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        Wake had lived in fear for far too long.

      

        

      
        Life hadn’t been easy for him. Every day he resisted his natural instincts to claim the one female meant for him. An event from his past stopped him in his tracks every time his primal urges pushed him toward her.

      

        

      
        Paige accepted the role she played in Wake’s life. She was the one he wanted but never allowed himself to have. But when someone else showed interest in her, Wake had to decide once and for all.

      

        

      
        Putting his heart on the line left the shifter vulnerable, something he never wanted to be again. And just when he gave in to his instincts, fate dealt the pair a cruel hand.

      

        

      
        Nightmares came true, causing Paige to flee to the only place she felt safe—in the arms of Wake.

      

        

      
        Pack life wasn’t an easy life, but Paige wouldn’t give up the man who held her heart.

      

        

      
        Only together could the two move forward and find the happiness they both deserved.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          WAKE

        

      

    

    
      The first bite comes without warning, though I should expect it given who is attacking me. The kick to my stomach that follows causes the air to rush from my lungs. Another kick and another. My ribs break. I’m helpless to do anything because the haze from the vampire bite still clings to me. Benedict is back in my face, watching me with a malicious smile.

      The second bite leaves me weak and barely alive, my heartbeat slowing to an unsteady rhythm as the life begins to leach from my body. Too bad Benedict has more plans for me. I can’t surrender to the darkness yet.

      I’m taken out to the woods, my body limp as I hang over his shoulder. The next thing I know, I’m airborne. My body slams into a tree and quickly falls to the ground, bones broken. But that’s not good enough. I’m thrown into tree after tree until I land face down in the mud. The river that rushes beside me continues its journey through the forest. Life will go on once I’m dead.

      The edges of my vision start to cover in black. I can't move, nor do I want to. Maybe this is the sweet bliss I've been awaiting. Maybe my time in this world is finally over.

      My last thought is of the woman who, no matter how hard I try, I can't get out of my head. Her name slips from my lips in a broken whisper before I’m enveloped in the cold grip of death I’ve been anticipating.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          WAKE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three Months Later

      

      

      Startling awake in the middle of the night while your heart pounds out of your chest and sweat trickles down your forehead is never a good way to wake up. Yet, it's the same thing I've done repeatedly since the vampire, Benedict, took me. Not every day, but often enough I can’t forget what happened. Luckily, it’s lessening more as time goes on. I don’t have hope it will stop altogether, though.

      It was Paige's voice that pulled me from the darkness that day. It was her sweet voice that made something inside of me fight to hear more.

      Ariane, my cousin's mate, told me what Paige said to bring me back. How Paige told me I couldn’t leave and how she needed me. But I ignored the words, brushing them off as nothing more than a moment of panic on Paige's part. She didn't have feelings for me. She couldn't. Who would want a submissive wolf shifter who can barely stand on his own feet?

      I once thought I was strong. After Ari helped me find my way back into my father’s pack, the Avynwood Pack, I worked hard to get ready for the war that was coming. We won in the end. Travis, the alpha of the Diaminsey Pack, and Benedict were killed. The remaining wolves in Travis’ pack took off and never came back. It was a win for our side.

      However, that fight left me once I knew death was imminent. Then it was a matter of letting it wash over me like a chilled submersion in water. I welcomed it. I wanted to go. How many times had I tried to leave this earth, only to have Ariane fight for me to stay? And those were the times she knew of. I never voiced the others with which I struggled to remain alive.

      But I lived through what Benedict did to me. I was brought back from the dead, thanks to our pack doctor's serum and Paige’s voice. Desmond created a healing accelerant for the human mates in our pack, should they become injured. It promotes rapid healing without the need for surgery. Although, if a wound is too deep, stitches are needed to help minimize scarring.

      In shifters, it's a last ditch effort to save our lives. The combination of that serum being injected directly into my heart, and Paige calling me back, pulled me into the real world again. A world I wasn't sure I wanted to be a part of.

      I played the role I knew well. I walked through the motions every day during the last two months. There were times when I was genuinely happy. Those usually happened when I was surrounded by the pack. You couldn't help but laugh when you watched my pack brothers, Carter and Cash, chase each other around the large house the pack resided in. It was a common occurrence. Those two loved to fight. Although, fighting wasn’t the right word. They never did so in malice. It was all in play. Being blood brothers made them connected in a way most of the pack wasn't.

      “Wake?” Ariane calls as she claps her hands in front of my face.

      “Hmm?”

      “Are you listening to me?”

      I duck my head. Ari knows I wasn’t paying attention. There's always so much running through my head, I have a hard time focusing. Luckily, she lets me off the hook with a small sigh.

      Ari is one of the strongest shifters I know. She has a lot of different powers. One is the ability to break down almost any mental block someone can erect in their mind so she can read their thoughts. Mind reading isn't something she uses on those who don't want it. She doesn't go rooting through anyone's head unless it's necessary. Her thought is if someone wanted her to know something, they'd tell her, just like now. I don't need to voice anything. She’s aware of where my mind is.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” she asks softly.

      “Do I ever?” I mutter.

      “No, but there's a first time for everything. I'm here for you, Wake. Anything you tell me will stay between us.” I lift my head and cock an eyebrow at her. She huffs out a breath before brushing her long, pitch-black hair over her shoulder. “I can't help it he hears my thoughts. It's like there's a free flow of everything from my head to his.” I nod understanding.

      My cousin, Orion, is Ari's mate. He has a lot of Ari's abilities, thanks to their mate bond. When two shifters mate, any powers given to one transfers to the other. If one mate is a human, they gain the shifter’s long life span. Orion is another one who could go for a stroll in my head and doesn't.

      “I know,” I confess and tap the side of my head. “It’s nothing new.” She's aware of my past. Aware of how there's no way I want a mate. Yet, Ari is under the impression she knows what's best for me, so I go along with what she says, for the most part. Except for this. The whole mate thing is a hard stop for me.

      “That's it,” she states and stands from her spot next to me on the couch in the pack’s living room. “We're going out tonight.”

      “What?” I immediately jump to my feet. “I'm not going anywhere.”

      “Oh, please. You know you are. We've been cooped up in this mansion for far too long.” To all the wolves in the pack, it’s merely a house. To Ari, it’s a mansion the pack resides in. “There’s no threat out there to us. We need to go out.” She pauses for a moment then says, “Running through the woods as our wolves doesn't count.” Sometimes, my thoughts flow freely to her without me meaning them to. That was one of them.

      “I don't know why we have to leave. Everything we need is here.”

      She cocks her head. “Is it?”

      “Don't start.” I step away from her, heading to the entryway and toward the front double doors.

      Ari's hand on my arm stops me before I can reach it. There's no sense in fighting her. She has the strength of a vampire, even though she's a wolf. It’s one of the many perks of having a vampire for a best friend. He gifted her some of his powers. “Go home and do whatever it is guys do to get ready to go somewhere,” she orders. “Meet me back here in an hour. We won't do anything crazy. Just go have a greasy meal at the diner back home.” She's talking about her hometown. There's a great diner there. Ari's aware of how much of a sucker I am for their burgers.

      “Fine,” I grumble. “Don't invite a lot of people.”

      “Invite a lot of people where?” my pack brother, Dante, asks as he strolls toward us. He's also the beta of the pack. The alpha is my dad.

      Before I can tell him how we aren't going anywhere, Ari cuts in. “To the diner back home.”

      Dante's eyes widen. “Will you bring Mira back some of their bacon? Oh, and sausage? Maybe eggs, too?”

      Ari laughs, and I can't help but smile. Dante's mate, Mira, is pregnant. Her morning sickness has finally started to ebb. All she craves is breakfast food. While we have people here who cook, she insists there's something about diner food the baby loves.

      “Of course,” Ari replies.

      “Thank you.” Dante hugs her, which stuns Ari for a moment. He isn't a small man. With his black hair hanging just past his shoulders and his tall, muscular body, anyone would be afraid of him. Well, anyone who's not part of the pack.

      What has Ari shocked is the hug. Ever since Dante found out Mira is expecting, he's become very affectionate to everyone. And happy. Happier than I've ever seen.

      He releases Ari and turns to me. His large hand claps down on my shoulder. “It's good you're getting out, pup. You've spent too much time at home lately. You're young. Live a little.”

      “When are you going to go back to the man I remember? The one who was angry most of the time and had the meanest demeanor in the pack?” I ask.

      Dante lets out a hearty laugh. “Those days are gone. Now we live in peace, and babies are coming soon.” Dante's mate isn't the only one who's pregnant. Cash's wife, Tessa, is also expecting, as are my parents.

      I still can't get over the fact that I'm going to be a big brother. I'm almost nineteen. I've wanted a baby brother or sister for years. I guess it took almost losing me for my parents to realize how short life truly is.

      “Be happy, Wake,” Dante says, pulling me from my thoughts. “One day it will be you.” I stiffen at his words.

      Everyone in the pack knows my past. They know why I have no need for a mate, yet they push me every chance they get. Except Orion. He's the only one who lets me be me and doesn't try to force me down a path I don't want to be on.

      Dante takes the beige marble steps, two at a time, to the upper level of the house as he calls Mira's name. There's no doubt in my mind how happy his mate will be once she knows we're going to bring her back food. That right there is why I can't bail out of dinner. I don’t want to disappoint Mira. Women and children in the pack come first. And a pregnant female? Forget it. She gets whatever she wants. Tonight that will be diner food.

      “I'll see you later,” I say to Ari before leaving through the door. I don't bother glancing back as she reminds me what time to be ready. She doesn't yell it. Doesn't need to. Super wolf hearing and all that.

      Instead of going home, I decide to let my wolf go for a run. Maybe that will relieve some of the tension coursing through my body.

      The ripple begins at my toes as I give myself over to the wolf living within me. It's a matter of seconds before I'm pushed back as my wolf takes over.

      To say it's a relief not to be in charge of my body for a while is an understatement. My wolf runs on pure instinct. He doesn't hesitate when he needs to do something. He doesn't overthink when a situation gets tough. He's focused on the task at hand. And right now that's running, which he loves.

      He tears through the woods at a rapid clip. His feet grip the warm ground as he propels himself forward. We pass Carter as his red wolf walks toward the house, back from a perimeter check. My wolf gives his a nod but doesn't stop.

      I know where my wolf is heading. It's the same place every time. Past the cabin I live in with my parents. Past the house Orion is having built for Ari. Over the stream that winds down the mountain. To the very top where there is a breathtaking view of the world below. It's the highest point on the Avynwood property.

      We own countless acres, but this spot, this is ours—mine and my wolf’s. No one comes up here except those on patrol. I don't think anyone would bother to search for it, since it's so far from the pack house.

      My wolf sits and takes in the land below. To anyone else, it would appear like he's just looking out over the vast area. But I know better. I know exactly what my wolf wants. The one urge I won't let myself follow through on. He wants his mate. But in this one instance, he never pushes me. He never goes to her without me wanting him to. He realizes if he pushes me too far, I can end our life. So for now, he lets this be his solace.

      Many miles from where we currently rest is our mate. The one who is fated for us. Too bad I will never allow us to claim her. Maybe one day my wolf will take over and not let me shift back. Until then, I'll battle him, and myself, daily to stay a safe distance away from Paige.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          PAIGE

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not sure this is a good idea. He gets irritated every time he sees me,” I say as I turn in front of the mirror. I'm wearing a pair of white shorts that come a little higher than mid-thigh and a black blouse that's light and not at all formfitting. It's hot out and I have zero desire to swelter in something tighter.

      Ari waves me off. “Wake doesn't know what's good for him.” She left him and Rion in the car with the air on and the windows up. If they were in my house, they'd hear our entire conversation. I’m not fully convinced they can’t hear me as it is. Hopefully, they don’t.

      I spin and face her. My bestie has beautiful skin and the most gorgeous hair I've ever seen. She's always fighting the natural wave it has, straightening it. Ever since she became a wolf shifter, she has a confidence that never existed before she entered this paranormal world we're now a part of.

      Shifters are born that way. They either have the gene to shift or they don’t. Usually, at least one of the parents has to be a shifter. It gives the child a fifty-fifty shot of being one as well. Ari’s parents are human. No one expected her to shift when she did after she mated with Orion. It’s one of the many anomalies that make up Ariane.

      I'm just an interloper who hangs out with the pack. I’m not one of them, though they welcomed me into their lives with open arms.

      “You can't force him on me,” I tell her. “He has to want there to be something between us.” What I don't voice is that I would never want to be in a relationship with someone who doesn't want to be with me. Ari can hear my thoughts, but she doesn't go prying around my head. For that, I'm grateful. You don't get a lot of privacy when you're amongst paranormals. “And couldn’t we do something more exciting than going to the diner? I haven't been on a date in a long time.” Not that this is a date. It’s dinner with friends.

      “What about Chad?” she asks. He was the captain of the football team our senior year of high school. After the pack war, and Wake officially freezing me out, I decided to try and go back to a normal life. Yeah, didn't happen. Chad was as boring as watching paint dry. After that, I decided not to bother. Besides, no one can measure up to the brown-eyed shifter who makes me feel more alive than I ever have with anyone else.

      “Chad was a waste of time.”

      “You won't date anyone else. I don't want you always to be alone, Paige.”

      “I'm fine,” I say, faking a smile. “Let's go.” Ari's eyes narrow, not believing me for one second, but she lets it drop.

      We make our way downstairs. My parents are once again absent, both gone on business. That's what happens when you run your own business. They have a law firm they both practice in. Their firm takes on high profile cases around the country, which requires them to be away a lot to handle their clients' needs.

      When I was younger, Mom was always here. She did consultant work for the firm Dad was working for while taking care of me. Then, once I started high school, they decided to go into practice on their own. They have no one to answer to but themselves. And since I've always been a model child, they don't worry about me. Okay, so model is pushing it, but I'm not in to drugs and I don't drink. I did well in high school and am enrolled in an online college. They trust me. And yet my big excitement while they're away is going to eat at the diner with a guy who wants nothing to do with me. Score!

      Since my BMW is too small for the four of us, Ari drove here in her black Acura MDX. Rion wanted to buy her something much more expensive, but Ari wouldn't have it. She was content to drive the old Buick she had, but Rion wasn't. He wanted her in something newer and safer. The technology in cars now is much better than it used to be. It didn't matter that Ari is nearly immortal—thanks to one of the gifts she got from a vampire—Rion always wants her protected. Since he has more money than he could ever need, he spares no expense when it comes to his mate. Except when she refuses said money.

      With one bite, a vampire can transfer one or more of their powers to someone. It’s amazing really. The thing is, most shifters don’t want a vampire biting them. I’d welcome an advantage if one of them wanted to transfer power to me.

      As I slide into the back seat of the SUV, I notice not one but two paranormals waiting for us, in addition to Rion, who's in the front.

      “Well, Ford, it's nice to see you.”

      “Hello, minx. It’s been a while since we caught up.”

      Ford Verascue. I don't care how many times I see the vampire, he always manages to look downright sinful. Warm brown hair. Grey eyes that seem to peer right into my soul. And I can't forget his choice of wardrobe. Jeans haphazardly tucked into black books. Black shirt and black leather trench coat. Yeah, buddy, he's a treat for the eyes.

      Ford opens his mouth, about to say something, when he swings his gaze to Wake, who’s sitting on his other side. “Careful there, wolf. You keep gripping the door like that and you're likely to break a chunk of it off.”

      Leaning forward, I peer at Wake and the death grip he has on the door next to him. His eyes meet mine through his glasses for a split second before he turns to look out the window. He doesn’t need them. Paranormals have perfect eyesight. But for Wake, he hides behind them.

      “Okay, then,” Ari says from the front passenger seat. “Let's go have dinner.”

      Ford rubs his hands together. “I'm so glad I decided to visit. My life was dull without all of you around.”

      “Oh, please,” I scoff. “I doubt you've been slumming it somewhere. No, I'm sure you've been on a beach having multiple women serve you while others were inside keeping your bed warm as they waited for your return.”

      “Not quite,” he replies quietly as his eyes cast toward his lap. Then he shakes his head slightly and plasters on a smile. “But I like the way you think,” he continues. “That does sound like a fantastic way to spend my time. Maybe when I get back to Amalfi, I'll have that little vision of yours come true.” I'm not sure what just went on inside his head. What I do know is Ford isn't as happy as he was.

      It must be amazing to have as many homes as Ford and his family do. Yes, I grew up with my parents being wealthy, but their money is nothing compared to what Ford's parents have. His mom and dad are four thousand years old. I can't imagine the kind of wealth they've amassed in that amount of time. Then there’s the travel. Vampires don’t have to fly or drive anywhere if they don’t want to. They can all teleport.

      Ford and Ari start talking then take the conversation to their minds. Mind reading and conversing is one skill I'd love to have. All vampires have it, as do the fae. Ford and Ari have this connection no one seems to be able to decipher, but it's strong. He was in love with her for a while, until his ex came back into his life in the most horrific and unexpected way. While I think he'll always love Ari, it's nothing compared to the feelings he has for the fox shifter who stole his heart.

      That brings my thoughts back to Wake. What I wouldn't give to have the kind of love Ari and Orion do. Or the kind of love I think Sienna and Ford will someday have. They're meant for each other, so I have no doubt they'll find their way back to one another.

      With Wake, I can't describe it. No matter how many people are in a room, my eyes always seek him out. I know he feels something for me. He won't admit it, though. One event shaped his future.

      Years ago, Benedict bit him and screwed with his head. He made Wake think he felt the mate bond with another male's mate. At the time, Sevan and Dalia weren't yet mated. They’re part of the Avynwood Pack. Wake saw her and was insistent she was his. But Dalia never felt the connection with him that she did with Sevan. After that, it went downhill. The end result was Aries kicking his only child out of the pack to restore peace among the wolves. Every time I think of how Benedict manipulated Wake, my heart breaks. He truly thought Dalia was the one for him, when in fact, it was all a lie.

      After that, Wake ended up with the Diaminsey Pack. Travis used him to gain information about his rivals. What better way to get insider secrets than welcoming the alpha’s son into your ranks? Wake was angry and hurt. He wanted to get back at his father for kicking him out. There was Travis offering him a home with his pack. Wake will never forgive himself for all that happened, even though it wasn’t his fault. Horrible paranormals manipulated him.

      If that had never happened, maybe I'd stand a chance with him. But it shaped everything. Now I'm left wondering if I'll ever find the kind of love my best friend has. The person doesn't even have to be a paranormal. I just want that all-encompassing, weak in the knees, heart-stopping, swoon-worthy love.

      “Paige?” Ari says, getting my attention.

      I glance toward her and notice we're stopped in front of the diner and everyone is staring at me. “Sorry.” I paste on a smile I don't feel and open my door.

      I walk to the door of the diner, making a note of Wake up ahead holding the door for us. At least I thought it was for us until I get to the door and he lets it almost shut in Ford's face as Wake enters the restaurant behind me. I glance at Wake over my shoulder, but he immediately drops his gaze. This was a horrible idea.

      We sit down in a corner booth that has one long bench seat curved around the table. I drop down on one side to make room for everyone else. Ari slides in on my right then Rion and Ford. Wake, however, stands in front of us all. It’s then I fully take in his appearance. He’s wearing a white shirt and jeans that fit well in the thighs. Black leather boots complete his ensemble. He must be warm in those jeans. At least it’s air-conditioned in here.

      Finally, he sits to my left, but a distance away. He doesn't want to touch me. I know that better than anyone else. Because if he did, he'd have to acknowledge what we both know—Wake and I have a connection—one that flares to life when our skin touches. The same kind of connection Ari and Orion share, as well as every other mated pair of shifters.

      I've only felt the electricity I have with Wake flow through my body a few times. The first time was me pushing my luck. We were passing each other in the hallway at the pack house. He tried to avoid touching me at all costs, but I was brazen—even though I knew I was playing with fire—and gently skimmed my hand against his as I passed by. I immediately thought he had shocked me. Kind of like what happens when you've been walking on carpet and touch a metal doorknob. It felt like static electricity. But when I looked in Wake's eyes, I knew it was more than that. I knew what that spark meant.

      I tried talking to him. Tried to find out what we did next. It was obvious there was an attraction between us, and that spark meant we were fated. But Wake fled. After that, the next time I touched his skin was when he was brought to the pack house dead. I was told a shifter’s mate could help them shift when needed. I had to do what I could to bring him back.

      The third time we touched was after Wake had shifted repeatedly to heal from what Benedict did to him. That was one of the worst days of my life. I thought I had lost him before I ever had him. Thankfully, he lived. Ari said it was because of me he came back to us. I'm not so sure about that. The serum Desmond injected into him played a large role.

      Wake had changed into clean clothes then laid down in one of the other medical rooms so Des could keep an eye on him for a bit. Des stayed in the room until Wake was sound asleep for a few minutes. I refused to leave his side, even though Wake told me I could go before he drifted off.

      As soon as Des shut the door, Wake shot up from sleep, his eyes frantic until they landed on me. Then it was like someone else was powering his body. He jumped from the bed, which startled me, causing me to stand, unsure if he was all right. The next thing I knew, I was in his arms. Tears poured down my cheeks at how happy I was that he was okay. His thumb skimmed the back of my neck while we embraced, shooting that electricity through me again. He broke away from me like my body was burning his.

      There's been zero touching since. He won't get within inches of me. Even now, as he sits beside me, there's a distance there that may as well be the width of a valley.

      He doesn't want a mate. I can understand that after all he's been through. But times like this remind me how I need to move on and find someone else. Because not being able to have the one I want feels like my heart is being held in a vise grip. Tears threaten to form, but I do my best to blink them away and focus on the waitress standing before us, taking orders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          WAKE

        

      

    

    
      I don’t miss the pain in Paige’s eyes at my need to stay a safe distance from her. Or the way she ignores me and has conversations with everyone but me. Even when Ari tries to talk to me, my answers are kept short and dismissive. I don't want to be here. She knows it. I know it. Paige most certainly knows it.

      I've been fighting this internal battle since I knew she was my mate, when she first touched my hand. But even acknowledging that, I still have the thought in my head that it's not real. That this is all another trick someone is playing on me. The cruelest kind. The only time I feel a remoteness of freedom is when my wolf takes over.

      What I wouldn't give to reach out and touch Paige. To hold her hand and feel the connection we have flare to life. To have a part of my soul rest peacefully for a little while. But even with that touch, there would be torment.

      Every other shifter jumps in with both feet when they find their mate. They don't hesitate. They do everything they can to make that one person theirs.

      When it was Orion and Ari, he guarded her, protected her, lived for her. He still does. There was no questioning his motives; he just let his instincts guide him. However, his instincts never failed him.

      “They didn't fail you either,” Ford says in my mind. My eyes immediately snap to his. I didn't realize I was broadcasting my thoughts. “You weren't.” Freaking mind-reading vampire.

      Ford has a little more power to read minds than others, thanks to what he inherited from his mother. It's not as strong as Ari's ability, though. Still, I could keep Ford out if I wanted to. I could build the tough wall—given to me by his mother—to keep others from pulling me into a dream state. That block works on everything. I can keep everyone out, save for Ari and Ford's parents. So why am I allowing Ford free rein in my mind?

      “Maybe because you want someone to help you. To tell you what you're feeling isn't a lie.”

      My eyes hold his. While I can't speak to others with my mind, I know he'll hear my thoughts. So I let everything pour out of me. All of my thoughts come to the surface: my insecurities, my raw need to have someone of my own, my fear of having my mate ripped away when I finally find her.

      “You did find her. You're choosing to ignore what you're feeling. Not everything in your life is a mirage, Wake.”

      What if it is a lie? What if I take the leap and everything crashes and burns around me? I don't think I'd survive if I finally gave in to our connection and then lost Paige.

      “The longer you deny your feelings for her, the farther you're going to push her away. She wants what Ari and Orion have. She wants that kind of love,” Ford tells me. “You could lose her.” I can't lose someone I've never had.

      With that thought, I throw my napkin on the table before I've even taken a bite of the food that arrived only moments ago. Standing, I stride through the diner and out the front door to the parking lot.

      The warm night air blankets over me as the freshness of it fills my lungs. I want to shift. I want to run as far away from here as I can. But the thought of leaving Paige makes my chest ache. I'll stay out here and keep a wide berth between us. Then, when they're done eating, we can all leave together. I'll be back home soon.

      “Wake?” Paige's voice floats to me. Everything in me tenses as I resist the urge to turn toward her. How did I miss the sound of the door to the diner opening and her walking toward me?

      After a few beats of my heart, I calm myself enough to listen to the sounds around me. Cars pass us now and then on the road. Silverware clatters on plates inside the diner and various conversations float to me. They aren't what has emotion building within me, though. No, it's the slight shake to the woman's breath behind me. Every inhale and exhale is done unsteadily. I'm the cause of that. And I hate myself because of it.

      “I can't keep doing this,” she whispers. Something inside of me breaks.

      I turn and find her only a few feet away. Her arms wrap around her stomach and tears build in her eyes. Gone is the confident Paige everyone knows. I want to go to her. I want to tell her how much she means to me. That no matter how much I deny what there could be between us, I still feel everything.

      Every single emotion that plays across her face mimics my internal struggle. I have the power to fix this, but I can't. As much as it pains me, she needs to find someone who can give their whole self over to her. She deserves that. Not a shell of a person who can't commit to anyone.

      I can't speak, so I nod once. That's all it takes for the dam in her eyes to break free as tears run down her face. She lets out one muffled sob as she buries her face in her hands. Then Ford is there, pulling her into his arms. A rage builds in me at seeing him touching her like that.

      Ford might like to tease me, but he knows how I feel about Paige and would never come between that. He's comforting her when I won't. They've become close friends since she was kidnapped by the Diaminsey Pack months ago. She wasn't harmed physically, but the emotional trauma took its toll. Ford was the only one who could get through to her. And he did so by biting her. By giving her a little something to take the edge off of the memories of that time. Since then, they've shared a bond. Nothing like the one Ford and Ari share, but one, nonetheless.

      I can't do this. I can't stand here while he holds her like that. It isn’t with interest. Mentally, I know that. But emotionally it still angers me. So I run toward the tree line at the back of the diner, and as soon as I'm clear of anyone who could see me, I let the shift take over. I need to keep moving. But my wolf has other ideas. Now that I've relented control, he's not letting me take it back yet.

      He turns us so we're facing the diner and walks along the tree line, staying within the shadows so no one detects us. It's not easy hiding when you're a big white wolf. I don't blend in with anything but snow. And being this is North Carolina in August, yeah, there's none of the white fluffy stuff to conceal me.

      The bell over the front door of the diner dings. My wolf lifts his nose to test the air. It's Ari. She rounds the building and starts walking toward me.

      My wolf holds his ground but ducks his head. While Ari might not be my alpha, she's an alpha wolf, nonetheless. And me being a submissive, I listen to her sometimes even though I don't need to.

      Maybe I should follow her every word. Maybe someone else should take control over my life so I don't keep screwing things up. Maybe then I'd get some relief from this nightmarish world I've trapped myself in. Even thinking that, I know it's a lie. Nothing can relieve this agony except having Paige as my mate.

      Ari stops by my wolf’s side and rests her hand on his back. Her touch soothes my wolf a little. Where he wants to run toward our mate, I want to run away.

      “I don't know how to help you,” she murmurs. “I thought if I kept putting you and Paige in the same room, you'd eventually talk. But I see now that only causes more pain for the both of you. She wants to move on, Wake. This isn't the life she wanted. She doesn't want to keep chasing someone who doesn't desire her.”

      My wolf tilts his head toward Ari and growls low.

      “Okay, poor choice of words. I know you desire her. But she doesn't. She isn't from this world we're in. Yes, she knows a lot about wolf shifters. You're the one who told her most of that.” I did. I've talked to Paige in the past. I've had great conversations with her. But that was before I knew with absolute certainty that she was my mate.

      Attraction was never an issue when it came to Paige. From the first moment I laid eyes on her, I knew she was special. Yet, I avoided contact with her at all costs. I was better off not knowing who she truly was to me. Because once I was certain, that torment I put myself through amplified by a thousand. I could have her in my arms right now if I wanted. But where would that leave me when it’s all yanked away from me like some cruel joke? She's better off being with someone else.

      “I have to go back to them. Rion's waiting for me. Are you coming?”

      I'm torn. I need to be near Paige to ensure she's safe. I also need to keep my distance. Nothing good comes from me being close to her. There was proof of that tonight.

      My wolf makes a choice for me and pushes for the shift back to human. The fact that our shifter magic keeps our clothes on when we shift from wolf to human is something I’m grateful for. I don’t want to walk around naked every time I shift back.

      I'm barely standing on two legs for three seconds when Ari's arms come around me as she pulls me in for a tight embrace. My arms instinctively wrap around her. Ari is safe. No matter how many times I let her comfort me or shove me in jest, her touch will only ever be that of a friend—a sister—and I take great comfort in that.

      We walk back to the front of the diner. Only Rion is there, leaning against the SUV.

      “Where are Ford and Paige?” I ask.

      “He took her home.” Rion reaches out for Ari when she closes the distance between them. His arm settles on her waist.

      “Go to her,” Ari says. I shake my head, denying my instincts everything they’re telling me to do and then get into the SUV.

      The drive home is quiet. No one speaks. At least not with their voices. I'm sure Rion and Ari are having a conversation. The power of the mate bond is strong. Mates can speak to each other with their minds. They can also feel their partner's every emotion. They know where they are even if it's hundreds or thousands of miles away.

      As I sit in the back seat, next to a takeout container for Dante's mate, I let my mind wander. For a brief moment, I let myself think about what it would be like to finally have Paige in my arms. To finally feel her lips pressed against mine. It would be the most exquisite form of bliss. Nothing can take this daydream from me. It may never become my reality, but at least I have my imagination. Right now, that's all I'm allowing myself.

      With the SUV gliding over the road smoothly, and my thoughts on the woman who sat by my side tonight, I start to slip into the darkness of sleep. Hopefully, when I wake up, this night will have been a dream and none of it had really happened. I never want to see pain on Paige's face again.

      Tomorrow will be another day, and I'll have to fight to keep myself and my wolf away from the woman who calls to our soul the way no other person ever will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          PAIGE

        

      

    

    
      It’s been two weeks since I’ve seen Wake. Ari and Rion visit me at home. Ford stopped by once after he brought me home that day and then was back off to who knows where.

      He was with me a little bit after we left the diner. We talked but stayed away from the topic of Wake. As much as Ford likes everyone to believe he doesn't care about anything, he does. And he would never betray Wake's trust by telling me what’s going on in Wake’s head. I admire that. If Wake wants me to know what he's thinking, then he should be the one to tell me.

      A knock sounds on my bedroom door. My parents aren’t home, so it's just me, myself, and I. That leads me to believe the person on the other side of my door is Ari. She could teleport right into my room if she wanted.

      “Come in,” I call.

      Ari opens the door and walks over to me, dropping down on the bed at my side. “What’cha doing?”

      “Going through the courses I'll be taking. College starts soon and I want to be ready.”

      “You can do that later. Come home with me.” Ari's home is the pack house for now while Rion has a house built for her. He used to live with Aries and Cassandra, but Ari decided to give them some space once Aries and Cassandra announced their pregnancy. Rion’s and Ari’s house is coming along quickly but not yet finished to the point they can live in it. I'm sure they can't wait for their house to be built, to finally get alone time.

      “I don't think that's a great idea,” I say.

      “Wake isn't there. He hasn't been coming by the house much. He's sticking to the cabin and out in the woods.”

      “I don't know.”

      “C'mon. I miss my bestie. We need to hang out and have fun. There's a big dartboard in that massive ballroom they have. We could throw darts at it and pretend it's people we hate.” She smiles.

      I can't help but laugh. “Okay, that does sound like fun.”

      I stand and don't bother changing. I'm wearing a pair of comfortable grey, cotton shorts and a blush-colored T-shirt. At least my makeup is done. Then again, it's just a pack of wolves who have seen me at my worst. They don't care how I look. And since I'm not going there to impress anyone, there's no point to do the full dress up and look great thing.

      Ari stands and takes my hand in hers. “When are your parents coming back?”

      “Tomorrow. They're just staying in the city tonight.” Our neighbor is always home when my parents travel, should I need anything. She also keeps an eye on the house to make sure I don’t throw any wild parties. Our houses aren’t close together, and there are trees and plenty of land separating us. Even if I did decide to have people over, she wouldn’t know unless it got loud in here, or she saw a lot of cars go by her house.

      “Grab your phone in case you decide to crash with the pack.” I pick it up from the bed, though I doubt I’ll be staying there tonight. “Let's have some fun!”

      Ari snaps her fingers. One second, we're in my bedroom and the next we're in the entryway of the pack house. I'm not sure I'll ever get over how fantastic it is she can do that. I wish someone would bite me so I could teleport.

      Ari's head whips in my direction. “No,” she states firmly. “No vampire is going to bite you and give you powers. We've talked about this.” Vampires are the most interesting of the paranormals. At least, I think so. If you ask Ari, she'll say it's the fae.

      I've begged Ford to give me a little power through his bite, but he refused and said Ari would have his head if he did. He's right. She would. But I think it's more because he's still hung up on her. He might not love her as strongly as he does his ex, but he would lay down his life for her.

      “You're no fun,” I tell Ari.

      “Fun?” I turn to find Titus striding into the room. “Who said it and how can I get in on it?” Hello, fine-looking shifter. Light blond hair and sparkling blue eyes. A body any woman would crave. Titus is the complete package. One that is standing before us in only a pair of basketball shorts with every muscular ridge of his chest, arms, and stomach on display.

      I might have wanted everything with Wake, but his dismissal burned inside of me. That night after I left the diner, I told myself I was done with him. I would move on, no matter how hard it was. I cried. Slept for hours on end. Stayed in bed for days, only getting up for the necessities. But I'm done now. After my sorrow, anger fueled my veins. If Wake doesn't want me, maybe someone else does. I'm not going to sit around and hope he finds his way to me. He knows where I live. He knows all about me, and yet, he chooses to ignore what's between us. Fine. He made his decision. Now I'm making mine.

      “Titus,” I say as I put my hand on my hip. “Care to join us for a game of darts?”

      His smile could light up a room. Okay, maybe he’s not as sexy as Wake, but that’s okay. He’s still gorgeous. “Absolutely,” he replies.

      Ari, Titus, and I walk through the entryway and down the hall toward the ballroom. When Lealla Raines had this house built, she didn't hold back. It has anything and everything. She's exiting the room as we're about to go in. Her long chestnut hair flows over her shoulders in soft waves. She's barefoot, wearing jeans and a shirt—emerald green with her logo on it—an L and an R intertwined in front of a full moon.

      Lealla is an author and the reason I'm even aware of this entire paranormal world. Without her inviting us back to her place for a party after one of her book signings, Ari would have never met Orion. We would have never found out the books Lealla writes about shifters of all kinds are actually true stories.

      Each mated pair in her packs has their story written down in one of Lealla’s books. No, not all are completely true. Some of the stories had been changed to make the story flow properly for the book. But each pair went to Lealla and told her their story so she could write their book.

      Lealla created a loving home for so many shifters. The one I'm currently standing in is her house for the wolves. She has other ones spread out across the country for foxes, bears, and big cats. They were all brought together by the beautiful woman standing before me.

      “Paige,” she greets as she bends slightly to hug me. No, I'm not very short but not as tall as Lealla. “I'm so glad you came by. We haven't seen you in a while.”

      “I've been busy. Lots to get ready for before college starts.”

      Lealla taps her finger against her lips for a moment. “It's good you're here. Yes, very good.” That's all she says before she's turning and walking down the hall.

      “Thanks for that cryptic statement,” I call to her. She laughs but doesn't say anything else.

      Lealla isn't only an author and super cool pack mom to all these amazing shifters. She's also psychic. I can only imagine what's going on in her head. She probably saw something and I'm playing right into it by being here.

      Ari's hand touches my arm, pulling me from my thoughts. “Stop. You'll never be able to figure her out. She won't tell you what she saw unless she wants you to know. You know Lealla well enough by now. Most of what she says is for a reason, she won't talk until it's already happened. After that she'll wink or give you a look that says she knew all along what was going to take place.”

      “Why am I the only one in here?” Titus calls as he strides across the ballroom toward the dartboard.

      “We're coming,” Ari says.

      When we enter the room, I see they've made some changes to it. The last time I was in here was the night we went to the party after the signing, where we met Lealla. Then, it had been filled with dancing bodies, music, and drinks. Now, it's a huge game room.

      “Why didn't you tell me this was all in here?” I ask Ari.

      She shrugs. “Hadn’t come up. But I knew the idea of throwing sharp things at a board would be fun for you. The rest is just a bonus.” There's a pool table, foosball table, ping-pong, and so much more. There are even arcade games. I could spend hours having fun in here.

      “Why can't I live here again?” I ask.

      “You're welcome to stay in my room any night you want, beautiful,” Titus replies with a wink. Being an unmated wolf has its perks. Titus is open to pursue any unmated female out there—wolf or human.

      I wink back and stride to where he's standing, then pluck one of the darts from his hand. I pull back, aim, and let it fly. The dart ends up lodged in the wall a foot to the left of the board.

      “Solid effort,” Ari says from my side. She grabs a dart and throws it, nailing the bull’s-eye.

      “That's not fair!” I cry out. “You have all these super paranormal traits and I'm merely a human.”

      “That's right. All my paranormal abilities gave me the skill needed to hit the bull’s-eye during a game of darts,” she deadpans. “Do you know how many times I’ve come down here in the middle of the night, when I can't sleep, and throw dart after dart at that thing? How many nightmares I've had where Travis and Benedict are trying to kill me, my friends, and my family? If you look around the board, you'll see tons of tiny holes where I've missed. This skill is purely from practice. Not anything else.” Shame floods me. I didn't know Ari was still having trouble dealing with the aftermath of what took place. So much happened at the hands of Travis and his men, even before the pack war. His pack killed Orion's parents and Ari's grandparents and father. Then the war happened and paranormals died. Ari's wolf killed Travis, ending his reign of terror. Aries, Dante, Ford, and Orion killed Benedict in what was described to me as a bloodbath. You don't experience what Ari has and come away unscathed.

      “I'm sorry,” I say quietly. “I didn't mean to—”

      Ari's hands come up to gently hold my arms. “I know. I didn't say that to bring the mood down. You know I have a problem thinking before I speak. I only wanted to tell you I didn't have a big advantage over you. Just that I've been practicing. Now, go stand by Titus and have him show you how to throw a dart so it actually hits the board.”

      Instead of going to him, I throw my arms around my best friend and hug her. I wish I could take her pain away. She didn't deserve anything that happened to her nor did anyone else. At least now there is peace in the state, and there is currently no one gunning for those in the pack. That's not to say someday there won't be. The paranormal world is often a violent one. But at this moment, we're going to play darts and act like this is any other day. Not me standing in a room with two wolf shifters. That's normal, right? Maybe not, but there's no place I'd rather be than spending time with the kindest and most loving person I know.

      I release Ari and walk over to Titus. “Show me what you’ve got. Apparently, I need to up my game to beat Ariane. She knows how much I hate losing.” I turn to wink at her but don't miss her brushing the tears from her face that must have fallen when we hugged. I'd love to sit and talk with her, but that won't do any good. Ari doesn't talk unless she wants to, and right now, she needs this escape. So darts we will play.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          WAKE

        

      

    

    
      I’ve been working a lot of patrols for the pack. Normally, I help out wherever I'm needed. The members of the pack have jobs. Some work inside the house, some out. But we try to keep everyone busy. My dad does handyman work when needed at the pack house. I've gone with him on a lot of occasions and helped where I could, but I can't be cooped up inside anymore. It's like my body is buzzing with energy. I have to burn it off.

      My wolf is walking the perimeter close to the house when a scent catches his attention. I instantly recognize it—roses. My mom used to have them planted around the cabin, but she never could keep them alive. She definitely does not have a green thumb.

      There's only one person who smells like that and my wolf is running right toward her. I try to get him to shift, to let me take over, but he refuses. He doesn't stop until he's at the front of the pack house. The house is a massive three-story home that’s wider than it is tall. Grey stone makes up the exterior of the house.

      My wolf howls, begging to be let in. At this point, I'm just a spectator along for the ride. Dante throws open the door as his eyes land on mine. He has murder in them and must think there's a threat by my wolf’s call. But there isn't. My wolf has a one-track mind and that's to be in the house and beside his mate. This is not going to go well.

      He runs through the entryway, turns left to go down the hall, and doesn't stop until he reaches the ballroom. Laughter reaches me as soon as he stops—Paige's laughter. I’m not prepared for the sight in front of us.

      Titus is standing behind Paige, with his arms on hers, as his head leans over her shoulder. He pulls her arm back and together they throw a dart.

      My wolf growls low in his throat as his lips peel back. Titus immediately turns and pushes Paige behind him as if my wolf is a threat to her. Titus’ eyes flash emerald, and I know it's only going to be moments before he shifts. I try to get my wolf to relent control to me, but he isn’t listening.

      Did I like seeing another guy's hands on Paige? Absolutely not. But I don't have a claim on her. My wolf, however, doesn't care about that. As far as he’s concerned, Paige is ours and ours alone.

      “Wake!” Dante shouts as my wolf steps toward Titus. “Don't make me shift.”

      Then Titus shifts. His wolf is only a hair taller than mine. Grey fur and a white muzzle. He's strong and older than me. But where he has experience, my wolf has drive.

      Dante steps in between us in wolf form. His grey wolf has his legs widened as his head dips in a snarl. I can sense what's going on in my wolf. Dante is the beta—second-in-command in the pack. My wolf has to listen to him. Then there's Paige, standing behind Titus with wide eyes, Ari at her side. My wolf might be powerful, but there's no way he can make it through both Dante and Titus.

      Dante snaps his jaws at us. My wolf growls in response but slowly lowers himself to the ground. Dante pads to our side as his mouth grips my wolf’s neck, letting him know who's in charge. He doesn't puncture the skin or do anything other than hold him there for a moment. As soon as my wolf is released, he growls at Dante but lets the shift wash over us so I can take control again.

      I'm back on two feet in seconds. Once I am, Dante shifts as well then commands Titus to do the same. As Dante starts walking toward me, Titus is there, getting in my face first.

      “Don't you ever do that again,” he growls. “I couldn't hold my wolf back. He perceived you as a threat. Do you know what I could have done to you?” As a matter-of-fact, I do. I saw the carnage Titus left in his wake during the pack war. He's vicious in his wolf form.

      In this room, though, with Paige at his back, I could care less about Titus. My wolf wanted her, and had Dante not intervened, I doubt I'd be standing where I am. There would have been a fight and it wouldn't have been pretty. My wolf is a formidable opponent in a fight.

      I stare at Titus, biting back every word I want to say, because speaking them aloud would admit what Paige is to me in front of her.

      The entire pack knows. Every last one of them. But Dad told me point-blank that until I formally claim her as my mate—and inform the pack of such—any of the unmated males are open to pursuing her. There was more in Dad’s eyes when he spoke the words to me. In them I saw the past. I remembered fighting with those in the pack when I thought Dalia was mine. Dad had to do something that ripped him apart. It was one of the hardest things he ever had to do, kicking me out of the pack, but I was causing so much disruption he didn't have a choice. So when he brought up Paige, I knew he remembered the past, too. He didn't want a repeat of what took place. And neither did I.

      “Titus!” Dante snaps as he grips the man by the arm and pulls him away from me. Then Dante is on me, his hand roughly gripping my forearm as he turns to lead me from the room.

      I cast my eyes down, not wanting to see the look on Paige's face. What will she think of me now? Even if I wanted to be her mate, I was weak in front of her. The beta and another male chastised me. And I didn't fight back. That’s not the kind of mate any female wants. They desire someone who will always be there for them, fighting, doing whatever it takes to be by their side and defend them.

      Dante pulls me through the entryway, past Carter and Cash, who both watch me with concern. We go out the front door and down the side of the house, until we're in the woods that separate the pack house from the cabin. It's there Dante stops and releases me with a jerk.

      He paces a few times, his eyes shifting to me repeatedly. “I don't know what to do with you,” he states as he keeps walking back and forth. “If Aries would have seen you...”

      “You don't have to say it,” I voice solemnly.

      “I don't?” He stops pacing to stare directly into my eyes. I try not to shrink back under the anger and pain I see in them. “Because I really think I do. What were you thinking? You can't go into the pack house and challenge Titus like that. He wasn't doing anything but playing darts with Paige and Ari. You didn't see Orion in there trying to rip him apart.” I open my mouth to speak, but Dante doesn't let me get a word out. “Zip it,” he states firmly. “I know what she is to you, Wake. I know your wolf wants to claim her. But until you're on board with that, you have to let this drop. I can't break up fights every time she's here. And there's no way I'm going to ban her from the house or tell the unmated males to stay away from her. I’m aware Aries has spoken to you about this. You have a choice to make. You either claim her as your mate, or we have to figure out another plan, because this isn't working.”

      “My wolf took over. I couldn't shift back.”

      “You think I'm not aware of what happened? The second your wolf knew she was here, he was on a mission to find her. You can't stop a wolf when it’s looking for its mate. You’re fighting every instinct you have. And I can’t tell you to stop shifting. That wouldn't be good. Your wolf has to come out. So the question is, what now?”

      Someone appears at my side. Well, not someone. Ford. He's leaning against a nearby tree with his bottom lip stuck out in an exaggerated pout. “I missed the fight.”

      Dante throws his hands up in the air. “Why are you here? This is pack business.” The whole pack considers him one of ours, even if he isn’t a wolf.

      Ford pushes off the tree and strides over until he's facing me. “You scared Ari,” he begins. “Which sent alarm bells ringing in her head, which led to me needing to seek her out to see if she was okay.” That's one of the freakish things about Ari’s and Ford’s connection. Whenever she's scared, hurt, angry, or any powerful emotion, some kind of beacon goes off in Ford's head and he comes to her rescue. Every. Time. “She told me what happened. You did a number on Paige back there. Poor girl was shaking.”

      I drop my gaze to my feet as my stomach knots. I’d never want to scare Paige. Not in my human or wolf form. I can't believe that happened. And now she's afraid of me. “I'm sorry,” I mutter, completely dejected.

      “I have a proposal,” Ford states.

      Dante murmurs, “Here we go.”

      “Wake can come live with me in Duck for a bit. He'll get to have some fun in the sand, stretch his legs on the beach in the middle of the night with the horses, and be far enough away from here he won't go causing a scene every time Paige is around.”

      I stiffen. “I'm not leaving.” My eyes shift to Dante. “You can't make me.”

      “It's not for me to decide, pup. That's up to your dad. We have to tell him what happened today. He's going to need to make a decision. This can't go on. If you don't want to claim your mate, that's fine. But you can't barrel into a room and threaten anyone who goes
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