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Chapter One
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KARA 

I was on edge today. Not for any reason I could put my finger on. The atmosphere around me, inside me, just felt tense, like the air before a storm. 

Across from me, on the other side of the lawn, the pack Alpha, Allara, sat with her feet up, watching over the children running about. Although her body language was lazy, I could tell that she was on alert in the way that Alphas always were, scanning for threats over at the tree line and ensuring the safety of pack members, even while appearing relaxed. 

Not that she could spring into action right now, though, even if something did turn up to threaten us. Not in her condition. The sundress she wore couldn’t hide her large, round belly. She chewed her bottom lip, deep in thought over something. 

Reid, her mate, crossed the lawn to join her, carrying two large glasses of lemonade. Allara accepted one, smiling up at him with a softness she reserved only for him. He bent his head to press a kiss to her lips. His fingers were gentle as they slid through her hair. The way he treated her—as if she were made of glass and the most precious thing on earth—was surprising for such a big man. 

Bitterness spiked through my chest and it only took me a second to realize what the feeling was. 

Envy. 

As Reid and Allara got to talking, I bent my head back over my needlework and tried to shake away the feeling. 

Those two had always known they were fated to be together. Ever since we were kids. Back then it had made us all laugh, the way they were with each other.

Not now. Now, it made us all yearn for something similar to what they had.

Unlike Allara and Reid, though, I’d never had even an inkling of that feeling toward anyone in the pack. I’d never experienced the pull they all talked about. That unshakable certainty that this shifter was the one for me. 

So, I kept to myself. The other members of the pack didn’t bother with me, which suited me just fine. It ran both ways; most of the time, I was happy enough in my own company. 

Since my brother Jason had found his mate Tammy, I’d withdrawn even more. It wasn’t anyone’s fault I didn’t feel right in company anymore. Besides, it meant I had more time to work on my art. I should be happy about that.

I smoothed a hand over the pattern I was working on: dozens of trees embroidered in shades of green. The forest scene would eventually become part of a quilt for Allara’s baby. The room they had planned for him, or her, was spectacular.  

Yeah. I have all I need, right here. 

Allara and Reid were still deep in conversation. Even from this distance, I could see they were arguing about something. Allara’s brow creased. It was an expression I knew well. 

She doesn’t want to hear whatever he’s saying, but she knows he’s right.

Sure enough, a few moments later, Allara threw up her hands. 

Fine, fine. 

Reid sat back, satisfied, and I smothered a laugh. Allara wasn’t one to lose a fight and she wouldn’t take it well. Reid brushed his hand against hers, and she relented, tangling their fingers together. Like all their disagreements, it was over before it had really started.

I shook my head and returned to my embroidery. 

Kids on the lawn played under the watchful eye of half a dozen shifters. Beyond the grass, a group of pack members emerged from the trees carrying a deer between them. No one would go hungry tonight.

At the other end of the village, the vegetable garden was blooming; come Fall, we would be laden with fresh fruit and vegetables. 

Everything was exactly as it should be. And yet, there was something I couldn’t put my finger on... Why did I feel so unsettled? 

Is it my imagination, or can I smell a storm on the horizon? 

***
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IT WAS LATE EVENING by the time Allara and I were alone and we could catch up properly. We sat on her porch together drinking iced tea and listening to the cicadas flitting in and out of the grass around the house. 

Allara had one hand on her belly, and the other absently stirred her drink. 

“It’s any day now, Kara.” She patted her stomach and grinned. “Ugh, I’m so done being pregnant.” 

I chuckled as I remembered how Tammy had gotten in the weeks leading up to her due date. Jason had been almost as bad as his partner, fussing over Tammy and the imminent event as if everything else in the world had come to a stop. Which I guess, for my brother and his mate, it had.

Setting foot in that house was like waiting for a bomb to go off toward the end. By the time baby Mae finally arrived, we were all at our wits’ end, only to be greeted with the most placid, easy-going kid ever.

Not for the first time, I wondered what Reid and Allara’s baby would be like. I took a sip of tea, hiding a little grin. Whether male or female, the coming bub was bound to be a leader of some kind. “How’s Reid holding up?” 

Allara shrugged. A smile played about the corners of her mouth. “Put it this way, I’m gonna miss having him wait on me hand and foot. Though it has started to get a little ridiculous—he carried me into the bath yesterday. Like, actually ran me a bath and put me in it.” 

We both laughed aloud this time. How well Reid treated his mate came as no surprise to me. Few men looked at a woman the way Reid looked at Allara. 

Her smile slowly faded, and her eyebrows pinched together. “Honestly, I’m frustrated. Until this baby is born, I’m stranded here. It makes my business as Alpha kind of limiting.” 

“Yeah.” I put a comforting hand on her arm. “I can imagine.” 

It wasn’t a situation an Alpha typically found themselves in, especially since most wolf shifter Alphas were male. As much as Allara had flourished in her role as pack leader, she now had a new priority: motherhood. 

“I’m gonna confess something...” Allara turned to me, setting her drink down on a table next to her. 

Her expression was serious, so I mirrored her posture. 

“This isn’t purely a social visit. I need to ask you a favour.” 

“Oh?” 

Allara and I had been best friends since we were kids. We’d reconnected almost immediately after she’d returned to the pack, picking up right where we left off. The fact she was now my Alpha hadn’t changed that relationship between us. There was little I would refuse her. 

“I’ve been in contact with Elder Frey, from the Thornwood Clan. He’s been keeping things running round those parts, ever since...” Allara’s face twisted with discomfort. “Well, you know.”

Right. Their Alpha’s passing. 

I’d never met the Thornwood Alpha face to face, but over the years he’d nurtured an alliance with Allara’s father. News of his sudden, recent death had spread like wildfire to every shifter pack in the state. 

Shifter packs fiercely guarded their secrets, especially upon the death of an Alpha. The risk for any pack was greatest just after an Alpha passed, and before the new leader was chosen. But the Thornwoods had been in open disarray for months now.

“They haven’t chosen a new leader yet?” I couldn’t keep the shock out of my voice. I’d never heard of such a thing—a pack running wild for so long with no sworn Alpha. How had they survived a takeover bid?

Allara’s face darked. “Oh, they had chosen one. The Thornwood Alpha’s son was all set to inherit, but for some reason, on the day he was set to be sworn in, he took off.”

“He... what?” 

“He ran off somewhere.” Allara looked pissed, and I sensed it wasn’t a good idea to point out right this minute that she hadn’t embraced the role of Alpha with open arms at first, either. Instead, I tried to keep my face totally blank of emotion.

“The truth is,” Allara continued, hefting herself back in her chair with a heavy sigh, “I’m worried. Jaime’s still out there, and the Thornwood pack—the one closest to our borders—currently has no Alpha. Honestly, I don’t know what Jaime’s capable of. If he stepped in and took over...” 

I caught a flicker of real fear in her expression.

I shared her fear. Jaime was unstable and if he stirred up trouble with our nearest neighbor, that trouble could spill over to us. I stared out at the clearing in front of us. Earlier that day, it had been full of kids playing chase, giggling and play-fighting with each other. 

The thick line of trees at the edge of the grass seemed darker than usual, full of shadows. I knew it was simply my mind playing tricks, but it felt like danger could be lurking around every tree trunk or branch. 

I shook the thought away. 

“So, what does this have to do with me?” I asked. 

“Reid is going to meet with the Thornwood Clan,” Allara said. “Normally, I’d go with him, but I don’t feel strong enough at the moment. I want you to go in my place.” 

I stared at her, shocked. “What? Why me?”

“Because I trust you,” Allara said simply. “And I don’t say that about many people. I need people I can trust right now. Your brother and Tammy are busy with Mae, and besides, you were my first choice.”

She smiled and squeezed my hand.

“But...” I fumbled. “I don’t know anything about politics!”

It might have sounded like a feeble excuse, but it was true. 

I wasn’t like Allara—bold, confident and strong. She’d left our village without a backward glance and lived for years in a strange city before returning to take up the role of pack leader. She was born for it. I’d always been content to spend my days here with my weaving and craftwork, making beautiful things for my community.  

I couldn’t just step into her role next to Reid and do the job well. I didn’t believe in myself that much, and I was positive no one else would, either. There was no way I could do it.

“Kara.” Allara caught my eye and held it in that instinctive, unyielding way that only an Alpha could. Damn. When she pinned me with that look, I knew I wouldn’t be able to refuse. “Look at me,” she insisted. “I know you can do this. I wouldn’t have asked you otherwise.”

I opened my mouth and closed it a few times, discarding excuses that I knew she’d throw aside as soon as I uttered them out loud. 

What if I messed up? One wrong move could wreck whatever alliance Allara wanted to build and make things worse for both clans. 

But the look on her face told me that I couldn’t argue. Allara had already made up her mind. More than that, I could hardly disobey a direct order from my Alpha. 

“Fine. When do we leave?” I mumbled. 

Allara brightened immediately. She sat back in her chair, looking like a weight had been taken off her shoulders. 

At least she’s confident. That makes one of us. 

“Tomorrow.” 

So soon? I almost squeaked. Allara caught my expression anyway and draped an arm around my shoulders, squeezing tight. 

“You’ll be perfect, Kara.” A soft smile played around the corners of her mouth. “You’ll see.” 

***
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IT WAS STILL DARK OUTSIDE when my alarm started blaring, far louder than I expected it to be.

With a groan, I gave it a couple of smacks to turn it off. I rolled over, every muscle in my body tensed, and listened with bated breath for the sound of a baby crying. Had my alarm woken Mae?

There was nothing but silence from the rest of the house. I let out a long sigh of relief and allowed myself to relax into my pillows. 

Tammy would never forgive me if I woke Mae up with my stupid alarm. 

On the chair beneath the window, the bag I’d packed yesterday lay in wait. I glowered at it, but it didn’t burst into flames. It remained exactly where it was, mocking me. Ready to leave.

With a heavy sigh, I knew I couldn’t delay any longer. I clambered out of bed and threw on my clothes. I was meeting Reid outside in half an hour. I had just enough time to eat some toast and brush my teeth before he’d be here.

There was no point waking Jason and Tammy. I’d said my goodbyes to them yesterday, and with Mae well and truly making her beautiful presence felt, like all babies do, the sleep-deprived parents needed as much rest as they could get. 

Tammy had hugged me tearfully and asked when we were coming back. She didn’t need a shifter’s advanced senses to pick up on the tense atmosphere. Jason had not said anything, but his body language when he moved in for a hug and the way he’d squeezed me so hard my feet lifted off the floor, told me how worried he was about me going on this mission for Allara. Jason was more than a big brother to me. Since Mom and Dad had died, we were all the family we had left. 

Once I had my bag on my shoulder, I glanced out the window and into the dark street. I could see Reid heading toward our house in the dim light cast by the street lamps. Tension was written across the broad line of his shoulders. 

I didn’t blame him. My own shoulders were tight with apprehension. I knew this mission wasn’t his first choice, either. He’d much rather be with Allara and his unborn child right now. Like any expectant dad, he wanted to be around just in case Allara went in labor earlier than expected.

Sometimes pack duty has to come first. 

I tip-toed down the stairs and shut the front door behind me as quietly as I could. Reid nodded as I came down the front steps of the house and gestured for me to follow him. 

“Morning Kara. C’mon.” He hitched up his own bag on his shoulder as I fell into step beside him. “Truck’s all packed and ready to go.” 

I stowed my bag in the bed of his truck and climbed into the passenger seat, trying not to feel awkward. It wasn’t often that Reid and I were in each other’s presence without Allara. I was hoping we’d find things to talk about along the way, and not spend the whole trip in quiet discomfort.

If he sensed any of my awkward feelings, he didn’t show it. He looked a million miles away as he turned the key in the ignition and we headed down the road that led out of the village. There were dark circles under his eyes, like he hadn’t slept in a month. 

He glanced at me properly once we were on the main road. “All good?” 

I nodded. “Sure.” I must have sounded unconvincing, because he grinned briefly.

“We’ll be back before you know it, Kara. All will be well.” 

Judging from his expression, I could tell he wanted to believe that just as much as I did. This trip was the last thing either of us wanted to be doing right now. But orders were orders, whether you were the Alpha’s friend, or their mate.

The trees rushed past as we drove. The sun began to rise, and golden light dappled the hood of the car. I tilted my head up, looking through the sunroof at the crows circling high overhead. 

“What are they like?” I eventually asked, breaking the comfortable silence. 

“Who? The crows?” He followed my gaze upward, then concentrated back on the road again.

I rolled my eyes and looked directly at him. “No. The Thornwood Clan, of course.” 

Reid drummed his fingers against the steering wheel. “Oh, ya know.” 

“No, I don’t.” I frowned out at the road ahead. “It’s a genuine question, Reid. I’ve never even been to the other side of the creek.” 

Reid’s brows shot up. “I didn’t realize.” 

I could see he was turning my question over in his mind, trying to find the right words. “They’re... secretive,” he said eventually. “They keep to themselves, you know? The same as any shifter pack.” 

Huh. That wasn’t much to go on. 

We fell into silence for a few more miles until eventually, Reid spoke up again. 

“You know Naomi, right? She’s one of the Thornwood Clan. Or she used to be, anyway.” He shrugged. “Who knows where she’s at, these days.”

I wrinkled my nose. Of course, I knew Naomi, and I have to admit, I really did not like her. My brother’s on-again, off-again ex. In the old days, she’d stick around just long enough to mark her territory and get Jason hooked on her before prancing off again. She reminded me of a poisonous flower: lovely to look at, but you didn’t want to get too close. 

When Tammy had entered the picture, I wasn’t the only one in our clan to breathe a sigh of relief. Naomi had scampered away once she realized Jason wasn’t coming back to her. I didn’t know where she was, now, and frankly, I didn’t care, as long as she stayed away from my little family. 

Reid caught my scowl and broke into laughter. “Aw, c’mon! You can’t judge a whole clan by one wolf, Kara.” 

I made a noncommittal noise and crossed my arms. “Fine. What about the others? The old Alpha had a son, right? A son who has mysteriously run off somewhere?” 

“Uh, yeah.” Reid shifted in his seat. “He had two of ’em, actually. I’ve only met the younger one, though. Kit Thornwood.”

“What’s he like?” I pressed. 

“He’s cool.” 

Ugh. I would get so much more out of Allara.  

The clan was secretive, and the younger son of the old Alpha was cool. I couldn’t tell if Reid was holding back on me for some reason, or if he genuinely didn’t have any other information to share. 

I might not have traveled far in my life, but I was still a shifter, and my shifter senses were on high alert. The farther we drove from the village, the edgier I became. The wolf in me was wary as all hell. Every bump in the road made me flinch in my seat. 

If I’m heading into an unknown, I’d rather go in with my eyes open. 

But I didn’t bother trying to pry any further. For whatever reason, Reid clearly had no more information to provide. I would just have to wait and find out for myself when I arrived. 
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Chapter Two
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KARA

It was mid-morning by the time the truck rolled to a stop at the edge of the Thornwood settlement. The perimeter was surrounded by a high wall and, as we approached the gates, a couple of figures stationed in a watchtower turned around to look at us, then disappeared from view. 

A guarded perimeter, with watchtowers? That’s not creepy at all. 

The gates slowly started to open. Reid tapped the steering wheel a couple of times, then drove forward, toward the small group of shifters clustered around the entrance. He brought the truck to a standstill and glanced at me as he put his hand on the door. 

“Wait here, yeah?” 

“Sure.” I nodded and watched as he climbed out of the car, my heart pounding in my chest. I was perfectly happy for him to take the lead at this point. I had never done anything like this before—visiting as the representative of our Alpha. I hardly even knew how I was supposed to behave. 

I sat bolt upright in the passenger seat as a group of shifters approached Reid. They looked like a welcoming party, of sorts, though the expression on their faces was not what I’d call friendly.

Reid reached the group and clasped hands with a couple of the men, exchanging a few words with them. I tried to read their lips, but they were too far away. 

Reid’s posture was loose and easy. I allowed myself to relax a fraction, taking a deep, calming breath. I would take my cue from him.

They’re our allies. They’re not gonna hurt us—not without good reason, anyway. 

Most of the men in the group peeled away after they’d spoken to Reid, and wandered out of sight. One of them remained. He continued to speak with Reid, his hands waving in the air in an expressive way that looked more human than shifter. 

Reid nodded at whatever he was saying, so I took the opportunity to study the other man. His hair was lighter than most of the shifters I knew. Burnished strands caught the light, flashing auburn when he moved into a patch of sunlight shining through the trees. He had a soft, easy smile, and even from this distance, that smile made me want to smile, too.

He clapped Reid on the back before turning away and loping off in the same direction as the others. 

Reid jogged back to the truck and slid behind the wheel. He seemed happy enough. “Let’s park, and then I’ll introduce you to everyone.” 

Another twinge of nerves shot through my chest as my heart continued to pound like I was running a marathon. I had to let some of my nervous tension go, before I ruined this for Allara.

“Sounds good.” I forced a smile as he swung the truck around, and we trundled over to a small patch of grass where several other vehicles were parked. 

This time, I was first out of the truck. I pushed the door open as soon as Reid turned off the engine, anxious to stretch and move. The second my feet touched the grass, my wolf wanted to bolt off into the forest. 

Don’t be stupid. There’s nothing to be afraid of. Don’t screw this up! 

I swallowed the thickness in my throat. Reid came around to my side of the vehicle. He grinned down at me, and I wondered whether he was oblivious to the anxiety thrumming in my chest, or simply ignoring it in the hope I would get myself under control. Knowing Reid, and his heightened senses, it was probably the latter.

“You ready?” he asked. 

My stomach churned. Still, I nodded. 

“C’mon. Their meeting house is this way.” 

I followed Reid across a clearing toward a collection of small homes. Other than that first group of men who had assembled to greet Reid, I hadn’t seen more than one or two others. Where was everyone? A couple of people passed us as we made our way down what I took to be the main street, but I caught movement at some of the windows. One of the chimneys was belching smoke. 

My shifter senses told me that we were being watched and it made the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I hadn’t expected anything else of course, but it was creepy being here, knowing that there were eyes on us, but not being able to see exactly where they were.

Like us, these people probably weren’t used to outsiders, and given the fence and the watchtowers, they seemed even more guarded in this community than our own. 

I recognized the meeting house. It was the biggest building in sight, for one thing. Unlike ours, it had a second floor, and the wide porch area underneath the jutting balcony was crowded with what looked like most of the Thornwood pack. 

Okay, so that’s where everyone is hiding. No wonder the village seems so empty. Looks like all the action is here.

Several heads turned as we approached, eyeing us as we climbed the stairs to the main doors. A couple of women had auburn hair similar to the guy Reid had spoken to. Theirs was brighter, like copper, and braided back into an intricate fishtail pattern. 

As we headed inside, everyone moved back, leaving a wide berth around us, before following us inside, albeit at a distance. 

I couldn’t shake the worry that we were surrounded by people who could turn on us in a heartbeat. 

Inside, the meeting house was already half-full of pack members. They were clustered in small groups on several rows of low benches that faced an empty stage, like they were waiting for something to begin. 

We were halfway down the central aisle when a man sidled in front of us, blocking us from going any further. I tensed up. Reid put a warning hand on my arm, and I forced myself to relax somewhat, at least on the outside. Nothing I could about the inner nerves, except keep them hidden. 

The man held up his hands, catching my expression. “Whoa! Didn’t mean to startle you there, missy.” 

I took a closer look at him. He had a broad, open face, and his hair had that same deep auburn color as many of the others, but his was streaked with gray at the temples, as was his beard. 
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