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Chapter One


Most girls my age start heading off to college. They
spend time worrying about their majors or whether they have the right clothes.
Me? I was just trying not to die. So far, I should get an A+ in survival. Tonight,
though? I was about to go for honors credit.


Trusting me was a mistake. One I knew Kane would
never make again no matter what happened tonight. I pressed my back against the
wall and watched him sleep. His chest rose and fell in a rhythmic motion. With
each exhale he let out a thunderous snore that vibrated through the mattress. A
noise that would make anyone believe he had more bear inside of him than wolf.
But, for now at least, his wolf lay quiet. Still. Hopefully drifting beneath
the fog of alcohol Kane drank at dinner. I hadn’t expected him to get drunk. He
never did. But tonight, he’d been in a mood to celebrate, though he wouldn’t
let me in on why.


I took a hesitant step forward, mindful of the
creaking third floorboard. Maybe I should have just gone out the door and never
looked back. But, I had to be sure. With every step I took away from him, the
risk increased. I stood over him at the foot of the bed. The blankets tangled
around his muscled calves and he had one arm flung over his head, the other
curled in a fist across his chest. The silver light of the full moon cast him
in shadow. Had he opened his eyes, I would have seen the gleam of his wolf
eyes, flashing gold. I took another step forward, then another. I stood at the
side of the bed and pressed a hand flat against his chest. His skin burned hot
to the touch as he flinched beneath my fingertips. I traced the curving lines
of the tribal tattoo across his right bicep. He flinched but didn’t wake. 


I had thought him beautiful once. Fierce, deep set
eyes and a full mouth. Commanding and strong with his pack surrounding him.
They were a huge family and fought side by side. It appealed to me. For most of
my life it had only been my brother and me. I didn’t have dozens of friends or
extracurricular activities. I’d been homeschooled, if you could call it that.
And all my life I’d heard every horror story there was about werewolves. The
minute I met Kane, I knew what he was. My father told me to stay away. Hell, I
think he would have chained me inside my room if he thought it would have
stopped me. But, the first time a wolf came calling, I couldn’t resist. 


It’s a cliché, I know. Rebellious nineteen-year-old
dates bad boy her Daddy warned her about. I should have been smarter than that.
I am smarter than that. But, Kane Matthews had been charming and kind.
He danced with me under the moonlight and made me feel safe. I’d been naïve. I
hadn’t seen what he really wanted from me. I was a means to an end. That end
made me shudder with fear when I looked at him now. If I didn’t break free, he’d
have it. He’d win. And I’d live with that guilt for the rest of my life. 


It was now or never.


I let out a measured breath, willing my heart to
beat steadily. It would have been so easy to panic. But, the minute my pulse
started to race, Kane would be able to feel it. The alcohol would dull his
senses somewhat, but not forever. I had maybe an hour. Less if he sensed my
distress. I reached up and traced the thin outlines of the crescent shaped scar
I bore at the base of my neck. Yeah, most rebellious teenagers go out and get nose
rings or tattoos. I got a different kind of permanent brand. 


Kane’s mark.


Thunder cracked inside my brain as a sense memory
flashed of that instant of searing pain as his teeth scored my flesh. Then the
burn gave way to waves of pleasure through my core even though my mind railed
against it. He hadn’t touched me since. Hell, he’d barely touched me then. Just
a kiss. Then a bite. And now, with each beat of my heart, Kane could sense me
and I could sense him. Unless I could get enough time and distance between us.


I tucked a hair behind my ear and turned toward the
open bedroom door. The rest of the cabin lay quiet now too. He’d sent the pack
to patrol the northern perimeter of the forest. They’d be back in an hour.
Maybe less. It was time to go.


I stayed to the wall, taking slow, gingerly steps.
Just the slightest creak of those blasted floorboards and Kane might wake.
Finally, I made it out of the cabin and down the wooden steps. The moon rose
high and bright, lighting my path to the tree line. 


The hardest part was not giving in to the nearly
overpowering urge to run. But, that had been my mistake the last time I’d tried
to leave him. Kane could feel the urgent pulse coursing through my veins and
knew what I was up to. This time, I went slow and steady, staying hidden in the
thickest brush of the woods. I followed the western trail, keeping the moon at
my back. 


God, I wished I could fly. I almost wished Kane had
the power to turn me. Then, I could shift, become speed, power, and strength as
I ran through the woods toward freedom.


But, I couldn’t. It doesn’t work like that. I was
only Olivia Lord. Wolf’s mate. Daughter of the Bear. And my human legs were all
I had to fight my way through the thick brush and stabbing pine branches. If I
had any luck at all, they were all I would need. 


My blood ran cold when a howl rose from the south. I
dropped down into a squat, concealing myself behind a rotted-out log and
waited. One beat. Two. I kept my breath steady. Only an owl answered, and I
wondered if maybe my ears were playing tricks on me. The pack was north, and
Kane was still asleep. I headed toward the lake. It couldn’t be too far ahead
now. 


With each step I took, I began to believe that this
time, I’d make it out. Kane’s range couldn’t possibly reach to the other side
of the lake. And, once I made it across the water, he wouldn’t be able to track
me. At least, I hoped. I knew more about bears’ powers than I did wolves’. But,
I was learning fast. Even if Kane could track me, by then I might have enough
of a head start to reach my destination. Then, it wouldn’t matter. No power on
this earth would be able to make me go back. I would find my father. I would
find my brother. I would be safe. I could wash the last six months out of my
mind forever and start over.


That is, if my father would take me back and forgive
me for what I’d done. But, I couldn’t think about that now. There would be time
enough later for explanations and forgiveness. Now was about one thing.
Distance. 


Distance and water meant safety. I’d imagined my
path a thousand times as I lay awake or next to Kane. He hadn’t touched me
since that one night I let him, but he kept me close. I’d waited for this
cloudless night to light my path and now, finally, I reached the clearing. 


I should have been more careful.


I burst through the tree line, my pulse steadily
rising. But, the water was so close. Just a few more steps and I would reach
the first of my goals. I swallowed past a lump in my throat when I saw the
outline of the overturned kayak just by the shore where I’d left it. God, I
hoped the oar was still inside of it, but it didn’t matter. I’d use my hands if
I had to.


It took everything in me not to run, not to scream
in delight. But I hadn’t forgotten how that had tipped Kane off the last time.
This time, I would make no mistakes. The brush beneath my feet gave way to
sand. Just a few more steps, but they were the most dangerous. I had to leave
the safe cover of the trees and step out into the open. I hesitated. Took one
more steeling breath, then I emerged from the woods.


I saw the wolf at the last second from the corner of
my eye. I don’t know why he didn’t sense me first. I had been so focused on the
kayak and watching the water line, maybe something else held his attention as
well. But, he stepped out on a rocky ledge to my left. The moonlight shadowed
him in silver. At least, that’s what I first thought. But, as I crouched down
and he turned, I realized it wasn’t the moonlight giving him that color. He was
made that way.


His ears pricked back and he leaped from the rocky
ledge to the water’s edge. His coat gleamed snow white under the stars. I
didn’t have to worry about keeping my breath even anymore because it left my
lungs in a whoosh. I’d never seen anything like him. And that’s saying
something. I’d spent the last six months living with a pack of werewolves and
the first eighteen and a half years before that as a bear shifter’s daughter.


But there was something different about this wolf.
He was huge, maybe as big as Kane himself. When he sat back on his haunches and
lifted his great, long head, a chill went through me. He’d hunted. Blood caked
his paws and he stepped into the water to wash it away. I realized that’s why
he hadn’t found me yet. His senses were still heightened and filled, no doubt,
with his fresh kill. But, the water that was supposed to be my salvation was
about to be my undoing. As soon he got clean, he’d be able to smell me.


I couldn’t go forward, and I couldn’t go back. Some
dark corner of my brain didn’t care. So now, I was well and truly fucked.
















 


Chapter Two


I sat transfixed, watching the white wolf as he
pawed the ground and shook off his fur. Fat droplets of water sprayed
everywhere. He chuffed and rolled in the sand, trying to get the scent of his
kill off him. It had been something small probably. A rabbit, maybe even a fox.
Anything bigger than that and the rest of Kane’s pack would have sensed him and
come running.


What was he doing here? These were Kane’s lands.
Every wolf pack in Wild Lake knew that. Even if they couldn’t sense it, they
could read the signs at every ranger outpost through the park. No one came
through here unannounced or crossed these lands without permission. And
certainly, no one came through here alone like he was. Or looking like him.


I’d only seen white wolves in pictures. His thick,
downy fur gave him a ghostly appearance, and he would stick out like a sore
thumb with any of the packs native to Michigan. He belonged in the arctic
maybe, where he could move undetected through the wintry landscapes. Certainly
he didn’t belong here. And yet, as he rose up on his hind legs, a tremor ran
through me and I had the strongest urge to reach out and run my hands through
his snow white fur.


I clamped a hand over my mouth as he fell forward on
his front paws. His shoulders rose high; the fur bunched and rolled. He
stretched his neck long and his snout curled. A great shudder passed through
him, and for an instant, I felt the pain of his shift. 


I shouldn’t. Couldn’t. I should only be able to feel
Kane. But, when that instant, stabbing agony pierced through the white wolf’s
body, I felt it as a dull echo in mine. I took one great, gasping breath, and
the pain was gone. I must have imagined it. Become so transfixed watching him
that I let my thoughts run wild.


He rose slowly, with his back to me. Rippling
muscles and lean, solid lines. He straightened, squared his shoulders. In wolf
form, the moon had cast him in ghostly shadows. Now, the man stood before me, and
his tanned skin glistened with the sweat of exertion. I did a reverse commando
crawl, trying to make myself small and put distance between us. In another
instant, he’d surely be able to hear or smell me. And I had no way of knowing
whether the threat in front of me was worse than the one behind.


He kept his back to me and cocked his head to the
side. If he sensed anything, he didn’t react. Instead, he took a powerful
stride forward, drawing my eyes to the strength and sinew of his perfectly
curved ass. Then, he lunged forward and cut a clean, arcing line through the
water as he dove in.


I let out a breath. Now was the time to run. But
where? The only way to safety was forward through the water, and this stranger
was blocking my path. I stayed hidden. The water rippled out and bubbles rose
where he had submerged, but he didn’t surface. The water went still as glass,
and yet, he still didn’t come up for air. A full minute passed. Maybe more. My
heart thundered in my ears and I knew that more than anything spelled danger.
Kane could track me this way. I put a hand up to cover the scarred mark at the
base of my neck, as if that could somehow muffle Kane’s ability to find me.
That was probably as effective as a child closing her eyes to hide, but I did
it anyway.


I was running out of time. Kane would wake. The pack
would return. I needed to be on that kayak and halfway across the lake by now.
But, no plan worked unless I was on the move. So, I did the thing that had
spelled disaster the last time I’d tried to escape. I ran.


I reached the kayak and heaved it over. The oar fell
out of the middle of it, banging painfully against my shin. Rotted leaves slid
out of it along with some skittering creature across the top of my foot. I
flung the thing toward the water, wiping sweat from my brow with my forearm. As
I crouched down to slide the kayak off the sand, fingers closed around my
ankle, searing a path from my skin to my core.


I lost my balance, landing hard on my ass in three
inches of mucky water and seaweed. The stranger rose above me, beads of water
sluicing off his chiseled, naked body and his wolf eyes flashed bright as
diamonds in the moonlight.


I crab crawled backward through the muck, making
enough noise to draw the attention of anything wild around us. But, the wild
thing in front of me didn’t break my gaze. His glinting blue eyes took me in
with both smolder and ice. Though his wolf had been ghostly white, everything about
the man in front of me was hard and dark. He had a dusting of black curls over
his broad chest. One dark brow climbed into an arch as he crouched in front of
me. Only a shock of white streaking from his forehead to the crown of his jet
black hair matched the snowy wolf inside of him.


My breath came hot and my chest heaved as I sat
frozen before him. He cocked his head to the side in that wolfish way weres
like him do. Then, his full lips curved into a sly smile as he rose to his full
height, towering over me. He let go of my ankle and offered me his hand to help
me up. 


I couldn’t run. My hands and feet had sunk too far
into the muck to do anything other than make an ungraceful splash as I heaved
myself to my feet. I couldn’t dive into the kayak and hope to outpace him. If I
screamed, Kane’s pack would hear me if they weren’t already on their way. The
only thing I could do was reach up and let him take my hand. So I did.


When his fingers closed around mine, it felt as
though my veins conducted electricity. A shock went through me that made my
heart trip and my breath go out. His eyes flashed silver for an instant, and I
knew he’d felt it too. The mark at the base of my neck flared hot and signaled
danger. He wasn’t pack. He shouldn’t be touching me. It was only a matter of
time before Kane woke and sensed it too. 


“You shouldn’t be here,” I said, though my voice was
scratchy and dry. Soaked through, my shoes squished as I walked out of the muck
and made it to dry land. He let go of my hand and followed me. 


“What are you running from?” His voice was a deep
baritone that skittered across my skin and vibrated up my spine. I turned to
face him again, willing my eyes to stay on his. I couldn’t help it though. He
was tall and broad, masculine and strong. My gaze traveled from the corded
muscles of his thighs, his hair still wet and clinging to him. His hips tapered
into a perfect V, and a blush flamed my cheeks as he stood naked before me. His
huge cock dangled as he stepped toward me unabashed and unafraid. Wolves never
are. He didn’t seem to worry that he’d just shifted in front of me. Something
about me must have told him I’d seen such things before. I lived in his world
even if I wasn’t fully a part of it.


“I’m not running,” I said, though I looked over my
shoulder. I couldn’t feel Kane. The instant of alarm raised by this man’s touch
hadn’t woken him yet. But, I didn’t have long. I either needed to get back to
Kane’s cabin as fast as I could or commit to my plan and get on that kayak. I’d
lost precious time, though. “I just needed some air, and it’s a beautiful
night.”


“You aren’t wrong about that. But if you were
planning on taking out that kayak, that’s pretty dangerous. This is a quiet
lake, but that doesn’t mean there won’t be trawlers or reckless kids on jet
skis. They wouldn’t be able to see you.”


“Thanks, but I can take care of myself.” I meant to
brush past him. Dare him to stop me. I didn’t think he would. Something about
his eyes made him seem more curious than threatening. But, a howl cut through
the air to the north of us. Then four more joined it. My blood ran cold, and I
clenched my hands into fists, trying to control my breathing. Kane hadn’t
stirred. Not yet. 


He sniffed the air as his wolf eyes flashed again. He
sensed the pack. “They’re headed this way.”


I let out a noise. I didn’t mean to. But with each
passing second, my window of opportunity closed. The pack was on the move. They
must have figured out this strange were had crossed into their territory by now.
They were calling to Kane and moving fast. Unless the kayak suddenly grew a
motor, I’d never make it to the other side of the lake in time. What’s worse,
if Kane or the others caught me here I’d be done for.


The stranger stepped forward and put a hand on my
shoulder. Again, that electric arc passed between us. Danger. Not pack. The
mark flared at my neck, but my blood hummed. I had twin urges to run away from
him, and to him. I didn’t understand it. I put my hand to the scar and fought
the urge to claw it away.


“What’s your name?” he asked, his voice deep but
soft. He hooked a finger beneath my chin and raised my head until I looked in
his eyes. My knees went weak as my body railed against his foreign touch. Yet I
didn’t pull away as I should have. Even as Kane’s mark burned, I brought my
hands up and pressed them flat against his chest. He flinched. His lip twitched,
and for an instant, I knew exactly what he wanted. It’s what I wanted too. A
kiss.


Oh, shit. No. A lifetime of my father’s warnings
replayed in my head. Six months of my own experience replayed in my
head. Wolves meant danger. Menace in a tantalizing package. I sucked in a
breath and tore myself from his touch, nearly staggering to my knees. 


“I have to go.”


He sniffed the air again and looked at me, his dark
brow furrowed with concern. “They’re looking for you, aren’t they?”


I bit my lip and tried to think of the lie that
would serve me best. “I have to go.”


“What happens if they find you out here? With me.”


“I’m not with you. Please. I have to get back.” So
the choice was made. It was too late to try and get across the water now. My
only hope was to make it far enough back to Kane’s cabin to hide the fact that
I’d tried to escape. And it would probably never work. 


“Tell me your name.” I shouldn’t have. He could be
anyone. He could be allied with Kane. Except, the burn of my mark told me he
wasn’t. But, it didn’t mean he was Kane’s enemy or my friend either. Still,
telling him felt like the one act of defiance I could get away with tonight. I took
a breath and answered him.


“Olivia.”


His lips curved into a smile and he parted them to
speak. “My name is . . .”


“No!” I put up a hand and backed away. “It’s better
if I don’t know it.”


He made a move toward me, distress creasing the
lines of his brow. A muscle twitched in his jaw. I had the urge to trace the
hard angles of it with my fingers. 


“I’ll draw them away,” he said, his voice dropping
low as my heart raced. He stepped forward again and put his hands on my
shoulders. He leaned down and pressed his forehead to mine. It was bold.
Intimate. And yet, my body craved more of him. My breath came in quick little
pants. This was bad. The pack was coming. Kane was starting to stir. 


“Listen to me. Go back the way you came. As fast as
you can. I’ll keep the pack busy out here long enough. It’ll be okay.” So he
became my co-conspirator. It was dangerous to let him have that little bit of
knowledge. He could have been working for Kane. Who knew where his loyalties lay?
Out of other options, I decided to trust him. If I did nothing, Kane was going
to find me out here anyway.


I nodded quickly. There was no more time to think.
He closed his eyes tightly once as if steeling himself to let me go. I felt
myself doing the same. Then, he dropped his hands to his sides. The absence of
his touch made the rest of my body burn to match the searing heat of Kane’s
mark. It was if my body was at war with itself. What in God’s name was
happening to me?


I didn’t have time to puzzle it out. The pack’s
urgent howls drew closer. They couldn’t be more than a hundred yards away
through the trees. My stranger took one last look at me, then dropped to his
knees and shifted in one great, powerful motion that tore the air from my
lungs.


Then, he lunged forward and raised his howls to the
chorus of the pack’s and dashed through the trees. With the racket he was
making the pack would go after him. I felt Kane’s beating heart slam through my
chest as he woke with fury. He felt the pack’s distress and scented the
intruder. But, he wasn’t focused on me.


My stranger had given me time. I took it. I turned
toward the woods and ran as fast as I could.
















 


Chapter
Three


Kane’s heartbeat filled my ears. Red clouded my
vision for a few seconds as he woke in a blood rage. But, it wasn’t directed at
me. As he moved toward the lake, I took a zig-zag path away from the rest of
the pack. The white wolf must have led them on a chase in the opposite
direction. God, I hoped he was fast enough. If Kane and the rest of the pack
caught up with him, it would be six against one. It wouldn’t matter how strong
he was; they’d tear him apart if they stayed feral.


My heart thundered in my chest; I couldn’t do
anything to hide it now. But, the white wolf had bought me time. For at least a
few minutes, Kane probably wouldn’t be able to sort out his own primal fury
from my adrenaline rush. I ran as fast as my legs would carry me. God, please
let it be enough time, I thought. And please don’t let them hurt the white
wolf. If they did, it would be one more casualty of a mistake I’d made. 


Sweat pouring down my back, I was in sight of the
cabin. Kane and the pack had made it as much as a mile away. I felt Kane’s
heartbeat slow, then fade. Whatever was happening out there, the situation had
quickly diffused. I started to breathe easier for the first time since I’d
stepped off the porch and headed for the lake. The white wolf must have gotten
away. Even from this distance, I would have sensed the pack moving in for the
kill.


I slipped inside my cabin and peeled off my clothes.
I had to shower quickly to wash away the stranger’s scent and any trace of the
fear I felt from my near miss. As the water sluiced over my body, my mind
flashed to those stolen moments at the water’s edge. I shouldn’t still feel his
touch on my hand. His forehead pressed against mine. It didn’t mean anything.
It couldn’t. It was just some residual, heightened sense from what Kane had
done to me. And yet, fear still coursed through my blood as I wondered what
happened when the pack caught up with the lone wolf. 


It wasn’t my fight or my worry. It was up to the
pack to handle their own business. If I even let on that I knew a stranger had
crossed through Kane’s territory, I’d tip my hand. No. The white wolf was going
to have to take care of himself. Just like me.


I threw on a fresh t-shirt and cotton shorts, then
slipped under the covers. Too keyed up to sleep, I had to at least look like
I’d made the effort before Kane and the others came back. 


God.


I’d been lucky this time. Too lucky. I was going to
have to figure out a better way to put some distance between myself and the
pack if I ever wanted to break free of Kane for good. Still, it had almost
worked tonight. I knew I could do it. Every day I’d gotten better at shielding
my feelings so Kane couldn’t tell where my head was. I’d been so close. 


I turned to my side and stared out the window.
Clouds moved away, uncovering the bright full moon. Hot tears stung my eyes as
I stared at it. I’d hoped to watch the sunrise from the other side of the lake
or somewhere far away this morning. Instead, here I still was in the prison of
Kane’s compound. No closer to freedom or finding my family than I’d been in the
six months since he’d marked me. 


Thunder cracked as my cabin door flew open.
Startled, I grabbed the covers and pulled them up to my chin. Kane filled the
doorway, blocking out the moonlight, his eyes flashing red menace. 


“Wake up,” he said, his voice low and threatening. 


“What is it?” I hugged my knees and edged to the far
end of the mattress, pressing my back against the headboard.


Kane slammed the door shut behind him, making me
jump, then he walked to the end of the bed. He rubbed his palms together and
bounced on the balls of his feet, reminding me of a boxer getting ready to take
the ring. He wore black drawstring pants and sweat covered him. He must have
just shifted, and the blood rage still coursed through him. He seemed to be
having a hard time keeping his wolf in check as fur still covered the tops of
his hands until he rubbed them together and then dropped them to his sides. 


“Where were you?” he said, moving to the side of the
bed. 


He towered over me. I’d been wrong, though. The
stranger at the lake was taller than Kane. Broader shouldered. Kane was wide
and stocky like a wrestler. He had thick, sandy hair that he cropped short. Or
rather, he made me crop it short. Once a week. And I shaved him with a
straight razor. A battle of wills. A test. He gave me the means to cut his
throat and dared me to do it. Every week, I kept my hands steady as a rock. One
wrong move, even a nick, and he could overpower me. He would know whether I
meant to kill him. So, every week, I trained myself to keep my thoughts calm
and still.


“I’ve been here,” I lied. “What’s going on? I heard
the pack. Is someone hurt?”


Kane lashed out; grabbing me by the wrist, he pulled
me to my feet and curled his fingers around the back of my skull, his thumb
brushing his mark. It flared hot at his touch like it always did. My body
betrayed me as my skin flushed. He kept me locked in a constant struggle
between primal attraction and revulsion. But, my head was still stronger than
any hormones his mark activated. For now, at least. He’d only marked me the one
time. But, he wanted more, and someday soon, my luck would run out.


“I told you I wanted you in my cabin tonight.”


I went rigid beneath his fingers. Kane’s hot breath
against my cheek still smelled like bourbon. But he was stone sober now. The
threat to the pack had cleared his head and brought his eyes sharply into
focus. They flashed gold for an instant. He wanted me to flinch. I wouldn’t. I
pulled against him and stepped out of his grip. 


“I couldn’t sleep. You snore when you’ve been
drinking.”


Kane cocked his head to the side then straightened.
A smile played at the corners of his mouth, but I wasn’t naïve enough to think
he was pleased with me. I crossed my arms in front of my chest and planted my
feet into a wide stance. Let him think my anger stemmed from lack of sleep. 


“Be careful, Olivia. When I tell you to stay put, I
mean it. It’s for your own good.”


I shook my head. “You’re in the cabin next to me.
I’d like to think your senses are strong enough to hear and react to anything
big enough to get near me from twenty yards away, Kane.”


His nostrils flared at my challenge. He took a step
toward me and his fingers twitched at his sides. I knew what he wanted. He
wanted to grab me and shake me. I could feel it coursing through him. Instead
of making me afraid, it emboldened me. I had that one thread of power left. The
minute he tried to hurt me, he’d lose the value of keeping me here. It would
work to my advantage, but not forever.


“There’s nothing wrong with my senses, baby. I don’t
miss anything where you’re concerned.”


“Is everything all right? Where’s the pack?”


Kane blew out a hard breath and narrowed his eyes.
Then, he crooked a finger under my chin and tilted my head up. I kept my breath
even, bracing for a kiss. But, he just held me like that and searched my face. 


“They’re coming back now. Everything’s quiet out
there tonight. The worms aren’t even moving. You can sleep tight.”


I didn’t dare to even blink. Let him tell his lie
and think I believed it. I still felt the echoes of adrenaline flowing through
his veins, fed from the pack’s movements. They’d all been in hunt and kill mode
less than twenty minutes ago. But, Kane didn’t want me to think anything was
wrong. I put a hand up and circled it around his wrist, pulling his fingers
from beneath my jaw. 


“Good. I’m really tired, Kane. I wasn’t kidding
about how you snore. It can’t be very long until the sun comes up. If I don’t
at least get a few hours of sleep in, I’ll feel like shit all day tomorrow. If
you want me to be in a good mood, I need to go back to bed.”


“Maybe I’ll stay in here with you tonight then. Keep
an eye on you. Scare away any boogie men that might try to haunt your dreams.”


He flashed me a wide smile, setting off the deep
dimples in his cheeks. My mercurial Kane could pour on the charm when it suited
him. He went from veiled threat one minute, to sweet and joking the next. This
was the side of him he chose to show me all those months ago when we first met.
My car stalled on the side of the road in a storm. Kane had appeared. A dashing
hero in his park ranger’s uniform and flashy patrol car. He’d offered me his coat
to keep me warm while he changed my tire and followed me back to my house. He’d
shot me that same genuine, dimpled smile as he tipped his hat toward me and
asked if he could call on me. Those were his exact words. Could he call on me?


He’d practiced old-fashioned courting that made my
heart beat faster. Sent me flowers. Wrote me notes. Did nothing more than hold
my hand for weeks. The first time we’d kissed had been at my urging. He was sweet
and gentle, and I still remembered the flare of heat from his light hand at the
small of my back. 


When I told my father and brother I thought I might
love him, rage and fear lit my father’s eyes from within. We fought. I said
terrible things. Accused him of trying to make me live my life in a cage
because of his own issues, not mine. I was almost nineteen. I wanted a life of
my own. When Kane showed up beneath my bedroom window, it had all seemed so
romantic. Stealing away in the middle of the night for a lovers’ tryst. 


Then he brought me back here. Deep in the heart of
Wild Lake Park to the ranger compound where he lived and worked. And from that
day forward, I realized it wasn’t my father trying to keep me in a cage at all.
It was Kane. Then, one night when I grew bold and believed the biggest of his
lies, I let him close. Too close. 


My fingers twitched at my sides, burning to claw at
the mark he’d given me that night. The one that would chain me to him forever
if I didn’t find a way out.


“I’ll sleep better alone,” I said, pressing a hand
to Kane’s chest. I pushed him gently, keeping a light smile on my face as I
edged him toward the door. “Please. I’m anxious to hear all about the pack’s
escapades tonight. But let me have a full night’s sleep and hopefully a full stomach
in the morning.”


“You’re a shitty liar, Olivia,” Kane’s voice dripped
with menace as he closed a hand around my wrist. He tightened his grip and
brought me to the edge of pain. My heart jumped, sending an echo through his
fingertips and straight to the wolf he held inside. My fear poured through him
and made his eyes flash gold.


“Kane, please. Not tonight.”


“What are you hiding from me?”


“Nothing. Really. I just want to go to sleep.”


He jerked me forward and snaked his arms around me,
pressing me against the solid wall of his chest. “I don’t like when you push me
away. Have I ever forced myself on you? Even once?”


I bit the inside of my mouth to stop a thousand retorts
I wanted to make. Every day of my life for the last six months I’d lived under
the threat of Kane’s force. No. Save for that one night when he marked me
against my will, he’d kept his hands off me. But, we both knew that wouldn’t be
forever. 


“You have no idea how patient I’ve been, Liv. More
than you warrant, probably.”


I wanted to scream in his face. Then let me leave!
Let me go back down the hill and find my father. Let me never have to see you
again!


“You belong to me.”


“Kane, stop it,” I tried to twist my wrist out of
his grip, but he held me against him. 


“I made your father and you a promise. I’ll keep it.
But not forever.”


My breath hitched and I fought to keep the icy
fingers of panic from rising to the surface. It would only call to Kane’s wolf
more. “You asked for time and I’ve given it to you. But now, I’m tired of
waiting.” He pulled me forward then turned me so my back pressed against his
chest. He wrapped his arms around me whispered in my ear.


“Next month, Oliva. That’s as long as I’ll wait.”


“What are you talking about?” My heart tripped
inside my chest, and my body went rigid. 


Kane pressed his cheek to mine and pointed out the
window where the moon hung low and bright. “I need to make you mine forever,
Olivia. I’ll wait for you to come to me willingly, but I want you. As my mate,
once and for all. It will be good for you. Good for the pack.”


Bile rumbled in my stomach. He wanted to mark me again. I knew how it
worked. If he bit me again like he did the first time, the bond between us
would grow even stronger. Soon, I wouldn’t be able to know where I ended and
Kane began. The tricks I’d learned to shield my feelings from him wouldn’t work
anymore. What’s worse, if I believed some of the stories, he’d have the power
to take away my will. I wouldn’t be me anymore. I’d just be Kane’s.


“I told you. I’m not ready for that. You said you
understood. You swore you’d let me choose.”


“I swore I’d give you time. And I have. But time’s
up. You’re too important to the pack and my plans for it. So, you have until
the next full moon to come around.”


“Or what?” I couldn’t feign calm a second longer.
Kane loosened his arms just enough so I could slip out of them and turn on him.
Blood roared in my ears, and he could read the contempt on my expression even
if he couldn’t sense my rage. But, Kane stayed calm. He did nothing more than lift
the corner of his mouth in a half smirk. 


He crossed his arms in front of him and took a step
forward, leaning toward me. “Or, I’ll take what I want whether you want it or
not. I said I’d prefer you came to me willingly. I didn’t say it was
necessary.”


I balled my hands into fists at my sides to keep
from scratching his eyes out. 


“Next full moon, Olivia. That’s as long as I’ll
wait.” 


I stepped away from him until I had my back pressed
against the opposite wall. I couldn’t breathe. Could barely see past the
boiling rage mixed with fear. He would force me. He would bite me again and
claim me even though he’d sworn he wouldn’t. Just one more lie to stack like
cordwood with the others he told me. 


“Get out,” I said, knowing full well I couldn’t make
him leave. But, I was done pretending tonight.


Kane’s smile didn’t leave his face as he reached
into the pocket of his pants. He pulled out his phone and swiped his finger
across the screen. “I was hoping it wouldn’t come to this. I thought maybe
you’d come to your senses without me having to do this. But, you can’t lie to
me. I know you’re plotting another chance to try and run. So, here’s a little
further incentive.”


He held the phone out to me. From the edge of my vision
I could see he’d opened it to a photograph. The air hung thick between us and
some childish part of me wished I could make the image go away if I just didn’t
look at it. But, I wasn’t a child. I kept my hand remarkably steady as I
reached out and took the phone from Kane.


I hurt. From the roots of my hair to the tips of my
toes, fire raced through my veins. My fingers did tremble then as my eyes
combed over every inch of the image he showed me.


Jaxson.


My strong, beautiful brother, Jax. His dark hair,
normally soft with natural waves stuck to his forehead now, pasted there with
sweat. He laid on his side, his body curled halfway into a fetal position.
Heavy metal shackles circled his wrists and neck. They were connected to a
heavy chain bolted to the center of the cement floor on which he lay.


His bright, clear eyes had dulled as he winced in
pain. God. His eyes. I spread my fingers over the screen to zoom in on
his face. He was in pain. Yes. But there was something else. Something worse. I
squeezed my own eyes shut and Jaxson’s handsome face swam in my mind. Keen,
bright brown eyes that flashed dark when he was angry or passionate about
something. He was drugged. He had to be. No way Jax could keep his bear in
check if he were fully feeling the pain he was in, much less let somebody
shackle him like that.


I dropped the phone.


“He’s well. For now,” Kane said as he leaned down
and picked up the phone. The screen shattered, but Kane simply pocketed it and
reached out to run his fingers along my shoulder. I would have flinched if I
hadn’t gone numb.


“How long he stays well depends on you.”


Then Kane leaned forward and gave me a kiss on the
forehead that set my nerves on fire.
















 


Chapter
Four


Kane left and I tore at the collar of my shirt. It
felt heavy and constricting, as if I could feel the phantom pain of my
brother’s shackles. I sank to my knees at the edge of the bed and prayed.
Something I hadn’t done, at least not formally like this, since I was a child. 


“Jaxson,” I whispered as I lowered my head and
pressed it against the thin sheets. “This is all my fault.” 


I wondered what would have happened if I’d made it
across the lake tonight. Would Kane have hurt Jax just to spite me? For weeks .
. . months . . . I’d lived with the fear of what had happened to my brother.
First, he’d stopped answering my texts and phone calls. Then, Kane took my
phone away. I knew in my heart what must have happened. He had probably come
looking for me. Kane set a trap. I shuddered to think what Kane had to have
done to overtake Jaxson. Had the rest of the pack gone along with it? God. Kane
was their Alpha. Just like me, he could take away their power to choose for
themselves. Which meant any hope I harbored that one of them might help me when
the time came withered. 


I stayed in the cabin alone, but I couldn’t sleep.
Hours later, when sunlight stabbed through the gap in the curtain, I finally
decided to venture out. Kane left me alone, but he wouldn’t for long. Most
days, he kept me close. I played ranger station secretary and dispatcher,
answering calls and filing paperwork while he worked out of the office.
Sometimes, he’d take me on patrol with him. The best days were when he’d let me
stay behind with another member of the pack to watch over me. 


I threw on a clean pair of white shorts and a tank
top and headed across the compound barefoot, dangling my tennis shoes in one
hand. Someone should have come for me. If not Kane, then one of the others. It
wasn’t like him to leave me alone for this long. I heard voices coming from the
cabin near at the northern edge of the compound. We used it as a mess hall, though
I often did the cooking. 


“You’ll double up tonight.” Kane’s voice. Deep and
stern. “If he crosses the boundary lines again, we’ll be ready.”


I froze. A large oak tree stood in the center of the
compound, and I pressed my shoulder against it, hiding. Foolish, maybe. Kane
and the pack could sense me easily enough from this distance. But they seemed
more interested in their heated conversation. 


“Wade, are you sure you couldn’t tell anything from
his scent?”


Wade was Kane’s number one. He was thick and
menacing, with a deeply tanned, shaved head and a dark goatee. It made him look
like the devil himself. In some ways, I was more afraid of Wade than I was of
Kane. He was unpredictable. Violent. Deadly. Where Kane at least saw the
political value of keeping me around, Wade just resented me. He spent more time
in his wolf than the others. It made him unstable, in my opinion. But no one
ever asked. 


“He was careful. Probably came from the water.
Whoever he was, he didn’t want us to know too much about him. That alone is
enough to make me think this can’t be good."


“We should reach out to the other packs,” Christian
said. From my close proximity, I could sense the turmoil in the pack at his
question. He’d voiced an unpopular opinion. One that seemed reasonable. Kane
would no doubt reject it, and his two closest lieutenants in the pack, Wade and
Brandon, would back him up.


“That’s the last thing we need,” Kane said. “We take
care of our own business out here. And the other packs know the rules. If they
choose not to abide by them, then I’m not going to think twice about dealing
with it in whatever way I see fit. I have that right and they know it.”


“Did anyone get a good look at him?” Daniel spoke
up. I edged closer so I could see through the window, but kept myself shielded
behind the tree. If anyone saw me, I could claim a version of the truth. They
were discussing pack business; I could assume Kane would want me close by but
on the outside. Daniel pushed his glasses up his long, hawk-like nose. Of all
of them, he looked the least like a werewolf of any shifter I’d ever known.
Tall and wiry, he looked more like a banker or an accountant. You’d expect him
to shift into a badger, not a wolf. But his wolf was useful to the pack in ways
that surprised me. Though not the strongest in the pack, he was by far the
quickest. If my white wolf stranger had been able to outrun Daniel, he was very
fast indeed.


“No,” Christian said and Kane let out a noise of
disgust. It was like him to blame the rest of the pack for not catching the
white wolf, even though he’d been out there right alongside them. “I can’t even
say for sure who or what he was. Shifter, for sure. But that’s all I could
smell.”


I couldn’t suppress my smile. The white wolf had
outsmarted him. Whatever he’d been up to last night. He’d stayed by the water,
covered himself in the scent of whatever he’d killed. It meant he knew how to
evade notice from the pack. I could learn from that. If only I could figure out
a way to break Kane’s tenuous mental link to me. If I had any hope of doing
that at all, he’d set the timeline. By the next full moon he meant to mark me
again whether I liked it or not.


“You sure it’s not Caleb Lord?” Daniel said, and my heart
tripped in my chest. I held my breath so I wouldn’t miss a word of what Kane
said next.


Kane let out a snort of derision that made me wish I
had shifter strength. I wanted to curl my fingers around his neck and shake off
the look of scorn I knew he had on his face. “Caleb knows better. He might be
big, he might be strong. But he’s slow. No way he would have been able to
outrun us. No. The day the Lord of the Bears decides to charge into this
camp is the day he’s decided he wants to die.”


My stomach roiled and I doubled over. I wanted to
vomit. Caleb was my father. My strong, stubborn, proud father. Contempt dripped
from Kane’s mouth as he said “Lord of the Bears.” He was no such thing. Not in
the way Kane insinuated. Lord was just a family name, not a title. He’d earned
respect from the other werebears in the region. It wasn’t a birthright.
Something Kane would never understand. He ruled by brute force, fear, and
aggression. But, my father was fierce and powerful in his own right. That is,
until Kane came into our lives and destroyed everything. 


“When’s the last time you spoke to Caleb?” Christian
asked. I pressed my forehead against the rough tree bark and tried to slow my
breathing. 


“Last week or the one before that.”


My knees gave out and I sank to the ground. A week
ago? God, what had he told my father? Did he know about my brother? It would
kill him. Kill him if he saw that same picture I did. If my father
blamed me for it, I would understand. I brought Kane into our lives. I let him
close. I gave him the power to take away everything that had held my
father together since the day my mother died. The same day I was born. 


“And talking isn’t what I’d call it,” Kane
said. “He spent most of the time staring into a beer bottle. No. That wasn’t
Caleb last night. It was someone else. Is there anyone here who really believes
we aren’t dealing with a trespasser?”


“Olivia?”


I jumped. Cole stepped forward and hooked a gentle
hand under my elbow, urging me to my feet. He’d come from behind me. God, I’d
been careless. I should have counted heads in the cabin. Cole had soft brown
eyes and a smiling face. It almost pained me to look at him. As if I hurt so
badly inside I couldn’t take the slightest kindness. He cocked his head to the
side and curled his fingers around my arm. 


“Are you all right?”


I wanted to rage and scream. Don’t ask me that.
How can you ask me that? Cole saw it. He and his brother Christian
suffered the worst treatment from Kane. They knew what he was and how he led.
Every time Kane was near, Cole and Christian would shoot me looks of concern
and empathy. But, they were powerless to help me. Kane was their Alpha. Those
cursed looks of pity were all they could offer me. I wanted none of it. 


“I’m fine,” I said, pulling my arm from his grasp.
“Was there an intruder last night?” I played dumb. Maybe Cole would slip and
tell me what he knew about the white wolf. “The pack is talking about it. Is
there trouble? Should I prepare for something?”


I put a light smile on my face. Cole couldn’t read
me like Kane could. My bond with his Alpha wasn’t that strong. Not yet. But,
when Kane marked me again, that could change. Then, I’d never be safe around
any member of the pack. They could sense my moods, perhaps even read my
thoughts and communicate them to Kane in a telepathic instant. For now, though,
I could hide my feelings. Cole was kindhearted enough to believe me. I hated
him for it just a little. Wade was easier. Black and white. I could just hate
him. Cole, Christian, and even Daniel were harder. They had good inside of
them.


Cole parted his lips and took a breath. Then,
something came over his eyes and he clamped his mouth shut. It was Kane. I knew
it. He transmitted some message to Cole I couldn’t hear. A pained look went
through his eyes and he clenched his jaw. Then, Cole reached out and took my
arm again. 


“Come on,” he said. “Kane’s waiting. We need to get
inside.”


“You didn’t answer my question.” I planted my feet
in a wide stance, daring Cole to use more force. He narrowed his eyes then
flicked a look toward the cabin. 


“What are you doing?” he whispered through gritted
teeth. His fingers tightened around my arm. 


“I have a right to know what’s going on, Cole.”


He shook his head. “You’ll have to take it up with
Kane.” He put a hand to his forehead and rubbed his brow. “Please, just come
with me. Please don’t make me hurt you.”


I looked toward the cabin. Kane stood in the
doorway, his hands folded in front of him, his eyes flashing black menace.
First toward Cole, then toward me. My blood ran cold and the air went out of my
lungs. Kane looked like he meant to do me serious harm. Cole saw it too and did
something I wouldn’t have expected. He stepped in front of me, shielding me from
Kane with his body. He’d done it on instinct. A reflex. If he’d taken a second
to think it through, he never would have tried it. But he did, and Kane
reacted.


He stepped forward, eyes flashing. A low rumble
seemed to emanate from his entire body sending a vibration through me. Every
cell in my body made me want to go to my knees, or go to Kane’s side though my
mind recoiled from it. Cole’s hand burned hot where he touched me, then he
dropped it to his side. Whatever effect Kane’s power had on me, it devastated
Cole. He winced and his knees buckled. God. I blew out a breath and walked
toward Kane. My simple act of defiance wasn’t worth Cole’s suffering. I
wouldn’t add one more man to the list of those who’d been hurt because of me. 


“Stop it,” I said, raising my chin. “I’m right here.
Cole hasn’t done anything wrong.”


“Stay out of it!” Kane said, but he wasn’t talking
to me. He was talking to Christian. Cole’s brother. Christian had rushed out of
the cabin and moved toward Cole. Cole was having trouble getting back up.
Whatever Kane had done seemed to have short circuited his nervous system. He
dropped to the ground and shook on all fours. His gold wolf eyes flashed and
his shoulders bunched and contorted to grotesque angles. Kane kept him locked
mid-shift. The agony of it made all color drain from Cole’s face. A blood vessel
burst in his eye.


Oh, God. Blood drained from my head and I went to
Kane’s side. I’d been stupid to act this way in front of the whole pack. I knew
better. I’d challenged him in front of the others. And Cole had been stupid
enough, or noble enough, to try and stand up to him. Now, he was paying the
price. He managed to roll to his back, and clutching his stomach he looked up
at his Alpha with pleading eyes.


“Kane, please,” I touched his arm and tried to draw
his attention away from Cole. This too might be foolish. Cole was full-blooded
were. As much as he suffered, he had superhuman strength and could heal. If
Kane ever decided to turn that level of anger toward me, I wouldn’t survive it.
And I had to survive. No matter what. Jaxson’s life depended on it. Maybe
my father’s too. I had to find a way.


“I’m sorry,” I said, my voice caught in my throat. I
tugged on Kane’s arm, but he kept his gazed locked on Cole. Christian made it
down the cabin steps and I made a gesture to him. I couldn’t take it if Kane
hurt another member of the pack because he was pissed at me. I went up on my
tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m right here. Please don’t
hurt Cole because you’re angry with me.”


But, Kane couldn’t hear me. The fuse had been lit,
and poor Cole was going to pay the price. 


“Kane, please,” Christian pleaded. “He gets it.” 


It happened so quickly. Kane merely shot a look
toward Christian and he too dropped to his knees and shifted. Compelled by his Alpha
it took no more than two seconds. Christian’s gray wolf whined and sidestepped.
He tucked his tail between his legs and ducked his head to Kane. He sat back on
his haunches, neutralized for now. Kane looked at the only other member of the
pack who might have given him any issue for hurting Cole or me. Daniel. But he
stayed inside the cabin with the others. Only Wade came out to stand at Kane’s
side, ready to back up his Alpha if he needed it.


I thought that would end it. Surely Kane wouldn’t
take this any further. But a bloodlust seemed to come over him. He didn’t hear
my voice or Christian’s before the shift. His singular focus was Cole. Kane
stepped off the porch. I moved to follow him. To keep trying to reach him. But
Wade’s hand fell hard on my shoulder, immobilizing me. 


Kane went to Cole. He knelt before him and cocked
his head, curious to watch Cole’s suffering. Cole foamed at the mouth and his
chest heaved in and out as he struggled to breathe. God. He was suffocating.
His body wasn’t meant to stay like this, suspended between wolf and man. I think
his lungs had collapsed. Kane stayed human, but barely. He leaned forward on
his hands and got right in Cole’s face. Whatever he whispered in his ear made
Cole close his eyes in defeat. If death was his punishment, he seemed ready to
give in to it. At least it would set him free from Kane’s torture. 


I couldn’t watch. “Make him stop! Are you just going
to stand there and let this happen? Cole is part of this pack!” I glared at
Wade, but his eyes had gone completely wolf. If there was any part of the man inside
him, he wasn’t in control of Wade’s emotions right now. The rest of the pack
stood on the porch and watched. Pain etched hard lines in Daniel’s face, but he
stayed immobile, his hands digging into the wooden railing. Brandon stayed
behind. He wasn’t much better than Wade. 


To hell with it. I made a move to step off the
porch. Wade clamped his hands around my upper arms, holding me back. This was
madness. Insanity. I couldn’t believe Kane would actually kill one of his own
pack members. Over what?


Blood trickled from Cole’s nose, and Kane leaned
even closer. I wondered if he could kill him just by saying it. Cole’s eyes
found mine and I got my answer. Yes. Kane had that kind of power over his
pack’s physiology. He could will Cole’s heart to stop beating with just a word.
And he was about to do it. 


Then all hell broke loose. 


So focused on the spectacle on the ground before us,
none of us heard the rumble of the engine. A black Hummer tore through the
trees, barreling down the main path into the compound. It came to a screeching
halt just inches from Kane and Cole. Kane threw himself backward and out of the
way. He stayed human but crouched low, ready to attack this new threat. 


That brief break in Kane’s concentration was enough
to give Cole the space he needed to shift back to human. He lay heaving on the
ground. Naked. Exhausted. Damaged. But alive and healing.


The driver’s side door of the Hummer opened and its
driver stepped out. I saw nothing but cowboy boots, denim, and swagger. My eyes
traveled from his shining belt buckle to his black t-shirt, stretched taut over
hard muscles, to his jet black hair with that shock of white through the left
side of his crown. My white wolf. My stranger and savior. Now Cole’s temporary
savior. He arched a dark brow and looked from Cole to Kane and back again. Then
he focused those bright blue eyes on me and his mouth curled into a smirk. 


“Is this a private party, or can anyone join?” he
said.
















 


Chapter
Five


Kane rose slowly, squaring his shoulders, and a
long, sustained growl rumbled through him. The rest of the pack came out of the
cabin and flanked Kane. All except for Christian, still in his wolf; he went to
Cole and began sniffing his brother. Still ghostly gray, Cole managed to lift a
hand and smooth back Christian’s ears.


“Alec Martel?” Kane asked through gritted teeth.
“You lost?”


Alec. The white wolf’s name was Alec. I hadn’t
wanted him to tell me last night for fear that Kane would get it out of me
somehow and make me betray him. Heat shot through me at the sound of it. Who
was he? 


Alec kept that sexy smirk on his face and stepped
forward. He stretched out his hand and offered it to Cole. Such a subtle
gesture. An act of kindness. But also an open act of defiance and even
disrespect to Kane’s authority. Whoever Alec was, he wasn’t here to make
friends. 


For the second time today, Cole acted without
thinking. He reached up and took Alec’s hand then rose on unsteady legs. Christian
stayed at his side. Kane hadn’t released him yet, so he couldn’t shift. But, he
stood with his tail up and his back straight. Cole leaned on him for balance.


“Let’s just say I was in the neighborhood,” Alec
said. “Seemed rude of me not to stop by and see you, Kane. We barely had a
chance to talk the last time I saw you.”


Kane made a quick jerk with his chin toward Cole and
Christian. Clearly, he wanted them out of sight. 


“Is there anything going on I can help you with?”
Alec said. “Your one man seems a little shook up. And your other man seems to
be having some trouble shifting.”


“My pack is none of your business,” Kane said,
struggling to keep his temper down. “And this isn’t a good time for visitors.
Especially ones who don’t call ahead. You’re lucky things didn’t get out of
hand before I realized who you were, Alec. That kind of thing is pretty risky,
don’t you think? You could have lost your head over it.”


Alec barely reacted. He just tilted his head
slightly to the side and leaned back against the hood of his car, hooking his
thumbs through his belt loops.


“Sebastian’s worried about you. I’m not going to
lie. You haven’t been to a board meeting in months. That’s not good for
business. And Pat says she hasn’t seen you around the Bonner farm for a hell of
a long time either. That’s the kind of thing that makes her worry.”


Kane shot a look back toward me. He flicked his hand
backward and Wade nodded. He’d transmitted some message to him. Wade turned and
shot me a hard look. He came and whispered low, his tone threatening. “Head
back to your cabin and stay there. Kane will come for you later.”


None of it escaped Alec’s notice. My heart pounded
in my chest. He could make trouble for me. But, he kept his face even, showing
no signs of recognition in front of the others. His eyes flashed just for an
instant before he turned his attention back to Kane. If he told Kane he’d seen
me out by the water last night, God knows what Kane would do. For now, though,
Alec seemed content to keep our secret. 


Warmth flared through me as I looked at him. He was
new. He was different. And, for the moment, he didn’t seem the least bit
intimidated by Kane. It had been months since I’d been around anyone like that.
I wished I could talk to him alone, just for a few minutes. If he were from
Wild Lake, he’d have news about things happening outside Kane’s compound. 


“Let’s go,” Wade said, his voice a menacing simmer
near my ears. His fingers curled around my arm. “We’re discussing pack business
that doesn’t concern you. Time for you to leave.”


Again, Alec’s eyes flicked toward me then narrowed
as he saw Wade’s hands on me. A muscle twitched near his jaw, but he betrayed
no other reaction to what he saw. 


“I don’t answer to Sebastian,” Kane said, his voice
barely more than a hiss.


I dragged my feet a little as Wade nudged me
forward. That he and Kane wanted me out of the mix so fast made me curious as
hell as to why. What didn’t they want me to hear? Or was it just the
penetrating glance Alec gave me?


“Aw, come on, Kane,” Alec said, unfazed by the
obvious menace beneath Kane’s tone. “Wild Lake belongs to all of us. That’s the
deal. When you isolate yourself in one corner of it, it looks bad. Makes us
start feeling like you don’t want to be friends anymore. That hurts our
feelings, Kane.”


If Kane’s voice dripped with hate, Alec’s dripped
with sarcasm. He spun a blade of grass between his fingertips. I couldn’t stop
staring. Even his hands were sexy, with long fingers and tapered nails. And I
hated myself a little for even thinking it. It’s exactly the kind of thing that
got me into trouble with Kane in the first place. Whoever Alec Martel was, he
was all werewolf, just like Kane. Just because he seemed to despise Kane didn’t
mean he’d be any kind of ally to me. Still, I wanted desperately to hear more
of what he had to say.


Wade shoved me forward but blocked the motion with
his own body. Alec couldn’t see. I stumbled but kept my balance. Heart
pounding, I put one foot in front of the other until we reached the threshold
of my cabin just around the corner. 


I’d hoped that would be the end of it. That Wade
would go back to the little pow wow at the center of the compound and leave me
alone. Maybe then I could still hear dribs and drabs of what Kane and Alec
talked about. But Wade wouldn’t have it. He closed the door behind him and
pulled a chair up the wall next to it. He sat down and crossed his arms,
staring at me through eyelids narrowed to slits. 


“Just where do you think I’m going to go, Wade?”
Some of Alec’s and Cole’s defiance rubbed off on me a little. “I didn’t invite
you to stay, anyway.”


“You know, one of these days, Kane’s going to
realize you’re not worth all this trouble.”


I wouldn’t take his bait. Whenever Wade had me
alone, he’d say things like this. He wanted me to believe I was worthless. The
truth was, I think it bothered him that since Kane had brought me here, Wade
had far less of a say in pack matters. 


“Lucky for me, today’s not that day, huh?” I sank
down on the edge of the bed and crossed my arms in front of me. With Wade here,
I couldn’t do anything but wait. I wanted desperately to hear what was
happening out there.


Wade shook his head and raked his eyes over me. He
drew his lustful gaze up and down, and his wolf eyes flashed. A sick pit formed
in my stomach, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of reacting more than
that. We both knew that Wade couldn’t touch me unless Kane gave him permission.
And that was never going to happen. At least not today.


“So, it sounds like you’re in trouble with the big
dog,” I said, pointing with my thumb toward the east where the rest of the pack
still was. 


“Alec Martel?” Wade shook his head and huffed. I
realized in an instant that this might be even better than trying to eavesdrop
through the window. Wade was big, dangerous, and loyal to Kane. But, he was
also sort of a dumbass. If I played it just right and goaded him enough, he’d
probably tell me everything I wanted to know.


“He’s no fucking big dog,” Wade said. “He’s
Sebastian Lanier’s lackey.”


I bit my lip to stifle the obvious retort. You
mean just like you are for Kane? Sebastian Lanier. The name rang a bell. If
memory served, he was one of the Alphas who controlled pack lands west of here.
So Alec must belong to his pack. That seemed strange to me. I surely couldn’t
sense these things as well as a shifter could, but Alec felt . . . Alpha
to me. He had that commanding air about him. Like no matter who you were, your
head would turn when he walked into a room. It had nothing to do with his
looks, but rather the way he carried himself. 


“So why would Sebastian send Alec down here? Is
there some trouble in Wild Lake you need to know about?”


Wade shrugged. “Nothing we can’t handle, princess.
Don’t you worry. Whatever it is, Kane will have that asshole run out of here
before too long.”


“You think so? Mr. uh . . . Martel, is it? He didn’t
seem like he was in too big a hurry to leave. Plus, isn’t it customary for you
to offer to hunt with other pack members when they come to visit? I mean, I’m
no expert, but it would seem like a pretty big slight if Kane just chased him
off. Very bad form.”


“What do you know about it? You’re just a bear
whore.”


That got an actual laugh out of me. “That’s not even
a thing, Wade. Don’t hurt yourself.”


He kept his arms crossed and glowered at me. “No.
It’s what you are. I trust Kane, but I don’t see it. You’re not even a shifter.
You’re just . . . ordinary. You must be such a disappointment to your father.”


Rage shot through me like acid. Wade wasn’t smart
enough to know how to play me. But, he’d just taken a lucky shot. He was
smart enough to realize it. His lips curled into a sneer. He leaned back in his
chair and hooked his hands behind his head. “All that werebear DNA coursing
through your veins and you can’t shift. You’re a dud. You know, in the olden
days, some wolf packs would just put a baby out of its misery for that.”


“Too bad they don’t still do it for idiocy. You
wouldn’t have made it past your first birthday, Wade.”


“And Kane says it’s even worse where you’re
concerned. Your mama didn’t even survive having you. So why again does your big,
bad bear dad think you’re worth negotiating for? Seems to me Kane did him a big
favor taking you off his hands. Well, don’t worry, sweetheart. This will all be
over soon for you anyway.”


My blood ran cold as his expression darkened. He’d
said more than he meant to and more than I really wanted to hear. 


“Bet you thought your brother was going to come
charging through those woods to save you. That’s what you’ve been waiting for,
isn’t it? Well, sorry to disappoint you, but he’s been dealt with too. Squealed
more like a pig than a bear when I shot him.”


I rose off the bed, though it felt like my legs had
turned to rubber. White rage made dark spots swim in front of my eyes. If I
could shift, I would have done it then. Even though it would have likely meant
a fight to the death with Wade. I would have welcomed it. 


“That’s right. About a month ago it happened. Didn’t
Kane tell you? He came charging through those woods one night. All brave and
big. Thinking he could take on the whole pack. Looking for your sorry ass, I
guess. But we were waiting for him. It was Kane’s idea. Told him we were
finally ready to make a trade. Him for you. Caleb, your dad, told him not to
come. Your brother should have listened.”


Wade lifted his arms and pantomimed holding a
shotgun. He licked his lips and closed one eye as he pretended to squeeze a
phantom trigger. I swear I heard a shot crack and sear through my heart when he
did it. 


“Lights out, sister,” he said. “Dead as a doornail.
Nobody’s coming for you now, Olivia. You better hope Kane thinks you’re worth
more alive than dead for a good long time.”


I tasted bile in my throat and my whole body shook. Jax
wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. Wade didn’t know Kane had shown me that picture of
him in chains on some dingy cement floor. If Wade were telling the truth, my
brother had survived the shooting. I knew he was alive. I would have felt
it if Jaxson died. I know I would. So either Wade was lying to me or Kane was
lying to Wade. Either way, it caused me physical pain to keep my mouth shut and
sink slowly back down to the bed. 


I had to bide my time. Keep my wits about me.
There’d be a chance. I had to believe that. I concentrated on slowing my heart
and letting calm wash over me. It worked until the door burst open and Kane
came in. His face flushed red with anger as he looked from me to Wade and back
again. Wade jumped to his feet and stood at attention.


“Is he gone, boss?” Wade said, swallowing hard.


Kane shook his head. “No. I’ve invited him to hunt
with us tonight only. He’ll be on his way in the morning.”


“Motherfucker,” Wade muttered. “So we’ve gotta put
him up too?”


Kane nodded. He kept his eyes locked with mine. He
sensed something. I tried to clear my mind. Had Alec told him about meeting me
last night? My mind raced. They were going on a hunt. The whole pack would have
to join. It might be a chance. Kane would have no choice but to leave me alone.
Maybe for hours.


Wade looked back at me with a smug smile on his
face. “What are we going to do with her in the meantime? We can’t very well
leave anyone from the pack behind if we’re going on a hunt.”


My heart dropped to the floor. Kane crossed the room
and opened the closet near the bathroom door. He pulled out a set of metal
shackles just like the ones I’d seen him use on my brother. Before I could even
muster a protest, Kane tossed the shackles to Wade. 


“You know what to do,” Kane said. He slammed the
door behind him, and Wade turned toward me, his wolf eyes flashing. Then he
grabbed my wrists and clamped the shackles around them then looped the chain
through the metal bed frame. Unless I planned on dragging the bed with me, my
hopes of escape were gone.
















 


Chapter Six


Cole brought me lunch and dinner. He’d made a
remarkable recovery from this morning’s torture session. He looked miserable,
though. His sad eyes traveled to the metal cuffs around my wrists. They didn’t
hurt. Not really. And we both knew Kane didn’t really need to use them to keep
me here. Jax’s picture bound me more than any chains could. Until I knew he was
safe, Kane could keep me from running, and he knew it.


“I’m sorry about this,” he said as he put a tray of
sandwiches and fruit on the nightstand.


I reached out and put a gentle hand on Cole’s
shoulder, feeling along his collarbone. He was whole. The bone, so grotesquely
misshapen this morning, had reknitted, leaving only a slight bit of swelling
behind. “I’m sorry about this.”


Cole tried to shrug, but the effort made him wince.
“He could have done a lot worse.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of. You’re pretty much the
only friend I’ve got out here. Well, you and Christian.”


Cole squeezed my hand and smiled. I reached up and
brushed a chunk of hair from his eyes. He reminded me so much of Jaxson
sometimes. They had the same soulful gaze. The same restless spirit. Each of
them chafed under the yoke of a powerful shifter who had different ideas about
the way they should live their lives. In Cole’s case, it was Kane. In Jax’s
case, it was our father. But bears are different. They aren’t bound by pack
rules. Still, my father was king of the territory where he lived. Until Jax
found a place and mate of his own . . . I choked past a lump in my throat. Jax
might never get the chance to do any of those things if I couldn’t find a way
to get to him and set him free.


“Hang in there,” Cole said. 


For what? Cole tried to be kind, but I couldn’t help
feeling my own anger rising. Cole and Christian could do something if
they wanted to. They could rise up. Take Kane out. But, even as I thought it, I
knew the futility of that plan. Kane was Kane. I’d learned over the last months
his leadership over his pack was different from other wolves. He exerted total
control. A tyrant. There was a name for it. Tyrannous Alpha. Linked as
he was to the pack, he would sense their betrayal the second they formed the
thought. And he had Wade and Brandon on his side. They would tear Cole and Christian
to pieces, just like he’d tried to do this morning.


“You too,” I said, touching his cheek. 


A chorus of howls rose outside my window. It was
late afternoon, and the pack grew restless. I’d not seen Kane since this
morning but could feel his urge to hunt. My skin blazed hot from it. 


“I should go,” Cole said. “You’ll be okay here?”


I held up my wrists, jangling the chains. “What else
am I gonna do? My chains reach to the bathroom, at least. And I’ve got this
nice buffet of PB&J and iced tea. I can go nuts.”


I’d tried to say it lightly, get a smile out of
Cole. But, his eyes seemed to grow even more hollow and haunted. The howls rose
and his back stiffened. His wolf eyes flashed gold and the hairs on the back of
his hands rose. 


“Off you go,” I said. “I’ll be fine. Let’s just both
put one foot, er, one paw in front of the other and keep moving forward. It’s
all we can do for now, Cole.”


He nodded and leaned forward, pulling me into a
quick embrace. “We’ll bring you back something delicious,” he said.


I waved my hand at him, rattling the chains again.
“Fat chance. If all six of you are going, there won’t be anything left.”


Cole shot me a sheepish smile then closed the door,
leaving me in my silent prison alone. I drew my knees up and looked out the
window. The pack gathered in the center of the compound and shifted together. 


Alec’s wolf came through the brush and joined them.
He stood inches taller than the others, his white coat gleaming under the
setting sun. Kane raised his head and howled. The rest of the pack, except for
Alec, joined him. Instead, Alec looked pensive, side stepping. He swung his
head left, then right and sniffed the air. Then, he turned toward my cabin, his
blue eyes shining like sapphires. He seemed to see straight through me. My
blood simmered and my breath caught. Kane sensed it. He didn’t see Alec looking
but turned his head toward me too. I squeezed my knees against my chest to
still my pounding heart. Then, Kane led the charge and the rest of the pack
followed as they disappeared into the tree line.


For as much as it should have caused me stress to
wait chained to the bed, a new peace settled over me. In the six months since
Kane had brought me to the compound then marked me against my will, I hadn’t
been alone this long. The quiet solitude with the bright moonlight outside
settled over me. 


I slept. I dreamed. I thought I heard the white
wolf’s howl rising above the others far in the distance. But they were distant.
Kane must have taken them to the farthest reach of the territory he claimed.
Maybe they’d even ventured beyond it. They’d gone so far I couldn’t feel Kane’s
pulse beating alongside mine. Though the heavy chains made my shoulders ache,
my heart felt lighter. At least for a little while. 


I don’t know how late it got. Past midnight maybe. A
thick blanket of clouds rolled in and covered the moon. The room grew so dark I
almost couldn’t tell whether my eyes were open or closed. Then, my heart jumped
in my chest and something thumped against the wall near the window. 


I sat up and drew my knees close. Two shining blue
orbs hovered just above the window ledge. Eyes in the darkness. Watching.
Before I could even react, they sank below my line of sight. Then, the whole
cabin shook as the door burst open.


“Alec?” My heart beat a thundering rhythm.


He struck a match, washing the room in flickering
orange. He lit a candle by the window ledge and came close. Sweat glistened
from his temples. His black hair stuck to his forehead and his chest heaved
from the force of his shift. Then, he squared his shoulders and straightened
his back as his eyes scanned the room and traveled over me. He saw the chains
and fire lit behind his eyes. 


I became aware of his nakedness. Fresh from his
shift, he hadn’t had time to dress. He was marbled perfection from the hard
angles of his jaw to the slope of his shoulder and curve of his well-muscled
ass. And he was huge. Everywhere. I rested my chin on my knees and blinked
hard, adjusting to the low light. Alec moved quickly, grabbing a towel from the
bathroom to cover himself. 


“What the hell is going on here?” he said, his voice
filled with an emotion I couldn’t place. Concern, yes. But his body seemed to
tremble with contained fury.


“If he finds you here, he’s going to kill you.” My
own voice sounded so far away. But it was true. Kane was just looking for an
excuse to drive Alec off at best. If Alec gave him a reason, he’d try far
worse.


Alec took a tentative step toward the bed. He drew
his brows together, etching his face in hard lines as he reached out and took
my hand, running his thumb along the cold metal cuff. I felt that same spark as
his skin made contact with mine, like an electrical charge. It made Alec’s eyes
flash and a muscle jump in his neck. He sank slowly to the edge of the bed and
sat beside me. I don’t know why I let him get so close. A new, strange wolf
with power coming off him in waves. But, as his skin warmed mine, it felt
natural. Like I’d known him my whole life. And with Kane so far away, my mark
didn’t flare a warning. For now, at this moment, I felt like I could sense Alec
for the first time. 


“Tell me,” he said. He kept his eyes locked with
mine and his body still except for a tiny pulse beating a furious pace in his
temple. 


“It’s not safe for you here. And it’s not safe for
me if they find you here.”


Alec looked toward the window. He closed his eyes
and sniffed the air. A slow smile lifted the corners of his mouth. “We’re safe
for now. I kicked up two monster bucks near the edge of Kane’s territory. About
eight miles to the north. They’ve caught up with them and they’re going in for
the kill. They’re pure wolf now and will stay that way for a while.”


A tremor passed through Alec. I felt it as a low
vibration across the bed. He was a strong wolf indeed to be able to keep his
wolf at bay when his lust for the hunt simmered below the surface.


“Tell me what Kane’s done. That’s why I’m here.
We’ve had concerns about some of his behavior in the last few months. I need to
know how bad it is.”


I barked out a bitter laugh. It would have been so
easy to just unload on Alec. But I didn’t know him. He was another wolf
shifter, after all. The last time I’d trusted one blindly . . . well. No matter
how natural it felt to be near him, I’d been down this road before. 


I think he sensed my thoughts. He ran a thumb over
the metal cuff then let go of my hand. I shivered from the absence of his
touch.


“Who’s we?” I asked.


Alec smiled. He looked toward the window again and
jutted his chin, deciding how best to answer me. “How much do you know about
the Wild Lake packs?”


I blew out a breath. How much should I tell him? My
head told me to stay quiet. I had no reason to trust him. Except my heart told
me something very different. I felt drawn to Alec by some powerful thread. It
scared me. And yet, he’d risked himself the other night to draw the pack away
from me. And here he was again, putting himself at great risk just to talk to
me.


“I grew up in and around Wild Lake, but further
north near the great ridge,” I finally answered. “But I’m not a shifter. So, I
suppose I know what most people know who live outside of all of this.” It told
him nothing and everything. Alec’s eyes were soft and kind as he took my hand
in his again. 


“Don’t get up there much myself. Wild Ridge is bear
country. Why is Kane keeping you in here like this? What’s so dangerous about
you?” His voice dropped to barely a whisper.


I bit my lip and stared at the wall. I wanted so
desperately to trust Alec. But, Kane had destroyed my ability to trust my own
instincts. Especially where wolves were concerned.


Alec was bold. He took his other hand and slid it
around the nape of my neck then pressed his forehead to mine. It was such an
intimate gesture. One I should have shied from. But, it felt so natural to let
him touch me like that. My body cried out for it. I don’t think he meant
anything by it. Then, his fingers brushed my skin and he found the small,
crescent-shaped scar just below my hairline. His body went rigid and he reared
back like he’d been shot. He dropped my hand and moved away from me. 


He was on his feet, pacing. His hands curled into
fists and he punched the wall hard enough to shake the whole cabin. He tore his
hand through his hair and turned to me. “You’re. Not. His.” His voice came out
as a low threat, barely more than a growl.


I tried to be stoic. Cautious. Alec was a stranger,
after all. But that simple statement, those three little words. The weight of
them settled around me, binding me more than the chains. Then they broke
something inside of me and set me free. I got to put voice to the feeling
inside my heart, the one I’d not been able to say out loud before.


“No,” I said. “I am not his.”


Alec ran a hand across his jaw, still pacing as he
tried to process what I said. “My God. He can’t . . . you aren’t . . . you’re.”
He stopped and towered over me, his muscles frozen. “Did he force himself on
you?”


A shudder passed through me. I shook my head. “He
didn’t rape me if that’s what you’re asking.” And he hadn’t. But it was the
only thing he hadn’t done. My mind took me back to that night. We’d sat on a
fallen log near the lake. A full moon blazed above us, just like tonight before
the clouds rolled in. He’d been sweet and kind. The Kane I thought he was. He
pulled me close and tilted my head, ready to kiss me like the dozens of times
he had before. But then, his fingers grew rough, caging my head between his
hands. It happened so fast I hadn’t realized what he meant to do. He bit me,
sending equal pain and pleasure through my whole body. He had awakened
something in me, a powerful desire rising to the surface. But, as my nerve
endings flared hot, something went wrong. It was just like Alec said. It was as
if my body recognized the foreign invasion before my brain did. Kane’s mark
wasn’t meant for me, and even as the connection knit between us, revulsion
replaced desire. In those precious few seconds, Kane’s bite revealed him for
what he truly was. My enemy. Except by then it was far too late.


Alec’s shoulders dropped with relief for just an
instant. But, a new rage seemed to settle over him, and he clenched his jaw.
“But you didn’t consent to the marking, did you?”


I shook my head. “No. I tried to stop him, but he
was so much stronger. He bit me before I even knew what was happening. Now, I
can’t get him out of my head. He’s everywhere. That’s why it’s not safe for
either of us if you stay here.”


“Well, fuck that,” Alec said. He reached forward and
took my hands in his. Though his movements were strong, he touched me gently.
As though he meant to be careful now that he knew what Kane had done. I
couldn’t know. Not really. But every instinct in my body told me Alec was
different. Still, I’d been so wrong before. “I can bust these open. We’ll have
to hurry, but I can get you out of here.”


My heart raced and I tried to do what I always did.
I steadied my breath and tried to slow my pulse. 


“He’s too far away,” Alec said, understanding my
concern. “We have time. Not a lot. But enough, I think.”


My eyes snapped open and I reached up, molding my
hand to his jaw. Alec grabbed one of the chains between his hands and started
to pull. God, he was strong enough to tear through steel like it was nothing
more than thin thread. He could do it. He could set me free. The urge to run,
to flee, to steal into the night with Alec coursed through my veins like the hit
off a drug. It seemed so easy, so right. 


“Hold still, we can worry about the cuffs later.”
Alec grimaced and started to pull.


Fire shot through me at the promise of freedom. I
could taste it. At the last second, I lifted a gentle hand and put it over
Alec’s.


“Stop,” I said, though my voice sounded choked and
small. Alec didn’t hear me at first.


“Stop! I can’t do it. Not like this.”


Still holding the chain in his powerful grip, Alec
froze.


“He isn’t just keeping me here with these.” I lifted
my wrists and made the chains jangle. “He has my brother. If I try to leave,
Kane’s threatened to kill him.”


Alec dropped the chains and his eyes flared wide
with exasperation. “Olivia, they’re going to come back at some point. I can’t
fight off the whole pack by myself.”


“I know. But I can’t leave until I know where Jaxson
is. Kane’s got him chained up somewhere just like me. He showed me a picture. Jaxson’s
hurt. Badly. If I don’t do what Kane says, never mind the mark, he’s going to
kill him.”


I hesitated. Telling Alec about my brother was a
risk. A big one. But for the third time, he’d tried to help me. I decided to
trust him that much.


“Kane’s done something to him. He’s made it so he
can’t shift.”


Alec reared back. “Your brother’s a wolf?”


I shook my head. “No. He’s a werebear.”


Alec finally dropped the chain and slid backward on
the bed. “Jaxson? Olivia, who are you?”


And here was my last truth. Could I afford to trust
him all the way? I closed my eyes and took a leap of faith. “My father is Caleb
Lord.”


Alec stood and started pacing again. The towel
around his waist dropped a bit and my eyes were drawn to the curve of his hip.
Heat flared inside me and I drew my legs up, resting my knees on my chin. He
turned and covered his mouth with his hand. 


“Lord of the bears?”


I let out a sigh. “You know that’s not how it works
with bear shifters, right? It’s just my last name.”


He nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. I know. You’re Caleb’s
daughter? Jax Lord is your brother. Fuck.” Alec carved both hands through his
hair and rested them on top of his head. He looked toward the ceiling and blew
out a breath as he tried to work out the impact of my revelation. He slammed
his palm against the footboard and sat down again hard enough to bounce me off
the mattress.


“He thinks he can control Caleb if he’s got you and
now your brother.”


I nodded. 


“Do you know what for?”


I shrugged. “He doesn’t talk about pack business
around me. He’s very careful about that. But, Kane sure as hell didn’t like it
when you showed up.”


“I’ll bet. I told you, the other Wild Lake packs
have been concerned about him for some time.”


“You saw what he did with Cole. I think he would
have killed him if you hadn’t shown up when you did. And it was just because
Cole got between Kane and me for half a second.”


“Shit,” Alec muttered. “We suspected he’d gone this
way. You understand, none of this is how we do things. This isn’t the Wild Lake
way. We don’t force markings on women. Especially ones who aren’t fated
mates. Our Alphas don’t treat pack members like that. There’s a name for it,
you know.”


“Tyrannus Alpha. Yes. I’ve heard.”


“It’s like a drug addiction. The more power Kane
takes, the more he’s going to want. If he goes unchecked, he’s going to force
this pack into their wolves 24/7. Most weres can’t survive that. I just don’t
get it. He’s got to know we can’t let this stand.”


“Well, you tell me. I know how bears operate. Not
wolves. Bears do their own thing. There’s no complicated pack law like you
have. They don’t go to war with each other if they can help it. A hell of a lot
more live and let live unless you’re foolish enough to piss one of ‘em off. Kane
hasn’t let me see or talk to my father in the six months since he brought me
out here and did this to me.” I waved my hand toward the back of my neck. “All
I know is that he seems to hate you and the other packs of Wild Lake.”


Alec paced again. “I can’t believe he’d do it.”


“Do what?” I flapped my hands and the chains
rattled. Alec winced as though the sound of it caused him physical pain. 


Alec ran a hand over his face and sighed. “Start
World War III.”
















 


Chapter
Seven


“How much influence does Caleb have over the other
bear shifters in Michigan or parts of Wild Lake?” Alec asked.


I bit my lip. Again, Alec was asking for information
that just six months ago, I would have guarded with my life. 


He sank down on the bed next to me and put a hand on
my arm. That skin-to-skin contact made it hard for me to think. “Olivia, I know
you have no reason to trust me. But you have to at least be able to see that
Kane is our mutual enemy now. Whatever he’s planning can’t be for the benefit
of the Wild Lake packs. And it’s certainly not for the benefit of the Wild Ridge
bears or your own family. If we work together, maybe we can figure something
out.”


I nodded. Hot tears sprang to my eyes and I raised a
hand to wipe them away. “My father’s no bear king. You know that’s not how
bears live. And he was so angry when he found out I was spending time
with Kane. A wolf. He’s warned me my whole life to stay away from wolves. He
thought my dating Kane was a betrayal. He was right. I just didn’t understand
what kind. But, the Michigan bears are loyal to my father. They listen to him.
Seek his counsel.”


Alec nodded. “So, if your father swore some kind of
oath to Kane, would it bind the rest of the bears?”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe. But not blindly.
What kind of oath are you talking about?”


Alec squeezed his eyes shut and let out a breath.
“I’m just thinking out loud. I still can’t believe Kane would go this far. But,
if he hates the Wild Lake packs as much as you think—and he’s done some other
things lately that seem to point to that—if he’s turned Tyrannous, he
might be trying for some kind of coup. He knows the rest of the Wild Lake
Alphas would never willingly submit to him.”


My head buzzed. The air left my lungs, and fear like
acid burned through me. I think I understood. “You think he might force my
father to help him take down the other packs?”


Alec gave me a grim nod. “It fits. God help us, it
fits. I think he’s making a play to take over all of our lands.”


A pack war. A full-on pack war. And if Alec was
right, Kane meant to drag the bears in to fight it for him.


“He won’t. He can’t. My father would never go along
with that.”


Alec reached for me. He ran a thumb along the curve
of my brow and tilted my head toward him. “He probably would if he thinks it’s
the only way to keep you safe. If it were my child. Or someone I . . . loved.”


I shuddered beneath his touch. “We have to stop him.
I have to do more than just get away from him and save my brother. If you’re
right, it won’t just be wolves suffering. My father. His friends. They’d win in
the end. You have to know that there are a hell of a lot more bear shifters in
Michigan than there are wolves. If they all fought for Kane, he might just win.
But not without a lot of casualties on both sides.”


Alec’s eyes went cold for an instant then flashed
with that sapphire light again. He leaned toward me. It could have been my
shock and horror realizing how far Kane might go. It might have been how badly
I needed a friend or someone to trust. It might have just been Alec’s kind and
gentle touch when I’d spent so long away from anyone I loved. But, as I moved
and closed the distance between us, I knew it was none of those things.


I wanted Alec. Badly.


Before either of us could think, I brought my hands
up and slid them around his shoulders. He responded instantly, drawing me to
him with his strong, solid arms around my waist. I reached up as he brought his
lips toward mine and kissed him.


I was struck by lightning. Fire and ice. Desire and
longing. Lust and lightning. His lips against mine were strong, urgent, perfect
as he pulled me down on the bed until he hovered over me. Breathless.
Weightless. Heat sparked in my core and spread to all points of my body. It
settled between my legs, making me quiver and grow wet for him. I ached. His
towel dropped and I felt the solid, hard outline of his cock against my thigh,
and I opened them for him. Too much. Too fast. And all of it right.


“God,” he whispered against my ear as he finally
came up for air. He trailed hot kisses along my throat and I arched my back.
“Olivia.” He said my name over and over. I slid my hands along his shoulders,
tracing the hard outlines of his back. I wanted desperately to guide him into
my slick wetness and make him mine. 


This was beyond lust. Beyond reason. My heart beat a
thundering rhythm and a single thought filled my head to match it.


Mine. Mine. Mine.


But, it wasn’t just my heartbeat. It was Alec’s too.
For so long, Kane had filled my senses. His mark made my pulse quicken along
with his when he was close enough. But now, he was so far away everything I
felt inside me was Alec.


I gasped. The power of the pull scared me as much as
it felt right. Alec sensed the change and drew up on his elbows. His lips were
swollen from my kisses and his wolf eyes flared bright. But, he gathered his
towel around his hips and slowly moved away, letting me catch my breath. He
wanted me as badly as I wanted him, but he was the one able to control his lust
this time.


Panting, I rose to a sitting position. I hurt. The
absence of Alec’s touch caused me physical pain. Like I’d just had a limb torn
from my body.


“What was that?” I said, struggling to form words. I
wasn’t a virgin. I’d given in to lust plenty of times. This was different. More
powerful. A hunger that left me trembling and clouded my head.


Alec knit his brow together and slowly rose to his
feet. He towered over me and looked toward the window. I think he meant to say
something else to me. He felt the same pull as I did, but he wouldn’t name it.
Instead, he turned and folded his arms in front of him. “We don’t have a lot of
time. God. I can’t leave you here like this. I don’t want Kane near you ever
again. I don’t care what he does to me. I’ll kill him if he touches you. Do you
understand?”


I nodded. “I know. I don’t know how I know. But, I
know. Alec, I can’t abandon my brother. I have to find a way to help him.
There’s got to be a way. Can you rally the rest of the packs? I mean,
now that you know.”


“I don’t know. That’s the problem. I can only guess.
I need to talk to Caleb.”


I drew my knees up and wrapped my arms around them.
“He’ll never talk to you. You’d be lucky if he didn’t kill you. He never
trusted wolves before this. That’s why he was so angry with me when I started
seeing Kane. If he has made a pact with Kane over me, you’re not safe
around him either.”


“I think I can handle one bear, Olivia.”


I gave him a wide-eyed stare. “Maybe. But he’s not
one bear. He’s my father. I don’t want either of you hurt. God, I wish I could
just talk to him for five minutes. If he knows Kane has Jaxson too, he’s got to
be mad with grief. You don’t know my father. They tell me he was different
before my mother died. Calmer. He’s lived like a recluse since she died. He
barely talks to anyone now except my brother and me. And now? There’s no
telling what’s happened to him since Kane brought me here.”


“Well, we have plenty of mutual friends. I can try
and reach out to some of them and get a message to him. Maybe he’ll listen if
it’s not coming from a wolf.”


“That’s not a half bad idea.”


“Okay. We’ll play this your way. For now. But I’m
not leaving this park, Olivia. I mean it. Brother or not, I need to get you out
of here.”


“Until you have help, all that’s going to do is get
you and my brother killed. You’re strong, Alec. I know that. Maybe one
on one you could take Kane. But not six against one, and I can handle Kane. For
now. I’ve been doing it since long before you got here. Let me figure out how
to find my brother. I don’t know. Maybe you can follow Kane even. I’m not sure,
but I don’t think he’s let the rest of the pack in on where he is.”


“I am not leaving you alone with this pack.”


“I’ve been alone with this pack for six
months. Since he marked me, Kane hasn’t touched me. He’s made a big point of not
touching me. If you want to help me, help me find my brother. Get a message to
my father if you can, but be careful. I have every reason to think he’s mostly
. . . uh . . . feral where wolves are concerned right now.”


Alec nodded. And scowled. But nodded again. A chill
ran through me as a chorus of howls rose outside the window.


“You’d better go,” I pleaded. “If they find you in
here . . .”


Alec took two strides forward and cupped my face in
his hands. Heat zinged through me. He kissed me. Quick and strong. It set my
blood on fire. 


“Be careful. And I’ll be close.” He reached over and
grabbed a lemon wedge from the tray Cole had brought me. “And take a bite out
of this for as long as you can stand.”


“What now?”


“Kane’s got his nose filled with blood from their
kill. And I was with the pack for most of the night, so my scent is already all
over the compound. It shouldn’t be a problem, but I just kissed you. This
should throw him off.”


I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed another lemon
wedge and leaned up to kiss him again. “Then I’ll take one more for the road.”


He stood in the open doorway with the starlight over
his shoulder. But, Alec smiled and reached for me. He kissed me slow and deep,
taking my breath away for the third time. Then, he shot me a devastating wink,
dropped his towel, and shifted effortlessly. His beautiful white wolf stepped
forward and nuzzled my leg. I ran a hand over his downy fur and scratched
between his ears. Maybe he was part cat too, because Alec purred for me. Then,
panting, he turned and ran out into the night.
















 


Chapter
Eight


Alec was right. When the rest of the pack returned,
each of them, especially Kane had the thrill of the kill on their minds. He
suspected nothing about my meeting with Alec. But, it took everything in me to
keep my heart still when Kane came in to check on me. 


“Enjoy your quiet time?” he said as he sat on the
bed and gathered my wrists into his lap. He was rough and quick when he
unlocked the cuffs. His hand brushed against the sensitive skin on the back of
my wrists, and a shudder went through me. His eyes flashed but, thank God, he
didn’t recognize my reaction for what it was. Something had happened to me with
Alec’s touch. Though Kane had marked me, it was Alec’s touch I craved. Now,
when Kane touched me, alarm bells went through me, raising gooseflesh all along
my spine and making his mark burn. I had the urge to claw the scar from me. It
itched and burned, and I felt my cheeks flush. Without a mirror, I worried I’d
broken out in hives. 


I moved off the bed and headed for the window to let
the cool morning air soothe my skin. “I got a good night’s sleep if that’s what
you mean. How was your hunt? Did you show your guest a good time?”


Kane smiled and leaned back on the bed. Shit. It
looked like he planned to hang out for a while. I gripped the window ledge and
tried to seem casual. I scanned the tree line and what I could see of the
compound. Alec was nearby. I felt him. But he’d stayed out of sight. 


“I don’t think our guest got much of a meal
out of it. We take what we want around here. I think he’s used to getting
things handed to him. He’s weak. Just like the rest of the Wild Lake packs.”


I made a noise of disgust. Kane thought it was in
agreement. “My father takes what he wants,” I said as an idea formed in
my head. Alec was probably right about Kane’s plans. But if Kane got careless,
he might just let something slip about some detail that could help us.


It was too easy. Something Alec said slammed into place
in my brain. He’d told me turning Tyrannous was like a drug addiction. I
could see it. Kane’s eyes flashed dark and his hands shook as he rose from the
bed and stood next to me. He took a chunk of my hair and smoothed it back
behind my ear. It took everything in me not to recoil from his touch.


“Your father does what he’s told now. He takes
nothing unless I give it to him.”


I went somewhere else in my mind. I had to. Otherwise
I might have lashed out. But, I’d been around shifter strength long enough to
know you don’t provoke them when you’re standing this close. I turned slowly
and faced Kane as he kept his hand on my shoulder.


“Won’t you take me to see him? It’s been so long,
Kane. I can help you with him.”


He narrowed his eyes. “What could you possibly do to
help me?”


“I know my father. He doesn’t do well when he’s all
by himself. He thinks he’s better off alone, but he isn’t. That’s why it
hit him so hard when my mother died. Now, he’s just got Jaxson and me. The
longer he stays alone . . . without knowing what’s happening with us . . . it’s
not good for him. I mean, have you tried talking to him lately? Is he lucid?”


Kane smiled and finally took his hands off me. “I
tell you what to do, Olivia. You and your father. Not the other way
around. You’ll see your father again when it suits me. For now, what you’re
going to do is help me get rid of our guest.”


“What are you talking about?” My breath left me. 


“He’s overstayed his welcome, and I think you’re the
reason.”


I reached out and gripped the window ledge, letting
the rough wood cut into my palm. I focused on the pain and kept my heartbeat
steady. Did Kane suspect something between Alec and me? He couldn’t. Otherwise
he would have already ripped Alec’s throat out and gotten the rest of the pack
to help him.


“What are you talking about?”


“He’s out there. Alec. He wants me to think he just
happened to be passing through my lands. But he was sent here. He
belongs to Sebastian Lanier’s pack. Bas likes to meddle in things that aren’t
his business. Always has. This time he sends his lackey here to check up on me.
So, for now, we’re going to play his game. At least, we’re going to let him think
we’re playing his game. I took Alec on a hunt last night. So I’ve gone out of
my way for his wolf. Next, I’m going to invite him to have dinner with us. I’ll
be cordial to the man. And you’re going to sit right by my side and show him
how happy you are to be here. Then, he won’t have a damn thing to go back to
Bas with.”


I moved away from him. He didn’t know. Didn’t
suspect. But Kane was dancing too close to the truth. It was one thing to keep
myself calm when Alec wasn’t here. If I had to sit in a room with him and
Kane, he’d know. 


“I don’t think I’m up for dinner, Kane. And surely
you don’t need me to convince another wolf of anything. You said it
yourself. This Alec is just a lackey. He’s not even Alpha.”


“That’s right.” Kane moved quickly to my side and
curled his fingers around my upper arm, cutting into my skin. “And I’m your
Alpha. If I want you to sit next to me at dinner and put a smile on your face,
that’s what you’re going to do. The day after tomorrow. I’ve got some business
in town. Wade’s going to stay here to take care of you. But, when I get back,
you’ll do exactly what you’re told.”


“Or what?” My words burned hot like acid. It was
foolish of me. I know that. But as Kane’s wolf eyes flashed, something rose up
inside of me. I may not be a shifter, but I was still Caleb Lord’s daughter.


But, Kane just smiled. He reached into his back
pocket and pulled out his phone. My heart beat wildly inside my chest. I
couldn’t take it again. If he showed me those pictures of Jax I thought I might
die. 


“I’m a patient man, Olivia. You know that. I’ve been
fair with you. I promised you I wouldn’t force you, and I haven’t. I meant what
I said about the next full moon. For now though, I’m willing to try a different
method of persuasion. I’ll tell you what. If you behave, I’ll let you talk to
him.”


I reached for the phone. Kane held it just out of my
reach. 


“Kane, please. I promise. Let me talk to Jax. I’ll do what you
ask. I’ll help you convince Alec everything’s fine here. You win, okay?”


“I always win.” He started to put the phone back in
his pocket.


“But now. You have to let me talk to him now.”


“I have to?”


“Please. You have all the advantages. I know that.
And I will come to you willingly at the next full moon. I’ll help you
with Alec. But, I need a show of good faith from you. Right now. Please. It’ll
cost you nothing. Five minutes. Let me talk to him for five minutes so I know
he’s okay. And it will benefit you too. I know my brother. He’s probably half
crazed wondering if you’ve hurt me. We haven’t been apart like this for this
long our entire lives. It’s been six months. If he hears from me, he’ll be less
trouble for you. Think about that.”


Kane smiled and took his phone back out of his
pocket. Oh, God. He was going to do it! He was going to let me talk to Jaxson.
I swallowed hard as Kane brought the phone to his ear.


“Put him on,” he said.


“Now?” I heard the gruff voice on the other end of
the phone and recognized it. Wade. God. So Wade knew where Jax was. I didn’t
know how yet, but I might be able to use that later. Kane smiled held the phone
out to me. But he pulled it away when I reached for it again.


“Remember, Olivia. I’m going to hold you to all of
your promises.”


I shook my head and held out my hand. “Please,
Kane.”


He handed me the phone. With shaking fingers I took
it and pressed it to my ear. “Jax? Are you there?”


Movement. The shuffling scrape of metal against
concrete. Then I heard my brother’s harsh, ragged cough. “Liv?”


Oh, God. I walked to the bed and sank down on the
edge of it. “Jax? It’s me. I’m here. Are you okay? Are you badly hurt?”


“You sound so far away.”


Something was wrong. Jax’s voice had a dreamy
quality about it. Like maybe he didn’t realize he wasn’t dreaming.


“I’m sorry,” I said as the tears sprang into my
eyes. I swallowed past a lump in my throat. I had a thousand things to tell
him. But Kane stood before me and I couldn’t risk saying any of them. It had to
be enough to convince Jaxson that I was alive.


“I’ve been looking for you, Liv.”


“I know. God. I know. Oh. Jax. I’m okay. Do you hear
me? I’m okay right now. Kane didn’t . . . hurt me.” I locked eyes with Kane and
he gave me a satisfied smirk. No. He hadn’t technically hurt me. He’d just
ripped everything I cared about away. For now, though, I needed Jaxson to stay
strong and stay alive. 


“They keep giving me something. It’s making my brain
foggy. My bear is gone, Liv.”


I shuddered and closed my eyes. It had to be a drug.
He couldn’t drive Jaxson’s bear away for good. That wasn’t possible. Was it? My
fierce, strong older brother. My protector. He was there in that hellhole
because of me. My bad choices. My misplaced trust. And I knew I was the only
one who had any hope of bringing him back. 


“Jaxson, listen to me. Okay? Just get well. Rest.
Stay strong. I’ll see you soon. I promise.” I shouldn’t have, but I sensed it
was what he needed to hear. Without access to his bear, Jax was in real danger.
He’d be no match for Wade or Kane or any of the other wolves. I worried he’d
try to take one of them on anyway. I just needed time. And I needed help. 


Before I could say any more, Kane ripped the phone
out of my hand. “That’s enough,” he said and clicked it off. Tears slid down my
face and rage replaced the sadness in my heart. I decided something in that
moment and found clarity.


I looked up at Kane and let my face break into a genuine
smile for the first time since he marked me. I got to my feet and slid my hands
around his shoulders. “Thank you,” I whispered. “That meant everything to me.”


I went up on my tiptoes and kissed him as cold rage
settled in my heart. Kane didn’t understand it. He kissed me back and slid his
hands up, tracing the lines of the scar he gave me on the back of my neck. It
flared hot beneath his touch and made his wolf eyes shine. It flared all right,
but not for the reason he thought. As Kane leaned down to kiss me again, I
didn’t have to hide my feelings. My heart had already turned to stone. I was
sure of one thing and one thing only.


Before the next full moon, I would find a way to
kill him. Even if it meant the end of me.
















 


Chapter
Nine


For two days I kept my thoughts hidden. I cooked for
the pack. Washed their clothes. Bore Wade’s scrutinizing gaze, hostile words,
and rough grip as he walked me to my cabin at the end of the day. Kane must
have left orders for Christian and Cole to stay away from me because I didn’t
see them either. I got through it all with the knowledge that soon I’d see Alec
again. He kept himself well hidden, but somehow I knew he was watching. The
pack knew he was nearby too. They wouldn’t talk about it openly in front of me,
but they knew. It bothered Kane that he couldn’t do anything about it for now.
Not without causing repercussions with the rest of Wild Lake. Alec stayed far
enough away not to violate the boundaries of Kane’s territory. But just.


On the third day after the full moon, Kane returned.
His gray wolf stalked through the camp, eyes flashing. I stood on the porch of
my cabin, gripping the railing. Kane stood in the center of the compound with
his back arched and tail high. The rest of the pack came out to greet him, shifting
at once when they came in sight of him. A shudder ran through me. Alec warned
me that Kane might try to control the pack by keeping them in their wolves
permanently. Marked as I was, I felt a faint echo of the pack’s mood. Naked
aggression bubbled through Wade and Brandon as they took their positions at
Kane’s right and left. Christian and Cole felt fear and revulsion. They hadn’t
wanted to shift. Daniel stepped into view. His wolf seemed pensive, pawing the
ground. If it came to a fight, I wasn’t sure where Daniel’s loyalties would
fall. He’d be the swing vote.


Then Kane turned his attention to me. I wasn’t a
shifter. I was human like my mother. Still, an urge roiled through me under the
intensity of his golden gaze. It might be some latent shifter gene buried deep
in my DNA. If I could shift, he would have made me. I had the sensation
of wanting to crawl out of my own skin. My mark burned hot, and I stepped off
the porch, drawn to Kane by some invisible cord I wanted desperately to sever.
Was there a way? Or was I doomed to walk in Kane’s shadow forever?


The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as
another urge coursed through me. Standing in front of Kane and the rest of the
pack, I sensed the danger. Alec’s wolf stepped through the trees, and my body
didn’t feel like my own. Kane exerted his will over me, keeping me rooted to
the spot. But desire flared through me. I turned quickly to Kane. Let him think
it was for him. 


Alec’s gleaming white fur cut a stark contrast with
Kane’s pack of gray wolves. It made them look dull. Almost brown. Wade snarled,
and his low, rumbling growl vibrated through me. Kane snapped his jaw once and
Wade went instantly quiet. Kane wanted the pack to keep up a cordial charade. I
couldn’t help but smirk. Oh yes, Kane. We’re all playing pretend tonight. 


Kane growled at me and tossed his head to the side.
It was my cue. He wanted me to take my place in the dining cabin while the rest
of the wolves shifted, dressed, and talked business. I gave him a nod and stole
a glance toward Alec. His blue eyes flashed and he moved, positioning himself
between Kane and me. It was a subtle gesture. One Kane and the pack didn’t pick
up on. But, I did. Alec was here. He was watching. Kane could posture all he
wanted, but Alec would never submit.


Not wanting to draw any more attention to myself, I
went into the cabin and made sure everything was ready. Kane had me make
venison stew. And he’d make me serve the pack like some kitchen maid. Fine.
Tonight I’d make no waves. With the pack all in one place, it meant Jaxson was
alone wherever he was. At a minimum, it would hopefully give him an hour or two
of peace.


A few minutes later, the pack came in. They’d
shifted back. Fur and fangs replaced with denim and leather over hard muscles. Kane
was laughing, talking. He gave Alec a hearty slap on the back like they were
old friends. Alec stiffened and locked eyes with me. A tiny, barely perceptible
twitch near the corner of his mouth belied his true feelings. And he saved that
look just for me.


I sat at Kane’s side through dinner and made small
talk, answering yes or no or laughing at Kane’s jokes when it seemed warranted.
I played his dutiful girlfriend. Laughing. Vapid. Careful not to overdo it
because he would have noticed that too. Or Wade would. 


They men talked about business. The Wild Lake packs
had an interest in a wilderness store in the northern part of the state. Other
than running the ranger station, their stock dividends were how Kane’s pack
survived. Though Kane himself had no part of the day-to-day operations, I
learned Alec’s Alpha, Sebastien Lanier, served as CEO. So Kane was happy to
take the money Bas doled out, and yet seemed to resent him for it behind his
back. 


Kane answered Alec’s questions. Laughed at his
jokes. For once, I felt grateful for the distance Kane put between Alec and me.
He sat at the far end of the table near Cole and Daniel. I couldn’t reach him
with my hands, but my whole body seemed tuned to his presence. I craved his
touch. If I’d been able, I knew my fingers might travel under the table in
search of his. If I felt that electric spark with Kane so close, surely he’d
sense it too. God, as much as I wanted Alec close, I knew the danger it put us
in. How could Alec ever take on six wolves at once? And if they tore him to
pieces right in front of me, I didn’t think I could survive it either.


How did I get to this point? I met him days ago on
the lake’s edge. He was trouble to me. And I was to him. And yet, something
linked us stronger than the bond Kane had forced on me. But it felt so
different. Kane’s touch was a violation. With Alec, it felt . . . like fate. I
shuddered as the word took shape in my mind. Fate. It couldn’t be that. I
couldn’t let it. If and when I broke free from Kane, I never wanted to feel
drawn to something I couldn’t control, even if it felt so good.


Kane touched me, and my body went rigid. I plastered
a smile on my face as Kane rested a hand at the center of my back and nudged me
toward him. Alec’s knuckles went white where he gripped his fork. His eyes
flashed, but he got himself under control as Kane’s lips pressed against my
ear. Careful. I couldn’t let Kane or any of them notice anything. Doing so
would put Alec’s life in danger and maybe even my own.


“You’re doing well. Keep it up.” I brightened my
smile and put a hand up to touch his cheek. I locked eyes with Alec. He looked
ready to shift. None of the other pack members seemed to sense his distress.
Only I could. I steadied my heartbeat and tried to will Alec’s to calm. God.
Don’t do it. Stay with me. I need you.


“How about a hunt after dinner?” Kane said, nearly
shouting it. He framed it as a question, but no one at the table would have
even considered disagreeing with him. Except of course, Alec. But he seemed
ready to go berserk with Kane’s hands still on me. He clenched his jaw hard and
a muscle jumped near his temple.


The meal ended. The pack would hunt. Fear flared
behind my chest as I worried Kane might chain me again. Tonight, though, he had
other ideas. He leaned forward again and whispered in my ear. 


“You stay put here. I’m going to make sure our
friend heads back to his area of Wild Lake before the sun rises. I’ll send Wade
back to check on you. Don’t give me a reason to regret trusting you. And more
importantly, don’t make me have to do anything that would make your brother regret
that I trusted you.”


I nodded and touched his cheek again, playing the
faithful hostess, the loving girlfriend. In my mind I envisioned stabbing my
fork through the top of his hand where he rested it on the table. I rose and
cleared my plate and Kane’s. The others got to their feet, banging chairs and
clanging silverware as they made their way back out into the courtyard. Wade
and Brandon shifted immediately, antsy for the promise of another hunt. Kane
hung back and said something to Cole and Christian. A warning perhaps, like the
one he’d given me. Behave. Or else.


As I walked by Alec, he reached out and grabbed my
wrist. That bolt of lightning went through me, nearly dropping me to my knees.
Each time he touched me, the connection seemed to grow stronger. My want deepened.
The mark on my neck pulsed a warning. But, Alec was quick, he drew me to him.
His voice against my ear sent goosebumps skittering across my flesh. 


“Near midnight. Head to the edge of the lake where I
met you before. Trust me.”


Then, with the rest of the pack just a few feet
away, he took a bold chance and nipped my earlobe, sending my nerves into a
frenzy. Heat unfurled within me, sending shuddering waves of pleasure through
me and settling deep in my core. 


“Meet me there,” Alec said, then he let go of my
wrist. 


When Kane turned back toward me, all he saw was my
plastered-on smile.
















 


Chapter Ten


Midnight took forever to get here. But, when the
time came, the moon cooperated, giving me a lighted trail to guide me back to
the water’s edge. With each step I took, I knew I might be sealing my fate or Jaxson’s.
What if Alec lied just like Kane did? I thought it, but something in my heart
told me it couldn’t be true. But, my head told me I’d thought that before too,
and look where it got me. Still, I ran. If nothing else, if I made it through
tonight, I could draw strength from the tiny taste of freedom it gave me. 


As I burst through the trees, my heart caught in my
throat and fear threatened to drive me to my knees. What if he didn’t come?
What if something happened to him? What if Kane figured out my plans? My breath
went out of my lungs in a whoosh as I stepped into the clearing and saw him. 


Alec.


He emerged from the water like some luminous sea
creature. I could tell by the glint in his eyes and the way his chest heaved
that he’d just shifted. Water sluiced off him, making his skin shine as he came
toward me. God. He was so beautiful. I took a hesitant step toward him. Then
another. Then, I started to run. Alec reached me in three forceful strides and
got his arms up just in time to catch me as I crashed into his chest.


Instinct. Carnal lust took over as I wrapped my arms
around him. I’d spent the night so close to him but unable to touch. Now, I
needed to make up for it. We both did. He winced as I ran my hand down the hard
slope of his pecs. He had a wound I hadn’t seen in the dim light until now.
Three long gashes were torn through his perfect skin. They were healing, but I
shuddered imagining the brutality with which they’d been inflicted.


“Kane?” I said past a dry throat. Alec shook his
head. “Not now.” His eyes flashed with a wild lust that echoed inside my own
body. There would be time for talking later. Now, I just needed to feel him. 


“Olivia,” he gasped as he drew me close and lifted
me off my feet. He kissed me. Everywhere. His tongue feathered against my neck,
over my collarbone. He tore at the buttons of the silk blouse I wore. We ended
up a tangle of limbs as we staggered to the beach and toward the woods. Alec
pressed me against a tree and I ran my hands over the solid warmth of his back,
his strong arms, down the rippled planes of his stomach. He was huge and hard
and I bit my lips, wanting desperately to wrap my fingers around the length of
his cock and bring him into me. My knees went weak from the urge to spread my
legs and let him take me. Right here. Right now. Forever. 


“Alec. Please!” I couldn’t get enough of him. I was
wild, desperate. This was me and it wasn’t me. I felt as though I were
some wild thing, unable to control the shift within me. Alec was strong.
Herculean. With his broad back and concrete abs. I did touch him. I couldn’t
help myself. I ran my fingers along his shaft. He was turgid and hard, and I
felt the throbbing swell of my own sex as I opened for him.


But, thank God for both of us, Alec’s will was every
bit as strong as his body. He groaned against my temple then tore himself away,
staggering backward toward the water. He put his hands on his knees and bent
forward, reminding me of an airplane crash position. He put a hand up to stop
me as I moved toward him again. “Stop,” he gasped. “Oh, God. We have to stop.”


I took a halting step forward, then sideways. Then,
my knees finally gave out and I plopped down on the sand. Alec tore a hand
through his hair and sat down next to me. I leaned my head against his shoulder
and we stayed like that for a few moments, staring at the glass-like water with
the silvery moon reflected in it.


Finally, my heart slowed enough, and I got my wits
about me. “Why do I want you so much?”


Alec’s reaction was unexpected. He let out a hard
laugh and drew me against him. Then, he kissed the top of my head. Finally, he
answered me with a question.


“Don’t you know? Isn’t it like this for werebears
too?”


I shrugged. “How would I know that? I’m not a
werebear.”


“But, you’ve lived among them. Your parents . . .”


“My mother died having me. I don’t know how it was
between them. I know my dad was never the same after. My brother said he even
tried to kill himself in those first few weeks. Jaxson was only five, but he
says he remembers every second of that time and what came after.”


Alec smoothed a hair away from my forehead and
turned me toward him. “That’s because your father lost half of himself. I take
it your mother was human? Like you?”


I nodded.


“Well, then bears are more like wolves than you
think. They were fated mates.”


Buzzing filled my brain. There was that word again.
Fate. Loss of control. But there was something else too. The promise of sweet
submission. Joy. Belonging. An answer to a question I hadn’t known I needed. An
ache filled me, like some hollowed out space. Fated mates. Two halves of a
whole. My father wouldn’t talk about my mother to me. Not ever. Jaxson said it
hurt him too much.


Alec went very still beside me. Daring not even to
breathe, I think. But, he kept his solid arms around me. Waiting. I closed my
eyes against the truth and let out a breath. It was right there. In front of
me. Then curling around me like a blanket of stars. Alec’s eyes were in those
stars. They were in me. He was in me. Two halves of a whole. I’d gone
hollow for an instant, but when I finally opened my eyes again, I understood.
God help us both, I understood.


“You’re mine,” I said, swallowing hard past the lump
in my throat. Alec blinked back at me. His arms stayed around me, solid and
sure. I knew what he was doing. He couldn’t say the words. He couldn’t tell me
these things. It was something I had to know from within. And I did. 


Finally, when I didn’t break his gaze, he slowly
nodded. “And you’re mine.” His voice choked when he said it. He shifted;
putting some space between us, he faced me. 


“Oh, Alec, what the hell are we going to do about
it?”
















 


Chapter Eleven


“How long have you known?” I said. I was pacing
along the beach now. In some far corner of my brain I knew I had to look like
he had the other night in the cabin. He sat on the beach with his knees drawn
up, his arms draped casually over them and his chin resting against his
forearms.


“The second I touched you. The second I saw
you.”


“Well, why didn’t you do something about it?”
I flapped my hands wildly.


His low laughter sent waves of pleasure through me
at the same time it infuriated me. How could he be so calm?


“Well, fated mate or not, I’m not in the business of
forcing myself on women who don’t even know me. And I wasn’t looking for it. I
came here for a very specific purpose. I told you.”


“Right. The great Sebastian Lanier’s pack enforcer.
I got that. Well, that’s just terrific. If he’s so great why doesn’t he get his
ass down here and help us deal with Kane?”


“That’s the nuclear option. That’ll cause a full-on
pack war, and it’s not a decision Bas can make by himself.”


“Jesus. And that’s what Kane wants, isn’t it? You
start a war and he plans to finish it with the help of my father and the
bears.”


Alec nodded. “That’s the fix we’re in. Yes.”


“He won’t go for it. You’ve got to get to my father
and make him understand.”


Alec pulled himself to his feet and came to me. He
gripped my elbows and pulled me forward. “Olivia. I’ve seen your father.”


My heart stopped. The way Alec’s eyes went dark
couldn’t mean good news. “Oh, God. What is it? Tell me.”


His pursed his lips into a grim line. “Well, you
were right about his feelings on wolves right now. He’s gone feral. I got this
when I tried to talk to him.” He waved his hand over the gashes across his
chest. I sucked air through my teeth and rested my fingers against the healing
wounds. A strange sensation went through me. I felt horror for my father’s
cruelty. It wasn’t like him. Not this. At the same time, this brought me oddly
closer to him. His blood mixed with Alec’s just for an instant. 


“I talked to some of the locals on Wild Ridge.” Alec
continued. “They say Caleb hasn’t shifted back to human in weeks. Months,
maybe. Right after your brother disappeared he retreated into his bear and
hasn’t come back out. Those closest to him are worried about him. And nobody up
there seems too interested in distinguishing Kane’s actions from the rest of
the Wild Lake wolves. Kane’s been smart about it. They’re spoiling for a
fight.”


“So what the hell do we do?”


Alec ran a hand along my arm. He was trying to
handle me. I didn’t like it one bit. I planted my feet into a wide stance and
crossed my arms in front of me. Alec reached forward and fingered the edges of
the scar on my neck. Pain came into his eyes and my skin prickled.


“Alec, what?”


“This is what makes things so damn complicated.”


“Why?”


Alec let out a breath. “Because, for the moment,
Kane has a claim on you. It’s . . . uh, pack law.”


“What?” Rage bubbled like lava beneath my skin. “I
told you. He forced this on me. I didn’t consent. You’re telling me this
is pack law? You can just bite any woman you want and that’s the end of it?”


“God. Olivia. No.” Alec’s wolf eyes glinted. His
skin shimmered and his shoulders rose up and rolled. My accusation brought his
own rage to the surface, and it took him a second to keep his wolf in check.
“No. What Kane did is not how this pack does things. I said for
the moment, he’s got a claim on you. We can break his mark. There are
options.”


“What options?” I took a step back and covered the
scar with my palm. My heart dropped to my feet. Alec didn’t have to say
anything for me to understand these options had to be drastic. And that
I wouldn’t like them one damn bit. 


“Well, a mark can be broken if another wolf marks
you instead. That’s the quickest way, but probably the most dangerous. It’ll
bring the whole pack down on me.”


My throat went dry. “If another wolf marks me?” I
knew what he meant. A part of me cried out yes the moment he said it. But,
only part of me. 


“I can’t.” I blurted it. “God. Alec. I can’t.”


“Olivia . . .”


“No!” Panic rose inside of me, making my breath
catch. I nearly lost my balance. Alec reached out and steadied me. 


“Olivia. Calm down.”


Tears rolled down my cheeks. Alec’s eyes went wide
as though he too could feel the panic and pain inside of me. And in that instant
I knew he could. But, it didn’t make it any easier. 


“Alec. I’m not ready. I can’t do it. Not now. Not
again.”


“Not even if it were me?”


“What? Of course it would have to be you.
That’s not even a question. But, God. I’ve spent six months with Kane . . . inside
my head. Inside my heart. I can’t go from one wolf to the next. I need to find me
again before I’m ready for something like that. And they’ll kill you!
You’re strong. You’re . . . you. But there are six of them. And they want
you dead. I can feel their hate boiling off of them.”


Alec pulled me against him and kissed the top of my
head. “God. Shh. Olivia. Please don’t cry. Don’t worry. It’s going to be okay.
I’m going to make it okay. That he fucking put you through that.
I will never do that to you. That’s a promise. If I mark you. Someday. It will
be your choice. Do you hear me? You choose. You’re safe with me.
On my life. You’re safe with me.”


My heartbeat slowed and calm settled over me again
in Alec’s strong arms. I did feel safe with him. Part of me hated that I
couldn’t just make things simple for him and say yes. As much as my head
recoiled from the idea of letting another wolf mark me, my heart told me
something very, very different. But, I couldn’t. Not yet. I wiped a tear away
and looked up at him.


“You said options. Plural. What else have you got?”


He smiled and kissed my forehead. “We take it to the
Alphas. They can make Kane release you if there’s evidence he marked you
without your consent. I told you, that’s not how this pack operates.”


“Evidence? You mean like in a court of law?


Alec laughed. “Well, not really a court exactly.
There’d be beer involved.”


“Alec!” I slapped his chest. He winced and I
remembered the healing claw marks. I covered my mouth with one hand and placed
the other more gently against his chest.


“And we like to grill,” he said. “Sometimes there’s
even cornhole.”


I laughed in earnest, snorting against his chest.


“Fine. I’ll go to beer court. When? How?”


Alec’s face grew serious again. “It has to be soon.
Now.”


Then, it was as if the stars had spies. Howls rose
to the east of us. Alec’s ears perked up and his eyes flashed blue.


“Shit. They’re coming this way.”


I squeezed him tight. Every time he came to me, it
got harder and harder to break away. 


“Olivia, you have to come away with me.”


“But, Jax . . .”


He kept a firm grip on my shoulders but took a step
back and leaned down so we were eye to eye. “Listen to me. I think Jaxson’s
safer if I get you away from Kane. Not if you stay. If you’re gone, Jaxson’s
the only leverage Kane has with your father.”


The barks and howls grew closer. I could make out
Kane’s pulse among the pack. They were very close indeed. And we were out of
time.


“They’re too close,” I said, breathless. “We’ll
never outrun them. At least . . . I can’t.”


Alec gave me a grim nod. “You’re right. I fucking
hate it. But, you are.”


“What do we do?”


Alec leaned down and pressed his forehead to mine. “I
need a couple of days. You get back to the compound. Lay low. I’ll stay here
tonight. Close enough to get to you if Kane tries anything. Far enough away
they won’t suspect anything. I’ve been doing it for days and it’s been okay.
Fuck. What am I saying? It’s been torture for me being this close to you.
Knowing Kane’s close to you. But, I can do it. We can do it. Just for a
little while longer. Then, tomorrow morning I’m going to get reinforcements. My
own pack’s too far away, but there’s another pack on the other side of the
lake. I think I can convince them to come back with me. We’ll get you to the
Bonner farm. Neutral turf. Then we let the Alphas’ counsel decide.”


“Beer court?”


 He smiled and kissed me. “Beer court.”


“Okay.” I went up on my tiptoes and hugged him.
Leaving him this time was going to physically hurt. But, I could do it. I had
no choice. 


“Stay safe,” he said, his voice grim. “Now go. Run.
I can keep the pack distracted like I did the last time. Get back there and
wait for me. No matter what happens. I’m coming back for you.”
















 


Chapter
Twelve


I did as Alec asked me to. I ran. This time was
different. I felt like I was running toward something instead of away from it.
For the first time in six months, I felt hopeful. And I know hope is a
dangerous thing. 


My heart hammered in my chest and I had to stop;
grabbing a tall birch, I doubled over to catch my breath. I couldn’t get
careless now. Alec had the pack on the run, but I couldn’t assume Kane wasn’t
out there listening for me. 


A few days. I could manage a few more days. Then I
would leave with Alec. He was right. It sickened me to think of Jaxson as
Kane’s pawn. But he already was. I could do more good for him away from Kane
than with him now. And I wasn’t alone in this anymore. 


I hoped there was still time to get through to my
father. The gash across Alec’s chest worried me. Deeply. But one crisis at a
time. Now was about getting away from Kane and convincing the other wolf packs
to do something about him. I prayed Alec was right.


I was one hundred yards from the ranger station when
I heard voices, low and threatening. I dropped to my knees.


“It’s now or never.” Wade’s voice.


“Why? I mean, are you sure?” Brandon’s voice.


I blew hard through my mouth to try and slow my
pulse. I needed to hear every word they said, and I couldn’t do anything to let
them know I was listening. The two of them walked behind Brandon’s cabin. But,
they were alone. I couldn’t sense Kane or anyone else. They had to have broken
off and gone after Alec. 


“Yes. Don’t question me. Kane’s on his way back. He
needs us to take care of this once and for all. He can’t have Alec’s blood on
his hands. We have to take the risk for him.”


My heart stopped. 


“Kane’s chased him off. He’s holed up in the weeds
near the sand bar. He’s not moving. We go now. While his scent is still thrown
from the hunt. Quick and deadly. No more discussion. I’ve been craving the
chance to rip his throat out since he rode up here with Bas earlier this year
poking their noses into our business. Without his pack around him, we’re never
gonna have a chance like this again. One by one, if we have to. Just like Kane
said. You wanna live under Wild Lake law forever? Or do you finally want to be
free of it like we’re supposed to be and take what should have been ours all
along?”


Oh, God. They were going after Alec. Now.


I looked up. There was still time before sunrise.
Not much. But I could head them off and warn him. Alec wasn’t anywhere near the
sand bar, but if they made it that far, they’d be able to pick up his scent.
Two against one with the element of surprise, and Alec could be in real
trouble. 


“Shit. Shit!”


I took off back toward the water, cutting a zig zag
path. I had no hope of outrunning Brandon or Wade, but they were luckily headed
in the wrong direction. If Alec stayed where he told me, at least. God. Please
let him stay where he told me. 


I made good progress, staying to the thickest part
of the woods and following the trail from a small stream. I came out near a rotted
tree that served as home to a muskrat and three mallard ducks. The ducks
quacked in protest and moved off toward the middle of the lake. 


Alec’s white wolf stood in profile at the edge of
the water not far from the overturned kayak. My heart thundering in my chest, I
let out a sigh of relief. I’d done it. I’d gotten to him in time.


“Alec!” I whisper-shouted. He turned and his eyes
flashed. He shifted instantly, his sleek muscles rippling as the moonlight
bathed him in a silvery glow. The shock of white through his hair looked almost
luminescent as he bounded over a rotted log and got to me. He kissed me hard,
making my blood sing. I wanted nothing more than to sink into his touch and
make the world go away. But, the world was headed straight for us with snarling
fangs and flashing gold eyes.


“Brandon and Wade,” I gasped, trying to catch my
breath. “I heard them. They’re coming. You have to leave. Now. They’re going to
kill you. It sounds like Kane’s given them the implicit okay. At least that’s
what Wade’s telling Brandon.”


Alec’s eyes went wide and he looked over my
shoulder. “New plan. We both have to leave. Now. You’ll never make it back to
the compound before Kane. We’ll head to the Bonners. From there I’ll figure out
what to do.”


I nodded. Alec kissed my forehead and flipped the
kayak. “If I get us out fast enough, they won’t be able to follow the trail. We
should have enough of a head start. Get in.”


But we weren’t fast enough. From the corner of my
eye, I saw movement in the trees. I turned toward it. Alec had already shifted.
He darted in front of me, his tail up and his back arched. Growling, he stood
his ground as Brandon and Wade’s wolves advanced on them. 


Oh, God. They looked so big. Saliva dripped from
Wade’s fangs and his snout curled back. Brandon flanked him, trying to move
around Alec. Make him choose. Decide who was the bigger threat. I knew it from
experience; Alec knew it on instinct. Wade would want the kill. 


Alec turned his head quick and snapped his jaw at
me. He was beyond words, of course, but I understood him anyway. He wanted me
to get in the kayak and put distance between them. But, my feet seemed rooted
to the ground. They would kill him. Without control of them like an Alpha had,
Alec was outnumbered. And they would soon call to the rest of the pack. 


Brandon struck first, but his lunge was clumsy. Alec
caught him by the neck and flipped him hard. Brandon cried out and Wade made
his move. He pounced on Alec’s back, driving him to the ground. His fangs cut
deep into Alec’s side, but somehow Alec managed to heave Wade off, using his
powerful hind legs. Blood poured out of the gash on Alec’s side, but it didn’t
seem to slow him down. He took two quick steps forward and clamped his jaw over
Wade’s ear. He shook his head hard, tearing through Wade’s flesh and driving
him to the ground. Brandon rallied and leaped on Alec’s back, driving his teeth
into the back of Alec’s neck.


I grabbed the kayak paddle. If I could distract one
of the wolves long enough, maybe Alec could get the upper hand again. I took two
steps forward and a sharp bark from Alec made me freeze in my tracks. I stayed
put. But I hated it. If I could do something, anything to help even the odds.
Alec was strong and big as any Alpha I’d ever seen. But, he was one wolf
against two, and they had come here with murder in their hearts.


Wade was on the ground, bleeding badly. The side of
his head was a mangled mess. Alec kicked backward, launching Brandon against a
large tree. The crack of bones cut through the air as he landed hard. They
weren’t dead. Brandon and Wade would rally. But Alec turned and ran toward me,
shifting from wolf to man mid-leap.


Sweat poured from him, his right side bled, but he
looked whole. “Get in the kayak,” he said. “I can’t hold them both off much
longer. They’re in a bloodlust. They’ll kill you if they get through me, and I
can’t take that chance. Let’s go.”


I tossed the paddle to him and stepped in the back
of the kayak. Alec shoved the boat so hard it felt like we’d made it halfway
across the lake before he even started to paddle. He jumped in behind me, and I
shifted my weight to help steady the boat. Then Alec carved the paddle through
the water, picking up even more speed. 


“Are you all right?” I shouted.


“Been worse.” Alec’s voice was ragged and breathy.


“I’m so sorry. I should have done what you asked. We
should have left days ago.”


“Don’t worry now. Main thing is to just get you
safe.”


The effort of talking seemed to take something out
of Alec. I reached back and put a hand to his cheek. His skin was hot, but his
pulse was steady. My own flared to match his. But, I felt Kane back there too. As
soon as he got to the water line and joined Brandon and Wade, he’d know exactly
what happened. 


God. He’d know what happened. I said a silent prayer
for Jaxson. Alec had to be right. Kane couldn’t risk taking anything out on my
brother if he didn’t have me as a bargaining chip anymore. I should have left
sooner. I should have listened to Alec from the beginning. But there was no
help for it now.


My heart pounded inside my chest. Wild Lake wasn’t
huge. We should be able to make it across in less than an hour. But, what if
Kane figured out where we were headed? There weren’t that many options. Thank
God he didn’t have easy access to a boat to catch up with us. But, wherever we
were headed, he could meet us when we docked. They could fan out. Drive around
the lake for hours until they caught our scent. And I was beyond able to
control my emotions to shield myself from Kane. We couldn’t stay in the middle
of the lake forever. This seemed desperately hopeless.


“We’ve got to get to the Bonners,” Alec said as if
he could read my mind. “You see that silver silo in the distance? Red barn.
That’s where we’re headed.”


“I see it.” My heart leaped in my chest. It didn’t
seem so far away. Alec’s oar sliced through the water, and he propelled us
forward as if we had a motor.


“Good. If we’re lucky, Kane won’t figure out we’re
headed there before we get there. There’s a good chance he thinks I’m headed
back toward Bas and the rest of my pack. He still doesn’t know about you and me
as far as I can tell. He’s gotta think I’m trying to get reinforcements.”
Alec’s voice sounded sleepy almost. 


Alec picked up the pace of his strokes. The kayak
tore through the water. Ten yards. Twenty. One hundred. With each stroke, I
felt my heart lift. We were going to do it. We were more than halfway there.
The trees whizzed by. Kane’s presence faded with each inch we put between us.


Freedom. Hope. A chance to right everything that had
gone wrong.


“How much farther. I can’t judge.”


“Not. Far.” Alec’s breath blew hot against my neck.
Kane’s mark throbbed. I wanted to reach back and claw through it if that’s what
it took to get rid of him. I knew it wasn’t that simple.


“Then what?”


Alec didn’t answer, but the shoreline loomed. An “L”-shaped
dock came into view and the silver silo loomed behind it. Sanctuary. We were
almost there.


“Pat and Harold will take care of you,” Alec said. I
felt his whole body clench. 


“Me? Where the hell are you planning on going?”


Before he could answer me, I saw someone running
down the hill toward the dock. The first faint rays of morning sunlight stabbed
through the clouds. A woman. Plump. Short. But filled with what looked like
rage and purpose as she waved her arms. She yelled something, but we weren’t close
enough to hear.


“Pat,” Alec called out, but something was wrong. He
slumped forward and the oar slid into the water. I grabbed it before it floated
away and tried to turn. Alec leaned against me with his full weight, nearly
overbalancing the kayak.


“Alec!” 


I turned just enough to see the ghostly pallor of
his skin. And the red blood running down the side of the kayak.


“Get him in!” Pat screamed. She’d made it to the end
of the dock. 


I paddled for my life. For Alec’s life. I nearly
smashed into the side of the dock. Pat wore a yellow, fuzzy robe. I might have
laughed. She looked comical almost. Her wiry gray hair flew around her face and
her skin flushed with two red circles on her cheeks. But, she leaned down and
caught the tip of the kayak with an agile strength that belied her appearance
right before we crashed into the wood planks.


“Aw, hell, Alec.” Pat yelled.


I leaped from the kayak, landing in waist-deep water,
and grabbed the other end of it. Alec fell forward and his lifeless body slid
into the water.


“Oh, God!” The bottom of the kayak contained a river
of blood. Alec’s right side was opened up with an ugly gash torn through the
muscle. It hadn’t looked that bad on the other side of the lake. Adrenaline and
fear for my safety must have driven him. My heart sank as I realized a lesser
man would have died from this. And this man looked like he still might.


Pat straightened to her full height. Four ten if she
was lucky. She put her hands on her hips and shook her head. “Well, I suppose
he’ll be easier to drag through the water anyway. I’ll grab one end of him, you
grab the other.”


Then she jumped in the shallow water, yellow robe
and all, and hooked her hands under Alec’s right arm.
















 


Chapter
Thirteen


I don’t know how we got Alec out of the water and
across the yard. Pat was small but mighty as she helped me heave him forward.
Alec helped as much as he could, but blood poured down his side, soaking
through my own jeans. I tried to keep my heart steady and the panic at bay. If
it weren’t for Pat, I don’t think I would have managed. But, she was calm,
methodical, and strong as shit. 


“Don’t you worry, honey,” she said as we dumped him onto
the flatbed she had hitched to a four-wheeler at the bottom of the hill. He
growled in protest, then passed out. All color drained from his face and his
breaths came out stiff and ragged. “Hop on. We need to get him inside.”


I climbed on the flatbed and tried to pull Alec’s
legs up so they wouldn’t dangle over the side. But, the effort of that seemed
to hurt him. Pat revved the engine and warned me to hang on as she hit the gas.
We rocketed up the hill. She went fast and hard, and I don’t know how I managed
to keep Alec from falling off the back. But, I did. She drove us up past the
barn. Three large, black horses stomped and whinnied, announcing our arrival. 


The Bonner house was a huge, Victorian-style yellow
farmhouse with a wrap-around porch and more windows than I could count. 


“Harold!” she yelled. Then, she stood up; keeping
one hand on the throttle, she put two fingers in her mouth and gave a shrill,
sharp whistle that made my hair stand on end. 


Harold burst through the front storm door, shouting
obscenities more shrill than Pat’s whistle. But, he didn’t look in our
direction, and I realized why immediately. Harold couldn’t look in any
direction. He fingered the porch railing and took a tentative step down toward
the sound of Pat’s engine. She cut it just as he reached us. His pale,
sightless eyes stared at a spot just to the left of us.


“Who’s hurt, Patsy? I smell blood,” Harold said. I
smoothed back Alec’s hair. His skin felt cold to the touch, and that alarmed me
more than anything. 


“He’s lost so much blood,” I pleaded. “He needs a
doctor.”


Harold turned his head in my direction. He had
tanned, leathery skin, but something kind about his face. And that seemed
incongruous, as he had an old scar cutting across one temple to the top of the
opposite cheek. Three jagged gashes, straight across his sightless eyes. My
heart went cold for an instant. Had a bear done that? They were so like the
wounds on Alec’s chest. But, as soon as I thought it, I knew it wasn’t true.
They were claw marks all right, but smaller than a bear’s. They belonged to a
wolf. I swallowed hard. 


Pat came around to the back of the flatbed and put a
hand on Alec’s chest. She pursed her lips and nodded. “He’s gonna be all right,
honey. He just needs a warm bed and the chance to heal. You been around men
like him a lot?”


I opened my mouth to answer then clamped it shut. I
didn’t know exactly what to say. I let out a sigh and nodded. “Enough. Yes.”


“Harold. Lend us a hand. I think with the three of
us we can get him into the front room. You in there enough to help out, Alec?”
She leaned down and yelled straight into his left ear. Alec let out a wincing
cough that seemed to tear through him. But, he nodded. My heart lifted. He
hadn’t left me. Not yet.


So, Pat draped Alec’s left arm around her shoulder.
I grabbed him from the right. Harold grabbed his feet. 


“On three,” I said, gritting my teeth. This was
going to hurt. The gash on Alec’s right side still oozed, but even I could see
the blood flow had lessened. 


I counted. We heaved. Alec let out a guttural growl
that tore through me. He wasn’t Kane. We weren’t connected in the same way. Not
yet, but Alec was mine. His pain was my pain. 


“Stay with us,” Pat said, and I knew she wasn’t
talking to Alec. She locked her wide, green eyes with mine and gave me a quick
nod. I nodded back, and we moved Alec off the flatbed and up the porch steps. 


Harold couldn’t see, but he knew exactly where he
was going, even backward. When we got to the top of the steps, he kicked the
screen door open with his foot. We entered a long hallway with rich, dark, wood
floors and arched ceilings. Harold gestured with his chin toward a doorway on
the left. We brought Alec into a small bedroom with white curtains fluttering
against the window frames. 


We laid Alec down on the bed as carefully as we
could, but we still ended up plopping him hard enough that he bounced a little.


“Fuck,” he shouted, and it lifted my heart. If he
was with it enough to swear, he was getting better.


“Sit with him, honey,” Pat said. “I’ll get some
clean towels, bandages, and iodine. He’s going to be fine.”


I smoothed Alec’s hair away from his forehead,
trailing my fingers through the white patch. Leaning down, I whispered against
his temple. “You hear that? You’re going to be fine. At least, you better be,
or I’m going to kill you myself.”


The bed shook as Alec tried to laugh. He brought a
hand up and cupped my face. “Sorry,” he said, coughing from the effort. “Didn’t
realize they’d winged me that bad.”


Pat had a cane chair against the wall. I pulled it
next to Alec’s side and sat down. I leaned down to kiss him, aiming for his forehead.
But, he pulled me closer and brought my lips down to his. Heat flooded through
me. I threaded my fingers through his hair and felt his skin warm. Even in his
weakened state, Alec’s eyes flashed with lust and wild heat. It sent an echoing
warmth through me, making me shudder. 


“We did it,” he whispered. “You’re going to be safe
now, Olivia. I promise.”


Tears sprang into my eyes. “Shh. I don’t care about
that right now. I swear to God I don’t. I just want you better. You scared the
shit out of me, Alec. Don’t ever do that again.”


He smiled wide, and a devilish twinkle came into his
eyes. “What, this? Nothing but a little scratch, baby.”


I wanted to slap the smirk off of his face. “Joke
all you want, but there’s more blood in that kayak than there is left in you.
Why didn’t you say something?”


Alec tried to sit up, but the effort of it made the
color drain from his face again. He settled back down against the pillow. “I’m
going to be fine. You were raised by bears. You’ve gotta know by now it takes a
hell of lot more than something like this to do real damage. Plus, it doesn’t
matter. The only thing that matters is getting you away from Kane. And we did.
You’re never going back there. Not while there’s breath left in my body.”


All mischief left his eyes. Alec took my hand and
brought it to his lips. His look grew tender, full of an emotion I was too
afraid to name. Not yet. I felt it too, coursing through my veins and making my
heart beat faster. His words drowned out every fear or doubt I’d had in the
last few days. As I sat beside Alec, under Pat’s roof, with Kane far away for
now, my head felt clearer than it had in months. And my heart beat strong with
the truth. 


Alec. My Alec. He was mine and I was his. I didn’t
know what it meant or what battles we’d have to fight because of it. But right
now it didn’t matter. It only mattered that we were together and he would live.



He slid his hand over the nape of my neck, covering
Kane’s mark. It throbbed faintly, but didn’t pull me toward something I feared.
Now, the pull came from my heart and brought me right to Alec. I kissed him and
he kissed back. Alec’s heart beat stronger. My fingers trailed over his chest.
The wounds my father gave him had all but healed. The torn flesh at his side
seemed to knit right before my eyes. As he kissed me deep, he seemed to draw
strength from it.


Two halves of a whole. Stronger together than we
were apart. 


I wanted so many things in that moment. Alec’s body.
His soul. His love. But, those were moments we could save for another day. For
now, the kiss was enough. And it took something out of Alec, too. By the time
we broke, he’d settled back on the bed. His chest heaved with his thunderous
snores. 


I smiled and smoothed the hair back from his
forehead again. “You sure you aren’t part bear, my love?”


Movement startled me from the corner of my eye. I
sat up. Pat leaned against the doorframe and shot me a wry smile. “Well, I
guess that answers one of my questions. Probably best to let him sleep it off. Come
on. Let’s get you settled into a room of your own. Looks like you could use
some rest yourself. I’ll leave you alone to do that. After that, honey, you’ve
got a lot of things to explain.”


I tucked a dark hair behind my ear and nodded. I
turned back to Alec and kissed him one last time. Pat Bonner would give me sanctuary,
but from the look on her face and the set of her shoulders, I knew it wouldn’t
come for free.
















 


Chapter
Fourteen


Wolves heal as fast as bears, it seems. And thank
God for it. Alec slept for two days straight, but when he woke, the ugly gash
along his side closed, leaving nothing behind except for two thin, marbled
lines across his right hip. The gashes on his chest scarred worse, and I
wondered if that was a bear thing. But he was safe and whole save for a few
more dents. 


Harold seemed particularly relieved to know Alec’s
strength came back. They shared something special between them. Harold’s
sightless eyes glistened as Alec took his first steps out of the bed. But, he
quickly stiffened and pointed to his own battle scars and called Alec a pussy
for even wincing. It got a hearty laugh out of Alec and the two men looped arms
and headed down to the barn.


“I just need a little air,” Alec said as he passed
me in the hall and kissed me. “Will you be okay up here by yourself while
Harold and I catch up on old times?”


I hadn’t left Alec’s side in two days, preferring a
pallet on the floor next to him rather than a bed of my own. When I got too far
away from him, I thought I could feel the faint echo of Kane’s pulse. But Alec
drowned all of that out. It seemed he wasn’t the only one who needed time and
space to heal. 


“She won’t be by herself,” Pat came out of the
kitchen and pulled an apron over her head. She tossed me a kitchen towel as she
reached back and tied the strings around her waist. “How are you with a rolling
pin? Pot pie tonight, and we make our own crust around here.”


I caught the towel and smiled. My heart tripped in
my chest. Though Pat’s eyes were kind, I had a feeling she wanted something
more from me than my baking skills. I’d avoided the talk she wanted to have,
but knew it was long past time. She had questions. But, so did I.


“Go on. But be careful,” I called to Alec and
Harold. But they were already out the back door.


Pat’s kitchen was a wonder of hanging copper pots
and counter space. She put me to work with the rolling pin, flattening a large
wad of gooey dough for her pie crust. She stirred the vegetables in a huge
stock pot on the stove that looked big enough to climb in. I kneaded the dough
after she showed me how, her small, plump hands a blur of motion and flour
dust. Then, I set to work, rolling back and forth, muscling the dough into
shape. 


“Good for your back,” she said, wiping a spot of
powder from her nose with her shoulder. 


“Kneading dough? Feels more like a workout.”


“The rolling pin. Have your man do that to you after
a long work day. Heaven.”


I laughed. “Never thought of that. I’ll have to try
it sometime.”


“Good. Just wash the pin when you’re done.” She shot
me a wink and dipped her ladle back into the pot. 


“You settling in okay, honey?”


I froze mid-roll and then slid up on the wooden
stool near the counter. I set the rolling pin down and wiped my hands on the
apron Pat loaned me. 


“Thank you,” I said. “I’ve been here for three days.
Barged in on your home. And you took me in. You’ve made me feel like I belong
here. Or at least like you don’t mind having me. And I know that’s got to maybe
complicate things for you.”


Pat smoothed her hands down her own apron and sat on
a stool opposite me. She had kind eyes and deep creases in her face. She had to
be somebody’s badass grandma, and it occurred to me just then that I wished she
were mine. It was just a flash of thought, but it left an ache in my heart for
the family I did have.


“Well, Alec told me a little bit about the fix
you’re in, but I did want to hear it from you. That said, I figure a lot of
it’s none of my damn business and you’ve been through a lot. So, we’ve got time
to get to know each other first. Maybe not a lot, but some.”


I nodded. “I appreciate that. But, I’m thinking me
hiding out under your roof makes it a little more than your damn business.”


She set her hands on her knees and pulled a loose thread
from her flower patterned skirt. “And what’s Alec told you about me?”


I shrugged. “He said you could offer us sanctuary.
And that I could trust you.”


“And what do you think?”


“I want to. And being here, it’s the first time I’ve
been able to catch my breath in a very long time.”


“You know, what Kane did. If you don’t mind me
bringing it up. Alec told me that part of the story. Marking you without your
permission, that’s not how Wild Lake wolves operate. Between that and your
background, I’m surprised you let Alec near you.”


“My background?” I felt the hair on the back of my
neck rise. I wasn’t sure how I felt about Alec telling Pat or anyone about my family
if that’s what he’d done. It was no secret, but like Pat said, I had a lot of
reason to mistrust.


“Alec only told me about your problems with Kane.
The rest I figured out by myself. It wasn’t hard the second I took one look at
you.”


I reared back. Pat’s cool, green eyes seemed to see
right through me. But her face was soft and earnest and she reached across the
counter and laid a gentle hand over mine. “You’re Caleb’s daughter.”


“You know him?”


She smiled. “Well of course, honey. I’ve lived in
Wild Lake my whole life too. So that’s over half a century longer than you
have. I’ve known the bear Lords forever. I even went to school with Caleb’s
father, your grandpa Nate.”


I blinked hard and swallowed past a lump in my
throat. “I never knew him. Or any of my family besides my father and brother.”


“Well, of course you didn’t. They passed on before
you were born. Caleb’s lost so much in his life. He doesn’t think he’s strong,
but he is. You know, you remind me so much of her.”


I didn’t want to ask. I was afraid the answer might
hurt too much. But, when I looked up, Pat smiled at me and made me feel safe.
“You knew my mother?”


She nodded. I’d seen the fierce side of Pat Bonner
when she hauled my wounded wolf out of that kayak. She’d taken me in without
hesitation, knowing Kane’s fury might rain down on her at any time now. But
now, I saw her soft side in her twinkling eyes and warm smile.


“Sure, honey.” Her voice was a gentle whisper. “I
knew Sarah. She even worked for us for a little while. She was good with the
horses and taught some of the kids around here how to ride. She had friends
among the wolves here. Hell, she even dated one of them. It wasn’t serious. And
she wasn’t more than sixteen. Broke his heart, though. But, the minute she laid
eyes on Caleb, that was the end of that.”


“Fated mates,” I whispered. 


Pat nodded. 


“I never knew her. She died when . . . She died having
me.”


Pat squeezed my hand. “What all do you know about
Sarah, honey? What did your father tell you?”


I shook my head. “He never talks about her. I think
it hurts him too much. I’ve never even seen a picture of her. I don’t even know
what she looked like.”


Pat let out a sigh and her eyes grew heavy. “Honey,
you don’t need a picture to know what Sarah looked like. You just need a
mirror.”


My heart thundered in my chest, and a single tear
fell down my cheek. Pat put a hand on the counter and pushed herself up. She
went to a roll top desk in the hallway and rummaged through an old cigar box.
She took something out of it and clutched it to her breast. 


I couldn’t breathe. Pat came back and sat on the
stool opposite me and held out her hand. In it, she had a photograph. With
shaking fingers, I took it from her. The face in the picture looked just like
my own. 


My mother.


Her dark, straight hair hung almost to her waist and
blew back a little at the temples from the wind. With her hands on her tanned thighs
she leaned forward. Something off camera made her brown eyes shine and she
laughed, showing a row of blinding white teeth. She wore a red t-shirt tucked into
cutoff denim shorts. She was vibrant, young, alive.  And Pat was right. She
looked exactly like me. So much so it startled me and made my heart pound. To
the left of the frame a young man sat in the grass watching her with wonder
making his own dark eyes shine. 


My father. 


He looked happy, with his own head thrown back in
laughter. It shook me to my core that I’d never seen him like this. Young.
Handsome. Relaxed. He never smiled. 


“They were sure something,” Pat said. “She smoothed
his rough edges. He made her feel safe. You know, she’d lost her own mother
when she was little too. Car accident, I think.”


“I didn’t know that.” I held the picture close to my
heart, as if I could connect to her more somehow that way.


“You keep that.”


“Thank you.” I swallowed hard.


“She knew you were a girl. And she named you before
you were born. Did you know that?”


I shook my head. This hurt. It stung. It got hard to
breathe, but I wanted to hear more. Needed to hear it. 


“Sarah was special. She wasn’t a shifter. But I
think she always knew she was destined to live among them. It was natural for
her. She reminded me a little bit of me. I’ve always been drawn to them too.
Mated with two of them back in my day. Not at the same time, mind you. Although
that’s allowed, you know. And oh, boy, I bet that can be fun.” 


She shot me a wink, and for a second I thought she
was kidding. I blushed as a dark passion rose within me. But, that wasn’t a
life for me. Still, a secret part of me envied the woman who could.


 “My son is a wolf shifter. Luke. He’s off on his
own now, but he’s always close by. When I was about your age, my father made a
pact with the wolves. We owed them my brother’s life. He was wounded in the
pack wars long ago, but the Wild Lake wolves saved him. Ever since then, my
home has been a sanctuary for all the packs that live in Michigan. That’s why
you’re safe here, for now. I’m sad to say they’ve needed neutral ground like
this. A place they can come to settle their disputes and put their territorial
nature aside at least as long as it takes to work their shit out.”


“Has Kane . . . does he know I’m here?”


Pat shrugged. “I expect he’ll figure it out pretty
soon if he hasn’t already.”


I shuddered and Pat came to me. She put a motherly
arm around my shoulder. “I said you’re safe here. And you are. Kane can’t just
march in here and drag you off by your hair. Not unless he wants all the Wild
Lake packs coming down on his head. It’s pack law.”


“Pack law. I’ve had my fill of pack law. Alec says
Kane’s got a claim on me because of it. You know how much that sickens me?”


“I know, honey. But what about the claim you have?”


I put my hand over hers on my shoulder and looked up
at her. Pat came around in front of me and sat back down on her stool.


“You mean Alec?”


She nodded.


“He wants to mark me. I told him no.”


“Well, I know that had to tear you up. But you stick
to your guns. You’ve had enough shifters trying to tell you what to do without
asking you.”


“Oh, he asked me. He swore he’d never do it unless I
was sure it’s what I wanted.”


“Good.”


“But he said if he does it, he could break Kane’s
hold over me.”


She nodded again. “Yes indeed. But there’s a price
to that.”


“He’ll have to kill him. And he’ll have to go
through Kane’s pack to do it. Which would be suicide. He can’t defeat six on
his own.”


“That’s the gist of it, yes.”


“Can’t the rest of the wolves help him though? Even
the odds?”


Pat raised a brow and blew out a breath that made a
wiry strand of her hair flap. “Taking out another Alpha is tricky business. You
kill him, you’ve got the rest of his pack on your ass. Cut off one head and
another rises to take its place. Unless you become the head. Kill the Alpha, make
the rest of the pack submit. Only a natural Alpha can do that.”


“And Alec’s not an Alpha.” It seemed incongruous to
say it. My Alec. Big. Strong. Virile. Everything about him screamed Alpha to
me. And yet, Bas was his Alpha.


Pat shrugged. “That’s a bigger conversation. Pack
politics are complicated.”


“God. It’s so much easier with bears.”


“Is it? Maybe so. Maybe not. Things are sure stirred
up around here, that’s plain. Bears’ll keep to themselves until someone crosses
one of their own. The minute they band together, there’s hell to pay. Luckily,
they’ve stayed out of wolf business. At least, until now they have.”


I swallowed hard. What she really meant was until I
came along. My fault. I couldn’t help thinking it. If only I hadn’t been so
headstrong and foolish. If only I’d listened to my father and stayed far away
from Kane.


Pat put one hand on her hip and tapped the picture
of my mother I’d left on the table.


“Sarah had something, you know. Not a shifter. But
she had a little bit of something special. Her own magic. I don’t know. Maybe
she was part witch or gypsy. Something. She was a seer.”


“A seer?”


Pat nodded. “She knew things. Like she knew about
you. That she had a daughter coming.”


“Oh, that could have been a lucky guess. I mean, fifty-fifty
odds and all.”


“No. Not that. I mean she knew she wasn’t going to
be around for you.”


My heart went still for a moment, then hammered in
my chest so hard I saw stars.


“I don’t want to upset you, honey. But it’s time.
Sarah wanted you to know when you got old enough. I think she knew I’d be the
one to tell you. There was a time she felt like a daughter to me. I never had
one of my own.”


“Tell me what?” I still couldn’t breathe. The words
felt like acid in my mouth.


“To follow your heart when the time came. Because
Sarah understood how hard it was going to be for Caleb. Losing her, of course.
But losing you next. Or at least, she knew that’s how he’d see it. Honey, your mother
knew you were bound to the wolves. Er . . . well . . . one wolf anyway. She
tried to make Caleb understand, but he wouldn’t hear it. She wanted him to be
prepared when the time came because she wouldn’t be here for you.”


“The time came for what?”


“Olivia, your mother knew you were going to find
your fate with a wolf. That one day you’d claim one for your own. And she sure
as hell knew how tough that would be for everyone. The daughter of Caleb Lord,
mixed in with the wolves. That’s about as complicated as it gets. He wouldn’t
listen when she told him. Tore through the woods on a rampage like I’d never
seen. And she hadn’t even gotten to the part about her own fate. She never
could bring herself to tell him that. He took the wolf thing hard enough. Said
he’d never let you so much as look as a wolf if he had anything to say about
it.”


“He said that to me so many times. God. Pat. The day
I came home with Kane, he looked like he wanted to murder me.”


“He tried, honey. Just like all fathers do. He
wanted to keep his baby girl safe. He held on so tight it’s only natural you
were ready to break free with the first taste of freedom you got. Kane took
advantage of that.”


“But, if I’d just listened to my father and stayed
away from Kane, none of us would be in this mess.”


“Oh, I don’t know about that. Fate has a funny way
of tracking you down no matter what you do.”


I squeezed my eyes shut tight. It was impossible.
Everything Pat said. It couldn’t be true. And yet. I felt it. And
remembered the hurt in my father’s eyes when I told him I thought I might be
able to love Kane. God, it must have brought up so much pain for him. Again. 


“So, don’t beat yourself up too much for everything
that happened with Kane,” Pat said, as if she were the one with some
special power to read my mind. “And it sure was a hell of a shitty way to get
from point A to point B, but maybe everything that’s happened with Kane is part
of your fate too. I mean, it did put you in Alec’s path.”


I felt the world closing in on me again. So much
felt out of my control. And yet, it felt true. 


“God, my poor father. I have to know exactly what my
mother told him. Do you know that?” 


“Does it matter?”


“It might. Oh, God. Pat. Alec’s worried my father
has made some sort of alliance with Kane against the Wild Lake wolves. He
thinks he’s doing it to save my brother and me. Maybe he thinks I am
fated to Kane. I need to see him. I need to get through to him.”


She blew out a breath and smoothed a gray hair from
her forehead. “You know, sometimes I wonder if my own father should have
made a pact with were-gerbils instead. Would have been a hell of a lot less
stressful around here.”


I froze for a second, letting the image wash over
me. Then, a smile split my face and laughter, pure and genuine, bubbled up
inside of me. Pat laughed with me and for at least that moment, it took the
pain away.
















 


Chapter
Fifteen


The moon rose high and bright, stabbing through a ribbon
of clouds. He called to me. Without sound. Without words. But with a throbbing
pulse that started low in my belly and made my limbs tingle. A cool breeze blew
through the window in my corner bedroom, making the Queen Anne’s lace patterned
curtains billow. I wore a thin cotton nightdress Pat had given me. I would have
shivered against the cold, but even hundreds of yards away, Alec kept me warm. 


In my bare feet, I padded down the stairs, keeping
to the wall so the floorboards wouldn’t creak. I ran down the porch steps,
heading straight for the barn where I knew he waited. The horses whinnied and
pranced in the paddock, announcing my arrival as if he’d enlisted them as co-conspirators.
Who knows? Maybe he had.


I pulled the heavy latch back on the barn door and
stepped inside. Alec leaned against one of the stalls at the end of the barn
feeding hay to one of the gray mares. She crunched it hungrily and gave me a
wide-eyed stare. Alec ran a hand down her nose and whispered something into her
ear. Maybe my wolf spoke horse because the mare nodded her head up and down
then retreated back in the stall to give us privacy. 


Alec turned toward me. He was shirtless, in jeans, and
water still dripped from the dark ends of his hair, reflecting the moonlight through
the windows like diamonds. He’d come from the lake, just like the first night I
met him. I walked cautiously toward him, my heart pounding inside me like
hammer blows. 


“You were gone all day,” I said. “I missed you.”


Alec smiled and held out a hand. I took another
tentative step toward him. There was magic in the stars tonight. Touching him
would make that magic flare. I knew that in my heart. I’d known it from the
moment I woke and felt him out here. He was healed. Strong. For now, Kane was
far away and not a threat to me. That would change. It had to. We had a
reckoning to face, but for now, there was no one in the world but Alec and me,
it seemed.


I crossed my arms in front of me, stopping a few
feet from Alec. One of the other horses poked its head out of the nearest
stall. I regretted not bringing a treat for him. The horse snorted, flaring its
great nostrils, and shot a look to Alec as if to say, “Rookie mistake.” I
smiled and looked down at the hay-covered floorboards.


“Olivia.” My name on his lips felt like a promise.
My heart soared. I had so much to tell him. My head still swirled from
everything Pat told me today. But, I didn’t know where to start. As I looked at
Alec, his blue eyes shining like sapphires even though he stood in shadow with
the moonlight over his shoulder, no words would come. No words were needed.


“Alec,” I said. Then I stepped into his arms and let
the magic in.


I reached up, framing his jaw with my hands. I
tilted his head down and went up on my tiptoes. He hesitated for a fraction of
a second, then brought his lips down on mine. He kissed me slow and gentle,
tracing his tongue around mine. I sank into him, feeling carried away on a
blanket of starlight. My blood thrummed in my ears and warmth flooded me,
settling in my core then spreading out, leaving a tingling path in its wake.


Alec whispered my name over and over as he kissed
me. He wrapped his arm around my waist and slid the other behind my knees,
lifting me. I was dizzy. Drunk from his kisses. He laid me down on a bed of hay,
spreading a wool blanket beneath us. My hair fanned out around us. He nuzzled
my neck, tasting me. Worshiping me with his lips and tongue.


I wound my fingers through his hair, savoring the
thick, coarse locks. Then I ran my hands down the curve of his strong shoulders
and pulled him even closer. I wanted to feel every inch of him. His jeans and
my nightgown got in the way. Alec fumbled with the buttons of my gown. Then,
one by one, he opened them, spreading the thin cotton aside. I lay naked from
the waist up. My breath hitched as Alec shifted his weight and went up on one
elbow. From there, he raked his eyes over me, then trailed one finger from the
column of my throat, between my breasts then all the way down to my belly
button.


“You’re so beautiful. I want to look at you. All of
you.”


Heat thundered through me, settling to a throbbing
point between my legs. I grew wet for him. I nodded quickly and helped him pull
my nightgown up over my head. He tossed it aside. Alec rose slowly to his feet
and started to loosen his belt. I let out a little gasp at the sight of him.
Brazen thoughts flooded my mind. His belt. The bulge in his jeans. The lustful
flash of silver in his eyes as he peeled off his jeans. 


I couldn’t help but stare, and it made me blush. Alec’s
thick cock bobbed before me. I’d seen it before. But never like this. Primed
and ready, hard and throbbing. Without even thinking, my knees fell to the
side. Oh, God, I wanted him. Would do anything for him. And why had I waited so
long?


Then Alec knelt before me. If I marveled at the
sight of him, he meant to take his time feasting his eyes on me. A hot blush
flamed my cheeks as his eyes traveled down. My nipples pebbled just from one
look. Alec leaned down and swirled his tongue around one hard bud, making me
ache for him even more. Then he gave my other breast the same treatment. 


I grew bold. I reached down and closed my fingers
around his thick, firm shaft. Alec’s cock jumped in my hand and he let out a
groan that sent a shiver of heat straight through me. Then, his hands were
everywhere. Tearing through my hair, trailing down the slope of my hip,
spreading my legs even wider. He hooked a finger beneath the waistband of my
panties and started to drag them down.


I groaned and arched my back when he stopped and
covered my quivering mound with his palm. “God. Baby. You’re soaked straight
through.”


“I want you. Oh. Alec. Please. I don’t want to wait
another second.”


He tore my panties and cast them aside, leaving me
completely exposed for him.


“Are you sure?” he whispered against my ear. He slid
a hand down and worked me, his nimble fingers coaxing my swollen sex to a hard nub.



“God, yes!” I think I said it a thousand times, but
I knew what he meant. It had to be my choice. We both knew what was at stake.
No matter what happened after this moment, Kane would know I’d been with Alec.
Anger pulsed within me along with my lust. I didn’t want to think about Kane.
Not for a second. But, as Alec dipped a single finger inside me and made my
body shudder, the mark at the base of my neck flared. It was just a faint tremor.
Nothing more. But enough to make me remember Kane’s claim. As long as he had
one, I’d never be completely free. He could pull me to him. Cause me pain. Hurt
the people I loved.


I rejected it. Took control.


Alec meant to take his time, but I didn’t. I wanted
no more questions. No hesitation. This was me. Alec was mine. 


I shifted my weight and Alec rolled with me. I rose
up and straddled him, holding myself poised above him, my thighs shaking.
Alec’s wolf eyes flashed and he let out a guttural noise that made my juices
flow. 


“Yes!” I gasped. I gritted my teeth and gently
gripped him, angling him just right. Then, I seated myself, sliding Alec’s full
length inside of me all the way to the root.


I cried out, shocked by the size of him. It’s one
thing to see it. It’s another thing to feel it widening and filling you from
the inside out. He remade me as my walls stretched to accommodate him. I held
perfectly still, sinking down to take all of him in as deep as he would go.
Alec reached up and took my hands, threading his fingers through mine he held
me up. God, he was so thick, so hard. He spread me so wide, inch by inch. 


We stayed like that for a moment. I wanted it to be
forever. I threw my head back, my hair forming a dark arch. Then, I couldn’t
stay still a second longer. 


Alec let me set the pace. He dropped one of my hands
and steadied me with his hand on my hip. I fucked him rough and hard. Bucking
with abandon like some wild, wanton thing. My breasts bounced as my hips
swayed. Down and down. Thrust for thrust. Alec threw his head back and let out
a growl that shook through me and startled the horses. I didn’t realize until
later the level of control it took for Alec to stay mostly still and let me
ride him. Every instinct inside of him must have called for him to flip me,
claim me, make me submit. And I would have. Oh, I wanted to. But, I needed this
more. I needed to set the pace that first time. 


And that pace was wild and free. Something broke
inside of me. All the months of staying silent. Pretending. Waiting. It all
came out in a flood of lust and fury as I fucked Alec and took something of
myself back, piece by piece. 


I came in thundering waves, crying out from the joy
of it. Alec kept his hands on my hips so I stayed seated. I reached back,
resting my weight on my palms, I took him that way, letting him fill spaces
inside of me I didn’t know I had. 


Then, I brought myself up and rested my hands on
either side of his head, my hair falling in cascading waves around us. I kissed
him. He kissed me back. Soft and gentle at first, then the raw heat took over.
I bit his lip. He bit back. Not hard. No pain, but another claiming to
punctuate the larger one inside of me. 


Finally, Alec couldn’t contain the animal lust
inside of him, and I no longer wanted him to. He flipped me gently, bringing me
to all fours. He stroked himself behind me as my legs quivered. I wasn’t sure
if I even had the strength to take him like this. But, a gentle swat on my ass
sent a fresh wave of heat flooding through me. Oh yes, I could take him like
this. I wanted it more than anything I could name. 


Alec put a gentle hand on my back and nudged me down
so I rested my chin on my hands. He slid his knee between my thighs, splaying
them even wider. From this angle, with my ass high in the air and my legs
spread wide, I felt so exposed, so wanton, so right. 


Then Alec speared himself into me. I gasped as I
felt him stretch me wide all over again. Heat and pleasure flooded through me
then, centered on that single point between my legs. He worked me there with
his fingers as he fucked me from behind. I didn’t think I had an ounce left to
give, but Alec found it, coaxing orgasm after orgasm out of me as he poured
himself inside me deep and strong.


I whispered his name over and over. My hair fell to
the side, exposing my neck. I hadn’t meant it. But instinct took over and I
reared my head back. I wanted it. The mark flared and Alec’s low growl juddered
through me. He wanted it. I felt his lips press against the nape of my
neck and everything in me cried out yes! This. Yes. Now. 


But, Alec froze. He’d made me a promise. One he
meant to keep.


I felt the last, stuttering jump of his cock inside
me and he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me against him, spooning me. He
kissed my neck, teasing the edges of my scar. He wanted to remake me there too.
And I wanted to let him. 


But not yet. Not now. As much as I wanted to give in
to this primal passion all the way, Kane had still taken that from me. I wasn’t
ready. Alec had helped me take back some of what Kane had stolen, but I wasn’t
there yet. Not all the way. I squeezed back the tears and turned to face him.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered, feathering soft kisses
along his jaw until I found his lips. “I want to. But I’m still not sure. Thank
you for being patient with me.”


Alec traced his thumb along my jaw and looked at me with
such tenderness, I felt my heart might burst.


“I love you,” he said simply.


Of all the things he could have said, he picked the
perfect thing. 


“I love you, too.”


The mark didn’t matter. Not now. Alec had claimed my
heart, and I had his. 
















 


Chapter
Sixteen


We woke in a tangle of bedsheets in Pat’s first
floor bedroom. I barely remembered how we made it up from the barn. The night
was a blur of passion and starlight and I hadn’t wanted it to end. I rested my
head against Alec’s shoulder and laced my fingers through his as he kissed the
top of my head. 


“I hadn’t planned it, you know,” he said.


It made me laugh. “Which part?”


“You. This. I figured I’d be a bachelor wolf my
whole life.”


I settled my head back against his chest. I hadn’t
meant to grow pensive, but his words struck me. “I hadn’t planned anything.
God. I never got the chance.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean at nineteen years old, most girls are
heading off to college. Planning their futures. Making their dreams come true.
I’ve just been trying to survive.”


Alec shifted, resting on his side. He smoothed a
lock of my hair away from my forehead and looked at me. “I wish I’d gotten to
you first. Maybe I spent too much time living the bachelor life. It didn’t
occur to me to look for anything else. And I liked it. Pack enforcer. It’s
never easy, but it’s simple.”


“I wish you’d gotten to me first too.” I bit my lip,
hesitating to tell him what Pat told me about my mother. That I was fated to a
wolf. If I’d known that years ago, it might have made things even worse when I
met Kane. Would I have gone against my instincts and let him mark me more than
once? The moment I thought it, I knew the answer was no. Now that I knew what
fated mates truly meant, I could never have mistaken the two. 


 As I leaned up to kiss Alec, I knew in my heart it
didn’t matter how I got here. Whether my fate was decided for me before I was
born or not, right here, now, in this space, I felt like I was exactly where I
belonged. 


“You’ve never wanted to be an Alpha?”


Alec shrugged. “I never thought about it. Honestly.
Bas is a good leader. A great one, actually. I want you to meet him. Hell, I
want you to meet all of the other packs. After everything Kane’s put you
through, it’s a wonder you ever came near me. Jesus, Olivia. You’re the bravest
woman I know. And you’re worried about what other girls are doing? My God, they
can’t hold a candle to you. You’re strong and fierce. Surviving what you have
and loving me anyway. You make me want . . .” His voice trailed off, and he
brought my hand to his lips. A shudder went through me as he kissed me.


“What? What do you want, my love?”


Alec smiled and leaned toward me. He put a gentle
kiss on each of my breasts, sending a shockwave through me and making my sex
throb for him all over again. We’d coupled so many times I’d lost count. And
yet, I knew I could rise to him again with just that single touch or a look in
his eye.


“You make me want to be worthy of you. And you make
me ashamed.”


“How?”


“I’ve been selfish my whole life. I’ve taken the
easiest path. That doesn’t make brave. It just makes me stubborn.”


It was my turn to smooth a lock of hair from his
eyes. My beautiful wolf. I traced the line the white hair at his forehead made
and smoothed it back over the crown of his head. I watched the gooseflesh rise
on his arm as I did it then leaned over to kiss him.


“What do you want,” he asked. “For you?”


“What do you mean?”


“You can do anything you want. Be anything you want.
As soon as we figure out a way to deal with Kane, I’m going to make sure you
have all of those chances. I swear to God. I swear to you.”


I could say what was in my heart. Alec. He filled
me. Blocked out the sun. Made me ache and hunger in ways I never knew possible.
But, I knew what he meant. Between caring for my father, then everything with
Kane, I’d stopped dreaming for myself a long time ago.


“I do want to go to school. And I want to travel.
See the world. But then I want to come back. Michigan is my heart. Shifters
are my heart. I feel like Kane is just the beginning. What we have here in
Michigan, in Wild Lake, I know it’s not like that in other parts of the world.
It’s not peaceful everywhere. There are a lot more Kanes than I think either of
us know. Shifters who want to take over and ruin what you’ve built. So, I want
to do something that will benefit the packs and the shifters I love. Study
conservation, maybe. Work for the EPA or the forestry service. Maybe the DNR. I
think I’d like that a lot.”


“Then I’ll make it my purpose to help you get
there.”


Warmth flooded through me as Alec kissed me to seal
the deal. But, even as he said the words, something flared in my heart and
quickened my pulse. No sooner had our lips parted than I felt Alec’s body go
rigid. 


Something was wrong. Something was coming.


The door flew open and Harold walked in. Alec pulled
the sheet up to cover me, even though Harold couldn’t see.


“What’s going on?” I asked, looking from Alec to
Harold then back again. “Is it Kane?”


“Not yet,” Alec said, hopping out of the bed and to
his feet with agile grace. “But the packs have arrived.”


My heart went into my throat. “Beer court?”


Alec smiled as he slid his jeans over his hips. I
heard the rumble of car engines and tucked the sheet around me as I slid out of
bed and went for the window. Four black SUVs came to a screeching halt in front
of the barn.


“Beer court,” Alec said as he kissed the top of my
head. “Get dressed. We could be in for a long day.”
















 


Chapter
Seventeen


It’s one thing to stand in a room with one
full-blooded Alpha wolf, the call of the shift making his eyes blaze and his
muscles ripple. Standing in a room with three of them? My pheromones went into
overdrive. The air in Pat’s front room grew thick and my knees swayed. She put
a glass of ice water in my hand and shot me a comforting wink. 


Alec paced in the middle of the room, his hands
tearing through his hair, making it stand up in peaks and cones. The three
Alphas stood in a semi-circle around him, listening to him plead his . . . or
rather, my . . . case.


I didn’t like how it was going. At all. If I heard
the phrase pack law one more time, I thought I might scream. 


I took a sip of the cool water and it helped settle
my nerves considerably. Though, I had a feeling dumping the thing over my head
would have made the most efficient use of it. Alec talked mostly to Bas Lanier,
his Alpha. Tall, like all of them, with broad shoulders and ice blue eyes
almost like Alec’s. But, Bas had a ruddy complexion and streaks of red through
his hair. I’d seen his red wolf charge down the hill first, with the rest of Alec’s
pack—all ten of them—close behind. I felt them now, lining the woods holding
sentry with the other packs. It gave me an odd mixture of relief and new
anxiety. Kane was coming. They readied themselves for a battle.


Bas’s pack was joined by Derek’s. He stood at Bas’s
right leaning against the wall with his arms crossed in front of him. Derek
scared me at first. Handsome and rugged, he had fierce amber eyes and dark
brown hair. But, he had a cruel, jagged scar running through his right brow and
down the side of his cheek. The five members of his pack joined the remaining
nine from Bas’s, forming a circle of threat around the perimeter of Pat’s
property. Bas promised her no one would get through without them knowing it.


Pat’s son Luke stood in the far corner of the room
full of silent menace. The lone wolf of the bunch, Pat told me he’d suffered
mightily under a cruel Alpha like Kane once upon a time. Since then, he’d
shunned pack life but would take up arms with the rest of the packs whenever
they needed him. It made me shudder to think of what was to come.


Luke was the only one to ask me a question directly.
He pushed himself off the wall and squatted down in front of me as I sank into
Pat’s plush couch cushions. I flinched but didn’t pull away when Luke curled
his fingers around the back of my neck and touched the mark for himself. 


“I’m sorry that happened to you. You know we don’t
condone it.”


I searched Luke’s shining green eyes. They were
Pat’s eyes, though they flashed fierce and all wolf. Luke had a haunted look
about him. As he smiled and took his hand away, something passed between us. A
shared trauma. I could never hope to understand whatever Luke went through, but
he’d been strong indeed to survive it. He didn’t say the words, but I knew he
meant to tell me that I could survive it too. And I had.


“Thank you. I know that. And thank you for coming.”


Luke nodded and stood up. Pat caught my attention.
She stood in the hallway just over Bas’s shoulder and motioned for me to come
join her. When I looked at Alec, he nodded too. Whatever happened next, it was
purely pack business. I shot him a weak smile and followed Pat back into the
kitchen. 


“What do you think they’ll decide?” I asked her as I
took a seat on one of the kitchen stools. Pat leaned down to open the oven
door. She had fried chicken warming and a vat of waffle batter on the counter
ready to pour. She’d told me the wolves would come in hungry and she’d make
enough so they could have seconds and thirds if they wanted it.


“Oh, they’ll do the right thing. Not saying it’s
going to be pretty or easy, but it’ll be right.”


“What’s the right thing?” To me it seemed simple.
Kane was a cancer among the Wild Lake packs. They needed to take him out. But
Pat had hinted that’s not how it would likely work.


She didn’t answer. She just shot me a tight-lipped
smile and went back to stirring her batter. Pat opened her mouth to say
something then clamped it shut when the house shook. Her hanging pots swayed
and clanged together as something pounded against the wall. Not something,
someone. Growls and raised voices vibrated through the floor boards.


Pat shrugged and set her bowl down. “I was afraid of
that.”


“Of what?”


“Alec. He’s not going to like it.”


“Would you please give me a clue what to expect
here? Right now it seems like your son Luke is the only one out there who has a
full grasp of what Kane’s capable of.”


A shadow crossed over her face, and I regretted my
choice of words. But, she shot me another wink and put a hand on my forearm.
“You’re right. That’s why he’s here. But Luke’s not worried about Kane so much.
He’s worried about the members of his pack. He’s been where they are and worse.
He spent a decade under the control of his half-brother, Asher. A tyrant just
like Kane. I almost lost him because of it. But it’s also the reason why I
don’t want him anywhere near Kane. He’s put all that behind him and found a
life for himself. This dredges all that bad stuff back up for him.”


“I hate that I’m thinking it. But why can’t the rest
of the packs just kill Kane?”


Pat slid onto the stool next to me and handed me the
batter bowl and mixing spoon while she rubbed the swollen joints in her
fingers. I started stirring, instantly grateful for the task. I realized in the
seventy-odd years Pat had dealt with pack drama, cooking and baking must have
been a very effective coping mechanism. 


“Well, like I told you, taking out an Alpha is one
prickly little problem. It comes with responsibility. You break the pack, you
buy it. Know what I mean? And Kane’s got those boys locked down. Luke says he
probably went full Tyrannous Alpha when you left so they wouldn’t break
ranks. So, whoever goes after Kane is probably going to have to go through them
first.”


I swallowed hard. “And they’ll fight to the death to
protect him. That’s what you’re saying. There might be no good way to take Kane
out without killing the pack with him.”


Pat nodded. “I know maybe it’s hard for you to see
it after what you’ve been through, but there are some good hearts in that
pack.”


“I know. Cole and Christian. Daniel too, I think.
They’ve been kind to me when they could.”


The Wild Lake packs’ dilemma crystallized in my mind
and turned my heart inside out. It was between Kane’s pack and me. The rest of
the packs could gang up and outnumber Kane’s pack, but they wouldn’t all
survive. Cole, Christian, and Daniel would surely die. Suddenly, I didn’t like
my odds. The lives of at least three Wild Lake wolves against just me.


“And even if somebody does manage to kill
Kane without taking out the whole pack, then they’ll need an Alpha. If it were
only one or two wolves, that would be one thing. But trying to assimilate five
wolves into an existing pack? That’s a nightmare.”


“God,” I set the bowl down and rested my forehead on
my arms. “It’s so much easier with bears.”


Pat let out a soft chuckle. “Maybe. Except I think
bears are even more stubborn than wolves are. They never compromise because
they rarely ever have to.”


“And Kane’s got leverage over my father. So if it
comes to a fight, he may have the bears protecting him along with the pack.
God. Pat, it’ll be a bloodbath.”


Pat squeezed her eyes shut and tried to force a
smile. “Well, if we’re lucky, maybe Caleb and the rest of them will stay out of
it for just a little while longer.”


More wall thumping and growls from the other room.
My pulse quickened as the loudest growl came from Alec. 


Pat shrugged. “I think they might be coming to a
compromise.”


“What? How can you tell? They sound like they’re
about to rip each other’s throats out.”


“Oh, I expect that’s going to get worse before it
gets better.”


“Ugh. Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that. Quick,
throw salt behind your shoulder or spit three times. We can’t handle worse,
Pat.”


The ground shook beneath our feet and the windows
rattled. I put a hand up to stop one of the copper pots from swinging right off
the hook. Pat’s eyes widened and she mouthed an obscenity I won’t repeat.


My pulse quickened, and it felt like my heart was
about to erupt from my chest. My mark flared to life. Somebody had shifted. A
howl rose loud and piercing. I covered my ears. Derek’s gray wolf tore through
the kitchen, knocking plates and papers off the counters as he crashed through
the back door. Someone went out the front. Then, Alec burst into the kitchen,
eyes blazing. 


“Patsy!” Harold bellowed from upstairs then came
stumbling down the steps, holding two shotguns by the barrels. He tossed one to
Pat. She caught it neatly and turned to me. 


“Too late,” she said. “I think worse just showed up
on my doorstep.”
















 


Chapter
Eighteen


White fangs, gleaming eyes, and chaos surrounded us.
Harold pulled another shotgun from the closet in the front hall and handed it
to me. “You know your way around one of these?” he asked, his sightless eyes
still managing to look like he was staring straight through me.


I took it from him, letting my fingers curl around
the cold metal of the barrel. “It’s been a while, but I can shoot straight if I
don’t have to shoot too far.”


“Same here,” he said. Incredibly, Harold took a
position on his knees at one of the front windows and racked a round.


“Is he serious?” I whispered to Alec at my side. His
chest heaved from the effort of staying in human form. His Alpha had already
shifted and tore across Pat’s lawn toward the rest of the pack hidden in the
trees. 


Kane was close. I felt him in the heated scar at the
nape of my neck and the feverish way he made my pulse race. He was back. He had
a claim on me. He meant to take it. 


I felt the rest of his pack too, fanning out to the
eastern and western border of the Bonner property. Kane was heading this way,
about to break through the line of wolves behind the barn. 


Alec gripped me by the shoulders and turned me to
face him. His wolf eyes had taken over completely, shining silver and blue as
his nostrils flared. “You are not going back to him. Do you understand?
No matter what.”


I nodded and swallowed hard. “I don’t want anyone to
get hurt . . . or worse because of me.”


“This isn’t just about you, and you didn’t cause it.
This has been coming on with Kane for a long time. You just helped us prove
what I’ve suspected for a while. He’s trying to weaken the Wild Lake packs. I
think he wants to take over as some kind of chief pack. He’s crossed every line
there is, and he needs to be dealt with.”


“By who? You can’t get to him without going through
the pack. And they’ll die trying to protect him. Tell me what the good outcome
is here. Tell me what winning looks like.”


“You leave that to me. Don’t leave this house. You
hear me? Not for anything. This is neutral ground.”


“Pack law,” I spat. “Right. And you’ve just told me Kane’s
violated just about every other one. What makes you think he’ll honor that?”


“Because the packs will defend Pat and Harold over
everything. No matter what.”


My mark burned like the hot brand it was, nearly
driving me to my knees. But Alec still had a hold of me and gave me the
strength to stay on my feet. He growled low, sending a vibration through me as
I turned and faced the window. 


Kane.


He came through the tree line toward the house. He
walked tall and straight, his eyes blazing red fire, but he hadn’t shifted. He
wore black jeans and motorcycle boots and carried a heavy chain in his hands.
The pack flanked him, fangs bared and dripping. 


Bloodlust. Alec had talked about it. I’d felt it when the
pack hunted. But I’d never actually seen them in the throes of it. I did now.
All five members of Kane’s packs’ eyes had gone blood red as they stalked
forward. They weren’t human. They weren’t even pure wolf. They were monsters.


“Shit,” Alec muttered. He’d done it. He’d gone
completely Tyrannous and turned the pack into his personal beast army. I
could only pray there was something left of the men inside them worth saving.


“They can’t think for themselves anymore.” Luke
appeared. A muscle twitched in his jaw as he stood beside me and passed a look
to Alec. “They never will again while Kane lives. It’s too late to do this any
other way.”


Cole and Christian walked beside and slightly behind
Kane. Now, they stepped aside and my heart dropped to my knees. I could see
what Kane held on the end of the chain.


“Jaxson!”


Oh, God. My brother! My poor, poor brother! He wore
a collar around his neck and his hands were bound in front of him. His clothes
hung off him in rags and most of his skin too. My brother was big. Six foot
three and two hundred pounds of burly muscle and strength of the grizzly inside
of him. But all that was gone now. He looked skeletal with hollowed-out cheeks
and soulless eyes that pleaded toward the sky as he struggled to stay on his
feet.


Alec said something, but his words came to me as if
I were underwater. I acted. Didn’t think. I ran out the front door, bounded
down the yard, and raised the shotgun, bracing it against my shoulder. 


It would be so easy. He was only fifty feet away
from me. I had him in my sights and imagined the cloud of red I’d see when I
blew his fucking head off. But even as I thought it, I knew in some far corner
of my brain I’d never get the shot off. Wolves couldn’t outrun bullets, but
they could sure as hell outrun my trigger finger. Wade and Brandon charged me,
teeth bared and red murder in their eyes.


I heard the wolves shift behind me. Bones and sinew
tearing and reforming. But they weren’t what stopped Wade and Brandon’s
homicidal advance. 


No. The earth shook. The trees swayed. Fur and fangs
burst through the trees all around us as wolf after wolf made their presence
known. But, they weren’t alone. They turned and stood their ground, assuming
battle stances with their tails high. Right behind them all hell broke loose.


Something broke through Bas’s line to the right of
us, and that’s what made me lower the shotgun. He ripped a small maple tree
straight out of the ground and hurled it at least forty feet in a spray of dirt
and mangled roots.


The Lord of the bears had come down from the
hillside, and he hadn’t come alone. All around us, bears advanced behind the
wolves, forcing them into a narrowing circle with Jaxson, Kane, his pack, and
me at the center of it.


Jax looked back and finally collapsed.


Those few seconds played out in my head a thousand
times, ending in a thousand different ways in my imagination. I raised my
shotgun again and blasted a hole through Kane’s chest. Or, I missed and hit Jax.
Or, my father broke through Kane’s pack and ripped Kane to shreds. Or Alec leaped
over me and got to him first. Or Wade and Brandon finished their advance and
brought me down. Wolf against bear. Wolf against wolf. Blood everywhere. 


I imagined it all within the span of an instant, and
I could see no good end to any of it. I had asked Alec a moment ago what
winning looked like. He had no answer because there wasn’t one. Not now. This
could only end with me losing someone I loved or my own life. 


A siren call slammed me back to reality. It came in
the form of Pat’s shrill whistle as she stepped off the porch and put two
fingers in her mouth. I can’t say her whistle had the power to tame the
shifters, but it sure as hell had the power to make them stop for half a second,
and that was all it took. 


Alec got to me, pulled the shotgun from my hands and
pushed me behind him. He held his hands out away from him and shouted to Kane.


“Stop! Call them off.”


Kane smirked, but a simple jerk of his chin made
Wade and Brandon’s wolves halt where they stood. But Kane had no power over my
father or the rest of the bears. They broke into a run and headed straight for
all of us. My eyes caught Jaxson’s. He was broken, glassy-eyed, but enough of
him was in there to make a difference.


The sound of his tattered vocal cords ripped through
me as he let out a wail. It wasn’t a human sound, or bear either. It was
something in between. But it was enough. My father’s bear reared up on his hind
legs; his black paws clawed the air and he let out a keening growl that cut
through me and nearly took my legs out from under me. 


My brother and father looked at each other, and I
was gutted. Jaxson couldn’t find his bear. My father didn’t seem able to find
the man inside of him. They were two halves of a broken whole with Kane at the
center of it. My fingers itched to raise the shotgun again.


Pat came to my right side. Alec’s wolf came to my
left. Jax’s call had prompted him to shift. I put a hand on his back, my
fingers sinking into his snow-white fur. 


“Son,” she called to Jax. “You still got enough left
in you to call to them? Tell them to stand down for now?”


Jax staggered to his feet, the heavy chain around
his neck weighing him down. Pat sensed my fury and put a steadying hand on my
shoulder. Jax looked from Pat to me and back again. Kane just smiled and jerked
the chain hard. But Jax stayed on his feet. That simple act of defiance gave
him strength. 


“And you,” Pat pointed to Kane. “You keep
them in check. You hear me? You’re on my property now. You dishonor the pact,
and you’re outnumbered. By wolves and bears. You hear me?”


Kane smiled. “Who do you think brought the bears
here, Pat? They fight with me.”


“No. They. Do. Not.” Jaxson croaked.


I took a chance. Stupid, maybe. But I couldn’t stay
back another second. I went to my brother. Alec growled low behind me and
snapped the air with his teeth. But, he let me go. It brought me dangerously
close to Kane, but the pack stepped aside and let me pass.


I wrapped my arms around my brother and pulled him
close. He was skin and bones, but I could still feel the quiet strength of his
resolve. He’d been beaten, not broken. I ran my thumbs over the sharp angles of
his hollowed-out cheekbones. The muscles twitched along his square jaw. His
sable eyes flashed, and I went up on my tiptoes to put a kiss on his cheek.


“I’m sorry,” I whispered. I knew the whole pack
could likely hear, but for now it didn’t matter. “This is all my fault. If I’d
have listened to you and Dad.”


Jax shook his head. “Stop. Just, thank God you’re
okay. Are you?”


I nodded. “I am now.”


Kane snapped the chain and Jaxson staggered
sideways. I lunged forward to grab him, but he went to his knees.


“What do you want?” My voice tore through my throat.
“What in God’s name could you possibly want? Me? Is that it? If I go with you
will you end this?”


Alec growled and slowly advanced. Wade, Brandon and
the rest of the pack formed a line in front of Kane. 


“Stop!” I yelled to Alec. “Everyone. Just stop!”


I couldn’t take it. Not another second of it. The
bears behind my father reared up, and I saw the bloodlust in their own eyes.
Kane said they fought on his side, but they didn’t. My father had gone
completely feral. All he could see were his two children in the center of a
pack of murderous wolves. The bears weren’t going to make any distinctions if
it came to it. They were going to rip apart every wolf they could get their
paws on. And the packs would be forced to fight back.


So it seemed we were on the brink of a civil war
within the wolf packs, and an all-out massacre between the wolves and the
bears. My cursed mark flared hot. As much as I wanted to turn away, I couldn’t.
Kane had enough of a hold over me that from five feet away, when he wanted me
to look at him, I did.


I saw stone cold purpose in his eyes, and it chilled
me to my core. He didn’t care about me. He didn’t even care about his own pack.
He cared about one thing only. Total control. Total war was exactly what he
wanted. Wolf against wolf and bear against bear. He’d purge Wild Lake with the
blood of all the shifters so he could have it for himself. 


The corner of his mouth lifted in a smile when he
realized I understood his look. He was giving me a choice. Stay here and die
with the rest of them, or come with him and live. 
















 


Chapter
Nineteen


Kane’s voice rose among all the heated growls and
bared fangs. I hooked my arms under Jaxson’s to help him stand. 


“The girl is mine,” he shouted. “That’s all I came
here for. I’ve claimed her under pack law.”


“No, you haven’t!” Harold stepped forward. He might have
been blind, but his aim seemed deadly accurate as he pointed the barrel
straight at Kane. “You forced that mark on her. You know that goes against
everything.”


“I claimed her. Caleb, listen to me. I would
never hurt her. You let us leave here in peace and you can take your son back
with you.”


The bears behind him pawed the ground and my father
sniffed the air. I don’t know if he was in there. Kane might be wasting his
breath. But even in wolf form, Alec knew exactly what Kane said. He lunged
forward, brought his head low to the ground, and growled at Kane.
Unfortunately, my father saw it as a threat. He ran forward, his paws digging
into the earth.


“Stop!” Jaxson yelled again. He seemed to be the
only one able to get through to him. And thank God he’d worked out that Alec
wasn’t a threat to me. Only Kane was.


But, we’d reached a stalemate. If Alec tried to go
for Kane, his pack held the line in front of him and would tear him apart. The
same was true for my father. Though he had them beat by size, even the mighty
Caleb Lord couldn’t win against five wolves in a bloodlust. The rest of the wolves
squared off with the rest of the bears. This was going nowhere fast.


Pat whistled again. “Looks like we do this like in
the old days. Bas,” she turned to him. “As the Alpha of the largest pack in
Wild Lake, can you speak for all of them?”


Bas’s large, red wolf stood near the east edge of
the yard, nose to nose with one of the grizzlies. It had been a while since I’d
seen him, but I think it was Ian Corey, from up near the Canadian border. Bas
backed away from Ian. He took a chance and shifted, his muscled body rising
from a crouch, and walked toward the center of the yard, letting one of his
pack members take his place in front of Ian.


“For this? I can,” he said. He came to Alec’s side
and put a hand on his back. Alec sidestepped and let out a high-pitched whine,
but he stayed in wolf form.


“Who speaks for the bears?” Pat called out.


That was going to be a hell of a lot trickier. When
they shift, bears are more feral on the inside than wolves. They don’t think in
words. I doubted my father or any of the rest of them could even hear what Pat
was saying. They just saw more wolves in one place than there had ever been and
Caleb’s son and daughter at the center of the threat. 


Jaxson staggered and coughed beside me. “I can speak
for the bears.”


“Take these off him!” I shouted to Kane. “He can
barely stand, let alone run or shift, Kane. If you want me to so much as
consider going anywhere with you when this is all over, you let Jax go. Call it
a show of good faith. You think the bears are here to fight with you, but they’re
more likely to rip your arms from their sockets and beat you with them. Look
around.”


He did. And for the first time, I detected a slight
wavering of Kane’s bravado. My father came down hard on his front paws, shaking
the ground. He leaned his great, brown head far forward and let out a mighty
roar that blew Pat’s hair back as she stood next to him. God, one swipe of his
paw and he would have broken her in half. It meant he was mostly savage, but
not all the way. He wouldn’t hurt her. For now.


Kane turned toward me and tossed me a rusted key.
With shaky fingers, I freed my brother from the shackles around his wrists and
neck. The skin beneath it was rubbed raw from weeks and months in chains. Jaxson
couldn’t straighten his spine all the way from whatever cramped quarters Kane had
held him in. But, even though he couldn’t shift, I sensed his strong bear
inside, fighting hard to come back out. But God, the force of the shift might
tear him in half. I prayed he had the strength to keep the beast at bay until
his body had a chance to heal. While there was breath left in my body I’d fight
to give him that chance.


“You can use the barn,” Harold called out, still
waving his shotgun toward Kane. 


“I don’t want her near him!” Kane said, seeing Alec
move even closer to me. “Not while I don’t have eyes on her.”


“Enough,” Bas said. “Your pack is standing right
here. Don’t you trust them to heed your commands?”


Kane let out a snort but backed away. I dug my
fingers into Alec’s fur to keep him still beside me. Then, I reached out and
grabbed my father’s thick coarse fur just above his shoulder. So there I stood,
caught between the wolf and the bear I loved, hoping for a way to get them out
of this with their lives.


Pat had the presence of mind to throw Bas a pair of
jeans as he started to walk toward the barn. He stabbed his legs through them
and stood beside Jaxson. I wasn’t sure Jaxson could manage putting one foot in
front of the other. He swayed, dangerously dizzy. Bas stopped and put a hand
out to him. Jax growled, mistrusting. But when he looked back at me I gave him
a slow nod. He’s different. You can trust him. For now.


So Jax took Bas’s offered hand and walked with him
toward the barn. Harold stayed on his porch with the shotgun and Pat fell in
step behind Bas. Kane followed close behind, leaving the rest of us in a
stalemate in front of Pat and Harold’s farmhouse.


Minutes ticked by. An hour. I couldn’t breathe. All
I could do was stand my ground with my hands digging into Alec’s and my
father’s fur. I felt the tension vibrate through each of them. They were both
coiled fury ready to strike at a moment’s notice. Kane’s pack represented the
biggest threat for lighting a fuse. They stood in a line in front of me, their
teeth bared, their deadly focus halfway between Alec and my father.


The sun began to set. Bats flew overhead, darting
among the trees and swooping low in front of me. Still, I waited. We heard
nothing from the barn. I half expected it to burn to the ground around them.


Finally, as the stars came out, the barn door opened
and Pat came out first. I couldn’t read her expression, but her gray hair clung
to her, her temples beaded in sweat. Jax came out after her, looking weaker and
grayer than when he went in. Bas came out behind him, his silver wolf eyes
flashing bright. Whatever happened in there had him keyed up and itching to
shift. I didn’t need to bear his mark to see it. Fur sprouted around his collar
and he took a deep breath to shake it off. 


Pat got to us first and wouldn’t meet my eyes. 


“Well, Patsy, don’t keep us in suspense. What happened?”
Harold said. He’d been so quiet, I forgot he was even back here.


Pat tucked a flyaway hair behind her ear and blew a
breath out. “Well, we have a solution. You’re not going to like it, but we’ve
got no other choice.”
















 


Chapter
Twenty


“I hate this.”


Alec paced in front of me, bouncing on the balls of
his feet with each turn he made. He’d only switched to pacing when he ran out
of things to punch. Pat’s plaster walls paid the price for that.


“It’s the only way. And I’m ready for it. I want it.
More than I ever realized.”


As soon as the sun came up, all of our lives would
change one way or the other. 


“But what about what Bas said? You’re used to
fighting. Not leading. They’re not the same.”


Alec turned to me. In an instant his look went from
fierce to tender. I sat on the edge of the bed in Pat’s first floor guest
bedroom. Alec went to his knees and put a hand on my legs. I cupped his face
and threaded my fingers through his hair. 


“And how do you know Kane’s pack will honor the
deal? Even if you win, what’s to stop them from ripping you apart two seconds
later?”


The deal was simple. At sunrise, Alec would
challenge Kane. One on one. Wolf against wolf. Alec had the advantage of size and
was the more experienced fighter. But Kane was an Alpha. The bears agreed to
stay out of it in exchange for Jaxson. I took great comfort knowing my brother
would sleep among the bears tonight under a blanket of stars near my father. He
was safe. He would heal. 


“I’ll have to make them honor the deal. I’ll
make them submit to me. That’s what Alphas do.”


God, I couldn’t take it. His beautiful blue eyes
sparkled in the dim light of the room. A breeze through the window lifted his
hair and I leaned down to kiss him. I felt Kane just outside, making my mark
flare with heat. 


“But what if you can’t? I might lose you anyway.”
The thought tore at me. I didn’t bear Alec’s mark, but it didn’t matter. He had
my heart, and I had his. 


“It’s the way it is with wolves, Olivia. The way it
has to be. I’m strong enough. I’ve known it for a long time. It’s why Bas sent
me here to see what Kane was up to. We could have come as a pack, but I think
he knew what was happening inside of me. Even without you, I think challenging
Kane is my destiny.”


I looked up at the ceiling. “God, I’m so sick of
that word. Destiny. Fate. If I lose you tomorrow, I lose everything. Kane wins,
even if you kill him. I felt them, Alec. Wade and the others. They’re
not human anymore. They’ve lost themselves.”


“And the instant Kane dies, I can break that. I’ll
bring them back. Luke thinks it’s possible.”


“But what if you get hurt? Kane may not have
the battle experience you do, but he’s huge and strong. He’s going to do as
much damage to you as he can. And you’re not even at your full strength right
now. This is suicide, Alec!”


He kissed my thigh and smiled. “It’s not suicide.
It’s . . .”


I put up a hand. “If you tell me it’s pack law one
more time I’m going to kill you myself.”


Alec laughed and brought himself up, sitting on the
bed next to me. He hooked his fingers under my chin and tilted my face toward
his. He kissed me slow and deep, making my body tingle and my mark burn. I
clawed at it. 


“Take it away!” I stood up and whirled on him. “I
mean it. At least do that. Take away Kane’s mark and give me your own.”


The air hung heavy between us. Neither of us so much
as breathed. Alec squeezed his eyes shut tight and when he opened them, his
wolf flared to life. The urge to do just what I asked burned within him. I knew
it. I could feel it. And yet, something held him back. 


“Alec, please. You said it would have to be my choice. So, I’m
choosing. Right now. Mark me. Make me yours. Make me stop having to feel
Kane’s touch.”


Alec growled. His lips curled back and his fangs
came out. He stood up and went to the wall, putting his hands on it, he pressed
his forehead against the plaster as he struggled to keep his wolf in check.
Then he turned on me.


“After. If it’s what you still want. I swear.”


“Why not now?”


Agony came into his eyes, his brow furrowed. “I
promise. After.”


Anger sparked inside me. It seemed selfish of him to
deny me this one thing. And I didn’t like myself for thinking it. Alec was
about to put his life on the line to save me. It was selfish of me to
demand something like this from him. But I wanted it so badly. I wished I’d let
him mark me a thousand times before this night. And now he wouldn’t do it, and
I didn’t understand why.


“I need you,” I whispered. 


The breeze kicked up again, and when I looked toward
the window, pink slashed across the horizon. We were running out of time. I
heard the mournful wails of the wolves outside. Dozens of them. Bas’s pack.
Derek’s. Kane’s. They smelled blood in the air and the promise of a fight. Only
the Alphas and Alec had the strength to stay in human form tonight. And in
Alec’s case, barely. Fur sprouted along his jaw as I reached for him.


“It’s almost time,” he said, his voice wolfish and
ragged. 


God. I could lose him. By the time the sun rose
again in the morning, he could be gone forever. 


I gathered my hair and turned my neck, exposing the
nape to him. “Alec. Please. Don’t let me bear this for another second.”


He growled and upended the bedside table, making me
jump. “Please don’t ask me that. Not now. Please trust me that it’s not what
you need.”


“Maybe it’s what you need!” I turned to face him.
“Maybe it’ll help.”


Alec shook his head, but I could see the torture it
caused him not to bite me. His fangs were still out and his eyes flashed. But,
something held him back, and he wasn’t going to tell me what it was. He crossed
the distance between us and pulled me up by my wrists. My skin caught fire; my
legs went weak. Lightning struck me all over again as it did every time he
touched me. I didn’t need his mark. Alec was mine. I was his. No matter whose
brand I bore.


He kissed me. Savage. Deep. It was a different kind
of claiming as the rooster crowed near the barn. The wolves’ howls rose along
with it. It was time. Kane waited for Alec at the top of the ridge on the south
end of the lake. 


“Don’t go,” I pleaded. “Not yet. I’m not ready.”


His hands were everywhere, carving through my hair,
tugging at my jeans. I fumbled with the drawstring on his pants.


There was scratching at the door. Someone had been
sent for Alec. It was time to go. 


I slid out of my jeans and he had me up against the
door. A wolf growled on the other side of it. Probably Bas. But it didn’t
matter. We would steal these last few moments together before Alec had to leave
me, if I had to kill someone to do it.


He entered me fast and hard, finding my passage
slick and ready for him. I gasped at the pleasure and force of it. He stretched
me wide and filled me deep. I clawed at his back, trying to pull him even
closer. 


“Olivia.” He whispered my name against my temple as
he thrust himself deep inside of me. With my pants around my ankles, I couldn’t
get my legs around his waist like I wanted. I clutched his ass, drawing him
deep. Hard and swift. Seconds ticked by. A slow heat rose within me, spreading
out like a starburst as my orgasm tore through me. He growled when I bit his
ear. Then, he went rigid, bringing himself up on the balls of his feet he
impaled himself far inside of me and spent himself. 


I’d asked him to mark me, and in his own way he did.
I pressed my forehead against his shoulder and took all of him as he pumped
inside of me. 


As the sun stabbed through the windowpane, we were
out of time. The sharp growl on the other side of the door became more
insistent.


“I love you,” I gasped as Alec pulled out of me. He
took two steps back, his eyes wild as he started to shift. 


I gathered my clothes together just in time and
stepped aside as the door burst open. Bas and Wade’s wolves stood shoulder to
shoulder in the doorway. 


It was time to go.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-One


“You’re safe here,” Pat said. “For as long as you’re
willing to stay.”


I’d taken to pacing just like Alec had. It didn’t
work. Pat poured a cup of coffee and slid it across the counter toward me.


“No, thanks. I’m keyed up enough. And you’re telling
me those are my choices? If Alec dies, I can either go off with Kane or stay
here?”


Pat shrugged. “I know it doesn’t sound like much.
But, give it time. For one thing, I wouldn’t sell Alec short. That boy has had
Alpha in him his whole life. He just didn’t want to admit it. It took you
to bring it out of him, if you ask me. And I trust the pack. If Alec doesn’t
prevail, and let’s not even really think of that, but having you here will buy
us some time to figure out the next move.”


“But how can you stand it? How can we just sit here
and wait while there’s a war going on out there? People we love are in the
thick of it. I can’t just sit here drinking coffee.”


Pat smiled. “I’ve waited out more Alpha challenges
than I can count right here in this kitchen. It’s not always pretty. And it’s
not always the outcome I hope for, but the right thing always has a way of
happening. My money’s on Alec. Let’s just say he’s got a lot more to fight
for.”


“I need air. Am I allowed to go outside, at least?”


Pat squeezed her hand over mine. “Of course. Just
stay out of the woods and don’t go down to the lake. The packs are everywhere
and there’s a hell of a lot of testosterone in the air. I trust our boys, but
Kane’s pack aren’t themselves right now. Hey, why don’t you head down to the barn?
There’s a chance you might be able to see something from up in the loft. And
you’ll be safe up there.”


I blew a hair away from my face and charged out the
front door. The barn seemed like a brilliant plan the closer I got to it. 


My heart thundered in my throat, and I knew part of
that was Kane. My mark throbbed with the adrenaline coursing through him. He
hadn’t gotten to Alec yet, but something was about to start. I could feel it. I
turned back just before I got to the barn door and waved to Pat. She stood on
the porch with her hand cupped over her brow. She waved back and a wide smile
split her face that seemed incongruous to today’s circumstances. Then, she
waved again but didn’t seem to be looking at me. She turned and went back
inside the house.


I got the barn door halfway open before a heavy hand
clamped down on my shoulder and turned me.


“Olivia.” My father’s voice was ragged and stilted.
I nearly dropped to my knees at the sight of him. Large and strong, his face
lined with worry. But he was here. I covered my mouth with my hand to stifle a
cry. The wolves were close by. The bears were supposed to be long gone. I
looked back toward the house but Pat had disappeared inside. She knew. Of
course she knew. It’s why she sent me out to the barn.


“Oh, Daddy, I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.” 


He wrapped me into a strong embrace the way only
bears can do, making me feel lost and safe. I pressed my cheek against his
broad chest and inhaled his woodsy smell. I looked up at him. He seemed to have
aged a decade since I left him six months ago. His light brown hair had gone
completely gray and lines creased the corners of his eyes. But, he was smiling.
My God, he was smiling. 


Then, Jaxson came out of the barn, and my heart
warmed all over again. He looked weak still, his skin sallow and gaunt. But he
stood straighter than he did last night. His step was more sure.


“There’s no more time,” Jax said. “We have to leave
now.”


“Leave? Where?”


“Home,” my father said. “I’m taking you back up to
Wild Ridge where you belong.”


“But the deal you struck. Kane and Alec.”


“Enough!” My father’s booming voice made the horses
inside whinny. “I’m through making deals with wolves. Let them tear each other
to pieces. They’re no good to us. If I ever see another wolf on Wild Ridge,
I’ll rip him to shreds.”


Jax’s eyes were kinder, but still filled with
purpose. “Olivia. You can’t stay here. If Kane survives, he’s going to come
after you. We can’t protect you here on pack lands. You need to come home.”


He was right. As much as I ached for Alec, Kane was
still a threat to me. I knew in my heart if he were here right now Alec would
tell me to go. 


“I have to know. I have to see what happens with
Alec. He’s willing to give his life for me. I have to know if he’s going to be
okay. If we hurry, we can do both.”


Harold came around the other side of the barn
leading one of the chestnut mares and the dappled gray. They were already
saddled. It seemed both Pat and Harold had been in on my brother and father’s
plot. “Take Ladybug and Lucifer,” he said. “They’re both swift and sturdy. Keep
to the trail along the lake.”


I wanted to kiss him. So I did. Harold blushed and
smiled and handed me Ladybug’s reins. My father gave Harold a grim nod as Jaxson
heaved himself up and mounted Lucifer. Harold cupped his hands to give me a
boost and I straddled Ladybug. 


“Take care of her, Caleb,” Harold said. “Don’t
forget what happened out here. The wolves of Wild Lake don’t want a war with
you. Listen to your daughter. She’s the only one who knows you both well enough
to understand. She’s got a clear head.”


My father growled, and I took that as progress.
Still, I knew if it came to it, the wolves would be in mortal danger on Wild
Ridge at least for now.


Jaxson clicked his teeth and dug his heels into
Lucifer’s side. The horse charged forward and Ladybug followed. Harold held out
his hand to shake my father’s. My father narrowed his eyes, but couldn’t bring
himself to take it. But, at least he didn’t rip his head off, so I decided that
was progress too. Then, he leaned far forward, his back rippled, and his bear sprung
free. Caleb, Lord of the bears sprang up on his hind legs and pawed the air.
Then, he took one lumbering step forward and picked up speed. 


Pain seared through me. My mark felt like it would
split me in half. I felt Kane’s heat. His instincts.


Hunt. Kill. Take. Die.


“We have to hurry,” I shouted back to my brother. I
pressed my heel into Ladybug’s side. She broke into a gallop. Having a full-grown
grizzly running alongside her didn’t seem to faze her in the least. Lucifer
charged forward and we hit the trail along the lake. 


My blood turned to fire. The closer we got to Alec
and Kane, the more tingling panic spread through me. Jaxson must have sensed
something because he pulled up and grabbed Ladybug’s mane.


“Dad, wait!”


I could have yelled until I was blue in the face,
but when my brother did it, my father heard him. He huffed and turned his great
black nostrils flaring. “What’s wrong with you?” Jax asked.


I squeezed my arms around Ladybug’s neck to keep
from falling off. “I can feel them. Him,” I said.


“What do you mean?” 


I rubbed a hand across my mark; the edges were
raised and swollen. “Kane. I can feel Kane.” My breath came out in quick pants.
Phantom pain raked across my back. Kane’s pain. Alec must have struck him. 


My father roared. Wolves howled in the distance. The
packs were agitated, and they’d figured out there were still bears on Wild Lake
lands. 


“I’m okay,” I said. “We need to keep going.”


“Sis, to hell with that. I think the closer you get
to him, the more you can feel what he’s feeling. We need to go the other way.”


“No! Jaxson, please. I have to know. I have to be
sure. If Alec dies, I need to be there. If you’re with me, you and Dad, Kane
can’t hurt me. We’ll run. I promise. But I have to know. I love him.”


Jaxson’s eyes went wide and he clenched his jaw
tight. “Fuck,” he whispered. My father pawed the ground, anxious to be on the
move no matter what direction we took. I didn’t wait for Jaxson’s answer. I
gave Ladybug a swift kick and got her moving toward the ridge. 


We weren’t far. I could sense it. As the clouds
broke and the full morning sunlight washed across my skin, I could see them. Oh,
God, I could see them! Kane and Alec stood in silhouette at the top of the
hill. Kane charged Alec. He made contact with Alec’s left flank and tore flesh
from bone. Alec faltered but stayed on his feet. He lunged for Kane and tore
into his back. I felt it across mine. Without thinking, I pressed my heel into
Ladybug’s side again. We were just at the edge of the woods.


“Stop!” Jaxson got to me first, but my father was
right at his side. “Don’t let them see you. The wolves are close.”


He was right. I could feel them. Wade, Brandon,
Daniel, Cole, and Christian. They stayed hidden on the far edge of the woods,
but they watched and waited. Dark menace rolled over my skin as Kane took
another deadly glancing blow from Alec’s front paw. I blew out a hard breath as
my mark burned hot. 


Alec circled, but he was getting tired. Kane had
reopened the gash on Alec’s right side and blood flowed freely, staining his
white fur almost completely red. From a distance, I would have thought he was
Bas. 


I scanned the tree line on the opposite side. Cold
eyes stared back at me as other wolves came to watch the battle. I could make
out Bas and Derek.


Wade howled. He grew bold and took slow, stealthy
steps out from behind the brush, edging closer and closer to the fighting. My
heart thundered with alarm. 


“What’s he doing?”


Jaxson shook his head. “Waiting his turn.”


Kane leaped through the air, his body coiled and
snout curled, forming a murderous arc as he came down and landed on Alec’s
back. Alec’s shriek of pain cut through me, nearly unseating me from Ladybug’s
back. Jaxson’s steady hand on my thigh kept me from going over. Kane sunk his
teeth hard into Alec’s neck. Alec pushed out with his mighty front paws and
flipped Kane on his back. The crunch of bones against rock echoed through the
valley and straight through my heart. 


Kane’s mark seared me. Tore through my nerves and
made my heart burn. As Alec rounded on him, the truth settled over me with cold
clarity. I had begged Alec to mark me this morning knowing it might be his last
chance. Now, I knew why he wouldn’t. It wasn’t for himself; he’d done it to
save me. Because when Alec made a final lunge and sank his teeth deep into
Kane’s neck, severing muscle, tendons, and the corded knot of his jugular, I
felt it. Pain speared me, hollowing me out. Only Jaxson’s hand on my shoulder
kept me tethered. 


I felt Kane’s pain, but was somehow detached from
it. I didn’t love him. His mark was unwelcome. But, if Alec had marked me and
the pain I felt was his as his life leeched out of him, I don’t think I
would have survived it.


Kane’s mark flared one last time, then it tingled
like pins and needles. I put my hand on the back of my neck, and for the first
time in months, the skin felt smooth and cool. 


I turned to Jaxson and smiled. “He’s dying. Alec’s
done it.”


I didn’t see the movement from the corner of my eye.
I saw it in the widening horror reflected in my brother’s eyes. I turned to see
a flash of silver and fangs. Up on the ridge, Alec’s white wolf, stained with
blood, stood over Kane’s dying body. I felt an echoing chill as his blood
poured out of him, but nothing more. Alec raised his head and howled. The rest
of the packs raised their voices to form a chilling chorus. Alec started to
lope down the hill toward Kane’s pack where they hid in the trees. All but one.


Wade’s wolf lunged for him, his eyes still clouded
with red. Alec was victorious but weakened. Wade was berserk. Bas and Derek leaped
into view, but they were too far away to do anything about it. 


I opened my mouth to scream. To warn Alec. But it
would all be far too late. One deadly lunge and Wade could kill him. 


Lucifer reared up. I turned to the horse thinking
I’d need to grab Jaxson to keep him from falling. But he was already down. He
ran. He took two faltering steps then found his footing. His bear roared to life
within him. 


My father’s great roar beside me blew my hair back.
He stretched his long neck and curled his lips back, bellowing with rage as Jaxson’s
bear burst forth, stretching bones and skin for fur and thunderous strength. 


Jaxson slammed into Wade’s wolf, spinning him end
over end down the hill. He lifted one great black paw and swiped it across
Wade’s snout, splitting it open. Wade’s blood made a red, spraying arc across Jaxson’s
chest. Jaxson reared up on his hind legs and arched his neck, splitting the air
with a mighty roar. Then, he brought his full weight down, crushing Wade’s
body. 


I tried to nudge Ladybug forward, but she wouldn’t
budge. I slid off her and took a tentative step toward my father. He roared
beside me. 


Then the rest of the pack moved in. Brandon howled
with rage, his teeth bared as he advanced on Alec at the top of the hill. Cole,
Daniel, and Christian followed him. Alec stepped around Jaxson where he stomped
one last time on Wade’s body. 


Alec howled and pawed the ground. Brandon ran toward
him, but Alec was ready. He leaped up and brought his paws down on Brandon’s
back, baring his teeth. They stayed locked that way, and Alec’s fierce growl
sent a shiver down my spine. Cole, Christian, and Daniel lowered their heads,
leaning on their front paws. Alec nipped Brandon’s ear. 


Finally, Brandon gave in. His red eyes went gold
again and he lowered his head to the ground. Alec let him go and moved to the
rest of the pack. None of them would meet his stare, holding their bodies low
to the ground in ultimate submission.


A hand on my shoulder made me jump, but it was just my father.
He’d shifted and stood beside me. 


“Let them be,” he said, his voice gruff. I nodded.


Alec raised his head high and howled. The rest of
the pack followed suit. Alec bounded back up to the top of the ridge. The four
members of his new pack fell in line behind him. He howled and they howled
back. Then Alec finally shifted, rising to his full height. He put a gentle
hand out and rested it on Cole’s head, then Christian’s. They tried to shift.
The pain of the effort etched on their faces, their snouts contorted. But, with
the strength and will of their new leader, they finally broke free from Kane.
One by one, they shifted. Cole staggered sideways, unable to get his feet under
him. Alec reached forward and helped him to the ground. 


I didn’t know who to go to first. Jaxson stepped
away from Wade. The effort of his own shift made him sway. My father got to him
and put a gentle hand on Jaxson’s back. He swung his great head low. Fur became
flesh and he crumpled to the ground. 


And I couldn’t wait any more. I ran up the hill,
calling Alec’s name. He startled and turned toward me. Blood poured from the
gash on his side and his skin looked gray, but he was in one piece more or
less. The rest of the packs finally emerged from the woods and came to greet
the new pack Alpha.


I wanted to jump into Alec’s arms but worried I’d
break him in half. There didn’t seem to be a spot on him not covered in blood
or angry welts. He looked wild, savage, and beautiful as he brought his hands
up and touched my face. 


I kissed him. He winced past his split lip but
threaded his hands through my hair. 


“It’s over,” I whispered, tears spilling down my
cheeks. “Thank God. You did it.”


Alec wrapped his arm around my shoulder and I
realized with alarm he needed my help to stand. But even now, I could see the
blood begin to clot around the worst of his cuts. He would survive. He would
thrive. 


I went to the others, hugging Cole, then Christian,
then Daniel. Brandon hung back. It wouldn’t be easy with us. And that was okay.
He recognized Alec as his Alpha, and that was all that mattered. 


“It’s time to go!” My father’s bellowing voice
cracked through the trees. My brother stood at his shoulder.


Once again, I found myself caught between wolves and
bears. My father’s stern look sent a shiver through me. I felt Alec’s back
stiffen as we turned to face Caleb, Lord of the bears. 
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Two


“Are you sure this is what you want?” Jax looked
down at me from his perch on top of Lucifer. Pat and Harold had loaned him to
my brother for the long trek back to Wild Ridge. Jax’s strength had mostly
returned, but shifting still took too much out of him. 


I put my hand on his knee. “One hundred percent. And
trust me. When it’s your turn, you’ll understand.”


“My turn for what?”


I laughed and shielded my eyes against the sun. My
tall, strong brother looked like some sort of noble knight mounted on his
trusty steed. Color had returned to his cheeks. His rich, brown hair gleamed in
the sunlight. 


“There’s someone out there for you. You just have to
make sure you’re in her path when you need to be.”


Jaxson shook his head. “You ask me, women are
nothing but trouble. And sorry, Sis, lately you’ve done nothing to disabuse me
of that notion.”


I gave Lucifer a pat on the rump and he reared back.
I laughed hard as Jaxson struggled to stay in the saddle. He wasn’t much of a
horseman, and I suspected Lucifer would remind him of that every chance he got
all the way home. 


“Don’t worry,” Jax said as he leaned forward and
patted Lucifer on the head. “He’ll eventually come around. You know Dad.”


Jax reached down and squeezed my hand. We’d said
goodbye a thousand times. Now it was time to talk to my father. He leaned
against the side of the barn glowering at the two of us. He’d been a bear so
long it was still tough for him to be human. I went to him.


“I don’t like it,” he said, not waiting for any
preamble from me. Alec hung back on Pat’s porch at my request. But, I could
feel his eyes on me. Wolves and bears were never going to trust each other all
the way, but today thawed a lot of ice.


“I know. But you always knew this day would come.
Pat said Mom told you.”


My father growled. His eyes went dark, and I took
his hand in mine. It seemed he’d need a little help keeping the bear in check.
“She said I’d lose you to the wolves is what she said.”


“No, she didn’t. She knew I’d end up with one. Big
difference. Don’t be melodramatic.”


“Do you love him?”


The question took me aback coming from my father. I
looked back at the house. Alec’s arm hung in a sling and he stared predatory
menace my father’s way. The rest of the pack took positions along Pat’s wrap-around
porch.


“I love him,” I said, swallowing hard. “Fated mates
and all. But even without that, I’d love him anyway. He’s a good man, Dad. Like
you. And he’s proven more than once that he would die to protect me. It’s what
I want.”


My father let out a harrumph and crossed his
stubborn arms in front of him. “I don’t trust them. Those wolves were ready to
tear him to bits just a few hours ago.”


“I know. It’s complicated. But they weren’t
themselves. But now, they’d give their lives for mine. For Alec. We have a lot
of things to sort through, but we will. Trust me.”


“You’ll come home more often?”


I laughed. “Yes. All the time. I promise. Now give
me a hug and take Jaxson home. He needs rest. And salmon.”


My father hugged me in that way he had, warm,
all-encompassing, safe. I felt an ache in my heart later as I stood in Alec’s
arms and we watched them leave. My father shifted and reared his great, grizzly
head one last time to roar. Jaxson raised a hand and then lowered it quickly
when Lucifer charged forward and nearly unseated him. Though I hated to see
them go so soon, I knew it was right. Jaxson needed the healing powers of his
homelands and the solitude only bears can appreciate. And I needed Alec.


Later, the sun dipped below the horizon and a full,
bright moon rose high in the sky. I woke alone in the bed in Pat’s front room,
a cool breeze whispering across my skin. I reached for Alec in the space beside
me, but he’d already gone. I knew exactly where.


I met him along the water’s edge like the very first
time. I sank my toes into the sand and pulled my nightgown over my head,
letting the crisp air touch my skin and give me goosebumps. Still as glass, the
water reflected the moon. Then it bubbled and rippled as Alec emerged from the
deep like some sea creature. He cut through the water with clean, strong strokes
then rose up. Water sluiced off his chiseled form. When he came to me, he shook
his head like the dog he was and sprayed cold drops of water all over me,
soaking me from head to toe. 


Laughing, I drew him to me. Even covered in cool
water, he warmed me as my nipples pressed against his skin. 


“Come with me,” he said, taking my hand he drew me
toward the lake.


“I’ll freeze to death.”


“I’ll keep you warm. I’ll always keep you warm.”


So I followed him. Alec wrapped his arms around my
waist and we dipped into the water together. He kept his promise. He kept me
warm. I wrapped my legs around his waist and he slid into my heated core in one
smooth stroke. 


“I love you,” he whispered. Joined like this,
floating through the water, it felt like we were one being. 


“I love you more.”


“Not possible.”


“Well, Alpha dog, I hope to spend the next forever
proving it to you.”


Alec let out a low, wicked laugh that sent heat
spearing through me. Though I loved the water, an urgent need for a different
kind of friction rose within me. Alec’s feet found bottom and he carried me
back up to the shore. I thought he would lay me down in the sand, but my wolf
had other ideas. The woods called to him, so he took me there. 


He laid me down on a soft bed of leaves, his cock
still hard and deep inside of me. He hovered over me with the bright moon over
his shoulder. A full moon. I remembered the promise I made at the last full
moon, and it made me shudder with fear. But just for a moment. Then Alec leaned
down and kissed me and chased everything bad away.


He thrust inside me. I arched my back to receive
him. We went slow at first, savoring the feel of each other’s bodies. I slid my
hands over the curve of his ass as his muscles clenched. I ran my fingers along
the faint lines of the scars he bore. Scars he’d taken for me. I had my own
scars, but they too were faint and didn’t matter. 


Heat spread through me, reaching a throbbing peak at
the center of my being. I brought my legs up and Alec caught my ankles. He
spread my legs into a vee, pressing even deeper inside of me. I wanted it. All
of him. Forever. 


With his hands circling my ankles, he found the
deepest spot inside of me and brought me to the edge of desire and back again.
I opened for him, thrust for him, breathed with him. 


“Yes!” I gasped. Alec took his hands away from my
ankles and I curled my legs around his shoulders. He pumped inside of me, and I
felt the first jerk of his orgasm and then my own. We came together. I screamed
his name as he poured his seed inside of me. I dug my hands into the soft earth
beside me, finding the pressure and friction I needed to rise with him.
Pleasure tore through me. It felt as if the stars themselves exploded around
me. On and on we came. I could never get enough of him. He filled me. Completed
me. Loved me.


When we were both spent, a new urge rose within me
as Alec’s eyes flashed silver. I gasped and nodded. It was time, but he wanted
to hear the words. 


“Yes. Please. I want you to.”


It was all I could manage to say. I found the
strength to turn and present myself to him on all fours. Still hard as a rock,
Alec slid inside me again, stretching me wide. My hair fell to the side,
exposing my neck. He nipped my ear, sending a shiver of pleasure through me. I
ground my hips backward, feeling the slow build of pressure. I would come
again. Hard and perfect.


Alec kissed along my spine, teasing me, driving me
wild. “Please!” I begged him. When he ran his tongue in circles at the nape of
my neck I thought I would die from the pleasure of it. Then I felt his fangs
tickling my skin. Tingling pleasure and expectation built inside me. I started
to come again. If he meant to go slow, when my walls clenched around him, it
did something to Alec. He wonderfully lost control. A low, vibrating growl
heightened my pleasure as he finally bit down. An instant of pain spread to
pleasure unlike I’d ever known. 


He became part of me as he marked me. Oh, God, if
only I’d known. He claimed me. Made me whole. But as he bit me and made a new
mark, I claimed him too. We fit. Alec’s pulse flooded through me. Oh, this was
so much different. So much stronger. He came into me, filling empty spaces I
didn’t know I had. I saw the world through Alec’s eyes. Cruel, brutal,
beautiful. For an instant, his thoughts became my thoughts. His heartbeat
became mine. We were joined, coupled, a tighter bond than anything I knew
possible. Stronger together. Better.


Time and space became a swirl of light and stars. I
saw things. Me. Alec. The pack. Danger. Beauty. Wonder. Alec’s bite didn’t just
seal the bond between us. It awakened something in me. I found my magic. My
mother’s magic. It poured through my veins, set my heart on fire. Visions
flashed behind my eyes. Fast and furious at first, then slowly they took shape
and meaning. Some brought a new, hard darkness. But others . . . others made my
heart soar with hope and possibilities. All of them took my breath away. Then,
Alec brought me in and curved his body around mine as we stared at the moon and
held each other.


An eternity might have passed, or only a moment. As Alec as I lay on
the forest floor together, for the first time in my life I knew where I
belonged. My mother was right. Alec was my destiny. And I was his.
















 


Chapter
Twenty-Three


Later, we went back up to the farmhouse together. As
much as we both wanted to spend the rest of our lives naked in the woods
together, the pack waited. We had decisions to make.


“Will we go back to the ranger station?” Since
Kane’s downfall, the outpost was empty. Part of me dreaded the possibility.
That place caused me terror and pain for so long, I wanted to forget it. And
yet, the woods around it brought me solace and peace.


“Well, that outpost was Kane’s job. We need a pack
presence there. But, if it makes you uncomfortable, we’ll find something else.”


I sipped my tea. We’d finished a huge dinner with
the pack, and they’d found reasons to head back off into the woods to give
their Alpha and his new mate privacy. Things were instantly easy between me and
Cole and Christian. Even Daniel. Brandon found ways to make himself invisible
and for now that suited me fine. Time would tell whether he could find a place
in this pack or would need to move on. 


“What if we leveled it?” I said. As soon as I did,
my heart brightened. “Those awful cabins, I mean. We could make a real home
there. Still do all the things we need to do to keep the place running and the
wildlife thriving.”


Alec reached across the table and took my hand. He
turned it and kissed my palm, sending a shiver of warmth through me. “Then
that’s what we’ll do. Now, that that’s settled, are you going to tell me what
you saw out there?”


I wrinkled my nose at him. I tried to play dumb for
an instant, not sure if I was ready to give voice to what I felt, but this was
Alec. My mate. My Alpha. He knew me literally inside and out now. A flood of
echoed desire made me shiver as his eyes flashed with lust. When Alec marked
me, I felt his power flow through me, but I found a new power of my own as
well. His mark made a conduit for both of us. I couldn’t hide what happened to
me and didn’t want to. 


“Pat said my mother was a seer. That she had a
vision about me and knew I was meant to be with you. Well, not you
specifically. But, she said she knew I was fated to be with a wolf.”


“Lucky me.”


I nodded. 


“You had a vision too, didn’t you?”


He was calm about it. I realized why. My mate. My
Alpha. He had probably seen a flash of everything I did. I set my teacup down
and smiled at him. This was the hard part. I still hadn’t sorted out everything
I saw. It had happened in just an instant.


“Something’s coming. Not for us. I think we’ve earned
our slice of peace. But I think Kane had allies that might try to finish what
he started. The packs need to be ready.”


Alec nodded. “I thought as much.”


“It’s coming from the south. I don’t know why I know
that, I just kind of do.”


Alec nodded again. “It’s what we’ve always
suspected. That’s the other thing we talked about during . . . uh . . . beer
court. Derek’s pack is going to head down to Ohio to do a little recon.”


“Isn’t that going to be dangerous for them? I mean,
wolves up here are kind of expected.”


“They know how to stay safe. And it’s not our worry
right now. Like you said, you and I have earned our little slice of peace.
Derek can handle himself. If there is trouble coming, it won’t be worse than
things we’ve faced before. And I can’t help it. You could tell me the
apocalypse is coming and I still wouldn’t be able to wipe this smile off my
face. I have you. I can face anything.”


Then a slow blush warmed my cheeks. I slid off my
chair and onto Alec’s lap. I hadn’t wanted to give voice to the rest of what I
saw. As though the magic might only last if I kept it a wonderful secret. But,
I couldn’t keep anything from Alec. He slid his fingers along my neck and
traced the outline of the new, crescent-shaped scar he’d made. This time, my
mark flared with pleasure like a new erogenous zone. Heat shot straight to my
core. In another few seconds, I’d need him again. Another side effect of a
marking done right. We’d fucked more times than I could count.


I closed my eyes and kissed him. The vision flared
between us and I didn’t hold anything back. Alec saw everything I did. In a
future not far from now, I saw myself back at the ranger outpost. A beautiful
house cut into the hill overlooking the lake with floor to ceiling windows.
Alec waved to me from the dock, fishing pole in hand as he crouched low. Our
small son stood in front of him, his chubby fingers struggling to reel
something in. Alec tossed his head back and laughed as he closed his larger
hands around the reel and helped.


I waved from the window, our baby girl straddling my
hip. “Fiss on! Fiss on!” she squawked, kicking her legs as if I were Ladybug.
And just like that mare, I listened. I bounded down steps of the deck Alec had
built. We joined the boys at the end of the dock just as our son hoisted his
catch in the air. Alec’s rich laughter sent goosebumps through me. Our son’s
eyes flashed silver, just like his daddy’s as his own white wolf flared inside
of him.


Alec pulled away from me, his eyes shining, wet with
tears. “Is that real?” he asked, his voice thick with emotion. I smiled and
cupped his face with my hands.


“Well, Pat says my mother’s visions always came
true. But either way, think of all the fun we’ll have trying to get there.”


Alec growled as I reached down and loosened the
buttons of his fly. He was already huge and hard and all for me. His inner wolf
flared to life. He rose and swung me over his shoulder caveman style. I snorted
and laughed as he gave me a playful swat on the ass and headed toward our room
at the end of Pat’s hallway.


Oh, yes, think of all the fun we’d have trying to
get there.


THE END
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