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Prologue
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"I brought this to you right away, as instructed," Lowell said. He'd been one of the wolves that had shown loyalty to Jordan even after his father had sent him into exile. There hadn't been many, but Jordan was grateful for those who remained by his side. 

His father should have understood. All he'd wanted was to find his child and bring that child back to the pack to be raised by his rightful father. Unfortunately, his bitch of a mother had been telling the truth, and the moment Jordan laid eyes on the baby he knew there was no way he'd fathered that weak three-legged pup. 

Perhaps his father would have been more understanding if he'd brought a healthy pup back to the pack instead of punishing him for nearly starting a pack war. 

Jordan took the letter from Lowell and tore open the envelope. 

Dear Sir,

Your invitation is most thoughtful. 

The Barton Pack seems full of rabid dogs led by a rogue alpha. 

I will agree to meet with you to discuss what recourse we have for the afflictions they have brought to us. 

On June the twenty-first, I will be at Blackbear Brews in Lexington, Kentucky, on pack business. Meet me at one o'clock sharp.

Bring no more than two wolves with you. 

The enemy of your enemy,

Marcus

Jordan refolded the letter and set it back in the envelope. 

"Lowell, we need train tickets to Lexington arriving June twenty. Three tickets. I want them under your name. Discretion is vital," Jordan called. 

"Of course," Lowell said, hurrying away. 

Jordan leaned back in his chair and smiled. Things were finally falling into place. The Barton pack would pay for the humiliation they'd inflicted on him. That cunt who'd fallen pregnant with a child that wasn't his, the mangy three-legged father, and the girl's uncle who was the Pack Alpha all needed to pay. He was going to make sure they did. 
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Chapter 1
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"Hania, come down here so I can give you your letter."

Hania glanced down the trunk of the tree to see Nita standing at its base, waving an envelope in his direction.

"Or I could bring it to you," she said. He could imagine the mischief on her face as she said it.

"Urs would murder me if I let you do that," Hania said. He climbed down the tree branches until the ground was close enough for him to reach in a leap. 

Nita smirked and handed him the letter.

He took it eagerly and ripped the paper open. It had been more than a month since he'd heard from his brother in California.

Nita leaned against the tree trunk. She also had a letter, though hers was written in a feminine hand. He could guess that the letter came from Orsa, who was the sister-in-law he and Nita shared.

"I think Orsa is more excited about my cub than I am," Nita said, running a hand tenderly over her abdomen, which was swollen with burgeoning life.

She was shorter than Hania. Her forehead only came to his shoulders. She was thin except for the roundness of her belly.

Today, her hair was tied back in a long dark braid. 

Like all bears, her ancestors had been the first people to live in North America, and she had the prominent cheekbones and rounded eyes of her native ancestors. 

Her nose was long and thick, favoring her African heritage. Most of the modern bear clans had Native ancestral mothers who'd married African fathers when there was a shortage of marriageable he-bears. 

Hania shared the same heritage as Nita, though one would have to look several generations back before finding a common ancestor between them.

Now, Orsa bound them together as family. Orsa was married to Hania's brother Karuk. She was also the sister of Nita's husband, Urs. 

"Urs is excited to be a father. I'm sure it reflects in his letters to his sister," Hania said.

"He may be less excited when he is up walking the floors with an angry cub all night. My mother said I didn't sleep until I was almost a year old."

"You and she survived. I am sure you and your cub will manage too."

"But I'll never get to go on any of the adventures we dreamed of," Nita said. Her dark eyes took on a faraway look.

"I am sure motherhood will be its own adventure. It is the adventure a she-bear should have." It was an adventure that he'd nearly deprived her of.

They'd been the best of friends for as long as he could remember, and it had been assumed by their mothers that they would marry. However, his feelings for her remained that of a sister.

He'd tried to ignore the lack of desire for his friend. A bear should marry and add cubs to the clan. That was what bears did. That was what was necessary for the future of the bears.

During his last year of schooling, he'd kissed her, hoping it would spark enough desire in him to do what he should for his clan. It hadn't, and he'd been honest with Nita. He couldn't marry her. He cared for her too deeply, and he wouldn't force her to live a life without the physical love of a doting husband. He knew it had broken her heart, and for a while, he'd wondered if their friendship could survive. It had, though the road hadn't been an easy one.

"It isn't the adventures we would have had," Nita said, pouting her thin lips. 

"Please, don't make me feel guilty for doing the right thing," he said softly. 

He had done the right thing. Once it was clear that whatever matrimonial expectations from the clan had been derailed, a husband had been found for Nita. Urs was an excellent match. He was the son of a Clan Mother and a good man. He'd moved from California to marry Nita three years after their schooling was finished.

"Sorry. You're right. That was wrong of me. I love Urs. He makes me very happy. I know that my place in the clan is to raise more bears. I am just feeling..." She sighed and left the words hanging in the air between them.

"I am reading Around the World in 80 Days. It makes me long for adventures, too. Adventures that are beyond what we were born to have. I think there is a wanderlust in our nature as bears. It was one of the reasons my father and uncle went to work on the railroads. It is why Kuruk was so eager to go to California for his new bride," Hania said. In the tradition of bears, a he-bear typically moved to join the clan of a she-bear after the wedding. 

Hania glanced over the letter his brother had sent, searching for any news worth sharing.

The letter from his brother spoke of the work he was doing in California. His new clan earned their living on boats as fishermen. When they weren't catching fish, they spent hours on the beaches frolicking in the waters. Kuruk had offered to talk to his new Clan Mother and see if a marriage could be arranged for Hania so that the brothers could be reunited.

The offer of joining the California clan was a tempting one, but the wife who came with it wasn't. 

Hania hadn't told anyone besides Nita that his dreams were full of he-bears instead of she-bears. 

He hadn't met another bear in their clan or any other who was the way he was. 

He'd never shared a kiss with another he-bear except in his dreams. 

Perhaps there were other bears like him in California, though it wasn't as if he could ask his brother about it. His brother wouldn't understand. He couldn't understand. He-bears were supposed to dream of she-bears.

It made Hania’s heart ache to think he’d never share his life and love with another the way the rest of the bears did. 

Nita had Urs. Karuk had Orsa. He could have a she-bear he could never love, or he could remain alone. 

He pushed the melancholy loneliness from his mind. 

"Karuk says he is thriving in California," Hania said, folding the letter and pushing it into his pocket. "He says I should consider a visit."

He should pay his brother a visit and meet the clan his brother was now part of. It would be nice to see that part of the world. 

It might satisfy the urge to wander, and perhaps it would help him find his place in the world as a bear who had no interest in marrying a she-bear and making a clan full of cubs.

"When you get out of Barton and travel the world, promise me you'll write me letters detailing each adventure. Don't leave anything out." Nita put her hand on his arm. It lingered there for a long moment then fell to the side.

"I promise. Though I doubt I will be leaving Barton any time soon." While he wanted to see the world, Hania couldn't imagine leaving his clan.

"Citlali keeps talking of sending the unmarried he-bears to the mines and railroads. The clan needs money, and there is nothing in Barton but farmland," Nita said. Hania's father and uncle had both perished during an explosion involving railway cars, but more and more bears were going to the cities to find work and send money home to their families and the clan. Barton wasn't a rich town, and the land the bear clan owned wasn't especially fertile. It was good for raising horses, the clan specialty, but poor for crop farming. 

"There are other jobs to be done. There is-" Hania was cut off as his sister’s voice pierced the air.

"Over here, Ada," he called. He waited for her to approach them. 

"Mother says to come home," Ada said. "She's almost done with supper. She wants you to help me review my arithmetic before school starts again. I don't know why she thinks I need any of this. I'm not going to be a teacher."

"You don't think the Clan Mother needs to know how to work figures?" Nita asked.

"I can ask Hania or someone else to do the figuring for me while I manage important clan business," Ada said. Though Ada was younger than Nita by several years, she matched her in height. She was rounder than Nita, except in the abdomen, though she wasn't quite plump.

She was wearing a green checked gingham dress, and her hair was in double Dutch braids tied with ribbons the same shade as her dress.

Ada was starting her last year of school, and it was no secret she would have left her schooling already if their mother hadn't insisted she finish. Unlike Hania and Kuruk, Ada didn't like school. Hania supposed it was because she was destined to be the next Clan Mother and felt all education, except what she would need to lead the clan, beneath her.

"Kuruk and Orsa sent letters," Hania said. He didn't offer the letter to his sister. She didn't need to see their brother's offer of a wife and the suggestion that he join them in California. It was too personal, and his sister wouldn’t understand the turmoil inside him. 

In another day or so, another letter would arrive for their mother. Ada could share in the news from that letter. 

"Has he put a cub in his wife yet?" Ada asked.

"Not yet."

She turned to Nita.

"Orsa and Kuruk have been married as long as you and Urs."

Her tone bordered on accusation, though Hania couldn't imagine what Ada thought Nita's pregnancy had to do with the lack of the same in their sister-in-law.

"Sometimes, the first cub takes a while," Nita said. 

"Not for you."

"No, not for me," Nita agreed.

"Maybe she's growing a cub and doesn't know it yet," Ada said.

"Most girls would know if their moon's blood failed to arrive," Nita said.

"That's how you knew you were going to have a cub?" Ada asked. 

"I'm sure your mother will tell you everything you need to know when it is time. This really isn't what we should talk about in front of your brother."

"If you'd married my brother, that cub would be my niece or nephew, and we could talk about whatever we wanted." Ada's tone was petulant.

"She is married to Urs," Hania reminded.

"Why? You spent all your time together growing up. When you spend all that time together, that means you love each other."

"Ada, this isn't an appropriate conversation for us to have," Hania said.

"When I am Clan Mother, everyone will stop telling me what conversations I can have."

"Citlali is not an old bear. She is barely older than our mother. I think it will be many years before the clan will need a new Clan Mother," Hania reminded.

Ada tossed her head back and sent him a glare.

"Thanks for bringing me the letter, Nita," Hania said. "I better get home."

"Thanks for not making me climb the tree to give you the letter. Can I borrow that book you mentioned when you are done? Maybe this cub will sleep better after hearing a heroic adventure."

"Around the World in 80 Days will be yours just as soon as I finish it," Hania promised before turning to follow his sister home.
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Chapter 2
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Asher knocked on the door and waited. It only took a moment for Barty to open it.

Asher noticed that the energy surrounding Barty seemed a shade duller than he remembered, but he pushed the thoughts aside. It was as likely his own mind playing tricks on him as any decline in Barty's health. 

Barty's brown eyes sparkled with pleasure. 

"I've missed you," Barty said. 

He was broad-shouldered and muscled. His skin was pale but not more so than usual. He was a man who worked indoors and was rarely exposed to the sunlight. 

Barty's square jaw was smooth. His brown hair was cut short, though it did little to hide his receding hairline.

"And I you," Asher said, leaning in to hug his best friend. 

Lydia was standing behind Barty, and she gave Asher a big smile as she ushered him inside. As always, her energy was vibrant. 

He handed her the basket of bread he'd found on his doorstep that morning. The note was unsigned but said the gift was from his coven members for Lammas. 

Lydia set the basket on the table beside a pot filled with ham, potatoes, and various greens. 

Asher took his seat at the table across from Barty. Lydia and Malachi sat opposite each other at their sides. 

Asher hadn't realized how much he'd missed them until that moment.  

"How was the baptism of your Godson?" Malachi asked. The energy around him was the usual, gray and thick. He looked like an older, thinner, and more haggard version of Barty.  

"It was...complicated," Asher said. 

Lydia nodded as if she'd expected as much. She was a petite woman with dark hair and dark eyes. She had bee-stung lips and a thin, upturned nose. 

"I have to confess that when I received your letter, I was afraid it would say you were staying in Boston," Barty said.

"We all wondered if you were coming back," Lydia said as she took her husband's plate and filled it. 

"I did, too. Several times. Edward asked me to stay. I wanted to stay. But I couldn't stay." Asher used a slotted spoon to scoop up the ham, potatoes, and vegetables from the pot.

"Because of his wife?" Lydia asked. 

"Because of his whole life. There isn't a place for me in it. There never really was," Asher said. 

Admitting it hurt. He still loved Edward. He felt sure he was never going to stop loving Edward. 

But Edward was a husband and a father. 

Asher chose not to mention to his companions that he'd spent many nights with Edward during his visit. Nights when his host had crept to his room late at night. Edward had married into money, and he had an estate that was large enough to allow privacy. 

In a way, the danger of being caught by Edward's wife had only added to the excitement of the reunion. 

"How long had it been since you'd seen him?" Lydia asked, slathering jam onto the bread. 

"Five years," Asher said. "We've written the occasional letter, of course, but letters aren't the same."

"I imagine not," Barty said. 

"Edward made his decision, and that decision wasn't me," Asher said. Edward's choice to marry had broken Asher's heart. He'd almost died from trying to drown away the pain.

"I'm sure it wasn't an easy decision for him," Malachi said. 

Asher understood why Edward had chosen Nora. She'd come from a wealthy family who could fund Edward's business ambitions and bring him properly into society. If Edward had chosen Asher, their relationship would have been secret at best and at worst made them outcasts. It wasn’t legal for two men to marry, and while witches could get around that with a handfasting instead of a legal marriage, it didn’t change the fact that society didn’t look favorably on two men living together and loving each other.

After Edward's wedding, Asher started drinking to numb the pain of the loss, and it had taken almost dying for Asher to decide to leave Boston and Edward and make a new life.

He'd stopped drinking and poured his pain into words on paper instead. 

Coming back from Boston, he longed for the taste of whiskey on his tongue to dull the pain of loving Edward and losing him all over again.

"Whether it was easy or difficult, the decision was made. I told him I had a life here that I wasn't willing to give up."

"Of course you have. What would the schoolchildren in Barton do without you?" Lydia asked.

"Teachers are quite replaceable," Asher said with a chuckle. 

"Not teachers as good as you," Lydia said. 

Asher wanted to deny it, but he decided instead to change the subject. "How is Catherine?"

Catherine was a fellow writer who had mentored Asher and helped him find his authorial voice. She wrote for the Lunar Times, a newspaper that Barty owned and ran with the help of his father and wife. 

Catherine had given birth to her first child while Asher was away in Boston. 

"Suited to motherhood," Lydia said. 

"It doesn't surprise me," Asher said. She'd come to Barton initially because her niece and nephews were in her care. She'd stayed because she'd found love with the children's new guardian.

"I hope you don't mind, but I told her you finished your book and were going to start sending letters to publishers. I'm sure she'll be eager to help in any way she can," Lydia said. 

The truth was his manuscript had been all but forgotten while he was in Boston. He'd taken it with him, but he hadn't looked at it. His eyes had been too full of Edward. 

"I think I'll try not to bother her with my publishing endeavors until she's had some time to adjust to motherhood," Asher said.

"She's been raising four pups. I doubt one more makes a difference," Barty said. Asher wasn't so sure. It was true that Catherine loved her niece and nephews very much, but he'd seen a change in her energy when she'd started carrying Noah's pup. It was a beautiful change he often saw in women full of child. Nature and family bonds were powerful things. 

He felt a sudden tightness in his stomach at the thought.

Edward had managed to have it all, but Asher knew he never would. He wasn't like Edward. He couldn't give himself up for those things.  He was who the stars had made him. 

"You'd be a welcome distraction. I'm sure she misses talking about books with a fellow writer," Lydia said. 

"I'll be sure to stop by and see Catherine," Asher said, then after a pause, added, "and the baby." 

"They named her Josephine," Lydia said. 

"Josephine. I like that. Perhaps I'll give that name to the next brave heroine I write," Asher said with a smile. 

He was going to get back to writing his books. He was going to get back to trying to find a publisher. He was going to return to focusing on the children he was teaching. He was going to return to his life in Barton and leave Edward and the love they'd shared, behind in Boston. 

He wasn't sure how he'd manage, but he had to. Life was to short to be any man's secret lover. 

He'd find a way, and that way couldn't include whiskey.
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Nita's home wasn't fancy, but it was neat and well cared for. The porch where Hania stood was cleanly swept. There were two baskets of hanging flowers on either side. 

Hania knocked on the door and waited. 

Urs answered. 

“You’ve come to see Nita?” he asked.

“I promised to bring her this book when I was finished,” Hania said, holding out the leather-bound novel for his inspection. Urs barely gave it a glance. As far as Hania could tell, Urs wasn't the reading type.

“She’s resting today. The cub kept her up all night rolling and trying to run inside her. She couldn’t sleep.” 

“Then perhaps you’ll give her the book for me,” Hania said. Urs nodded, taking the book from his outstretched hand. 

"I'm sure she'll appreciate it," Urs said, closing the door. 

Hania stepped off the porch and started down the pathway toward home.

Gregory, Nita’s littlest brother, appeared behind him. He was several years younger than Nita and in that awkward, gangly stage that some boys go through when their bodies haven't quite grown into themselves yet. 

The cuffs of his blue pants came about an inch higher than was fashionable, and his shirt sleeves went past his wrists. Both were likely handed down from older siblings. 

“Is Ada sick today?” Gregory asked, hurrying to catch up to Hania, who stopped to wait for him.

“She didn’t say so to me,” Hania said. 

“She wasn’t in school today, and yesterday I saw her throwing up outside of the school,” Gregory said, shifting his weight from leg to leg. 

As far as Hania knew, Gregory and Ada hadn't shared the same closeness that he and Nita had, though Ada and Gregory had spent quite a bit of time together growing up. Hania wondered for a moment if Gregory's interest in his sister went beyond general curiosity, but he didn't say so. Even if the boy had a crush on Ada, Hania had never noticed his sister paying Gregory any special attention back. He supposed she was at an age where she was finding boys interesting but as far as he knew there was no one special in her life. Not that Ada would have told him if there was.

“Thank you for telling me. I'll be sure to check on her,” Hania said. Ada hadn’t made any mention to him that she’d been feeling unwell, nor had his mother or Citlali mentioned her staying home from school. 

“I’ll come by tomorrow to see if Ada is feeling better,” Gregory promised before taking off in the direction of Nita's house.

Hania picked up his pace as he reached the dirt pathway that veered off toward his home. 

Technically, the house belonged to Citlali. It had belonged to his grandmother, but her daughters had moved back home after being widowed. When his grandmother died, the house became the property of Citlali, along with the position of Clan Mother. His mother had decided to continue living with her sister.

The house itself was made of red brick that had been laid by his grandfather, who was a bricklayer by trade before Iowa had been declared a state.

The smell of stew entered his nose when he opened the front door to the home he shared with his mother, sister, and aunt. His mother was at the table, kneading dough. 

“Is Ada sick?” Hania asked, pulling out a chair and sitting next to his mother. 

“I can’t remember the last time that girl had so much as a sniffle," she said.

“Gregory said she wasn’t at school today," Hania said. 

His mother’s fingers stopped working the dough. 

“Perhaps Gregory made a mistake,” his mother said. 

“He said she was ill yesterday.”

“I’d have known if she was unwell,” his mother said with a shake of her head.

“Did Citlali take her out on clan business today? Could it be that she skipped school for that?” Hania offered, trying to stop the worry that had suddenly overtaken his mother's face.

“Citlali went to a meeting of the Clan Mothers. She’s never taken Ada with her before.”

“Do you know where they are meeting?” 

“The Salmon and Honey House.” It was a good way away. More than an hour by wagon. If he went to the Salmon and Honey House, it was unlikely he'd make it before dark, and it was a certainty that, if he returned that night, his path would be lit by the light of the moon.

“When is Citlali expected back?"

"Soon. She said she'd be here in time for supper," his mother said.

"Then I suppose we should wait and see if Ada is with her," Hania said.

His mother nodded slowly. He didn’t like the look of concern he saw on her face. She didn’t expect his sister to be at the Salmon and Honey House with their aunt. But if she wasn’t there, where else could she be?

***
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Asher used a cloth to clean each desk with a mixture of herbal water Martha had made to help prevent the spread of illness through his students. So far, the concoction seemed to work.

He’d finished with his lesson plans for the next day, swept the floors, stocked the firewood, and emptied the unused drinking water into the garden. 

He might still have an hour of sunlight left to write by once he was able to return to his cabin, which was adjacent to the school. He’d write by candlelight if there was no time after his work as schoolmaster was finished, but he wanted to take advantage of the sun while he could. It was nearing the end of summer, and there was still sunlight well into the evenings. The cool days of autumn would quickly lead to winter, and then he’d have no choice but to spend his evenings with a candle to work by. 

“Excuse me, schoolmaster,” he heard a soft voice say. He could hear the growl in the voice and knew, even before turning around and gazing upon the countenance of his visitor, that he was a member of the bear clan.

His breath caught in his throat. The bear before him was broad-shouldered. He had dark almond-shaped eyes and hair that hung just past his ears, the color of a raven. 

His energy pulsed with worry, but that wasn’t the only thing that caught Asher’s eye. This bear had a vibrant gold shadowing his heart. 

It was something Asher hadn’t seen often. Most men’s hearts were shadowed with silver. Most women’s hearts were shadowed in gold. On rare occasions, he met a man or woman whose heart was shadowed in both gold and silver. 

The color shadowing the heart indicated who a person could love. 

A heart shadowed in gold sought out the masculine energy of the sun while the heart shadowed in silver sought out the feminine energy of the moon. 

He was aware that if he could see his own energies, his heart would have been shadowed in gold. 

Asher felt his pulse race, but he scolded himself. What did it matter that this attractive bear liked men? That didn’t mean he’d have any interest in a witch or, more particularly, in Asher. 

Being in Boston and seeing Edward again had messed with his mind and his heart. He’d again caught a glimpse of what life could be like with a partner, and it had made him long for that impossibility all over again. 

“Can I help you?” Asher asked, swallowing the lump in his throat.

“I’m Ada’s brother. Was she in school today?”

“She was not,” Asher said. He supposed that explained the worry in the bear’s energy. The heir to the bear clan shouldn’t be unaccounted for.

“Gregory said she had been unwell for a day or so. She hadn’t said anything to my mother or me," the bear said. 

Asher had noticed the slightest of changes in Ada's energy, but he hadn’t taken much notice of it. Children were always growing and changing. 

“She didn’t say anything to me about feeling unwell. Perhaps she sought Cyrus's assistance if she was feeling poorly,” Asher said. Cyrus was Barton’s doctor. He was also a werewolf. 

Asher didn’t share the same close friendship with Cyrus that he shared with Barty, Catherine, and Lydia, but he’d met Barton’s doctor on many occasions. It was the coven members' duty to guard the werewolves during the full moon, and during his turn on guard duty, he’d gained an acquaintanceship with all the members of the Barton pack. 

“He hasn’t seen her,” the bear said. "I stopped by his office before coming here."

“If it was a female complaint, perhaps she sought the wisdom of Martha,” Asher said. Martha was a midwife, though she tended to many ailments the women of Barton had. She was also a member of his coven. He had known her for years and had a great deal of respect for her and her husband, Aaron. Both had the gift of healing. 

Each witch in his coven had a particular gift. Some of the gifts were rarer and more exceptional than others. Healing and seeing energies were fairly commonplace in the witch population. 

“I didn’t think to ask there,” the bear admitted. 

“Do you know the way?” Asher asked. The coven didn’t have the same close relationship with the bear clan as they did with the wolf pack.

The Barton bears largely kept to themselves. They lived together in a cluster of homes and were not spread throughout the town of Barton the way the wolves and witches were.

The bear nodded. “I know where Martha lives.”

“If Martha isn’t at home, you might check the drugstore,” Asher said. Aaron owned the drugstore in Barton, and Martha often helped him run it when she wasn’t engaged with her other healing duties. 

“Thank you,” the bear said. 

Asher paused a long moment. There were words in his mind that he wanted to say but wasn’t sure if he should, yet something in his intuition told him it was the right thing. After measuring them for a moment, he decided they should be said. 

”If you fail to find your sister after asking around Barton, may I suggest going to Orin, High Priest of the coven. He has the gift of sight. He can help you find your sister.” The gift of sight was much rarer in the witch community, and it often manifested in different ways, so even if two witches had the gift, the way the gift worked might be vastly different.

He could see the look of hesitation on the bear’s face. 

Asher hadn’t been teaching for long in Barton. He’d taken up the teaching position five years before. When he’d started teaching Barton’s children, Thunder had been the Clan Mother. He’d been in Barton less than a year when Thunder had died, and her daughter, Citlali, had taken over the bear clan. Since that time, the bears had started keeping to themselves and withdrawing further and further from the rest of Barton.
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