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Chapter 1
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TAMMY

The forest outside my window flashed past in a blur as we drove. The landscape was breathtaking this far outside the city, but I wasn’t in the mood to take in the natural beauty that surrounded us. 

Up front, Mick and Penny were chatting—no, gossiping. Their topic of conversation was fixed on one thing—the mysterious stranger Allara had eloped with a couple of weeks ago.

“I’m just saying, it’s crazy she just ran off with him like that.” Penny swivelled in her seat to catch my eye, and I gave her a half-hearted nod. That seemed to satisfy her, because she turned back and continued her discussion with Mick. “If any of my ex-boyfriends showed up, I wouldn’t be taking them out on any dates, that’s for sure.” 

Her long earrings swung from side to side as she talked. Penny was pretty, petite, and vivacious. A real firecracker. She’d had to fend off a guy or two from time to time. 

“Nah,” Mick said. I could see his profile, his lips drawn into a frown, in the side view mirror. “I saw the way he looked at her. It was deeper than some past fling, I’ll bet.” 

“Allara said he dumped her,” Penny mused. “What?” She laughed, catching Mick’s raised eyebrow look. “So, I eavesdropped a little! It was past midnight and there were no other customers in the diner. You can’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same.”

Mick just harrumphed and caught my eye in the mirror. “Check the map, will ya? This place must really be out in the sticks.” We were in a remote area that provided no signal for a GPS.

Sighing, I opened the map and spread it over my knees, running my finger over the route we had marked out. 

Of all the road trips I’d taken, this one had to be the weirdest. 

First, the highway we were on was narrow and winding, with steep banks cut into the rock on either side of us. It was completely unmarked on the map itself, so we were basically following a series of crosses Reid had drawn for us and praying we were on the right track. We were in remote territory now, and if we got lost, nobody had any bars of reception on their cell phones to call for help. I couldn’t ask Allara for advice, even if we had reception. Reid had invited us as a surprise for her, so she didn’t know we were coming.

Secondly, Allara had disappeared from our lives, practically overnight. The only reason we knew she was all right was a short note she’d left for Mick, saying that she was fine and that she had to take care of some things at home. She said she’d only be gone a few days. 

And finally, rather than appearing once again after a few days, we’d received an invitation from her hunky guy Reid to their wedding in Allara’s hometown. Out here somewhere, in the middle of nowhere. 

Only he didn’t call it a wedding. He’d called it a bonding ceremony. 

I had to admit, the wording intrigued me a little. I didn’t have Allara pegged as the type to be into all that New Age, crystal healing stuff. 

“Looks like we’re on the right track,” I said, glancing up at the road ahead. “We passed that cave thing on the left a couple miles back, right?” 

“I think so,” Penny said, sounding uncertain. 

She and Mick resumed their debating and I tuned out, letting the sound of their voices wash over me as I went back to staring into space. 

Truth be told, I hadn’t known Allara very long. She was a good co-worker, and I loved working with her, but I’d always known the bar job was just a stopgap for her. A way to make ends meet, just like for me.  

I was fresh out of college, having finally completed my last semester and had gained enough credits to earn my degree in child development. Allara and Mick had both surprised me by showing up at my graduation ceremony, which had been lovely.  

All my friends and family wanted to know when I would start grad school to become a social worker. It had been my goal from the minute I’d started college, and they all knew it.  

I blew them all off and kept my answers vague and non-committal. There would be time for all that later on. I was burned out and, if I were honest, I was fine where I was. Mixing drinks wasn’t exactly the ideal way to spend my weekends, but it paid the bills. 

Besides, it wasn’t like I had anyone to spend my weekends with. 

Not anymore. 

I shook off the dark thoughts and focused on Allara. This was going to be her day, after all. 

I knew the other two were curious to witness the mysterious bonding ceremony as well. Reid hadn’t really described what would happen, but I got the sense that it wasn’t like anything I’d seen before. I should be excited too. 

But I couldn’t shake off my misery so easily. It had sunk its claws into me a month ago, and it wasn’t going away any time soon. 

Time heals all things. 

I wished I could believe it, but the advice I had heard from everyone around me was empty and meaningless. I was alone, and there was no disputing that fact. No way of inserting sunshine and rainbows into my life. The years stretched out ahead of me, barren as a desert. 

No matter how I looked at the situation, the pain was still as deep as it had been that night. 

The night that had changed everything and turned my whole world upside down. 

Nothing made sense anymore. I didn’t know when things would turn right side up again, when the pieces of my life would fit back together as they did before. 

In my heart of hearts, I suspected they never would.

***
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IT WAS MIDDAY BY THE time we rolled up the narrow road and into Allara’s hometown. 

There were trucks parked on the side of the road, mud coating their wheel guards. We hadn’t seen any signs of life since we turned off the freeway, so it was a relief to see evidence of civilization this deep into the woods. 

The trees were just like Allara had described the few times she talked about home. Their trunks were thick; some stood wider than our car’s width, and they were so tall I had to crane my neck up to see the treetops. Their branches were so high, it was like they held up the skies above us.

Mick parked on a small patch of grass littered with dirt bikes and other cars, and turned off the engine. Our arrival had not gone unnoticed. Several people were staring from outside a nearby house, and more than a few had stopped in their tracks. 

Some of the kids were peering curiously, trying to get a better look at us. I waved at a small girl with long, braided hair, and she smiled at me before hiding her face in her mother’s skirt. 

“Well,” Penny said, confident as ever. “I guess we should find out where to go. Wouldn’t want to miss the fun.”

With that, she opened her door and slid out the passenger side, landing daintily on her tiptoes so that her heels didn’t sink into the grass.

I’d opted for simple flats for the occasion, as the invitation had suggested. The ground was firm beneath my feet, and as I inhaled, the first lungful of cool, forest air cleared my head, leaving me with a calmness that I hadn’t felt in weeks. 

“We’re here for the... uh... bonding ceremony?” I heard Mick say to someone nearby. 

“We have our invitation,” Penny added, offering the stranger a card identical to the one I’d received. “Which way is the town hall, please?”

“Social hall,” a man corrected her, sounding gruff. His eyes were narrowed, and he stood hunched over with his hands in his pockets. Another man wandered over and put a hand on the gruff man’s arm. The first guy backed off immediately. 

Huh. That was weird. 

“Sorry about that,” the second man addressed us with a warm smile, and we gravitated toward the friendly face.  He shook each of our hands in turn as he spoke. “I’m Terry. The hall is right this way. I’ll take you, as I was just heading there myself.” 

“Thanks.” Penny smiled as we fell into step beside him. “We’re not exactly from around here.”

Terry threw back his head as he laughed uproariously. “No kidding! Everyone knows everyone else round here; that’s just the way it is. Some don’t take kindly to new faces, but they’ll get over it soon enough.” 

“We’re friends of Allara’s,” Mick explained. “From the city?” 

Something flickered behind Terry’s eyes, but other than that, his expression didn’t change. “Sure, of course. Our Allara’s always been one for adventure. Loves new experiences, all kinds of people. Here we are.” He pointed to a building, slightly larger than the others surrounding it, with a low, pitched roof. “This is the social hall. The center of our little community.” 

We climbed the steps and found ourselves in a room with a vaulted ceiling made from roughly cut logs, some as large as tree trunks. The ceiling held a light fixture made from antlers, and the wooden benches were beautifully carved with leaping salmon, prowling mountain lions, and soaring bald eagles. 

It was rustic, but beautiful. Feels like home.

Which was admittedly an odd feeling for me to have. I’d never been anywhere quite like this before. It certainly didn’t look anything like what I’d always thought of as home.

The room was already packed. Practically every person in the village must have been in attendance. 

With a shared look and an unspoken agreement, we chose a bench at the very back of the room and took our seats. 

“Hey,” Penny murmured, leaning in close to me. “Check out the eye candy.” 

I glanced over, following her sightline. 

On the other side of the aisle were a group of youngish guys, sprawled out over the back benches and conversing lazily amongst themselves. Despite their casual demeanor, there was an alertness in the way they kept glancing over to the doors of the entrance that suggested they were keeping a close eye on the proceedings.

Almost like they’re guarding the place. 

But... from what? 

This was a wedding, after all. Were they expecting someone to make a scene? 

I didn’t have time to wonder about what was going on, before Penny’s elbow caught me sharply in the side. “Dibs on the cutie!” she whispered, giggling. 

Which one is the cutie?

The truth was, they were all as good-looking as each other. I couldn’t work out which one in particular she meant.

Even though they were all seated, I could tell they were unusually tall. They were broad, too, the width of their frames causing their suit jackets to sit almost awkwardly across their shoulders.  

All of them cut an impressive figure, with firm jawlines, and white teeth that complemented easy, perfect smiles. Country living certainly seemed to agree with these men.

For a brief, heart-stopping second, a pair of hazel eyes met mine. 

My cheeks flushed with heat and I looked away quickly, my heart hammering in my chest. I furtively wiped my palms against my skirt and looked intently at the invitation that lay in my lap. 

God, it’s hot in here. 

I told myself I must have been mistaken. It wasn’t like any of them would be looking at me for any reason. They were probably staring at Penny, who was naturally attractive and vivacious, and I just happened to be in the way while they were scoping her out.   

I was too nervous to check and see if I was right. So, I decided to keep my eyes to myself from now on. There were plenty of other things to hold my attention, after all. Up at the front, a group of musicians were performing a piece that involved a pair of huge drums. Although I couldn’t see much from my position, I was intrigued by the braided hair of the women playing the music and the long, sweeping robes of the elderly man who stood at the front of the hall.  

“There’s a buffet after, right?” Mick mumbled to Penny, who shushed him as the music cut off abruptly and an eerie silence filled the room. 

The double doors creaked open and a man entered through them, alone. 

Reid... Allara’s ex-boyfriend turned fiancé. The man who’d invited us here today in support of her.

I had a vague recollection of him from just a few brief moments when he’d stood in the doorway of our dim, smoky bar after Allara had punched that jerk who tried to hit on me and wouldn’t take no for an answer. I’d only caught a few glimpses of Reid that night, but the two things that stuck out to me most were his height, as well as the rough, battered leather jacket he’d worn.  

Just like those other guys across the aisle. 

Just like the owner of the hazel eyes. 

I forced my attention to remain on the groom—if that was what he was called, at a bonding ceremony. He was a lot more well-dressed than I remembered. His hair was combed, for one thing, and he was wearing slacks and a button up shirt that brought out the color of his eyes, which were just as piercing as those of the hazel-eyed guy. 

Reid strode up the center aisle and came to a stop at the platform, just in front of the elderly man. The older guy looked like some sort of religious officiant, but I didn’t recognize the denomination of his church. His robes didn’t look like any that I’d seen before.  

The drums picked up again, and soon the entire room was filled with the sound. There was buzzing through my feet and my body unconsciously began to move with the music. I didn’t notice for several seconds, and when I did, I continued. Those around us were also swaying, as well as stamping their feet in time to the rhythm.  

The doors opened once more, and Allara entered, accompanied by a few women who were also dressed to impress, but none of them could hold a candle to Allara.  

My friend looked supremely radiant. Her long, dark hair was looped up into a complex pattern, fastened at the nape of her neck. She must have had someone else arrange her hair, because the Allara I knew would never have the patience to create that. 

Her long dress was beautiful in its simplicity. The only decorative element was the embroidery that shimmered around the sleeves and hem of the garment.

As she passed us, I realized that the design emulated the foliage that surrounded this place. The forest was echoed in her headpiece, too; the delicate silver band was fitted with amber pieces. Their golden hue stood out against her dark hair, making her look regal. 

Once she reached Reid, she turned to face him. The expression on his face at the sight of her was enough to send a shiver of envy all the way down my spine. 

I sighed, wondering what it would feel like to have someone look at me that way.

It wasn’t that I didn’t feel happy for Allara. I did. Extremely happy. I knew she’d had a tough time, and it seemed as if she’d finally found her place in the world again. She was back where she belonged, with her people; her family. 

And she had this gorgeous guy by her side, who clearly adored her. Anyone could tell that he would do absolutely anything for her.  

I watched as they murmured their unusual vows to each other. They sounded arcane, almost mystical. Like nothing I’d heard before. He leaned in close to her to whisper something, and I watched her lips curve into a smile as she stared up at him with adoration. 

I couldn’t begrudge Allara her happiness. 

And yet, there was a tiny part of me that ached with longing. 

They were both equally gorgeous, and they looked utterly content together. Two halves of a perfect whole. 

The beautiful ceremony unfolding in front of my eyes only exacerbated my feelings of loneliness.  

I was sure to the depths of my being that no one would ever look at me that way. Never cradle my face like I was something precious and irreplaceable to him. Never kiss me like he couldn’t get enough of my lips against his own. Hold me like there was nobody else in the room. 

Allara’s slender body curved to meet Reid’s strong form. She was so lithe and feminine, her dress skimming over her body like water. I couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to look like her. 

Next to women like Allara and Penny, I always felt so frumpy and ungainly. I knew I would never be petite like them. My weight had always bothered me, but in moments like this, it really came to the forefront.  

Above all, I envied Allara because I could tell that she was totally secure. I envied her the security of Reid’s love, even as I celebrated for her.

She knew the man she loved would never leave her or look at another woman. She knew that the love she felt was returned by her partner completely, and she had her whole community around her to celebrate this day.

It was a life I would never know, and I was humble enough to admit that it crushed me a little inside to acknowledge that fact. 

Still, I held up my chin, smiling widely, and applauded with everyone else when Reid and Allara stood, their arms bound together, flushed and glowing with happiness. 

It was a perfect day, and I wasn’t going to let my private sorrow ruin it for anyone.  

No way.
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JASON 

A trio of folks I didn’t know entered the social hall, led by Terry. Were they shifters, from another pack? After some deliberation, they sat across from us on the other side of the aisle. They were obviously invited guests and didn’t seem threatening, so I barely looked at them, being more focused on the hall and my own pack, until Paul elbowed me in the side. 

“Must be Allara’s friends from the city,” he hissed. “Don’t cha think?”

Huh. Must be human, then. 

We didn’t get many ordinary humans up in our neck of the woods. Our settlement was deliberately hidden away, far from the main highways that cut across the state. Some of the children had barely seen outsiders before. 

Humans weren’t that interesting to me. They couldn’t hike, run or climb like we could, and their senses were notoriously feeble. I hated the avalanche of noises and smells that greeted me any time I visited the city, and the way they gawked at us when they saw our eyes change always made me want to head straight back home, where I didn’t feel so out of place. 

But, just for a moment, I gave those city folk a brief look.  

Not like there’s anything better to look at right now, anyway.  

The one on the end was a woman with a loud voice, bright lipstick and dangly earrings. Human as they came. She seemed to have spotted something she liked, though, over in this direction. She kept glancing over to us and giggling. To my annoyance, Eli and Paul didn’t seem to mind this at all, judging by their identical smirks. 

It was all I could do not to roll my eyes at their juvenile posturing.

Paul noticed my glowering face. “What?”

“Nothing,” I muttered. 

“She’s hot, right?” he continued, indicating toward Dangly Earrings. Like I was going to miss the way his tongue was practically hanging out as he studied her. “D’you think I should go for it later?” 

I shook my head, this time not hiding the eye roll. To avoid having to respond any further, I looked back to the humans and pretended to consider them. 

Next to the loudmouthed chick was an older guy who didn’t look quite as thrilled to be there as his friend did. I vaguely remembered hearing Reid talk about Allara’s job as a bartender, and that she’d gotten to know the owner pretty well. From his description, this guy looked like he could fit the bill.  

My attention turned to the woman sitting at the far end of the row. 

She was dressed more soberly than the other woman, and her curves were nicely plump. Her features were softer than those of her companions, a kind and gentle friendliness on her face as she glanced around the room. When her more garish friend nudged her, she looked across and caught my eye, and a jolt shot through my system.

Whoa. What the hell was that? 

I almost glanced away from her, but something inside stopped me doing so. 

Sweet. The word struck me out of nowhere as I continued to stare into her eyes, which had widened a little. 

Did she feel this strange connection, too?

Around her face, her hair fell in loose, natural waves over her shoulders. The style, as well as the rich auburn color, was striking against her creamy pale skin.

Not my usual type at all. And yet, something about her arrested my attention and held it. I couldn’t look away.

She folded her hands in her lap and stared down at them, breaking the moment. 

I blinked hard a few times before slouching down in my seat. I tried to ignore the way my pulse picked up as a tingle of awareness sparked in every part of me. 

It felt like my body had betrayed me with its reaction, and I didn’t understand where it had stemmed from. I’d slept with more than a few women over the years. The corners of my mouth curled upwards as I thought of the women I’d bedded. 

Confident shifter women, from packs out of state who’d been passing through our area to trade with us or to look for a mate. Hot women. Skinny, fit women.

In truth, not one of them were anything at all like the sweet human female sitting opposite me. 

I had thought about bonding with a few of those ladies over the years. I genuinely liked a lot of them, and they liked me. But something had always held me back before I took that final step. 

I could never put my finger on the reason. The humans would probably call me a lone wolf. I had just figured I wasn’t a commitment kind of guy.

I glanced at the woman again, surreptitiously this time, and told myself to pull it together. This was clearly a good girl; someone who would never look my way, let alone spend a night in my bed with no strings attached. I could already see that as plain as day.

As much as I was a commitment-phobe, she was a woman who would want it all from her partner. All, or nothing. This was a lady you wed; you didn’t just bed her and move on. 

The doors opened behind us and Reid strode through them, looking as uncomfortable in his fancy get-up as I felt in mine. 

Every time I thought about bonding with someone—spending the rest of my life tied to another person and sharing everything with them—the whole idea seemed so crazy. It almost made me break out in hives.

Had things gone differently, it might have been Jaime up there right now about to bond with Allara, the Alpha of the pack. 

And me as the proud Beta, standing by his side and supporting him every step of the way. 

In the back of my mind, I knew it was a ridiculous thought. Allara would have never gone along with the bonding. Not with Reid already there in her heart.

And Jaime...

Well, the less I thought about him today, the better. 

Allara herself came in soon after, and I watched the ceremony with a mixture of envy and sadness. 

The envy confused me. Surely, I didn’t want to be bonded to one woman, like Reid was about to do with Allara? Even if they both did look the happiest I’d ever seen them. 

The sadness, on the other hand, was understandable. 
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