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        Jagger

      

      In the inky blackness, I reach for her. There is nothing but cold rock, hard and smooth. It sweats against my hand. Ten miles underground, I can see nothing. Hear nothing except the movement of the air around me. Even with my wolf eyes, I can’t even see my own hand in front of me. I’ve never tried to explain to the others what it feels like, to be inside my head now. If I told them it’s like these empty caverns deep under Mammoth Forest, I know they’d nod with anguished understanding.

      It would be a lie.

      If it were silent and cold like this, that would be a blessing. But, I can still hear...still feel...the faint echoes of Keara’s heart beating alongside my own. It’s not the way it used to be, when she was alive, vibrant, whole. Now, I just feel the final, painful beats as her blood and life drain from her and I am too far away to make it stop or join her. Every single beat of my heart, each second of the day, I relive the physical pain of Keara’s death. Stabbing, slipping away, no air, no warmth. Then, nothingess until I take my next breath and it starts all over again.

      It’s gotten to where the pain blocks out any memories of joy we shared. Sometimes, I can’t remember Keara’s face. My heart. My fated mate. My love. My greatest failure.

      

      I stood at the edge of the grotto. The warm springs beneath the cave system run so deep, no one has ever found the bottom. I filled my lungs with cool air and jackknifed through, diving down as far as I could go. Each time, I swam deeper. My lungs burned, desperate to take a breath. A few times, I had. I let the water fill my lungs as my body tried to reject it. Three days ago, I just stopped. Floated. Let myself reach the brink. Only then did the pain stop, and the pain of Keara’s last gasping breaths faded away.

      I opened my eyes to the shimmering blackness above me. I could go deeper still. I was just a few inches from shutting off the pain, if just for a few precious seconds.

      Something reached me. It wasn’t sound, not at first. It stabbed through the water, piercing between my ears.

      A scream.

      I didn’t think. I don’t remember righting myself and kicking toward the surface. But, I broke, gasping for air and expelling water from my lungs. The lusty cry cut through the stillness, shocking my heart.

      I heard Mac’s voice rise high with alarm. Water dripping off my back and down my eyes, I hoisted myself up on the rock ledge of the grotto. My jeans stuck to me like a second skin. My toes curled, gripping the slick surface of the rock as I tried to keep my balance and run.

      Up and up I went, my heart thundering inside me. Keara’s pain was still there, of course, but there was something else beside it.

      Breathless, I burst into the main rotunda. Payne was there with Gunnar. Jett, Gunnar’s mate, let out a gasp of surprise when she saw me. She came to me, spreading her arms wide.

      “Is she?”

      Before Jett could answer, another cry echoed through the cavern. It was the hearty, indignant sound of a new baby.

      Then, Mac finally appeared. His silver wolf eyes glinted and tears streamed down his cheeks. He froze when he saw me. Dripping wet and my hair plastered to my head, of course they all had questions. They’d soon be forgotten as Mac delivered his news in a full-throated yell.

      “She’s okay. Eve’s okay. She’s amazing. And he’s here. Our son is here. My God. It’s a boy. His eyes are silver, just like mine.”

      Gunnar got to him first, pulling him into an embrace. Jett cried out and piled on. I tore a hand through my hair. Water sprayed everywhere as I went to them. One foot in front of the other. Smile. Let Jett get her arms around me.

      Lena came down the corridor, her face wet with tears. She was Mac’s sister and Payne’s mate. His cheeks flushed when he saw her. I know what he felt. I could remember it in an almost clinical way. Lena’s heartbeat inside Payne’s head. His blood heated and he felt full and complete around her. It was like that for all of them.

      I stepped away from the huddle. Mac and Lena fell into each other. Payne pulled Lena to him when she let go of her brother. He kissed the top of her head, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. Later, when they found their own quiet, they would imagine what it would be like to have a child of their own. The hunger, the yearning for it burned through all of them. Because, it had burned through me.

      “Jagger.” My mind snapped back. I lost time. It happened every day, sometimes more than others. A few seconds here. A minute or two there. But then something would click and I’d be back. In the early days, after Keara died, I’d lost whole months. Other than wishing Keara back, that’s the time I wished I could return to the most.

      “Jagger,” Lena said again. Her smile was guarded; her eyes held a wisdom the others didn’t share. It was a secret we kept between us. One neither of us ever spoke aloud. But, Lena knew. Maybe not the whole weight of what I carried within me, but she’d faced her own demons at the hands of the Chief Pack of Kentucky. Held captive by them for years, it had been hard for her to rejoin the land of the living. She’d felt separate from the wolves of Mammoth Forest when she came here. And I knew, for at least those first few weeks, she wanted to die.

      Then, she found her true mate in Payne, and the light went back into her soul.

      “Come see him,” she whispered, reaching for my hand.

      “I don’t...I can’t…”

      “You can,” she said, her hazel eyes gleaming. She had a faint scar running through her right brow all the way to her cheekbone. She bore others along her arms. I knew Payne had helped her heal the worst of the scars she used to carry on the inside. I was happy for her. For both of them.

      She took my hand and pulled me toward the corridor. Mac, Payne and the others hung back. Lena brushed away another tear as the baby’s cries grew louder. There was laughter too.

      We stopped at the mouth of the cavern opening into the infirmary. Molly had made it. With help from our friends topside, she’d stocked it with hospital beds, cabinets full of precious medicine and even an operating room. Liam, her mate, waited on the other side of the opening, his eyes nearly shut from the broad smile he wore.

      Lena was bold. She pulled on my arm, leading me into the room. Eve lay in one of the hospital beds, her honey blonde hair pasted to her face with the sweat of exertion. Molly stood on one side of her, tucking a blanket around the tiny bundle in Eve’s arms. Dr. Suzanne Olivet stood with her arms folded on the other side, her own face beaming with pride.

      “I’ve brought a visitor,” Lena said. When Eve looked up, her eyes held a flash of uncertainty. Then, warmth came into them again and she held her precious bundle out for me.

      I took two cautious strides toward her. The pain was there, as always, but something else pulled at my center along with it. I stretched out my arms and my breath caught as Molly took the baby from Eve and gave him to me.

      He was warm, his weight substantial. Two tiny fists curled and waved in the air. His little face scrunched with pain and the injustice of being taken from the warmth of his mother’s womb. Then, he opened his eyes. Blinking wide and crossing, for a brief instant, he focused on me. His eyes were blue like the ocean, new and clear. The pupils widened. He sucked in a great breath of air and his wolf eyes flashed, glinting like diamonds. Then, he exhaled and farted into my hand.

      I cocked my head to the side. “Just like his daddy.”

      Eve laughed. “Stubborn, that’s for sure.”

      I looked back at her. My heart flared with alarm. Eve was strong. But, her cheeks were hollowed out, and great big circles shadowed her eyes.

      “She’s all right?” I said to Suzanne. My vision tunneled. Eve had to be all right. For Mac. For the baby.

      “Yes,” Suzanne said. She put a light hand on my arm and fussed with the baby’s blankets. “Eve is strong. She is a fighter.”

      “Three full days of labor though,” Molly said. “Suzanne...I just...if you hadn’t been here to help.”

      I slid the baby carefully into Suzanne’s arms. She leaned down and nuzzled his head. I hadn’t needed to. His sweet scent filled me from across the room.

      “I was here,” she said. Just barely though. Payne and Lena had just returned from a harrowing trip across the border into Ohio and then Michigan to get help. They found each other and the means to save Eve and the baby’s life. Because Molly was right. She was a skilled veterinarian, but birthing a shifter baby was over her head.

      “You come up with a name yet?” Lena asked. The baby was getting passed around and it was her turn now.

      “Daniel.” Mac’s voice boomed from behind me.

      I couldn’t breathe. For a moment, I couldn’t see.

      “It’s just a little thing,” Mac said. He took his son from his sister and snuggled him close. “If we’d been blessed with a girl, we would have named her Keara.”

      Keara. They didn’t like to speak her name around me. As if hearing it could cause me more pain than what I felt every time I drew breath. Still, I appreciated the consideration.

      Daniel. Keara’s last name before she married me. Mac was right. It was just a small thing. But it was still everything. And then it was too much.

      I faded into the background. Only Lena watched me go. I needed the quiet. I needed to feel the pain.

      Later, it was morning. I’d lost time again. I stood at the entrance to the caves where the forest was thickest. Late August, and already some of the leaves had begun to change color. It would be a hard winter when it finally came. Brutal. I worried about the people we hid down in the caves. We shifters could brave the cold. Those who had mates could keep them warm. But there were others who sought refuge with us. Humans. Molly and the others would struggle to find ways to provide for them.

      “Jagger?” This time, it was Liam’s voice drawing me out of myself.

      I touched the bark of the nearest oak tree. It grew tall and straight. Its leaves still deep, shimmering green.

      Liam wasn’t alone. He held Molly’s hand in his. Her expression grim, she forced a smile and stepped into the clearing with him. I squeezed my eyes shut just for a moment, pushing the pain to a deeper place. It wouldn’t last, but it would help me think. It would help me find the words to tell them what I had to.

      “It’s amazing, what you did,” I said, turning to Molly.

      One foot in front of the other. Take a breath. Open your arms. Let her step into them. Hug her gently. Mean it.

      Molly looked up at me, hooking her hands beneath my elbows. She was tiny, barely five feet tall. She had dark, straight hair she always wore in a ponytail with bangs cut straight across. Her wide brown eyes took in everything about me. Keara had been her very first friend down here in the caves. And she’d held her as Keara died.

      “I did what I had to do. So did Eve. So did Dr. Olivet. We all do what we have to do, Jagger. Every day. Keara did too.”

      I stepped away from her. When I was the most raw, Molly had been the only person I’d let near me in those first days after Keara. I couldn’t talk. Couldn’t see. Couldn’t feel. But, Molly’s voice would always reach me. She said the things I knew Keara wanted me to hear. I think she’d passed something to Molly in those last few moments. Some magic that fated mates have. She made it so I couldn’t ignore her. Most of the time I wanted to. Molly was like my annoying little sister. I loved her. She drove me insane with her worry and meddling.

      “Heartland,” I said. One simple word and Molly gasped.

      “You’re sure?” she asked.

      I nodded and caught Liam’s eyes over her head. “Along the Tennessee River. It was a tobacco farm for centuries. Then they built a county jail on it. Then they abandoned the jail. I’ve done the recon. Lena’s description of the place was exact. Yellow house. Surrounded by barbed wire and a watchtower.”

      Lena had seen it in a vision when the Chief Alpha, Able Valent, had used his mind control on her. Her bond with Payne had allowed her to break free. But, not before she saw the Alpha’s hideout. We knew where to find him. We could get to him.

      “I’m sure the house Lena saw was in Heartland, yes. The only way we’ll know for sure if Able Valent is there is by looking.”

      “Then we’ll get a crew together,” Liam said. “We’ll map the tunnel system near it.”

      “No tunnels near there,” I said. “It’s too far east. And no crew. It’s too dangerous.”

      “Dammit,” Molly said. She was pacing now, holding her hands to her hips. Her ponytail whipped back as she changed directions. “You’ve already made up your mind? You can’t. Not for something like this. This is a group decision.”

      I took a deep, strong breath and squared my shoulders. I locked eyes with Liam. His held a flicker of understanding. Then, he pursed his lips together, forming a thin, bloodless line. He knew I was right.

      “Fine,” I said. “We take it to the group. Won’t change the outcome. And it won’t change my mind. You need me for this. This is a solo mission. We need eyeballs on that house. We need to know how many men guard him. What his routine is. There will be a weakness. He’s old. He’s not infallible. Gunnar and Payne got close. We can get closer.”

      “Jagger…” Molly started toward me. I held up a hand. She froze.

      “It’s simple. Able Valent still controls the Chief Pack. As long as he does, none of our people are safe. He’ll send the Pack to hunt us, pick us off one by one if he has to. He’ll use you to get to Liam. He’ll use Liam to get to you. He knows our weaknesses. You all have something to lose and something worth fighting for. You cannot risk getting this close to the Chief Alpha again. Not until we know more and can make a real plan to take him out.”

      Molly was crying. Tears streamed down her face. Liam couldn’t help but go to her. The pain she felt coursed through his blood. He took her hand and pulled her to him. But, he denied nothing I said.

      “You promise me something, Jagger,” Molly said, her voice cracking.

      “Molly, don’t.”

      “No!” She tore herself from Liam’s side and shook a finger at me. “You promise me something! If you do this. If you leave us. You have to come back. I’m not taking no for an answer. We need you.”

      I let out a bitter laugh and took her hand. “I love you, Molly. Keara loved you. But you don’t need me.”

      “Then, we need your information,” she said, not missing a beat. I blanched at her tone and rapid-fire words. “You hear me? You don’t do this kamikaze-style. You do recon, just like you said you would. But the thing about recon? You actually have to come back and tell us what you found out. Got it? So go do it. Go to Heartland and get as much intel as you can. But then, you come back here with it. Promise me. You know it’s what Keara would want.”

      I clenched my jaw hard, biting back what I wanted to say. It would sting Molly badly. It might even be true. No one could know what Keara wanted anymore. Not even me. Still, as Molly looked up at me with those trusting brown eyes, I saw what Keara did in her very last moments. She saw a friend.

      I reached for her and kissed Molly on the forehead. “No promises,” I said. “I will try to come back. But, if I see a bona fide opportunity to kill that son of a bitch, I’m taking it. No matter what.”

      Molly wrapped her fingers around my wrist and squeezed. Her eyes flicked over me. A hint of a smile played at the corners of her mouth. “Okay. I don’t like it. But, I know it’s the best I’m gonna get.”

      Liam shrugged behind her. “I wouldn’t cross her, Jagger,” he said. “You know how Molly gets when she’s pissed.”

      This time, my laughter was genuine. As the sun rose higher over the trees, I felt its warmth on my face and the light in Molly’s eyes.

      “I’ll leave first thing tomorrow morning,” I said. “I just have a few more loose ends to tie before I go.”

      Molly stepped back into Liam’s arms. They gave me space. I let the clean air fill my lungs and threw my head back. For the first time in months, I felt the clarity of purpose. I sealed my resolve by letting my wolf out. Liam’s eyes glinted as the call of his pulled at him. My wild nature overtaking me, I tore through the woods and reached the top of the nearest hill. With Molly and Liam staring at me, I craned my neck and howled at the sky.
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      They don’t see me. They don’t even look. Not in their wolves. Not as men. They see past me until I don’t want them to anymore.

      There were three of them today. Sometimes it was four. Most of the time, it was five. Never fewer than two. One stood pissing against a gnarled oak tree, laughing. His friend shook his head and loosened his own belt.

      A pissing contest. A literal pissing contest.

      I pressed my back against the tree then leaned hard and rolled to the other side of it.

      “That ain’t shit,” the second contestant said. His name was Furley. Bart Furley. He was older than the other two. I think one of them was his brother. They called him Mannie. Mannie. Bart. Geordie. Today, they were Able Valent’s finest. I swear, they were getting dumber by the day.

      Years ago, stronger shifters patrolled these woods. Most of them were dead. Their replacements seemed weaker. Slower. But, make no mistake. They were still lethal with superhuman strength. They could kill a man faster than he could draw breath to defend himself.

      “Like to see you try, Geordie,” Bart said. Bart had just completed pissing in a high arc. He missed the tree but took out a clump of ivy growing alongside it. The leaves shimmered as he sprayed them.

      Geordie and Mannie doubled over laughing. “You ought to get that checked out,” Geordie said. “Where’ve you been sticking that thing?”

      I mouthed the words as Bart said them. “Your sister’s ass.”

      Lovely. They were more pigs than wolves, these three. I peered around the tree and focused on Geordie. He was next to go. He loosened his belt and elbowed his way past Bart and Mannie. He made a great show of getting ready. Geordie was the biggest of the three. He had to be at least six foot three with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. His wolf was red with cloudy gray eyes. He usually patrolled on Wednesdays and the weekend.

      Laughing, Geordie whipped it out and got into position. I focused on the center of his back. I stopped breathing. A breeze kicked up, making the leaves shimmy. Geordie’s high laughter masked the crackle of my own bones as I let my shift happen. My vision brightened and my jaw popped.

      I exhaled.

      Bart and Mannie dropped low, sensing the new thickness in the air. But it was Geordie I aimed for. My breath reached him, tickling his right ear. He pitched forward, losing his grip. Two seconds later, he’d pissed all over himself, leaving a great dark patch at the crotch of his jeans and running in a river down his leg.

      I inhaled, drawing my power back into myself, fading into the background. I could be small. I could be quiet. I could be invisible. Crawling backward, I slid down into the ditch, out of sight as Geordie collected himself. Mannie and Bart came apart with laughter as they realized what Geordie had done. I had to cover my mouth to stifle my own giggle.

      “Shut the fuck up!” Geordie yelled. “Didn’t you assholes hear that? Get your heads out of your asses and do your jobs!”

      Geordie tried to reclaim some of his dignity as he let his wolf out just a little. His eyes flashed silver and he scanned the denser part of the forest. Still laughing, Bart and Mannie complied. Mannie shifted. His silver wolf had lopsided ears and his yellow eyes fixed on a point just above my head.

      They could sense something, they just didn’t know what. My scent wasn’t like anything they were used to. Not altogether human. Not quite wolf. And it was everywhere. They were in my backyard.

      They spread out and loped along the ravine. I was too far down, blending into the dirt and covered with it. They wouldn’t see me even if they looked straight at me.

      A howl erupted behind them, high and clear. It sent a shiver down my spine and I turned to ice. I couldn’t even dare to breathe.

      “Come on,” Geordie said. “The Alpha’s calling. Whatever it was, we scared it off. Let the next shift worry about it. We’re done for the day.”

      Mannie was still in his wolf, but Bart resumed laughing. He lobbed more jokes at Geordie’s expense. It would take a few days for Geordie to live it down. That was, if he decided to tolerate the ribbing at all. I knew Geordie. He was one of the mean ones. Bart was newer. If he wasn’t careful, Geordie would rip his throat out when he wasn’t looking. I’d seen him do it to others more than once.

      As their footsteps faded, I waited. Geordie’s howl rose to join that of Able Valent. The Chief Alpha had risen from his nap and was ready to prowl.

      I finally raised my head and started to claw my way back up the ravine. I went about four feet before a hand clamped down on my shoulder and helped drag me the rest of the way up.

      “Have your fun, did you?” Cold gray eyes pierced through me. Aunt Grace’s withered hands dug into my shoulder. I brushed them off and vaulted up to level ground and rose to my full height, towering over her.

      “Shh,” I cautioned. “We’re still close enough where they might hear.”

      “You should have thought of that before you started with your little tricks. You’re not a little girl anymore, Rowan. Quit acting like one. Now hurry up. You’re late. You can’t afford to miss a dose after that little stunt you just pulled.”

      I bit my lip past the retort I wanted to lob. If I wasn’t a little girl anymore, it was high time she quit treating me like one. She didn’t have to be a mind reader to guess my thoughts though. Aunt Grace stood her ground, hands on hips. Her white, bony legs poked out from beneath her flowing white nightgown. The hem was black with mud and she was barefoot. Her gray hair floated around her shoulders in unruly wisps.

      “Come on,” I said. “You’re the one who’s going to get sick, Aunt Grace. You aren’t even wearing any shoes.” The truth was, she didn’t own a pair of shoes. Not ones I’d ever seen. The shifter patrols called her eccentric when Able Valent was within earshot. They called her much worse when he wasn’t.

      I held out my hand to her, dropping my shoulders and giving her a weak smile. It was my way of waving the white flag of surrender. I didn’t want to quarrel with her. As she loved to remind me, she was all I had.

      Clucking her tongue, Aunt Grace took my hand. Her grip was surprisingly strong for as old and frail as she was. I didn’t even know exactly how old that was. She’d looked ancient and gray for as long as I could remember. Ever since I really was a little girl. I didn’t know how long ago that even was. We never celebrated my birthday. We never celebrated anything.

      We hit the trail just as the sun finally dipped below the horizon. Grace had picked up a stick and started using it as a cane. She had a real walking stick back at the cabin. I’d whittled it for her out of birch limb a few summers ago. I’d carved the end into a lion’s head; its thick mane was now worn smooth from use.

      The cabin sat at the bottom of a hill in a small clearing. A stream ran beside it. When I was younger, I’d followed that stream all the way through the woods and found where it fed into the river beyond. Grace had nearly had a stroke that day. I’d missed two doses of my medication.

      Grace dipped her feet into the stream, washing away the mud. She finally noticed the hem of her nightgown and gave me another grim-faced look.

      “It wasn’t my fault,” I said. “You didn’t have to trudge through the woods looking for me. I was on my way back.”

      “The hell I didn’t,” she snapped. “Dammit, Rowan. You’re getting bolder. At least, that’s what you think you are. Truth of it is you’re getting more careless. What were you going to do if those guards had spotted you?”

      It was a stupid question. She knew exactly what I’d do. There were plenty of times they had spotted me. But, they were always more afraid of me than I ever could be of them.

      I couldn’t help myself. I let my jaw hang slack and bent at the knees until I squatted in front of her. I poked absently into the dirt and cocked my head to the side. I’d perfected this little show over the years. I let my eyes go out of focus and knew they shimmered silver in the fading sun. Sometimes, if I were really into it, I’d rock back and forth and start to hum. Once, I’d even let the shift come. That had been one of my more memorable performances. Able’s guard had screamed.

      “Well, now that’s just creepy,” Grace said, hands back on her hips. “Get up.”

      Blinking hard, I straightened my back and stood. “What, you gonna tell me my eyes are liable to stay like that if I’m not careful?”

      “No. I’m going to tell you that’s really foolish, Rowan. You’re an hour overdue for your medication. You miss it altogether and try something like that, it’s more than your eyes that are likely to stay that way. Come on. Let’s get this over with while there’s still a little bit of light left.”

      Sighing, I followed her into the cabin. Aunt Grace already had my medication laid out on a clean towel at the table. Two syringes. One filled with red liquid, the other clear.

      “Sit,” she commanded. I did. I took the stool closest to the door and rolled up my sleeve. I was fully capable of doing this myself, but I knew how much Aunt Grace enjoyed it. Well, not enjoyed. But, it made her feel useful. She was useful, but not for this. She liked to take care of me and I loved her enough to let her.

      She tapped the plastic syringe and let the red liquid bead at the tip. She took a small alcohol swab from its package and cleaned my skin. Then, she gave me the injection. The red medicine stung going in so she always administered it first. The clear liquid didn’t hurt at all. I took the alcohol swab from her and held it to the injection site. In another few seconds, I’d feel the heat of the medicine burning through my arm, making my fingers tingle. Then, I’d feel nothing at all.

      “There,” she said, capping the syringes. She put them in a plastic hazardous waste bin we kept by the door. Once a week, one of the patrols would come by to collect it and drop off the week’s supply of medication. Every once in a while, they’d forget to come and Aunt Grace would take it into town for me. Heartland, Kentucky had exactly one pharmacy and one traffic light.

      “Thanks,” I said, smiling at her. She stared down at me, her eyes misting.

      “Don’t,” I said, putting a hand over hers when she touched my cheek. “I’m all right. I promise.”

      She had that look in her eyes. Like she was here, but not really here. She went to someplace in her imagination or memory I could never go. Grace had had a life outside these four cabin walls once upon a time. She hadn’t grown up here like I did, even though she wanted me to think so.

      She wore a locket on a gold chain. You couldn’t see it now as she had it tucked under her collar. But, it was there. When she didn’t know I was there, I often caught her looking at it. Two faces. A little boy and a little girl. The pictures were old and black and white. I didn’t know who they were and never felt I could ask her. Whoever they were, looking at them long enough made her cry. And I never ever liked making Aunt Grace cry.

      She had another picture in a silver frame in her nightstand drawer. I knew it was a violation to look there. She’d never given me permission. That photograph was old too, but in color. I couldn’t be sure, but it looked like Grace in the picture when she was young, maybe a teenager. She stood beside a red sports car, posing with one tanned leg kicked back and her dark hair flying wild in the wind. There was a man in the driver’s seat with coal black eyes and a ready smile. I didn’t know who he was, but there had always been something familiar about him.

      I’d never been in that world, wherever it was. I’d only been in this one. The closest I got was the television we kept in the corner. Half the time, the satellite dish got knocked out and it went black. But, when it did work and Grace wasn’t here, I watched what I could.

      Grace kept no photographs of me as a little girl. As far as I knew, none existed. I didn’t have birthday parties like the characters in the shows I sometimes watched. If I did, I’d have no idea how many candles to put on the cake. I know I still had my last few baby teeth the day I started to count. It had been New Year’s Day because the night before we’d watched the ball drop in Times Square on the news. That was ten years ago. Ten years, seven months, and twenty-four days ago.

      “You’re not all right,” Grace said, pulling each of us back from our thoughts. “But you will be, if I have anything to say about it.”

      I brushed her off and went to the window. The stars had come out and a full, bright moon rose. Summer was fading. In just a few more weeks, Grace wouldn’t be able to venture out at night in nothing more than her nightgown. She shouldn’t be doing it now.

      “I am all right,” I said, smiling. “I’m stronger, Aunt Grace. I am. Today, with those guards...I know it wasn’t maybe the smartest thing to do. But I was in control. I promise. They would have never seen me unless I wanted them to. And it was so easy. Just a little bit of an exhale. It felt...I don’t know…powerful. I’m getting better. If you want, I can show you.”

      I stepped away from her and went out the front door. The chair legs scraped against the floor as she pushed hers in and followed me.

      “Rowan, don’t. You don’t have to prove anything to me.”

      “I know,” I said, turning toward her. “And I’m not. I just don’t want you to worry so much. It’s working. The medication is working. I haven’t had an episode in months. You know it. Maybe someday...maybe I won’t even need the shots anymore. I was going to ask you about that, actually. Maybe we should try cutting back and see what happens.”

      I did want to show her what I could do. I wanted her to be proud of me. I wanted her to stop worrying so much. Turning toward the cabin, I put the trees at my back. Grace stood in the doorway, a breeze kicking up her gown. She crossed her arms in front of her and leaned against the door frame.

      “Rowan, don’t. Twice in one day is pushing it. Why take that kind of a chance? If something goes wrong, there’s nobody to send for at this time of day.”

      “We don’t need to send for anyone. I’ve done this lots.” I was taking a risk telling her that. It had been my secret. But, for weeks now, I’d been testing the boundaries of my power. I’d shifted far more than once a day.

      I took a deep breath and focused on Grace. I let the silence come. Let the thundering beat of my heart pour through me. It made everything clear. Reaching out, I let my fingers curve around the rough bark of a birch tree. I don’t know why, but it helped. The tree was part of the earth. The earth was part of me. An unbroken chain of nature and raw power.

      “Rowan!” Aunt Grace’s voice sounded so far away. I could still see her, but she seemed no more than a pinpoint of light at the end of a long tunnel.

      My power rose. The urge to shift crescendoed. One breath. Two. All I had to do was open my eyes again and she’d see.

      A howl pierced through me, halting the shift before I could harness it. I dropped to my knees. Sweat poured from my brow and Grace was at my side, pulling me to my feet. I hadn’t even seen her move. Her voice sounded distant, under water.

      “Rowan!” she shouted. “Enough of this. No more! You scared the hell out of me.”

      “What happened? Did you see it?”

      By the crazed look in Aunt Grace’s eyes, I knew she hadn’t. Whatever had broken my concentration, it hadn’t registered with Grace at all.

      But, it was still out there. I played it off. “You’re right,” I said. “Maybe twice in one day is pushing it a little too far just now. I’m sorry. I’m okay though. Promise.”

      “You keep saying that. Now, just come inside and get into bed. You need sleep, honey. In the morning, I’ll whip up some eggs and French toast. We’ll find something fun to do.”

      “Fun. Right,” I said as I let her take my hand and lead me back toward the cabin. She went in ahead of me. Once she was safely inside, I turned back toward the woods. Full dark had fallen now. Crickets chirped and the trees rustled as the wind kicked up in earnest. There was a storm coming, for sure.

      I felt all of it in my bones. There was something else out there, watching. Waiting. I couldn’t be sure, but as my heart finally slowed to a normal rhythm, I had the sense that more than just the season was about to change.
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      Heartland, Kentucky was only a hundred miles away from our hideout beneath the Mammoth Caves. One hundred miles. All this time, we’d been so close to Able Valent and the seat of his power.

      I kept to the woods, venturing out only to race along the banks of the Tennessee River at night. It felt good to be in my wolf. There was a time I thought about never shifting back. It was Molly who told me that would be the coward’s way out. Molly. What did she know? She was as human as they come. And yet, she had that way of knowing what I was thinking with just one quick glance. She’d been around shifters far too long.

      One hundred miles.

      Two years. Ten months. Three days. Fourteen hours. I’d been without Keara...I’d lived with her final pain for almost three years. It didn’t get easier. Not for a second in all that time. I just got used to pushing through it.

      I reached the outskirts of Heartland under a bright full moon. The town itself was mostly abandoned. Two centuries ago, this land was covered with tobacco plantations. There were still a few of those left further to the east. When those closed down, they built a prison here. Sixty-five years ago, they’d shut that down and Heartland became a ghost town.

      Now, I hid in a deep ravine a few hundred yards from the churning waters of the river. I saw the yellow house just as Lena described it in her vision. Craftsman-style with white shutters and pillars supporting an overhanging front porch. Once upon a time, it had probably served as the warden’s house. The main prison buildings had long since been torn down. Only the old watchtowers remained. A chain link fence with razor wire surrounded the house, but that was clearly new. I knew that fence was to keep people out. It would never be strong enough to deter a full-blooded shifter like me. Something else did though.

      Four shifters patrolled the perimeter outside the fence. Their casual gait surprised me. Then again, as far as Able Valent knew, only his inner circle even knew he was here.

      He was though. I could sense him. Not him specifically, but the tension running through the four beta wolves near the fence was palpable. It made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. My shoulders shook and I pressed my belly into the soft earth. If the patrol scented me now, they might be fast enough to overtake me.

      But, maybe they wouldn’t. Instead, maybe I’d be fast enough to get past them. How much time would I need to find Able and rip his throat out? One on one, I knew I could kill him. Ten seconds? Twenty? The betas would get to me first. The rest of the Pack would sense the danger to their Alpha instantly. I’d have maybe a minute or two before the Pack got to me and tore me apart. Ten seconds and a head start. It might be enough.

      “Mannie, you hear something?”

      I flattened myself to the ground even more. One of the other shifters followed Mannie’s voice and stood shoulder to shoulder with him. They were looking a little to the left of my position. I didn’t think it was me they sensed.

      “You’re still twitchy from yesterday, Geordie,” Mannie said, laughing.

      “Shut the hell up about yesterday. There was something out there.”

      Mannie shrugged. The pair of them were big, well-muscled, but no match for me in size. I could take the two of them easily. But, spilling their blood would send an instant signal to the Alpha. Was he inside that house even now? He had to be. Why else would he have foot patrols at this time of night?

      “Geordie, there’s nothing out there but that crazy old lady and that addled kid. Which one are you afraid of?”

      Geordie took a swing at Mannie. He neatly dodged it and erupted in fresh laughter.

      “That kid,” Geordie said, “is creepy as hell. There’s something not right about her.”

      “Yeah. She’s touched in the head. She’s not dangerous. Can’t figure why Valent lets them live out here.”

      “That’s none of your business,” Geordie said. I didn’t know the context, but Geordie seemed quicker to anger than the conversation warranted. He had a fistful of Mannie’s shirt and shoved him back. They were both betas, but Geordie was clearly in charge. Mannie’s wolf eyes flashed, but he showed no other sign of aggression. Instead, he took a step back and headed back toward his side of the fence.

      I waited. I watched. Mannie, Geordie and the two other members of Able’s patrol walked the four corners of the property. None of them ventured more than thirty yards from the fence. As far as I could tell, the watchtowers weren’t manned.

      As I kept low and downwind of them, they never knew I was there. As the night wore on, I knew that was my first solid piece of intel. A solo shifter like me could get close to them without detection. If I’d shifted, maybe they would have sensed that. Maybe not. It was a good night’s work and I knew I should head back to the caves and let the others know. But, as the sun began to rise, there was so much more I could do.

      There was a shift change just after dawn. Geordie, Mannie and the other two were replaced by three new betas. That too was good information. The patrols were lighter during the day. I’d need to watch a few more days to be sure, but it was a safe bet. I slid back down the ravine and moved through the woods, closer to the river. As full daylight approached, I’d be easier to spot.

      I found an overgrown trail and backtracked it to the denser part of the forest. When I got far out of the line of sight of the prison, I shifted. Sharp branches brushed against my back as I rose to my full height. I’d set my camp here as night fell yesterday. I’d found a rotted out hollow in a large maple tree and stuffed what limited supplies I needed. They consisted mainly of a few pairs of clean jeans, boots, a canteen and a toothbrush.

      After pulling on my jeans, I headed down a small hill to the spring I’d found the night before. I let the cool water run over my hands and scrubbed my face. I’d disturbed an owl. He hooted above me. The trees shimmied as a breeze kicked up. Then, the wind shifted.

      Tiny hairs rose along my spine. There was something here. Something...familiar. I froze. Still squatting in front of the spring, I turned my head to the side and closed my eyes. Drawing in a breath through my nose, I tried to pick up the scent.

      Blackbirds flew out of a tree to the left of me. The few fallen leaves along the banks of the stream had been newly crushed. Why hadn’t I seen it before? Someone other than me had been through here recently.

      Instinct told me it wasn’t the shifter patrols. This wasn’t wolf I smelled. At least not...completely.

      Staying in the shadows, I picked up the new trail and followed it downhill. In a small clearing about two hundred yards from the campsite I’d picked, I saw it.

      “Motherfucker,” I muttered under my breath.

      Nestled among the pines was a small log cabin. Rustic and hand built, I could see it had plenty of modern amenities. Solar panels covered the roof. A satellite dish was screwed to the southern peak of the roof. Clean laundry hung between two poles driven into the ground.

      There were no shifters here. And yet, the scent pouring through me didn’t feel altogether human either. My wolf stirred then clamored to get out.

      The cabin itself was empty. I could see through the back windows. As I moved around to the front, I saw two sets of footprints in the dirt heading northeast toward town. They branched off. One going straight for Heartland, the other making a sharp turn to the east.

      She was close. Every cell in my body told me the owner of the second set of footprints was female. My vision brightened and I knew my wolf eyes glinted through the trees. So close.

      I should have turned. I should have found another place to camp. And yet, I had to see. I had to know who in the hell would risk living this close to Able Valent, Chief Alpha to the Kentucky Pack.

      Her voice reached me first. I hid in thick needles of a group of pine trees. The girl’s figure flickered through the gap in the branches. She was humming, her voice high and pleasant as she squatted to pick berries off the ground. Her clothes were odd for her surroundings. She wore a flowing white skirt and a red shirt, open at the collar. No shoes. Her dark, thick hair hung to her waist.

      She hiked her skirt above her knees as she stepped over a fallen branch. Her legs were long and supple, tanned to a rich caramel color. When she leaned down again to fill her basket with berries, her shirt fell past her shoulders revealing the ample swell of her breasts.

      I lost my balance and landed on my ass among the trees. I thought she was just a little girl at first. She had an innocence to her expression. Wide, ocean-blue eyes as the light caught them. Her brows were thick and straight. Her nose turned up and was slightly pinched at the end. She had a round face with a strong jaw and lips so red at first I thought she’d been eating as many berries as she picked.

      There was something...off...about her. Her scent wasn’t like most human women. Not shifter either. It was something in between. My inner predator reeled, trying to process it.

      She looked up as the wind shifted. Her nostrils flared and she cocked her head to the side. She was human. She was human. And yet, she was acting like she could scent me. I froze, not even daring to breathe.

      “Rowan!”

      A voice rose, picked up by the breeze. It was coming from the cabin far behind us. Surely, it belonged to the other set of footprints. Their owner had apparently just returned from town.

      Rowan.

      She scowled then rolled her eyes as the woman called her name again. She didn’t answer. Instead, she slowly rose to her full height. Squatting down and half hidden, I couldn’t be sure exactly how tall she was. But, I guessed she was taller than average. Five foot nine, maybe?

      A branch cracked behind her. Rowan whipped her head around. Her dark hair flew behind her. The scent of it reached me. She squared her shoulders and slowly turned.

      With her back still to me, I watched her shoulders rise and fall with her sharp intake of air. “You might as well come out,” she said, her voice lilting, no fear at all.

      I snarled, my protective instincts flaring. But, I moved out of the underbrush and slowly rose.

      Rowan turned. Her eyes flashed with some dark mystery, but she held her ground. Why wasn’t she afraid?

      “Who are you?” I asked. I shouldn’t have. I should have just shifted into my wolf and taken off. To a human woman like Rowan, she would have seen me standing there one minute, then vanished the next.

      “The better question,” she said, moving toward me, “is who the hell are you?”
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      I got careless. I should have sensed him standing there. Maybe I had. Maybe there’d been some small part of me that noticed the change in the wind or the strong, male scent emanating from him. Once I’d turned and focused my attention on him outright, his scent overpowered me.

      Strong. Almost feral. Powerful.

      His eyes glinted silver and his inner wolf stirred. He would be a giant if he shifted. Somehow, I could almost see his wolf superimposed with the man standing in front of me. Gray with silver streaks, lush fur and keen, penetrating blue eyes.

      A low growl emanated from his core. No one but another wolf should have been able to hear it. But, I did. Setting my woven basket down, I straightened my shoulders and walked up to him.

      “Who are you?” he asked me again.

      How could he not know? Was he just trying to unsettle me? He’d already done that just by being here. I felt pressure between my shoulder blades and the hair at the back of my neck stood on end.

      I looked closer. I’d never seen him before. I would have remembered. Dark, thick hair, slicked back. It hung past his ears, just brushing his shoulders. He was bare-chested with defined abs, carved in granite. My fingers brimmed with the urge to touch the dusting of dark curls that covered his pecs and led a trail all the way down.

      “Don’t you know?” I asked.

      He didn’t. He honest to God didn’t. Even if my own senses hadn’t screamed the answer, his mere presence in front of me told me the most important thing about him. He wasn’t a member of the Pack. He was an intruder.

      “Rowan!” Aunt Grace’s hollar came from further away than the first one. She was looking for me in the wrong place.

      The intruder’s lip curled in a little half-smile. Oh, yes. He was dangerous. But, not Pack. Which meant he was either foolish, or he had some kind of death wish. The Pack patrols would head this way soon.

      “You’re...you’re not…” He reached for me. His eyes misted and his fingers trembled a bit as they hovered in the air in front of my face. Heat speared from my heart straight down to my toes. I took a step back and he dropped his hand.

      Whatever unsettled him, he recovered from it quickly. His wolf eyes flashed silver and his brow furrowed. When I reached for him, he stopped me by grabbing my wrist. He held me in an iron grip as he searched my face for answers I couldn’t believe he didn’t already possess.

      “Rowan,” he whispered. “Rowan. Rowan what?”

      Good question, I wanted to say. Instead, I said nothing. Leaves rustled behind him. The patrols were coming. How the hell did he not realize that? By the intensity of his gaze, I knew why. Whatever else this man was, he was flat out thunderstruck by the likes of me.

      “Do you know what this place is?” he asked, still gripping my wrist. His fingers seared my skin. My heart thumped a wild pace and sweat beaded my brow.

      “Do you?”

      “Heartland,” he answered.

      “I live here,” I said, recovering my bravado. “What’s your business?”

      His lips parted but he didn’t speak. He was still trying to puzzle out what I was. His unbreaking scrutiny raised every alarm bell inside of me. To hell with this.

      I jerked my wrist out of his grasp. His eyes widened with shock at the strength I showed. I’d only just begun.

      I let out a breath and with it, my own inner beast churned. I let her out just a little. This was the part Aunt Grace didn’t fully understand. I was in control. No trembling. No double vision. I didn’t feel faint or breathless. Whatever happened to me now, I owned this.

      My vision blurred for just an instant before it brightened. I knew he saw the flash in my own eyes. My heart beat double time as I let primal energy flow through me. I took a bold step toward him, leaving only a few inches of space between us. The ends of his hair lifted, but his gaze held steady.

      Bending at the knees, I took a ready stance in front of him. If he charged me, he still outweighed me by a good seventy pounds. If he shifted, he’d be twice as strong. But, he wouldn’t be faster.

      I let out a growl, fully expecting his knees to buckle. I’d perfected this, bringing down at least a dozen Pack patrols without them even knowing what happened. Geordie’s loss of bladder control the other day had been the least of it.

      I waited and held my ground. Any second now. He’d shift. His wolf would whine, side-step and double back the way he came at top speed.

      But, nothing happened.

      He kept his posture straight, his silver eyes locked with mine. His lips curled back in a snarl, but he didn’t shift. Why didn’t he shift? Instead, his power shot toward me in a wall of heat. His defenses went up. I saw the hairs bristle along his shoulders. His wolf was there, simmering below the surface, but he stayed fully in control of it.

      My legs started to give out. My breath left me in a whoosh and I almost dropped. With lightning quick reflexes, he shot out a hand and caught my elbow.

      “Rowan,” he said.

      I jerked away. “Don’t touch me.” I couldn’t stand it if he did. His fingers burned through me.

      “Are you okay? What was that? You’re...you’re like...but…” He shook his head as if that would stop his shocked stammer.

      “You should go,” I said, gasping. “This is no place for someone like you.”

      “Someone like me? What do you know about it?”

      I didn’t. That’s the truth. This man was unlike any I’d ever encountered. The strength emanating from him was more powerful than anything I’d felt except for…No. That wasn’t possible. This was Heartland. Even he knew that.

      Deep, gruff voices reached my ears. His pricked and he dropped low, finally able to sense the Pack patrols closing in. I realized with fresh horror that I was the reason he hadn’t picked up on it before. He’d been so focused on me that he missed the sounds and scent of the others. And now, he might pay for it with his life.

      “Who’s out there?” I recognized one of the voices as belonging to Clayton Sampson. He was one of the Chief Alpha’s most trusted guards. He was usually brought in to train the others. Clayton was also one of the meanest sons of bitches I’d ever encountered. I’d watched him tear the heads off a few of Valent’s other guards when he didn’t feel they were doing their jobs well. If he caught this guy’s scent, there’s no telling what might happen.

      “Stay here,” I said. I hiked up my skirt and vaulted up the hill past him.

      “What?” he turned, eyes wide. I rounded on him.

      “Stay low. Don’t do anything that’ll draw even more attention to yourself. That is...if you want to live or even just walk out of here with all your limbs still attached. When they start to move off, then run like hell and don’t look back.”

      He stared at me open-mouthed, but his predatory nature reflected back at me in the glimmer of his wolf eyes. He understood.

      “Hey!” I yelled, running as fast as I could as east as I could. My skirt tore on a branch, ripping it in two all the way up to my thigh. Dammit. That would take an afternoon to mend.

      I tripped over another clump of gnarled branches; landing on my palms, I scraped the skin.

      My chest tightened as two Pack members drew near. Two pairs of wolf eyes glinted gold as they got to me. The air grew thick and my nerves ignited. Danger. Run. But, I stayed right where I was.

      Sweat poured between my shoulder blades and dripped down my nose. My hair clung to my forehead and I stayed low to the ground, my legs sprawled out behind me.

      “Who the hell is that?” one of the shifters asked the others. Thank God, it wasn’t Clayton. He must have moved off to the west. I knew one of these men as Teague. He was newer and more timid, preferring to stick to the fence line near Able’s house. The other I’d never seen before. He was small and slight with a grayish pallor to his skin. A new recruit. He couldn’t be more than maybe sixteen years old. Fresh off the truck. That would work to my advantage.

      If I closed my eyes and held my breath, I swear I could hear the intruder’s heartbeat down in the clearing. If I could, how the hell couldn’t the patrol? If he tried to run now, it would be worse. Like it or not, it appeared I was the one line of defense he had. Later, I’d have to figure out why it mattered to me. I just knew on a cellular level it did. Clayton would use the others and make an example out of him.

      I moaned and rolled to my side. The pain was real. Blood trickled down my wrist. I’d impaled the heel of my hand on the sharp point of one of the branches. It would heal quickly, but bleed a lot before that.

      I let my jaw hang slack and my vision go out of focus. Even so, I could sense their positions with absolute precision. One quick movement, and I could have them both on their backs. But, then what? I’d have the advantage of surprise, but I’d be no match for Clayton and the other two shifters the instant these boys sent out a distress call. I could buy my new acquaintance time and distraction, that was all. If he was smart, he’d take that gift and do what I said. Run like hell and never look back.

      Teague grabbed me by the shoulder and flipped me to my back. I held my hands in front of my face, shielding it. I let out an animal whimper and refused to make eye contact with him.

      “Oh, shit,” Teague said. “It’s just Rowan.”

      “Rowan?” the new kid asked. “What the hell’s wrong with her? She’s...she seems...what the fuck is she?”

      Teague clucked his tongue. “Don’t get near her, Dugger. She’s a freak, is what she is.” Teague wiped his hand on his jeans as if touching me would expose him to the kind of freak he thought I was. Rage boiled through me, but I kept my breathing even.

      “Get up, Rowan,” Teague said. “I heard the old lady calling for you. Better get on home before you get into trouble.”

      I snarled at him and flipped over, squatting in front of them. I knew they saw what they wanted to. Wild girl. Not right in the head. I fed the illusion by letting a thin line of drool slide from my mouth.

      “Jesus,” Dugger said. “But what is she?”

      His eyes darted over me, trying to sort out what his instincts told him. Not quite human. Not quite shifter. I was other and therefore a threat. His bigotry showed in his narrowing eyes and the curl of his lips. I snapped my jaw at him, not able to help myself.

      I underestimated Dugger’s bigotry. He lashed out, backhanding me across the cheek. The blow stunned me. I pitched sideways and bit the inside of my mouth. Blood mixed with saliva and ran in a stream from my lip to the ground.

      I closed my eyes. Let out a breath. One heartbeat. Two. I let the wild thing out just a little more. I felt a little heat behind my eyes and knew as I turned, Dugger and Teague saw them flash silver. With each slow breath, my true nature spooled out of me. It wrapped around their senses in snaking tendrils. They knew it, and yet they’d never seen it. They were weak at their core. I was strong.

      Dugger couldn’t handle it. Just like Geordie, his knees buckled and he took a staggering step forward. Teague was a little bit stronger. Still, he swayed sideways, caught in mid-shift as his wolf struggled to get out.

      They were mine. I owned them. The chaos swirling inside them made them vulnerable.

      Teague completed his shift. His black wolf was alarmingly thin. I could see every rib through his fur. But, his yellow eyes were sharp. He bared his fangs and lunged at me. I deflected him easily, pushing him back with my forearm.

      Dugger recovered enough to come at me. I would have thrown him off too, but never got the chance.

      Two more shifters burst through the trees. Clayton and Pollick. Clayton surveyed the scene in an instant. He shifted in mid-stride, his gray wolf larger than the others. When he got near me, his instincts short-circuited just like Teague’s and Dugger’s had. It would have bought me plenty of time. I could have pushed them all back.

      But, as I lay on the ground, my arm still protecting my face, a silver avalanche descended, knocking Clayton back. He looked just like I imagined. Twice as big as any of the Alpha’s patrols. That meant something, I just didn’t know what. His sleek body arched through the air, tail high. His massive paws landed with a sickening thud against Clayton’s back. Cracking bones echoed off the trees.

      Pollick and Dugger’s wolves reacted in unison. They lunged at the silver wolf. Pollick, the stronger of the two, tore into the silver wolf’s back, leaving a gaping wound. But, the silver wolf didn’t even flinch. He turned on Pollick and lunged at him. Dugger, Teague and now Clayton rebounded. They sank their claws into the silver wolf’s neck. Blood poured out of the wound.

      He might have taken them anyway. He was so much bigger. So much stronger. But, I knew time was not on his side. At any moment, Clayton would have the presence of mind to call out to the Alpha and the rest of the Pack. Why he hadn’t already I couldn’t fathom. But, he didn’t. And that gave me the advantage I needed.

      I let out an ear-splitting howl. Dugger, Clayton, Teague and Pollick whined, side-stepped and dropped low to the ground. I vaulted to my feet and put my hand on the silver wolf’s shoulder.

      “Run!” I screamed. His wide, silver eyes took me in. His wounds weren’t fatal, but he’d lost a lot of blood. He took one faltering step and I knew I’d have to take matters into my own hands. So, I did it literally.

      Though I didn’t seem to have the same power over him as the shifter patrol, the silver wolf shifted. He rose on two legs. In human form, his wounds looked even more grave. His ear hung loose and rivers of blood poured down his chest. I got my arms around his waist and pulled him deeper into the woods.

      The patrol was stunned, but they wouldn’t be for long. There was only one place to go and it might not be safe.

      “Shit,” I said under my breath. My new companion staggered but stayed on his feet. I draped his arm over my shoulder and ran for all I was worth.
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      Blood leached out of me and so did the pain. These weren’t mortal wounds. But, they were deep. My stomach turned and I stumbled as we leaped over a small ravine.

      Rowan was fast and strong. I could move under my own power, but not at top speed. Rowan held me up. Her frame was solid as I leaned against her. A girl that size should have buckled under the weight of me. She didn’t. Why?

      “Here,” she said, gasping. She pushed past another dense row of pine trees. A wall of rock loomed before me. “Can you stand?”

      I coughed up blood as I gave her a nod. Rowan looked exasperated. She furrowed her brow and shook her head as she pushed me against the rock. She pulled back a clump of vines to reveal a small cave entrance. It seemed no matter where I went, I always ended up underground.

      “Come on!” she commanded. “Those boys aren’t going to stay back for long.”

      She disappeared into the cave entrance. Heaving myself off the rock, I followed her into the darkness. With each step, I felt the pull of the Pack recede. It had been faint to begin with. It shouldn’t be. Here in the heart of Able Valent’s land, the air should have been thick with it.

      Rowan produced a small flashlight from one of the pockets of her skirt and set it on a rocky ledge. She came to me, looping her arm around my waist again, she led me to a corner of the cave. I sunk gratefully to the ground. I just needed a minute to catch my breath.

      “You’re stupid, you know that?” she said. She tore a patch from her skirt and pressed it to the deepest of the wounds on my chest. Thick rivers of blood ran down it. Shifter wounds always bled like that.

      “Do you know what those boys were planning to do to you?” I asked, closing my fingers around her wrist. Rowan sat back, eyes gleaming. They were so wolf-like with silver edges when her emotions ran high. They did now. A tiny pulse beat a furious pace near her throat. Her skin was flushed. And she was strong. No human woman should have been able to outrun those patrols, much less bear even the partial weight of an injured Alpha wolf.

      She sat back on her heels. “You’re kidding, right? I told you to stay hidden. Do you mean to tell me you jumped into that fray for me?”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but no words came out. Why had I jumped into the fray? When I closed my eyes, I could see the lustful glint in each of those shifters’ eyes. Rowan had triggered something in them. Whatever it was, neither had been able to control their wolves. I felt their need for her and their fear. Given a chance they would have cast off the latter and quenched the former.

      “I can take care of myself,” she said, undaunted. She jerked her wrist out of my grasp and pressed the patch of skirt against my wound again.

      “Rowan,” I said. “You want to tell me who and what you are?”

      Her eyes flicked to mine. She drew her brows together forming a deep crease in her forehead. “Why don’t you already know? And why don’t you tell me what this means?”

      With her free hand, she traced the lines of the tattoo I bore on my chest. It was a wolf’s head with unfurled wings behind it. At the base, were two crossed swords. Liam, Mac, Gunnar, Payne and I all had them. We weren’t a pack, but we were brothers in arms just the same. This ink represented our commitment to each other and to the cause of freedom from Able Valent’s Pack. How could she not know what it meant already? It had never been my intention, but the Mammoth Forest wolves had taken on a mythic status for those in the resistance.

      “You don’t get out much, do you?” I asked, leaning back. I crossed my arms behind my head and really looked at her. She was young, but not as young as she looked from a distance. When I first saw her picking berries by the stream, I’d thought she was no more than fifteen or sixteen. I was wrong. Rowan was a grown woman, maybe twenty or so. Her eyes held an even older wisdom and a flicker of pain she quickly tried to hide. Oh, yes, this woman had even more secrets than I did. I’d meant the comment as almost a joke, but Rowan flinched. I instantly regretted saying it like that.

      “I get out plenty. And for your information, I know how to handle myself with a bunch of low-level shifter guards. All you did was risk exposure. I’m not even sure why I helped you. Momentary stupidity, that’s what. Here, hold this to that wound until the bleeding stops. I’m going to have to go out there and make some kind of poultice. I don’t have bandages here and it isn’t safe to head back home yet.”

      “Rowan, it’s not safe for you to leave this cave. Those wolves can track you.”

      Her eyes flashed with fury. They were pure wolf. How in the hell was that possible? “It’s you they can track. You bled all the way here. I need to go out there and cover it before they get the command to follow you. They won’t be able to sense you underground like this.”

      She really had no idea who I was. The resistance fighters had been using the natural cave systems of Kentucky to avoid tracking by the Pack for years.

      “Stay put,” she said, pointing a finger at me. “You’ll live, but you’re not going to be up to full strength for at least a day. You kicked up a hornet’s nest out there…”

      She searched for her next word. My name. I hadn’t given it to her yet. She hadn’t asked. The tattoo already marked me as a traitor to the Pack. My name would seal it if she had any intention of handing me over to them. I suppose if she’d wanted to, she could have done it already.

      “Jagger,” I said, swallowing hard. “Jagger Wilkes.”

      She considered it, her eyes darting over me. Then, she gave me a quick nod and gathered her skirts as she stood. “I’ll be back, Jagger Wilkes. You could use some fresh water and probably something to eat. Don’t fall asleep if you can avoid it. They knocked you on the head pretty good.”

      She turned on her heel and dashed out of the cave before I could even answer or thank her.

      Eyes wide, I shook my head then settled against the cave wall. Maybe if she hadn’t said not to, I wouldn’t have noticed how drowsy I was. I tried to play it off, but I’d lost a hell of a lot of blood. Those shifters were aiming for the kill. How in the everloving hell had Rowan handled them the way she did?

      My heartbeat stilled as the dark silence settled over me. Rowan had taken her flashlight with her. I liked it here. I’d always liked the darkness better. Ever since…

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I braced myself for the pain. With the next thump of my heart, I felt it. Keara. Grief’s grip sucked the air out of my lungs. The skirmish with the Pack patrol had eased things, just for a moment. It should have come back the instant the battle ended. The adrenaline of the aftermath must have pushed it aside. Now, the pain was back, wrapping itself around my soul.
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      “Hey!”

      Sound stabbed through the darkness. Pain and light came with it. A hard grip on my shoulder shook me awake.

      Rowan’s eyes glinted as she stared into my face. Her brow was furrowed again. Two thick, dark lines with barely an arch. Her skin was smooth and white, flawless. She held her downturned mouth, lips parted, murmuring something I couldn’t make out.

      “Jagger Wilkes!” she shouted. I became fully awake.

      “Huh? What?”

      Her face softened with relief as she sat back on her heels. She didn’t say any more. Instead, she became methodical, dipping a fresh cloth into a pail of water, she cleaned my chest wound and slathered on a thick poultice made out of what looked like dirt and leaves.

      “The bleeding’s mostly stopped,” she said, almost to herself. “It’ll scar, but by the looks of you, that’s nothing new. Tangling with Pack members, is that kind of a hobby of yours or something?”

      Finally, her eyes flicked to mine. Hers held the hint of a smile. Or, maybe it was relief. I flat out couldn’t read this woman, but she seemed relieved I wasn’t dead.

      “More of a pastime,” I said, leaning back against the wall. Rowan picked up another basket. It was covered with a checkered cloth. When she peeled that back the aroma of fresh-baked bread hit my nose and nearly pulled the wolf straight out of me. I was starving.

      She pushed the basket toward me. I pulled out a huge, fluffy biscuit and tore into it. At the bottom of the basket, she brought a few thick strips of jerky. I scarfed those down while Rowan dusted off her hands and found a rock to sit on across from me.

      “Where are you from, Jagger Wilkes? And how are you not part of the Pack?”

      She rested her chin in her palm. Rowan’s eyes twinkled with curiosity. I had the keen sense she’d never met any shifter who wasn’t Pack before. And yet, she knew enough to understand how dangerous they were.

      “Are we sharing stories now?” I asked. “Because I’d really like to hear some of yours too.”

      She sucked in a breath of air, but her posture didn’t alter. “You first. Then...we’ll see.”

      “Why should I trust you?”

      “You shouldn’t. But, if I wanted to turn you over to the Pack, I would have done it by now. I still could.”

      I pushed off the wall and leaned toward her, letting my wolf eyes flash. “You think you could move fast enough?”

      I expected her to flinch. She didn’t. Instead, Rowan rose in a fluid, steady movement. She stood over me, her own eyes flashing.

      “I think I can handle a shifter or two just fine.”

      I got up. I wasn’t at full strength yet, but that didn’t matter. A fundamental truth about Rowan slammed into my brain. She knew plenty about Pack shifters. But, she’d never been around a true Alpha before. She might not even know there was a difference.

      Color came into Rowan’s cheeks as she felt the power emanating from me. She wasn’t a wolf. Still, there was something about her nature that understood mine. She took an involuntary step back.

      “And I’m thinking,” I said, taking a step toward her. “You’ve never met a shifter like me before.”

      Her breath hitched, but she stood her ground. She slowly raised her hand, palm out. Her fingers trembled as they hovered over the marking on my chest. Her scent filled me again. Not fear. Wonder. Maybe an undercurrent of excitement.

      As she lifted her hand higher, I saw the deep scratches on the heel. The bleeding had stopped, but the wounds were ugly and jagged. If Molly were here, she would have made her sit for stitches.

      Without thinking, I grabbed Rowan’s wrist again. “You’re hurt.”

      Gasping, she tried to pull her hand away. I wouldn’t let her. Instead, I led her back to the rock and made her sit. I took the cloth and dipped it into her pail. Rowan hissed with pain, but she stayed still while I cleaned her wound and wrapped it with the fresh cloth.

      “They could have done much worse,” I said. “You should be more careful. Those wolves...that Pack...they aren’t...good.”

      “I know what they are,” she whispered. “I’ve known it all my life. Probably a hell of lot better than you do.”

      “You’ve never left Kentucky, have you?” I asked. Slowly, Rowan pulled her hand out of mine. She tucked it against her body.

      I sighed. “You’ve never left Heartland, have you?”

      The stillness in her face gave me my answer. My God. What was she to Able Valent? And how in the hell had she controlled those betas?

      I took a seat beside her on the rock, pressing my back against the wall. Our shoulders were no more than an inch from each other.

      “How old are you, Rowan?”

      She didn’t turn to face me when she answered. She just stared straight ahead. “I don’t know.”

      It wasn’t the answer I expected. Then again, nothing about her had been what I expected. She had a sadness to her that tore at me.

      “How old do I look?” She finally looked at me. From anyone else, that question would have seemed like a self-effacing joke. But Rowan was earnestly asking.

      “I wasn’t sure, at first,” I said. “Now, I’d guess maybe twenty?”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Twenty. I could be. It’s a good a guess as any.”

      “Don’t you have people? A family? Someone who knows these things?”

      “I have my aunt,” she said.

      “The old lady and the addled kid,” I said, repeating what I’d heard the shifters say. “Except, there’s nothing addled about you, is there? That’s just what you let them think.”

      Rowan’s eyes held the truth. Another of her secrets peeled away. “That’s a lot of questions, Jagger Wilkes. Now how about a few for you? How did you manage to get free of the Pack? Are there others like you?”

      “That’s a long story,” I said. “And parts of it I’m not willing to share. But yes, there are others like me. And they are the reason I’m not willing to share. Not everyone believes Able Valent is a good guy.”

      “Does anyone believe he’s a good guy? I mean...anyone who isn’t forced to do what he says?”

      “For someone who’s never left Heartland, you’ve picked up a few things,” I joked.

      “Not bad for an addled kid,” she said, her tone thick with irony.

      “How did you do that?” I asked. “What you did to those shifters. You do it a lot, don’t you? What’s your power over them?”

      “I don’t know,” she answered, and again I knew she was telling the truth. “I just do it.”

      “But not to me,” I said, squaring my shoulders and turning to face her full on.

      Color drained from her face and her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard. Now, I did sense a flash of fear from her.

      I lifted my hand and rubbed my knuckles along her jaw. I don’t know why I did that. But, the instant I touched her, her fear seemed to dissipate.

      “Not to you,” she answered. “You’re different.”

      “I’m an Alpha,” I said.

      “I didn’t...I thought Valent was the only one.”

      I barked out a bitter laugh. “That’s what he wants them all to think. It’s a lie. There are others. Many, many others. In other states and around the world, shifters don’t live like he does. Alphas of other packs aren’t tyrants like he is. They don’t control when their members shift, what they do, who they mate with.”

      I watched Rowan change. Her eyes darted over the cavern, glistening with the hint of tears. I couldn’t tell if she was happy or sad at what I said. For a moment, her shoulders hitched as if she were having difficulty drawing in air. Finally, she rose and backed away from me. Still, it wasn’t fear I sensed coming off of her anymore. Shock, maybe.

      “Rowan?” I stood. When I moved toward her she put a hand up to ward me off.

      “I have to go,” she said, breathlessly. “I can’t miss another dose.”

      “A dose of what?” She jerked her head toward me and I realized maybe she hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

      “Rowan, wait.” I had so many other questions for her.

      “You’ll be safe here,” she said. “For a little while at least. I’ll come back. I can show you…”

      She put a hand on her forehead, looking unsure of what to say next.

      “Rowan!”

      But, before I could reach her, Rowan turned and ran to the cave entrance, fast as lightning. She left a whoosh of air in her wake brimming with raw power.
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      The air choked me. Sweat poured down the middle of my back as I clawed through the branches and made my way back to the cabin. I’d let almost a full day pass covering over Jagger’s blood trail, hiding him, hiding myself.

      Jagger’s blood. Spots of it still dotted my skirt. He’d bled all over me as I helped him into the cave. That alone wouldn’t have meant anything. As I pushed through into the clearing near the cabin, I sat down on a fallen log. Woozy, I put my head down and tried to slow my breathing.

      My hands were shaking. I pressed my left thumb into my right palm and rubbed. The deep gashes in my hand throbbed.

      Blood. Jagger’s blood.

      I closed my eyes and I was right back there. With him. It had been such a small thing. I’d pressed the torn fabric of my skirt against the deepest of his wounds. My blood mixed with his and the world tilted on its axis.

      Jagger’s blood. My blood.

      Shaking, I traced the line of the wound on my own hand. It had already started to heal. Nowhere near as quickly as Jagger’s would, but I was different too. Heat stirred in my core. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to feel his breath kiss my cheek. I wanted to…

      “Rowan!”

      Aunt Grace stood with her hands on her hips in the doorway of the cabin. Her gray hair flew around her head as the breeze picked up.

      “What the hell are you doing sitting out there? Come on inside. Didn’t you hear me calling for you? Jesus, Mary and Joseph. It’s like you want to get sick again. Come on, honey, I’ve got everything laid out.”

      I moved like a zombie. Feet shuffling. I couldn’t get my brain to focus on any one thing as Grace took me by the shoulders and steered me into one of the kitchen chairs. She made small talk and I think I answered her questions as she prepared the syringes and gave me my shots. I kept my hands folded in my lap so she wouldn’t see the cuts and scrapes. As soon as I could, I’d change out of my clothes and hide the skirt.

      “You all right?” she asked.

      “What? Yes. I’m fine.”

      “Hmm. Well, something’s kicked up out there. The patrols got close to the house today. I heard ‘em talking. Somebody’s been through here who ought not to. You know anything about that?”

      I jerked my head up and looked at her. Aunt Grace’s brow furrowed, but her question seemed to come from a place of genuine ignorance. Still, something made me keep my guard up, even around her. I loved her. She was the only person in the world who gave a damn about me. But, she did everything the Pack patrols told her to and more. She wanted no trouble. If she knew about Jagger…

      “I heard the same rumblings,” I said. “Wonder what’s going on.”

      She let it drop. I got out of it without having to outright lie to her. Oh, I’d done that before plenty. She had no idea the extent of my dealings with the shifter patrols. I grew bolder each day, seeing how far I could push my powers. If she knew, there’s no telling what Aunt Grace would do.

      “Have you always lived here, in Heartland?” I asked. Every time I asked her things like that, she gave me half-answers and changed the subject quickly. Sometimes, I asked the same questions over and over just to see if I could catch her in a lie.

      Grace busied herself disposing of the used syringes and tidying up the table. “Me? Most of my life, yes.”

      “You ever cross the border?”

      Grace blinked. Her hands trembled then froze. She never liked when I asked her these kinds of questions. She liked it even less when I asked about who my parents were. I called her Aunt Grace, but I had no idea if she was even related to the woman who gave birth to me.

      “It’s dark and brutal out there, honey. We have it made here in Heartland. I don’t see why some don’t understand that. You have everything you could ever want right here.” She held the last of the syringes in her hand and shook it before she tossed it in the plastic container by the door.

      “The Alpha though,” I said. “Are there others like him? Out there, I mean.”

      She dropped her shoulder and leaned against the counter. “Other Alphas? Oh, honey, I wouldn’t know about that.”

      “You’ve never asked. I mean, you must know something. You told me you worked for him when you were younger. Cleaning his house. Watching some of his children. I’ve seen the photos you keep, Aunt Grace. You had other people you loved. The children in that locket you wear, the man in the frame in your nightstand drawer. What happened to all of them?”

      She took a step back, staggering almost as if my words were a physical blow. I hadn’t meant to hurt her or cause her distress. I expected her to yell at me for going through her things. But, Aunt Grace was a practical woman. She knew I was here alone most of the time. Of course I was going to get bored.

      “I had my time, Rowan,” she said. “I had my other life. But, it was a very long time ago and all the people you see in those pictures are gone now.”

      She jerked her chin down, gesturing the finality of her statement. But, she’d told me nothing. Normally, I’d leave it. But, Jagger’s touch had stirred me in ways I wasn’t used to.

      “You had your time. But Grace, I haven’t had mine.”

      She blanched. She sank slowly into the kitchen chair beside me and put her hand on my arm.

      “I have questions. I need answers. I need to know who I am. What I am. I need to know if there are others like me. How long will I have to keep taking this medication? I told you, I feel stronger than I ever have before. I haven’t had a seizure in over two years. I’ve gone longer and longer without the shots and I’m still fine. Maybe...I’ve outgrown it.”

      “No!” Grace gripped my arm hard. I could have easily thrown her off, but I didn’t.

      “No,” she said, more quietly. “Now, you listen to me. I’ve gone over this and over this. You don’t take those injections, you’ll die, honey. I’ve seen it before. You wanna know what happened to the children in this locket? That’s what happened, baby.”

      “They were like me?” I blinked back tears.

      She pursed her lips together. “They were, but they were different too. And the meds didn’t work for them like they do for you. As for outgrowing it...that’s not a chance I’m willing to take. You have to trust me, baby girl. I’ve kept you alive this long. And you remember what it was like when you were little, don’t you?”

      I did. Hot tears stung my eyes as the memories flooded in. In my earliest memories, I’d been bedridden. I couldn’t lift my head. I couldn’t feed myself. Grace had taken me into town a few times in a wheelchair. I remember seeing other children my age running and playing in the streets. They’d looked at me with gaping mouths and pointing fingers. Then, I got stronger. Little by little.

      “Without these shots, it’ll get bad like that again. I know Able Valent isn’t perfect. I’m not saying I agree with the way he runs things. And yes, I don’t know where you heard it, but there are other Alphas in other places who do things differently. But, Able’s the one responsible for you being alive, Rowan. Don’t you ever forget that. He’s the one who pays for the medication that makes it so you can walk and talk and breathe, honey. We owe him everything. We owe him your life.”

      She kissed my hand and rose from her seat. I could still see the tears misting her eyes as she went to the front door. I watched through the window as Grace picked up a plastic box holding the used syringes and walked out with it. She looked back once, giving me a grim smile as she took the trail back toward town.

      This time, I followed her.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d done it. Many times, she knew I was there. Not this time though. This time, I didn’t let anyone see me.

      Downtown Heartland was only a mile and a half from the cabin. The trail from our front door led straight to a dirt road that wound its way up to the closest thing we had to civilization out here.

      Heartland, Kentucky had only one streetlight and four city blocks, if you could even call them that. A century ago, I knew this place was something altogether different. When the prison was still in business, the people in this town almost all worked there. Before that, the tobacco plantations kept them thriving. Now, the only people living here were connected to the Pack.

      Able Valent’s bodyguards lived and shopped here. A few of them had families. Mostly though, this place was like a small military base. At least, I imagined it was from what I’d seen on television and read in the few books available to me.

      We had a hospital in the northeast corner, but they mostly did wound care and sick calls. Shifters don’t need much patching up. If any of the human mates or children needed more serious medical attention, they’d go to places like Bowling Green or Owensboro. Places I’d never been. Places I’d been too scared to even try to get to.

      She didn’t go into the main hospital. Instead, she went to the pharmacy annex beside it. I stayed in the shadows and found a hiding place in the lobby behind a dumpster. If I listened hard enough, I could hear through brick walls.

      “You girls keeping out of trouble out there?” Bill Harvey was the pharmacist. I’d only met him a couple of times with Grace. Two times a week, she’d make this trek to turn in the used syringes and get a new batch for me. Years ago, she’d take me to the town’s only doctor. Dr. Martin. He was kind. Old. But, I hadn’t seen him in forever.

      “Oh, the usual excitement, nothing more,” Grace answered.

      “Hmm. Glad to hear it. Saw Geordie and a couple of the others come in looking pretty banged up the other day.”

      “Did ya? I swear, I don’t know what Able’s thinking keeping those nimrods around. They’re not serious enough if you want my opinion. It’s not like the good old days anymore, is it? I swear Able’s got to feel more like a babysitter than he does anything else.”

      Harvey laughed. “Maybe so. But, I’d hate to think your girl had anything to do with it. I’ve heard some rumors, Grace. Bad ones. I didn’t want to say anything to you, but you should know. You should also know you can talk to me. If the meds aren’t working…”

      “They’re working, Bill. They’re working just fine. She’s fine.”

      “Well, that’s good then. Here’s your order. You let me know if you need anything.”

      She said something else that was too muffled for me to hear. But then Grace thanked Bill Harvey for the medication and she walked out the door. I pressed my back against the wall. Grace stopped right at the end of the alley. If she turned to the right, she might have seen me. She didn’t though. Instead, she just straightened her shoulders and turned back to the dirt road that would lead her to our cabin.

      I could beat her there easily. I meant to. But, the minute I took to the woods again, a different urge compelled me. Before I knew what was happening, I made my way to the mouth of the cave where I’d left Jagger.

      If he was smart, he’d be long gone by now. He didn’t know the area. There was a good chance he’d walk straight into the path of the shifter patrols. Part of me sensed that was exactly what he wanted. There was something about the way he acted during the fight with Teague and Dugger that made me feel maybe he didn’t care if he walked away from it. But, he had.

      My heart thundered in my ears as I approached the mouth of the cave. I took a deep breath as I pushed the vines away and stepped inside.

      He was there. I felt him instantly. Warmth flooded me and Jagger’s scent seemed to soak through me. Powerful. Manly. His.

      I didn’t need artificial light to see him. I had my own power to see in the dark. He slumped against the wall, legs curled up as he slept.

      I went to him, feeling suspended in time. He was deeply asleep, his lashes fluttering in REM.

      “Jagger,” I whispered his name, just to be sure. But, he was out.

      He was the biggest shifter I’d ever seen in and out of his wolf. Standing close to six foot five, I guessed. Every inch of him was corded muscle. His tan skin gleamed with sweat as he dreamt.

      “I’m...I’m sorry,” he murmured. “Baby. I’m so sorry.”

      Baby. My heart seized. I hadn’t planned to, but before I could stop myself, I pressed one hand lightly to his cheek, the other against his chest. The poultice had fallen away, leaving a shiny pink scar beneath it. He was healed. He was whole.

      My heart skipped a beat and my breath caught as our skin touched. Desire coursed through me, strong and sure.

      “It’s all right,” I whispered. “I promise. It’s all right now. You did everything you could.”

      I don’t know what made me say that. I had no idea what he was dreaming about, but raw need poured from him. My touch connected us. Energy flowed up from my heart, through my fingertips, arching through us. It was as if a cable went from his brain to mine and I could see his dreams. No. Not see them. Feel them.

      “So much. So much,” he whispered. “Keara. Baby. It’s too hard. Too hard.”

      “I know,” I said, though it didn’t feel like my voice. This was something deeper. Jagger’s need became my need. No. I didn’t know. She knew. The truth pounded through me like a sledgehammer. I didn’t know Keara. I didn’t even know Jagger. But the truth of my words struck a deep chord.

      “She knows. Oh, Jagger. She knows. It’s all right. It’s not your fault. Let go. You have to let go.”

      Then, the spark of energy connecting us broke. It slammed into my chest, vaulting me across the cavern, knocking the wind straight out of me.

      Jagger convulsed, then he woke. His eyes wild, he dropped into a crouch. His wolf simmered, but somehow, he found the strength to keep him at bay.

      “What?”

      I held up a hand to shield myself. The intensity of Jagger’s stare reignited the spark running between us. He felt it too. My God. I saw it in the flicker of his eyes. He felt it too.

      “Jagger?” My voice cracked.

      He was on me. With a powerful grip, he took me by the wrists and dragged me to my feet. “Who are you?”

      “Jagger, look at me. Look at me! I’m Rowan. I told you. I’m Rowan.” He looked at me and through me. His whole body quaked. Then, his grip loosened and he dropped to his knees. He buried his face in his hands. He was lost. Broken. My heart ripped in half.

      I didn’t think. I just reacted. I took a halting step forward. Then another. Then, I threaded my fingers through his hair and pulled him against my thighs as he wept.
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      One beat. Pain. Two beats. More pain. And yet, I was still breathing. She was everywhere. She was so close.

      “Keara?” I choked out her name. Her scent surrounded me. Sweet. Soft. Good. Home. The pain washed away and I could breathe again.

      I was dead. I had to be dead. How else could she seem so close? Fingers threaded through my hair, sending a shiver of pleasure through me and calming my inner wolf.

      “Jagger, look at me.”

      She spoke. She never spoke in my dreams. I could never feel her in my dreams.

      “Jagger!”

      The voice sounded like glass shattering. I was falling. So fast. So far. My head spun and I clawed the ground to get my balance. But, I was already on the ground. On my knees.

      Blue eyes swam in front of me. Dark hair framed her face. Not dark. It shouldn’t be dark. Her hair should be the color of autumn leaves.

      “Jagger! You’re okay. Whatever it is, you’re okay.”

      I shook my head to clear the fog. My heart thundered inside me. I took a breath, waiting for the pain to follow it. This time, it didn’t.

      “Keara?” I called out. I knew she wasn’t there.

      “Rowan. I told you my name is Rowan.”

      I closed my eyes and reached for Keara’s pain. There was nothing there but my own. A few pangs from the healing wounds stretched taut across my chest. My back hurt from lying on the rock. My knees creaked as I slowly rose to my feet. But, these were normal aches.

      I caught Rowan’s eyes again. She held steady, reaching for me. I jerked my hand away.

      “What have you done?”

      She cocked her head to the side. “Done? I haven’t done anything. I came to check on you and you were having some kind of episode. A nightmare, I think. If you’ll hold still, I’m going to touch you. Just on the cheek. You might have a fever. That could explain a few things.”

      Even though she’d warned me she was about to do it, nothing could have prepared me for what happened next. Rowan ran her fingers along my jaw. There was heat, but it wasn’t coming from me. My heart skipped. My wolf tried to tear out of me. Eyes blazing, I gripped her hand and cast it off me.

      “What have you done?”

      She let out an exasperated breath. “Quit asking me that. I told you. Not a thing. Oh, except for the part where I tried to save your ass. Get a grip, Jagger. Did you forget where you are?”

      I’d forgotten nothing. Heartland. Just a few miles from the Alpha’s lair. That had to be the reason for all of this. I knew what the Pull of the Pack felt like. This was different though. That was like an undertow. You could swim in and out of it. This was something else. This seemed to be coming from inside of me. I hadn’t felt an ache like this since…

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Just checking on you. Are you touched in the head or something? Man. That’s my act, remember? I wrote that little play.”

      Her words came out in rapid-fire succession. Undaunted by my earlier reaction, Rowan reached for me again. This time, she took my arm and flipped it over, feeling along the corded veins until she found my pulse. She closed her eyes for an instant and swayed on her feet. Then, her eyes snapped open and she dropped my wrist.

      “I don’t think it’s a fever. Your chest looks all but healed. How do you feel?”

      How did I feel? How did I feel? I stood there dumbstruck. This woman had me at a complete loss for words. I flat out didn’t know what to make of her. She was bold. Strong. Beautiful. She had the strength of a shifter, but her scent was purely human. She’d shown no fear around me or any of Able Valent’s shifter patrols. She lived in the backwoods of Kentucky and as far as I could tell, had never been around anyone who wasn’t Pack. And she’d stirred something in me I hadn’t felt for years.

      “I’m fine,” I said through a clenched jaw. I could hear Keara’s voice in my head. She’d cluck her tongue and run through a list of all the reasons I wasn’t fine and wasn’t fooling anybody. For the first time in almost three years, the memory of her made me smile. What the actual fuck was happening to me?

      “I have to go,” I said. A fresh panic quickened my pulse. There was something about this place. It had to be the Pull. Just another one of Able Valent’s tricks to make me feel safe here. To make me not want to leave. It meant he was getting stronger, more ingenious.

      “You’re right about that,” she said. “The Pack’s going to tear these woods apart trying to find you.”

      “Are they still looking?” Dammit. I’d bungled this little recon mission on every level. I’d found the house from Lena’s vision, but little else of use. Unless…

      “They’ll never stop looking. And for the record, I have no idea why I decided to help you. It’s just...I don’t like them. The patrols. They’re mean. I’ve seen what they do to people who trespass. Good people.”

      “But they leave you alone,” I said.

      Rowan took a step back. Her eyes took on a haunted look that tore at me. I went to her, putting a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Not. Not...all the time,” she answered. Then, she pulled away from me and headed toward the mouth of the cavern.

      “I have to go,” she said. “It’s time for me to get back.”

      “Rowan…”

      She had her back to me but went rigid as I approached. “I didn’t say thank you.”

      She tilted her head toward me, meeting my eyes. “You’re right. You didn’t.”

      “And I know I have no right to ask you for anything else. For that matter, I’m not even sure I should trust you. But, like you said, if you wanted to turn me in to the shifter patrols, you’ve had about twenty chances to do that already. So again, thank you.”

      She shifted her weight. “And why do I get the feeling you’re about to ask me for a big favor?”

      “Not a favor. Just information. You know these woods. You watch the patrols all the time, don’t you?”

      She chewed her bottom lip, regarding me. “Jagger, I have to go. I’m already way past too late.”

      “For what?”

      “That’s my business.”

      “Fair enough. Before I go, I want to know more about the patrols. Because, you’re right. They’re more than mean. They’re killers. They’ve done things to good people I know too. Not just in Heartland. All over the state.”

      She blinked rapidly, taking a backward step toward the cave entrance. I didn’t think I was telling her anything she didn’t already know. But she’d never seen it. Her entire world was Heartland. I had a million more questions, but the main one was why.

      “They won’t just kill you. I’ve heard rumors. Jagger, I’ve heard things.”

      “Why haven’t they already? Why didn’t those men who attacked me call down the Pack?”

      I’d taken a shot in the dark, but the flicker in Rowan’s eyes gave me my answer. It was her. She’d done something. I bit my own lip past the urge to repeat a question I’d already asked her more than once. What the hell was she? I knew I had one answer with cold certainty. Rowan had saved my life.

      “I have to go,” she said. “I can come back. If you want.”

      My answer was instinctual. Yes. I wanted her to come back. But instinct gave way to unbidden anger. She saw it flash in my eyes and her face fell.

      “Suit yourself,” she said. “The patrols are heaviest during the day. You leave this cave by yourself, you’ll likely bring the whole Pack down on your head. So, do me a favor. Wait at least an hour, preferably more before you go outside. I don’t need you leading them to my doorstep.”

      “I would never do anything to put you in danger,” I said. I meant it, but it rang hollow. I knew a hell of a lot more about the world than she did, but Rowan knew Heartland.

      “Right,” she said, giving me a weak smile. “Anyway. Just give me a healthy head start, will you?”

      Silence fell heavy between us. I knew I should say other things. Thank her again, maybe. Maybe she should have said something else. We grew instantly awkward with each other. A small kernel of truth rose up inside me. Rowan and I might have more in common than I first realized. For our own reasons, we’d both led solitary lives. Being around other people and knowing the right things to say were no longer second nature to me.

      She waited a beat. Up against my silence, Rowan finally just turned and dashed out of the cave.

      A blast of cool air hit me in the chest. The cave spoke like all caves do. Hollow breaths and ancient creaks. I hadn’t noticed them about this cave before. Since the moment Rowan brought me here, my head had filled with noise. Pain from my wounds. Keara’s ever-present pain, the Pull, and something else. Something I couldn’t name.

      Now, everything fell silent and I was truly alone for the first time in two years, ten months, and five days.
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      I waited for nightfall. I would head back to Mammoth Forest before dawn, but not before I got one more look at the farmhouse behind the old prison gates. Able was there. He had to be. There’d been no sightings of him anywhere in the state for weeks.

      He’d been wounded badly in his last fight with Payne. He was old. Ancient by Alpha wolf standards. As old as eighty-five, maybe. Dr. Olivet couldn’t explain it. She thought maybe his absolute control over such a large pack for so long had something to do with his longevity. Maybe he’d found a way to suck the strength out of his most powerful generals. It gave us the idea that killing them off might be the way to get to him. She wouldn’t give voice to it, but I knew Molly and Dr. Olivet were hoping for something else. They hoped if Able died, it would free the rest of the Pack. I knew different. Those men were twisted and too far gone.

      I kept to the densest part of the woods. I knew Able’s house was due north. I found myself veering east, to the small cabin where Rowan lived. As soon as I became aware of it, I tried to course correct. No matter what she was, I hadn’t come here for her. She’d lived this long near the Pack and had proven she could take care of herself. As much as it bothered me, I had no choice but to let her keep doing that.

      I was about to turn away from the overgrown trail leading to the cabin when pain seized my heart. A scream ripped through the night air. I heard the sound of wood splintering and a great thud.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I was in my wolf. Teeth bared, I skidded to a halt just before I hit the clearing. The door to the cabin was torn off its hinges. Two shifter patrols stood on either side of it, their arms crossed in front of them, their eyes stone cold. The real drama was happening inside. I could see papers and clothing flying through the air from the window. I sensed two more shifters inside, tearing the place apart.

      “You’ve no right!” It had to be Rowan’s aunt Grace. Two seconds later, she burst out the front door, pushed from behind. The old woman took a stumbling step forward but quickly caught her balance. I bit my tongue to keep from growling. My fur bristled and my vision tunneled as I sensed the predatory rage coming off the shifters behind her.

      She turned on them. “You’re wasting your time. I don’t know anything about a trespasser. Neither does Rowan. Look at her!”

      One of the shifters came out. He held Rowan’s upper arm in a firm grip. She’d adopted a crooked gait. For a moment, my heart flared with alarm that they’d broken her leg. I quickly realized she was doing it on purpose. Her act. She’d written the words to this play.

      Rowan dropped her head back then let it loll to the side. Grace grabbed her and pulled her to her chest. “Leave the girl alone,” she said. “We are under Able Valent’s protection and you know it.”

      The leader of the group took three quick strides, putting himself an inch from the old woman. She craned her neck to keep his gaze. Rowan. God. He could touch her if he wanted. She pressed her body against Grace’s and kept her eyes unfocused. I could sense the fear coming off the patrol leader.

      “We are here under Valent’s orders.”

      “That may be,” Grace said. “But I’d wager he didn’t give you orders to trash my home and scare the hell out of my ward. Now, you have what you came for. There’s nothing here. Get out. Go back to Valent and tell him what you found. Jack Squat.”

      He moved toward her. I could feel the murderous rage bubbling up. He was barely able to control his wolf. My God, he wanted to tear the old woman apart. Then, his focus shifted to Rowan. He was torn. He lifted one finger and tucked it under her chin.

      Lightning went off inside my head. A low growl emanated from me. Rowan staggered forward but kept her neck loose. It was just an instant, but she looked across the clearing and locked eyes with me. Hers flashed silver. A warning. Don’t move. Stand down.

      Then, she focused her attention on the patrol leader. Lust coiled through him. I could feel its sickening tendrils. If he touched her. If he hurt her.

      Rowan barked. She honest to God barked at him. The man blinked and staggered back.

      “Come on,” he shouted. “Time to go.”

      With a sharp whistle, he rounded up the other three members of the patrol. They fell in line behind him. As soon as they were a few feet from the women, they each shifted into their wolves and tore off through the woods in the other direction.

      Grace’s shoulders dropped. She let go of Rowan. Rowan straightened her back and turned her attention to the old woman.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, feeling along her arms, the back of her head. But, the old woman was strong-backed and defiant.

      “Come on,” she said. “Let’s get you inside.”

      She wouldn’t take no for an answer and I hung back. As if it weighed nothing, Rowan lifted the broken door and leaned it against the frame.

      I should have left. It would have been the safest thing to do for Rowan and for me. The shifter patrols could come back. I sensed them moving deeper into the forest away from us, but the longer I stayed, the more likely they’d be able to scent me.

      But, I didn’t leave. Instead, I moved through the shadows, drawn to what I saw through the window.

      Rowan. Her dark hair pasted to her forehead with sweat. She sat at the kitchen table, her arm stretched across it. Her aunt Grace held a syringe between her teeth as she held a medicine vial up to the light. It had reddish, viscous liquid inside. Grace plunged the needle into the rubber top of the vial and drew out the medicine. She held the needle up and squeezed the plunger until a thick bead of red formed at the tip. Then, she wiped Rowan’s arm with an alcohol swab and stuck her with the needle. Rowan blew out a hard breath as the medicine went in.

      Her eyes glazed over and her body went slack with unnatural calm. Aunt Grace kissed the top of her head and tossed the needle away.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Rowan

      

      He was still out there. All day. Watching. Waiting. I bided my time, hoping Aunt Grace would either go into town or fall asleep so I could go out there and tell him to get the hell gone. If she saw him. If she even sensed he was lurking, there’s no telling what she might do.

      It wasn’t her fault, I told myself. Grace knew what the Chief Pack was capable of more than anyone. But, she loved me. She’d given her life to raising me and keeping me safe. No matter what else he was, Jagger Wilkes was a threat to me. At least as far as Grace would be concerned.

      “You sure you’re feeling all right, honey?” Grace asked me for about the tenth time. “You can take another dose. In fact, that’s a good idea for a lot of reasons. There’s been a lot of excitement.”

      “I’m fine,” I answered, smiling brightly. I’d just about finished rehanging the front door.

      “Beasts,” Grace said as she stood in front of me, hands on her hips. “There was no cause for any of this.”

      “You sure they didn’t break anything else?” I asked.

      “Nah,” she answered. “That was all just for show. Except the door. That was just flat out rude. If Able really wanted to shake me up, he has other ways.”

      There was a darkness to her tone I didn’t like. Aunt Grace’s true past with Able Valent was yet another secret she kept from me. I’d always believed she did it to protect me. I still did. But, I was no longer sure it was.

      “Honey.” Grace came to me after I’d finished with the door. It wasn’t heavy to me, but the effort of holding it in place while I straightened the hinges had me dripping with sweat. The last week of August and it was hovering around a hundred degrees out there. More than anything, I wanted to head down to the stream and dip my toes in. No, that was a lie. More than anything there was someone else I wanted to see.

      Jagger. Since the moment I’d laid eyes on him, he was all I could think about. I knew what he was even if I didn’t want to give voice to it. Yet.

      “Rowan?” I jumped when Grace touched my arm. Smiling, I gave the door a good swing to make sure it was right.

      “There,” I said. “We might have to give it more of a yank now to get it to close, but that’ll do.”

      “You shouldn’t strain yourself like that.”

      “I’m fine.” Lord, if I had a nickel for every time I said that to her.

      “Rowan, we need to talk.”

      Strike that, if I had a nickel for every time she said that to me.

      “What happened out there?” she asked. “Don’t tell me nothing. Don’t tell me I’m imagining things. I know you. And I know these woods. Somebody came through here who shouldn’t have and you know about it. Now, I need to know what you do know. Now.”

      I drew a breath, preparing to launch into rapid-fire denials. Before I could even say one, Grace’s eyes told me it was useless. This was different. She was scared.

      “No,” I said, taking a seat at the table. When she reached for the syringes and medication, I put a hand up to stop her. “You don’t need to know. And you don’t need to lecture me. I’m fine. That I can promise you.” It was an empty promise, but it was all I had. Something was happening inside me. A rift. My need to protect Jagger rose up with such fury it took my breath away.

      She banged a fist against the table. “You have no idea what you’re messing with, Rowan. None.”

      “So, why don’t you tell me? Why don’t you tell me what you’re so scared of? Or where you go when you disappear for days. Or who my parents are.”

      Her eyes filled with the same tears she cried every time we had this argument. I felt like an ass for challenging her. This woman raised me. I was her life. But, I just didn’t know how much longer she could be my whole life.

      “They’re dead, Rowan. I’ve told you that a thousand times. Your parents are dead. Your daddy worked for the Alpha. He got himself killed on patrol.”

      “What was his name, Aunt Grace? Do you have a picture of him? Of my mother? Yes, you’ve told me that a thousand times. But you never answer my questions about her.”

      She squeezed the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger. “We’re not doing this. Not now. Don’t turn this back on me. This is you we’re talking about. What did you do? Did you hide that man? He’s a shifter, right? Of course he is. No way the patrols would give two shits if he were just some lost deer hunter or something. Tell me something, Rowan, does he have a mark? On his chest? Wolf tattoo with wings and shit?”

      I dug my nails into the rough wood of the table. I kept my face a mask. I wouldn’t give her that. I wouldn’t give her anything and I hated myself a little bit for it. But, this worked when I was a little kid. She could make me feel guilty for the sacrifices she’d made. I know they were huge. And yet, she still wouldn’t tell me what I knew I had the right to know. It gave me childish satisfaction to know for once I was the one with the information she desperately wanted.

      “Fine,” she straightened. “Keep your little secrets. But know this, whatever you think you’re doing, you’re not helping anybody. Not him. Not you. If they find out you had anything to do with hiding that man or just any of it, you’ll be in a world of hurt, baby girl.”

      “How? What would they do to me?” I challenged her.

      She narrowed her eyes and leaned forward so she was right in my face. “They will cut you off. Do hear me? The medicine won’t be there anymore when I go see Bill Harvey next time. You think you’re strong, and you are. But you’re not as strong as you think. You have no idea what you’re playing with, Rowan.”

      She was trembling. Fat tears spilled down her cheeks. “Aunt Grace?”

      “I’ve seen things. God. You have no idea.” She ripped the locket from her neck and threw it on the table. “You want to know about them? My children? They’re dead, Rowan. I told you that, but I didn’t tell you how. You’re the lucky one. There was no medication when they were born. I had to watch them wither right in front of me. Their pain was so terrible they screamed for days. It was worse when they stopped. They died in agony. It was slow and brutal. And I will not stand by and let you go through the same thing. If you don’t get your medication, you’ll be dead within a month. I won’t be able to stop it. Don’t do that to me. Don’t make me go through that again.”

      She was on the verge of hysteria. Grace’s face turned purple and a thick vein popped out in her neck. Her breathing became erratic and for a moment, I feared she might have a stroke.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, rising. I meant it. I was afraid, but not for the reason she thought. I was afraid of her pain, not mine. I didn’t feel sick. I felt strong. I pulled her into an embrace and held her there until she stopped crying.

      “I’m sorry.” I said it over and over until her shoulders stopped trembling. Finally, when she quieted, she pulled away and cupped my face.

      “I know you are,” she said. “And so am I. I just don’t think it’ll be enough for either of us.”

      It was in me to lie to her. Tell her all the things she wanted to hear. About me. About Jagger. But, I just couldn’t do it. Instead, I slowly rose and went for the door.

      “Where are you going?” she whispered.

      I didn’t answer. I just looked back at her and smiled. I gave the door a good yank as I pulled it shut behind me.

    

  



  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Rowan

      

      Jagger was easy to find. Too easy. I made it halfway back to the cave when I picked up his scent. He’d gone where I had wanted to go all day. He stood at the edge of the stream about a hundred yards from the cave entrance. If he insisted on being out in the open, this was as good a place as any to wait. The water masked his scent a little, but not from me. I knew in my heart he could never mask it from me again.

      His back was to me, but he didn’t need his eyes to know I was there. My pulse quickened. I reached out with a preternatural sense I hadn’t known I had until I met him. I was searching for...something. A connection I knew should be there. Instead, I felt him push back. I’m not even sure he knew he was doing it. But, he slowly turned; his wolf eyes glinted and reflected the crystal waters of the stream.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I said. I meant so many things by that. He took the most obvious.

      “I’m sorry. The last thing I wanted to do was bring trouble to your doorstep. Are you all right? Is your aunt all right?”

      “We’re fine. It’s not the first time the patrols have come by to rattle our cage. It won’t be the last. We can handle it.”

      “You don’t have to live like this,” he said. His words tumbled out, sounding almost rehearsed. Then, I realized they had been. He’d been waiting for me for a reason. “Rowan, I know a place. It’s closer than you think. There are people there who would look after you and your aunt. My people. You could get out from under the Pack.”

      I lifted my skirt and stepped into the water, closing the distance between us. I was slightly uphill from him, so we met eye to eye.

      “Is that how you live? Out from under the Pack?” He instantly read the sarcasm in my voice.

      “Rowan.”

      “Because it doesn’t seem like it. At least I more or less live my life the way I want to. I’m not hiding in caves and getting my ass kicked by shifters every other day. You’re covered in scars, Jagger. How many times has someone had to patch you up like I did?”

      Something flickered behind his eyes. I’d touched a nerve. Who had patched him up before I came along? The answer drummed in my brain. He’d given it to me himself in a fevered dream. Keara. It was on my lips to ask him about her, but something made me wait.

      “What did she give you? What was in those shots, Rowan? What’s wrong with you?”

      The question got my back up like it always did. And yet, when Jagger asked, his tone mixed with pain and genuine concern. It came from a place of caring, not disgust. Other than Aunt Grace, no one had ever asked it of me like that.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Rowan.”

      “It’s nothing! I mean it, Jagger. You can’t just march into my life like this and stir everything all up. We have a balance. It’s not perfect. But it’s mine.”

      “So, you like it here. You like the fact that you’ve never stepped foot outside of Heartland. How do you even know what you’re missing? What? Do you watch the world on TV or something?”

      He took my breath away. Anger bubbled up and I wanted to lash out at something. My vision went blurry. For two seconds, I lost control. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who could strike a nerve.

      He was on me. I hadn’t even seen him move, but Jagger held me by the elbows. He pulled me out of the stream so we stood on a flat embankment beside it. He towered over me, eyes flashing as he tried to read what was inside.

      “There’s shifter in you,” he said. “I can smell it. But, that’s impossible. You’re human. I can sense that through and through. What did they do to you?”

      “Nothing!” Hot tears stung my eyes as I jerked away from him. “I’m not a freak. Don’t treat me like one. I’m just me. I’m Rowan. That’s all.”

      “That’s not all. Who said you needed to take those shots? Your aunt? Does she get them from him? Rowan...if you knew what I know. The things he’s tried to do to human women. Whatever they’re giving you, it’s not for your benefit. I’m sure of it. Let me help you.”

      “Why? Why on earth would you want to help me?” I knew the answer. Why didn’t he? Once again, I felt a wall of darkness rising up around him. There was a reason I couldn’t get in his head like the rest of the patrols. Alpha. The word tumbled over and over in my head. It held the answers. It held power.

      I couldn’t get to Jagger the way I could the other shifters because he wasn’t like the other shifters. He was raw power, strength, danger. And yet, his touch seared straight to my heart. I craved it. His nature called to mine even though I didn’t fully understand what mine held.

      “We have a doctor,” he said. “A shifter doctor. A human one too. Let me take you to them. They can help you. I know they can. I’m asking you to trust me.”

      “Oh, I’ve been to plenty of doctors.”

      “Who? Valent’s doctors? You’re lucky you’re not already dead.”

      Aunt Grace’s words thundered through me. If I didn’t have my medication, I’d die just like her children had. Her terror seeped into me. She believed it. She’d seen it.

      “If you help me,” Jagger said, “I swear to you, Rowan. I’ll get you out of here. I’ll get you to people who can make you better.”

      “Better? I told you. There’s nothing wrong with me.”

      “I’m sorry. Not better. But, if you need something medically, I’d rather have you get it from real doctors with your best interests at heart. Not Valent. God. It makes me sick thinking about what he could be pumping into you. I’d almost bet my life he’s making you sick, not treating you. You’re too close to this. You have no idea what he’s capable of.”

      They were the same words Aunt Grace had uttered.

      “Rowan, help me.” He shook me gently.

      “I don’t owe you anything,” I said. “It’s the other way around in case you forgot. I told you I can handle the Pack. I can. But not if you keep stirring things up.”

      Again, my words held more than one meaning. Why didn’t he feel what I felt? We stood there in a stalemate, staring into each other’s eyes. Each of us wondering what the hell was wrong with the other.

      Finally, I couldn’t stand it another second. I forced the issue. I took Jagger’s hand and pressed it between my breasts. I took my other hand and pressed it over his heart. One heartbeat. Two. My pulse slowed at first, his quickened. Then, slowly, our hearts beat in time.

      Jagger’s eyes widened at first with shock. His lips curled back and a growl came from the deepest part of him. Feral. Unbidden.

      I had been wrong about everything. My power didn’t work on Jagger like the other shifters. It affected him much, much deeper.

      Heat unspooled in me, settling low in my core. Desire flooded my senses and it got hard to breathe.

      “Jagger!” I said, raw and breathless.

      I was spinning. Lust. Confusion. Fear. It snaked around me and pulled me down. It was as if true north altered for me in the space of a moment. I’d long suspected what we were to each other, but until that instant, I hadn’t been sure.

      Jagger wasn’t just a shifter. He wasn’t just an Alpha, though that alone made him special. There was nothing wrong with me. Whatever was different just fell away. As my heart beat in time with Jagger’s for the first time in my life I knew one true thing.

      He was mine.

      Jagger moved first. He pulled his hand away from my heart and cupped my face. I grabbed his wrists. His eyes searched mine. Pain etched deep lines in his face.

      “Rowan,” he whispered my name as both a question and an answer.

      Then, he kissed me. There was passion in it, but pain and grief too. His. Mine. I was drowning and he became my lifeline.

      I couldn’t move. I couldn’t breathe. I could only receive him as our lips pressed together. A kaleidoscope of colors spun behind my eyes.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      The world stopped spinning and Jagger pulled away. He let out a choked sound and put the back of his hand to his lips, not wanting to feel what I knew burned through him.

      I stayed stock still. His pain uncoiled inside me. It was deep. Absolute. Dark. More than anything, I wanted to touch him and bring him back to the light.

      “No!” he said.

      “Jagger!”

      He held a hand up. “No.” Shaking his head, he took a series of faltering steps backward.

      “Jagger, wait…”

      It was too late. He let out a howl that echoed through the trees. He dropped to his knees and shifted in one powerful, magic-filled instant.

      His wolf stood tall, majestic, his silvery fur glistening under the setting sun. Then, he turned and disappeared into the woods.
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      Days bled together. I lost time again. I welcomed it. For the first time in two years...how many days? Oh, God. I couldn’t remember.

      A trick. It had to be a trick. And I’d been so stupid to fall for it. I’d been so worried about closing my mind to the Pull of the Pack, I hadn’t thought Able would try anything else. Nowhere was safe. Not Mammoth Forest. Not Rowan’s cave. Nowhere. I knew I should go back. Leave this place forever. But, I couldn’t. She tethered me to it. Rowan. Keara. God help me, I couldn’t sort any of it out anymore. As I woke from my stupor, I did the only thing that felt natural. I ran.

      In my wolf, I covered the ground at lightning speed. Hunt. Kill. Live. God, it would be so easy to stay this way. Forget the man. There was too much pain in the man. Let the beast free and put it all behind.

      I skidded to a halt, my chest heaving. Fangs dripping with the need to hunt, I dropped low to the ground. I’d run downstream, far enough and fast enough so I couldn’t hear the second pulse thrumming through me. Keara’s pulse. It was the thing I’d longed for all this time.

      But, it wasn’t Keara. It was Rowan. Her scent covered me, drawing me in. I charged into the stream, covering my fur with rich, red mud. It would mask my own scent against anything but the keenest of Alpha wolves. There were none of them here. There was only me.

      Me and him.

      I’d been concerned only with putting distance between Rowan and me, I hadn’t paid attention to the direction I was going. Nearby voices made my fur stand on end along my spine.

      “You do the east quadrant,” a deep, male voice said. I didn’t recognize it. It wasn’t Geordie or any of the others I’d encountered. “I’ll stay west.”

      “Sure thing,” his companion answered. Peeking through the underbrush, I could see it was just the two of them. Beta wolves, to be sure. One was tall and lanky, barely more than a boy. He’d probably just been recruited. They would train him, use him up, wipe away any trace he had of the man he would have become. The other was shorter, but thicker, sturdier. He looked closer to my age with lines of wisdom creasing his eyes.

      “You know I feel it,” the older shifter said.

      “I don’t feel anything, Bruce,” the younger one said. “I think maybe Geordie and the boys chased him off. I’ll tell you though, I’d like to get my hands on him, whoever he was. I’d rip his damn throat out.”

      Tough talk. I’d like to see you try. Bloodlust coursed through me. It felt so much better than what I’d been feeling. I’d kill him quick. One swipe of the paw would bring him down. I’d go for his jugular in a split second. He’d be dead before he hit the ground. If I got him alone, he wouldn’t even see me coming.

      Bruce and the young kid split up. When they got a good twenty yards from each other, they shifted into their wolves. God. The kid was skinny, gangly. His ribs poked out beneath dull, brown fur. A shudder ran through me. I’d seen his kind so many times before. The Alpha’s tampering with the Pack’s mating had produced weaker wolves each generation.

      I grew bolder, sliding out from the underbrush. I crept closer to the fence. My predatory instincts tingled through me. If it was just the two guards tonight, God help them if either of them challenged me.

      Then, my heart seized in my chest.

      A pair of golden eyes flashed on the other side of the fence. He was turned slightly away from me. He stood on the edge of the porch, looking out at the yard. He raised a white mug to his lips, his fingers gnarled and withered.

      Able. My God. It was Able Valent, and he appeared to be alone.

      A red haze clouded my vision. In my wolf, I could tear through the fence. It was electrified, but that wouldn’t stop me. It might slow me down for a second, but that was all.

      They’d come after me. I knew I wouldn’t make it within five feet of Valent before he called the Pack down. But, I could do it. He was old. Weak. Even from here, I could feel his strength waning. His strength was in his control of the Pack, not his physical body.

      Hunt. Kill. Live.

      I knew I might never get another chance. Luck drew me here along with a mix of stupidity and blind rage.

      Come closer!

      The voice in my head knocked me sideways. Able took another casual sip of his drink. He didn’t turn to face me. No outward change in his posture indicated he even saw me. But, he knew I was there.

      I snarled. So close. So easy. I could let go. I could give in to the power and end all of my pain forever. It would be worth it. Keara was worth dying for. The Mammoth Forest wolves were worth dying for. Payne would be free. So would Mac, Gunnar and Liam. Baby Daniel would be safe. No more being hunted. No more hiding underground.

      Pressure built between my eyes. He called me to him. At the edges of my consciousness, I felt the rest of them. Able had them on alert. He hadn’t called them in. But, they were there. Hundreds of them. With creeping dread, I sensed the rest of the Pack. He kept only a dozen or so on the prison property. I felt the two I’d just seen. There were two others patrolling about a mile further out. Geordie and the one he called Dugger. Beyond that, deeper into Heartland and the surrounding towns, I felt them all.

      Able let me in far enough to see it all.

      I’m faster than all of them, old man. They’ll never get to you in time to make a difference.

      Able still didn’t turn toward me. He laughed though, setting his mug on the windowsill.

      One shot. I could kill him. My fangs would sink through his old flesh like butter and I could end it for him and for me.

      I crept closer, keeping my belly flat to the ground. A primal growl emanated from me. I reared back, ready to strike and tear my way through the fence separating us.

      Able Valent opened his mind to me. I meant to give him a quick death. End it. He didn’t want the same for me. He wanted me alive. I felt his plan to try and turn me. Pain. Torture. The man inside me laughed. Valent didn’t understand. I’d already been through more pain and torture than he could ever imagine.

      Sparks flew. Ribbons of agony slashed through me as the electricity arced straight into my chest. But, the fence crumpled like paper.

      Able finally turned to face me. A flicker of fear came into his eyes. They went from gold to deep red as he prepared to call the Pack.

      Twenty yards. Maybe thirty. That’s all that separated us. One more step and I’d be inside the prison grounds. I could feel the Pack rising. But, they’d never be fast enough. Able Valent had made one critical error. He thought I cared if I lived.

      As I took one step closer, he saw his mistake. He put his hand up and took a step back. “Now!” he yelled, his voice dusty and ancient.

      I reared back on my haunches, ready to pounce. Then, pain shot through me with a fiery intensity that put the electrical fence to shame.

      When I blinked, I saw her eyes. They were wide with terror and glowing silver. Blood flowed from a wound in her shoulder, but it was only the first.

      Rowan.

      I saw through her eyes as two wolves, Geordie and Dugger, descended on her. She scrambled backward, losing her footing on the wet earth beside the stream.

      The Pack mind closed in, split between two goals. Protect the Alpha. Kill the girl.

      In the span of one heartbeat, I covered fifty yards. Then another and another. Just seconds. Fully in my wolf, that’s all it would take to reach my target. I could taste the blood of my quarry with every step.

      I flew. My heart burst from me. So close. I would end it.

      Red, wide eyes loomed in front of me. I took one last leap, arcing through the air then sank my fangs into his neck. Blood filled my mouth and I felt the wolf’s life leach out.

      I let go of Dugger and turned to Geordie. His gray wolf snarled and burst through the trees.

      Run! I called out with my mind. I knew she could hear me. I felt her claw her way up the embankment and get to the other side.

      Geordie charged me, but he was no match for me. I reared up on my hind legs and caught him. He’d made the fatal mistake of exposing his soft underbelly. With one swipe, I laid him open and cast him aside.

      The Pack was in disarray. Most of them ran to Able. Flanking him, protecting their leader. Only he knew the threat had passed. I felt him shift. Filled with rage. He swatted down the first wolf who reached him, breaking his neck in an instant.

      I ran, picking up Rowan’s scent. It would take a minute, but Able would get the Pack to regroup. Geordie and Dugger couldn’t transmit Rowan’s location anymore, but the woods around Heartland were only so big and they all knew where she lived.

      I reached a clearing, bursting out near a rocky ledge overlooking the churning Tennessee River below. It was at least a fifty-foot drop.

      “Rowan!” I shifted in a heartbeat, rising on two legs. Blood poured from a gash above my ear. Geordie got one good swipe before I ripped him apart.

      Rowan was on all fours, her hair flying behind her. When she turned to face me, my heart split in two.

      She was still Rowan, still human mostly, but she’d changed. Her cheekbones had bulged to sharp angles. She had a wolf’s nose with a dusting of silver fur around it. Her teeth had dropped to fangs that glistened beneath the moonlight. Her fingernails became black claws as she reached for me. And her eyes...they’d gone glimmering silver. Wolf’s eyes.

      She seemed trapped between wolf and woman, her shift not complete. But as she straightened her back and came to me, I knew I was wrong. She wasn’t trapped. This was who she was. Not a shifter, not fully human, but something in between.

      I felt her power emanating from her in waves. She had the toned arms and legs of an athlete, her abs cut in a six-pack. Her clothes had fallen away and she stood before me in a black bra and panties.

      I reached for her, cupping her elbow as I drew her to me. My eyes searched her face. I wanted to ask her again what she was, but I already knew. It tore through me. Pulled my heart apart. Her pulse thundered in my ears, punctuating the truth I’d wanted to deny.

      Not wolf. Not fully human. But, altogether mine.

      She shifted, her shining eyes dulling into their pale, human blue. Her fangs receded and her face became human. Sweat poured from her and she had a jagged line of blood above her right eye. A wolf’s scratch. Anger slammed into me as I jerked her even closer.

      “You’re hurt,” I said, tilting her head until I could see better under the moonlight.

      “He would have killed you,” she said, through choked tears. “You idiot. You wanted him to!”

      She raised her hand and slapped me. The sting of her blow knocked me sideways. She had the strength of a shifter, if not the form.

      My wolf churned inside of me, but I pushed him back. “You asshole,” she said. “One of these days I’m going to quit saving your life.”

      “Save my...you...I haven’t…”

      Then, I realized with hard clarity that’s exactly what she’d just done. Again.
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      Protective rage boiled through me. Jagger stood there, his eyes wide with surprise. Blood poured from a gash above his right ear. In fact, the closer I looked, I noticed half that ear was gone.

      My heart thundered inside me. When I blinked, I could see him. Twenty feet from Able Valent, he would have killed him. Part of me had wanted him to. I just couldn’t sort out which part was my own desire and which was his. Everything just tangled together. But, one thing had been crystal clear. Jagger wanted to die in that moment. I felt the Pack through him, and they hungered to oblige.

      I did the only thing I could. I peeled Geordie and Dugger away, hoping my hunch was right. The moment he sensed me in danger, Jagger’s focus shifted. It was a risky gambit, but he’d left me no other choice.

      “Why do you care?” he finally said, rubbing his reddening cheek. Not one of my better moments, but someone had to slap some sense into this guy.

      “Why don’t you?”

      He dropped his jaw and took an awkward step back. It was just a brief flash, but I felt his mind open up to me. I saw her again. Flowing red hair, beautiful eyes, soft, white skin. She’d been perfect. Keara. She was all the things I wasn’t. Graceful. Sure of herself. No one had ever asked her what she was or called her a freak. Then, a quick flash of pain seared into my heart. Into Jagger’s heart. I understood. God help me, I understood.

      “She wouldn’t want you to die,” I said. “Not like this. Not for her.”

      Jagger’s eyes flashed with fury. Rimmed in silver, I felt his wolf simmer. It called to me, stirring an answering heat inside of me. He felt it too and the rage inside him died, replaced with powerful lust.

      My throat ran dry. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to feel the edges of the wound he’d suffered and try to get the bleeding to stop. More than anything, I just wanted to pull him away from the edge he seemed to teeter on. In that, it was fitting we stood on a high cliff overlooking the river.

      “Don’t talk to me about her. You don’t know anything.”

      “Don’t I?” I met the challenge in his words and eyes. “I think I of all people know exactly what it was about her.”

      He flinched. “He needs to die. If the price of that is just my life, it’s worth it.”

      No. The word slammed through me over and over. I know he felt it too. He stood his ground but his eyes flickered with the dark knowledge we both possessed but wouldn’t yet name.

      “If he dies and you die, then what?”

      Jagger blinked. “Then what? Then what? Are you...have you...what are you…” He sputtered and started to pace.

      “That’s right. Then what? What happens to the Pack if Valent dies? You think he hasn’t thought of that? You think he doesn’t have some contingency plan? I’ve felt those assholes. So have you. There’s real evil in a lot of them. Not all of them. But, enough. And those who have maybe a shred of their humanity left in them, he’s twisted them so much, God knows what they’d become if Valent falls. You assume things would be better around here without Valent. I’m telling you you haven’t thought it all the way through.”

      Jagger put a hand on his forehead. It almost looked as if he were trying to keep his head from popping off. I knew I had him though. Whoever he was, wherever he’d come from, his people had never stopped to consider what would happen in the power vacuum if and when Able Valent died.

      “He needs to die. That’s all I know. That’s all that matters. For what he’s done to the shifters of Kentucky. For what he’s done to my friends. For what he’s done to Keara.” I thought he would stop there. He didn’t. Instead he closed the distance between us and took me by the wrists.

      “For what he’s done to you,” he said, his silver eyes searching my face.

      The breath went out of me. His touch burned through me. It was too much. The sensations running through me were too intense. Anger. Fear. Desire. It was all wrapped up in the furious pace of my heart. A pace that matched and joined his.

      I wanted.

      “We can help you,” he said, his eyes glistening with unshed tears. The chaos of his own emotions worked on him like they did me.

      “Stop saying that. I don’t need your help. I’ve been helping you this whole time even if you haven’t been able to see it. You’d have been dead about six times over already.”

      “It’s not safe for you here. We have to get underground. The Pack’s in disarray because of the threat to Able, but they’ll rally.”

      I let out a sigh. He still didn’t get it. “They won’t track me. They can’t track me. It’s the other way around, Jagger. You’re safe if you’re with me. Haven’t you noticed the lack of shifters chasing you at the moment?”

      He let go of me. Again, he took that awkward sidestep as if his body couldn’t absorb the truth bomb I’d just set off.

      “How?” he asked. I took it as progress. At least he wasn’t arguing with me.

      “I don’t know. I honestly don’t. And it hasn’t always been like this. But, ever since I...since...ugh...I started...uh...stopped being a little girl? Can you spare me from having to get more specific?”

      He put a hand up in surrender. “Okay, I get the gist. But you’re still better off far away from here. You think that shit they’re giving you is helping you. I’m telling you, if Valent is behind it, it’s probably what’s making you like...like you…”

      He couldn’t say it. His eyes narrowed into a look of pity I knew well. No. I wouldn’t take it. Not from him.

      “Stop it. Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you think I’m some...freak.”

      Jagger reared back as if I’d just slapped him again. In an instant, I realized I’d misjudged him. I wanted to take back my harsh words. But, just for an instant. Because he came at me, grabbing me by the wrists again.

      “They are making you sick. Can’t you see that? I don’t know why. I don’t know how. But what you are...what you go through...I’ve never seen anything like it. So, let me help you. You’ve helped me. I’m grateful. Let me pay you back. Our people can do something for you. I know it.”

      I jerked away. “Your people will fail. I have what I need right here.”

      I was scared. I couldn’t deny it. Jagger had a way of peeling off every defensive layer I’d built up over the years. He didn’t stare at me. He saw straight through me.

      Wolves howled in the distance. They’d rallied around Valent and were beginning to regroup. Though they couldn’t track my scent, it didn’t mean they couldn’t find Jagger and me by dumb luck.

      “Rowan,” he said, eyes flashing. The sound of my name on his lips sent shivers of pleasure through me. Something was building inside me. “I won’t let you stay here.”

      “Let me?” Everything started to jumble up in my brain and in my heart. Heat. Desire. Fear. Anger. “Let me? You don’t own me.”

      I’d just thrown the words out, practically spat them in his face. For as mixed up as I felt, Jagger’s eyes reflected similar turmoil. His lips curled into a snarl and his fangs dropped.

      “Rowan.” My name ripped out of him with a growl. You don’t own me. My words seemed to echo and swirl around us, triggering Jagger’s baser instincts. In turn, my own flared hot.

      My own growl bubbled up. We stood just inches apart. Every heartbeat, every action I took caused a primal reaction in him which bounced back to me.

      I snarled. His eyes flashed. I snapped my jaw. He grabbed my upper arms and jerked me closer. Heat speared through me, settling between my legs. Jagger threw his head back and growled, stifling the howl I knew he wanted to let out.

      Primal fire. Explosive desire.

      You don’t own me. You don’t own me. You don’t own me.

      But, it was a damn lie.

      Two heartbeats. Then, only one. Mine. Jagger’s. Ours.

      “Rowan,” he whispered.

      I ached for him. I wanted to shake sense into him. I wanted to throttle him for coming so close to letting the Pack kill him.

      Oh, God.

      I don’t know who moved first. Maybe we moved together. We clawed at each other. Fueled by different sources of rage. Mine for his death wish. His for who I was. That rage flipped to passion.

      His lips pressed to mine and my fingers found their way up his chest. I threaded them through his hair and pulled him down to me. We tumbled to the ground together. I landed on top of Jagger, straddling him.

      We broke for an instant. Jagger’s wolf eyes blazed hot. I knew my own flared back. Silver on silver. Like mercury. A perfect match.

      Rage melted away and became molten desire. My sex throbbed and I felt his rigid cock against it. He was naked from his shift. Until this moment, I hadn’t even paid attention. Now, I couldn’t get enough of him. I couldn’t get close enough to him.

      Jagger tore at my bra, casting it aside. His fingers were everywhere, dragging down my panties, the last thin barrier between us. God. I was so hot. Moisture pooled between my legs. Jagger felt it. He dipped his fingers inside me. I opened for him as if I’d been trained for this.

      Jagger’s body vibrated with a lustful growl that nearly sent me over the edge. Our feral need for each other matching and rising with each new touch. With his free hand, he laced his fingers at the nape of my neck and pulled me back to a kiss. He flipped me with dizzying strength, putting me flat on my back.

      I spread my knees for him. Jagger reared up. He took a beat to look at me. What must he have seen? He had me splayed wide for him on the grass, wanton, wild, dripping, pulsing with lust.

      “Jagger!” I cried. I reached for him, closing my fingers around his steel shaft. He was huge, hard and ready. I stroked him, loving the way his eyes flashed. His wolf hovered just below the surface. Oh. I wanted him too.

      I’d been asked a thousand times what I was. As I held Jagger’s manhood in my grasp, I finally knew. I had no mother. No father. But, I was born for him.

      Jagger took my knees and pushed them flat, displaying me. The heated throbbing of my sex drove me mad with need. A tiny bead formed at the tip of his cock. I wanted it. I wanted all of him. When I tried to lean forward and reach him, Jagger moved. He stroked his cock and angled it at my entrance.

      “Yes! Please!” Oh, I would beg. I would crawl for him if that’s what it took. The Alpha didn’t matter. Nothing else mattered. I saw the same need in his eyes and felt it in the pulse we shared.

      I pulled him toward me, digging my fingernails into Jagger’s back. He reared up at the last, then plunged inside me. A rainbow of colors streaked behind my eyes. I opened for him, guiding him even deeper as I wrapped my legs around his waist.

      Jagger moved in me and my heart exploded. He was everything. So deep. So hard. Yes! He pushed past the tiny band of resistance. I felt a flash of pain, but I was so slick, so ready, it blossomed instantly to deep pleasure. Jagger faltered for just a moment as he realized what had happened...what he’d just taken.

      I clawed him, drawing blood. It spurred him on and he reared back. Fangs out, he fucked me. Each thrust seemed to punctuate the truth we both held.

      He did own me. And I owned him.

      My pleasure crescendoed. The rainbows of color burst into white light. I clawed the ground as my orgasm tore through me. I felt it everywhere from my sex to the tips of my toes. I coated Jagger with my slick juices as he matched my pace. I could feel his own need rising.

      “Yes!” I cried out. Oh, yes.

      Jagger went up on his elbows. He held my eyes as I crested down. I kept my legs locked around his waist and gave him a quick nod. I was ready. His inner wolf rumbled as he dug his knees into the ground to get better traction Oh, he was so deep. He filled me. Then, he filled me a different way.

      I gripped his rock hard ass as Jagger redoubled his efforts and brought himself home. His hot seed poured into me, igniting a new craving inside of me. I wanted him. I wanted all of him. He arched his back and gave it to me.

      So much. My nerve endings tingled with wave after wave of pleasure. Only one need hadn’t been sated. At the base of my neck, I felt a new, throbbing pulse. When I closed my eyes, I envisioned Jagger biting me there, marking me.

      Instead, he collapsed against me. I curled my body around his and kissed him. He kissed me back. His cheeks were wet with tears. I felt his grief and took it in.

      I wished I had the right words to ease his pain. We were connected on a preternatural level I didn’t fully understand.

      “Rowan,” he whispered. Just that one word, my name on his lips and I realized I was wrong. I’d been thinking with my head, not my heart. His tears weren’t of grief, but of wonder.

      I don’t know how long we stayed like that. Hours, I think. Until the light of a new day dawned. I hungered for this man now. But, ordinary hunger rumbled through me too. I laughed, embarrassed as my stomach growled.

      “Come on,” he said, his voice groggy. “Let’s get you back.”

      With the blush of passion waning, I came back into myself. It made me awkward, and I fumbled for what little clothing I still had. Jagger helped me, reaching for my bra and helping me thread my arms through it.

      He gently pushed my hair away from my face and smiled at me. I touched his cheek. His name was on my lips, but I didn’t get the chance to say it. One heartbeat. Two. And the grief came back into his eyes.

      I got to my feet and held a hand out to him. “Come on. It’s better if you go underground. When the patrols die down, I can show you…”

      My words died on my lips as a scream echoed across the valley below. My heart tore in half as I knew instantly where it came from.

      Stupid. Oh, God. I’d been so stupid.

      “Rowan?” Jagger said. He’d acted on instinct, putting his body between me and the sound.

      “Jagger.” My throat was dry. “Help me. It’s Aunt Grace. Oh, God. It’s Aunt Grace!”
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      Rowan’s distress stabbed through me. My heart squeezed as she tore away from me and ran back to the woods.

      Fueled by pure protective instinct, I ran after her. She was heading straight for danger. The Pack was further off, surrounding Able’s compound. This close, they could shift directions at any moment. Able knew I was here. I’d been so stupid. Able knew I was here.

      I could feel him trying to reach out to me. Words blurred together in my head. He couldn’t make contact. As Rowan’s hair flew behind her, caressing my cheek, I knew the reason why. Just as she’d told me, something about her nature threw out interference. As I fled with her, ready to protect her, I realized she was doing far more to protect me.

      She was fast. So fast. I ran at top speed and fell in lockstep behind her.

      “Rowan, wait!” It could be a trap. The Pack knew where she lived. She didn’t listen. As we burst through the brush and down the little hill toward the cabin, an echo of Rowan’s terror slammed into my heart.

      She slid to her knees. The door to the cabin swung wide open, ripped off its hinges again. Blood splattered across the threshold. My wolf flared hot. Rowan reached out, putting a hand on my shoulder, steadying me.

      “Help me. Jagger, you have to help me!”

      I threw myself in front of her. Whatever was on the other side of that porch, I didn’t want her to see it. The scent of blood and death sank into my pores. It was going to be bad. Very bad.

      Rowan gave out a choked sound as she grabbed my arm and followed. The cabin was wrecked inside. Smashed windows, overturned furniture. Clothes and dishes scattered everywhere. At the center of the chaos, her Aunt Grace sprawled face down in front of the hearth, her yellow shirt torn open at the back from four great, bloody slash marks.

      “Grace!” Rowan screamed. She skidded to her knees at Grace’s side.

      “Don’t move her,” I said. “Her neck might be broken.” With the loss of blood, I knew that might be the least of her injuries.

      “She’s breathing! Jagger, she’s breathing!”

      I went to Rowan’s side. She was right. It was faint, but by some miracle, the old woman still had a pulse. She moaned as Rowan lifted her.

      “I’ve got you. I’ve got you. I’m going to get you help.”

      “Mmm. No. Don’t.” Grace’s voice was shattered and hollow. I suspected her windpipe might have been crushed.

      Rowan caught my arm in a death grip. Her eyes flashed silver and her lips quivered. “Someone’s still out there. Will you stay with her?”

      No sooner had she said it before my own senses tingled. She was right. Growling, I whipped my head around and watched the door. The wind kicked up. Dried leaves blew in.

      “Stay here,” I commanded. I didn’t give Rowan the chance to argue. Grace’s pitiful cry rooted her in place. I charged through the door and let my wolf out.

      Two wolves came from different directions, their eyes glowing red.

      There you are!

      Able’s ancient voice speared through me. I detected surprise in it. He hadn’t expected to find me here. Adrenaline raced through me as I turned in circles, expecting him to leap out at any second. But, he’d only sent his two betas. Linked with Rowan, their names slammed into my head. Mannie and Clayton Sampson. Grace’s blood still smeared over Sampson’s snout.

      I dropped low as Mannie charged me. Slower and weaker, he was no match for me. I caught him just below the ribs, pulling him to the ground with my teeth. With one swipe, I snapped his neck. I felt Able’s hold loosen just a bit. But, Mannie was just the appetizer. Sampson was on me next.

      As I stood over Mannie, Sampson’s claws raked my back. I howled in pain and rounded on him. A flare of alarm hit me from Rowan. She was in my head.

      Her presence affected Sampson too. His red eyes dimmed, turning golden as Able’s hold broke. I realized with horror why. He’d turned his attention to the rest of the Pack now that he knew where I was.

      Sampson’s wolf pawed the ground and he bared his teeth. Wolf to wolf. Our snouts just inches apart, we squared off. In my mind’s eye, I could see what he’d done to Grace. She’d been defenseless against him. Living this long in these woods, she probably never imagined the wolves would turn on her.

      Sampson’s bloodlust poured off of him. He raised a lethal paw and took a swipe. One powerful movement had put Grace on the ground. To me, it was nothing. I dodged to the right and countered, sending Sampson flying against a tree stump. He howled in pain but quickly got to his feet.

      Hunt. Kill. Live.

      I felt the edges of my vision rim in a red haze. It’s what he wanted. It’s how the Alpha wedged his way in. I closed my eyes and saw his face swimming in front of me.

      That’s it. Give in to it. Kill him. Show me your strength.

      No.

      I lunged at Sampson. He went to his back, paws up and tried to deflect my blow. I was too strong for him. If I’d landed and sunk my fangs into him, he would have died instantly. But, I didn’t. Instead, I shifted in midair and wrapped two hands around his throat.

      “You lose, motherfucker,” I hissed into Sampson’s face. But, my words weren’t meant for him. As Sampson’s wolf eyes widened in shock, I grabbed a rock from the ground and bashed him in the head. He yelped then went slack in my grip. Unconscious, his skull likely fractured, but alive.

      “Jagger!”

      Rowan stood in the doorway. Grace’s blood smeared over her chest, her stomach and down her legs.

      I grabbed Clayton Sampson’s limp body and dragged him closer to the house. His head lolled to the side and his tongue hung out between his fangs. “Rowan, we can’t stay. They’re coming. The Alpha knows I’m here. He sent these two here looking for me.”

      Rowan stepped back, her mouth dropping open. She shook her head. “I can’t. We can’t. Go where?”

      She was in shock. The color drained from her face. She had one partial bloody handprint on her cheek where Grace must have touched her.

      My heart raced. No time. There was no damn time. I could feel the Pack moving. Three minutes, maybe five and they’d surround us.

      “Rowan,” I said, struggling to keep the panic out of my voice. I put firm hands on her shoulders. “Heartland is over for you. You are not safe here. Grace is hurt. She needs help. We cannot take her to a hospital. Do you understand what I’m saying to you? There is nowhere in this entire town where you’ll be safe. It doesn’t matter that the Pack can’t track you anymore.”

      Tears streamed down her face. “I can’t lose her. Jagger...I can’t...I don’t have anybody else.”

      My throat felt thick and tight. “You have me. Let me help you.”

      I knew she was fast. I knew she was strong. I just hoped she was strong enough. “Can you carry her?” I asked. “Can you carry Grace? We’re going to have to run for miles. Top speed. I can outrun the Pack if I have a head start. I think you can too.”

      Her jaw slack, she nodded. The realization of what I was asking made her pulse skyrocket. We weren’t just running. I was asking her to leave everything she’d ever known behind. For good.

      She took a hesitant step back. Blinking wildly, she scanned the ransacked room. She started knocking over dishes and displaced cabinets.

      “Rowan, we have to go. Now! Leave it all. Get Grace.”

      Grace moaned as if to agree with me. Though I didn’t think she was lucid. Rowan stooped down and grabbed a small, black, nylon fanny pack. She unzipped it and looked inside. She held up three vials of the medication I’d seen Grace injecting in her arm. Her hand trembling, she shoved them back in the case and fastened it around her waist. Then, she went to Grace, carefully lifting her. Grace’s head drooped forward. Rowan pulled her to her chest and rose.

      She adjusted the old woman’s weight and came to me. “I can run. I can run fast.”

      “Good.” I had the urge to pull her to me and kiss the top of her head. Something stopped me. A wall went up. I took a step backward. Grabbing Sampson’s limp body, I threw him over my shoulder like a sack of rocks.

      “What are you doing?” Rowan gasped. “If he wakes up, the Pack will be able to follow us.”

      “He won’t wake up. Come on!”

      As if to put an exclamation point on my fears, a cacophony of howls rose far in the distance. They were coming.

      “Rowan,” I said. “You run. As fast as you can. Until you think your legs are going to give out.”

      She squared her shoulders and heaved Grace a little higher in her arms. Her eyes were stone cold fury as she locked her gaze with mine. “My legs won’t give out. Show me the way.”

      My blood racing, I gave her a quick nod and we tore back through the woods. My wolf clamored to get out, but I couldn’t hold Sampson if I let it. I looked back only once. Rowan let her beast out. Part wolf, all power, she met my pace stride for stride. I felt the Pack moving, giving chase. In another minute, they’d be at the cabin.

      I had one desperate chance. I banked on the hope that Rowan’s shield against them would hold. I took a zig-zag pattern, jumping through the stream several times. It would help mask whatever scent we left behind.

      Rowan was a blur of motion beside me. Her silver eyes streaked as she ran on powerful legs. Raw strength. Naked fury. She seemed to sense my movements before I made them. When I course corrected, she never faltered. She leaped over every fallen branch and rough patch of ground. Top speed. Top form. It was as if she were born for this.

      Born for this.

      My heart ached as hers beat alongside mine. I pushed back thoughts of what that might mean. There was no time for it now. Only one thing mattered. Getting Rowan out. Getting her to safety. What happened after that...I couldn’t let my mind go there.

      As we skirted the shores of Lake Barkley, I knew we might make it. The Pull faded. I heard one baleful howl and knew it was Able Valent. It carried rage and madness inside of it. Pangs of doubt clouded my heart.

      I had the chance. I could have killed him. Now he would be more cautious. He’d grown complacent in Heartland. No rebel wolf had ever gotten that close to him. He knew we knew where he was now. God. It might have all been for nothing.

      “Jagger!” Rowan’s cry snapped me out of my head. “She’s slipping!”

      Rowan’s face contorted with grief as she looked at Grace. Grace wasn’t slipping out of her grasp; she was fading.

      “Up here!” I yelled. I led Rowan to an empty campsite on the edge of the lake. My heart lurched as we rounded a corner past a row of abandoned cabins.

      “It’s still there!” I gasped, nearly losing my footing. I’d hidden the Jeep behind a row of trees.

      I motioned to Rowan. She followed, sweat pouring down her back. Grace groaned and I took it as as good a sign as any. We could be in Mammoth Forest within an hour if luck were on my side.

      I opened the back hatch and dumped Sampson inside. He was still out. Dried blood caked his nose. I hoped I hadn’t injured him badly enough to render him useless. But, I couldn’t worry too much about that now. I slammed the hatch and opened the back passenger door. I took Grace from Rowan and laid her gently across the back seat.

      “Get in,” I said. “It’ll be all right.”

      Rowan gave me a hard look. She didn’t even have to say anything. She was right already. That was a promise I might not be able to keep. But, she got in the passenger seat and buried her face in her hands.

      I grabbed the key I’d hidden in the wheel well and climbed behind the wheel. The Jeep started on the first try and we sped away from the campsite.

      I pushed the Jeep to its limits, driving over a hundred miles an hour on the back roads. There was no way the Pack could track us now. The biggest danger now would come from Pack law enforcement if they started to follow. I could outmaneuver them, but I couldn’t lead them to the caves.

      Luck was on our side that night. At least for now. I covered the distance to the caves in less than an hour. Rowan stayed silent beside me as I pulled off the road and hid the Jeep under thick branches. I grabbed Sampson. She carefully lifted Grace.

      “Come on,” I said. “We’re home.”

      Rowan’s step finally faltered as she locked eyes with me. I brought her to the hidden cave entrance. Liam, Mac, and Gunnar were already there waiting, their eyes flashing a warning as they saw what I carried.

      I felt Rowan’s heart trip with doubt. But, she squared her shoulders and followed me underground.
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      I held Jagger’s gaze as he led me down into the caves. My heart tripped, but he reached for me. Not with his hands, but his steadying pulse kept me from panicking. At the same time, I knew it cost him something.

      This was his place. With her. I felt Keara’s presence immediately as we walked deeper down the dark passageways. I clung to Grace. She seemed so small and slight in my arms. Her blood covered my arms. Her eyelids fluttered but couldn’t focus.

      “I’ve got you,” I whispered for the hundredth time. “These are friends.” Though, I had no real idea if they were.

      “Get her to the infirmary!” A short woman with thick, dark hair and keen brown eyes stood in the center of a natural rotunda. She pointed to a passageway behind her. The place was lit with strings of LED lighting all along the floor and over some of the entryways. She came to me, her eyes darting over me then settling on Grace.

      “Grace,” I said, past a dry throat. “Her name is Grace. She’s my...she’s family.”

      The woman gave me a grim smile. “I’m Molly. And you told her right. You’re among friends now.”

      “Are you a doctor?” I asked.

      Molly smoothed the hair out of her eyes. She wore thick bangs cut straight across. She was in blue scrubs and black clogs. She was tiny, almost a foot shorter than me, but she had an air of command about her that reminded me of a drill sergeant.

      “I’m close enough,” she said. “And we do have a real doctor. She’s in the back. Let’s see what we can do for Grace. I’ll promise we’ll take good care of her.”

      “What about him?” A huge shifter loomed at her side. He was nearly as tall as Jagger with ginger-brown hair and blue eyes that flashed instantly gold as he peered closer to Sampson’s wolf. Jagger had dumped him on the ground.

      Molly stood with her hands on her hips. “Liam,” she said to the shifter behind her. “I’m going to need your help moving him. Did you break his damn neck, Jagger?”

      “I don’t think so,” Jagger said. “Just his skull. He’s alive. He’ll wake up.”

      “How are you planning on keeping him from signaling the Pack?” I turned to Jagger.

      He shrugged. “Dragonsteel.”

      “What the hell is that?”

      “Just what it sounds like,” Molly said. She stepped around me and grabbed one of Sampson’s paws. With brute strength that surprised me, she dragged him into the light.

      “Steel forged with dragon fire,” Jagger answered. “Shifters can’t get out of ‘em. And they interfere with the Pack’s Pull.”

      Liam put a hand on Molly’s back as she examined Sampson. She pried his eyes open and waved a penlight in front of them. The shifter stood tall and straight behind her. I realized who he was to her. They were mated. A flare of heat zinged from my heart straight down.

      “Are you sure?” I asked. Two other shifters came to me. One looked just like Liam. They had to be brothers.

      “Mac,” Jagger said, clearing his throat. “And that’s Gunnar. This is, uh...this is Rowan.”

      “Can we do the pleasantries later? Grace needs help.”

      Another woman rushed out of the passageway. She had more shifters with her bearing a stretcher. She barked orders to them and they took Grace from me. Grace rallied enough to reach for my hand, then promptly passed out again.

      “Strong,” the woman said. She had jet-black hair with streaks of gray. She wore a white lab coat. “That’s a good sign.” She spoke in clipped English. Her accent was French, if I had to guess.

      “Come,” she said to me. “You can tell me what happened. I’ll have Eve and Lena get you something decent to wear and show you where you can clean up.”

      “I just...I don’t care about any of that. Just, please help my aunt.”

      She held her hand out to me and shook mine with a firm grip. “I’m Dr. Olivet. I will do what I can.”

      Things moved quickly after that. Dr. Olivet followed as they carried Grace into another chamber. This one was brightly lit with rows of hospital beds and an examination table at the center. They gently placed Grace on top of it. Dr. Olivet went to work, tearing Grace’s clothes from her as she examined her wounds. She barked orders to the shifters beside her.

      Grace moaned, then lost consciousness again. “Miss Rowan,” she said. “I’m going to ask you to wait outside. Jagger will show you where. You need to let me do my work. I will come find you when there is something to tell. Let me take care of her.”

      I didn’t want to leave. It was as if an invisible magnetic pull kept me rooted to my spot. Grace looked so frail, so broken. She didn’t know these people. If she didn’t...if they couldn’t…

      “Rowan,” Jagger said, his voice breaking. “Let Dr. Olivet do her job.”

      He put a strong, steadying hand on my arm and gently pulled me away.
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      Somehow, I put one foot in front of the other as Jagger led me back down the corridor and into the main rotunda. They’d taken Sampson away. Molly was gone and my heart sank. I didn’t know her at all, but she seemed friendly. And I felt lost.

      Two other women stepped out of the shadows. Each of them stood arm in arm with their shifters. Jagger’s words washed over me. They reached me as if I were underwater. The shifter who looked like Liam was Mac. His wife, Eve stood at his side. The other was Gunnar. He too, had a mate. Her name was Jett. Her hair matched her name, jet-black. She had dark, inquisitive eyes and she came to me.

      “Rowan,” she said. “You’re safe here. I know this is probably overwhelming, but…”

      I put a hand up. My head swam and my stomach roiled. “Jagger,” I said, then looked to the others. “I’m sorry. It’s just been...I don’t know if…”

      My knees buckled. Jagger was there. He swooped me in his arms then laid me down on a rocky ledge. I still had Grace’s pack strapped around my waist. Eve descended on me like an angel. She covered me with a soft pink blanket.

      “Rowan,” Jagger said, his eyes filled with worry.

      “I’m okay,” I said, though I felt anything but.

      He had the pack in his hands and fumbled for the medicine vials. It had been almost twenty-four hours since I had a dose. All those times I’d bragged to Grace that I didn’t need the shots anymore just fell away.

      “What you did today,” Jagger said. “You need food, water and rest.”

      “Jagger, I need to take my medication.”

      Molly seemed to appear at Jagger’s shoulder out of nowhere. A look passed between them.

      “Rowan,” Molly said, her voice taking a gentle but stern tone. “I want Suzanne, Dr. Olivet, to take a look at this stuff before you take it again.”

      I sat up. Friends. She said I was among friends. Alarm bells went off inside of me. Only Jagger’s steady hand on my shoulder kept the icy fingers of panic at bay.

      “Food, water and rest,” Molly said, smiling. She patted Jagger on the back. “Let’s start with that.”

      Molly took a stethoscope out of her pocket. She pressed it against my chest and asked me to breathe. It seemed like such a simple request, but my heart hammered a mile a minute. She gave me a kind smile as she listened. Then, she shined her penlight in my eyes.

      Liam appeared and gave her a box with other medical supplies in it. I sat mute as Molly took my blood pressure then tapped along my spine. Jagger kept that steady hand on my arm. His pulse calmed mine.

      When she was finished, Molly sat back on her heels. “Your vitals are good, Rowan. Like I said, food, water, and rest for now. Would you be okay if I took some blood samples from you? It’ll help us get to the bottom of whatever condition it is they’ve been treating you for.”

      His eyes locked with mine, Jagger nodded. I let out a hard breath and nodded back.

      “Good!” she said with authority then patted my knee. “I’ll be around in a little while to get that started. No sense poking you with sharp objects right now. You need a little time. Jagger will find you someplace comfy.”

      “I don’t need to be comfortable. I just need to be with Grace.”

      “I know,” Molly said. She had a way of putting me at ease. She said she wasn’t exactly a doctor, but whatever she was, I felt safe around her. “The minute Suzanne says it’s okay, I’ll come and get you. We need to get her stabilized.”

      I blinked away fresh tears. Stabilized. She’d lost so much blood. She was old and frail to begin with and those were shifter wounds. Molly was trying to keep me calm, but I could see the truth in her eyes. The same truth had burned through me with each step I took as I carried Grace in my arms.

      “Come on,” Jagger said. He helped me to my feet and pulled Eve’s pink blanket closer around my shoulders. “We’ve got a lot to talk about in the meantime.”

      He gave Molly that look again. I couldn’t read her. But, I trusted Jagger. I said goodbye and let him lead me down a darkened passageway.

      He brought me to a smaller, empty cavern. It too was lit with LED strands. There was an air mattress with pillows and blankets set up on one corner. The lure of sleep felt almost orgasmic. I sank down on the mattress and buried my face in my hands.

      Jagger came to me. He dropped to his knees in front of me. When I peeked through my spread fingers, Jagger’s expression tore me in two. His heart thundered with his own pain.

      “She’s dying,” I whispered. “And it’s all my fault.”

      “It’s not your fault. It’s Sampson’s fault. It’s Able Valent’s fault. It’s...my fault.” He touched me. Hesitant at first. Then, his grip tightened and heat unspooled inside of me, even now. Something had happened between us out there at the cliff’s edge. It was more than sex. Yes, we’d been fueled by primal need and our own demons needing a release. But, something deeper brewed. I felt it as if it could swirl in the air around us.

      I pulled my hands away from my face and slowly framed them around his. Jagger flinched. I felt his grief and guilt wrapping its way around his heart.

      “It’s not your fault.” I meant it as an answer to what he’d said, but it quickly became something else. If Grace wasn’t my fault, then Keara wasn’t his fault either. And Jagger wasn’t ready to accept it any more than I was. He pulled away.

      “Jagger.”

      He put a hand up. “I’m sorry...I shouldn’t have...we shouldn’t have…”

      It was a lie. I knew the truth of what we were burned through him just like it did me.

      He tore a hand through his hair and started to pace in front of the entrance way. He stopped. Just outside in the corridor, someone had left a basket and two water bottles. He brought them in. The scent of chicken soup gripped my stomach and I felt light-headed again.

      The food gave us a respite. I ate in silence as Jagger sat beside me. Molly was right, the food did help.

      “You were,” Jagger started. “Rowan...you were incredible today. Your strength. Your power. I’ve never seen anything like it. But, it scares me. Hell, it terrifies me.”

      “Why?” I put the plastic spoon down. I’d finished the soup, drinking heartily. I set the basket aside and turned to him.

      “It’s not...you’re not…”

      “Normal? Natural? Jagger, people have been telling me that my whole life. But, this is what I am. It’s natural for me.”

      He let out a sigh. “You’re not a shifter. There are maybe five or six female wolf shifters in the world. You have to know that. The Alpha’s been trying to capture one. He tried to breed one. I just want to make sure that whatever it is...whatever you are...I just want you to be safe.”

      “Is that all you want?” I knew I shouldn’t ask him that. Not yet. Not now. But grief, exhaustion and the lingering echoes of what we shared mixed me up inside.

      The answer tortured him. I wanted to go to him, hold him, do anything I could to take away that pain. Because with each beat of his heart, it became my pain too. And he knew it.

      “Rowan,” he said, eyes wide with agony as he turned to me. “I want...I can’t…”

      I smiled and touched his face. “It’s all right.”

      “No, it isn’t. It’s anything but all right. Rowan, I don’t want to hurt you. I want to…God. It’s killing me to be near you. It’s killing me not to be near you. And you didn’t ask for any of this.”

      I shrugged and slapped my hands on the mattress. “Neither did you.”

      “Yeah. I did. I knew I was taking a risk by coming to Heartland. I didn’t know what I’d find. I thought…”

      “You thought you’d find him. And you thought you’d be able to end all of your pain by killing him and dying in the process. But, it looks like I ruined all of that for you.” I gave him an ironic smile then quickly dropped it. The pain in Jagger’s eyes deepened and I hated myself a little for putting it there.

      “It’s okay,” I said, though we both knew it wasn’t. He let me touch his face again. I grew bold, edging toward him. I put a soft kiss on his lips. Jagger made a soft, sharp intake of air. I felt his need growing along with my own.

      We broke just as a shadow fell across the door. Dr. Olivet stood there. Her white lab coat stained with Aunt Grace’s blood.

      “She is awake,” Suzanne said. “She is asking for you. But…”

      I dropped Jagger’s hand and ran down the corridor to Aunt Grace.
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      Rowan’s Aunt Grace was fading, but she refused to let go. Rowan stayed at her side morning and night for the next three days. She left only to eat and sleep for an hour here or there. I was worried about her. Three days without taking any of the medication Grace had been giving her, and Rowan’s strength or health hadn’t altered one bit.

      “Has either of them said anything coherent?” I asked Suzanne. I stood at the mouth of the cavern where we’d chained Sampson. He remained in his wolf, eyes fixed open and his jaw slack.

      Suzanne dusted off her pants and rose. She’d just taken Sampson’s vitals for the second time today. “He is in some sort of stasis. I’ve not seen anything like it. It is almost as if his mind is, what’s the word...booby-trapped.”

      “Not booby-trapped,” I said. “He’s waiting for a command that won’t reach him this far underground. It may be the rest of the Pack thinks he’s dead.”

      Suzanne shrugged. “You may be right. It is a horrible thing. As if his thoughts and will have been hollowed out for so long, there is nothing left behind.”

      She put a light hand on my chest as she edged around me out of the cavern. “You,” she said. “Look terrible. You are not sleeping.”

      I sleep when Rowan sleeps. I let the answer die on my lips. It was the truth though. When she was in turmoil, so was I. But, I’d kept my distance, letting her be with Grace. The woman would die. It was only a matter of time.

      “You should get some air,” Suzanne said.

      “I’m fine.”

      She cocked her head to the side and gave me a wry smile. “You are not fine. You have been underground for three days. Get outside. Shift if you have to. It is not good for you to be in the darkness for so long.”

      Another answer swirled in my brain that I wouldn’t give voice to. I’d been in the darkness for far longer than even Suzanne knew.

      “That’s an order!” Molly appeared in the corridor. “Go, Jagger. Liam’s topside. He sent me down here to get you.”

      “I thought you were going to look in on Rowan.”

      “I have,” Molly said. “I even got some food in her. If you have some magic method of getting her to sleep for more than an hour at a time that would also do her some good. You too. In the meantime, I wouldn’t keep Liam waiting. It sounded kind of urgent. Go on. I’ll let you know if there’s any change in our patients down here. Any of them.”

      I couldn’t very well argue with both of them, so I pushed myself off the wall and headed up to the woods.

      It was raining when I got up there. A low fog obscured the bottoms of the trees. Liam waited for me in the mist, his wolf eyes flashing gold as he dressed after a shift. He straightened when he saw me. He clasped my hand and thumped my back.

      “You look better,” he said. This got a laugh out of me.

      “Molly and the doctor just told me the exact opposite.”

      “I was being nice. They’re right. You look like shit, man. Why don’t you go for a hunt? It’s safe enough for now. That wolf doesn’t seem dialed into the Pack in his current condition. It’ll do you good.”

      “Maybe I will. Meantime, Molly said you wanted to talk. What about?”

      Liam looked over my shoulder. “You can ask her yourself.”

      I turned. Molly climbed out of the cave entrance, her expression grim. She and Liam passed a look that only mates can share. In tune to each other’s moods and thoughts, their connection grew stronger by the day. I was happy for them. Truly. At the same time, I prayed they’d never have to suffer the loss that I had.

      “I like her, Jagger,” Molly said, never one to bother with a preamble. My heart clenched. “I like her a lot. But, she’s scared out of her mind. And grieving. Her aunt’s held on longer than I ever could have imagined, but she can’t come back from the wounds she’s suffered. Her kidneys are starting to shut down. We could take her to a hospital. They might be able to prolong her life a little bit, but it would still take a miracle for her to survive.”

      “And she won’t go,” I said, already knowing how this would play out.

      Molly shook her head. “No. She won’t. She smart enough to know the Pack spies would get tipped off the minute she showed up in an emergency room. She won’t put Rowan at risk.”

      She hesitated a fraction of a second before she said Rowan’s name. Just that one little pause sucked the air straight out of my lungs.

      “Molly, what?” I went to her. I took Molly’s wrist. My grip was firm, but I would never hurt her. Even so, Liam growled and put himself between us. A quick flash of his fangs gave me a warning. I stepped back.

      Molly put a hand on Liam’s chest and another on mine, standing in the middle. Her eyes were kind, but filled with sorrow as she looked up at me.

      “Tell me, Molly. I need to know.”

      She took a breath of courage. “We’re still waiting on some test results. Rowan’s vitals are good. There’s no sign of any disease or infection or anything immediately life-threatening. I don’t yet have an answer for you about all they’ve done to her. But, I do know one thing they’ve done, and that’s lie to her.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Whatever Molly was about to say, Liam already knew. He knew because he could read her mind when she wanted him to. But also, as her protector and Alpha, he would have insisted he be here when Molly delivered this news. He was afraid of how I might react.

      “We’ve run tests on the medicine in those injections Grace was giving her. Jagger, they’re a placebo.”

      Molly’s words swam around in my head, their meaning not catching. My own protective nature flared. There was a threat to Rowan, I could feel it, but it wasn’t one I could attack for her.

      “It’s normal saline,” Molly continued. “There’s no active agent of any kind that we could find. It’s basically salt water with a non-toxic dye. We’ve run the tests over several times. There is just no medical benefit to those shots, Jagger. They’re not keeping her alive. They’re not doing anything. So, that’s good news in a sense. It means they’re not harming her either.”

      I walked away from them. My stomach roiled and I doubled over. I dug my fingers into the rough bark of a maple tree and Liam and Molly came to me.

      “You said good news in a sense. Why in a sense?”

      Molly moved to put her hand on me, but Liam stopped her. He could sense the conflict churning inside of me. I would never hurt Molly, but I understood his instinct.

      “Do you think the aunt knows this?” Liam asked. “Has she been lying to Rowan all this time too?”

      “I don’t know.” I shook my head. “Dammit, I have no idea. Her whole life though, she’s believed she wouldn’t live without those fucking shots. They used them to keep her prisoner.”

      “We’ll get to the bottom of it, Jagger. I promise,” Molly said. She waved Liam off and put a hand on my shoulder, peering into my face.

      “Don’t promise, Molly. We’re dealing with Valent. Who knows how many tricks he’s used to keep the Pack and the people of Heartland in line? It’s why he needs to die. Liam, do you hear me? No matter the cost. Valent has to die. He’s weak. I saw him. His confrontation with Payne hurt him more than he’s letting on to the rest of the Pack. I was so close. I could have done it. I could have torn him to bits. He’s not strong enough or fast enough to stand up to me one on one. To any of us. God. I should have ripped him apart when I had the chance.”

      Rage poured through me. I punched the tree trunk until I bloodied my hands. Liam held Molly back as she tried to reach for me.

      Finally, Liam grabbed me by the shoulders and turned me around. We stared eye to eye, both of our wolves simmering.

      “I had him,” I choked out the words.

      “Jagger, stop!” Molly shouted. With Liam holding me back, she got bold and reached up, putting her hands on my face.

      I strained against Liam’s grip. Only the fear that I might inadvertently injure Molly kept me from shifting. She was standing far too close.

      “Why didn’t you?” she asked, but there was no accusation in her tone. “Tell me, Jagger, why didn’t you kill Able when you had the chance?”

      I tore myself away from both of their touches. My heart flipped as grief thundered through me. Keara. I’d failed her. In so many ways.

      “Jagger,” Molly pressed on. She knelt beside me. “Look at me. Tell me the truth. Tell yourself the truth. What stopped you? You could have killed Valent and then the Pack would have surrounded you. Valent would be dead, but so would you. That’s what you intended when you left here, wasn’t it? Don’t lie to me.”

      Hot tears stung my eyes, but Molly didn’t relent. She touched my face again. “What was it, Jagger?”

      “Don’t,” I said, my voice coming out as a hiss. “Don’t do this.”

      “What pulled you back?” She put her hand over my heart.

      I dropped my head and let the tears fall. “She did.”

      “Rowan,” Molly said.

      I stumbled away from her and ended up on my ass, leaning against a tree. Liam and Molly stood before me. He’d wrapped his arms around her and she pressed her head to his chest. Tears filled Molly’s eyes too.

      “Jagger, let go,” she said. “It’s time to let go.”

      “They would have killed her.”

      “You felt her,” Liam said. “Didn’t you? She was in danger and you felt it.”

      I dropped my head and nodded.

      Molly put a hand to her lips. A single tear fell from her cheek. Slowly, she squatted down again so we were eye to eye. “Jagger, you thick-headed fool. I love you.”

      I met her eyes. “Don’t.” I covered my face with my arm, curling into myself.

      Liam was at my side. “Man, it’s okay. It is. You know it in your heart. You know this is fate. Molly’s right. You have to let go. It’s what Keara would say if she were here right now. You know that.”

      “She’s yours,” Molly whispered. “My God, Jagger. Rowan is yours. She’s a second chance for you. And she’s worth it. Oh, Jagger, she’s so worth it. You were meant to find her. She pulled you back. You didn’t kill Valent because she pulled you back. That makes me love her too. Well...that and also because I’m getting the sense that she’s kind of a badass. And she seems to be the only one who’s had any luck saving you from yourself.”

      Liam laughed and slapped my shoulder. “Come on, man. This is a good thing. It’s a marvel.”

      I buried my face in my hands. In one sense, it felt like a weight had been lifted from me. In another, the hollow space in my heart felt even wider. Keara. She was in that hollow. But, for the first time since I’d met Rowan, the pain in that space was gone. I just hadn’t been willing to admit it to myself.

      “Come on,” Molly said. She pulled on my arm, trying to get me to stand. “She’s waiting for you. She needs you. The days to come are going to be hard for her. But, there’s hope now, Jagger. For you. For her. For all of us. You just have to let yourself feel it.”

      There was light in Molly’s eyes. It had always been there. It was Keara who saw it first. She’d been the one who’d found her working at a vet clinic in Shadow Springs. She’d sent Liam there to look for supplies. Though, she’d never admitted it to me, I’d long suspected Keara had an inkling what Molly would be to him.

      Fate, for years now, had been just another four-letter word to me. Now, as I took Molly’s hand and let her lead me back to the caves, I could almost believe it meant hope.
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      It took my Aunt Grace four more days to die. She fought for each breath along the way. Mercifully, for most of it, she was unconscious. Molly brought a cot in so I could lie beside her and hold her hand.

      They were angels, these women. Molly and Dr. Olivet. They gave my aunt enough morphine so she felt no pain. They brought me soup and tea and sat with her during the times I just needed a few minutes to myself so she’d never be alone. I knew she was about to leave me when she finally opened her eyes and smiled.

      “Don’t try to talk,” I said. “Save your strength.”

      “Oh, I’m strong enough for where I’m going, honey.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “This is all my fault. I shouldn’t have run off. I should have listened to you and stayed away from the Pack.”

      Grace took my hand in hers. Her lips were dry and cracked. I took a wet cloth and dabbed them. She was grateful for the few drops of water it gave her, but she couldn’t manage to drink anymore.

      “It was time. My time. Your time. These people. Do they know what’s coming? Can they get you somewhere safe?”

      I reared back, realizing Aunt Grace had been more aware of her surroundings than I realized. Maybe she’d heard us talking. It was hard to say.

      “I think so. I think I’m as safe here as anywhere.”

      “The big wolf. The Alpha. He’s yours.” At first, I thought she’d meant it as a question, then, as Aunt Grace’s old, gray eyes locked with mine, I knew it was a declaration.

      “I don’t...we haven’t…”

      “Shhh. Shhh. Don’t try so hard.” Aunt Grace’s voice trailed off into a fit of coughs that etched new lines of agony across her face. She held her hand up to ward me off when I tried to give her more water.

      “Listen to me,” she said. “I don’t have a lot of time, honey.”

      “I have so many things to ask you,” I gasped. “I’m not finished. You’re not finished. Dr. Olivet is good at what she does. Just hang on. She’ll find a way.”

      “No. She won’t. And it’s okay. I think I like it here. It’s quiet. It feels safe. And I was tired of looking at the same four walls anyway.”

      “Aunt Grace,” I blurted. “Please. You have to tell me. I have to know.”

      As we locked eyes again, she knew what I meant. She settled deeper against her pillow, as if she were finally accepting what I’d asked.

      “Able,” she said. “He’s old. But he’s more dangerous than they think. You tell them that. He knows exactly what he’s doing. All the time. He keeps the Pack as weak as he can but as strong as he needs them. Never forget that. He’s lived a long time. Longer than any Alpha in existence. But, Rowan...he’s not immortal. Don’t forget that either.”

      “But how, how do you know all these things? Aunt Grace, who am I? I don’t even know my last name.”

      She smiled and lifted her hand to touch my face. “You’re Rowan. I named you Rowan because I thought it was beautiful just like you. And no, I am not your real aunt. You’ve known that all along. But, he brought you to me. Just like he brought all the other little ones. The ones who lived long enough. You weren’t supposed to. Every day, then every week, then every month was supposed to be the last. But you kept growing. Kept getting stronger. But even when you were little, you sensed that could bring trouble. You know you were only two the first time you pretended to be sick in front of one of the Pack?”

      “No, I don’t remember. I don’t remember any of it. Who were the others?”

      Grace got that faraway look again, her eyes misted. Then, she dropped her hand and stared off. “Little Rowan. Turning three, then four. I begged him. Reminded him how much I’d done for him. I was foolish enough to think he would agree with me that he owed me something. But, in the end, he let me have you. His little project was a failure, but you weren’t. You were a miracle. He was too blinded by his own lust for power and perfection, he didn’t see it.”

      “Who?” I touched her shoulder. “Able Valent?”

      She patted my arm. “Who else, honey? He used to be my brother.”

      Used to be? It was such a strange way to word it, but I instantly understood. She meant before...before he became the Chief Alpha. Then, a new horror ripped through my heart.

      “Grace? Is he...my father?”

      Her eyes became clear and she met my gaze. “No!” Her voice was clear and strong. “He was not your father. Everything I’ve said about your real father is the truth, Rowan. He’s dead. I never knew your mother. She wouldn’t have survived your birth. None of them did.”

      “None of who?” I was desperate. She was fading. My heart broke.

      “Just keep taking your medicine, Rowan. Do whatever you have to to get it. Bill Harvey is a friend. He’ll know what to do.”

      She’d rallied, but now Aunt Grace’s body gave out. She slumped back on the bed. I gathered her into my arms and kissed her cheek. She was getting so cold. The effort of what she’d said had drained what little strength she had left.

      I wouldn’t cry. Not now. I knew it caused her stress when I did. Her breathing finally grew more steady and peaceful. I felt her go slack in my arms. The minutes passed and Aunt Grace fell asleep. My own eyelids felt heavy. I sank into the pillows and dozed off right along with her.

      Later, a gentle hand on my shoulder roused me. Suzanne’s dark eyes hovered in front of me, creasing in a sad smile.

      “She’s gone, Rowan. You can let go now.”

      I looked down and Aunt Grace’s sweet face squeezed my heart. She looked like she was sleeping. Dreaming, even. As she nestled her head against my arm, her smile froze in place.

      I didn’t cry then either. I let Suzanne help me slide out from under Grace’s body. Suzanne said calming things. Promised to take care of Grace now. Told me how she’d suffered no pain. I listened, nodded, and put one foot in front of the other.

      Then, Molly was there. She put a gentle hand beneath my elbow and led me down the darkened corridor. I had no idea where we were even going. Molly must have said, but I couldn’t hear her, couldn’t process anything. We emerged into another cavern. This was larger than most of the others. At the center, a hidden spring bubbled up. Steam danced across the water’s surface. She’d left me a pile of clean, folded clothes and some toiletries.

      “Take some time to yourself,” Molly said. “We’ll take care of your aunt. It’s going to be all right.”

      I turned to her. “She wasn’t my aunt.” I don’t know why I said that then. It sounded cold and harsh to my own ears, but I didn’t know how to be any different. I didn’t know how to feel at all.

      Molly smiled and reached up to tuck a hair behind my ear. It felt maternal. She couldn’t be more than a few years older than me. I almost laughed. That’s the one thing I’d forgotten to ask Grace. I still didn’t know how old I was.
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      After Molly left, I went on autopilot, peeling off my clothes. I sank beneath the steaming water. God, Molly was right. I hadn’t known this was what I needed, but the water was so warm, almost hot. It was perfect. I dipped my head below the surface. For a moment, it was like being in one of those sensory deprivation tanks. No light. No sound. No sensation at all but floating warmth.

      I could lose myself here. No pain. No fear. There was just...me. I floated down and down. My hair splayed out in ribbons above me. It felt like flying.

      Then, something pulled at my heart and I knew I wasn’t alone.

      Jagger stood at the water’s edge as I emerged. His eyes shone silver and the muscles of his jaw rippled as he swallowed hard.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said as he slowly lowered himself to sit on the ledge. I treaded water on the opposite side of the pool, afraid to go to him. If I touched him. If I let him touch me. I would have to feel everything again. It was as if I was in that gap of time after banging your knee before the pain hit. The coming pain would be intense and sharp. I wasn’t sure if I could bear it.

      “Jagger…”

      He came to me. My heart thundered with so many emotions I couldn’t sort them all through. Grief. Pain. Loneliness. Desire. Desperation. Fear. Then something else...thrumming quietly beneath it all. Love.

      “Come here,” he said. He propelled through the water with agile grace. Sliding an arm around me, he pulled me to the opposite ledge.

      I let him take me, hiccupping as I tried to stifle a sob. Jagger ran a thumb over my cheekbone, wiping away a tear I hadn’t even realized I’d shed.

      “It hurts,” I said.

      “I know.”

      At first, I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. He knew because he’d lost someone so close to him? Or, he knew because he felt my pain as if it were his own.

      “You are safe,” he whispered. It was the question Grace had asked me at the end. Jagger was answering it now. He knew. How could he know?

      “I’m so...Jagger...I’m lost. Oh, God. I’m so lost.” Then, the tears came and I fell through that gap of time. The pain hit me with blunt force straight to the chest. But, Jagger was there. He held me close as I curled into the grief.

      He whispered sweet things against my temple as he held me. The water swirled around us. We were so buoyant together, I didn’t need to tread. We just floated, suspended in time and space. A part of me wished we could be like this forever. Away from the world. Away from the people we’d lost. Away from Valent and the Pack. Just us.

      “I’m lost,” I whispered against his chest.

      Jagger’s heart thumped beneath my ear. My own heart slowed to match the rhythm. I didn’t know what we were. It was yet another question I hadn’t had time to ask Aunt Grace. But, she couldn’t have understood. Could she?

      “She said Able Valent was her brother,” I said. “I never knew. They kept so many secrets from me, Jagger. I feel like everything I’ve ever known about myself was a lie. And I knew so little to begin with.”

      As he held me, a new, fierce knowledge rose up. It was coming from him. Words and truth he wasn’t yet ready to voice. But, he didn’t have to. There was one core truth that neither of us could deny. Whatever else I was, whatever lies Able Valent had forced Grace to feed me, as Jagger Wilkes held me in his arms, I knew he was mine. And I was his. But, we’d both been broken into tiny pieces by the things that happened before we even met.

      “You’re here now,” he said. “You’re not lost anymore, Rowan. I...I found you.”

      All at once, I knew how much it cost him to say it. I knew a part of him felt as if he were betraying Keara. It would be easy for me to hate her a little for it. I couldn’t. Because, she was part of Jagger too. And she’d loved him.

      “You didn’t find me.” I smiled and looked up at him. Tears glistened in his eyes. “In point of fact, I found you!”

      He laughed. “I guess you did.”

      A moment passed. Then another. We held each other in that bubble of time. No light. No sound. Nothing except the beat of our hearts in perfect synchrony.

      Jagger moved first. His kiss was light, testing me. Was it too soon? Was my pain too sharp? Yes, to all of it. And yet, the timing never felt more right. I kissed him back.

      A little of the grief washed away. It wasn’t gone. Not for him. Not for me. But, we both realized there was room for something else as well. There was room for each other. For this.

      The last time we came together, it was partly fueled by our own rage and disbelief. This time, we had our eyes wide open. Alone, we might not be able to bear our pain. Together, we could ease it for each other, if only just a little.

      “You saved me,” he whispered. “How did you do it?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t know why or how I can do the things I do. I know I’m not a shifter. And I know I’m not…”

      “Shhh,” he said. “That’s not what I meant. I mean you saved me. I came to Heartland to die. For almost three years, it’s the only thing I’ve wanted. I went to Able’s compound to kill him...but also so I could end it. Every single day, I’ve wanted to die, Rowan. Until I met you.”

      I slid my arms around his neck and kissed him slow and deep. I couldn’t hear him say it again. I couldn’t lose him too. My growing need kindled in my core. I felt Jagger’s rising too. It was right. It was perfect. We fit.

      Jagger slid his hands down my ribcage, settling them on my hips. He lifted me to the ledge with ease. Smiling up at me with wonder in his eyes, he spread my knees as he treaded water between them.

      He licked along my inner thigh. I gasped as he marked a trail all the way to my slick folds. I was slippery with desire as he spread me open, skillfully swirling his tongue around my sensitive bud. I gasped and threw my head back as pleasure flooded through me.

      “Jagger!” I cried as I laced my fingers through his hair, pulling him down even deeper. Jagger lapped at me hungrily, drawing me out. I shuddered, barely able to contain the sensation. As he worked me over with his mouth and tongue, he slid two fingers inside me and found a pleasure spot I never even knew I had.

      My knees trembling, I struggled to spread them even wider for him. I tried to pull him up so I could kiss him, so I could return the favor. But, Jagger was determined to see his work through. Then, he brought me over the edge. I bucked and thrust into him as he drew me out. I braced myself against the ledge and arched my back. I was too far gone. Jagger knew it.

      “Let go, Rowan,” he said. “Give in.”

      “Oh!”

      I gave in. Pleasure exploded through my nerve endings. My toes curled as Jagger brought me home. My cries of ecstasy echoed off the cavern walls and I didn’t care who heard. There were shifters up above with preternatural hearing. Oh, God, I felt shameless and wild. Jagger knew how to reach me in all the deepest places of my heart and soul.

      As I crested down, I knew how to reach him right back. The light in the cavern brightened and I knew my eyes had gone to silver, the same exact shade as his wolf eyes. I slid into the water beside him and motioned with my chin. Jagger smiled as he knew what I was about as he slid to the ledge in front of me.

      It was my turn. I spread Jagger’s knees and took him in my mouth. His cock was huge and hard and filled me all the way to the back of my throat. For an instant, I didn’t know if I could take him all in. But, I did. Oh, God, I did.

      Jagger didn’t last as long as I had. I lacked the same finesse as he, but it wasn’t what he needed. I felt his balls tighten and went to work on those too. He was so hard. So full. So good.

      “Baby,” he whispered and it sent a shiver down my spine. I wanted him. All of him. In every way he would let me. As I sucked him, I felt that flare of heat at the base of my neck and knew it would lead to a different kind of claiming. But, not tonight. Tonight was just about pleasure, escape and sharing something neither of us quite knew what to do with yet.

      Jagger’s hips trembled and I knew he was close. I looked up at him, locking eyes. That seemed to drive him even more wild and heighten his pleasure. So, I held his gaze as he spent himself inside me. The sweet tang of his seed filled me and I took it all. I kept him there until I felt him go soft. Only then did I pop out of the water and come beside him.

      Jagger slid his hand beneath my jaw and kissed me. We needed no more words between us that night. This would be enough. The edges of grief played at the corners of my heart still, but Jagger’s touch helped keep them at bay.

      We came together again and again. No sooner had I stretched out on the ledge before Jagger hovered over me again. I reached for him and found him hard as rock. Smiling, I spread my legs and brought him into me. Jagger’s eyes flashed with desire as he sheathed himself as deep as he could go.

      We moved together. Jagger filled me. I wrapped him in my warmth. We made love. And then we fucked. Each time I thought I was spent. Then, no more than an hour or even a few minutes would pass and my need for him rose all over again.

      I knew what it was. Our bodies both craved an even deeper connection. A claiming. I felt it in the flaring, hungry heat at the base of my neck. I saw Jagger’s eyes glaze with animal lust as he brushed his fingers over that space. He wanted. I wanted. And yet, I knew he wasn’t ready. Neither was I. Not tonight. Not yet.

      So, we found contentment and peace with the parts of ourselves we were willing to give.

      Later, I might come to believe those hidden springs held magic in them. Or perhaps the magic was in Jagger’s touch as he held me close. I curled into him as we found a space in the corner of the rocky ledge and slept in each other’s arms.
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      The next day, we buried Rowan’s Aunt Grace under a cluster of pine trees. Rowan said the spot reminded her of a place Grace used to take her when she was little. They would hang unlit Christmas lights in the winter and sing carols. She stood beside me, tall and strong as we laid the old woman to rest. I knew Rowan had more questions than answers and felt her sorrow as she said her last goodbyes.

      “Are you coming?” Lena asked the question. The others had drifted off after one of the preachers who helped us from Shadow Springs said a few words over the grave. Rowan herself had taken a walk down to the river. Payne gave me a look.

      “She’ll be all right,” I said. “If anything comes near her, I’ll know it.”

      Payne cleared his throat and the corners of his mouth played at a smile. Lena elbowed him in the ribs. Of everyone, they’d had the most to overcome to find each other. Lena had been held captive by Able Valent’s men for years. She bore physical scars on her arms and face from her time with them, but was one of the strongest women I knew. Until I met Rowan, that was.

      “I like her, Jagger,” Lena said. It was such a simple declaration, but it meant everything to me. Lena seemed to understand me and my need for solace more than the others. She’d craved the same until she found Payne. He too had spent more time and depth under Valent’s control before he broke away from the Pack.

      “I do too,” I smiled. And yet, pain still seared my heart. Ten yards away, over a small hill, we had laid Keara to rest two years, eleven months and six days ago.

      Laughter and shouts reached us from the other side of the hill. A few of the refugee betas we’d collected over the last few weeks had formed a small hunting party.

      “Somebody needs to get them under control,” I said. “They’re getting cocky. Just because the Pack can’t sense them underground doesn’t mean they won’t find ‘em out there by accident.”

      There was another problem we needed to address. Our numbers had swelled. The Pack had increased their sweeps in towns like Shadow Springs and the outskirts. They were looking for humans who offered us aid. So far, none of them had broken or betrayed us. But, we were bursting at the seams in the caves as it was. Soon, we’d need another place to hide.

      “Dr. Olivet has made no progress with that Sampson?” Lena asked, stepping into Payne’s arms. Liam, Mac and Gunnar came back up the hill.

      “None,” Liam answered. “She says it’s like when a computer goes into sleep mode. She can’t tell if it’s something Sampson is doing himself or whether the Alpha’s behind it. Maybe a little of both.”

      “Dammit,” Mac said. “We need all the intel we can get. The Alpha’s going to get stronger. It’s been weeks since his battle with you Payne. Before long, he’ll be at full strength and we’ll lose whatever advantage we had.”

      A pang of guilt burned through me. Again, I knew I could have ended this. But that flare of hope sparked in me as well. It spread through my heart, connecting me to Rowan. Molly and Suzanne joined us. Mac’s mate Eve was down with baby Daniel. Jett, Gunnar’s mate, had taken some of the female refugees for more training. The more people we had who could handle some of the weapons Payne and Lena had brought back, the better. Our friends to the north in Wild Lake, Michigan had provided us with wolfkiller ammunition and doubled our supply of guns. But, they would be worthless if we couldn’t come up with a plan to take out the Pack that wouldn’t get us all killed.

      Molly and Suzanne’s expressions looked grave. “Shit,” I muttered. “Don’t tell me he died.”

      Suzanne put a hand up. “No change. Sampson is still in the, what did you call it, Molly? The Big Sleep. I am afraid I am out of ideas. I thought he would come out of it on his own by now. I thought hunger and thirst would be enough to rouse him.”

      “Where’s Rowan?” Molly asked. Her brow furrowed, Liam moved closer to her. His moods in tune with hers, even the slightest distress in her called to his nature.

      “Down by the lake,” I said. “She needed some time to herself after…”

      Molly nodded. Suzanne caught her eye and Molly’s eyes fell to the ground. Something was up between the two of them. But, another idea had been burning in my heart. One I knew Rowan wouldn’t like. Better to get it out now while she was out of earshot.

      “I have an idea about Sampson,” I said. “You might not like it, but hear me out, at least.”

      “Shouldn’t we wait for Rowan to get back?” Molly asked. Her eyes were red-rimmed as if she’d been crying. Liam slid an arm around her waist. I guess it had been a long few days for everyone. Molly had spent almost as much time at Grace’s bedside as Rowan did.

      “No,” I said. “I wanted to bring it to you all first. I’ll tell Rowan in my own way and in my own time.”

      “Jagger, I don’t like this,” Lena said. Payne had his hands on her shoulders.

      “Listen,” I said. “Sampson’s in stasis because he’s waiting for a command from his Alpha. He was injured, rendered unconscious. Maybe he’s booby-trapped like you said, but there’s only one way to find out.”

      Mac stepped forward. “Jagger...if you…”

      I put a hand up. Mac, Payne, Liam, Gunnar and me. We were all Alphas. We’d all felt the call of our natures. We knew what we were meant to do.

      “I have to try to get in his head,” I said.

      “He won’t let you,” Molly said, her eyes wide. “Jagger, he’ll push back.”

      “She’s right,” Suzanne said. “I’ve seen this. I may not be a shifter, but I know what it takes. I’ve been around dozens of normal packs and watched as a new beta wolf is taken under the pull of an Alpha. A good Alpha, Jagger. What Valent is, he is an abomination. He subjugates them against their will. Sampson and the others, their minds are hollowed out to make way for Able Valent’s. It is not natural. It is like a death. And it twisted him. I have seen other Tyrannous Alphas before. Valent is the worst, but the others are horrible too. They just do not have the reach that Valent does.”

      “I don’t understand,” Lena said. “What do you want to do, Jagger?”

      I let out a hard breath. “I have to do it. You all know it. The only way Sampson’s going to open his mind and give up his secrets is if a new Alpha takes control of him.”

      “Dammit,” Liam said. “Jagger, it’s not who you are. It’s not who we are. You’re talking about dancing with the devil. It’s too dangerous. Trying to rip a beta away from his Pack without challenging his Alpha is not the way things are done. It’s dark magic and you know it.”

      “What could happen?” Lena asked.

      Suzanne dropped her head. She buried her face in her hands. When she looked up, expression turned grave. “It is a dangerous path. It could work. I cannot deny that. If you are strong enough, you might be able to do it. Valent is far away. But, Liam is right. That wolf is controlled by a Tyrannous Alpha. You must use that same dark power to control him.”

      “Good,” I said. “Then that settles it. I’ve got to go in. We need whatever Sampson has in that head of his. He can tell us about Pack movements, numbers, where Valent is now. We can use it. It’s why I brought him back here in the first place.”

      Lena looked from Suzanne to me and back again. “What?” she said. “What are you not saying? Why are you all looking like that?”

      Molly locked eyes with me. A tear spilled down her cheek. “Jagger. Please. Don’t do this. Talk to Rowan at least. She should have a vote.”

      “I’m doing this for Rowan,” I said. “For all of you. I’m the only one who can and you all know it. You all have mates. Mac, you have a child. This isn’t about me wanting to die. Not anymore.”

      “Rowan is your mate,” Molly said.

      “No,” I said. “Not yet. Not all the way. I haven’t...she’s not marked. There’s still a chance she can be happy. She can be okay. And I’m not planning to die. I’m planning to win. But, just in case. If I go into that asshole’s mind and it turns me into something I don’t want to be...then you deal with it.”

      “Deal with it how?” Molly asked. She knew the answer, but she wanted me to say it. I wouldn’t. There was no need. There was also no other way. Mac, Gunnar, Payne and Liam knew it too. Their hard stares told me they understood. They didn’t like it, but they knew I was right. I had to try and subjugate Sampson. I just prayed I’d have the strength to keep from crossing over to the dark side in the process.

      Rowan came back over the hill, her face flushed with exertion. But, she held a smile in her eyes and her heart felt peaceful. I wanted to go to her, but stood my ground. If I was going to get through telling her this, let alone doing it, I’d need to find some distance.

      “Hey,” she said, joining the group. “You all look like hell. Somebody want to tell me what I missed?”
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      My ears rang as Jagger laid out his plans. He was going to try to get inside Sampson’s head and pull out what he knew about Able Valent and the rest of the Pack. They were going to use it to go to battle. A battle I knew in my heart they wouldn’t all survive.

      “It’s risky,” Suzanne said. “Valent is what the shifters call a Tyrannous Alpha. One who controls his pack absolutely. It is not the way normal shifters behave. There is dominance among normal packs and their Alphas, but also respect, collaboration, boundaries.”

      “I know what Valent is,” I said, my lips trembling. Anger and fear boiled in my heart. Jagger should have told me what he was thinking when we were alone. As I looked at him, I knew instantly why he hadn’t. Though they didn’t like it, the rest of the Mammoth Forest shifters believed he was right. It was their best chance at turning the tables on Valent once and for all.

      “I know as well or better than any of you what Valent is,” I said. “Not in the same way, but he’s controlled me his whole life.” My heart still felt the bitter sting of Dr. Olivet’s news about my medication. It had been a lie. It had all been a lie. But, I believed he’d told the same lie to Aunt Grace. To her literal dying breath, she told me the medication was the only thing keeping me alive. In some ways, I was glad she’d been spared the truth.

      “Then you of all people know why I have to do this,” Jagger said, his eyes dark. “And Rowan, I’m not planning on turning into what Valent is.”

      “No,” I said as the real truth slammed into me. “You’re betting the rest of your friends will put you down if you do.” I backed away from them. The truth burned in the solemn eyes of every shifter standing there. If Jagger succeeded, but turned Tyrannous, they would kill him.

      “I’m strong enough to fight it off, Rowan,” Jagger said. He took my hands. His eyes searched my face. “For you,” he added. “I’m strong enough to fight it off for you.”

      I swallowed past a lump in my throat. It was too hard to hear. Too hard to take. Liam, Gunnar, Mac and Payne dropped their heads.

      “Come on,” Lena said. “Jagger and Rowan have some things to talk about. Let’s leave them to it.”

      They left, all but Molly and Suzanne. Molly’s face held a different sadness that sparked new fear in me. They waited until the others had disappeared over the hill and went back down into the caves.

      I dropped Jagger’s hand. Sensing my distress, he tried to catch it again, but I stepped away from him. “There’s more,” I said, leveling a hard stare at Suzanne. “You came back out here to tell me something.”

      Suzanne crossed her arms in front of her. Her posture changed. She became straighter, more formal. In the back of my mind I recognized it. This was a doctor about to deliver bad news to a patient.

      “The tests we ran on you have yielded some results. We should talk alone.” Her eyes flicked to Jagger.

      “No,” I said. “Let him hear.” Partly, I knew I would need to draw strength from him if the dark circles beneath Molly’s eyes were any kind of omen.

      “I have contacts,” Suzanne said. “There are shifters in Wild Lake and nearby towns who know some of the history of how Able Valent came to settle in Kentucky. There were other Tyrannous Alphas and packs who came before him. Very bad men, Rowan. Valent was the worst. He took things to a level not seen since dragons still walked the earth. He has been obsessed with strengthening his line, producing subservient, but strong shifters. And, he’s tried to find a female wolf shifter to serve as his queen.”

      “We know that,” Jagger said. “It’s one of the reasons he’s tried to control how his Pack breeds.”

      “Yes,” Suzanne said. “And I have a theory. A true female shifter has power over a pack. Her pheromone signature is like nothing on earth. Other shifters are drawn to it. In some, it can drive them mad. I think if Valent had a female shifter under his power, it would have helped him lure and control the Pack even more.”

      “It never worked though,” I said. “I’ve heard some of those same legends. There was a pack who thought they could turn a human woman if they bit and marked her enough.”

      Suzanne smiled. Her eyes held some mystery behind them. “There’s a kernel of truth to that legend. But that’s a story for another time. Suffice it to say all of Able Valent’s efforts to create a female shifter by selective breeding failed. And many, many women died because of it. But, there were other rumors we heard. Most of it was too fantastical for me to believe...until…”

      The air changed. I picked up a quickening in Jagger’s pulse. Part of me didn’t want to hear the rest of what Suzanne had to say. The truth of her words were already in me. Had she said nothing more, I would have understood.

      “Until I had scientific proof,” she finished. Jagger squeezed my hand.

      “Me,” I said. “The proof is me. What is it, Dr. Olivet?”

      Molly went to Jagger, sensing his simmering rage just as I did. He was on the verge of shifting right there.

      “There were markers,” Olivet continued. “In strands of your DNA. There were other factors in your blood. I told you, I heard rumors from another shifter doctor I know up in the Yukon. Years ago, he spent some time in Kentucky. Able Valent started a program. Since he couldn’t make a female shifter through breeding, he went to the next step. Genetic engineering.”

      “What are you saying?” Jagger said, his voice more of a growl.

      “Me,” I answered. “I’ve been genetically engineered?”

      “Yes.” Suzanne came to me. She put a hand on my face. “I don’t know how exactly, but I have a few educated guesses. If I looked at it from a purely scientific model, it’s a marvel. This is medical technology that is not supposed to exist yet.”

      “So what am I?” My voice sounded distant and cold. “Am I a shifter?”

      Suzanne sighed. “No. You’re human, Rowan. But certain strands of your DNA have been encoded. You have shifter-like qualities. Your strength. Your shifter eyesight. The small changes to your skeletal structure under certain conditions. And from the reaction of Sampson and the other Pack members you described...you give off a pheromone signature that at least mimics a true female shifter. It’s why they can’t track you. Why you can make them go haywire. These are all natural defenses in a true shifter female. I suspect if Valent knew you possessed them, he would not have let you live. Your Aunt Grace must have kept that truth from him. She protected you.”

      “And it cost her her life. So, I’m some kind of a mutant. A freak after all?”

      Jagger’s growl ripped through the air. He put himself between Dr. Olivet and me as if her words could do me physical harm. I put a steadying hand on his arm.

      “No,” Suzanne said. “You’re not a freak. You’re a human being, Rowan. A beautiful, marvelous woman.”

      “They died,” I said, pulling away from Jagger. “My aunt was trying to tell me. I didn’t understand, but I think I do now. She said over and over that I was the only one who lived. There were many, many other babies like me. She said Valent gave them to her to take care of, but they all died. Even her own. Oh, God, I think my Aunt Grace gave birth to at least two of Able’s...experiments. She carried their pictures in the locket we just buried her with. She said they thought I was going to die too, but I didn’t.”

      “That makes sense,” Suzanne said. “Horrible though it is. And your mother would have died too. Grace would have been one of the lucky ones. It is my best guess that the women carrying these babies would have had to take powerful hormones in doses not meant for humans. It’s a miracle that any of them survived to carry to full term. Most probably didn’t. And the birth… a human woman giving birth to a shifter baby is traumatic at best. And dangerous. If none of the mothers are still around to tell their stories, I suspect they died in childbirth or shortly after.”

      “That’s what she told me,” I said. “Aunt Grace said my own mother died having me.”

      “I’m so sorry, Rowan,” Molly said. “I’m so, so sorry.”

      “I will never let Able Valent get anywhere near you again,” Jagger said. He was trembling with rage. “If he knew how you strong you really are...how perfect...he would try to use you.”

      “Yes,” Suzanne said. “Your aunt was right to keep you away from him and lie about how well you were doing. She probably saved your life.”

      “No,” I said. “He knew. Able knew something at least. He used that fake medication to keep me in line and to blackmail my aunt. I think he wanted me under his thumb but didn’t want to really deal with me. Until he found some other use for me.”

      My legs shook. It got hard to breathe. Jagger sensed the change in me and slid his arms around me. “Enough!” he said. “It doesn’t matter how you came into the world. It matters that you’re here and you’re you. And you’re where you belong.”

      I smiled up at him and touched his face. I wanted to tell him I loved him. I wanted to say so many other things. But, he’d heard enough for today. “Jagger, don’t worry about me,” I said. “You’re right. I’m strong. And I’m where I belong. It’s going to be okay. It’s you we need to worry about. If you’re determined to do this thing with Sampson, you need to get some serious rest. Will you? Please? Go back to the caves. I’ll be with you in a minute. I just want to say a few more things to Aunt Grace.”

      He kissed the palm of my hand. His pain for me seared in his eyes. I smiled and gave him a light shove. “Okay,” he said. “But don’t stay out here too long. It’s less safe at night.”

      “I know.” I gathered my arms around me and watched him leave. When I sensed him moving deep into the caves, I turned and faced Molly and Suzanne.

      “Okay,” I said, taking a breath. “I’ve got enough of a hold on myself. Jagger can’t hear. So, why don’t you two tell me the rest of it?”

      Suzanne and Molly passed a look. Molly couldn’t hold it together. She started to cry. My heart lurched, because I knew that meant Liam would probably intuit everything she was about to say.

      “Out with it,” I said. “I can take it.”

      Suzanne put a hand on my arm. “You’re right about one thing,” she said. “Rowan, you are so strong. And I wasn’t kidding about you being a marvel. But, you are only human. The changes in you aren’t meant to be sustained by a human body. It gets harder for you each time, doesn’t it? The pain that comes before and after your shifts is getting worse.”

      I couldn’t say the words, but Suzanne knew. Damn her, she knew.

      “Oh, Rowan,” Molly sobbed.

      “How long?” I asked. My heart turned to stone. There was only one reason Molly would cry like that.

      Suzanne bit her lip. “Rowan, we shouldn’t…”

      “How long?”

      “I don’t know,” Suzanne sighed. “There were some alarming results with some of your enzymes. I would really love to get some additional scans. An MRI could tell us a few things. And I know a specialist in Toronto who has done some amazing things with gene therapy and…”

      “Suzanne,” I said measuring my tone. “If you don’t come out with it, you’re about to see how much of a marvel I am right here. Right now.”

      “Yes,” she said, clearing her throat. “Rowan, I will be blunt then. Your organs are showing some early signs of decompensating. You probably can’t feel it yet. The changes in your adrenal glands are probably masking most of the symptoms. You feel strong. Powerful. But your body is beginning to shut down. You ask me how long. I cannot tell you that. You are a sample size of one.”

      “So, extrapolate,” I said.

      “Right. If you were on bedrest maybe, under tightly controlled conditions, we might be able to remediate some of the effects. I am guessing that is out of the question. And your Aunt Grace was right. With what is going on in your body, you shouldn’t be alive. So, there are many unknowable data points. But, Rowan, if I had to take an educated guess, a few months at the most. After that…”

      I held up a hand. I suppose I should have crumpled under the weight of what she’d just told me. Molly already was. She drew me into her arms and sobbed against my shoulder. I couldn’t cry though. I couldn’t feel. If I let Suzanne’s diagnosis truly sink into my heart, Jagger would feel it too.

      Months. Not years. I had only months to live. Some cold, detached part of my brain had known it all along.

      “We’re not done yet, Rowan,” Molly said, pulling away from me. “Do you hear me? Suzanne and I are already doing more research. Don’t give up. I’m not. There are alternative medicines. There is witchcraft, a spell, maybe. There are shifters out in the Yukon who may have heard of things we can try.”

      I straightened my back. The truth thundered through my heart, but still, I wouldn’t let it land. Not yet. There was still work to be done.

      “You do that,” I said. “In the meantime, I’m going to try and help Jagger and the others kill that son of a bitch. Whatever else you do, don’t let Jagger know.”

      I left Suzanne and Molly behind me as I headed back to the caves.
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      Lena reached me first as I stood in the corridor near Sampson’s chamber. He was still unconscious, on his side, like he’d been since I dragged him here.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” she asked.

      I smiled down at her. “If you have to ask me that, you already know the answer.”

      Shaking her head and giving me her usual half-smile, Lena leaned against the wall and crossed her arms in front of her. “You really are a pain in the ass, you know that?”

      Lena’s long amber hair fell to her elbows. She looked healthy, happy. She’d crawled out of a darkness I knew all too well and found Payne on the other side.

      “I told you, I’m planning on coming out of this all right. And you know why I have to be the one to do it. But, I’m glad you’re here. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about.”

      Lena glanced over her shoulder. The others were coming. What I had to say, I wanted only Lena to hear.

      “Jagger, don’t,” she said, putting a hand up. Lena knew me too well.

      “Lena, listen to me. I promise, I’m not...like I was. I swear it. I’m not trying to die. I have something...I have something to live for now, I think.”

      Lena narrowed those hazel eyes at me. “Don’t tell me it’s Rowan. She’s amazing. She’s perfect for you. But Jagger, I’m not standing here because of Payne. Things got better for me when I decided to get on with it for me.”

      “I know. And I am. But Rowan helped lift a fog from my eyes. Now that it’s gone, I don’t want to live under it again. I’m also not naive and neither are you. So, before they all get down here and try to talk me out of this again, I need you to promise me something.”

      She sighed and dropped her gaze. I knew what her answer would be. I probably didn’t even have to ask. But it mattered, so I did.

      “Lena, if anything happens to me. Anything at all. Promise me you’ll look after Rowan.”

      Lena pursed her lips together. Her eyes creased where her scar ran deepest. It gave her a cruel beauty and marked her strength as much as anything else about her.

      “Give me your word,” I pressed on. “Swear it.”

      Lena pushed off the wall and came to me. Reaching up, she laid her hand flat against my shoulder. “You know I will. We all will.”

      “I know, but I need to hear it from you most of all. She’s tough as nails, but she’s been on her own for a really long time. You understand that. You’ll see things in her the others can’t because of who you are and what you’ve been through.”

      “You have my word. Of course you do. But, you’re not going to need it, dammit. Because I, for one, am not going to let your ass get killed. Got it?”

      I held out my hand and we shook on it. Voices rose down the corridor as the others drew near. I pulled away from Lena and went for Sampson.

      “Jagger, wait…” she started. But, I’d waited long enough. Before Molly or Liam or any of the others tried to talk me out of it, I knew what I had to do.

      I took the key out of my pocket and unlocked Sampson’s dragonsteel chains. I tossed them against the wall and pulled him to the other side of the room by his front paws. He started to pant, but his body stayed slack.

      “Careful,” Liam’s booming voice bounced off the walls. “You’ve never done this before.”

      I gave him a raised brow. “Neither have you.”

      Rowan stood in the doorway. Molly was at her side, her eyes puffy from crying. I couldn’t feel bad about that now. I wanted to ask them all to leave, but knew they never would. So, there was nothing to do but start.

      I closed my eyes and let thousands of years of instinct take over. I had no idea if this was how this was done, but it seemed as good a plan as any. I was an Alpha, after all. I was meant to dominate.

      I went on all fours and put one hand on Sampson’s wolf’s head. His eyelids fluttered and my heartbeat quickened. A growl came from me, unbidden. Power flooded my chest.

      “Mine,” I whispered. “You answer to me now.”

      Sampson whimpered. Just that small, pitiful sound and something primal unlocked inside me. I’d been in control of my wolf since I was a teenager. For a brief instant, I wasn’t. He ripped out of me. The shift came so suddenly, pain flooded my senses. I hovered over Sampson’s wolf, fangs bared. I snapped my jaw.

      Voices came to me as if from a great distance. I seemed to exist in two halves. There was the rational, more human part of me that could watch it all and stay detached. Then, there was the beast.

      I closed my eyes and gave in to it. It was as if I fell down a long, winding tunnel. Colors swirled around me. It felt like I had a rope wound around my chest, tethering me to this side, the good side. But, what I was after was all the way down in the dark.

      Sampson. Clayton Sampson!

      I shouted his name in my mind. He was there. I’d slipped through some other plane of consciousness. We were there, Sampson and me, in the cavern with eyes all around. But we were somewhere else too. The same tunnel, but just the two of us. His yellow eyes snapped open and filled with fear.

      Stand up! I commanded.

      Sampson’s front legs windmilled. He cried out in pain but couldn’t move. My pull was strong. Powerful. He arched his back and reached toward me, fangs dripping. But, there was something else in that room with us.

      Able Valent.

      I felt his power snake around Sampson’s mind, trying to pull him back.

      I was bigger, closer, stronger. I paced in front of Sampson, breath coming in heavy pants, fangs bared. He was mine. I nipped the back of his neck, asserting my dominance. Sampson sprang to life. He got to his feet and backed away from me.

      Submit!

      I could feel the weak spots of his mind. Tiny holes like swiss cheese. I could see straight through them. Able was in there. I saw him standing on the porch of the old prison house. He was human, old, his white hair lifting in the breeze as he braced himself against the railing. Able’s eyes flared red. Sampson’s did too, but they were fading.

      I dropped low, taking an attack stance. Power and magic flowed through me. I was born for this. My true nature soared. I was Alpha. Sampson belonged to me if I wanted him to.

      My pack. My control. It lured me. Intoxicated me. I tapped into something primal, ancient and raw.

      I lunged for Sampson and sank my teeth deep into his neck. An arc of electricity flowed from him to me. His mind opened to me. I saw everything. It was all vivid and clear.

      Able was alone. Weak. Wounded. Sampson stood in front of a line of beta wolves. Their movements, their plan, it was all laid out bare for me. It was simple. Robotic. Able reduced them all to basic thoughts and commands. The power of his will overrode theirs. Patrol. Protect. Kill. I picked out the pieces I needed of Sampson’s mind as easily as picking berries off the ground.

      Five betas. They patrolled in a grid pattern. Two stayed within a hundred yards of Able at all times. Sampson had been the leader. He relayed commands to the others and warnings to Able.

      There’d been others. Stronger betas and even a few Alphas like me. I saw Payne. His eyes glared red as he sank his fangs into a young wolf. Able stood behind him, smiling. I felt Payne’s struggle to break free. His heart warred with his body. He wasn’t like the other Pack members.

      I fell into a dark hole. I still had a paw on Sampson’s neck, keeping him still.

      A warehouse. The stench of oil and burning rubber filled my nostrils. Able’s Pull was everywhere even though he was far away. He had a grip on me I couldn’t break. I thrashed against it. He’d been waiting for me. Waiting for this. Oh, God. The chains binding me felt stronger than dragonsteel.

      Tenley. I tried to tell myself this wasn’t real. Tenley was dead. He’d been one of Able’s last strongest generals. He was dead now. He couldn’t be here. I realized with growing, smothering horror, this was just a memory Able wanted to show me.

      Tenley was strong and fierce, standing over Molly. She was terrified, cowering, even as defiance flared in her eyes. Tenley was an Alpha; I felt his lust for Molly hovering in the air like smoke.

      Then, the world fell apart.

      Keara. Oh, God, Keara!

      Able’s Pull strengthened, but it wasn’t aimed at me. In the corner, a smaller wolf held Keara by the throat. I felt Able’s command pour through him as he started his shift.

      No!

      She was too close. The smaller wolf’s cruel shift tore from him, breaking Keara’s ribs. Then, he flung her away from him and she crumpled to the ground like a ragdoll.

      As I tried to run to her, Able’s wolf loomed between us like an apparition. Transparent. Here but not here.

      I lunged for him, arcing through the air in my mind. He dissolved in a vapor. Only Sampson remained, lying crumpled on the far side of the cave. Keara’s death had been a vision within a vision, and now it was just Sampson and me. And the Pull.

      It roared through me. Total. Absolute. No pain. No questions. Sampson’s eyes snapped open. He tried to shift and let his man out. I wouldn’t let him. Bloodlust coursed through me. I could make him pay. He saw the same thing I had. He watched and stood by as the vision unspooled before us. If he had been in that warehouse, he would have killed Keara at Able’s command.

      Sampson begged for his life. He was caught between wolf and man, struggling against the pull of my Alpha.

      Submit! Kill. Die!

      Black power poured through me, shutting out all the light. No time, no place, no distance, no pain. Just...dark magic that took all the agony away. He was mine. I could kill him. I could make him suffer. I could make him kill for me. I could make him kill himself. I could be God to him.

      I felt the last faint strands of Sampson’s free will falling away. He was gone. Wrecked. Hollowed out. I alone held the power.

      I saw myself again, as if I’d split in two. My wolf towered over Sampson’s limp form. My eyes blazed red. Distant bands of light seared through me. I wanted the darkness. It was easier there. No more struggling. No more heartbreak. No peace either, but the path was clear.

      It would have been so easy to give over to it. I fell through it, letting my limbs go slack. My mind go quiet. I let out a great sigh and all the pain left my heart. I closed my eyes and drifted.

      “No!”

      The voice shot through the dark, straight into my heart like an arrow.

      “Jagger!” Again, a pinpoint of light burst through my body, leaving a scorching path of agony.

      Heavy chains seemed to wrap around my wrists, slowing my descent into hell. My eyes snapped open. The light blinded me at first. I tried to lift a hand and shield myself from it. Then, the pain faded and a new sensation blossomed through my heart.

      “Jagger!” Keara’s voice reached me. I looked for her in the light. I couldn’t see her eyes. I couldn’t even remember what color they had been. But, her red hair floated in front of me as if we were both underwater. When I tried to reach for it, it vanished in the mist.

      “Jagger!” Keara’s voice changed. “Don’t you dare leave me!”

      I opened my eyes again. Keara was gone. In her place, Rowan stood tall and proud. Her dark hair hung loose, flowing around her. She held her hand out to me. Her eyes flashed silver as her power surged.

      I reached for her. Her grip was strong and hot. I met her gaze and felt the bloodlust fade.

      “Rowan,” I whispered her name. It carried across the chasm on the wind. The chains around my wrists vanished. I floated up.

      Gasping, I rolled to the side. I couldn’t get air into my lungs. “Rowan!” Her name erupted from me. I felt her hand on my back.

      “Jagger, breathe!” Rowan took me by the shoulder and rolled me to my back. Her face swam above me, full of love and concern.

      “Baby?” I said. Her soft hair fell around us like a curtain. But, she was real. She was here, and the darkness fell away.

      She got her arms around me and covered my face with kisses. “Oh, thank God. You came back. Jagger, you came back.”

      I held her against me as Rowan’s tears fell against my chest. We weren’t alone. Suzanne, Molly, Liam and the rest of the Mammoth Forest crew crowded into the cavern. There were smiles, cursing, and a fair amount of high fives as they erupted in joyful shouts.

      For me, there was only Rowan. I slid until I had my back against the wall. Rowan straddled my lap. Smiling through her tears, she looked down at me.

      “What happened?” My words felt strained, still underwater.

      “You damn near crossed over, you asshole,” she said, hiccupping past a sob.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head. My thoughts were jumbled. Nothing had landed yet. I’d seen too much.

      “I saw it,” I said to Liam over Rowan’s shoulder. “All of it. I saw Valent. I saw his guards. I felt him. I know where his weaknesses are. The whole Pack.”

      Liam, Mac, Gunnar and Payne pushed past the others and came into the room. Suzanne and Molly moved to Sampson’s limp body. They tried to work on him, but I knew it was no use. There was nothing left of him. Able Valent had hollowed out that poor man’s head long ago. I had just been there for the finale. A part of me felt sorrow for his passing. He’d shown me everything I needed. But, there was nothing I could do for him now.

      I cupped Rowan’s face between my hands. “It was you,” I said. “Rowan, you pulled me back.”

      I couldn’t say how close I’d come to turning into something I knew we all feared. Tyrannous Alpha. It would have been so easy. I knew Able Valent now. He had no soul. It was his strength but also his greatest weakness.

      “Let me look at you,” Suzanne said. She’d come to stand behind Rowan. I scrambled to my feet. Rowan looped a hand around me, helping me stay upright.

      I held a hand up to her. “It’s okay. I’m okay. But, there’s no time. Let’s get to the map room.”

      “You need to get to the infirmary!” Suzanne and Molly shouted in unison.

      I straightened, finding my legs again. “No. Before it fades away.” Though, I knew the visions I’d seen would stay burned in me forever. “I know how we can win.”
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      “No way!” Jagger fumed. He stalked along the river’s edge, his wolf eyes flashing. He was having a hell of a time keeping from shifting. His agitation fueled Gunnar and Payne’s. I tried to go to him, but sensed instantly that I made things worse. Lena shot me a look. I gave her a nod and she went to him instead.

      “Get it together,” she said. “You go all wolf on us here, we’re sunk before we even start.”

      For my part, I was a hell of a lot more calm than I probably should have been, under the circumstances. We were at the edge of the Tennessee River, a mile from Heartland. By dawn, this would all be over, one way or another. The moment Jagger laid out his plan last week, I knew what my role would be, even if he didn’t. Now, that I’d given voice to it, he was straight up going berzerk.

      “Jagger,” I said. I stood with my hands folded in front of me. Once I’d settled on my course of action, a strange peace settled over me. It was as if the pieces of my life had all aligned in a certain way, leading me to this time, this moment, this action. It was simple. It was right. I couldn’t think about the things Suzanne and Molly had told me at my Aunt Grace’s gravesite. I was dying. The moment she’d said it, I knew in my heart it was true. But, I couldn’t think about that now. Maybe after.

      “Do you have any doubt that what you saw in Sampson’s mind was true?”

      Jagger stopped pacing. His eyes were wild when he looked at me, but his jaw hardened. “No. He’s upped the guards around the prison house. There are eight of them. All betas.”

      “And where is the bulk of the Pack now? Can any of you sense them?” I asked. Gunnar and Payne stepped forward. They stood shoulder to shoulder with Jagger.

      “No,” Payne said. “But he’s got a few strong Alphas left as his top generals. If they’re where Jagger says they are, he’ll call them in as soon as he senses a threat.”

      “I want to be with you,” Jett said, moving to Gunnar’s side. “I can help. I know what I’m doing.” She had an AR-15 rifle slung over her back. Lena had the same weapon. Each of them was loaded with wolfkiller ammo. One shot would immobilize an Alpha. It would kill a beta or omega instantly if the shot hit them in the head or heart.

      Jett and the women would be the second line of defense. We had men and women stationed near the entrances to the Mammoth Forest caves in case any of the Pack broke through our lines. Liam and Mac were there to protect them. Liam had railed against the plan the most. It was Jagger who’d talked him down. If things went sideways, Eve and her son needed to be far away from the heaviest of the fighting. They needed to live. And Molly and Suzanne would have to tend to the wounded. I prayed they wouldn’t have to. But, I knew it would probably be inevitable.

      That left Jagger, Gunnar and Payne leading the main assault. Gunnar and Payne would try to flush out the Alphas left under Able’s control. Jagger would go after Able himself. With my help.

      “No,” Jagger said again. He came to me.

      “Baby.” I reached up and touched his face. “We’ve been over this. You know it has to go down like this. Those guards near the prison house, I know how to control them. I’ve done it a dozen times before. And I’m the only one who can get close enough to even try without them sensing me first. Heartland is my backyard. They expect me to be here. They catch one whiff of any of you, and this whole thing falls apart before it can really start. Everyone has a role. This one is mine. You know it.”

      Jagger hissed through his teeth. He threaded his fingers through my hair and pulled me close. “No,” he said. “I hate this. I can’t do this again.”

      My eyes locked with Payne’s. I didn’t know if he or the others knew my secret. If he did, his expression betrayed nothing. I wasn’t scared today. And I wasn’t blowing smoke. I knew this was my destiny as much as Jagger was. It’s why he was put into my path.

      “This is easy for me,” I said. “Those betas can’t catch me and you know it. Let me do my thing. The minute they’re on the ground, you move in. Jett will be right behind me with the guns. She’ll take them out.”

      “You bet your ass I will,” Jett said. “Jagger, those wolves won’t get anywhere near Rowan. I know what I’m doing.”

      “There are too many,” he said. “Rowan, you’ve faced up to two or three at once. Not eight.”

      “It doesn’t matter. You have to trust me. This is the best way. Pheromones, remember? I’ve got ‘em in spades. Suzanne says they can’t resist.”

      Jagger growled.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” Payne said. His back was up and he too started to pace. “The minute we move away from the river, they might be able to scent us. If we’re going to move, we need to do it now. You decide, Jagger. Go or no go.”

      Jagger and Payne stood nose to nose. Payne clasped Jagger’s hand. A muscle jumped in Jagger’s jaw as he ran the plan through his head one more time.

      We were the vanguard, me, Jagger, Lena, Jett, Payne and Gunnar. I would go in, short-circuit the brains of the betas guarding Valent. Jett and Lena would help me take them out once they were on the ground. At the same time, Jagger would breach the fence and find Valent. Gunnar and Payne would handle the bigger Alphas Valent would inevitably call down as soon as he sensed the threat. After that, things would start to get messy.

      Jett had a line of troops she’d trained at the edge of the woods leading to the prison. They were our third line of defense. If Able’s wolves got that far, we’d be in deep shit.

      We had no idea what the rest of the Pack would do if and when Valent was taken out. We had allies all through Kentucky who’d been warned what was to come. Jett had dispatched some of the friends of Mammoth Forest with the weapons to defend themselves. What we didn’t know is if anyone would turn.

      A chorus of howls reached us from the other side of the river. My senses pricked. The Pack was agitated, but they didn’t yet know we were there.

      “It’s now or never,” I said. “Jagger?”

      He still held his hand at the back of my neck. The skin flared hot there. Squeezing his eyes shut, he let out a breath and made a decision. “Dammit. I hate this.”

      “I know,” I said, smiling.

      “Everyone knows what they need to do,” Jagger said. Gunnar and Payne gave him quick nods. They turned to their mates. Each of them shared a supernatural link. They didn’t need words. Jagger and I still did.

      “Give us a minute,” I said. “Jett, Lena, I’ll meet you in the clearing about ten yards due east. You’ll find a stream. Follow it down.”

      Gunnar and Jett embraced; so did Lena and Payne. The rest of them moved off, leaving Jagger and me alone for one last moment.

      “I could tell you to be careful, but I know you won’t,” I said.

      His grip was strong. His eyes fierce. “Rowan…”

      “I know.” I went up on my tiptoes and kissed him. I was lying to him. I kept my emotions calm. If he found out what Suzanne told me, we’d never get through this. I needed his mind and his heart clear about what had to happen next.

      “Rowan,” he said. “When this is over, when I kill that bastard, and make no mistake, I will...I’ll come find you.”

      “Of course you will.”

      “I want you,” he said. His wolf eyes went pure silver. An answering shiver went through me. I knew what he meant and my heart broke in two.

      “Jagger…”

      “I mean it. I love you. I love you, Rowan. I don’t know how it happened. I didn’t even know it could. But you’re mine. I’m yours. I want it to be forever. If you’ll have me, I want to mark you, claim you, the way it’s supposed to be.”

      A single tear fell from my eye and my heart burst. I couldn’t tell him the truth. It would kill him. Later, it might anyway. But for now, at this moment, my answer would have to be enough.

      “Yes,” I gasped and my heart soared. Desire flashed through me. If there was time, I wanted it to be now. He could do it so quickly. One bite at the back of my neck and he’d mark me forever as his mate. The bond would strengthen us both. But, I knew the instant he did it, Jagger would know the truth about me. While Able Valent was still alive, I couldn’t take that chance.

      “After,” I whispered, going up on my tiptoes to kiss him. “After, my love. And then I’m yours until the end of my days.”

      His smile gutted me. I stepped away and pressed two fingers to my lips. “Don’t be a hero,” he said. “Jett and Lena are devastating with those rifles. You let them have the kills. As soon as you get those fuckers on the ground, get out of there. Promise me.”

      “And promise me you’re not planning to go kamikaze again,” I said.

      Jagger smiled. “No chance, baby. I’ve got too much to live for.”

      With that, he kissed me deep and hard. It was the kind of kiss meant to last a lifetime. I threaded my fingers through his hair and said a silent prayer that we could have one.

      We broke. Jagger took a step back, his eyes glinting in the moonlight. Then, he turned and ran out of sight.

      Now, there was no turning back. I hit the trail by the stream. In seconds, I was back by Lena and Jett’s side. Jett had darkened her face with camouflage paint. She was just about finished applying it to Lena’s. When she held the jar out for me, I waved it off.

      “I don’t need that,” I said. “I have war paint all my own.”

      I took a step back and tilted my head into the wind. Closing my eyes, I let the scent of the woods fill my nostrils. As I inhaled, I picked up the trail of the Pack patrol. It was just as Jagger said. There were eight of them, forming a line around the prison fence.

      My skin tingled as I let the shift come. Since I’d been in Mammoth Forest, I’d checked myself. Never letting my own inner beast through. I told Aunt Grace I’d gotten better at controlling it and I had. Now, I wanted to bring a little chaos back in.

      The sky brightened. My spine cracked and I dug my toes into the ground. Colors flared hotter. Power sparked along my nerve endings. I threw my head back and growled.

      “My God!” Jett came forward. She adjusted her weapon on her shoulder. I’d grown taller, towering over the two women now.

      I was beyond words. My urge to hunt thrummed through me. My prey was just over that ridge.

      “Rowan,” Jett gasped. Her eyes shone through the darkness. “You’re beautiful. I...I had no idea.”

      Lena’s eyes filled with tears of wonder. In my full power now, it was time to go. I lowered my chin and locked eyes with each of them. We needed no words between us. I turned and headed toward the fence.
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      The ground whizzed beneath me. I’d never let my power out like this before. I’d always had to hide and shield it. Now, I threw it out in all directions. They would come for me. I could feel it.

      I skidded to a halt just a few yards from the fence. The first of the guards saw me and let out a howl. His eyes glinted; crazed with feral instinct, he charged me. Dropping low, I growled.

      Fall!

      He did. Caught mid-shift, he couldn’t advance. Jett was right at my shoulder. She lifted her weapon and shot him right between the eyes. Even with her silencer, the sound pierced the air, drawing the attention of the two next closest shifters.

      “Fish in a fucking barrel! Rowan, you’re a badass!” Jett muttered under her breath. I had them. Stepping out of the shadows, the two shifters froze, desire thundering through them. Lena acted quickly, felling them.

      Five more to go.

      I motioned with two fingers and headed west. I could sense two more guards at the north corner. Jagger was just beyond it. His own protective flare of alarm shot through me, nearly bringing me to my knees. I realized with horror I couldn’t get any closer to him or the Pack would sense his distress. I skidded to a halt. Thankfully, the other two shifters were already moving toward me.

      Lena was on it. She was a natural, with the skills of a trained sniper. She’d taken a position on higher ground and took them out before I even had to engage. I gave her a nod of approval then headed in the other direction.

      Three more. There were three more. Instinct told me I’d find them on the south side. I doubled back. Lena and Jett had a hard time keeping up with me. In the back of my mind I knew I should have waited for them, but my own wild nature was too strong to contain now.

      Adrenaline shot through me as I spotted two more shifters patrolling along the southern prison border.

      “Stop!” One of them shouted. With my heightened senses, I knew we were in greater danger now. The other guards didn’t have a chance to call to Valent or the Pack, this one did. I felt them awaken as the hair stood up along my spine.

      I lunged for the shifter, landing on his back. He fell to his knees. Mannie. This was Mannie. He tried to turn into his wolf, but I sank my claws into his neck. I killed him with my bare hands. His companion, Furley, was on me. Furley caught me by the waist and threw me to the ground.

      But, I was still faster. I kicked him off. He crashed into the fence and Jett was there. As Furley’s eyes began to turn red, she put a bullet in his heart.

      “One more,” Lena said, gasping as she caught up. “Where is the bastard?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, though I wasn’t sure they could understand my words. To them, it might have sounded like a growl.

      I dropped low, scanning the tree line and back along the fence. He was nowhere. I could still taste Mannie’s blood in my mouth.

      Then, a blur of motion came from the right. I wasn’t quick enough. The eighth shifter burst through the woods, knocking Lena to the ground, cracking her ribs. Jett raised her weapon, but I threw myself in front of it. Lena’s scream split the air as the shifter bared his fangs. I heard Gunnar’s threatening howl.

      No. No. No. If he broke his position, it would leave a gap in our defenses. Able’s general would break through. Jagger was in danger.

      I let my fangs drop and lunged at Lena’s attacker. He whirled on me, his eyes widening as he tried to process who and what I was. It was the opening I needed. I flew through the air and pulled him off Lena. Jett acted fast, raising her weapon again.

      She didn’t need it. I pulled my arm back and punched the fucker square in the jaw. He flew backward and never got up again. Jett’s round exploded in his brain.

      “Now!” I shouted. With the quickening of my heart, I knew Jagger heard me.

      I doubled over, as my pulse raced. I was lightheaded from the exertion. Pain racked through my brain, just like Suzanne said it would. Jett and Lena’s wide-eyed expressions followed me as I fell in slow motion to the ground.
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      Payne got to the fence first. He pushed his fingers through the chain link and ripped a section down in an instant. Turning to me, his eyes were pure emerald.

      “She did it,” he said, panting.

      “I know.”

      Gunnar tore through the fence next. I followed close behind, adrenaline shooting through my veins. We had to keep our wolves in. Not yet. We had to hold on. I felt Rowan’s steady pulse beneath mine. If I closed my eyes, I knew I could see what she saw. Power surged through her as she took down each of the outer guards. She’d been ruthless, efficient. With Rowan’s mind and Jett’s bullets, not a single one had been able to call to the Pack.

      “He’s in there,” Gunnar snarled. “I can feel him.”

      So could I. It was like a magnet pull right between my eyes. Able was moving slow, but every sense I had dialed into the yellow house at the top of the hill.

      “Let’s go,” Payne yelled. His fangs bared, he took a ready stance. Knees bent. Fists curled.

      Two lethal growls pricked my ears. Gunnar turned first, ready to strike. I reached and grabbed him, holding him back. Liam and Mac burst through the broken fence, their wolf eyes blazing.

      “What are you doing here?” Gunnar shouted. “We need you back at the caves.”

      “No,” Liam said, stepping forward. “Not this time. We’ve got men and women we can trust, fully armed at every entrance. We started this together. It’s time to finish it. I’m not sitting on the sidelines.”

      I gave him a wry smile. “Molly threw you out, did she? Let me guess, you were driving her nuts.”

      Liam’s eyes narrowed, but he couldn’t keep the hint of a smile from playing at the corners of his mouth.

      Mac stepped forward. Of all of us, he had the most to lose. He locked eyes with me. “What about Daniel?” I asked.

      Mac stood tall, determination making hard lines in his face. “If this goes wrong today, Daniel will be in even more danger. He’ll be the most hunted, most vulnerable shifter in Kentucky. You need all the strength you can get.”

      He was right.

      No one would say it. Maybe they didn’t think about it the way I did. But, I was the one that had set us all on this path. It was my love for Keara that had made me brave enough to break away from Able’s Pack. The others had reasons of their own, but one of us had to go first and that was me.

      Sensing my mood, Liam came to me. My cousin. He’d been the first to join me. We’d found the caves together. He persuaded Mac to break from the Pack next. It had been an easy choice for him because his sister, Lena, had been abducted. Gunnar and Payne soon followed.

      The five us. The last of the true Alphas of Kentucky. We were not pack. But, we were brothers in arms. We stood shoulder to shoulder as we turned to face Able’s hideout.

      Rowan’s strength reached me. For now, she was safe. I felt strong arms wrapped around her as Jett and Lena pulled her back toward the river.

      I love you.

      I didn’t know if she could hear me. But, admitting it gave me a different kind of strength. Whatever happened today, she’d brought me through to the other side in every way that mattered.

      “We win the day, we win the war,” I said.

      Liam dropped low and growled. His ears pricked. I put a steadying hand on his back. We needed to keep our wolves back as long as possible. It would be easier for Able to mess with our heads if we went purely feral. Hold. Steady.

      “Shit,” Mac said. “You hear that?”

      I did. Far to the north, a chorus of howls and wild barking started.

      “He’s called ‘em!” Gunnar shouted. “Time to mount up!”

      Alarm flared through me. I hoped the strongest of Pack were all headed this way. We had other betas stationed in Shadow Springs and near some of the tunnels we used to travel undetected. They were strong enough to pick off lesser Pack members one by one if Able sent them in to fight. But, good men would likely die today.

      “Go!” Payne shouted.

      We spread out. Mac and Liam headed east and west, circling the outer edges of the property. Gunnar and I headed straight for the house. Payne watched our six.

      Shots echoed across the valley. It was Jett’s girls. They’d taken positions all along the edge of the forest.

      “He’s called them down on our fucking heads!” Mac shouted.

      As we drew closer to the house, I knew it would end here today, one way or another. Jett’s troops with their wolfkiller ammo could pick off plenty of shifters. But, they would keep coming until the bullets ran out. Taking out Able was the only way to stop them from slaughtering whoever was left standing when the bullets stopped flying.

      I saw the terror etched on Gunnar’s face. Every instinct in him was screaming out to go to Jett’s side. Payne’s too. He didn’t have to say it, but Lena had been hurt. I saw it go through his eyes just before he tore through the fence.

      I covered the ground at a full run. My claws came out and dug into my palms, drawing blood. Soon. I could let the wolf out soon. For now, I had to keep my wits about me.

      Gunnar went left, circling around the back of the house. This close up, it struck me how small the place really was. Just a two-story farmhouse with a wraparound porch.

      Gunnar ripped open the steel doors of the basement egress. He growled a warning, letting me know Able wasn’t there.

      I could see him in my mind. Able stood in the living room. Two wolves stood in front of him, their eyes blazing red. He’d given the order to kill.

      To the left of me, six wolves streamed out of the woods. The lead runner leaped through the air at Liam. He ducked and rolled, shifting into his wolf in the span of a heartbeat. He drew first blood, splitting the smaller one open with one swipe of his deadly claws. Every instinct in me wanted to tear off and join his fight. But, I had my own ahead of me.

      To the right of us, more of the Pack tore around the corner, crashing through the fence, bearing down on Mac. His infant son’s sleeping face flashed through my mind. I prayed he’d get the chance to see him again.

      Ear-splitting yelps echoed across the yard as Mac brought down two wolves at once. One of them managed to sink his fangs into Mac’s shoulder before he died.

      “Let’s go!” Gunnar shouted. I knew it tore at him not to go to Mac or Liam’s aid as much as it did me. But, if we didn’t go after Able, he’d get away again. The rest of our people would be at risk. The Alphas like us might be able to fend off Able’s mind control. But, the beta refugees who’d come to join us couldn’t. Able would be able to peel away their mental defenses. They would lead him straight to Mammoth Forest. There would be nowhere to hide.

      I crashed through the front door of the house, wild with rage. Able’s guards bore down on us. They were strong. Able had brought one of the last of his Alphas in to protect him. It was a risk. They were harder for him to control.

      I felt Able’s command rip through me. My legs buckled.

      Kneel!

      I took a stagger-step sideways, but righted myself. Payne howled next to me. The command hit him square in the chest as well. He fell against the wall. Able’s guard pressed his advantage. He was a huge, black wolf with gleaming red eyes. Payne got his arm up just in time as the wolf sank his fangs in.

      Gunnar shifted. He lunged at the other of Able’s wolves. They two of them tumbled end over end, tearing through a couch against the wall. Stuffing exploded like snow, obscuring my vision.

      Able retreated further into the house.

      “Jagger! It’s an ambush!”

      Payne called after me. I heard bones crack and muscles stretch as Payne gave in to his wolf. Able’s black wolf guard was giving him a fair fight. Pressing my back against the wall, I ventured further into the house.

      I threw out my senses. Able was moving. He’d stepped into darkness, putting me at a disadvantage. I couldn’t trust my eyes.

      Were there more? Was Payne right? The house felt sterile. I couldn’t scent any other shifter but Able. In the back of my mind, I wondered if he could have other shifter guards that were altered the way Rowan was. Could they be lurking in the shadows, their scent blocked from me?

      “Able,” I shouted.

      I edged down the hallway. One step. Two. The pounding of my heart drowned out the sounds of Gunnar and Payne’s battle. There were other skirmishes going on all over the state. I could feel them. Mac and Liam fought for their lives against Able’s wolf cavalry out in the yard. In cities all through Kentucky, Able had sent Pack members to root out people who worked with us. Jett had trained and armed them well. I could only pray that it would be enough.

      My head crashed into a light fixture. A single bulb swayed above me. I reached up and caught it. Then, two gleaming red orbs floated ahead of me.
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      I bent at the knees, letting my nose lead the way. It was Able. The scent of his sweat hit my nostrils. He was old, frail, but still crackling with power.

      I reached out, ripping away a curtain from a nearby window. Moonlight flooded in. Able was there, standing against the wall in an empty room.

      “Time’s up,” I said through gritted teeth. The urge to shift took my breath from me. I realized with cold horror, Able made it so. He wanted me in my wolf. I would be easier to control. I railed against it.

      “Jagger,” he said. His voice grated like sandpaper. I’d only ever heard him in my mind before. “You can set it all down. You want to. You’ve fought for so long.”

      His words hit me like strong alcohol, warming me on the way down, fogging my vision. All the burdens of Mammoth Forest snaked their way around me, weighing on me. With Able, I could float away. No pain. No fight. No thought.

      No.

      Keara’s smiling face flashed before me. I straightened my back.

      “You gave the order to kill her,” I said, my voice thick with hate. “She was no threat to you.”

      Able reared back. Then, a slow smile lit his face. “Ah. Keara. Your mate. It was easy, Jagger. Too easy. She wasn’t for you. Did you know I’d promised her to Tenley? They would have made a glorious couple.”

      I turned to stone. He was trying to rattle me. Able’s smile widened. He’d seen some slight change in my expression, perhaps. “Ah. So she never told you that, eh? She didn’t tell you how I’d had my eye on her for years? So sweet. Like a ripe peach, just aching to be tasted.”

      I growled and snapped my jaw. My wolf tore at me. The room brightened and I knew my eyes had gone fully silver. Red rimmed the edges of the room. Again, I felt the Pull.

      “You’ve failed at everything you wanted,” I said. “No mate. No more Alphas under your control. You’re just an old, withered man, Able. And today, you’re going to die.”

      He threw out a bolt of power. His Pull could attract, but it could also repel. He slammed me against the wall.

      Anger. Rage. Grief. It all spewed out of me in one mighty growl. Able took it. His eyes glinted and his smile widened. God. It’s what he wanted. He fed off the dark side of me.

      “So you’ve found another mate.” Able reached for me. He threw his head back, closed his eyes and inhaled. Rowan’s face swam in front of me as if he’d conjured it. In a way, I knew he had. He picked through my brain, looking for bits he could use. Clenching my fists, I tried to ward him away.

      “Rowan?” he said, his eyes snapping open. He seemed truly shocked. Horror gutted me as I knew I’d given him far too much.

      “I’ll kill you,” I hissed.

      Able pushed off the wall. “Well, well. It seems my sister kept her secrets after all. She’ll die, you know. Rowan. They all died. Can’t be helped. Maybe I did get a little soft in my old age. Told my sister if she kept giving her those shots, it’d keep her healthy. It kept her off my back. The girl tried to run away so many times. You know, lies can bind more than chains.”

      I dropped to all fours, feeling my spine rumble. Of course, I’d guessed Able was the one to lie to Grace about Rowan’s treatment. An easy way to play on her fears and keep Grace and Rowan in line. But, Rowan had been too smart for him. Now, my thoughts had betrayed her.

      “Not the addled simpleton I thought she was, eh?” Able said, laughing. “Good on her. I’ll find a place for her in my Pack yet.”

      I lunged forward, caught between man and wolf.

      “Jagger!” Gunnar’s curdled cry reached me. He was hurt. Badly. But, his voice grounded me again and I pushed my wolf back down.

      “Maybe I’ll even let you have her,” Able said. “For a while. After that, the boys can have their fun. It’ll serve her right for messing with them all these years. Let’s see what we can make of her yet.”

      It was a trick. All of it. Able was stalling for time. He couldn’t turn me outright. He’d need me pliant, feral, half-crazed with fury. I drew in a breath and slowly got to my feet.

      It was then I saw the first flicker of fear in Able Valent’s eyes.

      “You can’t kill me,” he said. “No shifter can. You think you’re the first to try? It’ll only make me stronger.”

      “You’re a shifter, Able,” I said, advancing on two legs. “Not a Jedi. And you’re old. Weak. Scared.”

      In that moment, I knew. Able’s eyes flashed with fury and he dropped to his hands and knees. He needed me wild to turn me. But, the same was true for him.

      “It’s over, old man. Time for you to die!”

      Able’s wolf tore out of him. Yes, he was old. Ancient. But, he was also an Alpha and the biggest I’d ever seen. His silver fur rippled. He dropped his head low and showed me his fangs.

      Eons worth of instinct rumbled through me. Submit or challenge. Fight or die.

      The door behind me flew off its hinges as Gunnar and Payne staggered through. Both bleeding badly, they stayed on their feet.

      Payne started to lose control. He made a move toward Able. I reached out and held him back.

      “No,” I said. “He’s mine!”

      Able arced through the air. Those two great red eyes turned my heart to ice. I couldn’t move my legs. Then, from far away, a pulse flared inside me and fire ignited my core.

      It was Rowan’s heart calling to mine that broke Able’s hold that day. It was Keara’s memory that gave me the strength to fight.

      As Able fell on me, I shifted. My fangs dropped and I sank them into his neck. Able’s blood filled my mouth. But he was strong. His hide seemed made of steel as he rolled me. One swipe and blood poured from my side. We rolled end over end, crashing into the wall, shaking the foundation. Plaster rained down from the ceiling.

      From the corner of my eye, I could see Gunnar and Payne’s wolves bared their teeth. But, Able and I were a blur of motion and flying fur. He clawed my face. I ripped open his shoulder. Beneath it all, I felt the Pack. When I drew first blood, it set off a chain reaction. No matter how far away they were, Able’s wolves felt their Alpha’s pain.

      They were no longer a Pack. They were a horde of wolves streaming toward us in all directions. I saw them through Able’s eyes as his blood mixed with mine. They held no thoughts other than to kill. In some detached part of my brain, I understood what Able meant. No wolf could kill him. Injuring him only made him stronger as the full force of the Pack headed straight for us.

      Able faked right, but I was ready for him. Spinning, I pushed up, catching him square in the chest. I shoved him into the wall with such force, he went all the way through.

      I pounced again. The power of my landing cracked the foundation. The house began to fall around our ears. Windows exploded outward. We were an earthquake as I batted a lethal paw across Able’s snout. He bit down hard, nearly ripping out one of my claws.

      I got back to my feet. Able was on his back. Blood seeped from all his wounds. I felt his heartbeat falter. The ground rumbled with the force of the Pack, tearing through the woods toward us.

      I loomed over Able. I pressed one paw against his chest, the other to his neck, exposing his throat. Saliva dripped from my fangs. He’d wounded me badly too, but I couldn’t feel it.

      Then, I went in for the kill.

      I let out one great howl that split the air. I sank my fangs into Able Valent’s neck and tasted his lifeblood draining from him.

      Mac, Gunnar, Payne and Liam got to me at once, forming a circle of threat around us. My chest heaving, I broke my grip and swayed to the side.

      A great red patch spread beneath Able’s body. Howls of terror and pain drowned out every other sound. A thousand pairs of red eyes surrounded us as the Pack closed in and cut off every escape route.

      Able’s final command echoed through my head.

      Kill!
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      Jagger’s pulse thundered through me. Able’s red eyes seemed to hover in the space around me. But, Jagger was stronger. My own inner beast fought with him. I don’t know if I gave him strength. He would probably tell me I did. But, I also felt the Pull as Jagger pushed against it. It was a swirling undertow that could take him away from me forever.

      I tore away from Jett and Lena and ran at top speed toward the house. Jett’s warning yell bounced off me. Nothing mattered but getting to Jagger. I would live or die by his side.

      Then, a wall came down.

      The force of it blew me backward. I landed on my ass. Able Valent’s eyes burst into stars that swam in my field of vision.

      “Rowan!” Lena and Jett shouted in unison. The shockwave of Able’s death hit them too. They felt it through Payne and Gunnar. Only Jett stayed on her feet. She was the first to see the gathering threat through the tree line.

      “Fuuuck!” she shouted.

      I scrambled to my feet beside her. It seemed a thousand pairs of shining eyes blinked through the underbrush.

      The Pack.

      “Will they stop?” Lena asked. I reached for her. My mind was a jumble of things. Jagger’s wildly beating heart made it hard to breathe. Adrenaline rushed through me. Still shifted, I saw in four dimensions. The wolves streaming through the woods were red with heat.

      “They can’t think for themselves!” I shouted over the rising howls. “He told them to kill!”

      “Move!” Jett yelled. “Higher ground. Now!”

      She grabbed Lena’s rifle off the ground and tossed it to her. Jett’s hair flew behind her as she started up the hill as fast as she could go. She held her rifle over her shoulder. She wore two ammo belts crisscrossed over her shoulders. Sweat glistened off her toned arms. When she reached the highest point she could, she turned and aimed in one fluid movement.

      A smaller group of wolves had broken off from the main one. They peeled off, heading straight for us. I shoved Lena behind me and dropped to all fours. Jett fired. The deadly staccato echoed and bounced off the trees. She took out the two closest wolves. A third jumped over his fallen comrades, his eyes blazing with that red bloodlust.

      I bared my fangs and growled, letting the beast out all the way. When the wolf caught my scent he skidded sideways. Jett’s rifle jammed, but Lena had her 9mm raised. Her bullet struck true, hitting him square in the chest.

      Jett dropped to her belly at the top of the ridge and sighted her scope. Not liking what she saw, she pulled her walkie off her belt clip and shouted into it.

      “They’re heading southeast! At least a hundred. Fall back!”

      Her radio squawked with static, then a voice rang through. “We see them!” Holy hell, it was Molly!

      Jett’s eyes got big as she looked at her radio. Nostrils flaring, she dropped her chin and thumped the radio to her forehead in shocked frustration.

      “What the hell are you doing out here?” she yelled into the radio.

      “Didn’t want to miss the party.”

      Jett didn’t have time to answer. Another group of Able’s last guard headed our way. Instinct fueled me and I got out in front of Jett and Lena. There were two of them, long and lanky, their gray fur was matted and sparse in patches. I’d seen more and more looking like this over the years. Some detached part of my brain told me they were more victims of Able’s failed genetic experiments. Just like me.

      I threw out a mental command. It came to me unbidden. Stop! The closest of the two wolves staggered and whined. He ran in a circle, confused. Whatever I’d just done, it worked. It had been enough to break through Able’s last order.

      Jett raised her rifle. I spun around and put a hand on her shoulder. “Let him go! He’s free.”

      Sure enough, the wolf cowered before me then rolled to his belly. His companion didn’t. He froze for a second, then charged Lena. She was ready. She hit him cleanly through the shoulder. With the dragonsteel bullets laced with wolfkiller toxins, the wolf’s spine curved the wrong way and he dropped to the ground, writhing.

      “They’re weakening!” I shouted. “I can feel it. Half of them don’t know up from down.”

      “It’s the other half I’m worried about,” Jett said. “Come on. We need to get down there. Gunnar and the others have their hands full.”

      Sure enough, the majority of the Pack held formation around the yellow house. Liam, Gunnar, Payne and Mac were in the center of the circle, fighting off those who dared venture close enough. I couldn’t see Jagger, but I knew he was still inside.

      As I rose, my legs nearly gave out. My heart jackhammered and my vision wavered. Lena’s steady hand on my arm brought me out of it. When our eyes met, I knew she could tell something was wrong. But, there was no time for it now. We needed to move.

      All through the woods, we heard gunfire as Jett’s troops picked off other members of the Pack. She had trained them well.

      I reached out for Jagger with my mind. We were not truly mated. He had not marked me, but my need for him burned through me. I needed to see him. Needed to know he was alive. The wall that had dropped when Able died seemed to go up again. I knew instinctively it was Jagger, trying to protect me.

      As Jett, Lena and I got closer to the house, I saw why.

      The strongest of Able’s forces were circling the yard. Gunnar’s wolf snapped his fangs and lunged for a huge black wolf. They were well matched. Gunnar had a size advantage, but the black wolf was faster. He blocked Gunnar’s bite and landed a body blow, knocking Gunnar sideways. Jett raised her rifle, but there was no way she could get a shot off without risking hitting Gunnar.

      “Dammit,” she said, lowering her gun, she wiped the sweat from her brow with her forearm.

      “Can you do something?” she asked me. “Can you...I don’t know, distract that fucker?”

      Jett’s face blurred in front of me. I tried to keep my expression neutral, but a flicker in her eyes told me she knew something was off.

      “Let me try,” I said. I moved in closer. Lena was at my side. Mac had his hands full with two big wolves on the east side of the property. His silver fur gleamed under the full moon as I watched him land a lethal blow, breaking one wolf’s neck while another landed on his back.

      Jagger. Where the hell was Jagger?

      “Look out!” Lena yelled. Two more wolves charged us. They’d emerged from the underbrush on the south side of the house. Jett was quick. She got a shot off, bringing down one while I charged the other. He was small, weak, not much more than a boy. As his wolf eyes settled on me, he rolled to his belly.

      “Good choice,” I spat, then turned my attention back to the house.

      Payne had launched himself into the woods. Lena reacted. She went after him at a dead run. I tried to call her back, but her mate’s distress drowned everything else out.

      “She can shoot straight,” Jett said. “Come on!”

      My heart burst as Liam’s growl rose above the chaos. He stood in the yard, right in front of the entrance to the house. A shadow moved across the threshold and Jagger stepped out. He was covered in blood. His gray fur matted and sticky with it. His left ear was torn in half and dangled down over his eye.

      My throat went dry and I couldn’t call to him.

      I whirled to the right as my senses picked up more advancing wolves. Growling, I squatted and took a ready stance.

      “They’re ours!” Jett called out. Squinting, I had a hard time sorting out what she said. But, sure enough, I recognized two of the beta wolves from around Mammoth Forest. Finn and Rackham, I thought. Jett had told me Gunnar busted them out of a POW camp last year.

      Gunnar howled and Finn and Rackham’s wolves changed direction, heading straight for him.

      Something drew my eyes to Liam. Standing tall, his head thrown back to the moon, his eyes gleamed gold. His reddish wolf fur shone, catching the moonlight. His heat signature rose, making him glow. My hair stood on end as I realized what he was about to do.

      At least a dozen of Able’s wolves froze, turning to face Liam. Jagger’s wolf stood behind him. Our eyes locked. A shiver went through me. I felt Liam’s gathering power.

      There were three Pack Alphas left. The last of Able’s most powerful members. But, Liam wasn’t aiming for them. He focused on the group of wolves who had broken off toward him.

      Liam howled. It reached a pitch I’d never heard before. Cold. Commanding. Powerful.

      The group of beta wolves halted. Their keening whine pierced my ears. I held my hands up to cover them.

      Twelve wolves. They dropped to their bellies in a line in front of Liam. He was not my Alpha. I was not a full shifter. But, the flash of power in his eyes told me exactly what he’d done. Liam ripped through Able’s hold and exerted his own over the twelve wolves. Each of them bowed down to him, acknowledging their new leader. In that one thunderous moment, Liam McConnell became a true pack Alpha.

      The wolves rose in unison, then turned on Able’s last generals. Liam, Gunnar, Mac, Payne and Jagger tore across the yard. The generals scattered, but they weren’t fast enough. I felt their blood leach from them as the Mammoth Forest wolves brought them down.

      Then, Liam’s new pack moved into formation with their Alpha at the rear. He sent them out into the woods.

      Gunnar stepped forward. Rackham, Jones and now Finn were at his side. Gunnar threw his head back and howled in the same way Liam had. And just like that, another new pack was formed.

      The change in the air broke something in the remaining members of the Chief Pack. Confusion set in. In groups all over the woods, wolf turned on wolf. Those too far gone and loyal to Able were ripped to shreds by those who still had enough of their true selves left to understand freedom.

      The shots we’d heard echoing across the valley stopped as Jett’s troops began to see the new battle taking shape.

      He’s gone. I heard Jagger’s voice in my head strong and clear.

      My vision wavered, but I rose to my feet. Jagger shifted right there on the porch. In his human form, his wounds looked even graver. He had a deep gash over his eye. Claw marks raked across his chest. Another deep gash snaked around his neck. Another inch in, it would have shredded his jugular. But, even as he took the first step toward me, I knew he would heal.

      “Baby?” he said, his voice ragged with exhaustion.

      All around us, mates found mates. Molly appeared. Liam’s wolf peeled off to greet her. From my periphery, I saw him shift and take her in his arms. They stood in a circle of wolves. Molly’s jaw dropped as she watched them all bend low, showing respect for their new Alpha and his mate.

      Jett’s cry tore through me as Gunnar got to her. They too stood in the center of a smaller circle of wolves.

      Mac staggered into view, grabbing one of the porch beams to hold himself up. The rest of the house had all but caved in on itself. It seemed fitting. The House of Able Valent was no more. Mac was bloodied and battered, but whole. He had a wife and son waiting for him back at the caves.

      Payne got to Lena. She collapsed into his arms and I felt fresh tears of joy bubbling up. Lena had been a friend to Jagger during his darkest times. She had helped keep him whole until I could find him.

      I stood in the center of the yard. The sky turned brighter and I knew my eyes still glinted silver. I locked them with Jagger’s. Wolves yipped and howled in every direction. A breeze kicked up, pushing the clouds away as the first pink bands of dawn streaked across the horizon.

      “Jagger,” I said and took a step toward him.

      He stood before me, eyes shining with fresh tears.

      “It’s over, baby,” he smiled. “Able’s dead. It’s over.”

      No, I wanted to tell him. It was just beginning. I took one more step and pain shot through my heart. The ground gave way and it felt as though I would fall straight through the earth.

      But, Jagger’s strong arms came around me. His voice reached me as if I were underwater. Filled with love. Filled with pain.

      “Rowan?” he cried.

      It was the last thing I heard before the world went dark and cold.
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      Chaos swirled around me. There was no light. No ground. No sound. There was only Rowan’s body gone limp in my arms. Her eyes became silver and frozen as she stared up at me.

      “Molly!” I screamed.

      She was there. Molly tried to pry Rowan from my arms. I would never let her go. Molly was shouting. I heard none of it. Her lips moved as she barked orders to everyone around her. Still, I wouldn’t let Rowan go.

      Hands were everywhere, lifting me up, pulling me forward. They tried to take me back to the house, but I wouldn’t go. No matter what happened, I would not take Rowan into that house. I would burn it to the ground.

      A black SUV tore up the gravel drive leading to the house. I didn’t know where it came from. Somewhere in all the shouts, Molly must have called for it. Her hair came loose from her trademark ponytail. It waved around her face. To me it looked like slow motion as she kept a hand on my shoulder and pointed toward the vehicle.

      I rose. I ran. With Rowan in my arms I let Molly lead me to the back of the car. I heard the door close behind me as Rowan lay frozen in my arms. Frozen. Sightless. But still warm. I pressed my lips to her cheek.

      She was in there. Her heartbeat was so faint I had to put my good ear to her chest to hear it.

      Molly climbed into the passenger seat of the car and leaned over the seat. Again, she shouted orders to me, that I couldn’t process.

      I don’t remember the drive. I don’t remember getting out of the car. I certainly don’t remember letting them finally take Rowan from my arms. But, the next thing I knew, I was running alongside a gurney as they wheeled her down a hospital corridor.

      When we came to a set of double doors, Molly threw herself in front of me. Liam was at her side, his eyes blazing gold and fierce. There was a great whoosh and a sucking sound as my mind caught up to real time.

      “Let us do our job,” Molly said. She reached up and put her hands on my shoulder. She shot a glance at Liam. We didn’t have to be pack for me to understand what that look meant. He was charged with keeping me from going berzerk.

      Doors opened behind us. Hard-soled shoes clacked over the ground. Molly’s face dropped with relief though the terror hadn’t left her eyes. A hand touched my back. I turned. Suzanne Olivet’s dark eyes burned through me. In the back of my mind, her expression had meaning. She was concerned, determined, but not shocked.

      She moved around me, put an arm around Molly, and the two of them pushed through the double doors. Liam grabbed me and pulled me back. He alone wouldn’t have been enough to hold me, but Gunnar, Payne and Mac came forward. The four of them shoved me bodily into the next room. A stark, cold waiting room with orange chairs and a coffee maker.

      Liam forced me into one of the chairs and took the one beside me. Gunnar went on the other side and the two of them kept a death grip on my shoulders.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, listening for Rowan’s heartbeat. I could still hear it. Soft, erratic, but beating. Thank God. It was still beating.

      There were a few other nurses and hospital employees milling around. I didn’t even know where we were. Heartland still? Shadow Springs?

      The world was a different place than it had been just two hours ago. Mine had crumbled, but so had the rest of Kentucky. I could feel them if I paid attention. All around us. For miles in every direction. Shifters died. Those who still had enough left of themselves woke up for the first time without Able Valent in their heads.

      Liam was different. His eyes now had a permanent gold glint, even though he wasn’t in his wolf. An Alpha. Capital A. I’d watched him claim his pack on the battlefield.

      Liam’s pack. Some of them were here now. Three young men stood in the hallway just outside the double doors where they’d taken Rowan. Strong men. Probably good men. Or, they could be with an Alpha like Liam to lead them. They stood with their arms folded in front of them, feet in a wide stance. Each of their eyes held a haunted look. They’d been through hell. They stood shoulder to shoulder now, barring the door.

      I laughed to myself. Sure, they were strong. But none of them could keep me from getting past them if I wanted. They were betas, after all. Cold clarity settled over me. Those men weren’t here for me. They were here to protect their Alpha’s mate. Molly. Now that they’d sworn their allegiance to Liam, they would give their lives for hers.

      Bile rose in my throat as I met Liam’s eyes. “What’s wrong with her?” I asked. I grabbed Liam’s arm, digging my fingers in. He didn’t flinch, but two other shifters down the hall emitted a warning growl. More of Liam’s new pack. To his credit, Liam’s eyes flickered with shock. He was going to have to get used to his new role as well. Something changed in his face and the men behind him took a more relaxed posture. He’d just told them to stand down.

      “Molly wasn’t surprised,” I said, my voice cool and bitter. “She knew.” I looked around. Nurses, other doctors, and orderlies rushed by, headed for the bright red neon sign leading to the emergency room. I rose. Liam and Gunnar stood with me, but they didn’t lay a hand on me.

      I walked down the hall and peered through the window of the double doors on the other end of the hall. New wounded were crowding into a triage room.

      I turned to Liam. “What is this?”

      “We’re at Heartland Hospital,” he said. “Suzanne and Molly set things up. They got word to some of our allies nearby. Told them to expect casualties. Lots of them. One way or the other.”

      I looked back at the triage room. Those were shifters in there, mostly. Men who’d fought for Able but turned against their own at the last. Brave men. Broken men. In the days and weeks to come, they would have to learn how to live after their apocalypse. Part of me felt their kind of pain. They would need help. Betas and omegas, they would need new leadership.

      I could feel the rumble of power coming off Liam and Gunnar. Maybe it would have come from me too. For now, I could only think of Rowan.

      “You should go,” I said to the others. “There’s unrest out there. We don’t know how many of Able’s Pack are still unaccounted for. Some will be like those who fought with us in the end. But others...won’t.”

      Liam and Gunnar shared a look. Of course they’d thought the same thing. No matter what else happened, there was a power vacuum in Kentucky now. If they weren’t careful, someone bad could try and fill it.

      Payne and Mac walked toward us. They’d stepped away I guess to help some of the incoming wounded. Payne was so keyed up he practically danced on the balls of his feet.

      “Liam.” I met his stony stare. “Go. Molly’s doing her job. You should do yours.” It was a wonder I could even form sentences.

      “Jagger,” he said, putting a solid hand on my shoulder. “Kentucky won’t burn down in one day. You need us more.”

      I tasted blood. I had to literally bite my lip to keep from shouting. The only thing I needed was Rowan by my side. With each second ticking by, she felt so far away.

      “And we have help,” Payne said. “The Wild Lake packs from Michigan came through. They put men along every border into Ohio, Indiana, Tennessee. The minute Able fell, they came. They’re on hand to help things from turning to shit over the next couple of days. It’s going to be okay. I can feel it.”

      I could feel nothing but Rowan’s fading heartbeat. My wolf stirred. Rage bubbled through me.

      “You’re a hero, Jagger,” Mac said. “By tomorrow morning, you’ll be a legend.”

      His tone was solemn. When Keara died, none of them fully understood. They hadn’t yet found their mates. Now, they did. I would be damned if I’d go through it all again.

      “I need to get to her,” I said. “Rowan needs me. Liam, tell your men to stand aside. I mean it.”

      Tension rumbled through the group. Liam’s new pack sensed a gathering threat and moved toward us.

      Fuck it. I’d killed today. I could do it again if anyone tried to stop me. Fangs bared, I moved toward the double doors. One of Liam’s wolves shifted. He was skinny, almost mangy. I would break him like a twig.

      Then, the doors opened outward and Molly stepped through. The wolves formed a circle of protection around her. It was immediate, instinctual. I would never hurt her, but they didn’t know that.

      For her part, Molly’s step faltered. Her mouth dropped as she looked at her new line of bodyguards. One hand on her hip, she put the other on the shoulder of the closest shifter and whispered something to him. They all stood down and let her pass.

      “You can see her now,” Molly said, her tone flat, her expression grave. Liam came with me. He thought I might hurt the messenger. I couldn’t blame him, but Molly would never be in any danger from me.

      She put a light hand on my arm and led me back to through the double doors. A quick glance to Liam, and she got him to stay back.

      She led me to an intensive care unit. Curtains separated other patients. Monitors beeped and the harsh lights gave everything a bluish hue.

      Then, Rowan was there. They’d taken her to an isolated room, walled in glass. She lay in a hospital bed connected to tubes and wires and beeping machines. My legs nearly gave out. Her color was gray, her skin nearly translucent. It was as if Rowan had shrunk into herself.

      Suzanne stood at her bedside, tapping things into a tablet screen. She gave me a tight-lipped smile as I approached. The room was soundproof. Molly shut the door behind her and slid a stool to me. I didn’t want to sit but did it to be closer to Rowan.

      Her hands were cold as I threaded my fingers through hers. I brought one to my lips. She was in there. I could feel her pulse beating. But it was as if a dark tunnel separated us and I couldn’t find my way to her.

      Rowan. My love. My heart.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “She is in a deep coma,” Suzanne said. She took another stool on the opposite side of the bed. “Her body is failing. She has known for weeks this would happen. She did not want you to know until...after.”

      It hit me like a cannon shot to the chest. I ended up against the wall. Molly put two firm hands on my shoulders and guided me back to Rowan’s side.

      “She’ll get better,” I said. “She fought hard today. She’s just not used to…”

      Suzanne’s gaze never wavered. She said the words I already knew. Their truth burned through me, drumming into my heart. Rowan knew. Suzanne had told her the results of her blood tests days ago back at the caves.

      “Maybe it’s the medication,” I said, but my voice didn’t sound like mine. “Maybe your tests were wrong about it. The pharmacist who gave it to her is here in Heartland. Bill Harvey, Grace said his name was. Get him.”

      “I already have,” Suzanne said. “Mr. Harvey was helpful, actually. It seems he carried a flame...what is it...no...a torch for Grace Valent. He admitted Valent ordered the shots to keep Grace and Rowan tied here. He never expected Rowan to live as long as she has. All of the other...test sub...no...all of the other people like her never made it past their second birthday. Most of them died as infants. Rowan is the only survivor of Able’s genetic experiment. But, I am afraid time has caught up with her.”

      I put a fist through the concrete wall. Suzanne gasped, but Molly didn’t even flinch.

      “Fix her,” I said. “Find a way. You’re supposed to be this legendary shifter doctor. So, live up to it.”

      Suzanne’s mouth dropped. Her skin flushed. She looked from Molly to me. “But, Rowan is not a shifter. That is the problem. Her physiology was not made to support the kind of stress these shifts put on her.”

      “So what? I’m just supposed to sit here and watch her die?”

      “Jagger,” Molly said. “I’m so sorry.” Tears spilled down her cheeks.

      No. I would not have it. I would not grieve. I would not accept what Suzanne was telling me.

      “A miracle happened today,” I said. “Able Valent is dead. Look around. Find the men or women who did this to Rowan. Find a cure, Suzanne.”

      Hope sparked in Molly’s eyes. But, I knew there was no cause for it. Not the way she thought. I kept my eyes locked with Suzanne Olivet, shifter doctor.

      Suzanne’s lip quivered and she dropped my gaze. She looked at Rowan, moved forward and adjusted the sheet covering her.

      “Leave us alone for a minute Molly,” I said, my tone dark enough that she knew I wouldn’t ask again.

      When the door closed behind her, I moved closer to Rowan. I reached across the bed and took Suzanne Olivet’s wrist. Her eyes widened in shock.

      “Do whatever you have to,” I said. “Do we understand each other?”

      She pulled away. “Mr. Wilkes, I do not…”

      “Oh, yes, you do,” I said. “You know exactly what I’m asking you. White magic. Black magic. I don’t give a shit. You have what’s left of the Kentucky Pack, all of Wild Lake and the shifter communities beyond. Find an answer.”

      She let out a hard breath. Her eyelids grew heavy and she leaned back against the wall. “What if it is an answer you do not want to hear?”

      “Find a way to help Rowan,” I said. “Whatever it takes.”

      She rose slowly. Tiny beads of perspiration formed at her temple. Suzanne Olivet was scared. Tripping over her feet, she found her way out the door.

      I dropped my head on the bed and brought myself closer to Rowan.

      “Don’t you dare die on me, baby,” I whispered. But even then, I felt her slipping away.
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      Hours melted into days, then weeks. I could not leave her. When Keara died, the people who love me locked me in dragonsteel chains so I wouldn’t hurt myself of them. Now, I stayed locked by Rowan’s side.

      Her skin grew colder. The bones in her face became more prominent, her cheeks hollowed out. Suzanne pumped fluid and nutrients into her veins, but I knew it wouldn’t be enough.

      I went into the darkness to find her. Pressing my forehead against hers, and my hand over her heart, I embraced the quiet, looking for my love.

      “Rowan,” I whispered. “I know you can hear me, baby. Come back to me. Don’t you dare give up on me.”

      My voice was choked, ragged. I hadn’t moved from the stool beside her bed in days. I hadn’t eaten, hadn’t slept, hadn’t shifted.

      Suzanne stopped asking me to take care of myself. Molly didn’t. She stood behind me, a light hand on my shoulder.

      “Jagger, I brought you some food. Steak and potatoes. A glass of milk. Will you please eat it? I’m not asking you to leave Rowan. I’m just asking you to have dinner.”

      Dinner. Was it morning? Night. I didn’t know anymore. When I didn’t answer, Molly set the plate on a table behind me. She came around to the other side of Rowan’s bed and checked her vitals. She opened Rowan’s eyes one at a time and shined a penlight in them. Her eyes were silver still, frozen that way ever since the Battle of Heartland. That’s what everyone had started to call it. I heard their hushed whispers in the corridors of the hospital.

      “You should go home,” I said to her.

      Molly smiled. “Home? That’s a moving target these days. You know there are still a few people who are afraid to leave the caves. Some of the more damaged betas and their families. Those who suffered the worst under Able.”

      Molly’s voice dropped off. Those who had suffered the worst. Rowan was at the top of that list. A growl vibrated through me as it always did when I let my mind settle on Able Valent.

      There was a commotion out in the hallway. Molly stiffened and rose from her stool. My gaze didn’t leave Rowan. At any moment, she could give me some little sign. A flutter of her eyelids. A sound. Anything. She hadn’t yet. Not since the moment she collapsed in my arms. But, she was in there, dammit. Suzanne told me she’d expected her to die the first night. And yet, my strong, beautiful love was still fighting. Still holding on.

      “I’ll be back,” Molly said, drawn by whatever was happening out in the hall.

      “You don’t have to,” I told her, smoothing a hair away from Rowan’s brow.

      Molly let out a sigh but didn’t argue with me. I had harsher words to say to her. She belonged with Liam and his new pack. I didn’t need any more sad, hopeless expressions from her or Suzanne Olivet. For her part, Suzanne was almost afraid to come in the room.

      Another crash came from behind as metal hit the cold hard floor. Finally, I turned. Two young shifters, probably no more than fourteen or fifteen years old, stood in hospital gowns. One of them had IV lines dangling from his arm.

      “Just go on back to your rooms,” Molly said.

      “I’m not letting him touch me!” the one with the IV’s shouted. He was tall, gawky with black, unruly hair. He stood in front of his smaller companion, a boy with blond hair and a cruel scar running across his neck. These must have been two of Able’s newest recruits. They were the lucky ones. They’d probably only served the Pack for a few weeks at best before the Battle of Heartland. It meant they might escape with fewer mental scars than some of the rest.

      Molly got between them and another man in a surgical scrubs. I’d never seen him before. He was older, probably mid-fifties with salt and pepper hair and beefy arms. He was a wolf shifter too, but his scent was off. It roused my inner wolf. Molly shouldn’t be standing between those kids and him. The black-haired boy had murderous revenge in his heart.

      “Dr. Martin was just going to take your vitals,” Molly said.

      “He’s not touching me!” the kid said. “He’s one of them.”

      One of them. One of them. Just then, three of Liam’s new pack members charged down the hall. Of course Liam had sensed the threat to Molly just like I had.

      One of them.

      My heart thundered inside me. I made no conscious decision. What happened next was fueled by pure adrenaline and pent-up rage. I moved so fast I’m not sure my feet touched the ground.

      Suzanne had been right to keep this asshole away from me. My fingers closed around Dr. Martin’s throat and I pushed him against the wall.

      Shouts and screams came from all around. Molly was the first to try and stop me. Liam got there, followed closely by all ten members of his new pack.

      “One of them,” I hissed in Dr. Martin’s face. His wolf flared hot; his eyes burned bright gold. He’d be no match for me if he put up a fight. I loosened my grip on his throat just enough so he could beg me to let him go.

      “You’re one of Able’s doctors,” I said. “Tell me what you know.”

      “I don’t know anything,” he coughed his answer.

      “Kid,” I shouted over my shoulder. “Get over here.”

      “Trent, it’s okay,” Molly said, keeping her voice even.

      Trent, the black-haired kid, got closer to me but kept out of my immediate reach.

      “What did you mean, he’s one of them?”

      “Just what you said,” Trent answered. “He was one of Valent’s guys. He ratted my brother out when he tried to go into hiding. They killed him. They killed my brother.”

      “Jagger, let him go…” Molly’s voice faded into white noise. “He’s already been questioned.”

      “Not by me!”

      My pulse slowed and my wolf raged. Valent’s doctor. When I closed my eyes, I could see the thousands of useless shots filled with false hope they’d made Rowan take. I saw the emaciated bodies of beta wolves, bred to weakness. I saw all of the women he’d abducted and taken to places like Birch Haven so he could gift them into forced matings to keep the Alpha wolves he had left in line. Then, there were all the innocent children who had died as a result of Valent’s failed genetic experiments. We stood only twenty feet away from the Rowan, who had suffered the most from it.

      “Doctor,” I hissed. It didn’t matter whether this man had a direct hand in Valent’s worst sins. He knew something. He had to know something.

      “Tell me what you know about Rowan!”

      Martin’s eyes widened as he realized what this was truly about. “Nothing,” he gasped. “I wasn’t...I didn’t… I was just following orders. I swear it.”

      Orders.

      His wolf struggled to get out even though he knew I would kill him the instant he tried. There were other voices behind me. Liam. Molly. Some of the other wolves.

      I slammed Martin hard against the wall. “I’ll break your damn neck.”

      “Jagger, we need him!” Molly cried. “He is helping us. There are so many injured shifters. Broken men on the inside and out.”

      “Tell me what you know!” Martin and I locked eyes. He saw the fury in mine. I saw the resolve in his. Whatever knowledge was locked inside him, he wouldn’t let it out willingly. He may try to buy his freedom with good deeds now, but I would have what was inside his brain one way or the other.

      I dropped him to the floor and towered over him.

      Submit! The command thundered through me. Martin scrambled backward, putting his hand up to shield his face. It wouldn’t work. What I did now, could not be stopped that way.

      “Jagger, don’t,” Liam said. He put a hand on my arm. I whipped toward him, fangs bared. Liam let go of me.

      “Not this way,” Molly pleaded.

      I kept my eyes on Martin. “There is no other way. There’s no more time. I’ll take what I need from this asshole for Rowan.”

      “She’s the reason you can’t!” Molly was sobbing. “Oh, Jagger. Don’t. This isn’t you. You’re not like him. Do not force this man to submit to you. I can’t bring you back if you do.”

      I turned to her. Molly. Sweet Molly. Keara loved her. I loved her. Rowan loved her. I didn’t want to be the cause of her tears. But, I would not stand by and let Rowan die if there was even a sliver of a chance Martin might know something that could help her. And I would take it any way I could.

      Running footsteps clacked down the hall. Suzanne Olivet’s white lab coat flew behind her. She held a syringe in her hand. She stopped short.

      “You come near me with that thing and I’ll break your arm,” I said to her, surprised I could get the words out.

      The beast has risen inside of me. I knew this path. Once I started down it, there may be no way to come back. But, it would all be worth it. I had to try.

      I grabbed Martin by the head, pressing my thumbs to his forehead. I pulled him until we were nose to nose.

      “Tell me what you know.”

      He trembled and wet himself. For Rowan. This was all for Rowan. I squeezed my eyes shut and took one last deep breath.

      Submit!

      “I can’t bring you back,” Molly cried. “Jagger. We almost lost you when you did this with Sampson. Only Rowan could reach you!”

      I turned to her one last time. She saw the answer in my face. There was no other way.

      Martin’s legs twitched as he fought against my pull. I closed my eyes and cleared my mind, waiting for his to fill it. There was an answer. I knew it. I would have it, even if it cost me my soul.

      “Stop! I’ll tell you! Please God, I’ll tell you!”

      My eyes snapped open and I dropped Martin. He fell in a heap, sobbing. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      Suzanne was bold. She pushed past me and started checking Martin’s vitals. I loomed over them both. Martin kept his hand up, shielding himself from my gaze.

      “It’s impossible,” he whispered. “They’ll likely kill you just for asking. You probably won’t even get close enough to try.”

      Slowly, I squatted down in front of him. Suzanne Olivet dropped back, her face white with shock. She still had the syringe in her hand. Trembling with fury, she pointed it at Martin’s jugular.

      “You bastard,” she whispered. “You lied to me. Tell me what you know about Rowan’s condition or Jagger will be the least of your problems.”

      “Get them all out of here,” I said to Liam. Instinct told me the fewer people who heard Martin’s story, the better. Under protest, he dragged Molly away, leaving the hallway clear but for me, Suzanne and Martin.

      “There’s only one thing that can cure that,” Martin said. “It’s the only thing that can do anything for a shifter that’s too far gone.” His voice broke off into hysterical laughter.

      Suzanne sat back on her heels. She ran a hand through her hair. Her face was still white. “No,” she said. “No fairytales.”

      “Lady,” Martin said. “You believe what you want. Dragon’s blood’s the only thing that could save your girl.”

      Dragon’s blood. He was stark raving mad. I curled my fist, ready to rip his throat out again.

      “There’s no such thing, you asshole. I’ll kill you.”

      He was still laughing. I’d gone too far. I thought I’d broken off in time. But, Dr. Martin’s mind was mush. He kept raving out dragon’s blood.

      “They’re extinct,” I whispered. “You son of a bitch.”

      Something about Suzanne’s expression stopped me cold. Her eyelids fluttered as she closed her eyes and leaned hard against the wall.

      She murmured a stream of words in French. I didn’t have to speak it to intuit her meaning. I gripped her arm hard and her eyes snapped open.

      “You know where, don’t you?” I said.

      She jerked away from me and got to her feet. I knew enough gutter French to get her general meaning as she let loose on Martin. Then, she turned to me and straightened her coat.

      “If what he says is true,” she finally said in English. “I know a guy. But even if he agrees to help us, you probably won’t live to see it.”
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      “What the actual fuck is this place?”

      It had been seven days since Dr. Martin broke. Three days since Suzanne swore on her life she’d bring me to the one person who may or may not be able to help Rowan. I had put not only Rowan’s life in her hands, but my own. With each beating of my heart, I knew they were one and the same. She warned me I might not survive this trip. If it cost my life to save Rowan’s it would be worth the price. If this didn’t work, my life would be nothing to me anyway.

      There had been one condition. I wasn’t allowed to even know where the hell we were. She’d chained me in dragonsteel, a feeling I knew well. I traveled in darkness, with a black velvet hood over my head. We’d driven for days; much of it, I knew had been in a circle, though I didn’t let on. Now, the ground swayed beneath my feet. Seagulls cawed overhead. Suzanne reached up and ripped the hood off my head.

      The light might have temporarily blinded me, but a thick fog had settled in. The gray, hazy mist made it hard to tell whether it was dawn or dusk.

      I took in my surroundings. I stood on the deck of a small fishing boat. The waves rose high on either side of us and I couldn’t see land in any direction. The birds arced overhead.

      Though it looked enough like it, this was no ocean. This was fresh water. If I had to guess, we were on one of the bigger of the Great Lakes. Given a chance, there were probably enough clues for me to guess which one, but instinct told me not to try. This was a leap of faith.

      “Let me do the talking,” Suzanne said. She stood beside me in casual clothes, jeans, a sweater and a pair of rain boots. She gathered her arms around her. The chill didn’t bother me. My blood heated with anticipation. There was something in the air. Something mystical. My spine tingled. If it weren’t for the chains, I’d be in my wolf by now. As it was, I had to bite my tongue to keep from growling. Suzanne shot me a stern warning look.

      The cabin door opened and the oldest man I’d ever seen shuffled out. There were two other figures on the bridge. I could only see their shadowy silhouettes. One was likely the captain.

      The old man walked with a hunched-over gait, supporting his weight on a shiny black cane. He had silver hair that blew around his face as he approached.

      “This is your guy?” I asked Suzanne.

      She gave me a harsh shush and walked toward him.

      “He’s a big ‘un,” the old man said, looking me up and down. Mostly up. He couldn’t be more than five feet tall. He was a wizened, weathered old man. One of his eyes was covered in the opaque cloud of a cataract. The other was crystal clear and green as he stared straight through me.

      “Thank you for seeing us,” Suzanne said. “We have come a long way.”

      The old man kept walking. He raised his cane and poked me in the chest with it. I swallowed another growl and stood as straight as I could with the chains crisscrossed over my body.

      “He looks healthy enough,” the old man said.

      “This is Jagger Wilkes,” Suzanne said. “And he is not the one in need.”

      He scowled and cocked his head to the side. “Then you are losing your gift, my friend,” he said. “His need is pouring off of him.”

      “Her name is Rowan,” I said, surprised I could muster the composure to speak. My heart drummed in my chest. Life and death. Night and day. It was in me to want to get what I needed from this man by force.

      “Jagger Wilkes,” he said, giving me what must have passed for a smile. His face was creased like a raisin. “You can call me Astor. It’s not my name, mind you. But, it’s what you can call me.”

      “Astor,” I said. “Can you help us?”

      Astor scratched his chin. He was old enough that he had no facial hair anymore. Though I had no way to be sure, I guessed this man was nearing one hundred. Even through the dragonsteel, I could sense magic swirling around him. So, he was a witch of some kind. A mage. There is no love lost between shifters and witches. Why the hell hadn’t Suzanne warned me?

      “Because it wouldn’t have done you any good!” Astor said. I reared back, feeling his power spiraling around me like smoke. Oh, he was a mage, all right. And I was probably way off about his age, undershooting by a decade or two.

      “One hundred and twenty-three,” he said, giving me a gap-toothed smile.

      “Are you finished with your parlor tricks?” I said through gritted teeth. I strained against the chain. “You don’t need me to tell you why I’m here or what I want. A hero is dying. I’ve been told you have the means to help her if you choose. If you want me to beg, I’ll beg. If you want me to pay with my life, I’ll do that too.”

      Astor got close enough that I could feel his breath against my chest. He peered up at me. I couldn’t read him the way he did me. Maybe he used magic to fog my mind. Maybe it was the dragonsteel. Maybe it was this place. I had a hunch if there were any other vessels nearby, we’d be invisible to them. Astor’s magic was strong. He reeked of it. My nature repelled his. And yet, he kept coming closer. He poked my chest with his long, bony finger.

      “Strong Alpha. A warrior, eh? Must’ve been hell for you all these years. How did you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      Astor chuckled. “What makes you so special? Or, maybe you’re not. Maybe you’re no better than Able Valent was, just younger.”

      “I am nothing like Able Valent.”

      “Aren’t you?” Astor took a step back. He crossed his arms in front of him. Suzanne moved beside me. She drew in a breath as if she were about to say something, but Astor held up a hand to silence her.

      “You touched the darkness, didn’t you?” Astor asked. “I can feel it, even through the dragonsteel. Fine stuff, that. Must have been forged by a master.”

      There was a twinkle of mirth in his eye as he said the last bit. With it, one of his secrets slammed into my heart. He was the master. He’d made the chains himself. Which meant…

      For the first time since we wrung the truth out of Dr. Martin, I felt a glimmer of hope. It kindled quickly. My knees went a little weak with the effort of holding myself back.

      “Yes,” I said. This was a test, of course. He’d know if I were lying. “Yes, I’ve touched the darkness. You need darkness to kill darkness. But, you already know that. And yet, here I am, standing in front of you wrapped in the very dragonsteel you forged. You could kill me with a flick of your finger, I think. Doesn’t mean I won’t put up a fight, but I feel it.”

      Slowly, I dropped to my knees. I spread my hands as wide as I could, exposing my chest...my heart to a one hundred and twenty-three-year-old mage who apparently had access to dragonfire.

      “She’s my mate,” I said. “And I am begging for her life. I’ll give you mine in exchange. I’ll give you anything that’s in my power to give.”

      Lightning struck over the starboard side of the bow. Static electricity crackled, making Astor’s wispy white hair stand on end. A furious wind kicked up. Astor raised his cane toward the sky and cupped his hand over his eyes.

      “She has my heart,” I said. “Her name is Rowan. And she didn’t deserve what was done to her. She knew going up against Able Valent would probably kill her. She did it anyway. If it weren’t for Rowan, he’d still be alive. The rest of us would never have gotten close enough to kill him. We never would have known how to even get to him.”

      Another lightning strike. The air temperature went up sharply. Sweat beaded my brow.

      Astor took a step back. A sound unlike anything I’d ever heard rumbled from the sky. It wasn’t thunder. It was louder, bigger, deeper. Then above it, something screeched. It was like a locomotive braking at high speed. The clouds swirled and changed shape. A hole split in the middle of them.

      I couldn’t breathe. The boat pitched violently sideways. Astor stumbled but caught himself on the railing.

      Then everything just stopped cold. Arcing high above us in the break in the clouds, great red wings flapped.

      If my hands were free, I would have lifted them to shield my eyes. Blinding white light flashed. The wind blew even fiercer. Every nerve ending in my body crackled with energy as the winged figure arced gracefully down.

      I rolled sideways, landing on all fours.

      It was impossible. A dream. Some trick of Astor’s magic.

      Hot fingers touched my cheek then hooked beneath my chin, pulling my gaze upward until I met her eyes.

      Astor stepped forward, unfurling the cloak he’d carried folded over his arm. He covered her with it as she stepped back.

      Astor was doing something to my eyes. I saw her as if through a prism of light. Her form changed shape and color every time I blinked. She had fiery red hair and piercing blue eyes. I wanted to ask her name, but something inside me told me to stay quiet.

      “You’re Jagger Wilkes,” she asked. Her voice was soft and light. So normal.

      “I am.”

      “The Alpha-Slayer,” she said. “You know that’s what they’re calling you now?”

      “I...I...didn’t…” I stammered. Blinking hard, I tried to clear the double vision.

      “Don’t bother,” Suzanne said beside me. She held her hand up to shield her own eyes. “Astor’s cast a spell. So we won’t ever recognize her again.”

      “It could be worse,” Astor said, laughing. “I wanted to give you amnesia. But, she told me she wanted you to remember what she did for you here today. She said she wanted you to know you owed a debt to a dragon.”

      “How?” It was Suzanne’s turn to stutter. “W-where…W-why?”

      “Because you’re the Alpha-Slayer,” the dragon-woman said. I wanted to know her name, but knew she’d never tell me. “And because I’m much safer in the world now knowing he’s dead.”

      She was. The horror of her truth burned through me. If Able Valent had ever been able to get his hands on a real live dragon…If I weren’t already on my knees, I would have dropped to them.

      A flash of silver caught my eye. She pulled a dagger. It gleamed as she held it high, then drew it across her wrist with a flourish.

      Astor was there. He held a small, black vial beneath her hand, collecting a few precious drops of her blood. He capped the vial and stepped back.

      She came to me, her eyes swimming in blue fire. “Remember,” she whispered. “You owe a debt to a dragon. Someday, I may need to collect.”

      Nodding, I struggled to my feet. I wanted to thank her. I wanted to ask her a million other questions. But, the wind kicked up and the lightning raged. I blinked again and she was airborne. I saw her great red wings unfurl as she launched herself skyward.

      In a flash she was gone.
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      Rowan’s hand was ice cold as I brought it to my lips. I wished there was sunlight. But we’d arrived back under a starless, moonless night.

      Suzanne’s hands were still trembling as she held a syringe up to the light and tapped it. She slowly pushed the plunger, stopping just short of letting the blood bead at the tip. We couldn’t afford to waste one precious drop.

      “Jagger,” she said. “Are you sure about this?”

      I looked at Rowan. In the weeks since the battle, she’d become almost skeletal. Blue veins stuck out in stark contrast to her pale white skin.

      “Of course I’m sure. Get on with it.”

      Molly stood at my side. She had a hand on my back, rubbing in small, slow circles. She’d been like this since we got back. Liam and his pack stood guard outside. I knew the rest of the Mammoth Forest men were close by. Many more had come down from neighboring towns and all across the state. Rumors spread like wildfire that she may be about to die.

      If I was the Alpha-Slayer, Rowan was their true champion. She mattered.

      We told no one about the dragon blood. She hadn’t asked me point-blank to keep her existence a secret. But, the knowledge burned in my heart. It was sacred. As she said, I was in the debt of a dragon. If she’d asked, I would have laid down my life for the chance to save the woman I loved.

      And I did love her. It burned brightly within me, tethering me to the ground. The thought of losing her opened up a black hole beneath me. I needed only to jump through it.

      “Molly,” I said, locking eyes with her. “Promise me something.”

      “Anything,” she said, but she drew a quick breath right after, instantly regretting it. She knew what I was about to say.

      “If this doesn’t work...if I lose her...don’t come after me.”

      “It’ll work.” She refused to say anything more.

      “It will make her whole,” Suzanne said. “At least, I think. You know the legends. Dragon’s blood has healing powers. It’s just...I don’t know what whole is for someone like Rowan. She might not wake up like she was. She could be just human. She could be fully shifter. She could also…”

      Suzanne’s voice trailed off, but I knew what she meant. We had no idea exactly what Able’s experiments had been. She was talking in clinical terms. It was possible Rowan would wake up in wolf form and not be able to shift back.

      I felt the faint fluttering in Rowan’s pulse. It happened from time to time. But this was weaker. My own pulse quickened then stilled.

      “Do it,” I said more forcefully. The monitors beeped above Rowan’s head. Molly frowned. I didn’t need to read them. Rowan. My Rowan. She was dying.

      “I think it’s now or never, Suzanne,” Molly said. She squeezed my hand.

      Suzanne gave her a grim nod and stepped up to the bed.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?” I asked. “I mean...is she supposed to swallow it? Does it go in a vein?”

      Suzanne gave me that look that doctors have. Calm assurance. Shoulders back. Then, something passed over her face. She dropped her jaw. “You know, I have never done this before. I do not know a soul alive who has.”

      “Great.” I kissed Rowan’s hand. “So you’re winging it. Hold on, baby. Just hold on.”

      Suzanne lifted Rowan’s arm. She tied a rubber band around Rowan’s arm and rolled the skin. Satisfied she’d found what she needed, Suzanne took a breath and injected the blood straight into Rowan’s vein.

      Rowan seized instantly. Her back arched and she came close to a foot off the bed.

      “Hold her!” Suzanne shouted. The needle was still sticking in Rowan’s arm.

      I pressed her shoulders down. Suzanne leaned around me and held her head back. Molly grabbed Rowan’s feet.

      Rowan’s muscles contorted. Veins bulged near her temples. Her eyes snapped open. The whites had gone blood red, the irises a fiery silver. But, there was life in them. Her bones sharpened, her cheeks jutted out so far I thought they’d break the skin.

      “Baby!” I shouted. “Fight it. Come back to me. I’m right here. I’ve got you.”

      Rowan sucked in a great breath of air, then another. Her fists clenched and unclenched as if she had an electrical current running through her. It seemed that’s exactly what it was. I felt her heart hammering in her chest. Strong, but erratic. Oh, God. It felt like it might explode.

      “Give her something!” Molly shouted. “Push valium!” She leaned back and hit the nurse’s call button with her elbow. “Get a crash cart in here! Shit, why didn’t we think of that before?”

      “No!” The word roared out of me. I leaped on the bed, pushing Suzanne and Molly out of the way. I gathered Rowan’s thrashing body in my arms and held her close.

      “Get out!” I yelled. “Everybody get out!”

      Molly and Suzanne backed away, their faces registering pure terror. Liam was there. He pushed Molly behind him.

      “Baby,” I whispered, smoothing the hair from her face. Rowan had stopped seizing but her body went rigid as stone.

      Slowly, she sank into me. Little tremors ran through her as I whispered her name over and over. Hot tears ran from my cheeks to hers.

      “Baby. Come back. I’m here. Listen to the sound of my voice. You’re safe. I’ve got you. I’m never going to let you go.”

      I felt the raging tide recede within her. Rowan’s heartbeat fluttered, slowed, then started up again. It beat strong and clear, matching perfectly with my own.

      She opened her eyes and looked at me. Sobbing, I kissed her everywhere. Her lips. Her cheeks. Her neck. Her hands.

      “I love you,” I whispered. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

      Molly cried out. Standing in the hall, she saw enough to understand. Liam joined her, letting out a joyful howl.

      “Thank God,” Suzanne yelled. There were other cheers moving in a ripple down the hall.

      Covered in sweat, Rowan sat up. I supported her back with my arm. She lifted one hand and touched my cheek. Her voice groggy from lack of use, her words were clear and strong.

      “Hi, baby. What did I miss?”
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      “I can keep my eyes closed,” I said, laughing.

      “I don’t trust you,” Jagger replied. He covered the top of my face with his hands. His warm, solid chest pressed against me as he led me forward; we stumbled over each other’s feet.

      A sharp wind blew in from the north. The temperature had dropped into the mid-teens this morning. I didn’t feel the cold. I felt Jagger’s heat racing through me. My own heat rose to join it.

      Even without my eyes, I could sense we were in a wide-open space. I heard trees rustling and a creaking sound I recognized as shifting ice. Jagger took his hands away but held me against him. I leaned my head into the hollow of his shoulder.

      Snow-covered pine trees formed a semicircle to the right of us. But straight ahead, the frozen lake stretched to the horizon. Wisps of snow swirled over the top. It looked solid. Houses dotted along the distant shore on the opposite side, but we stood on a peninsula with no one else around.

      “Lake Barkley?” I asked. It felt familiar here. Things had changed a bit, but I had the sense we weren’t that far from Heartland.

      “Good guess,” he answered, lifting his arm, he pointed east and ducked a bit so I could track where he meant. “The Land Between the Lakes Reserve is that way.”

      “Jagger, it’s beautiful.”

      He turned me to face him, eyes twinkling. “It’s ours.”

      “What?” My heart thudded.

      “I signed the paperwork this morning. If you like it, we can meet with the contractors next week. They’re friends of ours. People we’ve helped over the years. I’m planning on doing most of the work myself. Before...all of this, it was kind of a hobby of mine. I’d like to get back into it.”

      I touched his face. My vision blurred from the tears forming. “Jagger.”

      “Do you like it?” I turned back to the wintry snowscape. It felt magical. It felt like...home.

      “I love it,” I answered, my voice choking up. “And I love you.” I pressed my head back against him. Jagger’s arms came around me, enveloping me in his solid warmth.

      I was weak still. The last few weeks were still fuzzy to me. I thought I’d died in Jagger’s arms. I remembered the sensation of floating through dark water, like submerging myself in the springs below Mammoth Caves. Jagger kept me tethered. His voice. His kiss. His touch. It had been with me all the time.

      A pulse thrummed between my legs as I turned to face him. I took a step back, locking my hands with his. His breath misted and his eyes burned bright like diamonds.

      He’d been gentle with me in the weeks since I woke up, content to hold me in his arms and whisper my name as I drifted off to sleep. I had no more strength than a newborn kitten at first. I felt...different. Suzanne and Molly said I was healthy again. All my tests were normal. And yet, I knew something had changed.

      “I want you,” I said, feeling Jagger’s heartbeat stutter. Desire flooded through him. I could feel him. I could feel everything. This man. This beautiful, wonderful, tragic, brave, strong man. He had given everything for me. He brought down Able Valent. And he went up against a dragon to save me. He hadn’t told me about that last part, but I felt it in the quiet dark as he held me.

      “Rowan…”

      I put my hand on his cheek. “I’m all right. I’m strong enough. And Jagger, if I don’t have you, soon...now...I don’t…”

      His lips were on me. Animal lust heated his blood as he lifted me off the ground. My love. My wolf. His hard length pressed against my inner thigh as he carried me to the shelter of the trees.

      I didn’t feel the cold as he laid me on the ground. Gasping, I slipped out of my jeans and pulled my sweater over my head. Jagger stepped back. Eyes gleaming, he took me in. I knew I was thinner. My cheeks still slightly hollowed and the dark circles hadn’t yet faded beneath my eyes. But, I was strong. I was healed. And I belonged to him.

      I spread my legs in invitation. Desire raced through my heart, heating my blood, drumming through my core. Jagger dropped to his knees before me.

      “Rowan,” he whispered. “My Rowan. You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

      My nipples pebbled from the cold I couldn’t feel. Jagger reached for me, tracing a line from my lips down my chin, then circling each breast. I shivered with pleasure. But, I wanted more. So much more.

      I had been waiting for this for so long. We both had. Jagger had been timid with me. Careful. He was afraid of losing me, hurting me. I was too. But, I knew something he still had trouble believing. I was stronger now than I was before. My hunger for him nearly drove out all reason. Now, it was time to show him just how strong I really was.

      I reached for him, pulling at his jeans. I tugged them off while he whipped his shirt off and cast it aside. Jagger. My Alpha. His eyes gleamed with silvery lust as he knelt before me. His perfect, chiseled muscles rippled as I ran my finger down his arm. I looped my fingers through his and brought his hand to my breast again. He pressed his palms to them, warming them. I was on my knees too, sliding my hands until I cupped his granite-hard ass.

      The wind lifted my hair, making it stream behind me. Jagger tilted his head and brought his lips to mine. His hard cock pulsed against my belly and I couldn’t hold back another second. Pulling away, I went down on all fours and took him in my mouth.

      “Rowan,” he whispered, his voice husky with desire. He said it over and over as I worked and sucked him. I slid a hand beneath him, gently cupping his balls. As I stroked him there, he let his wolf out just a little. Smiling, I looked up him. His fangs had dropped and his eyes glinted.

      Yes. Oh, yes.

      Heat pooled between my legs. I could barely see straight. My legs trembled with my growing need. I had wanted him before. Since the moment I’d first laid eyes on him, I knew we shared a destiny. But, I could never have dreamed how far it would take us. He had split my world apart and let the sunlight and magic in. My whole life, I’d wanted to know who I was and where I came from. When Jagger first kissed me, the answers settled deep in my heart. It didn’t matter what came before or what they’d done to me. It only mattered where I went from here. With Jagger by my side, we could do anything.

      Jagger thrust into my mouth. Carving his fingers through my hair, his breathing grew heavier. He grunted and growled, his need rising to a fever pitch. I redoubled my efforts, loving how I could bring him to the edge.

      Jagger threw his head back and let out a howl. It sent heat shooting straight through me. My every cell, every nerve ending tuned to his.

      He pulled himself out of my mouth and put firm hands on my hips, turning me. He had me on all fours in front of him and gently pushed my shoulders down until my cheek touched the ground.

      His rough fingers found the sweetest spot. He worked me with great skill and no mercy. I shuddered, feeling my building climax. He had me open and wet, dripping for him. I dug my fingers into the snow. With the heat between us, we could have melted it all.

      “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “Look at you.” He ran one finger over my slippery cleft. I felt shameless and wanton, letting him lean back on his heels and inspect me. But, I was all for him. Then, Jagger used his mouth on me. I arched my back and let out a little cry of pleasure. His tongue. His lips. He used them with expert skill, bringing me to the brink then bringing me back.

      “Jagger!” I gasped. I was going to come. The need for it thundered through me, making my legs quiver.

      Jagger kissed my sex then rose. He gave me a firm, solid slap on the ass that sent fresh desire racing through me. Oh. yes. This. He’d been gentle with me, but I wanted so much more. I still had enough of the beast inside of me to want him rougher, deeper, harder.

      From my peripheral vision, I watched Jagger stroke his cock, priming himself to let me have it. “Please!” I begged.

      Jagger growled again. With two fingers, he spread me wide apart. I felt his rock-hard tip against me. He put a steadying hand on my lower back, then thrust himself inside.

      Lightning exploded behind my eyes. He woke a new desire with that one perfect move. He was in me all the way, igniting my inner beast. Oh, she’d been dormant, but she was still there, raging stronger than ever. I bucked my hips, matching his rhythm. Jagger sensed my gathering strength. He had been afraid of hurting me, afraid of losing me. Now, my body and his instincts revealed the truth.

      Howling, he put his hands on my hips and pulled me onto him. I went down on my elbows, angling myself so he could go even deeper. He filled me completely. Thrust for thrust, I matched his power. Magic swirled around us.

      I know he hadn’t planned it. He’d wanted to take things slow. Now, the primal power between us could no longer be denied.

      He came. His hot seed filled me, calling to my nature. I wanted him. I wanted all of him. I was his mate. The other half of his heart. And he was mine.

      I reared up; taking one hand I pulled my hair to the side, exposing the nape of my neck. This earned me a new growl of desire from Jagger. I felt the question thrumming through him.

      “Yes! Please! Do it now!

      Jagger leaned forward. His breath between my shoulder blades raised goosebumps all over me. A new pulse burned at the base of my neck. Desire. Heat. Destiny. I felt them all as one.

      Jagger’s fangs scraped my flesh and I howled with pleasure. But, that was just the beginning.

      He bit me. Drawing blood. Marking me. The world opened up and I saw new colors. I saw other things too. I saw Jagger. Whole. Happy. Strong. I saw myself as he saw me. Fierce. Powerful. Beautiful. We became something greater together than we had ever been apart.

      I felt his love. I felt his pain. I felt his hope. I felt his grief. Then, I felt his heart reborn. He laid it all open for me as I did for him.

      A new flare of desire thundered through me. When I came, the power of it seemed strong enough to split the ground beneath us. It didn’t, but it opened something new inside me. A second sight.

      I saw the two of us together as if I could hover outside myself. Jagger was tender, powerful and strong all at once. I came hard and deep. His seed filled me, tapping into a secret part of me that had been there all along.

      He was mine. I was his. Everything that had ever happened to either of us had led us to this moment. All the pain, all the battles, it was all so we could have our now. It was as if I could see our past, present and future all at once.

      There would be a baby. We would not conceive her today, but someday soon. I saw her as a small but fiercely beautiful child standing at the edge of the dock Jagger would build for us. Her black hair whipped behind her, the color matching her father’s. We would name her Keara, to honor the woman who had brought us together. For, I believed that with all my heart.

      I could not tell if our daughter was a shifter or not. This magic wouldn’t let me see that much. But, she was perfect and her life was a gift.

      Jagger’s mark flamed at the base of my neck.

      I love you. His thoughts filled my head and now we shared that connection too.

      I came over and over. Each wave bringing me closer to Jagger and the future we had together.

      Then the waves receded. Jagger gathered me into his arms and pulled me close. The first twinkling stars came out and we watched them through the soft shelter of the pine trees.

      I kissed him. There was no need for words. Jagger had seen what I did at the moment he marked me. Tears of wonder and joy glistened in his eyes. I touched his face and kissed him.

      “I love you,” I said. “I owe you everything.” He opened his heart and mind to me. I saw what he’d done, what he had risked on that boat in the middle of a stormy sea. He’d told me now with words, but until I felt the memory of his heart, I hadn’t fully believed or understood. A dragon. A real-life dragon. She could have killed him in an instant.

      It would have been worth it. He told me with his mind.

      “You gave me back my life,” I whispered.

      Smiling, he kissed my palm. “No, my love. You gave me back mine.”

      I snuggled against him, feeling safe and warm.

      “I was thinking we’d build the house at the top of that small hill. Have the bedroom facing west toward the lake.”

      “So we can watch the sunset from our balcony,” I said, knowing his thoughts before he said them.

      “Do you like it? Maybe I should have asked you first.”

      I sat up and brushed a hair from his eye. “It’s perfect. You knew it would be. I love it. But, Jagger, if you’d asked me to live in the caves with you for the rest of our lives, that would have been perfect too.”

      He laughed softly and pulled me back into his lap. “You know, there’s a part of me that’s going to miss them.”

      “Nothing says we can’t go back there from time to time. Might be fun for old time’s sake.” I was half-joking, but there was something practical about it. We were safe now. The Chief Pack was no more. But, someday, there may be other threats to face.

      “A dragon,” I whispered, still in awe of what I’d seen in Jagger’s mind. “What do you think she meant about you owing her a debt?”

      Jagger shrugged. “Truly? I’m not worried. My sense was shifters pose a bigger threat to her kind than she does to us.”

      “Hmm. You’re probably right. And you’re still not planning to tell the others about her?”

      Jagger shook his head. “No. She didn’t ask me to keep her secret, but, I don’t know. It’s just a feeling I have. You know. I know. Suzanne knows. Molly never asked us what was in that vial we brought back.”

      “I think you did the right thing.” I had more to say about it, but my stomach growled. A strong scent flooded through Jagger and transmitted straight to me.

      “I feel like a hunt,” he said, his own stomach creaking.

      “Me too,” I said. Adrenaline coursed through me.

      On our feet, Jagger gave me a worried look. “Rowan, I think…”

      “No.” I went on my tiptoes and silenced him with a kiss. “I’ve been careful. I’ve done everything Molly and Suzanne wanted me to. I’m strong. I’m healthy. And I’m an Alpha’s mate. What could possibly go wrong?”

      I meant the last bit as a joke, but Jagger wasn’t laughing. Sighing, I stepped away from him. I knew I wouldn’t be able to convince him with words.

      His face fell as he realized what I was about to do. Alarm thundered through him. I sent back my own resolve. It calmed him a little.

      Then, I shifted. My vision brightened and my muscles tightened and stretched. The air left me in a whoosh and for a moment, I swayed on my feet. Two feet still.

      Jagger came to me.

      “What am I?” I gasped, feeling unsure.

      “You’re beautiful,” he answered. “Glorious.”

      Then, he took my hand. A shockwave went through me and Jagger put his hand to my cheek. I saw myself through Jagger’s eyes. The awe of it nearly drove me to my knees. But, Jagger’s kiss made me bold again.

      He shifted beside me. His silver wolf standing tall and majestic on the hill where we would build our home.

      I stood beside him. I was me. I was human. The only outward sign of my shift was my flashing silver eyes, a perfect match to his. But, there was something else. Magic and brute strength teemed through me like new blood. Jagger’s eyes twinkled and he arched his head toward the new moon. He let out a howl that rippled through me.

      When his wolf ran down the hill toward his prey, I ran beside him. Not quite wolf, not quite human, but I was strong and powerful. I met Jagger’s pace stride for stride.

      After all, we were perfectly matched.
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        Jagger

        One year later on the first day of spring…

      

      Newly thawed from a late winter snowstorm, the ground was still wet beneath my paws as I climbed up to the ridge. Mammoth Forest lay before me in its lush, green glory. Behind me, in another valley far below, tourists streamed in from Cave City. They would traverse the public caves by the hundreds today, marveling at the huge stalagmites ornately carved by what seemed like a divine hand.

      They had no idea what had happened in the hundreds of miles of undiscovered passageways, separated from them in some places by no more than a few dozen feet of Kentucky limestone.

      As I stood there waiting for the others, it was hard even for me to fathom what had happened in those caves. We came here for shelter. To hide. To heal. Instead, we started a revolution.

      Today, we came to honor those who hadn’t reached the other side with us. Shifters. Humans. Enemies. Friends. And one woman, without whom, I wouldn’t have had the courage to even start.

      “I feel her today too.” Another woman, just as brave and beautiful stood beside me. Smiling up at me, Rowan took my hand. My heart swelled with love, pride and wonder. Keara had given me the strength to start this journey. But, it was Rowan’s love that carried me through.

      Her eyes flashed silver as she scanned the woods with me. We were the first to arrive. Even that seemed fitting. Her ear twitched, pricking toward the sound of approaching footsteps. Such a strange being Rowan Wilkes was. My wife. My love. My mate. She was born without a name of her own. Now, she honored me by taking mine. When the mood struck her, she could be almost as physically strong and fast as I was. Her keen senses matched mine. Rowan had enough of her shifter essence left over after her blood mixed with the dragon’s. But, her pain was gone. Her body was strong, vibrant, vital. I said a silent prayer of thanks as I did a hundred times a day.

      “I see Liam!” Rowan pointed. Sure enough, Liam’s red wolf burst through the tree line down below. His pack was with him. It had grown in the last year. Six more of Valent’s betas had petitioned to join him. He and Molly had settled back in Shadow Springs. My new construction company built them the house she’d always dreamed of. White picket fence and all. They were working on filling it.

      A black Jeep Wrangler wound down the trail. It came to a stop and Molly got out of the driver’s seat. Stretching, she put one hand on the small of her back, the other on her growing belly. She was due in two more months.

      Eve, Lena and Jett got out of the car after her. Eve leaned over and struggled with a car seat in the back. I couldn’t help but laugh. Little Daniel was putting up a hell of a fight. His inner wolf pup didn’t like being restrained in that thing. He arched his back when she lifted him out. The minute his two chubby legs hit the ground though, he was off and running.

      Mac’s red and gold wolf walked slowly out of the brush to greet him. Danny growled. His shifter was awkward and gangly, but he managed all right with his father there to guide him. Danny’s wolf was also red just like his father and half-Uncle Liam. There was a good chance Molly’s son would be too. They’d had the news confirmed by Suzanne’s ultrasound machine, but Liam and Molly had known it was a boy from the moment of conception.

      “Impending fatherhood suits him,” Rowan softly laughed beside me. Liam had shifted. Molly tossed him a change of clothes. He was all over her with kisses.

      Gunnar’s pack came next. There were just the four of them and Jett. The bond Gunnar forged with the men he’d busted out of Able’s POW camp was just as strong as anything he shared with us. I was happy for him. They were good men. All of them. Jett had formed a little human pack of her own and there was a wedding on the horizon. A second SUV pulled up alongside Molly’s Jeep. Three women got out. I’d only met them briefly, but they’d played their part in supporting our band of resistance fighters. They were among the women who’d escaped Birch Haven. After the Battle of Heartland, Jett had found them again. Melanie, Vera and Caroline.

      Gunnar’s second, a man named Finn, rushed out from behind Gunnar and went to Caroline. I could see her blush from here. She went into his arms. Two days after the Gathering, we would celebrate Finn and Caroline’s wedding in a little chapel in Shadow Springs. Even betas could find fated mates, it seemed.

      “I’m going down to help Lena,” Rowan said. She rushed ahead of me, eager to meet with the others. We had all found places to settle in different parts of Kentucky. It had been strategic, and was one of the things we were here to discuss.

      Lena’s face brightened when she turned and saw Rowan. I was glad of their deep and growing friendship. Once upon a time, Lena was one of the few people who had understood my darkness. Now, we both walked in the light.

      Payne, Gunnar, Mac and Liam turned their gazes up to the ridge as they saw Rowan rush down. I raised a hand and waved. My heart soared with joy and a fair amount of relief. Rowan and I had stayed away from the caves since last summer. I’d worried a bit how I’d feel coming back here. In the end, it felt good. My ghosts were good and buried. Hope and love had swept them all away.

      After some hearty hellos and bone-crushing hugs, the five us walked to the cave entrance together. Our footsteps echoed through the empty passageways. Molly had cleared out all of her supplies. She ran the veterinary clinic up in Shadow Springs. Liam did the books for her and was starting up a carpentry business.

      Later that evening, we assembled in the great rotunda. The LED lights blared though hardly any of us would have needed them to see. Vera, Caroline and Melanie took little Danny into a different cavern. This was pack business. They would always share protected status as friends of the Mammoth Forest packs, but we already had an unspoken rule that only pack members would attend the Gathering.

      After a time, our laughter quieted. The mood shifted, and we worked our way to more serious topics. There was no leader here among us. We were all equals. And yet, eyes seemed to drift to me. I cleared my throat. Rowan sat beside me. She squeezed my hand in encouragement.

      “Well,” I said. “I don’t know any formal words for this. But, let’s just say we’ve called to order the very first annual pack Gathering. I’ve said most of this all before, but maybe never to all of you at once. The men in this room...you are the best there is. Every one of us here has fought hard...and lost much...to be where we are today.”

      As I spoke, Eve moved quietly around the room. She had a bottle of bourbon in her hand. The good stuff. Kentucky made. Lena rose to help her, passing out little plastic cups. Payne raised an eye when Lena poured a tiny amount for herself and another for Molly.

      “Shh,” Lena said. “It’s just a sip.” Joy flooded through me as I realized what was afoot. She wasn’t showing, but Lena had a tiny new life growing inside her too. When Lena handed me my bourbon, I pulled her into a hug. Her eyes misted with happy tears as she pulled away. Rowan was far less subtle. Practically sobbing, she threw her arms around Lena.

      “Get on with it, Jagger!” Mac yelled. “We’ve got some shit to celebrate.”

      “I guess we do,” I laughed. “Okay. Maybe someday we’ll be more organized. For now, I’ll just speak plain. We’re here because each and every one of us knows what could happen if someone like Able Valent ever tries to get a foothold here again. As the last of the Alphas of Kentucky, we have a responsibility. We’re the only ones strong enough to stop it. So, we’ve agreed. We’ve got a long way to go to have things running as smoothly as they do in places like Wild Lake up in Michigan. But, thanks to Payne...oh and also Liam, Mac and Gunnar, those boys up there consider us friends. Allies. So, I suppose one of the toasts we make today should be to Wild Lake packs. Maybe next meeting, we should invite one of them as a guest.”

      “I like it,” Payne said. “But I also like that this weekend is just about our people.”

      “Right,” I said. “So, let’s get on with it. Things are quiet near Heartland. There are a few lone shifters in and around Lake Barkley, but it’s calm.”

      They were glad to hear it. Mac gave a similar report about the towns surrounding Birch Haven. He and Eve had decided to settle there. When Daniel was a little older, she was going back to school. Mac had taken a job as the town sheriff. With most of Able’s men gone, there was a shortage of law enforcement statewide.

      Gunnar and Jett were both working on becoming cops too. They’d settled in Lexington. Payne and Lena had gone north, finding a suburb they liked outside of Louisville. Payne had had the most trouble figuring out what he wanted to do. It didn’t surprise me. Of all of us, he’d suffered under Able’s control the longest. Lena helped him back. Something in his expression told me he might have news. When I locked eyes with him, he cleared his throat.

      “Lena and I have talked long and hard. We’re staying in Kentucky for now, but that might change. There are still men out there, Jagger. Bad ones. We haven’t accounted for all of Able’s top generals. Some scattered and crossed the border. Maybe only a handful, but I don’t want to wait for them to cause trouble.”

      “What do you propose?” Liam asked.

      Payne rubbed one thumb against the opposite palm. When he lifted his eyes again, they were filled with fierce determination. “I’m forming a security agency. We’ve all heard rumblings. I can’t be the only one who has gotten contacted. We have a reputation now, the wolves of Mammoth Forest. Like it or not, people look at us as some kind of heroes or champions. If it’s within my power to be one, I’d like to try.”

      Lena beamed up at her husband, giving me the answer to the only question I had. If she was happy, so was I.

      “A shifter security agency. I like it. You know if there’s anything I can ever do to help, you know where to find me.” A round of hell yesses went around the room. Payne sat a little taller. God, he was really one badass looking dude when he wanted to be.

      And our meeting was all but done. We were whole. We were safe. And a new generation was on the horizon. Clearing my throat, I raised my paper cup, swirling the amber liquid in it.

      “Okay then...let’s have our toast. To the shifters of Mammoth Forest. I owe my life to each and every one of you.”

      “We owe it to you right back!” Liam shouted. “And everyone else here!”

      Several voices joined in shouting, “Here, here!”

      “Right,” I said, laughing. We stood together. Alphas, pack members, mates, partners, wives, husbands and now mothers and fathers. We drank to our future, our present and our past.

      Later, Rowan took me by the hand. “You’re good at this,” she whispered, going up on her tiptoes.

      “At what?”

      “Speeches.” She smiled. “Leading men. Do think you’ll ever want a pack of your own someday?”

      I couldn’t quite read her expression. Would she welcome it? Or, had she had her fill of shifters other than me?

      “I don’t know,” I said. “For now, I like things the way they are. I figure fate’s had a pretty big hand in my life. If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be. In the meantime, come here, woman. I’ve kept my distance long enough.”

      Growling with desire, Rowan came to me. Her hard nipples pressed against my chest. As always, she had me hard and ready with just one look. God, would I ever get enough of her?

      “I’m making it my personal mission to make sure you never have to find out,” she said, reading my mind, of course. By the state of my arousal, she wouldn’t have needed my marking to put that together. I slipped my fingers to the back of her neck. The mark in question flared hot, mirroring the desire pulsing between her legs. I knew if I touched her there, I’d find her wet and wanting.

      “Come on,” she said. “I’ve been meaning to do something ever since we got here.”

      She took my hand and led me out of the rotunda. It was pitch dark back here now. We’d only left the lights in the main room. Growling with laughter, I sensed where she wanted to go.

      Deep down the curving passageways, we found our way to the chamber with the hot springs. “Woman,” I whispered. “I like the way you think.”

      “I know,” she said putting a finger to her lips. Then, with one agile jump, she was in my arms and pulling off my clothes.

      I took her many times that night and marked her once again. Beautiful Rowan. My life. My love. My hope.

      As we came together, I let out a great howl. Rowan joined me. As the sound echoed through the caves, my ears pricked. Far off, in the woods and valleys above us, I heard the answering howls of Mammoth Forest wolves. They called for me. They called for the women they loved. They called for their freedom. They called for the packs they were born to lead.

      Liam, Mac, Gunnar, Payne. These men were not my brothers. We were not pack. But, they were my brothers in arms. We owed our lives, and our freedom to each other. I knew in my heart, the battles we fought and the bond we forged would last forever. The love I shared with Rowan would last forever too.
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      Typing “the end” on Jagger’s story was bittersweet for me, for sure. In a lot of ways, his was really the first that completely formed in my head before I even wrote word one of the series. Sometimes characters can do that to you. I hope these Mammoth Forest wolves grabbed hold of you too. We may see a few of them again in my Dragonkeepers series. You didn’t think I was going to leave you hanging with what happened on that boat in the Great Lakes did you? You can find out more about the dragons on my website, here: http://www.kimberwhite.com/dragonkeepers

      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
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      kimberwhiteauthor@gmail.com
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