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      Though all my books are standalones, the chronological reading order of the Wild Lake Books is as follows:

      
        Wild Hearts

        Stolen Mate

        Claimed by the Pack

        Rogue Alpha

        Dark Wolf

        Primal Heat

        Savage Moon

        Hunter’s Heart
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        Wild Lake, Michigan

        1985

      

      I shouldn’t have had the third beer. I know this. I’m not proud. But, I’d like to think I didn’t really have a choice. If I’d taken Clover out of her stall and ridden like the wind for the northern border like I wanted to, even more hell would have broken loose than just a bar fight. So, I had to settle for a little freedom courtesy of the bottom of that frosted beer mug. For now.

      The Backwoods was packed tonight. Thursday in the middle of September and it should have just been the regulars. Emmett McCoy stood in the corner behind the bar watching me and everyone else here. His eyes took on a brighter shine when they fell on me. I lifted my mug to him and finished the last of that third beer. My head swam a little. The bar’s copper finish got just a little duller.

      Liquid freedom warmed my veins. If I had one more beer, I might even be able to escape all the way. I could close my eyes and pretend to feel the wind in my face, the fresh, wild smell of the lake calling me further away. My power rose, making my nerves tingle. I could almost see myself as if I hovered outside my body. I cast my eyes downward, hiding the silver flash as my wolf strained to make her appearance.

      Oh, I knew what my brother Jarred would see. I wore my dark hair long, spilling down the middle of my back. He’d give me that disapproving look if he saw I’d worn my tightest dark blue jeans with a thin, white, silk blouse tucked in. I’d left three buttons undone. Hell, I was dressed like a nun for the standards of the Backwoods. Behind me, three college girls hovered near the jukebox, preening for attention. With the testosterone level teeming through the room, they were soon likely to get it. Me on the other hand? God help the man who tried to get too close.

      Jarred was the reason I was here. We’d fought again. These days it seemed that’s all we ever did. As pack Alpha, he felt responsible for me. If I had to hear one more time how I was one of the only she-wolves in the world and all the things that meant, I’d lose my mind. What he really wanted to say was that I was the only unmated she-wolf in the world that anyone knew of. He felt protecting me was becoming his full-time job. I didn’t need it. God help the man or shifter who tried to mess with me. That’s exactly what I said before I lit out for the bar. I swear I wasn’t looking for trouble. It just always seemed to find me.

      Lucia!

      Electricity shot down my spine, making my back arch. I nearly fell off my stool. I gripped the handle of my mug so tightly I made a jagged, hairline fissure through it.

      “Get out of my head!” I muttered through clenched teeth. My brother’s voice thundered in my ears. I closed my eyes and let out a hard breath through my nose, pushing him back.

      Emmett pushed himself off the wall. His brow furrowed, he started to walk toward me. He wasn’t a shifter, but he knew us well. He’d made his business off of catering to the wolf shifters of Wild Lake. This had been nothing more than a dive bar a few years ago. Now, we were the draw. The locals loved to stop in pretend like they could really rub elbows with full-blooded shifters. It made the men feel stronger, more potent. Now, there was something else going on.

      Great Lakes University had doubled its enrollment over the last decade and gone co-ed. Those sorority girls at the jukebox were soon joined by a few dozen more. Shifter bangers, I liked to call them. Groupies.

      Lucia, get your ass back home now!

      I motioned to Emmett. He raised a skeptical brow as I slid my mug toward him. A fourth beer would really be pushing it. Though, just once I’d like to know what it felt like to get good and drunk. Not here. Not with so many male shifters around.

      Emmett held my mug beneath the tap. To his credit, he made no comment as he handed it back to me. I ran my fingers through the condensation forming along the side. I felt Jarred’s anger rising. Pulling me. I knew the longer I disobeyed him, the angrier he’d get. For now, I just didn’t care. Ever since he’d taken over as pack Alpha, he’d been on my ass constantly. Do this, Lucia. Don’t do that, Lucia. Behave, Lucia.

      Blessedly, one of the girls in the back picked a great song. Springsteen blared through the speakers, drowning out Jarred’s voice in my head.

      I turned on my stool, scanning the crowd. My wolf stirred, making a threat assessment. There were two shifters in the corner. Boys from Andre Lanier’s pack. They were a bit younger than me. I was fairly sure one of them, Brent, wasn’t old enough to drink. He kept his eyes fixed on Jeff, his companion. Or tried to. Every few seconds he’d flick his gaze toward the bar where I sat. Whenever he did, his cheeks reddened. Both of those boys knew better than to openly stare at me, let alone come over to talk to me when I was out here on my own.

      You need protection, Lucia!

      Dammit, Jarred again. He refused to believe I was capable of taking care of my own damn self.

      There were other pack members here. Peter Matthews’ pack hung back playing pool. Four of them. It meant Peter was nearby. For two years now, he’d done nothing to hide his interest in me. Most of the rest of them, like Brent, at least had the decency to try. Jarred tried to tell me it wasn’t their fault. For the last seven years, ever since I’d turned eighteen, I’d grown used to the reaction my presence had on unmated male shifters. What I wasn’t getting used to, was the impact it had on me.

      I felt their gaze, sensed their pull to me. My blood warmed and my breath came up short. The cells in my body seemed to realign somehow, driving my thoughts to darker places. There was a need inside of me, a hunger. Some days, it devoured me. I just...wanted. It would be so easy to give in to one of them, just for a night. But, that wasn’t what they wanted. They wanted a mate. They wanted to mark me as theirs. Though my body thrummed with the craving, I knew in my heart I wasn’t meant for them.

      Peter’s group got louder. It was putting the Lanier boys on high alert. When one of the sorority girls sashayed into his line of sight, Jeff looked grateful for the distraction. He rose and held a hand out to her. Giggling, she played coy at first. A second later, she wrapped her fingers around his pinky and led him out to the wooden dance floor.

      “Jarred coming along?” Emmett asked. He tried to play things casual, blowing hot breath on a clean beer mug as he polished it.

      “Don’t worry about it, Emmett,” I smiled. “I’m not here to cause any trouble. I just needed to blow off some steam.”

      I felt another set of eyes on me from across the room. Outsiders. They were taking a chance crossing into Wild Lake lands. They sat in a corner booth. The one facing me didn’t try to hide his interest in me. He stared at me, his gold wolf eyes flashing bright. A tickle of pleasure ran through me as my wolf assessed. He was big and burly. A true mountain man. If I had to guess, he was from one of the Canadian packs. They were mostly friendly to those of us here in Wild Lake. Still, the Backwoods seemed an odd choice for him.

      But, his gaze wasn’t what drew my attention. No. It was the guy with him. He had his back to me, but I watched his posture change as I looked at him. Oh, he knew I was watching. My vision tunneled and I zoned in on the tiny, gold hairs along the back of his neck. They bristled. He was huge. Broader through the shoulders than the Canadian wolf. He had blond, almost platinum hair cropped short, military-style. His skin was tanned and ruddy. He reached for his beer mug and lifted it, his movements fluid, powerful. I could feel the curiosity burning off of him. He wanted to turn. He wanted to look at me.

      My blood heated and my breath left me. Who was this guy? I could feel the raw, animal power coming off him in waves. It had the rest of the shifters in here riled up maybe even more than my presence. But, I couldn’t read him. Couldn’t sense the rest of his pack. He seemed...other somehow. Was he bear?

      I’m sending the pack after you!

      “Fuck off, Jarred,” I said, smiling at Emmett as I finished the last of my beer. Jarred couldn’t see through my eyes like he could the rest of the pack. He couldn’t really compel me to do anything I didn’t want to do. A fact that infuriated him to no end. He was overbearing, overprotective, and a general pain in my ass. Still, the vibe in the bar was turning. I really did just want to blow off steam. Trouble wasn’t on my list of goals.

      But, trouble seemed to always have a way of finding me.

      My spine stiffened one second before I felt the hot hand on my shoulder. My vision went white. I damn near shifted right then and there. The power of it sent a shockwave through me. I knew every shifter in the place could sense it.

      Damn.

      I whirled around, rising to my full height. From the corner of my eye, Roy Matthews, one of Peter’s cousins, twirled a toothpick between his teeth as he looked me up and down. Then, Peter loomed in front of me, appearing almost out of nowhere. So powerful. So primal. Warning bells went off inside my head.

      “Wanna dance?”

      I blinked hard. “I’m tired, Peter,” I said. “Time for me to head on home.”

      Peter laughed. He took a step back, still raking his eyes over me like he wanted to make a meal out of me. Lust colored his eyes, making them flash gold. He was drunk with it. He was also enough regular drunk that I knew he was about to do something really stupid. Even stupider than I had been to think I could come here and be left alone.

      Dammit. I’d done it to piss off Jarred. Not smart. Not smart at all.

      The three other Matthews pack members closed in behind Peter. They were taking their lead from him. His naked desire made me dizzy. It scrambled my senses like alcohol. My inner wolf reared up inside me.

      Peter reached for me, running his index finger down my arm. He fingered my silk sleeve and licked his lips. “You smell so good,” he whispered.

      He was too close. My fangs dropped and a wave of power rose up inside me. I could kill him. I knew I could. He was bigger, stronger, faster. But, one on one, I could fight him off. He had Grady, Roy, Stephen and Tony with him though. If Peter couldn’t get a hold of himself, this could escalate into something very bad.

      As Alpha of my pack, my brother could sense the shift in my emotions when I let him. Peter had me scared enough I didn’t think to shield it. Far in the distance, up near the ridge, I heard Jarred howl to the rest of the pack. If I couldn’t diffuse this quickly, they’d tear through town to get to me.

      I’d made a mess of things. God, I hated when Jarred was right.

      “I’m leaving,” I said, my voice tight and dry. “You need to get your hands off me and move out of the way.”

      Peter caged me in, putting on hand on either side of the bar with me in the middle. His hot breath tickled my ear. He leaned in, ready to kiss me. I let a growl of warning erupt from deep inside. Peter’s eyes flashed again, but I’d only managed to stoke the flames.

      “Let’s go outside,” he whispered. “I’ll take you to the woods.”

      He’d lost his damn marbles. Never mind my brother tearing him a new one, he knew I could rip him to shreds.

      “I think the lady would like some space.” The deep, masculine voice came from behind Peter. It rippled through me, sending my wolf senses into overdrive.

      Peter growled and snapped his jaw. His fingers closed around my arm and he pulled me to the side.

      “The lady and I were just talking,” Peter said. His boys backed up.

      The shifter from the corner booth with the platinum hair had made his way to the end of the bar. Emmett had just given him a new beer. He leveled his fierce stare at Peter as he raised the bottle to his lips and took a sip. He posture seemed casual as he leaned with one elbow on the bar. He crossed one booted foot over the other. But, he was all coiled strength. The corded muscles of his biceps bunched as he set his bottle down. A nerve jumped in his jaw.

      “Who the hell are you?” Peter asked. He let me go. My heart steadied. One kind of fight may have been diffused, but another was brewing.

      Who was this guy? He had the low, rumbling energy of an Alpha. As he shifted his weight and rose to his full height, my eyes went up and up. This guy was no wolf though. His eyes didn’t flash the way mine did. Still, they held a similar, animal glint. Green. At least, that’s what I thought at first. As I looked closer, only the innermost band around his pupil flashed emerald. The outer band was gold. Not bear. Not wolf.

      Peter made a tactical error. He backed up and slid a possessive arm around me. I could have thrown him off easily, but instinct told me to stay calm. We’d drawn the attention of every other shifter in the bar.

      Pressure built behind my eyes. It was Jarred, trying to push his way back into my thoughts. I pushed back.

      The guy at the end of the bar moved with fluid, almost serpentine grace. In the span of a second, he’d put himself within an inch of Peter. Stephen and Grady tried to block him, but got pushed back with such force they crashed into the nearest table, sending beer and pretzels flying.

      “Son, you need to check yourself,” Emmett said. He had a shotgun behind the bar. He’d never be fast enough to get a shot off before one of the shifters pulled it out of his hands, but I knew he was hoping to at least draw attention away from me.

      “Better listen to him,” Peter said. He let me go. I moved fast, getting in between Peter and the outsider. I put one hand flat on each of their chests. My breath caught as a static charge arced through me.

      “You better go,” I said, letting my eyes flick up to my would-be savior. The hint of a smile played at the corner of his luscious, full mouth. He looked more than capable of handling Peter, but whoever he was, he wasn’t from Wild Lake. If he started a fight, the rest of the packs would finish it. No matter who he was.

      “Son,” Emmett said again, louder this time. “You don’t know who you’re dealing with. This is Wild Lake. This girl...she’s trouble you don’t wanna get mixed up in.”

      Emmett at least had the decency to blanch when he said it. Oddly, I knew he meant well. Even though the guy thought he was coming to my defense, he could get his throat ripped out for it.

      The guy cocked his head and gave me a curious expression. His nostrils flared and his eyes widened. He scented me. Desire made my cheeks flush. He knew what I was. I just had no earthly clue what he was.

      “You got that?” Peter said, growing bolder. The Lanier boys were on their feet. The front door of the bar blew open. The same wind carried my brother’s howl of warning as the pack grew closer. “Like I said, this is Wild Lake. You’d better get the hell gone.”

      “Come on, Clint.” The Canadian wolf shifter pushed through the crowd. He had enough sense to understand the danger he and his companion were in. “No chick is worth getting your head ripped off for. Not even this one. Trust me. She can take care of herself.”

      Clint. His name was Clint. The sound of it sent a new flare of heat straight through me.

      Clint’s eyes sparked and he gave me a wry smile. He picked up his beer and chugged it. I licked my lips as I watched the muscles of his neck work as he swallowed.

      The Lanier boys stood shoulder to shoulder with the Matthews pack. They formed a solid wall of muscle between Clint and me. Their intention was clear: I was theirs. Clint set his beer down and put a twenty on the bar. He gave a silent nod to Emmett, grabbed a black leather jacket off the bar stool, then turned his back to the wolves. The move showed balls of steel. He didn’t seem the least bit afraid of the six near-feral wolf shifters behind him. He just squared his shoulders and walked out of the bar with a swagger.

      The wolves stood their ground until Clint was gone. They dispersed, all except for Peter. In a total misread of what just happened, he grabbed my arm again and pressed his lips to my ear.

      “Come on,” he said. “Let’s finish our conversation.” His wolf testosterone took over his good sense. Before I realized what was happening, he licked his way from my neck all the way to the back of my ear.

      I took a step back. Peter mistook my shock for arousal and started to move in. The front door burst open. Chair legs scraped the ground in unison as Jarred charged in, his silver wolf eyes blazing.

      I grabbed two fistfuls of Peter Matthews’s shirt and jerked him toward me, straight off his feet. My own wolf ignited with rage.

      “You ever so much as look at me again,” I hissed, “I’ll rip your balls off.” With that, I drew on my full power and flung him away from me. He slid ass first, down the length of the bar, knocking over beer mugs along the way. He landed in a heap at my brother’s feet. He rallied quickly, his gold wolf eyes burning as he growled and took an attack stance.

      Jarred’s murderous expression turned almost comical as he looked up and locked eyes with me. Rage made his skin crimson. Fangs out, he stood over Peter. This was bad. Disastrous. If Jarred or Peter made a move on each other, it could snowball. Full on pack wars had been started over less.

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing my own jacket from the stool I’d been sitting on. “What took you so long?”

      I put a hand on Jarred’s chest. He sputtered and tore a hand through his hair. Smiling up at him, I took his hand and led him out of the bar.
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      I insisted on driving. Jarred wasn’t yet able to form words. He stood, fists clenched in front of the driver’s side door of our father’s old pick-up truck.

      “Give me the keys or I’m not going anywhere with you,” I said, planting my feet wide.

      Behind us, Peter and the remnants of the Matthews pack high-tailed it out of town, heading for their lands to the northwest. They had free run of the state park bordering Wild Lake. Brent and Jeff from the Lanier pack wisely stayed inside the bar. Well, it may have been wisdom. More likely, they’d gotten a command from their Alpha, Andre Lanier.

      “Jarred?” I held out my hand and tapped my foot. Eyes wide, his dark hair, a match to my own, stuck out in disarray from when he’d torn his hand through it. Jarred’s jaw twitched and his wolf eyes glowed with emotion.

      I was done waiting for him to collect himself. Snatching the keys out of his pocket, I shoved him aside and climbed into the cab. Slamming the door, I rolled down the window and stuck my head out.

      “You coming?”

      Jarred’s shoulders quaked as he drew in a deep breath. He smashed his fist into his thigh but finally turned and went around to the passenger side. Jamming the stick into reverse, I barely waited for him to shut the door before peeling out of the parking lot.

      By the time I’d made the turn away from town, Jarred pulled himself together enough to yell at me. “How many times do we have to keep having this fight, Loosh?”

      I hated when he called me that. Jarred braced himself with his hands flat on the dashboard. From the corner of my eye and in his simmering rage, he really looked just like our father. His dark brown hair looked almost black unless he was in direct sunlight. He had the same deep cleft in his chin that deepened when he was angry. And his eyes. Jarred’s eyes flashed bright silver, almost white when his wolf bubbled up. They hadn’t always been that bright. They used to be more like mine, liquid mercury. They changed to their more brilliant glow when he claimed his place as pack Alpha.

      The knife went into my heart when I thought of it. I knew it had always been Jarred’s destiny. But, we had to lose our father for it to come to fruition. He’d died in a fight with some wolves from Kentucky who had tried to encroach on our lands a little over two years ago.

      “You’re the one who wants to fight,” I said. “How many times do I have to tell you, I know how to take care of myself. And I’m not a child. I’m five minutes older than you, in case you forgot.”

      Jarred slammed a fist on the dashboard. I hated when he got like this. It seemed he was always like this when I was around. That was another byproduct of Jarred’s new position in the pack.

      I pressed down harder on the gas. The old truck took a minute, then lurched forward. I expected Jarred to give me crap about my speed next. Mercifully, he didn’t.

      “Turn left,” he shouted when I slowed at a fork in the road. “You don’t get to hide at the Bonners’ farm tonight. We had a pack meeting, and you know it. They’re expecting you.”

      “I haven’t been hiding out,” I said, hating that my voice cracked with anger. I knew it made me sound childish. Gripping the steering wheel hard, I turned left. “I thought I was doing you a favor getting out of your house.”

      I don’t think Jarred expected me to say that. It was the truth. I slowed the truck as I made my way along the winding dirt path through dense woods.

      My brother couldn’t read my thoughts, but he could sense my moods with almost perfect precision. “Lucia, it’s your house too.”

      Once upon a time, it had been. The headlights illuminated the underbrush as I drove into the clearing and parked in the middle of the circular drive. The main house was a two-story, craftsman-style farmhouse. Our father had built it fifteen years ago, intending to live in it with our stepmother, Pat Bonner. We never had though. We all ended up preferring to live up at the bigger Bonner farm a mile to the west. He’d willed it to the both of us after he died.

      I put the truck in neutral and cut the engine. Lights were on in the big pole barn behind the house. I sensed the pack inside, waiting for us. My throat went dry. I turned to my brother. Some of the anger had left his face.

      “We’re just worried about you, that’s all,” Jarred said, softening his tone. It didn’t quite work; his eyes still danced with anger.

      “I’m not going in there with you if all you’re going to do is lecture me about my proper place in this pack. I mean it, Jarred. You might as well just let me go back to Aunt Pat’s.”

      I got out of the truck and tried not to slam the door. The porch light flipped on. The screen door opened and Camilla came out. At the sight of her, I felt Jarred’s anger cool. It was like that with them all the time. Even if they’d only been separated a few minutes, their faces would light with that secret joy only the happily mated seemed to share.

      Camilla practically floated down the porch steps. Barefoot, she wore a flower-patterned dress with a billowy skirt. She had her own timeless, bohemian fashion. Her fire-red hair hung loose around her shoulders. Whatever rage my brother still held evaporated at the sight of his mate.

      It had been that way since the instant he set eyes on her four years ago. Theirs had been an arranged mating. Camilla came from a pack up in Washington State. As a full-blooded female shifter, his nature would have called to hers no matter what. But, the incredible had happened. Jarred tried to explain it to me once but couldn’t find the right words. The moment she got close enough for him to sense, he said he knew instantly what she was. They were fated mates. A rare enough thing between humans and wolf shifters, it was practically unheard of between two full-blooded shifters.

      Camilla folded herself against my brother. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek. Camilla’s smile warmed even me. She stood only an inch shorter than my brother. Her eyes sparked with the same silvery light as his. She had an exotic beauty with a long, straight nose, full lips, wide, brown eyes framed with thick, dark lashes. She’d been a ballerina before marrying my brother. Her every movement came with an easy, athletic grace.

      I’ll admit, I wanted to hate her at first. Camilla was an outsider. A free spirit who seemed never to have a harsh word to say about anybody. I mean, who needs that? And she was so easy in her own skin. She could be sweet, ethereal, graceful. Then, within the span of a heartbeat she could become brutal, fierce, teeming with feral, protective rage if anyone she loved was threatened. I was lucky enough to be one of the people she loved very much.

      “I was worried about you,” Camilla said, resting her head against Jarred’s shoulder. “Lucia, I’m so glad you’re okay.”

      “I’m fine. I just...needed to let off a little steam.”

      Jarred’s eyes narrowed. He drew in a sharp breath, ready to launch into another lecture, no doubt.

      “Well, of course you did,” Camilla said, trying to shut him down.

      “Lucia, when I call you back, you need to listen.” It was the same lecture, but at least Camilla’s calming presence kept him from yelling at me. “I’m going to have my hands full dealing with Peter Matthews tomorrow.”

      “You should,” I said. “Seems to me he was out of line.”

      Jarred gritted his teeth. “Lucia…you were out of line.”

      “What?”

      He pulled away from Camilla and started toward the house. “You cannot go traipsing off alone anymore. Wearing...that!” He made a circular gesture in the air around me.

      I was well and truly dumbstruck. I looked down to make sure I wasn’t losing my mind. Nope. It was just me wearing the same pair of jeans and silk blouse.

      “What are you talking about?” Camilla and I said it at the exact same time.

      Jarred had made it to the front porch. He gripped the post and turned. My brother had an infuriating habit of going very still and cold when he was truly angry. He brought brooding to an art form. Before Camilla, the women of Wild Lake used to go nuts for it. Well, actually, they still did. They just knew better than to do it anywhere near Camilla. She lived as a traditional she-wolf Alpha’s mate. She belonged to the pack, but Jarred belonged only to her.

      He pressed his hands together and touched the tip of his nose to his fingers. Then, he clasped them together as if in prayer and leveled his hard eyes back at me. I met it with my own cold stare.

      “Lucia,” he tried again. Over my shoulder, I knew Camilla had probably transmitted something to him along the lines of keep your temper.

      “You have to settle down,” he said. Oh, Lord. Here we go.

      I let out a snort. “Don’t. Do not.”

      I started to brush past him, heading for the house. Jarred pushed off the post and barred my way. On the step above me, he towered over me, glowering.

      “I’m sorry, but if you go out to someplace like the Backwoods by yourself, you’re going to draw attention we don’t need. I wish it weren’t true. You think I enjoy having to call you back?”

      “Yes!” My answer flew out of me before I even really gave thought to it. Once it had, the floodgates opened. “As a matter of fact, hell yes! I think you love lording your position over me. Or trying to. What do you want from me? You want me to twiddle my thumbs here? Or stay locked in some tower somewhere so none of the rest of you have to feel uncomfortable? Because that’s what we’re really talking about, isn’t it? I’m not the problem. The rest of you are. If the wolves of Wild Lake can’t keep their testosterone in check, how is that my problem?”

      Jarred slowly closed his eyes and shook his head. “It’s not. It’s my problem. But why the hell do you have to make it worse? You really think this is fun for me? Every other day I’m on the brink of a damn civil war. You need a mate, Lucia.”

      I threw my hands up. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      “I can’t believe you just made me say it. Do I think it’s fair that you can’t go into town alone without leaving a pheromone trail a mile wide? Do I like the fact that Peter and those like him lose their manners around you? I would have ripped his lungs out tonight, Lucia. You know how close I was.”

      Oh, I knew. My skin still prickled with the rage he stirred. Only Camilla’s presence kept him from going full wolf. Part of me wanted him to. Jarred and I hadn’t had a good wolf-on-wolf scuffle in years. Maybe it would do us both good.

      “I wish things could be like they used to be,” Jarred said.

      I bit the inside of my mouth to keep from shouting my thoughts. I wished they could too. It had been so much easier when my father was still alive. He always seemed to know what to say to both of us.

      “Jarred,” Camilla said. She stepped forward, tucking herself beneath Jarred’s arm. Thundering footsteps and a crash came from inside the house. Camilla looked over Jarred’s shoulder and smiled.

      “I better get in there before those little boys tear the house down. Tucker and Asher are having a sleepover.”

      Tucker was my three-year-old nephew. The same age, Asher belonged to Marcus Tully, the oldest member of Jarred’s pack. He’d been our father’s best friend. Part of me wished Marcus would have risen as Alpha after my father died. It might have made things simpler between Jarred and me. But, he’d lost his own fated mate just after Asher’s birth. The double loss of his wife and best friend had almost destroyed Marcus too.

      “Behave,” Camilla said, tugging on Jarred’s nose. He gave her a playful swat on the butt. He cleared his throat and let her go.

      “And just tell her,” Camilla added. “Trust me. Do it now. Not in front of the whole pack.”

      Jarred opened his mouth, but his answer died on his lips as he looked up and met my withering gaze. I crossed my arms in front of me, bracing for whatever Jarred had really dragged me back here for. My chest felt hollow. I feared I already knew.

      Jarred waited for Camilla to close the front door behind her before he met my eyes. “Loosh, come sit on the porch swing with me. We need to talk.”

      “We are talking. And I’m fine right here.” He knew what I meant. Standing in the yard still, I had a clear shot at the woods if the mood to run struck me.

      He gave a frustrated growl. Deep, masculine laughter rose in the barn behind us. The rest of the pack were probably already a dozen hands into a Euchre tournament. They would have grown restless waiting for us.

      “All right, fine,” Jarred started. “We’ll just have it out then. Just promise me you’ll hear me out before you try to rip my head off.”

      “No promises. But, I’m listening right now, so spit it out.”

      A hint of a smile lifted the corner of my brother’s mouth. “Fair enough. Lucia, I’ve had three mating proposals.”

      I raised a brow. My heartbeat skipped, but I kept my composure. “Wow. Didn’t know you were planning to change teams.”

      Jarred dropped his chin and growled again. “Don’t be cute. They’re for you, and you know it.”

      “Who?” My head started to pound. I didn’t want to hear this.

      “Andre Lanier, Jack Monroe and Peter Matthews.” He paused a fraction of a beat before saying the last name.

      I staggered back. His words punched me in the gut. “Lucia.” Jarred advanced.

      “No.”

      “No, you don’t want to hear it, or no to the proposals?”

      I put my hands on the top of my head as if it might pop off. “No. No. No.”

      “It’s your choice. You know it is.”

      “Then I choose no!”

      Jarred reached for me. The urge to run thundered through me. They knew. They all knew. I whipped my head around, looking at the barn. From the window, I could see Marcus and Charlie Devane. They sat at a card table, but all conversation had stopped. Jarred had probably given them a telepathic heads up that I might be ready to blow.

      Camilla was inside with the boys. She knew too! And yet, Jarred was still talking. They were all considering this!

      I jerked my arm out of Jarred’s grasp. My whole body quaked with simmering anger. “I don’t want this. I don’t want any of them.”

      “Will you just calm down? Will you at least think about it?”

      “I’ve thought about it long enough that I’d like to puke. The next words out of your mouth better be that you told them all to sod off.”

      Jarred’s silence gave me his answer.

      “You told them I’d consider it?” I shook my head and backed away even further.

      “I told them it was up to you. But, I told them I considered these serious offers. And so should you. Lucia, these men are pack Alphas. From our lands. Allies. Will you just think about what it could mean for the future?”

      “So, it’s not enough you want to be my Alpha. You want to be my pimp.”

      Jarred blanched. The color drained from his face. A part of me regretted saying it. The rest of me wanted to hurt him. He recovered.

      His own rage took root. “You know...I’ve about had it with you. I mean really. What is wrong with you? You’re a she-wolf, Lucia. You’re the only one in Wild Lake in a generation. You’re supposed to want this. It’s supposed to be instinctual.”

      “Well, I’m sorry I don’t fit your mold.” My words felt bitter in my mouth.

      “Think about Camilla. Hell, talk to Camilla. She was in your exact position. You realize that, don’t you? Our father...your father made a proposal for her on my behalf. It was no different. And she came! She’s the love of my life. If you would just be reasonable, you might even find out it’s the best thing that ever happened to you.”

      I wanted to slap him. I knew if I tried he’d stop me. “Don’t you dare bring up our father to me. He would have never stood for something like this. He wouldn’t have even considered anything like this for me. You’re not the Alpha he was. You’re not even close.”

      Rage put me out of my body. For an instant, I saw myself through Jarred’s eyes. I stood before him, dark hair flying wild, breasts heaving, eyes glowing bright and silver. My words had hurt him. Badly. I hated myself for saying them. I wanted to crawl into a hole. I wanted to take them back.

      I thought my brother would break. I expected his anger. His fury. Instead, I got his cold stillness.

      “Maybe not. But, he not only stood for this...he made me swear I’d see it through.”

      My knees buckled. No.

      “That’s right, Lucia. Dad made me promise just before he left the last time. Andre, Jack and Peter made their proposals for you to him. I’m the one who’s put them off this long. Dad knew it would be good for you and good for the packs.”

      “Shut up. You’re lying.” Except, I knew in my heart he wasn’t.

      A fierce wind kicked up, as if my rising anger had made it. Maybe it had. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe.

      I did the one thing Jarred knew I would. As he stood there, eyes filled with anger and pain, I turned and ran for the woods.
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      Jarred’s voice followed me in the wind, but he knew better than to chase me. Tearing off my jacket, I flung it behind me and rocketed down the ravine. My feet barely touched the ground. Panic crept in and my inner wolf ripped out of me.

      Power surged through my limbs. Bones reknit. Soft, silvery fur sprouted along my back. My claws gripped the ground, propelling me forward. My vision sharpened, becoming four-dimensional. Ahead of me, a rabbit darted for cover; its heat burned red over its back. He had nothing to fear from me. I wasn’t here for him tonight.

      Fully in my wolf, Jarred’s command couldn’t penetrate unless I wanted it to. I knew he’d try to call me back, just like he’d done at the Backwoods. He knew I’d never listen. Not now.

      I saw my father’s face swim before me, like some ghostly apparition. I’d given no thought to where to run. I just wanted distance. Jarred’s words thundered through me with each heartbeat.

      Mating proposals. Three of them. The Alphas of Wild Lake wanted me. My father had sanctioned it.

      Sweat poured down my back. I’d reached the eastern edge of the lake. Foliage grew wild here. Moss and ivy choked some of the maple trees. I slowed, stepping gingerly around rotted leaves and underbrush until the ground turned from dirt to sand.

      This was my sanctuary. My quiet place. The rest of the packs had all staked claims at different points on the lake. Not here. Broad, green lily pads covered nearly every inch of the water. Their stems tangled around my paws as I stepped through them.

      Andre Lanier. Jack Monroe. And Peter Matthews. Heat coiled through me. They wanted me. They wanted to mate with me. I barely knew them. Jarred wouldn’t say it, but I knew what could happen. I’d felt the strength of their need. They would go to war for me if it came to it.

      Except, I didn’t want any of them. My heart raced and dread snaked its way through my chest. It got hard to breathe.

      I waded in up to my shoulders, letting the cool, still water work its magic. A bright half-moon hung high in the sky. Without thinking, I reared my head back and howled. It felt good and raw. My voice carried across the lake. I knew every wolf around would hear it. And they’d know to stay the hell away.

      Just a few more yards and I’d hit the deepest part of the lake. The sandy bottom beneath my paws gave way to a steep, fifty-foot drop. When I hit it, I dove down as far as I could go. All the way.

      My lungs burned, feeling like they’d burst. But still, I pushed deeper through the water, clearing my head. Finally, when lack of oxygen turned my field of vision to white starbursts, I pushed up from the bottom. I broke the surface with the force of a rocket.

      I wanted to swim the entire lake. But, that would put me within the territory of all the other packs. Now, I wanted distance. I needed solitude. I had to think. Turning, I dove back down. At the center, Wild Lake reached a depth of sixty feet. I swam toward it.

      Down and down I went. Black water, clean and dark, shielded me from Jarred’s reach even more than my own force of will. Lake sounds took its place. A school of bluegills flashed to my right, flicking out of my way. I followed the tall weeds even further down.

      This was silence. Peace. Heaven.

      My lungs craved air, but still I pushed down. No scent. No sight. No sound. I just needed the escape. A few seconds more.

      Thunder shook the water around me. A swirl of light came toward me. An earthquake? Here? I hit bottom and pushed up on powerful hind legs.

      Then, everything stopped. I floated, suspended in time and darkness. Two pinpoints of green light pierced through. My heart stopped. Everything...stopped. A beat. Another. Then the rush of thunder turned my world upside down.

      A flash of blazing orange and black darted in front of me. I turned in the water, but couldn’t track it. It had been cool down here a second ago. Now, warmth spread.

      I wasn’t alone. The water swirled in a vortex around me. Something powerful swam around me. The water muffled my growls of warning. I slashed through it, expecting my claws to find purchase. But, he moved too fast.

      He. I knew it instantly. Instinctively.

      One brief flash of orange then everything went still. It was only a second, but everything changed. He was massive. Huge paws, four times the size of mine. His body rippled with the power of his strokes. I reached for him. He was too fast. Then, he floated in front of me, wide green eyes filled with shock at seeing me too.

      It was impossible. Maybe I’d finally gone too far and this was some near-death vision or euphoria. Except, my wolf knew better. She’d known it before too. I just hadn’t let the impossible in. Now, it stared me right in the face.

      A tiger. A huge, beautiful tiger. Cruel black stripes cut through the brilliant golden-orange of his fur. His yellow-green eyes cut through the water, boring straight through me.

      Instinct fueled me. I kicked hard upward, breaking the surface in a powerful arc, shifting at the same time.

      Heart pounding, I sliced through the water with skilled strokes. Water sluicing off me, I found the shallow part of the lake and stood. The moon cast a blue glow over my naked body. Stumbling through the sand, I landed on the beach. The water churned behind me as dawn broke over the hillside. Blazing orange stripes streaked across the dark horizon.

      Maybe that was it. It had been some trick of the light. There was no tiger at the bottom of Wild Lake. I was losing my mind. Except, my heart, my senses told me different. I kept a backpack of supplies hidden beneath a massive pine tree. I scrambled to it, pulling out a clean t-shirt and cotton underwear. I went back to the water’s edge.

      No. Impossible.

      The churning water stilled. His massive, round head emerged. Fangs bared, the light caught his eyes. I took a faltering step backward. Then another. I tripped and landed square on my ass in the sand.

      In three graceful strides, the tiger reached me. Water beaded and dripped off his lush fur. Digging my hands into the sand, I fought the urge to reach for him. His hot breath touched my cheek. He let out a chuff that vibrated through me.

      His face. Those fangs. Glistening white, each was roughly the circumference of a throwing spear with a point just as deadly. I’ve been around Alpha wolves. I’d even been around a few bear shifters. But, this creature dwarfed them all.

      He circled me. I froze. As strong as I was, one on one, I’d be no match for him. It would take an entire pack to bring any kind of fair fight. He breathed in my scent. His huge, pink tongue curled as he licked his lips. Then, he stopped right in front of me and sat back on his haunches.

      Lucia!

      Jarred’s voice pierced through me, breaking whatever spell I’d been under. My instincts short-circuited. I vaulted into a crouch, staring the tiger down.

      Tilting his head to the side, he let out a warning chuff. Slowly, I rose to my feet. My vision brightened and I knew he could see my silver wolf eyes glinting in warning. Still, the urge to touch him burned through me. The tiger stood his ground as I raised my hand.

      Lucia!

      I pushed back with my mind. Warning bells rang inside me. My skin pricked. Gooseflesh covered me. My wolf churned. Shift. Run. Fight. And yet, I stood transfixed in front of the tiger.

      My fingers trembled as I edged closer. He let out a deep, staccato growl. The sound of it rippled through me, rattling my nerves, igniting my heart.

      His eyes locked with mine. Two brilliant orbs. Emerald green ringed with gold. My throat ran dry as recognition slammed into my brain.

      I knew him.

      Swallowing hard, I staggered back. The tiger’s head swayed back and forth. The wild part of me clamored to shift. To run. But, the woman inside me wanted something far different.

      “Clint,” I said, shocked I could even form the word. “That’s your name, isn’t it? From the bar?”

      The tiger chuffed, swinging his head. His long tail rose high, arcing back and forth. His ears flicked, turning all the way around. The backs of each had identical, stark white circles in the center of jet-black fur. Before I knew what was happening, I touched him.

      My fingers sank into the fur at the top of his head. Not like a wolf’s at all. Soft. Silky. I traced the curve of his skull. The tiger blinked once but held still.

      “Clint,” I whispered.

      He seemed as shocked at my presence as I was at his. Chuffing again, he pulled away from my touch and took a step back. The air around him charged with magic I understood. It wavered and swirled, like looking through vapor. Bones cracked, fur remade itself into flesh. He shifted with heart-stopping beauty that took the air straight from my lungs.

      Clint crouched before me. In the bar, I thought I hadn’t studied his face well. I’d only noticed his eyes. His presence. Now, even without having witnessed his shift, I could see what he was so clearly. He had broad, solid cheekbones, deep-set eyes framed by dark, straight brows. His perfect, full mouth curved into a curious, not unkind smile.

      His eyes still churned with green fire as he rose to his full height. My eyes went up and up. He stood at least six foot six. Until now, I thought bear shifters were the biggest men I’d ever seen.

      As my eyes traveled down, a blush heated my cheeks. He had hard, chiseled abs, bulging biceps, and thighs the size of tree trunk. Heat slammed into my chest as I stopped myself from looking between them.

      Clint withstood my gaze, standing proud and tall. He moved first, with the quiet grace of the jungle cat inside of him. His skin still bore the faint trace of shadows where his stripes had been.

      “Here,” I said, turning quickly. I grabbed a towel out of my backpack and tossed it to him. Clint arched a single brow, then wrapped the towel around his waist. On me, it covered my whole body. On him, it barely closed.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t,” I said. “But you’re lucky I’m the one who found you. Don’t you realize where you are?”

      He took his eyes away from mine, sending a chill through me. As he adjusted the thin towel, he scanned the horizon. “Uh. Northern Michigan.”

      I put a hand on my head as if it might pop off. “You’re in Wild Lake. This is wolf shifter country. You could get killed just for standing here.”

      When he looked back at me, his eyes flashed with mischief. “People keep telling me that. Well, I wasn’t planning on causing a ruckus. I’m really just passing through.”

      “Ruckus? You’re a...you’re a tiger!”

      Clint blanched. “Yeah. About that. I don’t know what I was thinking letting you see me. I don’t suppose you could keep that under your hat.”

      I crossed my arms in front of me, suddenly aware of what I must look like. Fresh from the lake, wearing just a thin t-shirt and underwear, he wouldn’t need tiger vision to see more than I intended. That new heat flashed through me, settling in my core. It unsettled me.

      “If you’re trying not to draw attention to yourself, what the hell were you doing at the Backwoods? Let alone swimming in Wild Lake?”

      Clint regarded me for a moment, as if he was trying to work out just how much he could trust me. I was doing something similar to him. Every ounce of common sense told me he was dangerous. And yet, I blocked my brother and with him the rest of the pack.

      “I was just looking for a place to hide out for a few days. I’m on my way north.”

      I don’t know what made me grow so bold, but I felt pulled to this guy like a magnet. He was a tiger! An honest to God tiger. And here I was standing alone with him in the veritable middle of nowhere.

      “What are you running from, Clint?”

      “Yeager,” he said. “Clint Yeager.”

      I held my hand out to him stupidly. “Lucia McGraw.”

      He hesitated, giving me that sly smile that was starting to infuriate me at the same time it warmed my blood. “Lucia.” The sound of my name on his lips gave me goosebumps.

      I don’t know what he wanted to say. Something smooth perhaps, or smartass. He never got the chance. My spine tingled and my wolf flared as howls rose behind us. The pack was on the move.

      Stupid. I’d been stupid to think Jarred wouldn’t sense something off about me. Now, I could feel all seven members of the McGraw pack plus my brother running straight for the beach.

      Clint’s instinctive roar blew my hair back. If the pack found him here, they’d probably try to rip him apart. I don’t know what made me act like I did that day. It was as if everything inside me turned upside down. But, before I knew what was happening, I reached for Clint, clasping his hand in mine.

      “Come on,” I said, breathless. “If you’re looking to hide out somewhere, I know a place. But, you’re going to have to hurry. And you’re going to have to trust me.”

      It was just a moment in time. Clint locked his gaze with mine, his eyes flashing with green fire. The shadows across his skin deepened as his tiger bubbled to the surface. I knew the turmoil inside of him. Trust? Fight? Shift?

      In the end, he gripped my hand harder and gave me a quick nod. Then, he followed me back through the woods.
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      I have no ever-loving clue what I was thinking. I wasn’t. That was the problem. But, when I heard my brother’s pack tearing through the woods, I knew with cold certainty they would try to kill Clint if they caught his scent. Why did I care so much? There was no time to figure that out.

      The minute I started to run, Clint shifted back into his tiger. The whoosh of energy around it hit me right in the chest. He pawed the ground and let out a low growl that hummed through my veins. My own wolf ripped out of me.

      The ground shook beneath the force of Clint’s hard steps. I could feel him holding back. Even at top speed, he matched my pace easily. We ran along the lake’s edge. His orange and black stripes blurred beside me. I nipped his ear and turned, cutting east through the woods.

      We reached the boundary of the Bonner farm. I headed for the small log cabin tucked against the bottom of a hill. Clint skidded to a halt beside me, his massive paws kicking up dirt.

      I shifted, rising on unsteady legs. Charging through the front door, I quickly grabbed a change of clothes from the cedar chest we kept in the corner. This little cabin had served as a hideout for McGraw wolves many times before. I threw a pair of old jeans out the door where Clint stood.

      Heart pounding, I waited for him to collect himself and join me inside. Instead, he filled the doorway and stared at me with those glimmering, green eyes.

      “They won’t look for you here,” I said, breath catching. Sweat poured down the back of my neck. My shirt clung to me. I was still wet from the lake.

      Clint had to duck to clear the doorframe. His eyes darted over the room. It wasn’t much. Just four walls, a fireplace, a kitchenette, farm table and chairs and a pallet in the corner.

      “Why are you doing this?” he asked.

      “Why are you?”

      Clint paused for a moment, then his face broke into that sly smile. “That, is a longer conversation than I’m betting you have time for.”

      He was right about my time running out. The pack had turned south. I couldn’t be sure whether Clint’s presence triggered Jarred’s alarm or if he was just trying to rein me in again. Either way, he’d settled. They were heading back to Jarred’s house. I knew I should get back there myself. Jarred didn’t need wolf shifter senses to eventually figure out I’d gone back to Aunt Pat’s property.

      “Who are you?”

      Clint’s smile didn’t break. “I already told you that.”

      “Right. Clint Yeager. But, what are you doing here? I mean really?”

      He leaned against the wall and crossed his arms in front of him. His face changed, as if he had one answer in mind but a different one took its place. His eyes glinted with emotion and he came to me.

      I couldn’t breathe. I could barely see straight. I went up on the balls of my feet, wanting to meet him eye to eye. Even on tiptoe, I didn’t even come close. Every defensive instinct in me should have blared a warning. He was huge. He was dangerous. He was an outsider. And yet, when his hot breath touched my cheek, it ignited a firestorm of emotions. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to get close enough to learn his scent. I wanted to...kiss him.

      It was just a tiny flicker in his eyes, but Clint flinched. Being this close to me affected him too. He took a step back. He cleared his throat.

      “I’m not sure,” he finally said. “I just needed to put some distance between myself and some...former associates.”

      “Who?”

      If emotion had ruled Clint’s reaction a moment ago, he recovered. His eyes narrowed. “You need to get back, I think. And I shouldn’t stay. You took a risk bringing me here. Thank you. I’m trying not to draw attention to myself.”

      I blinked hard and couldn’t suppress a laugh. “Are you kidding? Since the second I met you, you’ve done nothing but draw attention to yourself.”

      Clint's face turned to stone. Those damn eyes of his drew me in. They were so much different than wolf eyes. I could at least keep mine in check if I really tried. Clint didn’t seem able to. His tiger stared out at me all the time. Shadows covered his chest in the shape of his stripes.

      “I didn’t plan it,” he finally said, his voice booming and deep. He left something rather obvious unsaid. He hadn’t planned to draw attention to himself. For whatever reason, being near me made him reckless.

      “You can stay,” I said. It was as if an alien had taken over my mouth. What was I saying? What was I doing? “I mean, for the day, anyway. You’re on the Bonner property. It’s neutral territory.”

      “Neutral for who?”

      “Lucia!” A high, feminine voice carried on the wind.

      Clint’s roar ripped from him. He moved so fast I could barely register it. He put himself between me and the door, using his body to block me from our approaching visitor.

      “Relax,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder to pull him away. The instant our skin touched, electric fire spread through me. It forced the air from my lungs. Knees knocking, I pulled my hand away. Clint’s tiger stripes deepened. He stepped back, collecting himself.

      “It’s just my Aunt Pat,” I told him. “She’s my stepmother. My brother probably called up to the house and told her to be on the lookout for me.”

      “She can’t know I’m here,” he said. “No one can know I’m here.”

      “It’ll be okay. She’s up at the top of the hill. She won’t come down. She uh...she’s used to giving me my privacy.”

      “You in the habit of bringing stranger shifters out to this cabin?” I thought Clint may have meant it as a joke. But, his voice faltered at the end and his eyes darkened. It felt like...jealousy. Again, my heart flared with heat, shooting straight to my core.

      It was in me to tease him. I don’t know why I felt the need. I can’t deny I liked the dark look he gave me. But, I’m not one to play those kinds of games.

      “No,” I said. “But Aunt Pat knows I need to get away from the boys often enough. She respects that.”

      “Are you telling me you’re the only female in this pack of your brother’s?” Again, his tone felt possessive, jealous.

      “No. My brother has a mate. Camilla. A couple of the older members of the pack have mates too. And children.”

      “Lucia McGraw! You out there, honey?” Pat’s tone grew more insistent.

      “You should go,” Clint said.

      “Right. Just...feel free to hang out here for a little while. You know, until things calm down. The packs won’t wander onto the property. I told you, it’s neutral territory. As long as you don’t do anything to make yourself...uh...known...you’ll be safe here.”

      “Thank you. I think I can guess how much of a risk you’re taking doing this for me. I don’t want to make trouble for you. I’ve got the sense you kick that up all on your own.”

      This time, he kept the humor in his tone. I couldn’t help but laugh. I wanted to tell him I’d come back. God. I wanted to tell him not to leave. It made no earthly sense, and the rational part of me won out.

      “Well, it was good to meet you, Clint Tiger...er...uh...Yeager.” Clint’s eyes twinkled with mirth. I held my hand out to shake his. This wasn’t like me. Men didn’t make me awkward, shifters least of all. It was usually the other way around. They didn’t know how to deal with having a female shifter in their midst. Maybe Clint didn’t either, but the power circling around him was unlike anything I’d ever felt.

      Smiling, he shook my hand. That same electric spark went off when his fingers closed around mine. Time stopped. My wolf stirred. But somehow, I managed to collect myself and turn away from him.

      Just before closing the door, I looked back at him. “Stay to the western edge of the lake before you cut north. Um...if that’s still where you’re headed. You might want to cross the border by way of Wisconsin, not Michigan. Stay away from Wild Ridge. That’s bear country. That’s the last place you want to be if you’re trying to stay inconspicuous.”

      Clint gave me a half-hearted salute as I closed the door.
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      Heart racing, I tore up the hill. Aunt Pat wasn’t there. I scented her easily. She’d gone back toward the big red barn on the northern edge of her property. I knew why. She didn’t like staying in this part of the woods. It’s where we’d buried my father.

      I found her in the paddock, running her hands down Chester’s smooth back. He was her newest pony. She bought him for the little ones to ride. Tucker wanted so badly to ride him all by himself. If we weren’t careful, that little hellion would try. Pat said my nephew reminded her more of me than his own father.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Pat said, smiling. My heart lurched. It was just a silly, cliched expression, but I had to wonder if she knew something.

      I grabbed the brush she had sitting on the fence and went to Chester’s right flank. He flicked his tail as I brushed his butter-colored coat. The sun had fully risen, shining in Aunt Pat’s face. She lifted her hand to shield her eyes.

      She had a chameleon face, my Aunt Pat. At times, I could see the young girl she used to be. She met my father when she was only nineteen. I don’t remember much about that time. I just knew one day I had a mother; her name was Sela. The next day I didn’t. My father had fought a war to keep us safe and we ended up here. He came alive after that and I knew Pat was the reason. He loved her deeply and completely.

      New lines of grief framed her eyes as she looked up at me. She was so small, barely five feet tall. At one time, my father could easily span her waist with his hands. She had a bright laugh that reminded me of church bells when he lifted her in his arms. It was a sound she made just for him. I hadn’t heard it since we lost him.

      “Did Jarred call?” I asked, knowing full well the answer.

      “He’s just worried about you, honey. You can’t blame him.”

      “He shouldn’t. You both know I’m fully capable of taking care of myself.” Tears sprang to my eyes. I moved closer to Chester’s head so Aunt Pat couldn’t see.

      “I’m not Camilla,” I said quietly, knowing Pat would understand. “I’m nothing like her. I’ve tried.”

      The tears fell, born out of anger and frustration more than sadness.

      “Oh, she’s something all right,” Aunt Pat said. She’d moved to Chester’s front, cradling his nose between her hands. She pressed her forehead to him and reached into the pocket of her dress to pull out a treat. Chester gobbled it readily, stomping his front hoof in gratitude.

      “I don’t know how to be like that. She knows how to calm my brother, how to get what she wants without raising her voice or getting angry. She’s like that with all of them. They worship her. She says the right things. Does the right things. And she’s...comfortable...with…you know...”

      Pat’s cheeks turned pink and she dropped her gaze. “Are you judging her for that?”

      “God! No!” I came around Chester’s front so Pat could see me. Though she was my brother’s mate, Camilla had been claimed by the entire pack. It had been like that with my mother, Sela, as well. When Alpha male wolves mated with humans, like my father and Pat had, they stayed monogamous. But, true female wolf shifters, rare though we were, usually indulged in a more...er...open arrangement.

      “It’s just…” Icy fingers of dread closed around my heart. Jarred’s words drilled into my head. If I mated with one of the other Alphas, they might expect me to take the whole pack. Some very small, ancient part of me flared with heat at the thought. Sure, it was a wild fantasy, but it wasn’t what I really wanted. I wanted… My heart fell, I hadn’t yet been able to answer that for myself.

      Pat led Chester back to the barn. I followed. “He’s coming along,” Pat said. “Sarah’s been working with him. I don’t know what I’d do without her help.” Sarah was one of the girls from town. She was another stray Aunt Pat had taken in over the years. She had a knack for training the horses and a few other things.

      Once Pat settled Chester in his stall, she finally turned to face me. She didn’t have to be a shifter to know my mood.

      “He said three pack Alphas went to Daddy and made a proposal for me. Is that true? Did you know about it?”

      My eyes stung with my fresh tears. Pat’s expression stayed warm and kind. She’d aged so much in the last year and a half. Her hair was mostly gray now. She’d only be forty years old on her next birthday.

      “Yes,” she said simply. Though it hurt to hear, I respected her honesty. “But, you also have to know your father would never have forced you into anything you didn’t want. Jarred won’t either.”

      “It’s a problem though, isn’t it?” I asked. I knew the answer, of course. I felt it every time one of the other pack members got near me. Just like in the bar, I sensed their lust, their raw hunger for me. And it stirred the darkest part of my nature. That was the one thing I couldn’t give voice to. Not even to Pat.

      “Jarred won’t say it, but he thinks the packs might be willing to go to war for...me.” My voice burned in my throat.

      Pat drew in a sharp breath. She crossed her arms and started a slow stride toward the end of the stall. I followed. We stood side by side, watching the sun rise over the pasture. Finally, Pat looked up at me.

      “I think you worry too much,” she said. “And I think you need to go talk to your brother. But, listen this time, Lucia. Really listen. Jarred is trying to hold the peace among the packs together with his bare hands. These are precarious times. It’s always like that when a new Alpha rises. Your father is a tough act to follow.”

      She put a hand on the small of my back and leaned her head against my shoulder.

      “I miss him,” I said, hating myself a little for it. I didn’t want to make her sad.

      “I know.”

      “Why did he do it?” I asked. “Why did he go down there alone?” The words spilled out of me. We’d never really talked about what happened. But, my father had been killed near the Ohio border. Factions of a rival pack from Kentucky had cornered Peter Matthews’s brother Calvin and a few members of his pack. Calvin died, but my father managed to free the rest of the Matthews pack. He’d been mortally wounded in the battle and barely made it home. He died here on the farm the next day in Pat’s arms.

      Pat didn’t answer me. She had one though. I could see it in her eyes. “Another time, honey. For now, go home. Go see your brother. I’ll tend to things here.”

      She held more secrets behind those eyes and my heart flared wondering if some of them were mine. Did she know what I’d done? Had she seen me with Clint? Or was she reading the secrets hiding behind my own eyes?

      For now, we would each keep them to ourselves. As I turned my face into the sun, I felt my brother’s call. For once, I decided to heed it.
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      “He’s in the back!” Marcus shouted from behind the customer service counter at Wild Lake Outfitters. I dodged around construction workers and yellow caution tape to get to him. The hammers pounding behind me matched the thundering of my pulse.

      “I can’t believe these people still want to shop with all of this going on,” I said. When the expansion was finished, W.L.O. would be the largest hunting and camping store in Michigan, measured by physical space, at least. Half the packs thought Jarred was about to lose his shirt on the renovations. Jarred ignored every one of them. Judging by the scores of people pushing carts around the orange cones, I knew he was on to something.

      “Tell me the truth, Marcus. How mad is he at me?” Along with Charlie Devane, Marcus was the last of the “old guard.” He’d been there when my father took over as pack leader. As his most loyal lieutenant, I knew some factions on Wild Lake assumed he’d be the natural choice to take over as Alpha instead of Jarred. If Marcus had that ambition, he never showed it. He’d pledged his life and loyalty to my brother, just as he’d done to our father.

      Marcus paused to scratch his chin. He had a day’s worth of cinnamon-colored stubble growing there. If his wife Maggie were still alive, she’d be the first to give him trouble for that. Human, she’d died almost three years ago giving birth to their son, Asher.

      “Lucia, he’s not mad. None of us are. We’re just worried about you is all.”

      “Don’t be,” I said. “I can take care of myself.” I swatted at Marcus as he mimicked me and repeated the last bit right along with me. I suppose he had heard me say it often enough.

      “Look,” he said, turning to face me square on. “I don’t want to get into your business, but what were you thinking the other night, huh? The Backwoods? That place is crawling with shifters on the make. It’s not like it was a few years ago. You know everyone in there is looking to hook up. I’m not saying you don’t have every right to come and go as you please. And I know you can handle just about any situation you’re in. But, why invite trouble, you know?”

      Marcus’s words stung. He was generally stoic and had been more so since losing Maggie. For him to get this personal meant he was really worried. I appreciated it but didn’t know quite how to handle him.

      “I just...I don’t know.” That was as honest an answer as I could give him. Something drew me to that bar that night. I was only just now starting to process what that might be.

      “Your brother’s just got a lot on his plate right now besides...uh...your situation. Some of the packs are putting up some resistance about the highway plan.”

      I peered out the front window. Wild Lake Outfitters sat on the prime real estate a half a mile from the interstate. Only, the closest exit was a mile and a half either north or south. Jarred was working on getting approval for construction of a new exit that would bring people to the store’s literal doorstep. But the property he needed to build it cut across lands belonging to five of the other packs.

      “Which ones?” I asked, grabbing a store apron from under the counter. There were lines forming at all four registers. We were short-staffed already.

      Marcus let out a sigh that cut through me. I knew the answer before he said it. “Lanier, Monroe, Matthews.” My stomach flipped. Marcus at least had the decency not to look away when I met his eyes.

      “He didn’t,” I said, barely able to get the words out. My inner wolf buzzed. “He wouldn’t!”

      “Lucia, wait!” Marcus tried to put a hand on my shoulder, but I dodged him. White haze clouded my vision as I leaped over the counter and headed for my brother’s closed office door at the top of the stairs. I’d moved with enough violence to draw the attention of half the people in the store. To hell with them. This was Wild Lake. They were used to this kind of thing.

      I heard Jarred talking on the phone, but the door was locked. Fueled by rising anger, I broke it open and pushed my way inside. Jarred’s wolf eyes flashed a warning as I slammed the door behind me.

      “I’ll call you back,” he barked into the receiver. “Five minutes.” Slamming the phone down, he rose out of his chair.

      “Lucia…”

      “Don’t,” I said, putting my hand up in warning. I hadn’t meant for this. I didn’t want another fight, but it felt like all the puzzle pieces had finally fallen into place.

      “Am I the carrot?” I asked.

      Jarred jerked his head back, eyes wide. “What?”

      “The carrot. Lanier, Monroe, Matthews. You need them to sign off on your stupid highway exit plan. You’re not strong enough yet to be the stick. You’re too new. They don’t respect you like they did Dad. But you have something else they want. You have me. So, is that the scheme? They get me for getting on board?”

      Jarred dropped his head. He dug his clenched fists into the desktop, trying to control his breathing. I could smell the blood where his claws dug into his palms.

      “Stop it,” he said, his voice a low, furious monotone.

      “Jarred, I swear to God, if…”

      “Stop it!” He pounded his fist on the desk hard enough one of the front legs broke. Papers slid down the side. Jarred’s fiery, silver eyes never left mine.

      “Lucia, I am not going to have this same fight with you. But you’re driving yourself insane. You can’t even see it.”

      “See what?” I took a step back, pressing against the doorjamb. The lights buzzed in and out as it got harder to control my wolf.

      “This. You. If you could see yourself right now. You’re barely hanging on. It’s the Rise, Lucia. Haven’t you talked to Camilla about it?”

      The Rise. I shook my head as if I could clear the words right out of the air. The Rise was something that happened to female shifters before they went into a kind of heat.

      Jarred dropped his head, drawing a deep breath he calmed himself and stepped around the desk. “You need a mate, dammit.”

      “Don’t take another step,” I said. Thundering rage poured through me. I wanted to smash stuff.

      Jarred froze, respecting my wishes. He knew me well enough to know how close I was to shifting right there in his office in front of all the customers in the store. I wanted to argue his point but knew I wasn’t helping myself one bit.

      “Just talk to Camilla, will you? She knows. She’s been through this. She can help you.” His eyes fluttered. “At least, I think.”

      “I asked you a question.”

      “No. You’ve just been bitching at me.”

      I tore a piece of paneling off the wall behind me. “Did you make a deal, Jarred? Me for your exit?”

      Jarred’s face went white. He opened his mouth then clamped it shut. God, he looked just like Dad. He had that same twitch near his eye when he got truly angry.

      “No,” he answered, the word a sharp staccato.

      “Whether you did or not, the answer is no. Do you understand? I do not want to mate with any of the Alphas of Wild Lake. Not now. Not ever.”

      Shock put color back in my brother’s cheeks. He took an unsteady step backward. He looked as if I’d just gut punched him. For a moment, I existed outside myself. This wasn’t the reaction I expected. We’d been here before. Jarred would yell, swear, sometimes break something like I just had. But, he never went quiet like this.

      Then, the hairs rose on the back of my neck and I knew why. We weren’t alone. In the heat of the moment, I hadn’t sensed the audience forming behind me. I did now, slowly, I turned. Peter Matthews stood in the corridor flanked by his entire pack. Roy, Grady, Stephen and Tony.

      Peter Matthews was one of the biggest Alphas I knew. He matched Jarred in height. But, where my brother was leaner, more athletic, Peter was thick like a tree trunk. His cold, blue eyes burned through me. Pure rage simmered through him and I felt his wolf just below the surface. Lust coursed through him just as strong. God help me, it heated my blood. Was Jarred right? Was this the Rise?

      “Then, we have a problem,” Peter said, his voice booming.

      “Peter, this is between my sister and me,” Jarred said. “Please go. We’ll talk later.”

      “No. I’d say this is more between your sister and me.”

      Jarred’s wolf strained to get out. My own tore at me. This was bad. Catastrophic. I read Peter Matthews’s need just as clearly. The men behind him strained against their own wolves, forming a line of threat behind their Alpha.

      He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. Not here. Not like this. Peter curled his fists and widened his stance, signaling a clear challenge.

      Marcus rose up just behind the Matthews pack. He stayed human, but his fangs dropped and he bit the air behind Roy. Locked in Peter’s mind, Roy stayed stone still, his eyes focused straight on Jarred.

      Where was the rest of the pack? I closed my eyes and reached out with my mind. They were too far away, hunting near Jarred’s house. I sensed Charlie the strongest. Jarred put out a preternatural signal. Charlie would guard Camilla with his life. Then, another presence rose up, drawn by the energy around me.

      Clint. In my mind’s eye, I could see his tiger, pacing along the lakeshore. He felt me. How was that possible? He knew I was in danger. My senses overloaded with his. My blood boiled and my breath came hot.

      Peter sensed the change in me and misread it. He moved, reaching for me.

      Jarred struck. He pulled me behind him and dropped his fangs. Curling his lips back, he snarled; his eyes blazed white.

      Peter went deathly still. Only a bulging vein in his neck indicated the fury simmering just below the surface. “Consider this a formal challenge, Jarred,” he said, mustering more calm than I knew I could.

      Jarred snapped his jaw. I put a hand on his back, trying to settle him. It only made his skin flush redder. If he shifted now, Peter’s pack would take it for the threat it was and all hell would break loose. Tuned in to his Alpha, Marcus was losing control too.

      “Peter, don’t do this,” Jarred said.

      “Pack law,” Peter said, his lips curling into a sinister smile. “I’ll give you until the next full moon.”

      “Jarred?”

      My brother reached back and gripped my arm hard. He was beyond words.

      “In front of all these witnesses!” Peter shouted. “Here and now, as Alpha of the Matthews pack, I challenge you for the right to mate with Lucia!”

      “The hell!” I said. I strained against Jarred’s grip but today he was stronger. “And I reject your challenge!”

      Unfazed, Peter just kept on smiling. “Then your brother shall pay with his life and his pack.”

      Before I could even respond, Peter turned and shifted on a dime. The rest of his pack followed. Six full-blooded wolf shifters bounded out of the store, fangs bared and fur flying, while what seemed like half the population of Wild Lake stood slack-jawed watching.
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      I wanted to shift. I wanted to run and never look back. It was as if every cell in my body had magnetized and tried to pull me northeast to Wild Lake. Jarred’s strong hands on my shoulders kept me seated. He’d threatened to chain me in dragonsteel if I tried to bolt.

      After the skirmish with Peter’s pack, Jarred took control and called his own pack to the house. Now, we sat around Camilla’s long dining room table with me at the head and Jarred standing behind me. Marcus sat to my right. Charlie Devane to my left. Rounding out the table were Kyle, Joe, Jody, Zeke, Collin and Mitch. Camilla leaned against the far wall with Tucker in her arms, his sleeping head slumped against her shoulder. Marcus’s boy, Asher, played with toy blocks at her feet.

      “My answer is still no,” I said. Camilla shot me a soft smile. I knew she was at least happy that I’d stopped yelling. And breaking stuff. It took Jarred, Marcus and one of the Lanier boys to subdue me back at the store.

      Marcus grew brave. He leaned over and put a hand over mine. I let him. “We know. We get it.”

      Hot tears threatened to spill. If I wasn’t smashing things, I just wanted to cry.

      “The trouble is,” Marcus continued. “Peter’s escalated this to another level. I mean, I haven’t heard of a real mate challenge in, well, not in my lifetime. Not in my father’s either. What about the packs in the Pacific Northwest, Camilla?”

      Tucker stirred in her arms, she adjusted him to her other shoulder. Camilla rocked him while she spoke. “One. About forty years ago.”

      “Yeah?” Jarred asked, his tone flat. “Do I want to know how that turned out?”

      Camilla tilted her head and raised a brow. How the hell could she always stay so calm? I don’t think I’d ever seen her fly into a rage unless she felt Tucker threatened. She was so many things I didn’t know how to be.

      “Depends on who’s telling the story, I guess,” she answered. “It was for my Great Aunt Mary. My grandfather’s sister. Until I came along, she was the only she-wolf around. Anyway, a rival Alpha challenged my grandpa for her. He lost. But…”

      “But what?” I said, rising from my seat. Jarred shoved me back down. I nipped at his hand and growled.

      “After Granddad won the fight, it left a power vacuum in the other pack. My grandpa tried to assimilate them into his own pack, but it was a mess. The whole thing ended in a kind of civil war. Aunt Mary ended up mating with another member of the rival pack just to keep the peace. Things never really did calm down after that. It’s one of the reasons my father thought it might be a good idea to send me to Wild Lake. He didn’t want the same thing happening all over again.”

      “You can take him,” Kyle said. He was younger than Jarred and me, more hotheaded. “Peter’s done nothing but cause trouble since…” He stopped himself, realizing the blunder he was about to make. I knew what he meant. Peter had been trouble ever since our father died and Jarred took over as pack Alpha.

      Marcus shot a look to Kyle. As Jarred’s second and my father’s best friend, Marcus was a natural diplomat. He’d already filled the rest of the pack in on Peter’s attempts to stop the new exit from going in on the interstate.

      “There has to be a solution,” Camilla said.

      “Kyle’s right,” Charlie added. “Peter’s a problem. This shit he’s pulling over the exit going in hurts everyone’s bottom line. Jarred, your dad set it up so all of the packs would benefit from Wild Lake Outfitters. I think Peter knows this expansion is going to be the game changer Luke envisioned. It’s a power play. That’s all it is.”

      “Is there any chance you can get him to withdraw this challenge and back off?” Joe asked. Along with Charlie, Marcus and Jody, he was the last of my father’s original pack.

      “I’m not done trying,” Jarred said.

      “It shouldn’t be you,” Marcus said. “It’ll make you look weak to the other pack members. Let me try to talk to him. Peter’s father and I were good friends once upon a time. That might still mean something to him.”

      “And how does he not look weak by withdrawing?” Jody asked.

      “Then I take it to him,” Jarred answered, growling. He finally took his hands off my shoulders but shot me a warning look. “It won’t be pretty, but I’ll end it.”

      I caught Camilla’s eyes. She was worried.

      “Why does it have to be you?” I said. “This is about me. If Peter wants a challenge, I’ll give him one.”

      Mouths dropped around the table. Jarred went nonverbal, emitting a low, vibrating growl that subdued the others. In my case, it just stirred me back to anger.

      “No,” Jarred finally said in that deep staccato. I knew him so well. I knew the words he wasn’t saying. I’d caused enough trouble. He didn’t blame me for not wanting anything to do with Peter. My brother was a lot of things, but it had been unfair of me to call him a pimp the other day. I’d said it to hurt him. But, I knew he wished I’d handled everything else better. More like...Camilla.

      “Lucia,” she said. She leaned forward and deposited Tucker into Joe’s waiting arms. Tucker grumbled, but didn’t wake.

      “This is ridiculous!” I shouted. Tucker’s eyes popped open and I wanted to kick myself. But, I’d started down the path, no sense stopping now. “I mean it. Peter doesn’t get me. No matter what. He can threaten you. He can try to rip the pack apart. It won’t change how I feel. I’m sorry if it causes problems. But I just cannot compromise who I am.”

      My wolf rumbled. I realized too late the Jarred hadn’t just been trying to keep me in my seat. He’d been helping me stave off the shift I’d wanted to make since Peter stormed into the store.

      My brother turned to me, his eyes pleading. Camilla sensed my distress and put a hand on Jarred’s arm. She mouthed something to him. Let her go.

      I didn’t wait for permission. I just made it out the door as my wolf ripped out of me. Dawn began to break over the horizon. The pack meeting had lasted all night. It would go on without me. I did what I always did. I took to the lake. That magnet pull feeling came back. It made my blood hot, my heart race. Beneath all of that, another, deeper sensation started to grow.

      The Rise.

      Could Jarred be right? For weeks now I’d struggled for control. Even before Peter’s challenge, I’d felt so unsettled. A craving I didn’t know how to quench. As pink bands streaked across the sky, I opened my heart and let instinct propel me forward.
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      Before I knew what was happening, I reached the edge of the lake on the north edge of Aunt Pat’s farm. The cabin hideaway was just around the corner. A rocky ledge jutted out over the water. In the summer, I liked to sunbathe on it. If I kicked out far enough, I could dive to the deepest part of the lake from it.

      I stood on the ledge and arched my back. As night gave way to day, both the sun and moon were still out. Irony washed over me. The sky mirrored the conflict inside of me. Something was wrong with me. Two forces pulled at me. The one tethering me to my brother’s pack and the things I was raised to be. The other...more dangerous, wild, wanting to run.

      I let out a baleful howl that echoed across the lake. Every pack could hear it if they were listening. But, I was safe here. No man’s land. If only I could stay here for the rest of my life.

      Then, I knew I wasn’t alone. My heart skipped as twin golden orbs hovered low in the tree line to my right. My breath caught and I swayed on my feet.

      Raising my snout, I breathed in his scent. It warmed me, sending waves of desire through me.

      Clint’s tiger took the first few loping steps out of the trees toward me. He was still here. He should have run for Canada when he had the chance. Bonner property or not, the packs would never leave him alone if they figured out he was here.

      I froze. Magic swirled all around me. With the sun and moon bearing witness, the tiger moved toward me. His stripes rippled with each slow, graceful stride. His massive paws left deep prints in the sand.

      My wolf could move with agile speed. Clint’s tiger had a different kind of strength, moving with regal, powerful steps. He joined me on the rock. We stood nose to nose as he lowered his head. Tiger and wolf. As different as the sun and the moon. His nostrils flared as he took in my scent. My fur rippled with pleasure as Clint chuffed and rubbed his cheek against mine.

      He stepped away first. Sitting on his haunches, he was taller than me by more than a foot. His breath came hot and hard, his huge chest heaving. I wanted to touch him. Needed it. Slowly, I lowered myself to my front paws and shifted.

      Clint jerked his head sideways, his tiger inviting me closer. He yawned, letting out a rumbling growl. I knelt before him, sliding my fingers into the thick, white fur on his chest. I could feel his heartbeat, pumping like a bass drum as I leaned in closer.

      His green eyes locked with mine. His were keen, inquisitive, with a simmering fury just below the surface. As I slid my hands down his back, Clint purred with pleasure. Then, with a pop of energy, he shifted. Seamless. Graceful. My fingers played over the taut, tanned skin of his arms until I stepped back.

      We stood there, staring into each other’s eyes for a moment. Neither of us knowing quite what to say. For my part, I was afraid I’d break whatever spell this was between us. For his, maybe it was the same.

      “You’re still here,” I finally said.

      He gave me the hint of a smirk. “It didn’t seem safe to leave.”

      “For you?”

      Clint looked out at the lake. It was still as glass. Three young swans glided across the surface. They were part of this year’s group of cygnets. Their parents had long since cast them off, but these three stayed together.

      “Something’s happened,” he said, stepping off the rock onto the shore. He turned his back to me. I couldn’t help but stare at the rock hard curve of his ass as he found his jeans and put them on. I suddenly became aware of my own nakedness. Clint tossed me his shirt before he turned back around. Red and white checkered flannel, the hem hung almost to my knees as I quickly buttoned it and went to the beach to join him.

      “Are you going to tell me what it was?” he asked. His eyes flashed with dark mystery. “There’s a pack prowling the northwest border of Wild Lake. Five of them. I thought they were looking for me at first. They weren’t though, were they?”

      My throat ran dry. It could only be one thing. “No,” I answered.

      Clint made a noise deep in his chest, part growl, part purr, all danger. “What do they want with you?”

      Instinct told me it was dangerous to tell him. He was an outsider, not even a wolf. Jarred would want to strangle me if he knew I was even talking to someone like Clint. Fire lit inside me. Danger drew me even closer.

      “It’s complicated,” I said.

      Clint stood in front of me like a stone mountain, tall, broad, looming. His eyes were hard. “I think it’s pretty simple. I saw what happened back at the bar. Are you going to try and tell me it’s something else? I know some of the wolves I ran into up here are the same ones who tried to mess with you. I know what they want, Lucia.”

      He clenched his jaw. He seemed barely able to contain his tiger.

      “It’s being handled,” I lied. I don’t know what made me do it, but my senses told me Clint might lose control if I told him the full truth.

      “You shouldn’t be out here alone,” he said, sounding a hell of a lot like my brother.

      “Well, I’m not alone now, am I?” I tried to make my tone light. It did nothing to take that look of protective fury off Clint’s face. Just like my brother, indeed. He didn’t know me. We’d only just met. So why was he looking at me like that? Why did I like it so much?

      “Come on,” I said. “I told you you’re safe enough to hide out at the cabin. Do you want to head back there?”

      I started to walk past him. Clint shot out a hand. He gripped my arm, not hard, but firm. “Those wolves,” he said. “That pack. I think you’d better tell me what’s going on.”

      “Only if you tell me who’s really after you.” I turned his question right back on him. Clint lifted his chin then his stone-cold expression melted into a smile.

      “It’s complicated.” I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “Well, you first.”

      He let out a sigh. “You have something unique here. Wolf packs don’t live close like this in other parts of the world. Not many other groups of shifters either. Nobody. You’ve never lived anywhere but here, have you?”

      “Not since I was little, no.”

      “Well, you’re lucky. I don’t know how you guys have done it. I mean, I can sense the territorial boundaries, but how many packs are there in Wild Lake?”

      “Five at the moment,” I answered. “And they don’t always get along.”

      “Right. But you’re not trying to kill each other on a regular basis. Rumor is you’re all in business together.”

      I couldn’t tell if this was an interrogation or genuine curiosity. Instinct told me it was the latter. I prayed I hadn’t misjudged Clint.

      “We are. Wild Lake Outfitters. But, that’s complicated too.”

      “I can imagine. I was working for a group of jaguar shifters down in Venezuela. Deep sea gold mining. Things went south. Another group of shifters came in and took the operation over by force.”

      “And you couldn’t just go to work for the new management?” We walked along the shoreline, the rising sun beating down on our backs.

      “I told you, it doesn’t work that way in most other places. It was brutal and bloody. They wiped out every jag within a twenty-mile radius. I was out of allies. Couldn’t take on a whole pride by myself. It was time to move on. I heard some rumors there might be mining work up in Canada. So, I packed what was left of my gear and came. I was meeting with a guy at that bar where I first met you.”

      I stopped walking and turned to him. “You came all the way from Venezuela on your way to Canada by way of Michigan? That’s what I’d call the long way, my friend.”

      A silence fell between us as Clint directed that hard gaze back at me. He looked on the verge of telling me something else, but stopped himself. Instead, he reached for me, tucking the hair behind my shoulder. My whole body quivered with heat at his touch. It got hard to see straight.

      “Those wolves were hunting you, weren’t they?”

      My pulse skipped. “It’s not like that.” Except, I knew it was. It was exactly like that. Clint seemed able to read the answer in my eyes instead of the lie on my lips.

      He threw his head back and let out a roar that rattled my jaw. His hands were on me, gripping me tight.

      “I can handle it,” I said. It seemed vitally important to calm him down. “It’s not your problem. It sounds like you have enough of your own. But, it’s going to be my problem if any of the Wild Lake wolves find me talking to you. We should get you back to the cabin.”

      I meant to pull away from him. But, Clint stayed as immovable as the rock ledge where he’d found me. His eyes burned with green fire and the same question.

      “Yes,” I said, breathless. “The Alpha of that pack you sensed, he...he wants me.”

      Clint’s lips curled back in a snarl. My blood caught fire.

      He wants me. He wants me.

      Clint tucked his finger under my chin, lifting my face so I had to meet his gaze. “Do you want him?” he asked, his voice low.

      One beat. Two. My heartbeat slammed between my ears. Heat. Fire. The sun and moon.

      “No,” I said. My hands took on a life of their own. I slid them up Clint’s arms until my fingers ran through his hair, pulling him down to me. I went up on my tiptoes. Clint’s lips found mine, igniting my soul.

      My nipples rose to hard peaks as I pressed against him. Hunger. Craving. Desire like I’d never felt before poured through me. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t breathe.

      Finally, Clint found the strength to pull away, setting me back on my heels. He wiped the back of his hand over his lips as if the lingering taste of me had set his insides on fire as well. I knew instantly that it had.

      Then, that smoldering smirk lit his face. He said one word that turned me inside out.

      “Good.”

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      My heart felt spun like a top. Hunger sparked in Clint’s eyes and I could see myself mirrored in them. My own hunger gripped me, taking over my senses. The world fell away. I couldn’t hear, see, taste or feel anything but Clint’s strong arms wrapped around me. I wanted more. So much more. I couldn’t breathe.

      The Rise.

      I never missed my mother. I’d been so young when she died, barely old enough remember her. She and my father hadn’t been a love match. She mated with him for the good of the pack. I existed for the good of the pack. Jarred too. As I stared into Clint’s eyes, my need pulsing through me, I knew I could never be like her. Not ever. Now, I was beginning to understand why.

      Clint broke away first. His faint, black tiger stripes made shadows across his chest and arms as he struggled to keep his tiger down. My wolf responded. A low, predatory growl bubbled up and I knew my eyes flashed silver. He wanted her just as much as I wanted Clint’s tiger. A vision flashed behind my eyes of what it would be like...feel like to give in to it.

      My craving for Clint made me quiver. My body had become a volcano about to erupt. Lust poured through me like molten lava. The heat centered between my legs and I knew if I touched myself there, I’d be wet. I was naked from the waist down with only Clint’s shirt covering me. I was vulnerable, exposed, and never more aroused in my life.

      “Lucia.” Clint barely got the word out; his voice cracked. “It’s not safe for you out here anymore.”

      It was as if my mind were on a delay. I heard the words, but it took a second for me to process his meaning. I shook my head as if I could physically clear it that way.

      “That pack, the one I sensed earlier, they’re just over the ridge. They’re looking for you.”

      I took a faltering step backward. I had to get a hold of myself. No matter what this was between us, lust made me vulnerable. Closing my eyes, I turned my nose into the wind. There. Faint. But I sensed them. Peter and the rest of his pack were hunting on the northeast boundary. Clint was right; they were hunting me.

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing his hand. “You need to get back to the cabin. I’ll head up to Aunt Pat’s house.”

      “I’m not leaving your side,” he said, his voice deep with conviction. The tone was so much like my brother’s. An Alpha’s command.

      “You’re going to be in a hell of lot more danger than I am if any of the Wild Lake wolves see you or even sense you. Like it or not, I’m the thing that’s keeping you from them. If you really want to get to Canada, it’s now or never. I can handle Peter’s pack. Lead them away from you. But you have to go quickly and right now.”

      My heart slammed in my chest. My words were rational, reasoned. With the packs focused on me, Clint would never have a better chance to get away. The thought of him leaving tore at me. Maybe Jarred was right. The Rise had clouded my judgment. It was driving me a little crazy.

      “You’re the one who’s not safe, Lucia. God. It’s not just this Matthews pack. It’s everywhere. I can feel all of them. It’s all over Wild Lake.”

      “What is?”

      Clint’s tiger boiled to the surface again. His eyes flamed bright and shadow stripes rippled across his chest. My urge to lay hands on him nearly drove me to my knees. Oh, I was wet. Dripping for him. And I knew he could sense it.

      He gripped my elbows, pulling me gently toward him. “Their need. I know you can feel it. Some of them might not be strong enough to fight it. If any of them tries to...if they…”

      He roared. The vibrations of it rattled my chest, stoking the flame inside of me even more.

      Howls came from everywhere. Clint’s eyes narrowed. He set his jaw and met my eyes. “I’m not going anywhere. I can’t. Not yet. Not while…”

      His sentence died on his lips. Whatever he meant to say, he couldn’t bring himself to finish. I had my own reasons for wanting him to stay. I couldn’t give voice to them yet either.

      “Come on,” I said. “The Bonner property is still the safest place for either of us to be. We can outrun the pack. Not even Peter Matthews would break the treaty. He won’t come on Aunt Pat’s property without an invitation.”

      Clint didn’t seem entirely convinced, but I gave him no choice. I broke from his grasp and started to run. With a thundering roar, he followed.
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      I tried one more time to get Clint to stay at the cabin while I went up to the main house. He refused. The fiery glint in his eye told me he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “Fine,” I said as he followed me through the woods. I stayed away from the worn trails. If Peter was stupid enough to follow me to Pat’s backyard, it would slow him down at least a minute or two.

      We came out behind the barn. Chester and Pat’s gray mare, Gladys, were in the paddock. Sarah was there grooming Gladys. Clint’s silent growl rumbled through him. I put a hand on his back to steady him.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “That’s just Sarah. She works in the stables for Aunt Pat and Uncle Harold. Even if she saw you, she wouldn’t say anything if I asked her not to. But, let’s not test it. You stay hidden until I can figure out what to do.”

      “There’s someone coming out of the barn,” he said. Aunt Pat’s brother, Uncle Harold came out the back. He closed and latched the barn door behind him. Clint went rigid beside me. Harold looked straight at him and cocked his head toward the wind.

      Clint straightened, that soundless growl ripped through him as he pushed me behind him. Good lord, Clint was about to pounce.

      “Stop!” I whispered, tugging at Clint’s arm. He froze at my touch. He relaxed his posture as he saw what I was about to tell him.

      Harold Bonner was blind. A cruel scar cut across his eyes. Three deep slashes. Not long after we came to Wild Lake, Harold was injured in the last shifter war. Sometimes, I still had nightmares about his cries of pain those first few days while Aunt Pat and my father nursed him back to health.

      Whistling as he went, Harold felt along the fence as he headed up to the house. “You stay clear of that right hind leg on Chester,” Harold called out to Sarah. “He’s been getting ornery in his old age.”

      Sarah’s bright laughter echoed across the yard. “So are you!" She threw her long, dark hair over her shoulder and worked the brush over Gladys.

      “I told you it was better if you waited back at the cabin,” I said.

      “They’re out there, Lucia.” Clint turned to me. “I want you where I can see you.”

      My pulse tripped. If Jarred were here now, there’d be no mistaking the raw hunger in Clint’s eyes as he looked at me. I meant to argue with him. It really wasn’t safe for him out in the open like this, even on Pat’s property. Before I could get the words out, another pair of voices reached us. They were coming up the hill toward the front of the barn.

      “Get down!” I shoved Clint hard. No way could I have moved him if he hadn’t wanted, but he listened. He went to his belly, making himself invisible in a small ditch near the fence.

      Holy hell, it was Marcus. I closed my eyes and tried to sense the rest of Jarred’s pack. Mercifully, they weren’t with him. Only Pat emerged at his side. They started walking toward us. My mind whirled with how I’d explain Clint if they saw him. But Marcus stopped before he reached the fence. Pat stayed with him, turning her face out of the sun.

      “Tell me the truth,” Marcus said. “How do you think Jarred will take it?”

      Pat carried a pail of feed. Marcus took it from her and set it on a hook near the barn door. “Never mind that. How do you think Lucia will take it? But, Marcus, I think you’re wrong.”

      Marcus stood close to her. The two of them turned so they had their backs to us. She looked so small beside him as Marcus towered over her. When he tilted his head down to look at her, his eyes flashed. It was just an instant. I doubt Pat would have even registered it if she’d been looking straight at him.

      “I wish I was,” he said. “I’d give just about anything to be. But you and I have been around too long to ignore what’s right in front of us.”

      “She belongs here,” Pat said, indignant.

      Marcus chuckled. “Pat, that girl has been running ever since she was a little girl, and you know it.”

      My heart lurched. That girl was me. Clint stiffened beside me. I put a steadying hand on his back. He stayed flat on the ground as I crouched beside him.

      “I love Lucia like a daughter. And haven’t I given up enough to this pack? Haven’t you?”

      There were tears dancing at the corner of Pat’s eyes. I wanted to go to her. I wanted to hug and her and tell her I was sorry for any bit of pain I had caused her.

      “It’s different with Jarred,” Marcus said. “Luke knew it. You know it. Wild Lake is in his blood, somehow. He was born to lead this pack. But Lucia? She’s been restless from the beginning. How many times did you have to turn this place around looking for her when she ran off? It’s gotten worse since she’s become an adult. And Pat, I’m not saying Peter Matthews is the right mate for her, but Andre Lanier? Jack Monroe? They’re good, solid men. There’s a reason she’s rejecting them. Maybe it’s not just her rebellious streak.”

      Clint’s whole body quaked. The ground shook beneath him, and I prayed Marcus couldn’t sense it. I tried to put a steadying hand on his back. He went rigid beneath my touch, but at least he didn’t draw attention to himself. Yet.

      “Luke said she just needed time.”

      Marcus turned to her. He put a gentle hand on Pat’s upper back. My heart felt heavy. Why hadn’t I seen it before? There was a tenderness between them that hadn’t always been there. They’d lost my father together. Marcus lost his own mate too, Asher’s mother. They were bonded in grief. As I let out a breath, I knew what my father would have done. He would have told Marcus to look after Pat if something ever happened to him. I was sure of it.

      “Patricia, look at me.” A faint blush colored her cheeks. My throat felt tight. The only person who had ever called her that was my father.

      “Luke knew. He knew.”

      A single tear fell down her cheek. “Don’t say it.”

      “I have to. Look, we’ll find a way to handle Peter’s challenge. At least, I hope. But you know it won’t be the end of it. As long as Lucia refuses to take a mate, there will never be peace in Wild Lake.”

      Pat pulled away from him. I felt like I had left my body. I had no choice. Anger bubbled up inside of me. If I let it take root, I would have shifted right then and there. Instinct told me Clint would utterly lose his shit.

      “You mean as long as Lucia stays in Wild Lake without a mate, there will never be peace.”

      Marcus dropped his head. I wanted to pop up, run toward them, grab Marcus by the shoulders and shake him. But, my own heart beat with the truth of what he said.

      “Jarred will never admit it. He’d rather fight to the death for her. Hell, we all would. You know that. But even Camilla knows what’s going to happen. What happened in Washington State with her people will happen here.”

      Pat was full on crying now. My heart shattered into a million pieces. Clint stirred beside me. He seemed tuned to my emotions somehow. It was more than just lust tying us together. I couldn’t feel it. I couldn’t process it.

      As long as I stayed in Wild Lake, there would never be peace.

      “So what do we do about it, huh? It’s not her fault. Lucia’s a free spirit. She always has been. If her nature doesn’t call to any of the other Alphas, there’s a reason. Unmated, she’s not safe anywhere, and you know it. This isn’t just about Wild Lake.”

      Marcus straightened his shoulders. The air felt charged with secrets. Something pulled at me. I wanted to run. I wanted to shut my ears and drown out the sound. No. No. No.

      “It’s why he went down there,” Pat said, her voice flat, devoid of emotion. “Tell me the truth, Marcus. Luke went down to Ohio over this, didn’t he?”

      Marcus broke. He bent at the waist as if she’d just delivered a gut punch. To me, she had. I clamped a hand over my mouth to keep from screaming.

      “There was going to be a challenge from the Kentucky Chief Pack, yes,” Marcus finally answered. “They were going to make a play for Lucia. But, Luke should have never gone down there to face it alone.”

      Pat wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “He went for Lucia, but he went for Jarred too. He wouldn’t bring himself to say it. It was only after...when I could think straight again, that I understood. He was getting weaker. Luke was afraid he wouldn’t be able to hold on to the pack much longer. He knew it would be a one-way trip. He didn’t want Jarred to ever have to challenge him. This way…”

      Marcus nodded. “This way, he’d make a clean break.”

      No. No! My father. My poor father. He went down south for me? He died, for me? Grief ripped through me. My inner wolf rumbled. Beside me, Clint couldn’t control it. He roared.

      The sound of it spooked the horses in the barn and out in the paddock. Sarah turned toward it, dropping her brush. Pat and Marcus ran to the other side of the barn. As I quaked with rage, an eight hundred pound tiger pushed in front of me, putting himself between Marcus’s wolf and me.
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      Clint’s low, creaking growl rattled over me. Marcus’s wolf, shimmering red with his golden eyes blazing, advanced. I put a firm hand on Clint’s back. His tail slashed upward as he bared his huge fangs.

      “Marcus,” Pat cried out. She knew. God. If Marcus tried to attack Clint, he’d get his head ripped off.

      Marcus snapped his jaw and sidestepped, pushing Pat further behind him. Out in the paddock, Sarah tripped over a bucket as she backed away. The clang as the bucket overturned drew Clint’s attention. I grabbed him, digging my fingers into the scruff of his neck. I pressed my lips to his ear. Marcus hunched lower, poised to strike.

      “Don’t,” I whispered. “You’ll kill him.”

      Marcus knew it, but he held his ground. My heart twisted. Marcus was willing to die to protect both Pat and me. I loved him for it. But, Clint was willing to do the same if I didn’t find a way to get them both to back off. At the same time, my wolf flared hot inside of me. It was Aunt Pat who grounded me.

      “Lucia,” she said, her voice steady and calm. “Get him to stand down. Do whatever you have to.”

      I acted on instinct. In hindsight, it might have been foolish. Marcus saw Clint as nothing but a deadly threat to both Pat and me. Still, I stepped between them. Marcus growled a warning. Clint flashed those massive, deadly fangs again.

      I put one hand on Clint’s head, the other on Marcus’s. “I’m safe with Clint,” I told Marcus. “He’s a...a friend.”

      I was barely hanging on. My own wild nature clamored to get out. Pat understood. She stepped around Marcus and stood by my side, putting her within inches of Clint’s reach.

      “Take him up to the house,” Pat said. “Clint, is it? If you’re a friend of Lucia’s that’s good enough for me for now. If you try anything, you know you’ll have every wolf pack in Michigan after you. Big as you are, you can’t take them all on at once. Do we understand each other?”

      She was so brave, so calm. Only a tiny flicker in her eyes told me how scared Pat really was. But, it was enough. Letting out a warning chuff, Clint took a step backward. Marcus stayed still as granite. I pulled my hands away from them, slowly moving toward the house.

      Clint pawed the ground and gave one last fearsome roar that sent all the horses in the barn into a stomping frenzy. Sarah had the presence of mind to run to them. She was human, but like Pat, she’d been around shifters her whole life. Incredibly, she wasn’t afraid.

      I took a chance, turned my back and began the slow walk up to the main house. Clint followed. Thank God. He followed.

      I couldn’t bear to look behind me to see what Marcus did. He was Pat’s to deal with. Harold stood on the front porch, gripping the railing. He didn’t need his eyes to sense something big had happened. When I reached the porch steps, I stopped to face him. How the hell was I going to explain any of it to him?

      “You okay, honey?” Harold asked. Though he couldn’t see Clint’s tiger, he sure as hell sensed it.

      “I’m okay,” I answered. “I suppose you heard everything?”

      Harold gave a slow nod, turning his face toward Clint. “I expect you plan on following her in here.”

      I opened my mouth to answer for him, but Clint shifted. Harold sensed it. He took a step backward.

      “I’m not planning on letting any harm come to her,” Clint said, his breath coming heavy.

      “Well, that makes at least two of us,” Harold said, his mouth splitting into a wry smile. “Honey, you think Marcus has called your brother’s pack by now?”

      My heart lurched. I’d been so preoccupied trying to keep Clint and Marcus from attacking each other, I hadn’t even thought about what else might be going on in Marcus’s head. I didn’t feel Jarred though. For whatever reason, Marcus had kept my secret.

      Clint stood in the hallway, coiled, predatory fury. He kept his fists curled at his sides and the shadows of his tiger stripes rippled across his chest. I went to the hall closet and pulled out a pair of jeans for him. Pat was used to shifters traipsing through her house after whatever skirmishes they faced outside.

      “Thanks,” Clint said through tight lips. My heat still thundered inside me. This was bad. Horrible. Marcus may not have called to the pack when he sensed a threat, but it was only a matter of time before he filled my brother in. There was really only one thing to do now and it shredded my insides.

      I couldn’t breathe. My body still quaked not only with Clint’s close call with Marcus, but all the things I’d heard just before that. I slumped against the wall and buried my face in my hands.

      Clint was on me. He slid his hands beneath my elbows and pulled me back up. His forehead creased with worry and his green eyes glowed brighter as he searched my face. The memory of his kiss lingered in my mind. After everything that happened, I still wanted more.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, his voice ragged.

      “Tell you what? Which thing? I can’t even…”

      “You know exactly which thing.” His voice gained strength. He let go of me. Running his hand over his face, he charged down the hall until he ended up in Pat’s kitchen. The delicious scent of her homemade chicken soup hit me full on and my stomach roared with hunger.

      Clint turned on me. Pat had a long farm table in the center of the room that seated twelve. With cabinets painted green, she had copper pots and pans hanging from hooks near the stairs off the back of the kitchen. He’d lived in the house his whole life, but Harold constantly banged into them. I knew both Harold and Pat would be here any second. They would have more questions I didn’t know how to answer.

      “This Peter,” Clint said, pacing. Rage colored his face. His footsteps fell so heavy, I worried he’d fall through the hardwood floor. “He’s made a full on challenge for you. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      I was angry. I wanted to shout that it wasn’t his business. I had enough keyed up wolves in my life, I didn’t need to add a tiger to that mix. And yet, heat and desire flared through me as Clint’s possessive anger made his eyes flash even brighter.

      “It’s pack business,” I said, knowing full well it wouldn’t satisfy him one bit. It was the kind of thing Jarred would say.

      “Bullshit!” He whirled around and crossed the distance between us in two powerful strides. His stripes appeared again. On instinct, I reached for him, running my hands along his chiseled upper arms. Clint’s tiger instantly quieted; his stripes receded.

      “Okay.” I tried again. “Then, it’s complicated. You heard what Marcus said the same as I did. And by the way, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t try to rip off the heads of any more members of my brother’s pack. Aunt Pat was right. If you’d lost your cool and attacked him out there, you’d have more than just a bunch of Venezuelan jaguars after you. And they’re not just Jarred’s pack. They were my father’s. They’re mine.”

      The words felt hollow in my mouth. Were they mine? I’d lived my whole life surrounded by my father’s men. They were loyal to my brother now. Marcus had just proved he was willing to put himself between a full grown tiger and me. Even if his emotions were misplaced, he’d done it for me. At the same time, I’d never felt more isolated from the wolves of Wild Lake than I did right now.

      “They’re willing to sell you off to the highest bidder!” Clint couldn’t hold back his roar any longer. It bounced off the walls and shook the pots and pans. His hands were on me, pulling me toward him. His anger stoked mine. Fire burned inside of me and my vision went white. I knew my wolf eyes blazed right back at his tiger’s.

      There was movement toward the front of the house. The front door slammed shut and heavy footsteps clomped down the hall. Clint pulled away from me. Reason had won out and he seemed to know how much harder it would be if Marcus or any of the others found me in his arms.

      Harold, Pat, Marcus and Sarah walked into the kitchen together. Of the four of them, only Sarah shot me a smile. That girl might have been sixteen, but it seemed she had the soul of someone older and wiser. It was one of the reasons she spent more time here on the farm than back in town with girls her own age.

      “You okay, honey?” Pat asked, though she kept her stare leveled at Clint.

      “I’m fine. I’ve been fine.” I wanted to say so many other things. I wanted to rail and scream and ask them why no one had ever told me about my father before. He left for me. He’d died because of me. He’d wanted to mate me off to keep the peace among the packs. I hated and loved him all at the same time. But, most of all, I missed him. The grief I’d pushed down for so long rose up. Behind me, Clint seemed to sense the change in my emotion. I felt his hand lightly touch the small of my back. It bound me to him. Tethered me. At the same time, it took my breath away.

      “These are pack lands,” Marcus snarled to Clint. Pat reached for him, touching his arm. Marcus’s eyes glowed gold, but he kept his wolf in check. “But you knew that, didn’t you? You came anyway. Jarred knew there was something wrong at the Backwoods. He told me he sensed something. I figured Lucia just had him all keyed up. So what the hell are you doing here? You know it’s within my rights to call all the packs down on your head.”

      “Enough, Marcus,” I shouted, sensing Clint’s anger rising. I couldn’t bear to look back at him, afraid my own feral side would win out. “Clint’s not here to cause trouble.”

      “The hell he’s not!”

      Clint’s thunderous growl shook the pots again. Harold moved, putting himself at Aunt Pat’s side. Sarah watched everything with a kind of detached curiosity. It was odd that she was still here though. Why hadn’t Pat just sent her on home?

      “Clint’s here because of me,” I answered, straightening my back. “As a friend to me. He needed a place to stay.” I was about to give Marcus the highlights of what Clint told me, but as I started to, I realized it wouldn’t help one bit. Clint was on the run from another group of shifters. Telling Marcus that wouldn’t do much for his resume.

      Finally, I did look back at him. My heart dropped. Clint was barely hanging on. His eyes glowed like green fire and his stripes were out again. If he shifted here in the middle of Pat’s kitchen, Marcus would rightly take it as an act of open aggression.

      “Clint, is it?” Harold said. “You may be a friend to our Lucia here, but I think even you can see how you’re being here is stirring up trouble she doesn’t need.”

      “She needs someone to protect her,” Clint glowered.

      “We protect her!” Marcus charged forward. I got my hand up just in time and shoved him back hard. He slammed into the opposite wall.

      “Enough!”

      Marcus’s fangs were out. Aunt Pat shot me a pleading look. There was just no way these two could stay in the same room together much longer.

      “Honey,” she said. “Why don’t you have your friend go wait out at the cabin? I think he knows the way.”

      Her look was kind, but devastating. She knew. She’d known all along.

      “I’m not leaving her alone with…”

      I turned on Clint. I hated asking him to leave, but Pat was right. Until Marcus calmed down, this was going nowhere good. “You don’t have to worry about leaving me alone. I told you. Marcus is part of my brother’s pack. And it’s not like I’m defenseless. You all seem to keep forgetting that. Just go to the cabin. I’ll come find you in a little while when everything’s...calmer.” It was a lie. Nothing could possibly get calmer after this. He knew it, but he also knew Marcus hadn’t given him an idle threat. If he brought the packs down on our heads, things would go from bad to horrible.

      “I’ll go,” he said, a vein popping near his temple. “But I won’t be far.” He turned his attention to Pat and Harold. “I owe you my thanks for your hospitality.”

      “Just see that you don’t dishonor it,” Harold said. Blind though he was, he seemed to stare right through Clint.

      I knew Clint had more to say. I also knew how hard it was for him to turn his back and walk away. Because it was ripping me apart too. He dropped his head in deference to Pat and Harold, but refused to look at Marcus. Then, he found the back door and left us.

      Shaking, I turned back to Marcus. He gripped a chair back so hard I thought he might break it. Pat peered up at him and tried to smile.

      “What do you expect me to do?” he said, leveling a hard look at me. “What the hell have you been thinking?”

      I wanted to yell, stomp my foot, remind him that I was a grown woman and this was all my own damn business. Except, I knew it wasn’t. Not now. I might be all those things, but I was also a Wild Lake wolf and I’d kept something big from all of them.

      “You should go too, Marcus,” Pat said, her tone softening. “You know Lucia’s safe here. You need to calm down first, then we’ll all decide what to do.”

      “Do you want me to lie to him?” Marcus’s voice rose to almost a shriek. Pat was still talking, but he directed his rage at me.

      “No,” I said, struggling to keep from yelling right back. One of us had to stay calm though. “I’ve never lied to you or my brother. And I never lied to my father either.” He understood my implication and it made him go pale. It just started to dawn on him that I’d overheard everything out at the barn.

      “Lucia, your father…”

      I held up a hand to silence him. “No. Not now. I’ve heard enough from everyone. Aunt Pat’s right. We all need to calm down first. I’m not asking you to lie to my brother. I am asking you to let me be the one to tell him. Can you at least give me that?”

      Marcus swallowed hard. He curled his fist. He seemed ready to launch into another tirade, but once again, Pat’s steadying hand on his arm calmed him.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’m heading to Traverse City in the morning to meet Senator Logan at his office there. We’ve still got a business to run in spite of all this...chaos. Jarred thinks I can talk some sense into him about this highway project. But, I’ll be back by tomorrow night. If you haven’t told your brother about...him, then I’ll have no choice.”

      I nodded and spread my hands wide as a gesture of peace. Well, not so much peace, but maybe a temporary truce.

      “A tiger?” Marcus said, his voice rising. “You let a damn tiger onto Wild Lake lands? Lucia, what the hell are you thinking?”

      “Come on,” Harold said, coming to my rescue. “Patsy and I will walk you out. There’s nothing more to be done tonight, Marcus. This will be between Lucia and her brother now.”

      I knew Marcus had so much more to say. So did I. But, he let Pat take him by the hand and lead him back down the hall. Harold followed close behind. I stood frozen in the middle of the kitchen until I heard the front door close. Only then did I sink into a chair at the kitchen table and bury my face in my hands.

      I don’t know how long I sat there. I’d forgotten that I wasn’t alone. Then, Sarah quietly slid into the chair beside me. When I looked up, she was smiling.

      I threaded my fingers through my hair and turned to look at her. Her wide brown eyes held both kindness and wisdom. I’d known her since she was little. She had a knack with Aunt Pat’s horses and seemed able to anticipate their movements before they made them.

      “I’m sorry about all this, Sarah,” I said. “Clint didn’t mean to scare you. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      She rested her chin in her palm. “Oh, you didn’t.” The smile hadn’t left her face. Sweet as she was, Sarah was an odd girl, too. To me, she always seemed to be living in her own little world apart from all the rest of us. Pat said it was because she could see things we couldn’t. I never understood what that meant.

      “Oh, Sarah. I’ve made a real mess of things, haven’t I?” I folded my arms on the table and rested my head on them.

      Sarah reached over and rubbed her hand gently over the curve of my skull. “It’s not your fault, Lucia. It’s fate.”

      “What?” My heart skipped. My wolf stirred as if sensing a threat. But there was no one here but Sarah and me.

      Sarah laughed. “You seriously don’t know?”

      I sat up. “I’m sorry. I’m just not in the mood for riddles.”

      Sarah sighed and sat back in her chair. “I saw it the minute I laid eyes on your tiger. I’m surprised you didn’t.”

      “Saw what, Sarah?” I didn’t like the look she was giving me. Too calm. Too...happy.

      “Clint, is it? Your tiger? Lucia, for a being with preternatural senses, you’re sure pretty dense about what’s right in front of you sometimes. But, don’t worry. I told you, I saw it in a vision. I’m never wrong about these things. That tiger is no ordinary tiger. He’s yours.”

      I couldn’t breathe. It got hard to see as if every light had just gone dim. My heart thundered and excitement flooded through me. I wanted to ask her what she meant, but that would just be a deflection. I knew. She knew I knew.

      Sarah shrugged and got up from her chair. She grabbed a kitchen towel from the counter and started toward the sink. Pat had a pile of dishes that needed washing. “It’s gonna get real interesting around here, that’s for sure,” Sarah said. “Who would have ever thought Jarred McGraw’s sister, the only Wild Lake she-wolf in a generation, had a tiger for a fated mate?”

      Her lilting laugh cut straight through me as my heart beat wildly with the truth of her words. Clint was mine. I was his. My God, we were fated mates.
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      Fated mates. Sweat broke out on my brow. My heart beat so fast I don’t know how I kept my wolf back. If I’d been outside, I probably couldn’t have. But, sitting here in Aunt Pat’s kitchen with Sarah in front of me kept me grounded.

      “It’s okay,” she said. Sarah was so young. But, those of us on Wild Lake knew to respect her insight. Aunt Pat thought she must have been part gypsy, or even had witch blood.

      My hands trembled. I pulled them back into my lap. “Sarah, this is anything but okay.”

      Her face still lit with that knowing smile. “I have a fated mate too. I haven’t met him yet. I don’t even know who he is. But someday, I know I’ll face the same dilemma you have. And I’ll count on you to help me through it.”

      “Sarah…” I had so many questions for her. Part of me wanted to deny what she told me. It would be so much easier. But, I didn’t get the chance to finish my question. Aunt Pat walked into the kitchen and shot Sarah a stern look and lifted her chin. Still smiling, Sarah took the cue. She reached over, squeezed my hand, and scooted her chair back.

      “Probably best if you head on home,” Pat said to her. “Steer clear of the farm for a couple of days. I’ll send for you when things settle down a bit.”

      Sarah tilted her head. I didn’t have to have her sight to know the question in her mind. When exactly did Pat think things would die down? But Sarah left without asking it. Now, it was just Pat and me. She slowly sank into the chair Sarah had just exited. Her laser gaze turned my heart. Was it disappointment she felt? Shock? Worry? Probably a combination of all three.

      “Pat,” I started.

      She held a hand up to silence me. Worry lines creased her brow. “Honey,” she said. “Let me say a few things. Then…”

      “If it’s a lecture, I don’t need it.” I hated how short my tone was. But, I was barely hanging on. My feral nature clawed to get out. I wanted to shift. I wanted to run. Above it all, I just wanted.

      “Yes you do!” Pat rarely raised her voice to me. The echo of her shout cut straight through me. She narrowed her eyes and two red dots colored her cheeks.

      “Lucia, I love you like my own daughter. You know that. There’s nothing you could say or do that could change that. But, I’m terrified.”

      Such a simple, yet gut-wrenching statement. I wanted nothing more than to take the pain and worry from her eyes.

      “Clint isn’t here to cause trouble,” I said. “He just needed a place to hide out.”

      She raised a brow and leaned back hard in her chair. “You should have come to me.”

      “And said what? Honestly, what could I have said?”

      She slammed a fist on the table. “This is my farm, Lucia. You brought a tiger here without talking to me first. You think I don’t know he’s been staying at the cabin? My cabin? Honey, you should know by now nothing goes on around here I don’t know about.”

      My head throbbed with my pounding pulse. If I didn’t shift soon, I’d have a monster of a headache. “I’m sorry. I really am. I think maybe I was just hoping to give you an out. In case my brother started snooping around.”

      “You wanted me to lie to him?”

      “No! I just figured if you didn’t officially know Clint was here, you wouldn’t be in a position to have to lie.”

      “You sound like a politician,” she said.

      “And you’re deflecting. Aunt Pat, I heard what you and Marcus said out there. Jarred admitted to me the other day that my father was the one trying to broker a mating proposal for me. And yet, no one bothered to let me in on it. And you should have told me why he went down to Ohio by himself. Don’t try to deny it now. I heard you. He went there to fight for me. And he went alone because he knew what was going to happen.”

      I hated causing Pat any more pain than she’d already experienced. It had been two years since my father died. She’d only recently come out from the shadow of grief.

      She took my hand. Tears played at the corner of her eyes, but she stayed strong and stoic. “If I’d told you any of that, you would have tried to go down there with him. He knew that too. You and Jarred were what mattered. And I don’t think he knew what was going to happen. He didn’t have some death wish. Or if he did, he certainly never shared it with me. You and I both know he would have never wanted you to blame yourself for any of it.”

      “I don’t.” Now it was my turn to hold back tears. “Oh, Aunt Pat. I wish I could be what all of you want me to be. You think I don’t know how much trouble I’ve caused? That last thing I want is for the packs to be at war because of me. But, I just can’t do it. I can’t mate with Peter or any of the others. Believe me, part of me wants to. I tried to deny it. It irritates me to no end that Jarred is right about something. He is though. Something’s different inside of me. He said it was the Rise.”

      She was smiling. Pat pressed her cheek against her palm. The tears that had glistened in her eyes a moment ago turned into something more joyful.

      “Well,” she said. “It’s about damn time you realized it, honey. We’ve all known for weeks.”

      A sob choked out of me. “How can you smile at something like that? It’s tearing me up. I know how much easier it would be if I were Camilla. She does all the things a she-wolf is supposed to. She came to Jarred without question. She serves the whole pack. They love her. She makes them all stronger. I just make them crazy.”

      Pat’s laughter rang through the kitchen. She leaned across the table and cupped my face in her hands. “You’re more like her than you think. Camilla just doesn’t fight her fate or her path. You do.”

      I jerked away from her. “Are you honestly telling me I should mate with one of the Wild Lake Alphas? Why won’t anyone listening to me? It’s not what I want!”

      “No,” she said, her features softening. “No, honey. I’m telling you to open your eyes and your heart. Your path and your fate are right in front of you. I can’t tell you what it is. But, your heart will, if you listen to it.”

      She didn’t shout, but her words hit me like thunder. My fate. My path. It was there in front of me, warming my blood, calling to my wolf.

      “I can’t...I have to…”

      Pat settled back into her chair. “Go,” she said with soft resignation. “But honey, have a care with it.”

      I don’t remember bolting out of my chair. I don’t even remember running out the back door. Before I knew it, I hit the woods and let the cool evening breeze pour over me.
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      The cabin seemed smaller to me for some reason. My heart racing, I burst through the clearing, nearly stumbling over a fallen log. I saw no movement in the window. The place was empty.

      My stomach flipped as I scanned the trees. Everything around me had gone still and quiet. There was no trace of Clint anywhere. A thousand knives went through me at the thought of never seeing him again. Had Jarred lied to me? Had they run him off for good?

      No. I would have heard something. I would have felt something. I took a cautious step toward the cabin and choked back those tiny spikes of fear. I opened the door and peered inside. He hadn’t come back here. I wanted to call out to him but worried Marcus might have gone to warn my brother despite his promise. Then, there was Peter or the other packs.

      I walked up the hill, heading back toward the lake. With each step, my trepidation grew. I found myself on the stretch of beach near the rocky ledge. A few minutes to sunset, I was in that in-between space again. Both the sun and the moon were out.

      I stepped out on the ledge, looking out at the water. I didn’t see even a single wood duck in the distance. Even the fish had gone into hiding. No ripples on the water, it was still as glass.

      I knelt down and ran my fingers over the surface. I felt a beat, deep below the surface. The water turned to froth, bubbling up in front of me. It sprayed upward like a geyser. Startled, I fell back, landing on my palms. Clint’s tiger broke the surface and pounced onto the rock beside me in one graceful arc.

      He shifted in an instant. Water sluiced down his chest as his tiger stripes went dim. His blazing green eyes locked with mine. My breath left me. My heartbeat thundered. I reached out with a tentative hand and curved my fingers around his arm, pulling him toward me.

      “Don’t,” he said, half growling.

      “Don’t? Don’t what? Don’t touch you? Don’t be here? I don’t know what you want from me.”

      Clint’s jaw tightened. He was coiled, ready to shift again. My own wolf rumbled inside of me, pushing to get out.

      “You know exactly what I want from you,” he said, his voice dropping so low I heard it with more than just my ears.

      Time seemed to stop. The events of the last few days replayed in my mind. Peter’s challenge. Clint’s kiss. Sarah’s vision. Pat’s words. Stop fighting your path and your fate.

      I rarely thought of her anymore, but at that moment, I wanted my mother. She too had left her home and everyone she knew to fulfill an arranged mating with my father. She knew her duty and her place and she’d honored both. Her path. Her fate.

      I reached for Clint again. This time, he didn’t protest. His eyelids grew heavy and he let out rumbling purr as I slid my hands across his chest.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing,” I whispered. “I don’t even know you.”

      Clint’s eyes snapped wide. He caught my hand, circling his strong fingers around my wrist. “Yes, you do.”

      The truth burned like liquid heat through my veins. It was all so impossible. Clint Yeager. Tiger shifter. As far as I knew, none of his kind had ever set foot in Michigan before. He knew that. Every shifter in the world knew Wild Lake was wolf country. And yet, he’d come here anyway. His fate. His path. As my heart beat wildly, I knew my own truth. He was right. I did know him. I’d known him my whole life. He’d been the thing that made me run, rebel, break free.

      He stayed still as stone, waiting for me to accept the truth. I blinked back tears. “You asshole,” I finally said. Clint’s face broke into that infuriating smirk of his. “You’ve known this whole time? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      The smile left his face. He took my other wrist in his hand, pulling me toward him. “This isn’t easy for me either,” he said. “You’re not the only one with everything to lose.”

      My rebellious streak reared again. I tried to jerk away from him, but Clint held on. No matter what else happened on this rock, we would both face the truth.

      “I want…”

      I couldn’t finish the sentence. The answer was everything. I wanted everything. But, most of all, I wanted him.

      A nuclear bomb could have gone off that night. The storm of the century could have raged all around. None of it would have mattered. At that moment, Clint became my universe.

      I moved toward him. Primal instinct fueled me. The last orange ribbons of light gave way to the purple bands of evening. The moment before my lips touched Clint’s, he strengthened his grip on my wrists, holding me just away from him.

      A gasp tore out of me. Feral need coursed through my veins. I felt it in him too. His breath came hot. Desire made him tremble.

      “I can’t hold back,” he said, his words broken, rasping with lust.

      One heartbeat. Two. The difference between day and night. Before and after.

      “I know,” I said. Then, I was on him. Clint dropped my wrists and slid his hands around my waist. He pulled me down until I laid on the rock. His hands gently framed my face as he kissed me. Blistering heat pooled in my core. I ached. I moaned. I arched my back as he ran his tongue along my neck, snaking his way up until he nipped my ear.

      He was naked already, having just shifted. I slid my hands down his back. The heat of him seared me. His muscles were carved marble, rippling beneath my touch. He threw one thigh over me and his rock hard cock brushed my leg. I gasped at the feel of it. Turgid. Pulsing with need.

      I grew bolder, reaching for him. Clint growled when I closed my fingers gently around his shaft. Granite wrapped in velvet. I ran my thumb along the slit at its head. A tiny bead of moisture came to the surface. I had the deepest urge to bring him into my mouth. My heart raced and fresh desire raced through me. This was new to me. I’d dreamt of it my whole life. Imagined the feel of my mate’s hardness piercing my heated core.

      Clint roared. The force of it sent rippling shockwaves over the lake’s surface. It was dangerous. Wild. I joined him with a howl of my own. It acted on Clint like flame to a fuse. His whole body went rigid. He tore at my shirt, ripping it off me in one swift movement. I worked on my pants; the rough denim chafed me. I wanted nothing more separating me from Clint. Not ever.

      “Lucia.” He whispered my name, sending goosebumps over me.

      “Yes,” I gasped. Oh, yes. This. Always this. I never set out to save myself. I was no prude. I just didn’t know I’d been waiting for him all along.

      I was naked. My sex throbbed and new heat spiked there. Clint devoured me with hot kisses. He tasted like salt and sin. He trailed one finger between my breasts. My nipples pebbled for him. He fastened his lips around one, drawing it out with his tongue.

      Oh, God. His tongue. The pad of it was both soft and rough, almost like sandpaper. He had tiger in him after all. He curled it around my nipple, setting off a thousand points of pleasure through my whole body. Yes. Oh, yes.

      He pressed his hand against my thigh, pushing my knee flat against the rock. He trailed that rough, skillful tongue between my breasts and all the way down the flat plane of my stomach, swirling it once around my belly button. I gasped again, rising up. Clint pressed my knees apart and centered himself between my legs.

      He let out a groan that sent electric fire straight through me. He lingered for a moment, his eyes flashing dark as he took in the view between my legs. Oh, God. I was so ready. Hot. Wet. Dripping for him.

      Clint’s tongue darted out, teasing me. Coaxing me. I rose to it, spreading my legs even wider for him. This. Always this. My mate. My fate. My path.

      Then, Clint took me in his mouth. I cried out in ecstasy. He licked me. Drove me to the edge. Left me panting, wanton. His.

      “Please,” I begged. Oh, yes, I’d do that too. “Please!”

      But, Clint was in control. He raked that sinful tongue up and down, swirling it around my swollen clit, gently prying me open for him. He knew. He wanted me primed and ready.

      Finally, Clint brought himself to the edge. He rose up, positioning himself between my legs. With one hand, he held my wrists above my head as I writhed beneath him, inviting him. With his other hand, he stroked his cock. It earned him another gasp from me and his eyes flashed brighter green. His tiger stripes shimmered across his skin.

      He was so big. So thick. All mine.

      “I can’t stop,” he said, locking eyes with me.

      “I don’t want you to.” Another low growl ripped from his throat. I brought my knees up, then let them fall open. Clint tested me, dipping a finger inside me.

      “Oh!”

      He found me slick, ready, wanting. He couldn’t hold back another second either.

      He locked eyes with me, then guided the head of his cock between my folds. I arched my back in invitation. If Clint meant to go slow, the beast inside him took over. My own spurred him on.

      Then, he slid inside me all the way. A tiny flicker of pain blossomed as he hit a tight band. I let out a sigh, relaxing. Clint sank deeper, stretching me. Filling me. I cried out with pleasure. He let go of my wrists. I cupped his ass and drew him even farther in.

      We fit. Made for each other. My wolf hovered just under the surface. The Rise.

      Clint began his slow, steady thrusts. Desire built. Waves crashed inside of me. My pleasure became my center. It pulled me along like a current, building to something powerful.

      Clint threw his head back and roared. Again, the vibration of it rippled along the water. A fierce wind rose, as if the world itself knew what we did.

      “I want it,” I gasped. Oh, I did. Reckless maybe. But this had never felt more right. I dug my nails into Clint’s back. His eyes went even more feral as my touch set off a chain reaction in him. He doubled his rhythm. My teeth rattled with each powerful thrust. So good. I felt his pleasure peaking. Instinct drove me. I wrapped my legs around his waist and pulled him in even deeper.

      “Lucia!” My name burst out of him in a ragged whisper. I felt a hitch in him and he twitched inside me. My own breath left me as I felt Clint pour himself into me. I locked my ankles and pulled him down to me, carving my fingers through his hair. Clint showered me with kisses as he spent himself inside me. When the last of the tremors left his body, he reared up. His eyes sparkled as he looked at me. My own burgeoning need took over.

      Pressing my hands flat against his chest, I twisted my body, flipping us until I was on top, straddling him. I let out a cry as this position plunged him even deeper. I threw my head back and thrust up and down, setting my own wild pace.

      “Baby,” he whispered. I was gone. Fueled by primal lust, I let it take me away. Clint kept steady hands on my hips as I took my pleasure.

      It thundered through me, nearly unseating me. But, Clint’s grip was strong. He held me in place as I came around him. The half-moon bore witness to our coupling. Our shadows danced across the water.

      Clint changed his grip, lacing his fingers through mine as I ground out the last of my orgasm. For the first time in my life, I felt truly sated. I knew where I belonged. As I crested down, Clint slid his hands around my waist. My bones turned to rubber. All my strength left me as I dropped my head. Clint was there to catch me.

      He was still deeply in me as I leaned forward and found his lips with mine. My world became the two of us. This time. This place. Everything else melted away.

      Until it didn’t.

      As Clint held me close. Another shadow moved across the water. Still in the throes of physical bliss, I reacted too slowly. Clint didn’t.

      He flipped, pushing me behind him. I saw the flash of silver before the shadow blocked out the moon.

      My brother’s wolf landed on Clint’s chest, his fangs ripping straight through his flesh.
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      If Clint had been in his tiger, my brother would have died right then and there. He had the element of surprise and the strength of his wolf, but he was no match for Clint’s tiger. Clint’s blood poured down his chest. Fire lit in his tiger eyes as he threw my brother off.

      I tumbled down the side of the ledge. My fangs dropped and I went down on all fours, my wolf raging to get out. I held her back.

      “Clint, no!” I screamed. But, it was too late. As Jarred rounded for another strike, Clint’s feral nature won out. His bones crunched from the force of his shift. Then his massive, ferocious tiger turned on my brother. Blood stained the white fur of his chest. A deep gash cut through him. Had he been anyone but Clint, the wound would be mortal.

      Clint towered over Jarred. His fangs dripped. Jarred’s eyes were lit like diamonds. The fur along his spine stood on end as he snapped his jaw.

      Tiger versus wolf. One swipe of Clint’s paw could rip my brother in half. He knew it. The low staccato of Clint’s growl shivered through me. I scrambled to my feet and ran to them. In my head, I felt the thundering approach of the rest of Jarred’s pack.

      “You called them!” I yelled. “Dammit. Jarred, stand down!”

      I pushed out with my mind, calling to my brother in a language we’d learned in the womb. He pushed back. The force of it drove me to my knees. There were no words. Only the pull of his Alpha, pushing me away, commanding me to stay out of it.

      Setting my jaw, I pushed back. No! Dammit, no!

      “Clint!”

      The pair of them stalked each other in a predatory circle. Clint held his tail high, whipping it back and forth. Jarred crouched low, his back end up in the air. They weren’t posturing. They were about to try and tear each other to pieces.

      “Clint!” I ran around my brother, trying to get in Clint’s line of sight. If I had to, I’d throw myself between them. Anything to keep one of them from dying today. If the pack got here, it would be a toss-up. If they didn’t, Jarred could never survive a tiger attack one on one.

      I called out to Camilla, but Jarred had thrown up a wall. I couldn’t sense the pack. He’d shut me out.

      Jarred lashed out, lunging for Clint’s neck. His deadly fangs found purchase. I realized with a mixture of horror and relief that Clint was holding back. He just stood there, snarling as Jarred ripped a new wound through him. Then, Clint whipped his body around, flinging Jarred off him. He swiped downward, knocking my brother sideways. I heard a rib crack. But, Jarred sprang right back to his feet, rage and adrenaline fueling him.

      The pack surrounded us, streaming through the trees. I turned to them. “No!” I shouted, but it was no use. They would only heed their Alpha’s command.

      Jarred had shut me out, but I sensed the change in the pack. They moved as one, heading in for the kill.

      I did the only thing I could. I threw myself in front of Jarred, putting my body in front of Clint’s. I felt his hot breath on my back. He growled a warning. I felt Clint’s command cutting through.

      Stand aside!

      But I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. Clint’s tiger was mighty. I wasn’t willing to test his strength against the full force of the McGraw pack.

      “If you want Clint, you’ll have to go through me!” I shouted. More than anything, I wanted to shift. My wolf went mad with the urge to fight. But who? My pack? My mate? There could be no victory, only loss.

      Jarred threw his head back and howled. The others joined him. The sound of it ripped through my soul, splitting me in two. I took a step backward toward Clint, spreading my hands wide. He snapped his jaw and roared. I found my shirt at my feet and quickly put it on.

      This was horrible. The worst. I felt no shame, but part of me ached for my brother. I never meant for him to find out like this.

      “Stand down!” I shouted again. “Clint’s not your enemy. Jarred, if you ever cared for me at all, you need to listen to what I have to say.”

      Saliva dripped from Jarred’s fangs. His silver eyes burned like molten metal. But something moved through the pack. Their posture changed. Charlie sat back on his haunches and let out a keening whine. The others followed. The trees behind them rustled. Then, Camilla stepped out of the shadows. Standing tall and regal like the queen she was, she locked eyes with me and came to my brother’s side. She put a gentle hand on his back. Jarred shivered. His eyes darkened. Slowly, achingly, he shifted.

      Camilla had a pair of Jarred’s jeans folded neatly in her arms. She never broke eye contact with me as she handed them to him and waited for Jarred to get dressed. Still snarling with rage, my brother complied.

      Mirroring Camilla, I turned back to Clint. I put a hand on his back. A shiver went through me. Even now, I still ached for him. Clint sensed it. He took a step back, then disappeared behind the ledge. I waited. A moment later, he emerged. Finding his own jeans, he’d shifted back, though black stripes still rippled across his chest.

      Jarred gestured behind him, commanding the pack to stay still, but close. Pairs and pairs of wolf eyes glowered, dropping their heads low in deference to their Alpha, but standing ready to strike.

      “Lucia,” Jarred said, his voice dropped so low and flat I barely recognized it. “Go home.”

      I reared back as if his words came as an actual slap in the face. “I will not. You're ridiculous.”

      This earned me a sharp glance from Camilla. So be it. I was a grown woman. The choices I made were my own.

      “Get the hell out of Wild Lake, tiger,” Jarred said, deciding to ignore me. Clint stood behind me. His protective fury came off of him in waves. Instinct drew me to him. I wanted to claim him with my body language and take his hand. Reason won out. Jarred may have bottled his wolf, but I knew how close he was to losing it. As angry as I was with him, if I didn’t keep this bomb diffused, someone would get hurt.

      “Clint is here because of me,” I said. “At my invitation. You don’t speak for all of Wild Lake, brother.

      Jarred became even more unglued. He started to pace. When Camilla put a hand out, trying to draw him back, he nipped the air. She clamped her jaw hard, delivering a withering, marital stare, but she stayed silent.

      “Lucia. Of all the things you’ve pulled...after everything that’s happened. Have you lost your damn mind?”

      “And you won’t speak to her like that again!” Clint’s voice roared across the lake. He made a move to put me behind him, but I stood my ground. We’d reached a razor-thin truce. Any perceived threat would send things into chaos once more.

      “Lucia, he’s a tiger. A tiger!”

      “I’m aware of that,” I said, somehow finding the inner zen to keep my tone even. “And what I do with my life and my time is my business.”

      “The hell it is!” Jarred yelled, tearing at his hair. I put a hand on Clint’s chest as he roared again. I wanted to ask him to go back to the cabin and wait for me. One sharp look from him and I knew it would be futile.

      “Jarred, I think you’re the one who needs to go home. I’ll meet you there in an hour. We’ll talk.”

      Camilla took my lead. She went to Jarred’s side and slid her arm around his waist. “She’s right. There’s a solution to all of this. But not while you’re both running this hot.”

      “I am not leaving you alone with this...this...tiger for another second.” He said the word tiger with such revulsion, it burned through me. I gathered the strength to call him on it. Jarred was a lot of things. Bigoted wasn’t one of them. Even Camilla blanched at his tone.

      Clint reacted, straining against me, he let his tiger stripes shimmer to the surface. Camilla’s jaw dropped at the sight of them. Her diplomacy gave way to sheer wonder. I had to suppress a smile. Clint really was something to behold.

      “Enough,” I said. “From both of you. Clint? Please, please go back to the cabin. Wait for me there. Jarred, if you take the pack and go back home, I’ll go with you.”

      “No!” Now it was Clint who couldn’t keep his wild nature under wraps. I’d had about all I could take of Alpha testosterone. At the same time, Clint’s nature stirred mine. My legs trembled as desire poured through me. I only hoped my brother was too preoccupied to pick up on it. He’d seen quite enough for one day.

      Jarred’s command exploded in my head. I staggered sideways at the force of it. The urge to drop to my knees and submit to him took my breath from me. Clint sensed it. He got in front of me and stared Jarred down. The pack closed in.

      I pushed back against my brother with the same power he’d tried to use on me. He had a similar physical reaction. He doubled over, clutching his chest. Camilla stood straight and stoic at his side. She alone understood what was happening.

      Grief tore through me. I didn’t want to do it like this. Not by force. Not in anger. But Jarred was leaving me no choice.

      “Lucia,” he whispered. “My God. Loosh.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes. He reached for me again, gentler this time. I held my ground. There was no other way to do it. Jarred wasn’t my Alpha. He never really had been. Still, it ripped my heart in two to push him away. I felt him test the corners of my mind again. I held firm. Jarred took it as a physical blow. He held his head in his hands. His color drained and a capillary burst in his right eye.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, choking on my own words. I severed the final strands of my brother’s hold as a sob tore from me.

      Clint didn’t understand what was happening. He only sensed my pain. He wrapped an arm around me. Jarred growled.

      “Clint,” I said, crying. “You have to trust me.”

      Jarred recovered quickly. I could no longer sense his commands. I didn’t need to. The pack closed ranks beside him, advancing on Clint. I knew my brother. Later, he would tell me I’d left him no choice.

      But, no one would die today. Not because of me. I turned to Clint. Bringing my hand up, I touched his cheek.

      “Go,” I whispered. If I had to break my own heart, I would do it to save my brother and my mate from each other.

      “Lucia?” Clint’s eyes filled with shock. I only hoped by the light of the next sunrise, he’d understand what really happened here today.

      “Go,” I said again. “I can’t hold them back forever, and I will not choose between you.”

      Clint set his jaw. His eyes glinted. As Jarred snarled and started to charge him, Clint took a step back and dropped my hand.

      He shifted into his tiger, earning a gasp from Camilla and tears from me. Clint’s tiger turned, swishing his mighty tail. Then, he took one great leap and disappeared into the woods.
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      For three days, Jarred wouldn’t speak to me. I’d shut him out of my mind. He seemed hellbent on shutting me out of his life. Just a few weeks ago, I’d wished for that very thing. Now that it happened, it felt like my guts, my heart, had been scooped out, leaving nothing but pain in the empty space.

      Camilla did what she always did. Ever the diplomat, she tried to nurture and console me. She brought me food, checked in on me. I stayed in the cabin, unwilling to go back to Jarred’s house. For once, he didn’t argue with me.

      Then, there was Clint. His absence had left me physically ill. Every bone in my body ached; my lungs burned. The need we’d quenched only rose again tenfold.

      “You two are going to have to find a way to be in the same room together,” Camilla said. She leaned against the far wall of the cabin while I curled up on the pallet. The pain seemed more bearable if I didn’t try to move.

      “He doesn’t understand,” I said. “I don’t know how to make him.”

      Camilla came to me, kneeling in front of the pallet. She smoothed the hair away from my face where it had pasted there from sweat. The moment Camilla’s fingers touched my skin, her eyes widened with alarm.

      “Why didn’t you say something?” she asked. She went quickly to the kitchen and ran a cloth under cold water. I sucked in a hard breath as she pressed the cool cloth to my forehead. Even that slight touch sent pain shooting through every nerve.

      “He won’t listen. You were there when I tried.”

      Camilla leaned back and sat on the hearth. “All I heard was anger and posturing. And the both of you going immediately to opposite corners like you always do. You’re so damn stubborn.”

      The effort of moving made my stomach roll, but I sat up anyway. “He’s the one who’s stubborn. I’ve been telling him...I’ve been telling all of you for years I’m not wired like you are. Now, I know why. Clint’s my mate. I didn’t plan it. Neither did he. I’m sorry it makes trouble for the packs. It wasn’t something I could help.”

      Camilla shot me a sideways smile. “Well, you’re half right. There’s no question that tiger’s your mate. But, you could have handled this so much better, Lucia. You should have gone to Jarred with it right away. Hiding a tiger on Pat’s farm wasn’t the way to go.”

      “Camilla, you know I love you. You’re the closest thing to a sister I’ve ever had. You of all people know what would have happened if I went to Jarred the second I met Clint. Things would have turned out exactly the way they did. Jarred would have lost his temper and set the pack on Clint. We’d be in the same situation as we are now.”

      She laughed. It wasn’t a mean laugh, but it roiled me just the same. “Did you want Jarred to find you like that?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Anger flashed in Camilla’s eyes. It startled me because I wasn’t used to seeing it. Oh, she could be fierce when she needed to. I’d just never seen that anger directed at me.

      “He’s your brother, Lucia. Never mind all the rest of it. You can’t blame him for losing it when he was forced to witness his sister...er...mating right in front of him.”

      I threw off the blanket and whipped it against the wall. “You think I planned that?”

      “Did you?”

      She had me speechless. I stormed toward the door and smashed it open. I wanted to shift. I wanted to tear up ground. Anything to push back the agony I felt.

      Camilla followed but took a position in the doorway, crossing her arms as she watched me rail and pace. I whirled around and faced her.

      “No!” I said. “I didn’t plan that.”

      Camilla shrugged. “Well, then you have to at least admit it was pretty careless. You were out in the open on pack lands. You knew Jarred was worried about you and bound to come looking. What choice did you give him? You refused to answer any of his calls. And you knew Peter has his pack trying to keep an eye on you too.”

      “I didn’t ask for any of it! Peter can go to hell.”

      “That’s easy for you to say, but there’s still the little matter of his challenge. Your brother is willing to fight to the death to protect you. You of all people should know how great a price that is.”

      My heart dropped to my feet. She was so calm. Only a slight coloring of her cheeks betrayed the anger she had to feel. Her husband. Her mate. The father of her son. My brother. She was right. I hadn’t thought about the price he was willing to pay for me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and I meant it. I was sorry for all of it except for one thing. I would never be sorry for the way I felt about Clint. But, I’d driven him away too. In the days since that standoff by the lake, I couldn’t sense him. Had he left me for good? Even the fleeting thought that I might never see him again hit me like an anvil to the chest.

      I leaned against an elm tree; it cast a long shadow over the cabin. Camilla’s eyes glowed silver as her emotions churned.

      “What can I do?” I asked, throwing my hands up. “I’ve made a mess of things, haven’t I?”

      Finally, the smile came back to her face. “Well, that’s usually how it goes with fated mates. It’s never convenient.”

      “It was for you,” I said.

      “It was. But I didn’t plan for that either. When I left Washington State, I thought I would die. I had to leave behind everyone I knew and loved and I had no idea what I’d be walking into. I didn’t trust it, at first. Then, I met Jarred.”

      She blushed again. This time, instead of anger, I knew it was the intimate memory of the first time she let my brother touch her. I cast my eyes down, feeling like an intruder. At the same time, the hole in my heart grew as I realized what Jarred must have felt like the other day when he found Clint and me together.

      I looked back up at Camilla and squared my shoulders. “I’ll try,” I said. “Will you get him to at least sit down and listen to me?”

      Her face brightened and she came to me, arms wide. “Yes. I can get him to do that much. But you have to find a way to put your anger aside when you talk to him. Never forget that Jarred is coming from a place of love for you. It gets mucked up, I know that. He’s worried about you. He’s a man and an Alpha on top of it. It’s hard for someone like that to see past his protective instincts and understand how his actions affect you. So, you have to make him see.”

      I hugged her. It felt so good. Shutting out my brother had been one of the hardest things I’d ever done. I only hoped he could understand why.
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      We went to Wild Lake Outfitters. Late Sunday, and the store was closed. Jarred worked late going over the books with Andre Lanier. I’d hoped to find him alone, but this was as close to neutral ground as I was likely to get. Plus, he wasn’t expecting me. Camilla thought it best to give him as little time as possible to work up his temper again. She swore his first reaction would be relief and joy at seeing me. It turns out she’d kept a secret of her own from him. Jarred had no idea I’d been staying at the cabin.

      My heart jackhammered as I walked up the stairs to my brother’s office. With the renovations up there complete, his desk faced huge windows overlooking the main floor. Andre was with him, and I nearly lost my nerve. When Andre turned and spotted me, I could feel a wave of lust pouring off of him. Before Clint, it had always sparked an echo of desire in me. Now, a wall slammed around my heart.

      But, Andre was nothing like Peter Matthews. He stood like a gentleman as Camilla opened the office door, ushering me in. Andre cleared his throat and plastered on a smile. For his part, Jarred looked at me with those ice-blue eyes of his, casually scratching his chin. He leaned back in his chair and made a quick gesture, flicking his fingers to send Andre out of the room.

      I expected Jarred to throw papers off his desk, punch a wall, something. Instead, he showed no outward sign of emotion. Oh, I knew this Jarred McGraw. It was the side he showed to the other packs and foes he faced in business. Stone cold. Cunning. Lethal. Before Camilla came along, he’d driven the women of Wild Lake into a frenzy as they tried to get close to him.

      “What’s happened?” Camilla asked. Only her voice and her gentle touch on his arm made my brother drop his mask a little. His eyes flashed with warmth and he reached up to slide an arm around her waist, pulling her close to him.

      “Word’s gotten out,” he said, locking his eyes on me. “It seems your tiger didn’t turn tail and run away quietly.”

      His words delivered a gut punch that sent heat shooting through me. My tiger.

      “Where is he?” I asked, my voice cracking. I’d promised Camilla I would stay calm and push my emotions aside. One mention of Clint and all my promises went out the window. “What have you done to him?” I slammed my palms on the desk and got in Jarred’s face.

      Camilla must have given Jarred the exact same speech. She slid her arm around his shoulder. Only the slightest darkening of his eyes indicated his own struggle to stay calm.

      “Nothing,” he said. “But he’s been through Peter Matthews’s pack lands.”

      The air went out of me. My knees went weak. All my anger turned to terror as I sank down into the chair opposite Jarred’s.

      “Don’t worry,” Jarred said, his tone cold. “As far as I know, he left under his own steam. But Peter’s not stupid. He could scent you all over him.”

      “Clint confronted Peter...he got that close?” More than anything, I just wanted to find Clint myself. I knew Wild Lake was the most dangerous place on earth for him right now. Venezuela was nothing. And he’d walked straight onto Peter’s land?

      “Peter wouldn’t say. He just made it clear he knew about the two of you. He thinks it was my doing. A way to undercut his challenge for you.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Camilla said. “Has he lost his grip on reality that much to think you’d willingly hand your sister over to a tiger just to muck things up for him?”

      “He’s not what you think he is,” I said. “You all say the word tiger like it’s slur.”

      “He’s not our kind,” Jarred said. “Do you even know the first thing about tiger shifters?”

      “I know what I need to know. I know that he’s...mine.”

      Jarred blanched. He knew we were coming to this. Still, my declaration hurt him. I hated that it had to. But, I could no more deny Clint than he could Camilla. I bit my lip, fighting the urge to say exactly that. I knew my brother. Invoking Camilla would pierce straight through his stoic veneer.

      “Well, then let me enlighten you,” he said. “They’re not like us, Lucia. He has no people. No pride. No pack. You said yourself this guy is on the run. He’s shiftless. Rootless. The second things got dicey around here, he took off. That’s not how true mates react. If this was for real...if it had been me in his place and Camilla’s pack tried to run me off, you think it would have mattered? No power on this earth would have torn me from her side. That’s what being fated mates means.”

      My wolf bubbled up. I gripped the arms of my chair to keep from shifting. Slowly, I rose. I shot a look to Camilla, warning her not to say a word.

      “And Camilla would have done the exact same thing I did, Jarred. She would have made you get the hell out of there instead of watching her family dismember the man she loved. That’s what being true mates means!”

      Jarred reared back. His face went white and he turned to Camilla. A tiny smile played at the corners of her mouth. Jarred questioned her with his eyes. She bit her lip and shrugged. It was all the confirmation Jarred needed.

      His cool facade slipped. His eyes went silver and he slammed a fist on the desk. “Impossible. I’m surrounded by impossible women.” He rose from his chair put one hand to his waist and kept the other over his mouth. Ready to launch into another tirade, it was my turn to go cold. Before Jarred got the chance, Camilla took a step backward. Her mouth dropped in surprise and she put a hand on Jarred’s arm, maybe to steady him.

      The hairs stood up on the back of my neck and that now familiar heat burned through me. It couldn’t be. He wouldn’t…

      “Jarred,” Camilla said. She kept a vice grip on his arm, making it impossible for him to shift without risking hurting her. “I think you’ll get the chance to ask him yourself.”

      I turned slowly, willing my lungs to work. Clint walked slowly up the stairs then stopped at the window. His eyes glowed green as he caught mine. Jarred growled behind me as Clint reached for the door.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      We didn’t stay at the store. Camilla helped Jarred keep his shit together long enough to form a plan. I went to Clint. The urge to touch him, to tuck myself against him, burned strong. But, it wouldn’t help matters with Jarred one bit. I needed the men in my life to stay calm.

      Neither Clint nor Jarred spoke to one another. For his part, Jarred’s wolf simmered. I don’t think he could have formed words if he tried. Clint seemed calmer. He sensed my need for caution around my brother.

      “We’ll go back to the house,” Camilla said, brokering the deal. “Meet us there in an hour out in the barn.”

      “You need to keep the rest of the pack out of this,” I said. “I mean it. I will not have a repeat of the other night.”

      Jarred was nonverbal. He voiced his dissatisfaction with a sharp growl. But Camilla kept him steady. I turned to Clint. He stood with his hands shoved into the front pockets of his jeans. A good choice, I thought. Any slight movement might have triggered my brother and hell might break loose all over again.

      I put my hands flat on his chest. The moment we touched, my nerve endings carried little sparks of pleasure. We had to get out of there. Fast. Never mind my brother keeping his wolf in check. My own was about to tear out of me.

      Clint glowered at Jarred over my shoulder. I slid my arm around his waist and pulled him out of the room. My head swam. It seemed every emotion I had came roaring to the surface. Aching desire. Fear. Joy. Anger. I could barely put one foot in front of the other. As we left the store, I was no longer the one trying to keep Clint under control. He was doing it for me.

      As we passed the customer service counter, Andre turned. His eyes were pure silver. He let out a low, rolling growl, signaling to Clint to steer clear. Clint pressed his lips to my temple as we pushed through the door.

      “Come on,” he said. “It’s not safe for you here.”

      He led me to a black Jeep parked at an angle in the fire lane.

      “You have wheels?” I asked. “How did you get wheels?”

      “I’m not without means, Lucia. No matter what your brother thinks of me.” He opened the passenger door and put a gentle hand on my lower back, guiding me inside. Scanning his surroundings, Clint came to the other side and climbed behind the wheel.

      “We can make the border in a little over an hour,” he said. “I did some recon. I found a way that’ll draw as little attention to us as possible. Probably.”

      Alarm bells flared. One side of my heart soared with joy. I wanted nothing more than to just run with Clint, find some secret place where no one could find us, and lose myself in him. But, the other side of my heart was still firmly rooted in Wild Lake.

      “Clint, we can’t run. Not like this. Not now.”

      The Jeep jostled down the back country roads. He picked up speed, gripping the steering wheel so hard his claws came out. I put a light hand on his forearm, not sure if that would act to calm him or kindle him. In my case, my burgeoning desire was getting hard to shove aside.

      “Lucia…”

      “No. Like it or not, I’m still connected to my brother’s pack. Not as much as he’d like. But, the things I do, the choices I make impact him. They impact the people I love.”

      Clint kept on driving. “And what if your brother refuses to give you his blessing?”

      Pain stabbed through my heart. “In the end, I make my own choices. But, if I leave without giving him a chance to settle things, it could start a pack war that we started. I couldn’t live with myself if I wasn’t here to help him fight it. It matters, Clint. I know this is probably foreign to you. Tigers don’t…”

      He turned the wheel hard and pulled to the side of the road. The car stopped so quickly, it threw us both forward. My seatbelt snapped and I braced myself against the dashboard. He turned to me, eyes blazing.

      “Tigers don’t what?”

      I blinked. “Well, I mean…”

      “Lucia.” He stared at me head on. His eyes burned through me. A muscle in his jaw twitched. At the same time, the heat between us flared. I wanted him. Now. Always.

      “I love you,” he said, his voice filled with cold fury and conviction. Those three words hit me right between the eyes then pierced my heart so I couldn’t breathe.

      “I love you,” he said it again. “Since the second I set eyes on you. Before that, even. I didn’t know what I was looking for. Hell, I didn’t realize I was looking for anything. But, I came here. It made no sense, but I came here. It was for you. You are my people.”

      I swallowed past a lump in my throat. “Clint...I…”

      “You don’t have to say anything. It doesn’t really matter what you do say. You’ve imprinted on me. I never knew that was possible, but it’s a fact. Now, will you leave here with me? You’re not safe. I know what I’m talking about. You asked me to trust you. Now, I’m asking you to trust me.”

      A beat passed. Then another. Tears sprang to my eyes. I didn’t know if it was joy, sadness. Probably a mixture of both. I wanted nothing more than to lose myself in this man. But, for the first time in my life, I didn’t want to run.

      “I can’t leave my brother this way. I have to at least try to make things right. If he won’t listen...then…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. Clint hadn’t asked me to choose. Not in so many words, at least. His lids got heavy as he let out a sigh.

      “Fine,” he said, putting the car back in gear. “We’ll meet with your brother. But, I swear to you, I will not let any harm come to you. I’ll stop any shifter who tries, including him.”

      The tires spun and kicked up gravel as we rocketed back down the road.

      

      The tension pouring through Clint showed in his hands. His claws kept popping out. A vein bulged in his temple, but he kept his stripes from showing. I knew what I was asking of him, bringing him to my brother’s farm deep in pack territory. If the wolves came, we’d be surrounded on all sides with nowhere safe to run.

      As he parked the car near Jarred’s barn, I had second thoughts. I knew Clint was worried about an ambush. I’d been quick to dismiss it. Jarred would never do something like that? Would he? As I got out of the car and shut the door, I could feel the eyes of predators everywhere. Jarred had put the pack on high alert. Andre knew exactly what Clint was and watched me leave with him. The cat was literally out of the bag. Every shifter in Michigan and further north probably knew by now exactly where to find Clint Yeager, outlaw tiger shifter.

      Oh, God.

      There were lights on in the barn. I took Clint’s hand. He steeled himself by squaring his shoulders as we walked up. Just before going inside, I turned to him.

      “If anything happens, I need you to promise me something.”

      Clint reminded me of Jarred just then. He too had gone nonverbal. He chuffed. Those magic eyes of his with the green center and rings of gold flared hot. More than just his protective instincts ignited behind them. Echoes of our one brief coupling made me tremble. We had to get through the next hour. I had to stay on two feet and keep my head clear.

      I went up on my tiptoes and slid my fingers to the back of his neck, pulling him down to me. It was a risk to give in to even a second of lust. But, my hunger took hold. I kissed Clint. His moan of pleasure vibrated through me. Somehow, I found the strength to pull away.

      “Promise me, if things go south, you’ll stick to me like glue. The pack won’t risk hurting me to get to you.”

      Clint growled. “You think I’m going to use you as a human shield?”

      I tugged his ear. “I think you’re going to trust me to get you and me both out of this without anyone getting hurt. I’m as much worried about the damage you can do to the wolves as they can to you. More, actually.”

      The barn door opened. Camilla waved us forward. My heart skipped, but I kept my head up and laced my fingers through Clint’s. He hadn’t made his promise to me in words. I just prayed he would in deed.

      Jarred was inside. He used the building for storage, poker nights, and had a small workshop in one corner. He sat at the end of a long, foldable banquet table tapping his fingers on it.

      “Where are the packs?” I asked.

      Jarred’s words hit me like a slap. “If you hadn’t cut yourself off, you’d know that already.”

      Clint went stiff beside me. I never had the chance to tell him what I’d done. His eyes flashed with understanding. I knew he thought I’d put myself at even greater risk. He also had to know I’d done it for him. For us.

      “I won’t beg for your blessing,” Clint said. “You think you know what I am.”

      “I’ve seen what you are. And I know enough about your kind to form my own conclusions.”

      Clint dropped my hand. He moved so fast I barely registered it. He slammed his palms against the table and stared my brother down. “Then you know one on one I could tear you apart like tissue paper, wolf.”

      “Stop! We’re not here for that,” I said. Clint’s threat, though noble, could backfire. If Camilla turned on me, we’d be lost.

      Clint straightened when he felt my hand on his shoulder. With a begrudging sigh, he took a seat at the table. I stood behind him, keeping my hands on his shoulders. If it came to it, even I wasn’t strong enough to keep him seated. I just hoped my touch helped center him.

      “She is never going to mate with a Wild Lake Alpha,” Clint said. “And you know she was never born to.”

      Jarred scowled. Fur sprung on his hands. Camilla moved to his side, trying to calm him like she’d done before. Then, incredibly, Jarred’s shoulders dropped. His eyelids became hooded. It looked like resignation.

      He looked up at me and my heart cracked a little. “Lucia, are you sure?”

      “Yes,” I gushed. “I’m as sure as I’ve ever been about anything. Even Sarah saw it. Clint is my mate. I swear it on my life.”

      Jarred rubbed his chin. He tapped the table with his other hand.

      “On my life, I will keep her safe,” Clint said. “If Lucia does me the honor of letting me claim her, I’ll find a way to make her happy. You have my word.”

      Jarred punched the table, nearly upending it. “You expect me to let a tiger live in Wild Lake as my sister’s mate?”

      “Jarred…”

      Clint put a hand up, silencing me. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a chunk of metal. He threw it across the table. It skidded and landed in front of my brother. His eyes grew big.

      “What the hell is that?” I asked. It was a few links of chain of some kind, blackened and twisted. Jarred reached for it. When he picked it up, the color drained from his face and he dropped it as if it burned him.

      “Clint?” I asked.

      “Tell her,” Clint said, staring at Jarred.

      “Where did you get it?” he asked.

      Clint slid an arm around me, pulling me to his side. “You’re right. I did tear through Peter Matthews’s property.”

      My anger ran out. I jerked away from Clint. “They could have killed you. If they’d caught you, they would have.”

      Clint gave me a sly smile. “No wolf was going to catch me.”

      “It’s dragonsteel!” Camilla said. She’d picked up the links of metal and cupped them in her hand. “Where on earth did you get dragonsteel?”

      I held out my hand and Camilla put the piece of metal in it. As I looked at it, I knew instantly what it was. While it burned in my hand, I felt lightheaded, almost like all my power drained from me. And that’s exactly what dragonsteel was supposed to do to shifters.

      “There’s no such thing as dragons,” I said. “They’ve been extinct for a thousand years!”

      “Well, that chain was forged by one when they were still around. And your friend Peter has a lot more where that came from. I’ve heard rumors the Chief Pack in Kentucky keeps their prisoners chained up in that stuff. It immobilizes them. Cuts them off from their packs. Shifters can’t break out of it.”

      “You found this at Peter’s?” Jarred asked. The color hadn’t yet come back into his face.

      “That’s right,” Clint answered. “He’s been keeping secrets from you.” Clint leaned far forward and took the length of chain away.

      “Clint, you have to tell us what you know,” Camilla said.

      “He’s made himself a dungeon,” Clint said. “There’s an outbuilding on his property sort of like this one. You’ve seen it?”

      Jarred winced. “I helped him build it. He was storing farm equipment in it.”

      “Not anymore,” Clint said. “He’s got it set up with a cage and made four chains. Wrist and ankle shackles bolted to the floor.”

      “But why?” I asked, though the truth hovered at the edge of my imagination. Horror filled me.

      “He knows I’d never force you to mate with him,” Jarred said, but his voice had a faraway quality like he was talking more to himself than the rest of us.

      “No.” I backed away. It was too awful. He couldn’t. He wouldn’t. But the truth burned through me just like it did for my brother.

      Clint slowly rose. “Peter Matthews plans to try and take Lucia as his mate any way he can. He built that place for her, and you know it. But, I’m here to tell you it’s never going to happen.”

      “Clint,” I said, but he only had eyes for Jarred.

      “You tell Peter Matthews he can have his challenge next week when the moon turns full. Just like he wanted. But, instead of facing you, he’ll have to face me.”

      “No!” Jarred rose. “It doesn’t work like that. I’m Lucia’s Alpha...if.”

      “You’re not,” I said, horror making bile rise in my throat. “Oh, God. You’re not. I cast you out. Peter knows it.”

      “You won’t survive it,” Jarred said. “You have no pack of your own. If you challenge Peter, you’ll have to face his entire pack. Not even a tiger is strong enough to take down that many wolves. It’s suicide.”

      Tears streamed down my face. No. I couldn’t let it happen. Clint turned to me, knowing my pain. He shot me a quick wink and pulled me close. “I will take Peter Matthews out. If it means sacrificing myself to the rest of his pack once it’s done, at least I’ll know you’re safe from him.”

      I pushed myself away and staggered toward the door of the barn.
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      “Lucia.” Clint turned to me. He was careful not to touch me. Tensions couldn’t get higher. I wasn’t sure whether I wanted to kiss him or strangle him.

      “No,” I said. “You are not going face the entire Matthews pack by yourself. That’s ridiculous. Jarred, you can’t let this happen. If you do, I swear I’ll do more than cast you out of my head.”

      “Lucia, be careful.” Camilla stepped forward. “Don’t say things in anger you might regret later.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing! All three of them stared at me like I was the crazy one.

      “We’ll run,” I said. “That’s just all there is to it. If Peter doesn't drop his challenge, I’ll just make sure I’m nowhere he can find me. Ever.” I realized as I said it, it hadn’t been a full hour since I argued to Clint why I wouldn’t. I felt so spun around.

      Clint and Jarred looked more like twins now than Jarred and I did. They stood on opposite ends of the table with the same stone cold gaze. Both of them were on the verge of shifting. I supposed it was a miracle they’d manage to keep it together this long. Being in the same room together stoked the feral core in both of them. It was Camilla...it was always Camilla...who stayed calm.

      “Then you’ll be hunted for the rest of your lives. Peter knows it. We’re not isolated here in Wild Lake. Running out on an Alpha challenge like that will put a target on your back. Someday, somewhere, there will be another shifter looking to score points with a Wild Lake pack. Or someone who still feels they have a score to settle with Clint.”

      She directed her pointed stare at Clint. He worked the muscles of his jaw. I didn’t have to read his mind to know what he was thinking. He had enemies. No shifter who lived the way he did could escape that. I knew about the Jaguars, but Clint’s fierce stare told me there were more. His tone was low and flat when he finally spoke.

      “I won’t let you live your life with every shifter in the world thinking I stole you. That’s no kind of life for you. Lucia, you mean too much to me to let you live that way. This ends here, on Wild Lake, one way or the other. I thought running would keep you safe. Now, I see it won’t.”

      Shaking my head, I threw my hands up. “I get no say in any of this?”

      Jarred straightened. He moved around the table and came toward me. I backed up. He honored the look in my eyes and froze.

      “Will you please let me have a few words with Clint alone?” he asked, softening his voice. When Camilla came to me, I let her. She rubbed my back and smiled at me.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let them talk. You’ve got to be starving. I’ve still got a big pot of venison chili on from dinner. When Jarred and Clint finish their conversation, they can join us.”

      Jarred clamped his mouth shut when Camilla shot him a pointed stare. He gave me a curt nod and I recognized it for the earth-shattering concession it was. My brother had just invited a tiger into his home to take supper with him. If said tiger weren’t hell-bent on a suicide mission against the Matthews pack, I might have been grateful. But, I knew I had to take concessions where I found them if I was ever going to help Clint get out of this mess alive.

      “I’ll wait for you both up at the house,” I said. “But if I hear anything that sounds like an argument, I’m coming back out. You won’t like the mood I’ll be in if that happens.”

      I took Clint and Jarred’s silence as agreement and went with Camilla up to the house. Sarah was waiting in the kitchen, stirring Camilla’s oversized silver stewpot. My stomach growled when the scent of the venison hit me, but I still didn’t feel like eating.

      “The boys are fast asleep in Tucker’s bed,” Sarah said. With Marcus still gone, his son Asher was staying here. Among other things, Sarah was the go-to shifter babysitter of Wild Lake.

      “Thanks,” Camilla said, taking the ladle from her. “Sorry we were a little later than I promised. Why don’t you let me call your parents so they don’t get worried?”

      “No problem,” Sarah said. “It’s not all that late.”

      “Jarred can drive you back into town. He’ll be along in just a minute.”

      Sarah grabbed a set of keys off the counter. “I’ve got my car. It’s really okay. You know I don’t mind.”

      Camilla took a ten dollar bill out of her purse and handed it to Sarah. “You call me the minute you get home.”

      “Promise.” Sarah gave her a friendly salute. She shot me a wink as she passed me heading for the front hallway. I wanted to stop her. I had a million questions burning through me. Had she had any other visions where Clint and I were concerned? Then again, maybe it was better if I didn’t know.

      Camilla poured me a bowl of chili and set it on the kitchen table. I went through the motions and ate, though I couldn’t taste anything. She could have given me a pile of sawdust and I likely wouldn’t have known the difference. Mercifully, things stayed quiet out in the pole barn. My heart skipped as I sensed Clint walking back.

      Camilla stood rigid by her stew pot as Clint and Jarred walked into the kitchen. They weren’t exactly arm in arm, but at least both of them still had their arms, so I took it as progress.

      “You’ll stay here tonight,” Jarred said. “I don’t think it’s a good idea for Clint to go back to Pat’s cabin.”

      “You really think Peter would be bold enough to break the treaty and look for him there?” Camilla asked.

      “I think it’s not worth taking that chance.”

      “I’m not leaving Clint’s side,” I said. “I’m not letting him out of my sight!” I went to Clint. He stayed stoic, careful not to show any outward signs of affection toward me in front of my brother. I knew he meant it as a sign of respect and it was probably some term Jarred made him agree to. My inner wolf and raging desire clawed at me. Part of me wanted to throw him over the kitchen table right in front of Camilla and Jarred.

      “You can have the basement,” Jarred said, keeping his gaze locked with Clint’s. Whatever they’d said to each other, they’d reached a detente I hadn’t thought possible. It only went so far though. Jarred took his chili to go. Camilla gave me an awkward smile and followed him upstairs, leaving Clint and me alone again. Finally.

      

      Jarred’s basement was more like an apartment with a bedroom and bathroom walled off in one corner, an entertainment center and couches in another corner, and a full bar with a seating area separating the two. He liked me living down here. For most of my adulthood, it had felt like home. Now, I felt like a stranger in my own brother’s house.

      Clint hadn’t said more than two words while Jarred was around. As I closed the door at the top of the stairs, I heard Jarred’s car start and drive away. There were no windows down here, only an egress with double steel doors. But, I knew Camilla must have stayed behind to look after the little boys.

      Now that Clint and I were alone, an awkward silence settled between us. So much had happened. I’d barely gotten a chance to process, let alone talk to him about what we’d shared the other night.

      “I won’t let you do this,” I said. Clint’s eyes flashed as he sat in the corner of the room. My wolf craved him. It made it hard to breathe. Desire thrummed through me. But, we had things to settle between us.

      “It’s already done,” he said.

      I went to him, trying to channel my best impression of Camilla. “Be reasonable. You know you can’t survive a fight with Peter’s entire pack.”

      Clint reached for me; sliding his arms around my waist, he pulled me to him. Warmth spread through me. My nipples ached and formed hard peaks. His eyes went to them. I wore just a thin, gray t-shirt. I knew what he was doing. Trying to distract me by playing on the simmering lust I knew we both felt.

      “I don’t want to waste any more words on Peter. I want to be with you. Lucia...I haven’t...I meant to…”

      “Shh.” I pressed a finger to his lips. Soft and supple, the heat from them stoked my hunger. I wanted his soft kisses. I wanted his hardness. I sat on his lap, letting my hair fall around my shoulders.

      “I won’t lose you,” I said. “Not now. Not when I just found you. Forget what my brother said.”

      Clint slid his hand up my back, sending shivers along the trail he made. He threaded his fingers through my hair and repositioned me so I straddled his lap. Oh. He was already hard. Fire lit inside of me. My clothes felt like a prison. I wanted to feel him, skin on skin.

      “I understand him,” he said. “I may not like it, but Lucia, he’s right about a few things.”

      Light laughter shook my breasts. Clint’s eyes went there. “I’m not weak. I’m just as strong as he is. I’m just as strong as Peter is. And I’m not afraid of either of them.” That wasn’t completely true, but enough of it was.

      “Lucia…”

      “I mean it. There’s no shifter in the world without the sense to know you and I together are more trouble than they’d want to take on. I’m a full-blooded female wolf shifter. There’s like four of us on the entire planet. Any shifter who tried to kill me would risk the wrath of more than just the Wild Lake packs. And you...you’re...magnificent.”

      Clint’s own hunger drove him. He pressed his lips to mine, searing me, kindling a passion so strong I could barely think straight. Somehow, I found the strength to pull away.

      “Jarred’s instincts are good,” he said in a husky whisper. “You know how hard that is to admit. But I have made enemies. It’s different for tigers. I can coexist, but I’m never going to be accepted into a pack or a pride the way wolves are. The jags are after me because they know how strong I am. They’re afraid those loyal to the group they overthrew will try to use me as their own private mercenary. It’s not far-fetched. Most tiger shifters make their living that way. I used to make my living that way, before I found gold mining.”

      “Mmm. What else? You have no family left? No people?” I swayed in his lap, feeling drowsy with lust. It was the Rise. I knew it. It was working on me like a drug.

      “I have you,” he said. “I know now that’s all I’ll ever need. But it’s not all you’ll ever need. You may not be able to live with Jarred as your Alpha, but you can’t cut yourself off from this pack for the rest of your life. You’d have to live with half your heart. It would end up destroying you. I can’t stand by and let that happen. So, I can do this. I can earn your brother’s blessing by taking care of the biggest problem he faces.”

      I reared back. “Is that what this is about? Is that what you and Jarred wanted me out of the room for?” I slid off Clint’s lap and started pacing in front of him.

      “Lucia…”

      “No. Dammit. No. So Jarred gave you an ultimatum? Kill Peter for him? Do his dirty work?” My blood boiled. Clint’s words came back at me, feeling like a slap in the face. Most tiger shifters made their living as mercenaries. I wanted to strangle my brother. Oh, he was cunning all right. He could kill two shifters with one stone. Clint could take Peter out, eliminating the main opposition to his business plans. Then Peter’s pack would tear into Clint, eliminating what he saw as his other problem.

      “Lucia!” Clint came to me, his eyes sparking in the dim light. Fire raged inside me. Lust. Anger. I couldn’t see straight. Would I ever be able to think straight around this man?

      I stood my ground, daring him with my own growl. I knew my wolf eyes flashed brilliant silver, a perfect match to my twin brother’s. I had power of my own and I trembled with the need to use it.

      Clint stopped just a few inches from me. I had to crane my neck to keep eye contact. His head nearly scraped the ceiling. Oh, he was calmer than me, but I saw the hint of his tiger stripes just beneath his shirt collar.

      “I need you,” I said, my voice breaking into a sob. Those three words meant everything. I needed his body. I needed him alive. But, something else flared hot in my breast. It burned through me, settling between my legs. A second fuse seemed to run from there to the sensitive skin at the nape of my neck. I needed Clint’s mark. I didn’t even know how it was with tigers, but more than a millennia of instinct fueled me. Its energy shot from me to Clint.

      He was on me. I clawed at Clint’s shirt. Things were far from settled between us. No matter what deal he had struck with my brother, they both had to know I would never sit idly by. Peter Matthews would not set his pack on my mate without me there to protect him.

      In seconds, we were both naked. My insides went molten, flaring hottest at my core. Clint’s lips were everywhere. He kissed a trail down my neck, over each breast, then down to my belly button until he knelt before me. He looked up at me, eyes glinting as he slid his hands up to cup my ass.

      I needed a promise from him before lust drove my voice from me. “Mark me,” I gasped. Clint’s grip on me tightened. He clenched his teeth as the stripes across his chest grew darker. He took a steadying breath until they vanished.

      “I mean it,” I said. Looking down at him, I laced my fingers through his hair. “I’m ready. I want it. Claim me, Clint. Do it now.”

      He let out a low roar and slowly rose to his feet. His hard cock pressed against my stomach. I curled my fingers around him, stroking him. I knew I wasn’t playing fair.

      “Mark me!” I said, my voice rising with urgency. Clint’s whole body went rigid. He tore himself out of my arms.

      “I can’t. Not like this. Not yet. You don’t know what you’re asking.”

      “I know exactly what I’m asking, cat. You want it as much as I do.”

      “I want it more!” he growled, moving so quick I couldn’t register it. He had his arms around me again.

      “Then do it!”

      Clint snapped his jaw, nipping at my ear. Little tongues of heat made my sex ache for him. “Do it, Clint. Then, no matter what happens, you’re mine. I’m yours. Peter’s challenge will mean nothing if I’ve already claimed a mate.”

      “I won’t do it for him!” Clint’s booming voice shook the walls.

      “I’m asking you to do it for me. For us.”

      “I made a promise to your brother.”

      My wolf lashed out. I felt my fangs drop and white light filled my vision. I took a staggering step back, struggling to get the beast under control. “My brother? How many times do I have to tell you he has no hold over me? He’s not my Alpha. I’m my own.”

      “He is your pack. Your family. Though it kills me to say it, Jarred is right about what happens if you run. I was ready to leave with you. I wasn’t thinking straight. I haven’t been able to think straight since I laid eyes on you. But, I know what that life is like and I won’t impose it on you. But, make no mistake. I will claim you. I swear it to you. When the time is right.”

      I wanted to scream. Argue. Break stuff. But, Clint’s glowing tiger eyes told me it would be no use. Damn his honor. Damn my brother. Still, desire raged through me. I launched myself at him.

      Clint caught me in his arms as I wrapped my legs around him. We tumbled to the ground with enough force to shake the foundation. I was glad my brother wasn’t home and in the back of my mind, I realized this was exactly why he’d gone away.

      Clint worked his tongue over my nipples as I spread my legs. I knew we both wanted the chance to take our time with it. But once again, circumstances wouldn’t allow it. I reached for him. He was hot and hard, pulsing in my hand as I guided him to the slippery cleft between my legs. Clint had enough self-restraint not to roar again, but only just. His kisses muffled the howl I let out.

      Then, he was in me, filling my core. We fit. Just like the first time, he stretched me wide but made me whole. I wrapped my legs around him and held on tight as he thrust ever deeper. I raked my nails across his back and found my own perfect friction.

      “Lucia,” he whispered against my cheek. Sweat beaded his brow. I licked his shoulder then got bolder, nipping him. It spurred Clint on and drove him over the edge. I wanted to flip, go on all fours for him. Instinct drove me to expose my neck to him, challenging him once again to make his mark. But, Clint’s own need to keep his word held him back. He pinned me beneath him and drove himself home.

      Clint exploded inside me. I tried to hold on, but my orgasm ripped forth. I arched my back, coaxing him even deeper. Clint matched my pace as we crested high together. So good. So perfect. And yet, I still wanted more.

      He held me close as we floated back to earth together. I felt safe and complete in his arms. I wanted it forever. In that twilight space as we drifted down, I knew what I was going to do. Clint and Jarred were strong, but I could be stronger. I nuzzled Clint’s neck and let myself fall asleep.

      

      I woke in pitch darkness. For a moment, terror seized me. I forgot where I was. I reached for Clint, but he was gone. Scrambling to my feet, I found my clothes and got dressed in haste.

      “Clint?” There was no answer, only inky darkness. I flipped the light on. Clint was gone. His clothes too. I ran up the stairs and tried to throw the door open. I felt an invisible push and nearly fell backward. The doorknob burned my hand. Dragonsteel.

      “Son of a bitch!” They’d looped the lock with dragonsteel. I ran back down and went to the egress doors. Unless Clint brought back more of the chain than I realized, it would take nothing for me to bust through these steel doors. I threw my shoulder into it. Pain exploded through my whole body as the door wouldn’t give. They’d blocked it with something heavy.

      I doubled over and carved my fingers through my hair, tearing at it.

      “Clint!” I shouted. But, I knew it was no use. He was long gone.
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      I yelled my throat ragged. Jarred and Clint were gone, but Camilla had to be somewhere. I had one desperate hope that she wasn’t in on my brother and my mate’s scheme. Damn them both. They knew I’d never sit idly by while they went off to take on Peter Matthews’s pack. My own lust and rage had blinded me to their plan. As I jammed my shoulder into the egress doors again, I knew they’d counted on that too.

      Deeper in the woods, wolves howled. Cut off from Jarred, I couldn’t tell whether it was his pack or one of the others. They were moving west though. Terror made my blood run cold. It had to be Peter’s pack.

      Sweat poured down my back as I pressed my hands against the doors. I’d tried the door to the upstairs more than a dozen times. There was no way I could break through that link of chain. Some detached, clinical part of my brain could marvel at the power held in dragonsteel. But, I was ruled by passion now. The beast clamored to get out.

      I let out a yell worthy of a Viking warrior, then smashed against the steel doors. Two perfect imprints of my hands bowed out. Whatever they’d braced it with shifted. I backed up and took a running start. This time, as I slammed into the door head on, the lock broke and one of the hinges buckled. I’d been at this almost an hour. With sickening dread, I knew that’s exactly what Jarred and Clint counted on. They knew they couldn’t hold me forever. I could tear the house down around me if I needed to. The only thing they could do was slow me down.

      I went to the far wall. Blood caked beneath my fingernails. I’d dislocated my shoulder and popped it back in twice. My hair hung in ragged strings, drenched with sweat. Licking my lips, I wiped my brow with my forearm and squared off one last time. A growl ripped through me as I ran at top speed toward the doors.

      Pain exploded behind my eyes as my shoulder popped out again. But, the doors gave. Metal creaked and bent. Something black and shiny bore down on me. I pressed on. Daylight stung my eyes as I rolled away, my knees skidding through the grass. Shaking the stars from my eyes, I got to my feet. Sweat ran into my eyes, momentarily blinding me. I wiped it away and grabbed my knees, gasping for air.

      Clint’s Jeep lay on its side, its front bumper bent to hell. The Jeep. They’d blocked the damn doors with a Jeep. Rising to my full height, I grabbed my ruined shoulder with the other arm and popped it back into place. With my shifter strength, it would heal within the hour.

      “I’ll kill you both myself,” I muttered. The Jeep was fixable, but not driveable. All the rest of Jarred’s cars were gone. Smart man, I thought. Jarred hadn’t put it past me to tear his damn house down. He’d sent Camilla and the boys away too. Even in my rage, I’d never do anything to hurt them. Still, I didn’t want my nephew to see me like this.

      The sun settled high and bright. I’d slept until almost noon. Panic set in. Branches clawed and tangled around my feet as I ran at full speed to the west. It was bad enough Jarred and Clint lied to me. They must have agreed to take this battle to Peter, on his territory. It was insanity. Why give Peter’s pack any more advantage than they already had?

      Howls came from everywhere. I tried to pick out Jarred’s among them. There were too many. Every wolf in Wild Lake and probably a few from further north had been drawn by Peter’s war cry. My blood ran cold. I knew what they wanted. They wanted to see a tiger go down.

      “Clint!” I yelled. But, he’d shut me out just as I’d done to my brother. Damn them both!

      I didn’t make it a full mile before my wolf ripped out of me. I’d kept her at bay far too long. Clint and Jarred were beyond listening to reason. So was I.

      When I reached the westernmost edge of Wild Lake, the fur along my back stood on end. Wolves poured out from every direction. They surrounded me. Skidding to a halt, I dug my paws into the ground and snarled. This wasn’t Peter’s pack; it was the Lanier and Monroe packs combined. Two dozen wolves closed in. Andre stepped forward, his eyes glowing. I lunged at him, ready to draw blood.

      Andre shifted. He came to me, holding his palms outward, exposing his chest to me. “Lucia, stop.”

      This was Jarred’s doing. He knew full well his little trap wouldn’t keep me. He’d rallied the Wild Lake wolves to form his second line of defense. I snapped my jaws and bared my fangs. Andre took a tentative step backward.

      “Lucia, you have to let this play out. Your brother knows what he’s doing.”

      I took an attack stance, dropping low, stretching my paws in front of me with my back arched. Saliva dripped from my fangs. Andre’s wolves closed in behind him, matching my threat. I’d have to go through them to get past Andre. That was fine with me.

      Then, a sharp wail cut through the air, shooting straight through my heart. Andre froze. Another growl and his wolf came back. It was Jarred. God. He was hurt.

      It happened in an instant, but it was enough to draw the attention of all the wolves surrounding me. I took it. Running at full speed past Andre, I broke through the line of wolves. They could have easily caught me. I didn’t care. I heard a yip from Andre as he sent a command through his pack. I’d called his bluff. My brother had told him to slow me down, but he would never give a command to any of the wolves to hurt me. They wouldn’t have honored it anyway.

      My heart exploded behind my lungs. My every nerve ending caught fire with alarm as I began to feel Clint. He was close. So was Peter’s pack. I burst into a clearing, heading down a steep hill. At the bottom, I saw him.

      Clint stood in the center with Peter’s wolves surrounding him. His back leg dragged behind him. Blood flowed down the side of it where one of the wolves had made a savage tear. I froze. Everything in me pulled me to my wounded mate. I knew the instant he sensed me, it could put him in mortal danger. Peter was too close, his murderous intentions clear.

      Clint’s chest heaved with ragged breaths and foam formed at the corners of his mouth. I hid behind the brush, praying none of Peter’s pack would sense me. They were all singularly focused on killing my mate.

      Clint had done some damage too. Roy Matthews lay on his side away from the group. His left flank lay open from a brutal tiger bite. He could have killed him. I realized with renewed horror Clint must have held back. What was he doing? It was kill or be killed. Now wasn’t the time for mercy.

      Leaves crunched beside me. I whirled toward the sound, jaws snapping. Jarred’s gleaming silver eyes locked with mine. Blood poured from a gash in his temple. He put a hand out, just like Andre had done. I took a slow step backward.

      I shifted, rising on two unsteady feet. “What have you done?” I whispered. I lost it. I lunged at my brother with a raised fist. He caught my wrist and held me back. My wolf still simmered.

      “It was Clint’s choice,” he said, his voice so low I knew only I could hear it. “I tried to stop him. He gave me this.” Jarred pointed to his head wound. Sure enough I could see two distinct claw marks. Again, Clint had held back.

      Clint’s roar cut through my soul. I staggered away from my brother. He kept a grip on my arm, and clamped a hand over my mouth. “Easy,” he whispered in my ear. “You draw attention to yourself, Clint’s a dead man.”

      I bit Jarred’s palm. He hissed, but managed not to cry out. He pulled his hand away and turned on me, his eyes flaming with anger.

      “He’s a dead man anyway,” I whispered back. “They’ll tear him apart bit by bit.”

      Stephen and Grady had double-teamed him, swiping their deadly claws across his right shoulder. Peter hung back. His snout curled in a snarl, he seemed content to let his pack bleed for him. It gave me an idea.

      Jarred sensed where my mind went before I even said anything. He was my brother. My twin. Some bonds could never be broken no matter how hard I tried to shut him out.

      “Let. Me. Go.” Grady and Tony lunged for Clint’s throat. They were smart, staying clear of his lethal fangs. Clint made a move toward Peter, but the pack drove him back.

      The pack circled. Grady and Stephen faced in my direction. Cold panic poured through me. “Their eyes,” I whispered. “My God. What the hell’s the matter with their eyes?”

      Jarred froze beside me as he took in the same horror I did. Every member of Peter’s pack had the same eyes, each of them blazing red.

      “Son of a bitch,” Jarred muttered. “He’s gone tyrannous.”

      My heart turned to stone. Tyrannous Alpha. It was the worst thing a wolf could be. It meant he had absolute control over those men. They could no longer think for themselves. And there was only one way to stop them.

      Jarred’s shock gave me my opening. I ripped out of his grip and shifted. He could do nothing, not even shout. I tore through the trees, shifting at a full run. I doubled back past the stream and headed up a hill on the opposite side of the ravine. With any luck, neither Peter nor Clint could see me.

      I would use Peter’s power over his pack to my advantage. I was banking on the fact he had to keep total focus in order to hold them like that. God. One after one, he threw them at Clint, not caring for their safety. He would sacrifice every last one of them to claim his victory. To claim...me.

      “Not bloody likely!” I muttered as I took a position on the northwest side of the ravine. Peter’s back was to me, his tail held high.

      Down in the valley, I saw my brother. He’d stepped out of the trees. He took a ready stance, growling low. My heart split when I realized what he was doing. He would draw their fire. Peter snapped a warning. Jarred stood his ground. Three of Peter’s wolves launched themselves at Clint. They landed hard on his left side, cracking ribs as he went down. But, Clint was too strong for even them. He threw them off and staggered to his feet.

      My mate. He was broken. Bleeding. But still, he fought on.

      I had one chance. One moment. If I missed my mark, not only would I lose my mate, I’d likely lose my brother too. The rest of Jarred’s pack moved in behind him. He issued a sharp command, snapping his jaws. Though I couldn’t hear it in my mind anymore, I knew what he told them. Stand down. Move only on my mark. They didn’t know I was waiting in the woods just behind Peter.

      It was now or never. Stephen, Grady and Tony took another pass at Clint. Kyle’s fangs dug into Clint’s rear as Stephen and Grady drew his attack from the front. Impossibly, Roy got up. His red eyes were glowing. He was like a zombie, controlled completely by his Alpha. Roy charged Clint from the other side.

      I don’t remember my paws leaving the ground. The next thing I knew, my body arched through the air. I felt suspended in flight. In another instant, this would end one way or the other. Fangs out, I landed on Peter’s back, sinking my claws in deep. I bit down hard, going for Peter’s jugular. He yelped then rounded on me, snarling.

      It threw the pack in disarray. Clint threw Roy and Tony. His eyes met mine and terror filled them. I knew what he thought. He couldn’t get to me. There were too many wolves surrounding him. My brother’s high yelp set the McGraw pack in motion.

      Peter threw me off. His eyes gleaming red just like the others, he dropped low and bared his fangs. I met his stare and lunged for him again. He blocked my fangs, but I got my claws into his side, ripping open an ugly gash. We tumbled end over end down the ravine. He landed on top. I didn’t wait. I reached up and bit the underside of his neck as hard as I could, tasting bone. Heat blazed across my side as Peter got in his own swipe.

      My blood stoked Clint. He threw two of Peter’s wolves off him. They arced through the air like ragdolls, landing hard against the trees. I wouldn’t let go. Peter took another swipe, opening a gash on my leg. But, I felt his lifeblood pouring down my cheek. I had him. I would never let go.

      Then, Peter’s hold broke. His pack yelped. Disoriented, their steps faltered and they walked in circles. Clint got up. Blood dripping from his wounds, he charged toward me. Peter was still so strong. I knew the wound I’d made was mortal, but his power hadn’t yet left him. In another second, I might have died along with him.

      But, Clint was there. I saw a flash of orange and black and with one massive paw, he took a swipe at Peter, ripping him from my jaw and sending him tumbling the rest of the way down the hill. I heard bones snap as he landed in a heap, his eyes fixed, and the last of his blood seeped away.

      Heaving, his whiskers coated with blood, Clint came to me. I scrambled to my feet; my head spun. I was so cold, so weak. Clint nudged me with his nose. His warmth poured through me. He stood beside me at the top of the hill and let out a roar so fierce it shook the ground.

      The McGraw pack closed in. As the red faded from Peter’s pack’s eyes, my brother’s wolves surrounded them. High on the opposite hill, another pair of eyes gleamed. It was Kane, Peter’s small nephew. No bigger than Tucker, he’d witnessed the whole thing. Now, he stood frozen as his uncle and pack Alpha died at his feet.

      Clint roared again. Jarred looked up. He dropped his head in deference. To me. To Clint. To the passing of an Alpha of Wild Lake. Then, my brother raised his own head. As Clint roared once more, Jarred’s howl rose to join him.
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      “Baby, my God. Are you all right?” I couldn’t believe Clint was asking me that. He knelt before me, running his hands over my head. Blood matted my hair to my face. Adrenaline still pumped through me, trapping me between wolf and woman. The woman finally won out and I raised my hand to Clint’s face. His ear was torn in half, but the bleeding had stopped. He had claw gashes through his chest, his thigh, and the deepest cutting through his back.

      “I’m okay,” he answered. “As long as I know you are. What the hell were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking you needed backup. Which you did. I have half a mind to finish what Peter’s pack started and kill you myself.”

      My words were harsh, but my heart beat true. I cupped Clint’s face in my hands and brought my lips to his. We were both bloody, battered, nearly beaten. But we’d survived. The world spun, then seemed to shrink as if Clint and I were the only two people in it. His lips, his arms around me, the taste of his kisses...they fueled me, nourished me, healed me. As he took my breath away, I came back into myself. Jarred’s splitting howl brought me the rest of the way.

      Clint and I broke apart. The chaos still raged at the bottom of the hill. My brother stood nose to nose with Roy Matthews. As Peter’s cousin and second, he would have been next in line to lead. But I delivered the mortal wound to his Alpha. It was my right to claim Peter’s pack if I wanted it. Some small part of me did, driven by ancient instinct. But, I knew it wasn’t my path. So did Jarred. Under pack law, he was my second and I was his. All those old rules seemed to fall away as my tiger took me by the hand. My heart beat true as I knew where my path lay.

      Kane Matthews moved slowly toward Roy, his last living relative. His own parents had died in the battle leading up to my father’s death. The rest of Peter’s pack stood frozen, snarling as Jarred’s pack formed a wall in front of their Alpha. If any of Peter’s pack made so much as a move toward him, a new battle would form. Something about Kane’s eyes made my blood run cold. He was only three years old, the same as Tucker and Asher. Still a pup, but he had wisdom in his gaze. Wisdom, and fury. He stared hard at Jarred, watching his every move.

      “Lucia!” I hadn’t realized I’d moved away from Clint. A different kind of instinct fueled me. Blood poured from Roy’s wounds. I’ll never know how he managed to stay on his feet. Foam dripped from his mouth and his chest heaved as he stared my brother down.

      I shifted and stood at Jarred’s side. I opened my mind to him. What I had to say wouldn’t get through to him if I used regular words.

      Give Roy the pack.

      Jarred blinked. He’d gone almost completely feral. Old instincts drove him too. And yet, Peter Matthews had been my kill.

      Roy has seen and felt the worst of Peter’s way. He can lead these men with respect. You would have to lead them with force and fear.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off little Kane. Jarred growled beside me, his wolf warring with the man inside. Roy took a faltering step forward. He might not even survive to lead, but it was a chance I hoped Jarred would take. I dipped my head, showing him a brief instant of deference. Roy’s eyes went from me to Jarred. Jarred’s low growl reverberated, but he didn’t move.

      Roy took a chance. He turned his back to Jarred and me and faced what was left of Peter’s pack. His voice ragged, his whole body trembling, he found the strength to move forward. Jarred acted, sending a silent command through the members of the McGraw pack. I wasn’t one of them anymore, but he’d asked them to stand down.

      Charlie and Joe were closest to Roy. They stood aside, letting him limp past. Roy moved to the middle of the pack and raised his head. His wounds grave, his body broken, he stood tall and straight, raising his tail high. Then, he let out a howl that split the air. It stirred Clint’s tiger. He shifted and came to my and Jarred’s side.

      The Matthews pack froze. I could sense their confusion. Some of them were still trying to clear their heads from the total mind control Peter had exerted on them. It had traumatized them, maybe scarred their souls for life. But Roy seemed to understand. He was one of them. He had survived right along with them. As Roy pawed the ground, his cousin’s pack bowed their heads and submitted to him. Roy Matthews rose as their Alpha.

      I watched Kane. He whined and side-stepped, the pull of his new Alpha slamming into him. But, some of the hatred I’d sensed left his eyes as he ran down the hill and joined the adult wolves. Still, there was something about that little boy that sent a chill through me. I hoped Roy could guide him well. Roy gave one last glance back at Jarred and me, then he howled again. His gait was slow, unsteady, but the rest of his pack surrounded him. They ran off into the woods together.

      Jarred’s head dropped. He staggered sideways as the adrenaline running through him began to wane. The pack closed around us, leaving Clint on the outside. I went to join him.

      Are you sure?

      Jarred’s voice slammed into my mind true and strong. For the first time in a long time, I welcomed it. He already knew the answer, but I gave it to him anyway.

      More sure than I’ve ever been about anything. Go home, Jarred. Be with your mate. It’s time for me to stand with mine.

      Clint stood tall and strong at my side, his wounds already starting to heal. Jarred squared off, standing before him. Two Alphas. My brother. My mate. They’d started out as mortal enemies. Now, they were brothers in arms.

      Jarred raised his head and howled. The rest of the pack joined in. Clint bared his teeth, then let out a thunderous roar that echoed all through Wild Lake. All the packs would hear. They would know what happened here today. I let my own howl rise with theirs.

      Heaving with the exertion of the battle and his roar, Clint flicked his tail. Jarred took one last look at me, then turned, leading his pack toward home.
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      We didn’t need words, Clint and I. These lands were my home, but he knew exactly where to go. I was a wolf of Wild Lake, after all. As the afternoon sun began to fade, we reached the water’s edge. Clint’s paws cut deep footprints in the sand. He climbed to the rocky ledge, his tail high and his back straight. The wounds he’d suffered had nearly healed. A shudder went through me as I realized how close I’d come to losing everything. Never again. I would never allow him to take that kind of risk without me by his side.

      Clint looked back at me, his green tiger eyes sparkling. I swished my tail. He didn’t need my permission; he was part of Wild Lake now too...or he would be very soon. He gave me a chuff and curled his lips back, exposing his gleaming white fangs. Lethal. Deadly. Beautiful. His deafening roar filled me. Then, he took flight, arcing high into the air. I knew I would never get used to the power of his jump. He went at least twenty feet high before slicing through the water with balletic grace.

      I stepped to the edge of the rock and waited. The water churned beneath me as Clint dove down. A baptism. It was as if Wild Lake itself had healing powers. He took it into him. The water bubbled and Clint sprang up. He’d shifted. The wounds covering him had faded. They would fade even more over time, but he would always bear the scars of what he did today. What he did for me. For us.

      He sliced through the water with the power and agility of an Olympic swimmer. Smiling, he stopped just before the ledge, treading water. Then, he hoisted himself back up on the rock.

      I shifted beside him. I had wounds of my own, but those too had all but healed. I had less flair than Clint did as I dove into the water and let the lake wash me clean. Clint waited, watching me. I came back up and flicked the hair from my face. Clint held out a hand and pulled me onto the rock beside him.

      We stayed there, just like that, Clint folding me in his arms as we looked out at the water. Just before the sun faded, the shadow of the moon appeared in the pink bands of the horizon. This was our time, I knew. Sun and moon. Day and night. Tiger and wolf.

      Then, my feral urges rose. I turned to him.

      “I love you,” I whispered, touching his face. “I will always love you. I was born for you.”

      He smiled. “I was born for you, my love.”

      “Then it should be here. Now. It’s time.”

      His eyes sparked. “Are you sure? You don’t have any doubts?”

      “None.”

      He kissed my palm. “Some promises, I can’t make you. I’m an Alpha. Not like your brother, but…”

      I quieted him with a kiss. I knew what he meant. Wild Lake may be too small for us. He could never live under pack rule. It turned out, neither could I.

      “Just promise me you’ll love me. We’ll protect each other. Because, I’m an Alpha too.”

      “You’ve always had my heart,” he said. “I think from the moment I was born. I told you before I think it’s what led me here.”

      I kissed him. My naked body pressed against his. Still wet from our swim, the heat between us sizzled. An ancient pull coursed through me. It was stronger than any pack. Clint groaned as he folded me in his arms and pressed me against him.

      “Yes,” he gasped as we came up for air. “I promise. I’ll love you. Protect you.”

      “As equals,” I said. “You can’t shut me out. Not ever again. You need me as much as I need you.”

      His smile melted me. His green eyes glinted. “Never again.”

      Clint stretched out on his back, pulling me along with him. I felt every sinewy inch of him. I kissed my way from his mouth, along the column of his throat. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he gasped. I licked a trail over his hard-cut pecs, to his chiseled abs, and further down. My tiger was huge and hard. I took him into my mouth and stroked him. A low purr of pleasure vibrated through him. Clint’s hands were in my hair, driving me deeper.

      Liquid heat poured through me. My nerve endings ignited with anticipation as I took Clint whole. His tiger stripes made shadows over his chest and thighs as he struggled to maintain control. Soon enough, I wouldn’t want him to. I’d need his wild side as he needed mine.

      Clint sat up, pulling me with him. His lips found mine and he hooked one arm behind my knee and spread me wide, guiding me down until I straddled him. I let out a whimper of pleasure as his cock drove into me. Hard. Pulsing. Mine. He filled me totally.

      We stayed like that for a moment, locked to each other with our bodies and our eyes. His held a question in them. He already knew the answer, but needed me to say it once more. Because, we both knew there was no going back.

      “Yes!” I whispered, lacing my fingers through his hair. “Forever. You’re mine. Make me yours.”

      His growl sent fire through me, settling in my sex. I throbbed for him. It took everything in me to stay still. My juices coated us both. Clint’s sultry smile nearly sent me over the edge. I nipped at him, catching his bottom lip between my teeth. He thrust his hips far forward, piercing into me even deeper.

      “My wolf likes to bite,” he said with a wicked laugh.

      “Oh, I’ve only just begun.”

      We met for one more soft kiss, then I knew neither of us could be gentle for a second longer. Heat speared through me. My sex ached. The nape of my neck turned to hungry fire, begging for his mark. Instinct fueled me and I made a mark of my own.

      As I straddled Clint, I turned his head to the side. His eyes flashed with fierce understanding and his stripes came out again. His cock twitched inside me, reaching the deepest parts of me. I leaned far forward, twisting so I could reach the back of his neck. Then, I bit him hard.

      His whole body went rigid and he let out a piercing, vibrating roar that rocked through me, awakening pleasure centers I’d never felt before.

      “Fuck me,” he whispered when he came back into himself. I did. Bracing my hands on his shoulders, I thrust my hips, bucking wildly as Clint kept me seated. He grew longer and thicker inside of me. Filling me. Stretching me. Molding me to him.

      Born for this. Yes. I was born for this.

      Clint leaned down and caught my nipple in his mouth. He knew just how much pressure to apply, nipping me gently. That tiny mix of pain with pleasure sent me to a new, higher plane. He did it again and I cried out. Yes. This. More.

      I reached a fevered pace, becoming a wild, wanton thing. The sun and moon bore witness. I caught our reflection in the pristine water. Clint slowly lowered himself as I rode my way to heaven. Stars burst behind my eyes as my orgasm tore out of me. A howl went along with it. I felt Clint in every nerve and synapse. He was mine. I was whole.

      He kept steady hands on my hips as I started to coast down. Swirling lights and explosions of pleasure lit my skin. I could still taste the hint of Clint’s blood where I bit him. A new hunger, more fierce than anything I’d ever felt, rose.

      Clint could hold back no longer. He flipped me with dizzying speed and strength until he had me on all fours, facing the water. From there, I could watch his reflection as he mounted me from behind. My sex gaped open, throbbing to be filled again. Clint drove himself deep, baring his fangs. His growl echoed across the water. My eyes burned silver as I watched him take his fill.

      I’d felt the Rise but never truly understood the power of it. Now, I did. Now, I went beyond it as Clint brought me into Heat. I dropped my head, letting my hair fall forward, exposing my neck. Clint roared again. I felt him twitch inside of me. He was so close to his own release.

      He leaned far forward. The first sharp scrape of his fangs sent new pleasure zinging through me. Then, he cut through the flesh, biting me, marking me, claiming me as his own.

      I saw stars before. This time, it felt like the entire galaxy spread out before me. I knew my place within it for the very first time. I was reborn. Wolf and woman, and now something more powerful still.

      Clint’s hot seed poured through me. I howled along with him. Withdrawing his fangs, Clint’s rough tongue licked around the wound. A new pleasure center opened up, connecting that space to the sensitive bud between my legs. As he licked me again, I shuddered through a smaller but equally powerful orgasm. The wound would heal in seconds, but the mark would last forever. As would my mark on him.

      I felt Clint’s final spasm of pleasure. He was rooted deep within me. I felt him grow even thicker. I gasped in shock. It felt so good. We stayed locked together as Clint filled me. We hadn’t planned it. It never occurred to me this might happen the first time he marked me. But, as Clint’s seed took root deep within me, I understood my fate...our fate more fully.

      Finally, Clint slid out of me. My body racked with the shuddering echoes of pleasure. Later, we would dive back into the lake. Cleaning our bodies, nourishing our souls. We would couple a half dozen more times that night. He would mark me again too as I would him. Deepening our bond to each other each time.

      I grew and gained so much that night, but I lost a little bit too. My connection to my brother’s pack sloughed away like shedding a skin. But I emerged as something new, something stronger. Clint wrapped me in his arms and we watched the stars come out together.

      A tiger’s mate. A wolf’s mate. The secret I carried within me burned brighter than the sun.
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        Nine Months Later

      

      Clint’s roar rattled the windows and made Pat’s lace curtains blow up.

      “You get a hold of yourself or I’m going to make you wait out there with the horses!” she yelled. Part of me would have loved to see her try. Clint paced at the foot of the bed, his tiger eyes deep green and his stripes showing. He tore his hand through his hair. I’m surprised he had any left.

      “It’s coming!” I gasped. I rocked on my knees on top of the bed. I hung on to one of the bedposts for support. Clint tried to steady me with his hand on the small of my back. Just that slight touch sent my nerve endings aflame. He quickly withdrew as the next contraction tore through me.

      “Breathe!” Pat yelled.

      “We need help!” Clint said, alarm making his voice ragged. “You’ve never done this before.”

      “Oh, honey,” Pat said. “I’ve delivered plenty of shifter babies.”

      “You’ve never delivered my baby!” he roared.

      “Stop it,” I said, panting. “You two are going to make my ears bleed or scare this little one so much he won’t want to come out at all.”

      Camilla’s face appeared in front of me. Her ocean-blue eyes filled with concern. She held a cool cloth to my forehead. “You’re doing so well,” she said. “He’s almost here. But he’s going to need some help. I think you’re going to need to come down off the bed. Gravity is our friend right now.”

      My heartbeat skittered. Panic made spots swim in front of my eyes. Pat, Clint and Camilla yelled at me in unison to breathe. I did. I felt instantly more grounded. My core churned and the little one inside of me pressed down.

      “Hee, hee, ho. Hee hee, ho!” I whispered. Damn them all, it helped. I surrendered to the contraction, riding its wave until I felt in control again.

      “Now!” Pat yelled. “Get a move on before another one hits you.”

      With Clint’s guiding hand beneath my elbow, I slid off the bed. They brought me to the center of the room. This was one of Pat’s guest rooms on the second floor. Camilla had given birth to Tucker here. Marcus’s late wife Maggie had brought Asher into the world here on the same day she left it. This was a sacred place, filled with life and death.

      Clint got behind me, supporting my weight against his back as my knees gave out. Pat reached under me, feeling for the position of the baby. I didn’t need the report. He was crowning. It was time.

      The next contraction hit me like a thunderbolt, once again driving the breath from my lungs. Pat and Camilla shouted at me to push. Clint’s whole body rumbled with the roar he held back. I shut it all out. I heard them as if they were far above me and I’d floated to the bottom of the lake. My world became my body and the new life battling to break free.

      I went out of myself for a moment. When the time came, there was no breath, no sound, no light. Just a surge of power. Then, I could breathe again. Pain rushed out of me. Clint gave in and roared enough to shake the foundation.

      Camilla and Pat laughed and shouted with joy. Out in the yard, a chorus of howls rose as my brother sensed my pain.

      Clint had me. He lifted me gently and laid me on the bed. Sweat clouded my vision. He took the cool cloth and wiped it away. I felt empty, adrift, until Pat stepped up and handed me my son. He was red as a beet and wailing to wake the dead. His tiny fists balled as he waved them in the air. Camilla wrapped a blanket around us and wiped the goo from his face.

      Clint slid into the bed next to me, kissing my cheek, then kissing our son’s head. He had more hair than any newborn I’d ever seen. It was full and black. I trembled, unable to control it as I leaned down and took in my sweet boy’s scent. It imprinted on me. For the rest of my life, I could track him anywhere. Clint did the same.

      “He’s perfect,” Pat said. She was covered in sweat too. She pushed her hair from her face and locked arms with Camilla.

      “Come on,” Camilla whispered. “Let’s leave our new family alone for a moment. That boy’s got an uncle down there ready to tear the house down for an update.”

      They backed out of the room and quietly closed the door. Clint looked down at me, his cheeks wet with tears.

      “You’re amazing,” he said. “He’s...huge!”

      I pulled a section of the blanket away. Clint was right. Our son’s solid weight pressed against my chest. Flailing, he looked up, locking eyes with his father.

      I didn’t know what to expect. There was no precedent for what I’d done. A wolf shifter mating with a tiger. I hadn’t even known what to hope for. A healthy baby. He was that. My heart soared with relief and a new love stronger than anything I’d ever known.

      But, as my baby looked up at his father, his green eyes came into focus for just an instant. That was all it took. He took my breath away. Those beautiful green eyes rimmed in gold, just like his daddy’s. He let out a full-throated wail, still reeling from the injustice of facing the world. His smooth, rounded chest changed color. Tiny shadows of his tiger’s stripes rose to the surface then quickly faded as I pushed my shirt aside and he found my breast.

      “Yow!” He latched on with the strength of...well...a tiny tiger. I felt a flash of pain, then a gush of warmth and contentment. I was drowsy with it as I settled back, resting my head against Clint’s chest. I was safe. I was full. The world made sense in a way it never had before.

      “I love you,” Clint whispered. “You’re amazing. I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

      I reached up and touched his cheek. “You did this,” I said. “You gave me this. And you gave me your heart.”

      Our son gurgled at my breast. He hiccupped. His little brow furrowed in confusion, then he rooted for my breast again and settled.

      “I have a name for him,” Clint said. “If you like it.”

      “Hmm?” We hadn’t talked about a name in all the months of my pregnancy. I’d known from the first moment he would be a boy. But, part of me had been afraid to jinx things by naming him too soon.

      “William,” Clint said. “Will.”

      William. Strong. Striking. Will Yeager. Son of a tiger and a wolf.

      “It’s perfect.”

      “It just came to me,” Clint said. “Everything’s been like that since you came into my life, baby. Things just click when they’re supposed to. Welcome to the world, baby Will. Your daddy’s here to give you the world and keep you safe.”

      “Your mama is too,” I whispered, leaning down to kiss him.

      “Hell yeah, she is,” Clint said. “She’s as fierce as they come.”

      “I didn’t think I could love you any more than I did yesterday,” I said. “Turns out, I can.”

      Clint gathered me closer in his arms as Will fell asleep against my chest. Instinct told me, he wouldn’t be out long.

      Down in the yard, a wave of cheering rose along with a few howls. My heart filled with joy as my brother’s pack took the news of the new arrival. With all the peace and love in my heart, I sank against Clint, my eyelids growing heavy. I felt safe and warm as my Alpha and little Will pressed against me.

      

      Summer had come again and I sat on Pat’s porch swing. Will slept on my shoulder after a marathon nursing session. Only a week old, he’d been gaining weight fast.

      Clint and Jarred were out in the barn. He’d insisted on breaking the news to my brother first. It hadn’t always been easy between them, but Jarred understood the love Clint and I shared. And he knew he could trust Clint with my life. What more could a brother want?

      Pat and Sarah were out in the paddock with Harold. One of the mares had given birth to a new colt the same day Will was born. I cupped my hand over my eye, shielding it from the sun. Marcus was on the far side of the fence, fixing a loose section. I caught him looking out at the paddock, a secret smile lighting his face. My heart squeezed; there was another hard conversation I needed to have with my brother.

      As if on cue, he came out of the barn. Clint followed behind. He shot me a look across the yard and shrugged. Jarred saw me, and his stride slowed. I lifted my hand in a wave. He knew he couldn’t put this off until later. Neither could I. My heart fluttered with anxiety as my husband and my brother came toward me.

      “He’s just finished nursing,” I whispered, shifting my weight so Clint could take Will out of my arms. “He’ll be out for a while.”

      Clint kissed the top of Will’s head and shot me a conspiratorial wink. I was dying to know how Jarred took the news. His face betrayed nothing. I patted the space beside me as Clint walked down the porch steps. Sighing, Jarred sat down.

      “No chance of me talking you out of this?” he asked.

      “I want you to know,” I said. “It was my idea.”

      Jarred let out a bitter laugh. “Funny, your man said the opposite.”

      “Of course he did. He wants to take the fall or the brunt of any anger.”

      Jarred turned to me, eyes flashing. “The Yukon is twenty-five hundred miles away! There’s no way I can get to you, sense you. If something happens…”

      I put a light hand on his arm. “And you know I won’t need you to. I can take care of myself. And I have Clint. He has me. And it’s time one of us reconnects with our mother’s people. You know things aren’t going to stay like they are now forever. Wild Lake needs allies. And...Clint’s had a job offer for months, gold mining. It’s in his blood.”

      “He can have a job here!” Jarred pounded a fist against his thigh.

      I sighed. We’d had this same argument a dozen times since I took Clint as my mate. “He can’t work customer service at Wild Lake Outfitters. This will always be wolf country. His presence here makes things difficult for you. Our packs just barely accept him.”

      “You think it’s going to be better in the Yukon?”

      “Yes!” I squared off, meeting his pointed stare. “And you know it too. It’s different up there. There are bears, wolves, and other shifters. They work together. They can because there’s not as much competition for land. It’s wide open. And it feels right. I can’t explain it. But, I just know. This is the path I’m supposed to be on. And I’m excited about it. It’ll be good for Will. It’s one thing if people look sideways at Clint for being a tiger or you for taking him into your family. I will not subject my son to that.”

      Jarred growled. “I’ll rip the eyes out of anyone who so much as looks at that boy funny.”

      I laughed, knowing he damn well would. Will might have latent wolf DNA in him, but he was all tiger. “I’d like to avoid the need for that. Anyway, this is more than that. It’s all the things I said, but it’s for me too. Jarred, I’m excited about starting out on this new adventure. In a lot of ways, it’s the easiest decision I’ve ever made. Clint and I need a new start. You need to be able to focus on growing Wild Lake into what you’ve always dreamed of. You got your highway exit. You’re going to make it happen. I feel it. I think thirty years from now, W.L.O. is going to be a worldwide brand.”

      He shook his head. “You make it sound so easy. Hell, you sound like Sarah. You having visions now too?”

      I leaned back, smiling. “Maybe it’s just keen intuition. But yes, I feel it in my bones.”

      “But, I’m going to miss you sis.”

      My heart squeezed with the pain of leaving Jarred, even though I knew how right it was. “You’re not losing me. I’m a plane ride away.”

      “Well, then I’m happy for you. I am.”

      I turned. Jarred held out his arms and I leaned into them. I couldn’t remember the last time I let my brother fold me in a bear hug. It felt wonderful. He kissed my cheek and pulled away.

      “Okay,” he said. “Out with the rest of it. Tell me what you’re worried about. I know you.”

      I bit my lip. Oh, yes, my brother knew me well. I turned my focus back to the paddock. Pat was busy saddling one of the horses. Marcus had moved further down the fence, but he still stared in her direction.

      “You don’t see it?” I asked. “I mean, it’s happening in your pack, right under your nose.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      I drew in a sigh and let it out as I took my brother’s hand in mine. “Pat’s been like a mother to us. She’s grieved long and hard for Dad. Just like we have. But, it’s time for her to move on. She’s ready. She’s just waiting for you.”

      “What are you talking about?” he followed my gaze.

      “Marcus, you dummy,” I said, laughing. “Pat and Marcus. You really don’t see the way they look at each other?”

      Jarred’s mouth dropped open. “Marcus? He’s…” His words froze in his mouth as he saw...really saw what was right before him.

      “He loves her,” I said. “It’s been slow to come. Marcus would never want to dishonor our father’s memory. They’re a good match. Not fated mates. It’s a quieter love they share, I think. But, they’ll be good for each other. Good for the pack. Asher needs a mother. Pat needs more than just taking care of all of us. Marcus deserves to be happy. They’re just waiting for you. As Alpha, it’s up to you to sanction the match.”

      “The match...but...she’s...he’s…”

      “Old?” I laughed. “Pat’s just forty. And speaking of Sarah, you might want to talk to her.”

      Jarred threw his head back. “Don’t tell me she’s had a vision about this too.”

      “She has, brother dear. She was right about Clint. She was right about you and Camilla. She’s right about Pat too. She told me she sees Pat with a child. A son. Marcus’s son. She’s not too old, but this might be her last chance to have a child of her own.”

      Jarred shot out of the swing. He started pacing in front of me, wiping his hand over his chin. “Marcus already has a son. Asher’s going to grow up to be an Alpha. You don’t think that’ll cause friction down the line if he’s got a half-brother?”

      “Well, you have a twin sister. Things have been smooth as silk, don’t you think?” He dropped his jaw, then turned red as he saw me holding back a laugh.

      He threw up his hands. “I can’t win. You all outnumber me.”

      I rose to meet him. I put my hands firmly on Jarred’s shoulders and gave him a gentle shake. “Relax, you can’t see everything. But so far, you’ve done our father proud.”

      Jarred’s jaw twitched. He knew what it took for me to say that. I meant every word of it and he knew that too. He pulled me into an embrace.

      “You win,” he said. “You always win. I’ll talk to Marcus this evening. So, when are you leaving?”

      “At the end of the summer,” I said. “Three months. It’ll give us a chance to get settled into our new home. Clint’s already been hired to a crew. He won’t start until next season, but it will give us time to find or build a house and get our feet under us. And it’ll give us time to just be alone as a family.”

      I looped my arm around my brother and we looked toward the woods. Clint was there, holding our son against his shoulder. He caught my eyes and knew things were settled. He raised his hand in a wave then started toward the house.

      “I love you,” I said to Jarred. “And we’ve got more good things in front of us now than hard ones, brother dear. Trust me.”

      He sighed. “I do. God help us all, I do.”

      When Clint joined us on the porch, Jarred reached out to shake his hand. Clint handed Will to me and the two of them tore off toward the woods. They would hunt together. Two Alphas. Brothers now in their own right.

      Later, when the full moon rose, Clint came to me. He knew just where to find me. I’d left Will sleeping in his crib with Pat and Harold nearby.

      I sat on the rocky ledge with my toes in the water. Clint came up behind me, settling against me as he wrapped his arms around me. Fresh from his hunt, I inhaled his scent. He smelled of the woods, mixed with his own manly smell. I could get drunk from it.

      “How did it go?” I asked. “I half worried my brother might find some way to murder you.” I meant it as a joke and Clint laughed.

      “I suppose I would have considered it in his place. But no, I think he knew this was coming all along.”

      “Me too,” I said. I leaned back, craning my neck so I could kiss him. Clint’s fingers played along my arms, sending a shiver of pleasure through me. Soon, I would let him claim me again like he’d done the first night. We’d had so little time alone together since Will was born.

      “I love you,” he said. “And I know what you’re giving up, leaving this place.”

      “My place is with you,” I said. “Never doubt that. And this is the place where I grew up. It’s not my home. Not anymore. I think I’ve known that all along. I was just waiting for you to come along and show me.”

      “My home is with you,” he said. “If you don’t want to leave your brother, or Wild Lake, you know I’ll stay with or follow you to the ends of the earth.”

      I smiled up at him. Stay or go, that had been the decision we’d pondered for months now. But it was one I’d already made. I could have claimed Peter’s pack lands. It was my right. For a moment, I almost took it. But, a different truth burned through me. I saw it shining clearly in Clint’s gold-green eyes.

      “My love,” I whispered. “Our future is north, in the Yukon. I loved my father with all my heart. But, my mother’s people are part of me too. It’s time I got to know them. It’s time we built something of our own. Wild Lake Outfitters will sustain these packs for generations, but it’s my brother’s dream. My father’s before that. I want something different. Something that’s mine. Ours. I feel the pull to the Yukon. And so do you.”

      He let out a little growl that shuddered through me. “Yes. I do. I’m going to build you a house like nothing you’ve ever seen. On a lake, just like this one. But ours.”

      And he would. Maybe Sarah had rubbed off on me a little, but I could see our future shining before us. It glittered like gold. I moved until I straddled Clint’s lap. His hands came up and he pulled me into a kiss that curled my toes. His body stirred mine. His tiger. My wolf. A perfect fit.

      My heart was full of love and endless possibilities as the moon chased the sun and my mate, my tiger, let out a roar.

      
        THE END

      

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Follow Tucker’s Story Next!

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          
        

        CLICK TO BUY
      
      Following in his father’s footsteps, hunky Alpha wolf, Tucker McGraw’s all grown up and ready to mate! Get ready for Claimed by the Pack a smoldering, deeply erotic paranormal romance series that’ll melt your ereader.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want More Will Yeager?
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        CLICK FOR MORE INFO
      
      You can catch up with Lucia and Clint’s weretiger son, Will in Book Four of my Dragonkeepers Series. Get started with Book One, Kissed by Fire.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from Kimber White

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for following Lucia and Clint’s story with me. If you’re new to my Wild Lake shifters, you can pick up Tucker’s story in the Claimed by the Pack Series. Though all my books are standalones, the chronological reading order of the Wild Lake Books is as follows:

      
        Wild Hearts

        Stolen Mate

        Claimed by the Pack

        Rogue Alpha

        Dark Wolf

        Primal Heat

        Savage Moon

        Hunter’s Heart

      

      For an exclusive first look at my next new release, sign up for my newsletter today. You’ll be the first to know about my new releases and special discounts available only to subscribers. You’ll also get a FREE EBOOK right now, as a special welcome gift for joining. I promise not to spam you, share your email or engage in other general assholery. You can unsubscribe anytime you like (I’ll only cry a little). You can sign up here! http://www.kimberwhite.com/wild-lake-wolves/wild-lake-wolves-news

      Psst . . . can I ask you a favor?

      If you liked this story, can you do something for me? Please leave a review wherever you purchased it. Reviews help authors like me stay visible and allow me to keep bringing you more stories.

      And if you STILL want more, I’d love to hang out with you on Facebook. I like to share story ideas, casting pics, and general insanity on a daily basis.

      From the bottom of my heart though, THANK YOU for your support. You rock hard.

      See you on the wild side!

      

      Kimber

      

      KimberWhite.com

      kimberwhiteauthor@gmail.com

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Kimber White

          

        

      

    

    
      Wild Lake Wolves Series

      Rogue Alpha

      Dark Wolf

      Primal Heat

      Savage Moon

      Hunter’s Heart

      

      Wild Lake Origins (Prequel Novels)

      Wild Hearts

      Stolen Mate

      

      Claimed by the Pack Series

      The Alpha’s Mark

      Sweet Submission

      Rising Heat

      Pack Wars

      Choosing an Alpha

      The Complete Series Box Set

      

      Mammoth Forest Wolves Series

      Liam

      Mac

      Gunnar

      Payne

      Jagger

      

      Wild Ridge Bears Series

      Lord of the Bears

      Outlaw of the Bears

      Rebel of the Bears

      Curse of the Bears

      Last of the Bears

      

      Dragonkeepers Series

      Kissed by Fire

      Tempted by Fire

      Marked by Fire

      Claimed by Fire

      Freed by Fire
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