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AILSA GAZED OUT OVER the river, sitting silently at her perch alongside a new friend she had made. She did it every morning, with a cup of hot tea in her hands. Braxley Castle was expansive. The soft red brick rose up from the green grass, piercing the bright-blue sky. There weren’t many sunny days in Inverness. Not during this time of the year. But, when the sun came out to play, it cast a beautiful warm light over the entire land the Braxley clan owned. Protected. Lived upon.

Acres and acres of English oak trees. Their limbs climbing up into the heavens. Casting shadows along the green grass as the hills rolled in the distance. Rows of willow trees Ailsa had sought comfort within over the past few months, trying to make sense of her world. Of the attack. Of the bite she figured would change her life. The rushing water of the thick, fervent river held elder and wild cherry bushes. Berries she frequently plucked from their stems and tossed against her tongue.

Things were so peaceful at the castle. So quiet. And yet, she couldn't help but recognize the darkness that lurked in the corners.

Her room overlooked the river, and she spent many days cooped up within it. At first, to heal. Brochan had kept quite an eye on her after the attack. And she knew what he was looking for. She wasn’t an idiot. It didn’t take a scholar to figure out that a bite from a shifter meant the possibility of her turning into one of them. But as the days ticked on by, all she felt was stronger. All she felt was healing.

Not once did she feel like one of them.

She decided not to go back. She decided to stay with Brochan and support him as he took his rightful place as the Braxley clan leader. And while there were whispers of her being his unofficial mate, nothing was ever spoken aloud. Ailsa adored him. His power. His grace. His strength. His countenance. Everything that made Brochan who he was, she loved.

But her unofficial status came with a great deal of weight on her shoulders.

While she adored his clan and all the functions she attended, she was still an outsider. And there were many people who never stopped at reminding her of that. There were some people who accepted her, though. Like Bonnie, the young woman who brought Ailsa her hot drink every morning. The two of them sat silently at the window, gazing out at the water as they sipped their drinks. Ailsa’s eyes watched the rushing water as clouds built up in the distance. Thick, dark clouds that boasted of another rainy afternoon inside.

One of many she had shared in the throes of passion with Brochan.

“We’ll want to get outside this morning, if ye want to go at all,” Bonnie said.

Ailsa nodded softly. “Looks like it.”

“Ye’re going to take another day in, aren’t ye?”

“I’m not really feeling up to exploring today, no.”

“What are ye feeling? Are ye sore at all?”

“No,” Ailsa said softly.

“Feverish?”

“No.”

“Tingly all over?” Bonnie asked.

“I’m not feeling like a shifter, if that’s what ye’re asking.”

Ailsa sighed as she set her cup of tea down. She turned her eyes to the beautiful woman, apologizing silently. She hadn’t meant to snap at her newfound friend. Because Bonnie was the only person who fully accepted her within the clan, despite her outsider status. Bonnie Connelly was as beautiful as they came, in Ailsa’s eyes. A soft green stare set against fair skin with long, flowing dark-brown hair. Almost black, unless someone looked closely. Bonnie was tall and thin. Lean, but strong underneath that innocent look of hers. Bonnie had helped Ailsa through a great deal. Bonnie was her educator on clan customs and Scottish traditions. Bonnie had been her tour guide across the grounds and all across Inverness, when she felt like getting out of her room.

Ailsa felt indebted to Bonnie. Especially with the looks Bonnie got for simply associating with Ailsa on a regular basis.

“Ye don’t have to stay, ye know.”

Bonnie sighed. “Ye know I don’t give a damn what they think, Ailsa. I think ye’re wonderful. I think ye’re a great addition to our clan. Brochan loves ye; that much I’m sure of. Our clan leader has chosen ye. That should be enough for everyone.”

“Chosen me,” she said, snickering.

“Poor choice of words, I’m sure. But ye understand what I mean.”

Ailsa sighed. “I’m slowly learning to accept it, yes.”

There was a great deal about the clan that bucked against what Ailsa had established in her life. Like her independence. Or the fact that she belonged to someone. She had belonged to someone for many years of her life. A controlling, abusive man who never stopped to fully release her from his claws. Ailsa closed her eyes and sighed. She turned away from the water’s view and stood up from her chair. Pulling her robe around her, she made her way back to the bed. A bed she had shared with Brochan, time and time again. Because while he tried to convince her to stay in his chambers and indulge in the luxuriousness of his own room, she wanted her own space.

Something that represented how hard she had worked for her freedom.

“Ye know he isn’t like Charlie,” Bonnie said.

Ailsa’s eyes flew open. “I know that. I know none of ye are. It isn’t that.”

“Then what is it? Talk to me, Ailsa. What’s going on in yer head right now?”

Bonnie moved to sit beside her on the edge of the bed. But Ailsa had no idea how to organize her thoughts. How to say what was on her mind without offending the woman next to her. A woman who had been kind enough to take Ailsa under her wing and teach her all she needed to know about being the clan leader’s mate.

Well, unofficially.

“I feel trapped,” Ailsa said.

Bonnie nodded as she sat there, listening with great intent.

“It’s beautiful here. I’ve never seen anything like it. But, when I agreed to stay here at Brochan’s side, I didn’t realize it meant giving up everything I am in the process,” she said.

“Ye miss yer life. That’s to be expected,” Bonnie said.

“I don’t even miss my life. Or my apartment. Or my things. I miss—”

Ailsa licked her lips, trying to come up with the right words.

“It’s only me, Ailsa. Ye don’t have to edit yerself with me. Ye can trust me. Whatever ye tell me stays here, in this room. Between us. Always,” Bonnie said.

Ailsa sighed. “I miss having a passion that isn’t a person.”

“Ah. Ye miss a hobby.”

“Not even a hobby. Just a purpose that isn’t standing at a man’s side. I’m more than that, Bonnie. I’m more than Brochan’s mate. I was a nurse. And a damn good one.”

“So Brochan has told us on many occasions,” Bonnie said.

Ailsa snickered softly. “He’s fond of that story.”

“It’s how he met the woman he loves. Of course he is. Brochan feels deeply, despite the stoic stare on his face all the time. And he feels the greatest for ye.”

“And I feel for him. Please don’t get that wrong. But I spent years defining my life around a man who didn’t care. A man who was out to hurt, isolate, and control me. Now, I’m here in this beautiful castle, isolated and controlled.”

“No one’s controlling ye, Ailsa. Ye can come and go as ye please.”

“Within preestablished rules, yes. But it’s never without someone watching me. Whether it’s Brochan at my side, or one of his confidants tailing me, or ye showing me around. It’s never just me anymore.”

Bonnie furrowed her brow. “Do ye not want to be with us?”

Ailsa sighed. “It isn’t that. I knew ... it’s hard...”

She grasped fruitlessly at the words to try and describe to her new best friend how this all felt.

“It’s hard to describe how I’m feeling to someone who’s never been in the kind of relationship I had to tear myself away from,” Ailsa said.

Bonnie nodded. “Are ye saying ye wish things didn’t always revolve around the clan?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“Well, why don’t ye find something for yerself that doesn’t revolve around the clan? We all have things we do. Jobs and ways of making money. If ye miss yer line of work, why not seek it out again?”

Ailsa sighed. “Because Brochan is worried. He keeps telling me that if Malcolm’s bite is going to affect me, I could shift without a second thought. Without being able to control it. I know he’s worried for me, but I’ve been healing and recuperating for months. Don’t ye think it would have shown by now?”

Bonnie shrugged. “It took me over two years to show signs of being a shifter.”

“Wait, what?”

Ailsa quickly turned her body toward Bonnie, watching as the girl smiled.

“Ye weren’t born into this?” she asked.

“No. I wasn’t. My sister was, but she’s the one who bit me and turned me into what I am now,” Bonnie said.

“But I thought shifters couldn't breed with regular humans?”

“No, no, ye’re right. They can’t. When my father fell in love with my mother, things were fine. Until they wanted to start a family. My father changed my mother into what she is now, and then they had my sister and me. Rachel was born with the shifter gene, and I wasn’t. So, when the time was right—around my twenty-fifth birthday—my sister bit me to change me.”

“Why twenty-five?”

But when Bonnie grinned, it sank in.

“The peak of yer fertility,” Ailsa said.

“Exactly,” Bonnie said as giggles fell from her lips. “I’ve known for a long time that I always wanted children. Rachel? Not so much. So, my twenty-fifth-birthday present was her changing me into the shifter I am now, in order to lock me into the best age possible for procreating. Should I ever fall in love.”

“But ye guys age.”

“Yes, but much slower than regular humans do.”

Ailsa nodded. “I suppose that makes sense.”

Bonnie took her hand. “That’s why Brochan is so worried about ye, though. He knows that, if Malcolm’s bite has affected ye, it can sometimes not present itself for years. And then, out of the blue, something agitates ye and boom! Wolf.”

“Are ye telling me he’s going to stow me away like this for years?”

Bonnie shook her head. “No. But I am telling ye he’s always going to worry over ye. Just like he worries over all of us. He’s always going to want to make sure ye’re safe. He’s always going to want to make sure ye’re happy.”

“But I’m not happy. Not right now anyway.”

“Have ye told him that?”

Ailsa paused. “No. I haven’t. I guess I’m scared I’ll...”

“Upset him?”

Ailsa knew she was placing Brochan in a corner he couldn't fight himself away from. She knew her survival instincts were kicking in, and they weren’t fair to the man she had fallen in love with. Bonnie wrapped her arms around Ailsa, pulling her into a big hug. And as thunder rumbled off in the distance, the sun was soon swallowed up by the dark clouds. The river rushed so loudly Ailsa could hear it through the thick brick, concrete, and glass of her room. Lightning flashed across the sky, piercing the darkness and illuminating the trees. Forcing them to cast sharp shadows through her window and along her walls.

Bonnie pressed her lips against Ailsa’s ear. “Talk with him. Because while we’re all getting to know him, he holds all the attributes a clan leader needs. And one of those attributes is empathy. If he loves ye the way I know he does, the second ye tell him ye’re unhappy, he’ll do whatever it takes to make ye happy.”

Ailsa closed her eyes. “Thank ye. For everything ye’ve done for me over these past few months.”

“Everyone needs a friend. And ye’ve been a great one to me while ye’ve been here.”

Ailsa pulled back and sighed heavily.

“Yer sister still doesn’t like me, though,” she said.

Bonnie rolled her eyes. “Rachel is weary of everyone. She is still skeptical of Brochan, despite his position in our clan. Give her time to come around. She’s always been a suspicious shifter. It’s why she’s being groomed as one of our warriors.”

“Is that something that’s allowed here? Women warriors?”

“Ailsa, we’re traditional, but we aren’t oppressive.”

The two girls laughed softly together as the storm raged outside.

“Well, since we aren’t exploring anywhere today, can I get ye another cup of tea?” Bonnie asked.

“Ye know ye don’t have to wait on me hand and foot, right?” Ailsa asked.

“That is a decision for Brochan to make. Not ye. But don’t think I haven’t enjoyed our time together. Ye’re not going to get rid of me that easily.”

Ailsa smiled. “Then sure. I’d love another cup of tea. If ye’ll stay and have another one with me.”

“Why did ye think I was offering in the first place?”
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BROCHAN DREW IN A DEEP breath as he watched the raging storm outside. The weeping willows bowed to the storm, as if to sacrifice themselves for the good of the castle. He clasped his hands behind his back, keeping himself tall and strong. It had been a rough few months, taking his rightful place as the Braxley clan leader. He knew there were those in his ranks still murmuring whispers of dissent. Mutiny. Overthrowing him due to his lack of presence with the clan. But he kept his focus on Ailsa. On making sure she was okay and making sure she was healing properly.

With Bonnie at her side.

Brochan sighed as lightning flashed against his stoic face. With every roar of thunder, the hairpin curl of his lips sank. They pulled into a thin, taut line before being dragged down farther. And farther. Until the stoicism turned to cynicism for the world outside. Every flash of lightning brought back a new memory. Images that haunted him from months and months
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