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      Shifters aren’t easy – to know, to be, to live with. They’re a fragile contradiction: part wolf, part human, all shifter. They’re ruled by instinct and governed by convention.

      Darkness Falls, a small northern British Columbia community, is nestled in the northernmost access to the Rocky Mountains where the rugged wilderness, the vast back-country, and the lakes, rivers and streams are untouched and pristine. Darkness Falls is a haven for shifters and too many things can go wrong.

      The four packs that claim territory around Darkness falls try to be civilized, try to work with each other and the humans to co-exist and protect the community, but in the pack, human rules don’t apply and where pack justice is concerned, the lines between humans and shifters get blurred.
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      Shifters of Darkness Falls is a paranormal contemporary romance suspense series with no cliffhangers, no cheating, and HEA. All books are standalone but are connected by common characters and themes.
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      Trist was one of the last to enter the community lodge. She’d been on a fruitless shopping trip to Darkness Falls, trying to track down some fresh limes to go with a bottle of tequila she’d bartered in exchange for some of her homemade teas and herbal balms. It was Friday afternoon and usually her housemates and she would go into town and hang around Becker’s Tavern. Harris Palmer, bartender, full-blooded human, hot as they come, made awesome margaritas. Problem was, it was too close to the heat cycle for the unmated female shifters of the pack to be out and about. Trist hated when it happened on a weekend because it meant she and her housemates were indoors for 48 hours. Saturday, Sunday gone, heat cycle over in time to get up on Monday and start the week.

      Gideon had called an unscheduled pack meeting, an unprecedented event because he ran a tight ship and didn’t like anything that messed with his to-do list. But the Territory Council Meeting was last night and something big went down because Gideon, Varg and the elders had been locked up in the pack lodge all morning, not even breaking for lunch.

      Trist hovered at the entrance to the hall and looked around the room for an empty chair. Her pack was 62 strong, which was a big pack for a shifter community. And not the only pack in the Darkness Falls area. It was one of four, though her pack was referred to as the dominants for good reason. It was almost three times larger than any of the others in the area and held the most territory around Darkness Falls.

      Everyone was there, all the pack members as far as she could tell and there were only a couple of free chairs, right up close and personal with Gideon and Varg. Trist’s stomach twisted as she wound her way through the chattering crowd and dropped into a chair less than six feet away from the two male shifters who led the pack.

      Gideon tossed Trist a dark throwaway glance as she sat, then continued his pacing, pausing to exchange a few whispered words with Varg. Gideon had every right to be as arrogant as he was. Alpha to one of the largest known shifter packs, strong, aggressive and generally untamed, but he knew how to lead and everyone in his pack was well looked after. Trist was barely more comfortable with Varg, the beta, Gideon’s second-in-command. She liked him better than Gideon, though she wasn’t all that good with any authority, not in the ‘flip-you-off’ way. No, more the ‘turn up her belly and whine’ way.

      As Gideon started to draw the meeting to order, Leah strutted in with her usual go-fuck-yourself attitude, looked around for a chair, spotted the empty one next to Trist and headed straight for it.

      Fuck.

      “Thanks for blessing us with your presence, Leah,” Gideon growled as she dropped beside Trist and uttered a quick, whispered, “Hi.”

      Leah looked straight at Gideon, into his eyes, and said, “Thanks for waiting to start the meeting until I got here.” Then she dropped her gaze quickly. She was a nutcase for so many reasons. The omega of the pack, bottom rung of the ladder because she was a rare latent. She couldn’t shift. That made her smaller and weaker than every other wolf. But she didn’t act like she was at a disadvantage and Trist thought that one day, it was what would get her killed.

      Leah grinned at Trist like they shared a secret and Trist threw a smile back at her, but it was small and uncomfortable. Leah and Trist were friends, even if they were always bickering. Leah didn’t have many allies in the pack and Trist often found herself in the uncomfortable position of coming to Leah’s aid, defending her, extracting her from the trouble she got into almost every other day

      Gideon didn’t respond to Leah’s provocativeness, which was a clue that something big was happening. He stood at the front, hands in his jean pockets, staring out at everyone. He was big, taller than most male shifters, solidly built and hard. His hair was dark, his eyes black as obsidian. But his wolf, it was slate-grey. It was as incongruent as it was awe-inspiring. His eyes settled on Trist for a few seconds before they moved on and Trist thought it was because Leah was beside her, leaning into her like they were besties, her hand on Trist’s shoulder as both waited for Gideon to speak.

      “We had a productive council meeting last night. Lots of good progress, meeting in the middle. And I’ve managed to talk Lucien into giving us back the tract of territory that bridges Smokey Creek.”

      A few excited hoots and hollers erupted. The tract of land was small but it was an important access point to Smokey Creek and Gideon’s pack had been without direct, easy access for a while. This win would open the pack’s territory to ease movement back and forth to Darkness Falls Lake, which the creek fed. It would expand the pack’s hunting grounds. A big coup.

      But not everyone was applauding. A deep voice from the corner shouted, “And what do we have to give up to those loser rebels in exchange for territory that was rightfully ours to begin with?” It was Jacob, a bit of a loner although he was mated once, not anymore and Trist didn’t know why. Not Trist’s favourite because he was intense, cranky, liked his privacy and was old enough to remember the days before Lucien broke away from the pack and challenged the alpha of the rebel pack. The days before Lucien won that challenge, then chose to keep his new alpha status, rather than merge the two packs and stay as beta to Gideon.

      All eyes were on Gideon waiting for the answer to Jacob’s question. Gideon had never been one to mince words. “It’s not what they want, it’s who.”

      The murmurs got louder, words of confusion. “What the fuck, Gideon?” Jacob again. “Who do they want?”

      Gideon’s eyes considered Jacob, then flitted around the room. “They want Trist,” he said as his gaze settled on her.

      Trist went hot and cold at the same time. Stunned, frozen.

      Leah’s grip on her shoulder tightened before she jumped to her feet, jumped up on her chair so she could make sure she had a good view of Gideon and everyone in the hall had a good view of her. “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Her voice was shrill, loud.

      It reflected what Trist was feeling. “Leah,” she said, a small quiet uneasy warning.

      But Leah ignored her. “Since when are we fucking slaves to be traded?” She was furious and she wasn’t wrong. There were several murmurs of assent around the room.

      Gideon’s face was dark and Trist worried he was going to strike the little latent. He was losing control of the meeting. “Sit the fuck down, Leah, or I’ll have you dragged out of here by your hair and locked up!” His voice was loud, commanding and his wolf was straining at him, wanting out. Wanting to rip into her.

      Leah hopped off her chair but didn’t sit. “Explain.” She stood stiffly, arms crossed, chin jutted, eyes boring into Gideon’s.

      Trist grabbed Leah by the arm and slammed her ass down in her chair before Gideon decided on a two-for-one giveaway. “Stop it!” It was bad enough Trist was being dealt, no way she wanted to take Leah with her. She struggled to draw breath into her lungs. Her wolf was cowering, the stupid bitch, but Trist understood why. This was too fucking much to handle. It was hard enough living in Gideon’s pack without being thrown to a whole new pack of wolves.

      Leah yanked herself out of Trist’s grasp, glared at Trist like she was the traitor and then turned back to Gideon. “You owe Trist an explanation. You owe us all one.”

      Gideon paced a few steps, then stopped, looked at Trist, directly at her and she couldn’t hold his gaze. “This is my pack, I’m your alpha. I fought for this position. If you don’t fucking like my decisions, you have two choices, leave or challenge me.”

      It was quiet, silent like the room was holding its breath. Not a word. Gideon this angry was a rare sight to behold. A sight none of the pack wanted to witness because it was usually followed by the death of someone or something. His eyes moved between Trist and Leah, who had her head lowered. Trist thought Leah might rise to Gideon’s challenge, leave, not fight, but the omega didn’t move. Her hackles were up though. Her wolf might be latent, but it was still inside her, an unruly, stubborn, untrained pup.

      “It’s unprecedented to do this. Yes.” He glanced at Trist again. “But not unheard of. Lucien’s pack is small and they need more women.”

      “So you offered to whore out Trist?” Leah again and Trist gave her head a small shake as she rubbed a hand across her forehead.

      “I didn’t offer Trist. They asked for her.” Other unmated females in the room murmured at this statement. A little relief, a little jealousy, a little fear. Trist got it on all levels. She had no idea why they’d want her.

      “What happens the next time we need to trade? Maybe not with Lucien, but Ren. He hasn’t got enough females either.” This came from Cooper’s very reasonable voice. The pack doctor had a clinic in Darkness Falls for all the shifters in the community. It was good for the pack to have him. He brought in good money, had access to medicine. Was charming, smart, easy to be around. Even humans came to his clinic.

      And he was right to ask about Ren. Ren led the mountain pack. They were fearsome big wolves. If anyone could challenge Gideon and win, it would be Ren. Trist had met him once, seen him a handful of times on the rare occasions he came down from the mountains. She never hung around to see what he was about though because his reputation preceded him. He was hard on other packs, hard on women. He was one mean fucker to quote Leah.

      “This will only happen once and because it’s Lucien asking. I wouldn’t make this bargain with anyone else. Or over anything else. There’s nothing we need to bargain for but this tract of land. It’ll set us up well for winter.”

      Then Leah, fucking Leah said, “Maybe Trist has something to say about it. You know, her future for a goddamned piece of dirt and grass. Trafficked as a sex slave because your brother can’t find enough of his own females to screw into submission.”

      Trist closed her eyes to Leah’s hard words as the pack’s attention shifted to her. Trist wasn’t a public speaker, didn’t want attention on her. She worked hard, was a good pack member and liked margaritas with fresh lime juice, which was impossible to get in this northern BC community any time of the year.

      It was quiet in the hall and Leah nudged Trist, her eyes filled with expectation as if Trist had something profound to say.

      Trist stood on shaky legs, looked around at the pack, her pack for however long was left before she had to go. Then to Gideon, trying not to cry, she said her words softly, but it didn’t matter. Everyone’s wolf could hear her. “I don’t want to talk about this, please Gideon. I don’t want this to be so public.”

      Gideon’s eyes softened and Trist could see the regret in them, in how he’d handled this. “Meeting’s over,” he shouted. “Everyone get the fuck out. Trist, you stay.”

      Trist sat down as Leah stood and gave her a small kick in the shin. “Well that was very brave of you,” she said as she stalked away. The latent female made Trist crazy. Leah now mad because Trist hadn’t ranted and raved and defended herself.

      No one else said a word to Trist as they left the hall. They were shifters, their human side was embarrassed, confused, but their shifter side now saw her as a lamb, an outcast no longer part of the pack. Not sure what to do or say to their future enemy once she was handed off to Lucien.

      Shifters didn’t have farewell parties and shit like that. At least not in Darkness Falls.

      Trist had a few minutes to regain composure as Gideon and Varg had a quiet conversation. Her mind flitted to Lucien and his pack. She was confused about why they’d single her out. She had nothing to offer beyond her untried ovaries. She was average everything. Middle of the pack where she liked to be. She kept her head down and out of trouble, did what she was told. Is that what they wanted? Average? And Leah was right about the trade. Lucien and Gideon were conspiring to force-mate Trist. It happened, she knew it happened, but not in this neck of the woods, at least not that she’d ever heard.

      She thought of Ascena’s pack, the fourth pack in Darkness Falls. The smallest. They were all females. Ascena was the alpha, which was also unprecedented, because Ascena was female and alphas weren’t female. It wasn’t natural, except in this case, because there were no males in the pack. Ascena’s pack was the human equivalent of a shelter for female shifters who had been abused, thrown out of their packs. Latents. Two in her pack, and one living in Darkness Falls as an independent. Along with Leah, that made four in the area. Latents were rare, and it was unprecedented to have this many in one place.

      But Ascena wouldn’t shelter Trist because hers was a pack of only eight. She didn’t have the power to take on Lucien, let alone Gideon. They tolerated her, let her pack live and hunt on its small piece of territory.

      The only other alternative was to leave the pack and that wasn’t really an option at all. Without a pack a shifter becomes prey. Trist saw the struggles with the independents who came into Darkness Falls. They’d left their own packs for a reason. Either they were a bit crazy, or weak, an omega at the bottom of pack order with no hope of ever attaining a better status. Some were cast out or alphas without a pack or territory. They had to have a strong will to survive because no one likes a lone wolf. No one trusts them. Not the packs and not the humans.

      Being in a pack was not worse than being alone, even if she was forced to mate.

      Her attention was drawn from her thoughts as Gideon approached. He violently kicked the chair Leah had been seated on and Trist’s wolf whimpered at his aggression. She was only a few hours from her heat cycle and having an alpha like Gideon this close made her quiver inside. She was young, a few months past 19 and not yet bridged. Her choice, it was okay to have sex, not a sin and not a requirement that female shifters come to the nest virginal, but during the heat cycle, female shifters carry pheromones that male shifters respond to. And then their own pheromones get in on the action and soon it’s one big pheromone orgy. Trist could scent Gideon and she knew he scented her because she could smell his desire.

      But he didn’t touch her, didn’t reach out and pull her to him. Not during the heat cycle, because if Trist became pregnant, she would become his mate. There was no pair bond between the two and both knew it. Off-cycle, there was nothing. Trist had seen him with other unmated female shifters. He wasn’t yet mated and he fucked around with them, with all women, even human woman. It was the alpha in him. Few women said no.

      But he’d never offered himself to Trist, maybe because he knew she was one of the few who might turn him down. He wasn’t a potential mate for Trist, not even close to being a good match. It was instinct, the attraction between shifters – knowing whose genes best complement theirs, which match will produce the hardiest off-spring. There’s no point in fighting nature, pretending it doesn’t exist like humans do. No, Trist would know a good match when she met him and he wasn’t Gideon or any of the unmated males in his pack. And he might not exist in Lucien’s pack either, but that wouldn’t matter if the plan was to force-mate her.

      Trist thought Gideon was feeling the guilt but she didn’t know for sure because she couldn’t look him in the eyes. His wolf was too strong right now, edgy, heated, in major alpha mode. He paced in front of her, towered over her because she was still seated, hands in her lap, eyes on her hands.

      “Don’t run, Trist, because if you do, you’ll be hunted down. Either by us or by Lucien’s pack. A bargain’s a bargain and this territory is critical to pack survival.”

      Trist wanted to say that she didn’t care, wanted to ask why she should care since she was no longer part of the pack. But she didn’t. Instead, she said. “I won’t run.”

      Gideon exhaled, relieved. Kicked Leah’s chair further out of the way and pulled up a different chair, sat facing her, taking her hands, running his thumbs over the tops of them. “This has benefits. Maybe you can be the bridge our packs need. Maybe you can heal some old wounds.”

      Trist felt his touch sear straight through her body as she looked up, to his eyes first, then down again, to his chest. She wanted to tell him to go fuck himself, but he was still her alpha, at least for another day or two and then when he wasn’t, he would be dangerous to be near. He could reclaim her or the males in the pack might. That would start a war between the two packs and Gideon wouldn’t want to go to war with Lucien. They were brothers.

      Trist pulled her hands out of his grip. “When?” She wanted to leave now, wanted to get away from this pack, hide her shame. But she also knew now was a bad time to leave.

      Gideon nodded at her cooperation. “We’ll meet Lucien and Raff in town tonight. Do you have much to pack?”

      “No.” And she didn’t. She shared a small house with two other unmated females. She had a bag of clothes, a few belongings, her bottle of tequila and a couple of cans of formerly frozen limeade.

      Her mother died as she was born and her father died when she was five. The pack raised her, and packs weren’t all that nurturing. At least not Gideon’s pack. Well, not his pack when Trist’s father died and not now, not really. Packs were led by male shifters. Male shifters are well, male. Unless there was a strong female in the pack mated to the alpha, there wasn’t a whole lot of touchy-feely shit going on.

      He was quiet as his eyes settled on Trist’s face. “Say what’s on your mind, Trist.”

      She was surprised that he read her. She wouldn’t have given him credit for being in touch with his sensitive side. “Could I have the weekend please? Our heat cycle starts just after midnight and I don’t want to leave in this state. I’ll be off-cycle with Lucien’s pack and they won’t be expecting me.” She was embarrassed that she was talking of the heat cycle with her alpha. Former-alpha, she amended. Shifters were the species between repressed, stick-up-their-asses humans and real wolves. They embraced instinct, didn’t fight it, but still, a lot of what they did was more human than wolf.

      Gideon understood. Nodded. “Go home, Trist. Pack. I’ll arrange for the meeting on Monday in town. Lucien will understand.”

      Trist jumped to her feet and left, no backward glance, no awkward goodbye. No one in the pack except maybe Leah was sentimental, would cry over her departure. Not even her housemates. However, they would be more than happy to help her drink the shitty, too-sweet margheritas over the weekend. And hopefully, they’d picked up a couple of their own bottles in town. They could spend their heat-cycle drunk, hungover, repeat.

      On her way back to her house, she encountered Leah, who appeared to be waiting for her. The omega stepped into Trist’s stride, side-by-side as they walked. “So what’s the verdict?”

      Trist didn’t stop, didn’t slow. The limeade in her backpack was melting and she wanted to get it home before it leaked out of the shitty cans it was in. “I’m being traded for land. Full stop. I have until Monday to pack.”

      Leah skipped beside Trist. “So what’re you going to do until Monday?”

      Trist stopped, eyed the waif. She was mischief and someone should look after her during the heat cycle or she might wander out on her own. “You got a bottle?”

      She nodded. “Some of the good scotch. I pinched it from Gideon.”

      “He’s gonna know it was you.”

      Leah grinned, her smile lighting up her face. “Yeah. And what’s he gonna do about it? He can’t approach us during our heat cycle.”

      Trist laughed. She was going to miss Leah. “Go get it and bring it over. Bring pajamas. We’re going to rock this weekend.”
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      Raff had not yet been updated on the outcome of the council meeting when Lucien’s brother, Gideon, phoned him because Lucien was not picking up his calls. He told Raff that it was his pack’s heat cycle, so he couldn’t hand off Trist until Monday.

      Raff blanked. “Who?”

      “Trist,” Gideon repeated like the asshole alpha he was. “The trade for the land.”

      Lucien and Raff had been out of town on business, leaving Rusty, an obsequious little sleaze ball who was more dingo than wolf, to represent the pack at the meeting. Lucien had given the fuck permission to bargain the small useless tract of land that Gideon wanted, but only if they could get something worthwhile.

      Raff froze, his brain catching up. He covered by saying, “I’ll let Lucien know.” He hung up on Gideon, then went looking for Rusty, found him outside the smoke shed talking with Lucien, but that didn’t stop Raff from grabbing the asshole by his T-shirt and slamming him up against a wall.

      “You fucking little prick!” Raff yelled into Rusty’s face. Raff was big, even by shifter standards and not shy about throwing his weight around. Rusty, in contrast was almost 10 years younger than Raff, shorter by a good half-foot with a lean, wiry frame. He was completely outmatched.

      It didn’t stop the smaller shifter from grappling with the beta, snarling at him. “Get off me!”

      Lucien swore at Raff, shoved him away from Rusty, got between the two. Once free of Raff, the little fuck had the good sense to take a few steps back and keep his mouth shut.

      “Do you know what he’s done?” Raff was keenly aware that he was shouting at his alpha in front of a pack member, but he couldn’t contain his wolf. He wanted to savage Rusty.

      Lucien nodded, kept his voice quiet. “I know. I asked him to find out what Gideon would be open to, including an unmated female.”

      Raff was in shock. He was a shit, a savage, a bad loser who rarely lost. But trading for a woman… that was fucked up and he said so. “You gotta be fucking kidding me!”

      Lucien frowned. “Let’s take this inside.” The pack alpha entered the smoke shed followed by Rusty then Raff, who thought Rusty was a fucking idiot for turning his back on him. Raff decided not to rip the useless little shit limb from limb. Not yet anyway.

      Once they were seated, Rusty said, “I had no choice. Gideon wanted a decision before the end of the meeting.”

      Raff was beyond furious, pushing the edges of Lucien’s patience, but he couldn’t seem to bring the anger back inside. His wolf’s hackles were up and he was seconds away from shifting and savaging the fuck sprawled in the chair next to Lucien. “You gave Rusty permission to seal the deal?” Rusty was a prick, always working an angle, not someone Raff thought should be trusted making a sandwich let alone negotiating for a piece of land.

      Lucien looked pained. “He misunderstood my direction.”

      Rusty nodded as Raff turned to the sonofabitch. “Who is she, Rusty? The girl you bargained for? Someone you’ve been banging on the sly?”

      Lucien growled but said nothing. Waited to hear what Rusty had to say.

      Rusty shook his head. “Gideon offered her up.”

      Usually Raff could scent when someone was lying but he’d never been able to do that with Rusty. Another reason not to like the fuck. Raff thought he was a psychopath.

      “Then what’s wrong with her?” Raff tried to think what the girl looked like. Gideon had maybe a dozen unmated females in his pack including the latent, but her name wasn’t Trist. He’d seen them in town, here or there, but never approached because it wasn’t his fucking pack. And the thought made him pissed again.

      Rusty shrugged. “Nothing’s wrong with her. She’ll be perfect for us.”

      Raff looked to Lucien. “What the fuck does that mean? It’s not that fucking hard to get a woman if we want one. Since when did we start trading for them?”

      Lucien’s lips thinned at Raff’s ongoing disrespect. “We can’t just walk into Gideon’s pack and help ourselves, even if there’s a potential mate. They’re too strong for us to take on.”

      “So we’re in the trafficking business now? You’re talking about force-mating.”

      Raff watched as Lucien glanced over to Rusty then back to Raff. “We won’t force-mate her. She can choose.”

      Raff stood, stared hard at Lucien and Rusty. “She can choose? How very benevolent of you, Lucien. You’re still forcing her to choose. You’re forcing her to mate even if she’s not ready.”

      Lucien nodded his concession though he didn’t look happy about any of it. “We need to grow our pack or Gideon’s going to steamroll us. One more for us, one less for him. We have six unmated male shifters that should be mated by now including you and me.”

      Raff understood this, survival instinct, so prevalent in shifters. Lucien was good at recruiting pack members, two from the mountain shifters, a couple of independents and one from Ascena’s pack in the past year. But this was a new low. “Five. Lucien. I want nothing to do with this. Right now, I don’t even want to fucking be here.”

      By Monday, Raff was less of a beast. He and Lucien had spent a good portion of Saturday night drinking off Raff’s mad. Raff loved Lucien like a brother. He was a strong alpha for their pack. His only weakness was Gideon, which sometimes messed him up. Gideon was a bastard, the older brother, hard, arrogant, resentful that Lucien didn’t fold the two packs together. But why the fuck would he? There’s only one alpha in every pack and Lucien would have had to give up his alpha status to Gideon and then fight to keep his beta status.

      Raff didn’t mind being the beta, was the beta of the pack when Lucien challenged the previous alpha. Stayed beta to Lucien when he took over top spot. He knew he could challenge Lucien and probably win. Lucien knew it too. But it wasn’t going to happen. Raff didn’t want to be the fucking alpha. Half the time, Raff didn’t even want to be tied to a pack, but his sisters were here, one mated, one not. He couldn’t walk away from them and they couldn’t come with him.

      As they got ready to head into Darkness Falls, Rusty walked up, looking like he was about to join them. “You’re not fucking coming,” Raff said to the prick.

      Lucky for Rusty, Lucien sided with Raff. “Think this needs to be handled by the two of us, Rusty. We’ll see you when we’re back.”

      As they got into the truck, Raff said, “Is he your bastard son or something? The shit needs a good beating and all you’ve done is ground him.”

      Raff could see that the words pissed off Lucien. Good. Lucien didn’t get mad often enough, he needed to be more of a prick. “Fuck off, Raff,” he said as he started the truck.

      Not often Lucien got aggressive with Raff, but Raff was okay with Lucien getting fired up today. He hoped the alpha would stay in a temper until they were done with Gideon. Gideon played the older brother card too often with Lucien, fucked him over more than he should. Raff wanted to see a clean break between the brothers, but he understood family. He had his own to deal with.

      The ride to town was quiet, interspersed by a few exchanges here or there. Male shifters were savage to each other. Everything was a pissing contest and even small exchanges sounded harsh and unforgiving to human ears, but between shifters, it was just another day in the life. If they were human, he and Lucien would be best friends, but running a pack, there was a rank. Raff understood his role, his position and generally didn’t challenge Lucien, especially in front of others.

      But trading for a woman, fuck! It made him mad all over again, though it was too late to do anything about it. Maybe too late to begin with. Lucien knew Raff would object to trading for an unmated female, which is why he dealt the land to Gideon while he and Raff were out of town. It was why he let Rusty sit in on the council meeting instead of his sister’s mate, Connell, or anyone else with a moral compass. Rusty had no qualms, no conscience. Too young, too stupid to object. It was fucked up.

      Lucien pulled the truck into the parking lot of Willow’s Café, but Gideon wasn’t yet there, no sign of his truck. Raff knew the score as Lucien headed inside to get coffee. Gideon and Lucien were going to want to talk without the presence of a hysterical weeping female who would be all tied up in knots over what happened. That meant that Raff got to play nursemaid.

      As he leaned against the tailgate of the truck with his hands in his pocket, he wondered what he did to deserve this. He expected that the woman, this Trist, would be upset, even understood it. Who the fuck trades pack members? He had to concede that he knew it happened. Lots of shit happened in shifter communities, but Raff thought his pack, his alpha was above that. It made him wonder about his kind.

      He was as bad as any other male shifter, maybe worse. Instinct drove him, governed how he led his life. He wasn’t soft, didn’t compromise and held a traditional, rigid view of territory and pack rank. Some of the younger shifters thought to push social norms over pack rules as they immersed themselves in the human world, high school being especially challenging. They got slapped down fast enough, and most of them conformed. The alternative was to leave the pack. It was a bullshit thing anyway. Humans weren’t more civilized than shifters. At least shifters respected authority, said what they thought, and kept their houses in order. Humans hid behind rules that clashed with instinct, arguing that they weren’t animals, they weren’t driven by instinct, they had an obligation to be compassionate.

      Raff wasn’t buying it – there was no such thing as altruism. There was always a reason for every action. And that reason was instinctual even if humans tried to spin it, disguise it as generosity, or outrage or concern. Caught up in protecting the offenders’ rights, the victims got lost in the crush of social media, useless reporters and government excuses. Pack law, it protected its own. Maybe brutal at times, but when the dust settled, the right guys got buried.

      A red mustang pulled into the parking lot and Raff followed it with his eyes. Ascena, alpha of the all-woman pack. She had a small piece of territory that bordered the outskirts of Darkness Falls. A shelter for female shifters who couldn’t handle the big bad wolves. The woman was a saint to some and a beast to others and for Raff, she was insatiable. Usually once a week, she and Raff forgot that they weren’t from the same pack. Sometimes they hung around in places where no one could see them, like her house in town, had a fuck here and there. But they were never going to mate. Ascena would never give up her alpha status and Raff would be fucked if he was beta to a woman.

      Her long, tanned legs poked out of the car first, then the rest of her emerged. Beautiful woman, flawless, a cloud of long, dark brown hair, a voice like fine brandy, smooth and intoxicating. Kept herself groomed, manicured and pampered – Raff knew, he’d checked out every inch of her. She was like royalty when she walked into a room. Everyone stopped what they were doing, took a long look and felt inadequate, either wishing they were her or wishing they had her.

      This morning she was wearing a sleeveless emerald top that buttoned up the front, straining at her perfect breasts, the top three buttons undone, and the mounds of her breasts offered a preview of her hidden treasure. Her tight, short skirt stretched across her pelvis and hugged her well-toned ass. Raff felt the pull of lust as his mind contemplated the last time he had his mouth on those firm cheeks. It was all human though, his desire for her. His wolf wasn’t interested, which was another reason they weren’t mated. No primal pull between them, even if the sparks flew from the friction between their bodies.

      As she headed into Willow’s she looked across the parking lot at Raff, her ruby lips curving into a sultry smile. Raff threw her a crooked grin, but she didn’t approach and his feelings weren’t hurt. They liked to keep it cool in public and as long as neither of them were mated, there was no harm in fucking around.

      She disappeared into the coffee shop as Raff’s attention was drawn to the truck pulling into the space next to Lucien’s vehicle. The almighty Gideon had finally blessed them with his appearance. He was alone though. Well not alone. He had the female, but not Varg, his beta. Raff was fine with that. Last time Varg and he crossed paths, they both came away a little beaten up. Hadn’t yet settled their differences and were not likely to do so in the near future.

      Gideon said something to the female shifter and she nodded. Raff was keenly aware that the minute she stepped out of the truck, she was no longer part of Gideon’s pack. She was an unmated female belonging to Lucien’s pack and her fucking former alpha had better respect that or there’d be fur flying. Gideon opened his door and stepped out, then looked back. The female was still sitting, not moving and he barked at her. “Get the fuck out of the truck!”

      Gideon’s arrogant tone gritted like nails on chalkboard and riled up Raff. Get out the truck, baby, he thought, so I can kick this savage’s ass. Gideon’s aggression or maybe Raff’s thoughts got her to open her door. She stepped out, feet dropping lightly to the pavement. She rounded the back of the truck, walking more fully into the parking lot, then stopped and looked around like she was a little lost orphan.

      When her big eyes landed on Raff, he saw the instant recognition in them. Not a surprise to Raff that she knew who he was. What did surprise him was that he didn’t know her. She was beautiful. Eyes the colour of emeralds, long, soft toffee-brown hair that framed her pretty, tanned face and fell in thick unruly waves down her back. A light smattering of freckles kissed her nose and cheeks, and long brown eyelashes swept her high cheekbones as she dropped her gaze to the pavement.

      Small for a female shifter. Not even five and a half feet and slim, but the curves were there, teasing at a luscious body. She was wearing a faded pair of jeans that hung low on her waist, a few rips exposing silky tanned skin. Her washed-out grey T-shirt stretched across her perfect breasts and dropped to her waist exposing a peek of her slim belly, a glimpse of her belly button. Ratty old runners on her feet and no socks. And she smelled like she’d been sleeping in a field of angelwing jasmine.

      Raff sucked in a small breath and tried to control his pulse. She had no fucking idea how sexy she was.

      She was shy, unable to hold his gaze, a flush turning her cheeks pink. Her wolf too, curious but supplicant. It was hard to get a read on her, but Raff’s wolf was fucking around trying to get a better look anyway. Down boy, Raff said mentally. It had been a long time since his wolf perked up at a female’s scent. Even Ascena didn’t get his wolf prowling like this. Raff knew what his wolf knew. This female could be his mate. They’d be a good match. He groaned inwardly. This was so going to fuck him up.

      Gideon approached Raff. “Where’s Lucien?”

      Raff pointed to the coffee shop with his head, his eyes still on Trist and she shrank under his bold regard. She was feeling it too, the pull between them. Her wolf was curious, watchful. Gideon strode off without so much of a goodbye and Raff watched as Trist followed him with her eyes. Hurt, angry, a brightness to them that didn’t spill over. Raff picked up on it even if most of the time he was an insensitive fuck. Still, Gideon did the right thing. She was an unmated female and she belonged to Raff’s pack now. Better there weren’t any long goodbyes.

      Raff decided he should say something. “Trist?” Seemed like a good start.

      She nodded, a quick glance at him before dropping her eyes. “Yeah.”

      “Gideon’s a fucking prick.”

      That got her smiling, a small flash of pearly white teeth and Raff felt the heat spark. His fucking wolf was smiling too. “I was just thinking that,” she said.

      Raff grinned. Couldn’t help himself, he was impressed. No hysterics, no bitching. She was holding on to her tears. “I’m Raff.”

      She nodded her head. She knew. She was clutching the handle of a bag, a canvas backpack, ratty, old, olive green and Raff wondered where the rest of her stuff was. He put out his hand. “You want me to take that?”

      “Sure,” she said softly, taking a couple of steps closer to Raff so she could pass the bag to him. It clinked as he took it.

      “Breakables?”

      She grinned a little wider and fucked with his self-control as she held his gaze a few seconds. “A half-bottle of tequila.”

      Emotion swept through him like a tidal wave and he had to restrain himself from pulling her into his arms and hugging her to him. His fucking wolf was scrabbling to get out, seeking what was rightfully his. Raff felt the primal surge of possession and struggled not to throw her down in the parking lot and make her his mate.

      She sensed the aggression he was keeping leashed and took a small bite of her lower lip.

      Nope, not the right thing to do, baby. Not if you’re trying to get me to stand down.

      Then irritation flared in her eyes. She took a couple of steps closer to Raff, her voice hushed so no one could overhear. “Is that why you asked for me? Because you think we’re a pair bond?”

      Raff stepped back, surprised at her sudden attack. “Whoa, sweetheart, I didn’t ask for you.”

      He watched her face, intelligent, thinking it over. “Someone from your pack asked for me.”

      Raff shook his head, recalling Rusty’s quick denial. “No. Gideon offered you up.”

      She was mad again, anger crowding out her shyness. “That’s bullshit. Gideon said your pack specifically asked for me.”

      Raff knew someone was lying, but it sure as hell wasn’t him. “Trist, before this morning, I didn’t even know who the fuck you were.”

      Things not to say to a girl who’s driving your wolf wild.

      She glared, took a step back, then forward and yanked her bag from Raff’s hands. “I can carry it myself, thanks.”

      Raff found himself in the unfamiliar position of having to grovel. He didn’t do that, not often, maybe not ever. Putting aside the fact that there was huge potential for them as mates, Raff wanted her. Full stop. And his instincts were taking him over, his wolf was slamming against his chest. No one else was going to fucking have her but him. He could see her wolf responding to his aggression, to his desire, but she was fighting it, keeping it on a leash, keeping her face from betraying her own hunger.

      Raff sensed her inexperience and wondered about that. Wondered if she thought he couldn’t tell that she was feeling it too. She couldn’t be that innocent, could she? The thought of it made him all that more ravenous.

      “Why don’t we get in the truck. I’ll take you to our lodge.” He watched her face as he said this. Watched her hesitation, saw her wolf cower. Had a sudden sense that this woman, maybe middle of Gideon’s pack, would find herself the omega of his pack. It brought out his protective side even as it made him want to savage her.

      “What about Lucien?”

      It didn’t settle Raff that she was thinking about Lucien. “Lucien’s a big boy. He’ll find his own way back.” Raff was too wound up. He wanted to get the hell out of there before Gideon came out. He was barely in control of his wolf and needed to be somewhere else, because if the asshole said the wrong fucking thing to him, Raff would rip off his head. And the last thing he wanted was to accidentally inherit Gideon’s fucking high-maintenance pack.

      Raff yanked open the passenger door and Trist avoided contact as she stepped by him. She tossed her bag to the middle of the bench seat, then jumped into the truck. He closed her door, then circled the truck and got in the driver’s seat, looked over at her. Her lips were pressed together, her fingers twining, her hands on her lap. She shook under his scrutiny but darted a quick glance his way.

      “Put your seatbelt on so we can get the fuck out of here.”

      She nodded, her luscious lips curving into a small smile. Raff didn’t know why his words made her smile but thought maybe she’d forgiven him for not knowing who she was.
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      Trist’s awareness of the man in the driver’s seat was crowding her senses and clouding her judgement. Crazy. She didn’t realize it would be like this, had thought that it would be more human-like. The whole pair bond thing, meeting your potential mate. She knew it wasn’t all instinct. Knew it was more than that. Well, she didn’t, but that’s what she’d been told by a couple of the mated female shifters in Gideon’s pack. They’d told her that even if the attraction was there on a primal level, if that’s all there was, she’d know it. A coupling didn’t work on instinct alone. Even shifter’s made bad mate choices if they let their instincts be the driving factor. When that happened, it often turned out badly.

      She stole a quick look at Raff, his eyes focused on the road, his attention on his driving until he sensed her scrutiny. He glanced at her, his whiskey brown eyes stroking her. Her stomach twisted at the heat in his gaze, the ruggedness of his face, the size of his hands wrapped around the steering wheel. She dropped her eyes to her backpack. So did he.

      “Where’s the rest of your stuff?”

      Trist looked up in surprise. What rest of her stuff? “This is it.”

      Raff narrowed his eyes and his lips tugged down as he took a curve too fast. “Are you telling me that everything you own is in that backpack?”

      Trist felt the creep of a flush as she heard the judgement in his voice. She wasn’t exactly rolling in the dough and the pack looked after her for the most part. She had a little income because she was a herbalist, a novice healer and she made salves and balms and other natural products, which she sold in stores and to Dr. Cooper. It sufficed as an income. She didn’t need a kingdom, crown jewels, or a butler. She loved nature, her wolf loved nature and for the most part nature loved her back. But to Raff, she simply said, “Yes.”

      “Fucking Gideon,” Raff muttered under his breath.

      Trist sucked air into her lungs. She kept forgetting to breathe. This man beside her terrified her and at the same time, made her so inexplicably needy that she felt like she was on her heat cycle. She didn’t really have any compulsion to defend Gideon, but she said it anyway. “It’s not Gideon’s fault. I don’t have a lot of need for stuff.”

      Raff’s eyes blazed, scorching her. “Gideon’s dead to you. Stay the hell away from him.”

      It was so aggressive and she shivered despite the heat of the morning. She wasn’t sure Raff knew how intimidating he was. He was big, and had a hardness to him, not just physically, but in the way he talked, the words he chose, how he held himself. Her attraction to him was undeniable, but she couldn’t quite reconcile it with her fear. She played with the zipper on her pack as her wolf cringed. “I know,” she said softly.

      “Make sure you don’t forget.”

      An uneasy quiet settled around them as Trist contemplated Raff’s words. It was weird for him to be a beta because his presence, his will was so strong. It saturated every interaction he had. He was rugged and tall, even for a shifter, who were generally taller than humans. The light lines on his face told of his experience and wisdom, his whiskers and tan spoke to his connection with nature. His dress was as casual as hers, faded jeans and a T-shirt that hugged the strength in his arms and his chest.

      Light brown unruly hair fell around the ridges of his face. He didn’t wear it as long as many shifters did. To his neck and she wondered how often he cut it. Hair was a symbol of strength for shifters and most women and men kept their hair long, carelessly cutting it when it became unmanageable. But Raff didn’t need long hair to make a statement; he exuded his strength, his virility. It permeated every nuance of his body, every movement he made, underscored by his word choices, infused in his tone.

      She knew about Raff. The female shifters in Gideon’s pack all wanted to catch his attention, all wanted to take a run at him, be his mate. But he had a reputation too. He was hard, savage, had a rigid approach to territory and pack politics. Gideon’s women would be off-limits unless Lucien’s pack claimed one. And Trist thought for that to happen, especially if Raff had a say in the proceedings, there had to be a very strong primal connection between the two shifters.

      Like the connection she was experiencing with Raff, which made her wonder if he was lying about asking for her. But she hadn’t sensed a lie, not that she was good lie detection material. It seemed her nose was good for sniffing out the plants she needed to make her balms, her sweet-scented sachets, and her teas. And she could tell if food should be consumed or if it had gone bad. She could smell well enough to hunt, but otherwise, her nose was not that strong. Still, her awareness of Raff as a mate made her hyper-sensitive to him.

      She glanced out the window as the kilometres rolled by. She’d never been to the rebel’s territory before. Of course not. The only way she’d be allowed on their land was if she rented a cabin or bought a tour, both of which she’d never considered. Despite the moderate size of Lucien’s pack, they held a large tract of territory. They were an eco-tourist group, catering to hunters and fishers and naturalists. And they were hugely successful. The lodge brought a lot of tourists to Darkness Falls, generated a lot of income for the service industry and created jobs for the town.

      That’s how the rebels could hold that much territory for such a small pack. Well that, and probably the fact that Gideon and Lucien were brothers. Despite the animosity between the two, they respected each other, supported each other. Gideon held more territory, but he also had the pack to defend it. And he didn’t challenge Lucien for territory, even though he had the power to do so. No, they traded women instead. That thought left a sour taste in her mouth.

      The rebel’s territory was further out of Darkness Falls than Trist realized, which was unnerving. Even if she could drive, which she couldn’t, she didn’t have a vehicle of her own to make the trip in. That meant that if she wanted to come into Darkness Falls, she would have to rely on someone to take her, someone like Raff. Based on his current mood, she didn’t think he’d be too amenable. “How far out is your territory from Darkness Falls?” she ventured as Raff braked and made a right turn off the highway, onto a secondary road.

      He was quiet, his eyes focused on the road, his lips a hard line, not answering and Trist’s eyes burned. She felt like she was being kidnapped, being dragged off by her hair and forced to live an alternate life.

      The silence lingered, her question hanging in the space between them. She gathered a handful of courage and said, “Did I do something wrong?” She had to ask. She felt too vulnerable here with this man who her body was telling her was the man but her brain was wildly bouncing off the thought. She couldn’t reconcile her fear and her want.

      He didn’t immediately respond and Trist turned her back to him, looking out the window as a couple of tears escaped her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. She’d gone from the safety of a large pack to a smaller pack that had few women, all of whom would be wary of her. It was instinctual for shifters and humans. Both species needed a pack, needed the community, but human females were quicker to accept other women than shifters were. She’d never really had friends in Gideon’s pack, except, she guessed, for Leah. And she hadn’t ever felt the need to pursue friendships. She had the pack, she had her housemates. She didn’t think she needed more. But now, in this truck, with this man, she found herself missing Leah. She swiped at her eyes impatiently as more tears slid from them. She cried too easily, she thought as she watched the trees blur by.

      Raff took a sharp curve carefully, then another. Peaks and dips. Finally, he said, “No. Trist. You didn’t.” His words were clipped though. He added, “Our pack runs the Darkness Falls Hunting and Fishing Lodge. It’s about a 40-minute drive from Darkness Falls. Busy this time of year and it’ll get even more so in the fall. But it settles down in winter. There’s enough work for everyone in the pack and we employ quite a few people from town. You’ll have a job and get paid for it.” He grinned then, and his face lit up in a way that stole Trist’s breath. “Maybe you can afford a suitcase and a few new things to put in it.”

      “What if I already have a job?” Trist hadn’t ever had a job before in the conventional sense, knew her skills were somewhat limited and wasn’t sure that she wanted to find herself on the end of a toilet brush. Her heart fell as Raff dropped his smile.

      He concentrated on his driving for a minute as he braked and turned onto a long curving road past a sign that proclaimed the lodge. “What job is that?”

      She didn’t like his tone; didn’t like the way he was talking to her. Like he owned her, like he got to make the decisions for her. She held her annoyance inside, but at least it served to dry her tears. She shrugged as she watched the banks of soaring trees open up to a huge parking lot brimming with vehicles. “I’m self-employed.”

      Raff steered the truck through the almost full parking lot and pulled into a reserved parking spot next to the path that led to the lodge. He turned the motor off and pocketed the keys. “Doing what?”

      Trist almost missed his question as she stared in wonder at the lodge, at the property. She shrugged. “Just a thing.”

      His eyes narrowed at her and his lips thinned, but whatever his thoughts, he didn’t express them. Didn’t matter to Trist anyway, she’d forgotten about Raff as the sheer natural beauty spilling in every direction distracted her.

      She opened the door and jumped lightly out of the truck, mesmerized by the seamless marriage of unblemished nature and modern amenities. The lodge was surrounded by a stately fragrant forest of regal pines, cedar, Sitka spruce, Douglas fir – she could scent some hemlock close by and wildflowers everywhere. Small game. Nothing but raw aromatic offerings. Even the parking lot smelled pristine. The resort, which sprawled across acres, was anchored by the soaring lodge, framed by huge red cedar logs, standing in the middle of the property like a majestic throne in a sweeping palace of green. From what Trist could see, its giant windows seemed to offer 360-degree views of the surrounding property.

      Raff stepped up to her as she stared in shameless wonder. She stole a quick glance at him. Rugged like this land, as wild and untamed. As scintillating and perfect. Smelling like he belonged here, like he was an extension of it.
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