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  Warning


This book contains abuse, assault, torture, and other forms of violence. If you feel that any of those things might trigger you, turn back now. For those of you using this as a shopping list, proceed. 






  
  Prologue

Ronan


Shrinking into the farthest corner of his bedroom, Ronan could just barely hear his father raging downstairs, everything coming out of his mouth just audible over Ronan’s ragged breathing. He could hear his mother, too. Her voice was faint and not nearly as strong as his father’s. He could hear her pleading with his father, begging him to leave Ronan alone. Or at least, that’s what Ronan thought she was doing from what he had pieced together while trembling in his room. 
This was the first time that Ronan had ever heard them go head-to-head like this and it was downright terrifying. 
As Ronan shivered in the dark, something deep inside him whispered that this fight wouldn’t end well as he tried to block out the noise coming from downstairs. He had no way of knowing if that little voice was right, but he had a feeling it was telling him the truth. Something about the way those whispered words sat in the pit of his stomach made him believe them, and no matter how much he tried to relax, thinking it was just nerves, he couldn’t shake the feeling that was quickly growing worse by the minute. Ronan just hoped that his mother would be okay. In all his twelve years, she had been the only one that had ever made him feel like he belonged.  
His mother was his world.
Ronan’s stomach clenched at the thought of his father letting his animal take over. He would get more violent if he did. That was just the nature of being a shifter, especially when his animal was a grumpy grizzly bear. Ronan could just see him pushing his mother off to the side with a swipe of his giant paw, her body broken from where his claws had caught her, before making his way up the stairs and barreling into his room. 
If he didn’t shift, Ronan knew that the beating that was coming for the gods knew what wouldn’t be the usual lash of the belt on his bare backside. Ronan could handle something like that easily because he had done so before. Lashes with his belt or a swat with a switch had been normal occurrences for as long as he could remember. 
Bile rose in his throat as he listened to his father roar downstairs, leaving a sour taste in his mouth. What was coming now scared the shit out of him. 
Naturally, Ronan had seen his father in one of his moods before. They happened often enough that it wasn’t out of the ordinary to pretend like nothing was wrong as the family went out of our way to do everything and anything that would put him in a better mood. What was happening now, though, was different. 
One look at his red face, his bulging eyes, and his twitching jaw, as he had worked his way up to the house while Ronan had been busy helping his mother set the dinner table, told him he was in one of his moods. 
But something had seemed off. 
Maybe it was the way he had been holding himself, his body vibrating slightly at the effort it took to stop himself from letting his animal take over. Maybe it was the energy he had seemed to be exuding, a deadly calm that would terrify normal people surrounding him. 
Whatever it was, his mother had noticed it too, her face going pale as she had dropped the plates she had been holding as she turned to look at him and his siblings. Stepping over the broken plates, she had rushed towards them before pushing them towards the stairs, telling them to hide. But Ronan didn’t need to be told. And neither had his siblings.
He hated being in the house when his father let his rage spill over because he was usually the one that he took it out on. Unluckily for him, there was nowhere to run except through the front door, right into his father’s waiting arms, and that was the last place he wanted to be. Dashing up the stairs and down the hall to his room, Ronan could only hide and pray that he would be safe. 
But prayers never saved anyone, let alone him. 
A hard lump rose in his throat, making it harder for him to breathe. Swallowing nervously, he sunk further into the corner he had chosen as silence fell down below. Heavy footsteps sounded on the wooden stairs. It seemed like his time was up. 
Staring at the door, Ronan’s gaze mostly fixed on the old brass doorknob, he pressed himself even further into the corner, the edge of the wall biting into his bony back. 
Ronan had always been small. He was even known around town as the Blake’s runt, the tiny one, the disgrace. If only, just this once, he could use his size to his advantage and disappear into nothingness, that would be great. 
He was tired of being singled out and beaten up. And if he couldn’t, then this very well might be the last time he would ever get beaten again because he didn’t think he would live to see the morning if his father got his hands on him. However, Ronan decided that if he survived this, he would do whatever it took to never let something like this happen again. Being the victim sucked. 
The silence stretched on. Even the footsteps climbing the stairs had faded into nothingness. 
Studying the crack of light coming from under his door, his heart pounding, he looked for anything that would tell him his father was near. Ronan hoped that maybe he had changed his mind. 
If only he were that lucky. 
Wrapping his arms around himself, he continued to wait for the inevitable. 
With a crash, Ronan’s bedroom door slammed open before falling flat on the floor, a small cloud of dust obscuring his view, but only for a moment. 
Mr. Blake’s large figure filled the doorway, the dim light from downstairs filtering in around him as he placed his hands on either side of the mangled frame, his barrel-shaped chest heaving. Trembling even harder now, Ronan could just make out his father’s wild eyes in the darkness as they searched the room before landing on him. 
Whimpering, a fresh wave of panic washed over Ronan, soaking into his bones. Desperately glancing around his small room, he searched for a way to escape the hell that was about to be unleashed. He already knew there weren’t any, not unless he wanted to climb out the small window that was a few feet down the wall from him, but he searched anyway. 
“You,” Mr. Blake snarled, his voice low and dangerous as he stepped into the room. “Do you know what you’ve done?”
Still trembling, Ronan shook his head as his mind raced. 
He had always done what he’d been told. Or at least he had tried to. Training with the other kids his age had always been hard, especially with how small he’d always been. He always seemed to end up on his back with bruises quickly blossoming up and down his arms and legs. So, on occasion, he would take breaks when he was allowed. 
Sometimes, when the weather was nice, Ronan took a book with him so he didn’t feel like he was wasting anyone’s time while he sat on the sidelines nursing an injury. During those peaceful moments, he had learned a lot about their pack and village from those books during his little breaks. If he was being honest, he probably knew more than most of the kids, and a good portion of the adults, in their little village. 
“Liar,” Mr. Blake hissed as he came closer, shaking his head in what Ronan thought was a mix of shame and disbelief. 
What had he done? Ronan wracked his brain some more as he tried to figure out how to get to the window, desperate now. If only he could get through it and down on the ground below without hurting himself too much, he was sure he could disappear into the forest behind their house. His father would give chase, but if he was fast enough, he could shimmy up a tree and wait him out. His father had to calm down eventually. 
Gulping, his throat dry, Ronan glanced back at his father who was only a foot or so away now. Eyes widening, he realized he was well within hitting range, and at that same instant, he knew his father had realized it, too. Ducking, Ronan slipped out from under his arms as Mr. Blake lunged forward, clumsy in his anger.
Ronan was really out of time now, but was he fast enough to make it out the window before his father got to him?
“Bernard,” Mrs. Blake shrieked from the doorway, surprising both of them. 
Mr. Blake and Ronan froze, his father’s dark eyes still on Ronan, while Ronan stared at his mother in shock. 
Studying her quickly, Ronan noted her hand clutching her side as she gasped for air. His brows furrowed in concern. Was she hurt? Eyes sweeping over her once more, he noted her clothes. They still seemed to be in one piece and he didn’t see any blood. A breath of air whooshed out of him, relief flooding through him at the realization that she was just winded, but it was only temporary. 
“Leave him be. He’s done nothing wrong,” Mrs. Blake demanded, stepping into the room towards her husband, her hand outstretched. 
Wrenching his eyes from Ronan, Mr. Blake turned slowly to glare at his wife who was cautiously making her way over to him, his eyes darkening further. Conflicted, Ronan turned to watch what was about to happen, but only for a minute. He wasn’t out of danger yet, and he knew it. Every second counted. 
Turning away, Ronan dashed to the window and wrenched it open, the cold night air rushing in to greet him, stealing his breath momentarily as the curtains fluttered around him. Trying not to think about the drop on the other side, and praying that he wouldn’t break his leg when he landed, Ronan threw one leg over the window sill before looking back. 
Horror-stricken, he froze for the second time that hour.  
Mr. Blake, a sneer on his face, had his wife by the throat. Thrashing violently, she tried to break free as her husband lifted her in the air and slammed her into the wall as if she weighed nothing, the house trembling from the impact. Shaking himself as Ronan scrambled back over the window sill, he watched as his mother reached up, her nails scrabbling at her husband’s large hand as she struggled to breathe. 
Why didn’t she shift? Her mountain lion was no match for her husband’s bear, but it would give her a chance to gain the upper hand, if only for a moment. And that’s all either of them needed for Ronan to get out of the house and for her to keep herself out of Mr. Blake’s clutches.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Ronan muttered under his breath as he steadied himself, still watching his mother struggle, willing her to shift, to save herself. 
Eyes widening, he watched her hands go limp, the realization that his mother wasn’t going to shift hitting him hard. She was distracting her husband and would continue to do so until her son was safe, even if that meant she perished in the attempt. 
But Ronan wasn’t okay with that. 
He would gladly die for whatever sin his father thought he had committed, but his mother dying for him was a whole different story. If he was going to survive the night, he needed her alive. She was his safe haven, his world. And hell, he was only twelve. He still had a lot of growing up to do, and growing up without his mother was not on his to-do list. Not now, not ever. 
As Ronan turned away from the still-open window, time seemed to slow down. 
He wasn’t sure if it was because of the adrenaline pumping through his veins at that moment, or if it was because of the horror he was witnessing in front of him. Either way, his tiny self was too late as he watched his father draw his hunting knife seemingly out of nowhere, jamming it into his mother’s stomach before twisting it with a predatory grin on his face.   






  
  Chapter 1

Warren


Grasping his hunting knife in one hand and his whetstone in the other, Warren crouched down next to his campfire and started sharpening his knife. He couldn’t remember the last time he had done so. He didn’t use his knife often, preferring to hunt in his animal form when he was away from his pack. It was easier that way since he could go for smaller game. They were less messy. Less to deal with. 
Dragging his knife along the stone, he blew out a breath before setting the knife down and staring into the fire. He wasn’t in the mood. Frankly, he wasn’t in the mood for anything. He hadn’t been since the attack on Riverdell earlier that year. But people were counting on him, and that alone usually got him going. 
Dropping onto the ground the rest of the way, Warren wrapped his arms around his knees, wishing he could go back home to Riverdell. But he couldn’t. There was nothing left and he’d be sentencing himself to death if he tried. He couldn’t risk that, though. His brothers were counting on him. Hell, the rest of his father’s pack was counting on him. He was their alpha now. 
Alpha. 
He shook his head, angry at his new title. He didn’t want it, didn’t deserve it. If he could pass it on to anyone else, he would. But no one else wanted the job and he didn’t blame them. It was a hard, thankless job.
Pushing off the ground, he brushed himself off and stalked over to the edge of his little camp. Staring up at the mountains that loomed to the north of him, he could just make out the smoke of various campfires rising into the sky. 
He was almost home if he could even call it that. 
His pack had been camped in a little dell for the past few months, waiting for Warren to give the go-ahead to start moving farther north into the mountains where they hoped they would finally be safe. But they’d never be safe. Not really. Not as long as King Augustus reigned. 
Stalking over to the opposite side of camp, he studied the flat, dusty landscape. Springfield, the human city, was just visible along the horizon. 
Warren sneered. He detested the place. It was filthy, just like all the other human cities he had visited on his journey north. There was dust everywhere, the streets smelled like human waste, and the city was a disorganized mess. Whoever had planned it hadn’t done a very good job. 
However, he had to hand it to them, the wide streets were nice. And the amount of alcohol… Warren grinned grimly. Alcohol made everything better. Or, at least it felt like it did while one was drunk on the stuff.
Glancing over his shoulder at the mountains, he sighed, kicking a loose clod of dirt in irritation, sending it flying. He needed to get going. He needed to check on his people. But he couldn’t. Not yet. Luca and Benji were due back soon with more supplies and he had promised to help them take the stuff back. He would just have to wait. 
Rubbing the scar that marred the left side of his face, he wandered back to the fire and sat down heavily. Picking up his knife once more, his mind wandered, thinking about everything and nothing all at once. 
Sniffing the air, he could smell the seasons starting to change. True winter was about a month or so off if he had to hazard a guess. But colder weather was coming in the next week or two, and he didn’t want to be caught unprepared, just in case. He needed to get more supplies to his people so they could move north sooner rather than later. 
But was moving them right before the snow came a good idea? He shook his head, a strand of his auburn hair coming loose from the low pony holding it back. They would have to settle with staying in that little dell they were currently located in. 
The dell Warren had led his pack to was secluded, which was ideal when one was on the run. It was surrounded on three sides by steep hills, deterring most people from stumbling upon them. A thicket of trees and bushes closed off the open side. Anyone trying to get through there would have one hell of a time. Near the thicket, a stream rushed by, providing them with fresh water. 
It really was quite comfortable. The only downside was that they had to send a couple of shifters at a time to go get more supplies when they ran out. Thankfully, that didn’t happen often. Maybe once a month if he had to guess. 
No, he decided, he would move his pack in the spring. There would still be plenty of land farther north available for the taking. He was sure of it. And if they could find another little dell like the one they were currently camped in, that would be perfect. But if not, a small valley would work. 
They just needed to make sure they had a water source and enough land to farm and raise livestock. They wouldn’t be able to run back to Springfield for every little thing, so becoming self-sustainable was a must. 
Once they were settled, he would need to form a guard of sorts. A patrol, if you will. Warren didn’t want to relive that spring’s attacks. He shuddered at the memory. Shouting, screaming, fire, and blood. So much blood. 
King Augustus, the ruler of Brunnholl, had a thing against shifters. Rumors had it, his first love had been a shifter, but when she had found her mate, she had left him without a backward glance. Another rumor stated that a couple of shifters had killed his father. And the last one he had heard was that he was part shifter himself but was ashamed of his animal side. 
Either way, it didn’t really matter. All that mattered was that he was on a mission to eradicate each and every shifter from his kingdom. A mission that had started over thirty years ago and was starting to pick up steam once more. 
There weren’t many shifter villages near the capital, Rotmuth. Most shifters preferred to live a healthy distance away from the king and his cronies. But there had been a few. Riverdell had been one of them. And after being passed over during the first couple waves some twenty-some-odd years ago, his pack had started to relax, thinking they were safe. 
They had been so very wrong. 
The King’s army had attacked early the morning of spring solstice, knowing that the shifters had spent most of the night celebrating and were just going to bed. Tired and drunk, most of his pack hadn’t known what to do except flee into the mountains that bordered their small village. Those that stayed or were slow in fleeing were slaughtered. 
Warren shuddered again, sniffling as his eyes burned with unshed tears. He had been one of the first ones out. As soon as he had heard the commotion, he had grabbed his younger brothers and ran like hell, assuming his parents were behind them. But he had been wrong. His father, the alpha, had stayed, trying to buy his pack more time. His mother, not wanting to leave him, had stayed by his side. It wasn’t until he had wandered back a few hours later, looking for them, that he had found their mutilated bodies. 
“Warren!” 
Warren jerked, blinking as he pushed the memory to the back of his mind. Spinning around, he saw Benji and Richard running towards him, frantic expressions on their faces. 
“Where’s Luca?” he asked, studying them, his brows furrowed as he pushed off the ground. 
“Bar fight,” Benji gasped, clutching his side. 
“Got hit by some mean fucker,” Richard panted. 
“He’s been hurt bad,” Benji continued. 
“You need to come get him,” Richard finished. “We can’t carry the supplies and him.”
“Lead the way,” Warren sighed, slipping his hunting knife back into its sheath as he followed his youngest brother and cousin. 

      [image: ]Warren stared at the dusty building in front of him. A wood sign that simply read ‘bar’ and looked like it was in need of repair hung above the door that was currently wide open. Sitting in the way, stopping the door from closing, was Marcus, Warren’s other cousin. Laying on the ground next to him, gasping for air, clutching at his neck, was Luca. 
“Fucking hell,” he muttered, taking in the scene. Turning to Richard, he raised a questioning eyebrow at him. “What the hell happened?”
“Well.” Richard blew out a breath, running a hand through his dark hair as he studied Luca on the ground before turning back to him. “The bartender left the room for a few minutes. Went downstairs to check to see if there was any more rum or something like that. Or maybe she went into the kitchen. I can’t remember. Anyway, as soon as she disappeared, this old fellow turned to us and told us to get the hell out, said our kind didn’t belong here. We pretended not to know what he was talking about and that’s when he pulled a knife on Luca. They fought for a minute as he tried to shove us out the door, but then he lost his patience and slashed him. Luca was down before I even knew what was going on.”
“And you just left him?” Warren hissed. 
“We left Marcus with him,” Richard pointed out. “And someone had to tell you what was going on.”
“Why hasn’t he been helped yet?” Warren asked, clenching his hands into fists as he peered into the mostly deserted bar. 
“There aren’t many people here,” Marcus grunted. “And I think they’re afraid to come any closer.”
“Fucking hell,” Warren muttered again, taking a step back before starting to pace back and forth, his mind racing. He needed to get his brother into a doctor pronto, but if he did that, he’d give away what they were. Not that that was hard for most people to figure out. They were taller, stronger, and more rough looking than most humans. 
“Is there a doctor?” Benji called out desperately as Marcus cradled Luca’s head in his lap. A deep gash trailed from the corner of his mouth down his neck. Blood oozed from the wound. 
Warren turned to watch, pale-faced, through the window.
“Let me see him,” a soft female voice offered. 
Narrowing his eyes on the woman, Warren watched the dark-haired beauty walk out of what he assumed was the kitchen, a couple of rags in her hand. 
“Are you a doctor?” Warren called through the open door, not wanting anyone to touch his brother except for a trained medical professional. If she didn’t know what she was doing, Luca was as good as dead.
“There are no doctors here,” she snapped, not looking at him as she crouched down next to Luca. “The last doctor was killed in a freak accident. So either accept my help or watch him die.”
“Do you know what you’re doing?” Marcus asked her skeptically as she pulled a small bag from a pocket in her apron.
“Quite frankly, I could let him die for starting a fight in my bar,” she snapped, raising an eyebrow at him. “I don’t have to help. You won’t find anyone else to help either, that’s for damn sure. But I’m not that kind of person. So kindly shut the fuck up and let me help him, or figure something else out.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Marcus said meekly, lowering his eyes as Warren chuckled in amusement. The beauty had some spunk. And did she say that this was her bar? He raised his eyebrow as he studied her. 
Female shifters didn’t work. They stayed home and took care of the house and children while the males went to work. Apparently, the humans didn’t follow the same standards as the shifters, and Warren wasn’t sure how to feel about that. Women were precious and should be protected. There was no telling what would happen if someone with the wrong intentions snuck up on them. 
He grimaced, still studying the woman. Seeing her work in a male’s profession was something else. It was almost jarring. Warren was sure he’d never be able to get used to it.
“Did you say this was your bar?” Warren clarified, wondering if she was lying or actually telling the truth. He had a feeling she didn’t actually own it, and if that was the case, he was half tempted to go find the owner and give him a piece of his mind. 
“Well, it’s my pa’s really,” she replied as she mopped up the blood oozing out of Luca’s wound before opening her bag and pulling out a needle and thread. “But he’s awfully busy running the general store and he can’t find anyone else to work the bar. No one wants to work. So I volunteered. And I will say, the bar is doing excellent in my care.”
“How much do you think it will cost to repair everything?” he asked gruffly, his stomach twisting as he watched her work. 
She really shouldn’t be running a bar. She wasn’t safe there. He wondered if anyone had told her so. Resisting the urge to tell her just that, he reminded himself it wasn’t his place. She was human. She was nothing to him.
“Are you offering to pay?” she countered as she carefully stitched the jagged skin together, Luca’s eyes fluttering from the pain. 
“I am,” he grunted. 
“Well,” she sighed as she finished up, sitting back on her heels. “I think there’s a broken bar stool, two broken chairs, the doorknob is busted, and I’ve got this giant bloodstain on my floor. I’d say about a hundred should cover it.”
“Done,” Warren nodded, relieved that it wasn’t more. Turning to Richard, he jerked his head at the woman. “Pay her for me while I take this asshole home.”
“Will do,” Richard replied, pulling out his coin purse and opening it up. 
“Thank you…” Warren started as he hauled his brother up. “I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name.”
“Clara,” she replied, already walking back to the door she had appeared out of. “Clara O’Donoghue. Just leave the money on the counter and flip the sign to closed for me on your way out, will you? I’ve got some work to do.”
“Thank you, Clara,” Warren said, his voice soft, her name flowing easily off his tongue. 
“You’re welcome,” she called over her shoulder as she disappeared. 
“Do you think he’ll be alright?” Richard asked as he set a small pile of coins on the counter. 
“Seems so,” Benji replied, studying Luca’s wound. “That lady didn’t say he wouldn’t be.”
“But she didn’t say he would be either,” Richard countered.
“Let’s just get him home,” Warren grunted.
“Sounds good, boss,” Marcus said, supporting Luca’s other side as they walked out. 

      [image: ]Closing the tent flap softly behind him, Warren tiptoed over to where his brother slept. Bending over, he inspected the wound. With a sigh of relief, he stood back up. It was healing, but it would heal faster if Luca was well enough to shift. His wolf would help the healing process along. But even if he couldn’t, Warren was sure he’d be alright. 
The gash on his neck was still red and irritated, but the part on his face was no longer swollen. Instead, it was just slightly raised and pink. At the rate he was going, Warren wasn’t even sure Luca would scar.
“Lucky bastard,” he muttered to himself, rubbing his scar again, the rough skin reminding him how close he had come to dying when he had gone head-to-head with his neighbor over the same female. Not that the fight had done him any good. The female hadn’t chosen either of them and had left them to bleed out on the ground. 
But that was alright. It left him open to finding his mate if he ever found her.
Thinking about the female, his mind wandered back to the barmaid in Springfield. Now that he wasn’t panicked about his brother, he could think more clearly. And from what he could remember, she was strikingly beautiful. A bit snarky and vulgar for his liking though. A girl like her would never take orders from a male like him, not without giving him hell for it. And that was the last thing he needed. But something about her called to him. He couldn’t figure out what though. 
“Am I alive?” Luca croaked from his sickbed.
“Yeah,” Warren chuckled. “Scared us all half to death though.”
“Sorry about that,” Luca rasped. “Didn’t realize that old bastard would try gutting me like a fish when I didn’t respond to him outing us. If I had, I would have walked away before he got the chance.”
“You had no way of knowing,” Warren said.
“Neither did he,” Luca pointed out. “But he pegged us as shifters as soon as he walked in. Sat down next to us, sent the girl, Clara, to the kitchen for some food, and then turned on us.”
“He sent her away?” Warren frowned, his mind snagging on that bit of information. 
“Yeah,” Luca frowned. “It was like he knew things were going to get rough and he didn’t want her to see any of it. “
“What’s he hiding?” Warren mused, stoking the fire in the tent. 
“Who knows,” Luca shrugged. “It’s none of our business anyway. We’re only in town once a month as it is. Just have to be careful not to run into him.”
“Yeah, we’ll have to.” Warren nodded absentmindedly. “I might head back in a couple days though. I’ve got a bad feeling about him and I’m worried what he might do to that barmaid. I’ve got to warn her.”
“You could get in trouble,” Luca warned, wincing as he sat up. 
“I’ll risk it.” Warren waved him off. “I just… I don’t know. I feel like I need to warn her to keep an eye out.”
“Do you…” Luca started suggestively. 
“No,” Warren said, cutting him off. “She’s nothing to me, but I can’t just stand idly by if I know something. Or rather feel something. And I’m not usually wrong.”
“Fair enough,” Luca groaned, laying back down and closing his eyes. “Just let me know when you go.”






  
  Chapter 2

Ronan


Gasping for air, Ronan bolted upright in his too-small bed, his covers sliding off his bare body and onto the cold floor as he scratched at his throat like a madman, desperately trying to free himself from the crushing weight of his father’s hands. 
Wide-eyed and still hyperventilating, he surveyed his dark room, looking for any sign of danger. When he was certain that everything was where it was supposed to be, and that he didn’t have any unwanted visitors, he slumped back down onto his pillow and closed his eyes, willing his pounding heart to slow down as his breathing slowly returned back to normal. 
“It was just a dream, Ronan,” he muttered to himself as he dropped one arm over the side of his bed, his hand searching for the covers as the cold night air kissed his heated skin, making him shiver in response. “Get it together.”
Clenching his teeth to stop them from chattering, Ronan continued to search for his missing covers. They couldn’t have gone far, so they were either just out of reach or he was in the wrong spot. 
Taking a deep breath, he rolled over so he could find his blankets a little more easily. There they were, just out of reach. 
Groaning, he rolled back over and sat up before he slouched out of bed. If he had to get up to grab his blankets, he might as well grab a drink, too. And now that he thought about it, he needed one. His throat was dry and his mouth felt like he had been chewing on cotton.  
Grimacing, Ronan quietly made his way over to his dresser across the room, still reeling from his nightmare. It was one he had had often and it was the only one he wished he could forget. But, try as he might, watching your father gut your mother at the tender age of twelve before turning on you wasn’t something you could forget. 
Thankfully, his mother had survived. Barely. He had fared better, thanks to his mother’s sacrifice. A bruised neck and a sore knot on the back of his head were all he had received that night. 
Part of Ronan liked to think that his father had seen what he was doing when he had heard his wife gasping for air as blood had started to dribble out of the corner of her mouth, and snapped out of it. Another part of him thought it had been his mother’s blood quickly pooling on the floor beneath her and quickly spreading out until his father had been stepping in it that had gotten him to stop. Another part thought it was because of the ceramic pitcher Ronan had shattered over his father’s head as he had lifted Ronan into the air by his throat that had knocked some sense into him. Hell, it could have been a combination of all three of those things or none of them at all. 
All he knew for sure was that he was glad his father had dropped him and had promptly started working on saving his wife. 
Taking a deep breath, Ronan braced himself against the wall as he poured himself a cup of water from the pitcher almost identical to the one he had dropped over his father’s head that night. He didn’t want to slosh water everywhere as he shivered with cold and probably a bit of residual fear. He was in no mood to creep downstairs to find a towel to clean up the mess and risk waking his parents.
After emptying the glass, Ronan wiped his mouth with the back of his hand while contemplating pouring himself another glass. His throat felt better but his mouth still felt weird and he knew it would make it hard for him to fall back to sleep. Still shivering from the cold, he decided against it because he didn’t want to go downstairs and out to the outhouse for the same reason he didn’t want to grab a towel. Reluctantly, he turned away from his dresser and headed back to bed, grabbing his covers as he passed them. 
Shaking his head, he sat down on the edge of his bed and winced as it groaned under his weight. Straining his ears, he listened carefully to see if the noise woke anyone up, most importantly his father. His mother, bless her, wouldn’t be able to come up to check on him. 
She hadn’t been able to climb the stairs since that terrible night. The hunting knife his father had stabbed her with had severed or nicked something important, leaving her paralyzed from the hips down. And even though he knew it wasn’t his fault, he still felt incredibly guilty. It should have been him. 
Shaking his head again, he tried to clear those intrusive thoughts from his mind. Scooting back, he froze as a cough echoed down the hall. 
“It’s just Mirabel or Xander,” he reminded himself as he eased himself down onto his pillow and pulled the covers up over his shoulders. 
Mirabel, his younger sister, and Xander, his twin brother, both had rooms upstairs as well. At the top of the stairs, what used to be his parent’s room was now his father’s study where he spent the good majority of the day going over paperwork for their pack since he worked on the alpha’s council. 
Next to the study was Mirabel’s room and Ronan suspected she was in that room so that Mr. Blake could keep an eye on her. She was his favorite, so making sure she was safe was one of his top priorities. 
Across from her room was Xander’s, also placed close to his office because Xander was his pride and joy. He was the perfect son. The only fault father found in Xander was that Xander took after their mother. He was a lion, just like her. 
And at the end of the hall was Ronan’s room, placed as far from him as possible. 
Ronan was the black sheep and he had apparently ruined his picture-perfect image. All because he read books. In public.
Because of where Ronan’s room was, any sound that he heard came from down the hall and he hated it. It gave him just enough time to prepare himself for whatever was coming and that was it. There were no escape routes for him, especially now. The little window he had tried to climb through as a child was now much too small for his six-foot-four frame.
Another cough drifted down the hall, but this time it was accompanied by the sound of a door creaking open. Suppressing a groan, Ronan slammed his eyes shut and rolled over. 
“Please don’t check on me,” he repeated over and over to himself as he forced himself to breathe regularly. Whoever it was needed to think he was asleep. 
The last time Mirabel had come to check on him after a particularly uneasy night, Mr. Blake had woken up angry as could be. He had barely managed to avoid a beating that night thanks to Mirabel begging their father to leave him alone. Grimacing at the memory, Ronan buried his face into his pillow. No one wanted to wake Mr. Blake this early, not unless you had a death wish. 
Not even a few seconds later, his door creaked open. Ronan froze. 
“Are you alright?” a soft feminine voice whispered. Mirabel. Of course, it would be her. It was always her. She was an incredibly light sleeper, and Ronan suspected it had something to do with that night twelve years ago. 
“Ronan?” Mirabel whispered, questioning him to see if he was still awake. 
Sighing, Ronan rolled back over and sat up, making sure his blankets covered his lower body since he preferred to sleep nude. Shrugging, he patted the bed next to him, inviting her to come sit with him. 
Hesitantly, Mirabel crept towards him after surveying him, her lips pursing in distaste. She hated the fact that he slept naked, stating that it made her cringe every time she knocked on his door, unsure if she was going to see something she didn’t want to. 
Gingerly, she perched on the edge of the bed next to Ronan as if she was scared to make the bed creak like he had a few minutes before. Hell, he realized, she probably was. She wasn’t supposed to be in either of her brother’s rooms. Something about it not being proper according to Mrs. Blake. Ronan didn’t see what the big deal was, though. He would never take advantage of his baby sister. 
After his mother, his sister was his world and he’d do anything to protect her. Mr. Blake, though, would probably pop a vein if he saw them sitting together, especially when Ronan didn’t have anything covering him except a few blankets. Mr. Blake’s reputation was everything to him, and if it leaked that Mirabel had been seen with Ronan naked, in the middle of the night, his precious reputation would take a rather big hit. 
“Did you have another bad dream?” Mirabel whispered, dragging Ronan from his thoughts. 
Grimacing, Ronan nodded before running a hand over his face wearily. 
“The usual one?” she pressed anxiously, her eyes wide as she surveyed him. He had no doubt in his mind that she had already noted the shadows under his eyes and the clammy pallor of his skin. 
“Yeah,” Ronan replied with a sigh, forcing a smile that he hoped reached his eyes.
“Maybe you should go and see Doctor Freestone,” she suggested, concern coloring her voice as she placed a chilly hand on his arm. “And before you say no, just listen, please.”
She hesitated as she watched Ronan intently, her brows raised as she waited for him to nod his agreement. Frowning, he realized that he didn’t have much of a choice though, and she knew it. He couldn’t tell her to buzz off even if he wanted to. She would protest and that would wake their parents below. Just talking was risky which was why they were trying their damnedest to whisper. If only she had waited to have this conversation in the morning or somewhere else for that matter, but she was smart. Too smart. 
Sighing again, he dipped his head a fraction of an inch, signaling that he would listen but that he wasn’t happy about it. 
Shaking her head, she sighed softly. 
“Look, Roe-Roe,” she whispered, her eyes downcast as she used her pet name for him in an effort to put him in a better mood. “I’m moving out soon to live with my mate. He has the house ready, and I really can’t put it off any longer without angering father, my mate, and his family. And when I move out, I won’t be here to check on you anymore. And, yeah, I know that you don’t need me to take care of you, but someone has to. Mother can’t because father won’t let her. Father, well, he’s an asshole. Xander could, but won’t because he’s too busy trying to get out himself.”
“Mira,” he whispered back, touched, and also a bit annoyed that she was worried about him fending for himself. “I’m a grown male. I’ll be fine. A few more months and I’ll be gone myself.”
“You will?” Mirabel asked, her eyes widening in shock. 
“Yeah,” he said, debating on how much he should tell her as he shifted uncomfortably. 
It was his secret and he wasn’t sure he wanted to tell anyone yet. He also didn’t want to say too much more in case their father overheard. He had a feeling that if he knew, he would try everything he could to stop him from leaving. But then again, maybe he wouldn’t. If he left town like he was planning, he couldn’t ruin his father’s precious reputation anymore. 
Shifting again, Ronan glanced at Mirabel. He would have to say something, but he knew if he didn’t say enough, she would get anxious and go to their mother who would then tell their father. Running a hand through his curly mop, he studied his sister for a minute before deciding to let her in on his little secret. 
“I’ve got a small plot of land in the woods a couple of miles north of town,” he whispered. “Bought it off Elijah when his father passed a couple of years ago and I’ve been working my debt off to him ever since. I should be good to go in the next couple of months, and once I’m clear, I’m gone.”
“Oh thank the gods,” Mirabel sighed, relief coloring her voice as she relaxed next to him for just a moment. “You will be okay until then, right?”
“Yes, I’ll be fine,” he snapped as he considered pushing her off the bed. “I’m not incompetent. I can take care of myself.”
“I’m just checking,” she frowned before smacking him playfully upside the head. “I care about you, dickhead. So pardon me for making sure you’ll be okay.”
Chuckling, Ronan shook his head and shooed her off the bed. 
“Go back to bed before father wakes up.” He yawned, exhausted. “Dawn is still a few hours off and I’m not ready to get up yet. Just, whatever you do, don’t let father know what I’m doing. He’ll have a fit if he finds out.”
“My lips are sealed,” Mirabel whispered conspiratorily as she snuck back out of his room. 
Ronan listened carefully to make sure Mirabel made it back to her room. Once he heard her door close with a soft click, he finally relaxed, their conversation running through his head. Soon enough, all three Blake children would be free of their father, or at least as free as they could be. 

      [image: ]A few hours later, groaning and stretching, Ronan pulled on a pair of worn, black trousers. It was still dark, but it was quickly growing lighter as the sun rose above the trees in the thick forest that surrounded their secluded village. Pulling on an off-white cotton smock, he paced over to the window and yanked back the curtain. Glancing out, he could see his brother gathering wood for the kitchen stove. His father was nowhere to be seen. Swallowing nervously, he couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or a bad thing. 
Wetting his hand with some of the water from the pitcher on his dresser, he ran his damp fingers through his curls in an attempt to tame them a bit, even though he knew it wouldn’t do much as he walked through his door, and made his way down the stairs. 
“Good morning, mama,” Ronan greeted his mother as he walked into the kitchen. 
She was busy at the stove as usual. Hurrying over, Ronan quickly dropped a kiss on her cheek before wheeling her out of the way. He knew it wasn’t his job to help out in the kitchen, but it was the least he could do, and it gave his mother a welcome break from the never-ending household chores she tried to manage on her own. 
“I was doing that,” she griped, pinching his leg good-naturedly before maneuvering herself over to the table where a loaf of bread waited on a cutting board. Glancing over his shoulder, he grinned at her and winked before turning back to the bacon she had been frying. 
“Morning, mother dearest,” Mirabel murmured as she entered the kitchen a few minutes later. Grabbing an apron next to the stove, she offered Ronan a tight-lipped smile before tying it around her waist and bustling over to the pantry to grab the ingredients for pancakes. She always made pancakes after a rough night. 
A sudden thought struck Ronan as he watched her disappear into the small room. This might very well be the last time he ever had Mirabel’s pancakes again. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see their mother looking in Mirabel’s direction, too, an identical expression on her face. So she knew what was coming. That was good, he guessed. It meant their father wasn’t hiding things from her like he did whenever he knew she would interfere with his plans. 
 Ronan bit back a sigh as he turned back to the stove, the sound of sizzling bacon keeping him from running into the pantry after his sister so that he could beg her to stay. He knew she didn’t want to leave. She couldn’t stand who her mate was. And it wouldn’t be hard. But the fear of what their father would do if he found out that Mirabel wouldn’t go, and that he was partially responsible, froze him further. 
Grinding his teeth, he tried to shove the idea out of his head. It would only get him in trouble and that’s the last thing he needed, especially when things were changing. 
Change was heavy in the air and Ronan wasn’t sure how he was going to handle any of it. 
Did that make him a coward?






  
  Chapter 3

Clara


Brushing her hands over the wooden counter in front of her, Clara sighed and pursed her lips in irritation as she swept over something sticky. Turning around, she headed towards the little sink in the corner, grabbed a clean wash rag, wet it, and hurried back to where she thought she had felt the mess. Carefully, she reached her hand out and prodded the counter with her fingertips, testing the surface to make sure she was in the right spot. 
Bingo. 
Swiftly, she brought the rag up with her other hand and started scrubbing as if her life depended on it. 
A clock chimed from somewhere in the bar. 
Groaning, she brushed a stray strand of hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear. Glancing up, she searched the room for a moment before landing on the old grandfather clock her pa had placed in the corner. It was the only clock that chimed, though she had a clock mounted on the wall above the menu behind her.
Frowning, she realized that it was a quarter past one, and no one had been in yet except the regulars. But, for the most part, that was okay by her. The fewer people that stopped by, the less she had to worry about cleaning up after them, and today she really didn’t want to deal with the mess. 
Clara hoped the young man her pa had recently hired, who was supposed to take over for her at six that evening, would show up. She didn’t feel much like dealing with the night crowd. All she really wanted to do was head home and spend the evening with her pa for once. 
Satisfied that the counter was now completely clean, Clara turned back to the sink and dropped the rag in, thinking about all the things she needed to do once she got home. 
They were running low on clean socks and stockings, but it would be too late to wash them today. She was pretty sure she had Thursday off, so she would do the washing then. That left her with going over the books for the bar and her pa’s general store down the road, and figuring out what to do for supper. It would have to be something quick because she didn’t have all day. And if supper was going to take too long, her pa would insist on coming up to the bar or the saloon on the other side of town. 
That was the last thing she wanted. 
Shuddering, Clara recalled the last time they had gone to supper at the saloon. 
The saloon itself didn’t bother her. It was clean, and the staff was impeccable. The food was also good. The crowd, however, was a different story. 
Land about a hundred miles or so north of Springfield had gone up for sale, and rumor had it, it was prime hunting land for not only animals but precious stones and metals. Gold, silver, and rubies, just to name a few, had been found near there. She had seen enough of it stuffed in the pockets of some of the explorers who wandered into her bar. 
At least at her bar, she could kick those who got a little too unruly out. The saloon was a different story. 
The saloon, unlike the bar, was usually packed at all hours of the day with miners, farmers, hunters, trappers, and explorers. The miners and the farmers were easily the nicest customers. She knew a good portion of them from around town. A few of her lunch regulars were farmers ready to hear the latest gossip, and her late-night regulars were miners looking to relax after a hard day
The hunters and the explorers were a whole different story. They were usually rather dirty and smelled to high heaven. They didn’t care, though. Baths and cleanliness weren’t normally their first priority. Making a small profit usually dominated the top of lists, which was fine by her when it came to them spending a good portion of it at her bar. However, when too drunk, they were rather vulgar and leered at women in a way that made her skin crawl. 
And then there were a few patrons of the saloon who made the hair on Clara’s arms and the back of her neck stand on end. 
They didn’t fit in with any of the other groups of men. Perhaps it had something to do with how they acted. They almost seemed animalistic at times. If she didn’t know better, she’d say they weren’t all human, but she couldn’t just accuse someone of being a shifter just because they gave her goosebumps. Doing that would put her on their shit list faster than she could ask what their names were because shifters weren’t viewed favorably. 
Oftentimes, they were run out of town because most people didn’t trust them. They took what they wanted when they wanted. Humans, with their various rules and laws, were below them. And with the land opening up north of them, Clara had a feeling there were more shifters around than normal. Some were just better at hiding it than others. She just hoped that once the land was claimed, or it had been mined for all it was worth, they would disappear once more.
Clara shuddered again as she leaned against the counter. She didn’t like to think about the shifters if she could help it. She had only met one who hadn’t been shy about what he was in all of her twenty years, and that had been in the last couple of weeks. Shaking her head, she tried to erase the man from her memory, but it seemed to have been burned there. 
He had stopped by her bar one evening, shortly before she normally closed up shop for the night. The room had gone so quiet you could have heard a pin drop when he had walked through her front door. Something about him had commanded the entire room, and it wasn’t the way his eyes glowed in the dim light or the jagged scar that marred the left side of his face. He was a leader, and he knew it. 
Sauntering up to the counter, he had demanded the strongest thing Clara had with a sneer that had curdled her blood. 
That right there should have made her send him packing, but she had been trying to be nice. 
Reaching for an extra bottle of bourbon under her counter, she had caught him staring at her, a hungry expression on his face. When she had handed him the whole bottle a second later, dismissing him with a curt nod of her head, he had had the audacity to grab her hand and pull her in close. 
“This isn’t the strongest thing that you have, sweetheart,” he had whispered in her ear. “Meet me out back as soon as you close. We need to talk.”
With a predatory grin, he had released her hand and had stalked out the door with the bottle of bourbon in his hand. 
Clara never closed the bar that night. It was the only time the bar had ever been open all night. 
“You alright there, Clara?” a gruff voice asked.
Whirling around, Clara realized she had been staring at the wall for a little too long. Taking a deep breath, she forced a smile and greeted old farmer Jed Claery, who was one of her regulars. And, she couldn’t lie, he was probably one of her favorites. He always had some sort of story to tell after spending roughly a decade in the army before deciding to buy a piece of land to farm. Farming was apparently easy after army life, or so he said. 
“Hi there, Jed,” she said breezily, brushing a lock of her jet-black hair behind her ear. She hoped she sounded carefree enough as she felt herself start to relax in his company. She didn’t need to let her customers know how rattled she was by the sudden influx of strangers in town. It was her job to greet them as the bartender after all. 
“You were starin’ at the sink for an awful long time.” Jed frowned, concern filling his eyes as he studied her from under his bushy brows. “When do you get off? Maybe if you got help comin’ in the next hour or so, you should head out early. Get some rest. Pretty little things like you shouldn’t be as stressed out as you are.”
“I was just lost in thought, Jed,” she replied, biting back her ire. She didn’t need anyone telling her what she could and couldn’t do. She might be a woman living in a man’s world out here on the frontier, and a tiny one at that, but she was capable of doing anything she put her mind to. “Got a lot of things to do, what with keeping house for my pa and running the bar during the day, you know?”
“You do too much,” Jed chuckled, shaking his head. “But, I’ll hand it to ya, you’re good at managin’ it all. I just hate to see you takin’ on so much.”
“Thank you, now what’ll you have? I know you aren’t here just to talk to me,” Clara asked, changing the subject as she resisted the urge to shake her head back at him. 
“A beer is all,” Jed replied, glancing up at the clock above her head. “I had to run into town for some feed for my chickens and I figured I had enough time to stop by for a quick drink before I needed to be back home.”
“You sure you don’t want something to eat, too?” she inquired, arching an eyebrow at him. “It’s a bit past lunch, and if you haven’t eaten, I’d hate for you to go back to the farm on an empty stomach. Skipping meals isn’t good for you.”
“You been talkin’ to my wife, haven’t you?” Jed scowled at her before looking up at the menu written on a large chalkboard behind her. “Fine, if it ain’t too much trouble, could you whip me up a roast beef sandwich while I drink my beer? I’ll eat it on my way.”
“I can do that,” Clara chuckled as she reached for a bottle of beer below the counter. 
Popping the top off, she handed it to Jed and winked. She had indeed been talking to his wife, Maureen, but she would never tell him that. Maureen had asked her not to mention her concerns to Jed the last time Clara had run into her, and she’d had no problem promising that she wouldn’t. 
Even though she was old enough to be her mother, Maureen was one of the few women in town she could actually stand. Clara guessed that made her a friend, and Clara wasn’t keen on losing her as a friend anytime soon.
Turning away, she headed back to the kitchen just off the bar and poked her head inside. Martin, the cook, was sitting on a stool, his head in one of his hands as he read a book held in his other hand. 
“Knock knock,” Clara greeted him. “We have an order.”
“Oh, thank the gods,” Martin sighed. “I was beginning to think I would have to read the book my sister sent with me.” He grimaced as he nodded to what Clara assumed was a romance book placed as far away from him on the counter as possible. 
Snorting, she shook her head and relayed Jed’s order to Martin before heading back to the counter where Jed was still sitting, drinking his beer and waiting patiently for his sandwich. As she leaned against the counter near Jed, hoping he would tell her a story, he turned to look at her, a curious expression on his face. 
“Spit it out,” she sighed, knowing that he would say whatever was on his mind sooner or later. She also knew it would be something she didn’t like if it had taken him this long to say whatever was eating at him. 
“There’s an awful lot of new people in town, ain’t there?” he started casually, his fingers playing with the edge of the napkin she had placed the bottle of beer on. 
“There are,” she agreed, curiosity starting to eat at her as she watched him. 
“Some ain’t quite right, are they?” he continued, still playing with the napkin. “Damn shifters.”
Her mind drifted back to that scary shifter as she nodded hesitantly in agreement.
“I heard you had a run-in with one of ‘em right here in your bar back when they first started floodin’ into town,” he pressed on, reaching out and taking one of her hands. His hand shook as he rubbed soothing circles onto the back of her hand with his thumb.
“I did,” she murmured. 
It was no secret she had kept the bar open that night because of the shifter. It was also no secret that they were no longer welcome in her bar. She had a sign on the front window that said they weren’t allowed in. It was hard to miss with its bold lettering in bright red. 
“Why didn’t you send someone to come get me or Matty?” Jed growled as he stared at her, anger in his eyes as he grasped her hand tighter, making her wince.
“I don’t know,” she stammered as she tried to wrench her hand free while mentally berating herself. 
Of course, she could have called Mathew. How could she have forgotten about Jed’s son? Or rather, Matty, as his father and everyone else called him. 
He had taken a job at the newspaper office just off Main Street when he realized Clara worked at the bar. It made it easier for him to stop by and flirt with her. 
She was almost positive that if she had sent someone to get Matty, he would have been there within seconds. However, she was glad she hadn’t. She wasn’t exactly interested in Matty, and she didn’t want to give him the wrong impression. But she couldn’t tell Jed that, especially with the mood he was in. 
Giving Jed an innocent expression, she continued, trying to come up with an excuse that he wouldn’t call bullshit on. “I didn’t think about that until after. Besides, you’re a few miles out of town. It would have taken too long. And Matty… well, it wouldn’t have looked proper.”
“To hell with that not bein’ proper,” Jed snapped, his eyes narrowing as he released her hand and slammed his hand onto the counter with a resounding smack, making her flinch. “If somethin’ woulda happened to you, Matty woulda lost his damn mind. Hell, I woulda lost my damn mind. And don’t get me started on Maureen. You mean too much to us for you to be doin’ reckless things like that, kid.”
“I… I’m sorry,” Clara murmured, looking down at her hands as she massaged the one Jed had squeezed a little too hard. Sighing, she straightened her apron and looked repentantly up at Jed. “It won’t happen again.”
“Damn right, it won’t,” Jed growled. “Now, what time do you get off? I’ll stop by Matty’s on my way out and let him know to come escort you home. Until those shifters leave town, I don’t want to see or hear about you roamin’ around town by yourself.”
Nodding her head, she slid the piping hot sandwich Martin had placed on the counter over to the still-seething Jed. Not meeting his eyes, she turned around and went back to straightening up, not that there was much to clean. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched Jed stand up, shoot a quick glance her way, and shake his head before heading out the door, sighing deeply. 
As soon as he was gone, she slid to the floor and buried her head in her hands. With how quickly the town was filling up, it was only a matter of time before Jed coaxed Matty into proposing under the pretense of getting her out of town to keep her safe. Knowing her pa, she wouldn’t be able to get away with saying no. The sooner she had her own house to run, the sooner he would cut her out of the bar because the bar was no place for a woman. 






  
  Chapter 4

Ronan


Ronan shielded his eyes from the bright sun as he stepped out from under the cool shade of Elijah’s barn. Wiping the sweat dripping down his forehead and into his eyes with the back of his hand, he swallowed, his throat dry. Stalking over to the fence where he had left his satchel, he rooted around inside for his water skin. Finding it, he uncapped it and upended it over his mouth, the cool water sloshing into his mouth and down his chin. 
Capping the skin, he wiped his mouth and closed his eyes in relief. Tucking it back into his satchel, he dropped the bag back onto the ground and turned his attention to Elijah’s house. It was a sturdy-looking farmhouse with yellow siding. Cream-colored lace dotted the open windows, ruffling in the slight breeze. His eyes skimmed the wrap-around porch, looking to see if his boss was outside, enjoying the slight reprieve from the heat. Nothing. 
Hoping that Elijah was inside, Ronan strode over to the house and up the front steps. Taking a deep breath as he stood in front of the door, he raised his hand and rapped on the wooden door twice. 
“Yes?” a sharp female voice asked him as the door was pulled open ever so slightly. 
“Is Elijah in?” Ronan asked politely, groaning inwardly as he peered at the harried-looking woman peering back at him through the crack in the door. If Elijah wasn’t there, he doubted his wife would
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