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        Payne

      

      

      The pull was always there. That’s the lie I’ve told for five years. At first, I told it mainly to myself. I imagined it. It was just an echo of the memories of all the horrible things I’ve seen and done. Of course it should affect me. It’s only natural. Then, I lied to the others in all the subtle ways you do when you want people to stop asking questions.

      Are you all right? You know we’re here for you, man. We all feel it too.

      Except they were all lying too. They didn’t feel the pull, not like I did. To them, it was something fleeting, like a distant sound, a buzzing. They were drawn to it, of course. And they were right to be afraid. Because, behind that pull is the thing they’re all scared of.

      The Alpha. Able Valent.

      He controls every wolf shifter in Kentucky except for us. The others, Liam, Mac, Gunnar, even Jagger...they think they know what that means. If Able ever gets ahold of them and subjugates them, they’ll lose their free will. They won’t be able to eat, drink, mate, or shift unless the Alpha allows it. They won’t be able to protect the women they love. Hell, Jagger already found that out. His mate, Keara, was dead. We told him it’s not his fault. We were the ones who kept him from going to her because it would have put us all at risk. She got caught by the Pack over a year ago. The deep, hard truth is that it was his fault. Keara was his to protect. He never should have claimed a mate while Able Valent still draws breath. None of them should.

      Because the pull of Able Valent and the Pack will always be stronger. It’s still in me. And that’s the lie I tell them now too.

      I’m fine. I just need some time to myself to sort it all out.

      So, for the past six months, I’ve found ways to stay away from the caves beneath Mammoth Forest. If they see me too much, if they look too closely, they’re bound to see my shame. I am not strong enough to escape the pull. On my darkest days, I think maybe I don’t even want to. Maybe giving in to Able and rejoining the Pack will take away the pain and guilt I’ve buried for five long years. Maybe leaving the Pack is what made me feel those things in the first place. Maybe I’m all the things Able said I was and more.

      A killer. A monster. His greatest creation.

      

      I stood in a clearing, ten yards away from the secret entrance to the hidden caves. Two miles to the east of us, hundreds of tourists pass by us every day. Just a few feet of dirt and rock separates the world they think they know from the one that’s real. The Mammoth Forest shifters are different. We are Alphas. We are the secret Able Valent wants to hide from the rest of the Pack. He told them we’re all dead or we’re mad, our minds twisted by bad genes. I think it’s the lie he needs to tell himself as well. But, he’s remained Alpha longer than any shifter in history. No one knows exactly how old he is, but the shifters of Kentucky have been under his control for two solid generations.

      Breathe in. Breathe out. As the pink bands of dawn blazed to new orange, I dug my bare toes into the earth and tried again. Meditating was Molly’s idea. She’s always been able to see things about me the others miss. She’s human but a shifter’s mate. Liam’s.

      I bent my knees and held my chin up. With each breath, I tried to draw the earth’s energy into my feet. With each exhale, I tried to push it back into the ground. When you put it into words like that, it really does sound stupid. I don’t know if it helped at all, but at least I didn’t feel like killing anyone today. So, there was that.

      Stretching my arms above my head, I let out one last, slow exhale. My fingers tingled and my connection to the ground broke.

      The pull was still there, buzzing at the base of my skull. I pushed against it, filling my mind with a thousand other things. It was early summer, but not too early to think about the winter food stores.

      With Gunnar back, the Pack patrols would probably lean on the nearby towns even harder. Somebody had to have seen something. They knew we had help from non-shifters all throughout the state. They brought food, medical supplies, provided safe houses. Some of them did it out of the kindness of their hearts and the knowledge that the Alpha’s dictatorship wasn’t a natural or good force in the world. Some did it because they had loved ones who’d been hurt by the Pack. Their daughters, sisters, even their mothers had been marked by Pack wolves against their will as breeding stock or…worse. We saved the ones we could. Some we even helped over the border into Ohio or Tennessee. But, for every small victory, every dent we made in the Alpha’s control, he would come back harder, increase the patrols, round up more innocent people, and pit neighbor against neighbor.

      We were losing.

      That was the other secret I could not say out loud. The others still had hope. I lived in the truth.

      I sank to the ground, squatting. Digging my fingers into the soft, cool earth, I could feel its energy flowing through me. Molly would have a field day if I ever dared to admit it to her. She’d be insufferable after that. Her sweet face and ready smile lit the dark places of my heart most days. Her love had saved Liam and given him something powerful to fight for. Only I knew it wouldn’t be nearly enough.

      My inner wolf rumbled below the surface. Ever since the Battle of Birch Haven, I hadn’t let him out much. The pull from the Pack was strongest when I gave in to my baser nature. Able’s voice still reached me sometimes, and I didn’t know if it was real or just a flashback to my years in his service.

      Strike. Kill. It’s what you were meant to do, Payne. The emptiness will go away if you do. I’ll take it from you.

      And so I would kill for him. That was another lie I told Liam and the others. They’d heard rumors, of course. But they never knew the scope of it. There was a number I kept in my head. Years ago, I recited it to myself in a nightly prayer. Now, I wouldn’t utter it for fear of giving it back the power it once had. It was there though, simmering just below my skin along with my wolf.

      Seven. I’d killed seven men in Able Valent’s control.

      “There you are,” Mac’s voice broke the silence. Old habits die hard, and I whirled on him, my vision flashing bright as my wolf’s eyes flared. He would see them as green. Not so very long ago, they were blood red.

      Slowly, I rose, letting the earth’s energy seep back into the ground. Liam and Gunnar came behind Mac. Mac and Liam were half-brothers sharing the same mother. To those who first met them, they looked like twins. There were subtle differences between them though. Mac had a harder look to his green eyes. When he was in his wolf, they would flash silver where Liam’s were gold. Liam came easier to joy, his resting face always a half-smile. For Mac, he’d gained and lost so much more. The Pack had taken his sister, Lena. For years, he’d lived with the guilt and horror of not knowing what happened to her. We got her back for him though.

      I’d only seen her from a distance. She’d suffered under the Pack for years, and I couldn’t face my own guilt for whatever part I’d played in making that easier for them.

      Gunnar came through the trees and stood at Liam’s right shoulder. He stared at me with his ice blue eyes, a tremor running through his jaw. We’d almost lost him too. How he’d survived six months in a Pack-controlled POW camp I had yet to understand. I’d avoided him since he’d come back. He noticed.

      “Well,” I said. “This can’t be good. All three of you?”

      Liam’s easy smile did nothing to lighten my mood. They knew me too well. We’d fought shoulder to shoulder against the Pack for years. Each of us ready to die for the other. I still bore the scars of Birch Haven on my back. I’d do it again though, a thousand times over. That place had been one of the Alpha’s strongholds and where he held most of the women he’d kidnapped. They were free now along with Mac’s sister and his new mate, Eve.

      “You’re not an easy man to get ahold of these days,” Liam said. “You keep finding ways to get gone.”

      We’d had this conversation a dozen times or more. They’d given me space to lick my wounds. Now, it appeared my time was up. I bristled with unease as Gunnar and Liam shot looks at each other. Whatever they had to say to me, it had been preplanned. I wondered how they’d decided who would be the lead man. Had they drawn straws? Had a pissing contest? Had they argued which one of them was the closest to me and had the best chance of getting me to listen?

      The answer to that question was none of them. I had different connections to each of them, but I’d always kept a distance. It was just that lately, I needed even more.

      “Listen,” Liam said. “We need to talk. Things are tense enough with the threat of Jagger going rogue on us.”

      “I’m not Jagger,” I said, my tone falling flat. I meant it simply, but the moment the words spilled from me, I realized how true they rang. I wasn’t Jagger. I wasn’t any of them. Mac, Liam, Gunnar, they all had mates. They had a reason to hope that I never would. Even Jagger. Sure, he’d lost Keara, but at least he had her in the first place. These men no longer knew what it was to live truly alone. And I liked it that way. The silence inside my head and heart was so much better than the alternative.

      “Payne,” Gunnar started. I held up a hand to stop him.

      “Save it,” I said. “And quit worrying about me. I’m fine.”

      “You’re fine? Really?” Gunnar threw up his hands. “Tell me again how you’re not just like Jagger? Because right now I don’t see it. I see the two of you as just shades of the same color.”

      “I,” I said, taking a step toward him. “Am. Not. Jagger. That dude’s got a death wish. We all know it.”

      Just last month, Jagger had run off alone on a suicide mission to find Gunnar after he’d been captured by the Pack. He didn’t discuss it with anyone. He didn’t even tell us he was going. He just left in the middle of the night hellbent on saving Gunnar or dying trying. Probably both. He hadn’t died though. Miraculously, he’d killed every guard in that prison and brought three beta POWs back with him. Gunnar never needed rescuing. None of us did. That’s what these men, my brothers in arms, didn’t quite understand.

      “Fine,” Mac said. “Jagger’s a different kind of problem. And maybe his little kamikaze field trip got some shit out of his system for a while. But, I need you to take a blood oath right now that you’re not planning to do the same.”

      I reared back like Mac had slugged me in the gut. Where the hell was this coming from? Three nights ago, we’d all decided my next mission. I was the only one capable of doing it. Mac’s mate Eve was weeks away from delivering his baby. He couldn’t leave her. Liam had Molly and as our main doctor; she was too valuable to the group. Gunnar had spent the last six months behind enemy lines. He needed time to sort that out and stay close to his new mate, Jett. And she was in the middle of training the women in our camp how to fight. Really fight. It fell to me to seek out the weapons they’d need for that.

      “I know what my mission is,” I said. “I don’t need to take a blood oath.”

      “Really?” Mac said, getting in my face. “Every day, you’re slipping further and further away. We all see it. And I get it, Payne. I was there at Birch Haven, right by your side. I saw what it did to you when the Pack got close. We all felt the pull.”

      Hard laughter bubbled up from my chest. It was in me to tell him they had no idea what I felt. They knew nothing. “I already took a blood oath.” I thumped my chest. I stood shirtless, and my black drawstring pants hung low on my hips. I placed my hand over my heart, tracing the borders of the tattoo I bore. We’d gotten this ink together to prove our loyalty to each other and our cause. A wolf’s head with two great wings unfurled behind it, daggers crossed beneath. It also marked me as a traitor to the Pack forever.

      “Payne, man. Listen,” Mac said. He put a hand on my arm. His green eyes turned silver as his wolf simmered to the surface. “I know what we agreed. I know what we’re asking of you.”

      It was simple really. We had intel about a group of northern shifters who might have Wolfkiller bullets. Gunnar’s mate Jett had been given some when she made her own escape from Birch Haven years ago. My job was to cross the Ohio border and head to Michigan to try and find them.

      “My head’s clear,” I lied.

      “I know it is,” Mac said, locking eyes with me. “But there’s something else I need. And it can’t wait.”

      Liam and Gunnar closed in beside him. My heart hammered out a warning. Shaking my head, I backed away.

      “Payne,” Mac said, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. It could only mean one thing. “My sister, Lena. I need you to take her with you. I need you to get her the hell out of Kentucky once and for all.”

      “No,” I said, my voice turning to stone. “No way. She’s safer here in the caves.”

      I was full of shit and all three of them knew it. What they couldn’t know is what scared me. Lena’s years of pain and suffering as a captive of the Pack had been partly my fault. Men like me who served the Alpha made it possible. Since Birch Haven, I couldn’t even bring myself to be in the same room with her. Guilt and fear bled through me. No. No.

      “She’s suffocating here in the caves,” Mac said. “Little by little, every day I feel like I’m losing her all over again. She needs to feel safe. The only way that will happen if she’s free of the Pack reach forever. I don’t know if the Wild Lake wolves up in Michigan will take her in, but they owe us one. It’s a gut feeling and a chance I’m willing to take.”

      “Then you take it. Don’t put this on me.” Mac pleaded with me with his eyes. He couldn’t take her over the border and we both knew why. He couldn’t leave his pregnant mate. Even Lena had to understand that.

      My gaze went from Mac’s to Liam’s to Gunnar’s. Their hard stares felt like stakes driving into my heart. “Payne, please,” Mac said. “I’m begging you. Do this for me. Do this for my sister. You’re the only one who can.”

      I bit back the truth swirling through my heart. It was too much. Too hard. I thought Mac had believed the lies I told, but now I knew he hadn’t. As he stared at me with pain in his eyes, I knew he could see my truth.
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      Molly always dropped her left hip just before she threw a punch. Rearing back, I countered, bringing my right arm up to block the blow.

      “Better!” Jett’s sharp voice cut through me. I flinched harder than I had right before Molly’s swing. My back went stiff. Letting out a hard breath, I bent at the waist and put my hands on my knees.

      “Lena, I’m sorry,” Molly said. She put a hand on my back and leaned over, trying to peer into my face. I put a hand up to quiet her as I worked to catch my breath.

      “Not better,” I said as I finally straightened. “Not better at all.” Jett sat on a tree stump, her legs drawn up. She hugged her knees with her tanned, toned arms. She pulled her dark hair back into a neat ponytail. The woman was rock solid in every way. Strong. Fierce. She wore a black tank top tucked into army fatigues and combat boots.

      “Every time she tries to throw a punch I can see it coming a mile away,” I said, coughing into my forearm. My limbs still seemed so bony compared to Jett’s. Her skin was flawless. She had high cheekbones like a supermodel. She’d spent the last four years living in the wilderness, hiding out from the Chief Pack until Gunnar found her and brought her here.

      She and Molly were far more alike than they were different. They clashed the way that sisters do. Molly was a healer. Though tough in her own right, she wanted to nurture. Jett was harder, giving no one the benefit of any doubt. I understood that so much more. Then, there was Eve. She stood a little away from the group, resting one hand on the white bark of a birch tree, the other cradling the heaviest part of her abdomen. The growing life within it rolled. Eve’s eyes watered and her breath went out.

      Molly went to her. “You should sit down.” Eve put a hand up just like I’d done to Molly a few seconds ago.

      “I’m okay,” she said. “Little sucker is just restless today.”

      I caught Jett’s gaze. She gave Eve a stony expression. She was worried. Just a few weeks from delivering my brother’s baby, Eve was vulnerable. If the Pack stumbled upon any of us, Eve wouldn’t be able to fight in her condition. Charged with teaching the women of Mammoth Forest how to fight, I knew Jett felt responsible for her.

      She felt responsible for me too. I stayed quiet, smiling when I could, submitting to her self-defense lessons. She was good, I’d give her that. And Jett had learned some valuable things about beta wolves under Pack control. One on one, they had weaknesses she knew how to exploit.

      “Will you please sit down?” Molly said. She guided Eve to another stump near Jett. Still breathing heavy, Eve sank down, gripping Molly’s hand for support.

      I wanted to go to her. Everyone expected me to. For all intents and purposes, Eve was my sister-in-law. I owed her my life. She’d been the one to risk her own safety to find me in Birch Haven. She’d brought me to my brother. I was grateful. More so than I could ever find words to express. But, it was still hard to let people in. I’d lost so much already.

      “Are we done for the day?” I said to Jett. My tone came out harsher than I meant. Hell, I didn’t know what I meant. I was bad at this. She probably thought me ungrateful.

      “If you’re tired…”

      “No!” Again, my voice sounded shrill to my own ears. “No,” I said again softer. “I’m not tired.”

      Jett looked at Eve and Molly. An expression passed between them that I’d become all too familiar with. None of them knew what exactly to do with me. To them I was moody. Volatile. Withdrawn.

      “Good,” Jett said, smiling. “Because you really are quite something. You’re the one I worry least about as far as defending yourself.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself. Jett’s eyes traveled down, flashing with pity. I hated it. I hated the way they all looked at me as if I was the walking embodiment of the things they feared.

      Poor Lena. Thank God that didn’t happen to me.

      Of course, none of them ever said that to my face. But, it’s what I would think if I were them. Probably.

      If it weren’t so hot, I would have worn a long-sleeved shirt today. Maybe I should have anyway. I would rather sweat my brains out than endure those looks another second. A fine webbing of silvery scars wrapped around each of my forearms. I had other scars they couldn’t see, but the obvious ones were bad enough.

      I hadn’t looked in a mirror in more than three years. I didn’t have to. I could see myself reflected in other people’s eyes. I knew what they had to be thinking as their gaze settled on my face.

      She was probably beautiful once. You can almost see it if you look at her in profile. But now, how cruel, how violent.

      Sometimes, I’d get brave enough to run my fingers over the puckered edges of the scar running from my right brow down my cheek. It was jagged, like a lightning bolt. It tightened if I tried to smile. Luckily, I rarely did that.

      “Lena,” Jett said, coming off her tree stump. At five foot ten, I had a good four inches on her. And yet, somehow Jett seemed taller. She held her back straighter. She put a light but firm hand on my arm. “Will you help me show Molly what she’s doing wrong?”

      I stepped out of her touch, careful not to jerk away. God, everything was so awkward. The way I moved, the way I sounded. I didn’t know how to act so they wouldn’t keep giving me those looks. Like I was about to blow up or run at any moment. They worried about scaring me off. I knew that.

      Crossing my arms in front of me again, I turned to Molly. She stood with her hand on Eve’s shoulder. Eve’s bright smile warmed me a little. At the same time, I wondered what she told my brother when they were alone at night. I could imagine.

      Lena was more quiet today than yesterday. She says she’s fine, but anyone can see she’s not. She doesn’t like being touched.

      My every move watched. My every word dissected. The angel on my shoulder told me they meant well. Of course they did. But, these women only thought they knew what they were really up against. I didn’t know how to tell them they were wrong.

      “You drop your hip,” I said to Molly, again, my words blurting out with no finesse. I turned toward her, bringing my fists up and mimicking her stance. Molly nodded and came toward me.

      “Like this,” I said, executing a perfect imitation of Molly’s posture and movement just before she threw a punch. Even Jett was impressed. From the corner of my eye, I saw her hand flutter to her mouth, stifling a little gasp.

      Molly slowly walked to my side. I faked a punch. “See?” I said. “Every time. I can see it coming. My reaction time is probably ten times longer than a shifter’s is.”

      “True,” Jett said. “But remember, the betas will have that second or two of total paralysis before they get the Alpha’s command. You can count on it. Watch for the eyes.”

      I dropped my hands to my sides and straightened. “Betas are betas,” I said.

      Molly ignored me. She rounded on me and brought her hands back up. Her eyes narrowed with determination as she took a swing. She landed one on my right shoulder. The power of it knocked me backward, but I didn’t lose my footing.

      “I’m sorry!” Molly gasped. “Oh, Lena...I didn’t.”

      “No,” I said, putting my hands up. Pain blossomed down my arm and I felt pins and needles in my elbow. “Don’t apologize,” I said. “It’s what we’re out here for, aren’t we? That was good.”

      Still, my words came out stilted and wooden. I didn’t know how to do this. I wanted to sound proud of her. I was. Molly was stubborn, unflappable. She’d tended to my physical wounds with expert care and compassion when Eve and Mac first brought me here. I wanted to give something back to her. Training with her was how I tried.

      “It was good,” Jett said.

      Molly reached for me. Though every instinct in me wanted to pull away, I let out a breath and stayed still. She ran her fingers along the underside of my arm, extending the elbow and checking my range of motion.

      “Relax,” I said. “I’m tougher than I look.”

      Again, I’d meant it as a light comment. A joke. Part of the banter that seemed to come so easily to the rest of them. Coming from me, it drew a tiny little intake of air from Eve. A fleeting look between Molly and Jett. Dammit. I’d done it again.

      “I think maybe I am tired though,” I said. “I’m going to call it a day.”

      The color drained from Molly’s face. She thought she’d hurt me. She hadn’t. But, I didn’t know how to get her to understand that. It was exhausting to try.

      “I’ll come out later this evening,” I said, though everyone standing there knew I probably wouldn’t. “Twilight is a better time to train anyway. That’s when they like to come.”

      I knew Jett and the others had questions about that last statement. None of them would ever bring themselves to ask. I left it at that and headed back toward the hole in the ground leading to the labyrinth of caves we all called home.

      

      I could have slept straight through till morning. In fact, that was my plan. I didn’t want to face Jett and the others at dinner. I couldn’t stomach more awkward looks as Molly tried to apologize again for slugging me. God. She was supposed to. That’s what we were out there for. Though I hated every second of it, I knew why it mattered. And maybe Jett was right. Someday soon, the Chief Pack might bring the fight straight to Mammoth Forest. Closing my eyes, I turned to face the wall. I wouldn’t let the rest of that thought take shape.

      I’m not a shifter. I don’t have heightened senses or super strength. I can’t set my baser nature free and turn into a majestic wolf. My brother can. And ever since we were little, I could always sense his approach.

      I laid on my pallet, facing the rock wall. I kept it dark in my own private cavern. Eve kept bringing me LED lanterns and even strung the rope kind along the floor. I rarely turned them on, preferring the sensory deprivation I got with pitch blackness.

      A soft silver glow made shadows on the wall as Mac stood at the entranceway, breathing hard. I knew if I turned, I’d see his superhuman wolf eyes glinting. I used to hate that when we were little. For a while, we slept in the same bedroom and he’d wake in the middle of the night, his inner wolf unsettled. When he had nightmares, his growls shook the walls.

      Now, he thought I was asleep. If I stayed still enough, maybe he’d just go away. He let out a heavy sigh then the room flooded with light as he switched on one of the lanterns. I stayed stone still, staring at the wall.

      “Lena,” he said, drawing nearer. Just that one word, my name. It fell heavy from his lips as if he’d been working himself up to this for quite a while.

      Shit. I let out my own sigh then sat up, turning to face him.

      Mac had changed so much since the last time he was regularly in my life. How long ago had that been? Ten years? A little more. He’d been so angry back then, railing against his inevitable role with the Chief Pack. He was an Alpha, after all. A natural born leader. To survive, he knew he’d have to submit to the Chief Pack Alpha for good. He’d received a call-up notice. The last argument we had before our separation had been about that. I told him there was no use fighting. It wasn’t worth dying for. He disagreed and reminded me I wasn’t a shifter. I could never understand what it was to be used by the Pack.

      God, we’d both been so naive.

      Then, one night, he stayed out later than usual, leaving me alone in the house. It had been dark and quiet just like tonight. When the front door burst open, I’d thought it was Mac and a group of his rowdier friends. It wasn’t though. It was a raid. Mac had missed his deadline to report to the Chief Pack for basic training. In those first few chaotic minutes, I thought the soldiers had come to round him up. How wrong I’d been. Instead, they came for me.

      “Don’t start,” I said, brushing the hair from my eyes. I should have left it. Mac’s eyes flashed with pain as I exposed the thick scar on the right side of my face.

      He sighed again and sat down next to me. “I’m not here to argue with you. I’m here to see how you’re doing.”

      I dropped my hands then folded them in front of me. “You been talking to Eve? She was out in the woods this afternoon. What did she say about me?”

      “What? No. I’m not here because…”

      “Then why are you here?” Again, I couldn’t modulate my emotions. Whatever filter I had, it was long gone. I launched into my brother with a rage he didn’t deserve. I was tired. So tired.

      “I’m fine, okay?” I said. “I went to training like you asked me to. I did everything Jett wanted. Ask Molly. I’m sorry if I don’t know how to say the words they want to hear. I’m sorry if looking at me makes them all uncomfortable. I’m doing the best I can.”

      Mac threw his head back as if I’d struck him. His eyes widened in shock and he reached for me. I think he meant to put an arm around my shoulders, but when I flinched, he froze then pulled his hand back, awkwardly.

      “I’m sorry,” I said again, more quietly. “You just caught me off guard. Tell Eve thanks for worrying, but I’m really okay. Or as okay as I can be right now.”

      “Lena,” he started again. “I’m the one who’s sorry. I didn’t come here to lecture you about your attitude at training or whatever the hell it is you’re talking about. Eve didn’t send me. She doesn’t even know I’m here right now. I came because I have to ask you to do something for me and I’m scared as hell about how you’re going to react.”

      Now it was my turn to rear back as if his words had the impact of a physical blow. “You’re what?”

      “Scared,” he answered, half-smiling. “Of you.”

      This got a genuine laugh out of me. “Brother, you’re cracked in the head. You’ve never been scared of me.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong. You and mom used to terrify me more than any other women I’ve known. You see right through me most of the time. But, I see through you too.”

      A silence settled between us. I drew my legs up and scooted back toward the wall, facing Mac straight on. “Yeah? What is it you think you see?”

      “You’re not happy here,” he said, cutting straight to it. “You’re trying. You’re even getting better at hiding it. But, I know you. You hate everything about this place.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, my voice growing thick. I didn’t know how to say what I felt. It wasn’t this place I hated. It was me in this place.

      “Listen,” he said. “I’m probably going to bungle this. Just know that everything I’m about to say and ask of you, I’m doing it because I love you. And because I know in my heart it’s the best thing for you right now.”

      “Oh, boy,” I said, thumping the back of my head against the wall.

      “I want you to leave,” he said. Those five words hit me in the chest with the weight of a boulder. My heart thundered so loud I wondered if he could hear it.

      “Mac…”

      “No. Just listen. Let me get through this. There’s a place, up in Michigan. Wild Lake. Payne’s heading there in a couple of days. He’s going to try and track down more of the ammo Jett had with the neurotoxin that stops shifters. I want you to go with him.”

      I couldn’t see straight. Hell, I couldn’t be hearing straight. Was he crazy?

      “Michigan,” I said. “You want me to go to Michigan.”

      “No,” he answered. “I don’t want you to go anywhere. I’d like to keep you right here by my side. But, there’s a war coming. You know it. We all do. When it does, I want you as far away from it as possible.”

      And there it was. Everyone around me had been skirting the topic. They were afraid of how I might react. It was silly, really. I knew exactly what the Chief Pack was capable of. I knew it more than they did.

      “You can’t protect me, big brother. No one can. The big bad wolf already did its worst to me, remember?”

      It was cruel of me to say it. I hated the fresh pain that came into my brother’s eyes. He looked away for a moment then straight back at me. “No, it hasn’t. That’s the thing, Lena. The Alpha tried to use you against me. I’ll never forgive myself for that. I can’t undo it. But, I can sure as hell keep it from happening again. Only, I can’t do that if you’re here.”

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. I started to hyperventilate, so I hugged my knees even tighter. If Mac sensed my distress, he didn’t show it. He just stared straight ahead, lost in the horror of his own thoughts.

      “My place is here with you,” I said. “I don’t trust anybody else.” The last bit came out so quietly, I wondered if he fully heard it. Until I uttered those words, I hadn’t realized how true they were. The thought of leaving Mac terrified me.

      “If you trust me,” he said. “Then trust me on this. I can’t guarantee your safety here.”

      He turned to me, his eyes going stone cold. As hard as it was for me to admit how much I needed him, it was even harder for him to admit this weakness.

      “Then why me? Why aren’t you sending Eve? She’s your mate, after all.”

      Tears welled in Mac’s eyes and my heart shredded. “I swear to God, I would send her away if I could. It’s too late now. She’s due in seven weeks. It’s too dangerous a trip for her. And, there’s something else. Molly...she’s scared. She’s never delivered a human baby, let alone a shifter. Things can go wrong even under the best circumstances. She’s putting on a brave face, trying to reassure Eve, but I know what she’s up against.”

      “Jesus,” I said, resting my chin on my knee. “She should know the truth.”

      “She will. Just, not yet. I need your help, Lena. Up in Wild Lake, I’ve heard about a doctor who specializes in shifter deliveries. I’m banking on the fact our friends up there will know how to contact her. I’m banking on the fact that you can persuade her to come back here with Payne in time for Eve’s delivery.”

      “Come back with Payne? You mean come back with Payne and me?” My heart actually hurt.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t want you to come back. Not until I can be sure it’s safe. Not until this thing with the Chief Pack is over once and for all.”

      “But, I don’t know anyone in Wild Lake.”

      “There are others,” he said. “Once you’re over the border, I think you’ll be able to find out what happened to the rest of the women from Birch Haven. Maybe you can join them. You don’t have to stay in Wild Lake if you don’t want to. Just, stay someplace far away from Kentucky. Start over. Be safe. Lena, I think if I know you’re okay, I’ll be able to face whatever’s coming. I know how dangerous it is for my wife and child. I’m ready to die for them if I have to. But you…”

      “Me,” I finished for him. “You think if you don’t have to worry about me, you’ll be stronger against the Pack.”

      “Yes,” he said simply when I expected him to disagree. My respect for him grew even more, though my heart still broke.

      When he held his arms out, I went into them. A tremor went through him as he hugged me. It cost me something, but gave me some small piece of myself back too. I hadn’t willingly let anyone touch me in years.

      “I don’t trust Payne,” I said, a slow tear falling from my eyes. “Mac...he’s a...he’s one of…”

      Mac pulled a little away from me so I could see his face. He wiped my tears. “He’s one of us,” he said. “And I trust him with my life. More importantly, I trust him with yours. When he leaves, please tell me you’ll go with him.”

      I wanted to scream no. I wanted to retreat into the darkness where I felt the safest. But, I couldn’t shy away from the intense, silver glare of my brother’s wolf eyes. I let him pull me close one last time as I cried softly into his chest.

      “I’ll go,” I whispered. “For you, I’ll go.”
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      The cave walls felt like a prison. This was the longest I’d been down here in months, preferring to sleep topside and away from everyone else. I paced in the main rotunda feeling three pairs of eyes boring into me. Liam and Mac leaned against one wall. As half-brothers, they had a way of communicating with each other separate from the rest of us. A casual glance or a raised hand was all it took for the two of them to get on the same page. That never bothered me before. Hell, I never even thought about it. Today though, it grated. It made me feel even more separated from the rest of them.

      Molly stood closest to me. She looked at me with those wide brown eyes and smiled. If she were anyone else, it would have annoyed me or felt patronizing. With her, the genuine warmth of her knowing stare made me stop pacing.

      “You’re coming back,” she said. She’d been standing with her arms crossed in front of her. She reached up and put a light hand on my arm.

      “Of course I’m coming back,” I said. I wasn’t actually sure if she’d meant it as a statement or a question. Did she think I’d throw off my responsibilities to the group? No, of course she couldn’t think that. Still, this woman didn’t miss anything. She paid attention when I found more and more ways to be gone and for longer periods of time. How could I explain it to her? Maybe she’d think I didn’t trust myself. Did I?

      “I wish I could go with you,” she said. Liam stepped out of the shadows and put a protective arm around his mate. Even the casual suggestion of Molly taking on such a dangerous mission had his eyes flashing gold.

      “Oh, relax,” she said, reaching back and putting a hand on his jaw. “I said I wish it, not that I’d do it. I just would love to pitch our...uh...medical situation myself. Do you really think the rumors about this shifter doctor they have up near Wild Lake are true?”

      Liam kissed her on the top of her head and rubbed her arm. “We won’t know until we talk to them,” he said. “You sure you got all the information locked in that thick head of yours, Payne?” Liam meant it as a joke, but I could see his expression darken.

      “Derek something or other,” I said. “That’s the wolf you, Mac and Gunnar ran into a couple of years ago near the Ohio border. His mate’s family was with him and they had Wolfkiller ammo like Jett and Gunnar described.”

      “Right,” Mac said, joining us. “Don’t overplay your hand, but Derek Monroe owes us one. Valent’s bounty hunters had him pinned down in an old farmhouse. If we hadn’t been there, Monroe’s people wouldn’t have made it out alive. He offered to let us cross with him then.”

      Molly stiffened in Liam’s arms. It was easy to see what she was thinking. What if Liam, Mac, and Gunnar had taken this Derek Monroe up on his offer? I knew the chances of all three of them making it safely across the border would have been slim, but they might have. They never would have found their fated mates. Without them, Birch Haven would still be in operation. They’d made selfless decisions for the good of the group. I owed so much to these men.

      “Well, it’s settled then,” Molly said. “If you can find their doctor and talk to her or him, do it.”

      I went to Molly, touching her arm. “Whoever and whatever this doctor is, they probably can’t hold a candle to you.”

      She pursed her lips and raised a brow. “Thanks for the flattery, but I’ll still take all the help I can get.”

      She went quiet then, not giving voice to the real worry she had. In front of Mac, Molly would project all the confidence in the world. There was no point not to. The simple truth was, none of us had any idea what would happen when Eve’s time came. Molly had never delivered a shifter baby. The Pack had midwives for that. Every woman we knew before we broke away delivered away from our eyes. There wasn’t a manual for any of it. Molly was scared. That alone should have made my blood run cold. This woman had been fearless since the day Liam brought her to us.

      “I’ll find out what I can,” I said. “Promise. But you’re going to be a rockstar when the time comes. You and Eve both.”

      I met Mac’s eyes over Molly’s head. I could tell from his grave expression he had some things to say to me. Once again, he threw a casual look to Liam and nothing more needed to be said between them.

      “Come on,” Liam said, wrapping his arm around Molly. “I know you want to double check the supplies you packed for Payne twenty more times before he leaves. Might as well get started.”

      She threw a playful punch into his stomach and smiled. “You just watch it, buddy. Y’all would be lost without me. Every one of you.”

      We all knew it was true. Molly Ravary had brought light and hope into these dark caves from the moment Liam brought her down here. If not for her, Keara’s death might have broken all of us, not just Jagger. God, I owed her. So much. No matter what went through my head or how hard it was to cast the Alpha’s pull out, I would do it. For her. For all of them.

      Molly and Liam left the main rotunda arm in arm. Mac stood before me. He drew in a great breath and let it out slowly. Whatever he meant to say, he’d been working up to it for some time.

      “Don’t,” I said. “I know how important this all is. And I know you’re worried about me. I’m not the diplomat you and Jagger are...or was in his case. I won’t fuck this up. I’ll figure out a way to convince the Wild Lake wolves to help us.”

      Mac dropped his chin, casting his gaze down at his feet. He waited for a few beats, then finally lifted his head, cocking it to the side. “Payne, it isn’t the Wild Lake wolves I’m worried about. It’s you.”

      Here we go. I put a hand up. I didn’t have the same clever way to communicate with him that Liam did. And I was in no damn mood for another lecture. “Don’t be.”

      “The border crossing is your biggest problem,” he said. “Not the Michigan wolf packs. Things aren’t the same out there as they were a year ago or even a few months ago.”

      “Mac,” I said. Mac was big. He was an Alpha just like the rest of us. But, I was bigger. Squaring my shoulders, I had a full two inches on him and probably twenty-five pounds. I knew what he saw when he looked at me. I knew what they all saw. I was dangerous. Lethal. And they were damn glad I was fighting for their side.

      Are you?

      The voice came out of nowhere, sending a shiver of ice straight down my spine. It wasn’t real. Just a ghost or an echo of my own self-doubt. Able Valent couldn’t reach me down here. He never could. So why had I been so gung-ho about leaving lately?

      “I know what’s out there,” I said. “Better than you do. Better than anyone here except for maybe Gunnar. The patrols are heavier. The border’s going to be insane.”

      “It’s not just that,” Mac said. “They know who you are.”

      “They’ve always known who I was.” It was in me to tell him. I worked more closely with the Alpha than Mac realized. Sure, they all assumed. They never pressed me for details. They trusted me. They were also right there at my side when Able almost got ahold of me again at Birch Haven. He’d driven me to my knees, turned my spine to water. For a brief moment, I was helpless against him. Mac and Gunnar had been the ones to pull me back from the brink. Now, I was planning on going out there alone.

      “Okay, okay,” Mac conceded. “But they know who Lena is.”

      “Hey,” I said, putting my hands up in surrender. “This whole thing was your fucking idea. If you’re scared of what could happen to her, don’t send her. You won’t get an argument from me.”

      Mac’s eyes flashed. Real anger bubbled just beneath his skin. I could feel it pouring off him in waves. I don’t think he meant it for me. His rage was based on fear. It was cold and hard; my own wolf could smell it.

      “She can’t survive here,” he said. “She can’t be in a place where there’s a chance the Pack could find her again.”

      “So you want me to waltz her to the border where you know they’ll be looking for her.”

      “I know you can get her across. I know you’re the only one who can. I also know what I’m asking you.”

      Silence fell between us with the weight of a lead curtain. There was a deeper meaning to his words. At first, I didn’t understand. Then, I did. This was a different kind of oath he meant me to take.

      “She’s been through enough,” Mac said, his eyes glistened with unshed tears. I could feel his pain as it made his wolf stir. “I don’t know what else I can do for her. She needs to heal. She deserves a chance at a normal life.”

      I barked out a hard laugh. “You think she could ever feel normal again after what she’s been through?”

      Maybe it was cruel of me to say it. I didn’t know Lena Morris. I’d only seen her in passing and from a distance. I’d kept mine since the day I staggered back from Birch Haven, wounded, bleeding, desperate. Molly sewed me back together. I left again as soon as I had the strength to. But, Lena had been special to Able Valent. I’d heard the same rumors everyone else had. She’d been given to one of Able’s favorites in payment for God knew what. She’d been marked against her will. Molly had implied Lena refused to talk about it. I couldn’t blame her. We had that in common.

      Mac put a hand on my shoulder. I had to brace myself from flinching. My own pain simmered with the same strength as his.

      “If I didn’t have Eve, I’d take her over the border myself. Hell, maybe I’d even go with her. But, Payne, there’s one thing…”

      He didn’t have to finish his sentence. I knew what he was asking me. “If it comes to it,” I said. “If there’s a choice to be made. You want me to make it for her.”

      A muscle jumped in Mac’s jaw. He gave me a tight nod then released his grip on my arm.

      “She won’t talk about it,” Mac said. “I’ve asked her a thousand times in a thousand different ways. I’ve tried to give her space. Give her time. None of it helps. She just withdraws into herself more and more every day. It’s killing me not to know what they did to her.”

      I met his gaze. Mac’s wolf eyes glinted silver. “Brother, you need to hear me. You need to believe me. You do not need to know. And she doesn’t owe you that.”

      “She’s trusting you only because I asked her to,” he said. “I’m worried that won’t carry far. Just, have a care with her. Give her space, but don’t let her out of your sight, you know?”

      “I know,” I said. Dread filled the hollow spaces inside of me. What the hell was I doing? What the hell was Mac thinking? I wasn’t the right man for this job. Sure, I could protect his sister. But, the poor kid was probably going to be scared to death of me the entire time. Men like me allowed men like Able Valent to hurt women like her. Of course she was going to see that about me in two seconds flat. I hadn’t made a conscious choice to do it, but it occurred to me that’s exactly why I’d kept my distance from her.

      “Don’t let them take her again,” Mac said, swallowing hard.

      “I won’t,” I said. I let the weight of my words settle between us but knew it wasn’t enough. Mac needed more.

      I slowly closed my eyes and tried to slow my wildly beating heart. My need to get topside and feel the cool night air in my lungs pulled me more than any telepathic link Able Valent ever had over me. My fingers trembled with that need.

      “I hear you,” I said. “We’re clear.”

      “Say it, Payne.”

      I opened my eyes. To Mac, I knew they would glint green with the wolf inside of me. “If it comes down to it, I’ll give my life to keep them from taking her again.”

      If. A cold premonition settled over me. It wouldn’t be if. It would be when.

      Mac squeezed my shoulder. The air in the cavern shifted and a new shadow danced along the wall.

      Lena Morris held an LED lantern in front of her as she made her way down the narrow passageway toward us. Mac let go of me and turned toward her. He straightened his back and tried to smile. We’d kept our voices so low I knew she hadn’t heard.

      I’d never looked at her before. I mean really looked at her. Mac turned, plastered a smile on his face, and went to her. He put a light hand on her arm and brought her into the brighter light in the middle of the cavern.

      Lena was tall. Probably the tallest woman here in Mammoth Forest. Five ten, I’d guess. And yet, there was a smallness to the way she carried herself as if she tried to hide in plain sight. My heart lurched thinking of all the reasons why she’d want to. How she’d likely had to train herself to do just that.

      “Lena,” Mac said. “Payne’s ready to go. Are you?”

      She stepped away from him and set her lantern down on the ground. When she straightened, her hair fell in front of her face. The color matched Mac’s exactly. Auburn waves cascaded over her shoulders as she looked up at him. She had broad features like Mac did, high cheekbones and a strong, straight nose. Her eyes darted to mine, but she looked immediately back at her brother.

      God, I thought. She had to be scared to death of me. I should do something, I knew. Say something to put her at ease. I had no words. Deep down I knew I was the very thing she thought I was. Dangerous. Lethal. A wolf.

      “I’m ready,” she said, but there was no conviction in her tone. Her voice was flat. She didn’t want this. It didn’t seem like she wanted anything other than to be left alone. We had that in common too.

      “We have to stay to the woods mostly,” I said. “Our faces are too recognizable,” I said, realizing I didn’t really know Lena’s at all. I’d never been this close to her. Over the next few days and weeks, I’d likely have to get closer still. Shit. What the hell had I been thinking saying yes to this?

      Lena finally turned to me. Tall as she was, I still towered over her by a good eight inches. She kept her back straight, defiant. I knew instantly that it mattered to her not to show me the slightest trace of fear. And yet, there was no way to avoid it. My wolf senses pricked. She was terrified. Tiny beads of sweat formed at her temples near her hairline. She absently curved a lock behind her ear and let her eyes travel up, finally meeting mine.

      Hers were stunning. Hazel with green and gold flecks. She was human, but a shifter’s daughter. Her very existence forced by the Alpha himself when he chose her mother to mate with one of his soldiers. I knew how it worked back then. All of our mothers suffered the same fate. Strong men like me, loyal to Able Valent, had rounded up the ones he wanted and brought them to him. He gave them out as gifts to reward loyalty from his top generals. But, there was a more sinister purpose behind it. He wanted to produce more soldiers he could control. The matings were designed to match women strong enough to bear a shifter’s child. Able selected men who were strong enough to fight for him, but not against him. He’d learned too many Alphas posed a threat. For two generations, he’d been breeding them out. Strong betas were what he was after.

      “I can handle that,” she said jutting her chin. Her hair fell away even more, revealing a cruel scar running from her right brow that cut through her cheek. A claw made that mark. I knew she bore another one at the base of her neck where she’d been bitten against her will. There were other scars too. A fine webbing of old claw marks covered her arms. She’d fought hard and survived. My gut clenched with suppressed rage. I didn’t want her to see that side of me. It would scare her even more than she already was.

      “Good,” I said. Mac still stood between us. But, this wasn’t about him anymore. This was my journey and Lena’s. For our own reasons and for Mac, we’d committed to making it. But now, we had to forge our way through this together. Somehow. God, what had I been thinking? How was I going to spend the next days or weeks at this woman’s side?

      “It’ll be safer to travel at night.”

      Lena nodded. “I’ve seen the route,” she said. “Jett went over it with me at least a dozen times. She showed me where we’ll find tunnels. The rivers are our best bet.”

      “You won’t be totally alone,” Mac said. “We have friends the further north you go.”

      “To a point,” I said. “And this is different. We haven’t attempted a border crossing in a long time. It’s been too dangerous. Now…”

      “Now,” Lena said. “Ever since Birch Haven, it’ll be riskier than it’s ever been. I know what we’re up against.”

      There was a coldness to her last sentence that cut straight through me. I know it did for Mac too. Who the hell were we to tell her what kind of cruelty she might face if the Pack found her? If I wasn’t cunning or strong enough to keep her safe. But, I would be. As I stood before her, taking the full brunt of her blistering gaze, I knew I’d have to be.

      I also knew Mac was right. Mammoth Forest was no place for Lena. She deserved a second chance far away from the Chief Pack. If she were my sister, I’d want the same for her. I made a promise to Mac just a few moments ago. Now, it mattered that I make the same one to her face with her brother as my witness.

      “I want to tell you not to be afraid,” I said. “I know you should be.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Lena said. Her eyes flashed with fire and strength. Her words were meant for Mac as much as they were for me. “But I know I can’t make it to the border without help. So, it looks like we’re stuck with each other.”

      I cleared my throat. With her words and eyes, she just blasted away any other part of the speech I’d prepared. “Fair enough,” I said. “I’ll make sure...I won’t.” Dammit. She had me damn near stammering. I cleared my throat one more time. “I’ll watch over you,” I said. “You have my word.”

      Lena took a step forward. She tilted her head to the side in a gesture identical to one her brother had given me. “You’re a wolf,” she said. “And I’ve heard that before.”

      She shot a withering glance at Mac, adjusted her backpack over her shoulder, then moved past the pair of us and headed toward the light.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Lena

      

      I didn’t want them to catch my scent, but there was no way to avoid it. Mac followed close behind as we made our way out of the caves and into the denser part of the forest. Late June and the sticky heat of summer clung to us. It was better this way. We would have to spend most of this trip outdoors and on foot, at least until we got to the border.

      I’d said my goodbyes to the others the morning before. Those had been filled with awkward silence and feet shuffling. Nobody knew what to say to me. They never did. Of everyone in the Mammoth Caves, I related most to Jagger Wilkes of all people. Like me, he now had trouble fitting in with the rest of them. We’d never exchanged more than a few words, but I could sense the worried eyes that always fell on him when he walked into a room. Sometimes, he seemed to buckle under the weight of them, just like I did.

      That’s why it didn’t surprise me at all to find him standing in the shadow of a tall oak tree as Mac, Eve, Payne, and I came out of the caves that morning. It startled the hell out of Mac to see him there. Jagger stood with his hands in the front pocket of his jeans, shirtless, his powerful chest glistening with sweat. He must have just shifted. I knew he liked to patrol the cave entrance at night in his wolf. It unsettled the others. They didn’t trust Jagger not to go off on his own again. They said he had a death wish since losing his mate. I wondered.

      Mac moved to the front of our little group and went to Jagger. Jagger stayed still as a statue. “Anything troublesome last night?” Mac asked.

      Jagger wasn’t looking at him. He was staring straight at me. “Things are clear all the way to Shadow Springs,” he said, his voice ragged from lack of use. God, I envied him. Not the grief he carried like a yoke across his back. Never that. But, the relative freedom he had as an Alpha to roam the woods alone. When his rage dug deep, he could shift into the wild thing he carried inside of himself. I wondered if it helped or just made everything more raw.

      “Good,” Payne said, stepping away from Eve and me and toward the other wolves. Eve put a hand on the center of my back and smiled up at me. I owed this woman so much. She’d put her life on the line at Birch Haven to find me. If it weren’t for her, I’d still be in a prison cell chained to my bed. They would only let me see daylight for an hour or so a day and always under heavy guard.

      “I’m going to miss you,” I said to her. I meant it. Her warm, honey-blonde hair blew in front of her face. I reached down and smoothed it back. Eve was always so sure of herself. She fit in here in Mammoth Forest right away. She helped Molly in the infirmary, went on supply runs in town until her advanced pregnancy made it hard for her to move quickly. I put a hand on her swelling belly. Smiling, she put her hand over mine and moved it to the left. After a few seconds, I could feel my nephew churning beneath my fingertips.

      It was a marvel, this life she carried inside of her. It was dangerous too. Hiding him from the Pack would put Eve and Mac at even greater risk. Eve looked up at me with those wide, trusting eyes of hers. Then, she slid her hands around me and hugged me.

      She didn’t cry then. Neither did I. “Please be careful,” she said.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll make it.”

      “This is isn’t permanent,” she said. “As soon as things are safer down here, you can come back. Or I can come to you.”

      “Of course,” I reassured her. “Just take care of yourself, okay? And take care of this little guy.”

      “I just can’t believe you won’t be here when he comes.” Eve was full blown crying now. She’d been more prone to that lately too. I couldn’t give in to it. It felt like a cold, stone wall and risen inside of me. It was one I found familiar and comforting. I’d needed it so many times over the past few years. I would need it even more today.

      “Time to go,” Payne said. He stood with Mac and Jagger looking bigger, stronger, fiercer. And here I was about to leave with him. This strong, formidable man I barely knew. Alarm bells clanged inside of me. I pushed them behind the stone wall and embraced Eve one last time.

      Mac came to me. He had that look in his eyes and I knew he meant to hug me again. I stiffened. He retreated. I could handle Eve’s tears. I couldn’t handle my brother’s if he shed them.

      “Don’t stay too long in Shadow Springs,” Jagger said, reiterating what he’d obviously just told Mac and Payne. “I didn’t sense Pack there this morning. That could be a good thing. Could be bad.”

      “Got it,” I said. I knew Mac wanted me to recite the plan again. It was more for his comfort level than mine. “We stop at McGeady’s store in Shadow Springs to stock up with supplies. We drive from there up to the Rough River outpost then ditch the car. We’re on foot from then on.”

      Mac dangled the car keys and I took them. The black Jeep Wrangler was parked in a ditch near the highway. We had an hour hike to get to it this morning. When Payne went for the keys, I took them from him.

      “Better if I drive,” I said.

      “She’s right,” Jagger agreed. “Like I said, I didn’t sense the Pack this morning, but that doesn’t mean they won’t show up. You can’t afford to be behind the wheel if they do.”

      “Right,” I answered. “Can’t have you shifting on me.”

      “I can control my shift,” Payne said, his gruff voice nearly matching Jagger’s.

      “Let her drive,” Jagger said with finality. Payne made a noise low in his throat but didn’t take the keys from me.

      “Make sure you ditch the car someplace safe,” Mac said.

      “Deacon Road,” Payne said. “The usual spot?”

      “No,” Mac answered. “I think we don’t use that Jeep again after this. Too risky.”

      Such a casual thing to say, but I knew exactly how big a deal that was. Getting “clean” vehicles for the group’s use was next to impossible. The Jeep was one of the most valuable assets we had. A lump formed in my throat. There’s no way the group would have agreed to give it up without a vote. It meant they thought my safety was worth the sacrifice.

      Payne gave Mac a solemn nod. A muscle jumped in his jaw where he went tense. Payne realized the gravity of the gesture too. “I think we’re good to go then,” he said. I was glad of it. The longer we stayed, the more reasons I might think of for not going at all. Better if I stayed numb inside. It was the only way I would get through this.

      “Take care,” Jagger said, finally pushing off the tree with his shoulder. He came to me, his silver eyes glinting. “Listen to Payne. He’s got a thick head, but he knows the Pack better than the rest of us.”

      That stone wall rose again. “I know them too.”

      Pain went through Jagger’s eyes. He put a hand on my shoulder. I recognized the importance of the gesture for what it was. Jagger didn’t touch anybody. Not ever. It was as if physical contact exposed the raw nerve of his grief. I stayed stock still but locked my gaze on his. He knew I understood.

      “Let’s go,” Payne said. “Better to get in and and out of Shadow Springs before most of the town wakes up. I want to be clear of it and away from the more populated towns well before noon. We can take the Jeep as far as maybe Burnside before we hit the forest again.”

      It was as good a plan as any. We’d have to take a circuitous route through the Daniel Boone Forest along the river until we hit the northwestern border with Ohio. If we tried to drive straight up to Cincinnati, we’d have the Pack on us within the hour. Every highway patrol car had Pack members in it now.

      I knew Mac wanted to say more to me. I knew he wanted me to say more. But, if I was going to get through this at all, I needed to just be gone. Payne seemed to have the same feeling. He slapped a solid hand on Jagger’s shoulder and moved past him. Jagger stepped away from me and cleared a path so I could get by him. I didn’t look back. I felt Mac and Eve’s sad eyes boring into my back. I just had to go.

      Payne trudged a path along the stream. This was the thickest part of the woods. I had a little trouble keeping up. My jeans kept getting caught on thorny branches. I didn’t stumble though. I set my chin and kept on going.

      I carried what little supplies we had in my backpack. There was no other choice. If Payne carried them and had to shift on the fly, we’d lose everything. So, we’d travel light. Food. Water. One pistol. There were a pop-up tent and some sleeping bags in the trunk of the Jeep. If we were lucky, we’d make it to the Ohio border within a week. I also knew crossing it without dying was going to be a hell of a lot riskier than Mac thought it would. I kept that little nugget to myself.

      We reached the Jeep. It was parked beneath a clump of dead branches, concealed from the road. I pulled the keys out of my pocket and unlocked it. Payne turned to me and took the pack from my back.

      “You sure you’re okay to drive?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I said. For some reason, I didn’t want to meet his eyes. It’s not that I was afraid of him. I just wasn’t ready to let him in any more than I had to. We were stuck together, but I could carve out a mental distance for the time being.

      I went around him and climbed into the driver’s seat. Payne tossed the backpack into the back seat. For a moment, I thought he’d climb in the back along with it. Maybe that would have served my “keep your distance” plan better. But, Payne slid into the passenger seat.

      “Let’s get going,” he said. “You ready?”

      Nodding, I started the car. As the engine roared to life, Payne sat back. I clipped my seatbelt and pulled out. The back wheels spun, getting no traction. They were stuck in the soft grass.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      Payne acted quickly. He dashed outside and went to the back of the car. I caught his eyes in the rearview mirror. “When I say,” he shouted.

      I waited. One-handed, Payne lifted the back of the Jeep out of the muck. With his other hand, he gave me a thumbs up. I put the car back in drive and hit the gas. The car lurched forward. Payne came back around and climbed in. He’d just lifted a two-ton vehicle with little more than his fingertips and hadn’t even broken a sweat. My heartbeat felt like trapped butterflies as unbidden panic set in.

      I knew what he was. Of course I did. And yet, this sudden reminder of his strength sent waves of fear shooting through me. I squeezed my eyes shut for a second then hit the gas. The car whipped wildly as I overcorrected and hit the smooth pavement. My seatbelt caught, driving me backward. Payne braced his hand against the dashboard.

      “You sure you don’t want me to drive?” he asked.

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I floored the accelerator and headed for Shadow Springs. The sooner we got this over with, the better. Payne honored my silence as the mile markers flew by.

      Shadow Springs felt like a ghost town this early in the morning. For the first time in a long time, having civilization around me calmed me. Once upon a time, these were normal things to me. Streetlights. Steam coming from sewer grates. Tall buildings.

      They seemed to have the opposite effect on Payne. As I pulled into McGeady’s parking lot, he braced his hands on the dashboard again even though I’d just killed the engine.

      “You know what to do?” he asked.

      I stepped out of the car. Before I shut the door I leaned back in. “I do. And that’s about the fifth time someone’s asked me that. Relax.”

      “You don’t know these people,” he said. “The McGeadys have a lot to be afraid of. People in their position have died for us before.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t take more than ten minutes. Hell. Five.” Payne’s green eyes turned practically neon. He gripped the dashboard so hard I worried it might buckle. He’d dressed in camo with an olive green t-shirt and fatigues. In the woods, it might help him blend in. Out here, I realized it made him stick out. My heart jumped. Speed was really our best asset.

      “Got it.” I gave him a salute and shut the door. I turned and headed for the front of the store.

      This had all seemed like such a simple idea when Mac explained it to me. I had a short list of supplies that we really didn’t need. Trail bars. Bandages. A road flare. As the automatic doors opened, I grabbed a yellow shopping basket from the stack and headed for the aisles. Now that I was inside, part of civilization again, it got hard to breathe. The store was almost empty except for two clerks behind the counter. They watched me from security mirrors, one of them barely looking up from her magazine. I knew she was Mrs. McGeady from Eve’s description. The woman had blue-gray hair and wore a navy smock with the store logo emblazoned across her breast.

      The younger woman beside her was her daughter. Emma. She was twenty years old with a round face and thick dark hair with wild curls. She was just the right age for Birch Haven. I wondered if she’d be there right now if it weren’t for what happened.

      I filled my basket and moved to the back of the store. Stealing a quick glance out the front windows, I saw Payne still gripping the dashboard waiting for me. Another car pulled alongside him and Payne’s wolf eyes glinted. Dammit, if he wasn’t careful they’d know who he was right away. This had been a terrible idea. Payne Fallon could never blend in. His size alone was a dead giveaway. He had blazing red-gold hair and those eyes. He was a walking billboard for trouble.

      Then there was me. The scars on my face branded me. Anyone could easily guess how I’d gotten them. This was Kentucky, after all. Why in the hell had I ever agreed to this plan? I made my slow way toward the back of the store. Mrs. McGeady gave me a warm smile. She made a shooing gesture to her daughter and slid off her stool. Emma looked me up and down. Biting her lip, I could tell she didn’t want to leave her mother alone. But, she did. As the bell rang over the front door signaling another customer, Emma went toward the sound.

      “Just these,” I said, trying to remember the signal I was supposed to give. This wasn’t about the supplies. The McGeady family was on the front line in Shadow Springs. They’d know about Pack movement to the north of us.

      “You don’t carry the other brand anymore?” I asked, carefully placing the trail bars on the counter. If she told me yes, Payne and I were supposed to hightail it back to the caves. The Pack was on to us.

      I heard gruff voices behind me. Emma McGeady erupted in nervous laughter. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. My eyes darted to the large mirror above Mrs. McGeady’s head. From it, I could see Payne in the front seat of the car. Or at least, I could have if he were still sitting there. He wasn’t. He was standing beside the Jeep, his fists curled at his side.

      “We haven’t carried that brand in a few months,” Mrs. McGeady said, smiling. “You’ll like these ones better though. Can’t keep ‘em from flying off the shelves.”

      She was telling me the coast was clear. I reached for the trail bars. Mrs. McGeady put a quick hand over mine, gripping my wrist hard. She lowered her chin, letting her eyes dart toward the front of the store. My heart nearly in my ears, I looked over my shoulder.

      Emma stood in the middle of the store. Two huge highway patrolman had her cornered. They were friendly, standing with easy postures. I think one of them was commenting on the weather. My mind wouldn’t let me sort out their words. My pulse pounded a furious beat and I could barely breathe.

      Pack. They were Pack. One of them hooked a finger beneath Emma’s chin, raising her face to his. There was no mistaking the naked lust in his gaze.

      “Will this be all then?” Mrs. McGeady said, her tone turning to ice. She fixed a stare over my shoulder. She wasn’t looking at her daughter though. She was looking at Payne.

      I pulled a twenty out of my back pocket and slid it across the counter to her. She gave me a quick nod and shoved my items into a paper bag.

      “Keep the change,” I said.

      “I think that’s best,” she answered.

      The two patrolmen moved toward us. Mrs. McGeady mouthed the word “Go!”

      I dropped my chin, letting my hair fall over my cheek. Oh, God. If they saw, they’d know. It was an old reflex, but I put a hand over the jagged scar on the back of my neck. The skin was cool to the touch, no heated flare of alarm. The man who’d made that mark was long dead. He couldn’t hurt me anymore. These men weren’t him. Still, I knew they had to know who I was. They probably had my picture on their phones. I was the most recognizable escapee from Birch Haven, their Alpha’s pet prize, Mac Morris’s sister.

      Fuck.

      Payne was heading for the front door. The patrolmen hadn’t sensed him yet by some miracle. Either they were stupid, slow, or both.

      “Be careful, be quick,” Mrs. McGeady whispered. Emma McGeady was even cooler. She threw her head back and laughed at whatever weak joke one of the patrolmen made. She was flirting with him. My heart flared with alarm. No! Don’t let him touch you! Don’t even let him meet your eyes! But, Emma seemed unfazed. I knew by instinct she’d played this role probably a hundred times before. I owed her silence and speed. And I needed to get the hell out of here.

      Emma had drawn the patrolman deeper into the store, but I’d have to brush past them to get out. Go quick. Go quiet. Go now!

      A low rumble vibrated through my chest. I realized with growing horror it was coming from Payne. The closer I got to the Pack members, the more keyed up he became. If he shifted now, we were done for.

      Clearing my throat, I dropped my head and barreled past Emma and the patrolman. All I could do now was pray that neither of them noticed me or stopped me.
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      My vision flared hot. My heart thundered inside me as my gaze locked on Lena.

      They were close enough to touch her. She walked with her head down, her thick auburn hair providing her only shield against recognition. No. Not her only shield. If they moved toward her. If they so much as touched her, I knew I wouldn’t be able to control my wolf.

      I’d made a promise to Mac to protect her with my life, but that’s not what drove me now. A thunderous rage roared inside of me. I. Would. Not. Let. Them. Touch. Her. It wasn’t about Mac. It wasn’t even about me. The idea of either of those shifters getting their hands on Lena again nearly drove me to my knees.

      High laughter cut through the din of my rage. Emma McGeady was so cool, so calm. She drew the shifters’ attention away from Lena. Lena paused a half step.

      No! I wanted to scream it. Don’t stop. Run!

      She didn’t though. Her hands trembling, she’d lost her grip on the grocery bag. It nearly slid out of her arms. One of the patrolman shifters grabbed it before it hit the ground.

      God! If she looked up at him. If her hair fell away, he’d see the scars. He’d know. I went to the front door. Fuck it.

      “Thanks,” Lena said. Her eyes locked with mine, flaring with alarm and a silent command. She wanted me to stay put. My muscles contorted with my need to attack. This was never going to work.

      Lena grabbed her shopping bag and put her head back down. They didn’t know. Somehow, they hadn’t seen. She gripped the bag in front of her and charged toward the front door. If she’d been a shifter herself, she probably could have knocked me down. Instead, she put a hand on my chest. Her touch seared through me as she shoved me back toward the car. To her, I knew it was like trying to push a granite slab. She couldn’t move me unless I damn well wanted it.

      I did want it though. Through the red haze of bloodlust, Lena’s warm, hazel eyes met mine. She was calm somehow, even though I felt her jackhammering pulse where she touched me.

      “Let’s go,” she whispered. “Hurry.”

      I took the shopping bag from her. The patrolmen had their backs to us, still enthralled with Emma McGeady’s voice. Oh, they wanted her. I could almost hear their thoughts as they debated which of them might petition the Alpha for her. My stomach rolled with nausea. She wasn’t safe here either. I wanted to go to her, throw her in the back seat of the Jeep and get her the hell out of there right along with Lena.

      “We can’t,” Lena said, as if she could read my damn mind. I supposed she didn’t have to. She could track my line of sight as I stared hard at Emma. “She knows what she’s doing. I’m betting she’s done this a hundred times before.”

      “Fuck,” I muttered. My voice sounded far more animal than human. I’d argued about letting Lena drive. Now, there was no other choice. I could barely see straight. I climbed into the passenger seat and barely got the door shut before Lena slammed the car into reverse and backed out of the parking lot.

      “Careful,” I said, worrying she’d squeal the tires in her haste and draw even more attention to us.

      “I’m fine. I know what I’m doing too.” She had a hard edge to her voice as her panic gave way to anger. I took that as a sign of progress.

      “Are you okay?” I asked. “Did they touch you?”

      Lena shook her head and white-knuckled the steering wheel. “Not now. I don’t want to talk about it.”

      God, I understood. She wasn’t a shifter, but Lena Morris definitely had her own inner beasts to quell. Fury coiled through me. She’d been badly hurt once upon a time. At that moment, I would have given anything to have been there to fight for her. The thought popped into my brain unbidden with a ferocity that startled me. I shook it off, chalking it up to the residual rage of being so close to members of the Pack. It was only natural that we were both keyed up.

      My heart settled a bit as we hit the main highway once again. Tension brought Lena’s shoulders up to practically her ears. I knew how badly she wanted to floor the accelerator and put quick distance between us and Shadow Springs. She knew it was too dangerous though. If she hit a speed trap and drew the attention of more highway patrols, we were done for. The urge to put a hand on her back to try and calm her burned through me. Instead, I curled my fists and dug them into my thighs. We had roughly one hundred and forty miles to go. An eternity.

      I settled into my seat, or tried to. After twenty minutes or so, Lena started to calm. Her shoulders dropped and the beads of sweat along her hairline went away. When the silence between us felt unbearable, I finally took the risk of talking to her.

      “You did great back there,” I said.

      She snapped her eyes to me. “You didn’t.”

      “What?”

      Gripping the wheel hard again, she blew a hair from her face. “I’m serious. What were you thinking? Were you just going shift right there in front of the rotisserie chicken and come to my rescue?”

      I couldn’t stop the growl escaping from the center of my chest. “Maybe,” I said hotly. “Fuck yeah. You think I was going to stand by and let those fuckers put their hands on you?”

      My words seemed even more animalistic than the growl. I knew it had to sound that way to Lena.

      “Well,” she said, instantly flabbergasted. “There was no need. I had it under control.”

      I wanted to say a thousand other things. I wanted to yell and slam my fist against the window. Instinct told me none of that would help the situation. Did she know what could have happened if those shifters made her? What they would do to her if they brought her back to the Alpha? The simple truth was, she did know. Lena knew the risk better than anyone. And yet, she’d faced it head on anyway.

      “Like I said. You were good back there.”

      “Look,” she said, turning slightly toward me but still keeping her eyes on the road. “We’ve got a really long road ahead of us. We damn near hit disaster in the first twenty minutes. I need to know you can keep your shit under control, Payne. What happened back there was pure luck. Another ten seconds and those two shifters would have picked up your scent. I mean...you opened the damn doors! You should have stayed in the car.”

      “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I was just...reacting.”

      “Right. So, maybe we need to work out a signal of our own or something. If I need you to Hulk out on me, I’ll let you know.”

      “I’m sorry, Hulk out?”

      “You know. Shift. We can keep it simple. Like, if you hear me screaming bloody murder, then you come in, fur and fangs blazing. But not before. Got it?”

      I made a gruff noise as I swallowed another growl. “Lena, I know what…”

      She put a hand up. “Don’t. No lectures. Not from you. If one more person tries to tell me they know what I went through…”

      “How the hell do you know that’s what I was going to say?” Except it was exactly what I was going to say.

      “Everyone in Mammoth Forest comes at me as if they think they’re going to step on a landmine. They mean well, but they don’t…” Instead of finishing her sentence, she let out a frustrated sigh. I knew exactly what she meant. They treated me the exact same way since Birch Haven. And it wasn’t as if I hadn’t given them cause.

      “Got it,” I said. “Loud and clear. No landmines. And if you need me, you’ll scream.”

      “Right,” she said, though this time, the corner of her mouth lifted and I think she was about to smile. It hit me like a lightning bolt dead center in the chest. I realized I’d never once seen this woman smile. Sure, I’d kept my distance in the months since she’d come to Mammoth Forest, but I’d never even heard her laugh.

      An easier silence settled between us as we put distance between us and Shadow Springs. Lena even turned on the radio. She liked classic country-western and that suited me fine. She even hummed a little when a Patsy Cline song came on. It was hard to tell, but I guessed she might even have a nice singing voice if she grew comfortable around me enough to let loose. The instant I thought it, I knew I wanted her to. Badly.

      My heart started to ease as we finally hit the rural exit that would take us to the edge of the Daniel Boone Forest.

      “Got any bright ideas about where we should ditch the Jeep?” she asked, breaking our comfortable silence.

      “There’s a rest stop up ahead,” I said.

      “You sure that’s a good idea? Don’t we want to hide it?”

      “No,” I answered. “It’s a busy rest stop. We’re just going to park it and walk behind the building into the woods beyond. My guess, it’ll take as much as a week before anyone realizes the car’s been abandoned. Plus, out in the open like that, it’ll be harder for them to figure out what way we went.”

      “I wish we could set fire to it,” she said, making the turn. The rest stop itself was like a mini-mall with a gas station and food court. This was risky, sure, but I knew I was right about the greater benefit. The trick would be getting out of the car unseen and slipping into the woods behind it. It was still broad daylight, so we’d have to hide in plain sight.

      “I know,” I said. “I’m worried about getting scented too. I still say this is our best shot. If they don’t come looking inside the car for a day or two, they won’t be able to track us. It’ll be okay.”

      Lena pulled into a parking spot between two other cars. I was about to tell her to pick something even further away, but I realized she was right. This way, the Jeep would blend in even more. No one would think anything other than its occupants had gone in for lunch or to use the restrooms. I scanned the building and the light poles around us.

      “I don’t see any security cameras,” I said. “That’s what I was most worried about.”

      “Right,” she answered. She still had a tight grip on the steering wheel. She’d actually broken into a sweat again.

      “Lena?” I leaned toward her. She went rigid. It dawned on me that we’d truly reached the point of no return. She’d been asked to leave everything and everyone she knew and trusted behind. No matter what happened next, there’d be no going back. I realized at that moment that Lena Morris might just be the bravest woman I’d ever known. I wanted to tell her it was going to be all right. In the drive here, I knew we’d maybe grown a very thin membrane of trust between us. Making her false promises now could rupture it for good.

      “You ready?” I asked.

      “I will be,” she said, breathless. “I just need a quick minute.”

      I reached into the back seat and pulled her pack into my lap. Unzipping it, I stuffed the grocery bag from McGeady’s into it. The nine we’d packed was in a zippered side compartment. I took it out. “Will you feel better carrying this?” I asked.

      Lena took the gun from me. Her fingers brushed mine and that little sizzle shot through me. I don’t know if she felt it too. Her eyes stayed fixed and focused. She slid the gun into her waistband and gave me a quick nod. It was time to go.

      I slung the backpack over my shoulder. She took the keys with her and locked the doors. We had our first stroke of luck of the day. Nobody came out of the rest stop as we walked around the building. We had a clean shot straight to the woods. The urge to shift and run burned through me, but I kept my back straight and stayed at Lena’s side.

      “How far?” she asked, her voice sounding small and trusting. It shattered a little of the ice around my heart.

      “Can we do ten miles?” I asked. “We’ll make camp along the river just before the sun sets. Are you hungry?”

      “I can eat and walk,” she said. “And I can walk a long way.”

      Then, Lena did just that. We dove into the woods together. I let her lead the way. At this pace, we’d reach our planned campsite in just under three hours. We had to go slow and take a zig-zag path, recrossing the same stream over and over again to mask any trail we left. Lena was game for all of it.

      Finally, we reached a clearing on the southern tip of the forest. The river ran narrow here and the pine trees formed a natural wall around us. It was perfect. I peeled the pack off my back and pitched the tent. It was big enough for the both of us, but I saw Lena’s eyes widen, and her breath caught. Smiling, I unzipped the front and made a grand gesture.

      “For you,” I said. “Get some sleep. Long day tomorrow. Don’t worry, I’ll keep watch.”

      She didn’t smile, but she smirked. I took that as progress. “You’re a wolf,” she said. “And, I’ve heard that before.”

      With that, she brushed past me and went into the tent.
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      I meant to stay awake. How could I not? Everyone told me I could trust Payne, and I wanted to. Everything just felt so new, so unsettled. And, he almost got me killed or recaptured. Given a choice, I knew in my heart I would have wanted the former.

      I sat with my knees drawn up in the center of the tent. An owl hooted overhead and a chorus of spring peepers bleated all around. I could see Payne’s shadow against the thin fabric of the tent. He’d taken a position near the riverbank with the moon at his back. He didn’t pace; he didn’t stalk. He didn’t need to. If anything dangerous got within a few hundred yards of us, he’d be able to sense it in a heartbeat. Instead, he sat facing the tent scanning the tree line. I crawled forward and lay on my belly. From there, I could watch him through a tiny flap in the tent.

      He was huge. Of course, I knew this. But, I’d never actually looked at him like this. In a weird way, it felt like stealing. I could study him without fear of him realizing it. He rose and stood with his feet planted firmly apart, his hands on his hips. To a casual observer, you could almost mistake him for a statue. There was nothing casual about my observation, though.

      Payne had legs thick as tree trunks. His weathered jeans strained tightly against his muscled thighs. On the left leg, the fabric had worn through just above the knee, revealing a hint of his toned quad beneath. He stood barefoot, digging his long toes into the soft earth. I knew why he did it. Mac often did the same thing. He could feel tiny vibrations on the ground, imperceptible to me. If something moved around him, he’d know it.

      Payne reached his right arm over his left shoulder and scratched his back. He turned slightly, stretching, flexing his hips. I wondered if the urge to shift rolled through him. With the moon behind him reflected in the water, I would bet on it. Payne seemed unsettled. He ran his hands through his hair. He wore it longer than Mac or the other shifters did. The ends scraped the top of his shoulders in shimmering red-gold waves. Light curls in the same shade covered his forearms, though his chest was bare except for his striking tattoo. A giant black wolf’s head with unfurled wings behind it and crossed swords below. It symbolized their flight, rebellion, and oath to each other.

      All of the shifters of Mammoth Forest had them. Tears sprang instantly to my eyes the first time I’d seen Mac’s. The ink marked their commitment to each other and was an open declaration of war to the Alpha. Mac’s friend Gunnar had been captured and tortured for months because of it. It’s a wonder he made it out alive.

      Payne turned again, fixing his hard stare at the tent. I didn’t think he could see me, but tingling heat ran down my spine as his eyes went from their normal green to that almost neon shade as his wolf bubbled to the surface. My breath caught as he turned toward the water. Sliding his hands under his waistband, he pulled his jeans down.

      I gasped and covered my mouth as Payne stood naked before me. He was beautiful. He seemed carved in one solid, perfect piece of marble from his strong, broad back, to his tapered hips and chiseled buttocks. He bent at the knee then squatted low. The air went out of me in a whoosh as I felt the flow of his magic.

      Payne shifted.

      It was seamless. Stunning. Perfect. I’d never seen his wolf before. He was huge with red fur and shimmering gold highlights across his shoulders and the end of his tail. He pawed the ground and loped along the riverbank. I could feel his need to bay at the moon, but he kept silent. It was too dangerous.

      I wanted to go to him. The urge to run my hands along his powerful back and sink my fingers into his soft fur compelled me. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. Instead, I was frozen, transfixed by him. Payne Fallon was quite possibly the largest, most stunning wolf I’d ever seen.

      Then, those familiar tendrils of icy panic wound their way through my heart. He wasn’t Pack. In my head, I knew this. And yet, those old wounds flared inside of me. Payne was a wolf. He was dangerous. I had to keep my distance.

      The wind changed and Payne caught the scent of something. He chuffed and pawed the ground again. He put his body between the tent and the woods. Whatever it was, he clearly didn’t sense danger, but wanted to be ready. If it was possible to feel both fear and calm at the same time, I did. It was as if two parts of myself warred with each other. There was the woman I was before Birch Haven...a shifter’s sister...and the one I was now.

      I brought my hand to the back of my neck and traced the jagged outline of the scar I bore there. The scar I would have to live with for the rest of my life. It was cold now, dormant. The shifter who’d forced it on me was dead. I squeezed my eyes shut against the memory. As if conjuring it would somehow bring that link to him back to life and somehow him as well.

      I wanted to hate him. I did. Truly. But, he was also part of me in ways I still hadn’t allowed myself to accept.

      Another chuff from Payne snapped me away from the past. He’d come closer. Still in his wolf, he sat a few yards from the tent watching the woods. No living thing would dare to venture close to him. They knew what he was without even seeing him. Formidable. Graceful. Deadly. An Alpha. A shiver ran through me as that yearning to thread my fingers through his soft fur came back. I pushed past it just like I had the memories of my marking.

      Payne’s green eyes flashed as he looked straight at me through the flap in the tent. Pink bands lined the horizon. We’d gone a full night together, separated, but awake together. I knew I should be exhausted, but I wasn’t. I was too keyed up from the day before and whatever lay ahead.

      Payne rose. Tail high, he went back to the water’s edge where he’d shed his jeans. The hair on the back of my neck rose as the air crackled with the energy of his shift. He was human again. The muscles of his back rippled as he leaned down and pulled on his pants. I pulled on my hiking boots and unzipped the tent flap to join him. We’d need an early start if we wanted to make good time today. From here on out, we’d be on foot.

      “You should have slept,” Payne said as I came to his side. It was in me to argue with him. How did he know whether I slept or not? The answer churned through me, stirring up an unfamiliar heat.

      “So should you,” I said.

      Payne turned to me. He arched one ruddy brow and a hint of a smile played at the corner of his full mouth. I wanted to trust him. I did. And yet, old ghosts held me back.

      “I’ll rest a little when we get some miles under our belt. That was too close a call back in Shadow Springs.”

      My heart lurched. “You don’t sense anyone following us?”

      He pursed his lips and shook his head no. “Not for now. No. Still it was just…”

      “Too close a call,” I echoed his sentiment.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. The words didn’t sound comfortable coming out of his mouth. As if he were forcing himself to say them out of obligation rather than sincerity.

      “About?”

      “You were right that I made things worse. I should have stayed in the car. Getting out made it a hell of a lot more likely that those shifters would sense me. That would have been bad for you and the McGeady women.”

      “Bad?” It seemed an oddly inadequate choice of words.

      “Bad.” He stuck with it. I actually respected that. “Listen,” he said. “This is awkward for both of us. Neither of us is very good at uh...teamwork...it seems. How about you try to trust my instincts and I’ll try to trust yours.”

      When I didn’t answer, Payne laughed. The warm sound of it thawed a little of the icy wall around my heart. I realized I wanted to hear more of it. I wanted to figure out a way to grow easy with him. With everyone.

      “I make no promises,” he said. “But, I’ll try. You ready to get moving or do you need some time?”

      “I’ve been ready for hours,” I said. “If I need to rest, I’ll let you know.”

      “Fair enough,” Payne said. He didn’t wait. He turned and went back to the tent. Before I could get the words out to offer to help, he had the thing broken down and folded away. He moved with swift, shifter precision that startled even me. We thankfully hadn’t needed a fire for warmth. A little ripple of fear ran through me wondering what would happen if we did. With his heated shifter blood, Payne wouldn’t get cold at night. I might. When Eve or Molly or Jett got cold, their Alphas kept them warm. I pushed the thought far from my mind, shocked that it even sprang there in the first place.

      “We’ll stay along the riverbank as long as we can,” Payne said. “Think you can handle a good ten miles before we stop again?”

      “I can handle anything you throw at me.” My tone took on a harder edge of defiance than I truly meant. It didn’t seem to faze Payne in the least. He just gave me a sure nod and started walking. I had to run at first to keep up with him. Then, we settled into an easier pace.

      As we got further away from Shadow Springs and deeper into the forest, my heart started to ease a little. I felt a tiny glimmer of hope that maybe we would make it to the border with no trouble. It really was the last place the Pack might think we’d go.

      As the morning wore on, I found myself almost enjoying the exertion of the hike. Payne stayed a few paces ahead of me, and it allowed me to settle my eyes on him again without him knowing. So strong. So tall. So sure. And yet, I could feel the current of tension running through him. Of course he was on high alert. We both were. But, I could have sworn it was something else as well. It seemed familiar. He didn’t want to let people in any more than I did. I could respect it.

      We hiked for two hours then stopped. Payne wanted to get away from the river a bit and hide under the thick canopy of the forest. I found a natural alcove between some walnut trees and spread out a picnic blanket. I didn’t feel hungry, but my stomach betrayed me with an audible growl when Payne set the backpack down beside me.

      “You have to take care of yourself,” he said. “We’re only two days into this and I can already see you’re pushing yourself too hard. I’m not always going to be able to tell if…”

      Defensive anger bubbled up inside of me. “I’m stronger than I look,” I said. I meant it as almost a throwaway comment. A thing people just say. In my case, it was truer than he knew. I’d spent three years as a prisoner of the Pack after my Alpha’s death. Three years chained to a wall.

      I grabbed the backpack and pulled out a couple of trail bars. When I handed one to Payne, he took it, careful not to touch me. He sat down next to me but kept his distance.

      “It wasn’t a criticism,” he said. “I know you’re strong. You’d have to be to…”

      “You don’t know anything about me.” I couldn’t help it. My shields went way up and I couldn’t keep my tone from turning hostile.

      “Look, Lena,” he tried a softer approach. “This is new for me too. I’m not used to having to look out for a...non-shifter.”

      “You don’t have to look out for me,” I said. “Not in the way you think. I’ve faced up to bigger and badder than you, Payne. I’m still here. Even if you and my brother hadn’t charged Birch Haven, I’d still be alive. I’d still be their prisoner, but I’d be alive.”

      I wasn’t a shifter, of course. My eyes didn’t change the way his did when his emotions bubbled up. I had no separate beast inside of me to tame. And yet, something must have changed about the way I looked to him. Because Payne reared back as if my words carried physical weight. He went so still it was as if his bones turned to granite right in front of me. His only movement was a slight twitching of his jaw. When he spoke, I felt it more than heard it as he dropped his voice so low.

      “There’s nothing bigger or badder than I am.”

      My spine turned to ice again and my appetite left me. Then, no sooner had he said it than the warmth came back into my body. My pulse thundered inside of me and it got hard to breathe.

      “There are things,” I said, still defiant.

      Payne dropped his shoulders. “Look, we can’t be at odds with each other. Not like this. Not if I’m going to get you safely across the border. We have a long way to go. What I’m trying to say is that I’m not like your brother or Liam. I don’t spend a lot of time with non-shifters anymore.”

      “You don’t spend a lot of time with anyone,” I said.

      He tilted his chin. “You’re right. I don’t. But, what I mean to say is you’re going to have to tell me when you need something. I don’t want you trying to keep up with me just out of sheer obstinance. I get the feeling you’re like your brother in that.” His eyes crinkled with the hint of a smile and I can’t help that I wanted to join him. Just a little.

      “You’re right,” I said. “Mac can be a serious pain in the ass.”

      Payne didn’t laugh, but the hard set to his shoulders eased. “Good. We agree then. You say something when you need something.”

      “That goes both ways,” I said. “You want to keep watch at night. Fine. But you can’t keep watch twenty-four hours a day.”

      “Shifters don’t need the same amount of sleep.”

      “I know that,” I said. Again, that hard edge came back. I felt like I was answering something he hadn’t asked. I knew shifter sleeps cycles better than he realized. I’d been guarded by them for years. “But, that doesn’t mean you don’t sleep. So do it now. I’ll eat. You nap. We’ll make better time this afternoon. It’s probably the safest time of day for us anyway. We’re nowhere near any of the points on Jett’s map where she says the patrols go through.”

      I could see Payne’s need to argue rise within him. Except he couldn’t. What I said made infinite sense.

      “Fine,” he finally said. “One hour. I’ll sleep for one hour. As long as you promise to eat well. And as long as you promise that you’ll actually sleep when we stop tonight.”

      I gave him a salute and shoved the last bite of my trail bar in my mouth. Payne gave me a hard nod and rose. I followed him with my eyes, loving the agile grace of his movements. He picked a spot of moss at the base of a maple tree and sat down. I pulled a blanket out of the pack and tossed it to him. He caught it neatly in one hand and stuffed it under his head for a pillow. I was about to make a snide joke, but before I could even draw breath, Payne already had his eyes closed and was snoring.

      “Typical shifter,” I muttered under my breath. “Sleeps at the literal drop of a hat.” It used to annoy me to no end when Mac and I were kids. I’d toss and turn on one side of the wall, and he’d snore like a buzz saw on the other. As Payne’s rhythmic breaths vibrated through me, I took nostalgic comfort in it.

      I took some jerky out of the pack and rooted around for a canteen. We’d stop again later this evening, but Payne was right. I needed protein if I wanted to keep up with him. I couldn’t live off being stubborn. Damn him. Damn them all.

      With my back against a tree, I closed my eyes and thought about sleeping too. It was safe enough for now. And yet, it was still better if one of us stayed awake. I don’t know how long I stayed like that. The noon sun beat down then faded. Payne had asked for an hour; I decided to give him two. There was peace here in these woods. In another life, I might have even enjoyed living like this. I’d become an off the grid kind of girl. It was simpler. Slower. I could even do it alone.

      I wondered if maybe there’d be a place like this for me in Wild Lake or even further north. Would the shifters up there even accept me? Did I want them to? I’d spent so much time gearing up to go, I hadn’t given much thought to what I’d do if Payne and I succeeded. Could I really live away from Mac and the only family I’d ever known?

      “He’ll beg.” Payne’s gruff voice brought me out of my head. I sat bolt upright. He was curled in on himself in a fetal position at the base of his tree, still sleeping.

      “Payne?” I whispered. Hesitating, I crawled toward him. He jerked, sticking his legs straight out. Payne’s eyelids fluttered. Through the slits, I could see his green wolf eyes blazing. In a fever dream, I didn’t know if it was more dangerous to let him sleep or wake him. His growls echoed through the woods. If the Pack was anywhere out there, they’d hear him.

      “Wait!” he shouted. “Tell me what you want. Do you want him to bleed or do you want him to die?”

      I froze, my fingers hovering near his shoulder. “Payne,” I whispered. “Wake up!”

      Payne went still. His eyes snapped open and I saw his wolf. He stared straight past me, still in his dream vision.

      “Of course, Valent. It’s my honor to give you his death.”

      Valent? My heart froze inside my chest as Payne’s eyes fluttered again then went dark. He slumped against the tree and started to snore.
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      I woke covered in sweat. By the position of the sun, I knew it was well past noon. She’d let me sleep too long.

      “Lena?” I called out. She was gone. The backpack was gone too. My heart thundered hard with the lingering traces of the dream. I’d been in the woods, just like this. Able Valent had been in my head. He’d called me after the patrols cornered a runaway. I remembered the kid as pale and skinny, not much more than eighteen years old. He’d been one of Valent's new recruits, but things hadn’t gone well for him.

      I rubbed a hand over my face trying to shake the vision clear. Able had wanted an example made out of him. Let the members know what happened if you tried to shirk your duties. Able’s thoughts filled my head and I’d broken his legs. I still remembered the look on the kid’s face. Not shock. Not fear. Just cold acceptance then agony. Able had called me back before I got the chance to see whether he lived or died. I’d tried to fight against it. I would have welcomed the death he brought me for defying him. But in the end, Able was stronger. At least, that’s what I needed to believe.

      “Lena?” I called again. She couldn’t be far. Closing my eyes, I took air into my lungs. She was heading northeast away from the river. My eyes snapped open. She was running. That wasn’t the path we’d agreed on. She was running from me?

      “Shit,” I said, launching myself to my feet. I wanted to yell for her. There was still nothing out here but harmless doe and a few rabbits. Still, I couldn’t risk any other ears hearing me shout.

      The wind changed and Lena’s scent covered me. It stirred my wolf. Heat poured through me and adrenaline shot straight through my toes. I staggered sideways from the power of it. It came unbidden. Lust. Pure, naked lust. Shaking my head, I carved my fingers into the bark of the nearest tree until I drew blood.

      I was still disoriented from the dream. That’s all it was. All it could be.

      I was close enough to hear Lena’s sharp intake of breath as she realized how close I was. I felt her pulse pounding alongside my own. Shit. She was terrified. Had she seen something? That couldn’t be it. There’s no way anything would have gotten past me even in the dream.

      Lena stumbled a few yards ahead of me. I saw her thick auburn hair trailing behind her like a banner. I didn’t want to chase her down. She was obviously scared enough. Still, I had to get to her. I had to keep her safe.

      “Lena!” I shouted. She scrambled to her feet and turned to face me. All color drained from her face, making the jagged scar on her right cheek stand out in stark, pink contrast. My wolf flared hot inside of me at the reminder of what she’d endured. Now, it seemed she was afraid again...of me.

      “You…” she pointed at my chest. Sweat caked her hair against her temples.

      “Lena,” I said, hands out. I came to her slowly. She was like a skittish colt. One wrong move and she’d bolt again. “What happened? Did you see something?”

      Her voice cracked. Her throat was so dry she couldn’t seem to get her words out. “You said…”

      “I said what? I woke up and you were just gone. Tell me, what’s got you so terrified?”

      Lena dropped her hand and straightened her back. For an instant, she looked so small, defeated. Then, in one breath it all changed. Her eyes hardened and she drew her shoulders back. She was strong, defiant, and apparently pissed as hell.

      “He was in your head. Admit it.”

      “What?” My heart jackhammered inside of me.

      “Valent. You said his name. You were dreaming, but you said his name. Don’t try to deny it or play it off, Payne. I know what it looks like when a wolf is in Able Valent’s thrall.”

      My heart turned to stone. The branches of a birch tree separated us. I reached for them and ripped them out of my way. “I’m not in anyone’s thrall. I had a dream. I can’t control what happens in my dreams.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “You said there was nobody bigger or badder than you. What did you mean by that? Don’t lie to me.”

      Her words hit me like a bullet through the heart. And yet, I knew I was going to lie to her. I had no other choice. “I didn’t mean anything.”

      “What were you to him?” she asked, breathless.

      “I’m not Pack, Lena. Jesus. You really think your brother would have sent you out here with me? I’m not your enemy. And you can’t just run off whenever you feel like it. I know you’re smart. I know you’re a survivor. And you know exactly how dangerous it is for you to be out here. You don’t have to like me. Hell, you can hate my guts. But, you have to let me do my job. I’m going to make sure they can’t get to you.”

      “Your job?” she asked. She dropped her shoulders and some of the fear left her eyes. She took a tentative step toward me. “That’s what I’m asking you, Payne. What was your job? Before you came to Mammoth Forest. What were you to Able?”

      “What does that matter?”

      She stopped her advance. God, she really was the bravest woman I’d ever met. Her eyes seemed to see straight through to my soul. It was as if she knew who and what I was just by looking at me. I’d been telling her not to run. Now, it’s all I wanted to do.

      “Did he have you?” she asked.

      It was an odd way to phrase the question. “Don’t,” I answered.

      “Don’t what?”

      “Don’t ask questions you really don’t want answered. It doesn’t matter. And I’m going to see you safely across that fucking border if it kills me.”

      “Are you hoping it does?” She was so close to me. Her hot breath caressed my shoulder. The heat in my core spread, making my fingers tremble. I wanted to touch her. I wanted to tilt her chin toward me. Her lips parted and her tongue darted out, wetting them. I couldn’t see straight. I couldn’t think straight. It was the aftereffects of the dream. It had to be. I was lying to her face and she saw through it all.

      A beat passed between us. Then another.

      “Answer me,” she said. “You owe me that. Do you have a death wish, Payne? Is that why you agreed to make this run?”

      I let out a hard breath. “I’m not Jagger,” I said. It wasn’t the answer she wanted, but it was all I could give.

      “Jagger doesn’t think he’s got anything to live for,” she said.

      “Did he tell you that? He doesn’t talk to anyone; why would he talk to you?” I felt like an alien had taken over my mouth. I sounded...jealous. At that moment, the idea of Lena sharing anything intimate with Jagger, even a conversation, burned through me like wildfire. What the actual fuck was happening to me?

      Lena narrowed her eyes. “He didn’t have to tell it to me. It’s obvious. He’s trying to live with his heart ripped out of his body. He’s doing it for the rest of you. I know what that’s like.”

      She gutted me. This woman stood before me and made me feel like my own organs had been ripped out. It made no sense. I barely knew her. She was just...a job. She mattered to Mac, so she mattered to me. And yet, there she stood with those hazel-gold eyes of hers boring through me and laying me bare. She was in pain of her own just as deep as Jagger’s. Of course she related to him. My fingers curled into fists again and my claws came out. Blood welled in my palms. I wanted to reach into her past and kill the men who’d made her hurt. I knew exactly how.

      “You freaked me out,” she said, retreating a little.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “You called out for Valent in your sleep. Pack wolves do that. I’ve seen it. So, I’m asking you again. Does he still have a hold on you?”

      I forced my hands open, hoping she wouldn’t see the blood. Her eyes darted downward then quickly back up to mine.

      “No,” I said, my voice hollow. “Valent doesn’t have a hold over me. But, my past with him is just that. The past. You feel like sharing yours with me?”

      “No!” A muscle jumped in her jaw as she clenched it hard. “No way.”

      “Good,” I said. I reached for the pack on her shoulder. She flinched but held her ground. I took the pack from her and heaved it on my back. “You’re going in the wrong direction. We need to stay a little further west. Can you handle ten miles before we make camp for the night? I’ll take watch. You’ll sleep.”

      She arched a brow and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Right. You’re a wolf. And, I’ve heard that one before.”

      I didn’t wait for permission. I moved around her and headed back into the woods going west. She held back for a moment, then her sigh seemed to fill me as she started to follow.

      We hiked in silence and covered good ground for the rest of the afternoon. I tried to push thoughts of my dream and Lena’s accusations out of my mind. Did the Alpha still have a hold on me? No. He didn’t. I was here. He was somewhere else. Until Birch Haven, I hadn’t allowed myself to even think of the things I’d done in his name. But, I’d had no choice. I was younger. Weaker. More foolish. I’d been raised to think serving the Alpha was the most noble thing any shifter could do. I didn’t know my own power. I didn’t understand that I was an Alpha until it was already too late. My own father had offered me up to him when I was sixteen years old. Fallon men had served at Able’s right hand for two generations. I would be no different.

      Until I was.

      As the sun began to set, we found the river’s edge again. At this pace, and with no incidents, we’d make the Ohio River in four days. We’d planned for seven. I had every expectation that we’d need to stop and hide for a night at least once. There were bound to be close calls with the Pack one way or the other. If we made it into Michigan things would be easier on the way back. I could hopefully travel alone, and we had human friends willing to transport any supplies I brought back. If I could convince the Wild Lake doctor to come into Kentucky, that would be another matter, but I planned to cross that bridge when I came to it. For now, it was enough to just get Lena to safety.

      “This looks about as good a place as any,” Lena said, unable to hold back a yawn. I couldn’t help that it made me smile. She’d sleep tonight. She needed it. A thought popped into my head unbidden. I wanted to keep her warm.

      I slid the pack off my back and started setting up the tent. We’d stay right on the edge of the water. If someone came for us, they’d come from the woods, not the river. Probably.

      Lena didn’t argue when I handed her the bedroll. Her eyelids were hooded and her posture stooped. She was exhausted. A wave of guilt ran through me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I told you to tell me if you needed to rest more often. You look awful.”

      Smiling, she shook her head and unzipped the tent. “I just need sleep. And we’re here. I told you I can keep up and take care of myself.”

      Grumbling, I held the tent flap open so she could slip inside. “So sleep. I’ll keep watch. I know...I’m a wolf.”

      Sighing, she said, “I’ve heard that before.” This time, her words got a genuine smile out of me. I stood outside and listened as she settled in.

      More than anything, I wanted to shift. I needed to let my wolf out and run along the shoreline. I needed to hunt and to burn off energy. I’d been keyed up around Lena all day. She poked her head through the tent flap.

      “Shoo,” she said. “Do your wolf thing if you need to. It’s been a day and a half. I know how this works. Shifter’s sister, remember?”

      God, it was as if she could read my damn mind. That was a scary prospect. “Twenty minutes,” I said. “An hour, tops. You’ll be safe while I’m gone. I won’t go far.”

      “Uh huh,” she said with a yawn, then settled back into the tent.

      I did exactly as she told me. I folded my jeans and let my wolf out. Stretching my paws, I dipped them into the cool river. Bass darted past me. I wasn’t in the mood for fish tonight though. My stomach rumbled. I could chance smaller quarry. Rabbits. Maybe a few squirrels. We might even be able to risk a campfire come morning. The idea of making a real breakfast for Lena warmed me in new ways.

      Pawing the ground, I arched my back. It was risky, but I couldn’t help giving at least one howl to the moon. Then, I dashed for the woods, letting instinct kick in.

      Within a few minutes, I had two rabbits and started back for the campsite. My heart thundered as a huge buck appeared in the clearing a few yards away. Instinct kicked in and I dropped my head low to the ground. I wouldn’t kill him, not tonight. But, the thrill of the chase was all I needed.

      I launched myself at the deer, letting adrenaline drive me. Then, a shot struck my heart, nearly bringing me to my knees. The Pack. Three of them tore down the hillside running straight for the buck. They skidded to a halt as they scented me instead. Eyes flashing and fangs out, they came at me.
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      A wolf’s howl woke me. All the blood seemed to drain from my body, leaving nothing behind but ash in my mouth. For a moment, I was right back in Birch Haven. The heavy chains around my ankles tore into my skin as I tried to roll over. I felt the cold ground beneath the nylon tent as I remembered where I was.

      “Payne?” I called out. His howl joined with two others. I kicked off the phantom chains and lunged for the backpack, fumbling through the dark.

      One howl got cut short, ending in a pained yelp. Someone had drawn first blood. I wasn’t scared. I should have been terrified. My fingers closed around the nine we’d brought along. There were no special bullets inside of it, just the regular kind. Even if I got off a clean shot right between the eyes, it wouldn’t be enough to kill.

      I went to my knees and pulled at the tent flap. It took a second for my eyes to adjust to the light. Thank God for the full moon. Without it, I might not have been able to make out the horror unfolding before me.

      Payne was at the water’s edge. He stood tail up, head down squaring off against two Pack wolves. A third lay crumpled at his feet, blood pouring from a wound in his neck. More blood dripped from Payne’s fangs. He was near twice the size of the two remaining wolves. They were betas; he was an Alpha. But, death wasn’t the biggest threat. If one of the Alpha’s generals were close enough, they could call down the rest of the Pack.

      We’d be fucked.

      I had no more than a split second to act. From this distance, there was no way I could hope to hit one of the wolves without hitting Payne by mistake. It wouldn’t kill him, obviously, but it would be enough to let the Pack betas get the upper hand.

      Ripping the tent open all the way, I crawled out of the tent but stayed low. The wolves weren’t focused on me. They tried to circle around Payne, the blood of their fallen comrade making their eyes glaze. One gray wolf, one black. Their eyes both blazed gold, and for a moment, that meant hope. When their eyes turned red, it meant the Alpha controlled them. If I was going to do anything, it had to be now.

      I raised the gun in the air and fired off one shot. It cracked and echoed. Payne didn’t move. The gray wolf dropped his head and looked stunned for a second. The black wolf didn’t. He turned toward the sound and leaped around Payne, heading straight for me.

      “Shit!” I yelled. I hadn’t expected that. Payne didn’t wait. He lunged at the gray wolf, ripping his throat out like he’d done the first wolf. The scent of blood filled my nostrils as I dove back in the tent. It wouldn’t protect me, but it might give me a one-second advantage before the black wolf struck.

      Kneeling, I raised the gun and prayed the wolf would attack me straight on. If he were smart, he would have torn the tent from the side. He didn’t though. His movements weren’t completely his own. It was the only real advantage I had. I could hear the gray wolf hiss in pain as he fought for his life. He was the biggest of the three wolves, but still no match for Payne.

      The tent walls shook and the black wolf’s hot breath seemed to waft all around me.

      “Where are you, you fucker?” I whispered, clutching the gun tight. I should shoot again. Give him a reason to be cautious. Instinct told me to wait. The tent tipped, pitching me to my side. The world became a cyclone of blankets. Somehow, I managed to keep my grip on the gun. When the spinning stopped, the aluminum poles of the tent snapped back up. I slid into the corner and prayed I hadn’t just made the biggest mistake of my life.

      The tent flap tore open and my vision tunneled. I saw fangs and yellow eyes. The black wolf burst through. He dropped his head low, growling. Snapping his jaw, he advanced. I heard another growl from outside, but right here, right now, there was nothing but me, the black wolf, and my wildly beating heart.

      His eyes went dim. It was that split second I had trained for. I leveled the gun straight at him and fired. The recoil shot straight up my forearm, pitching me sideways. Blood sprayed from a wound on the black wolf’s head. He staggered sideways. For a moment, I thought he would fall. But, my shot had gone wide, making a channel over his left ear. Enough to stun him for a second, not nearly enough to kill him.

      Eyes finally blazing red, he charged me. I tried to get the gun up a second time, but he raised his front paw in a lethal arc and brought it down hard. He caught my hand, ripping the gun straight out of it. I dove to the side and rolled.

      The wolf was on me. He had me on my stomach, his front paws pressing me into the ground. I couldn’t breathe. My ribs crushed under the weight of him. I tried to reach back. If I could get his fur, if I could tear his skin. Anything. The mark at the back of my neck blazed hot and terror bled through me.

      No. Not this. Anything but this. I should have turned the gun on myself.

      Then, the tent itself exploded in bits of fabric and white light. Cool air hit my face and I saw stars. The weight lifted from my back as Payne leaped through the air and broadsided the black wolf. The pair of them seemed to take flight, rolling end over end.

      I scrambled to my feet, searching for the gun. I found it a few yards away. Clutching it to my chest, I staggered back until I was up against a maple tree. There was nowhere to run. Nowhere to hide.

      Payne sank his teeth into the black wolf’s neck and ripped him apart. The black wolf’s golden eyes fixed on me as his life drained from him. I kept a death grip on the gun knowing the better course might have been to run.

      I couldn’t. My feet seemed rooted to the spot. Payne raised his head high, baying at the moon. Finally, he released his grip on the black wolf. Panting, his fur matted with blood and sweat, he took a few staggering steps toward me then dropped to the ground.

      “Payne!” I shouted, strength flooding back into my legs and arms. I lowered the gun and ran toward him.

      “Payne!” I put a hand on his shoulder, my fingers sinking into his red, soft fur. For a split second, I thought he was dying. His eyes went dim, almost black. He bared his teeth and twitched. I pulled my hand away and scooted backward. He was about to shift. Wounded, his heart still pumping with adrenaline, he’d be less able to control it. I moved to a safer distance and prayed.

      With bone-cracking violence, Payne came back into himself. His paws became clenched fists digging into the ground. His spine stretched and his fur receded, leaving him panting on his knees. Sweat poured from his chin and nose as he struggled to regain his breath. Slowly, he rose to his feet. I marveled at the powerful beauty of his thighs. His back and shoulders seemed made of hard-cut granite.

      A dusting of fine reddish curls covered his forearms. He tore a hand through his hair and turned to me, eyes blazing with worry.

      “Lena.” His voice came out in a choked whisper.

      “I’m okay,” I said, pressing my back against a tree. Rising to his full height, Payne towered over me. Still naked from his shift, I kept my gaze locked with his, afraid to look down even though I found myself wanting to.

      Payne reached for his jeans and pulled them on in one fluid movement. He came to me, holding his hand out like you do to a stray dog to try to keep it from biting you.

      “I’m okay,” I said again slowly rising to my feet. I didn’t quite make it. The blood rushed from my head and my vision wavered. Payne shot out a hand and caught me, gripping my shoulders.

      “Sit,” he said. “Over by the water’s edge. Let me have a look at you.”

      I went with him, taking zombie-like steps. Three wolves. The truth of it settled over me hard, nearly driving me back to my knees. Payne led me to a flat rock by the shoreline. I sat and hugged my knees as he went to refill the canteen.

      “Here,” he said. “Drink.” With shaking fingers, I took the canteen and did as he instructed. The water was cool and clean against my sandpaper throat.

      “Where did they come from?” I finally got out.

      “Who knows?” he said. “They were here for deer, not us.”

      “Great. We were just a bonus then. Do you think they got word to the Pack?”

      Payne didn’t answer. He stood next to me, tall as a statue. His jaw twitched. “Lena,” he said. “I have to know.”

      Slowly, he sank down until he was squatting beside me. The moonlight cast him in gray shadows. He was so big, so strong. His muscles corded with the murderous energy he’d just expended. He was still ready for battle.

      “Your mark,” he said.

      My shields went up. I turned on him. “What about it?” I snapped.

      “Your mark,” he said again. “Did he call to you? Those wolves saw you. They caught your scent. I need to know if you feel anything. I’m sorry. I know this is going to feel like a violation. But, if they transmitted anything back to the Pack...if your Alpha’s nearby…”

      I sprang to my feet. My breath left me with a whoosh. He was right. This was a violation. My hand flew to the ugly scar on the back of my neck. I hated it. So many times I’d tried to cut it away myself. It never worked.

      Payne got to his feet. He came toward me. Pain lit his eyes as he watched me back away. In some small corner of my brain, I knew he hated this as much as I did. And I knew he was right.

      “He’s not,” I said.

      “Lena, I have to see for myself. I swore to Mac that I’d do whatever it took to protect you. I will. But, as long as you bear that mark and your Alpha draws breath, you’re a ticking time bomb.”

      “Stop saying that,” I said. “He’s not my Alpha. Do you get that? What was done to me wasn’t my choice.”

      Payne clenched his fists. Tension ran through him as he reached for me. “Lena. You have to let me see. You have to tell me the truth. I can protect you, but not if you hide things from me.”

      “He’s dead!” I shrieked my words, hating the way I sounded. “Okay? The bastard who did this to me, he’s dead.”

      Payne’s shoulders dropped. “You’re sure?”

      “Yes,” I said. I stepped around him and plunked back down on the flat rock. I dipped my toes into the cool water and stared straight ahead.

      Payne came to me. He stood for a moment, a tall, powerful shadow. Then, slowly, he sat down beside me and waited for my heart to ease.

      “I don’t like to talk about it,” I said.

      “Of course you don’t. And I hate having to ask you.”

      “Shelby,” I said. “His name was Shelby. He was one of Able’s favorites until...later.”

      Payne nodded. “You don’t have to tell me all of it, Lena. I’m not trying to cause you pain. It’s just, Mac didn’t know. He refused to ask you. He figured you’d tell him what you needed to tell him in your own time. But, he’s not me. I can’t protect you all the way if I don’t know what happened. I know...how the Pack works better than he does.”

      “I’ll just bet you do,” I said. I hated that I wanted my words to sting him. They did. He winced and closed his eyes.

      “You’re sure he’s dead?” he asked. “It’s not something they just told you to keep you from…”

      “He’s dead,” I said. “He died in my arms.”

      Payne reared back. If I closed my eyes, I could see those last moments of Shelby’s life. I didn’t want to remember any more of it. I’d blocked it all out. The marking. The time I spent in his household as his prisoner. Then, those last few horrible hours when my words led to his death.

      “I tried to turn him,” I said. “It was an idea I’d had born from desperation. Shelby was strong. Until I met the rest of you, he was the strongest wolf I’d ever met besides Valent. He didn’t love me, but he respected me in a way. I tried to convince him he was strong enough to challenge Valent. Then one day, he did.”

      Payne’s mouth dropped open. “Jesus,” he said. “Do you have any idea how dangerous that was for you? What they could have done to you?”

      “I didn’t care!” I turned to him. “I figured either I’d fail and maybe Shelby would kill me or tell Valent it wasn’t working out with me. Or, I’d succeed and he’d try to challenge him and Valent would kill him. Then I’d be free.”

      “How’d you do it?” Payne asked. “I mean, how’d you get Shelby to let his guard down long enough to…”

      His voice trailed off as his imagination came into play. I knew what he thought. Maybe I’d played the whore and stabbed Shelby through the heart in the throes of passion. Oh, I’d thought about that a thousand times. But, there never were throes of passion. Not the way Payne must have thought.

      “I didn’t,” I said. “He was so easy to lead. Payne, he wanted to challenge Able so badly, it was easy. Of all the things I planned for, I hadn’t counted on that. I didn’t realize it would work so well.”

      Payne tore his hands through his hair. I recognized it now as something he did when he was agitated. “Jesus Christ. He challenged Valent? For you?”

      I tilted my head. “Don’t look so shocked. You don’t think I was worth it?” I meant it as sarcasm, but when Payne met my eyes again, his filled with agony. I put a hand up, to stave off his apology.

      “What happened?” he asked. “Shit. Don’t tell me. I know what happened. It’s exactly the kind of thing he would have sent me in to…”

      Dropping his head, Payne refused to finish his sentence. Again, I felt that odd kinship with him. What in God’s name had Valent forced him to do before Payne broke free? He looked up and met my eyes.

      “He sent in an executioner, I take it,” he said. “Did he make you watch?”

      If I closed my eyes, I could still see those last few moments playing out like a movie in my head.

      “She’s not yours, you know. She’s mine, Shelby. You have her because I let you.”

      Able had advanced on him. I could do nothing but press my back in the corner of the wall. My mark flared hot as Shelby kept me there. I couldn’t move my arms or legs or even scream out. His hold was that strong.

      Able had been so calm. So calculating. His ancient black eyes flicking over Shelby as he closed the distance between them. I felt Shelby reaching out with his mind, trying to bend Able. Then, I felt the force of the Alpha hold on him as he pushed him back to the ground.

      “It happened so fast,” I said. “Just a split second, really. So many weeks and months and in the end, Shelby only lasted a few seconds. His eyes went red and it was like his legs turned to water. He twitched so violently, his head rolled all the way around. I thought I was going to die too. Because, I felt it when he died. In here.”

      I put my hand over my chest and the other over the mark on the back of my neck.

      “If he really was your Alpha,” Payne said. “You might have.”

      “Killing him seemed so casual for them,” I said. “Like it was nothing more than kicking over a trash can or something. Shelby’s neck snapped when he was down on the ground.”

      Payne asked. “You mean, he was physically there when it happened?”

      I nodded. It meant something to Payne, but he didn’t explain what. Something kept me from telling him all of it. Able himself had delivered the killing blow. And my mark flared anew the instant Shelby took his last breath.

      “How did you do it?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “You said you talked Shelby into challenging Able.”

      I smiled and tucked a hair behind my ear. “I don’t know. But, Shelby was an Alpha. I think that’s the secret Able doesn’t want out there. I think he hasn’t been able to fully subjugate other Alphas for years. Maybe when he was younger, but not now. I think having me gave Shelby a taste of something he wanted more. So, I used it against him. I guess I got what I wanted. I got free of him. He’s dead. I don’t know what Valent wanted with me after that. Maybe it was just leverage against my brother if he ever resurfaced.”

      “You’re so brave,” Payne said.

      “Maybe,” I smiled. “Or maybe I’m just incredibly stupid.”

      My stomach rolled as the last bit of adrenaline faded. Payne must have sensed the change in me. He put a hand on my back.

      “Lena,” he said, his voice raising with alarm. “God, you’re bleeding.”

      I looked down. My left forearm was torn open with fresh claw marks.

      “Huh,” I said as I watched fresh blood bubble up.

      Before I knew what was happening, Payne had me off my feet. Charging through the woods, he carried me back to what was left of our tent. He set me carefully on the ground and rummaged through the backpack. Finding the first aid kit, he set about cleaning my wound and bandaging it.

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “It doesn’t look too deep. It’ll probably scar though.”

      This got a genuine laugh out of me. “Haven’t you noticed? I’m starting a collection.”

      Payne didn’t laugh back. Instead, his eyes filled with concern he pressed the bandage against my skin to stop the last of the bleeding. As he did, a drop of his own blood mixed with mine from a small cut on his shoulder.

      The world turned upside down. White light sprang to my eyes and my heart thundered outside my chest. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t breathe. I felt a pull starting low in my core then stretching out. Payne kept a vice-like grip on my arm as his eyes met mine. His flared emerald green as his own chest heaved with labored breaths.

      My heart stopped for a moment, then restarted. When it did, it didn’t feel like my own. As my eyes snapped open, a new pulse seemed to beat alongside my own. Payne’s pulse. My pulse. They were one and the same.
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      Color exploded in front of my eyes. I felt boneless, weightless. The hunger inside of me threatened to rip me apart.

      Lena was a magnet. Her heart beat along with mine. As her face came into focus before me again, it was different. She was different. It was as though I had never really looked at her before this moment.

      She was beautiful. I’d always known that. The wind lifted her thick, russet hair from her face. Her almond-shaped eyes seemed to go from green to gold. It was a trick of the light, but it gave her a shifter quality I hadn’t noticed before. Of course, though dormant, she had shifter blood running through her veins from her father. It would be so much easier to convince myself that’s all it was. Except, I knew it was something so much more.

      Heat unspooled inside me. The urge to bring her close to me made my vision waver again. My wolf blazed to life, clawing to get out.

      Lena pulled her arm away from me, clutching it to her breast. Her blood mixed with my blood, awakening a desire in me that threatened to drive out all reason.

      “Lena.” My voice sounded distant, ragged. Beads of sweat popped out on Lena’s forehead. She was trembling. Whatever was happening to me, something similar had run through her. I knew it. I felt it. And yet, I had to get away from it.

      “I’ll be back.” My movements were clumsy, faltering, as I rose to my feet. “We need fresh water.”

      We didn’t, but if I didn’t put some distance between us, I wasn’t sure I could control my wolf. Lena gave me a slow nod but sat frozen, stunned.

      I ran to the water’s edge and dipped the cloth bandage into the cool water. Lena’s blood washed away. Clutching the sopping wet fabric, I slowly knelt in the sand.

      “No,” I whispered. “No. No.”

      I had to wrap my mind around it. How could I face Lena again if I couldn’t get control of myself? My inner wolf called out one word, a drumbeat that explained everything at the same time it spun me out of control.

      Mine. Mine. Mine!

      Lena was mine. God. The moment I let the words take coherent shape in my mind, my breath left me. My heart twisted and lust nearly drove me mad.

      Lena was mine!

      How had I not sensed it before? Gunnar, Mac, Liam, even Jagger had told me they knew the instant they laid eyes on their fated mates. They had never questioned it. Their lives had been separated into before and after. Liam said he felt like his heart began truly beating the moment he saw Molly.

      It felt like that for me now. Colors became more vibrant. Lena’s scent washed over me, sending fresh waves of heat and desire coursing through my veins. This was real, tangible. There could be no denying it. Everything she’d told me about what happened to her poured through me. A protective rage unlike anything I’d ever felt sent a violent shudder through me. My wolf ripped forth, unbidden.

      Hunt. Kill. Take.

      He was dead. She’d told me the Alpha who marked her against her will was dead. Still, my need to kill for her drove out all reason. I would kill for her. I knew with dead certainty I would never let anyone hurt this woman again.

      I raced along the shoreline. The first wolf I’d killed still lay on his side, his blood staining the sand. I wanted to rip him apart all over again. So close. They’d come so close. Raising my head, I howled at the moon. I couldn’t help it, couldn’t control it.

      I could feel Lena’s eyes watching me. My world tilted on its axis. She became the center around which I orbited. I knew in my heart I would orient myself to her for the rest of my days. Except, she was scared to death of me. The Alpha and this Shelby had taken something sacred and twisted it into something ugly. Lena may never want another wolf to touch her. I wanted to do murder for her. I wanted to reach through time and rip the eyes and heart out of any man who’d hurt her.

      “Payne!” her voice hit my heart like a bullet. Her pain would become mine. Even if I never marked her, I knew it in my bones.

      She emerged from the woods, her arm still caked in blood. Snarling, I imagined killing the wolf who’d done that to her all over again. This time, I wouldn’t let it end so quickly. I’d make him suffer. I would send his pain back to Able Valent tenfold.

      “Payne!” Lena called again. There was fear in her voice. Oh, God. I’d put it there. If I was right about what she was to me, it must have terrified her too. Her mind would war with her heart. How could she ever want another wolf to touch her after what they’d done to her?

      She saw me standing on a rocky outcropping. The moon was at my back. She was scared, confused, hurt. Wolves had done that to her. I had done that to her. I was so stupid. How could I have been so blind to what she was before now? The answer thrummed through me. Wolves had twisted me too. Maybe we were both a product of what had been done to us.

      I went to her. Through my wolf’s eyes she was luminescent. Tall, proud, damaged. I wanted to take her pain into me and keep it from ever touching her again. But, as she stared at me with those hazel and gold eyes, I feared nothing could make her whole again.

      We seemed suspended in time. It was easier, in my wolf. I felt grounded, real. Lena was brave, strong, beautiful. She reached for me, acting on instinct. Her hand hovered above my head. I inhaled her scent. She smelled so sweet, clean and strong like a ripe peach. I craved her touch. My body shivered with wanting. But, she hesitated, then closed her hand into a fist and drew it back to her body.

      I pawed the ground and let out a chuff. Lena nodded. She understood. Sure, we both needed some time to process what had just happened, but I also needed to patrol the perimeter. Though I was fairly certain those three Pack wolves hadn’t been sent by Valent, I needed to be certain.

      With the tent in shreds, Lena was exposed. I hated leaving her even for a second but had no choice. I tore through the woods, letting my baser instincts take over. The echo of Able’s words from long ago poured through me.

      You have a gift, Payne. A talent. You were aptly named.

      I felt his hands closing around my throat. My heart hammered inside of me. It had been so much simpler then. Letting Able take control of my mind and actions had felt natural at first. He told me everything he did was for the good of the Pack. Keep it strong. Let it thrive. It was only later that I learned it was all a lie. Everything Able Valent did was only to keep himself stronger and in control. And oh, God, I’d helped him. For almost a full year, I’d done what he commanded.

      Then, Lena’s words rose up inside me, echoing right alongside Able’s.

      I think that’s the secret Able doesn’t want out there. I think he hasn’t been able to fully subjugate other Alphas for years.

      The weight of her revelation slammed into me. I skidded to a stop, my paws carving through the dirt. No. She was wrong. She had to be.

      Because if she were right it meant everything I’d done in Able Valent’s name, I’d done willingly.
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      I stayed away until dawn took hold. Lena stayed hidden under a canopy of trees. She sorted out the mess of the tent and repacked the backpack. By the time I came back into myself, she was ready to move. I bathed in the river, washing away the blood from last night’s attack. I had on a fresh pair of jeans as I slowly approached. Lena busied herself zipping and unzipping the backpack.

      “How’s your arm?” I asked. “You should let me have another look at it.”

      “It’s fine,” she said, her voice clipped. She wouldn’t meet my eyes.

      “Let me clean and redress it. Shifter wounds can get infected easily.”

      Lena froze. I wanted to eat my words. This woman knew exactly what to expect from shifter-inflicted wounds. Again, that protective rage blazed inside of me. This time, it came out as a low growl I couldn’t hold back. Lena’s eyes snapped to mine. I knew she saw mine flare bright. The wolf simmered just below the surface. No power on this earth could keep him back.

      “I’ll be fine,” she said, slinging one strap over her shoulder. I made a move toward her, wanting to take the bag from her. She put a hand up to stop me. My gut clenched. She was afraid of my touch.

      “Okay,” I said. “We should get going. If we stick to the plan, we should get within maybe twenty miles of the border by nightfall. Are you okay with trying to push it a little?”

      I hadn’t planned to ask her. After what she’d been through, maybe a slower pace might work best.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” she said before I could take it back. “We got lucky last night. But somebody’s going to figure out those three wolves are missing. If they find them, they’ll figure out another shifter did it. It’s not like the list of suspects is very long.”

      “Right,” I said. “I buried them deep in the woods. That’ll buy us some time, but if anybody comes through here looking in the next week or so, they’re going to pick up the scent.”

      “So, the quicker we get to the border, the better.” Lena set her mouth in a grim, determined line. Before I could say anything else she brushed past me. Again, her scent hit me like a bolt of lightning. I had to bite my tongue to keep from groaning. I wanted to touch her so badly. I wanted to pull her to me and smooth the hair away from her face. She could straighten her back and pretend all she wanted, but I knew she was scared. I knew her pain.

      Instead, I gave her space. I let Lena take the lead as we hiked along the river’s edge. She didn’t want to talk about what happened last night. The truth was, I wouldn’t even know what to say if she did.

      The hike became easier as the day wore on. The wind stayed at our backs, which lessened the impact on Lena’s body, but also helped me keep my head. When the wind shifted, her scent called to me, threatening to drive out all reason at times.

      We acted like amiable strangers that day. We had one close call as we reached a point in the trail where the highway ran close. A disabled vehicle pulled to the side of the road. When the driver got out, my wolf tore at me. Lena put a hand on my chest, stopping me. Her fingers seared my flesh. God, the ache of it. It took everything in me not to pull her close. Heat shot straight down my spine and settled between my legs.

      “Shh!” She put a finger to her lips. We stayed in the shadows, still in the woods. We’d have to cross the highway to pick up the last leg of our journey. If we were seen…

      The driver leaned over the hood of his car. Smoke billowed from beneath his hood. He tapped a number into his phone screen and swore at the sky.

      “We can cross further down that way,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Is he a shifter?” Lena asked. She squinted. I put my body in front of hers. Her nervous heartbeat fluttered. Instinct made me turn and put a hand on the small of her back. It was just a casual gesture, one that came naturally. In two beats, her pulse slowed to match mine.

      She stumbled backward, wanting distance. I made myself still as a statue. I gripped a tree branch, wanting to yank it down and smash something.

      “Yes,” I finally said. “He’s Pack. He’s alone though.”

      “What’s he doing this far out?” Lena whispered. I knew she was scared. But, this guy was low level. As I narrowed my gaze I made out the details of his features. He was skinny, pale. An omega. I’d put him at eighteen years old, tops. He may not have even reported to the Alpha yet for service.

      Before I could answer her, a chorus of howls rose far in the distance. The kid on the highway dropped his phone. His back went rigid then he dropped to his knees.

      “Payne!” Lena shouted.

      “I hear it,” I said. “They’re about four miles northwest. Going in the opposite direction. Relax.”

      “Relax? Are you kidding me?”

      The kid cupped his hands over his ears as the sound of the Pack grew even stronger. They’d scented him. Then, he turned and looked straight at us. His eyes widened and he raised an index finger, pointing at me.

      “My God,” Lena gasped. “He sees us!”

      The kid was terrified, confused. His fear poured off him in waves. I closed my eyes. He was young. Pliant. His heartbeat slammed into my head. He felt torn in half. The Pack was close enough to reach him. God, I knew what that felt like too. The seductive pull would make his knees go weak and his heartbeat slow. It was a siren call. It would lull him to near sleep. When he woke, he’d let go. He’d belong to the Pack.

      But, his eyes were still fixed on mine. He saw. He knew. If the Pack saw me through his eyes…

      “Payne!” Lena had given up whispering. She screamed my name.

      The urge came as natural to me as breathing as I locked eyes with the kid.

      Submit.

      New power rose within me. It was old, ancient. And it was mine.

      The kid slowly nodded and rose to his feet. He took one look behind him then started toward me.

      “Payne!” Lena said, pulling on my sleeve. “You can’t. You can’t take him. They’ll hear you!”

      She was right. The logical part of my brain tore loose from instinct. I could make this kid submit to me. I was an Alpha by birthright. Claiming my own pack should have been as natural as breathing until Able Valent took that all away. But, if I did it...if I tapped into this power, the Chief Pack would sense it from miles away. They’d zone in on us like a tractor beam.

      Except, now that I’d started, I couldn’t seem to break free. I’d unleashed a torrent of energy. Once uncorked, I couldn’t seem to pull it back.

      The kid kept coming. He was young. Strong. Vibrant. His heart was good. I could feel it. I could train him. He would be loyal. I would never lead like Able did.

      “Payne!”

      Lena touched my arm. A kaleidoscope of colors burst behind my eyes. An arc of energy strong as an electrical current went from me to her and back again. She centered me. Pulled me in. Her will became mine. We were one.

      The kid dropped to his knees again as I loosened my grip on his mind. The power drained from me, leaving a cold, hollow space. Only Lena’s touch kept me on my feet. I turned to her. She cupped my face in her hands. Her eyes lit with worry.

      “Payne,” she whispered. “They’re coming. They know we’re here.”

      As the howls rose and grew closer, I did the only thing I could to save us both. I gathered Lena in my arms and ran.
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      In Payne’s arms, I felt like I was flying. My breath left me in a whoosh as he crossed the highway. His heartbeat filled my body. His scent filled my brain. He was everything and everywhere. I just wanted to breathe.

      With dizzying speed, he covered miles. His pulse thundered beneath his chest. My own seemed to rise to match his. He was strength. Light. Power.

      Finally, the wind changed and we came to a stop. He’d taken the path along the Rough River heading farther north than we planned. I wasn’t a shifter. I didn’t have heightened super senses like he did. The Alpha who’d marked me was long dead. My connection to the Pack had been broken long ago. And yet, I felt the danger subside through Payne.

      He set me down. My legs turned to jelly and I nearly fell on my ass. Payne tried to catch me, but I spun away. It was too much. Though my body craved his touch, my head reeled from it.

      Too much. Too fast.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, gasping. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      I did. I’d seen it with my brother. I’d seen it with Shelby. And of course, I’d seen it with Able Valent. They all had one elemental thing in common. These men were Alphas. It was in their nature to lead.

      “You’ve never done that before?” I asked as the pounding of my heart started to dull. It meant something, but I wasn’t ready to wrap my mind around it yet.

      Payne’s eyes went cold. I knew instinctively he remembered something. The weight of it seemed to pull him down. He dropped his head and sank slowly to the ground, squatting. His breath came in ragged pants as he struggled to get his wolf under control. I went to him without thinking.

      “Is he in your head now?” I asked. “Valent? He was out there, wasn’t he? The Pack felt you trying to subjugate that kid on the road.”

      Payne’s eyes flashed with fire. “I wouldn’t subjugate him. Not the way you think. I’m not like...Valent. I would never force him or anyone else to do the things that they made me do. Or that they made you do.”

      His words struck me like a blow to the chest. I took a step backward. God, I’d been so close to putting my hands on him. If I had, I knew I’d feel that same shock of energy that took my breath away. I didn’t want to think about it. My head rebelled against it.

      No. I won’t be that. I’ll never be that. I can never let another shifter have power over me.

      And yet, the skin flared at the base of my neck. A yearning ache blossomed low in my core and spread quickly.

      “We’re close to the border,” I said, lifting my chin to the north. I would not give in to the new desire I felt. I couldn’t orient myself the way Payne could, but we’d covered so much ground, we had to be.

      Payne rose. He cupped his hand over his eyes to shield them from the sun. “Twenty miles, maybe,” he said. “Our best bet is to cross near Maysville. If we get across the Ohio River, we’ll end up in Banchory or thereabouts.”

      “And Banchory’s where Mac said we have contacts that can help?” I knew this. Hell, I’d made Mac recite it over and over. Still, I wanted the words. I wanted cold details and plans, not emotions. If I let myself feel what was happening to me, I’d lose my mind.

      “Right,” Payne said. He slid the backpack off his shoulder and tossed it to me. “Better make camp here for the night. This close to the river, and we’re not likely to run into any more trouble from the Pack. I’ll keep watch.”

      I couldn’t help myself, a small smirk lit my face. “I’ve heard that before.”

      Payne came to me. He towered over me with his wolf eyes flashing like emeralds. “We’ll have to leave the cover of the forest in the morning. That’s going to make us easier to track. You sure you’re up for this?”

      I felt a flare of defiant anger heating my blood. Was I up for this? “Yes,” I said, my tone cold and flat.

      “Okay,” he said. “Try to get some rest tonight then. Tomorrow, I’m going to have to head into town. I have to make contact with some friends we have. We can’t head into Maysville or get anywhere near the Ohio River without solid intel on what we might be up against. Things could change minute by minute.”

      “Especially now,” I said. My words were biting and I didn’t mean it. Well, I did. Payne’s Alpha moment by the highway probably exposed us more than if we’d just marched up to a Pack outpost straight out. I hated to say it, but he probably would have been better off just killing that poor kid on the road.

      “Right,” he agreed. “I’m...I’m sorry.”

      I wanted to let him off the hook. The tortured look in his eyes gutted me. And yet, I was pissed at him. What he’d done was careless. It was like he had no control over his wolf and that could be dangerous if not deadly.

      I should have apologized right back to him. He didn’t give me a chance. Satisfied that I was at least temporarily hidden in the shade of the trees, he turned and broke into a run. Like he’d done every night since we left Mammoth Forest, Payne meant to patrol the perimeter.

      I tried to settle with my back against a tree. Hugging my knees to me, I watched him go. For the first time since I’d left Birch Haven, the woods felt stifling. Up until now, it’s where I preferred to be. Staring at the same four walls for so long had made me crave the stars at night. But now, the wildness seemed to seep into my pores.

      Payne was wild. He was dark, dangerous, and powerful. And yet, heat coiled through me at the thought of him.

      I ran my fingers over the fresh claw marks on my arm. Payne was right, they’d likely leave a scar like the others; yet another mark I hadn’t wanted. But, when he touched me, when his blood mixed with mine, something happened. I knew what it was even if I wasn’t able to bring myself to think the words.

      Payne came back. He was in his wolf again, loping along the shoreline. Those brilliant green eyes of his flashed like laser beams as he scanned for possible threats. Like the first night since we left, I watched him shift, marveling at his magic. He was so much different than my brother. Taller, broader, more savage somehow. He rose, straightening his legs. When he pulled on his jeans, I went to him.

      He stood with his back to me. His shoulder muscles twitched as he sensed my approach. Payne had his own scars. Here in the moonlight again, I saw them plainly. They weren’t random scratches earned in battle. There was a pattern to these. They cut cruelly across shoulder blades, over his flanks. The deepest scars cut through pressure points at the base of his neck and along his spine. He’d been tortured.

      “What were you to him?” I asked. I had to know the truth. My need for it burned through me. Payne had asked me to trust him. Maybe I never could. Maybe Shelby and Valent and Birch Haven had stripped away my ability to ever fully have faith in anything shifter again. My insides felt hollow at even the thought of it.

      When he didn’t answer, I grew bolder. My heart pounded with alarm. I wanted so desperately to touch him. At the same time, my head told me to run. He was a shifter. An Alpha. He had the power to take what didn’t belong to him.

      You belong to him!

      The words twisted in my mind. In one instant, they felt solid and gave me comfort. In the next, I rebelled against it. I could never belong to another shifter again.

      Payne turned to me. That same wildfire lit his eyes. I felt his need for me. His heart thundered alongside my own. Oh, God. Mac had described this. When we came back to Birch Haven, I was so scared. I couldn’t let myself believe I was finally free of that place. So, he sat with me. He held my hand and told me everything that had happened to him since I was sent away by our father and sold like cattle.

      Eve and I belong together. I knew it the instant I met her even though neither of us wanted to believe it. We were scared what it would mean. But, we couldn’t deny it. My heart started to beat for hers. She said it was the same for her. Fated mates. I’d been told about them my whole life, but I thought it was just a story. But, it’s true, Lena. What happened to you isn’t the way it’s supposed to be. I’m sorry I wasn’t there to stop it.

      Fated mates. My heart beat for his.

      “How did you get free of him?” I said, my words burning hot. “Shelby wanted to in the end. That’s why Able killed him. Did you challenge him?”

      “Why do you want to know this?” Payne said, his voice breaking.

      I couldn’t answer that. I couldn’t even admit it to myself. “What are you afraid of?” I asked. I was afraid too, but I felt his terror as my own. I’d spent so much time dealing with everything the Pack did to me, I hadn’t stopped to think what they’d done to him.

      “What does it matter now?” Payne said, his voice flat and distant. The truth of his words washed over me, threatening to pull me under. Once he’d uttered them, the floodgates opened. His wolf eyes flashing hot, he fixed them on me.

      “There were others like Shelby. There were others like that kid on the highway. I want to tell you that I was young and stupid and that Able Valent’s thrall was something I couldn’t fight against. Except, you and I both know that’s not true. You said it yourself. Able can’t fully subjugate true Alphas. It’s why he won’t let them mate. It’s why he sent men like me to deal with them before they got strong enough to threaten him. And I apparently did it willingly.”

      When he turned his gaze away, a chill ran through me. The need to touch him and bring his face back to mine made me ache. I curled my hands into fists. “Willingly?” I asked. When Payne finally did turn to look at me, I pointed to the scars on his back.

      He squeezed his eyes shut. When he opened them, they filled with tears. I felt the rage bubbling through him. “He would have killed you,” I said. “I saw firsthand what Able did to Pack members who wouldn’t fall in line. You lived it firsthand.”

      “It’s not an excuse,” he said. “My pain or discomfort is not an excuse for letting that fucker into my head.”

      “You survived.” I wanted to shout it. Instead, my words came out in a whisper. “Most of the rest of them haven’t.”

      He reached for me. I’d burned with the urge to touch him; I hadn’t thought he felt it too. When his fingers grazed my chin, my breath caught. “So did you,” he said. “You survived.”

      My tears fell as I pulled away. “And I should have been stronger too.”

      With that, I rose and left him there on the riverbank. With each step I took away from him, my heart burned to be closer.
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      When the phone in the backpack vibrated, the shock of it nearly brought my wolf out.

      “It’s Mac,” Lena said. Meeting my eyes, she reached for the pack and brought the phone out. It was just a simple black flip phone. Molly had a stash of them she got from the McGeadys. Burners, untraceable. Except, we were only supposed to use it in a dire emergency.

      Lena flipped the phone open and read the message. Her nose scrunched as her expression darkened. I found myself studying every detail of her face. She had a line of faint freckles along her left cheekbone. I imagined they had been more prominent when she was a girl. What had she been like then? The second I thought it, I could almost see her. She would have been skinny, maybe even gangly, with scraped knees and wild hair. I bet she stood taller than every other girl she knew and probably most of the boys too until they caught up with her. I saw her in my mind’s eye standing on a hill with her hands on her hips, hair flying in the breeze. God, I wished I’d known her then. Would I have been strong enough to break away from the Pack before I went into service? I would have taken her with me and kept her scars away.

      Lena clicked the phone shut. “He says the weather’s changing. That’s all. You know what that means?”

      I took the phone from her, careful not to let my fingers brush against hers. Though I yearned for it, I didn’t want to unsettle her again. She read the message right.

      “We were supposed to meet up with a family in Greenville tomorrow morning. They run a pharmacy downtown. This means a change of plans.”

      “Do you think they’ve been compromised? This family?” Lena’s eyes widened. More than anything I wanted to thread my fingers through her hair and bring her close to me. Her skin would warm beneath mine. I don’t know if she saw the desire in my eyes, but the color came into her cheeks and her lips parted. How the hell I was going to stay this close to her without touching her the way I wanted to I didn’t know.

      “Not sure,” I answered. I took the battery out of the phone and crushed it into powder between my fingers. “Just to be safe.”

      “Shouldn’t we have answered him though? I mean...you don’t think somebody got to Mac…” Her voice cracked. Again, I had to hold back the urge to put a reassuring hand on her shoulder. Instead, I clenched a fist and tossed what was left of the phone into the churning river.

      “No,” I said. “He never would have risked that text otherwise. It’s okay. We had a backup plan. We steer clear of Greenville and head to Reed Junction. It’s about two miles further north. There’s another family there. They’ve got a farm just outside of town. It’s risky because they’re off the main highway. But, it’s a safe house. It’ll be okay. They’ll be able to tell us what to expect in Maysville and beyond. Plus, you’ll be able to sleep with a roof over your head at least once before we attempt the border crossing.”

      “I don’t need a roof over my head,” she said. Her voice took on a dreamlike quality that squeezed my heart. I knew what she was thinking of without her even having to say it. She’d spent years locked behind four walls at Birch Haven. Of course she preferred sleeping under the stars. Just like I did.

      “The Millers,” I said, zipping up the backpack. “Their farm is about two miles east of here. We’ll break away from the river and follow the railroad tracks in. It’s a little rougher of a hike, not as flat as sticking to the road, but there’s less chance of running into any patrols that way.”

      “Fine by me,” she said rising and dusting off her jeans. She gathered her hair in one hand and twisted it into a bun. As she turned, it gave me an unobstructed view of the scar on her cheek. If I closed my eyes, I could see exactly how it was made. One cruel slash of claws on her soft skin. The force of it would have been enough to crush the bones of her face if she’d taken it full on. She hadn’t though. This had been deliberate, calculated. Three straight lines of equal length and width starting at her brow then curving almost to her chin. It meant he’d held her still and gone slow. He hadn’t acted out of rage at all.

      “Payne!”

      For a moment, I didn’t know where I was. My vision clouded in an orange haze. I braced myself against a maple tree, digging my fingers into the bark. I don’t even remember moving toward it.

      “Payne?” Lena said again. She was as careful not to touch me as I had been to her a moment ago.

      I shook my head to clear the rage out of it. I had to figure out a way to keep my anger in check where Lena’s past was concerned. Still, I wanted to smash something. When she peered up at me, I tried to look past the scar.

      “You survived,” I said, echoing my words last night.

      Lena seemed to understand where my mind went. She straightened and pursed her lips. “So did you. Now, let’s get moving if we want to make this farmhouse while there’s still daylight.”

      This time, I did reach for her. I put a gentle hand on her upper arm. Her sharp intake of breath told me her body yearned for it too at the same time her mind reeled. God, they’d taken so much from her. From both of us. They’d taken what should be natural and twisted it into something dark.

      “Don’t!” she said, her voice breaking. “Just...don’t. The sooner we get this over with, the better it’ll be.”

      I took my hand away and made a silent vow. I wouldn’t touch her again. As much as it tortured me to deny it, she’d been hurt too much by men like me. I wanted to rip the throats out of every one for her. But, I couldn’t. The knowledge of that burned in her eyes as she lifted her chin and looked north.

      “Let me get ahead of you,” I said. “Stay within earshot of me, but far enough away if there are any Pack members out here, I can draw them away. If that happens, hide. Don’t run. You’ll never be fast enough. Wait for things to die down, then go to the Millers. They’ll keep you safe.”

      “How will I know how to find them?” she asked; there was no fear in her voice. There was no emotion at all.

      “Can't miss ‘em. They’re the only farm for miles. Ed Miller’s got two big green barns side by side. One’s for the farm equipment, the other’s for his collection of Harleys”

      “No animals?”

      “Nope,” I said. “Just one old as fuck mule named Gertrude. If she’s even still alive. If she is, she’ll see us first and raise a fuss.”

      “Ah,” Lena said. “A guard mule. Wonderful.”

      “You ready?” I asked, knowing full well she was. It was going to kill me to put any distance between us at all, but I knew it was the safest thing to do. Dammit, it would be so much easier to sense the Pack if we went through Greenville. What in God’s name had changed that Mac would send a warning? A pit of dread formed in my stomach. It could be nothing and likely was. On the other hand, we’d been seen in Shadow Springs at the McGeadys. And, the three wolves I’d killed the other night wouldn’t go unnoticed forever.

      “You should shift,” she said. “You’ll be able to cover more ground faster. And, you’ll be able to sense the Pack better too. I know you want to.”

      She ended the sentence with a sharp inhale like she wasn’t quite finished. I knew immediately what she left out. She knew I wanted to shift because she could sense it. With each beat of her heart, the truth of what I was became clearer. And it terrified her.

      Nodding, I looked north. We had a clear path all the way to the railroad tracks. I could take the woods and circle around her as she advanced. She was right. It’s what I wanted.

      “All right,” I said. I turned my hand sideways and sliced it through the air. “Straight that way. Don’t veer left or right. If there’s trouble, you’ll know.”

      “And I’ll hide. Got it.”

      I stepped away from her, my wolf bubbling to the surface. I barely made it to the cover of the trees before letting him out. Fur ripped along my back and I dug my paws into the ground. Lena was right behind me. Not missing a step, she leaned down and picked up the jeans I’d discarded.

      Through my wolf eyes, I saw her even more clearly. Heat rushed to the surface of her skin. Her cheeks flushed and her breasts rose and fell with heavy breaths. She wanted to touch me. I could feel her fingers trembling with the need for it. As she turned, my heart slammed against my ribcage. With her hair up, I could see the mark at the base of her neck plainly. It was even crueler than the one he’d made on her face. But, it was cold. With my enhanced vision, the skin around it looked almost blue, standing out in marked contrast to the heat bubbling along her spine.

      I pawed the ground and dropped my head. Lena understood. She folded my jeans and picked up the backpack I’d dropped. Hoisting it over her shoulders, she waited for me to go first. Though it tore at me to leave her, I did anyway.

      Two miles. Twenty minutes. That was likely all it would take before we reached the Millers’ farm. Lena kept up a brisk pace while I darted through the trees and pricked my ears. We weren’t alone, but I sensed no danger. The Pack was out there, make no mistake, but they didn’t know we were coming.

      Lena did exactly as I told her and kept to the railroad tracks. We were lucky and no trains ran through. I looped around her in wide figure eights, staying out of her line of sight. I was with her, but apart from her at the same time. If felt wrong, unnatural. If I’d marked her I could keep her safer. I could venture further away and still know if she was in danger. The instant the thought popped into my mind, it nearly drove me to my knees with wanting.

      I could mark her. I was supposed to mark her. Except, I never would. They’d taken that from me too. Brushing those thoughts aside, I focused on just following her.

      Lena made good time and crested the last hill before spying the farmhouse below. I could almost see it through her eyes. Just as I warned, the Millers’ mule brayed a warning as Lena got close. She turned back at the last, looking for me. Her eyes zoned in on me right away. Of course she’d been aware of my precise position the entire time. She raised a hand over her eyes to shield them from the sun. I stepped into the light and waited.

      I gestured to her with my head. She immediately understood and waited. I headed down toward the barn.
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      Payne was a blur of motion and streaking red fur as he took the final hill toward the Millers’ farm. The place could have been the backdrop for a Christmas card with the two barns painted in green with white trim. The house itself was really a double-wide on cement blocks. Gertrude, the Millers’ mule, came out from behind one of the barns in a lazy stroll, munching on grass.

      Payne was cautious, wanting me to stay hidden among the trees while he had a look around. We seemed to communicate so easily without words. It felt both natural and foreign if that makes any sense. It had been like that with Shelby, and I couldn’t quite separate the memory of that and all I’d fought against with what was happening to me now. But, in just the few short days since we’d started traveling together, I felt tuned in to Payne’s moods.

      I kept my gaze fixed on the front door of the Millers’ house. The shades were drawn and afternoon shadows darkened the lawn. Mrs. Miller had flower boxes beneath the windows. Purple lilacs and violets grew in wild clumps, hanging over the sides. Even from here, I could see the petals had become brittle from lack of water.

      Payne came around from behind the barn. He tilted his head into the wind; his chest expanded as he sniffed the air. The mule snorted, but kept clear of him. Payne turned to me and pawed the ground. I took it as a signal to join him. Adjusting the weight of the backpack on my shoulder, I reached in and pulled out a pair of jeans for him. When I reached his side, I tossed them to him and turned my back.

      A whoosh of air brushed the back of my neck, lifting my hair as Payne completed his shift. He came to my side, towering over me. His eyes still glistened with the emerald hue of his wolf.

      “I need to check the house,” he said. “Duke’s truck is gone. His tractor’s parked behind the barn with the keys still in it.”

      “Do you think something’s wrong?” I asked. Payne was calm, but guarded. His fingers twitched at his sides.

      “Not sure,” he said. “I don’t know if Mac sent word to expect us. I wouldn’t think so. Too many things could have gone wrong. The less the Millers or anybody else knows about where we’re headed and when, the better.”

      “Should we knock on the door?”

      “Just wait here,” he said. “If Duke and Tricia were here, they’d have seen us by now. Tricia’s cautious, but she’d have come out to greet us.”

      Holding the backpack in front of me as a sort of shield, I waited as Payne walked up to the front of the house. He cupped his hands and peered through the windows. He moved around to the side and did the same. Satisfied the house was empty, he came back to me and shrugged.

      “Is there something wrong, do you think?” I asked. I hated this. I hated relying on other people, especially ones I didn’t know. I’d had to take so much on faith when I left Birch Haven with my brother. He hadn’t let me down yet, but everything about this went against my nature. I felt unsettled, exposed.

      “It’ll be okay,” Payne said, sensing my distress. God, I hated that too. “It’s Sunday...at least I think. They’re probably just in town at some church function.”

      “What about the tractor?” I asked, setting the pack on the ground. “You said he left the keys in it. You think that means something?”

      Payne shrugged. He lifted a hand to his face and scratched his chin. He had nearly a week’s worth of reddish-gold stubble. It lent his features a rugged charm, and I found myself itching to touch him there. I squeezed my eyes shut against the urge.

      “Duke’s particular about his toys,” Payne answered. “Their son Ollie might have left it like that. He’s seventeen or eighteen, I think. Duke’ll teach him a lesson, for sure. There’s a storm coming. Can you feel it?”

      I couldn’t until just that second. Then, it was as if Payne’s senses invaded mine. I caught a whiff of ozone and a dark band moved in across the eastern sky. “Duke sure as hell won’t want that machine left out to the elements. If it was Ollie, I don’t know what he was thinking. His father’s got a temper.”

      “I don’t like this,” I said. “I think we should get inside or underground.”

      “Yeah,” Payne said. “Come on. I know where Tricia keeps a spare key.”

      “We’re just going to barge into her house?”

      “You got a better idea? There’s no food or running water in the barn. I’m guessing you wouldn’t say no to a hot shower.”

      My knees nearly buckled at the thought of it. Hot water. God. I hadn’t had a real shower in a real bathroom in more months than I could count. It’s the one advantage Birch Haven had over Mammoth Forest.

      Payne broke into a smile as he saw my reaction. Damn my lack of a poker face. He picked the backpack off the ground and gestured toward the front door. Running his hands beneath the flower box on the closest window to the door, he produced a silver key and smiled. He unlocked the door and held up a finger.

      “Just in case,” he said.

      Again, I waited as Payne did recon. I heard a crash as he must have bumped into a table, but after a few seconds he called out for me to follow him in.

      The Millers’ home was sparse, clean, and quaint. The front room had two flower-patterned couches arranged around a flat screen television on the wall. It led into a kitchen trimmed in pink. Not my taste at all, but it was homey and inviting with watercolor paintings of the farm and the woods beyond it on every wall.

      “Tricia’s a bit of an artist,” Payne explained when he saw me looking. “She does portraits too.”

      Sure enough, on a buffet against the wall, she had a series of smaller paintings in free-standing frames. I laughed when I realized what they were. Tricia Miller had painted a few wolves I recognized. One in particular caught my eye. This wolf had a red and gold coat and brilliant green eyes. I picked it up and ran my fingers over the edge of the frame. She’d caught Payne’s likeness as he stood at the crest of the hill looking down over the farm.

      “Not bad,” I said. “But isn’t this a little dangerous for her to be doing?”

      Payne cocked his head to the side. It was a pure “confused dog” look and I couldn’t help but laugh. “Maybe,” he admitted. “But I’m not the only red wolf around these parts. The next town over is Winterbury. That place is crawling with Pack.”

      “And they’re not?” I asked. “Pack, I mean. The Millers.”

      Payne shook his head. “Nah. They’re human through and through. But, Tricia’s sister was taken.” His voice dropped. He of course didn’t have to explain to me what he meant by “taken.”

      I put the small painting down and hugged my arms to my chest. “Is she…”

      “Gone,” Payne answered, his expression grim. “Her name was Tonya. They were identical twins. She had a boy. Daniel. I helped get him across the border a little over a year ago.”

      “So that’s why the Millers have agreed to help you out now?” I leaned against the wall, feeling a little lightheaded. So much waste. So much sadness. I could recite this story in my head; I’d heard a million like it over the years. The same thing had happened to my own family. My mother, like me, had been given to a Pack member and marked. Mac was supposed to report to the Alpha for service when he turned eighteen. We would have probably never seen him again. Then, I was “taken” to repeat the cycle my mother started.

      “Daniel was a shifter, then,” I said. “A beta?”

      “Yes,” Payne answered. “He was only thirteen when we got him out.”

      “God,” I said, my stomach churning. “But where? Who’s taking care of him now?”

      Payne’s eyes dropped. “I don’t know the answer to that. I got him across the Ohio River. We have contacts up north. He was supposed to go there. He had enough money for bus fare.”

      “Then how do you know if he even made it? Thirteen? He’s a baby.”

      Payne made a low noise in his throat. I knew my question angered him. He thought I was judging him. I wasn’t. It was just all so awful. There were no good solutions. Sure, Tricia’s nephew Daniel would have a chance at a life free from the Pack if he made it safely into Ohio. But then what? Foster care? Would he be lucky enough to find another shifter family who could help him through the sometimes violent adolescence boys like him had to endure?

      “How about that hot shower?” Payne said, his tone gruff. He set down the backpack and turned away from me.

      “Payne,” I said, hating how small my voice sounded. He didn’t turn, but he froze, his shoulders straightening. “I know you did what you had to do for Daniel. You gave him a better life.”

      Payne stood stock still, his fists clenched at his sides. Then, he headed down the hall without a word.

      Shit. I’d made him angry. I really wasn’t trying to judge. I just wished there were easy answers though I knew there never would be. What would happen to me if we made it across the border? Where would I go? Yes, a life of true freedom from the Pack would be better than any alternative. But, I could barely function around people who knew my backstory. How would I ever fit in with those who didn’t?

      Maybe this whole thing had been a colossal mistake. I’d wanted so badly to take away the pain and worry from my brother’s eyes I’d agreed to leave for him. I’d believed him when he said having me close would just make things more dangerous for him. I was one more weapon the Pack could use against him if they ever caught me again. Plus, he knew the real truth. They would never catch me again because I’d die first.

      So, it seemed there was no place for me in the world that wouldn’t cause pain to the people I cared about. In an odd way, it made me long for Birch Haven. At least there, I was surrounded by other women in my same predicament.

      “Lena!” Payne called out. His tone cut through me, turning my knees to water. He didn’t say anything else. And yet, he threw out a command almost through the air that hit me straight in the chest.

      Stay back. Trouble!

      Pain shot through me. It wasn’t mine though. It was his. Something had caught Payne in the chest and made him double over. I dove for the backpack and pulled the gun out of the side pocket. Aiming it toward the ground, I pressed my back against the wall and started down the long hallway.

      There were three doorways. Straight across from me, the bathroom door stood wide open. It was empty. Gleaming white tile caught my eye, but nothing in it had been disturbed. Pink towels hung straight and even over a rack on the glass shower door.

      I lifted the gun, holding it to my chest as I edged further down the hall. Payne had disappeared behind the last door on the right. It stood slightly ajar and shadows danced across the wall as I made my approach. My heart thundered inside of me. I felt Payne’s jackhammering pulse too. I could almost hear his thoughts though I knew that couldn’t be true. Still, a single phrase slammed into my brain, and I knew it wasn’t coming from me.

      Not again! Not again! Not again!

      “Payne?” I finally said, my throat ragged and dry. I held the gun in front of me, my finger on the trigger.

      I kicked the door and squared my shoulders. Payne was on his knees. His face contorted with pain, he looked up at me, his wolf eyes blazing. The room was torn to bits. The mattress was stripped and flipped against the wall. Slash marks cut through the fabric and feathers covered the floor like a layer of snow.

      Payne had his back to me. He cut a hulking figure, his shoulders hunched over something on the ground in front of him. I was afraid to move. If I took just two steps forward, I’d be able to see over him. I didn’t want to. Oh, God. I didn’t want to. The scars on my arms burned with the painful reminder of the kind of violence someone had unleashed on this room.

      Finally, Payne turned to me. I held the gun steady but pointed down and away from him. Payne’s eyes were gone. He seemed caught between wolf and man. Both of them tortured. A crumpled figure lay in front of Payne’s knees. He was on his stomach wearing what had probably been a white t-shirt. Now, it was stained brown with dried blood, three tell-tale rips across the back. Claw marks.

      “Payne,” I said. “Are they here?”

      I couldn’t sense the Pack. The window on the other side of the room was cracked open about two inches. Cotton eyelet curtains flapped in the breeze and the plastic pull from the Venetian blinds knocked against the wall, but there was no other sound.

      “Payne!”

      He stared at me but through me. He’d gone to some distant place or memory in his mind. My God, I knew that well. How many times had I experienced the same thing? It could be a smell, a noise, or just the lingering echoes of a dream and I was transported straight back to Birch Haven or the night Shelby died.

      “Payne!” I shouted. He stared transfixed at the opposite wall. His eyes flicked back and forth as some scene played out in his mind. Whatever he saw, it was reality to him.

      I took a cautious step forward. Instinct drove me. I knew in my heart the one thing that could bring Payne back into himself. Because, I needed him. If that was Duke Miller dead on the ground, the Pack was responsible. We could be compromised. They could be watching the farm right now.

      I reached for Payne. Holding the gun steady in my right hand, I let the fingers of my left hand brush against his cheek. It was like touching heated marble. He flinched and reared back as if I’d struck him. His eyes flickered, going from brilliant green to calmer hazel then back again.

      “Payne.” I reached for him again. Though it set off a powder keg of emotions inside of me, I knew my touch was the only thing capable of keeping him here. I pressed my palm against his cheek. Payne was on his knees. His eyelids fluttered and finally, he focused on me.

      His skin seared mine where I touched him. An ache thrummed through me, starting low in my core and spreading. A hunger rose within me so powerful it nearly drove me to my knees before him. Payne wavered and lost his balance. Then, his back straightened and he lifted his chin to meet my gaze straight on.

      “Lena.” My name came out as a choked whisper on his lips. “Mine.”

      I pulled my hand away. No. I couldn’t...wouldn’t hear it.

      “We have to get out of here,” I said. “Is this the Pack? Do you hear them?”

      Payne blinked slowly, still suspended between his flashback and the present. “I did this,” he said, spreading his hands wide. He rolled Duke Miller over. The man’s vacant blue eyes stared up at the ceiling. His skin was mottled and gray and his limbs were stiff. He’d been dead for a little while. That gave me some small comfort. Whatever happened, we hadn’t walked straight into it. Still, odds were the Pack was watching this place closely now. My stomach dropped thinking what might have happened to Tricia Miller or their son.

      “You didn’t do this,” I said. “Payne, you’ve been with me for days. This wasn’t you.”

      “He made me do it,” Payne said. He was making no sense at all.

      “No!” I shouted. “You’re not a killer. We can’t stay here. And we can’t do anything more for the Millers. The Pack’s been through here. I can’t sense them the way you can. I need you to help me, Payne. I don’t want to die here.”

      His hand shot out and he gripped the wrist of my gun hand. He lifted it. I couldn’t stop him. He was way too strong. With my hand closed around the trigger, he pressed the barrel against his own forehead.

      “Do it,” he said. “Don’t let him turn me into what I was.”

      “Payne, stop it.” I tried to pull away, but it was no use.

      A single tear fell from Payne’s eyes. Then, he went rigid as stone. He closed his eyes for a beat. When he opened them again, the green had dimmed and they blazed red.

      “Payne!” I screamed. The mark at the base of my neck flared. Payne let go of my wrist, but I kept the barrel pressed against his forehead. His eyes were blood red and not his own.

      Kill her!

      Able Valent’s voice blared inside my head. I staggered backward but kept the gun steady and aimed straight at Payne.

      Kill her and ease your pain!

      No. No. No. Able was close. His thoughts bled through Payne’s mind and somehow I could hear them too. With my free hand, I slapped the back of my neck, hoping to rip the mark away. It blazed hot and pulsed. It hadn’t done that since...since Shelby.

      “How?” I cried. “How?”

      Able’s thick laughter filled my head. He was everywhere and nowhere. He was in me.

      You can end it yourself. Turn the gun, Lena. Everything will stop and you’ll be free.

      My fingers trembled and tightened on the trigger. Payne was on all fours, struggling to keep his wolf at bay. If he shifted now with the Alpha so close, he’d be lost for good.

      Payne’s growl vibrated through me. The urge to turn the gun and pull the trigger burned through me. It wasn’t me. It was Able. He was trying to control us both.

      “No!” Payne’s voice ripped through me. His eyes went from red to green. He lunged at me. The force of his body against mine knocked us both backward and sent the gun skittering out of my grip.

      We landed on the ground with him on top of me. Payne’s body pressed against mine. A single heartbeat thrummed through me. Payne’s and mine had become one. With it, Able’s grip on both of us weakened just for a moment. But, it was enough.

      Payne scooped me into his arms and ran.
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        Payne

      

      Darkness swirled around me. This time, it had weight. It reached for me with tendrils of ice that pressed against my chest and took the breath from my lungs. Only one thing kept me whole. Only one thing kept my mind tethered.

      Lena.

      Her touch. Her breath against my cheek. I was drunk from her. Protective rage boiled through me.

      Let it go! You know you’re stronger under my control. You have a gift, Payne. Stop trying to fight it.

      No! Able was everywhere. His pull seeped through my pores. It was like trying to fight off a deep, heavy sleep. It would feel so good to just give in to it. My body needed it. I could stop. I could rest. I could lay down every burden I’d carried in the five years since I first broke free from him.

      “Payne!” Lena’s voice cut through the din.

      I carried her. Stumbling through dense woods, branches snarled in her hair. I lost my footing and we both went down. Sweat poured from me. My body was so slick from it, it’s a wonder I could keep my grip on her at all. She tumbled out of my arms and landed hard on the ground. But, she quickly rounded and pressed her palms flat against my chest.

      “Stay with me!” she shouted. “Don’t you dare let that bastard in your head. You hear me, Payne? Fight it. Goddamn you. Fight him!”

      The sight of Duke Miller’s wrecked body flared behind my eyes. Then, his face morphed into another. I didn’t even know his name. Any of their names. There had been dozens of them over the years. Men who Able Valent wanted to suffer or die. I had delivered all of them to him. Just like Duke.

      “It could have been me!” I shouted. “Don’t you get it? That’s what I am. I was born for it.”

      She slapped me across the face so hard, my jaw rattled. My wolf sprang to the surface and my vision went white. But, Lena had her hands on my shoulders now, gently shaking me.

      “You weren’t born for it. Able made you believe that.”

      “I’m an Alpha!” I shouted. “Don’t you get it? He didn’t make me do those things. I was too strong to subjugate. You said it yourself. I’ve hidden behind that for years. It’s a lie. I could have fought harder.”

      “Then what?” she said. “Then you’d be dead or worse. Birch Haven would still be standing. I’d still be there, Payne. If it wasn’t for you, I’d still belong to them.”

      She lies. She won’t tell you the truth. She’s using you.

      I snarled and brought my hands to my head. She thought she knew, but she didn’t. I hadn’t said the words. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her the truth. Seven men. I had the deaths of seven men on my conscience.

      “Get out!” I shouted. “Get the fuck out!”

      Able’s wicked laugh seemed to come from everywhere. Lena’s horrified expression told me she could hear it too. How? Was it me? I hadn’t marked her. Now, I knew I never could. But was just being around me enough to bring him closer to her? I was a conduit somehow. Oh, God. I had only wanted to protect her. What if I was the very thing that brought her back to him?

      “Don’t listen to him!” she shouted. “He’s a liar and a thief. You hear me Valent?”

      Lena was on her feet. Her hair flew wildly around her face. Her eyes blazed with fury giving her an almost wolf-like quality herself. She still held the gun in her hand and she waved it in the air. “Do you remember what happened the last time you tried to control me?” Her words rose into a shriek. “You lost that psycho Shelby because of it. I turned him against you, didn’t I? Do you know how easy that was? They’re all like that, Valent. All your Alphas. You think they’ll follow you blindly, but they won’t. They’re going to figure you out just like Shelby did. God, I could feel it seething inside of him. Why couldn’t you? You’re old. You’re weak. You need their power to keep going. It’s fading though. That’s your secret. You can’t hold on forever. You’ll wither and die and there will be nothing left of you but ash. For what? For what?”

      Something happened. Lena stumbled then dropped to her knees. Her gun hand trembled. She raised it, but her movements weren’t natural. It was as if an invisible hand had wrapped itself around hers and brought the gun up, pressing it against her temple.

      “Stop!” I shouted. I didn’t know how he was doing it. Was it through me? Oh, God. I didn’t think so. “You want me? Take me! I won’t run. I won’t fight. But, you let her go. She’s of no use to you and you know it. She’s damaged. No other shifter will take her.”

      I spun around, trying to get a sense of where Able was. I couldn’t track him. He had to be close. But, I couldn’t scent any other Pack members either.

      “Lena, stop,” I said. I went to her, careful not to get too close. She pleaded with her eyes as her whole body shook. How was he doing this? I pushed back hard with my mind. But, this pull wasn’t coming from me. Able was in her head.

      I moved around her, careful not to touch her. The wind lifted her hair and I saw her mark flaring red.

      “Lena,” I said, my words catching. “Did he...did Able…”

      “No!” she cried. “Payne, help me!”

      My wolf sprang out of me. I couldn’t stop it. Every protective instinct in me burst forth. He would not win. If it meant I had to give myself over to the Pack, it would be worth it. I would see Lena safe. I would not let him hurt her.

      I lunged for her, catching Lena’s wrist with a soft mouth. The gun skittered from her grip and discharged. The bullet ricocheted against a tree branch, sending a spray of wood chips in every direction.

      Able’s influence was still strong, but the pull between Lena and me was even stronger. I threw my head back and let loose a howl from the depths of my soul. It seemed to take over my body and fill the air around us. Every creature within a hundred yards scattered. The sound drowned out Able’s voice and wrapped around Lena.

      She got to her feet and came to me. My call drove her harder than anything Able Valent could do to either of us. She was mine. We were fated. I would not let him touch her again.

      Lena wrapped her arms around my neck. I crouched low so she could climb on my back. Instinct kicked in and I ran for all I was worth.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Lena

      

      We flew. With each step Payne took, the hold Able had on the both of us faded. My heart thrummed in time with Payne’s as I wrapped my arms around his powerful body. My fingers sank into his thick, soft fur and I pressed my cheek against his back. His mighty heart beat in time with my own.

      I don’t know if Payne planned his path. I think he just meant to get as much distance between Able and us as he could. As the sun dipped below the horizon, my breath caught. Payne finally slowed as the air changed and the temperature dropped.

      I slid off his back. My limbs turned to rubber as I tried to regain my footing. We were in another deep valley with woods all around. Ahead, water churned and the wind rushed past my ears.

      “We’re here,” I said, my voice sounding small and distant like I hadn’t used it in years.

      Payne’s wolf stood at my side. I reached for him. I’d been so afraid to touch him for so long; now I couldn’t go more than a few seconds without it.

      With my hand on his back, he shifted. The force of it blew my hair back. Where my fingers sank into his fur, they now felt the solid flesh at the small of his back as he stood beside me.

      “Is that what I think it is?” I asked.

      “Those lights in the distance are Banchory,” he said. “We’re at the Ohio River.”

      My heart flared with renewed hope and terror all at once. We’d done it. We’d reached the border. I could see freedom on the opposite banks of the wide, churning river. The current was strong, but I wondered if I could simply dive in and swim to the other side.

      I walked toward it. My steps faltered at first, but before I knew it, I was running. Panic seized my heart. We were so close. It couldn’t be this easy. Able knew what we were trying to do. I’d felt him probing my thoughts and Payne’s too. This had to be a trap.

      “Come on!” I shrieked. “We have to make a run for it now. Able’s going to catch up. He’s known all along what we were trying to do.”

      Payne’s grip on my arm pulled me back. I whipped around to face him, my hair flying in my face.

      “What!? My God, what are you waiting for? We have to go! Now!”

      Payne grabbed me by the shoulders, rooting me to one spot. “Your mark,” he said. “Lena.”

      He said other things, but his words blended together. The proximity to freedom made me a little drunk. I couldn’t think straight.

      “Lena!” he shook me again. “What happened back there? That wasn’t me. Able wasn’t getting to you through me. You have to tell me. I need to know exactly how you got that mark.”

      I pulled away from him. “What difference does it make? And I already told you. His name was Shelby. Now, I don’t ever want to say it again.”

      “Right,” Payne said. He started to pace. His eyes flashed with wild fury. “And he’s dead. You’re sure of it.”

      I let out a hard breath. “Yes.”

      “Tell me how you know. I need to be sure. Because you were two seconds from blowing your own head off back there. And you weren’t doing it of your own free will. He’s tapped into you, Lena. I need to figure out how.”

      “I know because I saw Shelby’s head separate from his shoulders, okay? Not even a shifter can survive a wound like that.”

      “How?” Payne wasn’t satisfied. He rounded on me, blocking my view of the river.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, not wanting to give another second of my thoughts to Shelby or Able or any of it. But, I knew Payne was right. If it happened once, it could happen again.

      “Able,” I said. “When he realized Shelby couldn’t be controlled, he killed him. He had just enough control to keep him from fighting back. But, Able went for him and ripped his head off. He laid it at my feet to show me just how powerful he was. Okay? Is that what you needed to know? As far as how Able can get in my head…”

      Payne dropped his chin. “My God,” he said. “I’ve been so stupid not to realize it before. Lena. Able killed your Alpha.”

      “Stop it. I told you never to call him that. Shelby wasn’t my anything.”

      “I know. I know. You’re right. I’m sorry. But, what I’m trying to say is that I think you’re wrong about what happened to Shelby just before he died. I think he did subjugate to Able. Even if it was for a split second. It was long enough to let Able control your mark.”

      I slapped my hand on the back of my neck. The scar was cool now, but it had flared hot back in the woods. Able’s command had burned through me. His voice had been inside my head.

      “Take it away,” I said, breathless. “Tell me how to take it away. Payne, please. There has to be a way. Cut it out of me. I don’t care how much it hurts. I can’t let it happen again. I really would rather die than leave myself open to that.”

      Tears streamed down my face. Payne stood before me, his face ashen. “Lena...I can’t…”

      “Yes,” I said. “You have to. If Able can get to me through this mark, then cut it away. I’ve tried a hundred times. Something always stops me. It’s like a hand closes over mine and I can’t make it happen. Now, you’re telling me that hand has been Able all along? No. Hell, no. I won’t live like this. Taking me across the border won’t be enough to release me from him, will it?”

      Payne put his hands on top of his head as if he were afraid it would pop off. Fresh from his shift, he stood naked before me. In all the chaos, I hadn’t even been aware of it. I’d grown up around shifters my whole life. This was just as natural as being near their wolves. It was different this time though. My senses heightened around him. I could feel his body heat coming off of him in waves. His blood raged and his heart pounded a furious beat matching my own.

      “Payne,” I said, my voice choked. We’d emerged in the thickest part of the woods near the river. The place seemed desolate. Wild. As if this small patch of earth had somehow gone untouched from the pioneer days. I could see the lights of the bridge and the belching smokestacks from a steel mill on the other side of the river. They couldn’t touch us though. There was magic in this place. I felt it. I breathed it.

      Again, my hand went to the cruel scar at the back of my neck. It had been forced upon me like so many other things. I hadn’t wanted it. I hated what it represented. I vowed I’d never let another man touch me, let alone a shifter.

      But, I’d been fooling myself and I knew that now. Payne wouldn’t say the words. He stood before me, chest heaving, his eyes alight with fury and passion.

      “Able can touch me,” I said. I took a hesitant step toward him. Payne stood in a ready stance, his feet planted wide apart. His arms bent at the elbow. His fists clenched against his need. My need. A muscle twitched in his jaw as he ground his teeth together.

      “Yes,” he whispered. “I don’t know why he’s waited this long.”

      “And he can do it again. Anytime he wants?” I knew the answer. Even now, I thought that if I closed my eyes and went very still, I’d be able to hear Valent’s voice in the distance. He’d never risk coming this close to the border. But, if I crossed now with his connection to me unbroken, I knew in my heart I’d never truly be free.

      “Take it away,” I said for the third time. I raised my chin and leveled my gaze at Payne. His flared bright.

      “Lena.” Payne swayed on his feet as if the weight of my words settled on his shoulders.

      I went to him. I don’t know what he would have said if I’d let him. For my part, I was beyond words. Pulsing need spread through me. I wanted this. Needed this. At first it had to do with Able, but with each step I took toward Payne, it became something else.

      My fingers hovered, suspended in midair for an instant as I stood no more than an inch from Payne. I had to crane my neck to keep his eyes. A low, guttural noise escaped from his throat. Then, he brought his hands up and threaded them through mine.

      I tilted my head. Payne brought his chin down and touched his lips to mine. Lightning cracked inside my brain. My nerve endings sparked with heat from the base of my neck straight down to my toes.

      When my knees buckled, Payne slid a strong hand around my waist. As he leaned forward, deepening the kiss, my back arched. He held me in a swoon. Heat pulsed through me, settling between my legs. My jeans scraped against my newly sensitive skin. I wanted more. So much more. It wasn’t enough to just have Payne’s lips against mine and his arm around my waist.

      He broke first, coming up for air. I staggered backward, bringing my hand to my lips. The skin was swollen and hot. Just that simple touch had changed something in me on a molecular level. God, I could feel it. My nerves and cells seemed to realign as if they’d magnetized and Payne was true north.

      “Lena,” he said my name again. This time, his voice had a raw edge as if he could barely keep his wolf contained. I didn’t want him to. The second I thought it, I wanted to lunge for him, I wanted to scratch and claw and bring the beast out. His eyes held a question and a promise. He found the strength to give voice to it.

      “With Shelby…” I said, my voice raw. Payne blanched. He seemed to shiver between wolf and man, struggling to maintain control.

      “He hurt you,” Payne said. “What he did to you...I would never do. I would never force myself on you…”

      “No!” I cried. “No, Payne. Shelby didn’t...I mean we never…Able wanted him to. He goaded Shelby. But, he didn’t. There was something wrong with Shelby. He couldn’t...I don’t know. We were never intimate like that. But...he cut me instead. When I realized he wouldn’t force himself on me, that’s when I got the idea to try to turn him against Able.”

      Payne’s face went through a thousand changes. There was a flicker of relief, followed by instant rage as he imagined Shelby hurting me. Then, it all seemed to fall away and there was just the two of us. Our pasts melted into the ether, at least for now.

      “I’ll never touch you unless you want it,” he snarled, showing me a hint of fang that set my blood humming. “But, if I touch you again, I won’t be able to stop.”

      There it was. My choice. Once I’d made it, there would be no going back. I thought I wanted to be free of shifters forever. But, as Payne stood before me, naked and wild, I knew I’d never truly be free without him.

      I don’t remember making a conscious decision to go to him. It happened in the span of a heartbeat...mine and his combined. I made a strangled sound born of lust and longing. I’d pushed away these feelings for so long, one kiss and the dam burst.

      The moment I let my guard down, hell broke loose inside of me. I literally threw myself at Payne. He caught me in his strong arms and we tumbled into the tall grass together. Later, I might remember how fitting it was that we should come together here. This place was wild, untouched, just like my heart. On one side of the river was freedom, the other, pain and uncertainty. My heart warred with itself. The one thing I knew could save me was the thing I’d tried to run from.

      Payne’s strong hands dragged my jeans down. I’d landed on top of him. I pulled the hem of my shirt and yanked it over my head along with the tank top I wore beneath it. The cool air hit my bare breasts, making the nipples pebble instantly. Payne groaned at the sight. He leaned forward, bringing his lips to my left nipple. I held my breath as he kissed me there. He was so strong, so careful not to startle me.

      “Payne,” I gasped. A flood of desire slammed through me. That one kiss, one touch had unleashed a torrent of emotions. My sex throbbed. Payne’s cock went rigid against my thigh. Already slick and wet, I ached for him to fill me.

      He let me take the lead. Payne put his hands on my hips as I straddled him. My hair fell down like a thick curtain, brushing against his shoulder. I slid my hands over his shoulders. He was so strong, so solid. The hard-cut muscles of his chest and abs clenched as I leaned down and kissed my way to his hips.

      Payne whispered my name over and over as he struggled to keep his promise. He wouldn’t touch me unless I wanted him to. He wasn’t kidding. He hooked his hands behind his head and lay on his back as I did all the exploring. He shuddered with coiled desire as I kissed back up to his shoulder. I hovered above him, nose to nose. Then, I crushed my lips to his.

      Gasping for air, I drew back. My sex pulsed with need. His thick cock throbbed against my thigh. I couldn’t hold back for another second. Positioning myself over him, Payne finally brought one hand from behind his head. He placed it on my hip to steady me.

      Our eyes locked and I knew exactly what he was thinking. As his blazed green, he wanted to know if I was sure. Maybe my head wasn’t, but my heart was true.

      “Yes!” I gasped. Payne jutted his chin up then thrust his hips forward. I circled my fingers around his hard cock then drove him home.

      Heat and light exploded behind my eyes. Payne stretched me wide and filled me. I cried out his name as I settled over him and brought my hips down. Oh, God. He was in me. His cock twitched against my walls and it felt like flying.

      Yes. This. Always.

      Payne let me set the pace. I went slowly at first, savoring every steel inch of him. Then, instinct took over. All I could do was hold on and ride the wave. Payne held me steady with his hands on my hips. I bucked and rocked, taking him deeper with every stroke. Desire built within me reaching a crescendo, bursting, then rising again. I’d never felt anything like it before. It seemed the more I took, the more I wanted. My body and soul had been starved for so long, I felt like it could never be sated.

      I came around him in a starburst of color. My juices coated us and eased him even deeper. Sweat popped out on Payne’s brow as he held back. He kept his promise. But, now that I’d touched him and brought him into me, I knew he couldn’t be gentle. Oh, God. I didn’t want him to be. With each thrust and every deepening inch I took something back.

      My choice. My body. My needs.

      As Payne let me fuck him, I smashed a barrier I’d built inside my heart. No more. No more. No more.

      Payne took it. Every punishing thrust seemed to heighten his own desire. He grew fuller, thicker, longer. He spread me wide and filled me deep. He was everything. With each pounding thrust, he gave me back to me. God, why had I waited so long to take it?

      Then, when my bones turned to rubber and I started to slip, Payne took the lead. He flipped me with dizzying speed and had me on my back, my legs spread wide. I thought I was done. It turns out, we had only just begun.

      “Lena,” he whispered my name in my ear as he took his pleasure from me. For as much as I felt like I’d clawed something back, when Payne fucked me, I knew it was the same for him.

      We found ourselves in each other that night on the banks of the Ohio River. There were no rules. No control. Just passion, desire, and fate. Mine and his.

      “Yes!” I cried as I felt Payne’s balls hitch. He had so much to give and I wanted to take it all. I found the strength to wrap my legs around his thighs, spurring him on. Payne clawed the earth, bracing himself on either side of my shoulders. His wolf eyes flared bright as his nostrils flared and he arched his back.

      “Yes!” I shouted again. Then, acting on pure instinct, I dug my nails into his back, drawing blood. Payne went rigid. A great shudder went through him and he threw his head back. A howl ripped from him as he spilled his seed inside of me. Oh, yes, I’d set him free. Over and over again.

      Heat blossomed at the base of my neck. I felt a new pulse there and an almost overpowering urge. I knew what it meant. I ached for it with a craving so strong it took my breath from me. Payne met my eyes. His were wide, luminous, and green, the dark pupils mere pinpoints as his inner wolf flared hot. His lips curled and the tips of his fangs came out.

      Leaning up, I threaded my hands around his neck. I kissed him once on the cheek as he crested down. Oh, I wanted so much more. I was so close to turning, going on all fours and exposing my neck to him.

      Payne moved, coming to rest alongside me. He gathered me into his arms and placed a chaste kiss at the base of my neck and held me close beneath the stars.
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      Lena was light, heat, air. Her touch animated me, brought me to life. I hadn’t even known I was dead. For twenty-six years I had walked, talked, breathed, fought. It meant nothing. I thought my freedom had been worth fighting for. It was, but only because it brought me to her. She was the reason. It was if all the pieces of my life aligned in such a way to bring me to Birch Haven last year for her and her alone.

      I was not just born an Alpha; I was her Alpha. I had to live through Able Valent’s tyranny so that I could find it in me to break free and help strengthen the rest of the wolves of Mammoth Forest and bring Mac, Lena’s brother, into my life.

      Her clean scent filled my lungs as I brought her close to me, loving the solid weight of her in my arms. I felt suspended in time. The stars shone just for her. The churning waters of the Ohio River beckoned. I knew at that moment I would get her across it. Mammoth Forest didn’t matter. The mission to find more Wolfkiller ammo was secondary. Getting Lena safely away where Able couldn’t find her meant everything.

      Lena turned to me. I traced a circle around her left nipple. I kissed her there, loving the way she rose to it. Her body tuned to mine. Even now, I could sense the rising heat inside of her. If I dipped my finger between her legs, I’d find her slick with need. God. I longed to plunder the depths of her all over again. She’d come for me, clawing with an eager violence that set my nerves on fire.

      She groaned as I let my fingers trail along the slope of her hip. I tilted her body toward mine. We fit. She wasn’t small like most women I knew. She had long, lean legs and the kind of ass I could get my hands around. At that moment, I knew I could kill just to steal a few more minutes alone with her.

      “Payne,” she whispered, shifting away from me so she could sit up. She was thinking too hard. Her expression grew sheepish as she fumbled for her top and then her jeans. The beast rose within me, wanting to pull her back down and spread her wide. The urge to mark her burned through me, even though I knew I could probably never act on it. Again, I felt my need to kill Able and make him pay for twisting that part of her from me.

      I rose, reaching for my own pants. I stabbed my legs through them and put a hand out to her. Lena stood on shaky legs. Desire roared through me again. Oh, yes, I wanted to make her weak in the knees for days. A vision of taking her from behind slammed into my brain. Even as I thought it, I knew the skin at the base of her neck burned for me. She put a hand flat against her neck and let out a little gasp that tore at me.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “You know I wouldn’t…”

      “I know,” she said, almost barking out the words. “Payne. I know.”

      “You know what?” Did she? Did she really understand what she was meant for?

      “I know about...fated mates,” she said, her voice as shaky as her legs. She paid a price for saying it out loud. Again, I tried to bottle my rage and keep it from her.

      “You do?” I asked. “Because I’m not sure I do. Not in the way I’m supposed to. What we are...what there is between us...you shouldn’t be afraid of it. And yet you are. That makes me want to kill something for you. I will kill for you.”

      Her face went white and she backed away from me. “I thought I could,” she said, tears welling in her eyes. “I mean...I thought that would help. If I took something back for myself, it would drive...him...further away.”

      I could barely see straight. White rage clouded my vision. In my mind’s eye, I saw myself ripping Able Valent to shreds. I would present his head to Lena if that’s what she wanted.

      I staggered sideways, heading for the woods. I shot out one hand and gripped the bark of a maple tree to steady myself. Two things drove me with equally devastating force. Lust and rage. They were wrapped together in my heart. Lena was mine. My mate. My fate. She could turn away from me forever, but I would die and kill for her until I knew she was safe. Even if it meant I had to live with half of my heart. The other half felt torn from me; only marking her would heal it.

      “Payne.” Lena came to me. She put a tentative hand on my shoulder. Even that light touch seared through me. My inner wolf bubbled up. I needed to shift, or I needed to fuck. Hovering between both urges brought stars to my eyes. Something similar was happening to Lena. Her pulse raced along with mine. It would be like that now, always. Marking her would make her even more a part of me.

      “I want,” she said. There was more to her sentence, but she didn’t seem able to find the right words. In the end, it’s all she needed to say. She wanted. I wanted. But, maybe we were both too damaged to do anything about it.

      When I finally came back into myself, I turned to her. She looked at me with wide eyes, her face wet with tears.

      “I’m trying to tell you I know what you are to me. I know you’re mine. But Payne, I can’t let you mark me. I just can’t. What if I never can?”

      I knew she was asking herself as much as me. My heart bled for her, for us. I went to her, putting one firm hand on her shoulder. With the other, I lifted her chin until she met my eyes. Hers swirled with dark hope and longing, but also pain. I would have given my soul if I could drive it away.

      “You’re mine,” I said. She flinched, but I didn’t let her go. “But, I would never...never...mark you if you didn’t want it. And if you never want it, so be it. Know this: I’ll protect you no matter what.”

      She tried to pull away. I wouldn’t let her.

      “Lena,” I said, my voice deep with emotion. “No. Matter. What. Do you hear me? The Pack will never make you do anything against your will again. They’ll never even get near you.”

      “But, he’s still there!” she shrieked. I finally pulled my hands away from her. “It won’t go away.”

      I set my jaw. She might hate me for what I had to say, but I had no choice. “No. It won’t go away. Left the way it is, Shelby’s mark is permanent and Able inherited it. It’s not as strong with Able, but it’s there. It’s there until somebody kills him. Or unless you let me mark you.”

      I wasn’t telling her anything she didn’t already know. But now, since she’d let me inside her, she understood it fully. My mark would free her from the Pack, but it would bind her to me. For now, she couldn’t have it. The agony of her choice etched deep lines in her brow.

      She was about to say something. Perhaps she meant to explain again why she couldn’t go through with my marking. I understood. Though it ripped my guts apart not to be able to be with her the way we were meant to be, I understood. She was my mate. I would take her however I could get her or not at all. As long as I kept her safe, nothing else mattered.

      Lena’s words died on her lips though as a keening howl rose behind us. We’d stayed too long. The border patrols were closing in.

      “Shit,” I said, reaching down to grab the backpack. No sooner had I done it than I cast it aside. Where we were going, we wouldn’t need it.

      “Payne, it’s Able. I can feel him.” In a panic, she clawed at the scar on her neck. I went to her, pulling her hand away.

      “Stop,” I said. “You’ll only make yourself bleed. It’s going to be all right. I’d hoped to take the bridge, but we don’t have time. Can you swim?”

      “What? Of course...but now? Payne, it’s half a mile across to Banchory. I’m strong, but I’m not fast.”

      “You don’t have to be either,” I said. “You just have to hold on and keep your head above water.”

      No sooner had I said it than three Pack betas ripped through the woods. Their eyes blazed killer red. It meant either Able or one of his top generals was close by.

      “Come on!” I yelled. I lunged for Lena, picking her up and throwing her over my shoulder. I took the cliff at a dead run. The Pack wolves nipped at my heels, tearing through flesh. For an instant, I thought one of them had torn my Achilles tendon in half. I kicked back as Lena screamed.

      I jumped.

      Lena dug her fingers into my back. I would never let her go. As we tumbled through the air, I twisted my body so I would hit the water first. It was a long enough drop that landing could kill her.

      The water felt like concrete as I hit it dead on. My ribs cracked, but I pushed past the pain. They would reknit themselves within the hour. Water sliced through me like a thousand tiny knives. Even in midsummer the river was cold. Lena slipped from my grasp.

      The brutal current threatened to throw us miles from where we needed to be. It pulled Lena under, leaving only her auburn hair swirling above. I tore through the water and grabbed her by the wrist. Coughing and sputtering, she surfaced. Fierce determination gripped her as she fought against the raging waves.

      Gathering her in one arm, I tore through the water with the other. Lena managed to reposition herself and slide her arms around my waist.

      We didn’t just have the current to fight. Two of the Pack wolves had dived into the water with us. In their wolves, they were faster than me, rocketing through the water toward us.

      “No!” Lena cried and I instantly knew her heart. She would let go. She’d let the water take her before she would succumb to either of them or the Pack again. I nipped her ear and let my thoughts and words fill her.

      “You’re not dying today,” I hissed. “Hold on!”

      She did. She sensed the change in me as my wolf struggled to get out. If I shifted with her this close to me, it would hurt her, maybe kill her. God, who was this woman to have put all her faith in me? There were a hundred ways she could die because of it. The Pack wolves gave chase because of me. The unforgiving current clawed at her as she hung on to me and kicked for all she was worth. The riverbank loomed ahead. There were no guarantees about what might await us on the other side.

      There were no shifters native to Ohio. It was No Man’s Land between Michigan and Kentucky. Still, I knew the Pack often sent border patrols over the line in violation of a long-standing treaty between them and the Wild Lake wolves. And, no matter what else I was, I was a Kentucky wolf. A rogue shifter might try to shoot me on sight.

      I kicked back hard as one of the wolves tried to sink his fangs into my leg. The blow caught him square in the jaw and down he went. He might drown. I hoped he did. But, it was just a distraction. His companion came around the other side. As I fought off one wolf, the other made a grab for Lena.

      She was strong, but no match for a shifter, even a beta. I turned in the water, bringing her in front of me before the wolf got his teeth into her back. Lena kicked out and struggled to keep her head up. We locked eyes and she knew instantly what I had to do.

      Gasping, she gave me a nod as best she could as she tried to swim. Treading water, I grabbed her waist and threw her forward as hard as I could. I prayed the wolf I’d kicked hadn’t had a chance to recover yet. If he got to Lena before I dispatched with the other, he’d kill her. I knew it in my heart. The Alpha wanted me. He was in my head enough to know hurting her was the best way to level the playing field between me and two betas.

      “Fucking coward,” I yelled. “You’re too weak to face me yourself!”

      No sooner had I said it than I felt Able’s presence. It was like a shotgun blast to the center of my back. Heat spread out and the pull began.

      “No!” Lena screamed. She felt it the same time I did. Water filled my nose and sprayed in front of my eyes. I couldn’t see.

      “Go!” I yelled to her. “Get across! Keep swimming!”

      She did. She kicked her legs in a fury. Lena was maybe ten yards away from the shoreline. The other beta resurfaced maybe twenty feet from her. She dove beneath the water. My Lena was a strong swimmer. Thank God!

      As I fought off the other wolf, she emerged near the foot of the Banchory Bridge. Covered in mud, she clawed her way up the embankment. She was safe for now.

      The pull grew stronger. I felt nearly overcome with an overwhelming urge to just let go. It would be so easy to just stop swimming and float. The current would carry me far from Banchory. Maybe that was better for Lena.

      You were born for me, Payne. The best you ever were was in my service. You know it’s the truth. Give in to it. No more suffering. No more fighting. Be who you were meant to be!

      “No!” Lena’s scream cut through the air. It fueled me and gave me purpose. I kicked back once more. My foot hit one of Able’s betas square in the chest. I felt his ribs crack as he swirled away. Lena’s heartbeat reached me. Her pull was even stronger. I found the strength to cut through the water and reached the other side.

      “Payne!” she cried. Sliding through the mud, she lost her balance twice then fell against me in an ungraceful heap. I pulled her to me. We both staggered to our feet. I pushed her behind me and turned toward the water.

      He was there. Standing on the opposite shore, Able Valent loomed like a colossus. His hands on his hips and his legs parted, his blue eyes cut across the distance like laser beams.

      “Let’s go!” Lena shouted. I could feel his pull on her as well. Her knees buckled. I held her close. Turning, she came to my side. With her hair slicked back, I could see her mark plainly. It was jagged, raw, flaming red. Able was trying to use it against her.

      I could end it. Right here. Right now. I could mark her right in front of him. Focused on Lena and me, his betas had dropped back. The current took them far downriver. I could barely see one silvery wolf head bobbing like a cork in the churning water.

      She’ll never be yours. She’s tainted. Scarred. Impure. The best gift you can give her is death. She even wants it. Can’t you feel her pain? Do what you’re best at, Payne. End it for her.

      I closed my eyes. There was such power in death. It was an intimate dance. Like sex. Able was right about that. It had been my calling. Or so I thought.

      As my eyes snapped open, a green haze clouded everything as my wolf stirred. Lena met my stare. She put a hand to my cheek then kissed me. My heart started to beat again in perfect synchrony with hers.

      Once again, I knew the truth. Lena was my calling.

      “Come on,” I said, my voice ragged.

      As I pulled her with me and we climbed the soft embankment, something broke inside of me. A dam burst and my heart soared. Able’s grip on my mind receded with each step I took with Lena at my side.

      I’d told her I could set her free from him. But, her power to set me free from him was even stronger. The mark didn’t matter. My past didn’t matter. I held her close as we made our way to the top of the ridge.

      The lights of an oil refinery blinked ahead of us. Banchory. It wasn’t pretty, but it meant freedom. We had crossed the border. If I had my way, Lena would never have to go back.

      “We’re almost there,” I said, gasping for air. Lena’s legs were like rubber. I wanted to carry her, but she wouldn’t let me. Her stubborn strength propelled her forward as she tasted the first breath of a new kind of freedom.

      With each step we took, the next became easier. Fighting through the woods, we nearly made it to the highway. From there, we’d head into town and try to find one of our old contacts. This was as far as Mammoth Forest intel would likely take us.

      As a semi rolled past, and the woods grew eyes.

      “Payne?” Lena said, her voice filled with new terror. “Payne, we’re not alone.”

      No sooner had she said it than ten pairs of wolf eyes surrounded us. There was no mistaking the threat in their low growls as they drew nearer. As I spun around with Lena in my arms, the wolves came from all directions and closed in.
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      A thunderstorm raged inside me. Payne held me against him, trying to put his body between me and the circling shifters. He couldn’t. They were everywhere.

      “Payne,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. My heart drummed inside me along with Payne’s. He was coiled fury, ready to strike. Except, if he did, we’d both be dead. Ten wolves became fifteen. Fifteen became twenty. I’d never seen this many in one place before. These boys were nothing like the usual Kentucky Pack shifters. They were larger, stronger. Payne was still the largest of them all, but they’d quickly overtake him if he made the first move.

      “Do. Not. Shift,” I said to him through gritted teeth. I could feel his wolf clamoring to get out. He’d die for me. He’d make them go through him to move even one inch closer.

      “We’re asking for sanctuary,” I shouted. It sounded good in my head. When the words tumbled out, I wanted to swallow them back. We’d spent so much time planning for the border crossing, we hadn’t really figured out what the hell to do once we got here.

      One of the largest gray wolves snapped his jaws and took a cautious step closer. The others followed, standing shoulder to shoulder in an unbroken line.

      “Who’s your Alpha?” I tried again. “My name is Lena Morris. This is Payne Fallon. My brother is Mac Morris. That should mean something to the wolves of Wild Lake.”

      “We’re not in Wild Lake,” Payne muttered.

      “Well,” I whispered. “These guys aren’t Kentucky Pack. Where the hell else could they be from?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.” Payne pulled me even closer. His body heat scorched through me. Even with the looming threat all around us, I wanted him. Desire flared through me. It had been constant since Payne first touched me. Giving in to it on the other side of the river had done nothing to sate me. The sensitive skin at the base of my neck throbbed with the same wanting as my sex. What’s worse, I knew he could feel it too.

      The wolves parted. The air changed and a man came through the shadows. He was big and brawny, wearing a checkered shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Dark hair curled over his massive forearms. His face was stern and the fading light caught his eyes, one blue, one brown.

      “Mac Morris,” he said. “You say he’s your brother?”

      Swallowing past a dry throat I nodded. I took a careful step away from Payne. He kept a protective grip on my arm, ready to throw me behind him if this guy took one false step.

      “He is,” I said. “My name is Lena.”

      I held my head high. The man’s eyes narrowed as they flicked over my face. He saw the scars. He knew instantly what had made them.

      “Where are you from, Lena Morris?” he asked. He was ignoring Payne. It seemed disrespectful, but this was wholly new territory for me. I’d never been around another pack before. The Mammoth Forest Alphas were rogues. The Kentucky Chief Pack wasn’t...normal.

      I hesitated before answering. If I said Mammoth Forest, that would be giving something vital away. We had no way to trust who or what these men were.

      “I can’t tell you that, and I think you know it,” I said. “Are you the Alpha here?”

      A smile lifted the corner of the man’s mouth. Some of the wolves around him snorted.

      “He’s no Alpha,” Payne said through a snarl. God, he was so close to letting his wolf out. I tried to transmit a message to him telepathically. Of course, that would only work if he’d marked me. Still, Payne and I had grown close enough he took my meaning.

      “No,” the man said. “My name is Callum. My Alpha is Alec Martel, and you’re on very thin ice here, Ms. Morris. Crossing the borderlands alone might be considered an act of war.”

      “The same goes for you,” Payne said. “We’re here because there’s a Wild Lake wolf who owes a debt to Lena’s brother and some friends of ours. I need to talk to Derek Monroe.”

      A tremor ran through a few of the wolves surrounding us. Two of them broke ranks and disappeared into the shadows. A moment later, they returned as men. One was very young, maybe still a teenager, with thick brown hair. The other was older and taller with the same hard stare.

      “Derek Monroe is our Alpha,” the older man said. “My name is Cameron. This is Owen. Why don’t you tell us what the hell you want?” He pointed to the younger boy beside him. For the first time since we’d broken the border, my heart began to ease.

      “That’s for me and Derek to discuss,” Payne said. “But, I told you, we’ve been sent by Mac Morris. He also knows two other friends of mine, Liam McConnell and Gunnar Cole. There’s a debt to be paid and we’ve been sent to collect it. I think we can all agree that staying here is dangerous for everyone. I’m not with the Kentucky Pack, and you know it as sure as you’re standing there.”

      Payne grew bold. He straightened his back and took three steps toward Cameron. Payne outweighed him by an easy twenty pounds and had a few inches on the man. One on one, there’d be no contest. Cameron was big and powerful, but he was a beta. Payne would rip him to shreds.

      Cameron and Owen retreated. They put their heads together and both sets of their wolf eyes flashed. I caught Payne’s eyes. Keyed up as he was, his curiosity flared. These two men were speaking to each other without words. They were linked. They were pack.

      Cameron jerked his chin toward Callum. The circle of the wolves responded instantly, dispersing. Six of them stood their ground near us. The rest disappeared into the woods. A moment later, they all returned as men. I let out an audible sigh.

      Quick instinct took over and I reached back, clasping Payne’s hand in mine. His was strong and solid. Eyes flicked all around. These wolves knew exactly what I was to Payne. Fear streaked through me. That knowledge might give them power over us I wasn’t willing to give.

      Three of the men stepped forward. They took their lead from Callum. Though I didn’t think he was their Alpha, he held some position of authority in whatever pack he belonged to.

      “You’ve earned an audience,” Callum said. “That’s all. I make you no promises. But, you’re right. Banchory isn’t safe. We caught word that Kentucky wolves might be trying to break through. That’s why we’re here...to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

      “Right,” Payne said, his tone thick with sarcasm. “Except you hadn’t bargained on her, had you?” He jerked his chin toward me. His entire body rumbled with a low, predatory growl. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d whipped his dick out then and there and pissed a circle around me.

      “Easy,” I whispered.

      “Listen to her,” Callum said. “I said you’re on thin ice. But, we’re going to sort this out. Our way.”

      The three men from the woods stepped forward. My eyes widened as I realized what they carried between them. Each held loops of heavy, metal chains. They eyed Payne as they approached.

      “Wait a minute!” Payne and I shouted together.

      “No fucking way,” Payne said. He growled and bent at the knees. Fuck. He was going to shift. The men didn’t back off. They drew closer and spread out.

      “This is the only way you get to talk to Derek,” Callum said. “You think we’ve gotten where we are today by being stupid? Either you get in the dragonsteel, or we throw your ass back across the river and let your Chief Pack sort you out.”

      “That is not my Pack,” Payne’s words seemed to drip with acid. His neon-green wolf eyes flared bright and claws sprang from his fingernails.

      “Relax,” Callum said. “You are who you say you are, you’ve got nothing to worry about. And the chains are for you, not her.”

      “I can’t protect her if I’m in those!” Payne shouted. His voice vibrated through me.

      “You don’t have to protect her from us,” Callum said. He got in Payne’s face. “You guessed right about who we are. We are Wild Lake wolves. You know we don’t do things like the Chief Pack does. Your mate is safe from us. And as long as you’re in our chains, she’s under our protection. We’re not savages. This is the best offer you’re going to get, asshole. Better take it.”

      “Payne,” I said. I put a gentle hand on his arm. “Maybe we do it their way.”

      I stepped away from him. Payne’s low growl still cut through the air. “Call your Alpha,” I said to Cameron. “Call Derek right now. Tell him Mac Morris’s sister seeks an audience with him. He and his mate would be dead right now if it weren’t for my brother. Unless the Wild Lake wolves don’t honor their word.”

      Cameron snorted. Shaking his head, he reached into his back pocket and whipped out his cell phone. He stepped out of earshot. I shot a look at Payne and shrugged.

      When Cameron came back, he’d set his mouth into a grim line. “Derek wants to see her.”

      “She’s not going anywhere without me!” Payne shouted.

      Callum and Owen moved as a unit. They got right in Payne’s face. This gave the other men the opening they needed. They surrounded Payne and threw the dragonsteel chains around his legs. Payne dropped to the ground, twisting to get out of them. It was no use. No shifter could break through that metal.

      “Payne,” I said. I crouched down until my face was the only thing in his line of vision. His wolf eyes flared hot and his nostrils flared. I put a hand on his cheek. “It’s going to be okay. It has to be. We’ve come this far. And we’re not in Kentucky anymore.”

      I let my last words sink in for both of us. Even in chains, Payne was freer here than he’d ever been in his life. Still, the tortured look in his eyes gutted me. Again, instinct took over. I leaned forward and kissed him. Payne let out a groan of desire that only I could hear. I quickly recovered and vaulted to my feet.

      “He’ll behave,” I said. “But let’s get moving. How long will it take to hike to Wild Lake?”

      A look passed between Callum and the others. “Hike? What do you mean hike? Our SUVs are parked along the highway about a quarter of a mile that way. I won’t kid you. We’ve got a five hundred mile drive ahead of us, but you’ll be in Wild Lake by morning. We’ve got neutral turf we can take you to.”

      “Neutral? Nothing neutral if you’ve got to drag me there in chains,” Payne snapped.

      “Pipe down,” I said through tight lips. “Then let’s get going. The more distance I put between me and Kentucky, the happier I’ll be.”

      With that, I stepped away from Payne. Wrapped in dragonsteel as he was, a different kind of bond tied me to him. My heart lurched at the idea of not really being able to touch him for hours. As we walked to the fleet of SUVs the Wild Lake wolves promised, Payne got even more agitated. They put him in the back of a black, windowless van. Callum smiled and gestured toward a different vehicle for me. He opened the front passenger door and held it open.

      “I thought…” My voice caught. I coughed to clear it. “I just thought it might be better if I rode with Payne.”

      “Not tonight,” Callum said. “It’s going to be okay. We are who we said we were. If you’re who you say you are, there’s nothing to worry about. Still, your friend Payne is going to be better motivated to behave if you’re sitting up with me.”

      I raised a brow. “So this is a polite kind of kidnapping.”

      Callum broke into the first genuine smile I’d seen. “Something like that. Come on. We’ve got blankets in the car and you look like you could use one. It’s going to be a long night. You might even want to try and get some sleep along the way.”

      The mention of a fresh blanket made my knees buckle with longing. When Callum wrapped it around me and helped me into the car, I almost cried. But, sleep was the last thing on my mind as we got underway. Payne’s distress transmitted straight to me. They had him subdued, but not calm in the least. But, I could barely hold back laughter as I heard Payne cuss out some of the Wild Lake boys as soon as he realized I wouldn’t be riding with him.

      Callum started the car and took the lead. I settled into my seat. It was heated and Callum showed me the controls. As we took to the highway, my heartbeat found a normal rhythm. Even from two cars away, I knew Payne could feel it. His own heart eased because of it.

      I hadn’t meant to do it. But, with every mile we put behind us, I started to relax. As the mile markers whizzed by, my eyelids grew heavy. Before I knew it, I’d settled into the deepest sleep I’d had in years.

      When I woke, full daylight smacked me in the face. I shielded my eyes and brought the visor down. Yawning, I looked at Callum. He shot me a wicked smile.

      “You snore,” he teased. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. At least I hadn’t drooled. Instinct kicked in again and I reached out with my heart, searching for Payne. He was right there. I knew instantly he hadn’t slept a wink. He’d been watching over me with his mind. My heart swelled just a little.

      “How much farther?” I asked. As my eyes adjusted, I peered under the visor. We weren’t on the highway anymore. Callum had taken a long country road. The woods grew thicker and pine branches scratched against the car’s window.

      He pulled up a long, winding gravel driveway. At the end of it, was a large, yellow farmhouse with a white picket fence and wraparound porch. Off to the side, there was a huge, red barn. Two horses jumped and brayed in the paddock.

      “We’re here,” Callum said. “Welcome to Wild Lake, Miss Morris.”
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      The van carrying Payne kicked up gravel and dirt as it screeched to a halt beside me. The shifter named Owen got out and slammed his door. His wolf eyes shone with bright menace as he charged to the back.

      “Let that maniac out,” he called. “That is if the damn doors still open.”

      Callum raised a suspicious brow but didn’t stop me as I moved to the back of the van. Two huge dents in the perfect shape of feet bowed out the side of the vehicle. The backdoors twisted on their hinges. Somehow, Payne had done it all without raising an alarm in me.

      “He’s lucky his ass didn’t fall through the floor,” another of the shifters said as he yanked the doors open. Wrapped in chains from his shoulders down to his knees, Payne rolled and spilled to the ground. His hair stuck out in wild peaks. His green wolf eyes blazed hot as he still managed to get to his feet. He let out a fearsome growl that blew my hair back. He locked eyes with me and I felt his pulse quicken. I went to him, putting a hand on his cheek. His skin felt white hot as his wolf strained to get out.

      His nostrils flared with hard breaths as he looked from one Wild Lake shifter to the other. “If you hurt her…” he said with a low growl.

      “They didn’t,” I said quickly. “Payne, look at me. I’m okay. We’re both okay.”

      I tried to transmit calm to him even though my own heart fluttered as we touched. A rising heat made my knees weak. Even here. Even now.

      “What the hell’s all this ruckus?” A sharp, feminine voice cut through the air. I took a cautious step away from Payne as he twisted toward the sound. The heavy, dragonsteel chains clanged together. The weight of them would have dropped a human man.

      “Sorry, Pat,” Callum said, clearing his throat. He’d been fierce and in charge the moment he stepped out of the shadows in Banchory. In the span of a moment, he turned sheepish.

      Pat stepped around the van and my mouth dropped. I’d never seen anything like her. She was at least a foot shorter than me with wiry gray hair flying in all directions. She had piercing green eyes that drank me in with hard intensity. Still, something danced behind them and the corner of her mouth twitched as if she were holding back a smile. She had to be close to eighty years old with doughy white arms and bare legs poking out from her yellow housecoat. She was human, and yet, every shifter but Payne immediately dropped their heads in deference to her.

      “We didn’t have a chance to call ahead,” Callum said, though even I knew it was a thin excuse. The drive from Banchory had taken over seven hours. With a caravan of three vehicles, not one of them thought to whip out a cell phone?

      Pat came to me, lifting her chin as she eyed me up and down. She stood with her hands on her hips and set her jaw to the side.

      I cleared my throat and extended a hand. Even that drew a warning growl from Payne. Pat didn’t flinch though. She kept her eyes locked on mine and shook my hand with an alarmingly firm grip.

      “I’m Lena,” I said. “Lena Morris. Uh...my brother Mac sent me here to talk to Derek Monroe.”

      Pat finally dropped my gaze and fixed hers on Callum. “No time to call ahead, eh? Well, Miss Morris, you’ll have to forgive these dogs. They get on about something and they lose their manners. Don’t take it the wrong way, but you look like hell. Nothing a hot bath and a clean bed won’t cure. You come on up to the house. We’ll get acquainted. Oh, I’m Pat Bonner. Welcome to Wild Lake.”

      My mouth dropped. I had no idea what to make of this woman. She hooked her arm through mine and started to lead me down to the house. Payne went nuts. His chains rattled as he twisted toward me.

      “She stays with me!” he shouted. “Lena, don’t take another step.”

      Pat turned to him. She was no shifter, but she could muster a withering gaze just as potent. She let go of me and went to him. With that same hands-on-hips posture, she raised her chin and met Payne’s stare.

      To a casual observer, Payne looked like an absolute monster compared to Pat Bonner. He towered over her by nearly two feet and green fire practically shot from his eyes as he stared at her. If it weren’t for the dragonsteel, I had no idea what he would have done. He seemed half-crazed with worry for me. Instinct told me that worry was misplaced, but it wouldn’t be the first time I was wrong. My arrival at Birch Haven still burned in my mind.

      “Is he yours?” Pat said, throwing her voice over her shoulder as she kept her eyes locked on Payne.

      “Uh...he...we...yes,” I said. “But, he’s not Pack. I mean, he’s not with the Kentucky Pack.”

      Pat nodded. “So you say. That’s not for me to figure out.”

      “Payne,” I said, coming to Pat’s side. Payne himself seemed beyond speech. The corded muscles in his neck jumped as he strained against the bindings. His hands clenched at his sides and his claws came out right along with his fangs.

      “Son,” Pat said. “You’re in Wild Lake now, not Kentucky. Whatever you are, whoever you’re allied with, that’s something you’re going to have to take up with the pack Alphas of this territory. But, the Bonner farm is neutral turf. They’ll decide what’s to be done with you.”

      “Mrs. Bonner,” I said. “We’ve come a very long way. You don’t know what we’ve...what I’ve been through…”

      She put up a hand to silence me. Her eyes were kind when she finally drew them away from Payne and looked at me. “Honey, I know more than you think I do. And I’m glad you’re here. But we need to leave the wolves to their business. Tell your man to stand down. It’s going to be all right.”

      I turned to Payne. The look of desperation in his eye squeezed my heart. Practically immobilized by the dragonsteel, I could feel the battle raging inside of him. His need to shift threatened to pull him apart at the seams. His mind flared with alarm for me. If something happened, he was powerless to stop it.

      And yet, I felt safe here. I couldn’t explain it. I wasn’t naive enough to take everything Pat Bonner told me at face value, but there it was.

      “These are strangers,” Payne whispered, clearly sensing my train of thought if not the specifics. “More shifters than I can fight alone even if…”

      I put a hand on Payne’s cheek again. He squeezed his eyes shut. My touch calmed him; there was no denying it.

      “You’ll have your chance to speak your piece,” Pat said. “Callum, what’s Derek’s status?”

      Callum stepped forward. He kept a wary eye on Payne and came to Pat’s side. “Word’s out to the Wild Lake Alphas. When there’s news, you’ll be the first to know. For now, you stay with us.” Callum jabbed a finger in Payne’s chest. Payne’s jaw morphed, growing longer. But, he got control of himself as I put a hand over his.

      “I stay where she stays,” Payne said through his teeth.

      Callum and the others closed ranks, moving to surround Payne again. He snapped his jaw and tried to pull me behind him. I felt Pat’s cool hand on my shoulder, drawing me away. Undaunted, she pushed herself in front of Callum.

      “Put him in the barn,” she said. “He can’t do any harm in those chains.”

      “No way,” Callum said. “Alec wants him. We’ve got the largest pack in the region. We’ll make sure he’s under guard until the Alphas figure out what to do with him.”

      Payne lost his mind. He thrashed against the chains, trying to launch himself at Callum.

      “He’s not going be any good to anybody if you take him away from his mate,” Pat said. “Cameron, what does Derek say?”

      Cameron dropped his eyes. “He says he knows Mac Morris, the girl’s brother. He wants to hear what she has to say. No promises though.”

      “Fine,” Pat said, jutting her chin. “Then he goes in the barn. Loosen those chains around his legs but string him up over the rafters. Last stall on the right. The hay’s clean, son. Even if it isn’t the most comfortable to sleep on. We’ll get to the bottom of all of this soon enough. In the meantime, I give you my word Lena is safe with me. She hasn’t asked for it, but I’m offering her sanctuary.”

      There was weight to the word sanctuary when she said it. It caused a stir through the Wild Lake shifters. For Callum’s part, he wasn’t happy. He let out a hard breath and shook his head.

      “Pat…”

      “Never you mind,” she said, shaking a finger at him. “It’s mine to offer and I’ve offered it. We do things different here in Wild Lake than you’re probably used to.” She turned and pointed that shaky finger straight at Payne. “But no wolf in Wild Lake will dishonor my word on that. Lena’s probably safer here than anywhere else in the world. Even if your Chief Pack comes a-calling. The Wild Lake shifters are honor bound to defend this farm with their lives if it comes to it. And anybody invited to stay under my roof. You understand?”

      A heavy silence fell as Payne considered Pat Bonner’s words. He didn’t seem able to form his own words anymore. But, he exhaled slowly and dropped his head.

      “Fine,” Pat said. It seemed she did know her way around shifters. “I’m taking a risk here myself. But, let’s just say I’ve seen a few things. You behave yourself and I’ll take care of Lena. She looks like she needs some tending to.”

      My heart dropped when Pat put a motherly arm around me. No one touched me like that until Payne. Not even my brother. And yet, with Pat, I felt an instant kinship. It was as if she understood something about me without me having to say it. I just prayed I was right.

      “Fine,” Callum said, defeated. “But we won’t be far. You do anything destructive...and I mean anything...we’ll dump you back over the Kentucky border while you’re still in chains. You hear me?”

      Payne trembled with rage, but he didn’t act on it. My heart broke as they led him away from me. He tried to stay on his feet, but the chains were wound tightly around his ankles. Callum and two of the others ended up half carrying him. They took him into the barn and slammed the door shut behind them. I felt hollow inside.

      “Come on,” Pat said. “We’ve got a lot to talk about and I’m sure you’re exhausted, honey. But, I’m glad you came. It’s going to sound a little strange, but I had a hunch you were coming.”

      “How?” I asked as she looped her arm through mine and led me down to the house.

      “Hard to say,” Pat explained. “Let’s just say there’s been something in the air lately. Plus, we’ve got a seer in our midst. Alec Martel’s mate. He’s Callum’s Alpha. Olivia’s got a thing or two in common with you, I think. I hope you get the chance to meet her.”

      My heart twisted with both hope and fear as we walked up the porch steps and into the house. It opened to a long hallway with the kitchen in back. As we headed for it, my mouth instantly watered as the scent of freshly baked bread and fried chicken hit my nose. My knees practically buckled from hunger.

      “Well, I was gonna draw you a bath and get you set up in the guest room first, but maybe lunch is the better plan.”

      I felt my face redden as I mustered a smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t really want to put you out.”

      “Nonsense,” she said. “I live for this kind of shit, honey. You come on in and make yourself at home.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. Who was this woman? She may not have been a shifter, but she seemed to have some magic power all her own. In the span of thirty minutes, she’d managed to get me to do the one thing I’d resisted for so many years. I almost felt as if I could let my guard down with her. In the back of my mind, I knew how dangerous that could be. Had I any doubt, I could feel the rumble of Payne’s distress all the way from the barn.

      “He’ll be all right out there,” Pat said. With lightning speed, she’d plated a heaping pile of chicken, lobbed some mashed potatoes with gravy next to it, and set a place for me at her kitchen table.

      “Thank you,” I said. I folded a checkered napkin on my lap and took the fork she offered. My stomach betrayed me, letting out a shifter-like growl that made Pat’s smile widen. I couldn’t have been dainty with that food if I tried. I was starving. I wolfed down the first bite and the sinful pleasure of it shot straight down to my toes. I also felt instantly guilty. Payne had to be starving too.

      “Would you mind if I took a plate out to Payne a little later?” I asked as I reached for the pitcher of lemonade Pat put down.

      “Best I let Harold handle that,” she said. Before I could ask who Harold was, I got my answer. A figure crashed down from the stairwell off the kitchen. Pat had a row of hanging pots on hooks and an old, thin man crashed his way through them, staggering into the kitchen, all bluster and flying curse words.

      “You trying to kill me with those things?” He hollered.

      Pat waved a dismissive hand and took a seat across me.

      “Forgive my baby brother,” she said. Though the term “baby” seemed incongruous. The old man had only wisps of white hair left on his head. I dropped my fork as he faced me straight on. In an instant, I knew he was blind. His eyes had a pearlish, opaque quality and fixed on a point somewhere over my head. The cause of his blindness sent ice racing through my veins. I put a sympathetic hand to my own right cheek. Harold Bonner had three jagged lines of an old scar running across his cheek like I did. Though his went straight through his eyes. There could be no mistaking the scars for what they were. Just like me, Harold bore the marks of a shifter attack.

      “Harold, meet Lena Morris,” Pat said. She put a comforting hand on mine. She seemed to understand the shock I felt at seeing Harold and the instant kinship between us.

      Harold let out a harrumph and followed the smell of the fried chicken. “You to blame for the ruckus in my barn?” he asked.

      “I’m afraid so,” I said. Harold brought his own plate to the table and sat beside me. I did something so bold then, it startled me as much as it did Harold. I took his hand and brought it up to my face. He spread his fingers out as I rested them against my cheek. His lips quivered as he felt the scars I bore.

      “My brother is Mac Morris,” I said. “He sent me here with my friend Payne. He’s the one out in the barn.”

      Harold sat frozen beside me. His rough fingers played along my cheek. He broke into a slow smile, then drew his hand away.

      “Mac Morris,” he said. “I suppose Derek will definitely want to talk to you. Patsy, you better ring up Tinker Lyle while you’re at it.”

      “Tinker? What the hell’s old Tinker got to do with any of this?”

      “Just do what I say for once without questioning me, woman. Tell Derek to bring his father-in-law with him.”

      Even sightless, Pat and Harold Bonner had some unspoken sibling bond running between them. He seemed to sense the exasperated expression on his sister’s face and he shot her a devilish wink that made her smile. I felt like an intruder. I guess I was.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, pushing my plate away. I’d gorged myself so quickly, I felt like my stomach might burst from it. “What am I missing?”

      Harold bit into a drumstick and tossed his napkin aside. “You’re from Mammoth Forest, right?”

      My heart stopped. How in the hell did he know that? “I’m not sure I…”

      Harold put his chicken down and turned to me. “We hear things,” he said. “Wild Lake might be a ways off from Kentucky and all the bullshit you’ve got going on down there, but it’s in our interest to keep tabs. Plus, that bastard Chief Alpha of theirs has caused plenty of trouble up here. But our boys keep sending him back.” Harold let out a bark of a laugh and shot a wink in Pat’s general direction.

      “Old Patsy’s got a story or two about him, don’t you?”

      “Oh, you shut your hole,” Pat said. “Ancient history and nobody’s business but mine.”

      “Anyway,” Harold continued. “I’m saying have Derek bring Tinker Lyle with him when he comes. It’ll save time. Now, I can’t make you any promises about what’ll happen, but it’s better everybody just lays their cards on the table all at once.”

      Harold Bonner might as well have been talking in tongues for all the sense he made. Pat interjected a few more times while Harold finished his lunch. Then, he rose and tipped an imaginary hat at me. He made some excuse about needing to do work out in the north pasture.

      When he left, Pat insisted I take her up on that offer for a hot bath. I did. She showed me to a claw-footed tub in the guest bathroom across the hall. It adjoined a bedroom facing east. She told me I was welcome to that too. She set out a change of clothes in roughly my size.

      “How?” I asked as she handed me a stack of towels.

      Pat’s face crinkled as she smiled. “Oh, honey, let’s just say our shifters have a habit of showing up here with women needing some mothering. It’s not the easiest life for us...running with them...I mean. But we do it anyway. Don’t we?”

      A hard knot formed in my throat. It got hard to breathe. She had no idea what she was saying. Did she? She smiled, but didn’t offer any further explanation.

      “When you’re through,” she said. “I’ll leave a picnic basket on the front porch. Callum won’t like it, but this is my farm, my barn. Why don’t you go down and pay your shifter a visit? Those howls of his are going to spook the horses if he does it all night. But, you keep him where he is. It won’t hurt him any and it’ll keep the Wild Lake boys from having to drive him off.”

      “Thank you,” I said. She had me nearly speechless. Pat shot me a wink and waddled down the hallway.

      I couldn’t think. I could barely breathe. As the afternoon sun faded into evening, I shut the bedroom door and pressed my back against it.
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      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt truly alone like this. Even in Birch Haven, I knew the Pack had me on monitors when I wasn’t chained to the bed. I could hear Pat singing a classic country-western tune from deeper in the house. She was off-key but somehow glorious. It comforted me to know she was here, though she kept her distance.

      She was right about the bath. I wondered if the water at the Bonner farm had healing powers. As I sank beneath the bubbles, I felt the weight of months of worry and angst just floating away. This place was a home. Not mine, of course. But, normal people lived here. They went about their lives and worked the farm. Sure, shifters abounded, but the vibe I felt from them was decidedly different. Still, a flutter of alarm ran through me that I knew came from Payne.

      Though I wanted to stay in that tub forever, a mournful howl drew me out. Toweling off, I put on the clean clothes Pat set out for me. The t-shirt smelled like strong soap and bleach. It was a clean, good smell. She left me a pair of jeans and even worn cowboy boots by the door. They were about a half a size too big, but they fit comfortably. I only wished they didn’t clomp so hard on the wood floors as I made my way out into the hall.

      True to her word, Pat left a picnic basket on the front porch. Dusk had fallen. The horses had been led back into the barn and the woods beyond the Bonner farm cast long shadows across the yard. Instinct told me Wild Lake itself lay beyond it. The name held an air of mystery and darkness and I knew in my bones it’s what drew the shifters here in the first place.

      Rumor had it, the Wild Lake shifters were made up of a half a dozen or more separate packs. They’d carved out a patch of harmony here that I couldn’t fathom. How could that many Alphas live near each other without wanting to rip each other’s throats out on the regular? At the center of it all, was Pat Bonner’s farm. She’d used the word sanctuary, and I wondered if it was like that for all the shifters. She’d said so. She mentioned an honor code among them.

      Payne’s howl intensified as I approached the barn. My heart hammered in my chest as he sensed me. I hated leaving him out here, but Pat was right. He’d be comfortable enough here with a roof over his head and the horses to keep him company. I couldn’t hold back the tiniest giggle as I thought of it. I didn’t figure the horses were too happy about the disruption. They whinnied and stomped their hooves as I made my way down the stalls. There was a basket of apples hanging from one wall. I took a few and fed three of the horses on my way down.

      Payne was in the last stall on the right, just like Pat said. He sat with his back against the far wall, eyes gleaming as I opened the door. Though he no longer had chains from shoulder to knee, he was still bound. Each wrist was shackled and held above his head, looped around the rafters. He had another chain around his waist, binding him to the wall.

      “Payne,” I said, my voice choked. I set down the picnic basket and went to him.

      “Are you all right?” he asked, struggling to sound human.

      “I am,” I said. “The Bonners are...good people. I think.”

      “Be careful,” he cautioned. “I mean it. There are shifters everywhere. Hell, I can sense about a dozen just a few hundred yards from here. They’re circling. Watching. Can’t you feel it?”

      Sweat broke out on Payne’s brow. He squirmed against the wall, jerking the chains. Though the rafters creaked, they held. It occurred to me there might be a little bit of dragonsteel in the framework. Otherwise, Payne should have been able to rip the wood down around his ears.

      “Don’t,” I said. “Stop. We have to play this out. Do you hear me? We’re on their turf now, Payne. Hell, I think I’d be more suspicious if they rolled out the red carpet for us.”

      Payne let out a groan but didn’t argue. His eyes locked on mine. Just that simple gesture and he laid his heart bare. This was killing him. Not the dragonsteel. But, being separated from me tore something inside of him. Even as I thought it, the flesh at the base of my neck began to burn. That burning shot straight between my legs as if the two points on my body were connected by a wire.

      “I’ll kill them. I don’t care. If they touch a hair on your head…”

      “Shhh.” I went to him. Payne sat with his legs slightly parted. I knelt in the space between them and put a hand on his naked chest. My fingers traced the shadowy outline of the tattoo he wore there. For this ink alone, the Chief Pack would torture or kill him if they ever caught him.

      “Lena,” he said, gasping. I knew his need. I shared it. With each beat of his heart, his suffering became mine. He needed to be with me. It tore him apart to trust the Bonners or any of these shifters with my safety.

      “They won’t hurt me,” I said, not knowing for sure if it was true. But, it was something I felt.

      “I can’t protect you like this!” He jerked one hand to his chest. The chains swung wildly. He was in a near panic. If he shifted now, the chains would cut into his chest, injuring him.

      “Payne, stop. I’m here now. I’m not going anywhere.” I meant just to place my hand against his cheek. He turned and kissed my palm. Electricity shot through me. In an instant, it became clear what he needed. What we both needed.

      I went to him, pressing my chest against his. With his arms chained above his head, he couldn’t embrace me. He couldn’t touch me at all unless I willed it. As that realization slammed into me, a new, bold desire ignited in my core. I’d been cautious with him before. Maybe a little afraid. But here, now, like this, I was in control.

      When our lips met, lust rocketed through me. Payne’s low growl vibrated through me as he strained against the chains. His fingers curled and his claws came out.

      “Shh,” I cautioned. “Be still.”

      “Lena,” he said, his voice thick with desire. “I can’t…”

      I slid my hands over his chest, loving the feel of his hard muscles. I leaned back on my heels. Payne’s eyes sparked and my lust coiled through me. My breasts felt heavy, my nipples hard. Before I could even think, I pulled the shirt over my head. I wore no bra and my tits popped out for him. Payne’s eyes darkened as his wolf stirred.

      I reached for him, tugging on the fly of his jeans. I felt the outline of his rigid cock. He was huge, bursting at the seams. Slowly, carefully, I unfastened the button and pulled his zipper down. His cock sprung free. I swear, he looked even bigger than the first time. I gasped. I pulled at his waistband, dragging his jeans down to his mid-thighs.

      Veins popped out on Payne’s forearms as he strained against the shackles on his wrists. The rafters creaked and I couldn’t help but smile. How would I explain things to Pat if he tore the barn down around us? Something told me she might even understand.

      I bit my lip, feeling emboldened by the chains. Before I could even think about it, I went to all fours, hovering just above Payne’s cock.

      He sucked in a hard breath of air as I licked my lips. A tiny pearl of cum formed at the head and I went for it. Circling one hand gently around the base of him, I brought Payne into my mouth. He arched his back and let out a lustful growl that made the walls shake. The horse in the neighboring stall reared up and stomped the ground.

      Payne filled my mouth. My cheeks bowed out as I worked to take him in. Gently twisting and stroking with my hand, I bobbed up and down, loving the feel of him. Payne’s heartbeat filled my head. Heat pooled between my legs. I knew if he had his hands, he would slip them down the front of my pants and find me soaked for him already.

      With the chains holding him back, I could be bold and daring, reckless and wanton. Though I knew he would never hurt me even without them, this new control flipped a switch inside me. As I kept Payne steady in my mouth, I wriggled out of my jeans.

      God, what would I look like if anyone happened by? There I was on all fours with Payne’s cock buried in my mouth. I was stark naked, servicing him as he was held fast by the chains. Payne threw his head back and let out a growl I knew had to carry all the way to the lake.

      They would hear. They would know. And yet, I didn’t care. Let them. Lust fueled me, driving out all reason. I wanted this. I wanted to be this for him. Payne was mine and I was his. Nothing else mattered.

      “Lena.” He found the strength to whisper my name as I redoubled my efforts. Payne was so huge, so hard, he hit the back of my throat. I slid my tongue along the underside of his dick, brushing against his balls. It drove him mad with lust and he bucked and thrust, forcing himself even deeper. The chains rattled harder against the wooden barn walls.

      When I felt him hitch, I slid one hand under him, lifting his balls and stroking them as I sucked harder. He wouldn’t last. I could feel the dam inside him about to burst. I wanted it to. I wanted him. All of it.

      Then, he came.

      The force of it startled me, but I held on, taking in wave after wave as Payne let loose. My own juices flowed freely. I pulsed for him. Ached for him. But, I wanted to take him first.

      Payne didn’t even try to hold back. His wolf let out a howl that rocked through me. I looked up and met his eyes. His were brilliant green and wild. He licked his lips. When I felt him slow down, only then did I release him. Payne’s cock still throbbed. It was so big. So hard. Still slick and shiny.

      I rose up and put my hands flat against his chest. Payne adjusted his weight, thrusting his hips forward.

      I straddled him. Payne locked eyes with me, unable to put a hand on my hip to steady me. This would be all me. All mine. He crushed his lips to mine as I guided him into me. Payne was so big, he filled me all the way. Squatting over him, I anchored myself. Payne held still and let me find the position I needed.

      Then, I fucked him. As Payne strained against the chains, I moved with wild abandon, thrusting deep, taking all of him. He nipped my earlobe, ran his tongue down the column of my throat. From the corner of my eye, I could see his fingers twitch as he ached to touch my breasts. I rubbed those against his chest, loving the friction against my hard, aching nipples.

      This was perfect. Wild. Raw. Complete.

      “Lena.” He whispered my name over and over as I settled into the pace that would drive me home. I threw my head back. Sweat poured down between my breasts.

      All the while, Payne watched. He had not marked me. We were not connected in that way. And yet, it was almost as if I could see myself through his eyes. He relished the view of me bucking and thrashing as I fucked him at my own pace. He pushed his hips far forward, driving himself even deeper as I took my pleasure. I held on to his shoulders, bracing against the rushing tide that would carry me away.

      Then it came.

      Oh, God. My heart felt as if it exploded in light and stars. Pleasure poured from my center and spread to my fingertips and the roots of my hair. Payne was everything. This was everything. He was mine, but more than that, I was his. I let myself go in a way I never thought I could. It was so close. It was almost perfect. But, the ache at the back of my neck kept me from flying in the way I knew I should.

      Finally, I crested down. My limbs turned to rubber as Payne grew soft within me. He peppered my neck with kisses as I fell against him, spent, deflated, sated. I could have lain with him like that, with his cock rooted in me all night. I wanted to. But, we weren’t completely alone. As I came back into myself, I could sense the wolves outside the door through Payne. They kept their distance, but they were there.

      Feeling slightly awkward, my legs shaking, I found my clothes and put them back on.

      “You’re incredible,” Payne said. Already, I sensed the change in him. He was calm, centered. His wolf went quiet within him. It gave me a new, secret power I hadn’t bargained for. It countered the beast inside of him. We might be two halves of one whole. But for now, this was all I could give.

      I settled against him. There were a thousand things we needed to say to each other. For tonight, this would be enough. A new kind of peace bled through him that could only come from my touch. My eyelids grew heavy as I found a space beside him and rested my cheek against Payne’s chest. I longed for him to wrap his arms around me. I felt him strain against the chains, wanting to do just that.

      I didn’t mean to sleep, but I did. The echoes of pleasure lulled me and simmered through him as well.

      I slept so deeply, I never heard Pat’s footsteps as she approached or the barn door sliding open. But, the light stabbed through me as she opened the stall and let the morning sun fall over us.

      “Sorry to wake you both,” she said. There was no judgment in her tone or her expression. Finding me in Payne’s arms seemed like the most natural thing in the world to her. She’d said something about having seen a few things, I knew in my heart she had.

      I jumped to my feet as Payne let out a low growl. He jerked the chains but stayed on the ground.

      “The packs are on their way,” she said. “You’ll have just enough time to clean up before things get started.”

      “Things,” I said, looking from her to Payne. “What things?”

      “Your man here has to face the Alphas of Wild Lake,” she said. “You ready for that?” She was talking to Payne, not me.

      He pulled himself to his feet. “If you think I’m afraid of them, then you have no idea what I am.”

      Pat crossed her arms. She let out a snort and arched a brow. “Son, that’s the problem. Convincing me is one thing. My boys are something else.”

      No sooner had she said it before a chorus of howls split the air. My God, there were dozens of them. Payne lost it as I ran to the open barn door.

      “Lena!” he called after me, more wolf than man.

      Pat was right. The Wild Lake Alphas had arrived. They streamed out of the woods, eyes blazing, and headed straight for the barn.
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      If it weren’t for the dragonsteel, I would probably have been dead already. My nerves short-circuited as the threat came from all around. A white wolf entered the barn first; his blue eyes blazed and he bared his teeth. I saw him through the bars at the top of the stall.

      “Get...behind me,” I said to Lena. She had her back pressed against the stall wall. Her pulse rocketed right along with mine. I jerked the chains holding my hands above my head. I would tear the damn rafters down if I had to.

      “It’s all right,” Lena said. She moved to the end of the stall and I lost my damn mind.

      Growling, I kicked out, trying to get to her. She put a hand up, trying to get me to calm down. No fucking way. They had the barn surrounded. The white wolf walked slowly past the horses. They stomped their hooves, but didn’t seem the least disturbed by him the way I was. Another wolf walked at his side. This one was black with gleaming yellow eyes. Next to the white wolf, they seemed like polar opposites. Light and Dark. Both Alphas. Both deadly.

      The black wolf snapped his jaws and lowered his head. There was no mistaking the lethal threat in his eyes. Lena went toward them and my heart leaped from my chest.

      “Get behind me!” I shouted. “If you touch her...if you so much as breathe on her!”

      “Enough!” A gruff voice echoed through the barn, hitting me like an arrow to the chest. Another Alpha came to join the black and white wolves. He had an easy stride and took an almost casual posture with his hands in the back pockets of his jeans. He wore a checkered flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, almost as if he were ready to grab a pitchfork and bale hay rather than face me down. Lena’s breath caught as she saw him. He too bore the battle scars made by another wolf running in a cruel line down his face.

      “Nobody here’s going to lay a hand on her,” he said. He jerked his chin to the other wolves. The black one snapped his jaws, but took two steps back.

      Scarface held out a hand to shake Lena’s, going against the words he’d just spoken. It damn near undid me when she reached for him. But, she kept her back straight, her head high as she shook his hand. I could feel his touch on her. My vision went dim and I strained against the dragonsteel.

      “Lena Morris,” he said. His eyes narrowed as he looked her over. There was no lust or possession in his expression, still, I hated how close he was to her. I wanted her behind me.

      “Yes,” she said. “My brother is Mac. His brother is Liam McConnell. They sent me to talk to you.”

      You? She knew him? Somewhere inside me, the logical part of my brain searched for a clue. It was no use. This close to this many Alpha wolves and my mate exposed, there was no chance I could be anything other than pissed.

      “You’re Derek Monroe, I assume,” she said making a sweeping gesture in the space in front of his face. Of course, Mac would have told her what Derek looked like. Had he told me? My wolf raged too hot to be able to think straight.

      “I am,” he said then he pointed to the wolves behind him. “This is Alec, and the dark one is Mal. I think you’ve met some of our pack members already. I hope they’ve treated you well.”

      “Uh...yes. Actually. I appreciate your coming down. This is Payne Fallon. We’re from Mammoth Forest.”

      A growl ripped from me and I launched myself as far as I could. The chains held me back as the rafters bowed out. She shouldn’t have told him that. The risk to our people...

      “You better get your shit under control,” Derek snapped. “I told you, nobody here’s going to lay a hand on your mate. We have mates of our own. You wanna try and tell me you’d have treated me any differently if I waltzed into your caves?”

      “What the hell do you know about the caves?” I shouted, surprised I could even form words.

      “We have more spies than you do,” he answered. “Mal’s been down there, for one thing. The rest is none of your business. The only reason we haven’t thrown you back across the border is because of her. A few years ago, her brother did me a service. Now, I don’t know what your business is with me, but in honor of that, I’m going to give you the courtesy of finding out. I make no promises other than one. As long as Mac Morris’s sister is here, she’s under our protection. Something tells me that’s exactly why he risked sending her. That, and it looks like she was mistreated by Kentucky shifters.”

      He said the last bit with such venom, his skin paled. I understood the implication clearly. If Lena was my mate, how could I have let her get hurt? It’s the same question I would have asked him under the circumstances.

      “Payne had nothing to do with what happened to me before,” Lena said. “And all of that is my business. Now, I thank you for seeing us. If you’re willing to hear us out, I’m even more grateful. But, I hope you understand that time is of the essence. Things are bad in Kentucky and getting worse.”

      Mal and Alec’s wolves started to growl. Again, Derek put up a hand to quiet them.

      “Yes. We’ll hear you out,” he directed his words straight at me. “But this is shifter business. I don’t mean to be rude, but maybe you should wait up at the house with Pat. This is between Payne and the Wild Lake Alphas now.”

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Lena said. Her words came at the same time as mine expressing the same sentiment. I would not let her leave my sight.

      Derek shook his head. “I figured you’d say that. So be it. But, Payne speaks for himself. Then, we’ll decide if it’s in our interest to get involved in whatever the hell’s brought you here.”

      Derek turned his head and let out a sharp whistle, calling in the rest of his pack. Alec and Mal left the barn together. My skin pricked as even more shifters crowded into the barn. Four large wolves waited outside as Derek came into the stall. Another Alpha stepped into view. He too was huge, with menacing blue eyes and thick, wavy red hair. I didn’t have to see his wolf to know his would be red like mine. I heard Derek call him Bas.

      As the four wolves stayed outside the stall, Derek and Bas moved around Lena, whispering something to her. She gave them a tight-lipped nod and went to stand by the four wolves outside the stall. Derek and Bas each grabbed a link of chain. Bas, the taller of the two, reached up and unhooked the links suspended from the barn rafters. Then, they led me out of the stall. The four wolves closed ranks around Lena and we left the barn as a group.

      Every muscle in my body went rigid as they led me out into the sunlight. Once outside, an involuntary growl ripped from me. There were shifters everywhere. The Alphas were easy to pick out. Derek and Bas were at my side. Alec and Mal had shifted. They stood fully clothed in front of the Bonner farmhouse, their packs were in their wolves and scattered all around.

      Two other Alphas stood on the porch. One was tall with brown hair streaked with gray. He stared at me and his wolf eyes glinted silver. He shot a look to three wolves on the side of the house. So, he led the smallest of the Wild Lake packs. Beside him stood a lone Alpha; his deep green eyes pierced mine across the distance. The natural arch to his dark brow gave him a curious expression, not unfriendly, but there was something different about him compared to the other shifters. Something I related to before I could fully name it. I realized with cold clarity that he had no pack. The others seemed to orient themselves in subtle ways to the men and wolves standing around them. But this guy? He stood alone.

      Lena broke from her wolf escort and came to me. My heart tripped as she reached up and touched my cheek. “It’ll be all right,” she said. “I can feel it.”

      “You can wait up at the house,” Derek said.

      “I won’t let you hurt him,” she said, lifting her chin toward him. God, she was so brave. So defiant. Desire flared through me for her as it always did, but there was something else as well. I was proud of her.

      “That’s up to him!” Mal stepped forward. The man looked dark as sin with jet-black hair and a devilish goatee. Derek put a hand up, but he clearly didn’t run this show alone. Tension ran through the group and I realized the packs probably didn’t gather in one place like this very often. If I could detach myself from what was really happening and why we were here, I might be able to marvel at that. We’d heard stories about Wild Lake for decades. There was no other place in the world like it. Six packs, sharing territory and yet somehow managing not to rip each other apart. I wondered what their secret was.

      The front door to the farmhouse opened and Pat Bonner stepped outside. Beside her stood an old man with wispy white hair. Even from here I could see he was blind. Old, jagged scars ripped across his face, leaving his eyes as nothing more than cloudy blue orbs. God. What had happened to these people?

      Derek put a hand on Lena’s shoulder and I strained against the chains. “Why don’t you head up there with Pat and Harold?”

      I could feel Lena’s need to argue, but she took a breath and bit her lip. She was picking her battles. I knew I wouldn’t be able to do the same. She gave me a look and a weak smile, then went up to the house. Pat put a protective arm around her and regarded me with a hard stare. Oh, that old woman knew her way around shifters. I’m sure she had a story or two to tell.

      “Let’s make this quick,” Mal said. What he didn’t say was why. And yet, instinct told me the reason. Sure, the Wild Lake packs had their peace, but shifter instinct runs deep. Every one of them was on edge with this many of them in one place.

      “Say your piece,” Derek said.

      “Wait!” Pat shouted from the porch. She put a hand on the blind man beside her. Just that simple gesture conveyed something to him. He grumbled, but stepped aside. Turning, he opened the front door. Another old man came out to join him. The pair of them took a seat together on a wooden green porch swing. They bowed their heads together, deep in conversation.

      Derek let out an exasperated sigh. Whoever this new observer was, he didn’t seem happy to have him here. He turned to the crowd of shifters and shouted to them.

      “Just so we’re on the same page. This guy says he was sent by Mac Morris. You all know my history with him. Before we hear him out, I’ll say right up front that Mac and two of his friends helped save me and my family’s ass when we caught trouble in Banchory along the Kentucky border. That’s the only reason I’m willing to hear him out. But, the rest is up to the packs. I’m not here to vouch for him. Only to listen out of respect for Mac.” He turned to me and nodded.

      “Thanks for the ringing endorsement,” I said, growling.

      “Get to the point,” Derek said.

      I cleared my throat. Now that we were here and I had their attention, I had no fucking clue how to convince them of anything. I was no diplomat. Hell, none of us was, except for Jagger once upon a time. Now, he’d become something else. With a growing sense of unease, I realized we might be well and truly fucked.

      “My name is Payne Fallon and yes...I’m from Mammoth Forest.” Just telling them that much felt like a betrayal. The truth was already inked into my chest for all of them to see.

      “Go on,” Mal said.

      God. What the hell could I say to them? My eyes found Lena. She stood at Pat Bonner’s side, towering over her. Her auburn hair lifted in the breeze and those beautiful hazel eyes of hers went from gold to green as the sun lit them. She mouthed four words that made everything simple.

      Tell them the truth.

      I turned to face the Alphas of Wild Lake. “We need your help. You don’t know me. I know what I must seem like to you. Believe me, I’d like to be anywhere other than here. This woman is my mate. But she’s more than that. She’s a living example of what’s happening in Kentucky. The Chief Alpha…”

      “No!” Pat shouted. It startled me that none of the other Alphas asked her to keep quiet. This was shifter business even if we were on her property.

      She stepped off the porch. “He’s no chief. Call him what he is. Say his name. It holds no power here.”

      Dark knowledge lit Pat Bonner’s ancient eyes. I didn’t need a telepathic connection to understand what it was. She knew Valent.

      “Able Valent,” I said. The confirmation seemed to hit Pat Bonner like a physical blow. She staggered to the side and put a hand over her heart. Her eyes misted with tears and she turned toward the house. Quick as lightning, the lone Alpha was at her side. He put a protective arm around Pat and brought her back up to the porch. There was something between them. Instinct told me they were mother and son. Oh, yes, it seemed Wild Lake’s stories ran deep. But, I still had my own to tell.

      “Valent’s hold is still strong. There are a few of us who live underground. We give refuge to those we can. Not everyone in Kentucky agrees with how Able runs things. But, it’s getting worse. He’s aging and he’s beginning to lose his grip. It’s made him even more dangerous. He tried to breed out Alphas so no one is ever strong enough to oppose him. He uses death squads to control those who try to rise up. Worst of all, he violates the order of things by gifting women to his followers as mates against their will.”

      A rumble of growls went through the Wild Lake shifters. All eyes went to Lena. They understood. The scars she bore had meaning now. And I hated having to use her as a living exhibit. She bore it all though. With her chin held high, she let them look. My fists clenched and I strained against the shackles.

      “So what kind of help do you want from us?” Derek said. “You know there’s a treaty between the Kentucky Pack and us. They stay on their side. We stay on ours.”

      “How’s that working for you?” I asked. “I’ve heard rumors for years that Able’s tried to encroach on your lands in different ways. Given a chance, he’ll wipe you out next. The land you claim is far too valuable.”

      “He’s been trying for decades,” Alec said. “He’s failed every time. We can take care of ourselves. Why would we risk our families and our mates?”

      “Because we’ve done it for you,” I said leveling a hard stare at Derek. He couldn’t deny it.

      “So what is it you want?” Derek said.

      I took a breath. “Weapons,” I said simply. “We’ve heard rumors that you have access to ammunition that can bring down a shifter. Mac said he’s seen it.”

      Derek curled his lips back, showing his fangs. Just that simple, primal threat told me everything I needed to know. Oh, he knew about the Wolfkiller ammo, all right.

      “You want us to arm you with weapons you could turn around and use against us?” Bas said. “I’m sorry...Derek. We do owe a debt to Morris for helping bring you home. But this?”

      “We owe a life for a life,” Mal said. “Nothing more.”

      “Have you all forgotten how Valent has tried to infiltrate our packs and our land?” Alec said. “You know what he tried to do to my mate. I say we give the Mammoth Forest wolves anything and everything we can.”

      “None of you have any fucking idea what you’re talking about.” The lone Alpha stepped away from Pat. His green eyes glinted and he stepped off the porch. “You have no idea the kind of power a Tyrannous Alpha like Valent can exert. And his has gone unchecked for generations. As long as he lives…”

      “Luke,” Mal said to him. “We know what we’re up against.”

      “You don’t,” I said. “That’s my point. We need the means to kill him. He surrounds himself with Pack guards day and night. But, he’s weakening. We can get to him. We can kill him. But they outnumber us. Wolfkiller ammo can help level the playing field. Do you have it or don’t you?”

      Again, Derek’s wolf tried to burst forth. Whatever the story on the Wolfkiller ammo, he was guarding it fiercely. My best guess was it was somehow tied to his own mate.

      Bas put a steadying hand on Derek’s back. Then, he turned to me. “Look, we all know the threat Able Valent poses. The Wild Lake wolves have gone up against men like him time and again. But, whatever we do, we do to protect our own packs first.”

      “I respect that,” I said. And I did. “But there’s going to come a time when defeating Valent will be the only way to protect your packs. Right now, we’re the first line of defense and have the best chance to get close to him. So, let us fight as allies. You have my word that no Mammoth Forest Alpha will ever go against the Wild Lake packs.”

      “I’ve heard enough,” Mal said. “You’ve made your request. We know what we owe Mac Morris. We know what Able Valent is. Let’s put this to a vote and be done with it.”

      “So you do have access to the ammo I need,” I said. My heart leaped with hope. The old man sitting next to the blind man rose and stepped off the porch. Derek went half mad as he approached. His fingers turned to claws as he got between the stranger and me.

      “Tinker, stand down,” Alec said, trying to intervene. Tinker. Tinker Lyle. Mac had mentioned him, but I didn’t know who he was.

      “You bet your ass these boys have access to the ammo, son,” he said. “But it’s my ammo. I invented it. So I say I get a vote too. And I also say we haven’t heard all we need to hear.”

      There was another rumble through the crowd. The front door to Pat’s house opened and a teenage boy came out. Recognition tickled the corners of my mind, but I couldn’t place him. He was tall, skinny and walked with a limp. He too bore horrible scars on his arms and across his neck.

      “Hey, Jonah,” Pat said. “Wait.”

      But, Jonah didn’t wait. His limp made his gait achingly slow. His back was bent and he held the porch railing to steady himself as he made his way down. Jonah’s wolf eyes shimmered. With each painstaking step he took, dread formed a hard knot in my stomach. Sweat poured down his neck with the effort of getting to the center of the yard on his own power. My eyes locked with Lena’s. She shook her head and shrugged. Though she’d spent time in Pat Bonner’s house, she clearly had no idea who this guy was either.

      I scanned the Alphas. None of them made a move to go to the boy. I could not sense whose pack he belonged to. That alone would have given me pause. But, there was something else as well. As Jonah finally made it to Derek’s side, he slowly lifted his eyes to mine. His were bloodshot from the effort of walking. The wolf inside him lay dormant. He was an omega. And I knew with instant, cold clarity, he wasn’t from Wild Lake at all.

      “Go ahead, Jonah,” Mal said. He put a hand on Jonah’s shoulder in solidarity.

      “Who are you?” I asked but instantly regretted it.

      “That’s my question to you,” the boy said. He couldn’t be more than sixteen years old. I’d seen kids like him a thousand times. Kentucky was teeming with them. It was the wretched byproduct of Able Valent’s meddling with the natural order. Forcing matings between betas and women who weren’t meant for them produced weaker omegas, not more strong betas.

      I tried to soften my voice. “I’ve already told you that. My name is Payne Fallon.”

      Jonah flinched when I said it. It occurred to me he already knew it and the knot in my stomach spread, becoming cold fingers of fear skittering up my spine.

      “You hear that?” Jonah shouted, his voice cracking. “He admits it. This is Payne Fallon. Do you need me to remind you who he is?”

      “Look, son,” I said, reaching for him.

      Jonah’s wolf eyes flared and he growled a warning. He nearly fell to the ground as he staggered back.

      “I’m not your son,” he said. “And you don’t remember me. I remember you though.”

      “Tell your story, Jonah,” Mal said. “Nobody’s going to hurt you.”

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Alec went to stand by Mal again. The white wolf and the black. “Jonah’s a friend of the packs. We gave him sanctuary I think two years ago or so. He escaped across the border from Kentucky into Indiana. He said he had help.”

      “Jagger Wilkes helped me,” Jonah said. “He and his mate.”

      “Right,” I said, not understanding the hostility coming from the kid. “Jagger is one of the Mammoth Forest wolves like me.” I pointed to my bare chest. If this kid escaped the Chief Pack, surely he knew what my ink meant. Why did it seem like he was about to fuck me over?

      “You’re nothing like him!” Jonah shrieked. He raised a trembling finger and pointed straight at my chest. “He’s lying. About all of it. I don’t know how he infiltrated Jagger’s group, but don’t believe him. He did this to me. He was Able Valent’s thug. I tried to stand up to him when Valent’s men came for my older brother. They didn’t want me. They said I was too weak. But, my brother wasn’t. They were going to make him serve Valent. We tried to run. The Pack caught up with us. Valent dragged us into the middle of the street so everyone could watch. I got away easy. My brother didn’t. He’s dead. Payne Fallon killed him. I saw it with my own eyes. Valent ordered and Payne carried it out. Then, he gave me this to remind me. As if I’d ever forget.”

      My vision clouded. Jonah’s truth slammed into my chest. He was right. I was everything he said I was. I didn’t remember Jonah specifically, but there had been others like him I did remember. Valent had gone on a sweep a few years ago, trying to round up traitors. He made me put them down. And I did it. Oh, God. I did it.

      The poor kid was broken from the effort of speaking it in front of so many people. As I looked up, every pair of eyes in Wild Lake stared hard at me. Waiting.

      Mal spoke first. He turned to me, eyes blazing. “Well?” he asked. “Do you have an answer for this?”

      My whole body trembled with rage and guilt. There was nothing I could say. Lena’s words burned through me.

      Tell them the truth.

      “No,” I said. “I have no answer. I have no excuse. But, the boy’s right. I was Able Valent’s executioner. I did everything he said and worse.”

      Mal walked across the yard, back straight, eyes blazing. “You’ve killed other shifters at Able Valent’s command?”

      The chains pulled at me, keeping me from standing fully straight to meet his stare. It didn’t matter. Jonah had laid me bare. I could not lie. The voice that came out of me didn’t sound like my own. My reckoning had finally come.

      “Seven,” I said as the weight of the chains and my sins dragged me down. “Seven men have died under my hand.”

      A sob ripped through me, but it wasn’t my own. I lifted my eyes and found Lena across the yard. She’d collapsed against Pat Bonner, her eyes filled with tears.

      I’d done everything Jonah said and worse. And now, I couldn’t hide it even from her. She backed away, trying to put as much distance between us as she could. I couldn’t think. I couldn’t see. The scars she bore seemed to burn even brighter as she realized it could have been me that made them. It wasn’t. I couldn’t. But, the pain she’d suffered would forever twist her away from me. My heart turned to ash as she turned, staggered through the front door of the house and closed it on me.

      There was nothing left. I turned to face the judgment of the Wild Lake wolves.
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      My skin burned. The scars on my face and arms seemed to tighten. Memories of that last horrible night with Shelby came flooding back. I’d held my ground even as his rage bubbled to the surface. When he knew I could never give myself to him, that his mark would never make me love him, he marked me in a different way and nearly killed me.

      I slammed the guest bedroom door and turned my back to the wall. I couldn’t hear another word. I couldn’t see that poor boy Jonah’s pain without feeling my own. I thought I could shut the door on all of that. Payne had given me new strength to do it.

      Oh, God. Payne. It hurt. It all just hurt.

      Angry voices rose outside. A few of the shifters let their wolves out. I couldn’t make out the words, but maybe it didn’t matter. They believed Payne was a killer. He was. And the halves of my heart tore in two.

      He’d hidden the truth from me. In my heart I knew how strong Able was. It wasn’t Payne. He could deny that all he wanted. And yet, I saw the faces of the seven men he’d been forced to kill. My connection to Payne brought it all sharply into focus. His guilt became mine. His agony rolled through me.

      I don’t know how long I stayed in that room, but the morning sun faded. Voices quieted and I felt truly alone. Finally, a soft knock on the door drew me out of myself. I didn’t really want to see anyone, but I was a guest here.

      Pat poked her head in. Her kind eyes and soft smile warmed me. “You up for company?” she said.

      I let out a bitter laugh. I had no idea what I was up for anymore. The echoes of my desire for Payne flared through me still. But, I couldn’t feel his pulse beside mine anymore. Somehow, he’d closed it off. It left a hollow space inside of me and the air seemed thicker.

      “Come on in,” I said. She did. She carried a bowl of steaming soup with her on a tray and my traitorous stomach growled. She set it on the bed beside her.

      “I hope you don’t mind. I’ve got a full house today. Things are always a little crazy when the packs come down to counsel with each other. Lordy, you wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve had to replace busted up porch railings. A few times they’ve damn near torn the barn down around their ears.”

      “I can imagine,” I said. “And I’m sorry. We brought all of this down on your head. I didn’t mean to disrupt the peace you have here.”

      Pat laughed. It was a great, body-shaking belly laugh. She clutched her stomach and sat on the edge of the bed. “Honey, what gives you the idea things are ever peaceful for long in Wild Lake? There’s a war on out there. Always has been. You think it doesn’t touch us up here? It has. Plenty.”

      “But...Derek and the others...I think they just want to stay out of it. Your treaty.”

      Pat leveled a hard stare at me. “Sweetie, you don’t know the first thing about the treaty we have with Kentucky. Plus, they’ve violated it more times than I can count.”

      There was another soft knock on the door and Pat cleared her throat. She shot me a questioning look and I nodded.

      “Come on in, girls,” she said. The door opened and Pat’s “girls” entered. One was maybe the most stunningly beautiful woman I’d ever seen. She had a shining sheet of long, black hair. Her kind eyes put me at ease. She had an ethereal quality about her with her flowing white peasant skirt. She practically floated into the room. Her companion was at once more grounded and stern. She too had black hair but with silvery streaks peppered through it. Hers was pulled high into a tight bun. She regarded me with cool green eyes beneath thick, straight, dark brows. This woman had the kind of face that made it hard to guess her age. She could be twenty or fifty. I guessed somewhere in between.

      “Olivia Martel, this is Lena Morris. And this is Dr. Suzanne Olivet,” Pat said, pointing to the woman with the bun.

      “It is my pleasure,” Dr. Olivet said in a clipped, French-Canadian accent. Dr. Olivet. Doctor Olivet. My pulse fluttered. Could this be the shifter doctor Mac had hoped I’d find? But, she was human. Both of these women were.

      “Hello,” I said.

      “You poor thing,” Olivia smiled. She took a chair from the vanity against the wall and pulled it to the center of the room. As she sat, her skirt shifted and I noticed the slight swell of her stomach. Though early in her term, Olivia was pregnant.

      Heavy, running footsteps thundered down the hall. Their owners crashed through the doorway. A young boy and girl skidded to a halt, shooting sheepish grins to Pat. The pair of them couldn’t be more than four or five years old. They each had the same shade of chocolate brown hair and bright blue eyes. The boy’s flashed quickly silver as he shot out a quick hand, catching a vase on the tall dresser beside him before it shattered on the floor.

      Pat made a clucking sound and pointed a finger at the boy. “And these two little ruffians,” she said, “are Jerred and Camilla.” Though she stuck her hands on her hips and glared at them, the corners of Pat’s mouth trembled with the laughter she held back. Her eyes shone with love for the little ones.

      They were a marvel. More so because when the girl looked up at Pat, her eyes flashed silver too. “My God,” I gasped, unable to help myself, “she’s a…”

      Olivia put a gentle hand on my arm and I swallowed the rest of my sentence. Of course, I was being rude. It was just, I’d never seen a female shifter before, much less one in the form of an adorable little girl. It was like seeing a unicorn in a way. Then, my heart clenched. If Able Valent ever found out about her…

      “It’s very nice to meet you, Camilla and Jerred,” I said. “I’m Lena.”

      “Wow,” Jerred said, peering closer. “You look like some kind of warrior princess. Are you? What happened to the wolf that did that to you?”

      I dropped my mouth but couldn’t figure out what to say. “Sorry,” Pat said. “Why don’t you two run along and find your Uncle Harold? I’m sure he’s got a project or two he could use some help with.”

      “Okay, Granny Pat,” Jerred said. “But don’t let my dad eat all the cookies before I get back.”

      She made a playful swat toward his backside. Jerred easily dodged it. The two of them scampered out of the room, crashing into the walls as they went.

      “Are they yours?” I said, looking at Olivia. Her smile widened and she sighed. “No. But I’ve got a little boy about as wild running around out there somewhere too.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes before I could collect myself.

      “What’s wrong, honey?” Pat said, reaching for me.

      “I don’t know,” I said, hating how small my voice sounded. “It’s just...everything here is so...different.”

      Olivia’s soft laughter sounded like music. “Controlled chaos, I assure you. And it’s not usually this nuts. It’s just when all the packs get together like this, things get a little crazy. I’d love for you to come out to my lake house. Alec and I have built a little corner of heaven for ourselves. That is, if you don’t mind toys everywhere.”

      “And you have children,” I said. “Shifter children. And they seem…normal. Happy. Healthy.”

      “I must ask,” Dr. Olivet spoke up. “I do not mean to be rude or forward. It’s just...that boy out there, Jonah. He’s been under my care since he arrived in Wild Lake. Are all the shifter children in Kentucky like him?”

      I wiped my sleeve beneath my eye. I would not cry in front of these women. I would not. “A lot of them. Yes.”

      Dr. Olivet let out a hard sigh. She covered face with her hands as if she couldn’t bear to hear me tell any more of it.

      “We have heard terrible rumors. Until Jonah arrived, I did not want to believe it was this bad.”

      “It’s gotten worse in the last ten years or so,” I said. “All Valent’s doing. Payne and the others think he’s trying to breed out Alphas so he can’t be opposed. It’s backfiring on him though because the newest generation of shifters might be too weak to fight for him. And there are other rumors too. He’s wanted a female shifter since the very beginning. If he knew about Camilla…”

      Pat slowly rose and shut the door. Of course, how could I be so careless? The last thing I wanted to do was scare the poor kid if she overheard.

      “Anyone tries to come for that girl,” Pat said, “will have to get through six Alphas and five strong packs.”

      “At least,” Dr. Olivet said. “The Canadian packs won’t stand for it either.”

      “But, I mean, how?” I asked. “Who are her parents?”

      Pat smiled. “That’s a story for another time, honey. Let’s just say Jerred and Camilla’s parents are unique.”

      “There’s just so much I want to understand. So much I didn’t want to let myself believe about this place. I didn’t know shifters could live like this or be like this.”

      Olivia leaned forward. She had a simple, slow grace to her movements and a way of looking at me with sympathy that didn’t feel like pity. It was as if she knew things I hadn’t told her. When she reached for my hand, I didn’t pull away. A wall I’d built around my heart began to crumble.

      “It may not look like it,” she said. “But I’ve been where you are. I was marked against my will a long time ago by a shifter who would have fit right in with the Kentucky Pack. In fact, he allied himself with them. It’s one of the many ways Able Valent has tried to get a foothold outside Kentucky.”

      I blinked hard, holding back tears. I knew if I cried now, I might never stop. Jonah’s battered face swam in front of me. Payne hadn’t denied the accusations. Had he been lying to me all along about how deep Able had gotten into his head? My own head said one thing, though my heart squeezed with the pain of another. I wanted to go to him. I wanted him to tell me to my face. Yes.

      “But you’re with Alec now,” I said. I wanted to ask her how. How had she allowed herself to be vulnerable again? “I don’t think I can ever have what you have. How do you not lose yourself?”

      “I could say it was fate,” she said. “And it was. I knew from the moment I met him that Alec was different. And in the beginning, I was afraid to let go. But, the marking that was imposed on me, wasn’t real. I mean, it wasn’t fated. It wasn’t a part of me no matter how strong a hold that man thought he had. I’m not telling you what to do. I don’t know if Payne is a good man.”

      I wanted to shout in his defense. He was a good man. I knew it in my bones. And yet, Jonah’s words still burned my heart.

      “Do you see something?” Pat asked Olivia. It seemed such a strange question.

      Olivia smiled and sat back in her chair. “I don’t,” she said. “Whatever path Lena and the Kentucky wolves are on, it’s not for me to know. That doesn’t mean it’s bad, mind you. It’s just that my fate isn’t wrapped up in it. Or it could just be that I’ve got pregnant brain. That’s also a thing. Come see me again in about five months.”

      Olivia’s soft laughter made her eyes crinkle. She put a protective hand over her belly.

      “Is it very difficult?” I asked, looking at her swollen stomach. “Giving birth to a shifter, I mean.”

      Dr. Olivet stood behind Olivia and put her hands on her shoulders. “She’s a pro,” Suzanne Olivet said. “The twins would have been a challenge, but their mother is...ah...unique. Pat has said.”

      “My brother’s wife,” I said. “Eve. She’s pregnant too. Seven months along I think. Things have been going well for her. I mean, I think she’s healthy and normal. But, we don’t have a doctor with us who specializes in shifter pregnancies.”

      Suzanne’s lips parted. She turned a little white. Olivia looked up at her and put a hand over hers.

      “She is human?” Suzanne asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Is it a single birth, do you know?”

      “I think so. At least, Molly’s only heard one heartbeat. Molly is studying to be a veterinarian. We get help from her boss too, but Molly’s the one tending to most of us down in the caves. She’s very good. But, she’s attended cat and dog births, not humans. And not shifters. One of the things they wanted me to ask...that is...if I got lucky enough to find you...can you help? Is there something we should know or do about Eve?”

      Suzanne stepped around Olivia. She crossed an arm around her waist and rested her chin on one hand. Biting her lip, she paced in front of the bedroom window. She started talking to herself in rapid-fire French, growing more agitated with each step she took.

      “Doctor?”

      “Give her a minute,” Pat said under her breath. “No use trying to stop her when she gets like this.”

      Finally, Suzanne stopped mid-step and turned to me. “You have no idea what you are doing. Reckless!”

      “Hey, don’t blame me. I’m not the pregnant one. And I don’t think my brother exactly planned it. It just...happened.”

      “It does not ever just...happen!” Suzanne flapped her hands.

      “Could she die?” I asked, swallowing past a lump in my throat. “I mean, Molly really is very good. And she learns fast. She’s fearless.”

      “She should be afraid,” Suzanne said. “And if she is as good as you say, she is probably terrified. I need to speak with her. You have a number?”

      “What? Uh. No. I mean. It’s dangerous. The Kentucky Pack has spies everywhere. We don’t trust phones of any kind. Payne was going to go back with a message. And maybe if you were willing…”

      “Me?” Suzanne thumped her breast. “I am to cross the border with Able Valent’s...what do you...his executioner?”

      “He’s not!” I rose to my feet, anger making my head throb. “He’s not Able Valent’s anything.”

      “He admitted as much. You saw the boy’s face. He killed Jonah’s brother. There was no denying that.”

      I let out a hard breath. She was right. But I knew it was so much more complicated than that. And I’d just botched everything. I’d promised Molly I would try to get her help. She was afraid.

      “I don’t know what to say. I really don’t. I just...you don’t know what it’s really like in Kentucky. You’re lucky up here.”

      I had a thousand other things I wanted to say but didn’t get the chance. A shadow fell across the doorway. Olivia rose to her feet. Alec Martel stood in the hallway, his expression grave.

      “The packs have made a decision,” he said, staring straight at me. “You should come out and hear it too.”
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      I was everything Able said I was as I felt the heavy stares of the shifters of Wild Lake on me. A killer. A monster. Able’s greatest creation.

      The kid, Jonah...no, I couldn’t call him that. If I’d done what he said I had...in my heart I knew it was true...he became a man when he was eleven years old and watched his brother die at my hands. It would have been so much easier to pretend I didn’t remember any of it. Or maybe that made me even worse. The truth was, I did remember.

      It happened near the Tennessee border. Able’s spies got wind of a handful of kids trying to make their way south before they were set to report for duty. We found them easily, hiding in the back of a convenience store. The owner had a daughter who had been mated off to one of Able’s generals. I don’t remember what happened to either of them.

      Able let them all go except for Jonah’s brother. The others would go back north with a story to tell. This is what happens when you try to defy the Alpha.

      Jagger should have told me. Surely Jonah had spilled his story to him when he found the kid and helped him finally get over the northern border. Jagger would have seen Jonah’s scars and asked. Yet, he never said a thing. And Keara, Jonah said Jagger’s wife had been with them. It meant Keara knew what I was. But, she never once treated me differently. My heart twisted with grief I hadn’t let myself feel in such a long time. Dear, sweet, Keara. Jagger’s agony took on new meaning. If anything happened to Lena, I would have a death wish just like him.

      The front door opened and Pat Bonner came out. She had two other women with her. One was in probably her mid-forties with dark hair pulled back. Beside her, a younger woman wearing a white, flowing skirt emerged. Closer to me, Alec Martel made a move, putting his body between the woman in the skirt and me. So, she was his. Rage and jealousy flared through me. These men were free. Truly free. They had no idea how lucky that made them.

      Then, Lena came out of the house. Her face looked gaunt, her color ashen. Her heart. I’d broken it. I’d never lied to her about who I was, but seeing my crimes on Jonah’s face had gutted her. I couldn’t meet her eyes and face her judgment too.

      Derek stood beside Tinker Lyle. I’d learned what they were to each other. Tinker’s daughter had mated with Derek. It seemed all the Wild Lake wolves had gotten their fucking happily ever afters. I hoped they understood how rare a treasure that was.

      “We’ll make this quick,” Derek said. After Jonah’s testimony, they’d taken me back to the barn so they could deliberate. I stood in the center of them all still wrapped in chains. Would they even let me go after this? Surely, I’d never get Tinker’s Wolfkiller ammo now. How could they possibly entrust it to me knowing what they did about my past?

      Derek gestured to Tinker with his chin. The older man let out a gruff noise, but didn’t speak. He shuffled around the side of the house and out of view. Their silence after he’d left told me everything I needed to know. Tinker Lyle had no reason to be here anymore. As his mate’s father, Derek would protect him with his life in case I decided to lose my shit after hearing their verdict.

      My wolf stirred. God, I wanted to shift. I wanted to run for the lake. I could scent fresh quarry from here. To be able to run freely, let my heart soar...hunt...live....take. But, that wasn’t for me. Not ever. I didn’t belong here. Derek had been right. Their treatment of me was nothing less than we would have done to him had we found him trespassing in Mammoth Forest.

      I lifted my eyes, drawn to Lena’s scent. She stood slightly apart from the other women. She curled her fingers around the porch railing. Sorrow filled her eyes and I could feel her fight not to cry. I’d hurt her so deeply. She deserved better. I couldn’t be her fate. I wouldn’t let myself be.

      Tinker Lyle came back around the side of the house carrying a small, wooden box in front of him. Another of Derek’s pack members, Cameron I think, carried a metal trunk right behind him. They came to the center of the circle and set the boxes down.

      “We’ve decided to trust you to a point,” Derek said. My ears started to ring.

      “You what?”

      Derek squared off, meeting me eye to eye. His amber eyes flashed gold as his wolf simmered just below the surface. My own wolf clamored inside of me.

      “Able Valent is a threat to all of us. We’ve already told you, he’s tried to make trouble for us up here in a number of different ways. He won’t stop trying. You know him better than we ever could. You’ve got a foothold down there. It’s in our interest to give your rebel fighters every advantage we can.”

      I shook my head, trying to sort out what I was hearing. He was helping me? “You’re arming me?”

      “We’re giving you four AR-15s, ten handguns, and enough ammo to hopefully last you a while. That’s all we can spare. There’s also an antidote to the neurotoxin in the smaller box. It wasn’t my idea to include that, but just in case.”

      “Why?” I asked, my throat went dry.

      “I just told you why,” Derek said. “Now do what you can to take that motherfucker out once and for all.”

      “But,” I looked at Lena. Her mouth hung slack. She was just as shocked at the turn of events as I was. “Why me? How can you trust me after what you heard? I did the things Jonah’s accused me of. I am that man. I was Able Valent’s hitman.”

      “Are you still?” The lone Alpha, Luke, broke through the crowd. Up close, he looked very different than what I thought. Something haunted Luke’s eyes.

      “Am I? What? No. No!” I shouted the last word as much for me as the rest of them. “No.”

      “So your loyalty is to the Mammoth Forest wolves? You swear it?”

      “On my life,” I said.

      Luke got in my face. He searched my eyes. My wolf woke and only the dragonsteel kept me from shifting. “I don’t think your life is the most valuable thing you can bargain with, Payne. Try again.”

      My hands trembled with the urge to spring into paws. I clenched them and slowly turned my head toward the only thing that really mattered.

      “I swear in front of my own mate, I will take your precious gift and get it to the men who fight with me. We’ll do everything in our power to take down Able Valent. Though, I can’t promise we’ll succeed.”

      Luke put a hard hand on my shoulder. I couldn’t hold back a predatory growl. His own wolf eyes flashed green, but he gave me a solemn nod.

      “Why?” I asked. I had asked Derek Monroe the same question, but something in Luke’s eyes told me he understood what I meant.

      “Because I’ve fought against the same thing you have and come out the other side,” he said. “I was once under the influence of a Tyrannous Alpha too. He was my brother and it’s a very long story. But, I’m here to tell it if you ever want to listen. These men took me back because they knew the truth of my heart better than I did. They believed I wasn’t the things I was made to do. I’ve convinced them to put that same faith in you. You came here. You didn’t have to. And now you have something good worth fighting for.”

      Luke’s gaze slowly shifted from me to Lena. She couldn’t hold her tears back anymore. Her pain twisted my heart. Pain that I had, in part, caused. I hadn’t marked her against her will. I never would. And yet, I’d been part of the machinery that had made it possible for Able to get to her. She might forgive me for that, but I could never forgive myself.

      I turned back to Luke. I felt a kinship with him that went beyond words. He claimed to understand me. I doubted it. And yet, I also knew he alone was the reason the packs voted how they did. Without him, they would have probably thrown me back into the Ohio River still in chains.

      “It’s settled then,” Derek said. “You’ll leave first thing in the morning. We’ll make sure you get safe passage through Ohio and all the way up to the border. You stay in chains until then. We’ll put you across and give you the guns and ammo. The rest will be up to you.”

      “Thank you,” I said, though it felt woefully inadequate. “Is there anything else I should know about how best to use this stuff?”

      Tinker Lyle stepped forward. “You know how to shoot straight, son?”

      “Yeah,” I answered.

      “Good,” he said. “Just don’t shoot yourself in the damn foot and you’ll be fine. I’ve made some improvements on this stuff over the last year or two. There’s the neurotoxin you seem to be familiar with. It’ll short-circuit a shifter’s central nervous system and maybe even kill him if he’s left without treatment. It’ll kill him straight out if you get him straight through the heart or the brain. These Wild Lake boys put me in touch with a healthy supply of dragonsteel.”

      He reached forward and rattled the chains binding my arms. “Smelted some of it into bullets for the handguns you got there. Call it a double whammy. I know you said Valent is slowing down some. But don’t underestimate his strength. Not ever. You ever get close enough, you hit him twice. Once in the heart, once in the brain. Dragonsteel and my poison. I don’t figure any shifter, Super Alpha or no, could survive that.”

      I lifted my arm. The chains rattled as I extended my hand to shake his. Tinker Lyle gave me a wink as he shook my hand. His skin was like crepe paper, but his grip strong as iron. He patted my shoulder and moved back toward the house.

      “Thank you all,” I said. “I know I alone don’t deserve this. But, the men I came to speak for...you can call them friends for the rest of their lives.”

      “Counting on it,” Derek said. “And I pay my debts. You tell Liam McConnell and Mac Morris that. But the slate is clean now.”

      I dropped my head. “It is,” I said. “But I do have one more thing I have to ask.” Slowly, I lifted my gaze and met Lena’s eyes. She shook her head and tiny lines of worry creased her brow. Of course she knew what I was about to say.

      “No!” she shouted, coming off the porch. She charged me. “No, no! Don’t you dare…”

      “Lena,” I said, my voice was even and calm. It did not match the storm brewing inside me.

      Derek had the decency to look a little embarrassed. He gestured to his pack. They quickly moved off. The rest of the Alphas took his lead and started to disperse. Luke went back up to the house and led Pat and the other humans inside.

      “The barn’s yours,” Derek said. “And you already have our word on the other favor I know you’ll ask.”

      Lena’s eyes swirled with fury as she looked from Derek to me then back. Derek shifted. His wolf was massive and gray. He had a white patch along the left side of his snout, following the path of the scar he bore on his face.

      When we were alone, I turned back to her. Lena’s nostrils flared and her red-rimmed eyes widened with fierce anger.

      “You don’t speak for me,” she said, jabbing a finger into my chest. “Don’t presume to know what I’m thinking or what I need.”

      “Lena,” I said, refusing to let my emotions show. I’d never get through this any other way. “This is what we came here for. The ammo, yes, but you know what I promised your brother.”

      “Fuck my brother,” she yelled. “He doesn’t speak for me either.”

      “You belong here!” I said, struggling to keep a conversational tone. “Lena, you know you do. This place...these people. They can be yours. You’ll be safe. The Bonners have given you sanctuary. The Wild Lake packs will honor it and fight to protect you if it ever comes to it. You will never have to face Able Valent again. You’ll be free.”

      “Free?” She shook her head back and forth almost violently. “Free? I will never be free. I’ll never be like these people. Shelby’s mark...Able’s mark will always be a part of me whether I like it or not. And I belong with…”

      She took a staggering step back, unable to finish her sentence.

      “No,” I said. “You don’t belong with me. Maybe in another lifetime you could have. But, Able’s ruined that, and you know it. I am what he made me. You know what I’ve done. You don’t deserve to be reminded of what he’s done and what happened to you. That’s what I am, Lena. I can do my penance. I can take these weapons to Mac and die fighting. But I can’t change my past. And...I don’t deserve to be with you.”

      She slapped her hands against her thighs. “So that’s it? You get to decide all of this?”

      “Fine,” I said. “So you decide. Right here. Right now. You’re mine. You know how badly I burn for you. I promised you I’d never touch you...never mark you unless you wanted me to. But, I want to. God. Lena. I’m half-crazed with wanting it. If I take you back with me...if I stay with you without...claiming you...it’ll twist me again. I’m not that strong.”

      “Yes you are,” she said, reaching for me. She tried to put her palm on my cheek. I jerked away. I couldn’t bear to have her touch me. That’s not true. I couldn’t bear to stop there.

      “No,” I said, catching her hand. Electric fire arced between us. Her passion. Mine.

      “So you’re giving me an ultimatum?” she said. “Either I let you mark me or you abandon me?”

      “I’m not abandoning you,” I said, though my fucking heart ripped in half. “I’m keeping you safe. Wild Lake can give you what I can’t. The only way I’ll have the strength to keep my sanity and fight against Able without claiming you is if I know you’re safe and far enough away.”

      I dropped her hand. It was my turn to take a faltering step away from her. I hated myself. I hated this. But, I knew it was the only way either of us would survive.

      She stood still as a statue, the color draining from her face as I turned and walked away. Derek and Alec reappeared, waiting to lock me back in the barn.
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      Though Payne was the one in chains, I felt them with every step I took as he walked away. He would not look back as they closed the barn door. From the moment he first touched me, I’d felt his heart beating alongside mine. Now, it was silent. He’d done something. Shut me out. Given me back my freedom. Except it felt like he’d taken my heart right along with his.

      “Come on back inside, honey,” Pat called from the porch. I didn’t even know how long I’d been standing there. A minute. An hour. An eternity. I was maybe only twenty feet from the house, but it felt like the longest walk of my life.

      “It’s gonna be all right,” Pat said as she put an arm around me. She had a lasagna baking in the oven and the scent of it seemed like heaven. These were normal smells, comforting, inviting. This was what other people lived like. I wanted to want this. Payne was right about so many things. As much as Shelby’s bite still marked my skin, I could have forgotten all about it, I think. If only I’d found Wild Lake before I found Payne.

      I went through the motions that night. Pat’s lasagna tasted even better than it smelled. Her son Luke joined us. Suzanne Olivet too. A few of the pack members tromped in and out, taking plates to go. But, they were agitated still and spoiling for a hunt. When the sun went down, I heard their howls all along the perimeter. I knew it had to drive Payne crazy with longing. A different kind of longing tugged at my heart.

      Later, I sat alone in Pat’s guest bedroom. She’d given me a clean pair of cotton shorts and a tank top. She thought another hot bath would do me good and it did. But, I still felt like a zombie as I sat in front of the vanity dresser, tearing a brush through my damp hair.

      I barely recognized the woman staring back at me. My cheeks had hollowed out. The scars Shelby gave me stood out in stark contrast to my white skin. In the end, maybe it was all Payne could see. I was damaged. Wounded. It seemed I could never get past it and follow the fate I felt burning in my heart.

      My hatred for Able and the Chief Pack burned like acid in my mouth. They’d done this to me. They’d twisted everything that should have felt normal and good and made me question who I was. Now, I had to wear the face they gave me for the rest of my life. Rage more powerful than anything I’d ever known bubbled to the surface. I hurled the hairbrush as hard as I could, cracking the mirror in a dozen places that webbed out, though the glass held firm.

      Running footsteps thundered down the hall. Pat came to the doorway, breathless. She had Suzanne and Olivia Martel right behind her.

      I dropped my hands into my lap and hung my head. “I’m sorry,” I said. I wanted to make up some lame excuse about losing my grip on the brush handle. My stomach churned with guilt as I realized that vanity was probably an antique. I was a guest in Pat’s home and I’d just vandalized her property.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, covering my face with my hand. “I’m just...so sorry.” I wanted to tell her I would leave except I had nowhere else to go. The cold truth of it slammed into me, shattering my heart just like the mirror glass.

      “Oh, honey,” Pat said. There was no judgment or anger in her tone. It wasn’t pity either. She just seemed to...know. A look passed between her and Olivia. They came into the room together and sat at the edge of the bed, facing me.

      “He’s leaving,” I said as much to myself as to them.

      “I figured as much,” Pat said. “So you’ll stay with us?”

      Slowly, I met her eyes. “That was the plan. It’s what my brother wants. And Payne too.”

      Pat nodded. “But, it’s not what you want, is it?”

      I hadn’t meant to let go. I’d built a dam around my heart and Pat’s innocent question made it burst. It was like I had no medium button anymore. I could be hot or cold; I couldn’t be cool or anything in between. Tears spilled freely and I hiccupped into a full-on ugly cry.

      Pat moved first. She came to my side and slid an arm around my waist. “It’s going to be all right. He’s doing what he thinks is best for you. Honey, you can’t go back to Kentucky. Not like this.”

      “How did you do it?” I looked straight at Olivia. I’d asked her this question before. “Tell me the truth. Tell me all of it. How could you let Alec claim you after...after.”

      “I’ve never really liked that word,” Olivia said, sighing. “I mean sure, it’s got a certain erotic thrill to it. And at the moment, well, it’s what you want. But you want to know the truth? The boys like to say they’re claiming a mate, but that’s not it. More than anything it’s the other way around. You claim your Alpha. And then you both become something you weren’t before. Something new. Something…”

      “Better,” Pat finished. She had a wistful look in her eyes that surprised me. Did she know? What I did next I hadn’t planned. But, she was sitting so close to me and I pressed my fingers to back of her neck. Sure enough, Pat Bonner had a thin, faded, crescent-shaped scar.

      “You?” I asked, shocked.

      She blushed. “Oh, yes, honey. I claimed two Alphas in my day. I mean...not at the same time. Though, that might be interesting.”

      “And you didn’t feel like you lost...control?”

      “Ah,” Pat smiled. “Sometimes that’s the best part. But no, you don’t. You gain new control. It’s not easy at first, feeling like your heart isn’t just your own anymore. It takes getting used to. With true fated mates though, you don’t give anything up. You gain.”

      “Lena,” Olivia said. “Don’t beat yourself up over this. What happened to you was horrible. It’s natural for you to be cautious. And it’s natural for you to need time.”

      “We can give that to you here,” Pat said. “As much of it as you need. You deserve peace now. The war that’s coming to Mammoth Forest isn’t going to be easy. I know shifters like Payne though. Maybe he’s right. Maybe it’s better if he knows you’re safe so he can focus on what he needs to do. Same with your brother. I imagine that’s exactly why he took the risk of sending you to us. Those men love you very much.”

      “I love them too,” I said, choking past a sob. God, I did. That was the truth of it. I loved Mac. But, I loved Payne. Too much to let him just leave. Though I hadn’t said the last part, both Pat and Olivia seemed to understand it just from my eyes.

      “Come on,” Pat said. “You need sleep. You didn’t get much last night.” I blushed at the implication. “Everything will look a lot better in the morning. Plus, I’m making French toast. The boys always do better on a full stomach. Alec and Derek are escorting Payne back to the border. You can sort everything out then.”

      “Thank you,” I said. I wouldn’t be the least bit surprised if Pat Bonner’s French toast had some sort of magic powers. She gave me a motherly pat on the back when she and Olivia rose to leave.

      They made it sound so simple. I knew it was anything but.

      

      True to her word, I woke to the heavenly scent of nutmeg, cinnamon, and Pat Bonner’s magic breakfast. Stretching, I got out of bed and took a quick shower. My hair was still wet when I made my way to the kitchen. Pat and Harold were the only ones there. A tower of dirty plates was stacked next to the sink.

      The farm seemed quiet and peaceful. As I said good morning and felt pulled to the coffee pot like a tractor beam, my heart dropped.

      It was too quiet.

      I left Pat and Harold sipping their coffee as I raced to the front door. The barn door was wide open but Derek’s fleet of SUVs was still parked outside. Running across the yard, my pulse thundered with terror. Save for the horses, the barn was empty.

      I turned back toward the house. Pat had come out on the porch, her hair flying wild all around her. “What’s the matter, honey?”

      “They’re gone! Payne’s gone!”

      “What?” she said, seeming as shocked as I was. She made her way down the porch steps with an awkward, sideways gait that told me her hips must ache. Barefoot, she moved with alarming speed for someone her age and girth. Peering into the barn, she set her jaw hard.

      “Well, those shits,” she said.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “I most certainly did not,” she said. “Luke, Mal, and Bas ate up my French toast like always. They didn’t say a fucking thing. Let me find Olivia. If Alec left for Ohio, she’ll know.”

      But, she didn’t. When Olivia came out, she seemed just as surprised. Then, the cold clarity of what happened hit me. Payne had done it on purpose. He knew if he tried to say goodbye again, I might convince him not to go or to let me come with him. Once again, he was trying to cut me off.

      It’s what we agreed to, a voice told me. It was as if I could hear my brother’s voice. Damn him. Damn Payne. I was sick and tired of other people making decisions for me. I knew I should want the safety and distance of Wild Lake. But, the idea of Payne cutting me off sent terror streaking through me. I didn’t want safety. I wanted him.

      Before I made a conscious decision, I was running.

      “Lena!” Pat called after me. I got to the nearest SUV and threw the door open. The keys were lying on the seat.

      “What are you planning, honey?”

      “He can’t just leave,” I said. “You said it yourself. This fight that’s coming. It won’t be easy. They won’t all survive it. If anything happens to him...if I don’t…”

      “Well, shit,” Harold said it. He came down from the house to see what the hell was the matter. “She’s his mate, Pat. The damn fool thinks he’ll be able to fight stronger if she’s away from him. How many times have you known that to work out?”

      Pat put her hands on her hips and dropped her chin. “Exactly, never. You sure about this, honey?”

      My heart raced as I considered my answer. I looked from Pat to Harold, then to the house and the open barn behind me. I reached out with my mind and closed my eyes. Payne was out there. I felt him. A wall went up, slamming against my heart as he felt me too and tried to push me back.

      When my eyes snapped open, I made my choice.

      “I’m sure,” I said. “This is my fight too.”

      “Lemme get some pants on,” Pat said. “I’ll drive you. I know where they’re going and the fastest way to get there.”

      “Goddammit, Patsy,” Harold said. But, by the look on his face, he knew there was no point in trying to stop her. I couldn’t help but smile. If he were here, I’d get the exact same look from my own brother. It made me love Pat and Harold all the more.

      Five minutes later, Pat Bonner took the wheel and kicked up gravel as we headed off the farm.
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      Payne’s mental wall against me seemed to take physical shape in my mind. It was black and hard. I tested the edges of it. I knew in my heart if I’d let him mark me all along, he never would have been able to shut me out. I don’t know if he knew I was coming, but Pat drove like a woman possessed. She took back country roads and highways that I knew I’d never find on a map. When she veered off and headed east, I slammed a hand on the dashboard.

      “You’re going the wrong way!” I said. Unease snaked through me. Had she been lying to me all along?

      “Trust me,” she said, taking a hairpin turn that threw me against the passenger door. She went down a long dirt road and my mouth dropped at what I saw.

      We’d come to a small airstrip with one hangar. A small, twin-engine plane with red and white stripes sat idling. Its pilot waved through the window.

      “Are you kidding?” I said.

      “We’ll never beat them to the border on four wheels,” she said. “They had too much of a head start. If you really want to catch your boy before he crosses, this is the only way. You’re not afraid to fly, are you?”

      “You know, I never actually have.”

      “Good,” Pat said. “So don’t think about it. Let’s just get in there and go. Benny will take care of us. You hear that, Benny? Take care of us or you’ll have one pissed off former Kentucky Pack hitman on your ass. I wouldn’t recommend it.”

      Benny gave Pat a salute from the window of the cockpit. Even from here, I could see he wasn’t a shifter. He was a little overweight with a round face and ready smile. His eyes stayed clear and bright.

      We headed toward the plane. “Pat,” I said. “You don’t need to do this. I can make my way to the border. You don’t have to put yourself at risk.” Even as I said it, I realized how much I wanted her with me. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye.

      Pat rushed toward the plane. She had a bit of trouble getting up the steep step. I put a gentle hand on her elbow and gave her a push. It was a tight fit with just two seats behind the cockpit. Pat squeezed Benny’s shoulder. The noise from the engines grew deafening as I reached over and shut the door. But, we were moving fast with a clear runway ahead of us. Within a minute, he had us airborne.

      As Wild Lake grew smaller out the window, my heart hurt. Sanctuary. The easy thing would have been to stay behind like Payne wanted. Pat seemed to know what I was thinking. She put a hand on my knee and smiled. She said something, but the whirring propeller and engines drowned her out. With each passing minute, a new hope lit my heart. Though he’d shut me out, I knew I was getting closer to Payne.

      Ground that would have taken seven or eight hours to drive, we covered in less than two hours. Pat was right. I never would have caught up with Payne had I done this my way. Benny made a turn and started to descend. I gripped a leather loop above the window and hung on.

      Benny landed in an abandoned field in the middle of nowhere. This might have alarmed me, but Pat never flinched. Wherever we were, it was familiar to her. I wondered how many times she’d made this trip. My teeth rattled as we landed hard and bounced on the ground. Benny kept the engine running as he lurched to a stop. Then, he turned to Pat.

      “She goes alone or Luke’s going to have my head.”

      Pat leaned forward and glared at him. “You more afraid of me or my son?”

      Benny blanched and gave her a sly smile. “Fair point. But, if you’re not back here in twenty minutes, I’ll drag you both back. You stay on this side of the border, Pat.”

      “Gotcha,” I said. “And Pat, you can go. I don’t want to put you in harm’s way. You’ve seen a lot, I know that. But, I know Kentucky better than you do.”

      “Come on,” she said, climbing down from the back of the plane before I could stop her. She stumbled a bit and weaved sideways, but got her footing quickly. Benny shrugged when I caught his eye. Pat Bonner would do whatever the hell Pat Bonner wanted to do. There was no point trying to get in her way. I climbed down after her.

      She pointed toward a string of lights in the distance. “That’s Crane’s Hollow,” she said. “The fifty-two marks the border. If I know anything about the boys, they’ll try to cross here.”

      My pulse quickened. I could see Jett’s tunnel map in my mind’s eye. There was an access point about two miles southeast of Crane’s Hollow. Instinct told me that’s exactly where Payne would go first. The Pack had to know we’d crossed the border by now. Surely, they’d never suspect we’d try to go back. Still, something felt off to me. The hair rose on the back of my neck as Pat kept moving.

      “Pat,” I called after her. “Slow down.” It wasn’t that I couldn’t easily keep up with her. But, the closer she got to the border, the more danger she was in. I could face it myself. If anything happened to her, I’d never forgive myself.

      We got closer to the highway. I wouldn’t cross until I knew where Payne was. I could have killed him right then for cutting me off. When I closed my eyes and tried to hear his pulse, I heard only silence. Still, something pricked my senses like a weight between my shoulder blades. He was out there. Somewhere.

      When we got about a hundred yards from the highway, I reached out and grabbed Pat’s hand, stopping her.

      “We should wait here,” I said. At the edge of the field, the brush grew thick. A deep ditch cut through the ground with a small creek running through it. “Can you make it down there?” I asked. The ditch would give us at least some cover. I didn’t like standing out in the open like this.

      “Down’s not the problem,” she said. “Crawling back up will be a bear.”

      “Pat,” I said, squaring off with her. “You should go back. There’s nothing you can do for me here. Payne will come. He’s shut me out for now, but I know where he’s going. I’ll find him.”

      “Honey, are you sure you’re sure about this?” she asked, her eyes searching my face.

      “Yes,” I said, startled at how quickly the answer came. But, I was. As much lure as Wild Lake held for me, I couldn’t leave Payne and my brother behind.

      “Well, then I’m sure too. You’re right. Payne’s on his way. But, my son is with him. Payne might have cut you off, but Luke can’t do the same to me.”

      “Great,” I said, smiling. “Just one more reason for the Wild Lake wolves not to trust us. You don’t think Luke’ll freak when he figures out you’ve come this far?”

      “That’s what I’m counting on. They’ll head straight for us. No way Payne’s going to be able to avoid either of us if they’ve still got him in chains. And honey, you understand why they have to do it, right? It’s not about not trusting Payne. It’s about not trusting…”

      Pat kept talking, but I couldn’t hear her words. It was as if I’d been plunged underwater. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Instead, I heard nothing but the rush of water. The weight between my shoulder blades blossomed. It ran all the way up to my neck as my mark flared hot.

      “No,” I said, stepping backward. Pat cocked her head to the side, sensing something wrong with me. “No,” I whispered. He wouldn’t. He couldn’t. We were still at least a half a mile over the Ohio border. This was No Man’s Land. We were safe.

      Except, we weren’t. As I turned, I saw two golden eyes glinting through the tall grass.

      “Lena,” Pat said. “Get behind me, honey. Don’t panic.”

      The wolf came quickly, keeping his belly low to the ground. He was Pack. There was no denying it. The vibration rose through me, making my legs weak first. Then, my hands began to tremble. I took a step forward, away from Pat. No. God. No.

      Behind the approaching wolf, standing on the other side of the highway was Able Valent. He loomed large, even from this distance. His golden eyes pierced through the darkness, drawing me like twin beacons. His white hair lifted in the breeze. He stood tall and straight, his shoulders back. He was in control.

      My mark went white-hot. I tried to claw at it. He was calling me to him, pulling me away from Pat. I couldn’t even shout a warning. I couldn’t even turn my head toward her.

      “You just stay right where you are,” she said, her voice cool and low. From the corner of my eye I could see her. Her arms were straight out, aiming a nine millimeter two-handed. She shot me a wink. I would have given anything for a telepathic link to her. She could do it. She could kill the Pack wolf if she knew when to shoot. His eyes would dim before they turned red as he waited for his Alpha’s command. It would paralyze him for an instant, and that was all Pat needed.

      Even as I thought it, it felt like a betrayal. Able might hear. Then he might know the weakness we’d learned about his betas.

      “No!” I found the strength to shout. With every cell in my body, I fought against Able’s pull. Not now. Not when we were this close. I would not let him hurt Pat.

      “Patricia,” he said, his voice easily cutting through the distance. He held me frozen in place. Able got bold, signaling to his wolf to edge closer to the ditch. He raised two fingers and pointed to where we were standing. The wolf snarled, baring his lethal fangs. His silver fur glistened as Able held back his urge to pounce.

      Pat’s aim wavered a fraction of an inch. But, she held her ground. “It’s been a long time, Able,” she said, steadying her arms. She was no shifter, but her eyes held the same glinting fury. “You look it.”

      “So do you, I’m afraid,” Able laughed.

      “And yet,” she said. “I’m still standing. And I have everything you want, don’t I? We drove you out once, so what makes you think we can’t do it again? The Wild Lake Alphas are stronger than you are.”

      Able’s wicked laugh sent shivers of ice shooting up my spine. “People keep saying that. But, they keep dying, don’t they? Where’s your Alpha now, Patricia? It seems I’m still standing and he’s long gone.”

      Pain crossed Pat’s face, but she kept the barrel of her gun leveled straight at the approaching wolf.

      “You’re a coward,” she said. “Easy for you to stand on the other side of the border where you think you’re safe. You know damn well you wouldn’t last five minutes over here.”

      Able didn’t move. I prayed hard that he wouldn’t take Pat’s bait. Because, he would last. Or worse still, the closer he got, the harder it would be for me to push away. I reached for Payne in my mind. I found a blank void. Able’s presence drowned everything else out. But, something was coming. I saw it in the flicker of Pat’s eyes.

      “Enough!” Able shouted, sensing it too.

      I felt encased in steel. I tried to make my legs move but couldn’t. He held me in place. Then, as if he’d grown wings, Able took flight. I’d never seen a shift like his. He stayed half human though his gold wolf eyes glinted and his feet became paws. He covered the distance between us in four powerful strides. Impossible. Horrifying. He landed on the other side of the ditch just a few yards away.

      I shoved against him. The effort of his near-shift gave me a tiny window of freedom and I used it. I went to Pat’s side and faced him.

      “They’re coming,” she whispered. I felt it too. Eyes glinted everywhere. Able’s minion growled and snapped the air.

      Pat didn’t hesitate. Just as the wolf’s eyes faded to red, she took a shot. It cracked through the air, breaking Able’s hold on me for another second. The gray wolf hit the ground as Pat’s bullet entered his neck just below the jugular. Blood spurted in a high arc. I knew he would never get up. Tinker Lyle’s neurotoxin held him just as frozen as Able had held me. Forged in dragonsteel, the bullet itself tore straight through muscle, bone, and vital organs.

      Able’s eyes widened in shock as he realized what had just happened. He lunged at her. I got in the way.

      Able and I stood nose to nose. He was so much smaller than the other Alphas, I thought. It was almost as if I existed outside myself. In my mind, he had seemed gigantic, grotesque. But, he was only an inch taller than me, his skin withered with age.

      “You’re nothing,” I whispered.

      Able’s lips curled back in a smile. “I’m everything.”

      “Lena!” Pat shouted, raising her gun again. But, she’d never be fast enough. Ancient though he was, Able Valent still had more power than she could understand.

      As the Wild Lake wolves closed in, Able reached for me. It was such a subtle touch. To anyone watching, it wouldn’t have seemed like anything. To me, it ripped my world apart.

      Able’s fingers grazed the back of my neck and pressed against the mark Shelby gave me. The one that bound me to Able when he killed him and threw his body at my feet. He drew blood as he scraped his claw in the path of the scar.

      I went.

      Able vanished into the ether as the wolves approached. I could hear them, but I couldn’t see them.

      “You belong to me,” Able said. He was everywhere. He was right. He was everything. I floated above myself. My arms flailing, I tried to dig my fingers into the soft earth. It wasn’t there. There was no there there.

      My world became Able’s eyes. His face. His being. If he wanted me to move, I would move. If he wanted me to run, I would run. If he wanted me to die, I would do that too.

      “It’s so much easier here, isn’t it?” he said. He appeared in front of me, smiling. His yellowed teeth elongated. Then, he was gone again, existing inside my head. I stood in a yard, surrounded by a white picket fence. A yellow house stood high on a hill. The picket fence became barbed wire. The house became a prison. It was Birch Haven. Then it wasn’t. I was boneless. Weightless. And Able was right.

      It was so much easier here. I could give up. Give in. Stop fighting. Die.

      Able stood on a path right in front of me. The vision of him flickered like an optical illusion. If I turned my head to the right, he was old. If I turned to the left, I saw him as he once was. Young, virile, lethal.

      A river raged behind him. The yellow house was there, nestled in the valley. Watchtowers and barbed wire surrounded it. Pack patrols prowled in the woods surrounding us.

      “Come home, Lena,” Able said. He stood with his arms outstretched, beckoning me.

      Wolves growled behind me. Finally, I fell straight down to earth, landing so hard I thought I broke my neck. Because, I couldn’t move. My legs were crooked and bent behind me. My mark flared hot. I did the only thing I could. I closed my eyes to Able Valent and hoped that I would die.
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      We were close. I could smell the border from here. I wanted to do this my way. Travel alone. Hit the tunnels near Crane’s Hollow unseen, unheard. But, with each step I took, the damn dragonsteel chains rattled something awful. I had fantasies about dropping low then wrapping them around Luke Tully’s neck.

      “We’re almost there,” he said, sensing the direction of my thoughts. Derek stayed to the right of him, his own pack spread out over a quarter of a mile radius. Alec Martel flanked my other side. The members of his pack stayed even further back. I supposed I should have been grateful for the escort. Never mind the treaty keeping Able’s Chief Pack on the other side of the border, I couldn’t imagine any of them being stupid enough to try anything with this many free shifters around.

      I wanted to be one of them so badly I could taste it. Sure, my own territorial nature would never allow me to drop my guard around them. It was more than that though. My heart twisted with jealousy as I watched each of them with their mates. Alec’s mate Olivia carried their child. They were easy with each other. Enraptured.

      For me, my heart felt like I had a smoking black hole where Lena’s pulse used to be.

      “When we get within sight of the highway,” Luke said. “We’ll unlock those.”

      “You sure that’s wise?” I said. “I might just rip your arms off.”

      Luke bared his teeth and tugged on the chains. “We’re trying to help you, asshole. Do you not get that those things keep you safer than they do us?”

      “I get that you’re all afraid of what I can do at full strength,” I said, my voice low and irritable. I knew I should probably show a little more gratitude. After all, these men had entrusted me with precious weapons and ammo. With them, we might have a real shot at bringing down Able. But, the dragonsteel chafed, dammit. Something about it sapped my strength a little too. It was hard to believe something as simple as thousand-year-old steel forged with the fetid breath of an extinct species could still have such potency.

      Alec laughed. “It makes it harder for Valent to zone in on you,” he said. “Or hadn’t you noticed?”

      I stopped walking. Son of a bitch. He had a point. I’d assumed it was distance and two border crossings keeping me from sensing the pull of the Pack. But, we were no more than a mile from the Kentucky line and I still didn’t sense anything but the weight of the chains.

      “Good to know,” I said, trying for a more conciliatory tone. Alec recognized it and laughed.

      I had it in me to apologize to him for being an asshole. I didn’t get the chance. A scream ripped through the air. It was close, due south. Luke’s wolf sprang forth at the sound of it.

      “Oh, shit,” Derek said. He whistled and gestured downward with two fingers, calling his pack in. Alec did the same. My own wolf raged.

      “Get these fucking things off of me!” I yelled. “I can’t fight like this.”

      “You don’t need to fight,” Derek called. “You need to run. Stay low. We told you, those chains make it harder for Valent to sense you. If he’s close you need to keep them on.”

      My heart racing, I did run. Alec and Derek didn’t shift. Their packs closed ranks around us though. A field stretched in front of us and a new rumbling filled my ears. This time, it was manmade. A small, twin-engine plane sat idling in the clearing.

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” Derek called out. The pilot in the cockpit looked terrified as we covered the distance. Derek clearly knew him. He didn’t stop for introductions.

      A second scream erupted, followed by a gunshot. I dropped to my knees as Lena’s racing pulse cut through to me. Derek’s exclamation made sense and so did the plane. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” I echoed Derek’s sentiment as he yanked on the chains and hauled me to my feet.

      We hit the edge of a deep ditch. Luke’s wolf stood a few yards away, growling, fangs bared. He stood in front of Pat Bonner. She had a gun pointed at the highway. A slain wolf lay at her feet. Beside her, another figure lay in a fetal position.

      My heart cracked into a million pieces. It was Lena. She wasn’t moving.

      “Get these off of me!” I yelled. Derek ran ahead of me. I went for Lena. When the slack in the chains tightened, it knocked Derek to the ground. Nothing on this earth, not even dragonsteel, would keep me from getting to Lena’s side.

      “Baby!” I yelled. I pulled her into my lap. Her body went rigid; her eyes were fixed and sightless. Her lips were moving, but she wasn’t saying anything I could hear.

      I’d been so stupid. I thought cutting her off would keep her safe. “Where is he?” Alec yelled to Pat.

      “He went back over the border,” she said. “I got that fucker right in the jugular,” she said, waving her gun at the fallen wolf. “He moved so fast though. Alec, I tried. He put his hands on Lena. Then she just...went. Is she dead?”

      “No,” I said through gritted teeth. “No. But she’s…”

      I couldn’t say the rest of it. I knew that look. I’d seen this before. Able Valent had a hold of her. He was controlling her body, maybe even her thoughts. He’d gotten in. She couldn’t break away.

      “Unhook him!” Luke shifted back. Kneeling beside me, he felt for a pulse along Lena’s neck.

      “I told you,” I said, pulling her away from him. “She’s not dead.” The voice coming out of me didn’t sound like me. The tone was low, guttural, lethal.

      Derek, Alec, and Luke argued about something. I pulled Lena to my chest, pressing her ear to my heartbeat.

      “I’m here, baby,” I whispered. “Hang on. Don’t give in.”

      I couldn’t feel Able anywhere. If I couldn’t find him, I couldn’t fight him. With every beat of her heart, Lena was slipping away.

      When Derek Monroe put a hand on me, I struck. Dragonsteel or no, I lashed out, hitting him across the chest with my forearm. He flew about ten feet back, landing on all fours, his wolf eyes flaring brightly. Alec got between us, keeping Derek from striking back.

      Derek snapped his jaw then threw something at Alec. “Fine,” he said. “You do it.”

      Alec locked eyes with me. A muscle twitched in his jaw. “I’m going to unlock those,” he said. “Don’t try to kill me.”

      My muscles went rigid as I let Alec get close. With two quick movements, he slid the key into the padlock around my chest, freeing my arms. The chains fell away. It allowed me to get my arm beneath Lena. I held her in my lap, my heart breaking.

      “Payne.” Luke knelt in front of me. He was careful not to touch me. “You don’t have a lot of time.”

      “No,” I said through tight lips. “Get the fuck away from me.”

      “You can get her back,” he said. “At least, I think I know a way you can try.”

      I couldn’t speak. I held Luke’s stare. His eyes were bright green, just like mine. Pain etched his brow. “I know this,” he said. “I’ve been this. Listen to me. You have to go in.”

      “What do you mean, go in?”

      Except, I knew exactly what he meant. It was the thing I’d fought against since I was old enough to feel the pull.

      Alec pulled the last of the chains free. The instant he did it, I felt Able. He was everywhere and nowhere. Suddenly, I knew what I had to do.

      I closed my eyes and let go.

      I had no anchor, no tether. Able had hidden that from me as he pulled Lena away. I couldn’t see her. I’d foolishly believed the moment I gave in to the pull of the Pack, I’d find her at the center of it. Though I could still feel the weight of her body slumped against me, she had no heartbeat. The pulse beating inside of me was my own.

      “It’s time,” Able said.

      There he was. I wanted to shout a warning to the Wild Lake men. They were all around me, but they didn’t see how close Able was. He stood in the shadow of a pine tree just across the highway. His eyes flared red and I knew mine did too.

      “She can be yours again,” he said, cutting to the heart of me.

      “She isn’t yours to give,” I answered. “She never was. That’s why you had Shelby hurt her the way you did. She had more fight in her than either of you bargained for. Lena’s different. She was always different.”

      Able shrugged. He leaned against a birch tree, his hands in his pockets. He wore black pants and a crisp, white shirt unbuttoned at the collar. Tufts of his gray chest hair poked out. “She might be the one, Able. Her father was a shifter. Her brother is a shifter. Who knows? I’d like to try with her myself while I still have some juice left in me. She could produce a female shifter. A queen for all of us. My line would be secure. But, if it doesn’t work. I’ll give her to you. I can’t promise how much fight will be left in her by then, but like you said, she’s different.”

      My stomach rolled with rage. He made me sick. My claws came out, digging into my palms. The more I gave in to fury, the easier it was for Able to pull me in. I never understood his power over me until that very second. He ate my rage. It fueled him. My feet began to move. He drew me closer. The more I tried to push away, the closer he came.

      “That’s it,” Able said. “Now, you see. This is what you’re best at, Payne. Think about it. The greatest things you’ve ever done, you did for me. Jonah was a masterpiece. I can give you so much more.”

      Able reached for me. His wolf eyes flared scarlet. They seemed lit with hellfire as his rough fingers scraped my chin.

      Lena stirred in my arms when he did it. As I looked back up at Able, I knew he’d overplayed his hand. If my rage fueled Able, Lena’s love broke through.

      I pushed back.

      At first, Able’s smile only widened. He reached for me again. Fingers curled around my wrist then traveled up. My heart thundered inside me. First it was just mine, then, I felt Lena’s. He was right. She was a fighter. There was no one else like her in the world.

      “Payne.” The soft whisper of Lena’s voice curled around my heart. Her fingers laced with mine. Though it was my hand reaching for Able, I felt her strength right alongside it.

      “No,” I said. A simple word. One Able Valent didn’t often hear. His outstretched hand froze. His eyes changed. Still lit with red fury, they flickered. This was new.

      I pushed harder.

      Able’s palm turned up. His elbow bent. His fingers started to tremble.

      I shoved back with everything I was.

      Able’s eyes widened. His arm bent at an awkward angle as he tried to regain control of it. But, I had it now. We had it now.

      I pushed him over the edge.

      Able’s arm arced high above his head. His lips went white. Then, his elbow bent and his claws came out. He tilted his head to the side, then slashed his own face from his left eye all the way across his chin.

      Four red lines opened up and blood poured out. Able staggered back. His eyes went from red to gold and back again. I moved in for the kill.

      “Payne!”

      There was a hand on my arm, pulling me back. Wolves howled in every direction. Sweat poured down my back. It seemed a thousand eyes stared back at me, surrounding me.

      The Pack was here.
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      “Payne!” Lena’s voice cut through to me as I slammed back into myself.

      She was still in my arms, blinking wide. Cupping my face in her hands, she leaned up and kissed me.

      “We’ve got to move!” Luke shouted.

      The wolves were everywhere. Able’s Pack stood shoulder to shoulder, hundreds of them forming an unbroken chain along the highway. The Wild Lake wolves poured out of the woods. They were outnumbered at least five to one.

      I helped Lena to her feet. She was wobbly still, but her eyes lit with cold fire as she stared up at me. “They’re not afraid to die,” she said. “Every one of them. That’s what they’re here for.”

      I caught Derek’s eye. “This isn’t your fight,” I said.

      “The hell it’s not,” he said. “He won’t stop. You know it. I know it. You with us?”

      His question held a deeper meaning. He wasn’t asking whether I would fight alongside him. He was asking whether Able’s pull still held me.

      “I’m with her,” I said. Lena leaned against me, staring up at me with her dark eyes. The scar on her cheek seemed to fade just a little. If I closed my eyes, I could see the matching wound I’d made on Able’s. If only I’d been able to tear his head from his shoulders along with it.

      One plaintive howl rose above the other. It shot down my spine like a thousand knives.

      “Payne!” Lena shouted, squeezing me tighter. “Don’t you dare go anywhere.”

      I could have said the same thing to her. I knew something she didn’t. I was stronger than Able was, but only at her side. I felt him testing the corners of my mind. But, it was over. His hold on me shattered. His hold on Lena was something else again.

      “He’s moving off!” Alec shouted. He’d gone to the front of the line, leading the members of his pack. Though Able’s wolves stood their ground, Alec was right. I saw two red dots fading in the distance as Able retreated.

      “He’s hurt,” Lena said. “Badly. They’re not here to fight. They’re here to make sure you don’t follow so he can get away.”

      “Dammit,” Derek said. He paced behind the line of Wild Lake wolves. “If we can get to him now, when he’s weak...we can slit that fucker’s throat.”

      “I told you,” I said. I put a hand out and grabbed Derek’s arm, stopping him. “This is not your fight. And you won’t win it today anyway. There are too many of them. This isn’t the way. Able’s planned for this for years.”

      “He’s right,” Pat moved out from behind Luke. She put a steadying hand on his head. “Able’s always been ready for a head to head fight with any pack ready to pick up the challenge. He’s got the numbers. This is what he’s always wanted. We have to trust Payne. Let him finish what he and his friends down in Mammoth Forest started. My offer still stands though.” She turned to me.

      “I know,” Lena said, smiling. She left my arms and went into Pat’s. “I know. This isn’t goodbye. I promise.”

      Pat hugged her close. “You bet your ass it’s not. You take care of this girl. You hear me?” Pat leveled a hard stare at me. “As far as I’m concerned, Lena’s one of mine.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. As much as it tore me apart, I knew I should send her back. Lena’s best chance was to stay tucked away at Wild Lake. Even as I thought it, the Pack wolves began to retreat.

      “Come on,” Pat said, pulling away from Lena. “We’ve got a plane to catch.”

      Lena wiped away a tear from her cheek. “No. You have a plane to catch. I’m not going back.”

      Alec and Derek turned to face me. “You can come back with her,” Derek said. “It took a hell of a lot of strength to throw that asshole out of your head. You’re free of him now, aren’t you? I can tell.”

      I gave him a slow nod. Lena’s tears fell freely now. “I am. But, I’m not done. We need those weapons in Mammoth Forest if we have a glimmer of a shot at winning this thing. You’ve given us a fighting chance. I won’t forget that. The wolves of Mammoth Forest won’t either. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Derek reached out and shook my hand. His wolf eyes glimmered. He trained them on Lena. “You’re sure about this?”

      She straightened her back. “More sure than I’ve ever been about anything in my life. But, it’s not safe for you down here. Once Able’s gotten far enough away, he might send those wolves back. You shouldn’t be here when he does. I think it’s pretty clear he has no intention of honoring any treaty you might have had.”

      “Let’s go,” Alec barked. “I don’t like being out in the open like this.” He whistled to two of his wolves. They came forward with a large duffel bag filled with the guns and ammo the Wild Lake packs agreed to give me. I took the pack and heaved it on my shoulder. It would be slower traveling with it, but the tunnel system wasn’t far. Once I got there, I knew I could make it.

      I shook Alec’s hand.

      “Thank you,” I said. “I really mean that.”

      Alec signaled to his pack. They headed north and out of sight. Derek’s followed. That left just Pat, Luke, Alec, and Derek standing in the field.

      “Lena,” I turned to her. “I’ll come back for you. Go with Pat. I promise I won’t shut you out this time.”

      She smiled and touched my face. “I love you. Do you hear me? And I’m not leaving your side again. We’re stronger together. I think I just proved that.”

      She was right though it tore my heart apart. Lena had given me the strength to push Able out of my head for good. I didn’t even want to think about what might have happened if she hadn’t been here.

      So, I said my goodbyes to the Wild Lake wolves. Pat gave me a giant hug. She smelled clean and soft, like chocolate chip cookies. She was the fiercest grandma I’d ever known. Her tears spilled as she pulled away. “Be safe. Good luck. And you take that son of a bitch out, you hear me?”

      Laughing, I gave her a salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Pat squeezed Lena’s hand, then followed her across the field where the plane waited for them. When they were out of sight, I turned back to Lena. Full night had fallen. An eerie silence fell over the field. Every creature had scurried for cover when the wolves came out.

      “Lena,” I said.

      “Don’t.” She put up a hand. “It’s just you and me now. Don’t say a million things about how much safer I’d be without you. I don’t want to be safe. I want to be free.”

      She took a step back, her eyes filled with fierce determination. The roar of the plane’s engine filled the air as it arched in the sky and carried the last of our new friends away. Lena cupped her hand over her eyes and waved. Then, her eyes glimmered like dark jewels as she looked back at me.

      “Payne. Before we go back, I want you to set me free.”

      My heart dropped out of me. My wolf stirred as desire ignited in my core. Lena came to me. She put a light hand on my cheek. Her touch seared me as it always did. My mate. My love.

      “Lena, I won’t do it. I told you I’d never touch you unless…”

      “Unless I wanted you to,” she said. “Well, I do. For years I’ve thought giving in to this meant giving something away. That might have been true when it was the Pack. But, it’s not true for you and me. I understand that now. I understand everything.”

      She didn’t wait for me. There in the middle of that field, a quarter mile from the border, Lena lifted her shirt and cast it aside. She stepped out of her jeans and came to me. Lust thundered through me, making my knees weak.

      It didn’t matter how close we’d come to losing everything. It didn’t matter that our biggest fight might yet be ahead of us. It only mattered that my Lena stood before me now, her eyes alight with hope.

      When she slid her hand over my chest, I came undone. She knew how to wake the beast inside of me. She fumbled for the zipper on my jeans. I pulled her to me, lifted her off the ground. Her skin was warm, smooth, supple. The cool air hit her nipples, pebbling them for me. I took her back into the woods under cover of night.

      We were alone. No Pack. No sound. Just us.

      I set Lena on the ground gently. She lay on her back, her eyes sparkling as the moon lit them. She spread her legs wide. Her heat drew me in. She was open, wet, slick with desire for me.

      She reached for me, going up on her knees. I cast my jeans aside. She slid her fingers around my thick shaft. My sensitive flesh ignited under her touch. I reared back and let out a growl. She put her mouth on me and I came apart. Threading my fingers through her hair, I pulled her down on me until I touched the back of her throat. Lena greedily took me in.

      Lust coursed through me and I sank slowly to my knees. Lena followed me down all the way, sucking me hard she went on all fours. Seeing her like that kindled a wild passion inside me unlike anything I’d ever known. A moment ago, I had a thousand reasons for telling her to leave. Now, no power on this earth would have allowed me to let her go.

      She sucked with abandon. Running her tongue along my shaft, swirling around the tip. Desire built in me. I was so full.

      Then, she broke away. Her lips were swollen from her efforts. Lena’s breasts swung heavily as she stayed on all fours. She was wild, wanton. Her nature called out for something even more powerful than I’d given her before. For weeks, we’d both held back. Now, dark magic and instinct swirled all around us.

      “Please,” she begged.

      I felt my lips curl and a preternatural growl escaped from somewhere deep inside. Slowly, I rose. I walked around her, enjoying the view. Lena was beautiful. She arched her back and spread her legs even wider as she held her position on her hands and knees. Her breath came in sharp pants as she waited for me. I reached for her, sliding my fingers between her legs. “Oh, oh!” she cried as I found her slick and ready. I couldn’t help myself. My need to tease her just a little overpowered me. I worked my fingers along her slippery cleft, kneading her tiny little bud. She thrust her hips, straining to find deeper pleasure. Her sweet, round ass bucked as I drew her out.

      I went to my knees behind her, barely able to keep my balance, My own need thundered through me.

      “Payne!” she gasped. “Please!”

      Oh, yes. I loved the sound of her begging. I leaned forward and ran a quick tongue along her folds. She cried out in shock then shuddered. I spread her lips apart with my fingers and kissed her most sensitive spot. Then, I gave her a gentle spank. Instinct drove her and she lowered her chin to the ground.

      Oh, God. She angled her ass high, offering herself to me. It was perfect. Beautiful.

      It was fate.

      Stroking myself as I got into position, Lena’s hair fell to the side, exposing her neck. My vision tunneled and my wolf roared to the surface. A bomb could have gone off beside us and I wouldn’t have heard it. Nothing in the world would have stopped me from claiming her that night. Because, she’d already claimed me.

      She was already gaping for me when I teased her opening with my tip. She thrust backward, so ready to receive it. Then, I plunged inside of her. She was warm and wet, stretching to take me in. I was home. Lena tethered me at the same time she set me free.

      I came almost at once. The rising tide carried me to her. She pushed back, meeting me thrust for thrust. As my orgasm thundered through me, I felt her walls clench around me. I leaned far forward, sliding my hand over her taut stomach. I found her clit. She was hard and aching for me.

      She called my name, over and over, matching the rhythm of my thrusts. It was pure. Powerful. Destiny.

      As I spilled my seed deep inside of her, I felt Lena’s pleasure peak. She screamed it through the trees. There was no one to hear. She could let go. As I poured myself into her, the walls came down. I had pushed her away; I never would again. A new pulse rose inside of me, matching hers. My fangs dropped as Lena reached back and gathered her hair to the side.

      “Payne,” she said again, pleading with me. There was no need. A power unlike anything I’d ever felt before rose inside me.

      She was mine. I was hers. The ancient magic of my Alpha blood coursed through me. She offered me her flesh and I took it, biting her at last. She let out a little cry of pain, then it blossomed into deep ecstasy. I felt it right along with her.

      I made my mark deep, washing away the one that had been left before. Lena was mine and I was hers. Nothing would ever come between us again.

      As the magic of my mark went through us both, I felt something else slip away. Lena was free. Able Valent could never touch her again.
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        Two Weeks Later…

      

      “You sure you’re ready for this?” Payne asked. He shifted the duffel bag across his back. His muscles corded with the weight of it.

      “What I’m ready for is a dip in the hot springs. And some of those donuts Molly brings from the place down by the vet clinic. Plus, you stink. I’ve been trying to be nice, but two weeks traveling by tunnel and through the woods has made you ripe, my friend.” I wrinkled my nose to prove my point.

      Payne narrowed his eyes at me, letting his wolf out enough to make them shimmer green. I squealed and dodged as he made a playful swipe at my ass. Desire flared and I couldn’t deny that either. Smelly as he was, I couldn’t get enough of him. He slid his arm around my waist as I kissed him.

      “I almost don’t want to go down there,” he said. I knew exactly what he meant. Our trek back to the caves had been peaceful paradise compared to the way out. For a while, I wanted to dare to hope it meant Able had been wounded far worse than we realized. But, he was down, not out. The Pack had closed ranks around him though, protecting him while he healed.

      Even now. Even covered in days’ worth of tunnel dirt and sweat, I wanted him. Payne’s mark flared hot at the base of my neck. It was a good heat this time. It anchored me to him at the same time it set us both free. Able was gone from my mind. He would never find purchase there again. For a few dark moments in the borderlands, I thought he had won. I thought he had finally forced me to give up the fight.

      He hadn’t. A new dark secret burned inside of me. I hadn’t yet told Payne about it. I was afraid if I had, he’d want to try and take Able out all by himself. I wouldn’t risk losing him. Never again. When we fought, we’d do it together with the strength of our friends behind us.

      “Come on,” I said. “You know they’ve probably known we were coming for the last hour. I’m surprised we haven’t run into the welcoming committee already.”

      Payne lifted his nose. A tiny spark of fear went through me. Had something happened? Is that why the woods near the cave entrance had felt so quiet?

      A low growl went through him and I felt his wolf stir with alarm. We weren’t alone. Payne put himself in front of me and dropped the duffel bag to the ground. It landed with a metallic thud. The branches of the maple trees in front of us shimmied. The wind kicked up.

      A pair of silver eyes flashed and Jagger stepped into view. Deep lines cut through his brow as he looked at us. His hard, menacing stare sent a chill through me. Of all the wolves of Mammoth Forest, Jagger stayed the most feral even in his human form. I knew now it was just easier for him that way. Grief made him hard.

      I went to him, relief pouring through me. Payne put a hand out to stop me, but I was already gone. I threw my arms around Jagger. He stayed still as granite, but didn’t push me away. My heart ached for him in a new way. Until Payne marked me and took me for his true mate, I hadn’t fully understood Jagger’s pain. When his mate Keara died, it had torn away part of his soul. I couldn’t even let myself think about what it would do to me if I ever lost Payne.

      Jagger let me hug him. I knew it was the closest thing to genuine affection he could manage. It was enough. I reached up and smoothed a wild hair away from his eyes. He looked from me to Payne and back again, setting his mouth into an even grimmer line.

      “He’s going to kill you,” Jagger said, his voice hoarse from lack of use.

      Startled at his words, I locked eyes with Payne. Whatever their meaning, Payne seemed to understand completely. His face fell and he nodded.

      Before I could ask them what the hell they meant, I got my answer in the roaring fury of my brother. Mac came out of nowhere. He stepped into the clearing. His gaze rested on me for a split second, then went to Payne. Realization dawned on him in that same split second and his eyes glinted silver as his fangs came out.

      Jagger pulled me back as Mac went for Payne. The two of them squared off. Man to man, their wolves raging to get out.

      “You’re dead,” Mac said. “You’re fucking dead!”

      “Whoa,” Payne said, hands up in surrender though I felt his wolf ready to attack if he needed to.

      “Mac, stop it! Bloody hell. Payne didn’t do anything wrong!”

      But, my brother’s protective instincts wouldn’t let him see reason. A part of me loved him for it. Except he looked about ready to rip my lover’s face off.

      “Come on,” Jagger said. He kept a firm grip on me as I tried to get to Payne. “They’ll sort themselves out. You’ll only make it worse.”

      “Worse? They’re both out for blood!”

      Jagger led me away over my protests. He grabbed the duffel bag filled with arms. We ducked into the caves together as I watched Mac and Payne circle each other. When Jagger got me out of view, I heard Mac growl with fury.

      “Let it go,” he said. “Payne can take care of himself and he’s got it coming anyway. You should have stayed gone.”

      My heart dropped. I wanted to tell him he didn’t understand. Things were different with Payne. But, when I looked into Jagger’s hollow eyes, I knew he understood perfectly.

      “You sure they won’t actually kill each other?” I asked.

      Jagger shrugged. “Reasonably sure.”

      The rest of the welcoming committee met us in the main rotunda. Molly got to me first. She flew across the room and pulled me into a bone-crushing hug that would have toppled me over if I didn’t outweigh her.

      “You suck!” she yelled. “You weren’t supposed to come back here. But, I’m so glad you did.” Tears streamed out of her eyes as she hugged me again. She knew. They all knew.

      Eve and Jett were waiting too. Eve looked twice as big as the last time I saw her and alarm flared through me. She looked pale and tired. But, maybe that’s what happens to all women when they’re a few weeks away from delivery.

      “Payne is...uh...on his way,” I offered. Liam and Gunnar came down the corridor.

      “Holy shit!” Liam said. He rushed to my side and hugged me. “How did you...why did you?” But, when he pulled back, I think he saw the change in my eyes. My cheeks heated with a new blush.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” he said. He pulled me into a hug. “I guess that makes you kind of my sister. Shit. Mac’s not going to like it.”

      I opened my mouth to answer him, but there was no need as Mac and Payne came down the passageway more or less together. Mac pressed his hand to his eye. It was already swelling shut and a trickle of blood ran down his cheek.

      “Holy mother of hell,” Molly said as she went to him. Payne walked into the light sporting his own newly blackened eye and a tear in his ear.

      But, whatever else happened, Mac and Payne seemed to have made their grudging peace. I felt it through Payne. His heart swelled when he saw me and I gave him a slow, solemn nod. Then, I went to my brother.

      “It’s over,” I said. “Able Valent has no hold on me anymore. I’m okay. And I want to be here.”

      Molly handed me a bandage and I pressed it to Mac’s eye. He gave me a sheepish look and I had to hold my free hand over my mouth to keep from laughing. I loved him deeply. I also had the urge to go to work on his other eye for being so stubborn.

      Mac pulled me into a hug and my heart went into my throat. He was big, solid, real. In some ways, this felt like a more meaningful reunion than when he brought me out of Birch Haven. I hadn’t been fully awake then. I was now.

      And I had just begun to fight.

      Payne sensed the change in me. He gave me a quizzical look as I stepped out of my brother’s arms and went into his.

      Payne and I gave the group the highlights of everything that had happened since we left. We filed into the map room together. It had the best light and we could spread the weapons and ammo on a large stone table Payne and the others had carved out of the rock when they cleared one of the eastern passageways.

      “It’ll help,” Jett said, lifting one of the AR-15s. She already knew how to use it. She checked the scope and counted the magazines Payne spread before her. “It’ll help a lot. Give me two weeks and I’ll train the women. And anyone else who needs it.”

      “Tinker Lyle says this ammo is an improvement over what you had before. He made them out of dragonsteel. Even without the neurotoxin, he thinks they’re lethal,” Payne said.

      “The one Pat Bonner put into the Pack border patrolman sure dropped him quick,” I added.

      Jagger alone stood away from the group as he always did. He leaned against the wall, eyes gleaming and his expression hard. “You think they’re going to line up and just let you shoot them?”

      “Jagger,” Liam started. Jagger’s low growl kept him back.

      “Won’t make a damn bit of difference if we can’t get to Valent,” he said.

      “He’s hurt,” Payne said. “He’s weakening. He can be killed.”

      “So why didn’t you?” Jagger asked. “You said yourself you had him. What stopped you?”

      Payne slammed the magazine he was holding on the table. His eyes flared hot and he thrust his chest forward. For a moment, it looked like he was headed for his second brawl of the day.

      “She stopped you,” Jagger answered for him. “And I don’t say that as a criticism. I would have done the same thing if I could have saved…”

      His voice trailed off. He still couldn’t say Keara’s name. He took a breath and started again. “I’m just saying. It’s one step up two steps back. You’ve got Able on his heels. Terrific. But it means he won’t be so careless the next time. That’s twice now he’s let someone close enough to push back. We’ll never get that close again. He’ll keep the Pack around him.”

      “So we find out where he’s hiding,” Liam said. “He’s old. He can’t stay on the move all the time. We focus our efforts on finding him. Then we make a new plan.”

      I squared my shoulders. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to tell you,” I said. Squeezing Payne’s hand, I smiled up at him. His eyes narrowed with alarm and confusion. We hadn’t talked much about what happened after Able touched me. Payne thought it hurt me too much. That wasn’t it at all. I’d been afraid if he knew, he’d try to take matters into his own hands. I knew in my heart this wasn’t a fight he could win alone.

      I went over to the wall. Jett’s tunnel map was drawn on one section over a grid. On the opposite wall, we had a map of Kentucky. “I saw it,” I said. “When he tried to control me, Able took me there. It’s unique. There was a big, yellow house along a river. There was barbed wire all around and watchtowers. There can’t be that many places in Kentucky that look like that. I think I can draw it out. And I think I know what it was.”

      Payne came to me, his eyes sparking with the need to fight for me all over again. “It’s okay,” I said, touching his face. “I can do this. I want to do this. I think fate works on more than just mates, my love. I think this is what I was brought here for. This place, Able’s hideout. I think it used to be a prison. And we can find it.”

      I turned to the group. Each of them had moved without even thinking. Liam went to Molly’s side. Mac put a protective arm around Eve. Gunnar and Jett stood side by side. Only Jagger stood alone, his silver wolf eyes shimmering with fresh hunger and the promise of vengeance.

      “We can find it,” I said, raising my voice. “And when we do, we can win.”
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      Payne came to me in the darkness. My hair was still wet from the heavenly bath I took in the hot springs. The grotto beneath the main rotunda was one of the greatest treasures these caves held. The other stood before me, his eyes gleaming like emeralds. His heart filled with desire for me. My own rose to match it.

      We needed no words. Heat rose within me. I couldn’t get enough of him. It had been like that since he first marked me along the border. Since then, he’d done it at least half a dozen more times. With each coupling, each tender bite, it strengthened our bond with each other. The old mark I bore was completely gone. In its place, a new, fine crescent-shaped scar flared hot like a new erogenous zone.

      Payne smiled as he settled on the ledge of our new room. We’d taken a suite of caverns on the other side of the grotto. It was quiet here, and far away from the rest of the cave’s inhabitants. Brushing my hair to the side, I lifted my leg and straddled Payne’s lap. He let out a low, lustful growl as his turgid cock sheathed deep inside of me.

      “I could stay like this forever,” I said.

      “Mmm, I want you to.”

      We took our time, exploring each other in ways we couldn’t during so many weeks on the run. I savored every inch of my Alpha as I licked his neck. I left my own mark just above his nipple, scoring him gently with my teeth. Payne’s wicked growl ignited me all over again.

      He took me slowly. He took me deep. He filled me in places and awakened my need. He made me whole. Afterward, I felt safe and warm in Payne’s arms. I was me again, after so many years feeling lost.

      “I love you,” he whispered. He said it a hundred times a day. I said it right back.

      “I love you too.” I kissed my way up his chest and settled against him. He pulled me close.

      I knew what was on his mind. When the time came to go up against Able Valent...and it would...he wanted me far away.

      “Shh.” I put a finger to his lips before he could give voice to it. “Haven’t you figured out by now we fight better together than we do apart? You know it was my strength with yours that let you drive Able out. You all think you’re protecting us by keeping us from this. When it comes down to it, you’re going to need us.”

      Payne sighed. “The hell of it is I know you’re right. I hate that you’re right. But you are.”

      Laughing, I kissed him again. “Get used to it, my love.”

      Growling, he swatted my ass. I squealed with pleasure and fresh heat pooled in my core. “Mmm,” I moaned. “This is the Rise, huh?”

      “Yep,” he answered, testing me by slipping his fingers inside of me. He found me wet and eager. I kissed him. “Might as well take advantage of it.”

      We did. Over and over again until night turned into day. I was exhausted, but sleep was the last thing I wanted. I’d spent so much time asleep already.

      When we finally emerged from our suites, we found the main rooms empty. A rumble of alarm went through Payne. He squeezed my hand. “Wait here,” he said.

      I started to protest and follow him up the passageway into the forest. We never made it. Liam and Gunnar charged back down, their eyes flashing with fury.

      “What the hell’s going on?” Payne asked.

      “We’ve got an intruder,” Gunnar answered. “She says she’s looking for you.”

      “What?” I said. When I tried to step around Payne, he held me back.

      Mac and Jagger followed close behind. They had someone with him. They had her wrists bound with rope and a black hood over her head. But she walked with calm purpose as they led her down the passageway into the main room.

      “The hell?” I said.

      Mac pulled the hood off his prisoner’s head. Her black hair flew around her and Dr. Suzanne Olivet blinked wildly, struggling to adjust to the light.

      “Suzanne,” I said, rushing forward. I took her wrists and started to untie them. “My God. How did you find us?”

      Suzanne smiled. She saved a sharp look for Mac then threw her arms around me. “You are not the only ones with spies everywhere.”

      “You came alone?” Payne asked. “Are you crazy? Do you realize what could have happened?”

      “Nothing,” she said. “You think it would have been safer if I traveled with a pack of foreign wolves? Olivia had a vision. She said I must hurry. I am just human. So, I come. The Chief Pack does not know me. ”

      “Well, shit,” Payne said. “They will now.”

      Suzanne shrugged. “So you will keep me safe. In the meantime, where is my patient?”

      “She’s the shifter doctor you hoped for,” I said to Mac. He looked at Suzanne with new eyes.

      Molly and Eve walked into the rotunda together. Suzanne broke away from the others and went straight for Eve. When Mac and Molly made a move to stop her, Payne intervened.

      “She can help,” he said. “She risked her life to get here. Which makes her either completely brave or stupid.” He glared hard at Suzanne. She waved him off while muttering in her rapid-fire French.

      “I could not risk bringing medical supplies with me,” she said, breaking back into her heavily accented English.

      “Uh,” Molly narrowed her eyes. “I have a pretty sophisticated infirmary down here and access to a lot more topside.”

      “May I?” Suzanne took charge and didn’t wait for Eve’s answer. She put a hand on Eve’s large stomach. Suzanne’s face creased as she moved her hands all over Eve’s swelling abdomen. Then, Suzanne peered closer until she had her ear pressed against Eve’s belly button.

      When she rose, Suzanne gave Eve a reassuring smile, but the lines of worry through her brow deepened. “It is lucky I came when I did. My dear, you are already in the beginning stages of labor.”

      “I’m what?” Eve said. “I have three more weeks to go.”

      Suzanne put a hand on the small of Eve’s back and looked at Molly. “Come. You have a lot to learn. We do not have much time.”

      Mac lost it. In a blur of motion, he was at Eve’s side. Unfazed, Suzanne and Molly took charge and the four of them disappeared down the passageway toward the infirmary.

      Payne pulled me close and his heart beat alongside mine. “I don’t think her timing was luck,” he said. His tone held a dark promise. It kindled something deep inside me.

      “I don’t think so either. I think fate works on more than just mates.”

      I went up on my tiptoes and pulled his head down to mine. The same flickering hope I’d felt when we came back to the caves ignited all over again. Against all odds, Payne and I found our way to each other. We were stronger together than we had ever been apart. The biggest fight might yet be ahead of us. But now, hope flared where fear had once taken root.

      I was whole. I was strong. And I knew exactly where I belonged.
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      Jagger - It’s all been leading up to this. Don’t miss the final battle with the Chief Pack and find out whether Jagger can learn to live and love again.
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      The series kicks off with Rogue Alpha, Mal’s story.
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      Check out the Wild Lake Wolves prequel novel - Wild Hearts.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Note from Kimber White

          

        

      

    

    
      For a 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/newsletter-signup

      Psst . . . can I ask you a favor?

      If you liked this story, can you do something for me? Please consider leaving a review. Reviews help authors like me stay visible and allow me to keep bringing you more stories. Reviews are the fuel that keeps us going. Please and thank you.

      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 regular basis.

      From the bottom of my heart though, THANK YOU for your support. You rock hard.

      See you on the wild side!

      Kimber

      

      KimberWhite.com

      kimberwhiteauthor@gmail.com
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