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            THE SHIFTERS OF DARKNESS FALLS

          

        

      

    

    
      Shifters aren’t easy – to know, to be, to live with. They’re a fragile contradiction: part wolf, part human, all shifter. They’re ruled by instinct and governed by convention.

      Darkness Falls, a small northern British Columbia community, is nestled in the northernmost access to the Rocky Mountains where the rugged wilderness, the vast back-country, and the lakes, rivers and streams are untouched and pristine. Darkness Falls is a haven for shifters and too many things can go wrong.

      The four packs that claim territory around Darkness falls try to be civilized, try to work with each other and the humans to co-exist and protect the community, but in the pack, human rules don’t apply and where pack justice is concerned, the lines between humans and shifters get blurred.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Shifters of Darkness Falls is a paranormal contemporary romance suspense series with no cliffhangers, no cheating, and HEA. All books are standalone but are connected by common characters and themes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      Forbidden is a standalone romance, but it is the culmination of the previous five books in the Darkness Falls series. While you don’t need to read the other books to enjoy this one, you’ll gain a deeper connection to the characters and their individual stories by doing so.

      Love Jasmin

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        No matter if it's ten below or ninety in the shade

        I'm always set and ready when there's lovin' to be made

        My heart is just as frisky as a little ol' poodle pup

        So if you're ready for a kiss, well I've got one a-comin' up

        It may be silly, but ain’t it fun

      

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Sung by Sid "Hardrock" Gunther

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Leah stood a few feet from the edge of the forest and took a deep breath as she stepped across the invisible border. She froze for a moment, motionless, expectant, fearful.

      Nothing but the usual songs of the universe noted her trespass onto the Lodge Pack’s territory. It bolstered her resolve. This was her fate. She had to do this. The only other person she trusted to share her burden with was her good friend, Aubrey. She choked up at how lucky she was that Aubrey had come to Darkness Falls.

      The breeze tapped a reminder on her face that she had more pressing matters than counting her cloverleafs. She looked at the stand of trees before her and swallowed down her panic. She could do this. In and out and no one would be the wiser.

      She tucked the blanket she was holding in-between her knees so she could transfer her backpack to her shoulders. It wasn’t all that heavy – a couple of bottles of water, an extra pair of running shoes, a dog collar and leash, and some protein bars. If she could’ve shifted, she wouldn’t have needed the bars. Rabbits had plenty of protein.

      Her wolf was there, curled up inside her like an indolent twin. It refused to come out. Refused to be independent. Lazy sod, Leah thought, but didn’t dwell on it. After all, she’d made it 21 years without shifting. What were another 50 or 60 more?

      If she lived that long. Those who knew her doubted she would.

      She tossed the blanket around her neck like a scarf and then plunged into the trees. Nothing would happen to her, she reassured herself. Nothing she couldn’t handle.

      If she got caught, she would channel goofy Leah. Lucien would be pissed that she had trespassed into his pack’s territory. So would Gideon when he found out. But the alpha brothers could go to hell, both of them. She was on a mission, and she wouldn’t stop until it was accomplished.

      An hour later, Leah sat down on a fallen log to reorient herself. She had all the qualities of a shifter – better hearing, keener sight, superior strength, but that was in comparison to humans. And frankly, her strength was relative because she had been the runt of the litter, one of a set of triplets, the only female.

      Turned out her older brothers were bastards before they were even born, denying her the nutrition in the womb to grow. It was a shitshow after the birth too, her parents, Pope and Samma, always fighting over the boys, about what they needed, how to raise them. It was always about the boys. Leah was nothing to them but an inconvenience that they would marry off as soon as they could.

      Over time, the fights escalated and eventually became physical. It was rare the violence was directed at Leah and her siblings, but they learned to keep their heads down. At least her brothers did. Too often, they went out of the way to make her the scapegoat.

      It wasn’t much past Leah’s ninth birthday when her mom took off with her brothers. Everyone knew where they’d gone – to Samma’s pack, but Pope was too weak to go and get them.

      “Good riddance,” he’d say, then look at her. “Why the fuck are you still here?”

      Nice words from her old man, but Leah was scrappy, a critical trait to survive in Gideon’s pack.

      A stiff gust of wind brought her back to the present, scolding her for going on about shit she couldn’t change. She had more important things to do. She stilled, closed her eyes, and let her senses take over. The dream that had woken her each morning for the past week, floated to her. The scene was the forest, the filmy vapour forming a pathway, pointing a direction.

      She turned her body slowly, then stopped. When she opened her eyes, she saw the misty trail. If anyone were with her, they would think she was nuts, but she wouldn’t tell them that she could see what they could not. She’d simply say something confusing, then head off in the direction the vapour pointed to.

      But alone was better, no one to distract from her mission.

      There was too much going on in Darkness Falls, and it was starting to take its toll on her, but she had to prioritize. First this, then she’d go to Aubrey.

      Aubrey would know what to do about Sibyl.
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      The rain sluiced down but Lucien barely registered it. Large drops rolled off his back, literally. He was wolf, not fragile human, and bad weather was a state of mind. He revelled in nature, no matter the season, and he loved being wolf. After a stifling day as leader, as boss, stuck in an office, barraged by shifters and humans alike, he needed solitude and freedom.

      And freedom equalled beast.

      Each night, before he slept, he shifted and ran his territory alone. It reminded him of his purpose, his responsibility to his pack. It kept him sane. This night was different though, as it had been for the last few nights. He wasn’t running to release his stress, he was hunting. Not prey, either.

      A woman, or if rumors were true, a girl on the cusp of womanhood. Gone missing several days now. Several days, he reminded himself, which made him wonder, not for the first time, why it was only now, these past three days, that he’d become afraid. Not for himself and oddly not for the lost girl. But something unknown made him panic, so much so that it invaded his thoughts, made him distant and difficult. It choked him.

      The missing girl’s clothing had been found near his territory, bloodied, ripped, abandoned. No sign of her, and in the beginning, the search for her had been frantic, but it was waning again. A girl, especially a young shifter, couldn’t survive so many days in the elements, could she?

      The thought got lost as he caught a scent in the rain. Not of the missing girl. Her scent was embedded in his mind, from the clothes and other possessions suppled by Ascena, the female pack leader. This new scent, the one drifting with the rain and wind, was different. Fear, almost certainly human but also wolf, and underlying all that, feminine. The fragrance was barely there, coasting towards him, then taken by the storm. A few more yards, then he found it again. Familiar, yet not.

      It evoked an urgency, a primal need to find the female. She was in trouble, afraid, alone. It numbed him in a way nothing else ever had. He was close when he lost track of her, and almost moved in the wrong direction, but then he heard it, through the pounding of the rain, a muffled curse to his left. Not far, and he raced towards it.

      Another minute and he saw her, huddled in the hollow of a large, fallen tree, curled into a soaked blanket, clinging to it, her small fingers like anchors, her back towards him. He realized that she was a shifter and yet, she didn’t move when he approached, didn’t acknowledge his presence. Maybe she was seriously hurt, and the thought pounded through him, a thrumming of blood so loud that it blocked the patter of the rain and the howl of the wind.

      He shook himself. It didn’t make sense, this fear, but there it was.

      He stood a foot from her and waited for her to notice him. She was fully dressed in jeans, a light jacket, and a floppy hat on her head. Her lips were blue from the cold, and she was shivering. Why didn’t she shift into wolf? Why would she allow the elements to assault her human body when her wolf would protect her?

      Impatient and worried, he stepped closer, sniffed her, his nose skimming the exposed skin on the hand that clutched the blanket. The smell of iron drifted to his nose, not overpowering so he thought that it was the exposure making her weak, not an injury. She was awake; he knew by the shallowness of her breaths and the fear that permeated the air. He thought about shifting to human, but pawed her instead, his nose next to her ruddy cheek.

      That got her attention.

      Her eyes flashed open, and her face went from panic to anger. It was a front though – nothing could mask the scent of her dread. “What do you want?” she shouted at him as she twisted around.

      Emphasis on you.

      Want? He froze for a moment, then understood. “Leah,” he gasped when he shifted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t Leah’s first time seeing a set of shifter balls, but it was the first time her body responded. She had been on the verge of hypothermia, but now felt a rush of heat snake through her, a yearning incongruent with her chilled, wet body.

      She struggled to sit up, the sodden blanket like chains, determined to pin her in place. Still, she fought and semi-won. At least Lucien’s hard abs were in her line of sight now, each one an evil sextuplet, taunting her with dangerous promises.  Another lick of heat shot through her, but she was more uncomfortable than turned on and managed to dampen her reaction.

      Dampen, Leah? Good one!

      He reached for her, his huge hands circling her biceps and pulling her further upright, so that when she raised her chin, she could see his face, granite angles and whiskers, full lips tugged down. His grim eyes, like a winter storm, held hers, quizzical, concerned, and incongruently, darkening with need. The realization of who she was and what she was to him became clear on his face.

      The wanting. It made her stomach dip like it was dancing a tango.

      As if.

      Lucien was dense, like all other males, that he hadn’t already known, but she forgave him for it. She had been still a girl when he betrayed the Dominant Pack. When he challenged the alpha of the Falls Lodge Pack and won. Back then, before puberty, she’d had a crush on him, not yet aware that it was bigger than that. Back then, he barely acknowledged her. She was just a kid, a brat, an irritation.

      It was just as well.

      She dropped her eyes from his, not to his lips, but to his bicep, twice the size of her thigh and ten times as hard, then stared beyond it so she could regain her equilibrium.

      “Stop touching me,” she rasped, her voice the edge of a dull razor.

      He removed his hands but didn’t retreat. His eyes roamed her body, making her feel underdressed. “Where are you hurt?” he demanded.

      Hurt? “I’m not.” Fear mixed with hostility. She would have survived the night; she didn’t need rescuing and especially by the naked male shifter crouching in front of her.

      “Get up, then.” He hadn’t liked her answer, it was clear in the bite of his words.

      She felt her eyes burn at his command. Another fucking male who thought he could tell her what to do. “Why?” she challenged, shrinking back from him. “I like it down here.”

      Clearly, he didn’t care what she liked, because he straightened to his full height, lifting her with him, his hands under her armpits, propping her up on her feet. The wet mud slipped around her running shoes, and her vision swam. She almost fell, would have fallen, had he not kept his grip on her.

      “What are you doing out here?” Impatient. Demanding.

      “Camping.” She wanted to add asshole, but she was alone with this alpha shifter and had some sense of self-preservation, even if her friends would disagree.

      He stared past her into the dark of the night, speculation in his expression. “My cabin is a mile from here. Can you walk?”

      “Since I was seven months old. I was a baby-shifter prodigy.” A diversion tactic that wouldn’t work. In a pub, with a grub, by a hill, on a still. But not here. Not with him. He wasn’t a grub. He was a shifter, he was an alpha, he was male, and worst of all, he was her fated mate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucien wanted to shift to wolf and lead Leah back to his small cabin, but he wasn’t sure she would follow. They couldn’t stay out in the forest though. The rain that had only moments ago rolled off his wolf’s back was now turning him blue and wrinkled. He was conscious of his nakedness, aware of what cold and rain did to cock and balls, and maybe for the first time in his life, mindful of how he wanted to present himself.

      The silence lengthened between them as he waited for her to cooperate with him, cognizant of her reputation, aware that she wouldn’t do what she didn’t want to. Threats wouldn’t work; neither would charm, of which he had none anyway. He was at risk of freezing his nuts off and so did the first stupid thing that came to mind. He grabbed her around the waist and hauled her over his shoulder, banding his arms across her thighs.

      “What the hell?” Leah shrieked. Despite her sleightness, she reared up, punching him hard in the head with her left hand, smacking him in the ear with her right elbow, and kicking him in the nuts. It served its purpose. Between her struggle and the goddamn shot of fire to his genitals, he half-dropped her and she half-fell into the mud, landing hard on her stomach. After a second, she flipped onto her back and upright, so that she was sitting. She grabbed her hat, which had fallen off in the struggle, and shoved it back on her head.

      “Jesus fuck!” Lucien was cupping his balls, bent at the waist so he could catch his breath. It wasn’t the first time he’d felt the pain of a sharp punch – growing up, his older brother, Gideon, always made sure Lucien knew who was boss – but this time it had more meaning.

      Where previously, she had only been wet and slightly tousled, mud now caked her hair, streaked her cheek, and smudged her neck. Pine needles and other forest debris clung everywhere, and if he hadn’t known better, he might have confused her with a forest sprite.

      “Don’t you touch me,” she snarled at him in a low voice. “Not ever.”

      She poked her foot towards him as she spat the words, and he darted back out of kicking range. One shot to the balls was enough.

      “You can’t stay out here in the rain! You’re soaked through, you’re muddy, and you can’t shift. What the hell is wrong with you?” He was shouting, still cupping his genitals. Losing patience.

      Her arms were braced behind her, hands squelching in the mud as she tipped her face to his. She held his stare for a long moment, her almost blue lips pressed together in a tight line.

      She was shaking from the cold, a little furless pup.

      Stubborn was one of the words he’d heard about Leah, and he thought for a moment that he should leave her out here to do whatever the hell she had been doing in the first place. Of course, he wouldn’t. Couldn’t. He wasn’t that kind of guy and besides, his instinct to protect her was too strong.

      He tilted his head. The ball was in her court, it was her move.

      He saw the moment of capitulation. A soft exhale of breath as she dropped her chin to her chest, her eyes to his toes. “You already said what was wrong with me. I can’t shift.”

      How could he not have noticed her before? Small and compact, shapely under the mud-splattered, wet, oversized clothes. She had long unkempt brown hair and big brown eyes set in an angular face. Her size and dishevelment turned her into the wood nymph he imagined earlier. “So come with me.” He tried to quiet his heart and soften his voice. “You can shower, warm up. There’s food.”

      She raised her face to his again, gnawing at her bottom lip as she contemplated him. “Okay,” she relented. “But I can’t stay. I’m on a mission.”

      A mission. She said it so solemnly that he almost laughed, but he managed to maintain a blankness to his face. “Maybe I can help with the mission.”

      She shook her head. “I don’t need your help.” The reply contrasted with her clumsy rise from the mud, brushing the back of her jeans with her hands as if that would do anything to clean her off.

      Lucien wisely kept his mouth shut on the topic. “Let’s go,” he said as he turned. He shifted and waited for her to step up next to him.
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      Leah stood shivering in the entrance of the small, neat cabin. Several times on their trip, she’d thought about running, but each time, exhaustion washed over her keeping pace with the rain, adding to the numbness she was feeling in her bones. Besides, Lucien wouldn’t have let her go, especially now that he knew about their connection.

      A shower, some food, and a good night’s sleep and she’d be right as rain. If only Old Mother would turn off the fucking faucet.

      The cabin was cozy and surprisingly warm despite the time of day and cold hearth. The downpour slapped against the roof, soothing now that she was no longer in it. Dust particles indicated recent neglect, but the air wasn’t stale. The cabin smelled faintly of Lucien, but he’d not been there in the past several days.

      She liked what she saw – one large room, the fireplace to her left framed by a couch and two chairs. A sizeable bed covered with a thick, inviting comforter was tucked into the corner. A tall dresser next to it, the top littered with books, made Leah curious about the male who lived here.

      It also made her wistful – if only this was her place.

      The kitchen was to the right - a single row of cabinets, a hotplate, and a sink with a tap taking up most of the counterspace. Electricity: check. Running water: check. All she’d ever need.

      A small bar fridge sat on the floor, tucked up against the one of the cabinets, preventing the door from opening. A table peeked out from the corner wall that jogged out into the space so that there was room for the small bathroom next to the entry door.

      She been in Lodge Pack cabins before. Her friends, Trist and Eva, both members of Lucien’s pack, had cabins with their mates and those rare times she visited, she was in awe of the raw beauty, the space, the rusticity. It was hard not to compare those cabins to the shelters the Dominant Pack provided, which she’d always thought of as houses, not homes, too modern in their structure. But then again, why wouldn’t they be? Her pack ran the largest commercial and residential construction company in the area and were exceptional at what they did.

      It was strange to her that the alpha of the Falls Lodge Pack, who should, by rights, have the biggest cabin, appeared to live in one of the smallest. Gideon, her alpha, and his mate, Honi, lived in a huge modern home with sweeping windows, sprawling cedar decks, and all the creature comforts one could want.

      Or not want, in Leah’s case. Lucien’s cabin had everything she desired with nothing to spare. If this were her cabin, she’d keep it neat, like Lucien did. She’d need to bring her bookcase from home though. And her books, because she was doubtful that Lucien shared her obsession with Regency romance novels and Doukhobor history. She stopped the thought before it took on bigger proportions, before she idealized it, decided she could have it.

      Because of course she couldn’t.

      Lucien brushed past her, still naked, to the kitchen where he filled a kettle with water and placed it on a burner on the hot plate. Then he went to the dresser and pulled out a T-shirt from the second drawer, sniffing it. “Get out of those muddy clothes and take a shower,” he ordered, giving the T-shirt in his hand a shake. “Towels are on a shelf in the bathroom. I’ll hang your clothes outside and hopefully the rain will wash some of the mud off. Enough anyway to rinse them out in the sink.”

      Don’t tell me what to do!

      Her body rebelled at her stubbornness and started to shiver violently. Cold, hunger, and fear took over as he approached her. She reached a hand for the shirt, but Lucien shook his head. “Not until you’re clean. I’ll hang it on the knob of the door, and you can grab it.”

      When she didn’t move, he lowered his eyebrows. “Clothes, Leah.”

      She wanted to tell him to fuck off, but she was blue, wrinkled, and closing in on hypothermia. “Turn around.”

      He looked at her strangely but did as she asked.

      His ass was perfect, his physique like a linebacker’s: broad shoulders, heavily muscled back that tapered to a lean waist and slim hips. Muscular calves, of course. What shifter didn’t? His thighs were strong, powerful. He was perfect.

      Hurry Leah, before he turns around again.

      Coat off, T-shirt off.

      Bra?

      Take the fucking thing off.

      Her rush to get naked made her fingers clumsy, made her struggle to unhook the little bastard symbol of male oppression. Finally, it released, and she let it slide to the floor. Her eyes roamed over him, head to toe and back again while she fought with the wet fabric of her jeans against her clammy skin.

      Don’t turn around. Don’t turn around, she chanted in her head.

      The jeans pooled over her sneakers.

      Take your shoes off, idiot!

      Right. She sat on the floor, her ass smacking the wood and Lucien glanced over his shoulder.

      “Eye’s front!” she snarled. One shoe off, then the other, then stupid wet socks that grew three sizes too big as she tugged them from her feet.

      Finally, she was liberated from her clothes. “Done,” she announced on a dry whisper, then slipped into the bathroom and closed the door with a bang.

      The bathroom was small, but still appealing. Clean and neat with all the usual suspects: a sink, toilet, and medicine cabinet with a mirror. As promised by Lucien, a small shelf held clean towels and she borrowed a faded blue one from the stack. A plastic cream-coloured shower curtain concealed the tub, and when she pulled it back, was surprised to see a new, modern, and luxurious rain showerhead. It was out of place among the rustic décor.

      After the shower heated, she stepped under it, letting it filter down on her chilled body, watching as the mud mixed with the water and circled the drain, disappearing like it never was. Once the water ran clean, she helped herself to Lucien’s shampoo, washing her hair twice before she used his soap to wash her body.

      She’d smell like him, she thought as she turned the faucet off and stepped out of the shower. It was a strange notion to have but she didn’t expend mental energy on it despite her belly curling like a flame.

      Feeling revived, she closed her eyes and pushed her senses outward. She was aware that the link she had with Macy was becoming thinner and thinner and she felt the all-too-familiar sense of panic. The girl would die if Leah didn’t get to her soon. Of exposure, probably, or an encounter with a bear or pack of wolves, but there was also the remote possibility that she was in even bigger danger than that. A man-made threat. Either way, Leah felt Macy’s fear, heard her faint cries.

      Fainter.

      Leah’s stomach twisted as adrenaline flooded her. She should leave right now. She shouldn’t be here. Not in this cabin, not in his clothes, not with him. But her fucking logical brain cell disagreed with her, or maybe it was something more primal. She was confused about her motives and hated that. Never before had she been confused about anything. She knew it was because of him, because of Lucien.
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      Lucien was pouring tea as Leah stepped out of the bathroom, his T-shirt swamping her small body. He acutely felt her presence – in the cabin, in the air, in his flesh and bones. As his blood heated, racing south, he was suddenly grateful that he’d had the presence of mind to slip on a pair of jeans. His swollen dick not so much.

      He discreetly adjusted himself. Down boy.

      She would hear the rapid beats of his heart because even though she couldn’t shift, she was still a shifter. She’d know how he was reacting. What he was thinking.

      As she lingered near the bathroom door, her scent drifted across the small room. She smelled fresh, like his soap, but beneath the layer of cleanliness lay her essence, pure and evocative. Nature at its infancy before it became cruel.

      He shivered.

      This was his mate, his woman. She’d been there all his life and he’d never once took note of her. How dense could he possibly be?

      She shuffled towards him, a wariness befitting a prey animal.

      “I made tea,” he said, to ease the tension and also, because he had actually made tea. “Are you hungry?”

      Her face betrayed her internal struggle. Yes, no, maybe? Finally, she nodded. “I could eat.”

      So could he and in fact, had planned to chase down dinner on his way home, but that was before he was waylaid by Leah. The rain would have made small game scarce anyway. “I usually eat at the Lodge or hunt.” He turned towards the small fridge, opened the door, and peered in. Not exactly a supermarket on the shelves. “I have eggs, some bread. A couple of smoked deer sausage.” He checked back over his shoulder to see her hovering, shifting from foot to foot. Unsure what to do with her hands. “Will that work?”

      “Yeah.” She took a quick step back as he stood. It annoyed him.

      “What’s wrong with you? I’m not the big bad wolf.” Lucien loved irony and the corners of his lips curled upward as he spoke.

      “I know,” she murmured, not returning his smile.

      The smoky heat of her tone stroked over him, and he wondered how he could not have known. He tried to think of the last time they’d interacted – probably not since he left the pack. Only the one time, when she’d called his phone to speak to Trist. It was nothing to him then and it puzzled him that he should recall it now. Or maybe it wasn’t that big of a mystery. Maybe he was struggling with the idea that this little Omega was going to turn his world upside down.

      He shoved one of the cups of tea towards her, forcing her to draw closer to him to pick it up. “How long were you out there, Leah? Wandering around my territory.”

      She took a sip of her tea as a stall, then another. Her small pink tongue darted out of her mouth and swiped across her lips, and then she took a third sip.

      Lucien’s patience was ebbing – with himself, with her. Every move she made seemed to heighten his awareness, so he switched his gaze from her face to the tea kettle. “It’s not a hard question unless you can’t count your days or nights.” He fired up the hotplate and added a little oil to a well-used cast-iron frypan. “How long have you been in the woods?”

      She set the tea on the table, then unexpectedly narrowed the distance between them, yanking out a drawer, and then another. There were only two and she found what she was looking for on the second try. “Three days. Now I suppose you also want to know why.” She clutched two forks in her fist and Lucien had an unbidden image of her fingers wrapped around his dick, stroking it.

      He swallowed his lust as he turned back to the hot plate. “Beautiful and a mind reader,” he mumbled, embarrassed that he was being awkward.

      “I’m not a mind reader. I’ve been tracking Macy.” She let the beautiful comment sail past her.

      “Macy?”

      Leah nodded as she stretched up on her toes to grab a couple of old plates from the stack on a high, open shelf. “The lost girl.”

      Right. Macy. He’d thought of her as the missing girl for so long, that the name seemed unimportant.

      He flipped the deer sausage, and the smell of the peppery seasoning wafted in the air, making his stomach growl, making him momentarily forget that the female in his kitchen was going to complicate his life. “Why are you chasing her down? She’s been out there too long – she’s probably dead.”

      Leah shook her head as she scowled. “She’s not dead. Not yet.” She set the plates on the table, one in front of each of the mismatched chairs and arranged the cutlery around them. It was oddly domestic, and Lucien felt emotional for some reason. He thought maybe he was dreaming, feared that he would wake up tomorrow and none of this would have happened.

      It wasn’t that farfetched. He often had odd dreams that seemed too real, but never about his fated mate. Never about Leah. “How do you know?” Such a simple discussion, a serious couple talking while they were getting the meal together, and yet, every exchange felt charged, invisible sparks that flitted in the room, sending small shock waves pulsing through him.

      As a child, with Gideon, he always played war, and as an adult with a pack to run, he played leader, but now he felt himself wanting to play house. It was an odd thought to have, because it had never been a push factor until now.

      Leah shrugged as she took the salt and pepper shakers and set them in the middle of the table, then picked up her tea and perched on the edge of the seat of one of the chairs. “I know,” she said adamantly. “But she hasn’t got much longer. I’ve gotta get back out there, or she’ll die. The rain messed me up and I lost the trail.”

      Lucien shuddered at what could have been had he not found her. “Why would you do something so reckless?” He was scolding her, thought briefly that he had no right, but changed his mind. She was his mate; she was on his territory. By shifter standards, he had the right to claim her, there and then. “There’s a fucking serial killer preying on women and you’re out wandering the forest looking for a girl who might already be dead.”

      “She’s not dead,” she repeated her earlier assertion. “And the killer isn’t interested in me. I don’t fit the profile.”

      “Didn’t,” he mumbled, addressing the elephant in the room. “You do now.” He cracked five eggs in the frypan, then fumbled open the bread bag and checked the last two slices of stale bread for mold. They were both crusts, which he hated, but they would have to do. He shoved them in the toaster. “I won’t let you go back out there.”

      She snorted. “You can’t stop me.”

      He had no butter, he realized with a scowl. The idea of dry crusts made him think of Oliver Twist for some reason. Didn’t matter, he chided himself. His mate was challenging him. “Of course, I can.” He pinned her with his eyes. “I have no problem restraining you.”

      “Of course, you don’t,” she retorted. “You’re a fucking MAN!”

      Shock rippled through his body at her sudden aggressiveness. And maybe she was right. He tried hard to be a good man, a good shifter, a good leader. He didn’t always succeed, but it was his intention to show the world that shifters and humans could co-exist. That it didn’t have to be all about misguided instinct.

      His wolf called bullshit, but he ignored it. He flipped the frying eggs. “I’ll go with you.”

      “I don’t need your help.” She was angry at him, her knuckles white as she clutched her mug.

      Lucien picked up the pan and dumped its contents onto a plate as the toast popped. Anger borne of unexpected fear infused his words. “If I hadn’t tracked you down, you would be dead too. Why sacrifice your life for a stranger?” He thumped the meal down next to the salt and pepper shakers, then slammed into his chair. “Eat.” He shoved the plate towards her.

      Leah locked eyes with him, her eyebrows tucked together as she picked up her fork and stabbed a sausage, biting a piece of it off before dumping it on her plate. As she chewed, she transferred two of the eggs. “How do you know she’s a stranger?”

      He exchanged his clean plate with the platter. “I know.” And he did, though he couldn’t explain it. It was like he knew everything about the woman across the small table. Except that he also knew nothing.

      She speared her sausage again and brought it to her mouth, taking another healthy bite. “She’s out there. I know she’s close. I know she’s alone and afraid.” She took the final bite, chewed, and swallowed it down, then set the fork on the plate and picked up her tea. “I have to find her.”

      “Why?”

      Quizzical eyes looked back at him over the mug she held to her lips. “Why not? She needs finding and I know how to do it.” Her pulse was rapid, and the passion of her scent pushed his desire into overdrive.

      Easy, Lucien. She’ll bolt. “I’ll go with you,” he said again, softer but no less insistent.

      She tore her toast and broke the yolk on one of the eggs with a piece of it, drowning it in the yellow stuff and stuffing it in her mouth. She met his eyes as she chewed, held them, challenging him, causing his wolf to rear up. It was excited, had been since he found her, but Lucien had trained it, like he had trained himself, to suppress the instinct. It slipped, he slipped on occasion, and this particular occasion was testing his will.

      Civilized or not, there was no way he was going to drop his eyes, and so he waited patiently for her to blink first.

      She did, shifting her gaze from his face to her plate. “I hate men,” she muttered.

      He let it go. He hated them too, sometimes.

      They finished the meal in uncomfortable silence, then Leah offered to wash up the dishes while he showered.

      At first it was a welcome relief not to be sharing the same space as her, but he could scent her in the shower, traces of clover and heath, of baby-breath innocence and old-growth experience. Oddly, it calmed him, and as he washed himself, he wondered at their meeting – the timing, the setting.

      All their lives they’d shared the same space, and he hadn’t known. Like all male shifters, the urge to mate and procreate was strong in him, but he had long since abandoned the idea that he would find his fated mate. Before today, he’d accepted that she wasn’t in Darkness Falls and unless he came upon her unexpectedly, he would eventually mate with someone from his pack. In fact, he’d decided this past summer that it was time to do just that.

      His pack expected the same of him as he did of them. Mate, have children, strengthen their numbers. Besides, he was alpha, their leader and so much had happened this past year, too many losses and the pack needed something to celebrate.

      But Leah? Would they celebrate?

      He ran the soap over his chest, then down to his dick, dropping the bar and hugging it with his fingers. He closed his eyes and immediately a vision of Leah swam in front of him. Small tight curvy body, long glossy brown hair, hazel eyes too big for her face. A few minutes later, he released. It wasn’t enough, but for now, it would do.
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      Once Lucien closed the door to the bathroom and Leah heard the shower running, she raced outside and gathered her wet clothes. The rain was still pelting down and the power of it had washed away some of the mud on her pants and jacket.

      Inside, she washed them in the sink, in the leftover dishwater. It was icky, but she didn’t dare run more hot water while Lucien was showering. It might cause his water to go cold, shortening his shower, and as tempting as it was to passive-aggressively torture him, she needed space from him. A lot of it.

      Leah had known that her path would intersect with Lucien’s at some point – there was no avoiding it as long as they were both in Darkness Falls. To have managed to evade him this long was a miracle, given they sometimes occupied the same space. It had helped that he didn’t often come into Darkness Falls, which made it more her hood than his. She considered that a good thing because the town of Darkness Falls was her refuge from the Dominant Pack.

      It was no fun being an omega, not in a pack like Gideon’s, where most of her fellow shifters were hard and impatient. The only ones she genuinely liked were Cooper, the doctor, and Honi, Gideon’s wife. Of course, Cooper was off the list now. Leah tolerated Gideon because he tolerated her, but the rest were assholes, often going out of their way to make her life difficult. Fair was fair though – she tortured them back.

      Except for Pope, her father. She avoided him when she could, tried to stay under his radar, but never seemed to completely evade him. He was lavish with his insults and punches, but Leah rolled with both. She and Pope were embarrassed by each other, would have preferred not to live together, but Gideon insisted they remain as a family unit until she mated.

      Or left.

      She’d thought of it – getting away from the pack and Pope, but something held her back. Maybe it was because she was a shifter and needed a pack – her pack – because she was so vulnerable in the presence of other shifters. As much as she hated admitting it, she needed protecting.

      But she was also pragmatic. This was her life, the one Old Mother granted her, expected her to lead. Leah was where she was meant to be, who she was meant to be, and doing what she was meant to do. Darkness Falls was a lodestone for her, the temple from which she drew her power. She wasn’t courageous or strong, but the pull was there and to leave would make her less of herself. The certainty of that helped her maintain her sense of humour and stoicism in the face of adversity.

      And speaking of adversity, another reason for staying was Pope. He was her father after all. Despite being an asshole, he was also an aging shifter in a pack that didn’t tolerate weakness. She worried about him almost as much as she feared him. If she were the sand in the oyster, he was a sharp-edged rock.

      Or something like that, but less precious.

      And now, she thought as the shower in the bathroom went silent, that maybe there was a fourth reason, one she had been reluctant to consider.

      She opened the tap full blast to rinse her clothes more thoroughly now that she wouldn’t steal Lucien’s hot water. His movements in the bathroom made her heart race and her fingers clumsy and weak as she tried to ring the water from her jeans. The latch to the bathroom door clicked and he came out, back in the room with her, in her space.

      She could scent him, his masculinity, his authority as he approached her, his footsteps seemingly too loud against the floorboards.

      “What are you doing?” he said when he got a within a foot of her.

      You’re full of questions, aren’t you?

      She glanced at him, then away. He was naked except for the towel hanging low on his hips and her stomach somersaulted at the thought. No man should look like him. It was not the first time she’d thought about how attractive he was. Even before she became aware of who he was to her, before she matured, he was her crush.

      Many men were handsome, like Harris Palmer, the human bartender at Becker’s, and Gideon, her pack alpha. But where the former was a charming idiot who liked to banter with the women he served and the latter was impatient and demanding, Lucien stood alone and out in front.

      Lucien was Gideon’s brother, and she could see the genetic similarities in their bone structure, their smiles, but where Gideon was dark, Lucien was light; where Gideon ruled autocratically, Lucien held court and trusted his advisors.

      And still, he was standing too close to her.

      “Do you not understand the concept of personal space?” She ended on an inhale of Lucien’s scent, which wracked her body with shivers.

      He noticed and took a step closer, smirking. “How’s this?”

      She dropped her jeans into the sink and moved away from him. “This isn’t going to work.”

      He raised his eyebrows in a question mark.

      “Me, staying the night. You, thinking you’re going to come with me tomorrow.”

      Lucien tilted his head at her. “Of course, it’s going to work. It’s just actions, nothing more. And you’ll make better and faster progress tomorrow if I’m with you.”

      He was right, damn him. While she followed the increasingly diminishing vapour trail that only she could see, Lucien would follow his instincts. Together, they would find Macy.

      Leah side-eyed Lucien who was staring into the sink at her pile of soggy clothing. He was tempting, but she’d made a vow to herself several years ago to never let another man rule her. To mate with him would be trading one jailer for another, only worse, because Lucien would have higher expectations of her than Gideon or Pope had. She didn’t want to belong to anyone.

      “We’re not mating,” she blurted.

      His lips quirked as he turned on the tap, letting the water soak her clothes. “Maybe we should go on a date first.”

      “Hey!” she exclaimed, deftly avoiding the nauseating topic of dating. “I just wrung those out.”

      “Barely,” he muttered, ignoring her attempt to intervene. As he squelched them in the water, his biceps bulged and then again as he wrung each item out, spending extra time on her underwear, a smile tipping his lips upwards.

      Embarrassment flooded her face at the simple white cotton fabric, and she wished for the first time in her life she was more feminine. “Give me those!” She stepped closer and yanked the panties out of his hand, then froze at his nearness, at the breathtaking landscape of his body, hard ridges sloping into valleys, a gentle forest of chest hair. A path of it trailed down, disappearing under the towel as hidden bulges pressed against the fabric.

      He was clearly turned on by her.

      She sucked in a breath. “And put some clothes on. Walking around naked in front of company is only acceptable on nude beaches.”

      He grinned and took a step towards her, then another as she retreated, her underwear dangling from the fingers of her right hand.

      “So you’re company, now, are you?” He backed her up against the wall and stood over her, his hands flattening on either side of her head, fencing her in.

      Her mouth dried up and her hands itched to touch him. Just the muscles, maybe one of the abs, to test its hardness, trace the curve of it. “Yes.” The word was creaky, almost whispered.

      C’mon, Leah. Say something clever!

      As he reached to cup her face, she twisted her head away from him. “Don’t,” she warned, staring at his wrist.

      He paused mid-air, then stepped back as his breath whooshed out of him. “Let’s hang the clothes up near the fireplace, so they’ll be dry by morning.” He didn’t sound angry or disappointed or anything else she would have expected from a MAN.

      Leah stayed pressed against the wall as he retreated to the sink. She glanced at the cold hearth. “That will be a miracle, unless you fire up the wood.”

      “Thank you, Madame Obvious.”

      The dryness of his tone brought a smile to her lips. He was likeable and that was going to be a problem for her. She didn’t want to like him.

      When he appeared to be done, Leah shoved off the wall and grabbed the wet clothes from his arms. “I’ll hang these.” She pointed him to the dresser with her pinky. “Get dressed.”

      “Bossy, aren’t you?” he replied in a friendly tone, then wandered to the ‘bedroom’ where he pulled on his jeans. Leaving them unbuttoned, he lit the fire while she hung her meagre clothes over the kitchen chairs that she’d dragged to the living area. As the room warmed, exhaustion rippled over her, a safe gentle surf of promises and hope.

      Leah, stop with the bad prose. She cleared her throat, making sure her voice sounded mean and demanding. “I need a blanket.”

      “You can have the bed.”

      She looked past him to the bed. Too intimate. Too Lucien. She’d never get to sleep wrapped in his scent. “No. I prefer the couch.” Dammit! Too soft and pretty.

      His eyes shuttered, hiding his thoughts. “Suit yourself.” He opened an old steamer trunk that sat on the floor against a wall and pulled out a quilted blanket, which he tossed at her.

      She caught it, hugging it to her as Lucien’s scent drifted around her. The warmth of a blush spread through her when she realized what she was doing and saw that Lucien did too. She coughed and snapped the blanket out, then laid it on the couch and crawled under it. Her head settled on a seat cushion, and she peeked out from under the blanket. “Good night.”

      “Are we going to sleep?” His cloudy eyes examined her.

      She felt another wave of fatigue, and then gratitude for this man, who had rescued her from a cold night in the elements, who didn’t object to her need to find Macy, that knew who she was to him, but gave her the berth she needed. “Yes. We have an early start in the morning.”

      He was alpha, he could punish her for being on his territory; he could claim her as his mate. There was no room for insecurities, no thoughts that he was rejecting her, because it was none of that. He was respecting her and that made him a better man than any other she knew.

      She recognized the danger of her feelings.

      “We?” He seemed pleased.

      “Yeah.” She pressed her chin to her chest and curled up like a sleepy puppy. His soft goodnight edged her into sleep.
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      Lucien laid awake in bed, on his back, his eyes open, staring at the ceiling. Leah’s soft breaths whispered through the room like dandelion fluff on a warm breeze. She was exhausted, he realized and felt guilty that he hadn’t been more patient with her.

      Not for the first time since he’d found her in the woods, he felt his world tilt. It was surreal to him that Leah, of all the female shifters he’d encountered, was his mate. He tried to get past the primal lust that she evoked to sort out his feelings about the situation.

      He’d seen enough pair-bonds to know rationality wasn’t necessarily at the forefront of thought when a male met his mate. The burn in his blood told him that his instinct could easily overcome him, that he might let the beast loose and claim her. He would, he knew, eventually, but it was clear that Leah had a carefully constructed wall around her, one that wouldn’t easily be conquered.

      Earlier, in the kitchen, he’d sensed her desire for him, but faintly, because it was overpowered by her other emotions. Wariness, and it bothered Lucien that she felt it so palpable around him. Panic too, maybe because she was at his mercy – she couldn’t shift and try to run from him. Or maybe he was wrong about that. Maybe her concern was for the missing girl, anxious that Macy’s time was running out.

      The worry was infectious, and Lucien felt it flair up inside him. Macy was easy to dismiss – she wasn’t a pack member, not someone he knew. He hoped for a happy ending for her, but also knew he wouldn’t lose sleep over her death. He wasn’t unfeeling, but at the same time, he was merely a witness in a peripheral drama.

      Or had been.

      Because Leah’s emotions assaulted him with a hurricane force wind. They tapped like loose shutters on a lighthouse, insistent, baleful, lonely. His wolf was troubled too – it struggled to sense her wolf because it was buried so deeply. Lucien wondered why. He knew there were shifters in this world that couldn’t shift. They were weak and sometimes their packs left them behind. Not Lucien’s pack though. They would never do that to a shifter, not while he was alpha.

      It was irrelevant anyway because he knew that Leah wasn’t weak – she was resilient despite her caginess. He wondered what had happened in Leah’s life to prevent her from becoming the whole of who she was. Shame edged his thoughts. They’d both been part of the Dominant for so many years and during that time, he paid little to no attention to her.

      He tried to rationalize it, reason it away – he’d had enough going on in his own life. His parents leaving the pack to Gideon. The relentless battles between Lucien and his brother. Lucien’s eventual decision to turn his back on Gideon, betray his pack to become alpha to another.

      It had taken a long time for the fracture between brothers to mend, and even now it was often volatile. Lucien tried not to respond to Gideon’s arrogance, but sometimes he failed. That thought took him back to his fated mate. He wondered how Gideon would react when Lucien laid claim to Leah.

      Maybe his brother would be glad to see the back end of her, but Lucien doubted it. It wouldn’t matter that Gideon was mated to Honi, who had once been a member of Lucien’s pack. Gideon would forget all about that. His focus would be on Leah and the fact that he could no longer control her.

      Lucien turned to his side and studied Leah’s huddled form on the couch. He had only vague memories of her when she was a child and he didn’t really know her as an adult, thought nothing of her. Even so, he knew that she was scrappy and challenging. And innocent. Could anyone truly control Leah, and the bigger question in Lucien’s mind was whether he had that right?

      A fucking alpha shifter with a conscience. His wolf was sneering. Of course, you have a right to control her. She’s your mate, yours to protect, to fuck, forge a life with.

      And love? The word gnawed at Lucien even as his heart skipped a beat.

      He knew from experience that pair-bonds could be as destructive as they could be passionate. He had to look no further than his parents, who eventually left their sons and the pack to carve out an existence somewhere in the world where they could be together without killing each other. The fights - yelling, screaming, sometimes it got physical. Lucien recalled it all, how his parents upended his world when they left the pack to Gideon, who was barely a man at the time. His brother had no choice but to become violent and controlling – it was that or die. The pack was better for it, but not Lucien, who suffered the most under Gideon’s dictates.

      It was why he’d made that fateful, split-second decision almost a decade ago. To turn his back on Gideon and the Dominant Pack. To claim the Falls Lodge Pack as his own after challenging Otsoa, the alpha at the time.

      A soft sigh escaped Leah’s lips, drawing Lucien’s attention.

      What to do about his fated mate? He could let her go back to her pack, should let her go, and carry on as he’d always done.

      His wolf pawed inside him, reminding him that such an act would be impossible. Now that he’d found her, he’d have to keep her. There was no way he could live with the idea of her being so close, but not by his side.

      He thought of his allies. Trist would support him above all others. Mate to Raff, his beta, she was once a member of Gideon’s pack. Leah was her closest friend, and Lucien knew they missed each other. Raff was a controlling prick at times, which made it difficult for the reserved Trist to see Leah as much as she wanted.

      Awe hell, his entire pack would support it. And it didn’t matter anyway because he was alpha, and his word was law.

      He closed his eyes and relaxed, his mind focusing not on the problems Leah would cause, but the spirit she would inject into his hard-working pack. Maybe it was what he needed, maybe it was what they all needed. Someone like Leah to shake things up.

      Hours later, he woke or rather, his wolf woke him. Something was wrong. He lay there, his breathing steady, his eyes closed as he heard his house guest shuffling around. He shifted from his back to his side, and as he did so, the movements ceased, and he felt his mate’s heart rate spike.

      She was definitely doing something she shouldn’t be doing.

      He continued to feign sleep for a few more minutes, listening to the soft rustling, the puffs of breath, the hushed footsteps as they crept towards the door. Did she really think she could leave without him knowing? Toying with her might be fun, but then his anger sparked, unreasonably, and unfortunately, because his wolf was fully on board.

      He leapt up from the bed like
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