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      Ruby Jean St. James lives her life by the carefully crafted rules she created for herself. Do your job, keep your head down, and your emotions in check at all times. She works hard, keeping her act together and avoiding certain people. Bad things tend to happen to those around her when she loses control.

      Liam Olsen was blessed by the Gods in more ways than one. An ancient majik slumbers deep within him, waiting for the chance to wreak havoc on the one who dares to awaken the beast. More powerful than an ordinary shifter, Liam finds that the dark side of him knows no bounds.

      Fates collide when they are tricked into a meeting by the infamous Willow K. Sprout, owner of Fairy Tales & Happy Endings. Can they overcome their differences, or are they destined to destroy one another?
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      Another day, another dollar. Ruby Jean thought as she filled up her sweet tea, and pulled up a seat at the counter. A long sigh escaped her full red lips, pulling away some of the tension that had been plaguing her. The diner was finally empty after the lunchtime rush, giving her a minute to breathe and hopefully five minutes off her already aching feet. Normally, she loved her job and the interaction with everyone. Today, not so much. She was tired and distracted. Not to mention crabby as fuck.

      Bad things happened when she was crabby and distracted.

      “Hey, Ruby Jean? Do you mind taking over for a bit while it’s quiet? Ethan and I have a few errands to run,” Cam asked as she took off her apron and grabbed her purse.

      “You mean you need to go jump his bones? Again?” Ruby Jean joked with her boss. “Sure, go have a few dozen orgasms. I’ll slave away here while you and Ethan are off working on your gland-to-gland combat.”

      “Ruby Jean! You are so vulgar!” Cam blushed.

      “What did she just say?” Ethan asked.

      Cam grabbed his arm and quickly led him away. “Trust me, you don’t want to know.”

      Ruby Jean laughed at the mortified look on Cam’s face. She couldn’t help it. It was too much fun to tease Cam, and even more so now that they were officially a thing. She was happy that Cam and Ethan had found each other, that they could be themselves around each other and never have to worry about hiding behind a fake persona. A chuckle escaped as she thought back over the last few months and how hard Ethan had tried to fight the mating instinct. How crazy he had made Cam during those months.

      “Must be nice,” her wolf spoke in her mind.

      “I’m sure it is. Too bad we’ll never find out for ourselves,” Ruby Jean replied.

      “Stop! Right there,” Ruby Jean said to an empty diner.

      She would not let her thoughts go down that dark path again. Absolutely not. The last time she gave into the temptation of her emotions and succumbed to the woe-is-me attitude, it ruined her entire week—and her place of employment.

      Yeah, that was a road she really didn’t want to go down once more. Memories she had no desire to relive threatened to invade. Besides those horrible memories that she didn’t want to relive, she really doubted Cam would appreciate it if Ruby Jean unleashed her majik on the diner.

      It wouldn’t be a pretty sight.

      The bell above the door rang, announcing the arrival of a new customer. Though she’d barely had time to finish her tea and would have loved a longer break, Ruby Jean found herself grateful for the company and the distraction.

      “Ruby Jean, baby girl! It’s been forever.”

      “Willow K. Sprout! What on earth are you doing here?” Ruby Jean popped off her stool and practically ran to Willow.

      Willow caught her in a fierce hug. “It’s so good to see you, sweetie. Would you believe me if I told you I was in the neighborhood and wanted to pop in for a bit and check on my favorite cook?”

      “Yeah, right,” honest-to-goodness laughter poured from Ruby Jean’s mouth. She knew better than to hope that Willow had driven clear the hell out to Timbuktu just to see her.

      “Let’s get you situated. Can I get you a drink?” Ruby Jean asked, pulling back from the hug. She eyed up Willow once more, wondering what the woman was up to. Maybe she stopped by to check on Cam and Ethan or Callie and Wyatt? That made more sense than Willow coming in to see her.

      “I could use some coffee and whatever soup you have for the special today. And I expect you to join me, since I’m your only customer. I won’t take no for an answer, so it’s best just to agree and save us a hassle.” Willow winked at Ruby Jean.

      “Sure thing.” Ruby Jean plastered the fakest smile she could summon on her face before turning and heading for the kitchen. It wasn’t that she didn’t love Willow, she did. But she didn’t want her barging in on her downtime and giving her the third degree when it came to her love life. On autopilot, she filled two cups with chicken dumpling soup and set them on a serving tray. Adding a couple of packs of crackers, spoons, and hot sauce, she frowned down at the tray, wondering again, what the hell Willow was up to.

      Seeing Willow didn’t make her unhappy. She loved Willow and adored any amount of time she got to spend with her, but Willow’s presence left her with an uneasy feeling. Left Ruby Jean wondering why the woman she adored had shown up out of the blue. Lives tended to go to hell and back when Willow got involved.

      “Here we go,” Ruby Jean placed Willow’s food in front of her, then grabbed the coffee pot and filled up her cup.

      “This soup smells delicious. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Ruby Jean pulled up a seat and dug into her soup, not realizing how hungry she’d actually been.

      “Other than work, what’s been keeping you busy?”

      Willow was the first to break the silence stretching between the two, making Ruby Jean more than a bit uncomfortable.

      “Honestly?” Ruby Jean sighed. She so did not want to have this conversation with Willow—or anyone else for that matter.

      “Yes, honestly.”

      “Nothing. I keep to myself, mostly. It’s better that way.” It was. It really was for everyone’s safety.

      “Ruby Jean, that’s no way to live. There has to be something else you do for fun, or even to relax when you’re not working.”

      Willow was absolutely right. It wasn’t any way to live but after the last incident…

      Living a solitary life wasn’t what Ruby Jean had always imagined her life would be. She had hopes and dreams just like any other woman. Finding a mate, having a family. At one point, those had all been priorities for her until the dark majik she had been born with forced its way out against her will.

      “It doesn’t matter. I do what I have to do to keep those around me safe.” Tears threatened, but she refused to let them escape. If even so much as one tiny tear trickled down her cheek, it would unleash a flood of sobbing and emotions. Emotions that needed to stay bottled up and solidly locked the hell away. No matter what, she couldn’t let them escape.

      Ruby Jean felt her dark majik coursing through her blood, begging for a release. A release she couldn’t allow to happen when others were around. Memories of panicked screams filled her mind, a bead of sweat forming over her brow. She would lose everything that she had worked so hard for if that majik escaped and her friends saw who she really was. What she was capable of.

      God, those horrible cries for help. The purest form of fear that filled her enemy’s eyes haunted her, day and night.

      Never could she be allowed to forget why she lived the life she did. Why she kept everyone at an arm’s length.

      She nearly jumped out of her skin when Willow placed a comforting hand on her forearm.

      “It’s okay, sweetie. You’re safe. There’s no one here who will hurt you. It’s just me and you. No one else.”

      Ruby Jean sucked in a deep breath and nearly choked on it. Her emotions seemed to be linked to a short fuse today, and she had no idea why. “Don’t you think I’d like to have a real life? Find my mate? Wear a beautiful wedding dress on my special day? Have a few babies?”

      Deep breaths. Calm down.

      But she couldn’t. She kept going.

      “Yeah, I’d like to have all of that. But I can’t. I’ve tried, and it always ends in disaster. Every single time I get close to someone, I hurt them. You have no idea how that feels. The guilt I live with, that doesn’t go away. No matter how hard I try to forgive myself, I still hear the screams, still see the carnage that I’ve brought on.” Ruby Jean’s body started to shake. She needed to get her emotions in check.

      The guilt, oh the freaking guilt she carried around. How could she not have a truckload of guilt when she was responsible for her parents’ deaths? For her ex-boyfriend’s death? Her oldest and best of friend's death? All dead. Because of her. All because of the stupid majik she couldn’t control. The majik that consumed her until it was too late.

      “Ruby Jean, the only people who have been hurt by you were people who deserved it.” Willow’s voice was calm and steady as she tried to reason with Ruby Jean.

      “Sweetie, your parents were scum who abused you from the moment you were born. Your ex? He was the biggest piece of shit to ever walk the planet. I’m surprised somebody didn’t kill him before you did. And your so-called best friend? Ha! I’ve had enemies who were far less vicious. She was nothing more than a two-faced spawn of Satan, who had probably clawed her way up and out of the underworld just to make your life a living hell.”

      Ruby Jean tried not to laugh, she didn’t want to laugh. She wanted to wallow in self-pity, but Willow was absolutely right. Her parents had been horrible, uncaring creatures. Her ex, yeah, he was on a number of hit lists and she knew it. Yet, somehow she’d fallen for him, hoping to be the one to fix him. And there was no doubt that her former best friend had been an absolute bitch.

      “You’re right. Everything you said, it’s true. I can’t dispute it. The only thing I can ask myself is if they deserved to die?”

      Willow sipped her coffee. “You and I both know they did.”

      Ruby Jean sighed. Willow was right. They would have all been found guilty of their crimes and executed for what they had done to her. “That doesn’t make it any easier. I’m the one with blood on my hands.” That’s what no one seemed to understand. They may have deserved to die for what they did to her, but she shouldn’t have been the one to mete out the justice. The Alpha or the Council or someone, anyone should have stepped in. No one should ever have to live like that. Even if all that she had been through had happened in the human world, Ruby Jean knew better than to think her life would have turned out any better. Humans seemed to have far more problems when it came to child abuse and domestic violence than the shifter world did. It didn’t mean there weren’t problems in her world, there were. She knew it firsthand. Usually, the Alpha would deal with the offenders swiftly and brutally. Instead, it had been left up to her to deal with.

      “I can see how hard it’s been for you, but you need to move on. You need to come to terms with who you are and the power you were born with. If you don’t, it will eat you alive. I don’t want to see that happen to you, baby girl. You deserve so much better.”

      “Easier said than done. I wish there was someone out there for me, but there isn’t. The Fates knew better than to create a mate for me.”

      With the rash of matings that had taken place at Twisted Tail, Ruby Jean felt as if she had been cursed by the Gods and the Fates to walk the earth alone.

      “Oh, hush. That couldn’t be further from the truth. I’m sure your mate is out there. You just haven’t found him yet. Patience, baby girl. Patience is always the key. Sometimes we wonder why things are the way they are, but the Fates are fickle. They know the exact timing for these things. The precise moment to send that special person into our lives. The timing has to be right. It has to be perfect. Otherwise, it won’t work out the way they intended.”

      Ruby Jean laughed, a full-on belly laugh with a few snorts thrown in. “That is too funny. Tell me, Ms. Matchmaker Extraordinaire, what does my mate look like?” Willow may have been the famed owner of Fairy Tales & Happy Endings, but even Ruby Jean knew bullshit when she heard it.

      Willow smiled at Ruby Jean. “You’ll know him when you see him. There will be no doubt in your mind that he was created for you and you alone.
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      “What’s going on with Liam?” Lucas asked.

      “I’m not sure, but I want to get to the bottom of it.” Rafe Erickson, Alpha of the Black Paw Pack, leaned against the railing of his deck, looking out over the group of men who had assembled for the morning run. All stood in human form, joking and laughing with each other—except for one. Liam Olsen. He, alone, stood in wolf form away from the rest of the men.

      The man was a brute. A fact Rafe couldn’t and wouldn’t deny. One of his most ferocious enforcers, he clocked in at an impressive six and a half feet tall in human form, and his wolf form was just as impressive—though not quite as large.

      Something was off about him. Rafe began to notice the change weeks ago. Liam had started distancing himself from the others, preferring to spend more time in wolf form than as a human. One of the first signs the shifter’s mind was less than stable.

      “Yeah, well, we need to find out sooner rather than later. His temper is off the charts these days. Not to mention, we barely see the human version of him.”

      Rafe glanced back to Liam, silently reaching out with his powers. He tried to get a feel for the man in question. He expected to find a mind filled with anger and hostility, not a wolf on the verge of madness because he needed his mate.

      Most of the men in the Black Paw Pack were far more dangerous than the average shifter. His men had been endowed with special gifts from Odin himself. The majority of the current members had descended from an ancient line of beasts who once protected the Gods. Liam was one of those, who, when provoked could be far more dangerous than any mythical beast—yet that majik had yet to show up in him, and Rafe had no idea why. He could only speculate the reasons behind the delay.

      “Well, that’s unexpected,” Rafe said as he pulled his majik back.

      “What’s unexpected?” Lucas asked.

      Rafe wasn’t sure how much he wanted to tell his second when it came to the problem ailing Liam. It was one thing for him, as the Alpha, to intrude on Liam’s private thoughts, but a different matter altogether for him to share that private information. Then again, Lucas was one of his most trusted advisors, worthy of hearing all sensitive pack information.

      “It isn’t anger or his dormant majik that’s causing the problems for Liam,” Rafe explained.

      “What is it?”

      Rafe sighed. “His wolf wants his mate, but the man doesn’t know it. He is reverting to his wolf form because he’s agitated and has no idea why. Only the animal within knows the real problem. I’ve never seen anything like this before, and to be honest, I was kind of hoping it was finally his dormant majik starting to bubble up to the surface.”

      He’d heard about wolves going rogue or mad because they lost their mate, but never because they had yet to find their mate. To his knowledge this situation had never manifested, if he were to believe the old histories and legends. Surely, he would have come across it at some point, but he hadn’t.

      “So what do we do? How can we help him before he loses his damn mind? It’s not like we have an online dating community that will tell us who is mate is, so we can point him in the right direction.”

      Rafe pulled his cell phone from his pocket, his fingers flew across the keys. “Actually, we have something—someone better.”

      “What? Who?” Lucas asked.

      Rafe held up a finger to silence Lucas as the person he wanted to speak with answered the phone.

      “Rafe Erickson, I’ve been waiting to hear from you.” The feminine voice filled his ears.

      “Ms. Sprout, I presume?” Rafe asked.

      “Call me, Willow.”

      “Willow, I have a problem here that I was hoping you would be able to help with.”

      “I bet you do, and before you go any further, the answer is yes. I can help you. You should have your wolf, Liam, I believe that’s his name, hit up Cam’s Diner over at the Twisted Tail Pack for lunch or dinner soon.”

      “How did you—” Rafe stood with his mouth agape. He had given Willow zero information, yet somehow, she knew exactly who he needed help with.

      “You have your gifts, Rafe. I have mine. Just make sure that Liam heads to Cam’s Diner. Trust me on this. You’ll have a much happier shifter on your hands.”

      Rafe stared at his phone as the call ended.

      “What did she say?” Lucas asked.

      “That Liam should have lunch or dinner at some diner over at the Twisted Tail Pack.”

      “What? That doesn’t make any sense at all. Who is this woman that you’re placing your trust in?” Lucas looked just as bewildered as Rafe felt.

      “I have no idea whatsoever, but if Willow said to send Liam over to the damn diner—that’s where Liam is going.”
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      “I should just shred this fucking envelope, then turn around and head home,” Liam grumbled as he maneuvered in and out of traffic, wondering for the fiftieth time why the hell Rafe couldn’t have just dropped the damned thing in the mailbox to begin with, or why he couldn’t have sent Tanner who had the ability to teleport. It would’ve been a whole hell of a lot easier for Tanner to simply pop in and deliver the urgent letter to Calder, instead of Liam having to make the long-ass drive that he had no desire to do.

      Liam had no idea why this simple task bothered him so much, but it did. It didn’t make any sense. Not a single bit. None of it sat right with him.

      “Because the Alpha’s reasoning is shit, and you know it,” his wolf spoke in his mind.

      “You’re right. I felt the untruth in his words as well. Now we just have to figure out the real reason for this little road trip of ours.”

      Liam had known something was up the minute Rafe and Lucas approached him with their bullshit story about needing a letter delivered to Calder, but who was he to argue with his Alpha? He sucked in a deep breath, trying to calm his anger. The sudden and frequent episodes of rage were a new development that left him wondering what the fuck was going on with him and his wolf. He was usually calm, cool, and collected, then something changed.

      With no idea what it was that was bothering him, he’d turned to his wolf for guidance but none came. His wolf was just as lost as he was, unsure of what to do with himself.

      The anger brewing inside of him mounted. His only escape seemed to come in wolf form.

      Days passed, then weeks, soon months. Anger became a close friend, one who should be embraced. One he willingly embraced. A feisty friend who flourished when fed. Pack gatherings became their favorite place to feast on the emotions of others. Emotions so strong they felt as if they were their own. A little mental nudge could work up a crowd quicker than an ice cube would melt in the desert. Liam and his wolf thrived off the anger they knowingly injected into the crowds. It was something they had never done before…never attempted. They had always been aware of other emotions and moods and easily able to manipulate them—ease one’s fears or calm one’s anxiety, that sort of thing. Never had they fed off of emotions, anger or otherwise.

      Neither man nor wolf knew where their anger came from. Only that it was part of them. An unseen gift or talent that had never manifested until now. Liam was left wondering, why now? What had happened in his life to bring about this change?

      Nothing. Not a damn thing. That’s what.

      The more he thought about it, the angrier he became. Gone were the carefree days. The genuine smile he used to wear. The camaraderie with his Alpha and his pack. Those easy, fun relationships that he had cherished—gone, as Liam withdrew into himself. He wanted those carefree days and friendships back. He would do anything to ensure their return. If he could only figure out how.
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      “Hey, Calder. What brings you by today?” Cam asked as she poured a glass of Coke and set it in front of him.

      “Where’s Ruby Jean?” Calder sipped his soda, glancing around the diner.

      “It’s her day off. Why? What’s up?”

      “Can you get her here?” Calder glanced down at his watch. “In the next few minutes?”

      “Uh, maybe? Let me text her and see where she’s at. You want to tell me what this is all about? Is she in some sort of trouble?” Worry for her friend raced through her mind. Cam couldn’t think of a single reason why Calder would want to see Ruby Jean. There hadn’t been any trouble at the diner. No issues with rowdy customers who needed a good ass kicking to the curb. Ruby Jean would have told her…had anything happened. She hoped.

      “She’s not in any trouble. I just have someone who is going to be stopping in to see me, and I have it on very good authority that Ruby Jean needs to be here when my guest shows up.”

      “Oh, really?” Cam smirked. “I was going to take off for a little bit, but now I’m thinking I’ll stick around and enjoy the show. You know, Ruby Jean told me that Willow stopped in and talked to her the other day.”

      “You of all people know how things go when Willow gets involved in any of our lives,” Calder couldn’t help but smile. His life had been forever changed by the frisky owner of Fairy Tales & Happy Endings. Not that he could or would complain. He would have never met his mate if it wasn’t for Willow. Her methods may be a tad unscrupulous at times, but they worked and that was all that counted as far as he was concerned.

      Cam laughed. “Yeah. I know exactly what that’s like. And I wouldn’t miss this for the world. Ruby Jean needs a little shaking up.” Cam pulled her cell phone from her back pocket. Her fingers raced across the keyboard.

      “She’ll be here in ten minutes.”

      “Perfect. Here comes our boy.” Calder motioned to the door.  His nose twitched. “He’s got that Black Paw Pack scent all over him. Keep him busy for a few, will you? I’m going to sneak out the back door and come back inside after Ruby Jean shows up.”

      Cam winked at Calder as he headed out and she went to greet the newcomer. “Welcome to Cam’s. Would you like a table or booth?”
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      Liam glanced around the diner. The perky hostess was far too cheery for his taste. “I’m actually here to meet someone.”

      “I bet you are, sugar.”

      He opened his senses to the woman smiling up at him. Her emotions, like an open book, easy to read. Humor sparkled in her eyes and love twisted through every inch of her heart, wrapping her aura in a light pink essence. Whoever she was, she had truly found her place in life and was happily living it.

      Instead of feeling contentment for the woman, her emotions compounded his anger—his misery. Surprisingly, he found that he wanted—no needed that level of joy in his own life. Envy weaved its way through every cell in his body, stirring a feeling in him far worse than the one brought on by hate.

      “Table or booth?” Cam asked again.

      “I—um. I’m here to meet someone. I hadn’t really planned on sticking around,” Liam snapped out of it and answered her question.

      “You already said that, sugar. Why don’t we get you a booth and a hot meal while you wait.” Cam grabbed a menu and led him to a quiet booth near the back of the diner.

      “That won’t be necessary. Really.” Liam tried to protest, but the damned woman would hear none of it.

      “What can I get you to drink?” Cam glanced down at him after he’d taken a seat.

      Liam sighed. “A Coke would be great.”

      “Sure thing, sugar.

      Liam leaned back in the booth and looked around the diner. It was modern and clean, customers sparse, but not surprising considering the time of day. He was the odd man out. Too late for lunch, too early for dinner. But it didn’t matter. He’d grab a bite to eat, meet with the Alpha, and head back to Black Paw.

      Boom. Done.

      He had absolutely no desire to deal with anyone, even the perky waitress.

      “Here’s your Coke. What else can I get you?” Cam asked.

      “Ribeye and fries would be great.”

      “Rare?”

      “Of course.” Liam loved it when he found a shifter-owned restaurant. He could order his steak rare and guaranteed, the bitch would be perfect. No one would look at him and sneer when he cut into the meat and the blood ran out—just the way he liked it.

      “I’m supposed to be meeting Calder here. I was wondering if you’ve seen him.” His mind was already made up that if the Alpha didn’t show up by the time he finished his food, he would find someone to leave the envelope with. He had no intention of sticking around.

      “He was here a little bit ago and said he had to run a quick errand, then he’d be back. I’m sure he won’t be long. I’ll get your order in. It will be right up.”
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      Ruby Jean threw her car into park, trying like hell to get to the diner as quickly as she could. Though she couldn’t imagine what Cam could possibly need from her. It was her day off, she wanted to enjoy it. She did not… Did not want to be at the diner, for any reason. Her day off was hers. It was her day to decompress, to let go of the stress, to take a much-needed run through the forest just outside of town. Not to worry about the drama at work.

      She got out of her car and sniffed the air around her. Something was different, but she didn’t know what it was. Her wolf was on full alert, sensing the change in the air as well. Glancing up and down the street, Ruby Jean didn’t notice anything out of order. No strangers lurking around the corner or anyone who looked like they were up to no good. Locals whom she had known for years waved at her with a simple greeting. She waved back, suddenly feeling silly. Maybe something wasn’t off. Maybe it was just her.

      “Hey, Ruby Jean. I’m glad you could make it so fast. Mikah had trouble locating something in the kitchen, but she just told me that she found it. I am so sorry for bugging you on your day off,” Cam said innocently.

      Ruby Jean’s head snapped to the side as a tantalizing scent drifted toward her. Her heart raced, her eyes widened. Panic snaked through every inch of her body. The conversation she’d had with Willow replayed in her mind. You’ll know when you see him. There will be no doubt in your mind that he was created for you and you alone.

      “No! It can’t be,” she said to her wolf.

      Her wolf must’ve been just as shocked as she was, as there was no response—too stunned to speak.

      “Ruby Jean? Are you okay?”

      Ruby Jean glanced back to Cam, but had absolutely no idea what her boss had just said.

      “This can’t be happening. It can’t be.” Her wolf knew it, she knew it, and by the look on Cam’s face, she was in on it.

      Ruby Jean snapped, lashing out at the person closest to her. “How could you do this to me? I thought we were friends?” Cam knew who Ruby Jean was, knew everything about her, and what she was capable of. They had been friends for years, and Ruby Jean had always trusted her, even with the worst of her secrets. She also knew damn well why Ruby Jean didn’t date.

      Ever.

      To make up some lame excuse for her to come into the diner, knowing that her one true fated mate would be there? It wasn’t a coincidence. She didn’t believe in coincidences. At all. So who would’ve known, who would have the power or the skill to orchestrate something like this?

      Ruby Jean gasped as she put two and two together. “Willow!” There was no other explanation.

      “Ruby Jean, it’s not what you think,” Cam said with a shaky voice.

      “It’s not what I think? Have you lost your mind? Are you crazy? Do you think I’m stupid? I knew Willow was up to no good when she started with the personal questions the other day. I even told you that, but you let me believe otherwise.” And that was the kicker, the fact that her friend had known what Willow was up to all along and never said a damn word.

      “Ruby Jean, I swear I didn’t have anything to do with this. I didn’t know about it until today.” Ruby Jean felt the truth of Cam’s words, but she didn’t want to hear them. The hurt she felt in her heart seeped through her body and had spread like a nasty infection. The tight rein she kept on her emotions thinned with each second that passed, placing Cam and everyone else in the diner in danger.

      Tears streamed down Ruby Jean’s face. “I have to get out of here. I can’t do this. I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she said with a distraught voice.

      “It doesn’t have to be like this. Let me help you,” Cam begged.

      “There is nothing you can do. Nothing to help with. What did you expect? That I would meet my mate and live happily ever after like a normal person? Ha! That life, that happiness…isn’t in the cards for me. It can’t be. You, of all people, know that.”

      “Ruby Jean, please!” Cam called after her.

      Ruby Jean ignored Cam’s plea as she turned and ran. She had no idea where she was going, only that she had to get out of there before she lost it. She let her feet carry her through the door on autopilot before she gave herself over to her wolf the second her feet hit the sidewalk. She didn’t have to worry about humans seeing her and even if she would have, she wouldn’t have cared. Her hold on her majik slipped with each step her wolf ran. Thunder clashed in the distance, lightning streaked through the sky.

      “Just a little bit further and we will be out of town,” Ruby Jean prayed to the Gods for the strength needed to make it the last few miles. She really didn’t want anyone else to die because she couldn’t control herself.
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      “What did you do to her? Where did she go?” Liam growled.

      Tears flooded Cam’s eyes, splashing down her face. “I didn’t do anything. I—I don’t know where she went.”

      Liam had watched in disbelief as the events unfolded. He could hardly believe the scent of the fiery redheaded woman who had strolled through the door. His wolf went on full alert the second the tiniest whiff of her scent drifted to his nose. An urge, so strong, one like he’d never had before ripped through his body. It took all of his might to contain his wolf and remain in human form. Never before had he wanted anyone or anything so badly.

      He watched as she argued with the woman who had seated him and taken his order. He gripped the table until he left indents in the wood with his fingers. Hearing every word of the conversation that had taken place between them, he was the one rocked by the truth in her words. My mate, she had said.

      His mate.

      “MINE!” his wolf shouted in his mind.

      The anger that had ruled him for months suddenly disappeared, replaced with a burning need to claim the woman as his mate. The trip, as he had suspected all along, had been nothing more than a setup. The envelope he carried in his pocket for the Alpha of the Twisted Tail Pack was probably part of the elaborate hoax Rafe had used to get him here. He’d been tricked into coming to this diner to find his mate. By the sound of the conversation that he’d overheard, it appeared his mate had been tricked as well. That she was upset, seemed to be the understatement of the year. The tears running down her beautiful face had broken his heart.

      With Cam standing in front of him, denying knowledge of his mate the anger returned full force. He grabbed her upper arms, wanting to shake the daylights out of her in order to get the answers he craved. No one would stand in the way of him finding and claiming his mate.

      The rage returned. “You’ll tell me where she is. Now!”

      Liam felt a hand on his shoulder. “Whoa, boy. Let’s calm things down a bit.”

      His rage increased tenfold and against his will, his body began to change. Not to his wolf form which was what he had expected.

      No.

      This was something more, a majik that he was certain had skipped over him. A majik his father had prepared him for his whole life. A majik that, he knew, was uncontrollable once unleashed.

      As sure as Liam was that the world was round, he knew the ancient majik swirling through his veins was that of the berserker. He didn’t need to be told what was happening. He knew. He felt it with every fiber of his being. The months of rage, the uncontrollable anger finally made sense.

      “Get the fuck off of me,” Liam growled.

      “You will calm down. As the Alpha of this pack, I demand your obedience.”

      Liam’s wolf wanted to obey, had the animal been in control he would’ve whined like a good little pup and sat down. However, the wolf had been pushed to the back of his mind. The animal whimpered, needing to fulfill the Alpha’s command. The berserker laughed. “You think to control me?”

      “What is he?” Cam gasped as she struggled to free herself from the tightening grip.

      “Berserker. By the looks of it, one of Odin’s finest.”
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      “I know how to find your mate,” Calder said the first thing he thought of, trying to calm the Berserker who now controlled Liam.

      “Tell me,” Liam shouted.

      “Let go of the rage and I will. I’m the only hope you have of finding your mate right now. You saw how upset she was. She needs you to control the berserker in order to find her.”

      “My mate would have never run in the first place if it hadn’t been for this one!”

      Liam’s grip on Cam tightened once again. She cried out, but not in pain. This time her own anger began to take shape, and Calder recognized the danger at once.

      “Ethan, get your ass out here. I need some help,” Calder shouted.

      “What’s—”

      The kitchen door flew open, Ethan’s words lodged in his throat when he saw his mate locked in a death grip with a legendary berserker.

      “I need you to get Cam away from Liam before she kills him,” Calder explained.

      “He’s got his hands on her. The bastard deserves whatever she dishes out.”

      “We can argue about the semantics later. Right now, we need to get both of them to calm down before the diner gets destroyed, along with everyone inside of it.”

      “Right.” Ethan focused on the problem at hand. He wasn’t about to tell Cam to calm down. Telling any woman to calm down wouldn’t go over very well. Any man who tried was a straight-up idiot. He had to find another way to reach her without pissing her off even more.

      “Cam, baby. I need you to focus on me. Not the big brute in front of you. Can you do that?”

      Cam struggled to pull her shit together. She could not kill Ruby Jean’s mate—no matter how much she wanted to at that particular moment. She channeled her majik, instead of pushing it away from her body to cause maximum damage to her opponent, she directed her energy to where Liam’s hands gripped her arms, and let loose.

      Liam’s hold on Cam slipped, but he didn’t let go.

      She doubled the strength of her majik, and once again let loose. Not only did Liam let go, he flew across the diner and slammed into the wall.

      “Keep your fucking hands to yourself!” she shouted.

      She had to give Liam credit though. His recovery time had been minimal, and he popped back to a standing position in seconds flat. His body seemed to change before her eyes. His arms began to bulge, along with his neck, torso, and hips. His canines grew longer, but not to those of a normal wolf shifter. His fingers elongated into ragged claws. She was half expecting him to sprout horns from his head at any moment.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this in my life,” she whispered to Ethan and Calder.

      “If you ever hang around long enough at the Black Paw Pack, or with any of those crazy bastards, it’s expected. I’ve seen it a couple of times and it’s freaky as hell,” Calder took a slight step forward.

      “Liam, I need you to concentrate and let the berserker go. I need you to shift back to normal Liam for a minute or two. Can you do that?”

      “Tell me where my mate is,” he demanded again.

      “You can’t find her in this form. Perhaps, if you allow your wolf to guide you, you’ll be able to follow her scent to the edge of the forest. That’s the direction Ruby Jean headed when she ran out of here,” Calder tried to reason with Liam.

      Liam’s head flew in Calder’s direction as if his ears had just started working for the very first time. Calder used the slight change to his advantage.

      “That’s right, your wolf has to be the one to find her.”

      For the first time since the whole fiasco started, Liam seemed to suck in a deep breath. His body shrinking, almost as if on demand. The eerie electric blue glow in his eyes dimmed until they returned to their normal color.

      “There you go. You’ve got it,” Calder said with the calmest voice he could muster.

      When Liam could finally speak, his voice was still thick with the temporarily suppressed anger and rage of his berserker. “I don’t understand why finding her mate made her so upset. Why she questioned your loyalty to her?” His gaze locked on Cam.

      Cam exhaled, debating on how much detail she should give Liam. “Look, Ruby Jean is one of my absolute best friends and I love her to death, but she has issues that she needs to work through. She’s afraid of her majik because she’s killed those who have wronged her in the past. She’s terrified that if anyone gets close to her, she’ll destroy them. I’m only telling you this because I know without any doubt that you are her mate. Her one true fated mate. You are the only one who will ever be able to break down her barriers, and maybe even get her to trust in herself, again.”

      “Can you tell me what I’m dealing with here? What kind of majik does she possess that’s so dangerous?” Liam asked, more in control of himself.

      “That’s something we can’t tell you. Not because we don’t want to, but because we truly have no idea what the extent of her powers are. Normally, reading people is my thing, but not with Ruby Jean. She’s got strong mental blocks that somehow thwart my abilities,” Calder answered.
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      Scream after scream tore from Ruby Jean’s mouth. Her throat was raw, her voice cracked each time she opened her mouth to scream again. Never in her entire life had she ever felt so betrayed. She had trusted Cam, loved her as a sister, thought of her as a best friend. And where did it get her? Right where she didn’t want to be.

      “Why would she do that to me?” Ruby Jean asked her wolf.

      “Because she loves you. Loves us. And wants what’s best for us,” her wolf replied.

      “I know. Deep down, I really do know—but it doesn’t make this any easier. What am I… What are we going to do?”

      “We will do what we must to survive. It is our way.”

      That is exactly what they would do, anything they had to survive. Her wolf was right in that aspect. Together, they had been through hell and back. First, with her parents and the years of abuse they had suffered. Next, came her abusive ex-boyfriend. The one who swore that he’d never hurt her like her parents had.

      She had to give him credit, he hadn’t hurt her like her parents had—he found new and more creative ways than her parents could’ve ever dreamed of to hurt her. With the help of her best friend, they tortured her for months. Not only physically, but mentally as well.

      Their abuse had caused her developing majik to become unstable and stronger than she could’ve ever anticipated. She had no idea how to control the majik that made her who she was. It wasn’t like she could ask her parents—she had killed them in a fit of rage.

      As brutal as it sounded, Ruby Jean was glad they were no longer around to torment her. The ugly, jagged six-inch scar that zigzagged from her temple to her chin had been their parting gift to her. It should have healed, but the knife they had used had been dipped in the venom of the Jörmungandr, a sea serpent thought extinct by many. They had laughed at her screams. Twisted the knife deeper every time she begged them to stop.

      How could she possibly hope to be with her mate, in any way that mattered, when the second she lost control, he would die? She didn’t know the man, had only seen him once, but she knew she would never be able to live with herself if she killed the very man the Fates had created for her.

      The image of his handsome face filled her thoughts, slowing her tears. What she wouldn’t give to reach out and trace her fingers over the thick stubble that shadowed his face. To lift herself up on her tippy toes and brush her lips across the soft part of his neck. She wanted all of those things, far too much for her own good.

      It could never happen.
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