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      “You are going through with this mating and that’s final!” Rovel Norden shouted.

      Echo paused, staring at her father. It was rare for the large bear shifter to raise his voice at his only daughter. She bit back a scream of frustration. Tears blurred her vision. She blinked, refusing to cry in front of him.

      Thirty-one years of life, and he had always given her what she wanted. As the youngest offspring, she had been the spoiled one. Her elder brothers, Vick and Cole, continuously teased her because she would get away with murder when it came to their father.

      “But, Dad, it’s not fair. Why are you not imposing this on Vick or Cole? They are older than me.” She ran a hand through her dark hair and walked away from him. She tried to push down her emotions, but she couldn’t. She moved to the window of the family room and gazed out at the thick forest that lined their property.

      “I’ve already spoken with your brothers, and they are on board. I’ll be looking for their matches, too.”

      Echo closed her eyes and inhaled. So, all three Norden children would be forced into arranged matings.

      If her mother were alive, she wouldn’t allow this. Zottie Norden had a way about her that always calmed her mate down.

      She wouldn’t stand for her children being matched off.

      “What happened to allowing fate to guide us?” Echo shuddered at the thought of her intended mate.

      Hyde Gillian.

      He belonged to their clan. They had grown up together, and he had made her life a living hell when they were cubs.

      Echo had always been a thick girl. Her mother had told her she was just big boned. But Echo knew there was no such thing.

      She was a bear shifter who loved to eat. She was curvy in all the right places. She’d always been chased by men and women. Everyone wanted a good snuggle buddy, especially when it grew chilled. Here in Southern California, the temperature could drop to around fifty, and that’s when she’d have suitors sniffing around her.

      That’s why she was currently single. Just when she thought she had met a decent person, they showed their true colors.

      “I’ve been waiting for you and fate to come to a decision,” her father snapped. His tone softened. “Echo, baby. You know I just want what is best for you. You aren’t getting any younger.”

      “Thanks for reminding me that I’m getting older,” she grumbled. She glanced over her shoulder at him. He suddenly looked every one of his sixty-five years. Thanks to shifter genes, he stopped aging when he hit fifty. “Just give me more time. What about if I’m not mated by thirty-five, then we can—”

      “What is done, is done,” he interjected.

      Echo’s shoulders slumped at the announcement.

      “You will be mated to Hyde. I know you don’t like him, but he will grow on you. His family is a strong one, and your cubs will help shape the future of this clan.”

      “So, I’m only good enough to breed the future?” She spun around and faced him. Anger reared its ugly self. Her bear paced back and forth inside her. She was pissed off, too. Of all people they could have been paired up with, it just had to be Hyde. “Continue the family name and all that jazz, but did anyone care to think of what I wanted?”

      “You have a duty to your kind,” he growled.

      His eyes darkened to almost black. His animal was near the surface. He stalked across the room toward her. She backed up until she hit the wall. She wasn’t afraid of him or his animal. Neither of them would harm her.

      But she knew one thing.

      She had pushed Rovel Norden too far.

      He was an upstanding member of their town. He was on the alpha’s council. The alpha was her father’s elder brother. It was no wonder the Gillian family had agreed to the pairing.

      Hyde mating with Echo, he would gain status amongst shifters.

      Her family was a well-to-do member of the shifter community. The Brokenclaw Clan had settled in Howling Valley not too long after it was founded by the Gerwulf wolf pack. The two shifter communities lived together in harmony.

      The bears mostly stayed up in the hills and mountainous region of Howling Valley.

      “But, Dad,” she tried to interrupt, but he raised a hand to cut her off.

      “Finding your one true mate would be hard. We need you to do this, Echo. We need to ensure our new generation is in the works. We have to do our part to ensure bears continue to thrive.”

      She glanced down at her feet. It was common knowledge that bear numbers were on the decline.

      The Brokenclaw Clan had a law.

      Bears were to mate with bears.

      The number of bear matings were down due to this rule, but Echo wasn’t going to be the one to voice that aloud.

      But what if her fated mate wasn’t a bear?

      She glanced up and sighed.

      A look of regret was on his face. He pushed a hand through his hair that was just as dark as hers.

      “If your mother was alive, she’d probably have me strung up a tree for forcing a mating on you, but we have no other choice.” He reached out and rested his large hand on her shoulder. “Tonight will be the engagement party.”

      “What?” Echo gasped. “Why are we rushing this? You just told me today you agreed to a pairing and already there’s a party?”

      She brushed past him, unable to catch her breath. Panic took over Echo. Her bear was demanding to be let out.

      Mating.

      Engagement party.

      Hyde.

      This was all too much.

      She took off running through the house, ignoring his shout. She burst out of the back door and headed toward the forest. Fur erupted out of her skin and traveled up her body.

      Echo allowed the change.

      Her bear burst forth, her clothes falling to the ground in tattered shreds. A snarl escaped her mouth as she sped away.

      Her bear was just as pissed off as she was. She headed into dense woods at full pace. The animals of the wild scattered, not wanting her to set her sights on them.

      No one would dare mess with an angry grizzly.

      Echo continued on until she grew tired. She had lost track of time and how far she had gone. The thick trees had thinned out, revealing a creek.

      Echo recognized the area. It was somewhere she would come when she wanted to get away. It was a few miles from her father’s house and not too far from her cabin.

      She walked over to the water and took a long drink. Her bear was exhausted. It had been a while since she had run that far.

      Not that she was lazy, Echo just preferred not to run unless she had to.

      She took another sip of the cool water and sighed. Sitting on the bank, she tried to understand her father’s point of view. Echo couldn’t

      There was no way in the seven hells she would ever force her child to mate with someone they didn’t like.

      Her bear snorted.

      Saying she didn’t like Hyde was being nice.

      She despised him.

      He was always rude to her and obnoxious.

      Her father could have at least found another bear to pair her up with.

      Echo took the reins and shifted. Her animal gave her pushback at first, but Echo was the stronger of the two.

      “I promise I’ll let you back out.” She stood from the ground and glanced around. She only sensed a few harmless animals who were nearby, watching her. She smiled, wishing she could be at peace like they were. A deer paused near the edge of the tree line. It dove back into the woods, apparently sensing her animal.

      Her bear growled, wanting to run after the doe.

      “Not today.” Echo waded into the water. She had to think of ways to get out of the arrangement. What if Hyde was the one to back out of the deal?

      She came up to her knees.

      She knew automatically that Hyde wouldn’t back out of hitching himself to her family name.

      Echo tilted her head back and stared at the sky.

      “Fate, where are you? Where’s my mate?” She blew out a deep breath and pushed down the tears that threatened. “I need you to reveal my mate to me. I’ve always had my complete faith in you. Don’t let me down.”
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        * * *

      

      “You’re telling me the Brokenclaw Clan still believes in something as archaic as arranged matings?” Mindi gasped. She glanced over at her father in disbelief.

      Mick Martin, the beta of the Nightstar Pack, was a large man who was quiet, but a powerful wolf. He had helped lead their pack since the alpha took over. He and Evan Gerwulf were close friends having grown up together.

      “Yeah, they do.” He shrugged. “They want to keep their numbers up, and if they are to do that, then they will arrange matings.”

      “I mean, I’ve heard of mating out of convenience, but at least the two people will agree to it.” Mindi shook her head and turned toward the window.

      Her father was invited to the engagement party. He was obligated to go due to his status in the Nightstar Pack. It was considered a courtesy for them to show.

      Mindi couldn’t fathom her parents trying to tell her who she should mate with. Her parents may have recommendations of someone who would be a strong match, but they wouldn’t force anything on her.

      Her family was a close-knit bunch. Mindi was the youngest of three children. Her elder brother, Dirk, and her sister, Luna, were still single as well as she was. Thankfully being shifters, they were able to enjoy long lives and were still considered young.

      Her brother was in search of his mate. He was determined to find that person to continue on his name. Luna couldn’t care less about finding anyone. She was having too much fun.

      Mindi felt that when fate presented the person for her, then she’d react. She, like her sister, was having a blast being single. At the age of twenty-seven, she had plenty of years to settle down and have pups.

      At the moment, she had a great life, and finding a mate was not in her plans.

      “Why haven’t you and Mom pushed us to mate?” Mindi asked.

      “One, we believe in fate. She will show you who is meant for you when she is good and ready. Your mother and I were destined to be together. I wasn’t even thinking of settling down when I met Adele.” A grin appeared on his face.

      Mindi groaned, not wanting to imagine a younger version of her parents getting together.

      They drove in a comfortable silence up the winding road into the hills. The Brokenclaw Clan preferred the hills and mountains. Howling Valley was a beautiful area made of valleys, hills, and mountains. It was a perfect area for shifters who could blend in with nature.

      Their town was a mixed one of humans and paranormal. It was founded on the principle of living together in harmony.

      Mindi loved Howling Valley. She had a studio at the edge of town. She was a self-taught photographer and made a good living off of her artwork. She had plenty of inspiration right at her fingertips.

      Lately she had expanded in photo shoots of families and individuals. She especially loved her boudoir shoots. Those had become popular with people wanting to dive into their sexuality but keeping it tasteful.

      She was becoming a household name. Her clientele was growing at a rapid rate, and she was loving it. Her waitlist for private shoots was booked out six months.

      Her hands were itching to snap some photos. She’d brought one of her cameras just in case she could slip out of the party. Her nature photos always sold well online, and the weather was behaving. Nighttime shots would be perfect.

      Mindi planned to mingle for a short while, then she was going to escape and grab her camera. She’d be a fool to pass up this beauty of nature at night.

      They pulled onto a road and soon were parking outside a large cabin. There were plenty of cars out front with people milling around.

      Mindi’s wolf sat up, curious.

      What is it?

      Her wolf stood and paced slowly. Her beast didn’t say a word, but something was definitely odd.

      Mindi frowned. She didn’t sense any danger or anything strange here. She decided to push this weird feeling down and wait for her wolf to let her know what was wrong.

      “I’m sure you are wanting to snap some photos. Give me thirty to forty minutes before you disappear.” Her father grinned at her.

      She burst out laughing. Mick Martin knew her too well.

      “Okay.” She opened the truck’s door and hopped down.

      Her father met her in front of the vehicle and patted her on the back. They strolled toward the house.

      “I saw the way you were staring out the window.” He chuckled. “Let’s congratulate the new couple and mingle. Evan wants me to speak with Trion about something important. That’s when you can pull your disappearing act.”

      Mindi’s curiosity was piqued. Why would her father need to speak to the alpha of the bear clan? She should have known there would be a real agenda for attending this party.
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      “Congratulations.”

      Echo smiled and nodded to a member of her clan. She was tired of hearing the word, tired of smiling, and tired of acting as if she was okay with this forced mating.

      Almost the entire clan had come for the party.

      Echo kept her fake smile plastered on her face. She wore a black dress that was one of her favorites. The only thing was, this damn waist trainer she had put on was making it harder for her to breathe. She had seen an ad for it online and purchased it as a last-minute impulse buy.

      Now she regretted the purchase and the fact she had put it on. She wanted to make sure the dress appeared smooth on her body and that everything wasn’t jiggling that shouldn’t be.

      Normally she didn’t care, but since the entire clan was coming and would be staring at her, she wanted to look her best.

      Not that she really cared what they thought of her, but she wasn’t going to be caught in anything less than gorgeous.

      Apparently, what they say is true.

      Beauty is pain.

      Echo walked through her father’s home and tried to remain calm. Hyde was off in the corner speaking with a bunch of men, being loud and obnoxious as always.

      For the millionth time she had to ask: Why him? He had teased her as a child so much, why would the fates allow her father to match her with him?

      Kids could be cruel, and they had been with her. She had always been the plump one in the group, and Hyde had always been the person to point it out.

      Echo walked past a mirror and glanced at herself. She looked damned good, and if no one else saw it, she did.

      Her bear growled her agreement.

      Echo may not be as tall as other female bears with their toned physiques, but it didn’t mean she was any less of a bear.

      Her little black dress highlighted her body nicely. Her boobs were large and perky, her waist was narrowed, thanks to the trainer, and the material stopped mid-thigh, showing off her generous thighs and well-defined calves.

      She’d kept her thick hair down, and her makeup was flawless.

      “There she is,” her uncle’s voice boomed.

      Echo turned around and caught sight of Trion walking toward her.

      Her uncle and father were of similar build and looks. They could be mistaken for twins, but her uncle was older than her father by two years. The brothers were close when growing up; Echo always thought of her uncle as a second father. When her mom passed away, her uncle and his mate ensured she, and her siblings, were cared for while her father grieved.

      “Uncle.” She grinned and dove into his open arms.

      He wrapped her up tight in his embrace and pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

      “You are beautiful as usual,” Trion said, stepping back. There was that twinkle in his eye, revealing he was up to mischief. Her uncle was a strong bear who was highly respected and even feared. But when it came to family, he could be a pushover.

      “We need to talk,” she grumbled. She poked him in the chest. No one else would dare try that with the alpha, but Trion had a soft spot when it came to her and his daughter. They were the only two girls, and both had him wrapped around their little finger.

      “I know you aren’t happy.” His voice lowered. He kept an arm around her shoulder and guided her over toward where her father stood around talking with some of the council members. “But just know that our family’s future is in your hands. You will be well rewarded, niece.”

      “Of all people? You know Hyde teased me unmercifully as a child,” she whispered fiercely.

      “I know, and he will grovel now at your feet, but his family is a strong one. The match is solid.” His smile disappeared, and a hardened glint appeared in his eyes. “Don’t worry, niece. All will be well. You and Dari will be well-rewarded for this. I have something in mind.”

      “You’re going to arrange Dari’s mating, too?” Echo’s cousin, Dari, would not sit idly by to let her father pull something like this. She was just as headstrong as him. Dari and Echo were as close as
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