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Warning




If you have read the first two books, then you may know where this page is going. If not, then buckle up, because this is going to get rough. 

This book is not for the faint of heart. Some dark and heartbreaking topics are explored inside these pages. For example, all of my characters have gone through some form of abuse, physical and emotional. As such, they respond in various ways to their traumas, some healthy, while other responses, not so much. 

So, without further ado, if you can not handle: Emotional and physical abuse, torture, talk of death, murder, and other forms of violence, this book may not be for you.








  
  

Prologue


Matty





Astrong wind blew across the dry landscape, rustling the sparse vegetation and kicking up dust, making it hard to see further than a couple hundred feet. Standing on the side of a large, empty field owned by his dad, his hands on his hips, Matty surveyed the land he’d helped plow earlier that day. The plow, still covered in dirt, sat on the hard-packed dirt road leading to the field, the old ox he had used to pull it still tethered to the contraption, his sides coated in a fine layer of sweat that was collecting dust and flies. 

The freshly turned dirt of the field was a rich, healthy brown, and the smell… Matty took a deep breath, inhaling the familiar scent, his body relaxing as a faint smile flickered across his face, but only for a moment. The smell was rich and earthy. He hoped that it meant that the wheat they would plant by the end of the week would do well and yield an abundant crop. They needed it.

Surveying the field one last time, he turned on the spot while dusting his dirty hands off on the sides of his pants. Not that it helped much. His pants were as dirty as his hands and they came away just as filthy, dirt gathering in the creases of his palms and getting stuck in his nail beds. He snorted, amused but not surprised before he scanned the dusty horizon. His eyes came to a stop on a dark spot in the distance. A collection of dark rectangular shapes. A city. Springfield, to be exact. His hometown.

Springfield was a small city if you could even call it that. Matty wouldn’t. More like a village. Only a few people lived within the city’s limits while the rest resided on farms much like the Claery’s own spread of land. And there were only a handful of businesses. Hardly worthy of being called a city, he thought. Some people, mostly visitors and those who knew it well, called Springfield a lawless spread of humanity because if truth be told, Matty had to admit that wasn’t far from what it really was. Rules didn’t apply here. And the only thing keeping the town together was the need to survive. You couldn’t do it alone. Not out here. Not when the closest human city was miles away.

Springfield was growing quickly, though. Land had opened up to settlers an hour or so north of Springfield by horseback. In the mountains that loomed in the distance, to be precise. Land, cheap land, attracted people of all sorts. Young ones looking to make a name for themselves. Those that were escaping the law were the other main culprits. Prospectors and miners made up the rest of the bunch. And they all stopped in Springfield on their way up. Some stayed, liking Springfield, though those were far and few in between. Most kept moving, the drive to succeed, to make a name for themselves, was too strong to resist.

But growth was growth, and Matty wasn’t going to complain. It meant bigger and better things were coming, or so he hoped. Word around town was that a news office was finally opening up right there on main with the rest of the businesses. He bit his lip anxiously. He was more excited about that than he cared to let on. More than he should because he could write quite well if he did say so himself. Perhaps, if he was lucky, this was his chance to get away from the farm. His first step in the right direction. His first step to freedom. He’d get out of this hell hole yet. Just like his older brothers.

But…

Matty’s eyes scanned the dark spot that was Springfield as he hesitated. His stomach twisted nervously, making him nauseous. If he got a job at the news office, then he’d be closer to a certain girl he’d grown up with. The daughter of a family friend, Clara O’Donoghue. If he was being honest, he wanted to be closer to her. She was a bright ray of sunshine with her easy smile. And her sheer will. He’d never met someone as determined as her before in his life. It was admirable. If she put her mind to something, well, he wouldn’t bet against her. Not now. Not ever.

But if he took a job at the news office, he’d be able to look out from the office window. If he was lucky, he’d get to catch a glimpse of her as she walked from her family’s apartment above the general store to her pa’s bar that she currently tended.

Matty’s heart sank, not even seconds later, as he thought about sneaking glances at Clara. Unfortunately for him, she was the most eligible young woman in the whole town, and because they were family friends, he had the privilege of knowing her well. He’d even say that they were friends. Good friends. Or they had been. Since she’d taken over her father’s bar, she’d become a bit more recluse. Matty wasn’t sure if that was because she didn’t have time for him anymore, or if it was because she was genuinely cutting him out. Or worse… She was already being courted by someone else. The thought made his heart pang painfully. Gritting his teeth, he hoped that wasn’t the case.

If only he could get her alone so he could ask her. Or, well, that would be too awkward. For him, at least. Even if he did get her alone, would she even answer him? Matty wasn’t sure. Perhaps… No. He shook his head. He wouldn’t ask his dad to find out for him. He already knew how that would go. His dad would go to Clara’s pa and ask for him. Then he’d try and arrange something for Matty. But that wasn’t how Matty wanted his potential courtship with Clara to go. He wanted to take his time, wanted to woo her if he could. Taking her out to the farm to show her the baby animals, having dinner with his family, and then spending the evening on the wrap-around porch, snuggled up together on the porch swing while they discussed their future sounded like heaven. Taking her to one of the shows at the theater, holding her hand under the table, and flashing her a sweet smile or two between acts. Meeting her at her pa’s general store and sneaking into the backroom for a few stolen kisses. Why would he ever pass that up? No, it would be best if he didn’t say anything at all to his dad.

Speaking of his dad… Tearing his gaze away from the city in the distance, Matty turned his attention to his parents’ house. His muscles tensed as he surveyed the farmhouse. It was a whitewashed two-story building with a wrap-around porch. He’d spent countless evenings just sitting on the porch swing, listening to the crickets chirp as he gazed out over the farm and up at the stars. It was peaceful. The best part of the day. But just behind that peaceful façade were his parents.

Mrs. Claery was a happy-go-lucky woman. Very tender-hearted. And, truth be told, Matty took after her in more ways than one. The one that mattered, though, was the tender heart he’d inherited. His dad, Mr. Claery, on the other hand, was a hard man to read. He had a nasty temper that he didn’t let anyone but his family see. Matty had been on the receiving end of his temper one too many times and he wasn’t keen on being in that position again anytime soon. He was also hard on his sons. A little too hard. He expected perfection. It was no wonder that Matty’s two older brothers had fled as soon as they’d been able to. Matty was determined to do the same.

Matty chewed on his lower lip as he continued to stare at the farmhouse, his eyes no longer focused. He had yet to tell his parents that he wanted to head into Springfield permanently, that he wanted to pursue a career outside of farming. He already had an idea of how that conversation would go. His mom would be stunned, to say the least, but she would also be quite happy for him, of that he was certain. Mrs. Claery had always made it clear to Matty and his brothers that if they didn’t want to take over the family farm later, then she would support them in their endeavors.

His dad, on the other hand, would be a different story. Matty gulped nervously, already sensing the storm brewing on the horizon. Shaking his head, he decided that he would have to wait until his dad was in a good mood. At that point, he would have to be very careful about what words he used. One wrong word, one sentence taken out of context, and he could already feel the back of his dad’s hand as it collided with his face, sending him stumbling back into the kitchen wall.

Stuffing his hands in his pocket, Matty let out a deep breath and started trudging toward the house and the barn rather reluctantly, his feet kicking up the dry soil and causing little dust clouds. Behind him, he could hear the ox and the plow following slowly behind, ready to be cleaned up and tucked into the comfort of his stall.

Matty wasn’t sure when he’d tell his family, but it would happen sooner rather than later. He wanted to get off the farm. He wanted to be closer to Clara. And if Clara wanted nothing to do with him, then when his career as a journalist took off, he’d move to a bigger city. There would be plenty of potential love interests there. Or so he hoped.

But that’s only if Clara gave him his heart back.

Matty would never live the life of a small-town farm boy again. Not if he could help it.








  
  

Chapter 1


Alice





The wagon creaked as it crossed the frozen snow- and ice-covered ground, getting stuck temporarily in frozen ruts from previous travelers and natural divots and holes every so often, causing everyone in the wagon to jerk and groan. Their travel-worn bodies were starting to hurt from the cold as well as from the harsh movements. Shifting on the hard wooden bench she was sitting on in the back of the wagon, her back pressed against the side of the bed, her head bent forward and her chin tucked down with her quilt pulled over her head for extra warmth, Alice exhaled. She could see her breath coming out in white puffs, clouding her face and her vision as she peered out over the sparkling, white world that winter had gifted them, or rather cursed them with. She clutched her heavy quilt tighter around her as she shivered. Next to her, Mirabel Blake, her best friend, and soon-to-be sister-in-law if they survived the journey west, shivered as well. 

Alice’s teeth chattered as she glanced over at Mira. Just like Alice, Mira’s long hair was pulled back into a braid, loose hair escaping and framing her face as she huddled under her own thick quilt. Her cheeks and the tip of her nose were rosy, and every few minutes, Alice could hear her sniffle, the freezing temperatures having made hers and everyone else’s noses run.

It was miserable. She was counting down the days until they reached civilization again. A soft, warm bed and a hot bath sounded heavenly. 

Actually, heavenly was a bit of an understatement, but she wasn’t sure what was better than heavenly. She just knew it existed. Somewhere.

“You good, Mira?” Alice asked through her chattering teeth, her voice hoarse from having to shout over the sound of the creaking wagon wheels and the wind. How she wished they had a canvas top for the wagon. It would be deafening inside the back with it on, but it would shield them from the wind, allowing them to warm up a bit.

Without thinking, she tugged the blanket even tighter before scooting her frozen body closer to Mira’s to see if they could help warm each other up. Her hands were so cold at this point that they were nearly painful. Just letting go of her quilt to stretch out her fingers made her want to cry out, but that would do her no good. The tears would freeze on her cheeks as soon as they escaped.

“As good as I can be, I suppose,” Mira gritted out, a miserable expression on her face as she gazed out over the frozen landscape. All they could see for miles was frozen snow that glittered in the dying sunlight as the sun started to dip below the horizon, causing the temperatures to drop further. “We should be stopping for the night soon, right?” A hint of hope laced Mira’s voice as she continued. Alice watched as Mira glanced over at Xander, Mira’s brother, and Able, Alice’s brother, for confirmation.

Xander was the first to answer, letting out a quick huff of air as he ran a hand through his long golden hair, mussing it. He glanced at the two girls, his face unreadable as he surveyed them. “Yes. Soon,” he grunted before turning away, his green eyes narrowing on a spot on the horizon. Alice, following his gaze, looked at the same spot. A copse of trees, or what she hoped was a copse of trees, looked like it was a few miles away. If they could make it there before dark, the trees would hopefully provide some relief from the biting winds that kept tearing through the valley, chilling them all to the bone.

“Think we can make it?” Alice asked Xander after a minute, her voice quiet but still loud enough for him to hear.

Xander turned his attention to Alice, his expression softening slightly. A ghost of a smile tugged at his lips, but just as quickly as it came, it was gone. He jerked his head once, nodding. “I think so,” he murmured, his deep voice hoarse. “As long as the path there isn’t terrible, we’ll be just fine.”

Alice nodded her head in return, still studying Xander. Alexander Blake, or Xander, was Mirabel’s older brother. He also had a twin, Ronan, who had been one of Alice’s close friends for a long time. Or he had been until he had pushed her away a few years back, stating that he could no longer be her friend and that he didn’t want to hurt her. It had soured Able’s opinion of the other Blake twin, but that hadn’t stopped Alice from trying to remain friends with him, though her efforts had fallen short. She hadn’t seen Ronan snapping and killing Mirabel’s mate in a freak accident before fleeing west coming at all. In fact, it had taken her by surprise. It had also hurt, not being privy to what was going through his head at the time. At one point, she would have known. But now… Ronan was nothing more than a stranger to her. That fact still irked more than she cared to admit.

But that’s where Xander came in.

Again.

Back when she was still a teenager, Alice had had a rather large crush on both the Blake boys, just like all the other females her age. They were both tall, well built, came from a good family that had quite a bit of power at its fingertips, and they were both extremely good-looking in their own way. Xander was the dream, looking like a literal god with his long golden hair, bronzed skin, and striking green eyes. His mischievous half-smile that he would flash when he knew he was in a bit of trouble could make just about everyone swoon, herself included. Ronan, on the other hand, was the mysterious outcast that most of the others her age had avoided, simply because no one wanted to get on Mr. Blake’s bad side. He had a mop of curly black hair that fell into the same striking green eyes, and flawless ivory skin that made him look like he’d been carved out of stone. No one knew what he had been up to. He hadn’t talked much, preferring to hang out in the back where he couldn’t attract the wrong kind of attention. But he was kind, and he had always taken the time to listen to her.

She hated to admit it, but she had tailed both everywhere.

Then, one afternoon, Xander and his group of friends had decided to play a little game of truth or dare. She should have known then that it would lead to nothing but trouble. Those games always did. She hadn’t wanted to look weak in front of Xander, her brother, and their friends, so she had participated, taking a dare that would forever change her life. She had let Xander mark her, effectively claiming her as his mate. But it was harmless, or so they all thought. They weren’t full-fledged adult shifters, after all. The venom that was injected during the claiming process wasn’t supposed to be present. Or that’s what the adults had told them growing up.

They’d all been wrong.

The process had been painful. She remembered wanting to cry and scream. And gods, the sheer amount of blood. Her face paled at the memory. It was pure luck that they had figured out how to stop it – one swipe of Xander’s tongue across the bite. She’d be dead and six feet under the ground if it hadn’t been for his saliva, sealing the bite closed and administering the antivenom.

After that, she’d forgotten all about that, pushing the memory as far back into her mind as possible. No one wanted to remember a stupid mistake that could have ended up killing them. It was embarrassing. She should have known better.

It wasn’t until Alice had started searching for both Mirabel and Ronan after the death of Mirabel’s mate and Mirabel and Ronan’s subsequent disappearances, that she started getting close to Xander again. Or rather, she’d started using Xander for information. She’d let him bed her, and in exchange, she’d get a piece of information that would hopefully get her closer to unraveling the mystery of her friends’ disappearances. During their time together, both of them had realized that maybe, just maybe, that marking they’d done years ago had actually worked. She was Xander’s mate whether she liked it or not.

Not that she was complaining. There were worse males she could have been paired with. However, she was still coming to terms with the idea that she had a mate, that she’d been claimed already. It was surreal to her.

She’d adjust. Eventually.

“Everything okay, love?” Xander asked, his brows furrowing slightly as he watched Alice studying him, his eyes roving over her curly hair and ocher-colored skin before lingering on her large brown eyes.

Jerking slightly, Xander’s words dragged her out of her thoughts. She flushed slightly, her dark skin pinking up just enough to be barely visible, and nodded.

“I was just thinking.”

“About?” Xander arched a brow at her curiously. He always seemed to want to know what was on her mind, a far cry from the Xander she had grown up with. Alice wasn’t sure if she liked that or not, though she had to admit that it was nice to have someone to talk to who actually listened.

“Us,” she replied simply as Able Kumar, her brother, scoffed from his position on the bench seat next to Xander, his hands clutching the reins a bit tighter, his eyes never wavering from the spot on the horizon.

Alice turned her attention to Able before either she or Xander could respond, hurt flashing in her eyes.

Able was her older brother and he had always looked after her. He was her protector, her shoulder to cry on, an ear when she needed to vent. But now… Alice’s gaze hardened slightly. She wasn’t sure if he was more upset that she was mated to his best friend, if it was because Xander had once had a reputation as a notorious womanizer, or if it was because he felt like he had been replaced. Hell, it could be a combination of all three, she realized, her gaze softening back up.

“Able,” she sighed, sagging against the side of the wagon bed in defeat. She was in no mood to fight. She didn’t have the energy for it. 

Her hand trembling with cold, she reached out and brushed a strand of his dark curly hair, similar to her own, behind his ear before fixing his woolen cap, covering his ears back up. His dark brown eyes widened at the gesture, but then they softened, the corners crinkling as he gazed back at her with a hint of a smile.

“I still don’t like this,” he said under his breath in reply a second later, his gaze still soft.

“And we’ve noted that already,” Mira said, her voice a bit dry as she piped up finally from her spot behind Able, her body still pressed up against Alice’s. “Look, Able, none of us saw this coming. I would have preferred she be Ronan’s mate, if I’m being completely honest. They were always good friends. More compatible in my eyes. But she has the bond with Xander, and they acted on that unknowingly years ago. There’s nothing we can do about that now. We just… we just have to learn how to live with it and accept it. Be happy for them. The gods know there isn’t going to be much to be happy about with everything going on right now.”

Eyes widening in surprise, Alice’s jaw dropped as she listened to Mira’s reply to Able. She had never thought that Mira hadn’t been happy about her mating with Xander, but here it was. Straight from the horse’s mouth. She wasn’t sure whether she should be happy or upset or disappointed or… She shook her head slightly, clearing her mind. It didn’t matter. Not really. Like Mira said, there was nothing any of them could do about it now.

Peering at Xander out of the corner of her eye, she could see a similar expression on his face. There was more there, some sort of emotion in his eyes that she couldn’t quite place. But it was definitely directed at Mira. Her brows knitted together as she tried to figure out what emotion it was, but then let out a soft breath and decided to let it go. If he wanted to talk about it later, he would tell her when they curled up together for the night, huddled together for warmth and comfort.

Her eyes darted back to Mira, her lips pursing slightly. Alice couldn’t lie, she felt a little betrayed herself. And then her mouth fell open into a small ‘o’. She glanced back at Xander, realizing what emotion was flickering behind his bright green eyes. Betrayal. He had been taking care of Mirabel since she’d had to go into hiding to avoid her marriage to her mate. He had been her only source of comfort, of protection, of, well, anything, and here she was telling him she didn’t approve.

His heart had to be broken.

An uncomfortable silence followed as Alice’s eyes darted between Xander and Mira. Even Able could sense the tension and wisely chose not to say anything more.

Finally, Alice cleared her throat as she eyed the copse of trees they were heading toward. “We should be hitting the last town before Springfield tomorrow. That means we should be in Springfield in about a week. But…” she hesitated, not sure if she wanted to voice her opinion or not. Biting her bottom lip, she took a deep breath and decided to go for it anyway. It needed to be said. “I don’t think that all of us should go into Springfield. It’s a human outpost, yes? If they support the king and his actions against shifters, we could be walking into a trap.”

“I agree,” Able grunted almost immediately, making it clear that he, too, had been thinking about their imminent arrival. “I can go in if you’d like. I won’t stick out nearly as much as Xander.”

“Bullshit,” Xander retorted with a soft snarl. “You’re just as tall. Humans are tiny compared to us. We’ll both stick out like sore thumbs. Don’t be stupid.”

Alice groaned softly. He wasn’t exactly wrong, which meant that left either Mira or herself. Knowing Xander and Able, they had a snowball’s chance in hell of being allowed to go into Springfield without them.

“So what do you propose?” Mira asked, worry lines creasing her forehead. “One of us still has to go in to check for Ronan. This was where he was supposed to be.”

“If he was smart, he would have gotten the hell out of there,” Able commented. “Humans just aren’t safe to be around right now, as much as I hate to say it.”

“And we all know that Ronan is on the smarter side,” Xander added. “Book smart, at least. But this isn’t a situation that he’d misread. It’s plain as day. The humans are waging war against the shifters. End of story. Staying anywhere near them is a hazard, one even Ronan wouldn’t risk.”

“I hope you’re right,” Mira murmured, adjusting her quilt around her. “If something happened to him, I’d never forgive myself. It’s my fault he had to flee.”

“Nonsense.” Xander shook his head, rolling his eyes at Mira. “It wasn’t your fault, and you know it. He didn’t have to kill Michael, but he did. This is all on him.”

“But…” she started to protest.

Xander shook his head again, giving her a stern look to silence her. “It’s not your fault.”

“So what are we going to do then?” Alice asked as Mira pouted at Xander.

“Honestly? I have no idea,” Xander sighed, running his hand through his hair yet again. “There are so many ways that even just getting close to Springfield could go wrong. We could be spotted and chased out. We could be snuck up on and killed in our sleep. We could be captured.” He turned to look at Alice, his eyes meeting hers, worry and concern for her safety filling them. “Our best bet right now is for one of us to get close enough to sneak a peek at what’s going on there. If we don’t see any shifters, I think that’s our sign that he got out and fled north to the lands I’d told him about. It’s what I would have done. If there are shifters, well… I guess we’re going to have to start asking around, aren’t we? Hopefully, someone will have seen him and can point us in the right direction.”








  
  

Chapter 2


Clara





The temperature was frigid. It hurt. It made those standing outside, spectating the current stand-off going on in the middle of camp wince as they crammed their hands into the pockets of their coats or stuffed them under their armpits, hoping their fur-lined cloaks would be enough to keep them warm. Noses ran, lips were chapped, and snow clung to eyelashes. 

And the noise. The wind howled as if someone had done it wrong and it was angry at the world. It rattled tents and tore at clothes. It chilled already frozen bodies even more. 

And yet they stood there, Clara staring at her long-lost grandmother for the first time in over a decade. She’d thought her grandmother was dead or long gone. She’d gone searching for her, hoping to get answers. Nothing. Not even a shred of evidence that her ma’s family even existed. 

But there she stood across from her, the short distance feeling like a vast ocean.

Clara had never hated anyone more as the memories of the woman she hadn’t been able to remember up until this point came flooding back.

As the snow and wind continued to howl around them, seemingly cutting them off from the rest of the world as they turned to face each other, Clara gazed up at Warren, memorizing his face. The dark eyes she had come to love with his long lashes currently catching thick snowflakes; the puckered scar running down the side of his face that marred his good looks but still didn’t detract from them, instead making him look more dangerous; his long auburn hair tied back into a loose ponytail but was coming loose, the strands flying in the wind. She would never get tired of looking at this male. There wasn’t enough time in the world for her to spend with him, or that’s what it felt like. She was about to tell him so when she noticed fear flash in his eyes as he leaned closer to talk to her.

“Clara?” he whispered, his voice catching in his throat, causing Clara’s heart to break at the sheer pain she heard there.

Her breath caught in her throat as well as the emotions she was trying to hold back started to force their way out. Tears filled her eyes, clouding her vision, making it hard to see Warren clearly. Her chest constricted painfully. She felt heavy. So very heavy. As if someone was sitting on top of her.

Blindly, without thinking, she stepped forward and buried her face in Warren’s chest just as the tears in her eyes started to fall freely down her cheeks. This was too much. She couldn’t do this. But this felt right, going to the one person who had proven he’d come for her over and over again, the one person who loved her despite everything else. He was her comfort. Her was her support. And she needed him. Desperately. Her hands grasped the front of his coat, holding on for dear life.

Out of all the people that had to find them, why did it have to be her grandmother?

“Don’t let her take me,” she whispered into Warren’s chest as his arms wrapped around her instinctively, bringing her closer. His embrace was warm, comforting, and safe. As long as he held her close, she was sure that nothing bad would happen to her. Or so she hoped. It wouldn’t be the first time fate had laughed in their faces. But they always managed to overcome the curve balls that had been thrown their way. They would overcome this one as well. 

Hopefully.

She had to stay positive. But gods was it hard.

“I won’t,” Warren whispered back to her, one hand coming up to the back of her head and stroking her dark hair lovingly, his fingers tangling in the strands. “Not even death could keep me from you. She has no authority here. This is our pack, little fox. Mine and yours. We can tell her to leave and no one would blink twice. Except for maybe her. But who cares, right?”

Clara sank into him, letting his words wash over her, comforting her. He was right. He was always right. Or almost always right. But in this case, he was definitely right.

“Clara, I said come along,” Mrs. Reynard’s voice cut through the frigid air like a knife, making her flinch, the spell Warren had created, the warmth and security he was providing just by holding her and speaking so gently to her, broken.

A small sob caught in her throat as she buried herself further into Warren’s chest. “Please, don’t let her take me. She had her chance…” Clara trailed off as the memories of her few encounters with her grandmother came back to her once again.

“What did she do, love?” Warren asked quietly, concern filling his eyes as he grasped her chin gently between his fingers and tilted Clara’s face back so that he could meet her eyes. “Did she hurt you?”

Clara gulped. “No,” she whispered. “Not… No.” She tried to shake her head, not sure how to explain what had happened, her words failing her, but he held her firm in his grasp, never taking his eyes off her.

“Then what did she do?” Warren asked again, confusion now mixing with his concern. “I can’t help if I don’t know. I need you to talk to me, little fox.”

“The first time I met her, I was small. I’m not sure how young, but…” Clara took a deep breath, her eyes growing distant as she lost herself in the memory once more, despite how painful it was. “She came to see my ma and me. She was worried that I was human. If I’m remembering correctly, she tried to talk my ma into taking me to Reynardsville and leaving my pa. The second time, I was a bit older. Not by much, mind you. She essentially had the same conversation with my ma again, and when my ma refused, she called me a filthy half-breed. She never hid how much I disgusted her. I was unnatural in her eyes. Not worthy of being a Reynard. Not that I care much if I’m welcomed as a Reynard or not. They didn’t want me… I still don’t think they really want me. I don’t want them if that means anything. They mean nothing to me. Gods, that sounds horrible.”

“She called you a… a filthy half-breed?” Warren’s voice took on a dangerous edge as his eyes darkened, his temper starting to flare. “Yes, you may be a half-breed, but you put most of the pure-blooded shifter females to shame. You pull more than your weight and I have no idea how I’d run this pack without your help. Half-breed, gah. If she calls you that again, so help me…”

“There’s more,” Clara said, her voice dropping in volume, cutting him off and startling him.

Glancing down at her, his mouth still half open, he raised his brows at her. “There’s more?” he repeated in disbelief. “What do you mean there’s more? What else did the bitch do?”

“Clara! Come here,” Mrs. Reynard’s voice rang out again, accompanied by an impatient stomp of her foot.

Clara’s brows shot up in both disbelief and amusement. Had she just witnessed the leader of the Reynard pack and Reynardsville, a grown woman, stomp her foot as if she were a teenage girl throwing a tantrum? She bit her lip as her eyes darted back to Warren’s, taking a deep breath before forcing herself to continue explaining.

“She knew that General Claery was after us. She wrote my ma a letter begging her to come home. Told her to leave me behind and that if I didn’t survive, she could always have more children later with a male more suited to being her mate than my pa,” Clara said rapidly, spitting it out as fast as she could as if she was worried that she’d run out of time or chicken out if she didn’t get it all out now. “Obviously, my ma didn’t leave me and my pa because General Claery ended up killing her. We both know that. But it wasn’t as soon as my grandmother had anticipated. My ma didn’t die until a few years later so she had plenty of time to fix the situation if she was actually worried. But no, she… my grandmother never asked if we needed help or if we wanted extra protection, something she could have easily arranged. No, all she did was write a letter and beg. That was it. She doesn’t really care. She’s proven that repeatedly, time and again.”

“Clara, so help me, get your hands off that filthy wolf and come here,” Mrs. Reynard shouted, getting progressively louder. “We have to go. We don’t have time to waste. Reynardsville is preparing for the general’s forces, and I would like to be back home before my subordinate closes off the city. It would make it incredibly difficult for us to get inside, as you can imagine. Now come along.”

At the same time, Warren rolled his eyes, lowering his voice even further. “Don’t worry about your grandmother. I’ll take care of her and her “friends” over there. Just stay behind me. I won’t let her take you, do you understand?”

Clara hesitated. She didn’t necessarily want Warren to fight her battles for her, but in this instance, she didn’t stand a chance. She didn’t know how to fight to save her life unless you counted jumping into the occasional bar fight to break it up. She’d swung a few punches, but battling drunk human men and sober male shifters were two different stories. She’d have her ass handed to her faster than she could beg for mercy. Besides, she’d only hurt herself by trying to resist if things got physical. No, for once, she would listen completely without complaint. She would follow all of Warren’s instructions, especially if that meant she could stay where she was wanted, where she was loved, where she felt like she belonged.

“I understand,” she murmured, wiping her face with the back of her sleeve, drying the tears that felt like they were starting to freeze on her cheeks.

“Good girl.” Warren pressed a kiss to her forehead before crushing her against his chest in a tight embrace once again.

Clara melted against him, taking deep breaths as she inhaled his scent, the various smells that made him who he was soothing her.

“That’s my good girl,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head this time, his nose buried in her hair. “Just stay calm. Let me handle this.”

Nodding silently, Clara stepped back as Warren released her rather reluctantly. Hovering just behind him she reached out and fisted her hand in the back of his coat, feeling the need to touch him for comfort. She swallowed anxiously as she heard her grandmother huff in frustration.

“By the gods, Clara, why can’t you just follow simple instructions? I told you to come here. We have to go,” Mrs. Reynard said, the irritation in her voice growing by the second. Around her, her group of fellow shifters shifted uncomfortably, though a few crossed their arms, their muscles visibly flexing underneath their coats, making Clara’s unease grow. If it came down to a fight… No, she shook her head, cutting herself off before her thoughts got too out of control. She couldn’t think like that.

“She’s not going with you, ma’am,” Warren said, his deep voice booming across the small area, interrupting her train of thought. Authority dripped from his voice and confidence oozed from him as he spoke. Mrs. Reynard’s eyes widened in response, but whether from shock or irritation, Clara wasn’t sure.

Silence fell as Mrs. Reynard opened her mouth to respond and then shut it once more, as if she were thinking about what she wanted to say, especially now that more members of the Loch Haven pack were joining the crowd to see what the fuss was about.

A warm, calloused hand gripped Clara’s elbow gently, startling her as she clung to Warren while she continued to watch her grandmother carefully.

“It’s just me,” Marcus whispered behind her, his voice low and soothing. “Relax. I’m just here to make sure no one else tries to sneak up behind you.”

Feeling like her heart was going to burst from her chest from how hard it was pounding, Clara gulped and nodded, forcing herself to relax. She was safe. Warren and his family wouldn’t let anything happen to her. But… She shook her head again. They’d had no control over the situation when General Claery had attacked their last camp, kidnapping her and almost killing Warren. If it hadn’t been for Ronan coming to her aid and Marcus’s skills at healing, Clara wouldn’t have escaped General Claery and Warren wouldn’t have healed enough to come fetch her from Reynardsville.

This whole situation was different, she reminded herself repeatedly. She wasn’t going to get kidnapped. Warren wasn’t going to get run through with a poisoned sword this time around. Everything was going to be okay.

“You have no claim over the girl,” Mrs. Reynard said finally, taking a step toward Warren, as if trying to intimidate him even though she was about as tall as Clara, meaning she was tiny compared to Warren, her group following a few paces behind her. “She is my flesh and blood. You are but a potential mate. There will be others within our pack. Someone more suited for her. A fox.”

“No claim?” Warren scoffed as Clara stiffened at her grandmother’s words. If she truly believed that then… Her train of thought was interrupted by Warren as he reached behind him, grasping Clara’s arm before dragging her out from behind him. Bringing her back against his chest, one arm wrapped around her waist, he used his free hand to tug her collar down, exposing the bite mark on her lower neck, showcasing his claim on her, marking her as his mate. And then he tugged his own collar down, exposing Clara’s claim on him. “She’s mine,” he growled, his tone menacing.

Mrs. Reynard stumbled back a step, her eyes widening in shock as her eyes darted between the two marks. “You didn’t…” she whispered in horror. Her gaze then flicked to Clara, her eyes searching her granddaughter’s face. “How could you?”

“How could I…?” Clara started but was cut off again by Warren pushing her behind him once more, Marcus’s hand quickly wrapping around her arm as he stepped up right behind her, protecting her.

“Don’t speak to her,” Warren gritted out. “You are not welcome here.”

“But… I… You can’t…” Mrs. Reynard spluttered, trying to look around Warren. “You can’t… Let me speak to her. This should be up to her. Let me talk to her, grandmother to granddaughter. I can make her see sense. And if I can’t, then I’ll leave. But I can’t just leave. Not when I’ve come so far. Let me see her. I can’t go back empty-handed. I… Please.”

“No,” Warren said firmly. “You’ve done… Well, you’ve not done enough, but at the same time, you have done enough. Enough damage, that is. You’ve hurt her. I won’t let you near her again.”

“You don’t understand,” Mrs. Reynard said in frustration.

“What don’t I understand?” Warren snapped. “Because from where I’m standing, everything is looking pretty clear. You didn’t want Clara because she’s a half-breed and you never hid your disdain. You had the opportunity to provide some form of protection for Clara and her ma back in the day, and you didn’t take it. Her ma’s death is on your hands. And if it wasn’t for me, Clara would be dead as well. So please, explain to me what I apparently don’t understand.”

“She’s my heir,” Mrs. Reynard said, flinching at Warren’s words, not bothering to deny his accusations.

Silence fell once more at Mrs. Reynard’s words. Warren stiffened, not expecting that. Clara, on the other hand, took a step back, bumping into Marcus, her eyes wide in shock.

“Clara is my heir,” Mrs. Reynard repeated, her voice quiet but full of regret. “Mara, her mother, was my only child. She would have taken over for me if she had lived. Since she didn’t, Clara is now set to take my place when my time comes.”








  
  

Chapter 3


Warren





“Take Clara to our tent. Now.” Warren met Marcus’s gaze as he gave the order, not looking down at Clara at all. He could already see the shock on her face as her grandmother’s words registered with her. She was also shaking as she drew her cloak more closely about her as if that would provide a little bit of comfort as her world was flipped upside down once more. He knew his own had just gone a bit topsy-turvy. 

Marcus simply nodded, his hand still wrapped around Clara’s arm. Tugging her gently, he pulled her toward him, wrapping his arm around his shoulders. Allowing Marcus to pull her close, Warren watched as Clara clung to his cousin for comfort, his heart warming, if only temporarily given the situation. 

It was good to see Clara turn to his family, to trust them enough to keep her safe, to rely on them. It meant she was accepting her place as his mate, as part of his family. It was what every male shifter hoped for when they took a mate. It made life easier. 

His gaze dropped down to Clara again as he watched Marcus start walking her back, taking small steps as they navigated the snow together, careful to not let her slip and fall.

“Don’t let anyone except our family in,” Warren called after Marcus, his voice grave. He had a feeling that if he left Clara unattended for even a second, her grandmother would send one of the males from her entourage in to nab her. Marcus apparently felt the same way. He hadn’t had to ask Marcus to box Clara in between the two of them as they confronted her grandmother. No, instead, he had simply acted. For that, Warren was incredibly grateful. It wasn’t every day that you were blessed with family members who just got you, that could read a situation and would react accordingly, that would have your back no matter what.

With everything that had happened in the last year or so, Warren felt incredibly blessed to have a family like his.

Still carefully leading Clara back, Marcus raised his free hand briefly to show that he had heard Warren. Warren watched for a few more seconds, noting the way that Clara’s cheeks and nose had turned red from the cold and that her nose was running; that snow was gathering in her hair, turning her dark tresses white; that her lips were starting to turn purple. Regardless of whether Mrs. Reynard was here or not, it was a good thing that he had Marcus taking her back inside. She needed to warm up. They all needed to warm up. The cold was relentless and unforgiving and the last thing he needed was for her to get sick because she stood outside for too long.

His face hardening, he tore his gaze from his better half and turned toward Mrs. Reynard. Like Clara, her nose and cheeks were quickly turning red. Her dark hair was also coated in snow. But her eyes flashed angrily as she watched her granddaughter be led away.

“Bring her back,” she snarled at Warren, her hands clenching into fists, shaking slightly from the anger coursing through her body. “I need to take her home. I don’t care what sort of claim you have on her. That can easily be broken. We both know it.”

Warren flinched at those words. They made him want to turn around and go grab Clara, to hold her in his arms and never let her go because Mrs. Reynard was right. He did know that his claim on Clara could be broken. As much as he wanted that mark to be permanent, he knew that if another male laid his claim over his own, Clara would no longer be tied to him. The thought tore him apart, his chest constricting painfully. It was one of the reasons male shifters guarded their mates jealously, much like the dragons of lore guarding their treasure hordes. No one was allowed to touch, to feel, to enjoy. You were lucky if you were allowed to see, to have a conversation with a claimed female.

They were precious above all else.

Clara was his and no one would be taking her away from him. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever.

“She would have to consent,” Warren said in reply, his tone biting as he stalked closer to Mrs. Reynard, his hackles rising in anger. “And that you do not have. She claimed me back, fox. I think we both know where her loyalties lie.”

Mrs. Reynard’s face darkened at Warren’s words, shrinking back as he approached her. Like Clara, she wasn’t very tall, maybe five foot five at most. Warren, on the other hand, stood closer to six foot six. There was even a chance that he was taller than that. It had been years since he’d been measured and there was a possibility he had grown another inch or two. But who was counting? And who really cared?

Standing in front of Mrs. Reynard, towering over her, his eyes dark and menacing, he made an imposing figure, and he knew it. It took all he had to fight back the smirk that threatened to break free. He needed to stay cold. He couldn’t show any emotion except the pure rage that filled him at that moment.

“You were simply the first shifter that paid her any mind,” Mrs. Reynard said dismissively after a few minutes, her voice shaky, betraying how nervous she was despite her cool words.

“Wrong,” Warren purred, leaning in, his smirk finally breaking through. “She had a handful after her. But I made sure I was the one she paid attention to.” He took a deep breath as he leaned in even further. “And gods, her smell. It could drive a man crazy. The amount of potential there… I knew I had to have her. So, I did what I had to.” He was now almost nose to nose with Mrs. Reynard, his ire flickering in his eyes, plain for her to see. “And when I found out that General Claery was after her, I took care of her. I got her out of Springfield. I took her somewhere that should have been safe. And when she was taken from me there, as soon as I was well enough, I hunted her down to bring her back. I did give her the option to stay in Reynardsville, though. I’ve always given her a choice, because, while I did take her by force to keep her safe, I would never force her to stay. I want my mate to love me back.” He snorted softly as the memory came back, how he had felt awkward asking if she wanted to return with him, how his anxiety had shot sky high as he waited for her response, and how it had ended with them stripping each other’s clothes off and joining together once more. He leaned in further, his nose now brushing Mrs. Reynards, his expression smug. “Do you want to know what she did in response to my offer? She chose to stay with me, and gods, I won’t forget the way she felt wrapped around me that night. Not ever. It was one of the best nights of my life. And now I’m going to give her everything she’s ever desired because that’s what she deserves. What have you ever done for her?”

Mrs. Reynard’s jaw dropped in response to his little tirade. It looked as if she wanted to call him a liar, wanted to tell him that he was wrong, that Clara was nothing to him, that she belonged with the Reynard pack. But she couldn’t. Not without looking like a fool. No, Warren knew her kind. She prided herself on being quick and cunning, embodying the better-known traits of her animal, the fox. He would even bet that she was also a thief and a liar when needed. Manipulative, if the need arose. But if there was one thing that Mrs. Reynard detested the most, as a supposedly strong leader, that was being made to look like a fool. And everyone knew it. Her own pack. The residents of Reynardsville. The shifters in the region.

One of the hazards of being one of the most well-known shifters in the north-western part of the kingdom, you had no secrets.

Warren stepped back, crossing his arms over his chest as he watched her jaw work soundlessly in satisfaction. He was almost curious to see how she would respond.

“I need her,” Mrs. Reynard said finally, her voice hoarse. “I don’t think you understand how dire my situation is right now. I thought I had more time to find someone else to take over for me, but I don’t. Not with the war starting back up. I. Need. Her.”

“Wrong.” Warren shook his head. “You don’t need her, you old hag. You only came searching for her when you heard that there was a fox spotted outside of Reynardsville with a wolf. We certainly didn’t hide as we made our way back this way.” Warren shifted back, putting space between them, tilting his head to study Mrs. Reynard better, gauging her every reaction, noting how her eyes had widened almost imperceptibly. “No, what I think happened is this: you went to Springfield when you heard the rumors that she was to be married off to the general’s son. That, of course, couldn’t happen. Not if there was a chance that Clara could still shift. So, you wanted to stop the wedding. But when you got there, you soon realized that she’d gone missing. I’d taken her for her own safety and for my own selfish reasons, but those are neither here nor there at the moment. From there, I imagine you heard about the general raiding a shifter camp, putting two and two together. You presumed her dead. How am I tracking?”

Mrs. Reynard swallowed nervously and nodded slightly, letting Warren know that he wasn’t far off in his assumptions so far. A small grin tugged at the corners of his mouth in satisfaction.

“From there, you went back to Reynardsville and prepared your pack,” Warren continued, now tilting his head the other way, the muscles in his arms flexing as he shifted his arms. “I imagine you’ve already got a successor set up. A distant niece or nephew. But Clara would be preferable because she’s of the Reynard line, your husband’s line, no? Your niece or nephew is not. But they would do in a pinch.”

“I… I… You’re not wrong,” Mrs. Reynard whispered as the wind picked up, blowing more snow into their faces. She flinched as the frozen flakes hit her skin, stinging her already painfully frozen cheeks. Warren didn’t bat an eye.

“But then, as previously mentioned, you heard about the fox and the wolf and just had to track her down to see if it was Clara.” Warren shook his head in disgust. “You couldn’t have left her alone, could you? She’s been through enough. She’s lost her mother, was betrayed by someone she thought she could trust, lost her father, got kidnapped twice, and was taken advantage of by another person she considered a friend… I could go on, but I won’t. I think you get the picture. She’s tired. She’s done. Let her rest. Don’t drag her into your political nonsense. She doesn’t want it.”

“But… I…” Mrs. Reynard stammered. “I understand all that, but she might be the key to uniting Reynardsville again. Things are falling apart because I have not done my job well. If my husband were still alive…but he’s not. And there’s no point in wallowing in the what-ifs. The fact of the matter is the pack needs a strong leader to unite them. That leader isn’t me.”

Warren’s brows shot up, almost disappearing into his hairline. Had he just heard what he thought he’d just heard? Had Mrs. Reynard just admitted that she was failing in her position of alpha of the Reynard pack? There was no way. He had to be dreaming. But no… He had heard her correctly. Judging by the silence that had fallen among the rest of the shifters in both his pack and hers, they’d heard her perfectly as well. Going off the expressions on their faces, they were equally stunned.

Warren took a step back, now unsure what to do. He still wouldn’t let Mrs. Reynard take Clara away from him. Clara was happy here. Content. It wasn’t his place to uproot her once again to appease someone else, especially when that person meant next to nothing to Clara. But maybe, just maybe, he could talk to Clara, and let her know the full story. From there, he would let Clara make her own decision. It was the least he could do. Though, as he chewed on his tongue, he already had an idea of what Clara would say. And he imagined her response would be quite colorful. She wasn’t shy about cursing him or anything else that had angered her.

Running a frozen hand down his face, he groaned softly. Clara was going to kill him for this.

“The pack tent is this way. It’s late and I don’t want to send you back home in this storm. Good way to get yourself killed,” he sighed, his voice still hard. “You can head out in the morning, or whenever this storm lets up.”

“But Clara…” Mrs. Reynard protested, following behind Warren as he turned on his heel and started stalking toward the pack tent, not bothering to look behind him to see if she was keeping up. Whether she stayed in the pack tent or not was of little consequence to him. He didn’t care. He just didn’t want frozen corpses in the middle of his camp. That would be an instant mood killer. He’d offer a smaller tent and relish in how uncomfortable it would be for the Reynardsville group, but they didn’t have any extras and the pack tent was the only tent large enough to house all of them. It just meant that any pack business would have to wait until they left. But they could handle that. Right? There was nothing too pressing that needed immediate attention. He was sure of it.

“I… I will talk to her,” Warren muttered. “I will give her the straight facts, nothing more. But if she asks for my opinion, as her mate, I will give it to her.”

“Let me talk to her then,” Mrs. Reynard begged, hurrying behind him, her voice pleading as she struggled to keep up in the deep snow. “I’m sure that if I…”

“She does not want to talk to you,” Warren cut her off brusquely. “In fact, she’s not pleased that you are here at all. If it were up to her, she’d kick you out of camp before you could even finish a sentence. She blames you for her mother’s death.”

“She…” Mrs. Reynard choked, her voice becoming thick with emotion. “You take that back.”

Warren turned to look at her, his eyes flashing angrily as he regarded the older female.

“Why? I won’t lie to protect your feelings, fox,” Warren grunted. “My mate is my world. I would kill for her. And. You. Hurt. Her. So, in my eyes, you are worse than the scum that fills the dark reaches of this very earth we live on. If I were you, I’d watch what you say next. I’ve already got one shifter on my shit list for hurting her. I’ll gladly add another. Understood?”

Mrs. Reynard took a step back, her eyes widening slightly. Finally realizing she had no actual authority there in the mountains, she nodded slowly. This was Warren’s turf, and she knew it.

“Good,” Warren grunted, turning back around and leading them the rest of the way to the tent. As he watched the Reynard pack enter, he reached out, snagging Mrs. Reynard’s arm before she could head inside. “Let me make one more thing clear, fox. If for some reason Clara decides to go with you, you will not harm a hair on her head. If she comes back to me with so much as a scratch, I will have your head.”

“Are you threatening me?” Mrs. Reynard’s voice grew colder as her eyes hardened. She still seemed nervous, but the threat of death had steeled her nerves somewhat as if she were used to being threatened. This was something she apparently knew how to handle.

“No, ma’am,” Warren growled. “This isn’t a threat. I don’t make threats. I make promises. And I keep those promises.”








  
  

Chapter 4


Clara





Clara stumbled into her and Warren’s tent, her frozen feet catching on one of the many furs littering the fur, sending her flying forward, her arms windmilling as she tried to catch her balance. She could have sworn she had placed them far enough away from the entrance, but then again, she wasn’t usually so upset that she wasn’t watching where she was going. She was more careful than this, more clear-headed and aware of her surroundings, not numb with fear for her future and rage at her grandmother’s unwelcome appearance. 

Glancing around the tent, she looked for something to do to keep her hands and mind occupied while Warren sent her grandmother and her entourage on their way. The crates containing all of their belongings lined the wall to the left of the fire, organized by the items’ purpose and how often they were used. Opposite the entrance, a small wood table with two chairs on either side graced the far wall. Her project basket lay on the ground next to her chair, yarn spilling out the top, a pair of knitting needles and a small ball of yarn set on top of the table from where she had left it earlier that morning after finishing darning a sock. Along the wall to the right of the fire, Clara had placed their other furs and blankets they used to keep them warm at night but didn’t need during the day, all neatly folded and stacked on top of a spare crate to keep them off the ground to keep them as clean as possible. She huffed slightly as she glanced at the fire, noting that the dishes from breakfast were still drying on a rack next to the fire.

She’d done all her chores already. There was nothing for her to do unless she wanted to work on one of her many projects, which wasn’t a bad idea if she thought about it. However, her hands and the rest of her body were still rather frozen. That would make needlework rather difficult. She’d learned that the hard way a few times already when she’d accidentally poked her finger, drawing blood. She wasn’t keen on repeating that experience.

With another huff, she dropped down onto the fur closest to the fire, curling her legs up underneath her as she situated herself. Glancing over at the entrance as she held her numb hands out to the fire to warm, she noticed Marcus standing just inside, the flap propped open slightly so he could keep an eye on what was going on outside the tent. Clara’s brow furrowed as she studied his expression. It was hard, his eyes cold but alert as they scanned their surroundings outside. His body was tense, his muscles taut, as if he were ready to leap at whoever walked through the entrance.

“I don’t need you to babysit me,” she said after a few minutes, her voice loud in the quiet tent, louder than she had intended. She flinched slightly at her volume as she wiggled her fingers, the feeling starting to return, an unpleasant tingling sensation spreading through her hands.

“I don’t care if you think you need a babysitter or not,” Marcus replied, his voice harsh, his eyes never leaving the landscape outside. “Warren asked me to keep an eye on you while your grandmother is here. I don’t intend to disobey him. He’d have my head, especially if something happened to you. Neither of us trusts your grandmother. No offense.”

“None taken,” Clara grumbled, understanding a bit better why Marcus hadn’t left yet. She, too, had an idea that her grandmother, or one of her grandmother’s party, would try something before they left. The male who had stood closest to her had given her a bad feeling, one that made her hair stand on end. She only hoped that they would leave sooner rather than later. Being babysat for the next twenty-four hours or so did not appeal to her. She liked her privacy. And it would make her time with Warren either non-existent or very awkward. She was leaning more toward it being non-existent. Putting on a show for his family was not on her to-do list ever.
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