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Chapter One


Most
people grow up listening to their parents croon “Rock-a-bye Baby” or “Twinkle Little
Star” as they lay them down to sleep. For most of my childhood, I got “Half
Breed” by Cher. I knew the lyrics by heart by the time I was two. I used to
love the way my mother’s eyes would shine with tears of laughter when I stood in
front of the fireplace and sang it for her. My father’s would too. That’s what
I remember most about that time. Laughter. Dancing. Lots of food. Warmth. Love.
Their deep love for each other and for me.


Then, one
day on my birthday or some other holiday, I sang that song in front of my
grandfather. I’ll never forget the stony look that came into his creased eyes.
All color drained from his face and he murmured something to my mother in a
language I didn’t understand. The one he spoke in hushed whispers to her when
he was talking about me and didn’t want me to know it. Whatever he said to her
made her voice quake with rage when she answered him in English.


“I’m as
much my mother’s daughter as I am yours,” she said. “If you ever say that to me
again, you won’t have a daughter anymore.”


He didn’t
come over much after that, my grandfather. He lived high on a hill at the edge
of town in a white farmhouse surrounded by dense woods. Come to think of it, he
didn’t come to town much after that either. My mother and I, sometimes my father,
would bring groceries to him, going up his long, winding driveway to his hidden
fortress on that hill.


Mom told
me once he hadn’t always been like that. Shut in. Always angry. She said he’d
been the life of the town when she was a little girl. But, after my grandmother
died, Grandpa stopped wanting to be in the world. The few Odawa words he
muttered I did understand were all about how his curse had finally taken
her. He said it was all his fault for marrying her instead of someone like
himself. If he’d followed the old ways, if he hadn’t brought her to this town,
she might still be alive. His family. His curse. And he said he knew we weren’t
done paying. My parents told me to ignore the ramblings of a grief-stricken,
sad old man. But then, a look would pass between them as if they couldn’t
ignore it.


My mother
told me other stories of the man my grandpa used to be before Grandma died.
Alive. Vibrant. Charming. Always with a twinkle in his eye and a pocketful of
lollipops for the children he met on the street. He’d even served as our town’s
mayor. Our town was Oodena, Michigan, located on the pad of your fourth finger
if you hold up your right hand palm-up like a map the way we Michiganders do.
Established in 1866, Oodena had a thriving population of 992 when I was eight
years, eleven months, and 24 days old. It dipped to 990 the next day. I lost
both my parents in a car accident on some back country road. No one would ever
tell me the details. A drunk driver? A patch of black ice on a dark, wintry
night? I don’t know. I wasn’t with them. In other towns, people might have said
that was a blessing. In Oodena though, they said maybe my grandfather had been
right all along.


So, when I
was eight years, eleven months, and twenty-six days old, I was told I’d have to
go live with my grandfather forever. There was no one else to take me. No
family on either side except for him. One week later, right after my ninth
birthday, he sent me away. That was ten years and three days ago. I spent the
rest of my childhood with old college friends of my father’s down in Florida.
Four different families in ten years. All of them kind. All of them decent.
But, none of them family.


Six months
and sixteen days ago, after I graduated from high school, I came back to Oodena.
Because now, Grandpa had no one left. 


I pulled
my hood closed, trying to block out the blistering wind as I made my way
through the center of town. Mid-January in northern Michigan isn’t for sissies.
After ten years in southern Florida, I’d almost forgotten what the hell a snow
belt even was. I got a stinging reminder as the wind kicked up and sprayed snow
straight at my face off the rooftop of the local dry cleaner’s shop.


I spit
frost away from my lips as I opened the door to Crow’s General Store. Lloyd Crow
carried basic household goods at ridiculous prices, but unless you wanted to
brave US-31 in a blizzard and try to make it to Petoskey, you paid Lloyd’s
prices for your loaf of bread and diet pop.


“Hey,
Tamryn!” Lloyd’s voice boomed from some back corner of the store. I didn’t know
how he did that. He had no security cameras. No two-way mirrors. But, the
minute anyone walked through the front door, even if a wall separated them,
Lloyd always knew who it was. I asked him about it once and he just wagged his
thick, black eyebrows at me and told me it was an ancient Odawa secret.


“Hey
Lloyd!” The bell above the door clanged as I pressed it shut behind me. I
wasn’t quite fast enough, and a drift of snow blew in at my feet. I muttered a
four-letter word under my breath and shot Lloyd a sheepish grin.


“Don’t
worry about it,” Lloyd said as he came around the long counter filled with
tobacco products, shot glasses for the tourists, and lotto tickets. “My nephew
Benny’s working today. He’s out back shoveling the walk.”


“Thanks,”
I said, dusting the snow off my jacket and peeling back the hood of my parka.
My hair stuck to my face and I pushed it back. Lloyd’s eyes went to the fiery
strands between my fingers and he gave me a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. 


I got that
a lot around here. People like me don’t look like they belong in Oodena. It’s
silly, I know. They’re good people. Strong families. Kind hearts. Any one of
them would give me the shirt off their backs or lay down their lives for each
other. Including me. But even in the twenty-first century, they couldn’t quite
get past my red hair and my fair skin. I was a living reminder of the path my
grandfather chose, and his daughter after that. 


You see,
half-breed isn’t exactly true. I’m a quarter-breed. Maybe if my grandmother and
parents hadn’t died when they did, it wouldn’t have mattered so much. Now,
though, they take it as objective fact that bad luck follows me wherever I go.


I gave
Lloyd a bright smile and grabbed a shopping basket from the wall. “Bread, eggs,
milk, and that awful orange powdery stuff he likes to put in his tea.”


Lloyd
raised a brow as he followed behind me down the first aisle. I pulled a loaf of
bread off the shelf and turned back toward him. He stood with his hands on his
hips and his head cocked to the side.


“Honey,
you sure you need all that?”


My turn to
cock my head back at him. “Every Wednesday.”


Lloyd
nodded. “I know. It’s just, uh, honey, Wyatt was in here about an hour ago
picking up the same stuff.”


I dropped
my shoulders and turned to face him. “Are you kidding?”


“No, hon.
Ya know, I’m sorry. I should have tried to call you. My nephew told me I
should.”


My heart
raced. My grandfather had been fast asleep when I left him two hours ago. Just
like every day right after lunch. I had spent that last two hours in the Oodena
Public Library looking over college admissions applications. We didn’t have internet
up at the house and the cell reception was for shit. 


Just then,
the bell clanged over Lloyd’s door and Beau Karrow walked in. He cut a tall,
hulking figure in the doorway with his black nylon jacket with a fur collar,
his shiny sheriff’s badge catching the light.


“Hey,
Beau,” Lloyd called out. His lips parted, and I knew he was about to tell Beau
about the possible issue with my grandpa. I put a hand up to stop him. Lloyd
looked from me to Beau but clamped his jaw shut and gave me a slight nod. I
didn’t know if this was a crisis yet, and Beau never seemed to miss a chance to
get me alone. 


He walked
over to me, holding his black campaign hat with its pinched Montana crease and
gold band around the center. Beau put a hand on my shoulder and leaned down as
if he were going to kiss me. Startled, I took a step back. He had a habit of
invading my personal space. His dark eyes flicked over me and one corner of his
mouth lifted in a smirk. I caught Lloyd’s face from the corner of my eye. He
shifted his weight from one leg to the other and chewed the side of his lip. 


“Good to
see you, Tamryn,” Beau said. “It’s getting cold out there. A storm’s coming.
You need a ride back up the hill?” He wore his coal dark hair clubbed in the back.
His dark brows cut straight across his forehead, lending him a fierce
expression even when his lips curled back in a smile.


I shook my
head. “I’m good. Thanks, though.”


I set the
loaf of bread I was carrying back on the shelf and looked out the window. The
sky had darkened in the short time since I’d entered the store.


“Maybe
he’s home again already,” Lloyd said, trying to convince himself more than me,
I think. “Why don’t I just call up to the house right now?”


Dammit.
Now, there was no way I could easily get rid of Beau’s questions.


“Wyatt
take off again?” he asked.


“It’s
nothing I can’t handle. I’ll let you know if that changes.”


Beau
raised a thick eyebrow, but the half smirk didn’t leave his face. I said a
silent prayer, and for now, he seemed to let me drop the issue. 


I nodded
slowly at Lloyd, crossed my arms, and walked to the front window, pressing my
forehead against the cold glass. Lloyd grabbed a cordless phone from the
counter and dialed my grandfather’s number. He only had one phone in the house,
a clunky black rotary dial with a receiver heavy enough to brain someone with.
But, the thing was deafeningly loud and he could hear it no matter where he was
in the house. Hell, when it rang it chased squirrels out of the trees.


I looked
back and Lloyd gave me a smile and a shrug as he listened to the phone ringing
on the other end. With a sigh, he set the receiver down. “I’m sorry, honey. I
really am,” he whispered as Beau had wandered off to the back of the store near
the soft drink cooler.


I pulled
my hood back over my ears and plastered on a smile. “Don’t worry about it. It’s
not your job to watch him. And even if you had called me, I couldn’t have
stopped him from leaving.”


Lloyd
nodded, and his shoulders sagged with the relief of knowing I didn’t blame him.
“Tamryn, old Wyatt Redbird knows those woods better than anyone. If he isn’t
back up that hill by now, he will be by the time you get there.”


I gave
Lloyd a friendly salute and stacked my empty shopping basket back against the
wall. “It’s okay. I’ve got the four-wheeler. Shouldn’t be too hard to track
him. The snow has been blowing a little, but not falling fresh.”


“Now you
hang on, Tamryn.” He put a hand on my shoulder and shot a quick glance toward
the back of the store. “Why don’t you let Beau help you out? I don’t like the
thought of you going up that trail on your own. If Wyatt’s got hisself in some
trouble, no need for you to get in it too.”


God bless
Lloyd and his sweet, if not slightly sexist, inclination to look out for me. I
can’t deny it. Oodena was far from perfect. But, after spending half my
childhood in Tallahassee away from anyone who knew that I’d played the Little
Mermaid in my first-grade pageant, or that my mother had been a mostly
self-taught opera singer who made every wedding and funeral in Oodena feel like
an evening at the Met, the place felt like home. Quirky, pain-in-the-ass,
backwoods home. A twinge of anger mixed with grief bubbled beneath my breast.
What if I’d never left? What if I’d never come back at all?


I shook my
head and waved to Lloyd as I hurried out the front door. My grandfather had
come down from the hill putting one obstinate foot after the other. He’d be no
match for me on the four-wheeler. I heard Lloyd cluck something else after me,
but I was already halfway down the street.


I hopped
on the ATV and hoped that the thing would fire up. It had been twitchy all week,
and if I couldn’t get it started, I knew Lloyd would be two steps behind me
offering up Beau or some other nice, Odawa boy of suitable marrying age to help
me out. The other thing about Oodena: Everyone wanted to play matchmaker,
whether I was cursed or not.


Mercifully,
the machine started up on the first try. I snapped the chin strap on my helmet
and sped off in a cloud of snow. Once I got off Main Street and hit the trail
toward home, I slowed down. Squinting against the blinding white, I tried to
pick out my grandfather’s tall shape against the barren birch and maple trees.
I scanned the ground for tracks in the snow but found only squirrel and maybe a
hare. No footprints. The wind wasn’t blowing as hard up here either, so I knew
if I kept on going, I’d have to find something. 


On a
hunch, I veered off to the east. Grandpa liked to check his rabbit traps, and I
just bet that’s where he’d been headed. Sure enough, as I slowed the
four-wheeler, I saw a deep set of footprints cutting a zigzag path toward
Miskwaa Creek. I parked the ATV and climbed off.


“Grandpa!”
I cupped my hands around my chin. The wind kicked up and whistled back, but he
didn’t answer. My heart dropped. It was getting damn cold out here. In mid-January,
it got dark by 4:30. I had maybe twenty more minutes of good light.


I hated to
leave the ATV behind, but there was no way I could ride it through the thicker
part of the woods. Grandpa’s footprints were starting to blow over, but he
couldn’t be that far ahead of me. I kept going. Some niggling part of the back
of my brain told me I’d been stupid not to wait for Beau or somebody else to
come with me. 


I called
his name as I tromped through the woods. Low branches tangled in my hair where
my hood had fallen back. About ten yards away from the vehicle, I hit a drift
of snow that buried me up to my waist. I pulled myself free of it and stumbled
forward, nearly landing face first in the creek. Fed by a deep underground
spring, Miskwaa Creek never quite froze over, but it was shallow here. I could
see my grandfather’s faint boot prints on the other side.


“What the
hell?” I said to myself. He usually didn’t venture off that way. Well, he
usually didn’t venture off much at all. He must have gotten some bug or another
up his ass. I took a big leap and just made it to the other side of the creek
without falling in. That was the good news. The bad news was that if I did find
him and he wouldn’t come willingly, there was no way I could get the four-wheeler
through here.


Another
twenty yards up the hill and Grandpa’s tracks disappeared. The wind started to
howl and grainy snow like sugar blew straight at my face. I told myself I’d go
another hundred yards or so then I’d have to turn back. I was getting to a part
of the woods I didn’t know very well. Lloyd was right; there was no sense me
getting myself into whatever trouble Grandpa had.


I went
another hundred yards, then maybe another hundred yards after that. Then, I saw
him. My heart shot straight to my shoes. I recognized his red and black
checkered wool hat. Thank God for it, or maybe I wouldn’t have seen him at all.
The snow had covered him almost completely. He was lying face down and very
still. I ran as fast as I could through the deepening snow and skidded to my
knees at his side. 


“Grandpa?”
I put my hand to his cheek. Thank God, he was still warm. He moaned a little as
I nudged his shoulder. I couldn’t see a scratch on him. Was it his heart? A
stroke? His eyelids fluttered as I got him to his side and he tried to look up
at me. But they went in and out of focus. He tried to say something but erupted
in a fit of wet coughing.


I needed
help. Now. Whatever had made him collapse was secondary to the fact his lips
were turning blue. If I didn’t get him warm, I’d lose him. 


I tried to
get my bearings. He’d come far east. Way off his property line. The house was
probably a good two miles northwest and uphill. The ATV was maybe a half a mile
back the way I’d come, but I couldn’t drive it up here.


“Don’t
move,” I told him. “Just hang on.” I ran a little further up the hill to get a
higher vantage point. There was nothing but barren woods around me. 


Then, I
saw it. A memory flashed from when I was a little girl and he’d brought me out
here looking for walnuts. A small, red brick cabin nestled almost against the
side of the hill a half mile in the other direction. The place was abandoned,
almost falling in on itself. My grandpa had let me pick wild strawberries from
an overgrown garden nearby but warned me never to go up to the building.


It looked
the same to me at first. My eyes played tricks on me. I shielded my brow with
my hand and squinted. Someone had fixed the place up. The roof no longer caved
in and smoke poured out of the chimney. Thank God, someone was there!


I ran
without thinking, calling for help as I went. They’d have a landline maybe. At
least another pair of hands to help me get my grandfather back down the hill. 


I’d almost
made it to the front door made of thick, dark wood with an arch at the top and
an old-fashioned brass knocker at the center. Then a pair of strong hands
grabbed me by the shoulders and whipped me around so hard I nearly lost my
balance.


A mountain
stood in front of me. My eyes came just to the center of his chest and the wall
of rippled, sinewy muscle that seemed to go on forever as I craned my neck to
meet his eyes. He was shirtless. Sweat beaded across his sculpted pecs and in
some back corner of my brain I knew this should puzzle me. Twenty degrees with
the wind howling through the trees and snow swirling all around and this man
looked more like someone standing on a sun-soaked beach.


“You
shouldn’t be here,” he said, his voice a deep, rich baritone that sent heat through
me. But his words didn’t come smoothly. He strained over them like he hadn’t spoken
in days. 


I took a
step back. He kept his hands on my upper arms. I felt them burn hot, even
through the thick down of my jacket. I had the urge to reach up and run my
fingers along the anvil-sharp lines of his jaw as he clenched it. Dark stubble
covered his face and neck and his hair fell in chestnut-colored waves, scraping
the top of his shoulders. God. He was beautiful. Strong. Dangerous.


“Help me,”
I said past a dry throat. “Please. My grandfather’s had a bad fall. He’s just a
few yards down the hill. I can’t move him by myself and he’s going to freeze to
death if he stays out here much longer.”


I saw
something stir in him. Storm clouds seem to swirl behind his bright green eyes
as he stared down at me with a fierce scowl. My heart hammered behind my rib
cage, and for a moment I thought maybe I was the one about to collapse. He made
a sound that seemed more animal than human. A low growl that made the air
vibrate somehow. Like I heard it with more than just my ears.


He tore
his eyes away from me and looked back down the hill. With a slight lift of his
chin, he sniffed the air. Then, he looked back at me with those penetrating
emerald eyes. Finally, he let me go. It felt as though the air had been sucked
from my lungs. I stood for a moment as though my feet had grown roots. Then, he
moved down the hill with the speed of an avalanche, his body a blur as I ran
after him.
















 


Chapter Two


He dropped
to his knees and put a hand on my grandfather’s forehead. I struggled to keep
my breathing even. Grandpa’s eyes had gone glassy, but I saw still saw the
slight rise and fall of his chest. He was all right. He was going to be all
right. 


“Do you
have a phone?” The instant I said it, I knew he didn’t. There were no phone or
power lines running to the cabin. I had to figure the cell reception was even
worse here than it was at Grandpa’s place. 


My
stranger scanned the horizon, looking toward the creek the way I’d come, then
back up the hill. Somehow, I knew he was doing what I’d done, working out the
distances in his head and the surest path to help. Then, without a word, he
heaved my grandfather over his shoulder as if he weighed nothing and started
trudging back toward his cabin. My grandfather hung limp, draped over the
stranger’s back, his arms swinging wildly. Again, I felt rooted to the spot. He
looked back at me with those fiery green eyes and said something. I’m not sure
if it was words or just some type of noise. Either way, I knew to follow.


Within a
few minutes, he had the door kicked open to his cabin and laid my grandfather
down in front of the hearth. The warm glow of a well-tended fire played across
his face. I kept my eyes on my grandfather. Already, I could see his color
beginning to return.


“What’s
your name?” I asked as he unbuttoned Grandpa’s coat and pressed his ear against
his chest. 


He
scratched his chin before finally turning to look at me. It cost him something
to answer me. “Tully,” he said through clenched teeth. “Luke.”


Tully. I
tested the sound of it in my head. Luke Tully.


“Tamryn
Kane,” I said, sinking to my knees at my grandfather’s head. I offered him my
hand to shake it. He regarded me for a moment but didn’t take it. Instead, he
rubbed his thumb hard in a circular motion over my grandpa’s sternum. A few seconds
later, Grandpa rolled sideways and started to cough.


“He’s
coming around,” Luke Tully said, rising to his full height. I shifted my weight
and lifted Grandpa’s head, resting it in my lap. His eyelids fluttered again
and he tried to focus on me.


Luke
crossed the room and grabbed a plaid shirt off a chair in the corner and
stabbed his arms through the sleeves as he turned his back to me. He wasn’t
quite fast enough though. I sucked my breath through my teeth when I saw the
deep scars across his back. Four deep gashes running parallel from his left
shoulder almost to his right hip. Claw marks. Freshly healed with raised pink
edges. I shuddered to think about what might have made them. Something big and
deadly.


My
grandfather tried to raise himself up on his elbows. “Shh,” I said, smoothing
his wiry gray hair away from his face. His mouth curved into a smile.


“Liddy,”
he whispered, reaching up to cup my cheek.


“Thought
you said your name was Tamryn,” Luke said.


“It is. He
gets confused. Liddy was my mom.”


Luke’s
eyes narrowed for a moment as if the name held some meaning to him. But, he
didn’t offer an explanation before he grabbed two logs from a basket near the
door and crossed the room to the fireplace. He added them slowly, letting the
embers settle. When they caught fire, the room exploded in bright orange light.


Grandpa
found the strength to sit up with my help. A deep cough racked his body, but his
color was almost normal now. He was okay. Whatever made him collapse in the
woods wasn’t life threatening.


“Where are
we, Liddy?” he leaned over and whispered to me.


“It’s
okay, Gramps. This is a . . . friend. You got a little turned around out there.
Tried to walk to town in the snow. We’re just going to get you warmed up then
I’ll see about getting you home.”


My
grandfather nodded. A sweet smile lit his face. His eyes still held the fog of
his addled mind. He was good in the mornings. Sharp. Always a little sad. But,
the evenings were the worst. Most days he’d go to sleep before the heavy
confusion set in. Now, though, exposure, exhaustion, and the sunset all came
together, leaving him locked in another place and time.


He turned
to Luke, letting his eyes travel up his tree trunk of a leg. Grandpa flapped
his hand against mine and gripped my forearm, struggling to get to his feet. I
rose with him, hooking my arm around his waist. Luke stood in front of the
fireplace, one arm resting on the mantle. 


Grandpa
raised a crooked finger and held it out. Then, he poked Luke in the chest. I
stepped forward, trying to get between them. Grandpa’s body quaked, and I
recognized it as the onset of a tirade.


“Wendigo!”
he shouted. Then he said a bunch of other things in Odawa I couldn’t hope to
understand. He reached back and pulled me to him, turning sideways to put his
body between mine and Luke’s.


He turned
to me, his hands digging into the small of my back, his eyes wild. “I told you
to stay away from him.”


“Grandpa,” I spoke slowly. “You fell. It’s
okay. This man helped me get you to safety. His name is Tully, Luke Tully.”


Luke had
straightened his back and pushed himself away from the mantle. He stood with
his legs slightly parted, in a ready stance. “You need to get him home,” he
said through tight lips. A zing of heat shot through me at the commanding tone
of his voice.


“I’m
sorry,” I whispered over my grandfather’s shoulder as I tried to pull him away.
I needed to get him to sit down and calm down. I saw a rapid pulse beat in his
temple. The last thing I needed was for him to have a blood pressure spike.


Grandpa
said a few more things in Odawa. That word again, Wendigo. It was
familiar, but I couldn’t put it in context. Then he let loose a barrage of
other words whose meanings I did recognize. None of them good.


“Do you
have the keys to your ATV?” Luke asked. 


I got my grandfather
seated on a love seat Luke had against the wall near the front door. He didn’t
take his eyes off Luke, though. My grandfather’s lips twitched and every muscle
in his body went rigid. I couldn’t fathom what he saw through his eyes, but
whatever it was, I was glad he didn’t have the power to murder a man with just a
stare. 


I reached
in my back pocket and tossed my keys to Luke. He gave me a grim nod. “I’ll
bring it up the back trail to the creek’s edge. You can walk him down.”


I nodded
as Luke turned and stormed out of the cabin. I opened my mouth to call after
him. For the first time, I noticed the guy hadn’t been wearing shoes either.
What kind of crazy person did he have to be to run around shoeless and
shirtless in the dead of winter like that? But, the minute the door shut behind
him, I felt my grandfather’s posture relax. 


“What the
hell?” I whispered, smoothing his hair away from his face. “You sure don’t like
the guy, do you?”


“Stay away
from him, Tamryn,” he said, his eyes clear again. “You don’t belong on this
side.”


I sighed
and patted his back. Okay. So maybe he was more lucid than I thought. “It’s
okay, Gramps. We just needed to get you sorted out. Are you feeling okay now?
How’s your head? Your chest?”


My
grandfather brushed me off and stood. He began pacing the room. “Let’s get out
of here. Storm’s going to blow in before midnight.”


Before I
could protest or even answer him, Grandpa threw open the door and walked out
into the blowing wind. I went after him, planning to try and coax him back
inside until Luke got back. But Luke was already trudging up the hill, his back
tall and straight like the cold didn’t bother him at all.


Luke
tossed my helmet toward me. I caught it against my breast and put my hand out
for the keys. Grandpa walked right past Luke, puffing his chest out a little as
he got near him. He climbed on the back of the four-wheeler and stared hard
back at me.


“Thank
you,” I said as I slid the helmet over my ears. “I’m sorry he’s kind of out of
it. Don’t take it personally.” I stuck my hand out to shake Luke’s. Again, he
didn’t take it. But, Grandpa was watching and gave a deafening shout.


“You touch
her and I’ll kill you. Do you understand? Wendigo!” He pointed a shaky finger
at Luke and spat on the ground. The same ground I kind of wished would open up
and swallow me just then.


“Again, so
sorry.” I turned back to Luke.


Luke stood
with his head cocked to the side. His eyes were hard, and his nostrils flared.
It was difficult not to stare at him. He was fierce and beautiful all at once
with those green eyes glinting like jewels in the setting sun. He towered over
me, by close to a foot. My eyes traveled to his hands. They were strong hands,
corded with veins and calloused from hard work. And yet, I should be scared of
him. Some preternatural part of my brain told me to listen to my grandfather.
But, those were the foolish ramblings of an aging mind trapped in the past.


“Maybe you
should listen to him,” Luke said as he narrowed his eyes. It felt like he was
inside my mind somehow. Again, the timbre of his voice sent a vibration
skittering across my skin, making the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


“He
doesn’t know what he’s saying. He’s got dementia and he’s been out here a long
time. I told you, half the time he doesn’t even recognize me. That word, Winnebago,
windigo, it might not even mean anything.”


Luke’s
eyes grew dark and he took a step toward me, getting close enough to set my
heart racing again, short circuiting my senses. He blocked out the scant light
of the setting sun. The warmth of his body heat spread across my chest and his
scent filled me. Woodsy, clean, and with the hint of his own male musk.


“It means
something. Demon,” Luke said, his voice dark with menace. “Beast.”


He reached
out and put a hand on my upper arm. Something arced between us like an
electrical charge that heated my blood. Dark as it was, I couldn’t be sure my
eyes weren’t just playing tricks on me. But Luke’s eyes seemed to flash, the
bright green irises spreading, leaving only a black pinpoint for a pupil. Then
I blinked, and his eyes were normal again. 


“I said,
maybe you should listen to him.”


With that,
he let me go, turned his back, and disappeared into the woods.
















 


Chapter Three


After a
good night’s rest, safe and warm in his own bed, my grandfather seemed to have
forgotten the whole affair. I wish I could say the same for me. I couldn’t get
the image of Luke’s eyes and the way his touch seemed to set my skin on fire
out of my mind. Or out of my dreams. Today, I sported elephant-sized bags under
my eyes as I ground Grandpa’s coffee and turned on the brewer.


“You
forget the toast?” he said, his brown eyes peering at me over the top of his
newspaper.


“Uh, no.
I’m pretty sure there’s a frozen loaf of it laying on the ground somewhere
between here and Lloyd’s store. You remember going down there yesterday?”


He
shrugged. “Price gouging son of a bitch.”


I smiled
and poured a cup of black coffee for him and crossed the kitchen. I slid onto
the wooden chair next to him set the cup at his right hand. This was my
favorite time of the day with him. If he was having a very good day, I could
catch of glimpse of the bright, jovial man my mother used to tell me about
before her mother, my grandmother died. 


Jessica
Redbird. Grandma Jesse. Grandpa kept a picture of her by his bedside. The only
one he had, I think. It was a black and white taken in the late fifties or
early sixties when she was maybe twenty-five years old, a few years before my
mother was born. Grandma wore a checkered top tied at the midriff and high-waisted
denim cutoff jeans. She was walking barefoot down a wooden dock, her hair
flying around her like a halo. She looked back at the camera, shielding her
eyes against the sun. She was happy. Carefree. With a glint of mischief in her eyes
that held some romantic secret only she and my grandfather shared.


I wish I
could have known her. She fit in here even less than I did, for at least I had
a few drops of Odawa blood running through my veins. The Oodena of half a
century ago had to have been even less welcoming to my grandma. My flaming red
hair came from her. She passed it on to her own daughter. Our Irish roots were
strong, coloring everything about me except for my eyes. Those were coal dark,
just like my grandpa’s.


“It looks
like the snow’s stopped,” I said grabbing another cup of coffee for myself.
Grandpa liked it stronger than I did. He scoffed a little as he watched me pour
creamer into mine. “I’ll head into town in a bit to get the bread and anything
else we’re short on.”


I sat back
down next to him. Grandpa had let the paper down and stared blankly out the
window. “Do you remember where you were trying to go yesterday?” I asked,
blowing the steam off the top of my cup.


He took a
breath but didn’t answer. “Do you have snares or something on the east end of
the property? Why don’t you let me check them on my way back into town? Do you
promise you’ll stay put today? We were lucky that guy on the other side of the
hill was there to help us out. Grandpa, seriously. If it hadn’t been for him I
never would have been able to get you out of there as quickly as we did. I’ll
take you anywhere you want to go. Promise. Just, please don’t go out there by
yourself again. Deal?”


I held out
my fist. A few weeks ago, I’d taught my eighty-year-old grandfather the art of
the knuckle knock. He smiled at me and raised his gnarled hand to mine. Ravaged
with arthritis after years of working with them, he couldn’t quite make a solid
fist, but we were getting there.


We
finished our coffee in companionable silence. Grandpa looked out the window. In
profile, I could see traces of the strong, proud man he’d been in his youth. He
had broad, flat cheekbones and a wide, straight nose. His full mouth turned
down in a permanent scowl. His wide-set eyes slanted downward, the fierce, dark
irises reflecting the sunlight, black as onyx. Wyatt Redbird. Favorite grandson
of one of the original Nine Families who had settled Oodena a century ago. He’d
loved his wife well until she died young. I still don’t know why. My mother
always promised to tell me when I got older. But, by the time I did, she was
gone too.


“What do
you see out there?” I asked, placing my hand over Grandpa’s. His eyes narrowed
just a bit, but he didn’t turn to look at me. And he didn’t answer my question.
He’d been quiet like this when I first came back to Oodena. Gradually though,
over the past six months, he’d gotten used to my presence. Most of the time, he
seemed glad I was here, though that tinge of sadness never left his eyes.
Perhaps sadness wasn’t the right word for how he felt about me. Resigned,
maybe. But, he was the only family either of us had left, and he couldn’t live
on his own anymore.


Finally,
he turned and smiled at me, though lines of worry still creased his tanned
forehead. “Stay to the trails,” he said. “The woods get dark so fast.”


I patted
his hand as I stood. “I know. That’s what I’m trying to tell you. I’ll be back
before three. If the satellite doesn’t go out, maybe we can watch something
together.”


He gave me
a slow nod before he fixed his gaze back out the window. I grabbed my coat and
wound a scarf around my neck. I gave him a mittened salute before heading back
out into the cold.


Lloyd Crow
had everything waiting for me when I burst back through his doorway. Word
traveled fast around here, so the whole town already knew about Grandpa’s snow
adventure yesterday.


“How’d you
get him all the way back up that hill by yourself?” Lloyd asked as he rang up
my order. 


I opened
my mouth to answer him, but something stopped me. I can’t explain it, but
somehow, I wanted to keep Luke Tully all to myself. It was silly, of course.
Surely, if I knew he’d taken residence in that old cabin east of Miskwaa Creek,
everyone did. Still, I felt this strange sense of protectiveness over him. Luke
wanted to be left alone. He’d helped me yesterday, and so I probably owed him
that much. And yet, I couldn’t stop thinking about him all alone up that hill.
Grandpa’s house was the closest neighbor he had for miles, and Oodena wasn’t
the most welcoming town if you didn’t already have family here.


I picked
up my grocery bags as Lloyd held out my change. Verna, Lloyd’s wife, came out
of the back carrying a homemade apple pie. Every afternoon, she slid a fresh
one into a display case next to the register. The things were usually gone
within the hour. The heavenly scent of fresh baked apples and cinnamon hit my
nostrils. My mouth started to water.


“You
know,” I said, waving off the ten dollar bill Lloyd held and pointing to the
pie, “Why don’t you box that up for me too?”


Lloyd’s
smile widened, and Verna slid the pie into a white baker’s box and handed it to
me. I gave them a smile back, winked, and headed out the front door. I put the
groceries in the back of Grandpa’s Jeep and drove halfway back up the hill.


I parked
at the foot of the trail heading east across the creek. The ATV could navigate
the trail, but the Jeep was too big. Luke’s cabin was less than two miles away,
and the sky was clear and bright. I’d be back down the trail in less than an
hour. I tapped my fingers lightly on the top of the baker’s box I’d rested on
the passenger seat. Bringing him the pie was the neighborly thing to do even if
he hadn’t helped me out yesterday.


I scooped
the box under my arm and left the Jeep. My footsteps crunched in the snow as I
made my way up the trail. About halfway there, I thought I heard a rhythmic
thwack. My heartbeat quickened. It was probably Luke, chopping firewood. I
hurried my step, pushing dead branches out of the way.


My legs
started to ache as the trail grew steeper. Sweat poured down the back of my
neck and frigid air stabbed my lungs. But, the cabin was only another hundred
yards or so past the next rise. I took a few more steps and the thwacking noise
abruptly stopped. 


Something
moved in the trees behind me. Three black birds took flight from the barren
branches of a tall maple ahead of me. The skin prickled along my spine and I
knew I wasn’t alone.


Slowly, I
turned to my right. Two pairs of shining eyes peered at me from about ten yards
away. I froze, my heart pounding wildly in my chest. The eyes belonged to a
large, gray wolf. He took slow, deliberate steps, swinging his head low as he
approached. He pawed the ground and sniffed the air, but didn’t look
aggressive. Curious, maybe. I should have been scared. Terrified, even. And
yet, as the regal creature stepped into the clearing I found something so
familiar about his shining, green eyes. They shone bright, surrounded by dark
markings. He held his bushy tail high, his back arched. He let out a chuff,
then a whine that sent a shiver through me.


I took a
step toward it even though some rational part of my brain said I should run
straight back down the hill. I couldn’t remember what you’re supposed to do
when encountering a wolf. Stand your ground? Run?


I never
got a chance to decide. The wolf saw something behind me and raised his head.
He let out a plaintive howl that sent a shockwave straight up my spine and
curled my toes. Then, he took off fast as lightning and disappeared. A hand
came down hard on my shoulder, startling me so I slipped on a patch of ice
straight off my feet.
















 


Chapter Four


The pie
box flew out of my hand and landed upside down in front of me. When I reached
for it, a figure loomed before me in shadow, blocking out the sun. He reached
down, extending his hand to me. I shielded my eyes and looked up at him.


“Beau?”


Beau
Karrow, favorite great-something-or-other grandson of one of the Nine Families
stood before me and gave me a crooked grin. He helped me to my feet and straightened
his shoulders, rising to his full height. Not as tall as Luke. I don’t know
what made me think of that just then. But, Beau was just as imposing in his own
right. 


“Tamryn,
what the hell are you doing out here by yourself?”


I dusted
off my jeans and lifted the lid of the baker’s box. The pie was lopsided now,
but still edible. The warm aroma wafted to Beau’s nose and his dark eyes
brightened. For the second time today, I had the instinct to lie to protect
Luke Tully.


“I came
out to check my grandpa’s snares.”


Beau
looked dubious. “And you figured rabbits can’t resist Verna Crow’s fresh baked
apple pie?”


“Who can?”
I tried to joke it off but Beau wasn’t stupid. Thickheaded and occasionally
brutish, but not stupid.


“Come on.
Let me walk you back down the hill. It’s not safe out here.” Beau looked back
in the direction the wolf had come. If he’d seen it, he gave no indication.
Beau curled his fingers around my upper arm and started walking in the opposite
direction. He held me so tight I might have bruised if it weren’t for the thick
layer of down in my coat.


I tried to
jerk away. “Stop it. Jesus, Beau. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of
myself.” The instant I said it, I regretted it. Too much. Too bitchy. Now Beau
might start asking me more questions about what I was doing out here.


Beau
stopped, turned, and took a step forward so he stood just inches away from me.
I had to crane my neck to keep eye contact. Beau’s breath came hot in my face,
his nostrils flared. Something dark flashed in his eyes as he studied me. His
eyes held questions I didn’t want to answer. I was none of his business. But,
his gaze held something even more dangerous than curiosity. I recognized it,
but a second later than I should have. 


Beau’s
eyes grew even darker and he leaned down and pressed his lips to mine. He
pushed against me so hard he had me backed against a tree. His tongue was
urgent, insistent as he probed the corners of my mouth and held me pinned
against the rough tree bark. I pressed my palm against his chest and pushed
back as hard as I could. But, he was too strong. Too determined. It was no more
effective than if I’d tried to push against the tree itself. His gun belt
pressed against me. Warning bells went off in my head. Rising panic made my
blood run cold. 


I bit down
hard on Beau’s bottom lip until I tasted blood. Finally, he tore himself away
from me, swearing as he pressed his fingers against the gash I’d opened in his
lip. 


“What the
fuck, Tamryn?” He spat the blood out and looked at me with wild eyes.


“What the
fuck’s with you?” I snapped. Beau’s eyes widened and anger simmered beneath. I
realized he truly was shocked that I’d done anything less than swoon and spread
my legs the instant he showed interest.


“You
know,” he said as he wiped blood on his sleeve. “You might want to think about
showing me a little more appreciation. I came up here to make sure you weren’t
getting yourself into trouble. Lloyd told me you came out here alone yesterday.
You’re not used to Michigan winters anymore, Tamryn. You could get hurt. I was
trying to look out for you. There aren’t many other people in this town who’d
bother. Don’t you get that yet?”


“What?”


Beau
stepped forward. He plastered a smile back on his face as he reached out and
fingered a lock of my hair. “I think it’s pretty,” he said raising my hair to
his nose and sniffing it. He closed his eyes and inhaled the scent when he
opened them again, they sparked with the same lust he’d shown just before he
kissed me.


“Like
fire,” he went on. “It suits you. I’m sorry if I came on a little strong just
now. But, at least it’s out in the open now. We don’t have to pretend.”


What, I
wanted to say? The fact that you’re a douche? I kept my lips clamped shut
against the sarcasm though. I still didn’t like the way Beau was looking at me.
He had six inches and probably sixty pounds on me, and I didn’t think Verna’s
apple pie would make much of a weapon if things took an even darker turn.


The wolf
howled in the distance, raising the hair on the back of my neck. Beau’s eyes
widened for just a fraction of a second, but that was the only sign of acknowledgment
he gave to the creature.


Beau ran a
hand through his dark hair and softened his expression, keeping that fake smile
in place. “We can do this right. Let me take you out. How about tonight?”


Beau
finally took a step back and gave me room to breathe. I pushed myself off the
tree and started walking down the trail. He fell in step beside me. I resisted
the urge to run. I wanted to put as much distance between us as possible. He
clearly wasn’t going to let that happen. Three times he tried to get me to take
his hand. Each time I quickened my step and kept on walking.


“Not a
good idea,” I finally said, when we’d come far enough down the trail I didn’t
think he’d figure out where I’d been going. I chanced a glance back up the hill
toward Luke’s cabin. It wasn’t visible from this far, but again, I had the
instinct to keep Beau or anyone else away from it. Right now, it didn’t feel
like Beau was inclined to just let me go on my way. Still, with each step I
took away from Luke’s cabin, I felt a strange pull on my heart. I wanted to see
Luke. I needed to see him and I couldn’t understand it. 


“Look,” I
turned to Beau as we reached the clearing where I’d parked the Jeep. I opened
the passenger side door and slid the pie back inside on the seat. Then, I
turned to Beau. Once again, he’d closed the distance between us and invaded my
personal space so I had my back pressed against the car door. “You’re a nice
guy. But, I hardly know you.”


“That’s
why I’m going to take you out.”


Going to take me out? Like I had no
choice in the matter? It occurred to me that Beau Karrow truly couldn’t
conceive of the idea that any girl would be immune to his charms. That made him
dangerous. I went for the more direct approach.


“Beau. I’m
not into you like that. Don’t take it personally. I’m aware there are probably
dozens of girls in this town obsessively checking their phones to see if you’ve
texted.”


He smiled.
“You’ve got that right.”


“Great. So
we understand each other. Ask one of them out.”


Something
registered on Beau’s face. His lips curled in amusement, then darkness settled
in his eyes. He put his hands flat on the window, caging me against the car
door. “I’ll give you some time. You were away from Oodena for a long time. I
get that. It’s a different world here. But pretty soon, you’re going to have to
realize you won’t be getting a better offer. I’m from one of the Nine Families.
You think you are too, but your blood isn’t pure like ours is. People around
here won’t forget that. Maybe they could if you didn’t look like you do. They’re
nice to you, probably. They feel sorry for you because you can’t help how you
were born. But, you’ll never belong here. Pity is the best you’ll get. Being
with me could change all of that for you. You think I haven’t talked to your
grandfather about this? Ask him sometime when he’s having a good day.”


Rage
boiled inside of me. Racist prick. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Screw
it. Tact was out the window. “It’s the twenty-first century, asshole, and this
is the United States. My blood’s as pure as every other citizen’s. O positive
in case you were wondering. The town’s not the problem and neither am I. You
are. Apparently along with the backwards hick that raised you. So, it’s not me.
It’s just you, Beau.”


I pushed
him hard and he wasn’t expecting it. He took a step back and it was just enough
to let me duck and get out from underneath his arm. I ran to the other side of
the Jeep, got in and revved the engine. I had half a mind to run his bigoted
ass over. He spread his hands wide in a gesture of surrender but leered at me
just the same.


“I’ll
wait, Tamryn. But not for long. You go talk to your grandfather if you can find
a few minutes when he’s still on the planet. I told you. He understands. Maybe
he can drill some sense into you.”


My blood ran
cold as Beau stepped around the front of the car and leaned down to peer at me
through the driver’s side window. I stared straight ahead, thinking through
what could happen if I ran over his fucking foot. Finally, I settled for
flipping him off.


Beau
laughed but smacked the side of the window hard enough to make me jump. “I mean
it. Talk to the old man. Soon. Maybe it’s time for you to hear it.”


I couldn’t
help it. I should have just driven off. But, Beau pushed some button in me that
made my better judgment fly right out of that damn car window. I rolled it down
a few inches and looked at him. 


“Grandpa
isn’t like you. Don’t you ever talk about him like he is.” The minute I said
it, it felt hollow. The reality was, I didn’t know what my grandfather was
like. Not the real man. And Beau had been right about one other thing. I’d been
away from Oodena for most of my life even though it hadn’t been my choice.


“You’ve
been warned, Tamryn. If he isn’t brave enough to do it, I am. I told you I’d
wait, but not forever.”


“Uh,
thanks for the cryptic warning, Beau. I’ll put that right up there with black
cats and the number thirteen.” I put the car in gear and started to pull away. Beau
followed along, keeping his hands flat against the window.


“Ask him,
Tamryn. Make him tell you why he sent you away. Then you won’t be so quick to
blow me off. Then, you’ll beg me to stay with you.”


I hit the
brakes and rolled down the window a little more. “You are screwed up in the
head. Deeply. What the hell are you even talking about?”


He leaned
even closer. I had a fantasy of sliding the window up and smashing his damn
face in it. He spoke his next words in a hushed whisper filled with menace. “I
said ask your grandfather. Make him tell you the truth once and for all about
what happens to the women in your family when they don’t do what they’re told.”


I don’t
remember what else Beau said. I barely remember pulling away. A red cloud of
rage enveloped me as I slammed on the gas and headed back up the hill toward
home.
















 


Chapter Five


I didn’t
speak to my grandfather that night. He was fast asleep when I came back from
town and didn’t wake until nearly noon the next day. If he had been awake, I’m
not sure I would have said anything to him about what happened between Beau and
me in the middle of the woods. 


Beau hurt
me. Not physically. Nuts as he was, I wasn’t sure he was capable of doing that.
I didn’t plan to test my theory. But, he hurt me in another way that was maybe
even deeper. What did he think he knew about the women in my family? What did
he think my grandfather was keeping from me?


While my
grandfather slept soundly, I tossed and turned. Twice in the night, I swore I
heard that wolf’s plaintive howl. In that dream space, between waking and deep
sleep, I thought I felt him watching me, his breath blowing hot against my
cheek.


The
women of your family. What happens to the women of your family when they don’t
do what they’re told?


Beau’s
words haunted my dreams as much as the gray wolf’s eyes did. I woke in a cold
sweat. My window framed the full moon high and bright. His cryptic warning
hovered in the air around me, as if it had a physical presence like misted fog.


The
women of your family.


I rose and
went to the window. The air seemed sticky and hot like a late August day, and I
had the sense maybe even that was part of a dream. I didn’t feel the frigid
January air blow in as I raised the window and stepped outside. Later, I would
wonder if I sleep-walked. It would be the only thing that made sense as I put
one foot in front of the other and walked behind the house to the edge of the
property. Down the hill toward the barren rose garden my grandmother supposedly
used to keep. 


The
women of your family.


I should
have been cold. Some logical part of my brain told me this. My bare feet
crunched against the newly fallen snow as I made my way down the hill and
through the garden. My long white cotton nightgown flapped in the breeze behind
me. Why wasn’t I shivering?


With no
conscious thought of where I was going, I reached the small clearing behind the
gardens just at the edge of the woods. Two flat marble headstones jutted out of
the ground. One for Jessica Redbird, my grandmother. The other for Elizabeth
“Liddy” Redbird, my mother.


The
women of my family. This is what happens to the women of my family.


My heart
thundered inside my chest. Sweat poured from my temples although I knew that
too made no sense. Movement caught my eyes through the trees. 


My gray wolf
stood in profile with the rising moon behind him. Then, he turned to face me;
his eyes cut through the darkness, flashing green. When he howled, it warmed my
blood, sending familiar heat through me. He howled again and it brought me to
my knees. Then, he turned to the east and darted off down the hill. 


Go back, something told me. And yet, every
cell in my body compelled me to follow. I couldn’t go back. Not ever again. The
wind rose, howling in sync with the wolf. I ran toward him. Somehow, I knew
exactly where to go.


Thick
branches tore at my hair and ripped the bottom of my cotton gown. I kept
running. The wolf had gotten far ahead of me. I couldn’t see him anymore.
Still, I knew where to go. My heart lurched as I got closer. I had no idea what
I’d find, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered except for finding the wolf.
Or at least, seeing him one more time.


It might
have taken me an hour to get to him. It might have taken only seconds. If I had
turned back at that moment, some part of me might have even explained the whole
thing away as nothing more than a fevered dream. But, the instant I stepped
into the clearing and saw the cabin in front of me, I knew it was no dream. And
I knew that nothing would ever be the same again.


The cold
finally touched me, tearing through my thin gown and stealing the breath from
my lungs. My whole body ached from it. But that’s not what finally brought me
to my knees.


Luke stood
in the doorway to the cabin. Bathed in blue light, he almost didn’t look real.
He materialized like some ethereal creature made of sculpted marble and
moonlight. Sweat glistened off his naked chest. He stepped forward. The muscles
of his powerful thighs bunched and rolled as he took one step toward me, then
another. I marveled at the size of his manhood as it swung free with each step
he took. I should have been afraid. I know this. But, when he came to me, all I
wanted was to get closer to him. Though I shivered from the frigid air, he
radiated heat as he came to me and folded me against him. Solid strength and
heat enveloped me.


He looked
down at me, his eyes going in and out of focus, and I had the first thought
that maybe he thought this was his dream. But, when I reached up and
touched his face, his eyes went wild, flashing dark then brilliant green like
two emeralds that cut through the darkness. 


The wolf’s
eyes. The man’s eyes.


As Luke
sank to the ground with me in his arms, I knew. I had always known. My
grandfather’s words hovered in the air along with Beau’s now. Some last attempt
by my rational brain to ward me off of what might happen next.


Ask him
what happens to the women in your family when they don’t do what they’re told.


Wendigo.
Stay away from him.


I pushed
those thoughts aside. Right here. Right now. I was about to do the opposite of
what I was told. I tilted my head to the side then lifted my lips to Luke’s and
kissed him.
















 


Chapter Six


We tumbled
through the doorway into Luke’s cottage. His skin warmed mine, driving away the
frigid air. I ran my fingers along his shoulder, trailing them down his
chiseled bicep. He held me against him and tried to kick the door closed, but
the force of his effort made it bounce back open.  


He laid me
down near the hearth, cradling my head in the crook of his arm. I don’t know
what he saw when he looked at me. His eyes filled with wonder, sadness, and
fear all at once. He struggled to make sense of something just like I did. I
was human, and that seemed to shock him as much as knowing he was a werewolf
should shock me.


The door
to the cabin still stood wide open. Snowflakes danced around like blue
crystals, bathed in the moonlight beyond. Luke knelt before me on all fours.
His eyes shone bright, then dimmed as he seemed to struggle between the wolf
and the man. His back arched and he threw his head back. The muscles of his
shoulders bunched and contorted. New terror filled his eyes as he looked at me.
His body seemed to need to shift, but he didn’t want to. Was he afraid he might
hurt me? I don’t know why I wasn’t afraid. I know I should have been. Luke was
part man, part beast. But, as he knelt before me, the strangest sense of calm
came over me. Like I was meant to be here with him.


I didn’t
know what I wanted. I marveled at his perfect form. Hard muscles forged from
physical labor and maybe the force of keeping the wolf inside of him. My
thoughts turned bold again and part of me wanted him to let the wolf out. I
wanted to be this close to it too, so I could study its silvery fur, have those
brilliant, clear green eyes just inches away from me. 


I reached
out and held my fingers in the air around his cheek. He flinched, even though I
didn’t touch him. Fear settled in his eyes that I couldn’t understand. Was he
afraid of me? He was raw power and strength. I couldn’t hurt him. I leaned
forward and ran my finger along his solid jaw. The stubble tickled my skin.
Something sparked between us. That same electrical shock I felt the first time
he touched me.


Luke
reared back, stumbling awkwardly until he landed on his ass, his back pressed
against the far wall.


“You’re
real,” he whispered as he held his cheek where my fingers touched him as if I’d
seared his skin.


“Luke?” I
don’t know what made me do it. It was me who should have been terrified. He was
a wolf man. My grandfather had called him a demon. And even if he wasn’t any of
those things, I found myself alone in the cabin of a virtual stranger big
enough to do me harm. A very naked, very aroused virtual stranger. 


I couldn’t
help that my eyes traveled to the space between his legs. Luke was huge and
hard; his cock pulsed with arousal. A shiver ran through me and settled between
my thighs. It felt new and strange, and I grew instantly wet at the sight of
him. God, this wasn’t me. I was careful. Cautious. In high school I was the girl
my friends made tag along so they wouldn’t do anything foolish with some hot
new crush. Responsible. Shy. Class bookworm.


Luke felt
along the wall, struggling to get to his feet. His fingers closed around a
checkered wool blanket thrown across one of the chairs. He wrapped it around
himself, tucking the ends into a knot. 


“I’m
sorry,” I said. I didn’t move from my spot by the hearth, but drew my legs up
to my chin and hugged them. Now, shyness and fear took root in my heart. “I
don’t know why I came out here like this.”


The door
blew shut over Luke’s shoulder as a howling wind kicked up. The light, swirling
snowflakes turned to thick, falling snow. Finally, I seemed to come back down
to earth. I shivered from head to toe as the effects of exposure settled in. My
bare feet burned where I’d trudged through the snow. My wet hair hung in
strings and my cotton nightgown clung to me like a second skin, becoming sheer.
As a result, I realized I was pretty much just as naked as Luke and looked
around the room for another blanket. He got to one first, pulling an afghan off
the back of the couch, and he tossed it to me. 


“Th-thanks,”
I said, wrapping it around me. With my soaked gown against my skin, it didn’t
really do me much good. My teeth rattled so hard I bit my tongue.


“My God,
you’re hurt.” Whatever struggle Luke fought between the man and the wolf, the
man seemed to win for the moment. He crossed the distance between us and slid
his hands around my right calf, bringing my leg up into his lap. His hot
fingers soothed my freezing skin. I dug my nails into the floorboards to stop
myself from snuggling against him. I couldn’t help it. If just his fingers were
that warm, I wondered what the rest of him would feel like.


My eyes
traveled down my leg. I had a deep gash across my ankle. I must have scraped it
against a branch or something when I ran through the woods. What in God’s name
had compelled me to do it? Now that I had, I started to feel like a fool.


“It’s just
a scratch,” I said, pulling the blanket to cover it. Then, I slid my leg out of
Luke’s grasp and tucked it underneath me.


“You saw
what I am,” he said. “Why aren’t you afraid of me?”


“Who says
I’m not?”


Luke
lifted his hand. He took two fingers and held them against my skin just above
my left breast. The air went out of my lungs and time seemed to stand still.
For just that instant, every cell in my body centered on his touch. My ears
popped. Then my heartbeat became the only sound. My pulse pounded slow and
steady between my ears, and I felt a tiny pulse in Luke’s fingertips where they
fluttered against my skin. His beat in perfect time with mine. His eyes snapped
wide and he drew back his fingers, balled his hand into a fist, and pressed it
against his thigh.


“What was
that?” I pressed my hand against my breast. I was cold everywhere else except
for that small patch of skin over my heart. “What did you do to me?”


“Nothing,”
he said, turning from me. He got to his feet and went to the window. The storm
raged beyond it. At this rate, we’d be under three feet of snow in the time it
would take me to get back to my grandpa’s house. God. How was I going to get
back to my grandpa’s house?


Pulling
the ends of the afghan tighter around me, I rose and went to him. “Luke. Tell
me what you did to me. I felt you. Inside me. Like your pulse became my
pulse.”


He pounded
a fist against the window. When he finally turned to look at me, he held his
lips in a grim line. “It’s dangerous for you to be here.”


He could
have said a lot of things. Somehow, he managed to pick the exact phrase that
set my blood simmering. “And I’m tired of people telling me where I’m not
supposed to be. I was born here, dammit. My mother was born here. Oodena was
supposed to be my home. I didn’t leave by choice.”


Luke
reared back as if I’d struck him. His eyes went wide as he processed my words.
“You’re not in Oodena. This is Wild Lake. Your lands are on the other side of
the creek. Why didn’t you keep to them?”


I was
what? Why didn’t I what? “Geography? We’re splitting hairs about geography
right now? I saw you turn into a wolf and back again. And I think you know why
I’m here.”


I paced
the floor in front of him, anger rising within me and finally driving off the
chill. I didn’t plan what I was going to say, but the words came to me. The
instant they did, I knew they were all true.


“I came
here because of you. I don’t know how you did it, but you made me come
here. I saw you in the woods this afternoon. As the wolf. You were watching me,
weren’t you? And tonight. You . . . called to me. Didn’t you?”


On a roll
now, I stopped pacing and turned to him. I closed the distance between us and
pressed two fingers against his chest in the same place he’d touched me a
minute ago. He stood stock still. So did I. It happened again. When I closed my
eyes, a pulse beat filled my head. Mine at first, but then his. When I opened
my eyes, his had flashed to emerald again. His wolf eyes.


My fingers
trembled when I finally drew my hand back. “What are you?”


A muscle
twitched in his jaw. His shoulders quaked and again I got the sense he
struggled to keep the beast within him quiet.


“You know
what I am,” he said, his voice barely above a whisper. “And you came here
anyway.”


It was
impossible. Insanity. He got in my head somehow. Hypnosis maybe. Extreme
stress. And yet, when I took another step toward him I felt the heat rising off
him. It sent shivers of warmth through me and raised the hairs on the back of
my neck.


 “You
should go,” Luke said. “Never come back here.”


Ask
your grandfather what happens to the women in your family when they don’t do
what they’re told.


But, even
as he told me to go, Luke took a step toward me. He towered over me, his breath
coming hot against my cheek, just like the wolf in my dreams. Standing before
me now, he was all man. He slid his hand around me, pressing it against the
small of my back.


“I should
go,” I repeated. 


He nodded.
Then he took my chin between his thumb and forefinger and tilted my head to the
side. 


“You
should be afraid of me,” he whispered.


“Uh huh.”


Then Luke
leaned down and pressed his lips against mine. An electric current had passed
between us when he touched the skin above my heart. His hot kisses nearly made
me combust from the inside out. Heat. Light. Energy. The elements themselves
seemed to swirl around me. It was as if everything inside me had been asleep
for a very long time. It took the kiss of the beast to wake me. 


I moaned
as Luke’s other hand came around me and he held me close. I brought my hands up
and threaded them through his thick, coarse hair. My clothes, the blankets
between us. I wanted to tear them away and remove the last barriers between
Luke’s flesh and mine. I needed him. Craved him. Felt like I would die without
him.


Heat
flared between my legs and I felt the first slow trickle of juices coat my sex,
making it throb. I should tell him to stop. I should have wanted to tell
him to stop. Why didn’t I? His heartbeat filled me.


“Tamryn,” He whispered my name against my
lips, saying it over and over again like he was getting used to the sound of it
just like I’d done when he first told me his. An ache, a hunger filled me, like
I’d never get enough of the feel of his skin against mine.


I went up
on my tiptoes and wrapped my hand around the nape of his neck. Then I let my
fingers play along his shoulders and down his back. Gooseflesh raised on his
skin and I trailed my fingers further down until I felt the edges of the deep
scars raked across his back. The instant I touched them, Luke stiffened. His
arms went slack at his sides and he pulled himself away from me. As soon as he
stopped kissing me, it was like he’d taken the air out of my lungs, leaving me
gasping.


I took a
step closer, my lust making me bold. Each time his eyes flashed, it sent heat
sparking to my core. A challenge. A dare. Was I afraid of him? Could I handle
what might happen next? I wanted desperately to find out even though I knew it
was reckless. Dangerous even. He was still a stranger to me. And yet, the pull
between us was fierce and powerful. It was like I needed him to keep
touching me in the same way I needed air to breathe. There was something
supernatural going on beyond just the knowledge of who he really was. He’d
awakened something just as powerful in me as what dwelled inside of him. I
didn’t want to think. I just wanted to feel.


I took
another step closer and laid the palm of my hand flat against his chest. His
heart beat a furious pace in time with mine. 


“What are
you?” I whispered. 


The
corners of Luke’s mouth lifted into a smile. “You already know that.”


I cocked
my head to the side, went back up on my tiptoes, and tucked a lock of his hair
behind his ear, tracing my fingers along the curve of it. “Then what am I?”


He ran his
hand down my shoulder. The afghan fell, pooling around my feet. I stood before
him wearing nothing but my clinging, wet nightgown. Heat flared between my legs
as Luke’s eyes traveled down and focused on my hard, pebbled nipples showing
through the thin fabric.


“You
should be afraid of me,” he whispered.


“I know.”


“I don’t
want to hurt you.”


“Then
don’t.”


His
fingers curled around the nape of my neck and he tilted his head down to kiss
me again. Again, his touch quenched a deep thirst inside of me. But, I wanted
more. I became overwhelmed by it. Luke grew bolder. His hands were everywhere.
His fingertips skittered across the curve of my shoulder, the arch of my back.
He gripped my ass and lifted me off my feet until he held me eye to eye with
him. I wrapped my arms around his neck as he carried me away from the window
and back toward the fireplace. But, the heat emanating from Luke’s skin seemed
to blaze so much hotter than the fire. It consumed me from the inside out.


I was
desperate for more of him. My whole body shuddered when he ran the pad of his
thumb across my sensitive nipple. It sent a shockwave straight to the juncture
of my thighs. I wanted to spread myself open then and there and let him ravage
me on the hearth. 


Yes.
That’s exactly what I wanted. I wanted to give myself to him completely. Forget
all the doubts I had. All the voices in my head telling me what I should and
shouldn’t do. The warnings about what good girls do and what happens to bad
girls. I wanted to be bad, reckless, if only for a moment.


Luke’s
heartbeat seemed to drown everything out. He was strong and solid. I drank him
in as he bathed me in sweet kisses from my lips, along my jawline and down the
column of my throat. I felt him grow hard again beneath the blanket he’d
wrapped around himself. My own legs tangled in the damp fabric of my gown. I
wanted him to rip it away leaving me exposed to him completely.


He moved
to my lips again, his tongue hot and urgent as he probed my mouth. “Luke,” I
gasped. My body craved even more. My sex throbbed. Still, some deep part of
myself cried out a warning. This was dangerous. Desperate. I could never ever
take it back.


I was
ready to give myself to him body and soul. And I’d only just met him. He was
struggling to be good at the same time I craved the badness, the danger, the
recklessness. Luke stayed frozen above me, his eyes held the question I asked
of myself. Was I ready? This was it. I hadn’t told him and he never asked, but
I was a virgin. This didn’t feel casual at all, but whatever happened in the
next few seconds would impact the rest of my life. 


If he had
leaned down and kissed me again, it would have erased all of my doubt. I would
have arched my back and pulled him into me. I know I would have. But, he waited
for just that fraction of a second and it was enough to let me come back into
myself.


“Wait.” My
voice tore from my throat. It was the only word Luke needed to hear. He moved
off of me, rising to his feet. His shoulders flexed as he straightened his back
and held a hand out to help me up. I hesitated before taking it. He was tall
and strong above me. Then, I reached up and let him pull me to my feet.


“I’m
sorry,” he said, his voice still ragged with lust and the internal struggle he
fought. I imagined it was very similar to the one I still waged as well. I
wanted him. I wanted this man. I hadn’t planned to save myself, but no guy I’d
ever met seemed quite worthy of it. Luke did. Or at least, this physical pull
between us seemed to short circuit my reason.


I reached
up and touched his cheek. “You haven’t done anything wrong. Not once. Why are
you so afraid of hurting me?”


Luke
curled his fist at his side and turned to the window again. “It’s getting
harder.”


“What?”


“To be
like this,” he said. “The wolf is easier. Stronger.”


“Oh.” I
wanted to go to him and put my arms around him. I stopped myself, not wanting
to send him any more mixed signals than I already had. God, I didn’t want to be
that girl either. I came beside him and stared out the window. The snow had finally
stopped falling, but a two-foot drift pressed against the glass.


“It’ll be
daylight in another hour.”


My God.
I’d been out all night. I hoped like hell my grandfather hadn’t woken. 


“I can get
you back,” Luke said. He went to a coat rack in the corner of the room and
removed a heavy tan parka. He put it around my shoulders. The thing was heavy
and hung to my knees, but it was warm and smelled like Luke. He pulled it
around me and buttoned it. My hands disappeared into the sleeves. “I’ve got a snowmobile
out back. I’ll take you home.”


“Thanks.
If my grandpa wakes up, he’s going to probably freak out wondering where I am.”


Luke
nodded. He gave me a pair of wool socks. They’d be enough to at least keep my
feet warm until I got back inside. He threw on a pair of jeans and took me
outside. 


“Don’t go
traipsing off in the snow again in your nightgown,” Luke said as I climbed on
the back of his snowmobile. A smile lit his face and I was glad to see it. I
wanted to see more of it. Anything to get the sadness out of his eyes. Whatever
haunted Luke, it seemed to tear at me now too.


He revved
the engine and we took off down the hill. I folded my arms around his waist and
pressed my cheek against his broad back. His skin flashed warm; his inner wolf
kept him comfortable in the elements.


In just a
few minutes, he had me at the foot of the trail leading back up my grandpa’s
property. The house was still dark and quiet. I knew I could slip in as if
nothing had happened. Except everything seemed to have happened. As I slid off
the back of Luke’s snowmobile, I unbuttoned his jacket and handed it to him.
The bitter cold cut into my skin, making me shiver. His fingers brushed against
mine as he took the jacket from me, sending that now-familiar flare of heat
through me. I saw it flash in his eyes as well.


“You
really shouldn’t come back,” he said. 


“I know.”


“I mean
it. It’s better if you keep your distance from me, Tamryn.”


I tucked
my hair behind my ears. A fierce wind kicked back up, whipping it around my
face a second later. “Yeah. I keep hearing that. What if I don’t want to?”


I can’t
believe I said it. Except, I was so sick and tired of being told what I should
and shouldn’t do. Being with Luke felt exciting and right at the same time I knew
it was probably wrong.


“Do you
ever do what you’re told?”


I wrapped
my arms across my chest trying to stave off the cold. Seeing me shiver, Luke
put his hands on my shoulders, instantly warming me.


“Apparently,
disobedience is in my DNA.”


Luke
nodded as he ran his hands up and down my arms, driving the chill away. “Well,
maybe next time at least wear a coat.”


I couldn’t
help it. I laughed. For all of his dark danger, I was glad to hear Luke Tully
could still crack a joke. It made me even bolder. I leaned forward and kissed
his cheek.


“See ya
around, Luke,” I said, reaching up to tousle his hair.


He smiled
and for the first time, it reached his eyes. He revved the snowmobile’s engine
and I stepped back. Before I could tell him goodbye, a light came on inside the
house. My grandfather’s silhouette appeared in the doorway. I realized he’d
been watching the whole time. My pulse quickened . . . all mine this time.
Whatever odd connection I’d had with Luke had faded. 


“Better
go,” I whispered. Luke’s expression turned grave again as he looked back toward
my grandfather then back at me. He shot me a quick wink then sped off back down
the hill.


Then, I
turned and faced the house and Grandpa’s waiting stare. I took a step toward
the house, steeling myself for whatever version of him I might get. It was
early. He hadn’t taken his medication yet. I could be in for a long day. When I
reached the porch, I realized I had even bigger problems as two more figures
appeared in the doorway. 


Grandpa
was pissed and he wasn’t alone.
















 


Chapter Seven


I wished
I’d kept Luke’s jacket. When my fingers closed around the doorknob, I longed
for the protection it provided, not just against the cold. I was bolder with
Luke. His presence gave me strength I hadn’t felt before. I took a breath and
swung the door open. Ready or not, it was time to face the inquisition.


Grandpa
stepped back. Staggered, more like. His eyes went wild and though he looked at
me, I knew he saw something or someone else. An arm came around him, pulling
him back into the kitchen. This left me standing alone and face to face with
the accusing eyes of Beau Karrow.


“Tamryn,”
he said, his voice coming out more like a bark that sent a shock of fear
straight through me. I’d just come from the arms of a werewolf and somehow I
sensed far more danger from the man standing in front of me. “What the hell are
you doing out there?”


I opened
my mouth to explain then closed it. I didn’t owe Beau any explanations. “What
the hell are you doing in here?”


“It’s all
right, Wyatt.” A voice rose from the kitchen. Beau’s father Gerard had my
grandfather seated at the kitchen table. Gerard knelt before him holding out a
glass of water.


I pushed
my way past Beau and went to my grandpa’s side. I put a hand to his forehead.
His skin was cool to the touch and I breathed a sigh of relief. 


“It’s six
o’clock in the morning, Tamryn.” Beau was at my side again. He gripped my upper
arm and spun me around. “I asked you what the hell you were doing out there.”


“Nothing
that’s any of your business. Either of you. This isn’t your house.”


Gerard Karrow
rose to his full, impressive height. He was nearly as tall as Luke. He glowered
at me through coal dark eyes, his mouth turned down in a menacing scowl. He pointed
a finger at me then to the chair opposite my grandfather. “Sit down, Tamryn.
You have some questions you need to answer.”


I folded
my arms in front of me, aware again that I wore nothing but my thin nightgown.
It had dried, but I still felt exposed. And pissed. What right did either of
these two men have to come into my house and interrogate me? I took a step back
and wished for an instant that I was tall enough to stand nose to nose to
Gerard.


“Why don’t
the both of you leave? I didn’t invite you here.”


Gerard’s
eyes went wide. “Didn’t invite us? Do you have any idea why we’re here? Your
grandfather called me. Hours ago. When I got here, the back door was wide open
and I found him facedown beside his bed. We were about to gather a search party
to go looking for you. Now, I told you to sit down!”


My heart
dropped to my feet. I turned away from Gerard and knelt in front of my grandpa.
He struggled to focus. Finally, he raised his hand and cupped my cheek. Though
his eyes were clear now, I still knew he wasn’t seeing me for me. 


“It won’t
help if you take her, Jesse,” he whispered. “They’re going to know where to
find her. Other people have tried and it never works, honey. The wolves always
come. They’ll always know where to find her.”


My pulse
quickened. Did he know about Luke? No. He was talking nonsense. He thought I
was Jesse. So, this morning he saw my grandmother in my face. That was bad.
Very bad. When he mistook me for my mother, it usually made him wistful and
quiet. When he saw Grandma Jesse, he’d grow quickly agitated.


“Grandpa,
it’s Tamryn. Grandma’s not here anymore.” For a moment, he kept the sweet smile
on his face. Then, his eyes clouded over again and his hand on my face went
from a gentle cupping to a vice-like grip closing around my jaw. I struggled to
pull away, but his thumbs dug into my flesh hard enough to make my eyes water.


“I smell
him on you! Wendigo!” Grandpa’s eyes widened and he opened and closed his
mouth. Then, he whispered a string of Odawa words I couldn’t follow.


Beau
stepped forward and put a strong hand on Grandpa’s wrist, forcing him to let me
go. I staggered backward, rubbing my jaw. He’d gripped me hard enough I knew I
might bruise. My heart beat wildly in my chest. Never once had my grandfather
ever laid on a hand on me like that. He rose behind Beau and pointed a crooked
finger at me.


“You keep
your hands off her. I can smell him all over you. She’s just a child. She’s not
yours yet.”


He seemed
to be talking to someone that flat out wasn’t there. It was more than him just
seeing someone else in my face.


I got to
my feet and moved to the other side of the room, putting the kitchen table
between us. “Get out,” I said to Gerard and Beau. Whatever was going on with my
grandfather, this was a family matter. I didn’t appreciate their judgment and
scorn. They wanted to blame me, but I could see their presence agitating my
grandfather as much as whatever fractured memory haunted his clouded mind.


“We came
here to help,” Beau said. His expression softened but still held a patronizing
tone. “You can’t blame us. Your grandfather needed you and you weren’t here. No
one’s judging you for that. We understand how difficult it must be caring for
him 24/7 like you have been. But, we’re a community here, Tamryn. Extended
family. You should have called someone if you needed a break.”


“Jesse!”
Grandpa gripped the chair back so tightly the legs rattled against the wood
floor. 


“He needs
his medication,” I said, stepping around Beau and heading into the kitchen. I
grabbed the key from the ceramic cookie jar beside the sink and unlocked the
drawer beside it. I counted out Grandpa’s morning pills and poured him a glass
of water. My heart still beat a mile a minute, but I’d be damned if I’d let
Gerard or Beau see any signs of fear or weakness. I put the pills on the table
in front of my grandpa and motioned for him to take his seat again.


“I’ll make
your eggs,” I told him, trying to pretend we were alone, doing the best I could
to turn this side show into what felt normal to him. “Now you take your pills.
The news will be on in a few minutes, and I’ll get your slippers.” 


Something
about the tone of my voice, the promise of his familiar routine seemed to reach
him. My grandfather’s eyes softened and he sank slowly into his chair. He shot
a scowl at Gerard this time as he grabbed his pills and swallowed them, chasing
it with a big gulp of water.


Once I had
him more or less settled, I put a hand on Gerard’s elbow and pulled him toward
the door. Mercifully, he followed. He shot a look toward Beau and he came too.
Then, I had them out of Grandpa’s earshot at the front of the house in the foyer.


“Thanks
for looking out for him. I’m sorry you got called so early. You’re right, it
was irresponsible of me. And you’re right that I just needed a little air. I
didn’t mean to be gone so long.”


Gerard’s
eyes darkened, but a look from Beau and he straightened his back and gave me a
nod. “I’ll go start the car,” he said to his son. Then Gerard left Beau and me
alone in the hallway. I stiffened and crossed my arms in front of me as Beau
put a hand out and touched my shoulder.


“I get
it,” he said. “Or at least, now I do. Tonight. And the other day in the woods.
I’m sorry I didn’t realize how stressful this was for you acting as Wyatt’s
primary caregiver. You’ve spent half your life away from us, but I can see
you’ve got plenty of proud Odawa blood flowing through you. None of us really
like asking for help.”


I opened
my mouth to cut him down again. Just like the other day, Beau couldn’t conceive
of the idea that my rejection of him was real. Here he was, trying to justify
it as the poor judgment of some helpless, clueless girl. I bit my lip against
the words bubbling up inside me. Regardless of any of the rest of it, Beau and
Gerard had to come to my grandpa’s aid this time. If they hadn’t, if
Grandpa had ventured out into the woods after me or tried to drive somewhere by
himself, he really might have gotten hurt.


“Thank
you. And I meant what I said to your father. I’ll be more careful next time.”
Beau dropped his shoulders and gave me a thousand-watt smile. The one he likely
used to melt half the panties in Oodena.


“You’ve
been shouldering a heavy burden all alone, Tamryn. I hadn’t realized how bad
off old Wyatt had gotten. It’s like he’s trapped inside some fifty-year-old
time capsule.”


Again, I
had to bite my tongue past the urge to point out he wasn’t the only one. Beau
most of all seemed stuck in the past too.


“I meant
what I said. All you have to do is reach out. You’ve been away a long time.
We’re all still trying to get to know you again.” Beau lifted his hand and
smoothed the hair away from my face. I couldn’t help it. I stiffened and took a
step back. He drew his brows together and gave me a tight-lipped smile. 


“What
happened to you out in the real world, Tamryn? What did they do to you to make
you so afraid of the people you need?”


Of all the
things Beau could have said, I wasn’t expecting that. For that small sliver of
time, he seemed able to see right into my soul. I fought back stinging tears.
The people I need. Not Beau. I couldn’t ever see myself needing him. Not him.
With his hard eyes and conceit. To him, I was something to control. Something
to collect. 


But, he’d
hit upon edges of the longing I felt. I wanted to belong here. I wanted Oodena
to feel like home the way it had when I was very little. Since I’d left, I’d
been bounced from home to home. Staying with distant cousins or friends of my
father who were always pleasant to me, always providing me with food and
shelter and sending me to school. But, they didn’t love me. They didn’t hang my
schoolwork on the refrigerator or call me sweetheart or ground me if I came
home past curfew. Even though I never did.


Blinking
back the hot tears I didn’t want Beau to see, I took a step back and pointed
toward the door. “Your father’s waiting. I have things under control here.”


Beau held
his hand on the door but hesitated before he left. “Just think about what I
said, Tamryn. You need to come down from the hill more often. Wyatt’s your
past, but Oodena can be your future. Isn’t that why you’re here?”


“Thank
you,” I said again, keeping my eyes fixed on a point just above Beau’s head. 


“You know,
Founder’s Day is next weekend. I don’t know if Wyatt will be up for it, but you
need to join us. Be part of Oodena again. Let me take you.”


“I, uh.
What?”


Beau
smiled at me. This time, it seemed more genuine. “Founder’s Day. The winter
festival. It’s a bigger deal than it used to be before you left for Florida.
The whole town participates. It’s hokey, but it brings everyone together and
brightens things up in the middle of these long winters. Dad and I will bring
you and Wyatt. Between the three of us, we can manage him. can’t we? We always
see a little of the sparkle come back into his eyes when he tells stories
around the campfire to some of the kids. It’s kind of a big draw.”


My
grandpa? Sitting around a fire telling stories? The shock of that image made me
lose my bearings for a second. Whatever look I gave Beau he mistook for a nod
and acquiescence. Before I could say anything more, he beamed at me, leaned
forward and gave me a peck on the cheek.


“Wonderful.
I promise I’ll show you the time of your life, Tamryn.”


Then, he
turned and closed the door behind him.


“Great,” I
muttered. “Captain Conceit thinks I just agreed to go out with him. Could this
day get any stranger?”


No sooner
had I said it before Grandpa came up behind me. I had no idea how long he’d been
standing there or how much he’d heard or understood. But, he put his arms on my
shoulders and turned me to face him. He put a gentle kiss on my forehead and
smiled down at me.


“You’ve
made a good choice,” he said. “Beau’s not perfect, but he’ll look out for you,
Tamryn.”


Terrific.
He’d heard everything and he was on Beau’s side.


“Grandpa,
I’m not . . . Beau isn’t . . .” I gave up. Grandpa’s eyes were clearer than
they’d been in weeks. He saw me. Me. As much as I disagreed with his
opinion, I didn’t want to jinx the moment.


He put his
arms around me and walked with me back toward the kitchen. “I love you, Buckets,”
he said. “Remember that when I forget to say it.”


For the
second time in the space of ten minutes, I found myself fighting back tears. My
heart swelled with an emotion that took my breath away. Buckets. I’d forgotten
that too. When I was little he used to say, “I love you buckets.” I
misunderstood and thought he was calling me Buckets. The nickname stuck.


“I love
you too, Grandpa.”


“Just be
careful, Tamryn. Promise me you’ll be careful.”


“I will. I
am.”


When we
reached the end of the hallway, my grandpa stepped around me. He fixed those
clear, dark eyes on me and crouched down so we were nose to nose. “I mean it.
That wolf. He’ll kill you.”
















 


Chapter Eight


Later that
day, another winter storm blew in, knocking out the power lines and closing
down large stretches of I-31. As much as Beau wanted me to come down from the
hill more often, there was no chance of that now. We were closed off and snowed
in for the next few days at least. I was thankful we had fuel for the
generators and a stockpile of Grandpa’s medication. We could hold up here for
at least two weeks if that’s what it took. I’d have to deal with our crappy
internet connection, but in case of a real emergency, at least I knew I could
call for help. The trouble was, who knew how long help would take getting there?
But, for now, Grandpa seemed content. If anything, the wintery wonderland
outside his bedroom window kept him calmer.


I never
asked Grandpa what he meant about the wolf. The memory of that morning faded
from his mind by our second snowbound day, and he was back to thinking I was my
mother most of the time. For my part, I was going slightly stir crazy. As much
as I’d told Beau I wanted him to leave me alone, now that I was getting my
wish, it came with raging cabin fever. The snow had drifted so high I couldn’t
even get the four-wheeler out.


On the
third day, with no letup in the weather, I’d had about all I could take. Right
after his mid-morning snack, Grandpa fell into a deep sleep on the recliner in
the den. If he kept to his pattern, he’d be out for two or three hours.


I decided I’d
at least try to shovel out a path for the ATV in case I needed to find my way
down the hill in a crisis. I stuffed myself into my down parka and borrowed
Grandpa’s snow boots. My feet disappeared inside them, but his were much
sturdier than mine with cleats on the bottom to help me through the layer of
ice beneath the snow.


Under all
my layers, I’d already worked up a sweat by the time I trudged out to the ATV.
Even under the car port Grandpa had built, the thing was buried under about
four feet of snow. I started to dig. After ten minutes of that, I couldn’t feel
my face anymore. Stinging snow blew up and covered my cheeks. But, I made slow
and steady progress. That is until the wind kicked up again. No sooner had I
got one side of the trail dug out, the snow drifted again and filled in the
other side. All I had to show for my efforts were wind burned cheeks and sweat.


I was just
about to give up and head inside when my heart tripped in my chest and the
hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I froze and peeled back the hood of
my jacket. Standing in the clearing beyond a row of Grandpa’s tall pines was
Luke’s wolf. Even if I hadn’t sensed his presence in the beating of my heart,
those emerald eyes cut through the snow-swept landscape and seemed to warm me
from the inside out. 


I dropped
my shovel and started to walk toward him. Wind tufted the hair on his back. He
stood proud and strong, his stark silhouette against the wintry scene. I
chanced a look behind me. Through the bay window, I could just make out
Grandpa’s slippers pointing toward the ceiling on the footrest of his chair. He
was still sound asleep. I turned back toward Luke, my heart . . . his heart
pounding.


I’d been
warned. My grandfather had said the wolf would kill me. He called me by my name
just before that and seemed to sense something different about me as he said
it. Still, one seemingly lucid moment could mean nothing. Luke himself warned
me. He told me I should stay away. That it was dangerous for me here. But, with
each step I took toward him, it felt like the right thing to do. I needed to be
near him. My fingers trembled as I slid them out of my glove. I’d run my
fingers through Luke’s coarse hair; now I wanted to touch the thick, silver
fur.


Luke stood
at the apex of a large hill to the north of the property. I made it nearly to
the top so we were standing almost eye to eye. He looked at me with those
keenly intelligent green eyes. Though the wolf stood before me, the man hovered
just below the surface. I reached out my hand and touched him. Luke stiffened.
The hairs at the crown of his head and along his spine stood on end. He pressed
his ears flat. I took another step, then another, until I stood beside him.


Luke let
out a whine that sent a shiver straight through me. He jolted backward then
dropped his head low, arching his back until his snout nearly touched his front
paws. The fur along his back was silver and gray except for four black stripes
that ran in parallel lines. The same scars that marred his flesh in human form.


I sank to
my knees in front of him and reached out to run my hands along the dome of his
head. He took another step forward and let me. We stayed there for a moment. I
held his head in my hands. He panted and I marveled at his powerful jaw, the
hard bones of his skull and corded muscles of his haunches. He was beautiful.
Perfect. Deadly.


“Luke,” I
whispered. He let out a chuff and pawed the ground. “Come to me.”


He pawed
the ground again and pulled himself away from me. He stepped backward and swung
his head low again. I felt a charge in the air that covered me in gooseflesh as
I waited to witness the raw power of his shift.


But
something happened when he tried. His muscles bunched and rolled. His fur rose
up then fell flat again. He whined and sidestepped. His head lolled to the
side. When he looked up at me, his green eyes dulled with pain. Oh, God. I felt
his pain. He was in agony. His bones ached, blood roared through him as though
it had caught fire.


On
instinct, I went to him. I pulled him to me, laying one hand beneath his jaw,
the other flat against his chest. I held his head and kept my eyes locked with
his. “Luke? Come back. Please? Don’t leave me. Stay here. I need you.”


Luke’s
eyes watered and he bared his fangs, but he didn’t break my gaze and he didn’t
pull away.


“Listen to
me,” I said. “Stay with me. I’m right here. I won’t leave.”


Luke went
rigid. It seemed he might turn to stone before he became a man again. But, I
held on. I kept my eyes locked with his and one hand pressed against his heart.
It beat in time with mine. First, he controlled the rhythm and it was wild and
erratic. Then, something came over me and I knew what to do. I concentrated on
slowing my breathing. In and out. Slow and steady. I said his name over and
over again, never letting him look away from me. 


He suffered.
That was plain. His eyes stayed clouded and the muscles beneath my fingers
contorted. I heard bones popping and a sickening wet sound as Luke willed his
body to obey him. To obey me.


Then
slowly. Painfully. He began the shift again. My heartbeat threatened to explode
inside my chest, but I stayed strong for the both of us. I didn’t understand
what was happening, but I knew without me he wouldn’t make it back. Whatever
turmoil he fought, he needed me to anchor him.


Then, he
reared up and back, his spine bowed to a grotesque angle, then finally
straightened. With a last gasp, his shoulders spread and the silvery fur
receded until there was nothing left but his tanned, glistening, perfect flesh.



Luke
crumpled to the ground at my feet, gasping my name.
















 


Chapter Nine


“Luke!” I
dropped to the ground and gathered him to me, cradling his head in my lap. He
trembled, and sweat poured off him as he clung to me. “Shh. Oh, Luke.”


I curled
myself over him, caressing his back as he lay naked in the snow. He looked up
at me, his hair plastered to his forehead, his eyes red-rimmed but clear. He
was himself. The wolf within had quieted for now.


“Tamryn.”
His voice was low and ragged, and the agony it carried tore at my heart. 


“What
happened? What was that?”


He shut
his eyes tight and took a deep breath. Then he took a few more. After about a
minute, his trembling stopped and he slowly brought himself to a sitting
position.


“Come with
me,” I said, looking back toward the house. My grandfather was still fast
asleep, so we had a little bit of time. I had a fearful vision of the old man
waking up and seeing me on the hill with a strange, naked man and losing his
mind altogether. The shotguns and sharp objects were locked up, but just having
him running at Luke through the snow would be enough to cause a crisis. 


We rose
together. I led Luke to the shed out behind the house where Grandpa kept his
tools and hunting equipment. At the very least, it would get us out of the wind
and Luke could put on a pair of Grandpa’s snow pants, not that I minded the
view.


I latched
the door behind us and Luke grabbed a pair of Grandpa’s camo hunting pants off
a hook on the wall. Trembling, he pulled them up over his legs. Twice he had to
reach out and put a hand on the wooden workbench to steady himself. His whole
body shook and sweat poured off him. Finally, he zipped the pants and turned to
me.


“Are you
all right? What happened?”


Luke
leaned against the workbench and tried to give me a reassuring smile. “I
shifted not long after you left.”


It took a
moment for his words to sink in. Three days. It had been three days since I’d
last seen Luke.


“Do you
mean you haven’t been . . . uh . . . Luke for three days?”


“Is that
when I saw you last? I wasn’t sure. It didn’t seem that long. I’m losing track.
I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have come down here. I’m putting you at risk.”


“At risk
of what?”


Luke ran
his hands through his hair and kept them there, resting on the crown of his
head. His fingers had steadied and with each second that passed, he seemed
stronger, more himself. “Tamryn, I told you. It’s getting harder. Harder to be
me.”


I didn’t
like the look in his eyes. He kept his gaze down and to the right of me, not
wanting to make eye contact. I stepped forward and grabbed his wrists, pulling
them down off his head. I tilted my face toward his and made him look at me.


“Did you
think you were coming here to tell me goodbye or something? Are you leaving?”


His eyes
gave me all the answer I needed. My heart flipped. Luke couldn’t leave. Not
yet. I don’t know why the thought of it sent me into a near panic, but it did. 


“Tell me
what’s going on. What’s wrong with you?”


He put his
head down and jerked his wrists out of my grasp but still wouldn’t answer me.


“Luke, why
are you out here all alone? What happened to the rest of your pack?” Pain
filled his eyes and I wondered if perhaps the answer lay in the deep wounds
across his back. But, before I could follow that line of thought, Luke finally
looked up at me and answered.


“I left
them. I can’t . . . I can’t be part of a pack right now. It’s too hard. I came
here to be alone. To think. To see what’s left of me that’s still human.”


His voice
dropped low and went rough, tearing at my heart. I thought I’d have to drag
more answers out of him, but once Luke started, his story poured out of him. He
began to pace in the short space of the shed. I couldn’t follow everything he
said. He seemed to be talking to himself as much as to me, trying to justify whatever
terrible thing he thought he did.


“I was
gone for a long time. Ten years. More. I can’t even remember. I thought I was
doing the right thing. Our father taught us to stay loyal to each other. He was
my brother. I didn’t know what he’d become.”


“Luke,
it’s all right. Tell me what happened to your brother.”


Luke
looked at me with a hauntingly familiar expression. It was similar to the way
my grandfather looked at me. Like he was seeing someone else in front of him
instead of me. My heart lurched. On instinct, I reached out a hand and placed
it on Luke’s chest. The physical connection seemed to settle him, and when he
looked up, I knew he was seeing me again.


“My
brother Asher challenged our pack’s Alpha. He lost. He was given a choice. Stay
and die, or leave and never come back to Wild Lake. Never come back to
Michigan. The noble thing would have been for him to accept death. It’s what
we’re taught to do. But, instead, he decided to splinter off and start a pack of
his own. And he got so many people to follow him. Asher wanted a pack war, but
those who went with him agreed to the terms and went quietly. Sort of. I
followed him. I wanted to stay, but he was my brother. In my head, it seemed
like the right thing to do. But I should have listened to my heart. I knew from
the very beginning there was something wrong with him. He was . . . twisted
somehow. Always wanting revenge against those he thought tried to hurt him. He
was never satisfied that we were loyal to him. Every day was some new test he
thought up to make us prove it. God, he never even gave us a chance to grow
to respect him as Alpha. He wouldn’t listen to anybody.”


“He made
you do things? Things you didn’t want to do?” I tried to grasp everything he
was saying.


Luke
nodded furiously. “Tamryn, I swear. I tried to stop him. So many times. And not
just me. God. We did nearly go to war for him. It still wasn’t enough.
So finally, he knew the only way he could keep the pack in line was if he
forced us into our wolves. But, he wouldn’t let us shift back. Ever. It does
things to us. There’s a balance. I’m not all man or all wolf. Or at least, I
didn’t used to be. God, it’s so much easier as the wolf.” His eyes widened as
his mind took him to someplace in his past. Some scene played out in his mind
that I could never reach. Then, Luke grew quiet. 


“But you
got away from him,” I said. Sliding my hands up his chest, I threaded my
fingers through the thick curls at the nape of his neck. “Whatever happened,
it’s over. Right? I mean, you’re here now. You’re free of him?”


Luke
slowly closed his eyes. “I don’t think I’ll ever be free. But, yes. Asher’s
gone.”


I didn’t
understand a lot of what he was trying to tell me, except for the thing that
probably mattered the most. Whatever happened before he came to the cabin on
the edge of Wild Lake, he’d spent far too much time in his wolf. 


“Why
couldn’t you shift back just now?” I smoothed the hair away from his face.
Luke’s eyes traveled over me. Then he shut them tight and let out a hard
breath.


“I don’t
know,” he finally answered. “It’s just getting harder and harder. This time, I
didn’t think I was going to make it.”


I smiled.
“Shh. I brought you back, didn’t I?”


Luke’s
eyes snapped open and he closed his hands around my wrist. I went up on my
tiptoes and kissed his cheek. A groan escaped from his lips that sent a shiver
through me, awakening that delicious ache between my thighs. I shouldn’t have
done that. Luke was on the edge of control, struggling against his baser
instincts. Except, I was too. As much as he fought to tame his wild side, he
seemed to bring out the wildness in me. If he was near me, I wanted him
touching me. If he weren't, I couldn’t stop thinking about him.


Luke slid
a hand around my waist and pulled me close. His breath came ragged and he
kissed me hard. I melted into him. Arching my back, I let him run his hands up
along my rib cage. I wanted to tear off my jacket and feel his hot hands along
my skin. 


“I want
you,” he whispered against my cheek. 


“I know.”


“But
you’re not ready.”


Time
seemed to stand still as Luke pulled away. He searched my face, his eyes
shining. His words were a question and a statement as he waited for me to say
something.


“Not
here,” I finally answered. “Not yet.” I lowered myself to my heels and stepped
out of his embrace. 


He smiled
and leaned back against the workbench, planting his hands flat on the shelf
behind him. “I don’t want to need you as much as I do,” he said. “It’s not fair
to you.”


“Luke. I
don’t know what’s happening to me. When I’m around you, I feel like I’m
drowning in you. I can’t think straight. I’m trying so hard to do whatever the
right thing is. Is this . . . normal?”


He flashed
that devastating smile. God. I ached for him. I wanted the world to melt away
leaving just the two of us. Nothing else seemed to matter. His low, sultry
laugh sent a wicked shudder through me. I wanted to just say “fuck it” and tear
off my clothes.


“Hell if I
know what normal is, Tamryn. You think you’re not having a similar effect on
me? But, I don’t want to hurt you. I’d rather die than do that. Jesus. I know
what the right thing is. I should clear out, go back up north or to the Yukon
or to the ends of the earth. The last thing you need is a fucked-in-the-head
werewolf complicating your life.”


“The thing
is, you’re kind of the only thing in my life that makes any sense right now. So
I don’t know which one of us is the more fucked-up.”


That got
hearty laughter from him. He pushed himself off the bench and pulled me back in
his arms. His warmth spread through me, making me ache with longing. I never
wanted him to let me go. I tilted my head up toward his. He looked down at me
with the first genuine smile I’d seen on him in . . . well . . . ever. I felt
his steady heartbeat flood into me.


“That!” I
pulled away a little but stayed in his arms. “You’re doing that, aren’t you? I
can feel you, Luke. Is that normal?”


His eyes
grew dark, but he didn’t answer at first. When he did, he stumbled over his
words a little. “It’s uh, it’s a werewolf thing.”


If he
thought that would placate me, it didn’t. But something in his eyes told me not
to press him. Luke had shown me his vulnerable side today, and I didn’t want to
risk hurting him by pushing him anymore. I don’t know what made me do it, but I
picked that moment to share perhaps my most intimate secret.


“I want
you too. So much I can’t think straight. It’s just . . . God. This is a little
embarrassing. It would be my first time.”


He went
rigid as he held me, but didn’t pull away. His wolf flared in his eyes and for
an instant, I felt him start to shift. But, he got control of it and leaned
down to kiss the top of my head. 


“Wow,” he
said, and his warm smile came back. “And here I thought I was fucked-up.”


I slapped
at his chest. “Don’t tease me.”


A noise
rumbled through his chest that seemed part growl and part laughter. “Don’t
tempt me.” The insinuation shocked me a little and sent a wave of heat straight
to my core. God, he did bring out something wild in me. 


I think I
would have stayed in that shed with him all day. But, light flickered toward
the house and I saw the back door swing open. Grandpa stepped out on the back
porch and cupped his hand over his brow as he scanned the woods. He pulled his
bathrobe closed against the wind. Luke turned then ducked low so he wouldn’t be
seen if Grandpa looked toward the shed. 


“Shit,” I
whispered. “I’m sorry, but I think you’d better hide out here for a few minutes
then go. Seeing you is going to agitate him again.”


“Right,”
Luke said. “You sure you’ve got everything under control out here? This storm
probably won’t let up for a few days yet.”


“We’re
good. Plenty of fuel in the generator and the fridge is stocked.”


Luke
nodded. “Good. I’m still going to stay close though.”


I pulled
on one of the belt loops of his snow pants to get his attention. “You mean it?”


Luke
looked down at me and smiled. “Yeah. I mean it.”


I went up
on the balls of my feet and kissed him. Luke took a step back and banged his
head loudly on one of the fishing poles hanging above him.


“Shh!” I
pressed my finger to my lips through my laughter. I grabbed another pair of
snow pants from the hook on the wall and opened the door. I backed out and gave
Luke a wide-eyed stare, warning him to stay low and keep quiet until I could
get Grandpa back in the house.


“Out here,
Gramps” I yelled, waving the pants above my head. “I was just looking for
something warmer to wear. I’m trying to shovel the four-wheeler out of the
snow.”


Grandpa
smiled and nodded before he turned to go back inside the house. I shuffled
along after him, leaving deep tracks in the snow. When I got to the house, I
turned one last time toward the shed. Luke had already exited. He crouched low
and ran up the hill. Even in human form, he still had blazing speed as he made
his way to the tree line and disappeared.


I turned
and closed the French doors to the porch. Grandpa had settled back into his
chair with a wistful smile on his face. I chanced one last look toward the
woods as I latched the doors. Through the keening wind, I heard a howl that
sent heat shooting straight to my toes.
















 


Chapter Ten


The storm
let up just in time for the weekend. As cooped up as we’d been, Grandpa’s
spirits seemed high. Weather notwithstanding, he’d had his longest stretch of
good days since I came back to Oodena to care for him. He looked forward to
Founder’s Day and actually whistled his way through his morning coffee the
morning it finally arrived.


“Wait
until you see what I saved for you,” he said right after he downed the last of
his cup. “Your mother used to wear it. She hated it, of course, but boy was she
stunning in it.”


“Oh?”


He had a
mischievous twinkle in his eye that pulled at my heart. Here was the Wyatt Redbird
my mom used to tell me about. The one who went through town with lollipops in
his coat pockets for the kids. 


Grandpa
made a great show of rummaging through the attic and tromping downstairs. I
gasped at what he brought me as a memory long forgotten flooded through me,
taking my breath away. He held a tanned leather skirt and poncho with ornate
beading. It had belonged to my mother. A scene flashed in my head of her
wearing it with a feathered headband, her flaming red hair tucked behind her in
a knot.


“Your mother
made it,” I said as the rest of the memory formed in my head.


Grandpa
nodded as he gently placed the garment on the table. “Yes. She made it for
Jesse. But, Jesse didn’t wear it. It was too small for her. She always said it
was a shitty thing to do, my mother. Jesse claimed she deliberately made it two
sizes too small. She was passive aggressive like that.”


I laughed
as I ran my hands along the shelled beading. “I wish I’d known her too. I feel
like I missed so much.”


A dead
quiet fell over the room. I swear I’d meant it as a casual comment, not some
bigger conversation. Ever since I came back, ever since he sent me away, I
always wanted to know why. Sure, I understood the “paper” explanation. Grandpa
was seventy years old when my parents died. He wasn’t equipped to care for a
young girl all by himself. Still, he was the only family I had left and he
shipped me off to strangers when I needed him most.


He put his
hand on my back and I squeezed my eyes shut, bracing myself for what the next
moment would bring. He could shift in and out when he got wistful like this.
His dementia had robbed more than just his memories. It stole away the only
real chance I ever felt I’d have to connect with him.


“I saved
you,” he whispered. “Everything’s going to be all right.”


I looked
up at him and patted the hand he rested on my shoulder. “You in there,
Grandpa?”


He smiled
down at me. “Sometimes. It gets harder and harder.”


A chill
went through me as I realized his words sounded so much like Luke’s. Both of
the main men in my life fought a daily battle to stay inside themselves. All I
could do was stand by and watch. But, in Luke’s case, I think I helped him.
With Grandpa, I think I reminded him too much of the past.


“You have
missed so much, Ginger Girl.”


Hot tears
stung my eyes. I’d forgotten he used to call me that too. “It’s all gonna be
okay now, though. Time for a truce,” he said.


“Oh,
Gramps. We were never at war, were we?”


“It’ll
never touch you, Tamryn.”


My heart
sank. He was back to talking in riddles. I shouldn’t have pressed him with a
question. I should have just let him keep talking. He reached around me and
held up the leather skirt. 


“You’ll
wear it today? For her? For your mother?”


I took the
skirt from him and pressed it to me. The faint scent of perfume nearly brought
me to my knees. It smelled like her. Just a little. 


“Of course
I will. What about you, though? You planning on going into town in your pajama
pants? Is that an old Odawa custom I don’t know about?”


Grandpa
puffed out his chest and grabbed imaginary lapels on the front of his shirt. “I’ve
got a suit. All pressed and ready to go.”


“A suit? I
didn’t press any of your suits.”


He shook
his head. “Taken care of. Verna sent it along yesterday with those tarts she
baked.”


Sure
enough, Lloyd and Verna Crow had stopped by yesterday morning to check on us.
I’d carried in armfuls of groceries. She must have brought the suit in when I
went to the pantry to put everything away. Grandpa brought it out of the hall
closet and made me a courtly bow as he held it out.


“Well,
you’re going to look mighty fine, Wyatt Redbird,” I said. “You sure you won’t
let me give you a haircut?” Grandpa had worn it long as far back as I could
remember. As a young man, it had been coal black and hung to the middle of his
back. Now, it was snow white and just scraped his shoulders.


“Bad
luck,” he said. “But you can tie it back for me.”


“Deal.”


Grandpa
came to me again. He held out his arms and pulled me close to him. I couldn’t
help it. I held my breath. It was too hard to believe this gesture was meant
only for me. He might be seeing Jessie or my mother instead. 


“Don’t
worry so much, Tamryn,” he said, and a new lump formed in my throat. “I told
you. Everything’s going to be okay now. You’ll see when we get there.”


“See
what?”


He put his
fingers to his lips and made a gesture of turning a lock and throwing away a
key. 


“Great.
Surprises. I kinda feel like I’ve had enough of those.”


Grandpa
smiled so wide his eyes were nearly swallowed in the deep creases at his
temples. It was good to see. 


“Trust me,
Ginger Girl. This one’s going to be the best one of all.”
















 


Chapter Eleven


All of
Oodena came out for the festival. Downtown had been transformed into the
frontier town of its earliest days. Horse-drawn wagons lined the thoroughfare,
and all of the shopkeepers set displays out on the newly shoveled sidewalks.
They kept warm with pop-up tents and propane heaters, but if you didn’t look too
closely, it was easy to imagine this was 1866. The sheriff had blocked off the
streets so no cars could be seen anywhere.


Mrs. Crow
sold roasted chestnuts in brown paper bags. Duffy Clairmont stood in front of
his hardware shop giving a demonstration on how to sharpen knives. Everywhere
you looked you could buy trinkets and baubles and Native American souvenirs.
Founder’s Day had turned into a bona fide tourist draw. People lined up to buy
handmade quilts outside the Opego’s Dry Cleaners. Mrs. Aken ushered people into
the library to hear Odawa folktales and work on beading crafts.


“It’s
fantastic,” I said to Grandpa as we walked down the sidewalk. He held my hand
tight. His back straightened with pride at the beaming smiles we got as people
saw what I was wearing. I had to alter the costume a little and wear cold
weather gear underneath it. Also, the moccasins were out of the question. I
wore my fleece-lined boots. 


“Oh, you
remind me so much of Liddy.” Verna Crow actually reached out and pinched my
cheeks. “She’d be so proud of you today. Congratulations, honey. We are all so
happy for you.”


“Uh,
thanks.” Grandpa’s hand stiffened in mine and a look passed between him and
Verna. She shot him a conspiratorial wink and sent us on our way with a bag of
fresh roasted chestnuts. If I’d known all it would take to make her so happy
was a leather skirt and a poncho, I might have worn it sooner.


“You wanna
tell me what that was all about? Have I won something?”


“Look!”
Grandpa pointed up ahead. “Show’s about to start. Karrow promised to save us
front row seats.” Grandpa nearly pulled my arm out of its socket as we headed
for the recently restored Oodena Theater.


It seemed
everyone else in the town shared his urgency as the shopkeepers started locking
their doors and everyone poured out of the buildings heading for the theater.
The “show” as I recalled it, was a reading by whichever of the town’s elders
who could still stand upright about the founding of Oodena. Even as a kid, I
remember it being corny and boring. But, the elementary school kids put on a
traditional dance, sang folk songs, and acted out scenes from some of the more
famous Odawa folklore. I vaguely remembered throwing a fit when I was about
five and Nancy Aken got picked to be the Odawa princess over me and they made
me dress up as beaver. Some of the kids teased me about my red hair and
freckles, and the teacher she said she wanted someone who looked the part
better than I did.


Those same
kids still lived in this town for the most part. Even Nancy Aken. She spotted
me walking in and waved from across the room, her arm wrapped around Jake Blackstone.
I raised my hand and waved back. We filed into the theater, and sure enough,
Gerard Karrow stood in the front row holding his arm high above his head to get
our attention. He pointed to two empty seats. 


“Great,” I
muttered under my breath. One of those empty seats was going to put me right
next to Beau. Before I could think of a good excuse to sit anywhere else, Beau
rushed up the aisle and put a possessive arm around me. He made enough of a
spectacle of it that most of the townspeople already gathered in the theater
turned to look. Beau leaned down and kissed my cheek. I went rigid, but all
eyes were on the two of us. I noticed more than a few hushed whispers, pointed
fingers, and smiles. Icy fingers of dread snaked their way up my spine. I
didn’t like the vibe coming from Beau or the rest of them one damn bit. But,
I’d have to pick my moment to unhook myself from him as the lights in the
theater dimmed and we had to take our seats.


Beau tried
to pull my hand into his lap, but I slid mine away and folded them beneath me.
He leaned over to say something, but I put a finger to my lips. “The show’s
about to start.”


Grandpa
got up and walked to the end of the aisle, followed by Gerard. This left me
with no buffer against Beau. Randall Crow, Lloyd’s father, waited for them near
the stage stairs, and the three of them walked slowly up together with Gerard
making sure Grandpa and Randall didn’t fall.


“I don’t
know if it’s such a good idea if he goes up there,” I whispered.


“Shh.”
Beau slid his arm around me. “He looks forward to this all year. They all do.”


The stage
lights came up, and Grandpa stood at the end of a semi-circle with eight other
men, most of them in their eighties like he was. A couple of them were a
generation younger, like Gerard. Each man represented the head of what remained
of the nine original families who had settled Oodena one hundred and fifty
years ago. They acted as a sort of tribal council, though Oodena wasn’t part of
any reservation. I’d heard the story recited a thousand times as a child as
some dry, boring history lesson. Now though, I watched my grandfather’s eyes
glisten. He held his back straight and proud. I could listen now with the ears
of maturity. 


The Nine
Families had risked so much to forge a life for their loved ones away from
their traditional lands, bucking the will of a government trying to force them
onto a reservation. Instead, they chose their own path. A new town. On their
own terms. The old men recounted how time and again, the U.S. Government tried
to dismantle what they’d built here. As each of the men said their line, some
of the school children behind them acted out scenes from the early days of
Oodena.


“Three
times they came for us,” Randall Crow said in a wavering voice, ravaged by
Parkinson’s. “The soldiers of fear. But, we remained strong, steadfast. With
the strength of the wolf we drove them away.”


Behind
him, a group of kindergarten boys marched onto the stage wearing ill-fitting
blue Union Army costumes. One of the little boys’ hats fell off and he swore
under his breath as he stooped to retrieve it, sending a smattering of laughter
through the audience. They pointed their wooden guns at the rest of the kids
huddled in a corner in traditional Odawa dress. The boy soldiers kept advancing
on them.


Then, out
of the group of Odawa children, a tall boy rose and broke through the crowd. He
wore a fake fur pelt across his shoulders and headdress so big it nearly
swallowed him. It was a gray wolf’s head with glass eyes and long fangs. 


“I don’t
remember this part,” I said to Beau. A chill went through me as I looked
closely at the pelt and headdress. Were they fake after all? The glass eyes
glinted green under the stage lights and my palms started to sweat.


Beau
looked at me with wide eyes. “I think your mom probably took you out of here
before this part. Don’t you remember? You used to cry when the wolves came
out.”


What? I
had no memory of that. None. But, come to think of it, I only vaguely recalled
the beaver incident. I couldn’t remember sitting through this part other than
that. I didn’t like that Beau held some memory of me with my parents. Somehow,
it felt like a violation. But, he was six years older than me. I would have
been no more than eight the last time I came to an Oodena Founder’s Day
pageant.


“Yeah.
Sure.” I shifted in my seat trying to give Beau the hint I wasn’t a fan of his
heavy arm around my shoulder, but he didn’t move it.


From the
stage, the wolf boy put his hands up like claws and growled at the soldiers,
who made a great show of cowering in fear. The wolf boy danced around the
soldiers and drove them back to the shadows of the stage. Then, the wolf boy
turned back toward the audience. He clasped his hands above his head in a victory
gesture and flexed his little muscles like a body builder. This also got a big
reaction out of the crowd. Then, he looked to someone offstage, his face white
as a sheet. The poor kid had forgotten his lines. His teacher whisper-shouted
from the wings and his face split into a grin of relief. He turned back toward
the Odawa children and put his hands on his hips. He scratched his chin in
contemplation as he walked around a group of girls. Then, he pointed to one of
them and held out his hands. 


One of the
girls was pushed out of the group. She stumbled over her too-long leather
skirt. The wolf boy caught her hand and walked off stage with her. The rest of
the Odawa kids cheered. A half dozen more kids dressed just like the wolf boy
pranced across the stage and danced with the Odawa kids. Their steps were
orderly at first, following a circular pattern, then it kind of turned into a
free-for-all and one of the kids started to break dance. 


Randall Crow
and the rest of the crew from the Nine Families had already retaken their
seats. Only Grandpa and Gerard Karrow stayed in the shadows to the right of the
stage. The teacher stepped out from the wings and prompted the audience to clap,
and the curtain came down.


The schoolteacher
was Mrs. Opego. God, she’d been my kindergarten teacher too. She of the beaver
incident. She cupped her hand over her eyes and strained against the stage
lights. She recognized me in the front row and her eyes widened. She shot me a
too-familiar wink and waved. Why in the hell did everyone keep doing that
today? I raised a halting hand and waved back. Once again, it seemed all eyes
in the audience were on me. 


“I’m so
pleased you all could join us on this our most special day of the year,” Mrs. Opego
said. “The kids have worked so hard to bring you that story and to add their
own spin to it. Now, Chief Redbird has something wonderful to share with you.”


“Chief
Redbird?” I ran a hand over my brow and sank down in my seat a little. 


Beau
laughed softly beside me. “Sorry. Lois always gets a little carried away. They
started doing that a few years ago, too. It’s just because he’s the oldest one
of the heads of the families.”


Gerard and
Grandpa took center stage again, with Gerard taking the microphone from Mrs. Opego’s
outstretched hand. Gerard hemmed and hawed a little then cleared his throat,
uncomfortable in the spotlight. My grandfather, meanwhile, radiated confidence
with his squared shoulders and beaming eyes.


“Today,
the chief and I get the honor of carrying on a tradition that’s gotten a little
lost over the years. With this, our sesquicentennial Founder’s Day celebration,
it seems only fitting that we can bring it back. It is my pride and pleasure to
share our family’s good fortune with all of you on this day. For, today is as much
a celebration of the future Oodena and the traditions of the Nine Families as
it is of days long past. For one hundred and fifty years, our town, our people,
have forged our own way in unity, family, pride, and respect. We know that
whatever the next one hundred and fifty years bring, those values will stay
strong. For the bonds forged by the Nine Families will continue to endure.”


Gerard
Karrow’s shoulders began to tremble. He stumbled over his words again as his
eyes grew wet with tears. Beau stiffened beside me, and all of a sudden I had
trouble breathing. Something was about to happen. Something bad.


“It is my
supreme honor to share with you the joyous news that will solidify that bond.
My friends. My family. Join me and Chief Redbird in celebrating the upcoming
union of our families as two of the Nine Families are about to become
one. I’m so thrilled to announce the engagement of my son Beau to Tamryn
Redbird Kane.”


My heart
dropped to the floor as the spotlight shifted and shone straight down on Beau
and me. I vaguely remember opening and closing my mouth like a fish as Beau
clasped his hand in mine and hauled me to my feet. Then, he kissed me as the
audience erupted in cheers that deafened me and made my blood run cold.
















 


Chapter Twelve


Ten
minutes seemed to take forever. That’s how long it took to clear the theater. I
wanted to scream. I wanted to rip the stuffing out of the armchair. I wanted to
rip the plastic smile right off Beau’s face. But, we were surrounded by town
well-wishers. It was a melee. 


“Get me
the hell out of here,” I muttered tight-lipped to Beau. Ever the narcissist, he
mistook my thinly veiled rage for shyness. He made excuses about his fiancée
needing some air. Then finally, mercifully, we got the hell out of that theater
and into the open air.


As soon as
the crowd dispersed, drawn by Mrs. Aken’s two o’clock basket weaving demonstration,
I whirled on Beau.


“What the
hell was that?”


Beau kept
waving to townspeople as he kept a vice-like grip on my arm. He muscled me out
of the town square until we stood behind a gazebo at the edge of the footbridge
over the narrowest part of Miskwaa Creek where it ran through town.


“Get your
hands off me. Jesus. You ask me out. I say no. So you take that to mean I want
to marry you instead? Have you lost your fucking mind?”


“Watch
your mouth,” Beau said, practically hissing it like a snake. “You sound like
trash when you talk like that.”


“Yeah? Well,
get used to it because fuck you. The only reason I didn’t rip you a new one in
front of the whole town is because I was afraid of making a scene with my
grandfather at the center of it.”


At the
mention of him, I scanned the crowd. Grandpa stood on the steps of the theater
with Gerard. The town well-wishers had moved their show to the two of them,
leaving Beau and me thankfully alone for the time being. Grandpa looked happy,
but his color wasn’t good. He had a gray pallor to his skin that I didn’t like
one bit. As much as I wanted to finish ripping Beau’s face off, I needed to get
Grandpa home and in bed. 


Beau held
me by my upper arms. He plastered that smile on his face and looked at me with
shining eyes. God. Did he really not get how much I disliked him? Had I not
been clear enough?


“You need
to listen to your grandfather. He knows what’s best for you.”


“My
grandfather thinks I’m my mother ninety percent of the time! You and your
father took advantage of him. Did you tell him I was in love with you or
something? Jesus. You’re both delusional.”


He pulled
me close and pressed his lips against my temple. To anyone looking at us from a
distance, it probably seemed like a lover’s embrace with him feathering my face
with soft kisses. But, Beau dug his fingers hard into my skin and his voice
dripped with venom as he whispered against my ear.


“You are
going to put a smile on your face and behave like a grown-up. I’ve had about
enough of your mouth and your attitude. I’ve been patient. I’ve put up with
more shit from you than any other guy in this town would. I expect you to show
me respect and keep your mouth shut until I tell you otherwise.”


My eyes
literally stung with the shock of his words. I did, however, do one thing he
asked. I put a smile on my face. Then, I spit my words out through clenched
teeth. “Get. Your. Hands. Off. Me.”


He didn’t
though. Instead, he pulled me further down the path so we were blocked by a
large oak tree. My heart raced inside my chest. Until now, I hadn’t believed
Beau would really hurt me. But, a darkness came into his eyes, and he jerked me
toward him hard enough that I stumbled.


“You’re
going to do exactly what I say whether you like it or not. You think you have
any better choices? You and your grandfather would be out on the street right
now if it weren’t for me. Did you realize that? He would have lost that house
if my father and I hadn’t covered the note on it. When he dies, it goes to us,
not you. How long do you think he’s going to last? A year. Two? Then where will
you be? You’ll have nothing. No people left and not a dime to your name. I’m
offering you a future. Security.”


“Wake up
and smell the twenty-first century, asshole. I think you think this really is
1866. I can take care of myself, Beau.”


“You’ll do
what I say.”


“Or what?”


“Or you’ll
end up just like your mother and grandmother. Haven’t you figured that out yet?
Don’t you get it? Now quit acting like a spoiled brat and think. You’re never
going to get a better offer than what I’m giving you.”


“Indentured
servitude would be a better offer than what you’re giving me. No, thanks.”


My blood
raged inside me. I curled my fists at my side. It took everything in me not to
haul off and smash his face. What the hell did he know about my mother and
grandmother? What didn’t I know? Beau twisted my arm hard enough that my eyes
watered, and I would have dropped to my knees if he hadn’t held me up with his
other arm. Again, from a distance, it might have looked like some sort of
ridiculous swoon. He crushed his lips against mine. I even heard some distant
applause and whistles. God, they had no idea what was really going on. How had
Beau fooled them all?


I reached
up with my free hand and raked my nails across Beau’s face. I wouldn’t play
this game a second longer. Beau reared back. His eyes widened and I swear, I
saw into his black soul. He would hurt me. Really hurt me. I don’t know what
kind of demon rested inside him, but in front of a crowd of witnesses, he was
willing to break my arm to get me to bend to him. A flash of movement caught my
eye from the edge of the tree line, and a shadow fell over us.


“Take your
hands off her.” Luke stood there, as tall and imposing as the oak tree before
us. A low growl rumbled through his body, and I recognized the struggle he
fought trying to contain the wolf. His shoulders bunched and trembled as he got
closer.


Luke took
slow, deliberate steps across the footbridge. Beau straightened but didn’t let
go of my arm. Luke’s steady heartbeat thundered in my ears and quieted my own.
I saw recognition come over Beau as Luke advanced, and the muscles of his jaw
twitched as he held his rage in check. Beau knew what he was. I don’t know how
he did, but he seemed to understand the ominous threat Luke was.


Beau
looked from me to Luke and back again. Finally, he let go of my arm and took a
step back. Luke’s appearance hadn’t gone unnoticed. A small crowd gathered
around the gazebo. They gawked and pointed, and hushed whispers rolled through
the crowd in a wave.


“You’re
not welcome here,” Beau said. “These aren’t your lands.”


“Tamryn,
get away from him.”


God. He
was about to shift. Hair sprouted on the backs of his hands and his pupils
narrowed to slits. His fiery green irises widened. A heard a few gasps from the
crowd as those closest to see it understood he wasn’t fully human. I moved
toward Luke and away from Beau. It seemed to help. I felt Luke’s pulse slow a
bit as some of the rage receded. Would it be enough?


“If you
ever touch her again, I’ll kill you,” Luke said. Anyone within sight or earshot
of him knew this was no empty threat.


Beau came
toward him. He was only a man, though. When Beau raised his fist and tried to
strike him, Luke easily blocked him. He caught Beau’s fist in his own and bent
his arm back. Beau cried out, and I heard the popping of a small bone breaking
in his hand. Beau went down to his knees, his eyes wide with terror.


“Never
touch her again. Never so much as say her name. Do you understand?”


My
grandfather burst through the crowd. His own eyes clouded and everything seemed
to happen in slow motion. I don’t know where he got it, but he held a shotgun
in his hands and raised it, pointing it directly at Luke’s head. Some fool in
one the tents must have had it. The snap echoed through the air as he racked a
round. 


“Wendigo!”
Shit. He’d shoot him. I knew it. I did the one thing I could even though it
might not have been the wisest.


“No!” I
stepped in front of Luke and raised my hands. “He’s not what you think he is.”


“Get away
from him, Liddy. I told you to stay away from him.”


For once,
Grandpa’s confusion came as a blessing. He pointed the barrel away from me. He
thought I was my mother. Or maybe he saw me. He wouldn’t hurt me. But, if I
moved an inch, I knew he’d take the shot. I looked over my shoulder. Luke was
losing it again. His ears stretched up into a point and his shoulders quaked. I
reached back and caught his hand. Again, I felt his heartbeat quiet, and he got
himself under control.


So, I was
caught in the middle of them. If I let go of Luke, he might shift right in
front of the whole town. And if I moved, my grandfather might blow his head
off.


I turned
my head and whispered to Luke. “Can you move? Like faster than a speeding
bullet fast?”


His
glinting wolf eyes stayed focused on my grandfather and the barrel of the
shotgun. He bared his teeth and his growl vibrated through me. But, he gave me
a sharp nod. 


“When I
count to three, then.”


“You’re
done here, Tamryn,” Beau said from the ground. “You walk out of here like this,
I’m finished with you.”


“Yeah.
That’s kind of the idea, asshole.” I nodded to Luke. “One . . .”


I never
made it to two. A shot cracked through the air. A small tree branch exploded
right over Luke’s ear. Strong arms came around my waist and lifted me off my
feet. The ground came up toward my face, and the world moved by in a blur as
Luke carried me through the trees.
















 


Chapter Thirteen


 I was
breathless. Weightless. The world spun white and green as Luke ran with me in
his arms. When he stopped, my stomach lurched, and I would have sunk to my
knees had he not held me up. He burst through the door of his cabin and carried
me over the threshold. Finally on my feet again, I staggered forward and leaned
against the wall.


Luke stood
in the doorway, filling it shoulder to shoulder. His eyes still flashed green
and a tremor went through him. I went to him, placing my hands flat on his
chest. “Are you okay?”


He closed
his eyes slowly and swallowed hard. When he opened his eyes again, the wolf
inside him had quieted. “The question is,” his deep voice sent a shiver down my
spine, “are you okay? Did he hurt you?”


“Not
really. Shook me up a little. I don’t think even Beau Karrow is crazy enough to
do me real harm with the whole town lined up to witness it.”


“That man
has something evil inside of him. He wants to take. Control. Tamryn . . . I
would have ripped his throat out if he hadn’t let you go.”


“It’s
okay. I’m okay. Thank you.”


“No.” He
put his hand on my arm, then pulled it away as if touching me might have burned
him, or more likely made it that much harder to control the wolf right then.
“No. I came too close to doing it.”


“Yeah,
well, you didn’t. Luke. I felt it. You, I mean. You’re more in control than you
think you are. Now, come inside. It’s freezing out there, and the sun’s about
to go down.”


Luke
nodded, then quietly shut the door and latched it. “I’ll start a fire. Your skin’s
like ice.”


I stood
against the wall and watched. I liked the way his brow furrowed in
concentration as he arranged the logs in the fireplace and lit them. The fabric
of his flannel shirt strained against his biceps as he lifted another cord and
laid it along the base. Finally, he dusted his hands off and rose.


“Come
here,” he said, holding out his hand. “Sit by me.”


I pushed
myself off the wall and crossed the room. I leaned against Luke’s strong chest
as he folded his arms around me and we stared at the blazing logs. When I
looked up at him, fire danced in his eyes. 


“I’m sorry
about my grandpa. He didn’t know what he was doing.”


“He knew
exactly what he was doing, Tamryn. It’s a pretty safe bet there will be
pitchforks and torches outside my door by morning if I don’t get you back. He
knows what I am, and he’s right to be worried about you with me.”


“I’m not.
I mean it. I get that I should be. But, I think I’m starting to know your heart,
Luke. Beau was the only threat to me today. Not you. When everyone has a chance
to calm down, I’ll talk to my grandpa.”


“Why
aren’t you afraid of me? Why haven’t you run screaming in the other direction?”


I turned
in his arms and looked up at him. Luke’s expression tore at my heart. Pain
etched deep lines in his face. I reached up and smoothed his furrowed brow. Why
did he want to believe the worst about himself when all he’d ever shown me was
the best? 


“Do you
want to hurt me?”


Luke blanched
and sucked in a breath. “God. No. I think I’d die if anything happened to you.
That’s what scares me most of all, Tamryn. You’re the only thing that feels
normal in my life. The only thing that makes me feel . . . human. I saw you. I
watched you. For weeks. Even before that day you came to me asking for help. I
don’t want to scare you any more than I already have. But, when you came to
stay with your grandfather, it’s like I felt you. In here.” With my hand
clasped in his, he brought it to the center of his chest. His heart beat strong
in time with my own. 


“I could
have gone anywhere,” he said. “I meant to. I was going to get as far away from
Wild Lake as I could. That was the plan. I was headed for the Yukon. I couldn’t
do it. Something drew me here. God, I know it’s crazy, but I think I knew. I
think I came here to wait for you.”


It did
sound crazy. Except it wasn’t. I could have gone anywhere too. Oodena had
brought me nothing but pain and loss. The one person who was supposed to want
me here had sent me away. It was better now. I was starting to understand why
my grandfather made the decisions he did, but I owed him nothing. I knew what it
was like out here. Most of the people in town were warm, welcoming. But, there
would always be a few like Beau who saw me as an outsider, even though I was
born here just like they were. I remembered that much. And yet, after
graduation I had the choice to start over anywhere. I came back here. 


“I think
you did too. I mean, I think there was something else that drew me back to
Oodena.”


“I tried
to stay away,” Luke said. “But you were in my dreams. And you were so close. And
then you did come to me. I tried to pretend I didn’t want you there. But, you
trusted me. You came back. Now, when I’m with you, I can almost believe that
I’m a good man again.”


“You are a
good man.” I wouldn’t let him pull away from me. I put a hand on his cheek. He
closed his eyes and kissed my palm, sending a little shock through me. “I feel
it in you.”


The pain,
the doubt in his eyes broke my heart in half. Nothing about the day should have
made sense. And yet, sitting here with Luke, everything did. God knew what I’d
find when I went back home or tried to face the people of Oodena again, but
right now, in the space of a heartbeat it didn’t matter. The only thing that
mattered was Luke. It happened so fast. It was impossible. But, I understood
everything he felt. Everything he said. 


“I’m . . .
we’re . . . supposed to be like this, aren’t we? It just feels like you’re . .
. mine.”


Luke’s
eyes widened in shock and he rose. He walked to the window and pressed his
hands against the glass. I went to him, put a hand on his shoulder, and turned
him back to face me. He tried to put up some wall between us. I understood it
because I was beginning to understand him. He was afraid. Afraid of hurting me.
Afraid of himself. But, I knew. I was right. This was right. I took a step
forward and went up on the balls of my feet. I slid my fingers behind Luke’s
ears and pulled his head down until our lips met.


He kissed
me slowly at first, his tongue teasing the corners of my mouth. I kept my hands
locked around his neck and kissed back harder. An urgent need arose in me,
igniting me from the inside out. I’d held back before. We both had. I couldn’t
do it anymore. A few days ago I’d told him I wasn’t ready. This was different.


“Luke,” I
gasped when we finally came up for air. “I want . . .”


He kissed
away my questions. His arms came around me, lifting me off the ground. And then
he had me stretched out on the rug before the blazing fire. He held himself
above me. He stopped for a fraction of a second and I knew what he needed. 


“Yes,” I
gasped. Luke slowly rose. He looked down at me with an expression mixed with
tenderness and need. I sat up and gathered the hem of my leather smock and the
thermal gear I wore beneath it. Slowly, I pulled them both over my head; the
beading clicked together and I cast them aside. My nipples rose to instant
peaks as my chest rose and fell with my hitching breaths. Luke’s eyes went wide
with lust and flashed green just for an instant. Heat speared through me and it
took everything in me not to rip off the rest of my clothes and jump him. 


Luke sank
down, kneeling before me. He kept his eyes locked with mine as he gently
reached out and ran his thumb across my exposed nipple. I gasped as a shock of
pleasure shot through me and settled between my legs. If just that little touch
could make me feel that way, I shuddered thinking about what else he could do.
He leaned in and kissed me softly.


“Are you
sure?” he whispered.


“I trust
you. Yes.” Then, I slid out of my skirt and laid back. I shivered with anticipation
as Luke took his time raking his eyes across my naked flesh.


“You’re so
beautiful. God. You’re made for me.”


I reached
up and ran my fingers along his jawline. “Now you.”


Luke
smiled and pulled his shirt over his head. He rose and unfastened the button of
his jeans. I couldn’t help that my mouth dropped open as he stepped out of them
and I saw all of Luke. Naked and glorious, he towered over me, his erection
huge and hard and bobbing before me. Yes, I’d seen him like this before. But, this
was different. This time, I meant to let him take me. A little stab of fear
went through me as I wondered whether he’d tear me in two. I smiled knowing
that maybe I wouldn’t mind.


Luke went
to his knees in front of me. He ran his fingers over my shoulder and leaned in
to suckle my breast. I arched my back as he moved his hand over my stomach and
slid it between my thighs. He gently pushed my legs apart. My blood turned
molten. Heat flared between my legs, making my sex throb. He pressed my knees
flat, spreading me wide before him as he trailed a finger up my inner thigh. He
leaned up, resting on his elbow as he slid his fingers over me. I gasped and
shuddered as he found the sensitive little bud between my legs. He stroked me
there, sending waves of pleasure shuddering through me. He found me slick and
wet as he gently grasped my clit between his thumb and forefinger and worked me
there.


“Luke!” My
hips thrust up unbidden as I struggled to press against his hand. It was
torture and pleasure all rolled into one. A lustful smile lifted the corner of
Luke’s mouth as he watched me writhe and buck as he used those expert fingers
on me. I clawed at the rug, feeling wicked and out of control.


“Please!
Luke. I can’t . . .”


“Shh. Yes
you can.”


He had me
worked into a lather. My juices coated his hand as he kept up the relentless
stroking between my legs. It was torture. Madness. All I could do was claw at
his shoulder and the ground beneath me to keep from floating right off the
floor in wave after wave of pleasure. But, Luke knew what he was doing. Just
when I thought I’d explode and give into it, he would pull back, resting a
single finger at the center of that tiny nub. He’d let me come down before he
started in again.


Just when
I thought I couldn’t take it, he leaned up on his elbows and settled himself
between my legs. The tip of his rigid erection slid against my heated opening.
I took a breath and braced myself, but Luke wasn’t ready. Or, he didn’t think I
was ready. He took my hand and brought it down between us, closing my fingers
around his shaft.


“Touch
me,” he whispered as he kissed me.


I slid my
fingers gently down his cock. Hard as steel wrapped in velvet. He pulsed in my
grasp. Luke groaned as I slowly stroked him, and I learned what he liked. I
made a circle with my thumb and forefinger and worked him. I ran my palm over
the bulge at the base, gently kneading the two orbs within. He shuddered when I
did that, and I felt the weight of his fullness as I cupped him in my hand. 


I grew
bold. I pushed him back until he leaned on his side, then I peppered soft
kisses along his chest, following the trail of curls past his belly button. He
was beautiful. Turgid and hard, his cock pulsing before me. I smiled up at him,
knowing it was my turn now to deliver sweet torture. I could give as good as I
got. A bead of moisture dotted the tiny slit at the head of his cock and I
licked him there. A zing of heat went through me when I did it and Luke threw
his head back. His fingers trembled as he threaded them through my hair and
struggled to maintain self-control. I knew a part of him wanted to drive
himself into my waiting mouth and set the pace. I would have let him. But, Luke
sensed my needs too. This was so new. I wasn’t afraid. This was Luke. This was
me. And this was supposed to happen.


I circled
my fingers around the base of him and slowly drew the tip of my tongue along
his shaft, feeling his soft skin and every bulging vein. He let me explore him.
I relished the way his cock jumped with pleasure with each stroke of my tongue.
He grew longer and thicker in my mouth, and I fastened my lips around him and
sucked him.


“Tamryn,”
he said my name over and over again. “Holy fuck!”


I smiled
up at him, as I continued to service him, loving the way he drew my head up and
down. If it was torture for him, my own desires crested as well. The more I
worked him, the wetter I grew. My sex throbbed and my legs began to ache. I
slid a finger down between my legs and dipped it into the well of juices that
pooled there. I was positively soaked. When I didn’t think either of us could
take it another second, I drew my mouth off Luke and looked up at him.


“Now,” he
whispered.


I squealed
with delight as he flipped me onto my back with his wolfish speed. He hovered
over me as he pressed my knees flat against the ground. I writhed beneath him,
no longer able to control myself.


“Now,” I
answered back.


Luke
smiled and guided himself to my slick entrance. I tried to close my eyes, but
Luke wouldn’t have it. He put a gentle hand on my chin and tilted my head, coaxing
me to look at him. Then, he pressed the bulbous head of his cock inside me, and
I felt him begin to stretch me wide. I clawed at the rug to brace myself. He
was so big, so wide I thought sure he’d split me apart. But, I was made for
Luke. I should have known it all along. There was pain, yes, as he pushed past
that tiny band of resistance. But it gave way to warmth and pleasure that
spread through me as Luke sheathed himself to the root.


I brought
my legs up and wrapped them around his hips. Luke slid a hand beneath me to
draw me down even further on him. He filled me so deep, so completely. He
pumped his hips slowly, bringing me to his rhythm. I knew he didn’t want to hurt
me. He held back, and it maddened me. I dug my nails into the flesh of his
back, running them almost along the same lines of the scars he bore. His eyes
snapped open.


“More,” I
gasped. “Please. Harder.”


It was all
Luke needed. His eyes flashed green, and I saw the wolf flare to life inside
him. It was always there. Always part of him. I wanted him as much as the man.
Why did he struggle so much to suppress it? Luke redoubled his efforts and heat
and light seemed to shoot through me as I matched my thrusts to his. He worried
so much about hurting me. Breaking me. But, I began to understand the truth. He
made me stronger. I wanted him in me, not just his body, but his mind. All of
him. I craved it.


“More,” I
gasped again. I bucked and arched, trying to bring him into me even more. Pain,
desire, pleasure became one thing as Luke pumped inside me. I should be
cautious, responsible. We had no protection. Oh, God, I didn’t care. Some
primal thing rose within me, and I knew I wanted that part of him too. No words.
No thoughts. Just urges.


Fuck me.
Claim me. Own me. Over and over and over.


And then
Luke flipped me. He brought me down until I bent low on my hands and knees. Oh,
God, yes. This! He gripped my hips and pulled me back, angling me so he could
penetrate me the deepest. The world became the wet sounds of his thrusts and my
body’s rise to meet it. 


More. Yes.
This!


He was
wild. He made me wilder. I dug my fingers into the wood to keep myself in
position as Luke worked me from behind. I never wanted it to end. He slid his
fingers along my inner thigh and worked them between my legs until he found
that tender, swollen bud once again. I cried out from the pleasure of it as he
stroked me there while he fucked me from behind.


And I was
done for. Too much. Too good. My hair flew around me as I arched my back and
finally gave in to the sensation. Luke thrust himself deep and held still while
he made slow circles around my clit. He drew my climax from me. Swirling lights
and stars clouded my vision as my orgasm pulsed through me. I couldn’t hold
myself up anymore. I collapsed on my side. Luke stayed inside me, kept up the
relentless stroke of his finger as I went rigid beneath him and let wave after
wave wash over me.


When I
finally crested down, I had no strength left. I turned toward Luke and saw the
rising passion in his eyes. He was far from finished with me. An answering
flare of desire rose within me. Yes. I would rise for him. Again and again, no
matter how spent I was. He had no pack. But, I understood on an elemental level
that he was my Alpha. His to claim. And I would claim him right back. I
went to my back and spread my legs wide as he hovered over me.


Luke
stroked his cock as he positioned himself between my legs. Lust made his eyes
glow. “Please,” I whispered. I wanted him. All of him. Luke tilted his head to
the side as if he were still deciding something. Instinctively, I understood.


“I want
it,” I said. “I want you. You won’t hurt me.”


His eyes
went wide, then darkened. Had I said something wrong? But, his lust and primal
need won out. Luke drove himself inside me again. I cried out from the
pleasure. I knew I’d never be the same. Now that he’d taken me, I would crave
this. Crave him.


“Don’t
stop,” I said as he wrapped my legs around him again.


“Tamryn,”
he said. He whispered my name over and over again. It anchored him somehow. He
was holding something back. I squeezed my legs around his hips. If he wouldn’t
listen to my words, let him feel my body. 


“I want
this,” I said. “Take me, Luke. Please.”


He threw
his head back and growled. The man didn’t want to let go. The wolf had other
ideas. 


“I want
you both!” I cried out. “Please!”


When Luke
looked down at me, his wolf eyes flared. He drew the hair away from my neck and
leaned down. He pressed his lips against the soft skin just beneath my earlobe.
Then he licked me and scraped his teeth against my flesh.


A new
desire flared to life inside me, darker, even more urgent than before. I can’t
explain it, but I wanted him to bite me. I needed it. I gathered my hair
and turned my head far to the right, exposing the flesh to him.


“No,” Luke
gasped. He trembled inside me. I felt his balls seize up. He tried to hold
back. I wouldn’t let him. I reached down and stroked him there, aching to have
him let go and fill me. His body went rigid. I tried to pull him in even more.
I felt his need, his hunger in each corded muscle of his body and in every
pulse. His hot breath kissed my ear and I felt his teeth sharpen. I craned my
neck far to the side, exposing the flesh to him. He wanted to taste me. I
sensed his need building like a tidal wave. And yet, he wouldn’t. He jerked and
shuddered as he tried to stop himself. Even now, I knew he was afraid he would
hurt me. 


“Please,”
I begged him again. I didn’t know what had come over me. I just knew that I
needed so much from him and he needed to give it.


Then Luke
finally let go. He threw his head back and let out a growl loud and deep enough
that it vibrated the window glass. But, even as he gave in to his release, he still
held back. I could feel his pulse inside me, and now I felt his heart seize up.
At the last second, he couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t let himself fully give in to
the release his body so desperately craved and that I’d begged him to give me. He
pulled himself out of me as he spilled his seed. I tried to pull him closer to
me, wrap my arms around him so I could hold him as he spent himself. But, Luke
tore himself away from me. He staggered forward and went down on all fours, his
body still trembling with need.


“What is
it?” Something was wrong. Something was terribly wrong. I felt Luke’s erratic
heartbeat inside me.


He’d
stopped himself from doing something. Turning? Biting me? I couldn’t be sure.
But, whatever it was, he seemed to be losing himself. A gust of wind blew the
door open, and frigid snow and air swirled around the cabin. Luke dug his
fingers into the floorboards, and I saw his knuckles twist and bulge as he
tried to hold back the shift.


“Luke?”
Slowly, I crawled toward him. I reached out a hand and placed it on his
shoulder.


He turned
on me, his eyes blazing fiercely. “Go,” he said, his voice hoarse, barely
human. “I can’t stop.”


“Yes, you
can. I can help you.” I rose to my feet and stood before him. Luke’s spine
cracked and curved upward. He screamed in agony.


“Luke,
look at me!” I went to my knees in front of him and gripped his chin in my
hand. “It’s okay.”


He tore
himself out of my grasp and tumbled into the corner of the room. I shivered
from the cold. I grabbed Luke’s heavy Carhartt jacket off the hook by the door
and wrapped myself into it before trying to go to him again.


I wanted
to touch him. Bring him back to me. Or even to tell him I didn’t mind. The wolf
was part of him, and I could handle it too. But, something was different when
Luke turned back to look at me. Mid-shift, his face was half-man, half-beast
with silver-gray hair sprouting near his brow, his nose stretching long.


Though his
body still looked like Luke, something went out of his eyes, and all I saw was
the beast. The next thing he said turned my blood to ice.


“Run.”
















 


Chapter Fourteen


This time,
I did run. I knew his heart. Now I knew his body. Whatever Luke had been trying
to hold back came flaring to life. He pushed out at me with his mind. That’s
the closest I can come to describing it. The force of his will seemed to bleed
through my whole body. As much as I wanted to stay there, to bring him back
from whatever this was, I couldn’t suppress the urge to run.


I stumbled
out into the cold. Pulling the keys from the side pocket of his coat, I ran
toward the snowmobile. Luke stood in the doorway of the cabin. His wolf had
taken hold. I wish I could say I still saw the man in his eyes. This time,
though, he was buried so far beneath the beast I couldn’t sense him. What I
felt instead was savage, madness, and a hunger so deep it ripped through me,
threatening to drive me to my knees if I let it. Frozen shards of panic sliced
through my heart as I fumbled with the keys and climbed on the snowmobile.


Luke’s
command filled my head and every cell in my body. “Run. Leave!” Whatever was
left of him, he used it to push me as far away as he could. Adrenalin coursed
through me. Though my mind knew what he was, my body sensed nothing more than a
predator.


I revved
the engine and tore off down the back trail. Hot tears stung my eyes as I went.
I chanced a look back and saw Luke’s wolf silhouetted on the hill behind me. He
howled at the moon; his soulful wail cut through the air and my soul. It didn’t
get any better the more distance I put between us. An ache filled me as I
warred with myself to go back to him. 


The first
rays of sunlight cracked through the winter gray. Dawn. A whole night had
passed. I didn’t want to go home. I felt like I had no home. As if the only
thing I had that was real was Luke. Just like he’d said to me. With each second
that passed, I sped further and further away from him. It felt like the life
leached out of me. I belonged with him. Whatever he was going through, he
needed me. But, he’d put up some invisible barrier that even I couldn’t reach.


So, I went
home. He’d given me no choice. I slowed the snowmobile as soon as I reached the
edge of Grandpa’s property. I came up through the back woods and parked it
behind the shed. Zipping Luke’s coat around me, I smoothed my hair back and
wiped my face on the sleeves. I could go back to him.


God, I
hoped Grandpa was asleep. Seeing me like this might give him a shock. Luke’s
coat covered me and hung nearly to my knees, but I was barefoot and naked
underneath it. My face was swollen from crying. My lips were still swollen from
his kisses. I needed a hot shower and a few minutes to collect myself. Then, I
could deal with the fallout from what happened at Founder’s Day and figure out
what to do about Luke. 


I tucked
my wild hair behind my ears and walked up the back porch. There were lights on
in the kitchen, but Grandpa didn’t come to the door. I took it as a good sign.
Closing my fingers around the doorknob, I took a deep breath before I went in. Just
like the last time I’d disappeared across the creek, Beau and Gerard Karrow
greeted me with stern faces as I walked into the kitchen.


“Oh, hell
no,” I said holding a hand up. Their eyes widened then turned to scorn as they
took in the sight of me. “I need you to get out of here. I’m not in the mood
for either one of you. I give zero fucks about your bank note or what you think
of me or whatever the hell else you think I’m doing wrong. As long as there’s
breath in my grandpa’s body, this is his house and I get to live here. You
don’t.”


Beau
crossed his arms and stared at me with a smug expression. Gerard squeezed his
eyes shut tight and dropped his chin to his chest. Dread filled my veins as the
words I’d thrown out came back to haunt me.


As long
as there’s breath in my grandpa’s body . . .


“He’s not
dead,” Beau said, his voice thick with contempt. “No thanks to you.”


“Not now,
Beau,” Gerard barked at his son and put a hand on his shoulder. Then, Gerard
came to me. He held his arms out as if he wanted to pull me into an embrace. I
took a halting step backward.


“What’s
going on?”


“Wyatt’s
in bad shape. They think his heart finally gave out. He’s alive. But it’s
grave, Tamryn. The doctors don’t think he’ll make it through the day. We came
here to find you. This is the second time you’ve taken off like this. When are
you going to realize you can’t? Wyatt needs round the clock care.”


Gerard’s
words filtered through my brain in pieces. Heart. Alive. Dead. He said other
things, but his voice came to me as if I were under water. Just like the last
time, this was my fault. Gerard was right about that. Grandpa needed me all the
time. What was I thinking staying away a whole night again? Finally, I put my
palm out and held it before my face. I couldn’t hear another word. 


It was too
much. All of it. I couldn’t stop seeing Grandpa’s face when I left with Luke
back at the town square. His anger and loss. Maybe he thought I’d betrayed him.
He didn’t understand, couldn’t see who Beau really was. And now, maybe it was
too late. 


“Thank you,”
I said when the buzzing in my brain started to subside. “I’ll handle things
from here.”


“Let us
drive you to the hospital,” Gerard said. He put a gentle hand on my arm. I knew
he meant well; Grandpa was his friend. But, I didn’t want to look at either one
of them for another second. I blamed myself, but they weren’t innocent either. If
he and Beau hadn’t pulled that ridiculous stunt back at the theater, none of
this would have escalated. Maybe Grandpa would be safe and warm in his own bed
right now.


“I said
I’ll handle things from here. Please leave.”


Gerard let
out a resigned sigh and nodded. Beau wasn’t as easily placated. His father left
us alone for a moment and Beau got in my personal space. He put his hand at the
small of my back and my nerve endings seemed to catch fire. I took slow,
measured breaths to keep from losing my shit.


“You’re
upset. I understand. I’ll give you some space if that’s what you need. But,
I’ll come out tomorrow to check on you.”


I glared
at him. “Please don’t. Everything I told you yesterday is still true today. I
don’t want you in my life, Beau. Especially now.”


His eyes
went cold and he curled his fingers into me, pulling me close to him. His hot
breath blew in my face when he spoke. “What I told you yesterday is also still true
today. Now, your situation is even worse than you realize. The second your old
man dies, you’ve got nothing. I’m going to be the only thing standing between
you and disaster. You remember that. Otherwise, I might stop feeling so
generous when the time comes.”


“Get.
Out.” 


Gerard
stood by the front door holding Beau’s coat out for him. He didn’t seem to have
heard our exchange. It was in me to slap the smirk right off Beau’s face, but I
didn’t think he was worth the trouble. A second later, I regretted my
restraint. With his eyes on his father, Beau leaned down and kissed my
forehead, making my flesh burn hot. Before I could kill him for it, he deftly
stepped around me and headed for the door. A blast of cold air hit me in the
face as Gerard opened the door and the two of them finally left me alone.


“Motherfucker!”



I didn’t
have the luxury of standing around seething. As soon as I saw Gerard’s Buick
back down the driveway, I raced upstairs to throw on clean clothes. I shoved my
feet into a pair of snow boots and headed for the garage. I went to grab my
down parka from the hook and stopped myself. Luke’s heavy coat hung over the
banister where I’d tossed it. I let out a breath and squeezed my eyes shut
tight. I didn’t know what was going to happen with Luke, but wearing his coat
at least made me feel close to him. As soon as I got to the hospital, I figured
I’d need all the strength I could find. I slid my arms back into Luke’s coat.
His scent filled my nose, making me feel warm and protected, if just for a
fleeting second. Then, steeling myself for whatever the next few hours might
bring, I headed out the door.
















 


Chapter Fifteen


The
doctors explained everything to me in cold, clinical terms. They answered my
questions with quiet patience. But, Gerard hadn’t exaggerated. Grandpa had
suffered a massive heart attack right there in the middle of town square about
thirty seconds after I ran off with Luke. He’d watched me go. He knew what Luke
was and feared for my safety. Though he couldn’t have known Luke was the one
saving me in the first place. The threat was Beau Karrow. I just prayed I’d get
the chance to make him understand.


For now,
all I could do was wait. When they led me to his bedside in the I.C.U., it felt
like my own heart had stopped beating. Grandpa was stable for now; they’d
managed to fix the blockage to his arteries with a stent. But, the damage was
done. The doctors weren’t sure if he’d be able to recover. The next twenty-four
hours would mean everything. If he survived that long, he might need bypass
surgery. So, I did the only thing I could for now. I waited with him. He
drifted in and out of consciousness, but never really seemed to know I was
there. I held his hand, adjusted his pillows. Answered what questions I could
when the nurse’s shift changed. 


“Can he
hear me?” I asked the newest nurse as she adjusted the leads to one of about a
dozen tubes sticking out of my grandpa. He looked so frail on that bed. His
ashen skin seemed paper thin; I couldn’t imagine how they even found veins to
use. I leaned down and put a tender kiss on his weathered forehead. I brushed
his silky white hair away from his face and pulled a chair as close to him as
the machines would allow.


“Hard to
say,” the nurse said. Her name was Corrie Blackstone. She had a short, stout
build with strong arms and wisps of graying black hair framing her face like a
halo. Her father had stood on the stage with Grandpa just a day ago reciting
the history of Oodena. She tapped something into the machine pumping medication
into my grandfather’s veins then gave me a warm smile. “He’s heavily sedated
right now. That will help ease the stress on his heart. But, he’s not in a
coma. It’s possible he can hear you. The doctors will probably tell you he
can’t. But we know better, don’t we? Don’t be afraid to talk to him. It might
help if he knows you’re here. Just don’t . . . er . . . try not to upset him.”


Right.
Corrie might not have been in the theater or witnessed the drama afterward, but
this was Oodena, after all. Of course she knew. 


“Thanks.
I’ll take it easy on him.”


Corrie
came around to my side of the bed and put an arm on my shoulder. “Don’t worry,
honey. Wyatt Redbird is as tough as they come. I know it’s been hard for you.
You’ve done a remarkable thing coming back here for him. We all see it. Until
you came back, we hadn’t seen light in that man’s eyes since . . . well, since
your mom and dad passed.”


I wanted
to keep it together. But, Corrie’s kind words and gentle touch opened a
floodgate of emotions in me. I found myself sobbing against the sleeve of her
green scrubs. She was patient and kind, pulling the hair from my face as she
handed me a tissue.


“I’m
sorry,” I snorted as I looked up at her. “Thanks. There’s just been so much
going on.”


She
nodded. “And you haven’t had a lot of support. Do you have any family left,
other than your grandpa? Friends maybe back in Florida? Isn’t that where you’ve
been all this time?”


I tried to
give Corrie a confident smile, but she saw right through it and crossed her
arms in front of her after she sank into the chair next to me.


“Not
really. I was with some friends of my father’s most of the time. Different
families. His folks passed away before I was even born. Anyway, those folks
have done more than their share for me. None of them were . . . family, you
know? Any debt they owed my dad, they’ve paid it off plenty.”


“Hmm,”
Corrie’s expression didn’t soften. “Well, you’ve still got plenty of friends
here, honey.”


“Right,
that’s what . . . uh . . . Beau and his dad said.”


Corrie
cocked her head to the side and rolled her eyes. “I’ll just bet they did. Couple
of vultures, those two.” 


The last
bit she said half under her breath. When Corrie looked back up at me, her face
turned beet red. “Oh, honey. I’m sorry. I forgot. I heard a rumor Beau was your
man now. Don’t pay any attention to me.”


“No, no.
It’s all right. I mean, he isn’t. Beau’s got ideas, but we aren’t a couple.
That’s just a rumor.”


Corrie
reached over and patted me on the back. “Well, just forget I said anything.
None of my business. Except the part about you having plenty of friends around
here. You need anything at all, you just let me know. In the meantime, why
don’t you go on home and get some sleep? Wyatt’s going to be out of it for
hours. The doctors won’t do rounds again until tomorrow morning. If he wakes up
or if there’s any change, I promise I’ll give you a call. And my shift just
started. I’m here for the next eight hours. Probably more. I’ll keep a close
eye on Wyatt. Promise.”


Corrie’s
words lifted a weight from my shoulders. I blinked back a fresh set of tears. I
hated to leave Grandpa’s bedside. It seemed every time I left him, bad things
happened. But, I was desperately worried about Luke. The longer I stayed away
from him, the more I feared I’d lose him. He’d told me time and again how much
easier it was for him to stay in his wolf. What if he couldn’t find the
strength to ever shift back without me?


“Just for
a few hours,” I said, thinking out loud. “I’ll just go home and check on some
things. I can be back here first thing in the morning. You promise you’ll give
me a call if absolutely anything changes?”


“On my
life. Besides, when the doctors come back to talk to you later, they’re going
to want you to sign some consent forms. If he needs surgery, that is. Do you
have his power of attorney?”


“Right.
Yeah. God, I completely forgot.” I stood up and wiped the tracks of tears from
my cheeks. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I should have brought that stuff
with me when I drove out.”


“You were
thinking you needed to be by Wyatt’s side, of course. And you’re by yourself,
Tamryn. You’ve taken on a lot. Don’t beat yourself up.”


I put a
hand on Corrie’s arm and smiled at her. “Anyway, yes. He made me his patient
advocate as soon as I came home. I’ll bring all the forms.”


“Good. A
homework project for you. Crazy as it sounds, having something concrete to do
can help. I know all of this is probably pretty overwhelming for you.”


“Corrie,
thank you. I really mean that. My grandpa’s a very proud man, and he didn’t
like to ask for help. I guess he’s passed on a lot of that to me. I’m finding
out the hard way that . . . well . . . that’s the hard way.”


Corrie
smiled and put an arm around my shoulders. “You’ve got that right. Gruff as he
is, this town loves Wyatt. And we love you too. Old Gerard Karrow thinks he
owns this place and everyone in it just because he’s probably got the biggest
bank account. You stand your ground with that old fart. His kid’s cut from the
same cloth, of course.”


Corrie
reached into her pocket and pulled out a piece of paper. She wrote her phone
number on it and handed it to me. “You call me direct if you have any
questions. Day or night. And I’ll see you back here in a few hours once you’ve
gotten some real sleep and a solid meal in you. Got it?”


I nodded
and gave her a mock salute. A genuine smile lifted the corners of my mouth.
Corrie Blackstone was a virtual miracle worker at what she did, and I was more
grateful than I could express. I leaned down to plant a kiss on my grandpa’s
head. He snorted in his sleep but didn’t show any signs of waking. Though I
hated to leave him, Corrie was right. I was no good to him if I didn’t handle
some things for myself first. Her words of encouragement played back in my head
as I walked out to Grandpa’s Jeep. 


Real sleep
and a solid meal. Those were a foreign concept to me, though my stomach growled
in affirmation. I left the hospital parking lot and headed through downtown.
When I approached the lone traffic light, I could have driven straight through
and up the winding hill toward home. Or, I could take the back trail, away from
the town limits of Oodena and toward Luke’s cottage.


I scanned
the horizon. The sun dipped low in the sky, only an hour more of daylight.
Rolling down the window, I listened hard for any sign of Luke. Only the
rustling trees and a few barking dogs met my ears. If Luke was out there, he
stayed hidden. The cautious, responsible thing to do might be to head up that
hill and get the sleep and dinner Connie ordered me to. But, my heart burned
with longing and fear for Luke. I had to know where he was and if he was
all right. When the light turned green, I headed up the winding trail and
prayed I wasn’t already too late.
















 


Chapter Sixteen


Torn from
its top hinge, the front door of Luke’s cabin slammed against the frame. Snow
drifted over the threshold. The only remnants of the cabin’s owner were the
dying embers of the fire he’d stoked just a few short hours ago. My heart heavy
in my chest, I scanned the tree line. Then, I turned toward the highest hill;
squeezing my eyes shut tight, I tried to will him into existence. But, when I
opened my eyes, only the swaying pines with their tops laden with snow seemed
to acknowledge my presence.


The
interior of the cabin had been positively ransacked. The furniture was overturned,
and the leather couch was torn to shreds with great claw marks. Stuffing
covered everything and blended with the snow. But, none of that caused me
alarm. Despair, yes, but it was the dead quiet, the vacancy that gutted
me.


Luke was
violently gone. I pulled his coat tighter around me, grateful for the warmth it
provided as well as that last lingering connection to him. God, he’d left me
all alone. I sank down onto the torn carpet in front of the fireplace. Just
twelve hours ago, he’d kissed me there. Erotic images flashed through my mind,
superimposed on the carnage that faced me now. How could he be gone? How could
he share what he did with me and then just disappear? And worse than that, he
drove me away.


I felt
different. How could I not? Twenty-four hours ago, I’d been a virgin. Now, I
didn’t know what I was except for alone. I’d only known Luke for a few short
weeks, and he’d changed everything. Now, he was gone. I couldn’t let myself
think it was for good. 


Even
though I couldn’t physically sense him, I knew he had to be out there
somewhere. Wild Lake was still his home. Whatever had drawn him to me, to this
place, still had to matter. God, please let it still matter. I felt like the
moment I’d really found Luke, I’d lost him again. It was just too much.


Pulling my
scarf around my ears, I went outside and circled the cabin. I scanned the snow-covered
ground for some sign. Anything that might tell me where he’d gone. But, great
gusts of wind blew snow all around me, swirling and taunting me, leaving very
little hope that he’d left any trace behind. I walked to the edge of the tree
line.


“Where
would you go?” I whispered. Would he try to head back to the pack he’d left? If
only I knew how to find them.


Finally, I
saw something that shouldn’t be there. A few of the brittle branches on the
smallest trees had snapped off as I headed deeper into the woods. Something big
had torn through here. Then, I saw tracks. Deep paw prints heading northeast,
then circling back. My heart thundered in my chest as I grew hopeful again.
Maybe he hadn’t gone far at all. Maybe he was waiting for me somewhere. I
started to run, following the footprints until finally, I’d gone so deep into the
woods I wasn’t sure I could find my way back out. Tufts of silvery gray fur
stuck to some of the outstretched branches. I must be close!


I went a
few more yards and my heart sank. The tracks disappeared. If Luke had come
through this way, it was as if he just vanished on the spot. I looked back the
way I came, but the woods closed in all around me. I took deep, steadying
breaths. Panicking now wouldn’t help one bit. But, I was alone in the frigid
woods with night fast approaching. Somewhere out there was a half-crazed
werewolf. Even if I did find him, what the hell could I do if he pushed me away
again?


Oddly, it
was Corrie Blackstone’s words that came to me just then. Once again, here I was
trying to handle this all alone. I sank to my knees and fought back the wave of
panic and fear that threatened to immobilize me.


“Dammit!
Luke! Where are you? I can’t do this by myself. You have to help me help you!”


Only the
wailing wind answered. I couldn’t stay out here anymore. Once it got fully
dark, I might not be able to find my way back to the cabin and the Jeep. I
wasn’t dressed or equipped to spend the night in the Michigan wilderness in the
deep winter. As much as I hated letting Luke’s trail grow cold, I dusted myself
off and headed back toward the cabin. Mercifully, I was able to find my own
trail back. By the time I reached the clearing and saw the shadowy outline of
the cabin, it was pitch dark. I couldn’t feel my hands and feet anymore. I
looked one last time inside the cabin, hoping against hope that Luke came back.
Of course, he hadn’t. Even the fire had finally died out.


I climbed
into the Jeep and rubbed my hands together as I started it and waited for the
heater to kick in. I was out of ideas and out of time. Leaning my head against
the steering wheel, I let out a sigh.


“Shit!
Shit! Shit!” I couldn’t help my grandpa. It didn’t seem I could help Luke. And
I didn’t like either one damn bit. 


My hands
were stiff inside my gloves. I peeled them off and tried to blow some life into
my fingertips. My hands felt fat as I tried to stuff the gloves into the
pockets of Luke’s coat. As I did it, my fingers closed around something cold
and hard in the outside left pocket. Slowly, I pulled it out.


Luke’s
cell phone. 


With stiff
fingers, I tapped the screen. Merciful God, it wasn’t password protected. His
icons popped into view, and my heart raced. I pressed my finger on the contact
button. Only one name appeared.


Mom


I cocked
my head to the side and smiled. Then, I hit call.
















 


Chapter Seventeen


“Yallo!”
She answered on the first ring, her high-pitched twang emphasizing the first
syllable.


My heart
pounded so loudly in my ears I had trouble hearing myself talk. “Uh. Yes.
Hello. Are you Mrs. Tully? Luke’s mother?”


“Who is
this?”


“I’m a . .
. I’m a friend of Luke’s. My name is Tamryn.”


“Well,
hello. I’m Pat Bonner. Yes. Luke’s my son. Is he all right?”


I didn’t
know how to answer. I pressed the back of my head against the seat back and
looked toward the darkening sky.


“I think .
. . I think Luke’s in trouble, and I’m not sure how to help him.”


Pat Bonner
let out a weary sigh that tugged at my heart. Just that small noise gave me
hope that I at last had an ally. 


“Where are
you, honey?”


“I’m at
the cabin. Luke’s cabin. At the edge of Wild Lake. He’s not here, though.
That’s part of the problem. He’s run off and I don’t know how to find him.”


“Hmm. Can
you stay there?”


I looked
around. The moon rose high and the wind stirred even more snow, drifting
several feet of it over Luke’s shattered threshold.


“Uh. He’s kind
of trashed the place. But, I don’t live very far. I’m from Oodena.”


Pat let
out a soft, not unkind chuckle. “I see. Tamryn, honey, who are your people?”


My what? I
swallowed over a hard knot in my throat and took a deep breath before
answering. “Redbird. My grandfather is Wyatt Redbird.”


I meant to
say more. I meant to tell her where she could find me. But, I’d said more than
enough for her. She knew the name.


“Just go
on home, Tamryn. Stay safe. We’ll come to the top of that hill and meet you by
morning.”


I wanted
to ask her a thousand other questions, but she clicked off. Luke’s phone faded
to dark and the low battery light flashed once. Whoever . . . whatever Pat
Bonner was would have to wait until morning. A renewed sense of hope flared
inside me to join the constant fear I felt for Luke and my grandfather. I put
the Jeep in gear and headed away from Luke’s cabin and back up the hill.


The house
was dark and quiet when I got back. I half expected one of the Karrows to be
there with another ominous warning or criticism. But, the driveway was empty. I
trudged up the front door. There was something taped to the front of it. A
note. The tape had come loose from the bottom corner and the paper flapped in
the breeze as if to wave a taunting greeting.


My heart
soared, and I quickened my step. God. Please let it be from Luke! Even as I
thought it, I knew how absurd that would be. He wouldn’t leave me a note. He’d
just be here. Still, I tore the paper from the door and rushed inside so
I could see what it said. As I passed through the foyer and into the lighted
kitchen, my heart sank again for the thousandth time that day.


“Are you
fucking serious? Are you absolutely fucking serious!”


My fingers
shook with rage as I read the note for the third time. The words “Foreclosure
Notice” stared angrily back at me in big, black, bold print. 


This was
Beau. Pure and simple. It was his way of reminding me how limited my options
were. I crumpled the notice and threw it across the room. It bounced harmlessly
off the refrigerator. 


Rage
bubbled up inside of me, making me taste bile. I wanted to punch something. Or
someone. Part of me hoped Beau would have the balls to show up on my front door.
I envisioned stuffing that foreclosure notice right down his throat. With
shaking fingers, I clutched the banister and practically snapped off the wooden
pineapple finial my grandfather had carved himself. Then, oddly, it was
something Nurse Blackstone said that brought me back down. I needed a project.
A homework assignment. I couldn’t find Luke right now. I couldn’t do anything
but wait for news about Grandpa. So, I bounded up the stairs and went to his
bedroom.


Grandpa’s
room was cold and dark. His wooden four poster bed cast shadows on the wall,
reminding me of a spider on its back. I approached the bed and ran my hands
down the red and white checkered quilt he used as a bedspread. Grandpa said
Grandma Jesse made it with her own hands. I gathered the ends and wrapped it
around me. Though she died long before I was born, I felt her presence in the
room. It was hard not to. Grandpa acted as though she might come home any
minute, never touching the faded bottles of creams and lotions on her
nightstand table. He still refused to sleep on her side of the bed closest to
the window. God, he’d lost so much. First Jesse, then my mother. No wonder he
clung to what he could. 


I went to
the closet and slowly opened the door. I crouched down and pushed aside the
neatly stacked cardboard shoe boxes. Grandpa kept a small, unlocked safe in the
corner of the closet. I only learned it existed when I came back to town nearly
seven months ago. This is where he kept his important papers. I opened the door
and slid out the single fat brown envelope he kept inside it. I clutched it to
my chest and went back out into the bedroom. Spilling the contents of the
envelope over the bed, I leafed through them until I found his medical power of
attorney. Grandpa’s shaky signature in purple ink was on the last page. He’d
had me sign too. I folded the document and started to put the rest of them
away, making a mental catalog of everything I found. 


His will
was missing, but he’d told me he filed that at the probate court already and
that I had nothing to worry about. The deed to the house was here too. On
stained, yellowing paper, I found a large, folded map of the Redbird property.
Cocking my head to the side, I traced a new line of ink forming a circular
pattern near the northeast quadrant. He’d drawn orange triangles inside the
deepest part of the woods. I traced a finger along the wavy blue line
representing Miskwaa Creek. God, Luke was out there somewhere. I wished I could
cast a spell and illuminate where. I folded the map again and slid it back into
the envelope. The last document on the bed was the thickest. It was a survey
report dated five years ago. It too contained a detailed map of the property,
but with grid lines running up and down it. Copper. That’s what it said. The
Redbird property was rich with copper ore. Rage bubbled inside of me as I
finally realized what Beau was likely after all along. My eyes started to blur,
and I slid that back into the large envelope too.


I put the
medical papers on Grandma Jesse’s nightstand. Heavy lidded, I sank into the
feather mattress and pulled that quilt around me tight. Exhaustion finally won
out, and I fell into the deepest sleep of my life.


Pounding
loud enough to rattle the windows woke me out of my dead sleep. I sat up so
fast my head spun. I didn’t know if it was day or night or where I was for a
moment. Luke’s howl still seemed to echo through me. My heart pounding, I went
to the window. Then, sunlight filtered in through white eyelet curtains of
Grandpa’s bedroom. The pounding started up again. 


“Luke!” I
flipped the latch on the window and hoisted it open. Sun reflected off the
blanket of snow below, nearly blinding me. I couldn’t be sure, but I swore I
thought I saw tracks leading into the woods. 


The
pounding came back. This time, I realized it came from outside, not within me.
If those tracks belonged to Luke, he was long gone now. Someone was at the
front door. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I threw the covers off me and
padded downstairs. 


I went up
on my tiptoes to peer through the keyhole Grandpa drilled into the front door.
A gray-haired stranger peered back at me. I shut my eyes tight and took a deep
breath before I opened the door.


“Tamryn?” 


I didn’t
have to ask who she was. She stood no more than five feet tall, nearly as round
as she was wide. She piled her thick gray hair back in a top knot. A few golden
wisps sprang loose around her head, and I guessed in her younger days she might
have been platinum blonde. She wore heavy boots and a dark red canvas jacket
with a brown corduroy collar, the kind a man would wear as a work coat. It hung
almost to her knees, and she kept her hands stuffed into the pockets. She had a
strong face, with full lips and a broad nose. The kind of woman my grandfather
would call handsome. Deep creases lined her shining green, emerald eyes. The
color matched her son’s.


Pat Bonner
didn’t wait for me to invite her in. She grabbed the doorframe and hauled
herself up, waddling past me. She turned and brought two chubby fingers to her
mouth and let out a piercing whistle that cleared my sinuses.


The hairs
on the back of my neck stood on end, and a current vibrated through me. Slowly,
I turned back toward the open front door. There, standing at the top of the
rise, just before my grandpa’s woods was the biggest red wolf I’d ever seen. He
reared his head back and let out a keening howl that made me freeze. 
















 


Chapter Eighteen


Pat was
talking. Her words came out of her like machine gun fire. But, I couldn’t
process a single one. Instead, my eyes were drawn to the red wolf as he loped
his way up the hill, holding his tail up, his back arched on high alert. He
stopped at the edge of Grandpa’s winding driveway and scanned the horizon.
Then, he threw his great head backward and pressed his ears flat as he let out
another howl that rent the air and zinged straight down my spine. 


The air
went dead quiet when he finished. It seemed as though even the wind in the
trees knew to keep still. The red wolf sat back on his haunches and waited.
Tiny beads of sweat sprang up along my temples as I held my breath and waited
too. But, no one answered.


“Well, I told
him that wouldn’t work.” Pat stood with her hands on her hips halfway down the
hall heading for the kitchen. She came back toward me, her face kind and her
green eyes shining. She gently squeezed my upper arm and gave me a wink.
Sliding a leather satchel off her shoulder, she opened it and pulled out a set
of neatly folded jeans and a white t-shirt. “You mind if we talk in the
kitchen?”


“Uh.
Right. Of course. Let me get a pot of coffee started.”


Pat ran
her hands across my shoulder and her smile widened. “Now you’re thinking. Let
me just get him sorted out. We have a lot to talk about.” She pointed toward
the open doorway with her thumb and emphasized the word “him.” Holding the
folded clothes higher, she walked past me and went back onto the porch.


Right. I
turned and went to the kitchen, pushed the button on the coffee maker, and took
the few spare minutes Pat gave me to run to the bathroom and scrape the fuzz
off my teeth. When I came back out, Pat was seating herself at the kitchen
table. A hulk of a man stood at her side. A broad-shouldered wall of muscle, he
held Pat’s chair out for her. She reached up and patted his sinewy forearm. He
looked at me with intense blue eyes that sent a shiver down my spine. Had I any
doubt who he was, he ran a hand through his thick mass of auburn hair, the
shade matching the golden-red coat of his wolf.


“Thank you
for seeing us,” Pat said. “Sorry for barging in on you like this, but you
sounded pretty dire last night. When’s the last time you saw my son?”


Taking a
deep breath, I grabbed the pot of coffee and three mugs and set them out on the
table. My hands shook a little as I poured and held out a cup for Pat and her
companion. He just kept that laser stare on me, standing behind Pat’s chair
like a colossus.


I sank into
the chair opposite Pat and tried to put on a brave smile. “It’s been almost two
days. He’s been . . . having some trouble . . . er . . . shifting.”


The big
werewolf made a noise in his throat, part growl, part noise of disgust. It got
my back up. Who the hell was he to roar into my house with that bullying look
of disapproval? “I’m sorry, who are you again?”


“Where are
my manners?” Pat stood up and walked over toward me. She took the chair beside
me and laid a hand over mine. “Sebastian Lanier, this is Tamryn Redbird.”


“Kane,” I
corrected her. “Redbird was my mother’s maiden name. My father was Thomas
Kane.”


A look
passed between Pat and Sebastian that sent a chill up my spine. They knew the
name. 


Sebastian’s
posture shifted. He dropped his shoulders and gave me a smile that warmed my
blood. God, he was so like Luke. All raw power and animal magnitude. Just the
force of his stare sent my nerve endings into high alert. Understanding flooded
through me. I knew on an elemental level what he was. Sebastian Lanier was most
definitely an Alpha.


He reached
out a hand for me to shake. “You can call me Bas,” he said, his voice a rich
tenor. Gooseflesh ran up the back of my neck when his fingers touched mine.
“We’re here to try and help.”


The minute
Sebastian . . . Bas . . . let go of my hand, Pat reached up and brushed a lock
of hair away from my face. The familiarity of the gesture startled me. It was
protective and maternal. If she hadn’t told me who she was, I would have
recognized her as Luke’s mother as soon as she got near me. It was in her eyes
and the shape of her face. And there was something else, some sixth sense that
told me he was part of her.


“He’s
sick,” I said. “Like I said, Luke’s been having trouble shifting back. The last
time I saw him, he just couldn’t. He’s been telling me it’s easier to stay in
his wolf. I’m worried about him. He pushed me away. Whatever’s got a hold of
him is getting worse.”


Bas
started to pace. Once again, he made that half growl, half snort noise that
sent a vibration through my jaw. He gripped one of the chair backs hard enough
I thought the wood might crack beneath his fingertips.


“I told
you it was a mistake to let him go off on his own.” His blue eyes flashed
silver and he looked at Pat with cold fury that might have made another woman wither.
Pat just stiffened and glared right back at him. She ran a hand across her brow
and new lines of worry creased her forehead when she looked back up at me.


“What
happened to him?” I asked. “He told me some. He said his brother made him do
things. Things that made him stop trusting himself. He’s terrified of becoming
some bad thing.”


Once I
started, I couldn’t stop. All of my fears for Luke came spilling out of me. I
couldn’t tell them everything. Some of it was intensely private. I wouldn’t
tell them about our night together and how Luke held something back when we
made love. Whatever that thing was seemed to drive him to the madness that made
him change. But, I told them enough. A knowing look passed again between Bas
and Pat that managed to comfort and infuriate me all at once.


“I know
him,” I went on. “He’s hanging on by a thread and he thinks being around me or,
I don’t know, people is going to make him do something bad. What happened to him?”


“Honey,”
Pat said, her voice barely more than a whisper. “How close did the two of you
get?”


A blush
flamed in my cheeks. Bas stared at me with those silvery-blue eyes, and it
seemed he could see straight through me. I squirmed in my chair and shot a
desperate look to Pat. Bas pushed himself away from the table and punched a
fist into his thigh. My blood began to simmer. I didn’t know what this guy’s
problem was, but I was not about to share the intimate details of my last few
minutes with Luke. That part was between him and me. Mr. Tall, Dark, and Fury
could stare me down all he wanted; it was none of his damn business.


“They got
close enough,” Bas said. “I can smell him all over her.”


The blush
flaming my cheeks shot straight to the roots of my hair. 


“A little
decorum, my dear,” Pat said. “I apologize for Bas, honey. He means well, but
let’s just say he’s only partially housebroken.”


Bas
stopped pacing and this time, his own cheeks flamed hot. Served him right. 


“Enough,”
he said. “Pat. I mean it. You’ve got to let me call him in.”


“No! I
will not. I mean it, Bas. I won’t let you impose your will on him. That’s the
last thing Luke needs.”


 “You
heard her!” Bas gestured toward me. “He can’t handle it out here by himself
anymore.”


“Stop it!”
I squeezed my hands over my ears. “I mean it. Both of you. I let you
into my house because you said you can help. All you’ve done is shoot ominous
looks at each other and shout each other down. How about one of you tell me
what the hell’s going on and whether you have a plan to help me find Luke or
not. Because, right now, I don’t have time to manage this problem by committee.
Luke’s not my only problem.”


Bas’s face
went white but he clamped his mouth shut. Pat let out a small chuckle that she
tried to cover with a cough. Then, she gave me a warm smile and slid her hand
beneath my hair, running her fingers along the base of my neck. The crease
deepened between her eyes as she drew them away. Again, she looked at Bas and
slowly shook her head. His eyes widened then his expression grew stern again.
He pursed his lips together and let out a low growl.


“Close
enough,” he said, then he looked back at me. He spread his hands wide and
leaned against the table, coming just inches from my face. My spine tingled with
the power that came off him in waves. “Tamryn. Can you take me to the last
place you saw any trace of Luke?”


“Hey,
Sebastian, I don’t think . . .”


Bas put up
a hand and gave Pat another withering look. “You don’t want me to call him in.
Unless you’ve got a better idea, the girl’s our best chance.”


This time,
she clamped her jaw shut and gave him a slow nod. “It’s all right, honey. Go
with Bas and help us find my boy.”


Sebastian
Lanier was a man of action. The minute I agreed to show him the trail I saw
this morning, he bounced on the balls of his feet like a boxer warming up. I
grabbed Luke’s coat off a hook near the mud room and led him out the back door.
Pat stood on the back porch and gave me a tight-lipped smile as we made our way
across the yard to the tree line. The snow had drifted over again, but I was
certain I remembered which way the tracks led.


Bas put a
hand at the small of my back and led me into the woods. He towered over me like
Luke did, commanding the space around him. I pointed in the direction of Luke’s
cottage, but Bas no longer needed my help. He strode through the woods with
calm purpose as if he knew exactly where we needed to go. I only hoped that
meant he’d picked up Luke’s scent and that he was close by.


We made it
into the deeper part of the woods maybe two hundred yards from the house. Bas
stopped at a natural clearing where a giant oak had fallen years ago and
rotted. “I don’t think I’ve seen him come this way before,” I said. “I tracked
him for a while behind the cabin, but never made it all the way to our property
line. As far as I know, he stays mostly on Wild Lake lands.”


Bas didn’t
acknowledge me. He moved away from me and for a second, I thought he planned to
leave me where I stood. Then, he turned on me, and his hulking form became a
blur as he shifted mid-stride and bore down on me; his clothes split open and
fell away as he reached for me with his giant paws, claws out. I didn’t expect
it. My body reacted before my mind did and adrenaline shot through me. I turned
and tried to run. Of course, I was no match for him. Before I could even
scream, he had me on the ground. His great, white fangs dripped, and he clamped
them shut just a fraction of an inch away from my neck.


His claws
tore into Luke’s coat, peeling it away as if it were made of tissue paper. My
heart roared in my ears as Bas’s low, threatening growl drove away all other
sound. His silver eyes glinted as he leaned down and nipped at my neck. Stupid.
I’d been so stupid. Why had I trusted Bas or Pat? My grandfather had warned me
all this time that a wolf meant to do me harm. Now, it seemed I might pay for
that mistake with my life. 


Bas sunk
his razor sharp teeth into the tender flesh just below my earlobe. This time, I
found my voice. With my heart thundering behind my ribcage, I let out a blood-curdling
scream that echoed through the woods. Bas pinned me down. His low growl seemed
to make each of my nerve endings vibrate with primal fear. Even though I knew I
had no hope of getting free of him, I fought anyway.


I screamed
again. Grabbing a thick hank of fur from his back, I pulled hard, trying to
twist my body out from under him. It was no use. He kept me pinned beneath him
with just the force of one great paw. He snapped at me again, sinking his teeth
deeper into my flesh this time. My skin burned hot and I felt the first slow
trickle of blood.


I tried to
push back the rising tide of panic. They were right. Everyone was right. Beau’s
words came back to haunt me along with my grandfather’s. This is what
happens to the women in your family when they don’t do what they’re told.


Thrashing
beneath Bas, I tried to sink my fingers into his eye. He shifted easily and
snapped at me again. His silver eyes filled with cold menace as he lowered his
head one final time.


Then, a
blur of motion burst through the trees. My heart exploded inside me with the
strong staccato of another pulse. 


Luke.
















 


 


Chapter Nineteen


As Bas
leaned down to take a final chunk out of me, Luke’s wolf flew through the air,
then slammed into Bas. Bas pitched sideways and the two of them rolled end over
end with fur flying and their deadly jaws sinking into each other’s flesh. 


I
scrambled backward until I pressed against a thick oak tree. My legs shaking, I
got to my feet and watched in horror. Bas rounded on Luke. The two of them held
their tails high, their teeth bared. The whole world seemed to erupt with the
rumbling sound of their snarling growls. Luke charged, and grabbing Bas by the
neck, he shook his head violently. Bas let out a shrieking howl but stayed on
his feet. Bas rolled and got free of Luke’s death grip. He leaped forward,
slamming his body into Luke’s center. Luke flipped over, exposing his belly to
Bas for an instant.


“Stop!”
God, they were going to kill each other. They were well matched. Bas had a
slight edge in size, but Luke was quicker; he lunged at Bas again and tore a
patch of flesh away from his shoulder with one swipe of his sharp claws. But
Bas recovered and pressed Luke backward. Luke turned. From this angle, I saw
nothing but cold, predatory fury in his eyes. 


“Luke!”
Pat came on the scene, running as fast as her short legs could carry her. She
waved her arms wildly, trying to get Luke’s attention just for an instant.
“Luke!” Breathless, she put her hand out on the tree trunk beside me to steady
herself. 


“Honey,”
she turned to me. “Are you okay?”


I pressed
my fingers to the wound Bas gave me. The flood still flowed, but it wasn’t
deep. Pat produced a white kitchen towel and gestured to me. I nodded and let
her come near me. Luke and Bas’s fight raged on before us. 


“Don’t
hold it against him,” she said as she put pressure on my bite. “I’m not saying
I agree with him scaring you to death, but it sure worked like crazy getting
Luke to show himself. Bas did his part; now you’ve gotta figure out how to get
through to him. Those two are gonna end up killing each other.”


My eyes
widened as I looked at her. Trying to get between two werewolves in the middle
of a death fight seemed like the last thing I should do. But, as I looked at
the cold menace in Luke’s eyes as he lunged at Bas again, I knew she was right.



I stepped
out from the behind the tree and tried to concentrate on slowing my erratic
pulse. Luke’s pulse. “Luke!” I called to him with my voice and my heart. 


He took a
halting side step, distracted for a fraction of a second. It was all Bas
needed. He threw himself forward and got control, flipping Luke to his back and
pinning him down just like he’d done to me a few moments before. Even though
bloodlust clouded Bas’s eyes, I sensed understanding as he looked at me. I slid
across the snow on my knees until I was at Luke’s side. His chest heaved with
exertion and the effort of trying to on him.


I put a
hand on Luke’s head, careful to steer clear of his mighty jaw. 


“Luke,
look at me. Please. It’s me. Tamryn.”


Luke threw
his head back and wailed, but I felt the pulse in my ears begin to grow steady.
When he looked back at me, his pupils dilated, then narrowed to pinpoints. He
saw me. 


I brushed
my palm along the hard ridge of his head, flattening the silver fur. The fight
went out of Luke. Bas kept him down but waited to shift. Luke was calmer, but
still a deadly threat. Then, Luke’s eyes went dim and he let out a sigh. His
head rolled back and the silver fur seemed to bubble and roll. His shoulders
popped and stretched as Luke sank into the shift. With one more heaving sigh,
he became human again. He coughed and sputtered as he still bore the weight of
Bas’s wolf on the center of his chest. 


Pat
stepped to Bas’s side and put a hand on his head, drawing him backward. The
threat was passed. Bas snorted then sat down. His own fur rolled and shimmered
as he shifted back as well. And so there I sat on the snow, in the middle of the
woods between two huge, stark naked, and furious werewolves. 


Bas moved
back first. Shaking, he rose to his feet. His hand went to a deep gash Luke had
torn out of his shoulder. Pat stepped forward and pressed her fingers at the
edges of the wound just like she’d done to me. I got the impression Pat knew
her way around werewolf bites.


“It’s not
too deep. I’ll stitch it later. Let’s get you back inside.” Then, she turned to
Luke, hitched up her pant legs, and squatted down beside him.


“I missed
you,” she said, leaning forward to tousle his hair. She cupped his jaw between
her palms and kissed his forehead. I put a hand over my mouth to stifle
unbidden laughter. It was the strangest, most tender scene, and I wasn’t
expecting it. Luke’s chest still heaved from just-spent rage. He looked at his
mother like she’d sprouted horns. Before he could even react, she pulled
herself back to her feet and slapped Bas on the arm. 


“Come on,”
she said. “Let’s give him a moment to collect himself. We’ve got a lot to talk
about, and you’re about to freeze your balls off, alpha dog.”


Bas harrumphed
but started back up toward the house. Pat shot me a conspiratorial wink and
waddled up after him. He held an arm out to help her through the deepest part
of the snow. I bit my bottom lip and shook my head as I watched a seventy-year-old
woman make her way up the hill on the arm of a strapping, naked man. I was
beginning to understand that strange was par for the course around shifters. 


“Did he
hurt you?”


Luke’s
voice sounded strange, almost forced, as if the strain of using his vocal
chords for human speech actually caused him pain. His fingers played along my
earlobe as he turned my head toward his. 


“What?
Oh.” I’d nearly forgotten Bas’s bite. For a few brief seconds, I’d actually
believed he was going to kill me. I realized now that was precisely the point.
Bas knew the one thing that might bring Luke running was the thought that I
might be in danger. Warmth flooded through me at the same time I wanted to
throttle them both.


“I’m
fine,” I said. “Are you?”


I tried
hard to stop thinking about Luke’s nakedness. It wasn’t easy as he sat with his
legs sprawled in the snow, his fingers laced through the hair at the nape of my
neck. I wanted to be mad at him. He’d scared me worse than Bas did. Pushing me
away after sharing what we had still stung.


“I’m sorry,”
he said, his words still coming out stilted and hard. “I was afraid I’d hurt
you.”


And that
was the crux of it. The thing I couldn’t deny. No matter what else happened,
Luke seemed to know what was in my heart better than I did. I just wished he
weren’t so scared of letting me all the way into his. 


Now though, my heart cracked down the
center at the pain in his eyes. I traced the line of his brow with my thumb
then leaned down to kiss him. I wanted to rage at him. Throttle him for pushing
me away. But now, with his body close to mine all I could think about was how
much I needed him near me. A sob caught in my throat and Luke’s arm went around
me. He was heat and light, strength and power. If his words were hard to come
by, his body was finally at ease. He pulled me across his lap and kissed me. I
felt like I could drown in the sensation of his soft lips feathering against
mine. I ran my fingers over the sculpted lines of his chest. He kept me warm,
cradling me in his arms as I sank into the kiss. Finally, when he pulled away,
his eyes flashed with living fire as he held my gaze.


“I think
the only way you can hurt me is if you push me away again. You keep forgetting,
I know your heart. You made it beat inside of me. Remember?”


Luke’s
smile devastated me and made me whole again all at the same time. “Is it too
soon for me to tell you I love you?”


Those
three simple words released a dam of emotion inside me I hadn’t realized I’d
been holding back. My eyes welled with hot tears as I traced the line of his
jaw. I couldn’t stand not touching him. Not kissing him. It had to be zero
degrees outside, but in the middle of the wilderness, in Luke’s arms, I had all
the warmth I needed.


His hands
were everywhere. Touching, caressing, coaxing. He left me breathless as he
lifted me off the ground and set me on my feet. I had my back against the oak
tree again, and Luke’s touch set me on fire. He slid a hand under the thick
layer of my coat and sweater; his fingers found the hard nub of my left nipple
and he tweaked it gently, sending a fresh wave of heat straight through me. I
wanted him. I would always want him. No matter what happened, he could wash it
all away with just a kiss. I was lost to him the instant he touched me that
first time. It thrilled me and scared me all at once. But, whatever was
happening, I couldn’t stop.


Again, Luke
pulled away first. His growl shuddered through me, but his back went stiff and
he pulled himself away. “Tamryn. I can’t.”


He
staggered backward and his wolf eyes glinted. For an instant I worried he’d
lose control again. I looked up toward the house and gauged how long it would
take me to get Bas and Pat’s attention if I lost Luke again. No. I wouldn’t
lose him again. Not this time.


“I want
you so much it hurts. The only time I feel like me is when I’m with you. But if
I lose control again. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I don’t ever
want to do that again.”


I pressed
my hand flat against his chest. “Then don’t. I don’t understand what’s
happening to you. Not the werewolf part. But, you wigged out on me the other
day. I need to know you won’t ever do that again, Luke. I mean it. You need
help.”


He took a
step back and that wounded look went back into his eyes. “I know. God. I know.”


“Whatever’s
going on with you, it’s too big for you to handle by yourself. That’s what your
mother and Bas said. They’re right, aren’t they?”


Luke
worked the muscles of his jaw then dropped his head in a slow nod. “Maybe. I’ve
tried everything else.”


“Okay
then. So let’s figure out what you need to do so you don’t feel like you’re
losing control all the time. I want you back. They want you back. And if it’s
all the same to you, I’d like you to be able to figure out how to shift without
needing that overgrown Husky up there to half tear my throat apart to get your
attention.”


I got a
half smile out of him that melted me. He leaned down and put a chaste kiss on
my forehead. Well, as chaste a kiss as I was likely to get considering he still
wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing. I couldn’t help myself. I reached around
and ran a hand over the marbled muscle of his perfect ass. I knew a part of me
was lying. Luke wasn’t the only one who struggled for control.


He took my
hand in his and we started up the trail toward the house together.
















 


Chapter Twenty


I showed
Pat into my grandfather’s room. She set about finding something for Luke to
wear. It was after nine in the morning, and my heart fluttered with worry.
Whether he could hear me or not, I’d promised Grandpa I’d be there first thing
in the morning. While Luke and the others settled in downstairs, I took a
moment to call Corrie Blackstone. 


“He had a
good night,” she said, through a yawn. I felt terrible for waking her as she’d
just gotten off the night shift. “I checked with the cardiologist for you. He
starts his rounds at eleven. You’re going to want to be there for that, but
don’t hurry out of the house now. The roads are slick. Take your time.”


“Thanks,
Corrie. For everything. You’re my guardian angel.”


She let
out a snort, and I knew she was smiling on the other end of the phone. “Honey.
I told you. We really do look out for each other in this town, with a few rare
exceptions. Someday you’ll get to repay the favor if you stick around long
enough.”


I thanked
Corrie again and hung up. For a moment, her words lifted me, but soon enough a
heavy weight settled over my chest. I had to go to Grandpa, and soon. He needed
me. Even though I hated the thought of leaving Luke again even for a second.
I’d just gotten him back. 


I threw on
a fresh pair of clothes and twisted my unruly red locks into a ponytail, then
headed downstairs. The hushed voices coming from the kitchen made me stop
halfway to the landing.


“You’re
impossible.” Bas punctuated his words with what I assumed was his fist slamming
on the table. “You’re in your head too fucking much. This is simple, Luke. You
want to do the lone wolf thing, fine. But you still have to be what you
are. You know what that girl is, so do something about it.”


Gooseflesh
prickled along my spine. That girl. Me? What exactly was I?


“Don’t
talk to me like you know what’s in my head. You have no clue. I made one stupid
mistake when I was an eighteen-year-old kid, and I’ve been paying for it for
over ten years. He made me a monster, Bas. It’s in me. Forever.”


“Bullshit.”
Bas started to shout him down then lowered his voice to a whisper again.
“You’re not a monster. Your brother was the monster. Your half-brother.
And he’s gone now. It’s over. Take your life back and quit being afraid of who
you are. In case you hadn’t noticed, she’s not afraid of you.”


“Luke.”
Pat’s voice was soft, loving. “It’s not good for you to try and shut yourself
off from everything out here. You need to come home.”


“I am
home. The cabin is fine.”


Bas’s
thick, bitter laugh made the floorboards vibrate. “Yeah. We saw how fine it is.
You tore it apart. Jesus. Your way isn’t working. You know what will. I’ve seen
it. You’ve seen it. Make her understand and be done with it. You keep going how
you’re going and you will be a problem.”


“Bas.”
Pat’s voice lost all emotion. “You promised this wouldn’t be about threats.”


“Pat. You
know how much I respect you. There isn’t a single member of any of the Wild
Lake packs who wouldn’t die for you. We know exactly what your alliance with us
has cost your family over the years. But you’re not a wolf. There comes a
certain point in time when you have to let us take care of things our way. If
Luke can’t get his shit under control, I’m authorized to take actions.”


Wood
scraped on wood. Pat’s voice moved further away. I crept the rest of the way
down the stairs and hugged the wall, keeping myself hidden behind the
grandfather clock in the hallway. Pat stood in the kitchen with her hands
folded and her back to Bas and Luke at the kitchen table. Luke sat with his
head in his hands, his fingers carved through his dark hair.


“You’re
talking about my son, Sebastian. My son. He’s not responsible for what
Asher made him do.”


“It’s not
what Asher made me do,” Luke said, not lifting his head. “It’s what I am now.”


Pat turned
and slammed her hands down on the kitchen counter. “Right. What you are is my
son. You’ve been through hell. But you’ve come through it. You’re still whole.
That makes you the strongest werewolf I’ve ever known. And I’ve been around
some of the fiercest Alphas you’ve ever seen for a lot longer than either one
of you have been alive. For more than fifty years my family has sheltered the
Wild Lake packs when you needed it. Turned all of Wild Lake over to you so you
could have sanctuary and a real home. I’ve tended your wounds. Raised some of
your children, taken you into my heart and soul. But I will not stand
around while you talk about my son like there’s something wrong with him, Bas.”


Bas rose.
His jaw twitched with contained fury. He drew his shoulders back and
white-knuckled the chair. A tremor ran through him, and his wolf eyes glinted as
he held back the beast. “I came here because you asked me for help. But it’s
not the only reason. I’m here on behalf of all the packs. We have a member
who’s a risk. You know it. He knows it. Luke, you can’t keep going like this.
You are going to hurt someone or yourself. So, you have two choices and
not a lot of time to make one. If you want to live alone, you know what you
need to do. Otherwise, I’m taking you back with me as your Alpha.”


“Bas,” Pat
pleaded. 


Bas put up
a hand to silence her but he kept his eyes locked with Luke’s. “Your choice,
but if you wait too long, I’m going to make it for you.”


Luke
lifted his head out of his hands and slowly rose. He stood nose to nose with
Bas. I shuddered and pressed my back even harder against the wall. They didn’t
speak. Neither of them moved a muscle, but the challenge in their eyes hung
thick in the air. I’d seen their feral rage on display in the woods but knew at
least Bas had been holding back. If he went after Luke again, for real, one of
them would die.


They held
themselves like that for a few agonizing moments. The palpable tension made it
hard for me to even draw breath. Then, Bas dropped his shoulder and gave a
quick nod. “Good. We’re clear.”


Luke gave
a pained look toward Pat but slowly nodded. Pat opened her mouth to say
something, but this time Luke held up a hand and just sighed instead. Then, Bas
walked to the sliding door leading out to the porch and stepped outside. He
became a blur of motion as he shifted. He’d cast off his clothing so quickly it
seemed to hang in midair for a second before it fell in a heap on the wooden
deck and he disappeared back into the woods. I didn’t have to have werewolf
senses to know he wouldn’t go far. 


Taking a
deep breath, I stepped out from behind the grandfather clock and joined Pat and
Luke in the kitchen. His face brightened the instant he saw me. Pat hadn’t
moved from her spot by the sink. As soon as she saw me, she tried to turn, but
she wasn’t fast enough. Tears fell from her eyes as she turned back toward the
window and tried to hide it from me. 


“I’m going
to head into town for a bit,” she said, sniffling and trying to cover it with a
fake cough. “I’ll leave the two of you to talk.” She shot a furtive smile
toward Luke as she brushed past me. She put a hand on his cheek as she headed
for the front door. Then she was gone, leaving Luke and me alone again.


I felt
nervous around him for the first time. Whatever had happened between him and
Bas meant more than I understood. But, I could see the gravity of whatever
choice Bas laid out for Luke in the new lines creasing his brow.


“Do you
want to explain to me what that was all about?”


Of all
things I could have said, that brought a smile out of him. Luke’s face
brightened and the light went back into his eyes. “So we weren’t very sneaky,
huh?”


“Hmm. I’m
getting that subtlety isn’t really one of your werewolf superpowers.”


“Ah, no.”


“And I’m
also getting that whatever ultimatum you just got, part of it has to do with
me.”


Luke’s
face lost color again, but he didn’t break my gaze. He pursed his lips together
and gave me a grim nod. “There’s some things I need to tell you.”


I put a
hand up. “And I want to hear them. All of them. No secrets. No holding back. No
more talk about how you just want to protect me. I’m not fragile, Luke. Not by
a long shot. I may not be were, but I’m stronger than I look.”


He came to
me then and slid his arms around my waist and pulled me close. “Oh, I think I
have some inside information about exactly how strong you are.”


A blush
heated my face and heat shot straight through me and pulsed between my legs.
God, how could he do that? How could he make me ready for him with just a
single touch or a look? It was as if my body was born for his. Now that he was back,
even the slightest time apart was going to be agony. But, Luke wasn’t the only
one who needed me. I had explained to Luke and the others how dire Grandpa’s
situation was.


“I have to
go to the hospital. I need to meet with the doctors and find out what the next
step for Grandpa is.”


Luke
kissed my forehead. “Do you want me to go with you?”


My heart
fluttered as I played back the last time Grandpa got a look at Luke. “Not
really a good idea. I appreciate the offer, truly. But I think your being there
would do more harm than good right now.”


Luke
nodded. “Right. I know he’s not my biggest fan.”


“Give him
time. If he gets through this.”


I rested
my head in the hollow of Luke’s shoulder where it seemed to fit the best. It
would be so easy to just stay here and let him hold me. I could pretend that
whatever demon Luke fought, whatever choice Bas needed him to make, we could
hold it all at bay outside these four walls. But, nothing ever works like that.


“I’ll be
back in a couple of hours. As soon as I hear the game plan for his treatment,
and make sure he’s resting comfortably. You promise you’ll still be here when I
get back?”


Luke
nodded and gave me a feigned salute. 


“Good.” I
went up on my tiptoes and kissed him. “We have more bedrooms in the house than
people. This house was built when there were a lot more Redbirds around. Why
don’t you and your mom make yourself comfortable? Uh. Bas too.”


Luke let
out a laugh when he saw the expression that must have been on my face. “You are
stronger than I gave you credit for. Inviting the likes of Bas Lanier to stay
under your very roof.”


I
scrunched up my face and gently slapped him in the chest.


“He’s not
as bad as he seems,” Luke said. “He’s Alpha to the largest pack in Wild Lake
and he’s kept them strong and together for close to a decade. He’s not used to deciding
things by committee. Besides, you should see him when he’s at his day job. He’s
actually the CEO of a multi-million dollar corporation we run. He wears a suit
and everything. But, when it comes to pack issues, he’s not used to running
things by committee.”


“Yeah. I
can see that. I still have a bone to pick with him about his tactics.” I rubbed
my neck to illustrate my point. Though it had seemed worse in the moment, Bas
had really only opened up a scratch right above my collarbone. Still, I
couldn’t quite picture what Bas would look like in a suit, no less.


“You’d
better get going. The sooner you do, the sooner you can come back to me.”


My heart
ached at the look of longing in his eyes. “And then we’ll talk? Really talk?
Like you promised.”


“I swear
on my life. I’ll tell you everything Bas meant.”


“Good.” I
kissed Luke one last time as I grabbed my keys and headed for the garage door.
I had so many questions, but they would all have to wait. I just prayed Luke
would keep his promise and be here when I got back.
















 


Chapter Twenty-One


I spent
the next several hours at Grandpa’s side. He slept for most of the time and
looked peaceful. I took a cool cloth and pressed it to his forehead. It seemed
to make him more comfortable. His upper lip twitched in a smile when I leaned
down and kissed him. His eyes fluttered open a few times, and once it even
seemed like he recognized me, but I couldn’t be sure. It could be Jesse or my
mother he saw. Either way, I was glad for what little comfort I could bring to
him while his body fought through his damaged heart.


The doctor
finally made rounds in the late afternoon. He didn’t look like what I imagined
a cardiologist would. This guy looked more like an aging surfer with bleach
blond hair and tanned, leathery skin. He introduced himself as Dr. Hansen and
shook my hand with a knuckle-crunching grip. 


“Your
grandfather’s quite the celebrity around here.”


“Oh?”


“He’s had
a stream of visitors, I guess. Is he really chief of your tribe?”


I gave Dr.
Hansen a sideways look and stopped myself. I realized I was about to treat him
with the “you’re not from around here” routine I’d been getting myself since I
came back. I didn’t imagine he’d like it any more than I did.


“Not
really,” I answered. “Do you know who’s been visiting him?”


Hansen
smiled. “One of the nurses told me they were council members.”


A shadow
fell over my heart. God knows what those old buzzards had to say to Grandpa.
Hansen flashed a row of white veneers and tapped the screen of his tablet. “Ah.
Anyway, only one of them introduced themselves to me. A Mr. Karrow. Said he was
family, but since you’re the only one listed on your grandfather’s forms, it
was a short conversation.”


My blood
boiled. Once again, Beau seemed to be sticking his nose in where it didn’t
belong.


“Anyway,”
Hansen continued. “The good news is, bypass won’t be necessary. But, your
grandpa does need another procedure. I want to put in a pacemaker, and I’d like
to schedule that for tomorrow.”


“Are you
sure he’s strong enough? He’s barely regained consciousness.”


Hansen
nodded. “That’s the drugs for the most part. And with someone with his advanced
state of dementia, it’s not uncommon. We’re going to start weaning him off that
soon. But, I did get a chance to talk to Wyatt late last night. He understands
what’s happening.”


“What? Why
didn’t anyone tell me he was awake and talking?”


Hansen
shrugged. “You can talk to the nursing staff. But, I actually asked him if he
wanted me to call someone and he said no. Mr. Karrow was here, and your
grandfather just wanted to spend some time with him.”


I pursed
my lips but refrained from unleashing the stream of bad words I wanted to use
explaining just how I felt about the Karrows spending alone time with Grandpa.
But, I didn’t want to risk upsetting him. His recovery mattered more than my
beef with Beau and Gerard. My rage would have to wait.


Dr. Hansen
gave me some paperwork to look over and explained some of the risks of the
procedure. Just as he was finishing, he was paged over the loudspeaker to
another patient further down the ward. I nodded and he gave me an avuncular pat
on the shoulder. The procedure was scheduled for first thing in the morning,
and he promised to check in with me before that if there were any changes. When
he left, I did my best to adjust Grandpa’s pillows and waited for the next
shift change. Corrie Blackstone was on tonight too, and I wanted to make sure
she knew to call me. 


“No
worries,” she said as she checked Grandpa’s lines. “I told the day girls to
tell me if anyone stopped by to visit Wyatt, but I guess they didn’t figure the
elders qualified as anyone.”


“The
elders? You mean all of them? From all the Nine Families?” My heart raced.
Something weird was going on. Unless they thought Grandpa’s condition was worse
than it was, I couldn’t figure out why all of them would want to see him in
here.


Corrie
shrugged. “That’s what my dad said. They all just wanted to pay their respects.
Don’t get excited. Those old farts don’t have much better to do. Plus, they all
love talking about their aches and pains. Don’t read anything into it. Wyatt’s
doing better than the doctors expected. I think he’s going to be okay, Tamryn.
You got good news today. Don’t lose sight of that.”


I let out
a sigh and nodded. She was right. Plus, I had enough on my plate beside
worrying about what a bunch of grumpy old men did in their spare time.
Grandpa’s color looked better today, so maybe the company did him good. 


“Go on
home and get a good night’s sleep,” Corrie said. “You want me to shoo those raisins
away if any of them show up tonight?”


I
considered it for a moment, but couldn’t think of a good reason why. “I doubt
they will. But, if you don’t think they’re doing any harm, I don’t see a
problem with it. I’d appreciate it if you’d just let me know. I’ll be here
early. The doctor said the procedure he’s having won’t take long, but I want
him to know I’ll be waiting for him when he gets out.”


Corrie’s
smile lit her whole face. “You’re a good kid, Tamryn. This old fart has
probably made your life hell plenty. If he’s anything like my old fart of a
father, which I know he is. They’re all cut from the same cloth. They don’t
deserve us.”


I laughed.
“No. I suppose they don’t most of the time. But what the hell would they do
without us?”


Corrie
made a clucking noise as she held out her arms to give me a much appreciated
hug. I gave Grandpa one more kiss on the cheek. He stirred a little and his
eyes fluttered open. He reached up and touched my face, then drifted back into
his sedated haze.


I said a
last goodbye to Corrie and headed home. Butterflies took flight beneath my
breast as I said a silent prayer that Luke had kept his promise and would be there
waiting for me.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Two


My tires
crunched over the hard-packed snow as I made my way up the driveway. My heart
seemed suspended for the fraction of a second it took me to round the last
curve. Bas’s black SUV was parked at an odd angle in the driveway, and my heart
started beating again when I saw it. It meant Luke was still here too. If I
needed another indication, I felt that now-familiar twinge at the base of my
spine that meant my wolf was nearby.


I parked
the car in the garage. Baked heaven reached my nostrils before I even opened
the utility door. Pat had been busy. Pots and pans clanged in the kitchen as
she made herself at home.


“Chicken
soup and chocolate chip cookies!” She sang out as I hung my coat and brushed
off my boots. I think everyone should hear that when they walk in the door. My
stomach answered in a growl before I could. Pat laughed. 


“I think
I’m turning part wolf myself. God, that smells so good.” I leaned my head over
the stock pot and let the aroma hit me full force. “Are you a good witch or a
bad witch, Pat?”


She
laughed and swatted me lightly with her wooden spoon. “You aren’t the first one
to ask. I still haven’t come up with a solid answer. I guess it depends on the
day.”


“Fair
enough.”


Pat’s
smile settled and her eyes twinkled with concern as she looked at me. “How’s
Wyatt?”


I shrugged
and filled her in on the details. The news seemed welcome to her, and I slid onto
one of the barstools we kept around the kitchen island. I rested my chin in my
hands and watched as Pat stirred the soup and added more herbs. Her hands flew
over the pot as she wielded her ladle like an orchestra conductor. She whipped
up a symphony of smells as she added basil and bay leaves.


“Did you
know him well, my grandpa?”


Pat turned
and wiped her hands on her apron. I startled for a second, recognizing it as
one of Grandma Jesse’s. Grandpa usually kept it hanging in the pantry as if he
were waiting for her.


“I don’t
think anyone could claim to know Wyatt Redbird well. And if they do, they’re
lying to you. But, his family and my family go way back.”


“He
doesn’t trust Luke,” I said, not planning to be so blunt, but somehow, it
seemed urgent. If Pat was in the mood to talk, I still had so many questions.
“He calls him a Wendigo. It means demon more or less in Odawa.”


Pat’s gaze
fixed to a point over my shoulder, and I sensed she was seeing something from a
day long past. “Oh, I know what it means. And I suppose he would. Shifters and
the Odawa haven’t always had an easy relationship. I think a lot of the old
timers around here see all shifters as one thing. And they’ve had cause. Years
ago, there was a pack that terrorized the people in these parts. But, the Wild
Lake packs have never done anything to harm your people or mine. And, you might
even say the people of Oodena owe a debt to the Wild Lake packs.”


“For
what?”


Pat pursed
her lips together and cocked her head to the side. “You know. That one’s not my
story to tell, and the things I know are secondhand. But, fifty years ago,
things weren’t peaceful like they are now. Packs fought for lands, and it got
pretty bloody. The Odawa and the Wild Lake packs had a common enemy. But, a lot
of people got hurt on both sides. Your grandpa remembers that. He’s just
worried for you. Like I’m worried for my son.”


She
punctuated her last two words with a pointed stare straight at me. My heart
dropped to my knees. It hadn’t occurred to me that Pat might worry about my
intentions with Luke like Grandpa did with his. I didn’t know what to say but
wanted very much for this woman to like and respect me. I sensed that as an
ally or foe, Pat Bonner would be formidable.


“I’m
worried about him too. That’s why I called you. He believes he’s got evil
inside of him. I know he doesn’t.”


Pat ran a
hand through her wiry gray hair and settled onto the stool opposite me. “Oh, honey.
We all have evil inside of us. Don’t kid yourself. But you’re right. Luke’s not
the monster he’s afraid of becoming. At least, not yet. But, there are some
things you need to know. And there are some things I need to know.”


So there
it was. Pat was about to give it to me with both barrels. I straightened my
back and braced myself. 


“Do you
love him?”


I
swallowed hard. Luke had told me he loved me. I hesitated when he did it. But,
with her cold, emerald eyes, I knew Pat would not stand for evasion.


“Yes.”
Warmth flooded through me as I put a voice to my feelings. Yes. Of course it
was yes. But now it was my turn for a pointed question.


“What did
Bas mean last night? He said something about knowing what I was.”


Pat’s eyes
widened in surprise. She rubbed her thumb in the palm of her opposite hand and
regarded me. “You mean you don’t already know? Luke hasn’t told you? Or more to
the point, you haven’t figured it out for yourself?”


“No. And
please don’t tell me I have to ask him. You want answers from me. I expect some
from you in return.”


The corner
of her mouth twitched. I didn’t know her well enough to guess, but it looked
like the hint of a smile. 


“You feel
connected to him, don’t you? Like he’s starting to become part of you. In
here.” She put a fist in the space between her breasts. With her other hand,
she touched her temple. 


I chewed
the bottom of my lip and slowly nodded. Pat did smile this time. She reached
across the table and took my hand in hers. “You’re his mate, Tamryn. At least,
you’re supposed to be. That’s why you’re here. And why he’s here. It wasn’t
random. It’s the way it works with shifters.”


“Were you
. . . is that how it was with Luke’s father and you?”


A dark
shadow seemed to settle in Pat’s eyes. For a fraction of a second, she looked
away from me. When she looked back, she blinked hard as if she were holding
back tears. “No,” she finally answered. “Not with Luke’s father. He came into
my life much later. We were both so much older, had seen so much. It was
companionship and loneliness that drew Marcus Tully and me together. Not fate.
And he gave me my son. But, no. Luke’s father and I weren’t fated mates. My
mate was someone else. Another Luke. I lost him a long time ago.”


My heart
broke for her and a new fear settled inside me. Fated mates. That’s what she
called it. She said it’s what Luke and I were, and I knew it was true in an
instant. I was born for him and him for me. The thought of losing him took the
air out of the room. 


“He’s
holding back,” I said. “He’s afraid of it. Afraid of hurting me.”


Pat’s grip
on my hand grew firmer. “I know. And that’s exactly why we might lose him.”


A cold
shiver ran through me as Pat leveled her hard gaze at me again. I let out a
breath. “What do you need me to do?”


She shook
her head. “Not me. It has to be your choice. Luke would never force you. But,
being around you and not . . . uh . . . claiming you is making it harder and
harder for him to hold on.”


A hot
blush rushed through me all the way to the roots of my hair. I didn’t know how
to respond. I didn’t have a mother. I had a birds and bees talk in school, but
none of them ever covered this. But, my embarrassment gave way to
burning curiosity.


“We, uh .
. . that is he . . . we’ve done it. Um. Once.”


Pat’s eyes
were kind. I realized at that moment that nothing I could say could shock her.
She admitted herself she’d spent decades with werewolves. She had mated with
one and had a child with another. If ever I was going to meet a Dr. Ruth of
shifter sex, she was it.


“He didn’t
mark you, though. Didn’t bite you.”


My blood
warmed thinking about what had up until that point been the most erotic moment
of my life. Luke had only scraped his teeth against my neck, but I’d sensed his
need to bite me. But more than that, I craved it too.


“No. He . .
. er . . . he stopped himself.”


Pat
shrugged then shook her head. “Jesus. He’s stronger than he thinks he is. And
let me guess. That was right about the time he went berserk and ran off the
last time.”


Relief
flooded through me. This had to be what it was like for other girls who had
women in their lives they could talk to like this. 


“Pretty
much. What would have happened if he had bitten me?”


Her face
took on that far-off expression again. Her cheeks flamed as she remembered how
it happened for her. Whatever her answer would be, she had enjoyed it. I felt a
flare of heat rush through me as well at the thought of letting Luke take me
like that again. I couldn’t deny how badly I wanted him to.


“You’ll
change,” she finally said. “Not like him. At least, probably not. The shifter
line doesn’t run through the Odawa. The Mahicans are another story. Actually,
that’s not entirely accurate. I heard some stories way back about some bear
shifters that came from an Odawa tribe. Not wolves, though. Big difference. But,
when a were takes you as his mate, you become part of each other. It’s not
something I can describe all the way. But, you’re already two halves of a
whole. When he marks you, you become complete. Then, the Rise happens. You
won’t be able to stay away from him for very long. It’s exciting. Exhilarating.
A little scary. But, the more you’re with each other and, uh . . . with
each other he can bring you into heat. Then, if you want it, you can make me
some grand pups.”


That
twinkle came back into her eyes. She cocked her head to the side and put a
finger under my chin to lift my head. “But, there will be time for that. Years
if you want it. In the meantime you have a choice to make. Sooner rather than
later. I told you. Luke won’t force you. But, he’s not going to be able to hold
it together on his own much longer. That’s what Bas was talking about.
Either he takes you as a mate all the way, or he needs to let Bas or another
wolf take over as his Alpha. He can’t keep himself isolated from both of you if
he wants to keep his sanity. If he tries, then he really will become the
thing he’s so scared of. He’ll shift to his wolf because it’s easier for him.
And we’ll lose the man for good.”


My head
was spinning. I had the power to save Luke if he let me. But, not without
accepting a change to my whole life or even my body. Was I ready for that?
Could I do it? Would I be able to live if I didn’t do it?


“And he
doesn’t want another Alpha because of what happened with his brother. He said
his brother controlled him completely and made him do things against his will.
What things, Pat? What happened to him?”


Some of
the color drained from Pat’s face. “I don’t know all of it. Just what Luke was
willing to talk about when he came back last year. One of the other pack Alphas
was able to take down his brother and free Luke. But, he just couldn’t handle
pack life after that. He needed to have freedom. You see, his brother was what
they call a Tyrannous Alpha. It’s a brutal form of leadership where the
Alpha exerts complete control over the pack. Bas isn’t like that. None of the
other Wild Lake Alphas are. It’s a perversion of what healthy pack life is
supposed to be like. And Luke suffered the most because he tried to challenge
his brother, Asher, over the years. Asher made him live in his wolf for so long
he lost his mind a little. But he’s strong. You’ve seen it. And he’s good. He
just needs to believe it. So, my question to you is, are you willing to help
him? Are you willing to be with him the way you were meant to? Because if you
aren’t, you need to tell him that now. Don’t make him suffer another second,
Tamryn. I care about you already because of who you are to my son. But make no
mistake, I’ll do whatever I have to to protect him. Even if that means letting
Bas become his Alpha and take him as far away from here as possible.”


I
swallowed hard past a lump in my throat. Pat herself might not be were, but the
stare she gave me now was pure den mother.


“I-I don’t
know. I need time. It’s a lot.”


Pat
nodded. “Damn straight it’s a lot. But you’re a smart girl and a strong one.
Don’t fuck around.”


She gave
me a nod and a wink and let go of my hand. Then, Pat got up and went back to
her pot of chicken soup. She was done talking. Message received.


I got up
too and was about to ask her if she’d seen Luke. Although I wanted to take some
time to myself to process everything Pat told me, I had a sense of urgency
where he was concerned too. An instant later, I realized that sense wasn’t
coming from me at all. My heart thundered in my ears and a hellish growl rent
the air. Pat dropped her spoon and ran to the back door with me right behind
her.


Luke was
out there. Bas was too. Their wolves were strong and fierce as they rounded
each other, fangs out, tails high. Luke’s pulse transmitted his fury through my
whole body. He leaped at Bas, his eyes red-rimmed with the bloodlust that
coursed through his veins.


Hunt.
Kill. Die.


“Son of a
bitch,” Pat muttered. Bas flattened his body and lunged back at Luke. The pair
of them locked their bodies, turning end over end in a death roll. “Looks like
we’re already too late.”
















 


Chapter Twenty-Three


I felt it.
Luke’s pain. His heated blood. His force of will as he threw Bas off him for
the third time. But, Bas kept coming. Yesterday, he’d held back. Today brought
the full force of his Alpha strength bearing down on Luke. I didn’t need to be
were to understand the meaning of Bas’s cold blue eyes and rumbling growl.


Submit.



He was
trying to exert himself over Luke. Force him to accept Bas as his Alpha. When
Pat told me about it, I had a passing wonder about what that would be like.
Now, I saw it in all its brutal glory. Bas pressed forward, dodging the
murderous arc of Luke’s sharp claws. Fur literally flew as the two tumbled down
the hill together. Luke let out a high-pitched squeal as Bas took a chunk out
of his shoulder with the swipe of his own paw.


Time and
again, Bas tried to get Luke on his back and pin him down. But, Luke was too
fast for him and willing to die rather than expose himself that way. It tore my
heart in two. Beside me, I saw a similar emotion darken Pat’s face. This was
her boy, her baby. And he’d rather let himself be killed than live under
another Alpha. She swore Bas was different. Not a Tyrannous Alpha like
Luke’s brother Asher. Right now though, it was hard for me to see the
difference.


They
tumbled through the snow, leaving streaks of red against the stark white. Luke
landed hard against one of the maple trees at the edge of the woods. Bones
cracked, sending a stab of pain through me as well. 


“Make him
stop,” I put a hand on Pat’s shoulder. “I’ll do it. Whatever he needs. Just, not
this. I can’t bear it.”


Pat closed
her eyes slowly; they misted with tears as she opened them. “There is no
stopping this once it starts.”


“Bullshit!
Bas can choose to knock it the hell off! Are you telling me you’re okay
with him ripping Luke’s throat out?”


Pat
gripped the wooden railing of the porch deck. She shook her head and looked at
me. Both rage and sorrow clouded her eyes. “I am most certainly not. He won’t.
Luke will submit.”


“No. He
won’t. I can feel it. He’d rather die than live under another Alpha. Not even
Bas.”


Pat’s
eyelids fluttered. “Oh, shit.”


“Right.
Wait here. Just don’t let them maul each other to death in the next sixty
seconds.”


I didn’t
wait for Pat to respond. I dashed back through the house and went into the mud
room off the garage. I filled a bucket with cold water and ran back out and
down the porch steps, nearly knocking Pat over on the way.


Bas had
rounded on Luke again. Neither of them saw or heard me approach; they were too
far gone in their own battle. I swung the bucket back and let it go, sending
the frigid water in a high arc across the yard. It doused them both. Bas froze.
Luke staggered backward, his silver ears dripping and frost already forming at
the corners of his mouth. Bas shook his head wildly and sidestepped. They both
looked at me, their wolf eyes flashing. For an instant, Bas took a step toward
me, and I thought he was about to lunge. But, he recovered and bent his head
low. I’d pissed him off, but it didn’t matter. It worked. 


Bas
shifted first, icy water still rippling down his chest. He ran a hand through
his hair and it was tough not to marvel at his perfect form. A light dusting of
auburn hair covered his rippled chest. I looked away before my eyes settled on
his swinging cock. He made no move to cover himself as he strode past me. I put
a hand over my mouth to suppress a giggle. It was hard not to laugh at the
absurdity of it. Bas growled as he stormed up to the house, water dripping from
his ears. 


I turned
back to Luke. He had just risen to his full height after shifting back. He was
angry too, his eyes sparking with cold fury. But, he didn’t notice what I did.
He’d shifted effortlessly this time. He hadn’t needed Bas or me to bring him
back.


He gritted
his teeth as he came to me and put firm fingers around my upper arm. I squealed
as he used his other hand to deliver a swat to my backside as he led me toward
the house. He tried to mask it with his glower, but I saw the lines of his
mouth twitch with humor. And we went up to the house together.


Once the
men had collected themselves and put some clothes on we congregated back in the
kitchen. Pat’s soup was ready, and she doled out heaping bowls of the stuff.
Bas and Luke devoured theirs, looking more like Vikings than werewolves.
Neither of them spoke a word, but devolved into grunts and shoving of chairs as
they went back for more helpings.


Finally, I
couldn’t take another second of the testosterone show. “Are you two finished
now, or do I have to go to the pet store and pick up a couple of crates for
you? Shock collars, maybe?”


Bas
pointed a finger at me and his face went white. But he still didn’t seem able
to form words, so he kind of snarled and threw down his spoon. That did it for
Pat. She burst into deep laughter and reached across the table to rub Bas’s
shoulder.


“Tell
him,” she said. “Or I will.”


“Tell me
what?” Luke said, throwing down his own spoon.


“You were
two seconds from besting Bas and he knows it.”


Bas
growled at her. “He was not.”


“Oh, yes,
he was. Why else would he have broken off so quick and let you go? If all it
took was a bucket of cold water to fend off an Alpha’s challenge, our packs
would be doomed. Tamryn did you a favor.”


“No. She.
Didn’t.” Bas’s nostrils flared as he blew out a hard breath. He shut his eyes
then slowly opened them. Some of the color came back into his cheeks. “But,
yes. You impressed me, Luke. You held your own. You’re stronger than you think
you are. More importantly, you’re stronger than I thought you were. I’m
still not convinced that being out here by yourself is going to work. We have
some time. Not a lot of time, mind you. But some.”


“Time for
what?”


That
knowing look passed between Pat and Bas. This time, Luke was in on it. Then I
understood. Time for me to decide whether I was willing to submit to Luke as
his mate. 
















 


Chapter Twenty-Four


“Why
didn’t you tell me?” I rested a hand on Luke’s knee as we sat together on the
edge of my bed. 


“How was I
supposed to tell you something like that? Oh, by the way, unless you agree to
let me bite you and change your entire life, there’s a good chance I’m going to
descend into madness.”


“Well,
maybe not using those exact words, but yes. And it’s not like I didn’t already
kind of understand what was happening. From the second you came into my life,
I’ve known that we’re connected somehow.”


He turned
toward me and smoothed a lock of hair from my brow. His eyes filled with
tenderness and he leaned down to kiss me. Oh, I loved this Luke too. He could
be gentle and sensitive or rough and powerful. Each side of him sent my insides
churning and heat roiling low between my legs.


“Why
didn’t you just do it the other night? Claim me. Mark me. That’s what Pat
called it. You know I wanted you to. I didn’t know what it was, but I craved it
too.”


Luke took
a breath. “Because I’m still not sure. You want to believe. Bas and my mother
want to believe I have all of this under control. That I’m completely recovered
from what Asher did to me. But you’re not inside my head. You don’t know what
it’s like. But, the second I mark you. If I mark you, you will. Do you
understand? Tamryn, when a werewolf mates, it’s a deeper connection than you
realize. You’ll hear my thoughts. You’ll feel pain when I do. And I’ll hear and
feel yours. Forever. I’m not sure I want to put you through that.”


His body
warmed mine. I traced the lines of his palm with my finger. “What if I’m not
afraid of your dark places?”


Luke’s
unwavering gaze sent a chill through me. “The point is, you should be.”


At that
moment, I knew it mattered to him that I didn’t flinch. Instead, I leaned
forward and kissed him. I sank into him as he slid his arms around my waist and
drew me down onto the bed. I wanted to stay there forever. His fingers played
slowly around my ribcage, and I felt his rising need against me. He groaned
when I reached down and traced the outline of his rigid erection as it strained
beneath his jeans. Oh, how I wanted to set it free and close my lips around
him, draw him out. Make him mine. 


But, this
time, I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t afraid of him, no matter how many times he
warned me to be. Now, I understood what this could mean for us. How it would
change the both of us forever if we did it the right way. The way we were meant
to. 


I pulled
away, gasping for air as if I had been drowning in him. I had been. And I
wanted to keep on drowning. 


“Tamryn.”
His voice was ragged with lust and his eyes flashed dark. But, Luke let go of
my hand and slowly sat up on the bed. 


“I want
you,” I said. “I want this. But I know how important it is that I choose it
with my eyes wide open. I’m not scared of who you are because I already know.”


“Tamryn .
. .”


I put a
hand up. “Hear me out. Your mom said when you mark me, it’s intense. Really
intense for at least the first few days.”


Luke
nodded. “It’s called the Rise.”


“Right.
Some type of super horny werewolf mate thing.”


He
laughed. “Yeah. Something like that.”


“And I’m
pretty sure I won’t mind. But, I need to be there for my grandpa tomorrow. And
maybe for a couple of days after that until we get him completely out of the
woods. So, can you hang on for that long?”


Luke’s
smile melted me. God. It was so hard to keep from straddling his lap and
letting him drag me right back down. Heat pulsed between my thighs and the
first slow trickle of wetness coated the inside of my panties. I wanted to let
him tear them off with his teeth.


“I think
so. And I haven’t said for sure that I’m going to mark you.”


“Well,
then let’s make a deal.” I put a hand out for him to shake. He arched a brow
but took it. “Three days. Then we’ll decide. In the meantime, you promise me
you’re not going to run off. And you’re not going to turn into psycho-wolf. And
you’re not going to fight with Bas anymore.”


“I
promise.”


“Good.” I
leaned down and kissed him. It took everything in me to tear myself away. Never
mind the fact that I’d just committed to letting him sleep under the same roof with
me for three nights without touching me. Maybe I was the one who needed to
worry about going insane from it.


“Then good
night for now. I’ve got to get to the hospital in about three hours. You might
think you’re the one who’s got the most monster in him. You haven’t seen me on
three hours of sleep before.”


Luke
laughed and rose from the bed. He kissed the top of my head but wisely chose
not to get any closer. Pretty soon, I was going to need a bucket of cold water
thrown on me.


“Three
days,” he said. “Then we decide.”


With that,
he left the room and quietly shut the door.


***


Grandpa
was out of it when I got there in the morning. I signed a few more forms and
held his hand as they wheeled his bed down the hall toward the prep area. His
numbers stayed good throughout the night and Dr. Hansen was all smiles and
optimism when he peeled back the privacy curtain and gave me a thumbs up. He
wore a surgical cap with yellow ducks on it. I refrained from commenting.


“Shouldn’t
be too long of a wait,” he said. “I’ll have one of the nurses come out as soon
as I finish up. Then we’ll go over the next steps. He’s a tough old bird, your
grandpa. I’ve seen guys half his age do a hell of a lot worse in his
condition.”


“He is
that.”


Hansen
gave me a squeeze on the shoulder and left me alone with Grandpa. He stirred on
the bed and his eyes fluttered open. 


“Hey
there, handsome,” I said, adjusting the sheet covering him. “You’re about to
get a bionic heart. You’ll be good as new. Ready for the ladies in no time.”


Grandpa
reached up and stroked my cheek. “Hey, Buckets. Glad you could make it.”


My heart
swelled. He knew it was me. “Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”


He tried
to say something, but his voice came out weak and scratchy. He reached for the
cup of water next to his bed. I hated that I couldn’t give it to him, but he
wasn’t allowed to have anything this close to his procedure.


“They’re
coming in a few minutes to take you down to surgery. They said it should go quick
and not to worry. They’re calling you a medical miracle. We’re going to get you
through this.”


Grandpa’s
eyes clouded, and I thought he’d gone to that far-off place again where the fog
of dementia robbed him of the here and now. But, he took my hand in his and
raised it to his parched lips and kissed me.


“I’m sorry
I can’t go with you. I asked them to wait, but there’s no more time.”


“Gramps,
there’s plenty of time. And I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be right here when you
wake up.”


He shook
his head. “I’m sorry all the things that I did for your own good made you
suffer. Jesse was better at this stuff. She would have known how to handle
this.”


Ah. Jesse.
It meant he probably thought I was my mom again. I smoothed his hair back and
smiled at him. 


“Tamryn.
Promise me you’ll listen to what they have to say.”


“I. Uh.
What now? Listen to who?”


“Just
promise.”


“Uh. Okay.
Yes. I promise I’ll listen. As long as you promise not to worry about anything but
getting better. Got it?”


He smiled
and gave me a slow nod. He squeezed my hand tighter until it started to hurt,
but his gaze never wavered. He was more clear-eyed than I’d seen him in weeks.
Fear snaked up my spine. But, before I could ask him what he meant, the nurses
came in to take him away. He let go of my hand and his face softened. Whatever
cryptic warning he tried to give me, he seemed to have already forgotten it. I
tried to follow the nurses as they wheeled his bed away, but they directed me
to the waiting room. I knew the chances that Grandpa would remember what he was
talking about after he woke were slim. So, there was nothing for me to do but
head to the waiting room and pray.


Dr. Hansen
didn’t lie. It seemed like as soon as I’d picked out the least awful magazine
from the waiting room table and sat down to read it, he came out to give me a
report.


“He’s in
great shape,” Hansen said. “Tolerated the procedure quite well.”


“Oh, thank
God. Can I see him?”


“Let’s
give him some time to rest. I don’t want any excitement for him for a bit. Not
even good excitement at seeing his pretty granddaughter. Give him a couple of
hours to sleep. If you’re comfortable here, that’s fine. Or, you could head on
home for a bit and come back later this afternoon. Whatever you’d like.”


I rose and
smoothed my hands over my hips. I held a hand out to shake his. “Thanks again.
I’ll probably come back after dinner if you think that’s long enough to give
him to rest.”


“Perfect.
I’ll check in on him tomorrow morning, but I really think we’re getting to a
point where he can maybe go home the day after tomorrow. We need to sit down
and talk about his aftercare. I’ll get with his primary physician and come up
with a plan.”


“God.
That’s such a relief. Really?”


Hansen was
already turning to leave. He was a busy guy with a lot of other patients, and I
was learning that when he was done talking, he was really done. “Yep,” he said,
raising a hand to wave at me as he headed back down the hall. 


I felt
like an anvil had just been lifted from my chest. With one crisis almost past,
I was free to think about Luke and what I wanted to do. I grabbed my purse off
the chair and headed for the elevators. I tried to dial Luke’s number, but it
went straight to voicemail. It didn’t surprise me. Once again, cell reception
up on the hill was spotty at best.


I
practically skipped my way through the parking lot, eager to get home to Luke
and tell him the good news about Grandpa. I had my key out, ready to slide it
into the lock of the Jeep when strong hands gripped me by the shoulders and
pulled me back. A hand went over my mouth. 


“Just
relax.” Beau’s voice was thick with venom as he pressed his lips against my
ear. “Nobody’s going to hurt you.”


I thrashed
against him, but it was like trying to move a mountain. Another car pulled up
alongside us, the squeal of its tires echoing through the parking garage. I
kicked backward, but Beau was too strong. He pushed me into the back seat and
held me down as he closed the door and the car sped away.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Five


I don’t
know how it works for most kidnappings. But, in my case, my captors saw fit to
hold me hostage at the Oodena Civic Center. Beau kept a firm grip on my upper
arm as he dragged me out of the car and up the sidewalk. Gerard had driven the
getaway car and walked beside us looking grim and more than a little ashamed.


“Nobody’s
going to hurt you, Tamryn,” Gerard said. “We just need to talk to you.”


“You could
have called me on the fucking phone.” I wanted to threaten to call the cops,
except this was Oodena. Beau was the cops. I probably should have been scared.
I found I was too pissed off for that. Gerard punched a code into the keypad
and the two of them pushed me along beside them. He punched another code into
one of the conference room doors off the lobby next to the giant counter where
people of Oodena came for their marriage and driver’s licenses and to register
to vote. They needed to add a new sign for abductees. After hours now, the
building was dark and quiet. 


We went
down a long hallway. Light spilled out of the crack at the bottom of one of the
doors at the end of the hall. Gerard punched his code in again and they led me
inside. There, filling all but two seats at a long, U-shaped conference table,
was the entire Oodena city council -- the heads of all the Nine Families save
for my grandfather. Gerard stepped to the other side and took his seat next to
Rory Blackstone. Five of the men, including Rory and Randall Crow, had the
decency to look embarrassed. But Gerard, Nathan Aken, and Bill Opego stared at
me with hard, judgmental eyes. Beau stood behind me and placed a heavy hand on
my shoulder, keeping me in my seat.


Randall
cleared his throat. With my grandfather out of commission, he was the next
oldest on the council. “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us,” he said.


I put up a
hand. “No. I’m sorry. I didn’t agree to anything. Beau and Gerard literally
dragged me from the hospital parking lot and threw me in their car. I’ll have
bruises on my arm in about an hour.”


The color
drained from Randall’s face. Rory buried his face in his hands and then stared
murder at Gerard. 


“Well,
that wasn’t what we planned. You have my apologies on behalf of the council for
that. But now that you’re here will you at least listen to what we have to
say?”


“If Beau
takes his hands off me and gets far the hell away from me, that would be a good
start.” 


Murmurs
went through the men. To his credit, Gerard looked ashen and miserable. He nodded
toward Beau, whose hand stiffened on my shoulder. But, he finally withdrew it
and went to stand behind the council table.


“Is this a
formal meeting of the council?” I asked.


“Well, in
a way, yes.”


“Then Beau
needs to step outside,” I said. “Unless he plans on offing his father in the
next thirty seconds, Beau’s not the representative of the Karrow family. Gerard
is.”


“I stay,”
Beau said. “I’m here as a representative of law enforcement. This is a matter
of town security.”


Randall
ran a hand across his brow and gave me a sheepish look. “Tamryn. We’ll agree
that Beau doesn’t come near you. One of us will escort you out of here when the
meeting’s finished. We’re not keeping you here against your will. But, what we
have to say is important and concerns your family.”


I probably
should have gotten up and left then and there. But, Randall had my curiosity
piqued and he knew it. Maybe it was naïve of me, but I didn’t truly believe
Gerard or Beau could really hurt me. And I still trusted Randall and Rory,
although less and less as the minutes ticked by.


“Go
ahead,” I said, letting out a deep sigh. “But quickly. I understand the lot of
you went to see my grandfather yesterday. I’d like to know what that was
about.”


“How is
he?” Randall’s face tore at my heart a little. I knew he loved my grandfather,
and whatever else was going on, his concern was real.


“Good. He
got his pacemaker, I might be able to take him home in a couple of days.”


Randall
clapped his hands together and his eyes lit up. “Oh, thank the Lord. The Crows
have been praying on it. Verna’s going to want to whip up something special for
him for dinner when he’s good and ready to eat it.”


“Can we
get on with this?” Gerard barked. 


“I’d
appreciate that,” I said. For once, Gerard Karrow and I agreed on something.


“We have
some concerns about the element you’ve chosen to associate yourself with,” Bill
Opego said. Bill was the third oldest member of the council behind my
grandfather and Randall. He looked every bit of his Odawa ancestry save for his
rotund frame and beefy fingers. He looked at me with fierce, dark eyes.


“That I’ve
what?”


“Wendigo!”
Nathan Aken pointed a crooked finger at me. “You’ve let wolves onto your
property, and God knows what else you’ve done with them.”


My blood
boiled and I was on my feet. The members of the council erupted. Gerard, Nathan,
and Bill shouted at me while Randall and Rory tried to get them to stop. I
turned to leave, but Beau blocked the door. Free to leave, my ass. I whirled
back toward the council table and shook my own finger in Nathan’s direction.


“Explain
to me how anything I do is the business of this council.” I looked to Rory and
Randall, fully expecting them to be outraged at Bill’s question. But Randall
looked weary instead. He motioned for me to take my seat again.


“Tamryn,”
he started again when the din died down. “You’ve been away a long time. And you
don’t know the history of this tribe and our town. Not the full color of it,
anyway. No one’s blaming you for that ignorance. Your grandfather wanted to
spare you from it. And actually, that’s not even it. He wanted to spare himself
the pain of reliving any of it by telling you. But you have a right to know more
than anyone.”


It was as
if the temperature in the room dropped twenty degrees. I had trouble drawing
breath. I had thought my grandfather’s words before he went in for his
procedure were the product of his addled mind. But, he’d warned me. He told me
to listen to what they had to say. God, it dawned on me. He knew these
old farts were going to call me in front of the council. It’s probably why
they’d gone to see him the other night. And, it meant he’d endorsed the plan.
Before I gave it conscious thought, I found myself sinking back down into my
chair. I folded my trembling hands into my lap. I didn’t want to hear another
word. But, a promise was a promise and Grandpa had gotten one out of me when he
thought he might not wake up again.


“The
history of this tribe and this town are deeply intertwined with the were,” Rory
took up the story. “It’s not just the children’s fable we tell on Founder’s
Day. All of us here have reaped the benefits of the sacrifices our forefathers
made when they settled here. But, you have to understand how deep those
sacrifices were.”


“What
sacrifices?” 


Beau moved
to the end of the table. He picked up a thick manila folder that had been lying
there. Randall put up a hand and motioned for him to be still. I couldn’t take
my eyes off that folder. On instinct, I knew it contained something awful.
Instinct, and the satisfied look that came into Beau’s eyes as he held it.


“Things
were dire for our people at the end of the Civil War. Odawa were forced onto
reservations and worse. It took tremendous courage for each of the Nine
Families to do what they did and form this town. But, they couldn’t do it
alone. They faced the full force of the United States military, who had no
intention of letting us carve out our own futures. We needed protection. Our
people, your people, paid a price for that protection.”


“They paid
nothing!” Gerard slammed his fist to the table. “And everyone at this table
knows it. Why should the Redbirds be spared what the rest of us endured?”


“Keep your
tongue!” Randall rose from his seat and came around the table. He knelt in
front of me on creaky knees and took my hand. “You know full well how the
Redbirds paid.”


“Tell me,”
I said, challenging him. “What do you mean? What kind of sacrifice?”


“We made a
pact with a powerful ally. A shifter pack from the south. For a hundred years
they protected us from government threats and rival tribes. Without that
alliance, Oodena wouldn’t be here today.”


Some of
what Pat told me flooded my brain as well. She talked about a rival pack to
Wild Lake and a pack war in this area fifty years ago. Were they related?


“Stop
sugar coating it,” Gerard said. “Tell her the truth.”


Randall
got off his knees and stood before me, but he didn’t let go of my hands. 


“A
daughter,” he said. “That’s what they wanted. In each successive generation,
one of the Nine Families would make the ultimate sacrifice. Over one hundred
years, we lost eight favorite daughters to the pack.”


“What do
you mean you lost them?”


“They were
taken from here,” Nathan continued. “They went to live among the pack on their
hunting grounds to the south. None of them ever returned.”


Cold sweat
trickled down between my shoulder blades. I couldn’t breathe. Eight daughters.
Nine Families. 


“That’s
right,” Beau came to the other side and leaned against it as he fingered the
envelope. “You figured out the math. Eight daughters. Eight generations. I
think you can guess who the ninth daughter was supposed to be.”


Ask
your grandfather what happens to the women in your family when they don’t do
what they’re told.


Oh, God.
Spots swam in front of my eyes. 


“She tried
to run with her,” Beau said. “Tell her what happened, or I will.”


Randall
closed his eyes when he spoke the rest. “Wyatt married an outsider. It wasn’t
his fault. It wasn’t her fault even. Jesse enchanted all of us.”


“Not all
of us,” Bill said. “He was a fool, and there were plenty of us around back then
to remind him why.”


Randall’s
eyes snapped open, and now they filled with tears. “He was in love with her.
And it had been more than twenty years since the last daughter had been
sacrificed to the werewolves. Things were peaceful. Or at least, we thought so.
We were decades away from any real threat to our lands from anyone. We got
careless. Complacent.”


“You got
careless and complacent,” Bill said. “We tried to make Jesse understand. She
sat in this very room just like you are. But she wasn’t one of us. She didn’t
feel bound by any oath and she was foolish.”


Rage
boiled my blood as I envisioned what that scene must have been like. My grandmother.
Beautiful. Defiant. She sat in front of a row of old men just like I was as
they told her she was supposed to sacrifice her . . . daughter. My
mother.


“You
killed her.” My words came out cold and bitter as Beau’s words replayed in my
mind.


“No,”
Gerard said, on his feet now. “We did not. We aren’t killers. It’s the wolves,
the Wendigo, who are killers. Those girls never came back. You think they just
lived happily ever after? No. I’ve heard the stories. I know the truth. They
died, but not right away. You want to know what they did with them? There’s
something wrong with werewolves. The females of their kind have been dying out
for two hundred years. They believed a legend that said women with Native
American blood could be turned. Odawa can’t. And they were ignorant and bigoted
enough to think it didn’t matter. That all the tribes are the same. Our
daughters were tortured and raped for years by that pack before they died. That’s
the fate that awaited your mother. But, she was one life that we were willing
to sacrifice for the good of all of us. Like the eight women that came before
her. What’s nine lives when hundreds, thousands of others could be spared? We
gave her a chance to prepare.”


Bile rose
in my throat. He was insane. I didn’t know the pack he spoke about, but I knew
Luke. I was getting to know Bas. They weren’t cold-blooded killers or rapists.
“Of course she ran,” I said. “Jesse ran from all of you and your insanity.”


“She did,”
Randall said. “She did what any mother would do if she didn’t understand the
way things are. Your mother wasn’t more than five or six years old, and Jesse
tried to run away with her. She was going to take her someplace far away where
she thought the wolves would never find her. But, they were watching. They
tracked her down.”


“The
wolves killed her,” Beau said as he started to open the seal on the envelope.
“Left her on the side of the road with your mother crying over her body.”


“You don’t
need to be obscene, Beau,” Rory said. 


“Oh, yes,
I do. My father raised me on this story. Jesse didn’t understand what was at
stake. You people weren’t obscene enough when you tried to warn her. If she had
she’d probably still be alive. Liddy would have done her duty and the debt
would be paid.”


What was
he saying? My mother married my father. She was never part of any wolf pack.
She died in a car accident. 


“Wyatt was
never the same after that,” Randall said, openly sobbing now. “It killed him as
much as it did Jesse. He thought about trying to run with Liddy then too, but
he knew they’d find her again. And they’d kill him. And then she’d have no one
to look out for her.”


“What
happened to my mother?” I didn’t recognize my own voice. It was cold and flat.
My heart thundered against my ribcage.


“She
didn’t listen either,” Gerard said. “She came of age. Your grandfather was too
afraid to tell her what was supposed to happen. So I tried. I loved her too. Did
you know that? Since we were kids. I wanted to marry her myself, but I
couldn’t. I knew who she was. She was the last daughter. After her, the pact
was supposed to be fulfilled. She was important. But, she was too much like
your grandmother. She ran off and eloped with your father. It was bad enough he
wasn’t from Oodena, but she laid with him. Defiled herself.”


“They were
married, you asshole. You’re talking about her like she was just like some
whore.”


“Like
mother like daughter,” Beau muttered. I lunged at him, moving faster than
Randall or anyone else expected. I slapped Beau Karrow’s smug face and raised
my fist to strike again. He caught my wrist and crushed it between his fingers.
Pain shot through me to my elbow as he forced me back into my chair.


“Enough!”
Randall choked out his words. 


“She got
away from all your bullshit, didn’t she? That’s why you’re so pissed off. My
mother was stronger than all of you. You wouldn’t fight for her. For any of
them. You just let it happen.” 


My words
tasted bitter in my mouth, but I had to keep going. “You’ve been trying to
control me since the minute I came back to town. I didn’t understand it at
first. I thought it was just some stupid crush you had on me or your sick need
to control everything. But, that’s not it, is it? You want something. Your
marriage proposal. More like marriage bullying. You’re a vulture. You and your
father. Does the council know about the note you took out on my grandfather’s
property? That’s what this is really about, isn’t it?”


Gerard
took a step back. His face went ashen and I knew I had something. I wanted to
hurt him and Beau, and I used the only weapon I had. Whatever tattered
reputation they had left with the council, I wanted to destroy it.


“You
wanted me to marry you so you could secure the claim you think you have on my
grandfather’s land. The rest of this is all bullshit. I’ve seen the most recent
surveys. Grandpa’s land is rich with copper deposits, isn’t it? That’s what
you’re really after.”


By the
looks on the rest of the council’s faces, I knew I’d struck gold. Now, Beau and
Gerard were the ones squirming. My gamble paid off. Scorn came into even Bill
and Nathan’s eyes as they looked at Beau. 


I should
have quit while I was ahead. Because, it turned out I had vastly underestimated
Beau.


He ripped
open the envelope and spilled its contents at my feet. Photographs fluttered
over the ground, spreading out in a grisly collage. These were crime scene
photos. First, I recognized my grandmother in them. Her red hair, just like
mine, fanned out on the ground. Her beautiful face looked so peaceful. At first
glance, I could have believed she was only sleeping. But, deep claw marks
ravaged the skin above her collarbones. She was bitten, her flesh torn away,
and she lay in a pool of dark blood.


And then,
there were my parents. My father got the worst of it. He had deep wounds
covering his hands and chest. Dread settled over my shoulders like a blanket.
Defensive wounds. No one had to tell me that. He probably died trying to
protect my mother. He lay in the woods behind my grandfather’s house. My
mother’s body had been moved. She lay face down at the edge of the footbridge
in the center of town.


Wolves did
this. Werewolves did this.


Blood
drained from my face, and my stomach rolled. My mouth filled with saliva, and I
fought back the urge to vomit. I couldn’t let them see weakness in me. But, I
had to get out of here. 


“It wasn’t
a car accident, Tamryn,” Gerard said. “Your mother was smart. And she was
brave. But, she was too stubborn for her own good. She married your father. She
sullied herself with another outsider. She was no good to the pack. They let
her go. Or, we thought they did. But, they got their revenge.”


It was
awful. Brutal. And yet, I felt detached somehow. This happened in another place,
another time. This wasn’t Luke. It wasn’t Bas. It had nothing to do with me.
Did it?


“Your new
boyfriend did this, Tamryn,” Beau said. 


“No.” I
took two steps backward, trying to put some distance between myself and those
horrible photos. I stumbled over the chair. “He’s not from some pack from the
south. He’s from Wild Lake. These weren’t his people. You’re drawing the same
bigoted conclusion you just accused the southern pack of doing. Not all were
are the same.”


“Well,
then he’s a recent transplant,” Beau said. “There was an investigation into
their deaths. Witness statements. The wolves who did this weren’t strangers,
Tamryn. Not to the people around here. A warrant was even issued for the leader
of the pack responsible. Do you want to know his name?”


I shook my
head. The room started to spin. Things Luke told me started to swirl in my head.
If Beau or Gerard had uttered the name, I might not have believed it. Beau
relished hurting me. I’d spurned him. I could almost understand why he hated me
now. But, it was Randall who spoke the name that shattered my soul.


“Asher
Tully,” he said. “Asher Tully carried out the hit on your mother and father.
Honey, it’s true. He carried your mother’s body into the town square and laid
her at your grandfather’s feet. Everyone here witnessed it. Even Beau.”
















 


Chapter Twenty-Six


Chaos
screamed inside my head. My heart tore in two. Asher Tully. Luke’s brother.
Luke’s pack. 


No one
moved to stop me as I ran from the council hall. I don’t remember how I got
from there to the edge of the hill leading to my grandfather’s house. For all I
knew, I too had shifted into the red bird my family had been named after and taken
flight over the snow-covered pine trees.


It
couldn’t be true. Except, I knew in my heart that it was. It’s why Luke had
been so afraid of letting me close to him. He was afraid I’d finally see the
truth. He’d been lying to me this whole time. He had to have known what
happened. 


He was
waiting for me as I slammed the Jeep into park and spilled out of the driver’s
side. He stood with his hands in his pockets, the wind blowing through his wavy
brown hair as he looked at me with those devastating green eyes. Pat and Bas
stood on the porch behind him. Each of them looked at me with sorrow in their
eyes, and I had the momentary urge to scratch them all out.


I meant to
rage at him. Curse his name. Order him off the property. But, as I took the
first step toward the house, the weight of everything I’d been told . . . everything
I’d seen, came crashing down on me and my knees gave out. I crumpled slowly to
the ground, finally letting my tears fall. 


Luke was
fast. In a blur of motion he came to me, gently putting his hands around my
waist and pulling me into his lap as I sank to the ground.


“Why?” I
sobbed. “Why did he kill her?”


Luke
buried his face in my hair and kissed me. Even now, when I had a million
questions and rage in my heart, it was Luke’s touch I craved. 


“No,” I
found the strength to push him away. “No.” 


He spread
his hands wide, not touching me as I found the strength to stand and then take
the first steps toward the house. I couldn’t even look at Pat or Bas as I
walked past them and went into my grandfather’s house. From the corner of my
eye, I saw the giant maple tree where my father’s lifeless body had lain.


The three
of them filed quietly in behind me. Luke put a hand up when Pat tried to come
to me. Even in my grief and rage, I was grateful to him for that small gesture.
I didn’t want her comfort. I wanted answers.


“Why?” I
asked again, turning toward him. “You knew. This whole time. You knew Asher was
the one who took my parents from me.”


Luke hung
his head and let out a breath. “I knew. I’ve always known.”


“Were you
there? Did you . . . help him? Is that one of the awful things he made
you do?”


“No! God.
No!”


I let out
a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. I grabbed the back of one of the
kitchen chairs to steady myself as relief flooded through me. He was a liar.
But, Luke wasn’t a killer.


“I told
you. About ten years ago Asher challenged the Alpha of our pack and lost. Some
of us followed him anyway, but we didn’t have anywhere else to go. We were
banished from Wild Lake. Asher secured some land for us in Kentucky. But, it
came at a price. I didn’t know what that price was at the time, I swear to God.
Not until months later, after we got settled in Mammoth Forest. I made him tell
me. It sickened me. I would have left then. I wanted to. But, by then he’d made
it so none of us could.”


“My mother
was the price? He used Asher as some kind of werewolf assassin to make her pay
for not going off with that pack?”


Luke
nodded. His face turned a shade of green, and for a moment, it looked like he
was about to be sick. I knew the feeling.


“I told
you there was a pack war going on in these parts that started fifty-some years
ago.” Pat picked up the story. “The pack that terrorized the people of Oodena
were driven out by the Wild Lake packs. By my family. But, werewolves
have long memories, and that pack had a thirst for revenge. After we drove them
out, we heard they settled in Kentucky.”


“Oh, God.”
I slid the chair out and sank into it, burying my face in my hands. When Luke
made a move to come to my side, I put a hand up to stop him. “And when Asher
went looking for new digs, they told him he could come if he settled an old
score with Oodena. Is that right?”


“Yes,” Bas
answered. “Tamryn. We didn’t know. We had no idea what Asher was capable of. If
we had, we never would have let him set foot out of Wild Lake alive.”


Luke went
to his knees by my side. This time, when he touched me, I didn’t push him away.
I didn’t have the strength to anymore. I didn’t know what to think. What to
feel. He knew and he didn’t tell me. I wasn’t sure I could forgive him for that
deception. But, I knew in my heart Luke was just as much a victim of Asher as
my parents were. 


“I should
have told you. I’m sorry.”


It was all
too much. Energy leached out of me, and I laid my head on the table. 


“Tamryn,
say something. Please.”


“They told
me that pack raped and tortured the women from Oodena for over a hundred years.
In exchange for protecting the town and the tribe. Did you know about that
too?”


“We always
heard rumors,” Pat said. “It’s one of the reasons the Wild Lake packs finally
made the decision to go to war to drive them out of the state. One of many,
anyway. But, the men that make up the council of the Nine Families sure like to
keep secrets. Some of it I understand. They had ample reason not to trust the
were. But, I just think how many girls we might have been able to help them
save if they’d come to Bas’s grandfather or Luke’s great-grandfather. They
could have helped.”


This time,
when my stomach churned, I couldn’t stop it. I staggered out of my chair and
made it to the kitchen sink just in time to be sick into it. God. All that
loss. All that pain. For what? Some silly superstition. I turned on the faucet
and let cool water run over my lips and down my throat. Wiping my mouth with
the back of my hand I turned back to them.


“I need
some time alone,” I said. “Please. Can you just . . . go back to Wild Lake for
now?”


Pat gave
me a tight-lipped smile, but she was already on the move. “Don’t you give that
a second thought. We’re gone, but we’ll be close. My farm is straight up 31
about fifteen miles. Either of the boys can be back here in a flash if you need
‘em.”


Then, Pat
moved in a blur as if she too had were strength. She disappeared into one of
the back bedrooms and came out carrying a large duffle bag stuffed with her
clothes and probably Luke and Bas’s. She made a clucking noise and started to
try and shoo the two of them toward the front door. Bas followed her, but Luke
stayed rooted to a spot in the hallway. Pat looked at him, then looked at me,
then gave a shrug and disappeared with Bas straight out the front door.


“Luke,” I
said. “I mean it. I need some time to myself.”


He nodded
but took a step toward me, then another. His pulse mixed with mine until all I
could hear was his thundering heartbeat in my ears. My heart warred with the
need to go to him and push him away all at once. His eyes held a challenge to
me, and I was about to find out if I could rise to it.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Seven


“Please,”
I said. “Not now.”


That
emerald glint flashed in his eyes, and the vibrations of the low growl he made
went straight up my spine. Heat flared inside me. I took a step back. 


“I pushed
you away and I regret it,” he said. “I’m not going to let you do the same thing
to me.”


Tears
welled in my eyes and stung my cheeks as they spilled out. “Dammit. Not now.”


“Yes. Now.
This is me, Tamryn. You and me. You’re standing there questioning who I am.
There’s only one way I know how to show you.”


I loved
him. I hated him. My heart held anger, despair, grief. It wasn’t Luke’s fault.
He hadn’t been the one to kill my parents. I knew it. And yet, I wanted to lash
out at something, someone. He lied to me. They all lied to me. My grandfather sent
me away. He said he did it to protect me, and I understood that now. Still, the
pain felt fresh and raw. That lost little girl still lived inside of me. The
hurt and rejection I’d tried to cope with for so long unfurled in my heart. I
grew up alone. I grew up with lies. He should have protected my mother, and he
couldn’t. He should have protected my grandmother and he couldn’t. Then, it hit
me. In that moment, my rage centered on a single point. 


Luke. 


He knew
what Asher was better than anyone. He should have protected my mother and he
didn’t. Even though I knew he wasn’t responsible, he felt close enough. I
couldn’t hold the rejection and betrayal inside of me anymore. Asher wasn’t
here. I could never seek justice against him. I took a step toward Luke, as my
tears flowed and my body trembled. 


“Why?” I
sobbed the word for what seemed like the thousandth time. Since I’d known him,
I’d told Luke he had no demon inside of him. That might be true, but now I felt
a demon rising inside of me. I wanted to lash out and hurt the closest thing I could
to Asher.


I raised
my hand, wanting to fight back against the murderous wolf in the way my mother
couldn’t. It was if I could see the world through her eyes in her final
moments. I drew my fist back and tried to strike him. But, it wasn’t Luke I
saw. It was Asher. Luke caught my wrist in his powerful grip. I raised my other
fist and tried again. He caught that one too and held my arms above my head. 


We stayed
like that, locked in an unspoken battle of wills. Luke was what he was. Part
beast. Part man. Imperfect, brutal, beautiful. He was willing to lay his sins
bare for me if I was strong enough to look at them. And I needed to look at
them. If I had any hope of saving the man or myself, I needed to understand the
beast.


With all
the strength I had, I pulled my wrists away from him. He opened his fingers and
let me go, but the force of my momentum made me stagger backward. I recovered
and came at him again. I raised my hands to him a second time. This time, Luke
didn’t try and stop me. My fingers hovered over his face. I could claw at him
the way my mother probably tried to do to Asher in the last moments of her
life. He was going to let me. His eyes went dark and he held his arms to his
sides, and thrust his chin out, challenging me again. Whatever I needed to
release, he would stand there and receive it.


Then, I
went up on my tiptoes, threaded my hands through the hair behind his ears, and
pulled him down to me. If a kiss can be cruel and hard, mine was. I bit his lip
until I tasted blood. Luke stood stock still at first, but I felt the low
rumble of a primal growl rising through him. Breathless, I tore myself way from
him. Luke had his fists curled at his sides and his eyes flashed as his wolf
struggled to get out. And I wanted to see if I could make it.


I threw
myself at him again, flailing my fists against his chest. I screamed and raged,
becoming part beast myself. But, Luke stayed still, and only a tremor in his
jaw hinted at the struggle inside of him. I grabbed fistfuls of his shirt and
pulled him toward me. He teetered on the balls of his feet but otherwise stood
immoveable.


Hot tears
streamed down my face. I wanted to hurt him. I wanted him to hurt me. I wanted
to feel the grief and anger inside of me as physical pain. But, Luke wouldn’t
touch me. He wouldn’t even raise his hands. He left me to my own struggle for
self-control. I stood quaking before him. Luke’s steady pulse thundered in my
ears.


And then I
lost my battle for self-control.


I was on
Luke again. Flinging my body against his, he finally moved. We ended up
stumbling backward against the kitchen table. I tore at his shirt and the
button of his jeans. At last, he touched me, ripping my shirt apart, exposing
my bra. His hands were hot and urgent as he pulled the clasp apart, freeing my
breasts. I leaned back until he had me sprawled over the kitchen table. Luke
tugged at my jeans and had them off me and cast aside in one fluid motion. My
chest heaved with heavy breaths as I laid before him. 


Heat
coursed through my blood and settled at the throbbing juncture of my thighs.
Luke leaned down and kissed me, trailing his tongue between my breasts, down
the slope of my stomach, until I felt his hot breath between my legs, teasing
the sensitive bud beneath my panties. With his teeth, he tore the fabric to
shreds, leaving me completely exposed to him. 


I cried
out as Luke fastened his lips around my clit and sucked me there. I arched my
back and carved my fingers through his hair. More. Harder. Faster. With his
expert tongue, he coaxed the hard nub to a point and drew my first shattering
orgasm out of me. I screamed his name as I writhed on the kitchen table. Wave
after wave of pleasure washed over me as I struggled to open my legs even wider
for him. 


When the
pleasure turned almost to pain, Luke finally lifted his head and smiled at me.
His emerald wolf eyes flashed, and he shifted so he laid on top of me, carrying
his weight on his elbows. The table couldn’t hold the two of us and it buckled
beneath us, sending us both crashing to the ground. It felt right. I wanted to
break things. Tear the house down. Be reborn.


Luke
lifted me effortlessly and carried me through the wreckage. He had me pinned
against the wall and I lifted my legs, wrapping them around his waist. He held
my wrists above my head in one of his hands and in one, slick movement, he
sheathed himself to the root inside of me. He was huge and hard and I felt
split in two, just like the first time. He pumped hard and strong and I rose to
meet his thrusts. With his free hand, he punched a hole in the wall. Plaster
rained down around us. Then, he moved me into the kitchen while I held on,
impaled on his turgid cock. He set me on the counter, never breaking his
punishing pace as he fucked me with abandon. Pots and pans fell from the hooks,
the windows rattled; I felt the counter tile buckle as Luke gripped the edge
and drove himself into me. 


He was
strong and fierce, a man still, but the beast raged inside of him as it did in
me. I felt just as strong. We could tear each other down and lay our souls bare
for each other. But neither of us would break. 


As Luke
thrust in me ever deeper, I felt the next rising tide of a powerful orgasm. I
peppered his neck with rough kisses, scoring his back with my nails. I wanted a
piece of him. I wanted all of him. And he wanted all of me. I spread my legs
wider, giving him even deeper access. Luke lifted me again and with me still
straddling him, we wound up in the living room, knocking over lamps and end
tables until he had me on the ground.


Yes! This!
I wanted him to take me on the floor, the table, against the wall. Anywhere and
everywhere. I was just as wild as he was. He flipped me over until I was on all
fours. Luke withdrew for a moment. My pussy throbbed and felt so empty without
him. I thrust my hips backward and lowered my chin almost to the floor so my
ass was high for him. He put his hands on my hips and angled me even higher. I
shuddered as he ran a finger over my slick, throbbing folds. 


“Please,”
I gasped. I’d lost count of how many times he’d made me come, but it wasn’t
enough. It felt like it would never be enough. 


“Yes,” he
answered, his voice husky with lust. “Like that. I want to hear you. Beg me.”


“Oh, God.
Please. Luke. Fuck me. I want you. Do it.”


“Do what?”


“Take me!”


When he
growled, it went through me too. He slid a finger deep inside me and a fresh
gush of juices coated my sex as he worked me there, priming me even more for
him. He had me. He owned me. All he had to do was claim me. 


He had
told me he could wait. Give me time to decide. But, as I quivered beneath his
touch, it felt like I might die without him. Luke took two fingers and opened
me, spreading me impossibly wide as I felt the head of his cock at the edge of
my slick opening. I trembled in anticipation. Not having him inside me was
torture. Then, as he slid himself inside me again, a new hunger woke within me.
As Luke plunged into me, I felt his breath on my ear. Instinct took over. I
reached back and gathered my hair to one side, exposing the nape of my neck to
him.


Time
froze. It was as though every point in my life intersected and I understood
with absolute clarity what I was. Why I was here. I was here for him. He was
here for me. Everything that had ever happened led me to this point. This time.
It was a rebirth. A homecoming. 


Luke
leaned forward, stretching me even wider as his cock slid deeper inside me. His
teeth scraped the sensitive skin at the base of my neck. I cried out his name
as he finally bit me, sinking his teeth deep into my tender flesh. It burned
for just a moment. Then, a new wave of desire spread through me as if he’d
created a new pleasure zone where he marked me.


I came
hard, my orgasm exploded from the deepest parts of me and extended outward,
leaving me shuddering and spent. Luke poured his seed deep, coating my walls as
he came too. Blood flowed out of the wound in my neck as Luke slowly withdrew.
Heat flared there as it did between my legs. As I crested down, he gathered me
in his arms and held me close to him, smoothing the hair away from my face. 


Luke
whispered my name against my cheek as he kissed me. I raised my hand to touch
his face and kissed him back. A bridge of time passed between the moment he
marked me and the moment I felt what it meant. Like the instant just before you
crest the top of a hill of the tallest roller coaster. Then, my stomach
dropped. I closed my eyes. A fraction of a second later, I opened them and the
world changed forever. 


I felt
him. Luke was inside of me. I saw everything. Took all of it in. His pain. His
sorrow. His essence. He filled my soul with his just as he had filled me
with his body and seed. I didn’t just hear or feel his pulse; ours beat
together now as one. It was as if I breathed when he did. The path before him
seemed to spread in front of me now. I could hear his thoughts. I saw his
darkness and his light. And it was beautiful.


I love
you. You’re mine. I’m yours.

















 


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Tears
spilled out of my eyes. Luke helped me up and we walked hand in hand out the
back porch. The woods spread before us in all its winter glory. We were stark
naked, but I didn’t feel the cold, just the heat of Luke’s body as he held me
against him, sliding his arms across my stomach and burying his face in the
crook of my neck.


“Why
didn’t you tell me?” I whispered. 


It was
like seeing for the first time. Smelling, tasting, touching. Colors grew more
vibrant. I heard the rustle of branches and the trickling waters of Miskwaa Creek
miles to the west as it cracked through thick layers of ice. The scent of
fresh, metallic blood filled my nose. Another heartbeat, strong but erratic.
God, it was an elk running swiftly through the barren trees far to the north.
Something stronger and faster chased it down, and I knew the elk would fall
before it even happened. 


“Bas is
hunting,” Luke said. Then he laughed as my stomach growled beneath his
fingertips.


“Are you
sure I’m not turning were?” 


Luke
kissed my temple. “You don’t have it in your blood. I’m one hundred percent
sure of that now.”


My hand
flew to the wound he’d made at the back of my neck. It had already healed over,
leaving a half circle of a scar. It pulsed beneath my touch and seemed to stir
desire in me again. I remembered what Pat had called it. The Rise. Once Luke
marked me, she said I’d need him all the time for a while. I hadn’t fully
understood what she meant then, but I did now. I craved his touch now more than
ever. 


“If you
could figure that out with one little nip at the back of my neck, wouldn’t
those packs from long ago have known that about the women of Oodena? The
council said they believed they could turn those girls into werewolves.” I
didn’t want to spoil this moment with memories of the blasted tribal council or
my parents’ fate, but I needed to know.


Luke
shrugged and rested his chin on the top of my head. “They should have, yes.
But, they thought they could bring about the change if enough of them bit the
girls and mated with them. They were right that there aren’t many female werewolves
around anymore. Nobody knows why.”


Cold dread
went through me as I contemplated the horror of what those girls faced. What my
mother was supposed to face. In a way, Jesse and Grandpa had
saved her from that. My father too. She’d married for love and had me. It was
more than the other eight daughters had. Through my grief, I could be grateful
for that.


“I love
you,” Luke said, sensing the shift in my mood. I knew that was part of the
marking too. One of the best parts. Because I could feel his love and concern
for me coursing through his own heart. Strong. Solid. Certain. He’d never be
able to hide anything he was feeling or thinking from me again. And I couldn’t
hide from him either. I knew who he was through and through. He was flawed. I
felt the doubt within him, tearing at the edges of his thoughts. I felt the
wolf too. Powerful. Virile. Deadly. Hungry. But, I felt the goodness inside of
him too. His love for me and Pat. His struggle to do what he thought was right.


I turned
in his arms and went up on my tiptoes to kiss him. “You’re a dummy.”


He cocked
his head and smiled. “Not what I thought you were going to say.”


“No, I
mean it. You’re a dummy. All this time, you’ve tried to push me away or run
from me because you thought you were turning into the beast. But, now I feel
that inside of you too. You’re even stronger than the wolf is. You need him.
But, he needs you more.”


Luke
kissed me slow and deep. The wolf reared his head inside of Luke, sending a
shudder through the both of us. He’d been quiet until now, but his own rising
need to break free and run with Bas would need to be sated, and soon.


“That’s
new,” he said as he pulled away.


“What is?”


“That
balance. You’re right. I am a dummy. Bas and my mother told me it would be
easier if I marked you the way I was supposed to. I thought I’d drag you down,
but the opposite is happening. You make it easier for me to be a better man.”


I reached
up and tweaked his nose. “When are you going to start believing that you are
a good man? And I’m the one that’s now in the best position to know.”


“Mmm.
Positions.” Luke growled, and it sent a shiver straight to my sex. 


God. I
wanted to ask him a thousand questions. But, my own rising need blotted out all
reason. I had to have him touching me. I had to have him inside me again.


“Do we
have time?” he asked. “When are you supposed to be back at the hospital?”


He was
talking. Saying other words but I couldn’t hear it. I slid my hands across his
shoulder as he bent his head down to kiss me. We were both hot and sweaty, and
again, the frigid wind of the northern Michigan air didn’t affect me at all.
Luke was heat and light and everything I needed. We tumbled together back into
the house.


“Soon,” I
groaned as Luke’s fingers skittered along my ribcage, sending ripples of
gooseflesh with them. “But, I think we better make time or they’re going to
think I’ve gone rabid or something and strap me to a gurney when I get there. I
need you. Like, now.”


And then I
learned how Luke could be quick and powerful in a different way. He bent me
over what was left of the couch and took me. His skillful fingers drew me to a
shattering orgasm in the space of a few seconds as he teased and tweaked my
most sensitive spots and plunged himself deep into me again.


“I’m going
to need to bite you again,” he whispered against my neck. “Soon and often. But
every time I do, you’re going to be even more connected to me.”


“Oh, God.
Yes. I want that.”


For now,
he just gave me a little nip. But, it worked on me like an exclamation point to
the orgasm I had just crested. It was my turn to growl.


“How am I
going to be able to think straight if you’re not right next to me?” I said
later as I got dressed. Luke slid his arms around my waist and kissed my
shoulder as he followed me back out to the kitchen. He’d done his best to set
it to rights, but the table was ruined.


“Just
don’t stay away too long. Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you?”


“I do. But
it’s better if you don’t. I’m going to have to find a way to explain all of
this to Grandpa. The doctor said he needs to stay calm as much as possible.
This one’s gonna be a doozy.”


“He’ll
come around,” Luke said as he slid his own jeans back on. “He and the rest of
that council just need to be reminded who their allies are. Wild Lake is
responsible for saving them from themselves. We’ve shed plenty of our own pack
blood driving their enemies away.”


“You know,
I think most of them already know that. Of the nine, there are just three of
them that seem to be a poison on that council. And I may have taken care of the
Karrows.” I’d explained to Luke my suspicions about Beau’s motivation with my
grandfather’s land. Luke confirmed I was right. He said he’d sensed the copper
deposits himself when he crossed the boundaries on a hunt many times over the
years.


“Anyway,”
I said as I twisted my hair into a ponytail. “That doesn’t change the fact that
Grandpa’s broke and the house is about to go into foreclosure.”


“Don’t
worry about that. I can loan you whatever you need to pay off that note.”


“Hmm.” I
positively purred as Luke drew me close and kissed my neck again. “Taking care
of Grandpa is a full-time job. I had a lot of anger about him sending me away.
But, that’s all gone now. I understand why he did it. He’s lost so much. But,
we still have time together. We can bring each other peace. After that, who knows?
I’ll find a job. Go to school. Your offer to bail me out is tempting, but I
need to figure out a way to repay you. I haven’t worked since I came back here.”


Luke ran
his tongue along the column of my throat. “I can think of a few ways. And it
doesn’t matter. Everything I have belongs to you now too. You’re part of Wild
Lake as much as I am. You take on one of us, you get the whole lot. Which is
good for you and bad for anyone who ever tries to hurt you again. I mean it. If
Beau Karrow or any of the rest of them so much as breathes heavy in your direction
. . .”


I twisted
out of his arms and grabbed my keys from the wall. “They won’t. They’ve had
their say. Asher’s gone and the Kentucky packs are too. You said so yourself.
They are a bunch of old men with old stories and superstitions. It’s time for
this town to move on for good. And it goes both ways. I’m a Redbird, and this
is my town too. If we’re lucky, Grandpa’s got a good year or two left. Once
he’s gone, I’m the Redbird that will sit on that council. You’re mine,
and they are going to have to accept that or we move on.”


“We can,
you know. I can take you anywhere you want to go.”


I reached
up and cradled his strong jaw with my palm. “I know. But I’m done running, and
I want you to be too. And Oodena is home for me. I’m not going to let a couple
of rotten apples in the barrel drive me away. Your place is here. Near Wild
Lake and your mother. I know it. You forget that I can feel it in your heart
now just as if it were mine.”


Luke took
my hand and kissed my palm, then pressed it against the center of his chest
just above his heart. Mine beat in time with his now and forever. “It is
yours.”


I smiled
at him and turned to go. My phone vibrated in my purse and I felt a flutter of
fear, hoping it wasn’t anything bad about Grandpa. I slid it out of the side pocket
and a new worry snaked through my heart. Randall Crow’s number popped up. Luke
cocked his head to the side and his brow furrowed with a question. I put up a
finger to silence him as I put the phone to my ear. I barely said more than
hello before Randall’s tired voice spilled out. 


“I’m so
sorry. We all are. Tamryn, I wish you’d come to us with your suspicions
sooner.”


“What do
you mean?”


“About
Beau. We did some investigating. It was rather easy, and I’m sick we didn’t
catch it before. Rory Blackstone did some digging. You know he runs the bank.”


“I do. Mr.
Crow, what are you talking about?”


Crow took
a series of maddening breaths. “There are some documents. Some withdrawals. It
seems last year Wyatt signed a power of attorney over to Beau. Did you know
anything about that?”


“I did
not.” My blood started to heat again, and it was getting harder to breathe.
Concerned, Luke came behind me and put a hand on my arm.


“Oh,
Tamryn. You have to believe we didn’t see it coming. I want to believe Gerard
didn’t know anything about it. He swears up and down he didn’t.”


“Spit it out,
Mr. Crow. What did Beau do?”


“It looks
like he drained Wyatt’s accounts.”


“How much
money are you talking about?” 


“Tens of
thousands. Oh, God. Probably hundreds of thousands. With your permission, I can
get my lawyer to speak with you. Help you figure out what Beau might have done
with all that money.”


I clenched
my fist so hard I drew blood in my palm. Luke stepped in front of me, and my
own rising rage was having an amplified effect on him. He was about to shift
right there in the kitchen.


“Yes,” I
said. “I’ll take the number for that lawyer. Where’s Beau now?”


“There’s
gonna be an arrest warrant issued. Tamryn, if this is all true, and it’s really
looking like it is, Beau’s going to jail.”


Randall
said other things, but I’d heard enough. I hung up and did my best to explain
everything to Luke as calmly as I could. 


“Just stay
here, and wait for me,” I said, as soon as I was sure Luke wasn’t about to give
in to the red rage of his wolf and rip Beau to pieces. “I want to kill him
myself, but that’s the last thing we need if we’re going to have peace in this
town between you and the council.”


Luke
nodded, but his eyes were full-on wolf. “Well, I need to go kill something.”


“Right. I
can sense that. I’ll be all right. You go ahead and find Bas. Take it out on a
whitetail deer or something.”


He snorted
by way of an answer, already peeling off his shirt and getting ready to shift.
God, how I wanted to stay and watch him. But, I’d delayed my trip to the
hospital long enough. I saw just a flash of silver as Luke went out the back
door and darted across the clearing to the tree line. His howl cut through the
air and heated my blood.
















 


Chapter Twenty-Nine


The next
day, Grandpa was ready to go home. Randall and Rory had already filled him in
on most of what they suspected about Beau. Grandpa took it in stride. He had
renewed color in his cheeks and a spring in his step. Luke wanted to come with
me to pick him up, but I convinced him we were going to have to ease Grandpa
into the idea of Luke. Rory and Randall already knew, and I hoped I could count
on them as allies. 


“Buckets,
you’re looking prettier than I’ve ever seen you!” he said as he sat on the edge
of his hospital bed and I helped him button his shirt. 


He’d been more
clear-headed since after his procedure. Stronger. Part of it was because of the
care he’d received, but it wasn’t all of it. I told Grandpa about what happened
with the council. I told him I knew about Grandma Jesse and my parents. Though
I knew it wasn’t his burden to shoulder, I’d forgiven him. A new peace seemed
to settle in his heart along with the pacemaker. 


Once we
finished the paperwork and headed out of the lobby, I looped my arm under his
and helped him walk across the street to the Jeep. It seemed half the town had
come outside to wish Grandpa well. I had wanted to pull the car up to the
hospital doors, but Grandpa insisted on taking a stroll through the town square.
The fresh air and warmth of the people of Oodena seemed to work on him to
improve his health just as much as his new pacemaker and the ghosts of the past
we’d finally laid to rest.


“Thanks,
but that might be your painkillers talking.”


“Nah. It’s
like your hair is shinier. Your eyes are brighter.”


I smiled
up at him. He wasn’t wrong. Since Luke had marked me, I’d noticed the same
thing. I deposited Grandpa in the car and was about to walk to the other side
when I realized I was missing my purse.


“Shoot!
Ugh. Can you just hang on a second? Let me run back up the lobby. I left it on
the receptionist’s desk when I was filling out those last forms, I think.”


Lloyd and
Verna Crow were heading straight for us. Verna beamed. Her arms were laden with
bakery boxes filled, no doubt, with fresh treats Grandpa shouldn’t be eating. I
gave them a little salute and hurried back across the street. I could hear
Verna’s bright voice as she hugged Grandpa and made small talk. 


My purse
was right where I left it and I ran back out of the lobby. There was no need to
rush. From across the street, I could see a small crowd had formed a
semi-circle around Grandpa’s car. It seemed he had a veritable entourage of
well-wishers. I pushed the button for the crossing single, shook my head, and
smiled. 


As the
light changed, I stepped off the curb. Strong hands came around my upper arms
from behind and pulled me back into the shadow of the building. Beau smashed me
against the wall and hovered over me. He was dirty, with days’ worth of dark
stubble shadowing his face. My heart hammered in my chest. I called out a
warning with my mind, and already I could hear Luke’s answer.


Stay
calm. Stay breathing. I’ll kill him.


“You’ll
never belong here,” he said. “Everyone in this town can look at you and smile.
They can pretend you’re one of them, but you aren’t. You’re like your mother
and your grandmother.”


I raised a
brow. “I’ll take that as a compliment. Now get out of my way before you do
something stupid that will get you killed.”


“You gonna
call to your wolf lover? You think that’s going to make me stop? I don’t care
about dying, Tamryn. Not anymore. You got them all to turn on me. Even my own
father. It won’t matter, though. Your Wendigo can tear me apart. I want him to.
That way everyone here can see him for what he really is. And you’ll still be
dead.”


My blood
ran cold. He wasn’t bluffing. I could almost appreciate the simple perfection
of his plan if he hadn’t pulled his right hand out of his coat pocket. I wanted
to look into his eyes and say something that might still his hand. But, it
turns out when you’re staring down the barrel of a handgun, words can fail you.


Luke was
fast. Luke was strong. But even he couldn’t outrun a bullet from a gun pointed
an inch away from me. Over Beau’s shoulder, I could see some of the townspeople
had started to notice me against the brick wall as Beau hovered over me. They
couldn’t see the gun, but Oodena was Oodena and news traveled fast. Everyone
knew what Beau had done. 


Grandpa
saw it too. He rose slowly out of the front seat of the car and started to walk
across the street. Verna had a hand on his sleeve, but he shook her off. No, I
thought. Not like this. Don’t let Grandpa have to witness another woman he loves
die in the streets at his feet.


Two streaks
of lightening came from two directions then halted. One red, one silver. My
heart thundered in my ears as Luke and Bas’s wolves stood shoulder to shoulder
and slowly covered the distance between us. 


There
would be death today in the Oodena town square. One way or the other. 


Beau
sensed the movement behind him. He threw an arm out, and grabbing me by the
neck, he turned me, pressing the barrel of the gun to my temple. Then, he
pulled it away and waved it toward the crowd.


Steady. 


I don’t
know if it was my thoughts or Luke’s. I tried to focus only on him. He took
slow steps, his teeth bared. It must have been my words because Luke’s eyes
grew dark. The man was buried deep inside of him, and all I sensed was the
beast.


“Let her go.”
Grandpa spoke first. He waved a crooked finger at Beau. Verna reached out for
him again.


“I’m
saving her,” Beau said. “Don’t you see that? Don’t all of you see that? Are you
all going to stand by and let another one of our daughters lay with another
wolf? Look at him. He’s a monster. He’s a Tully. He’s going to tear her apart
just like all the others. I can end it now and save her the pain.”


Gerard,
Randall, and Rory Blackstone hustled down the street. Gerard’s eyes filled with
pain when he saw Beau for the first time. I imagined he had tried to deny it.
Now, there was no doubt who his son was and what he was willing to do.


Unless I
refused to let it happen. 


Beau’s
movements became erratic as he waved the gun at the crowd, then pressed it to my
head. I waited. Locking eyes with Luke, I willed him to stay still. Bas kept to
Luke’s right, waiting for a cue to move. For now, he seemed content letting
Luke take the lead. 


When Beau
moved his arm and pointed the pistol at Luke’s head, I moved. He held me in an
arm bar across my chest, but I felt his muscles go slack just for a second. I
dropped to my knees with as much force and speed as my body could manage. 


It was
enough. 


The
instant I got clear and Beau had his gun pointed away from me, Luke struck. He
launched himself off his back legs and arced through the air, landing hard on
Beau’s chest and driving him to the pavement face down. Bas came beside him and
tore into Beau’s right arm just above the wrist. The gun fell out of his hand,
and I dove for it, kicking it out of his reach. 


Kill.
Die.


Luke’s
bloodlust coursed through me, making my whole body shake. He was losing
himself. The town formed a circle around him. Watching. Waiting. Gerard Karrow
begged for his son’s life. 


Beau would
get his wish. Luke hungered for the kill. I staggered sideways, unable to
contain the sensation. And then Pat was beside me. All sounds around me seemed
to be coming from underwater. Pat pulled put her hands on my shoulders and
tried to pull me away from the crowd. As if she could protect me from the
horror of what Luke was about to do. 


Everything
went still. Luke’s hunger washed away like a tide, leaving plain human rage
behind. The crowd moved back as he let go of Beau and shifted. Right in front
of all of them.


Luke rose
to his full height. His broad back glistened with sweat and he shook with
barely contained rage. But, he did contain it. Bas stepped forward, holding
Beau down beneath his powerful paws. Luke turned to me and walked away from Beau.


Relief
flooded through Pat as she pulled me into a bear hug. Then, Grandpa was at my
side just as Luke got to me. Grandpa straightened his back. His eyes shone
through the deep creases of his weathered face as he looked at Luke, perhaps
really seeing him for the first time. Not as a beast. A Wendigo. But, as the
man he was. Flawed. Beautiful. Finally in harmony with the wolf inside of him.
And both of them willing to die to protect me.


A slow
smile lifted the corner of Wyatt Redbird’s face. His eyes dropped then met
Luke’s again. Grandpa slowly removed his tan trench coat and held it out for
Luke. In the heat of the moment, I hadn’t even realized my perfect man stood
stark naked in the middle the town square.


Luke
smiled. And took the coat, sliding it over his shoulders. Grandpa stepped
forward and pulled Luke into an embrace. His eyes glistened with fresh tears,
and my heart slid into my throat. Grandpa held out a hand and I took it. Then,
he took Luke’s hand. The three of us stood there, in the middle of the square
with the whole town watching. 


My old
family. My new family. I looked up at Luke, bursting with all the love in my
heart.


 
















 


Epilogue


“Hold
still!”


The blades
of grass tickled my naked back. Luke hovered over me, pinning my wrists above
my head with one hand as he feathered kisses along the column of my throat.
Gooseflesh covered me when his tongue reached my nipple. I squirmed beneath
him. 


“God, I love
watching you,” he said. “All sun-dappled. Your hair like fire. And these.” He
ran a finger along the dusting of freckles beneath my collarbone. He circled
that finger around my nipple, his eyes flashing as it rose to a peak. Then he
did the same to the other. 


“You taste
like cinnamon and sunshine.”


“You’re a
brute.” I thrust my hips beneath him. He had me primed and ready, dripping for
him. But he wouldn’t let me have what my body craved. Not yet. Not until he was
good and finished delivering his own brand of sweet torture.


A breeze
kicked in, helping Luke’s cause as it brushed across my naked breasts. After
one of the longest winters on record, spring had finally come to Oodena. Luke
took me up to our special place. A small clearing just on the banks of Miskwaa Creek
where the town line merged with Wild Lake. It was a fitting place for what he
had in mind. Odawa land and pack lands. They were both a part of me now as they
were for him.


“Are you
sure about this?” he asked me for the thousandth time.


“Why do
you keep asking me that? You know I am. You know my heart, my love.”


“Hmm.”
Luke leaned down again and kissed the space over my left breast where my heart
beat the strongest in time with his own. “That I do.”


I found it
harder and harder to concentrate on what he was saying. The Rise was better
now, more manageable. But, I still craved Luke’s touch constantly. We’d spent
hours right on this ridge, even during winter’s last gasp. It was far enough
away from the house so we could get a little privacy, but close enough I could
run back to Grandpa if he needed me. 


Now, Luke
and I knew each other’s bodies as well as we knew our hearts. He slid a hand
between my thighs, coaxing them apart. My breath hitched in my throat as he
touched me. As always, he found my growing wetness as my body rose to his. With
the agile grace only a werewolf has, Luke flipped me so I straddled him. I
closed my fingers around his firm erection, guiding him into my slick opening.


We stayed
like that for a moment, his throbbing cock as deep as it could go. He filled me
completely as he always did. I could stay like this forever. Sometimes, it felt
like we did. And we had a lifetime of trying. That is, if he could ever bring
himself to finish what he started when we came up here.


But, all
thoughts of that went straight out of my head as I couldn’t hold still another
second longer. Luke’s groan of pleasure sent a fresh rush of my juices around
him. 


“God, you
feel like heaven. Sweet and warm.” 


When he
opened his eyes, the wolf stirred within him. As if I needed another sign that
he was about to give in to his release. I clenched my walls around him. I could
never hold out very long when I felt him rise beneath me. So, we came together
as we did most of the time. His body was my body, and I was his. Luke’s hot
seed filled me. He placed a firm hand at the center of my back as I arched into
my own orgasm. I cried out, sending a flutter through the trees as a flock of
birds took flight. 


Luke
reached up and tweaked my nipple, sending a shock of pleasure through me,
pulsing from my core straight to the base of my neck where I bore his mark. 


“I love
you,” he whispered as I crested down. I smiled, letting my hair fall, forming a
thick, red curtain around us both. “I love you. I love you.”


Finally,
my legs gave out and I let him tuck me against his body, resting my head in the
hollow of his shoulder where it fit the best. 


“Now,” I
whispered back. “Before I change my mind.”


Luke
reached down and swatted my ass, sending me into a wave of giggles. Already, I
felt the first tremors of need coursing through my veins. God, it seemed I
would never get enough of this man. 


Luke
brought himself up, leaning on one elbow over me. 


“Are you
going to do it like that?” I asked.


“Yes,” he
answered. “I’m going to do it exactly like that.” 


It was so
hard to concentrate as he stroked his fingers over my sensitive nipples. “Now,
like I told you. Hold still.”


This time,
I did. The sun peaked out over the tree tops and settled in Luke’s eyes, making
them shine like real emeralds. His smile warmed me from the inside out, and I
held my breath. 


“Are you
sure it’s what you want?”


“Ugh.” I
slapped at his chest. “When are you ever going to stop asking me that? You know
the answer. You can feel it in here, even if I don’t say the words.”


I held his
hand to my heart. He held his hand to the slick juncture of my thighs. Already,
I pulsed for him with fresh need. I couldn’t lie to him about how I felt, and I
couldn’t lie to him about how much I wanted him. If there were ever a doubt, he
could take a single fingertip to my most sensitive flesh and always find me
ready.


I put my
hand up to his heart. It beat steady and strong. He was fierce. He was kind. He
was brutal and beautiful. Never again could he hide the light and dark places
of himself from me. Not the wolf’s. Not the man’s. I loved them both in all
their flawed perfection. And he loved me back.


Now, we
had time. We had forever. Someday, he would bring me into heat and we would
start a pack of our own. I wanted that more than anything. For him, for me. For
Pat, even. But not today. Today was just about us and the one question that
hung between us.


“Ask me,”
I said, as I raised my lips to brush against his ear. His skin prickled under
my touch and I nipped his earlobe, getting a wolfish noise in return.


He pulled
me on top of him then settled me down, sheathing me over his erection. We were
joined. Body and soul. Now there was just one last thing.


“Marry
me,” he said. His voice held just enough wolf beneath the man that no matter
what he asked I might have begged him for the privilege to give it to him.


“That’s
not a question.”


“Rrrargh.”
Then, my wolfman nearly barked at me. He leaned up and nipped at my chin. Then,
his fingers tickled below my ribcage, sending me into fits of giggling as I
struggled to stay seated. His cock pulsed inside of me. Soon, I wouldn’t be
able to concentrate on anything else. 


“Yes!” I
gasped, eager to start the slow grind my body demanded.


“Yes,
what?”


“Yes! I’ll
marry you. It’s always been yes. You know it.”


I reached
down and traced the line of his jaw. He had a dusting of light stubble that
tickled beneath my fingertips. My heart swelled as I leaned down to answer him again
with a kiss. 


“Yes. Now
stop torturing me.”


Oh, but he
didn’t. But as always, his delicious torture was low and deep and perfect. His
light. His dark. My wolf. My man. Now and forever.


THE END


 


A Note from Kimber White


Thank you
so much for letting me share Luke and Tamryn’s story with you. Since I began
writing about the wolves of Wild Lake, Luke has occupied a very special place
in my heart. He deserved his happy ending and I hope you enjoyed the journey it
took for him to get there.


The next
book in the series is all about that Bas! That man is large, in charge, and ALL
Alpha.  You’ll meet the largest pack in Wild Lake and watch our hunky Sebastian
Lanier fight to protect it. Let’s just hope he can focus when he runs into a
strong, leggy, brainy beauty who turns his head and stirs his loins. Rahr! Find
out more about Bas in my next book, Primal Heat. Check here for more information.


If you’re
new to the shifters of Wild Lake, you can find out more about what happened to
Luke when he was with Asher’s pack in Rogue Alpha and the prequel series, Claimed by the Pack. 


For an
exclusive first look at my next new release in the Wild Lake Wolves series,
sign up for my newsletter today. You’ll be the first to know about my new
releases and special discounts available only to subscribers. You’ll also get a FREE EBOOK right now, as a special welcome gift for
joining. I promise not to spam you, share your email or engage in other general
assholery. You can unsubscribe anytime you like (I’ll only cry a little). You
can sign up here! http://eepurl.com/byh9Br


Psst . . . can I ask you a favor?


If you
liked this story, can you do something for me? Please leave your review here. Reviews help authors like me stay visible and allow me to keep
bringing you more stories. But wait, there’s more! If you leave an honest
review for this book and send me the link, you’ll be eligible to apply for my
Advance Review Team. My ARC peeps get free copies of ALL my new releases. We
also kind of have a blast together. Click
here to find out
more.


And if you
STILL want more, I’d love to hang out with you on Facebook. I like to share story ideas, casting pics, and general insanity on a
daily basis. 


From the
bottom of my heart though, THANK YOU for your support. You rock hard.


See you on
the wild side!


 


Kimber 


 


KimberWhite.com


kimberwhiteauthor@gmail.com
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