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Chapter One
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“WELL, AREN’T YOU going to congratulate your brother?” Fitzgerald Everest asked as he poured himself a hefty glass of whiskey. Dimitri watched as his older brother downed half of it, refilling the glass again before turning back to face his siblings, one hand stuffed in his pocket. “The first of the three Everest children to be married off demands some congratulations, don’t you think?” Fitz and his new bride were set to leave on their honeymoon in the morning, which gave Dimitri’s older brother time to drink more of their father’s whiskey as his payment for marrying Mandy Taylor. 
Dimitri ran a hand through his light brown hair as he stared down into his own whiskey glass. “You don’t sound like a man who wants to be congratulated as much as mourned,” he said, before taking a small sip, the whiskey warming his belly, but doing nothing to warm his mood.
“I’m still not sure why you went through with it,” Lainie said from the sofa, a glass of wine in her hand. “Do you even love Mandy? I mean, you two barely know each other. Hell, you’ve only been on, what, six dates? How could you possibly be ready to settle down with her for the rest of your life? I realize you wanted to please our father, but Fitz, this is your life we’re talking about, your future. What happens if your panther scents his destined mate? You’re already married. How would that even work?”
Dimitri watched as his brother struggled to answer, his jaw twitching, and saw the bitterness on Fitz’s face as he stared down into his glass. Dimitri knew Mandy wasn’t his brother’s destined mate because Fitz had already told him about Kinsey, the one his panther had scented as his mate years ago. From everything Dimitri had heard about destined mates, Fitzgerald walked a dangerous path by ignoring that calling.
Although the notion sounded weird, the calling of the destined mate was part of the curse put on all shifters by the witches who cast the spell over three centuries ago. Salem was not the only town that had hunted witches and then hung them. Or burned them. In the township of Brighton Cove, terrified citizens persecuted witches, the trials unfair, the results unproven, and the death toll high. However, toward the end of the witch hunt, just before the last five witches were hung, they pronounced a curse on the citizens of Brighton Cove that would see the next generation and every generation after born with two sides—a human side and, within that, an animal side. The animal would always struggle for domination and, only by sheer will and practice, would the human be able to remain in control. However, as part of that curse, the witches added a small caveat—that each animal would be destined for one true love, one soul mate, who would then, and only then, complete them. The two would, somehow, be as one. Once they detected that bond, the two must mate or the pull of the calling would drive them insane. Their father had always claimed the mating call was rubbish and held to old school traditions centered on arranged marriages and family mergers, but Dimitri didn’t believe that one part of the curse could be true while the other part remained a myth. He worried his brother had made a fatal error in judgment when he obeyed their father and ignored his panther’s pull toward Kinsey Pickford.
“What makes you think Mandy isn’t my mate?” Fitz asked before taking another long swallow of his drink. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand when he finished, almost bringing the glass to his lips again as soon as he was done. “Perhaps the calling just hasn’t been triggered, yet.”
Dimitri grabbed Fitz’s arm and stopped him from taking another drink. “Perhaps because of the way you’re drinking right now.” He didn’t out his brother in front of Lainie, but he hoped his look reminded Fitz he knew better.
Fitzgerald looked at his brother, resignation and determination masking his features as he pulled his arm from his brother’s grasp. “We do what we have to do for the family. Father needed this for our business. Marrying Mandy strengthens our family by aligning it with hers. Besides, it’s the way it’s always been done.”
“That’s not a reason to get married, and you know it,” Dimitri said. “Those days are long gone.” However, he knew the argument fell on deaf ears. Even before his brother proposed to Mandy Taylor, Dimitri had tried talking Fitz out of abiding by their father’s designs, reminding him of what could happen if he ignored his animal’s mating call. Dimitri knew what his father hoped, that by combining their paper mill with Josiah Taylor’s lumber factory, they would enlarge their businesses and improve profit margins. How their father intended to get out of his contract with Sutherlin Lumber, Dimitri had no clue. However, marriage should never be a business proposal, but rather, a proposal of the heart.
Fitz shook his head, his shoulders slumped in defeat. “We need this to save the family business, and you know it. We’re struggling, and the Taylors’ connections will put us back in the black.” He turned a pained expression to his siblings. “What choice did I have?”
“None at all,” Daniel Everest said as he entered the study of the Everest home. “And I would appreciate you two not making your brother miserable on his wedding day or causing him to second guess his family obligations.”
Dimitri watched as their father walked across the floor to the wet bar and fixed himself a drink. “Family obligation does not include marriage,” Dimitri said. “This isn’t the day and age where arranged marriages are the norm. People have the right to choose their own spouses.”
“Or in our case, their animals choose them,” Lainie added, tucking her dark hair behind her ear. 
Their father waved off her words. “Not everyone has a destined mate. Stop believing fairy tales.” He then turned to Dimitri, pointing at the middle child with the hand that held his whiskey. “And family obligations run strong in this family no matter what century it is. We need this union to stay afloat, and besides, Mandy is a fine woman. Fitz here is doing well for himself.” He smiled at his eldest and then took a swig of his drink.
“I like Mandy,” Lainie said as she faced Fitz. “Don’t get me wrong. I just couldn’t do it, that’s all. The whole thing seems so cold, so impersonal. You two barely know anything about each other.”
“Ah, but you will,” their father said with a short nod. “You both will when it’s your time.” He gestured to Dimitri as well as Lainie. “Combining families keeps us stronger than others. A merging of resources and power is what these type of unions are all about.” He smiled over at his daughter, and Dimitri felt a twisting in his gut at the smug look on his father’s face. “As a matter of fact, I’ve already been talking to Lars Hemingway about introducing you to his son, Miles.”
“What?” Lainie asked as she shot up from the sofa, her arms straight at her sides, hands clenched into tight fists. “No.” She waved her hands in front of her as if wiping the suggestion out of existence. “Nada. Not going to happen. I knew Miles in school. He was a weaselly boy then, and he’s not much better now. I’m not interested. I won’t.”
Daniel Everest narrowed his eyes at his daughter. “You will do what you’re told,” he said with a snarl. “I’ve taken care of you your entire life, and this is what you’ll do to help your family. As long as you are living under my roof and a part of this family you will abide by my decisions. We need his trucking business.”
“And so you’d whore out your daughter to get it?” Dimitri asked, stunned that their father could be so callous.
“I am not whoring out my daughter,“ their father snapped, turning and pouring more whiskey into his glass. “I’m looking out for her future, just like I did for Fitz and like I’ll do for you.”
“No, you won’t,” Dimitri said with a shake of his head. “I can look out for my own future. I’ll pick my own bride, thank you.” He should have suspected their father wouldn’t be satisfied controlling just one of his children’s lives. The man would insinuate himself into all of their lives for his own good.
“As will I,” Lainie said, anger lacing her words. Dimitri cocked an eyebrow at her, and Lainie rolled her eyes as she blew out an exasperated breath. “You know what I mean. Don’t be stupid.”
“You’ll both do what you’re told, and that’s the end of it,” their father warned. He then straightened and forced a plastic smile onto his face. “Now, enough of this rebellious chatter. Let’s celebrate your brother’s union.” He raised his glass in a toast. “To Fitz.”
Dimitri watched as his father took a swig of his whiskey, but couldn’t bring himself to join. None of it felt right. 
Fitz lifted his glass and took a small sip, his lips twisted in a grimace as he pulled the glass away from his mouth, his expression lost. Lainie just stood there, anger twisting her features. 
Dimitri set his glass on a table and walked out of the study, his stomach a knot of anger ready to snap. It wasn’t bad enough that their father ruined Fitz’s life; now, he expected to ruin the rest of his children’s futures, as well. The man was insensitive and selfish. There was no way Dimitri would tolerate their father’s intrusion into his life. He would choose his own course, his own mate. Fitz may have felt he was stuck. Dimitri felt no such obligation. The time had come for him to leave the Everest homestead and strike out on his own.




Chapter Two
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NEAL PORTER LEAPED up onto the wooden deck of his cabin, his sleek fox scampering over the wooden planks as he scurried away from the dark gray coyote chasing him, his claws slipping on the wood planks before he found purchase. For the last thirty minutes, he dipped under fallen branches, leaped over stumps and through piles of fallen leaves, weaved around birch, oak, and pines in a mad effort to pull ahead of the larger predator, but the coyote remained relentless. The early night cast shadows on the ground, and Neal tried to remain in them as much as possible, using his smaller size to get lost in the darkness. However, a bright red fox stands out no matter what, and the coyote was only a short distance behind him. 
Neal leaped into the air over the front steps, hoping to get under the porch and out of reach, but the coyote stayed right behind him, so close that Neal could hear the animal’s heavy breathing. He chanced a glance back, just as the larger animal leaped into the air after him. The fox gave a yelp of surprise and turned back around, digging deep down for that extra burst of speed as his claws gouged the wood, propelling him forward.
The coyote shifted, paws becoming hands and feet, limbs turning into legs and arms, as the dark gray fur shifted into long, dark hair. The woman snatched Neal in mid-air, wrapping her hands around his tiny, furry body, and tucking him under her arm and against her naked flesh. “Got you!” she screamed as they hit the ground hard, rolling, her body protecting him as they slid along the grassy front yard. 
They both panted as they laid there, her arms wrapped around his slick body as he laid his muzzle along her breasts. He could feel her heartbeat as he sprawled on top of her. 
After a couple of minutes, Neal shifted, sliding to the woman’s side, his arms wrapping around the woman’s lithe body as soon as they transformed and pulling her tight against him. Their breathing still came out in ragged pants from their exertion, and Neal felt his heart pounding in his ears. “I guess it’s my turn to cook dinner, then,” he said as he laid there, wrapped around Tina Barrett and gazing up into the stars. “I should have remained in that hollowed-out log. You never would have found me, then.”
She grinned over at him. “And then we wouldn’t be lying here like this, our bodies all exposed and rubbing against each other in all the best ways.” She slid a hand down his torso toward his cock. “What’s the fun in that?” She rolled over, kissing the side of his face as she stroked his flaccid manhood to life. “I happen to like these little games of ours. They get me feeling all randy and naughty.”
Neal couldn’t help but grin, as well. “So do I. It’s great being able to run around in our natural forms without worrying about who will see us or get upset.” He glanced over at her as the evening breeze caressed his flesh. “Saves on laundry, too.”
She giggled as she gripped his thick cock even harder, her finger grazing the head and sending tremors throughout his body. “And we can enjoy each other’s bodies outdoors, just as our animals would.” She leaned over and kissed him again, running her tongue lightly across the side of his face. “Now you see why Bane is pushing for this to be a total shifter community. The humans can’t handle this type of freedom and openness. They’re still hung up on their old traditions and morals.”
Neal squirmed slightly under her, her words a common mantra as of late, one he grew tired of hearing, but couldn’t really disagree with her. Neal knew he was the Alpha of Bull Creek as well as Tina’s mate, but Bane Kastner was the Alpha of her pack, and she seemed more in tune with his wishes than Neal’s. “That’s not what the Paranormal Council wanted when they took over this area and sent me out here. They saw it as a haven for all people: shifters, vampires, humans, and witches, any paranormal creature who needed to get away from the world.” He glanced over into her dark eyes. “Bull Creek isn’t just for shifters, no matter what Bane hopes.”
“The Paranormal Council isn’t here,” she said, still stroking him and kissing his ear. “You’re the Alpha of Bull Creek. You get to decide who stays and who goes. You make the rules. That’s what Alphas do.” She glided her hand slowly up and down on his throbbing cock. “Don’t you like this, being outside, my hand stroking you without worry?”
He groaned as he shoved his hip slightly upward into her grip even more, his cock growing harder in her hand. “Yes,” he admitted with a moan. He couldn’t deny the thrill of sex out in the open. “But, the Council has already written the main rules down. It’s my job to enforce them, not change them. They exist to protect everyone.”
Tina rolled over on top of him, her hands going to his shoulders as she slid back and forth onto his hardness. She bit her lower lip as she glanced down at him, her eyes glazed over with her lust. He could still see the mate mark on her shoulder from where he took her just a few short weeks ago, making her his and vice versa. They were destined mates, bonded for life in a way that trumped normal marriages, trumped even Bane as her Alpha, and Neal didn’t regret that at all. However, ever since, it seemed as if she tried hard to get him to follow her, instead of lead her. The witches had already left the small community, Marilyn Bowman being the last to leave, tired of being harassed by the coyotes and hyenas. He knew Bane instigated it, strove to drive the human population out of the area, making Bull Creek solely a shifter paradise. What the Alpha of the coyotes planned on doing with the vampires, Neal wasn’t sure, yet, but he knew there had to be a plan in place, a plan he needed to discover and stop. The humans may have been weaker, unable to stand against the rugged, primal nature of Bull Creek, but the vampires had no such hindrance. 
Tina bounced her eyebrows at him as she reached down, gripping his manhood, and guiding him inside of her wetness. “This is how we were meant to be, Neal,” she said, her voice husky with her passion. “Naked, outdoors, the wind against our bodies as we savor the pleasures of our flesh. Do you really want to give this up? Sacrifice this for the prudish ways of humans?”
She continued to ride him, her eyes closed as she spoke, reminding him of the ways of their animals, the desires of their mating. He held her hips, watched as her naked form slid back and forth, grinding on him, her breasts swaying slightly, until he witnessed her mouth pop open in a silent O, her eyes opening as she clutched his shoulders, gasping as her orgasm crashed through her. She froze, his cock buried deep inside of her, her body shaking from her climax until he watched her relax, her ample breasts rising and falling with her heavy breathing. She grinned down at him, again biting her lower lip. “I don’t want to give this up.”
“No,” he said, his own breathing heavy. “No, I can see why you wouldn’t.” But that wasn’t the mission of Bull Creek; that wasn’t why the Council sent him to be the community’s Alpha. Of course, sexual freedom was a great side benefit.
No, that wasn’t the true vision for Bull Creek. He ran his hand over her naked hip, staring into her eyes. But, Tina was his mate, and he would give her the world if he could; he’d even give her Bull Creek.




Chapter Three
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DIMITRI STEPPED INTO Shades, ready to drink his troubles away, the smell of beer and the loud raucous din of several conversations competing with each other, assaulting his senses. The entire drive over, he kept replaying the audacity of his father ’s comments, Dimitri’s anger still hot. He couldn’t believe his father had been so cold and callus when it came to his children’s futures. Standing up for the family was one thing, helping out and pitching in another, but sacrificing your entire future for the family pushed that line a little too far. Dimitri would not sit still and allow his father to bulldoze over his life, like he did to the eldest Everest sibling. Fitz surrendered his destined mate for his father’s ambitions without even putting up a fight. It wasn’t right. Their father demanded too much.
Sliding onto a barstool, shoulders slumped, Dimitri motioned for Drey Hawkins to pour him a whiskey. 
“Thanks for the text,” Josh Rayburn said as he slid onto the stool beside Dimitri, his mood a bright sunshine compared to Dimitri’s thunderstorm. “I’m always up for a spontaneous night out at Shades. What’s the occasion? I thought the Everest clan would be holed up in that fancy mansion toasting your brother’s nuptials all weekend long.”
Dimitri glanced over at his friend, one eyebrow cocked. “Did you actually use the word nuptials?”
Josh shrugged. “It was on that Word of the Day toilet paper your sister bought me for Christmas last year.” He motioned for Drey to get him a beer. “Now, to what are we drinking or is this just a casual night out, and by the look on your face, I highly doubt it.”
“I’m drinking in order to prevent myself from killing my father,” Dimitri said as Drey slid his glass in front of him and a beer in front of Josh. 
Instead of moving on to another customer, Drey leaned on the bar in front of them and joined in on their conversation. “Always a better alternative.”
Josh picked up his beer and then turned to face his friend. “That didn’t take long. I thought the Everest family would be all giddy with Fitz’s marriage for at least a week. What has you so annoyed at your old man now, not that there aren’t a ton of reasons already?”
Dimitri took a long swallow of his drink, rubbing his lips together as he did, setting the glass back down on the bar. He shook his head. “Dear old Dad isn’t satisfied ruining my brother’s life; he intends on ruining my life and Lainie’s as well. Hell, he’s already set his sights on a match for Lainie. He intends to marry each of us off to increase his position in the business world.”
“For what it’s worth, the pack didn’t approve of your father’s actions when it came to Fitz’s
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