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      Welcome to the Wolf Masters.

      

      The Masters are a family of wolf shifters. Books five through ten center around Adam Masters and his wife, Carlie. Like his brother in Oregon, Adam also has four sons and a daughter. They live in Montana and own a ski resort. Under the assumption that their family will follow the same path as their Oregon cousins, each man expects to mate with another man and a woman. The remaining daughter assumes she is fated to mate with one man. But, again, Fate steps in as She sees fit…

      

      Enjoy my wolves!
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            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Discovering not all humans are what they appear to be is stressful enough…but what if other supernatural forces surround us that cannot be explained?

      

      Rebecca Larson is a busy woman. Between her nursing job and training for a Spartan Race, she doesn’t have time for a social life. A weekend hiking trip with her girlfriend is strictly for the purpose of getting a high-altitude workout under her belt.

      

      Griffen Masters is not pleased his sister is bringing a friend on their annual siblings-only hike. And to make matters worse, the woman is human. She’ll never be able to keep up. However, the moment she arrives, his world tilts—she is his mate.

      

      As if Griffen doesn’t have enough problems wooing his mate and trying to keep his hands to himself for the weekend, a mysterious force causes him to need medical attention at the peak of the mountain.

      

      Miles Bartel is a long-time friend of Griffen and a vet. An added shock—Miles is also destined to mate with Rebecca. But the questions are piling up. What happened to Griffen in the first place? And how much light can Miles’ grandmother, a medicine woman, shed on the situation?

      

      The mating is inevitable and urgent. Everything else will have to wait. But strange events occur nearly every day, keeping all three on their toes. And answers are not forthcoming. If something doesn’t give soon, frayed nerves will start to affect their relationship.
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      “Hey, brat. You ready for this weekend?” Griffen smirked at his sister as she rolled her eyes in his direction.

      “You do realize I’m twenty-four years old, right?”

      “Yep. But you’ll always be the baby in the family.” He tapped the frame of the door to her bedroom and leaned in. “Why aren’t you packing?”

      “I’ll get to it.” She spun her desk chair around to face him and crossed her arms.

      Shit. He didn’t like that stance. What was she up to? “Don’t even think about bailing on us. We’ve been taking this trip together for years. All five of us. It’s a tradition.”

      “Oh, I’m not bailing. But I am bringing a friend.”

      He shook his head. “What? No. No way. This is a siblings-only trip. As usual.”

      “Not anymore it isn’t. I can’t spend three days and two nights clambering around in the mountains with four older brothers any longer. The testosterone alone is more than I can handle. I’m bringing a girlfriend this year.”

      Griffen stepped inside her room and sat on her bed. “Who?” He didn’t think he was going to like her answer. She didn’t have very many shifter friends, and he couldn’t think of a single one who would be interested in hiking in the Flathead National Forest. And none who could keep up their pace.

      “Her name is Rebecca Larson.”

      “Rebecca? Where do you know her from?”

      “She’s a nurse at the hospital. She taught the CPR class I took a few months ago. We realized we had a lot in common.” Rebecca shrugged. “We’ve been running together.”

      “She’s human.” It wasn’t a question. Griffen knew she had to be human. If she were a shifter, he would know the name.

      “She is.”

      “No.”

      Sharon rolled her eyes. “Griffen, stop being an ass.”

      “First of all, there’s no way she would be able to keep up. It’s ten miles to the top, steep and rugged. And second of all, I don’t want to spend forty-eight hours babysitting a human girl.”

      Sharon stood and pointed a finger at him. “First of all,” she mocked, “she can out-hike you any day of the week, female or not. She’s training for a Spartan Race, and she needs the high-altitude workout. And second of all, she’s my age, twenty-four. We aren’t babies, as you seem to think. We’re grown women.” She settled both hands on her hips and cocked one hip to the side.

      Griffen narrowed his gaze at her. He took a deep breath. “Spartan. Is that one of those obstacle course races?”

      “Yes.” Sharon tossed her thick brown hair over her shoulder. “Trust me. She can keep up. She’s fun. And I need the female camaraderie.”

      He hesitated a beat. “And I suppose you want me to let the rest of your brothers in on this plan.”

      “Yep.” She gave him her sweetest smile and batted her eyes.

      Griffen was a total pushover when it came to Sharon. He’d been eight when she was born. All four brothers adored her, but Griffen had been the only one old enough to grasp the idea that his parents had brought a girl into the house. He’d spent a great deal of time protecting her from the others when they were small. “Fine. But I hope you’re right about this. Trace will have a conniption if she can’t keep up.”

      Sharon smiled hugely. “She’ll put Trace to shame. Trust me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Are you sure about this?” Rebecca zipped her backpack and lifted it off her bed. “You aren’t trying to set me up with one of your brothers, are you?”

      Sharon turned toward the door. “Lord, no. I just need someone with me to balance out the testosterone.”

      “I can’t believe you have four brothers, and I’ve never met a single one.” Rebecca had moved to Cambridge two years ago. The town wasn’t that large. How had she never met any of the Masters?

      She was apprehensive about this plan. The only reason she’d agreed to go on the trip was because she desperately needed the hiking miles under her belt. The terrain would be steep and rugged and the air thin. It was perfect. And she didn’t want to hike the distance on her own.

      Sharon shrugged. “I learned early in life if I wanted any true friends, I needed to keep them away from my brothers. They’re all older. And according to most women, they aren’t hard on the eyes. In high school I never knew who I could trust. Any girl who met my brothers was my ‘friend.’” She made air quotes to emphasize her sarcasm. “I hated it. So, I usually keep them separate.”

      Rebecca hesitated. “You know I’m not that kind of friend, right?”

      Sharon grinned. “Yep. That’s why I invited you. Trust me. None of my brothers are going to hit on you. They know my friends are off limits.”

      “Good. Because I’m in over my head these days between work and training. The last thing I need is some guy flirting with me.”

      Rebecca followed Sharon out to her car and tossed her stuff in the back seat before climbing in. “Thanks for inviting me. I hope your brothers are in as good a shape as you said because I need to put some hard miles under my belt this weekend.”

      Sharon smirked as she started the car and pulled away from the curb. “Griffen—he’s the oldest—said the same thing about you.”

      “He did, did he?” Rebecca wiped her palms on her thighs. This was going to be fun. Even if all four of them were sexy and fit, she fully intended to make them work. She’d done several long runs with the bubbly brunette next to her. She knew her friend was in excellent shape. But four older brothers? Surely she could make Griffen eat his words.
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      Griffen swung his backpack out of the truck bed and set it on the ground. They were going to leave the truck and Sharon’s car at the base of the mountain and hike the long winding trail to the top.

      “What time are Sharon and her friend supposed to arrive?” Trace asked.

      Griffen glanced at his watch. “Any minute.”

      “Have you met this girl?” Zachary asked.

      “Nope.”

      Logan stepped around from the other side of the truck, carrying his pack. “I can’t believe you agreed to this. We’ve never brought anyone extra along on this trip.”

      Griffen winced. “Yeah, well you three weren’t the ones in a face-off with Sharon when she pleaded her case.”

      Trace chuckled. “Dude, you’re such a pushover when it comes to her. Admit it.”

      He shrugged. This was true. He couldn’t deny it.

      As he lifted his backpack and turned toward the foot of the path, Sharon’s sporty, white four-door sedan pulled into the gravel lot. Good. The last thing Griffen needed was for his brothers to start grumbling about the women being late.

      Sharon and her friend climbed out of the car and grabbed their belongings from the backseat while Griffen watched from several yards away. He blinked as Rebecca leaned over to pick up her pack. Her tight ass was sexy as hell, and her thighs and the rest of her long lean legs were right up there with her butt. She was indeed fit, as Sharon told him.

      When she stood and turned in his direction, he swallowed hard. She wore her long auburn hair in two braids that made her look younger than twenty-four, although long didn’t really describe her hair. If it wasn’t braided, he suspected it would reach past her butt. As he watched, she tossed the two thick braids over her shoulders and shrugged into her backpack. Her tank top stretched tight over her chest, giving Griffen a fantastic idea of what her breasts were like beneath.

      Damn. He hadn’t considered the idea Sharon’s friend would be sexy.

      And then she smiled. Her full lips stretched across her face, showing off perfect white teeth and cute dimples on each cheek. Her skin was like porcelain, smooth and white with a scatter of freckles on her nose. She obviously kept the sunscreen industry in business with that complexion. Golden highlights in her hair sparkled in the afternoon sun.

      She sauntered toward Griffen next to Sharon.

      Griffen was aware of his brothers at his back, but they were amazingly quiet. Did they find her as attractive as Griffen did? He had a sudden surge of jealousy, as though he owned first right of refusal or something by being the oldest or having known her name before any of the others. He shook the ridiculous thought from his head.

      A breeze blew across the parking lot at the same time as the ladies stepped closer.

      Griffen inhaled at just the right moment to catch Rebecca’s scent.

      For several heartbeats he stood frozen in his spot, unable to exhale that breath or blink. His eyes widened. He knew his mouth fell open. But the rest of his body was stuck in time.

      “Hey, guys. This is Rebecca,” Sharon said as the two of them came to a stop a few feet from Griffen.

      “Hi.” Rebecca gave a short wave in the general direction of all of them, her green eyes alight with friendliness. “It might take me a while to get your names straight. Sharon was quizzing me in the car, but she failed to mention that you all look alike.” She giggled.

      Griffen still hadn’t breathed. He was afraid to. As long as he kept himself from inhaling ever again, perhaps he could avoid what he knew deep inside was true.

      Rebecca Larson was his mate.

      The sweet tinkle of her voice made his cock stiffen. Then she stuck out a hand. “Which one are you?”

      Shit. Shit shit shit.

      Griffen stared at her outreached fingers as if he were mentally challenged. No way in hell could he touch her. He still hadn’t exhaled. In fact, he was getting lightheaded.

      Rebecca’s smile fell slightly, spurring him into action.

      He had no choice. Common courtesy shook him from his stupor. Besides, there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to change fate. It was destined. This woman was his. He exhaled slowly and reached out to grasp her hand. An electric current ran between them as he found one word, “Griffen.” His voice didn’t sound at all like him. And as he took another breath, he confirmed what he already knew to be true.

      Rebecca felt the spark also. He could tell by the way she sucked in a sharp breath, her eyes wide, and then she composed herself. “Nice to meet you.” Her smile reappeared, but her eyes narrowed slightly as though confused.

      No wonder…his behavior was odd.

      She tugged her hand, and that’s when he realized he still held her. Reluctantly, he released his grip and followed her gaze to his three brothers behind him.

      Sharon gave Griffen a hard glare he knew well. Don’t even fucking think about hitting on my friend. Off limits. He could read all that in her expression. No translation was needed.

      Trace stepped forward. “I’m Trace. And this is Zachary and Logan. There will be a quiz later.” He chuckled as he took her hand.

      Griffen spun to face him, giving him the same stare he’d just gotten from Sharon.

      Trace furrowed his brow and stepped back a pace, releasing Rebecca’s hand too quickly.

      Sharon pointed toward the restrooms at the base of the trail. “I’m going to use the facilities one last time before I’m stuck with squatting in the woods.” She dropped her pack on the ground.

      “I’ll go with you.” Rebecca granted the men another quick smile, set her backpack next to her friend’s, and followed her toward the small building.

      “What the hell was that all about?” Trace asked as soon as the women were out of earshot.

      Griffen shook his head. “Nothing.” He glanced away.

      “Like fuck. I can feel the imprint of your hand on my cheek as though you slapped me.” Trace glanced back at the restroom. The girls had already stepped inside. He did a double take between Griffen and the restroom before slowly turning back to face Griffen with a sly grin. “Oh, this is rich.”

      “What?” Zachary asked in confusion. “What the hell is going on with you two?”

      Trace crossed his arms over his chest and stood taller. “I believe our older brother has just bit the dust.”

      “Bit the dust?” asked Logan.

      “She’s your mate, isn’t she?” Trace cut to the chase.

      Griffen’s shoulders slumped, and he kicked the dirt around at his feet. He didn’t respond.

      “Awesome,” Logan said.

      Griffen shot him a glance. “Not fucking awesome.” He glanced at the bathroom and lowered his voice. “And don’t fucking say anything to Sharon, or I’ll kick your ass. She’s going to freak.”

      Zachary looked back and forth between Griffen and the bathroom before he spoke. “Exactly how long do you think you can possibly keep this little secret? Are you crazy?”

      Griffen shrugged. “At least two days.”

      Trace laughed. Hard. He bent at the waist and let it loose. “Of course. Sure. That’s exactly how I’ve heard it works. And don’t forget about the two nights that come between the days.” He laughed harder.

      “Stop it.” Griffen gritted his teeth. “They’ll be back any second.” He grabbed Trace’s arm and tugged him upright. “I’m serious. Do not say a word about this.” He met everyone’s gaze. “Any of you. She’s human, and we’re stuck together for the weekend. There’s no way she could possibly understand this.” There’s no way I can possibly understand this.

      Besides, something niggled in the back of his mind. He couldn’t explain it and wouldn’t even try, but claiming the woman immediately wasn’t in the cards. He needed to wait, get to know her over the weekend. Fate may have put Rebecca in his path, but She didn’t intend for Griffen to stake his claim too quickly. Intuition? He wasn’t sure, but he would follow his instinct.

      Trace tugged his arm free. His smile was still huge. “Good luck with that.”
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      If Rebecca thought the behavior of Sharon’s brothers was odd before she went to the restroom, it was weirder when she reemerged. The one she’d met first who she knew to be the oldest, Griffen, had his lips pursed and was scowling at the ground if she wasn’t mistaken. The other three, on the contrary, chuckled to themselves.

      It was uncanny how much they looked alike—all four with thick, wavy, dark hair and eyes the color of milk chocolate. They were buff, tall, and tan. Their differences were so subtle it would take days for her to tell them apart.

      “I don’t know what’s up with my brothers,” Sharon mumbled. “Ignore them while they act like idiots.”

      Ah, so it’s not just me. Hmmm.

      Ignoring them was a fantastic idea. Except it was nearly impossible. They were all four smokin’ hot. And her hand still tingled from Griffen’s touch. It had been like an electric shock. No wonder Sharon didn’t like to share her friends with them. Rebecca could see why.

      Yes. And you need to shake this off immediately before you become one of those errant horrible friends.

      When they got back to the men, Rebecca heaved her backpack off the ground and shrugged into it. As she bent down to retie her hiking boot, she watched Griffen gather his belongings out of the corner of her eye.

      Yep. He was definitely odd. Was it something she said?

      His brow was furrowed, and if she wasn’t mistaken, he was holding his breath. As she stood, Griffen righted himself. “Everybody ready?” He met all their gazes one at a time, finishing with Rebecca.

      A chill raced down her spine as he stared at her. His deep brown eyes seemed to hold a secret, and she was pretty sure she didn’t want to know what it was.

      Finally, as they started to walk, he spoke. “Did Sharon fill you in on our plans?”

      Rebecca nodded. “More or less. I’m easy.”

      He sucked in a sharp breath at those words. Didn’t he?

      And why did she have to go and say something so stupid?

      “We’ll cover about five miles this afternoon and then stop and camp. It’s rigorous.” He narrowed his gaze, glancing up and down her frame as though assessing whether or not she could make the trek.

      “No problem.” She was determined to show no outward signs of fatigue, even if she felt them. Hell, she would likely keep going with a rock in her shoe and a bloody toe at this point. No way in hell did she want this man or any of his brothers to think she couldn’t hack it.

      “Tomorrow we cover the next five miles to the summit, rest, and then head back down to the camping area. Sunday, we finish the last five back to the cars.”

      “Got it.” She lifted her gaze to take in the gorgeous day. Anything to avoid eye contact with the brooding hunk of man standing too close to her. She was looking forward to enjoying the summer vegetation on the hike—tall firs, pines, and wildflowers. She inhaled slowly, taking in the rich scent of pine.

      Sharon came up beside her brother and bumped her hip into his. “Jesus, Griffen. She’ll be fine. Stop trying to scare her and start hiking.” Sharon rounded to Rebecca’s side and rolled her eyes. “Sorry,” she mouthed.

      Rebecca didn’t know what to make of these brothers, but even if they were assholes, it would almost be worth it to watch their asses as they hiked.

      The first part of the trail was narrow, and Rebecca fell into step behind Griffen. Holy shit. He wore loose khaki hiking pants that fit him to perfection and made her drool over his firm butt and thick thighs. He should be illegal.

      She could hear the other three up ahead chatting among themselves. They seemed to be enjoying a private joke between them since she couldn’t hear their words, but they kept chuckling. She prayed it wasn’t at her expense.

      They had no reason, unless they all four predetermined she would be a hindrance to their weekend. The idea only gave her more motivation to ensure they understood her abilities, and fast.

      Sharon brought up the rear for the first fifteen silent minutes until Griffen stopped and turned around abruptly. He stepped off the path. “Sorry. Don’t know what I was thinking.” He gave a sweep of his arm so Rebecca and Sharon could pass. “Please. I’ll take the end of the line.”

      Ah, so chivalry was alive and well in the Masters family after all. Not that Rebecca needed or expected such chivalry, but it was nice to know Griffen had manners.

      Sharon passed Rebecca with another eye roll. “I’ll lead. It seems my other brothers have decided to dash ahead. Posturing no doubt.”

      Griffen grunted behind her. “Don’t bet on it,” he mumbled.

      It had been easier to hike behind Griffen, staring at his ass, than this new arrangement where he was now at her rear. Not that she was worried. Hell, she was usually very self-confident. She was in the best shape of her life. She knew men ogled her body, and she usually ignored them. Her legs were shapely, slender and long, but muscular. Her mother had envied them since she was about ten years old.

      She suddenly wished she’d worn the legs to her hiking pants. It was a warm afternoon, however, and she had on only the shorts for now.

      “Gonna try to catch up,” Sharon said.

      “Sounds good.” Rebecca could hear every tiny noise behind her. She knew Griffen was right on her heels. She knew when he breathed and when he wiped his brow, as if she had eyes in the back of her head.

      And he made her more nervous by the minute, even though she fought to ignore him and pay attention to the ferns and wildflowers at her feet along the rough, uneven path. The Flathead Forest was one of the reasons she chose to live and work in the area. The snowcapped mountains and towering trees were spectacular. They took her breath away even after two years.

      Finally, he broke the silence. “So, Sharon says you’re training for a Spartan Race.”

      “Yes. A beast. I’ve done a sprint and a super so far this year. Going for the trifecta.” See? I’m not a wuss.

      “Impressive. How far is that?”

      “Twelve miles.”

      “And that’s through mud and barbed wire and walls and shit, right?”

      “Yep.” She twisted to give him a grin, thinking he was perhaps not so bad after all.

      But her face fell when she met his gaze. Jesus, he didn’t look pleased. His brow was more furrowed than earlier, and to make matters worse, she stumbled while she wasn’t looking forward.

      Like lightning, Griffen lurched forward and grabbed her arm to steady her.

      Shit.

      She didn’t think she would have fallen. It was just a stumble, but she would never know after Griffen’s quick display of concern.

      “You sure about this obstacle course race?” He smirked as his chest ran into her side.

      Rebecca froze. Griffen still held her arm. His entire body seemed to wrap around her, enveloping her in his warmth. Time stood still while she fought to catch her breath. He sucked the oxygen out of the air.

      Instead of releasing her, he tugged her closer, his arm wrapping around her middle, holding her wrist. “You okay?” he muttered against her ear.

      “Yeah. Fine.” Her voice was breathy.

      Sharon turned around from several paces ahead. She cocked her head to one side in confusion. “Rebecca?” Her gaze shifted to her brother. “Griffen.” Her mouth fell open, and she shook her head subtly. “Shit,” she whispered as she stepped toward them.

      What was that all about? “I stumbled.” Rebecca tried to step forward and break contact with the enormous male presence at her back.

      But he held her firmly, her arm against her chest, his hand beneath her breast.

      “Griffen.” Sharon spoke the one word as though it were a command.

      His head shot up, separating his lips from behind Rebecca’s ear. As though he had been in a trance, he released her and stepped back. “You good now?”

      I was never in danger… Except perhaps of falling for you.

      Rebecca took two long strides forward. “I’m fine. Just tripped. It’s all good.” She shrugged and passed Sharon on the trail, picking up the pace. They needed to catch up with the others.

      She didn’t glance back as she hitched her backpack higher and made her way up the rugged path, paying closer attention to her footing. Neither Griffen nor Sharon said a word behind her. The silence was deafening.

      What the hell was going on? If Rebecca didn’t know better, she would say she’d fallen under some sort of spell. Was there such a thing as love at first sight?

      She blew out a breath. Sharon would have a fit if Rebecca fell for her brother. Besides, he was older than her. Thirty-two, Sharon had said. Why was a man as sexy as Griffen still single? Why were any of Sharon’s brothers single?

      Voices up ahead distracted her from the uncomfortable feeling that Griffen was staring at her ass. And God only knew what Sharon was thinking.

      Fuck.
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      Griffen needed to get a grip. He was quickly losing control of his emotions and his actions.

      And Rebecca was not unaffected by him. Her pulse rate shot up when he held her wrist. The feeling of her breasts against his hand as her chest rose and fell had nearly undone him.

      “Goddammit,” Sharon muttered behind him. It was hardly more than a whisper. Rebecca wouldn’t have been able to hear her.

      Griffen shot a glare over his shoulder, telling her without words to shut the fuck up. When it was clear he was in for a battle, he halted and turned to face her. “Don’t start.”

      “I can’t believe you,” she hissed.

      “You think I brought this on by myself?” He stepped into her space and gave a sardonic chuckle. “Trust me, little sister, this is not what I had in mind for today. I never wanted you to bring a human woman along on this trip in the first place. It’s not my fault you did so anyway.”

      “She’s my friend.”

      “She’s my mate.”

      Sharon blew out a breath, and her shoulders slumped. “Dammit,” she repeated. When she lifted her face to meet his gaze again, she held up a hand, palm out. “Please. Can we get through this weekend without you fucking her?”

      Griffen gasped. “Do I look like I’m an asshole?”

      She lifted her face to the trees. “I don’t know. I’ve never been in your shoes, but I’ve heard stories. Can you keep it in your pants or not?”

      “Of course.” He was uncomfortable having this conversation with his sister. “Can you keep your mouth shut?”

      “Do the others know?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shit.” She lifted one hand to chew on a nail.

      He turned away and hurried to catch up with Rebecca.

      The woman could move. She had set a brisk pace. He wondered if she was as shook up as he was. Did she have an inkling about what was happening between them? He knew it was possible for a wolf to find a human mate, but he didn’t know many who had. It was rare in his part of the country for some reason.

      A few of his cousins in Oregon had human mates. Hell, his cousins had also mated with more than one person, and that was almost unheard of. He hadn’t seen them in ages. Not since they were kids and life started getting in the way. That side of the Masters family ran a dairy farm near Corvallis. Griffen’s side of the family owned and operated a ski resort in northwest Montana.

      Normally, during the summer months, Griffen and his brothers led tour groups through the mountains for hiking trips. He looked forward to this weekend trip with his siblings every year in late July. Forty-eight hours of intense steep terrain at higher elevations than most humans enjoyed. It was a luxury for them to get away together and not need to play tour guide, and this arduous hike was his favorite for many reasons. Most importantly, it was less popular. Very few people could trek to the summit and back in one day. Wolf shifters were the exception. Even in human form, they were able to cover farther distances.

      There she was… Clipping along at a rapid pace. Was she trying to prove something or get away from him?

      He smiled at her back. Escaping him was not a choice. Granted, meeting his mate this weekend, and a human one at that, hadn’t been on the top of his list, but there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it but get to know her and hope she didn’t make him wait too long to possess her.

      Complicated was the best word he could think of to describe this situation. He would have to tell her about his family and their ability to shift. He was not looking forward to it.

      “Where’s the fire?” he asked Rebecca’s back as he got closer.

      She glanced over her shoulder and shook her head. “What do you mean? Just trying to catch up with your brothers.” She licked her lips as she finished speaking.

      Griffen was relieved when she turned back around as he fought against a moan. Her sweet tongue swiping across her lower lip and then circling up to reach the top lip made his cock jump to attention.

      It was going to be a long weekend.
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      By the time they reached the campground, Griffen knew a lot about his mate. He had managed to act like a civil human for three hours.

      After they caught up with the rest of the family, Griffen had let everyone else take over and fire questions at Rebecca.

      There wasn’t much to learn about her current existence. She’d been a nurse for two years at the hospital in Cambridge, and she spent every hour of her free time training for Spartan Races. It sounded to him as though all she did was work and train.

      The race made him nervous. For one thing, it was difficult, and he imagined, dangerous. For another thing, it ate up a lot of her day, and he intended to start filling her time with himself. ASAP.

      “Where are you from originally?” Trace asked as they dropped their bags outside their tent to catch their breath.

      “Arizona. My parents are still there. And my brother is in college at Arizona State.”

      “What brought you to Montana?” Griffen asked, stepping closer.

      She giggled. “I know it’s weird. Who comes north? But I have always wanted to live where there are seasons. My hometown only has one season—hot. So I went to Montana State University, got my nursing degree, and decided to stay.”

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” Trace asked.

      Griffen’s gaze shot in his brother’s direction.

      “Nope. Haven’t had time. Why?” She gave Trace a coy look. “You offering?”

      Trace stepped back, putting both hands in the air. “No. Just asking.” He glanced at Griffen.

      Griffen wanted to choke his brother.

      At least Logan and Zachary had the good sense to back away, although Griffen suspected they were laughing inside their heads.

      “We’ll get us checked in,” Logan said over his shoulder as he and Zachary wandered away.

      Rebecca looked around, rolling her shoulders after the long hike. Griffen would give her credit for one thing—she was indeed fit. She didn’t seem winded at all from the quick pace in the high altitude. “This place is awesome. It’s so beautiful. What a set up.”

      Sharon dropped her pack next to the others. “Yes. It’s perfect. They have everything we need at this site. Keeps us from having to carry too much.” She pointed around as she spoke. “The tents are already put up. The dining hall has great food. The showers are wonderful after a day of hiking.”

      She was right. Griffen loved this site. They only had to carry a change of clothes, water, and snacks. The tents were provided by the campsite, each one sleeping up to eight people, and sleeping bags were available to check out in the dining lodge.

      Rebecca smiled and tipped her head up to the sky. “I’ll never be sorry I moved to Montana.”

      Neither will I.

      Sharon gave Griffen an evil eye and then dragged Rebecca away. “Let’s get a shower before too many people arrive and it gets crowded.”
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      By the time the six of them crawled into the tent that night, Rebecca was exhausted, and the hike had nothing to do with her bone-tired body. The stress of Sharon’s brothers, one in particular, made her head spin.

      All through dinner they regaled her with questions as though she were at a job interview. Everyone but Griffen. He brooded.

      And he sent her one mixed message after another. Half the time he glared at her as though she’d interrupted the most important weekend of his life with her presence. The other half he looked as if he wanted to strip her naked and devour her.

      She had no idea what to think.

      The guy was hot. All the brothers were, but for some stupid reason, she had her sights on the oldest. What the hell was wrong with her? She had no business thinking about the man in any terms other than as Sharon’s brother. In fact, Sharon had emphatically stated she intentionally didn’t introduce her friends to her brothers for this very reason.

      And besides, Rebecca had no time for a man in her life. Her current goals consisted of nursing, training, and sleeping. In that order.

      The tent was large. It would sleep eight. There were six of them, and that would have been fine if four of them weren’t huge sexy men.

      For half a second, Rebecca wondered if Sharon’s objective hadn’t been to set Rebecca up with one of her brothers instead of warning her against them.

      As they all settled into their sleeping bags, Rebecca stared into the darkness and wondered how the hell she’d gotten into this situation. She’d jumped at the opportunity to do a twenty-mile hike in the Flathead National Forest. She needed the strenuous workout, and that aspect of the weekend was perfect. Sharon and all of her brothers were indeed in excellent shape.

      She knew Sharon’s family owned the local ski resort. If all five siblings were skiers, it would stand to reason they would be in good shape.

      “You good?” A hand landed on her shoulder, making her flinch. She knew the touch by now. It was Griffen’s. Plus he was the only one of the brothers who had touched her. And he’d done so frequently.

      “Yes.” She wanted to shrug him off, but instead she found herself tipping her chin into his fingers, practically nuzzling his hand. She barely managed to keep from setting her lips on his knuckles. His scent filled her nose, making her heart beat faster.

      She gripped her legs together and turned onto her side as he cupped her cheek before slowly removing his hand.

      It was dark. No one could have seen the gesture, but she was wide awake thinking about the implications. Hadn’t his touch been unnecessary and lingered too long?

      She flopped onto her back and stared at the top of the tent, trying to breathe normally and willing herself to sleep. They had ten miles to hike tomorrow, first up to the summit and then back to the campsite. She would be dragging if she didn’t rest.

      As the minutes ticked by, she heard the sounds of deep breathing that accompanied sleep throughout the tent.

      Shit. Her bladder decided it needed release before she could relax. She finally gave up the fight to ignore it and eased the zipper down her sleeping bag as quietly as possible.

      “Rebecca?” The whispered voice was Griffen’s.

      She leaned in the direction of his head, seemingly strategically near her own to whisper back, “Bathroom.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      Rebecca grabbed her flip-flops with one hand, wormed her way out of the sleeping bag, and carefully stepped over the bodies between her spot and the entrance to the tent. She felt Griffen behind her. His hand landed on her lower back as she bent to unzip the tent.

      The touch was almost her undoing. She wore only a tank top and cotton shorts. The shirt had risen up so that his warm hand landed on her skin. There was a chill in the air, but she wasn’t sure she could blame the sudden goose bumps on the temperature.

      For a moment, she froze, unwilling or unable to continue forward. It felt so damn good to be touched like that, his huge hand splaying across her lower back as though she was the most important person in his world. Cherished. Loved.

      A deep need curled up in the pit of her stomach, a need she’d ignored for years.

      As she unzipped the tent and finally made her way out on her knees, she wondered why on earth she had ignored her carnal needs for so long.

      She’d had boyfriends—plenty of them—in high school and college. Some had been long term, others not so much. She’d been intimate with some of them. But in the last two years since she’d graduated and started working, she hadn’t had a serious relationship. She’d been busy building her career and training.

      In fact, she didn’t usually let anyone get as close to her as Griffen had on several occasions today. And the weirdest part was her strong reaction.

      That hadn’t happened in two years, either.

      Huh.

      Griffen’s hand remained on her back as she exited the tent and stood.

      “You didn’t have to get up,” she whispered, trying not to disturb or alert the others. “I would have been fine.”

      He leaned into her until his lips touched her ear. “Not letting you wander around out here alone. It’s not safe, baby.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. Baby? Holy shit.

      Something deep inside her clenched. Her entire body came to life. Was it from his hand on her back, his lips on her ear, or the way he assigned the endearment to her?

      A shiver went down her entire body as she fought the emotional overload. Her mouth was dry. Her pussy was not.

      A slight pressure on her back made Rebecca slip on her flip-flops and move forward. It was almost too dark. She should have brought a flashlight, but the building that housed the restrooms and showers was well lit. All she had to do was aim in that direction and hope she didn’t trip over anything.

      Now that they were outside the tent, she was cold. She should have grabbed her jacket but decided to keep going instead of turning back.

      They said nothing as they made their way toward the lights. Rebecca’s tongue was stuck in her throat. The only thing she was aware of was the hand that had made its way up to the center of her back. It was still splayed, covering nearly all of her, but at least it was no longer on her bare skin. If it had been, her knees would have buckled and caused her to collapse.

      “I’ll be right back,” she muttered as they reached the restroom.

      Griffen grabbed her shirt and kept her from entering. “Hang on.”

      She felt the tug of her tight tank top as it stretched over her bare breasts. Her nipples jumped to attention, as if they needed a reminder the man at her side was fucking sexy as hell and touching her.

      Rebecca stopped moving forward, letting Griffen step past her and open the door to the ladies room. “Anyone in here?”

      There was no response.

      How unbelievably chivalrous.

      And that wasn’t enough for Griffen. He went inside when there was no response, leaning into the room and dipping his head to ensure there were no feet under the doors. “Okay,” he said as he backed out.

      Rebecca was past words. Holy fuck. Overprotective much?

      She stepped inside, almost reluctant to break contact with his touch.

      If she wasn’t mistaken, he was in agreement. He let out a long exhale as the door shut behind her.

      Jesus.

      She peed, her body shaking the entire time, washed her hands, and reemerged to find Griffen leaning against the wall.

      The man smiled, that coy half smile she’d seen several times—in between his brooding glares of disapproval.

      “Thanks,” she murmured, slightly embarrassed. “You didn’t have to come with me. I would have been fine.”

      “I know.” He didn’t move from the wall. Instead he reached for her hand and pulled her into him, nestling her body between his legs so her chest landed against his. One arm went around her waist and the other burrowed into her hair under her braids, pulling her close.

      If she was uncertain about his intentions earlier, there was little doubt now. He buried his face in her hair and inhaled slowly. His body warmed her against the cold air.

      Rebecca thought her heart might stop from the sharp spike of arousal taking over her body. Her knees felt weak. She didn’t need them anyway. Griffen held her tight enough to keep her from falling.

      Her nipples rubbed against the front of her shirt, or perhaps his. In either case, they felt swollen and tight.

      For a long time they stood there, neither speaking.

      Finally, Griffen eased his hand up her back to her cheek. He pulled her head back with both hands and met her gaze.

      His expression was serious. His eyes darted back and forth between hers from that proximity. A slow smile spread across his lips. “You feel it too, right?”

      What? Aroused? Hell yes.

      She swallowed and nodded subtly.

      His eyes closed as he set his forehead against hers. “Complicated,” he muttered.

      For him? Hell, it was beyond complicated for her. Way past complicated.

      For one thing, she was busy building a life. For another thing, Griffen was Sharon’s brother—off limits. And the man was older than her.

      Eight years.

      Why was he still single? He was a god. All muscles and tanned skin and thick, sexy dark hair that hung across his forehead, begging a woman—any woman—to run her fingers through it. And those eyes. Jesus. A woman could get lost in the chocolate depths and never come up for air.

      “Sharon…” she muttered. It seemed the most logical of excuses.

      “She’ll get over it.” He shook his head as he met her gaze again, as though Sharon was the least of his worries.

      He had bigger concerns than his sister’s wrath?

      His gaze roamed her face and settled on her lips. Then his grip tightened on both sides of her head, and he closed the gap until his mouth met hers. The initial kiss was a whisper of a touch, a brush of soft flesh against flesh. But then he closed the space, angling his head in one direction so his mouth covered hers in desperation.

      The same desperation she felt.

      She lifted on tiptoes, grabbing his waist with both hands to steady herself.

      When his tongue slipped inside her mouth, she moaned. Or maybe he did.

      He tasted like nature, toothpaste, and Griffen.

      She leaned farther into his body, as if that were possible, pressing her belly against his erection and her nipples against his chest.

      She was inexplicably drawn to him like a magnet. Her hands eased their way under his T-shirt and around to his back. His skin was warm and smooth and firm. He was in at least as good shape as herself.

      Griffen’s hands trailed down from her face to her back, tugging her in tighter until they rested so low the tips of his fingers were inside her cotton shorts.

      Heaven. She’d never felt anything like this with another man. Not one time in her life had she been kissed like this, scrambling her brain and making her forget the world.

      Abruptly Griffen broke the kiss, a low groan escaping his lips. He set his head back against the wall and met her gaze. “Couldn’t help myself.”

      She blinked at him, licking her lips, still tasting him everywhere. “Didn’t ask you to,” she responded.

      He smiled, the biggest smile she’d seen from him yet.

      Okay, so maybe all the brooding and grumbling all day was caused by him wanting to approach her. The man was attracted to her.

      “We should get back,” she said. It was the last thing she wanted to do, but if one of the others woke up…

      “We should.” He made no movement in that direction. Instead his eyes darted around her face, his hands easing up her back to tangle in her hair. “This isn’t finished.”

      She shook her head. It was definitely not.

      Without another word, he nodded, pressed off the wall, and took her hand to lead her back to their tent.

      Rebecca’s legs were weak. Her heartbeat seemed so loud it was a wonder it didn’t wake other campers. His firm grip on her fingers made her wish they were still against the bathroom wall.

      When they arrived at the tent, Griffen paused and pulled her in front of him. Gently, he cupped her face again and kissed her lips. Before things got carried away, he released her and bent to unzip the entrance.

      Like the true gentleman he’d proven himself to be, he ushered her inside first and followed behind.

      As Rebecca eased back into her sleeping bag, her mind raced. Not enough words. Not enough time together. Not enough of his soft lips, his hands roaming her back, his cock against her belly.

      She flung an arm over her eyes and tried to catch her breath.

      Fingers stroked hers as though communicating that although Griffen lay across the tent in another direction, he knew her plight. With a quick squeeze, he released her and turned away.

      She wanted to cry at the loss.
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      It was lunchtime before Griffen had the chance to speak to Rebecca alone. He’d followed her every move with his gaze since the moment they woke up, fighting the urge to groan when she first lifted her sleepy head and glanced around in a daze. Mornings were not her friend.

      She’d muddled through the breakfast line like a zombie and hadn’t perked up until her second cup of coffee hit her system.

      Note to self: two cups of coffee before engaging my mate in anything of significance.

      He had no idea how this was going to play out. For everyone’s sake, he needed to bide his time for the next twenty-four hours while they hiked, returned to camp, and spent another night in the confines of a small tent.

      Besides the fact he couldn’t very well claim her in front of everyone and she had no knowledge of the existence of shifters, his gut still told him it wasn’t time. Perhaps the instinctive feeling was a result of his entire hovering family, but he thought there was more to it than that. The strange uneasy feeling wouldn’t go away.

      The second leg of this trip, the five miles to the summit, was arduous. Every year it was the same, but somehow it always felt farther.

      Rebecca, true to her word, was up to the task. She was the strongest human Griffen had ever encountered, man or woman. Her endurance was unbelievable from training so hard for her Spartan Race.

      The six of them agreed to press forward and not stop to eat lunch until they reached the top.

      When they finally arrived, Griffen’s brothers plopped down on a large rock to catch their breath. Rebecca had never been to the peak before though, so she wanted to experience the view.

      “Oh my God. This is amazing.” She wandered away from the group as she spoke.

      Griffen followed her. He knew the view was amazing. He’d been there half a dozen times. But watching Rebecca experience it was priceless. Her eyes were wide as she turned in every direction to take it all in—the expanse of valleys and pine and fir trees extended in every direction. The lush green of summer replaced the blanket of snow usually seen in every direction during the skiing months. The only sounds were those of smaller animals scurrying around between the trees.

      Griffen stepped beside her and inhaled her scent. It had been over twenty hours since he met her. Twenty long hours, knowing he would spend his life with her and wanting to wrap her in his arms and pull her in close. Hell, who was he kidding? He wanted to bury himself inside her and never come up for air.

      The line he walked with her was absurd. He hadn’t touched her all day, and he was well aware the reasons were convoluted. She wouldn’t be comfortable with the others knowing she was into him. And Griffen understood that, from her perspective. The craziness was that every one of them knew Rebecca was his mate—except Rebecca.

      Griffen had thought all morning while they hiked about how to broach the subject, and he’d come up with nothing so far.

      He had time, but only because he had no intention of fucking her senseless in front of his siblings.

      Sharon cornered him first thing in the morning while Rebecca was in the restroom and asked him what his immediate intentions were. He hadn’t been able to answer. How could he explain the weird feeling he had that the stars were not completely aligned yet?

      He had until tomorrow when they arrived back at the cars to come up with a plan. Attempting to explain to his mate that he and his entire family were wolf shifters and she was destined to spend her life with him was not an easy task.

      He’d been silent for too long. The urge to engage her in conversation gripped him. He watched her wide gaze scan the area while he spoke. “Legend has it in the Native American culture that spirits roam the peaks of these mountains.”

      She turned toward him and smiled. God he loved her smile. “Really? Like creepy scary orbs of light or something?” She giggled, the tinkle of her voice making his cock harder by the second.

      He shuffled his feet and shrugged. “Not sure. One of my best friends lives on the reservation, though. He’s told me tales of the mountain spirits. I don’t believe they’re bad omens or anything. They just reside high in the mountains, perhaps keeping watch over everything.”

      “Interesting.” If he wasn’t mistaken, her voice was teasing.

      Sharon approached and handed them each a bottle of water. “It is beautiful, isn’t it?”

      Rebecca spun around slowly, taking it all in for a second time. “Unbelievable. Now I see why you guys hike this every year.”

      “Take a second to enjoy it. I’ll go help unpack lunch.” Sharon wandered back to the others.

      The sun was high in the sky, and Griffen held up one hand to shield the strong rays from his eyes so he could watch his mate’s face. One long braid lay over her shoulder, blowing in the breeze. He wanted to pick it up and toy with it between his fingers. Her hair looked so soft.

      Even after pulling her close last night and tasting her lips, he didn’t have the green light to approach her publicly with any outward demonstrative gestures.

      But Lord, he wanted her more now than he had all night and all morning. He loved the look of pure joy on her face. It radiated through her body. She dropped her pack on the ground at her feet, and as she bent forward to unzip a side pocket, he got an eyeful of her cleavage.

      It was warm out considering their elevation, so Rebecca had shed her jacket and wore nothing but her tank top. The edge of her bra was visible, and he had to glance away to breathe.

      “I’m surprised we’ve seen so few people on this trail.” Rebecca stood, now holding a small camera. “Where did everyone from the campsite go?”

      Griffen took the camera from her and stepped back to take her picture with the view in the background. “There are dozens of possible choices from that campsite. This particular peak is too strenuous for most. And then there’s the fact that you have to be able to make it up to the top and back before dark.”

      “Makes sense.” She set her hands on her hips and took a deep cleansing breath as Griffen stepped closer and handed her the camera. “How much time do we have before we need to head back?”

      He glanced at his watch. “About an hour. We’ll be fine as long as we’re back on the path by midafternoon. It’s faster returning, but still hard on the knees in the steeper sections.” Griffen leaned down to pick up her backpack. “Hungry?”

      She followed him back to the others. “You don’t have to carry my bag.”

      “I know.” He smiled over his shoulder. I want to.

      Trace was already passing out sandwiches when Griffen and Rebecca crouched down to sit.

      God, he wanted to touch her. He wanted to tuck the loose lock of hair behind her ear. He wanted to hold her hand. Anything.

      Instead, he forced himself to swallow his lunch and then excused himself when his bladder demanded release. “I’ll be right back.” He worked his way through the branches and rocky patches off the trail until he was out of sight.

      When he was finished and turned back around to make his way toward the group, he was stunned to find the sun suddenly blocked. Or maybe it wasn’t the sun. He wasn’t sure, but an ominous dark presence forced him to step backward.

      It happened so fast, he wasn’t sure what he’d seen before he lost his footing and fell several feet off the slight ledge at his back. “Fuck.” He knew he nearly yelled the word. But son of a bitch. He lay sprawled on the ground, and something was causing a searing pain in his thigh.

      When he lifted his head to see what he’d landed on, he groaned. Goddammit. He was stuck. He’d landed on a pile of loose twigs, and a good-sized stick had impaled his leg, running clean through and out the other side, ripping his lightweight pants in both places.

      “Griffen?”

      He could hear Trace’s voice, but he couldn’t quite muster the energy to respond. And what the hell had he seen? There was no dark anything in front of him now.

      “Over here,” he finally managed.

      “You good?”

      “Nope.” That was an understatement.

      Trace trod through the foliage until his shadow covered Griffen. “You fell?” He had a grin on his face that slowly disappeared as his gaze landed on Griffen’s leg. “Oh damn.”

      “Yes. Damn.” Griffen tried to lift his body, but only managed to wince and lay back. “Shit. Fuck.”

      “Hang tight. Stop moving so much.” Trace reached down and brushed around the ground until he at least had Griffen dislodged. The stick extended all the way through his leg as though he’d been shot with an arrow.

      Zachary had arrived by then. “Jesus. How the hell did you manage that?”

      Griffen shot him a glare. “Not intentionally.”

      The two men came around either side of Griffen and lifted him by the shoulders.

      The pain was intense. “Son of a mother fucking…” he mumbled as they righted him and made their way back toward the main path and the others.

      “What happened?” Rebecca jumped up and ran toward them as they came into view.

      Trace answered her. “Clumsy here fell on a stick.”

      “I see that. Get him over here where I can take a closer look.”

      Griffen grimaced. He didn’t think a closer look was necessary. He could assure her it was bad. The pain alone was making him nauseous, and he wasn’t normally a wuss when it came to pain.

      Trace and Zachary angled him onto a large flat rock on his side while Rebecca unzipped her pack and rummaged around.

      Sharon leaned over to help ease Griffen onto the rock. “See. Good thing I brought a nurse.” Her tone was almost a tease, but she was smart enough to realize this was not a laughing matter.

      There was no way in hell he could walk off this mountain on his own two legs. And it was growing late.

      In fact, as Rebecca rubbed antibacterial gel on her hands and squatted next to him, he realized he had a bigger problem.

      He was going to have to shift. Soon. And there would be no way to keep that from Rebecca.

      “How bad does it hurt?” she asked as she gently set her hand on his thigh above where the stick had emerged.

      Griffen stared at the top of her head. “Far worse than anything you have in that backpack of yours will be able to fix.” He gritted his teeth as she prodded.

      Her face was grim, but as she ducked her head to check the other side of his leg where the stick entered, she pulled her lips between her teeth and went white. “Roll onto your side more for me, Griffen.” Her voice was gentle, soothing.

      He leaned toward his right leg so she could see better. He could feel the blood oozing out of the wound even though they hadn’t removed the stick. He didn’t have much time. His brothers needed to dislodge the stick so he could shift before he got too weak.

      “You’re losing a lot of blood.” Rebecca put pressure on the entrance around the stick, holding his pant leg firmly. “Somebody give me something to hold against the wound.” She twisted her neck around.

      He could see the panic building. If he were human, as she thought, this would be a grave situation.

      But he was not.

      “Rebecca,” he whispered, grabbing her arm. “Step back, baby. Trace needs to remove the stick.”

      Her eyes went wide. “No. God no. That’s the worst thing we could do. You’d bleed out so fast.” She shook her head, panicking. “Griffen, we need help. A few of us are going to have to run to the campsite and get help. We need a helicopter. We need⁠—”

      “Baby…” He gripped her arm tighter, using the last of his energy, forcing her to meet his gaze. “Look at me.”

      She let her gaze land on his. Her eyes were frantic. Her heart beat so fast he could feel it through her arm. Logan came up on the other side, preparing to hold Griffen down.

      Sharon set her hands on Rebecca’s shoulders.

      Rebecca didn’t release Griffen’s gaze. “We have to go for help,” she repeated.

      He shook his head. “I’m so sorry. I never wanted you to find out like this.”

      “Find out what?” Her voice rose. She glanced down at her hands on his leg.

      He could feel the sticky blood oozing out. He knew it would be all over her. He didn’t have time to explain. His siblings would have to do it for him.

      After.

      He looked up at Trace hovering above her and nodded. “Do it. Turn her away. And then go get Miles.”
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      Rebecca couldn’t believe what was happening. What was the matter with these people? Didn’t they have any sense?

      Rule number one in stabbings or any sort of impaling—never remove the object.

      She knew he would bleed out in minutes if they did.

      Nevertheless, she found herself being pulled off Griffen by Sharon on one side and Zachary on the other. “No,” she shouted as the others moved in closer.

      Sharon wrapped her arms around Rebecca and held her tight while Zachary moved back toward Griffen.

      “Stop. Oh God. Do not pull that stick out,” she screamed, but no one paid any attention to her.

      Trace grabbed the stick above and below while Zachary steadied Griffen’s leg at the knee.

      When Logan gripped Griffen’s shoulders and leaned over him to hold him down, she wailed on them for real. “Holy mother of God. Stop it.” She squirmed against the hold Sharon had on her. The woman was strong.

      Rebecca twisted to make eye contact with her friend. “Tell them to stop. He’ll die.”

      “There’s no time. Trust us. I’ll explain in a minute.” Sharon’s voice was calm. Too calm for the severity of this situation.

      Rebecca barely knew Griffen, but she had fallen hard for him in the last day. Every minute of their time together raced through her mind in rapid frames.

      The way he’d pulled her into his arms last night against the outside wall of the bathroom.

      The
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