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      Gaby Kasun, alpha of the Kasun Canyon Pack, is responsible for protecting her people and the magical falls hidden in the mountains in the Wild West. With the threat of war looming, hostile natives, and an emerging new world, she rules with desperate determination, while struggling to ensure her pack’s survival.

      In the summer of 1820, as the pack prepares for winter, Gaby receives a message of hope from an old acquaintance—promising wealth and security in St. Louis. All she has to do is travel to the big city, collect what the pack needs, and return home before the first snowfall. With no other options available, she and her mate Ric hit the trail, determined to turn things around for their people, no matter the risk.

      When Gaby and Ric arrive at the gussied-up, gun-slinging city, they’re met with obstacles at every turn. The Creole Elite, a group of tycoons led by Benedicte Trudeau, have other plans for Gaby. The alpha is forced to fight for her life as she battles to save her people and her relationship with Ric.

      Supernaturals hidden in plain sight. Concealed love. A life-ending shootout. Gaby must unravel a pack of lies to save herself and her pack.
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        This story is for Gaby.

        You are loving, generous, brilliant, and beautiful.
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      1860

      “Momma!” Conall cried from his bedroom.

      Ric and I looked at each other, me hoping he would offer to go check on our son. He shrugged. My mate stood in the kitchen over the sink, his hands covered in suds. We had fallen into a routine in the evenings. After tucking Conall into bed, I sat in the living room reading while Ric washed pots and pans.

      “We’ll have to teach Conall to do the dishes soon,” I said with a smile, and tucked a ribbon between the pages of my book to mark where I’d stopped.

      “I like that idea, and not only because it means I won’t have to do them. My attention would be better spent on you after a long day of keeping the peace,” Ric said, his voice low and flirtatious.

      He winked at me and chuckled.

      After he turned his attention back to his work, I tiptoed over to him and slid my arms around his waist from behind. He had changed clothes when he arrived home after work, but he still had dirt smudged across the back of his neck.

      “If a traveler saw you right now, they might mistake you for a miner. It’s been a long time since you’ve worked with a pickaxe, but you get just as dirty as sheriff. You need a bath as badly as that skillet,” I teased, nestling my face between his shoulder blades.

      “How about you go check on Conall, and I’ll fill the tub?” Ric asked.

      “Okay, but it’s late, and chilly outside,” I reasoned, knowing the trough we had in the back of the cabin would be private enough, day or night, but the temperatures grew downright freezing after sunset in the canyon.

      Ric turned and held his hands out, so as not to get me wet. “I’m sure I could find a way to stay warm if you’d join me.” He growled playfully and leaned down to kiss me.

      His lips were full and warm to the touch, and gone again before I could explore them. I tried to pull him closer, but his frame was too wide and too strong. In a blink, he’d turned and started scrubbing the pans again.

      My mouth fell open. “Wha⁠—”

      Ric interrupted, “You’d better go check on Conall before⁠—”

      “Momma?” Conall called innocently. He had gotten out of bed and was standing behind us.

      “Oh, cuddle bug, let’s get you back in bed.” I turned to pick up our solid five-year-old. He was growing up too fast. His round face was becoming more square, like his father’s, and his childlike faith was becoming more skeptical. I hated to admit it, but his cynicism had been inherited from me.

      “Will you tell me a story?” he asked, with widened eyes and a pouty bottom lip.

      I couldn’t help myself. “Of course. Which one do you want me to tell you?”

      “Don’t be too long,” Ric said, insinuating more than Conall knew, glancing over his shoulder and smiling at us both.

      I giggled, and Conall waved a hand in the air, half delirious from exhaustion. Our boy had been at school most of the day, then ran errands with me in our growing community. Before six years ago, it had only been our wolf pack in the forest surrounding the falls. But in that short time, with the arrival of a party of supernaturals drawn to the magical water, the settlement had tripled in size.

      Conall’s room was small, but he spent very little time there. He preferred to be outside. His patchwork quilt hung haphazardly off the foot of his bed. When I sat him on his mattress, he laid his head on his pillow and waited for me to spread his blanket over him. He sighed thoughtfully as I sat down at the end of his bed.

      “Momma, will you tell me about the time you went to the big city with Daddy?” Conall asked, and a yawn escaped him just before he finished the question.

      “Um, sure, but why that story?” I wondered out loud and tucked his covers under his feet. Ric must have told him about our trip to St. Louis, because I had spent the last twenty years trying to forget it.

      “Because I wanna go there someday and be just like Daddy. I wanna ride a steamboat, and be a gunfighter, and go to a ball,” Conall rambled with a second wind of excitement. “And drink at a saloon, and play poker with cardsharps, and have a shootout, and save you from the bad guys, and⁠—”

      “Wait just one second,” I told Conall, and held a hand up to keep him quiet until I could get Ric in the room. “Ulrich Kasun. You had better get yourself in here to explain exactly what you’ve been telling our son about St. Louis.” I had intended to sound disparaging, but a chuckle escaped me.

      I didn’t have to yell, because like me, Ric had enhanced hearing. He heard me use his given name, and I expected him to enter the room with his tail between his legs. Ric and I had been on many adventures over the years, but there were certain things you didn’t explain to a child, like shootouts.

      “Yes, dear.” Ric shuffled into the room with his eyes on the hardwood floors, wiping his hands with a small towel.

      I cleared my throat, and he looked up. “What’s this you’ve been telling Conall about our trip to the big city?”

      “I merely told him the truth,” Ric said, looking at Conall and avoiding eye contact with me.

      “The truth, huh?” I asked with a little sass.

      Ric shrugged.

      “Sounds more like a pack of lies,” I accused, and straightened my skirt.

      Ric walked around Conall’s bed and sat opposite me. “Well, then, I’d love to hear your version.”

      His challenge was accepted.

      “This is what really happened . . .”
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      1820

      The October sun had set the sky ablaze, bright orange and red at the plateau’s horizon. Another dry, unseasonably warm day. I’d felt a tug at my chest, and knew Ric was close. Our connection alerted me to his return and provided an excuse to leave our dusty, loud settlement. The quiet place reminded me of a time when our pack wasn’t concerned with progress. I had diligently watched for the scouting party Ric was in to return, hoping they would have new supplies in tow to help us through the winter.

      As alpha, I could have assigned anyone to the task, but members of the pack had been bickering for weeks about how to deal with our shortages. Coming up with a plan to replenish our supplies before the first snowfall had been my number one priority. I explained we would have everything we needed. The land would provide. But, because of the drought, some argued we needed more. More food, more cabins, more blankets, more tools to mine for gold—their list went on and on, and I had grown weary trying to convince them to see reason. We had to keep our discovery quiet, or greedy settlers would flood the mountains.

      At the top of the ridge, near our people’s settlement in the forest, peace and tranquility had embraced me. We’d built half a dozen cabins, scattered safely in the forest, and learned to store supplies in natural caves along the canyon walls. From a distance, no one would have suspected a group of people lived in the area.

      I lifted my canteen to my lips, and took a long drink. The sound of the falls in the distance had always reminded me that it would provide us with the water we needed, but I wondered if I could provide the leadership my people needed to carry them through to spring. Our forest was like a protective barricade from the outside world, but from inside, with dangerous amounts of snow and ice, it felt more like we were being held hostage.

      Ric’s mother, our last alpha, would have known what to do.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The smell of burnt grass still overpowered the scent of new growth pushing up through the ash in spots across the plateau. The drought had ruined our crops, but nearby natives had set fires as a warning around the canyon to keep us away from their camps.

      “There is nothing left for us here,” Nina had said sharply. I’d heard her approach, and turned to find her wearing a long cotton dress and a frown. I thought she should have looked happier. Nina Novak and her husband, Peter, had convinced the pack to abandon our guise as a native tribe and build a proper settlement. The change in appearance had probably been the reason the Ute felt threatened. Our pack’s progress made us look more like the people attacking them from the east.

      “That’s not for you to decide,” I told her with conviction, and folded my arms over my chest.

      I may have given in when it came to modern conveniences, but we’d held our ground on guarding the falls, even after the Ute tribe rode through and lit the plateau on fire. The neighboring natives had never attempted to invade our land before, but they were being driven off their lands because of war, and what the British, French, and Spanish called progress.

      Nina placed a hand on my shoulder and said, “Adele might have chosen you for Ulrich, but she’s gone. No one would blame you if you gave up your role as alpha to someone more qualified.” She sounded haughty, and her nose tilted up in the air.

      “You’re right.” I shrugged out of her grip. “Ric’s mother picked me. But the magic in our blood chose to bring us together as mates. Adele understood and made her decision. You’re just jealous because you weren’t chosen to be either.”

      Nina hated my nickname for my husband. As Ric’s distant cousin, Nina had been born with Kasun blood, alpha blood, but her tactics reminded me of the life we had left in Croatia over a hundred years ago. The Blood Lake Pack had become savage, and Adele’s own brother made an attempt on her life.

      Some died to get us to the New World, including Adele, but not before naming me as her successor. Our people had lived as humans, with the ability to shift into wolves, for thousands of years. The magic that ran through our blood also called us to our mates.

      “Adele forced her will on us all, but without a daughter, your legacy will die,” Nina mumbled bitterly and turned to walk away.

      “Even without Adele’s decision, Ric and I would have mated. You never had a chance with him, and your selfish motives would have us all dead if you were alpha.” I bit the inside of my cheek to stop all of my anger from spilling out. The taste of blood filled my mouth.

      Nina had been a thorn in my side since we were children. Her ability to hit a nerve and scurry off without apology reminded me of the vermin that threatened our food stores. The rats ate, gorging themselves, and left disease behind.

      The hint of a vibration in the ground caught my attention. I turned and tilted my head, tucking my hair behind my ear to listen. My wolf’s heightened hearing alerted me to the approach of two horses, with riders, and a wolf.

      Something was wrong.

      There should have been two horses and two wolves returning from the scouting trip. Nina must have noticed, too, because she froze. Her mate, Peter, had been a part of the group with Stephen Horvat, Boris Greg, and Ric. The four men had been best friends growing up, but the journey to the New World had tested their bond. After the fire, the men put all of their differences aside to find a way for us to trade for supplies.

      Along the horizon, the silhouettes of two riders and a wolf had become more distinct. One man was draped over a horse’s back in front of its rider. In a matter of seconds, I was able to make out Ric, a black wolf running at full speed ahead of the horses, and Boris and Peter in human form on horseback. It was Stephen lying limp over Boris’s horse.

      “Go!” I shouted over my shoulder at Nina. “Get Maria and the others. Meet us at our cabin.”

      Nina would want to check on Peter, but my alpha orders had a way of overriding any pack member’s personal inclinations. I hated having so much power over the others, and rarely asserted it. Nina flinched. And without question, she nodded and proceeded to shift into her wolf form. Her dress, shredded, fell to the ground as she darted toward our settlement.
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        * * *

      

      The next few hours were spent trying to stop Stephen’s bleeding. He’d stepped into a fur trader’s trap, and the iron contraption had nearly taken his leg. The men had been scouring the area for possible connections to trade. For several days, no one had appeared along any of the paths occasionally used by travelers.

      Then Ric explained who’d shown up the
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