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 To the girls who have been told what to do their whole life, this is for you. 


Stand up queen, fix your crown, and follow your heart.  
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Warning




If you have read the first book, then you may know where this page is going. If not, then buckle up, because this is going to get rough. 

This book is not for the faint of heart. Some dark and heartbreaking topics are explored inside these pages. For example, all of my characters have gone through some form of abuse, physical and emotional. As such, they respond in various ways to their traumas, some healthy, while other responses, not so much. 

So, without further ado, if you cannot handle: Emotional and physical abuse, torture, talk of death, murder, and other forms of violence, this book may not be for you.








  
  

Prologue


Clara





Abag of hard candies in hand, Clara took off, leaving her pa in the dust. Giggling, she glanced over her shoulder just in time to see her pa fake a cough as he waved away her small cloud of dust. With a wink, he coughed again. 

Giggling louder, Clara picked up her speed, anxious to get home so she could show her ma her loot. But… She hesitated, slowing down a mite. If her ma saw how much she had managed to weasel out of her pa, she risked having her ma take the bag of candy away. Slowing further, she opened the bag and peered inside. Dipping her grubby hand inside, she fished a candy out and popped it in her mouth. 

A slow smile crossed her face as she sucked on the treat, the overly sweetened flavor of candied boysenberry overtaking her senses. 

“How many of those have you eaten already?” her pa chuckled as he caught up to her. Ruffling her hair, loosening some strands from the two braids trailing down her back, he snagged the bag and peered inside. With a frown, he shook his head. “I really ought to stop giving you so much. Your ma is going to have my head for spoiling your supper yet again. Or maybe I ought to stop taking you to work with me. That might be easier than telling you no.”

“But pa,” Clara protested, jumping up to try and take her bag of goodies back. “You love taking me to work. You said I’m a big help and you couldn’t do it without me.”

“Did I say that?” Mr. O’Donoghue asked, puzzled, as he ran a hand through his dark hair. 

“Yes, you did,” Clara confirmed, nodding emphatically to get her point across. “You said so just this afternoon when I helped restock the spices.”

“That’s right.” Mr. O’Donoghue nodded slowly. “I remember now. Well, I guess I’m just going to have to learn how to tell you no.”

“But…” Clara’s bottom lip trembled as she looked up at her pa, her bag of candy now forgotten. 

“Now, now,” Mr. O’Donoghue tutted. “None of that now.”

Crouching down with a groan when Clara continued to pout, he pulled her into his arms. Nestling close, she buried her face in his chest and breathed in his familiar scent. Her body relaxed as he soothingly rubbed her back and placed a kiss on the top of her head. They couldn’t stay mad at each other for long. They were a team. They’d always be a team. 

Swiping her bag of candy and tucking it under her arm as she pulled back, she raised an eyebrow at her pa, as if daring him to say anything about it. 

“Don’t let your ma see that,” he sighed in resignation as he stood up and ruffled her hair again. “Come on. Let’s get going. We’re almost there. Your ma won’t like it if we’re late for supper again.”

Taking her pa’s hand, they started walking back to their cabin once more. Popping another candy into her mouth, she frowned as she spotted a large, dusty wagon parked just in front of their cabin. Glancing up at her pa, she noted an identical frown on his face. 

“It’s late for visitors, isn’t it, pa?” she asked, her frown deepening. 

“That it is, darling,” he replied, guiding her around the wagon and to the front door. Pushing her behind him, he quietly pushed the front door open and peered inside. “Mara, we’re home.”

“Oh, Victor,” Mrs. O’Donoghue breathed, hurrying over to the door and pulling her husband and daughter inside. “Thank the gods that you’re home. Our new neighbors decided to stop by, and I wasn’t sure when you’d get home. I was just about to ask them to come back another time.”

Pulling the door closed behind her, Clara peered around her parents. Her eyes widened in surprise as they landed on a couple just older than her parents. Their new neighbors. 

Studying the strange man, she shuddered slightly and pressed herself closer to her parents. He was a bit rough looking, his eyes cold and steely. A greasy smile pulled at his lips as his eyes landed on Clara. Burying her face in her ma’s skirt, she wished the man wouldn’t look at her anymore. 

Peeking around her ma’s full skirt once more, she studied the woman. Unlike her husband, she seemed to be kind. Her eyes were rounded and a soft, lovely brown. They almost reminded Clara of the puppy’s eyes out in the barn. A soft smile crinkled the sides of the woman’s eyes. Clara couldn’t help but smile shyly back. She looked like she could be a friend.

But looks could be deceiving. 

Clara only knew that too well. Her grandmother looked like the nicest person in the world, but for some reason, she hated Clara with a passion. Whenever they saw each other, which wasn’t often, maybe only once or twice a year, her grandmother never had anything nice to say to her. 

“Filthy half-breed,” her grandmother would sneer before turning away, an unmistakable look of disgust marring her kindly face. 

Filthy half-breed. 

Clara didn’t understand the meaning behind that phrase. That was something a farmer would call a stray dog that had gotten into their chicken coop. She had never heard it applied to a human by anyone other than her grandmother. But there was nothing filthy about her. And she most definitely wasn’t a half-breed. She was as human as everyone else in her little town. 

“We’re the Claerys,” the rough-looking man grunted, extending his hand to Clara’s pa. Clara fought back a grimace as she noticed his dirt-encrusted nails. She hoped her pa would wash his hands after shaking this man’s hand.

“We’re the O’Donoghues,” her pa replied, wiping his hand on his pant leg after releasing the man’s hand. “I’m Victor. This is my wife, Mara. And this here is our daughter, Clara.”

“We’re so very pleased to meet you,” the kind woman smiled again, her eyes crinkling once more. “This here is Jed. I’m Maureen.” Pausing briefly, she ushered three dirty boys out from behind her. All three were blonde with sullen faces and looked like they’d rather be anywhere else. “These are our boys. Oliver, Max, and Mathew.”

“Oh.” Mrs. O’Donoghue smiled, her eyes brightening. “Look, Clara. I told you that there would be other children for you to play with.”

Clara’s eyes shot up to her ma’s before widening in horror as she briefly glanced at the dirty boys and then back at her ma. She shook her head almost imperceptibly. She didn’t want to play with those dirty boys. For one, they were filthy. Second, they were boys. She had no interest in playing with boys. Not now. Not ever. 

“Please excuse our daughter,” Mr. O’Donoghue chuckled good-naturedly. “She’s used to being the only child around. I’m afraid we’ve spoiled her a touch.”

“No worries,” Jed chuckled, the sound warm, which completely contradicted the way he looked. 

Perhaps, Clara thought, her eyes now trained on him, he wasn’t as bad as she had originally thought. But, she thought as she fought back an involuntary shudder, something told her not to get too comfortable around this man. There was something about him that didn’t quite sit right with her. Something dangerous. 

“Come sit,” Mrs. O’Donoghue murmured, gesturing to the small sitting area off to the side. “I’ll get some tea, and we can have a nice little chat before supper is ready.”

“That would be lovely,” Mrs. Claery smiled, leading her husband to the small settee. 

“Ma,” Clara half-whispered, her feet frozen to the ground. “Do I have to visit?”

Shoulders slumping, Mrs. O’Donoghue studied Clara for a second. Her eyes lingered on the forgotten bag of candy still tucked underneath her daughter’s arms. Pursing her lips, she shot a quick glance at her husband, and then sighed when he shrugged. 

“Fine,” she said, waving Clara away. “Go outside and play until I call you for supper. But if you ruin your appetite with that candy, I won’t let you go to the store with your pa again any time soon.”

“Yes, ma,” Clara breathed, relief etched all over her face. 

Not bothering to apologize to the neighbors, she slipped out the door and then leaned against the wall, where she took a couple of deep breaths. Fishing out another candy, she popped one in her mouth before pushing off the wall. Stalking around the cabin, she made her way into the barn. 

“Clara.”

Clara froze, her foot on the bottom rung of the ladder that would take her up to the hayloft. Glancing over her shoulder, she spotted the youngest Claery. What was his name again? Mathew? Clara shrugged. She didn’t care. He was a stinky boy, nothing more.

“Wait,” he called again, jogging now to catch her before she disappeared. 

“What do you want?” she asked petulantly, slipping her bag of candy into her apron pocket as she turned to face the boy. She would not be sharing. Not if she could help it. 

“How old are you?” he asked, his eyes lingering on her pocket for a long second before shooting back up to her face. 

“Six,” she replied, tilting her head curiously as she studied his face. Underneath the dirt, he didn’t seem all that bad. His face was a little chubby, his hazel eyes were bright, and his blonde hair shone in the dying light. 

“I’m ten,” Mathew proclaimed, looping his thumbs in his front belt loops as he rocked back and forth on the balls of his feet. 

“Do you have any sisters?” Clara asked hopefully. 

“Nope, it’s just me and my brothers. I’m the youngest,” he supplied. “Is it true that you’re an only child?”

Clara nodded. 

“You can call me Matty,” the boy continued, still rocking. “Everyone does.”

“Do you like being called Matty?” Clara countered. 

“I don’t mind it.” Matty shrugged.

“Alright then.” Clara shrugged in return. 

“You’re awfully pretty.” Matty smiled shyly before dropping his gaze to his dusty shoes. His cheeks pinked under her astonished gaze. Had he really called her pretty?

“Th-thank you,” she stammered, suddenly self-conscious. 

 “Are you staying in Springfield?” Matty asked, peeking up at her. 

“That’s what my pa says,” Clara replied, reaching behind her for the ladder. She needed to get out of there before this strange boy said anything else that made her tummy feel fluttery like she’d swallowed a couple of butterflies.

“Good.” Matty nodded, a determined look crossing his face. 

“Good?” Clara repeated in confusion. 

“I’m gonna marry you one day, Clara O’Donoghue,” Matty declared solemnly, taking a step forward. 

Taking a step back, Clara’s back hit the ladder. 

“That’s awful bold of you,” she gasped.

“Still true.” Matty shrugged, reaching up and tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear. 

“I don’t even know you,” she breathed, her eyes now wide as she watched him take another step closer, closing the distance between them. He was so close, she could count the freckles on his nose. 

“You will.” He smiled shyly. “Can’t marry you ‘til I’m grown and have a place of my own. That’ll be a few years yet.”

“Why me?” she whispered, recounting his freckles in order to avoid meeting his gaze. 

“Cause you’re the prettiest girl I’ve ever seen,” Matty replied honestly, leaning in and pressing a quick kiss to her lips. 

Eyes widening even further, she shrieked. 

“Gross.” She grimaced before turning and scaling the ladder. Once in the loft, she leaned over the edge to glare down at the bold boy still standing there, a pleased expression on his face. “Don’t you ever kiss me again Matty Claery.”

 “You’ll change your mind.” Matty grinned up at her. “But I promise not to kiss you again. Not unless you ask me.”

“That won’t ever happen,” she hissed, earning her a laugh as Matty turned on his heel and walked out of the barn. 

“We’ll see.”








  
  

Chapter 1


Matty





Peering out the window of the small cabin that he and Clara were supposed to be sharing, Matty watched small flakes of snow swirl down to the ground. Glancing up at the gray clouds, a frown pulled at the corners of his mouth. It didn’t look like the storm was going to go away any time soon. And if he waited, there was a chance the snow would get worse. 

He’d be stuck at the farm.

Cursing his bad luck, he stalked into the bedroom in search of his boots and paused. Staring at the large bed in the center of the room, he swallowed the lump that had risen in his throat. The bed cover Clara had made shortly after they had announced their engagement currently graced the fluffy mattress.

“She should be here,” he whispered to himself as he ran his hand over the soft, green fabric. 

Sinking down onto the edge of the bed, the frame creaking under his weight, he shook his head sadly. Clara had made her choice. She had let that damned shifter mark her. And while she had tried to explain that she hadn’t had a choice, Matty was sure that she could have resisted. If she had really wanted to, and if she had really loved him, she would have fought back. 

But therein lay the problem. 

Clara had never really loved him. She hadn’t wanted to get married, had raged to anyone who would listen that she wanted a say in the matter. She wanted a choice in who she married and when. And he and their parents had taken that away from her in an effort to keep her safe. An effort that they had all failed in. Fuck, if he was being honest with himself, they had miserably failed. 

Clara, if she wasn’t dead, had been taken by the very man Matty had sworn to protect her from. And gods, did he feel guilty for that.

Mr. O’Donoghue was dead, cut down when he had simply asked to speak to his daughter. He’d been the only one on the whole team who hadn’t wanted to resort to violence. 

“If my Clara is happy,” Mr. O’Donoghue had started, “then we’ll leave her things and head home. I don’t want to cause her any more pain. The gods know that I’ve done enough of that already.”

Fuck, half the team that had gone with them to rescue Clara were also dead now, too. He’d had the unpleasant task of stopping at each and every one of their houses to inform their families that their mission had gone wrong and that they wouldn’t be coming back once they’d arrived back in Springfield. Matty could still see their widows’ horror-stricken faces as he’d broken the news. The deep grief that followed had broken his heart. Just remembering how they had looked at him in shock still hurt. 

And his dad…

Matty ran a hand through his unkempt hair and groaned. His dad was a general under King Augustus. How had he not known that? Matty felt like that was something his dad should have mentioned. But no, instead, he had fed them the cock-and-bull story that he had been your run-of-the-mill soldier. A cook, if Matty remembered correctly. 

Pushing off the bed, Matty saw red as he stalked over to the window and peered out once more. This time, though, he wasn’t looking at the snow still falling to the ground. No, this time, he was looking at his parents’ farmhouse, just barely visible over the tops of the trees in the small orchard. 

Clenching his fist, he slammed his hand down on the windowsill, rattling the glass. 

“Fuck,” he barked in anger, turning away from the window.

Crouching down, he peered under the bed, trying to remember where he had stashed his boots. Not finding them, he stood back up and stalked into the other room. 

A small bed, half the size of the one in the room he and Clara would have shared eventually, rested against the far wall. Other than the bed, the room was bare except for a rocking chair pushed into a corner. 

Matty clenched his jaw as he stared at the bare room, imagining what it should have been. A crib he would have made himself should have been where the small bed stood. The rocking chair should have had a blanket or two draped over the back, ready to swaddle their new babe. A soft rug should have rested on the floor, thick enough to cushion their child as they played on the floor. But now…

Matty shook his head as he stepped out of the room and shut the door behind him.

That future was gone. 

Clara would never sleep in the big bed with him. She’d never bustle around the small kitchen and sitting room, making the place cozy. She’d never sit in the chair opposite him, her stomach swollen with his child, as she stitched small garments in preparation. A tiny baby with Clara’s dark hair would never sleep in the room behind him. He’d never hear their small children’s laughter ring through the cabin as they played. 

Matty’s heart broke further. Tears welled up in his eyes, threatening to break free. 

Sniffling, Matty spotted his boots near the stove. Now that he saw them, he remembered putting them there to dry after returning home from town. And, in an effort to forget the unhappy reason for being in town that day, he had promptly forgotten all about his boots. 

Picking them up, Matty took them over to his armchair and sat down heavily. Slowly, he slipped his feet inside and laced them up. Staring at the cold, empty fireplace, he sighed before bracing himself for the unpleasant task ahead. 

He needed to talk to his dad. 

Pushing himself out of his chair, he stalked to the door, grabbing his heavy coat as he went. Slipping it on, he slipped out the door and started towards the farmhouse. 

It had been just over a week since Matty had pushed Clara away and ridden away with his dad. He could still see the look of disbelief and hopelessness on her face. It was burned into his memory, and it was something he regretted every day.

Matty didn’t know for sure if Clara was still alive, but if she was, he couldn’t just leave her out there. He needed to go back to check on her. And he needed to take more than just his horse. He needed the wagon if he wanted to bring Clara back. But it was his dad’s, so if he wanted it, he had to tell his dad his plans. 

Not that he had much hope. Matty doubted his dad would give him permission to take the wagon. He’d claim he’d need it to pick up feed. And if he didn’t do that, Matty was sure he’d go on about how she’d been claimed and was now considered dirty. Not that that really mattered to Matty. Not now that he’d had time to think things over.

His mind back on Clara, he wondered what had happened once he had ridden out with his dad. Had she just curled up next to the small fire to stay warm and then died when it had gone out, too weak to keep it going? Matty had seen her wounds. His dad had gotten her neck good. And her side… Matty swallowed down the bile rising up his throat. He hadn’t seen how deep his dad had cut her there, but from the amount of blood that had been spreading across her shift, he imagined it wasn’t merely a scratch. 

If Clara was still alive, would he find her where they had left her? Or had she moved camps? Somewhere less exposed? He’d be surprised if she had. It meant that she knew more about surviving alone than he had ever expected. 

And then there was the last option, one that he didn’t like to consider. If the shifter that had claimed her had survived his dad’s attack, had he found her and taken her back to his camp once more? Or had he sent one of his pack members to go get her? 

Matty shuddered at the thought as he neared his parents’ house. From what she had been wearing, it didn’t look like they had taken very good care of her. He could only imagine how she’d be doing if she had been taken back to the shifter camp. She’d be lucky if her wounds didn’t get infected. 

“Ma?” Matty called, stepping onto the large, wrap-around porch and pulling the front door open. “Are you here?”

“In the kitchen,” Maureen called. 

Stepping out of his muddy boots and leaving them by the front door, Matty padded into the warm kitchen and stopped short. His mom and his dad were both sitting at the kitchen table with warm mugs of coffee sitting in front of them. A plate of untouched cinnamon rolls graced the center of the table.

Frowning, Matty turned to look at his mom and was surprised to find her eyes red-rimmed, as if she had been crying. Her face was also pale, her cheeks splotchy. It seemed that he wasn’t the only one upset by the current turn of events. His mom had adored Clara. Had treated her like the daughter she’d never had from the moment they had met fourteen years ago. 

Matty swallowed a snort, remembering that afternoon as if it were yesterday. He had kissed Clara for the first time out in the small barn behind her cabin, and boy, had that made her mad. But he had known then, even at the tender age of ten, that he loved the doe-eyed girl. He’d even told her that he’d marry her when they got older. And fuck, claimed or not, he still loved that doe-eyed girl. He still wanted to marry her. 

Turning his attention to his dad, he felt a surge of rage rise in his chest at the hard, cold look on his dad’s face. How could he just sit there like that? All because he thought Clara dirty, claimed she was a half-breed, and not worth his time. Uncaring bastard. None of that mattered to Matty. Not anymore. Not now that he’d had time to think. 

“Are you hungry, dear?” Mrs. Claery asked, breaking the awkward silence as she scooted her chair out, the legs screeching across the polished floor. “Come. Sit down. I’ll make you a cup of coffee and grab you an extra plate. The cinnamon rolls haven’t been out of the oven for more than an hour. I’m sure they’re still warm.”

“Ma…” Matty started. 

He didn’t have an appetite. How could he when the woman he loved was out in the middle of nowhere, hurt and alone? In fact, he hadn’t really eaten anything since returning. Hadn’t had the stomach for it. But, looking at the pillowy-soft rolls, his stomach grumbled. He could do with some food. 

“Thanks,” he murmured, pulling out a chair next to his mom’s, not wanting to sit anywhere near his dad.

“Anytime, sweetheart,” Mrs. Claery smiled weakly as she placed a cup of coffee and a clean plate down in front of him. “Dig in.”

Reaching out, he picked up one of the rolls and dropped it on his plate before grabbing a napkin, his fingers already sticky. 

“How are things out at the cabin?” General Claery asked, watching him closely. 

“Lonely,” Matty admitted. 

“We’ll find you a nice girl in a couple months,” the general continued. “Plenty of them down at the capital. I intend to take you down there one of these days. Have to head down to report to King Augustus soon.”

“That’s not really necessary,” Matty said quickly, stirring some sweet cream into his coffee. “I’ve got some things to do and… uh… I wanted to know if I could borrow the wagon for a couple weeks.”

“What do you need it for?” General Claery asked with a raised brow.

“I was going to head back out to where the shifter camp was,” Matty explained, deciding not to give his dad the whole truth. “Thought I’d collect the bodies so their families could give them a proper burial.”

“That’s all?” General Claery asked suspiciously as Mrs. Claery sniffed and patted his hand. 

“That’s all,” Matty lied. 

“Well,” the general drawled, leaning back in his seat. “I’m not sure if there will be much left when you get there. The wolves are movin’ down the mountain, and they wouldn’t pass up a free meal.”

Mrs. Claery paled and swayed dangerously in her seat. Reaching out, Matty wrapped his arm around his mom’s shoulder, steadying her. Pursing his lips, he stared at his dad in disbelief.

“I have to try,” he persisted. “We owe it to their families. If we can bring back their bodies, we ought to try.”

“That’s not your job, boy,” General Claery barked, clearly exasperated that Matty wasn’t going to give up. “I’ll send some of my men out there in the next couple days. They’re awful bored with nothin’ to do right now. Besides, I have a job for you.”

“A job?” Matty repeated faintly, his heart sinking. 

“Yes.” The general nodded. “Now that Victor and Clara are dead, it seems to me that the bar and the store are up for grabs. And they can’t just go to anyone, mind. So, I want you to head into town and take care of the store. I’ll be callin’ in one of your brothers to take over the bar. Until they get here, though, and ‘cause it’s the slow season and all, I’ll be handlin’ that, I guess. At least for a few weeks.”

“You want me to take over the store?” Matty choked in disbelief, his eyes widening in surprise. 

“That’s what I just said,” General Claery snorted. “And since there’s a lovely little apartment above the store now sittin’ vacant, you might as well move in.”

“But… I…” Matty stammered as Mrs. Claery swayed again. Firming his grip on his mom, he shook his head. “I can’t do that.”

“Sure, you can,” General Claery shot back. “If anyone asks, just tell them that you and Clara were married in a small ceremony right after we rescued her. But because of her injuries, she passed away before we got home.”

“Nobody will believe that,” Matty said, his mouth dry. 

“Sure, they will.” The general yawned before taking a sip of coffee, signaling that he was tired of their conversation. “And if they don’t, my men will be happy to play along.”

“And the townsmen that went with us?” Matty challenged. 

“What townsmen?” General Claery grinned maliciously. “To my understandin’, they’re all dead.”

Matty froze. His heart thundered in his ears. His dad was right. Everyone who had gone out with them had either died in the attack or had succumbed to their injuries on their way back. And now that he thought about that, it looked incredibly suspicious. Matty watched his dad out of the corner of his eye, wondering if his dad had somehow orchestrated the last few deaths. After all, he couldn’t afford to have witnesses.

“I… I can’t believe it,” Mrs. Claery sobbed, her whole body shaking with sorrow. “If I had known that rescue mission was going to be that dangerous, I wouldn’t have let you go.”

“Calm down, woman,” General Claery groaned. “We’re just fine.”

“If those soldiers hadn’t shown up when they had…” Mrs. Claery continued. 

The general rolled his eyes at his wife before draining the last of his coffee. Heaving himself out of his chair, he stalked to the sink and deposited his empty cup before turning to look at Matty in a way that dared him to challenge him. 

Knowing he would lose, especially against this version of his dad, Matty hung his head in defeat. 

“I’ll go pack up my things,” he said softly before pressing a kiss to his mom’s cheek. “Can you take me into town tomorrow?”

“‘Course,” Mr. Cleary grunted, jerking his head in confirmation. “I’ll be ready to go as soon as the sun rises. Make sure you’re ready.”

“I will.”

Wrapping the cinnamon roll in his napkin, he pushed himself out of the chair before stalking out of the kitchen. Slipping his feet into his boots, he made his way outside to find the world blanketed in white. The flakes, larger and heavier now, came down faster than they had when he had made his way to the farmhouse not even half an hour before. 

Praying that Clara wasn’t caught in the storm, he trudged back to his cabin. 

His plan had failed before he had been able to implement it. But that was okay. He’d come up with a better plan. One that didn’t include his dad or any of his dad’s things. And once he did, he’d be off to rescue the love of his life. 

But could they come back?

Turning to look at the farmhouse before stepping into the cabin, Matty realized that if he went against his dad, he’d have to find somewhere else to live. Just stepping back into Springfield might find himself like those townsmen who had wanted to rescue Clara. His dad would put him six feet under before he’d even be able to explain why he’d gone. 

This new version of his dad was ruthless, and he didn’t want to get on his bad side. 

This version was a cold-blooded killer.








  
  

Chapter 2


Ronan





Black, pointed ears twitched as Ronan stepped into the burnt-down barn he had used as shelter not more than a couple of months before. Lowering his head to the ground, his nose practically touching the crisp blanket of snow that now covered everything, he breathed in deeply. Huffing slightly, his nose wrinkling as a bit of the fine powder coated his nose, he raised his head and looked around. Nothing had changed, and no one had been there since he had been there last. 

Body relaxing, Ronan crept to the only sheltered corner, exhausted. Turning in a circle once, then twice, he laid down and huffed once more. 

Since watching Clara ride out on her horse, Starfall, Ronan had hesitated, torn between what he wanted to do and what he needed to do. His siblings were due west in the spring. They had plans to meet up and head north in hopes of finding a quiet place for the three of them to settle down. But, due to the recent change of events, thanks to Claery, Springfield was no longer a safe meeting place. And without a way to get a letter to them, he needed to head them off before they got too close. 

But that was still months away. Four or five at the earliest. And, at the moment, Clara O’Donoghue needed him more than his siblings. He could take care of her and be back to the barn or the cave to head them off with time to spare. 

Ronan shifted uncomfortably, his mind now firmly on Clara. Guilt flooded him. He should never have let her go off on her own. She had been raised in town, pampered by her father. She didn’t know how to survive on her own, especially in the foothills. All sorts of animals were making their way down into the valleys now with the coming of the snow. If she ran into a predator… Ronan swallowed uneasily. 

He needed to go back. 

Peeking up at the sky, Ronan studied the dark clouds. It was getting darker, there was no question about that, but whether it was getting darker because the clouds were getting ready to unleash the next round of snow or because the sun was starting to dip below the horizon, Ronan wasn’t sure. If only the clouds would move and he could get a glimpse of the sky. 

Twisting again, struggling to get comfortable, Ronan sighed and rested his head on his paws. He could head out now, but if a storm was coming, he risked getting lost. If he didn’t get lost, he risked running headfirst into Springfield. And, given that he had shown his hand by going back for Clara, he was sure he wouldn’t be welcomed back. If Claery got his hands on him, he was as good as dead. 

Closing his eyes, Ronan decided to wait an hour or so. If a storm was coming, he’d know by then. And while he waited, he’d get some sleep. The gods knew that he hadn’t gotten much sleep since Clara had been kidnapped. And if he really was going to go after Clara, he needed to be at the top of his game in order to keep her safe. Wandering around, sleep-deprived, was the exact opposite of being ready for anything. He might accidentally hurt her if he wasn’t focused. 

Taking a deep breath, he willed himself to sleep, his last conscious thought being the memory of Clara riding away from him. 


      [image: ]Shaking the snow from his coat, Ronan stretched and peered up at the sky once more. Snow was still coming down heavier than he would have liked, but the sky was dark. Darker than it would have been if it had been snowing during the day. 

It was time to go. 

Slinking out of the barn, his paws crunching across the snow, Ronan winced. It was hard to be stealthy when the very ground you were walking on kept giving you away. Between the crunching of the snow and the tracks that he was sure to leave behind, if anyone wanted to follow him ,they’d have no problem doing so. 

“This is a good idea,” he reassured himself as he crept a little farther from the barn, his stomach twisting nervously. “If Warren’s pack hasn’t found her, she needs me. My help might be the difference between life and death. Just go find her.”

But what if she didn’t want him to find her?

The question froze Ronan in his tracks. She hadn’t exactly been pleased the last time he had shown up. But, to be fair, he had told her he was only there to escort her back to Warren. It hadn’t ever occurred to him that she wouldn’t want to go back, especially after being claimed. She’d be drawn to him. Or so he had thought. Apparently, he’d been wrong. Either that or the claim wasn’t strong enough yet to draw her back to him. 

Or Clara was just that stubborn. 

Ronan stifled a chuckle. Out of all of the reasons that could be stopping Clara from responding to the pull of her mate, being stubborn topped them all. That woman had a mind of her own. If she wanted something, she didn’t stop until she got it. And if she didn’t want something, she’d rain down hell until she got her way.

Ronan froze again, another thought stopping him in his tracks. 

Clara was going to Reynardsville to find her mother’s family. What would happen if she didn’t find them there? Would she continue her search elsewhere? Or would she give up and finally let him take her back to Warren? 

Warren. Was that stubborn shifter even still alive? He had seen Claery run him through with a wicked sword coated in some sort of poison that he was almost positive was wolfsbane. It had downed Warren in a heartbeat. Ronan had never seen a shifter succumb to a wound that quickly. If Claery had used wolfsbane, Ronan never wanted to be on the receiving end. It was downright nasty. 

Stalking quietly towards Springfield, Ronan’s mind continued to race. Perhaps he had misjudged Clara when he had suggested taking her back. If Warren had died from his injuries, there was nothing connecting her to Warren anymore besides the mark on her neck, now nothing more than a scar. And if that was the case, then Clara was a shifter without a pack just like him. Perhaps he would claim her himself, even though he found the practice of claiming detestable. But out here on the frontier, anything and everything seemed to go. 

Picking up his pace, he neared Springfield. Keeping his eyes on the quiet, sleeping town, he kept his footsteps light, not wanting to alert anyone who might be awake. It would be just his luck.

Lights flashed into view just ahead of him, stopping him in his tracks once more. 

Glancing around, Ronan spotted a large rock. Studying it, he didn’t think it was large enough to hide him from view completely, but it was better than nothing. Darting behind it, he dropped to the ground, flattening himself as much as possible. 

Peeking out from around the side of the rock, he studied the flashing, flickering lights. Wheels creaked and groaned as the lights surged forward haltingly. Annoyed voices drifted in the wind. Ronan swallowed nervously as he strained his eyes, trying to see who the wagon belonged to. 

Glimpses of navy-blue fabric and glints of polished steel caught his eye. His stomach twisted, and a lump rose in his throat. He recognized those uniforms. He had seen them not more than a week ago. 

King Augustus’s army had apparently arrived in Springfield. Or, at least, they were trying to arrive. The snow and muddy ground made the way treacherous. And from what Ronan could see, the heavy wagon loaded down with supplies had sunk deep into the sticky mud. They were stuck. 

“Fuck, shit, damn,” Ronan cursed. As long as the wagon was stuck, he was stuck. If he so much as twitched his tail, he risked being seen. And if they had crossbows… Ronan swallowed nervously. He was stuck. That’s all there was to it. 

Keeping his eyes firmly on the mess in front of him, Ronan forced himself to remain calm. He just needed to be patient. Once they got unstuck and into town, he’d be free to take off. This time tomorrow, he’d be with Clara once more. 

“What’s goin’ on?” A harsh voice broke through the chaos, freezing Ronan’s blood more than the freezing temperatures and the snow. The general had arrived. “Why aren’t you at my office yet?” 

“We’re stuck, sir,” a voice answered timidly. “We thought that the roads might be frozen by now, but that’s not the case. They’re a muddy mess.”

“I could have told you that,” General Claery sneered. “Or if you had sent someone ahead to scout the area, they could have told you that. But it’s obvious that none of you thought of that.”

“I… We… Sorry, sir,” another voice stammered. 

“Start unloading the wagon,” General Claery ordered, ignoring the stammering soldier. “You aren’t going to get it out of the mud if it’s still weighed down.”

“But, sir, where are we going to put everything?” the first voice asked incredulously. “The ground, sir. The mud and the snow will ruin most of it.”

“I guess that means you’re carryin’ it into town, doesn’t it?” General Claery said, exasperated. “I swear… You young kids have to be told everythin’, don’t you? Looks like I got my work cut out, whippin’ you lot into shape. We won’t be able to get anythin’ done until that happens.”

“I-I-I’m sorry, sir?” the soldier apologized in confusion before turning to the men behind him. “You heard the general. Start unloading and carrying it into town. We won’t be able to get the wagon out with how heavy it is now.”

“Yes, sir,” the men said in unison as they made their way to the back of the wagon. 

Quickly and efficiently, the first dozen boxes were unloaded, the soldiers grunting and groaning as they slipped and slid down the road into town. The general, realizing he needed to go with them to direct them, followed behind the last pair of soldiers, a lantern swinging in his hand. 

Straining his eyes, Ronan watched the group disappear down main street before turning his attention back to the wagon. Only two soldiers remained. One stood by the horses, keeping them calm. The other stood by the back of the wagon, keeping an eye out. 

Now was his chance. 

Taking a deep breath to steady himself, Ronan slipped out from behind the rock and slunk back about a hundred or so feet, trying to keep as much distance between himself and the soldiers as possible. When he was satisfied that he was mostly out of sight, thanks to the snow, he headed south a couple of miles before cutting across the road. 

The snow, now slowing down, increased his visibility just a bit. Glancing north, towards Springfield, he heaved a sigh of relief. He still couldn’t see the town thanks to the snow. And if he couldn’t see the town, that meant that the soldiers stuck on the road leading into town couldn’t see him either. He was safe. For now. 

Turning his head towards the mountains and the dell where the shifter camp used to be, Ronan took off at a reasonable pace. He didn’t want to wear himself out before he got there, and with the snow obscuring most of the landscape, he didn’t want to accidentally step into a hole and twist his ankle. That would slow him down, and time was of the essence. Clara needed him now, though whether she actually wanted him around was a different story. 

“She’ll get over it,” Ronan reassured himself as he loped towards the dell. “Once she realizes how much easier life is having me around, she’ll forgive me for following her. Or at least I hope she will.”

And if she didn’t, he decided that once they got to Reynardsville, he’d set her up in one of the hotels, if they had any, and then go do his own thing. He’d send a letter to his brother telling him to meet up in Reynardsville instead of Springfield, and of course, he’d have to tell Xander why. After that, he’d go searching for Warren’s pack to see if Warren was still alive. If he was, he’d tell him where Clara was. If he wasn’t, well, Ronan hadn’t quite decided what he’d do exactly. 

Claiming her was tempting. Too tempting. 

Leaving her alone was also tempting, but not nearly as tempting as claiming her. 

Taking care of his siblings once they arrived, though, was his top priority. 

Ronan shook his head in frustration before glancing up at the sky, hoping to get a glimpse of the moon or a couple stars. 

Why did his life always have to be so complicated? For once in his life, he’d like things to go his way. But for now, he’d just take things one step at a time. And right now, that first step was finding Clara and making sure she was okay. From there, regardless of the many plans he had, only time would tell what his next step would be.








  
  

Chapter 3


Clara





Clara groaned as she rolled out of her sleeping bag. Rubbing her eyes with her fist, she sucked in a breath at how cold her hands were. She was freezing. 

Shivering, Clara pulled on her boots and then wrapped her blanket around her before crawling across the snow-covered ground toward the cold fire pit. She had meant to keep it going throughout the night and had been doing a good job at doing so, but sometime in the early morning, she hadn’t had the energy to get up and feed the fire again. 

Running her frozen hands over the ground, her teeth chattering, she searched for the small pile of kindling she had kept on hand. Not finding it, she pushed herself up and glanced around. 

Starfall, formerly her pa’s horse, stood off to the side of their small camp, tied to a gnarled, old tree. Next to the base of the tree was a small, snow-covered mound. A relieved smile tugged at her lips. Her pile of wood was still there. And hopefully, because she’d had the forethought to cover it with some of the scrap canvas she had scrounged from the abandoned campsite in the dell, the wood would still be dry enough to burn. 

Pushing herself to her feet now, she hobbled over to the snow-covered mound, clutching her injured side with a hand. Hissing as she bent down to dust the snow off the pile, she had to lean against the tree to steady herself. Taking a deep breath, she pulled the damp canvas back, revealing the mostly dry wood. 

“Thank the gods,” Clara muttered into the quiet. 

Picking up a couple of pieces, Clara slowly made her way back to the small fire pit. Positioning the wood just so, she pulled her bag to her with a grimace. Opening it, her breathing now labored, she pulled out her pa’s piece of flint stone and steel flint striker. Grasping the flint firmly in one hand, she took the striker in the other and hit it against the flint at the angle her pa had shown her a few times. 

Sparks flew. 

Giddy, Clara brought the flint and the striker closer to the scrap of fabric she had pulled out of her bag. Striking the flint again, sparks flew once more. This time, one landed on the fabric, which quickly caught flame.

Perfect. 

Not even ten minutes later, Clara sat in front of a cozy little fire, her breathing still labored. Running her hand over her neck, her fingers grazed over the scab that now covered Warren’s claim mark. That, at least, was healing nicely. On the other hand, her stab wound, given to her by none other than Jed Claery, had become infected despite her best efforts to keep it clean. 

Speaking of keeping her wound clean, she needed to clean and rebandage it. And soon. However, she was running out of clean fabric to use unless she wanted to use the dresses her pa had brought out with him. Her shifts were one thing, but her dresses… Her eyes landed on a swatch of fabric hanging out of the bag. She couldn’t bring herself to do it. Her dresses were some of the only things given to her by her pa that she had left. 

Her stomach grumbled as she turned her face back to the fire. She needed to eat something, too. She had gotten by on rosehips, wild onions, and carrots, and a few other edible plants she had found hiding in hidden little nooks and crannies on her short journey. But now… She shook her head. The snow was making survival more difficult.

Perhaps she should have let Ronan come along. Or perhaps she should have let him take her back.

Clara shook her head again, sneering at the unwanted thought. She didn’t need some overbearing, overprotective male shifter watching over her. She could do this alone. She’d make it to Reynardsville all by herself, and then she’d show him. 

But…

She shook her head again. She didn’t care that if Ronan was around, she’d have more to eat than what she could scavenge. His company wasn’t worth a hot meal. Her stomach grumbled. Roasted venison wasn’t worth the condescension. Her stomach growled. Well, roasted venison did sound good. But she had made her bed. Now she had to lie in it. Ronan was gone, and she hadn’t the slightest idea which way he had gone. And even if she did, she didn’t have the energy to go after him. 

Standing, she hoisted her bag up into her arms and staggered over to Starfall, who looked at her in concern. 

“Don’t look at me like that,” Clara grunted as she strapped the bag down. “I’ll be fine if we can find a small village sometime today. If not, well, we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it.”

Turning back to her sleeping bag, she quickly rolled it up before strapping that down as well. 

“All done,” she sighed, staring at the fire as she wrapped her blanket more tightly around her. 

If she were being honest with herself, she didn’t want to leave. Not yet anyway. Her body was still cold. It seeped down to her bones, making them ache. Sitting by the fire for a few more minutes ought to remedy that. Or so she hoped. 

But she didn’t have time. The days were short. And with how long it took her to get ready to go in the morning, and with how long it took her to set up camp in the afternoon, the already short days seemed even shorter. She had to start moving now, whether she wanted to or not. 

Grabbing Starfall’s saddle horn, Clara placed her foot in the stirrup and pulled herself up, crying out in pain as she did so. Settling into the saddle, she hunched over for a minute, gasping for air as tears slid down her cheeks. Gods, what had she gotten herself into? 

Straightening, she stared up at the cloudy sky, tears still streaking down her cheeks. Taking a deep breath as she studied the clouds, she regretted fighting with her pa about her engagement to Matty. If she hadn’t, perhaps she’d be safely tucked away in the small cabin she had fallen in love with. Perhaps she’d be hanging out in Maureen’s large kitchen, making donuts or some other sweet treat for the men after a long day on the farm. Perhaps she’d be inviting her pa over to her new home to show off her housekeeping skills. 

But that was all wishful thinking at this point. 

She had fought her pa and somehow caught the attention of Warren, the alpha of a shifter pack making their way north. At the time, she had been scared of him, thinking him to be like some sort of animal without any semblance of a moral compass. And she was partially right. He shared his body with an animal, and his moral compass was a bit skewed, which led to him kidnapping her. But he’d had a good reason. 

Clara nudged Starfall forward as she thought about the Claerys. Jed Claery was the reason for her kidnapping, after all. If he hadn’t targeted her in his effort to try to run the shifters out of Springfield, perhaps life could have gone on as normal. As it was, he had targeted her, and Warren had taken it upon himself to keep her safe. In the process, he had found out that she was his potential mate, giving him one more reason to try and whisk her away. And that’s what he had done, claiming her along the way. 

Her kidnapping had set off another chain of events.

Ronan, witnessing the kidnapping, had gone after her and then had alerted her pa when he’d realized he couldn’t save her on his own. Her pa, wanting to make sure she was safe, had led a rescue team after her, but had lost his life in the process. She’d also been captured, tortured, and then left to die. 

Clara smirked. She was sure the ‘general’ and his men thought she was dead at this point, but they’d be disappointed to find that wasn’t the case. She was made of tougher stuff than even she had believed. She was a survivor. But she wouldn’t be for long if she didn’t get this damn wound taken care of. 

Biting her bottom lip as she continued on, she surveyed her surroundings. Everything was coated in a thick blanket of snow. She hadn’t seen this much snow in December in years. But then again, she hadn’t ever been in the foothills before. Hell, she’d never been this close to the mountains either, now that she thought about it. Thankfully, the snow wasn’t so deep that it made traveling by horse too difficult. Any deeper, though, and she was sure she’d be stuck until either the snow melted or someone with more experience traveling through snow happened across her. Not that either of those two things would happen this late in the year. 

It was also quiet. Too quiet. No squirrels chattered in the trees. No birds called to each other. No rabbits scampered around in the brush. 

The silence made her nervous after having grown accustomed to the noises of the forest. 

Glancing up at the sky again, she studied the clouds. They were high and light. Specks of blue peeked through the gaps. Clara pursed her lips and shook her head. Snow was on the way, but it was a way off. Definitely not close enough to quiet the entire forest. No, something else was responsible for the silence, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to find out what. 

Nudging Starfall with her heel, she urged the horse on, hoping to go just a bit faster. Ears twitching back, lying almost flat against her head, Starfall also seemed to dislike the unnatural quiet. And she didn’t need telling twice. With a shake of her dark head, Starfall picked up her pace. 

Relaxing slightly as the trees started to blur past, Clara loosened her blanket to bring one side up over her head. Tightening it after she had positioned it how she wanted it, she relaxed even more. She just needed to hold on for a few more hours, and then she could stop for the day. Just a few more hours. 

Gods, she half wished she had taken Ronan up on his offer to take her to Warren, if he was even still alive. She was sure he was. She was sure she would have felt the bond snap if he had passed, just like she had felt it snap into place when she had claimed him by accident. But no matter, it was too late for that, too. She had made her choice. She was going to Reynardsville to find her family. After that, she wasn’t sure what she was going to do. 

On one hand, if her family would have her, she wanted to stick around. She knew next to nothing about her ma or that side of the family, and if she stayed, she could remedy that rather quickly. But if they didn’t want her, what then? She couldn’t go back to Springfield. They wouldn’t let her back in with her status as a half-breed. 

She was a half-breed.

That was still hard to wrap her head around. She half wished she still knew how to shift. She’d be healed already if she could. On the other hand, she was glad she couldn’t. She didn’t have time to reacquaint herself with her animal. 

That left her with two other options if her family didn’t want her hanging around. She could either go find Ronan or go find Warren and the pack. Neither option was very appealing. With Ronan, she’d be on the road for who knew how long since he didn’t have a pack. And gods, she was tired. The last thing she wanted to do was keep traveling. And if she went back to Warren and the pack, she’d be traveling there, too. Or at least they’d be traveling until they found the site for their new village. And who knew how long that would take?

“Or,” a small voice whispered in her head, “you could head off on your own again.”

Clara shook her head. She didn’t want to be alone. It was… Clara sighed and shook her head, not wanting to dive into how being alone made her feel. She was already struggling as it was. She didn’t need to depress herself further. 

A bush rustled just ahead, catching her attention. 

Startled by the sudden noise, Starfall came to an abrupt stop, almost throwing Clara off. Groaning miserably, Clara caught herself just in time, hugging Starfall’s neck to stop herself from sliding off. Straightening, her side throbbing, she pushed the blanket and her hair out of her face. 

“What in the world?” she grumbled, staring at the offending bush. It wasn’t like Starfall to stop like that. In the past week, not once had her horse been spooked by anything. 

The bush rustled again, making Starfall take a couple of steps back. 

Clara’s brows furrowed. Whatever was in the bush had obviously scared Starfall. They needed to get out of there, pronto. 

Resituating herself, Clara grabbed the reins and was about to turn around when her mouth popped open in surprise. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” Clara gasped in surprise, her eyes locking on the naked male standing just in front of the bush, a look of relief on his face. Sure, she had been thinking about him, but thoughts shouldn’t have pulled him out of thin air.

“Looking for you.” The male grinned, his green eyes flashing as he drank in the sight of her. “You look like you’re doing… well, you look like you’re okay.”

“I am,” Clara nodded, dismissing him. “So, you can leave now, Ronan.”

“But I just got here,” Ronan retorted through clenched teeth, his eyes flashing, clearly irritated that Clara didn’t seem to be happy to see him. But if that’s what he wanted, he wouldn’t be getting it. Clara was anything but happy. Grateful, yes. Happy, no.

“So.” Clara shrugged, keeping her eyes firmly on Ronan’s chiseled face. She didn’t need to see the rest of him. Didn’t want to, if she was being honest. She’d seen enough naked shifters to last her a lifetime just being in Warren’s camp for two weeks. 

“Clara…” Ronan groaned, running a dirty hand through his messy curls as he rolled his eyes at her. “Look, I was worried about you, so I came back to look for you. I needed to see if you were okay. When we parted, you… Well, you weren’t in the best of shape, and I was worried that maybe…” Ronan drifted off, running his hand through his hair again and shrugging. “Look, let me stay a couple days, get you some food, and then I’ll head back out.”

“Ronan, I don’t need you to get me food,” Clara hissed, more from pain than anger, but she wasn’t about to tell him that. Let him think that she was upset he had shown up. She didn’t care. “I can take care of myself.”

“Clearly.” Ronan smirked, eyeing her blanket-turned cloak. Turning, he pulled a bag out of the bush. Rummaging through it, he pulled out a set of threadbare clothes.

“Thank the gods,” Clara muttered. 

“What? Don’t like what you see?” Ronan grinned in amusement, raising his brows at her as he turned to face her head-on, baring himself to her once more. 

“I…” Clara stared, shocked, her eyes quickly sweeping over his muscled body before she could help herself. Not sure what to say, she snapped her mouth shut and shook her head. 

“So, can I stay? For a few days at least?” Ronan asked, his eyes twinkling in amusement as he pulled his clothes on. 

“We’ll talk about it in the morning.” Clara grimaced as she dismounted. As long as he kept his clothes on and provided fresh meat to eat, he could stay for all she was concerned. But she didn’t want him to get too comfortable yet. She wanted to be able to change her mind if he tried anything. 

“So that’s a yes,” Ronan pressed, coming up behind her. Placing a large hand on her shoulder, she about melted. His hand was so warm. She was tempted to tell him yes right then and there, just so she could snuggle up next to him for warmth. 

“I said we’ll talk about it in the morning,” Clara repeated, keeping her voice stern as she pushed her unwanted thoughts to the back of her mind. She’d deal with them later.

“I guess that’s an answer I can live with,” Ronan sighed, his body sagging slightly behind her, whether from relief or disappointment, she wasn’t sure. “Here, let me set up camp. You get the fire started. You look worn out.”








  
  

Chapter 4


Warren





The fire crackled merrily in front of him, casting shadows that danced across the canvas walls of the tent. The tent flap was propped open, letting in a cool breeze as Warren waited for his water to boil. Shifting on the furs he was sitting on, he groaned and reached for his mug and the canister of tea Marcus, his cousin, had given him. 

Cracking the canister open, Warren stared into the metal container, his lip curling in disgust. He hated the awful concoction his cousin had put together, but he had to drink it. The tea helped counter some of the effects of the wolfsbane still lingering in his system. Not that there was much left, but with his weakened immune system thanks to being run through with a sword covered in poison, it wouldn’t take much to knock him flat on his ass again. 

Taking a spoon, Warren dished some of the mixture into a tea infuser and set it into his mug before leaning back on the furs. His eyes fluttered shut, his breathing erratic. He just needed to rest for a minute or two, and then he’d be right as rain again. Or so he hoped. He’d definitely be better than he was now after he drank his tea. 

Even then, the simplest task would wear him out.

Warren scowled as he focused on steadying his breathing. How the hell was he supposed to go after his mate if he didn’t even have the energy to sit up and make tea? This was downright ridiculous, not to mention embarrassing. He was the pack alpha, for crying out loud. He should be the strongest and the fastest shifter, ready to protect his pack at a moment’s notice. Instead, he had been reduced to an invalid. All because the deranged general with a grudge against shifters had gotten lucky. 

Claery had gotten a little too lucky. 

Warren’s heart thundered in his chest as his anxiety climbed. Claery had Clara. He’d had her for over a week now, too. The fact that he could still feel the tug of their mating bond was a miracle. Warren had half expected Claery to have killed Clara by now.

Unless…

Warren shook his head. He doubted Claery had handed Clara back to his son. Neither of them would want shifter blood muddying their perfectly clean human blood. And even if Matty hadn’t minded, he didn’t have the balls to stand up to his father. If his father said she was no good, Matty wouldn’t hesitate to turn his back on her. No, it was more likely that Claery had stashed Clara somewhere to question her, hoping to use her for information. 

A smug grin tugged at his lips at the thought. Claery would be incredibly disappointed. In the two weeks that Clara had been with him, she had barely left the tent. The farthest she had wandered was to the stream, and the only shifters she had talked to were himself and the members of his family. If Claery questioned her, he’d get next to nothing. Clara didn’t know much, if anything at all.

There were a few other options, though both were unlikely. The first was that Claery had dumped her on their way back to Springfield after realizing she didn’t know anything. But after going through all the trouble to get her, he doubted Claery would have done that. From what Warren had seen, he figured Claery would rather make an example of her. Accusing her in public would sow the seeds of distrust in the townspeople. No one would know who to trust, so they would turn to the only person who looked like they had the town’s best interest in mind. Claery. And at that point, he could do as he pleased. 

The other option was that the rogue had either taken pity on Clara or had felt bad for his role in leading Claery and his men to the shifter camp. It’d be risky, but, in the cover of night, the rogue could have grabbed Clara and made a run for it. From there, all bets were off. The rogue could have taken her back to his former pack, he could be on his way here, or he could have stashed her somewhere safe until he figured out what he wanted to do with her. 

The rogue could also be trying to place his claim over Warren’s.

A low growl sounded in his chest at the thought. If the rogue even thought about touching his mate in that way, he would tear his head from his body. He would pull out his entrails and feed them to the birds. He would scatter his body parts across the mountainside for all to see, a clear warning to stay the fuck away from Clara. She was his. 

Warren’s eyes popped open as the kettle started to whistle. Gritting his teeth, he pushed himself back up. Grabbing a hot pad, he carefully lifted the kettle off the fire and set it on the ground next to him. His hand starting to tremble, he held his mug steady as he lifted the kettle once more and sloshed water into it, narrowly missing his hand. Setting the kettle back down, he laid back down heavily, wiping away the sweat that had broken out on his forehead. 

This was taking way too long. 

Closing his eyes again, Warren decided to take a short nap as his tea steeped. It wasn’t like he could do anything else except worry, even if he wanted to. As soon as he tried to do more than sit up and make himself some tea, Marcus came bustling in, a stern look on his face. 

“None of that,” he’d scold, shaking a finger in Warren’s face as he helped Warren back down onto the furs. “You aren’t strong enough yet.”

He was wasting precious time. 

“No, you aren’t wasting time,” Marcus would remind him. “Healing is never wasting time. You can’t rush this. Try, and you could end up dead. Clara could end up dead. And what then?”

Warren huffed out a breath as he rolled onto his side. Marcus was right. He just needed to be patient. But that was harder said than done. He’d give it one more week, and then he’d shift to gain access to his wolf’s healing magic. At that point, he should be good to go. If not, he was going anyway. He’d just have to be extra careful. Right?

Reaching over, Warren grasped the worn cotton blanket Clara had claimed as hers prior to the attack and pulled it over him. Breathing in deeply, his body relaxed as he inhaled her scent. 

Soon. He’d go after her soon. 


      [image: ]Raised voices drifted through the open tent flap, rousing Warren from his uneasy slumber. Rubbing his eyes, he stared blearily at the dim light filtering through the opening. What was going on? 

Raising himself up on his elbows, he glanced over at his tea and grimaced. It should be plenty cool enough to drink now. Pushing himself up the rest of the way, his attention back on the voices outside, he picked up the mug and tested the liquid with the tip of his finger. It was cold to the touch. Eyebrows shooting up in surprise, he wondered how long he had been out. 

Lifting the mug to his mouth, he swallowed down a mouthful before setting the mug back down on the ground. Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, he fought the urge to gag. Nasty stuff. 

The tent flap rustled, and a head appeared, peeking in to check on Warren. 

“Oh, you’re awake,” Benji grinned. 

Benji, barely nineteen, was Warren’s youngest brother and probably his favorite. Benji had an energy about him that cheered everyone up. You couldn’t help but like him. And up until the death of their parents, Warren had been Benji’s favorite as well. Benji had idolized Warren. Now, though, after surviving in the wilderness with the remainder of their pack, he had started to find himself. He was his own person. And as bittersweet as it was to watch his kid brother grow up, Warren was rather proud of the shifter he was becoming. 

“Sort of,” Warren grunted as Benji stepped into the tent, his grin widening. “What’s going on out there?”

“Oh, you know.” Benji shrugged before glancing over his shoulder as if he was expecting someone else to follow him inside. “Marcus is just being Marcus. Luca and I agree that it’s time to get you up on your feet. We need our fearless leader back. Marcus, on the other hand, is insisting that you need to stay in bed for at least another week or two.”

“And Richard?” Warren asked, feeling a grin tugging on his lip. Perhaps he’d be able to get out sooner rather than later, speeding up his plans.

“He’s staying out of it,” Benji chuckled. “Said he didn’t want to piss Marcus off because he has to live with him. You know how grumpy Marcus can get. And then he said he didn’t want to piss us off because he knows we can stick him with a few extra shifts. Particularly the ones just after midnight.”

“Ha,” Warren laughed. “How are things anyway? Seen anyone on our tail during watch?”

“Haven’t seen hide nor hair,” Benji said, grabbing a couple pieces of wood and adding them to the dying fire for Warren. “Have you had supper yet?”

“No.” Warren shook his head, relief flooding him at the news that they hadn’t been followed further into the mountains. 

“Good.” Benji nodded and stalked back over to the opening, sticking his head out for just a second. Shaking his head, he turned back to Warren. “You’re having supper with us just as soon as Mr. Stick-Up-His-Ass gets over here and clears you to walk short distances.”

“That would be nice,” Warren grunted as he swallowed down another mouthful of tea. “But I don’t even know if I can stand on my own right now. Just sitting up is a chore.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Benji said, dismissing him with a wave of his hand. “I’ll help you walk over to our tent. And when I’m not around to help, I’m sure Luca or someone else would be happy to step in.”

“But…” Warren hesitated, downing the rest of the tea with a shudder. “Won’t that make me look weak? I’m supposed to be the alpha, the protector.”

“Everyone needs help from time to time.” Benji rolled his eyes at him before peeking outside again. “Right now just happens to be your time. And it won’t last forever. Before you know it, you’ll be as good as new.”

“Any news on Clara?” Warren asked anxiously.

“I… uh…” Benji hesitated. “I’m not supposed to…”

“Not supposed to what?” Warren demanded, his blood pressure rising. If Benji wasn’t allowed to tell him, something bad had happened. He just knew it.

“He’s not supposed to tell you what we’ve found out,” Marcus replied, stepping into the warm tent, letting a flurry of snow in behind him. 

“Why not?” Warren frowned at him. 

“Because you need to focus on healing,” Marcus shot back, walking over, his lips pursed. “Now lie down so I can check your bandages.”

Silently, Warren eased himself back down. Staring up at the top of the tent, he heard Marcus huff as he knelt down beside him. 

“How have you been feeling today?” Marcus asked quietly as he tugged at the bandage circling Warren’s torso. 

Warren shrugged as a draft of cool air made him catch his breath as the bandage came free. And then the smell hit him. Decay and rot. Warren’s heart sank. He was no better than he had been yesterday or the day before that. 

“Well,” Marcus sighed wearily. “You’re getting there. You’re improving little by little every day. But it’s incredibly slow. Maybe I need to rethink the tea recipe. If I tweaked a couple of ingredients, I might be able to speed up your healing. Or at least I hope I’ll be able to.”

“Let me shift,” Warren suggested hopefully. 

“It’s too risky.” Marcus shook his head quickly, instantly dashing Warren’s hopes.

“What about getting him up and walking around, doc?” Benji asked, leaning over Marcus to peer at Warren’s wound. “It looks like it’s closed up for the most part. He should be able to handle a bit more movement now, right?”

Marcus’s shoulders slumped in resignation as he started rewrapping the bandage. 

“Fine,” Marcus muttered. “But if he tears the wound open again, or he relapses, don’t come crying to me.”

“Aw, you’ll still fix him up though,” Benji teased. “You’d be lost without Warren. The two of you are like two peas in a pod.”

Warren watched Marcus’s face closely, catching the flicker of emotion behind his eyes at Benji’s words. Warren didn’t know about the two of them being like two peas in a pod, but they were close. Always had been. Being the two oldest, they’d grown up together, trained together, and fought together. They’d always had each other’s backs. And when Marcus had lost his mate in the attack on their village, Warren had been there for him in a way no one else had. Now that Clara had been taken from Warren, Marcus was repaying the favor.

“Do I really have a choice?” Marcus said finally, raising an eyebrow at first Warren and then Benji. 

A grin spread across Warren’s face. 

“So I can get up now?” he asked anxiously. 

“Yes,” Marcus grunted, turning away, a look of unease on his face.

“Benji, help me up,” Warren ordered as he pushed himself back up. 

A shit-eating grin on his face, Benji stepped forward and grasped Warren under his arms. Counting under his breath, they both prepared. Warren gritted his teeth and braced his hands on his brother’s shoulders. Benji took a deep breath and then pulled. With a grunt, Warren was up. 

Swallowing, his legs shaky, Warren kept one hand on Benji’s shoulder as he glanced around and then down at his naked body. He was up and standing. Now to see if he could walk. 

“Help me over to that crate,” Warren suggested, wanting to at least pull on a pair of pants. 

Eyes averted, Benji nodded. 

Slowly, the muscles in his legs straining to keep him upright, Warren lifted one foot and then placed it down. Success. Next, he picked up his other foot and brought it up to the other. Blowing out a breath, his body shaking more violently, he forced a grin. He was walking. Slowly, of course, and with help. But he was walking. 

Wanting to see if he could take a step on his own, Warren let go of Benji and took another step forward, both his brother and cousin hovering behind him, ready to catch him if he toppled. Biting his bottom lip to stop himself from crying out, he dragged his other foot up. Only a few more steps to the crates. He could do this. But, gods, was it painful. 

Reaching the crates without any help, he turned, victorious, a grin on his face. 

“Welcome back, brother.” Benji grinned back. 







OEBPS/images/56517172-a92f-4706-b6ce-26723f12bb7b.png





OEBPS/images/b5f1592f-c1cd-4075-81f8-314c9098de76.jpeg







