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        She was forty, widowed, and done with love…until a younger Alpha made her burn.

      

      

      COR:

      I came to claim my inheritance…and found her instead.

      For twenty years, Vivienne Jamison endured a loveless marriage to a cruel and heartless Alpha. I've seen the scars he left behind—the way she flinches instinctively, doubts her own beauty, and blames herself for things that were never her fault.

      The Pack sees a barren widow whose best years are behind her—I see a strong, beautiful woman who deserves to be cherished.

      From the moment I met her, I felt drawn to her in a way I've never experienced before. Every instinct inside me wants to protect her, care for her, and give her the happiness she's been denied for far too long.

      Too bad Pack Law says she's forbidden to me.

      VIVIENNE:

      My heart was in the grave…until he came.

      After twenty years of being blamed for something that was never my fault, I thought my life was over. Then Corwyn arrived.

      This new Alpha is everything my late husband wasn't—kind, protective, and impossible to resist. However, the BlackRidge Pack is governed by ancient laws and cruel traditions—they expect me to remain single and alone, honoring the memory of a man I never loved.

      When I come into my first real Heat at 40, staying away from Cor becomes harder than either of us imagined. It doesn’t matter that he’s ten years younger than me—I want him and he wants me.

      The Pack says we're forbidden. Our hearts disagree. But if we’re caught, we’ll pay the price.

      For breaking the Unbreakable Laws carries only one punishment—death.

      
        
        THE WIDOW'S FORBIDDEN HEAT is a steamy Omegaverse romance featuring a curvy older heroine, a devoted younger Alpha, fated mates, forbidden love, small-town secrets, protective hero vibes, emotional healing, and a guaranteed happily ever after.
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      The man in the casket was my husband, but I felt nothing when I looked at him.

      Carter Jamison had been a cold man, and I mean that literally. Every time he touched me his hands were like ice. Just thinking about it made me shiver.

      But he was cold in other ways too—cold and aloof, never interested in anything I had to say. I had been sold to him when I was barely twenty—a virgin who had been sequestered for years to keep me that way—and he’d never shown me a single spark of warmth or affection.

      I was so innocent on our wedding night, I had no idea what was coming. I was only told I must hold still and submit to my husband and do whatever he told me.

      That might not have been a problem if my husband had been a kind man—one who cared about his wife’s pain or the terror I felt when I first saw the crooked shaft of his manhood with its ugly, bloated knot coming towards me.

      Closing my eyes, I remembered the sharp feeling inside me—like someone stabbing with a knife—and the way my eyes had filled with tears. My eyes with the Royal Golden Rim—the thin ring of gold around each iris that proclaimed I had some Royal Were blood in me. They had marked me as special—as a woman who would bear the man who was lucky enough to mate with her many strong sons.

      It was a promise I never fulfilled for Carter, despite the prophecy.

      Not that he didn’t try to get me pregnant. Every month during my Heat Cycle—which was never very strong—he tried. After a time, I stopped dreading the encounters and got used to the grunting and thrusting on top of me. For all its ugliness, his shaft wasn’t very big. After those first few times, it didn’t hurt anymore. And a year or so after that, I barely noticed it in me. I was able to close my eyes and imagine myself someplace much more pleasant—the beach maybe, or the mountains.

      I have always wanted to travel, but Carter preferred to stay put. He ruled the Blackridge Pack with an iron fist, and he didn’t like leaving his territory in case someone might get out of line. The few times he went to multi-Pack meetings in other states, he refused to take me.

      “You’ll only get into trouble,” he’d grunt, when I begged to go with him so I could see someplace new. He called me ungrateful for pleading to go away. After all, hadn’t he given me a mansion to live in?

      Wolverton Manor was a grand home, I had to admit. It has turrets and towers and battlements—just like a castle. It’s not a “McMansion” as Carter scornfully called the other grand houses in our small town. Parts of it were brought over from England—they used to be the walls of a monastery before Carter bought them and brought them here.

      But the Manor was built long before I was born—back when he was still in his “exploring phase” as he put it, the few times he talked about his adventures in Europe and the Far East. By the time we wed, he was nearly sixty and had had his fill of traveling.

      “I just want to stay home by my own fire,” he would growl, when I mentioned how nice it might be to go for a vacation somewhere. “Stop your prattling, girl! I don’t have time for your nonsense!”

      Carter had never had time for my “nonsense” or any other part of me, except what was between my legs. As time went on, though, and he failed to get me pregnant, he grew bitter and angry.

      He would complain about it often though and curse me for not giving him an heir. He said the soothsayer who had made the prophecy about the “girl with gold-ringed eyes who would bear many strong heirs to a male of the Jamison line” was nothing but a liar and a thief who had taken his money when he asked for a Truth Saying.

      Of course, he sent me to a fertility clinic—though he refused to go himself. They poked and prodded and studied me and though they admitted that my Heat Cycle was extremely mild, there was nothing actually wrong with my womb. So there was nothing to be done but bring me home again and try some more.

      They even gave me fertility drugs to take—not that they did any good. I just couldn’t seem to conceive, no matter how I tried. Eventually Carter cursed me and called me “barren.”

      I didn’t dare to suggest that he get tested too—even though the forbidden internet searches I did explained that the failure to get pregnant might not be my fault. A man his age might have a low sperm count, after all, but Carter would hear none of that. He was an Alpha—who ever heard of an Alpha with a low sperm count?

      As strange as it might seem, I longed to get pregnant, despite how distasteful I found sex. I would watch the young mothers of the Pack holding their babies and my own arms felt so empty I wanted to weep.

      I did weep often, alone in my room at night. Except for the nights of my Heat Cycle, I didn’t sleep with Carter. He said I “bothered him.” He’d been used to sleeping alone long before he acquired me as his wife—he wasn’t about to change for the foolish young girl he’d married.

      Not that I was a girl anymore.

      I opened my eyes and looked down into the casket again. That ugly, wrinkled old man had stolen twenty years of my life. I was forty now and while I still had curves in the right places, I could see faint lines around the corners of my eyes and mouth. There were a few silver strands in my long, dark hair as well. Nothing too dramatic—I could pluck them out easily enough. But there always seemed to be more later.

      “Ah, you must be missing him so much. Poor lass.”

      I jerked my head up and saw the Pack Chaplain, Father MacKaity, standing at my side.

      Quickly, I lowered my head, hiding my tearless eyes behind the black mourning veil I was wearing.

      “Yes, Father,” I said softly. I had spent most of my life pretending to be a good and dutiful wife—I could pretend a little more now. If the Pack and the surrounding town knew how I really felt about Carter’s death, they would be shocked and scandalized.

      “Such a good husband he was to you, my girl,” Father MacKaity said solemnly. “Always making sure you were well fed and dressed in the finest clothes—no one could doubt you were the wife of the Pack Leader when they saw you.”

      No, of course not—Carter always kept up appearances, I almost said. I kept the words behind my teeth, though. It wouldn’t do to let people know that my whole marriage had been nothing but a well-rehearsed performance and that even now I was still performing.

      Performing grief, performing the part of the young widow—well, youngish—left behind and grieving after her dear husband is taken far too soon.

      Personally, it wouldn’t have bothered me if Carter had decided to shuffle off this mortal coil a good ten years earlier—at least then I might have had a bit of my youth left. If that sounds cold, well I’m sorry—as I said, I lived through a cold, abusive marriage.

      Out in public, he would sometimes hold my hand. And of course, during my Heat Cycle he bred me, whether I wanted him to or not. Other than those times, my husband never touched me. I used to watch the other wives with their husbands and yearn to be touched and held and loved. I saw the way the men held their mates close—the casual drape of an arm around her shoulders…a kiss on the cheek, or the mouth…the many times I saw a happy couple sneak off into the shadows together because her Heat Cycle was getting to be too much and her husband had to breed her…

      I never had any of that. The years when I should have been wed to a warm, loving man who would wrap me in his arms and love me were behind me now. Now I was nothing but a grieving widow and since I had been married to the Pack Leader, I was expected to stay that way the rest of my life.

      There was even a law about it in my Pack—The Moon Widow, as the wife of the dead Pack Leader is called—is not allowed to marry again if she’s over a certain age. She must spend the rest of her life honoring her husband’s memory and bearing witness to his greatness. The only exception is if the next Pack Leader wants to marry her. But that wasn’t considered likely, especially at my time of life.

      If I had been even a little younger, they might have let me remarry. But I was past forty now—too old to have any urgent Heat Cycles. Too old to be given as a wife to another Pack Alpha. Not that any of them would want a used-up Omega like me—even if I did have the Royal Ringed Eyes. I still bore my late husband’s crest tattooed on my upper right arm and his was the only Mark I would ever wear.

      “It’s a pity you never could bear him any sons.” There was a hint of reproach in Father MacKaity’s mellow tenor voice, as though I had withheld the sons on purpose. “I know how desperately he wanted an heir, but alas, now the Pack will have to go through the Alpha Challenge and we’ll likely lose at least two or three good, strong Alphas in the fights.”

      “I’m sorry,” I offered, my words sounding hollow in my own ears. “I tried, Father—truly I did.”

      “Yes, of course you did, lass. I never meant to imply otherwise,” he said, though I was pretty sure that was exactly what he had been implying. He shook his head, looking sorrowful. “Ah, if only the curse could be broken! This is the fifth generation where the Pack Leader has no son. Always before the Leader left behind an heir—a younger brother or a nephew or cousin to take his place. But alas, Alpha Carter had no one.”

      “I thought he had a younger brother, though,” I offered hesitantly. I was sure I’d heard Carter speak of him before—though not in very good terms. They had been estranged for longer than I had been alive—Carter held onto a grudge like it was money, as my Nana would have said.

      “Did he?” Father MacKaity shook his head. “Nay, lass—I don’t think so. I never heard him speak of such.”

      “He only spoke of him two or three times when we were first married,” I told him. “He was a half-brother only—the two of them had the same father but different mothers, I believe.”

      “Well now, I suppose if he could be located…but I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” He shook his head. “Even if an Alpha with the Jamison crest on his right bicep walked through the door right now, I doubt the Pack would accept him. The Alphas are already gearing up for the challenge and we have several that think they’d be the best new leader of the Pack.”

      He nodded to the corner of the funeral parlor where a group of big, muscular men stood. The Alphas of our Pack were eyeing each other like they were ready to start the Alpha Challenge right then and there, though Carter wasn’t even cold in the ground yet. Harris Murdoch, especially, looked ready to commit murder to get to the seat of power. He was a tall man in his early forties—just a year or two older than me—but still in his prime. He was strong as a bull and enjoyed lifting seemingly un-liftable objects for fun or just to show off.

      Personally, I thought he would make a terrible Pack Leader—he was too vain and too worried about his own pride to steer the Pack on a straight path. Carter, for all his faults, had kept the Pack strong—mostly by refusing to allow any kind of deviance from the Pack Laws at all.

      Most notably, he refused to allow anyone of his Alphas to break the Unbreakable Laws. He’d had a young Alpha put to death for breeding his mate in Fur Form once—even though the girl had cried and begged and said she wanted it. After her husband was dead, she had been turned out into the forest, naked and alone to die as her own punishment.

      It was a vivid memory for me because it was the one time Carter had struck me. I had begged and pleaded for the young wife’s life at her trial—Marcella had been one of my only friends in the Pack. Most of the other women shunned me, fearing my barrenness might be catching. It was whispered that I was cursed by the Moon Goddess and that was why I couldn’t bear any children.

      “Stupid bitch! She broke the Unbreakable Laws—she must die! Don’t you ever question my decisions in front of the Pack again!” Carter had shouted and had backhanded me so hard, he’d split my lip with the heavy gold ring he always wore. It bore his family crest on it—a wolf’s head howling at a crescent moon with a single diamond star above it.

      It was the same crest I had tattooed on my right upper arm to show his ownership of me. For though the males in our Pack show a Moon Mark—which appears naturally, like a birthmark from the day of their birth—the females do not. We must take our husband’s Moon Mark or crest as a tattoo or a brand when we get mated to them.

      I eyed the ring now, my tongue exploring the inside of my lip, where the cut had been. It was easy to see because the mortician had folded Carter’s hands on his chest, and it gleamed in the chilly overhead light. If he’d had a son or an heir, the ring would have been passed to them. But since he had died without either, it would be buried with him and a new ring would be made for the new Pack Leader, when he emerged victorious from the Alpha Challenge in a few weeks’ time.

      The memory of that ring hitting my mouth filled me with sudden rage and I sucked in a muffled breath. How dare Carter turn my only friend out to die? I didn’t understand why she and her husband had done what they had done, but I didn’t believe that he had forced her. She had loved Jack with all her heart—they’d had a warm and caring marriage—the exact opposite of my cold, dry joining with Carter. They should have been allowed to leave the Pack and go their own way instead of being killed.

      “Ah, I can see that you miss him—please take this, lass.” Father MacKaity—clearly mistaking my sudden emotion for grief—pressed a clean white handkerchief into my hand.

      “Thank you, Father.” I took it with a nod and pretended to dab at my eyes. I was glad that I had chosen to wear a veil. No one could see my face under the black lace, so I was free to let my expressions show what I felt. Though to be honest, I’d spent so many years with a pleasant smile frozen on my face, I wasn’t even sure my face could show true emotion anymore.

      It had showed plenty when we’d first been married but Carter used to lock me in my room when my face twisted into what he considered “inappropriate” expressions when we were out in the town. So I learned to show nothing—to feel nothing.

      Which was why I felt nothing now as I stared down at his corpse—or so I told myself. I felt nothing as I stared at the man who had robbed me of the best years of my life, who had left me cold and lonely for the entire time we’d been together. I might have gotten over the gap in our ages if he had been kind to me—if he’d cared even a little. I was so young and so starved for affection when I first came to him—I had just wanted someone to love me…to hold me…

      “Well, well—sorry the old boy is gone.”

      This new voice came from my right. Father MacKaity had wandered off to speak to other grieving Pack members. I jerked my head up and saw Harris Murdoch looking speculatively at the corpse. He didn’t sound sorry that Carter was gone—no sorrier than I was, anyway. As always, he brought a strong smell of sour beer, stale body odor, and cigarettes with him that made my nose want to shrivel in disgust.

      “He was a good husband,” I said, because that is what a grieving widow is supposed to say.

      “Good enough to you, anyway—I hear he left you everything, even though you never gave him any pups.” He ran a hand over his balding head, eyeing me speculatively.

      “I…tried my best,” I faltered, hating him for bringing up my shortcomings again. Would no one in the Pack ever let me forget my barren womb? Did no one care or understand how much it hurt—how I still mourned my empty arms and the fact that I would never hold a baby of my own?

      “Anyway, the old boy was loaded, wasn’t he?” Harris looked at the heavy golden ring on Carter’s hand with its four-carat diamond star shining above the crescent moon and the wolf’s head. “Left you quite a tidy little fortune plus Wolverton Manor.”

      I said nothing to this—it wasn’t my place to say. It was true I was quite a wealthy widow, but it wasn’t as though I would be allowed to spend any of that wealth on travel the way I wanted to. To leave the site of my husband’s grave would be a scandal. No, I would be stuck here as Mistress Vivienne of Wolverton Manor with the official title of, “The Moon Widow” all the rest of my days.

      Even in death, Carter had me trapped.

      “You know, you’re not a bad looking woman, despite being past your prime,” Harris went on, surprising me out of my dull gray thoughts. “I might think about taking you on as a mate after I win the Alpha Challenge. It’s a damn shame to let all that wealth go to waste on a woman.”

      He turned his sharp gray eyes on me, and I was glad all over again that I was wearing a veil. I couldn’t have hidden the loathing on my face otherwise.

      If there was any male in the Pack I wanted to be with less than I’d wanted Carter, it was the ignorant, stinking bully standing beside me. Especially since he didn’t even try to hide the fact that he’d only be marrying me for the money and property my late husband had left me.

      “Could be that you’re not as barren as we all thought, ya know,” he went on, clearly oblivious to my hatred and disgust. “Could be you just need a younger, stronger Alpha breeding you.” He looked me up and down again, his eyes lingering on my breasts and legs. “I wouldn’t mind that—wouldn’t mind it at all.”

      I wanted to turn on him and snarl that I’d rather die than marry him and how dare he speak about breeding me right in front of my dead husband’s coffin? But coward that I was, I didn’t dare. If Harris really did win the Alpha Challenge and became Pack Leader, I wouldn’t be able to say no to him. If he decided he wanted to marry me to inherit all my wealth, he could and would. No one would stop him.

      I turned away from him without a word because I didn’t trust myself to speak. But now I had a new dread—a fear I hadn’t had before. The idea of this repugnant male breeding me made me want to vomit. And the bulge in his trousers frightened me. Something told me that Harris Murdoch had more than the withered, twisted shaft I’d gotten used to with Carter. Even my husband’s knot hadn’t plugged me properly—it often slipped out, even when he was fully erect.

      Somehow, I didn’t think Harris would have that problem and the idea made me sick with fear and loathing. To be knotted by such a male—tied to him for hours on end while he pumped me full of his slimy seed…I really was going to vomit if I didn’t stop thinking about it.

      But how could I help it with Harris Murdoch still standing right beside me, eyeing me with that narrow, beady gaze that was half lust/half greed?

      “Wouldn’t mind it at all,” he repeated and reached for me with one sweaty hand. He took me by the arm as though he already owned me and I saw that his fingernails were black with grime. The sight made my stomach turn.

      “I…I need to use the ladies’ room,” I said quickly. “I…I’m overcome with grief.”

      “Grief, right.” He leered at me and rather than letting me go, his grubby hand tightened on my arm. “Or maybe you’re just getting excited for the first good fucking you’ve ever had in your life. Hmm? Could that be it?”

      I couldn’t believe he would speak to me like that—especially right at my late husband’s funeral! But if anyone else heard him, they didn’t say anything. The feeling in the Pack was that Harris would win the Alpha Challenge—no one wanted to get on the bad side of the male who would most likely become the new Pack Leader.

      Outside, it had begun to storm. I heard a peal of thunder rumble overhead and lightning illuminated the whole room briefly—brighter than the overhead lamps. I wanted to leave but there would be talk if I went too early—it was my own husband’s funeral, after all. I was supposed to be the last to go.

      Also, I was intimidated by the idea of driving alone at night in the pouring rain. Carter had almost never let me drive, insisting on doing it all himself on the rare occasion when we went anywhere. I had managed all right on the way to his funeral, but now it was dark and cold and wet out and I wasn’t sure how well I would be able to navigate the twisting back roads that led to Wolverton Manor.

      Still, I had to get away from Harris Murdoch. Maybe I could hide in the bathroom for the rest of the funeral.

      “Excuse me,” I said more firmly, twisting away from his grip. “I really have to visit the ladies’ room.”

      “I didn’t say you could go, did I?” Suddenly, he was right in front of me, blocking my exit. “You’re going to be fun to tame—I can tell,” he said, leaning down to push his face into mine. “Poor little widow—never been fucked right in your whole life. I saw Carter at the urinal once, you know—I saw how little he was packing. Alpha or not, Pack Leader or not, that male didn’t measure up. I bet he never even knotted you properly. Well, I can fix that. Maybe I’ll even do it tonight.”

      I had no idea what to say. I looked around the room and saw that everyone was looking away, not wanting to get involved. The other Alphas were carefully facing the other direction, talking about something under their breaths—something that was anything but what Harris Murdoch was doing—or planning to do to me.

      “Please—” I began but just then the door to the funeral parlor banged open. At the exact same time, lightning crashed overhead and thunder rolled deafeningly through the entire building.

      “Oh!” I gasped and jumped away from Harris Murdoch.

      All eyes were on the door, where a tall, broad-shouldered figure stood, backlit by the blinding flash of lightning.

      “Hello,” he said, raising his voice to be heard over the rumbling thunder. “I hope I’m in the right place—I’m looking for the funeral of my uncle—Carter Jamison.”
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      “Your uncle, you say?” Father MacKaity stepped forward. His brow was wrinkled but he held one hand out to the stranger to shake, despite his obvious confusion.

      “Yes, his name was Carter Jamison. Oh—is that him?”

      The stranger had dropped his voice now that the thunder had died. He was looking towards the casket at the center of the room.

      “Wow—he really does look like my old man,” he murmured. “I mean, how he looked before he died.”

      “And who was your old man, er, father?” Father MacKaity asked.

      “Daniel Jamison,” the stranger said promptly.

      “And you are?” Father MacKaity continued to probe.

      “Oh, I’m Korwyn Jamison,” the stranger said. “But I usually go by Kor.”

      He was wearing a hooded raincoat but now he threw back the hood, revealing a tousled head of golden-brown hair that was almost curly. He had large brown eyes, a firm jaw, and a straight nose.

      I estimated that he couldn’t be more than twenty-five—twenty-seven on the outside. But was he really the son of Carter’s estranged brother?

      The rest of the Pack seemed to have the same doubts.

      “What is this bullshit?” Harris Murdoch demanded, swaggering up to the stranger—who was a whole head taller than him, I noted. “Who are you boy and how dare you stake a claim on the Pack leadership?” he growled.

      The man’s face changed and suddenly I wondered if he might be closer to thirty. He drew himself up and stared down at Harris grimly.

      “I never heard he was the Pack Leader,” he said. “But if he was and he left no other heirs then yes—I’ll take his place.”

      “The hell you will!” Harris shouted, going red in the face. “I’m the next Pack Leader!”

      Korwyn Jamison arched an eyebrow.

      “Oh? So you were related to him?”

      “Well, no,” Harris had to admit.

      “Then he must have designated you as his heir,” Korwyn said.

      “No, he didn’t, but that doesn’t matter!” Harris blustered.

      “I’m afraid I don’t understand.” Korwyn smiled politely, though the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “If you’re not related in any way to the late Pack Leader and he didn’t designate you as his heir, then how are you going to take his place?”

      “Through the Alpha Challenge, of course!” Harris snarled.

      “Now, now, Harris—let’s all just take a breath, shall we?” Father MacKaity said soothingly. “We don’t even know if this stranger is telling the truth about being related to our late Pack Leader.”

      “Oh, that’s not hard to prove,” Korwyn said easily. He slipped off his raincoat and began unbuttoning his shirt. A moment later he pulled it open, revealing a broad, muscular chest. And there—on his left pec, directly over his heart—was the Jamison family crest—the Mark that all males of the Jamison line are born with.

      I traced it with my eyes—the dark lines on his tan skin—the wolf’s head howling at the crescent moon with a star just above it. Carter’s Mark had been on his back, but it didn’t really matter where the Mark showed up as long as you could see it.

      There was a collective gasp as the entire funeral parlor saw the crest on Korwyn’s chest and then—after a shocked moment of silence—people all began talking at once.

      “That doesn’t mean anything! It’s a lie—a fake!” Harris shouted angrily.

      “Now, now, I think we all need to calm down,” Father MacKaity said.

      “It can’t be, can it? Pack Leader Carter didn’t have any relatives, did he?” someone else murmured.

      “I dunno—I think I heard he had a younger brother,” another voice answered. “A half-brother.”

      “Look!” Korwyn’s voice rose above the babble, and all eyes turned to him. “I’ll prove my Mark is natural,” he said.

      And, shedding his shirt and coat completely, he strode over to the casket.

      As he neared Carter’s dead body, the mark over his heart began to glow. By the time he reached the casket and was standing directly beside the corpse, it looked as though the wolf’s head, and the moon and star had been outlined by golden fire.

      “See?” Korwyn said, turning to face the room. “Blood calls to blood. Even in death, my uncle proclaims me his heir.”

      There was a collective gasp and even Harris Murdoch was struck silent.

      I knew why the Mark on the young man’s chest glowed—he was right, it was blood calling to blood. It’s one of the reasons that it is forbidden to embalm a Pack Leader. For his blood—no matter how decayed or degraded—is capable of showing the next in his line of succession.

      In other words, his true heir.

      It was Harris who broke the silence, of course.

      “This can’t be!” he shouted. “We can’t let an untried boy take over the Pack Leadership!”

      “I’m twenty-nine—hardly a boy,” Korwyn said, frowning slightly.

      “Not even thirty yet!” Harris sneered. “And you think you can come in here—a stranger—and lead our Pack? I don’t think so.” He stalked over to glare up at Korwyn. “Maybe I’d better take you out back and teach you a lesson about respect, boy.”

      “Now, now, Harris—let the Pack Elders have a moment to think on it,” Father MacKaity begged. “The Council of Wisdom will settle this, I’m sure.”

      Indeed, the older men of the Pack were already murmuring amongst themselves. There were four of them on The Council of Wisdom and in the past, they’d only existed to rubber-stamp anything Carter wanted. But now that he was gone, they would have to decide on their own what was best for the Pack.

      I saw them huddle together, all of them taking turns peering over their bony shoulders at Harris and Korwyn. I wondered what they would decide. Harris wasn’t much liked in our little community—he was a bully and a blowhard. But he was also the strongest Alpha in the Pack and everyone feared to cross him.

      On the other hand, Korwyn was a complete stranger to us and would no doubt be considered too young to bear the responsibility of running the pack, though Carter himself had been no more than thirty when he took over from his own uncle, who had died without a son to be his heir.

      Still, Korwyn bore the Mark of the Jamison family—he had the crest, and it was glowing even now as Carter’s dead blood called out to his living heir and caused the Mark to light up. How could the Council of Wisdom deny his claim?

      All around me, people were speculating in whispers.

      “They can’t give it to him—he’s too young,” I heard someone say.

      “Yes, but he’s got the Mark. And it’s glowing,” another murmured.

      “Harris will make them all wish they were dead if they give the Pack Leadership to that young pup,” someone else said. “Besides, he’s a stranger. How can he lead a pack he doesn’t even know?”

      At last, the four old men seemed to reach a consensus because they nodded and came to stand by Korwyn, who was still beside the casket, causing his Mark to glow with golden fire.

      “Good evening, Mr. Jamison,” Elder Leary, the head of the Council said, nodding at him formally. “The Council acknowledges your claim to the Pack Leadership⁠—”

      “What?” Harris erupted. “You fucking idiots! You can’t just⁠—”

      “However,” Elder Leary went on in a loud voice, frowning at Harris. “We cannot, in good conscience, simply hand you the leadership of a Pack whose members you do not even know.”

      Korwyn frowned.

      “I can get to know them. You can see that my claim is undisputable.” He nodded at the glowing Mark on his chest.

      “Yes, we see that. As I said, we acknowledge your claim, but we cannot simply hand you the leadership of our Pack,” Elder Leary said. “However, we can give you the opportunity to earn it.”

      “Earn it? How?” Korwyn asked.

      Elder Leary puffed up his chest importantly.

      “It is our judgment that you may stay here and enter the Alpha Challenge in two weeks’ time. If, at that time, you prevail over all the other Alphas, we will grant you the leadership of the Pack. Until then, you will be a guest in our town—nothing more.”

      Korwyn’s mouth twisted.

      “So I have to fight for what should be legally mine?”

      “That is the judgment of the Council, yes.” Elder Leary nodded sternly.

      I wondered if the young man was going to explode with anger or start shouting like Harris Murdoch had. However, he simply nodded his head.

      “Very well,” he said. “I accept the ruling of the Council. I’ll stay here and get to know everyone and in two weeks, I’ll enter the Alpha Challenge and prove by strength as well as blood, that I am the rightful heir and the new Pack Leader.”

      “Good luck finding any place to stay,” Harris sneered. He raised his voice. “I want to put everyone on notice right now—whoever offers this upstart pup a place to lay his head will officially be on my shit list once I’m the Pack Leader!”

      A murmur ran through the crowd and people began backing away. No one, it seemed, dared to make Harris Murdoch angry.

      No one but me.

      I looked at the young man—looked at his broad shoulders and golden skin…his strong back and muscular arms—and thought that maybe he might have a chance. Maybe he could beat Harris—if he was lucky.

      If we were both lucky, because if he didn’t beat the other Alpha, I would be paying the price. Harris had already said he intended to marry me, take my property and money, and breed me every night, whether I wanted him to or not. That sounded like Hell on Earth to me.

      I had to take a chance.

      “He can stay with me,” I said, and though I didn’t speak very loudly, everyone in the funeral parlor fell silent and every eye was on me at once.

      “What did you say?” Harris Murdoch demanded, glaring at me.

      “I said that Korwyn can stay at Wolverton Manor,” I said, raising my voice. “I refuse to let the kin of my late husband sleep in the cold,” I added, lifting my chin. “The laws of Pack hospitality forbid it.”

      Which was true enough—at least I had Pack Law to fall back on for my decision.

      “Well, thank you.” Korwyn nodded at me graciously. “I’ll be pleased to accept your offer…?”

      “Vivienne,” I said, giving him my name, though I still hadn’t raised my veil. “My name is Vivienne Jamison—I was the wife of your late uncle. Welcome home, Korwyn.”

      There was another murmured gasp as the Pack listened to me acknowledge the family connection between Carter and Korwyn. I might not have much power in this town, but as the wife of the late Pack Leader, I did still have considerable status. And by using my status to give Korwyn’s claims legitimacy, I was officially lending him my support—which meant a great deal.

      “Thank you, Vivienne.” Korwyn came forward to take my hand in his. He bent and kissed the back of my fingers, and I felt a strange shiver go through me. My nipples were suddenly tight, and I felt a throbbing between my thighs. What was going on?

      Before I could figure it out, Harris Murdoch was shoving between us, breaking the connection.

      “The pup can’t stay with her!” he snarled. “He’ll have his cock in her before the night is through!”

      But this time he seemed to have gone too far. I might have failed my husband in producing any heirs for him, but my chastity had never been questioned. Indeed, I got the impression that most of the townsfolk thought I was something of a cold fish—“Ice Queen” I had heard myself called, more than once—and there had been whispers of my nearly non-existent Heat Cycles. It was as though they thought my supposed sexual frigidity was what kept me barren.

      With a reputation like that, no one was very willing to suppose I was inviting Korwyn into my home to seduce him. There were murmurs of disapproval and Father MacKaity actually shook his finger at Harris Murdoch.

      “Harris, please!” he exclaimed. “You can’t say such things! This young man is the nephew of Lady Vivienne’s late husband!”

      “That doesn’t matter,” Harris muttered angrily.

      “Of course it does!” Father MacKaity exclaimed. “We all know that Lady Vivienne is a Moon Widow—she is too old to be remarried and will spend the rest of her days grieving her husband’s death. She would never engage in carnal activities with a younger man in that way—that would be breaking one of the Unbreakable Laws of our Pack!”

      “Just because she’s an old bitch, doesn’t mean she doesn’t want to fuck,” Harris snarled. “What if she comes into a Heat Cycle while he’s up there with her?”

      “I haven’t had a Cycle in the past fourteen months—not that it’s any of your business,” I said, glaring at him through my veil. “I’m simply offering Carter’s heir a place to stay until he can beat you at the Challenge.”

      Harris’s face turned almost puce with rage and I knew I had gone too far. But I didn’t care anymore—I had already chosen a side and I wasn’t backing down now.

      “Stand at my side, Korwyn,” I said, nodding at him with dignity. I might not have much in this town, but I had my status. I couldn’t leave the funeral early—but I could end it early—if I did it the right way.

      I lifted my head regally and straightened my shoulders as I addressed the room.

      “I want to thank you all for coming to Carter’s funeral—I know it would have meant a great deal to him,” I said. “However, I think it’s time we all went home. The rain will be making the roads slippery, and I know Carter wouldn’t have wanted anyone to get hurt staying late to honor him.”

      Actually, this wasn’t true at all. Carter wouldn’t have given a damn if someone got hurt and probably would have wanted everyone to stay until midnight saying what a great Pack Leader he had been. But I didn’t care about that. My late husband was dead, and I was finished honoring the man who had stolen my life.

      “Well, I suppose given the time and the weather,” Father MacKaity began, looking around nervously.

      “Thank you, Father,” I said, nodding at him, just as though he had agreed with me. “And thank you for the lovely service. I know Carter would have been very grateful for all your kind words.”

      Father MacKaity puffed up at once.

      “Oh, well…he was a fine Pack Leader. It was my pleasure,” he said, nodding and smiling.

      “Thank you. Come, Korwyn,” I said to the man at my side—just as though I’d known him my whole life. “Let’s get you settled in Wolverton Manor.”

      Then, without any acknowledgement of the people staring at us and whispering behind their hands, I swept out of the funeral home with my head held high.

      I might have made a poor choice, but I didn’t care. I would literally rather be dead than married to Harris Murdoch. I just prayed to the Moon Goddess that the young man at my side could beat him.

      Otherwise, my life would soon be a living Hell.
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      The rain was coming down hard, drenching me at once but I made it to the Silver Ghost Rolls Royce that Carter had left me before my composure broke. I kept my back straight because I knew people were probably still watching but I could feel myself dissolving inside.

      Goddess of the Moon, what had I done? I had bet my whole future on an untried Alpha—one I didn’t even know. I didn’t even know if he was safe to be alone with—he could be a murderer for all I knew!

      But…I didn’t get any sense of menace from him. Not like I got from Harris Murdoch—the ugliness and menace rolled off of him in waves. It was one reason I couldn’t stand him—that and the fact that he was a bully who never bathed.

      The rain was still pelting me as I fumbled in my purse for the keys. I found them but they slipped through my trembling fingers and fell in the mud at my feet.

      With a little cry, I bent to pick them up—only to feel a hand on my arm.

      “Please, let me, Vivienne.” Korwyn had a deep, gentle voice and he stooped easily to get the traitorous keys.

      He still had his coat and shirt under his arm, so he was wet too, I saw. Beads of water ran down his broad back and shoulders and his hair was plastered to his head.

      “Got them.” He rose at once and offered them to me.

      I started to take them but then I stopped.

      “Actually…would you like to drive?” I asked him. “Carter never let me much, so I’m afraid I’m a little out of practice.”

      “Sure, if you want me to.” He unlocked the car and then escorted me around to get me settled in the passenger’s side.

      I wondered if this display of care was genuine or for the benefit of the Pack members still watching from the funeral home. Either way, I didn’t care. It was a nice gesture on his part—one Carter had never made once in our whole marriage. My late husband didn’t believe in “babying” his wife by holding the door or pulling out my chair. He seemed to think any little act of consideration might spoil me—as though I was a tiresome child who would start whining for favors if he treated me with any kindness.

      I slid into the cushioned seat of the Rolls gratefully, glad to be out of the pouring rain. The veil covering my face was wet along with all my other clothes, but I didn’t want to remove it yet. I feared what people would say if they saw me getting too comfortable with my new houseguest.

      So I simply sat ramrod straight in the passenger seat as Korwyn slid in beside me into the driver’s seat.

      “Whew! It’s really pouring out there.” He shut the door and pushed the wet hair off his forehead. In the dim light I could see that his eyes were brown. Also, he seemed to take up a lot more space in the car than Carter ever had. Maybe because my late husband had been a head and a half shorter than him and shriveled by age.

      Korwyn was young and fit—his abdominal muscles bunched appealingly as he reached down to slide the key into the ignition. Then I realized I shouldn’t be looking there and returned my gaze to his face.

      “This is a beautiful car,” he said to me. “Must be vintage.”

      I nodded.

      “Cars were one of Carter’s obsessions. He liked to collect them.”

      Korwyn gave a low, rumbling laugh I couldn’t help liking at once.

      “Nice hobby if you can afford it,” he remarked. “You’re sure you don’t mind letting me drive this baby?”

      “It’s fine.” I shrugged. “I don’t like driving myself.”

      Which was a lie—I hadn’t been allowed to drive enough to know if I liked it or not. I liked the freedom it gave me to get places on my own, but I was still extremely nervous behind the wheel.

      “Well, I love it.” Korwyn shot me an easy smile as he turned the ignition and started the car. “Tell me—what made you decide to take a chance on me back there?” he asked, putting the car into
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