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​Chapter One.

Jeremy stood in his cold bedroom, shirtless and in need of a smoke. His fingers itched for the feel of the paper stick between his fingers and his brain called out for a hit of nicotine he’d been trying so hard to quit.

The air temperature outside was just above freezing, but his skin burned hot, and he was in no danger of getting sick. His shifter genes meant his body ran several degrees higher than any human, especially on nights like tonight. The nights when his shifter called to him like a siren in the dark, his tiger blood beating a steady tattoo against his heart, unable to be denied.

A conversation he’d had with his father when he’d been ten years old played in his head. A conversation he’d assessed many times before.

“Daddy, will I be an Alpha like you?” he asked as he looked up at his hero.

His father moved across the room, his movements strong and graceful. He sat down in a nearby chair so that he could look directly into Jeremy’s eyes. Eyes that were the same silver as his own. Eyes of a tiger.

“Jeremy, I am one of the pack leaders, but I am not the Alpha.”

Jeremy stared at his father with a frown. He didn’t understand. Of course his father was the Alpha male of their pack

“What do you mean, Daddy?”

His father’s sigh was full of longing as he flexed his large shoulders.

“There hasn’t been a true Alpha in our pack for two generations. Our pack is governed by a group of five male leaders, but if we had an Alpha, he would rule us all.”

“I still don’t understand, Daddy.”

“Legend says ‘The true Alpha will be strong and he will protect us all. He will be of pure blood and mated to one of pure blood.’”

That confused Jeremy further because his father fulfilled those requirements.

“But you and Mom are full-blooded tigers, Dad.”

“Yes, Jeremy. But there is more to the legend. More words that I only learned after I was proven unworthy. You may grow to be the Alpha of the land shifters. I hope that you are because, my son, I am not.”

Jeremy lifted his hand and lit his nightly cigarette, the one vice he could not quit. The end glowed red before dying down to an ashen  gray. He inhaled the smoke deeply, an artificial sense of calm invading his anxious body. Something was wrong with the world beyond his home, very wrong, and he couldn’t shake the feeling. It had been present all day, and everything in him screamed to get moving, to run back to his childhood home, where the problem obviously was. Or so his shifter senses were telling him. 

The shrill ringtone of his phone rang, breaking into Jeremy’s daydream. It was close to eleven PM. No one he knew would normally call this late on a Wednesday. Something was wrong.

He picked up his iPhone and swiped the keypad. The number was as familiar to him as the hair on his chest. Jeremy put the speaker to his ear with a grimace.

“Hey, Dad. What’s wrong?”

“Natalia’s missing.”

A pain lodged in his chest like someone had slid a knife into his ribs when he wasn’t looking.

He forced himself to continue breathing through the phantom pain.

He lifted a hand and ran his fingers over his ribs, fearing the blood he was imagining there.

When he saw nothing on his hand and the pain began to dissipate, he forced some calmness into his mind. 

Unfortunately, nothing would have surprised him more than that statement. Why did it have to be her?

There was only one question to ask.

“How?”

A heavy sigh vibrated across the phone.

“We don’t know. She went hunting in the woods this morning and never returned. Everyone is out searching for her, but... she’s just disappeared. Her parents are worried sick.”

Jeremy could hear the concern in his father’s deep voice. He had to help. 

He’d left home ten years ago with no real intention of ever going back. But if there was anything on earth that would get him home again, it was something wrong with the woman who was born to be his mate. 

She was one of the main reasons he’d left his pack when he had. She’d been a mere child when he’d departed. 

Maybe there was another explanation for her disappearance. He hoped to God there was, because there would be hell to pay if someone had hurt her.

“Are you sure she’s missing, Dad? She could just be playing a game or run off with a friend.”

His dad made a noise in his throat close to disgust.

“Natalia is a twenty year old woman, Jeremy. She’s not ten anymore. She is also the only female tiger shifter of breeding age that we know of.”

The pain in Jeremy’s chest increased once again. His heart was being split into two. He needed to go home and help find her, so he would. There was no question of that. 

Who else cared for her as he did? As he was destined to? His feelings for her had been so strong, even when she was young, that he’d run away from them. He hadn’t wanted to watch her grow up, wait for her to be ready for him. 

So he’d left. He’d done the right thing. 

Or so he told himself every day.  

“She’s a tiger?” he asked, his breath hitching with the question.

The answer had already been revealed, but Jeremy couldn’t help repeating the question. 

He needed to be certain of what he was returning to.

“Of course, she’s a tiger! You knew she would be!” his dad spat back at him.

At twenty years old, Jeremy had been so disturbed by his attraction to the ten-year-old Natalia, he’d left home. He wanted nothing to do with the old legends that told him that a child was his life-long mate. He wanted control over his destiny, and he certainly hadn’t wanted to wait for the girl to grow up. So he’d fled their small town and made a life for himself outside the shifter community. 

He’d been only twenty years old when he’d felt it. He closed his eyes and saw her once again.

He stood with some friends, mostly wolf shifters, bragging about their latest hunt. Their new girlfriends. And then he’d felt the shift inside himself. 

Like someone had moved his heart and then replaced it once again, in the same place, only stronger. Bigger.

He’d gasped, unable to account for the sudden pain that came and went, as though it had never been.

“You okay?” One of his friends had asked.

“Yeah...” He’d rubbed at his chest and glanced around the town square, checking to see if anyone had noticed his sudden reaction to the pain.

And that was when he saw her.

A mere child of a girl. Beautiful... so beautiful. She was laughing with her friends as they played with each other’s hair, smiling and talking.

She had dark brown hair... like the rich earth in the woods he loved to run through and when she suddenly turned to look at him, she caught his gaze like a spider catches his prey.

He couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think.

All he could do was stare at how beautiful she was... and then his tiger began to move. Deep inside his subconscious, the shifter Jeremy had only started to maintain some control over, stood up and started to pace.

“Hey, Jeremy!” A sudden whack to his arm got him flinching away and breaking eye contact with that girl... that child.

“Shit!” He fell away from the circle and his friends called out but he couldn’t stop. He just kept stumbling away until he made it back to his parents’ home. 

“What the hell?” His heart was pounding in his chest like a caged animal, desperate to burst out. But he couldn’t breathe for the elephant sitting on his chest.

She had such skinny arms and legs. Such a beautiful face. Carved to perfection, with eyes that danced with laughter.

She was his mate—there was no other explanation for it.

But she was a... child! A fucking child! And his heart beat for her, his body ached for her.

“No!”

He got to his feet and clenched his fists, the need to run as strong as it ever had been. His tiger was there, in the back of his mind. Teasing him, taunting him Even now he wanted to run back to the town square and go to the girl. 

To talk to her, learn about her. Protect her when others may hurt her.

“Jeremy, what’s wrong?” His mother opened the door into the lounge room where he paced. Unable to get away from the discomfort within himself.

This was so wrong!

“What’s wrong? Mom, I think I just found my mate!”

His mother stepped closer. A powerful tiger shifter, she was unafraid of the anger pulsing through him.

“Well, that should be a good thing, Jeremy. Why are you behaving like this?”

His tiger was flicking along his spine. He could feel the tension in his muscles. The fur ready to sprout to the surface. He needed to get out of here, and now.

“Because she’s a fucking child, Mom! Barely ten or eleven. What sort of sicko does that make me?”

His mother swallowed obviously, her eyes shadowing with understanding and sadness.

“You’re not sick, sweetheart, your instincts are to protect and love her, nothing more.”

A part of him recognized that, there were no sexualized thoughts, but he still couldn’t bear it.

Not today. And certainly not for the next seven or eight years that he’d have to endure until she came of age.

“No, Mom. I can’t do this. I have to get out of here.”

He stumbled to the door and threw it open. He had to leave the only home he’d ever known, until she was of an age he could come back and claim her.

“I love you, Mom. Tell Dad I said goodbye, and I’ll call you when I land on my feet.”

He let his tiger consumed him and bounded out of town, and kept going.

Jeremy swallowed the lump in his throat and asked the most urgent question. “Has she mated?” 

Because in his absence, it would be possible that she would. They wouldn’t be her fated mate of course, but she may have fallen in love, and that would be a reason in itself to bond with another.

If she had chosen another, it would make it much easier to return. He would be able to leave as soon as everything with her disappearance was sorted out. 

But he knew as deeply as he knew the color of his own blood, it would make his tiger furious to see her with someone else. 

If his attraction to her ten years ago had been strong enough drive him away, what would it be like now that she was a fully-grown woman?

There was a long silence before his father finally answered.

“No.”

Another squeeze of his heart, and this one left him breathless. 

Oh, fuck!

How was he ever going to control his shifter when he saw her? She was his kryptonite. She’d strip away every layer of self-control he’d perfected and the walls he’d built up around him.

His dad continued, his voice full of derision. “She has a boyfriend, but...”

Jeremy closed his eyes as hot dread flowed over him, ripping
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