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THE THREADS OF AMARA’S happy life are quickly unraveling as external forces threaten to tear her family apart. Branded as a killer, a lone wolf’s fateful decision severs the truce between the Amaroki and the government. Trapped on the reservation, Amara and her mates struggle to find a way out to capture the lone wolf and save the one man who can heal the rift between wolfkind and mankind. But they are running out of time. A power-hungry federal agent and a blood-thirsty mob are closing in on Amara’s family. She must figure out how to stop them before the conflict escalates into a full-scale war. 
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Chapter One
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Sirens blared as Hakon raced down the metal stairs, fanning scorching fumes as he hollered for his crew to evacuate. 

He found driller Kevin Mitchell, whose chest heaved while oil dripped from his face and extremities. 

“Is everyone out?” Hakon hollered above the din of gushing oil and rattling pipes. 

Kevin flung black sludge from his mouth. “I didn’t see Henry.” 

Hakon pushed Kevin toward the stairs. “Go! I’ll find him.” 

Covering his mouth with a rag, Hakon struggled to breathe as the overpowering fumes singed his lungs. He found Henry clinging to the shut-off valve, like a sea captain struggling to keep his ship afloat. 

“It’s jammed!” Henry screamed, banging his fists against the wheel. “I can’t turn it off!” 

Hakon joined him, and they grunted and cussed over the valve. Why was it so hard to turn?

An explosion rocked the ground. Henry screamed, and Hakon looked up to see a fiery inferno racing down the tunnel toward them. 

Without a second thought, Hakon shifted into protector form, hovering over Henry while turning the stubborn wheel until it snapped and spun, closing off the pipe. He snatched the screaming human up in his arms and raced down the hall, fire snapping at his heels and singing the hair off his backside. He jumped from one platform to the next, swinging like an ape with Henry under his arm, until they were several yards above the flames.

He laid Henry on a metal grate, then wiped sweat from his furry brow. Great Ancients, he’d exposed himself to a mortal. Worse, there were security cameras all over the facility. But what other choice had he had? The platform groaned and rocked beneath them. Hakon was too heavy. He looked down at the fire below and then over at the men in the control booth, gaping at Hakon as if they were in a waking nightmare. Draping Henry across his shoulder, he swung onto the bridge and laid him by the steel door to the control room, pounding on the door for them to let him in and accidentally making a huge dent in the center. They wouldn’t open the door with him outside. He jumped onto a nearby platform, relieved when the door opened and they dragged Henry inside.

He stumbled back when another explosion rocked the rig. A wave of shrapnel flew at him, the chunks of steel embedding in his fur and knocking sight out of one eye. He let out a roar as pain lanced through him, and then he stumbled again when the metal grate beneath him gave way. He fell on the platform below with a sickening crunch, the scorching metal burning his fur and branding his flesh. The platform buckled, and he crawled toward the exit, praying to the Ancients to help him escape. He choked on smoke and fumes. 

His skin burned and his head ached, but he had to make it out, or he would never see his mate and child again.  

* * *
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AMARA LAID ON THE BEARSKIN rug in front of the cold stone hearth, dangling bright plastic toy keys. “Can you reach them?”

Hrod was on his tummy, kicking his legs, his cheeks flushed crimson. He let out an angry wail. He had the temper of an alpha, which was cute—for now. Amara and Rone had been trying to teach Hrod how to crawl the past few days. Each time he got his knees up, he’d get mad at himself and pound the carpet with chubby fists.  

Rone rested one hand on Amara’s lower back and patted the floor with the other. “You can do it!”

Hrod’s silver-blue eyes lit up at Rone’s encouragement, and he scooted back onto his knees, jutting forward and straining for the keys.  

She was tempted to give them to him when he wailed again. She hated watching him suffer. 

Rone’s hand on her wrist stopped her. He patted the floor. “You got it! Come on, Hrod!”

The baby scrunched his tanned forehead in determination and scooted up again, lurching for the keys. He snatched them out of Amara’s hand and then rolled over, gnawing on the knobby ends with satisfied grunts. 

Rone hovered over him, his shaggy, sandy-brown hair hanging in his eyes, and tickled Hrod’s tummy. “What a smart boy you are! You’ll be crawling in no time.” 

Amara’s heart swelled with love. Rone was such a good father. She was lucky to have him as her gamma. She sat up and pulled Hrod into her lap, brushing his dark hair out of his eyes and planting a big kiss on his smooth cheek. “How I wish your bunics could be here to see their sweet grandson.” She longed for Hrod’s birth father, her alpha mate, Hakon, and her brave beta, Luc, too. But Hakon was working in the oil fields, bringing home big paychecks for the family, and Luc was off in North Korea again, defending his country on a secret mission for the Army. 

She leaned into Rone when he wrapped an arm around her shoulders. 

“Only a few more days,” he said, kissing her cheek and nuzzling her ear. “And then your family will be here.” 

Amara could hardly wait, especially since her fathers were bringing her bunica, which was Romanian for grandmother, as well as her bunic Anton. She’d wanted all her grandfathers to come, but Bunic Klaus was the Romanian chieftain now, and he couldn’t leave his tribe. 

She turned into Rone, eliciting a low growl from him when she nibbled on his lower lip. “Have I told you lately how much I appreciate you?”

“How about you show me?” His cheeks flushed, and he grabbed her hand, settling it on a very stiff erection. 

“After Hrod goes down for his nap,” she promised, kissing him once more and then scooting away before they got themselves in trouble. 

When Hrod reached for her breast, she sat on the sofa, letting him nurse.

Rone crawled up to her, whimpering and puckering his lips. 

Laughing, she pushed him back. “I’ve already told you this milk isn’t for you.”

Rone got to his knees with a snort. “We’ll see about that.”

Hrod greedily drank from each breast, cooing and milk-drunk, lazily smiling up at her. At the sound of the downstairs door opening, Amara’s small dogs jumped from their cozy bed by the fireplace, barking a few times before settling back down in their nest of blankets. Amara’s heart soared when Drasko’s laughter echoed from below. Her handsome second alpha spent almost every morning fishing, chopping firewood, or repairing things around the house until around noon, when he came in for lunch. After lunch, if Hrod was still sleeping and they were feeling frisky, Drasko and Rone would savor Amara’s breasts for dessert and then bend her over the sofa for a round of intense fucking. Sex was even better when Hakon and Luc were home, taking turns with their brothers and leaving her thoroughly sated and spent. How she loved her life. To think it had been a year ago when she’d tried to fight bonding with her four virile shifter mates. 

Drasko came up the stairs with a cooler. “Anybody hungry?”

Amara’s eyes widened when he opened it, revealing two large gape-mouthed fish. “Always.” 

Drasko handed them to Rone to fillet and then scooped Hrod from Amara’s arms, throwing the baby into the air. 

“Careful,” she admonished. “He just ate.” 

Drasko nuzzled Hrod’s neck, his low growl intensifying and making the baby squeal with excitement. The baby squealed louder when Drasko tossed him in the air again.  

Tatiana came up the stairs, wiping her hands on a towel. Marching up to Drasko, she held out her arms. “Let me have my nephew before you make him throw up his lunch,” she scolded.  

Amara turned at a knock on the front door, her nostrils flaring as she recognized the familiar scent of Skoll, her second alpha father-in-law. He pushed open the front door, popping his head in. “You ready, Tatiana?”

“Awww,” she whined, nuzzling Hrod. “We haven’t had time to play.”

Hrod let out an ear-piercing wail. Tatiana’s eyes bulged as she held the baby at arm’s length. “What’s wrong with him?”

Amara jumped up, reaching for him. “I don’t know. He never cries like this.”

Hrod squirmed from Tatiana’s arms and into Amara’s. She expected he was still hungry, but instead of reaching for her shirt, he grasped her hair, clutching hard and letting out a cry so pitiful, Amara’s heart broke. 

“What is it, baby?” She knelt on the floor and tried to pull him from her head to no avail. 

Rone pried him off Amara and quickly undressed him, checking for signs of injury. “I don’t know what’s wrong.” His voice cracked, and his hands shook. 

Panic gripped Amara.  She closed her eyes, sending a silent prayer to the Ancients. Please, help our baby.

He sees something, a familiar voice echoed in Amara’s head.  

Her eyes flew open. She looked to Rone. “He’s having a vision.” 

Everyone crowded around her, frowning at the baby. 

“What kind of vision?” Skoll asked.  

Drasko’s pocket buzzed. He pulled out his phone. “It’s Johnson.” 

Amara’s heart caught in her throat. Johnson never called Drasko. Had something happened to Luc? Was that why Hrod was upset?  

Drasko tapped the screen and turned away, his shoulders going rigid. As if on cue, Hrod’s screams died down, but his chest still rose and fell erratically as he sucked his thumb with a whimper. She picked him up, holding him close and kissing his wet face. 

She knew without a doubt Hrod had been trying to tell them something. 

When Drasko turned back, her stomach soured at the desperate look in his eyes. 

“There’s been a gas explosion,” he said through a clenched jaw. “Hakon is injured.” 

“How bad?” Skoll asked. 

Drasko grimaced. “Bad.”

She shot to her feet. “Take me to him.” Whatever “bad” meant didn’t matter, as long as she got to her mate in time.  

Amara could barely hear above the sound of her pounding heart as they ran around the house, shoving diapers and bottles into the diaper bag and packing extra jackets and clothes. She filled the dog dishes before they piled into their trucks and tore off down the road. Closing her eyes, she gripped the door handle, praying to her namesake. “Please, Goddess, keep him alive for me.”  

* * * 
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THE TRIBAL PLANES WERE in use, so they had to drive the entire trip. She kept checking Hrod, who was silent and stoic. She hoped this was a good sign, and if Hakon was close to death, Hrod would have warned them. 

After an agonizing five-hour drive to the outskirts of Anchorage, Amara was surprised when Drasko pulled into a familiar parking lot. Her old vet clinic? Why had they brought Hakon here? Then she realized he must have been injured in animal form. 

The place was swarming in black vehicles with tinted windows and agents with dark sunglasses. Two burly agents guarded the front door to the rundown building with the low roof and warped shingles. Her old boss, Dr. Tanner, paced the gravel parking lot, his lip hanging in a boyish pout, his cheeks bright-apple red. She’d seen this “Angry Tanner” look too many times to count. He wore that scowl as often as she donned her favorite bra. What had all the vet techs seen in him? 

As soon as Drasko put the truck in park, Amara was out the door. A blast of warm summer air, carrying the strong scent of her mate’s blood, hit her like a brick. She had to get to Hakon. Every second wasted could be the moment he took his last breath. Ignoring Drasko when he called to her, she ran across the lot, kicking up gravel behind her.  

“Amara?” Tanner spun toward her, throwing up his hands. “What are you doing here?”

“How is he?” she demanded, clenching her hands and ignoring the temptation to slap the indignant look off his face. 

He scratched his messy blond hair. “The bear?”

She dug her nails into her palms. “Yes.” The feds had obviously done a good job of covering Hakon’s hairy tracks.

“I have no idea.” Tanner thumbed behind him. “I doubt they’ll let you in. They won’t even let me in, and it’s my clinic.” He shook a fist at the two feds guarding the door.  

The front door opened, and Agent Johnson waved at her. “Bring her in.” Johnson turned away, coughing into his fist. 

“Hang on a minute.” Tanner made a bunch of sputtering, indignant noises. “She’s just a damn lab tech. I’m the doctor.”  

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Tanner fly back with a squeal. 

“Back off,” Drasko snapped, gripping Tanner by the back of his lab coat. 

“Y-You!” Tanner pointed a finger at Drasko, then cowered when Amara’s second alpha balled his hands. 

Drasko grabbed Amara’s elbow, clutching a little too hard, and led her to the front door. 

“Loosen up,” she hissed, shaking him off. She glanced behind her to see Rone, Skoll, and Tatiana following with Hrod’s carrier. 

“What happened?” Drasko asked Johnson as they walked through the door. 

“There was an explosion in the field.” Johnson grimaced. “Hakon saved several workers before a second explosion knocked him unconscious.”

Amara swallowed bitter bile, clutching her gut. It was so like Hakon to risk his life for others. 

Drasko dragged a hand down his face. “So he shifted in front of them?”

Johnson’s expression was unreadable. “Yes.” 

“Fuck,” Drasko ground out. 

She didn’t give two fucks if Hakon had been seen. All she cared about was that he lived. 

“I’ve got agents cleaning up the mess,” Johnson said. “The video has already been destroyed.”

“And the witnesses?” Drasko rumbled. 

Johnson’s laughter sounded forced. “Too scared to talk. He was still a protector when agents found him. He has burns over most of his body and swelling on his brain.” 

Amara clutched her throat, her knees shaking so badly, she swayed into Drasko. 

Her second alpha wrapped a possessive arm around her waist, but even as he steadied her, she felt tremors beneath his skin and knew he was frightened, too. 

Hrod cried out. Amara ignored the tightening in her breasts when they leaked into her padded bra. She didn’t have time to feed her baby. Rone pulled him from his carrier, rocking him while feeding him a bottle. 

She was barely aware of Johnson leading her to the back room, where she and Dr. Tanner had prepared for surgery. Hakon’s scent was stronger here, which meant he was in the adjoining operating room that was equipped for large animals, such as horses and bears. Was he in surgery already? Had they operated on him before waiting for her? She stripped out of her light summer jacket and rolled up her sleeves. 

“We had to bring him to a veterinary hospital,” Johnson said, “one that could accommodate his size.”

“Dr. Tanner thinks you brought in a bear,” Drasko said. 

Amara slipped surgical scrubs over her clothes.  

“And that’s what he will continue to think,” Johnson remarked. “We brought in our own surgeon.” 

She looked over her shoulder at Johnson, surprised by the warmth in his voice. Usually the man was all business. Something told her Johnson shared a personal connection with the surgeon. 

Drasko folded his arms, scowling. “Is he any good?”  

“She is damn good.” Johnson nodded at the door when it cracked open. “She’s also my niece, so I may be biased, but she graduated top of her class.”  

“This is Dr. Eilea Johnson,” Johnson said, nodding toward a young black woman, whose pretty mocha eyes stood out above her mask and surgical scrubs. “She’s been taking care of Hakon.” 

As Amara started scrubbing her hands, she inhaled the strong scent of oil that wafted into the room. Was that Hakon? The sound of his labored, ragged breaths made her knees weaken again. 

“How is he?” she asked the surgeon.  

“Not good, I’m afraid.” Eilea pulled down her face mask, revealing a youthful, full mouth. “He has shrapnel in his skull.” 

Amara nodded to Eilea. “Take me to him.” 

The surgeon looked her over with an assessing stare. “Have you assisted in surgeries before?”

“Plenty.” She gave Drasko a long look before following the surgeon inside. 

Her heart slammed into her ribcage at the sight. Her big, burly protector looked like an old, worn rug, and the smell of his charred skin made her so sick, she had to fight back the bile that burned her throat. He was strapped to the table with several thick, steel bands, probably for his own safety as well as the surgeon’s. Though his fur was wet and smelled strongly of soap, and he was scrubbed raw, the overpowering stench of oil still clung to him. His chest rose and fell with ragged breaths while monitors attached to him beeped.  

“Oh, Hakon!” she breathed, fighting hard to restrain her emotions. She rested a hand on his wide, swollen brow. Closing her eyes, she summoned her magic, searching for the cause of the swelling. She immediately found it: a flash of metal wedged inside his skull. 

Her eyes flew open, and she stared across the table at the surgeon. “There is shrapnel behind his left eye.” 

“I know.” The surgeon nodded to an x-ray film hanging behind her. Sure enough, the foreign object stood out on the image.  

“If you can remove the shrapnel,” she said, “I can heal him.”

The surgeon’s eyes widened, then narrowed. “How?”

“What do you know of the Amaroki?” Amara asked her. 

“Not much. I was briefed this morning.” 

Whoa. The doctor must have had quite a shock.  

“Then I’m sure you didn’t believe in magic until today.” She fought to keep emotion out of her voice when Hakon let out a pitiful moan and his nostrils flared. She hoped her scent hadn’t agitated him. Either way, she had to focus on the task at hand, which was healing Hakon while ignoring the terror that twisted her heart at the thought of losing him. 

“Honestly, I still don’t believe it.” The surgeon rolled her eyes. “My whole world has been science.” 

She swallowed hard, forcing herself to steady her breathing through a constricting throat. “Get that shrapnel out, and I’ll make you a believer.”  

* * *
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SURGERY ON HAKON TOOK way too long. Amara had a hard time concentrating with the terrified anesthesiologist trembling behind her like a leaf in a windstorm. After kicking the anesthesiologist out of the room, she managed to heal Hakon’s gash and repair the damage to his brain. Healing a large protector took a lot of energy, and she was exhausted by the time Hakon’s breathing steadied. She hadn’t had a chance to heal the burns all over his body, but that would have to wait until she ate and drained the milk from her sore boobs. She imagined Rone would be out of bottles soon anyway. 

After stripping off her scrubs and cleaning up, she trudged into the waiting room, right into Drasko’s arms. Her mates’ fathers, mother, and sister were there, anxiously awaiting news. Collective cheers ensued when she told them Hakon would survive. It was then that it hit her how close she’d come to losing him. Her legs weakened at the thought.   Drasko helped lower her onto a chair, and she took her hungry baby in her arms, draping a blanket over him while he nursed. Smoothing a hand across his soft cheek, she rocked him while humming a lullaby, thankful he was no longer upset. The tantrum he’d thrown earlier must have been in response to Hakon’s accident, which meant Hrod had been watching his daddy. Her baby certainly was a blessing from the Ancients, though she couldn’t wait until he could talk, so he could tell them when he saw something instead of scaring everyone with a screaming meltdown.  

She exhaled slowly while he relieved the pressure in her breast.  One more breast to go, and then she’d pump the excess milk into bottles so she could return to Hakon and heal his burns. If she didn’t pass out from exhaustion first. 
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Chapter Two
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Two cheeseburgers and a two-hour nap later, Amara was back inside Hakon’s room. He was still in protector form. His eye sockets looked less hollow and shadowed, and his furry face less pale. She lightly ran her hands over his burns, smiling when they vanished and soft patches of fuzz grew back over the wounds. Dr. Johnson sat beside her, quietly observing her work. After several hours, she left Hakon with a few nervous nurses. She needed fresh air after smelling blood and burned flesh all evening. 

She sat on the porch steps, looking up at the starry sky and breathing in the cool summer air mixed with the scents of hay and horse manure. After her mates had taken her from the place she’d once called work and home, she never thought she’d come back. The horses neighed when they saw her, swishing their tails and demanding attention. She went to them and leaned against a weathered fence post, enjoying stretching her tense muscles while rubbing their necks. 

She spun around at the sound of a low, frantic bark and was overcome with a mixture of joy and sadness when Max, the German shepherd, rushed to her side. She knelt beside him, alternating between laughing and crying while he plastered her face with kisses. 

“Hello, Max.” She wrapped her arms around his neck and stroked his back. “I’ve missed you, too, buddy.”

He continued to shower her with attention, tail wagging fiercely while he licked her face and gave voice to small anxious sounds. She led him back to the porch and sat on the steps beside him, hugging him hard, but nothing she did seemed to calm him.

“Hey, buddy,” she said, throat tightening with emotion. “It’s okay.”

After her whirlwind courtship, she’d done her best to put her old life out of her mind, but now she felt ten shades of selfish, because her old life had obviously not forgotten about her. Though Max had been Dr. Tanner’s dog, it was Amara who’d taken care of him and given him love, treating him like a member of her pack. Dr. Tanner was always too exhausted by the end of the day to spend time with Max. She realized it had been a mistake to assume the dog would get over her. She was his mommy, and she’d left him, taking his siblings with her. Her yellow Lab, Buster, had been Max’s best friend and playmate.  

She placed a hand on his chest, trying to soothe him with her healing magic, then gasped when she felt the chasm in his heart. Had her leaving done this? She sent her healing magic into him, whispering comforting words into his ear. Eventually, he calmed down enough to snuggle halfway on her lap. Leaning against the porch railing, she stroked him while looking at the night sky. 

Max crawled higher, crushing her legs with his weight, but she wouldn’t complain. He needed her, and she realized she needed him, too. Holding him quieted her frayed nerves after the stress of almost losing Hakon. Silent tears fell as she petted the dog, wishing Max was hers. She wondered who was taking care of him now that she was gone. When she felt the protruding ribs on his sides, she had her answer. She decided Max would be coming home with her, and she didn’t give a damn what her mates or Dr. Tanner had to say about it. 

The back door opened with a creak, and Amara peered over her shoulder at Dr. Johnson, who was carrying two bottled waters. She’d changed from her scrubs into jeans and a light sweater. She was pretty, perhaps in her late twenties or early thirties, with olive skin and dark hair slicked back in a tight bun. She sat on the steps beside Amara, holding out a bottle with a smile. 

“Thanks,” she mumbled, wiping her tear-stained face. She took the water and wordlessly drank until she’d emptied the bottle. Crushing the plastic, she set it beside her and returned to petting Max. 

“Is everything okay?” Dr. Johnson asked. 

Max’s tail thumped when she scratched behind his ears. “Did you know I used to work here?”

“That’s what my uncle said.” 

“Max was like one of my dogs.” Her chest tightened, and she had to pause to will back the tears and catch her breath. “I feel terrible, because he’s missed me.”

“Is there any way you can take him with you?” the doctor asked. 

“Oh, I’m taking him.” She stiffened, wrapping a possessive arm around Max. “I don’t give a damn what anyone says.”

“Good. If you need help, I’ll back you.” She leaned over, petting Max’s head. The dog pressed his nose into Amara’s jeans. “It’s clear you belong together.”

Amara had known she’d like Dr. Johnson the moment she met her, but now she liked her even more. “Thank you, Doctor.” 

“Please call me Eilea.” She beamed. “No need for formalities. I’m amazed by your abilities.”

She shrugged. “Thanks.”

“How did you...?” 

“I was blessed by the Ancients.”

“The Ancients?” Eilea had a look in her eyes, like the one Buster got whenever he was unsure of the origin of his fart. 

“Our gods,” Amara said with a laugh. Clearly Agent Johnson hadn’t told her everything. 

Eilea’s eyes widened. “I’ve never been into religion, but you’ve made me a believer.”

“I was never into religion either,” she said, “but I’ve met our gods and witnessed many miracles.”

“Wow.” Eilea straightened, shaking her head. “My uncle tells me there’s a man inside Hakon.” 

“There is,” she answered, glancing at the back door. Her mate would wake soon, and she needed to be there when it happened.  

“And that you and the other Amaroki can turn into wolves.” The way Eilea said it, Amara knew she was still having a hard time believing it.  

“We can.” 

Eilea let out a low whistle. “I’d like to see that someday.” 

“I’m sure you will once Hakon wakes. By the way, thank you so much for everything you’ve done for him.” Amara took a chance and rested a hand on Eilea’s arm, pleased when she didn’t flinch in fear. 

Eilea placed a hand over Amara’s, squeezing and smiling affectionately. “What I did was nothing compared to what you did.” She expelled a long breath. “I’m still having a hard time with this.” 

“I know what you mean. I was raised by humans. I didn’t even know I was different until I hit puberty.” Amara chuckled. “Believe me, that was quite a shock.”

“So you weren’t raised on the reservation?” Eilea pulled back, gaping at Amara. “I thought all Amaroki were.” 

“We usually were, but I was what is called a lone wolf.” Though it had only been a year, it felt like a lifetime ago that Amara was sleeping in a moldy trailer and collecting loose change to feed herself and her dogs. 

When Max nuzzled Amara’s palm, she realized she’d stopped scratching. She began rubbing his ears again.  

“How did you end up here?” Eilea asked. 

She smiled, recalling the day she’d seen Luc in the clinic waiting room, demanding a private audience. She’d been terrified, and not just of him, but of her reaction to him. His scent had made her cream her undies. “One of my mates found me.” 

Eilea arched a brow. “Luc?”

“Yeah. Your uncle told you about him?”

“My uncle talks about him the most. He says Luc can pick up scents from four hundred miles away. I get the feeling he’s like a son to him.” 

Amara thought she heard a twinge of jealousy in Eilea’s voice. “Luc’s pretty awesome.” Her heart clenched when she recalled her handsome tracker’s devastating smile. He’d come and gone three times since Hrod was born. Agent Johnson sent him on so many missions, she’d lost track of the time they were apart. Perhaps that was part of her survival instinct, to ignore the widening chasm in her heart when he was away. 

“And he’s one of your four mates, right?” 

The way Eilea emphasized the word four, she couldn’t tell if the doctor was repulsed or curious.  

“That’s right.” She remembered how horrified she’d been when she first learned she would be mated to four wolf brothers. Now she didn’t know what she’d do without her handsome shifters. 

“I’m not sure how you handle all of them.” Eilea shook her head. “I don’t even have time for one.”

“You’re single then?” She was a little shocked that someone as smart and pretty as Eilea would be alone. 

“Definitely.  My uncle has asked me to run the tribe hospital, so I won’t have time for love anyway.” 

“You’ve accepted?” Rone told her the old Amaroki clinic had been empty for years. 

“You sound shocked.” 

She frowned. “It’s going to be a lonely job.” The elderly physician who’d retired five years earlier had no family. Rone said he’d lived among the Amaroki for forty years, but being human, he wasn’t accepted into the fold, always an outsider looking in—kind of like Agent Johnson. What a desolate life. 

The smile Eilea flashed looked forced. “I doubt it. I’m sure the Amaroki will keep me busy, and you and I will get to work together again.” 

“That’s not what I mean. You won’t be able to marry and have a family.”

Eilea jerked back as if she’d been scalded. “Who said I want to marry and have a family?”

“I don’t know. I just thought....” She felt ten shades of stupid for even mentioning a family to Eilea. She thought that’s what human women wanted.    

“I work best as a loner, like my uncle.” Whenever Eilea mentioned her uncle, Amara thought she heard regret.  

“I’m thirty-three and set in my ways,” Eilea continued. “Besides, I don’t want to take the chance.” 

Amara’s breath hitched when Eilea hung her head. Something bad had happened to her.  

She reached for Eilea again, laying a hand on her arm. “What chance?” she asked softly, afraid she was pushing the doctor too far. 

“Of losing another family,” the doctor whispered, her eyes going hollow.  

She felt the doctor’s pulse quicken under her as a vortex of depression and grief swirled through her like a tornado. “You lost your family?”

Eilea shot her a sideways look through glossy eyes. “I lost my parents and brother to a drunk driver when I was ten and then my gran to a heart attack two years ago.” 

“I’m so sorry.” Amara squeezed her arm, not knowing what else to say. She let her healing magic drip from her fingers into the doctor. 

With a silent nod, Eilea turned to the sky as the clouds slipped past the half-moon. 

Amara struggled with what to say next, though she knew exactly how Eilea felt after losing both grandparents by age eleven, being shuffled around in foster care, then finally getting stuck at her uncle’s house, only to be used as their unpaid nanny and housekeeper. 

A thunderous roar came from inside the hospital, so loud it shook the wooden planks under them. Holy shit, Hakon was waking up. 

Max shot up, ears pricked. 

Two terrified nurses ran out the back door, shrieking as they raced around the building without a backward glance. 

Eilea’s hands flew to her mouth. “Omigod.”

Amara jumped to her feet, holding a hand down to her. “Don’t worry.” She forced a smile as an even more powerful roar shook the marrow of her bones. “He’s a gentle giant.” At least, she sure as hell hoped so.

* * *
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HAKON THRASHED AGAINST his restraints. Drasko and Tor had shifted into protectors and were holding him down. Amara knew better than to get between fighting protectors, —a lesson she’d learned the hard way last fall after she was injured trying to break up a fight between Tor and Drasko and inadvertently caused Drasko’s banishment. 

“Hakon, my love,” she called from the doorway. “Calm down, you’re okay.”

Hakon instantly stilled. “Amara,” he said groggily. “What happened?”

She tentatively stepped toward the foot of the bed, stopping when Drasko issued a warning growl. “There was an explosion on the field. You were badly injured.”  

“Fuck.” Hakon groaned, going limp and falling back against the table.

Drasko and Tor eased up as Hakon’s eyes opened.  

When Drasko waved her forward, she rushed to Hakon’s side. “How are you feeling?”

“Like my head was split open by an axe,” he grumbled. His eyes were glassy, which meant the drugs hadn’t entirely worn off.  

“It sort of was.” She kissed his brow, silently thanking the Ancients for Hakon’s recovery. “But you’re looking a lot better now.” 

“Where am I?” he asked, the pupils in his yellow eyes contracting as he looked up at the bright overhead lights. 

“At my old animal hospital,” she said.  

He blinked several times. “An animal hospital?” He held a furry hand in front of his face. 

“Hakon,” Tor said, hovering over his son, “you were injured in protector form.” 

“Shit,” Hakon groaned, dragging a hand over his face. “The cameras.” 

“Johnson is taking care of it,” Tor said. 

“And my men?” Hakon asked, lower lip trembling. 

Tor clasped his son’s shoulder. “They all lived, thanks to your bravery.”  

“I want to go home,” Hakon growled, sounding like the angry, warrior protector who uprooted trees and flipped over cars.  

“You need to rest,” Amara said, placing a hand on his broad chest, hoping her magic would calm his frayed nerves.  

“Fuck that,” he grumbled, straining against the straps that bound him to the table. “I’ll rest in my own bed.” 

There was a gasp behind her, and she turned to see Eilea, eyes wide with fright. 

“The first thing you need to learn about the Amaroki is that the alphas are stubborn.” Amara forced a laugh, turning back to Hakon. “Very stubborn.” 

Hakon lifted his chin, eyes narrowing at Eilea. “Who is she?”

Eilea stepped back, clutching the counter behind her. 

“Hakon, this is Dr. Eilea Johnson.” Amara held out a hand to the frightened doctor. “She’s Agent Johnson’s niece. She helped me save you.”   

Eilea placed a trembling hand in Amara’s, letting Amara tug her toward Hakon’s table, the look on her face saying she’d seen a ghost. Scratch that, a poltergeist. 

“Thank you,” Hakon said, his wide mouth hitched up in a fanged smile. 

“Y-You’re welcome,” Eilea rasped. 

Amara squeezed the doctor’s hand for reassurance. “Gentle giant, Eilea,” she reminded her. 

The doctor hesitantly smiled back, her gaze darting from Hakon to Drasko and Tor.  

“Can you shift back into human form?” Amara asked Hakon. 

He nodded, then grimaced. “I’ll try.”

He closed his eyes, and in a flash his beastly features morphed into her beautiful man with dark eyes, tanned skin, and high Native cheekbones.  

“Holy shit!” Eilea stumbled back, falling against the counter. 

Drasko snickered, leading the doctor to a chair. 

She gaped up at him as he towered over her in all his hairiness. 

“Think of a giant teddy bear,” he said with a wink and a fanged smile. 

She visibly swallowed, silently nodding. 

“Let me feel you,” Amara said, leaning over her alpha and tracing the stitches on his brow. 

She jerked when a hand cupped her ass and squeezed. She frowned at her alpha, who’d slipped out of his restraints. 

“Now’s not the time, Hakon.” 

“But I almost died,” he whispered, flashing a devious grin. 

She swatted him away and then huffed when he took her in his arms and kissed her passionately. She thought about fighting but instead wrapped her arms around his neck, clinging to him while deepening the kiss. A vortex of emotions, ranging from relief to rage to lust, swirled through her and made her head spin. To think, she’d almost lost her mate because he had to be a hero. She didn’t know if she wanted to keep kissing him or smack him upside the head. In the end, she decided to keep kissing him, melting into his arms with a sigh.

Tor loudly clearing his throat behind them brought her to her senses.

She panted into Hakon’s mouth when he released her, then gasped when he set her aside and swung his legs over the side of the bed, wrapping a sheet around his waist.  

“Hakon, what are you doing?”

“I told you.” He slowly stood, rubbing his head. “I’m going home.” 

Still dizzy from that kiss, Amara remained seated, wagging a finger at him. “Stubborn alpha!”

He bent over her, planting a tender kiss on the top of her head. “And you love me for it,” he murmured in her ear. 

She clutched him, desperately searching his eyes. “I almost lost you.” 

“Nah.” He chuckled. “I’m too stubborn to die.” 

* * *
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DRASKO GAVE AMARA A questioning look when she led Max to the back of their SUV. When she shot him a glare, he shook his head and didn’t say anything. Dr. Tanner had obviously gone home for the night, leaving his dog as the night watchman. She wondered if he’d just left him for the one night or if he had been staying at the clinic every night alone since Amara quit working there. She didn’t need to know. Max was coming with her, and that was final. 

She hugged Eilea goodbye and then hesitated when she saw Agent Johnson standing at the front of the clinic, alternating between coughing into his fist and talking to someone on his phone. He obviously had a cold, and she felt bad that she hadn’t offered to heal him, but he’d probably refuse her help anyway. He was still cleaning up the mess Hakon had made, no doubt. The man needed rest or his cold could get worse. Good thing his niece was a doctor. Amara was certain Eilea would take care of her uncle, so she could focus on Hakon.  

She continued to watch Johnson as Rone helped her into the truck. She’d been too harsh on the man. He was always calling Luc away, but how could she blame him? Luc was an amazing tracker. After all he’d done to save Hakon, she owed the agent a thank you at least, and probably an apology, too.

When Drasko pulled their SUV out of the gravel parking lot, she smiled at her sleeping infant and then at Hakon, who slouched in the backseat across from her. She sent thanks to the Ancients that her alpha was whole and safe once again.  
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Chapter Three
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“Ani, I need you to wait on table nine.” 

Takaani set the tray of empty beer bottles on the counter and scowled at Gus, her bald and snarling boss, who was slurring his words after sampling too much of the merchandise. 

“It’s Takaani,” she said through gritted teeth, “and I’m not waiting on that table.” 

She refused to look at the drunks. Because of their obnoxious swearing and roughhousing, they were the only patrons in the bar, having scared their other customers away. Though she’d tried to block their lewd thoughts, occasionally images of them taking turns doing grotesque things to her were projected into her mind.  

“You will if you want to keep your job, Ani.” Gus slammed the empty shot glass he’d been polishing on the counter. The wrinkles in his triple chins hung low, making his neck look like a sweaty nutsack.  

“Last time those assholes were here, my ass was bruised for a week!” she hissed. Actually, it was more like a day, because Takaani healed fast, but her boss didn’t need to know that. 

“Those assholes are my best patrons and generous tippers if you’d smile a bit more.” He waved his cleaning rag at her like he was shooing a dog. “Now go.”

Swearing under her breath, she turned to the table. They’d stumbled in a few minutes ago, intoxicated after slumming the other shithole bars in the area, and they were smiling wickedly, as if they were starving and she was a choice cut of prime beef. She’d never understood why human males were always coming on to her. With her long black hair, alabaster skin, and generous curves, she knew she was attractive, but that was no reason for men to act like rutting bulls.  
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