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        Bless our hearts, that we may hear,

        in the breaking of the bread,

        the songs of the universe.
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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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cherime stood on the edge of a cliff and let loose a long shrieky echoing scream. Well, maybe not a scream, more a howl. No… not that either. A howl-scream was what it was. She repeated it twice more. Yes, definitely a howl-scream. And why not? This was the happiest day of her 18 years of life. It was the end of June, school was out forever, and she was alone in her secret sanctuary in the mountains of the Darkness Falls region of northern British Columbia.

      Where to start?

      First, she dusted the flat top of the good-sized boulder that was the sole rock in the middle of the clearing, then carefully perched herself on said boulder so as not to get the ass of her white daisy dukes dirty. Next, she stretched her long, tanned, and well-toned legs out in front of her and admired them. They were shaved and silky, tapering to shapely ankles and sexy bare feet.

      She was in the mountains in her favourite hang-out spot for when she wanted to be alone. This little piece of paradise was a neutral area that sat just outside the territory of the Mountain wolf shifter pack, which she avoided because her brother, Raff, beta to the Lodge pack, told her to.

      They’re uncivilized assholes who will drag you off by your hair, use you, and toss you out, he grumbled to her all the time.

      She never once pointed out the irony of his words considering he was just as uncivilized as any other male shifter she’d ever encountered, and went through women like they were cheap cans of beer.

      None of that matter today. She didn’t want to think about Raff, or her sister, Mara, or Mara’s new guy, Connell. She also wasn’t going to think about the Lodge pack, or Lucien, the sexy new alpha who barely acknowledged her, let alone returned her teenage angsty feelings.

      What she did want to do was enjoy the day for what it was. The first day of the rest of her life. “School’s out for summer! School’s out forever!” she sang at the top of her lungs. Yeah baby, she was so ready to put in place the plans she’d been thinking about ever since she found this private little paradise.

      She raised an invisible glass of champagne and toasted to freedom, to her future, and to this awesome wondrous piece of the world she lived in. Draining the airy champagne in a single guzzle, she refilled her fake hand-shaped glass, then winged the empty imaginary bottle over the cliff.

      Tossing back the second glass, she threw it at the rock wall behind her, pretending she was drunk and wincing at the illusion of shattering glass. She flipped her long dark hair over her shoulders and shaded her eyes with the flat of her hand. The view up here was to die for. Literally, she thought as she eyed the unfenced edge of a cliff that ended at least 20 metres below on a hard bed of slate.

      She could see for miles, nature at its finest, unmolested and virginal. Northern BC, the Yukon and Alaska were her jam and she’d never leave this area, unlike some of her friends, who were gearing up to head to Vancouver in the fall to get book smart.

      There was a college in town if she should have a sudden urge to learn something she couldn’t find on the internet. With a population of about 5,000 humans and shifters, Darkness Falls was a tourist draw that was nestled in a valley surrounded by mountains, vast forests, a snaking highway that led towards the Yukon and a majestic waterfall that the town was named after. She could see her pack’s territory, the Falls Lodge, a tiny tract of green hemmed by old-growth trees, with little cabins like smudges of paint only slightly marring the masterpiece.

      She slept up here sometimes, in the back of her beat-up old jeep, which she managed to maneuver through the trees, hollows and dips after she cleared rocks and a few logs out of the way. Other times, when the weather suited, she shifted and slept under a huge old growth western red cedar, which sang lullabies of past generations of shifters when the breeze ruffled its boughs.

      This area was perfect: hidden and private with the right number of trees and rocks, a freshwater stream, and enough level ground space to pitch several tents. All she’d need to do to was build a solid fence at the edge of the cliff, so none of the idiot schoolgirls fell over.

      She grinned as she thought of Mara, who would scold her for being so negative about high school girls, but Cherime had a right to call them idiots. She used to be one: getting a hangnail was an apocalyptic event, the girls she considered friends were also her worst enemies, and she expected the world to revolve around her. Graduation didn’t much change her behaviour, but at least she was self-aware enough to recognize the teenage drama for what it was.

      With the grad ceremony over, hats tossed in the air, and teachers looking forward to the summer break, she was now the holder of a useless piece of paper that made her sister weep with happiness. Was it worth it to graduate high school to make Mara happy? No, nope, nada. It had been a torturous prison sentence and Mara was the cruel warden, practically dragging Cherime over the finish line.

      Cherime had checked out in grade 10 anyway, preferring to study boys over math. School was overrated, a government hoop she needed to jump through to earn a scrap of paper that would ultimately do nothing for her future. She was never leaving Darkness Falls, never going to university to get a degree. She had all the skills she needed to survive in the world of shifters, and a reasonably functioning head on her shoulders to turn her vision into a reality.

      She stood, swaying a little from the champagne, hands on hips, her gaze sweeping her future. This was going to be the Falls Lodge Glamping spot – well one of them anyway. She had two other locations in mind depending on the time of year and weather.

      No one knew about her plan yet; not Lucien, Raff, or Mara. They’d scoff but give in to her because it would be the only way to shut her up. At first, they’d think it was harmless, and then eventually, they’d thank her for having the will to implement it.

      Without doubt, her glamping trips were going to put Lodge Falls on the map and attract thousands of people from around the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          Eight years later

        

      

    

    
      Cherime hated glamping, she hated this stupid mountain-top spot, and she especially hated snowstorms in June. The cold wind howled around her, whipping her long purple hair into a Medusa-like frenzy around her face as she stared helplessly at the tatters of her meticulous planning.

      “We have to go!” Aubrey Powell shouted in Cherime’s ear, her squeaky voice seized by the wind and carried away. Aubrey was a little thing, even for a human. Short in stature, light-weight, with arms and legs that lacked muscle tone. Right now, her lips were turning a light shade of blue as she quivered in her flip-flops.

      Cherime and her wolf both scoffed. Humans were so fragile; a little cold breeze and they were shivering through their bitching. Still, as much as Cherime didn’t want to agree with the schoolteacher, Aubrey was right.

      There were nine girls on this glamping trip, all soon-to-be graduates from Darkness Falls Secondary School. Cherime had implemented graduation glamping trips several years ago to modest success. The school district subsidized them and the girls who signed up for the almost-dry, usually boyless event had nothing but great things to say when they emerged from the mountains four days later, dolled up like they were beauty queen contestants.

      This time round there were eight human girls and one shifter female plus Aubrey and herself. “They’re turning into smurfs.” Cherime laughed at the girls, who were varying shades of blue as they huddled together with their shifter schoolmate for body warmth.

      Their discomfort didn’t stop them from chattering like magpies, punctuated with the occasional, “I did not!” and “Shut up!”

      Aubrey didn’t seem to find the blue humans as funny as Cherime. Instead, she pointed to the dark, low-hanging clouds. “If we don’t pack up now, we’re going to be stranded. What the hell are we going to do then?”

      Wow, the prim little schoolteacher said a swear word, if hell counted as a swear word these days. “Fine!” Cherime felt belligerent.

      Nature was a prick, a mischief maker, a jerkass sonofabitch that she’d never forgive for this. He messed with her all the time and the problem was that the only way she could get revenge was to leave the garbage, water bottles, food wrappers and other such crap behind. Of course, she wouldn’t, and the bastard knew it. Unlike math, protecting the environment was ingrained in her.

      “Let’s go,” she shouted to the girls. “Get all the tents down and packed up properly.”

      None of the girls moved, though a couple looked up.

      Cherime wrinkled her nose at them. “Get your asses moving, now! It’ll warm you up!”

      Aubrey gave her the stink eye as the little human stalked over to the handi-dart bus they borrowed from the Pinecrest Retirement Home, because all the vans at the Lodge were already reserved. She flung open the back hatch. “Everything tidy or we won’t be able to pack it all in.” She threw a scowl at Cherime. “I don’t know why we needed all this sh… stuff for a four-day camping trip.”

      Cherime’s temper sparked and she tracked towards Aubrey. “Glamping! It’s a fucking glamping trip! And you can’t have a glamping trip without the glamp!”

      Aubrey rolled her eyes. “Whatever that means. And stop with the profanity. There are impressionable young women here.”

      Cherime twisted right and left, pretending she was looking for a unicorn, which she was more likely to find than impressionable young women. “These girls are high school graduates. You can’t graduate unless you ace the cursing class. It’s mandatory.” She touched her long, purple, freshly polished pointer fingernail to the centre of Aubrey’s cleavage, which was easy since calling it cleavage was giving it too much credit. “And don’t be a fucking hypocrite. You curse like a sailor after two glasses of wine.”

      Aubrey knocked Cherime’s hand away as she narrowed her nut-brown eyes. “Are you going to help, or are you going to stand there like a skinny version of Barney?”

      Cherime gave Aubrey an evil frown, but inside she was laughing, because if anyone was having a worse day than Cherime, it was the little chaperone next to her.

      Aubrey was new to Darkness Falls, without the seniority of the ancients who were already old when Cherime was in high-school, so Little A got all the shit fieldtrip assignments, including the graduation glamping trip. That made the mousy woman cranky, and Cranky Aubrey was so much more interesting than Mousy Aubrey. Cranky Aubrey was full of fire, had backbone, and gave as good as Cherime.

      Trixie, one of the girls, raced up with a tent in her hands. “I can’t fold this up,” she whined as Cherime spotted a chip in Trixie’s eggplant nail polish.

      “We just got your nails polished and look what you’ve done to them already. Be more careful.”

      Aubrey appeared less concerned with the nail polish than with the unfolded tent. “Why the hell can’t you fold it up?” she demanded, her earlier lecture to Cherime about impressionable young women clearly forgotten.

      Cherime smirked. “Because this is a glamping trip. If these girls wanted to rough it, they’d be at band camp, living off the land like savages.”

      “Fuck,” Aubrey muttered under her breath. “Give me that!” She yanked the tent from Trixie’s hands and laid it out on the ground, deftly rolling it up and tying it like a bedroll.

      Cherime had to give the schoolteacher credit. It wasn’t easy to roll up a tent and get it right. She took it from Aubrey and shoved it into the back of the bus. “Go help the other girls get their tents rolled up. I’ll get stuff packed.”

      Aubrey marched towards the group of girls, her back rigid, her stride hostile.

      The temperature was dropping fast and the wind was becoming ferocious, howling like a coyote and slamming the group with aggressive gusts. Snow was starting to fall… no, fall was the wrong word. It was dumping down in sheets. Aubrey was right. They needed to get their asses moving or the scantily clad girls would be blueberry popsicles in a few minutes.

      The girls rushing up to her with bags and tents didn’t put Cherime in a better mood. She hated these late-spring snowstorms. They came on without warning and sometimes lasted days. If Cherime had known this was in the forecast, they’d have gone to the glamping site near the Lodge. But daddy nature obviously bribed the weather reporter to tell lies, although she went to school with the idiot. He didn’t need bribes to be wrong.

      “This is the last of it.” Aubrey was breathing heavily from the exertion as she shoved a tent into Cherime’s arms.

      Cherime pushed the tent into a tiny crack of space and then slammed the back door shut. “Let’s go!” she shouted, which wasn’t necessary because the girls were already huddled inside the bus, blankets around them, shaking like they were in a Stephen King novel.

      Cherime rolled her eyes as she climbed behind the steering wheel and fired up the bus. “Jesus, you girls are pussies. It’s a little fucking snow.”

      Aubrey climbed into the passenger seat and struggled to close the door as a gust of wind caught it. “Language,” she muttered as she strapped herself in. To the girls, she barked, “Seatbelts everyone!”

      The back-up sensors beeped as Cherime rolled the bus out from under the trees where it had been parked, then she put it in drive and moved it forward. “You’ve got a sexy, dominatrix, schoolteacher vibe going on there, girlfriend. Give me an hour and a private school uniform and I could turn you into one sexy brotherfucker.”

      Aubrey threw a stabby glance at Cherime. “Keep your eyes on the road and get us home, please.”

      Cherime shrugged as she steered the van down the quickly disappearing trail that led from the glamping site to a rough gravelled road. They were a couple of hours out of Darkness Falls on a good day, and as the wind and snow picked up, visibility dropped and so did Cherime’s speed.

      It took her almost 30 minutes to navigate the short trail, then once they were on gravel, she crawled along, the snow slick under the tires of the bus, the road no longer visible. The wind was knocking the bus around and Cherime was sure that any minute she was going to crash into a tree or drive off a cliff. Either way, she figured she was about five minutes away from killing them all.

      She threw a quick glance at Aubrey, who was white-knuckling the tops of her thighs, her face pale, her lips pressed together.

      Aubrey caught her looking. “We’re all gonna die,” she muttered.

      Cherime nodded. “Yeah, I think so too.”

      Aubrey seemed disappointed in Cherime’s response and her forehead creased into wrinkles she was going to regret by the time she was 40. “Do you know where we’re at?”

      Cherime wasn’t sure they were still on the road. “Somewhere between Schitt’s Creek and Fucked up Avenue.”

      Aubrey opened her cell phone and tapped on it. “No bars. We can’t even call for help.”

      “No one could come to our rescue right now anyway. We’re on our own, Little A.”

      The ominous words settled between them and it was as quiet as an empty library in the van. The girls in the back were huddled together, fingers clinging to armrests and blankets. Their feet simultaneously braked whenever Cherime did.

      After about the tenth time Cherime almost lost control on the slick snow, Aubrey leaned in and quietly said, “We’ve been driving almost two hours. We’re going to run out of gas before we get anywhere. And if that happens, we’re toast.”

      “More like freezer burnt,” Cherime replied, but Aubrey was right. “Even if we did have the proper winter gear, it wouldn’t be enough to keep us alive in these temperatures.” Cherime jerked the steering wheel, barely avoiding a tree. “We could stop, and I could shift. Go for help.”

      Aubrey shook her head. “And leave us alone? No way. That might give the girls the idea that it’s okay to walk out of here.” She glanced towards the windshield. “Like you said, no one can come out and help us anyway.”

      Shut down and rightly so, but annoyance trickled through Cherime anyway. “Okay, then what? I don’t hear you coming up with any solutions.”

      “What’s that?” Aubrey pointed to a sign that was several yards down on what appeared to be a trail. “I can’t see it in this snow. Slow down would you.”

      “If I go any fucking slower, the turtle will win the race again.” Cherime pressed the brake until the bus rolled to a stop, then shoved the gear shift in park and got out. “Everyone, stay inside,” she barked as she slammed the door and trudged down the trail to the sign. Mountain Shifter Pack Community Hall. No Trespassing.

      The wind wickedly laughed in her ears as she took a deep draw of the cold air. She had a short list of things to avoid. Number One: Mountain shifter pack territory. Number Two: Ren Ketkah, the Mountain Shifter Pack’s alpha. Number Three: Tequila.

      She returned to the bus, slammed the door as she climbed behind the steering wheel, shoved the bus in reverse until it was at the entrance to the trail then shifted into Drive and made a right turn onto it.

      “What does it say?” Aubrey squinted at the barely visible sign as they passed it.

      Cherime grimaced, momentarily forgetting Vogue’s beauty advice on frown-lines. “No trespassing.”

      It took another 30 minutes of crawling forward on the maybe-it’s-still-a-trail trail while the girls chattered too loudly, excited about their possible survival. Cherime bit her tongue to stop herself from screaming at them and Aubrey was as stiff as an ice sculpture, except for her lips, which were wordlessly moving.

      The van ran into the gate – literally, because Cherime didn’t see it in time to stop – and everyone cheered as she let a little tension go. She pried her fingers from the steering wheel, pulled them into fists, then stretched them out again. After doing this a few times, she shoved the bus into reverse and backed up several feet.

      Aubrey knitted her brows. “Want me to open the gate?”

      “No,” Cherime growled as she gritted her teeth and pressed the gas. The tires spun briefly, then the vehicle surged forward, splintering the wooden gate as it crashed through. It careened into what may have been a parking lot. As it neared the building, Cherime hit the brakes hard and flipped the steering wheel to her left as the bus slid on the snow.

      The community centre loomed close as the bus skated forward, but Cherime spun the wheel again and slammed the brakes, coming to a full stop next to the door of the community centre.

      The screaming stopped, there was a beat of silence, and the cheering started.

      “Your chariot has arrived!” Cherime whooped, adrenaline coursing through her body, her heart beating too fast and her wolf doing a Snoopy jig. “Let’s get this bitch unloaded. This glamping trip is back on track!”

      The girls piled out of the bus, chattering and laughing, their near-death experience already forgotten. A shaky Aubrey turned to Cherime, her pale face now the colour of ash. “What if the Mountain pack finds us trespassing?”

      Cherime shrugged, more confidence in her voice than she felt. “If that happens, I’ll handle it. Besides, a storm like this? No wolf in his right mind would be out running today.”
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      Ren loved the snow, and these late spring storms were his version of paradise. His wolf was like a puppy, playing in the white stuff as the wind howled around him. A big-ass, black moody mother-fucker of a puppy, but nonetheless, it was jumping around like it was on crack.

      It plowed through the snow, oblivious to Ren’s silly internal monologue, racing around trees, over rocks, loping through streams. In wolf form, he was impervious to the cold, and the blinding snow was a mere inconvenience. Sure, his senses were blunted, but then so were the senses of potential attackers, and he was likely the only predator fucked up enough to be out in this weather. When storms got bad, animals dug themselves in. Not Ren, but he wasn’t an animal, he was a shifter, considered a human, but with unique genetic makeup.

      His wolf didn’t give a shit who thought what of him. It wanted to sprint, run madly, but his piece of the mountain didn’t have much room to do that, because his cabin was deeply ensconced in the boreal forest that surrounded his territory. Rocks, trees, and deadfall offered a difficult obstacle course that, on a good day, he enjoyed sprinting through, but not on a day like this when the snow covered all sorts of hazards that could trip him up and snap a leg.

      To unleash his need for speed, he made his way to a secondary road that connected to the trail that led to his cabin. He could race flat out on the road without fear of slamming into a tree or running off a cliff.

      It was his freedom: being in wolf form, being in the snow, hearing the howling of the wind as it whipped around him. Alone, solitary, merging with nature without all the foolish trappings of the human world.

      He was alpha to his small pack of Mountain shifters, and he never denied his heritage. He was born alpha, would be alpha to the day he died. When that blessing came, he would return to where he came from, back to the arms of his real mother, not the bitch who abandoned him to fend for himself as a pup.

      His pack? They were Mountain for a reason. Like him, his shifters craved solitude and nature. Their homes were built among the trees, separated by several kilometres, and they generally saw each other out of necessity rather than by design. They lived off this land, kept their distance from the township of Darkness Falls, and enjoyed their blessings. They were hunters, traders, mountain dwellers.

      Darkness Falls offered them sanctuary, safety, and respect, which is why the pack had claimed territory where it did long before he came along and took over. The three other shifter packs in the area mostly left the Mountain shifters to themselves, and his pack preferred the fringe over getting too involved in shifter politics.

      He stopped mid-stride and let loose a long joyful howl, then waited for an answering one. Nothing. Of course not. His beta, Oz, might have been out and about, but he was on a sabbatical after his fucking human mate pissed off the wrong shifter and got her throat torn out. Ren felt a moment of guilt over his shitty attitude towards the now-dead trouble-maker, but couldn’t sustain it. Not in this incredible weather.

      He launched himself forward, slamming through the snow like an out-of-control plow, then, as he turned the corner towards the pack’s community centre, he stopped in his tracks. What the fuck? Hard to see in the blowing snow, but with his shifter eyes, he could make out a filmy grey cloud coming from the smokestack. He glanced around him, then sniffed the air for scents and strained his ears for sounds. Nothing because mother nature was in control. At least for the moment.

      He slipped into the trees and padded forward, keeping an ear and his nose on his surroundings as his eyes held steady in the direction he was going. Maybe it was one of his pack members, stranded in the storm. Most likely Flint and his family, the twin boys still too young to shift.

      He couldn’t think of a reason anyone else would be on his territory. The pack rarely had visitors and the community hall was practically the end of the decent road. Anyone coming through the mountains this way had a death wish, the deep-rutted dirt road nothing but a trail, easy to get stuck or drive off the side of the mountain. Easy to get stopped or crushed by a rockfall or avalanche.

      As he reached the edge of the trees, he crouched and peered through the snow. When the gusts dropped, he could make out a vehicle. By the glimpses he caught, it appeared to be a handi-dart bus, of all things. What the fuck would a handi-dart bus be doing on his mountain? Maybe stolen, because his brain couldn’t conjure a scenario where old people with walkers and wheelchairs would be driving up the mountain for fresh air.

      If it were thieves, then he would need to be cautious. He wasn’t afraid of humans – check that – he wasn’t afraid of anything. Well… not entirely true. He was highly uncomfortable around cats, the fucking little fearless ones that meowed at him when he was in town. He hated those fuckers.

      Cats aside, he was a predator, and he wanted to assess the situation before he stormed the castle. They could be shifters, not humans, and while that wouldn’t stop him from ripping off their limbs, he’d prefer not to add another welt to the fading scars that littered his body.

      He crept forward, watching for lookouts, but was pretty sure if there were any, they’d be too frozen to move. Who the fuck steals a handi-dart bus, anyway? As he reached the door of the hall, he pawed his muzzle and shook his body, letting loose chunks of snow that had formed on his fur. When he was satisfied, he shifted and stretched out, all 6’6” of him.

      He loved his human form almost as much as his wolf form. Mother Nature knew he’d have to be big and strong to survive alone in this world, and so she gave him what he needed. Strength, power, and an arrogance to match. Unlike many shifters, who felt constrained by their human forms, he felt formidable and sometimes even invincible.

      Still, in human form, with no fucking clothes, even as a shifter, he was freezing his ass off. He carefully pushed the unlocked door open, then silently shut it behind him. It pissed him off that the door hadn’t been kicked in – meant one of his pack had left it unlocked.

      Noise assailed him first, voices so high-pitched his wolf thought it was being tortured. Then the gag-inducing scents, which almost brought him to his knees. Manufactured shit, perfumes and other goop almost concealing the body odors. Some shifters, most humans, all female.

      But one scent stood out. One that woke up his brain, perked up his wolf and made other body parts stand at attention. Cherime Montana was on his territory.

      “Fuck,” he whispered under his breath as an eight-year-old memory assailed him. This girl was not going to be happy to see him.

      So be it. He hadn’t asked her to drive a handi-dart bus and a bunch of girls onto his territory. Nope, she invited herself, so she would have to live with the consequences.

      He strode into the hall and surveyed the scene before him. Females, all of them, dressed and made-up like hookers right down to the fucking stilettos on their feet. There were eleven in total, but Cherime was a queen among her subjects. Taller than all the girls, wearing a white flowy dress that dropped to mid-thigh, hair regally piled on top of her head in what appeared to be a beehive, or something poofy like that.

      Was her hair purple? Jesus fucking Christ, why’d she go do that to her gorgeous mane?

      “What the fucking hell!” he roared. The talking abruptly stopped, and a couple of the girls shrieked when they saw him. Most of them covered their eyes but peeked through their fingers to get a good look. He didn’t deny that his size and nakedness would make them curious, but the sight of his dick alone would probably ruin them for all other men. A human woman Cherime’s age stood frozen, her jaw hanging as she stared at him.

      And Cherime. She tilted her head and studied him, her eyes sliding over him slowly, the smile she’d had on her face when he stepped in slowly dying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fucking hell!” The deep voice of the male split the noise in the hall like a swinging axe. The conversation crashed and burned as all eyes turned towards the massive naked shifter who had entered the hall like a raging bull.

      Hot fucking damn! Those were Cherime’s first thoughts as she saw Ren, the sexy Mountain alpha standing in all his naked glory before her glamping group, arms crossed over his chest, legs splayed wide, the impossible-not-to-notice goods swinging low between his thighs. She hadn’t exactly forgotten how marvelous his body was – what woman could? She’d expected more grey hair, some saggy muscles, maybe erectile dysfunction. But nope, eight years hadn’t changed a damn thing. In fact, they made him hotter, if that was possible

      Yeah, he was the shifter she remembered. His glorious height, his chiselled muscles from all the hard work he never seemed to stop doing. His beard, long and untidy, reached down to his chest, his long hair was an uncombed, badly cut mess falling past his shoulders. His sledgehammer hands, his muscular arms and his fucking cock, huge like the rest of him, semi-saluting her now. His dark gaze held hers, his generous lips puckered into a frown.

      Was he happy to see her? Cherime couldn’t tell by his face so she glanced at his cock again. It seemed to be responding, but there were 11 of them. Maybe he was still interested in the nubile young things.

      She glanced at Aubrey, who stood motionless, her mouth gaping, her eyes glued to his Adonis belt’s landing point. All the girls were now openly staring, except Bella, whose angry glare was pinned to an oblivious Trixie. Cherime shook her head. She’d never understand girls who didn’t like cock, especially the one belonging to Ren.

      She decided the best way to deal with this Mountain shifter was to match his belligerence. “What are you doing here?” As she stepped past the girls who were in her path, he took a few steps towards her.

      It was always like that when they were in the same room. Magnets drawn to each other like they were opposite poles of the earth. That didn’t mean it was a good thing. “It’s my fucking hall, Wolverine. Start talking.”

      Wolverine. Fuck. His nickname for her eight years ago. Bastard, bringing it up like it was yesterday. “We were on a grad glamping trip. The storm hit and we couldn’t get down the mountain, so we sought refuge in your dusty, broken-down barn.”

      He eyed the other shifter girl. “No fucking way are you and that puppy staying on my territory.” He turned to Aubrey. “And you.” He took a threatening step and Cherime moved her body to block him from getting close to the teacher. He was a full head taller than Cherime, so he pretty much looked right over her and skewered Aubrey with his glare. “I don’t want any fucking relative of Adrienne’s anywhere near my pack.”

      Aubrey managed a gasp, but that was all.

      Cherime, however, wasn’t going to be intimated by Mr. Meany. In fact, he deserved an ass-kicking for being so insensitive and she was just the woman to do it. She raised her hand and slapped his face. “Try to at least pretend you have a human side, you bastard,” she seethed as Ren caught her wrist in his hard grip. “Aubrey’s still grieving her loss and besides that, she’s no Adrienne.”

      Ren sneered at Cherime. “Yeah. This one doesn’t seem to have her legs permanently pried apart.”

      Aubrey gasped again. The woman needed to work on her comebacks. Cherime decided to model correct shifter behaviour – she raised her other hand and slapped Ren again. He grabbed that wrist and gave her a little shake. “Stop hitting me.”

      “Then quit being a prick.” She jerked from his grasp and put some space between them. Her body was starting to want things that had taken her years to stop yearning for. Her wolf too – no bloody common sense, dismissing everything that happened back then.

      She had no need to worry. Ren’s next words were a cold shower, thank the earth. “You all have five minutes to pack your gear and get the hell out!”

      He was so snarly and aggressive that the girls and Aubrey scattered, grabbing the glamping supplies and food and throwing it haphazardly into a box. Apparently, they preferred death by freezing or car-crash mangling over Ren’s wrath. Cherime had no such wish.

      “Stop!” she bellowed. “This bully is not going to force us to go back out in the weather.”

      Everyone froze, looking uncertainly at Cherime.

      “I think we should leave, Cherime,” Aubrey said in a whispered voice only a shifter could hear.

      Jesus, teach had no sense of solidarity. “We’re not going anywhere!”

      “To hell you aren’t!” Ren towered over Cherime, his face dangerously close to hers. “You can’t fucking stay here!”

      He was so frustrating. “Why? Why can’t we stay?” She lowered her voice as she clutched at his arm. The upper arm. The one with the perfect bicep that both hands couldn’t even begin to circle. “You send us out there in that storm, it’s a death sentence. No way we’ll make it down the mountain in this weather.”

      Ren stretched his head from side to side, his neck cracking. “What are you doing up the mountain in the first place? On my territory?” He dropped his voice as well so that they couldn’t be overheard, even by the nosy female shifter who was shuffling around behind them.

      Cherime shook her head instead of rolling her eyes. Play passive, girl. Big, bad wolf likes to have his dick sucked. “Not on your territory. We were glamping at my lookout point. You know, the one where you reverted to a caveman the first time you saw me.”

      He narrowed his eyes and flared his nostrils. Cherime knew exactly what he was doing – he was scenting her, taking her in, stroking his memories. “The one where we fucked,” he said.

      She blinked. “It was more than fucking!” Oops, too loud. It was typical of the asshole to pretend that he hadn’t shattered Cherime’s heart. He did that every single fucking time they crossed paths, which wasn’t all the often. He knew what he’d done to her: took her virginity, toyed with her, then abandoned her.

      “Still have the emotional maturity of a peanut, hey? I figured you’d have outgrown the drama and stopped playing the broken-hearted little girl. It might have worked for you back then, but now, baby, you’ve been far too busy to pretend I mattered to you.”

      “You don’t know anything about me and what I do or don’t do!” Cherime raised her voice again, ignoring the fact that their argument just went public. “So fuck you!”

      “Seriously? That’s how you’re going to play this? You got a bus full of girls and you’ve decided a shitty attitude is going to win me over?”

      She took a pull of air to settle herself, knowing Ren was right. Fighting with the bastard wasn’t going to get her what she needed. “I’m sorry,” she said in a soft voice, sliding her hand over the chiselled peaks and valleys of his chest. “Why don’t we take this into your office?” She circled a nipple and moved closer so that her leg was brushing his cock. Based on the steel rod pressing against her, he was liking what she was doing. “Got your attention, do I?”

      Ren reached down and adjusted himself, then stroked upward on his cock like they were the only two in the room. “What are you offering, Wolverine? A fuck in exchange for me sheltering you?”

      “Why not?” Cherime retorted in a moment of temporary insanity. Every time she saw Ren, she walked away from him emotionally wrecked. “After all, it’s just fucking.”

      “Oh my god!” Aubrey’s shrill voice invaded Cherime’s stupor. “It’s bad enough he’s naked, Cherime. But come on, you have an audience.” She placed her hands on her hips as she huffed out an angry breath. “And an impressionable one at that. In what world is offering sex in exchange for what we need a good method of negotiation?”

      Cherime rolled her eyes at Aubrey. “Pretty much every world. Don’t be such a prude.”

      Ren grabbed Cherime by the upper arms and gave her a shake. “Don’t you fuck around with me. It might work on all the other men in your stud barn, but I’m not interested in a fuck and run.”

      “Double standard, asshole? You can fuck around whenever you feel like it, but I can’t?” Cherime shoved hard against his chest with the flat of her hands. When that didn’t move him, she slammed her stiletto heel into his foot.

      “Sonofabitch!” he roared, but instead of retreating, he kicked her feet out from under her.

      She landed solidly on her ass, the pain jolting her tailbone. “Oh my god, what’s wrong with you?” she shrieked as she scrambled upright.

      “With me? What the fuck’s wrong with you?” Ren was holding up his foot and peering at the bruise that was quickly forming. Being naked in that pose was maybe not the best idea.

      “What the fuck’s wrong with both of you!” Aubrey’s schoolmarm voice slammed through the room. The puny human stood a few feet from them, hands balled into fists. The scowl on her face said everything—she was at the end of her rope. “You.” She pointed at Ren. “You’re not going to turn us out in this storm. That would be murder, plain and simple, and while you may be king of your castle, the humans and the other shifter packs won’t take kindly to that kind of behaviour.”

      “Shit,” Cherime muttered as Ren took two steps towards Aubrey and loomed over her. The room and all the girls in it held their breath.  Cherime too. And her wolf.

      Aubrey stretched her neck back, her bravado fading as she unsuccessfully tried to hold Ren’s fiery glare.

      Ren’s voice held a deadly edge. “Fucking little human female, thinking I give a shit about your pretty human rules. That’s the problem with both you and your sister – thinking you’re smarter than me because I’m a Mountain shifter. Wonder what else the two of you have in common?”

      Cherime scrunched her face as tears formed in Aubrey’s eyes. No, no, no. Never let them see you cry. “Leave her alone, Ren.” She stepped between them. “Aubrey and I are responsible for the safety of these girls, so it’s only right that we look out for them anyway we can.”

      He twisted his head towards Cherime. “Negotiate.”

      “What?” Cherime and Aubrey gasped at the same time.

      “You heard me. I want something in return for letting you stay, and a quick fuck in one of the closets isn’t going to cut it.”

      “We could give you a makeover!” One of the girls playfully suggested.

      “Good idea!” and “Yes!” and “He could use one!” rang out along with giggles. The girls were no longer taking Ren seriously, which was not really the direction anyone should go with Ren.

      Ren didn’t move, his deadly stare aimed at Cherime. “They stay, you come home with me.”

      Cherime’s jaw dropped. “Go home with you? Like to your cabin?”

      “Yeah.” He turned his head towards one of the windows, the pane frozen over. “This shit’s going to last a few days. You warm my bed until it’s melted, the rest can stay here.”

      Cherime took a step back, bumping into Aubrey, who took a step back. They did this two more times, then Cherime shook her head. “No, nope. Not going to happen. You want a bed warmer, take Aubrey.”

      Aubrey gasped. “I’m not a sheep you can throw to the wolf.”

      Cherime rolled her eyes, noting that Aubrey could dish it out pretty good when her hackles were up. “Clever. How long have you been holding on to that one?”

      “You, Wolverine,” Ren interrupted. “You and me. Either that or all of you get out.”

      Cherime raised her face to the ceiling as if the exposed beams might have the answers she needed. “If I come back with you, there’s no sharing a bed. I’ll stay. We can talk, I’ll even cook for you, but hands off my body. You had your chance and you blew it.”

      Ren grinned. “If my recollection is right, you were the one doing the blowing.”

      Asshole, dickhead, sonofabitch alpha bastard. “I really hate you.”

      His smile dropped, but it wasn’t remorse in the depth of his eyes. It was anger. “Don’t matter how you feel about me, bear bait, as long as you come home with me. When the storm passes, you can come back and return these squatters back to Darkness Falls.”

      Aubrey interjected herself. “You’re not going to coerce her into sleeping with you.”

      “Stay out of this, Aubrey,” Cherime muttered. “I can handle this oversized gorilla.”

      Aubrey shook her head. “No. I can’t in good conscience let you leave with this lunatic.”

      The lunatic in question growled. “She comes with me, or you all go now.”

      Aubrey narrowed her eyes. “And if we refuse to leave? What’re you going to do about it?”

      Ren threw back his head and bellowed a laugh. “Jesus fucking Christ, you’ve not been around shifters much, have you, mini-mouse? What I’ll do is pick you up two by two, carry you outside, and dump your asses in the snow.”

      Aubrey crossed her arms over her chest, her eyes holding a hint of uncertainty, but she was still not willing to back down. “You can’t take on all of us at once.”

      “Stop, Aubrey,” Cherime muttered. “He can take us all on at once.” She didn’t think Ren would do his worst, which was shift and slaughter them, taking out the female shifters first, then destroying the humans. The problem is she didn’t know Ren well enough to know what his black heart was capable of.

      “I don’t believe it,” Aubrey exclaimed.

      “Want me to show you?” Ren wasn’t giving an inch.

      Cherime decided to end the impasse. “I’m going with Ren,” she said quickly.

      “No!” Aubrey squeaked.

      “Don’t worry, mini-mouse.” Yeah, that was a good nickname for the teacher. “Ren and I have a history. I can manage him for a couple of days.”

      Ren smirked liked she’d made a joke. “Oh baby, that’s precious. Let’s go.”

      Cherime stared around. “How? You came as your wolf.”

      Ren stared at her. “Nothing gets by you. Did you forget how to shift?”

      Cherime shook her head. “But I’ll have no clothes or makeup.”

      “Won’t really need clothes. If I recall, you weren’t exactly shy back then. Not now either, from what I hear.”

      Cherime narrowed her eyes at the massive shifter. “You’re ticked off because I didn’t wait for you to change your mind all these years?”

      Aubrey cleared her throat. “Okay, Cherime. Go with him but come back when the storm ends so we can get out of here.”

      Pissed at Ren, Cherime kicked the puppy instead. “I wasn’t asking you for permission!”

      Aubrey ignored Cherime as she turned to Ren, her voice taking on that shrill school-marmish tone that only dogs could hear. “And you, Mr. Ren. You keep your hands to yourself unless the lady invites you to touch her.”

      Ren narrowed his eyes as he glanced the around the room. “Lady? What lady?”

      Fuck you! Cherime hauled off and slapped him again.
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      Of all the community halls in all the world, Cherime had to walk into Ren’s. Eight fucking years and he’d managed to more or less avoid her, other than a couple of accidental meetings. But now, sharing the same space with her brought the past flooding back. A past that never should have happened, but shit, she looked damn fine all dolled up like she was going to a New Year’s Eve bash.

      Over the years, they’d kept their distance like they had restraining orders against each other. She was a handful then and it appeared she hadn’t changed a bit. He didn’t mind a strong woman, but Cherime was like a wild horse. He knew the only way he could tame the girl was to break her, and something like that would ruin her spirit.

      He stole a glance behind him at the snow-white wolf following him through the blizzard. How was it possible that this female shifter was so perfect? She embodied an alpha’s mate, her human side on the sharp edge of primacy and her wolf, glorious and proud.

      She caught him looking and snarled, baring her teeth. It took him back to the first time he’d laid eyes on her.

      It was late June, same time of year as now, but the weather was hot that day, the sky cloudless. He had been on a solo run and he’d strayed off territory to the hard-to-find overlook that he thought no one knew about. Her scent attracted him first – a heady combination of heather, crocuses, and the lightest aroma of salt underscoring it all. He was drawn to it like a bear to a beehive.

      When he’d come out of the trees and seen her, he was hooked. She was sitting on a boulder, her long tanned legs stretching out in front, arms behind her, elbows locked so she was leaning backwards, lush breasts pointing towards the sun. Her head was tilted back, her face skyward, eyes closed. A sleek cloud of long ebony hair fell in soft curls almost to her ass.

      Two seconds was all he had before she knew he was there. With the grace of a panther, she’d bounced to her feet and turned in his direction. She was so stunning his wolf almost jumped her. Everything about her was firm and ripe, like a fresh peach waiting for him to come along and pluck her. Young though, with the face of an angel despite the scowl.

      He was a bastard of a wolf: big, black, ugly as sin and proud of it. Covered in scars from run-ins with other shifters, two bears, and a pack of wolves, and she hadn’t so much as flinched as she inspected him. Instead, she scented the air and the scowl gave way to curiosity and something more, something heated.

      “Shift!” she commanded.

      He didn’t. Instead, he stalked towards her, teeth bared, a low growl in his throat. He’d been a pike caught in a gill net, too stunned to try to escape. But he was also an alpha and females didn’t command him.

      When she realized he wasn’t going to do her bidding, she had ripped her tank off, no fucking bra, then dropped her shorts and panties. “Who the fuck are you?” she panted, then shifted and leapt at him, landing on his back and biting down. He’d been caught off guard. Most male shifters didn’t have the balls to take him on, and this sultry white wolf had him by the scruff of his neck and was trying to shake him.

      Ren sighed as his memories scattered. Cherime had moved up so she was parallel to him, defying the pack order, even if she wasn’t part of his pack. Then she sped up and raced past him. He sprang, landing on her and slamming her to the ground.

      She was a squirmer, wiry and fast, but he had the advantage of expecting her aggression this time, and rolled them so she was belly up and he was pinning her with his paws around her neck. By instinct, he locked his jaw on her throat and bit gently. Turtle, you fucking princess, before you get hurt. Silly, pointless thought. She hadn’t turtled back then either. Instead, she’d battled him until they were both exhausted. He didn’t want that now, not out in the storm, but he couldn’t let her think she had the upper hand.

      She struggled, barked aggressively, scratched at him with her claws, gouging him, heating his wolf. So fucking reckless. He bit harder until he broke her skin, until he was suffocating her. She shifted under him and he lost his grip.

      “You fucking bastard!” she spat as she brought her hand to her neck, then looked at the blood on her fingers. “You broke my skin.”

      He shifted too, his body on hers, pressing her into the snow. In this temperature, they could only stay in human form for a few moments or they’d freeze off their bits and pieces. Ren was attached to his and didn’t want to lose any of them. He had to make this fast. “What the fuck is wrong with you! You think my wolf is going to roll over and play dead to a challenge. You know better than that!”

      “Fuck you!” She shoved at his chest, tried to knee him in the balls, tried to scratch his face.

      He grabbed her wrists and yanked them over head, then sat up and straddled her. His dick was the hardest it had been in eight years. It wanted her; he wanted her. That was clear as it laid out on her belly pointing its way to her mouth. All he had to do was shuffle forward a few inches and he could shove it between her tits and thrust. Problem was he’d have to let go of her hands so he could squeeze those firm ripe mounds together, and that might lead to his dick getting broken.

      “Shift!” he commanded, like she had eight years ago. “And get your ass behind me so we can get the fuck out of this storm.”

      She shifted suddenly, then twisted and scrambled out from under him and raced off into the thick veil of snow, her white coat blending and disappearing.

      Ren stood, his chest heaving from his lust. “You get your ass to my cabin, Wolverine,” he bellowed into the storm. “If you’re not there when I arrive, I’ll sacrifice your fucking glampers to the devil!”

      He shifted and followed her scent. Yes, it was sheeting snow, the cold and wind fucking with his nose, but this was Cherime and he always knew when she was nearby. She’d heard him yelling at her. She was headed to his cabin.
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      Cherime padded up to Ren’s cabin. Same old cabin as it was eight years ago except more rundown. Back then, she was excited to be here. Back then she was young, naïve, in love. The first time she saw Ren, her first glimpse of him in his wolf form stole her breath. Her back had been to him, the breeze blowing against her, so she wasn’t aware of his approach until he was almost on her.

      Her heart almost tore out of her chest as the biggest wolf she’d ever seen hovered behind her. He was breathtaking, black fur, scarred and hardened. His liquid eyes were pools of tar, so deep that if she fell into them, she’d never escape. His scent, overwhelmingly masculine and she wanted… no… needed to see his human from.

      “Shift!” she had demanded as she jumped up from her rock. The wolf ignored her. Of course, it did. She was a female commanding a male shifter and this shifter, she knew without being told, was alpha.  He stalked closer to her and she shifted because she had no choice. In human form, she was far too vulnerable.

      She couldn’t let him know how cornered she felt, or he would have taken that as compliance and asserted his dominance. It was better to come out swinging, which is what she did. She launched on top of him, grabbing the nape of his neck as she catapulted over him.

      They’d struggled, an aggressive prelude to what was sure to be a passionate mating. After he pinned her, made her submit, he headed into the trees, expecting her to follow. She had, because she was 18, already in love, knew this was her man, her wolf, her mate. Back then, she had stars in her eyes, like every other teenager on the planet.

      But Ren wasn’t gentle, romantic, or loving. His behaviour had helped her realize that romance was bullshit and male shifters were no different than human men when it came to relationships. She’d thought they were a pair-bond, but what did she know at her age? Sure, he’d made her heart pitter-patter, her legs go weak, her body lustful, but so what? How could he be her fated mate and treat her so badly?

      Cherime shivered as she shifted, then let herself into Ren’s unlocked cabin, barely stepping past the threshold before she froze. Clearly a man lived here. Dirty dishes filled the sink and were strewn across the counter, the floor hadn’t seen a broom in weeks, and winter gear was scattered everywhere.

      Mud boots lay abandoned in the middle of the single room that housed the kitchen, dining area and living room, and a deer pelt stretched out on a drying rack, pushed up against the kitchen counter next to a loaf of moldy bread, two rotting tomatoes and an apple with a bite taken from it. And fuck if the air didn’t smell like Ren, but not in a good way.

      She felt Ren’s heat on her back as she tried not to gag and stumbled forward when he gave her a gentle push. As he closed the door behind him, he grabbed her waist, turning her so she was shoved up against the door. His hard face twisted into a scowl as his hands slid from her waist upwards to her breasts, which he groped from the bottom, squeezing like he was testing peaches.

      On the bright side, he hadn’t tackled her outside in the storm. Nope, he was kind enough to wait until they got inside his stinky cabin. She wrinkled her nose and pushed at his chest, trying to ignore the hard peaks and valleys of his muscles. “Hands off the goods! I said I’d come back with you. I didn’t say I’d fuck you.”

      He released her breasts and pressed his hands against the door, either side of her head. “That was implied.”

      She dropped her body and slid under his arm, striding deeper into the dump. “You really gotta work on your seduction technique. Feeling a girl up before you offer her a drink doesn’t cut it in this day and age. And this cabin – no offence but the place should be condemned. It’s disgusting.” She brought her thumb and forefinger up to her face and dramatically plugged her nose.

      He gazed around as if trying to see it through her eyes, then turned back to her, a frown deepening the ridges of his forehead. “Forget about the cabin. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “What are you talking about? Can’t you smell this mess?”

      Ren seemed to realize that he should at least make an effort to tidy up as he picked up his mud boots and chucked them out the door before slamming it on the gale of wind that tried to improve the living space. “I’m talking about the way you challenged my wolf out there. You know better than to take the lead on a pack run. One of these days you’re gonna mess with the wrong shifter.”

      “That day already happened a long time ago.” Painful memories swamped her, and she went on the attack. “That out there,” she jabbed her finger at the door. “That wasn’t a pack run because you and I aren’t a pack. You’re not my alpha! You’re not my fucking mate! You made that clear enough.”

      She hated the emotion bubbling up in her. Ren was the only one who had the power to destroy her. Whenever she saw him in Darkness Falls, or even a glimpse of his truck, or a mention of his name; it would send her sideways, sometimes for days. Being in his presence, so close to him, she was going to splinter if she didn’t find a way to deal with her need for him.

      He closed the space between them, but this time didn’t touch her. His cock though, was stretching toward her like a heat-seeking missile. “Pretty words that mean nothing. My wolf doesn’t do logic – you’re fucking lucky I have it well-trained.” He jabbed a finger to her chest. “You better have a goddamn talk with your wolf and explain the lay of the land, because I only have so much patience. And my wolf? It has fucking none.”

      Cherime wanted to take a deep breath but thought the stink would knock her out. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “You should be!” Ren stomped into the kitchen like an enraged bear and lit the wood burning stove, then added water and coffee to the percolator and set it on the burner.

      “Right. I’m shaking in my…” She looked down at herself. “…my skin.”

      He twisted, fury on his face. “I don’t want to break your spirit, but you’re pushing me.” He slammed past her into the bedroom.

      Eight years ago, this man had led her back to this cabin. She was an 18-year-old girl; he was a 30-year-old man. He took her virginity, then broke her heart.

      Now she was here again. Same cabin, same man, but not the same girl. She felt her wolf panting inside her, wanting this man, wanting what he could offer, what he refused to give her back then. But it was too late, wasn’t it? Back then, she
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