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      Austin blew the steam from his cup of coffee and gazed through the front window of their Colorado cabin. Lexi’s silver wolf pounced through the snowdrifts until all he could make out were the black tips of her ears atop her snow-white face. It was dusk, and she’d been outside for over three hours. He sipped his black coffee, admiring how magnificent Lexi was in human and in wolf form.

      Earlier that year when Denver and Maizy coupled, Lexi had succumbed to a bout of depression. Austin assumed she was yearning to start a family—something he wouldn’t agree to. She had soldiered through life like nobody’s business, conquering every battle that had come her way. But beneath her armor dwelled a sensitive woman, denied the one thing her heart desired.

      The guilt he carried was bone-deep, so Austin planned a winter trip to Colorado for them to share some cuddle time in a secluded cabin. It was just the sort of bonding two wolves needed to get back on track. Sometimes there was no better healing magic than a fireplace, snow, heavy blankets, warm bodies, and miles of nothing but land.

      A bluish tint illuminated the snow from the polished gleam of the full moon against a dark sky. The luminous orange light from within the cabin spilled onto the porch, and the heavy smell of smoke from the fireplace tainted the clean air.

      Austin set his half-empty mug on the wooden table and glanced to his left at the spacious room. A long dining table separated the kitchen on the left from the living room on the right. A series of windows kept the kitchen brightly lit in the morning, while the opposite wall in the living room had no windows—only a stone fireplace that gave off a dark and cozy appeal at night. Long beams led up to the ceiling, and the wood glowed like warm butterscotch when firelight reflected against it.

      Ivy’s handiwork was visible throughout the cabin. Austin had hired her to restore the antique furniture, and it had been an ongoing project for the past three years. A beautifully woven rug with a Native American motif covered the floor near the hearth, and most of the tables were ones she’d restored. Austin’s favorite piece of furniture was the brown leather sofa. It was weathered, soft, and perfect for napping. Lexi preferred spreading her oversized pillows across the floor so they could lie down, snack on cookies and chocolate milk, and talk about anything but.

      Anything but work. Anything but money. Anything but pack drama. Lexi would laugh until her sides hurt as they shared memories of growing up, and Austin especially liked telling stories she’d never heard about her big brother—like the time when they’d gone to Austin City Limits to check out the music festival. Wes ended up mud wrestling some girl who got so serious that Wes sprained his ankle trying to get away from her. Austin educated Lexi on Shifter history passed down from his parents, like how Colorado was the first state where Shifters had established territories recognized by Breed law.

      Mostly they talked about Wes. It felt damn good to have someone to share memories with, but every so often the silence would press down as a reminder of his absence. Austin had known Wes since grade school, and a part of him had died on the night the state trooper delivered the tragic news. Human or not, Wes had been a best friend, a brother, and an unofficial packmate. Austin loved his blood brothers, but they’d been adults by the time he had come along, which was usually the case among Shifter siblings—especially boys.

      The pain was bittersweet since Wes’s little sister was now his life mate. Wes would have wanted her happy and protected, and no one could love that woman any harder than Austin did.

      A single note hung in the air, penetrating the silence. The baying of his mate glided across his body like silk. Lexi’s wolf was calling for Austin to join her.

      “Damn,” he murmured, realizing she might end up attracting Reno’s wolf to the property.

      They hadn’t traveled to Colorado alone. Reno and April were staying in a cabin nearby, and Lorenzo and Ivy were farther down the road. No one else in the pack had been up for a trip in knee-deep snow.

      He had plans with his woman tonight, and the last thing he needed was Reno’s wolf showing up to coax her out for a run in the woods.

      Austin stood up from his chair and cracked the door open. “Lexi, come inside.”

      He couldn’t see her, but he heard her snort in protest.

      Austin had volunteered to cook dinner, and while Lexi teased him about burning down the cabin, she was excited to try his chili. He intentionally kept small secrets from her because it added spark to their relationship. She also didn’t know that he was an excellent line dancer. Not something an alpha brags about, but he was saving that surprise for their next trip to Albuquerque.

      He clapped his hands once, his hot breath visible when it collided with the frosty air. “Come on, Ladybug. Let’s eat.”

      An icy breeze drifted in as he left the door ajar. Eventually the heavy smell of meat would lure her wolf in, and he could sense by her restless demeanor that Lexi’s energy was growing stronger and she was ready to take over.

      He lifted a shopping bag from the dining chair and hefted it, eyeing the loft upstairs when he felt how light the contents were. He wondered if she’d bought some “bad girl” clothes. Austin wasn’t into lingerie, but earlier that day he’d been admiring the scantily clad mannequins in a lingerie store long enough that Lexi had punched him in the arm. Not long after, Lexi and April had split off to do some girl shopping.

      Whatever that meant.

      Austin set the bag on the table and reached inside, pulling away the red tissue paper. He lifted a thin, rectangular strip of fabric between his fingers—black lace with a violet trim woven around the edges. He wasn’t sure if it was a pair of panties or a blindfold, but there was no way in hell it was going to hold her ass. Those beautiful rounds were going to peek out of the bottom, and just thinking about it made his mouth water.

      Most alphas could scent a female’s oncoming heat cycle. Sometimes Lexi’s would come on gradually and she’d complain about “tingles,” while other times it would slam into her like a hurricane. Her scent had changed two weeks ago, and he was certain she didn’t have a clue or else she would have canceled the trip. Judging by the lingerie, this promised to be a hell of a night.

      Austin had been avoiding Lexi during her heat spells for years. Well, except for earlier that year. He’d succumbed to the blissful sensation of taking his mate the way nature intended, but he’d cut short their interlude before risking an unplanned pregnancy.

      Lexi had endured multiple miscarriages, and it was uncertain if she could carry to full term. Even if she could, what if he lost her? A Shifter’s animal hibernated during pregnancy because shifting could endanger the fetus, and without the ability to heal, it left the mother vulnerable.

      Fatherhood was a joy he could only envy as he watched Jericho kiss his sons and daughter, or when Lorenzo would periodically call home to check on Hope, reassured by the sound of her voice.

      Austin wondered if his fears were the reason the pregnancies had never taken hold. Who knew what kind of power existed in their genes?

      So when he sensed her coming cycle weeks before their trip, he decided it was fate. This time he wouldn’t turn his life mate away. Austin vowed to love her the way a man should love his woman: completely and unconditionally.

      Whatever challenges awaited them, they would face them together.

      Thoughts of children evaporated when the sound of toenails clicked on the wood floor behind him. Austin quickly shoved the panties back into the bag and wadded up the tissue paper.

      He swaggered past her wolf and patted her side, large flecks of snow sliding off her silver fur and smacking onto the floor.

      “Feel better?” he asked with a playful laugh, closing the open door.

      In a swirl of magic, Lexi’s wolf transformed into an exquisite woman with straight brown hair, bourbon-colored eyes, faded freckles on the bridge of her nose, and one hell of a scowl on her face.

      She shivered in a puddle of ice water. “It’s twenty degrees outside. A warm blanket would have been a nice greeting.”

      Austin worshipped the ground she walked on, but he wasn’t about to let a blanket do the job of a man. He grinned, and as soon as he planted his hands on her naked hips, she sighed and melted against him.

      Damn, he loved it when she did that.

      Austin ran hot, and Lexi had learned to appreciate his body temperature on cold winter nights.

      Lexi slid her icy fingers beneath his shirt, and he grew hard. She gave him a mischievous smile when she looked up at him with those soft brown eyes. “That’s what you get for snooping in my bag.”

      His brows popped up in surprise.

      Lexi lifted his shirt and pressed her nude, wet body against him. “You put it back on the wrong chair.”

      “If you keep this up, I won’t get a chance to see you put them on.”

      “Not now,” she said, pushing him away.

      He kissed the curve of her neck. “If not now, when?”

      “We’ll be late for dinner.”

      He smiled against her skin, breathing in her scent. “The chili can wait.”

      “Maybe so, but Reno’s appetite can’t.”

      Austin narrowed his eyes and stepped back. “Say again?”

      Nothing about the look Lexi gave him was innocuous. “Well… it seemed like a waste for you to cook all that chili for just us.”

      “Alexia Talulah Cole…”

      She folded her arms and jutted her hip to the side. “What have I said about using my middle name? Look, we didn’t drag our friends all the way out here to isolate them in some godforsaken cabin in the middle of nowhere while we’re busy having primal sex.”

      Austin had no doubt the other couples were engaging in their own mating rituals—perfectly happy to spend time alone for the rest of the trip. He sensed Lexi was creating a diversion. She’d been doing it since they arrived two days ago, always finding something to do whenever he got aroused.

      “If that’s the way you want it,” he said gruffly, folding his arms and turning away. “Guess I don’t care to see what’s in your bag, either.”

      She laughed brightly and snatched the handle, swinging the bag around as she strutted toward the ladder to the loft. “You obviously didn’t see everything in here.”

      “What makes you say that?” Images of Lexi in those lacy panties flitted through his mind, and he gripped the chair, caging his growl when he swung his gaze up and saw her naked at the top of their loft.

      “Because, Mr. Cole, if you had seen everything in this bag, you’d already be up here having your way with me. But since you’re not interested,” she sang, moving out of sight.

      The next thing he knew, his blue flannel shirt came flying over the edge and landed on a lampshade, followed by his dark-wash jeans.

      “All right, smartass,” he shouted, changing clothes in the middle of the cabin. “We’ll do your formal chili dinner with everyone, make Vampire jokes, and then we’ll have drinks. But once they’re gone, you have a date with everything in that bag, and I’m the chaperone.”

      “Dream on,” she replied.

      He zipped up his jeans. “And that’ll be the song we make love to.”
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      I have three weaknesses in this world: chocolate milk, combustible sex, and Austin Cole. All six foot three of him.

      During our vacation, I’d had plenty of chocolate milk and Austin Cole, but the spontaneous romance was another story. First, I conjured up a migraine. Next, I suffered from a relentless stomachache. Each time Austin grew amorous, I would either develop a new ailment or find something else to keep us busy.

      I swirled my spoon in the bowl of chili, thinking that I should have postponed the vacation. Halfway to Colorado, I’d felt the familiar warmth of precursory tingles that signaled I was going into heat soon. Most women couldn’t predict with a crystal ball, fortune cookie, palm reader, or Mayan calendar when heat spells would strike. And trapped with my hot mate in an isolated cabin in the middle of nowhere was the last place on earth I wanted to be during my cycle.

      Women were more likely to become pregnant while in heat, and after my miscarriage earlier that year, I realized Austin had been right all this time about postponing a family. I hadn’t told him about that particular incident, but he’d been by my side during the other times and accepted the losses with quiet humility. I was still a young wolf with many more centuries ahead of me, and a Relic once suggested that I might be able to carry to full term someday.

      Maybe.

      Despite the risks, I wanted kids, and my ovaries had been singing Austin’s praises over the past couple of days. Every time he walked by without his shirt on, I heard the tune “We Will Rock You” in my head with all the clapping and foot stomping, and all I wanted to do was climb on top of him and claim what was mine.

      My worst fear was that someday he might leave me over this. Shifters mated for life, but nothing could have prepared Austin for the challenges we faced as a couple. A Packmaster led by example and had to appear strong and infallible so the pack would follow him. Animals could sense weakness, and besides, I just couldn’t bear the thought of his brothers looking upon him with pity in their eyes instead of respect. I loved Austin too much, and this twist in the road was unfair to a man like him.

      I was born to be a mother, and I was willing to take all the losses if it meant only one gain. Just one. But another miscarriage would only serve as a painful reminder to Austin that he might never be a father, so it would be selfish to keep trying. It was hard to remember the joy of pregnancy when my mate acted as if I’d just contracted a terminal illness and had nine months to live.

      Then again, maybe he just had an aversion to poopy diapers. When Izzy’s kids were babies and needed a diaper change, Austin would pull a disappearing act.

      “Holy smokes, this is spicy!” April gulped down her ice water and then pressed the glass against her flushed face. “Forget three-alarm chili; you need to call this the Level Red Special.”

      Reno belted out a laugh. Level Red was the code the men in the pack sometimes used when there was trouble. “Tastes fine to me, princess. I like it hot,” he replied suggestively.

      April whispered in my ear, “Whose idea was the chili?”

      “When Austin volunteers to cook, I don’t ask questions,” I whispered back, sliding my gaze up to Austin, who sat at the opposite end of the table.

      “Well, tonight should be real romantic under the covers.”

      I coughed with laughter and quickly covered my mouth. April resumed eating with a straight face, flicking a hard glance across the table at her mate, who was gearing up for his third bowl of spicy beans.

      A log snapped in the fireplace to the right, the flame illuminating half the room. White candles lit up our table as well as the countertops in the kitchen. The wood floors, walls, and ceiling absorbed the light like a sponge.

      The couples faced each other, with Reno and Lorenzo on my left. Lorenzo and Austin had been talking about the size of their land, which in Shifter speak was the equivalent of comparing penis sizes. Apparently, Lorenzo had a bigger penis, so Austin was thinking about expanding his own girth.

      “Austin, we have plenty,” I said for the second time. “Lorenzo has a bigger pack. What would we do with over five hundred acres?”

      The look he gave me could have frozen water. Mate or not, I still had to show my Packmaster respect in front of others, but he looked too damn sexy in that blue button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. I winked at him and nibbled on my cheese cube.

      “Alexia is right, Cole. What would you need with so much land?” Lorenzo asked, his long black hair so straight that it shone like spun silk.

      Austin blew the steam from his spoonful of chili. “A man needs to think about the future and prepare. We’re a growing pack.”

      “You’ve been saying that for years, yet the only recent addition I can think of is… hmm, let me see. Ah, yes. The old mountain lion.”

      Austin dropped his spoon onto his plate and sat back, wiping his mouth with a cloth napkin. “For your information, Church, the only reason Maddox is under my roof is because he’s in a serious relationship with one of my packmates. It’s a unique situation since Lynn isn’t a Shifter, so rules were bent. Maybe you need to think about diversifying your own pack. Having a panther and mountain lion gives me an edge.”

      Lorenzo turned over his unused fork. He, like Ivy, was also Native American, and wore jewelry indicative of his heritage. Tonight he had on a turquoise bracelet and a leather necklace with an arrowhead affixed to a clasp. “Tactical advantages don’t impress me, not when packmates could turn on one another in the heat of battle. A wolf trusts his brethren, but how can he trust an animal that could be the same as his enemy in battle?”

      Austin relaxed his arms on the back of the chair. “I trust my packmates with my life.”

      “I hope one day that trust is not tested.”

      “Lorenzo,” Ivy said with reproach, “we’re here to break bread with friends, not antagonize them. I happen to agree with Austin. Enemies would never anticipate a pack is sheltering other animals. While my father doesn’t believe in mixing a pack, it would have benefited him a time or two if he hadn’t been so closed-minded.”

      “Your father is a smart man.”

      She narrowed her eyes, her long braid slipping over her shoulder when she leaned forward. “And since when do you respect my father? You’re just trying to get a rise out of me.”

      A smile played on his lips. “Indeed I am, sweet Ivy.”

      Ivy sat back and lifted her chin, giving him a private smile. “We’ll discuss this later, Thunder Wolf.”

      “Not that I’m complaining,” Reno began, “but I can’t figure out why the hell you invited us over tonight. I thought you two would be… uh, busy up there.” He pointed his spoon toward the loft.

      My heart sank when I saw the look of embarrassment on Austin’s face before he quickly concealed it with a broad smile. “We’re wolves, not bunnies.”

      Lorenzo laughed and then pinched the bridge of his nose. Ivy’s body abruptly jerked as if she were kicking him beneath the table, and the laughter quickly died in his throat.

      “We didn’t just come here to have a good time,” I argued.

      Damn, that came out all wrong.

      Reno waggled his brows at April. “Speak for yourself.”

      If her cheeks weren’t red from the chili, they were on fire from the heat culminating between her and Reno. April had confided in me that even though he was okay with vanilla sex, she had become open to trying kinky things that fired up his engine. After all, they loved each other, so playing with handcuffs and a blindfold wouldn’t hurt anyone. I could only imagine what was going on in cabin number two while Austin and I were playing Scrabble.

      April smiled at Reno with her hazel eyes, touching the ends of her blond hair, cut just above her shoulders. She had aged gracefully and was no longer the naïve girl I’d met over fifteen years ago. April had matured into a beautiful woman who sparkled like a diamond. Reno’s crown jewel.

      “Anyone want pie?” I offered.

      Reno’s spoon hit the plate and his dark brown eyes rose to meet mine. “Did you say… pie?”

      “Lexi, you didn’t spend all day baking, did you? This is supposed to be a vacation,” April chided.

      “It’s not a vacation without pie.”

      When I scooted my chair back, Reno shot to his feet.

      “I’ll get it,” he said, stepping over his chair and scoping out the kitchen like a wolf on the hunt.

      My homemade pies were coveted among the men in the pack; it was the one dessert I rarely made. Pies just didn’t sell in the bakery unless it was a special order.

      Ivy stood up and began clearing the dishes.

      “Wait a second,” I said over the chatter. “You’re the guest, not the maid.”

      Ivy balanced a plate on her forearm as a waitress might. “You and Austin have cooked us a generous meal. This is the least we can do to show our gratitude. No matter who I’m mated to, you will always be family to me.”

      “I’ll help,” April said, a flash of guilt on her face.

      I could have argued, but I didn’t. Some battles weren’t worth fighting. There was a little wine left in my glass, so I gripped the rounded bottom and moved to Ivy’s chair.

      Austin nodded at Lorenzo’s wine. “More grapes? Or would you like a man’s drink?”

      Lorenzo’s eyes sparkled with humor. “Wine is a good idea. We should do this more often. The cabin and surrounding territory are impressive.”

      The wine made a glug-glug sound as it was poured into Lorenzo’s glass.

      Austin set the bottle down. “I know the guy who owns all this land; we go way back. He tried renting it out years ago, but most Shifters aren’t renters. I threw out an offer for a time-share situation, and we created a contract. I can stay anytime I want between certain months in the winter, and the rest of the year belongs to another guy who comes out here to hunt and fish.”

      “Wolf?”

      Austin shrugged. “Hell if I know. Hector, the owner, keeps everyone’s business private. We get our own linens, towels, and blankets so that it feels less like a motel and more like home. The only thing we have to do is clear out all the food and drinks before we leave. Since Ivy restored a lot of the furniture, Hector made the guy sign a clause that if he damaged anything outside of the normal wear and tear, he’s out.”

      Lorenzo lifted his chin, looking about the room. “And this is what you prefer to invest your money in?”

      “Only this cabin is part of the deal. Yours and Reno’s I had to negotiate on the side since Lexi wanted to extend the invite.”

      “Humph,” Lorenzo mumbled judgmentally. “When I take my woman on a trip, it’s not to socialize with anyone but her.”

      Maybe inviting everyone over as a buffer wasn’t such a good idea.

      Austin postured in his chair, leaning forward and flexing those delicious muscles, which were sadly concealed beneath flannel.

      I had half a mind to spill red wine on his shirt just so I could watch him strip out of it and show off his impressive torso. I squirmed in my chair when I thought about nibbling on his tatted shoulders and hearing his rough, sexy voice whisper, “Baby, keep doing that.”

      “Just look at your woman,” Lorenzo continued. “Surely you’ve noticed the lust in her eyes; I think we both know what’s coming.”

      That snapped me to attention and I gave him a scathing glance. Those two jackasses were talking about me going into heat!

      “You knew?” I asked Austin.

      He cleared his throat, rubbing the whiskers on his jaw. “I’ve been planning this trip since July, so don’t give me that look. I have a good sense of smell, but not that good.”

      “You could have canceled.”

      Great. Since we were avoiding pregnancy, my heat cycle would last longer, which meant we were going to be marooned up here for God knows how long. Lorenzo didn’t know our private business, so he was going to get suspicious as to why Austin hadn’t taken care of my needs.

      Austin winked at me, humor flashing in his eyes. “I’ll hunt for you, feed you, and make love to you so many times that we won’t need to stay the winter. But I’ve got a feeling you’ll want to. There’s no reason why we can’t stretch this trip out a little longer.”

      Ivy moved through the room with her phone to her ear and sat on the leather sofa in front of the fireplace. Hope was fourteen and undoubtedly keeping the pack on their toes.

      “Austin, I really don’t want to talk about sex in front of my cousin.”

      I loved calling Lorenzo my cousin. For whatever reason, it irritated him. Maybe it’s because he’d tried to hook up with me when we first met.

      “We’re not related by blood,” he said through clenched teeth. “You should visit and I’ll introduce you to your real cousins.”

      My real mother was his aunt by marriage. My real father? Just some rogue drifting through town, from what I’d been told.

      “I’ve already got a family; I don’t need yours.” I swallowed a mouthful of wine, the smoky flavor overpowering my taste buds.

      Lorenzo leaned back in his chair, his right arm still resting on the table. “I just assumed you would want a larger family, as it doesn’t appear yours is as big as it should be.”

      Austin’s fist flew down on the table, rattling the glasses and bottles. I tensed, recognizing Lorenzo had indirectly insulted Austin.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Ivy and then back to Lorenzo, keeping my voice low. “I could say the same about you, Mr. Church. A Packmaster with only one child hardly has room to talk.”

      He nodded his head in acquiescence and polished off his wine.

      Austin settled back in his chair, the angry lines in his forehead easing as he popped a cheese cube into his mouth. A sensible Packmaster didn’t hold grudges. They gave warnings and acted on threats, but men who bottled up hate and carried it around made poor decisions and lost allies.

      “What do you know about my real father?” I asked.

      Lorenzo choked a little on his wine. “I thought you didn’t care about your father.”

      “I don’t care about him. But maybe I’m a little curious as to how he hooked up with my mother and why she would have slept with a rogue when she had a mate.”

      Lorenzo laced his fingers together. “What happened between them is only speculation. My father believed that my uncle couldn’t get her pregnant, so she shared her bed with another alpha. Either that or my uncle avoided her because he didn’t want children. I’m sure you can imagine the shame a woman would feel to be rejected by her mate in her most important time of need.”

      God, Lorenzo had put his foot in his mouth without realizing we were having similar problems.

      “Did anyone ever meet him?” I asked.

      He shook his head.

      “Know his name?”

      Lorenzo ran the pointed end of his arrowhead pendant across his lower lip. “You would want to acquaint yourself with a coward who shamelessly impregnated a woman in her heat cycle and destroyed a pack?”

      “Maybe he didn’t know she was pregnant.”

      Lorenzo scooted his chair back, and the legs noisily scraped against the wood floor. “Every Shifter knows the odds of pregnancy when you mate with a woman in heat. Men like him are no better than dogs.”

      “Something you’ll never understand, Lorenzo, is what it feels like to not know where you’re from. Meeting second and third cousins will never get rid of the shitty feeling of knowing my mother is dead and nobody has a clue who my real father is. Maybe he’s no one important, and I never said that I wanted a relationship with him. But it’s the not knowing that’s eating away at me as time goes by. I’m obviously Native American, but what else? German? Irish? Was my father even a wolf? If he’s not, then that means there’s a slim chance that my children could wind up being a deer or moose. How am I supposed to explain that to a child raised by a pack of wolves?”

      “Not likely,” he said, turning his glass in a circle.

      “But possible.”

      “There are many unknowns in life, especially the magic within each of us.” He leaned forward, stroking his smooth chin. “Do you think knowing who made you will change anything? Or will it simply change how you feel? Your confidence and self-worth should come from here,” he said, tapping his forehead. “And here.” Lorenzo placed his hand across his heart.

      Austin scratched his jaw. “She has a right to know.”

      “And I thought you would support my position on this one, Cole.”

      Austin’s brows rose. “Think again, Church. If this is something important to my mate, then it’s important to me. So if you’re concealing any information, then you better give it up. Doesn’t do any good to keep secrets. You of all people should know that by now.”

      “I know nothing,” Lorenzo said, holding up his hands. “I was young when all that happened, and there was much talk. My uncle shamed his family and is no longer here to tell the tale.”

      I tapped my fingers on the table, deep in thought. “Did she have any sisters or friends she would have confided in? She might have spilled some of her darkest secrets to a close friend.”

      Dammit. Now I was the one sticking my foot in my mouth. My face flushed with embarrassment, and I took a long sip of wine to steady my quickening pulse. The last thing I needed was Austin to think I’d blabbed about our private affairs to one of my girlfriends. Maizy was the only one I’d told, but she was my sister, and we’d made a pact to never keep secrets from each other. Maybe men can live alone in their pain, but women rely on friends to help us get through the crazy shit. Someone who listens, understands, and reminds us that it’s okay to laugh.

      Thankfully, Austin was temporarily distracted when Reno discovered the pie.

      “Be sure to save me some of that,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “If I get up and see half that pie is gone, your ass is going out in the snow.”

      “Reno!” April hissed, staring at his plate with rounded eyes. “Cut that in two.”

      Lorenzo stood up when he overheard Ivy wrapping up the phone call. “Ivy, I want to speak to my daughter.”

      “I’ll send her your love,” she called out over her shoulder.

      He strode toward her. “I will have no one send affection on my behalf,” he grumbled.

      “She’s playing a game with Caleb and Moreland.”

      “She is stubborn like her mother. Hand me the phone.”

      I laughed and thought about the hell Lorenzo was going to put Hope’s future suitors through.

      Austin gripped my chair and pulled it next to his. Then he scooped me onto his lap, and I nuzzled against his whiskery neck, breathing in his musky scent. Damn, I loved the way that man smelled.

      Suddenly, I got the tingles.

      God, no.

      I tried to push him away, but Austin planted his lips on mine. He was a masterful kisser. The things he could do with his tongue, the way he’d pull me in and kiss me harder, the way our bodies seemed to meld together—it was as if he were making love to me with his kiss. The stubble on his jaw scratched against my skin, and another wave of tingles roared through me. I moaned, fighting the urge to straddle him.

      Need distance!

      I sprang off his lap, steering myself toward the kitchen. Sometimes just being near an alpha male would trigger a heat episode, and I was about to ride him like a Harley in front of all my guests.

      “Uh-oh,” April said, licking pie filling off the butter knife. “I’ve seen that look before. Reno, I think it’s time for us to say good night.”

      His jaw slackened, hands still gripping his plate of uneaten apple pie.

      April laughed and said, “I swear, if that man ever had to choose between me and your pie, I’d be in serious trouble.”

      I tried to contain my mischievous grin. “Why make him choose? Go home and put that pie right between your⁠—”

      She slapped a hand over my mouth. “Reno, wrap up your dessert and let’s go. It’s late, and we need to head back before it starts snowing again.”

      Ivy rubbed my shoulders from behind. “It was a wonderful evening. Thank you for inviting us, and not just for dinner. Both Lorenzo and I appreciate your invitation to join you here in Colorado. We don’t get out as often as we should, and it’s nice to finally see what you’ve done with the pieces I’ve spent years restoring.”

      I turned around. “Your furniture is what makes this place feel like a second home. The only thing missing is a throw that will match the décor. We bought blankets, but I want to drape something light over the back of that hideous sofa. I can’t seem to find anything with the right patterns.”

      She tapped her finger on her chin. “I have an idea. There’s a woman in our pack who’s a skilled weaver. Leave it to me.”

      Everyone gathered near the door and slipped on their coats. April hummed a Billy Joel song while putting on a pair of cute snow boots with white fur around the top. Ivy had on brown mukluks and a knee-length suede coat. She said the fur-lined boots kept her feet toasty warm but weren’t entirely waterproof.

      The snowdrifts were deep, but the pathways that connected the cabins through the dense forest were passable. We didn’t have to fear wild animals when traversing through the woods; they could sense a Shifter and usually kept their distance.

      I blew out a frosty breath when we stepped off the porch. I was in awe of how a mixture of moonlight and snow could create so much visibility. Our boots crunched across the white blanket of snow as we headed toward the path on the left that led to Reno and April’s cabin. Everyone had chosen to walk since it was a nice evening, and because Lorenzo’s cabin was just down the road, their hike wasn’t as arduous.

      April shivered and curled against Reno for warmth, though I wasn’t sure how much heat was penetrating through his leather jacket.

      Ivy gazed up at the moon with fear glittering in her eyes.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “There’s blood on the moon.”

      I hugged my arms and looked up. Sure enough, there was a red tint. “Huh. Maybe it’s an eclipse. I’ve heard that happens.”

      “It’s not an eclipse,” Reno said.

      I twisted around. “Now how would you know that, Mr. Science?”

      He shrugged. “I watch a lot of PBS specials.”

      Ivy lowered her eyes and patted the snow with her cane. “My mother used to tell me bedtime stories about a blood moon. She said it foretold one of two things: either the passing of a great warrior or a coming battle.”

      “Cole, take a look at this,” Lorenzo called out.

      Lorenzo had branched away from us and was kneeling beneath a tree. We crossed the short distance and stopped where the snow became patchy. Lorenzo scooped up a clump of dirt and rubbed it between his fingers, then held it to his nose and drew in a breath.

      He rose to his feet and regarded Austin with a serious tone. “Someone’s been here. Did you mark the property line?”

      “Twice.”

      Lorenzo wiped the caked mud from his fingertips. “I’m a skilled tracker—a talent my ancestors have passed down through each generation. Our tribe believed a good warrior could never protect his family unless he learned to heal or to hunt. I learned both.”

      “Maybe it’s the owner,” Austin considered, running his fingers through his dark hair.

      “The owner would sneak over in the middle of the night to mark land he knows you’re on?”

      “No, but if you have any other theories, feel free to share them.”

      “Wait a second,” I said. “How can you tell it was a Shifter? We’re in the middle of the woods with wolves out there. Real wolves. Not the kind that shift into people.”

      “A Shifter crossed territory lines and left his mark,” Lorenzo replied flatly.

      “Did you get a urine sample?”

      “I’m an alpha.”

      I looked to Austin for help. I wasn’t about to debate with Lorenzo on how he could tell whether it was a man or a chipmunk by smelling pee.

      “I’ll keep an eye out,” Austin said. “It’s probably a rogue who wandered onto the territory and decided to be a dickhead. Outside of Reno’s barking, I haven’t heard any wolves since we’ve been here.” He cut Reno a sharp glare before continuing. “Church, would you mind escorting them back to the cabin?”

      “Brother, I think I can handle any trouble without a babysitter,” Reno said, patting his chest where he kept his gun strapped.

      “You’re also mated to a human.”

      Ivy held up her cane with the silver wolf’s head on the grip. “I can’t clear that distance in the dark,” she said to Lorenzo. “The terrain is too rough. I’ll take the road back to our cabin while you walk with them.”

      “Absolutely not,” Lorenzo said, his voice inviting no argument. He turned and regarded April for a moment.

      Austin glanced back at the garage. “I could drive if y’all don’t mind sitting in the back of the pickup.”

      Lorenzo lifted his chin and looked up at the stars. “It’s a magnificent night. It would be a shame to miss it bouncing around in the back of your truck while exhaust fumes are choking us. Reno, walk with us to our cabin and then we’ll drive you to yours. We’re safer in numbers, and the road is well lit.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Reno agreed, unzipping his jacket so he had better access to his gun. “Probably just a bunch of young pups doing initiation dares.”

      Shifter hazing? This was too much. “What kind of dares?” I asked.

      Reno’s thin lips eased into a tight grin.

      “Get going,” Austin said, shoving him toward the path.

      I snatched Reno’s jacket and yanked him back. “What dares?”

      He gave Austin a cursory glance before answering. “Sometimes when a man reaches his first change, his pack gives him a challenge to complete. Something dangerous and stupid. Rite of passage.”

      I smiled, sensing a good story. “Or in Austin’s case, his brothers gave him a challenge. Am I right?”

      Austin cleared his throat and circled his arm about my waist. “It’s getting late, and I want some of that pie.”

      Like I was going to let Reno walk away with a juicy story. “Back off, Austin Cole. I’m about to get the skinny on you.”

      Reno smirked and stuffed his hands in his coat pockets. “He asked one of the local Councilmen for permission to date his daughter.”

      My shoulders sagged. “That’s all?”

      Reno pinched his lip, sliding a glance toward Austin. “Naked.”

      I erupted into my Beaker laugh, almost falling backward into the snow.

      Reno chuckled. “Funniest damn thing I ever saw. I was on assignment when the boys planned it, but it was worth the trip down.”

      “Thanks, brother,” Austin growled.

      “Wait, wait…” When I finally managed to stop laughing, I stood up straight and wiped the tears from my eyes. “What did the Councilman say?”

      Austin shook a clump of snow off his boot. “I didn’t get to find out because his mate was the one who answered the door. She slapped me, the pack came running, and that was that.”

      Reno patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t leave out the best part—when they tied you to the little red wagon and brought you back home.”

      Austin kicked snow at him as the group headed out. We watched them amble down the road, talking and laughing until they moved out of sight.

      Once alone with Austin, I threw a snowball at the tree where Lorenzo had picked up the scent of another Shifter. “Do you think we should worry?”

      Austin didn’t have on his coat, but he seemed impervious to the cold. He wrapped his arm around my waist and then lifted my legs off the ground, carrying me back to the cabin. “I think what you need to worry about is what I’m going to do to you on top of that kitchen table.”
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      “Are you busy melting snow with all that body heat?” Naya asked, her voice sultry.

      I let go of the baluster and switched the phone to my other ear. “It’s been a memorable trip.”

      A memorable trip of not having sex with my own mate, I thought. Last night after Austin carried me inside, he wanted me to try on my new lingerie, but instead I washed the dishes, swept the floor, and did everything I could to tire myself out before bedtime. Technically, I wasn’t in heat yet, but what if my ovaries were already primed for pregnancy? Shifters didn’t have biology books, and I didn’t trust hearsay.

      “Memorable isn’t the word I was hoping for,” she quipped.

      The ladder up to the loft was more like a staircase with handrails on either side, and I’d been sitting with my feet on the top step for the past half hour, thinking about home.

      “Is everyone helping Mom with the cooking? I don’t want her overdoing it since I’m not there to make her sit down and let someone else take over. You know how she loves to stay busy, but she’s getting to the age where she tires out easily.”

      “Nothing to worry about, darling. Denver grilled hamburgers last night, and I’m about to dash to the store and get what I need for my baklava.”

      “For dinner?” I asked, imagining the sweet pastry.

      “One taste of my dish, and I don’t think it’ll be dinner he’s hungry for,” she purred.

      “Well, if you guys need anything, call me anytime.”

      “What’s wrong, chickypoo? A woman doesn’t go on a secluded vacation in the woods with her sexy mate only to beg her family to interrupt with phone calls about a broken garbage disposal.” She sighed on the other end before continuing. “April and Reno should have stayed home and given you two privacy, but after Lorenzo agreed, what would be the point? You shouldn’t have invited everyone.”

      “We’re having fun, and William’s got plenty of experience managing a pack in Reno’s absence. You should have come. I’m sure Wheeler would have agreed.” My ears perked up when the motor shut off outside. “Look, I’ll call you later. I need to run.”

      “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she sang. “Which doesn’t leave you with much.”

      I tossed the phone on a pile of clothes by the bed before heading down the ladder. Austin was a morning person and loved sunshine, so while I slept in, he’d gone out to clear a path to the main road. The snow acted as a reflector for the sun’s rays, and without blinds or curtains, I had to shield my eyes from the piercing light. I glanced at my aviators on the table and realized they were more trendy than practical. What I needed was a pair of dark shades, like the kind ophthalmologists hand out after cataract surgery.

      The door swung open, and the first thing I noticed was Austin’s flushed cheeks.

      He pulled off his sunglasses and tossed them onto the table by the front window. “I cleared a path to the road. I should have called Reno to help me take the equipment off the truck. Goddamn,” he said, out of breath, while hanging his brown coat on the hook.

      Despite the cold weather, he was all sweaty.

      “Do you think we could make it to the store? I need to pick up a few things.”

      He kicked the snow off his boots, sending chunks of dirty sludge onto the mat. “We’re heading out that way in a little while, so yeah.”

      His mood seemed off.

      “What’s going on?”

      “The local Council slipped a notice under our door. They contacted all the local Packmasters, from what Hector was telling me.”

      “Wait, when did all this happen?”

      He unwound his scarf and draped it around my neck before pressing his cold lips to my forehead. “While you were unconscious beneath a pile of blankets. I called Hector to find out what the invitation was about, and he said they’re calling an emergency town hall meeting.”

      I watched him stroll languidly into the kitchen. “But we’re not local.”

      Austin wrenched open the fridge and grabbed a carton of orange juice, then drank it straight from the container. He sighed with satisfaction before putting it back in the fridge. “All the wolves in the territory were summoned. It’s mandatory. Something’s going on,” he muttered, leaning against the counter.

      I didn’t like seeing my mate on edge, especially when we didn’t have our pack with us.

      “Should we pick up Reno and April on the way?”

      He shook his head and pushed off the counter, swaggering in my direction. “No. He got the same notice, so we’ll be heading out in separate vehicles.”

      Austin sniffed his armpits and then stripped out of his shirt. My eyes feasted upon his body and then went back for seconds. I felt just the slightest sensation of tingles, as if an invisible finger had grazed across my sex with a featherlight touch.

      When he gripped a wooden beam with one hand and did his sexy lean, I licked my lips.

      Damn, that lean.

      “Anyhow,” he continued, “everyone’s heading out there, including Church. I need to jump in the shower before we go. I don’t want to make a bad impression since I’m representing one of the Texas territories.”

      “So while all this excitement was going on, you didn’t consider waking me up?”

      He lowered his arm and cocked an eyebrow. “You seemed really wiped out from last night. All that… cleaning.”

      The sarcasm that rolled off his tongue made me want to sock him in the mouth, but instead I smiled and waltzed past him to put on my boots. “I can’t wait to meet the Council and make a lasting impression. Think they’ll let me sing a song before the meeting?”

      “Lexi…”

      I bent over to grab my boot. “You know, something like ‘Werewolves of London’ or maybe—” I squealed when he grabbed my hips and yanked me against his thick arousal.

      Still bent over, my happy hormones began to have a fiesta. “Shit,” I murmured, stumbling out of his grasp.

      “Did you get your shower?” he asked wolfishly, sexing me up with his eyes.

      “While you were plowing.”

      “Mmm,” he growled. “I’d like to do more plowing.”

      “Not now. We have to get ready.”

      He turned away and swaggered toward the ladder to our loft. “If not now, when?”
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      The town hall meeting took place in a large building on private property. Rows of metal chairs faced a wooden podium and a microphone. A dramatic painting of wolves in battle spanned the entire length of one wall, and an area near the doors had wooden letters spelling out what looked like pack names. Posters of various businesses covered the opposite wall—presumably shops run by the local Shifters.

      The refreshments in the back were calling my name, so April and I shimmied over to the table and loaded up on strawberry punch and chocolate cookies. We watched the crowd trickle in, and while I kept my ears open to the chatter around us, no one knew why the Council had summoned us. No one except for a few alphas huddled in the back, speaking in low voices and watching the crowd as if they were there to control any outbursts.

      Austin suggested we stand by the left wall with the business posters since we didn’t belong in this territory, and he didn’t want to take someone’s chair if they had limited seating. This was a hell of a lot more organized than what we had, which was basically nothing. They must have held meetings regularly, because the packs sought out specific sections to sit in, most likely in order of power.

      A formidable man approached the microphone, his heavy steps announcing his arrival. A few people stirred in their chairs and quieted. He wasn’t a man you could easily forget—bald, stout body, and a grey goatee. Not to mention the leather vest. I was willing to bet he was the one who owned the Harley parked in front of the main door.

      “If everyone will take a seat, we’ll begin,” he said gruffly, tapping the microphone.

      Chairs filled up fast; there must have been close to five hundred people. No children though. The Packmasters had probably left them at home under heavy protection.

      “Most of you know who I am. However, for the sake of formalities, I’m Wendell Rivers. But everyone knows me as Axel.”

      A few people in the crowd chuckled, as did Axel.

      “Some of you know why we’re here, but most of you don’t. To give you the short and sweet of it—Northern rogues have invaded our borders.”

      Murmurs grew loud within the room, and chills swept up my arms.

      Axel cleared his throat while adjusting the mic. “We’ve kept it quiet to prevent unnecessary panic. Over the past few weeks, these men have been entering our borders and taking out packs. It started up north with the smaller ones, so we had a feeling they were targeting the weaker packs in order to gain a foothold. We didn’t make the connection until a few local bounty hunters compared notes and put the pieces together.”

      “Why weren’t the Packmasters informed?” a voice boomed from the back.

      Axel gripped the edge of the podium and delivered a penetrating stare to the audience. “Because paranoia would set in, and you’d be killing each other. Once we had everything under control, we captured a few prisoners and drove the rest out. Packs throughout the state have been given information on a need-to-know basis, depending on where they live.”

      “Are we safe? What if they do it again?” a woman yelled out, and a few people murmured in agreement.

      “Then they’ll meet with opposition. Packs along the border have agreed to patrol, and we’ve set up a system to make sure no Shifters get in without us knowing about it. Our bogus patrol cars are pulling over suspicious vehicles with out-of-state plates and multiple male passengers, but some of the rogues came in on foot. If you see any unfamiliar wolves on your property, I want you to report it before taking action. Packmasters, we’re giving you full authority to do whatever necessary to protect your territory, but we need to know about every single incident. Do not act unless you’re certain it’s not a neighboring pack accidentally crossing territory lines. Mark your territory, and stay alert.”

      Axel leaned back and let everyone talk among themselves.

      My heart beat at a hummingbird’s pace, and I wondered if our cabins were close to any of the local packs. “Austin, we can’t let our wolves out,” I whispered.

      “I know,” he murmured.

      Axel cleared his throat and continued. “What I want to reiterate is that we’ve driven out every last rogue. Our Councils are comprised of different animals, so we’re holding separate meetings for those who live in organized groups, such as dens and herds. As you can see by the familiar and not-so-familiar faces around you, I’ve also invited the local rogues who stay on the right side of the law. I want everyone to spread the word in the Shifter community, especially among the troublemakers. This is their business, too, because a couple of them were killed in Lamar. If any of you join with the interlopers, you’re going to be on the receiving end of one hell of an ass kicking. Until we’re certain that the Northerners aren’t coming back for seconds, make sure your animals stay in your territory and don’t go wandering where they aren’t supposed to.”

      Austin raised his hand. “Is this happening anywhere else?”

      Axel slanted his eyes in our direction and gave Austin a good once-over. “You’re not from around here.”

      Austin put his arm around me. “We’re vacationing from Texas.”

      “If I were you, I’d call your local Council and tell them what’s going on. Colorado is the strongest Shifter state, so I’m guessing the Northerners thought it would be easier to invade if they were able to occupy it. This is the war we’ve been fearing, son.”

      “Those are just rumors,” someone said dismissively.

      “Are they?” Axel leaned on the podium. “I’ve got thirty-two dead bodies that say otherwise. Councils talk to each other regarding local affairs, but we don’t know what else could be going on around the country.”

      “Maybe they need some form of communication,” I murmured.

      Axel snapped his head in my direction. “What was that?”

      I swallowed thickly and stepped forward, even though Austin was gripping the waistband of my jeans. “I was just saying that maybe there should be a central form of communication between all the Councils for emergency situations. It could be something as simple as delegating a few people to send out mass e-mails to all the Councils nationwide. Or maybe a private website to track information.”

      My face heated as people quietly judged me.

      Axel looked at Austin. “Is that your woman?”

      “Damn right.”

      Axel drew in a deep breath and nodded. “It’s an idea we’ve tossed around in the past, but it’s not an easy one to implement. Every territory operates differently and doesn’t like sharing their personal business. But maybe now is the time for change. We’ll talk later.” He turned his attention back to the crowd. “Any questions?”

      A man with long hair stood up. “Who’s going to tell us if they come back?”

      “That’s my job,” Axel replied. “I’ve got everyone’s number, and we’ll use the bulletin system. I’m not holding information back. We’ve put checkpoints in place that’ll make it harder for outsiders to get in. Their wolves aren’t going to be running through miles and miles of godforsaken wilderness during a snowstorm. They’re honing in on established packs.”

      A woman stood up, straightening the back of her red dress. “How could no one have noticed all those rogues moving across the border?”

      Axel shrugged. “People move around all the time; there’s no law against it. But in retrospect, we had cause for alarm. Rumor is they were brazenly heading down the highway in large groups, scouting the territory. The first house they attacked, they parked their cars away from the property and circled the outside perimeter, moving in on foot. There were only five in that pack, so they didn’t stand a chance. I don’t know how trained they are or if each group is just doing their own thing, but that seems to be their modus operandi.”

      “What are we supposed to do, just sit and wait for them?” she continued.

      A few others voiced their agreement.

      “No,” Axel said with a laugh, stroking his goatee. “I suggest you go home, make love to your mates, play with your children, watch some television, and establish guard duty with the strongest wolves in your pack. I don’t want anyone running around with their guns loaded.” Axel pointed to the left and then to the right. “If you kill that guy’s packmate, then he’ll seek justice and kill one of yours. The next thing you know, we’re killing each other and doing them a favor. I’m more concerned about what’s happening in the other forty-nine states. So go home, think about it, and if anyone has questions, we’ll have a private meeting with the Packmasters on Tuesday and hash it out.” He banged a gavel and walked off.

      Metal chairs scraped against the floor as the chatter increased and everyone slipped on their jackets. I easily spotted the Packmasters, who were keeping their cool and leading everyone out.

      Our group formed a huddle.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      Axel appeared and wedged himself between Austin and Reno. “Stay a few days longer. Relax, enjoy your vacation, spend some good tourist money in our shops, and know that you couldn’t be in a safer place at the moment.” He patted Austin on the shoulder. “Come with me; we need to talk.”

      When they left, I folded my arms, my voice lyrical and full of sarcasm. “Isn’t this charming? I get to spend my romantic getaway in the middle of a pack war.”

      “Nothing we can do,” Reno said quietly. “We’re safer in our cabins.” He glanced over his shoulder as people continued vacating the room. “If this is the real deal, then I’m betting the rogues have statistical data for each pack, including their locations. They’re not going to wander around and risk getting caught, and they sure as hell ain’t gonna hike through the woods and bust in the door to one of our puny little tourist cabins.”

      “Hey, they’re not puny,” April protested. “I happen to think they’re the perfect size.”

      “I’m not buying it,” he grumbled, his voice lowering an octave. “We talked about this.”

      “Then timeshare it!”

      “I’ll build you a cabin behind the house. How ’bout that?”

      She rolled her eyes and headed toward the refreshments with a sassy strut. Reno adored her, and if April wanted that cabin, odds were she was going to get it.

      I rocked on my heels, hugging my midsection and chewing on my lip. I’d never been involved in anything like this before, and all I could think about was the safety of my pack.

      “You’re in capable hands… I presume,” Lorenzo said. “I plan to make some calls to our local Council and find out if they’ve had any trouble. If it eases your mind, I can lend you four of my men to watch your house until we return.”

      Ivy patted his leg with her cane, her voice sincere. “That’s generous of you, Lorenzo.” I saw the love for him shining in her eyes.

      “So we’re supposed to drink cocoa and act like nothing out of the ordinary is going on?” I asked in disbelief. “I can’t build a snowman and bake a pie if rogues might be attacking my family!”

      Lorenzo tucked his hair behind his ear. “It’s too treacherous to cross the border without knowing if we’ll be walking into a trap. They might be kidnapping Shifters to use as bait. We should gather more information before we put our own lives at risk.”

      Reno leaned in. “Are you baking another pie?”

      “I’m not baking a pie!”

      He cursed under his breath, and that’s when I realized that he and April had done something naughty with that pie. Maybe it was the disappointment on his face, or perhaps it was April spinning around with a mortified expression, holding a glass of punch that slipped from her fingers and shattered on the floor.

      Ivy hurried to her side to help her clean up the mess.

      “What happens if they attack our territory? Are we prepared?” My stomach tightened in dread.

      Lorenzo pinched his chin, his eyebrows drawing together. “Austin, Texas, is a major city. They’ll have to occupy Dallas and Houston before they infiltrate the mid-cities.”

      “But they might just attack them all at once like some kind of coordinated swarm of bees. Look at how organized the packs are here,” I said, waving my arm at the room. “Why the hell are we still living in the Stone Age? Why doesn’t our Council have town hall meetings? Instead, all the Packmasters sit around sucking on each other’s cigars to keep alliances.”

      Austin rejoined our huddle. “April, Ivy,” he called out, waving them over.

      When they returned, he put his hands in his pockets, keeping his voice low since there were still people in the room. “I don’t want anyone calling home and warning the pack. We play it cool.”

      “Why the hell not?” I asked, probably louder than I should have.

      “First of all, their Packmaster and second-in-command aren’t there to keep the peace. I trust William, but you know how easily Maddox gets riled up. Secondly, we should respect our Council and deliver the news to them first so they can make an informed decision. Rumors get spread easily, and I’m not about to be the source of those rumors. If you tell Jericho, he’ll mention it to the flakes at the bar, then the story gets
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