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      There was an old saying, “better to be safe than sorry.” Whoever coined it had obviously never spent a week with William McGoven.

      The man was anything but safe—and Loren found a strange peace in his wild nature. As far as the men in her life were concerned, he was a welcome anomaly. Violent and brutish, Fred Connors, her supposed father, had been ruthlessly predictable.

      William McGoven, on the other hand, was an enigma. Frustratingly so. He single-handedly made decisions for her, only to claim, in the next breath, that she wasn’t his responsibility. He could be moody and unreadable, and so damn closed-off she could count his few facial expressions on her fingers.

      She should have resented him and how confidently he’d inserted himself into her life—but anger wasn’t the feeling spreading through her chest whenever she saw him. Just confusion. Despite his gruffness, he was always there when she needed him the most.

      And he hadn’t held that fact over her head. Nor did he ever ask for anything in return, other than her trust. All in all, he made for the perfect hero after the hell her life had become.

      Until he kissed her. Not a chaste peck, either, but a wild assault she could feel the aftermath of days later.

      No one could blame her if she claimed he’d taken advantage. But when she went over her own emotions, things weren’t so simple.

      He kissed her, and there hadn’t been anything “weak” and “meek” about her reaction. Even now, a part of her demanded…something. Craved it from him alone. The actual name for it eluded her, but the more she tried to puzzle out an answer...

      Her throat went dry. The thin material of her shirt irritated the skin beneath. It felt…too tight. Especially when she recalled the feel of his lips on hers.

      Get a grip, Loren. You need to forget, a part of her insisted. Obviously, he’d gotten carried away. Adrenaline could make people do crazy things—like kiss traumatized teenage girls on impulse, apparently.

      But what’s your excuse? she wondered. Looking back, she hadn’t been confused or conflicted. Definitely not sorry, either. Being with him had felt right—and that was the scary part.

      “I think you might be wearing a hole through the marble—” She flinched as a hand came down to gingerly grab the cloth she’d been scrubbing the countertop with. “I’ll just put this over here,” Micha added, tossing the rag in the sink before she could protest.

      They were in McGoven’s narrow kitchen. Wearing a mud-stained pair of sweatpants, Micha looked like he’d just come from outside and was in desperate need of a shower. Instead of rushing to change, he leaned against the fridge and crossed his arms. Despite the casual stance, his green eyes were unusually sharp, devoid of their playful gleam.

      “You’ve been scrubbing the same spot for an hour.” He nodded to her wet, pruned fingers. “Wanna talk about it?”

      Loren turned away, feeling her cheeks flame. He was right. While she couldn’t comment on the amount of time that had passed, she wouldn’t have been surprised if it had been more than an hour.

      “Ignoring your problems isn’t healthy,” Micha playfully scolded. “You can talk to me, you know.”

      With a sigh of defeat, Loren shrugged. True to his word, Micha didn’t look judgmental—merely exhausted. Mulling over the complexities of a kiss with him wasn’t very appealing, though. “Talk about what?”

      “Everything.”

      That word wasn’t vast enough to encompass the various dilemmas weighing on her mind, impromptu kiss aside. She still needed to reconcile what it meant to be lupine, not to mention her father’s death, and the question of her paternity. Add to that what happened with Naomi—according to Bill, she was home resting, but it was only a matter of time before she would return. Then what?

      Loren couldn’t stop dwelling on the possibilities—and, so far, her usual method of distraction hadn’t worked. It was only mid-afternoon, and she’d cleaned the kitchen twice. Done the dishes and mopped up the mud stains by the front door. Wiping down the counters had been a last-ditch diversion.

      It hadn’t worked. While she barely knew Micha, she was afraid she might explode if she didn’t talk to someone.

      Meeting his stare, she blurted out the first question to come to mind. “What do you know about him?” A pointed glance toward the window, in the direction of the trees, conveyed just who she referred to.

      “Bill?” Micha wrinkled his nose. “That depends on what you know,” he muttered under his breath. “But, back where I’m from—the pack, I mean—he’s considered something of a legend.”

      “A legend?” Loren had a hard time picturing it. Sure, McGoven was brave, and maybe a little larger-than-life at times, but he seemed way too closed-up to inspire any legendary tales. In fact, when he wasn’t sprouting black fur, he seemed boringly normal.

      “Are you kidding?” Micha’s eyes widened, and his usual exuberance returned in full. “Yeah. He’s a legend. The young pup plucked from the crowd by the Alpha himself and groomed to lead. That’s almost unheard of. Even more insane was what happened in the end. The guy had everything and just walked away from it all… I never met him in person before a few days ago, though. Just heard the rumors.”

      His cheerful grin fell flat. Going off his expression, those rumors weren’t all positive. Loren felt a twitch of apprehension run down her spine—quickly followed by a stronger sense of greed. She needed to know.

      “What kind of rumors?” As she spoke, her gaze returned to the window, once again hunting for a head of dark hair among the endless green. In a few more hours, it would be exactly a full day that he’d been gone. Presumably, he was patrolling for danger, though Loren suspected his real motivation was far more trivial—he was avoiding her.

      “Just…stuff,” Micha said, deliberately skirting the question. “Maybe, you should ask him?”

      Ask him. Loren would have scoffed if she weren’t so tired. Last night, she’d had the longest conversation with the man since meeting him, and she felt more clueless than before.

      And even more confused.

      “I wouldn’t be asking you if I could ask him,” she admitted in a small voice.

      Her imploring stare seemed to tip Micha over the edge.

      “Okay, I’ll cave.” He inched closer and cocked his head conspiratorially toward hers. “Rumor has it that he was set to take over when the old Alpha, Lukas, died—not Lukka, the guy’s own son. Then there was an attack by hunters on the outskirts of the property. McGoven wasn’t fast enough to respond, and as a result, his own mate was…” He grimaced and drew a finger across his throat. “McGoven stepped down after that and left the pack altogether. I’m not sure what exactly he did to become a rogue, but he’s been on the outside ever since. I don’t know if he could return to Black Mountain, even if he wanted to.”

      Mate. He said that word with the same reverence as another term Loren heard in reference to McGoven. A wife. Emma.

      “He left behind a lot to move all the way out here,” Micha added. “I don’t think I can name anyone else who would willingly walk away from the position of leader in exchange for…this.”

      “Why are you here?” she asked, curious. “You haven’t gone back to the pack either. Does that make you a rogue, too?”

      Micha blinked as if the idea hadn’t crossed his mind. “I don’t know. Though, I will admit that it seems pretty interesting here so far. Things in the pack can be so boring. Safe, ya know. We don’t have nightly ambushes, that’s for damn sure.”

      In response to her blank expression, he flashed a sheepish grin. “Not funny?”

      Loren shook her head, thinking of McGoven out pacing the fields. “Not funny.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you what is funny,” Micha began. He stood back and ran a hand through his thick hair while his eyes flashed wickedly. “You’re right. I’m kind of a rogue myself. I never thought about it until now, I guess.” Grinning, he puffed out his chest and placed his hands on his hips like a caricature of Superman. “I don’t really belong to a pack either. Lukka hasn’t accepted me fully yet, meaning I’m more or less a free agent.”

      “Why not?” Loren asked.

      Given how McGoven stressed the importance of her joining a pack, she couldn’t understand how Micha could be so nonchalant about not belonging to one.

      His cheerful grin slipped. “It takes a while to integrate as an outsider. I came in on kind of a trial basis. I don’t have a ranking yet—a place in the hierarchy. I’m more or less at the beck and call of everyone else.”

      He hid it well, but the sadness in his voice was evident. Loren recalled what little of his past he revealed during their ill-fated trip to Black Mountain. “You said that your dad was an Alpha?”

      Micha nodded. “I’m a transplant. From Virginia, born and raised. My sister and I belonged to our father’s pack, but he died.”

      His tortured expression gave her the feeling that he had fonder memories of his father than she did of Fred Connors. Considering how hazy her memories were, that wasn’t much of a stretch.

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Don’t be,” he said tightly. “It’s life. He ran the pack fairly. There’s nothing to be ashamed of. Let’s just say that after his death, the transition didn’t go so smoothly. When he died, I got pushed out, but I was too young to put up much of a fight—” He made a “so what” gesture with his hands.

      “My sister and I got separated. I came north, she stayed south—didn’t want to leave our dad’s territory—and I’ve been kind of bouncing around since then.”

      The whole time he spoke, he kept his smile, but as the minutes wore on, Loren figured it was more out of habit than anything else. His pain was obvious.

      “I’m sorry,” she repeated. As cruel as her life had been, she had no idea what that felt like—having a family member out there, lost.

      “Don’t be. Violet can take care of herself—” He chuckled. “I know I should probably say something along the lines of—you remind me of her—but you don’t. You’re the complete opposite. She’s loud and bossy, and she would never in a million years let someone—”

      He broke off abruptly and changed tack. “She’s a firecracker, and you’re not.”

      “So, what am I then?” Loren fully expected him to drop some lame, cheesy line to make her feel better.

      “You’re different,” he said finally. He inclined his head, casting her a searching glance. “More like a brushfire, I think. Slow to start, but in the end just as bright as a firecracker.” He winked, and Loren couldn’t help the smile that tugged at the corner of her mouth.

      “Ah! A smile!” He reached out to trail the length of her chin with the flat of his thumb. “I didn’t think you had one in ya—”

      Don’t let him touch you like that! The thought tore through her mind, like a slap. She flinched, jerking on the balls of her feet.

      “You okay?”

      “F-Fine,” she stammered. Inside, she felt anything but fine. Her heart was pounding, and her skin prickled where he touched her. But not in a good way. Not good at all.

      “Maybe you should get some sleep? I know you didn’t get much last night.” Micha pursed his lips into a sheepish frown. “I heard you tossing and turning. It sounded like one hell of a nightmare.”

      A prickling heat crept over Loren’s cheeks. “It’s n-nothing,” she stammered, turning to face the sink.

      “You want to talk about it?” Micha asked. “I get bad dreams sometimes, myself.”

      Again, it was a tempting offer—only there was nothing to talk about. The nightmare had been the same one plaguing her since she first woke up in McGoven’s house. It was hard to describe—endless darkness and a feeling of ruthless pursuit, though she never saw the culprit’s face.

      Her mind was probably just processing the residual shock of her father’s death. That night was still hazy. Supposedly, he’d been killed by debtors, but…

      Loren couldn’t shake a shadowy whisper at the back of her mind that warned the explanation was a big fat lie.

      “Hey! Earth to Loren.” She glanced over to find Micha jerking his head toward the stairs. “I mean it. Go sleep. You’ve been up all morning. I heard you get up well before dawn. You must be exhausted. A nap won’t kill you. I’ll keep watch. And if you were worried about the…uh, mess from the other night, I took care of it while you were cleaning in here.” His sheepish grin conveyed a sense of pride despite the grisly topic.

      “Thanks.” Loren took a step and hesitated. “I really should do the dishes…” Or maybe the chore was just another excuse to stay awake. At least until McGoven came back. Before she could finish the statement, a yawn ripped from her chest, and she found herself stumbling into the foyer anyway.

      Rather than head up to that big empty bed, she entered the living room. She collapsed onto the armchair across from the couch—which repulsed her, even cleaned of Naomi’s blood. As her eyes drifted shut, a part of her stubbornly remained alert.

      Waiting for him to return.
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      She was running. Her chest heaved as if her heart might explode from it, but she couldn’t stop. Not ever.

      He was coming, and there would be no escape…

      The sensation of the world shifting beneath her jolted Loren awake, but one realization kept any fear at bay. Heat. Pleasant warmth engulfed her, radiating from the body of someone strong enough to hold her suspended in their arms. Those two details alone narrowed down the potential list of suspects, not that she had the energy to be alarmed.

      “You two can get some sleep,” someone called. “I’ll keep watch.” The chirpy voice sounded far enough away that she knew Micha couldn’t be the owner of the heartbeat surging beneath her cheek. Intrigued, Loren stirred sleepily, peeling one eye open.

      She couldn’t see much—just a corner of the living room drenched in shadow.

      “It will only be for an hour or so,” a man replied in a voice rumbling through her skin. “Then, I’ll go out again.”

      “Do you really think they’ll come back?”

      “Don’t know. Eislanders are unpredictable. If they do return, I’ll be ready.”

      “Me too! I’ll shout if I see anything,”

      “Fine,” the speaker holding her replied. “But...I don’t really have to threaten that if you go running off to the pack, it will be the last thing you ever do, do I?”

      “Nope!” Loren could picture Micha emphatically shaking his head. “But murderous insinuation noted, regardless.”

      McGoven didn’t reply—because who else’s voice could affect her so viscerally? Instead, he just made a sound of agreement in the back of his throat. Then, heavy footsteps echoed in tandem as she turned—or rather, the person holding her turned—and headed for the stairs.

      It seemed to take forever for her eyes to adjust to the faint, gray daylight creeping in through the windows. She could smell musk, sweat, and pine—a scent that seemed more familiar than her own these days.

      Finally, the person holding her set her down, so gently that she barely felt the impact of her body hitting a familiar mattress. With a sigh, they dragged the top sheet over her, tucking it in, and Loren went still, squeezing her eyes shut. If the past was any indicator, he would leave next, probably to go camp out on the couch.

      Suddenly, the mattress squealed beneath the weight of a heavier, muscular body that settled in, right beside her. Before she could adjust, an arm went around her waist, dragging her closer. While her heart raced in alarm, the halfhearted embrace seemed more comforting than anything else. The same way a dog might curl up against another for warmth.

      Warily, she opened her eyes again, twisting around to face him directly.

      He wasn’t asleep. Caught, was the expression that flickered through those gray eyes.

      “You’re awake.” He sounded so exhausted she had to resist the urge to yawn just looking at him. “Good. It’s about time we talked.”
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      He watched her from beneath that curtain of damp black hair but made no other move. He might not have been able to. Coming face to face with him drove in just how long he’d spent outside. Mud streaked him from head to toe. Beneath his usual scent, he reeked of sweat and musk—though Loren found herself breathing in the primal scent, anyway. It meant he was really here. She wasn’t dreaming.

      “Go back to sleep,” he told her, moving to get up. “I’ll sleep on the couch—”

      “No.” She beat him to it, lurching upright first. “If anyone needs the sleep, you do. I’ll go downstairs.”

      She tugged the sheets from her legs and scrambled to the edge of the bed. The second her feet hit the floor, he was already dragging her back by the wrist. In one smooth motion, he maneuvered her onto her side, with her back facing him.

      “If I left,” he began, applying just enough pressure to keep her pinned, “would you stay?”

      Loren didn’t have to think it over. “This is your bed—”

      “Thought so,” he said, cutting her off. He held her down for so long her arm started to go numb. Then…with another sigh, he released her.

      “Fine.” The mattress groaned beneath his weight, and Loren turned, expecting to find him slipping through the door. Instead, he faced her with his head resting on the pillow. One eye was fully open while the other drifted shut.

      “I don’t have the energy to compel you,” he said. Compel? It was a strange word. Did he mean order her? That made sense—he looked barely capable of carrying on a conversation without passing out.

      “Though,” he added, “I doubt that you would listen anyway.”

      Something in his tone made a part of her flare in agreement—Damn right.

      He raised an eyebrow, appearing to read her mind. “Well, then, it seems we’re at an impasse.”

      He lifted his arm and made a “do as you wish” motion with his hand. Then he closed his other eye—but Loren wasn’t fooled. His posture was way too tense.

      When she laid down with her back to him, she half-expected him to crash through the mattress like a lead weight. For a few seconds, he went silent, presumably asleep.

      “You could have slept here last night,” he said finally, dropping the charade. “You didn’t have to stay downstairs.”

      She lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I wanted to wait up. In case…”

      “In case what?”

      “In case those men came back.”

      He exhaled heavily. A heartbeat later, his voice dripped directly into her ear—he’d shuffled even closer. “You know that I would never let anyone hurt you. Don’t you?”

      The heat in his tone threw her off. Made her shudder, even as one question burned through her mind. Why?

      The way he protected her seemed more than just out of duty. More than him being a concerned citizen aiming to get his good deed in for the day.

      You don’t track a stranger for five hours for the hell of it, she thought. Not only that… But, no one would kill for someone else on a whim.

      He went silent for so long Loren figured he might have fallen asleep for real. But, no—his heartbeat pulsed so loudly she could hear it.

      Thump…thump…thump.

      “I’ll make you a deal,” he said, proving her right. “Give me three days. Three days with no questions. Three days where you listen to me—” He sighed again, so deeply that the warmth was like a blowtorch against her shoulder. “And then I’ll tell you everything.”

      “There’s more.” It wasn’t really a question.

      There were a million subjects she wanted to ask about. Lycans. Questioned paternity. Having her entire world turned upside down, on its head. When stated plainly, it almost seemed doubtful he could adequately answer them all.

      “There’s more,” he admitted. “But if you trust me, and give me those three days… There won’t be anything else that I haven’t told you. I promise you that much.”

      His grim tone didn’t make it sound like such a prize—I’ll tell you—but it’s bad, and you won’t like it. Still, it was better than nothing.

      “Three days.” She mulled it over, wondering what else she had to lose. “Okay. But you can’t order me to leave—especially not there.”

      “Black Mountain,” he surmised, naming the location he’d unceremoniously tried to have her shipped off to.

      “Yes,” she said. “You can’t ship me away. Not now.”

      “Deal.” His voice was softer, barely a whisper. “But, for three days, you trust me. No questions asked.”

      Haven’t I already been doing that? Before she could voice the thought out loud, he was asleep—she knew without having to turn around. His breathing changed, tickling the back of her throat in a slow, steady rhythm. Something told her that it was the first time he’d drifted off in days.

      If only it could be so easy for her.
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      She was running. Panting. Falling. With every stumble, he was gaining. Soon, there would be no escape.

      He’d silence her forever…

      Loren’s eyes flew open. As harsh daylight stabbed at her vision, she groaned, more exhausted than when she first laid down. Blindly, she reached for another pillow—only, she felt heat instead of fabric. Panicked, she lurched upright, gaping at the figure lying beside her.

      He looked tense even while asleep. There were some hints of softness, though. His jaw was more relaxed, and, for once, those black curls freely fell over his forehead, rather than be ruthlessly slicked back. That alone transformed him.

      He looked so much younger, not that he seemed very old in the first place. Older than her, definitely—mid-twenties, maybe? Thirty at most. It was so hard to tell when he rarely deviated from a frown. In fact, Loren wondered—if she reached out right now and touched him—would he feel like stone, hard and cold to the touch?

      Fingers shaking, she did. The pad of her thumb brushed the corner of his jaw, so gently that it barely counted as “touching” at all. Even so, she sucked in a breath. He was…soft. His skin had a gentle amount of give to it. Like silk.

      In response, he made a wordless sound and turned, rolling onto his side—but his arm flew out, catching her across the waist. Loren froze. Her heart pounded as she waited for him to wake up, but he never did. If anything, he just shifted closer, burying his face into the pillow.

      The touch reminded her of a little kid reaching out to snuggle a toy bear. But something told her that—though maybe not for a while—he was used to sharing this bed with something other than a toy. A woman—Emma.

      Someone he didn’t have to be guilted into sleeping beside.

      At the sobering thought, she shifted, gingerly easing herself out of reach. Her feet hit the cold floor with a shudder, and she took off, tiptoeing into the hallway.

      Downstairs was silent. Micha was gone, most likely out patrolling. Fortunately, she found plenty with which to distract herself—a pile of dirty clothes waited by the door, and someone had tracked mud across the foyer.

      With a sigh of relief, Loren went searching for a mop. While living in Fred Connors’ house, she’d fallen into the same defensive routine. As long as she cooked and cleaned, she didn’t have to think, or listen to the little voice at the back of her head screaming at her to run.

      Lost in the rhythm, she moped the entire first floor. The clothes, she tossed into an empty hamper she found inside what seemed to be a small laundry room near the back of the house. Afterward, she drifted into the kitchen, desperate for a new distraction.

      On impulse, she snatched the carton of eggs from the fridge. Just as she started to crack one, a knock rattled the front door. Several more followed, increasingly incessant. Tap, tap!

      She froze. Was it Micha? Or someone else…coming back to finish what they’d started two nights ago? But why come knocking on the front door?

      Besides, a quick glance out the window didn’t reveal anything out of the ordinary. Naomi’s pink car was still in the driveway, stuck in the same spot it had been since the night of the storm. There were no hordes of murderous men, or wolves, prowling hungrily on the front lawn.

      And if they had come…Micha was still out there. Wouldn’t he have warned them?

      Heart pounding, Loren turned away from the sink and moved cautiously for the door. She opened it mid-rap, and came face to face with someone who, in another life, could have been Naomi Tanner.

      She was pale, her face devoid of expensive makeup. Her highlighted blond hair was pulled back into a bun, and a gray tracksuit and mud-stained sneakers replaced her designer clothing and heels. If Loren had to guess, the girl had walked all the way here from New Walsh.

      “Is…he here?” she asked, in a voice that wasn’t laced with bitchy undertones.

      Loren blinked. “W-who?”

      Naomi fidgeted with the collar of her jacket while eyeing the floor. “Him.”

      “He’s sleeping,” Loren blurted. But that was beside the point. She knew damn well that Naomi wasn’t here bearing gifts of good fortune.

      There was a scratch on her left cheek, opposite the scabbed-over marks Loren’s nails had left. Beneath her tracksuit jacket, she wore a gray top with a high turtleneck to cover her throat.

      The strangest change of all was in her eyes. That hazy green seemed brighter, greener, than before. They had the same, odd glow to them that Micha’s did, or McGoven’s for that matter.

      “Well, can I come in and wait until he wakes up then?” Naomi’s voice lost that tired edge, regaining the snappiness Loren was used to.

      “Yes…” Warily, she stood back and allowed the blond inside. Before closing the door, she scanned the fields for Micha, but caught sight of no one, wolf or otherwise.

      She shouldn’t have felt so disappointed, but the lack of anyone else meant she had no choice but to face Naomi alone. The girl in question lingered awkwardly in the foyer. For a long time, they didn’t speak.

      “Are you one too?” Naomi asked suddenly. Her eyes darted around the room—anywhere but Loren’s face.

      “One of what?” It wouldn’t score her any points to play dumb, but Loren couldn’t resist the urge. Why make it easy? She wanted to hear her say it. Admit out loud that her happy teenage dream was over, and the real world had intruded.

      Violently.

      “A lycan.” The blond peeked over her shoulder as if expecting McGoven to burst from the shadows. “Are you a lycan, too?”

      Loren frowned. “Wolf” or “thing” she would have expected—but Lycan was his word.

      “Yes,” she said tightly. “I am.”

      Naomi bit her bottom lip. “He said you were. He said...that—” She broke off with a dry swallow, wringing her hands. When she glanced up again, those green eyes held an emotion that Loren figured the girl had never experienced in her life—fear. “So, can you?”

      “Can I what?” Loren snapped. She felt guilty even before Naomi flinched back as if stung.

      Why was she so defensive? Prickly? She had begged McGoven to turn Naomi, but now…

      The sight of the girl irritated her. Or maybe it was just the knowledge that Naomi knew everything she did? Maybe even more. Three-day rules don’t seem to apply to her, the shadowy part of her murmured.

      “S-shift,” the blond said weakly. “Can you shift too? He said I should ask you for advice on—”

      A rush of emotion welled up in Loren so quickly, she rushed into the kitchen before she did something stupid—like scream. Approaching the counter, she grabbed a fresh egg with a vengeance, cracking it hard on the edge of a frying pan.

      Despite the clamor, she still heard Naomi creep in after her.

      “Well, can you?”

      Crack! Went the sound of the butter sizzling in the heat, as Loren added a dollop to the pan and began to whisk the mixture with a fork. She was ruthless, scraping until the eggs resembled something more “whipped” than scrambled.

      She made two more batches, utilizing the entire carton before starting on toast. As she reached for the loaf of bread on the counter, a pink-manicured hand snatched it away.

      “I didn’t ask for this!” Naomi’s eyes were slits, her face mere inches from hers. “I’m not even sure what ‘this’ is! So don’t you dare stick up your nose at me and act like this is my fault. You were always such a stuck-up little bitch, walking around with your nose in the air like you’re too good for any of us.”

      Loren stumbled back. Not because she was intimidated by the tall blond but… Because her eyes darted automatically to the knife drawer, itching to grab something sharp.

      Screw that, a part of her purred. I don’t need a weapon.

      “I’m going to wait in there,” Naomi announced before flouncing into the living room. “The air’s too bitchy in here. Pun intended.”

      Loren watched her go. Though, if she were being honest, she regretted wasting a whole carton of eggs more than snapping at the blond. At least until Micha stumbled through the back door an hour later and ate a majority of the food in one sitting, assuaging her guilt. His only reason for stopping was a grumbled realization that he should leave some for McGoven.

      Then, he pulled up to the center island, spread his lanky body out over two stools, with his feet resting on one, and just watched her. Whatever he saw in her expression made him decide another talk was in order. “I saw you know who came back. How ya holding up?”

      Loren darted for his plate before he had a chance to bring it to the sink himself.

      “I’m fine,” she lied, reaching for a washrag. “I just feel like... Like everyone is keeping something from me.”

      Shock nearly made her drop the plate on the floor. Where the hell had that come from?

      She glanced back at Micha, but he just raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

      She didn’t know the answer to that. “Something big,” she settled on. Maybe why she couldn’t “shift” like everyone else? Or why she couldn’t remember a single thing about her father’s murder?

      Or why every single time she was around McGoven, a part of her wanted to…

      Bite him? Kiss him? More? Hell, she didn’t know.

      She wasn’t used to dealing with such a volatile range of emotions. Up until now, she had always excelled at keeping them locked up tight—but these days, it seemed as if everything was pouring out all at once. And she couldn’t stop it.

      “I just don’t feel like myself anymore,” she added half-heartedly.

      In some ways, that was a good thing. Loren Connors wasn’t the same meek little girl from a week ago. This new iteration wanted to punch something. Kick. Stomp her feet and screech for someone to tell her the truth.

      Unfortunately for her, Naomi’s presence was a lit match meeting dry tinder.

      Three days, she tried to tell herself. He promised her that much. But since when did anyone keep their promises?

      “Um.” Micha cleared his throat. “I kind of meant…how are you holding up, with that?” He jerked his head toward the living room, where Naomi still sat, seething, on the couch. “New bloods can be a little prickly. It’s their emotions, you know. They’re all out of whack. Try not to take it personally. Their weird vibes can throw everything off. Especially if…” He flashed a sheepish grin. “There is already some unresolved tension going on.”

      Loren sighed and shook her head. Don’t even go there. Naomi’s presence irritated the hell out of her—only she didn’t know why. Whenever she caught sight of that blond head peeking over the back of the couch, something in her growled.

      “I need some air,” she said finally, setting the plate down in the sink.

      She slipped through the back door before Micha could react. In one long stride, she crossed the porch and headed straight toward the west field.

      Her teeth chattered. The bitter cold made her instantly regret not grabbing her jacket and shoes. Ironically, the chill seemed to help her finally regain enough clarity to think—only it wasn’t all happy, pretty thoughts.

      She was frowning by the time she made it into the barn. Like always, Bunny, Esther, and Xavier greeted her the second she stumbled inside. They didn’t seem too worse for wear, despite everything that had happened around them these past few days.

      With a sigh, Loren worked the latch on the nearest stall, intending to slip inside and disappear, like she used to when seeking an escape from her father.

      Before she could even get the door open, a shadow fell across the floor. The horses grunted their alarm, nearly drowning out the deep voice that echoed throughout the wide space.

      “You okay?”

      She looked back, unsurprised by the figure standing in the doorway, hands carefully at his sides. He had showered, swapping out the mud-stained clothing for a clean pair of jeans and a sweater. Her belly flipped at the sight. He didn’t require fangs and fur to seem intimidating.

      “I…I thought you were sleeping,” she stammered.

      Despite the freshened appearance, he still looked exhausted. His hair was a rumpled mess, and he yawned, even as he shifted to reveal something he held in one hand.

      “It’s kind of hard to sleep amid tension,” he explained.

      Loren flushed crimson. Obviously, he had heard everything that happened between her and Naomi. He didn’t seem to hold a grudge, though.

      “Here.” He extended his arm, offering what she realized was another windbreaker, in black this time. “It might snow.”

      “Can you tell?” she wondered out loud. When she glanced through the doorway, the sky was the usual dreary shade of gray.

      He shrugged and took a small step closer. “It’s a combination of moisture in the air and the temperature. You’ll be able to pick up on it eventually.”

      Loren doubted that. She couldn’t smell anything but pine. Still, she took the windbreaker and slipped it on without comment. He wasn’t wearing a jacket himself, though—not that the cold seemed to affect him. Standing there on bare feet, he didn’t even have the decency to shiver.

      “Come here—” He surprised her by jerking his head toward the front of the barn, but his voice lacked the urgency of an order. “I…I want to show you something.”

      Loren inched closer, but he only pointed to the tack supply hanging on the nearby shelves.

      “Look under the crate over there.”

      She did and found something that made her gasp—a black riding helmet. Ignoring his effect on the horses, the helmet was way too small for someone of his size anyway. When she tried it on at his urging, it fit her well enough.

      “Grab that saddle over there, the one in the middle—yeah.” He nodded when she hefted the leather seat. “Put it on the rack. Now grab the tack and bridle…like that.”

      When she set everything aside like he told her, he inclined his head toward Esther’s stall.

      “Bring her out—clip on the lead. Be gentle…good.”

      He talked her through saddling the horse. Told her how to secure the straps and make sure they weren’t too tight. Then when she finished, he turned and headed for the paddock. A wave of his hand was her only indication to follow.

      Confused, she led Esther out after him and into the enclosed field.

      It was small, with a patch of dirt in the center just big enough to ride circles in. The sight almost reminded her of the pony ride course at the fair, where ten dollars bought you a few laps.

      “I know you can mount a horse,” McGoven began, watching her from across the gate—far enough away that Esther didn’t seem to be affected by his scent. “But let’s see if you can start off in something a little steadier than a full gallop.”
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      There was a time for primal instinct. For hunting and fighting and embracing the thrill of battle.

      Unfortunately, a good leader also made time for politics—even if it meant parlaying with the leader of a greedy band of rivals hellbent on taking more than their fair share. Luckily for Eric Lannister, he wasn’t Alpha and therefore not responsible for the nitty-gritty of said actions.

      He merely had to stand and watch. Though, sometimes, he found it more infuriating than if he had to hammer out peace agreements himself.

      “You are the one who advocated for action,” Lukka Grehmaine snarled. With his arms crossed, blue eyes narrowed, he resembled a scowling pup more than a leader. “Yet you give McGoven even more time to surrender. How much longer are you going to cower to a rogue and his aggression?”

      Eric knew he couldn’t keep his disgust from showing.

      Loreck, on the other hand, excelled at diplomacy almost as well as physical prowess. He sat behind the ornately carved desk in the central room of the main lodge. This wooden structure in the heart of their territory served as the root of all commerce and guidance for those in the Eislander pack.

      From Lukka’s haughty grimace, he wasn’t impressed.

      “You forget that presumably, I am the one with an actionable grievance against McGoven, not you,” Loreck pointed out, his tone level. “Considering that you refused to accept the mated female initially, she was never integrated into your pack. Therefore, you have no claim over any crimes committed against her. I will lead an assault on McGoven when I decide to.”

      “Then you might be too late,” Lukka countered. “He might kill again while you hesitate.”

      Eric couldn’t silence a growl and surged forward, leaving his position in the corner of the room. One look from Loreck stopped him in his tracks.

      “McGoven is the least of the concerns plaguing my pack,” Loreck continued, addressing the upstart before him. “For instance… I am far more concerned about the increasing rate of perfusion between my border and yours. Our hunting lands are being depleted at a rate we have never experienced. It’s almost as if the mouths our resources feed has doubled within the past year.”

      Eric had to give Lukka some shred of credit—the bastard didn’t flinch, even while being presented with his own transgressions.

      “It sounds like stray humans,” he said dismissively. “Your pack has a history of tension with the nearby towns from what I hear.”

      “I doubt a few hundred farmers and laypeople could encroach onto my territory so stealthily,” Loreck said coldly. “Your point stands. McGoven will be dealt with. In the meantime… I suggest you watch your borders carefully, pup. I won’t tolerate an outright invasion for long.”

      Lukka said nothing before leaving, his entourage in tow.

      Eric watched him go, more irritated than he figured he had the right to be. Even so, the unease persisted, nagging like an itch he couldn’t scratch.

      Something was off amid this entire mess with the Black Mountain wolves and their wayward rogue.

      And he longed to get to the bottom of it.
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      Fuck, she made him reckless.

      The Eislanders were at his throat. Lukka didn’t seem to give a shit. He was still convinced Kyle had abandoned Loren in enemy territory on purpose—a capital offense. Not to mention that he had two young females and an unaffiliated rogue crashing on his property.

      And yet, here he was…giving riding lessons. The strange part? Even as the cons mounted, he didn’t feel remotely inclined to do anything else. This was a long time coming.

      He’d bought that damn helmet at a thrift shop a few months back. Not for her, he told himself then. He had always thought about selling or renting out those horses—anything to get them exercise. It only made sense that he should toss in some supplies for the new owners...

      But a helmet in her size, exactly? Bought only a few days after he first noticed her on his property?

      Besides, he had been telling himself that lie about selling the horses for years and never acted on it. It was time to admit that those animals were stuck with him, whether they liked it or not, and that he had picked out the stupid helmet with only her in mind.

      Seeing her finally wear it, he couldn’t really bring himself to regret it. He had suspected she would love to ride, but witnessing that joy for himself was…

      Indescribable. She couldn’t hide her excitement. For once, her mouth wasn’t wrinkled with worry, but flat in an expression of calm that made something in him ache to see her smile. Her body wasn’t tense with anticipation or fear, but loose and languid as she easily adjusted to the rhythm of the saddle.

      It was dangerous, letting her near those animals, considering what she was, but a part of him had to admit that they didn’t seem to sense the predator lurking within her.

      Oh, but he could.

      The scent of her unease had jolted him out of a deep, dreamless sleep. Anger gave a dark edge to her already strange aroma—an animalistic, primal flavor that had a part of him humming in appreciation, even as his body throbbed with a need he couldn’t ignore.

      It was instinct—a male called by the strength of a female.

      When she finally came into her own, she would be…

      Not his. The thought had him gritting his teeth in irritation—but tough shit. He had already made up his mind. The night of the attack was the final straw. Seeing her in danger shattered any resolve he had left.

      He couldn’t protect her here for long. After sleeping on it, he’d made his choice. The best course of action was to train her to hold her own. Teach her as much of their ways as he could in three days. Then he would break the bond and deal with whatever fallout came after. It was better than the alternative, if not ideal—Loren needed the safety of a pack. She needed a real Alpha to tame the wolf she would become—not to mention, protect her, should the Eislanders return. Once her safety was no longer an issue, Bill was more than willing to face his judgment.

      On his terms.

      He felt his eyes narrow as he watched Loren circle the paddock. She had a willowy ease in the saddle that was almost unnatural. He had never seen anything like it. Like her…

      The difference from the frightened, bruised girl he’d found huddled at the edge of his property was stark. She was stronger than she thought she was. Strong enough to handle the truth.

      And strong enough to withstand the shattering of the mating bond—even if he wasn’t. It affected him in ways he couldn’t ignore. Made him do things...like curl up beside her merely because some greedy part of him craved her heat, her warmth.

      Her scent.

      He still had that damn dress she had been wearing that night in the woods. That nightgown. It was locked in his truck, hoarded like some pirate’s treasure under the passenger seat. At the back of his mind, he knew it was creepy. Wrong. Sick. But that didn’t help the urge to keep a part of her—any piece he could…even if it happened to be mud-stained, torn, and covered in blood.

      She’s mine; the possessive thought raced through his
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