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        So much for our happily ever after…

        Stella Kendrick just opened the door to happiness after an abusive relationship, and her world is forever changed… again. Turns out being mated to a sexy Viking fae lord isn’t all she dreamed it would be.

      

        

      
        Gideon Heimdall has guarded his heart for centuries. In the short time he’s opened it to Stella, life teaches him just how fragile it is. Protecting his independent mate is a challenge he never thought he’d face.

      

        

      
        Tensions rise as Stella and Gideon navigate their new bond while dealing with threats from the past, supernatural sex traffickers, and the highly addictive drug overtaking their community.

      

        

      
        With trouble and treachery all around them, will Stella and Gideon’s bond survive?

      

        

      
        Will they survive?
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        This book contains mature content

        and material that some may find triggering.

        If you’d like to see a list of content warnings,

        please visit www.sarahcbrody.com.

      

        

      
        Reader discretion is advised.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      STELLA

      I stood alone in the middle of a blizzard.

      Looking out the floor-to-ceiling windows in the condo’s living room, that's how I felt. I’d been there for hours, watching the snowfall’s chaotic dance drape a thick, velvety blanket of white on the ski lodge’s grounds.

      My mate, Gideon Heimdall, owned the vast property near Jackson, Wyoming. In truth, the lodge was more like a resort, but my humble mate disliked bragging. Before we’d arrived, he referred to the spacious penthouse condo, which took up the main building’s entire top floor, as his flat. It was bigger than my house back in Georgia.

      It was about an hour before dawn, and the brightness cast by the fallen snow had conquered the night's darkness. There wasn't a star in sight as the sky shifted in color and softened the steely clouds. Shivering, I sipped coffee for comfort rather than anything else. I wasn’t the least bit tired, though I should have been sleeping, snuggled in the warmth of luxury bedding and powerful arms, after the sexual workout Gideon had put me through. Not that I had complaints.

      Thoughts of him wrapped around me stoked the simmering fire deep inside. I clamped my thighs together and tried to rein in the lust, before I caved and woke him for another round. No reason to interrupt the Viking's deep slumber because I couldn’t sleep.

      Sighing, I shifted on my feet as restless energy thrummed through my body. I’d bet he could have slept through a category five hurricane. Given the life he’d led, it wouldn’t have surprised me, though it annoyed me a little. Insomnia had plagued me since my teenage years. One would have thought being immortal, or nearly, would have eradicated something so mundane, but not for me. I was doomed to an eternity held captive by a very loud brain that roared to life when I tried to rest. It didn’t happen every night, but it occurred enough to make me crabby. Thankfully, like werewolves, fae didn’t need as much sleep as humans.

      That’s what I was. Fae. I had yet to accept it, and I kept waiting for the other shoe to drop. Sometimes, my life seemed reduced to a series of other shoes dropping.

      It all started when my ex-husband and former best friend blew up my world. I’d lost my business, my money, and the two people I cared most about. The details didn’t matter anymore, but I’d never forget the image of walking in on them screwing at our lake house—their lake house since the divorce. I told them off, left, and hadn’t seen them since.

      Unbeknownst to me, I traded the first circle of hell for the ninth that day. Until I met my chosen family. Despite almost twenty-four awful months, I found my best friend in Jason Kelley and grew close to Clarissa Dupree and Sabrina Jeffries, or Doc to her pack and friends. And met my mate. My Viking.

      I’d go through every bit again, and more, for him alone. It was cliche, but the darkest hour truly was just before dawn, and Gideon was the sun lighting my horizon.

      Impossibly dark blue eyes crinkling at the corners flashed before me, and my heartbeat kicked up. He could quiet my restless mind with one look, one touch.

      Strong hands slid around my waist as six feet, five inches of Grade-A, prime Viking man meat pressed against my back. “Your brain is in overdrive tonight, woman.” His voice was whiskey-and-woodsmoke, and his warm breath on my neck a soothing caress.

      “I forgot to shut down my side of the bond. Sorry I woke you with my loud ass thoughts.”

      “It wasn’t your noisy brain, Elska.” The Old Norse term of endearment was Gideon’s new pet name for me. He’d started using it after we mated. It meant ‘love,’ and my heart fluttered every time he said it.

      He found the buttons of the shirt I wore—his shirt—and made quick work of them.

      I shuddered as his hands slid over my belly. “Why are you awake, then?”

      He had a busy day scheduled, and we’d only arrived in Wyoming the night before. He’d been away for too long. Because of me. I tried and failed to shove the guilt away.

      “The bed was too empty. I don’t sleep well without you.” One of his large hands settled on my hip. The other drifted lower, his intent punctuated as he hardened against my back.

      He reached his destination, and his chest rumbled with a growl, indicating it pleased him to find me wet. I rolled my head back to rest against him as I spread my legs. I couldn’t help myself. I wanted more. His fingers curled inside as he searched for the spot that would have me writhing.

      “I like you in my shirts, Stella.” He slipped it from my shoulders and let it fall to my feet. “I like you out of them even more.”

      My knees weakened as his other hand skated down my spine. He had so much power over me, I should have run for the hills. Instead, I arched my back and leaned against the glass in invitation. Expecting him to fill me, I almost came when it was his tongue instead.

      “Gideon,” I gasped as he dragged it over me. The eternal flame that had ignited the first time we kissed flickered, sending sparks dancing through my body.

      “I can’t resist the taste of you,” he whispered, his beard tickling my most sensitive skin.

      The blaze inside me grew as I pressed my hands against the window. I wished I had something to grab onto. Like he could read my mind, he maneuvered me until we faced one another and placed my hands on his chest.

      My heart fluttered as I looked him over. Inked-up, naked muscle towered over me. Cobalt blue flashed in his dark eyes. His golden hair was pulled back in a messy knot, exposing his ears. His round ears.

      With narrowed eyes, I took in his perfect, human looking ears. I’d been so caught up in the fervor of mating that it hadn’t crossed my mind he didn’t have elongated, pointed ears like the fae in books I’d read.

      I traced the shell of his ear with my fingertip, eliciting his throaty moan and shiver. I leaned closer, trying to see if there was a bump or scar tissue to prove he had altered them. I found nothing. My stomach knotted. Was he using some sort of glamour? Even with me? My heart sank. I hated the idea of him hiding anything from me.

      “Why are you examining my ear, woman?” His eyes twinkled as he smirked at me.

      My cheeks burned. “Are you glamouring yourself ?” I tried for nonchalant, but if he said yes, it would hurt.

      He laughed and kissed my forehead. “I don’t have that power, but I would never glamour myself with you.” He took my hand in his. “If you are searching for points, fae who have them are rare now, usually of non-humanoid appearance, or older than me. It’s an evolutionary thing.”

      I scrunched my nose. “Do you know anyone with pointy ears?”

      He nodded. “Several, but most stay in other realms. Those who choose to live in this one keep a constant glamour or have them docked.”

      “Like dogs?” My heart sank. It was a cruel, barbaric practice.

      Gideon frowned. “The result is similar, but it’s done with magic. It’s not painful.”

      I dropped my hand to his chest. “You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

      He smiled. “Not personally. I was born with round ears. Five of my brothers had points, but they were much older.”

      “Define ‘much older.’ Twenty years? Two hundred?”

      Pain flickered in his eyes and resonated through the bond. He covered my hand with his and led me to the couch. “I was a surprise. There were almost five-hundred years between me and Torkel, and roughly twenty between the others.”

      He sat and pulled me into his lap. I did some quick math. “Maybe I should stop calling you Viking.”

      He growled, displeased, as his arms snaked around me. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “If my history and math are right, you were born a few hundred years before they were even a thing.”

      He chuckled. “The evolution of the English language is much more puzzling than that of fae ears. It’s almost unrecognizable from when I learned it. It will please you to know I was among the first.”

      I grinned. “Really?”

      “Yes, Elska. You can rest easy.”

      “You act like it’s not because of you I think they’re hot.”

      “All Vikings?” he asked with mock ferocity, maneuvering my legs to either side of him.

      “Every single one.”

      He pressed against me. “And do you have a favorite among them, Stella?”

      I had two choices. Prolong by teasing him. or satisfy his wants and get what I wanted in return. “You,” I said, my voice a breathy whisper, as I locked my ankles behind him.

      His lips crashed down on mine. He tasted of winter and my desire. My eyes burned, a signal they’d brightened from jade to bottle green, as he claimed my mouth with his.

      I grabbed his arms and extended them along the back of the couch.

      Gideon growled but kept them there. He let me take the reins, even though he was used to being in control in the bedroom, boardroom, every room. While he relished me being his equal in dominance, he struggled with my desire for equal power in the bedroom. His alpha urges kicked into overdrive during sex, and it was hot as hell watching him battle them to give me what I wanted.

      I loosened my legs around him and repositioned over him, knees sinking into the buttery soft leather. Before taking what was mine, I looked again at the beautiful male before me.

      Full lips, firm jaw, shoulder-length golden waves, beard a shade darker and redder, ink, and muscles for days. Brilliant mind, gentle soul, kind heart, fierce warrior, all around badass. My sexy fae wolf god. My mate.

      Overcome with love, passion, desire, lust—all of it, I took his face in my hands and kissed him. He tasted and smelled of winter, but there was a splash of me, too. Since we were newly mated, our scents were still mingling. Eventually, they would settle. We’d never smell the same, but everyone would know with one whiff he belonged to me, and I to him.

      The thought of it awoke my animal nature, hitting me on a primal level. I’d rip the throat out of any bitch who looked at him, let alone tried to touch him.

      “Mine,” I snarled and nipped his bottom lip as I sank down, taking him into me.

      “Yours, forever,” he whispered around my lips.

      I broke free and looked at him as I moved, rolling my hips slowly at first, then faster. My lips drew back as he white-knuckled the back of the couch. Gideon was as alpha as they got, but he would submit to me in bed, or anywhere else, which was why I had no problem submitting to him.

      With bright eyes, he dropped his gaze to my breasts. His hands moved, a signal that he was about to give in to his alpha urges.

      “Stay still, wolf,” I snapped.

      He snarled, but kept his hands where they were. “Bossy woman.”

      “Just the way you like it. Hush and let me fuck you.”

      Growling, he thrust upward yet maintained his hold on the couch. My eyes rolled back. I was so close, tiny sparks lit inside me.

      “Don’t mind me.”

      My eyes flew open. A knockout, leather-clad blonde stood in the entryway, leaning against the wall, smirking at us.

      “Who the hell are you?” I was about to lunge for her, but Gideon grabbed my hips and held me in place.

      “Roe? What the hell are you doing here?”

      Roe? Who the fuck was she? Not remotely okay with any of it, I jerked free of Gideon and hopped off, cringing at his wince of pain.

      Sorry.

      I hoped it transmitted down the bond, but I was a naked, sleep-deprived, almost-fucked mess. She was a perfect golden goddess.

      I reached for the shirt, but Gideon was already helping me into it. His fae speed was like lightning, Mine? Well, except for the speed and enhanced sight and smell that I’d enjoyed when I thought I was a werewolf, none of my fae magics had yet to manifest.

      He was unfazed by the glamazon darkening his—our—doorstep. It didn’t bode well. My gut twisted as flashes of Carter Murphy and his missing wife, Helena, sent chills down my spine. Surely, Gideon and this Roe chick weren’t involved, but why else would she have just walked in?

      “We have an issue, brother.”

      Brother? Gideon had mentioned six male siblings, but not one word of a sister.

      “What is so important that you couldn’t call first?” he asked, not shy about his nudity as he stood there in all his glory, dick glistening, still half-hard, just hanging out.

      Roe arched an eyebrow. “Check your phone. I’ve been trying to reach you since last night.”

      I squashed the urge to smack the smug look right off her gorgeous face. And why the hell didn’t Gideon put some damn pants on?

      He cleared his throat.

      I dragged my eyes from Ms. Perfect to my mate, unsure whether he wanted to know where his phone was, or if it was okay to leave me alone with his sister.

      “Last I saw, it was on the bedroom floor.”

      “The floor?”

      Mother of God, did I need to spell it out for him? My cheeks had to be electric red. “It fell out of your jeans.”

      “When?”

      I just glared.

      “Oh. right. I’ll be back.” Grinning, he strutted away.

      I rolled my eyes. Males. “Gideon? Maybe throw some pants on? Please?”

      Roe snickered. “Nothing I’ve not seen a million times before.”

      Growling, I whipped around to face her with burning and no doubt bright green eyes.

      “Enough, Aurora,” Gideon called. “Behave yourself.”

      “Why? Scared I’ll upset your mate? And don’t call me Aurora.”

      Oh, fuck you, blondie. I almost said it, but Gideon didn’t give me the chance.

      “Scared she’ll rip your throat out. It’s unwise to taunt her, especially when you interrupted us the way you did. And Aurora

      is your name.” He walked away before she could respond.

      We stood there ignoring one another while we waited for Gideon. What a bitch. I was no fan of this sister, and the feeling appeared to be mutual.

      He returned, wearing a pair of gray athletic shorts, studying his phone. He glanced at Roe. “All you’ve said is that it’s important.”

      “Keep reading.”

      He looked at his phone, and I stole another glimpse of her. She looked like him enough to be his sister. Same golden waves, though hers fell midway down her back. Her eyes were lighter, more of a cornflower blue, but they shared the same skin tone. Like him, she was tall and well-built, yet they didn’t smell like siblings.

      “You can’t be serious.”

      I jumped at his tone, my skin erupting in gooseflesh as dread roiled in my stomach. Not again. We were supposed to be settling into our happily ever after, or at least a lengthy happy for now situation.

      I expected him to glare at Roe. Instead, he looked at me like he’d never seen me before. I took a step toward him. He backed up. “It can’t be.”

      Roe strode over and placed her hands on his shoulders. “He is convinced.”

      She was touching him. The urge to grab that long hair and yank her away from my mate had me stepping forward. I lurched to a stop and balled my hands into fists.

      “Gideon?” I hated the pleading tone in my voice, but I didn’t want to hurt her. Or rather, I didn’t want to upset him by hurting her.

      He ignored me, wholly focused on Roe. “It’s not possible.”

      I stood there, feeling like a fool, as they talked about me like I wasn’t even in the room.

      “But it is. The timing lines up. You said she’s almost forty-seven, right?”

      He dipped his head.

      “Gideon?” I tried again.

      He closed his eyes.

      “Perhaps you should leave us,” Roe said with a swift glance over her shoulder before she dismissed me again.

      It was the last straw.

      “And perhaps you should back the fuck up and get your hands off my mate, blondie,” I snarled, wedging myself between them.

      “Excuse me?” she spat, clearly shocked anyone would speak to her in such a way.

      “Did I stutter?”

      She gaped at me as I put my hands on her shoulders and forced her to retreat a few feet before stepping back and shielding my mate from her.

      “Perhaps you’d care to explain why you think it’s acceptable to talk about me like I’m not here.” I jerked a thumb back toward Gideon, who still appeared dumbstruck by whatever was going on. “Since he’s incapable of speech.”

      “Stella,” he rasped.

      Roe eyed me with cool efficiency. “Fine. The male who raised us believes he is your father. He’s coming to take you home.”

      And just like that, the other shoe dropped.

      My pulse kicked into overdrive. “Take me home? I don’t think so. First, I’m forty-six years old. Second, home is where Gideon is. He’s my mate. I’m not going anywhere with some random dude who has a guilty conscience because he’s questioning his life choices. And who says he’s my father? He’s never met me. Never even seen me.”

      “The picture.” Gideon’s voice was soft, lacking its usual strength and confidence.

      Still between them, I turned just enough to glance at him. “Picture?”

      “From the plane.”

      I winced as I recalled him catching me off guard with a request to smile before he snapped the shot. He’d looked at me with nothing but love in his eyes that day. A look that stood in stark contrast to the way he gazed at me now. Like I was a stranger. I didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      “How did I not see it? You look just like her. Except…”

      “The eyes,” Roe finished. “She has Niall’s eyes.”

      Dread settled like a boulder in my gut. “This Niall is my father? Supposed father?” I moved so I could see them both. Gideon closed his eyes, jaw setting. “Niall is, was, your birth father. He died before you were born. Aerek is your father.”

      I flinched like he’d slapped me in the face. He’d already decided it was true.

      “He’s not my father. The only father I’ve ever known died when I was seventeen.”

      A quick glance in my direction, then his attention went back to Roe. “Had I know, I would never...”

      “You would never what, Gideon?” I demanded, unable to keep the hurt from my voice. “This Aerek makes claims about my parentage, and you’re nope-ing out on me?”

      He gave me no more than a fleeting glance. “It’s not like that, Stella. But Aerek is family.”

      Pain lanced my heart. “He’s your family.” I stepped away. “Got it.”

      Guilt seeped down his side of the bond. “Elska, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “No, it’s fine.” It wasn’t, though. “I mean, you’ve known me maybe a month.”

      I spun on my heel and strode for the bedroom as my heart shattered into a million jagged pieces. I expected him to follow me, but he didn’t. Maybe he was asking Roe to leave. I entered the bathroom, left the door ajar, and started the shower. I waited for as long as I could stand it before stepping into the open stall.

      When he didn’t come in to talk to me, even after I finished rinsing the conditioner and soap off, I couldn’t hold back my tears.

      So much for our happily ever after.
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      GIDEON

      Gideon watched Stella walk away, knowing he should go after her, but he stayed rooted to his spot. She was Aerek’s daughter. He’d mated the youngling of the male he considered his father.

      “That was a disaster,” Roe said once the shower started.

      “Thanks to you,” he snarled. She shrugged and walked into the kitchen. “I wanted to see her true character.” Grabbing the coffeepot, she sniffed. wrinkled her nose, and dumped it.

      “Aerek must be furious,” he muttered, sliding into a barstool at the granite island.

      “He’s not happy,” she said, sounding much more cheerful than he thought appropriate.

      “I didn’t know.”

      She looked at him. “Gid, regardless of whose daughter Stella is, you still mated a forty-six-year-old youngling.”

      He grimaced. “I thought she was a human-born werewolf.”

      “But you were sure she was fae when you mated her.”

      He had no idea what to do. Stella was his mate. Aerek was the male he respected most in all the realms. “She's lived as an adult since she was eighteen. She’s not some flighty, highborn female. She grew up fast and is more mature than most five-hundred-year-olds.” He shot a pointed look at his five-hundred-fifteen-year-old sister.

      “Ha ha,” she sniped, starting a fresh pot before she took a seat across from him.

      Conflicting thoughts warred in his mind, making his head ache. “He can’t think I would harm her. Otherwise, why isn’t he here?”

      “Aerek’s not thinking clearly right now. He’s driven by hope, fear, guilt, and love. You know he blames himself for what happened to Kallista and their youngling.”

      Gideon leaned back in his seat. One of Aerek’s brothers cursed his mate and the child as the result of a longstanding feud.

      “I convinced him he couldn’t come here hurling accusations and making demands without proof,” she said.

      “He went to get blood from Kallista?”

      She shook her head. “Struan’s in Atlanta.”

      Gideon closed his eyes. Struan Na Mara, the lord of waves, was Kallista’s older brother. He liked the waterkin male well enough, but they were of near-equal dominance. Three dominant males were two too many for his mate. “Please tell me he won’t be joining Aerek.”

      His sister snorted. “Wouldn’t surprise me if he did.”

      He cracked his neck. “Just what we need.”

      Her face softened. “Davien will handle it. He’s sworn to protect her, too.” Roe and Davien, another of Aerek’s chosen children, swore blood oaths to protect the baby when she was born.

      “You didn’t act like an oath-sworn guardian earlier,” Gideon accused her.

      She shrugged. “Stella didn’t strike me as needing, or wanting, a stranger hovering over her. She’d no doubt hate it. Resent me for it.”

      Silence stretched between them until Roe got up. “She’s not what I thought she’d be,” she said, pouring them each a fresh cup of  coffee.

      “How so?” he asked, still half-consumed by his reeling mind.

      “I thought she’d be less aggressive.” Roe retook her seat. “Your past bedmates were more submissive.”

      Accepting the mug she slid his way, he bared his teeth. “Stella’s my mate, not a one-night stand.”

      Her hands shot up. “Fair enough. I'm still trying to grasp the  concept that you, who's been evading commitment for over a millennium, mated a female whose dominance rivals your own.” She hesitated. “I could barely hold her gaze.”

      Gideon blinked, surprised she’d admitted such a thing. Just as he was about to speak, the shower stopped running. “I should go talk to her.”

      Roe stood and extended her mug. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      Standing, he shook his head. “Take it,” he said as they headed for

      the door.

      “Good luck,” she said as he opened it.

      “Thanks, I’ll need it.” Gideon closed the door behind his sister and looked down the hall toward the bedroom. He didn't have a clue how to handle it.
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        * * *

      

      STELLA

      Fresh from my shower, I stood in the closet, staring at my  suitcases,  when Gideon appeared. Still more than a little hurt by his earlier behavior, I refused to acknowledge him and instead got dressed.

      “Excuse me,” I said, unable to help the chill in my voice as I rushed past him to go hang my towel in the bathroom.

      “Stella.”

      I was being a bitch, but I was still reeling, and I needed him to make an effort. He cleared his throat and followed. “I handled that terribly. I’m sorry.”

      Towel deposited on a hook, I turned, crossing my arms, and glared at him. “Sorry for what, exactly?”

      He just looked at me.

      “Are you sorry for having an entire conversation about me like I wasn’t even there? Or for your sister being a bitch?” I added air quotes to the word sister and continued to each time I said it. “Or not telling me you had a sister? Who’s not your actual sister, because she smells nothing like you? Or are you sorry for looking at me like I was a freak and backing away from me? Or perhaps it's for letting me know this thing between us isn’t all you made it out to be.”

      His eyes widened. “This thing between us? Elska, if anything, I underplayed how serious our mating bond is.”

      I shrugged. “Yet it’s Aerek you called family out there, not me.”

      “Because he is.”

      “Right. He’s your family.”

      Understanding dawned on his face. “Stella, what you and I are transcends family.”

      My eyes burned as again I blinked back hot tears. Hating the way my bottom lip trembled, I turned away. “Nothing is more important than family, Gideon. Nothing.”

      I thought he understood, given his own difficult past. But maybe, like most people, he took it for granted. Perhaps you had to truly be on your own at a young age to get it.

      Warm, muscular arms wrapped around me. “Stella, I’m saying this all wrong. Of course, you’re my family.”

      His deep voice was more soothing than his arms. I wanted to lose myself in the depths of it. Even so, I couldn’t help the sob that escaped me.

      Cursing myself, I tried to stop crying, but all I managed was gulping in air.

      “How will you react if he tries to take me away?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer right away, and I wondered if he’d heard me. “Gideon?”

      “Stella.”

      I pulled free of his embrace. His tone. He was about to utter something absurd like, “it’s not that easy,” or “you must understand.” I put space between us before I turned and faced him.

      “It’s a difficult situation.”

      Close enough. I barked out a dry chuckle. “It shouldn’t be.” I strode past him, but he grabbed my arm.

      “If you are Aerek’s daughter, he has rights.”

      “Rights?” I was almost forty-seven, and my mate was telling me some strange dude had rights over me. “He can’t just claim to be my father. There must be a blood test or something.”

      I didn’t mention chances were slim I’d agree to it.

      “There is a spell,” Gideon began, speaking slow enough that alarm bells rang in my head. “It’s why Aerek isn’t with Roe. She and Davien, another of our family, convinced him to get blood from Struan before coming here.”

      “Who is Struan?” Though I wasn’t sure I cared.

      “Your uncle. Your mother’s brother.”

      I resisted the urge to remind him we didn't know if I was related to these people. “Why his blood and not hers?”

      Gideon frowned. “Kallista is unwell. At present, she's off-realm

      with Aerek’s other brother, Aeden, and his mate.”

      Realms were one of the few fae things I knew about, though not much. I didn't know how many there were, only that it took special magic to travel between them.

      “Whatever,” I muttered. It wasn’t important. “Your Aerek can bring all the blood he wants. That doesn’t mean I’ll agree to this spell.”

      His silence told me all I needed to know.

      “I see. Aerek has rights, but I don’t.” Fear skittered through me. Another male hellbent on controlling me, with no regard for my feelings, or respect for my agency or history.

      Shivering, I attempted to ignore the panic trying to overtake me. “What are you going to do? Stand by while strangers hold me down and steal my blood?”

      He didn’t answer right away.

      I jerked free of his grip and stormed into the bedroom, not stopping until I reached the windows. The sky was flat gray, a shade which only occurred during winter storms. Some people found it dreary. I used to think it was beautiful, in a haunting way. That day, I found it bleak, isolating, depressing as hell.

      He followed but didn’t join me at the window. “I won’t just stand by if you and Aerek can’t come to an agreement about the spell. But you’re still a minor by fae law, and he is most likely your father.”

      “I don’t care. I don’t know him,” I said with a snarl as I watched it snow. The storm had dwindled to scattered flurries, and I wanted nothing more than to let my wolf take over and run up the mountain in the distance.

      Except, I had no wolf. Or I was part wolf. Instead of two separate souls, I had one soul, but dual natures. It was just me in there. Regardless, I'd lost my ability to shift. The how of fae magic eluded me.

      “Aerek is a good male. He’s spent over forty years trying to find you. Does that mean nothing to you?”

      I turned, frowning. “Forty years is a long time. It’s hard to believe he put much effort into searching. It’s not like the Kendricks did a black-market adoption.”

      Gideon gave me a strange look and was about to speak when I held up my hands. “I can't talk about this anymore. I don't need or want

      another male trying to control my life.”

      Images of me, Clarissa, and Penelope naked, chained, and collared in dog cages rushed at me. Carter’s silver eyes flashed before me. My chest tightened. I couldn’t breathe. With a trembling  hand. I reached for my throat to tug at a collar no longer there.

      Desperate for air, I strode out of the bedroom. My shoulder brushed his arm as I rushed past. I wished he’d stop me and wrap them around me, but he seemed more concerned with his mentor’s feelings than mine.

      In a hurry, I dashed across the living room toward the sliding glass doors and burst out onto the balcony. I raced to the railing, clutching at it as I gulped in air. The chilly wind whipped my hair around me, and the slate tiles were like ice on my feet, but I relished it. The cold drowned out the screaming in my head.

      “Stella.”

      I whirled around, hands shooting up. “No.”

      He halted, one bare foot on the slate, the other still inside.

      “I said I was done. I came here to start our life together. This was supposed to be our HEA.” I smirked as Gideon’s confusion drifted down the bond. Sometimes I forgot he was almost fifteen hundred years old. “Shorthand for happily ever after.”

      His eyes glazed.

      “Never mind,” I said. “My only interest in meeting Aerek was because he’s important to you.”

      I straightened my shoulders and stepped closer. “I don't need or want another father in my life. If you and your family can’t understand, too bad, but this is my decision.”

      We went back inside. He reached for me, but I stepped back, needing space. He’d had his chance. “I’m going to lie down. I’m tired.”

      “Want company?”

      I shook my head. “Not right now.” I tried not to cringe when the shadow of his hurt feelings darkened the bond.

      He pulled them back, though his frustration lingered. I hated disappointing him, though he'd done the same to me. We'd never left an issue unresolved, but my emotions were fried. I reached to squeeze his arm in some pathetic little show of love, but he turned away. My hand fell into the empty air.

      “I’ll be working,” he said as he strode into the office and closed the door. The sound of it clicking shut echoed in my head as I trudged toward the bedroom.
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      STELLA

      Bright sunlight woke me up. Gideon still slept, giving me an opportunity to sneak into the guest room and shower. I was crazy about my mate, but I was tired of the tension between us and needed a few minutes alone.

      We’d been in a stalemate since Roe’s big announcement. The Aerek situation hung between us like a thick fog, and we were barely speaking. We had sex only because the mating bond was new and out of control.

      The day before, I’d crept into the shower, hoping to escape him, but he was there a minute later, strong hands gliding over my wet body. One touch, and I was a horny slut for him. A begrudging, horny slut. Hence, my desire to use the other bathroom.

      Later that day, I’d been so consumed with need for him, I walked into the office while he was on a conference call and fell to my knees, disgusted with myself and him, as I unzipped his pants. He snarled at me but made no move to stop me as I freed him from his jeans and gave him head until he finally ended the call, picked me up, and bent me over the desk. It was annoying how little control either of us had over the lust.

      I hopped out of bed before the urge to climb on top of him overpowered me. I tiptoed into the hall, shut the door, and hurried to the guest room. Ten minutes later, I was done and hoping to be dressed and drinking a latte before my mate even missed me. When I opened the door, the aroma of brewing coffee hit my nose.

      I cringed and went into our bedroom to throw on clothes. Moments later, I entered the kitchen and found Gideon standing by the counter, holding a mug.

      His hair hung in damp ringlets, and he wore nothing but a pair of boxer briefs. The scents of soap and shampoo mixed with the coffee as I approached.

      “I made your latte,” he said in a voice that made my stomach drop. His turbulent emotions filled the air in thick swirls. I could almost see them.

      He was pissed.

      I took my mug before leaning against the kitchen island and taking a sip. “This is good, thank you.”

      He nodded at me with dark blue eyes. “You can say no, Stella.”

      I blinked at him. “What?”

      “You needn't sneak out of bed or shower in the safety of another bathroom. I’m not some sex-crazed monster who’s going to force himself on you.” His face tightened.

      Shit, shit, shit, shittity, shit. Shit.

      He wasn’t pissed. He was hurt. A reply died in my throat as he walked over to the windows.

      I had snuck out of bed to avoid sex. But not for the reasons he assumed. “It’s true. Saying no never occurred to me, but not because I think you’re a monster.”

      He kept quiet, standing with his back to me.

      “It’s because I can’t say no to you. Don't want to. I’m the sex-crazed monster.” I knew he felt the truth of it because the tiniest sliver of amusement slipped from his side of the bond.

      I left my mug on the counter and went to him. Circling his waist with my arms, I kissed his tattooed back. “I needed a minute before facing another day of ping-ponging between intense sex and unbearable silence.” And I hated disappointing him, but I didn’t say that.

      “You’re not a disappointment.”

      Damn it all to hell and back. I’d forgotten to shut down my side of the bond.

      “You are my greatest treasure.” He repositioned us so that we were facing one another and rested his hands on my shoulders. “But it is disappointing that we don't agree on certain things.”

      I pulled away. “Can we not do this now?”

      “Fine,” he said, frowning while sidestepping me to retrieve his mug. “I’ve got to get dressed and head to my other office anyway.”

      I longed to follow him, but I chickened out and busied myself in the kitchen. The urge to bake grew stronger by the minute, and the kitchen was well-stocked. I collected what I needed and got busy.

      It wasn't long before Gideon reappeared. A faint smile ghosted across his mouth.

      “Hope you don’t mind, but I need to think,” I said as I mixed the ingredients for chocolate chip cookies.

      “Elska, my kitchen is your kitchen. Our kitchen.” He planted a kiss on my forehead. “Bake away.”

      He turned to go, and a deep ache throbbed in my soul. I set the bowl down and pulled him back. “I’m already regretting not waking you up with hot sex.”

      “Perhaps we can remedy that later,” he said, then kissed me before I said something dirty.
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      Gideon left, and I baked several dozen cookies, then resigned myself to a lengthy run in the gym, followed by a day of aimless wandering around the condo with nothing but my thoughts and the books in Gideon’s library to keep me company.

      Everything changed when someone knocked on the door. I opened it and found a female werewolf dressed in running gear holding two large cups of coffee.

      She smiled. “Hi, I’m Wendy Moreno. Alpha mentioned you might enjoy going for a run.”

      Bless him. I pushed love and gratitude through the bond. Wendy was almost my height with long, thick dark hair in a ponytail, chestnut-brown eyes, and a classic runner’s build. I liked her on the spot. The coffee she extended my way didn’t hurt.

      “Gideon told me what you like. We can drink them on the way to the trail.”

      Yeah, Wendy and I were going to be friends.

      “Thanks,” I said, taking the cup. “Come on in.” I motioned toward the living area. “A run sounds good. I’ll go change.”

      “Take your time,” Wendy said and reached for her phone.

      I hurried to the bedroom. I hated to keep people waiting, so I was quick to change.

      “Ready,” I said less than five minutes later.

      Wendy got up. “That was fast.”

      I shrugged. “I’m not much for dilly-dallying.”

      She smiled. “Me either.”

      “I should get water.” I motioned to the bottle hanging on a strap crossbody over her shoulder. “Need to fill up?”

      “I’m good.”

      I darted into the kitchen and filled one for myself.

      “Gideon says you’re a reader.” Wendy said as we exited the building.

      “A voracious one,” I admitted as we headed for the running trails.

      “I own the bookstore in town. You’ll have to come by.”

      I turned to her with a grin. “You’re my new favorite person.”

      Wendy chuckled. “It’s nice having another reader in town. Most wolves don’t have the patience for novels.”

      “I love them. The bigger, the better.”

      “You must be a fantasy reader.”

      “Mostly. Urban fantasy is my favorite, but I read other subgenres, too.”

      “Romantasy?”

      “Of course.”

      “I wonder if we’ve read any of the same ones?”

      We ended up seated on a bench outside, drinking coffee and discussing books. We shared several favorites. She even understood my shapeshifting coyote mechanic and wingspan size references.

      “I guess we should hit the trails,” Wendy said as we tossed our coffee cups into the nearest trash bin.

      “Let’s do it,” I said, excited to be outside and to have made a new friend.

      “Only a few have been cleared of snow, including the one up the mountain. It’s steep, but worth the climb. There's a nice overlook with a magnificent view of the town where we’ll switch trails for the run back. It has a gentler slope and will bring us out by the stables.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Gideon says we’ll be well-matched, but let me know if you need me to slow down.”

      “Same,” I said, grateful that while my shifting magic remained missing in action since my curse mark broke, I’d kept my speed. Not all fae had the superhuman strength and speed that Gideon possessed.

      “We’ll see.” Wendy jerked her head toward the path and started jogging.

      I let her set the pace, and it wasn’t long before we fell into a natural rhythm. She was the same type of runner I was.

      There was a difference between non-humans who ran only to burn energy, and those of us who also ran to quiet our noisy brains. Wendy and I were the latter.

      My mate had guessed right. We were well-matched. Once comfortable with one another, our competitive streaks came out, and each of us took the lead in turn. By the time we reached the overlook, we were sweating.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said, a little breathless, as we leaned against the railing.

      The lodge, as Gideon called it, sat nestled between the mountains. A river snaked through reminding me of a navy-blue ribbon on white velvet. It was a gorgeous view.

      “Lodge,” I said, shaking my head.

      “What’s that?” Wendy asked. She sounded as winded as me.

      “Gideon described this place as a modest ski lodge.”

      “He’s not one to brag,” Wendy said, looking bemused.

      It was clear she thought highly of my mate. It only made me like her more. “No, he’s not. I just wish he’d give himself more credit.”

      “We all do, Stella. He’s a special male, and he works hard for all supernaturals, not just his wolves.”

      “He does,” I agreed.

      She gave me another efficient bob of the head. “It’s good you know it.”

      I dipped my head. “And that you do. I hope the rest of the pack feels the same way.”

      “I think you’ll do fine here. You’ve got backbone. I’m glad the alpha didn’t end up with a timid female. He needs someone who can stand up to him and remind him to take care of himself.”

      I eyed her, thinking Roe might not be the only adopted sister my mate had. “We’re a good match. I remind him to take breaks, and he keeps me focused.” That wasn’t even the half of it, but I didn’t know her well enough to rave about the sex. Yet.

      She grinned like she knew where my thoughts were. “I’m sure there’s more to it, but I’m glad you found each other.”

      She jerked her head toward the trail. “Let’s hit it.”

      I took one last sip of water and was about to check my laces when I noticed it. I straightened and looked around.

      “What is it?” Wendy asked, following my eyes with hers.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked, as the hairs on the back of my neck stood.

      She shook her head. “I hear nothing.”

      “That's my point.” It was dead quiet. No birds chirping, no rustling of forest critters.

      She widened her eyes, scanning the surroundings.

      “Creepy.”

      I spun in a slow circle. We were being watched. Chills skittered along my spine, just as they had before Carter pushed me into a ravine back in Jones Mountain Lake, Georgia—JML to those who knew it well.

      My heart thudded in my chest. I needed to maintain control. I liked Wendy, and I didn't want her to think I was a traumatized mess.

      Okay, so I was a traumatized mess, but she didn't need to know yet. I looked away, closed my eyes, and took deep breaths until my pulse slowed.

      I pulled my shit together, voided my face of fear, and turned back to her. “Probably just a bear nearby. It shouldn’t bother us.” It was true. Bears, mundane ones, smelled werewolves and stayed away. I expected they had the same reaction to the fae. No sense tempting fate, so I added, “But we should go.”

      “Good idea. We'll go left around the bend to head down.”

      “Okay.”

      We resumed jogging, and I tried to concentrate on the  run, unable to shake the feeling of eyes on us. It had to be

      Carter.
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      STELLA

      Wendy had to leave for work after our run. We parted ways by the stables located within eyesight of the main building. I wanted to go in and see the horses, but still jittery about being watched, I decided to head home instead.

      Inside, I headed for the elevator and stabbed the call button, silently willing it to hurry in hopes of avoiding members of the pack or the resort staff. They were all nice, but also all supernatural, so they had heightened senses, especially smell.

      Gideon told me it took more than a shower to erase intense scents—desire, lust, rage, despair. Did I mention the desire and lust? The day we’d left Georgia, I couldn’t understand why the airport staff, most of whom were male, kept winking at Gideon. After he explained it to me, I’d been so embarrassed I thought my cheeks might ignite.

      Of course, those dudes viewing me as a prize Gideon had won and ogling me like I was the town whore hadn’t helped. Stupid double standards. We treated men like heroes when they got laid and females like pariahs. Fuck that shit.

      My mate had silenced them with a single look, which made me want to tear his clothes off and have my way with him. More lusty lady love polluted the air, and that just made it awkward for all of us.

      Wendy hadn’t reacted to the lingering reek of sex, and after our run, perhaps all they’d smell was sweat. Still bad, but not as mortifying.

      The elevator arrived. I stepped inside, pressed the button, and sent up a quick prayer that no one else got on. If there was a lingering smell of sex, I couldn’t take facing another staff member wearing a knowing smirk.

      They were all delighted their alpha had taken a mate, but I was tired of everyone knowing my business, thanks to most supernatural noses.

      It was a quick ride up, and as soon as the doors opened, I scented another male in the condo. The frankincense of his scent hit my nose, and I stopped in the middle of the hall.

      Vampire.

      My heart leapt into my throat as the pale faces of Willem and Simon flashed before my eyes. Willem had assaulted me in JML. Once, when I was held captive with a group of females and I tried to climb out of a basement window. Again, after I escaped the schoolhouse where Carter made his big reveal.

      The first beating was bad—he’d knocked me unconscious—but I almost died from the second. He’d shredded my stomach, causing my guts to spill out. With my magic still bound by a curse mark, I’d be dead if Gideon hadn’t found me when he did.

      Simon helped me escape, but I still had a problem with the fact that he’d taken part in trafficking living beings. He was only alive because he’d helped me. Willem was only alive because his sire was someone important.

      With my curse mark broken, I could scent the subtle difference between Gideon’s vampire guest and the two I knew.

      I considered going to the on-site gym, but I was the high alpha’s mate. I needed to get used to the undead, so I forced myself toward the front door. Hand poised on the knob, I took a deep breath and opened it.

      “He’s in Memphis,” the stranger said in a clipped, British accent.

      Frowning, I eased the door closed as I tried to determine who they were discussing.

      “Did you send a team to apprehend him?”

      I winced. The urgency in Gideon’s voice left no doubt that it was Carter they spoke of. My heart banged in my chest. They thought he was in Memphis? Was I wrong about him watching me and Wendy?

      “No.” The Brit’s tone left no room for doubt.

      “Why the hell not?”

      “I’ll take this one.”

      That was Navarro Jones, Gideon’s best friend and beta. He sounded like he was on speakerphone, which made sense given he was in JML.

      “Dude, if we take him, what do we get besides your satisfaction in presenting him to Stella?”

      My heart grew two sizes. Gideon had meant it when he told me I could deliver the death bite. I considered what it meant, and my stomach churned. I wasn’t sure I had it in me to kill. Maybe in self-defense, but in retribution? I wanted Carter dead, but was his death worth what it might do to me?

      Navarro’s voice dragged me back to reality. “If we tail him, we might get intel on drug labs or something that leads to rescuing more victims.”

      I nodded in silent agreement and was glad when Gideon did so verbally.

      “Very well, but I want our best on him. We can’t afford to lose him again.”

      “Understood,” the vampire said. “I have a team on him now, and Jess Garridan offered three from his security company, all with police or military experience. They’ve all worked with LEASH, too. And one’s a female werewolf.”

      I didn’t know Jess Garridan, but LEASH, the Law Enforcement Agency for Supernatural and Human Crimes, was a government agency with a ridiculous name that investigated crimes pertaining to both supernaturals and humans. If this female worked for them, she was well trained.

      “I’ll call and thank him,” Gideon said, then paused, probably to sip coffee given the delicious aroma filling the condo. “I was not aware he had wolves on his payroll.”

      “Tabitha was a hostage negotiator for LEASH before her mate died. She consults for them now that she’s moved to Atlanta to be closer to her children.”

      A longer pause, and whispers of my mate’s uncertainty seeped into the bond. A werewolf working for Jess wasn’t the issue, despite it being unexpected. More like he had reservations about placing a widowed mother on the front lines.

      I should have made myself known or minded my own business and hit the shower. But I stayed. I wanted to hear Gideon’s response without my presence to swaying him. I wasn’t certain, but I didn’t think he’d noticed I was back.

      “How old are her younglings?” Gideon asked.

      “The youngest is twenty-five, the oldest is closer to thirty. She had them early, then petitioned to be changed,” Navarro said. “She was a human cop. You signed off on it because of her health, both physical and mental, along with her experience.”

      A rustle of paper and recognition lit the bond as Gideon presumably looked at her file. “Tabitha is smart and more than capable,” he said. “I’m glad she’s found a new home with Cullen’s pack. And I suppose having one of ours working with Jess might not be a bad thing.”

      His guilt mingled with mine, and I wondered what it was about.

      Navarro clarified for me. “You and Jess don’t always see eye-to-eye, but he’s not a bad male, and he treats his employees well. I called Tabitha when I learned of Anthony’s passing to offer our condolences. It happened while Stella was recovering. Tab was glad to learn you found your mate and hopes to meet her soon. My notes are in the files I added to our shared drive.”
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