VERNIGHT PUBLISHING

AN N E

N

RAINEY

Kai’s Hunger (Ravenbriar #1)

Author: Anne Rainey
Category: Fantasy

Description: Lily

A fresh start was supposed to be simple—leave my toxic alcoholic
mother behind. But smashing my van into a tree and confronting a
massive, wolf-like creature wasn’t part of the plan. When | wake
under the intense gaze of Kai Ravenbriar, a surge of emotions ignites
within me. Hes an enigmatic figure, part of the enshrouded
Ravenbriar family. But before | can delve into the tantalizing
chemistry between us, Im abruptly abducted by a sadistic scientist,
turning my imagined adventure into a nightmare.

Kai

Sweet Lily. The instant | catch her scent | know she’s my mate. Her
beauty is beyond compare. My Yucilon hungers for her. The burning
need to exchange blood and perform the ritual is all | can think about.
The beast in me doesn’t give a damn that she’s human. Doesn't care
about family law. But when Lily is brutally torn away from me, it
awakens my primal instinct—and | will show no mercy.
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T wo years earlier. ..
Kai

| crouched behind arow of potted shrubs, their foliage offering a thin shield from the
late afternoon sun. The office building across the parking lot was a cold, glass-and-
steel monolith, its reflective surface catching the muted colors of a cloudy sky. The
parking lot was mostly empty now, save for afew scattered cars.

| pulled out my phone and called Wyatt. “I’'m here now,” | said, since my brother
insisted on a blow-by-blow of what was happening. | watched Patterson exit the
building, abox clutched in his hands, muttering to himself.

Gregory Patterson worked at Cedar Haven, a prestigious research facility known for
its cutting-edge advancements in genetic research. The sprawling campus was nestled
in a serene, wooded area, its modern architecture contrasting sharply with the
surrounding natural landscape. The building's sleek design was characterized by
large glass panels and stainless-steel accents.

It was a place where researchers pushed the boundaries of genetic science in pursuit
of breakthroughs that could reshape the future. Patterson had been a prominent figure
there, a scientist with a reputation for daring theories and ambitious experiments.
However, his ambition had driven him down a darker path, it would seem.

“My source tells me that Patterson has been conducting experiments that pushed the
limits of genetic research to dangerous extremes.”



“I’m not surprised. The bastard is mental.”

“His latest painful and cruel procedures on animals were the last straw,” Wyaitt
muttered.

| cursed under my breath. “Results at any cost.”

“That about sumsit up.”

“30, they got rid of him. The end of their problem.”

“Terminating Patterson’s employment is the end of their problem, but | doubt he's
going to retire and move to Florida.”

| watched as Patterson shoved the box into his trunk, then got into the driver's side
and revved the engine. “A once-respected scientist now facing the fallout of his
reckless disregard for the well-being of his subjects, his career in tatters, who would
work with him? Hire him?’

“You think he's a loose cannon,” Wyatt surmised. “Fuck, that could bring more
trouble.”

For me, the knowledge of Patterson’s transgressions only fueled my anxiety.
Patterson was no longer just a dismissed scientist; he was a rogue element with a
history of unethical behavior. The thought of him lurking in the shadows, potentially
seeking revenge or continuing his dangerous experiments elsewhere, would keep me
awake at night.

“1 should end his liferight now,” | bit out. “He’'s athreat to us. Always has been.”

“No, damn it,” Wyatt shot back.



“Fine, at the very least we need to monitor him.” | was tempted to disobey Wyatt. Get
rid of Patterson once and for all.

“Agreed,” my brother stated.

| peered through the narrow gap between two shrubs, my gaze fixed on Patterson.
Patterson’s face, visible through the windshield, was a mask of frustration, his
shoulders hunched as if the weight of his recent dismissal was pressing down on him
physically.

“Ill follow, see where he goes,” | offered.

“No.” Wyatt’'s voice crackled through the receiver, barely audible over the static.
“You need to come home. It's too risky to follow him now. We can't afford any
mistakes.”

| gripped the edge of the shrub, my knuckles white. | watched as Patterson glanced
around the parking lot, his eyes scanning the few remaining cars with an anxious
edge. When his gaze amost settled on my hiding spot, my breath caught. | sank
lower, nearly flattening myself against the ground, and whispered urgently, “You're
certain?I’'m aready here. He hasn’t spotted me.”

“Just get the fuck out of there,” Wyatt insisted. “We're not taking chances. We have
enough problems asit is. Just come home.”

| hesitated, my eyes never leaving Patterson. The man seemed to be a storm brewing
on the horizon, and my instincts were screaming that he could bring trouble down on
us. The thought of letting him dlip away had the hair on the back of my neck standing

up.

“I can't just let this go,” | said, my voice firm but barely above a whisper.



“Patterson’s awildcard. If he's got anything on us, he'll use it. We need to deal with
him before he becomes a bigger problem.”

Wyatt's sigh was heavy with frustration. “Kai, we've been through this. | know you
want to protect us, but | know you. Y ou’'ll want to take him out.”

“Yeah,” | admitted, not bothering to deny it. My eyes darted back to Patterson, who
was now driving out of the parking lot. Soon, he'd be out of sight. Forced to let him
go, | straightened and headed for my truck. “I’m coming home,” | said, my voice low
and strained. “Let’ s hope he leaves the area for good.”

“Your lipsto God's ears,” Wyatt replied, his tone softening just a fraction.
As | got in behind the wheel, a gnawing sense of unease settled in my chest. | knew

this wasn't over. | could feel it. | revved the engine and made my way home, but
every mile felt like abetrayal of my instincts.
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Lily

| glanced in my rearview mirror. There were no headlights. No one followed me. |
wasn't sure what 1'd expected when | left my hometown for parts unknown. The
town lights behind me dwindled to pinpricks. | gripped the steering wheel of my
trusty van with excitement and attempted to ignore my rising anxiety. The deserted
roads stretched ahead, illuminated only by the van's headlights dlicing through the
darkness. The dependable hum of the engine cruising along was a testament to its age
and the miles it had traveled. The sound was a blend of steady vibrations and the
occasional sputter.

The night air was alive with the whispers of unseen creatures, a symphony of nature’'s
secrets that accompanied my solitary journey. The road was a ribbon of uncertainty,
leading me away from the familiar and into the unknown. Emotions intertwined in
my chest—hope for the adventures awaiting me, anxiety for the challenges ahead.
The open road was my canvas, and as | ventured forth, a new chapter of my life
unfurled, astory of dreams pursued and fears confronted in the solitude of the night.

Walnut Ridge, Ohio, boasted a whopping population of just over two thousand. Two
grocery stores, one bank, and all of three stoplights. During football season, the entire
town could be found at the local high school on Friday night cheering on the Tigers. |
hadn’t hated small-town life. My job at the local bank afforded me a two-bedroom
apartment in the center of town, which put me within walking distance of all my basic
needs. | gassed up my van once every two weeks and splurged on Saturday mornings
with a chocolate éclair and a cup of freshly brewed coffee from Daisy’s Café across
from my building. I'd enjoyed living in Walnut Ridge.



It had been my mother’ s alcohol addiction that had driven me away.

I’d made every attempt to be the good daughter. I'd managed to drag my mom to
rehab. Multiple times. Only to be kicked in the teeth when she’ d turn around and buy
another bottle of vodka. My sister Veronica wasn't much better. The two of them
could often be found getting drunk together. Every Saturday night it was the same
routine. And any time | tried to get them to clean up their act, a lecture was my
reward.

“Why can’t you be more understanding?’ Grace Hall would ask, slurring her words
asusual.

Of course, my mother had always coddled Veronica. She'd been the pride and joy.
Everything Veronica did was celebrated. If my sister screwed up, then Mom rolled
out the excuses. Grace bragged to anyone willing to listen about her gorgeous
Veronica. On the other hand, | had only managed to disappoint the woman. | was too
plump. “It wouldn’t hurt you to lose a few pounds, dear,” my mother would say. My
job at the bank had even garnered criticism. Mom had expected me to go into
nursing. Sure, if I'd followed in her footsteps it might’ ve gotten me a few points, but
even that would' ve eventually disappointed her. The ugly truth was that | would
never be smart enough, successful enough, or pretty enough to please Grace Hall.
She'd aready had her perfect daughter when she’d given birth to Veronica. | had
simply been extra baggage.

After another blowup, | had finally had enough. | gave my two weeks notice at the
bank, then began boxing up my meager belongings. When the day finally arrived, |
suffered a bout of anxiety. Was | making a huge mistake? Should | stay and try and
repair the broken relationship with my family? It'd been the text from Veronica
asking for money—money she would only blow on booze—that had cinched it.

It would never change. |I'd always be the doormat for them, unless | did something



drastic. | had deleted the text and packed up my old red minivan, then drove out of
town. | had no destination, but 1’d scrimped and saved for two years in preparation
for the day I’ d have the nerve to leave my chaotic family behind and start fresh.

My cell phone rang and | checked the caller ID on my console screen display. Mom. |
counted to ten, then hit the button on my steering wheel. “Hey,” | mumbled.

“Where the hell are you?’

Oh, goodie, Mom was already plastered. | considered it a sign from the universe that
I’d made the right decision to leave and never look back.

“Lily!”

“I left,” 1 answered, keeping it vague. It wasn’'t anyone's business. | was an adult and
didn’t have to get permission to change my life.

My mother cursed. “Left where? Your sister needs you. What the hell is wrong with
you?’

| sighed. “Look, | loveyou, Mom. I'll call you when | get there.”

“Damn, it—"

| ended the call. It'd been the first time I’d ever hung up on one of my mother’s
tirades. “ God, that felt good.”

As | made my way down a lonely stretch of road in the middle of nowhere, | turned
up my radio, enjoying a sexy tune by Jason Aldean. My heart beating a million miles
an hour, | wondered if I'd made a colossal mistake. A woman alone in the big bad
world was easy pickings. After all, it was a far cry from my safe and secure



apartment. Oh, sure, Walnut Ridge had crime. The occasiona teenage shenanigans,
stealing candy from the minimart. Or the time my mother had gotten drunk and
plowed her sedan into MaryAnn's Laundromat. That’d been a fun day. But murder,
robbery, arson? Nada.

As | contemplated what to do with my newfound freedom, | didn’t see the giant beast
leap out in front of me until it was nearly too late. A wolf? Its fur, as dark as the night
itself, absorbed the feeble moonlight, rendering it a shadowy silhouette. Powerful
muscles rippled beneath its shiny coat as it moved, each leap devouring the distance
between us with a blend of elegance and ferocity. Its eyes burned like twin orbs of
molten gold in the darkness. As it crossed the road directly in front of my van, our
gazes locked, and | felt an inexplicable connection. It stopped, stared. | screamed,
then swerved to keep from hitting it. My van plowed into an enormous pine tree. The
front airbag deployed, slamming into my face, sending my head bouncing off the
headrest.

“Oh, God,” | groaned as || lifted a hand to my cheek. Pain radiated along my face, and
| had to work to catch my breath. The airbag had knocked the air from my lungs.
After a minute, | glanced around. My vehicle was totaled. The entire front end was
bashed in, and my windshield was shattered from a tree branch driving through it on
the passenger side. Glass was scattered al over. My purse and cell phone had hit the
floor. The animal. What the hell was it? Had to be a wolf, but those weren’t native to
Ohio. | didn't know what it'd been, but | hoped it was okay. | stared out my side
window and scanned the areafor any sign of it. “I didn’t hit it,” 1 mumbled to myself.
| was certain of that at least. “My poor van is toast, though.”

| loved animals, but the furry beast had picked a terrible night to go for a run. “Now
what?’ | unbuckled my seatbelt, then bent to retrieve my phone. The screen was

destroyed. “Thisisatest,” | bit out as| tried to figure out my next move.

A knock on the driver’s side window startled me. | jerked my head around, earning a



sharp pain in my neck from the swift movement. A man was standing outside my
window, frowning at me. His rugged strength and broad shoulders strained against
the fabric of a well-worn red flannel shirt, the vibrant hue contrasting against our
earthy surroundings. The shirt’s sleeves were rolled up to reveal powerful forearms,
each sinewy muscle well-defined. A pair of old, faded jeans clung to his sturdy legs.
Messy chocolate-brown hair framed his face. Dark facial hair covered his jawline,
and he had a beard that needed to be tamed.

“Areyou okay?’

Where had he come from? | scanned the area for any sign of another car but came up
empty. Oh, sure, a stranger standing in the darkness on alonely stretch of road wasn’t
at all suspicious. “Yes, thank you.”

He pointed at me. “Y ou don’t look okay.”

| waved my phoneintheair. “I’m going to call for help,” | explained, though it was a
lie. My phone was, like my van, toast. “ Thank you for your concern.”

He tilted his head to the side. “| can’t leave you out here alone. If you like, | can wait
until help arrives...”

| started to turn his offer down when my vision blurred. | shook my head, and the
pain in my neck intensified. | lifted a hand to my forehead and closed my eyes,
waiting for it to lessen. Instead, a blast of white-hot agony shot through me, then
everything went black.

*kk*%x
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“Shit,” | groaned, yanking on the door handle. The little redhead nearly toppled into
my arms. | lifted her from the wreckage and held her against my chest. Her round
face showed signs of bruising from the airbag. It was the gash just above her forehead
that concerned me the most. Blood dripped down the side of her fair cheek. | sniffed
the air, couldn’'t help myself, taking in the sweet scent of peaches and vanilla. My
cock lengthened beneath the fly of my jeans. Fuck, she smelled delicious. The blood
on her face tempted me to taste her, but | couldn’'t. It was against family law to
exchange with a human. As enforcer, it was my job to uphold that law. Still, the
longer | stared at the pretty bow of her mouth, the more easily | could imagine
breaking that fucking law.

| dipped my head inside the open door. The contents of her purse were scattered all
over the floor, but | didn’t have time to retrieve them now. | needed to get off the
road and out of sight. I'd just have to send one of my brothers back later to gather her
things.

| shifted her in my arms, then took off running toward the tree line. When | found the
trail I’ d taken hundreds of times over the years, | ran faster. Shifting into my Y ucilon
form would’ ve gotten me home within minutes, but that wasn’t going to happen this
time. Not with her in my arms. Two feet instead of four would have to suffice.

My breath quickened as | cradled the small female in my arms, each step deeper into
the forest amplifying the wild instincts ssmmering beneath my skin. The moonlight
pierced through the dense canopy, casting a silvery glow on her delicate features. Her
scent, a tantalizing blend of peaches and something uniquely her own, overwhelmed
my senses, making it hard to think, hard to breathe.

My claws lengthened involuntarily, grazing the fabric of her shirt. | shuddered, a
growl rumbling in my chest. The urge to claim her, to mark her as mine, surged
through me, drowning out rational thought. | wanted to take her far away, to a place
where no one could find us, where | could awaken her properly, without restraint.



She stirred in my arms, her soft moan sending a jolt of electricity through me. My
grip tightened, the pads of my fingers trailing against her skin. | fought to control
myself, but the Yucilon within me was relentless, urging me to surrender to my
desires.

| paused, leaning against a tree, breathing heavily. “I need you to wake up,” |
whispered, desperation spreading through my chest.

She stirred again, her eyes fluttering open, meeting mine with a sleegpy confusion.
“What?’ she murmured, her voice barely audible.

“Shh,” | replied, my voice a low growl. | leaned in, my lips caressing her ear.
“You're safe.”

She blinked, asif trying to process my words. Her scent filled my nostrils again, and |
felt my control slipping further. My jeans were too damned constricting. Fuck, |
wanted to take her right here, under the moonlight, to claim her as my mate. But |
couldn’t, not yet.

“Home,” | said, my voice rough with need.

Without waiting for a response, | resumed my journey, my steps quickening. The
forest seemed to close in around us, the shadows deepening as we ventured further
from the road. The animal inside me howled in anticipation, urging me to hurry, to
find a place where we could be alone.

Finally, we reached a clearing, bathed in the ethereal glow of the moon. | gently
lowered Lily to a bed of clovers, my eyes never leaving her face. Unconscious. And

my fault.

Claws retracted slightly as | fought to regain control, but the hunger in my blood was



unmistakable.

| breathed deeply, fighting for control. Soon, a sense of calm washed over me. The
creature inside me quieted, soothed by her presence.

| picked her back up and rounded a bend, then spotted home a few hundred feet
ahead. Home, right. More of a compound. It'd been built into a hillside, partially
hiding it from view. We'd let the vegetation grow up around it to make it difficult for
outsiders to find. To make it difficult for others of my kind to find. | stopped and
glanced around, then sniffed the air for any sign of threat. The only thing within miles
were various forest animals. My small bundle was so still | grew concerned. Shit, at
least she was breathing. The fact that she hadn't been jarred awake by my dash
through the woods worried me, though. She was injured worse than I’d first thought.
As | approached the door and was about to knock, it was flung open. Wyatt stood on
the other side, glaring at me. Fucking terrific.

“What the hell did you do?’

“It was an accident,” | bit out. “She’sinjured. Let mein.”

My brother didn’t budge. Instead, he crossed his arms over his chest and ordered,
“She’s human, Kai. Get her out of here.”

| wouldn't release the female. Not even for my alpha “It's my fault she's hurt and |
want Creeg looking her over.”

“Take her to a hospital and leave her. She'll be fine.”

“No,” | ground out, tired of the argument. “We re wasting time chatting . | won't risk
her life.”



The bastard only shrugged. “Why do you care? She' s not our kind.”

| rolled my eyes. “Does she look like athreat to you?’

Wyatt’ s lip curled up at one corner. “Looks can be deceiving.”

Enough was enough. The female was injured because of my reckless bullshit and |
would damn well see to her care. “Let me pass!”

| heard a noise coming from behind Wyatt, then Creeg came into view. “What's
going on?’

“She’sinjured. | want you to examine her.”

Creeg stared at her, his gaze raking up and down her body before he waved a hand in
theair. “Bring her inside,” he ordered.

“I"'m trying but big brother is afraid of the tiny human.”

“I"m not afraid of her, damn it.”

| let my facial expression do the talking for me. Wyatt finally relented and stepped
out of the way. “She's your responsibility. When she’'s well, send her on her way.
That’s an order, Kai.”

| couldn’'t give him my agreement. Something about the female called to me. |
wanted to know why | was so drawn to her. As | stepped inside, all my brothers
descended at once. Like the dumbasses had never seen a female before. Jesus. | was

fast getting irritated by their curiosity. “Move,” | ordered the lot of them.

Their attention was centered on the female, al but ignoring me. Miggs moved closer



and lifted a hand to touch her, but | quickly stepped backward. “Do not,” | growled,
baring my teeth at my younger sibling. He got the hint.

“Why do you have a human and why is she bleeding? Miggs sniffed the air and
licked hislips. “She smells amazing.”

Creeg cleared his throat. “Come on, before there's ariot,” he muttered as he led the
way to the lower level. As we entered the area that my brother used as an onsite
emergency room, | brought the female to the cushioned table and placed her on top of
the cool surface. She didn’t stir, didn’t so much as flutter her lashes. “She’s too still,

Creeg.

My brother got to work, taking out a stethoscope and undoing the top two pearl
buttons of her blouse. He pressed the metal disc to her chest and listened to her heart.
“Steady, that’s good.” Next, he lifted one eyelid and shined an ophthalmoscope into
her pupil.

| was on edge. Like ready-to-claw-my-brother’ s-eyes-out on edge. | didn’t like Creeg
so close to the female. | knew my rising anger was uncalled for, but | couldn’t keep
the growl out of my voice as | asked, “What are you doing?’

“1’m checking for a concussion.”

“And?’

“l want to do ascan,” he explained, “but first I need some information.”

“Anything,” | replied.

“Was she complaining of any pain?’



“No. | saw the cut on her head. It worried me, but she didn’t seem to notice it. Then
she passed out.”

He touched the back of her neck, then her shoulders and arms. He pressed his fingers
along her ribcage, then lower along her legs. “I don’t think anything is broken.”

“Why isn’'t she waking?’

“1t might be aconcussion,” he answered as he began to lift her from the table.

| stepped in hisway. “I'll carry her.”

Creeg scowled at me. “What’ s wrong with you? Were you hurt as well?’

“No.” | scooped the female into my arms. “ She swerved to keep from hitting me and
plowed into atree instead.”

“You feel responsible for her,” Creed surmised, as he headed for the machine that
would scan her brain.

| glared at the giant monstrosity. “| hate that thing.”

“Beglad we have it. It will give us answers.”

| placed her on the table and watched as Creeg went to work. It took too long and |
was getting restless. When Creeg finally turned toward me and sighed, it worried me.

“Well?’

“She will recover, but she has a serious concussion. She needs to be monitored for the
next twenty-four hours. Maybe longer.”



Guilt washed over me as | pressed a pam to the female's forehead. “It's my fault. |
was reckless.”

Creeg went to a cupboard and pulled out a sheet, then moved to cover the female
before asking, “Hunting?’

“Yes, but | shouldn’t have run so far.” | pressed a palm against the top of her head.
Her hair was such a pretty shade of red. Deep. Nearly crimson. “I’m uncertain why |
was on that side of the property.” I’d been drawn in that direction. At first, 1I'd
thought it was prey that had called to me. Now | wasn't so sure.

“Our Yucilon instincts don't always listen to reason, Kai.” He nodded toward the
female. “She’ll be okay. She just needs rest.”

“And the cut?’

“It’'s already stopped bleeding and it’ s not serious enough to warrant stitches. I'll put
something on it to prevent infection, then bandage it.”

| let out a heavy breath and made a decision as | watched on. “I’m bringing her to my
room.”

Creeg had a tube of ointment in his hand, but my words stopped him from
administering it to the unconscious woman. “She should stay here,” he growled. “I
need to keep her under observation.”

| knew Creeg would take that stance. | crossed my arms over my chest and glared at
my doctorly brother. “Fine, then I’ m staying here, too.”

He shook his head and went to work spreading the antibiotic ointment to the cut.
“That’s unnecessary.”



| glanced around the room and spotted a padded chair at Creeg’'s desk. It wouldn’t be
very comfortable, but it didn’t matter. I’d make do. “It’s not up for debate.”

Creeg opened his mouth, no doubt to argue further, but a moan caught our attention. |
looked down and saw the female shifting around. She blinked a few times, then her
gaze landed on me, then Creeg. | sniffed the air. Fear. She was completely terrified.
“You are safe,” | rushed to reassure her. “I brought you to my brother’s clinic.”

Her pretty green eyes darted toward Creeg, then back at him. “Van,” she mumbled.

“It’s still on the side of the road.” Her fear worsened and | reached for her, taking her
hand in mine. “My nameisKai. Y ou passed out.”

Creeg stepped closer and smiled. “Y ou have a concussion and a cut on your head. Is
there pain anywhere else?’

She bit her lower lip and started to sit up. | placed a hand behind her back and helped
her to a seated position. She pressed a pam to her forehead. “ Sore.”

| quirked abrow at her. “| imagine so after hitting that tree.”

“Therewas an animal. | swerved.”

“I’m sure he' s grateful for your quick thinking.” Guilt washed over me. “What’ s your
name?’

“Lily.” She glanced around the room and frowned. “My purse and phone?’

“Still inthe car. I'll have someone retrieve it for you.”

She shook her head. “ Thank you, but | should be on my way.”



Creeg spoke up then. “Y ou suffered a very serious concussion. You shouldn’t be left
alone.” He paused then asked, “Is there someone we can call for you?’

Sadness clouded her pretty eyes. “No, not really.”

There was more to that, | could feel it, but | didn’'t think she was up to being
questioned. “Just rest, Lily,” | urged. “You are in good hands, | promise you.”

She glanced around the room, then her gaze landed on Creeg. “Where am | exactly?’
“A private clinic a few miles from where you went off the road.” Creeg reached for
her arm and took her pulse. After a minute he said, “ Steady. That’s good, but you do
need rest.”

“What’ s your name?’

“Creeg.”

Her gaze darted back and forth between them. “Creeg and Kai. Very strange names.”

| winked at her. “We' ve been told.”

Lily sighed. “Well, thank you for helping me. | wouldn’t want to think what could’' ve
happened if you hadn’t come along when you did.”

“You're welcome.” Hell, she'd only been injured because of my carelessness, but |
kept that bit to myself. “Do you want to rest?’

“I'm thirgty.”

My brother patted Lily’sarm. “I'll get you a bottle of water.”



| glanced over at Creeg. “And keep everyone out.”

He nodded, then went out the door, closing it behind him, putting me alone in the
room with Lily. We watched each other and | could see the apprehension in her eyes.
“You are safe, Lily,” | promised her. “No one will hurt you here. You have my
word.”

She scooted farther to the right, putting more distance between us. “I’'m alone with
strange men in aplace that | don’t recognize.”

| stepped closer, and the movement didn’t go unnoticed by Lily. When | reached up
and touched her cheek with an index finger, she sucked in a breath. “What are you
doing?’

“Easy,” | murmured, enjoying the softness of her skin. “Did you think my master
plan was to help you, then kill you?’

She tilted her head, gauging my words carefully. “1 suppose you have a point.” She
crossed her arms over her chest, then asked, “ So, Kai, do you have alast name?’

“Ravenbriar,” | answered, inhaling her scent again. That sweet combination of vanilla
and peaches was stronger now. | wanted to taste her. All over.

“Well, Kal Ravenbriar, if you do decide to hurt me, just know that 1’ ve been trained
in self-defense. I' [l put up afight the likes of which you wouldn’t believe.”

My blood heated at hearing her warning. Lily had no idea just how enticing her words
wereto aYucilon . If shedid, shewould run...
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Lily

| should be getting the hell out of Dodge. Offering Kai a quick thanks, then walking
right out the front door. But to where? My car’s totaled. My phone’s useless. And
even if | could call for help, who would | phone? My mom? Sister? Neither of those
options appealed. Even if they were sober, they’d treat me like a runaway child. Tell
me how stupid I’d been to think | could make it on my own. No, I'd rather take my
chances with the big, muscular Kai. | pressed my hand to my forehead as another
frustrating thought occurred. “My van.”

“I"'m sorry, but | don’t think it's drivable,” he muttered, as he shoved a hand through
the thick mass of his chocolate-brown hair. It reached just above his shoulders and
the ends were lighter, as if he spent a lot of time outdoors. He had a beard, too. 1'd
never quite cared for facial hair, but on Kai it was ... sexy.

Stop lusting after the guy! “My things. Everything | ownisin there.”

He nodded. “I’ [l have someone tow it. Will that ease your mind?’

“Yes,” | answered. “Why are you being so nice to me?”’

“You needed help, Lily. | was nearby.”

| smiled. “Well, I'm in your debt. Who knows what could’ ve happened out there.”

“Yes, who knows,” he growled, his gaze deepening as he watched me.



My breath caught in my throat. Oh, God, what’ s happening to me? He moved with an
effortless grace, a primitive power that both thrilled and frightened me. | barely knew
him, yet | felt an inexplicable pull toward him, as if an invisible thread was drawing
me closer, winding tighter with every heartbeat.

My skin tingled, a delicious shiver running down my spine. | couldn’t tear my eyes
away from him, the intensity of his gaze making my heart race. The juncture between
my thighs grew hot, a throbbing ache that demanded my attention. | knew it was
wrong, that | should turn away, but my body refused to listen. “Kai,” | whispered, my
voice barely audible.

His eyes locked onto mine with a heat that matched the fire inside me. “Lily,” he
said, hisvoice alow rumble that sent another shiver through me. “What’'s wrong?’

“Nothing,” | replied, though everything felt wrong and right all at once. | leaned a
little closer, until we were so close | could feel the warmth of his body.

Kal reached out and pressed his thumb against my lower lip. The contact sent ajolt of
electricity through me, and | sucked in a breath, my eyes fluttering closed. “Lily,” he
murmured, the sound of it sending my senses down an erotic path. “Y ou’re so pretty,
SO soft.”

Without thinking, | leaned in, my lips finding his in a soft, tentative kiss. The world
around us seemed to disappear, the room and its sterile instruments fading into the
background. All that mattered was the heat of his mouth on mine, the way his hands
gently cradled my face.

My upper body pressed against his, and | felt him shudder, as if his control had
dlipped for just a moment. His hands slid down to my waist, pulling me closer, and |
moaned softly, the sound vibrating between us. It felt so right, so perfect, and yet a
small voice in the back of my mind screamed that it was wrong, that | barely knew



him.

But my body wouldn’'t get the message. Every nerve ending was on fire, my skin
tingling with need. | deepened the kiss, my tongue exploring his mouth, tasting him,
craving more. Kai responded with a hunger that matched my own, his lips moving

against mine with increasing urgency.

“Lily,” he groaned, breaking the kiss to rest his forehead against mine. “So damn
S’v%t.”

“l don't know what's happening,” | whispered, my voice trembling. “I-1've never
done this.”

His breath was hot against my skin, his hands still gripping my waist. “It's okay,” he
said, kissing me all over again.

| pulled away afew inches. “Isit?’ | said, my eyes searching his. “Why can't | seem
to stop?”’

Kal closed his eyes, hisjaw tightening. “It’s the same for me,” he admitted.
Then his lips were on mine. The kiss was demanding, urgent, a clash of need and
desire that left me breathless. His mouth moved against mine with a fierce intensity,

his tongue sweeping inside to claim every inch.

| responded eagerly, my hands gripping his shoulders for support. The taste of him
was intoxicating, a heady fusion of warmth and spice that left me craving more.

“Fuck,” he muttered against my mouth.

My fingers tangled in his hair, pulling him closer. Eager and needy. His teeth grazed



my lower lip, sending jolts of pleasure straight to my core. | gasped, and he took
advantage, his tongue plunging back into my mouth with renewed fervor.

Every touch, every caress was electric, my body responding to him in ways | couldn’t
control. The ache between my thighs grew more insistent, a throbbing need that
demanded attention. | arched against him, seeking relief, and he groaned, the sound
low and savage.

“Lily,” he murmured against my lips, his voice rough with desire. When he finally
pulled back, we were both panting, our breaths mingling in the small space between
us. His dark eyes kept me prisoner. “We need to stop,” he said, though his voice
lacked conviction. “Creeg,” he explained.

The aftermath of our kiss left me breathless, my heart pounding as | leaned into Kai.
My body still hummed with the intensity of our connection, but a creeping sense of
embarrassment began to take hold. What had | been thinking? I’d practically thrown
myself at him.

| moved back, my face burning with the realization of what I’d just done. “I ... I'm
sorry,” | stammered, unable to meet his gaze. “| don’t know what came over me.”

Kai’s eyes softened, and he reached out to gently tilt my chin up, forcing me to look
at him. “Lily, you have nothing to apologize for,” he said, his voice a soothing balm
to my frazzled nerves.

| bit my lip as confusion began to clear away the heat rushing through me “I just ... |
don’t usuadly act like this. It'slike | can’t control myself around you.”

He smiled, amusement in his eyes. “Trust me, | know the feeling.” His expression
turned serious as he added, “But you don’t have to be embarrassed. Not with me.”



| glanced away, my cheeks still flushed. “Uh, yeah, | don’t know what to say to that.”

Kal’s hand moved to my cheek, his thumb tucking a stray hair behind my ear. “You
don’t need to say anything. It’s okay.”

His reassurance calmed me, but the embarrassment still lingered. | took a deep breath,
trying to steady my racing heart. “I just don’t want you to think I'm ... you know,
easy or something.”

Kal's eyes darkened, and he shook his head. “Never. You're incredible. And this,” he
gestured between us, “isreal. Don’'t doubt that.”

| nodded, still feeling a bit awkward but comforted by his words. “Okay,” |
whispered, my voice barely audible.

He leaned in, pressing a gentle kiss to my forehead. “Let’s just take it slow, all
right?’

“Slow, good idea,” | agreed, relieved. Despite my lingering embarrassment, the
chemistry between us was undeniable.

The door opened and we both turned to see Creeg walking toward us, carrying a
bottle of water. He was every bit as big and muscular as Kai, except taller. And his
black hair was down past his shoulders. He was clean-shaven and wore a navy blue
V-neck t-shirt and jeans. Not exactly the attire of a doctor.

Creeg handed the bottle to me when he approached. “1 could give you something for
the pain if you like. Over-the-counter, nothing more.”

| shook my head. “I don’t like pills, but thank you.”



He shrugged and turned his attention to Kai. “Wyatt wants aword.”

| watched the pair exchange alook and | wondered what it meant. “Who is Wyatt?’

Ka scowled as he stood. “He’'s my brother. I'll be right back.” To Creeg, he
grumbled, “No one enters.”

Creeg grinned and crossed his arms over his chest. “Yeah, you mentioned that
aready.”

Kai glared at his brother, then stomped out. | was alone with the doc now. “ So, thisis
your clinic?’

“More or less,” he answered, as he pulled the desk chair closer and sat. “You were
traveling alone?’

“Yes. | live in Walnut Ridge, but I’'m moving to ... well, somewhere not Walnut
Ridge.”

He narrowed his gaze at me. “Needed a change, huh?’

“Starting over, actually.”

He rubbed hisjaw. “You didn’t get far. You'rein Sach Valley.”

“Next town over,” | concluded. “Your brother, he didn’t have a car. How’d he get me
to your clinic?’

“He carried you. It wasn’t far.”

“Oh, wow. That was nice of him.”



“Leaving you out there alone and unconscious wouldn’t have been a good idea.”

“True. S0, you' re a doctor?’

“No, but I’ ve been trained.”

She glanced around the room. X-ray machines, CT scanner, gauze, and needles. “But
thisisaclinic? Surely there’ s adoctor on-site?’

“Only me,” he explained softly. “This is a private clinic, Lily. Exclusively used by
the Ravenbriars for generations.”

The name, now | knew why it'd sounded so familiar. “Your family owns half the
county.”

He smiled and leaned back in the chair. “It’s closer to seventy percent.”

The Ravenbriars went back for generations. As far as | knew they were the first to
inhabit the area. “Geez, your family is a legend around here. People tell stories,” |
informed him.

He dtiffened, his smile disappearing. “What sort of stories?” His entire demeanor
changed. A minute ago he’d been all smiles and relaxed. Now he appeared ready to
interrogate me.

“Uh, well...” | wasn't sure how much to tell him. Offending the guy who’d helped me
seemed a poor way to repay him for his kindness. Not to mention the fact that | was
alone with him.

“You're afraid,” he murmured as he reached up and patted my knee. “I’'m sorry. It
wasn't my intention.”



| took a deep breath, then let it out. “I think I’m just jJumpy.”

He shrugged. “I would be too in your situation.” He paused, then asked, “So, you've
heard of us?’

“Yes,” | hedged, “but | don’t want to offend you.”

He chuckled. “You won't, | promise.”

He appeared sincere so | went on. “There are rumors that your family lives in the
woods. Like survivalist types.”

“Not entirely untrue. What else?’

“Oh, uh, okay. Well, that you kill anyone who trespasses on your land.”

“l see.” Creeg stretched his legs out in front of him and crossed his arms over his
chest. “Like anyone, we do have the right to defend ourselves, but we're not mindless

killers. | assure you.”

| felt silly even saying it. “They’re just rumors. | don’t think anyone truly puts much
stock into them. Like ghost stories. Seeing is believing.”

He cocked his head to the side. “And what do you believe?’
| sat up a little straighter. “I believe people can be terrible gossips,” | answered,
thinking of all the nasty whispers I’d had to endure over the years because of my

mother’ s drinking.

His gaze warmed as he stared at me. “And gossip hurts in a myriad of ways, doesn’t
it?’



11 Y%.”

He grinned and stood. “Then we will both try and keep an open mind, yeah?”’

| liked the guy. He was kind, but also forthright. It was refreshing. “Yes, | think that's
avery good idea.”

When the door opened, we both looked up and caught Kai coming toward us. He
didn’t look happy. And was that blood on his lip? “What happened to you?’ | asked,
instantly worried about the man | was becoming entirely too fascinated with.

“My brother and | didn't see eye to eye,” Kai answered as he approached me. His
hand came to the back of my head, touching as if he'd been doing it for years. Asif
he had the right. | was about to move away when he asked, “ Still in pain?’

| licked at my suddenly dry lips, then replied, “A little.”

He frowned. “Y ou're certain you don’t want something to take the edge off?’

“No. | don't like drugs or alcohol,” | muttered, thinking of all the times my mother’s
mind had been dulled by the awful stuff.

He dropped his hand, then stepped back. “My brother isretrieving your vehicle.”

| quirked my brow and pointed at the blood on his lip. “The one that gave you the fat
lip?’

He touched a finger to his mouth, then stared at the blood coating it. “No, not that
one.”

Good Lord, another family member? “Just how many brothers do you have and are



they all here at the clinic?’

Kal glanced at Creeg, before saying, “thisisn’t just aclinic, Lily. It's our home.”

“Your home,” | repeated, unable to understand what that meant. “A clinic and a home
al in one?

Ka was about to answer when Creeg interrupted. “This has always been our home.
The clinic sort of evolved.”

I’d never met anyone quite like them. Their way of life intrigued me. “And you all
live here together? Do you get on each other’ s nerves?’

Creeg laughed, but Kai didn’t crack a smile as he grumbled, “More than you can
imagine.”

“Creeg, Kai, and Wyatt,” | stated. “Are there more of you?’

Ka ran his fingers through his hair. 1 found the action incredibly sexy. “Miggs,
Trakker, and our youngest brother, Cage.”

Six Ravenbriar brothers. All living under one roof. And if the others were as good-
looking as Kal and Creeg ... damn. “And here | couldn’t get along with one sibling. If
| had five, I'm pretty sure I'd lose my mind. | mean, I’ve been tempted to strangle
Victoria. Shoot, we don't even live together.”

Kai quirked a brow and he moved a step back. “Y ou would kill your sister?’

| blinked. Jeez, he was totally serious. “God, no!” | rushed to clarify. “It's just an
expression. | mean, we fight. She annoys me. But | wouldn’t kill her.”



Creeg laughed. “We get it, Lily. We fight, too. A little too much sometimes. The
injuries tend to keep me busy around here.”

| reached out and touched a fresh drop of blood on Kai’s lip, then stared at it on the
tip of my index finger. “Maybe it's a brother thing. Testosterone and all that.”

Ka and Creeg didn’t respond. When | lifted my gaze they were both watching me.
Kal’s nostrils flared and he moved closer. His eyes brightened from a warm whiskey

shade to a brighter golden tone. “Lily,” he growled.

Creeg reached out and took hold of his brother’s shoulder and shook him. “Chill,
damn it,” he ground out.

Kai jerked away. “Leave us,” he ordered. “Now.”

“| can't do that, brother. Y ou need to relax.”

Kai swatted his brother’ s hand away, then swung around. “1 won't tell you again.”

Creeg stood his ground, clearly not about to back down. “And you aren’t thinking
straight or you would remove yourself from her presence.”

Kai glared, then closed the few feet between us. “Don’'t interfere, Creeg. Go.”

Creeg held his ground. “Nope.”

A sound much like alow snarl emanated from Kai seconds before he leaped at Creeg.
Fists flew and | had to scramble to get out of the way. Creeg hit the floor cursing and
Kai crouched over him, lifting him by the shirt and delivering a vicious uppercut to
his jaw. Bones crunched. The door slammed open and aroar filled the room. Another
man ran forward, his eyes glowed red and histeeth ... big, likea... awolf.



Oh, God. What am | seeing?

| jJumped off the table but tripped over the fallen Creeg and tumbled headfirst instead.
My forehead connected with something sharp on my way down. When | landed on
the floor, groaning, | saw blood dripping onto the white tile. | pressed a palm over the

stinging pain. When | brought my hand away there was blood coating my fingers.

“Ow,” | whimpered as my vision blurred. | tried to stand, but a big powerful arm
came around my back, then another reached behind my knees.

“Lily?’
Blinking rapidly, | tried to focus on Kai’s handsome face. His voice filled with
concern as he watched me with those whiskey eyes of his. | sighed. “We seriously

need to stop meeting like this.”

Kai brought me to the table and placed me on top of it. He glared at Creeg. “Get your
assover here!”

Creeg jumped to his feet. | could see him moving around the room. When he
approached me, he glanced at Kai. “May 17"

“Yes, but carefully,” Kai replied.

Creeg nodded, then placed a cloth over the wound in my head. “It may require
stitches, Lily. Can | give you something to numb the area?’

“No.” When Creeg started to argue, | bit out, “I’ ve had them before. | can handleit.”

Creeg still didn’t budge. His gaze landed on Kai. “It will hurt,” he explained.



Ka scowled down a me. “Allow him to give you something, Lily. Please,” he
pleaded softly.

| reached for his hand and squeezed. “Just do it. | don’t want drugs.”

Ka sighed. “Fine.” To Creeg he said, “You will be as gentle as possible, brother. |
will have your word.”

He placed hisfist over hischest. “Asif she were mine.”

Kai waved at him. “Get it done. The blood is making me...”

“Yeah, it's having that effect on us all,” Creeg grumbled as he went to retrieve a tray
filled with metal instruments and sutures.

“As soon as she' s finished, we' re having words, Kai.”

It was the first time that | realized the other brother was still in the room. He stood
near the door with an undeniable air of authority, his stance lending to the impression
that he was used to being obeyed. His powerful physique, emphasized by a fitted
black t-shirt that clung to his frame, showcased impressive biceps. Straight black hair,
as dark as a raven, was pulled back in a tight ponytail, accentuating the angular
planes of his face. His deep-set eyes strayed toward me for a moment, brooding and
intense, piercing clear through me. A perpetual scowl appeared to have etched lines
across his forehead.

His gaze landed on Ka again, dismissing me entirely. Ka didn’'t respond, only
offered a brisk nod. The brother quietly left the room.

| watched the closed door for afew seconds. “I could’ ve sworn | saw...”



“What did you see?’ Kai asked in arough voice.

“Glowing eyes and ... teeth,” | answered, as | closed my eyes and let out a heavy
breath. “This has been the strangest day of my life.”

*kk*%x
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Twice. Twice Lily was injured because of me. My control had slipped when I'd seen
her touch my blood. The action had wrenched my Y ucilon instincts to the surface. I'd
already been drawn to Lily. Her scent, like a drug-induced euphoria that | couldn’t
shake. But seeing my blood against the tip of her delicate finger had cinched it. It
wasn't a blood exchange, but for me, it was enough. She was my mate. A human.
Never in my existence had a Y ucilon mated a human. And if my brother had his way,
none of us would break that tradition.

But | knew that instincts rarely listened to reason. All | wanted to do was get her
alone. Complete theritual. As quickly as possible so she couldn’t leave me.

“Kal, I'm ready,” Creeg cautioned.

| stared at Lily. Her gaze was on me. | didn’t see fear there. She was strong. Stronger
than I’d first imagined. “Y ou’re certain?’

She nodded, then gritted her teeth. “Don’t let go of my hand,” she muttered.

“I'm right here,” | promised as | brought her hand to my lips and brushed a kiss on
her knuckles. | nodded toward Creeg. “Do it.”

Creeg took a deep breath and went to work. Three stitches in and atear trickled down



the side of Lily’s cheek and her face paled. It was the only sign of her pain. Courage,
the woman had buckets of it. | raged at the pain she suffered. She should’ ve allowed
Creeg to numb her, but she was stubborn. | could force the issue, but if she was to be
my mate, then | needed to let her have some leeway. Because there would be many
things she wouldn’t have any say over.

“Done,” Creeg muttered. “And | hope to God | never have to do that again.”

Lily smiled at his brother. “Surely, with five brothers, you've had to do stitches
before.”

Creeg placed a hand against Lily’s cheek. “Never to a woman and never without
something to dull the pain. You're very brave.”

“Thank you, for everything,” she whispered as she closed her eyes.

| watched as her breathing evened out. Asleep. The pain had worn her out. Thank
heavens for that. | spared an apologetic look toward my brother. “I’m sorry.”

Creeg was quiet as he sanitized his instruments. When he finished, he turned back
toward me, leaning against the counter. “She is yours?’

| sighed, then released Lily’s hand, placing it gently on the table alongside her body.
“It’s killing me not claiming her even now. My brain is telling me to hold off, she's
injured and doesn’t know about our kind.”

“Whyatt will have your nutsin avice, Kai,” Creeg warned.

| shrugged. “Y ou don’t understand.”

“Then explain.”



| spared my brother a frustrated look. “ She’s mine. Not even our alpha can go against
nature.”

Creeg snorted. “He'll sure as hell try though.”

| knew Creeg was right. Wyatt had a particular hatred for humans. None of us quite
understood why and it'd never been an issue ... until now. Now, | knew that I'd do
whatever it took to keep Lily.

Whatever it took.

| leaned close and kissed Lily on her cheek, then pulled back. “1 need to go speak
with Wyatt. Tell me when she wakes.”

“1 like her for you.” Creeg grinned. “Good luck.”

| didn’'t say anything else as | moved away from the bed and headed for the door.
When | pulled it open, my alpha stood against the far wall, smmering with anger, his
tall frame tense, fists clenched at his sides. | knew when my brother was ready to
fight. I'd seen it plenty of times. Been on the receiving end. A storm was brewing
behind Wyatt’s piercing gaze, and his eyes were fixed on me. An unspoken challenge
hung heavily inthe air.

“We need to talk,” | muttered, bracing myself for an attack.

Wyatt pointed to a closed door several feet away. “Office, now,” he growled,
stomping away and expecting me to follow.

| had little choice. Once inside, Wyatt turned on me. “What the hell do you think
you're doing?’



| refused to back down. “She’s mine,” | stated, the fact undeniable.
Wyatt closed the distance until we were practically nose to nose. “No, she’s human.”

| crossed my arms over my chest, staring down my alpha. “It doesn’t seem to matter.

My brother cursed under his breath, then went to the small fridge and took out a beer.
“$0, you hear her in your head, do you?’

| rolled my eyesas | dropped into achair. “Y ou know | haven’'t exchanged yet.”

“Then toss her,” he ordered, Slamming his beer onto the desk.

| could feel my claws extending at Wyatt’s disrespectful tone toward Lily. “That’'s
not happening.”

Whyaitt kicked his head to the side. “ Are you challenging me?”’

“l respect you too much for that, but | won't lose Lily. If | have to leave the
compound, then so beit. If | have to join another pack, so beit.”

Wyaitt’s eyes widened in surprise. “ Y ou’ re serious, aren’'t you?”’

I’d never threatened to leave before. Asthe enforcer in the family, | took pride in my
position and responsibilities. But I’d never had a mate either. This was different.
“She’s not just another woman, Wyatt. She'sthe one .”

Wyatt took a deep breath, his gaze softening dlightly. “We' ve segregated ourselves
from the others because of our sister. Fostine is missing, but she's still the key to
understanding the virus. The only female of our kind. Or have you forgotten that?
Forgotten her?’



My claws extended involuntarily, anger flaring at the suggestion. “Of course |
haven't forgotten her! She's missing, not dead. But that doesn’t mean I’ll abandon
Lily.”

Wyatt sighed, rubbing his temples. “We've already lost too much. We can't afford to
lose you too.”

| clenched my fists, struggling to keep my emotions in check. “I don’t want to |leave,
Wyaitt. But | won't let anything happen to Lily. She’s my mate, and I’'ll do whatever
it takes to keep her safe.”

Wyaitt looked at me for along moment before nodding slowly. “All right, we'll find a
way to make this work. But you need to understand the risks.”

“1 do,” | replied, my voice firm. “I'll protect her with my life.”

My brother cursed a blue streak, then threw a marble paperweight across the room. It
put a neat, round hole in the drywall. “How the hell is this going to work? She's
human, Kai. They cannot know about our kind. Not to mention having her around
seems to be stirring up your hormonal brothers al to hell. Miggs is particularly
intrigued.”

| got to hisfeet. “What the hell did he say?’
“Enough to earn a fist to that pretty face of his.” Wyatt waved a hand in the air. “I
believe he's nursing his wounded pride by hacking some government site in that

freakish room of his.”

Miggs. The computer genius of the bunch. Always cracking a joke and often getting a
beatdown because of it. “He' s going to push alittle too far one of these days.”



Wyatt glared. “He’'s not the issue. Lily is. What are you planning? The instant she
sees your Y ucilon form she'll lose her shit. Y ou do redlize that, right?’

Tension skated along my spine. My brother was right, but that didn’t mean | needed
to admit it. “She’'smy mate,” | firmly stated. “ She'll get over it.”

He snorted. “I’ll allow this only because | don’t want to lose my enforcer.”

That had been the last thing | expected. A beatdown at the very least, possibly
banishing me from the compound. “Y ou will?’

“Listen closely, Kai. She stays in your quarters. And if she runs, you'd better catch

her.

“Shewon’t run,” | vowed, though even as| said it | knew | wasn’t so sure. Lily might
be brave, but would she accept me when she saw me on al fours?

“And if she tells anyone about us, | will end her life myself,” Wyatt warned. “I won't
put this family in jeopardy. Not even for you.”

My teeth extended at the image of Wyatt tearing out Lily’s throat. | barely kept my
ass in the chair. It was only Wyatt alowing me to keep Lily that calmed my beast. It
would be my job to keep Lily alive and by my side.
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Lily

| woke with new aches and pains, thanks to the hard table. The cold clinical
surroundings sent a shiver down my spine. Confusion and a growing unease gripped
me as | tried to piece together how | had ended up here, my memory a hazy fog. The
stark, white walls closed in, and a sense of vulnerability settled over me. I'd been
having the strangest dream. A wolf-like beast with glowing red eyes. The image
instilled fear in me. | started to sit up, but the big, warm hand closing around my
forearm prevented me. Kai. He sat next to the table, visible tension creasing his
brows. He absently fiddled with a small object in his hand, his fingers moving
restlessly. | cleared my throat and Ka's head shot up. His smile sent all my
erogenous zones into a tizzy. Oh, boy. I'd have to be very careful with that
devastatingly sexy grin.

“You were out for three hours,” he explained softly, tucking the object into his
pocket. “Feel better?’

“The headache isn't so bad, but I'm sore everywhere else,” | admitted. “A
combination of lying on this table and the car accident, | suppose.”

Ka helped me sit up, then asked, “Y ou hungry?’ Right on cue, my stomach chose to
embarrass me with an obnoxious growl. Kai chuckled. “I think that’s ayes.”

My cheeks heated. “I am, but | fedl like I’ ve put you out long enough. | can be on my
way if you'll let me borrow a phone.”

His smile disappeared and his brows drew together. “ Do you have someplace to go?”’



Family? Definitely not. A friend or two, but they were back in Walnut Ridge. And I'd
promised myself | wouldn't go back. | let out a heavy sigh. “No, but | could get a
hotel or something. Until | figure out what to do about my van.”

He reached up and touched a lock of my hair before saying, “There is no need to
spend money on a hotel room when you can stay here. | have a guest room.”

Jeez, he's offering his home to me? “Seriously, why do you even care? I'm a
stranger. Y ou know nothing about me. And | don’t know a thing about you.”

His head tilted to the side. “ Y ou can’t guess?’

My heartbeat sped up at his seductive tone. It awakened all sorts of images inside my
head. “1 don’t—"

The door swung open, putting a stop to my blundering. Creeg walked in and grinned
when he saw me. “You’re up.”

Ka didn't take his gaze off me. Didn't even acknowledge his brother at all. |
attempted to ignore the heat arcing between us and focused on Creeg instead. “| was
just telling Kai that | need to use a phone.”

Creeg' ssmilefell asheglanced at Kai. “Y eah?’

“| told her she could stay with us.”

Creeg nodded as he lifted my wrist and checked my pulse. After aminute he said, “A
little fast, but steady.” He placed a palm on the back of my head and tilted it until he

could stare into my eyes. “Any blurred vision? Headache?’

“None. I’'m feeling much better.”



“She’'shungry,” Kai said as he got to hisfeet. “ She can eat with us.”

“Of course. You'rein luck, it's Miggs' turn to cook. He made pot roast.”

“l haven't agreed to stay with you.” | glared at Kai. “You're a little pushy, do you
know that?’

“Yes, but it's a good plan. You can rest here while your van is being fixed. A friend
of ours has a shop in town. He'll give you a good deal.”

“Did you ignore the part about how | don’t know you? Y ou’ve been very kind, but
I’d be stupid to take you up on your offer.”

“Why? We already established that you' re safe here,” Kai ground out.

Creeg cleared his throat. “I believe she feels awkward about staying with six strange
men, Kai.”

| waved a hand toward Creeg. “Finally, someone more reasonable.”

Kai ran a hand through his hair, mussing it beyond hope and somehow making it look
even sexier. “I understand your concerns,” he acknowledged. “1 do. But we are an
honorable family. My brothers wouldn’t hurt you.”

| could see I'd somehow injured his pride. It was clear in the way he took a step back,
his spine stiffening. Why did | even care? | didn’t know him and yet it bothered me
that 1'd doubted him. If | were thinking logically, then Kai did have a point. He'd
taken mein. His brother had stitched me up. They’ d watched over me while I’ d slept.
Not once had | felt asif | werein danger. Did | dare trust him?

Onimpulse, | said, “How about we start with dinner and see how things go?’



Kai’s eyes widened, clearly taken off guard. “Y ou trust me?’

Did 1? “You had lots of chances to do all sorts of evil things to me and yet you
didn’t,” | stated, keeping it vague. As | started to get down from the table, Kai closed
the distance and put an arm around my back, helping me. Once | was on my feet, |

looked at the pair and asked, “ So, do | get atour of this place, or what?’

Ka’s eyes warmed and his lips tilted up into a sideways grin. God, that was hot. “I
look forward to showing you our home, Lily.”

Creeg pointed toward the door. “I’m going to let Miggs know to set another plate.”
After he left, | glanced down at my disheveled clothing and grimaced. “I must look
like the walking dead. | need a shower and a fresh outfit. My suitcase is in my van
though.”

He cleared histhroat. “1 took the liberty of bringing it in for you.”

Exasperated with the man, | sighed. “It’sin the guest room, isn’t it?’

He had the intelligence to look apologetic at least. “I was hopeful,” he murmured as
he stroked his index finger down my cheek, distracting me beyond reason. “You are
very pretty. And | would like to spend more time with you. Are you angry?”’

Out of self-preservation, | reached up and gripped his hand. That small connection
between us intensified and | had to concentrate on my words to keep from stuttering.
“1 should be. | should leave right now.”

Kai turned his hand over and entwined our fingers. Asif he had theright. “But?’

My breathing increased and tendrils of heat unfurled inside me. “I’ve never done



anything even remotely impulsive or adventurous. My entire life has been spent in
Walnut Ridge. I’ ve never ventured outside my safe little world.” | smiled at him. “I
like the idea of being spontaneous.”

He winked and tugged me closer. The nearness, his manly scent, it all overwhelmed
my senses. “I will make you glad you chose me to be spontaneous with.”

| believed him. Kai was sweet and kind, but there was a wildness to him, too. An
untamed part of him that lay just out of my reach. What would it be like to watch him
lose control? Maybe | was biting off more than | could handle, but for once | wanted
to take the leap. Damn the consequences.

Kal escorted me out of the clinic and into a large foyer. | noticed three closed doors.
“Where do those lead?’

He pointed to the one on the left. “That’'s Wyatt's office.” He nodded toward the
middle door. “That’s Creeg' s bedroom. He prefers to be close to the clinic in case of
emergencies.”

That made sense, | supposed. Pointing to the third door, | asked, “And that?’

“Is where we're headed,” he explained, taking me there. He pulled it open to revea a
staircase on the other side. Kai smiled. “This leads to the main floor.”

| scanned the area, seeing it differently now. There were no windows and the tan
walls were stone. “We're in a basement?’

He started up the steps, but he didn’'t let go of my hand. | was glad. My nerves were
rattled, and | wanted to lean on him for strength. “Tell me more about your home,” |
urged, curious about him.



“Our house has three levels,” he began. “The main level is the kitchen, living room,
and game room. The upper level houses our apartments.”

Surprised, | asked, “ Apartments?’

When we reached the main floor, Kai stopped and turned toward me. “We choose to
live here together, but we prefer to have our own living spaces.” He gestured toward
the large room we' d entered. “The living room.”

Brown leather chairs and a large couch were situated around an entertainment cabinet
and bookshelves. A wet bar in the far right corner held delicate crystal glasses and
severa bottles of alcohol. The dark, wide-plank flooring looked expensive. Most of
al though, the room appeared lived-in. As if Kai and his brothers spent countless
hours together. What would it be like to be a part of a close-knit family like the
Ravenbriars? | had no experience with that sort of life. | roamed around the room and
noticed several framed photos on shelves in the entertainment cabinet. A few |
recognized of Ka and Creeg. Then | saw one with three men standing together,
laughing at something. All had dark hair and similar facial features to Kai, but they
appeared younger. | picked up the picture and showed it to him. “ Are these your other
brothers?’

Ka closed the distance and took the picture from me. “Miggs and Trakker. That's
Cage in the middle. We were celebrating Cage's birthday.” He replaced the photo on
the shelf. “If | remember right, Cage had a few too many drinks and woke up with a
nasty hangover.”

“You al look so much alike,” | replied, staring at his mouth. “Except for the chipped
tooth.”

“Got it in a fight with Wyatt when we were younger.” He shrugged. “Anyway, the
house is more of a compound. The clinic, the common area, and our personal



quarters.”

Strange that anyone would choose to live like that. “But why not have your own
homes?’

His brows drew together. “That’s a discussion for another time. Allow me to show
you to your room.”

He was keeping something from me, | could fedl it. | let the subject drop for now, but
no way was | letting Kai off the hook entirely. As we headed for another set of stairs,
| couldn’'t help but watch Kai move. His jeans molded to his backside. And he had
one fine butt. Firm and squeezable. As we reached upstairs, Kai gestured to a door to
our right. “That’s your room,” he said, turning the knob and allowing me to precede
him.

| flipped a switch on the wall to my left and stared around the room. A king-sized
canopy-style bed with a fluffy white comforter in the center. A six-drawer dresser and
mirror on the opposite wall had my suitcase sitting on top. | quirked a brow at Kai. “I

can’'t believe you brought that in without asking me.”

His cheeks reddened and he tucked his hands in the front pockets of hisjeans. “Y eah,
sorry about that.”

| snorted. “Uh-huh,” | crossed the room and pointed to a closed door. “Bathroom?”’

He gave me abrisk nod. “Would you like to freshen up?’

“I"d love ahot shower.” | groaned. “| feel gross.”

“Come downstairs whenever you' re ready. The kitchen isto the right.” He headed for
the door, then stopped and peered over his shoulder a me. “I’'m glad you chose to



stay, Lily.”

| bit my lower lip to keep from blurting out how terrified | was that I'd made a
colossal mistake in trusting him. He lingered a few more seconds, then left, closing
the door behind him. “What the hell am | doing?’
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| stared at the closed door, wishing | had the right to open it and help Lily bathe. I'd
take my time about it, too. Wash every pretty inch of her curvy body, then I’d make
love to her. All night long. To hell with dinner. I'd rather feast on Lily. But she was
human and needed time to accept me as her mate. She would get there; | would see to
it. For now, I'd work on slowly removing the barrier separating her from my world.

“You have amate?’

The question jarred me out of my musings. Cage watched me with the annoying
curiosity of ayounger brother. | stepped closer to him and ordered, “ She’ s human and
doesn’'t know about our kind. Take care that you don’t slip up until | have time to
explain.”

Cage' s eyes widened. “And Wyatt has approved this?’

“He has.”

The sound of running water had us both staring at the closed door. | caught Cage
sniffing the air and | punched the dumbass on the shoulder, hard.

Cage stumbled afew feet, then glared. “What the hell was that for?’



“Don’t act innocent. Y ou were sniffing her.”

“She smells—"

My fist shot out, connecting with a satisfying crack to Cage's jaw. “Mine. Keep your
damn nose to yourself.”

Cage cursed and rubbed his chin. “ Shit, chill. What' s gotten into you?’
| took a deep breath and let it out. If | was going to make it work with Lily, then |
needed to learn alittle fucking patience. Especialy with my youngest sibling. Pain in

the ass or not. “You'll understand one day, but for now, you'll remember that Lily is
not to be touched or sniffed by anyone other than me. Got it?’

He held up both hands in surrender. “ Okay, whatever,” he muttered before stomping
off.

| waited until Cage was out of sight before lifting my head and inhaling. Fuck, she
smelled delicious. It didn't matter that Lily’s door was closed, her scent still lured
me. My body hardened. I'd need to take her soon or risk losing control and hurting

her. Damn, mating a human was not going to be awalk in the park.

| forced one foot in front of the other, taking the stairs. | reached the kitchen and
found Miggs stirring something on the stove while Creeg got out soup bowls.

Creeg saw me and smiled. “Lily settling in okay?’

“Yes. She'll be down after she showers.”

Creeg grinned. “Wish you were there, huh?’



“You have no idea,” | admitted, heading for the fridge and grabbing a bottle of water.
After drinking half in a few swigs, hoping it'd cool me down, | leaned against the
counter and waited for Lily.

“So, our guest is a human,” Miggs stated, moving to the table and placing a giant
white serving dish filled with roast beef and potatoes in the center. When my brother
lifted his head, our gazes collided.

| pushed away from the counter and glared at him. “Y ou have a problem with that?’

Miggs didn’t have the good sense to back off. “ She shouldn’t even be here.”

“Bullshit.” | closed the distance in two strides, facing off against my normally good-
natured sibling. “Y ou will treat her with respect or you will answer to me.”

Miggs moved back to the stove. “How the hell are you going to explain when you
shift? Got that al figured out, do you?’

Y eah, that had me worried, too. “It' s not your concern.”

Miggs spooned green beans into a bowl. “It's not just your life you risk, Kai,” he
muttered.

“Did you forget my position? I'm the enforcer. The safety of this family is aways my
top priority.”

He shot me a glare. “No, now that you have a mate, your top priority is her . We just
took second place.”

| started to argue, but another voice intruded on our discussion. “Kai and | have
discussed the situation already,” Wyatt warned, his voice quiet and even. “Unless you



wish to challenge me, shut the fuck up.”

Miggs stood his ground, watching Wyatt, calculating his odds. Finally, he offered
their alphaajerky nod. “ Sorry.”

Cage and Trakker strode into the room, then stopped and looked at Wyatt. Trakker
cleared histhroat. “Uh, what’ s going on?’

Wyaitt turned and motioned to all of us at once. “I'll say this once. Kai’s found his
mate. She's human. He has my permission to keep her at the compound. If any of you
have a problem, speak up now.”

Trakker' s eyes widened. “ The little redhead you brought in earlier?’

| crossed my arms over my chest. “ She’s mine.”

“Damn, congrats. She's cute.”

Ah, hell. “Yeah, see, that shit needs to stop. I’'m aready on edge. If you all want to
keep your balls, then | suggest you put some fucking distance between yourself and
Lily.”

Trakker whistled low as he pulled out achair at the table and sat. “ That bad, huh?”’

| wasn't sure how to explain the out-of-control mating hormones running amok.
Thankfully, Wyatt took pity on me. “Look,” my oldest brother growled, “Kai is going
to be atotal dick to live with until he makes the exchange. Heed his warning. His
Y ucilon instincts won't care that you're family. He'll go for the throat if you touch a
single hair on her head.”

Miggs grumbled under his breath, then asked, “And you know this how?’



Wyaitt's attention strayed toward me. “I’ve seen it happen,” he muttered. “And |
won't step in. Mates are off-limits. Keep your junk in your pants, boys.”

Everyone in the room agreed. Miggs was the last to nod. | would need to watch him
closely—I had a feeling he'd cause trouble for Lily. A sound caught our attention,
and everyone turned to see Lily striding through the door. She wore a fresh pair of
jeans, tight with little tears at the knees, a black blouse with pearl buttons down the
middle tucked into the waistband, and she was barefoot. Her toenails were painted
bright red. Damn, that’s adorable. Her hair was damp and hung down around her
shoulders. Her pretty face free of makeup showed off the freckles sprinkled across the
bridge of her nose.

| crossed the room and took her hand, then leaned close and whispered, “You are
beautiful, Lily.”

She smiled up at me, then whispered right back, “Everyoneis staring.”

| chuckled. “Because they also think you're beautiful.” | pointed toward my brothers.
“You already met Creeg and Wyatt.”

Lily shuffled alittle closer to me. “Hi, again.”

Creeg grinned. “You are feeling better?’

She ran a hand through her hair. “ So much better. Thank you again.”

| began introductions. “Trakker is the big brute with the shaggy black hair in
desperate need of atrim, sitting at the table and staring at you as if he’s never seen a

woman before. He's ayear younger than Wyatt.”

She chuckled. “It’ s nice to meet you, Trakker.”



Trakker tipped his head upward a second. | could see arousal flare to life as my
brother sniffed the air. “\Welcome to our home, Lily.”

| moved on to Cage. “And Cage, the softer, younger version of me with the brown
hair that he thinks looks cool hanging in his eyes, but it actually just makes him look

homeless.”

“What Kai meant to say is that I’m the best-looking of the bunch.” The idiot winked
at Lily. “It'sthe eyes. They tell me the blue is mesmerizing.”

Lily quirked abrow at him. “The crazy sibling. | suppose every family has one.”

Everyone laughed, except Miggs. The way he watched Lily, as if she were prey ... it
pissed me off.

Lily nudged mein theribs. When | peered down at her, she said, “Y ou missed one.”
Standing apart from the others, Miggs possessed a distinct aura of trouble. His closely
cropped black hair and stocky build gave him the look of a battle-hardened marine,

lending an air of both strength and readiness.

Before | could answer, Miggs stepped forward and replied. “Miggs,” he said, a slow
smilelifting hislips. “Y our cook this evening.”

Lily sniffed theair. “Well, Miggs, I'm honored. It smells amazing.”
He tilted his head, then his gaze landed on me. “Y eah, it does.”
A growl started in my chest at hearing Miggs taunt. My teeth elongated and | stepped

forward. I'd damn well warned Miggs. Wyatt had warned him. Enough. Just before |
could leap at my mouthy brother, Wyatt stepped in my path. “I got this,” he growled



low. “Cool it.”

| closed my eyestight and willed my mind to calm. It took several seconds, then | felt
Lily squeeze my hand. | stared down at her. She watched me with concern. | offered
her a smile of reassurance, then said, “Let’s eat.”

Wyaitt crossed the room until he was standing in front of Miggs. He whispered
something into his ear, then the pair left the kitchen. When | saw Lily’s confusion, |
shrugged. “They’ll be along in a minute.”

Everyone went to the table and sat. | put Lily between myself and Creeg. She talked
with him about her concussion and the stitches, until soon everyone was asking Lily
about the accident. The conversation strayed to her life in Walnut Ridge. | watched
the door, waiting for Wyatt and Miggs to return. Wyatt would straighten our brother
out, but | still wondered just how big a problem Miggs would be. When Lily caught
my attention, | stared down at her. Those pretty blue eyes caught me, and | knew I'd
do whatever necessary to keep her with me. Miggs had one thing right at least: Lily,
my mate, had just taken the top spot in my life. Asit should be.
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Lily

Creeg was giving me tips on what to look for if my concussion worsened and | tried
to pay attention, but | kept getting distracted by Kai. His back was tiff and he
glanced at the door repeatedly. Since I'd walked into the kitchen, there’d been
tension. Ka had tried to cover, but | could see something was going on. He nudged
my shoulder and | peered over at him.

“You haven't touched your food,” he replied, pointing at my plate. “Are you feeling
unwell?’

| picked up my fork and speared a piece of beef with it. “I’'m fine, but you don’t seem
to be,” | said under my breath.

He watched me bring the meat to my mouth before asking, “What do you mean?”’

| chewed. It was savory and tender. “There seemed to be something going on between
you and your brother when | camein.”

Ka shrugged. “It's nothing,” he reassured me, his gaze straying to the doorway
again.

| decided not to push. It was none of my business. As | scooped up a chunk of potato,
commotion from the other side of the room caught everyone's attention. | looked up
to see Wyatt and Miggs coming back into the room. Neither of them appeared too
happy, but at least no one was bleeding. | supposed that was a good sign. Wyaitt took
the seat at the head of the table and Miggs sat in the chair across the table from me.



He glared at me a moment, then dug into the roast. Everyone started talking at once
and soon the earlier tension dissipated.

Kai cleared his throat and pointed his fork at the quieter brother at the far end of the
table. “Trakker towed your van to alocal garage.”

| peered down the length of the table and saw Trakker smiling at me. “Uh, thank you
for doing that. To be honest, I'm alittle worried about the cost.”

Trakker winked and dug into his potatoes. “Bridger is reasonable. HE'll give you a
fair price. Won't he, Kai?’

My shoulders slumped. “Jeez, my insurance is bound to go up after this.”

Kai nudged my shoulder with his. “Y ou don’t need to worry about all that right now.”
Heglared at Trakker. “Drop it.”

“lI can't drop it,” | complained. “I need that van if | have any hope of starting a new
life.”

“New life?’ Cage asked, his curiosity obviously piqued.

| didn’t see what it would hurt to tell the guys my plans. Considering we were about
to be roommates for the time being. “1’ve decided to leave Walnut Ridge. I’ ve lived
there my entire life and | wanted a change. Lately, it became ... difficult because of
my family.”

Cage snorted. “Y eah, family can be apain in the—"

“Cage,” Kai warned. “Clean up your language or I’'ll muzzle you.”



| laughed. “It’s fine. Y our brother isright. I’ ve been under my mom’s thumb for too
long. Partly my fault, | suppose, for being such a pushover. She and my sister know
how to manipulate me. Leaving that toxic relationship behind seemed to be my only
way to find myself.” | looked around the table and realized everyone had stopped
eating and watched me. My cheeks heated. “Does that make sense or am | just
rambling?’

Kal reached for my hand and squeezed. “We understand, Lily. It's not always easy to
cut ties. It takes alot of courage, | think.”

His praise swept through me and it felt good. “I don't know if it's courage or
desperation that drove me.”

As | broke off a bit of beef with my fork and started to bring it to my mouth Wyaitt,
the oldest brother, asked, “Where were you headed?’

| cringed. “It's embarrassing to admit, but | didn't have a destination. | just wanted

out.

Miggs cleared his throat, catching my attention. When our gazes met, he asked,
“They made it that hard for you?”’

What harm could it cause to tell them? I’ d gotten this far with my pathetic life story.
In for a penny. “My mom is an acoholic and prescription drug abuser. My sister has
shown signs of following in her footsteps. I've tried to get them help, to be
supportive. I've even brought my mom to an acoholics anonymous meeting.”
Remembering the hate-filled lecture from my mother on the drive home that day
would be etched into my memory forever. “Needless to say, it didn’t take.”

Miggs's gaze warmed. “I’m sorry. A mother is supposed to nurture and love their
children. Y ours doesn’'t sound like she did avery good job.”



That was putting it mildly. “Yeah, so, | guess | got tired of cleaning up her and
Victoria' s messes.”

Ka patted my arm. “That life is behind you now. You have a bright future to look
forward to.”

“1f 1 can get my van fixed,” | muttered.

No one said anything more and the conversation turned to chores. Cage was
complaining about doing the dishes, but Wyatt shut him down with a look. It
intrigued me that all the brothers seemed to look to Wyatt as more of a father figure
rather than a brother.

Kai stood, then he reached for my empty plate. “ Finished?’

“1 am, but please let me clean up,” | implored, snatching my plate out of Kai’s grasp.
“It'stheleast | can do considering all you' ve done for me.”

Kai glared down at me. “It's Cage’s turn to clean. Besides, you're injured, Lily. You
should rest.”

Cage cleared his throat and offered me a lopsided grin. “Hey, if the lady wants to
clean, who am | to stand in her way.”

A few of the guys laughed, but not Kai. “She isn't your maid,” he grumbled before
turning his attention to Creeg. “Shouldn’t Lily be resting?’

His brother tilted his head at me. “ Still no headache?”

“No,” | replied before shooting a frustrated glare at Kai. “And | really would like to
help out.”



“Fine.” Kai waved ahand in theair. “You wash, I'll dry.”

“Works for me,” Cage shouted as he started out of the kitchen.

“Not so fast,” Ka called out. “You can take my day since I'll be helping Lily
tonight.”

His smile vanished. “ Oh, come on!”

“Fair'sfair,” Ka stated as he pushed away from the table.

Everyone stood and brought their dishes to the sink, then filed out of the room. Cage
complained, which earned him a slap on the back of his head from Wyatt. Now | was
left with Kai. Alone. | cleared my suddenly very dry throat. “I really can get this. You
don’t have to hang around. | mean, I’ m sure you have better things to do.”

Hislips lifted and he reached a hand toward me, tucking alock of hair behind my ear.
“Trying to get rid of me?’

He was teasing me, but | still felt compelled to answer. “It’s just that |’ ve dominated
your time since you brought me here.”

“1 enjoy being around you,” he said, his voice low and rough. “Unless you'd prefer to
be alone.”

“No, | wouldn’t prefer that,” | admitted. God, he was so close. He played with alock
of my hair. For some reason that innocent touch seemed intensely intimate. | inhaled
his scent. Woodsy and masculine and addicting. I'd never met anyone like Kai. There
was a wildness just below the surface. As if he had to work very hard to appear
civilized. And why was that alluring?



He snatched the plate from my hand, then winked. “Let’s get this done. | want to
show you something.”

13 Y eah?’

We gathered dishes from the table, then brought them to the sink. Kai looked over at
me and grinned. “There's a place close by. It's pretty at night when the moon is
high.”

He wanted to go on a hike through the woods at night? “Is that a good idea? | mean,
there could be coyotes prowling. Actualy, the furry beast | nearly hit is probably out
there right now.”

Ka stared a me, his eyes brightening to that liquid gold color I’d noticed before.
“You're safe with me, Lily. The beast can’t hurt you.”

Why did I trust him? The effect Kai had on me was unnerving. “Y ou seem very sure
of that.”

He started to run water in the sink before saying, “I’ve lived here most of my life.
Trust me, there’ s nothing out there on four legs that would dare come near you.”

| nudged him with my shoulder and teased, “If anything decides to turn me into a
nighttime snack, I’'m blaming you.”

“A snack? No.” His gaze raked down my body and he licked his lips. “But dessert?
Definitely.”

And there went my pulse, hammering out a rhythm that would make a drummer in a
rock band proud. Flirting with aguy like Kai could very well get awoman burned.
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Images of Lily naked beneath me as | mounted her bombarded my mind. | was too
close to dragging her off to my bedroom. | could have us both undressed in seconds.
The hunger to watch her submit to me grew. She’s human, | warned the raging beast
inside me. She'd need time to accept me. Accept our ways. My Y ucilon form would
no doubt terrify her if | didn't get her there slowly. She'd run and 1’d be forced to
track her down and bring her back. | didn't want that. She was my mate and her
happiness was all that mattered, but beneath that was the driving need to claim her.
To seal our bond. Talking about creatures of the night had nearly made me laugh. If
she only knew that the most dangerous creatures on our one-hundred-acre property
had been sitting around the dinner table with her listening as she chatted about her
life goals.

After we finished up the dishes, | took her hand and led her from the kitchen. When
we reached the front door, | looked her over. “Y ou might need ajacket. It's supposed
to be achilly evening.”

She pointed toward the ceiling. “1 have ahoodie in my suitcase. Let me grab it.”
When she turned to go, | stopped her with a hand on her shoulder. “Wait.” She
frowned at me. | snagged my leather coat off a hook on the wall and held it out.
“Wear this,” | offered, eager to see her in it, knowing her scent would linger on the
silk lining for days.

She shrugged and plucked it from my grasp. “If you're sure.”

“lI am,” | murmured, watching her dip into it. It fell to just above her knees and she
had to roll the sleeves severa times to free her hands. God, she was cute. “Perfect,” |



praised, grinning down at her.

She laughed. “Liar. | look silly, but you're right. It's warm.”

“Good.” | needed to get her out of the house or I'd kiss her and never stop until she
was naked and beneath me.

Once outside, the cold night breeze blew across my face. | lifted my nose and inhaled,
searching for anything that could pose a threat to Lily. Only the usual nocturnal
creatures could be detected. | reached for her, entwining our fingers, and explained,
“The place | want to show you isjust afew minutes walk to the south.”

She kept stride beside me, scanning our surroundings. “And what is this amazing
place that couldn’t wait until daytime?’

| tsked. “It won't be any funif | tell you.”

Lily was quiet as we strode down the path I'd taken a thousand times, passing giant
pine trees, thick walnuts, as well as the occasional tall sycamore. When we were near
our destination, | stopped, waiting for her to look at me. When our gazes connected, |
stated, “This place is sacred to my family, Lily.” | pointed to the clearing ahead. “For
generations, Ravenbriars have come here to seek solace.”

“Oh,” shereplied, her curiosity evident in the way her gaze lit with excitement. “Like
a place of worship?’

“No, more like a place to ... think. We believe that nature grounds us. In times of
strife or chaos, we come here and we' re once again centered.”

“Why are you showing me this? We barely know each other.”



“l feel connected to you.” | cupped her cheek. “Don’t you feel something for me?
Perhaps a spark that you’ ve never felt with another?’

“It’ s strange, but | do feel asif I’ve known you forever. Like we' ve met before. Or...”
She ran a hand through her hair. “I don’t know. It’ s difficult to explain.”

My heart swelled at her confession. “I understand.” | gave her a gentle tug. “Come,
before it getstoo late.”

We continued the short journey, dead leaves crunching beneath our feet, until we
reached Sarafin Falls. Clovers covered the ground and a stone bench sat next to a
bubbling brook. But it was the waterfall that deserved praise. Even after hundreds of
years, its beauty hadn’'t faded. Amidst the tranquil embrace of the moonlight, the
breathtaking scene unfurled before us. The waterfall, hidden amid towering trees,
glistened under the soft glow of starlight, its crystalline waters shimmering as it
descended gracefully into a pristine pool below. The chill in the air carried the hint of
impending winter. The serenade of the falling water blended harmoniously with the
rustling of trees and the occasional hoot of an owl.

Lily stopped, then gasped. “Oh, my God, Kal, it's amazing,” she softly exclaimed, all
her attention on the magical sight less than a hundred feet in front of us.

“When our ancestors first purchased the land and discovered the falls, they declared it
a sacred place. Since then we've taken great strides to maintain it, hoping future
generations would get to experience it aswell.”

Lily moved to the bench and sat, pulling the coat tighter around her body. “When you
talk about your family it makes me a little envious. | have no experience with that
type of bond.” She sighed. “I used to wish for a bunch of siblings and the kind of
parents who tucked their kids in at night and read them stories.” Her gaze lifted to
mine. “Dumb, huh?’



| heard the sadness in her voice and it angered me. Her life in Walnut Ridge sucked
and she deserved better. | closed the distance between us, then sat next to her. “You
left your home because of your mother and sister, but in doing so you found me. Y ou
found my brothers. Perhaps your wish has been granted, Lily.”

“What are you saying?’

“I'm asking you to stay,” | gently explained. “Get to know me. Get to know my
family.”

She shot off the bench and glared at me. “Again, you are a stranger. | can’t just shack
up with you, Kai. It’ s absurd.”

| wrapped an arm around her middle and tugged until she was standing between my
widespread thighs. “Y ou set out for adventure, right?’

She bit her bottom lip, a sure sign of her frustration. “Well, partly, yes,” she admitted.
“And partly because | was desperate to escape.”

“Let me be a part of your adventure then,” | persuaded, watching for any hint that she
was wavering. “Let me give you a place to escape to.” When she started to protest, |
lifted my other hand and cupped her chin. “Just say you’'ll consider it. You won't be
disappointed.”

Her silence stretched on for so long that | was certain | was about to be shut down.
Instead, she narrowed her gaze and muttered, “Y ou like to get your way, don’'t you?’

If she only knew how pushy | could be, she'd run for the hills. “Only when | see
something | want. Then | will move heaven and earth.”

“And you want me,” she whispered. “A woman you’' ve only known afew hours.”



“Time means nothing,” | ground out. “ Trust me on that.”

“l don’'t even know if you have a girlfriend.” She looked me over, then crossed her
arms over her chest and asked, “Do you?’

| could give her the absolute truth, for once. “There are no women in my life. Only

you.

She covered her face in her hands and groaned. “I should have my head examined for
even considering this.”

| pried them away, then waited until she graced me with her pretty gaze, and asked,
“Isthat ayes?”’

“I’'m willing to see where things go between us. Only because I’ m curious about you.
About our connection. I’ve never felt like this before.”

“Like what?' Her cheeks turned pink and my blood heated in my veins at the
becoming sight. “Lily?’

“The last time | dated it was a disaster,” she blurted. “Not because he was a bad guy,
but there weren’t sparks. I’'m not sure there have ever been sparks with any of my
past relationships. With you, the sparks are enough to set this entire area ablaze!” She
flung her armsin the air. “1 honestly don’t know what to make of it.”

Damn, her confession had my dick as hard as alead pipe. | pressed a palm to the back
of her head to hold her still. “I have afew ideas,” | murmured as | brought her closer
for akiss. Ah, yes, so many ideas.
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Lily

Kissing a strange man in the middle of the woods was easily the worst idea |’ ve had
yet, but something about Kai made me want to throw caution to the wind. Why did he
have that effect on me?

His lips were firm and insistent, and | couldn’t seem to put a stop to it. He tasted
good. A sizzling-hot and uncontrollable wildfire. And | was running full speed ahead.
His head angled to the left and thick fingers gripped my hair tighter. When his tongue
teased at the seam of my lips, | whimpered, letting him inside. Just this once | wanted
to be spontaneous and reckless. Not the responsible daughter. Nor the sister who was
awayson cal. With Kai, | waswanted . He'd called me beautiful. All but begged me
to stay. When was the last time anyone had been so eager just to be in my company?

| let my fingers sift through the soft, dark strands of his hair, enjoying the rumbling
sounds coming from his chest. When his hands coasted downward to my hips, fingers
digging into my jeans, | could swear | felt the sharp bite of nails. When his mouth
released mine, then skimmed along my cheek to my neck, suckling at the skin just
below my ear, my pussy flooded with liquid heat.

“Oh, God,” | moaned, tilting my head sideways, giving him better access to me. He
groaned my name and nipped at my skin, sending me into another realm, as erotic
thoughts overwhelmed me at once.

| could barely catch my breath as Kai’ s whispering voice sent shivers down my spine.
“You have such a gorgeous ass, Lily,” he murmured into my ear. “So sweetly
rounded, just full enough to fill my palms.”



My body quivered under his touch, his words igniting a fire deep inside me. | could
feel his hard, muscular frame pressed against every inch of my back. Slowly,
teasingly, | moved my hips back and forth, rubbing my bottom against the head of his
erection. The sensation of him dliding between the globes of my buttocks made me
shudder with pleasure. When | heard him emit alow growl, | felt a surge of triumph.

His hands, rough yet tender, gripped my hips firmly. He began gliding his rigid
length up and down in that sensitive seam, sending us both into a frenzy of scorching
need. The soft, cool sound of water trickling and the wild symphony of the forest
surrounded us, drowning out al rational thought.

My pants and panties were pooled around my ankles, each sensation magnifying the
burning ache inside me. The tall, wild plants and trees enveloped us, creating a
cocoon that made it feel like we were the only two people on earth.

| wiggled and pleaded with Kai, desperate for him to enter me. | reveled in my own
wantonness, a sultry temptress demanding what she craved. His tongue flicked
against the pulse in my neck, and his hand slid around to cup my right breast. He
licked and sgueezed, but never once alowed his cock to move lower, to dip inside
me where | needed him most. When he pinched my nipple, | lost control.

| reached back, grasping his throbbing heat in my hand and squeezing hard. “Christ,
Lily. That feels so damn good.”

His guttural words made me revel in my power, but | needed more. “I want you.
Inside of me. Kai. Now.”

He chuckled, his breath hot against my ear. “Not just yet, baby.”

| moaned in frustration, hating him for denying me what | craved so desperately.
Then his other hand released my hip, drifting around to cup my mound. | pushed



against his hand, yearning for something just out of reach. My fingers gripped his
length tightly, pumping him with an urgent need.

Ka retaliated by teasing my clitoris with his thumb. Sharp sparks of arousal zipped
through me, and | felt a bead of moisture gather at the tip of his penis. My body
began its wild climb toward rapture, when suddenly a hand shook my shoulder,
jarring me from my sensual haze.

| blinked, the forest around me coming back into focus as reality crashed in.

Kai stiffened, his head lifted and his hold on me tightened almost painfully.

“Ka?

“Clothes,” he quietly urged. “Quickly, Lily.”

We both fumbled around until we were dressed. My fear ratcheted up. “Kai?’

He turned his head to the right, and ignored me completely. He slowly got to his feet
and took hold of my hand. “Stay close,” he ordered, his voice rough and cold. He'd
gone from practically devouring me to a steely calm in a heartbeat. The swift change
stunned me to silence.

When he started walking out of the clearing, with me tucked close to his side, | jarred
myself out of my shock and yanked on him hard enough to earn a glower. | ignored it

and bit out, “What’ s gotten into you?’

He sniffed the air, a frown marring his handsome features. “We aren't alone,” he
answered. “ Someone else is out here with us.”

“Someone? Like one of your brothers?’ Please, say yes.



He shook his head. “| need you to stay quiet, Lily.”

It wasn’'t so much the words as the way he spoke. As if my very life depended on
cooperating. We walked swiftly down the path, heading back to the house. | had to
jog just to keep up with him. When Kai went rigid, then glared over his shoulder, my
fear soared through the roof. Without warning, he shoved me behind him, one arm
around my back to anchor me against his body.

“ Step out now or you will die!” Kai raged at the dark forest beyond.

| worried he'd lost his mind. Nothing was out there. Hell, | couldn’t even hear the
crickets anymore. It was asif the entire forest had gone silent. | couldn’t see anything
or anyone in sight. When | was about to insist he bring me back to the house, a low
rumbling came from his chest. From one breath to the next a huge four-legged beast
leaped from the woods, landing directly in front of us. Thick white fur and glowing
eyes. Jesus, what the hell is with the teeth? Big, sharp canines protruded from the
beast’ s mouth. Like a saber-tooth tiger had just emerged from the past. | trembled and
wrapped my arms around Kai’'s middle, praying he had some way to defend us. To
keep us both from being torn to shreds.

“Fostine?’ Kai’'s voice held a wealth of anger and | was tempted to peer around him
to see for myself how the animal reacted to the single word, but fear kept me from
making that idiotic decision.

A loud howl rent the air and | couldn’t tell if it was a happy response or a deadly one.
| loved animals, but I’ d never even owned a pet. And the wild variety was way out of
my comfort zone.

“1 know it’syou, damn it. Stop,” he ordered, “you’re frightening Lily.”

A sound, much like a disgruntled snarl, sent shivers down my spine. Kai turned



toward me, cupping my chin in his steady, warm pam, and said, “She won't hurt

you.

“She?’ | did sneak a peek at the furry animal thistime. It stared back at me with eyes
that glowed green in the darkness, all the hair on its back standing on end. And it
definitely wasn't ahappy stare. “Please tell me that thing isapet .”

Ka'’s lips kicked up sideways. “Uh, not exactly,” he answered, turning his head
toward our unscheduled visitor. “Wyatt will be expecting you. Go now.”

Asif Ka had so much control, the animal took off at a sprint. After it disappeared out
of sight, | let out a heavy breath. “What in holy hell was that?’

“It's along story.” He took my hand in his. “Come on. I’'m going to need to meet
with my brother.”

“Whoa!” | pulled out of his grasp and pointed a finger at him. “A huge wolflike
creature bounds out of the woods and just when it’s about to devour us, you call it by
name and control it like it's a trained puppy. Answers, Kai. Now!” | paused, then
thought to add, “And don’t tell me you' Il explain later. | want to know now.”

He bent close, nearly nose to nose. “It’s no longer safe out here, Lily. | need you back
inside.” He shoved his fingers through his unruly hair. “I swear you will get your
answers, but | need you away from herefirst.”

Safe, yes. That was the important thing. But once that was established I'd damn well
get my answers. Or | was leaving. Him. His house. The beast. All of it.

*k*k*%x
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The timing couldn’t have been worse. Lily had just agreed to stay, to get to know me,
then my sister popped up out of nowhere. And where had she been for the last two
years? That was a question | needed answered immediately. My brothers and | had
thought she'd been captured by another clan. Or died, much like the rest of the
females of our kind. But there was no mistaking her scent. It was definitely Fostine.
Back from the dead, more or less.

When we reached the front of the compound, | stared down at Lily. She was pissed
and had aright to be. | was keeping things from her. I'd planned to bring her into my
world slowly, but thanks to my sister’s untimely arrival, | wouldn’'t have that luxury
any longer. But how would Lily handle the truth?

As we stepped inside the foyer, | helped Lily with the coat, putting it back on the
hook. “Wyatt will be waiting for me. | know it’s asking a lot, but please go up to the
guest room. I'll find you when I’'m through and we'll ... talk.”

She licked her lips, watching me as if ready to cut and run. “1 don’t understand any of
this. Why is Wyaitt waiting to speak to you, anyway? What does he have to do with
what happened back there?’

| couldn’t explain, not without explaining everything. Instead, | replied, “When we
were at the waterfall, you spoke of a connection between us.”

“Y es, but—"

“That connection istrue, Lily. Y ou can trust me. | just need alittle time.”

She wrapped her arms around her middle and grumbled under her breath before
shaking her head and saying in a firmer voice, “You have one hour. After that, I'm

out of here. Even if | have to ask one of your brothers to take me to the nearest bus
station.”



My brothers wouldn’t dare, but | was smart enough not to tell Lily that. “ Thank you,”
| murmured, leaning down and kissing her cheek. She turned, muttering to herself
about irritating men as she took the stairs to the upper floor. | waited until she was out
of sight before | headed for Wyatt's office. When | opened the door, | found all my
brothers there, as well as Fostine.

| rushed up to her and hugged her tightly. “Fostine, never thought 1'd see you again.
WEe' ve been searching for you and Father for years.”

She pushed her long black hair away from her face and smiled wearily, flopping into
a straight-back chair. “Glad to see you, too, big bro.”

| gazed at Fostine, my expression softening. “Why did you leave? We've been
worried sick.”

Fostine's eyes narrowed as she met mine. “Why did | leave? You should ask Creeg.
He' s the one who couldn’t stop using me as a guinea pig.

Creeg flinched, guilt written all over his face. “I was trying to understand your
immunity to the virus. It was for the good of the pack.”

She scoffed, shaking her head. “Good of the pack? Or good for your research? | was
your sister, not some lab rat.”

Wyaitt's eyes widened, realization dawning on him. “We pushed you too far. We
made a grave mistake.”

Fostine's shoulders slumped, exhaustion evident. “You think? Every day it was
another test, another vial of blood. | couldn’t take it anymore.”

Trakker stepped forward, his voice thick with regret. “We were just trying to protect



you. You'rethe last female Y ucilon left. The other packs want you.”

She looked around at us—her brothers—and her expression softened. “I know you
were trying to protect me, but it felt like aprison. | had to get away.”

Miggs nodded, understanding clear in his eyes. “We're sorry. We didn't see how
much we were hurting you.”

Creeg sighed deeply, his head hanging low. “I never wanted to drive you away. |
just... | thought | was doing what was right.”

Fostine looked at Creeg. “I know you meant well, but it was too much. We need to
find another way to protect our pack without tearing each other apart.”

Wyatt nodded, his determination clear. “We will, Fostine. We'll make it right. You're
home now, and we' |l do whatever it takes to keep you safe and happy.”

Fostine gave a small, tentative smile. “Thank you. | just want to feel like | belong
here again.”

| stepped forward, placing a hand on her shoulder. “You do belong here. We're
family, and we'll figure this out together.”

The room fell into a heavy silence. We had made mistakes, but now, we had agreed
to make amends and protect our sister, not as a specimen, but as the cherished
member of our family that sheis.

| cleared my throat and asked, “Where have you been anyway?’

Before she could answer, Wyatt cleared his throat. Everyone turned toward him,
waiting for our alphato speak. “Fostine has just been telling us that she was a hostage



of Gregory for the last two years.” His gaze landed on me when he added, “And
according to her, our father is a prisoner as well.”

The knowledge had me stumbling backward. “ That’s not possible. You' re sure?’

Wyatt nodded solemnly. “Pretty much what | said, too.”

Fostine shot out of the chair and closed the distance between her and Wyatt. “I'm
telling the truth. Father is being tortured as we speak!”

The air in the room thickened as the pair faced off. Wyatt’s expression softened, and
he gently took her hands. “Fostine, I'm not doubting you. Easy. We're just so
relieved you' re back. Please, tell us everything.”

She collapsed back into her chair, tears swimming in her eyes. “Y ou don’t know what
it was like. Patterson used us like lab rats. Test after test.” Her gaze landed on Wyaitt,

tears shining. “He' stwisted, Wyatt. Completely insane.”

Wyaitt took a tissue from the box on his desk and pressed it to one of the wounds on
our sister’s neck, before crouching in front of her. “How did you escape?’

She clasped her hands together in her lap and answered, “Dad helped me. | couldn’t
get him to come with me, though. | tried, | swear | did.”

Miggs spoke up for the first time from his position near the door. “Why would he
stay? That makes no sense.”

“Dad thought that as long as Patterson had someone to experiment on, he' d leave me
alone. Wouldn’'t send his goons looking for me. I’d be free.”

| cursed and said, “Dad had to know you’d come back here. That we'd go looking for



him.
Fostine shrugged. “Yes, but it doesn’'t matter. Patterson moved us around. He has
loads of money and he never kept us in one place for long.” Her gaze went to Wyaitt
again. “I-1 think there might have been others.”

My shock mirrored my brothers’ expressions. “ Others of our kind?’

Fostine trembled, as if al the bravado had vanished at once. “I don’'t know, but |
heard talking sometimes. And screams. | don’t think it was just Dad and me.”

| cursed. “I thought we'd seen the last of Gregory Patterson when he was fired from
Cedar Haven.” | spared my sister an apologetic look. “I guess not.”

Wyaitt snorted. “Cedar Haven was only interested in sweeping it al under the rug.
Patterson was an embarrassment. I’ m betting they paid that bastard off to stay silent

about what kind of shit they were doing behind those walls.”

“1 heard some folks in town say they do biological experiments there,” Creeg added.
“Real horror movie stuff.”

“1’ve heard that, too,” Cage replied.

“We're getting off topic,” Wyatt said gently. His gaze went back to Fostine. “Can
you show us on a map where you were being held?’

She nodded. “I can do one better. | can take you there.”

“No,” Wyatt stated firmly, histone offering no room for argument. “Y ou aren’t going
anywhere near the place ever again.”



“How in the hell did you survive?' Miggs asked, looking her over. “You look as
healthy asthe last time | saw you.”

She snorted. “Don’t let the clothes fool you.” She stood and lifted her shirt, showing
us her back. It was like someone had carved atwisted and elaborate road map into her
flesh. The sight had us all going silent. Fostine shoved her shirt back down, then fell
into the chair. “Anyway, Patterson let Dad and me stay in the same cell.” She closed
her eyes tight. “It helped to lean on each other. During the worst of it, Dad would tell
me stories about the old days to distract me. | pretended that it helped, but Patterson
is clever. He's figured out a way to inflict the kind of pain and damage to our bodies
that won’t heal quickly. The last time | was on his table, he cut me up so badly that |
was unconscious for days.”

“Fucking hell,” Trakker muttered.

“1-1 think he might have discovered something about our genetic makeup,” Fostine
added. “And Dad was getting worried. | could feel it.”

“Like he knew time was running out,” | surmised.

“Y eah. He wanted me out of there before that happened.”

| quirked a brow. “And how did he accomplish that?’

“He made friends with one of Patterson’s guards. Ricky. He helped us.”

“Will this Ricky help us get Dad out?’

She bit her lip and stared at her lap. “Ricky is dead. Patterson shot him in the back.”
She closed her eyestight. “1 saw Patterson smile as he hit the ground.”



“And he didn’t send anyone searching for you? To bring you back?’

1 No."

“That’ s suspicious as fuck,” | muttered. “Could he have followed you here?’

“No. | was careful.” Fostine stared up at Wyatt. “1 swear, | wasn't followed.”

“Easy, you're safe now.” Wyatt looked over at me. “I want you and Trakker out
scouting just in case. Y ou see anything at all, report back to me.”

| nodded. “1 need to speak to Lily first. She saw Fostine.”

Fostine snorted. “1 didn't shift in front of her,” she muttered. “Just tell the little
human it was awolf and send her on her way.”

“That human is my mate,” | said, trying to stay cam. “You will treat her with
respect.”

“Thisis my home!” She shot to her feet and got in my face. “Or have you forgotten?”

“I’ve forgotten nothing,” | replied. “You left here of your own free will. Wyatt
warned you what could happen. Father warned you.” | closed the distance separating
us. “Dad is a prisoner because he went after you!”

She started to speak, but Wyatt stepped between us. “Fostine, calm down.” He turned
toward me. “Go, let me know what you find.”

“Anything to get away from her.” | turned to leave, Trakker followed close behind.
One more thought occurred. | scowled back at my sister. “ Stay away from Lily.”



Fostine’ s smile was reassuring thistime.

Wyatt saw my hesitation. “1 will watch over her personally,” he offered.

| didn’t want my brother near Lily, but her safety overrode my possessive instinct.
“Thank you,” | replied before leaving the room. When Trakker and | reached the door

leading upstairs, | glanced over and said, “Give me afew minutes to speak to her.”

“You have my sympathies, brother,” Trakker replied as he followed me to the upper
level. “I can’t even imagine how freaked out she was when she saw Fostine.”

| could still see the terror on Lily’s face. “ She was more upset by the fact that | was
speaking to a seemingly wild animal, and it obeyed.”

Trakker slapped me on the back. “Y eah, good luck explaining.”

“l don’t have time for that now. | just want to make sure she doesn’t try to leave
before | have a chance to...”

“A chance to tell her we're a race of shifters that can breathe underwater and need
blood to seal a mate bond?”

| glared at my older sibling. “ Thanks for summing it up for me,” | ground out. “ Super
fucking helpful.”

He chuckled. “That’s what family isfor.”

| watched my brother saunter off toward the kitchen, wishing | had the time to slap
him upside the head, before taking the stairs two at a time. | could admit that | was
too eager to see Lily. To reassure her. How | was going to do that was still a mystery.
When | approached her door and knocked, she yanked it open and glared at me. “I



thought you’ d forgotten about me.” She moved back to let me enter.

| smiled at the ludicrous idea. “I could never forget you, Lily.” When | noticed her
suitcase sitting near the door, | pointed at it. “You said you'd give me a chance to
explain.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “ So, explain. | can’'t wait to hear this.”

| ran a hand through my hair, then strode to the bed and sat. “Fostineis ... family.”

“Like abeloved pet?’ She shuddered. “ That’s one scary-looking pet, Kai.”

“More wild than tame,” | clarified. “And she’'s been missing for two years. We didn’t
think we' d ever see her again.”

“And you spoke to her as if she were a person. Stranger still, she obeyed. I’ ve never
seen a pet do that.” She narrowed her gaze. “There are things you're keeping from
me. | can fedl it.”

She’d moved closer. Close enough for me to touch. | reached out and took her hand
in mine and tugged until she was standing between my widespread thighs. “It’s true.
There are things I’ m keeping from you. But intime | promise to tell you everything.”

Her shoulders slumped forward and she let out a heavy sigh. “Why can’'t you just tell
me now? Are you into some sort of illegal exotic animal trade? Because there's no
way Fostine is awolf. I'm not sure I’ve ever seen anything like her before. What is
she?’

“We aren’t into anything illegal. Y ou have my word on that. Fostine is unique, that’s
true. She’ swhat’sknown asa Yucilon .”



“I"ve never heard of that breed.”

Breed . | worried Lily would always view my family in that light. “No, you wouldn’t.
The Yucilon dates back to prehistoric times. Today there aren't many left in
existence.”

“And if someone found out about her they’ d want to take her,” she surmised. “Maybe
even study her.” She cursed under her breath. “1’m emphatically against animal abuse
of any kind.”

My time was running short. | could hear Trakker downstairs pacing. Our exceptional
hearing had always been an asset. Now it felt more like a burden. “1 need to go. My
brother and | are searching the woods. We think the one who kept her might be out
there.”

Her eyes widened. “ So someone did take her?’

“Yes. We didn't know that until now. We' d thought she ran off.” | stood, then cupped
her cheek in my palm, enjoying the silky softness of her skin. “It’s late. You need to
get some sleep, Lily.”

“1’m going to worry about you. Are you sure the authorities shouldn’t be notified? |
mean, if someone is out there snatching exotic animals, then someone should be
told.”

“No, we need to handle this oursalves.” | saw her concern and rushed to add, “We
could get into trouble for having her.”

“l see.” She yawned and stared at the bed. “Will you at least let me know when you
return?”’



“It could be late.”

“l don't care.” She pointed to her suitcase. “I have a new book I’ ve been anxious to
read anyway.”

“If you're sure.”

“1 know there' s more you' re not telling me.” She reached up and touched a finger to
my jaw. “1 won't push, but if you truly want us to get to know each other better, then
we need truth between us.”

She was right and | dreaded it. Lily was open and giving and she wore her heart on
her deeve. But when she saw my true form, that could all change. | leaned down and
kissed her. “I want nothing more than to bare my soul to you. For now, rest. I’ll
return assoon as | can.”

She nodded and followed me to the door.

When | turned the knab, | glanced back at her. “Lock it behind me.”

“Is that necessary?’

“Probably not, but | think you’ll feel better, yes?’

“You'reright. No offense to your brothers, but...”

“l get it.” | smiled, then thought to add, “If you need anything, Wyatt will be close
by.”

“Thanks, but it's been along day. All | need is my comfy pj’s and my book.”



Her words brought up an adorable image. It was tempting to stay. Just slip beneath
the covers and spend the night with her tucked up close. But | had duties to perform.
And | couldn’t ignore them. The safety of my family—including Lily—was at stake.

| left her to it, then waited until | heard the lock dlide into place before | went in
search of Trakker. | found him at the refrigerator guzzling apple juice straight from
thejug. “Wyaitt’ Il kick your assif he sees you doing that.”

“So, don't be a tattletale and we're al good.” He put the jug away, then pointed
toward the ceiling. “Got her all squared away?’

| nodded and led the way to the back door. “ She's staying. That’s al that matters.”

When we reached the back porch, Trakker turned to me. “All teasing aside, | hope
you can make it work. She's sweet and you' re different around her.”

My brother’ s words confused me. “ Different how?”’

Trakker began to remove his shirt. “Lessintense.”

| stiffened. “What' s that supposed to mean? I’ m not intense.”

He laughed so loud that | was tempted to slug him. “Damn, the only one more intense
than you is Wyatt. And | don’t mean that as a compliment either.”

“Can we focus here?’ | stripped out of my clothes. I’d done it a thousand times, but
thistime it felt different. And | knew why. Lily. She was close and the Y ucilon part
of me wanted to get down on all fours and seek her out. The animalistic instinct to
mate with her was already hard to resist, but in my shifted form it would become
damn near impossible. Still, 1 couldn't let myself think about anything except
hunting. And if there was anyone on our land searching for Fostine, then the fuckers



would be dealt with. Our very existence hinged on secrecy.

When | was naked, my clothes in a pile on a bench near the door, | closed my eyes
and let instinct take over. Bones shifted and my claws extended. Within minutes my
brother and | were off and running. Trakker was bigger, his black streaked with
silver, and his eyes glowed a bright blue. | sniffed and detected the faint scent of
something unfamiliar hovering in the night air. | nudged my brother with my snout to
gain his attention before heading south. If Gregory Patterson’s lackeys had been
foolish enough to follow Fostine, then their deaths would be on his head.
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Lily

Over a hundred pages into the new romantic suspense and the sixth time I’ d yawned.
| felt like giving up and turning off the light. Out of curiosity, | picked up my cell
phone from the bedside table. The shattered screen made it difficult to see the timein
the left-hand corner. Four in the morning. Or was that a five? At any rate, the sun
would be coming up soon. Because I'm a glutton for punishment, | tapped on my
messaging app. Two from my sister, but | couldn’t make out the words. Probably the
usual demands for money. Ah, a voicemail from Mom. This should be fun. | clicked
on the voicemail from my mom.

“You let your sister down. Y ou’ve let me down. Y ou can just go to hell!”

“Nice,” | muttered, dropping the phone back onto the nightstand. “Nothing quite like
amother’s love to give you the warm fuzzies.”

A knock at my door jarred me out of my miserable thoughts and | scooted off the bed,
then jogged across the room. | started to open the door, but | remembered Kai’s order
to lock it behind him and | hesitated. “Who isit?’
“It'sme, Lily,” Kal called back, his voice hoarse.
| yanked on the knob and pulled the door wide. Kai leaned against the door frame,
one hand in the front pocket of his jeans. He looked me over, then smiled, the

whiskey shade of his eyes darkening. “Y ou look cute in your pgamas.”

Too late | realized what I’d put on and my face heated. “Make fun if you want, but



these bad boys are warm.”

“l like them.” He chuckled as he tapped on my thigh. “Especially the mommy bear
riding the skateboard.”

His laugh was infectious, and | found myself joining in. “What can | say? They were
on sale.”

He pointed behind me. “Did | wake you?’

“No, | wasreading still. How did it go? Did you find the people that took Fostine?’

“No sign of them.” He stretched his neck from side to side. “If they’re smart they’ll
keep it that way.”

He had dark circles around his eyes and his hair was a disheveled mess. “Y ou look
beat.”

“1t’ s been along day for both of us, huh?’

“It has.” | covered a yawn, then reached out and placed a hand against his cheek.
“Thank you for letting me know you were back. | would’ ve worried.”

Kai leaned toward me, his eyes dark with intent. My breath caught in my throat as |
felt the pull of his presence. “Y ou know what | think, Lily?’ he whispered, his voice
sending shivers down my spine.

“W-What?' | stammered, my heart pounding in my chest.

“I think if | don't kiss you, I'll die,” he murmured as he closed the gap between us
and pressed hislipsto mine.



| gasped in surprise, and he inhaled it, pulling me close. His tongue dipped inside my
mouth The kiss was potent, electrifying. | couldn’t think, couldn’t move. His lips
played and teased, turning my body to liquid fire in two seconds flat. | should push
him away, send him on his way. Instead, | lifted my arms and wrapped them around
his neck. Ka groaned as if pleased with my response, slid his arm beneath my knees,
and pulled me into his arms. | heard a door slam shut. My body felt so light against
his power and strength, devastating my senses.

He lifted his mouth from mine and whispered something against my skin, then moved
his lips downward, teasing me beyond measure. | leaned back, giving him permission
to lick afiery path along my chin and collarbone. He zeroed in on the neckline of my
shirt, leaving little kisses along my skin, and his talented tongue slid beneath the
fabric and teased at my cleavage. | arched against him, desperate for more, hungry for
his touch all over. We' d started something at the waterfall and | needed him to finish
it.

Ka cursed, then stopped long enough to murmur, “Easy, Lily. We'll get there, |
promise.”

| didn’t like that answer to my body’s demands. “I don’t want easy. | want you.”

Ka stopped his ministrations and stared at me in the dimly lit room. What went
through his head at that moment was anyone's guess. When he touched my cheek, |
practically melted at the tender caress. “There’'s nothing | want more than to make
loveto you. All night if | had my way.”

| clenched my eyelids shut and admitted, “I feel like thisis all happening so fast.”
Kai’s lips against my forehead forced me to open my eyes once more. His gaze held a

wealth of tenderness. Butterflies came to life inside me, an entire swarm of them
fluttering around in there.



“I like you like this. Anxious, wanting me. I’ ve wanted you since the moment | saw
you.” He paused as if carefully choosing his next words. “Rushing isn't an option.
Not for me. When we come together, I'll need time. Weeks, even.”

| liked the thought. Too much, probably. “You talk too much, Kai. All talk, no
action.”

“1 like you thisway.” He grinned and let his gaze travel over my torso. “Fuck, you're
avision.”

| wanted to speak, say something sexy and flirty. But he effectively cut me off with a
press of hislipsto the pulse in my neck. “Oh, my God,” | moaned as | dug my fingers
into his mass of dark hair, holding him firmly while he suckled my skin. | ached to
feel those lips and that tongue lower. Much lower.

As if I'd spoken the thought aloud, Kai lifted his head, then crossed the room. He
placed me on the bed, then said, “This needs to go,” he explained, as his big, capable
hands went to the hem of my shirt. Air brushed against my stomach, then my breasts.
| watched as his gaze darkened, his nostrils flaring. “Pure beauty.”

When his tongue flicked over one hard, | nearly shot off the couch. | forgot my
hesitations. My body craved his touch. It'd been so long since I'd had sex. So damn
long since I'd derived any real pleasure from aman’s body. And | knew instinctively
that no other would compare to Kai.

As if afraid | would break, Kai lightly ran his tongue back and forth over my areola
seconds before sucking my nipple into his warm mouth. He hummed in satisfaction,
and the raspy vibration of his voice tormented me. Somehow | found myself
sprawled, Kai’s hands on either side of my body effectively pinning me to the
mattress. He surrounded me. His lethal strength and intoxicating scent filled my
vision and my senses.



While he switched to the other breast, | marveled at his patience. He sipped at my
skin and toyed with erogenous zones | wasn’'t aware | possessed. When he appeared
to be settling in for a meal, | urged him lower with a tug on his hair. He obliged and
moved his loving torture south. My body reacted with a flow of heat to my center.
Every inch of me was ready for him to take me. He'd be hard and savage, | knew itin
my bones.

“Please, Kai.”

A grunt was the only indication he'd even heard my plea. By tiny increments, he
tugged my pajama pants down, and with each piece of flesh he exposed, he sprinkled
kisses. By the time the material was off, my pussy throbbed with need.

He sat back on his haunches, his gaze devouring me. “Y ou don’'t wear panties?’

Embarrassment flooded me, making my cheeks burn. “Not to bed.”

He passed a hand over his face and grumbled, “If you were in my bed you'd wear
nothing at all.”

In hisbed. God, why did | want to be there so badly?

Kai reached down and cupped my mound. “Thisismine,” he vowed.

His statement brought a forbidden image to my mind. His. Yes. My clit swelled. |
tried to maintain my cool composure, but when his middle finger found its way
through my curls and sank all the way to the knuckle inside my heat, | gave up any

pretense of control.

“Mmm, just look at you. Your pussy is ripe for the plucking. | think I’'m going to
really enjoy making you scream with pleasure.”



When a second finger joined the first, my hips began to move, matching his pumping
rhythm. After thrusting several times, Kai brought both fingers out. | wanted to beg
him to come back, but my words died on my tongue as | watched him suck my juices
off each digit.

“Tangy, but I’'m going to need a little more to be sure.” He spread me wide and
dipped his head between my thighs, sweeping his tongue over my swollen clit.

| arched upward, and he was there, holding me down with a hand splayed across my
belly. | moaned and writhed under his assault. His tongue dipped in and out, tasting
and sweeping me into a different realm. | went wild when he sucked my clit into his
mouth and nibbled it. Once, twice, and | suddenly burst apart, shouting his name and
flowing into his greedy mouth.

He stayed there for long seconds after my orgasm ended, relishing the little
aftershocks. Then he lifted his head.

“Fucking beautiful,” he murmured. “ So fucking beautiful, Lily.”

Amen, was al | could think as | let my eyes drift closed. Then his weight lifted, and |
opened them again, curious about what he was about to do. | watched him standing
beside the bed, an impressive erection tenting the front of his jeans and some
unnamed emotion on his face.

K ai
| felt like shouting out my victory. At long last, | had her taste on my tongue, the tang

of her climax tantalizingly mixed with the sweet flavor of her. My animal stirred, the
base instincts roaring to the surface. My claws extended, my teeth elongated, and |



struggled to keep control. To hide my nature from her. | quickly turned away from
her. Counted to ten to gain control. | needed, wanted, to make love to her. | wanted to
feel her wrapped around me, snug and deep. | craved her. Now. In fifty different

way’s.

“1 should go, let you sleep,” | muttered, fear of losing control foremost on my mind.

“Kai, look at me,” Lily urged.

| turned and watched her sitting on the edge of the bed. “Did | do something wrong?’

| ran a hand over my face. “Nothing could feel more right, Lily. Y ou are everything.
Y ou bring me to my knees with your cries.”

“Good, then | think it's my turn.” She stood, her curves, taunting me. My mouth
watered. | needed to taste her again. To bite into her let her blood coat my canines.
Seal our bond.

“Turn?’ | couldn’t seem to stay on track. My need for her drowned out al rational
thought.

“Yes,” shewhispered, “I want to taste you. Will you deny me?’

“1 would never say no to you,” | promised, meaning it. “I’d give you eternity if |
could.”

Her hum of approval lit me on fire, my inner Yucilon snarling with impatience. |
stood and yanked my t-shirt over my head before starting on my boots and jeans.
When | was naked, Lily stood back. Her gaze traveled the length of me, but when she
stopped and stared at my cock, | had to hide a grin. “Like what you see?’



“1 knew you’ d make me drool if | ever got agood look at you.” She licked her lips. “I
wasn't wrong.” When she slowly melted to her hands and knees, my pulse went
haywire. With her head back, Lily stared up a me, waiting. | ached to break the
chains binding me. To claim, to mate, to bond. The urge to mark her as mine was
almost overwhelming.

Almost.

“Fuck, you're pretty.” | took hold of my cock in a tight fist and pumped it once,
twice, then demanded, “ Suck it for me, Lily.”

Lily crawled toward me, her chin tilting upward when she looked from my face to my
groin. Mouth wide, she took me in and clamped her lips around the head so tight |
nearly came.

| wrapped the length of her hair around my fist so there was no slack, no way for her
to retreat. Then, with my other hand, | took hold of her chin and guided her head
farther onto my throbbing cock, showing her how | liked it. She managed half my
length, and | wanted more.

“Come on, sweetness,” | murmured, “just alittle more. Let me feel your throat.”

She frowned and tried to take more, but gagged. She pulled back and stared at my
cock as if trying to figure out a way to do what | wanted. To please me. “You're ...
big.”

| drew my hand from her hair and stroked her throat. “It’s okay. The fedl of your lips
and tongue is enough to drive me over the edge.”

“l want to do thisright,” she explained, frowning up at me. “I want to make you feel
good.”



“You aready do,” | said in a voice gone hoarse. “Just looking at you is making me
half-crazed here.”

She nodded and licked her lips. | cupped the back of her head and nudged her
forward. She swept her tongue over the engorged tip and hummed eagerly before
sucking me in deep. She angled her head, and a few more inches disappeared inside
her mouth. Soon, | was balls deep. My entire body shuddered. Her head bobbed back
and forth, her tongue circling the head of my cock. Her eyes drifted closed, face
flushed.

“Jesus H,” | groaned. “ Such a pretty little mouth.”

She moaned and brought me all the way out before sucking me in again. The slurping
sounds she made had my sac drawing up tight. Her tits pressed against my thighs as
she fucked me with her mouth. | swallowed howls of pleasure, dug my claws into her
scalp a split second before quickly retracting them. Fuck, that was close. Too close.

“Son of a bitch, you're about to get a mouthful, Lily,” | warned. Soon the choice
would be taken away from her, because | was fast [osing my mind.

Her only response was a delicious humming sound as she continued her sweet torture.
| flung my head back and closed my eyes, savoring every second of having Lily’s
mouth on me, taking me straight to paradise. | slammed my claws into my thighs,
burying them into my skin to keep from hurting her, my preternatural nature barely
held in check.

When her tongue probed the dit at the end of my cock, | stiffened. My animal
snarled, the urge to mate, to seal the bond, overwhelming.

“Lily,” | warned, my voice a deep, guttural growl.



She sucked harder. Two more strokes of her tongue and | erupted, pouring my hot
come all over her tongue and down her throat. The need to bite, to mark her as mine,
surged through me, but | held back, barely. For now.

When she released me and stood, my breathing labored and cock still hard as a damn
hammer | growled, “That was ... fuck.”

Lily smiled and | knew 1I’d need to see that joy on her face for the next fifty years at
least.

k%%
L ily
Kal took my hand in his and placed a kiss against my palm, warming my insides, then
placed me back on the bed. | watched him pull on his jeans and boots, then he turned
to me and smiled. “1 want to stay,” he quietly confessed. “All damn night. But | think

you need alittle timeto ... process. Y eah?’

He was right. My mind was firing all sorts of warning shots and | needed a minute to
think. To stop the rollercoaster and breathe. “It has been ... alot.”

He swallowed hard, then leaned close and kissed my cheek. “I'll see you in the
morning,” he murmured. “Breakfast is usually around nine. Is that okay?’

“That's great.” | bit my lower lip, savoring his taste. “Sleep tight.”

He pointed to his left and said, “I’m right next door if you need anything. I’'m alight
slegper. Cal my name and I'll hear you, okay?’

“I'msurel’ll sleep like the dead.” | winked, then added, “Y ou saw to that.”



Ka offered me a jerky nod, then crossed the room. One last glance back, then he
closed the door and was out of sight. Seconds drifted by as | lay there staring at the
light oak wood six-panel, wishing | had the courage to open it and go to him. Plead
for him to make love to me. Sleep in my bed, hold me in his arms. We'd taken each
other to heaven and beyond. Yet my awareness of Kai and the desire to touch him,
undress him, do wickedly erotic things to him hadn’'t abated. I'd never felt so hungry
before. My body was an inferno and nothing short of an ice bath would cool me down

now.

| was still trembling from the intensity of our encounter, but a wave of uncertainty
washed over me. What had | just done? | had only just met Kai, and yet | had allowed
things to escalate so quickly, so passionately. The heated things we had done together
felt surreal, aimost dreamlike, and now that the initial haze of desire was lifting,
doubt crept in.

What did it mean? Why was | so drawn to him?

| glanced over at the spot on the bed where he'd taken me to paradise just moments
before, his powerful form still radiating heat beside me. His touch, his taste, his very
presence had ignited something within me, something wild and uncontrollable. |
couldn’t deny the magnetic pull between us, the way my body responded to his every
touch and command. But was it more than just physical ?

The way he looked at me, with hunger in his eyes, made my heart race. Tenderness
followed, softening the intensity. It was as if he could see right through me, past all
the walls | had built around myself. There was something otherworldly about him,
something that both excited and terrified me.

Was it just lust? Or was there something deeper, something more profound that |
couldn’t yet understand?



| worried | had made a mistake, letting things go so far, so fast. But then |
remembered the way his eyes softened when he looked at me, the way his hands
gentled even as his desire burned bright. There was a link there, something that felt
fated, asif we were meant to find each other.

Still, the rational part of my mind couldn’t help but question everything. What if this
was al a mistake? What if | had misread the situation, let my desires cloud my
judgment?

| took a deep breath, trying to cam the storm of thoughts swirling in my mind. |
needed to talk to Kai, to understand what he felt, to see if he was experiencing the
same inexplicable connection | was. Only then could | begin to make sense of the
whirlwind that had swept us together and decide what it meant for us moving
forward.

Sleep, that's what | needed. It'd been aweird day. A delicious, crazy, adventure of a
day. But no less weird. Leaving home for the first time in my life, then the accident.
Meeting a big, gorgeous man who hung on my every word. It was bound to confuse a
woman. Tomorrow things would settle down. “A vacation,” | told myself. “At a
lovely bed and breakfast. In the woods. With six mysterious men and an exotic beast
with big teeth.” Oh, sure, asif | wouldn’t see those teeth in my nightmares. Definitely
not.

| let out a heavy breath, then reached over and set an alarm on my phone. | placed it
back on the table and switched off the light. The minute | closed my eyes, Kai’s
image slammed into my mind. His big, muscular body wrapped around me. The
kisses and strokes and erotic journey he’'d taken me on. | could still feel him on me.
Surrounding me. Questions swirled around inside my head, keeping me awake
another hour before exhaustion finally won.

*k*k*%x



K ai

| placed dishes on the table and listened to Cage tell Fostine that it was her turn to go
into town for groceries. He even made a point to inform her that she needed to catch
up on her chores since she’' d been gone so long. Asif she’'d been away on holiday, for
Christ’s sake. Fostine’ s rebuttal was a hard jab to Cage' s stomach. | knew Fostine had
won that round when | saw Cage double over. Sure, she was still recovering, but that
didn’t mean she was going to take any shit.

When Lily entered the room, my attention centered solely on her. Her hair was in a
ponytail and it accentuated the elegant length of her neck. And damned if she didn’t
fill out the white V-neck t-shirt and black leggings. Fuck, | wanted to take her to my
bed. Make love al day. Then when | had her good and satisfied I’d share the truth
with her. All of it.

“Wow, something smells amazing,” she praised, sniffing the air. “Y ou guys are great
cooks. | can’t make a microwavable meal without burning it.”

Unable to stand the distance, | moved toward her and took her hand in mine. | needed
that small contact like | needed air. “Creeg made sausage gravy biscuits, scrambled

eggs, and bacon, and the coffee just finished brewing.”

Lily offered my brother a smile. “I’m going to get fat if you guys keep cooking like
this.”

“Hey,” Fostine called out from across the room. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to
our guest, Kai?’

Damn, | hadn’t considered my sister’s name. “Uh, Lily, thisis my sister. Fostine.”

Lily’s gaze widened. “Y ou named your pet after your sister?’



Fostine closed the distance between us, her eyes blazing with unleashed fury. “ Pet 7’

| heard Creeg and Cage attempt to stifle alaugh and | glared at the pair before saying,
“Yes, Lily wastherelast night when Fostine returned home.”

Fostine was about to speak, but | glared, promising retribution if she revealed the
truth. It appeared to work. “Well, it slovely to meet you, Lily.”

“Thanks. You, too.” Lily elbowed me in the ribs. “You never told me you had a

”

sister.

“She was out of town and it slipped my mind.”

“And she shares the same name as that huge animal from last night.” She narrowed
her eyes. “I’m sure there' s an interesting story there. One you'll share later.”

“Yes. For now, | think we should eat. Creeg went to a lot of work and we shouldn’t
let it go to waste.”

Her stomach grumbled, charming me further. “Okay, fine. But if | get fat it's your
fault.”

| let my gaze travel down her body, then offered a hum of approval. “You have
nothing to worry about, Lily.”

She blushed and | wanted to forget about food and satisfy a different appetite instead.
When Wyatt, Trakker, and Miggs entered the kitchen, everyone started talking at
once. After our meal was served, Lily peered down the length of the table at Fostine.
“S0, you were out of town?”’

“Yep.” Fostine snorted, as she shoved another spoonful of eggs into her mouth. “A



lovely trip full of fun and adventure.”

“l see. | left Walnut Ridge to travel. An adventure was at the top of my bucket list.”

Fostine’s gaze collided with mine. “Oh, you' |l get lots of adventure here. Trust me.”

“Well, it'svery kind of your brothers to give me a place to stay, but | can’t sponge off
them forever.”

Fostine stopped chewing and stared at Lily. “You aren’t planning to stay?’

“Oh, no. Maybe Kai didn’'t tell you, but | wasin an accident.” Lily went on to explain
about the giant beast she'd swerved to avoid, earning a chuckle from my annoying
Sister.

“That must have been quite frightening for you,” Fostine replied, grabbing another
biscuit from the basket. “| wonder what happened to the animal.”

If I’d been sitting closer to Fostine | would've kicked her in the shin. “I don’t think
Lily needsto dwell on it. The whole evening was difficult enough.”

Lily reached for me, placing her hand on my forearm. “It’s okay.” She frowned down
at her plate. “Now that | think about it, the animal looked a lot like your pet. Just a
different color.”

“You wereinjured. Perhaps it just seemed that way at the time. I'm sure it was a wolf
or coyote.”

She shook her head. “No, it was bigger than either of those.” She rubbed at her
forehead and added, “I wonder if there are more of those exotic Yucilons. You said
your pet was the only one, but what if those awful people found others like her?’



“Youtold Lily about the Yucilons 7" Wyatt asked, his gaze filled with ice-cold fury.

Oh, hell. “I explained that Fostine is a rare breed known as a Yucilon , yes. And that
she was taken from us by people trafficking in exotic animals.”

“Right,” Wyatt bit out. “We're just happy she' s back with us.”

“But what if there are others?’ Lily frowned in concern and she pushed her plate
away. “They could be doing all sorts of awful things to them. | saw a documentary
once where people pay huge amounts of money to buy exotic animals to eat. Like a
delicacy or something. It s despicable.”

Everyone went silent, staring at Lily. Her compassion for my kind had the entire
family viewing her in a different light. She was no longer the human outsider, but a
woman willing to stand up for us against the evils of the world. My heart expanded
and | wrapped an arm around her back, drawing her attention. When her pretty gaze
connected with mine, her eyes filled with unshed tears, | said, “My brothersand | are
looking into it,” |1 vowed. “We don’t want any Y ucilons caged and tortured either. |
assure you.”

She nodded. “If | can help in some way, please let me know. The thought of what
your pet Fostine went through gives me nightmares.”

“It should,” Fostine stated. “ And the ones who took her deserve death.”

| glared down the table at my sister. “I think there’s been enough talk about torture
and death.”

She started to say something, to argue no doubt, but Wyatt put his hand over hers and
she went quiet.



Creeg cleared his throat. “You should eat,” he advised Lily. “After breakfast, I'd like
to check that wound in your head.”

My attention went to Lily’s forehead. It was red and appeared swollen. “Does it
hurt?’

She reached up and gently touched it with her index finger. “A little tender. That’'s to
be expected though, right?’

Lily had directed the question to Creeg, but my worries intensified. | should've left
her alone last night. Let her dleep. But | hadn’t been able to keep my hands off her.

“It could be infected.”

“1 can put some antibiotic ointment on it.” Creeg put his fork down, then glanced at
me. “If you want | can take care of it now.”

| was about to jump on the offer, but Lily beat me to it. “It can wait. It’s not exactly
life-threatening,” she teased, offering my brother a smile.

Fostine cursed and shot to her feet. “I feel sick to my stomach. Excuse me while | go
throw up now.”

Wyatt called her name, but she only stalked from the room, leaving her breakfast
plate half full. | wanted to go after her. Her sarcasm toward Lily was unnecessary and
it was pissing off my protective side.

Lily cleared her throat. “1 wondered if there was any progress with my van.”

Trakker nodded. “It’ s still at the shop. He' |l give us an estimate later today.”

“Thank you for doing that.” She glanced at me and smiled. “I wonder if you could



give me a lift into town. | need to replace my phone. It works, but the screen is
shattered.”

Part of me balked at giving her access to the outside world, but | couldn’t keep her
locked away. As appealing as the idea sounded. “Sure,” | replied, then caught Wyatt
staring at me. “Unless you need me today.”

“No. Take care of Lily. We can handle things here.”

Wyatt would go searching for our father. And as enforcer | should be by his side. In
normal circumstances, I'd insist on it. But that was before Lily. Miggs words the
night before came back to bite mein the ass, and | shot my brother a glare. The smirk
on his face made meitch to land aright jab.

Lily swiped a napkin over her lips, then sat back. “That really was delicious.”

Creeg beamed at her. “Thanks. Our mom taught all of us how to cook.”

“Oh? Does she live near here?’

Everyone fell silent and stared at Lily. | nudged her shoulder. When she was looking
up at me, asmilelifting her lips, | explained in alow voice, “Our mother died several

years ago. A virus.”

Her face paled and her smile disappeared. “Oh, no, I'm so sorry.” Her attention went
back to Creeg. “1 didn’t mean to—"

“It'sokay,” Creeg rushed to reassure her. “You couldn’t have known.”

Wyaitt got to his feet and picked up his plate. “Trakker, Miggs, when you two are
finished meet me in my office.”



Cage stood. “Hey, what about me?’

“We' ve discussed this. | won't go over it again.” When Cage started to argue further,
Wyaitt gestured toward Lily. Cage caught the hint and fell silent, then shoved away
from the table. He was muttering under his breath as he cleared away his dishes.

Creeg glanced at Lily. “I’ [l meet you in the clinic when you' re done.”

| tapped Lily’s plate. “ After you' re done with Creeg, we can go into town. There's a
great little café. They serve the best | attes.”

“That’ s perfect.” She scanned the table and frowned. “Can | help with dishes?’

“It's Cage's turn.” And before she could argue, | said, “You aready took his turn
once.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine, but I'm pulling my weight around here. Even if | have to
clean toilets.”

Creeg laughed. “Yeah, | don't think Kai’ s going to alow that.”

“Well, Kai doesn’t speak for me,” Lily replied, as she snatched my plate and headed
toward the sink.

| was too distracted by the way her ass moved in the leggings to care about her
frustrated response. When Fostine strolled into the room and headed for the
refrigerator, | stiffened, waiting for another jibe from her. She only flipped me off
and sauntered out, carrying the half-full jug of apple juice.

| stood and moved up behind Lily, placing my hand on her shoulder to gain her
attention. When her pretty gaze landed on me, | said, “I need to take care of a few



things. I'll meet you in the clinic.”

She nodded. “I hope I’'m not keeping you from anything.”

| cupped her cheek, anxious to kiss her, every bare inch of her, but | knew better. 1I'd
take her to bed if | let our mouths touch. “The only thing on my agenda is spending
time with you.”

She blushed and my body hardened. “1I’ m looking forward to our trip into town.”

“Me, too, Lily,” I murmured, meaning it. | wanted to show her around, and if | was
being honest with myself, | was anxious to show her off alittle.

| forced my feet to move, putting distance between us, then gave Creeg anod and left
the room. The first order of business was Fostine. She needed to tone it down or she’'d
wish she’ d never come back. | found her in her room. | didn’t bother knocking.

“Gee, comeonin,” she grumbled.

| slammed the door behind me before closing the distance. “ Stop with all the shitty
comments toward Lily. Sheis not to blame for what Patterson did to you.”

“She’s human,” she spat back. “They’re all the same. We're nothing but animals to
them.”

| got close, nearly nose to nose. “Beat on me if you need a punching bag. | won't
mind. But Lily isn't your enemy. | promise you. She's not like Patterson.

Her eyes widened. “Y ou care about her, don’t you?’

“Yes. More than | ever thought possible.” | took a few beats to keep from losing



control. The need to destroy any and all threats toward my mate was paramount. “ Cut
her some slack, yeah?”’

She swallowed hard and looked away. “I’m sorry. I’'ll be niceto Lily.”

I’d expected a fight. Maybe bloodshed. Her apology took me by surprise. “You'll
back off?’

Fostine curled her lip. “She's actually kind of sweet. Like a puppy.”

| cursed under my breath and tried to remember that Fostine wasn’t in her right mind.
“Seg, that’s the kind of shit that needs to stop. Like now. I’'m barely in control here,

SIS.

She let out a heavy sigh. “Jesus, what's her deal anyway?’

| explained why Lily had left her hometown and the family that treated her like dirt.
Fostine's gaze softened and she dropped into the oversized chair near her dresser.
“Damn, her mother and sister sound like real bitches.”

Finally, something we agreed on. “So perhaps you could give her a break. | don’t
think she deservesto have another female in her life treating her with such disrespect,
do you?’

She crossed her arms over her chest and narrowed her gaze at me. “How are you
going to make this work?’ Before | could answer she added, “And I’m not trying to
be an ass here. She’s human. The minute she sees you shift...”

| ran a hand through my hair. “I have no idea. But the tie is there. Even without the
blood exchange. It’s strong. She’s mine.”



“l don’'t envy you, brother.”

“You'll go easy on her?’

“Sure. Just don’t expect us to braid each other’s hair.”

| chuckled. “Yeah, that’s just too weird to even imagine.” | turned to go, but Fostine
called my name and | turned. “Y eah?’

“Whyatt is going after Dad, isn't he?’

| shoved my handsin my front pockets. “Heis.”

“We exchanged blood, you know.”

“You and Dad?’

She nodded.

“Why would you do that?’

“1 was close to death. Patterson had gone too far one day. | was losing too much
blood. Dad ... Dad saved me.”

| crossed the room and put my hand on my sister’s shoulder. “Y ou aren’'t to blame for
what that bastard did.”

“Dad isthere because of me. He' s being tortured because of me.”

“And Wyatt will burn that place down to get him out. Have faith in our brother,

sister.



She nodded, then stared down at the floor. “He' s stronger than | remembered.”

“He had to be after you and Dad left. He stepped up and kept us from falling apart.
He' s atrue alpha, Fostine. And he deserves your respect.”

She bit her lip and gave me ajerky nod. “Go, seeto Lily.”

| watched her for another few seconds, then turned and left, closing the door quietly
behind me. | stood in the hallway for a moment and heard the faint sounds of her
sobs. She'd endured too much, and | worried my sister would never be the same

again.
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| sat on the cold metal table while Creeg dabbed a cotton ball soaked in peroxide onto
my head wound before applying the antibiotic ointment. It stung a little, but | still
considered myself lucky. The car accident could've turned out much worse. He
placed a bandage over the area and stepped back, his brows scrunching together. |
realized just how much he resembled Kai. Only difference was, Creeg didn’'t set my
blood on fire with a mere touch. | took a deep breath and asked, “Well, what do you
think? Will | live?’

He grinned. “You will, but after your trip into town, come straight here and I'll
change the bandage and use a little more ointment.”

| started to speak, but the door swung open, Kai standing on the other side. He glared
at Creeg, then strode across the room and cupped my face in his pam. “Are you
well?’

His concern went straight through me, threatening to turn me into a puddle of goo.
“All good.” | offered Creeg asmile. “Y our brother took good care of me.”

Kai’s gaze landed on Creeg. “Did you, now?’

Creeg chuckled and cleaned up the used swabs. “A little peroxide and some
antibiotic. I'll need to see her when you two get back as well. | want to change that
dressing and put more antibiotics on it.” He pointed toward my forehead. “It's
inflamed, but there’s no blood or pus so that’s good.”



Kai’s gaze softened as he watched me. “Does it hurt? Are you certain you shouldn’t
rest?’

| rolled my eyes and scooted off the table. “Your brother just told you I'm fine.
Besides, | serioudly need to replace my phone.”

Kai ran ahand through his hair. “Fine, but if it starts to hurt, you'll tell me.”

“Sure,” | lied, smiling up at him.

He rolled his eyes. “You could at least try to look sincere.” He took my hand and we
headed out of the room. When we reached the upstairs landing, he said, “You’'ll need
your coat. The temperature dropped below thirty today.”

| nodded. “Be right back.” | jogged up the stairs to my room and grabbed my puffer
coat from the suitcase, then slipped it on before heading back down to Kai. He wore a
leather jacket and oh Lord he looked yummy in it. His hair was a wild mess around
his shoulders and he wore a pair of black jeans and work boots.

When | got within afew feet of him, Kai smiled. “Y ou look very pretty in blue.”

| could fedl the blush filling my cheeks and wanted to kick myself for the telltale
reaction. “Thank you.”

He put an arm around my back and headed for the front door. When we reached the
porch, there was a black SUV sitting in the driveway with the engine running. “Is that
yours?”’

“Yeah. | came out early and started it up so it'd be warm.”

Geez, I’d never met anyone so thoughtful. “That was very sweet, Kai. Thank you.”



He grinned at me and held the passenger side door open for me. “I'd be a terrible
chauffeur if | let you freeze to death.”

| laughed and got in, then stared over at him. “First you rescue me, then you give me
aplaceto stay, now achauffeur. A girl could get used to being spoiled like this.”

“Good, then my plan is working,” he murmured as he winked and shut the door. |
watched him jog around to the driver’s side, then get in behind the wheel. He put the
vehicle in gear, then took off down a long gravel driveway. Once we were on the
road, Kai glanced over at me long enough to say, “That café | told you about is right
across the street from a shop that sells cell phones. | believe they carry the same type
asyours.”

| reached into my purse and pulled it out. “I wasn't able to read the texts | got last
night,” | muttered, thinking of my lovely family. “But | did listen to a voicemail from
my mom. Unfortunately.”

Ka stiffened, his hands clenching the steering wheel tighter. “Your mom called
you?’

| sighed and dropped my phone back into my handbag. “Yes. It wasn't a pleasant
message either.”

He shook his head. “1 don’t think | like your mom very much.”

| laughed at his vehemence. “Y eah, well, that makes two of us.”

We were quiet for afew miles and | enjoyed the scenery. Sach Valley, the areawhere
Kai lived, was breathtaking with mature trees and rolling hills. The quiet beauty made

me feel at peace, asif aheavy weight had been lifted from my shoulders. | thought of
the kiss I’d shared with Kai in the woods the night before—as well as his promise to



tell me the truth. No time like the present.

| turned in my seat, angling my body toward Kai, then asked, “Last night, you said
you' d tell me the truth.”

He didn't speak, aclear sign that I'd hit anerve. A musclein hisjaw twitched and his
gaze narrowed.

“There are things about you, about your family that you aren’t telling me,” | went on.
“That much I’'m certain of.”

“It's true.” His shoulders bunched and his fists tightened on the steering wheel.
“We're very private, Lily. For good reason.”

| mulled that over. Several wild scenarios sprang to mind. Top of the list, they were
into something illegal. “ Drugs?’

His gaze shot toward me. “Y ou think we' re drug runners?’
| dapped my hand on my thigh. “Look, you live in the woods, basically on a
compound. Y ou have a hundred acres. And you’ re extremely secretive. What else can

| think?’

He let out a heavy sigh. “I see your point, but we don't deal in drugs. | swear we
aren’'t into anything illegal.”

Frustration mounted and | blurted, “Then what is it? Why the secrecy?’

He was quiet for a few minutes before saying, “Do you believe that there are things
of thisworld that mankind has yet to discover?’



“Uh, | suppose. I’ve never given it much thought, | guess.” | remembered him telling
me about the Yucilons. “I didn’t know anything like Fostine existed.”

“Exactly. And we both agree that if the government found out about her, she'd be
caged up in some laboratory.”

“Yes. It's despicable but true. Although, | don’t understand what that has to do with
your secrets.”

He took a turn and | could see the town coming into view. “My family, the
Ravenbriars, have been around for generations.”

“1 know,” | replied. “Creeg told me something similar when he treated me last night
inhisclinic.”

“What he didn’t say isthat we aren’t like you, Lily. We aren't...”
He was on the verge of sharing something vital, | could feel it. Why he hesitated
concerned me. “I'll keep whatever you say in the strictest confidence,” | offered,

hoping to ease his mind. “I’m no gossip.”

“It's not that.” He smiled over at me, before turning his attention back to the road. “I
know you would never betray my trust.”

| began tapping out arhythm on my leg. “Okay, then why isthis so hard for you?’

“I"'m afraid you'll think I’'m nuts.”

“Try me.”

His cell phone rang, cutting off his confession. He cursed and picked it up from the



middle console and read the screen. “1’m sorry. It's Wyaitt.”

Wyatt. Anytime the man spoke, the rest of them jumped. It was strange how they all
treated their oldest brother. | watched him answer the phone with a curt “yeah.”
Whatever Wyatt had to say caused Kai to hit the brakes. My body jerked forward
from the momentum. “We're on our way,” he muttered.

When Kai ended the call and did a U-turn | had to grip onto the dash to keep from
flailing about. “What on Earth is going on?’

“I’'m sorry, but the trip to the store will have to wait,” he muttered, his gaze snaring
mine. “Wyatt just learned that a man fitting our father’s description has been
murdered.”

“Your father?’ | blurted, digesting his words.

“It's a long story, but to sum it up, our father left when Fostine went missing. He
went looking for her. He hasn’t been back since. We've searched, filed a missing
person’ s report. But nothing.” He swallowed hard. “Until now.”

| wrapped a hand around his forearm and squeezed. “Have faith. It might not be him.”

A musclein Kai’sjaw jumped wildly. “Yeah, I'm hoping that’s the case. Wyatt and |
need to go identify the man.”

“Does your brother know what happened?’
He swallowed hard before saying, “A friend of ours found the man behind an old

building.” His voice shook when he added, “Next to a dumpster. He'd been shot in
the head.”



“Oh, Kai,” | replied, sorrow tightening my chest as | imagined what that must have
been like for Wyaitt. “Police?’

“They’ve been called to the scene. Wyatt is on hisway.” He cursed under his breath.
“1 need to drop you at the house, then head over there.”

“Take mewith you,” | offered, wishing | could just hold him. The pain Kai attempted
to keep hidden broke my heart. “It'll take more time to go home first. Just take me

with you.”

Kai’s gaze widened. “Are you certain? I’'m not sure what I’m walking into, Lily,” he
bit out. “Things could get ugly. It's a crime scene, after al.”

“I'msure,” | swore. “I'll wait in the car if | haveto.”
He slowed the car to a crawl, as if thinking over my suggestion. “Wyatt might not
approve, but what the hell,” he muttered, then turned the car around and headed to

town.

| didn’t much care if Wyatt approved. | wanted to be there for Kai. | kept that bit to
myself and asked, “Where did they find him?’

“Behind awarehouse.” He shook his head. “ Something doesn’t feel right though.”

| watched Kai. He was deep in thought. | couldn’t imagine what he was going
through. The fear that it could be his father, shot and killed, then left like trash. “I
take it you know where we're going?’

“Yeah, | know the place,” he groaned.

Fifteen minutes later, we were approaching the edge of town. | saw large buildings up



ahead, but Kai slowed, then made a right before we could reach the town limits,
Another mile and | saw police lights. Three squad cars and a few other vehicles were
al parked in front of a three-story building. | reached for him and offered a smile.
“Deep breaths,” | murmured.

He gave me a jerky nod, then pulled into a spot next to a big, black four-wheel-drive
truck. “Wyatt's,” he explained, as he killed the engine. “Wait here.”

“You're sure?’

“1 am. | don’t want you anywhere near this place, Lily. Please, wait here.”

| nodded. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He shoved open the door, then slammed it closed. | watched on as Kai jogged toward
the building. | sighed, feeling helpless. There had to be something | could do.

Anything. | clasped my hands together, then hung my head and prayed. Hopefully
Godisinalistening mood .
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| approached a group of police officers, most of whom | recognized. When everyone
turned my way, one of them closed the distance between us and held up both hands.
“It' smessy, Kal.”

“Let me through, Brandon,” | bit out.

He sighed. “Just ... brace yourself.”



| shoved past him, then saw Wyatt standing next to the dumpster. To his right was the
body of a man sprawled out on the blacktop. Jeans, old black work boots, and a grey,
short-sleeved t-shirt. The face unrecognizable. Blood and pieces of skull and brain
scattered around. “Jesus,” | muttered, my stomach churning at the sight.

“No ID, no wallet. Nothing.”

Wyaitt turned toward me, hislips thinning in an angry line. “It's not him.”

| moved closer, then gave the body another inspection. | noticed the left arm. “No
scar,” | said, relief swamped me.

“Yeah, but there was a note,” Wyatt replied, nudging his chin toward Brandon.
“Show him.”

Brandon pulled a plastic bag from his shirt pocket, then held it in the air. “It was
pinned to his chest.”

“You'll never find him,” | read aloud. “What the hell?’

“He' s taunting us,” Wyaitt shot back. “Bastard killed this guy just to prove a fucking
point.”

Brandon shoved the note away and cleared his throat. “I need to know who you think
did this.”

The pair stared at each other. Wyaitt didn’'t say a word. Brandon shook his head. “Y ou
can't go off on your own here.” He pointed to the dead man lying on the ground.
“Thisisamurder investigation. If you have information that could aid us, then you're
obligated to tell us.”



“You want the truth?” Wyat yelled, getting in Brandon’ s face. “ Gregory Patterson did
this!”

“That weird little fellafrom Cedar Haven?”

“Yes. He's your murderer,” Wyatt ground out. “And you'd better find him before |
do.”

Wyaitt turned and walked away, leaving Brandon to shake his head in frustration.

| tried to smooth things over. “I’ll talk to him.”

“Good, because | don’'t want to arrest him for some vigilante bullshit. | truly don’t.”

| didn’'t say anything else. What could | say? | agreed with Wyatt. One way or the
other, Patterson would be found. | hoped it would be before the son of a bitch killed

our father.

When | caught up to Wyatt, | asked, “What is the point Patterson is trying to make
with all this?” Rage threatened to consume me. “That he's a fucking psycho?’

Wyaitt shoved a hand over his face, then leaned against the front bumper of his truck.
“Patterson lost Fostine. He' |l make Dad pay for that.”

| gave that some thought, then said, “I wish I’d gotten a picture of the dead guy. We
could’ ve shown Fostine. Maybe she’ d recognize him.”

Wyaitt yanked his cell phone out of his back pocket and waved it in the air. “I got a
picture, but there' s not much left of hisface to recognize.”

There went my stomach again. “ Send it anyway,” | muttered. “It’sworth atry.”



Wyaitt tapped the screen and hit send. Seconds was all it took for Fostine's reply.
Wyaitt sighed. “She says it's Ricky, the guard who helped her,” he explained. “She
recognizes the clothes. They’ re the same clothes he had on the night she escaped.”

“Fuck! That bastard’s had it out for our family for years.” | groaned. “There's no
telling where he took Dad.”

“Yeah, and all we have is a first name for the guard. It won't help the police.”
Wyaitt’ s gaze went back to the crime scene. “But | had a chance to check out the body
before Brandon and his buddies showed up.”

Had Wyatt caught a scent? “Y eah?’

He pulled his hand out of his pocket. A small teardrop-shaped leaf in the palm of his
hand. “That’s from an Osage Orange tree. | also caught the scent of honeysuckle.”

“There are alot of both on the south side of town.”

“Yep. I'm going to make a trip out that way. See if | can spot any abandoned
buildings.”

“1’m coming with you. Let me take Lily homefirst.”

Wyaitt’' s eyes widened and he searched the area until his gaze landed on Lily seated in
the SUV. “Y ou brought her here?’

“She wanted to be with mein case...”

His steely eyes drilled into me. “Damn it, Kai. It's afucking crime scene.”

“1 know.” | didn’t bother to apologize. “ She's my mate.”



His oldest brother quirked a knowing brow at me. “Have that talk already, did ya?’

“You know | didn’'t have time for that yet,” | answered. “Enough about that. If you're
going after Patterson, then I’ m coming, too.”

“A scouting mission,” Wyatt warned. “Nothing else.”

“Until you find him,” | argued. “There’'s no way you'll call for reinforcements. |
know you. You’'ll charge in and take on Patterson alone.”

“Whatever. I'm just saying that this might lead to nothing.” He held up the leaf.
“Hell, my only lead isfrom atree that grows all over this area.”

“ And the honeysuckle,” | reminded him. “1 think you’ re onto something here.”

He threw his hands in the air. “Fine, do something with your mate. I'll meet you at
the café in one hour.”

Another thought hit me. “I’m bringing Miggs.”

Whyatt's lips lifted at the corners. “Only because you don’t want him anywhere near
Lily.”

| crossed my arms over my chest. “He's got an attitude about her,” | admitted. “I
don’t trust him.”

Wyaitt’ s smile disappeared. “Y eah, I’'m concerned about that, too. He nearly took me
on yesterday and that’s not like him.”

“S0, he's coming with us. If we find Patterson, then Miggs can let out some of his
pent-up rage on him.”



“Sounds good to me.” He pulled his key out of his front pocket, then got into the
truck. “One hour.”

| nodded, then headed for my own vehicle. | got in behind the wheel and smiled over
at Lily. “It wasn't him.”

“1’m glad, but do they know who the victim is?’

“No,” | answered. Some poor schmuck who'd crossed paths with Patterson. Another
innocent victim. “Therewas no ID on him.”

She gazed out the windshield. “ That’s so sad.”

| reached for her, squeezing her hand in mine gave me strength. “I’m sure the police
will do everything they can to find out who he is and locate his family.”

“Yeah.” She sighed. “And you still don’t know where your dad is.”

“No, but we have alead. Wyatt wants usto check intoit.” | sighed. “I’'m afraid | need
to take you home, Lily. He'll need my help.”

“Of course,” she offered. “Actualy, | still need to replace my phone. And check on
my van. Maybe | could do that while you’ re with Wyatt.”

| smiled. “That’ll work. In fact, I'm meeting him at the café. When you're finished
with your errands | can meet you there later. And you can use my car.”

“Are you sure?’ She grinned. “I mean, | might decide | like it better than my old
clunker of avan and drive off with it.”

“I"d find you, Lily.” 1 winked at her, then put the SUV in gear and took off out of the



parking lot. “Have no doubt of that.” | tried to keep the conversation light, but | was
too wound up by the knowledge that Patterson was off somewhere torturing my
father. The only thing on my mind was getting him back. And making the sick
bastard pay.

k%%
L ily
| saw the tension in Kai. His shoulders were stiff and his hands held the steering
wheel in a white-knuckled grip. “So, your dad went searching for Fostine and got

tangled up with a bunch of people that sell exotic animals?’

“Something like that. And there's no telling what they’ll do to keep their operation
safe.”

| didn't know where to begin. How deep was | getting with Kai and his family
drama? My brain was warning me to get out now while | still could. After al, | had
my own family ugliness to deal with. But my heart was the one calling the shots and |
didn’t haveit in meto leave Kai. Not when he needed me the most.

“You're quiet,” he murmured. “I’ ve thrown too much at you.”

“No, it's judt, this is serious stuff, Kai. | mean, could you be in danger, too? Y our
brothers?’

“We're safe,” he promised. “It’ s Patterson who will suffer.”

“Patterson?”

“He’ s the one who did this.”



“Did your brother give the name to the police?’

“Yes.” He scowled at me, his eyesice-cold. “But we take care of our own.”

He was talking vigilante justice and | couldn’t condone that. “An eye for an eyeis not
the way to handle this. The police can bring this Patterson person in. Question him.”

“And when there’s no proof, then he walks.” He shook his head. “We cannot let that
happen. Dad would be the one to suffer.”

| knew he was worried, but the urge to reason with him wouldn’t go away. “ Taking
the law into your own hands? Y ou think that’s a good idea?’

He turned onto the street heading into town. “I think if we don’t act fast, then Dad
could end up dead. We won't sit back and do nothing.”

“But the police—"

“Have their hands full looking for a murder victim’'s identity. Locating family.
Waiting on an autopsy.”

When we reached a little rundown auto repair shop, Kai pulled up close to the front,
then killed the engine and turned my way. “I know the things I’'m saying seem
barbaric to you, but please be patient with me.”

“1 just think there is aright way to handle this that doesn’t get you hurt. Or killed.”

He cupped my cheek in his palm. “1 don’t want to frighten you off,” he murmured. “I
need you, Lily.”

Need . There it was again. Capturing my heart and leading me down a dangerous



path. Good or bad. Right or wrong. | wasn't leaving Kai. Not now. Not when he was
practically begging. | unbuckled my seatbelt and leaned closer to him, then placed my
hand on his chest. “I’'m not going anywhere. | might be seriously crazy, but I'm

staying.”

His eyes warmed and he lowered his head to brush his lips across mine. It was such a
small taste of him and | ached for so much more. It left me desperate.

“My brothers will be waiting,” he explained, as he opened the door and jogged
around to my side. He placed the key in my hand and smiled. “I’ll see you later. At
the café.” He pointed across the street. “Ask for Tessa. She works there and knows
us. She'll take good care of you.”

“An ex-girlfriend?’ The ugly green monster reared its head.

“No. A friend only.”

“Of course.” | tried to take a step back, but Kai’s warm, calloused hand on the back
of my neck stopped me. | glanced up at him and caught the heat of his gaze on me.
“What isit?’

“Thank you for giving me a chance,” he growled. “In the midst of all this, you
could’' ve insisted | drop you off at the nearest hotel, and yet you chose to stick it out
with me.”

| smiled, as my heart did somersaults. “You and | still have things to talk about,
remember? I’m not letting you off the hook that easily.”

His lipstilted up sideways. “Good, because | want you to know me. Everything about
me. And when you do, then we can continue what we started last night by the
waterfall.”



My blood turned to molten lava at Kai’s quietly spoken promise. Speechless, utterly
speechless, | watched as he crossed the street and entered the little café.

Oh, yeah, | was definitely heading down a dangerous path. And yet | wasn't running
in the opposite. Why wasn’t | running? Simple, Kai brought out something in me that
| hadn’t known existed. It was thrilling and scary all at once.
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Wyatt watched me enter and frowned. “You let Lily drive the SUV, | take it?’
“Yeah.” | stared out the window and saw Lily enter the shop. My gut tightened. She
was too far from me. It took al my strength not to go to her. | suspected it would be
thisway until I could make the exchange.
Wyaitt took asip of his coffee before asking, “You'rein pain, aren’'t you?’

| stiffened. “Huh?’

“Don’'t fuck with me.” He pushed his cup away, then leaned close and whispered,
“You'll bein pain until you mate with her. And if you think it hurts now—"

“Drop it,” | bit out, tired of everyone inserting their two cents. What happened
between me and Lily wasn't anyone’'s business. “I can handleit.”

Wyaitt reached across the table and dug an extended claw into my forearm. “Y ou need
todoit soon. It'll drive you mad if you wait too long.”

“I'll handleit. Leaveit aone.” | jerked out of his hold, then searched the room to see
iIf anyone had seen my alpha unsheathe his talons. Everyone was too absorbed with
their phones to notice. The one time | was glad that the annoying devices existed.

“It's your funeral,” my brother muttered, then looked toward the parking lot. “And
where the hell is Miggs?”’



“l sent him atext,” | explained. “He' |l be here any minute.”

A few minutes of frustrated silence drifted by, then a sweet, blonde-haired waitress
approached their table. “Hey, Kai.”

“Tessa. Looking pretty as ever.”

She grinned, then propped her hand on her left hip. “And you're full of it, as aways.”
She took out her order pad and tugged a pen from behind her ear. “What can | get
you?’

“Nothing for me. We're just waiting on Miggs.” | remembered telling Lily about
Tessa and added, “A friend of mine is coming here later. Name's Lily. She's new to
the area.”

“Got ya.” Her smile widened. “I’ [l take good care of her. Don’'t you worry.”

“Thanks.” Tessa had only been in the area for a few years, but already folks treated
her like alocal. | winked. “I knew | could count on you.”

“Always, darlin’,” she replied, then smiled over at Wyatt. “A refill?’

“No,” he grumbled, staring at her asif he wanted to strangle her.

She gave me a curt nod, then left us alone. | leaned forward. “What the hell is your
problem with Tessa?’

“She doesn’t need to flirt with every goddamn male customer who comes along.”

Serioudly? “She wasn't flirting and you know it. Tessa is always friendly. She's the
same with the women who come in here. It's just her nature.” | shook my head.



“Jesus, Wyatt, stop being adick.”

Wyatt turned his rage on me. “And what’ s your deal? Y ou have Lily, remember?’

“l was being nice . It'swhat people do.” Then athought struck. “Y ou know, it occurs
to me that you're always kind of a dick toward Tessa.” | narrowed my gaze on him.

“Why isthat, | wonder.”

Wyaitt’'s jaw tightened, his fingers drumming against the table. “I don’'t hate her,” he
muttered, not meeting my eyes.

| raised an eyebrow. “You sure have a funny way of showing it. Every time she's
around, you act like she’s the plague.”

Wyaitt sighed, running a hand through his hair. “It’s not that simple, Kai.”

“Then explain it to me,” | pressed. “Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like
you' re hiding something.”

Wyalt's gaze finaly met mine, and for a moment, there was a flicker of
something—regret, maybe even longing. “I made love to her,” His confession was
barely above awhisper, but that didn’t lesson the hostility.

| blinked in surprise. “You what?’

Wyatt looked away again, staring at the scarred table. “It was a mistake. | didn’'t
mean for it to happen, but ... it did.”

| leaned forward, my interest piqued. “A mistake? Wyatt, come on. There’s more to it
than that.”



Wyaitt's shoulders slumped. “I took a little of her blood. Just a bit. | couldn’t help
myself.”

My eyes widened. “Y ou took her blood? Wyaitt, that’ s—"

“1 know what it is!” Wyatt snapped, cutting me off. He lowered his voice, glancing
around to make sure no one was listening. “1 know what it means, and | regret it. But
it happened, and | can’'t changeit.”

| studied him, and the pieces started to come together in my mind. “Wyatt, could she
be your mate?’

Wyatt’ s eyes flashed with anger. “No,” he said firmly. “ She’s not.”

“But what if sheis?’ | insisted. “It would explain why you're so drawn to her, why
you can't stand to be around her yet can’t stay away. Why you took her blood.”

Wyaitt shook his head, his expression hardening. “Drop it, damnit.”

| frowned, but | knew better than to push Wyatt when he was like this. “Fine,” | said
reluctantly. “But you can’t keep running from this forever. If she is your mate, you
owe it to both of you to figure it out.”

Wyaitt didn’t respond, his eyes fixed on the table. | sighed, taking a sip of my coffee.
The conversation was over for now, but | knew this was far from the end of it. The
truth had away of coming out, no matter how deeply it was buried. And when it did,
| just hoped Wyatt would be ready to faceit.

Wyaitt pointed toward the parking lot. Miggs had pulled up in his 67 red Mustang.
And he wasn’'t alone. Fostine got out of the passenger seat. Even from a distance, |
could see the stubborn expression on her face. Great, |et the fun begin.



“I’m going to kill him,” Wyatt muttered. “ She has no business here.”

“She could help us, Wyatt,” | offered, hoping to smooth the waters. “She spent time
with Patterson, remember? A shit-ton of time. She could recognize scents that we
can't.”

“Catching a scent that reminds her of the hell she went through?’ He rolled his eyes.
“Yeah, and how’s that going to go? She'll either panic or go into a rage. Neither are

good.”

My brother had a point. Still, | remembered the scars on Fostine's back. “She
deservesto see this through. We both know she does.”

Wyatt let out a heavy breath. “Y ou'reright. | hate when you're right.”

“Look, she's not the silly little girl who left us, brother,” | replied. “She’s strong.
Been through something that we could never imagine. Give her a chance.”

Wyatt watched me for a few tense seconds, as if weighing my words, then nodded.
“She’s changed. | worry about her.”

As Miggs and Fostine approached, Miggs held up both hands as if in surrender.
“There was no stopping her.”

Fostine crossed her arms over her chest. Her glare was so like Wyatt they could ve
been twins. “Dad saved my life. | owe him.”

Wyat dlid out of the booth, then came nose to nose with Fostine. “You obey my
ordersor I'll hogtie your ass and throw you in the trunk. We clear?’

Her head tilted and | held my breath, hoping she wouldn’t say something that would



get us al in trouble for causing a disturbance. Finaly she nodded. No words of
consent, but the nod would have to be enough. Without another word, Wyatt walked
out of the café, leaving me to pay for the coffee. | tossed a few bills onto the table,
then followed him, with Miggs and Fostine in tow. When we reached Wyatt’ s truck, |
glanced over my shoulder and saw Miggs nearing his Mustang. “Stay close,” |
shouted.

We tore out of the parking lot and headed south. | glanced in the side mirror, noticing
Miggs car not far behind, then turned toward Wyaitt. “I can’t stop thinking about that
guy by the dumpster. His face was mutilated. That’s next-level crazy.”

“Puts new meaning to the word ‘ psycho.’”

“Jesus,” | muttered.

“Keep your eyes peeled. We're looking for any building that appears abandoned.
Something isolated.”

“1f he was smart he would’ ve |eft the area. He has to know we' re coming for him.”
Wyatt shook his head. “He won’'t do that. He thinks he’s God. That he can't be
stopped.” He paused before adding, “Besides, he wants to be close to us in case he

needs another subject to experiment on.”

“As if losing his job at Cedar Haven wasn't enough. Even the government didn’t
want anything to do with his twisted shit.”

“1’ve been thinking about that.”

“What do you mean?’ | asked.



“How is Patterson funding all this?" He glanced over at me for a second, taking his
eyes off the road. “He has to have someone backing him.”

“True,” | agreed. “The equipment. The warehouse. The hired help. It al costs
money.”

“Yeah, and hiring the kind of people willing to keep their mouths shut isn’t cheap.”

| cursed under my breath. “So, there's someone else out there as crazy as he is. A
wealthy nutjob. Terrific.”

“Or several someones.”

| slapped a hand against my thigh. “Even better.”

“I’m just saying, this could be deeper than one guy with a Frankenstein complex.”

As | mulled over Wyatt's words, thinking of the ramifications, my phone rang. |
yanked it out of my pocket, then frowned. “Fostine?’ | listened a few seconds, then
ended the call.

“What isit?’

“Totheright, shesaid,” | replied, repeating her words.

Wyaitt glanced out the side window. “There’ s nothing there but trees.”

“l seethat.” | shrugged. “But she says we need to go right.”

My brother cursed a blue streak, then slowed the truck until a dirt road came into
view. He turned onto it. “ Stay alert.”



Minutes later a large metal building came into view. A factory of some kind. Long
rusted chimneys stuck out the top. It was rundown and appeared as if it'd been
decades since anyone had used it. Weeds covered the walls. The concrete parking lot
was littered with cracks and partially destroyed by time. As if Mother Nature had
taken ownership. “What is this place?’

“Used to be a paper mill. A long time ago it was the main source of income around
here. Employed over half the county. When it shut down everyone expected it to be

bought up, reopened.”

“Well, hell, that never happened.” | whistled low. “No cars in sight. You think
Patterson could be inside?’

“We won’'t know until we search the place.” He pulled up at the front, then killed the
engine. “Come on.”

Miggs and Fostine pulled up next to us. We all got out. No one spoke. Miggs scanned
the surrounding trees, while Fostine stared at the building, tense and alert. | nudged
her shoulder. When her attention was on me, | asked, “Y ou okay?’

She nodded. “ Something is here. Be careful. Patterson enjoys playing games.”

| stiffened. “Y ou think it's atrap?’

“Definitely. But Dad might be in there. We don’t have a choice.”

Miggs shook his head. “Like some kind of fucking cat and mouse bullshit?’

“Exactly like that. He enjoys it. Watching people suffer.” Her gaze darted to the right,
staring at the treeline. “He'll be close. So he can watch.”



Wyaitt stepped in front of Fostine, breaking her from the predatory hunt. “Can you
smell anything?’

She shook her head and lifted her upper lip at one corner. “He would’ ve expected me.
Would' ve stayed far enough away. Fucking coward.”

“But he's still close enough to watch us squirm,” Wyatt quietly surmised.

Her eyes it with fury as she leaned around Wyatt and continued to stare at the woods.
“Pretty much.”

| cleared my throat. “We need to shift. Our Y ucilon senses are better.”

“Agreed,” Miggs stated. “And we split up. I’ll go around the back.”

“Fostine, you're with me,” Wyaitt ordered. When she started to argue, Wyatt grabbed
her by the shirt and dragged her up close. “It’ s that or | shove your ass in the trunk of

Miggs car.”

“Fine,” she relented. “But I'm the one who spent time with Patterson. I'm the nose
we follow.”

“1 have no problem with that. But use your head here or you could get Dad killed. Get
it?’

She nodded, then stared at the ground. | unsheathed my claws. “I’m keeping watch
out here,” | stated. “We don’'t need any surprises.”

Wyaitt agreed. “| wouldn’t put it past him to plant a bomb the minute we' reinside.”

“No,” Fostine argued. “He'd consider that wasteful. And he needs all the guinea pigs



he can get.”

“Jesus.” Miggs ran a hand over his face. “Someone needs to put a bullet in that
fucker.”

“After we get Dad,” Wyatt agreed. “Then we can each take aturn.”

“Yeah, well, mefirst,” Fostine stated, her voice devoid of emotion.

| snorted. “Like there'll be anything left.”

Fostine chuckled. Wyatt held afist in the air and we all went silent. “ Shift once we're
inside.” He glanced a me. “Do it there,” he said, pointing toward the far side of the
building. “Out of sight.”

| headed off in the direction Wyatt indicated, watching as Miggs jogged around to the
back. Wyatt and Fostine headed straight for the front door. | prayed we weren’t
making aterrible mistake. Was our father in there? Waiting, hoping to be rescued? Or
was this just another of Patterson’s sick games?

Once | was out of sight, | stripped out of my clothes and boots, then shifted. On all
fours now, my senses on high alert, | sprang out into the open. First, | looked toward
the area Fostine had been so interested in. | saw movement, but it was small.
Squirrels and groundhogs most likely. | looked up at the building next, seeking out
anything that didn’t fit, anything that didn’t seem right. Alert and watchful, eager to
eliminate the threat to my people. In a perfect scenario, we'd get our father back and
end Patterson’s miserable life in one swoop. But we were Ravenbriars, and we rarely
had that kind of luck.

k%%



Lily

“You're staying with the Ravenbriars?’ Jake asked, his eyes wide in surprise.

“Yes, isthat aproblem?’ | answered, feeling exasperated by the question. The man at
the auto shop had asked the same thing. Asif it were completely ludicrous.

“Oh, | see.” The slim blond teen shifted from one foot to the other. He' d been helping
me for fifteen minutes. He'd explained that my phone was beyond repair, and after
checking my account realized | was due for an upgrade anyway. Now, as | started to
check out, Jake stopped and frowned at me.

| was confused by the guy’ s hesitance. “Is there a problem with my account?’

“Uh, no, not at all. | just never ... well, I've never known the Ravenbriars to allow
strangers out there.”

| smiled. “Well, Kai’ s the one who found me after | wrecked my van.”

“Van? That was you?’

“It was.” | knew too well how quickly gossip spread in a small town. “Not my finest
moment beyond the wheel, | admit.”

Jake cleared histhroat. “1 think I’ d better put this on the Ravenbriar’ stab.”

It took a moment to digest what the clerk said. “Wait, what?’

“They’d want this taken care of,” he explained. “It’s just how things around here are
done.”



“Look, | had the same conversation with the guy at the auto shop,” | complained.
“No, absolutely not. | broke the phone. I’'ll be the one to pay for it.”

“Um, yeah, let me, let me get my manager,” he stuttered out, before nearly tripping
over hisown feet to run toward the back of the store.

“Wait!” | called out, but it was too late. Several long seconds drifted by, then the
clerk returned with a balding, overweight man who appeared to be in hislate fifties.

He smiled, then offered his hand. “I’'m Ron. Jake here tells me you' re staying out at
the Ravenbriar place.”

Here we go again. | tried for patience, then answered, “1 am, but | don’'t see how that
matters. I'm just trying to get my phone replaced.”

“We' ve been doing business with the Ravenbriars for years. The rules are very clear.”

“What rules?’

“Their account is one of our biggest and we wouldn't feel right charging you. Not if
you're afriend of theirs.”

“Weéll, | only just met them recently.”

He smiled wider. “But you are staying there? At the house?’

“Yes, but—"

“Then the phone is paid for.” | started to protest further, but the manager held a hand

in the air, stopping her mid-complaint. “You'll have to speak to the Ravenbriars,
Ma am. In the meantime, Jake will be glad to finish ringing you out.”



| knew when I’ d been beaten. Still, | intended to take it up with Kai when | saw him.
After Jake rang up the purchase, it took some time to transfer everything from my old
phone to the new one. When it was finished, | thanked him and left the shop, then
headed across the street toward the café Ka had told me about.

When | entered the little building, a blast of warm air hit me. It felt good. | hadn’t
realized that the temperature was dropping. | scanned the room, noticing the
checkerboard linoleum floors, red leather booths that bore the marks of countless
conversations, and along counter punctuated by chrome stools.

The aroma of comfort food wafted through the air, mingling with the chatter of only a
few patrons and the sizzle of the grill. The last rays of daylight filtered through the
lace curtains, casting a warm glow over the cozy space. Behind the counter, afriendly
blonde waitress in a retro uniform jotted something onto a pad, while the sound of
clinking dishes echoed from the open kitchen.

The walls were adorned with framed photographs capturing snippets of the town’s
history, telling stories of generations. The jukebox near the entrance hummed with a
nostalgic melody, adding to the ambiance.

| saw a clock on the wall behind the cash register. Five in the evening. It’ll be getting
dark soon. How long would Kai be? | worried about him. Worried about his plans
toward the mysterious Patterson.

“Areyou Lily?" the pretty blonde waitress asked, smiling at me.

| smiled back. “I am. Are you Tessa?’

“Sure am.” She pointed toward a stool at the counter. “Does that work?’

“Of course,” | answered, following the tall, voluptuous woman. What exactly was her



relationship with Kai? | was tempted to ask.

Tessaleaned closer. “What can | get you?”

| didn’t even have to think about it. “I’d do just about anything for a black coffee.”

She laughed. “Feeling like you need afix, hun?’

“So much,” | sighed. After Tessa placed a cup in front of me and poured a portion of
the dark brew, | decided to ask the big question. “So, you and Kai are friends?’

“Sure are.” She poured herself a cup, then replaced the carafe. “He's sweet, but just a
friend.” She winked. “In case you wondered.”

Relief swamped me. “He’'s helped me out since | wrecked my van. They’ve all been
So gracious actually.”

“That was you?’ At my nod, Tessa replied, “I saw them bring it to the shop. Looks
like you're lucky to be walking.”

“Very lucky.” My experience at the auto shop and the phone center prompted me to
add, “What isit with the Ravenbriars around here? They seem like...”

“Legends,” she supplied. “I’ve only been here a few years myself, but everyone
seems to respect them. And the Ravenbriars have done a lot for this town. My
understanding is that the town fell on very hard times when the paper mill closed
down. Put a lot of folks out of work. But Kai’s grandfather bought up a bunch of
land, opened up several businesses, and got the town back on its feet.”

“Wow, I've never known anyone to do something like that.”



“No, but the Ravenbriars have called this place home for generations. | suppose they
felt it was their duty to step up and do something.”

“I'm staying with them,” | blurted out. “That fact seems to have garnered a fair
amount of shock from some of the townspeople.”

“Uh, yeah, I’d say.” Tessa moved closer, then whispered, “No one goes out there. Not
ever. They’'re mighty private. Sort of survivalist types, | hear. Their daddy taught
them everything. Fishing, hunting, trapping. From what |’ ve seen, there ain’t nothing

those boys can’t do.”

“Including medicine,” | added, tapping my brow. “Creeg fixed me up, even gave me
aCT scan.”

Her eyes widened. “ Serioudy?’

“Yep. They have their own clinic. It'skind of crazy.”

Tessa glanced out the front window. “And you're driving Kai’s SUV. Ain’'t never
seen him hand over his wheelsto awoman.”

| could feel my face heat. “He's, uh...”

Tessa laughed. “Yeah, enough said. Those boys have al the women around here
drooling, let me tell you.”

“And you? Got your eye on one of the Ravenbriar men?”’

She snorted. “Are you kidding? | have enough problems without adding one of them
to the pile.”



The woman's assessment of Kai’s family surprised me. “Y ou think they’ re trouble?’

“1 think they’ re mighty intense. And | can’'t let myself get derailed by al that.”

“Got plans to skip town?’

“Something like that. Been trying to save up.” She let out a heavy breath. “I’ve
aready stayed too long asitis.”

| tilted my head to one side. “Sounds like awoman of mystery.”

Tessa's face fell. “Put it this way, the longer | stay in one place, the more I’'m in
danger.”

“Someone’'s after you?' | asked, then realized | was prying into things that Tessa
probably didn’t want to share with a random stranger. “I’m sorry. Please don't feel
like you have to answer that.”

She tapped the countertop with a manicured fingertip and said, “Let’ sjust say that it's
better for you to be in the dark about my crazy life.” She quirked a brow. “What’'s
your story? What brings you to Sach Valley?’

| sighed. “I needed a change. My entire life has been about taking care of my mother
and sister. | woke up one day and redlized I'd become an enabler. Enough was
enough.” My phone dinged and | pulled it out and stared at it. My sister, asking for
money. “I think it'stime | live my own life, yaknow?’

“l do know.” A haunted look came over Tessa's face. “Parents can sure be a pain,
huh?’

“Amen to that,” | muttered, as | proceeded to block my mom and sister’s numbers.



“I’d like to have kids someday, but | worry. | don’t want to be like her.”

“Hey,” Tessa said, reaching over and patting my hand. “You won't be because you
recognize the way she treated you was wrong. That's aready a step in the right
direction.”

| shook the maudlin thoughts away. “How’ d we get on thistopic?’

Tessa laughed. “1 don’t know, but it’s good to talk about this stuff with someone who
getsit.”

“Itis” | agreed. Excitement skittered through me. “I blocked them. Their numbers. |
fedl... free”

Tessa grinned, raising her cup in a toast. “To fresh starts and taking control of our
lives.”

| clinked my cup against Tessa's, the sound a small celebration of our shared triumph.
“To fresh starts.”

We both took a sip, savoring the moment of camaraderie.

A loud noise from behind interrupted the happy moment. | turned in my seat to see
three men entering the café. Two of them were tall, muscular, and wore all black.
Their gazes scanned the room, landing on me. Ice-cold eyes, soulless. Shivers ran the
length of my spine. The man in front of them had on a white dress shirt and black
dlacks. Blond hair with a receding hairline that he attempted to hide. It didn't help.
Wire-rimmed glasses and a goatee. When he followed the other men’s line of sight,
catching me staring at him, a smile crossed his face. Something was off about it.
Sinister. | started to turn back toward Tessa, when the glint of metal stopped me.
From one second to the next, guns were drawn.



“Thisisn't arobbery,” Goatee said. “If everyone could please remain seated, this will
be over quickly and painlessly.” Someone in a booth near the back started to stand.
“No, no, none of that hero stuff. My men will shoot, | promise.”

Severa customers gasped. Tessa started to shuffle around the counter, but Goatee
cleared his throat and warned, “| wouldn’t do that, Ms. Ashe.”

Tessawent still. “How do you know my name?’

“Never mind that.” His gaze went to me. “You'll come with me.”

| clutched my pursein atight grip. “I don’t even know you.”

Goatee nudged his chin and both men went into action, closing the distance and
grabbing me, forcing me off the stool. | kicked one of them in the shin, earning a
curse, and the other sammed a fist against my cheek, nearly knocking me to the
floor. Tessa screamed, ran at one of the men, and took the butt of the gun to her
temple for her efforts. She hit the floor. | screamed, terrified when she didn’t move.

“What did you do!”

“She’ll live,” one of the black-clothed thugs muttered. “Now, you can move on your
own or we'll drag you.”

“Why are you doing this?’ | shouted to Goatee Guy. “1’ve done nothing to you!”

“You'll get all your answers later,” he said, smiling at me as if he'd lost his mind.
“For now, we have things to do.” He stared at the men. “Immobilize her for the trip.”

“Yes, sir,” one of them answered. He spared me a glance, hatred blazing in his eyes,
as he whispered, “The fun isjust beginning.”



| kicked and screamed, but it was useless. They were bigger, stronger, and the guns in
their hands ensured no one would be coming to my rescue. Just before they shoved
me into the back of a white van, | looked back at the café. Tessa. Please be okay.
Please.

A sharp sting at the side of my neck tore my attention back to the men holding me
between them. “What...” My vision blurred and my legs felt numb.

“Sleep tight, sweetheart,” one of them muttered, before throwing me into the van and
slamming the doors shut. Just before darkness sucked me under, | thought of Kai.
Would | ever see him again?
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| leaped into the woods surrounding the mill. Alert for any movement, any hint that
Patterson was nearby. The only things | sensed were the forest animals. | glimpsed
behind me, curious if Wyatt was having better luck, when the feeling of dread filled
me. My stomach churned, a low growl reverberated inside my chest, and the hair on
my back stood. Something wasn't right. | took off toward the building and headed for
the front, before shifting. | spotted my clothing next to the tree and quickly pulled on
my jeans, then ran for the doors. When | entered the large foyer, | stopped and
listened hard for my brothers and sister. | could hear them above, two or three floors
up. | spotted a door leading to the stairwell and ran for it. It didn’t take me long to
find Wyatt and Miggs.

Wyatt saw me and frowned. “What isit?’
| didn’t know how to answer him. The feeling hadn’t subsided. “Where' s Fostine?’

“Here,” a soft voice said from behind. | turned my head and saw my sister moving
toward me. “1 thought you had sentry duty?’

“Something’s wrong,” | bit out, fighting off the urge to throw up. “Did you find
anything?’

“Nothing tangible,” Wyatt grumbled. “There was something on the second floor
though. A scent.”
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“Yeah,” Miggs answered. “He might’ ve been here, but he’'s not now.”

My heart sped up. “How long ago do you think?’

“The scent was no more than a day old,” Miggs answered, watching me as if 1'd lost
my mind. “What’ s wrong with you?’

“Fuck!” The knife-to-the-gut feeling intensified, and | let out a how! of rage, then
punched the wall.

Wyaitt closed the distance between us. “What isit?’

| shook my head, attempting to clear the fog. It didn’t help. “I don’t know.”

“The separation from Lily,” Wyatt mused, offering that as a reason for my sudden
freakout session.

“Lily,” | breathed her name, let it linger in my mind. | closed my eyes and reached for
her, but there was nothing. Only a black screen. | hadn’t made the exchange. Could
that be why | wasn't able to feel her presence? “We need to go back,” | announced,

the feeling of dread gathering so fast it nearly suffocated me.

Wyatt nodded, ushering Fostine and Miggs to follow. “You think something
happened to her?’

“I—I don’t know,” | answered. And the not knowing was killing me. “I just feel...”

“Listen to your gut, brother,” Wyatt urged, picking up his pace.

Soon, we were on the road back to town. The closer | got, the better | should’ ve felt.
The tension only continued to build until an imaginary freight train sped



uncontrollably through my brain, splitting my skull in two.

By the time we reached the café, 1’d driven my claws into the armrest, shredding the
leather. As the front of the little diner came into view | saw police lights and a
paramedic in the parking lot. Severa people stood around, trying to get a glimpse
inside the small restaurant. “What the hell?”

Wyatt cursed and shoved the car into park. “Remain cam,” he warned.

My only thought was of Lily. | tore out of the vehicle and ran for the front doors. |
pushed an officer out of the way and yelled, “Lily!”

“Kai,” ashaky, feminine voice whispered.

| looked to my left and saw Tessa on a stretcher, reaching for me. | moved up beside
her, took her hand in mine. She shook, tears were on her cheeks. And there was a
large bump on the side of her face near her eye. “What happened?’

“Three men. They had guns.” Her lower lip trembled. “They took Lily.”

| cupped her cheek, noticing bruises forming around her left eye. “They did this to
you?’

She grimaced and looked away. “I’m sorry. Tried to stop them.”

Wyatt drew up next to Tessa. “Was one of them wearing glasses and sporting a
goatee?”’

“Yeah, that’s him,” she answered, her troubled gaze landing on Wyatt. “ Seemed like
the boss.”



| stared at Wyatt. “ Patterson,” | bit out. “And he has Lily.”

Wyaitt stiffened, then turned his attention back to Tessa. “Do you have somewhere
safeto stay?”’

“I'll befine,” shereplied, frowning at Wyatt. “1’ve told the cops what | know, but I'm
worried for Lily. It waslike they knew her.”

They knew she’d been staying with me, more like it. And took her because of it.
What was Peatterson planning? The terrifying possibilities were endless. | stifled the
urge to howl and instead focused my energy on finding her. My mate. | strode into
the café, ignoring the police attempting to stop me, then inhaled. Too many scents
lingered in the air. Above them all was Lily. The sour smell of her fear nearly sent me
into a rage. | closed my eyes and focused, separating her from the others. A few
seconds passed before | was able to catch it. Musky. Damp, like wet moss.
“Patterson,” | mumbled. The bastard’ s days were numbered.

“Kai,” Fostine whispered, gaining my attention. When our gazes connected, she said,
“I'm sorry. It'sal my fault. | should’ve.... | should’ ve—"

“Survived,” | stated. “And you did. Your knowledge will lead us to him. And
Father.” | paused, then added, “Patterson took Lily to get to me. That’s not on you,
little sister.”

She wrapped her arms around her middle, then uttered, “1 smell him. It sickens me.”

“Me, to0.”

“And the other two that he was with,” she confided, her face pale. “I recognize them
aswell.”



My gut clenched at seeing my sister’s reaction to the men. “And?’

“They are the worst of the bunch, Kai.” She stared down at the scarred tile floor.
“The sooner we find her the better.”

Images of Lily being tortured fled through my mind, nearly crippling me. “There will
be no easy death for them.”

“Good,” my sister shot back, “we’ re on the same page then.”

| closed my eyes again and tried to connect with Lily. | hadn’t made the blood
exchange and | didn’t truly believe | could reach her mental pathway, but something
zipped over my nerve endings, startling me. Lily? Fear slammed into me. Not mine.
Hers. For the first time in my existence, | embraced my dark nature, and left the cage
door open. There would be no mercy.

“You have her scent,” Fostine reminded him. “Maybe get a direction from that?’

“No,” he ground out, “I smell her inside, but in the parking lot there was nothing.
Like there’' s something blocking it.”

A commotion in the parking lot spurred me and Fostine into action. Once outside |
caught Wyatt lifting one of the officersinto the air. “Wyatt!”

My brother spared me alook filled with ice-cold fury. “ Stay out of this.”

In two strides | was beside him. “Let Brandon go, goddamn it. What the hell has
gotten into you.”

Brandon cursed. “All | said was that Tessa needs to be seen by a doctor.”



Fostine sidled up next to Wyatt. “Why isthat a bad thing?’

“Creeg will seeto her.”

Wyaitt’ s reaction was so out of character that we all just stared, unsure how to defuse
the situation. Then it struck me. Could Tessa be Wyatt's mate? “Miggs, call Creeg
and tell him to be ready.”

“Yeah, sure,” he quickly agreed, pulling his phone out of hisjacket pocket.

“Tessa,” | said, gaining her attention. “Creeg has all the latest equipment. You'll bein
good hands, | assure you.”

“| don’t doubt that, but—"

| leaned closer in order to keep my next words private. “Wyatt needs to see to your
care. Hewon't relax until you agree to go with us. | promise, you are in no danger.”

She glanced back at Wyatt, who still held Brandon off the ground, then let out a
heavy sigh. “Fine, whatever.”

| looked at Brandon, aswell asthe EMT. “Y ou heard her. She' s refusing treatment.”

“That’s not wise, Ma am,” the young EMT said. “ She could have—"

“Kid, if you value your life, stop talking,” | ordered.

Tessa seemed to catch onto the severity of the situation and reached for Wyaitt,
clutching his forearm. “Wyaitt, won't you please take me to your clinic?’

My brother's head snapped around, as if coming out of a trance, then dropped



Brandon on the ground. “Y ou agree?’

“l do.” Tessa smiled, athough | could see it was forced. “Always wanted to see the
infamous Ravenbriar estate anyway.”

“It's more of a compound,” Miggs argued. At Wyatt's glare, Miggs shrugged and
kept his mouth shut.

| nudged my chin toward Brandon. “1 know you need a statement from Tessa. Would
it be possible to come out to the house?”’

“Fine.” He threw hishandsin the air. “Thisis nuts, but fine!”

“In about an hour,” | added. “Give Creeg time to assess her injuries.”

Brandon nodded. “Wyaitt, do | have your permission to come onto your property?’
Wyatt nodded, his gaze stayed on Tessa. “Y ou will come alone, Brandon.”

It wasn't a request and Brandon knew it. The officer shuffled off, then went to work
dispersing the crowd of onlookers. Wyaitt gently lifted Tessa off the gurney and into

his arms and made his way to the car.

“Go, both of you,” | muttered to Miggs and Fostine. “We' ve made enough of a

n

Scene.

Fostine seemed frozen though. “I’ ve never seen Wyaitt lose control in public like that.
What' s gotten into him?”’

Miggs snorted. “You can't figureit out?’



Fostine stared, dumbfounded.

Miggs nudged his chin toward our alpha. “1’m thinking she’s not just any old waitress
to him.”

“His mate?’ Fostine inquired, her gaze straying toward Tessa. We all watched as
Wyaitt gently placed Tessa into the backseat of the car, then dlid in beside her and
slammed the door shut. “ Geez, our house is going to get mighty crowded.”

| didn’'t care about the house. The only thing that mattered was Lily. | needed to get
to her, but there were zero leads. The horrors she would endure at the hands of
Patterson turned my stomach. | started toward the diner again, but Fostine stopped me
with ahand on my shoulder. | turned and glared. “What?’

“Thereisn’'t much you can do here.”

“Maybe, maybe not.” | pointed toward the waiting car. “Let me know if Tessa has
any information that could help.”

She nodded. “ Good luck, brother.”

Once she was gone, | went back into the diner. There had to be something. Anything.
| couldn’t lose her.

Lily
“Oh, God,” | groaned, blinking to bring the room into focus. A prison cell? | wason a

cot, covered in a grey wool blanket. A toilet in one corner and bars. The walls were
cement blocks. No window. No way to tell if it was day or night. It all came back in a



wave of images. The diner. Seeing Tessa go down. Men carting me off. What the hell
was going on?

An imaginary axe hammered at the back of my head over and over, bringing tears to
my eyes. “Kai,” | breathed out.

“What did you say?’

| stiffened. That voice, so like Kai’s, but deeper, rougher. | slowly sat up, then put my
feet on the floor and stood. The room tilted like | was on ateeter-totter. | reached for
the wall and steadied myself, then went to the bars. “Who are you?’ | called out,
unable to see anyone. Only a hallway. | craned my neck and spotted a metal door at
the far right end.

“You know my son,” the voice stated. “I can smell him on you.”

Son?“Areyou ... areyou Kai’ s father?’

Silence met me. The other man was suspicious of me.

“Kal saved me. | wasin a car wreck and he pulled me out, got me medical help.”

“Creeg?’

Now | was the suspicious one. What if it wasn’t their father? What if it was atrick to
pry information out of me? “What is your name?’

“Cam yourself. | mean you no harm.”

“I"min acage. Hard to be calm under the circumstances.”



“Yeah, | know,” he grunted. “I’m Lucian Ravenbriar.”

“You could just be telling me that to get me to confide in you.”

“Smart woman,” he mused. “I can understand what Kai seesin you.”

“Tell me something only Lucian Ravenbriar would know.”

A beat of silence filled the area. Just when | thought he wouldn’t answer, the mystery
man said, “Did Kai tell you how he got the chipped tooth?”’

“Hedid,” | answered, still suspicious.

“Fighting with Wyatt. He fell face first, landing on arock sticking out of the ground.”
| knew the man could’' ve heard the story from someone else. A friend of Kai’s. Even
one of the people at the diner. | didn’'t think that was the case. He sounded too much
like Kal. “You'retheir father,” | surmised. “The one who's been missing.”

“I am.”

“They’ ve been searching for you. They haven't given up. They won't.”

“Thank you for telling me that,” he replied, his voice hoarse with emotion. “Are they
well?’

“They are.”

“So, Kai saved you, huh?’

“He did. Gave me a place to stay, too. They’ve all been wonderful.”



“How did Patterson get his hands on you?’

“He ... he came to the diner. Attacked the waitress there and grabbed me.” | pressed a
hand to the back of my head. “1 think | was drugged.”

“Yes. He'sfond of needles.” He paused, then added, “Do you care for Kai?’

My face heated. Even though | couldn’'t see the man it was still embarrassing to
discuss my budding relationship. “1 do. He's more than a helpful stranger.”

“What is your name?’

“Lily Hall.”

“Wéll, Lily, it’s nice to meet you. The circumstances are unfortunate.”

“How long have you been here?’

“At this particular location? Only about twenty-four hours. A prisoner of Patterson’s?
| believe alittle over two years.”

“God, I'm so sorry,” | quietly offered. “Why did he take you?’

“That’s a much bigger discussion. For now, | need you to do something for me.”

“I"'m not sure what | can do.”

“Closer your eyes and reach for Kai.”

“Huh?’ Had the man lost his mind? Possibly, considering al he'd been through. |
didn’t want to imagine the awful things Patterson and his sick goons had done to the



man.
“Just trust me. | need you to do this.”

“Close my eyes and reach for Kai? Like telepathically?’

“Something like that, yes.”

“I don’t believe in all that stuff, but it’s not asif it could hurt.”

“You have nothing to lose,” Lucian replied. “Try to focus on his face. Picture him in
your mind. What he was wearing when you last saw him. The way he makes you fedl.
Open your heart to him.”

“Okay, here goes,” | answered, feeling ridiculous that | was listening to a faceless
stranger in the hopes that | could call Ka with my imaginary mind-cellphone. | let
my eyes drift shut, then did as L ucian suggested and brought up an image of Kai. The
way he'd kissed me when he’'d dropped me at the auto shop. The feel of him in my
arms. His strength. Histaste. Like awild thunderstorm.

“Say his name in your mind. Over and over, like a chant.”

Kal, can you hear me? Kali, please, I’ m scared.

“Keep going, Lily. Don't stop. His name. Imagine his touch. Picture his dark eyes,
the way they watch you.”

| drifted into a meditative state. Saying Kai’s name until | was practically screaming
it inside my head. A tingling sensation washed over me, and something brushed my
mind. Asif | wasn't aone. Asif...



Kai?

Lily? You're alive?

Y es. How is this happening?

Later for that. Where are you?

It's like a prison. There are cement walls and bars for doors. | hesitated only a
moment before adding, Y our father is here. He' s alive.

Good. How long were you in the van? Minutes? Hours?

My hopes plummeted. | was drugged, Kai.

Warmth filled me, asif Kai had embraced me. It chased the chill away. I'll find you,
Lily. Stay strong. I'll find you both.

I’m scared. | hated to admit my weakness, but being caught by a crazy scientist was
way out of my realm.

| know, my love, but you must stay strong. Listen to my father. He will help you.

| thought of Tessa. Seeing one of Patterson’s men hit her with the gun. Is Tessa...
She'salive. Creegistreating her.

A noise in the hallway broke my concentration, then the connection was lost. Kai?

Kai! It was useless. The only link | had to Kai, severed. God, he could be a million
miles away for al | knew.



“Don’t let Patterson know you can reach Kai,” Lucian said in arushed whisper.

“lI won't,” | promised, listening as footsteps grew closer. | went to the back of the
cell, pressing my body into the far corner, then waited. Dread filled me when one of
Patterson’s men came into view. The one who had hit Tessa. He saw me hovering
like a cornered mouse and smiled.

“Patterson wants to see you,” he explained, pulling a set of keysfrom his pocket.
“Why?’

He never answered, simply unlocked the cell and slammed it open. “Let’s go.”

| didn’t budge. Whatever lay outside the cell was far worse. | could fed! it.

He rolled his eyes. “Always the same bullshit.” In two strides he was standing in
front of me, blocking my exit. The fist came out of nowhere, sending me to the floor.
A kick to my middle had me doubling over. Bile rose and tears rolled down my
cheeks.

“Get up!”

| forced my body to comply, getting to my feet and pushing down the pain. | watched
the man in front of me. He liked it, | realized. Enjoyed hurting me. The knowledge

turned my fear into anger.

He shoved me from the room, prodding my lower back with his gun. “Go,” he
ordered. “The doc is eager to play with you.”

When we passed the other cell, | turned my head and saw the man calling himself
Lucian. He had a skeletal build and dark hair that hung limp and greasy past his



shoulders. His pale skin was a testament to the many days spent confined to the
darkness. God, he didn’t look much older than Kai and | didn’t know how that could
be possible. He stood in the middie of the cell next to mine. Rage in his light-grey
eyes as he watched the man drag me away. Lucian Ravenbriar had survived two
years. Two long years at the mercy of monsters. The very least | could do was fight to
stay alive.

| could hear Lucian screaming at the guard, goading him to turn and take his anger
out on him instead. The guard was impervious to Lucian’'s taunts. He only kept
walking, his gait steady and his gleeful expression unwavering.

They walked up a set of stairs to another floor. Another row of cells. All appeared
empty until they reached the last one. A tall, muscular man stood against a wall, his
arms stretched above his head, chains wrapped around his wrists. A pair of filthy,
worn jeans his only clothing. Black hair draped around his shoulders and fell in limp
clumps. | had to be imagining things because his eyes were the brightest shade of
purple I'd ever seen. He tilted his head toward the ceiling and a low growl emanated
from his chest, then | was jerked swiftly away.

“Trust me, he's not someone you want to make friends with,” the guard muttered, his
eyeswide in fear, sweat beading along his forehead.

| wondered if I’d ever see the man again. If 1'd ever see Lucian again. Would any of
us even survive? | forced my focus back on Kai. He would find me. | had no doubt.
And | would help him by learning everything | could about the place Patterson was
holding me. Every little detail, and | would relay it all back to Kai. At least it was a
link. It gave me an advantage. And in the end, that link would be Patterson’s
downfall.
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| screamed Lily’s name inside my head, but only silence met me. Time seemed to
freeze as | waited for it to happen again, all my senses sharpened and alert. It was
gone, but the fact she'd reached me at all was a small miracle. The mind link
shouldn't have been possible before making a blood exchange. And yet it'd
happened. Which meant it could happen again. | just needed to be patient. She was
alive and with my father. The knowledge gave me a sense of peace. At least she
wasn't alone. My father would protect her with hislife, this| was sure of.

Until she could link with me again, | had work to do.

| headed for the back of the diner, then went into a small room marked OFFICE. As
I’d suspected, there was a monitor. | pulled out a chair at the old wooden desk and
sat, then hit the power button on the computer beneath the desk. The monitor came
on, but | could admit when | was out of my element. Computers were foreign to me. |
pulled out my cell and called Miggs.

“What' s up?’ my brother asked, answering on the first ring.

“There’ s a computer monitor at the diner,” | explained. “How do | access the security
feed?’

“Good thinking,” my brother praised. “I should’ ve thought of it.”

“Just tell me what to do with the pile of junk and al’s forgiven.”



Miggs walked me through the steps of getting access to the cameras. “Got it?”

“Yeah, I'm looking at the parking lot now.” | fast-forwarded until | saw the white
van, then stopped and hit play. Seconds passed before the three men got out. |
zoomed in, tried to see the license plate, but the camera wasn't the best quality. |
watched as Patterson and two men headed for the front doors. | could see one of the
men with his hand inside his jacket. Clutching the gun, no doubt. Subtle. Minutes
drifted by before | saw them exit. One of the men carried Lily. The bastard tossed her
into the back of the van, then took off out of the parking lot. “Fuckers,” | groused,
clenching my fists tight enough to draw blood from my claws digging into the skin.
“Well?" Miggs asked. “Anything?’

“1 can’t get a plate number, but they drove south.”

“Tessagot a partia plate,” Miggs informed me. “ She'sin with Creeg now.”

“Good,” | replied. “Did you give the information to Brandon?”’

“We did. They're running a search.” Miggs sighed. “A white van and a partial plate.
It might be enough to narrow down an address or something.”

| agreed. “Miggs, | need you to do me afavor.”

“Anything,” he offered. “Name it.”

| stood, heading for the front. “Can you do a search of Patterson’s properties?’

“We did that before, Kai,” he reminded me. “We searched all his known properties.
Nothing.”



“1 know.” | shoved the front doors open, then glanced across the lot. Lily’s van was
still at the shop. | headed for it. “Just do it again.”

The clacking of keys on a keyboard came through the line. “You think he bought
something recently?’

“1 don’'t know, maybe,” | hedged. “He's got them somewhere. My bet is he's not that
far from town either. He's comfortable here. Has everything he needs. And he wants
to be close to us. To his source of guinea pigs.”

“Sick bastard,” he growled. “Okay, there's something here.”

“Yeah?’ | picked up my pace, running across the street to the front of the auto shop.

“I"ll shoot you an address, but you should wait for backup, Kai. He'll have the place
locked down.”

“Update Wyatt. I'll meet you guys there.” | ended the call on Miggs tirade. |
wouldn’t wait around with my thumb up my ass while Lily was being tortured by

Patterson.

When | entered the shop and located Bridger under the hood of an old pickup truck, I
called out, “Bridger.”

He lifted his head and smiled. “Hey, Kai.”
“Where' sthe van?’
“Done, waiting for you to pick it up.” He went toward a workbench, then grabbed a

set of keys off a wallboard with nails sticking out. “Heard all the commotion at the
diner. What happened? Robbery?’



“No.” | caught the keysin midair. “Kidnapping.”

His gaze widened. “Damn, never heard of anything like that in these parts. Who got
taken?’

“I'll have Miggs wire the money,” | caled out as | left, clutching the keys in my
hands. | got into Lily’s van, then checked my messages. Miggs had come through
with an address. Forty-five-minute drive. Tops. | prayed it was the place Patterson
had Lily.

Before | could get the van in gear another text came through. This one from Wyatt:

On our way

| shoved the van into drive, then sped off. Patterson’s reign of terror was nearly at its
end. The bastard just didn’t know it yet.

*kk*%x

L ily

The guard escorted me into a small room with a desk and a couple of filing cabinets.
Patterson sat behind it, staring at a computer screen. As we entered, he glanced up
and smiled. “Ms. Hall, please have a seat.” He gestured toward the chair across from
him. The guard shoved me onto it and left the room. Now, | was aone with a man
capable of torturing another person. Capable of murder. The knowledge sent shivers
down my spine.

“Why have you brought me here?’ | asked, getting right to it. “I’ve done nothing to
you. | don’t even know you.”



He steepled his hands in front of him. “But we do have a mutual acquaintance, yes?’

“1 don’t know what you mean.” Dodging the question was the only thing | could do.
“1’m only passing through this area. I’m not staying.”

“You are from Walnut Ridge. Your mother’s name is Grace and you have a sister
named Victoria” He sat back in the chair, his brows pulling together. “I know all

about you, Lily.”

He' d researched me. Jesus, did that mean my mother and sister could be in danger?
“Great, then you know I'm telling the truth.”

He waved a hand in the air. “1 also know that you are staying with the Ravenbriars.
My understanding is that Kai has taken quite aliking to you.”

And how could he know that? Was someone watching Kai? Supplying Patterson with
information? “He helped me with my van. That’sall.” I tilted my head to one side. “I

don’t see how that’s any business of yours.”

“Everything about the Ravenbriarsis my business.” He tapped his bottom lip with his
index finger. “What do you know about them?’

“1 know they were kind enough to help me out when | wrecked my van.”

“l see,” he mused. “Y our knight in shining armor.”

“Why are you so interested in them?’ It was time to get some answers of my own.
“What do you care what they do?’

“They’ ve become a rather important project of mine. A very personal project.”



Project? Nothing sinister about that. God. “Y eah, see, that's super creepy.” | curled
my lip to show my distaste. “A grown man, focusing so much time and energy on a
family that—by all accounts—this town looks up to. Admires.” | narrowed my gaze.
“Almost like you have a grudge against them. Why isthat, Mr. Patterson?’

He slowly got to his feet. “ Doctor Patterson,” he corrected me, moving slowly around
the side of the desk. When he was standing in front of me, caging me in and
purposefully making me feel cornered, he warned, “You should address me

properly.”

“Doctor Patterson,” | said, using his name like a slur. “What is your specialty
exactly?’

“I’m researching tissue regeneration in animals,” he answered, his entire face filled
with excitement. “The lifespan is of particular interest to me. As is the reproduction
cycle”

“Fascinating,” | replied, my tone dripping with sarcasm. “That doesn’t explain your
bizarre interest in the Ravenbriars.”

He chuckled. “They’ve really told you nothing, have they?’

“Like | said, they helped me out.” Maybe if the freak thinks | have no romantic
interest in any of the guys, then he'll release me. Slim hope, but something to grasp
onto. “That’sall. I"'m not their confidant. I’m not their anything .”

His facial expression changed so fast that it was as if | were watching a magic show.
One second he was the indulgent doctor, then the next an evil demon. “Y ou’re lying.

| detest lying.”

“1 told you, I’'m only in Sach Valley because I’'m waiting for my van to be repaired.



That'sit.”

“Raymond!” he bellowed, fists at his sides.

When the guard opened the door, pulling his gun, | knew I’d made a grave error.

“Please show our guest to the medical bay. I'll be along shortly.”

“Sure thing, Doc,” he joyfully agreed, yanking on my arm so hard | screamed from
the pain radiating down my arm. Just before being dragged from the room, | peered
over my shoulder at Patterson. His eyes were glassy. | let my gaze travel downward.
An erection pressed against his slacks. My pain gave him pleasure. Who the hell was
this monster?

The guard leaned close to my ear. “You'll wish you were dead by the time he’'s done
with you.” His hold tightened, threatening the fragile bones in my forearm. “But
that’s when the fun truly begins. You see, Doc promised to hand you over to Harry
and me when he' s through.”

“No!” My knees gave out at the horrifying reality of it, earning me a punch to my
lower spine.

“Don’'t make me drag you, bitch,” he warned. “After all, Doc never said anything
about keeping my hands to myself.”

The threat sucked the air from my lungs. As we reached another room, this one
bigger, | saw several shiny metal instruments on trays. | didn’t want to imagine what
they were used for. A large operating table situated in the center of the room with
black straps dangling off the sides sent me into a panic. | yanked and kicked,
screaming for my life. Raymond punched me again. This time his fist connected with
my chin, throwing my head backward and stunning me.



Raymond took advantage, picking me up and throwing me onto the table. My head
struck the hard surface, causing my vision to blur. | struggled and fought, but
Raymond was stronger, bigger. Once he had me strapped down, my arms pulled tight
above my head and secured by another strap, he placed a hand on my breast and
squeezed hard enough to draw tears to my eyes. “No one is coming for you,” he
grunted. “No one is saving you. The only way out of this place isin abody bag.”

| didn't speak, only closed my eyes tight, refusing to give the sick bastard the
satisfaction of witnessing my terror. | heard the ripping of cloth, then a rush of air
blasted over my chest. He'd torn away my shirt. Raymond’'s fondling continued,
twisting and pinching until | was forced to turn my face to the side and vomit from
the pain of it.

“Bitch!” heyelled, slapping me across the face. “ Those are new shoes.”

“Raymond!” Patterson warned. “1 need her coherent, you fucking idiot.”

Theroom fell silent, and | knew | was alone with Patterson. | could smell his pungent
odor. | opened my eyes and saw his gaze trained on my bare breasts. A glob of spit at
the corner of his mouth dropped to the floor. “Let me go,” | pleaded.

He laughed. “You are quite asight, Lily.”

“They’ll come for you,” | warned through clenched teeth. “And there will be no
mercy.”

His glee turned to hatred. “Who? The Ravenbriars?’ His hand wrapped around my
chin and squeezed. “I’ m always one step ahead.”

“You know, in movies, the guy that thinks he's the smartest person in the room is
awaysthefirst todie.” | went silent, letting the words hang in the air between us.



Then | saw it. A tiny hint of fear reflected in his eyes. Patterson might hold all the
cards now, but not for long. Soon, it would be his screams echoing inside the cold
cement walls.

Patterson walked out of sight for a moment. When he returned there was a long metal
object in his hand. At the end of the device was a pronged tip. Oh, God, a cattle prod?

“What are you doing?’

He waved the evil thing in the air. “I’ll get my answers, Lily. It can be difficult or
easy. The choiceisyours.”

“What answers?’ | yelled. “I don’t know what you want from me.”

Patterson flipped a switch on the handle, then he jabbed it into my ribcage, sending a
current of electricity through me. | screamed and he did again and again. Finally he
switched it off and asked, “Now, let’'s start over, shall we?’ He placed the device
aside, then picked up a scalpel sitting on a metal tray. He held it to my cheek. “Kal
Ravenbriar, what is he to you?’

“I just met him,” | cried, every muscle in my body twitching from the shock from the
prod. “He' s been very helpful. Offered me a place to stay while my van gets fixed.”

He tsked. “Now, now. We both know there' s more to you two than that.” A thin slice
was my reward. | screamed, but the sound was drowned out by the laughter from the

guard across the room. “Have you two had intercourse?’

Tears streamed down my cheeks. “Please, you don’t have to do this. I'm not who you
think I am.”

Patterson gripped my chin and forced my gaze to his. “I have al the time in the



world, sweetie. We're going to get very well acquainted.”

“You're sick!” | shouted, jerking against the restraints. “What if this was someone
you love on this table? Y our daughter being tortured!”

Patterson jerked his head back as if 1'd slapped him, his eyes wide. “What did you
say?’

| stayed silent, unwilling to provoke him further. Patterson’s face had gone ashen, and
| would’'ve sworn he looked afraid. Afraid when 1I'd said the word daughter .
Interesting. | stored the information away .

“You will talk to me,” he said, spit flying from his mouth. “You'll tell me everything
| want to know. Everyone always does. Eventually.”

| closed my eyes and clung to the knowledge that Kai would find me. As Patterson’s
twisted interrogation continued to include his fists, a monkey wrench, even a ball-
peen hammer, | dipped outside myself. Where pain no longer existed. And al that
mattered was Kai.

Two hours later, Raymond dumped me on top of the cot in my cell, then shut the door
with a loud clang. Patterson was methodical. A psychopath, but methodical. He'd
known exactly how to inflict pain without causing me to pass out. Thin, small cuts
with a scalpel, followed up with strokes of his hands along my body. The jolt of a
cattle prod to my private parts until my screams reverberated inside my own skull,
then more fondling, massaging. | was forced to lie there and endure it all. Helpless.
And in the end, I'd been forced to listen to the grunts of his orgasm. The only
satisfaction was the frustration on his face when he hadn’'t gotten the answers he’'d
wanted.

A feathery touch along my cheek caused my eyes to pop open and fear filled me all



over again. | glanced around the small cell and realized | was alone. Kai? | said his
name inside my mind, not expecting an answer.

I’m close, Lily. Stay awake.

A shot of adrenaline flooded my system and | forced myself to sit up. Was |
hallucinating from the pain? How could Kai know where | was? | slowly got to my
feet, cradling my left arm with my right palm. | was certain it was broken, as were
severa other bones. | stared down at myself. Stripped of my clothes, | had full view
of the bruises forming all over my ribcage, abdomen, and lower. | bent and snagged
the sheet off the bed, then wrapped it around my body, before gingerly walking to the
bars. “Lucian?’

“Lily?" hereplied, hisvoice rife with surprise. “You ... you're okay?’

“Not really,” | answered, then cleared the emotion from my throat. “Kai says he's on
hisway.”

He was quiet for a moment, as if weighing the truth of my words. “Lily, I've had
visions, too. Patterson has a particular talent for making his prisoners see hope where

there often is none.”

No! My mind screamed the word. It was Kai. | was sure of it. I1t'd been histouch I'd
felt. Hiswarmth filling me. “It was him.”

| shuffled back to the cot and sat. He could believe me or not. | closed my eyes and
attempted to find that link again. Inhaling deeply, then exhaling slowly. Kai?

Lily?

Y our father thinks|'ve lost it.



Something similar to a growl filled my head. Tell him it was | who wrecked the
Mustang. Not Trakker.

“Lucian.”

“Yeah?

| repeated the confession, then waited. Lucian chuckled. “Damn, he redly is
coming.”

“1 don’t know how he knows where we are, though,” | said, voicing my fears aloud.
“What if he’s going to the wrong place?’

“He must’ve found something to lead him here. He wouldn’t have given you such
hope otherwise.”

| stared at the cell door. “And if Patterson comes back before Ka gets here?” | didn’t
want to admit it to Lucian, a man who'd endured two years of torture, but | didn’t

think | was strong enough for another session with the sadistic man.

“He won't,” he swore, his voice firm. “He'll let you recover before he starts on you
again. Patterson likes to wait until you’ re fully healed before he goes for round two.”

“Okay,” | replied. “Thank you. For ... for helping me.”

“1 would've killed them if | could ve,” he admitted. “I’'m sorry for what they did to

you.

“We're both getting out of here,” | promised. “ That’s al that matters.”

“You'restrong,” he praised me. “Kai chose well.”



“There are alot of things about your family that | don’t know. For instance, how can
| speak to Kai in my mind? That shouldn’t even be possible.”

“Ka will explain everything,” he said, after a beat of silence. “Have patience with
him. He's going to be ... agitated when he sees what they did to you.”

“Why is Patterson so interested in your family?’

“He believes our DNA holds the key to many of the answers he seeks.”

“That’s crazy. He talked about reproduction and the lifespan of animals. Their ability
to heal. How can your family help with that type of research? You' re human, for

crying out loud.”

“Lily, no one deserves to know the truth more than you, but it cannot come from me.
Speak to my son.”

“Believe me, | intend to.”
He chuckled. “I think | feel sorry for Kai.”
A small smile played at the corners of my mouth, but it was painful. | winced,

touching my lips with a fingertip. Blood. The horror swept over me in waves and this
timel let the tearsfall.
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| stood outside of Wyaitt’'s SUV, staring at the building. “She's here. | can fedl it.”



Miggs cleared his throat. “He bought the place a month ago. That’'s why we never
knew about it.”

“An old prison?’ Wyatt asked. “I don’t remember it.”

“It was barely used,” Miggs explained. “Not enough funding, the website said.”

Wyatt caught up to me, then said, “Kai and Fostine, go around back. Trakker and
Creeg, scout the area. | don’t want any surprises.” He pointed at Miggs. “Y ou’re with

me.

Creeg ran a hand through his hair, then shot a concerned look toward me. “I may be
needed inside.”

A muscle in my jaw flexed at the implication. “Trakker, you good on your own out
here?’

“Yeah. Just go. Bring them home.”
| nodded, then took off in a sprint, Fostine keeping pace beside me. We stopped near
the tree line and | waited while she undressed and shifted. Within seconds we reached

the back of the building. | saw the guard, but not before Fostine.

Tonight, my sister was on a mission, and | was here to make sure nothing went
wrong.

She was a deek, powerful figure moving stealthily. Her snowy white fur glinted in
the moonlight, and | felt a surge of pride and concern. Fostine was relentless, but she

was also reckless. | needed to be ready to step in if things went south.

The guard on patrol was oblivious to the predator stalking him. He moved casually,



his flashlight sweeping lazily over the area. | watched as he paused to light a
cigarette, the flicker of the flame momentarily illuminating his face. Fostine's eyes
narrowed, her claws extending as she prepared to strike.

In a blur of white, she lunged from the shadows, her powerful legs propelling her
forward with astonishing speed. The guard barely had time to react. His eyes widened
in horror as he fumbled for his gun, but it was too late.

Fostine collided with him, knocking the wind out of his lungs. He stumbled
backward, struggling to raise his weapon, but she was relentless. Her large canines
sank into his shoulder, tearing through flesh and muscle with ease. The guard
screamed, a sound that sent a shiver down my spine. This was Fostine at her most
uncivilized, her most deadly.

The guard managed to lift his gun, pointing it shakily at her, but Fostine was faster.
With a swift, powerful swipe of her claws, she knocked the weapon from his grasp,
sending it skidding across the ground. The guard’s eyes were wide with terror as he
realized hisfate.

Her jaws closed around his throat, cutting off his screams and replacing them with a
gurgling choke. Blood spurted from the wound, staining her fur a dark crimson. |
watched in awe, and no small amount of horror, as the life drained from him, his
struggles growing weaker with each passing second.

With a final, vicious bite, Fostine ended the guard’s life. She stepped back, panting
heavily, her eyes wild with the thrill of the hunt. Her chest heaved as she looked
down at the lifeless body, satisfaction and grim determination warring within her.
Fostine had sent a message tonight, but the real mission was far from over. She
glanced up, her eyes locking onto mine for a brief moment, a sense of triumph in her
gaze.



As she melted back into the shadows, | followed suit, my own senses alert for any
sign of danger. The hunt had only just begun. Fostine was determined to make sure
Gregory Patterson paid for his crimes,

Aswe moved, | couldn’'t help but feel a swell of admiration for my sister. She was all
grown up, a total badass, and the realization hit me hard. Gone was the girl who
needed protecting, replaced by a fierce warrior who could hold her own. Watching
her in action, | was impressed by her strength and skill. Fostine had become someone
to be reckoned with, and | couldn’t have been prouder.

We entered the building, Fostine went on a search while | was dead set on finding
Lily. I caught up to Wyaitt. “The back is clear,” | stated. “Fostine saw to that.”

Wyatt nodded. “Reach for Lily,” Wyatt urged.

| closed my eyes, sipping into my mind. The delicate brush of her fingers. | inhaled
Lily’s peach scent, then lifted my head to the ceiling. “Up there. Three floors at
least.”

Wyatt nodded, then headed for the stairs and stopped. “I’m shifting. I’ll be able to
reach her faster that way and | can warn you if there’s danger.”

| itched to shift too, but | needed to stay upright for Lily. | had afeeling she’d need to
be carried, and she wouldn’t recognize me in my Yucilon form. “Go,” | ordered, then
my gaze landed on Creeg. “What about you?’

“ She might need medical treatment,” he reminded me.

| let a growl escape before taking the stairs two at atime. A gust of air was my only
warning as Wyett leaped past me.



Creeg whistled low. “| aways forget how fast heis.”

| didn’'t speak, my entire concentration on Lily. When we reached the third floor, |
stopped, using my senses to locate her. | heard a low how! to the right. Wyaitt. I'd
recognize my apha anywhere. Creeg and | took off toward our brother. A row of
cells. One after another, all of them dark and empty, until they reached the last two.
Wyaitt sat on his haunches staring at the first cell. When we reached Wyaitt, we both
stumbled in shock at the sight of our father. Two more stepsand | saw Lily, and what
Patterson had done to her. She lay there, on a dirty old cot, utterly unresponsive and
completely unconscious. Her body was wrapped in a tattered white sheet, while her
left eye appeared swollen and bruised, accompanied by a cut on her lower lip. |
snarled, then gripped the bars and yanked, snapping the lock in two and letting it fall
to the floor.

“Lily,” I murmured, entering the room and slowly pulling her into my arms. “What
did he do to you, my love?’

She lifted her gaze to mine. “Y ou came.”

“Always,” | swore, holding her tighter. She rested her head against my chest, and |
could feel her body trembling as silent tears soaked my shirt.

| stood in the cell, my normally composed demeanor shattered by the sight of her. My
towering, muscular frame caused the small space to feel suffocating. My fists
clenched, knuckles turning white as the anger within me surged like a tempestuous
storm. My jaw was set and my eyes blazed with an intensity that could ignite afire.

Every fiber of my being burned with a fierce instinct to avenge. Adrenaline coursed
through my veins, my heart pounding like the beat of war drums. My protective
instincts roared to life, a primal force that overwhelmed reason. It was as though an
ancient guardian spirit had awakened within me, ready to unleash its fury upon any



who dared to harm my beloved.”

At Creeg's urging to hurry, | pulled Lily away a few inches, then bent and lifted her
carefully off the floor. “We're going home.”

Creeg cleared histhroat. “Patterson and the guards, they might still be here.”

“Fostine took care of one of them.” | wanted nothing more than to tear them all apart
with my bare hands, but my first priority was getting Lily to safety. “We'll deal with
Patterson later.”

Without warning, Fostine leaped around a corner and headed straight for us. There
was blood around her snout. “Perhaps the bastard is taken care of already,” Creeg
mused as he gripped the lock on our father’s cage and yanked. It fell to the floor and
he shoved the door wide.

“1 never thought I’ d see you boys again,” our father groaned, walking slowly from the
room. He'd lost at least fifty pounds and was nothing but skin and bone. His careful
movements and the stiffening of his shoulders were proof of the pain he wasin.

“1 takeit you can’'t shift?’ Creeg whispered to keep Lily from overhearing.

“No,” he answered. “Drugs.”

| had seen enough of the place and | needed to get Lily away. “Let’'sgo.”

Wyaitt led, heading back the way we came. When we stepped outside and spotted a
van tearing out of the parking lot, | cursed. “Patterson,” | groused, tightening my hold

on Lily.

“Where's Trakker?' Creeg asked, staring at something on the ground.



| followed his gaze. Blood, apool of it. | sniffed the air. “Fuck!”

Wyatt and Fostine disappeared around the corner. Within minutes the pair emerged,
dressed. “They couldn’t have gotten far,” Wyatt bit out, heading toward the SUV.
“Didn’t bother to slash the tires. Definitely in ahurry.”

“Lily needs medical attention.” | looked at Creeg for confirmation. “Y ou agree?’

“Yes,” hereached out a hand. “Toss me the keys. I'll drive her van.”

| didn’t want to release her. Didn’t want to put her down long enough to fish around
in my pocket. “In my jeans. Front left.” After Creeg retrieved them, he got in behind
the whesel.

“Lily,” | breathed out, staring down at her. God, she barely stirred. | needed her close.
Feeling her heartbeat, the steady rhythm calmed me. Kept me from losing my shit. |
held her against my chest and got into the passenger side of the vehicle. Before |
could slam the door shut, Wyaitt stepped up close, Miggs, Dad, and Fostine at his
back.

“How is it possible for that bastard to have grabbed Trakker?' Wyatt bit out. “No
way.”

“He must have tranked him,” Dad growled. “Patterson has a drug that he's been
perfecting for the last two years. One dart would’ ve taken him down.”

Miggs leaned over and stared at our father. “What the hell isit?’

Dad shook his head and grimaced. “I don’t know, but it's fast-acting and burns like
acid in your veins.”



“Jesus,” | muttered, staring down at Lily. Her ashen face and still form sent fear
barreling through me. What the hell had they done to her? “ Creeg, maybe you should
look her over now. Here.”

Creeg nodded, then leaned across the middle console and put his palm on her
forehead. He frowned, then felt his way over her arms, then lower to her abdomen.
“Multiple bruises are already forming,” he stated. “Her arm might be broken. But |
need to get her to the clinic, Kai.”

Wyatt cleared his throat. “Go, we'll video call from the truck.”

After he slammed the door shut, Creeg took off. | watched Lily. She was my world.
Creeg’' s phone chimed. He tapped the screen and Fostine' s face appeared. She swiped
sweat off her brow. | noticed my sister’s talons were still extended, blood dripping
from the lethal tips. “What happened back there?’ | asked, curious how many men
Patterson had stationed around the building.

“One guard. Had anice little reunion, right before | it histhroat,” she explained, her
voice devoid of emotion. “He won't be a problem anymore. Didn’'t see anyone else.”
She frowned. “You?’

On the phone in the background | saw Miggs open the side window, then sniff the air.
He cursed. “Only the sounds and smells of the forest,” my brother muttered. “1’m not
picking up anything.”

Wyaitt cursed. “Yeah, I’'m not seeing their van either. Bastards.”

Father reached for Fostine and squeezed her shoulder. “Y ou recovered, sweetheart?’

She nodded. “ Getting there. I'm sorry | couldn’t—"



“Don’'t,” Dad warned. “You did exactly what you needed to do. What | wanted you to
do.”

“Goddamn it!” Miggs yelled, pounding afist against the back of Fostine' s seat. “How
did the son of a bitch get away so quick?’

“He would've seen you guys arrive,” our father stated. “He hooked up cameras out
front. He hadn’t bothered with the rest of the building. | got the feeling the place was

atemporary holding facility.”

| stared at our father, noticing his hollow cheeks and gaunt appearance. He' d suffered
greatly at Patterson’s hands. “He was taking you somewhere else?’

He rested his head against the back of the seat and let out a heavy sigh. “I heard the
guards discussing it. | think it’ s further away. Different county.”

Wyatt watched out the windshield. “As much as | hate to admit it we've hit a dead
end. No scent. No sign of them at all.”

“We can’'t abandon Trakker,” Fostine yelled. “Patterson will—"

“Quiet!” Wyatt shot back. “No one is abandoning him, but we need to use our heads
right now.”

“1 say we keep looking,” Fostine muttered.
“Damn, straight,” Miggs answered, his gaze boring into the back of Wyaitt’s head.
“Patterson isn't torturing another member of this family. We're getting our brother

back.”

Dad cleared his throat. “That might not be so easy. | have a feeling the other facility



IS more secure. The guard said Patterson’s been working on the place for six months,
getting it ready for something big.”

When we hit the driveway leading to our compound, Creeg spoke into the phone, “we
can pick your brain about Patterson later, Dad. First | think you should head home. |

need to run some tests on you t0o.”

Father smiled. “She’s tough, Kai,” he praised. “Not many humans could handle what
she went through.”

| watched Lily sleep. “Patterson will pay for touching her,” | promised, allowing the
rage to filter into my voice.

“Kai,” my father said, gaining my attention. “Y ou have her back. Focus on that.”

“And the waiting is over,” Wyatt added. “Y ou need to make the exchange.”

“Speaking of exchange,” my father said. “She was able to link with you. That's one
hell of abond, son.”

| smiled. “The minute she wakes, she’ll hammer me with questions about that.”

“l suggest you take her to the cabin,” Father said. “Complete the mating there. In
private.”

“Please do,” Miggs groaned. “The rest of us don’t need to be privy to that.”

Wyaitt glared at Miggsin the rearview mirror. “Shut up for oncein your life.”

Creeg ended the call. Neither of us said anything else. The only thing that mattered to
me was Lily. Suffering through Patterson’s torture would take years to work through.



That it was because of me, my kind, would surely send her running. The thought of
never seeing her again, never holding her close, never tasting her soft breath against
mine was not an option. Wherever she went, | would follow. | had no choice.
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| saw Patterson come toward me. The gleam of a metal scalpel clutched in his left
hand sent shivers running through me. With each step, his twisted smile grew wider,
until | could see his perfectly white smile. As the razor-sharp edge touched my cheek,
| screamed.

“Lily!” avoice shouted asif at the end of along tunnel.

| calmed my breathing and listened more closely, warmth spreading through me as
the voice spoke again, gentler thistime. | recognized the deep baritone. Kai. My mind
conjured up an image of him and it calmed me. My lids fluttered open, slowly
allowing the room to come into focus. Creeg’s clinic. Not the cold, dank prison. Not
Patterson’s awful, clammy hands. Kai’s large, calloused pam rested against my
cheek, and | breathed asigh of relief.

“Lily?" Kai murmured, hisindex finger stroking absently.

| looked him over. He had dark circles around his eyes and his shirt was torn at the
neck. Dirt smears down the front completed the look. “What happened to you?’

Kai’s gaze widened. “Me? | think we should concentrate on you for now.”
The prison. Patterson and his guard torturing me. | closed my eyes tight to fend off

the images slamming into my mind. It did no good. “Oh, God,” | groaned, covering
my mouth with my palm.



“Easy,” Ka warned. “You are safe, | swear it.”
Safe . | let the word bounce around in my head, wondering if I'd ever feel that way
again. That's when | remembered the café, and Tessa. My eyes popped open and |

turned a pleading gaze toward Kai. “IsTessa... is she—"

“She’s well,” he quickly reassured me. “She’s here, actually. In one of the bedrooms
upstairs.”

Creeg cleared his throat. He stood directly behind Kai. | hadn’t noticed him there
before. But | knew what his presence meant. “I need to examine you, Lily.”

He would attempt to mend the physical wounds that had been inflicted upon me, but
as Creeg approached, my attention went back to Kai. “It's not ... you might want to
leave.”

He stiffened. “I will turn around, but I’ m not leaving this room.”

“Brother,” Creeg warned, “she needs privacy.”

Kai wavered, asif unsure what to do. “Lily? Do you wish meto leave?’

Did 1? He' d saved me. And for whatever reason, | felt connected to Kai. And having
him close gave me comfort. “No, don't go,” | answered. | reached for his hand,
entwining our fingers. My panic subsided. “Please don’t ook, though. I-I don’t want
you to see ... my injuries.”

A musclein hisjaw flexed and he offered me ajerky nod. “Y ou have my word.”

| took a deep breath. “Thank you,” | replied, turning my attention to Creeg. “I’ [l need
help. My arms ... | can’t lift them.”



Creeg's eyes warmed and he stepped around Kai. “I’ll be as quick as possible,” he
promised, his voice soft. After Ka closed his eyes, Creeg inched the sheet open.
When cool air hit my belly and chest, humiliation suffused me. He cursed under his
breath and | quickly looked away. | didn’t want to see the horror on his face. Didn’t
want to see what Patterson had done.

A shuffling of feet tore my gaze back to Creeg and | watched him open a tube of
cream or ointment. He held it in the air. “It’ll help with pain and stave off infection.”

| nodded, squeezing Kai’ s hand tighter. “There are also cuts lower.”

A growl emanated from Kai’'s chest, and a change came over him. | instinctively
knew he was about to lose control. “I'm alive, Kai. And I’'ll heal.”

Kai’s nostrils flared and he threw his neck back, face toward the ceiling. “I’ll tear him
apart for what he' s done to you.”

“Talk to him, Lily,” Creeg urged, as he spread the ointment on my exposed wounds.
“Keep him calm.”

| obeyed, offering Kai soothing words, even as Creeg slowly peeled away the sheet
that clung to my battered body. The pain intensified with each movement. My fingers
trembled, and my breath hitched as Creeg revealed the extent of the damage that had
been inflicted upon me. Ribs were marred by deep, angry cuts that oozed blood even
now, and my chest bore a tapestry of bruising that spoke of Patterson’s violence, the
kind that defied comprehension. But it was the marks on my breasts that cut the
deepest—the stark evidence of a violation that made my stomach churn with nausea
and my heart ache with awounded vulnerability.

Tears welled in my eyes as | looked down at my own body, a landscape of suffering
that echoed my inner turmoil. | held back the sobs that threatened to escape my



throat, fighting to be brave in the face of unimaginable horror. | had always prided
myself on my resilience, and yet in this moment, | felt like a shattered mirror
reflecting a distorted image of myself.

As my gaze shifted to Kai, and the helplessness etched across his features, a pang of
guilt joined the storm of emotions within me. Rage radiated off him like heat waves,
an amost tangible force that made my heart ache in sympathy. | couldn’t help but
feel responsible.

Tears spilled down my cheeks. | wanted to reach out, to comfort him in the midst of
my own suffering. A fierce determination surged within me—the need to ease his
burden.

Summoning all the strength | could muster, my voice barely more than a whisper, |
spoke. “I'm ... I’'m going to be okay. | promise.”

He flinched as if I'd struck him. “You never should’ve suffered. Patterson will pay
for touching you.”

I’d wanted to soothe the storm of emotions that were so clearly raging within Kai, but
it'd had the opposite effect. “You saved me, Kai,” | explained, aching for him to
understand that he' d torn me away from the darkness.

“Lily,” he groaned.
“Look at me,” | urged, no longer caring that | was nude. No longer worried about my
appearance. All | wanted was to see Kai’s eyes. His beautiful golden gaze. That's

what | needed.

When his eyes met mine, atempest of emotions swirled within their depths, and | saw
his anger waver. My heart swelled. We had a connection that went beyond words. In



that moment of shared vulnerability, we were united in away that only true soulmates
could understand.

With my body marked by pain and my heart aching, | realized that together we would
face the monster. | would heal from my wounds and emerge stronger than ever
before. And as | reached out my trembling hand to touch his cheek, something
inexplicable passed between us. My gaze shifted from Kai to Creeg, my breath shaky
as| tried to calm my racing heart.

Creeg’'s expertise was a beacon in a sea of pain. Kai’s protective instincts might have
flared at Creeg's proximity, but | was grateful for his presence. His expertise was
vital, his touch a source of hope amid my despair. As he assessed my injuries, |
winced at his touch along my wounded ribs. A hiss of pain escaped my lips, but |
forced myself to remain still.

Tears welled in my eyes once more, but this time they were born not only of pain but
of gratitude. Creeg’'s calm demeanor and practiced movements eased the tension
within me, offering a semblance of control in a situation that had spiraled beyond my
grasp. Thiswas about healing, nothing more.

As Creeg cleaned and bandaged the cuts along my ribs, his touch careful, | clenched
my teeth to stifle the groans of pain that threatened to escape, my fingers gripping the
edges of the examination table asif it were my lifeline. Each movement amplified the
fiery ache in my body, but | reminded myself that Creeg was not Patterson. That |
was no longer in that hell.

When he offered me pain medication, | eagerly accepted this time. The prospect of a
reprieve from the unrelenting agony was a small comfort, yet one that | welcomed
with gratitude. As the medication took effect, a soft sigh of relief escaped my lips,
and my muscles relaxed from their tense state. | closed my eyes to let the soothing
embrace of the medication dull the edges of my pain.



Throughout the process, Kai’s presence was beside me, his silent support a constant
reassurance. The tension in his frame hadn’t fully dissipated, his protectiveness still
simmering just below the surface, but | knew that his anger was not directed at me.
Asmy eyesmet his, | smiled in gratitude.

In that moment, as Creeg continued hiswork and Kai stood steadfast, | felt a glimmer
of hope flicker within me once more. | was safe. Kai would keep me that way. Of that
| had no doubts.
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My arms crossed tightly over my chest, and | clenched my jaw. Every movement of
Creeg's hands, every pained wince from Lily, fanned the flames of my protective
instincts and anger.

Once Creeg had finished bandaging the wounds and offered Lily pain medication, he
turned his attention to me. “Her injuries are serious, but with proper care, she should
be able to recover fully,” he said in acalm tone.

My response was a low growl. “I need to feel my claws around Patterson’s throat,” |
practically seethed, my voice laced with barely contained fury. “I won't rest until |
find him and make him pay. With blood.”

Creeg's gaze met mine, and there was an understanding there—an acknowledgment
of the fire that burned within me. “1 understand your anger. | fedl it, too,” he replied
softly, his voice tinged with empathy. “But right now, her recovery is the priority.
The emotional trauma of what she went through can be just as damaging as the
physical injuries.”



My fists clenched at my sides, knuckles turning white. “You think | don't know
that?’ | practically spat. “ They hurt her. They violated her. | won't let them get away
with it.”

My words hung in the air, heavy with a promise of vengeance that reverberated
throughout the room. Creeg’ s expression remained compassionate but firm as he said,
“I’ll be right by your side, brother. Let us find Patterson.”

A muscle twitched in my jaw, my gaze never wavering from Lily, who had since
closed her eyes. She was asleep, thanks to the meds. | lowered my voice to keep from
waking her and replied, “I’ll do whatever it takes to protect her, to help her heal. But
that bastard will die by my hand.”

Creeg placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. “I believe you,” he said, his voice
rife with understanding, as well as caution. “For now, we'll be glad we got her back.
Got Dad back.”

My brother was right, but all | could see were those cuts and bruises. Lily’s tears.
Some of my anger was tempered by my deep concern for my mate’'s well-being.
Creeg’ s words had struck a chord—the balance between vengeance and healing was a
precarious one. With a determined resolve, | turned my attention back to the woman
who had captured my heart. | knew that the journey ahead would be arduous, but |
was ready to faceit.

“Go, seeto Dad,” | ordered. “He'll need you.”
Creeg nodded, then stared down at Lily. “Let me know if she wakes.”
“Yeah.” | took the chair next to the table and sat. The soft rise and fall of her chest

took me down a few notches. When she woke, we would have to talk. And | would
need to tell her everything. No more secrets.



As | sat by Lily’'s side, my gaze unwavering, the door creaked open and a figure
stepped into the room, drawing my attention like a magnet. Fostine, always a striking
woman and so like our mother in appearance. Her long, flowing black hair cascaded
over her shoulders like a waterfall of darkness. Her attire was a blend of casual and
edgy—fitted jeans ripped at the knees showcased her slim figure, while a black tank
top accentuated the curves of her body. A leather jacket, worn with an air of effortless
cool, completed her ensemble. Her creamy alabaster skin was a stark contrast to the
blackness of her clothing.

Her eyes, the same shade as mine, widened as they landed on Lily. Her lips parted,
but no words came out as she took in the sight before her—L.ily lying battered and
bruised, a testament to the violence she had endured. The room grew still as my
sister’ s gaze moved toward me.

“Did you need something?’ | asked, frustrated that she was interrupting Lily’s
recovery.

“l won't ask if she's okay,” she bit out. “I know what Patterson is capable of.”

| nodded, my voice laden with fatigue, “Physically, she'll recover. But it's been ... a
nightmare.”

Fostine's steps quickened as she moved closer, her leather-clad arm reaching out to
touch mine. “I know how much you care about her,” she said softly, her voice
carrying the weight of her understanding.

I’d always had a bond with Fostine. One that I'd thought had been severed when
she’'d left. But in the quiet exam room, our kinship felt stronger than ever. It went
beyond mere siblinghood. Maybe it was because Fostine had suffered at Patterson’s
hands aswell. | didn’t know. But her presence eased the tension riding me.



Her concerned gaze returned to Lily. “1 know what she went through. | wouldn’t wish
it on my worst enemy.” Her heart clearly ached at the sight of Lily’sinjuries.

“Perhaps when she wakes you could speak to her,” | replied. “I think she would like
that.”

She nodded, then reached out, her fingers gently brushed against Lily’s hand. “I
will.”

My eyes softened as | looked at my sister, gratitude filled me. | had always known
that Fostine was strong, and | also knew that she was currently battling her own inner
demons, but to see her facing down this new challenge filled me with pride. That she

was willing to help Lily warmed me.

“I"'m sorry you were forced to endure Patterson’s torture,” | offered. “And since
you'’ ve been home, all we've doneis offer abunch of bullshit.”

She took a deep breath, her gaze returning to Lily, as she spoke with a vulnerability
that surprised me. “Look, | can’t fault you for the way you reacted when | returned. |
put everything through hell when | disappeared. Especially Dad.”

“That’s over. We're together now.”

“Yeah. A family.” She wrapped her arms around her middle, then added, “Lily will
have nightmares. Y ou’ll need to be patient with her.”

Fostine s revelation caught me off guard. “Do you have them?”’

She offered me ajerky nod. “So much so that | don’t want to close my eyes.”

I’d known that Fostine had been through something | couldn’t fathom, but to hear her



speak of nightmares, hearing the pain in her voice, sent a shockwave through me. My
sister’s strength had always been an inspiration, but now it took on a new depth.

“Look, I’'m not the sharing-is-caring type, but | want you to know that I’'m here for
both of you,” she continued, her voice steady. “| know how hard it’ll be to heal from
something like this.”

Sorrow welled up within me. | reached out and pulled my sister into a tight embrace.
“Thank you,” | whispered, my voice choked. “I’m in your debt, sister.”

Fostine returned the embrace, her presence a soothing balm for my creature’s rage.
As we pulled apart, she offered me a small, sad smile, her voice carrying so much
sadness that | felt it like a gut punch. “We'll get through this, together. And we'll
make sure that Patterson pays.”

A renewed determination flickered inside me as | stared down at Lily, still asleep and
vulnerable. With Fostine's support and my own unwavering resolve, | knew that we
could face the darkness that had descended upon our lives. And in that moment, a
tighter bond formed. After Fostine left, | began to form a plan. Soon, Lily would
belong to me. And no one would separate us ever again.
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Lily

The room was shrouded in shadows, the only source of light coming from a lamp
positioned on a desk across the room. The soft glow cast elongated silhouettes on the
walls, lending an ethereal quality to the space. | blinked, my eyes slowly adjusting to
the dimness as my consciousness fully returned. | was still in the clinic, my
surroundings familiar yet surreal.

Turning my head dlightly, | saw Ka seated nearby, a reassuring presence in the
darkness. My lips curved upward, and as our eyes met, his gaze warmed.

“Hey,” he said softly, his voice deep and rough.
“Hey,” | whispered in reply. “Time?’

He glanced at the far wall. “Three in the morning,” he answered, his hand reaching
out to touch mine, a gesture of comfort that | needed.

| nodded, my fingers lacing through his as | found myself drawing strength from him.
“Where's Creeg?’ | asked.

“He was just here. Checked on you, then stepped out,” Ka replied, his gaze
unwavering as he studied me. “He'll be back with something to eat.”

My mind wandered, thoughts drifted back to the painful memories that lingered just
beneath the surface. Fingers that caused pain, a diabolic mind that enjoyed hearing
my pleas. Images that were like ghosts haunting my consciousness. | closed my eyes,



taking a deep breath in an attempt to steady myself.
But the memories were relentless, clawing at my mind, threatening to engulf me in
their darkness once more. The violation, the loss of control, it al came rushing back,

asvivid and painful asif it were happening all over again.

Kai’s hand tightened around mine, his touch holding me in the present. “You're safe
now,” he murmured, his voice filled with empathy. “Y ou're not alone in this.”

Tearswelled in my eyes. “I fedl so ... violated,” | confessed, my voice quivering with
the weight of my words.

Kai leaned in closer, his eyes filled with fierce determination as he looked at me.
“You're not defined by what happened to you. You're strong, and you're a survivor.
You're aready taking steps toward healing by sharing your feelings with me. And
I’m here, every inch of the way.”

His words gave me courage. I’m not alone in my pain. “Y ou saved me.”

“We'll face this together,” he continued, his voice unwavering.

“Thank you,” | whispered, my voice filled with emotion. Kai had found me. Against
all the odds, he'd found me.

Kai flinched, then looked away. “Don’'t thank me. It never should’ ve happened.”
As we sat in the dimly lit room, our hands intertwined, a renewed sense of strength
filled me. There was still so much left unsaid between us. And | knew it was now or

never.

“Kal,” | began, my voice carrying a firmness that mirrored my resolve, “we've both



talked about not keeping secrets anymore. It’s time for you to tell me everything. |
need to know what you’ ve been keeping from me.”

Kai’s expression flickered with apprehension. And is that guilt I'm seeing? He
sighed, his fingers tightening around mine. “You're right. | should’'ve been honest
with you from the start.”

| nodded, a sense of validation washing over me. “Start with Patterson. Why did he
target me? Why is he so interested in you and your family?’

Ka took a deep breath, his eyes clouded with anger. “He’'s not just some random
psycho. He used to be part of Cedar Haven. Government experiments. Top secret
type shit.”

“He asked me odd questions. Wanted to know if you and | had ... mated. He used that
term. Why, Kai? What is Patterson to you?’

“Patterson has it in his head that my DNA holds the key to something he' s been after
for years.”

DNA? | couldn’t have heard correctly. But something Patterson had said weaved its
way through my mind. I’m on the brink of something profound , he'd said. “What is

he after?’

“Immortality,” Kai answered, a crease forming between his eyebrows. “Lily, you've
been pulled into this because of me.”

| didn’t have time to be angry with Kai. Yet. “Patterson is insane. Immortality isn't
possible. Why would he think your DNA holds the answer, Kai?’

He ran a hand over his face and sat back in the chair, his legs spread wide. “My



family ... we aren’t like you. We're different.”

| watched him carefully, noting the fear in his gaze for the first time. | would’'ve
thought Kai impervious to such emotions. “You're survivalists. That's a very
different way to live, sure, but nothing about that would make someone like Patterson
S0 obsessed with you.”

“We aren’t survivaists. We're ... not human.”

My brow furrowed as | processed the information. “Kai, you aren't making any
sense.”

He took a deep breath, then held up his hand, spreading his fingers wide. “Don’'t be
afraid. | won't hurt you.”

| swallowed hard, apprehension swamping me. “Okay.”

Kal flicked his wrist and claws appeared at the ends of his fingers. They were long
and lethal talons, appearing as sharp as blades. What is happening? Had | somehow
lost my mind? Was| till in that cell, unconscious, my brain misfiring? “What...”
“Easy.” He groaned. Another flick and the claws disappeared. “1 won’t harm you.”
“What are you?’

Kai’s gaze dropped, his voice thick with the weight of long-held secrets. “ Yucilon .”
The term sent me back to that moment in the woods when the wolf-like animal had
leaped into the clearing, baring itsteeth at me. “You said...” It al made so much more

sense. “Fostine. Your sister and that creature are one and the same,” | surmised. “Oh,
God.”



He hesitated, as if grappling with the truth. “Yes. You would call us shapeshifters.
Our family has been around for avery long time.”

Time. Suddenly the word held so much more meaning. | struggled to contain the fear
riding my spine. “Just how long is along time?’

“My father is over three hundred years old.”

| pressed a hand to my mouth, then instantly regretted the action as pain sliced a path
from my forehead to my lip. “This can’t be happening.”

“l know this is overwhelming, but you need to understand that we aren’'t savage
beasts, Lily. | won’'t hurt you. My family would die to protect you.”

“Why? Why me?’

“Because you and | have abond.”

The memory of being able to communicate with Kai with only my mind slammed
into me. “That's how you did it. That's how | was able to speak to you

telepathically.”

His eyes darkened. “Yes. Normally that isn't possible until after the mating is
complete. Somehow you managed it, though.”

The note of pride in his voice was woefully inappropriate considering the out-of-
control rollercoaster barreling through my head. “Y ou might look a little less excited
right now.”

“What you were able to do has never happened before. Linking your mind to mine
before the mating is complete shows how strong our bond is already.”



“Bond. Mating,” | groused. “I’m still trying to figure out what you are, Kai.”

“I’m the same man who tasted your lips last night. The same man who made your
heart race.” He leaned closer, his finger touching my chin, distracting me beyond
reason. “Admit it, Lily. You feel something for me.”

“I do, but...”

“1’m throwing too much at you. Y ou need rest more than explanations.”

| shook my head. “No. | need to know why Patterson tortured me. | deserve that
much.”

“You do, but you're exhausted. And I’m not going anywhere. You will get the truth.
All of it. | swear it.”

All the fight in me disappeared. | shut my eyes and attempted to block out the last
twenty-four hours, but it was no use. Patterson’s twisted smile stayed at the forefront,
taunting me. “He took my blood,” | whispered, my lower lip trembling. “He took so
many things. And I’ [l never be the same again.”

“Because he knows about us, about our relationship,” Kai explained. When | opened
my eyes again, our gazes met. His jaw clenched in fury. “He believed that by hurting
you, he could control me. He wanted to use you as leverage.”

My heart raced, arush of fear mingling with the determination that burned within me.
“So, al of this... everything that’ s happened ... it’ s not over, isit?’

Kai shook his head, his grip on my hand reassuring. “No, but | won't let him near
you. Ever again. Patterson’s a dead man walking. He's driven by his twisted
fantasies. But you're safe, Lily.”



Tears welled in my eyes as emotions swirled within my chest. | was glad for his
honesty, for his willingness to share the truth. The weight of it threatened to drag me
under, though. Kai had a mad scientist gunning for his family. And | had just been
thrust into the middle of it al.

The air was thick with the weight of the conversation that had just unfolded. My eyes
fixed on the ceiling, our words hanging in the air like the remnants of a storm just
passed. The pain medication that Creeg had given me, offering a respite, was starting
to wane, allowing the persistent ache of my injuries to creep back into my awareness.

“1 do think | need time to figure this all out,” | admitted grudgingly. “After dl, it's
not every day you meet an immortal shapeshifter.”

“I'm sorry,” Kai murmured. “I wanted to ease you into my world. It wasn't my
intention to have you dragged into it thisway.”

“1 know. It's not your fault that Patterson kidnapped me, Kai. | know you think it is,
butitisn’t.”

“It never would' ve happened had you not met me,” he grumbled. “There is no one
else to blame here.”

| smiled over at him. “I don’t regret meeting you.”

His hand reached for me, cupping my chin gently. “No?’

“I’m not sure what happens next. I’m not sure what role | play in this, but Patterson
won't come between us.” My fingers traced the edge of the blanket that covered my
legs as thoughts swirled like leaves caught in a gust of wind. Knots tightened in my
stomach, a visceral reaction to the secrets Kai had shared. The truth was both a balm
and atorment.



The door swung open, revealing Creeg with a tray in hand. The rich aroma of
something hearty permeated the air, providing a stark contrast to the emotional
intensity that lingered. My gaze flickered to the tray, my appetite grappling with the
tumult within me.

Ka nodded toward his brother. “Thank you,” he offered, his tone conveying his
gratitude. For the food or the reprieve from the conversation? | wondered.

Creeg's gaze warmed with a touch of compassion, then shifted to me, lingering for a
moment before placing the tray on the small table beside the bed. “Bone broth will
nourish you, and | brought you a cup of hot tea to soothe your nerves,” he explained,
his words filled with the reassurance only a doctor could provide. “ Are the pain meds
wearing off?’

“A little, yeah.”

Creeg nodded, then picked up a bottle sitting on the desk and brought it to me. “I
know you don't like pills, but these aren’t addictive, | promise.”

“Under the circumstances, I'm perfectly happy to shelve my normal contempt for
those things.”

Concern furrowed his brows as he handed me two small round pills. “I didn't get a
chance to say this before, but | think you're very brave, Lily.”

| didn’t speak, couldn’t without crying. Instead, | snagged the pills, popped them into
my mouth, and swallowed. After Creeg departed, my fingers trembled as | reached
for a cracker. My body felt heavy, a manifestation of the pain and the weight of the
revelations I'd just heard. | took a tentative bite, my eyes distant, as if staring into the
depths of my thoughts.



Beside me, Kai’s presence grounded me. He reached over, his touch gentle as it
covered my hand. Our fingersintertwined and my breathing slowed.

“Take your time,” he whispered, his voice a calming murmur. “There’ s no rush.”

Tears welled in my eyes. | was grateful that | was no longer in that dark, cold cell.
Thankful that Kai had come for me. That he appeared content to watch over me like a
dark guardian. | met his gaze, my heart raw with the intensity of my emotions.
“Thank you,” | breathed, my voice tinged with afragile sincerity.

“I will keep you safe, Lily.”

| leaned in closer, my forehead resting against his, our breaths mingling in the
stillness of the room. “We'll face whatever comes our way together.”

He nodded, his eyes locked onto mine, determination burning within his gaze.
“Together,” he echoed, his deep voice carrying an unwavering promise.

As we resumed eating, | felt stronger. | wasn't sure if it was the food or Kai. Both, |
suspected. The darkness began to recede. Ironic that in the depths of Patterson’s
prison, the bond between me and Ka had strengthened. Patterson only wanted to
destroy, but that plan had backfired. The thought made me smile.

*k*k*%x
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| watched as Lily dept. 1t'd been an hour since she’'d finished eating. She seemed
more at peace now. The pain medicine had kicked in and she’ d nodded off, the spoon
still clutched tightly in her hand. | released it from her grasp and placed it aside, then
covered her with a thicker blanket, content to watch her sleep. All that she'd been



through, the pain and the revelation of my true nature, and yet she hadn’'t run
screaming. Her strength was admirable.

The door behind me creaked and | craned my neck to see Fostine entering the room. |
quirked a brow. “What isit?’

“Wyatt wants a meeting.” She nodded toward Lily. “I'll sit with her in case she

wakes.

Reluctant to leave Lily even for amoment, | asked, “Is there news of Patterson?”’

She shrugged. “Wyatt didn't go into detail, but he wants you in his office now.”
When | still hesitated, Fostine nudged my arm. “1 won't leave her, Kai. Swear it.”

| slowly got to my feet, then bent and placed a gentle kiss on Lily’s forehead. She
didn’t stir. A testament to her fatigue. “1f she wakes, | want to be aerted.”

“Of course.” Fostine fell into the seat I'd vacated. She crossed her legs at the ankles
and added, “I’ll text you.”

| made my way to Wyaitt’s office. When | shoved open the door, | found my brothers
filling the room. Our father sat in a chair near the desk. He bore the visible marks of
being at Patterson’'s mercy. His face, once full of life, now carried a pallor. Dark
circles shadowed his eyes, telling of slegpless nights. Bruises adorned his skin like
morbid artwork, mottled shades of purple and blue that stood out starkly against his
complexion. Everyone watched the man, who was once their apha, with equal
amounts of concern and curiosity.

| cleared my throat. “What isit?’

Wyatt stood in the center of the room, his overwhelming presence setting me on edge.



“Dad’ s been filling us in on Patterson’s motives.”

“He wantsour DNA,” | replied. “Thisisn't new information.”

“It's more than that,” Wyatt explained. “He isn't just after immortality. He wants to
create his own army of super soldiers.”

“That’snuts,” | grumbled. “Even for that crazy bastard.”

Wyatt nodded. “ That’s what | said, but it'strue.” He glanced at our father. “Tell them
al what you told me.”

He shifted in the chair, his movements slow. “He didn’t just have Fostine and me
prisoner. He had others. Humans. He's been experimenting on them. Injecting them
with our blood. | think he's made some kind of breakthrough, because he's been
different lately.”
“Different how?’

“Like he won the fucking lottery,” he muttered.

| ran a hand through my hair. “There was only you and Lily at that old prison. No
others. We would' ve picked up their scent.”

“Not there,” our father said. “The last place Patterson had me. The place Fostine
escaped from.” He sighed. “I think Patterson moved them to the new facility. He kept
me behind when he went after Lily. | think ... I think | was bait.”

My chest tightened. A feeling of impending doom filled me. “Bait for what?’

“I think he'd gotten all he could from me.” He waved a hand over his body. “I mean,



look at me, he’'s al but drained me dry.” Hislower lip curled in disgust. “He wanted a
fresh guinea pig.”

“Jesus,” Miggs grumbled, running a hand over his short spiky hair. “ Sick fuck.”

| ignored him, keeping my attention on our father. “He was going to kill you once he
got his hands on fresh meat,” | surmised. “Trakker.”

“That son of abitch!” Cage roared. “Our brother is at the mercy of that maniac.”

“Shut up, Cage,” Wyatt ordered the youngest of us. “There’s more. We were correct
about there being othersinvolved in this.”

“Patterson has help,” Father said, adding fuel to the fire. “People are funding his
experiments. Maybe even military. Black ops kind of shit.”

It was far worse than | feared. | braced my feet apart, staring at our dad. “So even if
we shut down Patterson, it wouldn’t matter. Our DNA is aready in enemy hands.”

“That’sthe gist of it,” WYyatt groused. “ Regardless, we have alead on Trakker.”
“Yeah?' It was asmall piece of good news, but we all needed it, clung to it.

“Miggs found a few new sites under Patterson’s name,” Wyatt replied, nudging his
chin toward our computer genius brother. “We're leaving in an hour to scout them

out. With any luck, Trakker isbeing held at one of them.”

| was skeptical. Patterson wouldn’t risk losing his latest catch. “Think he’'d be dumb
enough to put the place in his own name? Again?’

Dad spoke up. “I think he'll have the place as secure as Fort Knox. And he's arrogant



enough to believe we won’t be able to get over the wall.”

“He' d be wrong,” Wyatt assured us. “We're getting our brother back. Tonight.”

Severa grunts of agreement filled the room. After everyone settled, | said, “I'll be
ready. Let metalk to Lily first.”

“No, you're staying behind,” Wyatt ordered. When | would’ ve argued, my brother |et
out alow growl of warning. “Thisisn't up for debate. We got lucky when we found
Dad and Lily. Your only job now is completing the bond. She needs to be brought
into our world, Kai. No more waiting. Y ou put her at risk if you do.”

Creeg cleared his throat and spoke up for the first time. “It's a good idea,” he said,
adding his weight to Wyatt's. “The transformation will aid in her healing. She'll be
stronger. With your blood flowing through her veins, she'll be less vulnerable.”

| knew my brothers were right, but it still rankled to be sitting on the sidelines while
my family went into battle. Wyatt seemed to sense my apprehension and closed the
distance separating us. “I’m not leaving you behind solely to complete the bond. |
also need you to watch over Tessa. | need to know she's safe, Kai. She cannot leave
here. It wouldn’t be safe for her.”

“Terrific,” | groused. “And if she insists on leaving, you'd like me to tie her to the
bed or what?’

Wyatt’'s gaze went cold. “Do whatever you have to. Tessa doesn’'t leave this house
until | return.”

“1 was sort of hoping to take Lily to the cabin,” | replied, needing to be alone with my
mate. Needing to feel her close. “I can’t do that if I’ m babysitting.”



“Hey!” Dad exclamed. “I might be injured, but | can still keep a small human female
from bolting. Shit, I’'m not dead yet, boys.”

Wyatt nodded. “And Fostine is staying, too,” he announced. “She's needed here. |
know she's going to bust my balls about this, but Fostine has seen enough of
Patterson’s depravity to last alifetime.”

“Agreed,” | replied. “Besides | think it'll be good for Lily to talk to another female
who understands what she went through.”

Wyatt nodded, then pulled out his cell phone and checked the screen. “Now, let’s go
find Trakker and bring him home.”

Everyone filed out of the room, but before Wyatt could leave, | caught him by the
arm. He quirked a questioning brow at me.

“1 should be going on this mission with you. We both know it.”

“No, you should be taking care of Lily.” My brother’s gaze softened. “You found
your mate, Kai. There’ s nothing more important than her right now.” He paused, then
added, “Before she arrived, | believed that our family wouldn't live to see another
century. Her presence here changes everything. For the first time in a long while, |
have hope.”

“The next generation of Y ucilon s, you mean,” | concluded. And how did | feel about
being a father? Petrified pretty much covered it. But there was also excitement. And
if the child looked like Lily...

“Maybe,” Wyatt replied. “It's never been done before, but Lily is strong and your
bond is powerful.” He clutched my shoulder and squeezed. “Protect her with your
life.”



| didn’t need to betold. Lily wasmy life. And | wouldn't lose her again.
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Lily

The sterile white room blurred and shifted as | sowly regained consciousness. The
remnants of my ordeal with Patterson haunted my every sensation. My body ached,
and each breath was a reminder of the pain | had endured. | tried to blink away the
haze, struggling to piece together my surroundings. As my vision steadied, a figure
came into focus by my bedside. It was Fostine. Kai’s sister. My conversation with
Kai came back. Yucilon . Fostine and the creature from the woods were one and the
same. As| stared at her, my brain couldn’t quite make sense of it.

My eyes locked onto Fostine's face, reading the same conflicting emotions that
stirred with me. Fostine’s guarded expression reflected the shadows of her ordeal. |
felt a pang of empathy; | knew that Fostine had suffered the same atrocities at
Patterson’ s hands.

“Hey,” Fostine's voice was soft, though there was unease beneath its surface.
“You're awake.”

My throat was dry, my voice barely a whisper. “I see him when | close my eyes.”
Silence hung between us, heavy with the weight of unspoken words.

Fostine's features tightened, her jaw clenching as she struggled to contain the
emotions that threatened to spill over. “Me too.” Her voice trembled. “I know the
kind of monster heis.”

My eyes welled with tears. Pain and sorrow mingling. “I’'m so sorry,” | choked out.
“I’m so sorry that you went through this, too.”



Fostine' s shoulders tensed, her gaze averted before returning to mine. “Don’t do that.
Don’t pity me,” she said, her voice tinged with bitterness. “Pity is for the weak. You
and |, we aren’'t weak.”

| nodded, my heart heavy with the weight of our shared trauma. “1 don’t know how to
... how to heal from this.”

Fostine' s expression softened, a flicker of understanding breaking through her armor.
“One day at atime,” she said quietly. “I’ve been down this road, Lily. It's going to
suck for awhile. But we can walk it together, right?’

“Right.” Tears streaked down my cheeks as a sense of companionship settled over
me. Fostine’s vulnerability, beneath her guarded exterior, was a quiet haven. “He's

evil. I’ve never known such evil.”

Fostine patted the back of my hand. “He'll get his,” she promised, her voice raw.
“Until then, we aren’t going to let him define us. Get it?’

My hand squeezed Fostine's. “Thank you,” | whispered.

Fostine' s lips quirked into a faint, understanding smile. “Let’s take this one step at a
time,” she said, her tone gentle. “We'll heal, and we'll show the world that survivors
are more than their scars.”

In that moment, as our hands held tight, the room felt alittle less cold.

“Fostine.” My voice trembled. “1’ ve been thinking about Kai.”

Fostine' s gaze shifted from the window to me, her expression guarded but attentive.
“What about him?’



| hesitated, playing with the edge of the blanket. “He saved me from Patterson. He's
been so kind, and he's helping me through al of this. But I’'m worried ... about what
he might do to Patterson.”

Fostine' s eyes darkened, her jaw clenched. “Kai has every right to want vengeance,”
she said through gritted teeth. “He’'s angry for what Patterson did to you, to both of
us.”

| shook my head, as conflicting emotions warred inside me. “I can't let him do
something that will ruin his life, Fostine. | don’t want revenge. | just want him to be
safe.”

Fostine's eyes held a wealth of frustration, as well as understanding. “Lily, he's not
like other people. He's determined to protect you, to make sure Patterson can’t hurt
you ever again.”

| took a steadying breath, my gaze unwavering. “But | don’t want his life to be
consumed by that darkness. He' s aready been through so much.”

A shadow of contemplation passed over Fostine' s features before she spoke, her tone
softer. “Y ou care about him alot, don’t you?’

| nodded, my lips curving upward. “More than | thought was possible after
everything.”

Fostine's shoulders relaxed, her expression softening. “I think you need to have an
honest conversation with him,” she advised. “Tell him how you feel, and maybe you

can find amiddle ground.”

My brows furrowed as | tried to imagine that conversation. “Y ou'reright.”



“1 usually am.”

My fingers traced the pattern on the bed sheet before | looked up. “There' s something
else, something Kai told me. He revealed afamily secret.”

Fostine grinned. “ Oh, yeah? And what secret might that be?’

| took a deep breath, my voice steady. “ That you' re shapeshifters.”

Fostine winked. “He finally told you, huh?’

| nodded, my eyes shimmering with wonder, and no small amount of uncertainty. “He
explained it to me. About your family. Not much, but we haven’'t quite had time to
really talk.”

Fostine s lips twitched. “| suppose secrets have a way of being revealed when they’re
needed most.”

“I don’t know much about it, but it's alot to takein.”

Fostine's expression grew more serious, her gaze holding a determined spark. “If
you're willing, | can help you understand more about our abilities. | can even teach
you to defend yourself. To ... to protect yourself from anyone who might want to hurt

youl.

Surprised by the offer, | asked, “You'd do that?’

Fostine sat up straighter, her demeanor one of control. “I’ve learned that facing our
fears and embracing our strengths is the only way to truly heal. If you're willing to
learn, I'm here to help you every step of the way.”



As the conversation between us flowed, the room’'s atmosphere radiated a sense of
newfound understanding. Just as the warmth of our sisterhood settled in, the door
creaked open, and Kai stepped in. His eyes found mine, and he grinned. As if happy
to see Fostine and me getting along.

“Am | interrupting something?’ Kai’s voice was laced with a playful tone as he
entered the room.

| exchanged glances with Fostine, our expressions softening. “No, not at all,” |
replied.

Kai’s attention shifted to Fostine, his smile lingering. “I’m glad you two are talking.”

Fostine' s response was a nod, a guarded but acknowledging look in her eyes.

Kai’s demeanor shifted as he continued, his tone growing more serious. “| wanted to
let you both know that Wyatt and the others are going after Patterson.”

Fostine's gaze hardened, a flicker of anger surfacing. “What? Why wasn't |
informed?’

Kal let out a heavy sigh. “It was Wyatt’s decision,” he answered, his tone firm. “He
believes they might be able to retrieve Trakker.”

Fostine' s hands clenched into fists. “And you're just leaving me behind, like | can’t
handle myself out there?’

Kal took a step closer, his eyes locking onto Fostine's. “No, it's not about that. Wyatt
thinks you're needed here, at the house. Our father is still recovering, and Tessa
needs someone looking after her, and Lily...”



As my gaze met Ka's, | understood what he wanted from me. “1 need someone here,
too,” | added softly.

Fostine's shoulders slumped, her anger giving way to a begrudging acceptance.
“Fine,” she muttered. “But | don’t haveto likeit.”

Kai’s smilereturned. “If it makes you fedl any better, I’ m staying behind too.”

“Good. If | can't be in on the fun, then neither should you,” Fostine muttered, her
shoulders relaxing afraction.

“Figured you'd say that,” Kai grumbled as he glared at his sister.

Fostine stood, then pointed a finger toward the door. “I’m going to go see if Dad
needs anything.”

| swallowed back alump of emation. “Thanks. For everything.”

Fostine shrugged, then left the room.

Kai and | stared at each other, asif neither of us were sure what to say or do. | broke
the silence. “You and | have a lot to talk about, but I’'m tired of this room. Tired of
these cold white walls and this awful table.”

He nodded. “Let me check with Creeg to see if it's safe to move you,” he offered,
pulling out his phone. | waited, only hearing Kai’ s side of the conversation. When he
tucked the device back into his pocket and smiled, | knew it was good news. “Can
you walk?’

“I’ll do anything to get out of here,” | replied, gently moving to a seated position. |
clutched the sheet to my chest, aware of my undressed state. “Uh, | might need some



help.”

Kai closed the distance and wrapped one arm around my back, steadying me with his
big powerful frame, then helped me off the table. | wobbled and the room spun.

“Whoa, easy,” Kai murmured.

“Themeds,” | explained. “I think they’ re making me lightheaded.”

His eyes darkened, worry etched into his rugged features.

| rushed to reassure him. “I’m fine, really. Just need to get my sealegs.”

“1 can carry you if you—"

“No. | candoit,” | assured him, my voice harsher than I’d intended. “ Sorry, it's just
... | hate feeling so helpless.”

“You are anything but helpless,” he swore, his voice filled with pride. “Y ou’ ve been
through so much since meeting me. Most would've buckled under the pressure by

now.

“You've brought color to my life, I’ll give you that,” | teased, thinking back over the
last few days. “God, hasit really only been two days?’

“Time doesn’t matter,” he replied, leading me out of the room and up the stairs. “All
that mattersisthat you are aive.”

We reached the third floor and the room I'd been using. “A shower sounds amazing
right now,” | breathed out. “| want to wash away the feel of that place.”



“Let me help,” Kai urged. “I’ll be discreet.”

| could feel my cheeks heat at the idea of Kal seeing my nude body. Bruises, cuts, and
al. Still, 1 didn’t relish the idea of being alone with my awful thoughts. “Okay,” |
rushed to agree. At hissurprise, | added, “I trust you.”

“You won't regret it.” He pushed open the door and flipped on the light, bathing the
room in a gentle glow.

My suitcase sat open on top of the dresser, clothes sticking out in a bundle of
wrinkles. | made my way toward it and picked out a pair of soft, grey jogging pants
and an oversized hunter-green sweatshirt. | remembered when my friend Lisa had
gotten it for me. It'd been Christmas time and we'd gone shopping for last-minute
gifts. The sweatshirt had been in the clearance bin. | hadn’'t wanted to spend the
money on myself so Lisa had snatched it up and bought it. It made me smile to think
of the happy moment amidst all the chaos surrounding me now.

“Lily?” Kai’s deep, cam voice tore me from memory lane. He stood in the doorway
leading to the bathroom. He' d already turned on the water.

| smiled. “I’'m okay,” | replied, hoping to relieve hisworries.

He stepped out of the way, allowing me to enter the small room. “It’s warm, but not
hot. Y ou’'ll want to ease into the water because of your cuts.”

Ka stood at the doorway, commanding attention with his powerful presence. His
sculpted body, every contour of his muscular form, was etched with determination.
The faded jeans he wore clung to his legs, accentuating his well-defined thighs and
calves, asif tailor-made to showcase his physical prowess.

A long-sleeved black shirt hugged his torso snugly, emphasizing his broad shoulders



and chiseled chest. The fabric strained against the tension of his muscles, speaking to
a life dedicated to physical activity. The shirt's sleeves bunched up at his biceps,
hinting at the raw power he possessed.

His hair was as usual a wild, shaggy mess that fell over his forehead and tumbled
down to the nape of his neck. The unkempt strands framed his ruggedly masculine
face. His intense gaze exuded an aura of brooding complexity. His facial hair lined
hisjaw, adding to his enigmatic allure.

However, the intensity in his eyes was momentarily softened by concern as they
locked onto me. | stiffened. Concealing the bandages and bruised skin wasn't going
to happen. “Don’t do that,” | warned. “Don’t look at me asif I’ m about to break.”

Kai’s brows knitted together, the anger plain to see in the tenseness of hisjaw. “I see
strength, Lily. Strength and beauty. That's all | see when | look at you.”

Despite his words, his imposing presence, his concern for me was still evident. Asif
he were fighting to keep his emotions in check. He stepped forward, his movements
deliberate, as if seeking to bridge the emotional distance that had suddenly grown
between us.

“Kai,” | breathed his name, letting it linger in my mouth.

“Lily,” he murmured, his arms at his sides, fists clenched as if having a difficult time
staying still.

| could relate. My emotions were swirling like a hurricane inside. His big muscular
body filled the space and | felt small in comparison. | lowered my head, staring at the
floor. Shyness clung to me like a second skin, my natural inclination to be bold
overshadowed by a suffocating apprehension. “I can still feel him,” | confessed,
desperately aching to meet Ka’s gaze, to show him the strength | knew that |



possessed deep inside, but my confidence had abandoned me.

“Would you like my touch instead? Feel my hands along your skin? Would that chase
away that haunted look in your eyes, my love?’

Did I? Would | panic if he held me close? “The pain from his torture is one thing. |
can handle that. But the emotional hurt that accompanies it is gnawing away at my
need to move on. | don’t want this to define me.” How could | make Kai understand
that Patterson had left his mark on my psyche, and the humiliation sat like a heavy
weight on my shoulders?

A touch along my chin forced my gaze upward. Kai stood in front of me, his eyes
filled with something very close to love.

“I"'m sorry,” | groaned. “Fostine, your father, they were put through much worse, and
they aren’t bellyaching about it.”

“Fostine cries,” Ka admitted. “And father has a long recovery ahead of him. Trust
me, they are very much affected by what they went through. Don’t doubt that.” He
paused, then added, “Get angry, Lily. Scream and curse, but don’t let that bastard
steal your spirit thisway.”

Anger coursed through my veins like fire, directed not only at Patterson and his
goons, but at myself for alowing the situation to unfold. “I am furious. In that room, |
begged, Kai. Begged him to stop. Begged to be released. | hate myself for that. | hate

him.

“Look at me, Lily,” he urged, his voice dark.

Summoning a smidgeon of fragile courage from deep within, | looked up slowly,
meeting his eyes. They burned with an intensity that I'd never seen before. With a



trembling hand, | reached for him, cupping his strong chin. “Y ou give me strength,
Kai.”

“You will never suffer histouch again,” he swore. “That’ s the truth.”

“1 believe you,” | whispered.

When | grasped onto the edges of the sheet, Kai’s eyes quickly closed. He really was
a man of his word. Something shifted inside of me. | didn’t want to hide from him.
We' d started arelationship before Patterson had swooped in and attempted to destroy
it. I wouldn’t let the bastard win. | dropped the sheet to the floor. “Kai,” | urged.
“You can look.”

He never hesitated to lift his eyelids. Now, with his gaze on me, raking over my body,
a bout of uncertainty washed over me. His intense eyes stopped on my chest and a
low growl emanated from his chest. “I’ll make him hurt a thousand times before |
grant him death.”

As | stood there, even the room seemed to hold its breath, tension thickening the air.
Ka watched me, fury radiating off him in waves. As if the sight of my injuries had
intensified the savage instinct within him, a fierce possessiveness that only fueled his
determination to make things right. His jaw clenched, and his fists involuntarily
curled as he appeared to battle against the surge of anger that coursed through his
Veins.

He stepped forward, his movements controlled but purposeful, his expression
hardening. “You are such beauty,” he praised, his voice softening, taking away some
of the tension with its sincerity.

| swallowed down my reservations and stayed still while Kai stroked me with his
heated gaze. “Maybe you could undress,” | teased. “Y ou know, so it’s fair.”



“Being with me isn’'t the same as being with a human,” he warned. “I need you to
accept me. All of me.”

“What does that mean?’

He shifted from one foot to the other, asif nervous all of a sudden. “I want you, Lily,
as my mate.”

“Mate,” | repeated the word, unsure exactly what he was saying. “Like for life?’

“Yes,” he growled. “When we make love, it will seal the bond between us. Tying us
together.”

“1 think 1 need more information,” | said hesitantly.

Kai nodded, then stepped away. The hurt in his gaze couldn’t be hidden, though. “I’ll
help you wash, then we can talk.”

“Kai’ I_”
“It's okay, my love,” he assured me, smiling for emphasis. “I’'m in no hurry. When
we come together, it'll be because you ache for me the way | do you. Because you

need me the way | need you.”

| reached up, cupping his unshaven jaw. “I do need you, but I’'m kind of in the dark
here. Y our world is new to me.”

“And you need time to adjust. For now, let me tend to you. | only want to make you
feel better.”

“And we're not going to let Patterson intrude. Not here. | don’t want to think of that



monster. | only want to think of you. Feel you. There'sonly us. No one else.”

“Only us,” he repeated, his voice wildly sexy. A twinge in my back tore me from my
erotic musings. The pain was another reminder that | needed time to heal and come to
grips with what I’ d endured. | needed to be whole, for Kai. And for myself.

| stepped away from him, then got into the shower. Warm water sluiced over my skin,
soothing the aches. Kai stayed outside the tub, my ever-present guardian, keeping the
monsters at bay. The thought filled me with love. | closed my eyes and let the water
wash away the pain.
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The room seemed to crackle with an electric charge as | watched Lily settle into bed,
her body stiff, gaze fixed on me with curiosity. The shower had revitalized her,
cleansing away the remnants of her ordeal, but now it was time to cleanse the
connection between us. Too many lies. Too many half-truths.
“Feeling better?’ | asked, my voice alow rumble, hinting at something deeper.

A subtle nod and a delicate smile. “1 am. | needed that.”

When Lily’s pretty green eyes caught mine and held, it fueled my hunger. The mating
would need to happen soon. My Y ucilon side was about out of patience.

| sat on the edge of the bed, keeping the covers between us. A barrier. | needed it. “I
should let you sleep. The sunis nearly up and you’ re exhausted.”

She grabbed my forearm, holding on tight. “I don’t want you to go. | want to know
about you, Kai. About your family.”

“Okay,” | replied. We were about to delve into the depths of my shapeshifter
heritage, a secret that had remained hidden from the world. From humans. Until now.

“You said you shift. | saw the claws. Does that mean you have teeth like awolf, too?’

The fascination edging her voice gave me hope that she wasn’t going to lose her shit
the minute she saw me change. With her damp hair cascading like silken threads



around her face, | allowed myself a moment to appreciate her presence, her beauty. A
moment to steady myself before revealing the truth about my family’s extraordinary
nature.

“We do have teeth like a wolf. Bigger, though,” | began, my gaze an unyielding
anchor as it locked onto hers. “Our animalistic nature is intricately woven into the
fabric of our being. Fostine has a dightly smaller body and lighter fur than the rest of
us. But she'sjust as capable as me, as any of us. Wyatt is our alpha, our |eader.”

“That’ swhy you all defer to him,” she concluded. “| wondered about that.”

“Father was our apha, but he left in search of Fostine. Wyatt took his place, kept us
together, kept us whole.”

She frowned. “Now that your father is back, will he resume his place?’

| had wondered that myself. “I don’t know, but that’ s a problem for another day.”

“You're right,” she waved a hand toward me. “So, are there others like you? And
what about your mom? | haven't heard you mention her.”

“There are others. Other families” My jaw stiffened as memories surfaced. “Our
mom ... the virus killed her. It swept through our kind like a plague.” | sighed,
remembering it as if it were yesterday. “Only the females. The disease spread
quickly. No one knew how to stop it. It took them, one by one.”

Lily’s eyesfilled with sympathy, as if her heart ached for the loss of my people. “I'm
so sorry, Kai.”

| took a deep breath, my grip on her hand tightening. “Fostine is the last female.
We're not sure how she survived when so many others didn’'t. She's different



somehow.”

Lily’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Different? In what way?’

“We don't know yet.” | ran a hand over my face. “She hasn't shown any signs of
ilIness, and she seems ... stronger. But it’s a mystery. Creeg was trying to figure it out
before she left here two years ago. Now that she's back, | assume he'll get back to
work onit.”

Lily reached out, cupping my cheek in her hand, her touch a soothing balm for my
pain. “Y ou and your family have been through so much.”

| leaned into her touch, my eyes locking onto hers. “Our very existence hinges on
secrecy. My kind goes back to prehistoric times. Sharing our world with outsiders is
entirely forbidden. I'm sharing it with you because you' re my mate.”

A charged silence hung in the air like a promise yet to be fulfilled. Her gaze

deepened, her lean toward me indicating a growing urgency. “But we aren’t ... can't
be.”

“I knew you were mine the moment we met. It's a scent. To a mate, it's
unmistakable. And absolutely intoxicating.”

Her face turned a pretty shade of pink at my words. “My scent. Oh, God, what do |
smell like?’

“Like peaches and vanilla,” | groaned, closing my eyes tight against the need to taste
her. “1 craveit. Crave you.”

“Kai,” she whispered.



“When two shapeshifters unite as mates, a potent bonding ritua is invoked,” |
explained, as parts of my body reacted to the idea. “It’s an intimate exchange that
fortifies our connection and weaves our abilities together.”

Her eyes widened, the weight of my words sinking in as she absorbed their
significance. “But I’'m human. Surely that changes things.”

“It does, but we'll navigate that when the time comes,” | assured her. “Through this
bonding, the shared essence sparks a profound metamorphosis. Our abilities mesh.
Y our aging processis altered. A prolonged life span will be one of the benefits.”

“And I'll be able to shift? Into an animal form?’ she asked, her brows furrowed.

“Possibly, there’ sarisk that you won’'t be able to shift,” | continued, my voice gentle.
“No human has ventured into this bonding territory. The interplay between your
humanity and our shapeshifter essence is an unknown, and that unknown carries with
it inherent dangers.”

Lily clutched the blanket in afirm fist. “Could it ... could it kill me?’

“No, | won't let that happen. | would never harm you,” | swore, reaching for alock of
her damp hair and teasing the strands. “There are unknowns here, but | won’t hurt

you.

Uncertainty played across her face. My own emotions intensified, as a possessive
hunger clawed at the edges of self-control. The connection between us was
undeniable, but now it was asif every nerve in my body was charged.

“1 want you to understand something,” she began hesitantly, her voice soft, amost a
caress. “My feelings for you are evolving. | think | might be falling in love with you.
But I'm still afraid here.”



Her admission was like a symphony of desire ringing in my ears, setting every fiber
of my being ablaze. | found myself aching to take our relationship to a more profound
level. “Thereis no one more important to me than you. No onethat | care for more,” |
confessed, my voice husky, laced with longing. “But even amid these emotions, the
uncertainties persist. Your concerns hold merit, and whatever your decision, I'll
respect it.”

Silence swelled between us, an unspoken dialogue of raw emotions hanging in the
air. And then | knew it was time to reveal another truth, one that had clawed at my
conscience. “There' s something else,” | admitted, my voice heavy with guilt.

Her left brow quirked upward. “More revelations?’

“The night of your accident—the one that altered the course of your life—it was my
doing. | was the beast you were trying to avoid hitting, Lily.”

Her eyes widened. *Y ou were the black wolf?’

| glanced away, unable to look her in the eye. “Yeah, | was on a hunt. | wanted to tell
you before, but...”

“Kind of hard to explain that one,” she surmised, her lips twitching. “I seriously
would’ ve thought you were nuts.”

| winced. “Y eah, and then | smelled your blood and | knew.”
She stiffened. “Blood?’
“The scent | told you about,” | explained, shifting around on the bed to get more

comfortable. The conversation was doing things to me. Things Lily wasn’t quite up to
seeing. “When we mate, I'll take a little of your blood, and you'll take mine. It’ll



anchor us together.”

“A blood exchange,” she repeated, her voice a tremor. “Okay, see, that’s starting to
sound a bit scary, Kai.”

| cursed and ran a hand through my hair. “I know how this all must sound, but |
promise it’s not as Bram Stoker as you' re imagining.”

She took a deep breath, then let it out. “How about we table the blood talk for now?
What else should | know? Do you have abilities?’

“We're stronger, faster, and our hearing is better than any other creature on earth. We
can breathe underwater. And we can heal ourselves. It's why Dad wasn't killed by
Patterson. A human wouldn’t have survived what my father endured these last two
years.”

She touched an injury on her forearm. “So, if we mated right now, all these bruises
and cuts would be gone,” she said, almost as if thinking aloud.

“Yes,” | bit out, hoping she'd say yes. | hated seeing her in pain. Hated seeing
Patterson’s marks all over her. “They’d heal completely. And any other human
ailments you suffer from.”

She yawned and laid her head against the pillow. “I think | need time to process
everything, to understand my emotions, and to come to terms with all this.”

| nodded, my heart pounding with the need to claim her now. Seal our bond. Keep her
from leaving me. But | refused to entertain that side of my nature. Lily would accept
mein her own time. “I’ll let you rest. Come downstairs when you feel up to it or | can
bring food up.”



When | started to go, to leave her to sleep, a delicate finger touched the back of my
hand. “Don’'t leave, please.” Her voice broke with unspoken pain. “I don’t want to be
alone tonight. Not tonight.”

Our bond was defined by desire, uncertainty, and a hunger that refused to be quelled.
| walked around the side of the bed, then laid down on top of the comforter. | propped
my head against the headboard and smiled down at her. “I'll keep my hands to
myself,” | teased. “Sleep, Lily. You're safe.”

She let out asigh and closed her eyes. Minutes later she was snoring, her hand resting
on top of mine asif unable to let me go. Asif needing the contact. | knew the feeling
well.

| pulled out my phone and sent a text to Fostine, letting her know where | was. She
offered to bring us food around noon and | accepted the offer. This was what Lily
needed. To feel safe again. To recover in peace. There would be plenty of time to
figure the rest of it out. For now, | would watch over her. And with any luck, Wyatt
would find Trakker. We'd kill Patterson. Only then would Lily’s nightmare truly be
over.

And yet something deep in my gut told me we weren’t going to be that fortunate.

*kk*%x

L ily

The night was restless, fraught with shadows and echoes of what Patterson and his
guard had done to me. | jolted awake, heart racing, breath ragged, my mind still
trapped in the clutches of a nightmare. The memory of my ordeal with Patterson had
sprouted new tendrils of fear, creeping into my subconscious and tightening its grip
on me even in my sleep. The moonlight filtered through the window, casting ethereal



patterns on the walls asif the night itself were whispering reassurances.

Beside me, a comforting presence stirred. Kai was there, his warm gaze focused on
me, concern etched into the lines of his face. “Are you okay?’ he murmured, his
voice a soothing balm against the lingering echoes of my nightmare.

| managed a shaky nod, my throat constricting as | fought to calm my racing heart. |
struggled to shake off the remnants of the dream, and hearing Kai’ s voice dragged me
back to reality.

A gentle stream of light spilled into the room, casting a golden glow that gently
pushed back the darkness. | swallowed, my voice barely a whisper as | croaked out,
“What timeisit?’

Kal shifted dlightly, his gaze still fixed on me. “It’ s two in the afternoon.”

My eyes widened in disbelief. I'd dept for hours, the weight of emotional turmoil
pulling me into a deep slumber. | couldn’t believe I'd dlept so long, losing track of
time in the process.

As redlization settled in, the conversation we'd shared before I'd drifted off flooded
my mind. The revelations Ka had shared about his Y ucilon heritage, his family, and
the intricate details of the mating bond. It was alot to process, but strangely, the fear
that had initially gripped me had softened. There was intrigue now, a growing
fascination with this world beyond the ordinary.

He watched me. “You've been through so much,” he murmured, his voice gentle.
“Rest was what you needed.”

| nodded, my head a swirling mess. “I ... | appreciate you being here.”



A glimmer of affection lit his gaze. “I’ll always be here for you, Lily.”

The sunlight streaming through the window infused the room with hope, a fresh start
after the trials of the past. | took a deep breath, allowing myself to bask in Kai’s
presence.

His voice was soft. “Y ou know, we have a cabin not too far from here. It's a private
place, away from the world. | thought, if you're up for it, we could go there. Spend
some time away, just the two of us.”

My heart skipped a beat. The idea of a secluded escape sounded tempting, a chanceto
explore the bond we shared without the prying eyes of the outside world. Without the
interruptions of hisfamily.

| peered into his eyes, then proceeded to take the plunge. “I think I'd like that.”

A genuine smile blossomed on his lips, and he reached out to gently brush a strand of
hair from my face. “Y ou know what this means?’

As | nodded in agreement, a sense of possibility bloomed within me. “I do, and I'm
ready.”

“1 don’t want to rush you. If you need more time [—"
“I don't,” | interrupted him. “The world is always going to be a place of uncertainty,
but with you by my side, the journey ahead seems less daunting. | won't let Patterson

steal another moment of my life.”

His grin widened. “Y ou amaze me. With everything that happened, | wouldn’'t blame
you if you wanted to lock yourself away and never leave.”



As the sunlight danced on the edges of their shared space, | thought of Kai’s words,
his praise. “I could do that. But the whole reason | left my life behind was to start a
new one. On my terms. | want to do that with you, Kai.”

“No more waiting,” he murmured, cupping my cheek in a gentle hand.

“No more waiting,” | repeated, lifting up so | could feel hislips against my own.

Our mouths met in a soft, lingering kiss. The tenderness was a balm for the wounds
we both carried, physical and emotional. Kai’s hand gently grazed my cheek, asif he
was worried about opening the wound in my lip. | leaned into his touch. | needed
more. The world around us faded and our closeness provided solace.

As the kiss grew more passionate, a fire ignited between us. But just as our bodies
responded to the rising heat, a flash of memory pierced my mind.

Gasping, | pulled away, my eyes wide with realization. The room blurred around me
as the memory resurfaced, horrifying. I'd learned something during my captivity,
something that could tilt the balance in our favor, something about Patterson that
could lead us to him.

| pushed back a few inches, my heart pounding, lips tingling from the feel of Kai’s
mouth against mine. | met his concerned gaze, my voice trembling as | found the
words to speak. “| remember something,” | whispered, my voice barely audible above
the rush of blood in my ears.

Hisworried gaze lingered as he reached out to me. “What isit?’
“Patterson,” | began, steadier now as the importance of my revelation sunk in. “I got

him talking at one point. He revealed something | don’t think he intended to tell me.
It might help find him, and, hopefully, Trakker.”



Kai’ s eyes widened, shock mingling with caution. “Are you sure?’

| nodded, swallowing hard. “Yes, | think it could be essential. We should tell your
family.”

“You need to get dressed first,” he said, staring at my nightgown. “No one gets to see
you thisway. Except me.”

My face heated. “You won't get any arguments from me.” | shoved the covers off,
then stood. The room tilted, but the pain wasn't as severe. The sleep had done me
good.

“You need meds, too.” He watched me, his brows furrowed. “We do that before we
talk to my family. Y our health comesfirst.”

“Text Creeg and have him bring them to the kitchen.” | went to my suitcase and
pulled out a pair of black leggings and an oversized grey concert tee. “1 don’t think
this should wait.”

A sense of urgency hung in the air as | quickly dressed. Kai had to help me with the
shirt. My arms were still too sore to lift above my head. Ka’s hungry gaze lingered
on my chest, and it made me anxious to get to the cabin. To feel his touch
everywhere. | wanted to make love to Kai. To erase the memory of Patterson’s hands
against my flesh. | was desperate for it.

As we made our way to the kitchen, the warm light from the overhead fixtures spilled
across the worn wooden table, casting long shadows on the faces gathered around it.
Kai’s family. The ones who had rescued me. And now Trakker, their brother, was
suffering. | felt responsible.

As we sat down, Creeg placed two pills in front of me, along with a cup of coffee. |



thanked him and swallowed them down, my fingers traced the rim of the mug, my
gaze distant as | recounted the information I’d gained. “Patterson was eager to know
all about your family,” | began, not waiting another second. “He asked questions that
made no sense to me at the time. At one point | decided to appeal to his conscience.”

Lucian snorted. “Bastard has no conscience.”

| sent him alook of understanding. “True, but | did get him to reveal something about
himself.”

Wyaitt sat at the head of the table, hisintense gaze trained on me. “What?’

| swallowed hard. Letting my mind recall the moment was difficult enough, much
less sharing it with everyone. “| asked how he'd feel if someone he loved was on that
table. If his daughter was the one being tortured.” | sighed. “He gave me the strangest
look. Almost asif he were afraid. Like I'd hit anerve.”

“A daughter,” Wyaitt quietly repeated. “I’d never considered it.”

“He was so angry with me. His interrogation technique was bad, but after that he
dropped all pretense of kindness.”

Kai snarled acurse. “1 want to feel my claws dig into his throat.”

“We dl do, brother,” Wyatt muttered, then stared at Miggs. “Y ou thinking what I'm
thinking?’

“Hell, yeah.” He leaped to hisfeet. “I’'m onit.”

As Miggs rushed from the room, my control snapped. “What? Can someone please
fill mein?’



Kai reached for me, then explained, “If Patterson has family, then it's possible he's
put his new facility in their name. To keep us from finding it. Miggs can do a
computer search. He' s a whiz with that shit.”

Silence hung in the air before | recalled another detail of my captivity. “Did you get
the other guy out of there?’

Kai frowned. “Lily, there was no one else. Only you and Dad.”

| shook my head. “No, there was another man. On a different floor. He was chained
to thewall.”

Kal exchanged looks with the others. “Did any of you—"

“No, and we searched that place well,” Wyatt bit out, his gaze on me. “What did he
look like? Can you remember?’

“Long black hair and ... well, purple eyes.” | sighed. “I know it sounds crazy, but I'd
swear he had purple eyes.”

Everyone fell slent. Fostine finally broke the tension. “That sounds a lot like
Malachi.”

“No, the Georgionis are dead,” Lucian explained. “Look, | never saw anyone except
Lily, but | supposeit’s possible Patterson had another there.”

| cleared my throat and all eyes turned my way. “ The guard seemed afraid of this guy.
Likereally terrified.”

“Sure as hell sounds like Malachi,” Wyatt grumbled. “I1f he was there, then Patterson
got him out before we arrived. We searched that place top to bottom.”



“Let’shope he' s not still aprisoner.” Kai groaned.

“If heis, then he's probably being held in the same place as Trakker. If Miggs finds
anything, we'll leave immediately. We'll get them both free.”

Lucian placed a steady hand on my shoulder, his eyes filled with gratitude. “Thank
you for sharing this with us.”

Around the table, the others expressed their commitment to bringing their brother
home, their voices a resolute chorus. They were united in purpose, ready for battle.
I’d never seen anything like it.

“Was there more?’ Wyatt asked me. “More that could help us?’

“That's all,” | replied, regret weighing me down that | couldn’t do more. “I’m sorry.”

Wyaitt’ s features softened. “Y ou’ ve provided us with more than you know.”

Surrounded by Kai and his family, | felt the warmth of unity. Something 1’d never
had before, not even with my own mother and sister.

A charged silence lingered as the information took hold of the room. Y et, beneath the
table, Kai’s hand rested on my thigh, threatening to distract me. Hidden from the
prying eyes of the others, a different kind of tension smmered. | glanced over and
saw the heat in his gaze, the sexy lift to hislips. He knew exactly what he was doing.

Our shared kiss upstairs was burned into my mind. The heat in my veins intensified
with every passing second, and | struggled to keep my focus on the matter at hand.
How would | handle it when we were alone at the cabin? Kai was more than I'd ever
known before. A kernel of fear surfaced at the thought.



*kk*%x

K ai

My inner beast roared, and the sound nearly drowned out all rational thought.
Instincts pushed me to claim Lily, to complete the bond that had been forming
between us since day one. My senses were flooded with the feel of her soft skin
against mine, her nearness, as well as her desire. It'd changed her scent to a deeper,
stronger temptation, and | craved her. Every fiber of my being ached to respond to
those primal urges, to yield to the raw intensity of our mating.

But | fought against it, my restraint a testament to my love for her. | didn’t want to
add another layer of complexity to our already intricate situation. | didn’t want to hurt
her or push her beyond her comfort zone, especially now, when we needed to focus
on saving Trakker.

My grip on the mug tightened, knuckles turning white as | tried to channel my hunger
into something more manageable. Lily’s green gaze filled with awareness. She
seemed to sense the internal struggle | was grappling with, and her hand cupped my
thigh under the table, a subtle reassurance that she was there with me. It cooled me
down anotch.

As the conversation continued around us, | turned to find Lily watching me with
longing. Her soft smile about did me in. She gave me tenderness, while a beast raged
for release inside me.

| took a deep breath, focusing on the task at hand, pushing aside my Y ucilon nature
that threatened to consume me. | listened to the plans to rescue Trakker, and in the
midst of it, Miggs returned. His voice rang out, capturing our attention. “Listen up,
everyone. I’ve got a lead on Patterson’s daughter.” He waved a white sheet of paper
In the air with a woman'’s image printed on it. “Her name is Angel West. She's taken



her mother’ s maiden name.”

My focus narrowed on the picture. She appeared to be in her twenties, with an
ethereal presence that contrasted sharply with the darkness that her father had
embodied. Her long blonde hair cascaded down her shoulders in gentle waves,
framing a delicate face.

| frowned. “That's Angel West?’

Miggs nodded, placing the picture in the center of the table. “Y eah, that’s her.”

My gaze went to Fostine, then our father. “Does she look familiar to you two?’

“No,” both said in unison. Dad leaned forward, his attention lingered on the
photograph. “She seems so ... different from the man who raised her.”

Miggs tapped the picture, his expression contemplative. “Y eah, she seems so swest.
And yet her father is afucking monster.”

| nodded slowly, my thoughts racing. “ Could be she’ sinnocent in all this.”

Wyaitt snorted. “ Appearances can be deceiving. Her smile is soft, and her eyes have
this depth that’s hard to reconcile with the evil shit her father’s involved in, but it
could all befake.”

My lipstightened in a determined line. “Then we find her. Use her to get to him.”

Fostine cleared her throat, and everyone looked her way. “Find her, find Patterson.”

“Seems to be the gist of it,” Wyatt muttered, running his fingers through his thick
black hair.



“We have addresses—it’'s something,” Miggs said, offering Lily a grateful smile. He
continued, urgency lacing his tone. “Based on recent activity, I’ve narrowed it down
to a few locations. She has an apartment about an hour from here, and there's a
warehouse in her name as well. She's an administrative assistant. So, it's unlikely
she' s earning enough to purchase a warehouse the size of thisone.”

As the room buzzed with conversation, my mind wrestled with an internal conflict.
On one hand, the pull to complete the mating ritual and strengthen my bond with Lily
surged through me with furious intensity. On the other, Trakker’s rescue weighed
heavily on my conscience.

Lily’s knee nudged my leg. The reminder of our shared strength settled me a fraction.
But my sense of responsibility gnawed at me.

Amidst the planning, a commanding voice cut through the air—Wyaitt, our oldest
brother. As always, the voice of reason amidst the chaos. “Hold on a moment.”

All eyes turned toward our alpha. My heart squeezed tight. Wyatt had been our rock
after Fostine and our father had disappeared. Our leader. We al valued his guidance
above all else.

Wyaitt’ s gaze settled on me, his tone firm yet compassionate. “Listen, little brother. |
know how much you want to join us, but you have other matters to tend to here.”

| started to speak, but | knew that my internal struggle was plain for al to see. |
wasn't fooling anyone. Knowing that Wyatt’ s words carried the weight of experience,
helped ease my conscience.

Wyaitt continued, his words resonating with authority. “We'll handle the search. You
focuson Lily. We'll inform you the moment we find something substantial.”



As Wyatt's directive settled over me, the tension in my shoulders slowly eased,
replaced by a renewed sense of purpose. | met Wyalt's gaze. “Understood,” |
groaned. The weight of responsibility still bore down on me, but now | had a clear
path. A clear purpose. Lily.

As the meeting dispersed and tasks were assigned, | turned to Lily, my gaze
steadying. “How are you feeling about all this?’

She bit her bottom lip, a sign | was beginning to associate with nervous tension, and
said, “Worried for you brother, frustrated that | can’'t offer more insight, and | guess
hopeful that Patterson might actually be caught.”

“Trust me, you've helped more than you can know. Besides, Trakker isn't an
ordinary man. He's strong. Patterson might have drugs, men with guns, but Trakker is
immortal. He won't go down easily.”

“1 hope you'reright. | pray your brothers get to him soon,” she replied softly.

| took hold of her waist with my right hand and squeezed, a subtle touch that
conveyed my yearning. | could feel the energy between us, a magnetic pull that had
only grown stronger over time. The thought of sealing our bond, completing the
mating ritual, ignited a fire within me.

| leaned in closer, my breath mingling with hers, my gaze locked onto her lips. “I
want you, now. More than ever.” My voice was low, charged with desire. The
urgency of our situation had transformed into a deep ache, a need that demanded
fulfillment. Passion burned between us, creating a heady cocktail.

My cock thickened as | imagined having Lily all to myself, away from the prying
eyes of the world. | was ready to claim her, to solidify our bond in the most intimate
way possible.



“Let’s go to the cabin,” | murmured, my voice a seductive whisper. “Sea our bond,
compl ete the mating ritual. | don’t want to wait another moment. It’s now or never.”

“You're sure you don’t want to go with them? | can wait. I’'m not going anywhere,
Kai.”

“No, my love,” | murmured. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned living for centuries is
that we grab onto the good when we can. And we don’t let go.”

She offered me a shy smile, and it sent fire licking through my veins. “Okay.”

My heart pounded, not just with the anticipation of being with the woman | loved, but
because our bond was about to reach a new level of intimacy that I'd never
experienced before. The rush of adrenaline racing through my entire body wouldn’t
be contained any longer. The time had finally arrived.
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Lily

When we arrived at the remote cabin, a sense of tranquility enveloped the
surroundings. The small, intimate building nestled amidst the trees, with wisps of
smoke spiraling from the woodburning stove's chimney. Kai held the door for me as
we stepped inside, the scent of pine and the crackling warmth of the fire immediately
embracing us.

The interior of the cabin exuded rustic charm. A king-sized bed with alog headboard
dominated one corner, dressed in soft white linens. A small kitchenette stood against
one wall, complete with a stove and a small fridge. A cozy seating area by the
fireplace was adorned with a large white rug, inviting us to unwind and revel in the
peaceful atmosphere.

“It's beautiful,” | praised, charmed by the romantic vibe. My nerves tingled beneath
my skin as my blood raced. My feelings for Kai had deepened, my heart confessing a
love | hadn’t anticipated. | wanted to be his mate, to embrace the connection we
shared, but the unknowns cast a shadow of uncertainty over me. What did it entail?
Would there be pain, atransformation, or something else entirely?

The questions churned in my mind like a slowly building thunderstorm, and as Kai’s
gaze met mine, my stomach filled with anticipation.

Ka seemed to sense my unease. The fragile bond between us had somehow revealed
my emotions to him. His fingers reached out, gently intertwining with mine. “Lily,”
he said, his voice a soothing murmur, “l can feel your questions, your worries. |
understand this might be overwhelming for you.”



| didn't know how to put it al into words so | stayed silent. Unwilling to say the
wrong thing. Again Kai understood my unease, and led me to the seating area by the
fire. We sat next to each other, our eyes locked. “Being a mate, sealing our bond,” he
murmured, “it’s a profound step. It won’'t be without challenges, but we'll face them
together.”

My gaze softened, my heart finding solace in his words. “1 want this, Kai. | want to
be with you, to be yours. But I’m scared. Y ou have to understand that, right?’

He cupped my face in his hands. “I won't lie to you. There might be moments of
discomfort, of change. But remember I'll be right here. Me. Y ou trust me. | know you
do.”

My fears began to melt, replaced by a growing sense of security. Kai’s touch, his
words, reminding me that we were in this together. | leaned into his touch, my eyes
searching hisfor certainty.

Ka''s gaze held unwavering determination. “Our bond will only enhance what we
already share. And when it’s done, you'll feel the depth of our love on a whole new
level. Trust me, Lily.”

A smile tugged at the corners of my lips, my heart fluttering as his words resonated
within me. Having Ka by my side, the romantic setting, and being surrounded by
nature’s serenity alowed me to let go of some of my uncertainties, replaced by a
profound yearning for the future we would forge together.

As the flickering fire bathed us in a warm glow, my gaze wandered around the cozy
space, taking in the rustic charm and the inviting atmosphere. | turned to Kai, my
curiosity piqued by the unexpected comforts that greeted us. “How is there already a
fire?’ | asked, my voice tinged with surprise. “Did you set it up earlier?’



Kai’s eyes twinkled. He followed my line of sight, then a soft smile played on his
lips. “No, | didn’t. It looks like my sister must’ ve been here.”

My brows furrowed in confusion. “Y our sister? But why...”

Kai gestured to the wine bottle that graced the small table along with a set of glasses.
“1t seems she anticipated our arrival. She must’ ve cleaned up, changed the sheets, and
even left us the alcohol.”

Understanding slowly dawned. “ She did al this for us?’

Ka nodded, a fondness in his expression. “Seems so. She has a way of knowing
things. She's always been perceptive.”

As | absorbed the thoughtful gestures, a warmth spread through my chest. | glanced
around the cabin, the touches of consideration making it even more inviting. And as
my gaze returned to Kai, gratitude swelled within me. “It’s realy sweet of her,” |
murmured, a smile tugging at my lips. “It’ s like she knew we needed this.”

Kai entwined his fingers with mine, his gaze tender. “Y eah, but if you thank her she's
liable to say something sarcastic.”

| turned my attention to the crackling fire, the flames flickering with a gentle, almost
ethereal grace. | let out a soft sigh, then leaned into Kai’s side, contentment settling
over me. “Well, I'm grateful for her thoughtfulness. It's made this moment even more
specia.”

Ka wrapped his arm around me, pulling my body closer. My curves fit neatly against
the muscular length of him. Like fitting pieces of a puzzle together. “I’m glad. | want
you to feel specidl, Lily.”



We sat and listened to the crackling fire, and | couldn’t help but feel a renewed sense
of connection—not only to Kai, but to his family as well. The cabin, Fostine's
gestures, and the promise of sealing our bond all converged to wrap around my heart.

Kai pulled back a fraction and stared down at me. His eyes filled with concern. “Are
you hurting? Do you need any more pills?’

| was touched. Despite his hunger for me, he still prioritized my well-being. It was a
testament to the depth of his feelings for me, and it warmed me the way nothing else
could.

| let a soft smile play on my lips. “No, Kai, I'm fine. Really. No pain, and | don’t
need any more pills.”

He exhaled a breath he seemed to have been holding, easing the lines of his
masculine features. “Good,” he murmured, licking his lips. “Y ou’ ve been through so
much. | don’t want to add to your pain. Ever.”

| reached out, my fingers finding Kai’s cheek, the warmth of his skin beneath my
touch grounding me. “1 appreciate your concern. It means alot to me.”

His hand covered mine, his gaze unwavering. “I’ll always worry about you. You
mean everything to me.”

When had | ever heard those words? No past boyfriend had ever expressed such
emotion. Certainly not my own family. The sincerity in Kai’ s statement sent a rush of
excitement through me. | leaned in, our lips meeting in a gentle kiss.

As we pulled apart, our foreheads touching, | whispered, “You know, all | need, al |
want isyou.”



Kai’s eyes deepened. “Lily...”
| silenced him with another kiss, our lips meeting in a flash of longing. It was a kiss
that held the promise of our future, a future filled with challenges, yes, but also with

love that could conquer anything. As our lips parted, we remained close, our breaths
mingling, hearts beating as one.

K ai
As | stared down at Lily, the air itself felt charged with rabid energy. Our fingers
were intertwined and my damn fingertips itched, a sign of my growing hunger for

Lily.

“Lily, there’'s something | want to talk to you about. It's about the mating, about
sealing our bond,” | warned, my voice taking on a predatory edge.

The curiosity in Lily’ s wide gaze gave way to trepidation. “Okay, what isit?’

“What we're doing isn't simply making love. It's a primal connection between
mates,” | explained, unable to keep the possessiveness from my tone. “And then
there’ s the exchange of blood.”

Lily’s brows furrowed. “Y eah, thisis starting to sound alot like a movie scene, Kai.”

My fingers trailed a teasing path up her arm. “It's a way to merge our essences, to
bind us on a soul-deep level. Our desires, our passions, all mingled together.”

Lily’ s doubts lingered, and she swallowed hard. “I’m alittle scared.”



“I know.” My hand cupped her chin, even as | tried to hide the blaze of hunger
engulfing me. “My desire for you, my need to clam you, runs deep. I’'m drawn to
every part of you, body and soul.” My lips brushed against her ear. “But when the
time comes, I'll make sure you're well prepared, that you're ready for the wild
intensity of our bond. Each time we take from each other will feel like an inferno.”

Lily met my gaze, her apprehension dissipated, replaced by something else even more
tangible. Arousal. | could smell the scent of it, and it brought out my Yucilon like
nothing else could. A red flag in front of abull.

The tension in the room thickened, even the air between us sparked like a live wire.
She nodded slowly. Nervousness, as well as a budding sense of surrender shone in
her eyes.

Surrender. Yes, | needed that from her.

“All right,” she said. “Aslong asit’swith you, I’'m willing to ... explore.”

| couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face if I’d tried. “Y ou won’t regret
it, Lily. I'll make sure of that.”

| glanced toward the small window, my thoughts momentarily distant. The predator
in me prowled, and my fingers tapped an impatient rhythm against my thigh. All
signs of the mounting tension that coiled within me. Patterson. That bastard was il
out there. As long as Lily was with me, then she would always be in danger. The
thought threatened to destroy the moment. | stood and paced the room, agitated all
over again that Patterson still lived. | could feel the ache of desire, the urgent need to
claim, to complete the bond that had been growing between me and Lily. The scent of
her fueled the beast that lurked just beneath the surface. But what cost will she be
forced to pay as my mate?



With each turn | took, my agitation intensified. A wild frenzy resonated with the
cabin’s rustic surroundings. A reflection of the untamed energy that surged within
me. My gaze darted toward Lily. So beautiful. So innocent. Our eyes locked, and a
growl of hunger escaped.

“Lily,” 1 began, my measured words heavy with the presence of the creature riding
me. “I’'m desperate for you. Our connection, it's become a fever, an ache that refuses
to be denied, but you'll be tying your life to someone with a target on their back. You
understand this, right?’

Lily’s eyes widened, as if recognizing the storm of passion that raged within me.
“You're talking about Patterson, and | think you're wrong. | think he's done with me.
And besides, we aren't letting him decide our future for us. Right?’

The room was charged with a magnetic pull that tried to draw me closer to her. | held
back. Barely. | fought to contain my Yucilon nature, keeping my voice even. “You
aren’'t afraid?’

Lily rose from her seat and closed the distance separating us, her gaze unwavering as
she reached out to touch my arm. “Kai,” she murmured, her voice a soothing melody,
“I’'m safe aslong as I’'m with you. | know that. I’'m not afraid.”

| cupped her cheek. “Then no more waiting.” The Yucilon within me roared for
release, beating at an imaginary cage binding him, but Lily’s presence reined in the
savagery that threatened to consume me.

“I’'m ready,” she assured me, moving backward a few feet, then stripping out of her
clothing. “Make me yours, Kai.”

The cabin’s warm firelight cast an enchanting glow, illuminating the room in a dance
of shadows and softness. In its center stood Lily, bathed in the golden radiance, a



vision of vulnerability and raw beauty. Her body, stripped of all barriers, was a
canvas of truth, adorned with a constellation of healing bruises and bandaged cuts.

My eyes traced her form, every curve and contour a testament to strength. The
genuine reverence in my voice broke the hushed silence. “Lily, you're breathtakingly
beautiful to me.”

Lily’s gaze met mine, a teasing smile tugging at the corners of her lips as she
gestured to her injuries. “Oh, really? Even with all these imperfections?’

My steps brought me closer to her, my eyes burning with intensity as | replied,
“Especialy with those imperfections. ” My voice was a low, seductive murmur.
“They tell astory of your strength, of the battles you’ ve faced and the courage you’' ve
shown.” | reached out, letting my fingers trace a path over her skin with featherlight
touches. “To me, every part of you is a masterpiece, a testament to the remarkable
woman you are.”

The teasing facade in Lily’s expression gave way to vulnerability. My words seemed
to wrap around her like a comforting embrace, dispelling the doubts that had lingered.
“You make me feel ... seen,” she whispered, “cherished, in a way I'd never

experienced before.”

Asmy fingerslingered on her skin, Lily’s gaze shifted, taking in my presence. She bit
her lower lip and frowned. Concerned she' d changed her mind, | asked, “What isit?’

“You're so powerful,” she admitted in a soft voice. “So intense, as if barely
containing the desire to make love to me.”

“l am,” | groaned. “Y ou go to my head, Lily.”

“I like that.” Her smile teased my senses. And she watched as | removed my shirt, the



fabric falling away to reveal my chest and abs.

“You like what you see?’ | asked, my gaze fixed on hers as | continued to undress,
my movements unhurried. One by one | unlaced my boots, and they dropped to the
floor, followed by my jeans. | stood before her nude and let her eyes journey over me.

| reached out, my arms circling her waist, and lifted her effortlessly into my embrace.
Cradling against my chest, her skin pressed against mine, | could feel the heat of her
body, an undeniable force drawing me to her.

| carried her to the large bed, its inviting expanse adorned with crisp white linens that
contrasted against her flushed skin. Gently, | placed her in the center, the mattress
cradling her form as | stepped back, my gaze fixed on her.

My chest rose and fell with a deep breath, my eyes watchful. “The silky cascade of
your long red hair against the white bedding, and your pretty green eyes set my body
ablaze.” | took another breath, making a conscious effort to steady the torrent of
desire that roared within me. “1 need you, Lily.”

“Take methen, Kai,” she murmured, her arms outstretched.

| approached the bed, each step a measured choice. My fingers grazed her cheek, my
touch both tender and possessive. “Sweet Lily,” | whispered, “you’'re a flame that
ignites my soul, aforce that consumes me. | want this to be perfect for you.”

“It will be,” she assured me.

Her words hung in the air, a testament to her trust in me. | intended to make every
moment meaningful, but | knew that as soon as she was beneath me the chain on my
beast would snap. With the fire's gentle crackle as our backdrop, my fingers brushed
against her skin, our connection deepened.



| joined Lily on the bed, keeping my movements easy, though the ssmmering hunger
gnawed away at my control. As | lowered myself onto the mattress, Lily’s legs
widened in invitation. An invitation impossible to resist.

| crawled toward her, my hands tracing the contours of her body as | closed the
distance between us. And as our lips met, a tantalizing press that sent shockwaves of
sensation through me, | knew Lily had the upper hand. | would do anything for her.
Kill for her. Her soft touch ran along my biceps to my shoulders, a gentle exploration
that sent me into overdrive.

| cursed, then parted her lips with my eager tongue, tasting her delicate flavor until |
was starved for her.

Lily’s fingers found their way into my hair, her breath hitching as | explored the
sweet recesses of her mouth. My senses were overwhelmed by the intoxicating blend
of sensations—the taste of her lips, the warmth of her body pressed against mine, and
the knowledge that this moment was a culmination of our desires.

My hand traversed her body, a careful journey that avoided the tender remnants of
her injuries. She shivered and moaned my name. My fingers skated over her skin,
eager for the sounds of her pleasure.

The teasing glint in her eyes, gave me permission to skate my fingertips to circle her
breasts, which made her arch into my touch with a gasp of pleasure. | watched her,
the dark hunger in me increasing.

Lily’s desperate cries of pleasure spurred me on. Every sound, every quiver of her
body, had my cock dripping.

My touches grew bolder, more insistent, fingers traced a path of pleasure that had her
gasping for breath. Her responsiveness, the way she embraced the intoxicating rush of



pleasure we shared did it for me. That it was Lily, my mate, sent me over the edge.
My Yucilon predator roared for release, driven by an instinctual craving, and Lily
was my willing prey.

As my fingers teased and played, an electrifying current skated along my spine, a
fera energy that pulsed with restless anticipation.

Senses sharpened as my gaze locked onto Lily’s. One finger brushed against her
neck, my touch teasing her pulse. It quickened and my teeth elongated, the glint of
moonlight slipping through the opening of the curtains. “Lily,” | growled, entranced
by Lily’s irresistible allure. | lowered my head toward her neck. My voice, a deep
rumble charged with a brutal edge, reverberated in the intimate space. “ Surrender to

me.

Lily’s breath hitched. Her pretty eyes darkened until all | wanted to do was drown in
their green depths. | let my fingers graze her satiny skin, teasing her with what was
still to come. In a heartbeat, | claimed her with my lips, tasting the delicate length of
her neck. Without hesitation, my teeth sank into her flesh with a fierce hunger that
sent shockwaves of sensation through me. Lily gasped, a reflexive reaction to the
sharpness of my bite? | attempted to pull back, but her moans of pleasure gave
testament to the intoxicating pleasure blazing through her veins,

A primal growl echoed deep within my chest. | let down my guard and indulged in
the connection. The taste of her intoxicating blood sent a savage hunger ripping
through me. My grip on her tightened, possessive in its intensity, as my mouth
mapped atrail of feathery kisses over the newly created mark.

Lily’s fingers curled into my hair, her lower body pressing upward, as if seeking
release. | eagerly wanted to give it to her. A thousand times over. The sweet warmth
of her blood, and the raw edge of my unrestrained desire threatened to send me way
the hell over the edge. Lily had no idea just how dangerous | could be. The need | had



for her. Only her.

As | lifted my head, | watched Lily, the unquenchable fire filling her green eyes. My
lips parted to reveal my canines, still stained with the remnants of her essence. Would
she hate me now? The idea pulled a growl of rage from within. | swept my hair aside,
then used one long razor-sharp claw to make an inch-long cut along my neck, blood
dripping down. “ Take from me, love. Do thisfor us.”

Lily didn’t hesitate. She lifted her head and kissed my neck, then teased the tip of her
tongue over the cut. “It’s ... sweet,” she murmured.

“Fuck,” | muttered. “Do it, sweetness.”

And with asigh, Lily wrapped her lips around the slice and drank. A moan escaped as
she drank from me. My temperature rose, dick hardening and thickening. | groaned
her name, eager to drive my cock deep. Aching for her.

“My body is yours and yoursis mine,” | instinctively whispered, my hand pressed to
the back of her head. “Our souls entwined. Y our happiness, health, and comfort will
forever be my priority. | exist for you.”

The words sent us both into a tailspin of desire. Lily pulled back and stared at the
mark on my neck. | could feel the cut sealing closed. As if it'd never been. She
swiped her tongue over her lips, tasting me there still. “What just happened?’

“We're bound now,” | growled. “By the time the night is over there will be no
separating us.”

| could hear the rhythm of her heart. Faster and faster. Her breath coming in ragged
pants. “Forever,” she mumbled. “We're together forever.”



“Yes,” | confirmed, my gaze locking onto hers. “Forever.”

There was no going back now. | was glad. But would she regret it? That question
weighed heavy on my mind.
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Lily

“My Lily,” Kai whispered as he moved down my body. Once he was at eye level with
my breasts, he opened his mouth and latched onto one. | jolted as pleasure consumed
me. His tongue darted out and brushed the tip back and forth before sucking long and
hard. His teeth grazed just enough to cause me to moan his nhame and squirm beneath
him. Ka was relentless as he moved to my other breast, licking and nibbling. The
delicious torment sent electric currents zipping directly to my center. Moisture
trickled down my thigh and my clit throbbed.

“Oh, yes, Kai.” | arched my back, hoping for more. Needing so much more. His
mouth, his touch. | skimmed my fingernails down his back. | was rewarded with a
curse from Kai. His head lifted. Our gazes collided. God, the man was gorgeous.
Scratch that. Gorgeous Y ucilon . A shapeshifter. My shapeshifter. And every part of
my body was attuned to him. Asif he' d reached deep inside me and found something
that no other man had ever touched. | caressed the length of his back. It was Kai’'s
turn to moan and heat spiraled through every inch of my body. By slow degrees he
was turning me inside out.

His skillful mouth went on a journey over my torso even as his hands moved slowly
over my curves. Hisfingers delved into the neatly trimmed curls between my thighs. |
moved my legs wider apart, trusting Kai to take me to the heavens and beyond. As his
fingers danced over my clit, stroking and squeezing the small bud, | threw my head
back and shut my eyes tight, riding along the wild sea of pleasure. He teased my dlit
with a finger, €eliciting a series of moans and whimpers from me. That single finger
dlid deep, then retreated, only to do it all over again. When another joined the first, |
lost all reason. Kai’s mouth closed over my clitoris, suckling and licking. | felt a



tickling sensation at my entrance. | opened my eyes just in time to catch the tip of
Kai’s index finger teasing me there. The little strokes sent me into orbit. The orgasm
crashed over me in aviolent wave, overcoming me. My thighs quivered and my hips
bucked as it blasted through me. Several earth-shattering seconds later, my muscles
went limp, and | collapsed against the bed. Kai’s big, strong hands caressed my
thighs, hips, then he lifted his head from between my thighs and pressed a light kiss
on my mound. | stared down at him. His heated gaze captured me.

“My beautiful mate,” he growled.

| couldn’t think straight. For now, | only wanted him to take me back up that jagged,
rocky cliff. This time we would jump off together.

| held out my arms and smiled. “Make love to me, Kai.”

“1 ache to make this last, but the tether on my control snapped along time ago.”

| touched his forearm, smoothing my hand up and down. Kai sucked in a breath and
gritted his teeth.

“1 don’t want you controlled,” I murmured. “ Screw that.”

He lifted and sat on his haunches between my thighs, his gaze roaming over my bare
body. | got to my knees, then leaned forward. The movement put my mouth in direct
line with his jutting cock. | reached a finger out and touched the tip of him there,
enthralled when a pearl of moisture emerged.

“1 want this,” | confessed boldly. Bracing myself with one hand on Kai’ s thigh, | used
my other to wrap around his massive length. | pumped him once, luxuriating in his
curse, then angled my head and took him into my mouth. | sucked him deep,
unwilling to give the big bad wolf a chance to think beyond the fee of my lips



wrapped around him, my eager tongue stroking him.

“Lily,” he groaned as afist dug into my hair and held me firmly against his groin. His
body wrapped around mine, caging me in an intimate embrace.

| closed my eyes and licked his bulbous tip, then sucked him deeper. His heavy
length nudged the back of my throat and | had to open wider to accommodate his
girth. | tasted the salty flavor of his pre-cum and moaned in pleasure at the delicious
flavor so unique to Kai. My hand came up and cupped his sac, squeezing gently.
Ka'’s eyes shut and he threw his head back on a groan. | alowed my hands and
mouth to play for another minute, but | was too excited for him to be inside of me and
| didn’t let the pleasurable torture go on for long. | slid my mouth backward, leaving
aloving kiss on his tip before breaking free completely.

“Lily,” Kai groaned, his strong hands clasping me around the middle. He lifted mein
the air, then placed me on my back before moving on top, his cock poised at my
entrance. His gaze sought mine. “Now,” he growled, as he pushed his cock into me a
bare inch.

My brain disintegrated the instant Kai entered me. He was thick and so big, and | had
to widen my legs to take him. | watched Ka strain to remain in control, slowly
moving in and out of me until my body adjusted to his intimate invasion. When he
reached between our bodies and played with my clitoris, | closed my eyes once more,
luxuriating in Kai’s masterful touch.

*k*k*%x

K ai

My mate was a luscious mix of sweet innocent and wild lioness. Her tight body
surrounded my cock, milking it and sending me into oblivion. Her long flame-red



hair fanned out around her body. She was a woman of natural beauty. | sniffed the
air, taking in Lily’s erotic scent, allowing the alluring spice to fill me. | was the only
one with the privilege to tease that addicting smell from her. My animalistic nature
practically salivated with predatory delight.

| braced myself on my elbows on either side of her delicate body, and pushed into her
faster, harder. My Yucilon fought for dominance inside me. | dipped my head and
kissed her lips. So soft and pliable. Her mouth had taken me to the very edge when
she’ d sucked my cock.

Her legs moved to wrap around my waist, anchoring me to her. My fingers played
with her clit while my dick thrust in and out of her tight heat. Lily’s soft curves fit me
the way no other woman'’s had. She was made for me to love. Mine. No other would
ever have her thisway. A growl escaped my throat as | imagined her leaving me. My
teeth scraped over her sensitized nipples and | sucked one turgid peak into my mouth,
longing to bite into her again, to somehow strengthen our bond. Lily was not Yucilon
. Could she walk away? For me it would be torture. The separation would drive me
mad. The not knowing pushed me to take her deeper. My hips thrusting against her.
Lily shouted my name as another orgasm overtook her. | let my claws extend, then
slammed them into the mattress on either side of her body, pinning her in place. Her
name escaped with a ragged groan.

My arms became steel bands beside her. A haze of lust threatened to envelop me. |
fought my way through it, slowly bringing my mind back from that black place.

Lily.

My mate.

| covered one round breast with my mouth, sucking on her nipple, filling my mind
with her smile, her expressive green eyes. My breathing camed and my claws



retracted. | lifted my head and stared down at her. “My love,” | whispered. Just as
Lily’s hands caressed their way down my shoulders and over to my chest, her soft
palm resting directly over my heart, | lost it. | was thrown headfirst into the most
intense orgasm of my life. Nothing could compare to making love to my Lily. |
emptied my seed deep inside the clutch of her body, then teased her clit and watched
in fascination as she found another climax.

| waited precious moments until she came back down to earth before | kissed her,
lingering at her mouth, tasting her heavy breaths and licking at her plump lower lip. |
littered her cheeks and chin with kisses, then journeyed south to her neck where |
found the wild beat of her pulse. | suckled her there, and knew a sense of possessive
satisfaction when Lily moaned and arched against me.

| gently drew my mouth off her, then stared down at her closed eyes and the delicate
smile on her face. The feeling that we weren't merely satisfying a physical need but

also quenching the insatiable thirst of two souls destined for each other overcame me.
Thiswaswhat I’ d been missing.

“That was ... intense,” she breathed out, an upward tilt to her lips.
“Forgive me,” | gritted out. “I got alittle out of hand.”
She lifted her hand and caressed my cheek. “It’sthe Y ucilon , right?’

| nodded. “I expected it to be powerful, but the force of our bonding took me off
guard.”

“l love you, Kai,” she murmured. “And | loved our bonding. | wouldn’'t change a
thing.”

My heart filled with the sincerity of her words. When | would’ve offered the words



back to her, something caught my eye. “Look at your body.”

She glanced down and her gaze widened. “They’re nearly gone! Oh, my God, Kai,”
she rushed out. “How?”’

| grinned. Pleased that | could take her pain away. Happy that | could erase the
physical evidence of her abuse. “It's my Y ucilon blood. Remember?”’

“Oh, yeah.” She sighed. “Wow, | didn't realize.” She tilted her head, then lifted her
hand, staring at it. “I think I’d enjoy being able to shift. To run through the forest with

you.
The thought sent my heart racing. “I’ d enjoy that too.”

“Wait.” She pushed me off, then lifted herself to a seated position and crossed her
legsin front of her. “Will you resent meif | can't shift? If | can be ... everything you
want me to be?’

“Never,” | cupped her chinin afirm hold. “Y ou already are everything to me.”

Lily’s fear smmered just below the surface, her brows furrowed as she regarded me
with uncertainty. “Y ou’re sure?’ she asked, a note of hope dlipping through.

| curled my fingers around hers. “I’ve never been more certain of anything in my
life,” | vowed, meaning the words.

Lily’s gaze softened as she met my eyes, a note of vulnerability reflected in her
expression. “I just wish | knew what might happen next. If I’'ll be able to shift or not.

It's scary not having answers.”

My thumb brushed over the back of her hand in a gentle caress. She exhaled,



shoulders loosening as the tightness in her posture unraveled. The worry in her eyes
softened, giving way to something warmer—something that held me captive. “We'll
handleit. Together.”

She sighed, “Together.”

“Yes. You are my mate, Lily. | know this deep down. In my soul. You're a part of

me. The mating is safe. I'm just not certain if you'll have the ability to shift.
Everything elseis clear to me.”

“It'sjust ... | want to be a part of your world, fully . To experience everything, even if
it's challenging.”

“1 want that too.” My grip on her hand tightened, my eyes locking onto hers, as an
unshakable determination took hold of me. “But you already are a part of my world,
Lily. Even if you can’t shift. It doesn’t matter to me. Doesiit to you?’

“It matters because | want to be your equal. | don’t want to be a burden to you.”

“You could never, my love.”

Lily tilted her head and leaned in, her forehead resting against mine, our link strong
and unbroken. “I love you, Kai,” she whispered. “Either way this comes out, we'rein

this together.”

| cupped the back of her head, as | hoped to convey a promise that spoke of my
unwavering commitment. “Yes, we are.”

“Will it hurt? Shifting, | mean.”

“I won't lie, at first there will be some pain, until your body gets used to it. Then it’ll



come naturally.”

Her lips kicked up sideways. “We're in some seriously uncharted territory, huh?’

“We are, but our mating istrue,” | vowed. “Thisis known in my heart.”

Her gaze shot toward the door. “Kai, | hear something outside,” she whispered.
“Could Patterson have—"

“Hush, my love, it's only a raccoon. It’'s about four hundred yards away,” | replied.
“You can hear that?’

She nodded, then glanced down at my chest. “Y our heart, it's so strong, so fast.”

“Lily,” | said, “get dressed. | want to show you something.”

Curiosity ignited in her green eyes and she nodded, dlipping off the bedding. | had to
keep my hands fisted at my sides in order to keep them off her. She was a temptation.
| watched as she quickly pulled on my t-shirt—it hung to mid-thigh. “This good
enough?’

| swallowed hard. “Yes,” | groaned, before taking her by the hand and bringing her
outside. The last rays of sunlight kissed the horizon, painting the sky in a vibrant
tapestry of oranges and purples. A cool breeze rustled through the leaves, carrying the
promise of the night to come.

“Kai, what are we doing out here?’ Lily asked, her voice a blend of excitement and
wonder.

| stood beside Lily, attempting to be a source of comfort amidst the whirlwind of
changes she was experiencing. We were in a secluded grove deep within the forest, a



place my family often retreated to for privacy. Tonight, however, it held a different
significance, as it marked the beginning of Lily’s transformation after our mating.

*k*k*

Lily

My heart raced, senses heightened to a level I'd never imagined. | could hear the
rustle of leavesin the distance, the call of a night owl, and even the subtle whispers of
the wind as it brushed against my skin. My breath came in shallow gasps as |
struggled to adjust to the overwhelming flood of sensations.

Kal turned his piercing golden eyes toward me. “Lily,” he said, his voice a soothing
melody, “1 know it’s alot to take in right now. But you're not alone in this. I'm here
with you every step of the way.”

| nodded, my eyeswidened in awe. “Thisis... it'sall sounreal,” | admitted, my voice
a hushed whisper.

Ka stepped closer, his hand reaching out to gently touch my cheek. “Your abilities
are a reflection of our bond,” he explained. “As we become more connected, your
senses will merge with mine, allowing you to experience the world in ways you’ve
never known before.”

He guided me to sit on a fallen log, then stood over me magnificently nude. “Let’s
start with your hearing,” he instructed, his voice soothing. “Close your eyes and focus
on the sounds around you. L et them come to you, but don’t let them overwhelm you.”

| followed his instructions, taking a deep breath and closing my eyes. Gradually, |
began to filter through the symphony of sounds, homing in on each one individually.
The distant chirping of crickets, the swift gurgle of a nearby stream, and even the



faint hum of my own heartbeat.

Kal’s hand settled on my shoulder. “Now, let’swork on your sense of smell,” he said.
“Take in a deep breath through your nose and let the scents come to you. Focus on
one scent at atime, like picking out individual notes from a melody.”

| inhaled deeply, my senses flooding with a plethora of smells| hadn’t noticed before.
The earthy aroma of the forest floor, the sweet fragrance of blooming wildflowers,
and the faint hint of pine carried by the breeze. It was exhilarating.

Kai’s voice was a steady presence in the sea of sensations. “Remember, control is
key,” he advised. “When it gets too much, take a moment to close your eyes, and use
the calming techniques | showed you.”

| nodded, a sense of gratitude washing over me. With Kai’ s guidance, | felt a growing
sense of confidence at the power | now possessed.

Ka smiled at me, his gaze steady. “| want to share something with you, something
that’s a part of who | am,” he replied. “But before | do, | want you to know that no
matter what you see, I'm still the same Kal you’' ve come to care for.”

| nodded, my trust in him unwavering. “1 believe you, Kai.”

He took a step back, his eyes locking onto me. The air shifted around him, charged
with otherworldly energy. And then, before my eyes, his body changed. Bones shifted
and muscles rippled beneath his skin as he transformed.

A low growl filled the air, and my breath caught in my throat as | watched Kai’s form
morph into a massive black wolflike creature. His fur glistened in the fading light, his
golden eyes piercing the dusk with such intensity. He was a magnificent presence, a
being that seemed to belong to the realm of dreams and nightmares.



My heart raced as | stared at the incredible creature before me. Fear and awe mingled
within me, an array of emotions | struggled to comprehend. And yet, amidst the
overwhelming sensations, there was an undeniable sense of connection. A bond with
this creature, with Kai, that went beyond the physical.

Kai’s eyes never left mine, and | could feel his reassuring presence even in his
transformed state. Slowly, he approached me, his movements controlled. His large
head lowered, and he nuzzled me gently, his touch both tender and fierce.

Lily. Kai’ s voice was a degp rumble in my mind.

How are we able to do this? | thought the words rather than speaking them.

Mate, was his only reply as he nudged my thigh with his snout. You are the first
human to ever mate with one of our kind. And | want you to know every facet of my
existence.

| smoothed my hand against the coarse fur of his neck, my heart swelling with
emotion. | met his golden gaze, my eyes filled with unshed tears. “You're

magnificent, Kai,” | said aloud. “ Terrifying and beautiful all at once.”

Kai’s wolfish form softened, vulnerability in his gaze. And you, Lily, have entranced
me like no other. Y ou’ ve accepted me, and embraced every aspect of who | am.

As the last traces of daylight gave way to the embrace of night, Kai’s form shifted
back to that of a man. He stood before me once again with tendernessin his eyes.

| stepped closer, my fingers tracing the contours of his face. “I am yours, Kai, in
every way,” | whispered.

He pulled me into a warm embrace, our hearts beating in unison. “And I’'m yours,” he



murmured against my lips with a kiss that held the promise of a world uncharted and
alove everlasting.



Page 18

Source Creation Date: July 27, 2025, 3:55 pm

K ai

My heart raced as | looked into Lily’s eyes, the threads binding us together stronger
than ever after she had witnessed my true form. | could feel her presence in my mind,
her thoughts like a gentle caress against my consciousness. The barriers that had once
separated us were now nothing more than fragments.

| could sense the changes within her, the subtle shifts in her body as my DNA
coursed through her veins, bringing with it the healing she so badly needed. The bond
we shared was unlike anything | had ever experienced, a merging of souls.

| stared at her, desire coursing through me as | took Lily’s hand in mine. “Lily,” |
said, my voice barely awhisper, “My world is yours now. The good and the bad.”

A wealth of anticipation gleamed in her eyes. “When | left Walnut Ridge | wanted to
start fresh somewhere. Be my own person for the first time in my life.” Her smile lit
me on fire. “Then | met you and everything changed. | don’t regret a second of it.”

| traced the curve of her jaw with my fingertip. “Let’s go back inside,” | urged, my

cock hardening at the prospect of getting her beneath me. “| want to make love to you
again.

Lily’s cheeks flushed and | found her utterly intoxicating. “Kai,” she whispered my
name, her voice filled with araw emotion | could feel echoing within me.

| leaned in, my lips grazing her forehead in a gentle touch. “Y ou're fully healed now.
| need you under me, my love,” | said, unable to contain the passion riding me. “I



want to claim you properly.”

Lily’s fingers intertwined with mine, her touch a silent affirmation of her feelings.
“But you did that, right?’ she asked.

“In the way of my kind, | mean,” | explained, a surge of emotion swelling within me,
my heart overflowing with alove | hadn’'t expected to feel. | guided her back toward
the cabin, our steps slow. The air around us thickened with anticipation, the world
narrowing to the shared space between us.

As they entered the cabin, the warm glow of the fire was dimming, but | didn’t care.
All that mattered was Lily. | closed the door behind me, then turned to her.

“Lily,” I whispered, my voice a low, sensual murmur. Hunger crashed through me as
| closed the distance, capturing her lipsin akiss. | craved her. Ached for her. As our
bodies pressed together, our breaths and heartbeats merged into a symphony of
shared desire.

At her delicate moans, alow growl emanated from deep in my chest. | put one hand
on her waist and walked us toward the bed. When the backs of my knees hit the side
of the mattress, | allowed myself to fall backward, dragging Lily on top of me. |
adjusted her until | had her right where | wanted her, pressed up close, my cock
nudging that tempting V between her legs. My hand went to her hair, wrapping a
fistful of the dark red tresses, and tugged. The instant our mouths touched, | knew 1'd
do anything to keep Lily. No one would ever separate us.

Lily...
Her name echoed in my mind just before my mouth crushed against hers, forcing her

lips apart. | took possession of the sweet interior. Lily moaned and moved her hipsin
little circles, teasing and pushing me to the edge of control. | sucked at her lower lip



and probed her mouth, tasting the sweet flavor of her arousal. | inhaled and knew Lily
was close. Her scent had changed to a warm, spicy aromathat | would no doubt thirst
for the rest of my life.

| pulled my mouth off her and growled, “Any pain?’

“None,” she groaned, then she drifted her lips over my jawline. “Please, Kai,” she
begged.

“I"'m here,” | assured her, then | caressed my way down her neck, nipping at the vein
| found there. She breathed my name and it spurred me on. | let my tongue tease the
delicate skin behind her ear. But another part of her body called to me,

| pulled my mouth free, then took hold of the hem of the shirt she'd thrown on. * Off
with it,” | ordered. When she sat up, her soft wet pussy pressed against my cock, |
was enthralled. Couldn’t move, could barely breathe as | watched her slowly lift the
fabric, revealing her belly and ribcage. Bruises and cuts gone. All that remained was
Lily’ssilky ivory flesh. “My beautiful Lily,” | praised.

She never spoke, merely tossed the shirt over her head and let it fall to the floor. |
knew 1I'd been given the greatest of gifts. | would never let her go. Never let her
regret choosing me. Choosing our bond. | cupped both precious swells, then lifted my
head and nibbled at her, my need for her uncontrollable. | moved my arms around
her, mashing my face against the round orbs. My legs spread wide and | pushed my
aching erection against the plush cushion of her ass, letting her feel what she did to
me. Lily writhed shamelessly atop me, her moans turning to cries of need.

| hummed my approval, then released her nipple and let my hands skate down her
body until | reached her mound. | cupped her there, enjoying the feel of her juices
against my palm. Fuck, | was done being gentle. The predator in me was ready to
take her. Mark her. | needed my scent covering her. Inside of her.



When her pussy slid over my cock, | bit back a curse. She was already so hot and
wet. It wasn't enough. | wanted her begging. My Y ucilon needed it. Craved it.

The fingers of her right hand reached out and stroked slowly over my pectorals, back
and forth, her green eyes drawn by some imaginary force to the path her hand made
over my body. As her fingers drifted lower over my abdomen, | flung my head back
with a groan. Desire and pain mingled, pushing me precariously close to the edge. |
was strung too tight. | forced myself to concentrate. | couldn’t afford to lose control.
Lily was too new to my world. She wouldn’t understand if | became too aggressive.
When Lily dipped her head and placed a gentle kiss on my left nipple, then nipped it
with her teeth, a dark haze of lust engulfed me.

| took hold of a lock of hair and tugged until she was staring down a me. Her
surprise reminded me that she was human. Had no idea how close | was. “Hands and
knees, Lily,” | murmured.

Shock registered in her pretty gaze. “Isthis the claiming you talked about?’

“Yes,” wasall | could manage. My animal was in control now. | patted the bed beside
me. “I won’'t hurt you,” | vowed, hoping it was true.

“1 trust you, Kai.” She licked her lips, then moved off me, going to her hands and
knees beside me. “Like this?’

| couldn’t breathe, et alone speak. | sat up, then moved behind her. Her sex glistened
from her arousal. | inhaled, enjoying the sweet scent. | nudged her legs wider, then
dipped my finger inside her. “Are you sore?’

“No, oh, God,” Lily moaned as she flung her head back and gripped the blanket with
both fists.



“Fuck, you're beautiful,” I bit out. My mouth watered for ataste of her, right between
her supple thighs. Using my thumbs, | spread her open, exposing her clitoris. | leaned
forward and sucked it into my greedy mouth. Fuck, | was starving for her. My tongue
dipped inside, tasting her tight channel. Lily cried out and pushed her hips against my
face. | gave her what she needed, teasing her and flicking my tongue over and around
her clit. Again and again, | played with her. When her thighs began to quiver and her
body bowed, | suckled her clit once more, then watched in awe as she screamed my
name and came for me.

| lifted my head from between her thighs, then positioned my cock at her entrance.
“Now, Lily.”

She flung her head back. “Yes, please, Kai!”

| slid my dick in afew inches, careful not to hurt her, but Lily surprised me when she
slammed her ass against my hips, seating my cock deep inside her tight sheath.
“Fuck,” | growled.

“1 need it,” she whimpered.

| lowered my body over hers, caging her in, then began a slow, easy rhythm, allowing
her to get used to the feel of me deep inside her body. We fit perfectly. “Mate,” |
whispered against her neck.

“Yes,” Lily agreed, her voice husky from her cries of pleasure. She turned her head
and stared at me. Her eyesfull of heat. Her hair soaked in sweat.

“S0, damn pretty,” | praised, moving one hand to her hip and holding her still while
made love to her. | ached to draw out our pleasure, measure by measure. Make her
aware of each stroke of skin, each time her body clutched around me. Asif we' d done
it athousand times.



My hands found their way over her silken body, like a blind man committing each
piece of her to memory. When | found the tiny nub of her desire, Lily breathed out
my name. It was the sweetest sound I'd ever heard. As | pushed her closer to the
edge, her movements became more and more frantic, driving my cock farther into her
dripping pussy. Soon there was no separating us. Without warning, Lily flew apart.
Her pussy clutched me in atight fist as her fingers dug into the bedding. When her
thighs clenched tight, | lost what little control | had left.

| thrust hard, pumping faster, deeper. Wrapping my arm around her lower belly to
keep her still, | pulled al the way out, then slammed deep again. Over and over, my
hips nearly shoving hersto the mattress until my balls drew up tight, and | stiffened.

| lowered my head to Lily’s shoulder, my teeth elongating, and | bit down hard.
Blood flowed over my teeth and tongue. Lily moaned and slammed her ass backward,
then screamed as yet another climax sent her careening over that imaginary cliff. The
slick walls of her pussy gripped me. | sealed the wound with a swipe of my tongue,
then the familiar sensation of my cock swelling began, locking us together, and it
caused Lily to cry out my name. | allowed my teeth to retract. Damn, she tasted
sweet. As | placed little kisses along her spine, intent on soothing her, | swelled
further, until a knot formed at the base of my cock. | wrapped my body around hers
and joined her, Lily’stight, slick passage milking me dry.

| kept her beneath me another moment, allowing the swelling to ease. When it was
safe, | pulled my cock free and sat back on my haunches. Lily whimpered and
collapsed against the mattress.

“What was that?’ she asked in a breathless whimper. “1’ve never ... wow.”
“It’s the mating,” | explained, laying down beside her and stroking the sweat-soaked

hair from her face. With her pretty green eyes on mine, | continued. “A knot forms at
the base, locking us together.”



“Why didn’t that happen the first time?’

“l held back,” | replied. “Y ou were injured, Lily. | didn’t want to chance hurting you
until you were fully healed.”

“Oh.” She smiled at me, sending my heart racing with her beauty. “So, now it's
official official.”

| chuckled. “It was official official before. But now it’'s possible for you to...” Shit, |
hadn’t even realized what 1’ d done.

Her head istilted to one side. “To what?’

“Uh, I wasn't fully aware.” Or was 1? “Damn it, maybe | was, it’s just—"

“Kal,” shewarned, “you’re starting to scare me.”

“The knot is different for a Yucilon . | can make love to you without the knot, but |
can't get you pregnant. With the knot...”

She dtiffened beside me, her gaze widening. “You tried to get me pregnant?’ she
asked, leaving the bed and dlipping into my shirt, covering herself from my view.
“We just mated and you want to get me pregnant already?’

“Not intentionally,” | groused, sitting up. “It’s ... it’sinstinctive, Lily.”

She bit her lip, her arms wrapping around her body. “But you came the first time. |
know you did.”

“Yes.” | got off the bed and moved toward her, grateful when she didn’t back away
from me. “The thing is, without the knot forming, there's no chance of you ending up



with child.”

“Okay, okay,” she said, pacing the room. “I’m an adult so it’s as much on me as you.
It isn’t like | insisted on protection. And I’'m not on the pill because, well, it always
made me feel horrible, so—"

“Lily, breathe, my love,” | urged her. | could see her spiraling and it was the last
thing | wanted.

“Right,” she mumbled, taking a deep breath. “ So, how does this knot thing work?’

Never in all my yearsdid | think I’d be having a birds-and-bees conversation with my
very-human mate. “Many animals are similar to us. A knot forms to seal the male
inside the female. But with a 'Y ucilon , the knot is a thousand times more—"

“Potent,” she helpfully supplied, crossing her arms in front of her. “You kicked it up
anotch.”

“1 did, but | didn’t do it on purpose. | wasn’'t trying to trap you or deceive you.” | ran
a hand through my hair. “I think the animal in me chose for us both.”

“To ensure the continuation of your race,” Lily said, her voice steady. She stared
down at herself, a hand pressing to her belly. “A baby,” she whispered, asif in awe of
theidea

| went to her, taking her into my arms and holding her close. “I wouldn't be upset by
that. Would you?’

Her arms wound around my middle, and she nuzzled her nose to my chest. “No. |
don’t think | would.”



| pulled back afew inches. “Are you angry?’

“No,” she grudgingly admitted, “just trying to takeit all in, | guess.”

Something else struck me. “1 should probably warn you about going into heat.”

Lily’s face reddened. “Heat?’

“Yeah.” | licked my lips, my dick hardening al over again. “It might not happen for
you, but for one of my kind it lasts about two weeks,” | explained. “Your sex drive
kicks into overdrive. You won't be able to get enough. Until it's over, of course.”
Damn, | wanted to experience that with her. Just the thought had me ready to jump
her.

She quickly glanced away, as if finding the subject embarrassing. “That’s very ... |
don’t know what to say to that.”

My phone rang and | cursed the damn thing. “I need to get that. It could be about
Trakker.”

“Of course.” She stepped out of my arms, then sat on the end of the bed. | picked up
my cell and checked the screen. “Wyatt,” | muttered as | answered. “What’s going
on?’

k%%
Lily
| was freaking out a little as | watched Kai. The warmth of our shared passion still

lingered in the air, but my thoughts were consumed by the revelation Ka had
dropped like an unexpected bombshell. | looked at him, my eyes narrowing in anger.



And love.

Kai’s gaze shifted from the phone in his hand to my face. Oh, he was feeling all sorts
of self-reproach. It was clear in his expression. “We'll leave now,” he said into the
phone.

My fingers clenched into fists as | tried to process what had just happened. He' d kept
something from me. Intentional or not, | still felt betrayed.

Kal sat down beside me, his hand reaching out to gently cup my cheek. “I understand
your anger, Lily. And | take full responsibility for not telling you,” he said, his eyes
locked onto mine. My anger was tempered by the raw vulnerability in his gaze. |
sighed, as anger gave way to a sense of unease. “I don’t truly think you were trying to
trick me,” | admitted. “I just never imagined being a mother before.”

Kai nodded, then began playing with alock of my hair. “Honestly, | never imagined
being afather,” he admitted. “But pregnant or not, we'll handle it together.”

Just as the tension between us began to ease, Kai's gaze landed on his phone, his
expression shifting from concern to urgency. “We're needed at the house,” he said,
his voice tense. “Wyaitt has news about Trakker.”

My eyes softened as | realized the gravity of the situation. “Of course. Family comes
first.”

“You are my family.” He pressed a quick kiss to my forehead, then got up and put his
clothes on.

| took a deep breath. My mind was still reeling from the news of the potential
pregnancy, but | knew that we had other pressing mattersto attend to.



| got to my feet and followed suit. Soon we were out the door and on our way back to
the house. As | glanced over at Kai, seeing the worry on hisface, | knew that the path
ahead wouldn’t be easy, that our life would be fraught with trials, the likes of which |
couldn’'t even fathom. But despite the challenges | would be there for Kai. As his
mate. His equal. Through the good and the bad.
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The atmosphere inside the house was somber as we walked in, hand in hand, our
bond no doubt evident in our demeanor. We entered the kitchen to find the rest of
Ka's brothers gathered around the table, their expressions tense. All eyes turned
toward us, the room falling into an expectant hush.

Kai’s gaze locked onto Wyatt's. “What' s the news about Trakker?’ Kai’s voice was a
low, controlled rumble, revealing his tightly wound frustration.

Wyaitt's gaze was heavy as he looked at his brother, his expression carrying the
weight of the news he was about to deliver. “Trakker is being held in afacility that is
as secure as a fucking prison,” he said, his words heavy with a sense of defeat.
“Patterson has taken every precaution to ensure that breaking in is nearly impossible.
It would take an army to even attempt it.”

My heart sank at the news. | knew the torment Trakker must be enduring at the hands
of Patterson. My mind filled with images of metal instruments meant to cause pain
and induce fear.

As the brothers began to discuss possible strategies, | listened intently. Suddenly all
their attention turned toward me. A sudden self-consciousness swept over me, my
cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “What?’ Oh, God, could they somehow sense
the completed mating between me and Kai? Was our bond so obvious that it was
evident to those with preternatural abilities?

Easy, my love. They are happy for us. That's all.



| quirked a brow at Kai. We shared a mind link, but could he read my every thought
so easily?

Y our unease pushed me to dip inside your mind. Don’t worry, I’m not reading your
every thought. He winked at me, his hand tightening around mine, his stance
protective as he stepped forward. “ Stop staring,” he commanded, his voice carrying
the weight of authority. The warning in his golden eyes sent tendrils of heat through
me as he addressed his brothers. “Y ou’ re making her uncomfortable.”

Creeg was the first to smile. “Congratulations,” he offered, his voice filled with
warmth.

“Thank you,” | replied, as some of the embarrassment ebbed.

“Finally, another female around here,” Fostine chimed in. “You can help me keep
theseidiotsinline.”

| laughed. “I’m happy to try.”

The others expressed their sentiments as well. Wyatt was the only one who didn’t
speak up, and | wondered about it. | decided to ask Kal about it |ater.

“You okay?’ Ka asked aoud, his protective stance surrounding me like a shield. |
nodded in agreement, grateful for his support and the clear boundary he was
establishing between his brothers and us.

“Back to the problem here. We need a blueprint of the place. And we'll need to find
out how many people he has guarding it.”

“There are cameras everywhere, Wyatt.” Miggs groaned. “The only way we're
getting in is to cut the power, and a place this big definitely has a backup generator.”



Fostine cleared her throat. “We need a list of people working for Patterson. We need
someone on the inside.”

Lucian nodded. “Like Ricky,” hereplied. “Good idea.”

“Miggs, think you can work some magic?’ Wyatt asked, watching his brother with a
gleam of hope.

“I’ll do some digging,” Miggs answered, his expression grim as he left the kitchen.

Kai tilted his head as he watched Wyatt. “We know for sure Trakker is there?’

“Put it thisway,” he muttered, “if | was a crazy scientist and wanted to make sure my
latest guinea pig didn’t escape, thisisthe place I'd pick.”

As the family meeting ended, everyone left. There wasn’'t anything anyone could do
until Miggs was finished with his search. | worried that the wait would drive us all
mad. Creeg offered to make dinner, while Fostine headed for the workout room. Cage
chose to go for a run, while Lucian shuffled off to his room. Still attempting to
recover his strength after two years as Patterson’s captive, | assumed. It would be a
long road for him. Y ucilon or not.

When we were alone again, Kal turned to me, his eyes filled with a healthy dose of
regret. “I'm sorry about al this,” he murmured, his fists clenched at his sides. “I
wanted our first day as matesto go abit differently.”

My lips curved into a small smile as | looked into his eyes, finding solace in his
presence. “If I'm to be your mate then I'm all in, Kai. No half measures. Y our
problems are mine. Mine are yours. That’s how it’s meant to be.”

“Mine are a tad bigger than yours,” he admitted with a grin, pulling me into his arms
and nuzzling the top of my head with his chin.



| settled against him. “Ha, you’ re forgetting what you said about me going into heat.
I’m bound to drive you mad.”

Ka winced and glanced down at me. “Yeah, see, that’s not exactly a turn-off for a
Yucilon, my love.”

| decided to tease him abit. “No?”

“No,” he swiftly replied. “Think big bad wolf, and you' re the little redhead he's about
to devour.”

My face heated to about a hundred degrees. “Oh.”

He laughed. “Damn, | can’t wait.”

In a swift and mesmerizing shift, the air around us seemed charged with an
electrifying energy. Kai’s arms flexed and rippled. | was reminded of the moment
outside the cabin when he’'d shown me his true form and transformed into a
magnificent black wolf-like creature, his size and power awe-inspiring. His fur
gleamed in the moonlight, each strand shimmering with an otherworldly intensity.
His eyes a brilliant golden shade, piercing and locked onto me with a passion that had
shot through my very soul. The transformation had been both beautiful and primal, a
display of histrue nature that had left me breathless. And | wanted to witness it again.
Ached to transform with him. Run alongside him through the forest, as mates were
meant to do.

But what struck me the most was the hunger that radiated from him now. The bond
between us was only intensified by our mating—a fierce need that was now reflected
in his wild eyes. My senses were heightened, my awareness focused solely on my
mate.

Every movement Kai made was deliberate, his powerful muscles flexing beneath his



shirt. He exuded an aura of masculinity, as if his animal instincts were driving him
even Now.

Kai dripped with araw magnetism that drew mein, my heart racing in response to his
unbridled hunger. | could feel the intensity of his longing reverberating through the
bond we shared. It was asif the barriers between us had dissolved, leaving only araw
and unfiltered connection.

My breath caught in my throat as his warm breath skated against my skin, his body
radiating a heat that enveloped me. The sensations were overwhelming. | met his
gaze, my own eyes no doubt reflecting a deep yearning that matched his. “I love
you,” | breathed out, needing to say the words, needing him to hear them.

He quirked one regal brow. “Even though my animal tricked you with the claiming?’

As | looked into Ka’s golden eyes, | saw a flicker of uncertainty there, a
vulnerability that tugged at my heartstrings. | could sense the weight of his doubts,
the haunting shadows that lingered in the corners of his mind. Affection and
understanding swelled within me, too powerful to contain any longer.

Without hesitation, | reached up and gently cupped his cheek. “Kai,” | urged, “I need
you to know something. No matter what’s happened, no matter the mistakes or the
misunderstandings, my feelings for you have never wavered.”

Ka searched my gaze. A feathery brush against my mind told me he was there, the
thread between us as strong as ever. “If | could change it | would,” he murmured, his
voice tinged with regret. “I’d explain better, help you to understand our ways.”

My thumb brushed against his cheek. “I know,” | admitted, my voice steady.

His arms tightened around me. “1’m not sure | deserve you.”



“lI don't know if I'll be able to shift. | don't know if I'll get pregnant. All that's
certain is that we belong together.” Tears pricked at the corners of my eyes as | held
him close, the weight of our shared emations filling the space between us. In that
moment, all doubts, all fears were swept away by the intensity of our love.

Kai’s fingers tightened around my waist, his touch sending shivers through my body.
He held my gaze with an intensity that set my heart racing, a fire burning in his
golden eyes that consumed everything else around us. “Lily,” he said, his husky voice
filled with raw hunger, “From this world to the next, there’s no place, no existence,
where my love for you won’'t burn asfiercely asit does now.”

“Kal...” His promise seared clear through me, igniting afire within that matched his. |
could feel his desire, his need for me, radiating from every inch of his being. It left
me breathless.

His hands traced the curves of my body, his touch left a trail of sensations that sent
my senses reeling. “You're mine,” he whispered, his lips brushing against the shell of
my ear, his breath hot and tingling against my skin. “Every part of you, body and
soul, belongs to me. And I’'ll protect you, cherish you, and love you with a ferocity
that knows no bounds.”

My heart pounded in my chest, the heat of hiswords seeping into my very core. | met
the desire in his gaze with my own. My fingers trailed over the contours of his chest,
feeling the power that lay beneath his skin.

“I’'m yours. In every way,” | breathed.

With a fierce growl, Kai claimed my lips in a kiss that was a symphony of raw
animalistic need. His mouth was hot against mine, his kiss possessing a fervor that
sent my senses spiraling. Our bodies pressed together, his strength enveloping me,
our connection a blaze of electricity.



The world fell away and nothing else existed. Tomorrow wasn't promised to anyone,

but | would take what | could from the present, and relish every moment spent in
Ka’sarms.

The End



