularly if he was trying to remain mysteriously anonymous.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Nova finally conceded, taking the flowers from her so she could open the front door to let them inside. “But right now, roses are the least of my worries. Get your stuff, beautiful. We’ve got to get back to the compound.” 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for Amara to fall asleep on the drive back to the compound, and Nova mentally kicked himself for letting her get stressed enough to do so. She had never fallen asleep in the car before. The Amara he knew and loved was alert even when she was on the verge of passing out. So she must be feeling pretty overwhelmed if she were willing to make the drive unconscious. Nova made a note to pamper her sometime soon.  
 
    When they reached his house, he lifted her from the truck and carried her inside. He settled her in his bed, making sure she was warm enough. He had to admit, seeing Amara in his bed, her lovely gray eyes closed in sleep, was a sight he loved to see.  
 
    Too bad he didn’t have time to sit and enjoy it tonight.  
 
    Satisfied that Amara wouldn’t wake, Nova slipped from his cabin and set off at a brisk jog toward the Council Chamber. There was a meeting going on tonight and he was already late.  
 
    All around him, the compound was quiet. Men and women of his pack were settled into their homes, their children nestled in their beds. They were worried about the increasing danger from the Valley Clan, of course, but they were able to trust that their Alpha and Beta would take care of them like they always had.  
 
    Nova envied them their peace of mind even in troubled times such as these.  
 
    The Council Chamber stood in the center of the compound like a huge wooden longhouse. Smoke curled from the chimney into the midnight air. The only light Nova could see made a yellow arch around the door. As quietly as he could, he opened it and stepped inside, easing his way along the back wall toward his Alpha.  
 
    There were more people in attendance tonight than he had thought. Usually, Council meetings were boring. Just rudimentary, every day reports. Every few months there would be an exciting one, and Nemoy would declare the second half of the meeting to be Council only and closed to the rest of the Pack to discuss whatever attack or danger the Mountain Clan was currently facing. As far as Nova knew, this particular meeting should have been closed as well, but it appeared there had been far too many interested parties to keep attendance at a minimum. Nova supposed he and Nemoy had their mother to thank for that.  
 
    The man who was speaking was named Ivan. He was assigned to the Eastern border patrol. In fact, if Nova recalled the schedule correctly, Ivan was supposed to be on patrol tonight. So what was he doing here? 
 
    “There was nothing I could do,” Ivan said, addressing Nemoy. “There were at least twenty of them to our five. We were overpowered and they seized the border. The four of us barely made it out alive.” Ivan hung his head. “We lost Coah.” The regret and grief in the man’s voice was palpable. Nevertheless, it provoked a rage in Nova he was having trouble controlling.  
 
    He should have been there. It was Nova’s job to lead the security for his Pack. It was his job to protect his people. And every day, Kal and his Pack of murderers got closer and closer, ingraining themselves into the very lives of the people Nova was trying to protect.  
 
    Nova clenched his fists and fought for calm as he watched his brother stand and place a hand on Ivan’s shoulder. Nemoy’s face was grim. “It is a grave loss,” he said, projecting his voice into the crowd. “Attacks like these have doubled at the very least since the battle here in the compound two weeks ago. We must stay vigilant.” Nemoy turned and locked eyes with Nova. Nearly every head in the crowd followed his lead. “We need to up patrols. Assign double shifts if necessary. No less than ten to a team.” Nova nodded in agreement. “Good. What is the news from Strathford?” 
 
    Nova cleared his throat. “There was another attack the other night, as you are all aware. Nate and Ian were able to stop the Valley wolf in question. He is in our possession as we speak.  Amara convinced the Mayor to instate a town watch at night. They are armed, but that won’t be enough. However, the extra eyes won’t hurt. As Amara is spearheading this particular campaign, the humans report any sightings to her, and in turn, she relays them to me.” 
 
    For a moment, Nemoy continued to stare at him. Nova could feel the deductive powers of the Alpha slide over and around him like a heavy blanket. Then, just as quickly, they were gone. Finally, Nemoy nodded and the meeting continued. It lasted probably another hour.  
 
    Nova waited until there were only a few people left in the Council Chamber before he approached his brother and pulled him aside. From across the room, he could see his mother eyeing him. Even though he turned away, it was like he could still feel her gaze. “She’s still furious with me, isn’t she?” 
 
    Nemoy glanced past Nova’s shoulder and smirked. “Mother? Of course she is. You’re shacking up with a human. You had to know she was going to be upset.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “You have my permission, brother. There is nothing for me to be upset about. Now, what did you want to tell me?” 
 
    Nova took a moment to appreciate what his brother’s support actually meant to him. Then he forced his head to get back in the game. “It’s about Kal,” he said quietly. He looked furtively around. “He’s recently started dating Amara’s little sister.” 
 
    Nemoy’s brows shot up into his jet-black hairline. “You’re joking.” 
 
     “Trust me, I wish I was. Amara’s beside herself with worry. But he’s got us by the balls, Nemoy. We can’t say anything without breaking our secrecy laws, and he knows it. He knows we can’t tell Sadie the truth.” 
 
    “And going after him directly would be too risky for the sister.” Nemoy tapped his chin with one long finger. “No, you’re right. This is a problem.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Nova agreed wryly, “it is. So what are we going to do about it?”
Nemoy thought for a moment before heaving a heavy sigh. “For now, we do nothing.” Nova’s jaw was set and Nemoy could sense his frustrations, “Nova, I’m serious. Do nothing. You said it yourself, there isn’t much that we can do. So instead, we’re going to keep an eye on her. Encourage Amara to keep her sister close. Make sure she’s protected until we can figure out a way to keep her safe.” 
 
    “And then?” 
 
    “And then? Well.” Nemoy’s dark eyes lit with danger and lethal excitement. Nova couldn’t help but shudder. “And then we watch that bastard burn.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    “Don’t worry, this won’t be painful,” Amara assured Nova. Then she paused, her hand on the door knob. “Well, at least not terribly.” Her grin was mischievous at best. It only widened when Nova rolled his eyes.  
 
    “I’m not worried, Amara,” he replied, shifting the bag of groceries to his other arm. “I have met mothers before.” 
 
    She cocked one manicured brow. “Yes, but have you ever faced my mother?” 
 
    “Well…” Nova’s voice trailed off, and she could tell he was beginning to get nervous. Good. “Okay, so maybe your mom is a little bit different but that’s just because I want to make a good first impression.” 
 
    Amara swallowed hard. If she were being honest, she was quite nervous as well. She wasn’t exactly sure what to expect with both Nova and Kal being there tonight. If only her mother knew the reality. Her mother had become agoraphobic after Amara was attacked just three short years after her husband, Amara’s father was killed. She rarely left her house anymore, and when she did, she was a nervous wreck by the time she got home. Just the thought of her mother not knowing the truth of this night made her stomach turn.  
 
    “Alright. Come on, Lover Boy. Let’s go inside.” Taking a deep breath, Amara opened the door. She loved her mother’s house. It was filled with bright colors and cozy furniture. And it always smelled like freshly baked something. Today it was corn bread muffins.  
 
    Amara set her purse on the scrubbed wooden table. She motioned for Nova to place the bag of groceries on the kitchen counter. “Mom?” she called, reaching for Nova’s hand. She led him through the rounded archway to the living room. “Mom?” she called again. This time, she heard voices.  
 
    Her mother and Becca were sitting on the couch going through a cook book. Becca’s father, Dan, was reading a book in the arm chair beside them, his hand resting on Becca’s cane. Amara stopped short and glanced over her shoulder at Nova. Did he recognize her? It was he and Nemoy who had saved them ten years ago.  
 
    Nova, to his credit, had gone a little white, but kept his cool none the less.  
 
    Amara’s mom looked up. “Hey, kiddo!” Closing the book, she stood and rushed over to her daughter. She threw her arms around her.  
 
    “Hey, Mom. This is Nova.” She gestured behind her. “My boyfriend. Nova, this is my mother, Cathleen.” They shook hands, and Nova turned on the charm. It didn’t take much, she knew. One smile, and that was it. And, if she didn’t know any better, she’d say her mom was smitten.  
 
    She couldn’t blame her.  
 
    Nova leaned forward to shake Dan’s hand as he and Becca were introduced. Amara watched with pleasure as Becca’s tan cheeks flushed a beet red. She so rarely got out anymore to see anybody. It was just too hard for her to get around. And what with all the scarring around her face and throat…well, she understood why Becca kept to herself and her small circle of people most of the time. Still, it was nice to see she was still the same sweet Becca, even when meeting strangers.  
 
    “We were just about to leave,” Becca apologized, reaching for her cane. Amara rushed forward to help her up.  
 
    “Don’t be silly,” Cathleen replied. “You’re more than welcome to stay for dinner.” 
 
    Amara started to agree before she remembered Kal would be joining them as Sadie’s guest, and clamped her lips down tight. There was no way she was letting that bastard anywhere near Becca. If only she could get him the hell away from her sister, too.  
 
    Becca smiled, but shook her head. “That’s so sweet of you, Mrs. Townsend, but we really do need to be going.” She shared a warm yet exasperated look with her father. “My mother starts to worry whenever we’re out too long. Especially me.” 
 
    Dan chuckled and Cathleen blushed scarlet. She knew exactly how Becca’s mother was feeling, Amara knew. “Another time then,” Cathleen conceded. 
 
    “It was lovely to meet you,” Nova said, taking Becca’s hand again.  
 
    Becca flushed and murmured something that sounded like “you too,” but Amara couldn’t tell. Amara smiled and threaded her arm through her friend’s. “Come on,” she said. “I’ll walk you out.” 
 
    “He’s so cute!” Becca exclaimed once they were out of earshot. “I thought Zoe was exaggerating, but nope! He really is the sexiest man I’ve ever seen. And look at those muscles! I wish Brandon had muscles like that,” she grumped, referring to her own boyfriend. She lowered her voice further still. “Speaking of Zoe, have you talked to her much lately?” 
 
    Amara frowned. “No, why? Is everything okay?”
“I’m not sure. She’s been a little strange lately.” Worry creased Becca’s brow. “I think she and Mitch are having problems. She won’t admit it, of course, but I don’t believe her.” 
 
    “Really? They seem to be working together alright to me.” Amara thought for a moment. “Then again, I did just take a couple weeks off with Nova, so I’m not entirely sure that’s correct.” 
 
    “Would you mind keeping an eye on her for me?” Becca asked.  
 
    Immediately, Amara softened. “Of course I will. Anything for you, Becs.”  
 
    By then, Dan had joined them, so the two women said their goodbyes and Amara opened the door. Sadie and Kal stood on the porch. Kal’s lips turned up in a cold, cruel smile as he stared from Becca to Amara, and back again. He recognized her. He must have. The lumps of scar tissue along her jaw and neck were sure to give it away.  
 
    Amara clenched her teeth together and forced a cheery smile for her sister’s benefit. She was almost certain it came out as more of a grimace.  
 
    “Excuse us,” Becca said politely. She and her father pushed through the door. Her voice was uncharacteristically timid, and Amara had to wonder if it was just because she was shy, or if on some level, she recognized Kal for the dangerous monster that he was.  
 
    Kal let them pass without a word before turning his leering grin back on Amara. “Well, well, well. That was a pleasant surprise.” Leaning forward, he brushed a kiss over her cheek, lingering to whisper in her ear. “Maybe I’ll finish her off when I’m done with you.” The sickeningly hot feel of his breath against her skin, mixed with his threat made Amara want to gag.  
 
    She glanced over her shoulder to where Nova stood, grateful to see his expression was one of stoic reserve rather than the open hostility she knew he was looking to show. As much as she hated Kal and his pack, her mother couldn’t handle any added stress, especially with all of these recent attacks.  
 
    Cathleen rushed forward and enveloped Kal in a hug. It was like watching somebody transform right before her eyes. Kal became an entirely different person. He wrapped his arms around Cathleen’s ample frame and hugged her tight, a broad smile across his sharp-featured face.  
 
    The sight was sickening. Amara looked at Nova in alarm.  
 
    Next to her, Sadie frowned, clearly getting angry. “What is wrong with you two? You’re looking at him like he’s going to kill somebody. It’s not like Kal’s an ax murderer or something. Lighten up.” Still shaking her head, Sadie stepped forward to say hello to her mother.  
 
    “This is not good,” Amara whispered to Nova, groping for his hand. She could seriously use the reassurance from someone who wasn’t absolutely terrifying.  
 
    Nova scowled. “No,” he agreed slowly, eyeing the other man with dislike. “It definitely is not.”  
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Dinner was awkward. Nova could feel Amara’s discomfort and anxiety even though they weren’t actually touching. And Kal, that rat bastard, was enjoying it. He kept making snide remarks about finishing a job, or comments about the benefits of a good meal while staring Amara down. He was toying with her, Nova knew; trying to get a reaction. Doing anything at all was exactly what Kal wanted. The best thing for all of them would be for Nova to just sit there and keep his mouth shut.  
 
    But it didn’t stop him from wanting to rip Kal’s throat out all the same.  
 
    By the time they’d finished the meal, even Sadie seemed to have sensed that something was wrong. And, thankfully, she understood that Kal was the cause of it. “I’m sorry he’s acting like this,” she told Nova in the driveway while frowning at her boyfriend. “I don’t know what’s gotten in to him. He’s normally so sweet. And tonight he’s just…” 
 
    “An ass?” Amara supplied. It was the first time Nova had seen her smile all night.  
 
    Sadie’s lips twitched. “Yeah, that.” 
 
    Nova chuckled. “Don’t worry, Sadie. We know it’s not your fault.”  
 
    “We do?”  
 
    He raised a brow in Amara’s direction; she just shrugged. “But seriously, have you considered that there might be more to Kal than you think? He seems pretty comfortable tonight. In fact, he seemed to enjoy making the rest of us uncomfortable.” 
 
    Sadie rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, Nova. Not you too!” 
 
    “All I’m asking is how well you really know him.” He pulled her into a hug. “We just want you to be safe, is all.” 
 
    “I know. And I appreciate it. Really, I do. He’s just having an off night.” Seeing her mother carrying something in the house she went and offered her help, “Mom, wait, I can lift that for you!” 
 
    “Nice segue,” Amara murmured. She opened the truck door and climbed inside.  
 
    Nova smiled warmly, but just as he was about to close the door, Kal slammed it shut for him.  
 
    “Concede the borders, Lowery,” he sneered, glaring at Amara through the window. “Give the Valley Clan what is rightfully ours, what we want, or I promise you, I will take every last person you care about, starting with this one right here and little sis. And I will destroy them.” Kal’s lips spread over sharp, white teeth. “You’ve been warned.” Turning away, he strode over to Sadie’s car before turning back. “Oh, and Nova? Make sure you let your brother know what I said.” 
 
     
 
    Nova was seething the entire way back to Amara’s place. Concede the borders. Not a chance in hell. As if they would give up even an inch of land for those bottom feeders. How many people had been lost already? How many times had he had to grieve a friend or one of their young because the Valley Clan refused to honor the treaties they signed decades before?  
 
    And how much should he blame his late father for letting it get this far? For letting his need for peace outweigh his need to protect his pack? Nemoy wasn’t making the same mistake, that was for sure, but would it be enough? What if it was too late?  
 
    “Nova, baby, you need to relax.” Amara’s voice was worried, but Nova couldn’t get himself to turn. Ignoring his guilt, he continued to stare out the window. He felt her arms come around him, her delicate fingers brushing the skin along his bare chest. He felt her lips press kiss after kiss along his shoulders, his back, and down the line of his arms, but it did nothing to assuage his tension.  
 
    He needed to protect her. It was his job, his duty. She was his now, in every way he had hoped for since he was seventeen years old. And he’d be damned if Kal Vann was going to take her from him. Or take any more people from her.  
 
    He would see Kal in Hell before he let that happen.  
 
    “Nova, come to bed.” Amara whispered against his skin. He tried to pretend he couldn’t hear the plea. After a moment, she gave up. Nova continued to stare out the window into the night until he heard her footsteps recede into her bedroom.  
 
    He wasn’t going to sleep with Kal out there. He was coming for them. Nova knew he was. He didn’t know when shit would hit the fan, but he knew it would be soon. Kal wasn’t one for empty threats. Heaving a sigh, he took a seat in the overstuffed armchair beside him. 
 
    He was still there when the sun came up.  
 
    It was the shrill ring of his phone that woke him. Jolting awake, Nova fumbled through his pockets. He managed to find the right button even though his eyes were blurry with sleep, and pressed the phone to his ear. “This is Nova.”
“It’s bad, Nova,” came Nate’s gruff voice on the other end. Grief and exhaustion came through loud and clear.  
 
    Nova sat up straight, all vestiges of sleep completely gone. “What happened?” 
 
    “There was a fight. Ian and I—our patrol was on the eastern border. Us and a few of the young ones. It was bad, Nova. There were at least ten of them. An ambush. We did…we did everything we could, we pushed them back, but Ian…Nova, I don’t know if he’s going to make it.” 
 
    Everything in Nova’s body went cold. He’d known Ian since the kid was just a pup. He had trained him, taught him to fight. Hell, he’d taught both him and Nate how to flirt. He loved them both like the younger brothers he never had. If Ian didn’t make it, Kal was going to be wishing for death by the time Nova was through with him.  
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “He’s back at the compound. Nemoy and his group were close, so they got him back to the infirmary. I stayed behind to clean up.” 
 
    “Clean what up? You’re out in the woods, aren’t you?” 
 
    A pregnant pause filled the line. “There was a casualty.” 
 
    Shit. “Whose?” 
 
    “One of theirs,” Nate replied, relief lacing through the tension.  
 
    Nova felt his own muscles slacken. “Is anyone else hurt?” He balanced the phone on his shoulder and dug through his duffel bag for clean clothes.  
 
    “Nothing bad. But man, we can’t keep this quiet. The humans…the humans found the body this morning. They were combing the woods in pairs for that Watch thing Amara set up.” Nate hesitated for a moment. “Nova, I think they’re aiming for the town this time.” 
 
    Shit, shit, and shit. It was an awful thought, but Nova was inclined to agree. He and Nemoy would need to come up with a better plan to protect the humans. And fast. “Get back to the compound,” he instructed Nate. “Stay with Ian. I’m coming.” 
 
    Just as he hung up the phone, Amara burst through the bedroom door, her own cell in hand. “The sheriff just called,” she said, her voice trembling. “They found a body.” Her face was a chalky white as she gaped at him, fear emanating from her slate gray eyes. “Nova, they found a body.” 
 
    “I know.” Fastening the top of his jeans, he reached for his shirt. “Get dressed. We’re going for a hike.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
    There was already a crowd surrounding the body when Amara and Nova sprinted up the path. Jud, the town coroner and resident mortician, knelt beside the corpse. His gloved hands moved swiftly and efficiently, gathering evidence.  
 
    Amara searched the scared, familiar faces for the sheriff. Finding him, she made a bee line through the crowd until she stood next to him. “Mac,” she breathed by way of greeting. He let out a startled huff when he saw her.  
 
    “Oh, Amara, it’s just you.” Mac sounded tired and weary. Given the circumstances, Amara didn’t blame him.  
 
    “What happened?” she asked, her keen eyes probing the scene. There had obviously been a struggle of some sort. And definitely more than this poor boy had been involved. The question though, was had it been wolf or human? 
 
    “Looks like a wolf attack,” the sheriff replied. “That’s the fourth one this month, Amara.” He scrubbed a hand over his face. His expression was one of hopelessness. “I don’t know how to fix this. We’ve sent out hunting parties. We’ve instigated a curfew. Thanks to you making the Mayor finally do his job, we now have a nightly neighborhood watch. And still, I’m getting calls in the middle of the night that there’s a body in the woods.” 
 
    She felt for him. Mac McDougal had been Strathford’s sheriff for the last fifteen years. He’d also been her father’s best friend. After her dad had died, Mac made it his mission to clear out the wolves in Strathford. For a while, he’d even succeeded. Then Amara and her friends got attacked and the wolf presence in town escalated to one or two attacks per year. Recently, however, things had gotten bad. Sightings or incidents were reported monthly. No one in Strathford felt safe anymore. A few of them had even moved. Most just hid behind their walls, praying no one they knew or cared about was the next victim. Her own mother was one of them. That was no way to live, Amara thought. And if she could, she was going to help put a stop to it.  
 
    “Who is he?” 
 
    Mac shook his head. “No idea. A hiker maybe. Wrong place, wrong time. Poor bastard.” 
 
    Amara frowned. Poor bastard indeed. “Thanks for calling me, Mac,” she said, patting his arm.  
 
    He nodded once. “I did have an ulterior motive,” he admitted, glancing sideways at her.  
 
    She raised a brow. “Oh?” 
 
    “You’re good with people, Mara. Just like your dad was, and your grandfather before him. Technically, that empty seat on the Council is yours.” 
 
    “Okay,” she said slowly, not sure she was following. “But what does that have to do with this?” 
 
    “I want you to be my deputy.” Surprise lit her face, but she said nothing. “I need you to help me keep the peace,” he continued. “People are antsy, they don’t know what to do. And the Mayor, well, he’s a bloody coward. He would rather plant his head in the sand and pretend nothing was happening than get out here at six in the morning to find out what’s going on. But you, you have your finger on the pulse of this town. You’re everyone’s favorite bartender. I could really use your help keeping the morale of this place up. It’s falling fast, and if it goes, any sense of law and order will go with it.” 
 
    Fear threaded its way through her veins. She knew he was right. How could he not be? People were scared. And when people were scared, they did stupid, crazy things. She couldn’t imagine a dead body in the woods would help that any.  
 
    She nodded. “Sure. Anything you need.”  
 
    “Great. Come by the station later. We’ll get everything set up.” The coroner beckoned him forward and he pulled away from her. After a few steps, he turned back, a grateful smile on his closed lips. “Thanks, Mara.” 
 
    “Any time.” 
 
     “What was that about?” Nova asked quietly, stepping into Mac’s empty spot.  
 
    “He wants to make me a cop.” 
 
    “No kidding?” 
 
    She frowned up at him. “What? Is that such a crazy idea?” 
 
    Nova raised his hands in surrender. “Not at all. It’s a good one, actually. I think you’ll be good at it. The people listen to you.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what Mac said.” 
 
    “Smart man.”
“Yeah. He is.” She watched silently as the coroner pointed and gestured over the body. Mac watched closely, nodding a few times and jotting notes down on his white notepad. “So, what really happened here?” she asked.  
 
    Nova’s features tightened into a tense mask. “Nate and Ian took a group on patrol last night. They were attacked. This one apparently didn’t make it.” 
 
    “Attacked? Is he one of yours?” Nova shook his head. Amara took a deep breath. “Is anyone else hurt?”  
 
    “Ian’s at the compound in the infirmary.” Though his voice was steady, she knew his control was balancing on the edge of a knife. “They aren’t sure he’s going to make it.” 
 
     
 
    The ball of dread in the pit of Amara’s stomach had started to form while they were in the woods. It had grown exponentially as Nova had recounted his conversation with Nate that morning on their drive back to the compound. And now, as she followed Nova down the street toward the small building the Pack used as a make-shift hospital, that little ball was a like a gremlin, tossing and turning inside her, just trying to get out.  
 
    Of all the people it could have been, Amara thought, why did it have to be sweet, quiet, sensible Ian? She felt a little guilty for thinking that way, but she’d come to adore the boy over the last couple weeks. He wasn’t all that much younger than her, and the two of them had become good friends during her time at the compound. She really didn’t want to see him lying there, hurt, when there was nothing she could do to stop it.  
 
    They were keeping Ian in a small room at the back of the house. It was a private room because Nemoy had demanded it, so it was one of the only areas divided by walls instead of curtains. Amara wondered how often they had to use this place for the kinds of injuries Ian had sustained. Often? She didn’t really want to think about it.  
 
    Nova placed his hand on the door knob and hesitated a moment or two, readying himself before going inside. She couldn’t imagine he was handling it any better than she was.  
 
    Ian lay in the twin-size bed in the center of the room. His face was bruised and, while it had definitely been wiped down, she could still see traces of dirt and dried blood on his skin. Tubes were coming out of his mouth and wrist, hooked into a machine that beeped with the steady rhythm of his heartbeat. Well, that was a good sign, at least.  
 
    Nate sat by Ian’s side, looking crestfallen. His face brightened somewhat when he caught sight of Nova and Amara.  
 
    Nova turned back to her. “Would you mind sitting with Ian for a bit? I need to speak with Nate.” 
 
    “Sure.” Taking his place, she squeezed Nate’s hand as she passed. He and Nova disappeared into the hallway. She could just make out their muffled voices. “Don’t worry,” she told Ian’s unconscious form. “We’ll take care of Nate for you.” Reaching out, she took Ian’s hand. “I think he’s a little worried. Nova is too, if you want to know the truth.” 
 
    Just then, the door opened again. Amara looked up and her mouth dropped open in surprise. Neveah stood just inside the doorway, looking just as astonished as Amara was. Her long fingers were white-knuckled around the cup of coffee she held. Her other hand brushed nervously down the folds of her long, wool skirt. She looked like she’d been crying. 
 
    “Oh. Amara.” Neveah searched for words, leaving Amara a little flustered herself. “I didn’t know you would be here. In fact, this is the last place I expected you to be.” 
 
    Amara bit her lip. Of course, Neveah would take a dig at her. She was only human, after all. “Ian is my friend. I wasn’t just going to leave him alone.” 
 
    “He isn’t alone.” Then, as if reconsidering, Neveah’s features softened and she looked almost apologetic. Amara thought she must be imagining things. Maybe the stress was getting to her more than she thought. “But, I am glad he has a friend with him.” Neveah eyed Amara strangely. “Where is my son?” 
 
    “In the hall with Nate, last I checked.” 
 
    “Well he isn’t out there now.” 
 
    “Oh.” Amara made a mental note to kill Nova later. Damn him for leaving her alone with his mother. No one had ever made her feel so unwelcome in her life.  
 
    Neveah took a seat on the other side of Ian’s bed. The two women stared awkwardly at each other.  
 
    “I heard your sister has gotten herself involved with Kal Vann,” Neveah said finally. The words were innocent enough—if a bit insensitive—but her tone had a bite to it. 
 
    Amara suppressed a sigh. “He’s not the man I would have chosen for her, that’s for sure.” 
 
    “Oh?” Neveah asked, surveying Amara over her mug. “I would think you would like to have someone in on our little secret. Or do you like to feel special by being the only human we have let live with the information?” 
 
    Angry now, Amara shook her head. “Sadie doesn’t know anything about this. She thinks Nova is just the man I’m seeing. She doesn’t even know he and Kal know each other. I haven’t said anything.” 
 
    Neveah frowned into her coffee. “No?” 
 
    “No. And you know what? This needs to stop.” Amara could feel the tension rise from the other woman. She was sure nobody took that sort of a tone with her, even on their worst day—except maybe her sons—but she was getting all worked up and on a roll. She had started this thing. No sense in stopping now. “Look, I know you don’t like me. That much is clear. In fact, I am very well aware that you think I should be dead because I’m human and I know your secrets. But I’m not going to tell. I promised I wouldn’t, and I keep my word. 
 
    “You don’t have to like me, Neveah. But I love your son. And I care about the Pack. And I will keep your secret, even if it means that I have to figure out another way to get my little sister away from that bastard, Kal.” 
 
    A funny look filled Neveah’s guarded eyes at that moment, and Amara was startled to find that Nova’s mother no longer intimidated her. She was just another woman looking after the people that she loved. She didn’t have to like the fact that she considered Amara a threat, but she could respect it.  
 
    Neveah pursed her lips for a few moments. “Perhaps I have misjudged you, human. I thought for sure you would go singing from the rooftops, especially if your sister was involved. But I was wrong. And I do not make that statement lightly.” 
 
    Amara’s cheeks flushed with pleasure. That was probably the nicest thing Neveah had ever said to her. Even if she had called her ‘human.’ At least it was progress. “Well, Sadie never would have believed me, anyway. Humans that can turn into wolves? I hardly believed it myself. She’d think I was nuts and try to have me committed.” 
 
    “Yes, I suppose that’s true.” Neveah leaned back and just the ghost of a smile played over her lips. “You surprise me, human. And I am rarely surprised.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    A few hours later, Amara parked her car outside of the police station and eased herself out of the vehicle. She stared up at building. She couldn’t believe it. She was going to be a cop. Okay, a deputy. But still. She was going to be a cop. Her dad would have been so proud.  
 
    Though she was nervous, she made herself take the necessary steps forward. With one shaking hand on the metal bar handle, she pulled the door open and stepped inside.  
 
    What she had expected was the hustle and bustle of a fast-paced station that she had experienced with her father when he was on the force when she was a child. What she got, however, was much, much different.  
 
    Though the air of tension was incredibly thick, enough so that she was sure that old cliché was applicable and she could cut it with a knife, there was hardly anybody around. Madge, the old receptionist who had probably been there for a hundred years, was drinking what was most likely her sixth cup of coffee that morning and pouring over a pile of crime scene photos. Alec, the only deputy the force still had, was nervously tapping his pencil against his desk and reading some kind of report. And Mac was locked up in his office, pacing back and forth across the tiny room.  
 
    Amara smiled at Madge as she passed, but the old battle ax hardly even looked up. The only indication she gave at all to acknowledge Amara’s presence was just the hint of a nod. Alec, on the other hand, looked up at her as if he were going to scream or cry or something. The small town of Strathford had received their share of dead bodies over the years, especially when it came to wolf attacks, but to be honest, those attacks were few and far between. Then a few years ago, long after Amara’s own attack, those deaths became more and more frequent. The stress appeared to have taken a toll on the law enforcement of the town. Was this seriously all that was left of the Strathford Police Department? 
 
    Amara offered Alec a small smile, then proceeded past him to knock on Mac’s closed door. The Sheriff stopped in his tracks and stared at her like a deer in the headlights. She stepped back to let him unlock and open the door.  
 
    “Amara,” Mac breathed. “I’m glad you came.” He scrubbed his hand over his face. “Honestly, I can’t tell you how much this means to me. Your father would be so proud.” 
 
    She took a deep breath. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to be there, or didn’t appreciate the compliment. She did. But it also made her a little uncomfortable. Did she really want to be right in the middle of all of this, given all the secrets she was keeping for the Pack?  
 
    Either way, she and Nova had decided this was the best thing to do for everyone.  
 
    “So?” she asked, raising her arms to indicate the empty station. “Where do we start?” 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” Mitchell asked, staring at her as if she’d just sprouted two heads. If he squeezed the glass he was drying any tighter, he was going to break it.  
 
    A small smile crept across Amara’s lips. “I joined the police department.”  
 
    “But…” He stared incredulously at her. “But why?”  
 
    He seemed so perplexed, she wanted to laugh. “Because Mac asked me to. And, truthfully, they could use an extra set of hands.” 
 
    Zoe, who was building a Guinness for one of their regulars, nodded gravely. “Personally, I think it’s a great idea, Mara.” 
 
    Both she and Mitchell stared at her. “You do?” they asked in unison.  
 
    Though she looked a little stung by their surprise, Zoe squared her shoulders. “Yes, I do. You probably know more about the packs in this area than anyone. You basically got obsessed with them in high school after our…well, you know. You’re a great shot with a gun. And the department really is short-handed. Nobody wants to mess with more bodies, especially when they’re all people we know. I think it’s very brave of you to join. Your dad would be proud.” 
 
    That was unexpected, coming from Zoe especially. More than a little touched, heat rushed to Amara’s cheeks, and she was comforted by the red sheen that covered Zoe’s as well. “Thanks. Mac said the same thing. You really think he’d be proud of me?” 
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes. “Of course, I do. The Mayor will probably be sending you flowers.” 
 
    Flowers. Amara frowned. “That reminds me. Have you heard about anybody sending me flowers lately?” Both of them stared at her. Zoe appeared to be annoyed by the question, while Mitch just seemed uncomfortable. Either way, neither of them seemed to know anything about it. Amara resisted the urge to scuff her toe against the floor. “It’s just that, that night after the watch, there was a big bouquet of red roses on my porch. No note. Any idea who they were from?” Both her friends shrugged, and Amara sighed. “Oh well. If you do hear anything, let me know, yeah?” They both nodded their agreement, but Amara couldn’t help but feel disconcerted. Was it her imagination, or had they both looked like they knew something?  
 
    Amara mentally shook herself. Maybe she needed a vacation or something. If she was becoming suspicious of the people she trusted most, perhaps it was all becoming too much for her.  
 
    Something to think about, at least.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Barely a week after Ian’s attack, Nova still hadn’t made any progress discovering the breach. He ran through the forest at break-neck speed, his paws pounding against the earth, sniffing the air as he went. He was searching for any alien scent, any sight, sound or smell that shouldn’t be on this side of the border. So far, he’d had no luck. 
 
    He knew they were out there. He could feel it. In the mental recesses of his brain, he could still hear Kal laughing at him, taunting him, promising there was no way to stop him. There was. He just had to find it.  
 
    Pausing, Nova stuck his nose to the base of a tree. A Valley wolf had been there, and recently. His keen eyes probed the darkness between the branches. It was barely late afternoon, but the sun had already set behind the trees, leaving an eerie glow in its wake.  
 
    There had been two more attacks in the last week. One was a border skirmish that had been easily controlled, but the other included a young boy that had been mauled by a wolf. Amara said the doctors told her he’d survive, but he could tell her new position as town deputy was taking its toll on her. She’d never been so close to it all before.  
 
    And now, it seemed the enemy was taking notice.  
 
    Nova was standing on the edge of the woods, hidden by shadow, a mere fifty feet from Amara’s little house. He could detect her scent on the trail, along with a few other human scents he recognized from his years watching the town, likely her neighbors. But, there were other, more foreign smells mixed in with the familiar that made Nova’s heart sink. The Valley Clan was watching Amara, possibly targeting her.  
 
    It made his blood boil.  
 
    Padding up the steps to Amara’s back door, he transformed back into a man. He felt the familiar itch and tingle of his bones changing shape, of his fur receding back into his skin. He stretched his jaw muscles as his snout once more contorted back into a human face. Usually, he would pull on the pants he kept stashed for just such occasions, but he was too worked up to bother.  
 
    Naked, Nova threw open the door with a crash and strode purposefully through the kitchen. Amara let out a startled gasp in the living room where she had been working out, but Nova stopped her before she could say anything. He was already hard when he reached her, and he felt no shame as he pressed himself against her core. The hand weights she held dropped to the floor with a thud as he dug his fingers into her hips and crushed his mouth to hers.  
 
    The scent and feel that was Amara surrounded him, blocking out any other senses or thoughts. He knew he was being rough on her, that his fingers would leave bruises where they kneaded her hips, her back, her behind, but he didn’t care. All he could think about was his need to claim, to feed. To possess. This woman was his. And he was going to make sure everyone knew it.  
 
    His tongue probed in and out of her mouth, tasting the tart yet minty after effects of her toothpaste. Her skin was already covered in a light sheen of sweat from her work out, but before he was done, she would be drenched. He planned to take out every aspect of his frustration on her and it thrilled him to know she was up to the task.  
 
    Gripping both sides of the spandex that made up her sports bra, he pulled hard. The rip echoed off the walls and her ample breasts spilled into his hands. She threw her head back as he caressed her, his rough, calloused fingers exploring every inch of her as thoroughly and ruthlessly as he wanted. He offered no mercy, and she asked for none. Nova took her into his mouth and sucked hard, his teeth lightly grazing over her nipple. When she moaned, he applied pressure and had the exalting satisfaction of feeling her tremble against him. He moved to show the same attention to her other side and groaned against the salty skin of her breast when her nails dug into his back.  
 
    He groped down her sides, latching into the hem of her tiny shorts and discarding them as if they were nothing, leaving her completely naked except for her running shoes. Hitching her long legs around his hips, he threw them both against the wall for leverage, sending two of her picture frames crashing to the ground and plunged his fingers into the hot, wet center of her.  
 
    He could not get enough of this woman. Everything about her made him crazy. Her face, her wit, her sexy, curvaceous body that he could not get enough of. He loved the way she made him laugh, the way she made him think. The way her body clamped down on his fingers as he thrust them in and out of her. He was so far gone when it came to her, so madly in love, he found it hard to see straight. He needed her in every possible way.  
 
    And he had no intention of letting anything happen to her ever again.  
 
    Amara shuddered hard against his hand, crying out in ecstasy. Still, he pushed her on until she could go no more. When she relaxed against his hold, nearly slumping against the wall, Nova gripped her ass and moved her to the couch, slamming her down and the cushions and all but falling on top of her.  
 
    “Oh no,” he said, his eyes boring into hers with as much need and passion as he’d ever remembered having, “I’m not done with you yet.” Placing one strong hand on each side of her, he spread her thighs and buried his face between her legs. Each lap of his tongue made her shudder against him, her hands clawed over his skin, trying to find purchase. Nova slipped his hands under her ass and lifted her to give him leverage.  
 
    He wanted to make her come, needed to give her as much pleasure as he could. He needed to fulfill and satisfy her as many times as he could in order to find peace. She was home to him, he knew that now. She completed him in a way he had never known before. He wasn’t great with his words, but with his actions, at least he could give back to her in pleasure everything she had given him in emotion.  
 
    Nova focused on making her breathe quicker, shorter, using both his fingers and his mouth to drive her up towards madness. Finally, his tongue found that sweet spot and played repeatedly over her clit, sending her body into spasms. Only when he had her writhing against him and screaming out his name did he pull back and position himself at her opening. Her center pulsed against his throbbing cock and he used the momentum to push into her, loving the way the slick, wet chasm welcomed him in like it had been made only for him.  
 
    He thrust in and out, his eyes closed. Her hands grasped the back of his thighs, pulling him closer still until there was no space between them. Harder and harder he rode, the tip of him touching the end of her, each time making them both cry out in frenzied exaltation until finally, with one last thrust, he exploded inside her, collapsing as he let the exhilarating rapture take him under.  
 
     
 
    Nova lay on the floor with his arms tucked in around her, Amara curled gently against his chest. True to his word, they were both sopping wet. He could still feel the heavy thudding of her heart, and knew that his own was still racing with her. And that fast and hard experience had been exactly what he needed. Exactly what they both needed, if he wasn’t mistaken. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Nova whispered, pressing a kiss into her damp hair. He was pleased when her only response was a blissful, “mmm,” and her steady breathing.  
 
    “Amara.” She nuzzled up against him in her half-sleeping state, completely uncaring that they were lying on the ground. He tried again. “Amara.” 
 
    “Hmm.” She burrowed deeper, hitching her leg up to his waist and purring when he ran his fingers over the silky softness of her skin. 
 
    “Amara,” he said a third time, trailing kisses down her throat. He latched his teeth to her shoulder and squeezed.  
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Marry me.” 
 
    It was like time stood still. Both of them froze, neither willing to breathe in case the moment disappeared. Finally, Amara’s eyes opened. Slowly—oh, so slowly—she turned to stare at him. “Are you serious?” 
 
    Laughing a little, he nodded. “Completely serious.” 
 
    Almost unwillingly, she untangled herself from his body. The sense of loss was immediate. “But what about the Pack? Your family?” She sat up so she could face him. “It’s against the Law for you to be with a human.”  
 
    “Laws can change.” Cupping her chin, he kissed her softly, letting the moment linger between them. “And if they don’t, I can change. Marry me, Amara.” 
 
    He watched with baited breath as every emotion she was feeling skipped through her eyes. Fear, excitement, elation, nervousness. Even just a hint of sadness. Then she smiled, and that smile radiated pure, unadulterated joy. Nova couldn’t help but grin back at her. “Yes,” she breathed, throwing her arms around him. “Absolutely, I will marry you.” 
 
    Nova let out a breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding. He kissed her with such fervor that he left them both breathless. Rolling on top of her, he eased himself inside her and slowly took her once more. He kept his movements soft and gentle, cherishing each sigh and heavy breath. When they finally emptied themselves out, their arms and legs so entangled they were like one being, Nova felt his heart swell. With Amara, his existence was finally complete. She was his, for now and always. And nothing and nobody was ever going to break them apart.  
 
    Now they just had to tell the Pack. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 14 
 
    Nova dressed while Amara grinned. “I’ve never seen you nervous before,” she told him. “It is kind of cute.” Laughing at his baffled expression, she patted his chest, brushing her lips against his cheek. “Relax, baby. It’s going to be fine.” 
 
    “What?” He gulped. “I know that. I just want you to be safe, is all.” 
 
    “I will be.” Rolling her eyes, she looked around. It looked as if a hurricane had blasted through. A chair was toppled over, broken picture frames and glass covered the floor. The couch cushions were all clumped in a haphazard way. Amara followed his gaze and her grin widened. “I guess we made a mess of things.” 
 
    Nova had the good grace to look apologetic. He offered her a sheepish smile. “Sorry about that. I guess I had some…uh, aggression to work out.” 
 
     Amara’s answering laugh was delightfully husky. “Oh, don’t worry. I don’t mind in the least. In fact, I’m pretty sure you made up for it.” Her gray eyes twinkled with mischief and pleasure. “Four times.” 
 
    Nova chuckled and pulled her up against him. “You’re welcome. Though I’m afraid I ripped your top.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Her lips puffed out in a pout. “I really did like that one.” Then she rolled her eyes and playfully slapped his shoulder. “Don’t be ridiculous. I can always get another one. You know it was worth it.” 
 
    “Damn right, it was.” He glanced around again, feeling guilty. “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay and help you clean all of this up? It is my fault everything is such a mess. And we did break the majority of it. I’m happy to stay and help, if you’ll let me.” 
 
    She pressed a hand firmly to his chest, effectively pushing him away. “No. If you stay, I will only want to get you naked and let you take advantage of me again, and right now neither of us have time for that. You have to get home and talk to your family. I know you have responsibilities for more than just me and Strathford. Besides, I’m supposed to check in at the station and go over a few things with Mac, and I need to stop in at the bar and make sure things are okay with Mitch and Zoe.” She wrinkled her nose in distaste. “I also need to make sure she didn’t screw up my liquor order. Or worse, let Mitchell order it. Last time, I had to send half of it back. I didn’t let him hear the end of it for days. How that man ever manages to survive without me is a mystery.” 
 
    Still laughing, Nova nodded. “Alright,” he conceded, “but seriously, don’t get into too much trouble. I’m on patrol tonight since Ian’s still down, so I won’t be able to go with you on Watch. You’re not scheduled to work or anything tonight, are you?” 
 
    “Nope. I get to be a homebody tonight. Just me and Sadie with a stack of chick flicks, a bottle of wine, and a gigantic bowl of popcorn.” She frowned. “I’m hoping I can talk her out of dating Kal after the way he acted at Mom’s the other night. I’m terrified it’s going to get her killed.”  
 
    Nova scowled. “You and me both.” Leaning forward, he kissed her thoroughly, leaving them both breathless. “Okay, I’ll have my phone. If you need me for anything, just call. I love you.”  
 
    Beaming, she kissed him again. “Love you, too.” Nova had just reached the door when she called out again. “Oh, and Nova?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m still expecting a ring.” 
 
      
 
    A ring. She wanted a ring. Damn, he should have thought of that. He’d planned to get her one, of course. In fact, the one he wanted was locked safely away at his mother’s house. It had been his grandmother’s ring. She’d left it for him when she died, and he’d always hoped to give it to his future wife, but now that he was marrying a human…well, he hoped he could convince his mother to just give it to him. He would hate to get caught stealing what was rightfully his.  
 
    Nova drove through the guarded gate and felt a pang of sadness and regret when it wasn’t Ian who nodded back at him. He made a mental note to check in on him before he headed back in to Strathford.  
 
    Though he had intended to discuss his engagement with his family, it had been Nemoy who had called the meeting Nova was about to attend. They were all waiting for him in the Council Chamber; Nemoy, Ivanah, and his mother, Neveah. Thankfully, no one else had been invited. He didn’t exactly want the rest of the Council or the community weighing in on his personal life.  
 
    Nemoy looked up and both women fell silent. “Where have you been?” he wanted to know.  
 
    Nova opened his mouth to answer, but it was Neveah who spoke first. “Isn’t it obvious?” she asked, though to be fair, her tone didn’t contain as much venom as it usually did anytime anyone mentioned Amara. “He was with the human again.” She glared at her son. “He’s always with the human.”  
 
    Irritated, Nova fought to keep his composure and maturity enough not to glare right back. If his mother was this upset over him spending time with Amara, how was she going to feel when he told her he was going to marry the woman?  
 
    It looked like he was getting that ring by breaking and entering after all.  
 
    Nemoy raised a hand for silence. “Enough. Nova, what’s your report on Strathford?”
All serious now, Nova took a seat facing his brother. “About as grave as you would expect. They’re all scared. And they should be. The Valley Clan has shown over and over again that they aren’t afraid to kill. How many deaths have they been responsible for in the last decade or so? How many attacks on innocent humans?” 
 
    “Innocent.” Neveah scoffed. “Those humans are not innocent. And it didn’t take them long to turn to murder themselves, did it? How many wolves were hunted after those attacks began? How many of our people were killed at the hands of those ‘innocent’ savages? Because make no mistake, my son, it was not just the wolves of the Valley Clan that were murdered. And our people truly were innocent.” 
 
    For a moment, Nova merely stared at his mother. She was fuming. However, if he were being honest, he would have to admit that she was right. It hadn’t just been the Valley Clan that the humans had hunted. They had gone after any wolf that crossed their path, shifter or not. He couldn’t count how many of his own pack had died at their hands. His own cousin, the oldest son of his mother’s brother, had been one of them.  
 
    “They were scared, Mother,” Nova argued. “It’s not as if they knew about us, or how to differentiate between the Clans. To them, wolves were invading the town and killing their people. Amara’s father was one of them. So, they did what any scared community would do and they tried for population control. And in their eyes, it worked. The attacks stopped for a while. Then Kal got a taste for human flesh again and his father became Alpha, so he attacked Amara and her friends. They haven’t stopped since. So, tell me, Mother, what would you do if you were in their place? Would you just sit back and hope someone else would take care of it? Or would you get out there and do something?” 
 
    Neveah frowned. “That is entirely different. I wouldn’t punish an entire species just because one group did me wrong.” 
 
    “No?” Nova leaned forward, meeting her eyes. “Isn’t that what you wanted to do to Amara? Didn’t you say she shouldn’t be allowed to live because she knows our secrets? How is that any different, Mother?” 
 
    “Ugh. It all comes back to that human girl, doesn’t it?” Neveah threw her arms in the air in a dramatic show.  
 
    Nova rolled his eyes. “Maybe it does, Mother. Maybe it does. Either way, you’re going to have to get used to her.” Standing up, he slammed his hands down on the table. He was so infuriated with her that it pleased him to see her jump. “And you know why? Because I asked her to marry me.” He glared at his mother, a cruel smile sliding across his face. “And she said yes.” 
 
    Complete and utter silence met his announcement. And Nova had about thirty seconds to think Oh, shit, before all hell broke loose. Then everyone was yelling.  
 
    Nemoy was furious, mainly because as Alpha, he should have given permission before the proposal. He was also angry that Nova hadn’t told him as a brother, but from what he could gather amidst all the shouts and accusations, the fact that she was human wasn’t as much of an issue.  
 
    To him, at least. Neveah, on the other hand, was another story. Nova was fairly certain that his mother had threatened to disown him if he violated Pack Law to marry a human. She couldn’t believe her youngest son would even consider being that much of an embarrassment and a disgrace to not only her, but to the Pack and his Alpha as well.  
 
    It was Ivanah, however, who was the real surprise. Her shouts and yells were whole-heartedly on Nova’s side. Not only did she instruct her husband to allow his brother to lead his own life without asking permission, but she shamed her mother-in-law for putting conditions on the love she had for her son. Nova had never seen such a force to be reckoned with as Ivanah Lowery. And he hoped to high Heaven he never had to again. Of course, being seven months pregnant and hormonal certainly didn’t help, but of that one thing he was completely certain.  
 
    She was terrifying.  
 
    Throughout the entire argument, Nova merely sat in his chair with his arms crossed over his chest and let them all rage. Finally, Ivanah seemed to get through to her husband. Nemoy raised one hand and bellowed for silence. Neveah grudgingly took a seat, slumping down with a huff like an angry child. Nova tried not to smile. He had adored and idolized his stoic, strong mother his entire life. Even though he wasn’t happy with her, it was nice to find that she could act immature like the rest of them from time to time.  
 
    Ivanah, on the other hand, made no move to hide the smug smile she had plastered across her pretty face. She let her husband help her ease into her chair, and then just sat there grinning like a satisfied cat. It was like magic.  
 
    “Thank you,” he mouthed silently to her across the table. Ivanah winked.  
 
    Nemoy let out an irritated sigh. “Alright, so apparently we all have different opinions in regards to Nova’s engagement. However,” he raised his voice to cut off whatever his mother had been about to say, “the decision really comes down to me.” He glanced nervously at his wife, but soldiered on. “I am the Alpha of this Pack. Nova is the Beta, yes, and a grown man, but it is my job and my responsibility to do what I think is right for our people. That includes Amara.” 
 
    “She isn’t one of us,” Neveah snapped. 
“And what if she could be?” Nova wanted to know. “What if there was a way to turn a human into one of us? Would you accept her then? Or would she still not be good enough for you, Mother?”  
 
    “Enough.” Nemoy closed his eyes for a moment, taking a deep breath. “That isn’t the issue right now. Right now the issue is…” 
 
    But what the issue was, they didn’t find out. The door to the Council Chamber burst open and Nate strode in, followed by a few other members of the Guard. Nate rushed forward and took a knee in front of his Alpha. “Pardon the interruption, sir,” he begged of Nemoy. “But we have just received the report that the borders have been breached. The Valley Clan has invaded with what could only be described as a small army.” He turned to look right at Nova. “Sir, they’re heading for the town.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Amara sat on her couch beside her little sister with a bowl of popcorn in her lap. One hand took a handful of popcorn from the bowl and deposited it into her mouth. She gestured to the TV with her wine glass in another as she complained about Ryan Reynold’s character in Definitely, Maybe. “See, how could he not know that April was the One? She’s there from the very beginning, making witty comments and being so obviously in love with him, it’s ridiculous. And still, he keeps her in the friend zone.” 
 
    “Oh, you mean like you do to Mitch?” Sadie asked with a laugh. She popped a piece of chocolate in her mouth.  
 
    Amara wrinkled her nose. “I do not keep Mitch in the friend zone.” She took another sip of her wine, pleased to discover she was on the verge of a buzz. “That would imply that he had some other zone in which he could go. And since Mitchell and I definitely do not have feelings for one another, there is nothing in which to ‘keep.’” 
 
    Sadie laughed so hard she snorted into her wine. “Seriously? You really don’t think he has feelings for you? Well, you may not have any feelings for him, what with Mr. Hottie McHotterson of the Great Sex Department in your bed every night, but Mitch absolutely does have feelings for you. Why do you think Zoe has a hard time around you lately? 
 
    “Lately? She doesn’t have a hard time with me lately. She has a hard time with me always.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Sadie, “but don’t you think it’s gotten quite a bit worse since she started seeing Mitch?” 
 
    Amara thought for a moment, frowning. Thinking back, things were a bit different between her and Zoe, and it had started about the time Zoe had begun seeing Mitch, but if anything, she would think things were getting better with Zoe. Maybe because Amara clearly had no feelings for Mitch.  
 
    A loud noise came from outside the window. 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. Getting up, she went to the window and moved the curtains aside. She peered out into the dark. “I don’t know, Sadie. Maybe, yeah, I guess you could be right. But speaking of people I have a hard time with, what exactly do you see in Kal Vann?” 
 
    This time it was Sadie who employed the eye roll. “Well, he’s freaking hot, for one,” she replied, grinning. “And he’s charming in that cool, bad boy sort of way.” 
 
    “Okay, so he’s hot. Can’t you just admire him from afar? Watch his tight, jean-clad ass as it walks away like every other girl does? Do you really have to date him?” 
 
    A frown creased Sadie’s brow. “Why not? Neither one of us are seeing anybody else. Mom loves him. And the sex is fantastic. What’s the problem?” 
 
    “I can’t stand him. And I’ve told you, I don’t trust him.”  
 
    “Why not?”  
 
    “I just…” Amara sighed. How did she tell her sister Kal was a murderous psychopath without giving away Nova’s secret? “I just get a bad feeling from him is all. He’s not a good guy, Sadie,” she finally said. It wasn’t much, but at least it was the truth.  
 
    Movement caught her eye out the window. Someone was running toward the woods, and there were flames in the distance.  
 
    Then the screaming began.  
 
    “Sadie, go get my shotgun from the bedroom,” Amara instructed, all seriousness. Still watching the movie, Sadie ignored her. “Sadie!” 
 
    “What?” She pressed pause.  
 
    “The shotgun?” 
 
    “Amara, you’re not going to shoot my boyfriend.” 
 
    I just might, she thought. Out loud, she said, “no, Sadie, I’m serious. Something’s happening. Get the shotgun. Now.” 
 
    Alarmed, Sadie quickly got up and did as she was told. Amara went straight to the lock box in the kitchen and keyed in the code to release her handgun. Then she retrieved both her knives and found her holsters. She’d just finished loading the handgun when Sadie returned with the shotgun. She traded her. “Do you remember how to use this?” she asked, pointing to the handgun. She took the box of shells from the table and loaded the shotgun with an ease that only comes from experience. Sadie nodded. “Good. Because I want you to stay inside. If a wolf comes near you, or Kal, or anyone you don’t know, shoot them.” Locking the barrel, she rose and went to the door.  
 
    “Wait, Kal?” Sadie asked, her face pale as a sheet. “Where are you going? What’s going on?” 
 
    Amara slipped on the deputy’s jacket Mac had given her the day before. “There’s an attack going on outside. Sadie, I mean it, I need you to stay in here. I need to know you’re safe.” 
 
    “But what about you?!” 
 
    She shook her head. “I’ll be fine. I know what I’m doing. Stay in here,” Amara repeated, suddenly worried that her sister wouldn’t listen. “And lock the door.” 
 
    She knew she was taking a risk; her sister almost never did as she was told. But she needed to know she was safe. “Oh, and Sadie? Use my phone and call Nova. Tell him there’s an attack and to get here quick. Then call Mom and make sure she stays inside. The last thing we need is for her to get in the middle of all of this.” Without waiting for a reply, she tossed her sister her phone and ran out into the fray.  
 
      
 
    Outside, it was total chaos. There were wolves and people everywhere. People were screaming, others were shooting. A handful of men she’d never seen before were breaking into houses. Down the street, closer to the square, it looked like somebody had set a car on fire. She could already hear the sound of sirens from the firetruck in the distance.  
 
    The smell of blood, of salt and copper, permeated the air. She had never seen such a horrible sight in her entire life.  
 
    Amara caught sight of a brown wolf charging one of her neighbors. Placing the gun in the crook of her shoulder, she took aim and squeezed the trigger, bracing herself for the kick. The sound was deafening. If only she’d had the time to think about grabbing ear plugs. But the wolf went down.  
 
    Rushing forward, Amara stepped over the lifeless body of the Valley wolf and helped the woman climb to her feet. She appeared to be more shaken than hurt, for which she was grateful. Still, Amara helped her back to her home and strongly advised her to lock the doors and stay away from any windows.  
 
    “Amara!”  
 
    She turned at the sound of her name. “Mitchell!” Grateful and scared at the same time, Amara rushed forward and let her friend pull her into a hug. “What are you doing out here?”  
 
    “We heard them outside the bar. They were attacking whoever was out on the street, so we grabbed our guns and came to help.”  
 
    “We?” 
 
    “Zoe and I.” Sure enough, Zoe was running up the street, tears streaming down her face. Mitch and Amara sprinted over to her.  
 
    Terrified, Mitch looked around. “What the hell is going on here?” 
 
    “Wolves. They must have decided we were in their territory.” 
 
    Beside her, Amara could feel Zoe trembling. She wrapped an arm around the other woman’s shoulders. “It’s going to be okay,” she promised, rubbing her hand up and down Zoe’s arm in an attempt to soothe her. “Sadie’s at my house. Let’s get you over there where you’ll be safe. Come on.”  
 
    But just as they attempted to run through the looting and destructive Valley wolves, another group charged into the area followed by Mac and a handful of armed Strathford citizens. He nodded to her once, before he and his group attempted to drive the wolves back toward the woods.  
 
    That didn’t seem to be the greatest idea. Both humans and wolves were at a standstill. The wolves were not about to move, but nor did they want to get shot. On the other hand, the humans knew that they probably wouldn’t succeed in driving them off, but if they were to turn tail and run now, they would either be attacked and possibly killed, or they would lose their town to the canine monstrosities set on taking over.  
 
    Neither scenario seemed like an ideal option.  
 
    Amara spotted Kal among the group of wolves and aimed her gun. His response was to let his tongue loll out in a wolfish grin. She ground her teeth together. Oh, how she hated him.  
 
    Another chorus of howls split the air, this time from the woods themselves. All heads turned.  
 
    It looked as if shadows were slinking out of the darkness. Wolves in various shades of black, gray, and even white, moved away from the trees toward the street. They moved in unison, their graceful bodies moving together as one fluid unit.  
 
    The two largest in the bunch—one a solid black, the other a black and silver—moved to the front of the group and bared their fangs at the red and brown wolves. Amara watched as Nemoy and Nova led their pack into battle. Kal spear-headed his own to meet them. The humans were forgotten.  
 
    “Take aim,” Mac ordered quietly, instructing his people. “They’re distracted now. If we’re quiet enough, we might be able to take them out before they remember we’re back here.” Raising his own gun, he levelled it and aimed at Nova.  
 
    “Wait,” Amara said, rushing over. She placed a hand on the barrel of his rifle and forced him to lower the gun. “Only aim for the brown ones,” she told him, terrified for Nova’s safety.  
 
    Baffled, Mac stared at her. “What are you talking about? They’re all wolves, Amara. We need to take them all out!”  
 
    “Trust me, Mac.” She bit her lip. How could she make him understand? “Okay, so think about it. Have any of the attacks recently been made by the black and silver wolves? No, they haven’t. They’ve all been the tan and brown ones, right?” 
 
    Mac frowned. “Well…yeah, I guess that’s right.” 
 
    “That’s because they’re two different packs! The darker ones want their territory back and the other ones are trying to take it. If we can drive off the invading pack, the original ones will probably leave us alone.” 
 
    “How do you know all of this? Are you some kind of expert or something?”  
 
    “I’m just observant.” Mac narrowed his eyes and Amara sighed. Clearly this was going to take a little more thought. “Okay, so I like to read up on wolves in my spare time. Can you blame me? My family has been hit pretty hard over the years.” 
 
    For a moment, she was afraid that he wouldn’t believe her, and that once more, Nova would be in danger of getting shot. Thankfully, Mac appeared to have accepted her explanation. He nodded thoughtfully. “Know your enemy. Good thinking. I knew I chose well when I deputized you. Alright everyone, listen up. Aim for the brownish wolves, you got it? Let’s not anger the others in case what Amara is saying is right.” He ushered them all forward. “Okay, people, let’s move.” 
 
    Just then, the front door of Amara’s house burst open and Sadie stepped outside. Amara’s heart froze in her chest. Then, before she even knew what to do about it, the world began to move in fast forward. Sadie took a step forward, tripped on the mat and fell on her face. The hand gun she held in her hand flew forward, discharging as it toppled down the steps.  
 
    That’s when the world exploded.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    The two packs charged at each other. They erupted in a fierce cacophony of snarls, barks, howls, growls, and yelps. They bit, lunged, tore, and clawed at one another in their attempt to claim the territory that was her hometown of Strathford.  
 
    Amara watched, helpless, as the love of her life went to war. There was nothing she could do to help him. If she aimed her gun to take out one of the Valley Clan, she risked hitting Nova, Nemoy, or one of their pack. But she had to do something. Sadie was still up there on that porch, so close to the action. And if anything happened to her little sister…well, she would just have to trust Nova and his pack to save the town. She needed to get to Sadie.  
 
    Turning, she handed her gun to Zoe. “Do you remember how to shoot one of these?” 
 
    For a moment, Zoe merely gaped at the weapon in her arms. Then, she took a deep breath before raising her gaze to meet Amara’s. Amara was pleased to find Zoe’s eyes scared, but determined. Zoe nodded. 
 
    “Don’t shoot unless you have to,” Amara instructed. “But don’t let them get too close either. You can do this, Zoe. I know you can.”  
 
    “Where are you going?” Mitch demanded. He sounded as scared as Zoe looked.  
 
    “I’m going to get my sister,” Amara replied. She unsheathed the knife at her hip and spun it around until she found the right grip. Her other knife remained at her ankle. Then, without looking back, she darted across the street.  
 
      
 
    In the midst of battle, Nova’s world consisted of just one primal fact: kill or be killed. There was his enemy, there was his pack. As far as he was concerned, there was no in between. Everywhere he looked, there was death and destruction. The coppery scent of blood permeated the air. He could smell the fear of his enemies all around them like a stench that he soaked up like perfume.  
 
    Fear me, he thought, growling through his sharp, gritted teeth. You attacked my home, my people. You came after the woman I love. You threatened her town, her family. And now you will face my wrath. Fear me. For I am your death.  
 
    When the gun went off after Sadie tripped on the porch, Nova let the wolf part of himself take over. He relied on his canine instincts, that other part of him that was wolf, and intrinsically part of the Pack. He lunged at the nearest Valley wolf, his powerful jaws open and ready. As his adversary came closer, Nova swooped in and latched his teeth to the other wolf’s throat. Now was not the time to be diplomatic. This was war. As much as he hated to kill, he knew that it was necessary to protect what was his. He accepted it. And with that, he closed his jaws and pulled, leaving the other wolf a lifeless pile at his feet.  
 
    Hot, thick blood dripped from his jowls. Nova didn’t care. One after another, he met his enemy. And one after another, his enemy fell. He and Nemoy fought side by side, putting every bit of training they’d ever had to good use. But this wasn’t like training where if you screwed up, it would all be okay in the end and you could try to do better next time. This wasn’t even like the border skirmishes, or the run-ins he’d had with Kal over the last few years.  
 
    This was madness.  
 
    Amidst the chaos, the growls and sneers, Nova spotted Amara across the street. He watched as she handed the shotgun to Zoe and spun the knife in her hand. She was going to join the fight. Damn it. For once, couldn’t she just stay back and let him handle it?  
 
    No, of course, she couldn’t. Because that wasn’t who she was. That wasn’t the woman he had fallen for. Amara was fierce, and stubborn, and brave, and he knew without even a shadow of a doubt that if someone she loved or cared about was in jeopardy, she wouldn’t be content to sit around and wait for someone else to help. She would risk absolutely everything to save the ones she loved. Or she would die trying.  
 
    Amara began a mad dash across the street. About halfway across, she turned back searching for the source of a scream.  
 
    Nova was torn. Did he work his way through the fray to go help Amara? Or did he stay there beside his brother, defending his pack? Neither one seemed to be the right choice, and yet he knew he had to choose. His brother or his girl? And how did anyone ever make a choice like that?  
 
    From the corner of his eye, Nova saw a russet-colored wolf dart towards him. He was running with such speed that when he hit, the other wolf dug his shoulder into Nova so hard that he went toppling head over tail, knocking others in his back to the ground like a bowling ball to bowling pins.  
 
    Kal ran at him again and his fangs dug into his shoulder, ripping through fur and flesh. Pain exploded behind Nova’s eyes, sharp and fast. For a moment, he saw stars. Nova’s howl broke through the evening air, his agony, fear, and aggression resounding over everyone nearest to him.  
 
    The hungry leer in Kal’s eyes held a glint of triumph, and an even larger glare of hatred. Whatever he was up to, Kal thought he was winning. Maybe he was.  
 
    Kal lunged a third time, his teeth catching Nova’s left hip. He was trying to make him weak, and damn it, he was succeeding. This time, however, Nova was ready for him. He swiveled his neck just as his adversary slammed into him again, and his own jaws grabbed hold of Kal’s side.  
 
    Though he yelped in pain, the son of the Valley Clan’s Alpha managed to slip away. He charged through the grassy field separating the town from the woods, aiming for Amara’s front porch where Sadie was still pulling herself to her feet. In the blink of an eye, Kal had transformed himself back into a man.  
 
    Sadie’s eyes bulged and her mouth dropped open in a terrified scream. However, the noise of the battle was so loud that no one could hear her scream. With one swift, fluid movement, Kal knocked Sadie’s head against one of the porch’s posts, rendering her unconscious. Then he lifted her effortlessly into his arms and disappeared into the house.  
 
     
 
    Amara spun around, slicing into the nearest wolf as she set off for her sister. She felt the sickening squish as metal met flesh and the blade hit home. Pulling upward, she called upon the hunting skills her grandfather had so painstakingly taught her over the years. She wrenched up the knife with all of her strength, effectively gutting the Valley wolf from naval to nose. When he fell, lifeless, to her feet, Amara fought the urge to be sick. Though the sight of blood covering her hands turned her stomach, she forced herself to keep moving. She had to get to Sadie.  
 
    And then Zoe screamed.  
 
    Amara didn’t hesitate. Without thinking, she rushed back to her friend, dispatching an attacking wolf as quickly and efficiently as she was able to on the way.  
 
    Zoe lay on the ground, her arms crossed over her face to protect her throat. Her knees were tucked up against her and she was using her feet, pressed up against the wolf’s chest, to hold him at bay. Her arms were trembling, and Amara knew if she didn’t get there soon, Zoe would possibly be killed.  
 
    Putting on speed, Amara sprinted toward them. She slammed her shoulder into the wolf, using her momentum to push him off of Zoe. She landed with an oompf on top of the wolf. She had just managed to see Zoe clambering to her feet when she felt the wolf scoot out from beneath her and suddenly, they had changed places.  
 
    This time, she was the one with her back to the pavement, her arms and legs curled up against her as protection from the deadly, slavering jaws of the wild canine intent on ending her life.  
 
    Fear and panic coursed through her veins, and her blood roared through her ears, but Amara forced herself to remain calm. Though the circumstances were far from ideal, she called upon the knowledge gleaned from those two weeks of yoga class her mother had insisted she take, and somehow, she was able to control and balance her breathing.  
 
    Think, Amara, think. Those lethal fangs were getting closer. If only she hadn’t dropped the knife during her fall.  
 
    The knife! Of course.  
 
    Turning her head as much as she dared, Amara searched the pavement for even a hint of the steel blade. There. Now, all she had to do was reach it.  
 
    Stretching out her arm, she spread her fingers as far as they would go. She was barely a centimeter away from it. But the wolf’s paw was holding her down, and if she moved anymore his claws would rip into her flesh. And she most definitely did not want that.  
 
    However, it would be one hell of a lot less painful than if he tore out her throat, but still. Shit, she thought. This is seriously going to hurt.  
 
    Using every ounce of strength she had, Amara fought against her captor. Sure enough, his sharp claws pierced through her jacket and into the skin and muscle of her upper arm. She screamed in pain, but she was still able to reach the blade. Amara’s fingers closed over the handle and she steadied her grip. With one last deep breath, she raised the knife and plunged it straight into the wolf. She didn’t stop until the wolf was motionless. 
 
    The wolf slumped against her, and the sheer weight of him dropping onto her rib cage knocked the wind out of her. Blood poured from the wound in its side, and soon Amara was covered in it. Her stomach heaving, she used what little energy she had left to push the body off of her. And then she was violently and thoroughly sick.  
 
    How Nova and the pack could stomach this kind of violence was beyond her. She hated the Valley wolves as much as the next guy—more even—but if she never had to kill another one of them, it would be too soon. She had killed enough of them already. 
 
    Amara wiped her mouth and then started, nearly jumping out of her skin. A gun shot rang out behind her, followed by the loud thud of yet another body falling to the ground. She whipped around and stared, her expression a mixture of terror and surprise.  
 
    Zoe stood beneath the small circle of yellow light cast from the street lamp, still holding the shotgun. The barrel was smoking. As slowly and carefully as she could, Amara approached the other woman and reached out a tentative hand. She pressed her fingers to the warm metal of the firearm and forced Zoe to lower it. Her arms were still shaking.                
 
    Her eyes a little bit crazed, Zoe turned to face Amara, letting her take the gun away. “He was going to kill you.” 
 
    “I know.”  
 
    “I…I had to. He was just…and I just…he was going to kill you.” 
 
    “I know.” Not knowing was else to do, Amara wrapped her arms around Zoe’s neck and pulled her into a hug. Zoe returned the embrace with near bone-crushing enthusiasm. Amara took a second or two to wonder if she was going into shock—especially when Zoe began to rock back and forth. Finally, she pulled back and forced Zoe to look her in the eyes. Thankfully, she had lost a little of the crazy and she was on her way back to normal. Amara took a deep breath and said what both of them needed to hear. “Thank you.” 
 
    A loud howl caught her attention and Amara once again looked toward her house. She watched as the wolf that was Nova charged up the steps to her front porch and disappeared inside. From what she could tell, the wolf that had howled was Nemoy. The all-black wolf was attempting to charge his way through the chaos after his brother, but he didn’t seem to be getting very far.  
 
    Sadie was nowhere to be seen.  
 
    “No,” Amara breathed, completely horrified.  
 
    Zoe gaped at her. “What?” 
 
    “No!” She didn’t wait for Zoe’s reaction. She didn’t pause to find out why there was a sudden surge in howls and gunfire. Instead, she charged through the crowd, not caring who or what she hit if they got in her way. The only thing she knew right at that moment was that she needed to get to her fiancé and her sister.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    The second Nova was inside and out of sight from the humans, he transformed back into his human form. As quietly as he could, he made his way through the house, searching each room as thoroughly as he dared. When he reached Amara’s room and finally decided there was no one else in the house, Nova searched through his drawer of things and pulled on a pair of pants.  
 
    They had to be somewhere. He hadn’t seen them come back out the front. Could Kal have slipped out without Nova seeing him? It was possible, he supposed, but doubtful. What would Amara do if anything happened to Sadie? Would she be able to handle it? To accept it? Would he? Would he lose her? He couldn’t lose her.  
 
    Deciding that the only place Kal and Sadie could be was outside, Nova dashed through the house, into the kitchen, and out the door to the backyard. At first, Nova couldn’t see anything. He could still hear the noise of the fighting, the random gunshot amidst the howls and growls of wolves, but there were less of them now, as if the battle had already been decided and it was just beginning to wind down. Yet, without the yellow glows from the line of street lamps that bordered the street, it was hard to make out whether or not he was alone.  
 
    Nova silenced his thoughts for a moment, aligning himself with the night around him. Reaching deep within himself, he called upon his innate wolf instincts and abilities and transformed only the part of his anatomy that enhanced his hearing. It was a neat “trick,” as his brother Nemoy called it, and most wolves couldn’t do it. At least, not as well as Nova could. He didn’t even think Nemoy had completely perfected that ability yet, and he was the Alpha.  
 
    Focusing on just the sounds around him, Nova did his best to block out the sounds of death, chaos, and destruction from the street. He let the night around him go quiet as he searched for one distinct sound.  
 
    There.  
 
    Off in the far corner of the fenced yard were two independent heartbeats. One was slow and faint, but thankfully, it was still there. The other was loud, strong, and slightly erratic. That one was most certainly Kal. Nova was sure of it.  
 
    “I know you’re out here, Vann,” Nova called. The pounding beat of the other man’s heart became stronger and louder. “Show yourself, why don’t you? Unless, of course, you enjoy standing in the shadows like a coward.” The beat became a frenzy. Nova added the last nail in the coffin. “But I guess that’s how your father does things, isn’t it? Hides in the shadows and lets the lesser wolves, the expendable wolves, do his dirty work? As an Alpha, I suppose that strategy does make the most sense, even if it does make him yellow. Are you trying to be like dear old dad, Vann? Have you made him proud yet?” 
 
    Nova knew he was taking a chance in goading Kal, but judging by the rapidly increasing thud, thud, thud of Kal’s heart, he knew it was a risk that would pay off. Kal Vann was unstable on his best days. However, when pushed, he had a tendency to react rather than think things through logically, which gave Nova the advantage.  
 
    Yes, he needed to get to Sadie, and Nova was grateful she was still alive, but one thing he had always done even better than Nemoy was keep a cool head in the face of emergency. If he could rattle Kal to the point where he gave up an advantage, Nova might just be able to get Sadie out of there in one piece.  
 
    “Do not talk of what you don’t know, Lowery,” Kal growled from the shadows. His words came out low and lethal. “You know nothing of my father or what he’s capable of.”  
 
    Kal stepped forward out of the darkness, dragging an unconscious Sadie with him in one arm. Her limp body looked ready to fall to the ground in a crumpled heap. Nova could only hope that she was still alive. 
 
    His blood pumping frantically, Nova forced himself to think rationally for a moment. “No, you’re right. I don’t. And why is that, you may wonder? Because I never see him. Because he always sends you or any number of your lackeys to do his dirty work for him. Your Alpha—your father—sends you to die in his stead because he doesn’t need you. He can sit back and relax, knowing you’re out here risking your life for him, because the harsh reality is that he just does not give two shits about you. 
 
    “And have you seen my Alpha, lately?” Nova asked. He took one slow step forward after another as he spoke. If he could only keep Kal distracted long enough, he might have a chance. “Well,” Nova continued, “if you were paying attention, you would have. Because he was right there beside me, fighting the same battle his Pack was in, facing the same enemy. He didn’t hide back at home like your father. He was a man, defending his people, his family, because they matter. Can you say that about your Alpha, Vann? Do you matter to him?” His laugh was cold and cruel as he interpreted his adversary’s silence. “No. I didn’t think so either.” 
 
    Nova thought he was winning. He thought maybe he was getting to him, breaking him down. Kal’s biggest weakness was his father, Nova knew. Where Nova’s own father and his previous Alpha had been stern but loving, Kal’s father had been heartless and cruel. It was common knowledge that the young pups in the Valley Wolf Clan were beaten into submission rather than taught respect and loyalty. From the moment their Alpha had begun his rise to power, violence had been his weapon of choice. And Kal was what he had to show for it.  
 
    Nova made to take a step forward, but Kal held up a hand and Nova stopped in his tracks.  
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” Kal chided, wagging one long finger at his adversary. “Don’t come any closer, Lowery, or I will sink my teeth into Sadie’s pretty little neck.” 
 
    Nova’s blood ran cold. Kal would do it; he knew he would. Though Nova was aware Kal’s tone was intentionally taunting, there was an air of madness about him. It sent a chill of fear cascading down Nova’s spine, leading him to an even more terrifying conclusion.  
 
    Kal was insane. 
 
    “Now, now, Lowery,” Kal said, pacing back and forth across the length of Amara’s backyard, “no need to look so alarmed. I will not harm her.” That madness glinted again. “Yet.” The smile that crept across his lips, almost as if in slow motion, was filled with a cruel lunacy. His eyes glowed with it in the dark. He bared his teeth, showing what appeared to be elongated fangs. Had he figured out how to transform just parts of himself? Kal laughed low in his throat. “You should see your face, Lowery,” he sneered. “It is positively comical.” 
 
    Nova felt the growl rumble from low in his throat. His fists clenched at his sides and his nails dug into the palms of his hands. Oh, how he hated that man. Kal Vann had been his nemesis for as long as he could remember. Even when they were kids, the two had never gotten along. Nova had always assumed Kal was jealous of himself and Nemoy. They were the sons of an Alpha, after all. When the Clans would meet at the annual Pack Summits, Kal was forced to submit to their higher standing. His father hadn’t been made the Alpha of the Valley Clan yet. Nova had suspected then that the required submission had led to Kal’s hatred of Nova’s family. A hatred that had built into almost an illness or an ailment over the years.  
 
    Now, he was witnessing the results. And they were terrifying.  
 
    Somehow, when Kal had attacked Amara and her friends ten years previously, his obsession had shifted to Amara and then to her family. It wouldn’t surprise Nova a bit if his own relationship with Amara had pushed Kal Vann over the edge.  
 
    It did, however, scare the living shit out of him.  
 
    Kal was unstable even at the best of times. If he had suffered some kind of psychotic break, there was no telling what he would do.  
 
    “Kal,” he pleaded, holding out one hand. “Kal, please, just don’t…don’t hurt her. She didn’t do anything to you. She isn’t anything to you.” 
 
    Kal raised one brow. “Isn’t she?” He glared at Nova. “You think you’re the only one who can enter into forbidden relationships with a human? You’re the only one exempt from Pack Law? You are not the only one who can make a Townsend fall for you, Lowery. I have completed that task, too. She is mine. And now you’re the one who is irrelevant.” 
 
    Nova frowned. “How am I irrelevant?” 
 
    Kal’s cruel laugh sent chills down Nova’s spine. “You are merely the brother of your Alpha. His wife is pregnant with his heir. You will never be Alpha. You will only ever be a Beta, always less. And always powerless to stop me.”  
 
    Nova’s frown deepened. Though he had never really coveted that position within the Pack, it was true he would never be the leader if Ivanah’s and Nemoy’s child was a boy. And of course, even if it wasn’t, he highly doubted this would be the only child they would have. But they made an effort to keep Ivanah’s pregnancy a secret, very few people knew she was even pregnant.  
 
    So how did Kal know?  
 
    As if reading Nova’s thoughts, Kal laughed again. And then he placed his jaws around Sadie’s throat.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Amara was frantic. Where was her sister? Had she gotten up and walked away by herself? Was she mixed up in the battle? How on Earth was Amara ever going to find her? And where the hell was Nova? Or Kal? Did either of them have anything to do with where Sadie was?  
 
    She ran as quickly as she could around the din of the battle, her knife in her hand. Though her goal was to find her sister, she was ready for whatever came at her.  
 
    Just then, Amara was knocked to the ground in the middle of the street. Her elbows scraped hard against the pavement. She could feel the sting of the blood against the ripped remains of the cloth. Her knife had slipped out of her hands during the fall. She was defenseless, with her back to her enemy, completely unprepared. She could all but feel the wolf’s hot, humid breath against the back of her neck.  
 
    And then he was gone. 
 
    Amara whipped around and stared into the dark eyes of a jet-black wolf, mere inches from her face. Completely out of character, he leaned in and swept his gigantic tongue against her cheek. Nemoy. Amara wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or disgusted.  
 
    “Nemoy,” she breathed, using the wolf’s back to help her up, “I can’t find Sadie or Nova. Have you seen them?” 
 
    Nemoy looked over his shoulder at her house.  
 
    “They went in there?” 
 
    He nodded.  
 
    “Okay. Let’s go.”  
 
    She followed him up the steps and into her house, then waited while he sniffed around, checking the rooms. When he gave a low bark indicating the all clear, Amara let herself relax a little. “Nova keeps some clothes in my dresser if you want to change,” she told him. Then she waited until he reappeared, human once more.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” he asked, coming over to her and examining her various scrapes and bruises. “Do we need to patch anything up before we keep looking?” She shook her head. “Good. My guess is they’re out back. But we’ve got to be quiet. From what I can hear, well, it doesn’t sound good.” 
 
    Amara let Nemoy lead the way through the house to the back door. Easing it open, he put a finger to his lips to indicate she be silent. She didn’t need to be told twice, though how he expected her to calm her racing heart, she had no idea.  
 
    Holding the door open, Nemoy let her out first, silently shutting the door behind him. She waited for him to pass in front, then they crept down the stairs as silently as they could.  
 
    The scene in front of her made her blood run cold. Nova stood not far from them, frozen with his hands outstretched as if he were waiting to catch something. And it didn’t take her long to figure out what. She followed his gaze to the middle of the yard where Kal stood illuminated by her porch lights. In his arms, Sadie’s lifeless body hung limp as a noodle.  
 
    Amara stared at Nemoy, her eyes begging for some indication that her little sister was still alive. His affirming nod was barely discernable in the dark, but it was enough. She was alive. At least, she was alive for now.  
 
    She knew something of what it was like to be in Kal Vann’s clutches. Just a month ago, that had been her. Yes, she had been able to fight him off long enough that others could intervene, but she had been conscious. Sadie, on the other hand, was completely defenseless and unaware. There was nothing at all that she could do. She was at Kal’s mercy. And Amara knew from her own experiences, he had none. 
 
    “You are merely the brother of your Alpha,” she heard Kal say to Nova. “His wife is pregnant with his heir. You will never be Alpha.” She saw Nova’s hands clench into fists, his entire body go taught. “You will only ever be a Beta,” Kal promised, still baiting him. “Always less. And always powerless to stop me.” With one last, cold laugh, Kal open his mouth and latched his teeth onto Sadie’s throat.  
 
    “No!” Amara screamed from where she stood in the shadows. And then she lunged at Kal. 
 
     
 
    Nova whipped around as the one sound he had hoped never to hear enter in their conversation echoed into the night. Amara’s scream of denial burned into his ears, and he had one thought blow through his mind: not her.  
 
    She lunged forward at Kal, who only grinned around his victim’s flesh, blood dripping from his mouth. He was still in human form, but he was so practiced in the art of murder that he was no less deadly when he wasn’t a wolf. Kal licked his lips and laughed when Nemoy’s arms wrapped around Amara’s waist, pulling her back. She kicked and squirmed against Nemoy’s grasp, but he held her firm.  
 
    Kal only laughed louder. “Why, if it isn’t the human! Tell me, Amara, are you here to rescue Prince Charming and the little Princess? Or are you just here to cheer me on as I kill them and finally finish what you and I started oh so many years ago?”  
 
    “Burn in hell, Kal,” Amara growled, still struggling against Nemoy’s grip. “You’re nothing but a coward, and I promise you, you will pay for it.”  
 
    Something in the word seemed to do the trick. Tossing Sadie’s body aside, Kal began to stride forward, but Nova didn’t let him get that far. The second Sadie was safely out of Kal’s grasp, Nova rushed forward, his fingers elongating into claws as he lunged. He collided with Kal right as he made to attack Amara, and the momentum sent them both sprawling to the ground. They rolled through the dirt, punching, kicking, and biting at each other. Kal even went so far as to dig his own fingers into the wound on Nova’s hip, causing him to yelp in pain. But there was no way he was going to let Vann get to Amara. He would have to kill him first.  
 
    Kal’s fist struck Nova hard in the temple, making his vision blur for a moment or two, but Nova didn’t let that stop him. As hard as he could, Nova drove one clenched fist into Kal’s stomach, while thrusting his other palm into his opponent’s nose. Blood gushed everywhere, red, hot, and sticky.  
 
    Finally, their scuffle ended. Nova landed on top of Kal, his claws digging into his chest. Both of them were breathing hard, but only Kal had fear shining in his eyes.  
 
    At that moment, Nova wanted nothing more than to rip out Kal’s throat, but his brother’s hand on his shoulder stopped him.  
 
    “Don’t,” Nemoy said, shaking his head warily. “This is a matter for the Council now. We will call a Clan Tribunal to decide his fate. Don’t be like them, Nova. We must follow the Law.”  
 
    Nova hesitated for a moment, before sighing in defeat. As much as he hated to admit it, Nemoy was right. Perhaps they could use this opportunity to end the war between the Valley Clan. Had Nemoy not have been there, Nova would have destroyed Kal for all he’s done to Amara, her family, and Strathford.  Who knows what the Valley Clan Alpha would do knowing his son had been killed. 
 
    “That’s it?” Kal called out after him. “The great Mountain Clan Alpha is just going to, what? Let me live? Because of some law?” His laughter filled the air around them, and it was coated with a touch of insanity. “Please. You’re the Beta, Lowery, and you’re dating a human. This isn’t about the law. It’s about being weak! You’re both weak! You should kill me. If you don’t, I will come for you. I will seek revenge. My father will…” 
 
    But before they found out what his father would do, Nova punched him again, this time leaving him splayed out over the grass on his back. He was out cold.  
 
    Nova glanced over his shoulder at Amara. “You alright?” She nodded.  
 
    “Is she…” Amara looked fearfully at her sister. “Is she alive?” 
 
    “Yes, she’s alive. But just barely. You should go flag down the ambulance.” He could already hear the sirens. “I’m sure they’ll have their hands busy tonight, and she needs attention, quick.” 
 
    “Okay. Nova?” They stared at one another. Amara swallowed what he knew were tears. “Thank you.”  
 
    Chuckling, Nova just shrugged. “If I couldn’t protect your sister, you’d have killed me,” he said, pleased to see the grin spread across her face. She was alive. And for now, that was all that mattered. The rest of it could wait.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
    Amara sat in the armchair in the corner of Sadie’s hospital room, listening to the steady beep of the machine. She’d lost a lot of blood, and suffered from a concussion, but luckily, Kal had managed to miss anything vital when he tore into Sadie’s throat.  
 
    Amara couldn’t express how relieved she was. If it hadn’t been for Nova, she didn’t even want to think about what would have happened to her. What would have happened to them all?  
 
    Suddenly, Sadie began to stir. Her eyes fluttered open and she fought to focus. Amara immediately leaned forward. “Hey, sleepy head,” she said softly, running her fingers through her sister’s hair. “Thanks for coming back to us.” 
 
    Sadie’s lips curved in a small smile and she pushed herself up on her elbows. “Amara,” she gasped, her voice husky and raw, “you were right…about Kal.” 
 
    “I know. Don’t worry about that now. It’s over.” 
 
    But Sadie shook her head, as if searching for the right words. “Kal, he…and Nova. They were all wolves…but how?” 
 
    Dread filled Amara’s heart. She knew. Sadie knew about the wolves. There was no way to keep it a secret anymore. “Grandfather’s stories were all true, Sadie. He wasn’t as crazy as we thought, after all. I really wanted to tell you, but I couldn’t.”  
 
    Sadie looked as if she wanted to say something, but the drugs seemed to be impeding her rational thought. “At least now we’ll have matching scars,” she rasped, her eyes beginning to droop again. 
 
    Amara laughed. “Yes, we will.” 
 
    “Amara?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Though Sadie was out of it, Amara could feel the emotion in her voice. This must have been hard for her, she really did like Kal. If only the situations were different, Amara would have cheered her sister on. “Don’t ever let me date a psychopath again. Kidnap me next time, if you have to.”  
 
    Grinning, Amara squeezed her sister’s hand as she drifted back off to sleep. “That’s a deal.” 
 
    A few minutes later, the door to the room creaked open, and Nova walked in. Amara smiled and went to meet him, pressing her lips against his in a soft kiss. She looked down. “Oh, how sweet. Are those for Sadie?” 
 
    “What?” He glanced at the roses he held in his hands. “Oh, no. For you. I found them on your porch again.” 
 
    “Oh. Strange. I guess they weren’t from Kal after all.” 
 
    Nova shook his head. “No. He’s back at the Compound under twenty-four hour guard. Nemoy hopes to use him as leverage to make peace with the Valley Clan.” 
 
    “Do you think it will work?” 
 
    “Honestly? I don’t know. We might be too far past the point of a treaty now. War might come either way.” Then he smiled, and she couldn’t help but wonder why on earth he was so happy. “But that’s not what we came here to talk to you about.” 
 
    Her brow furrowed in confusion. “We?”  
 
    Nemoy and Neveah stepped through the open door. Nemoy, she understood, but his mother’s presence surprised her.  
 
    “Um, hi.” Amara didn’t know what else to say.  
 
    Nemoy smiled. “We came to check on you. And,” his smile widened, “to offer our congratulations.” 
 
    Amara looked from one of them to the other. “What?” 
 
    Nova grinned. “We’re getting married. I mean, without breaking the Laws of the Pack.” 
 
    Joy filled her. “We are?” Uncertain, she looked to Neveah, who to her surprise, was also smiling.  
 
    “It seems I was wrong about you,” she said, taking Amara’s hand. “And when I’m wrong, I admit that I’m wrong. Welcome to the family, my dear.”  
 
    After everything that had happened, Amara couldn’t hold back. Tears streamed down her cheeks, but they were happy tears. She let Nova wrap her up in his embrace. “We get to get married?” she asked, still thinking she must be dreaming.  
 
    Beaming, he kissed her again and spun her around. “Can you believe it?” he asked, and their laughter filled the room. “Now we don’t have to run away.” Setting her down, he took a small box from his mother. Opening it, he revealed a beautiful diamond on a white gold band. “This ring has been passed down through my mother’s family. Now it’s yours.” He slipped it on her left ring finger.  
 
    Amara gazed at it adoringly. “It’s everything I ever wanted.” She kissed him again, then stared at the ring over his shoulder, ready to start her new life.  
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Chapter 1 
 
    “So, you’re really going to marry a wolf? As in, furry, down on all fours, howls at the moon, wolf?” Sadie asked, holding up the turquoise bridesmaid’s dress. In the chair, Amara chuckled and rolled her eyes. Her little sister definitely had a unique way of stating things.  
 
    Sadie studied herself in the mirror, tucking one long, dark chunk of hair behind her ear. “So, what would that make you? In regards to the pack, I mean. You’re human, right? And they’re, like, shifters or whatever. It’s not like they’re real werewolves that just bite you and turn you into one of them.” 
 
    Amara furrowed her brow and took a sip of her champagne. “Why are you worried about werewolves?” 
 
    “Well, that’s kind of what Nova is, isn’t it? A werewolf?” 
 
    “No, he’s a shifter. They’re born, not bitten.” 
 
    “But they’re still wolves, right?”  
 
    “Well, yeah.” Amara cocked a brow. “But it’s not like they’re just running around causing havoc. Well, okay. The Valley Clan was, but that was really Kal’s fault. The Mountain Clan—Nova’s pack—has dedicated themselves to protecting their territory, which thankfully includes Strathford.” 
 
    “And, since you’re one of Strathford’s finest now,” Sadie said, holding out her champagne flute for Amara to fill, “you have a direct in with the Police Chief and the Pack Alpha. Do you ever dress up in your uniform, and like, role play with Nova? Do you arrest him and tell him he’s a naughty boy?” 
 
    Amara snorted into her drink. “No!” she replied, laughing. “God, Sadie, we’re in public.” But she couldn’t help thinking that maybe the uniform deal was a good idea.  
 
    Sadie just waggled her eyebrows. “What? I would. He’s yummy. Now, are you going to try on that dress or what?”  
 
    Still smirking to herself, Amara picked up the garment bag and hauled it into the dressing room. Hanging it up on the hook, she slowly unzipped the zipper. Amara’s wedding dress was nestled inside. It was floor-length and off-white, with a scalloped neckline and a beaded bodice. The skirt, she knew, would flow out around her hips in a full hoop of satin and chiffon, ending in a train that was three feet long.  
 
    She couldn’t believe it. She was getting married. She never would have believed that Nova Lowery would be her soul mate, but here she was, trying on her dress for her final fitting. And she couldn’t wait to walk down that aisle.  
 
    “Have they let you set a date yet?” Sadie called through the fitting room door.  
 
    Amara sighed. “No, not yet.” And she wasn’t sure when they would. Every marriage of a Mountain Clan wolf must be approved by the Council, and then, per Pack Law, if either the bride or the groom was from another Clan, the couple must then complete a series of Trials. However, because the Trials were required to be public, the date for when they would begin had not yet been set.  
 
    “How many of them are there?” Sadie wanted to know.  
 
    “Three. But I’m not sure when they’ll start. Apparently, there is a lot of organization that has to go into setting them up, and right now, the Pack is pretty busy concentrating on Kal and getting his father to sign the treaty with Valley Clan.” 
 
    From the other side of the door, Sadie got real quiet. “Do they…do they know what they’re going to do with Kal yet?” It was the first time Sadie had mentioned her ex-boyfriend in the month since he had led an attack against the town and been captured by Nova and his brother, Nemoy—who also happened to be the Alpha of the Mountain Clan. She’d spent the following week recuperating from her injuries in a hospital bed.  
 
    Sure, Kal abducting her had brought her into the circle of knowledge about the Shifters in town—secrets no human was supposed to know—but it had scared the hell out of her as well. Yet, Amara had to admit that a part of her was glad that it had happened; in a way, at least. Now she didn’t have to lie to Sadie about who and what Nova really was. And next time, she would be able to tell her sister she was dating a bloodthirsty psychopath instead of just declaring him a “bad guy” and asking Sadie to trust her.  
 
    On the other hand, it was the perfect ‘I told you so.’ Sadie always did have horrible taste in men.  
 
    “No, honey, I don’t. As far as I know, he’s still being held at the compound. Last I heard, he was under twenty-four-hour guard.” Opening the door, Amara stepped out of the fitting room and smoothed the skirts of her dress.  
 
    Sadie took the glass she was about to drink away from her lips and stared. “Oh, my gosh, Mara. You look fantastic!”  
 
    Heat rushed to Amara’s cheeks, and she gazed at herself in the mirror. It all seemed so surreal. She was wearing her wedding dress. She was getting married. All she had to do was pass a few supernatural tests. Fun.  
 
    Setting her champagne flute on the table, Sadie moved to stand behind her sister. With quick fingers, she began lacing the back of the bodice, pulling the fabric tighter, and cinching it in at the waist. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    Pursing her lips, Amara considered. “A little, I suppose. More for the Trials than anything else. Oh, hey!” She snapped her fingers together. “Did you see anybody leaving my house when you showed up this morning?” 
 
    Sadie smirked. “Okay. Random. Um, no, I didn’t. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Disappointment washed through her. “Oh. Well, I was hoping you might have seen whoever has been leaving me those roses.” 
 
    “You’re still getting those?”  
 
    “Yeah. But I’m pretty sure whoever it was showed up right before you did. There was nothing on my porch when I got back from my run, but I found them only about ten minutes before you got there.” 
 
    “And you still have no idea who might have been leaving them for you? No one leaving you notes? Following you around? Stalking you at night?” 
 
    Amara laughed. “No, none of those things.”  
 
    “Anyone staring at you strangely?” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, Mr. Caulman has been squinting at me a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Yeah. But that’s probably just from his glaucoma.” Amara smirked at her sister’s disappointed expression. Sadie let out a sigh. “Anyway, I think this fits.” She glanced over her shoulder at the seamstress. “This is perfect, Marianne.” The old woman nodded. Amara wasn’t even convinced she understood, her hearing was so bad, but she didn’t really have the patience to keep trying. She would take that nod as confirmation. She turned back to her sister. “Get me out of this thing, will you? I have a few things to drop off at Mom’s before I go to the bar.” 
 
    “Have you heard anything more about Zoe and Mitch yet?” Sadie asked, undoing the dress’s fastenings. “I talked to Becca the other day, and she says they’re fighting again.” 
 
    Frowning, Amara held the bodice up to her chest and stepped back into the dressing room. “Really? Mitch hasn’t said anything. But don’t worry, I’ll ask him about it today.” Then she shut the fitting room door with a snap. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
    When Amara entered Murphy’s Tavern, she weaved her way through the many round tables and upturned chairs, making a beeline for Mitchell. He had been her best friend for years, but lately, things seemed a little strained between them.  
 
    To be honest, Amara couldn’t really blame him. For so long, it had been just the two of them. They had their own Sunday night ritual of Chinese food and a movie, along with their weekly, Monday morning hikes. And yet, since she had begun dating Nova, and Mitch had started seeing Zoe, they really hadn’t done any of that. She couldn’t even remember the last time they had hung out just the two of them. Maybe that’s what they needed to do to work some of the weirdness out. They needed to get back to doing things just the two of them. Well, at least sometimes.  
 
    “Hey,” Amara said, setting her coat on the bar. Taking a box from the floor, she set it on the counter and started unloading bottles of vodka. 
 
    Mitch looked over at her and instantly brightened. “Hey, Deputy,” he greeted her, his muscular arms straining under the weight of his own crate. “What brings you to this neck of the woods?” 
 
    “Oh, hardy har, har. Very funny.” She rolled her eyes, but Amara couldn’t help but smile. “Last I checked, I worked here. Has that changed since I became a cop?” The look in her eyes was unmistakably a dare.  
 
    Smirking, Mitch shook his head. “Hey, I warned you what would happen. Didn’t I tell you? Zoe took your place.” Laughing now, he came over and began setting bottles on shelves, the two of them working shoulder to shoulder.  
 
    This is nice, Amara thought. This felt like old times. And if it was old times, she would be able to ask about his relationship, right? “So,” she started, feeling like she was about to dive into the abyss. “How are things with you and Zoe? Getting any better lately? I know you said a few weeks ago that things between the two of you were strained.” She waited a beat or two for him to answer. When he didn’t, she set the bottle down and turned to look at him. “So?”
Silence. Then, finally, Mitch cleared his throat. “They’re good, Mara. Why do you ask? I like her a lot, but she’s, well, she’s still Zoe.” 
 
    Amara chuckled. Zoe Hamilton was definitely a category in herself, that was for sure. Though she was beautiful, and actually fairly smart, she was known around town more for being a hot mess than anything else. She could frequently be found on a bar stool at Murphy’s, taking shots or drinking vodka tonics. It wasn’t uncommon for Amara to load her drunken friend into a cab and take her home to tuck her safely into bed. Thankfully, that was Mitch’s job now, but still; better him than her. 
 
    It was no secret that Zoe and Amara didn’t get along. The entire town knew they’d fallen out of sorts and become more frenemies than anything else over the years. She had no delusions about the reason either. When they were fifteen, Amara, Zoe, and their friend Becca, were walking down the street one night when they were attacked by a group of wolves. Shifters, actually, from the Valley Clan. Led by none other than the infamous Kal Vann.  
 
    It had been Nova and Nemoy who had saved them. They had come racing down from whatever rooftop they had been keeping watch on, and fought off the shifters. Zoe had been knocked out from the start. One of the wolves was on top of her preparing to rip into her throat when Nemoy had shown up, though he’d almost been too late for Becca. She’d survived, thank God, but she now had to walk with a cane.  
 
    Amara, on the other hand, had been chased down the street. Kal had targeted her specifically, and wasn’t about to let her go. She had a lump of scar tissue down the length of her collar bone to prove it. It was Nova that had come after them and forced Kal off her, saving her life. For years afterward, she thought the image of the boy standing over her had been a dream.  
 
    That is, until he walked back into her life a decade later. She still couldn’t believe he had been taking care of her for almost half of her life.  
 
    Zoe, however, hadn’t had someone looking out for her. No one except Amara, really. And for some reason, Zoe had always resented Amara’s protectiveness. She had started drinking and going after boys and, over time, the two girls had drifted apart. Becca was the only thing tying them together. Nothing had really changed since they were teenagers. The only difference was that now it was legal for Zoe to drink.  
 
    “I saw Becca the other day,” Amara said to Mitch. “And she, uh, mentioned that things between you and Zoe were pretty difficult.” But hadn’t he just said things were going just fine? Maybe Becca was just imagining things. Zoe did tend to overreact about…well, everything.  
 
    Mitchell shrugged. “I don’t know. Yeah, maybe, I guess. But I mean, come on, it’s Zoe. We always fight. She’s pretty intense.” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess that’s true.” Amara bit her lip. “But maybe it’s something more than that? I don’t know.” When Mitch just gaped at her, she lifted her shoulders in a shrug. “I’m just worried, is all,” she told him. “I really just want you to be happy.” 
 
    “I know.” He wrapped an arm briefly around her shoulders and squeezed. “And I am…for the most part. But hey, thanks for being there for me.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she nudged him with her shoulder. “Of course.” An awkward silence fell between them for a moment or two. “Hey, you know what we haven’t done in a while?” she asked, hoping to break the silence. “We haven’t had our movie night. What do you say, huh? Sunday night, you and me, Chinese and an action flick?” 
 
    A grin spread across his face. “Yeah, I think I’d really like that. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Good.” She smiled back at him. “It’ll be nice to be able to make fun of you for not knowing how to use chopsticks again.” 
 
    With a smirk, Mitch chucked a towel in her face. “Shut up, Townsend.”  
 
      
 
    By the time Amara got home, she was absolutely exhausted. Pulling her truck into the driveway, she cut the engine and opened the door. She all but dragged her tired body up onto her porch. Unlocking her door, she walked into her house. And froze.  
 
    Lying on her dining room table was the long stem of a deep purple orchid, bound by a silver ribbon to folded note.  
 
    Flowers. Somebody had come into her house and left flowers on her table. Had her secret admirer finally crossed the line into stalker?  
 
    Forcing herself to cross the threshold, she went to the table and picked up the flower, the note dangling by the ribbon. With a shaking hand, she opened the note and read. She let out a visible sigh of relief. It was from Nova.  
 
    They’ve finally set a date. I will pick you up tomorrow night at six. The first trial begins at sunset.  
 
    The first trial. The pack had decided they could move forward with the first trial?  
 
    Amara pressed a hand to her chest. It was happening. If they got through the trials, they would be allowed to get married.  
 
    Still glowing, she changed into shorts and a tee shirt and crawled into bed, ready to settle in with a good book. She’s been reading for maybe fifteen minutes, about to nod off, when the phone rang. Groggy, she picked up the receiver and held it to her ear. “Hello?” 
 
    Silence.  
 
    “Hello?” Amara said again. Was there something wrong with the line? No, she could tell someone was there. “Hello? Look, I know you’re there. I can hear you breathing.” Still, no one answered. Disgusted, Amara hung up the phone, slamming the receiver down in the cradle.  
 
    It was probably just a wrong number. Maybe a kid pulling a prank. Probably something completely harmless. And yet, she slept with her lamp on for the rest of the night.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
    Nova pulled up to Amara’s quaint little house a little before six o’clock. He’d expected to wait for a while since he was early, so he was surprised to find her waiting for him on the front porch.  
 
    She wore a long-sleeved, black dress that swept all the way to the floor. One thin line of brass buttons ran the length of the dress down the center, and her thick, dark hair fell in waves around her shoulders. Though he was sure she had heard him pull up, it was clear that she was too lost in thought to notice. If she had been a wolf, he would have said she was gazing up at the moon. Who knows? Maybe she was anyway, even though that particular celestial body was obscured by clouds.  
 
    Getting out of his truck, he slowly and quietly padded his way up the porch steps to where she was leaning against the railing staring out at the sky. Nova wrapped his arms around Amara’s waist and pulled her close, inhaling the sharp scent of her soap and the light floral scent of her skin. Even without his heightened senses, her very essence would have been intoxicating.  
 
    “Hey, there, beautiful,” he said by way of greeting, pressing a kiss to her temple. Smiling, she tilted her head back and leaned against his chest. Her answering murmur came out more like a purr. Tipping her chin up with the tip of his finger, he covered her mouth with his. It was just a soft brush of lips at first, just a simple hello. But when he deepened the kiss, letting his tongue explore her mouth, the touch became passionate and hungry. Soon, his broad hands were gripping her waist, pulling her tight against him. He could feel himself get hard just from being so close to her.  
 
    Never, in his entire life, had one woman had such an effect on him. And he was never letting this one get away.  
 
    “Are you sure we have to leave now?” Amara wanted to know. Her breath was a soft caress against his cheek. Her teeth lightly grazed his ear lobe, sending shivers down her spine. Reaching up and back, she wrapped an arm around his neck, effectively locking them together in their embrace.  
 
    More than anything, Nova wished he could whisk her inside and take her right there against the door. Or on the table. Or maybe even just there where they stood on the porch. But if they were going to spend the rest of their lives together, they needed to climb over the obstacles the Pack had placed before them, the first of which began in less than an hour.  
 
    “I’m sorry, love,” he told her, nuzzling her neck. “We’re on a schedule tonight. But I’ll make it up to you later.” Nova gently nipped her shoulder. “I promise.”  
 
    It was like all the heat just went out of her. With a heavy sigh, Amara went slack against him, her eyes once more clouded with tension and worry.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked. Amara shook her head, but he could tell something was wrong. “Amara. Tell me. Please.” 
 
    “Are you sure Kal’s locked up?” she asked. Her voice was small and tight, which was unusual. All of her normal confidence was gone. “There’s no way he can get out?” 
 
    “None. He’s under lock and key. There are guards posted inside and out of that building during all hours of the day. Kal Vann is not getting out of there alive. You have my word.” 
 
    “You’re going to kill him?” 
 
    A single line creased Nova’s forehead between his brows. Were they going to kill him? Probably not. Nemoy was hoping to use Vann as a bargaining chip to gain peace between the two clans. It was slow going, to be sure. Apparently, Callahan Vann wasn’t as interested in his son’s safety as his son would have had them believe. It was a shame, too. Both Clans could use some peace. The humans were getting antsy. Amara had told him last week they were trying to get the hunting parties set up again. She was holding them back as long as she could, but it was still happening. And it was all Kal’s fault. So yes, Nova would like nothing more than to rip out his nemesis’s throat, but what he said was, “He will need to face the Tribunal. It’s a panel of Alpha’s from four different Clans throughout the region. They will try him and sentence him how they see fit.” 
 
    For a moment, she was quiet, staring up at the sky with a hardened expression. She ran her fingers over the lump of scars at her collar bone. “I hope they give him the fate he deserves. I hope they sentence him to death.” 
 
    Her proclamation of damnation chilled Nova to the bone. Had she always had this much hatred towards Kal? Or had it built up over the years, culminating into what it had now become after Kal had held Sadie hostage and threatened to rip out her throat right in front of them just a month ago?  
 
    Nova squeezed her tightly. “I’m sure justice will be served.” Running his hands down her arms, he linked his fingers with hers. “Come on, gorgeous. They’re waiting for us.” 
 
    The drive to the compound where Nova lived only took about twenty minutes. Amara was silent and distant the entire time which was incredibly unnerving to him. She was never this preoccupied around him. In fact, usually he couldn’t get her to shut up. Was Kal’s fate the only thing worrying her, or was there something else? “Amara?” Taking her hand, he pressed her fingers to his lips, kissing them lightly. “What’s bothering you? And don’t just shake your head at me. I know you. I know when something’s up. So, what is it? Did something happen at the station?” 
 
    He watched her face for any sign of change, and what he saw incited such a fierce surge of protection toward her that he almost scared himself. Fear clouded Amara’s features and he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was more than just Kal Vann that was bothering her.  
 
    “He called me last night,” she said. Her voice trembled, and it was barely louder than a whisper. “He called my house.” 
 
    Nova frowned. “Who called?” 
 
    “Whoever has been leaving me flowers. He called me in the middle of the night, but he didn’t say anything.” Her fingers shook in his. “I could hear him breathing on the other end of the line.” She turned to look with him, her eyes wide. “Nova, he knows my home number. I’m unlisted. How much does this guy know about me?” 
 
    A fury almost worse than he had ever felt washed over him as he looked at her. He rubbed her fingers with his, trying to console her, but inside, his emotions were boiling. This man, whoever he was, was terrorizing her. He was using those scare tactics to break her confidence and damn it, it was working. “I’ll increase the patrol around your house,” he told her. “I’ll make sure there is someone stationed outside, keeping watch around the clock. You will never be alone.” 
 
    “Nova,” she let her hand caress his arm. “I don’t want that, either. I don’t want a babysitter. I just want to live my life. I don’t want any of these wolf battles. I don’t want the politics. I just want a simple, normal life. You finally have Kal in custody. After ten years of looking over my shoulder, wondering if that wretched wolf was going to come back and finish the job he started that night, I finally have some peace. I can finally sleep at night without wondering if he’s going to be waiting for me when I go outside. I can walk home without feeling as if I’m being followed. At least, I should have been able to.  
 
    “Now there’s this guy that’s actually stalking me. And what scares me even more is that I don’t think he’s a wolf. This isn’t a dispute over territory. It isn’t a vendetta. Whoever this is, he’s human. I can feel it. And I’m starting to wonder if he’s dangerous.” 
 
    Helpless, Nova scrubbed a hand over his face. “What do you want me to do, Amara? How can I help you if you won’t let me?” He had never felt so incapable in his life. How did you stop a human stalker from making your home feel unsafe? There was no way in hell she would let him move her to the compound full time again. It was one thing to become integrated with the Pack on a regular basis, but it was another to be separated from humans entirely. She’d had a hard enough time the first time he had isolated her for her own safety. He wasn’t about to do it again, even if every fiber of his being was screaming for him to do so. “What do you want me to do?” he asked again. 
 
    Turning to him, she shook her head, one lone tear sliding down her cheek. “That’s the problem, Nova. I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
    There was a crowd waiting for them when they pulled into the compound. At least eight people stood outside the Council building. It was a long, wooden structure with huge wooden poles at either corner made with woven grass walls. It was where they held meetings and conducted important ceremonies, Amara knew. And yet, for all the time she had spent with the Pack at the compound, she had only ever been inside once.  
 
    Nova clasped Amara’s hand as they started forward, their feet crunching over the gravel in their wake. “Are you nervous?” he asked her, a bit of a tease in his voice.  
 
    Instinctively, Amara balked. “No,” she answered automatically. But she knew that wasn’t true. Forcing herself to calm down and be less defensive, she took a deep breath. The long, slow inhale and exhale did her good. Maybe she should take up meditation as her next hobby. “Okay, maybe a little,” she admitted. Nova’s lips twitched at the corners. Her eyes widened. “Are you laughing at me, Lowery?” she wanted to know.  
 
    Instantly, the little grin disappeared, but amusement still danced in his eyes. “Of course not.” 
 
    “You are. Here I am, about to enter some unknown trial to do God only knows what, so a bunch of virtual strangers can tell me if I’m fit to marry, and the man I’m supposed to be marrying is sitting here laughing at me!” And yet she couldn’t help but find the hilarity in it herself.  
 
    “No, I’m not,” he assured her with a chuckle. Amara rolled her eyes. “And I do appreciate you doing this. I know you’re going into it blind.” 
 
    And wasn’t that terrifying? “Are you sure you can’t tell me what’s about to happen?” 
 
    “I wish I could, love. Trust me. But I don’t know any more about these trials than you do.” He shrugged. “Nobody does. It’s a Council secret. Even though I’m technically on the Council, only the Head Shaman knows what goes on during the trials. Even the Alpha isn’t privy to that information.” 
 
    Amara frowned. “I thought you said the Trials were public?” 
 
    “To the Council, they are. But even they heed the advice of our Shaman. He is the supreme spiritual leader in the community, you know. They say he even has a direct link to our ancestors.” 
 
    She suppressed a shudder. Men turning into wolves she could handle, but for some reason, all the magic and spiritual stuff sort of freaked her out. Maybe it was because she had never really been big on faith and religion. Or maybe it was because she was finding out that all her grandfather’s old stories were real.  
 
    As they got closer, Nemoy stepped forward. The robe he was wearing was a deep, cobalt blue embroidered with an intricate forest design of red, gold, silver, and green. The others surrounding him were in similar robes of various jewel tones. Nemoy’s face, all sharp lines and angles, looked strange in the torch light. It was almost like it was softer somehow. Happier. Maybe it was because he was smiling. “Welcome Amara, Nova.” He nodded to each of them in turn. “Welcome to the First Trial in your nuptial ceremony. There are three trials in all. If you can pass each of these trials, you will be allowed to wed, and your union will become permanent and untouchable under Pack Law. Mountain Clan wolves mate for life. There is no divorce. Death is the only severance, and as a pack, we fight like hell to keep that from happening. If you fail, however, then you are honor bound to dissolve your union and go your separate ways. The penalty for failure to comply in this situation is exile.  
 
    “Amara, we know you are human, however, you are choosing to wed a Mountain Clan wolf and join our pack, so we are unable to change the trials to be more suitable for a human life. They will be challenging, and you will find yourself in situations where being human may be your downfall. Unfortunately, without the completion of these trials, the Council is unable to honor your marriage. Do you consent to participate in these trials and follow the laws of the Pack?” 
 
    Amara pursed her lips. She knew she had to answer, but it all felt so formal. Was this part of the trials? Had they already begun? Or was it just part of the ceremony? She glanced over her shoulder at Nova. He smiled his encouragement. Okay then. Amara nodded to Nemoy. “Yes, I consent.” 
 
    Nemoy gave her a curt nod, but she was almost sure he’d smiled. He turned to his brother. “Nova, you are the Beta of the Mountain Clan Wolf Pack. You hold the second highest position in regards to prestige, and your strength is matched by no wolf in our pack, save your Alpha. And yet, you choose to wed a human.”  
 
    Amara raised a brow. She knew everything Nemoy was saying was the truth, but it still stung a little to hear it out loud. She tried her best not to take offense. Guess I should try harder, she thought wryly.  
 
    “Throughout these trials,” Nemoy continued, “you and your beloved will be placed in situations where her fragile state of being could hinder your success. Her human traits mean she is not as strong, not as fast, and she is not Pack. You may be asked to choose whether your allegiance is to your love,” he held out a hand to indicate Amara, “or to your Pack.” The Council members behind him bowed their heads obediently. Nemoy looked his brother straight in the eye, and Amara held her breath. “Do you consent to participate in these trials?” 
 
    Nova never wavered. He stood straight up, his shoulders back, and he stared his Alpha down before meeting the gaze of each Council member in turn, including his own mother. Each look was like a challenge in and of itself. “Yes,” Nova declared, his voice clear as day. “I consent.” 
 
    “Very well, then.” Nemoy clapped his hands together. “The ceremony will begin tonight. You may enter the Trial Chamber.”  
 
    Behind him, one of the Council members opened the heavy flap and they all filed inside. Amara stared at her surroundings in wonder. The last time she had entered the Council Chambers, there had been a large throne at the far end surrounded by a compilation of benches, all of which were situated around a stone fire pit in the center of the room. It had all been open and airy, not at all claustrophobic. The smoke from the fire had gone straight up and out through a hole in the ceiling which was open to the night sky. The only decorations at all were the few tapestries which depicted the history of the Pack that had adorned the walls.  
 
    Now, everything was different. No longer could she see the entirety of the room. In fact, if she hadn’t just come from outside and seen what building they were going in to, she never would have believed it was the same place. If the throne and benches were still there, Amara could no longer see them. The tapestries had been moved, their ends fixed around the opening in the ceiling to form a sort of dome around the fireplace. Flames bloomed from the embers in the center of the pit, and the smoke was so thick and pungent from herbs that it was almost suffocating. Heavy, embroidered pillows lined the bottom tapestries in a semi-circle, while on the other side they had placed what looked like two beds on the ground, each one lined with elaborate cushions and blankets. Next to the fire, opposite the beds, was a rectangular tray made completely out of stone. On it were five little stone bowls filled with herbs, as well as three larger bowls of varying sizes—one of which was filled with some kind of water—and a mortar and pestle.  
 
    Amara glanced nervously at Nova. What was this, some kind of séance? Had she really just agreed to participate in some kind of spirit quest?  
 
    “Please, sit,” Nemoy instructed, indicating the beds. “Make yourselves comfortable.” The rest of the Council members took their seats among the cushions. Amara had expected Nemoy to sit before the tray as Alpha of the Pack, but instead, he stood off to the right and helped an old man in deep green robes take his place in front of the fire. Nemoy sat down beside him.  
 
    “Our Great Shaman, Ianto, will mix the sacred brew.” As if on cue, the old man began to toss the herbs into the mortar and grind them into dust. Then he put them in the bowl of liquid, swirled it a few times, and held the bowl over the fire. Amara was amazed he didn’t burn his hands, they were so close to the flames.  
 
    “The Trials will take place in the Spirit Realm,” Nemoy continued. “Each test is set up to test the strength of your loyalty to each other, as well as the strength of your loyalty to the Pack. When the test is completed, you will wake up.” 
 
    Wake up? When were they falling asleep? Was that potion or whatever some kind of drug? 
 
    After a few moments, the shaman handed the bowl to Neveah—Nova and Nemoy’s mother—and she carefully made her way around the stone pit to where Nova and Amara sat. She walked with her deep purple robes gathered in her hand to avoid the soot of the fire. Neveah knelt down in front of Amara and held out the bowl. The look she gave her was almost warm.  
 
    Amara supposed she should be grateful. Neveah was her most vocal opposition when the Pack discovered Nova had fallen in love with a human. But, after the attack on Strathford by the Valley Clan and Amara’s willingness to keep their secrets, Neveah finally came around. Well, Amara definitely wouldn’t call them friends, but at least they were no longer enemies.  
 
    “Drink, darling,” Neveah murmured. “It’s not poison. It will be just fine.” Her lips turned up in what was unmistakably a smile. “I went through this before my marriage as well.” She held the bowl up again. “Drink.”  
 
    Reaching out, Amara reluctantly cupped the stone bowl in both of her hands, grateful that they were no longer trembling. She brought the potion to her lips and sipped. It was sweet, with just a hint of something bitter. And, despite the heat from the fire, it was surprisingly cool on her tongue. Yet, it tingled on the way down her throat.  
 
    Amara began to feel sleepy. Try as she may, she couldn’t keep her eyes open. She was only vaguely aware of Nova beside her as he drank from the bowl, and then suddenly, she was laying back on the pillows, staring at the smoke that rose in curls and tendrils from the fire into the night. And then it all went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
    Nova woke in a dark room that smelled musty and dank. Mildew invaded his nostrils, turning his stomach. He couldn’t see anything, but from what he could feel, he was chained to a straight-backed chair. When he tried to move his wrists, he found them zip tied to the arms of the chair.  
 
    In the distance, somebody screamed. The sound echoed off the metal walls. Was he in some kind of crate? He was somewhere near water. Nova’s blood turned to ice.  
 
    Amara. 
 
    Nova pulled so hard on his restraints that the chair moved, but the plastic bindings didn’t budge. Amara screamed again.  
 
    “Damn it!” he shouted. Nova forced himself to calm down. If he was going to get out of this, if he was going to get to Amara, he needed to concentrate. Taking a deep breath, he focused on his canine side, pulling forth the Shifter genes circling through his DNA.  
 
    The muscles in his arms became thicker and stronger. The bones became denser, his wrists became wider. The plastic fastenings locking him to the chair strained as his hands became the paws of a wolf. Nova flexed his muscles, and the zip ties bulged again, then snapped with a loud crack. He used the sharp claws that had replaced his finger nails to remove the strappings around his ankles.  
 
    Nova flew from the chair, sending it flying across the room. The metal legs and back crashed against the wall with a clang that bounced around him so intensely that it hurt his sensitive ears. Nova screamed his rage and rushed to the door. Gripping the handle, he wrenched it open and let it bang against the wall.  
 
    The hallway outside the small room he had been locked in was eerily silent. He’d at least expected there to be someone guarding his cell, but there was no one there. Nova crept through the labyrinth as stealthily as he could, intent only on finding Amara.  
 
     
 
    From her own cell, Amara screamed again. Kal pulled the knife away from her neck with a wicked grin. She was cuffed to her chair and chained to the back, completely unable to move. The fluorescent lights shined down in her eyes. She wasn’t sure if her eyes were watering from the brightness or the pain. Kal slid the blade across her collarbone again.  
 
    The pain. Definitely the pain.  
 
    Amara grit her teeth and glared at him. Thick, hot blood dripped down her chest. 
 
    Leaning forward, Kal got right up in her face. “No one is coming to save you, Amara. We got to Nova, too. You’re all alone. Give us the Alpha’s location, and we’ll let you go.” 
 
    Fear gripped Amara. What had they done to Nova? Was he still alive?  
 
    No. She couldn’t think that way. He wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. And she wasn’t about to let Kal see her fear.  
 
    Kal was so close she could smell his breath. And if she didn’t know any better, she would bet he was about to kiss her. Amara spit in his face.  
 
    Rage passed through Kal’s tawny eyes and he raised his hand. Flesh hit flesh as the back of his hand cracked against her cheek.  
 
    Amara’s head whipped around and her ear slammed into the back of the chair. Yet, she stubbornly turned to stare at Kal, swiping her tongue past the blood dripping at the corner of her mouth.  
 
    “I don’t know where he is,” Amara said, watching him with cold satisfaction. This time, it was her who smiled. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.” 
 
    “Bitch,” Kal spat, raising the knife again. The blade sliced through her skin, and he pressed down so it bit deeper. Though she tried to stop it, the scream ripped from Amara’s throat.  
 
    Just as the door burst open.  
 
    Nova stood in the doorway.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
    Amara sat up back in the Council building, and inhaled the fumes from the potion. She was shaking hard. With a trembling hand, she wiped the sweat from her brow and glanced at Nova. He was slowly coming to. When he opened his eyes, his gaze immediately sought hers.  
 
    After the fear and adrenaline that had been coursing through her veins in the vision, seeing Nova was like sinking into a hot, calming bath. Which they should probably do, come to think of it. 
 
    “Congratulations,” Nemoy told them from where he sat next to the shaman. “Nova, you and Amara have passed the first Trial.” 
 
    Amara’s eyes widened. “Wait a minute, that’s it? Just a little vision quest and we’re done?” 
 
    Nemoy’s face warmed in a way that reminded her of someone who was hiding a secret. “There is more to it, yes. You will need to return two additional nights at sunset to continue and complete the Trials. For tonight, however, yes that’s it. We will see you in two days.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They didn’t talk on their way back to Amara’s house that night. Neither of them wanted to stay in Nova’s cottage. If he was anywhere near Kal, even though he was locked up, he would probably kill him. And Amara was seriously shaken, Nova thought. The only thing he wanted to do right then was get her as far away from the Compound as possible.  
 
    He understood the need for that Trial. Really, he did. Being part of the Pack was dangerous. Sometimes things happened, and as Beta of the Pack, Nova would need a clear head to do what needed to be done. He would need to be able to set aside any feelings he had for whoever it was and think logically about the best way to get them out. And Amara was human, which put her in even more danger. He needed to stay level headed to make sure he could protect her. 
 
    Pulling the truck into her driveway, he cut the engine and wrenched up on the emergency break. He reached out and wiped a tear from her cheek. “Hey. You okay?” 
 
    Closing her eyes, Amara shook her head.  
 
    “No,” he agreed. “I didn’t think you would be. Come here.” Unbuckling her seatbelt, Amara scooted closer to him, letting his arms come around her, and she leaned back against his chest. He breathed deeply for a moment or two, letting their heartbeats align. “That’s never going to happen,” he assured her. “Kal is locked up. He’s under twenty-four-hour guard. We aren’t going to let him get away.”  
 
    “You don’t know that.” Amara fidgeted with her hands. “And last time he was out and running around, he kidnapped my sister and almost killed you. You know, along with like half my town.”  
 
    Despite the seriousness of the situation, Nova chuckled. “Don’t worry, love. He isn’t going anywhere. And I promise you, I am not going to let him hurt you—or your town—in any way, shape, or form. Nemoy is negotiating peace with the Valley Clan as we speak. You are completely safe.” 
 
    Still, she didn’t look convinced. “It just doesn’t feel right trying to start a life together, start a family together, when danger follows us everywhere.” Amara sighed. “Nova, I haven’t really felt safe since I was twelve years old. When my dad was killed by wolves…and then Sadie with Kal last month. I just, I can’t lose you, too. I’m not sure I would survive it.”  
 
    Nova pressed a kiss into her hair, holding her tighter. If he could, he would take all her worries away. “You won’t lose me.”  
 
    “You don’t know that.” 
 
    This time, it was Nova who sighed. She was right, and he knew it, but her answer didn’t have to be the only answer. “Look, love, there are always going to be dangers. Always. That’s part of being a wolf. But that doesn’t mean that danger is all there is. We’re getting married. We’re starting a life together. I want to build a home with you. I want to start a family with you. Are you really telling me that you’re willing to give up a family, a future, because of fear? Because that isn’t the Amara Townsend I know. That isn’t the woman I love.” 
 
    For a moment or two, she was silent. “I’m scared,” she admitted. Her voice was barely more than a whisper.  
 
    Lifting her hand to his lips, he pressed a kiss to the tip of each finger. “I know,” he told her. “And honestly, I would think you were crazy if you weren’t. But we can get through this, Amara. We’re stronger together. We’ve proven that repeatedly, haven’t we? No matter what the Valley Clan tries, no matter what the Trials put us through, they won’t break us.” He placed a gentle kiss on the center of her palm, then gave her hand a squeeze. “I promise.” Though he could tell she didn’t quite agree with him, Amara nodded. “It’s just you and me, baby,” he told her with a wink of his eye. “Just you and me.” 
 
    Getting out of the truck, Nova went around to the passenger side and opened her door for her. There were clouds in her eyes, and he promised himself that before the night was over, he would make those clouds disappear. In fact, he was looking forward to it. He always was one who was up for a challenge. Offering his arm, he helped her climb down and held her hand as he walked her to the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Amara told him, and he could hear the nerves coating her voice. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Kal is…well, I know he’s locked up. I do. And I know he’s being watched around the clock.” 
 
    “Both Nate and Ian insisted on being in the rotation.” 
 
    Amara smiled. “Good. That’s good. And I know that should comfort me. In a way, I guess it does. But still, I can’t help but feel anxious. You weren’t there, Nova. You didn’t see the look in his eyes when he cut me. He didn’t just want to kill me, Nova. He wanted to torture me first. He wanted to make me suffer.” Frowning, she rubbed her fingers over the mound of scar tissue at her collar bone—a remnant of the first time Kal Vann had sunk his teeth into her. Literally. Amara’s voice shook when she spoke, and her eyes were haunted. “I can still feel the steel of the blade biting into my skin.” 
 
    Nova resisted the urge to let go of her hand. Fury ripped through him, stirring his inner wolf, and his hatred for Kal burned like an inferno in his soul. He and Kal had never gotten along. Even as kids, they had been enemies, though Nova had never truly understood why. He had always assumed Kal’s dislike for him and his brother, Nemoy, had stemmed from jealousy or some other useless emotion. Nova and Nemoy were the sons of the Mountain Clan’s Alpha, destined to inherit the throne and become the next Alpha and Beta of the Pack—if they could prove themselves worthy. They were legacies. The Lowery line had been in existence for generations, and each generation, one of them ascended those steps to the throne, and participated in the ancient ritual that would grant them leadership and a direct line to the spirit of the First Wolf. From the moment they were born, every wolf clan in the area knew who they were.  
 
    Nobody knew Kal Vann.  
 
    When Nova had first met him, Kal had merely been the son of one of the Valley Clan’s guards. Callahan Vann hadn’t even fought his way up to his pack’s Beta yet. No one ever believed he would have the balls to make it all the way to Alpha. And yet, somehow, he had. But Kal had never forgotten that feeling of inferiority he had when he was around Nova and Nemoy. Nor, it appeared, had he forgiven them for it. Whenever they were forced to spend time in each other’s company at Clan summits, Kal would seek them out to prove his dominance. And every year when he and Nova would fight, Kal would lose. Although, Nova had to admit, each time, Kal got just that much more lethal. And he hated Nova just that much more. Over the years, Nova had gotten used to the animosity.  
 
    But this thing with Amara was different. It was like he was obsessed.  
 
    Before she was attacked, Amara was just another human. She didn’t stand out to Nova or Kal, as far as he knew. Not as much as she did now, at least. Nova could admit (even if it was only to himself) that he had been watching her for weeks before he finally made himself known. There had just been something about her that called to him. Something about the way her dark hair flowed around her shoulders in shiny waves, or the way her gray eyes seemed to look right through him even though he had been certain she had never even known he was there. And the wicked look that filled her face when she laughed, or when she smiled that wild smile of hers, had drawn him to her like a moth to a flame.  
 
    And apparently, he hadn’t been the only one.  
 
    Before Kal had set his sights on her, Amara Townsend had only been a pipedream for Nova. He hadn’t even considered breaking Pack Law for a human. Even that human. She was forbidden, and therefore, untouchable. He hadn’t even known her name, for crying out loud. But all of that had changed when Kal and his friends attacked.  
 
    Nova remembered it like it was yesterday. He and Nemoy had been on patrol that night. Nova had heard the enemy before his brother had. He had already been running when the wolves attacked the three girls. He had seen Amara get separated from her friends as she had run for her life. And he knew—beyond reason or explanation—that Kal would go after her. It was like a rule of the Universe or something. Because she appealed to Nova, she would call to Kal’s senses as well. It was almost as if the two of them were connected. Maybe even the three of them.  
 
    He had been terrified he wouldn’t reach her in time. Just as he had been terrified when Kal attacked her again ten years later. But after he had defeated Kal and sent him loping off with his tail between his legs, Nova had stood over Amara’s still body, and he had never been more mesmerized. In that moment, he knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that he would do whatever it took to keep her safe.  
 
    Just as Kal knew he would do whatever it took to destroy her.  
 
    It wasn’t something he could explain, Nova knew. Kal was connected to Amara just as much as he was, even if he hated to admit it. But while it had awakened something protective in Nova, it was like it had broken something in Vann. He became obsessed with hurting her in any way he could, almost as if he were punishing her for getting away that night. As if he were punishing Nova through her for being the one who had rescued her in the first place. And, once the treaty between their clans had broken for good, Kal had resumed his mission with a vengeance.  
 
    In truth, he couldn’t blame Amara for being scared. Hell, he was terrified himself—not that she needed to know that. But, just as he had sworn he would when he was seventeen years old, Nova knew he would do anything in his power to protect her. Even if that meant that one day, he would kill Kal Vann.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
    Nova squeezed Amara’s hand again before taking her keys from her and sliding it into the handle. He turned the key until he heard the satisfying click of a lock being opened, before holding the door for her as she went inside.  
 
    A wide, pleased grin split his face as he stared at the scene before them.  
 
    Rose petals were scattered across the floor, covering the living room with a sheet of red and pink. The trail they made wove around the room and down the hall, creating an intricate design in the shape of an ornate heart that found its destination in the bedroom. Vases full of lilies and orchids and every shade of rose one could think of filled every table in the room. Candles sat in clumps on the coffee table and the end table. They lined the mantle, giving the room a soft, amber glow. The sweet aroma from the petals and blooms permeated the air, leaving a romantic sheen in their wake.  
 
    “Wow, she really outdid herself,” Nova muttered, completely awestruck. “I said a few candles, some flowers, maybe a trail of petals. I never imagined this.” 
 
    Speechless, Amara gaped at him. Her gray eyes were wide with wonder. “You did this?” she asked. Her voice barely came out as more than a whisper.  
 
    Nova shrugged. “Well, Sadie helped. But yes, I did. Things have been so hard lately, and we haven’t really gotten a chance to just, you know, be you and me. I just wanted to give you at least one night where you could forget everything else going on in our world and really enjoy the fact that we’re engaged.” Smiling, he pulled her close to him and twined his arms around her waist. He nuzzled his nose against her skin, nipping lightly at that place where her delicate shoulder slid fluidly into the languid line of her neck. Just the scent of her had the capacity to be his undoing. “Amara,” he whispered, and was pleased when her only response was a thick, throaty moan. “We’re engaged. We are getting married.” He grazed his teeth lightly along her shoulder, running his hands up and down her arms. “You are going to be my wife.” 
 
    Nova let his fingers trail over her clothes like a feather touch in the breeze. She shuddered as he hovered above her chest, letting one finger travel south down the line of her breast, dipping beneath the lacy fabric of her bra to caress her nipple. Amara’s breath was cut short in a sharp inhale, and Nova felt himself go hard against the curve of her behind. Reaching up, she hooked her elbow around his neck, and let her head fall back against his shoulder, her eyes closed.  
 
    Nova took a moment to just stare. He had seen beautiful women in his life. Too many to count. He’d even been lucky enough to see a few of them naked. But never before had he experienced a woman who could take his breath away with a simple sigh the way Amara Townsend could without even trying. It was amazing and ridiculously frightening all at the same time.  
 
    He kissed her skin, licking the gentle curve of her jaw before making his way up to draw her earlobe into his mouth. She moaned when he sucked it in between his teeth and wound his fingers through her hair. He loved the way it got tangled around him, the same way she got tangled around him. It was as if he were being surrounded, as if everything that was Amara was enveloping him within her grasp, consuming him until there was nothing left to separate them. It was as if he were being burned alive by the mere feel of her, and he didn’t regret it one bit.  
 
    He let his hands roam up and down her body, cupping her breast with one, while the other explored the hidden mysteries beneath the stiff band of her jeans. He slid his right hand up her shirt, prying away the padded material of her bra until all that was left was velvety fresh. Amara sighed again, and Nova felt the length of him strain against his own pants as if he were yearning to be inside her.  
 
    With swift fingers, he undid the buttons of her pants and sank into the hot, wet abyss. Amara trembled in his grasp as he played over her, stroking that sweet spot that he knew would make her melt over and over again. And, just when it seemed she was about come, he plunged his fingers into her center, thrusting her over the edge without mercy. She cried out, and he silenced her with a kiss, feeling elated when she went limp against him.  
 
    He chuckled, turning her to face him. “I am nowhere near through with you yet.” Nova tipped her back and swept her up into his arms, cradling her against his chest. Amara’s hands explored the muscles of his back as he followed the trail of rose petals into the bedroom. Her lips took the same journey over him as her hands had, and everywhere she touched, Nova felt chills that had nothing to do with the cold.  
 
    More flowers and candles lit the bedroom, and the trail of rose petals led right up to the bed. Even the comforter was filled with them.  
 
    Nova tossed Amara down on the bed, none too gently, loving the way she laughed. He made quick work of both their clothes, leaving them in a heap on the floor. He only managed a second to hope he didn’t knock something over and burn the house down. But, seeing Amara laying naked before him in a bed of rose petals, he decided there were worse ways to die.  
 
    He gazed down at her, seeing her like this, right now, would be forever engrained into his memories. He sure was lucky. Spreading her legs, he climbed up between them on the bed and decided to slake his thirst. His tongue lapped at her in slow, torturous strokes at first, letting each shudder build upon itself until he knew they were both as hot as a volcano waiting to explode.               He ached to be inside her.  
 
    Amara’s fingernails clawed down his back, leaving bright red welts in his skin, but Nova didn’t care. He would obey those hands and that sexual demand without hesitation. She pulled him up on top of her, locking her arms around his shoulders. She pressed her lips to his and kissed him so intensely that any remaining thought he may have had was gone.  
 
    Nova throbbed against her, and cried out when her hand clamped around his cock and guided him into her slick, hot center. Then he began to move.  
 
    Never had he ever felt this undone by one woman. If it hadn’t already, the tenderness mixed with the possession in her eyes would have made his heart trip and fall right into the palm of her hand. Everything he had, everything he was, was hers. He would do anything she wanted. Give up anything to make her happy, to keep her safe. This was the woman he would defy his Pack for; defy his gods for. This was the woman who was all his hopes and dreams for a future personified.  
 
    Amara clung to him as he moved inside her, each thrust bringing them closer until their heartbeats combined to create a gentle rhythm that sounded more like a primal song in the candlelight glow. Nothing was ever going to come between them. Not war, not some secret admirer, and definitely not Kal Vann. In that moment, every doubt or misgiving Nova had ever had about his relationship with her vanished. He may not be the best person for her; he knew that. His world was a dangerous one, and even though he promised he would, he may not always be able to keep her safe. No matter how hard he tried. But for some reason, this fantastic woman wanted him. And he was never going to let her go.  
 
    Linking his fingers with hers, Nova stared down into her eyes as he let himself go, and the two of them erupted together.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    The sweet aroma of bacon and eggs aroused Nova from sleep the next morning. He woke with a smile. He loved it when Amara made breakfast for him. She didn’t do it often—to be honest, she didn’t cook very often—but he adored her for thinking of him and taking the time to do something nice for him. After a brief shower, he dressed quickly and followed the scent down the hall to the kitchen.  
 
    Amara stood at the stove turning the bacon, a bowl of fried potatoes and sausage already beside her. She smiled at him when he walked in and turned her attention to the eggs. “Hey, handsome. How’d you sleep?”  
 
    Walking up behind her, he wrapped his arms around her waist and pressed a kiss to her temple. A low purr emitted from her throat, and he had to admit, he found it incredibly sexy. “Good morning, gorgeous,” he whispered in her ear. “Is all of this for me?” 
 
    “Nope,” she said, a grin splitting her lips. “It’s for my other boyfriend. You really should go. He’ll be here any minute.” She turned her head and caught his lower lip between her teeth. “And I should tell you, he is really built.” 
 
    Nova felt himself go hard against her backside. He chuckled. “Is that so? Well, I don’t know if you’ve seen me, but I think I can take him.” 
 
    She gave him an appraising look with a twinkle of mischief and amusement in her eyes. “Eh.” 
 
    He raised a brow. “Eh?” Laughing, he began to tickle her, causing her to shriek with laughter. “Eh? Seriously? You can look at all of this,” he ran a hand up and down to display his torso, “and all you have to say is ‘eh?’”  
 
    Giggling, she shoved at him. “Okay, okay!” She laughed. “Get off of me, you psycho! You’re going to make me burn the eggs.” Kissing him square on the mouth, she pushed at his chest, and he reluctantly stepped back. Amara lifted the pan and dumped the eggs into yet another bowl. “And yes, all I have to say is ‘eh.’” She winked at him. “Just kidding. Ooh. The bacon’s done.” 
 
     Nova licked his lips. His stomach grumbled and he glanced at his watch. “You know what, baby, that looks amazing, but I really do have to go. I was supposed to meet the guys for patrol, like ten minutes ago.”  
 
    Smiling brightly, Amara turned to him and held out a perfectly wrapped breakfast burrito. “I know. That’s why I made yours to go.”  
 
    A goofy grin turned Nova’s lips up at the corners. It was just food, but God, did he love that woman. Leaning in, he planted a kiss on her cheek. “Good Lord. You are an amazing woman.” He bit into the burrito and an explosion of tastes went off in his mouth. Closing his eyes, he moaned. “Mmm. Marry me?” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she kissed him hard, pulling him into her. “I thought I already was.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s right.” He nuzzled her neck. “How could I forget?” 
 
    Something crashed outside the door, and it sounded as if broken glass scattered on the ground. Nova and Amara broke apart. “What was that?” she asked. 
 
    “I have no idea.” All the fun was gone from his voice and Nova was suddenly on high alert. His senses heightened, and he strained to listen for any sign of the cause. It was faint, but he could just hear footsteps running away. 
 
    “Can you hear anything?” Amara whispered. When she gripped a butcher knife and her expression became stern, he felt a strange sort of pride. Amara Townsend may have been a human, but she had the heart of a wolf. His woman was all warrior.  
 
    “Footsteps. Stay here.”  
 
    “Yeah, right,” he heard her mumble behind him as he headed to the door. Gripping the knob, he eased it open and peered out across the porch. The echo of footsteps was fading, but he didn’t see anybody.  
 
    “Nova.” Amara crouched down outside the door and picked up a long, rectangular, pink box from the porch mat. With careful fingers, she lifted the lid. Nova just caught a glimpse of blood red blooms when Amara jumped back with a gasp. Stifling a scream, she clasped a hand to her mouth.  
 
    Instantly, Nova was at her side. “What is it?” he asked. All she did was point. Glancing down, Nova’s eyes followed the direction of her fingers to the box of roses. And the dozens of bugs crawling over the blooms. “Holy shit.” Reaching down, Nova covered the box back up and stepped back. “You need to take this down to the station and talk to Mac. This guy isn’t just leaving you flowers anymore, Amara. This was a threat. You need to make a report and get somebody on this.” 
 
    Amara scowled down at the box of rotting roses. She shook her head. “Yeah, I think you’re right. Mac needs to hear about this.” Crossing her arms over her chest, her eyes searched the yard and the street beyond. “Are you sure he’s gone?” 
 
    Nova focused for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah. I’m positive. He’s gone.” Glancing down at his watch again, he cursed under his breath. He was surprised his phone wasn’t going off in his pocket. “Damn it, I really have to go. Do you need a ride to the station?” 
 
    “No. But Nova, this doesn’t make any sense. These flowers are creepy and disgusting, sure, but they don’t make noise. Something broke out here. So, what caused the crash?” 
 
    A line creased between Nova’s brows. What had caused the crash? Walking down the sidewalk, Nova surveyed the street for any sign of glass and found a trail leading to his truck. “Shit.” 
 
    “Did you find it?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” he replied. “I found it all right.” He stared at his truck. The driver’s side window was busted through, and a rock-sized hole was leering back at him, mocking him with its jagged edges. Reaching across the windshield, Nova plucked the scrap of white paper from where it was secured beneath the wiper blade. It was just a small piece, really, folded in half and creased only once. Hastily, he flipped it open. Inside, the bold, black letters screamed at him. He could feel the writer’s rage in the way the words left an indent on the back of the page. STAY AWAY FROM HER. SHE’S MINE. 
 
    “What is that?” Amara asked, coming up to stand beside him. She was too short to look over his shoulder, so she settled for peering over his arm. Silently, Nova handed her the note. He waited while she read it. Amara’s eyes widened. “What the hell? Seriously? This guy is leaving you threats now?” 
 
    “That’s not all he’s doing,” Nova replied darkly. “He’s escalating.” He nodded his head to indicate the window and her eyes followed his movements.  
 
    “Holy shit.” 
 
    He didn’t disagree. For so long, Nova had considered Kal and the Valley Clan—sometimes even his own pack—to be the threat to Amara. He figured that with her history of attacks, with her being the granddaughter of one of the most respected elders of the last few decades in Strathford, that if any harm or danger was going to befall her, it would most likely be at the hands of a Shifter. And would probably even be his fault.  
 
    He had never dreamed he would need to protect her from another human. 
 
    But that had been his first mistake, hadn’t it? He had underestimated his enemy. Even after Amara had begun receiving the roses, he had just assumed it was some love-struck guy in town or from the bar. And really, could he blame them? Amara was beautiful, smart, funny. She kicked ass with a gun and had demonstrated on more than one occasion that she could hold her own in a fight—it didn’t matter if it was against a human or a wolf; she could handle herself. Hell, even Nova had been infatuated and damn-near obsessed with the woman since he had saved her and her friends from Kal and the other Valley wolves ten years before. Was it really so strange that a human male had noticed how amazing and wonderful she was as well? 
 
    So, Nova had written it off as a harmless crush, as a secret admirer. Now he was beginning to believe it was something much more than that. And much more lethal.  
 
    “Take that to Mac today when you file a report,” Nova told her. “The roses, too.” His expression was grim. He hated that she was going through this, but he knew she could take care of herself. Still, he wanted to make sure Mac had all the evidence he might need to help him catch this guy and put a stop to all of this. And Nova wanted to make sure that he himself did all he could to protect her on his end as well. Even if that meant taking her back to the compound with him again and keeping her there.  
 
    Boy, would she hate that. 
 
    “From now on, you’re going to be under twenty-four-hour guard,” he told her.  
 
    Amara made a face, a deep crevice creasing her brow. “Nova, you can’t be serious. There has to be a better way to use your resources.” 
 
    “I am serious. And this is exactly how we use our resources, Amara. We’re getting married, and that makes you part of the Pack. We protect our own. For you to say that you don’t want or need our protection is to dismiss the very people who have accepted you as family; the people who would die to protect you the same way they would die for any other member of the pack. You’re one of us. And as such, there will be at least one guard stationed around you at all times.” Scrubbing a hand over his face, Nova sighed. “Look, I know you don’t like this.” Amara made a rude noise, which only served to confirm his assumption. “But I need you to be safe. And the only way I know of to make sure of that is to protect you myself. 
 
    “Fortunately for you, I know better than to think you would want me around all hours of the day, even though you love me enough to put up with me for the rest of your life. And I know better than to give you a visible guard. So I won’t. You won’t even know they’re there. But I do expect you to shoot them a text or something to give them a heads up when you leave one location to go to another.” Placing a light hand against her cheek, he smiled when she leaned into his palm. Nova kissed her softly on the nose before giving her a knowing look. “Just promise me you won’t try to slip your guard, okay? Please?” 
 
    For the length of a few heartbeats, Amara was silent, considering. Then she huffed out a breath. “Fine,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “I won’t slip my guards. But they better damn well be invisible, Nova Lowery. And they need to stay that way. Deal?” 
 
    Laughing in spite of his worry, Nova grinned at her. Right before he crushed his mouth to hers. He would keep her safe. He had to. And he needed to make sure his guys stayed out of sight. If they didn’t he had no doubt it would be his ass on the line.  
 
    And one thing he knew for sure: Amara Townsend wasn’t afraid to play dirty.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
    Amara pushed through the door to the Strathford Police Station later that morning, carrying the roses and the note in one hand, and a large cup of coffee in the other. Both pieces of evidence were carefully sealed in plastic. It infuriated her beyond belief that she even had that kind of evidence to turn in—not to mention a case to report. No, infuriated was too mild a term. What she was, was pissed off.  
 
    This was her town, damn it. She had lived there her entire life. Her family had lived there for generations. It was where she wanted to raise her own family, to start a new life with the man that she loved. Strathford was her home. She had defended it against wolves from the Valley Clan and the Mountain Clan alike. She had fought for the life she deserved to live. She had fought to feel safe. And she wasn’t about to let anyone take that away from her.  
 
    Especially not some psycho leaving flowers and throwing rocks.  
 
    “Hey Amara,” the old receptionist, Madge, said, peering over her wire-rimmed glasses. “What have you got there?” 
 
    Amara frowned. “Evidence.” 
 
    Madge was a smart woman. She had been the receptionist and the dispatcher for the Strathford Police Department for the last thirty years, and she knew more secrets about that town than every other woman at the beauty parlor combined. In all the years that her father had been with the department, Amara had never known Madge to be involved in a single scandal, though she was more than happy to observe and comment on every single scandal that had passed across her desk. So she knew when something big was brewing. And she knew when to keep her mouth shut about it.  
 
    True to form, Madge pressed her lips together into a thin line. “Mmm hmm. Mac’s in his office.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Careful not to knock anything off the file cabinets lining the hall, Amara made her way through the small station to the back where the Sheriff was. His small corner office was bordered by two inside walls made completely of glass. Mac sat at his desk, pouring over papers and rubbing his fingers over his temples. He looked stressed. More so than usual.  
 
    Mac McDougal had been the Strathford Sheriff since Amara was twelve years old, after her own father had been hunted down and murdered by wolves. He was a good man that she had known since she was old enough to walk. He’d been her father’s best friend for as long as she could remember, and when he’d died, Mac had taken his place as the town’s sheriff and Chief of Police. Since then, he’d been like a father to her, or a favorite uncle. And still, she had no idea how she was going to tell him about all of this.  
 
    Mac looked up when Amara opened the glass door to his office. “Whatcha got there?” he inquired with a quizzical brow. He waited patiently, a stack of papers in his hand, while she decided how best to explain what had been happening.  
 
    Finally, she decided to just start from the beginning. Amara set the box on top of a pile of files on Mac’s desk. She took a deep breath. And then she told him everything. “It began a few weeks ago,” she said quietly. “Just flowers at first. Bouquets. Three of them in all. I thought it was weird, but still kind of sweet, I guess. I’ve never had a secret admirer before,” she admitted with a shrug. “But then, a few days ago, I started to receive phone calls.” 
 
    “Phone calls?” Mac repeated. “What kind of phone calls? Did he say anything? How many times did he call?” 
 
    Amara shook her head. “Just once, that I know of. And no, he didn’t say a thing. Not one word. Just a lot of heavy breathing before the line went dead. And still, I’ll admit, I didn’t think much of it. Phone calls are nothing, really, when you think about it. It could have been anybody. It could have been kids pulling a prank on the new cop in town for all I knew.  
 
    “Then this showed up this morning.” As carefully as she could, she pried the heavy, black plastic bag off the floral box. Then she made a face as she lifted the lid.  
 
    “Whoa,” Mac exclaimed, taking a step back and covering his nose. Amara nodded in agreement. Holding her breath, she stared down at the decaying blooms. They were all still crawling with bugs. The overwhelming stench of rot and stink filled the small office before Amara hastily replaced the lid.  
 
    Mac shook his head in disgust and disbelief. “He left this on your porch this morning?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did anything come with it?” Mac was in full-on cop mode now, an Amara found the interrogation tactics to be both comforting and disconcerting. This was not how she thought she would begin her career as a Strathford Police Officer.  
 
    “Not for me, no,” she replied. “But Nova got a rock through his driver’s side window of his truck and a threatening note left on the windshield.” 
 
    “I see.” Mac tapped his chin with his finger, thinking. “Did you see anything? Anybody peering in the window, maybe? Anybody running off or just casually walking down the street?” 
 
    “No,” she said, disheartened, “nothing. But we were in the kitchen eating breakfast when we heard the crash. He must have taken off before we had a chance to get outside.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Frowning, Mac pointed at the small zip lock bag Amara still held. “Is that it?” he asked. She nodded. “Can I see it?” Without a word, she handed it to him. Immediately, he went to the door and called out for Alec. Within seconds, the young deputy came running.  
 
    Alec Matthews was a sweet guy with bright brown eyes and a shy smile. His tall, lanky frame should have looked awkward in his brown police uniform, yet somehow, it was actually the opposite. It suited him, Amara decided. Like he was made to be part of the Strathford Police Force. Come to think of it, if she recalled correctly, Alec and Sadie graduated high school the same year. And he was cute. Maybe it was time for her to remind her little sister that Alec still existed. It would help keep her from thinking about Kal, at least. It was worth a try.  
 
    “Take this to processing,” Mac told the deputy. “See if you can get any prints off of it. You can exclude any prints matching either Amara Townsend or Nova Lowery. They are the victims in this case.” 
 
    Alec’s eyes widened in surprise. For a moment or two, he just stood there, dumbfounded.  
 
    “Today, Matthews,” Mac barked, to which the deputy responded by instantly straightening. He then muttered a hasty “Yes, Sir,” and fled. 
 
    Amara snickered under her breath. “Man, McDougal. Who knew you could be such a hardass? For Christ’s sake, Mac, he’s just a kid.” 
 
    Mac chuckled. His answering smile matched the grin splitting across her face. “Ah, he’ll be alright. A little fire under his ass won’t hurt him. It’ll make him tough. He needs that. Besides, I want answers on this as quickly as possible. You and your family…well, let’s just say that you’ve been through enough. I don’t want to be responsible for yet another tragedy befalling any one of you. So we do things my way. And hopefully, we’ll get things done.” 
 
    An awkward silence fell between them and Amara resisted the urge to hug him. It would only serve to embarrass him, she knew. The truth was, it might have embarrassed her, too. So, it was probably best to just leave well enough alone. 
 
    “So,” Mac said, clearing his throat and breaking the silence. “Let’s get this report filed, shall we?” Picking up yet another stack of papers, he handed them to her before he fished a pen from his pocket. He offered it to her as well. “Any ideas of who we might be looking for?” 
 
    “You mean, like a suspect? Do I have any ideas about who should be a suspect?” Suddenly, she felt ill. It was like it had finally hit her that this whole ideal was truly real. It was really happening. She was being stalked. And not just by somebody with a crush on her, who was maybe too shy to actually talk to her. No, she was being stalked and harassed by somebody who was dangerous. Somebody who was already escalating to violence. And that realization chilled her, racking her right down to her core. “No, I don’t have any suspects. I mean, really, if I did, I would have to include basically the whole town, wouldn’t I? I work nights at Murphy’s, Mac. I talk to the entire drinking population of Strathford on a regular basis. Flirting gets me more tips, sure, so I’m friendly, but I’m also the one who cuts off the angry drunks, separates the ‘couples’ that are too drunk to do anything legal, and has Sam kick out the ones who don’t listen. I make plenty of enemies every night, but once they sober up, we’re all fine again.” 
 
    Considering, she furrowed her brow. “But I guess it could be any one of them, couldn’t it?” 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Mac said, and Amara was overwhelmed by a wave of relief. Who knew two little words could calm her down so much? It was ridiculously comforting to hear that she didn’t have to suspect every single person she knew.  
 
    “The guy we’re looking for isn’t timid,” Mac continued. “He’s smart and he’s calculating, but he’s rash too. The flowers were intentional, direct. They were meant to say something to you, regardless of whether or not you understood their meaning. But the rock through Nova’s window? That, to me, screams impulsive. He wasn’t planning to break the window. Otherwise, he would have made sure he was far enough away that there wasn’t even a chance you would see him. He would have wanted to know where you were and to do it at a moment when the sound, the destruction, the interruption, would make the biggest impact. Instead, he wrote the note, planted it, and hurled a rock at the truck before running in the other direction. 
 
    “This guy is escalating. Something set him off. You said Nova was there with you. Were you two, um, doing anything?” Mac cleared his throat, probably in hopes of off-setting how uncomfortable this conversation was for both of them. It didn’t work.  
 
    Amara scratched at her temple. “Yeah, we were, uh, sort of starting to fool around a little. I mean, I was making breakfast and he was about to take off, but we were having fun.” 
 
    “Something that could have made our perp jealous had he been staring in the window?” 
 
    She gulped. Staring through the window. Of course. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
 
    “Were your curtains open?” 
 
    She thought back to that morning. Had the curtains been open? They had. She’d wanted to let the sunlight in and enjoy the morning. “Yes.” Her voice was hardly more than a whisper.  
 
    “I see. So we’ll assume he saw you. Did Nova see anyone? Hear anything?”
“Not that I’m aware of.” 
 
    “And he had never sent you rotten flowers before?” 
 
    “No. Never.” 
 
    “Did you first receive a bouquet before or after you got engaged?” 
 
    Amara’s heart began to race faster. “Before.”  
 
    “And after the engagement was announced?” 
 
    “I still got the flowers, and then the phone call.” 
 
    Mac nodded. Picking up a small notepad, he began jotting down his thoughts. “So he was triggered by the engagement, by your relationship with Nova. Jealously. Impulsive actions. Violence.” He glanced up at her. “Anyone in your personal life acting strange? Distant? Clingy?” 
 
    “No, no one.” 
 
    “Anyone you can think of who might want to cause you harm?” 
 
    Amara’s first thoughts went to Kal. He had been causing her harm for the last ten years; stalking would be a minor thing to him. But it wasn’t his style. Kal Vann liked to boast about his evil deeds. He was smart and cunning, but leaving her anonymous presents like those stereotypically left by a secret admirer and not even taking credit for it seemed so out of character, even for him. Besides, he was currently locked up at the compound and watched like a hawk both night and day. There was no way he could have managed to do any of this. And sending one of his lackeys to do it in his stead was too cowardly, even for him. No, if he was going to slowly terrorize her, he would do it in a way that hit closer to home. Hadn’t he already proved that by dating Sadie?  
 
    “No one that I can think of,” she told Mac.  
 
    “What about that guy who was dating your little sister? Kan or Kas or something?” Mac asked, indicating his thoughts went to Kal as well. “What ever happened to him?” 
 
    As nonchalantly as she could pull off, Amara shrugged. “No idea. They split up because he was a real jerk, and he left town. We haven’t seen or heard from him sense.” It was almost true.  
 
    “Hmm. Well, okay, we’ll keep thinking on it. Let’s get this report done so we can train you on the protocols for while you’re on patrol.” 
 
    “Oh, joy.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
    Six hours later, Amara pushed through the glass doors of the station and out onto the street. She felt more exhausted after one shift with Mac than she did after a week at the bar. Her brain felt like mush. While there was no formal academy for cops in Strathford, Mac McDougal played by the rules. He told her he would teach her everything he knew about being a police officer, but she was going to have to learn the laws and how to enforce them. She wasn’t worried about the endurance test at all, but all that memorization? If she had known becoming a cop was going to be so much work, she never would have agreed to it.  
 
    No, she conceded with a goofy grin, that wasn’t true. She knew she would have wanted to follow in her father’s footsteps. It was in her blood. Just as serving on the Town Council as an Elder was in her blood. Taking her grandfather’s place on the Council, following in her father’s footsteps on the force, those were not legacies she could turn away from. Still, her head hurt. Who knew learning about all those laws could give her such a headache? 
 
    Reaching into her pocket, Amara retrieved her keys and started forward. 
 
    Where she was promptly knocked backwards by a solid body. 
 
    Startled, Amara glanced up. “Mitch?” she exclaimed, holding up one hand to block the sun. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Grinning, Mitch held up a large, brown paper sack. It was clearly laden down with a multitude of various containers. “I’m bringing Mac and the rest of them their dinner order. You do realize what time it is, don’t you?” 
 
    Exasperated, she looked down at her watch. Was it really 6:30 already? Her stomach growled in answer.  
 
    Mitch chuckled. “See? I knew you would be hungry. To be honest, I’m surprised you’re not in there with them. Are you going somewhere?” 
 
    Amara nodded. “I have to meet Nova to go over wedding stuff.” Or complete the second Trial. Whatever. It was close enough.  
 
    “Oh.” Disappointment coated Mitch’s voice. “I was hoping we could catch up a bit. Now that you’re only working part-time at the bar, I feel like I never see you.” 
 
    Sympathy washed over her. Mitchell was her best friend. Less than six months ago, they did everything together. Somehow, their respective relationships changed everything. And he was right. Since she’d begun dating Nova she hadn’t made much time for him. Of course, it worked both ways and he was always with Zoe, but she did miss their time together.  
 
    “I know,” she agreed, “but maybe we could get together for Chinese food and a movie or something sometime soon?” 
 
    The difference in Mitch’s expression was instant. He brightened, and his entire face lit up. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Sure. Say, Sunday? Seven o’clock?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” The smile on his face made her feel guilty. How could she have let their friendship go neglected for so long? Just making plans put that goofy smile on his face, and yet to her, it was just to appease him. When had her life stopped including Mitch? And why was she okay with it? 
 
    Since she got involved with the top-secret wolf pack that protected the town, that’s when. Since she stopped being able to tell him everything—or anything, really—about her life. And since she had bonded with Nova over their shared experiences and wasn’t able to include Mitch in any way.  
 
    Wow. She was a horrible friend. So she would make it up to him, she decided. She would make sure they didn’t lose a friendship that had been so important to both of them for years. She would make it right. 
 
    “Well, good luck with the wedding stuff.” Mitch smirked. “I can’t say I envy Nova for that.” 
 
    Amara laughed, pleased this was something they could talk about. “Yeah, I suppose not. I keep telling him we should just run off to Las Vegas and elope to avoid all of the hassle, but he insists on going through with it, the jerk.” She wrinkled her nose. “Something about how our families would kill us if we didn’t have an actual wedding, blah, blah, blah.” 
 
    “Your mom would be pretty upset,” he agreed.  
 
    “Please,” Amara scoffed. “It’s Sadie I’m worried about. She and Nova’s sister-in-law, Ivanah, are pretty much handling the whole thing. If we eloped, they would have us buried six feet under before we even get around to the honeymoon.” 
 
    Mitch frowned. “You’re not serious.” 
 
    Amara laughed, raising a brow. “Well no, of course I’m not serious,” she said. “But you know Sadie. She can get pretty intense when it comes to planning parties.” 
 
    “That is true,” he admitted with a chuckle, and she was pleased to see he’d relaxed. “I’ll let you get to it. Tell Nova I said ‘hi.’” He said it like a joke, but she could see it wasn’t sincere. She wondered if he and Nova were ever going to become friends or if she’d have to walk the line between the two of them for the rest of her life. She sure hoped not.  
 
    Leaning in, she brushed a kiss against his cheek and gave him a half hug. “I’ll see you tomorrow, okay? I’ll be in at six.” She spoke while walking backwards to her car, still shading her eyes from the sun. “And hey, pick out that movie for Sunday. None of that stupid horror movie crap that you love so much.” 
 
    “Some of those were good,” Mitch shot back with a grin. “Just not the last one. Or the one before that. Or…” 
 
    “The one before that,” Amara said. “Yeah, I remember. You know what? On second thought, maybe I should pick the movie? I’m not sure I trust your judgment anymore.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Go meet your boy toy, Amara. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
     
 
    The drive to the compound didn’t take too long. It was only twenty minutes out of town, if that. And the drive was becoming more familiar each time she made it. Only this time, she wasn’t looking forward to what was coming once she got there. She knew that the second she went under, she would be back in that dank underground room, handcuffed to a chair. At Kal Vann’s mercy. She wasn’t eager to go back there, for any reason. But she knew she had to.  
 
    Amara waved to the guys at the gate when she drove through into the compound, then she made her way down the narrow road until it became gravel and she knew she had reached the community. Most of the pack lived in small, quaint cottages in the same area of the compound. Each of them had cute little porches with hanging baskets and overflowing flower beds.  
 
    She always loved the feel of the neighborhood. No one had fenced yards and the woods were the only backyards to speak of, but they were wolves. The wild was what came natural to them. But even though it was a community of ancient people that could turn into wolves, there was nothing threatening about them. In fact, watching the children run around the yards riding tricycles, bikes, or throwing a ball, she wondered if they would be dangerous towards humans if the rival packs weren’t involved.  
 
    Parking in front of Nova’s house, she got out of her jeep and walked up to his door, calling out greetings to members of the Pack who raised their hands to wave. His door was locked. Amara went to pull out her key, when she saw the note tacked to the door.  
 
    “Hello Gorgeous,” Nova’s note said, “I had some things to arrange for patrol this evening, so I will meet you there. Love you, baby.”  
 
    A slow, warm smile crept across her lips and she felt the familiar beat of her heart racing at the thought of Nova’s touch. God, she loved that man.  
 
    Well, she thought, she might as well walk and enjoy the evening. It didn’t take her long to reach the Council Chambers.  
 
    Nova was waiting outside the door when she arrived. His face lit up when he saw her and he wrapped her in a tight hug. “Hey there, beautiful. How’d things go today?” 
 
    “They went,” she murmured, her face buried against his chest. “Mac’s on it. He seemed pretty worried, though he tried not to show it. He’s a good guy, and I know he’s looking out for me, but it was still unnerving.” For just a moment, her breath caught in her throat. She glanced up at Nova. “Nova, should I be scared of this guy?” 
 
    She thought she would be comforted by his answer, but she could see the stress and just the hint of fear in his eyes. That was worse than if he had just come out and said yes.  
 
    “I don’t know, Mara. He could be harmless.” 
 
    “But you don’t think so.”  
 
    Nova shook his eyes, his face washed with sympathy. “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    That was not what she wanted to hear. In fact, there was probably no good answer to that question. She was being stalked. The guy had put a rock through Nova’s window. Of course she should have been scared. And she was. But that was a problem for another day.  
 
    “So, should we do this?” she asked, stepping back and taking a deep breath.  
 
    Nova nodded. “Can’t say I’m looking forward to it.” 
 
    “Oh thank God,” she said. “Me either. I mean, I know we’re required to complete the Trials for the Pack so we can get married, and I know they aren’t supposed to be easy, but I really hated going through that. I didn’t know where you were. I didn’t know if we would make it, and I absolutely hated to go through all of that with Kal being in charge.” 
 
    Nova pressed a kiss into her hair. “I know. But it isn’t real. It’s all part of the spirit quest. And as much as I wish there were, unfortunately, there’s no way around it. The only way is through.” 
 
    They kissed softly before joining hands. Nova held the door open for her and the two of them went inside. The entire Council was waiting for them once again. She could already smell the aroma coming off the spirit potion.  
 
    She and Nova took their seats on the pillows. Without ceremony or introduction, the Shaman handed them both a cup. Amara hesitantly put it to her lips. Then, steeling herself, she downed it all in one swallow.  
 
    Immediately, the potion began to take effect. Drowsy, Amara leaned back against the pillows and closed her eyes. Already, she was beginning to feel heavy. Her whole body tingled, almost as if she wasn’t connected to it anymore. Giving in, she surrendered to the feeling and let the Spirit Quest take her under.  
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 Chapter 11 
 
    Nova stood in the doorway, his chest heaving hard. Amara, handcuffed to the metal chair, gaped at him. She was sweating and covered in blood, her face pale from the pain. And yet, it was Kal Vann who captured his attention. Kal stood next to Amara, a knife in hand, a cocky sneer etched across his face. “Well, well, well,” Kal said, “look what we have here. Come to save the princess, Lowery? Does the whole damsel in distress scenario turn you on?” 
 
    Nova smirked. “Well look at that,” he said, forcing his voice to remain steady. “‘Scenario’ that’s a big word for a man like you. Let her go, Kal. Then you and I can fight this out like men. Or are you too afraid to face me on your own without a bunch of your goons around?” 
 
    Kal’s eyes narrowed in a glare. Amara looked a question at him, but Nova gave his head a tiny shake and stayed quiet. 
 
    “Nice try, Lowery,” Kal crooned. His voice shook with rage. “But the girl is mine. If you remember right, I had her first. You remember that night, right? Ten years ago, in Strathford? I had her right where I wanted her. On the ground, on her back.” He spat the last word for impact. “My teeth ripping into her throat.” Kal licked his lips. “I can still feel her blood spilling down my chin. Mmm, mmm, mmm. Salty and sweet on my tongue. But you, Lowery, you just couldn’t let me have her. You just had to be a hero. To please daddy. Well, who’s pleasing daddy now?” 
 
    Despite the fear spilling down his trembling spine, Nova laughed. It came out more manic than he intended, but he figured that only worked to his advantage. “Is that what all of this is about? You keep trying to please the father that can’t stand you? To prove your worth to a man who couldn’t care less about your existence? You’re just a pawn to him, Kal. You know it, I know it. Hell, all the Clans around know it. You’re a joke. You’re daddy’s little liability. You’re unstable, impulsive. You screw up more than you succeed, and to top it all off, you can’t even kill one little human girl. How long has it been since you first tried? Ten years, you said? Man, that’s got to piss you off, not being able to show Daddy that you can finish the job you started more than a decade ago. I mean, sure, I know what it’s like to be second-best in my father’s eyes, but to be nothing at all except a disappointment? Damn, that’s got to eat at you.” 
 
    A vein at Kal’s temple pulsed, but Nova didn’t care. He needed Kal to come at him, to forget about Amara. He needed to get the key from Kal and get her out of those cuffs, which meant he needed to get close to Kal to do it.  
 
    Only Vann didn’t seem too inclined to play along. Instead, he leered at Nova, malice in his sneer, and ran the pad of his thumb up and down the blade. From his vantage point, Nova couldn’t tell if Kal was pressing hard enough to slice into his finger, but it sure was one hell of an intimidation tactic. Nova didn’t even want to consider what Kal wanted to do to Amara with that knife. From the looks of it, he had already gotten a taste of her pain, and Nova wasn’t about to let him get any more.  
 
    Kal caught the direction of his gaze and grinned. To spite him, Nova was sure, Kal put the blade back up against Amara’s body and slid it down her chest. A thin line of red blossomed against the light brown hue of her skin. She bit her lip hard enough to draw blood to avoid screaming. Kal’s eyes didn’t leave Nova’s the entire time. 
 
    Nova saw red. Without another thought, he rushed forward, charging at Kal. Then, something sharp dug into his back, almost as if he had been shot with a knife, and his body spasmed uncontrollably. Electricity pulsed through his veins, shaking him to his core. His blood rushed in his ears, his heart racing from the Taser, until there was nothing left for him to do but go under.  
 
      
 
    Amara screamed. Nova lay face down on the cement floor. His body trembled, and from the looks of things, he was unconscious. Every twenty seconds or so, he would jerk, his arms flailing at his sides, as another blast of electricity shot through him. The man holding the Taser watched the display with an uncaring, callous expression.  
 
    Beside her, Kal laughed wickedly, as he called for a couple of his lackeys. Two big, burly men came at his call. They stood in the doorway, waiting for instruction. Kal waved a careless hand. “Take him back to his cell,” he commanded. The two men each grabbed an arm and hoisted Nova to his feet. His legs were still twitching. Turning, they carried Nova into the hall and out of sight.  
 
    Kal turned back to Amara. “Don’t worry,” he told her. “Your boy toy will be safe. Nobody gets to him except me.” He held up an electronic key that no doubt went to some kind of sophisticated computer system. “Which means nobody can get him out either, Princess.” Still laughing at his cleverness, he shoved it back in his pocket.  
 
     It took everything she had not to spit in his face. But that wasn’t what was going to help Nova. She needed to get to that key. She’d learned something from their little exchange. Kal had a weakness. He needed admiration. He needed to be accepted, wanted, desired, revered. He wanted his father to see him as worthy. He wanted Nova to respect him as a worthy adversary, and he wanted Amara to desire him the way she desired Nova.  
 
    Staring at the place Nova had just been, Amara began to laugh. It was throaty and self-satisfied with just a hint of hysteria. 
Kal stopped and stared at her. “Shut up, bitch,” he spat, rolling his eyes. “Your precious Prince Charming isn’t here anymore.” 
 
    “I know,” Amara said, and her laugh turned into a seductive leer. “But I’m not sure I want him to be here anymore.” Kal’s eyes narrowed and she giggled. “Did you see how fast he went down? Beta of the Mountain Clan and he just collapsed. Doesn’t that sound weak to you?” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Kal asked, not bothering to hide his skepticism.  
 
    “My point, Kal, is that I’m looking for a real man, not just someone who can protect me when it’s convenient. I need someone strong, ruthless, and who is willing to do whatever it takes to meet all of my…needs.” Slowly, Amara ran her tongue over the length of her bottom lip. She dropped to voice to a husky whisper. “Do you know where I can find a man like that, Kal?” she asked, pleased to see his throat convulse in a nervous gulp.  
 
    “What exactly are you saying.” 
 
    She smiled. “Uncuff me and you’ll find out.” 
 
    For a moment or two, he just stared at her and Amara worried that he wasn’t taking her seriously. Then suddenly, his face relaxed, and he began to laugh and holstered the knife at his hip. “I knew you couldn’t be serious about that weak bastard. You want a real man, baby? I’ll give you a real man.” Fishing the key from his pocket, Kal knelt beside her and went to work on unlocking the metal wring around her wrist. He took her fingers into his mouth and kissed the tip of each one before unlocking the cuff on her other hand. His hand slid smoothly across her lap, just daring to venture up her thigh.  
 
    Amara massaged the red welts on her arms caused by the metal rubbing on her skin. She looked up at him from beneath her lashes. Kal took that as an invitation and pressed his lips to hers. His hand continued up her leg until it reached the place where her thighs conjoined. He dipped his thumb between her legs, caressing the center of her over her jeans. His other hand snaked up her shirt and cupped her breast. His breath mingled against her cheek, her lips, her jaw, and she fought against the rising nausea in her throat. She needed to get away, to get to Nova, and she would do whatever it took to succeed.  
 
    Kal’s teeth grazed her jaw, his fingers squeezing her nipple. His other hand pressed against her pants, moving up and down, the heat from the friction making him eager. Amara dropped her head back and let him touch her. She moaned for him, low and long, as if his touch was the only thing in the world she would ever desire. He kissed her again, his tongue exploring the inside of her mouth and she wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing herself against him. Nipping his lip, she heard him groan and let her own hand wander south. The last thing she wanted to do was touch any part of him, but she needed to be convincing if her plan was going to work.  
 
    “Stand up,” she whispered against his ear, trying to ignore the way he was groping her. “I want to be on top of you.” 
 
    Obliging, Kal stood, but he didn’t stop kissing her. Instead, he gripped her ass with both his hands and hoisted her up, securing her legs around his waist. Then he took her place on the chair.  
 
    Immediately, Amara began to grind against him, pressing their centers together with each roll of her hips. She could already feel him getting hard, and his stiff shaft bulged against his pants, aching to reach her. Kal’s hand pushed her shirt up over her bra. She raised her arms and let him slide it off over her head, crushing her mouth to his once more as soon as she was free. He rubbed his hands over her back, pulling her tight against him, before he unhooked her bra clasp with clever fingers and slid the straps down her arms before dropping the lacy lingerie to the floor. Her breasts spilled into his hands.  
 
    Amara fought not to be sick. 
 
    A greedy look played over Kal’s face and he eagerly took her in his mouth, suckling her nipples in turn. He was extremely thorough.  
 
    She forced herself to keep going, to move against him until his mind couldn’t think anymore, until he was too distracted to figure out her ultimate goal. Fisting his shirt in her hands, she ripped it off over his head and left a trail of kisses down his neck while her hands explored the chiseled muscles of his chest and stomach. With one hand, she ran a finger along the waistline of his jeans, dipping below the denim just to tease him. She began unbuttoning his pants with one hand while the other went to his hip. As slowly as she could, she took hold of the handle and slid the knife free of its leather casing.  
 
    Kal was too distracted with her body to notice.  
 
    Amara turned up the heat. Clasping a hand behind his neck, she guided his mouth to hers once again. His arms wrapped around her, holding her to him. “I’ve waited so long for this,” he rasped against her lips.  
 
    Mid-kiss, Amara smiled. “I know,” she replied. “And I am so glad you’re finally going to get what you deserve.” Something in the hardness of her voice must have tipped him off, but there was no time for him to react. As hard as she could, Amara slammed the handle of the knife against his temple, knocking him out cold.  
 
    She scrambled off of him, breathing hard, and the knife clattered to the floor. Immediately, she crossed her arms over her chest to conceal herself. She felt dirty, violated, and as if she had betrayed Nova even though she knew she had done it for him. Hastily, she gathered her clothes and tugged them back on, knowing full well that she would burn them the second she got home.  
 
    Once she was dressed, she knelt down next to him and locked the cuffs around his wrists. She should kill him. He had tried to kill her, Nova, even Sadie. She should kill him. But slitting his throat while he was chained to a chair felt like something he would do and she would be damned if she ever sunk to his level. Instead, she shifted him enough that she could get into his pockets and found the key to Nova’s cell.  
 
    Standing, she glared at the man who had caused her so much pain. She should feel sorry for him, she knew. If he had been anyone else, she would have. Unloved by a horrible man, he had only wanted to please his father. Instead, he had never been able to live up to the man’s expectations. The failure had warped him into something cruel and unyielding, but deep down, he was still that little boy desperate to be loved. If he had been any other man, she would have felt sorry for him.  
 
    But he wasn’t. He was this man. And even though she couldn’t do it herself in cold blood, she wanted him dead. One day, she knew, he would be. And she would dance on his grave.  
 
    “Rot in Hell, you bastard,” she growled. Then she dashed across the room and opened the door.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
    Amara sat up quickly in the Council Chamber and was once again surrounded by perfumed smoke. On the bed of pillows across from her, Nova was just stirring. She glanced around. Grim faces met her at every turn. Nemoy looked heartbroken, yet understanding, but it was Neveah that she found the most comfort in. Something in her eyes spoke of an understanding no man would ever be able to ascertain.  
 
    As a woman, she had certain weapons to use against a man, and at times, they were necessary. Yet, using her body was a double-edged blade. It was effective, yes, but it cut her just as deeply, if not deeper, and she had a feeling that wound never fully went away. From the looks she was getting from Neveah and the other female elders in the room, it was a wound they had all experienced in one way or another.  
 
    “The second Trial is complete,” Nemoy said quietly. He didn’t seem to want to look her in the eyes. He looked to Nova instead. “Your fiancé fought valiantly for you, brother,” he told him.  
 
    “She was very brave,” his mother agreed, and for the first time, there was respect mixed in with the rest of the emotions in her eyes. Amara should have found that comforting, but instead she was having trouble breathing.  
 
    Worried, Nova took her hand and she fought not pull away. “Are you all right?” he asked, a frown creasing his brow.  
 
    Amara nodded a little too quickly. “I’m fine. I just…I need some air. I think I’ll go for a walk.” Unfolding herself from the pillows, she got to her feet and hurried out into the night. Darkness had fallen completely now and she took in three large gulps of the cool night air. But it wasn’t enough. Dashing around the corner, Amara held back her hair and bent over, where she was violently and thoroughly sick. When her stomach finally quit heaving, she wiped her mouth and pressed her back against the wall.  
 
    She needed to get away. Now.  
 
    Amara walked briskly down the gravel path through the compound. If she were being honest, she wasn’t even sure where she was going. She just needed to get away. She needed to escape the horrible feelings and things she did in that dream. Logically, she knew it wasn’t real. That it was all a simulation to see how far she was willing to go to protect Nova and the rest of the Pack.  
 
    But it had felt real. She could still feel Kal’s hands on her. Touching her, caressing her. She could feel his mouth on hers and against her skin. His tongue licking parts of her he never should have been able to reach. And she hated him for it.  
 
    After nearly fifteen minutes of aimless walking, Amara found herself standing outside the small, square building the Pack used to house their criminals awaiting trial. That was where Kal was being held. She snorted. Of course that was where her feet had led. It made perfect sense. And now that she was there, she wanted to see him. If only to see him rotting in a cell, all alone.  
 
    Striding forward, she recognized the guard on duty as Ivanah’s little brother, Iso. He couldn’t have been more than twenty. So young for such an important job. He probably didn’t even realize how important it was; what level of trust they must have had in him. To a young man who loved adventure, standing guard in one spot all night was most likely the most boring job he could imagine.  
 
    Well, she was about to shake things up a bit.  
 
    Iso nodded his greeting when he saw her.  
 
    “Can I go in?” she asked him.  
 
    He shook his head in apology. “I’m sorry, Amara,” he told her, and he sounded like he meant it. “My orders are strict. No one goes in.” 
 
    “Oh, come on,” she goaded, irritation coating her voice. “It’s not going to hurt anything. I’m not going to set him free or anything. Just let me in.” 
 
    Iso frowned, clearly uncomfortable. “I really am sorry, but I have my orders.” 
 
    “Let her pass,” a deep voice said from behind her.  
 
    Amara spun around, her eyes widening in surprise. “Nova?” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here? Did you follow me?” 
 
    “Of course, I followed you.” His voice held no shame. Only sympathy. He knew. “Nemoy told me what happened,” he admitted, confirming her suspicions. “I figured you would end up here sooner or later.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    Nova turned to Iso. “It’s okay. Let her through.” The young man obediently stepped aside. “Do you want me to go with you?” he asked her.  
 
    Amara shook her head. “No,” she replied, and he winced. “I really need to do this alone.” She knew she was hurting him by keeping him out, but she had no choice. Regardless of what his brother had told him, her next conversation with Kal had to be done without Nova.  
 
    Though it pained him, Nova nodded.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Amara started forward. When she reached the door, however, she hesitated with her hand hovering over the handle. She glanced back over her shoulder. “I love you,” she told Nova.  
 
    To her relief, he smiled, and there was no pain in it. “I know,” he said. “I love you, too.” 
 
    With that, Amara opened the door and stepped inside.  
 
     
 
    It was a small room, mostly open space and bars. Amara stood at one end of a narrow hallway, separated from the rest of the room by the steel bars of the two jail cells. The first one was empty. Kal sat on the flat bed of the second one.  
 
    Slowly—oh, so slowly—Amara made her way to the other end of the hall. She peered through the bars at the enemy. This Kal looked nothing like the one in her dream. That Kal had been clean, and fit, and in charge. He exuded power, even if most of it was just a sham. But this Kal, he finally looked like the rat that he was. His hair was dirty and matted against his head. Grime covered his face and skin, as if he hadn’t taken a bath in days, even though the cell contained a small shower. Even his clothes were disgusting. And the smell. The smell was like nothing she had ever experienced before; all body odor and human filth. He barely even straightened when he saw her, though she could sense that he had gone on high alert. 
 
    “Oh, how the mighty have fallen,” she murmured, gripping the bars and peering at him between them. “How does it feel to be on the other end of the blade now, Kal?” She could feel every malicious thought she’d ever had about him rise to surface. She hated him. So much. And she hated herself for what she had done with him in the dream. Even though she knew it wasn’t real, she could still feel it as if it were, and seeing him there in person turned her stomach.  
 
    Kal’s lips slowly curved up in a cold, cruel smile. “To what do I owe the pleasure, Princess?” he asked. “It’s not every day I get visitors like you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t get visitors at all.” She glared at him, letting the hatred burn through her. “You should be dead.” 
 
    “Should I?” he asked, unfolding himself from the bed and standing. Instinctively, she wanted to take a step back, but she forced herself to stay put. “Should I be dead? And why is that? Because your boyfriend thinks so?” Reaching through the bars, he ran a finger down her cheek. It was just a whisper of a touch, but she could still feel the way the blade had sliced into her skin. “Tell me, Lovely, what is it that you think of me? Because I know you think of me.” 
 
    “What do I think?” she repeated incredulously, slapping his hand away. Kal laughed. “I think you’re a horrible, hateful, excuse for a man,” she told him, grimly satisfied when the smirk slipped from his lips. “I think you’re nothing but a little boy in search of Daddy’s approval and lusting after things you can never have. I think you hurt people to feel powerful, to feel brave. Which is ironic, actually, since hurting people like that makes you a coward instead.  
 
    “I think you feel like you have to prove yourself all the time. You feel worthless, and you’re convinced that the rest of the world will see you the same way. And you know what the sad thing is, Kal? There may have been a time when you would have been wrong. You may have been worth loving once, worth saving. Worthy of love from someone who actually wanted to love you.” The vein pulsed at his temple and a muscle ticked at his jaw. She was getting to him, and she knew it. And she didn’t care.  
 
    “You’re not worth loving, anymore, Kal,” she told him. “You’ve done too many horrible things. You’ve enjoyed doing them. What woman, what father, would want to love a man like that? And what self-respecting man would want the love of someone who could?  
 
    “You know how awful you are so you try to make up for it. But don’t you see? Look around you, Kal Vann.” She indicated the entirety of the room. “You’ve lost. This isn’t your world anymore. It isn’t your war. And your father isn’t coming to your rescue. You’re all alone. They’re going to execute you for your crimes. And nobody is going to miss you when you’re gone.” 
 
    For the length of a full minute, they stared at one another, glaring. The hatred that boiled between them was off the charts. Finally, Amara had had enough. Turning on her heel, she walked away from him, leaving him staring after her as she went back through the door.  
 
    She didn’t look back.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
    Nova followed Amara back to her house that night. He kept his distance—he knew she needed it—but he made sure to keep her tail lights in view. The Trial had rocked her; he knew it had. Truth was, it had rocked him, too. Getting Tased like that, feeling his body lose control, feeling every muscle spasm until he lost consciousness, had messed with his mind. Even when he came out of the vision, he had still been shaking.  
 
    His first thought was for Amara. Was she okay? What had happened with Kal? Did he hurt her? And when he found out the truth…Nova cringed. When he found out the truth of what Amara had to do to get away, he had hated himself even more for not being there for her. His stomach turned any time he thought about it. He couldn’t even imagine what she had gone through; what she was still going through.  
 
    It was like she’d been a stranger when she walked out of the building where Kal was being held. Her face was gray and drained of her color, and her eyes…her eyes had been haunted.  
 
    Buildings began to surface over the horizon as they came up on Strathford. When he reached the top of the hill, all he could see were lights. It was amazing to Nova that he had lived in the area, had been watching over Strathford in one way or another his entire life, but he had never really gotten involved in the everyday workings of the town.  
 
    Until her.  
 
    Now, Nova could look out over the houses and buildings that made up Amara’s home and he knew, more or less, what was happening on those streets. He knew that Murphy’s was just starting to heat up, that the regulars were sitting at the bar or the back tables enjoying a few beers before they went home to their wives. He knew that Zoe and Mitch were waiting those tables, serving the drinks, and fighting like cats in the street, then making out in the stock room. He knew that old Mr. Taylor, across the street from Amara, was most likely asleep in his lounge chair in front of his TV, a glass of milk on the coffee table and a remote in his hand. He knew Amara’s mother, Cathleen, was sitting in her living room with a blanket and her knitting needles watching a cooking show, and that Mac, the dutiful sheriff, was probably in his office pouring over case files to catch the latest bad guy.               
 
    Nova could only hope he was trying to catch Amara’s stalker.  
 
    Turning onto Amara’s street, he waited until she had parked in her driveway before pulling in behind her. She didn’t so much as look at him before making her way up to the porch. Giving her space, he tried not to take it personally.  
 
    Scrubbing a hand over his face, Nova followed her up the front porch steps. He nearly ran into her when he reached the top. She was frozen, staring at the door. “Babe? What is it?” 
 
    Amara didn’t say a word. Instead, she just raised a hand and pointed at the door. Nova followed the line of her finger and raised a brow before his entire face fell into a frown. A bundle of blood-red roses—two dozen, at least—sat on the Welcome mat. A stark white envelope was attached to the stems. No bugs or rotten blooms this time. Apparently, he had figured his shit out after she’d gone to the sheriff.  
 
    As if she were coming out of a trance, Amara darted forward and knelt down next to the bouquet. She plucked the envelope from its tie and pulled out the note. For a moment or two, she just stared.  
 
    “Mara?” 
 
    Silently, she held it up to him. She didn’t speak; didn’t even look at him. She just stared at the roses. Nova leered down at the white cardstock message in his hands. He flipped it open. Inside, the words were bold, black, and written in all caps. He stared.  
 
    “I’M SORRY ABOUT BEFORE,” it read. “I’M GLAD I CAN MAKE IT UP TO YOU.” 
 
    What an odd choice of words, Nova thought. ‘I’m glad I can make it up to you.’ Was this guy so delusional that he really thought a nice bouquet and lame apology was going to make it better? The man was taunting her, stalking her, and he seemed to think that meant they were in some kind of relationship?  
 
    Not just delusional then, he decided, but dangerous. And after everything Amara had gone through because of her involvement with the Pack, he’d be damned if he let some nut job put her through anymore.  
 
    Movement caught his eye and Nova looked up in time to see Amara snatch the flowers from the ground. Letting out a scream of rage, she raised the roses over her shoulder like a bat and brought them down with enough force in a swing that would have made her father proud. She beat the bouquet against the porch rail over and over and over again, until there was nothing left in her hand but stems. Red petals covered the boards of the porch around her feet, but she didn’t seem to notice. All she was focused on was her anger and those roses.  
 
    Nova waited until she stood there, her chest heaving, and let the stems drop to the ground, before he went to her. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he pulled her back against him and pressed a kiss to the curve of her neck. “Sshh,” he whispered, his breath a caress against her cheek. “Sshh. It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. He’s not here. They’re just flowers, and they’re gone. You destroyed them. They don’t matter anymore.” Nova took a deep breath, then steeled himself to say what he knew he needed to say.  
 
    “He doesn’t matter anymore,” Nova said. He didn’t dare say Kal’s name, but he knew it was him she was thinking of while she was destroying the flowers. “He’s locked up, Mara. He’s not going to get out. None of that shit you had to do during the Trial was real. None of it. Do you hear me, Amara Townsend?” he asked, pulling her to him. “None of it was real. It was only in your head.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, in my head or not, it still sucks,” she grumbled darkly. “And I still hate him for all of it.” 
 
    Nova closed his eyes. “I know, baby. I know you do. But it wasn’t real. And Amara, look at me.” Placing a finger under her chin, he tipped her face to look at him. “You did what you had to do. You did it to get away. To come find me. There is nothing wrong with that, do you hear me? Nothing.” 
 
    She stared at him for what felt like ages, before finally giving in with a sigh. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. I’ll take your word for it, anyway. Maybe I just need to sleep.” 
 
    A slow smile crept across Nova’s lips. “Nope. What you need is a long, hot, bubble bath. Some candles, maybe some wine.” He nipped her ear lobe with his teeth. “Maybe me.” 
 
    Despite herself, Amara laughed. It was strained, to be sure, but it was still a laugh. Nova considered that progress. “Come on,” he said, and let her inside. He would come back for the note and flowers later. 
 
     
 
    Hours later, when Amara was finally asleep, Nova slipped out of bed and hastily tugged his clothes on before padding through the house. As quietly as he could, he opened the back door and stepped out into the night. The air was crisp and cool, and he welcomed the wildness midnight brought. It was one of the things he loved most about being a shifter; the way he could slip his skin to become a beast, to become part of the world that enveloped him instead of just living in it.  
 
    Amara’s house was bordered by a fence and a wall of arborvitae on one side, and a low stone wall that looked out into a field on the other. Beyond the field, a mere hundred yards or so, was the forest. Nova reached the wall and stared out into the trees. Pursing his lips, he let out a low whistle. And then he waited.  
 
    He didn’t have to wait long. Within minutes, Nate came loping out of the woods, his dark hair slick with sweat and he wore nothing but a pair of skin-tight biking shorts. It wouldn’t surprise Nova a bit to learn the younger man had just shifted back to human form. It was much easier to guard someone when all of your wolf senses were active and you weren’t hampered by your human form.  
 
    “I came as soon as I heard,” Nate told him, his chest heaving.  
 
    “Report,” Nova ordered with a nod.  
 
    Nate shook his head. “Nothing here to report, sir. As ordered, we were following Amara. No one was here during the day. No one saw him leave the roses.” 
 
    “Could you get a scent off of them?”  
 
    “No. They’d been there too long by the time you guys got home, and then Amara…well, you saw what she did. Is she okay?” His concern was so genuine, Nova thought. He tried not to be jealous as his territorial wolf senses pushed to the surface. Amara had made an impact on more than just him, he knew. Half the Pack adored her. The other half may not have been her biggest fans—being human and all—but they did respect her. So of course, Nate was worried about her.  
 
    He must just be on edge, Nova decided. What with all this stalker business, the Trials, and the bullshit that happened with Kal that night, it was no wonder he was beginning to suspect everyone. But if he started distrusting his own pack, the very men he commanded and patrolled with, then he was really in trouble.  
 
    “Yeah,” he told Nate, “she’s okay. She’s sleeping.” 
 
    “I bet she’s really freaked.” 
 
    Nova frowned, slightly baffled. “You know, I thought she would be. I think she’s irritated and a little unnerved, but I’m pretty sure it’s the Trials that are getting to her more than anything else.” 
 
    Nate’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? I figured those would be cake. You two are such a great couple.” 
 
    “You know as well as I do that those Trials are designed to test the very heart of your character. Why on earth would you assume they would be easy?” 
 
    Nate bowed his head. “I’m sorry, sir. I meant no disrespect. It’s just, I don’t know…no one ever talks about what happens in the Trials. I didn’t realize they were so…hard.” He shrugged his apology. 
 
    Sighing, Nova clapped his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. Look, I think I’m going to make a lap or two around the house, see if I can catch a scent or something. Stay close to the house, yeah?” When Nate nodded, Nova took off at a jog toward the woods. When he reached the edge of the tree line and he was sure he was out of sight, he stripped off his clothes and stashed them behind a rock.  
 
    Then he began to change.  
 
    His body began to contort and he dropped to all fours as his bones shifted from human to canine. His face elongated and widened into that of a wolf. His teeth became longer, sharper, and fur exploded from his skin.                
 
    Then came his senses.  
 
    It was as if the night exploded around him. Everything was sharper; sight, smell, taste. Even the night was brighter, despite the darkness. He could feel the air ruffling his fur, feel every twig and rock beneath his feet. And when he began to run, Nova could taste the wind whipping all around him.  
 
    He circled the perimeter, once, twice, trying to gauge a sense of the smells that should have existed in that space so he could detect the ones that should not. He could identify the smells of Amara, Nate, himself. Even Mac’s scent was there mixed with Alec, his deputy, and Mitch. They must have been looking for clues as well, because the scents were no more than six hours old. When he had a feel for the area, he moved closer to the house. Still, nothing appeared out of the ordinary. Then…there. Near the porch, beneath the bathroom window. He couldn’t tell who it had been, but someone had smelled of fear, excitement, and anger.  
 
    Circling back, he shifted into a man once more and whistled for Nate.  
 
    “Anything?” the young wolf asked. Nova shook his head. “Damn.”  
 
    “Keep searching,” Nova told him. “And next time, make sure there’s someone here even when she’s not.” 
 
    “But Nova,” Nate began timidly, “we don’t have the men.” 
 
    Frowning, Nova considered. It was true that they were stretched pretty thin now days. But there was still one of his wolves that didn’t have a regular assignment. And he knew this particular man would be chomping at the bit to get in the game again. “Send Ian. He’s better now, cleared for duty. No sense in him just hanging around the compound if I have a job for him.” 
 
    “Ian?” Nate asked, concerned. Ian was Nate’s best friend, had been since they were pups. “Are you sure he’s ready?” 
 
    “Do you want to be the one to tell him you barred him from an assignment?” Nova asked with narrowed eyes.  
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Then put him into the rotation. He’ll be on when she leaves, and when she’s home, next up can take his shift and he can go home to rest. I know he’s not quite in the form he wants to be in after last month’s attack, but it will get him out and about again.” Nova shrugged. “Everybody wins.  
 
    “Besides,” he said darkly, staring at Amara’s window, “I won’t let anything happen to her ever again.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
    “I think you need more flowers,” Sadie said, staring down at the mock-ups of the reception laid out over the bar. “It just doesn’t seem…festive enough.” 
 
    Amara laughed, wiping her hands on her apron. “Seriously? Festive? Sadie, it’s a wedding, not a quinceanera. It’s supposed to be elegant.” 
 
    “No,” Sadie argued, “it’s supposed to be fun. You’re about to marry the love of your life, Mara! Don’t you want it to be memorable?” 
 
    “I suppose.” 
 
    “Exactly. You don’t want all your memories to be bland and white in a stuffy old church, do you? No! You want them to be bright, and fun, and full of life.” 
 
    Wounded, Amara frowned. “You think my dress is bland?” 
 
    “You’re missing the point,” Sadie insisted, rolling her eyes. 
 
    “I thought you loved my dress.” 
 
    “I do. But the flowers, Amara. The flowers. Focus.” With a crooked press of lips, Sadie scanned the crowd. “Ah ha. Zoe! Come here. What do you think? Leave it be or add more color?”  
 
    Tucking her notepad into her apron, Zoe made her way over to where they sat at the bar. She had cut her dark hair into an attractive A-line that fell just below her chin, and for once, she was wearing clothes that actually fit instead of being two sizes too small. Her three-quarter-sleeve shirt was covered in pink and white stripes, and her jean skirt actually hit her mid-calf, as opposed to just below her ass like it usually did. She looked good, Amara decided, even if there were a few extra stress lines around her eyes and she seemed more timid than usual. Not drinking to excess every night agreed with her.  
 
    “What was the question?” she asked when she reached them. She smiled slowly at Amara, her offered a genuine smile in return. It was the first time the two had chosen to be nice to each other without Becca around in years.  
 
    “More flowers or not?” Sadie repeated. “Amara thinks I’m crazy, but I think it could use some color.” 
 
    Considering, Zoe shrugged. “Color couldn’t hurt,” she agreed, and Amara threw her hands in the air. 
 
    “Fine,” Amara grumped, crossing her arms. “Add color. Add a whole freaking rainbow if you want, I don’t care.” 
 
    Sadie smirked. “That might be too much color, sis. You don’t want to over-do it.” She grinned at Zoe. “This wedding would be a disaster without me.” 
 
    Despite herself, Amara laughed. “You’re right. Without you, I would have probably talked Nova into running off to Vegas and eloping right about now.” 
 
    “See? Disaster. Eloping. What a travesty.”  
 
    Amara rolled her eyes. “Okay, drama queen. Anybody want drinks?” 
 
    “Yes, please!” 
 
    “Zoe?” 
 
    “Oh, just a water, thanks.” 
 
    Raising a brow, Amara went to work making her sister’s favorite vodka cran. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Zoe nodded. “I don’t really drink much anymore. Lifestyle change, you know?” She shrugged. “Plus, I’m trying to see if it affects things between Mitch and me. So far, it seems to be helping.” 
 
    Amara frowned. “Are you guys having troubles?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Zoe said, but she wouldn’t meet her eyes. “It’s just that, you know, I don’t want him to get bored of me. Guys do that, you see.” 
 
    “Not good guys,” Sadie insisted. “And if Mitch is just going to ‘get bored of you,’ Zo, then he’s not a good guy and you don’t need him.” 
 
    For some reason, Sadie’s declaration made Zoe brighten. “You know what? You’re right. I will have that drink, Amara, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Yeah?”

“Sure, why not?” 
 
    “Okay,” Amara agreed carefully, “but just the one. I’m not on the late shift tonight.” 
 
    “Where are you going to be?” Sadie wanted to know. She was looking at her like she and Nova might actually run off to Vegas after all. If only that were the case.  
 
    “Nova and I have wedding plans of our own we need to discuss with his family,” Amara replied. She wrinkled her nose. Just the thought of the third Trial that night put a bad taste in her mouth. After that nightmare she had spent seducing Kal, she had no desire whatsoever to make that third and final trip into the Spirit Realm. Pack Law be damned. Real or not, the experience had left her feeling dirty and disloyal to Nova, their life with the Pack, and every dream they had of the life they would build together. It felt wrong even though he still insisted she had done what she had to do. And that it was the right thing.  
 
    But was it really? If she managed to free Nova from whatever hell he was rotting in thanks to Trial Kal, she supposed it could have been the right thing to do. She supposed it could have been worth it. But if it wasn’t, if she never made it past that door, never made it to Nova, then she had betrayed everything she believe in, betrayed her love. And she had defiled her own soul for nothing. 
 
    “Have you guys decided on a caterer?” Zoe asked, jarring Amara from her thoughts.  
 
    Next to her, Sadie frowned. “A caterer? As in food? One of the most important parts of a wedding reception?” She glanced at the list. “No! No? Amara, I thought you said you were going to figure that out last week? Have you even talked to Nova about it yet?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “Amara! Ugh!” Bunching up the papers. Sadie packed them into a nice, neat little pile. “I don’t know what to do with you. You seriously haven’t decided on a caterer yet?” 
 
    Zoe raised a hand, eyeing Sadie carefully. “If I might? I asked you about a caterer because I was hoping you would let me handle the food for you.” 
 
    Sadie’s eyebrows shot into her hairline. “You?”
“You’re catering now?” Amara asked, delighted. Zoe nodded. “Wow. Good for you! Becca mentioned you were getting really good, but she never said you were going to make a business of it. That’s fantastic, Zoe.” 
 
    Zoe’s cheeks flushed crimson. “Thank you.” 
 
    “So, what kind of food do you make?” Sadie asked. She rested her chin in the palm of her hand.  
 
    Embarrassed to be put on the spot, Zoe shrugged. “Anything, really. But mostly, I enjoy French cuisine. Let’s see.” She tapped her finger against her chin, thinking. “We could start with appetizers of salads, baguettes, and maybe a soup. Soupe a l’oignon Gratinee is one of my specialties. The French are rather fond of roast duck, as well as Quiche au Saumon et Crevettes - quiche with shrimp and salmon - if you prefer the lighter fare. And for dessert, along with the wedding cake, of course, we could serve Mousse au Chocolat. Maybe in dainty little dishes? I don’t know. You’re probably looking for something more rustic or homey.” 
 
    Lost in images of a delicate French meal at her wedding, Amara shook her head. “No. That sounds perfect.” 
 
    “Really?” Sadie’s face was as excited and lit up as Zoe’s. “Great! Then you’re hired.” She looked from one woman to the other, her expression as ecstatic as a child on Christmas. “Do you do wedding cakes, too?” 
 
    “No,” Zoe replied, “but Becca does. She’s been hoping you would ask her to make your wedding cake, Amara.” 
 
    Amara’s jaw dropped. “That’s right, she does! How could I have forgotten that. But what we’re thinking is pretty elaborate.” She glanced down at the phone in her hand, vibrating against her palm. Nate was calling her. “Do you really think Becca could handle it?” 
 
    “I could help her. What did you have in mind?” 
 
    Amara let the two of them work out all the details. She knew Sadie had this one well covered. The cake design was taken from the cake their parents had at their wedding. The center was four tiers high with a satellite cake on either side. The cake itself would be decorated not in icing, but in real live flowers of varying colors and species. The three cakes, the center and the two satellite cakes, would be connected to each other by ribbons. It would be beautiful, and everything she had ever dreamed.  
 
    Only she couldn’t concentrate on that now, because her body guard was calling her. But hey, at least she had gotten over calling him and the others on patrol watching over her, her babysitters. Amara pressed the green “Answer” button and raised the phone to her ear. “Hey, Nate,” she greeted him, unsure of what she was going to hear. “What’s up?” 
 
    “Just wanted to check in,” he told her. “Nova should be arriving soon, and I just wanted to make sure you knew you would be protected up until he gets there and dismisses me. And that Ian is on patrol at your house, so he will be there if anyone tries anything funny. You’re safe.” 
 
    “Wait, Ian? Isn’t he still hurt? Last time I saw him, he was hobbling around the compound. Shouldn’t he be in like, physical therapy or something? Not waiting to catch bad guys outside my house?” 
 
    From the other end of the line, she could hear Nate chuckle. “You know, I asked Nova the exact same thing. But he seemed to think getting Ian back out in the thick of things was a good idea. And, I have to say, seeing how happy Ian was to hear it, I have to agree. He’s doing better. And being at your house isn’t dangerous. He’s just keeping watch. If he sees anybody, he’s still under strict orders to contact whoever’s closest rather engage with your secret admirer himself. Okay? So just relax, Amara. He’s safe. And so are you. Oh, and tell your sister she is looking good for me, will you? Mmm.”  
 
    Laughter burst from Amara’s lips and the phone went dead in her hands. “Tell her yourself,” she muttered, rejoining her friends. 
 
    Sadie’s gaze snapped to hers. “Everything okay?”  
 
    “Oh yeah. Nate thinks you’re hot, by the way.” 
 
    “He does? Really? Me?” 
 
    “Yup. You may just get a stalker too.” 
 
    “I would be thrilled if Nate was my secret admirer and brought me gifts all the time,” Sadie scoffed. “Although, hopefully he would branch out more than yours does. Roses can get pretty boring.” 
 
    Amara chuckled. “I’ll be sure to mention it next time I see him.” 
 
    “Perfect. So…” Sadie lowered her voice. “Any word on that?” 
 
    “No. None. But he sent me more flowers last night.” 
 
    “Seriously? Did you take them to the cops?” 
 
    She nodded. “Yeah. Nova did.” 
 
    Throughout the entire conversation, Zoe had been watching them back and forth like she was at a tennis match. “Wait a minute. You actually have a stalker?” 
 
    “Sshh!” Amara and Sadie said together. “Yes, I do, but so far it’s harmless. Roses on my porch, a few notes, a phone call.” 
 
    “Don’t forget the rock he put through Nova’s windshield.” 
 
    Zoe’s face eyes lit with alarm. “He put a rock through Nova’s windshield? Is he alright?” 
 
    “Yes, there was that,” Amara acknowledged, glaring at her sister, “but Nova is fine, so I didn’t want to alarm you.” Sadie had the good grace to look ashamed. Good. The last thing Amara wanted was for the whole town to find out about that mess. So far, they had managed to keep it discreet, but she wasn’t sure how long they could keep that going. “But enough about me and all of that. Let’s talk about the wedding and where on earth you learned to cook French food.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
    Nova walked into Murphy’s tavern twenty minutes later, completely preoccupied. Amara wasn’t the only one nervous about what the rest of the Trials would bring. Sure, Nemoy and his mother had said she was brave, but did that mean she was brave enough to be Pack? Or did her seduction of the Valley Clan’s Beta mean she was no longer suitable to be part of the Mountain Clan? He couldn’t believe his brother would hold it against her, not since she used the seduction as a weapon to get out of that room, but what about his mother? It wasn’t as if she actually liked Amara.  
 
    No, that wasn’t true. She didn’t like that Amara was human, but she had definitely come to respect her. They wouldn’t tell them no. They wouldn’t force him to choose between the woman he loved and the family he belonged to. Would they? 
 
    Laughter made Nova turn, relieving him of his dark, worried thoughts. Amara, her sister, and surprisingly Zoe, were all sitting at the bar, talking and joking about something or another. He was glad to see she was still able to laugh after the events of the last few nights. He wasn’t so sure he could yet, but there was no need for her to know that. 
 
    Mitch stopped him as he walked in. He stuck out his hand. “Hey, Nova, how’s it going? You here for a drink?”
Nova took the hand Mitch offered and the two men shook. “No, not tonight, Mitch, but thanks for asking. I’m actually just here to pick up Amara. We’re heading out to my parent’s place tonight.” He sighed. “Wedding stuff.” 
 
    “Oh. Right.” Was it his imagination, or did Mitch sound upset? “Wedding stuff.” There was definitely a vein throbbing at his temple. Did Mitch have a problem with Nova and Amara getting married? Nova wondered. 
 
    Then Mitch clapped him on the back with a grin. “Well, congratulations, man. Marriage. You got yourself a catch with that one.” He nodded his head to indicate Amara.  
 
    “Yeah, thanks.” Maybe he’d just imagined Mitch’s discomfort, Nova conceded. Maybe there was nothing to worry about at all.  
 
    “But all that planning. Whew. That’s all those girls have been talking about all night. Wedding this, wedding that. I think Zoe’s even going to be your caterer. Something about France? I don’t know. Better you than me, right?” He laughed again. “Best get back to the bar. You have a good night now, you hear?” 
 
    “You too.” Still shaken, Nova made his way over to the girls. He pressed a kiss into Amara’s hair when he reached her. “Good evening, ladies,” he crooned, unnerved by the way they all looked at him—as if he were a thing, a pawn on a chessboard that they were deciding where to place. Thank goodness they weren’t actually going to be talking wedding plans tonight. That almost made the Trials look good.  
 
    Nova glanced down at Amara. “Are you about ready? It’s nearly seven and you know how my mother gets. She doesn’t like to be kept waiting when there’s food on the table.” 
 
    Amara forced a small laugh. “Sure. Ladies,” she said with narrowed eyes. The other two resumed their giggles.  
 
    “What was all that about?” he asked her quietly as they walked away.  
 
    “Oh, nothing,” she replied. “Just talking about how you and your brother would look in a tux.” 
 
    Heat rushed to Nova’s face. They had been talking about him. Looked like his pawn assumption had been right on the money. And the thought of being discussed like a piece of meat made him feel slightly ill. “I see.”  
 
    Taking her hand, Nova led her out of the bar. It wasn’t until they were both settled in his truck however, and on the road, that he broached the sticky subject that was bothering him. “So you and Mitch. Were you ever, you know, an item or anything?” 
 
    Amara raised a brow. “An item?” 
 
    “Did you ever date?” 
 
    “What? Mitch? No. No,” she repeated firmly, a smile curving her lips. “We’ve only ever been just friends. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Nova stared out the front windshield. “Just wondering.” 
 
    Amara frowned. “You’re kidding me, right? You can’t possibly be jealous of Mitchell, can you? Please, tell me you’re kidding.” 
 
    “I’m not jealous.” But he could see why she would think that. How did he phrase it so he didn’t appear to be nothing more than a jealous boyfriend? “It’s just…look, there’s just something about him lately. Something, I don’t know, off.” 
 
    “He’s been stressed,” Amara insisted. “I barely work at Murphy’s anymore and with the wolf attacks finally under control, it’s not like business is slowing down. If anything, it’s picking up, and he’s only got Zoe as an extra hand most nights. And from what I’ve heard, working so close with someone you’re also sleeping with can be just a little bit taxing. Combine all of that together, and yeah, I would say that was enough to make a person seem ‘off.’” 
 
    “I also caught his scent around your house,” Nova told her. “Barely more than a few hours old. It was mixed in with the sheriff’s scent, but it was still there.” 
 
    “Maybe he was helping Mac search.”
“Did Mac tell you he’d enlisted Mitch’s help?” 
 
    The crease between Amara’s brows deepened. “Well, no, but maybe he came to see me when I wasn’t home or something. That does happen, you know.” 
 
    “And maybe he left rotten flowers on your porch and put a rock through my window.” 
 
    “Are you seriously accusing Mitchell of being my stalker right now? Are you that insecure about our relationship that you would resent my friendship with him?” 
 
    “No, of course not.” 
 
    “He’s my best friend.” 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Stubbornly, she crossed her arms over her chest and stared out the window. “It wasn’t him, Nova.” 
 
    “Okay.” He heaved a deep breath. “Okay. I was wrong. I’m just worried about you is all. I guess I’m seeing enemies everywhere.” Taking her hand, he pressed it to his lips. He kept kissing her until the frown disappeared and the hint of a smile took its place. “Forgive me?” he asked. 
 
    She glanced at him sideways and her lips twitched up at the corners. “I suppose I forgive you,” she told him. “But you have to promise me that you won’t go accusing any more of my friends.” 
 
    For a moment, he raised his hands in surrender before placing them back on the wheel. “I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    When they parked in front of the Council Chamber, Nova went around to help her down from the truck. “It’s the last one,” he said. “Are you ready for this?” 
 
    Amara just sighed and shook her head. “Let’s just get this over with, okay? I’m just ready for this to be over.” 
 
    “Sure.” But he couldn’t stop chancing glances at her when she wasn’t looking as the made their way in. He knew she could make it through this. She was strong enough. They were strong enough together. But would she forgive herself for the choices she had made during the Trials? Even if they weren’t real? Of that he wasn’t so certain. 
 
    “Welcome,” Nemoy greeted them. Once again, he was standing next to the Shaman amidst the circle of elders. “Tonight, you enter into the third and final Trial. The decision at the end will be final. You will be accepted as a couple and part of this Pack, or you may choose exile, but you may not choose both. Do you accept the terms?” He looked to Nova. 
 
    Nova nodded at this brother. “I accept.” 
 
    “And you, Amara?” 
 
    “I accept.” 
 
    “Wonderful. Now, if you will both step this way, we will begin.” He led them in the chamber and directed them on more to their beds of pillows. “Take your seats,” he instructed. Then he handed them both steaming cups of brew.  
 
    Nova and Amara raised their glasses. “Cheers,” she said. 
 
    “Cheers.” And then he drank. 
 
     
 
    Nova woke on the grimy floor of his cell, the cold, hard concrete pressed against his cheek. His muscles were still trembling from the Taser, but he was able to push himself forward up onto his hands and knees. It was a slow, painful process, and he shook the entire way up. Somehow, he managed to get himself perched on the edge of the metal slab that passed for a bed. Aching and breathing hard, he gripped his ribs, trying to stem the pain, but nothing helped. It sliced through him like a sword’s edge, cutting deeper with every pass.  
 
    The handle to his cell moved and Nova’s head snapped up. If Kal was coming to finish him off, he wouldn’t be able to put up much of a fight. But he could try. With a grimace, Nova forced himself into a standing position, gritting his teeth to stop the scream. The handle turned again, and this time it opened. Nova clenched his fists. 
 
    The door creaked open wider, opening enough to let in a human body. Amara stepped through. Instant relief flooded through him and Nova slumped back down on the bed with a groan.  
 
    Amara rushed to his side, her clothes in disarray. “Nova. Oh my god, Nova. Are you okay? That stun gun…I thought…but you’re alright.” With her hands on either side of his face, she pressed her lips to his. “We need to get out of here,” she told him. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he huffed. Even talking hurt. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Try.” She wedged her shoulder under his arm and heaved him to his feet. Even in his weakened state, he was surprised she was able to carry him.  
 
    “Tougher than you look, aren’t you?” He knew what he was trying to say, but it came out a garbled mess. Had they drugged him as well? 
 
    “Sshh. Don’t talk. Let’s just get you out of here.” 
 
    Every step was labored, and there were a few moments when he was convinced neither of them were going to make it, but they finally reached the door.  
 
    And then Nova woke up. 
 
    Looking around, he spotted Amara coming to across from him. She was just as surprised as he was. His gaze went to the grave faces of his Alpha and the elders. “That’s it? That was the entire third Trial?” 
 
    Nemoy nodded. “That was it.” 
 
    “Did we pass?” Amara asked. For the first time in days, she actually looked excited. But that excitement was short-lived.  
 
    “I’m afraid not.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
    For a moment, time stopped. Nobody moved. Even the crickets outside were silent. All Nova could hear was the rushing of his blood through his veins and the frantic beating of his heart. Nemoy could not possibly have said what he thought he just said. They could not have failed. “What was that?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, brother, but the Council has voted. You have not passed the Trials. We cannot sanction you as a couple in the eyes of the Pack.” His gaze went to Amara who only sat there silently. “I am truly sorry.” 
 
    So that was it? He knew exactly what this meant… Stick with the pack and give up his relationship with Amara, or be together in exile.  
 
    No. This couldn’t be happening. They had gotten through the Trials together. They had fought for each other. They had suffered for each other. They should have passed, damn it.  
 
    But they didn’t. And he knew the laws. He turned to Amara. “Amara,” he started, but she just shook her head.               
 
    “It’s okay, Nova. I understood the risks.” Tears were streaming down her cheeks. “I won’t make you choose between me and the Pack.” 
 
    Confused, he stared at her. Choose? There was no choice. She was the love of his life, damn it. He had waited his entire life for her. Her. He had fought for her, protected her. He had fallen in love with her before she even knew his name. There was no way in hell he was letting her go. Even if it meant giving up every other aspect of his life. She was worth it. 
 
    Nova stood. Squaring his shoulders, he met the gaze of each elder in turn, lingering on the blank face of his mother, before finally landing on Nemoy. His Alpha gazed stoically back at him. “Thank you for the opportunity to pass the Trials,” he said, reciting the ancient words of their people. “I have made my choice. I choose exile.” 
 
    A collective gasp went through the room. Only Nemoy appeared unsurprised.  
 
    “Nova, you can’t do this,” Neveah protested.  
 
    “I love her, Mother. We went through the Trials. You made your choice. Now I have made mine.” 
 
    “You would choose to give up the Pack?” Nemoy asked. “To give up being one of the Mountain Wolf Clan? You would choose to be stripped of your authority, or any communication with our people, to live out life as a human for the remainder of your days? This is the choice you make?” 
 
    Nova stood straighter. He didn’t want to think of what he was giving up. He knew what he was gaining instead. “It is.” 
 
    “No!” Rushing to him, Amara grabbed his arm and turned his face to hers. “No, Nova, I can’t let you do this. I love you, so much. More than I have ever loved anyone, and I know that you love me. But this place, these people, you love them too. The Pack is part of who you are. Sometimes it’s the best part of who you are. You love being their Beta. I can’t let you walk away from that.” He brushed a tear from her cheek, but she pushed his hand away. “I couldn’t live with myself if you were never allowed to speak to your mother again. Your brother. He has a baby on the way. You’re going to be an uncle. How could I build a life with you knowing I had taken you away from the one you already had?  
 
    “If the Pack doesn’t want to accept me, fine. I’m not okay with it, I don’t agree with it, and I sure as hell don’t understand it, but I will live with it. I will walk away from you so that you don’t have to walk away from the Pack.” 
 
    Closing his eyes, Nova pressed his lips to her forehead. “But don’t you see? You may be able to live with it, but I can’t live without you. I will miss the Pack. But they had their chance to have us both. I choose you.” 
 
    “And that, my son,” Neveah said, placing her hands on their combined fingers, “is the right choice. Now you have completed the third and final Trial. And you have passed.” 
 
    “What?” Amara stared up at him, just as confused as he was, but it was the hope in her eyes that spurred him to speak.  
 
    “Explain,” he ordered his mother. He could feel her suppress an eye roll. 
 
    “You were faced with a decision,” Nemoy said, stepping forward, “and you made it. Amara, you were willing to sacrifice your heart and the life you had hoped to build so Nova would not have to give up his home. Nova, you were willing to sacrifice your home and the only life you’d ever known for the woman who holds your heart. Neither of you were making a selfish choice.  
 
    “You could have defied the Council. You could have blamed and ridiculed, argued or attempted to negotiate. Instead, you respected the traditions of the Pack and made the choice that was right for you within the terms that were set. That shows loyalty, integrity, and character that we value in this Clan.  
 
    “Throughout the Trials, both of you fought for one another against a common enemy, but it was the way you rallied together, the way you emboldened and strengthened each other outside of these walls that spoke to the true nature of your relationship. You have proven yourselves both as individuals, and as a couple. The Mountain Clan is happy to welcome the unit that is the two of you together, into the fold.” 
 
    Going to Amara, Nemoy took her hands and lightly kissed both of her cheeks. “Amara Townsend, lover and mate of the Mountain Clan Beta, Nova Lowery, I now officially declare you Pack. Welcome to our family.” Grinning broadly, he embraced them both. “Congratulations, little brother.” 
 
    Dumbfounded, Nova just stared. He couldn’t move. For the second time in a matter of minutes, time stopped. Then he looked at Amara, and he kissed her full on the mouth.  
 
      
 
    They barely made it back to his cottage before they were ripping each other’s clothes off. He imagined the neighbors thought an earthquake was happening in his house. Neither of them could control themselves. They slammed each other from one wall to the other, eager to be joined together as quickly as possible.  
 
    They had made it through the Trials. Better, they had passed. And now they could get married and be part of the Pack. Together. 
 
    Nova tugged Amara’s jeans down from her hips. The second he got her free, he hoisted her up and wrapped her legs around his waist. Then he blindly moved forward, still kissing her, until he knocked into something hard. The table. Oh good, a flat surface.  
 
    With one hand, he swiped everything aside, not even noticing when at least a dozen of his possessions crashed to the floor. All he could think about was Amara and the fact that he was going to spend the rest of his life with her.  
 
    Amara’s hands clawed at his pants, and he made quick work of kicking them off before pulling her to him. Her nails raked down his back and he plunged into her. She screamed her passion and he began to move, each thrust hard and furious, as if he wanted their bodies to be one in more than just spirit. He felt her hot, wet center spasm around the length of him, felt her toes curl at his hips and her hands ball into fists at the back of his arms, keeping them linked together. And when neither of them could hold back any longer, he let himself explode inside her before losing his breath and collapsing on top of her.  
 
      
 
    Hours later, when the two of them were curled up beside each other in Nova’s bed, Amara’s phone began to ring, jolting Nova from sleep. He glanced at the clock. It was three in the morning. Who the hell would be calling her at three in the morning?  
 
    He could only think of one person.  
 
    Picking up the phone, he looked at the Caller I.D. “Unknown Caller,” it read. For now, he thought, his alpha side rearing its ugly head. He may take human form and have mostly human tendencies, but Nova was still wolf, and Amara had just been officially declared his Mate. Shifters mated for life. Even the wolf inside him screamed mine when Amara was threatened. She was his now. His to love, to protect. And human or wolf, he would kill anyone who jeopardized her happiness or her safety.  
 
    Nova answered the phone and brought it to his ear. “Hello?” No answer. But he could hear him breathing. “Hello,” he said again. Still nothing. “Listen to me, you little dickless prick, I don’t know who you are or what you want, but this is the one and only time I am going to tell you: leave Amara alone. Or I will hunt you down and make sure you never cross her path again. You hear me? This sick game you’re playing ends now.” The line went dead in his hands. “Coward,” he muttered, setting the phone back down.  
 
    Beside him, Amara had hardly stirred. She’d always been a hard sleeper. Sometimes he even had to shake her awake when her alarm went off. This was one of those times he was glad she slept so soundly. After the day she’d had, the last thing he wanted to do was worry her with more stalker business. But tomorrow he was going to see Mac. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
    Amara sat in front of the DVD player Sunday night, cross-legged on the floor, an array of movies in her lap. She couldn’t decide what they should watch. Horror? Comedy? Action? She wasn’t mean enough to make him sit through a chick flick. But she had had enough horror and action in her life for a while, hadn’t she? Even if the Trials were over and Kal Vann was locked up, sitting through two hours worth of intense drama like that wasn’t her idea of fun.  
 
    Comedy it was.  
 
    “Hello?” Mitch called from the front door. “Anybody home?”  
 
    “Right here,” she called back, sniffing the air. “Mmm. What’d you get me? Won tons? Sweet and sour chicken? Crab puffs?” Scrambling to her feet, she went to help him with the takeout. Closing her eyes, she inhaled the sweet aroma of Chinese food. “Oh wow. You are so my hero.” 
 
    “It never did take much to please you,” he mused, chuckling to himself.  
 
    Amara smirked. “What would you know about pleasing me?” she teased, setting the food on the table. 
 
    Mitch laughed. “True.” 
 
    “So, what do you want to watch? I couldn’t decide, but I narrowed it down to comedy. I’m not exactly in the mood for hardcore action or a slasher flick.” 
 
    Confused, Mitch frowned. “I thought I was picking the movie?” 
 
    “Were you? I couldn’t remember.” 
 
    He scoffed. “Typical.”  
 
    “So?”
“How about the new Ryan Reynolds one? Sure, it’s got a lot of action, but I’ve heard it’s hilarious.” 
 
    “Perfect. Hey, will you help me get these plates? I can’t reach them and I’m too lazy to grab the stool.” 
 
    “Sure.” Obliging, Mitch came up behind her and reached to the top shelf. The entire line of his body pressed up against hers as he retrieved the plates. 
 
    She froze. What was he doing? He’d never done anything like that before. They’d been friends for years and it had always been strictly platonic. Why was he changing it now? Could Nova have been right about him after all? Was he the one stalking her? 
 
    Mitch glanced down at her, frowning. “Are you going to move?” he asked. “I thought I was getting the plates here. As it is, I’m about to bring them down on top of your head. I doubt you want that.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Sorry.” Embarrassed, she got out of his way. Now she was imagining things. Of course it wasn’t Mitch. He would never do that to her. He didn’t even look at her that way. Never had. And then there was Zoe to think of. She was just letting the events of the last couple days get the best of her.  
 
    Shake it off, Townsend, she thought to herself. You’re losing it.  
 
    “Are you going to eat or what?” Mitch asked, staring at her funny. “You’re freaking me out.” 
 
    She wasn’t going to do this. She wasn’t going to suspect someone any time they brushed up against her. And she certainly wasn’t going to suspect Mitch again. No, instead, she was just going to enjoy the time with her best friend. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Mac, you got a minute?” Nova stood in the doorway to the sheriff’s office, one arm resting against the door jam.  
 
    Mac looked up from the papers spread across his desk and took off his glasses. “Sure Nova. What can I do for you?” He motioned for Nova to come in and sit down.  
 
    “It’s about Amara’s case,” he said, taking the seat in front the desk.  
 
    Mac’s face became grim. “Yeah, I thought it might be. I ran prints on the second note, but I didn’t get anything. Whoever he is, he’s never been arrested before.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “Has anything else happened that I need to be aware of?”  
 
    “He called her again last night. We were at my place this time, and there’s no way he could have been spying on us there. I live in a pretty secluded area so I have a lot of security.” To put it mildly. “He called her cell. Amara didn’t wake up, but since it was three in the morning, I figured it was him. He didn’t say a word. Just a lot of heavy breathing.” 
 
    Mac was scribbling furiously in his notebook. “Did you say anything?” 
 
    For a second, Nova hung his head. “I’ll admit, I did threaten him. I told him not to come near her, or I would find him. I told him to leave him alone.” Frowning, he pursed his lips. “I may have also called him a dickless prick.” 
 
    “No shit?” Mac asked with a laugh. Nova could tell he was trying to remain professional, but even the sheriff of their fine small town had to laugh sometimes. “Probably wasn’t your best move, but given the circumstances, I more than likely would have done the same. Besides, you can’t exactly blame a man for what is said to an unknown caller in the middle of the night.” 
 
    “No, you cannot.” Nova’s smile faded. “Do you have any suspects, sheriff?”  
 
    Mac only shook his head. “Sadly, no, I don’t. Believe me, I wish I did. Strathford is a small town, but we have our share of kooks and weirdos, just like anywhere else. Still, most of us have known Amara her entire life. I can’t think of a single person who would wish her harm.” 
 
    Nova stared at the ceiling. So they were still at square one. Perfect. 
 
    “Alec,” Mac called as the deputy passed by the office. “Hey, Alec, get back here.” 
 
    The young deputy appeared in the doorway, a carton of Chinese food in his hands. “Yeah, boss?” 
 
    “Where did you get that food?” Mac asked. “It’s not your break time, is it?” 
 
    Alec shook his head vigorously. “No, sir. That guy brought it in. Said he had extra and he was feeling generous since he’d fought with his girl and she was finally letting him make it up to her. There’s more if you want some.” 
 
    Nova’s head snapped up. “What did you say?” 
 
    “There’s more if you want some?” 
 
    “No, before that.” 
 
    “His girl was letting him make it up to her. Guess they’d had some kind of fight and he was bringing her Chinese to make it better. Seemed a little strange, but there you have it.” 
 
    “Who was it that brought in the food, Alec?” Mac asked. He was watching Nova’s face more than anything else.  
 
    “That guy that brings us dinner. The one from the tavern? Shoot, I’m so bad with names.” 
 
    “Well I’ll be damned,” Nova murmured. He stared up at the sheriff. “I know who it is, Mac.” 
 
      
 
    Amara took a bite of sweet and sour chicken and chewed while she watched Mitchell struggle to use his chop sticks.  
 
    “Damn it, I can never get these stupid things to work,” he complained, spilling rice all over his plate.  
 
    Amara couldn’t help but laugh. “Here.” Reaching over, she adjusted his fingers to where he was holding them properly. “There you go. Try now.” 
 
    Obediently, he picked up another bit of rice, and this time it didn’t fall. “You are amazing, you know that?” 
 
    She grinned. “I try.” 
 
    “I’m sure. Nova’s a lucky man.” 
 
    “I tell him that every day.” 
 
    Mitch laughed. “I’m sure you do. But does he realize how lucky he is? I mean, truly? You’re beautiful, smart, funny. Does he understand that the woman he’s getting deserves to be treasured?” 
 
    “He knows, Mac,” she assured him. “Don’t worry, Nova’s a really great guy. And he’s good to me.”  
 
    “I don’t know, Mara.” Mitch shook his head. “I’m not sure he’s good enough for you.” 
 
    A little uncomfortable, she patted his arm. “Thanks. You’re sweet.” 
 
    “I’m serious. There’s no one else like you. I know I’m with Zoe and everything, but the girl has some major issues, and I just…I don’t think it’s going to work out.” 
 
    “No? Oh. I’m sorry, Mitch. I know how much you cared for her.” 
 
    “The thing is, I’m just not sure there is anyone out there for me.” 
 
    Sympathy washed over her. “Sure there is. You’re funny, sweet, kind. You own your own business. I may have helped make it what it is, but hey.” They both smiled. “You’re still successful. You’re handsome, and you pick up some mean Chinese food. What woman wouldn’t want you?” 
 
    “I knew it,” Mitch whispered, staring at her. “I knew it.”  
 
    Frowning, she stared at him. “You knew what? Mitch? Hey! Damn it, Mitchell, get off me!”  
 
    Their food fell to the floor as she fought to push him off, but Mitch just kept coming. His body was on top of hers and he had her back pressed into the couch, pinning her down. She managed to wedge her hands between their chests, but that didn’t stop him from trying to kiss her.  
 
    “I knew it,” he said again. “I knew you couldn’t actually love that guy. I knew you always wanted me. I just had to convince you of it. The roses. You used to talk about roses when we were younger, how romantic you thought they were. I thought you would know they were from me. I thought you would ditch that guy and come tell me you loved me once you realized how perfect we are for each other.” 
 
    “Mitchell, get off of me.” She was beginning to panic. His voice had turned into that of a stranger. How could she have been so blind?  
 
    Finally, he sat back, and Amara scrambled to the edge of the couch and tucked her knees against her chest. She gaped at him. “Oh, my god,” she whispered. “Nova was right. It was you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
    Mitch grinned back at her. “Of course, it was me. Who else would it have been? Don’t you see? We belong together.” 
 
    Amara just stared. “You sent me the roses. And the bugs? The rotting flowers? That was you, too?” 
 
    Ashamed, Mitch reached for her hand. When she snatched it away, he nodded as if he understood. But the whole situation was incomprehensible. What was it that he understood? “I’m sorry about those flowers,” he said. “I was angry. You and Nova…you should have been with me. You would have been if that asshole hadn’t come into my bar that day. He blinded you with lies, Amara. He isn’t a good guy. He threatened me.” 
 
    “He did what?” 
 
    “Last night. When I called your phone? He threatened me.” 
 
    “You put a rock through his window,” she reminded him.  
 
    “He had it coming. He should keep his hands off my girl.” Lunging forward, he was on her again, and this time she couldn’t keep him away. His lips found hers and his tongue darted into her mouth. It tasted of salt mixed with sweet and sour sauce.  
 
    “I’m not your girl,” she tried to tell him, but her words were blocked by his mouth. Instead, she bit his lip. She bit it hard enough to draw blood.  
 
    “Damn it!” Mitch yelled, yanking away from her. “You bitch.” The back of his hand slapped across her face, and she could already feel the ugly red welt it would leave. Tears bloomed in the corners of her eyes. “Now look what you made me do.” 
 
      
 
    Nova screeched to a halt outside Amara’s house. The doors to Mac’s SUV shut behind him. He motioned for the two cops to follow. He led them around the side of the house, then motioned for them to stop. Nate stepped forward out of the shadows. “Anything?” Nova asked. 
 
    Nate shook his head. “No, they’re just inside, watching a movie. The volume’s too loud for me to hear what they’re saying. Are you sure this is the guy, Nova?”  
 
    “I’m sure. Did you call for back up?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes.” 
 
    “Good.” He turned to Mac. “He’s inside. From what we can tell, they’re watching a movie. But I don’t think we should go in all at once.” 
 
    “Nova, who is this?” Mac asked.  
 
    “He’s a friend of mine. I asked him to keep an eye on her house for me.” 
 
    “You trust him?” 
 
    “With my life.” 
 
    “Okay. Then what’s your plan?” 
 
    “I think I should go in alone. Now, hear me out. If I can coax him outside, we might have a chance of arresting him without any chance of Amara getting hurt. If we ambush him, he’s likely to use her to get away. Isn’t that how these things work?” 
 
    Mac frowned. “In theory. Shit, Nova, we’ve never had anything like this before. I’m a small-town cop. We don’t get hostage situations here.” 
 
    “Then we do this my way.” 
 
    “Really, Sheriff?” Alec asked. “We really think this was the tavern guy?” 
 
    Mac nodded grimly. “Mitch. Yes, unfortunately, we really think it’s him. Nova, lead the way.” 
 
    “Alright,” Nova said, rubbing his hands together. “I’m going in.” 
 
      
 
    Moving slowly, Nova crept to the back door and eased it open, careful not to make a sound. He shut it just as quietly as he could. Keeping his back to the wall, he edged over to the doorway and peered into the living room. What he saw made his stomach tighten with fear.  
 
    Mitch had Amara sitting on the couch while he paced in front of her spouting a monologue. 
 
    “For years, I was in front of you, waiting,” Mitch told her. “Waiting. For years, I kept thinking that one day, you would turn around and realize that I was the perfect man for you. And for years, you ignored me.  
 
    “Then you met that stranger. You met Nova.” He spat his name like it was poison. “And everything I had been waiting for was stolen from me. You never saw me after that. You only saw him. And now, after all the time and effort I put into being the perfect man for you, you want to run off and marry him?  
 
    “You betrayed me, Amara. I even started dating Zoe in hopes that it would make you jealous. And for a while, I thought it worked. But then, like everything else, you put my relationship with her to the back of your mind. You forgot about me again. So I had to remind you. 
 
    “I had hoped that the roses would make you think of me, but they didn’t. I couldn’t understand it. How could someone so smart and so beautiful not realize who they came from?” 
 
    “How would I have pieced that together, Mitchell?” Amara wanted to know. “They were roses. And then they were bugs. You called me and hung up. You put a rock through my fiancé’s window and you left threatening letters. Why on earth would I think that was you?” 
 
    But I should have, Nova thought. I should have known it was him.  
 
    “If you knew me better,” Mitch whined, “you would have.” Going to the window, he stared out into the night. “Then tonight, I thought maybe you had finally seen the light, but you’re just as blind as ever.” 
 
    “What about how well you knew her?” Nova asked, stepping into the room. From the couch, Amara gasped, and Mitch spun around, his face tight with anger. “Did you ever once stop to think about how she felt? You say you waited for her for years, but did you ever tell her how you felt? You didn’t, did you? And now you’re throwing a tantrum because she chose me. I did tell her how I felt. So, if you have a problem with someone, it should be me. She chose me. So, let’s go outside and settle this like men.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Amara mouthed silently.  
 
    “Trust me,” he mouthed back. 
 
    Mitch glared at them both, fury taking over his expression. “You think you’re so much better than me? You? You are nothing. Just a stranger passing through. I am everything to her.” 
 
    Nova cocked a brow. “You were.” 
 
    And then Mitch charged. “She belongs to me!” he hollered.  
 
    His shoulder barreled into Nova, hitting him hard in the stomach. Nova stumbled back and crashed into the kitchen, his foe on top of him. He knew he could shift and tear the human to shreds, but he had sworn an oath to his Pack. He would keep his secret from the humans at any cost. He only hoped his back up came in after him.  
 
    Mitch’s fists pummeled his chest, his face, and Nova let him. He could have killed him easily, even as a man. But stalker or not, he was Amara’s friend. And he was hoping to be enough of a distraction that she could get away. He should have known she’d never leave him. 
 
      
 
    Using Mitch’s distraction, Amara raced to her bedroom and pulled open the drawer to her bedside table where her gun was stashed. Sliding the clip home, she clicked off the safety and ran back into the kitchen.  
 
    Nova was on the floor, on his back, doing barely more than keeping Mitch off his face. Mitchell, on the other hand, appeared to be taking out all of his issues on Nova’s body.  
 
    “Freeze, Mitch,” Amara hollered, levelling the gun at him. “I promise you, if you lay so much as another finger on him, I will shoot you.” 
 
    “Amara,” Mitch whimpered, gaping at her, “I don’t understand. Why would you hurt me? He’s trying to take you from me. I’m just trying to stop him.” 
 
    Horrified, she stared at him. “You’re sick, Mitch.” She cocked the gun. “You need help. Get off of him, and I’ll make sure you get it.” 
 
    Slowly, he got up and stood with his hands raised. Amara used the gun to motion him into the living room. She looked at Nova. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Fine,” he said, rubbing his jaw. “Just a little sore. Are you?”  
 
    She nodded. “What should we do with him?”  
 
    “Mac’s outside with the car. They’ll take him to county tonight.” 
 
    Mitch gasped. “You would betray me like this, Amara? You, of all people? After everything I have done for you, you would let this asshat send me to jail?” 
 
    “You deserve to be in jail, Mitchell,” she answered solemnly. “You’re sick.”  
 
    Taking out his phone, Nova called Mac. “Yeah. Everyone’s fine. We’ve got him. It’s safe to come in.” 
 
    Before she could stop him, Mitch took a knife from his pocket and lunged at Nova with a scream of fury. Amara didn’t so much as blink. After everything she’d been through, she’d had enough. Her finger squeezed the trigger and the gun gave a kick as the bullet exploded from the gun and flew straight into its target.  
 
    It hit Mitch in the shoulder, sending him flying backwards. He crashed into the refrigerator and slid to the ground, leaving a trail of crimson blood in his wake. He stared at her, his eyes wide and glassy with pain. “Why?” he rasped. And then he passed out.  
 
    Amara stood where she was, her hand trembling, just as the front door crashed open.  
 
    “Nobody move!” Mac hollered as he, Alec, and Nate scanned the room. “Amara? What happened?” 
 
    “He pulled a knife, Mac. He went after Nova. I had no choice.” 
 
    “Is he dead?” 
 
    “No. Just knocked out.” 
 
    Mac’s brow furrowed. “Good. Alec, call it in.” The deputy disappeared. “Lower your weapon, Amara.” 
 
    But she didn’t move. It wasn’t until she felt Nova’s hands on hers that she understood what was happening. Turning, she stared into his eyes.  
 
    “It’s okay, baby,” he told her. “It’s over. You can let it go now.” Taking the gun from her, he put the safety on and handed it to Mac. “There now. It’s over.” 
 
    With a sigh of relief, she fell into his arms, and let Nova wrap her up tight. 
 
      
 
    Red and white lights lit the darkness on Amara’s street as they loaded Mitch into the ambulance. People lined the streets, wondering what was going on. Amara watched silently as the stretcher was secured and the doors were shut. She’d shot him in the shoulder. She was a good enough shot to know that she hadn’t hit anything vital, but he’d still lost a lot of blood waiting for the ambulance, which worried her.  
 
    As scared as she’d been, she couldn’t get herself to hate him. The doctors said it was possible that something in his mind had just snapped one day. They also said it was possible that his obsessive tendencies had always been there and he’d just been good at covering them up. Whatever it was, he was the county sheriff’s problem now. She only hoped she never saw him again.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Nova asked, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. Leaning into his touch, she nodded. “You gave me quite a scare back there,” he told her. “You have a habit of doing that a lot.” 
 
    Despite herself, she laughed. “You have a habit of pissing off the bad guys who then come after me.” 
 
    “This is true. Maybe we should both quit doing that, yeah? Deal?” 
 
    Amara chuckled, standing on tip-toes to kiss him. “Deal. Nova?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Can we go get married now, please?” 
 
    And even when the world seemed dark and turned upside down, she found that Nova could still make her feel safe. She couldn’t help but beam up at his grinning face. Nova lightly kissed her nose and held her tight. “Absolutely.” 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed books 1, 2 & 3 of my Mountain Wolves series! If you’d like to read book 4, you can check it out here: Complete Mountain Wolves Boxed Set 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
    Not again. 
 
    Cynthia eyed her grandmother with a measure of both love and contempt.  Every day was the same routine; wake up, get water, make food, clean, get more water, cook, take care of her grandma, and think about Alex. At least, that was the regular day.   
 
    “I need some water,” grandma said. 
 
    And I need a break. 
 
    Cynthia snatched the pail from beside the door and shoved her way outside.  What she wouldn’t give for running water, or a flush toilet like they had in the farmhouse.   
 
    Once the door was firmly shut behind her, she punched at the air furiously while the pail dangled on the crook of her arm.  She loved her grandma but always struggled for whatever freedom she could get.  She slipped into her unlaced boots that sat beside the door and tapped the toe to the ground to make sure they were on. 
 
    Where the hell was Alex? 
 
    Oh, right, he was off driving around recruiting other wolves to help them in their fight against the bear clans.  Didn’t he say he was supposed to return today?  Today is almost over and he was pushing the limits of Cynthia’s patience. 
 
    “Great day again, eh Cyn?” her neighbor asked from his rocking chair. 
 
    She remembered herself, coughing twice and stood to her full height.   
 
    “Always,” she replied, Always. 
 
    Cynthia started marching across the tiny town that had sprung up around the farmhouse.  Ramshackle houses flanked the one large dirt road that ran the course from the paved street straight up to the farmhouse.  A few of the wolves in the area had vehicles, but most didn’t even run, or if they did run they wouldn’t get far.   
 
    A slight breeze blew toward the forest.  The cold wind bit at her exposed skin, making her nipples perk up under her sundress.  Her small fleshy mounds weren’t much to look at but they still got a lot of attention.   
 
    A couple of the mutts lying around caught sight and she could tell their jeans were getting a little tighter.  There were so many new horny boys around now since the clans merged just two months ago, she could have done without them.  Still, let them watch, it’s not for them, these were for Alex. If he’d ever get back. In the meantime, she could take care of herself. 
 
    “Hey Cynthia,” shouted one of the dumber ones. 
 
    Just leave me alone. 
 
    “Wanna go for a run later?” he asked with a smile. 
 
    Yeah, but not with you. 
 
    She pushed passed without saying a word and smiled through the frustrating nonsensical flirting.  She’d found it easier to not say anything than try to say no.  They’d get tired of talking and walk away most the time, but other times they couldn’t get it through their thick skulls.   
 
    The good news for Cynthia was that the water pump didn’t have a line so she could finish her chore quickly and with minimal harassment.  The bad news was that the idiot was still trying to flirt and wasn’t leaving her alone. 
 
    “You know, I could take you for a ride in my-” 
 
    “Listen … er” she tried to remember his name which sat on the tip of her tongue. 
 
    “Billy,” he offered. 
 
    “Billy,” she continued to work the water pump lever, which squeaked with each crank, “I already have a boyfriend so you’re barking up the wrong alley.” 
 
    “Maybe I can provide something he can’t,” he said while he furrowed his brow.   
 
    Fucking mutts.  Cynthia returned to working the water pump so she could finish her task quickly and get back to her grandma.  She turned her face away and rolled her eyes while trying her best to ignore his advances. 
 
    “Guess I’ll just have to prove to your boyfriend why I’m the better man,” Billy suggested, starting to turn away.   
 
    “Is that a threat?” Cynthia asked as she growled below her breath.  She was starting to get visibly upset.  First her grandmother orders her around and now this moron wants to act like an idiot?  Not today.  Today is the day Alex comes home. 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be,” he offered, “you could get smart and just come with me.” 
 
    Fuck it.  Her body reacted without thought.  She tackled Billy to the ground and punched with whatever strength she could muster.  He threw his arms up to defend himself while she furiously attacked. 
 
    The rhythmic thumping of an old truck engine echoed throughout the den.  Cynthia sat straddled atop her bloodied foe and searched the road for the source of the sound.   
 
    Her heart fluttered with excitement as the dingy, old, off-yellow truck rounded the corner and began its journey down the dirt path leading toward the farmhouse. 
 
    In her distraction, Billy gained the upper hand.   
 
    “You’re a lively, bitch,” he said, pushing her off and tackling her to the ground.  Rocks stabbed into her back and mud from the wet grass around the water spigot matted into her hair.  He smacked her upside the head, “If you wanna play hard then I’m always ready for you.” 
 
    He grinded his hips into her open legs and she could feel his erection through his jeans.  Gross.  She broke one of her legs free and kneed him in the dick.  He doubled over and let go of her immediately.  She took the opportunity to run toward the truck that was pulling to a stop just a few yards away.   
 
    Alex stood as a knight in shining armor.  The setting sun cast a halo around him.  His long sleeve shirt clunk tightly to his sinewy body which was starting to fill out with new muscle.  His jeans sat loose and low on his sharp hips and his tight abs peeked out from above.  He was barely out the passenger door when Cynthia tackled him to the ground. 
 
    She straddled him tightly, her legs wrapped around his hips.   
 
    “Whoa,” Alex said, falling into the dry dirt road, “is it my birthday?”   
 
    He had such a genuine smile and it was by far one of his best features.  His dimpled cheeks would highlight his skinny face and his vibrant green eyes were always warm and inviting.  His normally short hair was starting to grow out just a little longer than he would have liked but Cynthia thought it gave him a rugged, disheveled look. 
 
      “Help,” Cynthia whispered into his ear, motioning towards Billy with her head. 
 
    Alex saw the bruised and battered wolf pulling himself up to his feet while still cupping at his crotch.  Alex laughed quietly to himself. 
 
    “Did you kick him in the nuts?” he asked. 
 
    Cynthia widened her eyes and nodded slightly. 
 
    “Did he deserve it?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she whispered.  She pushed herself off Alex and stood over him with her arms around her waist.  Her sun dress billowed in the wind, giving Alex a full view of what waited for him beneath.  Her tiny black panties were already a little moist. 
 
    Alex shot back to his feet and glared at Billy who was starting his way toward the duo. 
 
    Kick his ass, Alex. 
 
    “I’m still talking to you!” Billy shouted. 
 
    “No, you’re talking to me,” Alex growled, “Cynthia is my girl.” 
 
    Billy lowered his head and raised his fists, readying himself for a fight.   
 
    Alex laughed and nonchalantly walked toward Billy. 
 
    “You’re new around here, right?” Alex asked, “You should stop this before you get yourself hurt.” 
 
    Billy threw a punch and Alex twisted to dodge but wasn’t fast enough.  The punch hit him in the rib.  Another fist soared and found Alex’s face.  Alex clutched at this cheek but his eyes narrowed with rage.  Alex balled up his fist and threw a punch that caught Billy just under the jaw.   
 
    Billy reeled back, dazed from the strike, and fell to his back shaking his head.   
 
    Serves him right.  Cynthia threw her arms around her devoted protector while he clutched at his injured rib. 
 
    “Guess I didn’t need to intervene after all,” Connor shouted from the farmhouse porch.   
 
    “It wouldn’t have hurt,” Alex said as he spat out a tooth that landed beside his defeated foe.   
 
    Cynthia gushed.  Not only was Alex back but he’d saved her from another dumb mutt that couldn’t keep it in his pants.  Her body pulsed with excitement.  She wanted Alex more than anything else, and she wanted him right now.   
 
    “Come on, Dinner’s ready.  You should come too, Cynthia,” Connor added. 
 
    Dammit, not now.  She needed to jump on top of Alex and ride him until sunrise.  Cynthia stood behind her man and kissed at his neck. 
 
    “We could provide something else for you to eat,” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    Alex gulped. 
 
    “Come on son,” Alex’s father said, “let’s eat.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to-” 
 
    “Your sister put in the time to cook, and you’re going to eat it,” he added, cutting Alex off. 
 
    Cynthia groaned.  Her body was on fire and there was only one thing on her mind that could put her out.   
 
    Alex sighed heavily which only meant one thing. 
 
    “Let’s go, Cyn,” he said. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    When all eyes were off the duo, she grabbed at his crotch.  His bulging package pressed against his belt and screamed for attention.  He shuddered when she removed her hand. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with quick,” she whispered in his ear.  Cynthia started her way toward the farmhouse then stopped. 
 
    Stupid. 
 
    She smacked herself in the forehead before snatching the bucket of water from the pump and kicking Billy lightly in the side as she strode away.  She knew Alex couldn’t take his eyes off her and she made sure he knew what he was missing.  Her hips swayed and her dress belled back and forth.  She bent over further than was necessary as she sat the pail by her own front door. 
 
    “Water, grandma,” she said. 
 
    Alex waited on the farmhouse porch and she stepped quickly to join him.   
 
    “Dumb bitch,” she heard Billy groan from behind.  Cynthia didn’t care.  He was a loser.  Plus, she was ready to make sure she would have her winner later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
    Okay, make this quick, eat fast then get back to the sexy woman who’s giving you the fuck me stare.  Alex had to adjust his throbbing erection as he walked into the farmhouse.  Cynthia was so damn sexy with her long, slender legs and her tiny but shapely butt.  She loved to run and it showed on her body.  No doubt she’d want to go for a ‘run’ after eating. 
 
    “Alex!” Tess shouted from the kitchen table.   
 
    “Hey sis,” Alex said, stepping into the kitchen, “how’s the family?” 
 
    Cynthia stayed close by Alex clasping his hand tightly.   
 
    “Barely started,” she replied, “but it’s getting there.”  Tess patted her belly with pride.   
 
    Alex was only recently made aware of his sister’s pregnancy.  It still grossed him out to think of his sister having sex, even if her future husband Connor was the alpha of the pack.  If anything that just made it more awkward. 
 
    “Sit down and eat,” she said with a smile between bites. 
 
    Connor took the seat beside Tess and loaded his plate with the casserole sitting in the middle of the table.  The drab 70’s style green cabinets clashed with the paisley blue aluminum table.  None of the chairs matched and most were in various states of disrepair.  The linoleum floor squeaked as people walked across and it was covered with the ugliest floral pattern imaginable; you’d wonder who was fired after putting it into production.    Across the table from Connor sat Marcus, Alex’s father.   
 
    “As I was saying, they’ll be sending some warriors from their pack in the next couple days,” Marcus said. 
 
    “Good!” Connor shouted, still filling his plate with an absurd amount of casserole, “You two did just great.  That’s three packs now willing to stand up against the bear clans.” 
 
    “Sit!” Tess urged. 
 
    Two empty chairs remained. At least they were side by side.  Alex pulled out the chair that appeared the least broken and offered it kindly to Cynthia who sat graciously, then joined her in the other chair. 
 
    “I have your next destination,” Connor said. 
 
    Another den? 
 
    “The Cliff Walker den.” 
 
    “I had a feeling you’d say that,” Marcus said, “They’re a proud warrior pack and most of them itch for a fight.  I’m sure they’ll be hungry to join us.” 
 
    “Great!  You leave first thing tomorrow,” Connor said. 
 
    What?! 
 
    “We just got back,” Alex said. 
 
    “And, you’ll just be leaving,” Connor barked. 
 
    “I need some time-” 
 
    “You’ll have tonight,” Connor said, cutting him off.   
 
    He must be kidding.  There’s no way he would push them out the door again so soon without a moment to really rest.  Cynthia grabbed Alex’s hand under the table and held it close.  It wasn’t fair; Connor got to spend as much time as he wanted with Tess, but Alex couldn’t spend more than one night with his girlfriend. 
 
    “Find someone else,” Alex said, causing his chair to screech on the linoleum floor as he stood. 
 
    “If you’re a part of this pack then you’ll do as you’re told.  Or do I have to remind you who the alpha of this pack is?”  Connor narrowed his eyes, staring straight through Alex. 
 
    There was no way in hell he could have beat Connor in a head to head fight.  He’d seen Connor take down two rampaging bear shifters by himself whereas Alex lost easily to just one.  It didn’t help that Connor was almost twice Alex’s size.  
 
    “Just do this one, Son.  It should only be a couple more days,” his father said. 
 
    Easy for you to say, you don’t have a sweet piece of ass like Cynthia to come back to.  Alex was fighting the rage in his mind and losing.  It took Cynthia’s gentle touch on his forearm to bring him back from saying something he might regret.  He sighed heavily, letting the moment go, and returned to his chair which he pulled back under the table. 
 
    “This is the last time,” Alex said.   
 
    “If I only have him for one night then I’m taking him right now,” Cynthia chimed in. 
 
    Marcus laughed the hardest, spilling bites of food into his thick beard.  Tess had a horrid look of realization while Connor paid no mind.   
 
    “Get out of here,” his Dad said. 
 
    Cynthia didn’t even wait for him to finish the sentence.  She was yanking Alex to his feet.  He toppled over the back of his chair, barely catching himself before falling.  Cynthia pushed out of the room so quickly that Alex lost sight of her for a second as he returned the chair upright.  With a quick smile and casual salute he left to join Cynthia by the door. 
 
    “It’s a nice night for a run,” she whispered into his ear as she stuffed something into his pocket.  She smiled wickedly, and with a wink she was outside.   
 
    Alex unfurled the item she placed in his care, her panties.  They were already wet and smelled of sex.  Instant boner.  He shoved them back in his pocket and rocketed out the door to see a silver and gray haired wolf sprinting toward the tree line.  A billowy sun dress was caught by the wind, slowly finding its way toward the ground.   
 
    He couldn’t tear his pants off fast enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
    Her senses were alive.  The smell of the trees filled her nostrils, and her hunger to mate filled her loins.  She’d been waiting all day for this and if she only had one night then she was going to make it a night to remember.   
 
    She darted past the rows of sharpened logs and makeshift pit traps set to stop the bears advance.   
 
    “Wait!” she heard Alex shout behind her.  But, wait she would not.  If he needed to find her he could track her by scent with what she left in his pocket.   
 
    She sprinted into the tree line, dashing over fallen logs and underbrush she ran past a thousand times.  She breathed heavily with each footfall penetrating deeper and deeper into the thick wood.  Her destination was the clearing where they first kissed.  It was the same place they’d first had sex.  And, it was the first place she knew to be safe from prying eyes. 
 
    She heard Alex’s grunt as he shifted and begin following behind her. It made her heart quicken, feeling like it might beat straight out of her chest.  She was always faster than him, though.  She loved to run and was known as the fastest in the pack, a title which she wore with pride.  Alex struggled to keep up.   
 
    This is it.  The giant stump of an old tree left thick gnarling roots that were large enough for a wolf to fit through.  A thick layer of moss covered the bed of the floor beneath her paws and a tiny stream babbled within earshot.  Only Cynthia knew of this place, and when she shared it with Alex it was the turning point in their relationship. 
 
    Cynthia trotted slowly to catch her breath.  It would be a few more minutes before Alex would arrive and she wanted to be ready for him.  A surge of adrenaline sent chills down her spine.  Human fingers ripped and tore their way through her front paws as her fur receded.  Her snout flattened into her face as the hair on her head grew to its usual length and darkened to its usual hue of brown.   
 
    Hurry up.  
 
    Cynthia leaned against the thick roots of the tree stump with her arms crossed against her chest.  He sure was taking his sweet time getting here.  She was so horny she couldn’t wait any longer.  Her hand reached down between her legs.  So wet!  Her own pussy juice ran down her leg while she played with her clit.  Little jolts of excitement sent surges of pleasure throughout her body.  If he was trying to track her by scent then it made sense for her to be as turned on as possible. 
 
    Her breathing was still quick from the run but it grew more erratic.  She thought of his throbbing cock probing inside, filling her completely and she nearly lost her mind.  Her nipples fought against the cold air and with her other hand she toyed with them; they were so sensitive and she was so turned on that she could have orgasmed. 
 
    The last remnants of daylight were fleeting and soon it would be dark.  What was taking him so long?   
 
    He burst into the clearing, panting heavily.   
 
    “Took you long enough,” Cynthia said.  She held out her hand, covered in her juice, “Look what you made me do.” 
 
      Alex whined.  He would, the slow bastard.  His wolf fur tore away and she could hear his bones crack from the strain. His muscles snapped into position as he stood to his full height.  With his cock standing erect, he was trying to catch his breath and failing miserably.   
 
    “You’re…” he panted, “too fast.”  He coughed into his hand. 
 
    Cynthia pushed off the log and joined her man.  His shaft slid against her wet slit as she pulled him into an embrace. It sent a tingle down her spine causing her to shudder.   
 
    “I don’t want you to go,” she said.  She rubbed her hands along his cold exposed flesh.   
 
    “Did you want to try running away, again?” He asked as he wrapped his hands around her upper back.   
 
    He smelled so damn good.  Her hips moved on their own running the full length of his shaft.  
 
    “I’m willing to consider it,” she said softly.  Her hands ran down the scar on his chest, a present from an angry bear.  The scar only made him sexier. She kissed him on the neck, quickly losing her patience. 
 
    Crack. 
 
    What the fuck now?  Cynthia’s head swiveled as she searched the woods for the source of the sound. 
 
    “Who’s there?” Alex shouted into the darkened wood. 
 
    Her heart was beating faster.  The urge to run nagged at her as fear took hold in the depth of her breast.  The twilight of the forest was no ally.  What was supposed to be a quiet getaway was becoming a nightmare.   
 
    Plodding footsteps started to echo, getting closer and closer with each passing second.  Cynthia could take it no longer; she tugged on Alex’s hand, urging him to run. 
 
    “Come on!” she said. 
 
    From the rim of the clearing, it stood on its haunches, a mighty bear.  Dammit.  Now was not the time to stand around.   
 
    Come on Alex. 
 
    Before she could even start shifting, she was already running.  Her feet stung from the rocks and roots that stabbed at her feet.  She fell to all fours as her hands gave way to paws and fur sprouted from her body.  The fear that beat in her chest shut out all of her senses and urged her to run faster than before.   
 
    Goddamn bears.  They ruined a perfectly good night.  She was going to get laid and enjoy some snuggle time with the man of her dreams.  Now, she was running for her life through the forest.   
 
    Come on Alex. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    Fight or flight?  He couldn’t decide.  The bear loomed over him, its razor sharp claws ready to swipe and end his life.  Alex was tired from running but it was a much better alternative. 
 
    Cynthia was well out of view before he turned to join her flight.  The sinew of his muscles snapped and groaned against his shifting bones, his muzzle protruded from his face while fur cascaded down his back.   
 
    You can win. 
 
    Now isn’t the time.  His body burned from running with Cynthia and it was only going to get worse. 
 
    I don’t want to find out. 
 
    Something whispered in the back of his mind.  Like a nasty sliver that he wanted to pick at but hadn’t the time.   
 
    Kill the bear.  Hunt.  Feed. 
 
    Shutup.  Now isn’t the time for stupid thoughts.  He continued to sprint through the dark forest.  Alex wasn’t even sure he was going the right way, but his nose could tell that Cynthia was in this direction. 
 
    Why did they have to come tonight?  Cynthia was a goddess.  She was perfection.  And, she was all his.  He’d given her a head start to get back to the den.  He wanted to know that she’d be safe from the bear even if he had to sacrifice himself to be sure.   
 
    The forest broke open and he saw the farmhouse ahead.  Cynthia was already standing, in the middle of the den, safe from harm.  Alex slowed his pace and wheeled around at the forest edge.  He lowered his head and growled while bearing his sharp fangs.   
 
    He scanned the forest with the light from the farmhouse porch.  It cast shadows that tricked his eyes, but deep within, just out of reach of the light, he saw the hunched over figure of a bear.  It stood and stared right back.   
 
    Kill it.  Tear its flesh. 
 
    The whispers were louder now.  Alex shook his head, trying to silence the voice that reached out.   
 
    No.   
 
    Let go.   
 
    The fur on his back stretched and grew, his skin tore, and his muscles ached.  Alex was working his hardest to hold back his wolf, but his leash wasn’t tight enough.  Darkness crept in the corners of his vision.  The two were locked, each with one side of the leash and Alex was losing.   
 
    Stop it, dammit.  Not now! 
 
    Everything around him was dark, and before him stood only the wolf.  The corners of its mouth were twisted and snarled.  With a blink of his eyes he was back in the den.  A different creature was staring back at him, the bear.   
 
    What in the hell was that?  How could the wolf be taking over his mind so easily?   
 
    Alex and the bear stared each other down for a moment before it disappeared back into the darkness of the thick wood.  Good, one less thing to worry about.   
 
    However, for the time being, Alex was more scared of the wolf inside.  Even now it was tugging at him to chase down the bear.   
 
    It’s over. 
 
    Not for long. 
 
    Cynthia walked up behind him and rested a hand on his shoulders.  Her scent was intoxicating.  Alex yanked at the leash of the wolf, returning it to its cage. His body obeyed shortly after.  This time, though, the pain of the shift was tremendous.  It felt like the wolf was punishing him.  His bones cracked and broke while his muscles snapped and tore.  Every hair on his body felt like a tiny needle stabbing into his skin.  When he could finally stand up on his human feet, his head was spinning and he had to return to the ground. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    Fuck no, I’m not okay. 
 
    “Just give me a minute,” he replied. 
 
    Cynthia trotted over and retrieved her abandoned clothing, slipping her dress over her shoulders.  When she returned, she tossed Alex’s pants at his face. He pulled them on quickly, shielding himself from the cold that was sucking the heat from his overtaxed body. 
 
    “I’m still wet,” Cynthia whispered in his ear.  She sported a wicked coy grin.  And, the boner was back.  Even though he could barely stand, his dick still knew what to do.   
 
    He snapped to his feet, which he began to regret when the headache set in. 
 
    “You always say just what I want to hear,” Alex replied.  He would have offered the farmhouse, but the idea of having sex in his bedroom with Connor and Tess just a room over was repulsive.   
 
    “Let’s go to my place,” she said, “it’s my grandma’s bridge night.” 
 
    “Can’t say no to an offer like that,” he joked. 
 
    Cynthia took Alex’s hand, pulling him along for the ride.  Her house was one of the smaller buildings, barely tall enough for Alex to stand in. Still, it was big enough for Cynthia and her grandma even if they had to hunch from time to time.   
 
    The house looked dark inside, a good sign so far.  Cynthia pushed her way through to make sure it was empty and Alex followed shortly thereafter.  Inside didn’t look much better than outside.  Two beds sat angled against each other in the back, a small round table made from an old wire spool was flanked by a pair of upturned buckets used as makeshift seats.  A shelf was nestled against the only other wall. It housed various sundries and knickknacks.   
 
    Cynthia lit the single camp lantern that hung from a beam stretching across the ceiling.  It provided enough light to see.  Before the lantern grew to full brightness, Cynthia was already tearing off her dress and hopping into her bed.  Alex watched her little butt wiggle with each step she took.   
 
    I am the luckiest man alive. 
 
    He began to unzip his own pants but was surprised by the creak of the door behind. 
 
    “I was wondering who was here.  Hey Alex,” her grandma said. 
 
    I am the unluckiest man alive. 
 
    Dammit, again, why now?  She was a nice enough old lady but three interruptions in one day?  
 
    “Evening Miss Bannon,” Alex said with a sigh while zipping his pants back up. 
 
    “You must be freezing without a shirt,” she said. 
 
    “No, I’m fine.  It’s a style,” he said, taking a seat on Cynthia’s bed.  She was still naked beneath the covers and his opportunity for some quiet time with her was waning. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, Grandma?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “Bridge night was cancelled.  I guess one of the girls got scared when she saw a bear in the woods.  Oh well, we’ll get back together again next week,” Miss Bannon replied. 
 
    Cynthia face palmed.  Alex merely thought about it. 
 
    “Since you’re both here, do you want to see something I found early today?” she asked. 
 
    “No, grandma, we don’t want to hear your boring story,” Cynthia said. 
 
    “I found this old photo with both of your mothers in it,” she said. 
 
    Alex was surprised that he was interested to see it.  There weren’t many photos of his mother in the house.  His dad was never one for taking pictures at family events and apparently his mother was always camera shy. Besides, this would give Cynthia a chance to get her clothes back on. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind seeing it,” Alex said, giving a quick wink to Cynthia who quickly caught on. 
 
    Cynthia’s grandmother held out the crinkled photo.  Alex took it gingerly from her wrinkled hand and held it to the light of the lantern.  
 
    Without hesitation, Cynthia quickly put her clothes back on before falling back on the bed in sexual frustration. 
 
    It was a large group photo.  A stacked wooden cottage loomed in the background with twelve young faces smiling in front.  They couldn’t have been much older than Alex was right now.  He scanned the faces to see which one might be his mother and did his best to guess. 
 
    “Is this her?” Alex asked. 
 
    The old woman leaned in close. 
 
    “Nope, that’s Cynthia’s mother,” she replied and pointed to another woman in the photo, “that’s your mother.”   
 
    “Wait, they’re not sisters are they?” Alex asked.  He felt a lump grow in his throat.  If their mothers were sisters then he’d be dating … his cousin?   
 
    “Nope, not even close,” she reassured him.   
 
    Thank god.  Alex swallowed hard. 
 
    “I remember your mother well.  She was the daughter of the old alpha before your father.  Actually, there’s your father right there,” she said. 
 
    Her finger rested on a dopey looking kid standing behind his mother.  His arm was locked around another kid in the photo. 
 
    “And, that was his best friend before the packs split,” she added, “they were inseparable, until they got old enough to fight over your mother.  The rest is history.” 
 
    Alex returned the photo.   
 
    “I think Cynthia’s father is in the photo as well but I can’t remember which one he is,” she added.  Her eyes darted through the photograph. She stood with sudden realization, pointing at the largest of the group.  “This one is him, Bruce.” 
 
    He was the tallest by more than a head and a thick beard was already growing on his chin.  He was a barrel chested monster in biker boots and a thick leather jacket.  A scar ran vertically from his forehead to his cheek over his right eye. Beside him sat a brand new black motorcycle.   
 
    If badass had a look, his would be it. 
 
    “Wow, Cyn.  Did he ever take you on that motorcycle?” 
 
    “Nope,” she replied, “I never even met the guy.  He’s a deadbeat.” 
 
    “Last I heard he was still on the mountain with his gang but they never come through this way,” Miss Bannon added. 
 
    “Thanks, grandma, for ruining my night,” Cynthia said.   
 
    “No problem, dear,” she replied without listening.   
 
    Wow, no wonder Cynthia is always so frustrated.  Alex handed back the photo and joined Cynthia on the bed.  She stared at the ceiling, clearly annoyed.  Alex couldn't help but find her sexy. 
 
    “I’m going to sleep,” Miss Bannon said, snatching him from his thoughts. She eased herself into the only other bed.  “Please turn out the light when you go to sleep.” 
 
    Cynthia and Alex locked eyes. Looks like tonight was a bust.  There was nowhere else in the den to be alone.  Running off might lead to another bear attack, and Alex had to be up early to travel.  He could have pounded his head through a wall with the amount of tension that built up inside of him. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” Alex whispered, “I’ll be back in a couple days.” 
 
    “I don’t want you in a couple days, I want you right now,” she whispered back. 
 
    Ugh.  She wasn’t making this easy.  He pulled himself under the comforter, and pressed his body against hers.  Her soft skin was still flush and warm to the touch.  She kissed him on the lips and ran her finger along his toned abs. 
 
    “It’s too bad you can’t come with me on the trip,” he whispered.  Only when his head was on the pillow did he realize how tired he was.  What a day.  He fell asleep to Cynthia’s warm body and her tender smile. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
    Alex woke, alone in the bed.  He felt around for Cynthia but was met with cold bedsheets.  He stood from the bed quietly searching around the tiny one room house but still no Cynthia, just Miss Bannon sleeping an arm’s reach away.  
 
    Dammit. 
 
    He raised a hand to his head and left the warmth of the bed only to get a shock of cold in his feet from the floor.  He shot to his feet and smacked his head into the low hanging beam of the ceiling.  
 
    Fuck, no Cynthia and a bruise.  Great day so far. 
 
    Alex tried to hold in every swear word he wanted to blurt out as he rubbed at his head.  Not wanting to wake Miss Bannon he tip-toed out the door making as little sound as possible. 
 
    The sun was rising from behind the farmhouse and cast a long shadow on the rest of the grounds.  He looked around, checking the water pump and the nearby houses for any sign of Cynthia but came up empty.  The only other person he saw was Connor already standing on the farmhouse porch, leaning against the railing and sipping a cup of coffee.  This day kept getting better and better. 
 
    “Late night?” Connor quipped. 
 
    Alex leaned against the railing opposite him, rubbing at his sore forehead.   
 
    “She’s a great catch,” Connor said, taking a sip from the coffee cup in his hand. 
 
    “Are you looking for a second, now?  I thought my sister was more than enough,” Alex shot back defensively. 
 
    Connor patted Alex on the back so hard that he nearly fell over. 
 
    “It’s obvious that you care about her a lot,” Connor started. 
 
    “Cynthia is something else,” Alex tried to reply, but was cut short by Connor, continuing to talk without regard. 
 
    “You must be looking to start a family,” he said. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re-” 
 
    “It’s the best thing I’ve ever experienced,” Connor interjected, “knowing that you’re going to be responsible for pups that are going to look up to you, it’s a big responsibility.” 
 
    Alex relaxed his shoulders and stopped trying to get a word in but was met with silence as Connor sipped at his coffee.   
 
    “Well, as I was saying-” Alex began. 
 
    “Just make sure she doesn’t get in the way of your work,” Connor interrupted again, “what you’re doing is incredibly important and your mind needs to be focused.” 
 
    Great, yeah, focus. 
 
    Connor again, patted Alex on the shoulder before disappearing inside.  The force of the pat was much rougher than expected and Alex had to fight to stay on his feet. 
 
    Alex rolled his eyes and muttered his frustration under his breath. 
 
    How are things?  Oh, they’re great, how about you?  Oh yeah?  That’s great.   
 
    The scent of fresh eggs and bacon spilled from the kitchen and Alex’s stomach growled loudly.  He could have eaten an entire cow if one was present.  When he started pushing the door open he was greeted with his father stomping out the door with his walking stick in hand. 
 
    “Oh great!  Looks like you’re ready to go.  I already threw your bag in the truck.  What the hell are you packing these days?  That bag weighed a ton.” 
 
    What? 
 
    “Hop in the truck, we’re already behind!” he said. 
 
    Alex stared into the kitchen through the window.  His sister Tess had a plate piled high with pancakes covered in syrup.  His mouth watered while his father pushed him toward the truck. 
 
    “But,” Alex started. 
 
    “But, nothing.  If we don’t make it to the pass before the snow starts then we might not make it at all,” his father replied. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Alex accepted his fate and turned toward the yellow truck.  His father shoved his walking stick into the bed and huffed himself into the driver’s seat. 
 
    Alex sighed.  He looked over the grounds one last time for any sign of Cynthia but was met with quiet houses and the morning breeze.  After a time he pulled himself into the passenger seat and his dad fired up the engine.  The dull roar could be heard echoing around the den, anyone still trying to sleep must have been snapped awake. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Alex said, defeated. 
 
    His father shifted the truck into gear and started his way down the dirt road that connected the den to the outside world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    Hours passed, the dull pumping of the engine was the only thing heard for miles, aside from his father’s frustrating attempt at singing.  He could carry a tune about as well as a fish could fly.  Even worse, when he wasn’t driving he would snore louder than the engine.  If there was a level in hell, Alex had found it.  But, aside from his father’s incessant annoyances Alex was lost in thought.  He worried that he’d said something to Cynthia that pissed her off.  For whatever reason, his mind kept drifting back to the bear from last night. 
 
    Shit, I hope she’s okay. 
 
    Just stop thinking about it.  She’s fine.  She’s a big girl who can take care of herself.  Still, part of him yearned to return home to make sure she was okay.   
 
    “I’m sure she’s fine,” his father said, snapping himself from his snoring. 
 
    How did he know what I was thinking about?  
 
    “We’ve all left loved ones before, and Cynthia is no dummy.  She can take care of herself,” he continued. 
 
    “Is that how you felt about mom?” Alex asked, although he regretted bringing up his mother when his father never seemed interested in talking about her. 
 
    He pondered his answer for just long enough that Alex started to become uncomfortable. 
 
    “I loved your mother,” he said, “and I would have done anything to keep her safe.” 
 
    Alex exhaled, not realizing he’d been holding his breath. 
 
    “You never talk about her,” Alex said, “Hell the first real photo I saw of mom was only last night and Miss Bannon was the one that showed it to me, not you.” 
 
    “I’m always thinking about her.” he replied, “I know I could share more about her but it’s hard.” 
 
    That’s not an answer. 
 
    “What was she like?” Alex asked. 
 
    His father glanced at him and laughed. “Why are you bringing this up now?  Did that old photo really have you wondering?”  
 
    “Why?  Because we have another 4 hour drive ahead of us and I don’t know anything about my own mother,” Alex said. 
 
    His father sighed and stared straight at the road ahead.  As the truck snaked through the mountains the old dog talked as though he were alone. 
 
    “She was the prettiest thing I’d ever set my eyes on,” he started, “Jacob and I were crazy about her from the second we both laid eyes on her.  The three of us grew up together in the pack; we knew each other better than we knew ourselves.”  He laughed.  It was an honest laugh and one Alex rarely got to see.  It was full of memories and it showed him another side of his father.  “Jacob was my best friend, and Connor’s father.  He held a torch for that woman like you wouldn’t believe.  But she never had eyes for him.  When she and I got hitched, the pack alpha knew I was the one to take over.  After I was given the title Jacob got pissed off and ran to start his own pack.  Had a lot of followers, too; but they’re all back in the fold with us now, just like before. All those years of fighting seem so pointless, but if I were in his position, I might have done the same thing myself. Your mother was special to us both, I’m not sure I could have sat by and watched my best friend take both her and the title of Alpha.” 
 
    What the hell? 
 
    “So you and mom made the pack split. All that fighting between the two packs was because of you two?”   
 
    “In a round-about way, yes,” he laughed again, with sorrow in his eyes. “Did I ever tell you the story about one of our old pack members that got on your mother’s bad side?  He fled for the hills when she heard him bad mouth the food she made.  She chased him out with cleaver!  I tell you, I never saw somebody run so fast.” 
 
    Alex laughed as a tear welled up in his eye.  He’d never felt his father being so tender before. 
 
    “I can see that same fire in your girl Cynthia,” he said, “she’s got a passion in her that she can’t hide.  And, whenever I see you two together I’m glad that you two found each other.” 
 
    Just choke it back.  He can’t see you cry.  You’re a big man and there’s no reason to start crying about some overly emotional moment. 
 
    “You know,” he continued, “you’re starting to look the part of an alpha yourself.  I’ve watched you grow stronger since the bear attacks a few months ago.” 
 
    “If I’m going to be the one to protect Cynthia, I need to be strong.  All the fights up till now have shown that to me,” Alex replied. 
 
    “Good,” his father said, reaching over to pat Alex on the shoulder with his massive hand, “I think you’ll make a great leader someday.” 
 
    “You really think I would want to lead?” Alex asked even though he didn’t really care to know the answer at all.  Sure, he wanted to lead before Connor came along but he couldn’t imagine doing a better job.   
 
    “What made you stick around?  You could’ve just left that night you snuck into Connor’s truck.” 
 
    “Cynthia,” Alex replied, “I couldn’t think of travelling without her.  I was about to say my goodbye’s to Tess that night, but when I saw her and Connor lying in each other’s arms I just lost interest in leaving.” 
 
    “The sign of a good man,” his father added, “bring it here!”  His father tried to lean over into a hug but Alex threw a hand up to fight against it.  Marcus was stronger than he looked.  An odd feeling rushed over Alex with his father’s arms wrapped around him.  He’d never felt pride from his father before. 
 
    “Let’s get this over with so we can get you home to that woman of yours,” his father said.  He started to sing in a deep voice. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 7 
 
    So freaking cold. 
 
    The heater in the truck didn’t want to work as they climbed higher and higher through the mountain pass.  Snow piled along the sides of the road and the slick terrain made progress slow but steady.  
 
    Day light was already starting to wane over the top of the mountain. As the dark started to settle in, they arrived at their destination, an old, half snow-covered mile marker sign. 
 
    “Hurray.” Alex said in a monotone voice hopping from the driver’s seat.  “Where the hell is the den?” 
 
    Before his father could answer, a wolf peeked out from behind a snow covered tree.  It growled at the two of them defensively only to be joined by another, and another.  Half a dozen wolf shifters advanced on them, Alex’s father was the first to speak. 
 
    “We’re here to meet with your alpha,” Alex’s father said, confidently. 
 
    The wolves continued to growl and barked at the bed of the truck.  Alex reached in, pulling his bag from the truck bed.  It was much heavier than normal. 
 
    What the hell is in here? 
 
    He tossed the bag into the snow, and fresh powder puffed into the night breeze. 
 
    “Ow!” 
 
    No way. 
 
    If this was what he thought it was then he wasn’t sure whether to be excited or angry.  His fingers worked the zipper and as the bag opened, Cynthia poured out.  The wolves stood at bay and barked at the new stranger. 
 
    “Cynthia!” Alex said, choosing excitement.  “Why did you stow away in my bag?  Aren’t you freezing?”  She wasn’t wearing much more than a pair of leggings and a tight blouse that hugged her body.  Her nipples poked through her shirt from the cold and Alex threw his arms around her to warm her up. 
 
    “I wanted to surprise you,” she said, “surprise!”  Her teeth chattered in the wind.  Alex tore off his winter coat and wrapped it around her shoulders.   
 
    “I swear we didn’t mean to hide her. Hell, I’m just as surprised as you are.”  Alex said, turning back to the wolves. As happy as he was to see her, hiding in the back of the truck was dangerous, and it didn’t necessarily help their situation. He’ll talk to her about this later, for now he was just happy she was safe. 
 
    From around a snow bank, a figured clad in a large jacket and thick snow boots crunched his way through the snow toward them.   
 
    “Ah, you must be from the Night Runner pack,” he started, “don’t mind them, they always gets antsy when new people show up.  Follow me back to the cottage.”   
 
    Alex let out a sigh. He and Cynthia followed along closely with his father trudging along, leaning heavily on his walking stick. 
 
    How far is this place?  They walked for fifteen minutes through high snow and biting cold, through a sparse thicket and across rocky tundra. When the guide stopped, Alex was frozen to the bone and couldn’t fully grasp what he saw at first.   
 
    “That is the Cliff Walker den,” the guide said. 
 
    Thank god. 
 
    It was the same cottage from Miss Bannon’s picture.  The structure was massive in person.  The stacked log walls reached almost thirty feet tall at the zenith.  The large double doors that greeted them were engraved with images of wolves on the hunt, and appeared to be decades old.  The entire cottage appeared to be just as old, for that matter.  The cottage itself overlooked a rolling plain dotted with sparse trees.  A few small cabins surrounded the space but were clearly empty.   
 
    As the doors tore open, a wave of heat blasted from inside. Alex was glad for the chance to warm up, he wouldn’t have lasted another minute in the freezing cold.  Cynthia shuddered inside his jacket leading the way in. 
 
    The space was superbly maintained.  A single roaring fire occupied the fireplace in the center of the house.  The floor was covered in handmaid knit rugs that were strewn this way and that.  Hung on the walls were a series of tapestries with all manner of wolf patterns, describing old hunts and leaders.  A pair of stairways hugged each of the walls and led to a loft upstairs.  The back of the cottage housed an old wood-burning, cast iron stove. The smell of fresh stew wafted toward his nostrils.  Young wolves surrounded the fire, while warriors played games and told stories in cross-legged circles around the space. 
 
    “You all live under one large roof?” Alex asked, “How can anyone have their privacy?” 
 
    “It’s easier to heat one space than many.  We have a few cabins for privacy in the area but most are deserted during winter,” the guide said.  “I know why you’re here, but now isn’t the time to talk.  It’s late.  Rest and we’ll talk in the morning.” 
 
    “Are you the alpha?” Alex wondered. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be much of a host if I weren’t,” he replied. 
 
    He was of native decent, the lines on his face and the gray in his hair betrayed his age.  His skin was course and could have passed for shoe leather, but, his smile was bright and inviting.   
 
    Alex offered a hand in greeting and the alpha returned with a firm handshake.   
 
    Cynthia was already warming her feet by the fire.  Some of the young wolves took a curious interest in her as she sat beside them.  Marcus stamped his way into the space, shaking off the snow that accumulated on his jacket. 
 
    “Is that your woman?” the alpha asked. 
 
    Damn right she is. 
 
    Alex nodded. 
 
    “There’s a cabin just down the hill.  Plenty of wood for the stove, nice little place if you don’t mind the cold,” he said with a wink. 
 
    Face palm.  Did the entire world know how desperate Alex was?   
 
    “Thanks?” Alex replied. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” he said, shuffling away. 
 
    Okay, Alex needed answers and he needed them right now.  Cynthia was by the fire, rubbing her calves as Alex sat beside her. 
 
    “What the hell,” Alex asked, in a loud whisper. 
 
    “What?” she asked, “you can run all over talking to other packs and I can’t join you at all?” 
 
    “You might have put this entire mission in danger by coming,” Alex chided, “what if they decided you were a threat and just attacked?” 
 
    “Well, they didn’t,” she replied. 
 
    “But, what if they did?” Alex continued, “I don’t know what I would have done if I lost you.”  Cynthia sat still for a moment.  The firelight danced shadows across her face.  Dammit if she wasn’t the most gorgeous thing on two legs.  His demeanor softened.  He couldn’t stay mad at her no matter how hard he tried.  “Listen, I’m glad that you came, and at this point I can’t send you home.  But, please don’t do this again.” 
 
    “I promise I won’t do anything to-” 
 
    She paused and her eyes searched around the room.  Alex knew what she was looking at, nearly all the people there were staring at them.  They were strangers in a strange land.  “Perhaps we should go somewhere more private?”  
 
    “The alpha told me there’s a cabin nearby.  If we can get there then we can talk alone,” he said. 
 
    And maybe I’ll finally get to see what’s under those tights. 
 
    Cynthia’s eyes widened, a confirmation that she was thinking the same thing. Alex stood and offered a hand to his mate as he helped her to her feet.  When he pushed open the front door, cold air blasted at them.  Through the billowy wind he saw the tiny snowy topped cabin waiting and together they trudged over.  Once inside and out of the elements Alex took in their room for the night.  There was just enough space for a bed on one side and a camp stove on the other.  Alex set to work getting a fire started in the stove as Cynthia locked the door behind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    Fucking freezing.  Cynthia peeled off her still wet tights and tossed them to the floor as she dashed under the blanket.  The bedsheets slowly warmed as she rustled beneath. 
 
    “What am I going to do with you,” Alex sighed. 
 
    I can think of something. 
 
    “That’s a good question,” Cynthia let a smile curl on her lips, “what are you going to do with me?” 
 
    He tore off his shirt, exposing his chest to the cold room, then off came his jeans wish just as much gusto.  His boxer briefs left no room for imagination and outlined his package perfectly.   
 
    Cynthia bit her lip and stared.  He sidled into the bed with her, giving her a chill with his cold skin. Nevertheless, Cynthia brushed up beside him and leaned her head to his chest, listening to his heartbeat.  The rhythmic thumping was relaxing.  She could have fallen asleep to it.  Could have.   
 
    “Look, I’m glad I got to see you,” he said, “I was really annoyed that I didn’t get to see you before we left.  Why the hell did you have to follow along?  It’s dangerous out here.  You never know when a bear attack is going to happen.” 
 
    The fire started crackling as the wood ignited and burned hotter.  It would be a while before the room was heated, but it was a solid start.   
 
    “What the hell did you expect me to do?” Cynthia wondered, “Did you want me to sit at home waiting for you to maybe return?  I couldn’t take the waiting any longer.” 
 
    What didn’t he understand? She wanted this and nothing would have changed her mind.  Not her grandma, not the bears, not even the alpha could have talked her out of it. 
 
    “I talked to my father in the car,” Alex said. 
 
    “Oh?” Cynthia asked.  She was glad for the subject change. 
 
    “It was the first time we’ve ever really talked.  At first I couldn’t wait to get away from him. But, when we talked I started feeling a connection that either wasn’t there before, or I’d ignored for so long that I thought it didn’t exist.”  
 
    Cynthia simply listened to him. She was proud of him. Over these past two months, Alex had grown so much. She sat and listened. 
 
    “I want to end the fighting with the bears,” he said after a moment of silence, “and I need to know that I can protect you from anything that might get in our way until then.” 
 
    “So, you see yourself as my new protector, eh?” she teased. 
 
    “Since you can’t seem to protect yourself, someone has to do it,” he poked right back. 
 
    Cynthia craned her neck and kissed him on the chin.  A patch of day old stubble met her skin, the texture of rough sandpaper chaffed her lips. Just as she liked it. She lifted herself from his chest, planting a soft kiss on his lips.  What little anger he had must have left because he joined in the kiss, wrapping his hand around the back of her head to pull her in closer.     
 
    The frustration of the previous day was still fresh in her mind and she wouldn’t let it go this time, no matter what.  Having had her pleasure she could feel warmth spreading throughout her body and she became greedy for more. 
 
    Alex’s cold hands found their way to her back; her nipples hardened instantly and poked against the fabric of her shirt.  The sudden freeze sent tiny shocks of excitement through her body.   
 
    His hands continued to search around her body.  Each tender touch from his chilled hands left goosebumps in their wake. With her spindly fingers she crept down his chest, through his rock hard abs, and down to the cotton of his underwear.  He was already starting to swell and pressed against the elastic band that imprisoned his erect cock. It drove her wild. 
 
    His lips kissed down her neck and chest, until they found her nipple, which he sucked and licked in delicate circles.  His other hand played with her other perky tit and she gasped from the pleasurable sensation that overcame her.   
 
    “Right there,” she said, tossing her head back. Even at his smallest touches, Alex pleased her needs. 
 
    Every little circle with his tongue made her pussy quiver with delight.  She had already soaked through her panties which by now were just an inconvenience.   
 
    Her hand liberated him from his underwear and she began to stroke him softly.  He lifted himself from her nipples and pushed her to the bed.  She gasped with surprise.   
 
    He planted kisses that ran down the length of her stomach.  His hands wrapped around her thighs and he sniffed at the air, smelling her sex wafting from between her legs.  She bucked her hips as he hooked his fingers around her panties and stripped them from her.  Her dripping slit was ready to be taken and Alex wanted to taste it for himself. 
 
    He moved his head down to her clit and lightly tickled it with his tongue.  Cynthia let out a gasp as she held onto the sensation again.  Then another light play on the tip of her clit lit up every nerve in her body.  
 
    Around in circles he worked with his tongue and she feared she might lose herself entirely. Every flick of his tongue was another bout of satisfaction. Her legs tightened around him. Don’t stop.   
 
    Right there.  She wanted to say, but the words never came from her lips.  Her orgasm was already taking hold.  Her juice gushed from her arousal and with her free hand she pulled lightly on his hair, feeling a wave of release. 
 
    God he was amazing, yet still she wanted more. She wanted to feel him inside her.  She wanted to feel him press her open with each inch of his shaft.  
 
    Cynthia met Alex’s eyes from between her legs.  He leaned back to admire his work, and as her orgasm began to subside she gave him a smile that screamed fuck me. 
 
    She leaned herself up and sat on her knees, planting another kiss on Alex’s lips.  She wanted to please her man and could think of no better way.  With a coy smile she turned herself around and stood on the bed on all fours, wagging her butt in the air. 
 
    “Come and get it boy,” she said.  He leaned over her back and she could feel his massive throbbing cock rubbing against her engorged clit.  The teasing was almost too much.  Her mind still reeled from the orgasm just moments ago and she wanted him inside her.  Then without warning she felt the head of his cock start to sink into her.  Inch after inch pressed its way into her and she welcomed every bit of it.  Alex’s hands grabbed her by the hips and he began driving himself further until he had penetrated as far as he could.   
 
    He moved his hips in circles, stirring up her insides.  She moaned into her pillow.  He felt so damn good.  With powerful thrusts he started to work her hips in and out.  She gritted her teeth to maintain herself but her animal side was taking over. 
 
    He shoved her further into her pillow.  He pounded harder and harder with each thrust, growling with pleasure and grunting his satisfaction.   
 
    Another orgasm began to build inside her and it was bigger than before.  Each thrust brought her closer to the goal and she did nothing to hold it back.  Alex became more forceful still and began clawing his hands down her back and pulling sharply on her hair.   
 
    His dominance drove her wild and she could do little to keep herself in check any longer.  The sensation took hold of her again; she tried to scream but couldn’t find the breath to do so.  Her face buried in the pillow and she exhaled heavily.   
 
    Her pussy convulsed around Alex’s thick cock and as she convulsed from the orgasm she felt him release himself inside.  They both lingered on the orgasm they’d experienced.  Neither wanted to move but Cynthia’s legs were jittery. She could hold herself up no longer and collapsed to the bed.  Alex fell beside her, spent.  The fire in the corner raged, but they no longer needed the heat.  
 
    That was definitely worth the wait, she thought. 
 
    Alex rolled to his side and held and arm around Cynthia.  No words needed to be said; just silence, satisfaction, and the sudden need for sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    Alex was woken from his slumber by a loud knock on the door.  What now? 
 
    “Are you goin’ to sleep all day?” he heard his father ask from the other side. 
 
    He looked around the room and was glad to be greeted by Cynthia curled up under his arm.  The fire in the stove had died in the night but the heat from it still lingered. 
 
    Alex shuffled to his feet, pulled on his jeans, kicked on his boots, and with shirt in hand he leaned down to kiss Cynthia’s cheek.  His father waited for him impatiently on the other side of the door. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said, closing the door behind him, “it was a long night.” 
 
    A light snow was already falling on the sloping hillside.  The sun reflected in his eyes off the stark white snow, blinding him.  The trees were bare, save for a few evergreens slouching from the snow.     
 
    “The pack alpha’s name is Buck,” his father said, “I figured you might try talkin’ to him first.  Gotta get some experience as a leader if you want to be an alpha someday.” 
 
    Alex knew what he meant but after last night he wasn’t sure if he really cared about being an alpha. As long as Cynthia was in his life, he was content.  Whatever the case, he knew that part of the reason he was brought along for these diplomatic situations was because of the scars that were covering his chest.  They were unmistakably made by the claws of a bear and aided in convincing anyone unwilling to believe the truth.   
 
    “I’ll give it a shot,” Alex replied as he stepped high over the snow with each footfall. 
 
    The cottage was already buzzing with morning activity and the smell of breakfast cooking in the back was almost too much to bear.  The light from the morning sun peeked through windows on the upper story, casting rays of sunlight to the gathered pack who were watching the events unfold with interest. 
 
    “Some night, eh?” Buck said, greeting Alex and his father at the door.  That it was.  Alex shook the alpha’s hand firmly, as did his father. 
 
    Buck brought the pair of them to the corner of the den and sat them down on a bench.  Graciously he offered them each a cup of tea to wake them up, which they accepted.   
 
    Alex sipped at his but his father elbowed him to action.  He could feel his nerves failing him already. 
 
    “Er… right.  Umm… over the past couple months, the bears have been attacking every wolf den in the area.  We have no idea when they’re going to attack next, or where.  But … umm,” Alex said, unsure.  His father continued to sip at his tea and Alex got more nervous. 
 
    “Let’s fight … together?” 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    Shit.  He felt like an idiot for not knowing what to say.  His father went silent and still sipped at his tea.  Buck sat in a rocking chair adorned with thick, hand-made, blankets and animal pelts.  His confusion was plastered on his face. 
 
    “What?” Buck asked. 
 
    “We’re fighting and need help,” Alex pleaded. 
 
    “No,” Buck said, simply.  “Bears have been peaceful since my grandfather’s day.  We have no reason to pick a fight with them now.  I understand you’re having a problem but our den is safe from the bears.  Most of them don’t come up this far.”  
 
    Alex’s father leaned back on the bench. 
 
    “What if we could prove beyond the shadow of a doubt that the bears have been attacking?” Marcus asked. 
 
    “Even if you could, you really expect me to send my own men to fight a war so far away and die on foreign ground?” Buck wondered. 
 
    “If we don’t work together we’ll lose this fight before it even really starts,” Alex interjected. 
 
    Alex could see that he was losing the battle.  Buck was a proud alpha, and Alex knew he was only doing what was right for his own pack.  His father signaled Alex to be quiet.  Great, another fuck up to add to the history books.   
 
    “Show them, Alex,” he said. 
 
    He stood from his seat and removed his shirt, exposing the scars that he proudly wore. 
 
    “Do you see these?” his father shouted, “These are from the first of their attacks.  And, every day I wonder when he’ll receive another. Not only do we need your help, but you need ours as well. No pack is safe. Just because you haven’t been attacked yet, doesn’t mean you never will. The sooner we deal with these bears, the better.” 
 
    Alex looked around the room at the people watching.  He lowered his shirt out of embarrassment. 
 
    “I would gladly step in the way of any enemy wanting to do your pack harm and I have in the past.  You were there!  Where is your sense of pride as a wolf?  Don’t you desire to hunt?  Don’t you desire the chance to sink your teeth into an enemy to protect your home?” 
 
    His father started pacing through the crowd.  Alex sat silent and watched.  This was the father he knew growing up.  He was a man of passion and pride. Alex was none of those things.  Stupid.   
 
    Many of the warriors in the house seemed sympathetic to the cause, Alex could feel it.  His father had reached them with his words, even if his words hadn’t reached the pack alpha. 
 
    “You haven’t managed to convince me to commit anyone that isn’t willing, but it would seem you may have swayed the minds of a few that would follow,” he said.  Buck stood from his seat and took Alex’s father by the shoulders.  “I will not send anyone that isn’t willing to join, but if you want to join this wolf on his journey to defeat the bears, I won’t stop you.” 
 
    Alex looked through the crowd and saw more than a few strapping men step forward.  They all, in turn, reached out and clasped Alex’s father by the shoulder. A gesture which his father mirrored. 
 
    Why couldn’t that have been him?  What did his father have that he didn’t?  He wrestled with the emotions that stirred inside.  Trying his best to make sense of what he’d just seen. 
 
    I’ll never be like that. 
 
    “So be it, if it’s war they want, its war they’ll get,” Buck shouted.   
 
    The wolves in the crowd howled, and the woman and children cheered for their warriors.  Alex felt his nerves well up in his chest, strangling him.  He caught his father’s gaze and forced a smile.  At least the day was won. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 10 
 
    Alex was frustrated, that much was clear.  No matter how many kisses Cynthia tried to give him, he wouldn’t cheer up.  She held his hand as they entered the cab of the truck.  She was glad to be riding in the front this time, instead of the back.  Even if the heater didn’t work, at least the biting wind and cold wouldn’t nibble at her skin. 
 
    Marcus, the old pack alpha and Alex’s dad, stood with Buck behind the truck.  The two embraced like old friends.   
 
    “It’s going to be alright,” she said, trying her best to reassure Alex. 
 
    He huffed with a half-smile edging at the corner of his mouth.  Dammit, just feel better!  A row of trucks and SUV’s rounded a corner from just up the icy road, each one full of wolf shifters ready to join in the fight.  Their vehicles showed their age, with chipped paint and squeaky breaks, but they still moved forward.  At least they had that much. 
 
    Cynthia held tightly around Alex’s arm.  Even if she couldn’t improve his mood, having him nearby was enough for now.  She knew he would come around in time.  He always did. 
 
    Marcus plopped into the driver’s seat beside Alex.   
 
    “Let’s get home,” he said, twisting the ignition and bringing the old workhorse truck to life.   
 
    It was slow going down the icy mountain.  The snow made the driving conditions difficult on their brakes and they didn’t so much drive down the hill as slide.   
 
    For the next hour they drove through sketchy conditions. Eventually the path cleared and they were able to drive instead of steer and pray.  A collective exhale of nerves railed out from the trio in the cab.   
 
    Still, Alex sat silent.  Cynthia caught his gaze as he looked out the window and she smiled.  He smiled back, but it wasn’t genuine.  Drastic times called for drastic measures.  Cynthia played at the edge of his periphery, making odd faces, slowly moving in front of his face so he could see.  The one that finally broke his stoic demeanor had her buck-toothed and cross-eyed.   
 
    Was that a bear? 
 
    She narrowed her eyes and caught sight of a large brown bear standing near the top of a snow embankment beside the road.  Then another popped its head over the edge, then another.  She lost count at ten.  A mighty roar rang out, leading them to charge.   
 
    A massive pile of fur and muscle hammered into the side of the truck, causing it to careen out of control.  It spun in circles, skidding off the road and coming to a crashing halt on a guard rail overlooking a sharp drop.  Cynthia peered out the truck window to see how far down, but her vision was obscured by a dense fog. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit.   
 
    Alex was shaking his head to regain himself.  To their left, on the driver’s side, the bear was thirty feet away, again rearing itself to hammer the truck over the ledge and possibly to their doom.   
 
    Run. Just get out and run!  Cynthia’s fear frazzled her nerves and she was frozen in place, watching the horror unfold as the bear bore down on them.   
 
    Cynthia gasped when Marcus, having regained himself, kicked down the door and ran toward the bear. Didn’t he use a cane? His body began to shift from the excitement but he didn’t have enough time to do so fully.  He met the bear just ten feet from the truck in an attempt to stop the charge but it was too heavy. The bear pushed him against the truck.   
 
    The guard rail groaned and cracked under the weight of the two shifters battling it out.   
 
    “Cynthia,” Alex said.  He took her by the jaw and kissed her deeply.  “I love you.  When you see a chance, run.” 
 
    She snapped from her daze and nodded.  Alex squeezed his way out his door and past the pair of shifters.   
 
    Alex fell to all fours and howled with pain.  His skin tore away and tightly wound muscle wrapped against his bone.  Patchy black fur matted against open wounds. 
 
    Something was wrong, why was it taking so long to shift? She fought with the idea of going to help him, but was sidetracked when she saw another bear charging towards the truck. This time, it would definitely fall off the cliff. 
 
    In front of her, Marcus and the first bear wrestled against the car, neither gaining any ground.  To her back and her right was nothing but open cliff, and to her left was Alex writhing in agony with a bear ready to assault the truck.  There was no escape. 
 
    A loud howl tore through the battlefield.  The wolves from the den had their hands full with the rest of the attacking bears but paused for a second when they heard the cry.  Even the bears were confused and curiously searched for the source.   
 
    Alex stood to all fours.  Instead of the proud gray fur he always wore, he was covered in a thick black mane.  He arched his back and lifted his muzzle to the sky and howled again.  This time the bear wouldn’t be tricked.  It charged forward without fear of the one simple wolf in its way.   
 
    Shit. 
 
    There was no way out of this.  Cynthia tried the key in the truck ignition but the engine wouldn’t turn over.  The passenger door was wedged against the guard rail.  She twisted the knob for the window and worked as fast as she could to get it down and escape, but even if it was down she wouldn’t have enough time to wiggle free. 
 
    In a flash of black, the bear fell to its knees.  Alex was standing over it, his jaws salivating.  He growled at the bear that tried to fight to its feet, but Alex was too quick. He had the bear’s leg in his jaw in an instant.  
 
    Cynthia watched with horror as she saw rage explode from Alex.  She’d never seen him act like this; she was in awe at how quickly he was moving, his constant attacks easily overpowering his foe.  He was lost in his battle, gnashing at the creature he was entangled with.   
 
    The bear was still much stronger than him and finally fought him off.  It reared back on its haunches and swiped with its front paws but Alex dodged the blows with ease.  
 
    She wiggled her way out the window and found footing on the guard rail.  The drop looked even higher than she first imagined.  You can do this.  Just one foot over the other.  Get around the truck and you can shift and run for safety.  Marcus and his bear battled back and forth again, jostling the already slippery metal.  Cynthia lost her grip and soon after her balance.   
 
    She caught herself on the edge of the guard rail. With her feet dangling, trying to get a foothold to push herself back up.  The truck continued to snap and twist the guard rail as she held on.  The bear was slowly overpowering Marcus. 
 
    “Help!” she shouted. 
 
    Cynthia struggled to find a good hold on the guard rail; the cold steel bit at her hands. You can do this, come on. Idiot.  She cursed at herself more.  Don’t look down. Don’t look down. Don’t look down. 
 
    The bear Alex was fighting shoved past him and tried to take advantage of the moment.  It plodded towards Cynthia, hobbling on its back leg but still charging.  Alex lurched in front of the massive beast just as it approached the cliff and toppled it to the ground.  The loose dirt was unable to slow its momentum as it crashed through the broken guard rail, plunging past Cynthia into the depths below. As it fell, its paw grappled onto Cynthia’s leg and in that brief moment she found herself falling. 
 
    Cynthia let out a panicked scream and reached for anything that might slow her decent.  Alex barked and leapt of the edge.  Cynthia shook her head no.  His body started to snap and crack back into shape.  His human hand reached out to catch her.  With one long stretch, he snagged Cynthia by the leg and tugged her to his chest.  Hugging her close he maneuvered his body so that he would absorb the fall.  He managed to softly kiss her on the forehead. 
 
    Cynthia could just barely feel her tears flow as they descended into the abyss of fog.   
 
    Thump! 
 
    Alex took most of the impact, lying dead to the world on his back as everything else went black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
    “Alex, wake up!” she shouted through cries.   
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    Everything was a blur, they were surrounded by dense fog.  His vision was cloudy but it started to pull itself into focus as he elbowed himself into a sitting position.  Every muscle fiber and bone within his body ached. The blood from the fighting was dried to his skin.   
 
    Cynthia threw her arms around him, holding tightly. He winced in pain, but was glad she had survived the fall.  She kissed every inch of his face as tears streaked down her cheeks.   
 
    “I’m so sorry,” she said, “this wasn’t meant to happen!” 
 
    “What happened,” Alex asked, mind still in a daze. 
 
    He looked up, trying to peer through the fog and could just barely make out the top of the cliff.  It was high; over 100 feet at least, any normal human would have likely died from the fall.  
 
    How did I survive?   
 
    “I tried to climb over the truck but just couldn’t get a good grip, I feel so stupid that I can’t even climb.  Stupid!” 
 
    Alex returned himself to the ground and laughed, his body ached with each exhale.  He didn’t know what was so funny, after falling from such a height all of the bones in his body should have been broken. Thankfully it seemed that they had healed while he was sleeping, though, he was still incredibly sore. He managed another laugh, for the moment he was just glad to be alive. 
 
    “What are you laughing at?” she asked with half a giggle.  She brushed the tears from her cheek and stared at him with concerned interest. “I think that fall made you go crazy.” 
 
    Alex pulled at her arm, catching her off guard, bringing her beside him.  The movement knocked the delicate wind from his lungs but it brought her closer.  He leaned on his side and kissed her on the lips. 
 
    “It might have,” he said, “but at least we survived.” 
 
    Every inch of his skin tingled like little bolts of electricity stabbing at every pore.   
 
    “How did you do that?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “Do what?” he wondered. 
 
     “You were, different,” She began, her eyes searched all over his face. “I mean, you moved with such speed, and you looked stronger than usual. You were just as terrifying as an alpha,” she said. 
 
    “I-” he began, scratching his head, “I don’t know.” Something was definitely different, he knew that for certain. He felt something click, perhaps it was his resolve. After he gave his wolf instincts full control of his body, everything felt natural. 
 
    She pushed herself to sit up. 
 
    “Can you do it again?” she asked. 
 
    Alex thought about it for a moment.  He could feel the basic urge to shift into his wolf form scratching at the back of his mind.  But, his wolf felt content.  As though it were an animal that had its fill and required rest. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” he replied, bringing himself to his feet.  Pushing through the burn and cracking of his limbs.  Still, he clutched at a wound the bear had given him to his side. 
 
     “We need to find a way out of this place. We have to join up with the other wolves,” she said after watching him get up slowly. They both knew they were in trouble if they were attacked in their weakened state. 
 
    Alex sniffed at the air.  Normally his senses would be dulled when he was in his human form, but right now he could smell everything.  He could hear the wind whipping through the small rocks that littered the cliff behind them. 
 
    He paused when he smelled something familiar. 
 
    Behind them, Alex heard something stirring.   
 
    “Stay behind me Cynthia,” he ordered. 
 
    “What is it?”   
 
    Her question was quickly answered.  In the dense fog, they saw the large outline of a bear.  It lumbered closer, and as it did it began to shrink, the beast slimmed down to a woman within moments.   Alex stood firm in his footing, and waited for the stranger to leap out and attack, but it was plain to see that there was no fight left.   
 
    “Help,” she said collapsing to the ground, stirring up the thick dense mist that surrounded them. 
 
    Alex turned to Cynthia who shrugged, unsure. 
 
    “It must be some kind of trick,” she managed, unable to come up with an explanation for the bear’s cry for help. 
 
    Alex watched closely and could only see her chest rise and fall with labored breathing, but no other movement came.  He sighed, realizing he was about to do something stupid. “Wait here.” 
 
    Cynthia nodded. 
 
    Alex approached with caution, still holding his side, as he took small steps.  The rocks on the ground stabbed at his feet.  He gritted his teeth and pushed through the pain.  The cold air caused him to shiver uncontrollably while he breathed tufts of smoke from his mouth.  
 
    The stranger moved, but only just.  Her head tilted to the side, giving Alex a better look.  She was no older than he was.     
 
    “Why did you attack us on the road?” Alex asked not letting his guard down. 
 
    “Our alpha told us to,” she replied.  It was clear she was trying not to give out more information, “are my brothers and sisters okay?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alex said, hanging his head. Perhaps she wasn’t a threat to them at the moment. “I’m surprised that you survived.” 
 
    She smiled. “Bears are resilient,” she said with another cough. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Samantha,” she managed. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll call you Sam,” Alex joked, trying to gain her trust. 
 
    She sputtered out a laugh, followed by a string of coughing. 
 
    Alex furrowed his brow and searched around for the water he could hear trickling somewhere nearby.  A small pool had formed from a stream that cut its way through the rock.  He bent down and cupped a handful, bringing it close to Sam’s mouth. 
 
    She accepted the gift but still couldn’t move.  Aside from the broken bones, Alex recognized his own handy work.  The deep fang lacerations had torn up Sam’s shoulder and opened a deep cut along her left leg that refused to close. Even for a shifter, they would take a while to heal. 
 
    Did I really do this? 
 
    Alex had wounded many bears in the scuffle’s they’d had at home, but he’d never gone so far as to kill anyone.  He could feel a surge of emotion striking him hard in his chest.  A feeling of guilt that he knew he would never be rid of.  And, in this guilt he knew he had to do something to help. 
 
    “Cynthia, come here, I need something to stop the bleeding.” 
 
    She appeared from the fog, grabbing at the bottom of her shirt and with a loud rip the fabric tore. She handed it to Alex and watched curiously as he dipped the fabric in the small stream, folding it over itself, for strength, she concluded.  
 
    “What are you doing,” Cynthia asked, clearly confused.  I guess anyone would be confused to see someone help an enemy. 
 
    “Saving her life,” Alex replied, “If we don’t do something soon, she’ll die from blood loss.” 
 
     Cynthia bit her lip; Alex had seen her do it before when she wanted to keep from talking.  He would have asked her more but he didn’t have the time.  He returned to the bear with his makeshift tourniquet. 
 
    “I’m going to try to close the wound.  It’s going to hurt,” Alex said, warning Sam. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    He wrapped the length of cloth around her leg, just above the wound, and pulled tightly.  She winced from the pain while Alex worked. He pulled tighter and tighter, until the leg ceased bleeding, and only then did he tie off the wound. 
 
    “What’s your name,” Samantha asked. 
 
    “Alex,” he replied. 
 
    “I’ll remember it,” she managed. 
 
    Then Samantha blacked out, her head fell limp. Alex knew more needed to be done, if only he had a medical kit, or a needle and thread to stitch the wound together.  He’d watched his own wounds as they were sewn by his doctor at home, it couldn’t be that hard.   
 
    “We need to-” 
 
    He was cut off by the loud roar of another bear.  From the mist behind him he could already see the rampaging shadow growing larger as it came closer.   
 
    “Run!” Alex shouted.   
 
    Cynthia ran ahead of him, her clothing ripped at the seams as fur sprouted over her flawless skin.  She effortlessly strode through the mist on four legs, dashing from rock to rock and splashing through small puddles of water. 
 
    Alex tried to shift but something didn’t feel right.  The sight of the bear pumped adrenaline into his veins and he sprinted as fast as he could, smacking himself in the head.   
 
    Fuck, what now? 
 
    He tried to keep up with Cynthia but she was too fast.  He glanced over his shoulder, to see how close the bear was, but to his surprise, it wasn’t following them.  Alex slowed his pace and watched as the shadow of a bear knelt down beside Sam.  
 
    Had he done enough to save his patient?  He wasn’t sure.  Even if she did survive, that wound would take time to heal.  The bite looked deep. Really deep. 
 
    Cynthia was so far ahead of him now that he had to track her by scent, still unsure as to why his sense of smell was heightened. He lost himself to her smell that gently wafted on the wind, invigorating his weary body.  His pace slowed as he tried to catch his breath.  The familiar pain in his side returned as his heart pounded in his chest.   
 
    He leaned against the cliff wall and sniffed at the air again to find her, only to catch her poking her head from a small crack in the cliff face.  She was safe. 
 
    “You can come out, the bear isn’t chasing,” he said. 
 
    She removed herself from the safety of the wall and joined his side. 
 
    She cocked her head, confused to see him in his human shape. 
 
    “Something is wrong, I can’t shift,” Alex said. 
 
    Cynthia’s body stretched as her spine grew to her full height.  The thick fur again gave way to her skin, with the hair on her head growing and falling down her back.  She stood to her feet and grabbed Alex around the waist. 
 
    “Maybe the doctor knows what’s wrong,” she offered. 
 
    “Well, we better find our way home soon,” he said, “which way?” 
 
    The two of them tried to gauge their surroundings.  Nothing looked familiar.  The only thing they could see was raw cliff face and mist.  Cynthia shivered beside Alex and the only thing he could do to comfort her was hold her close.  Her smooth skin was covered in a thin layer of sweat but as their hearts beat together they forgot the cold. 
 
    “There’s gotta be a way back up this cliff,” she said into his chest. 
 
    “Maybe if we wait here, the rest of the pack will find us?” Alex offered.   
 
    Cynthia cocked an eyebrow. 
 
    “You’re right,” he said, “we’re doomed.” 
 
    She laughed, hugging him closer.  Her body still shook, they needed to find shelter, or clothing, or both. 
 
    “You’ll manage the weather better as a wolf.  I’ll be fine,” he said, his teeth chattering. 
 
    “I need to help keep you warm until you can shift.  We just need to find something for you to wear,” she replied, defiantly. 
 
    Alex sniffed again at the air.  He smelled something delicious; roast ham.  It was slow cooking on an open fire somewhere nearby.  Then he smelled the strong scent of wood burning in a fireplace and knew exactly where to go. 
 
    “Come with me,” he said, “I think I’ve found something.” 
 
    Alex took Cynthia by the hand and started making his way toward the smell of fire, meat, and salvation. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
    “How can you smell that?” she asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied, “I just can.  Maybe it’s whatever is keeping me from shifting.” 
 
    Cynthia stopped in her tracks.  Enough was enough.  It was time to get to the bottom of this.   
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked, crossing her arms.  Alex faced her, bowed his head and rubbed at the bridge of his nose with his fingers.  She furrowed her brow in frustration.  “You had a golden opportunity to get rid of a bear and you hesitated.” 
 
    “I’m not a murderer,” Alex said quietly through clenched teeth.  
 
    “I know you aren’t, but this is war,” she urged, “at this point, it’s us or them.  This battle needs to end so we don’t lose anyone else.  Who knows what that bear did to your father.” 
 
    “This whole fight makes no sense,” he started, “Why are we fighting a group of shifters that never showed any signs of aggression before?  Hell, I’ve been served in a restaurant run by bears in the past and they never so much as looked at me funny.  Something made them this way and rather than figure out what it is, we’re just going to wipe them out?  How is that any different from what they’re trying to do to us?” 
 
    Alex spun on his heels in frustration.  Cynthia knew she’d struck a nerve; she reached out and hugged him from behind.   
 
    “I’m just worried about you,” she said, “Your heightened senses, your terrifying black wolf; I’m scared by how much you’ve changed.” 
 
    Alex rotated around her embrace and his arms coiled around her shoulders, he held her close enough to whisper in her ear. 
 
    “Everything will get better,” he said, “I promise.” 
 
    She wasn’t entirely sure he believed it, but she accepted his reassurance.  She saw now that she needed to be there for him, there was no way he could do this alone.  As long as she was there, she knew he’d find a way to overcome this. 
 
    A chill came over the evening’s air and it stung her nostrils with each breath.  They needed to start moving quickly. 
 
    “I really think you should shift,” he said. 
 
    “And, I already told you that we’re in this together.  Let’s just go fast.  Are we far?”  
 
    Alex sniffed at the air.   
 
    “It’s close,” he said, “let’s run.” 
 
    He held her hand tightly and pulled her along, quickening his pace to a jog.  The rocks from the cliff soon gave way to mud, which eventually became grass.  The fog broke, and Cynthia gasped when she could finally see further than ten feet in front of them. 
 
    Evergreen trees spread out as far as the eye could see, rolling through tall hills and rich valley.  It was a sea of green.  A low rumbling fog poured between the thick forest and filled the gaps between the trees. The moon was occluded partially behind a trail of thick clouds that stretched over the night sky.  The most beautiful part for Cynthia was seeing the evening stars fill the darkness above them.  There wasn’t a single space you could look that didn’t have light radiating down. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    If only it weren’t freezing, she might have spent more time taking in the sight.  Alex pushed against her shoulder to get her attention. He pointed out in the distance a small log cabin on a hilly clearing.  Its chimney bleated out tufts of thick smoke and the fire inside illuminated the tiny windows.  Cynthia smiled at Alex and again they resumed their run.  Knowing their destination lightened their step and within minutes they closed the gap.  
 
    The log cabin looked somewhat similar to the cabin in which they’d spent last night.  Perhaps it was fate that they would find somewhere like this waiting for them.  The front door was latched shut and mounted by heavy iron hinges.  The pine needle covering the roof was in a state of despair but still held firmly.  Stacked beside the house was a bundle of wet lumber with an old rusted axe.   
 
    “I’m going to go knock,” Alex said. 
 
    “Are you crazy?  You haven’t got any clothes on.  What would you do if you opened the door to a naked person in the middle of the night?” she scolded. 
 
    “It depends, is it you?” he joked.  Cynthia slapped him in the arm.  “Okay, fine, I’ll just have a look in the window.  Wait here,” he said. 
 
    Cynthia nodded while Alex stalked toward the window.  The only sound she heard was the rustling of the trees in the wind and the calls of birds on the hunt.   
 
    After peering for a moment Alex motioned for Cynthia to join him.  He stood to his full height and walked to the front door which opened without a fuss. 
 
    It wasn’t very large inside.  The heat from the small fireplace licked at a slowly rotating haunch of meat spinning over the fire.  A wash basin sat against the wall nearest the door with a plate and cup waiting on top.  In the center of the room was a single rocking chair covered in knit blankets.  Against the wall to the left was a bed that screamed for company.  However, despite the amenities, the cabin was empty. 
 
    “Who would leave a place like this?” she wondered. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick,” Alex said. 
 
    Cynthia plopped into the rocking chair.  The heat from the fire had baked the blankets to perfection and all the tension and cold left her in an instant.  She probably could have fallen asleep right there if smell of the meat on the spit wasn’t so intoxicating.  She brought herself close to the fire and picked at the meat on the spit, tearing a piece off to satisfy her hunger.   
 
    Ham.  So delicious.  The juice from the meat rolled down the back of her throat.  Considering her hunger, she was surprised she didn’t wolf down the entire piece in a single bite. 
 
    “It’s not the best thing I’ve eaten,” she said, taking more, “but it’s the best thing I’ve eaten today.”  She handed some to Alex and he gobbled it down without a second thought.   
 
    “This looks promising,” Alex said.  He kicked open a footlocker on the floor at the end of the bed.  Inside were bundles of plaid clothing fit for any mountain man and a pair of thick hiking boots.  Alex hastily donned the shirt which sagged on his chest, and tugged on the only pair of jeans that remained in the locker.  They were a tad large but as long as he held them up with his hand they were alright. 
 
    It’s a shame he had to cover up.  Cynthia shook her head to keep herself from staring.  Alex looked ridiculous but that was hardly the point.  He would be warm.   
 
    “Here, if you want one,” Alex said, tossing another red plaid shirt to Cynthia.   
 
    “I’ll be fine with my fur,” she replied, throwing the shirt back.   
 
    The door behind them creaked open.  Alex was lucky to be behind the opening door and almost invisible to the intruder but still he froze in place as the stranger entered.  Cynthia’s eyes went large as a bushy bearded mountaineer got an eyeful with his one good eye.   
 
    The stranger clasped his hands and prayed to heaven. 
 
    “Thank you lord,” he said with a raspy old voice. 
 
    Alex snuck up behind him and pulled the man’s jacket hood over his face before shoving him to his bed.   
 
    “What the hell!?” the man shouted while he scrambled with his jacket on the bed, “who did that?!” 
 
    Cynthia giggled but knew it was time to go and she sprinted for the door.   
 
    “Thank you for your hospitality,” Alex said, closing the door fast behind them.  They sprinted for the tree line.  Cynthia called out to her wolf and it obeyed, taking over her body.  The familiar pain of the shift sent shivers down her spine as her muscles tore and bones crunched into their new place.   
 
    It wasn’t long before they heard the frustrated voice of the mountain man echo through the hills, cussing up a storm.  It was nice to be warm again.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    Cynthia’s tail wagged proudly beside Alex.  Her thick coat must have kept her quite warm.  More so than the simple plaid shirt and jeans that Alex wore.  His feet were still bare and frozen but it wasn’t as bad as before.  His hand held firmly at the waistband of the oversized jeans, making sure they didn’t slip from their new home.  In his other hand he clutched the plaid shirt he’d offered Cynthia. 
 
    He couldn’t stop thinking about Cynthia by the roaring fire, completely naked.  The thought itself was arousing him. He made a mental note to get a fireplace for Cynthia’s house.   
 
    The gray clouds from before stretched and eventually covered the stars.  Rain began to descend, getting caught by the branches of trees that provided only the barest of shelter.  Still, an errant drop would find its way between his collar, and sting sharply at the skin on his neck.   
 
    A foul but familiar smell swirled around them as they trudged onward; the scent of motor oil and gasoline.  Maybe it was his dad, coming to the rescue once again.  He tried to push out the thought of his disappointed father finding them in their current state.   
 
    At least you’d get home faster and be able to forget all this. 
 
    They pressed onward through the thick woods until they came upon a two lane road; both directions disappeared into the ominous fog that still surrounded them.  
 
    The sounds of engines echoed down the road and close.  The pair followed alongside the road as the sound grew louder and the stench stronger.  Light spilled from a roadside stop.  A tall wooden sign on the roof, illuminated by two flood lights, read ‘Otto’s Pub’; it stood by itself nestled between trees on one side and a dirt parking lot on the other.  It looked like a box turned upside down with a door leading inward. Outside the front sat a row of motorcycles leaning precariously on their kickstands.  It definitely wasn’t a yellow-ish truck with a shitload of dents caused by bears.   
 
    “I’m going to go ask directions.  Maybe one of them knows how we can get on the right track that will lead us home.  It’s probably for the best that you wait in the forest,” Alex said to Cynthia.   
 
    She defiantly shifted back.  Her gorgeous human figure bloomed from the wolf and Alex knew what she was about to say. 
 
    “We’re in this together, I’m going with you,” she said. 
 
    “It might be hard considering you aren’t wearing anything,” Alex said, pointing to her naked chest. 
 
    Cynthia seductively stepped into his space, unbuttoned his shirt, and pried it from his chest.  Slipping into the shirt she took a sniff at the collar and smiled. 
 
    “I had a second shirt.  I could have just given it to you,” he said. 
 
    “This one smells like you,” she said, kissing Alex on the cheek. 
 
    Alex shuddered, but not from the cold. He put on the second shirt, while trying to control his boner. He took a quick look at Cynthia.  The size of the shirt just barely covered her down to her thigh, which was definitely an improvement, but he could still see her butt pressing against the fabric.  Ignoring her lack of clothing, she took him by the hand and started for the pub. 
 
    “I’m not waiting in the woods for this. What if you get in trouble?  You’ll need help,” she said, “Remember?  You can’t shift.” 
 
    But, what if you get in trouble?   
 
    He couldn’t stop watching her little legs move as she danced across the road, barefoot.  The things he would do to her if they had the time. 
 
    On the one step porch leading toward the entrance, three large bikers talked obnoxiously about who knows what.  Alex caught the one man facing the road clearly staring at his beautiful Cynthia wearing only a shirt.  Alex growled below his breath.   
 
    “Hey there girlie,” he said, “looks like you came to the right place.” 
 
    Cynthia continued to walk but still cocked an eye at the obvious come on.   
 
    It took the rest of the bikers a second to catch on but when they noticed Cynthia they tried their best pick-up lines.  Alex was ready to gag before they started. 
 
    “Those are some nice legs, I’d love to have them wrapped around me,” said one. 
 
    “Does that shirt come in a smaller size?” asked another as he reached his hand out to lift the shirt. 
 
    Cynthia slapped his hand away and Alex stepped between the two.   
 
    “I told you, you should’ve waited in the woods,” Alex whispered. 
 
    “Ask them,” she urged.  Alex coughed to clear his throat. 
 
    “Any of you guys know the fastest way to-” 
 
    “Listen, kiddo,” the larger one interrupted, placing a meaty hand on Alex’s shoulder, “if you’re looking for directions you came to the wrong place; unless you have something to trade.” 
 
    The stranger eyed Cynthia ravenously.  Fuck this; he needs to learn some manners.  Alex’s was beaming with anger.  The biker’s didn’t smell like wolves, he could beat them easily.  Hell, even Cynthia could probably beat a few of them.  With that thought, he exhaled out his rage, and brushed the stranger’s hand from his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m sure someone inside would be willing to help,” Alex said, turning to Cynthia. 
 
    “You won’t find anyone in there that’ll help” The biker laughed.  His two comrades joined in on the laughter.   
 
    Fucking creeps.   
 
    Alex pushed into the bar with Cynthia in tow.  It was well lit by wall sconces that cast shadows on the ceiling.  Every booth and table was occupied by a mix of bulky men and scantily clad women.  Cigar smoke filled the air and nearly overloaded Alex’s heightened senses, while country music blared over the jukebox that sat against the back wall. 
 
    The center of the space was dominated by a large rectangular bar where two servers were going mad in an attempt to keep up with drink orders.  Pitchers of beer flowed to the patrons who eagerly guzzled at their beverages.   
 
    Nobody took notice of the pair at first, Alex scanned about the room looking for someone normal.  Failing that, he looked for someone that might be helpful. It looked like this was going to be a long night.  Cynthia stood close behind doing her best to keep her shirt from flying too high.  A woman near the door started giving the pair looks, then a table creaked as more stared. Within moments the entire bar was whispering about the newcomers. 
 
    Alex coughed into his sleeve and the bar launched into uproarious laughter.  Fucking bikers.  They’re the least helpful people in the world.  He coughed again to clear his throat and started talking to the person nearest.  She was roughly Cynthia’s size and wore a tightly stretched tube top that barely covered her sagging boobs.  A leather jacket spilled over her shoulders and a pair of leather pants, that left nothing to the imagination, disappeared into a thick set of motorcycle boots.   
 
    “We’re looking for-” 
 
    “A good time?” she asked, interrupting Alex.  She had a smile that screamed fuck me but Alex wasn’t in the market. 
 
    “No that’s not quite-,” he attempted but was cut off again. 
 
    “You’re goin’ to have to talk to someone else, kid,” she said.  She ran her hand down his shirt, feeling his abs. He gulped with discomfort.  Cynthia growled and bared her teeth.  Getting the hint, the girl backed away. 
 
    The bikers from outside pushed their way inside, shoving Alex a little too hard as they passed.  Alex grunted while his rage continued to build.  Just deal with it for now.  He only needed one person to give him directions and he could get the hell out of here.  That was the problem, finding someone who wasn’t a jackass.  Alex approached another table.  
 
    “Get lost,” the biker said preemptively. 
 
    Cynthia squealed when the girl sitting at the table tugged at the edges of her shirt.  She reached out a hand and slapped the woman away. 
 
    “Hey,” the biker shouted, “nobody touches my girl but me.” 
 
    He stood to his feet, the chair he’d been sitting on clattered to the floor.  This dude was bulky to say the least.  He was probably three times larger than Alex at the waist, with arms wrapped in muscle and covered in old tattoos that showed their age.  At full height, he dwarfed every other biker in the bar. 
 
    Alex knew how this was going to go down; he knew how alpha males worked.  He’d lived under the shadow of one his entire life; his sister was getting married to one. Alex was used to backing down, to hiding, to running away; but he wouldn’t dream of doing that this time.  Even when his opponent could floor him easily; Alex had his pride. 
 
    “We should go,” Cynthia whispered in his ear. 
 
    Not this time.   
 
    Alex stood and glared back at the biker that cast a long shadow over him.  He wasn’t backing down.  Alex’s heart pounded in his chest.  The voice that had, until now, been silent began to whisper in his ears.  Alex could do nothing to quiet its influence.   
 
    Show them; show them what it means to be the top dog. 
 
    “You want us to get rid of him, Mutt?” Alex heard from behind. 
 
    “Naw,” the biker said, “I’ll take care of this one myself.  He needs to learn some manners.” 
 
    Mutt emptied his pockets on the table then cracked his knuckles and neck.  The rest of the bar watched, the music cut out in the back while some laughed at the beating that Alex was about to receive. 
 
    “They call you Mutt?”  Alex asked. 
 
    “That’s me,” He snorted and spat in Alex’s face. 
 
    Alex wiped the saliva from his face.  Cynthia started to step in to break up the fight but this wasn’t a fight he wanted stopped.  He needed this right now.   
 
     “Stand back, Cynthia,” Alex managed. 
 
    “But-” she said.   
 
    Alex held up a finger to hush her and she knew her place.  The glare in Alex’s eyes said it all.  She backed away to stand near the bar. 
 
    Mutt reared back with his leather clad fist.  He threw his entire weight into the punch.  It moved so slowly Alex felt he could have dodged it blindfolded.  He twisted his body out of the way and Mutt’s fist hit nothing but air.  The force from the punch blew past his face and kicked up a small breeze. 
 
    “Your one mutt that needs to be put down,” Alex said.  The taunt pissed off his attacker even more.  Good, let him throw all the punches he wants.   
 
    He balled up his other fist and reared back again.  Alex clenched his teeth and felt the rage boiling just below the surface; years of frustration and anger, years of feeling useless and small.  He was ready to let it all out. 
 
    Mutt’s fist flew towards Alex, but Alex wouldn’t let it strike this time, either.  Instead he grabbed Mutt by the wrist and directed the punch into the wood of the bar.  Mutt roared with pain as his knuckles cracked down into the wood.   
 
    “What the hell are you people doing,” Mutt shouted, “Kick his ass!” 
 
    Alex looked around the bar.  The gang was already advancing on him with whatever weapons they had handy, a knife, a chain, a cracked beer bottle.  He had seen people protect morons like Mutt his entire life.   
 
    Typical. 
 
    The sting of a pool cue cracked along his back.  He didn’t even need to dodge the blow.  His shifter strength allowed him that much.  However, what he’d intended as a light shove instead sent the man flying and he came to a crash ten feet away smashing through a table.  If they all wanted a fight he would give them one. 
 
    Mutt reached out and tried to grab Alex by the neck to choke him, but he was still wasn’t fast enough.  Alex used his strength to toss Mutt through the pub window with extreme effort.  Mutt screamed as he tumbled on the wooden patio just outside. 
 
    The bikers charged.  Two tried to grab Alex by the arms but his strength was too great and he threw them both into Mutt’s table.  The girls wailed and made for the exit as the brawl erupted.   
 
    Another biker swung a chain that caught Alex around the neck.  He strained against the tightening noose and pulled the biker along with his side of the chain, tossing him out the window and onto Mutt.   
 
    A knife plunged into his side and Alex reared back in pain.  As he pried the metal from his side, the wound flowed with rich crimson blood.  He tossed away the weapon and grabbed the biker by the shirt, hurling him down the bar.   
 
    Everyone in the bar was fighting Alex now, but the attackers could do little to overpower him.  He was the center of a raging storm of fists, clubs, and knives that were used to almost no effect. He dealt with each of the assailants as they came. Each bruise and cut they made on his skin he wore as a badge of honor and yearned for more. 
 
    He savored the battle, the little voice inside him raged with excitement.  He laughed through a bloodied mouth at the biker’s attack as he threw them about the bar.  With each punch he dodged or knife he snapped he lost himself just a bit more until almost nothing remained.   
 
    Everything swirled around, like being stuck on a carousel for too long, he didn’t know if it was from blood loss or something else.  The little voice inside his head came louder with each passing second.   
 
    Kill!  Hunt! 
 
    “NO!” he shouted aloud. 
 
    He snapped himself to his senses just in time to meet the receiving end of a shotgun.  Mutt pointed the short double barrel at Alex’s face and smiled broadly. 
 
    “You messed with the wrong man,” Mutt said. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Everything paused.  Alex looked behind him and saw Cynthia clutching at her ears from the deafening sound.  As he watched the muzzle of the shotgun he saw it grow brighter and brighter.  The pellets in the barrel ricocheted against their enclosure, seeking the only exit.  His eyes widened at the incoming peril and his body moved on its own.  Everything went back to normal, or so he thought. 
 
    “Alex!” Cynthia shouted in fear. 
 
    A deep rumbling growl reverberated in the air as Alex raised himself to his feet.  His body was completely unscathed and the wall behind him cracked and splintered from the force of the shotgun blast.  Alex twisted at Mutt’s arm, bones snapped and his shotgun fell to the floor.  His teeth grew into sharp canines and he readied himself to rip out Mutt’s throat.   
 
    Alex wasn’t in control anymore.   
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    The wolf was standing there, threatening Mutt.  Alex felt tired, waves of fatigue set in and he just wanted to rest.  He had no control over himself anymore. 
 
    “Stop right there, Asshole,” shouted a biker from behind. 
 
    Alex’s wolf paused just at Mutt’s throat and turned to see the new threat.  Cynthia stood with her hands over her head and the biker held a gun to her back.   
 
    Kill him. 
 
    Alex shook his head.  The piece of him that remained tried to fight against the creature that controlled his body.  With great effort he managed to release the broken biker to the ground.   
 
    Kill them all.  Strip them of their power! 
 
    Alex grabbed at his head, and fell to his knees.  He could feel himself split in two; the beast that had always been there, and the man he wanted to be.  The battle inside him waged, he still held the leash he’d kept on his wolf but the chain was nearly broken.  He fought as hard as he could to bring it back to heel.   
 
    No, I don’t want it! 
 
    “Alex!” Cynthia shouted again.  The biker that held her hostage let her go and tended to his own, carrying Mutt from the bar. 
 
    Alex opened his eyes to see her crying at the monster he had become.  He reached out to Cynthia, struggling with all his might to maintain his humanity. 
 
    You’re nothing without me. 
 
    Alex brought himself to all fours and pulled harder at the chain inside.  He needed to be free of the monster now.  Every reserve of energy that remained in his mind was tapped as he began to feel his humanity return. 
 
    “What’s happening to you, Alex,” Cynthia whispered. 
 
    Nothing.  I’m still me. 
 
    He felt the wolf release his body and he fell to the floor.  Cynthia lifted his head into her lap.  Tears flowed down her face.  Alex reached a hand up and wiped a tear away, pressing his hand into her cheek. 
 
    “Alex,” she said, “I thought I lost you.” 
 
    “You nearly did.” 
 
    You will. 
 
    The bikers around the bar climbed sorely back to their feet, shaking off the wounds they’d received.  Cynthia helped Alex back to his feet and he again scanned the room.  Only a handful of bikers remained.  He knelt to the ground and found his prize; Mutt’s keys. 
 
    “Two things are going to happen,” Alex shouted to the remaining bikers, “My girlfriend is going to get a set of clothes that fit, and one of you bastards are going to give me some damn directions!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
    Damn I look good. 
 
    He didn’t.  Almost every inch of exposed skin was covered in first aid bandages carefully applied by Cynthia.  At least his clothes fit now.  He’d taken a cycling outfit from one of the bikers, leather jacket, check; sturdy jeans, check; badass biker boots, double check.  He clomped on the wooden walkway and sifted through the remaining motorcycles to see which matched the keys he took as a trophy from Mutt.  Once he found it, he fell in love.  It wasn’t just an infatuation sort of deal, it was true love.   
 
    The old bike was well taken care of, sporting a matte black finish on the gas tank and fenders.  The wide rawhide brown seat had custom engraved stitching that simply read ‘Mutt’.  The chromed engine looked beefy and polished.  He fit the key in the ignition and cranked the kick start, letting the beast roar to life.  He thought he was in heaven but the second he laid eyes on Cynthia leaving the bar, he realized things could only get better. 
 
    Her hips twisted seductively while she walked.  Her simple red tube top hugged against her small boobs, her leather jacket looked comfortable and billowed open.  Her long slender legs were just barely covered by leather pants that fit her like a glove, and hid inside her riding boots. 
 
    “I look like an idiot,” she said. 
 
    And the award for hottest girlfriend in the world goes to … 
 
    Alex had to wipe away a smear of drool that formed at the corner of his mouth.  And, he now regretted finding tighter fitting clothing as he readjusted his erection. 
 
    “I think you look nice,” he said, gulping back his attraction. 
 
    She rolled her eyes but Alex could see a smile forming.  She knew she was hot and wasn’t afraid to show it.  With her new riding boots she stomped down the stairs, zipping the jacket up as far as it would go to protect against the cold night air. 
 
    “Do you know how to ride one of these?” Cynthia asked, throwing a leg over the bike behind Alex. 
 
    “I think I can manage,” he replied.     
 
    He carefully inched his way from the parking lot and twisted the throttle, eliciting a howl from the engine.  Cynthia wrapped her slender arms around his waist to hold herself in place. 
 
    “Be careful now,” Cynthia said, “The engine from this bike might just take your place.” 
 
    With a quick laugh, Alex rode the throttle and the bike peeled from the dirt lot, out onto the open road.  The single light at the front provided a hint of illumination so Alex had to rely on his heightened senses to guide him. The sound from the exhaust overpowered his sense of hearing and deafened him to everything else.  He liked it.  It gave him time to think.  He’d become numb to everything going on around him, even Cynthia holding him tightly couldn’t distract him.  What the hell is happening to me?  His wolf was anxious; scratching and pawing at the edge of his mind. 
 
    What the hell was that back there? 
 
    Ever since the first attack by the bears all those months ago, he’d felt useless.  He couldn’t even protect his sister from one measly bear.  Cynthia.  All he wanted to do was protect her, but he could barely control himself when he snapped at Otto’s bar.  It took every piece of him to hold it together long enough to regain his humanity.  What would happen if he lost it again? 
 
    His mind wandered to his youth.  His father only had harsh words and punishment for all the times Alex had fucked up.  Thinking about it made him subconsciously grit his teeth.  Dammit dad, why couldn’t you have just taken the time to teach instead of scold?  Why couldn’t he have learned to control his wolf better? 
 
    Alex didn’t have anything to say to Cynthia.  Besides, it would have been pointless anyway as the motorcycle made it impossible to hear a damn thing.   
 
    From out of nowhere, another engine bellowed out behind them, then another, and another.  Soon they were surrounded on all sides by large bikers.  Their jackets were different from the one he’d taken, were these guys part of a different gang?  Alex wasn’t interested in finding out. 
 
    Not now, just leave us the hell alone.   
 
    Alex could already feel his strength start to surge.  His mind was beginning to succumb to the instinctual urge to fight and survive.  Amid the lurid smoke of the motorcycles he smelled something familiar, these bikers were wolves. 
 
    Wolf bikers? 
 
    The largest of the group seemed so damn familiar.  A bushy beard with short cropped hair, hell even the motorcycle seemed like something he’d seen before, but he couldn’t place where.  The giant of a man looked the pair up and down then gestured with one finger for them to pull over to the side of the road.  Alex’s curiosity itched.  The rage that began to consume him dissipated by the time the bike came to a stop on a grassy patch beside the otherwise empty street. 
 
    The band of new bikers pulled over and settled their bikes to form a semi-circle around Cynthia and Alex.   
 
    “You’re shifters,” Alex said, surprised. 
 
    “Took you long enough to find out,” The giant man guffawed.   
 
    He stood behind the gathered men and towered over them all by more than a head in height; he pushed past the group with slow plodding steps.  Alex’s instincts were on alert but he didn’t feel any hostility from the wolves.  The light from the surrounding motorcycles cast a halo around him and his shadow crawled over the assembled crowd. 
 
    “Why the hell are you wearing that jacket?” he said with a gruff voice.  “Ain’t no wolf on these mountains that would be caught dead in that.” 
 
    “It was either this or freeze,” Cynthia said. 
 
    “Pipe down, Pup.  I’m talkin’ to your man,” he replied. 
 
    “Pup?!” she shouted.  Alex grabbed her by the arm to hold her still.  He’d seen her mad with rage before and her getting pissy was the last thing they needed right now. 
 
    Here we go again. 
 
    Cynthia didn’t seem to care that he was, well, four times her size. 
 
    “Where you headed?” he asked. 
 
    “Night Runner den,” Alex answered, still holding Cynthia at bay.   
 
    “What the hell is a Night Runner?” he asked. 
 
    “The Night Howlers and the Moon Runners got together recently.  Renamed themselves the Night Runners,” said one of the other bikers.  Alex just nodded. 
 
    “Why the hell did nobody tell me that?” he asked.  He looked over the other bikers and was met with shrugs.  Then he rubbed at the side of his face with his hand out of frustration.  In time he returned to face Alex.  “You’re quite a ways from home, kiddo.” 
 
    Holy shit! 
 
    Alex remembered where he’d seen the man before.  The photograph.  The one Miss Bannon showed him just a couple days ago.  He didn’t make much of it but he looked just like the man she’d said was Cynthia’s father. 
 
    “Bruce?” Alex asked in disbelief. 
 
    “What did you say?” He asked, surprised.   
 
    “Bruce. That’s your name isn’t it?” Alex repeated.  The giant leaned down to get eye to eye with Alex.  His leather cracked and strained against the movement. 
 
    “Where did you hear that name,” he asked. 
 
    Alex wasn’t sure he should answer, but he’d already dug the hole. 
 
    “Miss Bannon from back home had a picture.  She showed a guy in the photo that looked a lot like you and said your name was Bruce.” 
 
    “Damn, that old hag. Is still alive?” he said, “I half expected she’d be dead by now.”  He laughed loudly, and Alex joined in awkwardly.  “Yeah, my name is Bruce.  But everyone that knows me calls me Crunch.” 
 
    Cynthia reached out and slapped Crunch across the face.  Everyone went silent and Alex freaked out.   
 
    What the hell are you doing, Cyn!? 
 
    Crunch rubbed at his cheek and leaned in close to Cynthia. 
 
    “What the hell was that for?” he asked, flaring his nostrils. 
 
    “I promised myself if I ever met my deadbeat father I would slap some sense into him,” she slapped him on the other cheek.  Alex cringed at the thought of Crunch fighting back. 
 
    “Cynthia?” he asked, getting a better look at her.  The bikers all looked around in confusion.   
 
    “You’re damn right it’s Cynthia,” before she could continue, tears formed at the corners of her eyes. Even the stoic Crunch was getting a little misty eyed.  He stood there, contemplating. 
 
    “I deserved that.” 
 
    His meaty arms wrapped around her and Cynthia disappeared between them.  She tried to resist at first but it was pointless, he was too big and strong. Alex started to worry she’d be crushed. Only once she was free from the hug was Alex able to exhale. 
 
    “Why the hell are you out here?” Crunch asked.   
 
    “It’s a long story,” Cynthia said.  Crunch turned and stared down Alex, who felt small under the weight of the man’s gaze.   
 
    “You better be taking care of my daughter, Cynthia,” he said with the most intimidating voice Alex had ever heard.  “You better show her some respect, because if you don’t,” he stopped talking and just flexed his fist.  It wasn’t hard to understand the gesture.   
 
    Alex opened his mouth to speak but before he could say a word Crunch interrupted, “It’s late, follow us.”  He returned to his bike which groaned under his weight, “I’ll put you two up for the night.” 
 
    “Come on, Alex,” she said, “Let’s get out of here.  We don’t need his help.” 
 
    I mean, it wouldn’t hurt.   
 
    Still, he respected her enough to let go of his own opinion and do what she asked. Plus it wasn’t really his place to butt in.  Alex saddled himself on the motorcycle, Cynthia was already waiting. 
 
    “Where are you goin’?” Crunch asked. 
 
    “Home,” Cynthia stated. 
 
    Crunch grunted and a plume of hot breath in the form of smoke erupted from his mouth.  His eyes narrowed and his frustration grew.  He climbed off his bike and began to walk toward them.   
 
    “You two pissed off a lot of people in that bar and they’re goin’ to be lookin’ for you,” he barked, “You don’t come with us and they’ll find you and make sure you don’t see sunrise tomorrow.” 
 
    How did he know about the bar? 
 
    Cynthia hopped off the bike and stamped right up to meet him, squaring her face just in front of his.  She was tiny but it was clear she inherited her father’s commanding aura.   
 
    “Where were you all the other times I’ve been in danger? What about those times I cried and blamed myself for you not being around to protect me and my grandma? I’ve made it this far without your help; I think I can last one more night.” She shouted, “You’re not my dad.” 
 
    It was clear that her words had struck deep.  Cynthia’s sharp tongue had sliced past his defenses and Crunch tried his best to avoid her stare; his shoulders slumped and he breathed out a sigh. Cynthia seemed to be just as taken aback by her comment as he was. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, “Go.” 
 
    Cynthia relaxed her posture and crossed her arms.  Alex cranked the kick start and the chopper thumped rhythmically in the middle of the crowd.  But, Cynthia stood and stared at the defeated Crunch.  When she turned to join Alex, it was clear that she was holding back all of her tears.   
 
    “I understand if you don’t want to talk to me, there’s a lot that needs to be discussed. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, there are some hunters in the area. I get it, you hate me for not being there, but for both of your sakes, please think hard about my offer,” Crunch said in a last attempt at negotiating.   
 
    Cynthia saddled herself on the thumping motorbike and rested and bit back her tears. 
 
    “Fine,” she said, reluctantly, “but only for one night.” 
 
    Crunch picked himself up.  It was very unlikely that any of his biker buddies had seen him act like that before.  Alex smirked at seeing such a big man lose himself to one little girl.  Cynthia’s hand squeezed Alex’s thigh. 
 
    “Don’t leave me,” she said, upset and emotional. 
 
    “I never will.” 
 
    The band of motorcycles tore down the road.  Alex found an odd calm in the new pack he’d found.  It was a feeling he believed he could get used to, in time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
    Hey dad, great to meet you dad, sure is a nice night for a bike ride, eh dad? 
 
    What the hell did he expect her to think?  It was the first time she met him.  Was she supposed to be happy and forget all the heartache he’d caused her? Ignore the fact that she had to practically raise herself after her mom passed away? She had her grandmother, but it wasn’t the same.  No, she’d made her own way and she didn’t need some deadbeat father to show up and pretend like he cared. 
 
    Alex was all she needed.  Alex was all she wanted.  But still, she wondered what it was like to have a parent, any parent at all.  Alex’s mom died when he was young but he still had his father.  All she had was her grandmother to scold her occasionally and have her do chores around the house.   
 
    The fog had finally lifted making it easier to see the road and the thick forest on either side.  The engine thumped between her legs.  Each little vibration sent a shockwave through her.  She held Alex tighter.  
 
    The group of bikers slowed and collectively turned down a dirt road that was nearly impossible to see from the street.   
 
    “Are you sure about this,” Alex shouted to Cynthia. 
 
    “I sure hope so,” she said into his ear. 
 
    A moment later she could make out their destination.  A large clearing unfolded before them; nestled deep in the woods it was impossible to see the street through the forest.  To the right of the entrance a row of six small cabins waited in silence.  The center of the clearing was dug out to make a makeshift fire pit with fallen logs surrounding it on all sides.  It was some Kumbaya level stuff, she half expected to see a guy with a guitar ready to play some camp music.  The cyclists pulled to a stop and lined their motorcycles up in front of the first and largest cabin, Alex pulled in beside them.   
 
    “Welcome to the best damn road stop on this side of the mountain,” Crunch shouted, “You and your boy can stay in my cabin if you want.”  
 
    Not happening. 
 
    “We’ll stay in our own, thank you.” 
 
    “Alright,” Crunch grunted and scratched at his head nervously, “then take that one on the end.” 
 
    A silver haired biker was already gathering wood and stacking it in a pile in the fire pit.  Cynthia wasn’t tired but needed a moment to get away from the smelly goons that led them here. 
 
    “Goin’ to have a fire tonight,” Crunch said to Cynthia, “if you wanna catch up.” 
 
    Catch up with what?   
 
    She hopped off the motorcycle and walked toward the cabin quickly, Alex had to jog to keep pace.  Each cabin, except for the first, looked the same from the outside.  A single window faced toward the center of the clearing.  The stacked log buildings weren’t the tallest things in the world but they were tall enough that you wouldn’t have to hunch over like you would in her house at the den. 
 
    Inside, the space looked as though it had been abandoned for years.  The windows were grimy with moss and dirt, the curtains were non-existent. The door creaked and groaned as it moved and had to be forced closed.  Alex hovered by the window, probably doing his best to keep an eye on the bikers. 
 
    “We should’ve just left,” she said. 
 
    “I was about to say the opposite,” Alex lied, “it’s cozy.” 
 
    Cozy? 
 
    She smiled and let out a fake laugh.  What a joke.  If anything it felt like a makeshift prison for the night, but there was no way she’d tell Alex that.  He joined her on the bed, took her by the hand and kissed it, then nuzzled himself beside her.  It was hard to stay mad, with him by her side.  Even if he was acting dopey and love struck.   
 
    “Your dad is out there, right now.  Do you even know anything about him?  You have a chance, a real chance to know more about the man.  Don’t give it up,” he urged. 
 
    “What would I even say?” she wondered. 
 
    “Hello would be a good start,” Alex said.  “Maybe think about saving the slapping and cussing till later?” 
 
    There’s a thought.  Don’t be hostile, got it.  He was right though; this was a real opportunity to maybe figure out where she came from.  Did her parents love each other or was it some passing fad that left mom pregnant? 
 
    “You should come with me.  I feel more confident when you’re beside me,” she said. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do it,” he said, “You can follow me, if you want.” 
 
    “No,” she replied, “It’s my dad.  Just stay by me and keep me company.” 
 
    She kissed his cheek and stood, pulling him along by the hand.  It took a moment to pry open the door.  Even Alex had a hard time with it.  By the time they got to the fire pit, the bikers were already drinking.     
 
    “Nice of you to join us,” Crunch said. 
 
    “I wasn’t gone that long,” Cynthia retorted. 
 
    “I partly didn’t expect you’d show yourself tonight,” he said, “on account of me being a terrible father.” 
 
    He held out an unopened can of beer and offered it to the two of them.  Cynthia snapped it open and guzzled down half the can before handing the remainder to Alex.  It was refreshing, but it reminded her about how little she’d eaten that day. 
 
    “You sure can down them like your mother,” Crunch said with a laugh. 
 
    “Guess I know where I got that from,” she said.  “Why did you leave?” she asked, coldly. 
 
    “Getting straight to the point, I see.” Cynthia watched the light from the fire flicker on his face. “Who says I wanted to? She said that the road was no place for her, didn’t find out she was pregnant until three months later.  I had no clue until she sent me a letter with your baby picture in it.” 
 
    Crunch reached into his pocket and pried out his fat leather wallet.  He withdrew a small photo and handed it to Cynthia.  He wasn’t lying. 
 
    “Probably best I wasn’t around,” he said, “it helped her fit in with den life a little better.  When she stopped sending letters I wondered what happened to her.  Figured I’d come around and see for myself.”  His eyes wandered to the fire, hypnotizing him.  It seemed as though his thoughts were getting away from him. “I guess that isn’t what you came here to hear about,” he chuckled. 
 
    The silver haired man stepped up carrying a cooler and propped it on a log nearby.  Cynthia’s mouth watered when she smelled the food stored within. 
 
    “Help yourself,” Crunch said, “Scab ain’t much to look at but he can dish up some pretty satisfying grub.”   
 
    They didn’t wait for him to finish his sentence; they were already devouring the leftovers. Had Cynthia waited much longer she might have sprinted into the forest to find her own food.   
 
    “Did you love my mom?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    Crunch slammed back the rest of his beer and let out a loud belch that echoed through the nearby trees. 
 
    “Yep,” he said, “she was the only girl for me.” 
 
    Yeah right. 
 
    Cynthia shot him a disbelieving stare, she could see right through him after being with him for mere minutes. 
 
    “Okay, you got me.  I’ve been with a lot of women,” he said. 
 
    Of course you have. 
 
    “But, she was the one that stood out the most.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you come back for us? Or come back for me?” Her voice wavered heavily as she spoke.  Why the hell was she asking now?  She didn’t want to get emotional with him, right?  
 
     “I came around to see what happened to your mom,” he said, “I was stopped at the gates before they’d let me see you.” 
 
    “Like that should have been able to stop you,” Cynthia said defiantly, “if you wanted to see me, you could have.” 
 
    He slid the photo from before back into his wallet. 
 
    “Truth is, your grandmother didn’t want you to know me,” he said. 
 
    What?  The woman she’d been living with for years was keeping her own father from her?  Could she really have been lying to her for all these years? 
 
    “No,” she said, “there’s no way grandma would shut you out.  You’re my damn father!” 
 
    “She hated me ever since I met your mother,” he said with a snorted grunt, “But the pack alpha sided with her every time I went to try to visit.” 
 
    “When was the last time you were there?” she asked. 
 
    “Three months ago, today,” he said. 
 
    “My birthday,” she said, clearly startled.   
 
    She nearly lost her balance.  Alex reached a hand out to keep her upright.  How had her grandma managed to keep him away from her?  Alex was with her on her birthday, they were out in the forest together.  She wasn’t in the den at all that day.  He must have come when she was away.   
 
    “She said that not only were you out for the day, but that she wanted me to go because I’m a disruptive influence, whatever that means.  I guess she just never wanted you to become a biker girl like your mother,” he said. 
 
    Cynthia gritted her teeth and kicked at the tree stump on which the food rested.  She was hurt. How could her grandma have lied to her for all these years? Her pain was replaced with anger, and all the rage was directed squarely at her grandmother. 
 
    She wanted to scream into the sky, feel her muscles flare up beneath her skin.  Her wolf urged her to shift but she fought it off.  Now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “I never knew,” she said, finally. 
 
    “Don’t hold it against her, Cynthia-” 
 
    “I’m still not done being mad at you,” she cut him off. “Being angry at my grandmother doesn’t mean I forgive you.”  Alex reached out his arms to hold her for a moment but Cynthia stopped him with the palm of her hand.  “Not right now,” she said, shaking. “I’m scared I’ll say or do something that I’ll regret.  Just give me a minute.” 
 
    She reached into the cooler and pulled out a beer which she snapped open and dumped down her throat. 
 
    “Young love!” Crunch shouted, laughing loudly at his idiotic attempt at a joke.  Then he scratched at his head as though trying to remember something. 
 
    “I almost forgot!” he said.  He pointed a massive index finger squarely at Alex.  “Scab over there told me about your little stunt in the bar,” he said.  “Scab?” Alex wondered. 
 
    Crunch again pointed to the silver haired man who almost felt offended at being forgotten already. 
 
    “That was some display, I hear.  You took on all of Mutt’s goons by yourself?” he chortled.  “I even hear you dodged a shotgun at point blank, that’s a hell of a feat.” 
 
    Cynthia could feel a solid buzz in her brain from the beer.   
 
    “Listen, that bastard Mutt and his gang of idiots have been a pain in my ass for years now.  They never came out and started a fight with us, but they give all the bikers on this mountain a bad name,” Crunch said.  “Honestly, after losing my own pack I was damn near ready to bust him up myself.  I guess you just beat me to it!”   
 
    Crunch clapped his hand along Alex’s back.   
 
    “You picked the worst night to do it, though,” he continued, “There are some hunters about and they’re looking for fresh prey.” 
 
    The breath was knocked from Cynthia and she almost choked on her beer.  The last time she heard of hunters was when she was young.  Even though wolves are tough and quick, the hunters managed to easily kill eight member of the pack in a single night.  The den usually meant safety, but the mere mention of hunters sent shivers down any shifter’s spine.   
 
    “How do you know?” Alex wondered. 
 
    “You don’t get to be as old as me without making a few friends,” he replied. 
 
    “Then I should leave tonight.  I don’t want to be the reason they find you.  If you know what I did in the bar then no doubt they know too and they’ll be looking for me.  I deserve what’s coming,” Alex said nobly.   
 
    Crunch scratched at his head.  Cynthia sobered up instantly.  She knew he was capable of doing some dumb things when the idea got into his head.  She readied herself to stop him if he tried to run off but her father beat her to the punch. 
 
    “Listen kiddo, what you need to do is just shut up,” Crunch said. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “They won’t find you tonight,” he said, “but from what I hear, you need to get your beast in check.  It’s not every day that I hear about a primal.” 
 
    Crunch sipped at his drink and eyed Alex. 
 
    What the hell is a primal? 
 
    “Primal?” Cynthia asked without thinking.   
 
    “You don’t know what they are?  I would’ve figured you’d be the first to know,” Crunch stood to his full height and towered over Alex.  “The whole reason Cynthia’s mom decided to stay at that den was because the alpha’s wife was one of them.  Quite a looker, too if I recall.” 
 
    “Watch what you say, that’s my mother you’re talking about,” Alex said. He didn’t quite understand what Crunch was going on about. What the hell is a primal? 
 
    “Settle down, boy. There was no disrespect intended. Quite the opposite in fact. Didn’t know that was your mother, so that must mean you’re in line to be the next alpha?” 
 
    Alex shook his head no.   
 
    “You gotta be kidding me!  Ain’t no way they wouldn’t make you the leader, knowing what you are,” Crunch said with surprise. 
 
    “I don’t even know what I am,” Alex replied. 
 
    Crunch swirled around his drink, and after realizing there was nothing inside he crumpled the can in his hand and journeyed to the cooler for another beverage.   
 
    “When the wolves first came about, they were gigantic, and extremely vicious,” he started, snapping open his beer and taking a hearty sip, “like, five foot high at the shoulder.  Jaws so strong they could bite through steel, and muscles so tough they could stop all but the sharpest of weapons.”  Crunch started pacing around the fire. “Over time, the wolves started getting smaller and smaller because that strength was no longer needed to protect them from the prying eyes of other predators, mainly man.  But, a scant few managed to hold on to the ability to grow to their full potential.  Some of the Alphas today are able to grasp at a small amount of that power.  I know your dad was like that.  He was the only guy big enough to take me down.  How do you think he got his limp?” 
 
    Crunch chuckled, as did the rest of the bikers. 
 
    “My sister Tess said she caused that,” Alex replied with uncertainty. 
 
    “In a manner,” he said, “your sister said a few things that I couldn’t ignore and your father took her side.  He won, in the end.  You don’t see me holding a grudge about it.  Either way,” he continued, “You better learn to control your wolf, before it controls you.” 
 
    “How?” Alex wondered, “It’s only been a couple days and it feels like its eating me from the inside.” 
 
    Crunch polished off the remainder of his beer and threw the can to join his previous one.  Another loud belch echoed through the darkness.  He tossed a log on the fire and it started crackling. 
 
    “I’m not an expert,” he said, “but I have heard of something that will let you communicate with it.” 
 
    “Show me,” Alex said urgently, “I need to know.  I can’t let it take over like that again.” 
 
    “Alright, but this might hurt,” he said. 
 
    Cynthia watched on with deep interest.  She was both curious and worried. Both emotions reflected on her face.   
 
    “What do I have to do,” Alex asked. 
 
    Crunch reached to the ground and picked up a small piece of wood and adjusted his waistline as he returned to his feet.  He offered the item to Alex who took it, confused. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do with this?” he wondered. 
 
    “Bite down on it and look to your right,” Crunch said. 
 
    He did as he was told.  Cynthia watched as her dad cracked his neck and shook out his arms. 
 
    “Are you ready?” Crunch asked. 
 
    “Yeth,” Alex mumbled through the stick, “bu’ wha’ is thith for?” 
 
    “It’s just a distraction,” Crunch said. 
 
    “Distraction from what,” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “This,” he replied. 
 
    In a split second he swung his arm around and clocked Alex across the face.  The force of the blow could be felt by Cynthia and she spilled the remainder of her drink to the ground as she leapt to her feet to catch Alex. 
 
    “What the hell did you do you bastard!?” she screamed.  Alex was completely unconscious in her arms.  The stick fell from his mouth and Cynthia slapped at his face, hoping he’d wake up.   
 
    “This is the fastest way,” Crunch laughed, “You’ll see.” 
 
    Alex stirred. 
 
    “You better take a step back, Cyn,” Crunch suggested, “this might get a little messy.” 
 
    Why would I abandon him? 
 
    Alex’s eyes snapped open.  Completely black pupils stared into her soul. Alex’s mouth began to take the shape of a muzzle.  He growled beneath his breath and for the first time around Alex, Cynthia feared for her safety.  She released him and stepped away. 
 
    “Explain this shit right now, why did you punch him?” she asked, not taking her eyes off Alex. 
 
    Alex pushed himself up to all fours and his body began to change.  Thick black fur sprouted from his knuckles and cascaded down the remainder of his exposed skin. 
 
    Crunch shoved his way between his daughter and Alex. A move that must have been made to protect her, or so she thought.  Alex stared dead eyed at Crunch and growled louder, readying himself to strike.  Crunch growled back and stared him down.  Their collective will could be felt by everyone else nearby as they both battled for dominance. 
 
    Alex’s shift continued to expand and cover his entire body.  His biker shirt tore away at the seams, and his jeans loosened and fell to the floor.  Cynthia saw that Alex was no longer there.  What stood before her was the wolf she knew he’d been holding back.  His fur was so dark it was hard to see him against the blackness of the night.  Without the firelight he would have been nearly impossible to see.   
 
    Crunch didn’t even bother to shift.  His experience as a pack alpha served him well and he eventually won out. Alex barked and snarled but then turned and sprinted for the forest stopping only to briefly to glance at Cynthia.  She could feel him inside, working hard to regain control.   
 
    Come on Alex, Fight it! 
 
    After watching him struggle she knew he needed to help, but how could she bring back the Alex she knew?   
 
    He disappeared into the woods and Cynthia knew the only way she would find him now would be through his scent.  But, should she follow him?  He was ready to attack her a moment ago.  Something had to be done.   
 
    “I hope you’re happy,” She said as she angrily unzipped her leather jacket and let it slide to the ground. 
 
    “Give him some time.  If he’s as strong as Scab says he is, he’ll be back,” Crunch said. 
 
    “What the hell did you do?” she demanded. 
 
    Crunch snapped open another beer and plopped himself on the log, again. 
 
    “Every shifter alive has one thing in common: we’re all able to keep our instincts in check.  Even when we’re asleep we can keep our wolves from getting loose.  There’s one exception, when you’re unconscious,” Crunch took a large swig of his drink. 
 
    Cynthia pulled off her motorcycle boots one by one and set them beside her jacket. 
 
    “The problem is that if you keep it down long enough, it fights to gain control.  It’s not hard to keep a normal wolf in check, even when it wants to be let out you can keep the chain around its neck.  But, it’s different with primals.” 
 
    Cynthia started to draw the leather pants off her legs and the bikers leaned in to get a better look.  One of the most beautiful women they’d seen in a while was stripping right in front of them.  She became a little nervous with their eyes focused on her. 
 
    Crunch threw up a hand and looked back at the pack. 
 
    “It’s my daughter you dipshits, show some respect,” he shouted.   
 
    They averted their eyes and Cynthia continued to undress albeit with a little more caution. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that you let the beast out to roam?” she asked with a sudden fear, wondering what dangers he might get himself into. 
 
    “In a manner; it’s not enough to just let it out, but he has to make peace with it.  Every alpha I’ve known has had to do the same thing when they get to that point,” he added. 
 
    “I’m going after him,” she said. 
 
    “I wouldn’t advise it,” he replied, “he’s gotta figure this one out for himself.” 
 
    Cynthia stood up, only wearing her tube top.  Her father turned his attention to the fire.   
 
    “Why did you have to hit him?  There are other ways, right?” she asked. 
 
    “Of course there are,” he laughed, “but I don’t have time to build a sweat lodge.  Remember, you said you were leaving in the morning.” 
 
    “So he just has to make peace with the beast?  That doesn’t seem too hard,” she said. 
 
    “Some men don’t,” he added, “and they end up lost forever.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say that sooner!” she shouted, getting a better grasp of the situation.  Cynthia stripped off the remainder of her clothing before beckoning to her wolf.  It felt like an old friend that she’d always had waiting by her side.  The familiar hue of silver and gray sprouted over her body while she fell to all fours.  She tried to imagine her wolf overpowering her; she wondered what it was like to be in Alex’s shoes, and the thought frightened her.  
 
    “There are hunters about,” Crunch called after her as she began making her way into the forest, “I can’t make your decisions for you, but keep your wits.  We’ll be here till sun up tomorrow.  Howl for me if you need help and I’ll be there as quick as I can.” 
 
    Cynthia barked, signifying her understanding to Crunch before disappearing into the bushes.  Her bones still cracked and her muscles burned; a sensation that always felt empowering.  Her paws dug into the ashen dirt as she flew through the forest like a silver streak of lightning to hopefully find the man she loved.  His scent lingered in the air, she knew it anywhere.  She would do whatever was needed to bring him back, even if it meant dragging him kicking and screaming. 
 
    “See that!  That’s my daughter,” Crunch said with a laugh turning back to his pack, “I know where she got that run.” 
 
    Somehow her heart softened.  The anger she had held for her father was beginning to melt.  Even though he’d possibly done the worst thing imaginable to Alex, she knew he was only trying to help in his own way. 
 
    After a minute, the firelight was nothing more than a pin prick of orange seen through the gently swaying forest trees and she was alone. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
    Run. 
 
    Alex wondered what was going on.  He felt the wind whipping through his fur, smelled the evergreen trees tingle his nose and heard the branches crunch beneath his feet. He was free. 
 
    He’d never felt freedom like this.  It was as though a weight he’d carried for so long had been released.  His joy quickly ended when he tried to stop but his body wouldn’t react. 
 
    Hunt. 
 
    What’s going on? His fear quickly escalated as he watched the world unfold around him, unable to make a movement. He was trapped in his body, trapped, not free. 
 
    Kill.  
 
    He heard them as whispers at first.  The urges he’d always known that lived in the back of his mind.  But, now they were guiding his actions. 
 
    Who are you, he wondered, why are you using my body? 
 
    Run, Hunt, Kill. 
 
    No, Alex urged, give me back control. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    This is my body, and I’m taking it back.  Alex thought, defiantly. 
 
    He reached deep within himself; concentrating on moving his hand.  Nothing.  He tried concentrating on any part of the body that would obey him and came up empty.   
 
    He was a passenger being carried by his body. 
 
    What do you want, he asked again out of desperation. 
 
    Want to feed.  Want to mate. 
 
    Alex knew the feeling well.  Whenever he was close to Cynthia, his instincts tried to force their way out and take control but he’d always held them back.   
 
    Why are you doing this? he asked. 
 
    Need to be free. 
 
    Was this the part of himself that he was always trying to keep at bay?  The part of himself that he’d feared for so long. Was this what made him so blood thirsty in his fights?  Somehow he knew it was. That part of him had taken over completely. 
 
    You can’t just run around and kill people.  What if a hunter catches you? he asked. 
 
    Kill hunter.  
 
    What about Cynthia?  How can you mate if you don’t have a mate? he continued to ask. 
 
    Find new one. 
 
    Stop! he said, Just stop you stupid bastard of a dog. 
 
    Nothing he said mattered. Alex was mortified. All he could do was wonder where his wolf was taking him, what its intentions were, knowing first hand that it was dangerous.  
 
    So this is what it feels like, he thought. This is how it feels to lose control. Alex gave up, he was defeated. If he had no control what could he do? He could imagine himself drifting, lost forever on auto pilot. 
 
    The beast slowed to a walking pace.  It panted heavy breaths in the cold evening air.  Above him the moon poked through a small clearing in the trees. 
 
    Freedom. 
 
    Alex could feel what the wolf had meant. Freedom indeed.  The satisfaction was a sensation that flowed between them. For once, Alex and his wolf agreed.   
 
    It feels nice, doesn’t it? he asked. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I was going to run away from home so that I could make my own path; one without my commanding father or the frustration of dealing with a pack. 
 
    The beast laid itself on the ground.  He could hear the birds of the evening prowling for the hunt, and the rodents that skittered along the dirt nearby. The breeze whistled at his ears and tugged at his fur as he sat in silence.   
 
    He rarely felt this free and almost never felt this alive.  The calling of his instincts had always been a burden and one that he didn’t indulge.  Deep down he could remember that he was always scared of the creature he saw in his dreams and feared that one day it might take over. 
 
    Afraid, he would try distracting himself, always doing things that scared him, to prove to himself he wasn’t a coward.  Most of the time proving his courage got him in trouble with his father, the rest of the time he’d been too injured to care.   
 
    But, now with the beast firmly in control of him, he wondered if he had been right to suppress it.  It felt like he’d spent his entire life cutting away a part of himself.   
 
    You’re part of me, he said. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    But, he thought, I’m also a part of you. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    One man, one wolf, bound together forever. 
 
    The wolf said nothing. He felt a surge of adrenaline shoot through his body.  Every nerve in his arm tingled; instinctively he raised his arm to inspect it.  He was surprised when it obeyed his commands.  He lifted his other arm just to be sure, and was glad he could control himself again. 
 
    Freedom. 
 
    Both Alex and his wolf salivated at the thought of freedom.  His muscles burned from sprinting so far into the woods, but all he could do was laugh at how great a feeling this was. He could feel his fears slowly fading away as if they didn’t matter to him anymore. He finally understood his wolfs intentions.  Freedom.  He’d been so scared of his wolf for so many years that he hadn’t realized his human and wolf side both wanted the same thing. He finally experienced what true freedom was, and all he could do was laugh.  Or he would have if he had a mouth to vocalize it.  His wolf was silent.  Or perhaps it wasn’t that it was silent any longer, but it had finally found its rightful place.   
 
    Alex was so distracted that he hadn’t heard Cynthia close in on him.  She stood a few feet away; he could smell the fear in her and needed to prove he was okay. 
 
    He let the wolf rest but lost his footing as he did and fell to the ground.  His body no longer felt as heavy as it had in the past.  His bones didn’t creak and crack back into place but instead they stretched.  His muscles no longer burned as they shifted into his human shape.     
 
    He pulled himself to his feet, his body was lighter.  It felt to him as though he hadn’t quite returned as the man he was.  Scanning his body, he noticed there wasn’t any visible changes, but internally he felt like a whole new person. Without the internal struggle for dominance, he felt perfectly balanced. He was half wolf, half human. And, while his senses weren’t as high as before, he could still smell Cynthia’s delicate scent.   
 
    “It’s okay,” he said to Cynthia, still waiting in the forest, “I think I get it now.” 
 
    She stepped out of the forest herself and began her own shift.  Her beautiful body glistened in the moonlight with a thin coat of sweat.  She held her shoulders in defiance of the cold. 
 
    “I came to save you, but I guess you didn’t need me,” she said. 
 
    “I think I needed to rescue myself,” he replied.  “But, I’m glad you came.” 
 
    She stepped in close, wrapping him in the warmth of her embrace.  His heartbeat was slow and steady, full of confidence.  Her hand slid down his chest. 
 
    “You’re… you again,” she said, with a smile that couldn’t hide her joy. 
 
    Alex laughed. He leaned over, and with one hand on her check, he kissed her.  She stood on her toes, deepening the kiss. Her body quivered as he held her tighter.  A surprised expression widened across her face as her arms felt along his hips only to climb up his body and rest on his shoulders.   
 
    “Yet, you seem so much more… manly,” she added, playfully. 
 
    He reached his hands down and lifted her by her butt.  Cynthia gasped from the suddenness of leaving the ground.  He felt his confidence exuding from his body.   
 
    She felt perfect in his arms.  Alex could hear her heart quickening.  It was no longer his wolf that spurred him to action, but all of him.  He wanted her as he had never wanted her before.   
 
    His passion rose as he kissed her along her neck.  She tossed her head back from the exhilarating feeling.  They’d had sex at home but when in the outdoors he’d always held himself back even when she secretly wished he wouldn’t.  He wanted to show her how different he was.   
 
    His body acted on its own.  He suckled at her soft skin as she moaned loudly at the forest.  They were so far from camp there was no way they’d be heard, but even so, neither of them cared.  She urged him onward by clamping her legs around his abs.  
 
    His right hand caressed along her back as his left hand held her firmly in place.  Her hips gyrated against him and he could feel her body screaming to be taken.  The scent of her arousal continued to tease his still heightened senses. 
 
    His cock began to throb as her moisture ran down his hips to meet it, arousing him further.  She reached her hand down to feel his shaft and was met with excitement. 
 
    She lined up the tip of his penis with her wetness and stroked herself with it.  His own pre cum formed at the tip and merged with her. Every flick of his penis that rubbed against her clit sent tiny shockwaves of pleasure throughout her body. 
 
    He could bear the teasing no longer. He slid her small body lower and lower.  The tip slid inside her and Alex could feel her shudder with excitement.  He paused for a second to let her enjoy his cock, just as he enjoyed her delicate body. 
 
    Her soft warm opening invited him to probe further and he did as requested.  Her body slid further down his strong shaft.  She closed her eyes as the sensation took over. Never before had he made her feel this way. Alex continued to kiss along her neck and made his way down her body.   
 
    Her perky nipples were excited and his tongue found its way to greet them.  She breathed heavily as he continued to enter her, inching his way further inside.  Her hands dug into his back and were met by hard muscle.   
 
    Her pelvis met his and she held herself still, her own breath betraying her for a moment. As she tried to catch it, she bit down hard on his collar bone.   
 
    She wrapped around his cock so tightly that he had to fight to not explode right away.  He’d never felt her like this before, everything felt new and exciting.  The juices flowed from her opening and ran down his leg.  
 
    Her legs held tightly around his waist as she worked her hips in small circles; each motion a shudder, and each shudder a wave of pleasure.  He took her by the hips as her arms folded around his neck. 
 
    With his powerful hands he worked her up and down along his throbbing cock.  She moaned her satisfaction to the night sky.   
 
    The grinding sped up with each thrust, her body happy to oblige.  She marveled at his endurance as they continued.  A familiar tingle played in the center of her being.   
 
    Cynthia reached out for it, wanting to pull it closer. She didn’t have to try hard.  It grew and grew until it took over her entire body.  She bit her lip and buried her face in Alex’s chest.  
 
    The orgasm took over as she exhaled hard.  A single moan escaped her lips, her body wracking with spasms.  She’d never felt such a powerful orgasm in her life.  All the energy she had drained away and she could no longer hold herself up.  
 
    Alex caught her and held her close.  He continued working her body against his cock that still needed to be satisfied.  But, it lingered just below the surface and it was easy to stop trying to hold back. 
 
    His penis throbbed as he felt himself release. Sensations he’s never felt before overtook him. Sex with Cynthia had been great, but nothing like this before. Alex felt more satisfaction with Cynthia than he’d felt since their first date.  She’d given her all to him and nothing was held back.   
 
    He withdrew himself from her and she yelped as it left.  She opened her eyes and smiled at the man that leaned over her exhausted body.  Alex joined her on the ground, breathing heavily. He was most definitely satisfied. 
 
    She didn’t say a word, just leaned over and nuzzled against his cheek.  She took his hand and lied over his chest.  His body was something to behold. 
 
    He rested his hand on hers. 
 
    The simple light of the moon was relaxing and the stars, hypnotizing.  She stared at them as her head finally gave in to the exhaustion completely.   
 
    Alex followed her shortly after.  But, not before giving a silent thanks to the friend he’d found within himself. All the times he’d been so scared, so frustrated and so confused were finally over. Never had he felt so sure of himself.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
    “And here I was just about to go looking for you,” Crunch said. 
 
    Alex and Cynthia walked hand in hand from the woods.  Cynthia hid herself behind Alex to avoid the lascivious stares of the other bikers.  Alex didn’t care about them in the slightest. 
 
    “I’ll need a new shirt,” Alex said. 
 
    Cynthia knelt down to find her clothes from last night folded and sitting on the tree stump. 
 
    “I think Scab has some extra stuff.  He’s about your size,” Crunch said.  Scab nodded his approval and went to the saddle bags of his motorcycle to find something.  Cynthia was already pulling on her absurdly tight pants.  It was hard for Alex to suppress his boner, but he did his best. 
 
    “I see you got it under control,” Crunch said with an awkward cough, “That’s good.” 
 
    Alex rubbed the back of his head with one hand, covered his dick with the other, and laughed uncomfortably. 
 
    “I spent so much time being scared,” Alex said, “I guess I just realized there wasn’t anything to be afraid of.” 
 
    Crunch stood from the tree stump and cracked his back.  It seemed like he hadn’t moved from that spot for the entire night.   
 
    Cynthia finished getting dressed and, full of trepidation, she approached her father.  He eyed her curiously, and let out a surprised gasp when he was greeted by a hug.  He put his arms around his daughter and reciprocated the feeling he never had a chance to experience.  But, as she pulled herself away, she slapped him across the cheek. 
 
    “That’s for punching Alex last night,” she said. 
 
    Alex caught the transaction while pulling on his pants.     
 
    “Women,” Crunch laughed. 
 
    You got that right. 
 
    Alex joined the two of them and offered a hand for a handshake but instead, Crunch pulled Alex in close and hugged him like a son. 
 
    “You do anything to her and I’ll show you how Mutt felt last night,” Crunch whispered in Alex’s ear. 
 
    Crunch patted Alex on the shoulder, and ended with a firm grasp before he backed away to join Cynthia. 
 
    Message received. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “you could always join us on our trip back home.  We could use some good wolves in our fight.” 
 
    “Fight?” Crunch laughed.  “It ain’t our fight.  Besides that, I got some business of my own to deal with.” 
 
    “We could always help each other,” Alex offered. 
 
    “You can’t help with this one,” Crunch replied solemnly, “I gotta put an old dog in his place and get my gang back.  It’s been too long that I left them off the chain.” 
 
    Alex was confused but he knew there was no amount of talking that would have convinced Crunch to join them.  
 
    “Well, the offer is always on the table,” Alex said. 
 
    “You’re alright, son,” Crunch chuckled.  Scab coughed and Crunch stirred as though he remembered something he’d forgotten.  “Scab here told me he saw a bunch of wolves travelling in trucks last night.  Headed right past the camp site while you two were off in the woods.  Maybe they were searchin’ for you.” 
 
    Alex went wide eyed, that must be his father and the Cliff Walker recruits.  They survived!   
 
    “We better go, right away,” Alex said to Cynthia.  He pulled his keys from his pocked and half jogged to the motorcycle.  Cynthia lingered with her father and Alex watched on. 
 
    “You’ll come visit?” she asked. 
 
    “As long as you’ll have me,” he replied. 
 
    She again reached out and the two embraced.  Cynthia had to brush a tear off her check as she walked away.  Crunch looked like he was losing the battle to keep a straight face. 
 
    “Shutup Scab,” Crunch said smacking at the air.   
 
    Alex already had the motorcycle started as Cynthia saddled up behind him again.  Everything was coming together nicely.  He kicked the motorcycle to start and eased down the dirt path between the trees.  The morning brought with it fresh dew that clung to the air.  The fresh smell of the forest was only slightly overpowered by the scent of the thick oil and smoke that poured from the motorcycle. 
 
    In light of everything that had happened over the last couple days, the only thing on Alex’s mind was the woman sitting behind him on the bike.  Cynthia was everything he could have imagined and more. He couldn’t be more proud that she stood by him.  The gray clouds broke and a streak of blue tore its way through, bringing with it the sun’s beaming rays, bathing the abandoned street with new light.   
 
    Through the sound of the engine noise, Alex heard a strange rustling.  He couldn’t identify exactly what it was. As he listened he slowed the bike to a crawl, then a stop.  After turning off the engine he could hear it much more clearly. 
 
    “What is it?” Cynthia wondered. 
 
    He hushed her and leaned the bike on its stand.  With his keen eyes Alex saw something that made his heart sink: a large band of bears. 
 
    It can’t be. 
 
    They trampled through the forest, with little regard to what was beneath them.  Considering the direction in which they moved it would mean they had only one destination, the den. 
 
    “This is bad,” Alex said. 
 
    Cynthia didn’t have the same heightened senses as Alex when not in wolf form, but it was hard to ignore the sound of rustling branches and stamping feet. 
 
    “There’s no way it’s-”  
 
    “Bears,” Alex interrupted, “Lots of them.  They’re heading for the den.” 
 
    Cynthia had to cover her mouth as she gasped.  If that many were to attack all at once there was no way they could win.  They had to get back to warn everyone before things got messy, at least to get the children away from the den. 
 
    They sprinted back through the forest, running as fast as their legs would carry them.  As they emerged they were greeted by a familiar sight, an old rusty yellow truck with busted glass and dents to match. 
 
    “Dad!” Alex shouted. 
 
    The passing truck held his father and another shifter in the passenger seat.  The truck came to a screeching halt, causing the trucks following behind to stop just short of crashing. 
 
    His dad looked out the passenger window to find the source of the voice, and when he did he leapt from the driver’s seat and hobbled his way over to his son. 
 
    Alex was glad to see him again and he felt a bit more at ease knowing they were back with the pack. 
 
    “You’re alive! We’ve been searching all over for you” Marcus shouted. 
 
    “It takes a lot more than a cliff to kill me,” Alex joked with his father.  He no longer held the hesitation he had before.  He fully embraced his father and felt closer than he ever had.  They released after a moment and his father examined the motorbike. 
 
    “Where did you get this,” he asked. 
 
    “Don’t ask,” Alex replied with a laugh. 
 
    His father lost interest when he saw Cynthia in her biker outfit. 
 
    Stop staring before I knock you out old man.   
 
    “We passed a biker bar the other night.  The place looked like it was attacked by a hurricane.  I guess an entire biker gang was dang near torn to shreds by a monster,” his father narrowed his gaze and looked again at the motorbike, “Can you explain that?” 
 
    Alex scratched at the top of his head.  There was no point trying to keep it from his father.  He would have found out soon anyway. 
 
    “They attacked Cynthia,” Alex said with a shrug. 
 
    “Don’t need more explanation than that.  Way I hear they were asking for it anyway.  Are you two doing alright?” he wondered. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we’re doing okay.” 
 
    “Good, we got a couple more hours’ drive before we get home.” 
 
    Alex almost forgot what he just saw in the woods and remembered to warn his father. 
 
    “We need to drive fast,” he began hurriedly, “there’s an entire forest full of bear shifters headed for the den.  We need to get back quick to warn everyone.” 
 
    “Right,” his father said.  Alex helped him back to the truck.   
 
    “Let’s move out!” he shouted to the convoy. 
 
    Cynthia found her seat and Alex quickly started the motorcycle again.  He was relieved to be back with the group.  Seeing those bears made Alex wonder if Samantha was alright.  He shook off the thought and twisted the throttle.  The bike answered his request by lurching back to the road. 
 
    Please be in time.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
    They arrived to a sleepy morning at the den.  The two wolves at the front gate waved through the entire convoy.  Alex’s father honked the horn of the truck waking up anyone that wasn’t aware they returned. 
 
    Connor appeared on the porch within seconds with Tess behind him, snacking on breakfast.   
 
    “Get everyone up,” Marcus shouted. 
 
    “What,” Connor asked, “What’s happening?” 
 
    “It’s a raid.  They’re coming fast.  I don’t know how long we have before the bears attack, but it’s big,” Alex said, “really big.” 
 
    Connor stood tall and began to bark out orders.  It looks like this is what they’ve been preparing for the past two months.  
 
    Cynthia ran up to join Tess on the patio.   
 
    “We need to get the kids out before the attack, and that includes you and the baby,” she said.  Tess nodded and scurried about the farmhouse.  Connor looked Cynthia up and down.  She held up a hand to stop him. “Seriously, don’t ask.” 
 
    Cynthia watched as Connor trotted out to meet with Alex. 
 
    “Alex,” he said, “If the bears are as close as you say they are then we’re going to need to buy some time to get as many of these people to safety as we can.” 
 
    “I can help you buy some time,” he replied. 
 
    The rest of the camp was in chaos; people running this way and that, the children were being loaded onto the trucks along with any other people unable to fight.  
 
    Cynthia didn’t see her grandma anywhere outside. She was already thinking the worst.  She pushed through the crowd towards her small house at the edge of the den and pressed the door open. 
 
    “You gotta get out of here,” Cynthia said. 
 
    She was lying in bed.  Cynthia couldn’t tell if she was asleep but was given an answer quickly. 
 
    “I’m staying here,” she said. 
 
    “Like hell you are,” Cynthia retorted.  She walked over to her grandma and tried to pull her from the bed but she didn’t budge.   
 
    “This is my home.  I’m not running away from it,” she shouted, “I don’t care what it is, I’m not leaving.” 
 
    Cynthia got her arms around her grandmother’s waist and lifted her from the bed.  She wiggled and tried to break free but Cynthia was much younger and capable. 
 
    “This might be your home right now, but I’m not going to let you get yourself killed,” Cynthia said while struggling to keep her grip. 
 
    “Fine, just get your hands off me,” she said, pushing Cynthia away. 
 
    Cynthia backed off.  Her grandmother straightened her hair and caught her breath.  Cynthia’s mouth started moving before her brain could catch up. 
 
    “I met him,” she said. 
 
    “Who?” her grandma asked. 
 
    As she said the word, she realized who Cynthia meant.   
 
    “So, you finally met him,” she exhaled, “What did he tell you?”  
 
    “He told me enough,” she replied.   
 
    Cynthia stood in the center of her room with her hands on her waist.   
 
    “Listen, I wanted to let you meet him but I didn’t want you to get involved with bikers,” she said, “I lost your mother to those ruffians and I wasn’t about to let my granddaughter do the same.” 
 
    Cynthia rubbed her temple to press away the frustration that was building up in her head. 
 
    “That’s not your decision to make.  You should have let me meet him,” Cynthia said. 
 
    “And what?  Have you run off and join some biker band?  Let you get passed around a bunch of dogs until you’re used up and thrown out?” she questioned angrily, “no, my granddaughter isn’t going to grow up to be like her mother.  You need to do something better with your life.” 
 
    You frustrating old woman! 
 
    Cynthia felt the tears gathering in her eyes. 
 
    “You didn’t know what he was like before.  When your mother came back she came back for a reason.  He was a violent, outspoken man that ordered her around like a slave.  He did come a few times, and every time he came he clashed with the pack alpha.  They got in more than a few fights and after the last one I decided it was enough.” 
 
    “Okay, this isn’t the time to talk about this.  We need to evacuate with everyone else before the fighting starts,” Cynthia sighed with frustration. She pressed a tear away from the corner of her eye and turned to leave but was stopped at the door. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” her grandma said. 
 
    Cynthia lingered a moment.  Would chiding her grandmother further really accomplish anything?  She swallowed the lump in her throat. 
 
    “Just get ready to leave,” she said. 
 
    That said, she left the small house. 
 
    Across town she saw Alex and Connor sprint off before everyone else.  She worried for him.  Even his new abilities as a primal probably wouldn’t protect him from the onslaught that was coming.   
 
    Come back to me, you promise? 
 
    Cynthia joined the convoy that was loaded with all the children and women unable to fight.  She eased into the driver’s seat of the old yellow truck and brought it to life.  Tess slammed the passenger door shut beside her and without a word they began their journey to safety.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
    All was quiet for Alex and Connor.  The eerie silence was almost too much for either of them to bear.  They sat still beside the crossroad that led into their den, ready to pounce at a moment’s notice.   
 
    Well, this is awkward. 
 
    “How’s Tess?” Alex wondered. 
 
    “She’s bored of being stuck in the house.  I feel like I’ve spent more time hunting food for her cravings than I have protecting the pack,” Connor snickered. 
 
    Alex laughed nervously; he needed something to help him feel normal.  His heart was pounding in his chest and as much as he wanted to shift, he wasn’t sure he would enjoy the silence and the waiting. 
 
    “How’s your girlie?” Connor asked in kind. 
 
    Alex caught himself smiling. 
 
    “She’s good,” he replied. 
 
    “Good?” Connor said, “That’s all you got?  You could give me something here.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Alex added, “She’s amazing, hell, she’s the reason I’m here ready to take on these bears. I’ll do anything to keep her safe.  Plus, if I don’t, her father would find me and tear my head off.” 
 
    Connor looked at him with disbelief.  
 
    “Long story.” 
 
    The ground shook beneath them.  From behind they heard the trucks heading their way.  Alex tore off the clothing he wore, Connor did the same. 
 
    Alex’s shift felt different this time.  Where before he had to force his body to respond, accompanied by cracking bones and torn muscles, this felt as though pulling on a warm jacket; it was comfortable and relaxing.  His arms stretched to their new length and his body doubled over, landing him on all fours.  The thick black fur still covered him and he thought it felt… different.   
 
    “Alex?” Connor asked. 
 
    Alex growled, positioning himself in the middle of the road.  What he felt wasn’t fear but excitement.  He’d never felt so invigorated in his life.  He was ready to hunt. 
 
    Hunt. 
 
    Connor joined him, standing much taller than Alex.  New scars covered Connor’s body, scars Alex knew he earned from all the fighting the last couple months.   
 
    As the trucks roared past the duo, Alex saw Cynthia in the lead car and gave her a nod.  She smiled back and howled in the car when she saw him in his true shape.  The small convoy trundled past but as they did, Alex watched the bears press through the forest, bringing with them an earthquake of motion. 
 
    Connor growled and Alex was invigorated beside him.  The first of the bears pressed through the tree line and began their assault.  The cars were nearly past so they wouldn’t need to hold for long, but the two wolves longed for a good fight. 
 
    Row after row of bear spread from the forest until the entire road teemed with fur.  Alex howled and charged into the group of bears without a single shred of fear. This was his chance, he would defend his girl and his pack with all he had.  Connor stayed beside him, not wanting to be shown up. 
 
    Alex dodged the first of a trio of powerful blows.  Just like in the bar, everything seemed to move in slow motion.  It felt like child’s play. 
 
    Hunt.  Kill. 
 
    He lashed out with his fangs and crunched at the neck of the lead bear.  His powerful bite drew vital life blood and it fell to the street. 
 
    Connor latched himself to the first beast ahead of him, pressing it back with all his might and slowing their assault.  His jaws barked and ripped at the air while the bear tried to hold him away but to no avail.  Connor’s mouth found the bear’s shoulder and its blood dripped into his mouth, further driving his bloodlust. 
 
    Alex dashed between the bears, dodging blow after blow.  His teeth sunk into their flanks and stomachs.  Tufts of fur filled the air as he continued his deadly assault.  Eventually a mighty paw found his muzzle and knocked him back toward Connor. 
 
    As valiantly as they fought, Connor and Alex wouldn’t be able to hold them all at bay – there were far too many.  Connor barked and snapped at the aggressive bears.  He was a flurry, ripping at anything that got in his way.  Even when the overwhelming strikes from the bears should have knocked him from his feet, he continued to attack. 
 
    Allies arrived from the den; more wolves to join the fight.  They had loved ones to protect and they wouldn’t be denied the chance.  The new wolves rallied around Connor and supported him while Alex struck at their flank.   
 
    Still, the bears were gaining ground.  Alex fought with Cynthia’s safety in mind, but no matter how many bears he tore into, there was no end to them.   
 
    Connor howled at the pack and together they retreated to the den.  Any further fighting on the road would cause them to be surrounded.   
 
    Alex dashed with his newfound speed and forced himself into the middle of the advancing bears to cover their retreat.  Their jaws dug into his side and their strikes tore him to the bone but still he fought.  Blood poured from his snout but adrenaline surged through his body and he fought on.   
 
    With the rest of the wolves evacuated to the den, Connor howled, informing Alex of their escape.  Alex readied himself to leave as quickly as he could but found it difficult.  His speed gave him an edge but it wasn’t enough.  He needed to go faster, like when he dodged the shotgun in the bar.  Where was that speed? 
 
    Faster. 
 
    The largest of the bears appeared on the battlefield, stomping a whole head taller than the grizzlies they’d fought so far.  They were the brutish bears that attacked Alex near the Cliff Walker den.  They brought with them a new ferocity that even Alex couldn’t match, going so far as to push the smaller bears out of their way. 
 
    Alex managed to get clear of the bears and joined Connor, panting heavily.  There was no clear end to the battle in sight.  Connor and Alex exchanged glances and returned to the fray with Connor launching himself into the chest of one of the brutes.  It reared back and roared, falling to its side but Connor didn’t let up.  He continued to sink his teeth deeper into the fur of the beast.   
 
    Alex leapt over his brothers and onto the back of another brown bear, tearing a gash in its arm, a large enough wound that caused the bear to shake off limp backwards to escape.  As Alex planted his feet on the ground he received another downward swipe from a standing bear that pummeled him into the dirt.  His accumulated wounds were taking their toll.  Even with his new strength and agility, he was no match for their numbers.  As the bear readied another strike to finally end Alex, a bolt of silvery fur leapt out, his father wrestled his would be slayer to the ground, saving Alex’s life.   
 
    The battle continued to wage, the wolves constantly losing ground to the massive group that laid siege to their den.  Blood flowed on the dirt pathway, kicking up a red mud that covered every fighter. Lifeless bodies littered the floor as the wolves protected their fallen comrades. The bears pushed their onslaught all the way back to the footsteps of the farmhouse.   
 
    After half an hour of fighting, the sky had grown dark and before long the rain beat down upon the battlefield.  Alex was exhausted from the fighting.  Connor’s tongue hung from his mouth as he tried to catch his breath.  Both were surrounded on all sides by bears. They were the only ones still in the fight. 
 
    Alex gave Connor a nod.  This was the end.  They’d fought tooth and nail; long enough that their children and loved ones would live on to see another day. 
 
    Cynthia was the only thought on his mind.  Oh Cynthia.  He wished he could have held her and kissed her one last time.  He wished they could have ran, one last time. Watching from behind as her fur rippled down her back. He wanted to brush the hair and feel her warm embrace on his skin once more.  But, if he had to die to protect his love, he would gladly. 
 
    The bears growled around closing the gap of the circle but stopped as a guttural roar was heard over the battlefield.  Alex searched around to locate the source and saw in the back of the grouping of bears, a massive bear with a scar that stretched down the side of his face.  His fur was covered with old scars, and as he approached he even made the grizzly bears appear small.  Finally, within a few feet of them, he shrunk to a little over six feet tall, his fur and claws disappeared, and he was just an old man, about Alex’s father’s age.  He was frail with loose skin covering old muscle.  Tattoos covered his chest and his grizzled, weather-beaten face had one eye sewn shut.  The bears parted to let him into the circle. 
 
    “You fought hard,” he said, “but you’ve lost today.  Bears are stronger than wolves. We always have been, and always will be. Picking a fight was foolish of you.” 
 
    Connor didn’t budge, and neither did Alex.   
 
    The stranger paced around the perimeter of the circle, patting his hand on every bear that he walked past.   
 
    “I hate wolves,” he said, “You somehow think you’re better than everyone else.”  He stopped in his tracks and scratched at day old facial hair.  “You know what you did was wrong and yet you defend your actions.  Just give me the killer and we can end this.” 
 
    Alex and Connor were both confused, killer?  There was only one real killer here and he had one eye. 
 
    “I’m going to-” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A crack rang out, echoing throughout the forest, it was impossible to tell where it came from.  The bear standing just beside the old shifter fell dead.  He contemptuously eyed Alex and Connor. 
 
    “You allied with hunters!?” he shouted, “I’ll make sure you pay for this.” 
 
    The leader grew as he shifted and barked out a retreat.  Gunshots continued to ring out from the forest and chaos ensued.  Bears trampled each other while frantically trying to escape.  Connor and Alex got low and hid inside the farmhouse.   
 
    Within ten minutes the battlefield was empty.  The forest fell silent.  Connor and Alex lingered inside for a few minutes longer before Connor poked his head around the corner. 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The survivors on the ground stirred and sputtered out coughs.  The few that could stand did so and struggled to help those that couldn’t.   
 
    It wasn’t until nightfall that the ground was finally clear of wounded and the dead were laid out on the side of the road.  While the fighting was fierce, they only suffered a few real losses. Connor mourned them all.  He’d walk amongst the dead, pausing at each one as though trying to remember their face.     
 
    Nobody in the den rested until their fatigue forced them to.  Alex found himself in the kitchen of the farmhouse, Connor joined him shortly afterward; not a single word was spoken.  They feasted on anything that came close to their mouth, in hopes of replenishing their strength. They even finished the leftover food in the fridge that Alex’s father made, despite its terrible texture and burnt taste.  
 
    “It’s never enough,” Connor said, breaking the silence. 
 
    “What?” Alex wondered. 
 
    “We won’t be able to stand against them again.  There’s too many,” he said. 
 
    Alex leaned against the counter with his arms crossed.  He was frustrated and tired.  Seeing the stress on Connor’s face made him wonder if he’d be able to handle it.  If he wanted to be a true leader he knew he would have to face loss, just the same, could he?  Connor sharpened his eyes, his brow wrinkled on his face, exaggerating his frustration and anger.   
 
    “We need to thin out their herd.  We need to be mobile and strike them before they hit us right back,” 
 
    “That sounds dangerous and reckless,” Alex said. 
 
    Ignoring Alex’s thoughts, he continued “What fucking killer was he referring to? They’re the only killers around here.” A pair of headlights flashed through the kitchen window, and the sound of a truck engine roared in the quiet den.  “Nevertheless, we’ll come out on top.”  Connor pushed past and stepped outside first followed by Alex.   
 
    Alex recognized the old yellow truck, Cynthia was behind the wheel.  His heart lifted the second he saw her return and knew she was safe.  When the truck came to a halt, Alex was already there waiting for Cynthia to climb out.  He couldn’t wait any longer and instead ambushed her in the driver’s seat with kisses.  She returned his affections. 
 
    Connor was growling at the woman in the passenger seat that Alex hadn’t even noticed.  But, the name suddenly came to him. 
 
    “Sam?” Alex asked, shocked. 
 
    “She stood in the road and wouldn’t move until I let her in the truck,” Cynthia replied. 
 
    “I couldn’t wash off the guilt of being saved by … one of you,” she shuddered.  She swiveled in her seat.  Alex could see her leg heavily bandaged and casted, his own guilt panged at his chest. 
 
    She still hasn’t healed. 
 
    “Who is this,” Connor demanded. 
 
    “This is Samantha.  I saved her life,” Alex said. 
 
    “Thank you for that,” Samantha said with a cracked voice. 
 
    “Why did you come here?” Alex asked. 
 
    “I came to tell you, you’re not the only one that wants to see the fighting end.  I have news that you gotta hear,” she said. 
 
    Connor sniffed at the air.  Something didn’t smell right to him. 
 
    “Alex, what the hell is she,” he asked, “she better not be-” 
 
    “A bear,” Alex confirmed, “she’s in no position to shift at all.  It’s safe.” 
 
    Connor growled; it was clear to Alex that he was trying to hold back his wolf.  He advanced on Samantha.  She leaned in her seat to back away but there was no ground to give. 
 
    “Just hear her out; she has news that could help us!” Cynthia said, “It’s important.” 
 
    Connor stopped a foot away from the passenger door.  His face was tensed up, he was ready to shift.   
 
    “You’re siding with this … thing?” Connor growled. 
 
    Alex maneuvered around the truck, pushing himself between the disgruntled alpha and his prey.   
 
    “Look the fuck around!  If she has something to say, you should listen.  Or do you want to see more dead bodies piling up on the side of the road?” He knew he had no right to talk back to his alpha, but he didn’t care. It wasn’t like Connor to be stubborn about something like this. Especially if the news would turn the tides of the battle. If only he could talk some sense into Connor. 
 
    Connor roared into Alex’s ear, Alex gave no ground.  A punch flew out, striking the truck and leaving a fist shaped dent in the side of the door.  Two wolves appeared from the shadows to back up the alpha, Alex felt the noose tighten.  The pair readied themselves to pounce should the order be given.  It didn’t come.   
 
    “I’m going to give you two options, you idiot.  You can either tear this piece of shit bear’s throat out right now, or you can get the fuck out of this den.”  
 
    He’d never seen Connor blinded by rage before. Why was he acting this way? 
 
     Samantha whined with fear.  She came here of her own free will but that didn’t seem to matter to Connor.  He was out for blood. 
 
    “I thought you were a leader, not a killer,” Alex said.  The conflicted feelings on his face showed clearly.  Alex had struck a nerve but he wasn’t sure it was enough.  “Don’t be like your father.” 
 
    That was it; that was the moment that his expression began to fade.  His hand rubbed at his forehead, trying to brush away his rage. 
 
    “Lock her up,” he exhaled, “let her taste the fear we’ve been savoring for the past two months.” 
 
    She’s an ally you moron. 
 
    At least she wouldn’t die today.  Alex couldn’t take his eyes off Connor.  Even as Samantha was taken to the cage that just two months ago held Connor; Alex could do nothing to repress the anger that choked the back of his throat. 
 
    “You are just as bad as they are,” Alex said. 
 
    “And you betray your own kind!” Connor retorted.   
 
    The cage locked shut behind them.  Alex wanted to free her but he knew nothing he said would convince Connor.  He had to do this on his own. 
 
    “I’m done,” Alex said, “I’ve had enough of this pack.  I’ve had enough of you.” 
 
    Alex stamped away while Connor watched on.  Samantha sat uncomfortably inside the slightly too small cage, shivering against the growing cold of the evening air.  Alex removed his leather jacket and shoved it through the bars.  He waited for Connor to reprimand him, but Connor said nothing.  Instead he just turned and shoved his way back inside the farmhouse. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’ll get you out of there,” Alex reassured Samantha. He was going to show Connor, there was no need for all this unnecessary bloodshed. “Keener heads will prevail in the end. What did you come to say?” 
 
    “The bear alpha,” she started, “a wolf took his wife.  If you can find the killer he might come around.”   
 
    “That’s enough,” the guard said, smacking the cage, “Shut up.” 
 
    Alex growled at the guard, before turning back to Samantha who still shivered even inside the jacket.   
 
    “You better make sure she’s well fed,” Alex threatened. 
 
    Cynthia stood by the motorbike and Alex joined her, pulling the fallen motorcycle upright.  His guilt at the transaction made it hard to look at his woman.  She had watched him get yelled at by the pack alpha.  He needed to lick his wounds.  She wouldn’t let him.  Her hand caressed along his cheek and pulled his eyes to meet hers.  She leaned over and kissed him on the lips.  Her tenderness melted his heart, causing him to choke down the lump of emotion he’d found in his throat. This small gesture reassured him that she was still on his side. For that, he was especially grateful. 
 
    The familiar stamping of his father’s walking stick made him pause and he turned to see the man hobbling toward him from the farmhouse.  His arm was bandaged and his head was wrapped tightly over his right eye where blood pooled on fresh gauze, he used his walking stick as more of a crutch than usual. 
 
    “Leaving?” he asked. 
 
    “I have some things that need to be figured out, and I won’t be able to do that with Connor breathing down my neck,” Alex said.  “Besides, he’s got his pride.  If I stick around the asshole won’t let me hear the end of it.” 
 
    His father nodded and stepped closer to Alex.  He winced with pain at each step and as Alex reached out to help him he was swatted away by the walking stick.  After taking a second to steady himself at the bottom of the steps his father spoke. 
 
    “You’ve become strong, Son,” he said, “I wondered if you’d end up like her.  And, you have.  Your mother was the strongest and proudest woman I’d ever seen in my life and I was lucky to have her by my side,” he coughed into his hand, “I had a feeling you’d go down this road at some point.  I saw the strength buried deep down inside you but you never let it out.  I thought if I kept pushing you it would show.” 
 
    He laughed heartily before breaking down into a coughing fit.  Alex reached out to help him but again was swatted away. 
 
    “I’m an old dog, and I’ve lived a good life.  But, you…” he looked back and forth between Alex and Cynthia, “you look like you’re just about to start your own.” 
 
    Alex couldn’t keep himself in check any longer.  Tears slowly streaked down his cheeks but still, he did his best to choke them away.  He took his father in his arms and held him close. 
 
    “I’ll be back,” Alex said, “Before everything is done, I’ll be back.” 
 
    “And, I’ll be here waiting for you,” his father replied. 
 
    They hugged for a moment and Alex was glad to receive his affections.  When they separated, Alex saw Cynthia waiting by the bike.   
 
    “You don’t have to come with me,” Alex said. 
 
    “You’re not going to keep me here,” she replied.  Cynthia kissed him on the cheek.  “I was born a biker girl anyway,” she said, “And I’m starting to get used to the fashion.” 
 
    I’ll say. 
 
    Alex swung his leg over the motorcycle.  Cynthia joined him, her delicate hands clasped around his waist.  The engine sputtered to life and with a final wave to his father, Alex started down the muddy driveway. 
 
    As they drove down the road, Alex couldn’t keep his mind off the fight he’d had with his alpha.  Connor was blinded by rage. One day he’ll see.  
 
    Cynthia squeezed tighter around his waist, almost as if she could sense his distracted thoughts, and with that his mind was clear. He could always count on her. Together, they would figure out a way to end this war. He was sure of it.   
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CHAPTER 1 
 
    Silver. 
 
    Of course it would be a silver bullet. 
 
    The tiny hunk of misshapen metal clanked on the kitchen table.  The blood was still fresh on it, but drying quickly.  Only one type of enemy used silver bullets and that was the only thing on his mind.  The only real question was how many would he have to kill. 
 
    “Hunters,” Connor growled, “Of course it would be hunters.  Shit.” 
 
    Connor punched his fist on the table.  Any more weight behind his fist and the table would have toppled under his strength; instead he left a dent that wouldn’t be easily mended. 
 
    “Dug it out of the bear this morning.”  
 
    “Dammit … er …”  
 
    “Billy,” he said. 
 
    “Billy,” Connor sighed, “gimme a second to think.” 
 
    The bite in his tongue shut Billy up quick.  Connor was still lost in the last battle; the grim, bloody, war of attrition that had cost him a few great soldiers.  But, why did the hunters help the wolves in the last fight.   
 
    Connor couldn’t get over the helplessness he felt being surrounded by bears.  He could still see the bears with their salivating jaws and sharpened claws waiting to end his meager existence.  Only to watch them flee into the trees as hunters opened fire, ending their attack. 
 
    What was it that their pack master said?  How did we cause all the fighting?  They were the ones that started everything!   
 
    Why did it have to be hunters? 
 
    The greatest weakness of all shifters, wolf and bear alike, was silver.  It could punch right through the thickened hide of a bear like it were paper.   
 
    What a fool’s death.  
 
    Only hunters used silver bullets to take down their prey.  Anything else would be a waste of time.  A regular bullet might sting a bit, break the skin, but the taught muscle would stop it like a tank.  Silver, however, was always a death sentence. 
 
    Sunlight began to beat through the window.  Another nice day ruined by bad news.  Good riddance to the bears, there were less to kill later.  Now, the only question on his mind was how many hunters he would get to taste.   
 
    The only road that led to the farm house was crimson stained from the blood of the most recent battle that had yet to fully wash away.  The ramshackle houses that normally lined the sides of the street were battered and broken.  Those that remained were empty and quiet.  By this time of day the children were usually playing about, or being herded into the farmhouse for study, but now they were gone.  At least they were safe. 
 
    Then there was the matter of his prisoner, Samantha.  She sat lazily in her cage.   She was a bear shifter and, according to Alex, a willing prisoner.  Her auburn hair was tangled and knotted from spending the last few days confined.  She was rather attractive, with youthful good looks, barely over 19 years old if he had to guess.  Her leg was still bound in a cast, a wound that Alex gave her or so he claimed.   
 
      Just looking at her made Connor’s blood boil; he could feel the wolf inside beckoning him to be released.  He fought against it, even as it crept across his brain.  Now wasn’t the time. 
 
    “Why don’t we use silver bullets?” Billy asked. 
 
    Why don’t you ask me another stupid question? 
 
    Connor turned his head to get a better look at Billy who stared back with a dumb look on his face.  Connor slowly walked closer like a predator looming in for the kill.   
 
    “Where are we going to get the silver,” Connor asked, “How would we pay for it?”  Billy backed away as Connor continued to advance.  “Where would we get the guns to fire those bullets?” Connor continued, “All of these things cost money, Billy, money that we don’t have.  This farm produces enough food to get us through some hard times.  Hell, we can barely pay the mortgage as is. What kind of a mongrel are you, anyway?  You wanna be some coward, hiding behind a shotgun, go for it.  But, the only people I know that use silver bullets are hunters.  If you wanna try to take one of their guns then be my guest,” Connor said, poking Billy in the chest. 
 
    It was clear that Billy got the hint.  Connor returned to the kitchen table, questions still burning in his mind.  Samantha was a threat but she claimed to have information that might help.  He could question her but he’d just as soon bite her head off.   
 
    What would Tess do in this situation?  She was the light of his life and the only thing that kept him together in difficult times.  He barely even knew if she was alright.  Who knows what could have happened on the way to the other den.  If only she were here right now, she would know the right words to soothe his frazzled mind. 
 
    What the hell am I supposed to do? 
 
    The silence in the room was broken by the clack of walking stick against the old wood floors.  There was only one person that used such a thing and that was Tess’s father Marcus, the old Alpha of the pack.   
 
    “You can stare all you like, but that won’t help anything,” Marcus said.  He was Alex’s father as well.  The sting of Alex’s rebellion sat uncomfortably in Connor’s mouth.  He wondered if he should speak kindly to the father of his future wife, or if he should speak down to the man that was the father of a deserter? 
 
    Just after the bears attacked their den, Alex had defied him and left the pack. Good Riddance, we don’t need any traitors amongst us. 
 
    Connor slumped into his shoulders in deep thought. Marcus had more experience with leadership than anyone else in the den.  Any advice he could offer would be useful. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do,” Connor asked, teeth clenched and fists full of rage, “there’s no way we can last against the bears.” 
 
    “Looks like I chose the right person to become an alpha,” Marcus said, laughing right in Connor’s face which did nothing to calm his nerves.  He eased himself into a seat at the table, “an unworthy successor would do what he wanted without considering all possibilities.” 
 
    Connor fell into his chair at the table, the legs squeaked against the ground, groaning against his weight.  Sitting face to face with the old pack alpha, and seeing the lines of stress on the old man’s face made Connor wonder if he really wanted to be, or should be the one in charge. 
 
    “I’m not so sure,” Connor remarked sarcastically, “I can barely keep my head on straight right now.” 
 
    “I picked the man who would be right for the job,” he said.  The old man let out a sigh and stamped his walking stick on the floor.  “I’m sure your father felt the same way before he passed on.” 
 
    Connor hadn’t thought much of his father lately.  His death became the catalyst that brought the shifters back together in the first place.  If he’d been alive, Connor wondered how the fighting might have ended.  His father was relentless when it came to battle.  He would charge headlong into an entire pack of wolves to come out the last one standing.  Nobody would dare challenge him for leadership.  Connor used to be amazed at the strength his father exhibited, but everyone dies.  That was the truth.  He pushed his thoughts of his father from his mind; there was only one alpha in this room and that was him. 
 
    “Why would you bring him up now,” Connor asked. 
 
    Marcus toyed with the silver bullet, the blood stained his fingers.  It was such a tiny piece of shrapnel, yet it had caused the death of a powerful shifter, only to become a play thing.   
 
    “Your father was a proud man,” Marcus said, “But in a way he was too proud.” 
 
    “What does that have to do with anything?” Connor barked back. 
 
    “Everything,” he calmly replied. 
 
    “Are you trying to say I’m acting like my father?” Connor demanded as he stood to his feet.  He leaned over the table dominantly and eyed the old dog closely. 
 
    “No,” replied Marcus, who didn’t even flinch, “what I’m trying to say is that you’ve become your own man.  The only man you looked up to for so many years was never willing to compromise.  I hear he tried to train you to be a great leader one day, well now is your chance; lead.” 
 
    Connor let his head fall and sunk back into his chair with a heavy sigh.  He’d never imagined the burden of leadership would weigh so heavily, nor how well his father managed to carry the load.  He never understood the decisions he would have to make when he was top dog, or how many lives depended on him making the right one. 
 
    “I didn’t know you before you dated my daughter.  But, I did know your father.  You act just like him when you’re alone but you change completely when Tess is there, you become a different man,” he said. 
 
    Connor lifted his head to look at Marcus’s old wrinkled face.  A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth, as though he could see right through Connor and knew the decision he was about to make. 
 
    Dammit, he knows me too well. 
 
    Connor needed to see Tess if he was going to make the right decision.  He needed to know that the woman bearing his child was safe from harm.  He needed to hold her and have her calm the aching muscles and shaken nerves.  Perhaps she would have the words of wisdom that he needed to hear. 
 
    “I’m going to see Tess,” Connor said, “I can’t make the same mistakes my father did.  If she makes me a better man then I need to see her.  However, I’ll need you to watch the pack while I’m gone.” 
 
    Marcus used the table to return to his feet, cracking his back as he stood.  His injuries persisted; he ripped at the blood soaked rags that still covered half of his face, tearing them from his skin.  Bear claw marks streaked at an angle across his eye, still cut deep, but healing quickly.  Never doubt a wolf’s resilience, especially an alpha’s. 
 
    “They were safe enough when I was in charge, I’ll make sure they’re here when you get back,” he replied. 
 
    Connor clasped a hand over Marcus’ shoulder and held it firm as a sign of thanks, a gesture that was returned in kind.  Connor, not satisfied, reached over the table and pulled his father-in-law into a strong hug and Marcus disappeared beneath Connor’s bulging muscles. 
 
    “I’ll return as quickly as I can,” Connor said, “Thanks old man.” 
 
    “Get out of here before I change my mind!” he said as a raspy laugh escaped the old man’s mouth.   
 
    Connor pushed his way outside and inhaled the morning air, only to be distracted by Samantha in the cage.  She sat still, silent, and she stared with eagerness at Connor.  He scowled at her with disgust, clenched his jaw, and tore his eyes away.   
 
    Again, his heart raced as the wolf cried to be released, but he inhaled deeply and exhaled to calm himself.  He had someone he needed to see. 
 
    Outside the farmhouse was a familiar truck.  The old yellow paint was chipped and gave way to more rust with each passing day.  The body was still in a bit of a mess from old battles, but it would still start reliably as it always had.  He got inside and patted his hand along the dashboard. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    And, with a turn of the key and a press of the gas pedal he left the farmhouse in his rearview mirror.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
    “How ya holdin’ up, Tess?” asked an old familiar voice.  
 
    “I’m fine,” Tess lied with a smirk, “Thank you.” 
 
    Ever since they left their den with all the young in tow, Tess had done nothing but worry and she was tired of holding those feelings.  She was about ready to march into the bear den by herself.  
 
    Tess spun into the face of Gloria.  Her old wrinkled face was scrunched into a worried grin and Tess didn’t want to do anything to worry her more.  So, she sipped at her cold tea, immediately regretting doing so; the taste was bitter and disgusting.   
 
    With a thud she rested her head on the cold bay window she’d posted herself beside.  The snow kept her company.  It fell hypnotically down only to disappear into the rest of the snow that covered the rolling hills by the den. 
 
    Gloria eased into a nearby rocking chair and brushed her silvery hair from her face. 
 
    “I’ve worn that face before,” she said, “You can’t fool an old woman like me.” 
 
    She was absolutely right, of course.  Tess had spent the last few days and nights worried about Connor.  She’d heard nothing and assumed the worst.  She’d lost her appetite, and the morning sickness was no help either, she had only eaten enough to sate the desires of the baby growing in her belly. 
 
    “Connor’s a strong alpha,” Gloria continued, “He’ll be alright.” 
 
    I sure as hell hope so. 
 
    Tess sat her teacup aside and pulled her blanket up over herself to fight against the cold, even as the fire pit in the middle of the longhouse roared.    
 
    “I know he’s strong, but I still worry,” Tess sighed, “How do you stay sane?” 
 
    Gloria smiled broadly, a wicked and playful smile curled up on her face as she took the water pot from beside the fireplace.  She offered some of the steaming water to Tess who lifted her teacup in gratitude.  After pouring a measure of warm water into her own teacup, she set the pot on the ground.  From inside her thick knitted sweater she pulled a flask and, with a wink to Tess, she poured a measure of malty brown liquor into her cup. 
 
    Tess laughed as Gloria offered her the flask. 
 
    “If only I could indulge myself like that,” Tess said, patting her pregnant belly and holding her hand up to deny the gift. 
 
    Gloria shrugged her shoulders and topped off her tea before taking a swig.  She breathed a sigh of contented satisfaction while holding her steaming drink.   
 
    “What’s he like?” Gloria asked. 
 
    Tess didn’t know where to start, or if she should share anything at all.  She had fond memories of her time spent with Connor; nights where they’d sneak out to be alone to lie around and talk about nothing while watching the clouds pass over the moon.  Or other nights where they’d explore each other’s bodies while rain slowly pelted over them. 
 
    “I don’t know where to start,” Tess started, “Everyone knows what he’s like now.  Powerful, commanding, prideful, and…”  Her words trailed off as she fell further into her memories, all the way back to the first time she’d met Connor.   
 
    “It was about two years ago,” she said, “my dad gave Alex an idiotic punishment and I protested.  He didn’t listen to me, though.  He never listened to anyone.  Looking back, I know Alex deserved what he got but at the time I was frustrated dealing with my dad.  I was so mad at him for what he’d done that I decided I’d had enough and was going to run away.” 
 
    Tess laughed at herself, at how she’d grown in the last two years.  She massaged her forehead with her hand and rolled her eyes at her old self. 
 
    Gloria poured another measure of liquor into her drink, leaving Tess a little jealous she couldn’t join.   
 
    “I ran.  I didn’t care what direction, I just picked one and ran.  The night was mostly clear at first but the further I ran the heavier the clouds got and eventually it started to rain.   
 
    “I hunkered down under a tree to get some cover from the rain.  It overlooked a stream that was flowing hard from the sudden rainstorm.  I remember I was shivering from being cold and wet and I cursed at myself from under my breath at how stupid I’d been.  I could have tracked my way home if the night had stayed clear, but the rain made it impossible to find anything at all.” 
 
    A few of the younger pups in the room started to draw closer to Tess as she spoke.  Tess wondered how much she would need to edit from her story. 
 
    “That’s when I saw him for the first time.  Connor strolled up slowly, slogging his way through thick mud and pools of water.  The heavy rain didn’t seem to bother him in the slightest; he just sat at the edge of the stream and took a drink.” 
 
    Tess, having finished her tea, held out her cup for Gloria to pour another glass.  And, when she did so, Tess held the cup closely to warm her chilled hands. 
 
    “I hid behind my tree and only glanced when I felt safe to.  He was a wild wolf and I wasn’t even sure if he was friendly at all.  Then I watched him shift.”  Tess held the memory close and didn’t want to share.  She could still remember the sounds of his bones cracking against the pattering of the rain.  The man tore his way out of the proud wolf to stand in perfect silence beside the small stream. 
 
    That wasn’t the only memory, though.  Those perfect thighs that led up to the little v shape above his perfect butt made her breathing quicken.  His sharp hips were covered in raw muscle that led up to his chiseled back and bulging shoulders.   
 
    When he turned around, Tess quickly ducked behind the tree but his footsteps grew closer and closer.  Peeking around the tree again, she saw him tug on a pair of tight fitting jeans that did little to protect against the rain, and a long sleeve grey shirt loose around the collar. 
 
    “And then?” Gloria asked. 
 
    The memory was still more than enough to turn her on.  The rush of excitement was building up inside her as her cheeks began to heat up.     
 
    “Right,” she said, wiping the drool from her chin, “he was, in a word, magnificent.” 
 
    Gloria laughed raucously; the liquor must have been having a heavy effect on her already.   
 
    “Anyway, I was hiding behind the tree and he dressed himself in some clothing that didn’t do much to keep him dry.  I was nervous to ask a stranger for directions, but it would have sucked if I got stuck out there all night.  So I shifted, still hiding behind the tree.”   
 
    “‘Can you give me a hand?’ I asked him.  He growled at me at first but when I poked my head out, his attitude changed.  He marched up to the tree to see the rest of me but I kept walking in circles around it to avoid him seeing me.  I felt like an idiot for not bringing a change of clothes along with me, but then again I never intended to get lost either.”  
 
    “He held out a button up shirt that was much too large for me but I snatched it from his hand and put it on quick.  When I came out from behind the tree he was facing the other way like a gentleman.”   
 
    Tess’s audience had grown a little larger, the young pups that sat beside the fire before had sidled their way in closer to hear the story. 
 
    “What happened then?” asked one of the younger girls. 
 
    Tess smiled and with a whimsical sigh decided she might as well finish the story.  They’d already heard the beginning. 
 
    “I was scared of him at first,” Tess continued, “His growl was quite intimidating if I’m being honest.” 
 
    Still, the way his wet shirt clung to his pecs and those gorgeous blue eyes that seemed to glow, maybe it would be best not to tell them about hitting her head on the tree branch.  Yes, better to let them just hear the pertinent details. 
 
    “‘I told him I was lost, and he offered to help me home. Of course I had to tell him I was from the Night Howler den.  But, he grunted at me and crossed his arms.  He stood there trying to decide what to do with me while water dripped down my hair.”  Tess had a fond feeling in her breast.  The water from the rain was so thick that it turned the button up shirt she was wearing see through.  It must have been a pleasing sight to Connor because she could see a noticeable bulge appear in his pants. 
 
    “’You’re in the wrong neck of the woods,’ he told me, ‘but I’ll get you out of here.  You’re in Moon Runner territory.’ 
 
    “It was strange.  I remember being scared that I was in their territory but I wasn’t scared of Connor.  He had his pride to worry about.  Letting an enemy pass through his territory could make him an outcast.” 
 
    The crowd around Tess had grown larger still and she had to speak a little louder with each word so people in the back could hear.  She still felt embarrassed to tell her story, but at least she omitted the naughtier details; those were memories she would always keep to herself. 
 
    “He showed me the way to the main road.  I was glad for his generosity and wanted to pay him back, so I stood as tall as I could and gave him a kiss on the cheek as I walked past. 
 
    “I don’t think he was expecting it because he had the goofiest surprised look on his face.  I would have stayed longer but I knew my father would be angry and probably take it out on my brother.  So, I shifted fast and sprinted down the road.” 
 
    “When did you see him again?” Gloria asked. 
 
    “It wasn’t long,” Tess replied, laughing. “He followed me home.  He showed up at my window at three in the morning with a bundle of hastily picked wildflowers.  I wondered how he’d made it past the sentries on the grounds but never bothered to ask him.  We’ve been together ever since.” 
 
    Tess smiled and sipped at her tea.  The younger girls giggled and started asking questions.  Tess did her best to try to answer them all.  She was happy that she’d managed to distract them from the situation in which they’d found themselves.  Tess’s hand found itself to her belly and she rubbed it slowly. 
 
    She wanted to see Connor again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
    The truck twisted through the narrow roads.  Water from the day’s rain pelted the roof with loud tings while drips accumulated around the tiniest of cracks and splashed Connor on the cheek routinely.  He punched at the cracks to make them stop, but his efforts only made them worse. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    Nothing was going right.  It was such a beautiful morning only to turn into a gloomy afternoon.  Worse still, his gas gauge registered close to empty.   
 
    He tried his best to push everything aside and focus on his destination: the Cliff Walker den.  Tess would be waiting for him there, he knew she would.  He could already feel soft contours of her skin and smell her sweet scent. 
 
    A passing car honked as Connor pulled the steering wheel and the car back into his own lane.  He shook his head to snap from his memories and saw a gas station just up ahead which he begrudgingly pulled into. 
 
    The place was ancient.  Old wood served as siding and most of it was showing signs of mold or rot.  The awning over the gas pumps had several holes that pooled water up and poured it down on the patrons below.  Along-side the service station a trio of motorcycles sat with a tarp hastily tossed over the top. 
 
    He pulled the truck into the only available gas pump and splashed his way into the station.  The inside of which wasn’t much better than the outside.  Mismatched shelves with rows of candy and other consumable goods lined the racks and a single cooler sat in the back of the station, advertising alcohol and soda.   
 
    The trio of bikers who must have owned the cycles outside leaned against the far wall, chugging on their beverages when Connor entered.  None of them smelled like wolves. 
 
    Good. 
 
    “I hear Mutt is on a warpath,” said one.  Connor paid it as little mind as possible.  A bunch of idiots talking wasn’t something he was interested in. 
 
    “Pfft, who cares?  The guy lost half his gang the day after that fight,” said another, “nobody wants to roll with a loser.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I never saw him this angry.  I hear he’s thrown down a bounty on that kid he got in a fight with,” said the third. 
 
    “Really?  How much is the bounty for?” Asked the second. 
 
    “Ten large.  Quite a chunk of change if you think you can take him out,” said the third. 
 
    “Ha, no thanks.  I don’t fight against guys that can dodge a shotgun at point blank and throw Mutt around like a ragdoll,” replied the first. 
 
    “I heard there’s some crazy guy that took the bounty already, anyway,” said the third. 
 
    “That guy must be nuts,” laughed the first. 
 
    Dodging a shotgun at point blank?  Throwing someone bigger than him?  That sounded suspicious.  Connor didn’t realize he’d been standing in front of the clerk without saying a word this whole time. 
 
     “You goin’ to order something?” the clerk asked. 
 
    “I gotta fill up outside, twenty should do it,” he said, handing the clerk a fresh bill.  The clerk nodded and clicked a button on the register.  Connor couldn’t shake his interest in what the bikers were talking about.  He turned, strolling casually over to join them.   
 
    “What the hell do you want,” asked the first biker. 
 
    “Information,” Connor said, “I heard you say there’s a bounty going out for some kid.  What did the kid look like?” 
 
    “What’s it worth to you?”  Asked the biker, rubbing his fingers together.   
 
    Like I’m going to pay you shit… 
 
    “Fine, do you know where I can find the guy that put the bounty out?”  Connor asked instead. 
 
    The bikers looked him up and down. 
 
    “Get lost, scrub,” the second replied. 
 
    “Wrong answer,” Connor said.  They were asking for what was coming.  Connor wrapped his hand around the neck of the first biker, and slammed him to the ground.  Even without the added strength of his shifter heritage he was more than a match for the man wriggling beneath his grasp.  The clerk reached for a shotgun that was hidden behind the register.  Connor whipped his head around and growled.   
 
    “I’m going to ask one more time,” Connor growled, “What did he look like and where the hell can I find the guy that’s lookin’ for him?” 
 
    “You better let him up now while you still have a head,” the clerk said, racking his gun.   
 
    I don’t have time for this. 
 
    Connor could feel the call of his wolf.  It was ready to pounce on everyone in the station.  But, these guys were all human.  If he shifted here and one of them got out, who knows what would happen next.   
 
    If. 
 
    Connor pushed the thought down, holding the wolf at bay.  He returned the biker to his feet, but still held him against the wall, his feet dangled to meet the floor.  He stared daggers into the remaining bikers who were all too ready to bolt.  
 
    “Talk.” 
 
    “Alright, alright,” the biker said, almost pissing himself, “It was some tall, gangly bastard.  Had a smokin’ hot girlfriend.  They showed up and busted up Otto’s a few nights ago.  Mutt put a bounty out on ‘em and he’s been ridin’ around the mountain.  I hear he’s found himself a new gang at some lake on the other side of the mountain.”   
 
    Connor lingered a moment, staring them down; he was satisfied with their answer.  His blood was returning to normal, the wolf was satisfied for now.   
 
    “One more question,” Connor said, “did you get a look at the man that Mutt hired?” 
 
    The biker he released doubled over and coughed. 
 
    “I got an okay look at the guy, he didn’t look nothin’ special but there was a claw mark that ran along the left side of his neck.  Guy gave me the spooks just lookin’ at him, Mutt called him Eli.  Somethin’ about him bein’ a hunter.” 
 
    A hunter?  Could it be the hunter?  The one that that killed those bears back at the den?  Of course that dumb little mongrel Alex would get us in trouble with a hunter.  Not even part of the pack anymore yet still his shit came back to Connor.  He clapped the biker on the back and smiled through his teeth. 
 
    “I’m glad we could have this friendly chat,” he said, “We are friends after all, right?” 
 
    The bikers looked to each other, only to turn back to Connor and nod quickly. 
 
    “And, friends don’t go blabbin’ to nobody about friendly matters, right?” 
 
    Again, the bikers all nodded in unison. 
 
    “Good,” Connor said, “You boys have a nice day.” 
 
    Connor walked past the clerk, who still had his gun shouldered.  His finger had the trigger half pulled; Alex didn’t want to wait around for him to finish what he started.  He sloshed his way out of the small station and back into the rain.  The bikers didn’t take their eyes off him until after he finished filling up his truck and was long gone down the road. 
 
    That hunter means trouble.  Alex was quick but there was no way he’d outrun a bullet, especially not one from a hunter.   
 
    Dammit, why do I have to save that little self-righteous piece of shit? 
 
    He was Tess’s only brother.  Even though he wasn’t part of the pack anymore that still stood for something.  Once Connor could get his hands on the hunter, he’d make sure to take the hunt out of him. 
 
    It would be another hour drive before he’d get to see his beloved Tess.  The Cliff Walker den was a pain to get to, and for good reason, it was safe.  He would have run the entire distance on his own four legs if there were no other option. 
 
    I need to get to Tess quick. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 4 
 
    Tess sat by the window, drifting between daydreams.  It was late in the day in the cottage and the sun was already set behind the mountain, but the remaining hint of daylight still illuminated the fresh snow.   
 
    The smell of food wafted from a large pot in the kitchen caused her stomach to growl.  Her head leaned back and rested upon the wall behind her.   
 
    How much longer could she wait before returning home to the farmstead she’d grown up on?  How much longer would she have to keep guessing the fate of her lover? 
 
    Tess snapped from her thoughts to the sound of crunching snow.  A path of footsteps etched their way through the hillside and she leaned against the glass to identify the stranger. 
 
    As the door opened, the cottage woke up.  The children by the fire pit untangled themselves from their half sleep and stared at the new stranger who was just out of sight from Tess. 
 
    “Connor!” they shouted.   
 
    Tess couldn’t stand fast enough and tripped over the blanket at her feet, catching herself with her hands.  She rolled her eyes as she stood to her feet to greet him.  Connor was covered in young pups trying their best to climb over him as though he were a living jungle gym, it seemed she wasn’t the only one excited to see him. 
 
    “I guess you have fans,” Tess laughed as she winded her way through the young crowd.   
 
    Connor lifted a young one over his head to screams of delight only to catch her as she fell close to the floor.  Another skittered up his back and straddled his shoulders, begging him to take her for a ride around the room.   
 
    Tess’s heart melted.  He was such a good man.  Anyone able to play with kids like that would make an amazing father.  She wrapped her hands around her stomach and allowed herself this moment to feel contented. 
 
    “A little help?” he asked. 
 
    She didn’t want to let it end so soon.  Yet, she yearned to spend some time with him, alone.  With a hearty sigh she stepped in the middle of the crowd. 
 
    “Dinner’s almost done,” she shouted, “Time to go get cleaned up!” 
 
    The youngsters let out a collective groan but Tess gave them no quarter.  She straightened her grin and clapped, pointing them toward the sink to wash their hands.   
 
    “They’re worse than the bears,” he chuckled.  He lifted the pup from his shoulders and set her gently on the ground.  She scampered off to join the rest of the children.   
 
    Tess ambushed him from behind, coiling her arms around his tight abs.   
 
    “I missed you,” she said.   
 
    Connor turned to face her and they locked eyes. She was lost in the deep blue marbles that smiled back.  He kissed her on the forehead and after a time they decided to sit by the roaring fire in the middle of the room to both warm up and talk. 
 
    “How was the drive?” she asked. 
 
    “Do you really care about that,” Connor asked. 
 
    “Not really,” she replied, truthfully, “I just like the sound of your voice.” 
 
    For the brief moments they sat by the fire, her fears dissipated and she could feel him start to relax.  Instead of being in the middle of this terrible feud with the bears, or rival pack members, Tess felt like she was back in the forest on the first night they’d met.   
 
    “Do you think I’m doing the right thing?” he asked, stroking his hand through her hair.  
 
    She responded silently by snuggling into the crook of his arm. 
 
    His eyes scanned the room and she wondered what it was he was really looking for.  “Is there somewhere more private we can go?” he asked. 
 
    Tess pushed herself up to sit and thought for a moment. 
 
    “Well, the alpha here said there are a few cabins in the area that are mostly unused at this time of the year.  Maybe he’ll let us have one of those for a while,” she said with a coy smile, “I’ll go find out.”  She readied herself to stand but was stopped short by Connor. 
 
    “I got this one, you just relax,” he said. 
 
    Connor took a pillow from nearby and tucked it under Tess before rolling to his feet.  The pack alpha was in the kitchen, starting to dole out the evening meal.  Tess watched the two converse for a brief moment.  It was still crazy to think that this sexy man was not only the alpha but her lover.   
 
    He returned to her and offered a hand that she took happily as he helped her to a stand. 
 
    “Can you walk,” he asked. 
 
    “After sitting cooped up in this cabin for the past few days, walking sounds good. I’m sure I’ll manage,” she replied, slapping him in the stomach with her pillow.  
 
    Connor helped her into her jacket and the two ventured into the vast snowy hillside.  The air was crisp and biting.  She was glad that Connor held her so close; his warmth was enough for the short trip they’d need to make to the nearby cabin.  The falling snow was already covering Connor’s tracks from before. 
 
    The cabin was tiny compared to the large cottage they’d just left.  A tiny smoke stack peeked out from the snow covered rooftop and snow piled in front of the unlocked door.  If Connor weren’t so strong they might have needed to find a shovel, but he wrenched it open with little effort.   
 
    Upon entering they found a simple setup; a single bed was nestled against wall to their left, with a set of sheets folded at the foot.  A cast iron stove stood against the back wall with a pile of wood stack up beside it.   
 
    Connor got to work quickly and started a fire while Tess threw off her shoes and shivered her way into the bed covers.  As the fire burned brighter, Tess clicked off their single flashlight and they lied together in the small bed.  The last flash of daylight passed through the snow covered window and they were left in darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” she asked. 
 
    Connor rubbed her belly beneath the covers.  He couldn’t believe that in just a few months he’d be a father.  There was nobody else in the world he would have shoulder the responsibility with him. 
 
    “At this point, only you,” he said.  
 
    He eased his head down and kissed her on the nape of her neck.  She quivered. 
 
    “I’ll never say stop, but I’m not sure now is the time,” she said,  
 
    Connor nibbled at her ear and she giggled from the tickle that ran down her spine.   
 
    “There must be something we can do,” he said. 
 
    His hand rubbed the length of her back.  Her breathing quickened from the chill of his touch.   
 
    “Cold,” she said. 
 
    He withdrew his hand but she took it and returned it to her spine. 
 
    “I like it,” she said, “don’t stop.” 
 
    He smiled.  She rolled herself to her side.  Connor lifted her shirt over her shoulders, exposing her to the cool air of the cabin.  She breathed deep and shuddered from the cold, pulling her arms in close to cover her chest. 
 
    Connor tore off his own shirt and tossed it to the side of the room.  The tiny heater struggled against the freezing temperatures, the fire started to roar inside its small fire chamber.  The room was beginning to warm. 
 
    He paced his hand along her spine.  Goosebumps rose from his touch.  She quivered with excitement at the sensation.  Her nipples hardened under her hands.   
 
    Again, his hands ran the length of her backside.  Her tense muscles were beginning to loosen under his touch. With each pass along her back, he pushed harder.  Digging into her soft skin and attacking the sore muscles. 
 
    Tess didn’t want him to stop.  She’d been nervous for so long and didn’t realize how much her body had reflected her fears.  Having him here, right now, massaging those fears away, she allowed herself to feel at ease.   
 
    His hands massaged lower and lower down her back, digging deep within her hips.  She felt her muscles give in to his powerful grasp and melt into the bed. 
 
    She couldn’t have moved if she tried.  Her body was so loose from his tender touch.  Part of her wished she could have returned the favor.  No doubt he was just as tense as she, and he’d just been in a fight where he’d been battered and bruised.   
 
    His hands found her thighs and she couldn’t help the arousal she felt within herself.  Her mind wandered to the last time he’d held her thighs like that.  Their passionate love they made those months ago.  She wanted it now, but wasn’t sure if they should. 
 
    “We shouldn’t,” she said. 
 
    “I won’t,” he replied. 
 
    Still his hands urged lower down the length of her legs and his body followed along with them.  He kissed every inch of her skin that he could. 
 
    She rolled to her back as he kissed down the length of her stomach.  Her head fell back against the pillow while her muscles relaxed. 
 
    His mouth kissed further and further down her stomach until it found the soft hair on her mound.  The scent of her arousal filled the air and Connor knew it.  He gently lifted her legs and massaged the back of them.   
 
    Each forceful motion gave her a surge of excitement.  But, nothing compared to the delicate kiss he planted on her clit.  A jolt of lightning shot up her spine from the suddenness of the sensation. 
 
    She clenched her teeth without realizing as his tongue reached out and began to draw circles around her most tender of areas.  She could feel her juice running down the sides of her leg.  He licked them from her skin and returned to his work. 
 
    The tight circles he drew sent shivers through her body, urging her to further heights of arousal.  She moaned into her arm as Connor continued.  
 
    He licked the length of her engorged sex and flicked along her clit with the tip of his tongue.  Deep within the pit of her stomach she could feel the slow rumblings of something she hadn’t allowed herself in a while.  Not since the last time she’d been with Connor. 
 
    His arms held tightly to her thighs while her hips fought to regain control.  He continued the motions with his tongue as Tess breathed heavily.  Her moans became louder in the silence of the cabin.   
 
    Then without any warning, she felt it shoot through her body as a flood.  Her relaxed muscles suddenly tightened and her toes curled as the orgasm took over.  She arched her back and bucked her hips.  After she finally managed to loosen herself up, another small wave came again, then another.   
 
    She quivered while Connor held her close.  A giant smile streaked across her face and she was satisfied.  Connor threw the blanket over both of them and warmed her with his own body heat. 
 
    She could feel his cock throbbing beneath his jeans and she wanted to please her man.  But, she was drained of whatever energy she may have had.  Before she realized, she’d closed her eyes and was asleep. 
 
    Connor lied silently for a while.  He loved having her small shape sprawling over him.  He listened to her as she slept until the fire burned itself out, then managed to find sleep himself, for a time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    Connor woke to the chill of the cabin air.  The fire now dead and the heat dissipated, he braved the cold to start their fire anew.  From behind he heard Tess rolling beneath the sheets. 
 
    “Morning,” he whispered. 
 
    Tess rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. 
 
    “Morning,” she replied, “You know, I thought you wanted to come here so you could talk.” 
 
    Connor got the fire lit and closed the small cast iron door to the stove.  He joined her in the bed and she did her best to warm him by snuggling against him. 
 
    “Can’t we just relax a while longer,” he asked.  Connor sighed and lied on his back.  His arm wrapped around Tess who covered his exposed chest.   
 
    “If you have nothing to say, then I’ll talk,” she said, “I probably should have told you sooner but … I can’t shift.” 
 
    Connor lifted his head to see her expression.  She had to be joking, yet her face read serious. 
 
    “How,” Connor wondered as he pushed himself up to his elbows and leaned against the headboard, “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve been talking to the resident doctor,” she said, rolling to her side, “he said it’s rare but it sometimes happens to pregnant shifters.” 
 
    “So you’re stuck like this until you give birth?” he asked. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice.  If I force a shift then I might lose the baby,” she said. 
 
    Connor was stunned.  This must have been incredibly rare because he’d never heard of such a thing before.  There was nothing he could do about it but he still cursed under his breath.   
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Connor said in frustration. 
 
    “It sucks,” Tess barked, “I’ve wanted to go for run for the last month and it took me this long to gather up the courage to tell you.  I thought you would have noticed by now.” 
 
    It wasn’t that he didn’t notice, it was more that he was so busy he couldn’t have noticed.  Being the leader of the pack was more responsibility than he understood.   
 
    “I’m glad you were able to tell me,” he replied, “It’s not so bad.” 
 
    “Are you kidding!?” she shouted, “It’s the worst!” 
 
    Connor laughed and Tess slapped him on the shoulder for being so cavalier about something she found frustrating. 
 
    “I’m glad I made you happy,” she said, scrunching up her face. 
 
    Connor squeezed her close in hopes that she’d just forget everything he just said.  She eased up but her eyes stared daggers nonetheless. 
 
    “Okay, I shared my news,” she said, “are you going to share yours?” 
 
    “Where do I begin? We have a bear captive at the den and I have no idea what to do with her.  Every time I look at her I just want to sink my teeth into her neck and end it, but she came peacefully.  Apparently we have your brother to thank for that,” Connor growled.  “His girlfriend just showed up and dumped her into my lap.  I couldn’t stand the thought of talking to one of those things.” 
 
    Tess held him around the chest and kissed him on the neck. 
 
    “Is Alex watching her right now?” she asked. 
 
    “Alex isn’t even part of the pack anymore,” Connor replied.  He was trying his hardest to stay calm while talking but recent events with Alex just made him upset. 
 
    “What?” Tess asked with a look of dread on her face.  “How could you have kicked him out of the pack like that?  He’s my brother for fuck’s sake.” 
 
    “I got in a fight with him.  It wasn’t terrible.  We didn’t exchange punches or anything.  I was pissed off after watching so many of my brothers die; proud warriors willing to give their life for the good of the pack.  Here he was, playing nice with our enemy.  My blood was boiling and I lost my temper when I talked to him.”  Connor clenched his fists without realizing.  His body was reacting before his mind.  If Alex were here right now he wouldn’t have made it out with just a few angry words.  He inhaled deeply and exhaled to calm himself before continuing.  “It was his decision, and I wasn’t about to beg him to stay.  So, he got on his motorcycle with his girlfriend and they left.” 
 
    “You’re going to find him, right?” she asked after a time.  It seemed to take her a while to process what she’d heard. 
 
    Connor exhaled deeply.  He wondered if he should tell her about the hunter that was looking for Alex, but thought it best not to make Tess more upset.   
 
    “I’m not sure he’d want me to,” he said, thinking back to the fight. “What should I do?”  
 
    “I guess if Alex left on his own terms we’ll have to wait for him to return by himself,” she said in defeat. “What about that bear, couldn’t you try talking to her? Alex is passionate, not stupid. He wouldn’t trust a bear, let alone trust a bear near Cynthia if he wasn’t absolutely sure it was safe.”  
 
    “I suppose you’re right. I’m just not sure I can talk to her after what I’d done,” he said after contemplating the thought. 
 
    “Of course I’m right, dummy. This is why we make a good team. Look, I’m going to come back with you and we can talk to her together,” Tess stated.  “Or maybe I’ll just talk to her alone.” 
 
    “No, you should stay here,” he said, “who knows when the bears are going to attack next, especially since we’re weakened and have one of their own.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” she said, “I’ve made up my mind.” 
 
    Connor wanted to warn her against it, but he knew that when she got an idea in her mind, she would follow through to the end.  He rubbed at his forehead with the edge of his hand. 
 
    “Fine,” he said, “But if we get in any sort of trouble you have to follow everything that I say without fail, deal?” 
 
    “Deal,” she said. 
 
    She perked from the bed and started dressing herself.  Connor watched her tug on her simple underwear and he could already feel himself getting hard under the covers.  He would have run across the entire continent for that sight and he counted himself lucky that he had it right now. 
 
    “We should leave as soon as we can,” she said turning around while pulling her bra on.  “After we talk to this woman, we’re finding my brother.  He has some explaining that he has to do.” 
 
    Connor nodded and curled his tongue back into his mouth.  He was too entertained by the eyeful he had in front of him.  Eventually he began to dress himself as well.   
 
    “Trust me,” Connor said, “when I find your brother I’ll make sure he answers all our questions.” 
 
    She smiled at him and he wondered how lucky he was to find a girl like Tess. Would he have had the courage to be alpha if it weren’t for her? He didn’t think so. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
    Tess leapt from the truck and threw her arms around her father as soon as the old yellow truck came to a halt in front of the farmhouse.  He wore the thick scar that now streaked down the side of his face with pride. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” she said. 
 
    “It would take a lot more than an army of bears to kill your old man,” Marcus laughed.  Connor stepped up to the top of the stairs and shook his hand firmly. 
 
    “Thanks for covering while I was away,” he said. 
 
    “Oh, it’s only been two days or so, don’t mention it.” 
 
    Connor and Tess pushed their way into the farmhouse.  The smell of freshly burnt food filled the air and Tess gagged, covering her face as best she could. 
 
    “What is that smell?” she demanded. 
 
    Her father limped his way inside. 
 
    “I probably should have said that I was trying to cook earlier and the time got away from me.” 
 
    He laughed and Connor went about the house, prying open every window he could find.  The smoke and scent eventually started to billow out and everyone was thankful to be able to breathe again. 
 
    “Have you decided anything?” the old wolf asked. 
 
    Connor sighed and looked to Tess. 
 
    “We’ll talk to her,” Tess said confidently. 
 
    Her father nodded and returned outside where he started barking out orders to whoever might be standing around.  A few minutes passed. 
 
    “Now, let me do the talking,” Tess said, “She’s probably really riled up since you locked her in a cell for the last few days.” 
 
    Connor nodded and poked at the overly burnt food that sat on a pan nearby.  He plucked a piece out to try it but was met with the taste of char.  He immediately spat it back out as Samantha hobbled in. 
 
    Tess gestured to the chair nearby at the table.  Samantha’s eyes didn’t leave the burnt chicken on the countertop.   
 
    “Don’t tell me you haven’t fed her,” Tess asked. 
 
    “We fed her!” he replied, “I think.” 
 
    Tess grabbed the pan of food while staring angrily at Connor.   
 
    “You’re such an idiot sometimes,” she said. 
 
    Connor shrugged. 
 
    “Leave us alone for a while, will you?” Tess said. 
 
    “What if she starts attacking you,” Connor said shaking his head no. 
 
    “I think I can handle myself,” she replied sharply. 
 
    “Can you?” Connor asked.  Tess shot him a look that spelled death and he back down.  Alpha or no, Connor had no interest in being on the other side of that gaze for long. 
 
    “I’ll just be in the next room then,” he said.   
 
    The pair of women watched as he left the room and closed the kitchen door behind him. 
 
    As soon as he was out of sight, Samantha tore into the overcooked food.  She didn’t care what it tasted like; she just wolfed down any part she could get her hands on. 
 
    “I’m sorry about all this,” Tess said, “He’s really nice, usually.” 
 
    The girl didn’t acknowledge Tess at all.  Her hunger had overcome her sense of modesty.  Tess sat silently nearby, waiting for her to finish.  The food was gone within minutes and the girl slumped into her chair, satisfied. 
 
    “There,” Tess said, “can we chat now?” 
 
    “I’m still deciding,” Samantha replied. 
 
    “I heard Alex helped you out?” Tess said, “He’s my brother.” 
 
    The girl nodded and showed off her leg.  The cast that still held it firm was weather beaten but still in good enough condition.  
 
    “He did this to me,” she said, “I thought I was going to die.  We fell off a cliff and I was lucky to survive.  Still, he came back and tied off the wound long enough for one of my pack mates to get me to safety.”  She pulled the leather jacket that Alex had given her tighter around her shoulders.   
 
    “Alex told us that you knew why the bears were attacking,” Tess said. 
 
    “I do,” Samantha replied, “but if I told you would you really care to listen?” 
 
    “Of course!” Tess said. 
 
    “That’s not the way he saw it,” Samantha nodded her head to the door that Connor exited. “I knew I was coming into enemy territory but the least he could have done is heard me out right away.  Instead, I have to deal with starving in a cage for almost four days before he so much as looks at me.” 
 
    “Is there anything I can give you to make you more comfortable right now?” Tess asked. 
 
    “Water,” she said, crossing her arms. 
 
    Tess stood and took a glass from the cabinet and filled it for Samantha.  The girl took it quickly and guzzled down.  With a satisfied sigh she replaced the glass on the table top. 
 
    “Please, help me understand why the bears have started attacking us,” Tess urged. 
 
    “You should know, shouldn’t you?” she said, “You’re the ones that started all the fighting.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Tess asked confused. 
 
    “It was one of your kind that up and killed his our alpha’s mate.  They found her dead by the roadside.  Her body covered in wolf bite marks,” she said. 
 
    Tess held her hands to her mouth.  The thought that any one of the wolves in the pack could have killed someone like that in cold blood made her heart sink.   
 
    “There’s no way anyone from this pack did that,” Tess said. 
 
    “Doesn’t matter, does it?  Our alpha demanded that we wipe them all out.  He was such a nice guy before then,” she said. 
 
    “It does matter.  He wants to kill all the men, women, and children I’ve grown up with.  There are lives at stake here.” 
 
    “And don’t you think I know that!” Samantha asked in return, “I don’t want to see more of my family fight and die because some wolf can’t keep his mouth shut.” 
 
    Tess sat down, stunned and silent.  She couldn’t make sense of the situation in her own head no matter how hard she tried.  She knew most shifters for a hundred miles and none of them would have killed another shifter unless provoked. 
 
    “What can we do to end this?” Tess asked. 
 
    Samantha leaned forward at the table. 
 
    “There are two ways.  Either we keep fighting and dying, or you find the wolf responsible for killing his wife and turn him over,” she said. 
 
    Connor walked in. 
 
    “I thought I told you to wait outside,” Tess said. 
 
    “I was listening through the door,” Connor said nonchalantly as though it were just fine.  “How are we supposed to turn over someone when we don’t even know who they are?  Surely your leader must see how insane he is to hold us hostage because of one aggressive wolf.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” she asked. 
 
    She was right, Tess knew it.  Connor wasn’t the type to hold a grudge but he would have gone to the ends of the Earth to find the killer if anyone close to him were murdered, especially her.   
 
    “I need to speak with him,” Connor said. 
 
    Samantha laughed at the notion.   
 
    Tess stared at him with her mouth agape.  In unison Tess and Samantha spoke. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  That’s suicide!” Tess said. 
 
    “Fat chance,” Samantha added. 
 
    Connor held a hand up to silence them both. 
 
    “I’m going,” he said, “and you’re going to take me.”  He looked Samantha right in the eye and she understood how serious he really was.   
 
    “If you’re going, then I’m going too!” Tess said. 
 
    “No you’re not,” Connor commanded, “this is too dangerous.  I know that you would follow me anywhere but this I can’t allow.” 
 
    Tess shot up to her feet; emotion choking her throat and she fought hard to swallow it back down.  He was doing something that even he knew to be crazy.  But, the fire in his eyes told her that he would see this through to the end. 
 
    “Fine,” she gasped. 
 
    “I’ll take you back to Cliff Walker den,” he said, “you’ll be much safer there than you would be here.”   
 
    Tess fell into Connor’s arms and hugged him close.  She didn’t want to see him go.  She hadn’t seen this level of determination in him since they first united the packs.  She knew he would do everything he could even if it meant giving his own life for the good of the pack, and it worried her. 
 
    “We’ll leave first thing in the morning,” Connor said, and turning to Samantha he added, “You can sleep in Alex’s old room for the night.” 
 
    “Thank god,” she exhaled, “another night in that cage and I’d have gone crazy.” 
 
    Tess showed Samantha upstairs as Tess’s father entered the room.  His walking stick stamped against the ground as he eased into the seat at the table.   
 
    “Are you sure you want to go through with this?” he asked, clearly Connor wasn’t the only one eavesdropping. Tess rolled her eyes as she climbed the stairs. 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” Connor replied. 
 
    “You’ve always got a choice,” he said, “but I think you’ve already made up your mind.” 
 
    “I think I can talk some sense into him,” Connor sighed. 
 
    The old man stood and leaned heavily on his walking stick.   
 
    “I’ve been in the same position you’ve been in now and made more mistakes than I care to talk about.  Just make sure this is a mistake you can live with,” he said. 
 
    Marcus put a large hand on Connor’s shoulder and gripped it tight.   
 
    “For Tess’s sake,” he added, “And your child’s” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    “I’m starving,” Samantha said. 
 
    Connor rolled his eyes from the driver’s seat.  Tess sat in the middle seat and gripped Connor’s arm close while Samantha sat by the window.  They’d been driving for an hour. 
 
    “You ate almost all the food at the breakfast table, it’s only been a couple hours,” Tess scolded. 
 
    “Were you locked in a cage for four days with nothing more than water and bread?” Samantha said, sarcastically, “Yeah, I thought not.  And, I’d think you would want to keep the person providing you with directions happy after doing something so stupid.” 
 
    She sort of had a point, and as much as he despised the thought of partnering with bears after all the trouble they’d caused him and his pack, she was his best chance at meeting the alpha bear. Plus, after all the trouble he’d caused her in his rage, wanted to make it right.    
 
    “I think I see a truck stop up ahead,” he said. 
 
    “I can already taste that greasy burger,” Samantha said, her mouth already watering. 
 
    “Just keep it light, alright?  I didn’t bring much spending cash for the trip,” Tess added. 
 
    “Alright, alright,” Samantha said. 
 
    Tess kissed Connor on the cheek, which caused Samantha to gag.  When the truck came to a halt in front of the cobbled together diner, Samantha was the first to sprint toward the door. 
 
    “Come on!” she shouted before disappearing inside. 
 
    “I really can’t believe I’m stuck dealing with that one,” Connor said as he climbed out of the truck.  Tess followed close behind. 
 
    “It’s only another day,” she said, “and maybe if you keep her happy enough she’ll keep you alive in the den.” 
 
    Connor tried not to think of it.  Speaking with the alpha bear was intimidating enough.  However, he knew that if he could just talk to the man then maybe all their problems would be solved.   
 
    They entered hand in hand into the establishment.  It was a loud family establishment, a bit unruly but no worse than the girl they’d been travelling with.  Large round tables decorated the floor space, all full of families.  Booths lined the walls, pressing against bay windows that stared at the parking lot.  In fact, Samantha was already finding herself a seat in the back at one of the only empty booths.  She waved at them and they pushed through the diner to join their charge. 
 
    “I’ve been here once before,” she said, with a smile beaming on her face, “they have great fries.” 
 
    Connor couldn’t stop himself from laughing.  He’d spent so much time being scared of the bears that her playful attitude was betraying her ferocity.  He wondered if he was ever that young. 
 
    The server came by for orders which they promptly provided. 
 
    “So what do you really think you’ll accomplish by talking to the bear alpha?  He’s out for blood you know,” Samantha started while playing with the salt and pepper shakers. 
 
    Tess pulled the condiments away and tried to change the subject. 
 
    “Can we maybe save that chatter for the car?  You never know who might be listening and not everyone around here knows about shifters,” Tess said. 
 
    Samantha kicked her feet up on the other side of the booth and leaned against the window the booth rested against.   
 
    “What do you like to do for fun?” Tess asked, changing the topic. 
 
    Samantha leaned her arm on the booth for her head to rest on; then thought for a moment before replying. 
 
    “I guess chores?” she said, “My mother died when I was really young so my dad had me pick up the slack.  I barely have any free time.” 
 
    “If you had free time, what would you do?” Tess wondered. 
 
    “I guess I would make some friends.  It’s harder for bears.  Most of us don’t run in packs.  I don’t think I’ve ever seen more than five in the same place … well … until recently,” she said. 
 
    That was a foreign idea to Connor.  He’d never thought about life outside the pack.  What would it be like to be a lone wolf?  He shook his head to clear the nonsensical idea from his head.  He distracted himself from the conversation by looking around the restaurant.  So many other groups were going about their business.  One of the other families nearby paid an awful lot of attention to Connor and it made him nervous.  A familiar scent wafted from their table; bears.  There were too many people around to attack but he readied himself nonetheless.  If they pounced at his table he was sure he’d be able to retaliate against anything they could dish out. 
 
    However, no attack came.  The father stopped staring at Connor as soon as his food was in front of him.  Maybe he was just building up his strength before attacking. 
 
    “We should go,” Connor said. 
 
    “But, the food isn’t here yet,” Samantha whined. 
 
    “Something isn’t right,” he added. 
 
    The front door swung wide, the bell dinged out his entrance.  Nobody paid it any mind, except Connor who was still on edge.  Every little thing he saw was another threat.  This time it was the one man that just entered the establishment that sent off every alarm in Connor’s head simultaneously. 
 
     He wore dark drab clothing, mostly green.  It was easy to smell the gun oil that surrounded him.  His face seemed wrought of old shoe leather as did the rest of his exposed skin.  He had is hand coiled around an old shotgun with tick marks notched into the side of the barrel, and a bandolier with shotgun shells wrapped over his shoulder.   
 
    Tess and Samantha continued to chat idly but Connor stopped them. 
 
    “We’re getting out of here, right now,” he commanded, “go through the kitchen, get to the truck.  I have a bad feeling about where this is going.” 
 
    Tess eyed him curiously.  Samantha on the other hand sighed and slumped into her oversized chair.   
 
    The family that Connor had a keen eye on appeared to have the same thought.  The father was already standing and throwing money down on the table before he’d finished his meal.  The mother plucked her young daughter from her booster chair.  They stepped single file toward the door, the father even tipped his hat at the man who just entered but he was stopped short of the exit by a hand thrown in front of him. 
 
    “Where do you think you’re goin’, fella?” asked the stranger. 
 
    “Back on the road with the family,” he replied, “gotta get home before it gets too dark.” 
 
    Connor pointed toward the kitchen, Tess snuck by with Samantha in tow.  He handed Tess the keys to the old yellow truck as she passed. 
 
    Another stranger entered the bar, he too carried a shotgun.  It was clear from the way the two strangers interacted that the new guy was his right hand man.   He squared his gun at the father of the family, to keep the family in place. 
 
    “That’s too bad,” the leader said, “I was just thinking about joining your family for a meal.  They sure do look hungry.”  He walked over to their table, now abandoned, inspecting the food with a taste.    
 
    “And this isn’t even cold yet,” he added, rubbing the grease from his fingers on his trousers. 
 
    “Don’t do this,” the father said.   
 
    “Don’t do what?  I’m just looking for some grub and this diner was the first place I went lookin’,” the stranger replied with a smile. 
 
    “I know what you are,” the father said, “and I don’t want any trouble for me or my family.” 
 
    Connor snuck toward the kitchen, the staff eyed him curiously as he peeked over the stove to watch the events play out.  The stranger plopped himself down at the table.  Several other families in the bar took the hint and were evacuating out the front door slowly.  The right hand man did nothing to stop them. 
 
    “Allow me to introduce myself,” the stranger started, “My name is Eli.  Now why don’t you have a seat and introduce yourselves.  I won’t bite.  Not yet.”  The father returned to the table and sat himself down.  Eli gestured to his henchman and the wife and child joined them.  The mother sat down at her seat but kept her daughter on her lap.  Eli leaned over and looked the young girl in the eye.  “And, who might you be?” 
 
    Dammit, Connor knew that name.  It was the name of the hunter the bikers told him about just the other day.  If he was after shifters then all hell was about to break loose.   
 
    Dammit, Alex.  This is your fault. 
 
    “Greta,” she said with a sniffle. 
 
    “Sounds like you have a little cold, there,” Eli said.  He lifted one of the napkins and wiped off her nose.  “I’ve been tracking your family the last two days,” the stranger said, “I’m sure your ‘alpha’ wouldn’t be too keen to find out you’re runnin’ from his fight.  I guess maybe I’m just doin’ him a favor and takin’ care of some deserters.” 
 
    Connor saw the father visibly sweat; a bead ran down his temple.   
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” the father said, “I’m just on vacation with my family.” 
 
    The hunter plopped his shotgun on the table facing the father.  
 
    “You know,” he said, “I’m not a fan of shooting you mongrels in public.  But, something tells me that if I don’t, then I might just miss out on a bit of sport.” 
 
    The hunter laughed, and his henchman joined in.  Following that, Connor was deafened by motorcycles pulling up outside.  Eli was clearly pleased. 
 
    “I guess there’s no way you’d make it out now,” he said, “best you just help me out.  I’m lookin’ for your alpha.  Know where he might be hidin’?” 
 
    Through the front door walked one of the largest men Connor had ever seen.  His tree trunk of an arm was covered in a white cast and loaded into a massive sling.  Setting neatly on top of that cast was a double barreled shotgun. 
 
    “My man Mutt over there got his arm busted up by one of your kind,” the hunter said, “and he’s got a bit of a vendetta.  I figured I’d help him out and rid this mountain of your kind once and for all.” 
 
    That was Mutt?  He really did look as stupid as he was large.  If there were ever a time to get out of here, now would be that time.  What was keeping him here?  He couldn’t decide what it was.  Maybe it was that he could empathize with the father.  His family was threatened.  But, they’re bears; who gives a shit if they die?  If Eli shot them then it would be one less to kill later, right?  No, that wasn’t it.   
 
    “I don’t want to start anything, just let me and my family go.  We won’t hurt anyone,” the father pleaded. 
 
    The hunter pulled a large knife from a thigh holster then stabbed it into the table.  A slim line of silver ran coarsely through the length of the blade, causing the father’s eyes to widen.  If Connor were in the same situation he wouldn’t have hesitated.  He would already have the man’s throat in his jaws.   
 
    “Let them go,” the father pleaded. 
 
    The hunter shook his head no.  The father became more visibly shaken and continued to plead. 
 
    “Please, they didn’t do anything,” he said, “let them go.” 
 
    “Nope,” the hunter said, “Tell me where your alpha is holed up and I might just kill the young one last.” 
 
    The mother hugged her daughter Greta into her chest.  It was clear that they both knew this would be their last time together.  The father clenched his jaw while his leg started to dance nervously under the table.   
 
    Connor’s exit was waiting for him.  Would he stay or would he go while he had the chance.  What was keeping him here?   
 
    The father’s leg stopped cold.  Connor watched in awe as the father roared.  His mouth tore along the seams into a muzzle.  Fur broke from every inch of his skin while he grew to gigantic proportions in a manner of seconds.  The cracking of his bones echoed throughout the restaurant as he grew larger and larger, until he stood nearly nine feet tall from the ground.   
 
    “Now that’s more like it!” shouted the hunter.  Even the hunter was excited by the sheer size of the bear.  In a flash he snatched his rifle from the tabletop, firing silver shots that shredded into the belly of the beast.  Despite the deafening power of the rifle the bear didn’t give in to the pain in his stomach. 
 
    He came down hard, smashing the table to pieces, just narrowly missing the hunter.  Again, the hunter fired.  Bones shattered and blood splattered around the diner but still the bear advanced. 
 
    “Daddy!” Greta screamed.  Tears streaked down her tiny cheeks.  Connor saw his own child on her face; the life that he and Tess were going to bring into this world together.  Bloodlust was building up for Eli, the hunter.   
 
    A hint of fear overshadowed the hunter’s face; the bear was giving him no quarter.  The mother fell to her knees and clutched her daughter in tears.  Connor turned again toward his exit, conflicted.  He knew what fate held for their small family.  Would he really risk his own safety to save the life of a couple bears?  His heart was stricken with guilt.  He knew he would regret this mistake but it was one that had to be made.  He was an alpha, dammit, he had his pride.     
 
    Connor’s eyes went red with rage, his heart pounded like drums of war.  His clothing split open as muscle tore through his skin.  His mouth grew into a ferocious muzzle as fur jutted from his skin.      
 
    He had one objective; get the family to safety.  Even the bear paused when he heard Connor’s growl.  He was massive for a wolf, all alphas were.  With his powerful legs he dashed at the hunter’s henchmen.  Connor shot past the bear and he could feel the bear’s appreciation.   
 
    Their moment passed quickly as Connor’s teeth sunk into the henchman.  He bit deep and he tasted muscle and bone.  The henchman cried out in agony.  Connor wanted more.  More blood, more meat.   
 
    “Shoot him!” shouted Eli, as he rolled back and forth out of the way of the bear’s massive paws while lying on the ground. 
 
    Connor released the henchman.  A round of shots rang out in the diner.  Glass shattered and wood splintered but Connor was too quick.  He rammed his massive body into Mutt who was the only man left standing.  Mutt fell to the floor from the attack, huffing and wheezing as he fell.  The way was clear for the family to escape; they didn’t waste their opportunity.       
 
    Connor stood over Mutt, not noticing the biker lining up a shot squarely at Connor’s side.  It was too close to dodge; Connor readied himself for the impact of the bullets.  If they were silver then this would be the end.  He’d never get to see his child, nor hold Tess.  All for a couple bears he barely even knew.  Was it worth it? 
 
    A mountain of fur came between him and the barrel.  The bear had leapt to save him.  At first Connor didn’t know what to do.  The bear sputtered up blood and went limp while Mutt tried desperately to reload his gun.  Connor watched the light leave the father’s eyes.  If he could speak, Connor would have thanked him from the bottom of his heart.  With haste he sprinted from the diner. 
 
    The few bikers outside were lost in the confusion.  The mother sprinted for the road with her child clutched firmly in her arms.  They were quickly intercepted by Connor’s ratty old truck. 
 
    “Get in!” Tess shouted.  
 
    The mother felt it was no time to argue, stuffing Greta in the bed of the truck before pulling herself over the side.  Gunshots fired around them, Connor felt stings in his hide but he pushed past the pain that shouted through all of his muscles, and leapt into the back of the truck.  The mother cradled her child as Tess hammered the gas.  The tires spun briefly before finding traction to shoot them down the road.   
 
    Connor watched in earnest as Eli ran from the restaurant, gun in hand.  Despite the distance, he still fired his shotgun at the fleeing truck.  One of the pellets grazed Connor’s ear, but didn’t cause him to flinch. 
 
    Greta stared with teary eyes at the powerful alpha that stood watch over them.   
 
    “Thank you,” the mother said through sobs.  She kissed her daughter over and over then held her tightly while they sped away. 
 
    Connor said nothing but watched vigilantly behind them until they were well beyond the range of the hunter.  His heart raced and he wondered how long it would be until he would have to stare down the barrel of that gun, again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    “Where’s my husband?” the mother asked. 
 
    Connor, still in wolf shape, watched the road pass behind the truck on the quiet stretch of pavement without making a sound.  She understood what his silence meant and sunk further into the truck bed.  The daughter wiped her tears away and looked up at the proud wolf that protected them with awe.  The shock of the moment had gotten to them all.  Connor had one thought on his mind: protection.  He needed to make sure Tess got to her destination safely even if it meant that he didn’t.  He knew he would have done the same thing that the now dead father had done just moments ago. 
 
    Connor glanced back at Tess who sat nervously gnawing on her fingernails in the driver’s seat.  The window that separated the truck bed from the cabin was cracked from tiny chunks of silver that were embedded in the glass. 
 
    Once again, their little truck had saved them from a catastrophe.  And, instead of protecting them from bears, it was saving bears.  Connor smirked from what he thought was a poetic moment. 
 
    He heard the sound of a motorcycle lumbering just out of sight but coming up fast behind them.  There were no cross streets, or spaces to turn off the main road.  They would have to face this enemy head on.  He braced himself to jump from the back of the truck while his fur whipped about in the open breeze of the truck bed.  He would need to end this quick in order to keep everyone safe.  A stray gunshot could spell disaster.  The motorcycle came into view.  A single rider was bore upon the back of the metal beast and in almost no time at all he closed the gap.   
 
    There was something familiar about the rider.  His clothing didn’t seem to fit him right, his shirt was far too large for his size and his leather chaps fit about the same.  It was Alex. 
 
    Of course it would be Alex. 
 
    He passed the cab and Connor nodded, Alex returned the gesture.  The loud roar of the engine was deafening for Connor but he was glad to see a familiar face in enemy territory, even if it was Alex’s. 
 
    “Follow me!” he said, shouting at Tess through the driver’s side window.   
 
    Alex shot ahead of the truck with a twist of the throttle.  Tess obliged him, following closely behind.  They drove for miles, and after almost an hour had passed, his motorcycle began to slow.   
 
    He turned off the beaten path, between a few trees.  The dirt path was almost invisible to the road.  It was difficult to maneuver around with the truck but Tess managed well enough.  Connor trusted Alex enough to accept his help.  
 
    After a minute or two of driving, a forest clearing emerged ahead of them.  Inside the clearing a row of huts lined up beside the tree line to the right, while in the center a fire pit smoldered.  Alex pulled his motorcycle over by the nearest cabin and dismounted.  Connor leapt from the bed of the truck while the mother and her child poked their heads up to view the scene.  The daughter rubbed at her nose.   
 
    “It’s alright,” Alex said, “nothing can find us back here.” 
 
    Connor growled at Alex but let his humanity return to him.  His paws stretched and split into human hands.  His muscles strained and snapped over his still shifting bones, causing him to cry out in pain.  As he stood to his full height he felt blood dripping down his shoulder from where the pellet grazed his ear.   
 
    Tess ran over to him to inspect his injuries.  Connor wasn’t used to bleeding for so long.  Werewolf injuries healed quickly unless made by another shifter, or silver.   
 
    “Thank you,” Connor whispered, taking the spare clothes that Tess provided him from the truck.  Connor could already feel Samantha’s eyes trying their best to get a good view of his dick without staring and he turned toward the truck to change. 
 
    “You’ll be fine in a few minutes,” Tess said, “It isn’t healing fast but it’s still healing.”  
 
    “It looks like he just needs a drink,” Alex said.  He strolled over to a nearby cooler and pulled out a half-drank bottle of whiskey. 
 
    “For the victory,” Alex said.  He pulled the stopper and belted down a hearty drink then offered the same to Connor who stared at him straight faced.  “Lighten up,” he added, “You survived this time.” 
 
    Connor’s fist flew out, catching Alex by the chin.  Alex reeled back to catch his balance from the surprise. 
 
    “What the hell was that for!?” Alex barked. 
 
    “That was a goddamn hunter you moron.  Mutt hired him to find you and kill you.  Don’t you get it?  This isn’t a game anymore.  You can’t just run around and do as you please.  There are real consequences for you actions.”   
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” Alex shouted back.  He took another swig from the bottle before Connor snatched the bottle from his hand.  He downed the remainder of the bottle, tossing the empty glass back to Alex. 
 
    “What the hell were you doing there?” Alex asked surprised and angry, “and with my sister no less.  Were you trying to get yourself killed?” 
 
    “He was taking me back to the Cliff Walker den,” Tess chimed in. 
 
    “So, you’re just taking her somewhere safe?  Hell of a way to do it,” Alex said sarcastically. 
 
    “Kid,” Connor clenched his fist, “Don’t start with me.” 
 
    “You wanna know what you just did?  You messed up three days of tracking in just twenty minutes,” Alex said, “That hunter has been incredibly elusive.” 
 
    “Why the hell are you looking for the hunter?” Tess asked. 
 
    “I thought it would be obvious,” Alex said, “After the last fight with the bears, something didn’t seem right.  He shot at the bears but not wolves, figured I could beat a few answers out of him.” 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Tess said. 
 
    He gawked at her before plopping down on the patio of the largest cabin. 
 
    “It’s better than sitting in a den and doing nothing,” he said with a sarcastic smile. 
 
    Tess balled up her fist but Connor held her back.  He’d wondered why they only found silver bullets in the bears as well.  Now after seeing the hunter kill bears in an effort to find the bear alpha; Connor had even more questions.   
 
    “Did you figure anything out?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Not a thing,” he replied. 
 
    Connor released Tess and she stamped off to find a silent place away from her brother.  Samantha stayed close to the mother who was trying her best to hold back tears for her lost husband.  Greta held her hand, sniffling.   
 
    “I guess there is one thing,” Alex started, “the hunter isn’t working alone.” 
 
    “Like, the army of bikers that he brought along?”  Connor asked sarcastically, “Yeah, I kinda saw that.” 
 
    Alex grabbed a couple beers from, tossing one to Connor.  He was already guzzling down his beer while Connor was unsure if now was the right time to be drinking.  
 
    “They aren’t hunters,” Alex said. 
 
    “But they had guns, with silver bullets,” Connor stated for the record, “that’s good enough for me.” 
 
    “Anyone with a gun and silver bullets doesn’t count as a real hunter,” Alex replied, “At least not like this one.” 
 
    “Where did you find this out?” Connor asked. 
 
    “With my own eyes,” Alex said, “Hunters are more capable than I thought.”  Alex adjusted himself on the porch.  Then with a stick from the ground he started picking at the muck on the bottom of his shoe.  “I thought they were just regular people, but when I first came across this hunter, well, he surprised me.  He’s fast and a bit stronger than a normal person.  I finally managed to track him just yesterday.  He had a van that he was camping out of.” 
 
    Connor listened carefully as Alex spoke.  Anything he could use to kill this hunter was good to know.  Tess, having finally let out her frustrations was on her way back to join them at the fire pit. 
 
    “Somehow he knew I was there even though I could barely see him.  But, that wasn’t what surprised me.  What was amazing is when a pair of bears, big ones, came to try to kill him.” 
 
    “I can tell they failed by the fact that we met him inside the restaurant earlier,” Connor said. 
 
    “Exactly,” Alex said, “it wasn’t even a fight.  He toyed with them like they were bulls in a bullfighting ring.  He fired his gun and ducked every swipe.  He knew how they fought and that’s what scared me.” 
 
    Connor could hold his own against a single bear, but to easily fend off two of them was madness.  If he could function that well against a couple bears, there was no telling how easily he’d handle a pack of wolves. 
 
    “Where’s Cynthia,” Tess asked innocently. 
 
    Alex tossed aside his stick and stood back to his feet with a grunt. 
 
    “She’s spending time with her father.  They’ll probably be back soon,” Alex said. 
 
    “Are you guys doing alright?” she asked. 
 
    “We’re doing well,” Alex laughed, “thanks for asking.” 
 
    “Thanks for saving my life,” Samantha walked over and gave Alex a hug, “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to say it sooner.”  She started to remove the leather jacket he’d given her, but Alex stopped her. 
 
    “Keep it,” he said, “I kinda stole it anyway.” 
 
    She giggled and zipped it up to fight against the mid-day cold.   
 
    “You still need to tell me why the hell you brought Samantha all the way out here, especially after our little argument,” Alex said. 
 
    Connor stood upright and stared Alex right in the eye. 
 
    “I’m going into the bear den.  I need to talk to their alpha,” he replied. 
 
    Alex laughed a little, but then laughed harder with each passing second.  He doubled over from the ridiculous notion he’d heard. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  That’s suicide!  And, I was just about to think you were smart after I saw you finally decided to listen to her,” he said, gesturing toward Samantha. 
 
    “What do you expect me to do?  Sit at home and wait for another bear attack?” Connor asked using Alex’s own words against him. 
 
    “You could do something smart,” he replied, “Has Samantha at least told you why the bears are attacking in the first place?” 
 
    Connor nodded. 
 
    “Wolves killed the bear alpha’s wife and he wants revenge,” Connor said. 
 
    “And you think going straight there to talk sense into him is the best idea?” Alex asked. 
 
    “As I said, it’s better than nothing,” he replied. 
 
    “Alex, Connor is only trying to do right by the bears.  You were there last time, there’s no way the den can survive another attack like that,” Tess pleaded, looking for some sympathy from her brother. 
 
    He held a hand up to meet her and bowed his head. 
 
    “Tess, I love you, but even you know this is the dumbest thing you’ve ever heard,” Alex said. 
 
    “Then what the hell am I supposed to do!?” Connor shouted, “You call me an idiot and offer no advice of your own.  You’re not the one that has an entire den to protect.  What would you know of leadership?” 
 
    Alex dropped his hand, staring Connor down.  There was power in their gaze as they battled within their minds.  Alex took a step closer to Connor.  Connor didn’t back down.  He was the alpha dog, and he wasn’t going to let some mutt show him up. 
 
    “I tried to give you advice before I left.  I told you to talk to Samantha, to figure out why everything was happening in the first place, and you threw it in my face.  Some leader, completely unwilling to listen to his own pack,” Alex chided. 
 
    “Coming from a coward,” Connor snapped back. 
 
    Alex stamped towards Connor; Tess tried her best to hold him back.  She struggled against him but it was no good, she hadn’t the strength to stop her brother.  Connor waited for Alex to throw a punch, practically begging him to do it, but it didn’t come. 
 
    “Do you understand what it means to be a leader?” Alex asked pushing his face right into Connor’s, “You’ve been so busy being shunned by your dad that I don’t think you’ve ever seen how an alpha is supposed to act.” 
 
    Connor looked Alex square in the eye.  He stood almost a head taller than Alex and had nearly twice as much muscle, but Alex wasn’t backing down. 
 
    “Then you lead the pack,” Connor said. 
 
    Tess looked at her mate and narrowed her eyes to scold him.  Connor wasn’t in the mood to be scolded, so he ignored her angry stares.  Alex took a step back.  His hand reached up and slapped Connor across the cheek.  Connor growled, tightening his muscles to be ready to strike back. 
 
    “Anyone willing to give up on their pack so easily doesn’t deserve to be the leader,” Alex walked around Connor and saddled up to his motorcycle.  Before he could start the bike, the hum of engines echoed down the path.  Connor worried that they might have been found by the hunters so he wheeled himself around to meet the new attackers.  But, Alex dismounted from his bike with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Alex shouted. 
 
    The gang of six bikers pushed past the tree line and parked in the spaces beside Alex’s motorbike.  Cynthia leapt from the lead bike to jump on Alex.  Her legs wrapped around his torso while her lips covered him with kisses. 
 
    The largest of the bikers eased off his chopper to join Alex.  If Mutt was a giant then this guy was a titan.  The suspension of his motorcycle squeaked as he got off.  His leather vest just barely covered his torso.  You could have painted a mural on his broad chest, and considering the number of tattoos he had, it seemed like he did. 
 
    “We leave for two hours and you invite guests?  What the hell did I miss?” he bellowed.  Greta ran up to the large man and embraced his leg.  He curled his hand around the back of her shirt and lifted her to eye level to meet her with a confused expression.  “And, why are there bears in my camp?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
    “Let her go!  Please!” the bear mother pleaded running over to her daughter. 
 
    “I wasn’t goin’ to hurt the little rascal, Ms…?” 
 
    “Beth,” she said, holding out her arms to try to grab at her daughter hovering over her head. 
 
    “And, who might you be?” the biker asked holding the girl close to his face.   
 
    She reached out with her tiny hands and played with his beard.  The biker laughed loudly and tickled at the child’s cheek. 
 
    “Greta,” Beth said, “her name is Greta.” 
 
    “I’m Crunch,” the biker said into Greta’s tiny face. 
 
    “Crunch, may I please have my daughter back?” Beth asked, exasperatedly.   
 
    Crunch looked down at the woman with a smile that covered his entire face while lowering Greta into Beth’s welcoming arms.   
 
    “Still, who the hell let bears into my camp, no matter how cute they are,” Crunch asked, straightening his clothes as he stood to his full height.  He was a whole head taller than Connor, and probably weighed twice as much. 
 
    “I did,” Connor said, stepping forward. 
 
    “And who the hell are you?” Crunch asked. 
 
    “He’s my boyfriend,” Tess said. 
 
    “Can someone relevant tell me who these people are?” Crunch was getting frustrated. 
 
    “That’s my sister, Tess.  This moron is Connor,” Alex said, pointing at Connor, “He’s the leader of my old pack.” 
 
     “Why did you bring ‘em here?” Crunch wondered. 
 
    “They were on the run from the hunter,” Alex said, “I couldn’t just let them get shot on the road.” 
 
    Crunch sighed and motioned to the silver haired man to his right. 
 
    “Scab, get a fire goin’.  It’ll be cold soon and with children around we should probably get something cooking.  There’s a lot I need to hear.” 
 
    Scab hopped to it and before long the fire raged in the middle of the clearing and the smell of fresh barbecue wafted about the camp, causing everyone’s mouths to water.  Connor and Alex joined Crunch by the fire to chat.  The large biker settled himself into his favorite place on his tree stump while Alex sat to his left on a fallen log.  Connor stood with his arms crossed on the other side of the roaring fire. 
 
    “So you’re seriously thinking about going into the bear den to talk to their alpha?  What do you think that’ll accomplish except for your early death?”  Crunch scratched his head as he spoke, trying to make sense of it all. 
 
    “What else am I supposed to do?  There are people fighting and dying and the least I could do is try to talk some sense into the one person who could end it,” Connor urged. 
 
    “See what I mean?” Alex said, breathing a heavy sigh. 
 
    “Listen, Connor.  This guy was willing to rally every bear on the mountain to his cause so he could wipe out all the wolves.  Anyone capable of doing something as crazy as that isn’t interested in talking,” Crunch continued. 
 
    “But, he talked to me and Alex after the last fight ended,” Connor said. 
 
    “For what?  To gloat about his win?  Why did he start the fight if all he came to do was talk?” Alex shouted. 
 
    “Alex is right, though.  If you had your head on straight you’d know that,” Crunch added, holding up his giant hand to quiet Alex.   
 
    Connor let out a frustrated shout.  All was silent save for the crackling of the fire in the fire pit and the hissing of meat roasting on a nearby barbecue.  Twilight set in and the center of the grounds basked in the final light of the day before the shadow of darkness filled the void. 
 
    “When are you going to stop complaining about what my plan is and start suggesting something that might actually help?” he said, turning back to the two men.  Connor wasn’t hearing options, only complaints. 
 
      
 
    Crunch and Alex looked to each other, and Alex shrugged. 
 
    “What if you take the time to find out who actually killed his wife before meeting him?  At least if you have that piece of information he won’t kill you right away,” Crunch suggested.  Crunch rubbed the wax from his ears and flicked what came out to the ground before taking a swig of the beer he’d had sitting on his knee. 
 
    “How the hell am I going to find that out?” Connor asked snidely. 
 
    “You’ve already talked to every den for two hundred miles.  There are only so many wolves that would have been near bear territory at the time,” Alex replied. 
 
    “The closest den to the bear territory is the old Moon Runner den.  Are you suggesting that someone from my own pack killed the bear alpha and is hiding among us?” Connor asked. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m suggesting at all,” Alex said. 
 
    “Then what are you suggesting,” Connor asked in frustration. 
 
    “Crunch, do you know where she might have been killed?” Alex asked.  Crunch scratched at his beard, thinking hard before answering. 
 
    “From what I’ve heard around the area, she was found out on the other side of the mountain,” he said. 
 
    “There aren’t any packs that live on the other side of the mountain.  That land is mostly wilderness and trees and nobody can make a living off that,” Connor said, waving his hand at the notion. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Crunch said.  Alex and Connor perked up.  “You see, during the winter time my old motorcycle gang used to make a home on the far side of the mountain.  Since nobody goes around that area when the snow hits, it makes for some easy living.” 
 
    “So you think that someone from your old motorcycle gang killed her?” he asked. 
 
    “As much as I like to think they wouldn’t, I don’t know what’s gotten into their head these days. If I were to guess, I’d think Torque and a select few of his die hard groopies might be behind all this. He’s always pushed for leadership of the gang and he finally managed to edge me out,” Crunch said. 
 
    “So Torque is the new leader?  How many of them are there?” Connor wondered. 
 
    “Maybe around thirty,” Crunch thought, “but who knows.  A lot of the boys up and left the gang when I was pushed out.  Might be around twenty or so now.”  Connor nodded but Crunch didn’t look too happy about the idea that was brewing in their heads.  “Not all of them are bad,” he said, “There’s no guarantee it was Torque, but if you do manage to find the one that’s causing trouble then would you at least leave the rest of them alone?” 
 
    “I make no guarantees,” Connor said. 
 
    “Where the hell are we even supposed to find them?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding?” Crunch asked, “I led the damn gang for years.  Hell, I even found that spot.  Are you going to stand around listening or are you going to find me a map so I can show you?” 
 
    “Now you’re talking.  Let’s do this,” Connor said.  He grabbed the map from the glove compartment of the truck and held it out to Crunch who started drawing on it with a marker.  Map in hand, he turned and looked at Alex. 
 
    “Wait, you want to go right now?  The food is almost done,” Alex said. 
 
    Connor was flustered, but the smell of fresh barbecue filled the air and he salivated, fresh meat was dripping from the bone waiting to be devoured.   
 
    “Maybe in a few minutes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
    Tess was frustrated that Connor made up his mind about going so quickly.  She wanted to keep him close.  She couldn’t fathom the thought of him getting caught or maybe even killed by the other wolves.  It was just another enemy he was willing to make and another worry that wouldn’t leave her mind. 
 
    Tess tugged at Connor. 
 
    “Can we talk?” she asked. 
 
    Connor excused himself from his food.  Tess pulled him along, leading him to the edge of camp, out of earshot of everyone else.  She had things that needed to be said and he needed to hear them.   
 
    “Why the hell are you going off on another crazy mission?  You can’t keep doing this!” she screamed just below her breath.  Her desperation was echoed in her voice.  Connor bowed his head in shame. 
 
    “I have to,” he replied, “It’s my job as alpha.” 
 
    “You have a bunch of other people you could send to do this for you.  This isn’t something you have to do by yourself.  You have to know that,” she cried. 
 
    “It’s not how I was raised,” he replied, “The alpha is the one that does the dangerous things so that the rest of the pack can rest easy.” 
 
    She beat her fist against his chest. 
 
    “How am I going to rest easy if you die?” she started, “Every day it’s something new.  Hunters, crazy bikers, bears, what’s next?  I can’t take this anymore,” she said.  Her tears streaked down her cheeks and she rubbed her nose with the edge of her shirt.  Connor opened his mouth to say something but stopped. 
 
    He lifted her chin so she could look into his eyes again. 
 
    “I love you,” he said, “I want to make our world a better place for you …” his hand rested on her stomach, “… for us. I’m one of the only people who can.  I can’t trust anyone else to solve this problem right now.” 
 
    “But, why now,” she asked.  He kissed her on the cheek.   
 
    “My dad raised me for exactly this purpose.  Rain or shine.  I might be the one in charge but I don’t feel like I understand what it means.  I can bark out orders but I don’t think that makes me the one capable of being the head of the pack.” 
 
    She continued to sniffle as her head fell into his chest.  His heart beat quickly.  She hoped it wouldn’t be the last time she’d have the chance to feel it.  It reminded her of that calm, glassy lake with the breeze calmly cradling their bodies in the moonlight.  She wanted to be back there. 
 
    “I wish I could tell you how much I just want things to be the way they were.  How much I want to just lie with you under the stars again, or how much I just want to run away with you and forget the world; you are what matters most to me,” he said. 
 
    “Why can’t we,” she said, speaking into his chest, “why can’t we just leave it all?” 
 
    He hugged her close and felt her body shake with every sniffle.  She wasn’t bothering to hold back her feelings anymore.  Everything she’d bottled up while at the den came pouring from her. 
 
    “I wonder that same thing,” he replied, “Yet deep down I know that if we don’t save the rest of the pack, they’ll have to shoulder my burden.  Someone else will have to rise up and answer the same questions I have right now.  And, another family will be at risk when I could have just fixed everything.” 
 
    Tess rubbed the tears from the corner of her eyes and looked up at Connor.  He lowered his head and kissed her gently on the lips.  She urged for more and pushed herself in tighter.   
 
    She felt so small in his arms, so protected, but she knew the feeling wouldn’t last.  Deep down she knew he was right; he made a commitment to protect the pack from any threat.  However, that didn’t mean she had to like it. 
 
    “I want you to go back to Cliff Walker den,” he said, “Take Cynthia, and the rest of the girls there as well.  They may be bears but they’ll be safer there.  Can you do that for me?”  
 
    Tess shook her head no.   
 
    “We’re safe here.  Crunch is a strong fighter and if Cynthia is here I doubt any harm will come to us.” 
 
    “Fine,” Connor sighed, no longer able to argue, “Stay here if it makes you feel safe.  We’re going to get Torque and make him give us some answers.  If we get them then maybe, just maybe, we can convince the bears to end all the fighting.” 
 
    “Promise me you’ll come back,” she said. 
 
    “I promise,” he said.  He held her close again.  Tess didn’t believe it for a word.  Neither of them wanted to let go, they wanted to savor the moment they were spending together.  Tess made a memory of his scent, hoping she’d have a chance to smell it again. 
 
    Alex walked over to join them.  Tess rubbed at her eyes to try to push away the tears.  Her brother had seen her upset many times before but this time she felt so naked. 
 
    “Are you two finished?” he asked. 
 
    Connor nodded as he reached his arm around Tess’s shoulders.  They walked together to join the rest of the group. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Alex asked as they rejoined around the morning fire. 
 
    “We’re going to find Torque, when we do we’re going to make him answer every question we have.  Once we know who the real killer is we can capture them and maybe try to talk some sense into the bears so we can end this war,” Connor said confidently. 
 
    “Well, I hope you boys have fun with that,” Crunch said, “I’ll be staying right here.” 
 
    “Can you at least take care of the girls?” Connor asked. 
 
    Crunch grunted and spat on the ground which Connor only assumed meant yes. 
 
    “I’m going too,” Samantha chimed in. 
 
    “Why?” Alex asked. 
 
    “So I can punch this Torque guy in his stupid face for starting all this shit,” she replied. 
 
    Connor and Alex glanced at each other.  Would it be safe to bring a bear along on their trip?  She was the only one that knew how to get to the bear den, if they’re going straight there then maybe she would be an asset.   
 
    “Sounds good enough to me,” Connor said with a shrug. 
 
    Tess raised her hand to join but was shot down by Connor immediately with a sideways glance. 
 
    “Tess, don’t say it.  You’re having our child and the last thing you should be doing is running around and fighting,” he said. 
 
    She closed her mouth and accepted her fate.   
 
     “Get in,” Connor said, pulling the truck keys from his pocket, “we need to go now.” 
 
    “I thought I was taking the bike for this one,” Alex asked. 
 
    “We don’t have the time to gas up every twenty miles.  Just get in the truck,” Connor said.  
 
    Tess took one last moment with Connor, her eyes watching him listlessly.     
 
    “You better come back,” she said.  She planted another kiss on his lips. 
 
    Beside them, Cynthia handed a stuffed basket to Alex which he tossed in the cabin of the truck.   
 
    “Leftovers,” she said.  Cynthia leapt on him like a horny dog.  Tess almost didn’t want to keep watching but couldn’t look away.  She tilted her head when they didn’t stop.  Their hands were all over, it was impossible to tell where one ended and the other began. 
 
    “Ahem,” Connor coughed.   
 
    Samantha was already climbing in the truck and she braced the food on her lap.  Connor eased into the driver’s seat and twisted the ignition to start the truck.  Alex got the hint, finally pulling away from his woman.  Tess giggled at the sight.  He hopped in the passenger side and rolled down the window to plant one more kiss on his Cynthia’s cheek. 
 
    “I’ll see you soon,” he said.  Cynthia smiled back, eliciting an eye roll from Tess. 
 
    “This is going to be fun,” Samantha said as the truck started to pull away. 
 
    “Right,” Alex replied rolling his eyes, “that’s one word for it.” 
 
    The loud truck eased its way down the dirt path with Crunch watching them from behind.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
    “This is pretty good,” “I’ve been missing my sisters cooking,” Alex said, “Cynthia just burns everything when she cooks.  I end up having to make everything myself.” 
 
    Connor nodded, savoring every bite of the food he brought along for the ride.  Their destination was a ways off, according to Crunch’s map.  The small basket of barbecue still steamed between the three of them on Samantha’s lap. 
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if she does it on purpose,” Alex added. 
 
    Connor chuckled while tossing a chicken bone out the window.  Tess was an amazing cook no matter what she made. 
 
    They followed the twisted road around the mountain.  The trees were just beginning to gain back their spring coats and Samantha marveled at the beauty. 
 
    The roads were mostly washed out and getting around the mountain was tricky at best.  They’d had to backtrack more than couple times and Connor was growing frustrated.  It didn’t help that Alex was full of questions and Samantha was full of words. 
 
    “What are you going to do when we get there?” Alex wondered. “It’s not like we can just show up to the front door and ask to see this guy.”  
 
    “I’m going to ask them a few questions,” he replied. 
 
    “They usually aren’t the talking type, according to Crunch,” Alex said. 
 
    “They’ll answer my questions,” Connor said. 
 
    “Look at that one!” Samantha said, pointing at a nearby tree, silhouetted by the light of the early morning dawn.  They’d driven all night.  The sun hadn’t quite crested over the horizon, but it would soon. 
 
    “I thought we could just sneak our way in, we might get lucky and catch him by surprise,” Connor replied.  Connor wasn’t concerned even if a fight broke out.  The only thing on his mind was the mission in front of him.  That’s how he was raised by his father, nothing else matters but the success of the mission.   
 
    He thought back to those years where his father would give him a task and wouldn’t allow him home until it was complete.  He remembered the nights he would spend laying under a hastily made shelter to block out the rain, or the nights where the rain stopped bothering him because it had become his only friend. 
 
    He laughed at his youth.  His father was dead; nothing he could do would bring him back.  The lessons he’d taught Connor seemed to do almost nothing to prepare him to lead.   
 
    “Catch him by surprise?” Alex laughed. 
 
    “I don’t see you coming up with any brilliant ideas,” Connor snapped. 
 
    “Do either of you even know what this guy looks like?” Samantha wondered. 
 
    Alex looked to Connor and they both shook their heads. 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” she said, “Maybe you should just prowl in and try to figure out which one is Torque first before coming up with a game plan.” 
 
    Connor was sad to admit it but she was right.   
 
    “This is it!” Alex said, “The lake cabins are just through this small patch of forest.  We better ditch the truck.” They double checked the map, to make sure this was their destination. It was. 
 
    Connor screeched the truck to a halt on the loose gravel then pulled over, but not before making sure the vehicle was pointing back where they came. 
 
    “In case we need to make a hasty getaway,” he said, “Samantha, you should probably watch the truck.” 
 
    “I’ll be ready for you,” She nodded, she seemed glad to have a task that didn’t involve suicide.   
 
    Connor and Alex stripped off their clothing while Samantha watched, not even trying to hide her curiosity.  Connor tossed his shirt into her face before sliding off his jeans. 
 
    He inhaled deeply; this was what wolves lived for.  His muscles stretched and tore as the wolf took over, only to knit themselves back together as he fell to all fours.  His sense of smell heightened and he could make out the dense musk of the other shifters nearby.  He could also smell salt; they were near a salt water lake, they were definitely here. 
 
    Connor shot through the forest toward the smell of the lake, Alex nipped at his heels, keeping pace with ease.  Connor marveled at the ability of what he’d come to know as a primal.  Part of him wished that he could have had that power.  He could have put it to good use, instead of it being wasted on a lone wolf like Alex. 
 
    Jealousy aside, Connor had one purpose on his mind.  The scent of the shifters grew ever closer to them as they sped through the brush and over fallen trees.   
 
    They slowed when the lake was in sight.  The sky reflected off its sheen surface.  On the opposite side of the shore was a single large campfire that was recently lit with cabins dotted around.  They were larger than the ones in the forest clearing; these cabins looked like they could fit eight people comfortably.  However, age had taken its toll and more than a few had roofs nearly collapsed with tarps hastily thrown over.   
 
    Near the road that edged into the group of cabins stood a row of motorcycles carefully stowed.  Aside from a couple bikers sitting around a steaming pot it was noticeably empty.  They must still be asleep.  Perfect.  The largest of the cabins sat highest on the hill.  At two stories in height it even had its own balcony that overlooked the lake.   
 
    The door to the balcony of the largest cabin swung wide.  A single man stepped out and stretched tired muscles before leaning on the railing.  He pulled out his watch, to check the time. It looked antsy, as though expecting something. Or someone. 
 
    Almost as if on cue, the silence was broken by the echo of motorcycle engines.  A dark delivery van started pulling its way into the space, flanked by a more bikers.  Connor instantly recognized Mutt with his powerful build.  Bad luck.  Alex nudged up against Connor, tilting his head to the side to motion toward the van.   
 
    The man from the railing disappeared only to exit the cabin at ground level.  The driver’s side door to the van cracked open for Eli to step out.  This was bad and getting worse by the second.  Mutt followed closely behind him as the man from the balcony stepped from the small door downstairs.  That must be Torque.  Crunch told them that he was the one in charge of the biker gang now.   
 
    Connor expected the shooting to start but was somehow not surprised when it didn’t.  Instead, Torque greeted the hunter as a friend. 
 
    Alex and Connor locked eyes.  Words didn’t need to be spoken, they both knew that this was becoming a bigger mess than either of them had thought. 
 
    Connor was still trying to completely come to terms with what he was seeing.  Every wolf feared the hunters, and Torque should be no different.  By shaking the hunter’s hand, Toque sent shockwaves through Connor’s body. 
 
    They had somehow become allies. 
 
    Torque let out a loud, high-pitched whistle.  Cabin doors were kicked open for the rest of the pack to file out and join their alpha.  Connor wanted to get in closer to hear but he dismissed the idea as foolish.  They watched as the bikers began to unload the van.  A few plastic crates came out and were piled against the wall of the large cabin.  Connor narrowed his wolf eyes for a better look. 
 
    Torque pried a crate open to check the contents.  What he pulled out was a brand new rifle.  Connor had never known wolves to use rifles, there was never any real point since your jaw could do more damage than a gun could any day.  Besides, it was a cowardly way to fight. 
 
    Eli clapped a hand around Torque’s shoulder as they walked away from camp to chat business.  The pair was heading around the lip of the lake, right towards Alex and Connor.   
 
    As they grew closer, Connor and Alex could finally hear them. 
 
    “There’s enough firepower there to end all of them,” Torque said, “We can ride out tomorrow.” 
 
    The hunter held up his hand to silence Torque. 
 
    “You’ll do no such thing,” he said, “I wanna watch ‘em suffer.” 
 
    Torque looked frustrated.   
 
    “Why the hell did you bring this stuff to us now?  If all we’re goin’ to do is sit on it?” Torque wondered. 
 
    “Consider it a gift,” Eli said. 
 
    Connor prowled closer to the pair with Alex in tow.  At his distance they were well out of earshot of the men in the camp, who were too distracted anyway.  Connor waited and listened. 
 
    “Crunch has been coming around,” Torque said, “should we cut him in?” 
 
    “No,” the hunter replied, “He could screw everything up for the both of us.” 
 
    “I heard he’s got some new muscle,” Torque added, “Probably better just to get rid of him.”  Eli nodded as Torque looked at his watch.  “One hour.” 
 
    Eli perked up, holding a hand to silence Torque. 
 
    “Something’s here,” he said, “I can smell ‘em.  Wolves.” 
 
    Connor leapt from the bushes, from this distance there was no way he could miss his prey.  He tackled the hunter to the ground with his powerful alpha body, holding Eli firmly against the sandy embankment.  Alex leapt at Torque shifting back into his human form mid-jump.  His hand hooked under Torque’s collar as the fur brushed away from his fingers.  His muzzle pulled back into his face as he slid his body behind Toque, grabbing his arm.  By the time Alex was human, Torque was on the ground with his arm locked and his neck under tight hold. 
 
    Connor was so close to the hunter.  He could finish this right now if he wanted to.  All he had to do was lean down and bite hard and the hunter would be finished.  He fought against the rage, this time he needed answers, they were the only thing keeping the hunter alive for the time being.  However, if Connor was to talk, he needed to shift.   His foot held the hunter in place as his bones cracked and his sinewy muscle snapped back into human, he noticed that the hunter wasn’t bothering to fight back. 
 
    “Giving up already?” Connor asked confidently. 
 
    “Oh, it hurts.  The proud alpha tackling the elderly hunter to the ground,” laughed Eli sarcastically, “You picked the wrong man to fight, but you’ll find out soon enough.” 
 
    Torque looked at his comrade and wondered what he meant.  Alex held him tightly to the ground despite his attempts to wiggle free. 
 
    “We want answers,” Alex said, “And you’re going to give them to us.” 
 
    “Did you kill the bear shifter and start this fight?” Connor asked. 
 
    Torque still continued to struggle while the hunter just laughed. 
 
    “I could make a sound and half that pack over there would be on you in a second,” Torque said. 
 
    “And, I could bite your head off before they got close,” Connor replied. 
 
    “Just tell them, Torque,” the hunter said, placing his hands behind his head for comfort, “I don’t want this to take all morning.” 
 
    Torque stopped struggling. 
 
    “It was him,” Torque admitted, “I watched him kill the bear woman.” 
 
    Connor cocked an eye. 
 
    “What?” Connor asked, “but that would mean that he’s a…” 
 
    Connor was surprised he hadn’t noticed sooner.   
 
    “I tried to scare her off.  He told me that if I got rid of her I could take over as alpha of the pack.  He would help me get rid of Crunch,” Torque said. 
 
    “So you killed her?” Alex asked, “I’m confused.” 
 
    “I was ready to do it, but he came in and beat me to the punch.” 
 
    “You see?  I’m your killer.  Call the police!” The hunter added sarcastically.   
 
    “You shut up,” Connor yelled at the hunter, pressing his foot harder into his chest.  The hunter threw his hands up but continued to lie in the sand smiling.  Connor pushed his leg further up the hunter’s chest until he had his foot on the man’s throat.  He was ready to kick down hard at a moment’s notice.   
 
    “Don’t do it,” Alex said, “We need him to get the bears off us.” 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “So, you took over for the gang because this piece of shit needed someone in charge that he could control?” Connor asked Torque.  He nodded, reluctantly.  He’d sold out his pack for power. 
 
    Connor remembered when he was younger and wanted to take over for his dad.  His dad was always so upset all the time, he always rubbed people the wrong way, but in the end they listened to him because he was usually right.  Every time Connor would be thrown into the forest to fend for himself, he would picture his father sitting at home, laughing.  Before his father died, he was making himself tough so he could challenge his father for control.  But, it didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    Torque was an echo of everything that Connor wanted to be as a child.  After his father died he wanted nothing more than to have his father back.   
 
    “You’re both coming with us,” Connor said, “Crunch will have some fun with you, and I have a feeling the bears will have a few words for the hunter.” 
 
    He nodded to Alex who stood Torque upright. 
 
    “You won’t get far,” the hunter replied struggling under Connor’s foot.  He picked up the hunter with a single arm and held him overhead. 
 
    “You deserve worse for everything you’ve done,” Connor said.   He grabbed the hunter by the neck and squeezed hard.  The hunter was quick, a flash of metal reflected against the morning sun, stabbing Connor in his side.  It must have been silver because it stung just as his ear had the other day. 
 
    “There’s a lot you need to learn, young pup,” The hunter said.   
 
    For a brief second, Connor thought he saw something trying to escape the hunter, only to be silenced.  Eli was a wolf and there was no doubt.  But, it seemed he didn’t want to embrace that part.   
 
    Connor dropped the hunter, clutching at the knife in his side, before doubling over from the pain.  He wanted to remove the knife but it would take time to heal, time Connor didn’t have.   
 
    “Now, give him back,” the hunter said calmly, “And I’ll let you live till tomorrow.”  The hunter drew a handgun from his jacket, whether it had silver bullets or not, Connor didn’t want to stick around to find out. 
 
    “Run,” Connor said to Alex who was still in possession of Torque. 
 
    Alex took off through the forest toward the truck with Torque over his shoulder.  Connor stood between Eli and Alex.  The gun leveled at his chest.  
 
    “Get out of my way, boy,” the hunter said, “I need that piece of shit.” 
 
    Connor was shaky from the blood loss; his body wouldn’t listen to him.  He sifted through the ground for a weapon and the only thing he could find was a large chunk of driftwood. 
 
    “You’re strong,” the hunter said, “do you have any runts in your pack?  You ever make fun of the smaller guys who just want to be the alpha someday?” 
 
    Connor swiped the large chunk of wood at the hunter who dodged out of the way with ease. 
 
    “Well, you used to be strong, but now you’re weak.  Brains are worth more than muscle, and even a runt can take down an alpha if he works hard enough,” he continued his taunting. 
 
    Connor threw the piece of wood at the hunter.  He sidestepped it as it splashed loudly into the lake. 
 
    “It’s time you learn what real strength is,” Eli said. 
 
    The hunter cocked his gun.  Connor feared for his life, searching for anywhere he could run or hide.  His body seized in place, he felt a creeping darkness at the corner of his vision, the knife in his side still flowed freely. 
 
    A large rock flew from the forest, catching the hunter off guard.  He stumbled backward and fell splashing into the water, firing off a round from his gun as it went into the lake.  Connor breathed a sigh of relief but could already see Eli scrambling back to his feet.  
 
    The sounds of howls resonated from the camp.  The gunshot must have alerted them.  The bikers were already starting to give chase into the woods, shifting as they ran.   
 
    “Run!” Alex shouted from the bushes. 
 
    Connor didn’t give it a second thought and sprinted as fast as his legs would carry him through the thick brush.  His feet were torn by rocks and he stumbled over roots but still, the beating in his chest surged his body with adrenaline, telling him he was still alive.  For the moment. 
 
    Samantha sat beside the truck, just ahead, scribbling in the dirt with a twig. 
 
    “Start the truck!” shouted Connor from the woods, still clutching at his bloody side.  She dropped her stick and skittered into the truck cab, starting the ignition as fast as her hands would allow. 
 
    The truck thumped its loud call in the morning dew.  Before Alex and Connor even arrived at the truck, she was already beginning to drive down the road. 
 
    “Come on!” she shouted. 
 
    The wolves barked loudly down the road.  Alex tossed Torque into the bed of the truck, quickly joining him while still firmly holding him against the cold steel.  The truck rolled down the road; Connor sprinted as fast as possible to catch up.   
 
    Alex reached out his free hand to help, stretching his arm as far as he physically could.  Their fingertips kissed briefly before finding a solid hold.  Alex wrenched Connor into the bed of the Truck while Samantha sped off down the road. 
 
    Connor sat panting heavily in the bed.  He dug the thick chunk of metal from his side, breathing sharply with the pain.  It was worse than being struck by the claw of a bear and sunk deeper than any wolves tooth.  His whole body shook while he held his side. 
 
    Alex sat beside him while he examined the wound; it was deep and Connor was lucky it hadn’t hit anything major.  Connor laughed at their dumb luck and Alex joined in. 
 
    “You guys are idiots,” Samantha shouted. 
 
    “And dead men,” Torque added. 
 
    Connor balled up his fist and planted it square in Torque’s face with every ounce of strength he could muster.  The force of the blow knocked the man clean out. 
 
    “You beat me by one second,” Alex said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    “You know,” Cynthia said, “a lot of times I’ll just let the food burn.  Alex always scrunches up his face and takes over.  Gives me a good laugh, and a good meal.” 
 
    Tess laughed heavily as well, the morning coffee was rich but over roasted; still it was better than nothing.  The fire was stoked just enough to allow for the pot to boil over. 
 
    Tess couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a good night’s sleep.  The Cliff Walker den was nice, but she spent the entire time wondering if Connor was okay and today was no different.  She’d try to lie in bed to sleep but would just toss and turn for a couple hours before getting tired of her predicament.   
 
    When she walked out of her cabin to escape her insecurity, Cynthia was already starting the fire and trying her best to relax.  They’d been chatting since.  It was nice being able to talk to someone closer to her own age.   
 
    “I’d try that with Connor but he doesn’t even know how to boil water,” Tess joked. 
 
    Cynthia laughed louder than she probably should have because Beth walked sleepily out of her cabin while rubbing at her sore, tired eyes.   
 
    “Morning,” Tess said. 
 
    “Coffee?” Cynthia offered. 
 
    Beth nodded while Cynthia poured a tall cup.  She made her opinion of the coffee known after taking her first sip by immediately spitting it to the ground. 
 
    Cynthia shook the pot and handed it to Tess. 
 
    “It’s empty, which means it’s your turn to fill it up this time,” Cynthia said. 
 
    Tess groaned but still went about the task.  She was alarmed when she heard Crunch clomp his way along the wooden planks and began relieving himself over the balcony.   
 
    The sound of a truck engine filled the air from all directions and that would only have meant one thing, Alex and Connor were back.  Tess continued to work the hand pump in earnest while Crunch urinated into the wind. 
 
    The truck that arrived wasn’t anything she recognized.  She furrowed her brow in confusion but was snapped from it by a loud thunk.   
 
    Crunch fell over lifelessly on the patio with Scab standing triumphantly over him.  He spat on Crunch’s body while dropping the log he’d hit him with. 
 
    The truck pulled to a stop to cover their only escape. 
 
    “What the hell is going on, Scab?” Tess asked. 
 
    “It’s simple.  Get in the truck or find out the hard way what a silver bullet feels like,” Scab said, drawing a pistol from within his pants.   
 
    Cynthia started laughing. 
 
    “It’s a joke, right?  Come on, Dad.  Get up-” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Scab fired the gun, the crack echoed against the trees.  Tess was terrified.  Was he for real?  She didn’t want to find out. 
 
    “Get in the truck, now!” 
 
    The cabin doors opened.  The other bikers looked just as confused as Tess and Cynthia.   
 
    “You come out and I shoot you,” Scab said, menacing them with the business end of his pistol. 
 
    “What the hell, man?  What’s gotten into you?” asked one of the bikers.   
 
    “Gotten into me?  What got into you?  This dumb bastard,” he kicked Crunch on the ground, “he treats you guys like servants.  Torque wants us to do what we should be doing.  We’re goin’ to run this mountain.  Ain’t nobody goin’ to get in our way.  Not the cops, not the bears, nobody.” 
 
    “But, you followed Crunch!” 
 
    “Yeah, I followed him.  Followed him so I could make sure I’d get the chance to put him in his place.  I’d shoot him myself if someone else didn’t already claim it,” Scab said.  He kicked at Crunch again.  Stomping on his back.  Crunch didn’t wake up. 
 
    The barrel of the gun returned to face Cynthia and Tess. 
 
    “You’re his daughter,” Scab said, “But, you know what you look like to me?  Live bait.” 
 
    “Dammit, Scab,” Cynthia said.  She was beaten.  Tess watched her as she was helped into the back of the truck by the driver.   
 
    “You too,” Scab said, motioning to the rest of the women, “and get that girl out here as well.  I’m sure one of you people will have the answers that hunter needs.” 
 
    Beth couldn’t even bring herself to tears anymore, she’d cried herself out.  Greta came out shortly to join her and together they marched into the truck. 
 
    “You’re making a big mistake,” Tess said, “Connor is going to come after you.” 
 
    Scab marched over; his wiry body towered over her.  He leaned in close. 
 
    “You think I give a damn?  Your boy is probably already dead!” 
 
    Connor, dead?  There was no way he’d be dead yet.  He promised he would come back.  Tess’s heart broke.  Scab grabbed her by the hand, leading her to the truck. 
 
    “If he isn’t dead yet, you’ll make some fine insurance.”  Scab laughed a sickening laugh.  He shoved Tess into the back, getting in to join them.  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” he shouted at the driver.   
 
    The truck backed down the dirt path between the trees.  Scab leaned against the canopy of the truck bed, gun in hand.  There was no easy escape.  Even if the women overpowered him, there was nowhere to run that was safe.  For now, they were along for the ride.   
 
    Tess shed a tear for Connor while the truck rumbled down the road. 
 
    Please be okay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
    “This is the guy?” Samantha asked, crawling in the back of the still moving truck. 
 
    Connor’s wound had since closed up.  He pulled on his shirt while taking charge of the steering wheel.  Alex sat in the back with an eye on Torque while Samantha talked. 
 
    “Sort of,” Alex said, “It’s complicated 
 
    Samantha reached out and delivered a forceful blow with her tiny fist directly into Torque’s face. 
 
    “I told you I wanted to hit him,” she said, “simple.” 
 
    Alex shrugged. 
 
    “You know I never wanted to fight you,” Alex said. 
 
    Connor may have been distracted by the road but he still listened with earnest to the two talking in the truck bed. 
 
    “I never wanted to fight you neither,” Samantha replied, “But I probably could’ve beaten you.” 
 
    She smiled broadly at Alex, but Alex tapped her cast. 
 
    “You tried,” he said. 
 
    “You hurled me off a cliff,” she said. 
 
    “You charged at my girlfriend,” he said, “I was just trying to save Cynthia. 
 
    “Oh big deal, saving your girlfriend; there’s no doubt that if we were in an open field I could easily beat you.” 
 
    Alex laughed. 
 
    “Maybe you’ll get your chance someday,” he said, “how’s the leg?” 
 
    She looked at the cast and wiggled her toes. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” she said, “I can’t shift until the dang thing gets taken off.” 
 
    “I could take it off right now,” Alex offered. 
 
    “I’d rather wait for someone who knows what they’re doing,” she replied with a laugh. 
 
    The light of dawn stretched out over the road and Connor was thankful to have it.  They’d figured out the right path back and it would be much quicker to get back to Tess.  He’d skirted death once again and the only thing to show for it this time was a man who meant almost nothing.  Maybe Crunch could at least get some vindication for the things Torque put him through. 
 
    The thoughts of his father swept in and mingled with those of the hunter, Eli.  There was something familiar about him, like a small memory from his youth that would move away as Connor reached out to grasp it.  Like an answer on the tip of your tongue that can’t be found. 
 
    The alpha of the pack was there to protect everyone in his charge, that was their duty and any good alpha would protect every member equally.  The hunter said he was a runt.  Sure, he wasn’t the biggest man Connor had fought but he was still a wolf.   
 
    “Connor!” shouted Alex from the back, “Wake the hell up and drive!” 
 
    Connor came to his senses and checked his mirrors.  He saw the familiar shape of the hunter’s van squarely behind them and was overcome with fear.  His foot stamped down on the accelerator as he hoped to outrun the hunter. 
 
    What little speed he could muster was easily eclipsed by the approaching peril.  His old truck was reliable but nowhere near fast.  And, within moments he was right on top of them. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The side mirror of the truck disappeared into a shower of sparks and shrapnel.   
 
    Boom! 
 
    The driver’s side door was scraped with buckshot that tore the worn paint and ripped through the steel. 
 
    Alex and Samantha were ducked down in the bed of the truck and through the rearview mirror he could see the old hunter taking aim at his head. 
 
    Connor ducked just in time for the shot to break through the back window only to stop and crack the glass in the front window.  Glass clattered all around him as shrieks of terror wailed from Samantha. 
 
    Connor couldn’t see at all where he was going.  With a mighty punch he smashed the remaining glass free and it fell to the roadside.  Wind rushed through the cabin and Connor had to narrow his eyes to continue his drive. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The rearview mirror tumbled out the front of the truck. 
 
    Something had to be done.  Connor hammered the breaks and the van steered clear of the obstacle.  The hunter sidled up next to the truck and Connor could see the shotgun aiming straight for him. 
 
    With a flick of the steering wheel his heavy truck raked into the side of the van.  The sudden shock of motion caused the hunter to drop his gun to steer the van to stay on the road. 
 
    Again, Connor turned hard and pushed the van a little harder, trying to nudge it into the ditch.   
 
    Despite his attempts, the van barely held on.  The hunter recovered his shotgun and took aim, but this time it wasn’t at Connor, it was at his engine. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    A series of holes spread out through the skin of the truck as the shot found its destination.  Steam started to pour from the engine bay and it sputtered as it attempted to move forward until finally it came to a halt beside the road. 
 
    The van screeched to a stop just a ways in front of the truck and was quickly backing up.   
 
    “Go!” Connor shouted.   
 
    Alex and Samantha leapt from the truck bed.  Neither of them bothered to grab for Torque.  Their minds only yearned for survival.   
 
    Connor tried opening the driver door but the shrapnel had fused the hinge and it wouldn’t budge.  He eased his way over to the passenger door as another shot rang out, narrowly missing him and embedding into the driver’s seat. 
 
    He kicked his way out just in time for him to hear another gunshot and Alex fall to the ground just ahead of him.  Connor’s rage built up and he clenched his teeth.  He turned and saw the hunter aiming squarely at Samantha. 
 
    If he were to let him take the shot, surely the young bear would die, but he would get the chance to attack his enemy and avenge Alex.  Connor cried out in rage.  Samantha was the furthest away and the only one with a chance to survive.  Connor saw no other option.  He leapt in the way of the shot. 
 
    The silver buckshot tore through his leg, smashing bone and muscle.  He fell to the floor with a thud and skidded.  When he looked back he saw Samantha make it to the tree line and he laughed.   
 
    Life is a funny thing, even when you’re about to lose it. 
 
    The hunter strolled over and began reloading his shotgun. 
 
    “You know,” he said, “I got this scar a long time ago from an alpha.” 
 
    The hunter knelt down beside Connor who could do nothing but hold his leg from bleeding out. 
 
    “He was my older brother,” he added, “I’m sure you wouldn’t know anything about older brothers being an only child yourself.” 
 
    Connor clenched his teeth and held on to the pain.  The hunter shoved another shell into his shotgun. 
 
    “I was beat up more times than I remember.  And, you know what I realized?” He asked with a smirk, “The only good wolf is a dead wolf.” 
 
    The hunter lined up his shot and Connor felt the end start to take him.  If he didn’t pull the trigger, Connor knew he would bleed out anyway.  There was nothing left he could do.  His muscles had all but given up on him.   
 
    He thought of his father again.  Connor could hear his voice as things started to fade. 
 
    Did you learn your lesson? 
 
    A gunshot rang out and everything went black. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 15 
 
    “You’re a damned fool,” he heard as jolts of pain shot up through his body, “You gotta be smarter than that if you’re goin’ to be a real alpha.” 
 
    Crunch stood over him with a set of motorcycle tools and lengths of rope.  Connor could barely move; every bone and muscle screamed out in agony.  His wolf screamed to be released. 
 
    “Don’t you dare change; if you do it might throw the shrapnel around in your leg and fuck it up worse!”  Crunch ordered.  Connor fought against his wolf.  He clenched his teeth and dug his fingers into the dirt.   
 
    “What happened,” Connor asked, fighting for breath. 
 
    “I saved your life,” Crunch laughed, “as much as that’s worth.” 
 
    By this time, Samantha showed up with a motorcycle helmet full of water and rag. 
 
    “You’re awake?!” she said in shock.  She reached around his neck to hug him, but Connor exhaled sharply from the pain of being moved.  “Thank you!” she said, taking a step back, “you saved my life.” 
 
    “It would take more than that to kill an alpha, girlie,” Crunch said, “They’re a special breed.” 
 
    Connor breathed sharply as Crunch plunged a pair of pliers into his leg.  Another tiny silver ball clinked on the road to join several others.  
 
    “Just a couple more and your wounds should start healing again,” Crunch said, “Brace yourself.” 
 
    Connor gritted his teeth, trying his hardest to not pass out from shock.   
 
    “Crunch showed up just before the hunter finished you off.  Gave the man one in the chest but he limped back to his van and drove off with Torque,” Samantha informed him. 
 
    “Alex,” Connor gasped. 
 
    “He’s in bad shape, but nowhere near as bad as you.  Crunch already has him back on his feet.  Something about bein’ a primal,” she said. 
 
    Connor breathed a sigh of relief but his muscle tensed from the stinging pain of the pliers; bring more blood from the open wound. 
 
    “Is Tess safe,” Connor asked, leaning forward to grab Crunch by the shoulder.  Crunch was silent.  Not a good sign.  Connor lowered himself back to the ground to brace against the shock of the tools rooting around in his leg.  He looked over at his bruised and beaten truck.  Smoke rose from the hood in a large plume of gray smoke.  It had lasted through everything, only to come apart now.  
 
    “Done,” Crunch said.  
 
    He let the last pellet clink to the floor.  Connor already felt relief from the pain.  He let his head fall back to the ground as he tried to straighten his leg.  The sting of the silver was gone but the wound still lied open. 
 
    “Hold still, this might sting a bit,” Crunch said.  He pulled out a large staple gun from his saddle bag and held it firm against the open wound. 
 
    “Wait, wait..!” 
 
    Clack! 
 
    Connor howled in pain as the staple wedged its way into his leg to hold the wound closed.  The first was the worst but he grew used to the sensation by the third staple.  It still hurt like a bitch, though. 
 
    Alex joined Connor on the ground; he almost seemed back to normal.   He pulled his shirt back on, the holes in the shirt lined up with the large bruises that stretched down his back. Connor laughed. 
 
    “It looks worse than it feels,” he said, rubbing at the pain. 
 
    “The hunter is a shifter, Eli, Alex and I overheard a conversation between him and Torque” Connor strained to say to Crunch, “He killed the bear alpha.”  Crunch went still for a moment but then scratched at the side of his head.     
 
    “I know,” he said, “Scab is on his side.  I don’t know why the hell that moron would be following Torque, but he is.  Bastard smashed me over the head.  When I came to there was a note stuffed in my pocket.” 
 
    “Scab?  Wait, where the hell is Tess?” Connor demanded.  He grabbed Crunch by the collar and held his face close.  “Don’t you dare lie to me.” 
 
    “Scab took her, they’re probably at their den right now,” he said, solemnly, “The note said I’m supposed to come alone, tonight.  I guess Eli has some questions only I can answer.  He’s got my daughter, too you know,” Connor released Crunch from his grasp.  Cynthia and Tess?  This situation went from absolute shit to a nightmare in no time.  “I didn’t know how much of a little bitch Torque became,” Crunch said, huffing back to his feet, “I thought I could get him back on my side, get him away from that hunter.  I didn’t know what they were after but I knew something was up, something big, I woulda never guessed they’d be startin’ their own war.”  Crunch punched into his fist, “Now you tell me that son of a bitch Eli is a shifter?  I didn’t know that.  Not till now.  A shifter using a gun,” Crunch spat on the ground, “that just ain’t right.”   
 
    “I need to save Tess,” Connor said.   
 
    “I know you do,” Alex said, “Cause I need to save Cynthia.  But, what about all the guns?  What the hell are we going to do about those?” Alex asked.  “There are a lot of wolves in there, heavily armed and preparing for war.  We need more manpower to go in there.  Maybe if we just talk to the bears, tell them what we know, maybe they’ll see our side. ” Alex turned to Samantha who was staring at the bloody staples on Connor’s leg.  “Do you think the bears would be able to help?” 
 
    “Fat chance,” Samantha replied, shaking her head, “We got one story to go on with no proof.” 
 
    “What are you trying to say?” Connor asked. 
 
    “What I’m saying is you’re on your own.  Maybe if you had Torque to beat the story out of, then you’d have something to show them,” Samantha said as Crunch stamped the last staple in his leg. 
 
    Connor could see the skin starting to stitch closed but he knew it would be best not to test it for a while.  He was lucky to survive.   
 
    “I’m going,” Crunch said, “My daughter is in there and I’ll be damned if I let that piece of shit Torque do anything to her.  I’ll see if I can get Tess out too, and … I guess the other bears if they’re alive.” 
 
    “We’re coming,” Alex said.   
 
    “The letter said for me to go alone, remember?  If you come then you might just put her in danger.  I just got back together with my daughter.  You all just stay out of it.  I can handle this alone.”  Torque was already walking back to his motorcycle which still sat beside the road leaning on its kickstand.   
 
    “Like hell you are,” Connor shouted.  Alex nodded in agreement beside him.  “These are our girls, we’re going to get them back, even if I have to kill every last one of those damn dirty bastards to do it.  If you think going alone will keep Cynthia safe then I got news for you, it won’t.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that!” Crunch shouted back.  He flared his nostrils while plopping down on the motorcycle seat.  Even though the bike was big enough for his size, it still squashed low on the suspension under his weight. 
 
    “Crunch,” Connor said.  Blood was starting to flow back into his leg.  With a hand on Alex’s shoulder, he hoisted himself to his one good leg.  The staples dug into his skin hard but held the wound shut.  His head was swimming, lack of blood.  He’d felt it before.  That was the easy part, “If we don’t go together, there’s a good chance they’ll all die.” 
 
    “Suit yourself,” he said, “But, if Cynthia gets so much as a bruise then I’ll break both of you over my knee and it won’t be pretty.” 
 
    With a quick glance at Alex, Connor began to brainstorm some plans. He and Alex had seen the layout of the place.  They knew how they were organized.  There had to be something he could do to get them out.  However, there was still a problem, how would they get there.  
 
    “Crunch, do you think you could have a look at the truck?  Maybe see if you can get it workin’?  I doubt you have enough room for all of us on your chopper.” 
 
    “I’m not much good with trucks,” Crunch said.   
 
    “Let me take a look,” she said.  Samantha stood up and stretched her legs.  “My dad used to work on these all the time when I was a kid.  I’ve picked up a few tricks.” 
 
    She yanked open the truck hood then bit her lip in consternation.  “I think I can fix this. It looks like the internals are all okay.  I’ll need to borrow those tools, Crunch.”  Samantha limped over with her still casted up leg, gathered the tools into a bundle, and set off to work. 
 
    “We’ll have to keep you around,” Connor said.  She smiled broadly before she disappeared behind the hood of the truck.  Connor still was deep in thought over the plans to get the women out but he needed more info.  “Crunch, where do you think they’d keep them in the camp?” 
 
    Crunch thought for a moment. 
 
    “Well, if nothin’ changed then they probably would keep them in the main cabin.  It’s in the center, most secure.  It’s where I’d keep ‘em.”   
 
    Connor leaned himself against the truck bed.  He gritted his teeth to fight through the pain; even standing on his one good leg gave him problems.     
 
    “Then that’s where we need to hit.  If we get lucky, maybe we can get Torque back as trade,” Connor said.   
 
    “I need to plant a fist on Torque’s face before today is through,” Crunch laughed.  Samantha giggled under the hood of the truck. 
 
    “That would make you punch number three,” her voice echoed. 
 
    Connor tried to bend his leg; he didn’t have the time to do a proper rehab.  He needed to be ready to fight at any time.  Tess was the only person on his mind.  Just thinking of what she might be going through at this moment made him want to rip someone’s throat out.  Eli, Scab, Torque, any of them.  Connor’s strength waned.  As he started to fall, Alex took him by the arm.  The leg ached like nothing he’d felt before, but he could walk a little under his own power. 
 
    What would Tess do? 
 
    She was violent when she wanted to be, but what about when she was talking to Samantha?  She was kind, calm, collected, and beautiful.  Well, she was always beautiful.  Maybe killing them all wasn’t what they needed.  That was a lot of blood they’d have to spill.  He wondered how they’d even manage that without getting shot.  No, this time they needed tact and patience.  His plan was coming together in his mind. 
 
    “I could rip out their throats myself, but I know everyone here has that exact same idea.  No.  There’s one person that would want that pleasure more than any of us.  We’ll leave them for the bear alpha,” Connor said, “We’re just going to rescue the girls.  But, that don’t mean we won’t give them hell while we do it.” 
 
    “Here I pegged you as the revenge type.  Looks like you might have grown up a little bit over the past few days,” Crunch scoffed, “I’m the revenge type.  So I’m goin’ to finish this one way or the other.” 
 
    The only thought on Connor’s mind was saving Tess, if she was still alive.  No, she was definitely still alive, he could feel it.  That hunter wouldn’t kill them.  He needed the survivors alive to hold as hostages, Crunch confirmed that much.  He needed to keep the bears and the wolves fighting.  Things were starting to click. 
 
    “I think it would be best if we waited for night fall,” Alex said, “If we’re going to do something sneaky, it’s easier to get in and out?” 
 
    “If this old truck starts running then we have a way of gettin’ them out.  Tess is in there waiting for me.  If I weren’t so busted up I’d just as soon go through the front door,” Connor replied. 
 
    Alex tapped Connor’s busted up leg. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll be going through the front door anytime soon,” Alex said. 
 
    “Oh shut up,” Connor replied with a light punch on his shoulder.  “I’m willing to bet that Eli keeps quite a bit of ammunition inside his van.  Supplying that many guns to the wolves is dangerous and he’s the type to keep that shit locked up.  Now that I think about it, I might just have a plan.” 
 
    “I’ll go with whatever as long as you make sure Cynthia is alright by the end of it,” Crunch said.  
 
    “Provided this plan of yours works, or that we don’t get shot, or stabbed, or brutally maimed-” 
 
    Crunch clapped Alex on the back to shut him up and it worked.  
 
    “Sounds like a bit of fun!” Crunch shouted. 
 
    “There is one thing we’ll need,” Connor said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Crunch asked. 
 
    “A distraction.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
    “Get out,” Scab said. 
 
    Beth held Greta close as she hopped from the truck bed.  She had been in tears the entire ride; Tess wanted to console her but couldn’t find the words as she felt the same.  Cynthia tried her best at comforting the group. 
 
    “They’ll come,” Cynthia said, “Alex would never leave me.”  She gripped Tess’s knee, “I know Connor wouldn’t either.” 
 
    “You heard me, get out!” came Scab again. 
 
    Cynthia hopped out, leaving Tess the only one left.  She edged her way to the tailgate and gingerly stepped to the ground.  Doing her best to brush aside her tears she followed the other women being herded toward a large cabin. 
 
    The area around them would have been quite gorgeous if they weren’t in their current situation.  It reminded Tess of the glassy lake to which Connor had taken her on their last date.  Twilight reflected off the calm water along with the roaring bonfire that tried its best to scrub out the setting sun.   
 
    Scab gave her a rough push from behind and she fell into Cynthia who was walking just in front of her. 
 
    “Hey,” Cynthia barked, “don’t you know she’s pregnant!” 
 
    “Like that matters to me,” Scab replied. 
 
    “Thanks for trying,” Tess whispered as they walked. 
 
    The cabin was sparsely decorated inside.  Just a few bunk beds lined the walls with blankets covering ratty old mattresses.  The pungent aroma of wolf made her gag.  A flood light pointed at the high ceiling, spitting out enough to illuminate the space.  In the back corner, a staircase led to a loft that hovered above them.  A bonfire was starting to burn through the cracked, soot-stained windows at the front of the cabin.   
 
    Once Tess was inside, the door slammed shut.  Beth sat on one of the empty beds with her daughter Greta.  Greta sucked at her thumb and played with her mother’s hair with little idea what kind of situation they were in. Bless her ignorance. 
 
    Cynthia pulled Tess over to the bed opposite the bears.  Scab stood by the doorway with his pistol in hand, watching as the girls went about. 
 
    “Listen, Tess,” Cynthia whispered, “There’s no doubt in my mind that Alex is coming for me.  Hell, I’m sure that even my dad is going to join him.  If they’re coming then I know Connor is coming.  If they don’t, then I’m going to give them hell when I break out of here by myself.” 
 
    Tess laughed through her tear stained cheeks but was still having difficulty allowing herself a glimmer of hope.  She hadn’t heard from Connor in almost two days, he might have already been killed.  She did her best to perish the thought. 
 
    “That goes for you too,” Cynthia said, speaking a little louder, “When the time comes and they come to rescue us, be ready.” 
 
    Beth didn’t have much to smile about.  Her husband was dead, and she was trapped here with the man that killed him.  Still, she tried to keep herself in a good mood for the sake of her young daughter.   
 
    The door to the cabin shot back open.  Illuminated by the bonfire, the silhouette of the hunter filled the door.  He pushed his way inside and looked about the cabin before finally resting his eyes on Tess. 
 
    “You,” he said.  Tess looked up at the hunter and a new sense of dread took over.  “Come with me.” 
 
    He took her by the hand and yanked her to her feet.  She would have tried to resist but there wasn’t enough fight in her.   
 
    “Where are you taking her,” Cynthia demanded. 
 
    “Not far,” he smiled.  The sound of heavy stomping from his large boots echoed around the room as he pulled her toward the staircase to the loft.  
 
    On the closest wall was a large bed big enough for two.  Of all the furnishings she’d seen so far in the cabin it was by far the nicest.  On the opposite wall sat an old blue couch.  It had patchwork tape covering holes that still had stuffing jut out.  A large plastic crate occupied one side of a sliding glass door that led to the balcony.  A pair of massive stereo speakers sat on the balcony. 
 
    The hunter threw Tess to sit on the couch.  
 
    “Stay there and don’t move,” he said.  She did as she was told.  The hunter flicked a switch on a nearby stereo and loud music pounded from the balcony, shaking the sliding glass doors.  “Now we can get some privacy.” 
 
    Tess gulped back her fears.  Eli paced in front of her.  The awful power ballad music was making the wolves rowdy downstairs, somehow she could hear that much.  Eli bent at the waist, bringing his face right in line with hers. 
 
    “You’re that alpha’s bitch, aren’t you?” he said with a smile, “You know, he reminds me of someone I used to know.”  He stood back to his full height before walking over to lean against the balcony window.  For a moment he stared at the setting sun through the glass, the reflection dancing with the tiny waves on the surface of the lake.  “Aren’t all alphas the same?  They lord their strength over everyone else in the pack.” He chuckled.  “How stupid.” 
 
    Tess eyed her exit, it wasn’t being watched, but downstairs she knew she’d still have to fight her way through Scab.  Maybe her and the girls could overpower him, steal his gun, and then fight their way out?  No, that was her dumbest idea yet.  Cynthia might have been able to do something like that, but not Tess.  Especially since she was pregnant and unable to shift.   
 
    “There are plenty strong, powerful animals out there,” Eli said, turning back to Tess.  He walked slowly back toward her as he continued, “Lions, Elephants, Horses, all of them stronger or faster than people.  But, guess who will always win in a fight?”  The hunter tapped at his skull, “the smartest one.” 
 
    Tess felt something poking her in the leg; it was under the couch cushion.  Whatever it was, it felt sharp.  She tried her best to reach between the cushions without being noticed, still keeping her attention toward Eli. 
 
    “That’s why humans are the top of the food chain,” Eli laughed, “sorry, did I say humans?  I meant Hunters.”  He turned back to the sliding glass windows, stopping in front of the plastic crate.   
 
    Tess finally found what was poking into her leg.  It was an old screwdriver.  She wrapped her hand around it, ready to draw it out if she needed to.  Eli pulled a shiny new rifle from the crate and held it over his head.   
 
    “This is true power,” he said, “It doesn’t matter how big you are.  Everything has a weakness.”  He reached into his pocket for a round of ammunition which he loaded into the barrel of the rifle.  “I taught my brother that lesson.  Then I went about teaching the entire rest of my old pack that lesson.  But, that was years ago.”  He stared off into space as though lost in an old memory.   
 
    He killed his whole pack?  He’s a monster. 
 
    A new sense of dread was building up inside of her.  This guy was unhinged.  The rifle that he held in the crook of his arm was loaded and ready to take her life.  Was that what he planned to do?  The thought crossed her mind.  She gripped the screwdriver tighter; she might only get a single chance at escape. 
 
    “I’m not much for thinking about the past.  I’ve changed over time.  Now I only think about the future.  And, there’s no room for any of you wolves in my future,” he said.  He hefted the rifle to his shoulder.  The barrel wheeled around until Tess was staring straight down.   
 
    She coiled up her muscles to pounce, but just as she was about to make her move they were both distracted by the sound of a loud motorcycle engine clanking its way into the camp. 
 
    “Saved by the bell,” Eli said, “Looks like my old friend Crunch is here to give me some good news.  I’ll be back for you later.” 
 
    He tossed the rifle over his shoulder as he flicked the stereo switch off.  The music died but Tess’s ears still rang.  He pushed open the sliding glass door, appearing on the balcony.   
 
    “Ah, Crunch.  There you are.  I was starting to wonder if you’d show at all.  I was just entertaining some guests,” Eli said. 
 
    “You let them go and I’ll talk,” Crunch replied out of sight. 
 
    “Counter offer, I shoot this one here to prove to you I’m serious, then I go find that little girl of yours and you can decide if you still want to stay quiet,” Eli scoffed. 
 
    Tess heard a deep growl emanate from outside.  She’d never heard Crunch when he was angry and she didn’t want to hear it again.   
 
    “Fine,” he shouted, “but you gotta show me that they’re all safe.” 
 
    “Deal,” Eli shouted.  He walked back inside from the balcony, grabbing Tess by the arm as he passed.  She brought the screwdriver along, tucking it inside her sleeve.   
 
    “Bring ‘em out, Scab,” Eli said as they made their way down the small staircase.  Scab waved his gun to beckon the girls outside.  Beth and Greta were the first to comply, followed by Cynthia who spat in Scab’s face as she passed.  Tess laughed to herself when she saw the anger fuming on Scab’s face.  He lifted the gun, starting to aim at Cynthia but was stopped by the hunter who rested his rifle barrel on the pistol.  “Sorry, not just yet.  Not until after we’ve had our fun.” 
 
    Scab sneered as the hunter pulled Tess outside to join with the other women who were lining up in front of Crunch.  Where was Connor?  Where was Alex?  They were supposed to come to the rescue, but instead the only one that came was Crunch.   
 
    “Hey Cyn,” Crunch said with a wave.  She smiled and waved back.   
 
    “Oh great, I’m glad you two were able to catch up,” Eli said.  Scab stood behind the line, his arms crossed with his pistol at the ready.  “Now, since you see they’re quite unharmed, maybe you could go about answering my questions.” 
 
    Crunch sighed, then nodded. 
 
    “Great!” Eli shouted, “First question: Where is Cliff Walker den?”   
 
    “All real wolves know where it is,” he snapped back, “What does that say about you?”   
 
    Boom! 
 
    Eli fired the rifle into the air.  The sound of the rifle going off sent a shockwave through Tess’s body.  The bullet that before might have ended her life was gone, but he was already reloading while he continued to speak. 
 
    “Wrong answer, Crunch.  You only get one of those.  The next one you don’t answer goes straight into the skull of this beautiful young woman.”  He pointed the loaded gun at Tess’s head.  “Did you know that she’s pregnant?  I call it a Two-fer.  Get rid of two mutts with just a single bullet.” 
 
    She wailed, no longer able to hold back her fear, giving into the tears that she was barely holding at bay.  She stared into Crunch’s face, hoping he wouldn’t say the wrong thing.  Her life depended on him. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he said.  One of the nearby biker’s handed him a map.  He looked at it for a second before drawing a clearly marked ‘X’ on it.  “A real alpha would already know.”  He spat in the dirt in front of Eli. 
 
    “Second question: Where-” 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    On the far side of the campsite, by the other motorcycles, an explosion filled the night sky.  A ball of fire reached toward the heavens and where Eli’s van had once stood proudly was a burning husk of metal. 
 
    “What the hell did you do!?” Eli shouted.  In the confusion, Crunch ran towards the distracted Eli and delivered a haymaker that sent him reeling back. 
 
    “I brought friends,” he said. 
 
    Scab was caught by the noise, clutching at his ears.  When he came to his senses he leveled his gun at the prisoners, readying to fire.  Cynthia, not wanting to be shown up by her father, spun on her heels and tackled the gunman to the ground.  His firearm skittered in the sand toward Beth.   
 
    “That’s my girl,” Crunch shouted. 
 
    Beth snagged the pistol with her free arm, juggling Greta in her other.  The camp was chaos.  The gathered bikers were running about, trying to put out the flames of the car that were already spreading to the evergreen tree it was sitting under.  The fire caught on one of the cabins and was engulfed almost instantly.  The poor biker that was inside came screaming from the door and leapt into the lake to save his skin, literally. 
 
    “Let’s get the fuck out of here,” Beth said.   
 
    “Not so fast, drop it,” Torque said, pumping a shotgun.  Beth tossed the pistol back to the ground, “I knew you would hatch some idiotic escape plan.  Where the hell are the other two, call them out right now.”  He shouldered his gun and pointed it at Crunch who sighed in defeat. 
 
    Eli stirred on the ground. Scab retrieved his pistol as he joined Torque. 
 
    “Connor!  Alex!” Crunch shouted.  His voice bellowed through the entire area so loud that even a dead man could have heard it.  After a moment, neither of them showed, Torque was getting impatient.  He marched in close and pressed the shotgun to Crunch’s head.   
 
    “Get them out here right now!” he said. 
 
    Eli finally stood to his feet; he did his best to shake off the punch he’d received but considering Crunch’s size it took a second. 
 
    Connor limped his way down the single road that led out of camp.  Only one of his legs could hold his weight so he leaned hard on a tall walking stick.  Tess gasped when she saw the body of her beaten and broken man.   
 
    “Connor!” she shouted.  She ran to meet her man.  A look of sheer determination was plastered on his face.  Tess planted kiss after kiss on every part of him her lips could find.  Connor eased himself onto Tess, letting his makeshift crutch clatter to the ground. 
 
    “I missed you,” he said.  He held her so tightly she almost couldn’t breathe but she wouldn’t have had it any other way.   
 
    “How touching,” Eli said, rubbing at his jaw.  “So, now we’re just waiting on the other little shit before we can have the family reunion.” 
 
    Connor started to shuffle forward.  Tess held him up, putting his arm over her shoulder as he moved.   
 
    “I’m going to give you one chance to surrender,” Connor said, bringing himself within a couple feet of his foe. 
 
    Eli gasped, but then laughed.  It was a deep belly laugh that shook his entire body.  He doubled over to catch his breath.   
 
    “Surrender?  When I have you all here?  We’re just waiting on … what … that other little shit that I shot in the back?  Is he going to make a miracle recovery and come jumping out of the woods to save your life?” 
 
    Alex popped out from behind Scab, beating him in the back of the head with a rock.  He collapsed to the ground like a ragdoll, losing consciousness.  At the same time, Samantha leapt from the shadows, with a large clubbing stick and brought the full force of her blow down to meet Torque’s head.  It wasn’t quite enough to knock him out, but it was enough to distract him as Crunch balled up his fist and let it fly into Torque’s jaw. 
 
    “Goodnight Torque,” Crunch said, spitting on his unconscious body.  
 
    “Lucky number three,” Sam said with a giggle. 
 
    “I never was one for surprises,” Eli smacked himself in the head in frustration.  He stood still for a moment, eyeing the group that stood against him.  In a flash of movement Eli snagged Tess by the arm, drew his knife, and had her by the throat.   
 
    Connor tried to lean on his one good leg but lost his balance.   
 
    “I guess nobody here likes surprises,” he said.  “I’ll just be taking this one with me.” 
 
    Eli kicked open the cabin door, pulling Tess along as his hostage.  She tried to resist but the knife was so close to her throat she could feel the sting of the silver against her skin.  Once they were inside, he kicked the door shut, dragging her toward the staircase in the back 
 
    “I really liked that van I’ll have you know,” he said, “that ammo wasn’t cheap.  It’ll take me some time to source more.” 
 
    The cabin door flew open for Connor to enter.  He stood firm on his bad leg.  The staples that held his wound together were twisting against his movement.  As he walked forward, they ripped from his skin and blood began to flow from down his leg in a trickle.   
 
    “Tess!” he shouted.   
 
    “You’ll never learn, will you,” Eli said.  He lifted Tess up the stairway.  From behind Connor came the rest of the pack.  Alex, Cynthia, Beth and Greta, Crunch, Samantha, they all followed closely behind Connor.   
 
    In the loft, the fires from the ignited cabins outside cast strange shadows on the walls.  From this angle you could only see the destruction below.   
 
    The jostling from being pulled along had caused the knife to bite into her skin, leaving tiny lacerations along her neck.  Eli pressed on, pulling her to the box in the back where before he’d grabbed the rifle.  He kept his arm around Tess, sifting through the box for another gun. 
 
    “I gave you a chance to surrender,” Connor said as he limped his way to the top of the stairs.  His face had the grim look of determination.  It was clear he had but a single goal in mind, now. 
 
    “Have you met me?” Eli said, digging through his pockets for ammunition.  “I’m the definition of a survivor!” 
 
    Connor stamped bloody footprints with each step he took on the cold wooden floor.  Closer and closer he stepped, the quickened breathing of the hunter relayed his fear.   
 
    With the rifle loaded, he raised it with a single arm and aimed at Connor. 
 
    “You should have stayed out of this, boy,” he said. 
 
    Tess looked down to see his finger starting to pull the trigger.  Her hand clutched at the screwdriver from earlier.  With as much force as she could muster she jabbed it into his hand as he pulled the trigger.  The bullet skimmed along Connor’s unflinching cheek, drawing a clean line of blood.   
 
    Eli howled in pain, dropping the gun.  Tess broke free, joining Connor, burying her face under his shoulder.   
 
    “I was going to let the bears deal with you.  They deserve that much.  But, you threatened Tess.”  He took a step closer, Eli’s eyes widened with fear as he dug the screwdriver from his hand.  “You threatened my unborn child.”  Another step.  The hunter clutched at his hand.  “You threatened my family.  And, for that, I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    The hunter looked over the crowd of unfriendly faces.  Crunch was squeezing his fists into large balls, ready to pound.  Alex growled while holding Cynthia by the waist.  The bears leered from the corner.  They wouldn’t let him escape either. 
 
    “You’re forgetting one thing,” Eli said, “A smart person knows when to run away.”  He turned, covering his face as he smashed through the sliding door and leapt from the balcony.  Connor made to give chase but instead fell to his knee.  He’d used up what little strength he had left. 
 
    “Connor!” Tess shouted.  She clutched him in her arms, holding him in her lap. 
 
    “That went well,” he said.  A smirk formed on his stoic face.  Tess held her hand on his cheek. 
 
    “I knew you’d come,” she said.   
 
    Crunch stomped over to the crate of guns in the back.  He stuffed the errant rifle in the box then hoisted the entire thing to his shoulder.   
 
    “No time for pleasantries, we need to get out of here before they regroup,” Alex said.  He pulled off his shirt, setting it against the blood flowing from Connor’s leg and pulling it tight.  “I’ve done this once before.”  He winked at Samantha.   
 
    Tess helped get Connor back to his … foot.  As quickly as they could manage they ran out of the cabin.   
 
    “Dammit!” Crunch barked, “That shitbag stole my bike!”  Alex hefted the unconscious Torque over his shoulder.  “I loved that bike.”   
 
    They ran past the burning houses.  Motorcycles blared as the bikers took off in all directions.  Eventually, Tess saw their yellow truck waiting for them.  Samantha leapt into the driver’s seat while Beth and Greta joined her in the cab.  Everyone else piled into the bed.  It was a tight fight but it was all they had.   
 
    Tess watched the cabins burn with satisfaction as the truck trundled down the bumpy old road.  For miles she saw the thick ashy smoke rise over the horizon.  With Connor in her arms, she allowed herself the opportunity to relax.  It was over, for now.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
    “Not so rough!” Connor shouted. 
 
    Tess knew how to sew.  Although she’d never worked on a person’s leg before, how hard could it be?   
 
    “It needs to be closed properly.  Otherwise it won’t heal right,” she said.  She was glad to be able to take a moment with Connor.  Considering the intimate place where he’d received the wound, it only made sense that she would be the one to sew it back closed.   
 
    She still felt the tears behind her eyes.  Everything felt so surreal.  Connor saved her, and they’d made it back to the den already. 
 
    “Done!” she said as she snipped off the last of the thread with her sewing scissors.  “It’ll heal fine.  Maybe in a couple days you’ll be out and around.  I guess my dad will have to keep things together for a while longer.” 
 
    Connor took her hand while she was putting everything away.  He pulled her close, planting a kiss on her lips. 
 
    “I’m fine with taking some time off,” Connor said.   
 
    “Oh, are you now,” Tess said, tapping his leg with her hand.  He winced from the pain.  “It’s a good thing that wound isn’t a little bit higher.  Otherwise I’d be stuck without a man to ride.” 
 
    His boner pressed against the waist of his shorts.  It had been so long since they’d had sex that Tess was starting to wonder how long she would have to wait.   
 
    “I guess some things never change,” she said.  Her heart thumped in her chest.  She wanted to reward her savior.  Seeing him stroll through the fight, risking life and limb to save her, she couldn’t wait to jump into his arms.   
 
    Connor took her by the shoulders, planting a delicate kiss on her lips.  She couldn’t contain her joy any longer.  She was greedy for more.  Her hands ran from his neck, down the valley between his pecks, over his rock hard abs, and pried his cock from his waistband.     
 
    She grasped, barely fitting her hand around it.  She worked along the length of his shaft and he shuddered. 
 
    “I’m glad you have enough energy left for this,” she said.   
 
    “Alpha males are known for their legendary stamina,” he replied. 
 
    “Let’s find out,” she replied.  Connor hooked his fingers under the edge of her shirt and lifted it over her head.  Her perky nipples poked out to greet him.   
 
    He took one in his hands, kneading the nipple.  Her sensitive tips responded, sending a shiver down her spine.  Connor pulled her in close, locking his lips with hers.  This was what she wanted.  Her mind was alight with excitement and it showed in her nethers.  
 
    She felt the warmth of her body get ready to accept her partner.  With haste, she tore off her leggings and cast them aside.   
 
    “I want you,” she said. 
 
    She felt his dick tense when she said it, then pulled her panties aside, letting the tip of his cock play with her wet, inviting slit.  She toyed with his cock against her excited clit.  She inhaled sharply at the little bolts of lightning that spread through her body.   
 
    Still she wanted more.   
 
    She lined him up his cock with her wet hole and eased herself on top of him.  He juices poured down his chick member, allowing him to slide in with ease.  Inch by inch she squatted lower, letting her man fill her completely.   
 
    His hand still massaged her breast; she cupped his hands with her own, letting the pleasure take her.  She started working her hips, letting his thick penis withdraw before coming back down. 
 
    She was slow at first, being careful to not injure him further.  But, when he started to moan with delight she chanced going faster.  As he drove into her over and over she could feel an orgasm start to swell inside of her.  She concentrated on it, holding it at bay as long as she could.   
 
    Up, down.  The bed squeaked as she bounced.  She closed her eyes and bit her lip to hold on just a moment longer.  Connor took her by the waist, assisting with his powerful biceps.  She wrapped her hands around them.   
 
    Connor worked her as he wanted.  She was just along for the ride now.  Within moments, she felt his dick tensing inside of her, as it did; a sudden wave of release took her.  Tess threw her head back.  She would have screamed but her entire body clenched tightly.  Connor held her on top of him as they both came.  
 
    Satisfaction took her over.  She slumped over beside her man, both of them now spent.   
 
    “Glad to have you back,” she said. 
 
    “Glad to be back,” he replied.  He rolled over; his arm pulled her in tight.  She rested against his chest, taking in the sounds of his heartbeat.  It was all that she wanted, and she was glad to have it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
    “Can I trust you with this, Alex?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Let me get this straight.  You need me to go up the mountain, to the Cliff Walker den, and tell them to prepare for the fight of their lives?  How hard can that be?”  Alex shrugged while rolling his eyes. 
 
    “I’m serious now, Eli knows where they are.  He’ll be coming.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” Alex said, “I just wish I could go with you to the bear den.  Wolves don’t go there so I’m curious as to what it looks like.” 
 
    “You’ll get your chance,” Connor said, “Hell, you’re friends with Samantha, right?  I’m sure she can take you there whenever.” 
 
    “I guess,” Alex replied. 
 
    Tess stood beside Connor while they all chatted in the kitchen.  It had only been a day since they got back.  Marcus was still acting as the pack leader while Connor dealt with other matters.   
 
    “Tess, I want you to go with your brother.  Cliff Walker den is still much safer than keeping you here.  If the bears decide to attack here again there’s a good chance we’ll lose.”  He was sure to keep his voice down so the rest of the pack wouldn’t hear.   
 
    “No!” she replied. 
 
    “You’re going and that’s final,” Connor said, “I don’t know what I would do if I lost you again.  We might have Torque to help us get in the front door at the den, but once we’re inside there’s no telling what will happen to us.” 
 
    “So you can’t stand the thought of losing me?  Well, I can’t stand the thought of losing you.  If you go, we’re going together,” Tess replied, adamantly.   
 
    Connor leaned against the table with one hand and rubbed at the bridge of his nose with the other.  Why did he have to be in love with the most spirited woman alive?   
 
    “Fine,” Connor replied.  He sympathized with her, but was still frustrated that she wanted to willing go into harm’s way.  She’d only just escaped death narrowly last time and already she was looking for a chance to leap back in front of the gun. 
 
    “Good!” she replied.  She gnawed at the remains of her breakfast.  The aroma of cooked eggs and bacon still lingered in the air.  Connor had never seen Alex eat so fast in his life, earlier.   
 
    “Samantha.  You, Beth and Greta will come with me.  The least I could do is get you back home,” Connor continued.   
 
    Samantha gave him a thumbs up; even Beth managed a smile while Greta blew bubbles with her mouth.   
 
    “Alright, rule number one for everyone, come back safe.  If you get into trouble, you run.  Get back here and Marcus will take care of you.” 
 
    Tess’s father Marcus stamped his walking stick on the ground as a sign of approval.   
 
    “I think that’s it,” Connor said. 
 
    “Have you guys thought of a name for the baby?” Alex asked. 
 
    “What?” Connor wondered, straight faced. 
 
    “You know, the baby that Tess is going to have in a few months?  Have you guys thought of a name?” Alex explained. 
 
    Again, Connor rubbed at the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “I seriously doubt this is the time to start thinking about that.  Come on, man.  We have at least … 6 more months and we don’t even know if it’s a boy or a girl,” Connor replied. 
 
    “And, on that note, I’m off!” Alex said.  He took Cynthia by the hand.  They saddled up on Alex’s motorbike and disappeared down the road in a cloud of smoke.   
 
    “Let’s go.” Connor said to the group.  The bears were the first out, they piled into the truck.  Torque wiggled in the back, his ropes were tied tightly over his hands and feet.  There wouldn’t be any easy escape for him.  A gag held his mouth shut, but he still bit at it anyway.   
 
    Tess hopped in the passenger seat.  Connor joined her in the driver’s seat.  The mostly working truck sputtered to life.  One more adventure to be had before it could retire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
    “Stop there,” said a tall, burly man.  He was easily taller than Connor.   
 
    “We’re here to talk to the alpha,” Samantha said. 
 
    “Sam, what the hell.  Why are you with these wolves?” the guard asked. 
 
    “It’s a funny story, actually.  I’d love to tell you sometime,” she replied. 
 
    “The boss would have my head if I let you in,” he said. 
 
    “I can tell you right now that would be a mistake.  You see, this guy…” Samantha lifted Torque’s head up in the back, “happens to have some information that the alpha might just want to hear.” 
 
    The guard thought for a second.  Connor turned to look at Tess, he was clearly nervous this might not work out.  His eyes screamed for Tess to run but she stayed planted in her chair. 
 
    “Alright, you can go,” he said finally.  Tess and Connor breathed out a collective sigh as the truck bounced through the dark wood.   
 
    They were in a part of the forest that Tess didn’t even know existed.  Thick branches formed a canopy above them that was almost impossible to see through, around the truck Tess could see movement; bears.  More than she could count.  She was beginning to regret coming. 
 
    The road came to a halt in front of an old house, well preserved.  It blended in almost perfectly with the color of the surrounding trees.  It was larger than the farmhouse, standing over two stories tall.  Out front, a solid oak door was shut tight with a pair of guards in bear form to protect it.   
 
    As the truck eased to a stop, Samantha leapt out the back.  Beth and Greta stepped out but didn’t join Samantha.  Instead, Greta just played while Beth watched on.   
 
    The door to the house swung wide as Connor yanked Torque out of the back.  A man that Connor was all too familiar with stepped out to the wood patio that stretched past the front door.  He had a patch over one eye; a snappy striped button up shirt covered his chest tucked into a pair of clean jeans.  A pair of cowboy boots clanked along the wood of the patio with each step. 
 
    “You must have some kind of a death wish to come to my house.  Pretty sure I’m going to have to teach that guard at the gate some manners,” he crossed his arms and stared at Connor with his one good eye. 
 
    “You’re lookin’ for the man who killed your wife,” Connor said.  He tossed Torque to the floor in front of the alpha.  “This man knows who did it.  I’ve seen him, and if you want my help, I’m here to offer it to you.  This needs to be made right.” 
 
    The alpha glared at Connor, then at Torque who watched on with wide eyes.   
 
    “Now, what makes you think I even want to make a deal like that?”  He waved a wrinkled hand which caused one of the bears at the front door to take Torque away. 
 
    Connor was silent.   
 
    “He isn’t lying, grandpa,” Samantha said.   
 
    Grandpa?   
 
    Connor and Tess both turned to Samantha, their mouths agape.   
 
    “They’re just trying to make it right.  They almost died trying to get him out.  You wouldn’t let that go to waste,” Samantha continued. 
 
    The alpha rubbed at his scraggly chin.  The wheels were turning in his head.  He was close to seeing their point of view and Tess decided she’d try to double down on it. 
 
    “The bastard is our enemy, too.  He almost killed me,” she showed the scars on her neck from where Eli’s knife had cut into her skin.  “For the sake of your wife’s memory, end the fighting with the wolves so we can go after the one person you really want.” 
 
    The alpha scratched at his chin as he walked to the edge of the patio.  He looked down on the trio of adventurers that risked life and limb for the sake of their families.  He exhaled the fire from within his chest.   
 
    “You all are lucky that Samantha likes you.  Let’s talk,” he said.  The alpha disappeared into his house, but left the door open for them to join him. 
 
    If Tess had a tail she’d be wagging it.  Talking was better than fighting any day.  Connor lifted her hand and kissed it.   
 
    “Good girl,” he said.  Connor and Tess walked hand in hand into the house, following close behind Samantha.  The worst was behind them now.   
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
    “Papa Connor!” Greta shouted.  “Got you!” She leapt on Connor’s leg, grasping it tightly.  As she did, he screamed then fell to the ground playfully.  Greta’s laugh was infectious.  The two rolled around on the fresh cut grass of the field. 
 
    So cute! 
 
    Tess could barely contain herself.  Seeing Connor taken down by such a small bear cub was funny no matter which way you looked at it.  His shirt was getting dirtier by the second.  Going from a light grey to any shade of green you could imagine.  She could see him rolling around with his own child like that someday.   
 
    Greta was so tiny compared to him.  He was well past six feet tall with a v-shaped torso that would make any woman squirm in her seat.  His bulging pecs were barely contained inside his shirt, even when he kept the top two buttons closed.  Tess had to wipe away some drool from the corner of her mouth as she watched him.  That was the man she was lucky enough to have for a mate, the alpha of the pack, Connor.   
 
    Greta barely came up to his knee; her short, brown, shoulder-length hair danced around her round face.  Beth, her mother, watched the little scene unfold; allowing herself a moment to be happy for the first time in days.  She’d gone from bad to worse, then to rock bottom.   
 
    “They’re cute together,” Tess said, breaking the silence between them. 
 
    “He’s a good man,” she replied, “Make sure you don’t let him go.  It’s a dangerous world.”  She continued to watch, but it was clear to Tess that she was distant.  Her mind had wandered off in the moment.   
 
    “It’s over, Beth,” Tess said, “She’ll be safe.  Your husband made sure of that.” 
 
    “I know,” she replied, “It’s just.”  Beth couldn’t hold back her tears.  It had only been a few days since her husband died before her eyes.  Her face was still red from mourning her loss.   
 
    Tess threw an arm around the woman, but her gesture was turned down. 
 
    “I’ll be alright,” she said, “I just need some time.”  Beth turned to keep her flowing tears from Tess’s prying eyes.  Hastily she walked back toward the house behind them.   
 
    Tess let her go without a word.  There wasn’t anything that needed to be said.  Beth just needed time to grieve.  The least that Tess could do is keep an eye on her daughter, Greta. 
 
    “Tess help!” Connor shouted.  Greta had Connor lying face first in the grass.  Greta stood triumphantly on her conquest, stamping muddy footprints all over Connor’s back.   
 
    Laughing, Tess joined the pair, taking Greta by the hand.  She led her off Connor’s back. 
 
    “I think it’s time for some lunch,” Tess said, she bent at the knee and squatted low to the ground to meet Greta face to face, “Are you hungry?” 
 
    “No,” Greta said, she was already eyeing Connor who was just getting back to his feet. 
 
    “Does that no mean yes?” Tess asked. 
 
    “Yeah,” Greta replied.  She wiped at her nose which was dripping with fresh snot.  Tess pulled an old kerchief from her pocket to wipe her nose clean. 
 
    “There you go,” she said, “next time you need to keep that nose clean you just come to me.  Okay?”  Greta nodded.  “Let’s go inside,” Tess continued, “Race you!”  
 
    Greta got excited, sprinting toward the house without a second thought.  Tess didn’t even need to run to catch her.   She stayed back with her man to talk. 
 
    “Seriously, gross,” he said. 
 
    “What, wiping up snot?” she asked heartily.  They followed Greta back toward the house but took their time walking.  “You know, when you’re a father, you’ll have to do all the gross stuff, too.” 
 
    “Isn’t that your job?” he asked, knocking some loose dirt off his shirt.   
 
    “I hope you’re joking,” she replied. 
 
    “Yes?” he laughed awkwardly.  Tess puffed out a breath of frustration and stopped in her tracks. 
 
    “Connor, I love you.  But, if we’re going to be parents we need to be in this together.  Through dirty diapers, and even through the first shift.  You know what that was like,” she said.   
 
    Connor stood beside her, scratching at three day old stubble.   
 
    Dammit, he’s so sexy with that stubble. 
 
    “I’m in this, with you, together,” he said.  He held out his arms as a peace offering.  Tess looked him up and down, he was filthy from playing but she was never one to turn down one of his hugs.  He was so warm.  His hard body cradled her softly.  She could have stayed there the whole day. 
 
    “Dammit!”  
 
    Together they loosened their grasp, turning toward the source of the commotion.  On the patio of the house stood the bear alpha talking to another one of his pack; he looked ready to murder someone. 
 
    “How the hell did he get out?!” he continued.  
 
    Connor and Tess half-jogged up to the patio.  Tess could just make out the topic of conversation. 
 
    “I don’t know what happened.  Went to bring him lunch and he was gone.  The lock was still there, someone must have slipped him the key,” the bear said. 
 
    There was only one prisoner right now, Torque, the bastard that led the biker gang that almost killed Connor.  Tess threw a hand up to cover her mouth from the surprise. 
 
    “He can’t have gotten far,” the bear continued, “I already sent out a bunch of guys to look for him.” 
 
    “Well you better find him,” the alpha commanded, “cause if you don’t, you’ll be eating your lunches through a straw.” 
 
    “What happened?” Connor asked.  The alpha they’d come to know as Henry was red faced and furious.   
 
    “What happened?  That asshole Torque managed a miraculous escape,” he said.  “Maybe it was even one of you that let him out!”  Henry furiously stamped toward Connor who made no effort to move away.  The bear held his hand up to stop his alpha. 
 
    “Let me past, you stupid sonovabitch,” Henry said. 
 
    “They haven’t left the yard all morning,” he said, “That was the first thing I checked.  They couldn’t have helped him out.  If it was anyone, it was one of ours.” 
 
    Henry clenched his teeth, the veins popped in his neck, it looked like he was about to shift into his terrifying bear form.  Tess hid behind Connor who still didn’t move. 
 
    “This changes nothing,” Connor said, “We already got the information we needed from him.  If anything, he’s a liability to the rest of the wolves he used to work with.  If they find him first, there’s a good chance we’ll find him dead in a bush somewhere.”   
 
    Henry’s hands were so tightly balled up that his knuckles were turning white, but it seemed that Connor’s words were having an effect.  He breathed deeply then exhaled the fire in his chest.   
 
    “If I find him first, I’ll kill him myself,” Henry said, “But, I know you’re right.  We got everything we needed out of him before he ran.”  His right hand man patted him on the shoulder before stepping off the patio.  “This shit needs to be over with soon.  Tomorrow we find that damn hunter and I get to have my revenge.”  He disappeared inside. 
 
    Tess still held on to Connor’s meaty arm.   
 
    “It’s alright, Tess,” he said, “You know how us alpha’s can get.  When shit doesn’t go right, it’s kick ass first then ask all the questions later.”  He chuckled, “Does my vein pop out of my neck like that?”   
 
    Tess slapped him on the shoulder.  Together they walked inside the large house.  The house itself was bigger than the farmhouse in which she grew up.  Over two stories tall but the space was expansive.  Most of it seemed hand built from wood nearby, but the size of the logs would have taken two people to lift, or one bear.  The solid oak door shut behind them with a solid ‘thunk’. 
 
    The interior was tastefully decorated.  A grandiose stone fireplace dominated the center of the house, pushing up through the second story.  A round hood sat over the top of the open cage and the heat filled the entire house with ease.  To the right of the front door a simple staircase climbed to the second floor landing.  The walls were white, covered in old family photos.  These photos were the only way that Connor and Tess had come to know Henry’s wife, may she rest in peace.   
 
    The alpha was standing over the round kitchen table in the back of the house, entertaining a few of his bears.  Each one of them eyed Connor with anger.  Even thought he’d done his best to befriend them, there was still a lot of animosity.  Even the alpha, Henry, showed his discontent. 
 
    “As you all know, we got a madman on the loose.  Torque confessed that this hunter … Eli,” Henry enunciated his name sharply; “He’s the one I’m supposed to be after.  I’ll question him myself.” 
 
    “Don’t forget, he’s got a lot of tricks up his sleeves,” Connor added. 
 
    “I know,” Henry replied, “which is why if you spot him, don’t go after him alone.”  Henry paced around the table as he talked.  “There are three places those bikers have to fall back to.  We beat their locations out of Torque before he escaped.  We’re going to hit all three at the same time.” 
 
    Connor flexed his muscles under Tess’s hand.  She could tell he was ready for a fight.  However, it felt to Tess like someone was missing.  She scanned around the room, at first she couldn’t put her finger on it, but had an ‘aha’ moment when she realized.  She leaned close to Connor’s ear. 
 
    “Where’s Samantha?” she whispered, “She’s supposed to be here too, isn’t she?” 
 
    Connor shook his head no, and then whispered back. 
 
    “She was excited to join in the raids, but her grandpa won’t let her go.  She got upset about not being able to help so we gave her a mission.  She’s gone to Cliff Walker den to relay our plan to Alex.” 
 
    “Oh,” Tess replied.  She liked Samantha.  The more she got to know her, the more she felt like the younger sister that Tess never had.  “You should have told me so I could have said goodbye,” Tess scolded. 
 
    “Are you two going to share with the rest of us, or do we have to sit here and wait for you to finish your conversation,” Henry asked with his arms crossed and stern faced.  “We can wait.” 
 
    Connor coughed into his hand.  Tess hadn’t felt so embarrassed in a while.  Not since one of their first dates, anyway.  The memory flooded back to her and she couldn’t hold back a giggle which she tried to stifle by holding her hand to her mouth.   
 
    Henry continued to stare. 
 
    “Sorry!” she said.  Tess waved her hand while backing out of the dining room, trying to hold her laugh in the entire way.  Only when she was back outside on the patio was she able to fully allow herself the chance to let it out.   
 
    A few passing bears gave her some awkward glances, but she paid them no mind.  She was still too caught up in her own stupid memories.  She didn’t even notice Connor walk up behind her. 
 
    “What was that?” he asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” she replied, still giggling beneath her breath. 
 
    He rubbed at the bridge of his nose, a habit that Tess was getting used to seeing.  It usually meant that he was thinking about something, so she would do her best not to bother him when he held that posture. 
 
    “Since it’s probably our last night in the bear den, I have a surprise for you,” he said.  He took Tess by the hand and stepped down from the patio.  She smiled at the idea of a surprise.  The gears in her mind started turning, trying to figure out what it might be.  She leapt from the patio, into his arms.  He was a beacon of warmth in the cold early afternoon.   
 
    “Onward,” she said.  She planted a kiss on his cheek as he started his way toward the edge of the thicket.  The surprise didn’t matter so much as the company, so she already had her present. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
    She smelled intoxicating.  He could have just held her all day, like they had in the past.  The past few months had been frustrating, but having her around made them tolerable.  His own stress would melt whenever he had her in his arms, or whenever she would stand on her tip-toes to kiss him on the cheek.  There was no other woman alive that could make him feel that way, which is why he wanted to make her feel like the queen that she was.   
 
    He’d spent the last couple days gathering what little he could to surprise the woman in his life.  Even Henry was willing to lend a hand, albeit reluctantly.  There was something about Henry that was still not forthcoming.  Connor could see Henry’s feelings for his wife being worn proudly on his sleeve.  But, anything past that was enigmatic.  He was like a riddle; Connor hated riddles.   
 
    He carried his beloved past the rows of tents where the bears had setup a makeshift campsite.  There were so many of them.  If what Samantha said was true, bears don’t stick together.  They compete for the same resources.  Sure, they come from the same blood, but none of them stick together for long.  They’re an independent breed, which is why it was so odd that there were so many here.   
 
    It wasn’t only the adults either; whole families were camped in the back of trucks or under hastily built huts.  Nothing looked permanent, everything temporary.  The mood around the camp was solemn every time Tess and Connor would walk through.  Even now they knew they were in enemy territory, they were only alive by the grace of the alpha.   
 
    For Henry to have as much command of the bears was astonishing.  This many families for this long would be a nightmare to manage.  Connor was already feeling that with just a few extra shifters setting up camp near the farmhouse.  Henry must have been something special.   
 
    The thicket itself had a dense canopy that blocked out almost all sunlight.  Tiny pin pricks of light pushed through, appearing as stars amidst a night sky.  The bears didn’t seem to mind the darkened space.  They’d sleep for hours without a care.  A luxury not afforded to the wolves.   
 
    “Are we almost there?” Tess asked.   
 
    “Almost,” he replied.  He could hear the guards that were assigned to them following close behind.  Connor hated that he couldn’t spend five minutes with Tess alone, but at the same time he knew he would have done the same thing in Henry’s position. 
 
    The camp ended at the edge of a fresh water stream that ran through Henry’s property.  At about twenty feet across it was large enough to provide water for the entire camp with ease. 
 
    “We’re here,” Connor said, releasing Tess to the ground.  He’d brought her to a small blanket, strewn out over thick dirt and solid sand.  On top of the checkered quilt was a bundle of hastily prepared food.  It was nothing special, but Tess was excited nonetheless. 
 
    “Connor!  It’s great,” she said.  She hopped over, taking a seat on the blanket, then falling to her side to get comfortable.  She still continued to giggle for whatever reason.   
 
    “What’s so funny?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s nothing,” she replied.   
 
    Connor eyed her suspiciously.   
 
    “Honest!” she said, “I was just thinking about one of our first dates.” 
 
    If she was laughing then there was only one that she would be thinking about. 
 
    “Remember when you took me out to see that herd of horses?” she asked.  She continued to laugh to herself while she opened the bundle of food. 
 
    Connor rolled his eyes; yes, he remembered.  It was a disaster for them both.  He’d tried his best to forget, but it was not so easily forgotten.  She’d told him on their first date how she loved horses and wanted to learn how to ride someday.   
 
    He remembered that little factoid.  It took him a couple weeks to prepare everything for her; he wanted to impress her after all.  One of the local farmers owned a large herd and had a vast property for his animals to run.  It was perfect; Connor could have taken her there.  She could have spent as much time as she wanted just running around and playing with the object of her desire.  Meanwhile, he had prepared a small feast for them to enjoy. 
 
    “You had me blindfolded the whole way.  I was nervous you were trying to kidnap me.  I guess you sort of were,” she said.   
 
    Connor joined Tess on the blanket.  Her hair cascaded down her neck while she lied on her side, exposing her supple, vibrant skin.  The smile she wore on her face could have melted an ice berg, amplified by her wide-eyed gaze.  Still, Connor was instantly turned on by the way her shirt opened just enough to show her cleavage, her perfect breasts were barely contained by the tight fitting article.  Her body was like a masterpiece, soft, tender and gorgeous.  The hem of her jeans sat on her hips that stuck out past her tiny waist.   
 
    His cock pressed uncomfortably against his shorts.  He wanted to be between those thighs, but the guards that followed them made being intimate impossible, even though his wolf was screaming at him to mate.  He let out a sigh from the frustrated feeling he would have to deal with for just a little while longer.   
 
    “Yeah, that was probably a dumb idea,” he said. 
 
    “Looking back, yeah.  But, you were so excited to show me that herd,” she said.  “I’ll never forget when we were standing at the edge of the fence.  The second you took off the blindfold I died.” 
 
    Connor smiled to himself, somewhat pleased.   
 
    “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you change that fast,” he said, “Or any other shifter for the matter.”  He gobbled into a sandwich from the bundle.  He couldn’t take his eyes off Tess.   
 
    “It was the first time I’d seen that many horses in one place.  I hate to admit it but the change was involuntary.  I was on autopilot,” she giggled. 
 
    “I could tell,” he replied.  He leaned in for a kiss which she obliged him.  “Sorry I’m not a better cook.” 
 
    “I like sandwiches too, you know.  You don’t have to be a gourmet chef to get into my pants,” she said with a wink while she wiggled her hips on the blanket.   
 
    Why does she have to be doing this now?  Connor shifted in his seat, trying to keep his dick in a place where it wouldn’t ache.  It felt as though he was holding on to a delicious slab of fresh meat but he wasn’t allowed to eat it.   
 
    “Which reminds me, was it your plan to have us almost die on that date?” she asked.   
 
    “No,” he replied, waving his hand, “Definitely not.” 
 
    She still giggled while tearing pieces of bread from her sandwich.   
 
    “I had zero idea the landowner was there with his shotgun,” Connor continued.  He could laugh at himself now because he’d survived, but at the time it was quite frightening.   
 
    He’d set up their lunch on a rocky outcropping that looked out over the plains.  It was one of the best views of the entire ranch, the perfect place to impress a woman.  They played with the horses, running close, hoping they would play back, but none of them seemed interested in getting too close to a couple of wolves.  After what seemed like hours, Connor brought them to the picnic site.   
 
    It was the first time he’d ever seen Tess completely naked.  The sunlight licked at the sweat on her skin, while her chest heaved with heavy breathing after the run.  That memory was one that Connor would never forget as long as he lived.   
 
    The second memory that he’d never forget happened shortly afterward. 
 
    “You had such a goofy look on your face,” she said, “when that farmer popped out of the brush with that shotgun I swear it looked like you were ready to shit yourself.”  Her belly laugh filled the forest, echoing between the swaying trees.   
 
    “You know, you’d think an old geezer like that would be too busy ogling your ass,” Connor replied as he rubbed at the bridge of his nose.  Tess slapped him playfully on the arm. 
 
    “Maybe he was more into men,” she smirked, trying to keep a straight face, but finding that impossible she continued to laugh. 
 
    “It was the first time I got to see your cute butt running for the hills,” Connor quipped.  
 
    “Yeah?  Well it was the first time I got to see that hammer you’re packing,” she winked.   
 
    Here we go again. 
 
    He leapt out and tackled his woman.  He was careful not to be too hard; he didn’t want to be so rough that it might hurt the baby.  Once she was on her back, her hands held over her head by just one of Connor’s powerful hands, he tickled at her stomach.  She was incredibly sensitive.  Her body reacted instantly to his touch causing her to double over to protect her belly.   
 
    “Ah!” she shouted between laughs, “I give up, I give up!”   
 
    Connor stopped his attack, hovering over her face, absorbing every detail he could.  She craned her neck upward while he leaned down to her and they fell into their passions.  Their mouths locked in a wordless embrace.  
 
    A yawning bear knocked them from going any further.  Connor released her completely; she lied smiling on her back.   
 
    “You know,” she said, “I always found you attractive before that day.  God you were so sexy I could have just eaten you up.  But, after the excitement, when we were both exhausted from running so fast; I think I saw part of you blushing.” 
 
    “You were the first woman that I ever got to have fun with,” he replied.  His father was so strict while he was growing up.  The girls in the pack would rarely leave him alone, but anytime he would try to get close his, father wouldn’t approve.  “My dad would always make sure that I had my eye on the prize.  I was destined to lead, not to love,” he said.   
 
    Tess crawled up and over to sit beside Connor.  She leaned against his expansive chest with her arms around his abs.   
 
    “I think I knew that,” she said, “You deserve to be happy.” 
 
    She was right.  He valued her as though she were part of him.  She made him into a better man and he knew that deep in his heart.   
 
    “I know I never told you this before, but on the drive home that day it was the first time that I realized I loved you,” she said.  She caught his attention with a soft-hearted smile that begged to be kissed. 
 
    He gave in to her demands.  He didn’t care if the bears were watching.  This was his woman and whatever she wanted, he would to make sure she had.   
 
    “You’ll be an amazing father.” She added. 
 
    Will I? 
 
    He wasn’t sure what he’d be, but as long as she’s there, he knew he could manage.  Tess and Connor spent the rest of the afternoon, relaxing on the blanket by the river.  Something they both wished to return to for so long.  Even as the sun crested over the horizon and the temperature dropped, they had each other.  That was plenty enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
    “Today is the day!” Henry shouted to the gathered pack.  “Some of you may not come back, but justice demands sacrifice.  I would do the same for each and any one of you that came to me asking for help.” 
 
    Tess and Connor stood near the back.  Beth and Greta were close by with Greta holding tightly to Connor’s leg.  None of them wanted to be too close to the front right now. 
 
    “You all have your orders,” he continued, “Hit them hard and fast.  Watch out for their guns.  They’re loading silver ammunition.  I know the lot of you are the hardiest bastards this side of the county, but don’t go becoming a hero.  Come back safe so your families don’t have to bury their father.  I know what loss feels like and that’s a sting that nobody should have to feel.” 
 
    Connor was reminded of his father.  It was only a couple months back that the bears had killed him.  The sting of his loss still stabbed at his heart.  He might not have been the best father, but he was the only one Connor had known.   
 
    At the same time, Connor knew that he’d taken a few lives that day.  He’d probably taken his own share of fathers and sons on the battlefield, did he really have the right to judge?  He struggled to forgive even now as the guilt from what he did sunk into him. 
 
    “Stay strong, stay close, and end these bastards once and for all,” Henry shouted.  The rest of the crowd cheered.  Connor still couldn’t put his finger on exactly why they followed Henry.  Was it something he did?  Was he the biggest and the strongest one?  That couldn’t be right.  There were a lot of big strong guys about the crowd.  No doubt they could have fought for the right to be the alpha without fail.  Yet, they all paid homage to the old man with the eye patch.   
 
    He shook off his curiosity as the crowd began to disperse.  The men said their goodbyes to their families.  The wives, tear stricken, replied with their love; hoping they would return unharmed.   
 
    In a wave of roars they transformed into massive mounds of fur, claw, and teeth.  The ground shook beneath Connor’s feet, a feeling that he’d grown to fear but was now proud to be a part of.   
 
    The beating of the feet was drowned out by the honking of a horn driving into the thicket.  Henry stepped further out on the patio to make out the source as Connor and Tess looked on with interest. 
 
    Samantha was behind the wheel.  She barely had the car to a stop when she started shouting out the side window. 
 
    “Guys, this is bad,” she said, “Really, really bad.” 
 
    “What is it, Sam,” Henry said as he pulled the door open, “News from the Cliff Walkers?” 
 
    Samantha was visibly shaken.  The bear that joined her on the trip pried his large body from the passenger side, slamming the door shut behind.  He walked to the back side of the truck and flipped down the tailgate.   
 
    “I don’t know what happened.  When we go there …” She spoke while Connor and Tess walked slowly around the truck.  “… I did just like you said, I waited by the mile marker but nobody came.  I got worried.  I decided to try to sniff it out for myself.  I almost wish I didn’t.” 
 
    Connor looked in the back of the truck.  The Cliff Walker alpha was there, holding on for breath.  His wounds were patched but the bandages were soaked through with blood.  Any longer in the back of the truck and he might not survive.  He needed real medical attention, fast.   
 
    Tess was the first to react.  Connor expected she would look away in horror but she was strong.  She bit her lip, wrinkled up her forehead, and got to work.   
 
    “I need a medical bag, right now.  If we don’t get these sewn up soon he’s going to bleed out,” she said.   
 
    The bear passenger sprinted toward the house to follow her orders.  Connor was proud of her for being able to take control of the situation so easily.  In moments, Buck, the alpha from the den was being carried into the house.  Tess threw Connor a sideways glance, the obvious question was on both of their minds but she was too afraid to hear it.  Connor could tell. 
 
    “How many?” he asked. 
 
    “A lot,” she replied.  Samantha couldn’t look anyone in the face; her gaze was planted firmly on the ground as she recalled everything she’d seen.  “It was mostly the warriors that must have stayed behind, I still counted a couple women, but no children at least; other than that alpha, I didn’t see anyone else breathing.” 
 
    No. 
 
    “What about Alex,” Connor asked, “And, Cynthia.  Did you see either of them there?”  Connor hoped for Tess’s sake that Alex wasn’t among the wounded.  Hell, he hoped for his own sake.  She didn’t need that kind of loss now.  He allowed himself to relax when Samantha shook her head no.   
 
    “I didn’t see either of them.  They were the first people I looked for.  Couldn’t find a trace of them,” she said. 
 
    “If I know Alex, there’s only one place that he would have taken the survivors,” Connor said, “There’s only one place close enough to that den that could house that number of people comfortably.  I have a good feeling they’re at Crunch’s place.” 
 
    Samantha nodded, finally able to lift her head with hope.  Connor was sure of it.  Alex was smart and strong, even if he hated having to deal with his cocky attitude.  If he knew that the bear den was closer he would have brought them here, but even Connor barely knew where here was. 
 
    Tess stepped from the house.  Her tight fighting shirt was blood stained. 
 
    “He’ll be okay.  It’s a good thing there’s an actual trained doctor here.  I don’t think I could have saved him.  It’s nothing like sewing up your leg wound,” she said.   
 
    Connor felt at the shotgun wound he’d received a few days ago.  It still stung a bit but it was more or less healed.  As he felt at the wound he saw Samantha’s head sink back down to the ground.   
 
    “Good,” Connor said, breathing out a breath he only now realized he’d been holding in.  “I’m going to go find Alex and the rest of those pups that are missing.  The last thing I need today is more bad news.” 
 
    “I’m going, too!” Samantha said.  She stamped over to the yellow truck that never seemed to die.  “Alex is my friend and I want to make sure he’s okay.” 
 
    Connor sighed and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “I suppose that means that I can’t convince at least you to stay here, hun?” he said.  Tess hopped off the patio to join Samantha by the truck.  That was answer enough for him.  He dug around in his pocket for his keys, not that they really mattered, and tossed them to Samantha. 
 
    “If we’re goin’, you’re drivin’,” he said.  Samantha knew the truck almost as well as Connor.  Hell, she was half the reason the damn thing still ran at all.  It was covered in dents from the impact of bears, shattered glass, shotgun holes, and a very crappy old spray can paint job.  Through all of it, the truck started like a champ every time.  Another adventure was awaiting the old girl. 
 
    Tess took the middle seat while Connor slammed the door shut on the passenger side.  Henry came up to the driver’s side window. 
 
    “You best be careful,” he said, “I still don’t trust these wolves.” 
 
    “That’s where we differ, grandpa,” she said, “I’d trust them with my life.”  She stamped on the gas pedal, whirling the truck around the roundabout driveway, and out to another adventure.  Connor sat in the passenger seat hoping for a boring trip.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    Samantha drove fast.  Her mind must have been just as worried as Connor’s.  Tess couldn’t help but think of her brother in this situation.  Was he alright?  Did he manage to make it from the Cliff Walker den before their attack?   All she could do right now was hope, and she hated that.   
 
    The sun reflected off the chrome of the truck, shooting rays of sunshine into her eyes.  It was a sensation that would have been nice to feel on any day but today.  The few hours they’d been driving felt like an eternity.  The truck couldn’t move fast enough, even as Samantha sped.  As the truck pulled off the road, onto the dirt driveway that would lead them to the clearing that Crunch considered his home, her nerves were on high alert.  
 
    Something wasn’t right.  A plume of thick gray smoke rose from above the clearing.  Tess hoped it was just Crunch starting the fire early tonight, but she could tell that was a lie.   
 
    When they entered the clearing she was greeted with a horrible sight.  Three of the six small cabins along the right hand side were smoldering from a recently extinguished fire.  The other three had scorch marks but were otherwise fine.  Tire marks filled the grass that had at one time covered the entire clearing floor.  On the patio of the largest cabin sat two bikers, neither of them Crunch.  Both were catching their breath with a beer in hand. 
 
    “What the hell happened?” Connor shouted.  As the truck came to a halt, he leapt from the passenger seat.  The two bikers looked at each other but before either could talk, Crunch shoved his way through the cabin door. 
 
    “Dammit, you better have some goddamn good news or I’m going to-” Crunch screamed, it sounded like more of a guttural roar. He punched the door frame.  The force of the blow sent shards of wood clattering to the ground, knocking the door from its hinges.  “See what I mean!” 
 
    Tess was glad that Connor was there, but even he might have some problems dealing with a pissed off Crunch. 
 
    “The Cliff Walker den has been attacked,” Connor said. 
 
    “Dammit, tell me something I don’t already know,” he screamed.  Crunch advanced but Connor stood in his way.  If he needed to blow off some steam, Connor wanted to be sure he wouldn’t let it off on Tess, or Samantha.   
 
    Crunch stopped short, shaking his fists.   
 
    “How do you know about Cliff Walker den?” Connor asked, “We came as soon as we found out.  We were hoping that Alex and Cynthia managed to get out.” 
 
    Crunch clomped over to the cooler.  He produced a bottle of bourbon, tore the stopper out with his teeth, then proceeded to down almost half the bottle in one guzzle. 
 
    “Who the hell do you think did all this?” he asked, “This was Torque’s boys lookin’ for revenge.”  He took another large swig from the bottle.  “I know they used to be my boys but I’m prepared to kick them out of the gang permanently, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “How the hell did Torque get here so fast?” Connor asked. 
 
    “I didn’t say it was Torque, I said it was Torque’s boys doin’ his dirty work,” Crunch replied between drinks.  He stopped mid pour and locked eyes with Connor.  The weight of his stare would have made a lesser man break, but Connor was a proud wolf, and an alpha.  He would bow to no other wolf.  “Are you tellin’ me that stupid sunovabitch got out of the bear den?”   
 
    Connor rubbed at his nose again.  Tess would have spoken for him, but she couldn’t bring herself to interrupt their conversation.  
 
    “He got out this morning, just after breakfast sometime,” Connor said. 
 
    Torque downed what remained of the liquor then threw the bottle at Connor.  He sidestepped the bottle, letting it smash into pieces on the side of the truck.   
 
    “Goddamit!” Crunch shouted, “Do those idiot bears know what they’ve done?  You shoulda just let me beat his face in when I had the chance.  But, No.  You had to take him to the damned bears.”  Crunch belched loudly.   
 
    Samantha giggled just under her breath.  The raucous from his belch caused birds to flee from the safety of their trees.  Despite the situation, even Tess had to hold back a laugh.   
 
    “Fuck,” Connor said with a sigh, clearly he was too distracted to laugh. Crunch plopped down on the edge of the patio.  The weight of his body hitting the floor caused the cabin door, already off its hinges, to clatter to the floor.   
 
      
 
    Crunch broke the silence, “Those dumbass wannabe badasses rode around, tossing flaming liquor bottles.  Good waste of liquor.  But, one of them must have known what was goin’ on.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Connor asked. 
 
    “I nabbed one of them off the back of one of the motorbikes before they’d taken off.  I’ve been beating information out of him for the last fifteen minutes,” Crunch replied.  He pointed to the inside of the cabin with his thumb.  Tess took a few steps to the side so she could see what he was pointing at and wasn’t surprised when she saw a biker covered in bruises trying to recover in a bed. 
 
    “What did he tell you?” Connor wondered. 
 
    “That bastard took Cynthia,” Crunch said, “Again.”  He stumbled back to his feet.  The alcohol was having an effect on him already.  “I oughta beat you for sending her up there.”  He made to punch at Connor, but his already blurred vision didn’t help.  Connor side stepped every blow that Crunch threw but eventually caught his last punch before Crunch tumbled to his knee. 
 
    “You oughta beat yourself,” Connor replied, “You’re the one that gave Eli the map to Cliff Walker den.” 
 
    That blow hit Crunch harder than any punch could have.  As he pulled himself back to full height, leaning against the truck to balance himself, he leaned in close to Connor, who backed away from Crunch’s foul breath. 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” Crunch said.  He returned to the patio to sit once more.  “Listen.  The only other information I got out of this bastard inside is that the hunter, Eli, hit that mountain den earlier today.  Everyone was trapped inside.  Alex and Cynthia were leading people out the back but were caught in a trap.  Eli wants revenge on all of us for what we did.  He wasn’t using Torque’s guys for the attack though.  I guess he was using some humans.” 
 
    Humans? 
 
    “They knew about the raids you guys have been workin’ on.  Those won’t lead to nothin’.  This bastard took them back to the lake.  I guess there’s more there than we thought.  Torque’s gang has been into some bad shit and they been using some old caves around the lake to hide their goods.  No wonder they got enough money to buy all that silver for bullets.”  Crunch hiccupped.  “I wouldn’t doubt that’s where they’re keepin’ your pals.” 
 
    They went back to the lake? 
 
    Tess lost herself.  She didn’t want to go back.  Nothing but bad memories waited for her there if she went back.  Eli scared her enough already.  He’d shown himself to be ruthless and crafty.  What if this was all just a trap? 
 
    “I’m going,” Connor said.  He motioned to Samantha to get the truck started.  The engine roared back to life.   
 
    Tess stood still.  Connor reached out a hand which she took. 
 
    “You don’t have to come with us.  You’ve seen enough as it is.  You can stay here with Crunch and stay safe.  I doubt they’ll come back here again.” 
 
    Tess shook her head no.  This mattered to her, her brother mattered to her.  She needed to see this through to the end.  Inside her head she wished she could have called out to her wolf, but it wasn’t responding.  Her pregnancy was quieting the voice that she grew up with her entire life.  She wondered if it would ever come back even after she gave birth. 
 
    “I need to go,” she said, “Alex needs my help.” 
 
    “If you come with, you do exactly as I say this time.  No running off.  I say hide, you make yourself scarce, got it?”   
 
    She nodded her understanding then sidled her way into the truck.  Samantha revved the engine beside her to keep it running. 
 
    “I’ll be there as soon as I can get my new bike up and running,” Crunch said.  He pointed to a motorcycle, much smaller than his normal one.  It must have been the bike his captive rode in on.  “The next time I see Torque will be the last time he sees anything.  And, I gotta get my damn bike back from that hunter.” 
 
    Connor nodded then offered a hand.  Crunch eyed it wearily but accepted.  They shook; one giant meaty paw over another.  When Connor got back in the car, Samantha was in no mood for waiting any longer.  The truck trudged onward, bringing them ever closer to their quarry. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
    Connor clenched his teeth harder when he thought about the hunter attacking the Cliff Walker den.  The brave warriors fought and died to protect each other.  There was no way Eli could have taken on an entire den by himself, he would have had help.  The first man to come to mind was Mutt.   
 
    If only Alex hadn’t gone so far, Eli might not have so much support from the bikers now.  His one sided vendetta to kill Alex for breaking his arm and taking his bike gave rise to someone even worse.     
 
    The feeling of powerlessness stabbed at his chest.  He wondered if this was how Tess felt all those time he’d run off into danger and left her alone in safety.   
 
    “Can you drive any faster?” Connor asked Samantha. 
 
    “Are you kidding?  I’m flooring it right now.  This old truck is barely holding together as it is.  Can either of you remind me why we took this one instead of my grandpa’s?” she asked. 
 
    “Because your grandpa trusts me about as far as he can throw me,” Connor started, but then shook his head, “Okay, that’s a bad analogy.  He could probably throw me pretty far now that I think about it.”  He scratched at the stubble under his chin, “Listen, he doesn’t trust me.  He thinks that one of us let Torque escape.” 
 
    “I can’t believe Torque escaped!” Samantha said, still in disbelief, “What the hell?” 
 
    “That’s what I said.  I guess they found his lock undone.  He had help on the inside.  There’s a traitor in the bear camp.”  All was silent for a second.  It was clear that Samantha was thinking.   
 
    Tess caught Connor’s gaze and opened her eyes wide as if to scold him, as if to say that now is not the time for that.  Connor shook his head to say he had no choice, she’d find out soon enough anyway.   
 
    “No way, nuh huh,” she finally spoke up, “Every single one of those bears follows my grandpa as though their life depended on it.  There isn’t a traitor among them.”  Samantha bit her lip, still deep in thought. 
 
    “I’ve been wracking my brain for the last few days trying to figure all this out.  You told us that bears are fiercely independent, but yet your grandpa managed to bring them all together to fight against the wolves.  How does he command so much power?  If he’s the alpha, he’s supposed to be the biggest and the strongest.  There were way bigger guys in the camp, they could have easily taken him down,” Connor wondered. 
 
    Samantha shook her head, much to Connor’s frustration. 
 
    “You look at my grandpa and see a weak old man.  I look at him and see a man that would do anything to make sure his people were taken care of,” she said, turning the wheel around a corner.  “That house he lives in, he built that with his mate, Annie.  You know what that house represents?  Loyalty.  That’s not the first one he built.  Most of the bears that you saw in that den, they owed not only their livelihood but also a debt they couldn’t ever possibly repay.  He gave them the chance to live their lives.” 
 
    “Your grandpa built their homes?” Connor wondered, “There was only one house there.” 
 
    Again, Samantha shook her head. 
 
    “You don’t get it.  My grandpa not only built their homes but also their lives.  They own businesses, they open property, and it’s all thanks to my grandpa.  I told you that bears act independent?  That’s because my grandpa invested in them.  He gave them each a bit of land, he helped them build their homes, and he gave them a life and a future.” She said.  “Tell me, what kind of a future do the wolves that live in your den have?” 
 
    Connor was stunned.  She was talking bad about his den.  But, was she right?  The most that they could look forward to was living huddled around fires during the winter, or the sow fields in the spring.  It was a simple living, but was it what they really wanted?   
 
    He thought about Crunch, the big man that didn’t belong at all.  Didn’t he say that he built his own pack from the ground up?  He accepted the castoffs and the exiles.  They all came together under his leadership, and even though they were on the outside of society they were still capable of having a life.   
 
    “They have a home, isn’t that enough?” Tess said. 
 
    “I didn’t mean-” 
 
    “Didn’t you?” Tess said, cutting off Samantha.  “Wolves aren’t bears.  We hunt as a pack.  We know that each of us needs the other to move forward.  Sure, our life might be a bit simple, but as long as we have each other we move forward.” 
 
    Connor felt emboldened by his woman, but somehow he felt weak when she was able to speak up but he couldn’t.  She was a strong woman in her convictions.   
 
    “Listen, what the bears have for my grandpa is respect.  A strong man might stand tall and order around a bunch of weaklings, but that’s not a leader. A real leader doesn’t drag the rest of the group behind him; a real leader moves and everyone follows behind him.  That’s respect.  That’s what I was taught from the day I was born.”  Samantha went silent.  There was no use discussing the matter any further.   
 
    Connor leaned an arm out of the cabin.  The broken glass caused the wind to howl past his ear as they drove.  The mid-day sun beat down on him and the heat was a welcome friend, even if the biting wind still tore it all away.   
 
    “Why did you save me?” Samantha asked from the silence. 
 
    “What?” Connor asked. 
 
    “You jumped in the way of the gun to save me,” she said, “Am I really that important to you?” 
 
    “You’re the only one that knew where the bear den was,” Connor replied, with a chuckle.  Connor could tell he’d struck a nerve in her as she sunk into the driver’s seat.  Honestly, he knew he was lying to himself. 
 
    “Don’t make that face,” he said. 
 
    “What face?” she asked. 
 
    Connor sighed. 
 
    “I said the wrong thing, okay?” he said, “I’m just upset with everything that’s going on and you’re doing your best to make everything right.  You don’t deserve that from me.”  Connor wasn’t sure what words to use.  Samantha had grown on him.  She was willing to do things that few of his own boys in the pack would volunteer for and he was starting to consider her a friend.  “Listen, Samantha.  I had one thing in mind when I saved you, and that was keeping you alive.  There was no special reason, no powerful emotion; it was just my need to make sure you survived.” 
 
    “I wonder if I could have done the same,” she said.  She sat up a little higher in her seat.  “Seeing all those dead wolves in the den was a real eye opener for me.  I know I look tough but I hate fighting.” 
 
    “We all hate fighting like this.  Anyone that prides themselves on their ability to kill doesn’t belong in my pack. It’s one thing to kill for defense but another to go out and cause trouble.” Connor said.   
 
    Tess kissed Connor on the shoulder then rested up against him.   
 
    “You ask me if you would have done the same thing,” Connor asked, “You’re a strong young woman.  I’m glad to call you my friend, even if I did leave you in a prison cell for a few days, I’m sorry for that,” he said sheepishly.  “That’s not the point, though.  When you have something that you need to protect, like I do, then you won’t hesitate to protect it no matter what.” 
 
    “Thank you,” she said.  She returned to her thoughts but she didn’t seem so glum anymore.  For that, Connor was thankful. 
 
    Connor wondered where this self-sacrificing nature was coming from.  His own father forced him to spend so much time away from his pack in his youth.  Something his father said would ‘toughen him up’, a line that was losing all of its meaning.  What did he mean by that?  Was he really trying to make him not care for the rest of the pack?  If so, it seemed to have the opposite effect. 
 
    Maybe he was becoming entwined with the idea of becoming a father.  Perhaps his own need to protect the young one that would be a part of his life soon was stamping a new idea in his head about what it meant to lead. 
 
    But, then it hit him.  He’d spent so much time away from the pack, pulled apart from lust, alone and frustrated.  The nights he spent hungry because he was unable to find enough food gnawed at him.  If he’d had others with him he could have easily taken down a deer and feasted like a king.  The times when he was frozen, huddled around a tree for warmth made him beg for the heat of a group.  Is that what he was supposed to learn?  The pack was strength and the alpha was the one to make sure that everyone had a share.  
 
    “This is some shit situation we got ourselves in, isn’t it?” Samantha broke the silence with a laugh.  “It almost reminds me of the time my dad caught me with one of the local boys.”   
 
    Tess cocked an eye; Connor leaned forward in his seat, surprised. 
 
    “When you say caught, do you mean …” 
 
    “Caught,” Samantha replied.  Her smile lit up her tiny face.  She didn’t even look old enough to be dating.  She brushed her hair out of her face, the leather of her jacket squeaking as she did.   
 
    Connor and Tess had such looks of surprise that Samantha decided she needed to clarify. 
 
    “You guys know I’m 22, right?” she said.   
 
    “You barely look 18,” Connor replied, shocked.  “How long ago was this?” 
 
    “About six months ago,” she said, she looked a little embarrassed but continued to share.  “He was sweet; I’d known him for a little while.  We would chat, maybe play in the lake.  He was super into me, but I wasn’t really havin’ it.  Still, I was super horny one day and he was the closest thing.”   
 
    “Are you always so cavalier with your sex life?” Tess asked. 
 
    “Are you?” she retorted.   
 
    Tess was shocked she’d say such a thing, but had to admit she had a point.  Granted, Tess had never slept with a guy she wasn’t at least dating.   
 
    “How the hell did your dad find you two?” Connor wondered.   
 
    Tess slapped him in the chest.  Why was he so curious about where she got caught?  Did she need to put a muzzle on him? 
 
    “Well, my dad was busy around the house and I thought he wasn’t going to be working in his shop.  So, we snuck into the shop.  I was on the work bench and we were goin’ at it pretty hard.  I guess I was being a little loud because when dad came in, he was on a warpath.”  She laughed, “I swear to god I had never seen a boy run so fast with his pants around his ankles.  I thought he was goin’ to die at first, but I knew I’d be in for the worst of it.  Ended up stuck doing chores without a single second of free time … till lately anyway.” 
 
    Tess just pictured Connor trying to run away from her father with his pants around his ankles.  It tickled her a bit and she laughed into her hand.  Meanwhile, Connor had his hand on Tess’s leg which he massaged gently.  She could tell there was only one thing on his mind.  Was he really that easy to turn on?  
 
    “What about you guys?  I bet you have a ton of stories,” Samantha said.  Her eyes were glued to the road which showed no end in sight.   
 
    “Well, this one time-” 
 
    Connor grabbed Tess’s attention and shook his head from side to side so fast she thought his head might fall off.  Tess widened her eyes, wondering why she wasn’t allowed to tell their story.   
 
    “Nevermind,” Tess continued. 
 
    “Oh, come on.  I shared an embarrassing story, the least you could do is help make me feel less awkward about it,” Samantha begged.  Tess sat still, as did Connor.  Eventually Samantha gave up releasing a deep sigh on the steering wheel.  “Man, you guys are no fun sometimes.  Geez.” 
 
    The car was silent again for a long while.  Connor stared out the open window with Tess still leaning on him.  They almost didn’t notice the tears running down Samantha’s cheeks. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Tess asked.   
 
    “I miss him,” she said, she brushed the tears away with the sleeve of her jacket which did no good as they were only replaced with more tears.   
 
    “Who is it that you miss?  Did you want to talk about it?” Tess released Connor and gripped Samantha around the shoulders.   
 
    “My dad,” she said, “I miss him.”   
 
    “What happened to him?” Connor asked.   
 
    “He died,” she said.  Tess hugged her close, or as close as she could while she drove.  “It was a hunter.  He got wind that my dad was a shifter.  Came in like a regular customer.  When my dad’s back was turned, the bastard put two barrels in his back.  When I saw Eli I thought he might have been the one, but I only saw it happen through the kitchen window.  I didn’t get a good look at the one that killed my dad.”  She sniffled.  “I swore that the next hunter I saw I would tear in half.  But, when I saw Eli, I was scared.  I couldn’t move, couldn’t shift because of the cast on my leg, I was helpless.”   
 
    She punched at the steering wheel with anger.  The truck weaved in the lane.  Tess held the wheel to steady the car. 
 
    “I won’t let it happen again,” she said, “This time I’ll be brave.  Even if Eli didn’t kill my dad, I still need revenge for my grandma.” 
 
    Tess had no words to console her; only the warmth of her tender touch and whatever love she could provide to the ailing woman.  Everyone in the car knew what it meant to lose someone important.  Whether a mother, grandmother, father, or friend.  Her tears were a tapestry of loss that wove itself together with their own.  For a moment they’d become a real family. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    This wasn’t right.  There were supposed to be a ton of bikers here.  Mutt’s gang and the remainder of the biker gang that Crunch used to lead should be here.  There was no other safe place on the mountain for them to hide.  Henry and his bears were making damn sure of that.   
 
    Connor pulled the truck to a stop on the side of the gravel road.  Tire marks covered the ground.  Dozens of motorcycles must have been here recently but were nowhere to be found anymore.  Not a single engine noise could be heard.  Just the sweet sound of birds tweeting out their early spring mating calls.   
 
    “I don’t know what’s going on,” he said, “this is weird.  I would have thought there’d be at least 50 guys here all ready to attack as soon as we got close.”  He said.   
 
    The girls stepped out of the truck, taking in the sights.  The tips of the trees were still ashen from the fires that had spread from when Eli’s van was blown up.  Down the road, a couple cabins stood but were nowhere near livable.   
 
    Tess turned away.  Connor knew it must have been difficult for her to return to somewhere she’d been so powerless before.  Even though Connor managed to rescue her, the memories would always haunt her.  He wished he could take those thoughts out of her head.  Let her return to a quiet, peaceful measure of living.   
 
    “Maybe they’re hiding,” Samantha wondered.  She had an adventure here as well, but she never had a knife to her throat.     
 
    “No,” Connor sniffed at the air, “If they were here, you would be able to smell them.” He said.  “And, you wouldn’t even need to be shifted for that.” 
 
    “Well, what’s the plan?” she asked. 
 
    Tess gulped down the lump in her throat to join the conversation. 
 
    “Crunch said there were caves around the cabins.  I think I remember seeing a few guys walking up behind the larger cabin with some of those crates when I was being brought in as a prisoner,” Tess said.   
 
    Connor reached out to Tess, embracing her.  She was holding up well, for what it was worth.   
 
    “That’s my girl,” he said.  She struggled for a smile up at him, but the tears in her eyes betrayed her attempt at confidence.  “If you want to stay here and guard the truck, it’s fine.  You don’t have to go any further than this.” 
 
    “No,” she said, adamantly, “Stop treating me like I’m helpless. I might be scared but I’m going to help. My brother might be here.”  She scanned the forest and the road.  “Besides, there might not be anyone here anyway.”   
 
    Connor pulled Tess close to his chest in apology. Tess was right, and they needed all the help they could get. He shot Samantha a weary look.  It was possible to hope for the best, but Connor was used to planning for the worst.  Occasionally, what you plan for wouldn’t turn out to be the worst of it, either.   
 
    “Sam,” Connor said, “Can you keep her company?  I’m going to scout ahead.”   
 
    Samantha nodded so Connor released Tess into her care.  At least they would be together if someone were to show.  He would have taken them with him, but going it alone would allow him opportunities he otherwise wouldn’t have.   
 
    He tore off his shirt while the girls watched.  Tess tilted her head.  Samantha did the same.   
 
    “I’m not here to give you girls a show,” he replied.   
 
    “Then why are you giving us one?” Tess asked, biting her lip. 
 
    Connor grunted and continued to undress.  He kicked off his boots, but paused before taking off his jeans.  Samantha was lifting her head up to get a better view.  Feeling embarrassed, Connor turned around before removing his last article of clothing.   
 
    Stupid girls. 
 
    The scar on his leg stung terribly, but it was nowhere near as bad as it was.  The stitches had already been pulled out so there was no way it would come apart now.  He called out to his wolf and it obeyed.  His vision shimmered as it took over.  Cracking bones, snapping muscles, and tearing at his raw sinew.  They ripped and reorganized beneath his skin.  Fur sprouted from every pore, his hands shrunk and fused into paws with tough nails.  His mouth jutted forward to become his muzzle.   
 
    He stalked into the now familiar wood.  He’d passed through this way just under a week ago, so the knowledge was still fresh in his memory.  The thick underbrush snagged on his fur causing his progress to be slow, but he needed to be slow.   
 
    His senses were telling him that there were strangers about, humans.  The only way for a human to beat any kind of shifter was with silver.  The smell of sulfur from gunpowder was overpowering.  They must have been sitting on more ammunition than they knew what to do with.  This could be bad.   
 
    He paused when he heard footsteps through the wood.  If it was a guard, he would have to deal with it quickly.  He got low, ducking behind a bush as the leather vested biker came into view.  The insignia on the vest was the exact same one on Samantha’s jacket, the jacket Alex had given her.  He had a rifle slung low over his shoulder.  Still, as a human he was weak, but if that rifle had silver bullets there would be no contest, Connor would lose.  He couldn’t risk a head on fight.   
 
    As the biker past, Connor leapt from the woods.  His large, powerful alpha body easily knocked the man clean out.  With his jaws he bent the tip of the barrel so it couldn’t be used to harm anyone else.   
 
    That solved one question, was the base abandoned?  Surely not.  If there is one guard, there are bound to be more.  He decided to be even more cautious than before.    
 
    As he pushed his way through the dense forest, he emerged by the lake.  The water was choppy from the light wind that was nipping at Connor’s fur.  The cabins that dotted the hillside before were burnt to a crisp.  The large cabin that stood proud in the middle of the grassy hill was licked with cinders but still usable.  Maybe they were still staying there?   
 
    A row of motorcycles stood against the side of the single road that led into the camp.  Connor counted eight in total.  Considering he’d already knocked out one of the guys, if the rest were single riders then there was a chance he only had 7 more to deal with.   
 
    He edged through the forest, around the lake and toward the outer rim of the camp.  He sniffed again at the air.  Two more guards were close.  He could hear their voices on the wind.  Their terrible body odor didn’t help either.  When he found them, he almost wanted to roll his eyes at how stupid they were.  They were just sitting on the sand near the lake, chatting about women.   
 
    Connor probably would have just walked right past them if he were alone, but considering Samantha and Tess were just a way up the lane, he didn’t want to take chances.  He pounced, landing a paw on each of them.  Their faces smashed into the sand and they fell unconscious.   
 
    If the rest of the guards were as tough as these two then Connor didn’t think he had much to worry about. 
 
    “Hey!” a voice carried on the wind, “We got a wolf!”  
 
    Shit. 
 
    Connor searched around the camp.  He’d missed one of the guards lying on the opposite side of the row of motorcycles.   
 
    Not a time to be careless.  Shit! 
 
    There was no time for caution now.  There were a couple other voices making noise across camp.  They’d spotted him for sure.  Just deal with the first problem; that was the only thing on his mind.  Connor pounced on the nearest biker as he was reaching for his rifle.  His head hit the cement, knocking him out like a lightbulb.   
 
    The other two across camp were just shouldering their weapons.  Connor ducked a shot from behind the bikes.  It pinged into a nearby gas tank.  The pungent odor of gasoline stifled his sense of smell.  It didn’t matter though, he already had his targets. 
 
    More shots fired out blindly in his direction.  He sprinted hard past the line of bikes and took cover behind a burned out cabin.  Their footsteps came closer to flush him out, but he wasn’t going to wait.  Their shadows betrayed them in the afternoon sun.  Once the first was close, Connor whirled out of cover, ripping into the biker’s leg.  He screamed in agony as he shot his rifle into the air.  Once he was on his back, Connor planted a massive paw in his face, knocking him out.   
 
    The last of the bikers proved to be smarter than the rest.  He knelt down behind a half burned out wall with his gun trained toward Connor.  He wouldn’t be able to make it back behind cover before the gunshot would get him.  Since there was no chance for cover, he tried for the shooter.  He dashed as fast as his legs would allow, trying to close the gap.   
 
    Another shot rang out, whizzing just past his ear.  He watched the barrel closely, doing his best to stay out of its way.   
 
    That one was so close it bit at his fur as it passed.  Then from nowhere, a bear reached out and smashed the shooter upside the head.  Blood flew from his nose as he landed lifelessly on the ground. 
 
    The bear roared and as it did, it shrunk.  Its fur receded as the mountain of a creature turned into a lanky girl who stood over the gunman, laughing with her hands on her hips. 
 
    “Serves you right,” Samantha said, “you got what you deserve.” 
 
    She didn’t even realize she was still naked.  Her slender body was different than Tess’, but since Connor only had eyes for his woman, he put his paw over his face to avoid looking.   
 
    “Oh grow up.  They’re just boobs,” she said, “I’ve seen enough of you to be able to draw your dick blindfolded.” 
 
    He slumped down on his haunches.  Tess joined the pair with a bundle of clothes in her arms. 
 
    “Is that all of them?” she asked.   
 
    “I think so,” Samantha replied.   
 
    The sound of screams caused Connor’s ears to perk up.  It was close, very close.  It must not have been loud enough for the girls to hear it.  Connor walked toward the sound.  He would have tried sniffing it out but the gasoline made tracking by scent impossible, at least for now.   
 
    Samantha pulled on her leather jacket and zipped it to the top while she followed.  It covered her just to the top of her thighs, which must have been enough for her.  Tess still carried the bundle of clothing. 
 
    “What did you find?” Tess asked, “Is it Alex?” 
 
    It did sound familiar.  It might have been.  It didn’t hurt to find out.  Even if it wasn’t Alex, whoever it was, they could use the help.   
 
    Connor found a walking path that lead past the high cabin.  It was a thin line of upturned dirt that led from the cabin, up over the hill.  He followed it, hoping it would lead to the sound.  Low lying brush tried to cover the tracks.   
 
    “So, you’re awake again, I see,” Connor heard.  It was slight.  He paused to listen.  The voice wasn’t anything he’d heard before, but it was gruff like sandpaper.   
 
    “I’ve been waitin’ for this day for a while.  Cost me quite a pretty penny to get your ass right here,” the voice continued.  Connor perked up his ears.  It echoed around the forest making tracking incredibly difficult.  He weaved around the forest to search for the source of the voice. 
 
    “That night you fucked up the bar and snapped my arm, I lost a lot of respect.  Cost me almost half my gang.  Poof, they just up and left me,” the voice was growing louder.  He was going in the right direction.   
 
    “But, I got a reward for the boys that stuck around.  That cute little girlie of yours Cynthia is going to be a nice piece of meat for a while.” 
 
    Cynthia?  That was definitely Alex.  Connor felt his sense of smell starting to come back.  Alex’s scent wafted lightly on the wind.  Connor’s head rolled back and forth to find the source.  There.  That way.  He dashed off in the direction of that he knew he’d find Alex. 
 
    “Too bad about all them shifters in that … what do you call it?  A den?  Heh, stupid.  I loved watching all those freaks get blown to shreds.  And, now I get to take my sweet time with you.  Your last hour is going to look like a paradise compared to what I’m goin’ to do with you.”  Another cry of pain echoed out, it was definitely Alex.   
 
    In the distance, through a brush clearing, Connor could just barely make out what might be a door.  The sloshing of footsteps followed close behind him.  Samantha and Tess were coming along.   
 
    Connor wished that at least Tess weren’t here.  If this was her brother, there was no doubt he’d be in bad shape.   
 
    “I can’t wait to kill off the remainder of you stupid disgusting wolves.  Cause after that, we’re goin’ to finish off the bears.  Then I won’t have to-” 
 
    Connor smashed through the door with his full weight behind it.  The door shattered to splinters, bringing light into the darkened space.  It was a natural cave.  The hinges to the door were spiked into the wall with pitons.  Inside the space was Alex.  His hands and legs were bound tight with thick rope.  A large hook was looped around his hand bindings, suspending him from the ground.  Blood covered his shirt; bruises from continual beatings ran along every inch of skin that wasn’t cut or bleeding.   
 
    “What the hell?” Mutt said.   
 
    Connor recognized Mutt.  He was the moron who ran a motorcycle gang that was interrupted by Alex.  He wanted revenge so bad he’d turned to the one man that could get results, Eli.  He sold his soul to the devil for the chance to take a stab at Alex.  From the looks of it, he got more than one stab in.   
 
    Beside Alex were crates piled high against the back wall, each one covered in a camo net.  One of the crates was open and several rifles were missing from inside.  Wooden ammo boxes were piled against the entrance of the cave.  Getting rid of everything in this one room would be a serious blow to the hunter. 
 
    “What the hell?”  Mutt asked, holding a silver knife over Alex.  “Eli and Torque said they was huntin’ for you.  You’re not supposed to be here.” 
 
    It might have been easier to deal with Mutt as a wolf, but he wanted to use his hands for this one.  Connor urged his humanity to return.  A surge of adrenaline found its way down his back as he stood on his hind legs.  As he did, they quickly returned to his thick human legs.  The fur withdrew into his skin, his muzzle snapped back into his human mouth, and he cracked his neck as he rose to his full height.   
 
    “Damn,” Connor said, he turned to Tess and Samantha who were just getting to the small cave.  “Our friend Mutt here just told me that Torque and Eli were out hunting for us.”   
 
    “You goddamn freak!” Mutt shouted.  He lunged at Connor with the knife.  Connor smirked at the biker’s frenzied strike, easily sidestepping the blade.  He caught Mutt’s only good arm, twisting it back on itself.  Mutt dropped the knife as Connor threw him to the ground.  The sound of bone shattering resonated through the tiny space.  Mutt screamed out in agony. 
 
    “You damn dogs.  I swear when my arms are healed I’m goin’ to find every last one of you and kill you all!” 
 
    Connor held up the knife to Samantha.  She took it and freed Alex from his bondage.  While the wounds in his side were closing, it was clear that the silver in his system was slowing everything down.  He slumped over Samantha’s back. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said, “I owe you.” 
 
    “Naw,” Samantha replied with a smile, “This just makes us even.”   
 
    Alex tousled her already messy hair with a bloodied hand.   
 
    “Cynthia,” Alex breathed, “we need to find Cynthia.” 
 
    “I was just finding that out,” Connor said.  He lifted Mutt’s head from the dirt.  “So, do you want to talk?  Or should I just keep asking until you run out of fingers?” Connor wrapped his hand around Mutt’s pinky. 
 
    “I’ll talk, I’ll talk,” Mutt shouted.   
 
    “Too slow,” Connor cracked his finger backward.  Mutt was already crying from the pain.   
 
    “They’re around the hillside.  To the north, around the lake.  There’s a larger cave over there.  Big enough to keep all you little bastards in check.”  Connor cracked his ring finger.  Another howl escaped Mutt. 
 
    “For a badass, you’re pretty weak,” Samantha scoffed.  She helped Alex from the cave.  He didn’t need to see this.  Tess turned away as well.  Connor was glad she did.  She didn’t deserve to see what he was planning to do next.   
 
    Connor lifted Mutt to his feet.  With both arms broken, there wasn’t much he was capable of.  But, with what Mutt had done to his family, he deserved worse than two broken arms.  If he was any other biker, Connor might have let him go.  However, this idiot not only brought the wrath of Eli down on all the shifters, but he tortured Tess’s brother.   
 
    “You should’ve just let it go,” Connor said as he lifted Mutt from his knees.  “You were lucky before to just get off with a broken arm.  But, you killed my people.  You captured our women.  You tortured my future brother in law, and you tried to kill me.  I can’t let you walk out of here.” 
 
    Mutt’s face went from sobbing to downright hysterical.  With his free hand, Connor grabbed at a hanging piece of rope tearing it down. He wrapped it around Mutt’s body, locking his broken arms to his body. With a toss, he let go of Mutt and watched as he landed on the crates with a groan.   
 
    With a kick, Connor knocked Mutt out cold, breaking his jaw. It was unlikely Mutt would survive, he’d wake up and starve to death. A slow and painful death is what he deserved. If he did manage to escape, Connor knew by the look in mutt’s eyes that there would be no way he’d come after them again. 
 
    Connor walked out the battered front door, stepping over loose splinters and fallen rock.  Tess handed him his clothing when he joined her a ways from the door.   
 
    “It’s done,” he said.  He pulled on his pants and tugged on his shirt.  The rest of the prisoners needed to be found and rescued.  At least the Cliff Walker den had found some solace.  Now, Connor searched for his. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” Cynthia said, trying her best to reassure the rest of the girls.  She’d been taken hostage before; it was becoming a tiring habit.  This time, however, she was playing mother to a series of children with only a couple adults to help.   
 
    When Eli assaulted the Cliff Walker den, along with that bastard Mutt, Cynthia had managed to gather as many of the children as she could to keep them safe.  Trying to escape out of the back of the den led them straight into Eli’s trap.  The truck that carried them here still sat just outside.   
 
    “Shut it,” said one of the guards, “No talking.” 
 
    They were both human.  They would have been easy targets but the cage they were in made attack almost impossible.  It also didn’t help that they had rifles loaded with silver bullets.  She could have taken one, but then she would have died trying to attack the other.  They were stuffed into a large cave.  The face opened toward the forest.  Cynthia could see the lush forest, along with more guards waiting for them just outside.   
 
    They had been driven on a road that she didn’t remember seeing the last time she was here.  She could smell the salt from the lake and the ash from the burned down cabins.  Their pungent aroma assaulted her nostrils the moment they parked.   
 
    Inside the cage with them were boxes of goods stacked high.  They seemed important, so she decided to investigate.  One box was already open, and full of bags of white powder.  She’d seen enough movies to know what this probably was, cocaine.  Torque must have been dealing on the side to make enough money for all his rifles and silver bullets.   
 
     There was a slight gap in the bars.  Perhaps if she shifted she could push her way out and go for help.  But, who was nearby to save her?  Nobody.  The only people here to help were just old enough not to wet their pants.   
 
    “What is that?” one woman asked.  She was elderly.  Gloria, if she had to guess.  Her skin hung from her bones, but she had a sweet demeanor that kept the children docile. 
 
    “Cocaine,” Cynthia said, “These bastards are probably running drugs to make extra cash.  No wonder they have a truck that big.” 
 
    “Damn, that must be worth a lot of money,” Gloria said, leaning over the box. 
 
    “Yeah, drug money,” Cynthia replied.  She returned to the bars.  The guards weren’t in the cave; they were standing outside having a smoke.   
 
    “Gloria, how many kids do we have to get out,” she asked.   
 
    “Fifteen, plus two other adults.  What, are you planning on breaking out of here?” she asked, “Cause if so, I’m in.”  She had a broad toothy smile on her face.   
 
    “I have a feeling that if we don’t, nobody else will find us,” she said.   
 
    Her mind started to wander.  Where the hell was Alex?  If only he were here.   
 
    I hope he’s okay. 
 
    What if he was dead already?  No.  She couldn’t allow herself to think like that.  That was a defeated person.  If she could get out, then she could find him herself.  That was the only option.  But, getting herself out wouldn’t be that hard.  What would be hard was getting out with fifteen pups and three old women.  The odds were not in their favor.   
 
    There had to be some way they could get out.   
 
    Think Cynthia, Think. 
 
    Oh, to be an alpha.  To have the strength to bend steel as though it were paper.  If Connor were here he could have smashed through the bars and taken out the guards in an instant.  But, that wouldn’t work.  There would probably be more guards outside.   
 
    Those guards would probably be human, though.  Humans were weak.  A shifter was easily twice as strong as any human.  If it came to a confrontation where she could use her strength, she might also have a chance.   
 
    But, once again, there were children to think about.   
 
    The other adults played with the younger kids.  Some of them cried.  Others that were too young to understand their situation just watched things unfold without any real expression.  Most of them were tired or hungry.   
 
    The sun blinded Cynthia for a second.  She had to hold up her hand to keep it at bay.  However, it wasn’t coming from the cave entrance.  She scanned the room quickly to find its source.  It was coming from above.  There was a small hole in the top of the cave.  She hadn’t seen it before because of the shadows cast by the canopy of heavy leaves and branches that darkened the space.   
 
    “Gloria,” Cynthia said, “Do you think you could fit through that?” She pointed to the hole in the ceiling.  Gloria looked up and squinted against the sunlight.   
 
    “I’m not sure.  How would we even get up there?”   
 
    The obvious answer was right behind them.  Cynthia pointed at the tower of drugs that lined the wall.  Gloria understood right away.   
 
    “Get the kids in order.  Tell them we’re going to play a climbing game in a second.  I’ll go out first to scout.  Make sure they know to follow me, alright?”   
 
    Gloria nodded and set about her task.  Step one was complete, now for step two, build a giant climbing wall to the ceiling.  She lifted the half empty box, it was incredibly heavy.   
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Gloria,” she whispered, “I might need your help.” 
 
    “I’m a little busy at the moment,” she replied in a sing-song voice.   
 
    “Hey!  Shut the hell up!” shouted one of the guards, not bothering to look in.   
 
    Then the unthinkable came.  The thumping of a motorcycle engine roared from outside.  Within seconds, Torque came to a screeching halt just behind the truck outside.  His tattooed arms showed fresh bruises.  His eye was still black so he hid it, rather poorly, under a pair of darkened shades.  When he leaned off his bike, he winced in pain.  As he turned, all Cynthia saw was a wicked smile, he walked forward with an obvious limp.  
 
    “Well, well well,” he said, “Looks like there’s one pup I won’t have to search for after all.”  He pulled a pistol from the waistband of his tight fitting jeans.  “Do you like this?” he asked, waving it in front of Cynthia’s face, “Scab thought you’d like it.  He’s probably out there right now, looking for your daddy.  I’m going to put him in his place.” 
 
    Cynthia spat at him.  He didn’t flinch, but wiped it from his brow anyway.   
 
    “I thought I’d keep you alive long enough to watch him die. I heard Mutt took out that wolf den up in the mountains.  I’m sure he’s having a lot of fun with your boy Alex right now.” 
 
    Alex! 
 
    Cynthia scrunched up against the bars, reaching out as far as she could to grab at Torque.  He backed away just in time. 
 
    “Tsk. Tsk. Tsk, we got a feisty one here,” he said. 
 
    “You let him go!” Cynthia said. 
 
    “And, why the hell should I do that?” he asked. 
 
    “Because if you don’t, I’ll … I’ll …-” 
 
    “You’ll what, kill me?  Trust me kiddo, I already know what that feels like.”  He wheeled around to walk for the exit, took a couple steps, stopped, and then turned to face her again.  “I count myself lucky, you wanna know why?”  
 
    Cynthia stared at him, unsure of what to say.   
 
    “I’m an integral part of this establishment.  Who else manages to push this much product through the area without gettin’ caught?  It’s a good thing one of them happened to be a bear, cause otherwise I might have been meeting my maker by now,” he said. 
 
    “Someone let you out?” Cynthia asked. 
 
    “That they did, popped the lock with a key and sent me running.  Hell, by the time they found out, I was long gone.  Even killed one of their guards on the way out,” he laughed.  “Those pieces of shit.  Those goddamn bears.  They wanted to know where the rest of our dens were.  Like I’d give them shit.  They’re probably off searching the middle of the woods for our place.  News flash, kiddo.  There was never anywhere else but right here.”   
 
    This was bad.  Not only was Torque on the loose but there was a traitor in the bear den.   
 
    “How do you think Eli knew where the bear alpha’s wife was? You see, there are plenty of people willing to trade any information they have for just a little bit of cold hard cash.  You get enough money in life and you’re the king.  Now that we got Mutt’s gang to join us, we got enough guys with guns to destroy all the rest of the dens no problem.”  Torque leaned close to the bars, his pistol lined squarely up with Cynthia’s heart.  “One squeeze and it’s one less little wolf to deal with.”   
 
    “Don’t you have any guts,” Cynthia chided, “A real wolf would fight tooth and nail, not with something as cheesy as a pistol.  You know what I see?  I don’t see a king, I see a coward.” 
 
    Torque’s face scrunched up in rage.  His face became flush and his bruises pulsed.  He tapped the gun against the cage, trying one last time to intimidate her, but she wouldn’t fall for it.   
 
    “If you kill me, you might as well point that little chunk of metal at your head and pull the trigger yourself.  A real coward’s way out.  Otherwise, Alex and Crunch will hunt you to the ends of the earth,” she said. 
 
    “That is, IF they find you,” he said.   
 
    They were interrupted by the sound of a gunshot just outside the cave. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Torque shouted.  A bullet echoed softly from the lake side.  Gunfire only meant one things, allies.  
 
    The guards outside dropped their cigarette and readied their rifles.   
 
    “This isn’t over, you little bitch,” Torque said, pointing his gun one last time to threaten Cynthia.   
 
    “Hope it isn’t Crunch,” Cynthia said, smiling back through the bars.  Torque’s eyes widened.  He snatched a rifle that was leaning against the wall and marched out of the cave.  For the first time, they were alone. 
 
    “What’s that sound?” one of the kids asked. 
 
    “Fireworks,” replied, winking at the adults, “Just some fireworks.  Do you want to go Cynthia see them?”   
 
    “Yeah!” came a collective shout from the group. 
 
    “Okay, you’ll have to follow me, and stay close, okay?  Don’t want a stray firework to get you while we’re out there,” she said.   
 
    The kids nodded.   
 
    Still, there was the matter of stacking the boxes right.  Cynthia pushed a few on the ground to make a base to stack them.  But, the larger ones were just a little too heavy for her to lift by herself.  She had to try.  As she dug her heels in to lift, she was greeted by Gloria who came to her aid. 
 
    “I’m ready to see some fireworks as well,” she said with a wink. 
 
    Together, their efforts were just enough to lift and move the heavy boxes of drugs.  They hurriedly built a tower three boxes high.  It wasn’t the most stable of structures but it would have to do.   
 
    Cynthia hefted herself up first.  If she could get through the hole then she could help out the rest of the kids.  The wobbly structure leaned left to right.  She squatted low to gain her balance before standing to her full height on the top box.  It was just high enough that she could hook her fingertips outside the hole.   
 
    With her strength, she easily lifted herself through the crack in the ceiling of their cage.  It was a good thing she was pretty skinny herself or she might not have fit as easily.  Once she was out, she examined her surroundings.  The lake she recognized from a few days ago spread out behind her.  From this angle, it didn’t look so big.   
 
    The tallest cabin stood proud on the hillside.  She could see Torque and a few of his goons start winding behind it, through a path she didn’t recognize.  Maybe that was where they were keeping Alex.  She tried to hold out a hope at the very least.   
 
    Having gained her bearings, she leaned back to the hole. 
 
    “Okay kids, one at a time!”   
 
    They did as they were told, climbing up the stacks of boxes carefully.  Cynthia grabbed their tiny hands and pulled them up to relative safety.  After the fifth kid, she lifted Gloria out to aid her.   
 
    Within minutes, they were all clear and standing atop the hill.  Cynthia began to lead them in the only direction she knew that might be safe, but they’d have to pass the lake.  It was out in the open, if anyone was watching they would be easily caught.  Maybe even captured or killed.   
 
    She perished the thought.  Right now she needed to get these people out of here.   
 
    “This way,” she said.  She paced down the side of the hill.  The kids seemed to be having fun climbing down.  Some even rolled to safety.  At the bottom was a large patch of rocky sand.  Cynthia made sure to keep an eye out for any movement.   
 
    Now was the hard part, the large clearing where the cabins were built.  From where she stood she could see three bodies, all of them bikers, and all of them knocked out.  She breathed a sigh of relief, hoping that was all of them.  Maybe she wouldn’t have to worry about being caught.   
 
    She started walking across the open expanse.  Slowly at first, hunching over to be ready to dive to the ground if she heard shooting.  When none came, she considered herself lucky. 
 
    “I think we’re clear,” she said, “Let’s get these kids out of here!”   
 
    Gloria started to bring the kids out with her.  Their little legs pumped through the thick packed sand and patchwork grass easily enough.  Then Cynthia heard something she hoped he wouldn’t.  Motorbikes.  Lots of them.   
 
    “Go back!” she shouted, “hide!” 
 
    It was already too late.  The first of the bikes pulled to a stop, Scab riding proudly in the lead.  He turned into quite a cocky little shit in no time at all.  As he pulled to a full stop, he spotted Cynthia.   
 
    Shit. 
 
    “You!” he shouted. 
 
    “Run!” Cynthia screamed.  She ran back to the group, hefting one of the slower kids into her arms.  There were three directions, toward the bikers, back to their cage, or towards the path where Torque had just run.   
 
    Rifles were being cocked.  In her haste she chose the least of the three evils.  Maybe if she could get to Torque she could use him as a hostage.  Couldn’t hurt to hope.   
 
    She urged the kids through the small path that lead into dense foliage.  Gloria huffed and took up the rear.  Out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    Part of her hoped that going this direction would allow her to meet up with Alex.  He was her knight.  He always rode in when she was in danger and made everything right.  She wanted to be held by him again.  Or hold his waist while they bumped and trundled down the road on Mutt’s old motorcycle.   
 
    Damn their luck.  It had held out so far, but it going only be stretched so thin.  When would it finally snap?  It seemed like it was doing exactly that right now.   
 
    Gloria was in the rear, she was old and nowhere near capable of running away from Scab.  How many new bikers did he bring along with him?  Ten?  Fifteen?  She lost count.   
 
    Her inner wolf was begging to be let out.  It wanted blood.  She was fast; she could easily outrun these bastards.  If only these kids weren’t here.  Every instinct inside her wanted to abandon them.  Survival of the fittest.  But, every ounce of humanity drew her back, kept them close.  They were people’s children.  Daughters and sons.  They represented the future of the pack.  If they were to die, then the pack would die.  No, she had to save them all. 
 
    Still, maybe she could buy them some time to get away.  If she was fast then maybe she could go on the attack.  She could hit them hard and retreat to safety before they could retaliate.  At this point it was beginning to become her only option.   
 
    “Gloria!” she shouted, “Make sure they get to safety!”  She tossed the child in her arms to Gloria while she sprinted against the pack. 
 
    “Cynthia!” she shouted.  There was no time to register regret.  She’d made her decision.  There was freedom in knowing that there was no other path available.  Exhilaration took hold within her chest.   
 
    She saw Scab and his boys running after them.  The smallest of them was still twice her size, but that just meant they were all slow.  She slipped off her jacket, letting it billow to the ground, then the tiny tube top around her chest that she called a shirt.  With a flick of her finger she undid the top button of her jeans.   
 
    It felt like riding a roller coaster.  The rush of adrenaline latched on to her and wouldn’t let her go.  She rid the wave as it cascaded through her body.  Is this what they called a warrior’s high?  Fur sprouted from the back of her hands as they reshaped into the paws she always knew.  Bloodlust overcame her senses as she fell to all fours, ready for a fight.  Her bones stretched into her wolf shape while her muscles snapped to cover them.  She growled from somewhere deep within her throat.  A place she’d never touched before.   
 
    If she had a mouth she would have laughed.   
 
    Where are you Alex? 
 
    She wanted to be held by him again, at least one more time.  She wanted to pet her hand through his raggedy hair and feel his muscles under her fingers.  If she knew where he was, she would at least have had some measure of hope to drive herself forward.  But, maybe hope had become her crutch.  It was time to face facts.  
 
    Her body lurched forward as fast as she could.  The thick underbrush whipped at her eyes as she passed.  The air in her lungs mixed with the fire in her belly as she exhaled fire.   
 
    Just a few days ago she’d stared down the barrel of a gun, Scab’s gun, the same one that Torque had threatened her with just earlier today.  Now she was facing down at least fifteen men, all of them with guns.  Each one loaded with silver bullets.  Just one shot would be enough to put her down.  So, she had to be faster.   
 
    The first barrage of bullets came.  One grazed her shoulder.  A line of thick crimson spread out to meet the sky.  Still she charged.  There was only one neck she wanted first, Scab’s.  That skinny, silver-haired bastard was the one that betrayed her father.  If she could take at least one guy with her, she wanted it to be him.   
 
    Another barrage of bullets followed soon after.  This time one found its way through the tip of her ear while another clipped at her cheek.  More blood flowed through her open wounds.  Her frantic running was doing no help it aiding to stop the blood flow, if anything she was making it worse.  But, still she charged forward.   
 
    “Stand still you stupid bitch,” Scab shouted. 
 
     Not in your dreams 
 
    She barked loudly as she leapt with all the strength her hind legs would allow.  She watched as his eyes went wide.  Her powerful jaws sunk deep into his neck as she tackled Scab to the ground.  His gurgled screams horrified his comrades who stopped firing their guns.   
 
    When she lifted her bloody muzzle she could see that her attack had weakened their resolve.  But, it hadn’t killed it.  With Scab dead on the ground beneath her feet she howled into the air.  The blood curdling scream echoed past the lake, through the trees, deafening her would be attackers.  Then she leveled her eyes at the rest of them.   
 
    The first few began to back away, more keen on running rather than fighting the demon dog that had just killed their leader.  She dared not stop, otherwise the sting of the silver that scraped at her skin would set in and she would be unable to fight onward.  Even now it was begging her to stop, but she dared not listen.   
 
    She dashed forward again.  Within a second she was on the next wolf, who was trying his hardest to run away.  She tackled him to the ground, wrapping her jaws around his neck.   
 
    More gunshots rang out.  She wasn’t even fazed by the bullets anymore.  Accepting death gave her freedom she’d never known.  She thought back to all the times her grandmother kept her inside the house.  It felt so small, so insignificant now being kept inside by something as simple as a scolding.   
 
    She wondered what happened to her grandmother.  She was supposed to be at Cliff Walker den, but when Cynthia arrived, hoping to revive their unfinished conversation, she was nowhere to be found.  Had she run off?  Or was she killed by the hunter as well?  Whatever the case, it didn’t matter now.   
 
    “Screw this,” said one of the wolves.  He cast off his gun, tearing his jacket from his chest, roaring as he began to shift.  A few other dogs got the same idea.   
 
    Good, let them come. 
 
    Four of them stayed in total.  In wolf form they were quite intimidating.  Scars stood out against their patchy fur.  The largest of them had an old wound that tore out part of his lip.  Perhaps an old fight for dominance? 
 
    Why couldn’t I be an alpha?  
 
    The four of them started to surround her.  Seeing her chance, she sprinted away.  They gave chase but were too slow.  Their heavy bodies weren’t made for speed.  Without their guns they wouldn’t be able to catch her.  A glimmer of hope returned to her mind.  Maybe she really could make it out.   
 
    That came crashing down when she hit a hidden tree root, raised just far enough from the ground to catch her leg, and just low enough that it didn’t breach over the top of the thick brush.   
 
    Fuck. 
 
    She tried to stammer back to her feet to continue the run, but the leg wouldn’t listen.  She’d hit it too hard and twisted it too sharply.  It was broken.  The fight was slowly leaving her as the wolves eventually caught her.  They circled around her like buzzards eyeing fresh meat.   
 
    She rolled to her stomach to defend herself.  She was still in this fight, one way or the other.  Looking down the pathway she didn’t see any of the children or the women that accompanied them. 
 
    Good, they must have escaped. 
 
    She had at least accomplished that one feat.  For that, she was proud.   
 
    The wolves all took turns, prodding her defense.  One would advance and try to nip at her dead paw, she’d turn her head to bite back and fight him off.  Then another would strike at her from another angle, she would whip around with a bark.   
 
    They were trying to tire her out.  She clenched with her broken paw.  The bone was definitely broken.  There wasn’t an escape from the jaws that were clamping down tighter and tighter around her.   
 
    Fuck them. 
 
    She heard a rustle of leaves.  It wasn’t the wind.  It was loud, like someone running through them.  She wheeled her head around to investigate the noise, as she did, a thick furry body leapt over her head, tackling one of the wolves to the ground and biting at whatever part his teeth would sink into.   
 
    His fur was black from head to toe.  His body was lithe and agile; his movements were fast and precise.  Cuts covered his body, sending blood dripping down his dark fur, staining him a rich dark crimson.   
 
    There was only one wolf with fur that dark; Alex.  She’d spent so much time worrying about him.  Having him appear from nowhere to save her life sent her heart aflutter.   
 
    The other wolves turned to meet their new foe.  Despite his bloodied, torn body, he made short work of them as though they were puppies trying to fight a bear.  He lumbered over to Cynthia, his body changing as he walked.   
 
    “Cynthia!” shouted Tess from behind.   
 
    Cynthia reached out to her human side, letting it return.  Her arms lengthened, returning to the pink fleshy things they normally were.  Her fur faded as her hair grew back to its regular color.   
 
    Alex fell to the ground just a foot away from her, collapsed from the strain of his fight.  He deserved the rest. 
 
    “We found him not long ago.  I assume they’re with you?” Tess asked.   
 
    The group of children ran playfully behind Tess.  Connor held a couple of the kids over his shoulders; one was playing with his short hair.  Gloria still huffed and puffed her way alongside the group.  Samantha came along with Alex’s clothing, dirty from the ground in her arms.  Cynthia allowed herself a smile.  
 
    “Cyn!” Samantha screamed, “You’re okay!”  She tossed the clothing at Alex who was beyond exhausted.  “He couldn’t stay away from you.  When he heard your howl he took off like lightning.” 
 
    How about that?” 
 
    Cynthia clasped his hand tightly then pulled herself along the ground closer.  She kissed him on the lips, his eyes opened to greet her.   
 
    “My hero,” she said.  He smiled and they lied together for a moment, broken but satisfied.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    “What the hell are we supposed to do now?” Samantha asked, “It’s not like we can just walk out the front door.”   
 
    “Why can’t we?” Alex said with an exhausted laugh, “We got enough muscle.”  He struggled out a smile.   
 
    Tess was busy splinting Cynthia’s wound.  The broken arm wasn’t going to help her much if the situation called for fighting.   
 
    Connor was trying to be as pragmatic as possible.  He rubbed at the bridge of his nose.  They had found everyone that needed to be found or rescued, but getting them all out safely would be difficult at best.   
 
    “There’s no way we can fit this many people in my truck,” he said.   
 
    “Why don’t we take the truck that brought us all in here?”  Cynthia offered, “I know where it is, and the keys are still in the ignition.”   
 
    “You waited until just now to provide that piece of information?” Alex asked.  She punched playfully at his shoulder but the broken arm made her wince from the pain and she stopped short. 
 
    “I was going to say so sooner but you people just wouldn’t shut up long enough for me to say so,” she said.   
 
    “Okay, let’s make for that truck,” Connor said.  He pulled Alex up to his shoulder to be his crutch.  “Let’s not make this a regular thing,” Connor sighed into Alex’s ear. 
 
    “Deal,” Alex replied. 
 
    Cynthia led the way.  It was a good thing it wasn’t one of her back legs that was tripped up because there were enough people unable to fight.  If someone popped up right now they would be like fish in a barrel.   
 
    They crested over the slight hill behind the tall cabin.  Connor surveyed the scene.  The entire camp was swarming with wolves.  Torque was barking out orders this way and that.  Connor eased back behind the hill.   
 
    “There’s no way we’re getting past that,” Connor said.  Maybe they could go back to the cave where Mutt was knocked out, and fight their way out with some guns?  Or maybe they could ignite the ammunition, like Connor had with Eli’s truck.  Any distraction might be enough.   
 
    “Wait here,” Samantha said.  She stuffed her hand into Connor’s pocket.  Connor looked up to her smiling face, and then he turned to face Tess who scowled at him.  There was no winning here.   
 
    She pulled his truck keys from his pocket.   
 
    “Wait for my signal,” she said. 
 
    “What signal?” Connor asked. 
 
    “You’ll know it when you hear it,” she replied.  She stayed low through the brush, passing quickly over the hill, just barely out of sight of the bikers down below.  When she could go no further, in the brush, she paused to watch the bikers.  Their luck came through when Torque started addressing the crowd. 
 
    “This shit is almost over, boys!” he shouted.  The bikers gathered around him.  Some sat on the crates they’d carried; others snapped open beers from a cooler planted at Torque’s feet.  “Once we’re rid of those den lovers, we’ll own this mountain.  Not a single bear or wolf will stand between us.”  The group cheered.  “We’ll live like the kings we were born to be!”   
 
    Samantha saw her opportunity and she took it.  Her bare feet tip-toed along the dirt and gravel road that flowed into the camp; disappearing into the shade of the trees where the truck waited for her.   
 
    Connor waited, patiently.  One minute passed, then another, still no sign.  Was she okay?  He worried for her.  He laughed at his own poetic thought.  Just a few days ago he wanted her dead, now he saw her as something of a little sister.  He cared about her well-being just as much as he cared about Alex’s, or Tess’s.   
 
    Come on you crazy little bastard. 
 
    Then he saw the familiar sight of his yellow, dirty, rusty, old truck.  She was driving it into the camp.  The howl of the engine even distracted Torque when he saw it.   
 
    “What the hell-” 
 
    “Hey Torque!  King or not, you’ll still be a little bitch!” She smiled, obviously pleased with herself.  Connor slapped himself in the face, this was her distraction?   
 
    “You little-” 
 
    The tires of the truck struggled to gain traction on the gravel, but when they did it shot down the path.  At first it looked like she was going after Torque himself, but a sharp turn of the steering wheel sent the truck careening into the carefully parked domino stack of motorcycles.  She struck the lead bike with all the grace of a bull in a china shop, it smashed into the one beside it, toppling it into the next, and the next.   
 
    She giggled in the driver’s seat as the bikers descended into chaos.  She threw the truck into reverse and pulled herself away, backing the truck out of camp and down the road with exacting precision.    
 
    Connor nodded with approval.  She had a good eye for chaos.   
 
    “After that little bastard!” Torque shouted.  The bikers worked hard to undo the twisted shards that comprised their vehicles.  The first to get free bolted after Samantha.  Within a couple minutes the rest of them broke free to give chase, leaving the entire camp empty.   
 
    “I’d say that’s our signal if there ever was one,” Alex said.   
 
    “I’m glad she came along,” Connor laughed.  Cynthia again took the lead.  Gloria joined her with the children in tow.  Tess stayed in the middle of the pack, assisting the rest of the women.   
 
    Connor took a moment to admire Tess.  Seeing her amongst all the children lightened his heart.  One day, one of those children would be his.  He couldn’t wait to meet him … or her.  Secretly he was hoping for a son.  He wanted to teach him how to wrestle and play.  He wanted to play catch in the backyard, or have the occasional game of fetch.  Maybe he’d get the chance to teach his son out to shave, or what it was like to feel love. Never mind all of the wolf trouble they’d get themselves into. Mostly mischievous things to annoy Tess, but fun nonetheless. 
 
    Then again, if he had a girl, he could have just as much fun.  Would she grow up to be like her mother?  Cooking and sewing?  Or would she be more like her dad a rough and tumble tomboy.  Tea parties, dolls, daisy chains, there were so many possibilities and in that one second he imagined them all.   
 
    “Are we going to join them?” Alex asked.  Connor didn’t realize he was standing still.  Maybe he was more distracted than he thought.   
 
    “Right,” he said.  They followed close behind the group, watching for any strays.   
 
    “Have you and Cynthia thought about it?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Thought about what?” Alex wondered.  
 
    “Having kids,” Connor replied, “Don’t say the thought hasn’t crossed your mind.” 
 
    “Geez, you’re starting to sound like a dad more every day.  And, not in a good way,” he said, limping hard on his only good leg.   
 
    Connor laughed at the thought of acting like a father.   
 
    “No,” Alex said, “I don’t think either of us has thought about it.  Too many adventures in the future.” 
 
    “You know you’re welcome to come back to the pack,” Connor said. 
 
    Alex didn’t say anything for a moment but his face was scrunched up as he thought about it.  He breathed out sharply, opening his mouth as though he had something to say, then pausing, and then shutting his mouth with a shrug.  
 
    “I don’t know,” Alex replied finally, “We might come back from time to time…” 
 
    “But, you’re not sure if you want to join the pack,” Connor finished. 
 
    “Exactly,” he said, “There’s an itch that only seems to get scratched when I’m out and about.  It helps even more that Cynthia seems to enjoy it as well.” 
 
    “Well, if you ever decide you want to come back, we’ll be there waiting for you.  You’re family.  And, after all this I’ve come to see you as a true brother.” 
 
    “Oh, Connor,” Alex shouted exaggeratedly, “Let’s be the bestest of friends.  We can frolic in flowery meadows and do each other’s hair.”   
 
    “Dammit, just hug me,” Connor said.  Alex laughed but still gave in to the sentiment.  They grasped each other firmly for a moment. 
 
    “Ahem,” Cynthia said, “I’m glad you both kissed and made up but can we get a move on?”  The kids laughed.  But, Connor could see a glow in Tess that he hadn’t seen in a long while.  The animosity between Alex and Connor had always been somewhere at the forefront of her mind.  Seeing them together must have been enough to jog her from her depression. 
 
    They pulled away from each other.  Alex tested out his leg by putting some weight on it.  It responded well enough.   
 
    “I think I’ll walk the rest of this one myself,” he said.  He took a step and it buckled beneath him.   
 
    “Or maybe I’ll just help you a little while longer,” Connor said, helping him back to his limping posture.  It wasn’t much further. 
 
    They rounded the last corner.  The truck waited for them as it had a few minutes ago.  Cynthia prowled ahead of them, searching for any bikers or guards that might still linger.  When she noticed none, she waved with her hand for everyone to join her. 
 
    The truck itself was a large flatbed, used mostly for hauling large volume.  It had wooden railing along the sides with a completely open back end.  Cynthia began to climb into the driver’s seat, but Connor stopped her. 
 
    “There’s no way you’re driving with that arm,” he said.  He pushed her further into the spacious cabin.  Tess stayed in the back, along with Alex, to keep an eye on the children.   
 
    The engine sounded so odd.  Modern trucks lacked a sense of power, they all sounded like purring kittens when what he wanted was a roar.  At least it was comfortable.  He pressed the truck into drive and glided down the only path available.  The tracks eventually spilled out to pavement from behind a pair of large rocks.  He’d remember passing these rocks on the way to the lake the last couple times they’d come and thinking nothing of them.  It was quite a hidden path.  But, knowing where he was, he knew where to go.   
 
    The truck drove effortlessly along the highway, even with all the kids in the back.  After a short drive they arrived at the bear den.  The only place he knew at this place to be decently safe.  The guard at the front gate marveled at the change in transportation but waved them through.   
 
    The truck squeaked to a stop in front of Henry’s house.  As he stepped from the truck he noticed his own truck sitting on the opposite side of the roundabout driveway and laughed to himself.   
 
    “Great, they’re multiplying!” Henry shouted when he noticed the tiny wolves stepping out of the back of the truck.   
 
    “I’m really sorry, there was nowhere else to go that was safe,” Connor said.  
 
    “I know,” The old alpha breathed out a long sigh, “Samantha was just telling me about it.” 
 
    “You’re late!” she shouted. 
 
    “Connor had to stop for a bro hug,” Cynthia said, “So this is the bear den, eh?  I like it.  It’s very … den.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s the kind of place that one could hibernate for a while,” Alex laughed along.  Henry rolled his eyes at the two new young adults.   
 
    “I was making some sandwiches for the kids,” Samantha said.  She held out a tray and the starving little mouths sprinted for a bit to eat.  Samantha giggled in the middle of the crowd.  “Slow down, guys.  There’s plenty enough for everyone!” 
 
    Alex grabbed a sandwich with wide eyes. 
 
    “How did you get out?” Connor asked as he assisted Alex to the front door. 
 
    “Easy,” she replied, “I was driving in a tank, they were riding on popsicle sticks.  It’s simple physics.” 
 
    Looking at his truck, he did see some new dents and scraped paint.  At least Sam was alright. 
 
    “It’ll buff right out,” she said with a broad smile.  
 
    “Sam! You need to teach Cynthia how to make this sandwich, it was delicious.” He turned to Cynthia, “Babe, there’s no way you could burn this!” 
 
    Cynthia and Tess looked at each other and laughed. 
 
    “What?” Alex asked with a mouthful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
    Tess’s words were still thumping in the back of his mind.   
 
    “Don’t go,” she said, “they can handle the rest of them.  You’ve done enough.  We’ve done enough.”  She was urging him to skip out on the final battle with Torque’s forces.  Something that he couldn’t do.   
 
    He knew Torque better than any of the bears.  He needed to be there to make sure that he finally went down for good.  Henry was looking forward to giving Torque a good beating once again, anything to figure out who might have been the traitor that released him.  But, Connor was out for blood.  If he got his jaws around that bastard he would clamp down and wouldn’t let go.   
 
    “You need to stay, Tess,” he said.  “This needs to be done.”  She didn’t give him any reply after that.  All he met was a closed door and silence.   
 
    How am I going to get out of this dog house? 
 
    He didn’t have time to think about that at the moment. His mind switched back to the mission.  They stood just up the mountain from the camp.  The biker’s tiny fires illuminated the night, reflecting off the now still lake.  Connor searched around the camp for Torque but didn’t see him.  He had to be somewhere around.   
 
    “He said soon,” Connor said, “If we don’t attack now, there’s a good chance we’ll lose our shot.  We have their truck so they can’t move their base quickly, but if you want to catch Torque or Eli, now is our chance.” 
 
    They’d prepared the attack.  Bears covered almost every point of exit.  Torque’s diminished forces wouldn’t know what hit them.  That is, if they attacked sooner rather than later.  If Torque was given enough time to build up then things might get messy. 
 
    “Don’t you think I know that?” Henry said, “Not all of my bears are here yet.  If we attack when we aren’t at full strength, we might get overpowered.  Remember, they’re using guns with silver bullets?”   
 
    “If you’d just accept the help from the rest of my pack-” 
 
    “Your pack has done enough!” Henry interrupted, “Avenging my wife is bear business.  If you want, you can just head on home.  We’ll take care of this mess ourselves.”  Connor stared Henry down silently.  Connor was right, Henry knew it.  He just didn’t want to accept that Connor might be right.  His stubbornness was nagging at him.  Was it better to be stubborn and fail?  Or accept another voice and succeed?  “Fine,” Henry said, “Let’s ride.” 
 
    Those were the exact words Connor wanted to hear.   
 
    Henry held his fingers between his lips, belting out a whistle that could be heard from space.  The bikers in the camp hurriedly took up their rifles when they heard the strange sound.  Some took cover in the burned out cabins while others ducked behind their motorcycles.   
 
    “Such a damn shame,” Henry said, “These morons have perfectly good teeth.  They don’t even count as wolves anymore.” 
 
    “Preaching to the choir, Henry,” Connor replied.  He was glad that he was the only one to come this time.  Alex was still battered, recovering from his torture.  Cynthia’s arm was damaged; it would take a few days to mend.  Samantha stayed behind at the behest of her grandpa.  
 
    Bears began to flood in.  Connor showed them the hidden path to help them sneak in behind the hunters to surprise them.  The few of them that remained in the camp fired as fast as they could, but they weren’t trained marksmen.  The ones that did find their mark struck at legs and ripped open flesh but nothing more.   
 
    Connor let himself give in to the wolf inside.  It was begging to be let out to taste the flesh of any biker that might get in his way.  He fell to all fours as he ran down the hill.  His body grew to brutish height, showing his alpha heritage.  His thick hide sprouted is usual mix of gray and silver fur and his nose smelled just one thing; fear.   
 
    Henry too joined in the fighting.  He was easily twice Connor’s immense size.  While he ran a bullet dug into his shoulder but because of his strength it would take much more than that to take him down.   
 
    Connor leapt on a pair of bikers hiding in one of the burnt out cabins.  They were tossed like ragdolls into the wall.  Their bodies fell limp and lifeless on the cabin floor.  His beast was satisfied at the carnage and the chaos.   
 
    Still, something didn’t feel quite right.  It felt like the fight in these guys was weak, and they barely smelled like shifters at all.   
 
    Wait a second. 
 
    Connor tore the jacket from one of the bodies on the ground and sniffed at it thoroughly.  It was a human.  This wasn’t right at all.  Either Torque had fled and left a bunch of guys as a sacrifice or … 
 
    Shit.  It’s a trap. 
 
    It seemed Henry got the same idea.  He bellowed out a roar to the rest of his men.  The humans were all too easily defeated.  Their rifles, destroyed.  But, the trap was no set and they were squarely in the middle of it.   
 
    A flare shot into the air from down by the lake.  It lazily hung in the air while it burned bright.  The light was blinding to look at.  The shadows that came from the fires disappeared in to white light.  The panicked bears searched around to understand what exactly was going on.  Connor found the source, Torque.   
 
    From behind the surrounding trees they could hear guns being prepped for a fight, a lot of them.  The biggest and strongest of the bears were right here in the middle of the clearing, square in their sights.  There was no easy escape.   
 
    Why didn’t I smell them? 
 
    In his hurry to join the battle Connor dismissed the usual array of smells; the gun oil, the smell of sulfur in the rounds, the hint of gasoline from the bikes, and the pungent odor of lake salt.  It surrounded him.  The bikers must have bathed in it to hide themselves.  He cursed himself for getting careless and only trusting his eyes.   
 
    Damn that bastard.   
 
    The bears stood as statues, afraid to move.  There was a good chance that if they did, they wouldn’t be taking another step.   
 
    Torque’s shadow passed under some low lying branches as he grabbed his gun. He strutted upon the loose sand and patchy grass making his way to Henry and Connor. He knew he’d won, for now. 
 
    Connor saw Henry clenching his teeth, growling just a few feet away.     
 
    “I told myself I wouldn’t talk, but this is just too good.  There are so many of you here tonight.  I’m glad I get to entertain you this time, Henry.”  Torque stepped in close.  He stood within six inches of Henry’s grizzled face, stared with a cocksure smile then aimed his shotgun at Henry’s jaw.  Despite his rage, he dared not make a move, or it would be over. 
 
    Connor knew it would have been damn near impossible for him to keep his composure if he were in the same circumstance.   
 
    “You made it so easy for me,” he said.  “Tell me Henry, did you see this coming?  I thought it was pretty clever.” 
 
    Henry shifted back.  The once 9 foot tall bear shrunk down to the old man who stood defiant against Torque.  His face was stern.  The whole thing reminded Connor of his time he spent with Samantha and Tess inside the restaurant where Greta’s father was killed.  The helplessness, the need to protect those that mattered; those things were spelled out on his face.   
 
    “You made a bunch of your own guys into live bait to catch us,” Henry said. 
 
    “They’re not my guys,” Torque laughed, “They’re just a bunch of dumb humans too stupid to leave.  I was surprised I even gave them bullets to fight back.  Mutt sure did know how to pick ‘em.  Didn’t he?”  Torque walked over to one of the dead biker’s bodies, gun still pointed at Henry.  He cocked his leg back then released it into a powerful kick.  The sound of rib bones breaking was like nails on a chalkboard.  The body flew ten feet before skidding into a small tree.  “Yep, useless.” 
 
    “Where’s Eli?  Hiding in a tree again?” Henry mocked. 
 
    “Not here,” Torque laughed, “He has his own plans.” 
 
    “And they don’t involve you?” Henry scoffed. 
 
    Torque got defensive.  He lifted his pistol, the one he’d taken from the now deceased Scab.  He leveled it as Henry.  “You know.  I’m glad I was there when your wife died.  She begged for me to help her.  Begged.  Some wife she was.  Couldn’t even die with a little dignity.” 
 
    Henry boiled over.  His rage overpowered his situation.  His body began to change.     
 
    Torque’s lowered his gun and shot, leaving holes in the old man’s legs.  Blood spurted from the wound as Henry grabbed at the pain and doubled over, ending his transformation.   
 
    “See?  When you’re a king, everyone bows to you,” he said as he laughed, completely full of himself and mad with power. 
 
    Then Connor saw fire explode on the lake.  Thick gouts of black smoke billowed into the air.  The sound of motorcycle engines blared at full throttle.  The look of concern on Torque’s face was all Connor needed to see.  These were not his allies coming.   
 
    Another bottle shattered amidst the bears, filling the space with more black smoke.  The thick smoke covered the light of the flare that still hung in the sky.    
 
    “What the hell?!” Torque shouted, “Shoot them!”  
 
    The confusion was enough.  Gunshots rang out in the night hitting nothing but air.  From down the road emerged someone that Connor was more than happy to see, Crunch.  He was riding a beat up motorcycle that was less than half the size that he needed.  The muffler was dragging on the ground, as was the suspension.  It seemed like he was riding a mini-bike.  In his hand was a Molotov cocktail.  The saddle bags behind him were stuffed with more of the same.  He lit the wick with the flame of a cigar that was hanging from the corner of his mouth.  He threw the bottle into the forest, toward the shooters.  It splashed on a tree, starting the forest ablaze once more. 
 
    Connor took a second to check in with Henry, still clutching at his leg.  With a bloody hand he grabbed at Connor’s scruff.   
 
    “Finish this,” he said.  Connor howled as the old man released him.   
 
    “Hey Torque, guess who’s home!” Crunch shouted as he skidded the bike to a halt only a few feet from Torque.  When he saw Connor coming to join the fight he pulled the cigar from his mouth, “Hey kid, you miss me?” 
 
    If Connor had a mouth he would have kissed him.  Even though all he would have kissed was stubble and day old bacon grease.   
 
    “Torque, you stupid, inbred, moron.  I’m here to take back leadership of the gang.  I’m even willing to give you a fighting chance.  If you can beat me, then I’ll let you live,” Crunch shouted.   
 
    That wasn’t the deal. 
 
    Crunch waved a hand at Connor.  This was his fight and nobody was going to take this from him.  He circled around in front of Torque, tearing off his leather vest.  Firelight danced across his tattooed chest.  The spreading flames were filling in the camp.  The bear shifters had escaped to safety and the gun shots ceased.  They were all alone, just the four of them. 
 
    A sense of Déjà vu came over Connor when he saw the burning buildings and chaos.  Only a few days ago he strode through this camp bringing fire and confusion.  Now Torque was doing the same. 
 
    “I guess I don’t have much choice,” Torque said, “I accept.” 
 
    Crunch cracked his knuckles, then his neck.  With a broad smile of excitement he charged forward.  Torque smiled back, he wasn’t here to play by the rules.  He raised the pistol in his hand, shooting Crunch in the leg.   
 
    “You dirty piece of shit!” Crunch shouted.   
 
    “What was that?” Torque asked.  He fired another round into Crunch’s other leg.  Crunch fell to his knees as Torque came in closer to gloat about his win.  “I’m stupid?”  Torque asked, “You’re the one that ran at a man with a gun.” 
 
    Crunch leaned to his side, reaching as far as he could to grab any part of Torque he could reach.  But, Torque was quick enough to get out of the way.  He laughed at Crunch’s attempts to capture him.  He aimed the pistol right at Crunch’s head. 
 
    “Looks like I get to live,” Torque said in jest, “I can’t wait to find that little bitch Cynthia again.  I’m going to let he know what a real man feels like before I put a bullet in her little head.” 
 
    Crunch had his teeth clenched. He was not so easily beaten.  His legs were destroyed but that didn’t stop Crunch, not at all.  He elbowed up to his knees, with every ounce of strength he could muster he pressed up to stand.   
 
    “I’m not beaten yet you stupid sonovabitch,” Crunch growled.  He took a step forward on his wobbly legs.  Torque aimed the pistol again at Crunch’s head. 
 
    “You better not come any closer,” he said, “I swear to god I’ll shoot you.” 
 
    “You were always a little coward,” Crunch said, “If you threaten to do something then you better be damn sure you can follow through.”  Crunch laughed.  “If I could I would beat you until my knuckles were bloody and you wouldn’t have a face.  But, since I can’t catch you that’s fine, I won’t,” Crunch said.  “He will.”  He gestured to Connor. 
 
    Torque’s eyes went wide as Connor pounced on the distracted man.  His jaws came down hard; the only sound that followed was the dying screams of a desperate man. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 11 
 
    “Grandma!” Cynthia shouted.  She sprinted down the road towards her grandmother who was sitting in the back of a truck full of rescued hostages.  “I thought you were dead!”  
 
    “Oh posh,” the old woman replied, “Some ruffian just picked me up while I was out with the girls.  Gave him a piece of my mind about it, too.”  The pair embraced.   
 
    The bear den, which was already crowded to begin with, was positively bursting at the seams, now.  Bears and wolves intermingled making it hard to tell one from the other.   
 
    Happy reunions led to tears, hugs, and liquor.  Crunch was already well on his way with the liquor part.  The remaining Molotov cocktails from the saddle bags on his motorcycle became a welcome friend to help dull his pain.   
 
    “I’ll get the doctor,” Connor said, stepping from the cab of the truck. 
 
    “I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” Crunch shouted with a slur.   
 
    “Is it over?” Alex asked.  He was already waiting for Connor when he got out.  “Did you get Eli?  Torque?” 
 
    Connor didn’t know if he should tell him the good news or the bad news first.   
 
    “Torque is dead,” he said, “We won’t have to worry about him coming around anymore.”   
 
    “And, Eli?” he asked, “Did you get him?” 
 
    Connor shook his head which brought a look of consternation to Alex’s still heavily bruised face.   
 
    “We’ll get him.  It’s just a matter of time,” he said, trying his best to reassure Connor.   
 
    “Where’s Tess?” Connor asked.  Alex scratched at the back of his neck and rolled his eyes off to the side.   
 
    “She went for a walk, said you’d know where.  I guess she couldn’t stay still knowing you were out there risking your life,” he said.  “She’s pretty pissed off that you ran out again.” 
 
    “Alex!” Crunch shouted from inside the truck, his jovial exuberance made his spill half his bottle around in the truck as he sloshed it about.  “I got my old gang back!” 
 
    “That’s great Crunch,” Alex said with a forced smile.   
 
    “Shit, I forgot.  Can you get the doctor for him?  He got shot in both legs.  I’m going to go find Tess!”  Connor was already walking away as he spoke.  He started jogging through the den, past the rows of thick trees. 
 
    “Connor!” shouted Henry from the back of the truck.  Connor turned to see him leaning one leg over the truck bed while holding the gunshot wound closed with the force of his hand.  “We gotta talk.” 
 
    Connor’s feet were burning.  He needed to find Tess to talk to her quick before she got more upset.  Still, this was the bear alpha talking to him, the man who could officially end all the fighting once and for all with but a word.  He moved closer to listen to what Henry had to say. 
 
    “I know we got off on the wrong foot,” he said, “what with me thinkin’ you killed my wife; may she rest in peace.  After knowin’ you for a while, I’ve come to realize that you’re alright.”  He patted Connor on the shoulder, leaving a bloody hand print on his shirt.  “I’m goin’ to get my leg patched up today then tomorrow we’re goin’ out and finding that hunter.  If he really is the one that killed my Annie then he’s the one I need to sink my teeth into.”   
 
    “We both do,” Connor said as he grasped his bloody hand.   
 
    Connor felt something from the old man, recognition.  It felt like all his animosity towards wolves was starting to disappear.  Or it could have just been the alcohol that Crunch shared with him the entire drive.  Connor wasn’t quite sure.   
 
    “We’ve scrubbed all their dens,” Henry said, “Where do you think this bastard might be hiding?”  He moved his leg slightly as the doctor came down with his bag.  The physician went to work right away, cutting open the clothing that covered the wound.   
 
    “Alex once told me that he tracked this guy.  Maybe he has a few ideas we can use.” Connor suggested. 
 
    “That kid?”  Henry asked, “You really put that much faith in his tracking abilities?” 
 
    “When you see him in action, you’ll know what I mean,” Connor replied.   
 
    “Go,” Henry said while he patted Connor’s shoulder again, “I know you’re running off to your woman.  Just make sure you keep that one close.  Not all battles need to be fought; sometimes you have to lose to win.  Don’t forget that.”  The fire in his stare was haunting.  It was the look of someone that knew loss.  Connor could feel his pain.   
 
    Henry’s words continued to echo in Connor’s ears as he walked quickly out of the camp.  Not all battles need to be fought?  Was he talking about Tess?  Was he telling him not to argue with her?  You have to lose to win?  That made absolutely no sense at all.  No, it was something else.  Connor could just barely grasp at the meaning.   
 
    There was only one place Tess would be, down by the fresh water stream that he’d taken her to picnic before.  Looking over his shoulder, he was glad to see there were no more guards following his every move.  He finally had a moment of freedom to meet with the girl he loved. 
 
    Then he was tackled to the ground.   
 
    “Man, for an alpha, you’re pretty weak,” Samantha said.  She giggled as he struggled to get back to his feet on the slick mud.   
 
    “What the hell was that for?” Connor asked. 
 
    “You brought everyone back safe and sound,” she said, “I thought I’d thank you.”   
 
    “Maybe you can do me a favor,” Connor said as he wiped the slick mud from his face, “Give me and Tess a few hours of privacy?”  He winked, and then patted her on the head.  The mud on his hand rubbed into her already messy hair.   
 
    “You’re such a dick,” she replied, struggling with her hair.  With a sigh she gave up.  Only a shower would save it now.  “Fine.  I’ll even keep the rest of the bears out of this neck of the woods.  Have a nice time.”  Samantha winked as she started making her way back to the house.   
 
    Finally. 
 
    He could see her hair bobbing up and down just over the next crest of the hill.  A single candle was lit near Tess.  The light spilled to the trees, casting shadows at odd angles.  If he didn’t know any better he would have said it was haunted.  He shook his head and with a smirk, stepped over the edge of the hill to meet his mate. 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 CHAPTER 12 
 
    “Took you long enough,” she said.  She was lying on the checkered picnic blanket they had before.  A single lit candle was placed carefully beside a basket of food.  Steam poured from the top of the basket and the scent of her cooking was intoxicating.  It was begging to be devoured.   
 
    The food wasn’t the only thing begging to be devoured.  Seeing her man, illuminated by candlelight on this glorious evening was enough to make her drool.   
 
    “Fashionably late,” he said.  He puffed up his chest as he made his way down the small hill to join her.  Though he had dirt on his face he was unwounded, that was good.  She’d spent so much time today worrying about him.  When she worried too much, she liked distract herself by cooking. 
 
    “I thought you might be hungry,” she continued, “So I made your favorite.”  She let one of the shoulders of her dress fall.  She had to borrow the dress from Samantha, so it was just a little too tight in the chest for her, and slightly short for her taste.  But, the excited face Connor put on allowed her to rest the thought. 
 
    He walked over to the water, cleaned off the mud from his face, pulled off his leather boots, and then sat next to her on the blanket.  It was just like before.  The nerves that had kept her so active before were finally starting to settle down.  He had made it out okay.  He was still there for her. 
 
    Before his feet hit the blanket, his mouth was locked with hers.  She could feel the passion he’d been holding on to for just this moment.  It screamed how glad he was to still be alive, how excited he was to finally be able to spend some time with her, and it warmed her to her core.  When he pulled away, she sat in stunned silence. 
 
    “I guess you’re not hungry?” she joked. 
 
    Connor shook his head while reaching for the zipper to her dress.  Once he found it, he pulled down sharply to release the garment from her chest.  Her nipples stood against the cold of the evening air.  Her breath quickened as Connor leaned in to kiss at her neck.  She tossed her head back in ecstasy, enjoying every little peck.   
 
    Tess stroked her hand along his side.  He recoiled for a moment when she found a bruise under his shirt.  He stretched and straightened himself, then pulled off the long sleeve button up he wore.  She balled it up and set it aside.  She ran her hands along his tough skin.  New scars, old scars, new pains, old pains, every one of them recorded on his chest.  She circled around them with her finger, pressing up against his solid muscle.  Her finger slid lower down his stomach, past his belly button, and into his tight pants.   
 
    She felt his bulge pressing up against his jeans. 
 
    “These must be uncomfortable,” she said, undoing the button to release him from his cotton prison.  His cold hands had found their way down her back.  They pressed against her spine and gripped her tightly.  She exhaled puffs of cold night air that dissipated as the heat left.  
 
    His hands ran from her back, down her side, then to her hips and thighs.  The lower he got, the hotter she became.  She quivered under her breath, she’d longed for his touch for days now. She marveled in his beauty as he explored her body with care. She finally had him all to herself.  His hand massaged along her thigh then sunk down between her legs.    
 
    With his fingertip he circled around her clit.  The tiny movements sent little surges of pleasure through her body.  Her already wet sex became more excited.  Her pussy juice drizzled down the side of her leg, coating Connors hand in her lubricant.   
 
    She couldn’t wait any longer, she wanted to please her champion. Her hands found his already erect cock waiting for her inside of his jeans.  She grabbed at the hem and tugged, he lifted his lower body to allow them to slide off.  She gasped aloud as his finger slid inside of her welcoming vagina.  However unexpected it was, it was a welcome sensation.  But, she wanted more. 
 
    She lowered her head, taking his massive throbbing dick into her mouth. She loved the way he leaned his head back and moaned as she took him deeper. 
 
    “Fuuuck,” he moaned out. 
 
    Immediately she blushed as she watched pleasure wash over his face. She loved every second of it. Knowing that she could please her man like this aroused her even more. He continued to push his fingers into her, faster and faster.  
 
     She ran her hand along his shaft as she flicked her tongue under the crown.  She felt him tense with each slow lick and savored the pleasure she gave him. 
 
    He continued to work his finger in and out of her while using the palm of his hand to press against her clit.  The combination of rhythm and penetration sent her head spinning.   
 
    She wanted him, right now.  She didn’t want to wait any longer.  She released his cock from her mouth and stood to her feet.  His hand fell to his dick which he stroked in front of her as she removed the last remnants of her borrowed dress.   
 
    Connor took in an eyeful as he gazed at her standing naked in the candlelight.  His thick cock waited as she straddled over his waist, squatting low, and lining him up with the opening that yearned for him.   
 
    With one push, she felt him enter her.  It was warm, pulling her open further with each pressing inch.  Slowly she lowered herself.  Enjoying each little bit of him.  Her heart was racing; she opened her mouth to let out a moan then a gasp.  When she had taken all of him, she straddled against his pelvis, pressing him down onto the blanket.   
 
    She bit her lip and tossed her hair back over her shoulder.  Connor sat up, holding her by her back.  She felt him press in a little bit deeper.  His mouth found hers as he nibbled lightly on her lip.  Another wave of pleasure poured over her body.   
 
    With a hand on her thigh, he worked her along his shaft.  Her juice poured over him while his dick pulsed inside her.  She could already feel an orgasm beginning to build up deep in the pit of her stomach.  She held on to it, not letting it go.  But, she wouldn’t allow herself the pleasure, not yet.   
 
    Connor lowered her back to the ground.  The warm blanket waited for her.  His perfect body towered over her.  Their eyes met in the moment.  Everything fell away.  She saw Connor and everything he was.  He had become more to her than just a man.  He had become everything to her.  He was her protector, friend, and lover.  He was hers. 
 
    A thin layer of sweat built up over his body as he thrusted into her harder and harder with each passing second.  She wondered how he could keep up his pace.  The orgasm inside her body screamed to be released but she still held it back.   
 
    His hand slid under her lower back, holding her firm.  His other hand held her by the back of the head as he pressed his lips to hers.  She could hold out no longer.  Her body ached from waiting.  She gave herself over to the pleasure she’d held back.  As she did, every muscle in her body tensed in the moment.  Seizing up and releasing over and over again.  She clenched her teeth with the waves of warmth that coursed through her body.   
 
    Even Connor was unable to hold on any long.  With one final thrust he pressed himself in as far as he could and released himself into her.  She convulsed in his arms as he kissed her on her face and neck.   
 
    As he lied down beside her, she still felt the rock of her nerves exploding all over her body.  His arm rested over her shoulders.  The warmth of his body kept the cold at bay.  She breathed heavily to catch her breath.   
 
    “Welcome back,” she said. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” he replied.  He rolled to his back.  Tess saw it as an invite, pulling herself up to lie upon it.  The thumping of his heart made her giddy. 
 
    “Do you think we should invite Samantha to the wedding?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Who said there’s going to be a wedding?  I’m just using you for your body,” Tess joked.  Connor slapped her exposed butt lightly.  She yelped as she laughed it off.   
 
    “When this is all over,” he continued, “I think we should finally do it.  I want you to be my wife.”  She rolled her head to her chin so she could look into his face without sitting up. 
 
    “Who says I’m not already,” she said, “I’m already all yours whenever you want me.” 
 
    “I know,” he said with a huff, “it’s just-” 
 
    “Connor, I want to marry you, too.”  She said plainly. 
 
    “Great!” he said. 
 
    “Wait, you said ‘when this is all over’.  What did you mean by that?”  Tess was scared.  If this wasn’t over, what was he waiting for?  Didn’t they finish off the bikers just earlier today?   
 
    “We still need to find Eli.  Once he’s dead, there won’t be anything to worry about.  We can raise our child in safety.  He won’t have to worry about a single thing,” Connor said. 
 
    “He?” she asked, “I’m hoping our baby is a girl.  I want to teach her everything.  How to bake, how to hunt, what types of men to avoid …” 
 
    “What was that?” Connor asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Tess replied quickly. 
 
    “If we have a girl, then she won’t even get to know any boys.  I don’t want to see her running off with some dummy like Billy.  That kid is as dumb as a box of rocks.  I feel for him, honestly, but I don’t think he’ll ever learn his lesson.” 
 
    “Oh, leave him alone.  He’s a simple pup.  There’s a certain charm in that.” 
 
    “That’s not what Cynthia says,” Connor retorted. 
 
    Tess leaned elbowed back to a sit. If she were honest, the thought of Eli still being out there troubled her. But, the thought would have to wait, Connor was with her now and that’s all that mattered. She lifted the basket of food.  Connor sniffed at the air and exhaled with a smile. 
 
    “You really did make all my favorites,” he said, “No wonder I keep you around.”  He kissed her on the forehead.  A shock ran through her body.   
 
    She slapped him playfully in the arm, while pulling away to set the basket in front of him.  He grabbed at the prepared food.  She’d managed to scrounge up a steak from the house.  Whoever was saving it was going to be real mad when they found out it was gone.  But, she didn’t care.  The hero needed his meal. 
 
    He tore into the food, hungrily.  It seemed as though he hadn’t eaten in days.  She stared at him silently as he finished his meal.  With his mouth full he didn’t have much to say.  Honestly, Tess was just enjoying the comfort of being close.  There was a simple joy in being with someone you loved and that was fine with her. 
 
    She let her head fall to his lap.  His warmth was all she needed.


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    The deafening sound of a shotgun split the night. 
 
    Connor perked up.  He’d fallen asleep on the blanket with Tess in his arms.  She stirred but didn’t wake.   
 
    Another blast echoed through the woods.  Connor slid on his pants and boots in haste.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Tess asked. 
 
    “I’m going to go find out, stay here,” he said.  The candle had since burned out leaving Tess in the dark.  If there really was trouble up ahead she would be hard to find.  She nodded. 
 
    Connor climbed up over the hill, running quickly toward the house.  In the tents and makeshift houses beside him, bears were already stirring from their sleep.  Some of the men walked out with tired eyes.  Connor’s heart beat loudly in his ears.  He didn’t need to see the attackers face to know who it was.   
 
    A blood curdling scream resounded from the house, filling the now quiet night.  He leapt to the top of the patio, bounding through the front door.  The inside was dark but his eyes were used to the night.  He ran up the stairs, skipping several at a time.  When he reached the top he saw the door to the alphas room.  It was cracked open.  Samantha was on the other side, holding a body in the darkness. 
 
    No! 
 
    Connor pushed open the door.  The light of the moon spilled into the open space through an open window, revealing the Henry with two giant shotgun holes filling his chest.  Henry stirred slightly, spitting blood as he did so.  
 
    “Samantha… take care… of everyone...” He managed. 
 
    “Just stay calm grandpa, the doctor is coming, just wait,” her eyes were searching Connors face in panic. He could sense her fear. 
 
    “Eli… Kill Eli…” 
 
    With those last words the Henry’s body fell limp in Samantha’s arms. A Strong and powerful alpha, loved by all, brought down by that bastard. Connor swore he’d rip Eli’s throat out. 
 
    Tears streamed down Cynthia’s face, she was unable to control her emotions any longer.  
 
    “Eli!” Samantha shouted, “That bastard!  He… killed him…” Connor sprinted to the open window and sniffed for any trace of Eli. He had to have jumped, or Connor would have ran into him as he came through the house. The window overlooked a grassy field and in the distance he could make out a trio of shapes running.  Eli didn’t have any allies, unless… 
 
    “I’m going after him,” Connor said.  Samantha lowered her grandfather to the ground then stood.   
 
    “If you’re going, I’m going.”  There would be no arguing with her.  It was clearly spelled out in the grim determination in her young face.  Connor nodded. 
 
    Alex smashed through the door as well, almost knocking Connor over.   
 
    “I caught a fresh whiff of him.  Let’s get that piece of shit before he gets too far!”   
 
    Connor already had that idea.  He was bolting down the stairs with Samantha already.  Alex followed close behind.  Cynthia stepped from one of the bedrooms opposite the space.  Her arm still in a cast, Alex held up a hand as though to tell her this wasn’t her fight.  She understood.   
 
    Once they were outside, Connor sifted through his pocket for his keys.  They might be fast, but his truck was faster.  
 
    He tore open the driver’s side door and hopped to his seat.  The truck howled in the night.  Alex jumped into the bed, standing with his hands holding to the cab tightly.  If he was to guide them he’d get the best possible chance with the open air.  Samantha slid into the passenger seat as the Truck lurched forward.   
 
    There was no going slow this time.  His foot was planted to the ground on the gas pedal.  The truck bounced over muddy grass and into the dense forest across the clearing.  
 
    Alex slammed a hand down on the cab of the truck. 
 
    “Over there!” he shouted, “He’s close, I can smell it.”  Connor followed his directions.  The truck hammered through a rotted out tree stump, slivers flew everywhere and Alex had to duck to avoid getting a chunk in his face.  Then he splashed through the river that coiled around the property.   
 
    “That way!” Alex shouted, pointing his hand.  Connor nodded again and wrenched the steering wheel in the direction.  The headlights fought against the darkness.  The canopy of trees blocked out the moonlight.   
 
    Connor wrestled with the wolf in his head.  He had to keep cool to stay human.  Eli had killed Henry, just after Connor was getting to like him, too.  His vengeance needed to be had and Connor would be the one to dole it out.   
 
    There, just ahead.  A glint of chrome.  A trio of figures huddled around a pair of motorcycles.  The engine of the truck screamed for him to stop but Connor urged it onward.  The makeshift repairs that Samantha made were coming undone.  Fire spewed from the engine pouring oily smoke into the air.  But, still he pushed on.   
 
    He pointed the truck at the pair of motorcycles.  The shadows in the dark had barely enough time to leap away.  A loud thud was heard as they ran into one of the people who didn’t jump out fast enough. It was followed by the sounds of metal clashing as the truck plowed through the set of bikes.  Alex flew from the bed, landing a short ways away.  Connor and Samantha were shaken in the cab but no worse for the wear.   
 
    “Dammit, you just never know when to give up, do you!?” said the familiar voice of Eli.  “Shit, I think it’s time we end this.” 
 
    You’re damn right it is! 
 
    The headlights of the truck tilted up against a pair of trees.  Eli sifted through the wreckage of the motorcycles to pull out his shotgun.  When he stood up he cracked his neck.  A small trickle of blood pooled around his shoulder from where the truck struck him.  He had to work to raise his shotgun, which he brought to bear at Connor first. 
 
    “Two alphas, with the same gun,” he laughed.  Connor ducked just in the nick of time as the shot shattered the glass of the windshield.  Samantha was pinned by twisted metal against her healing leg.  She tried to pull it out but it was stuck fast.  “Come on out little pup, it’s time to take your medicine!”  He pumped his gun again and unloaded the silver shot in the engine bay.  Shards of metal showered around the cabin. 
 
    Eli stumbled his way over to Samantha’s side. 
 
    “Oh, lookie here!  Got myself an easy kill,” he said.  He drew his knife from his leg holster.  Samantha’s eyes went wide when she saw it, but she narrowed them right back and growled at the asshole that was threatening her.  “You know, if you weren’t such a crazy bitch, a guy could have quite a nice time with you.”   
 
    Samantha chomped her teeth at him.  It was clear she was trying to shift.  Her mouth was already full of razor sharp teeth, ready to clamp down and end Eli.   
 
    “Well that’s just not nice, little girlie,” he said.  Eli lifted his gun with one arm then shot a load blindly in the direction of Connor who was trying to make his way around the truck.   
 
    Things went from bad to worse when a bear started charging at Connor.  There was no way to duck away from its attack so he decided to meet it head on.  He cried out for his inner beast to join the fight and it did so gladly.  His jeans shredded as his muscles bulged.  His muzzle snapped as it protruded from his face.  As his muscle finished snapping into place over his new body he set about charging back at the bear.   
 
    They smashed into each other with enough force that the ground shook beneath them.  The bear’s sharp claws tried to dig into Connor’s flesh, while holding Connor’s attacks at bay.   
 
    “It helps to have allies,” Eli said, “You and your friends cost me a lot of mine.  This was supposed to end it all.  I was finally going to be rid of all you stupid wolves.  There was no way the bears would have overlooked the death of their own alpha.  They would have grinded all of you into the dust.  And, when it all settled there would have been none of you left.”  Eli cocked his gun again and aimed it at Samantha.  She was in no position to avoid it.   
 
    “Night night, sweetie,” he said.   
 
    Samantha stared down the barrel with both eyes open.  If this was her time to go then she was ready to accept it.   
 
    Click. 
 
    But, it wasn’t her time to go. 
 
    “Dammit,” Eli said.  He sifted through his pockets for more shells.  Samantha wasted no chance at escaping from the vehicle wreckage.  She felt around for anything that might have helped her while Connor dealt with the bear.  Under the seat she found a crowbar, just out of reach.  She stretched her fingers as far as she could but it was still inches away.   
 
    In her distraction she didn’t notice Eli return.  His knife stabbed deep into her shoulder and she cried out in the night.  The blade staked her through the car seat and into the metal of the cab.   
 
    “Just wait, right there,” Eli said.  He continued to search his pockets but was coming up empty.   
 
    Samantha grabbed the knife, with bloodied fingers she tried to pry it free from her shoulder, but it was stuck far too tight.  Connor may have been able but he was too busy to assist.   
 
    “Guess I’ll just have to kill you the old fashioned way,” Eli said.   
 
    “You’ll have to go through me first!” shouted Alex, who struggled to his feet.   
 
    “Ah hell, not you too,” Eli smacked himself in the head, “You’d think Mutt could do ONE damn thing.”  He ripped the knife out of Samantha’s arm.  Her blood spattered to the floor of the cab as she wailed in pain.  “What’s the old adage again?  If you want something done right do it yourself.” 
 
    Alex hunched over to all fours.  His black fur made him almost invisible in the dark space.  Once he was fully shifted the only thing you could see was his glowing vibrant blue eyes.  The hunter wasn’t dissuaded.  Alex charged.  He was fast.  He darted across the distance between them in seconds, leaping with a heavy bounding stride. 
 
    Eli raised his knife, stabbing clean into Alex’s stomach.  “It doesn’t matter how fast you can dodge when you’re in mid-air.”  He pulled the knife out of Alex.   
 
    Connor growled, as he wrestled with the bear that gave him no ground.  He could only watch as his friend and ally fell to the floor with blood oozing from his mouth.   
 
    “Alex!” Samantha shouted.  She lowered her head.  Connor wondered if she’d given up entirely.  The hunter was too strong.  Whether she did or not didn’t matter to Connor.  He’d seen Alex take worse beatings than that.  This wasn’t over yet.   
 
    “You hurt my friend,” Samantha said.  Her voice was low.  It had a rumble to it that Connor had never heard.  “Do you know how hard it is for me to make friends?”   
 
    “Lucky for you, you won’t have a chance to make a new one,” Eli chuckled.  He leaned down to Alex, knife in hand.  “You might want to look away for this,” he quipped.  He held the knife up to Alex’s throat.  The tip of the blade started cutting into his fur, down to the skin. 
 
    The metal in the truck groaned.  Samantha exhaled a scream that shook Connor to his core.  He would never forget it for as long as he lived.  Her hand jutted out of the cab of the truck.  A thick coat of brown fur grew to cover it as it grew.  Her other hand pressed into the roof, as it increased in size it sliced right through the steel of the body.  Brown fur wrapped itself around her Samantha’s head as it ripped and tore into something else.   
 
    Connor had seen her shift before; she was large then, but now she was growing larger.  Her shoulders tore the roof of the truck off at the seams.  Then, as her legs changed, the metal of the truck groaned.  Her muscles bulged, freeing her of her bonds.  She was the same size as Henry.  She was an alpha.   
 
    Eli stood, looking up at the massive hunk of fur that loomed over him.  A flash of fear came over him and he looked like the runt he always believed himself to be.  He dropped his knife at her feet.  No matter how fast he could run, there was no escape.   
 
    A wave of her paw caused Eli to fly.  Ten feet, twenty feet, then crunch, into the tree that the headlights were fixed on.  If he had any life left in him, it would be gone soon.  Samantha stomped over to him on all fours and buried her large furry paw into his face.  The crunch of bone let Connor know of Eli’s fate.  The other bear gave up his fight.  He released Connor to make his escape, but not before Connor took care of him. There was no sympathy for traitors. With the taste of blood still in his mouth, Connor sauntered over to Alex and Samantha. 
 
    Sam’s arm was about as big as he was.  She nuzzled her nose against him and he stirred. Connor exhaled. A weight fell from his shoulders as reality set in. It was finally over. 
 
    She licked at Alex’s wounds, happy that her friend was still alive. Alex, still in a daze closed his eyes and accepted his fate.  There weren’t enough showers in the world to get bear saliva out of fur.   
 
      
 
    “I’m … uh … sorry about your truck,” Samantha said.  She held a blanket tightly around her chest.  It spilled to the floor, covering her feet.  She seemed to hover over the ground like royalty.   
 
    Did Connor feel bad that it was destroyed?  Sure.  It was one of the last things that he’d received from his father.  He had more memories in that old hunk of rust than in almost everything in his old den.  But, he saw its loss as something else.  He wasn’t losing an old friend; he was making space for new ones.   
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Connor replied.  They were walking back to the house.  Connor carried Alex in his arms.  His side wound was bound with the remnants of Samantha’s dress.  It was a good thing that Connor kept a spare blanket in the truck for picnic emergencies with Tess.   
 
    Although, thinking about it, if he were to tell Samantha how many times he’d had sex on that blanket, she might just decide to leave it.  He laughed to himself. 
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” Connor replied.  They were greeted on their way back by a welcoming party of Cynthia and Tess running at them through the grass clearing.  
 
    Tess. 
 
    “I’m so glad you’re okay!” she shouted.  She latched her arms around Connor with a vice like grip.  Whatever air he had in his lungs left him.  Alex yelped in his arms, he was feeling it too.   
 
    “Medic!” Cynthia shouted.   
 
    The light of dawn was pushing through thick gray clouds.  Morning’s dew filled the air and gathered on their sweaty, blood stained skin.  As they approached Henry’s house, the glory of battle left them, they realized what had happened. 
 
    Samantha lost the last of her relatives.  She was all alone now.  Connor remembered the story she told him when they were travelling together.  The pang of loss struck him deep in his breast again.  He reached out his arm to Samantha but she fell to the ground and started crying with her face in her hands. Nobody said a word, with each one of them losing a close loved one, they’d all sympathized with her. Connor lifted her to her feet and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tight and close.  Tess too joined in the embrace, then Cynthia and Alex.   
 
    Samantha couldn’t stop from crying.  She sputtered out a thank you.  A drop of rain caught Connor on the head, then another.   
 
    “We should probably get inside,” he said.  Nobody argued.  They all ran for the front door as the rain pelted harder.  The canopy of trees did well to shield them, but nothing beat being indoors.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
    “It isn’t hard to become an ordained minister,” Samantha said, “I just went online and was done in like … ten minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah, but she’s my sister.  I should be the one who officiates the wedding,” Alex replied.  Tess walked downstairs to join them.  She had a radiant glow that seemed unnatural but showed her inner beauty.  Connor couldn’t wait to hold her in his arms. 
 
    “Shutup, both of you.  Alex, you’re the best man.  Cynthia is the maid of honor, so that left Samantha to officiate.  So just quiet down.  This is my wedding day, dammit!” 
 
    Samantha stuck her tongue out at Alex who just rolled his eyes.  Marcus leaned against his walking stick while waiting for his daughter to join him.   
 
    “Seriously, she is gorgeous,” Cynthia said.  
 
    “I told you to pipe down.  I can see that.”   
 
    “Why do we have to have the wedding inside Sam’s house?” Alex asked. 
 
    “Because, that was her only requirement to create a truce between the bears and the wolves,” Connor whispered loudly, “Now shut it.” 
 
    Samantha giggled at the makeshift altar.  It was true.  She wanted to see Connor and Tess married before she followed through with a truce.  It had been two weeks since the bears had lost their alpha, but also two weeks since the end of their fighting. A few days after her grandfather passed, Samantha was made pack alpha by a unanimous decision from the rest of the pack.  She was young, but that didn’t make her any less experienced than the rest of them. Being raised by her grandfather, there was no doubt in anyone’s mind that she would be a fine leader. Not only did her grandfather leave her with the proper skills to lead, but he had also left her a small fortune. 
 
    Tess walked along the hard wood floor to take her father’s arm.   
 
    “You’re just as beautiful as your mother,” he said.  She was already close to tears but hearing about her mother put her over the edge.  She’d always imagined wearing her mother’s wedding dress; the long gown flowed behind her as she hovered over to her mate.   
 
    Marcus offered her to Connor.  She hopped into Connor’s arm, excited.   
 
    “Wow, I guess we know what’s happening tonight,” Samantha joked.  A laugh stirred about the room.  “You know this formal crap is fun but it’s kinda boring, don’t you think?”   
 
    Tess stood beside Connor, his tight shirt barely containing his physique.   
 
    “Tess,” Samantha said, “Do you love Connor?” 
 
    “Of course!” she shouted. 
 
    “And, Connor, do you love Tess?” she asked.  Connor turned his head to view the woman he’d fell in love with.   
 
    “Absolutely.” Samantha smiled broadly.  Alex slapped Connor on the shoulder. 
 
    “Then by the power invested in me by the internet, I now pronounce you man and wife!  You may kiss the-” Neither of them waited for the end of that sentence, they were already kissing.   
 
    “Of course you still have to sign the marriage form…”  Samantha continued.    
 
    “I think they’ll be like this for a while,” Alex said.  “We better just leave them be.”  Cynthia agreed, and then joined her boyfriend just across the way.  Samantha tip-toed away from the newlyweds then joined Marcus who was waiting just behind them.   
 
    “I guess that means this whole war thing is over.  Right?” She said.  She offered a hand to Marcus and he shook it vigorously.  The fighting was finally over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    “Stop hitting your brother!” Tess shouted, “Ugh, I can’t wait for the day that you two can understand me.”  She rubbed at her belly which was already pregnant with another set of pups.  Everyone was surprised when they’d heard she was having twins on her first go, but a second pair? This was ridiculous. 
 
    “You’ll get the hang of it,” Cynthia offered.   
 
    “I’d be more excited if Connor weren’t so busy all the time.  We barely get any alone time together with these two around.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry about it.  I’m sure you two will be back and frolicking in the wind in no time,” Cynthia finished washing the dishes and joined Tess. 
 
    “So how long are you guys in town this time?” Tess asked. 
 
    “Probably another couple days,” Cynthia replied.  She picked up a rattle from the floor and returned it to the table.  Tess had given birth to not one, but two loveable children.  A girl and a boy.  Tess named the daughter, and Connor the son.   
 
    “Well, Henry and Sophie are going to miss you guys,” Tess said, “And I’ll miss all the help you’ve been able to give me this past week.  I haven’t had a wink of sleep in a month.”  She laughed.   
 
    “Does Connor help out at all?” Cynthia wondered.   
 
    “Of course he does,” Tess replied, “It’s just that most the time he just gets them riled up before bedtime, and then I’m stuck lying with them for an hour hoping they’ll get to sleep.  Seriously, don’t let Alex play with your kids before bedtime.” 
 
    Cynthia laughed, but it was a nervous laugh.   Connor entered the kitchen where they were playing. 
 
    “Hey ladies,” he said, “having fun?”   
 
    “If you think changing dirty diapers is fun, then sure,” Tess said, “It’s so fun, we should trade jobs.  I’ll go outside and build houses and you can come in here to take care of babies.” 
 
    Connor leaned in and kissed Tess on the forehead, then rubbed her belly.  The belly rubbing was always the worst part of being pregnant.   
 
    “Maybe when you’re a little less pregnant,” Connor said. 
 
    “So does that mean you’re giving up on sex, then?” Tess scoffed. 
 
    “No can do,” he said, “I just find you too damn attractive.”   
 
    Tess laughed while Cynthia rolled her eyes.  Connor looked the same as he always had after the last year, stacks of muscle and shirts that were always too tight.  But, the love that Connor and Tess shared was more than just appearance.   
 
    Cynthia secretly hoped that was the same bond that she and Alex shared.   
 
    They were all rocked from their thoughts as the sound of a loud thumping engine rolled its way down the driveway.   
 
    “What the hell is that?” Connor wondered.  He walked outside.  Tess stood up as fast as she could with her pregnant belly to join him.  The den had grown over the past year.  The once shoddily built houses that lined the dirt road were rapidly disappearing to make way for real homes.  Nothing large and fancy, anyway, just something cozy where you could keep a roof over your head on a rainy day.  The person they had to thank for that was Samantha.  She’d come through for them on so many levels.  With her newfound wealth she paid off the mortgage and help fund the housing venture.   
 
    She was, after all, the godparent to Tess’s first two children.  She had to spoil them.   
 
    Waddling her way to the patio, Tess saw what was causing the commotion.  An old, yellow truck.  She thought it sounded familiar, but it had been so long since she’d heard the sound of that engine that it faded from memory.   
 
    “What is this!?” Connor shouted, running out to stare at the shiny new paint job.   
 
    “It’s a gift,” Samantha said, “Remember?  I destroyed your last one?”   
 
    Tess wasn’t there, but she’d heard stories of how Samantha grew into a massive bear right before Connor’s eyes.  Such a small girl, yet so powerful. Deserving of the title of alpha. 
 
    “I had to take the thing down to base parts, I tried to salvage as much as I could but it’s basically brand new from the ground up.  I thought you might like it.”  She plopped the keys in Connor’s hand.   
 
    “For me?” he asked.  Samantha nodded.  He wrapped himself around her so fast that her head spun.   
 
    From the passenger seat of the truck stepped Billy.  Yes, that Billy.  He and Samantha had been dating for the last six months.  She once told Tess that he was nice to her when she was stuck in the cage.  They’d chat every night, and Billy would keep her company till she fell asleep.  It sounded romantic, in an awkward way.   
 
    “At least he found somebody,” Cynthia said, gagging. She didn’t like the idea of Sam dating that creep, but if he made her happy what could she say?  Her mind wandered when she heard the sound of Alex’s motorcycle start to make its way into the den.  He crawled past the new truck that stood in his way and pulled to a stop a moment later.  Kicking out the stand and pulling off his sunglasses, he examined the beautiful new truck. 
 
    “Who’s is this?” he asked. 
 
    “Mine,” Connor said with pride. 
 
    “Damn, I’m going to have to find out who your mechanic is.”  Samantha smiled and waved at him.  “No way, you did this?”  She giggled as Billy came around the truck to hold his woman. 
 
    Alex couldn’t help but wonder what she saw in him. Nonetheless, he had something else on his mind. 
 
    Cynthia tackled Alex.  She had something that she wanted to tell him but her nerves weren’t allowing her to.   
 
    “Hey Cyn, can we talk?”  He looked over the people that were gathering around the truck, “… alone?” 
 
    At least this would make things easier. She walked arm in arm with him to the side of the old farmhouse.  She remembered this spot clearly from a long time ago.  It was the place where they’d first shared a real kiss, and the same spot where he’d asked her to run away with him before the fights started.   
 
    “We’ve been together for almost two years now, and it’s got me thinking.  The memories we’ve shared together, the experiences, I think we’re a really good match,” he said.  He fumbled with something inside of his pocket.  “I can’t imagine going anywhere in life without you.  You’re my best friend and my partner.”  He knelt down on his knee.  Cynthia shuddered all throughout her body, her knees became weak, and a lump stuck itself in the back of her throat.  “Will you marry me?”  He held up a ring box, inside was a simple ring.  A gold band with a small diamond inset.   
 
    Cynthia did her best not to cry, but she couldn’t help herself. “Yes.”  
 
    Alex stood back up as Cynthia leapt into his arms.  She covered his face with kisses.  It probably wasn’t appropriate for the children watching from the kitchen.   
 
    “I have something to tell you, too.”  She was still overcome with emotion.  Alex returned her to the ground and she wiped at the tears on her face.  “Alex, I’m pregnant.”  His face went blank.  She worried that he was going to take back the ring.  He was a man that valued his freedom.  He went out of his way to make sure he had it.  Having kids would only slow him down. 
 
    “I have never loved you more than I have right now,” he said.  He snatched her by the arm and ran to the front of the farmhouse where everyone stood nonchalantly.   
 
    “Guys, I have an announcement!” he said.  They all perked up with smiles on their faces.  “Dammit, you already know, don’t you?”   
 
    Samantha coughed into her hand.  But, Billy was the one that gave it away. 
 
    “Connor told us you was goin’ to town to buy a ring, and Tess told me that Cynthia was pregnant.”  He said.  
 
    Alex smacked his hand on the truck, giving it a new dent. 
 
    “What the hell man!  That was a brand new fender!”  Connor shouted.  Samantha waved her hand.   
 
    “Don’t worry about it.  Now that you have it back, that probably means it’s time to start a new adventure anyway.” 
 
    Really, they already had found their new adventure; family.  The future never looked brighter. 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed the Alpha Wolves series! Turn the page to begin the Timeless Curse of Lord Dabney, a short story standalone! 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
    It wasn’t easy leaving her entire world behind. Even if she did plan to come back eventually. Packing her bag, even for a couple weeks, had felt like she was abandoning the world she knew. And she was, wasn’t she? She had never been to England before, never even met her maternal grandmother or any of her family, really, and now here she was, flying across the Atlantic to attend the funeral of a stranger.  
 
    The engines of the plane gave a gentle roar and the “Fasten Seat Belt” sign blinked on above her head. Well, it was too late to turn back now.  
 
    Glancing down at the papers on her lap, Ellie Fitzgerald sighed. Three days ago, she had been outlining her dissertation on Regency England, a period she had been drawn to since before she could remember, and worrying about whether her cute but gawky classmate, Seth, was going to ask her out on their third date.  
 
    Then she got the call.  
 
    “Elizabeth Fitzgerald?” came the voice on the other end of the line. The voice was British, curt and concise, but ever so polite. 
 
    Confused, Ellie frowned. Why was an Englishman calling her at two in the afternoon on a Saturday? “Yes, this is she. Can I help you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the man said. “I’m sorry to bother you, ma’am, but my name is Barnard Seton, and I am the late Victoria Hargrove’s attorney. I am calling to discuss the parameters of her will.” 
 
    All the breath escaped from Ellie’s lungs. Her knees collapsed and she sank to the floor, leaning against her bed. “L-late?” she stammered, not comprehending. “Do you mean…is my grandmother…she’s gone?” 
 
    The deafening silence on the other end of the line confirmed that she was.  
 
    Ellie’s heart ached with grief. She had never even met her grandmother, but she had always wanted to, and knowing she had family in England had been one of the only things keeping her connected to the memory of her mother, whom she had lost when she was just thirteen years old. Now her grandmother was gone as well; there was no one left. Tears slid freely down her cheeks, but Ellie didn’t brush them away.  
 
    “I’m sorry, ma’am,” Barnard replied, his voice full of sympathy. “I thought you knew. I sent you a letter by post only a few days ago. My apologies that I reached you before you had received it.” 
 
    A letter. He sent a letter? Pulling herself to her feet, Ellie rushed over to the little stool by the front door of her studio apartment and rifled through her mail until she found an envelope from Seton & Associates. She hastily ripped a letter opener across the top and retrieved the contents.  
 
    “The instructions in your grandmother’s will,” Barnard continued, “state that she has bequeathed you all of her material and financial belongings, including Hargrove House.” 
 
    “She left me a house?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Hargrove House. The estate has been in your family for generations and, seeing as her only daughter passed on thirteen years ago, you are Lady Hargrove’s sole heir and beneficiary. However, the will stipulates you will need to come to Dover to formally receive the estate.” 
 
    Disbelief warred with delight. She owned a house. Ellie had never even owned so much as a room before. Even her car was a hand-me-down from her father. And now she owned a house in... 
 
    “Wait, did you just say I have to come to Dover to receive my inheritance? As in Dover, Kent in England?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” If Barnard thought her funny or possibly even missing a few marbles, he certainly didn’t show it. “As soon as possible, ma’am. Your grandmother wanted you to accept the estate within two weeks of her passing.” 
 
    Ellie’s heart sank and her normally pale cheeks flushed crimson with embarrassment. “I’m sorry,” she managed to murmur, her voice barely above a whisper, “but I can’t afford a ticket to England in two weeks. I can’t even manage it in two years. I’m…I’m a grad student. I wait tables and study history for a living. I mean, I’m only twenty-six. I’m sorry, Mr. Seton. I’m just not going to be able to make that work.” 
 
    “All the arrangements have been taken care of,” he replied kindly. “Your airline ticket should be included with the letter I sent you, as is a letter from your grandmother. We will be expecting you by the end of the week.” 
 
      
 
    Ellie closed her eyes and listened to the captain tell the cabin to prepare for landing. She heard the stewardess advising passengers to close their trays and put their seats in an upright position.  
 
    She was almost there.  
 
    Fighting back nerves, Ellie gazed down at her Grandmother’s letter, laying in her lap.  
 
      
 
    My dearest Elizabeth, 
 
    You must think me a horrible grandmother, dear, never making the trip over to meet you. However, you mustn’t think less of me. I had my reasons, and I promise you, I had only your best interests at heart.  
 
    If you are reading this letter, that means that I am gone. And, as your mother, my sweet Anne, passed away so long ago, all I have now belongs to you. My belongings, my estate. My burdens.  
 
    There are responsibilities you must uphold for the Hargroves, my dear grandchild. Hargrove House is yours, though you have never lain eyes on her. She now belongs to you, and I implore you not to give her up, no matter how tempting the offer may be. Her walls hold many secrets, my dear, but many treasures as well, and I am hoping that you will be able to find love and happiness within them.  
 
    Hargrove House has been in the family for generations. It has always been my home. Now it is yours.  
 
    All my love, 
 
    Grandmother Victoria Hargrove 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
    Ellie quietly brushed a tear from her cheek. It was amazing that she could miss a woman she had never met. Perhaps it was the connection to her mother that made her so nostalgic, she wasn’t sure. Yet one thing she did know was that she had no desire to be going on this errand. Even if she had always wanted to visit England.  
 
    The plane gave a lurch as the landing gear touched down and the machine coasted to a stop. Ellie gazed eagerly out the small oval window at Gatwick Airport. The large glass windows of the dome welcomed her, graced here and there by British flags. Excitement coursed through her veins and Ellie felt a smile tug at her lips. Okay, so maybe she did want to be here. Just a little bit.  
 
    Despite herself, Ellie found she was grinning all through the airport and on to baggage claim, staring around at the people as if she were in another world. England. She had finally made it to England. She couldn’t wait to tell her father all about it. 
 
    As she walked out of the main doors of the airport, she spotted a man in a crisp black suit and cap. He was standing in front of a shiny black sedan holding a sign that read “Fitzgerald.” Ellie smiled shyly and got into the car, her eyes glued to the windows as they drove through the countryside.  
 
    It took nearly forty-five minutes to reach the town of Dover in County Kent, but Ellie didn’t mind at all. As they drove through the streets of town, she longingly took in the picturesque terraced buildings of red, white, and yellow brick silhouetted against the sheer face of the famous White Cliffs. It all looked exactly as she imagined it and Ellie couldn’t help but feel as excited as a little girl on Christmas. She loved the architecture, the Tudor-style buildings and the fountain in the town square, the feel of it all. Quietly thrilled, she gazed in astonishment as Dover Castle came into view on the horizon. The centuries-old fortress loomed over the town at the top of the hill, like a sentinel at the edge of the ocean. Ellie couldn’t help but feel as if she’d been there before, though she knew that was crazy.  
 
    “Must be all my research,” she murmured under her breath.  
 
    Before long, town turned to countryside and the road they were on led away from the ocean until finally, they turned on a narrow, paved road situated between two large stone pillars. Tall trees lined either side of the driveway until it gave way to an enormous manicured lawn rolling up and down plush, green slopes of grass.  
 
    Ellie let out a gasp. There it was. Hargrove House. It was just as beautiful as she imagined it would be. Stone steps led from the pavement that circled a gorgeous fountain to a heavy black door situated in the very center of a line of four tan stone pillars. On either side of the door were broad windows that illuminated the rooms within with natural light. The architecture was exquisite and Ellie thought she was in a dream. It was like a house straight out of her history books. It was three stories high, and at either corner, the stones bulged out to form what almost looked like a turret. She could only imagine the circular rooms within were the drawing room or the library. She hoped one on the upper floor was the master bedroom, as she would love to have the view from all those windows.  
 
    But you’re not staying, she reminded herself. You’re only here for two weeks, then back to your life. You have a father who would be miserable without your company and a dissertation to write. You can’t just run off to England and never look back.  
 
    Oh, but what if she could? The things she could learn! Being right there in the thick of it was better than any history book, even if she was two centuries too late. There was an entire side of her history that she didn’t know. She could learn about her family, her grandmother, her mother.  
 
    She could learn about her mother.  
 
    Forcing herself to calm down, Ellie gripped the golden locket she always wore around her neck. Inside was a picture of her mother and herself when she was just a child. The letter “H” was engraved on the back. She never took it off.  
 
    Stepping out of the car, Ellie smiled at the driver and the valet who rushed down the steps to collect her things. The front door opened and two men stepped out onto the sprawling stone terrace lining the front of the house.  
 
    “Miss Fitzgerald,” one of them greeted her politely, taking her small hand in both of his. “My name is Barnard Seton. Thank you so much for making the journey. It was out of your way, I know, but it was extremely important to your grandmother that her will be handled just so.” 
 
    Ellie offered him a small smile. “Hello, Mr. Seton,” she said, letting him lead her up the steps. She turned warmly to the other man standing there, hoping she came off as cordial instead of terrified. Ellie had spent most of her life absorbed in books rather than interacting with actual people, something her father frequently discouraged. But Ellie couldn’t help it. She was a researcher and she was shy. Being reclusive just seemed natural. The downfall, however, was that her interactions with others always seemed forced, causing her much awkward embarrassment. Like now.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, ma’am,” the other man said kindly. He was quite a bit older than Mr. Seton; two decades at least. His hair was white and clipped as straight and tidy as the suit he wore, not one thing out of place. Ellie wondered for a moment if all British men were as stiff and polite as these two or if her grandmother just had a certain taste. “My name is Reginald, and I am the head butler here at Hargrove House. Anything you need, ma’am, and you just let myself or Eileen know, we will make sure it is taken care of.”  
 
    “I’m sure you’re tired,” Mr. Seton said, to which Ellie nodded. “I will let you get situated, and I will be back first thing tomorrow morning to begin legalities.” 
 
    As there was no room for argument, Ellie merely nodded again. “Thank you, Mr. Seton.” 
 
    “If you would come with me, ma’am,” Reginald said, offering his arm, “I will show you to your rooms. No, no. Arthur will get your things, ma’am. You are the mistress of this house now. Our job is to serve you. This way.” 
 
    The inside of the house was just as grand as the outside. Dark wooden moldings graced the corners, ceilings, and baseboards, accentuating the striped cream wallpaper that almost glittered in the sunlight. The furniture didn’t exactly look comfortable, but it did appear expensive, and most of it antique.  
 
    Reaching out, Ellie slid one finger over a glossy marble table that looked centuries old. Suddenly the room shifted. Gas lamps replaced the modern lighting; large, heavy curtains surrounded the windows; the wallpaper was replaced with a rich Tuscan yellow; a lush, ornate rug lay beneath her feet.  
 
    Gasping, Ellie caught sight of her reflection in a mirror. Where she had once been wearing a soft cashmere sweater and a comfortable pair of jeans, she was now in a long muslin dress, cinched just below her breasts and sweeping all the way down to the floor. Her face was lightly powdered, her cheeks warm and rosy beneath a crown of delicate orange curls, but her eyes were no longer the shy but content green she was used to; instead they were filled with a deep sorrow and a sense of loss more powerful than Ellie had ever known, not even when her mother passed. Instinctively, she clasped her locket again.  
 
    “Ma’am?” Reginald’s voice brought her back to the present, and just like that, the room around Ellie was back the way that it was before.  
 
    “Yes,” she breathed, trying to orient herself again. She pressed a shaky hand to her chest to quell her racing heart. What on earth had just happened? “Yes, I’m okay. I suppose it felt like I was straight out of a Jane Austen novel for a moment.” Her cheeks flushed scarlet, and at that moment, she wanted nothing more than to pull the covers over her head and not resurface again.  
 
    Reginald chuckled softly. “Don’t worry, ma’am. You’re not the first one Hargrove House has had that effect on. I believe your mother said the same thing to me once.” 
 
    Ellie’s eyes widened. “You knew my mother?” 
 
    “That I did, ma’am. Since she was a child. Ah, here we are. I’ll have Arthur bring in your things in a moment.” 
 
    Reginald opened a door to the left, smiled, then turned and retreated down the hallway, leaving Ellie to decipher her feelings alone.  
 
    The bedroom was just as fancy and expensive as the rest of the house. A large four-poster bed took up most of the floor, though there was an extravagant velvet armchair and tea table situated in front of a high bay window, and across the room, an armoire and vanity were polished to a shine. Candles were set here and there around the room, and the original candle brackets and gas lamps were still mounted by a far door which she assumed led to the restroom. Or the loo, as the British called them.  
 
    Throwing herself down on the bed and sinking into the luxurious bedclothes, Ellie giggled. She was in England. She had dreamed her entire life of coming to England, of coming here, to the house and the town where her mother had grown up, of seeing the White Cliffs and tasting the sea that her family had thrived beside. And now she was here.  
 
    Ridiculously happy, Ellie clutched a pillow to her chest and closed her eyes, letting herself drift off to sleep.  
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
    His hands roamed over her skin as soft as silk as they played over every part of her body. He looked like a god in the candlelight, with sleek golden skin and muscles. She arched her hips to meet him, desire coursing through her veins. She loved the feel of his skin against hers, his heart beating against her breasts as if they were one being in two bodies.  
 
    She moaned as his lips closed in on her breasts, suckling at her, kissing every inch of her he could find. His love making wasn’t hurried, but soft and gentle, as if he had all the time in the world to drink her in, to make her feel as if her body were as loose and languid as water.  
 
    Heat rippled over them as they moved together, their sighs and breaths the only sound that mattered in the night. She was betrothed to another, it was true, but when her love was with her, her father’s promise of marriage to another man no longer mattered. All she could think about was him and the beat of his heart against hers. He was hers and she his, and no amount of power or money could keep them apart.  
 
      
 
    A knock on her bedroom door startled Ellie awake, and she jolted upright off the bed. Her skin was tingling and saturated with sweat, as if it had not been a dream she had had, but a reality. She could still feel him against her, whoever he was; still feel his lips against her neck, her breasts. Ellie shuddered. 
 
    It was no wonder her heart was racing and her chest was heaving. Good grief, how long had it been since she’d been with a man? Six months? Eight? It must be this place, she decided, rubbing circles on her chest, trying to calm herself. What she wouldn’t give for a glass of water. This house was playing tricks on her, making her dream she was part of a forbidden love in another time. Of course, her father would never promise her to a man she didn’t love. Her father had never wanted anything more than her happiness and actually encouraged her to date. But the women she knew so well from her research, the women who had lived in the time of Jane Austen, hadn’t been so lucky. Often, those women were used as bargaining chips to gain their fathers more land or money and had no say whatsoever in whom they loved, unless they were willing to risk their virtue and be with their lovers in secret, sometimes even after marriage.  
 
    Yes, that had to be it. It was just this house making her dream of forbidden love. Still, she wouldn’t mind at all if she could dream of it again.  If only that insistent person would quit knocking on her door.  
 
    Grudgingly, she pulled herself out of bed, straightened her sweater, and went to the door. There was no outward sign she had just had a sex dream, was there? Gosh, she hoped not.  
 
    Ellie pulled open the door and forced a smile for the apologetic young woman on the other side. The girl tugged nervously at the apron over her brown skirt. “I’m sorry to bother you, Miss,” she said, staring at the floor. “There’s someone to see you in the foyer.” 
 
    Confused, Ellie frowned. “Someone to see me? Who?”  
 
    “Lord Dabney, Miss.” The girl began walking down the hall, glancing back every few seconds to make sure she was being followed.  
 
    At a loss, Ellie followed. Who on Earth was Lord Dabney, and why did he want to see her?  
 
    As they entered the foyer, Ellie spotted a man standing by the door, gazing out the window. Her first thought was that he was extremely handsome. He had a shock of thick dark hair, sharp prominent features, and when he turned, she found he had dark, mysterious eyes.  
 
    This was Lord Dabney? 
 
    “Lord Dabney, Miss,” the maid said. She curtsied a little before scurrying from the room. 
 
    Lord Dabney’s smile was bright and charming. Ellie found herself blushing furiously as his intense gaze landed on her. She cleared her throat. 
 
    “Miss Hargrove,” he said, and his deep voice sent a chill down her spine. He held out his hand for hers. 
 
    “Fitzgerald, actually.” Why was she feeling so awkward? “And you must be Lord Dabney?” 
 
    “James, please. Lord Dabney was my father.” 
 
    “James.” She smiled shyly. “What can I do for you, James?” 
 
    He didn’t take his eyes off her. “I’m here to ask you that question, actually?” He chuckled softly at her confused expression. “Our families are old friends,” he continued. “The Dabneys and the Hargroves go back generations. They were even joined by marriage once. And your grandmother, well,” his entire demeanor warmed. “Your grandmother was a special lady.” 
 
    Ellie didn’t know what to say. James must have sensed it. “Would you like to take a walk?” he asked.  
 
    Take a walk around these beautiful grounds with a handsome stranger? “Sure.” 
 
    The gardens of Hargrove House were even better than she imagined. They were sectioned off between pathways, each one a world of its own, straight out of a storybook. James led her through a stone archway into a small, enclosed courtyard. Ellie ran her fingers along the purple and white flowers, lifting the bell-shaped bloom to her face.  
 
    “It smells so pretty,” she whispered, mesmerized by the entire place.  
 
    “It’s not the only one.” 
 
    Stunned, she turned around and stared at James. Had she heard him correctly?  
 
    “It’s called Snake’s Head Fritillary,” he told her, as if nothing had happened. “Or the Chess Flower, as some people like to call it.” Plucking a bloom from the rest, he softly tucked it behind her ear. Ellie shuddered at his touch. Was that a good chill or a bad chill? She wondered. “The Chess Flower has grown around Hargrove House for generations.” 
 
    Despite herself, Ellie couldn’t help but be charmed. Never in a million years would she have thought she would be in her ancestral home (in England, no less), flirting (was she really flirting?!) with an actual Lord. One who also happened to be incredibly attractive. Something about him was incredibly familiar, though she couldn’t say why.  
 
    “I’m surprised you know so much about my family,” she admitted, nervously clutching her sweater. James reached out for her hand and entwined his fingers with his. Ellie’s breath caught in her throat.  
 
    “As I said, our families have been connected for generations.” They had made it back to the main pathway by then. James stopped and turned to look at her, still holding her hand. His dark, penetrating eyes stared into hers, and he leaned in close. Ellie felt her heart begin to race. “Do you believe in fate?” he whispered, his voice caressing her cheek.  
 
    Swallowing hard, Ellie tried to speak, but no words would come. The only thing she could think about was his soft skin pressed against her hand and the fact that he was close enough to kiss.  
 
    James seemed to be thinking the same thing. His lips hovered over hers, the air between them hot. “I know we’ve only just met,” he told her, and his lip brushed against her ever so slightly. Ellie felt a rush of heat between her legs and her pulse was going wild. Was he going to kiss her? “But I feel as if I have known you my entire life.” 
 
    Ellie’s breath came out in a gasp as he pressed a hand to the small of her back, almost possessively, closing the gap between them to nothing. She had never been handled in a way that made her feel owned and cared for all at the same time.  
 
    The door to the house opened and Reginald stepped out. Ellie jumped back as if she had been burned, one hand against her heaving chest.  
 
    “Good evening, Reginald,” James called to the butler. Reginald’s face remained an emotionless mask. “I was just giving Miss Hargrove a tour of the grounds.” 
 
    The butler looked from one to the other and raised a brow. “Indeed.” 
 
    Breathless, Ellie managed a guilty smile. “I, um, I had better go. I still haven’t unpacked.” 
 
    “Of course.” Taking her hand again, James swept into a low bow before touching her fingers to his lips. She was sure he took longer than necessary, but she didn’t pull away. All she could do was stare. His eyes spoke of sex and seduction as he released her and excused himself. 
 
    Ellie watched him go with a sigh. She definitely wouldn’t mind falling into bed with the charming Lord Dabney, she thought, surprising even herself. She couldn’t help but smile. England was turning out to be just like a novel after all.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
    She gazed at her reflection in the gilded mirror, grinning broadly as she adjusted the ringlet curls framing her face. Matthew always said her hair made it seem like she set the world on fire. She’d always thought that a funny notion, until he reminded her that she was his world.  
 
    She couldn’t wait to see him again, even if it was under the ever-watchful eye of her father and her betrothed. It was easy to slip off unnoticed for a moment or two whenever her family threw a ball, and oh, how her mother loved to entertain.  
 
    Pinching her cheeks for color, she straightened her pale blue muslin gown, admiring how the top layer flowed over the white cotton beneath. Her father had it imported as an early birthday present, and she couldn’t have been more pleased.  
 
    “Elizabeth!” her cousin Sarah called, running down the hall. “Hurry, Lizzie, they’re all waiting on you.” 
 
    Laughing, Elizabeth spun, loving the way her dress flowed freely around her body. “Let them wait,” she declared, her green eyes blazing with mischief. “The party is for me, after all. Why not make an entrance?” 
 
    Sarah beamed at her shaking her head. “I could never be as brave as you. Your father would skin you if he heard your talk.” 
 
    Elizabeth linked her arm through Sarah’s. “Nonsense, dear cousin. Father adores me.” The two girls giggled like conspirators as they ran down the hall.  
 
    The ballroom was crowded and noisy, and exactly the way Elizabeth liked it. She greeted her guests with a distinguished, proper air, just as her mother had taught her; all the while, searching the crowd for Matthew. One of the waiters passed by with a tray of Champagne. Elizabeth took one, spinning once more as the bubbly drink slid down her throat.  
 
    Where was he? 
 
    There. Across the room, near the far door, Matthew stood, casually leaning against the wall. Even from a distance, she loved how his blue eyes roamed over her body, as if he were undressing her just with his eyes. Her entire being ached to be with him again, and a slow, easy smile played across her lips. His answering smile promised long kisses and answering sighs in the dark.  
 
    “He’s here,” Sarah exclaimed from beside her, and Elizabeth jumped. She couldn’t know Elizabeth had been searching for the McKinnon heir. No one knew; no one could know. The McKinnon’s were a good family, but poor as far as Lords went, and her father would never allow the union. Especially since he had already agreed on a dowry with the Dabneys. But if Sarah knew she had been secretly seeing Matthew for the last fortnight… 
 
    Luckily, Sarah was pointing excitedly in another direction. Elizabeth followed her cousin’s gaze and spotted the young Lord Dabney talking to her father. He wasn’t so bad, really, she conceded. He was handsome, charming, dark and mysterious. As the heir to his family fortune, she would never be wanting for luxury. And, she had to admit, she was attracted to him. Something about his smoldering gaze was enticing. And yet, there was just something off about him. Something a little too possessive which made Elizabeth want to keep him at arm’s length.  
 
    She knew her duty, and she would honor the marriage without a fight, but she didn’t love James Dabney, and she doubted if she ever would.  
 
    “Ah, here she is,” her father announced, drunkenly placing an arm around her. Elizabeth beamed at their guests around her father’s portly form. “I was just telling Lord Dabney how excited you are about your upcoming nuptials. Aren’t you my dear?” 
 
    Though her smile wanted to falter, Elizabeth forced it to stay in place. Lord Dabney’s eyes narrowed just a little. “Of course. Any girl would be pleased with such an advantageous match.” She let out a breath when his expression relaxed. The ladies around her began to gush at how lucky she was as the men turned to the morning’s hunt. Elizabeth watched Matthew slip out of the room to the hallway and hurried to excuse herself.  
 
    She had just made it through the doors to the hallway when strong arms pulled her around a corner. Her back knocked against the wall and suddenly Matthews’s mouth was on her, his lips pressed to her neck. She gripped at his clothing, her fingers clawing into the heavy wool of his jacket, trying to bring him closer. Their heavy breaths were the only sounds in the hallway and she delighted in the danger of their affair.  
 
    Matthew yanked down the top of her dress and chemise, exposing her breast before clamping his mouth around it. Elizabeth moaned greedily as he suckled her nipple, wishing more than anything that neither of them were clothed.  
 
    “I have to have you,” Matthew whispered against her ear, brushing his lips seductively against her cheek. Heat flooded through her down to her center and she knew she would never deny him.  
 
    “Come to my rooms tonight,” she instructed. “I shall leave the window open for you.” His answer came as a kiss so deep and full of longing that she found herself moaning again.  
 
    The door opened at the end of the hall, and both of them froze. “Elizabeth?” a man called, and she pressed a hand to her mouth. “Are you back here?” 
 
    “It’s James!” she whispered urgently. “I must go.” Hastily, she covered herself again, straightening her dress and fixing the curls that had gone astray. Matthew merely grinned and pressed a kiss to her throat. “I have to go,” she exclaimed, but she was smiling broadly. 
 
    “I will have tonight,” he promised, while Elizabeth shook her head in amusement.  
 
    Taking a steadying breath, she stepped out around the corner and greeted her fiancé. “Yes, my Lord, I’m here. Just feeling a little flushed is all. I wanted to get some air.” 
 
    Lord Dabney’s eyes were guarded, but his voice was kind enough. “There isn’t much fresh air back here, I’m afraid. How about a turn in the garden?” 
 
    She smiled as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “A walk would be lovely. Just what I need.” Elizabeth let Lord Dabney lead her away, determined not to look back. She would see Matthew in a matter of hours; she just needed to keep up the charade until then.  
 
    Lord Dabney led her through the ballroom and out to the gardens before he handed her another glass of Champagne.  
 
    “Why thank you.” She loved the way the drink felt on her tongue, cool and soothing. “That’s delicious. And didn’t come from our stores, I would know. Where did you get it?”
“It’s one of mine, from the vineyards,” he replied, taking her hand and spinning her around. “I may have slipped it in under my coat.” 
 
    “You are a devil, my Lord,” she told him, taking another sip. Everything began to take on a rosy glow. “How did you manage to do that?” 
 
    Dabney chuckled. “My dear, Miss Hargrove, I promise you, I have my ways of getting what I want.”  
 
    Elizabeth laughed and it was full and throaty. A small part of her wondered why she suddenly felt so comfortable with him, but the rest of her didn’t care. She let him lead her around the courtyard in a dance to the music filtering out through the windows and doors, enjoying the euphoric feeling that had invaded her senses. As he spun her again, she tripped and fell against him, clutching at his lapels to find her balance. Elizabeth giggled. “My Lord, I do believe I have had too much to drink.” Feeling slighting drunk, she gazed up at him through a rosy veneer and all she could think about was how much she wanted to kiss him.  
 
    But that couldn’t be right, she thought, trying to find the thread that would lead her to why. What about… 
 
    “Not until it’s finished, my dear. I swear to you; the last drop is worth the wait.” Dabney pressed the glass to her lips and tipped the rest of its contents into her mouth.  
 
    All other thoughts of denial disappeared and the only thing Elizabeth cared about was the man in front of her, the man she was going to marry. She didn’t pull back when he clutched her to him, or when he possessively pressed his mouth to hers as if he wanted to devour her. He was all that mattered. She would be his, and her heart would belong to no one else. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
    Ellie stepped out of Seton & Associates into a light misting rain. The legalities of her grandmother’s will were fairly straightforward (or so she’d been told). If she were being perfectly honest, Ellie was still in a bit of shock. Not only had she inherited Hargrove House, but her family’s fortune as well. She was rich. Her entire life just changed. 
 
    The revelation was almost enough to pull her thoughts from the dream she’d had the night before. That was the second time she had found her subconscious in the early 1800s. What had her name been? Elizabeth, but her surname had still been Hargrove. And dream Elizabeth was most definitely different from the real Ellie.  
 
    Never in her life could she imagine she would carry on a steamy affair with a man in the hallway outside a party. Even if that man was as ridiculously handsome as Matthew had been. Though, she had to admit that the affair was, well, hot. She usually found it hard to even talk to men, much less invite one to her bed in the middle of the night. But oh, if she had, if she could ever be that brave and brazen…what must that be like? 
 
    If only she could live in such times as the Regency Era, she thought, thinking back over her research. The architecture, the fashion, the parties, the courtships. The romance. It was like living in a dream. Literally, since she was, in fact, dreaming just that.  
 
    The downfall, of course, was being auctioned off like cattle to a man she didn’t love. But Elizabeth had loved him, hadn’t she? Well, maybe. Ellie frowned. The drink her fiancé had given her had muddled her senses. It had almost been like magic. But love potions and the like weren’t real. Were they? 
 
    Ellie’s head was beginning to hurt. It was all just too strange.  
 
    Glancing down at the brochure she had picked up that morning, she spotted an ad for St. Margaret’s Museum. It looked like it was connected to the Pines Garden as well, which suited Ellie perfectly. Maybe there was someone there who could tell her a little more about her family. And if Elizabeth Hargrove actually existed.  
 
     
 
    The Pines Garden wasn’t crowded, though the Tea Room seemed to be a local favorite. Conversation and laughter filled the air as Ellie walked through the small restaurant toward the door labeled “Museum.” Inside was a plethora of history and memorabilia about the locals and what it was like to live in the area during World War II. The historian in Ellie was pretty much in heaven, though the practical side of her still wanted answers.  
 
    She walked slowly through the rooms, gazing at the displays and smiling politely at the other patrons. There didn’t seem to be anyone of authority around, but maybe someone from the Tea Room would know who ran it. Just as she was about to turn around to go ask, a man came through a side door, his arms loaded down with a pile of books and papers. Ellie couldn’t see his face, but that didn’t stop her from mustering up the courage to go speak to him. When it came to history, she was shameless.  
 
    “Excuse me,” she said as she approached him. She thought she’d said it quietly, but the man jumped nonetheless. Ellie pressed a hand to her mouth to stop the laugh. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he said from behind his burden. “What can I do for you?” He continued walking until he reached a small cabinet on the other side of the room. Ellie followed close at his heels.  
 
    “Well, actually, I was hoping I could bother you for a bit of a favor.” The man dug into his pocket for a small brass key and unlocked the cabinet, haphazardly situating the papers inside. “You see,” she continued, “I just inherited my grandmother’s estate, and I was hoping to get a little bit of history on my family. I’ve never actually met them, but it seems silly to be the heir to the Hargrove fortune and not know anything about them.” 
 
    Finished, the man stood up slowly and turned to look at her, a mix of astonishment and curiosity on his face. Ellie gasped. It couldn’t be…and yet, it was. The man in front of her looked exactly like Elizabeth Hargrove’s Matthew from her dream. The same sandy brown hair, the same kind, piercing blue eyes. He looked significantly more disheveled and modern than the other man, but it was most definitely him. A strange pull started from low in Ellie’s stomach and worked its way up to her chest. There was a familiarity, a connection, there that she couldn’t describe.  
 
    The man gaped at her. “You’re Victoria Hargrove’s granddaughter?”  
 
    Surprised, Ellie’s eyes widened. “Yes. You knew my grandmother?” 
 
    “No, not really. I met her once at a function in Dover, but I didn’t know her personally. The family’s history is interesting, though. They’re one of the most wealthy and influential families in Kent.” 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    A slow, crooked smile crept across his face and he stuck out his hand. “I think I can help you.” Her face lit up, and he laughed. It was a sweet, rich laugh, and Ellie found she wanted to hear it again. “My name is Matt. Matt McKinnon.”
Her breath caught. There had to be some mistake. Either that, or she was losing her mind. It was only a coincidence that this man looked exactly like the Matthew McKinnon from her dream and had the same name. Wasn’t it? “I…um.” Get a grip! She shook his hand. “Ellie Fitzgerald.” 
 
    Matt’s gaze turned quizzical. “Ellie. Short for Elizabeth?” 
 
    “Yes. How did you know?” 
 
    “Lucky guess,” he replied with a shrug. “There was another Elizabeth in your family. Did you know that?” She nodded. “I thought it might be a family name. Though the first Elizabeth’s story is a bit depressing.” 
 
    Alarmed, Ellie followed Matt as he moved back through the displays towards the side door. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You don’t know? Well, legend has it that Elizabeth Hargrove was the belle of the town. Beautiful, smart, full of life. A bit of a handful, actually, if you believe the tales. She fell in love with a poor nobleman from the country.” Opening the door, he beckoned her inside. Ellie followed.  
 
    The room was small and dusty, and the walls were lined floor to ceiling with shelves filled with all kinds of books, clipping and incredibly old newspapers and magazines. In the center of the room was a carved wooden desk with an oil lamp, laden down with even more papers and things. Pens and pencils sat in a coffee mug next to a shiny silver lap top. A paper cup had been knocked to the floor. Matt hastily picked it up and tossed it in the trash.  
 
    “Sorry, it’s a bit cramped.” Pulling an old chair from a corner, he offered it to her. “So anyway, rumors of Elizabeth and her nobleman’s love became the talk of the town, but not before Elizabeth’s father had promised her to another.” 
 
    Ellie frowned. “I apologize, I don’t mean to be rude, but that was typical of the time, wasn’t it? Women were only as worthy as the match they made and fathers would marry them off to the most advantageous suitor. It’s sad, yes, but hardly merits remembrance when it happened like that all over the country.” 
 
    Amused, Matt leaned back in his captain’s chair and grinned at her. He had a bit of a devil-may-care attitude that Ellie found intriguing. “You know your history, I’m impressed.” 
 
    Ellie blushed a little at the compliment, her cheeks turning a radiant shade of crimson. “I’m writing my dissertation on Regency England.” 
 
    “I see. Well, you would be correct, but a loveless marriage is not what makes the story of Elizabeth Hargrove so sad. You see, shortly after Elizabeth and her love decided to run away together, she suddenly decided she didn’t want him anymore and became utterly devoted to her betrothed. Most of society at the time believed she was just doing her duty, but Matthew - a relative of mine, actually - didn’t believe that, but there was nothing he could do. He was forced to stand aside while she married the Lord Dabney.” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Ellie interrupted, frowning a bit. “Would that be the same Dabney family that is still here?” 
 
    Matt nodded. “The very same. The Dabneys have been in Dover for generations, though their fortune is significantly more depleted now days.” 
 
    “What do you mean?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know the particulars, but there was something that happened a while back, gambling or something, that drained their accounts. Word around town is that they’re still struggling just to remain afloat, and that now, instead of using the Lordship as a supplement to the family income, the Dabneys are relying on it. They’re always looking to marry into money, and I’m all but certain the Dabneys have tried to marry a Hargrove woman in every generation.” 
 
    Ellie’s frown deepened. Is that why James had shown up the day before? He was after her money? It seemed a shame, since he had been so charming, though she had felt something was slightly off about the man.  
 
    Matt cocked his head. “Have you met the Dabneys?” he asked. 
 
    “One. Lord James Dabney. He came over last night after I arrived. Said he was a friend of my grandmother’s.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He tapped a finger thoughtfully to his chin. “And? Did you believe him?” 
 
    Perplexed, she merely shrugged. “There didn’t really seem to be a reason not to. He was kind, polite, charming. Exactly the way I assumed an English gentleman would be. Maybe too exact, I guess.” 
 
    Matt tapped his finger again. “Curiouser and curiouser.” 
 
    Despite herself, Ellie laughed. “Okay, Lewis Carroll. So, what happened to Matthew and Elizabeth?” 
 
    “Ah, always the romantic, I see. Very well. Matthew never believed Elizabeth had stopped loving him. In fact, he was convinced that Dabney was controlling her somehow, holding her captive to keep her as a possession, but he could never prove it. It wasn’t until Elizabeth gave birth to a little girl that Matthew finally confronted Dabney, saying the child was actually his and that Dabney’s sorcery was about to come to an end. The two dueled, and Matthew was slain on the White Cliffs of Dover.  
 
    “Elizabeth was beside herself at Matthew’s death, and nothing, not even her child, could console her. She stopped talking, stopped eating, and pulled away from everybody until finally, she couldn’t take it any longer and she threw herself off the cliffs to her death, right before Dabney’s eyes.” 
 
    One lone tear slid slowly down Ellie’s cheek. It was all so sad.  
 
    Matt smiled kindly. “Don’t feel too bad for Dabney. He did slay my great-great-great whatever, uncle after all, and drive your ancestor to commit suicide.” 
 
    “It’s still tragic,” Ellie insisted wiping her cheeks, though she did feel a little silly for crying.  
 
    Chuckling, Matt crossed his arms over his chest. “True, but if the stories are to be believed, it was magic that caused Elizabeth’s devotion to her husband. When she took her own life, that magic backfired and a curse was placed over Lord Dabney, forbidding his spirit to rest until he could make Elizabeth fall in love with him for real. So, for generations, he has tried to seduce the Hargrove women, to possess the hearts and win their fortune, allowing his soul to finally settle down.” 
 
    “What happens to the women?” 
 
    “Nothing, really,” he replied with a shrug. “Although, there has been a substantial amount of tragedy affecting your family over the years. Here.” Pulling his laptop toward him, Matt began clicking buttons and pounding on the keys until he found what he was looking for. “That’s strange. Come here.” Obedient, Ellie went around the desk to stand behind him, leaning low over his shoulder to see the computer. “That’s Elizabeth Hargrove. Funny.” He glanced up at her then back to the screen. “She looks just like you.” 
 
    Ellie gasped. Her own face stared back at her. It was the Elizabeth Hargrove from her dreams right there in a pencil sketch. Reaching out, she tentatively brushed a finger over the other woman’s face. “How bizarre.” 
 
    “That’s one word for it.” Matt clicked into another window and pulled up the Hargroves in the search engine. “I’ll keep looking; go through the archives. You want to write your number down? I can give you a call with whatever I find.” 
 
    Taking the pen he offered, Ellie scribbled down the address and phone number of Hargrove House, then handed it back to him. Their hands touched and the sensation was electric. Waves of emotion washed over her, stealing her breath and making her pulse race. She had never felt like this in her entire life. It was like her entire being had been waiting for this exact moment, for them to touch, skin on skin. It was like welcoming back a forgotten lover, or reuniting with a lost friend. From the look of shock on his face, she would bet Matt was feeling much the same thing. 
 
    Why did he have this much of an effect on her? They had just met, for crying out loud. And yet, if she were being honest, she couldn’t decide whether she wanted to hold him tight or rip his clothes off. Somehow, she didn’t think either one was the smartest option, and she would probably be better off running away now and never looking back. 
 
    If only that option weren’t so painfully sad. 
 
    “Matt,” Ellie breathed, her heart pounding in her chest; she could barely even get the word out. Being so close to him was having a strange effect on her, which she could only classify as desire. She wanted to touch him, but had no idea where the urge was calming from. Concentrating, she focused on slowing her breathing. Matt turned to her, and their faces were mere inches apart. The turmoil in his blue eyes was clear in the gold lamp light as he stared at her, and she wondered if he was feeling the same emotions that she was. It was like he was familiar and home all at once, and not touching him was nearly unbearable. Ellie swallowed hard, trying to think. “Matt, do you believe in fate?” 
 
    She watched his chest rise and fall, once, twice. And then suddenly, he was on his feet, his mouth on hers. His arms wrapped around her, crushing her against him and she couldn’t help but be swept along. This was what she had been waiting for. This connection, this emotion, this feeling of finding her other half. Her soul mate. It was like her soul had finally found its home.  
 
    Ellie clasped her hands around his neck, delighting in the urgency as his hands gripped her bottom and picked her up. She wrapped her legs around his waist and clung to him as he stumbled forward and pressed her back against the shelves.  
 
    His kiss was strong and deep, his tongue exploring every bit of her mouth. She sighed against his lips, pulling him to her. Something was taking over her. Something savage that craved this man in her arms. She felt more like Elizabeth in the arms of her lover than she felt Ellie in the arms of a stranger, but she found that with Matt, she didn’t want to fight it. She knew him in a way she had never known anybody. Their very souls were connected and this just felt…right.  
 
    Chest heaving, Matt started to pull back, removing his mouth far enough from hers to let her breathe, but not stepping away. “I’m sorry, Ellie,” he breathed, still clutching her hips, his fingers digging into the top of her jeans. “I don’t know what came over me.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Desperate now, she pulled him to her again, letting her head fall back in ecstasy. Matt trailed kisses down her neck, lightly raking his teeth against her collarbone. She moaned against him, her fingers digging into his muscular shoulders.  
 
    She could feel the books and binders from the bookshelf digging into her back, but she didn’t mind. All she could think about was the feeling of his fingers slipping her sweater over her head, trailing over her back and coming to rest at the hem of her jeans. Ellie blindly reached for his shirt, dragging it off him and trailing her lips along his chest. He tasted of salt and man, and she marveled at the fact that she had gone so long without being with somebody. That she had gone her whole life without being with him. 
 
    And how crazy was that? She had just met this guy, and now she was all over him? And yet, it was as if she had known Matt McKinnon her entire life. As if their souls were intertwined in a way she had yet to comprehend.  There was a pull at her core when he looked at her with his clear blue eyes. The same blue eyes that had stared back at her filled with such an intense love that it left her as breathless as Elizabeth Hargrove had been in her dreams.  
 
    But Matt McKinnon wasn’t just a figment of her imagination. He was flesh and blood and man and at the moment, he was stripping her out of her jeans until she was standing before him in nothing but lacy lingerie. A thrill of excitement raced over her skin and down her spine. For the first time in her entire life, Ellie felt reckless and impulsive, and not at all like herself.  
 
    And she didn’t care one bit.  
 
    Running her fingers through his hair, she raced her mouth along his jaw, suckling at his ear, delighted when she felt him inhale sharply. Throwing her head back again, she laughed. What a rush to be able to turn him on that way!  
 
    Before she knew it, the lace was torn away. Matt ran his fingers along the slick, wetness of her, before driving her up. Ellie clutched at the shelves, knocking books to the floor. Still, he mercilessly pushed her to the brink of madness and over the edge.  
 
    Breathing heavily, she wrapped her arms around his neck, her ankles clasped at his hips, letting him carry her to the desk. Matt ruthlessly cleared the desk of its clutter, sending books, papers, and even his laptop clattering to the floor. Hastily, he freed himself from the confines of his jeans and Ellie reached for him greedily, running her fingers from shaft to tip. He shuddered in her grasp.  
 
    Matt fought with the clasp of her bra, drawing the straps vigorously down her arms as her breasts spilled from the lace. Just as he had in her dream, he took her into his mouth, and the simple touch of his lips combined with the rhythmic movement of his fingers, propelled her to orgasm once more.  
 
    She couldn’t take it anymore. Desperate, she pulled him to her, gasping and moaning out loud when he plunged into her. His strokes were slow and steady, his member throbbing against her as he moved in and out of her once, twice. Painfully slow he stared down into her eyes and Ellie felt that connection once again. It was so strong and overwhelming that all she could do was hold on as he moved faster and faster, furiously pumping in and out of her, each thrust urging her to give in to the euphoria washing over her. Lost in passion, Ellie ran her fingers down his back, repressing a scream as he shuddered against her one last time and finally collapsed on her chest.  
 
     
 
    Ellie couldn’t move. All she could feel, all she could hear, was Matt’s heavy breathing, his face tucked against her shoulder as she drew slow, soft circles along his shoulders. She was blissfully in shock. She had just had sex with a stranger in the backroom of a museum. The most daring thing she had ever done before that was pick up a man at a bar and go back to his apartment. That had been her one and only one-night stand.  
 
    Until now.  
 
    “Um,” she tried, suddenly self-conscious and unsure what to say. He only grunted in return. “Matt, I can’t breathe.” 
 
    “Oh.” Reluctantly, he slid off her and Ellie curled up into a ball on his desk, clutching her knees to her chest. Matt reached for his jeans and smiled sheepishly at her, tossing her sweater to her. Embarrassed she clutched it to her chest.  
 
    “So …did you feel that too?” 
 
    “You mean, like it was someone else’s love affair we were sharing in?” Ellie clasped her bra into place. She was so grateful her voice was steady because she felt anything but.  
 
    Matt grinned slyly. “Yeah, I meant that. What the bloody hell was that?”  
 
    Trying not to show her mortification, Ellie tugged her sweater over her head, then got up to retrieve her jeans. She cleared her throat. “Look, Matt, I um, I don’t…well…” Why was it so hard to spit out? They were only words. Come on, just spit it out. “I don’t do things like this.” Much to her dismay, Matt chuckled. “No, seriously. Look, I know how cliché that sounds, but I really do not do things like this.” 
 
    “Do you regret it?” 
 
    Ellie pursed her lips, trying not to smile. “No, I don’t regret it.” 
 
    Matt’s grin widened and he leaned forward to kiss her on the cheek. “Good. Me neither.” His gaze was captivating, and she found herself lost in his eyes once again, completely unable to control the rush of emotion bringing heat to her face.  
 
    Damn it, why was she blushing so much around him?! 
 
    As quickly as she could, Ellie put on the rest of her clothes and zipped up her coat. “So, you’ll let me know if you find anything else on the Hargroves?” she asked, reaching for the door. She needed to get out of there, and fast. Otherwise she might humiliate herself by trying to jump him again. Her best friend, Alice, would be so proud.  
 
    Matt cleared his throat again. “Yes, I will, uh, keep looking and let you know if I find anything.” 
 
    “Great.” Opening the door, she stopped to glance over her shoulder at him. “And Matt?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    “Thanks. For, um, everything.” Her cheeks a vibrant shade of red, Ellie dashed from the room as quickly as she could, leaving him with a goofy smile behind her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
    Ellie walked briskly down the sidewalk, her low heels clipping on the cement. She clutched her coat tighter around her neck to guard against the chill and gazed at the white cliff face looming in the distance. Well, that excursion had gotten awkward, quick. And hot, she admitted. Matt McKinnon was the definition of sexy, and sex with him was worth dreaming of. And against a bookshelf in a public place, no less. Granted, the door to his office had been closed, but it wasn’t locked and anyone could have come in. Although, that thought hadn’t even crossed her mind, if truth be told. And she wasn’t sure she would care if it had.  
 
    Reaching the black sedan that Reginald had insisted she take, Ellie stepped back and let the driver open her door. She had never had a driver before—taxis didn’t count. It was exhilarating to know that she was now the one to pay his salary. And terrifying.  
 
    The drive back to Dover didn’t take long, and Ellie spent most of it obsessing about Matt and the story of the Hargroves. Before she knew it, they pulled onto the circular drive in front of Hargrove House, and Arthur, the valet, rushed down the steps to open her door.  
 
    Ellie beamed at him. “Thank you, Arthur.” 
 
    “My pleasure, miss.” He seemed to be deciding whether or not to tell her something. “There is, er, well, Lord Dabney has come to call, Miss Ellie.” 
 
    Alarmed, Ellie raised an eyebrow. “Again?” 
 
    Arthur nodded. “Since earlier this afternoon. He’s been insistent that he speak with you.”
She furrowed her brow. “Lead the way.” 
 
    James Dabney stood in the foyer, looking annoyed, his hands shoved grumpily into the pockets of his navy wool coat. When he spotted Ellie, his face brightened considerably, though she wasn’t sure she was able to respond in kind.  
 
    “Lord Dabney,” she exclaimed, hoping she sounded pleased to see him. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”  
 
    “James, please,” he replied, though she thought he actually liked hearing his title. “I came by today hoping to show you around Dover, however I see you have already done that.” 
 
    She offered him an apologetic smile. “I have. We read my grandmother’s will this morning.” 
 
    “I suppose you have found yourself a rich woman,” he declared. “You must be pleased.” When she tried, and failed to smile back, he changed tactics. “I also have tickets to the theater tonight. I was hoping you would accompany me.” 
 
    “Oh!” How did she get out of this one politely? “That’s incredibly kind of you, James, but I fear I must decline. It’s been a long day, and I really should get some work done on my dissertation.” She tried to pretend the look in his eyes was disappointment, and not anger. “But thank you for the invitation. It really was kind of you.” The smile she gave was as genuine as she could make it. “Thank you for coming by, Lord Dabney. It’s always a pleasure to see you.” As quickly as she could, she stepped back toward the hallway, hoping to make a quick exit, but James grabbed her arm.  
 
    “Don’t walk away from me,” he ordered through gritted teeth. Rage flashed in his dark eyes and his grip on her arm tightened. Fear rippled down Ellie’s spine, but when she tried to get away, his grip only got stronger. “I asked you to the theater.” His hand began to twist. “The least you could do is be gracious, since I went through all the trouble.”
“James,” Ellie said, trying not to whimper. “You’re hurting me.” 
 
    He held her gaze for one more terrifying moment, then released her as if he’d been burned. “My apologies, Ellie,” he said quietly, and all trace of the monster she had just seen was gone, replaced by mournful contrition. “I was out of line. I’ll see myself out.” 
 
    Ellie waited until he was out of sight before dashing down the hallway and straight up to her room. It wasn’t until the door was shut and bolted that she sank down with her back against it really letting herself be afraid.  
 
      
 
    Elizabeth stood next to Lord Dabney, politely saying nothing as he discussed the Regent’s latest ruling with her father. The energetic, lively spirit that had once animated her seemed to have disappeared, and the only time she really showed any life was when Dabney spoke to her. Her eyes would light up in adoration, and it was as if her whole world revolved around him.  
 
    Guests milled around the edges of the ballroom, smiling, chatting, and sipping champagne, as they watched the dancers in the center perform the ever-popular English Country Dance. Across the room, Matthew leaned against the wall, glaring at the woman who had broken his heart.  
 
    Elizabeth rubbed at her chest. Though she couldn’t say why, her heart ached in ways she had never encountered. She couldn’t quite put her finger on why Matthew McKinnon was staring at her that way, as if she were everything he had ever wanted, but couldn’t have, but it was unnerving, to say the least.  
 
    Glancing up at Dabney, she gently tapped his arm. “I believe I shall take a turn around the garden,” she told him quietly. 
 
    Dabney’s brows knit in concern. “My dear, are you alright?” 
 
    Elizabeth smiled. “Oh yes, quite,” she replied, fanning herself with a gloved hand. “It’s just a little warm in here. I believe the fresh air will do me some good.” 
 
    Still watching her strangely, Dabney searched her face. Satisfied, he nodded. “Do not wander off,” he warned, then turned back to finish the conversation with her father.  
 
    Elizabeth wasted no time in threading herself through the guests and out into the blessedly crisp air of the gardens. Her shoes crunched over gravel as she briskly made her way down the path to her favorite haunt.  
 
    “Do not wander off,” she murmured waspishly under her breath as she turned the corner around a particularly high hedge. The house was now mercifully out of sight. “As if I were a child. Who does he think he is?” Pacing, Elizabeth kicked at the hedge in a fit of temper.  
 
    Your fiancé, Dabney’s voice whispered across her mind. I am your fiancé, and you will be a dutiful wife and do as you’re told.  
 
    Elizabeth scowled. For some reason, any time she became unhappy with her lot, she heard Lord Dabney speaking to her, almost as if he were right next to her. It was strange, truth be told. She knew he wasn’t actually speaking to her through her thoughts. That would mean she was quite mad. Yet, it still felt like he was there, especially whenever she began to have doubts regarding her love for him.  
 
    She was being silly. Of course she loved Dabney. He was handsome, charming, and wealthy. If he combined the Dabney vineyards with the Hargrove Brewery business, their partnership would hold the majority for the spirits market. It was a lucrative match for both her father and Lord Dabney, with the added bonus that he claimed he was madly in love with her.  
 
    Initially, the prospect of Lord Dabney as her husband was only appealing so far as it was her duty to her family as the eldest daughter to procure a lucrative marriage. Now…well, if she were being honest with herself, now it was as if her entire world revolved around him, sometimes even against her will. Her every waking thought was Dabney, Dabney, Dabney. She couldn’t even put on a simple dress without wondering whether or not he would like it. It was infuriating.  
 
    She should be happy, shouldn’t she? She was in love with the man her father intended her to marry. A wealthy man, at that. Most girls were not that lucky. And yet, she could not shake the feeling that something was wrong.  
 
    There were times that Lord Dabney scared her. There was a possessive maliciousness about the way he touched her, as if he alone could claim her. She supposed that sentiment was true, however it didn’t make it any less disturbing.  
 
    “Elizabeth.” 
 
    Turning, she was startled to see Matthew rounding the corner into the small cove where she stood. His cheeks were flushed from the cold, but his eyes were lit with a mixture of fiery passion and desperation. Reaching for her, he pulled her against him and cradled her head against his chest. “My love, I have been so worried. Why have you turned away from me? Have we been discovered?” 
 
    Elizabeth felt her chest constrict with pain. Was that sorrow she was feeling? And why? Who was Matthew McKinnon to her and why on Earth did she feel so terribly drawn to him? Confused, she pulled away from him. “Matthew,” she whispered, suddenly fighting back tears, “why are you here?” 
 
    “I had to see you, my love. My sweet Elizabeth. I couldn’t stand to be apart from you for even one more moment.” Suddenly, Matthew frowned. “But I see you do not feel the same. What have I done to offend you? Do you not love me anymore?”
“Love you?” Elizabeth said with a laugh. “Why would I love you? I am engaged to be married to Lord Dabney. I love him.” Yet, even as she said it, she could feel the lie within her words. She was engaged to be married, that was true, but she didn’t love him. Did she? 
 
    Of course, you do, Dabney’s voice assured her once more. You are mine, and I am yours. This lowly Lord is nothing to you anymore. You are mine.  
 
    Matthew looked as if she had run a sword through his heart. Despair filled his beautiful blue eyes and something inside Elizabeth broke. With a nod, Matthew turned to leave, and suddenly, the hold Lord Dabney had over her vanished.  
 
    All she wanted at that moment was to feel Matthew’s hands against her. To feel their hearts beat as one as they had for the last few weeks. How could she have ever believed she loved Dabney? Handsome and charming though he may be, her feelings for him paled in comparison to the love she had for Matthew. He was her true love, her soul mate, and she was hurting him so. 
 
    “Matthew, please,” she said, her voice aching with desperation. When he stopped, her heart began to race. “Please don’t go. I know we can never be together, not really. My hand is promised to another, and my father will never relent. But my heart, my heart will always be yours.  Just as I will always be yours.” 
 
    Hope played over Matthew’s face, but he quickly squashed it down and it was replaced by anger. “Then why have you turned from me so? Why have you ignored my letters and my messages, acted as if I do not exist? If you love me as you claim, why is it your love for Lord Dabney that the entire village is talking about?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” she exclaimed, fighting back tears. “I swear to you, my darling, I do not know. I think he has cast a spell over me or something, some kind of sorcery, for when I am with him, I see only him, and you are nothing more than a face in the crowd. But now, when you’re right in front of me, I see you for what you are. I see that you are my soul mate. You alone possess my heart, and I give it to you freely.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, but before she could swipe them from her skin, Matthew was there, kissing the salty tears away. 
 
    Relieved, Elizabeth threw her arms around him and kissed him as fiercely as she ever had. Matthew returned her fervor in kind. Lost in each other, he pushed her back against the hedge and wrapped his arms around her, pulling her so close that the only thing between them was a few layers of fabric. His lips moved against hers as his tongue hungrily explored her mouth, probing every last inch of her as if she were the last drink in the desert to quench his thirst.  
 
    Elizabeth moaned in pleasure against his mouth, feeling heat and desire explode at her core. It had been too long since she felt his touch. Too long since his hands ravished her body in a way that was gentle and demanding at the same time. Aching to be against him, she shoved as his clothing, feverishly working the buttons of his vest and shirt until, at last, her hands found the firm, muscled chest beneath. She raked her fingers down his chest before sliding them around to his back, loving the way her bosom felt against his bare skin.  
 
    Groaning, he reached down the top of her dress and freed her breasts from the confines of her chemise before taking her in his mouth. Her head fell back and she dug her nails into his skin as he suckled her breast, as the heat made her wet with yearning. “More,” she called into the wind, loving that they were being so reckless. Though they were tucked into a niche in the gardens, if anyone were to walk by, they would be discovered. She didn’t care. “More,” she demanded again. “My love, I need more.” 
 
    Obliging, Matthew trailed his mouth down her neck to find the other breast while hiking her skirt up above her hips. Ripping away the cotton shift, he found her slick and willing between her legs. He stroked his fingers once, twice, down the length of her and she shuddered against him. Again and again he moved his fingers over the hot wetness of her, hitting that sweet spot that made her lose control until she cried out and went limp against him. 
“We aren’t through yet,” he promised, and plunged his fingers into the depths of her, bringing her up once more. Her cries filled the night around them, her chest heaving as he drove her to the peak of pleasure, and still he persisted.  
 
    Blind with need, Elizabeth fumbled with the buttons of his trousers, loving the feel of him, freed, against her skin. She stroked him back and forth, feeling him harden in her hand, watching his eyes glaze over. “Now,” she whispered into his mouth, biting his lip, loving his sharp intake of breath. “Take me now.” 
 
    Without warning, Matthew found her opening and thrust into her, driving her back against the hedges. The leaves and stems scraped at her arms, but she hardly noticed, lost as she was in the feel and the sound of her lover’s body slamming into hers. It had been too long since she had last felt him, and his desperation matched her own. Lifting her hips, Matthew situated her with her legs wrapped around his waist and once more concentrated on her breasts as he drove into her repeatedly. Elizabeth could hardly breathe as she clutched at him, feeling the orgasm build again. Trembling, she felt her center spasm around the hard length of him, felt him grasp her hips in fiery passion as he shuddered against her and they both cried out in ecstasy.  
 
    Elizabeth’s heart was racing as she tried to catch her breath. Matthew held her tightly against him, though he seemed thoroughly unable to move. “Oh, my love,” she whispered, her breath a caress against his cheek, “you are my own heart.” A soft kiss on her breast was his answer. “I do not wish to ruin the moment, darling, but we must move.” 
 
    Matthew chuckled against her. “You were not quiet,” he agreed, “for which I am extremely grateful.” 
 
    “It is you I should be thankful for,” she exclaimed, completely unabashed, though her cheeks did turn a lovely shade of crimson. “I don’t believe you have brought me three times in a row before.” 
 
    “It has been too long.” 
 
    “Indeed. I believe I screamed my pleasure without thinking of discretion.” 
 
    A devilish grin crossed his face and he crushed his mouth to hers. “Next time, you will scream my name.” 
 
    Delighted, Elizabeth could not stop herself from grinning as they untangled from one another and adjusted their clothing. Her shift was completely unsalvageable, but she found she didn’t mind. Shimmying out of it, she stashed it in the hedge. “Our little secret,” she declared wickedly and earned herself another kiss.  
 
    “Must you go?” Matthew asked, tucking her curls back into place. “We could slip away to your bedroom and I could have you for the rest of the night.” 
 
    Her lips curved sadly. “I wish that were an option. But I have been away too long, and at this point, I shall be missed.” Elizabeth cupped his cheek in her hand. “Come to me tomorrow night. I shall leave the window open.” 
 
    “And what if Dabney places you under his spell again?” 
 
    “I have no doubt that he will,” she said darkly. “But we broke it this time. We shall break it again. Do not give up on me, my love.” She kissed him softly, wishing she could stop the sorrow from overtaking her. What if he could not break the spell? “Tomorrow night,” she said again. “Promise me.” 
 
    Matthew pressed his lips to hers one last time. “I promise.” 
 
    The room was still crowded when Elizabeth rejoined the party. The music was lively and the guests were engorging themselves on rich delicacies and fine spirits. Nobody seemed to notice her re-entrance. Good, she thought, searching the room for her betrothed. If anyone had discovered them, there would have been rumors and childish gossip behind gloved hands. Yet, no covert glances were thrown her way. 
 
    “There you are, darling,” Lord Dabney greeted her, his eyes roving up and down her body as if searching for something. “Did you have a nice walk? You seem flushed.” 
 
    “Just the cold,” she replied sweetly, plucking a grape from a passing tray. She beamed at him. “I believe I walked nearly the entire length of the gardens.” 
 
    Dabney stared shrewdly at her for a moment and Elizabeth had to tell herself not to squirm. Matthew had still not rejoined the party, and for that she was grateful. This was not the first time she had thought Lord Dabney could read her mind, yet to her relief, he smiled and handed her a glass.  
 
    “Have a drink, my dear,” he instructed, tipping it up to her mouth. “It will put some warmth back into your skin.”  
 
    Obedient, Elizabeth emptied the glass of its contents and gazed lovingly into Dabney’s pleased eyes. All thoughts of Matthew were forgotten.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
    Two hundred years later, Ellie woke with a start, tears streaming down her cheeks. The dream had felt so real. She found she was almost embarrassed to think about the love made between Matthew and Elizabeth. That is, until she remembered the similarities to her experience with Matt the day before. Maybe she should invite him over for a walk in the garden.  
 
    Slightly shocked at her own forwardness, Ellie smiled, wiped her tears away and climbed out of bed. She couldn’t wait to see him again. She dressed in a white blouse and soft gray slacks, tugging her curls back into a loose tail. She knew she had to go about her day, but her skin was still warm and glowing where Dream Matthew had touched Elizabeth. She could still feel it as if he were touching her. Oh, what she wouldn’t give for a lover like that. Ellie blushed, her entire body flushing as scarlet as her hair.  
 
    There was no need to be embarrassed, she scolded herself. It wasn’t as though she were a prude or anything. She had taken lovers before. And yet, she had never been with a man as talented at pleasure as Matt…or Matthew. Dream or reality, she had never been satisfied so many times in a row.  
 
    And boy, was she glad no one could read her mind right now. She would be mortified if her scandalous thoughts were known. Sweet, shy, Ellie Fitzgerald. No one would believe she was capable of such thoughts. She couldn’t stop the giggle that escaped her lips. Oh, how wrong they were.  
 
    Breakfast was on the table when Ellie walked into the dining room. The staff had prepared a full meal. Eggs, bacon, sausage, potatoes, gravy, and toast. A heaping plate of pancakes sat in the middle of the spread next to a glass container of syrup.  
 
    Ellie’s stomach grumbled and she smiled sheepishly up at Reginald as he entered the room. “Good morning, ma’am,” he greeted her, pulling a chair out and beckoning her forward. “I do hope you’re hungry. Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, and I do say you will need it to keep a sharp mind about you. I can’t imagine any of this has been easy for you.” She appreciated how warm and kind his voice was. He almost reminded her of her father. If her father was a butler, that is.  
 
    Obedient as always, Ellie sat down and placed her napkin in her lap. “This looks wonderful, Reginald, thank you.” 
 
    “My pleasure my lady. If you need anything, all you must do is ask.”  
 
    Ellie bit her lip. “Reginald?” she called before he had reached the door. “May I ask you something?” 
 
    “Certainly.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Ellie forced herself to be brave enough to ask the question she was dying to know the answer to. “What was my mother like?” 
 
    To her pleasure, Reginald’s lips curved in a warm smile. “Ah, sweet Anne. She was a beauty, that one. And a handful. Couldn’t trust her around the tarts, that’s for sure, ma’am. She had a liking for them. I was very sorry to hear that she passed.” 
 
    Ellie glanced down at her lap, hoping he couldn’t see the grief in her eyes. “Yes. Cancer. It was awful.”               
 
    “You were young then, if I remember.” 
 
    “Thirteen.” 
 
    “Ah. Tragic. However, if I may?” He pointed to a chair.  
 
    Delighted, Ellie nodded. “Oh, yes! Please.” 
 
    Reginald bowed before taking a seat. “If you like, I could regale you of your mother’s childhood, entertain you while you eat.” 
 
    “That would be wonderful,” she said, beaming. He spent the next twenty minutes speaking of her mother’s childhood, telling her stories of innocent mischief; sweets stolen for the kitchen, linens taken and turned into forts. His fondness for her was evident. For the first time in thirteen years, Ellie felt close to her mother again. She had never dreamed that to be possible. 
 
    “Why did she leave?” she asked the butler, hoping it would be to find adventure or to chase true love.  
 
    Yet, Reginald’s features became gloomy and sad, as if he had dreaded this very question. “I’m afraid, ma’am, that she had no choice. You see, she became involved with a man. Nobody could say who. And at first, she seemed captivated; utterly in love. There were hearts in her eyes when she talked about him, and a skip in her step whenever she went off to meet him. She was barely over twenty, and everybody, myself included, was thrilled to see her so happy. 
 
    “Everybody, that is, except your grandmother.” 
 
    Ellie frowned. “Why?”
One line creased Reginald’s brow. “Madam Hargrove believed the young man to be after Anne’s fortune and inheritance. It caused quite the row between your mother and grandmother, I assure you. They didn’t speak for nearly a month. And when Anne became engaged to her mysterious suitor, Madam Hargrove threatened to cut her off.  
 
    “As you can imagine, this did not go over so well with Anne. She believed herself to be in love with this man. So much so, that she ran away with him, though she wasn’t gone terribly long.  
 
    “The young mistress returned to Hargrove House within a fortnight, thoroughly heartbroken. She spent days in her room, crying; completely inconsolable. Nobody could reach her, not even your grandmother.  
 
    “Finally, after nearly a week, the suitor came to call. Anne refused to see him. There was much shouting, if I remember correctly, and he only left when Madam Hargrove threatened to set the dogs on him and call the authorities. As it turned out, Madam had been right. The young man was only after Anne’s fortune. When she no longer had access to the Hargrove inheritance, he became cruel and violent. Anne only managed to escape back home with her life.  
 
    “For days, there was no more mention of her suitor. Anne became more herself, little by little, and, as the days passed, the haunted look left her eyes. But the man was not gone for long.  
 
    “Gifts began showing up wherever she would go; roses, trinkets, sweets. They would find her at the house, at church, even at University. And each time, Anne would grow more and more frightened, until finally, she convinced her mother she needed to leave, and fled to the Americas. He had driven her from everything she loved; her home, her family. All for the love of her money. 
 
    “Your grandmother was devastated. Anne was her only daughter and she hated to see her go, but she knew it was the only way to stop the man’s advances. She spoke to Anne through letters, though, sadly, she never saw her daughter again.” 
 
    Ellie, who had sat enraptured as the butler spoke, wiped the tears from her eyes. “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “Ay, ma’am,” Reginald agreed gravely, “it is. Yet, Madam Hargrove believed it to be the only way to give her beloved daughter a safe and happy life.” 
 
    “And you don’t know who he was?”  
 
    The butler shook his head. “I’m afraid not, ma’am. Your grandmother knew, I believe. I only saw him once, myself. Though I did learn later that he was, in fact, a Dabney.” 
 
    Ellie sputtered into her tea. “Dabney? As in Lord James Dabney?” Why was that not surprising? 
 
    Slightly alarmed at her reaction, Reginald nodded. “Yes, ma’am. An elder cousin to the Lord Dabney that stopped by here yesterday, I believe.” 
 
    Ellie felt her heart begin to race. So many connections. Herself, Elizabeth, now her mother. The connection between the Hargroves and the Dabneys couldn’t be a coincidence. Could it? “Reginald,” she said slowly, trying to decide whether to ask or not, “was my mother ever involved with the McKinnon’s?” 
 
    To her surprise, Reginald laughed. “The McKinnon’s, why yes, dear girl. Anne and Meredith McKinnon were the best of friends. Nigh inseparable. In fact, I believe her nephew is the historian at the St. Margaret’s Museum you visited yesterday.” If she wasn’t mistaken, there was a bit of a mischievous twinkle in the old butler’s eye.  
 
    Ellie blushed with embarrassment. “Oh. Well, yes, I did meet him for a moment or two. As a matter of fact, he agreed to help me look up some history about the family during the Regency Era. I hope to use it on my dissertation.” Rising, she pushed back from the table. “Speaking of my dissertation, may I use the library for my research? I’m sure the Hargroves have some wonderful information about that period.” 
 
    “Of course, ma’am,” he said, standing as well. “Hargrove House belongs to you, as does everything within her walls.” 
 
    “Great.” Reaching for his hand, she clasped it between both of her own. “Thank you, Reginald. You make a lovely breakfast companion.” Leaning in, she brushed a kiss over his cheek, pleased to see the old butler’s cheeks turn rosy pink. “Would you be so kind as to show me the library?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
    Ellie spent the remainder of the day in the vast library of Hargrove House, surrounded by books filled with every kind of history she could imagine. She discovered that Elizabeth Hargrove’s father was a second-generation brewer who went into business with Dabney Vineyards after the union of Elizabeth and the young Lord Dabney, though something went terribly wrong with the first shipment right after Elizabeth’s death. The venture ended, as did any friendly interaction between the Dabney’s and the Hargroves. From what she could tell, it seemed Baron Hargrove blamed Lord Dabney for his daughter’s untimely death, even refusing to let Dabney raise his daughter as his own. Accusations of witchcraft and sorcery abounded, and the scandal was the talk of Dover for years to come. Not long after, the Dabney wine empire crumbled and the family was left destitute, leaving the disgraced members of the Dabney line no choice but to move elsewhere. Except for Lord Dabney, himself, that is.  
 
    “But why would he stay?” Ellie wondered aloud, nibbling on the biscuit Eileen, the head housekeeper, had brought to her moments before. “What was left for him and why did his descendants keep coming around Hargrove House?”
A soft knock came at the library door, moments before the pretty young maid, Sarah, walked in. She curtsied shyly to Ellie, who immediately felt out of place. They treated her like she was royalty here, and indeed, she felt anything but.  
 
    “Yes, Sarah?” she asked kindly, hoping not to frighten the poor thing.  
 
    Sarah nearly squeaked, but somehow managed to speak. “You have a visitor, Miss,” she said quietly. 
 
    Ellie glanced down at her watch in shock. “Oh! Is it five o’clock already? Matt must think I’m such a flake. He called only two hours ago, to let me know he was stopping by. Thank you, Sarah.” Gathering up her things into a neat pile, Ellie hurriedly straightened her outfit and patted at her hair before following the maid to the foyer once more.  
 
    It wasn’t Matt waiting for her, however. It was Dabney. He stood across the room by the door, clutching a large bouquet of red roses, looking thoroughly guilty. It was like a punch to the gut for Ellie. She knew she would probably end up seeing him again, though she hoped it wouldn’t be so soon.  
 
    “Thank you, Sarah,” she said quietly, dismissing the maid. “That will be all.” She had tried to keep her voice steady, but found it was shaking slightly. Damn. “Hello, Lord Dabney,” Ellie greeted her guest. “What a lovely surprise. I must say, I wasn’t expecting to see you again after yesterday.”  
 
    James had the good grace to look embarrassed and guilty. “That’s why I’m here, I’m afraid. I owe you quite an apology. My behavior yesterday evening was, I’m ashamed to say, reprehensible. There is no excuse for it.” He held out the flowers and offered her a charming smile. She took them reluctantly. As she went to move away, James caught her hand. “I am so sorry, Ellie. I promise you, it won’t happen again.” 
 
    It took everything she had not to pull away, but somehow, she managed to stay in place. Ellie swallowed hard, hoping it wasn’t audible. “Thank you,” she replied, rather rigidly. “I appreciate the gesture.” Unable to help it, she breathed in the sweet aroma of the flowers. She had always loved roses. It really was sweet of him to bring them. “These are beautiful. I’m just going to slip into the kitchen and put these in water.” She forced a smile. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Walking into the kitchen, she sniffed the roses again, the scent bringing with it a sense of serenity and forgiveness. He hadn’t really grabbed her arm that hard, she conceded. Maybe it was as he said, and his feelings just got away from him. He was sorry. He had said so himself. And he brought her such beautiful flowers. She buried her face in the blooms again. Maybe the connection between their families was just a coincidence. The altercation between Lord Dabney and Elizabeth had happened over two hundred years ago, after all. Maybe her mother hadn’t been afraid of him at all, and had instead fallen for somebody else. Her father had spent some time in England before they got married. Maybe they had met sooner than she’d initially thought, and her father, not Dabney, was the reason Anne had left Dover.  
 
    She located a vase in a cupboard and filled it with water. Finding some scissors, Ellie cut the stems at an angle before arranging the roses in the vase, inhaling the aroma one last time. She was being silly. There was nothing dangerous about Lord Dabney; not this one, or any Dabney in the past. And he was handsome and charming. Probably an even better lover than Matt was. Could she be brazen enough to find out? There was no rule saying she couldn’t take two lovers, was there? Of course, it wasn’t exactly well thought of, but she and Matt had made no promises to each other that weren’t business related, and James really was sorry for the way he’d lashed out. There was certainly no harm in letting him take her on a date and seeing where things went, now was there? 
 
    “James?” Ellie called as she entered the foyer again, pleased to see him waiting for her. She reached out a hand to him, which he took immediately. “I would like to thank you for coming here today. I know it couldn’t have been easy.” As she spoke, Ellie’s mind became a bit cloudy. Why was she thanking him for apologizing? James moved closer, taking both of her hands in his, until there was less than a foot between them. Ellie found it harder to think than ever.  
 
    “I truly am sorry, Ellie,” he purred, and she was delighted to find he still smelled like the roses. “Please, permit me to take you to dinner.” He moved a bit closer. “Possibly a private walk in the garden.” Closer. Leaning down he whispered against her ear, his breath caressing her cheek. “We could lay together beneath the stars.”  
 
    His proximity was intoxicating. Ellie closed her eyes, letting his hands roam up her arms, around her shoulders and down her back. One finger lightly traced the curve of her behind and she shivered in his embrace. She couldn’t breathe. Her heart was racing and she wanted to stay and run at the same time. All she could feel was James’s fingers against her skin as they untucked her blouse from her slacks. The pads of his thumbs played promising circles over the bare skin of her hips, trailing fire where they touched. Ellie’s breath caught in her throat. Unable to stop herself, she slipped her hands beneath his jacket and gripped his shirt for balance. He was hardly touching her, and yet, it felt like he was consuming her. The teasing brush of lips against her neck was agony, but she couldn’t help but revel in the act. No one had ever toyed with her like this. She wanted to drown in him, to let him whisk her away to whatever dark corner they could find and allow him to take her for as long as he wanted, however he wanted.  
 
    She belonged to him. 
 
    But no, that wasn’t right, the logical part of Ellie’s mind argued. Something was wrong here. Somehow, he was seducing her and making her think it was her idea. But she couldn’t stop him. His hand was playing over her bra now, lightly brushing her nipples through the lace. His other hand trailed down the bare skin of her back, then slipped beneath the fabric of her slacks. He cupped her ass before moving to the front, his fingers gently exploring beneath the lace of her thong. Heat exploded between her thighs and it wouldn’t be long before he got exactly what he wanted. Because it was what she wanted, too.  
 
    No! 
 
    “No,” she murmured feebly, trying and failing to push him away. “No, James, I can’t. We can’t.” Gaining her bearings, she looked up into his eyes, feeling his influence over her straining as she strengthened her resolve. “Not here.” 
 
    “Where’s the bedroom?” he asked, his voice thick and harsh against her mouth. What would that mouth feel like on other parts of her, she wondered?  
 
    Focus, Ellie! She pushed at him again, frightened to see a flash of anger in his dark eyes. “No, James, I’m sorry. But no. Our families have a business arrangement,” she reminded him, desperately seeking an excuse for her refusal. “It wouldn’t be appropriate to continue…whatever this is.” She took her hands back from his and tucked in her shirt. As she did, she stepped away and the overwhelming scent that was James and roses began to fade. At once, Ellie’s mind started to clear. “I think, I think it would be best if you were to leave.” 
 
    Confusion warred with rage across his handsome face, and James swept an irritated hand through his rich brown hair. “I don’t understand, Ellie. A moment ago, you couldn’t wait to have my hands on you and now you’re pushing me away? Were you teasing me on purpose?” 
 
    Slightly frightened, she took another step back. “I’m so sorry, James,” she told him honestly. “I never meant to lead you on. I think we both got caught up in the moment and I just, I don’t think we should continue. Please. Please, go. I can’t think when I’m around you.” 
 
    A devilish grin curved his lips and he pulled her to him again. “Then don’t think.” He kissed her long and hard, his tongue probing in and out of her mouth with promising talent. “You know you want to be mine.” He reached between her legs again, but this time Ellie stopped him.  
 
    “No. James, you need to leave.” It took every ounce of willpower she had, but she managed to walk away from him, disappearing into the kitchen. Leaning against the wall, Ellie struggled to catch her breath. She knew he was angry and for that, she was sorry. But she had to get away from him or who knew what would have happened. It wasn’t until she heard the front door slam behind him that she could finally think clearly again. What had he done to her? Yes, something about this place seemed to have awakened her innate sexual nature and for that she was extremely grateful (who knew sex could be so amazing?), but letting a man who scared her take her in the entrance hall of her ancestral home was just too much.  
 
    Ellie braced herself against the counter where the vase of roses sat and rested her head against the cold, marble counter. He had suggested they move to the bedroom, she conceded, recalling how his lips had felt against her neck. And so what if they had stayed in the foyer? So what if they got caught? Hadn’t she just made love to Matt in a public place the day before? 
 
    Matt. Just the thought of him forced her mind to clear. Alarmed, she glanced up. The roses. All her thoughts about James started with the roses. “Eileen!” she called as loud as she could, backing away from the vase. “Eileen!”  
 
    The housekeeper’s footsteps thudded down the back stairs into the kitchen. “Yes, ma’am?” Eileen answered, looking slightly put out and disheveled from her trek down the stairs. “You called?” 
 
    Ellie nodded. “I’m going to take a nap in my room. If Matt comes, please send him up.” Taking a deep breath, she turned to leave. “Oh, and Eileen?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” 
 
    “Burn the roses.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
    “He’s got some kind of power over me,” Ellie told Matt an hour later. She was sitting on her bed with a blanket around her shoulders, staring into the fire. “I don’t even like the man, but it was like I couldn’t think of anything but him. It was disturbing.” 
 
    Matt’s expression was carefully blank, but every once in a while, she could detect a hint of rage in his clear blue eyes. She only hoped it wasn’t directed at her. “Did he touch you?” Matt asked, his voice coated in liquid steel. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did he…” his voice broke off, and he swallowed back whatever he was feeling. The strength that too was admirable. “Did he rape you?” 
 
    Ellie’s eyes widened. “No! No, Matt, he didn’t. It didn’t get that far.” 
 
    Matt’s relief was evident. He nodded. For a moment, he did nothing more but stare into the flames. Then, as if he couldn’t take it anymore, he stood up and began to pace. “How did he do it?” he wondered out loud. Ellie was nearly positive he wasn’t actually speaking to her. “How did he convince you that you wanted him?”  
 
    She pursed her lips, unable to believe what she was going to say. “I think it was the roses.” 
 
    “The what?” 
 
    “He brought me roses. Red ones. He brought me an entire bouquet as an apology.” 
 
    Matt turned sharply. “An apology for what?” 
 
    Ellie bit her lip. He wasn’t going to like this. “Well, last night after I got home, James turned up. He said he had tickets to the theater and he wanted me to go. I said no.” 
 
    “Why?” He couldn’t hide the accusation. 
 
    “Because I wasn’t interested, that’s why,” she replied, a little heat snapping in her voice. “I had just returned from seeing you, hadn’t I? And after our…encounter, it didn’t seem like the best idea to go traipsing around town with another man, especially one I had no desire to be with, did it?”  
 
    To her delight, Matt had the good grace to look ashamed. A slow smile spread across his lips and he reached out for her hand, pressing a kiss to each of her fingers in turn. “No, I don’t suppose it did.” Despite herself, Ellie rolled her eyes. “So, what do the roses have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Oh. Well, they smelled nice. And, after I caught wind of the scent, my thoughts and feeling about James, and about you, began to change.” 
 
    “Change how?” 
 
    “I started thinking that there was nothing between the two of us, that we hadn’t spoken of feelings or loyalty, and in fact, had just met, so if I wanted to spend my time with James instead, I was perfectly within my rights to do so.” 
 
    “All true.” 
 
    “Yes, well,” Ellie said with a wry laugh, “true as it may be, it didn’t make those thoughts mine. Every time I got close to the bouquet, my so-called feelings for him would increase. When I stepped away, I felt more like me again.  
 
    “And then there was the man himself. He practically cornered me the moment I came back into the room, and he smelled of the roses as well. If it was an enchantment he was using, I’m pretty sure he used it on himself. He was, um, seductive.” 
 
    “I just bet he was,” Matt said darkly, and guilt formed a ball in Ellie’s throat. Matt must have noticed. He ran his hands up and down her arm before pulling her to him. She rested her head against his chest. “I don’t blame you, Ellie. From what I can tell, his family is a bit backwards in matters of the heart. Actually, I brought something for you. My sister helped me find it.” 
 
    Rifling through his bag at the foot of the bed, Matt pulled out a large scroll of parchment. From the discoloration, she would guess it was several hundred years old.  
 
    Ellie’s eyes lit up. “Oh, wow, where did you get that?” She watched eagerly as he unrolled the artifact and spread it out over the bed.  
 
    “It was at the museum. I had to dig for it—and enlisted a little help—but it’s definitely interesting. Look. It’s your family tree.” 
 
    Sure enough, Ellie found herself staring down at an illustrated history of the Hargrove family, accented by handwritten notes that seemed to connect the Hargroves to love interests and family friends. She ran her fingers across the surface of the paper in wonder. It was amazing that this was her family when she had never met any of them. She scanned the faces of her relatives done in intricate brushstrokes and vivid color. It was clear the artist had taken a lot of time on them.  
 
    At the bottom of the page, she found a dark-haired girl of maybe twenty years old smiling back at her. Anne Elizabeth Hargrove was written beneath the picture. Tears filled Ellie’s eyes as she stared down into her mother’s face. “I haven’t felt this close to her in more than ten years,” she said quietly, her finger lightly brushing her mother’s cheek.  
 
    “Is that your mom?” Matt asked, peering over her shoulder.  
 
    “Yeah. She was beautiful, wasn’t she?” 
 
    He nodded. “She looks a bit like you, actually.” 
 
    “Oh, she does not,” Ellie replied, but she chuckled just the same. “She’s much prettier than I could ever hope to be.” 
 
    Gripping her face, Matt forced her to look at him. “Now I know that’s not true. You’re a bit shy, to be sure, but you are beautiful.” Brushing his lips against hers, he kissed her softly. “Don’t ever forget it.” 
 
    Her smiling face heating with embarrassment, Ellie turned back to the parchment. How did she get so lucky as to meet such a sweet man? Matt really was… 
 
    “Matt, that’s you!” Pointing to a man on the parchment, Ellie set her finger on the portrait of one, Matthew McKinnon. He looked exactly like the Matt McKinnon sitting next to her. 
 
    “No way. Possibly the father of Elizabeth’s child,” he read incredulously. “Wait, that old story was true?”  
 
    “It must be,” Ellie said, looking down the line at his connection. “And look, here’s Elizabeth Hargrove and…and Lord James Dabney. Oh, my word.” Astonished, Ellie put a hand to her mouth. It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t be.  
 
    And yet, it was.  
 
    Her own face stared up at her from Elizabeth Hargrove’s portrait. The same vivid green eyes, the same vibrant red hair. The same curve of chin, cheek, and lips. It was impossible to believe, and still Ellie couldn’t look away from her own face. “I don’t believe it,” she murmured softly, her hands playing over the illustrations.  
 
    “Believe it.” Matt frowned as he stared down at the parchment. Dabney looks just the same, too. And look. Forty-years later, here you are again. And there he is. Twenty years later, twenty-five years later. Your face keeps popping up every generation or so, and every time you die young.” 
 
    Fear crept up her spine and took root deep within her heart. Was an early demise her destiny as well? “What’s the connection?” she asked timidly, alarmed when she heard her voice crack. Offering comfort, Matt took her hand.  
 
    “Dabney is,” he answered, scowling. “Look. In almost every generation, whether your look-a-like shows up or not, there is Lord James Dabney. It’s like he never changes. And yes, the family resemblance between all our lines is uncanny, but I refuse to believe it’s just a coincidence that his face appears exactly the same every time. Nobody has entire family that looks exactly alike. It’s just not possible.” 
 
    Frowning, Ellie studied the parchment. He was right. James Dabney looked the same in every listing. “How is that possible?” she whispered, terrified to know the answer.  
 
    Matt just shook his head. “Well,” he said slowly, glancing sideways at her, “I have a theory.” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “Do you believe in past lives?” 
 
    Ellie stared at him. She could hardly believe her ears. “Past lives? As in reincarnation?” 
 
    He nodded. He seemed to be watching her every move, waiting for her to damn him as crazy. Ellie, however, thought he might have been on to something. Even if it did seem impossible.  
 
    “So, what?” she asked, not convinced. “You think he’s coming back after every life or something? Wouldn’t that mean that each previous life was ridiculously short if he could come back so fast? That’s, what? Every fifteen to twenty years or so?” 
 
    “Maybe,” said Matt, pursing his lips. “But not just him. I think you’re coming back, too.” 
 
    “Me?” Shocked, Ellie sat back. The fear was beginning to turn into terror. What had she gotten herself into? “You can’t possibly mean me.” 
 
    “Oh, yes I can. See? It all starts with Elizabeth Hargrove. She marries, has a baby, and shortly after, throws herself from the white cliffs into the sea. Then, two generations later, Eleanor Montgomery-Hargrove is born, and she looks just like you. The pattern continues, see? Elsie Hargrove, Eliza Turner, and then you, Elizabeth ‘Ellie’ Fitzgerald. It doesn’t look like it falls in a straight line, but your face definitely appears every so often, you can’t deny that.” 
 
    “No,” Ellie said slowly, “I suppose not. But what about you?” 
 
    Matt furrowed his brow. “What about me?”
“You’re on here, too,” she told him. “And you’re not the only McKinnon to be tied up with the Hargroves. Look.” She pointed to the scribbled notes listing a Margaret and a Laura as best friends for two different generations of Ellie’s family, and then there, in a hand-written paragraph next to her mother’s name, was Meredith McKinnon.  
 
    “Meredith McKinnon?” Matt wondered, staring at the name. “But that’s my aunt.”  
 
    “Your aunt?” 
 
    “Yeah, my mom’s older sister.” His frown deepened into a scowl. “I didn’t know she was friends with Anne Hargrove.”  
 
    Ellie didn’t know what to say. He sounded so disappointed. Not that she could blame him. “Matt,” she said slowly, seeing something she had missed before. “Matt, I don’t think I’m the only one who reincarnates.” She pointed to her own doppelganger and followed the line to her love interest. “See? Every time one of my past lives falls in love and dies tragically, one of your past lives is right there with her. And every single time they both die tragically.” 
 
    To show him the connection, Ellie followed the trail with her fingers. It began with the original Elizabeth Hargrove and Matthew McKinnon, both of whom died young. Elizabeth, of course, committed suicide, and Matthew was murdered, defeated in a duel by Lord Dabney. A few generations later, the pair of lovers were killed in a carriage accident. Another time, Lord Dabney also played a hand in their deaths by sending Richard McKinnon across the ocean to the Americas. Elsie Hargrove followed him aboard and the ship went down within a month.  
 
    “They didn’t both die this time,” Matt commented, indicating Eliza Turner and Marcus McKinnon. “Well, he did end up in an insane asylum.” 
 
    “And she was murdered by her jealous husband.” 
 
    “One, Lord James Dabney.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Ellie didn’t want to think about all the pain and tragedy her family had gone through, or the possibility that the perpetrator was still alive and maybe even hundreds of years old. “So, that means that you and I…” 
 
    “Are doomed to die young,” Matt finished for her, rolling up the parchment and setting it aside. “Yeah. Seems like it. And your boyfriend will probably be the one to kill us.”
“He is not my boyfriend,” she assured him crossly, playfully slapping him on the arm. He tossed a throw pillow at her in return.  
 
    “Oh no?” Laughing, he flipped her over, pinning her down by her shoulders, and kissed her lips. “Are you sure?” 
 
    Ellie returned his kiss eagerly, reaching for him with her tongue as her body was no longer permitted to move. Feeling unusually bold, she bit his lip gently, loving his sharp intake of breath that was less from pain and more from desire. “Oh yes,” she breathed, kissing him again. “I’m sure.” 
 
    “Then who is?” His hand trailed between her thighs and he cupped her center, causing her to spasm against him.  
 
    “And if I say no one?”  
 
    His fingers quickly undid her pants and tugged them down her hips. “I suppose that is an acceptable answer,” he conceded, playing over the hot, slick, wetness of her and making her moan with pleasure. “Though I may have a better one.” 
 
    Her body bucked beneath his touch, and she contemplated just letting him “torture” her for as long as he wanted. “You,” she answered, struggling to breathe.  
 
    Grinning, Matt released her arms and laid his body along the length of hers, crushing his mouth to hers with a ferocity that had her head reeling. “Good answer.” 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
    Elizabeth woke in Lord Dabney’s chambers in a panic. Their wedding had taken place only a few days ago, and, while she was willing enough to fulfill her wifely duties after drinking Dabney’s wine, she always awoke feeling as though she had been violated in some way, like she hadn’t wanted to lie with her husband at all. Was it possible that her so-called feelings for him were against her will?  
 
    It had to be. Every time she thought of Matthew, her mind cleared, yet the wine would devote her to Dabney again. Was it possible he controlling her somehow? With witchcraft or sorcery? 
 
    Rising as quietly as possible, Elizabeth dressed in her white shift and dressing gown before slipping on her shoes. Grabbing a torch from the bracket on the wall, she eased the heavy wooden door open and crept into the hall, shutting it behind her. Even though she had been attempting to be quiet, the impact of door on stone still echoed down the hall. 
 
    Elizabeth flinched at the sound. The last thing she needed right now was for her husband to wake up and call her back. As quickly as she could, she dashed down the hall to her own bedchamber and hauled open the door, lighting the torches and candles around her room to see. Luckily, her fire was still going, so the room was relatively warm.  
 
    On a mission, Elizabeth rushed to her writing desk and pulled a quill and ink from its depths before searching for a roll of parchment.  
 
    My dearest Matthew, she wrote, scrawling her words as fast as she could. I may not have much time before he discovers that I am again myself. I believe he is controlling me with the wine. It might possibly be witchcraft of some sort. Sorcery. Whatever it is, it isn’t me.  
 
    I do not love my Lord Husband. I became Lady Dabney out of duty to my father, not love for the man as he would have you and the town believe. My heart, as always, belongs to you, my love. Please do not believe for one moment that I have forsaken you.  
 
    Find a way to free me, my dear Mr. McKinnon. Otherwise, I fear we shall be lost to each other for an eternity. 
 
    With all my love, your Elizabeth. 
 
      
 
    With that, Elizabeth folded up the letter, placed it in an envelope, and dripped a few drops of red wax on the paper, stamping the Hargrove Family Crest on the front to seal it. Standing, she once again grabbed hold of the torch and, clutching her dressing gown around her, she silently made her way through the house and out into the garden until she found the cove she and her lover now called their own. 
 
    On the far side of the clearing, a small wooden box sat on a stone shelf sticking out from the wall. They had been exchanging letters this way since the beginning, and Elizabeth could only hope that he still checked the box even though she was now legally bound to another.  
 
    With a shaking hand, she lifted the lid of the wooden box and let out a gasp. There, nestled within the confines of the four cedar walls, was a letter from Matthew. Crying in relief, she traded the letter for her own, shut the lid, hurried back through the misty garden, and up to her own set of rooms.  
 
    Once inside, she leaned against the door and tore open the envelope, dropping it to the ground in her haste. She unfolded the letter.  
 
    To my beautiful Elizabeth, it read. I know not whether you will receive this, though I must believe your heart is still as it was; that it still belongs to me. I know your marriage was a necessity, but your feelings were not. You pledged your heart to me, and I hope beyond hope that whatever spell Dabney has cast over you can be broken. 
 
    Keep your window open, my love. I will come find you.  
 
    Love always, your Matthew. 
 
    Sobs escaped Elizabeth’s throat and she sank down to the floor, her back still pressed against the door. He still loved her. He knew it was a spell. He knew she would not forsake him so easily. There was still hope. Knowing that only made her cry harder.  
 
    How was she going to be with her love when her husband controlled her heart? If she refused the wine, he would know, and he was in no way an understanding man. But if she did nothing, she would be lost forever.  
 
    She must hide the letters, she decided. Somewhere in her house where Dabney would never find them. Dashing from her room once more, Elizabeth ran to the back stairs that led up to the attic. When she was a girl, she had loved to go play up there, even though her mother forbade it. One of her favorite things to do in the attic was find places to hide her treasures. It was to these treasures that she ran now.  
 
    Her feet pounded up the stairs, and in her desperation, she dropped the letter, stopping only long enough to pick it up. When she reached the top, she fumbled with the latch, sobbing harder when she found the door to be stuck. Yet Elizabeth Hargrove was not one to give up. Leading with her shoulder, she threw herself against the door and managed to shove it open. She stood silently for a moment, hoping she hadn’t woken the house. When she didn’t hear anything, she made a bee-line for the nook around the far corner and pried up the loose floorboard she had found when she was ten. Still sobbing, Elizabeth stuck the letter inside, replaced the board, and ran as quickly as she could back to her room, locking the door behind her.  
 
      
 
    Ellie awoke with a start, sitting straight up in bed. Beside her, Matt stirred, reaching for her with one bare arm, though he didn’t wake. Ellie’s chest was heaving, her pulse pounding in her ears like it had so many mornings ago when she had arrived in Dover. So, Elizabeth married Lord Dabney against her will, controlled as she was by whatever he put in his wine. She lived with him, she slept with him, and she believed she loved him until the effects of the wine wore off. What a horrible existence that must have been. And all because one man’s cruel obsession led him to control her.  
 
    Could Matt be right? Could the Lord Dabney of Elizabeth’s time be the same James Dabney who kept trying to seduce her in her family’s home? It seemed impossible, but then, so did the fact that she was living another woman’s life in her sleep. So then, maybe.  
 
    “Matt,” she whispered, shaking him gently. “Matt, wake up.” Groaning, Matt buried his head deeper into the pillows. Ellie laughed. “Matt, I’m serious, wake up.” This time, she leaned down and left a trail of kisses down his back. When he merely held the pillow down over his head, Ellie shrugged and got out of bed.  
 
    She dressed quickly in a warm pair of sweats and a sweater, and was just about to open the door when Matt finally lifted his head. “Where are you going, babe?” he asked. He looked so groggy and cute, it took a lot of willpower for her to not join him in bed again.  
 
    “I had a dream,” she replied, her hand on the handle.  
 
    “A dream?” he wondered. “What kind of dream?” 
 
    “Elizabeth and Matthew continued to see each other after she was married. That part of the story was true. They exchanged letters at their secret spot in the garden, and probably even continued their affair. But Matt, she kept the letters.”  
 
    Confused, he frowned at her. “So?” 
 
    “So, she hid them in this house. Somewhere no one else would find them. Yeah, I see I have your attention now.” Matt sat straight up and alert. Ellie smirked. “And I know where.” 
 
     
 
    “So where are these mystery letters?” Matt asked as he tugged his shirt over his head and followed her down the hallway. She had allowed him enough time to pull on pants, but to get back at him for not believing her, she’d started out before he was dressed. And she enjoyed every second of his muscled, bare chest that she could.  
 
    “They’re in the attic,” she answered, opening the door to the back stairs. Matt slipped into his shoes without tying them and pounded up the steps behind her.  
 
    “Have you ever been up to the attic?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Then how do you know where you’re going?” he asked. “Hargrove House is huge.” 
 
    Stopping, she turned to face him with a finger in his face. “Are you doubting me?” she wanted to know. “After everything we’ve discovered, after all your theories of past lives and other craziness, are you seriously thinking that I don’t know what I’m doing?” 
 
    Laughing, Matt held his hands up in surrender. “Whoa, calm down there, Turbo. It was just a question.” Ellie raised a brow. “Okay, okay. No, Miss Fitzgerald, I am not doubting you. I swear. I was merely – stupidly - asking if you knew where you were going. My mistake. I won’t do it again.” 
 
    Narrowing her eyes, Ellie leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. “Okay. Forgiven.” 
 
    “Good. Now get going.” He lightly slapped her behind and grinned when she squeaked.  
 
    When they finally reached the attic, Ellie looked around and followed the steps Elizabeth took in her dream. The problem was, Elizabeth knew exactly where she was going and Ellie was trying to remember where some long-dead ancestor went in her subconscious. Not exactly easy.  
 
    Glancing around, she spotted the corner Elizabeth had disappeared behind. “This way,” she told Matt, reaching for his hand. She led him to the alcove and knelt on the floor. “The box was under a loose floorboard. I think it was somewhere around here. Help me look?” 
 
    “How do know it hasn’t been nailed down in the last two hundred years?” Matt asked, then instantly backtracked. “Okay, okay. You just know. Of course, I’ll help you look.” 
 
    The two of them felt along the floor, hoping to hear a creak or feel the give of a board. After about five minutes, Matt finally found something. “Here.” Finding something long and flat, Matt pried up the board and shined the flashlight from his phone into the hole. “You were right.” Pulling a long wooden box from the opening, he set it in front of her, illuminating it with the flashlight beam. “What do you think?” he asked her. “Should we open it?” 
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    “Would you like to do the honors?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her fingers tingling with anticipation, Ellie cautiously reached out and lifted the lid of the box to reveal a pile of yellowed envelopes. Excited, she looked up at Matt. “We found it.” 
 
    “You found it.” Shocked, he stared at her. “I’m taking you to meet my sister tomorrow.” 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
    Confused, Ellie frowned. “Your sister? But why?” 
 
    To her surprise, Matt looked slightly uncomfortable. “Well, my sister, she’s…well, she’s a little odd, to say the least. She’s, er, well, she’s a bit of a psychic, really. She reads tarot and all that. And what with everything that’s been going on with you, I think we could really use an expert, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh.” Disconcerted, Ellie stared down at the letters in her hands. The same letters she’d seen in her dreams. Had Elizabeth’s ghost led her to them? Or had it really been her past life? Maybe Matt was right. Maybe they really did need an expert to figure out what was going on with her.  
 
    Matt glanced down at his watch. “Damn. It’s getting late.” Leaning in, he kissed her forehead before climbing to his feet, hauling her up with him. “I’ve got to get into to town and open the museum.” 
 
    “Oh.” She couldn’t hide her disappointment. She could hear it in her voice and felt slightly ashamed. Of course, he had to go to work. He still had a life to live, didn’t he? It wasn’t his entire world that had been turned upside down; it was hers. “Of course.” 
 
    “Will you be alright by yourself?” The concern in his voice was palpable.  
 
    Ellie felt her disappointment warm to a fond embarrassment. “Don’t be silly. I’ll be fine.” She held up the letters. “I’ve got plenty to keep me occupied, don’t I?” 
 
    Chuckling, he took her hand and began to lead her out of the attic. “I suppose you do. Come by the museum around three this afternoon?” he asked, as they entered her bedroom once more. He hastily began to dress.  
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    “Great.” Flashing her a handsome smile and kissing her again, Matt dashed from the room.  
 
    Ellie stood staring out the window until Matt’s car disappeared down the long drive. Then she glanced down at the pile of letters in her hand. What could they possibly say? Finally, curiosity won out and Ellie plucked one of them from the stack. As carefully as she could, she pried it open and began to read.  
 
    They were love letters. From the dates at the top, it looked as though they spanned the length of a year, detailing the love affair of Elizabeth and Matthew in their own words. Tears spilled down Ellie’s cheeks as she read the tender words, as she became absorbed in the bond the two of them shared. So much love. So much pain. And it was made even worse by the fact that there were times when Elizabeth seemed so in love with Lord Dabney and didn’t appear to care about Matthew at all.  
 
    They knew Dabney had been controlling her somehow. Matthew thought it must be from the wine, because any time he had seen her take the drink Dabney offered, her entire demeanor would change. Matthew was furious with Dabney’s manipulation, but Elizabeth was too scared to be angry. She felt as if she were lost in a prison, stuck in a life that was no longer her own.  
 
    Even throughout her pregnancy, her husband encouraged her to continue drinking whatever potion he had concocted, to the point where Elizabeth was terrified it was affecting the baby. According to her letters, she had even confronted Dabney once. It hadn’t ended well. While it was never considered proper to physically punish one’s wife, during the Regency Era, it definitely wasn’t unheard of. Lord James Dabney had a nasty temper, and before long, Elizabeth was nearly afraid of her own shadow.  
 
    It was only when she would wake from a dream thinking of Matthew or when she would suddenly find herself alone with him at a social event that the spell would be broken. She said it was like coming alive again; like finally breaking the surface of the water and being able to breathe. She was living her days in a fog, and when she could feel like herself again, she was so terrified and depressed that she no longer had much life in her, regardless of how hard Matthew tried to make her happy.  
 
    Ellie sat back and stared at the paper in her hands. It was all so sad. “That poor woman,” she whispered into the silence. “To have everything taken from her that way…to have her love and her life stolen by some selfish man. It isn’t right.” Then, with an appalling thought, Ellie’s eyes widened in fear. What if Matthew’s theory was right? What if that woman was actually her? 
 
    Despite herself, Ellie’s hands began to shake, the stack of letters falling to the floor. Numb, she tried to gather them together, picking on up at random. Yet, the handwriting on this one wasn’t familiar. It wasn’t Matthew’s or Elizabeth’s; it wasn’t even her grandmother Victoria’s. Intrigued, she scanned the page again, and gasped when she caught the name at the bottom of the stationary: Anne Hargrove.  
 
    It was her mother’s.  
 
    All her words were true, Anne wrote. Ellie pressed a hand to her heart. He has come calling after me, just as she said he would. I didn’t even know it was him at first. I just thought he was another tourist or maybe a relative that had moved to the area while I was away at University. But I was wrong.  
 
    There is a darkness about him that I cannot explain. He scares me. And there are times, I don’t know how he does it, but there are times when I feel as if I am drawn to him, as if I belong to him. Times when my body feels as if it wants to be near him, to be wrapped within his arms, even when my mind is screaming that it’s wrong.  
 
    I know I’m not Elizabeth. I know we do not share the same soul. But Mother says it is not necessarily her soul that he is after. She says he does not understand the difference between obsession and love. He blames our family for his ruin two hundred years ago, and will not stop until he has reclaimed both the Hargrove fortune and a Hargrove heart.  
 
    Mother says that we are cursed. That James Dabney—the same James Dabney that drove Elizabeth Hargrove to her death—cursed our line when he forced her to love him. That his obsession with her and with dark magic culminated in both of their souls being trapped in an endless loop, that won’t be destroyed until the cycle is broken.  
 
    He can’t have me. He won’t. And any child I have will never be anywhere near him. Mother cried when I told her, but I have to leave. His influence on me is too much, and I can’t risk giving him what he wants.  
 
    My only hope is that my leaving will break the curse on our family, and any daughter I may have will never have to fear the obsession of the timeless Lord James Dabney.  
 
      
 
    Timeless. Ellie let the world roll across her mind. James was immortal. It wasn’t possible. None of it was. And yet…could it be true? Could he really be the same man who had hurt her family for hundreds of years? 
 
    Thunder clapped outside the window, making her jump. It was starting to pour. She hadn’t even noticed the sky getting dark. How long had she been at it? Her eyes searched for the clock on the nightstand and she gasped at the time. If she was going to meet Matt, she needed to get moving.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
    Two hours later, Ellie sat next to Matt in the back seat of her family’s town car, staring out the window at a quaint little cottage at the base of the cliffs. Flowers grew up a trellis near the door and a pentagram was woven into the rocks in the garden. Charms, crystals, and wind chimes hung from the eaves. A sign reading “Phoebe’s House of Fortune” swung perilously in the wind.  
 
    “You’re sure your sister can help?” Ellie asked, rubbing her hands over her arms. The door opened and she stepped from the car, thanking the driver with a kind smile. Matt followed.  
 
    “No,” he admitted, wrapping an arm around her shoulder, “I’m not. But it couldn’t hurt.” Glancing down at her, concern lit his eyes. “Are you nervous?” 
 
    “No,” she answered automatically, wincing at the bite in her own voice. “Yes. I don’t know.” Exasperated, she turned to face him. “A psychic? You’re really taking me to see a psychic?” 
 
    Matt chuckled into the wind and pressed his lips to her hair. “She’s my sister. And she’s not as crazy as she sounds. Most of the time.” Still laughing, he led her up the cobblestone walkway and knocked on the front door.  
 
    Ellie tried to push down her anxiety as they waited. She hadn’t been able to breathe properly since she had read her mother’s words about the family curse. How she had never wanted Ellie anywhere near James. And yet, here she was anyway. And she was absolutely terrified.  
 
    The door opened, and a small woman stood within the frame, a warm smile on her pretty face. Soft brown hair flowed over a cream-colored sweater, which she paired with black yoga pants ending in bare feet. Shiny silver rings adorned both fingers and toes, and there were charms around her neck and bangles at her wrists. Ellie couldn’t help but feel a little envious. She had always wished she’d been brave enough to wear jewelry like that.  
 
    “Hey, Phoebe,” Matt said, leaning in to give his sister a hug. She patted him on the shoulder, but her eyes were on Ellie.  
 
    “Hi!” Phoebe said with a sunny smile, stepping aside and ushering them in. “You must be Ellie. My brother’s told me a lot about you. Except for the fact that he’s absolutely crazy about you.” 
 
    Heat flushed Ellie’s face, but it was Matt who exclaimed out loud. Phoebe chuckled. “Auras, little bro. It’s obvious.” She patted a hand against his cheek. “But don’t worry. She feels the same way.” She laughed again as Ellie’s blush deepened.  
 
    “This should be interesting,” she whispered, inwardly feeling better when Matt closed his eyes as if praying for patience.  
 
    “Come on,” he said, his hand at the small of her back guiding the way. “Her studio is this way.” 
 
    The studio, as it turned out, was really the den of the cottage, though the walls had been covered in sheer, brightly colored fabric and the lighting was candles and oil lamps. A small table cloaked in a rich magenta cloth, sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by four chairs. Against the far wall was a bookcase containing books on every New Age subject Ellie could think of, and then some. Items such as a large crystal ball, a stack of what looked like Tarot cards, and a silver chalice were placed here and there among the books.  
 
    “Welcome,” Phoebe said with an ethereal voice that sent chills down Ellie’s spine, “to the Spirit World.” Then she laughed and waved a hand at them. “I’m just kidding. I only do that when I want to mess with tourists. Take a seat, take a seat. So,” she said when they were settled at the table across from her, “my brother said you’ve been having some strange things going on since you got to town?”  
 
    Nodding, Matt and Ellie filled her in, ending with the letters Ellie found that morning. The entire time, Phoebe watched with a hand at her chin, her brown eyes watching them earnestly.  
 
    “Can I see your hand?” Phoebe asked so abruptly that Ellie jumped. Beside her, Matt nodded his encouragement.  
 
    “Uh, yeah. Sure.” Obliging, she held out her hand.  
 
    Phoebe took it between her own and flipped it over to expose Ellie’s palm. Phoebe traced a finger lightly over the lines on Ellie’s skin. “Well that’s interesting,” she murmured, tapping her chin with her other hand.  
 
    “What is?” asked Matt.  
 
    “Your Life Line, see?” she said, and Ellie leaned across the table for a better look. Phoebe traced the arched line that spanned from just above her thumb, down to the bottom of her palm. “Do you see how this indent is fractured? Each tiny line goes off on its own. They’re all part of the same line, but they don’t actually seem to be connected. And all of them were short. Looks like you may have been onto something with your past lives theory, Mattie. And here…this is interesting.” Frowning, she bent closer to get a better look. “At the end here, your Life Line is split. Do you see how they veer off like that in both directions? The lines are fainter here, almost as if your path isn’t clear.” Taking a deep breath, Phoebe released her hand and sat back, her eyes troubled. “I’ve never seen it do that before.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” Ellie wondered softly.  
 
    Phoebe pursed her lips. “I’m not entirely certain, but I would venture to guess that it means you have two possible outcomes. One of them shows you having a long, happy life, but the other speaks of certain doom.” Catching the looks on both of their faces, Phoebe hastily brushed the idea aside. “Let me do a reading for you.” Standing, she retrieved her tarot deck.  
 
    Ellie eyed them warily. “I don’t know.” She glanced down at her palm as if it were going to suddenly strike out and hurt her. “I’m not sure I really want to know what they’re going to say.” Matt’s hand squeezed her leg encouragingly, and Ellie felt her courage bolster. “Okay.” 
 
    “Great. Now, I want you to shuffle the deck while thinking of your question.” Phoebe set the cards in front of Ellie and gestured for her to start.  
 
    Ellie timidly picked up the ornately illustrated cards and shuffled obediently. Will I break this curse? she wondered. Will James kill me or claim my family fortune? How will this end? 
 
    “Perfect,” Phoebe told her. “Now cut the cards into three stacks. Just like that. Great.” Reaching across the table, Phoebe flipped over the first card and frowned. “The Tower. Okay, so this isn’t such a great card. It means war. Chaos. There is a great upheaval in your life, a darkness that is causing change.”  
 
    Outside the window, thunder filled the air, the sound shaking the glass. Phoebe turned over the second card and laid it on the table. A flash of lightning illuminated the concern on her face.  
 
    “The Ten of Swords,” Matt read, looking up at his sister. “What does that one mean?” 
 
    The line between her brows deepened. Phoebe gently touched the card. “It isn’t pretty,” she admitted honestly. “It means dark times. Danger. There’s someone who means you harm and he’s closing in.” Another clap of thunder masked the small cry that Ellie uttered. “But it also means that there is nowhere to go but up. Besides,” she said, offering a shaky smile, “it’s just a card. Let’s see what the last one says.” She flipped it over.  
 
    “Death,” Ellie gasped, staring at the cloaked figure atop his white horse. With a quaking hand, she reached out to touch the card.  
 
    “Death isn’t always what it seems,” Phoebe assured them, though her face was pale. “It isn’t always a physical omen. Sometimes the Death card means a great change is coming. The end of something that once was, and the beginning of something new.  
 
    “However, with the other two cards, I would say that whatever darkness is coming for you shouldn’t be taken lightly. If this Dabney character is as dangerous as you say, you need to be careful. He could be the end of you.” Phoebe looked seriously from Ellie to her brother. “He could be the end of both of you.” Another flash of lightning and a boom of thunder. Fear filled her eyes as she gathered the cards. “And whatever you do, you need to do it fast. You’re running out of time.”
 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
    “We’re doomed,” Ellie exclaimed, bursting into her bedroom, Matt right behind her. Her fiery red hair was sopping wet from the storm that still raged outside and she was soaked to the bone. She wasn’t sure if it was from the cold or from fear, but she started to shiver. She had to get out of these wet clothes.  
 
    “We aren’t doomed,” Matt assured her, hanging his drenched coat on the chair near the fireplace. “Remember what your mom’s letter said? We have to break the cycle.” 
 
    Ellie snorted. “What does that even mean? ‘Break the cycle.’ What cycle? The cycle is that James comes along and tries to seduce the women of my family. Well, not just the women, I guess. Mostly, just my reincarnated soul. And from that timeline you showed me, it looks like most of the time he succeeds. And yet, he’s still here, because each and every time it’s not just me that dies young and tragic.” Tears filled Ellie’s eyes as she looked at Matt, willing him to understand. “Don’t you see? It’s not just me he destroys, Matt. You die too.” 
 
    “Sshh,” Matt whispered soothingly, pulling her into his embrace. He brushed a hand over her hair as she began to sob. “It’s all going to be okay.” 
 
    “How?” she asked against his chest. “How is it going to be okay?”  
 
    Matt shook his head. “I don’t know. But we’re not going to let him win. Maybe that’s how we break the cycle. Maybe we somehow stay alive, don’t give him what he wants.” 
 
    “Matt, what he wants is me.” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Shaking her head, she brushed the tears from his cheeks. “You don’t understand the power he has over me. When he brought me those roses? It was like my mind somehow rationalized choosing him over you until I no longer cared who you were.” 
 
    “Yes, that could be a problem,” he conceded, tipping her face up to look at him. “But it wasn’t really you that forgot about me, was it?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “And it was remembering me that broke the spell, right?” 
 
    A small sliver of hope shown through the darkness. “I suppose so.” 
 
    Matt grinned and she felt a warm glow deep within her heart. She loved that grin of his. “So, then all you have to do is think of me all the time and we win.”
Laughing, Ellie playfully smacked his arm. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?”               
 
    “Absolutely.” Leaning forward, he kissed her, slow and deep, gathering her up in his arms. Ellie let herself be absorbed in his touch, in the feel of his soft lips on hers, of his tongue in playing in her mouth. She loved the way the way they seemed to melt into one another, as if nothing else in the world mattered in that moment but the two of them.  
 
    “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” he promised her, his hands pushing her shirt up over her chest and slipping it off her arms. “I’m going to keep you safe.” He lightly brushed his lips over the swell of her breasts, his fingers playing over her nipples beneath the light fabric of her bra. With expert hands, he reached behind her back and unhooked the clasp, letting her spill free in his hands. She gasped when he took her breast into his mouth and lightly grazed her nipple. “I need you to trust me.”
Unable to do anything else, she let him lead her to the bed where he eased her down, undressed them both, and stretched out beside her. His long, muscled body covered hers and she sighed against him when he slipped into the hot wetness of her. She clung to him, her legs wrapped around his waist as he softly moved in and out. “Trust me,” he whispered against her neck, kissing his way down to her collar bone. 
 
    How could she do anything but? It was amazing to think that it had only been a handful of days since she’d met him, but already, she couldn’t imagine her life without Matt McKinnon. She didn’t even care if it was her past life that was aching to be with him. He was her soulmate. She knew it from the depths of her heart. Every fiber of her being belonged to him and she never wanted to take it back.  
 
    In and out, he moved, his hands roaming gently over her skin as if he were memorizing every inch of her. Though the storm still raged outside, she moaned against him, exalting in the soft, languid pleasure he offered. The long, hardness of him filled her in a way no other man had and she trembled each time he thrust against her.  
 
    Was it Matt she had always been waiting for? Was he the reason she had always been too afraid to get close to anyone? The reason she had never before felt that pull of love that she felt the moment she saw him? Could she be brave enough now to allow her heart what it wanted the most? 
 
    Matt trembled against her, his hands reaching for hers, their finger entwining together. “I love you,” he whispered over her skin and Ellie felt a thrill wash over her. With one last shudder, she clung to him, moaning, and let herself fall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
    Elizabeth walked slowly toward the edge of the cliff, her bare feet treading over sharp rock and grass, but she didn’t care. She hardly even felt the cold slap of the wind as her long, white nightdress flew around her. She didn’t feel anything anymore. Not for James, not for Matthew, not even her tiny daughter, Amelia.  
 
    Sweet, beautiful, Amelia, she thought. She was perfect in every way. She was going to miss her the most when she was gone.  
 
    Tears flowed down Elizabeth’s cheeks as she stared out at the heaving sea. Waves crashed against the rocks below her, and part of her yearned to be among them. It was a part of her she could no longer fight.  
 
    Whatever Dabney had done to her had taken its toll. He had sought to control her, but he destroyed her instead. She no longer knew what she felt, whom she loved. She only knew that to love meant pain and she could no longer be part of it. Her mind had broken under Lord Dabney’s spell, and even the thought of her sweet baby girl couldn’t convince her to stay. 
 
    Unable to help herself, she screamed her rage into the wind. Why had he done this to her? Was her soul the price she must pay for his fortune? She used to laugh. She used to smile. She used to be the center of attention and she loved every moment of it. Now, she shied away from social interaction. She stayed shut up in her rooms, depressed from morning to night. She wanted to see nobody, and she didn’t. Except for when her husband called for her. She drank his potion, fell under his spell once more, and for a time, all she would think of was him. And yet, every night, she would wake yearning for Matthew.  
 
    Her poor, sweet love, Matthew. Oh, the pain she had caused him whenever she was under Dabney’s influence. She could see it in his eyes, feel it in his touch whenever they found a way to steal a few moments together. She couldn’t keep hurting him. Hurting them both. He knew what was happening. They both knew her husband was using some kind of dark sorcery to control her. They were certain he was evil, even if they had no way to prove it.  
 
    Glancing over her shoulder at Hargrove House, Elizabeth gasped for air, her heart hurting. Amelia was Matthews, she was certain of it. There wasn’t a trace of darkness within her. She was pure love and light, and Elizabeth could think of nothing better than to raise her child with the man she loved.  
 
    But that would never happen now. She only hoped they would both understand.  
 
    “Elizabeth!”  
 
    Turning, Elizabeth saw Matthew running towards her, his arms outstretched. He was still in his riding clothes and she wondered idly what could possibly have possessed him to come to Hargrove House late at night.  
 
    Reaching for her, Matthew held her shoulders, staring into her green eyes. “Elizabeth, my love, please, stop.”  
 
    Her heart breaking, she reached up and stroked a hand over his cheek. “I am a weapon he uses against you,” she told him, imploring him to understand. “I see him use me to cut you down, and each time his sword hits its mark, each time I see pain in your eyes, it hurts me, too.” 
 
    “No, my love, I can take it. I can wait for the time that we have together.” 
 
    But Elizabeth shook her head. “Don’t you see? It isn’t enough. It will never be enough. And now…now I no longer know what’s real. I cannot see the difference between night and day because it is always night for me. My heart is broken and cold, Matthew. The fire that used to live within me has gone out and I cannot serve him anymore. I cannot be his property. He may own my body and control my mind, but he will never own my heart. My heart, my soul, they belong to you. To you and to Amelia. But he will never stop trying to take them, and I fear he will take you both from me because of it. 
 
    “It must end,” she told him, wishing that weren’t the truth. Around them the wind howled, and thunder boomed through the night. “I cannot let him win. But please, please remember that no matter what dark magic he used to control me, my love has always only ever been for you.” 
 
    Any words he may have uttered were lost in their embrace as Elizabeth crushed her mouth to his in a passionate goodbye kiss. She poured every ounce of love and feeling she had left into that kiss, knowing she would never feel that way again. Matthew, too, clung to her as if he had finally accepted that this was the end.  
 
    Then he was viciously ripped from her arms and flung to the ground. Dabney stood over him, his sword pointed at Matthew’s chest, cold fury swarming over his face. “You dare take what is mine, you worthless excuse for a man?” Lighting lit the sky around him and Elizabeth trembled at his hateful sneer.  
 
    Matthew, on the other hand, stared coldly up at his adversary. “She will never be yours.” Kicking out with his left leg, Matthew swept Dabney’s feet out from under him and stood, drawing his sword as Dabney righted himself once more. “Her heart has always seen only me.” 
 
    “Lies!” Furious, Dabney attacked, his heavy sword raining down blow after blow, driving Matthew back. But he wasn’t to be beaten so easily. He pushed back as hard as he could, parrying and blocking in turn. Dabney raised his other hand and pointed it at the ground, and lightning struck at Matthew’s feet, sending him crashing to the ground.  
 
    Dabney’s cruel laugh flew through the end. “This is the man you would leave me for?” he jeered at Elizabeth. “This pathetic, poor man who pales in comparison with me? This is who you prefer?”  
 
    Even from meters away, Elizabeth could feel his anger, but she forced herself to stand tall and stare him down. He would lose tonight, whether he knew it or not. If only she could keep him focused on her instead of on Matthew. “You cannot control me anymore, James,” she called over the wind. Behind him, Matthew was finally climbing to his feet, his hand on his sword. Dabney hadn’t seen him yet. “I do not belong to you anymore,” she told him. “And I never will again.” 
 
    Dabney’s lips curved in a cold, cruel smile. “You will not belong to him, either.” Without warning, he turned, and drove his sword through Matthew’s heart.  
 
    “No!”  
 
    With one last look at Elizabeth, Matthew clutched at his chest before falling lifeless to the dirt.  
 
    Everything that had been holding Elizabeth together broke. Every tenuous fiber of sanity tore apart as she stared at the fall body of her one true love. Nothing mattered anymore. Nothing was worth living for without Matthew. Feeling nothing but rage and pain, Elizabeth smiled triumphantly at the husband that was her enemy, wishing him an eternity filled with misery and pain. Knowing her death would seal his fate.  
 
    Then she threw herself over the cliff, into the rocks below.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
    Ellie sat straight up, her heart pounding against her ribs in her chest. She could hear the rushing sounds of her own pulse roaring in her ears. Feel the crash of the waves against her bare skin; the water was icy cold. And the pain. Oh, the pain. Her body breaking as it hit the rocks below. But that pain was nothing compared to the heartbreak she had felt watching Matthew perish at her husband’s hand.  
 
    Elizabeth’s husband, she reminded herself. That wasn’t her. She didn’t just commit suicide. She was safe in bed, with Matt sleeping soundly beside her. Thank goodness, he was such a heavy sleeper, she thought. Otherwise, he would be having just as much as trouble believing all of this as she was.  
 
    Logically, Ellie knew it was just a dream, even if her dreams felt more like memories than visions. It hadn’t actually happened. She knew that. But oh, it felt as if she had died. Past life or not, she never wanted to experience anything like that, ever again.  
 
    Slipping from the bed, she crossed her arms over her bare chest against the cold, and fumbled through the dark for her bathrobe. Easing it on, she padded over to the bathroom and winced at the brightness of the light before gazing at herself in the mirror.  
 
    She looked horrible. Deep, dark circles sagged beneath her eyes in the soft lighting. Tentatively, she touched a finger to her skin. She looked as if she hadn’t slept in days. And, truth be told, it felt like she hadn’t. Every night, she was reliving somebody else’s life. A life, mind you, that had happened two hundred years ago.  
 
    Her Grandmother Victoria had really done a number on her life, leaving her this mess, she thought, surprised at her own bitterness. Stunned, she glanced at herself again. What was that? Yes, this whole thing with James was awful, and she hoped they found a way to stop it. She most certainly didn’t want to die. But it hadn’t been all bad. For the first time in her entire life, Ellie Fitzgerald had gone outside of the United States. That had to count for something. And, not only that, but she had gone to England of all places. The one country on Earth she had always wanted to go. She was now a homeowner of a gorgeous mansion, the same mansion that had been in her family for generations, in the beautiful town of Dover. It was where her mother had grown up, and had always been at the top of her list for English places to visit. What better way to finish her dissertation than to experience that world first hand? 
 
    And then there was Matt. If she had never come here, she never would have met him. She never would have fallen in love with the man she was nearly certain was her soul mate. Until him, she wasn’t even sure she believed in soul mates. One look at Matt McKinnon had changed all of that.  
 
    “Hey,” Matt said, leaning against the door frame of the bathroom. “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Ellie’s lips turned up in a warm smile, and she leaned over to give him a kiss. “Yes, everything’s fine.” 
 
    His eyes searched hers, a frown marring his handsome face. “No, it’s not. Come here.” Taking her hand, he led her to the bed, not letting go until she took a seat next to him. “Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    How was it that after only a handful of days, he knew her so well? 
 
    Grateful for the interest, and happy not to be suffering along, she relayed her dream to him. She stumbled at bit when she reached Matthew’s death, though her voice hardened when she informed him it was Lord Dabney that did it.  
 
    Matt listened with an increasing sense of seriousness. To his credit, he didn’t do much more than wrinkle his nose when she told him of how his own past life perished. Instead, he just sat there watching her speak, the wheels constantly turning in his mind.  
 
    “So, was that it?” he asked her, tapping a finger to his brow. “Dabney killed Matthew and you woke up?” 
 
    “Well, no,” she admitted, though she was rather reluctant to speak of her own death. He must have sensed it, because Matt gestured for her to continue. “After…after Matthew died, Elizabeth couldn’t stand the thought of being with Lord Dabney again, so…” Ellie swallowed hard. She could do this. “So, she threw herself off the cliffs.” 
 
    “Then the stories were true, how tragic.”  
 
    “I know. It’s awful. But she figured that since she was the object of his desire that if she died, he would somehow be lost too. I must say, it seemed to make much more sense in her head than it does mine. I have no idea how curses work, but it just seems to have been passed along to each generation. From what I can tell, when the next Hargrove woman comes of age, James shows up to see if she is his long, lost love; that is to say, me. If she’s not, all evidence indicates that he leaves her alone. If she is, well, she doesn’t live much longer than their meeting. Every time Elizabeth and Matthew are reincarnated they die. What?” she asked, suddenly self-conscious. “Why are you looking at me like that?” 
 
    Matt simply continued to grin. “I just love it when you get all scholarly like that on me.” Moving in, he laid a kiss on her lips, then slumped back against the pillows once more. “It’s just so damn sexy.”  
 
    Though she smiled at his charm, Ellie couldn’t shake the feeling that something wasn’t right. “Your sister said there wasn’t much time. What do you think she meant?” 
 
    Matt scoffed. “She was probably just trying to add some dramatic effect. You don’t know Phoebe like I do. She loves to do that stuff to the tourists. Says they just eat it up. Makes her a right foul git sometimes, if you ask me, but she has quite a few repeat customers, so maybe I don’t know what I’m talking about.” 
 
    Worry furrowed Ellie’s brow. “But what about the cards? She couldn’t have stacked the deck like that, could she?” 
 
    “Of course, she could. She’s a professional.” 
 
    “But would she?” 
 
    Matt thought a moment, before pursing his lips. “Well, no, probably not, especially after seeing how serious you were about the whole thing. But hey, don’t worry. We’re going to figure this out. I promise.” 
 
    “Yeah. I suppose.” Getting up, Ellie began searching for her clothes.  
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked, sitting up again.  
 
    Ellie tugged on her jeans and threw a sweater over her head, before reaching for her boots. “I just a need a little air. I’m okay,” she assured him, and he sat back once more. “I just need to get away from this room and all things Elizabeth for a few minutes.” With one last, quick kiss, she headed for the door. “If I’m not back in half an hour, come find me.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.” Chuckling, Matt snuggled down into the covers and Ellie left the room, shutting the door behind her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
    The house was quiet. Almost eerily so. Usually, even when most of the staff were sleeping, there was somebody lurking around the halls for one reason or another. Tonight, however, she found the long, lavishly decorated corridors completely deserted.  
 
    Retrieving her coat, Ellie walked out onto the terrace and stared at the ocean. A cold wind whipped around her, sending her red hair cascading out around her shoulders. She loved the English coastline at night. It was almost magical, the way the waves crashed against the cliffs, and the white rocks of the cliff face gleamed in the moonlight. She could stand there staring at it for hours. She only wished she could do so without worrying whether she was going to make it through the night. 
 
    Walking out a bit further, Ellie clinched her coat tighter around her neck and leaned against the stone ledge of the terrace.  
 
    “Are you waiting for me?” a deep voice asked from out of the darkness. 
 
    Ellie jumped violently. She squinted into the night, trying to decipher where the voice was coming from, but she was unable to see so much as an outline of a body. “Who’s there?” 
 
    The man laughed coldly, and a tremble of fear played down Ellie’s spine. “Why, I’m insulted you don’t know, Elizabeth,” he said. She was certain he was getting closer. “After all, you are my wife.” 
 
    Stepping from the shadows, James stood before her, looking as handsome as he ever did in his long, brown coat. His dark eyes were so menacing at that moment that they were almost black. He was staring at her as if she were the canary he finally managed to catch. He just stood there; the cat, licking his lips.  
 
    Suddenly, Ellie felt more like Elizabeth than she ever had since coming here. “I am not your wife,” she declared, squaring her shoulders and staring him down. Where she got the nerve to do so, she wasn’t sure. “And quite frankly, I don’t think Elizabeth was either. You may have gotten her to marry you because she was obeying her father, you may have gotten her in your bed because that was her duty, but you tricked her into thinking she wanted all of that.” 
 
    James laughed, and she wondered how she ever could have found the sound pleasant. “My dear, love is a trick. I merely seduced you into believing I was everything you wanted.” Hatred flashed in his eyes, and overhead, thunder pounded across the heavens. “I could have been everything you wanted. I still could. But you’ve always chosen that McKinnon over all the riches and treasures I could ever give you. He is not worthy of you.” 
 
    “You’re wrong.” Her voice was hardly above a whisper, but it was coated in steel. “He is every bit as worthy of me as I am of him. He is a good man, with a kind heart and a keen mind. He cares about more than my body and fortune. He doesn’t need treasures and riches. He is everything I could ever want. It’s you, James, who are not worthy of me. And you never have been.” 
 
    Lighting flashed against the cliff, casting his features in anger in the bright light. The sickeningly sweet smell of roses drifted through the air, and Ellie used her sweater to cover her nose and mouth, determined not to fall for his seduction.  
 
    “I could have given you everything. Fortune, a home, a child. I did give you those things!” he insisted, he voice rising to an unnaturally high octave. Ellie winced. “All I asked for in return was a cooperative wife that would ensure my name did not get dragged into the mud like my idiot father who squandered all of our wealth!” 
 
    Ellie’s eyes widened in surprise. “So, you couldn’t give her your fortune any more than you could give it to me now, could you? I knew it. You wanted her to make you rich, not the other way around. You wanted the power and prestige that came with the Hargrove name, the wealth that came from the brewery. Your vineyard was your legacy, but you had run out of the funds to keep it going, hadn’t you?” When he just stared at her, his mouth gaping like a fish, she actually giggled. “You knew she wouldn’t love you. You knew she would figure out who you were, how dangerous and obsessively deranged you were. You knew she was in love with Matthew.  
 
    “So, you seduced her instead. But what kills me, is that you didn’t even believe you could do that on your own. You tried and failed, didn’t you? Probably even multiple times. So, you turned to black magic instead. What did you use, James? A love potion? Did you diffuse it into a scent as well? I know you were slipping her something to drink, just like I know you put something on the roses you brought me the other day. You used whatever aid you had to get her and me to do your bidding by manipulating us sexually.  
 
    “But you miscalculated, didn’t you? You believed that you could just control someone like that and get away with it, but you were wrong, weren’t you? Elizabeth had already found her soul mate. Matthew McKinnon was her soul mate. And there was no way you could separate the two of them. That kind of love, it has a power all its own. They may not have been able to be together, but that didn’t mean that power was any less potent, or that love was any less strong. And whatever protection those kinds of feelings gave Matthew and Elizabeth that night was violated when you killed him.  
 
    “And she wasn’t about to let you get away with it, was she?” Ellie asked, watching him with a vindictive glee she was positive was not her own. In fact, she felt as if there was more than one version of herself within her mind that night, and it absolutely terrified her. “Elizabeth knew that she was the one thing you wanted above all else,” Ellie continued, staring at James as if she were daring him to disagree. Where had all this assertiveness come from? “And she made sure you could never have it. Didn’t she? She killed herself right over there, just so you would never be able to hurt anyone in the Hargrove line. Whatever dark magic you had been using backfired when she hit those rocks and you have been cursed ever since. 
 
    “I bet you lost everything. I bet the fact that your family was penniless became the talk of the town, and I bet, no matter how many years you have lived, waiting to reclaim it, that you are still worth next to nothing.” Glaring at him, she smirked. “And I bet you hate it. Well, it serves you right, doesn’t it? Your curse doesn’t just affect you, James, it affects Matt and me as well. And I hope you die knowing it was your own fault that things turned out this way.” Her chest heaving, Ellie stood there, mere steps away from him, and wondered if she had just made the biggest mistake of her life.  
 
    Yet, to her astonishment, James simply began to laugh. “Ah,” he said, gathering himself once more. “There you are, Elizabeth. It’s so nice to finally see you again, after all of these years.” 
 
    “I wish I could say the same.” Ellie clapped a hand to her mouth. The words had been issued from her lips, but it was not her that said them. Could it really be Elizabeth speaking to him like that? Or had she finally lost her mind? 
 
    “Welcome back, my dear,” James crooned, slowly walking towards her. “I have missed you deeply. It has been too long.” 
 
    James reached for her hand, but Ellie instinctively stepped back and his hand dropped away. Thunder echoed behind the house. Was he somehow controlling the storm? Or was it just a coincidence that there was a wild storm, both when Elizabeth took her own life and now? 
 
    “You may think of me as you wish,” he told her, “but you would never have been susceptible to my charms had you not already been attracted to me.” 
 
    Alarmed, Ellie clenched her fist. “That isn’t true.” 
 
    “Oh, but it is, my love. It was always true. You were in love with McKinnon, yes. And somehow, your infatuation with him allowed you to shirk my advances and later break the spell my potion had cast on you. But in your own way, you were attracted to me, too. You were in love with me, too.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Yes. You enjoyed the flirtations. You enjoyed my hands on you. You enjoyed the possibility that maybe, if you let yourself fall a bit, you could have everything you ever wanted. And a part of you wondered if I would be the one to give it to you. I did not force you to marry me, Elizabeth. Your father took care of that. And you married me without issue, not just because it was your duty as a daughter and your contribution to your family, but because somewhere in that flippant little heart of yours, you wanted to know what it was like to be the wife of a wealthy Lord. You wanted to parade me around on your arm like whatever new dress you were sporting that week, and show me off, trying to impress your friends. Part of you had to want me, you see, or my spell would never work.” 
 
    “I didn’t want you then, and I don’t want you now,” Ellie insisted, but she could already feel her resolve beginning to weaken.  Could what he was saying be true? 
 
    “The ironic part of it all,” James told her, “was that I truly did love you. And I knew, if we gave it a shot, that one day, you could love me too. You were mine, and you were going to stay mine. One day, you would understand.” 
 
    “Then why force me?” 
 
    “I simply did not have time to wait.” In the moonlight, she could see that his expression was completely unrepentant. “Nor do I have time to wait now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
    He started forward, and Ellie took a few more backward steps, until she found her back pressed up against the wall of the house. “That isn’t love,” she said quietly, and James froze on the stone steps. “You say you were in love with me, but that kind of want, that kind of possession, that isn’t love. You didn’t love me. You were obsessed.” 
 
    For a few seconds that seemed to string out into an eternity, they stared at one another, neither sure which one of them was going to move first. And then James lunged forward, seizing her around the waist and lifting her off her feet. Though she kicked and struggled, his hold on her only increased, until she could barely breathe within his grip. Unable to break free, Ellie cried out; soft at first, as she tried to catch her breath, then stronger and louder until she saw a light come on upstairs.  
 
    “Matt!” she screamed, hoping he or someone else would hear her. “Matt, it’s James! He’s here! Help me!” 
 
    James roughly turned her over and threw her over his shoulder, his strong, muscular arms, pinning her to him. He made it down the stone steps from the terrace and out into the grass.  
 
    Was he taking her towards the cliffs? Did he believe that if he couldn’t have her, no one could? She knew all her other past lives had ended badly, that both she and Matt were quite possibly going to die tonight, yet somehow, that didn’t scare her nearly as much as the thought of going over those cliffs and down into the ocean that absolutely terrified her. She had already died that way once tonight. She was in absolutely no hurry to do it again.  
 
    Suddenly, the door from the house crashed open and light streamed out from around the frame. Matt came charging down the steps in nothing but his sweatpants and a pair of slippers like a running bull. He hit James in the small of his back, sending the other man plummeting forward. He dropped Ellie unceremoniously to the ground with a loud thud.  
 
    She landed on her side, her arm twisting at an odd angle beneath her, her head smacking into a round rock half buried in the earth. Ellie felt as if she was watching the world move in slow motion. Time itself seemed to be cracking, and her past and present lives collided in a blurred movie behind her eyes. The effect was disorienting.               
 
    How many times had some version of this happened? How many times had the soul of Elizabeth Hargrove had to watch her enemy murder the man she loved? The endless cycle repeated on a loop with every reincarnation, and from where she lay, Ellie was helpless to stop it.  
 
    Matt charged James again, hitting him hard in the stomach, and the two of them went splaying out across the grass, perilously close to the edge of the cliff. Fists pounded into flesh, the sound of impact echoing into the night, followed by a ridiculously loud clap of thunder and a bright flash of lightning.  
 
    She couldn’t tell who was winning. She was desperate for it to be Matt, but she knew in her heart of hearts that his living through this night—that either she or him living through this night—was a long shot. Lord James Dabney had cast his curse well. Ellie trembled with fear.  
 
    It wasn’t fair, she thought, watching as both men clambered to their feet. This curse was the by-product of an obsessive greed, of the need to own and possess a woman, while still calling it love. It wasn’t right. And it had to stop.  
 
    As carefully as she could, Ellie shifted her weight so she was supporting herself on her elbow. She cried out in pain, wondering if she had cracked it, but her cry went unheard by both men as they continued to pummel each other at every chance they got.  
 
    James’s right arm shot out so quickly, catching Matt upside his jaw that Matt flew backwards, landing in the grass. He didn’t move.  
 
    Ellie managed to get both hands on the ground and heave her body upward into a push-up position. Her head was spinning. Hot, thick, blood trickled down her skin, obscuring the vision in her right eye. With her luck, she had a concussion. And, judging by the way things kept swimming in and out of blackness, she was fairly certain it was a bad one. Still she fought to right herself.  
 
    A few yards away, James stood over Matt’s unconscious form, glaring down at him with hatred blazing across his face. Lightning flashed again, striking just beside the edge of the cliff. She could see the outline of Dover Castle in the distance, the stronghold looming in the darkness like an omen of doom. She had to keep it together. James knelt with his knees on either side of Matt and placed his hands around the other man’s neck.  
 
    The boom of thunder sounded almost gleeful.  
 
    How was he doing it? She wondered. She knew he was controlling the weather somehow. Was it part of his curse? Did he have more powers than seduction and immortality? Was that even possible? And, if it was, could she find a way to use it against him?  
 
    Beneath Dabney’s grip, Matt’s skin was turning purple, and Ellie knew time was running out. Still unsteady, she climbed slowly to her feet, ignoring the way her knees shook, as if they were threatening to let her fall.  
 
    “Help me, Elizabeth,” she murmured into the wind, feeling utterly foolish. She had to be crazy to believe in all of this, but there was no denying it was happening. Crazier still, she suddenly felt strengthened, the symptoms of her concussion disappearing.  
 
    Ellie let out a war cry as she launched herself at James. She hit him square on, her small arms wrapping around his muscular waist, her momentum propelling them both forward. They tumbled over the hard, rocky soil, away from Matt, finally stopping in a tangled heap near the cliff.  
 
    Ellie didn’t realize her mistake until it was too late. All she had been thinking about was getting James away from Matt; she hadn’t even considered what James would do to her once she had. His long, strong hands closed around her throat, and Ellie’s vision began to blur once more as he cut off all the air to her lungs. 
 
    She clawed violently at his hands, her fingernails ripping into his skin, leaving deep, bloody gouges in their wake. His grip only tightened. Ellie bucked as hard as she could with her hips, pitching him forward and forcing him to catch himself. She used his momentary distraction and his loosening fingers to twist her body to the side. He was still straddling her, but at least she was no longer making it easy.  
 
    “You always were a stupid bitch,” he spat, and lightning struck a foot to their left. The ground shook with the impact, and several clumps of dirt broke away and tumbled into the sea.  
 
    Ellie used both her knees as weapons, systematically driving them into his stomach, using his body as a springboard to wriggle out from beneath him. Just as she felt she had started to make some headway, Matt was there, his closed fist connecting with James’s face, sending his flying backwards.  
 
    Covered in blood, Matt reached down and helped Ellie up, his hands tracing over every inch of her he could find, making sure she was okay.  
 
    James landed on the precarious ground at the cliff’s edge and hastily got to his feet. But, just as he started forward, the ground already weakened by the lightning strike started to give way. James wobbled back and forth, searching for balance, but there was nothing he could do. Fear registered in his eyes for the first time, and then the ground fell from beneath him and he disappeared from sight.  
 
    “No!” Rushing forward, Ellie threw herself at the edge and peered down at the jagged rocks below. She searched the waves for James’s body, but it was too dark to see into the depths of the ocean.  
 
    “Elizabeth,” James croaked. Ellie turned sharply. Somehow, he had managed to grab hold of an exposed root as the ground gave way, but it wouldn’t support him forever. In fact, as she watched, horrified, the tenuous fibers began to break. Instinctively, she reached for his hand, feeling more relief than fear when she felt his fingers wrap around her wrist.  
 
    “Matt!” she cried, clinging to James with both hands. “Help me! I’m starting to slip!” She felt her body inch forward in the grass as she took James’s weight. Then Matt was there, pulling her back.  
 
    But it was no use. It felt as if cold, hard fingers were prying James from her grip. She could feel her hold weaken, and something inside of her cried out to save him. For a moment, she thought she saw a look of triumph in his eyes, but before she could register it for what it was, his hand had slipped from hers, and he was falling onto the sharp rocks below.  
 
    Immediately, the storm ceased, and all that could be heard was the loud crash of waves against rock and Ellie’s bone-racking sobs.  
 
    Matt gathered her up in his arms, cradling her against his bare chest. They were both covered in blood and dirt, but neither of them seemed to notice.  
 
    “I couldn’t just let him go,” she sobbed, hoping he would understand. “I know he was horrible, that he would have killed us both, but I couldn’t just stand there and watch him die. I tried, Matt. I tried to save him. But I…I just couldn’t.” Unable to speak, she dissolved into tears once more.  
 
    Matt ran soothing fingers through her hair, rocking her gently, back and forth. “I know,” he told her, his voice calm and collected, though his entire body was shaking. “I know you did. And it was more than he deserved. But I think…” Trailing off, Matt stared at the air above the cliff. “Ellie, look.”  
 
    Obliging, she turned and stared in wonder at Elizabeth Hargrove and her Matthew, standing arm in arm in midair. She could see the white rock of the cliffs through their transparent forms, but both figures appeared to be smiling.  
 
    Something settled deep within her heart, and suddenly, Ellie felt whole again. With one last nod, the figures disappeared, and Ellie wiped the tears from her eyes. “We did it, Matt,” she beamed, still staring at the place where their past selves had just been. “We broke the cycle.” 
 
    Matt grinned down at her, holding her close. “They—I mean we—can finally rest in peace.” Slightly confused, he shook his head. “My brain hurts.” 
 
    Ellie chuckled lightly. “You and me both. I’m pretty sure I have a concussion.” 
 
    Concern filled his eyes, and he kissed her softly. “But you’re alive,” he whispered against her lips, his arms tightening around her. “And you’re mine.” 
 
    Smiling brightly, she kissed him back. “For as long as you’ll have me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    The mood around Hargrove House was inexplicably brighter over the next few days. All the paperwork had been signed with Ellie’s lawyer, officially making her the new owner of the estate. And she planned to stay. Preparations were being made to make over the main suite of rooms for her and Matt to stay in. As wild as it had been to relive all her past lives, Ellie had no desire whatsoever to remain in Elizabeth’s rooms.  
 
    The entire staff was in a frenzy trying to ready the house and the grounds for guests. Ellie’s father was coming to visit for a while, to say goodbye. On the phone, he had expressed how proud he was of her for making the choice to move to England, but she could tell it had cost him something to do it. It broke her heart to be so far away from him, but she knew deep down that was the right thing to do.  
 
    Standing in the sitting room watching the maid bring in the service to prepare for tea, Ellie nervously straightened her sweater. She smiled warmly as two muscular arms wrapped around her waist from behind.  
 
    “You worry too much,” Matt told her, pressing his lips to her cheek. “Everything is going to be fine.” 
 
    She laughed. “I’m not sure you understand. This room alone is bigger than my last apartment. I can’t even imagine my dad sitting here in all of this grandeur.” Biting her lip, she chose to voice the words that had been plaguing her all morning. “What if he doesn’t like it? What if he says it’s too much?”
“He’s going to love it,” Matt assured her, giving her a little squeeze. Closing her eyes, she let herself lean back against him. “It belongs to you, so how could he not?” 
 
    She nuzzled against him, feeling utterly content. “You’re too sweet.” 
 
    She could feel his smile against her cheek. “Besides, if you tell him it’s the perfect place for a wedding, he’s bound to approve.” 
 
    “The perfect place for a…what?” Pulling away, she swiveled around to stare at him. 
 
    Matt grinned wider. “You heard me.”
Eyes wide, she gaped at him, joy filling her heart. Slipping his hand into his pocket, Matt pulled out a ring and slipped it onto her finger. The diamond gleamed on its band. Ellie gasped. “You want to get married?” 
 
    He kissed her soft and long, and she felt every ounce of love she had ever wished for in his touch. Matt lightly brushed his lips over the tip of her nose and smiled. “For as long as you’ll have me.” 
 
    

 
 
   
  
 


 AUTHORS NOTES 
 
    Thank you so much for reading my stories!! I hope you The Panther’s Rival and all of the amazing bonus content I’ve provided you! If you enjoyed it, don’t forget to join me on Facebook here! Also, stay in the loop with my newest releases by signing up to my Newsletter. Not only will you be first to know when I release a new book, but you’ll also receive a free prequel to the Alpha Wolf series here: Paranormal Romance Club!  
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