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            THE SHIFTERS OF DARKNESS FALLS

          

        

      

    

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

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

      The four packs that claim territory around Darkness falls try to be civilized, try to work with each other and the humans to co-exist and protect the community, but in the pack, human rules don’t apply and where pack justice is concerned, the lines between humans and shifters get blurred.
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        * * *

      

      Shifters of Darkness Falls is a paranormal contemporary romance suspense series with no cliffhangers, no cheating, and HEA. All books are standalone but are connected by common characters and themes.
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      The first blow was the worst, each subsequent one becoming less and less painful until Honi was numb, no longer defending herself or screaming in pain.

      After the public humiliation of her beating was over, her father dragged her back to their hut and continued the punishment with his fists and his words.

      She was broken and bleeding, but not dead. That was their mistake, because she understood the flaw to her original plan. The next time, she wouldn’t fail. The next time she ran, they wouldn’t find her.
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      Honi stood in the aisle of the convenience store at the Husky Gas Station in Darkness Falls, staring at the feminine hygiene products and kicking herself for not being more organized. She hated coming into Darkness Falls, especially alone and she’d known her stock was getting low, but so much had happened at the Falls Lodge in the past few months, she’d gotten side-tracked trying to be of some use.

      Typically, she preferred to keep her head down, stay out of sight. A shifter with hair as red as hers was a rarity and she didn’t want word to get out that there was one living in Darkness Falls. That would attract the wrong kind of attention – the kind she was running from.

      Honi wasn’t exactly shy, but she was also not particularly social and the only pack members she was comfortable enough to borrow tampons from were Trist and Mara. But Trist was pregnant and had nothing to offer but a friendly grin, and Mara… well, her world had been turned upside down in the cruelest of ways. The poor woman was hiding in her home grieving the death of her cheating bastard of a mate. Honi wasn’t about to knock on her door and ask for a v-plug. She didn’t know what to say to Mara and even if she did, she’d mess it up royally.

      But stupid her, forgetting that it was that time of the month, whatever the hell that meant. Her period was so irregular it made rabbits seem like they had a plan. Heat cycles synced in packs. Four weeks ago, she was on her 48-hour heat cycle lockdown, which was out of whack with the rest of the pack’s females, who had theirs two weeks ago.  Sometimes she was late, sometimes she was early, so there was no point in trying to track anything. The only saving grace was that she was in tune with her body’s rhythm and it gave her a day of warning in the guise of twisty painful cramps before her cycle started.

      So no tampons and no one to borrow them from, which left two other alternatives. Grab a ride with one of the females who wasn’t Mara or Trist, or drive in herself. Cherime, Mara’s sister, was out of the question. She wasn’t just a mean girl; she was the leader of the pack. The rest were mated, which meant they might tell their males or worse yet, ask one of them to take her into town. That was a non-starter, but then she’d have to explain why she didn’t want to be alone with a male shifter. It was embarrassing enough that her cycle was uncommonly out of sync with the rest of the pack’s females, without her sounding like a paranoid freak.

      That whittled her list down to a single option. She signed out one of the Falls Lodge SUVs because it was the middle of winter and her only other mode of transportation was her Harley. She told herself to get a car for times like this, but she hardly ever needed one, so it seemed like a waste of money, and she wanted to keep her Harley and she couldn’t afford both, and that was all irrelevant in the moment anyway.

      Her uterus was cramping, the store was too hot, and there were so many fucking feminine hygiene products to choose from that she couldn’t decide what she needed. Her period was over two weeks late this time, which meant it would get heavy, which made her so fucking cranky she wanted to rip someone a new asshole.

      And speaking of assholes, the gas station clerk yelled, “Need any help?”

      “Not unless you know the difference between regular and extra-absorbent tampons,” she snapped, which effectively shut him up.

      The front entrance doorbell obnoxiously dinged signalling the end of the cozy arrangement she and the gas station clerk had going on as the only two sentient beings in the store. The tampons and pads were located near the back in a dusty corner to keep others from being embarrassed by a natural process like menstrual bleeding. Any other day of the week, it would annoy her, but today she was more than happy to be out of sight. She wasn’t interested in engaging with anyone.

      “Morning.” A deep masculine voice invaded the space and she snapped her head up.

      Fuck.

      “Hey Gideon.” The clerk was going for unaffected cool, but his voice came out tinny and Honi imagined his large Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed his nervousness.

      Like hers would be doing if she had one. She dropped into a crouch and lowered her head, holding her breath. Fucking Gideon, alpha of the largest shifter pack in Darkness Falls. It was almost three times larger than the Lodge pack and Gideon not only knew his power, but he never hesitated to exert it. This was not a good turn of events, nope. Her eyes swept the aisle, seeking a means of escape.

      “Who else is here?” Gideon’s voice. Of course, he’d know a female shifter was close-by, he was such a man-whore, but she wanted nothing to do with him, nothing to do with any male.

      “Uhm,” Tinny voice said. “Some chick. Don’t know her.”

      She dropped to her hands and knees and took a quick peek around the corner of the aisle. Yep, Gideon was standing there in all his glory. Her stomach twisted as heat flooded her. Couldn’t be him doing this to her, right? Had to be her period. It couldn’t be his rugged good looks, the dark messy hair that made her fingers twitch, the sexy whiskers on his face that made her nipples hard, or the gorgeous full mouth that made her lips tremble.

      He was wearing sunglasses and jeans, a long-sleeved light grey Henley with suspenders overtop, and well-worn hiking boots on his feet. No jacket, no toque, no gloves despite the cold, crisp February day. He was the cool guy in the school, the stud who turned all the girls’ heads, the alpha who would crook his finger in Becker’s Pub and own the woman he was beckoning.

      Yeah, he was so much bad news that she couldn’t even begin to process why her pulse sped up and her Honi-pot got damp when she saw him. It had to be a simple biological reaction to a powerful alpha male. Except she knew alphas – enough of them to know he was the only one who had that affect on her. He was the only one who forced her want and her fear at the same time.

      He twisted his head in her direction and she ducked back out of sight.

      She had to get out of the store and going through the front door wasn’t an option with him standing in the way. The back of the store offered a hall to the bathrooms and an employees only door. That was the solution. There was always an alternate exit to every commercial building and as far as she could tell, this one was behind that door. If it wasn’t, she was screwed.

      She crept on her hands and knees towards the door, then remembered why she’d come in the first place and scampered back to the tampons, grabbing two boxes, one light and one super absorbency, and shoving them into her purse before turning and crawling down the hall.

      Please be open, please be open, please be open.

      Her begging worked. The door swung inward and she said a silent thank you as she sprang to her feet and ran through an overstocked storeroom to another door with a bright red exit sign on it.

      She slammed it open and flew through it, finding herself in a snow-covered alley. Thank the earth. It was sunny, so bright she was briefly blinded as its rays hit her square in the eyes. She had no choice but to stop for a few seconds, using her hand like the brim of a cap to block the intensity. When her eyes adjusted, she saw vehicle tracks worn into the dirty snow – not slush, because Darkness Falls was as north as a town could get in British Columbia, which meant that winter and its frigid temperatures were far from over. But at least she wasn’t stumbling through a three-foot bank of snow.

      The problem now was that the Lodge SUV was parked at the front and she couldn’t get to it without Gideon catching up to her, so she did what any panicked woman with PMS would do. She ran like hell down the alley hoping he wouldn’t chase her, hoping if he did chase her, he wouldn’t catch her, hoping that if he did catch her, he wouldn’t be interested in her.

      She heard the back door of the store crash open and footsteps crunching on the snow behind her, but she kept running until the store clerk yelled, “Stop, you thief!” Still tinny, but with a fair bit of authority in it.

      Thief? Shit! She skidded to a halt and turned towards him.

      The young clerk came barrelling down on her. “You haven’t paid for those tampons!”

      Could you yell any louder? The mountain pack might not have heard you. “Sorry,” she muttered as she reached into her purse for her wallet.

      “Don’t shoot!” The clerk threw his hands in the air and took a step back.

      “You’re pretty fast for a human,” Gideon said as he caught up to the kid. Then he looked at Honi. “What’s going on?”

      “She’s going to shoot me,” the man-boy whined.

      Honi shook her head, pulling her hand out of her purse and raising it in the air, palm facing toward the clerk. “No, I wasn’t. I don’t have a gun. I was going for my wallet.”

      The breeze was at her back, and she saw Gideon’s nostrils flare, followed by a savage growl as his eyes darkened. Tinny boy forgotten, he stalked up to her. “Who are you?”

      Her heart pounded in her chest as heat rushed through her. He was even better looking up close, his penetrating black eyes searing into her, heating her blood. But he was an alpha, and that made him dangerous and off-limits. Alphas didn’t respect boundaries. They didn’t have to. “None of your business.” She tried for haughty and by the suburban pitch of her voice, thought she succeeded.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t move him. He leaned into her, his warm breath on her cheek, menace in his tone. “I’m making it my business.”

      The store clerk’s courage returned, and he shifted so he was standing slightly behind Gideon. “Give me back the tampons.”

      She tightened her hold on her purse. “No. I need them. I’ll pay you for them.”

      She started to reach for her wallet again, but Gideon wrapped his hand around her wrist and stopped her movement. His touch was ice and heat, shocking and soothing, a sweeping promise of carnality. She tried unsuccessfully to stop the shiver that swept her as the alpha’s eyes sought hers.

      The clerk broke the moment. “Nope. Too late. You left the store with the merchandise. I’m gonna call the cops and have you arrested.”

      Honi snapped her wrist out of Gideon’s grasp and held it to her chest, the rawness of his touch still smouldering. “Please don’t call the cops.” How did she go from getting her period to getting arrested? She hated that she was about to grovel, and, even worse, to a boy who wasn’t old enough to grow decent whiskers. Those patches on his face couldn’t possibly be deliberate, could they?

      Gideon turned towards tinny boy, his eyes shooting daggers as he dug into his pocket and pulled out a wad of bills. “How much?” he demanded.

      “No!” Honi didn’t want Gideon buying anything for her. Then she’d owe him and what a disaster that would be. “I can pay for them myself.”

      Gideon ignored her, peeling a $100 bill off the roll and passing it to the clerk. “Is that enough?”

      The clerk nodded, clutching the money and taking a few steps backwards. “More than enough.”

      “Good. Keep the change. Now go the fuck away.”

      “Thanks man.” The clerk turned and took off back to the store.

      Honi used the distraction to try to sprint away, but Gideon grabbed her before she made it three feet. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      She yanked her arm out of his grip. “Anywhere I want. It’s a free country and I didn’t ask you to pay for the tampons, so I don’t owe you anything.” Good thinking, Honi. That should get him off her back. And then the thought of him on her back shot an arrow of need straight down to her v-jay.

      His dark eyes regarded her curiously as he slipped his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “Why are you running from me?” Why wasn’t he cold, standing there without a coat? Sure, shifters’ blood ran warmer than humans, but winter – this far the north – they still needed to bundle up.

      Was she avoiding the subject of why she was running? Time to get her bitch face on. She stepped closer to him, her stomach warring with her bravado. “Why are you chasing me?”

      He grinned as if that should be self-evident. “What pack?”

      Jesus, he was persistent. “None of your business!”

      “Not Mountain. Thinking not Ascena’s either – you’re too feisty for that.” He laughed. “Lucien’s got you, does he?”

      This was going to get ugly. First, she hated being called feisty. But the real problem was that Lucien was her alpha and also Gideon’s brother. If Gideon asked for her, Lucien might give her up to avoid his brother’s wrath. “No one’s got me, and that’s the way it’s going to stay.”

      She tried to step by him, but he blocked her path. “I’m not asking you to marry me, babe. Doesn’t mean we can’t be friends.”

      “Get out of my way,” she said, wondering why his casual words made her ache inside. “I’m not interested in you.”

      He grinned but remained a rock. “Oh baby, you are so interested in me. It smells like pussy willows and ginger snaps.”

      Fucking crude, that’s what he was!

      She shoved him, her hands slamming against his chest with enough force to make him stumble a couple of steps backward. Her hands burned, the hint of his rock-solid chest scoring her palms, lighting her up. “Stop scenting me! Stop touching me. Stay the hell away from me or I’ll maul your throat while you’re sleeping!”

      She shouldn’t have touched him, shouldn’t have engaged. His surprise at her fear and hostility was written on his face. But curiosity too at who she was, maybe why she was reacting so aggressively. His lust she could’ve handled. As soon as she was out of his sight, he’d lose interest. But curiosity was dangerous, because he might not let the idea of her go until his interest was sated.

      He didn’t respond to her handling of him other than to smirk, his eyes half-closed as they lingered on her hair. “Never seen a red-headed shifter before.”

      She touched a hand to the side of her head as if to confirm his words. She should have braided it this morning, but she thought it would be a quick uneventful trip in and out. “Stop looking at my hair.” Her voice shook at his scrutiny. “Please leave me alone.”

      The air felt charged, a current sizzling between them, pulling them together with an undeniable force. Then Gideon broke the link, stepping aside, his hands raised, palms out towards her and his face masked by indifference. “Okay. You aren’t interested. I get it.” He shrugged as he turned his back and sauntered away, not looking back.

      Honi watched his retreat, her teeth clenched, her hands fisted at her sides. Fucking arrogant asshole. Maybe he had a right to be, or maybe he didn’t, but for some reason that she couldn’t explain, she was annoyed that he’d given up so easily.
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      After his encounter with the sweet sexy redhead, Gideon returned to the service station to do what he initially intended, which was to get some windshield washer fluid and a fill-up for his Ford F-450 pickup. It needed a wash too, but that could wait until the temperature warmed up a bit.

      He twisted the cap on the gas tank after replacing the nozzle on the pump, then ran his hand over the side rail on bed of the truck. She was brand new, a purchase he made in October, with stone-grey metallic exterior and a medium earth grey interior. She was his baby, the only girl he knew that wasn’t fickle, bossy, difficult, or demanding.

      He slid into the luxurious interior and flipped on the seat warmer as he started the truck. It was one of those days, a rare one when he had nothing much to do. Winter was the quietest season for him and sometimes he got bored waiting for the snow to melt. He needed a distraction and his mind flashed on the spirited redhead in the alley. Where had Lucien been hiding her? Not that Gideon was intimately familiar with Lucien’s pack, but an unmated female redhead with a pretty face and a too-curvy-to-be-legal body? Hard to keep that kind of sexy under wraps.

      Gideon joined the few vehicles on the road, driving aimlessly, thinking about going to the falls where he could shift and take a run. It was peaceful out there, neutral territory for the four packs around the town of Darkness Falls. He could do some hunting, prowling, chasing small game. Or… and his mind flashed to the female he left in the ally…, he could call his brother, meet for coffee or a drink, and get some intel on the fiery female shifter.

      He grinned at the thought. She was attractive, that was for sure. Her gorgeous hair fell in wild waves down her back, her complexion was slightly tanned and the smattering of freckles across her nose was cute. Fuck. Cute. She wasn’t cute. She was trouble. He’d known it the moment he stepped into the Husky and scented her, a fertile combination of musk and spice that enveloped him like a siren’s song. His body heated, his dick tingled, his wolf clawed at his chest, wanting out. Wanting her without even seeing her.

      And he could sense her emotions when he ran her down in the alley, the wild swing from panic to fear, then anger and attraction. It overwhelmed him and he had to resist the impulse to carry her off to his home and mate with her.

      It was not a thing for him, getting in deep with a woman, creating a nest, having a young one. He knew as alpha, he had a responsibility to take a mate and have a family. Not yet though. He was 33 years old and decided he would settle down when he turned 35.

      He already had a woman in mind, Shannon, a quiet, pretty female in his pack. He hadn’t announced his intentions to her or anyone else, but it seemed to be the consensus among the pack that she was his mate-to-be. She was there for him whenever he wanted her, but she never pushed for more, asked for anything. She seemed to understand his boundaries, knew what lines not to cross.

      Her patience and even temper told him that there’d be no drama in their relationship, maybe no passion either, but after his fucking parents, he knew that it was better to mate with a female who didn’t enthrall him. It would be a good pairing and she would make a good alpha’s mate.

      He called Lucien as he steered towards Becker’s, one of Darkness Falls local taverns, a favourite among shifters and humans alike.

      “Hey Lucien,” he said when his brother picked up.

      “Gideon!” Lucien sounded like he was glad to hear from Gideon, which wasn’t always the case. In fact, given that they were competing alphas, damn rare. “What’s up?”

      It was winter making them malleable. The brotherly truce wouldn’t last. It never lasted and with spring around the corner, it would get strained again. Hard being brothers of opposing packs, and Gideon swallowed down his bitterness at the thought. “I’m headed to Becker’s. Got time to meet for a drink?”

      Lucien was his younger brother by two years and had been Gideon’s beta until their bid for a competing pack went sideways when Lucien killed the alpha of the Lodge pack and then refused to merge the two packs. It had taken years for Gideon to come to terms with Lucien’s betrayal, and he relented only because the animosity between the two of them was not only affecting the packs, but also the humans who lived in Darkness Falls.

      Now the two were civilized, talking over coffee or drinks, negotiating instead of fighting. The community welcomed the lowering of tensions, and the Mayor did her best to maintain the peace by forming the Darkness Falls Territory Council, which had the alphas of all four packs meeting monthly with the mayor and police chief to discuss local issues. It was an exercise in optics more than anything else, but it did help maintain the delicate balance between shifters and humans.

      Lucien hesitated for a few seconds. Then, “Sure, why not? Anything newsworthy or are you just looking for a friendly hug?”

      Ah, the sarcasm. Lucien was bitter too that Gideon hadn’t supported Lucien’s decision to form his own pack. That was an understatement. Gideon had been so enraged that had it been any other shifter but Lucien, he would have gone to war and slaughtered him. “No drama. A friendly drink or two.”

      Like most male shifters, Lucien was straightforward and to the point. “See you in 30.” He ended the call without a goodbye.

      At Becker’s, Gideon settled into a booth as Lowry Pattison, the prettiest barmaid on the floor, brought him a shot of scotch with a beer chaser.

      “How’re you doing?” He grinned at her, liking that she knew what he drank, that she was prompt with the order.

      She gave him a stiff smile and a cool tone. “Okay. You?”

      He shrugged as he tossed his scotch. Lowry was a beauty and for a while, they’d been good together, but she wanted more and so did he, because she wasn’t enough. No woman was enough for him it seemed, and he quickly broke it off before her expectations grew too big. But Darkness Falls was small, and Becker’s was the happening place, so there was no hiding from each other or any of his exes.

      Some of them hated him on sight, some of them, like Lowry, tried to maintain a façade of civility, and some of them thought that they could seduce him back to their beds. But he never went back for seconds. A break-up was a break-up and he didn’t want to appear that he was still interested. That would be a lie, which was something he didn’t often do.

      “Need another scotch and I’ll be perfect.” He watched the sexy sway of her ass as she walked away, but it didn’t move him because his mind was still on the redhead in the alley. Fuck. He wasn’t used to females shooting him down. Yes, he was the first to admit he was arrogant. He was alpha, strong, intense, wild – everything it seemed women wanted, and they climbed over one another to get to him. And shallow as it was, he liked having choices. He didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about it, and he sure as fuck wasn’t going to apologize for it.

      After two more shots of scotch and his second beer, Lucien showed up. Gideon was feeling a buzz that would soon disappear. As a shifter, his metabolism was so high, alcohol rarely affected him. It warmed his blood though and made him mellow, and he loved the feeling of both.

      “Hey,” Lucien said as he slid into the bench opposite Gideon. He waved at Lowry, who gave him a much warmer reception than she had Gideon.

      Gideon pushed his untouched scotch towards Lucien. “How’s it going?”

      Lucien shrugged as he tossed the shot back like Gideon had earlier. “Slow and boring at the Lodge. The cold is keeping clients away and it’s like the entire pack is hibernating.” Lucien and his pack ran the Darkness Falls Lodge. They were an eco-tourist group, catering to hunters and fishers and naturalists. And they were hugely successful. The Lodge brought a lot of tourists to Darkness Falls, generated a lot of income for the service industry and created jobs for the town.

      Ah, excellent segue. “Not everyone. I ran into one of your females this morning.” May as well get straight to the point. He and Lucien were cut from the same cloth. Small talk was a waste of time.

      Lowry dropped a round of drinks at the table, ignoring Gideon now that she could, keeping her eyes directed towards Lucien. “Thanks,” he said with a smile.

      “My pleasure,” she purred, then walked away.

      Gideon shook his head. “She’s doing that to twist the knife into me.”

      Lucien took a sip of his beer. “Maybe it’s not about you at all. Ever think of that?”

      Nope, he never thought of that, not that Lucien didn’t have his share of women and he was much less of a prick, if you believed the gossip, which Gideon really couldn’t deny anyway. “You’re implying that she’s smiling at you because she wants you?” He shook his head. “Not possible.”

      Lucien grunted his laughter. “If you say so.” He took a sip of his beer. Then, “Who was in town this morning? You didn’t start something, did you?”

      “No.” It was only sort of a lie. “It was a female. Redhead.”

      The mood at the table turned chilly as Lucien’s hissed out a breath. “Leave her the fuck alone.”

      Gideon pressed his back against the vinyl of the booth and slung an arm casually across the top of it. With his other hand, he tapped his fingers on the table, his eyes lowered towards them. “She doesn’t have a mate.”

      Lucien leaned towards Gideon, his hands tight on the beer mug. “She doesn’t want a mate. She doesn’t want to do anything but live in peace and do her job at the Lodge.”

      Gideon raised his eyebrows. “Last summer you were looking for females. What’s changed?”

      Lucien sighed. “Nothing’s changed… well, that’s not fucking true. Connell died. And the cops are looking at him for the disappearance of that little shifter… what’s her name?”

      “Tia.” A member of the all female pack led by Ascena LaCoste, Tia went missing last fall and her whereabouts were still unknown.

      “Yeah her. Mara’s still freaking out, but then why not? Connell was cheating on her with Tia, then he tried to kill Eva.” He drained his mug of beer and set it on the table with a bang. “And now I’ve got her, a human female — no, better than that — she’s a fucking cop with a smart mouth living in the pack. She’s a daily reminder to Mara that Connell’s dead.” He swivelled his head looking for Lowry, then motioned for another round when he caught her eye.

      “You got Aztec though.” Gideon had to admit he was enjoying Lucien’s troubles. Nice to see not everything Lucien touched turned to gold.

      Lucien leaned back. “Yeah. Maybe. Until he decides to challenge me.”

      Wrong topic. Gideon felt the rage at his brother grow and tried to bottle it. Stupid fucking Lucien who was no alpha, not really. Not like Gideon, or Ren of the mountain pack, or Aztec, who gave up the alpha role of his Alaskan pack to be with Eva. Lucien had brains going for him and his bulldog, Raff, the beta, who had his back. And his pack’s loyalty. But his chance of winning a challenge against any of the above was unlikely because his heart was too fucking soft.

      “He won’t.” Gideon wasn’t certain of Aztec’s motives, but the shifter seemed to crave isolation. Weird match, him and the mouthy cop, but whatever. “Now about the redhead. How long’s she been in your pack?”

      Lowry stopped by the table with a tray full of drinks, carefully setting four shots of scotch and two mugs of beer on the table before heading to the next table. Busy in here, busier than a Monday afternoon should be, but then again, it was too cold outside for humans, and even shifters felt this kind of freeze in their bones.

      Lucien toyed with his scotch, his focus on his hand. “Almost a year. Ascena was sheltering her, but Honi was getting bored, wanted a job and breathing space, so she approached me about joining my pack.”

      Honi.  Her name was Honi.

      Lucien threw the shot back and reached for his beer. “I was all for it, telling her she’d be expected to mate, and she agreed but wanted to do it at her own pace.”

      Gideon laughed as he watched Lucien take a swallow of the beer. “Been a year. What’s the problem?”

      A reluctant grin teased the corners of Lucien’s lips. “I tried to call her out on it, but she jumped all over me and not in a good way.”

      Gideon chuckled even as jealousy flamed inside him. His mind conjured an image of Lucien and the female shifter together and he had to restrain himself from leaping across the table and savaging his brother. What the fuck was wrong with him?

      Lucien snorted. “Got pissed that I was implying that her only use as a member of the pack was as a breeder. That all her other contributions didn’t count.”

      That was it right there. That was why Lucien wouldn’t win a challenge. A female shifter was challenging him, and he hadn’t cut her down to size. “So she won the fight?”

      “No… yes.” Lucien shuffled uncomfortably. “She’s right, Gideon. Just because we’re shifters doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be moving with the times. The females offer a lot and Honi is a prime example of that. She doesn’t have to have babies to contribute to the pack.”

      Gideon tossed his scotch, then the second one. “You’re full of shit, bro. We’re a dying breed and we’re as much wolf as we are human. Instinct rules us. She should be mated; she should be growing your pack.”

      Lucien shook his head as he gazed at Gideon. “What would you do? Force her? Lock her up in a cage and make her life so miserable she’d have to comply? There’s a reason she was in Ascena’s pack before she came to the Lodge. I don’t ask and she won’t tell, but she’s been hurt, on the run. My pack keeps her hidden.”

      Gideon had to admit that Lucien had a good point. The women in his pack were malleable, almost all of them, except for Leah, the latent, who was like a Chihuahua amongst the Pit bulls, unaware of how small and vulnerable she was. “How does she stay hidden in your pack with that head of hair?”

      “We’re tucked away enough and self-maintaining and she’s smart. Rarely leaves the grounds. I’m surprised she was in town today. Didn’t know anyone was making a run.”

      Gideon decided not to share the purpose of her shopping trip or the way they met. “If she’s not mating with any of your guys, maybe it’s because no one interests her. Maybe you should bring her around my pack or Ren’s.” Not Ren’s, his wolf rumbled.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” Lucien growled. “Ren’s pack is as savage as they come and yours is little better. If you’re asking for her, the answer is no. Not trading females. The last time we did that, it fucking blew up in our faces.”

      Gideon drew in a breath. Lucien was right – trading Trist for land left a bad taste in everyone’s mouths. Guess it worked out, but almost at the cost of Trist’s life. And Leah’s. “Wasn’t thinking that.”

      “You know that Honi got hurt too? She was with Trist when Rusty attacked. The fuck tried to tear her throat out. Fortunately, she fought him off enough to save her life.” Lucien shook his head at the memory. “That said, I’m protective of her.”

      Gideon’s heart raced as his wolf’s hackles went up. He tried to appear unruffled but couldn’t disguise his body’s reaction. “But not interested?”

      Lucien shrugged. “It’s not there for us and I don’t fuck my female pack members for the sake of fucking.”

      “Unlike me,” Gideon said bluntly. Despite the insulting tone in Lucien’s words, Gideon felt a sense of relief that Honi was under Lucien’s protection, that his brother wouldn’t take advantage of the redhead and would defend her against other males who might try. “If I promise not to fuck her, can she come over for a playdate?”

      “Honi can do whatever she wants. But you fucking hurt her, and you’ll answer to me.”

      Gideon took a long draw of his beer instead of sneering at Lucien’s words. At least the door was open for Gideon to talk to Honi. But not on Lucien’s territory. Shifters didn’t cross into another pack’s territory without express permission, and that’s not what Lucien was offering. Gideon needed to find a way to get Honi into town.
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      “So will you come?” Trist was standing in the middle of Honi’s cabin. It had two rooms – one comprised the living room, bedroom and kitchen, and the other was the bathroom. Honi was reasonably neat but thought she wasn’t passing Trist’s white-glove perusal of her cozy home.

      “Why?” Honi said as she kicked a discarded pair of shoes under the bed. “That’s what I’m not getting. Why does Leah want me to go with you to Becker’s?”

      Trist pushed a pile of clean laundry to the middle of the couch and slid her bulk down on a cushion. She was eight months pregnant with twins and so big she made Moby Dick look like he’d just taken a cold shower. The female was small for a shifter, average size for a human. About 5’5”, Honi figured and pretty in a soft, wild way. Raff, her mate, loved her so much it made Honi’s heart ache. He was gruff with her, possessive, protective, but it was clear that what they had was something incredibly special.

      “It’s a girl’s night out. Leah doesn’t have friends in her pack. Just me and Eva from here. It would be good for you to join us. Don’t you want friends?”

      Honi swallowed down the sudden burn of tears. Of course, she wanted friends, what girl didn’t? But spending too much time in Darkness Falls was risky. People would notice her and start asking questions about who she was, where she came from. Maybe someone would mention her in conversation and the word would travel. It was her fucking red hair. She’d change the colour if she could, but the dye didn’t take. A weird anomaly that she didn’t bother to explore. Besides, she didn’t need to change the colour if she kept her head down. Which meant staying out of town.

      “I shouldn’t.” Her wolf disagreed as it pawed at her. It had always been a little wild, full of mischief. A party wolf.

      “Why?” Trist implored. Fair question and Honi had no answer. As much as she wanted to, she wasn’t going to tell Trist about her past. The poor pregnant woman had already gone through enough trauma to last a lifetime, and they were all grieving with Mara over Connell’s deception and subsequent death. She wasn’t about to weigh down this pack with her problems, which might no longer exist. Yeah, her wolf liked that reasoning.

      “I’m not that social.” She entered her tiny kitchen and fired up the gas stove, putting a kettle on to boil. One upper cabinet, three lower ones, a single sink and a bar fridge. Considering what Honi had before she arrived in Darkness Falls, it was extravagant.

      “That’s not true! You’re plenty social with the pack and the tourists.” Trist folded a towel as she spoke and stacked it up on top of Honi’s now tidy panties.

      “That’s different.” And it was. Human tourists thought nothing of her hair, wouldn’t know how uncommon it was among shifters. And the Lodge pack was a closed group that protected its own. It was pack mentality to shield the members from outside scrutiny. Still, Trist was right. Honi was only 22 years old, though she’d lived most of those years either subjugated or on the run. Sometimes she wanted to be young and fun, like Eva, the daring blonde cop mated to Aztec, or Cherime, Trist’s sister through mating, who knew how to have a good time and didn’t care what others thought of her.

      Trist shook out a grey long-sleeved undershirt. “We’ll only go for a couple of hours. I can’t handle more than that these days.” She patted her belly.

      Honi sighed as her wolf pestered her. C’mon let’s have some fun.

      Trist pouted. “Please? Just a drink or two. It’ll be fun.”

      “Okay,” Honi finally relented. “Just for a drink or two.” Why not, anyway? It had been seven years. Why was she still hiding?

      Trist tried and failed to jump up off the couch. “Yes! We only go once or twice a month and it’s usually on a Friday, but it varies because Eva works shifts. It doesn’t matter to me or Leah, who doesn’t really do anything, but we can work around your schedule when spring gets here.”

      Honi felt horror rise in her, while her wolf jumped with joy at the prospect of this becoming a regular thing. “I’ll go, Trist. Once. Then we’ll see.”

      Trist grinned, big, toothy, knowing.
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      Becker’s was banging when Honi followed Raff, Eva and Trist into its warmth. It was a Monday night and she was surprised at how busy it was. Almost all the tables were taken, and she wasn’t sure where they were going to sit, but then she spotted Leah in a booth waving like a lunatic, a mug of beer in front of her.

      Eva beelined towards the latent shifter, and Honi hesitated for a fraction of a second before following. Trist and Raff were leaning into each other, having a conversation meant for their ears only so there was no point waiting for Trist.

      “Sit there.” Eva pointed to the spot next to Leah. “We may as well leave Trist on the outside of the bench since she’ll be getting up the most to use the bathroom.

      “Hi Leah,” Honi said as she slid in next to her. She knew Leah but they had never officially been introduced. The female shifter was smaller than Trist, compact with untamed hair the colour of coffee beans and bright brown eyes that at the moment were dancing with curiosity.

      Leah studied Honi from head to toe, her eyes lingering on Honi’s brown leather combat boots. “Hello,” she said formally as she shifted her attention to Honi’s face. “Is it Honi or is that short for something? Like Honorine?”

      “Honorine isn’t a name,” Eva scoffed. The tall blonde cop had tucked herself into the corner of the booth, arms on the table, posture relaxed.

      Honi wished Leah would stop looking at her. “It’s just Honi.”

      “H-O-N-E-Y?”

      Honi shook her head at Leah. “No. Honi with an I.”

      Leah furrowed her forehead. “H-O-N-I-Y?”

      “Christ, Leah,” Eva said as she looked around for a server. “H-O-N-I-E.”

      “Oh,” Leah said, reaching for Honi’s braid.

      Honi flinched back, but that didn’t deter Leah, who grabbed the braid and pulled the pink scrunchie off, pocketing it. “Just an I. H-O-N-I.”

      Leah raised her eyebrows at Eva. “Told you.”

      Eva rolled her eyes. “Where is everyone? I’m thirsty, damn it!” She pounded her fist on the table.

      Leah cupped her hands around her mouth and shouted. “Hey Harris!”

      “Stop,” Eva hissed, reaching across the table and grabbing Leah’s hand.

      “Fine.” Leah wrinkled her nose at Eva, then reached for Honi’s braid again. Honi tried to evade her, but the little shifter was fast. She wrapped the braid in her hand and was deftly unknotting it.

      “What are you doing?” Honi gave a tug on her braid as Trist arrived and struggled into the bench beside Eva.

      “What did Mr. Meanie want now?” Eva said to her friend.

      A secretive grin played at Trist’s lips. “He was worried about me overdoing it.”

      Leah’s concentration was 100% on the braid. “They were sucking face. I saw.”

      “Would you stop messing with my hair.” Honi brushed Leah’s hand and moved a couple of inches towards the edge of the bench, but that resulted in Leah pulling harder on the braid.

      “It’s red.” Leah said, awe in her voice, finally getting the braid undone, and running her fingers through the hair to fluff it up. She cradled Honi’s cheeks and stared into her eyes. “And green eyes too.”

      “So?” Eva said, then visibly relaxed when she saw the bartender stride towards their table with a sexy grin on his face. Honi took advantage of the gorgeous distraction by yanking her face out of Leah’s grip.

      “Hello lovely ladies.” He turned towards Honi. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.” He was human, hot body, gorgeous face that sported a confident knowing smile.

      Leah guffawed. “You haven’t had the pleasure of any of us, you hound dog.”

      Harris grinned at Leah. “Watch your tongue, you little wolf, or I’ll cut you off.”

      “You can’t cut off—” Leah started.

      “Harris Palmer, this is Honi.”

      Leah, undeterred by Eva’s interruption, added, “With an I.”

      “Hello, Honi with an I. You have beautiful hair.”

      “That’s what I was saying,” Leah exclaimed. “I’ve never seen a redheaded shifter before.”

      “Really?” Harris examined Honi’s hair closely, increasing her discomfort. She didn’t want attention from males. Not human or shifter.

      Trist piped up. “Red is uncommon for shifters. Kind of a recessive gene thing, I think.”

      “It’s a sign of power. Only female shifters have red hair and they’re few and far between.” Leah lowered the tone of her voice like she was sharing a divine prophecy. “Elders say that when one is born, she will rise up and rule all of the earth with the wild force of Mother Nature behind her. She’ll never die, but will eventually become an Ivy-covered Sequoia, untouchable by all who dare to try.”

      A few seconds of silence ticked by, then Eva rolled her eyes. “You’re making that shit up.”

      “Now you’re an expert on shifter lore on top of being Aztec’s mate?” Leah challenged, her voice back to her normal raspy vibe.

      “A Sequoia’s a redwood,” Trist told Harris, trying to edge into the conversation.

      “Interesting,” Harris said, but the tone of his voice suggested it was anything but.

      Honi let out a breath of relief. Harris Palmer lost interest sometime during Leah’s ridiculous tale. Guess he wasn’t into redheads or ivy-covered Sequoias. Or maybe it was too much information for his gorgeous head to process. Either way, Honi relaxed.

      “What can I get you to drink, Honi?” he asked. “I already know what the rest of these drunkards want.”

      Honi eyed Leah’s beer. She never saw the point in drinking alcohol since she metabolized it so fast but didn’t want to be the odd one out. “Maybe a glass of wine. Red, if you have it.”

      “Coming right up,” Harris announced as he headed back to the bar.

      “Ugh.” Leah made a face as she arranged Honi’s hair over her shoulder. “Man up, Red. Drink beer.”

      “That’s hardly manning up, Leah. Drink scotch like Gideon is.” Eva motioned with her head, leading Honi’s eyes across the bar to where Gideon was sitting with Varg, his beta, and Jared Cooper, a shifter from the Dominant pack and one of Darkness Falls’ local physicians.

      She felt her stomach twist as Gideon’s hard gaze met hers, a circuit of dark energy that leapt across the room. It had been more than a week since their encounter in the alley and her attraction to him hadn’t diminished. If anything, it had increased in intensity, her mind constantly straying to him. Now, in the bar, it was like time stood still. Even her wolf who had been wagging its tail to the music, froze at the connection between them.

      “Fuck,” Honi muttered under her breath as she dropped her eyes to the table to sever the link.

      Eva wrinkled her nose. “Yeah. Mr. Supreme Alpha is in the house tonight. Padlock your chastity belts, ladies.”

      Leah laughed at the joke and Trist smiled wryly. “My chastity belt won’t fit anymore, but this belly seems to be a good deterrent.”

      “And your watchdog, he totally fucks with your social life.” Leah of course, but Trist swivelled her head and smiled across the room at Raff, who grinned back.

      “Where’s Aztec?” Honi asked Eva, thinking she should at least attempt to join the conversation. Aztec, a former Mountain pack member, joined the Lodge pack a few months ago, when Ren, the Mountain alpha refused to allow Eva to join his pack.

      “He’s coming. Wanted to stop by the precinct and talk to Jackson.” Eva reached across the table and pulled Leah’s mug of beer to her side of the table. She took a long swallow and then burped quietly as she pushed it back towards Leah. “Service is sure slow tonight.”

      Honi looked around, skipping over Gideon’s table. “Looks like they underestimated how busy it would get.”

      “I’ll say,” Leah grinned. “Maybe I should offer to help. I have mad skills.”

      Eva tilted her head at Leah. “Name one mad skill.”

      Leah mimicked Eva’s pose. “Fuck off, copper. I tell you what they are, you’ll arrest me for using my superpowers in public.”

      Harris returned with the drinks just as Aztec and Jackson walked into Becker’s. “Go,” Eva made a shooing gesture towards the bartender. “Before Aztec sees you.”

      Harris rolled his eyes. “I used to like you, Eva, but your taste in men is seriously making me question my judgement.”

      “Just go.” Eva glared at him before turning towards Aztec, her mate, and Jackson, her boss, and waving at them.

      “Stop waving
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