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      The Wolf Gatherings is a biennial event that takes place in rural Oklahoma where all the North American wolves come together to discuss wolf politics and hopefully find a mate. Although, some wolves aren’t as eager to mate as others… Each story follows a claiming as shifters from various families meet and find themselves unable to resist the call of mates.
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      Mating isn’t something that can be denied…not even with distance.

      

      Ashley Rice is broken. After being rescued from the clutches of a crazed shifter who kept her drugged and malleable for four years, she is recovering with the help of her family and a psychologist.

      

      Evan Harmon is the private investigator who rescued her. At the moment of escape, he knew she was his mate. Fighting his own instinctual need to take his Fated mate, he keeps that detail to himself to allow her time to heal.

      

      Six months later, at his breaking point, Evan attends a dinner at Ashley’s brother’s house, where he knows their relationship will be instantly revealed.

      

      But Ashley has a long road ahead of her. She is reluctant to enter into a relationship with anyone, including the man she knows in her soul is her mate.
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      Blood.

      So much blood.

      As though she were floating in the room, separated from her body, Ashley watched the blood drip off her fingers and land on the tile floor. Each plop rang in her ears, amplified by the silence now reigning in her studio.

      Moments ago the house had been filled with her screams, the loud pulsing of her own blood as it flowed through her ears, the grunts and groans of her attacker as he’d attempted to dominate her with his strength.

      Now it was over. Silence. And blood.

      She heaved for breath as her hands began to shake. She willed herself to release the knife, and it clamored to the floor, bouncing twice with a ping that made her flinch.

      Oh God, I killed him.

      The reality of her actions sank in as she stood rooted to the spot, unable to move an inch. Her legs wouldn’t respond to any of the messages her brain fired at them.

      She stared in disbelief at the man on the ground at her feet. Damon Parkfield. She felt not one ounce of remorse for her actions. Should she?

      Concern for the repercussions yes, but not sadness or sorrow. If she had to go to jail for the rest of her life for this killing, so be it.

      Sirens wailed outside. She jerked her head up at the sound. The sirens got louder and multiplied.

      She narrowed her gaze, knowing instinctively they were coming for her.

      Damon entered her home less than half an hour ago. The cops were fast.

      His downfall: she’d been anticipating him. She’d known he would come for her.

      No longer the weak girl he’d held captive for four years, Ashley’s mind had cleared. Her ability to think rationally had returned in bits and pieces over the past months. She’d visualized every imaginable scenario of this moment.

      She’d known he would come eventually. Never for a second had she doubted his tenaciousness. Neither a restraining order nor the passage of time would keep Damon from seeking revenge.

      “You’re mine, bitch.” His words still rang in her head. But Ashley’s head was no longer floating in the clouds as she had been for the four years he’d tortured her. Nothing he could say would have altered the course of her actions.

      What he didn’t consider was her determination not to be taken by him a second time outweighed his resolve to abduct her and hold her under his thumb once again.

      The sound of police cars surrounding the house increased. Tires squealed and she closed her eyes, picturing the red and blue flashing lights spinning on the tops of several cruisers, skidding up to the curb, heedless of their haphazard parking jobs.

      Doors slammed and she jerked again, her feet still rooted to the spot.

      She opened her eyes and returned her gaze to the man on the floor, the bastard who’d stolen so much from her. All that would end now. No matter what happened next, she would never have to worry about Damon Parkfield again. And neither would any other woman…
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      Six months earlier

      

      A door slammed. Ashley slunk into the corner, covering her head with her arms. She couldn’t get small enough, couldn’t block out the sound of footsteps as they stomped to the basement, couldn’t squeeze her eyes tight enough to keep out the light of day.

      “You, bitch.” Damon’s voice barreled down the stairs and dispersed into every crack and crevasse in the damp space, seeping into the ancient beige couch she hovered behind as though the torn and unraveling upholstery soaked up each booming bellow and stored them to torment her later.

      Ashley ducked her head farther, hoping to become invisible, or at least protect her skull from his wrath. Her bare foot slipped on the cracked concrete floor and she struggled to tuck it back under her thin white cotton nightgown.

      “Where are you, Ash-ley?” He enunciated her name with the two distinct mocking syllables that grated on her nerves. He stepped closer, his shuffling feet approaching from the base of the steps.

      She knew exactly where he stood without looking. She could hear his breaths as they expelled in rapid succession.

      “Ah, ain’t that cute?” He ducked down beside her as soon as he came around the couch, the sound of his voice reaching her ears from way too close. “Did I scare you?” His words dripped with sarcasm and sugar.

      When he set a gentle hand on her shoulder and stroked her bare skin, she withheld a flinch. His tone and his touch were a lie. Even though he petted her seemingly reverently as someone would caress a puppy, his hand was rigid, his fingers inflexible.

      And then he struck—as she’d known he would. In the blink of an eye, she went from hovering in the corner to standing on her tiptoes with her back to the dank concrete wall of the unfinished basement.

      Damon grabbed her wrists and yanked her upright by the arms until he held them high above her head, forcing her to suck in a breath and wait for the next blow.

      There was always a next blow.

      “Look at me, you whore.” He spat the words across her forehead as she attempted to hide behind the locks of her lank unkempt hair that hung more like dreadlocks in front of her face than the gorgeous tresses she’d always been praised for in her youth.

      Ashley lifted her gaze. To do otherwise would only further her detriment.

      Whatever she’d done this time had royally pissed him off. It wasn’t a difficult task.

      “You called your fucking parents from the landline? What the hell were you thinking?”

      Oh shit. How had he found that out? She swallowed, but her mouth was so dry she only managed to get her tongue stuck to the roof. “I’m sorry, Sir. I⁠—”

      “Do you realize what this means? Do you?” His voice rose as he screamed. “Now we have to move again. I don’t want those damn pack members of yours meddling in our business. You’re mine. My mate. And you’ll damn well do as I say.” He tucked one of her wrists under the other and gripped them both with one hand. And then he slapped her hard across the face with his free hand.

      The instant sting burned deep in her jaw. It wasn’t the first time he’d hit her face, but he didn’t do so often, so it surprised her. Before she could inhale her next breath, he slapped her again. This time her lip cracked and blood trickled into her mouth, the metallic taste making her gag.

      Jerking her wrists with one hand, Damon hauled her body around the worn couch and sat. Ashley whimpered. She hated making any sound when he acted like this, but she couldn’t help it. Her head spun from the two blows, her brain muddled from slamming into her skull.

      Damon yanked her across his lap, her belly landing so hard against his thighs the wind was knocked out of her. Her face slammed into the side of his shin and her feet flung out from under her to flail in the air, unable to keep purchase on the damp floor.

      No. Oh God, no.

      Damon still held her wrists together, forcing her arms toward the floor.

      Blood dripped from her broken lip and mixed with the tears of fear running down to her chin as she bucked her head.

      It was no use. She had no strength to fight him. Damon was twice her size and whatever he was drugging her with zapped all the energy from her body.

      This time he went for her buttock—his favorite. He whipped her nightgown up around her waist, exposing her naked ass to the air. Before one breath and the next, he jabbed the needle she’d grown accustomed to into the waning flesh of her butt and emptied the contents of the syringe into her battered body.

      Ashley had no idea what he was drugging her with, but it worked. The fight deserted her body and she went limp against his legs. Drool ran from her mouth and she watched as pink drips landed on the concrete, a mixed of her blood, tears, and saliva.

      Limp like a rag doll, she could do nothing as Damon stood and set her broken body on the couch. He didn’t bother to pull her nightgown down over her exposed rump. And she didn’t have the energy to do so herself.

      She hadn’t been given panties or a bra in months. The worn white cotton sleeveless nightie was her only clothing.

      Her eyes grew heavier by the second as she watched him scamper around the room, gathering up items and stuffing them in a box. He muttered under his breath about how much trouble she was. “Fucking cunt. Why did I bother? The bitch can’t do anything right. Can’t even get pregnant and bear me some offspring. What’s the matter with your goddamn female parts anyway, bitch?” He turned toward her.

      She widened her heavy eyes. Held her breath. Thanked God she hadn’t gotten pregnant any of the times he’d raped her. Even his wrath at her infertility was better than bringing a baby into this world to be tortured by this madman.

      His voice rose as he spoke. “If you ever pull a stunt like that again, I’ll slit the throats of every member of your family. Ya hear? That’ll cut down on the chatting. You aren’t to contact anyone without my permission. No one. If you can behave yourself and do as you’re told, you might earn some privileges. But as long as I have to keep punishing you for your stupidity, you will find yourself locked in the cellar with not so much as a book to read for entertainment.”

      He returned to his task, ignoring her once again. The reprieve was welcome.

      Ashley lowered her eyelids to small slits and watched him rummage around the room. She hated to completely let her guard down while he was in the house out of fear. But the drugs were making their way deeper into her bloodstream and soon she would lose the fight.

      Damon dropped something, the crash dragging her back to the surface of lucidity. Whatever it was, he picked it up and flung it across the room in her direction. She couldn’t move a muscle to get out of the way. It was large and heavy and it was about to hit her in the face…

      

      Ashley screamed. She screamed so loud she shook herself out of a deep sleep and sat upright in bed. The thick layer of covers weighing her body down were too heavy and claustrophobic and she kicked at them to remove the pressure from her legs as she continued to scream. “No. Get off me!”

      The door to her room slammed open and she jerked her gaze to the entrance, fully expecting to see Damon standing there, a syringe in his hand.

      Instead she found her mother running across the room, tugging on a robe. “Ashley,” her voice was firm and loud. “You’re okay. You’re home. You’re safe. No one is going to hurt you.” She plopped onto the mattress beside her daughter and set a hand on Ashley’s shoulder before Ashley could recover her wits and absorb her surroundings.

      Eyes wide, she glanced around her childhood room, exactly as she’d left it four and a half years ago when she’d been kidnapped and dragged across the country by Damon Parkfield.

      It was a dream from years ago. She was home. She’d been home for six months now.

      She heaved for oxygen as her mind wrapped around her new reality. Yes, she was home. Indeed, she was not in that dank basement or any of the other places he’d kept her over the years. But she was far from safe… No, that bastard would never let her go. Until he was dead and buried, she would never be safe again…
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        * * *

      

      Damon sat bolt upright in bed and glanced around the darkness at the hovel he’d called home for only three weeks this time. What had woken him?

      A piercing ring yanked his gaze to the bedside table. His phone. Fuck.

      Phone calls in the middle of the night were never good news. They usually meant it was time to move again.

      He grabbed the device and pushed the talk button before it could make that God-awful shrill again. “What?”

      “Time to move. Get your shit together and be out of there before sunrise. I’ll call back with directions when I have them. Get on the next bus to wherever and we’ll go from there.”

      “Seriously?” He pushed the sheets away from him and stood, running a hand through his hair. “Again? I haven’t fucking unpacked yet from the last move.” Why bother?

      A few moments of silence passed before the caller continued in his deep serious voice. “You want to get caught?”

      Damon didn’t reply.

      “Listen, you know we’re sorry you got such a bum deal here. And we’re doing everything in our power to fix the situation, but you have to be more cooperative. Without us, you have nothing. Who the hell is bankrolling your ass? Do you hear me? You are one lucky bastard that we don’t hang you out to dry and wipe our hands of you.” His voice rose with each syllable. “Now, if you want to keep living as a free man, you’ll get your ass out of bed and do as I say.”

      A click sounded and Damon flinched. He tossed the fucking cell on the bed and paced the room. The asshole was right. Whoever he was and the goddamn people he worked with who referred to themselves as the Romulus, when they said run, Damon said how fucking far this time? He had no choice. He couldn’t prove anything. People were looking for him. He didn’t know who they were, but if they found him it couldn’t end well.

      He had no idea who was behind this…thing. And he wouldn’t be able to prove a word of his ridiculous story if he was hauled in for questioning. Who would believe him?

      He was an idiot. He never should have agreed to this fucking farce in the first place. He’d been fine living alone. Why he’d ever succumbed to the temptation of taking on a woman he would never know. But when these fuckers came to him years ago, promising him a mate, descendants, hope to start his own pack—well, he’d caved and taken the bait.

      Now he could kick himself every single day. He had no idea who had caused this clusterfuck, but he was stuck now.

      If he gave up, there was no telling what fate awaited him. Whoever was following him so diligently from place to place was determined. They could be from The Head Council. Or maybe someone Ashley’s family hired to find him after she’d escaped. Or, hell, as far as he knew, the very bastards who’d set up this disaster could be the ones driving him mad with their antics. Maybe no one was chasing him at all.

      Whatever the case, he needed to move and move fast. He had no one to trust except the mysterious callers. To do otherwise could be detrimental.

      He took a deep breath and began gathering his shit, what little there was. He hadn’t been kidding. Most was still in the duffle he carried from place to place.

      All he could do was hope these people weren’t jerking his chain and were true to their word. So far they’d done nothing but fuck with his life. They had better come through with a new mate and a permanent home and fast…
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      “Ashley, how have you been feeling?” Dr. Parman’s soft voice shook Ashley from her reverie.

      She’d been staring out the window of the tenth floor office in a daze. She turned her gaze toward the sweet, middle-aged brunette woman who sat across from her in the plush burgundy armchair. “Okay, I guess.”

      “More nightmares?”

      “Yes.” She glanced at her lap and tucked her legs under her a little tighter. “But they’re spreading out. Only about once a week now.”

      “It’s normal, you know. It’s called posttraumatic stress disorder. It’s common for soldiers returning from war or anyone who undergoes a trauma such as yours.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’ve read all the research.” Ashley fiddled with her fingers in her lap, popping her knuckles at every joint imaginable.

      “I wish you’d reconsider joining a rape survivor support group. I think it would help you to share with others who have lived through similar circumstances.”

      Ashley shook her head. “No one has a story like mine. And besides I don’t want to rehash this over and over. I want to move on.” She attempted a grin.

      Whatever the drug was Damon had given her for four years, it had left her discombobulated on many occasions. The bastard was such a coward he preferred to fuck Ashley while she couldn’t fight back.

      “It’s true that I can’t say I’ve met anyone who has undergone the level of abuse you have, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t people out there who could empathize with you.”

      Ashley said nothing.

      Dr. Parman changed the subject. “Have you gotten out of the house?”

      “No.” And there was no fucking way she was going anywhere until Damon was found and arrested. Fear held her captive. A very real fear that couldn’t be denied, not even by Dr. Parman. If Damon was lurking anywhere nearby waiting for her to leave the house alone, he was going to have to wait until hell froze over.

      “You can’t live your life in limbo, Ashley. Eventually you are going to have to face the fact he may never be found and go on with your life.”

      No, I don’t. As far as Ashley was concerned, she’d been living in a sort of suspended animation for six months, ever since her brother and his mates had barged into her apartment and rescued her from the hell she’d been living for so many years she no longer really remembered her life before Damon.

      Dazed and confused from the strange cocktail she’d received via syringe, she’d barely understood the implication of her rescue. An analysis of her blood had shown she’d received a strange blend of Rohypnol no one was familiar with. Even though the blood samples had been studied by doctors in the shifter world, none of them had ever seen a concoction quite like it before.

      Whatever it was, it left her tired and disoriented for several days after an injection and then malleable for weeks. As she’d begun to comprehend the effects of the drug, she’d played along with the game, faking fealty to Damon to avoid the next injection and actually managing to postpone each dose until they’d grown farther and farther apart.

      Dr. Parman continued when Ashley didn’t respond. “Is your brother still asking you to come to his house for dinner?”

      “Yes.” He’d nagged her for months. But she wasn’t ready to venture out at night. Most days she remained in the house with her mother while her father worked. She managed to come to the appointments with her psychologist, but that was about it. No trips to the store and no nights out on the town.

      The less exposure she had, the less often she hyperventilated. The only reason she’d agreed to visit the psychologist was because her family had found one who was a member of the wolf-shifter community.

      “Perhaps if he picked you up and returned you home, you’d be able to take that step?”

      “I’ll think about it.” She bit her lip and stared at Dr. Parman. She knew she was a tough case, not easily cracked. The evidence of her difficulty sometimes presented itself in the corners of her doctor’s eyes. But the woman never gave up.

      “Have you shifted since you’ve been home?”

      “No.” Ashley shook her head. She hadn’t shifted in several years in fact. She was beginning to worry if she even could.

      Dr. Parman leaned forward and set her elbows on her knees. “I’m sure your brother and his mates would be willing to take you someplace secure and assist you with the transition.”

      “I’m not ready,” she deadpanned. I may never be ready.

      “Let’s talk about the dreams. Has anything changed?”

      Ashley took a deep breath and began to describe last night’s episode of “Who wants to make Ashley crazy while she sleeps?”
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        * * *

      

      Josh reached out in the dark of night and wrapped his arms around his mate. Samantha snuggled in closer, her warm breath wafting across his chest as she buried her face against him. Nathan slept soundly on the other side of her, oblivious to the turmoil disrupting Josh’s sleep. In fact, Josh smiled as a soft snore filled the silence from Nathan’s side of the bed. At least one of them could rest easy.

      Josh hadn’t rested well in years, not since his sister had disappeared from The Gathering and called home the next day from the road claiming she’d run off with her mate. Josh hadn’t attended that Gathering, or any other for many years. Not since he’d been a child. But his family had been there. Whatever Ashley had said to his parents that fateful Sunday morning from the road had been convincing.

      It wasn’t altogether unusual for wolves to mate and run off together. They didn’t often leave without saying goodbye, but wolves in the midst of a claiming could be incredibly selfish and single minded. It wasn’t impossible to conceive.

      Josh grinned. He’d been in that exact scenario six months ago when he’d met Samantha and then Nathan the weekend he’d finally located Ashley and rescued her from hell with the help of his PI, and now good friend, Evan.

      Thank God for Evan. The man had worked tirelessly night and day to find Ashley and he’d come through after months of searching. Josh knew without a doubt he’d been undercharged for the job, but Evan had insisted finding Ashley and helping in her escape had been so gratifying they were even.

      Josh and Evan had grown close over the course of months of working together. Unfortunately Evan had been knee deep in work ever since the rescue and barely had time for more than a chat on the phone. But Josh was bound and determined to lure the man over with the promise of good food as soon as possible. If he was lucky, perhaps he could get Ashley out of the house at the same time and introduce her to the man who’d essentially saved her life.

      “You’re thinking so hard, I can’t sleep.” Samantha’s sweet voice was deep and hoarse from slumber.

      He kissed the top of her head and then tipped her chin up to look into her eyes. It was darker than usual in the room, the moon absent, but his wolf senses didn’t keep him from seeing Samantha’s clear blue eyes and the smile that spread across her face. “Sorry,” he whispered, not wanting to wake Nathan. “Didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “You’re worried about Ashley.”

      She didn’t have to ask. She knew him well. And he loved her for it. He nodded.

      “I’ll go over soon and spend some time with her. How about this weekend? I don’t have to work Saturday. I’ll go see what kind of progress she’s making. But, Josh, don’t worry so much. She’s coming along. Every time I see her, she’s better. It’s going to take time. I’m impressed with her clarity after only six months. She has a deep understanding of what happened to her and a fine head on her shoulders. She’s even taking some online classes to start working on her art degree.”

      “Good. Thanks, baby. I appreciate everything you do for my sister. It’s above and beyond.”

      She slapped at him playfully, her voice lower when she spoke. “She’s my sister too now, and I love her as much as I love all your family members. Helping her is not a hardship. She’s a wonderful woman and she will pull through this and succeed in life. Mark my words.”

      Nathan rolled over at that moment and wrapped his arm around both of them. His fingers dangled across Josh’s chest, and their presence no longer made Josh freak out to be touched by a man. They were mates. They didn’t fuck each other, but they did touch while they loved Samantha and it no longer held the weird factor as it had in the beginning.

      None of the three of them expected a claiming that involved an extra shifter, but over time they’d gradually accepted the odd relationship, moved into Josh’s house, and forged a bond stronger than any mated pair ever had.

      “Are you guys solving world hunger in the middle of the night again?” Nathan’s voice was rough and full of teasing.

      “Yep,” Samantha said, “and we’ve decided to send you on a tour of the world passing out MREs.”

      “Oh, good. Can I leave soon? This case I’m working on is killing me.”

      Josh sighed. That was the truth. Like Samantha, Nathan was an attorney. He’d been working with some high-powered secret client for weeks and hadn’t been home much. Neither Josh nor Samantha were upset about his absence. It wasn’t avoidable. But they missed his part in their family dynamic when he wasn’t around. “Sorry we woke you. Samantha claims she can’t sleep when I’m thinking too hard.” He chuckled.

      “It’s true. Don’t deny it. I can sense your stress even when I’m dead asleep. Especially when you’re worrying about Ashley.” Samantha kissed his chest and laid her head against him once more. She grabbed the hand Nathan had draped over them and gripped his fingers tight.

      Josh took a deep breath. “Is there anything else we can do—legally?”

      Nathan lifted his face to stare at Josh over Samantha’s head. “No, but we could hire Evan to hunt down Damon. I know Ashley’s progress is stymied by the fact that her fucked-up ex is still out there roaming the streets. The police don’t have the manpower to look for a man all over the country who isn’t currently committing a crime. Why don’t you ask Evan if he’s available to help find Damon?”

      “Not a bad idea. Though it’s hard to nail Evan down these days. I’ll see if I can get him tomorrow by cell.”

      Samantha patted Josh’s chest. “Good plan. You call Evan tomorrow. Let’s try to get some sleep. It’s almost three a.m. and we all have to work early.”

      Josh closed his eyes. The idea was promising. It was indisputable that Evan was good at his job. But could he track down Damon and would it help if he did? The last thing he wanted was for Evan to be in danger at the hands of this lunatic.

      Deep even breaths. Think pleasant thoughts about running in wolf form in the woods, Nathan and Samantha at your side. That’s perfect…

      Finally, he let his eyes droop until he drifted off, his last thought one of the three of them rushing through the trees. He wasn’t sure if they were chasing something or being chased, but he fell asleep anyway, praying for a miracle.
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      Evan stared out the window, leaning his forehead against the cold pane of glass and trying desperately to concentrate on work. He watched as hundreds of people scurried around seven stories below like ants in a maze. Everywhere he looked he found a frenzy of folks hurrying to somewhere.

      Meanwhile, his life was stuck on hold. He felt like a freeze frame, like someone took a snapshot of his world six months ago and froze it in time. His eyes could move and the earth kept revolving and tugging him along with it, but his heart and soul were stuck in a holding pattern.

      The cool glass of the window helped center him. He could watch humanity below as though through a lens without getting too close to anyone.

      Damn Fate and Her strange sense of humor. Her choice in this instance was not remotely humorous.

      Evan’s cell rang, making him flinch. He turned toward his desk and grabbed the phone to see who the caller was. If a person could smile and frown at the same time, Evan had it mastered.

      Joshua Rice.

      “Hey,” Evan said as he connected.

      “Hey, yourself. How are you?”

      “Good. Been busy at work.” Evan chuckled, though he doubted it sounded sincere, especially since it wasn’t. “Making this transition has increased my hours instead of decreasing them. Why did I think it would make my life easier?”

      Months ago Evan made the decision to turn his one-man private investigator gig into a business with staff. The end goal had been to keep himself in town and hire others to do the traveling. Plus it freed him up to work on the one case that drove him completely crazy. It had worked and business was booming, but Evan put in long hours to ensure everything ran smoothly. He wasn’t the best delegator.

      “Yeah, that’s generally how it works, unfortunately. Listen, I haven’t seen you in ages. I’m planning a little dinner party. I hope you’ll come.”

      “Of course. When is it?” It wasn’t like he could use the excuse he was out of town. Josh knew he didn’t travel anymore. And he had to stop putting the man off. The reality was, he really liked Josh. Hell, he even liked Nathan, the man Josh shared his mate with.

      “Saturday night. Seven.”

      “Sounds good. Let me double check my schedule and I’ll get back to you.” Evan stared at the blank calendar on his desk, the one that had nothing scheduled for him besides work for the next fifty years.

      “Great. There’ll be about a dozen of us. I’m hoping to get Ashley here too.” Josh’s words were casual. Bits of information to make small talk.

      Evan’s reactions were not casual. The name Ashley alone made him stiffen. His cock jerked to attention and his pulse leaped to a new height. “Sounds good. I’ll call you back later today.” After I find my brain cells and pull them together to ponder this proposition.

      “All right. Talk to you soon.”

      “’Bye, man.” Evan set the phone on his desk soundlessly and stared into space, seeing nothing. His chest pounded. Should he go?

      Ashley. The woman who had stolen his heart and kept him in this perpetual state of unrest ever since.

      He’d only seen her one time and that had been six months ago. One hundred eighty-four days, but who was counting? The day he’d helped rescue her from Damon Parkfield’s clutches. Thank God he hadn’t been alone. Josh, Nathan, and their mate Samantha had been at the apartment where they’d finally nailed down Ashley’s location.

      The moment the woman opened the door, Evan had known she was his. It had taken all the strength he could muster to avoid grabbing her and running. Instead, he’d stepped back and let her brother and his mates convince her to leave with them.

      Fists in two tight balls, he’d managed to keep from punching a hole in the door to her apartment. Flimsy as it was, he probably would have found his arm stuck all the way through.

      He knew she hadn’t realized she was his. She’d been broken and abused, drugged and confused. Evan held his tongue and kept this secret to himself.

      Ashley needed time. She needed to heal and separate herself from the bastard who terrorized her for four long years. She couldn’t have faced the fact she belonged to Evan on top of everything else. So, Evan stepped aside. He’d turned down every invitation from Josh that might have included Ashley and kept this deep painful secret buried inside.

      Meanwhile, unbeknownst to Josh and his family, Evan had been searching for Damon. Eventually the man would pay and pay dearly. He deserved to rot in the fifth circle of Hell for all eternity, but that would be too easy. Evan wanted him alive to spend his days in jail pondering what he’d done to the sweet young girl he’d kidnapped and held hostage for all those years.

      Damon was sneaky though. He moved a lot. He’d slipped through Evan’s fingers several times. Evan wished like hell he’d known how bad it had been for Ashley the day they’d found her. If so, he never would have left the apartment. He’d have stayed and taken Damon down that very day.

      The hesitation had ruined his chances. By the time Evan returned, Damon was long gone, having left no trail.

      Evan pushed away from the desk and stood once more. He suffered from anxiety these days. He couldn’t sit long. Knowing his mate was out there, knowing who she was and where she lived, kept him in a state of unrest that wouldn’t abate.

      Perhaps it was time to face her. Even if she wasn’t ready to deal with the knowledge yet, at least Evan wouldn’t be alone. He felt confident that if he walked into a room she occupied, she’d know about her fate within moments.

      Was that playing fair? It had been half a year. Evan couldn’t begin to guess if that was enough time, but by all accounts from Josh, his sister was doing well. She was strong and determined. She was taking classes online and seeing old friends. She just didn’t leave the house often.

      He could understand that. Who would want to wander around in the world knowing some jackass might attack them at any moment?
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      Ashley’s hands shook as she entered her brother’s home on Friday night. She agreed to attend Josh’s dinner party, but it didn’t change the fact that nerves ate her from the inside out. She didn’t want to become a recluse, but it took great courage to go out, especially at night, while Damon was still on the loose.

      Granted, he might never be found, and there was always the chance he wasn’t interested in Ashley anymore. After all, she hadn’t been the perfect mate to him. She’d been less than docile and hadn’t managed to bear him any offspring. If she was lucky, he’d moved on and given up on her.

      But, if she wasn’t lucky…

      She wiped her palms on her skirt as she handed Samantha her coat. The house smelled of Italian food. Simmering meat sauce filled her senses and made her stomach growl.

      She smiled at her newest friend, Samantha, as the woman hugged her. Bless the woman for all she’d done to befriend Ashley in the last six months.

      “I’m so glad you came,” Samantha said. She set a hand on top of one of Ashley’s and squeezed. “Relax and enjoy. No one is going to get into this house without our knowledge.” She glanced behind Ashley toward the front door. “Did your parents drop you off?”

      “Yes.” Fundamentally, Ashley knew she was safe here. But anxiety had a way of overruling one’s common sense. Dr. Parman had been more than willing to prescribe something for the anxiety, but after taking such strange mind-altering drugs for four years, Ashley couldn’t bear to put something foreign into her system, even if her sanity was at stake.

      No one quite knew what Damon had given her. It seemed to have completely left her body given time and there didn’t appear to have been any long-term repercussions, but the substance remained a mystery. A vial of her blood was being studied at a lab run by shifters in Boston, but so far any inquiry about the drug had turned up nothing. No other pack around the United States had heard of anything like it.

      Ashley smiled at Samantha. She appreciated the woman more than words could express, but she couldn’t speak over the lump in her throat.

      “Come on. Let me introduce you to everyone. They’re all milling around in the kitchen, hoping to grab a bite before it’s even fully cooked.” Samantha took Ashley’s hand and tugged, luring her into the noisy gathering of shifters.

      At the door, Samantha cleared her throat to get everyone’s attention. “Everyone, this is Ashley, Josh’s sister.”

      The bright kitchen was filled with laughter and light. The appliances shown with their steel surfaces and the granite counter reflected the lighting to make the room inviting and warm.

      Samantha pointed toward the first person on the right as she began her introductions. “Ashley, that’s my brother Gabriel and his mate, Kathleen. Next to Kathleen is her sister, McKenzie, and her mate, Drake. The four of them are here on vacation for the week. They’ve never been to St. Louis and we haven’t all been together since everyone mated. So, it’s wild and crazy. Don’t let their volume scare you.” Samantha smiled warmly again and squeezed Ashley’s arm.

      “Nice to meet you all.” Ashley looked around the room at the perfectly normal shifters. She envied them their carefree lives, but she needed to get past the sensation that she’d missed out on four years and make the most of the rest of her life.

      The men bustled from the room when Josh bellowed something from the living room about football. Samantha excused herself for a moment, and Ashley was left with the two new women, Kathleen and McKenzie.

      “Please, call me Kenzie.” The woman on the left lifted her hand to greet Ashley.

      Ashley smiled as she shook her hand and then Kathleen’s. “Where do you live? Did you travel far?”

      Kathleen spoke next. “Gabriel and I live in Houston. He’s a doctor there.” She thumbed toward Kenzie. “Kenzie and Drake live on a ranch in northwest Texas. We haven’t seen each other since we both mated at The Gathering seven months ago.”

      “That’s nice—that you all could convene for a vacation together.” Even hearing the words “The Gathering” made her flinch. Four and a half years ago at that very festivity she’d been kidnapped by Damon. Although she had repressed many days between then and now, some purposefully, some from a drug-induced haze, she remembered that day like it was yesterday. The details were never far from her mind.

      “Are you okay?” Kathleen set a hand on Ashley’s bicep, drawing her back to the present.

      “Yes.” She shook her memories away.

      Kenzie lifted a bottle of wine. “Can I pour you a drink?”

      Ashley shook her head. “No, thanks.” She never touched alcohol. Anything that altered her mind or dampened her senses in any way made her run the other direction.

      “There’s soda and bottled water in the fridge if you want anything.” Kathleen nodded toward the refrigerator.

      The doorbell rang, making Ashley jump inside her skin. She closed her eyes for a moment to give herself a pep talk.

      It’s another guest. Get ahold of yourself. Josh had said there would be nine people total so that left one more to arrive after Ashley.

      She turned toward the living room, following Kenzie and Kathleen.

      She didn’t remember Evan, but she knew him to be the last person who would arrive. He was the private investigator who located her months ago, apparently after searching in many states over a long period of time. She owed him a thank you for all he’d done. At the time, she’d been so concerned about pissing off Damon, she’d paid no attention to the man who’d remained outside the apartment while Samantha, Josh, and Nathan helped her gather her meager belongings and scurry from the apartment before Damon could return.

      A deep jovial voice came from the entry as Ashley rounded the corner. It calmed her for some reason she couldn’t explain. Perhaps the idea a PI was attending the party would help her nerves. Surely he would be useful in an emergency.

      The front door shut with a loud snick and Kathleen and Kenzie parted, giving Ashley her first glimpse at her savior.

      The instant she laid eyes on him, she froze. Built like a linebacker with brown wavy hair, he filled the room. But that wasn’t what sucked the air from her lungs. As he turned toward her, her suspicions were confirmed. Deep brown eyes penetrated her from across the room. They wrinkled at the corners as he smiled in her direction.

      All the shit she’d been through for the last several years, all the lies she’d been fed from Damon about being his mate, all the stories she’d heard from friends and family about what it felt like to meet one’s mate—it all made sense in a heartbeat.

      Evan Harmon was her mate.
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      Evan stood very still as he let his mate soak in the information he knew was bombarding her. He hated that he’d arrived already one up on her. It wasn’t fair. But it also wasn’t avoidable. He’d made the decision to let the cat out of the bag, and there was no going back.

      She was gorgeous. Her blonde hair hung in rivulets below her shoulders. It shown in the light and bounced when she stepped. He breathed a sigh of relief that it was fuller and healthier than the lank locks he’d seen on her the only other time he’d stared in her direction.

      She’d been too skinny and sickly that day. Tonight she was better nourished from months of eating well and living without the drugs. Her green eyes blinked at him, pools of water he could see through—no longer dark and sunken.

      Her cheeks pinkened as he watched, the glow making him smile.

      “Evan?” Josh took his arm.

      “Yeah. I’m sorry.” The secret was out. There was no way anyone in the room wouldn’t catch the subtle nuances that declared two people to be mates.

      “For what?” Josh stepped to the side into Evan’s line of sight. Thankfully, he didn’t block Ashley, whose eyes still gazed into Evan’s. She hadn’t flinched.

      Silence. Everyone hushed.

      “Oh.” Josh gasped. “You knew.”

      “I did.” He paid no attention to anyone else in the room. They were almost all strangers to him, and he didn’t care. The only person who mattered, who would ever matter again in this lifetime, was Ashley. He cared only for her feelings and reactions.

      “Why didn’t you say anything? Oh God, it’s been months.”

      “One hundred eighty-nine days,” Evan muttered. “It wasn’t a good time.” He smiled and glanced at Josh. That was an understatement.

      “Ashley?” Josh took about three steps to get to his sister’s side. “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t move. She wouldn’t be completely okay for a very long time, but Evan intended to ensure she eventually was whole and healthy and happy.

      “Ash?” Josh continued, “Did you know too?”

      She shook her head.

      Samantha approached and tugged on Josh’s arm. “Let’s give them some time.”

      “But—” Josh was flustered. His mouth hung open.

      “Josh,” his mate soothed, “we must. Let’s go in the kitchen and let them talk.” She turned toward the others and motioned them all out of the room.

      It was eerily quiet for several moments and Evan pictured all seven people holding their breath in shock in the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated. “There was no easy way to handle this.” He stepped toward Ashley, but not close enough to make her uncomfortable.

      He’d worried about this meeting for so long he’d lost sleep most nights. His greatest fear was how he would handle her in such a delicate state. But now that he stood before her, all his doubt fluttered away. She was his mate. That was all that mattered. He’d do anything for her, including take things at whatever pace she needed. It wouldn’t be the difficult task he’d envisioned. Nothing having to do with Ashley would ever be a challenge.

      “Why? How?” she gasped.

      “It wasn’t easy.” He smiled at her. “You needed time to heal.”

      “I’m not healed. I don’t know if I ever will be.” She shook her head as though she could deny their attraction with those words and actions.

      “It’s okay, Ashley. I understand. We’ll work through it together. I’ll be by your side the entire way.”

      He watched as her chest rose and fell under the weight of new problems she hadn’t foreseen. Her breasts were high and full with the weight gain that made her look physically mended.

      “You’re beautiful,” he said.

      She blushed and ducked her gaze for the first time.

      “Sit with me?” He motioned to the couch.

      She shuffled that direction and took a seat on one far end, hugging the arm rest.

      Evan kept his face straight, but grinned inwardly at her attempt to keep a distance. He wouldn’t pressure her to do anything. In fact, he’d make no move until she was ready every step of the way.

      “How are you feeling? Josh speaks of you pretty often, but tell me in your words.” He sat in the center of the sofa, not close enough to force contact, but near enough to breathe her in.

      “Okay, I guess. It’s hard. Every day is a challenge. I’m nowhere near ready for⁠—”

      “Ashley, don’t stress. I’m not going to push you. It may have been selfish of me to come here tonight, but I couldn’t stand knowing this secret and carrying it alone for another day. I don’t want you to read too much into my presence here tonight. I swear to you I will take things at whatever pace you need.”

      She lifted her gaze, peered into his eyes. “And what if that pace is to stop right here and never let it go any further?”

      He’d anticipated such an answer. Hell, every possibility had gone through his mind over the months. She did have the right to reject him outright. It would be hard, but if it was what she wanted, he would grant her that concession. “If that’s what you decide, then that’s how it shall be. But I’d like you to at least give me a chance. Spend some time with me. Let me take some of the burden you’ve been carrying and get to know me.”

      “Sounds risky. You cloud my mind.”

      He grinned. “That’s a good sign. At least we’re even on that front.” He leaned forward, careful to avoid touching her, and placed his elbows on his knees. “Get to know me. That’s all I ask. It would hurt too much if we didn’t at least try. I’d hate to live without knowing how it could have been.”

      “That’s fair.” Her hands shook as she set them on her lap and rubbed her palms on her skirt.

      Evan glanced down at her legs. Dainty was the best way to describe her. She couldn’t be more than about five four. At six feet he towered over her, even sitting. Any woman would be intimidated by him. “Would you like me to leave so you can enjoy your evening?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Stay.” Her words were emphatic. That was a good sign. Things were looking up already.
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      Ashley’s head spun as though she’d fallen and the concussion was making her dizzy. So many thoughts went past her consciousness she couldn’t keep up with them.

      This man was her mate. There was no doubt. The chemical attraction was so transparent she couldn’t understand how she’d believed for a moment Damon had been her mate. He’d insisted. She’d always suspected there was a lot more to the bond between mates than Damon presented, but now the proof was obvious.

      She’d never felt one ounce of attraction for Damon. This new man, Evan, called to her on an undeniable level. Her entire body lit up when he entered the house. A deep yearning for something she never expected to have melted her insides and left her wobbly.

      But she was ruined. Broken. Unfixable. No one should have to walk this path with her.

      She’d agreed to give him a chance simply because she’d been too weak to turn him down. He’d stared at her with such deep brown eyes. She’d been a sucker for his finely chiseled jaw, the dark brown hair that fell across his forehead in a way that made her want to run her fingers through it.

      Ashley closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She needed to get a grip. The impossible was right before her. A true mate.

      She would have to let him down easy. No way in the world would she drag someone else into her hell on earth and force him to walk the path that lay before her.

      She’d become a recluse, too chicken to leave the house. The fact that she’d come here tonight was a miracle in and of itself. When she’d have the courage to venture out again, she didn’t know. She wouldn’t be able to stop shaking until she was safely back in her room at her parents’ house where the place was locked up like a fortress and surveillance cameras gave her a false sense of security.

      She knew her fears were absurd, but they were hers and they were real and she owned them.

      She stared at Evan’s profile as they sat down to dinner. God, what she would give to have a man hold her during the night. Would she be able to sleep soundly for more than two hours if someone else held the reins and kept her safe from the boogeyman?

      Everyone around her chatted as she remained silent. The meal was fantastic. She wished her throat would open up and allow her to eat more than the few bites she swallowed.

      There was an elephant in the room and no one acknowledged it, bless them. She couldn’t fathom the idea of discussing her new status with the group.

      When the meal was over, the men headed for the living room and left the women sitting around the table.

      Kenzie scooted over several chairs to sit across from Ashley. “I’m so sorry. I know my timing stinks tonight, but I need to talk to you about something.” The woman fidgeted. She tapped her fingers on the table and paused before she continued. “Samantha told me a little about what happened to you. She said you were taken from The Gathering four years ago. Is that right?”

      “Yes.” Ashley was used to questions. She’d answered dozens but not often by someone she’d just met.

      “I’m sorry to be so blunt. I know you must be going through some really tough times, but I think I might know something that could help.”

      Ashley furrowed her brow. How could Kenzie know anything new?

      Kenzie visibly swallowed and leaned forward. Katherine and Samantha sat at the seats flanking her. They didn’t seem shocked when Ashley glanced at the other women. They all knew what Kenzie was about to say.

      “Did that man drag you to a dark room and rape you before he took you from The Gathering?” Her words were barely more than a whisper. It pained her to ask the question. She cringed as she waited for Ashley to respond.

      Ashley opened her mouth, stunned by the question. How could anyone know that? She’d never told a soul about that night. It hurt too much and it wasn’t relevant. So many things had happened over the years to make that event pale in comparison.

      Kenzie’s eyes watered and tears dripped from the corners to run down her face. She made no move to wipe them away.

      Ashley swallowed finally and nodded. “He did.” Her voice was hoarse as though she’d been crying for hours. “How did you know?” Her murmured words would barely be heard. She herself detected no sound coming from her mouth over the storm raging in her ears.

      Kenzie glanced down at her hands and wrung them on the table top before she looked back up. “I was there… In the room.”

      Ashley’s eyes shot wide open. Was that possible? The idea had never occurred to her.

      Kenzie continued. “I was hiding from the world because I didn’t want a mate. I was sitting by the far window in a tall armchair, curled up against the world. When the door burst open and that bastard dragged you inside, I was stunned. He didn’t notice me and you were on the floor out of sight. I froze.”

      She paused. Ashley didn’t know what to say.

      “I’ve regretted my actions that night all these years and here you are, the very woman who was terrorized and taken against her will. I’m so sorry.” She leaned forward but quickly ducked back and lowered her gaze as though she had no right. “If only⁠—”

      Ashley found her voice. “You couldn’t have known.”

      “I was right there. It scared the hell out of me. I was only nineteen at the time. I was a coward.”

      “You were hardly more than a child. So was I. It wasn’t your fault. I don’t imagine I would have done anything differently if I’d been you.”

      “I never wanted to mate after witnessing that. It was absurd, but I worried there were other claimings that went that way. He was so mean. He—you don’t need me to rehash what he did. Sorry.”

      Ashley tugged a smile from deep inside her. Somehow, even though she was forced to relive a moment she’d hoped never to conjure again, she was comforted by the fact this stranger had been there with her. It gave the act validity. No one, as far as she knew, had ever seen how Damon had treated her at any point. He’d been careful through the years to keep their unique relationship a secret from the world.

      “Anyway, I only brought this up because I wanted you to know that if you ever need me… Like to testify or something, if they catch him, I’ll be there for you. I won’t let you down a second time.”

      Ashley set a hand on top of Kenzie’s shaking grasp. They’d formed a bond of sorts. It was a small step, but for Ashley it was important. She had an ally. This woman knew some small part of what her life had been like. She was not alone.

      Ashley smiled at Kenzie. “But you did find a mate. And you’re pregnant.” She glanced at Kenzie’s lap, not completely sure how she knew that last part. It wasn’t physically obvious yet. She knew wolves had sharp senses, but she’d never actually deduced something like a pregnancy before.

      Kenzie grinned back. “I did. And I am.” She set a hand over her stomach. The bulge was barely visible. “Three months. The baby is due in the summer.”

      “I’m so happy for you.” Ashley held Kenzie’s gaze. Now that they’d changed the subject to Kenzie’s mate and baby, the woman’s eyes nearly danced. Ashley would give anything in the world to feel as happy as Kenzie clearly felt.
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      Evan watched his mate out of the corner of his eye. She sat in an intimate huddle with the other three ladies for a long time, though he couldn’t hear anything they said.

      From the living room, he could keep an eye on her and still pretend to be engrossed in the conversation with the four men.

      Finally, Ashley stood and hugged all the women. He assumed she was planning to leave. No way was she leaving without him. Even if he had to woo her for months, she was his and their connection couldn’t be denied.

      Josh slapped him on the back and brought his attention to his friend. His eyes sparkled. “Will you take her home? I intended to, but it seems things have changed. If she agrees, that is.”

      “Of course.” Evan waited while Josh headed to a bedroom to grab their coats.

      Ashley approached him, her gaze nailing him to his spot. “I guess my brother asked you to give me a ride.”

      “He did. I would have insisted anyway.” Just so we’re clear.

      He hadn’t touched her and he knew he couldn’t until she was ready. But he needed her to know they would be moving forward at her pace, not his. Hopefully that would erase the fear in her eyes.

      Josh arrived with their coats. It was cold outside, a typical January winter day in St. Louis. She wore a skirt and he wished he’d heated the car before they went out. But she was already slipping her arms into the sleeves of her jacket.

      “Take care of my sister, please.” Josh gave Evan a glare. They were friends but Josh knew all too well what it was like when a man met his mate, and he was rightfully worried about his sister.

      What he didn’t know was Evan would never harm a hair on her head. He’d worship her for the rest of his life or walk away if she demanded it of him.

      Without a word, Evan opened the front door and stepped outside. The ground was slippery. He turned toward Ashley and grabbed her arm before she could fall on the slick steps and the front walk. It was a gesture he would extend to any woman.

      She flinched, but soon relaxed her muscles and allowed him to lead the way to his car. “Thanks. I’m useless in heels.”

      “I don’t know why you women wear those things. Especially in this weather.” He stared at her feet, wishing he could peel those shoes off and massage the muscles that would be tightened from the trapped confines.

      Instead he jerked his gaze back toward the street and pressed the button to unlock his car. He drove a silver Infiniti G37, his baby. It would warm up fast and the seats were heated.

      As quickly as he could, he opened the passenger door and waited while Ashley lowered herself into the seat. He shut the door and rounded the car at a jog. Damn, it was cold.

      In moments he had the heater running and the seats warming. He rubbed his hands together and blew into the cup he’d formed with his palms.

      Her teeth chattered and he doubted it was entirely from the temperature. He turned toward her. “I’d never pressure you, just so you know. Whatever happens between us is completely up to you, and we move at your pace. I’m not an ass. If I were, your brother never would have let me take you home.” He lifted on eyebrow and grinned as he used his best logic on her.

      “Okay.” She leaned more comfortably into the seat, but didn’t fully relax.

      There wasn’t a thing he could do but spend time with her. The only way for her to get to know him and trust him was to prove himself over and over until she believed.

      The circumstances of this mating were less than ideal, but Fate didn’t ask his opinion when She put Ashley in his path. She had Her reasons.

      He pulled away from the curb and headed toward the highway.

      “You haven’t asked me for directions.”

      “I know where you live.” He smiled at her.

      “Of course.”

      “Not that I was stalking you, but I do know where you live.”

      She looked out the window, chewing on her lower lip. He could see her profile whenever he glanced her
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